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The Bloody Meadow





William Ryan



Chapter One


It was snow, or sleet, or something in between – whatever it was, it swirled around them like smoke and seemed to freeze solid as soon as it hit fabric, coating their clothes with a white sheen. It had been snowing, or sleeting, depending on your opinion, for days now and they stepped carefully along the icy path that led to their destination.
Captain Alexei Dmitriyevich Korolev followed the director of the First Mikoyan Agricultural Tooling Trust with a sense of foreboding – the two uniforms and his fellow detective Yasimov trailing behind. Korolev knew this was going to be an awkward job – it just had that feel to it. The director had said as much when they’d told him they were there to question one of his men – at first he’d been all cooperation, but when they’d told him the man’s name, Shishkin, and he’d looked to see where they could find him, his attitude had changed.
‘Shishkin, Shishkin, Shishkin,’ he’d said, going through cards in a wooden filing cabinet. ‘Here we are. Ah. Workers’ Hostel Seven. I should have guessed.’
Korolev was no mind reader but it was clear that ‘Workers’ Hostel Seven’ had a reputation and, now that they were walking towards it, Korolev had a suspicion he knew what kind. The director came to a halt and pointed at a long single-storey wooden building, the pitched roof seeming to bend under its thick helmet of winter snow. The hostel had no gutters and melt water had frozen along its length like a curtain that hung down till it touched the snow bank that had drifted halfway up the wall. What few small windows there were lurked high under the eaves, and several panes had been replaced with whatever had come to hand. It was the kind of place where workers, fresh from the country, turned inwards, recreating their village in a space the size of a cattle barn.
This lot wouldn’t like outsiders. They wouldn’t even like the citizens who lived in the hostels surrounding them. No, this place was a tiny island in the sprawling sea of the city that surrounded it. In fact, the island wasn’t really in Moscow, or even in the Soviet Union – it was somewhere quite different.
‘I’m not going in there, Comrade,’ the director said, stopping, ‘and I have to tell you, I don’t advise you to either. I’ve shown you where he lays his head. If I were you, I’d wait till he comes out.’
Korolev shrugged his shoulders, took a moment to look at Shishkin’s photograph, then showed it to the others to refresh their memories. A wide face topped with a mop of blond hair shaved tight at the sides, a rounded, solid-looking jaw, straight lips. He didn’t look like a killer – in fact there was something open and fresh about the fellow’s face. But apparently Shishkin and his brother had been drinking, and alcohol, as Korolev well knew, could turn a saint into the Devil. The brother had been foreman of a rubber factory in the Frunze district and, it seemed, Shishkin had asked for a job and been refused. Small things became large when vodka coursed through men’s veins – he’d had a case once where two men had been hacked to pieces on account of a pickled cucumber.
‘How many people in there?’ Korolev asked.
‘Five hundred souls, give or take,’ the director said and Korolev knew what that meant – there’d be friends and family who didn’t work for the Trust, there’d have been deaths, there’d have been births. A score of rag-footed children were visible around the hostel and a good half of them wouldn’t be on any list the director had.
‘You see what I mean,’ the director said, indicating with a nod a clump of sullen men who had appeared at the nearest entrance. ‘My authority stops here – hell, even the Party activists don’t visit this place. They’ve their own ways of doing things in there, and it works best for everyone if we leave them to it.’
Korolev looked at the workers by the door – muscular, work-smudged, tough-standing brutes, and not overly fond of the Militia by the look of them. He took a squint at the snap of Shishkin once again.
‘Well, one way or another, we have to go in and talk to him.’
He glanced at the two uniforms – they didn’t look any happier than the last time he’d looked, but they’d do their duty. Yasimov seemed resigned, and Korolev caught him patting the jacket pocket in which he kept his revolver. They’d all seen hostels like this before – places that followed different rules from the rest of the city around them, and were allowed to by men like the director, desperate for workers to meet the factory’s quotas. Korolev started to walk towards the entrance and hoped the uniforms were following. The workers stood aside as they approached, but there was no welcome in their hard eyes, and he could hear them turning and following close behind, cutting off their escape.
He pushed open the door of the hostel and entered.

It was as he’d thought it would be – like the inside of an ants’ nest, if ants were humans and lived in the city of Moscow in the year of Our Lord 1937. Everywhere there were people and their possessions. Along one wall small rooms for families had been built, like stables, and from the empty doorframes of which the lucky inhabitants had hung blankets or sheets to give themselves some privacy. Elsewhere, however, every spare inch of floorspace had been filled with beds, mattresses and sacking and on them the rest of the hostel’s occupants were sleeping, sitting, playing cards, drinking, smoking and doing every other thing that a citizen might do in the comfort of his home – except that here he was sharing his living space with half a thousand others. And above the people hung wet clothing and bedding from washing lines that criss-crossed the room in no apparent order so that the ceiling was invisible. Korolev stood there taking it in, before walking slowly through the room, scanning each face as he did so, and finding himself being examined with the same care in return.
Korolev kept moving forward, pushing gently past the people who stood in the space between the cubicles and the beds, looking for Shishkin. At least it was warm, he thought to himself, even if it was the warmth of a shed full of cattle – the cast-iron stoves that lined the centre of the room every seven or eight metres probably gave out less heat than the people crammed in around them. There was no point in asking for the fellow, no one here would tell him anything. Already their presence was like a pebble thrown into a pond – a ripple of silence rolled out from them, till it seemed that the loudest noise in the place was the heavy tread of his hobnailed heels on the wooden floorboards. He cursed the boots, only four months old and things of beauty, but as out of place here as a crystal chandelier. They labelled him as well, and it wasn’t a label he much liked to have applied. Still, at least the silent faces turning towards him one after another, grimy white against their work-soiled clothes, made his search for Shishkin that much easier.
The hostel was split into two main rooms, with a cooking and washing area separating the two, and the further they advanced towards the centre of the building the less the noise of his boots was evident. There were other noises – coughing, the rustle of clothes, the snoring of sleeping workers, dripping water, the cluck of a chicken picking its way between the beds. There was still no sign of Shishkin, but that might be the least of their problems. Women and children were being ushered into the cubicles and young men woken from their sleep to stand and examine the Militiamen with bleary eyes. Korolev could hear people following them through the building, but he didn’t look round. If he looked, he’d have to confront them, and that would mean trouble. He squared his shoulders and marched on, feeling the sudden heat from the cooking area, where red-faced women crouched over primus stoves – the sound of them like the roar of a blast furnace.
The second room was the same as the first and, again, their arrival had a pronounced effect. A youth with tousled hair was playing the accordion but the music came to a sliding halt when he saw the brown pointed budyenny caps of the two uniforms. Other grey winter faces turned towards them, watching them, wondering what the four intruders wanted. In the far corner a white-haired man, a thin beard under a hawk’s nose, read to a circle of men and women, their heads bowed. It wasn’t Korolev’s business but he’d wager a month’s salary it was a bible he was reading from and that the man was a former priest. The reader looked up and, without taking his eyes away from the intruders, said a few quiet words which resulted in the silent dispersal of his audience. Korolev watched him place the book in a bag, and sit down on a bed to watch their approach. There was no fear in the man’s eyes, but Korolev looked away anyway, trying to make it clear it wasn’t him they were after.
It was this turning his gaze away that brought the sleeping Shishkin to his attention. The shock of blond hair was the same, but the face was not so open any more. Moscow hadn’t been kind to the smiling youth – someone had hit that nose of his once or twice and left it crooked, and a half-healed scar had replaced most of his left eyebrow. Korolev leant down to shake Shishkin awake, ignoring the people pushing in behind him, and the gathering of men blocking the only visible exit. He’d deal with those problems when the time came.
‘Wake up, Citizen.’
The young fellow reeked of alcohol and hadn’t shaved for a day or two and, when he turned in his sleep, Korolev couldn’t help but notice the dark spatters on the sleeping man’s filthy clothing and the black crust of dried blood on his wrist as he lifted a hand to his face. Korolev shook him again and Shishkin’s eyes were suddenly wide open – as if he’d been disturbed from a bad dream.
‘Shishkin, Ivan Nikolayevich Shishkin – that’s you, am I right?’
Shishkin managed to focus and then nodded slowly, even though he seemed unsure of the answer.
‘I’m Korolev, Captain Korolev of the Moscow Criminal Investigation Division. From Petrovka Street.’
He could hear his words being relayed back through the building. They’d know Petrovka Street – it was famous in its own way. A Soviet Scotland Yard, or so it was said.
‘What do you want?’ Shishkin said, his voice still slurred from drink.
‘Where were you last night, Citizen?’
Something stirred in the young man’s eyes, not quite recollection but certainly unease.
‘Here. I was here.’
‘What’s this on your hand, Citizen? Is it blood?’
‘I don’t know. I had some drink. What of it? Maybe I got into a fight.’
‘Were you at your brother’s? Is that where you were drinking? At Tolya’s?’
‘No, I was here.’ But Shishkin wasn’t even convincing himself.
‘His neighbour saw you go inside at eight o’clock. Then later on he heard you and your brother argue. And then a commotion. And then silence. That was you, wasn’t it?’
Shishkin didn’t argue. His eyes were focused on the night before, trying to remember, not wanting to.
‘He’s dead, Citizen,’ Korolev said, and Shishkin’s face drained of colour. Perhaps he remembered something – perhaps in his mind’s eye he could see his brother’s face just before he’d hit him for the first time.
‘That blood on your hand – where did it come from?’ Korolev asked again.
‘Blood?’ Shishkin said. ‘What blood?’
Korolev waited till the boy looked down at the dried blood that ringed his wrist and stained his jacket. Waited till he saw Shiskin swallow hard at the sight of it.
‘How did you get back here? Did you walk?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘So you were there?’
‘No,’ Shishkin said, his eyes sliding away from Korolev’s.
‘You’ll have to come with us, Citizen. You have some questions to answer.’
‘It’s all a lie. The neighbour is lying. I was here. The neighbour killed him, like as not. He wanted his room – it was a good room. To kill a man for a room – the Devil himself wouldn’t do such a thing.’
Korolev turned – he saw shock in the nearer faces.
‘Can anyone confirm that this man was here last night between eight and eleven? Anyone?’
Korolev looked around and thought there was just a chance this might turn out all right. A small chance.
‘Why would I kill my own brother?’ Shishkin asked into the silence. ‘You know what these fellows are like, brothers – they’ll make up any lie against you. Don’t let me pay for another man’s crime.’
The workers stayed silent, considering the point, and Korolev could feel the matter going against him.
‘There are fingerprints on the hammer, Citizen. If they aren’t yours, you’ll be safe enough. You have my word on it.’
An older man, with bright blue eyes in a florid, bearded face, made his way through the crowd, followed by a woman. The woman had an oval face, skin roughened from years in the fields and straight grey hair pulled back under a white handkerchief. These would be the leaders of the hostel.
‘Vanya, swear to us you’d nothing to do with this,’ the woman said, her voice almost as deep as a man’s. A pleasant voice, but firm as a rock.
‘Nothing, I promise you. I was here. No one remembers because I was asleep.’
‘Why aren’t you surprised, Citizen? Your brother is murdered and all you do is deny you killed him. And why no grief for your brother?’ Korolev’s words hung heavy in the air, and he could see out of the corner of his eye men nodding at the point. It was important he only looked at Shishkin – though he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because his cold gaze was having some effect on the young man.
‘You’re twisting things – that’s what you devils do. He was my own brother, I could never hurt him.’
‘What about the blood, Citizen?’ Korolev pressed, asking the questions he knew his audience wanted answered.
‘What blood? A fight, that’s all. This is what you do to men. Wake them up and tell them things. Confuse them. He’s alive is all I know.’
‘He’s dead,’ Korolev said flatly. ‘He was hit with a hammer. Three times. The first blow shattered his left cheekbone.’
Korolev placed his thumb on Shishkin’s face where the hammer had struck.
‘The next glanced off his right cheek and broke his collarbone.’
Again Korolev mimicked the blow, this time hitting the boy a light blow on the shoulder. Then he placed his middle finger on top of the boy’s head.
‘The last, the order may be wrong, it doesn’t matter, but this blow hit him here, punched a five-centimetre-wide hole and split his skull from back to front. I was with the doctor when he examined him. Your brother’s dead all right.’
Shishkin flinched each time Korolev touched him and his voice wasn’t much more than a whisper when he answered.
‘I didn’t do anything to Tolya. I swear to you, I loved him.’
‘Perhaps you were angry with him?’
‘This is all lies – I haven’t seen him for weeks. He’s still alive, I know he is.’
The bearded man glanced up at Korolev. ‘Tolya’s dead, then?’
‘Dead as a man with a hammer through his skull.’
‘It could have been any hooligan from the street. There’s no reason it should have been our Vanya.’
‘Except he was seen entering Tolya’s room shortly before he died and seen leaving it soon afterwards. If it’s some other fellow’s fingerprints on the hammer, then we need to do some thinking. But at the moment it looks like your Vanya here is our man. I have to take him with me.’
A reaction moved through the crowd as he said this – a squaring of shoulders, a step forward, a scowl – at least some of them would like to stop him taking Shishkin anywhere. He looked at the elders for an answer, wondering what was going through their minds. They’d carved out a little bit of independence for themselves in this hovel of a hostel, it was true, but even they must know that they’d have to give him up sooner or later.
‘I give you my word: if the fingerprints don’t match then he’ll be coming back. But this is murder, Comrades. He has to come with me.’
The bearded man shook his head slowly. ‘I can’t believe Vanya would do something like this.’
The bible reader with the hooked nose stepped forward. He spoke quietly, but it was clear he had some authority in the hostel and the bearded elder looked relieved by his interruption.
‘Vanya, tell us what you remember from last night, and where you were.’
‘I was here, all night.’
‘You weren’t, Vanya. You didn’t come home until after the third shift. Did you visit Tolya?’
The youth’s face seemed to crumple in on itself.
‘Yes, I was there,’ the boy sobbed.
‘And you drank.’
‘I did, the Lord forgive me, I did. But I don’t remember what happened. I couldn’t have killed him, I couldn’t have.’
Shishkin’s hands rubbed at his face, making it difficult to hear what he was saying, but Korolev had heard enough. He put his hand on Shishkin’s shoulder and spoke softly.
‘Stand up now, Shishkin. Walk with us to the car.’
Shishkin did as he was told and Korolev, his hand moving to the man’s elbow, guided him. One or two of the workers looked as though they wanted to prevent them leaving but the bible reader shook his head, and they backed away.
Outside the cold was like a slap in the face and it seemed to unnerve Shishkin, who turned as if to make his way back in, but the bible reader took his other arm and walked with them. Men and women spilt out of the hostel behind them and followed in silence, ignoring the drifting snowflakes. The only sounds were the wail of a far-off factory whistle and the crunch of feet as they made their way towards the waiting car. Shishkin’s head was bowed and Korolev could feel the sobs that spasmed through him.
‘What will happen to me, holy father?’ he whispered to the bible reader, who looked at Korolev for his reaction. Korolev was careful to give none.
‘Put yourself into the hands of the Lord, Vanya. Pray to him and the Virgin and the saints. Pray for forgiveness and I will pray for you as well. We all will.’ His voice was very quiet, and Korolev hoped the uniforms couldn’t hear.
When they reached the car, the uniforms put Shishkin onto the back seat and sat on either side of him – the boy looked small between them. Korolev turned to the priest, maintaining a neutral expression.
‘Thank you, Comrade. Your assistance was most useful. We’ll commend your actions to the director.’
The bible reader took Korolev’s offered hand, perhaps wondering how Korolev could do that if he didn’t have his name. But Korolev didn’t want to know the priest’s name – he just wanted to go home and put this day behind him.



Chapter Two


Maybe the pot-holes the car had bounced over on the way had shaken the youngster’s brain awake, but by the time they brought Shishkin back to Petrovka Street, his memory had returned to him. He’d cursed himself, sobbed, banged his head with his hands, and Korolev had taken the confession that tumbled out of the boy, stopping him every now and then to clarify a point. It was a depressing tale and when it was finished the boy rubbed at his blood-crusted sleeves and asked himself the question Korolev wanted to put to him: ‘Why?’ And the answer eluded them both. Yes, he’d wanted a job at the rubber factory, but not enough to kill his own brother. But he remembered killing him all right, and so Korolev wrote it all down and then handed the confession to him to sign. And Shishkin signed it – tears blurring the ink. Korolev patted the youth’s shoulder and then had the uniforms take him down to the cells.
It hadn’t been a difficult case, but Korolev felt satisfaction that they’d resolved it so quickly as he began to put the file in order for the procurator’s office. But the sense of pleasure at a job well done disappeared when the page he was holding started to rustle loudly. He quickly placed it on the surface of his desk, holding it flat and pushing down, staring at his whitening knuckles, knowing that this was the only way he could stop his hands shaking. It was just that everything was on top of him all of a sudden, he reassured himself, that was all. It had been a long winter, and the Lord knew even the bravest got low during the winter months. And when had he last breathed easily? He remembered a time long before, a summer’s day, lying beside a river, his arm around Zhenia, and Yuri sleeping beside them in the shade of the tree. When had that been? The divorce had come through more than two years ago, and they hadn’t been happy like that for a good time before it. And his son had been small, very small, and his hair still baby soft. Three years ago, maybe?
‘Damn,’ he breathed, realizing it had been five years at least, and Yasimov looked up in surprise from the report he was writing. Korolev made himself smile, feeling it stretch his mouth taut. Yasimov returned it, giving him a small nod of appreciation.
‘For a moment there, Lyoshka, I was wondering how they’d break the news to the family. You handled it well.’ Yasimov stretched back, releasing a contented sigh. ‘I tell you what, though – a scrape that close makes the air smell sweet.’
‘Yes,’ Korolev agreed, thinking that the air would smell even sweeter if he could get a good night’s sleep. It had got to the stage recently when he’d wondered whether there was any point in taking off his clothes at night, so little time did he spend in his bed. But tonight he’d get eight hours, do some washing, eat some hot food.
‘To kill your own brother,’ Yasimov said, shaking his head.
‘Alcohol has no family,’ Korolev replied, reaching for another file he was working on.
‘Still, nothing is all bad, you know,’ Yasimov said, looking as though he was contemplating stopping off somewhere on the way home.
‘I can’t disagree with that,’ Korolev said. ‘The world wasn’t made in black and white.’
Not at all, he thought to himself; it was mainly grey, the grey of twilight, the grey of the night’s beginning.

Korolev’s nerves had settled by the time he walked down the wide steps of 38 Petrovka Street and began to make his way home through the still-busy streets of Moscow. He took the longer way, heading towards the Kremlin and through Red Square, passing the recently installed red star that topped the Spassky Tower and glowed like a bright beacon of hope against the black sky above it. It reassured him for a moment, and he felt a surge of pride that he was fortunate enough to be a Soviet citizen, living in the capital of a country that was leading the world by example. But then he remembered the fear throughout the city, particularly amongst Party members. The works meetings in Petrovka Street were no longer the calm affairs of six months before, but instead had become steadily more and more hysterical. Activists denounced each other for lack of vigilance, for concealing class origins, for having been former Mensheviks or, even worse, supporters of the exiled Trotsky. And every now and then one of his colleagues would disappear.
Korolev kept his head low, sat at the back and was grateful that he’d never joined the Party. But even non-Party members weren’t safe – the State expected complete loyalty from all of its citizens and, while he’d fought with the Red Army during the Civil War and had supported the Revolution for twenty years now, Korolev still had allegiances to individuals and beliefs that would put him at risk if they ever came to light.
As it had turned out, however, that icon business he’d been involved with the previous year, the most blatant example of his divided allegiances, had ended up working in his favour in unexpected ways. The matter remained top secret, which was probably just as well from Korolev’s point of view, but the injuries he’d suffered in the course of the investigation pointed to it having been a dangerous matter, on top of which Korolev now wore on his chest a mysterious Order of the Red Star that he was forbidden to discuss. According to Yasimov, most people thought he’d uncovered a counter-revolutionary plot and had personally assisted the NKVD, or the Chekists as they were commonly known after an older acronym, in the violent suppression of the conspiracy. It was almost true, after a fashion, but no one in Petrovka Street except for his boss knew the real story, and even Popov didn’t know all of it.
Still, for the moment at least, the dark red enamelled star that General Popov had ordered he wear on his chest while on duty, whether in uniform or not, had created a bubble around Korolev, and even around Yasimov. Korolev wasn’t complacent, though, far from it. After all, if some of his actions during the icon affair ever became public, they’d result in his immediate reacquaintance with the interior of a Lubianka cell. So for the foreseeable future he wanted to keep well clear of anything connected with the Chekists until they forgot he’d ever existed. And, until he was confident they had, he’d carry on keeping a small packed suitcase in his bedroom wardrobe just in case they came for him one night with a one-way ticket for Siberia.
Korolev found himself at the door of the building he lived in on Bolshoi Nikolo-Vorobinsky and began to kick the snow from his boots before opening the heavy front door, light spilling out into the lane as he did so; and as if to remind him that his concerns weren’t just groundless paranoia, he caught sight of the red seal that had been applied to Kotov’s apartment door by State Security only the previous week and which swung gently in the resulting draught. Poor Kotov had been an administrator with a government ministry until his arrest, but he’d had the nervous stoop and grey pallor of a condemned man for the best part of a month before it. Now he and his wife had disappeared and the only trace of their passing was that damned red seal that would swing there till the apartment was cleared and reallocated. Korolev reminded himself that he was alive, climbing the stairs to an apartment which he shared with the beautiful Valentina Nikolaevna, and by anyone’s standards he was a lucky man. He had to remember that. Tomorrow would look after itself.
He could hear Natasha’s laugh as he turned the key in the lock, but by the time he entered their shared room Valentina’s daughter was sitting grave-faced at the table – her eyes focused on the exercise book in which she was writing. She didn’t even look up at him. Valentina Nikolaevna, on the other hand, stood from the battered Chesterfield, putting aside the book she was reading. Every time he saw her he felt his mood lift – a man could dive into those sea-blue eyes of hers and swim to the horizon.
‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.
They’d come to an arrangement over the last few months – she’d often cook for him, or leave something out for him if he was late and, in exchange, he shared his food parcel with her. It was a domestic arrangement and he was sure there was fondness on her part. For a while, he’d dared to hope a closer relationship might develop, but he wasn’t the kind of man she needed. A battered, middle-aged Ment with a job that kept him busy most of his waking hours? She could do better, that was for sure. No, a beautiful woman like her deserved a man who could look after her properly, and who she could be proud of. She’d find someone soon enough, he suspected – and then he’d probably be back to cooking for himself.
‘We had to arrest a fellow on the outskirts,’ Korolev said, aware that he’d been looking at her in silence for a moment longer than was polite, and cursing himself. ‘A murder. It took a while to get the paperwork in order. Anyway, I picked up the parcel from the canteen. Shall we see what we’ve got?’
He put the package on the table in the small cooking area, feeling that his mouth was not entirely within his control. What was it about her that made him babble like a fourteen-year-old? Sometimes he wished he’d never met the woman, but that was a feeling that never lasted for long. What sort of life would it be if he hadn’t?

Korolev wasn’t asleep when the knock at the door came. Thinking about it afterwards, he wondered if the car pulling up outside had woken him. It wasn’t inconceivable: his bedroom window faced the alleyway and the ZIS would have made a rattle against the snow-swaddled silence of the Moscow night. And, of course, at that time of the morning the streets belonged to the black cars of State Security, and the sound of an engine coming to a halt would have a whole street fearing the worst.
So Korolev was awake, but if it was the car that woke him he’d no memory of it. Instead he was only conscious that he’d been dreaming of that time by the river, only this time it had been Valentina Nikolaevna his arm encircled, and Natasha who’d been sleeping beside them. The memory of the dream was still strong enough for him to feel the weight of the sun on his face and joy rolling up him like a wave. For those two or three moments before the knock came he could have floated up to the ceiling with happiness if his body’s weight hadn’t kept him fixed to the bed.
Three knocks. One. Two. Three. Not much noise, after all, but enough to shatter that moment as if it had been a glass hurled against a wall.
Ever since he’d seen poor Kotov being marched away in his pyjamas, Korolev had slept ready for an immediate departure and he was pulling on his trousers and boots before he’d even worked out what was happening. The mysterious knuckles battered the door again, louder this time, and more insistent, but Korolev took the time to put on an extra vest, take his warmest jumper and his winter coat and pick up the small bag he’d packed for just such an event, before walking through the shared room. He stopped for a moment and looked around and it occurred to him he might never see this place again. Well, if that was what the Lord intended, then there wasn’t much point dwelling on it.
There was another knocking, more insistent now, and Valentina Nikolaevna’s outline appeared in the doorway, Natasha’s sleepy voice coming from behind her, asking a question that he couldn’t quite hear. He shook his head sharply, waving her back in to her daughter, but she didn’t move, waiting until he came closer before putting a hand on his chest. He leant forward, unable to stop himself, and breathed in the scent of her newly washed hair but at the same time remembered himself enough to gently push her back into her bedroom, shutting the door behind her. There was no time to say anything or even to consider what her action might have meant before he turned, inhaling deeply, and opened the door to the hallway.
Korolev blinked, dazzled for a moment by the light on the landing, before managing to focus on the man in front of him. There was only one of them, which was odd, and Korolev leant forward slightly to see if there were others hiding in the corridor. The young Chekist smiled at his reaction and that irritated Korolev – if he was to be arrested he’d like to be treated with respect.
‘Going somewhere?’ the lad asked. No more than twenty-five, he’d guess. His deep-set eyes were obscured by shadow, but Korolev had the impression the pup was laughing at him.
‘You tell me,’ Korolev answered, sneaking another look to see where the rest of them were waiting.
‘Yes, we have a short trip to make. To the Lubianka.’
Again that teasing little smile – it was making Korolev’s fist itch.
‘Well, I’m ready.’
‘Good. We must always be prepared. At any time of day or night.’
Now the fellow was quoting Party slogans at him. Korolev could feel his confusion creasing his forehead into a frown.
‘Look, Comrade, it’s half past two in the morning,’ Korolev began before he ran out of words. Am I to be arrested? was what he wanted to ask, but he didn’t dare voice the thought.
‘And you have your bag packed ready for a trip – that’s good.’ The youngster was grinning now, nodding at the case Korolev had placed beside the door.
Korolev swallowed, feeling his mouth dry as paper, and found he’d taken a great dislike to this unimpressive representative of State Security. But then he had a sudden surge of hope – the fellow wasn’t here to arrest him. The rascal was making fun of him because he wasn’t here to arrest him.
‘Look, Comrade,’ Korolev said, confidence returning to his voice, ‘either tell me what your business is, or let me go back to my bed.’
The Chekist seemed to relent. ‘You don’t need the suitcase, Comrade. Colonel Rodinov wants a few minutes of your time – that’s all. The phone system is down so we couldn’t call. I’ve a car outside. My name is Todorov.’
Korolev didn’t shake the Chekist’s hand, or respond to his introduction. Instead he picked up his overcoat and nodded towards the stairs to indicate he’d follow the fellow. He thought for a moment of going in to reassure Valentina Nikolaevna, but decided against it. He wasn’t out of the woods yet.

Korolev had been waiting in a narrow room, so narrow and so long it was almost a corridor, for the best part of an hour. A stern-looking Dzerzhinsky, the original People’s Commissar of State Security, looked down from a poster beside the far door warning him to ‘Be on your Guard!’, which Korolev thought was sensible advice, tired though he was.
He was about to look in his pocket for a cigarette when there was a bang that sounded like a door slamming shut and the click of approaching footsteps. Then the young Chekist who’d picked him up at Bolshoi Nikolo-Vorobinsky entered, the uniform he’d changed into crisp against the drab blue walls.
‘He’s ready, Comrade. He had some matters to attend to.’

Rodinov had changed in the short time since they’d last met. His skin was pale and flabby, whereas before it had been pink and taut, and his round, hairless head no longer seemed to shine with brutal vigour. The eyes that looked up from the file on the table were bloodshot and tired and the greeting he gave Korolev was nothing more than a grunt and a nod of his head towards the single chair in front of the desk at which he sat.
‘Korolev,’ he said after a moment or two, his eyes narrowing as he glared at him, as if willing Korolev to admit his guilt, even if he was guilty of nothing.
‘Yes, Comrade Colonel. Korolev. You sent for me.’
‘I did,’ the colonel said, and it wasn’t immediately clear whether he was questioning the suggestion or agreeing with it. He looked back down at the file in front of him.
‘Are you prepared to undertake a confidential mission connected with the security of the State, Captain Korolev?’
Well, there was only one answer to that question.
‘Of course, Comrade Colonel.’
‘Good.’ Rodinov pushed a photograph across to him. ‘Then it’s settled. Maria Alexandrovna Lenskaya. She was, until last night, a production assistant on Comrade Savchenko’s new film. Now she’s dead.’
Korolev examined the girl in the photograph.
‘Murder?’
The colonel seemed to consider the question, smelling his way round the answer in that fighting-dog way of his.
‘Apparently not,’ he said, seeming to produce the words reluctantly. ‘She killed herself, or so we’re told. But we want to make certain, which is where you come in.’
‘I see. When did it happen?’
‘She was found at ten o’clock this evening.’
‘Has anyone looked at the body? A pathologist, I mean – I’d recommend Chestnova at the Institute if not.’
‘No one has examined her and she died in the Ukraine, near Odessa, so I don’t think Chestnova will be much use. And we want this matter handled very quietly. At least until we have a better idea of the situation. Comrade Ezhov himself thought of you – he formed a favourable impression from that matter you assisted with last year. He recalled your tenacity, and your discretion.’ That slight emphasis on the word ‘discretion’ was setting off warning bells. Korolev was wide awake now, that was for sure.
‘I’m grateful he recalls me favourably,’ Korolev said, thinking exactly the opposite.
‘A great honour. And, as it turns out, your friend Babel is writing the film’s scenario – a happy coincidence.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said, wondering why me? Surely there was someone in Odessa who could handle this.
‘We think it best if you go there by chance. I’ve spoken to Comrade Popov and in recognition of your excellent performance in recent months, you’ve been awarded a two-week holiday – to be spent where you wish. You wish it to be spent near Odessa. It isn’t the summer down there, but it isn’t as cold as Moscow – so why wouldn’t you visit your good friend and neighbour, Babel? Isaac Emmanuilovich will be made aware of your true purpose and will no doubt do his best to help with your enquiries. One of our more competent Ukrainian operatives, a Major Mushkin, is coincidentally at the location on sick leave but will assist if necessary. If it’s suicide, you have two weeks to spend as you please. If it’s something else – well, I’m sure the local Militia would be grateful for the assistance of an experienced Moscow detective. You will, however, report to me. The local Militia will be involved only to the extent that you consider necessary. Understood?’
Korolev understood. He looked at the girl’s face once again. She seemed an ordinary person – not bad-looking to be sure, but at the same time not visibly worthy of the attention she seemed to be getting.
‘A few questions, Comrade Colonel?’
Rodinov opened his hands to signify his agreement.
‘Who is she?’
Rodinov paused and considered the question for a moment or two, his gaze dropping to the dead girl’s photograph before returning to Korolev. He sighed.
‘If I tell you she’s a personal friend of Comrade Ezhov’s, will that make more sense of the situation for you?’
Korolev felt his left eyebrow rising despite his best efforts to keep his face completely immobile, but the colonel shook his head.
‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Korolev. As you know, we’re surrounded by enemies, both within our borders and beyond them. We have to remain vigilant – careful of even the most innocuous event in case it reveals treachery. The girl was known to Comrade Ezhov – yes. He took an interest in her, as senior Party members often take in younger comrades who promise much for the future. Because of the connection he considers it prudent to make sure there are no suspicious circumstances. The commissar doesn’t understand why a young comrade of Lenskaya’s prospects and ability would kill herself. He wonders whether there might be more to it.’
Korolev didn’t for a moment believe that Ezhov’s interest in the pretty girl was that of a fatherly older Bolshevik for a young protegee, but he wasn’t about to disagree with Rodinov’s version of the story. After all, he still had a working brain and a strong instinct for self-preservation. As for the girl, he’d keep an open mind.
‘It will take me some time to get there by train,’ he said.
‘There’s a plane leaving for Odessa from the Central Airport in two hours and twenty-five minutes. You’ve just got time to go home and pick up some clothes. Todorov will take you. Someone will meet you at the airport with the information we’ve pulled together on this matter – you can read it on the way.’
Korolev had never been in a plane before and had never expected to be in one either. The prospect took him aback for a moment. The colonel seemed to interpret this as concern about the nature of his mission.
‘Look, Korolev. In this case, it’s important we act carefully and establish the truth. We could use the local Militia people, but we want to have direct control of this and someone we know working on it. We could send in the local Chekists, but our people can be too enthusiastic. Certainly, if it’s murder, we might think again – but for the moment it’s your case.’
‘A few things, then,’ Korolev said, pulling himself together. ‘A pathologist should examine her immediately.’
‘No one will examine her until you’re there.’
‘But, Colonel-’ Korolev began, before Rodinov interrupted him.
‘You are Comrade Ezhov’s eyes and ears. You are to be present at every stage of this investigation.’
‘But bodies deteriorate, and there are tests that must be done as soon as possible to determine time and means of death.’
‘Let me remind you, Captain, that as far as the world is concerned this is a suicide, nothing more, and we don’t want to do anything that might suggest otherwise. Let me ask you – would the Militia haul a pathologist all the way from Odessa in the middle of the night for a suicide? These days?’
A fair point, Korolev conceded. Self-homicide had become so common recently that it would be rare for a pathologist to see the body at all. Rodinov nodded, seeing that Korolev understood.
‘The body has been moved to an ice house so it won’t deteriorate, and a pathologist will visit tomorrow at the same time as you arrive. Anything else?’
‘If possible, the place where she died should be protected – if it turns out to be murder there’s no need to make the forensics men’s job any more difficult than it has to be.’
‘I’ll pass that on.’
There wasn’t much else to be said, so Korolev placed the photograph back on the desk and stood up, ready to go. Rodinov also stood and walked him to the door, placing a hand on Korolev’s shoulder.
‘This is an opportunity to perform a useful service for Comrade Ezhov – remember that. He doesn’t forget his friends.’
Korolev nodded, thinking of the dead girl, and wondering whether, these days, it was such a good thing to be Commissar Ezhov’s friend.



Chapter Three


The Central Airport’s administrative buildings, workshops and hangars were surrounded by a thick white mist and Moscow felt a long way away. Korolev had been driven here at breakneck pace on the icy roads by Todorov, the young Chekist, fog notwithstanding. Now, in contrast, everything was still and silent except for the low murmur of conversation from two mechanics, one of them female, who were refuelling the tiny aeroplane that was taking off for Odessa in less than half an hour.
‘A Kalinin K-5,’ a voice behind him said and Korolev turned to see a burly figure dressed in an ankle-length fur coat. The man’s black eyes were the only visible part of him, what with his round fur hat and turned-up collar, but Korolev had the impression of intense watchfulness all the same, as if he were being assessed for some reason. ‘It’s a good plane. Still, best to dress up warm, Comrade – the cabin is heated, but all the same it can get cold up there.’
Korolev turned to examine the aircraft once again. It didn’t look very solid, but that was surely a good thing if it was meant to fly up to the heavens.
‘I don’t know much about them,’ he said, conscious of a certain skittishness in his lower stomach.
‘Oh, you don’t need to worry. She’s a beauty, I fly this route seven or eight times a year. She’s always on time, more or less.’
The fur hat slapped the aircraft’s flank appreciatively as if it were a trusted charger, and its thin metal skin responded with a wobbly boom.
‘She has a top speed of nearly two hundred kilometres an hour – can you imagine? And she’ll take us all the way to Kursk in one go. We’ll be in Odessa in the early afternoon if the wind is behind us and they refuel quickly. There are sometimes delays, of course.’ The man shrugged his shoulders and Korolev nodded his understanding. There were often delays, but even the possibility of being in Odessa within seven hours was astonishing. It had taken him nearly a month to get back from Odessa when he’d been discharged from the army in ’twenty-two, and that must be more or less the same distance. He put a gloved hand to one of the struts and pulled – it seemed sturdy.
‘It doesn’t look like much,’ Korolev said. ‘I mean – to go so fast and up so high.’
‘She’s reliable,’ the hat said firmly. ‘The new planes may be quicker and bigger, but this one’s never let us down. Am I right, Antonina Vladimirovna?’
‘You are indeed, Comrade Belakovsky.’ The young mechanic smiled – white teeth flashing in the light from a lantern. It occurred to Korolev that the girl was perhaps too young for such a responsible job.
‘You should make a film about her,’ she continued.
Belakovsky laughed, revealing a pock-marked nose and a scrubby salt and pepper moustache that nestled under widely spaced nostrils. Korolev thought he recognized the fellow from a newspaper, or perhaps a newsreel, and held out his hand in greeting.
‘Korolev,’ Korolev said. ‘Alexei Dmitriyevich. Moscow CID.’
‘Nice to meet you, Comrade Korolev. Belakovsky, Igor Zakharovich. And what takes you to Odessa?’ Korolev was considering how to respond when a officious-looking woman in a thick padded coat came out of the terminal building.
‘Comrade Belakovsky? Comrade Korolev? We must weigh you now.’ She waved them towards the doorway.
‘The plane can only carry so much weight, Korolev,’ Belakovsky explained, seeing his surprise.
Sure enough, inside the terminal a pilot in a long leather flying coat was standing on some scales with a canvas postal bag in one hand and a half-smoked papirosa in the other.
‘One hundred and six kilos,’ said the female clerk, writing it into a ledger. ‘You’re putting on weight, Anton Ivanovich.’
‘It’s the post,’ the pilot answered gruffly, sucking on the paper tube of the cigarette, and Korolev was sure his voice was slurred. He certainly looked the worse for wear. At least his colleague, a younger fellow with a clean shirt poking out from his fur collar, had bothered to put a razor to his chin. Unless, of course, he didn’t yet have to shave – it was possible, he supposed. The boy was very young – but surely there would be exams and so on. They wouldn’t let just anyone fly such a valuable piece of machinery, would they?
The passengers lined up and Korolev saw that he was in privileged company. A short, round-chested officer with a general’s insignia on his collar and a cluster of medals visible underneath his open greatcoat was next in line. Belakovsky took Korolev’s arm.
‘Comrade Korolev, you must meet Stepan Pavlovich. You’ll have read his articles in Izvestia. Lomatkin – the journalist? Comrade Lomatkin, this is Korolev from Petrovka Street. A detective, I’m guessing.’
Korolev shook the hand of a thin young man, handsome in a bookish sort of way, who looked slightly nervous. Perhaps it was his first time flying as well.
The next fellow on the scales had Party cadre written all over him – a pale ascetic-looking fellow in a long brown coat that looked even more military than the general’s. He stood unsmiling, a small leather suitcase in his hand.
‘Seventy-five kilos, Comrade Bagraev,’ the weigher said. ‘Captain Korolev, please.’
Korolev walked over and took his turn on the scales, sucking in his breath. He hadn’t had time to pack anything more than his arrest bag but, still, he wasn’t a small man.
‘Ninety-one kilos,’ the clerk said, and Korolev could see the Party bigwig’s disapproval as he stepped down. It didn’t seem to matter that Korolev was a good four inches taller than him, the fellow clearly had him marked down as some sort of speculator, well fed on contraband butter.
‘What happens if there’s too much weight?’ Korolev asked Lomatkin in a quiet voice, so as not to be overheard by the disapproving Bagraev.
‘At this time of year they have to be careful with ice building up on the wings.’
Korolev looked out through the nearest window at the aeroplane and imagined it caked with ice.
‘What happens then?’ he asked and Lomatkin shrugged in a manner that left Korolev in no doubt that too much ice wasn’t a recipe for a long life.
When all the passengers had been weighed and their names checked off, the younger pilot and the clerk examined the ledger and the latter flicked balls back and forth on an abacus. Their faces were grave and Korolev felt every one of his ninety-one kilos, bag included.
‘Captain Korolev?’ a voice asked. He looked round to see blue eyes in a pale pudgy face only a few centimetres away from his own. Korolev nodded and the man held out a thick envelope.
‘Goldberg. Colonel Rodinov sent me with a package for you. To read on the plane. Please sign this receipt.’
Korolev signed with the pen the Chekist handed him and accepted the offering, feeling its weight, thinking someone must have worked like a dog to get it ready.
‘Captain Korolev, would you come forward please?’ the weighing clerk asked and he caught the tail of a smug glance from the Party bigwig, but Goldberg, assessing the situation in an instant, walked across to the clerk and whispered in her ear. The clerk asked a question, her face seeming to lose a little colour, and the Chekist nodded.
‘Excuse me, Captain Korolev, I made a mistake,’ the clerk said, her voice uncertain, and looked down at the list again. ‘Comrade Bagraev, please – could I ask you come to the desk?’
The Party boss shot Korolev a look of irritation and walked brusquely over to the clerk, his whole demeanour expressing impatience.
‘What is the meaning of this? I’m due in Kursk this afternoon on Party business of the highest importance-’ Bagraev began, but his protest was interrupted by Goldberg tugging his sleeve. Bagraev looked at him in annoyance but stopped speaking. Goldberg leant in close and whispered once again. It was interesting to Korolev to see how quickly the irritation disappeared. Bagraev’s mouth opened as though to speak and hung there for a moment, making him look like a beached fish. He darted a look at Korolev, nodded sharply to the Chekist, then turned to walk out of the building without another word.
Goldberg came back. ‘Is there anything else I can assist with?’
‘No,’ Korolev said, conscious that everyone in the building was looking at him. ‘You’ve been more than helpful already, Comrade.’
‘A pleasure,’ Goldberg said in his quiet voice. ‘You’ll be met by Major Mushkin at the airport. The colonel asked me to tell you that he expects to hear from you this evening – the major will arrange the call. Enjoy the flight.’ He touched a finger to his hat in salute and turned to leave.
Outside the fog still lingered as the passengers walked across the packed snow towards the aeroplane. At first Korolev thought the bone-shuddering noise came from the Kalinin’s single engine, but then, through the mist, dark shadows came in a line from the left, accelerating as their propellers struggled to lift them into the sky. The roar of engines felt solid – as though someone were pushing at his chest – and even Korolev recognized that the fuselages belonged to bombers. They came past, one after the other, a chain of fat black silhouettes, their propellers creating a snowstorm that forced Korolev to look through squinted eyes.
‘Come on, Comrade,’ someone shouted in his ear, and pushed him towards the plane. ‘The imperialists will think twice about attacking us now we have bombers.’
It was the young pilot, and Korolev nodded, knowing what terrible weapons such planes could carry, and followed the boy up the steps to the cramped cabin. The pilot turned and gave him a blanket from a pile.
‘Here you are, Comrade.’ He looked at Korolev’s well-worn coat and handed him a second.
Korolev settled into his seat and looked out as part of the wing dropped down at the back and the plane juddered forward, turning to the left. He could see burning oil drums marking a way forward across the flattened snow and he made the sign of the cross in his pocket, feeling his stomach squirm as the plane bounced along, slowly picking up pace. Surely only birds and the Lord belonged above – if only he could have taken the damned train instead. The window offered him a distorted reflection that gave him no comfort – his face looked as pale as a choirboy’s surplice and as miserable as a bereaved mother.
‘Christ protect me,’ Korolev muttered as the plane lurched into the air before landing again with a solid bump and a worrying slide. He was thankful no one could hear him with all the racket. Finally, with the engine whining like an angry swarm of giant hornets, the plane soared upwards and the lights disappeared into the mist.
For a while they flew in a grey world, completely alone, as the plane hauled itself upward, metre by metre, the pressure in Korolev’s ears building as he desperately tried to swallow, before, eventually, they left the milky sea beneath them and he saw a splash of blue sky to the left, which slowly grew so that the dawn sun shone into the cabin, bathing the other passengers in gold. Korolev could see the suburbs of Moscow far beneath him, or at least the rooftops, and a frozen curve of the Moskva River where the morning mist had cleared a thousand feet below. He glanced away from the window and caught Lomatkin looking over at him. Korolev nodded back with what he hoped was polite enthusiasm, but he didn’t like this flying one bit. Not one tiny little bit.
After a few minutes of gritting his teeth so hard he thought there was a chance they might crumble to dust, Korolev decided it would be best to occupy his mind. His gaze fell on Goldberg’s thick envelope and he opened it.

Whoever had prepared the papers had fixed a photograph of Lenskaya to the first page and he quickly replaced it in the envelope, although not before taking a quick squint at it. She was unsmiling in the picture, looking to the side and downwards, her dark hair held back with a ribbon. Pretty, clearly, and there was a certain sexuality about her that was unusual for an official picture. Still, he knew better than to rely on impressions created from a photograph. Whoever had said the camera never lied – well, they’d been lying.
Reading through her Party record he decided that, if nothing else, she must have been tough. An orphan who’d battled her way into the Komsomol, the youth wing of the Party, then the State Film School, and finally the Party itself. Impressive. What was more, her professional career had been exemplary – each teacher, each project leader, each professor, each department head had congratulated her in the most flattering terms. ‘A comrade of the highest moral integrity and the greatest technical proficiency’ was the evaluation of some film director he’d never heard of. He turned a page and came to a sudden stop when Belakovsky’s name caught his eye. He looked up, but Igor Zakharovich, hatless now, was paying no attention to him, being more interested in what was passing beneath them. Korolev returned to the papers – praise, of course, this time for her invaluable assistance on a fact-finding mission to the United States of America two years before. Belakovsky had headed a delegation from the Main Directorate of the Cinematic and Photographic Industries – GUKF for short – and now Korolev remembered where he knew the man from. Belakovsky was the GUKF chairman, no less. An interesting coincidence that he should be on the same plane. Korolev looked at Belakovsky once again, curious. Lenskaya had been admitted to the Moscow orphanage in ’twenty-three at the age of twelve. That was her first bit of luck, as back then most orphans had had to take their chances on the streets. The Lord alone knew how many citizens had died in the course of the Civil War and the famines and diseases that had come with it. Twice as many as in the German War, they said. Maybe more still. And the State had struggled to cope with the aftermath. Still, she must already have been able to read and write, as one of her first acts of political usefulness had been to assist in the teaching of the younger children, and perhaps that had given her the roof over her head that many in the same position had struggled to find.
There was no mention of Lenskaya’s parents, though, or where she’d come from, or indeed where she’d acquired her education, and no information as to how she’d ended up in a Moscow orphanage, and that bothered him. After all, if she was able to help teach other children how to read and write, she’d surely have been able to tell the orphanage about her past. He made a mental note to ask Yasimov to look into it. Perhaps the Party record had been cleaned up to remove an embarrassing detail. She’d had a powerful friend – and such things were not uncommon. It might be nothing, but it would be worth looking into if this turned out to be more than just another suicide.
He turned to the next document. The author’s name and its recipient were blacked out, but it was a report on the film that Lenskaya had been working on when she died. He skipped through the background on the film director Savchenko – he wasn’t so uncultured that Savchenko’s reputation as a premier artist of Soviet cinema was unfamiliar to him. But here was another interesting thing – Savchenko was one more person who’d recently returned from Hollywood. He checked the dates. More interesting still, they’d all been there at the same time. Savchenko had tried to make some socialist cowboy film, or so Babel had told him once. It had been a failure, and he’d come back to Moscow with his tail between his legs. It was a reasonable assumption therefore that this film, The Bloody Meadow, was an attempt by Savchenko to re-establish his socialist credentials.
Of course, the subject matter of the film was tricky: the murder of the ten-year-old Pioneer Pavlik Morozov by his family when he betrayed them as wreckers was an event that could be looked at in different ways. As far as the Party was concerned, the message was clear – even the youngest citizen owed loyalty not to themselves or their family, but only to the State and the Party – even to the point of death. Some citizens, however, and Korolev was one of them, might just harbour the suspicion that the brat had got what was coming to him. So it would be important for the director of such a film to make sure that the correct message was received by all, and that might be a difficult proposition. It seemed this was also the opinion of the author of the report. Concerns have been raised at the highest levels which have led to constructive criticism being passed on to Nikolai Sergeevich Savchenko by GUKF Director Belakovsky and others in explicit and forthright terms. Such criticism has resulted in the reshooting of several scenes and the hiring of Isaac Emmanuilovich Babel to assist in rewriting parts of the scenario to place the political aspects of the case at the heart of the film. However, it would appear that N.S. Savchenko has persisted in his failure to address the Morozov incident correctly and has proved unable to show it as an unequivocal example of selfless socialist heroism. Furthermore the changes made by I.E. Babel have not reflected the direction required by the Party. Instead the story is fragmented, portrays sympathy to the traitors and appears ambivalent about Soviet Power. Comrade Belakovsky has made repeated efforts to persuade N.S. Savchenko of the necessity of developing the film within the bounds of socialist realism rather than bourgeois concepts of dramatic and psychological drama. It is to be feared that, following his visit to the United States, N.S. Savchenko is no longer capable, or willing, to portray the murder of Pavlik Morozov within the correct socialist parameters.
Korolev let out a quiet whistle. He didn’t understand exactly what this fellow was going on about, but he understood enough to work out that Savchenko was in trouble up to his neck, as was Korolev’s friend Babel. Korolev pulled out his notebook and made some notes, not convinced any of this was relevant to the case, but not prepared to discount it either. If whoever had written the report was of the opinion that Savchenko’s approach to the film was causing concern amongst Party members involved in the production, then that meant there had been tension, and possibly fear, amongst the cast and crew. If criticism like this was being voiced publicly, it could be as lethal as an aimed bullet. And if the girl had been the subject of criticism, it could be the reason for her suicide.
There was more to be read, including a brief note on Babel, which he took a moment to peruse, pleased to see that Ezhov himself considered the writer politically reliable, if recently unproductive, but by now the aircraft’s vibration was beginning to make him feel unwell and so he returned the papers to the envelope and turned to look out of the window, not without a further twinge of nervousness.
They were flying over a forest that seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see but at such low altitude that Korolev was able to make out individual branches, and the snow that weighed them down. The sense of speed was quite terrifying as the long shadow of the aeroplane raced across the snow-dusted treetops in the flat winter sun. They were following a long straight road which was completely deserted until a cart drawn by two horses appeared beneath them. Korolev caught a glimpse of the terrified face of the peasant as he turned to see what devil was pursuing him, and how the horses seemed to lift in their traces as the plane roared over them. And then they were gone, vanished far behind them.
Soviet Power, Korolev thought to himself. It had a way of coming up on you when you least expected it.



Chapter Four


Korolev managed something approximating sleep for a good part of the journey, although he joined the other passengers to stretch their legs at Kursk, and by the time they landed in Odessa he was almost used to the strange experience that was flying.
He took his bag from the youth who was emptying the cargo hold and made his way over to the small wooden airport building, the word ODESSA attached to its roof in-between two obligatory red stars. Several small trucks and a couple of black cars were parked haphazardly in its vicinity and a small crowd of people stood around it, waiting for the passengers, he presumed. It wasn’t difficult to spot Major Mushkin.
He was a tall man, just over six feet, and if he wasn’t wearing a uniform as such, there wasn’t much doubt that he was a Chekist. Certainly every citizen within viewing distance had Mushkin marked, even though no one seemed to be looking in his direction. In fact, that was just it. Everyone was ignoring the burly man from State Security so pointedly that he stood out like a palm tree on an iceberg.
And of course it didn’t help that the major’s gaze was like a searchlight sweeping the crowd as he flicked the worker’s flat cap he carried against his thigh like a whip to the rhythm of a tune only he could hear. Korolev watched him reach for a cigarette case from the pocket of his double-breasted leather trench coat, then bring one the contents to his mouth. He was about to light it when he became aware of Korolev and, as their eyes met, Korolev felt a shiver run down his spine as every instinct told him that the fellow was bad news. Very bad news.
The strangest thing, he thought as he approached, was that the major was almost good looking. The nicotine-stained blond hair that he’d pushed back from his pale forehead was beginning to whiten around the ears, but was still thick, if a little tangled. His features were regular enough – a broad jaw, high cheekbones and a straight nose – and would have been pleasing on another man. But the major’s face had a weary, cynical cast to it that Korolev suspected must be permanent, and it robbed him of any attractiveness or warmth.
‘Major Mushkin?’ Korolev asked, holding out a hand in greeting.
‘Korolev,’ Mushkin said, ignoring the hand. ‘My car’s over here. We’ll talk on the way.’
‘Comrade Mushkin?’ It was Belakovsky’s voice. ‘Are you here to meet us?’
The major turned and looked at Belakovsky for a long moment. ‘No,’ he said eventually.
Belakovsky’s eyes swivelled towards Korolev, remembering him, before turning back to Mushkin with an apologetic smile.
‘Of course, I’m sorry – when I saw you standing here…’
‘Yes, you jumped to a conclusion.’ Mushkin spoke the words like a threat.
‘Excuse me, Comrade, my mistake. Please forgive me.’ Belakovsky turned away and, nodding to Lomatkin, walked quickly round the corner of the building in the journalist’s company. Mushkin looked at Korolev for a reaction, which Korolev was careful not to provide.
‘Well, now you’ve met Belakovsky. You’ll see more of him. Lomatkin his sidekick as well, no doubt.’

The car rattled along a road so straight it could have been laid out with a ruler, although after months of freezing temperatures the surface had nothing of the same regularity. Not that Mushkin allowed that to affect his speed, manoeuvring round only the bigger pot-holes and leaving the car’s suspension to deal with the rest – a task that Korolev’s bruised body told him was beyond it. It was a good fifteen years since he’d travelled through the Ukraine, but he remembered the steppe all too well and the flat landscape extended unremittingly to the horizon. Rodinov had told him it would be warmer than Moscow, which it was, but only by a couple of degrees and ice still clogged the streams and lakes and scatterings of snow marked each variation in the relentless flatness.
‘We found her hanging from a wall bracket in the dining room,’ Mushkin said, his voice rising to compete with the car’s engine.
‘So I understand. Anything suspicious?’
‘No,’ Mushkin replied flatly.
Korolev looked out of the window at the passing landscape but after a while of staring at the endless road ahead, the temptation to ask another question got the better of him.
‘Where is this dining room?’
Mushkin sighed and, for a moment, Korolev thought his question wouldn’t be answered.
‘The dining room is in an old manor house where the cast and crew are staying – it was a nobleman’s country residence before the Revolution, now it’s part of an agricultural college. They call it the Orlov House locally. The College has plenty of room, is secure and it’s near the village where they’re filming. The students and teachers who would be there otherwise have been sent to nearby kolkhoz s to help them prepare for the new season’s planting, so it’s convenient for everyone.’
Korolev was surprised at such a thorough answer, so surprised that he decided to push his luck.
‘What time did she die?’
Mushkin’s lips tightened into a scowl, and when he answered his voice had acquired an undercurrent of irritation.
‘She was found at just past ten last night. The last time she was seen alive was after the evening meal at around seven-thirty. The caretaker passed through the room where the body was found at eight o’clock and saw nothing. So between eight and ten is what I would deduce.’
‘What about the other people staying in the house?’
‘A night shoot down at the village. It was a crowd scene, so everyone was involved except for the girl. It seems she was alone in the house after the caretaker left.’
‘Who found the body?’
‘The caretaker – at least he was the one who opened the door when they found her. But he was with Shymko, the chief production coordinator. They’d been down at the shoot – the caretaker was in the crowd for the scene they were filming.’
‘What’s a production coordinator?’
‘A fixer. He makes sure everything runs smoothly. He’s the adjutant to Savchenko’s colonel.’
‘And this caretaker?’
‘He’s nearly sixty – he’s taken it badly. To me it looks open and shut, no one else involved except for her, but I understand you have orders as to how to proceed.’ Again that note of irritability.
‘I’d like to see the body first.’
‘As you wish.’
‘Did you know the girl?’ Korolev ventured.
Mushkin nodded, and for the first time Korolev thought he detected a glimmer of sympathy.
‘Yes, I knew her – it was a surprise to me.’ He sighed, and his face took on a gentler, more thoughtful expression. ‘She didn’t strike me as the suicidal type. On the contrary – an able worker, a committed Party activist, well respected by her comrades. Popular. And I’m not aware of any reason why she’d have wanted to kill herself. As I said, I was surprised – but then these things happen.’
Mushkin shrugged his shoulders; death obviously didn’t impress him any more. And when it came to suicide he had a point. They didn’t publish figures, but everyone knew someone who’d ended their own life. It was the nature of the transition they were going through, Korolev supposed: the march from a feudal society to modern socialism exerted pressures on the individual – and not all individuals were made of steel. Sometimes he wished the Party would just give them a few months off. A holiday from change.
‘How about personal relationships? A lover perhaps? There’s nothing in the file, but young women…’ Korolev left the sentence hanging.
Mushkin shook his head.
‘I’m not in the locality in a professional capacity, Captain, as you’ve probably been informed. I’m here for a period of rest.’ The major glanced at him and Korolev felt his reaction to the statement was being assessed. It made him wonder whether the period of rest was voluntary.
‘I haven’t been monitoring things closely,’ Mushkin continued, ‘at least not up until now. It’s possible, however. Very possible. She was a popular girl.’

By now they’d left Odessa far behind. The villages they were passing through were further and further apart, and the landscape was made up almost entirely of enormous fields divided from each other by thin lines of bare-branched trees.
Korolev had heard rumours of what had happened in the Ukraine in ’thirty-two and ’thirty-three – dangerous words heard late at night from soldiers who’d had too much to drink in the Arbat Cellar. How the Red Army and the NKVD had forced the peasants to give up every scrap of food and how, faced with starvation, they had resisted, futilely, and the soldiers and the Chekists had shot them down. The car passed more than one smoke-blackened church, their domes charred black skeletons, and each village was dotted with roofless ruined buildings. Korolev couldn’t help but notice that the few hunched peasants he saw seemed older than their probable years, with barely the energy to lift their feet from the ground. They turned their heads to look at the passing car with no interest whatsoever and Korolev had seen that look before, during the war, on the faces of men who’d been fighting too long and had seen too much. On his own face caught in a mirror, not far from here, the day after cavalry had caught his company in the open and he’d hidden underneath his friend Pavel’s dead body as the horsemen had searched for the living amongst the dead, the pop of revolver shots marking each discovery. It had taken three days for his hands to stop shaking enough for him to shave. But by the time that had happened he’d been tired, so tired – seven years of fighting and so many dead friends and dead enemies filling his dreams. It wasn’t surprising he’d nearly broken. He didn’t know where he’d found the strength, perhaps the Lord had answered his prayers, but somehow he’d pulled himself together, shaved, washed his friend’s blood from his tunic and marched on with a different group of comrades, thanking the Virgin he still breathed.
Korolev looked across at Mushkin and realized that the Chekist’s expression wasn’t that dissimilar from the one on the faces of the peasants they’d just passed – a man who’d reached his limit and gone past it. The soldiers in that bar had said that in some places that winter the peasants had organized themselves and taken reprisals against Party officials – even ambushed detachments of Militia and the Red Army – and that the NKVD’s retaliation had been savage. Each rebellion had been crushed, no matter how small, and each act of resistance, real or imagined, met with brutal retribution. Mushkin must have been up to his neck in all of that, Korolev thought to himself. He noticed the way the major kept his eyes fixed on the road in front of them as they drove through the battered villages. Was it Korolev’s imagination or was the major trying to avoid looking out at the signs of the struggle that had taken place here?
‘You said this agricultural college was secure – does it need to be?’ Korolev found himself saying, and regretted it almost immediately. Mushkin glanced at him before turning his eyes back to the road ahead.
‘The struggle against wreckers and counter-revolutionaries is not yet over in these parts, Korolev.’
They passed through another village, not dissimilar to the others – thin, hungry faces and rotting empty houses, the wooden walls grey with age and the damp thatch sagging. The usual signs of Soviet Power were here too – the kolkhoz office, a small Militia post, a collective store. These buildings at least looked as though they were being maintained.
But Mushkin looked neither left nor right, driving through the village as though it didn’t exist until, on reaching a large concrete block which announced the Odessa Regional Agricultural College in foot-high letters, he turned off the main road onto a gravel drive. The drive continued into woodland, the first Korolev had seen since he’d landed, and after a minute or so it reached the remains of a small church, burnt out long before.
‘The family that owned the estate were buried here,’ Mushkin said, stopping the car and indicating a small graveyard that had suffered as much as the church. ‘When the Revolution arrived the peasants dug up their graves and scattered their bones over the steppe. Then they burnt the church down with the priest inside it.’
Korolev kept his face expressionless – he’d heard of worse things happening during the Civil War, and seen things as bad. But he was surprised by the priest. In fact he’d risk a fair amount of money that it wasn’t the villagers who’d burnt their priest alive. Korolev glanced at Mushkin and something in his expression, the way he looked at the church, made him wonder if Mushkin himself hadn’t had something to do with the atrocity. After a few moments of contemplation, Mushkin put the car back into gear and they drove for another hundred metres or so to where the woods opened up and a series of newly built concrete buildings appeared – dormitories, what looked like a gymnasium, classrooms, lecture halls and several large barns. Finally the drive led to a large house built from ochre-coloured stone, three storeys high and standing in the middle of winter-stripped gardens.
It wasn’t a palace as such, but a substantial residence all the same. It didn’t look Russian, with its small turrets at each corner and its arched windows, more like a building from North Africa. To the left of the house stood what must have been the stable block, the courtyard of which contained a number of trailers, a bus and a truck, as well as an odd assortment of equipment, some of which was covered with tarpaulins bearing the stencilled logo ‘Ukrainfilm’.
Mushkin stopped the car in front of the ornate entrance to the house. ‘The local Militia will be arriving soon,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘You’re not here in an official capacity, but as Babel’s friend. We’ll be asking your opinion, seeing as you’re here – by complete coincidence.’
‘So I was informed.’
‘I’m informing you again,’ Mushkin said as he pulled himself out of the car. He glanced round at Korolev once, then walked towards the stable yard, his hands deep in his pockets.
Korolev stayed where he was for a moment, looking around him. Apart from Mushkin’s departing figure there was no one to be seen. Perhaps Korolev was a little tired, and Mushkin’s story about the family graves and the burning priest too fresh in his mind, but he had a sudden image of the porch’s black-and-white tiled floor slicked with blood. For a moment the image was so vivid that he couldn’t breathe.
Shocked, Korolev sat there, not sure what else to do but open up the packet of cigarettes he had in his pocket, extract one with some difficulty, his fingers rattling a nervous tattoo on the cardboard box, and put it in his mouth. He lit it, wondering if he was cracking up, and feeling so worn that he almost didn’t care. Tiredness was all this was, he reassured himself for the second time in twenty-four hours – the previous day’s arrest, the Chekist knocking on the door, the Lubianka waiting room, the plane journey, Mushkin. Things like that took it out of a man. He sighed and coughed as he inhaled, savouring the spread of nicotine through his body.
When the bang on the driver’s door came, the surprise lifted Korolev out of his seat so high his head touched the roof.
‘What the hell?’ he shouted, adrenalin shuddering though his body like electricity and his hand instinctively going for his shoulder holster.
‘Sorry, Comrade.’ The smiling face of a small blond boy with a red Pioneer’s scarf round his neck was looking in at him through the window, nose flat against the glass. And the strangest thing was that he was the spitting image of Korolev’s son Yuri, so much so that Korolev wondered whether he were having another hallucination until he saw the small differences, the slightly darker blue of the eyes, the perfect teeth where Yuri’s were a little crooked. But the likeness was uncanny and it was with some difficulty that he pulled himself together.
‘Who are you?’ he asked, and the question came out a little more gruffly than he’d intended.
‘Pavel.’
‘And do you usually go around scaring the living daylights out of honest citizens, Pavel? And you a Pioneer as well.’ Which, again, wasn’t how he’d intended to speak to the boy and when the boy’s smile was replaced with a grave expression he felt a parent’s guilt.
‘I’m sorry, Comrade,’ the boy began, but Korolev shook his head.
‘Don’t be, Pavel. It’s me should be apologizing – you caught me by surprise, that’s all. Off with you now – we’ll meet again, I’m sure, and start from the beginning again.’
The boy’s smile reappeared and he saluted before disappearing round the corner at a gallop. Korolev hauled himself out of the car, suddenly determined to deal with this affair quickly so he could take what was left of the two weeks to go and see the real Yuri in Zagorsk. He could be there in two days with a bit of luck and Rodinov’s help with the journey. Yes, that’s what he’d do, he thought to himself, and prayed the girl had indeed killed herself.
He walked into the domed porch, glancing up for a moment at the curved sky-blue roof on which silver stars twinkled, then tried the front doors, which were locked. No one answered when he pulled at a metal chain that rang a distant bell, and there was no one to be seen in the entrance hall when he looked through one of the small windows.
A cobbled path circled the house and Korolev followed it, listening for any sign of human activity and hearing none, only the sound of the wind pushing its way through the garden’s trees, and on the opposite side of the building he found a long balustraded terrace that overlooked a frozen lake, ice embracing the withered reeds around its shore. The house was even more impressive from this angle and in front of the terrace there was a large fountain, ice cascading from the mouths of cherubs into a deep, shell-shaped basin, a good twenty feet in diameter. Korolev imagined the Orlovs eating on the terrace in the heat of an August evening, perhaps under an awning, dressed in their summer whites, the windows of the conservatory that ran the length of the house open to let in the slight summer breeze, the fountain’s water tinkling beneath them, unaware that their days were numbered
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps. A tall elderly woman with a straight back and almost military bearing appeared round the corner of the house in the company of Major Mushkin. They were talking quietly, the old woman stabbing the path with a walking stick for emphasis as she marched along. She had a thin, angular face and her grey hair had slipped out from under a worn fur hat, before curling round the upturned collar of her greatcoat. If the walking stick was needed, Korolev decided, it wasn’t for reasons of speed, as she was maintaining a brisk pace, albeit with a stiff, awkward gait.
He coughed and they looked up, coming to a halt, Mushkin’s eyes cold, while the woman seemed to study him as if he were a potential problem that needed brisk and efficient resolution. He raised his hand in greeting.
‘This is Korolev, Mother.’
‘I see,’ she said. ‘If you want the film people, they’re off somewhere. Ask Andreychuk – he’ll be inside. Good morning to you, Comrade Korolev.’
She made to move on, but stopped as Korolev opened his mouth to speak.
‘Well?’ she asked, allowing her stern voice to become a little gentler, making Korolev feel as though he were a child. ‘What is it?’
‘The house seems to be locked, Comrade.’
‘Locked?’ she repeated. ‘I see.’
She pointed her walking stick up at a glass-paned door that offered access to the conservatory.
‘That door will be open, or the one at the other end – and Andreychuk is in there somewhere, I assure you. He’ll know where they are.’
‘Thank you, Comrade.’
She gave a sharp nod of acknowledgement and proceeded on her way, Mushkin falling into step beside her. Korolev looked after them for a moment, confused. Mushkin’s mother? Was that why the major was convalescing here? She certainly behaved as if she belonged here.
He turned back to the house and climbed the chipped steps to the terrace, crossing to the conservatory and knocking on the door Mushkin’s mother had indicated, but there was no answer. He looked around him, wondering whether the elderly woman had been mistaken, at the same time thinking the silence was strange. He found himself whistling under his breath, just to keep himself company. Almost reluctantly, he turned the handle and it opened.
The conservatory was a high room, dominated by two elderly vines that looked as if they’d seen better days. He stepped inside and shut the door quietly behind him. For some reason he felt as though he was trespassing, as though the family who’d once lived here might emerge at any moment and discover him tiptoeing through their home.
He paused for a moment, to reassure himself that this was nonsense, that he was here on official business, and, anyway, he was looking for Babel and everything was fine. But still it was undeniable that there was an atmosphere to the place – the girl had died here, of course, perhaps that was the reason for his uneasiness.
He walked through an open door, passing into a large dining room with a ceiling made entirely of glass through which the natural evening light illuminated the room. At any other time he would have paused to examine the roof more closely because it was extraordinary, but at the far end an old man with a bushy white beard stood, head bowed, in front of one of the four large cast-iron candelabras that protruded from the walls and which must have been installed to illuminate the room before the days of electricity. At the sound of Korolev’s step the old man turned, and Korolev was surprised to see that the milky blue eyes beneath his thick white brows were wet with tears.
‘Are you all right, Comrade?’ he asked, walking towards him.
‘I’m fine,’ the man said, turning away to compose himself.
Which was a lie if Korolev had ever heard one. But it wasn’t his business to pry – not yet at least.
‘Is this where she died?’ he asked, surprised to hear his own voice.
‘Yes,’ the old man said, having turned back towards him. ‘The Lord help me, I was the one who found her.’
Korolev nodded his sympathy, surprised that the old man spoke the Lord’s name so freely. ‘Comrade Andreychuk, is it? The caretaker?’
‘That’s me. Efim Pavlovich Andreychuk. The unlucky Andreychuk. The poor soul who found the dead girl.’
‘My name is Korolev. Alexei Dmitrieyvich. I’m a friend of Babel, the writer. I was sorry to hear the news.’
‘The film people are out in the fields, if you’re looking for them. But they should be back soon.’ Andreychuk turned back towards the bracket. ‘She should have stayed in Moscow, you see. This place never brought her anything but sadness.’
‘What do you mean?’ Korolev asked, thinking the words curious. The girl hadn’t spent that long on the film – surely not long enough to pack in so much sadness. Andreychuk looked round at him as though he’d forgotten Korolev was there.
‘She’s dead, that’s what I mean,’ the caretaker said, frowning. ‘Nothing more than that.’
‘But you spoke as though she came from round here. I thought she came from Moscow.’
Andreychuk’s frown deepened, and his voice, when he spoke, was gruff. ‘She was from these parts a long time ago, or so she told me. She should have stayed in Moscow.’
Interesting that she’d been from the area – that information wasn’t in the file.
‘Was there something underneath?’ he asked, looking back at the wall bracket and wondering how she’d done it. ‘For her to stand on?’
Andreychuk glanced round at him, suspicious but also thinking.
‘A chair,’ he said after a few moments. ‘Someone must have moved it.’
Korolev looked at the wall fixture and tried to imagine the girl preparing the noose, tying the rope round one of the metal arms – they looked solid enough – and then kicking the chair away.
‘A hard way to go,’ he said, stating the obvious – a skill he’d learnt early in his career as a policeman. ‘There are easier ways to kill yourself.’
‘I don’t know why she did it. All I know is I wish I hadn’t been the one to find her. Excuse me, Comrade, I’ve work to attend to.’
The caretaker turned and walked out of the room and Korolev tried to imagine how it must have been for him when he found her – the weight of the corpse swinging, her feet inches from the ground. No wonder the poor fellow was a little taciturn.
He took a deep breath and opened his notebook and by holding his hand above his head estimated the height of the bracket, knowing, as he did, the distance from the ground of his up-stretched index finger. Seven foot two inches, give or take an inch or two. He’d measure it properly later on. He looked around – there was no shortage of chairs, but as to which of them had been underneath the dead girl, it was impossible to tell. He folded his notebook shut and turned to leave the room. If necessary he’d get a forensic team to have a look around, but it was a shame that there’d been no effort to preserve the scene. Perhaps Rodinov had thought it might be indiscreet to do so.

With nothing else to do, Korolev gave himself a tour of the house. At some stage much of the original furniture must have been replaced with more functional pieces, better suited to the house’s new role as an educational establishment for Soviet youth, but there was still plenty of the finest marble and gilding in evidence and the walls and ceilings still carried beautiful murals and frescoes.
Eventually Korolev found himself in the large entrance hall, the walls of which were hung with Ottoman weaponry, presumably from when this part of the world had been taken from the Turks. The front door was now mysteriously open and so he walked out through the splendid porch towards the stables, where the Ukrainfilm vehicles stood on the cobblestoned yard.
It had been one of the ironies of the tsarist times that the oppressing classes had looked after their horses better than they had their workers, but now the horses had been kicked out and the stables turned into classrooms. Light yellowed the panes of a window in the far corner of the three-sided yard and he walked towards it and opened the corresponding door marked Production Office without knocking. A bank of three female typists paused, their hands held above the keys like pianists, while behind them a young man with close-cropped brown hair and a pleasant face looked up from whatever it was he was reading.
‘Excuse me, Comrades,’ Korolev said. ‘I’m looking for Isaac Emmanuilovich. You know, the writer? Babel?’
‘Babel,’ the young man said, rising from his desk. ‘Of course, but I’m afraid he’s out with the crew. They’ll be back soon though, the light’s gone now. Pyotr Mikhailovich Shymko,’ he said, advancing with his hand outstretched. ‘Production coordinator.’
‘Korolev, Alexei Dmitriyevich. I’m a friend of his.’
‘Welcome.’ Shymko looked at the girls as though considering whether to introduce them.
‘Larisa.’ He addressed a pretty blonde after a moment’s pause. ‘Would you take Comrade Korolev over to the house? Make him comfortable while he waits?’
Larisa frowned as she stood to her feet, but Korolev waved her down.
‘Please, Comrades, I can see you’re busy. What with the tragedy, you must have your hands full.’
‘The tragedy?’ Shymko echoed, and Korolev noticed that Larisa’s eyes had filled with tears.
‘The poor girl who killed herself.’
Larisa sobbed and ran from the room.
‘I apologize,’ Korolev said, surprised to discover an unlit cigarette had appeared in his mouth. One of these days he’d give up – aside from anything else he wouldn’t be able to afford it if he’d reached the stage where his hands were feeding the things into his mouth without conscious thought.
‘Excuse me,’ Shymko said as a telephone began to ring, but Korolev had spotted a black car approaching the house and, deciding it must be the Odessa contingent, made his own excuses and left. When the car stopped, however, it was Belakovsky who climbed out rather than Militiamen and his welcoming committee consisted only of a distraught typist.
‘Larisa, is it true?’
‘It’s true, Comrade Belakovsky, it’s true,’ Larisa wailed, and Korolev, following behind the girl, saw her bury herself in Belakovsky’s overcoat.
‘Hello again, Comrade Belakovsky,’ Korolev said and Belakovsky nodded a greeting, before turning his attention back to Larisa.
‘Mikhail told me. I didn’t believe him.’ Then he paused, looking back to Korolev, recognizing him yet again, with a look of surprise.
‘Comrade Korolev?’
‘Yes, a coincidence. I’m a friend of Babel’s. I’d no idea we were visiting the same place.’
‘You have to understand – a colleague has died unexpectedly. She was one in a thousand. A vital part of this production, of course, but more than that. Much more than that.’
Behind him stood a sorry-looking man whom Korolev deduced was Mikhail, the bearer of bad news. The other occupant of the car – Lomatkin, the journalist – was leaning against the car door for support, as pale as the dead girl’s ghost. It seemed as though Masha Lenskaya had made quite an impression during her short life.
‘Korolev,’ Belakovsky said, as though thinking aloud. ‘Didn’t you say you were a detective – from Petrovka Street?’
‘I didn’t. You did and I’m on holiday,’ Korolev replied, perhaps a little too quickly.
Belakovsky glanced at the house, and if it wasn’t to see where Mushkin was, Korolev would have been most surprised. The NKVD definitely had a thing or two to learn about secrecy, even if they were always asking it of other people.
‘On holiday?’ Belakovsky repeated slowly, probably remembering how that fellow Bagraev had been booted off the plane. ‘What a coincidence. And perhaps fortunate for us. What did you say your specialization was?’
‘Petrovka Street normally handles the more serious crimes. And I’m an experienced detective.’
‘I see – bank robbery, that sort of thing. Murder perhaps?’ The fellow was putting two and two together and making four, so Korolev nodded politely, and felt in his overcoat pocket for his cigarettes, pleased that at least this time it was a deliberate rather than instinctive action.
‘Yes, I’ve handled the odd murder or two,’ he said, lighting the cigarette off the one in his mouth.
Another black car hove into view as they stood there weighing each other up, and when it pulled to a halt disgorged a stocky Militia colonel, who looked at them anxiously. He was followed by a tough-looking young woman in a leather jacket and a bald man carrying a doctor’s case. No sooner had the first car been emptied of its occupants than another arrived and three uniforms under a sergeant’s command scrambled out. It was turning out to be quite a party, and right on cue the guest of honour arrived.
‘Did you hear, Comrade Mushkin?’ Belakovsky said. ‘Korolev here is a Militia detective from Petrovka Street, visiting Babel.’
‘Indeed,’ Mushkin said, with a sliver of a smile, and Korolev deduced that the Major wasn’t too burnt-out to appreciate the humour inherent in the play they were all acting out. But for whose benefit, God alone knew.



Chapter Five


Korolev had never been in an ice house before. Of course, he was aware that before the Revolution the rich had tried to preserve some of winter’s bite to relieve the summer’s swelter: he wasn’t uncultured after all and he took an interest in the wider world – as any Soviet citizen should. Indeed, in any other circumstances he would have found it interesting to stand in this small, brick-lined cave and to be lectured on its construction and significance. But this was not the time, in his opinion, or the place.
Shymko ran a hand along a line of bricks, his voice barely a whisper but clear in the silence of the artificial cave.
‘Two hundred peasants worked for an entire summer under the direction of an Englishman – shifting the earth to build the hill in which we stand. They say he laid each brick himself, the Englishman,’ Shymko said in his quiet voice. ‘Look how careful he was, Comrades.’
It was true, the brickwork was indeed a curious relic of that previous phase of society’s historical evolution, but the dead girl was the reason they were all here and Korolev found it difficult to look at anything other than her white face. They’d laid her out on a trestle table, her head supported on what looked like a sandbag, her skin stretched over the cheekbones where death had pulled it taut. She could have been sleeping, and her features wouldn’t have given the lie to it, were it not for the raw marks on her neck where the rope had caught her. As always in the presence of a corpse, he found himself struck by how fragile life was, and amazed that such an intangible thing as consciousness should cause such a change to the physical appearance of a person. The characteristics that had seemed to colour the girl’s photograph were now absent, as if paint had been rubbed from a picture to reveal the plain canvas underneath.
‘Captain Korolev?’ Mushkin said and Korolev found himself the centre of attention. Major Mushkin, Marchuk the Militia colonel, Peskov the bald Odessa pathologist, Shymko and the thin-lipped young woman in the leather jacket were all waiting for him to do or say something, and he wasn’t quite sure what.
‘I’ve seen him work before, Comrades. He spends a lot of time just looking, but the things he sees, the things he sees…’
And Babel, of course. How could he have forgotten Babel? How the hell had he managed to wangle his way in here anyway?
‘Seeing as we have a comrade from the famous Petrovka Street with us so fortuitously,’ Mushkin said, pronouncing the last word ironically, ‘perhaps he might look over the body? I’m sure Dr Peskov won’t mind. Dr Peskov, you don’t mind, do you?’
The bald pathologist shook his head so hard that his round spectacles nearly fell off.
‘I’m no pathologist, Major,’ Korolev began and wasn’t surprised to see a muscle in the major’s jaw clench with irritation, ‘although it’s true I’ve seen a few dead bodies. Maybe the Comrade Doctor should carry on with his preliminary examination as he would normally and I can observe over his shoulder. I’m sure his experience in this area is far greater than mine, but an extra pair of eyes is always useful.’
Peskov glanced at the colonel, who, in turn, looked towards Mushkin just as a nervous gundog might to his master. Eventually Mushkin nodded his agreement, but not before giving Korolev a long, thoughtful look which the detective was unsure how to interpret. The doctor stepped forward and stood at the end of the table, picking up the dead girl’s head in both his hands, leaning forward. His fingers felt underneath her neck as though searching for something. Korolev also approached the body and bent forward to look more closely.
‘No saliva,’ Korolev said quietly, for the doctor’s ears as opposed to anyone else’s.
‘No, but someone may have cleaned her up.’
‘What was that?’ Major Mushkin was interested despite himself.
‘Saliva, Major,’ Peskov said. ‘With self-asphyxiation, there is invariably a flow of saliva from the mouth, down the chin and straight onto the chest. If the body is hung after death, this doesn’t happen, the production of saliva being a living act.’
‘But it could have been cleaned away, you say?’
‘Possibly. There would usually remain some signs on the clothing, however.’
‘Shymko?’ Mushkin turned to the production coordinator.
‘She wasn’t cleaned up,’ Shymko answered, his voice hushed at the realization of what this implied.
‘What happened to the rope she was found hanging from?’ Korolev asked.
‘There.’ Shymko pointed to a coil that sat on the ground beneath the table, about three-quarters of an inch thick. Korolev nodded and leant down to examine it.
‘Doctor?’ Korolev said, and the pathologist squatted beside him, feeling the rope’s texture.
‘Yes, I see what you mean,’ he said.
‘What do you see? What does he mean?’ Marchuk asked, glancing at Mushkin for some direction. The Militia colonel sounded panicked – as well he might, thought Korolev.
The doctor pointed to the marks on the girl’s neck. ‘With a suicidal hanging the marks of the rope or ligature are generally above or on the thyroid cartilage, and carried obliquely upwards. Do you see?’ He mimed a rope holding his own neck up, and ran his finger at an angle from underneath his jaw to the back of his head. ‘We have such a mark here.’ He pointed to the girl’s neck. ‘And you see this rope? It’s thick enough, yes?’
‘Peskov, pull yourself together.’ Colonel Marchuk’s cheeks were reddening as he inclined his head towards Mushkin. ‘This is no time for blathering.’
‘My apologies, Comrade Colonel.’ The doctor’s face seemed to become even paler in the solitary light bulb’s glow. ‘But this is an important point. It implies that the rope she was found hanging from was not the cause of death. Do you see here, the long thin bruising, below these other marks? See how it is horizontal rather than oblique? This was caused by something much finer – a cord of some sort, I should think. In short, it seems likely that the girl was dead before she was hung from this rope. In fact it seems most probable she was strangled – from behind if you want an instant view – and that the thicker rope was applied after death. To an extent this is conjecture. I’ll have to examine her thoroughly in the proper conditions. There is generally internal damage to the laryngeal cartilage and other bones in the neck. I’ll know for certain…’ He looked at his watch. ‘.. . Later tonight.’
There was silence after the doctor finished speaking. Shymko looked dour, the colonel as though he might be ill and Mushkin grim as a tombstone.
‘You’re saying she was murdered.’ The major paused. ‘You’re saying it wasn’t suicide but murder.’
‘I’d like to undertake a full autopsy, if that’s possible, back at the hospital. I’ll call for an ambulance immediately.’ The doctor looked up at Mushkin. ‘I understand this is a priority and you’ll have my findings as soon as humanly possible – but I will have to examine her properly.’
‘But that’s your initial view?’ The major looked at the doctor and then at Korolev. Peskov shrugged, deferring to Korolev.
‘I think we should treat her death as suspicious, Comrade Major,’ Korolev said, feeling about as unhappy at the prospect as Mushkin looked, thinking that the odds on a quick return to Moscow and the chance to visit his son in Zagorsk had just lengthened considerably. ‘That would seem to be the most sensible approach. And we should not discount murder.’
Korolev’s last word seemed to echo as first Babel, somewhat enthusiastically, then Peskov, in quiet agreement, and finally Marchuk, in horror, all repeated it. Korolev saw the colonel begin a movement with his right hand that looked suspiciously like the sign of the cross, but he’d remembered where he was by the time his hand touched his forehead, and instead began to rub his eyebrows with his fingers, looking furtively at Major Mushkin out of the corner of his eye.
‘Murder?’ Shymko said, long after everyone else. ‘But Citizen Lenskaya was a model worker, an activist of the highest standing.’
‘Maybe that’s why they killed her,’ Mushkin replied, and for a moment Korolev thought he’d made a very dark joke. ‘Well, it will be for Colonel Marchuk to find out.’
Marchuk’s drooping head started up as though he’d been half-asleep and someone had kicked his chair.
‘Perhaps Captain Korolev…?’ the colonel began, his voice dropping to a whisper in the face of Mushkin’s impassive stare. ‘We’re short of good men. It’s the drive on hooligans and bandits. It’s time-consuming.’
‘And you’d like Korolev to break his holiday to investigate one of your cases because you have too many hooligans and bandits in Odessa.’ Mushkin folded his arms and gave the colonel a parody of a stern look. ‘An amazing suggestion.’
‘My men are stretched thinly,’ Marchuk said, even more unsure of himself now. ‘And maybe it would be best for a senior detective to handle a crime like this.’
The colonel opened his hands in a gesture of supplication and Korolev allowed himself the luxury of pretending to consider the request. One sharp glance from Mushkin was enough to speed up his decision-making, however, and he nodded his assent.
‘If you think I can be of assistance, Comrade Colonel, then I’m at your service. General Secretary Stalin tells us we should always be ready to sacrifice personal happiness for the greater good. I’m not some petty individualist.’ Which he managed to say with a straight face, even if a large part of him was wishing he could indeed be a petty individualist – a thousand kilometres away from this cursed corpse and in the company of his only son.
‘You’re on holiday and yet you offer it up for the greater good.’ Mushkin’s approval seemed almost genuine. ‘Your loyalty to the State is an example to us all.’
‘I’m sure we’d all do the same in a similar situation. Of course I’ll need to check with my chief, and I’ll need help – as many uniforms as you can spare, a competent junior detective who knows the lie of the land, a forensics team.’
‘You work for Popov, don’t you?’ Mushkin asked. ‘Marchuk and I will call him. What shall we say – initially for a week or so, perhaps? Unless the matter is resolved earlier, or a suitable replacement becomes free. Or, of course, if Dr Peskov’s examination makes it clear that it was suicide after all.’
‘We’d be grateful, Captain Korolev,’ Marchuk said. ‘A crime such as this – I couldn’t turn it over to a junior detective. It would be irresponsible.’
Mushkin nodded to Shymko, then Babel, and turned to leave. The colonel followed with the doctor, who paused for a moment to smile at Korolev. Shymko was about to follow when Korolev put a hand on his sleeve.
‘One moment, Comrade. If I’m to look after this business I’ve a few questions I need to ask you.’
The production coordinator turned back and Korolev wasn’t surprised to see concern in his face. The Militia had a reputation for not always being too picky when seeking out the perpetrators of serious crimes.
‘Comrade Captain?’
‘You found the body?’
‘Well, Andreychuk the caretaker was the one who opened the door to the dining room – but, yes, I suppose I did – I was right behind him.’ Shymko seemed to weigh the words to see if the truth in them could somehow be evaded.
‘And you were the first ones to return to the house?’
‘Andreychuk had locked up while everyone was down at the night shoot. Except for Lenskaya, of course, although I think she had her own key.’
‘I see. Tell me what you saw when you found her.’
Shymko did as he was told, describing the limp body hanging just inside the dining room, how Andreychuk had dropped to his knees in shock, and how they’d released her from the rope and lowered her to the ground.
‘She was cold to the touch. Dead.’
Korolev nodded, distracted by a notebook not dissimilar to his own which the leather-jacketed young woman had opened up.
‘Comrade?’ Korolev looked at her, raising an eyebrow at her notebook.
‘Comrade Captain?’ she asked in turn, and Korolev could have sworn she gave him the tiniest of mischievous smiles.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Taking notes.’
‘I can see that,’ he said. ‘Why are you taking notes?’
‘I always take notes. A note doesn’t get forgotten.’ She looked down at his hands as if to say he could do with taking a few more notes himself. The worst thing was she’d just quoted his own favourite mantra to junior detectives who didn’t yet realize that the brain was an erratic recorder of useful information.
‘So, Comrade?’ he said, trying to ignore the smirk on Babel’s face.
The girl smiled and extended her hand. ‘Slivka, Comrade. Nadezhda Andreyevna. Sergeant – Odessa CID. Unless the Comrade Colonel just wanted to take me for a drive in the country, my guess is I’m your junior detective. I’ll help you track down whoever did this – don’t you worry, Comrade Captain.’
Korolev shook the offered hand and allowed himself to return the smile. A bit of spirit wasn’t such a bad thing in a young detective.
‘Well then. Good,’ he said. ‘Anything you’d like to ask?’
‘Yes,’ the young female detective said, looking down at her notebook. ‘Comrade, is Andreychuk the only one with keys to the house? Apart from the deceased, that is.’
‘Lord no,’ Shymko began, before collecting himself when Babel tutted at his careless use of the Lord’s name – as close to blasphemy as it got these days.
‘No,’ he continued with more care, feeling his way into each word now – apparently having decided that in the kind of company that wrote down everything you said, words could run amok and bite a man where it hurt.
‘You’d have to ask Comrade Andreychuk,’ he continued, ‘but I have one, and I know the director of the kolkhoz keeps one in his office. Then there’s Elizaveta Petrovna, of course.’
‘Elizaveta Petrovna?’
‘Elizaveta Petrovna Mushkina,’ Shymko clarified, emphasizing the surname.
‘Major Mushkin’s mother,’ Babel said, his voice coming from behind Korolev. ‘She’s the director of the Agricultural College. But before that she was a Party boss in Odessa.’
‘I met her earlier,’ Korolev said, remembering the elderly lady with her walking stick.
‘A hero of the Revolution,’ Shymko added in a hushed tone.
‘And before that,’ Babel said. ‘She was in Siberia with Stalin. That’s how far she goes back.’
‘Stalin?’ Korolev repeated, not quite believing his ears. Could this get any worse? Now he had to deal with someone who was an old comrade of Stalin’s.
‘She calls him Koba,’ Babel said with a significant look.
Korolev swallowed, then decided it was best to get on with the job in hand.
‘We’ll need a list of who had access to keys and where all the keys were last night. Slivka?’
‘I’ll see to it.’
‘And a list of all the cast and crew. Anyone who had contact with Lenskaya. I saw a small Militia post in the village. Can you ask the colonel if the uniforms there can help? We’ll want to interview everyone as soon as possible.’
Slivka nodded. ‘They’ve already been instructed to assist you should you need them. Comrade Shymko, how many people are we talking about? For the cast and crew?’
Shymko ran a hand over his skull, a gesture that seemed to age him considerably.
‘Cast – speaking roles we have sixteen. Production and crew? About twenty – small, but Savchenko likes it that way. Extras? Every living soul for five versts. Then there are a few hangers on. I can get you a list of cast and crew. For the extras you might be better off talking to the kolkhoz people – they assist us with that side of things. I don’t even have a list, I just tell them how many we want and when.’
Korolev noted Slivka’s raised eyebrow. She was right – it could take days to interview that number of people. Perhaps weeks.
‘Well, we’ll start with the people who had most contact with her,’ Korolev said, ‘at least until we have a definite line of enquiry. So who would they be?’
Shymko looked trapped, as though he were considering that question from two different angles. The first being what useful assistance he could give in this regard, and the second being what his colleagues might think of him if he were to point them out to the Militia.
‘We’ll be interviewing everyone in due course,’ Korolev said after a few moments, tempted as he was to let the man sweat. ‘But let me take a guess that she would have had most contact with Comrade Savchenko, yourself and the more senior production members.’
‘Yes,’ agreed Shymko, drawing the word out in the face of Korolev’s implacable gaze. ‘But more than them – she was responsible for scheduling the shoot. That meant most people came in contact with her. She made sure the right actors were available for each scene we were shooting and in the right place. This work is normally done in advance, but with Savchenko there’s a more -’ he chose the next word carefully – ‘ spontaneous element. Sometimes we end up rousting actors out of bed when they thought they had a day off and telling make-up artists they have two hours to prepare a hundred extras. It’s not easy, I can tell you.’
Korolev nodded, but not in sympathy.
‘Let’s presume she wasn’t killed because she woke someone up too early, shall we? This is the Soviet Union, after all, and actors are cultured people not Chicago gangsters. How about we start with you, Comrade Shymko, as soon as you let us have your list? And let’s go through it one by one and see if we can’t divide it up a little. And, again, I want a list of key-holders and I want each key-holder, and the key, to present themselves to Sergeant Slivka, by the end of the day.’
He wrote ‘keys’ and ‘end of day’ in his notebook, so that Shymko would know he was not to be trifled with.



Chapter Six


The dead woman’s office was located in the main house, in one of the round turrets. Its three windows gave a panoramic view over the lake and woods, or at least they would have if it hadn’t been dark outside. The room was furnished with a table, a stiff-backed wooden chair and a scarred filing cabinet that looked as though it might miss its previous life in the office of some tsarist functionary or other. A pre-revolution Underwood typewriter sat on the table, nearly as scratched and dented as the cabinet, but with a new ribbon. A second typewriter with the Latin alphabet sat on the higher of two planks fixed to the wall, which served as shelves and were sagging under the weight of books and paperwork. Korolev didn’t want to enter until forensics had done their job, but he ran an eye along Lenskaya’s small library from the doorway. Books in English, French, German, Italian. He was impressed – not many girls from an orphanage could speak Russian that well, let alone foreign languages. He turned to Babel.
‘We’ll need to have translations of these titles. Isaac Emmanuilovich – do you speak any of these languages?’
‘My French is good, my German passable, but for the rest…’ Babel shrugged and Korolev turned to look at him with what he hoped was a Mushkin-like stare.
‘I thought you wanted to assist us.’
‘All right, all right, I’ll get you the list,’ Babel said.
‘I speak a little English,’ Slivka said. ‘And Italian, if that helps.’
‘Italian?’ Korolev couldn’t help but be surprised.
‘Well enough, an Italian comrade gave lessons to our Komsomol cell. Nice fellow.’ Slivka’s smile hinted at just how nice she’d found him.
‘Good.’ Korolev spoke a little more brusquely than he’d intended. The idea of the Italian offering her private tuition had distracted him. ‘If necessary I speak a little English as well. And some German.’
Everyone looked at him in surprise. Well, it was a very little English and it had been some time ago, and the German was mainly of the ‘ Hande hoch, Kamerad ’ variety that he’d picked up when a soldier. But if everyone else was bragging about their linguistic talent, he wasn’t going to be left behind. Babel raised a sceptical eyebrow.
‘Zhenia, my ex-wife, made me go to classes. I can read their script and even understand some of it. Look – English-Russian Dictionary. ’
‘It’s written in Russian as well.’
‘Well, it’s not the Russian I’m reading, Comrade Babel,’ he said, giving the writer another of his best glares. ‘And we’ll need to look through the paperwork too.’
Korolev could feel Belakovsky pressing against his shoulder – the Film Board boss, having been excluded from the ice house, seemed determined to be excluded no longer. Korolev ignored him, turning to one of the uniforms who’d come up from the village. With his rosy cheeks and straw-coloured hair, Sharapov looked as though he should be in school rather than wearing a peaked Militia cap one size to big for him. An older, more battered-looking version stood beside him; his superior, Sergeant Gradov. The two other village uniforms, a thin wiry tough from Odessa by the name of Blumkin and a lump of a lad called Olejnik, were already guarding the dining room and the room where the girl had slept.
‘So, young Sharapov,’ Korolev said, and the boy’s crystal blue eyes looked up at him eagerly. ‘No one goes in until the fingerprint team have been over the place. This is where she was last seen alive, so that makes it likely this is where she died.’
‘Understood, Comrade Captain.’
‘Sergeant Slivka?’
‘Yes?’
‘We need to set up an investigation room, then prepare questions for the initial interviews. Where people were last night, who they saw, what they saw, what they know about the deceased, that sort of thing. Gradov?’
The older uniform stood a little straighter.
‘You and your boys will be working under our direction for the next few days, asking those questions.’
‘Of course, Comrade Captain,’ the sergeant said. Korolev didn’t much like the look of him – unless he was wrong, Gradov liked to throw his weight about with ordinary citizens. He just had that look about hin – a brute, and not a bright one either.
‘Comrade Shymko,’ Korolev said, ‘it will be less disruptive if you can find us an office nearby, seeing as this is where the cast and crew are based and we’d like to minimize disruption. We understand the importance of this film politically and bringing the cast and crew backwards and forwards to the village station isn’t going to make your life any easier.’
‘We’re pretty tight for space,’ Shymko said, looking to Belakovsky for support. The film supremo considered the problem.
‘All right,’ he said after a few moments. ‘Give Captain Korolev the big room beside the production office. Is there anything else we can do to assist you?’
‘But Comrade Belakovsky-’ Shymko began.
‘Captain Korolev needs to start immediately, Shymko. And he’s right – we have to keep disruption to a minimum. This film is far enough behind as it is.’ Belakovsky turned to Korolev. ‘If we can work together to reduce disruption to the filming schedule, we’d be grateful, but we understand your investigation takes priority.’
‘Thank you, Igor Zakharovich,’ Korolev said. ‘I’ll certainly do my best to keep the disturbance to a minimum. We’ll need a telephone line, some desks. A typewriter, probably.’
‘Shymko will see to it. This has come as a shock to us all, but now we must come to terms with the news and do everything in our power to assist you. There’s one thing I’d like to ask, however. Comrade Lenskaya was working on a special project for me. There’ll be some papers in her office which I’ll need to recover as soon as possible.’
‘Sergeant Slivka?’ Korolev said. ‘As soon as the forensics men have been in, allow Comrade Belakovsky to look through the papers.’
‘Willingly.’
‘And we’ll need to interview both of you.’ Korolev nodded towards Belakovsky and Shymko. ‘Sergeant Slivka?’
‘I’ll arrange a time.’
‘And Sergeant, find the caretaker, Andreychuk. I want to talk to him first. We need to have some lines of investigation to work on by tomorrow morning – all we have at the moment is a dead girl and a lot of questions.’
As Slivka set to work, Korolev took Babel’s arm and they walked away from Lenskaya’s doorway towards the back of the house. Korolev opened the nearer of the French doors and led Babel out onto the terrace.
‘What do you make of her?’ Korolev asked, walking down the steps that led towards the garden. ‘Not many female detectives – but she seems bright.’
‘I wouldn’t play cards with her, put it that way. A good Odessa girl, bright as a button and pretty as a picture, but tough as a miner’s boot for all that.’
It was true – she was pretty, despite the serious mouth and the shapeless leather jacket. Like so many of the young women whom the Revolution had allowed to pursue traditionally male professions, she’d adopted a mannish mode of dress, but even her leather jacket and her trousers couldn’t hide the shape of her body, and it was a pleasant shape. And while at first her mouth had seemed to have a permanent downturn, when she’d smiled he’d seen high cheekbones, the flash of white teeth and a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. All in all, a much better-looking colleague than his old friend Yasimov.
‘Well,’ he said, as they took a path towards the lake, ‘as long as she gets the job done.’
‘Indeed.’ Babel looked over his shoulder to see if they could be overheard. ‘And do you mind me asking what that job is?’
‘I’d have thought that was clear. We find the fellow who killed Citizen Lenskaya and put him where he belongs.’
Babel unstrapped his wrist watch and looked at it absently, his demeanour pensive. ‘Yes, but why did they send a Moscow detective all the way down here to investigate? And who sent you, if you don’t mind me asking?’
Korolev considered how to respond for a moment, before deciding to start with a question.
‘What did they say when they involved you?’
‘The message came from Major Mushkin, who doesn’t give explanations.’
‘I see. Well, I can’t tell you much more. The first I knew about it was at two o’clock this morning and since then I’ve been running to catch up. They wanted me to have a look at the girl – if it was suicide, I was to have a holiday. If not, lead the investigation – under their direction.’
‘Their?’
‘The Chekists.’ Korolev spoke with a certain amount of reluctance, not least because the conversation was underlining a problem for his upcoming enquiries. If the murder really was to do with the dead girl’s relationship with Ezhov, and Ezhov’s name couldn’t be mentioned, it was going to be difficult.
‘Why wouldn’t they use their own people?’ Babel asked, interrupting his train of thought. ‘Or leave it to the local Militia?’
‘The NKVD is not specialist in criminal investigations, I suppose,’ Korolev said. ‘And they remembered me from the icon business.’
‘It’s just that I’ve heard a rumour that Lenskaya was friendly with a certain Commissar of State Security,’ Babel continued, ‘that’s all. And if that’s really the case – well, I’m wondering if that’s why you’re here. If it’s something to do with him.’
‘Friendly with Ezhov?’ Korolev said with what he hoped sounded like genuine surprise. ‘I know nothing about that, but even if it were true, what could her death have to do with Ezhov?’
Babel shrugged. ‘Ezhov is well protected, physically at least. But politically he’s as vulnerable as everyone else. More so. Stalin doesn’t mind what Ezhov gets up to, so long as his dalliances don’t affect his usefulness to the Party. But if this death turned out to be compromising to him, it wouldn’t be too difficult to think of people who would benefit from it. Both within the State and outside it.’
‘Compromising?’ Korolev said, not liking the suggestion. ‘In what way, compromising?’
‘I don’t know, but why were you sent down here? Ezhov has enemies within the NKVD, you know. Perhaps that’s why you were picked – because he doesn’t trust his own people. Be careful, Alexei – this could turn out to be a nasty business.’
‘It’s already that.’
‘Yes,’ Babel said with a sigh. ‘You’ll have to be careful how you proceed. So – what do you know about Lenskaya? Perhaps I can add something.’
Korolev told him what he knew and Babel nodded when he’d finished.
‘Well, she was intelligent and lucky with it, that much is certain. And she was ambitious – that much is also true, and flexible in the means she used to get ahead. Ezhov wasn’t the only one she was friendly with, if I can put it that way. It wasn’t luck and intelligence alone that took her from the orphanage and got her chosen for delegations to Hollywood.’
‘When you say “friendly”…?’
‘She was a good-looking girl and she didn’t want to spend her life queuing for bread. I know she was with Belakovsky. Savchenko as well. As for Ezhov – well, the rumours are they weren’t strangers.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said. ‘Others?’
‘Probably. They send orphanage children where the labour demand is greatest,’ Babel continued. ‘She could have ended up in a factory the other side of the Urals, or at a kolkhoz farm by the Sea of Azov. Who knows who her parents were? Most probably peasants with a couple of cows who woke up one morning and discovered they’d been classified as kulaks and therefore class enemies. What happened to them we may never know, but that she took control of her fate is certain and who can blame her?’
‘Are you saying she was the child of a class enemy?’ Korolev asked, before cursing himself. Of course that’s what Babel was saying. And what’s more he was likely right. It made sense.
‘All I know is that she had a past before the orphanage, and she kept quiet about it. But if it were the case, it would reflect badly on the People’s Commissar of State Security if it came out.’
‘Not that we know anything for certain,’ Korolev said.
‘Of course not,’ Babel said, sighing. ‘By the way, watch out for Mushkin.’
‘Mushkin?’
‘Mushkin. When Soviet Power reached Odessa in ’nineteen, he drove round the city with the corpses of executed enemies dragging behind his car. Just to show everyone who was boss – and he hasn’t turned into a priest since then, believe me. You know what happened in these parts a few years back. It wasn’t pleasant, and Mushkin has a reputation from then that would scare the Devil. He’s here now because even the NKVD thought he’d gone too far and needed a rest.’
Korolev remembered the stories that he’d been told about the winter of ’thirty-two. How frozen bodies, skin and bone, had emerged from the snow when the spring came. How the people had boiled any leather they’d had for soup. If the stories he’d heard were true, people had eaten grass until the snow covered it, tree bark, the recently dead, their own children, anything. And still the authorities had come searching for grain, and had found none. And Mushkin had been a part of that.
‘Still,’ Babel said, the smile not quite reaching his eyes, ‘remember the saying – if you’re destined to die at sea, you won’t be hanged.’



Chapter Seven


Korolev found Shymko standing in front of the newly designated investigation room, his face yellow in the light that spilt out of it. He raised a hand in greeting.
‘I’ve got you a typewriter, paper and ribbon, and there’s a phone line. If you need anything else, let me know.’
‘Thank you, Comrade.’
‘And Larisa is typing up those lists you wanted.’
Korolev saw that once the man had a job to do, he did it well and efficiently. There weren’t so many of his kind around that Korolev didn’t appreciate his abilities.
‘Excellent,’ Korolev said, meaning it, and was about to continue when the arrival of Marchuk and Mushkin, along with two forensics men, distracted him. After brief introductions, he sent the forensics men to the dead girl’s office, saying he’d catch up with them in a few minutes.
‘I see you’re settling in, Korolev,’ Mushkin said, looking round the investigation room.
‘I thought it best to take a few practical steps; they’ll assist another detective if I’m not released by my chief.’
‘Or if it turns out to be suicide,’ Mushkin said in a flat tone. ‘Anyway, your chief was only too pleased that Moscow CID should be in a position to assist their Odessa colleagues. Isn’t that right, Marchuk?’
That same snide undercurrent again, Korolev thought. He found himself hoping that a day would come when the leadership would point out to these arrogant protectors of the State that the People they were meant to be protecting were the same people they spent their time harassing and intimidating.
‘Yes,’ Marchuk agreed, his eyes slipping away from Korolev’s with something approaching shame. ‘Comrade Popov was most impressed that you put the State’s needs before your own. We’ll do everything we can to assist, of course. Peskov will have a full autopsy report ready by the morning and I’ll have the forensics men work through the night if need be.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Colonel. I take it I’ll report to you, then.’
The abashed colonel turned to Mushkin, his mouth opening as though he felt he should say something but he wasn’t quite sure what.
‘No,’ Mushkin answered instead. ‘It’s been decided you’ll report to Moscow. The case has sufficient connections with the capital to justify it. Your investigation will be independent of Odessa CID at this stage, as well as the local procurator’s office.’
‘Unusual,’ Korolev replied, thinking he’d never heard of a case not involving the procurator’s office. After all, it was the procurators’ role to take the case to court, so they usually had some oversight of the investigation to ensure the evidence was properly gathered. In theory Militia detectives acted under their direction, although, of course, it didn’t always work out that way in practice. Still, it was the way things were done.
‘Why? We aren’t even certain it’s murder yet, are we? Officially you’re investigating a suicide: be sure to make that clear to anyone you speak to.’
‘Of course, Comrade Major.’
‘I’ll leave you and Marchuk to discuss the details. Be quick though, Korolev – you’ll be receiving a phone call in the next few minutes.’
Korolev looked at the back of Mushkin’s leather coat as he marched away, then at the colonel, whose pale face didn’t offer any reassurance.
‘Comrade Colonel, we may have hundreds of interviews to do so I’ll need all the help I can get. Sergeant Slivka? Is she to work with me?’
She was, it seemed, as well as Gradov and the other uniforms from the village. In fact, the colonel gave the impression that he’d have happily given the Moscow detective his first-born child if it would get him shot of his involvement in the investigation any faster, and as soon as the conversation had finished, the colonel’s car was rattling down the driveway.

Korolev sat behind the desk farthest from the door. The phone rang just as he felt his eyelids begin to close under their own weight and he picked up the receiver tentatively.
‘Korolev,’ he said, his voice sounding much more confident than he felt.
‘Well, Korolev, I hear you have a murder on your hands.’ It was Rodinov, and the colonel listened silently as Korolev brought him up to date on developments. When Korolev had finished he gave a series of instructions – Sergeant Slivka came in to hear Korolev repeat the word ‘Yes’ several times and then thank the Comrade Colonel for his time. She sat down in front of him and waited for him to finish.
Korolev put down the phone with the feeling that things could certainly be a lot worse. Yes, he was under strict instructions to see that Ezhov’s name didn’t feature in the case in any way, but that he had expected – particularly after his conversation with Babel. On the other hand, he had permission to proceed as he saw fit, except for the proviso that he should try to avoid disruption to the film – and that was something he’d already agreed with Belakovsky.
All well and good, until the colonel had mentioned the foreigner.
‘What foreigner?’ he’d asked, and so it had emerged that there was a French journalist, a guest of Savchenko. He was to be treated very carefully and if questioning was to be carried out, it was to be discussed with Rodinov first. He could do as he liked with the Soviet citizens, within reason, but this fellow Les Pins was a different story. He was an important supporter of the Soviet Union in the West, and Rodinov wanted it kept that way.
‘Did you know about this foreigner?’ Korolev said, looking up at Slivka.
‘A foreigner?’
‘Some Frenchman. He’s been fighting on our side in Spain, so he’s probably all right. But who knows? Foreigners are always trouble.’
‘Yes, they can be tricky. Those Ukrainians are the worst.’
Slivka’s teasing smile was a surprise. She must be a confident young woman if she felt comfortable making fun of a stranger twice her age with the rank to go with it, but Korolev didn’t mind. It was more pleasant to work in a comradely atmosphere.
‘We’re all Soviet citizens here, Slivka,’ he said, deciding the time had come to drop the ‘sergeant’. ‘Even you Ukrainians. It’s the rest I’ve my doubts about. They should leave all the foreigners to the diplomats if you ask me. If they have to be dealt with, it’s better done by professionals.’
Slivka smiled and took a look around her.
‘So this is where we’ll be working? Will we have to sleep here too, do you think? I wonder: will they give us a couple of mattresses? Maybe a handsome actor as well? Not for you, of course.’
Korolev laughed – Marchuk had probably offloaded her onto him, not quite sure what to do with a sparky young female detective, and Korolev couldn’t swear he wouldn’t have done the same in his shoes.
‘Slivka, I’m not sure I introduced myself properly before. My name is Korolev,’ he said and then, thinking there was no harm in being specific, ‘Alexei Dmitriyevich, Captain, Moscow Criminal Investigation Division. Petrovka Street.’
He stood up and extended his hand, which Slivka took with a surprisingly firm grip.
‘Don’t ask me why I’m running this case, Slivka, but I am, and I plan to catch whoever killed that poor girl, with your help.’
‘A sound plan.’
‘Good, so let’s get down to business.’
‘Agreed,’ Slivka said, ‘but before we start, can I ask a question?’
‘Of course.’
‘Don’t be offended, Comrade Captain, but is this a Moscow investigation, or an Odessa one?’
Korolev rubbed a hand up the back of his neck, feeling the bristly scrub of his short-cut hair.
‘It’s a good question – all I can say is that the responsibility for this investigation falls mainly on us, the two of us. We won’t be reporting to Colonel Marchuk, and we won’t be involving the procurator’s office. We’ll be reporting to Moscow, but we’ll have to make most of the decisions ourselves. I can’t tell you any more than that, except that if we mess this up it could go badly. So we’d better not mess it up.’
Slivka sucked in the last of the cigarette she was smoking, stubbing it out in the ashtray, shrugged as if the strange circumstances surrounding the investigation were but a minor concern to her, reached into her pockets, extracted another cigarette and lit it by scratching a match along the sole of her boot. She inhaled, cupping her hand round the cigarette the way soldiers and policemen, used to smoking in the open, often did.
‘Well, I thought something might be up, Comrade Captain, which is why I asked. I like to know what’s what. You can find yourself in trouble if you don’t know what’s what. And who’s who.’
She blew out a perfect smoke ring, then took two folded pieces of paper from her pocket and handed them to him.
‘One. A list of the cast and the crew, including all the production staff, catering etcetera, etcetera, and the staff of the College who aren’t away with the students, which isn’t many; and, two, a list of the people who have keys to the house. In other words, people who might have had access to the scene of the crime yesterday evening.’
Korolev looked through the longer list. Beside each name was a number from one to three. ‘And the numbers?’
‘I had Comrade Shymko rate each person by the amount of contact they had with Citizen Lenskaya. 1 is daily contact, a 2 means occasional and a 3 means little or none.’
‘Excellent. We’ll start with the people who had daily contact.’ He looked down the list – his optimism was misplaced. ‘Most of them, it would seem.’
‘Yes. More than we’d like, for sure. Thirty-four.’
Korolev sighed. He was beginning to feel the dead weight of exhaustion again, as if the last of his energy was being sucked into the floor through the soles of his feet. He rallied himself for one last push.
‘Well, the sooner we start – the sooner we finish.’
‘I agree. Can I suggest we use Shymko’s people to arrange the interviews; it will be less disruptive for them if they know what we’re up to.’
‘Good thinking,’ Korolev said. ‘Let’s try and keep them short – we’ll interview them again tomorrow likely as not, but our first objective is to identify potential motives and perpetrators, and anyone who could have been in the house at the time of death.’
‘And cherchez l’homme, right?’
‘Possibly,’ Korolev said, thinking that the most obvious lover to have been responsible for Lenskaya’s death was probably Ezhov and that wasn’t something he wanted to think about too much. ‘As it turns out, she may have been romantically inclined, if you take my meaning. Savchenko for one, or so it seems, and probably Comrade Belakovsky as well, although as Savchenko was filming down in the village and Belakovsky was in Moscow, that doesn’t take us too much further. Still, there may have been others – let’s find out who. It doesn’t feel like a crime of passion, though; whoever did this was careful and covered their tracks, or tried to at least. My suspicion is that it was premeditated. Also, whoever did it must have been quite strong. How much did Lenskaya weigh? Sixty kilos or so? It must have been difficult to lift her up to the bracket.’
‘Indeed,’ Slivka said, writing in her notebook.
‘We need to find out as much as we can about her background as well,’ he continued. ‘I have her Party record, but there’s a lot missing and not much about her private life. And nothing about her relationships with the people on the filmset. Here, you’d better read it.’
Slivka took the report and again there was that slight raising of the eyebrows.
‘Her Party record? It takes us a bit of time to get them even when they’re held in Odessa.’
‘Perhaps things are different in Moscow.’
‘I’ll go through it. Anything else I should have? Or know?’
Korolev decided to give her the report on the film and the other information Rodinov had provided. He handed her the envelope and Slivka took the documents out, looked through them and whistled.
‘Not to be discussed other than with me. And I mean with anyone. For both our sakes.’
Slivka nodded her agreement, slipping the papers back into the envelope.
‘I have Andreychuk waiting outside for you,’ she said when she’d finished.
‘Good, I’ll see him as soon as I’ve spoken to the forensics men. In the meantime – ’ Korolev tapped Slivka’s lists – ‘we need to whittle these down – opportunity, ability and motive. That’s what we’re looking for. Same as always.’
‘They filmed the crowd. Maybe we could identify some people from it – rule them out perhaps?’
Korolev considered her proposal: the problem was he didn’t know any of the people on the film – not yet anyway – and neither would Slivka.
‘It’s a good suggestion – look into it. We’ll need help, though. I know the writer Babel from Moscow. He’s offered to assist – perhaps we should take him up on it.’
‘Babel?’ Slivka said. ‘I get to work with the author of Odessa Tales? My mother might even forgive me for joining the Militia. Tell me he can he type as well, and it will be like New Year.’
‘I suppose he can. He’s a writer after all – in fact, I’ve seen a typewriter in his study.’
‘Good, because I’m a detective, Captain, not a typist. Just so we’re clear about that. It’s a point I sometimes have to make.’
Korolev smiled – he liked this Slivka.
‘Well, I’m no typist either, but I’ll pull my weight. Still, it’s a good point. I want the interview notes to be typed and clear – if we’re to crack this case, it’s because we organize the information well. Let’s see if any of these uniforms from the village can drive a typewriter. If not, we’ll have to see if we can persuade Comrade Shymko to lend us someone. And the uniforms won’t have done too much work like this before – let’s make sure they know exactly what questions to ask.’
‘As per your instructions, Chief. Where were they? When did they last see the girl? Who did they see at the film shoot? What did they know about her? Did anyone dislike her? Who was she most friendly with? I’ll have it all set out and typed up for them.’

Korolev found Andreychuk outside in the cold and told him to wait in the investigation room until he came back, then he started to walk towards the house, allowing himself a little smile as he did so. All right, it was true this case was likely to turn out to be a terrible mess – but at least Slivka seemed as though she’d be useful to have around. Nadezhda. Hope. And not just for the investigation: youngsters like Slivka were the future and, maybe, with citizens like her, a country would emerge from all this turmoil and fear that would shine as an example to the world of how humans could live together, working as one, striving for a common goal. Maybe.
By the time he arrived at Lenskaya’s office, the forensics men were packing their equipment while the youngster Sharapov watched them with keen interest.
‘Sharapov. Out to the stable block. Sergeant Slivka has plenty of work that needs doing.’
The young Militiaman gave a cheerful salute and followed his instructions.
‘You were quick. Any luck?’ Korolev said to the forensics men.
The older of the two, whom Colonel Marchuk had introduced as Firtov, looked up, a grey-haired man with solid shoulders, silver-grey eyes and a cavalryman’s moustache. When he stood, he had the bow-legged stance of a man more comfortable on a horse than on his feet.
‘We haven’t found much, to be straight, and if you ask me, someone cleaned the place,’ Firtov said. ‘There’s not a fingerprint in there, and that’s not natural. Not even on the keys of the typewriter. A few human hairs and that’s it, and no telling when they were left here. Papadopoulos found those.’
The other forensics man looked up – he was smaller, rounder, with black hair that swirled in tight curls on his close-cut scalp. When he smiled his teeth were bright in his dark face.
‘Papadopoulos? That’s not a Ukrainian name, is it?’ Korolev asked, thinking he’d end up surrounded by foreigners in this case if he wasn’t careful.
‘The Greek is as good a citizen as you or I.’ Firtov’s voice had dropped to a growl. ‘Born and raised in Odessa. As his father was before him. Isn’t that right, Greek?’
The Greek nodded, his smile flashing like a lighthouse once again.
‘No offence meant,’ Korolev said, offering his much-depleted packet of cigarettes as a peace offering.
‘None taken,’ Firtov said, helping himself. The Greek didn’t seem to smoke. Just as well, thought Korolev, looking at his few remaining cigarettes. Two, after he took one for himself.
‘We’ll look at the dining room, and wherever else you want, but it’s as though a human never stepped into this room.’
‘What about the books?’ Korolev asked, looking up at the shelves.
‘Well, we haven’t gone through them page by page,’ Firtov said. ‘But the covers are clean. It’s unusual, as I said.’
The forensics men finished packing their equipment and made their way to the dining room, but Korolev remained, examining the office carefully.
The room wasn’t that big and books loomed in from the walls to make it that little bit smaller. Savchenko’s Theory of Film was there, with Lenin and Stalin; Marx – as you might expect – and other writers of the Revolution. But there was something about the way the paper was stacked, and the books lined up spine against spine in a perfect row – it was just a little too tidy. Someone hadn’t just cleaned up fingerprints if his hunch was right – they’d carefully rearranged the entire room. And why would they have done that?
Of course, the most likely reason was that it had been the scene of the crime. After all, this was where she’d last been seen by Andreychuk and the dining room was only a few steps away. He looked at the desk once again, imagining Lenskaya sitting in front of the typewriter, her assailant behind her. Perhaps he’d spoken to her – she might even have answered, not turning round from her typing, recognizing the voice, and then had come the flash of the cord as it passed before her eyes and the bite as it cut into her neck. Korolev had once throttled a German back in the war, not a memory he liked bringing to mind – the fellow had managed to get his hand under the thin rope and had hung on to life with a fervour that had been extraordinary. But the fact was Korolev had been unlucky about the hand. Usually, once a rope was tight round the victim’s neck, resistance ceased almost immediately. That was something he’d learnt early on as a detective.
‘What are you thinking? Your jaw has that hard look to it. And there’s a vein pumping in your forehead. You’ve gone pale and I can hear your teeth grinding.’
Babel had appeared, wearing a pair of carpet slippers and a surprisingly vibrant silk dressing gown. Korolev looked at the writer, then turned his attention back to the dead girl’s workplace. The killer had to have made a mistake. Babel’s appearance had distracted him, but, still, there had to be a mistake.
‘This is where she died,’ he said at last, the words coming out as though he’d been holding his breath, and perhaps he had. ‘That’s what I’m thinking. That this is where he killed her.’



Chapter Eight


When Korolev returned to the investigation room, he found Andreychuk sitting in front of the desk Korolev had appropriated for himself. He nodded to the caretaker, sat down and opened up his notebook.
His first impression was that the fellow didn’t look strong enough to have lifted the girl up to the bracket, or even to have strangled her if she’d resisted. But he quickly corrected himself – the old were often stronger than they looked, and Andreychuk clearly led an active life. Indeed, on closer examination the man’s shoulders were broad, as was his chest, despite the fact he was no longer young. And, of course, there was always the possibility he’d had assistance, that there had been two involved in the attempted deception, and perhaps the murder itself. Andreychuk seemed to have had the opportunity to commit the crime, but what motive could he have had? None that Korolev could immediately think of, and then there was his very obvious grief. Not that that could be trusted. And if the office had been cleaned of any forensic evidence, did that point to the perpetrator of the crime having been a simple caretaker? It seemed much more likely that it pointed to someone with connections to the Security Organs.
He thought back to the Shishkin case – the file would probably already be shut and that wasn’t unusual. Murder was usually a simple matter, with the victim and the perpetrator well known to each other, and each step of their dance towards death well observed by others. But every now and then a complete mystery came along and then it required patience and time to sift through the facts and decide what was relevant and what could be discarded. Unfortunately for him, the Chekists weren’t renowned for their patience.
Andreychuk, his flat cap on his knees, his eyes downcast and his shoulders bent, coughed into his hand. It was a question – when are you going to stop looking at me and when are you going to start questioning me?
‘You’re the caretaker here, correct?’ Korolev said, after a further pause.
‘Yes, Comrade Korolev. We met earlier.’
‘I remember. You were the last known person to see Comrade Lenskaya alive.’ Korolev gave the caretaker another long, hard look. ‘And the first known person to see her dead.’
‘I was,’ Andreychuk said, not seeming to like the way those two little sentences sounded. Korolev didn’t blame him. There were detectives who’d have stopped the investigation at this point, and procurators who’d have felt happy the case was resolved. Everyone had quotas to fill these days, now that administering justice was considered just as quantifiable a task just as mining coal.
‘Well, Comrade?’ Korolev asked, and waited, aware of the value of the open-ended question. Andreychuk lifted his eyes, squinting slightly. He shook his head slowly from side to side. It was true, Korolev thought, the caretaker was in a bad situation.
‘I was checking the house,’ Andreychuk began. ‘Everyone was down in the village so I was going to shut the place up. But I saw the light on in the young lady comrade’s office and so I knocked.’
‘When was this?’
‘At about seven-thirty. I remember because I was due to be down in the village for the film people, but I know my duty, so when I saw the light on I went to find out.’
‘Find out what?’ Korolev said, keeping his voice neutral.
‘What she was up to, of course.’
‘And?’
‘She was typing – on a black typewriter.’ He paused, as if remembering the scene. ‘She said she wasn’t coming down to the village and I wasn’t to bother about her. So I left her there, on her own.’
‘So she was the only person in the house when you left? There was no one else?’
Andreychuk looked at Korolev, and then at his feet. ‘I couldn’t swear to that, Comrade Captain. I didn’t check every last room, and I’m not asked to. I was in a rush as well. There might have been someone in one of the upstairs rooms, for example, sleeping perhaps, but there were no other lights on. And if someone wanted to hide themselves – well, I don’t check the place that way. It’s a big house, and I have to lock up the rest of the College buildings as well. I keep the place running – I’m not a watchman.’
‘But you saw no one – that’s useful. And you locked the house after you?’
‘I did.’ Andreychuk clearly felt more confident about this answer.
‘Why did you leave Lenskaya alone in the house?’
‘She was like that, Comrade. Always working. It wasn’t unusual for her to be working when the rest would be laughing around the place.’
‘I see, and when you returned later the house was completely secure, is that correct? And no signs of a break-in?’
‘Nothing.’
‘And you were the first person to return to the house?’
‘I opened the house for the film people when they’d finished.’
‘Tell me exactly what you saw when you found her.’
The caretaker spoke slowly – as though he were living through the moment of discovery once again so as to describe it the better.
‘She was hanging from the bracket in the dining hall, the one you saw. The rope had cut into her neck – it hadn’t cut her skin, but it had been pulled into her neck by her weight as far as it could go, almost to her ears, and her head had fallen forward. There was a chair on the ground beside her – I thought she must have stood on it, and kicked it away before – ’ his voice caught – ‘before she died. Her arms were hanging straight down. She was wearing the clothes you saw her in, and, well, she was dead all right.’
Korolev wrote down the caretaker’s words verbatim, then looked up at him. ‘How high from the ground was she, Citizen? When you found her?’
‘Her feet, you mean?’
‘Yes.’
‘Only a few inches off the ground.’ The caretaker held his hands apart – four inches or so.
‘What you did you do?’
‘Well.’ Andreychuk’s eyes moved sideways as if wanting to avoid the mental image the question prompted. ‘I dropped to my knees, if the truth be told. I’d just opened the door, the film comrades had finished in the village and everyone was coming back, and I saw her. Hanging there. And I could see she was dead straight off.’
‘And then? You cut her down?’
‘Yes, we did.’
‘We?’
‘I know Comrade Shymko was one of them. The others – well, I’ve been trying to remember myself, but the only face I can see now is hers. We stood on a table, and treated her as gently as we could.’
‘You liked her?’
‘She was a good woman. A fine woman. I think everyone liked her.’
‘Any enemies you know of? Any arguments she might have had, anything at all?’
‘She was popular as far as I know. But I’m only the caretaker.’
Korolev felt a stab of frustration that clenched his knuckles white around the pen. Only a caretaker, was he? He didn’t have eyes in his head? He damned well did if his description of finding her was anything to go by.
‘What about particular friends, or lovers?’ he said, keeping his voice calm.
‘I don’t get involved in other people’s business,’ Andreychuk answered, his eyes dropping to his feet once again. Korolev studied him, wondering what he was holding back.
‘I’ll ask that question again, Citizen. Had she a lover, or a particular friend or friends?’
‘She was friendly with most people. I don’t know about her having a lover. I’d tell you if I knew something. I know my duty.’ The words were barely audible.
‘Can you write, Citizen?’ Korolev asked, allowing his voice to harden.
‘Yes, Comrade Captain. I can write all right.’
‘Well, I want you to write me a list of everyone you thought she was “friendly” with. When she saw them and so on. Bring it back to me in an hour.’
Andreychuk nodded, still not meeting his eyes.
‘And another question. The doors to the house – you’re certain all of them were locked when you left and when you returned?’
Andreychuk took a bunch of keys from his pocket, as though to remind himself, then nodded slowly.
‘I’m certain they were locked when I left, and I know the front door was locked when I returned because I was the one who opened it. As for the others, after we found her…’ His voice tailed off.
‘Everything was in confusion, I’m sure. Do you remember unlocking them though? When things had calmed down.’
‘No, but others have keys to the house and some of the doors can be opened from the inside without a key. Do you think she might have let him in? The killer?’
Korolev looked up from his notebook.
‘I don’t think anything at the moment, Comrade,’ Korolev said. ‘My job is to establish possibilities and then prove them or disprove them.’
But at the moment it seemed there were a lot of possibilities and not much to disprove any of them.
‘Will there be anything else?’ Andreychuk asked.
‘For the moment that’s all,’ Korolev said and then, when the caretaker made to rise, he looked up at him. ‘One thing. You said earlier that Lenskaya told you she was from these parts? When was that?’
‘I’m not sure I remember it. Perhaps I was mistaken.’
‘You seemed sure enough earlier. Did she say from where?’
The caretaker seemed to be considering the question. He didn’t look comfortable.
‘I don’t think so. I think I was mistaken.’
‘You’re sure she said nothing, then?’
Andreychuk shrugged.
Korolev didn’t say anything, but he was sure the fellow had more to tell them. He’d let Slivka have a go at him in the morning. And perhaps one of the other interviews would shed some light on the matter in the meantime. He made a quick note to himself.
‘You can go, but we’ll want to talk to you again. And if I were you, Citizen Andreychuk, I’d work on that memory of yours.’
The caretaker nodded, bobbed his head in thanks, and quickly left the room. Korolev considered joining one of the Militiamen, already, he hoped, presenting the first interviewees with their menu of questions, but decided against it. It would only confuse them if he deviated from the script. Instead he looked at his list for the next interviewee Slivka had lined up for him – Sorokina, the actress. Well, if nothing else, this case had at least one compensation.
Anyone who’d been to the cinema in the last ten years had almost certainly seen Barikada Sorokina shining in the darkness. She’d grown up on the screen, at first a child and then a young girl and now a beautiful woman. As might be expected, she was often either defending the barricades for which she was named, or storming them. Born to Party members in the tsar’s time, her name spoke of the struggle that had preceded the Revolution, and now, twenty-five years later, she was the embodiment of the People’s hope for the future, and their determination to defend all that had been achieved. Whenever Barikada stepped before the camera it was to lead them onwards, and whether it was to move impossible quantities of earth in order to complete a delayed canal project or to attack a White fortress Barikada always led by example. Of course, it often resulted in her own tragic death, but Soviet citizens knew it was their duty to put the Party and the State’s welfare before their own. And if they didn’t, Barikada’s selfless heroism reminded them.
Korolev looked at his watch – he still had a few minutes before she arrived so he decided to go back over his notes of the Andreychuk interview in case there was something he’d missed. He’d barely started when there was a knock on the door.
‘Come in,’ he called, without looking up, still focused on Andreychuk’s notes. The door opened and he waved the person to the desk in front of him. There was no movement, however, and so he lifted his eyes to see who it was.
Barikada Sorokina stood in front of him like a fully limbed and clothed Venus de Milo, a brown fur coat hanging over her shoulders against which her blonde hair shone like gold. For a moment, Korolev was so surprised by the vision before him that it didn’t occur to him that she might be waiting for something. Then, to his surprise, he found his body had got to its feet, marched across the floor and given a suspiciously tsarist-like bow to the beautiful actress, who extended her hand, not to be shaken, but to be kissed. Korolev, cheeks burning, found himself complying with her wishes.
‘Comrade Captain,’ the actress breathed, ‘have we met before?’
Her eyes were a green that was close to emerald, and she seemed well aware of the effect they were having on a bumbling Militia captain. But where else to look? Her breasts stretched against a khaki shirt that seemed to have been tailored so as to make normal breathing difficult for her. He would have to convince his eyes they absolutely did not exist, and hope that she might cover her chest with the fur coat in due course. Her fine white teeth might have made an acceptable alternative except for the slight hint in her smile that her full red lips were his to do with as he wished, should he only ask. He settled at last on her forehead. It was a good forehead, sculpted, uncreased by worry, and it had the advantage that it didn’t make his throat constrict with inappropriate desire.
‘No, I don’t think so,’ he managed to say. ‘Although I was fortunate enough to see your last film. So in a way, I’ve met you, if not the other way around.’
‘ Appointment at Dawn?’
‘Yes – you were executed by counter-revolutionary brigands. At dawn. It was very moving.’ It was true, Korolev had found himself wiping his eyes on the back of his overcoat sleeve, grateful for the darkness in the cinema. ‘You were inspiring.’
‘Do you remember this?’ she asked and pulled her shoulders back and looked at him with utter disdain. ‘You may shoot me, but the Revolution will never be defeated!’
‘Bravo!’ Babel said, entering behind her. ‘I’m surprised the firing squad didn’t turn Red immediately.’
Which was strange, because Korolev could indeed feel a blush warming his cheeks.
‘You’ve met the beautiful Barikada, then.’
‘Yes,’ Korolev said, pleased that his voice seemed to sound relatively normal. ‘Isaac, we’ll need privacy for Comrade Sorokina’s interview.’
Babel looked a little nonplussed for a moment then nodded in agreement.
‘A shame. I should have liked to see how the best detective in Moscow sets about such an interview. Be careful now, Barikada, don’t go giving away your intimate secrets. He’s a terrier, this one.’ And Korolev found himself looking at Babel with a sudden professional curiosity – his words had sounded almost like a warning. But Babel had already turned to leave and Korolev caught only the briefest glimpse of his face in the light before it was gone. Not enough to come to a conclusion, but still – a strange thing to say.
‘Will you take a seat, Comrade? I just have a few questions.’
‘Anything I can do to assist you in your efforts, of course. Poor Masha, how thankful she would have been to know that a detective of your experience is searching for her killer.’
‘Killer? Who said anything about a killer?’
‘Everyone is saying it,’ Barikada replied, her eyes widening. ‘Although I must admit I’d my suspicions from the first.’
‘Well, we’ll come to that. But for the moment this is just a routine interview to gather all the facts about Citizen Lenskaya’s untimely death.’ Korolev sat down at the desk to face her, not knowing quite how he was going to go about things.
‘Let us begin at the beginning.’ It was the best place to start, after all. ‘How long had you known Citizen Lenskaya?’
‘Masha? Oh, quite some time. We used to see each other at parties and she was at the State Film School, of course. She was friendly with people I’m friendly with – you know how it is. Moscow is a small town, in many ways.’
Yes, Korolev imagined it was – if you were part of the elite. Artists like Sorokina and Babel, senior Party cadres, the technocrats and the Lenin Prize winners, they were no doubt all as thick as thieves.
‘Yes, I’ve heard it said Moscow is surprisingly small,’ he replied, thinking of the teeming millions of Muscovite workers who queued outside bakeries for bread that there was never enough of and that was often too expensive. ‘But more to the point, was there anything in Comrade Lenskaya’s private life you’re aware of that might have a bearing on this investigation?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I’m afraid I have to ask about lovers, associates. Whether she drank too much, had enemies – things like that. I’m sorry – it must seem disrespectful to her memory.’
‘Oh no – you must ask me anything you like. I consider it my duty as a loyal citizen to answer any question you may have for me.’ The actress seemed animated, and Korolev wondered whether she did indeed have something to hide, but then it occurred to him that, as an actress, this was a role she had played several times before.
‘Well, shall we consider first whether she had any enemies? Have you any thoughts as to who might have done this?’
‘Enemies? Masha? Well, a few of the girls might have been a little jealous of her, but the men all loved her. It was strange, really, because I always thought she was a little mousy. Not that she wasn’t pretty, you know – because she was, I don’t deny that – but she spent so much of her time reading books, and that makes you squint a little, and then, next thing you know, you begin to look like a mouse.’
‘A mouse?’
‘In my personal opinion, yes – sometimes you can go too far with education. But the men adored her. Perhaps because she was adventurous, if I could express it that way. And didn’t restrict herself to one person in particular. She behaved, in many ways, like a man – but still she retained her femininity and charm so that none of them blamed her for it. It was strange how she dealt with them. I admired her for it, I can tell you.’
‘Any men in particular?’
‘Oh. Well, you probably know about Savchenko, and Belakovsky, of course. Everyone knows about them.’
Korolev made quick notes. So everyone knew, did they?
‘And then that journalist Lomatkin,’ she continued.
‘Lomatkin?’ So the fellow from the plane had been her lover – no wonder he’d looked shaken earlier.
‘Yes, very much so.’
‘She had a lot of lovers?’
‘I’ve known her since she was a student, ten years nearly. I might not be acquainted with all of them, but there were certainly a few. I could name several in Moscow off the top of my head, including a very important person indeed.’
Sorokina pursed her lips, as though resisting telling him, although at the same time almost begging him to ask. Well, she’d be waiting a lifetime for him to ask that question.
‘How about here?’
‘Well, there was something, and I want to discuss it with you frankly. I have a small suspicion – I’m not unobservant, you know. In fact in Red Militia I played a policewoman myself. You may remember the role.’
‘Yes, I do,’ Korolev said – if he remembered rightly she had died a hero’s death, not an unusual ending to her films. ‘You were excellent, as always.’
‘Thank you, you’re very generous in your praise.’ Sorokina smiled her trademark smile at him, open and warm but at the same time humble. Korolev felt a little like a bear trapped in honey.
‘And your suspicion?’ he asked, his voice gruff.
‘Andreychuk.’ Her voice became a whisper and she looked at him with a grave expression. ‘The caretaker. I think he murdered her. I saw them arguing.’
‘What were they arguing about?’
‘I don’t know – I didn’t hear much of it. I was walking down to the village. I know it’s not safe, but you can go stir crazy in this place. It was a clear night and I kept close to the house in case there was any trouble.’
‘Trouble?’ Korolev asked, mystified.
‘With the villagers, of course. The kulak class are everywhere around here, and who knows what other counter-revolutionary elements as well. Priests, Makhno’s bandits, Petlyurists, White Guards, even Trotskyists they say. The resistance to the kolkhoz collectivization movement is still strong – it’s why this film is so important. Some of them are determined to wreck our project, but we’ll struggle with all our might to finish it, and show no mercy to the saboteurs as they’ll show no mercy to us. The Bloody Meadow will be a dagger into the hearts of the Revolution’s enemies – and we mustn’t underestimate the lengths to which these brigands will go to stop us.’
It was quite a speech, and the feeling behind it seemed genuine. Sorokina paused for effect, placed a hand on the table and leant forward for emphasis.
‘I believe poor Masha may have been a victim of just such an enemy in Andreychuk.’
‘So,’ Korolev said, deliberately taking things one step at a time, ‘you think Andreychuk may have killed her because she was working on the film – because he’s against the drive towards collectivization. Have there been other incidents of sabotage?’
Sorokina looked thoughtful for a moment.
‘Not as yet, but you can see it in the way the villagers look at us. They’ve been waiting for their opportunity, the rats.’
‘I’ve met Andreychuk, he didn’t strike me that way. What were they arguing about?’
‘I couldn’t tell exactly. But you’re right, I’d always thought Andreychuk a good fellow, and he seemed to like Masha as well. Well, you know how it is, the way older men treat pretty young girls. They go out of their way for them, bring them little presents – I saw him give her some apples once. And another time I caught him looking at her when he thought no one was watching, and the way he looked at her was more than comradely. Much, much more. And so I was surprised when I found them arguing. And at what I heard him say as well.’
‘And what was that?’
‘He said, “Go back to Moscow, you don’t belong here. It’s dangerous here for you. Get away before it’s too late.”’ She paused and looked at Korolev with a raised eyebrow. ‘Well, what do you make of that, Comrade Detective?’
‘Interesting, certainly. We’ll have to see what his explanation is. Did you hear anything else?’
‘Not a word. Masha saw me and came over and took my arm. She looked frightened. As though she’d seen the Devil. And we walked back here as quickly as we could. I asked her what the matter was but she wouldn’t answer, just shook her head and looked at her feet. She was a confident, happy soul – that’s what men liked about her. But that night she was afraid, I think.’
There was an element of the dramatic in Sorokina’s recollection, and part of Korolev – the tired to the point of hallucination part – felt as though he’d been transported from reality into a cinematic performance, but the rest of him – the part that was still functioning as a detective – decided the actress was telling the truth, although perhaps with a large measure of embellishment.
‘But you said he had seemed affectionate to her previously.’
‘Yes, not affectionate, though. More than that.’ She paused and looked to the ceiling as if for inspiration from God, or perhaps, in her case, Comrade Stalin. ‘Passionate. That’s it. The look he gave her was full of passion. Smouldering. Raw. But it didn’t concern me at the time because there was sadness there as well. I can’t explain it. It was just an impression.’
Korolev looked down at his notes, ‘smouldering’, ‘raw’, ‘sad’. This wasn’t like many other interviews he’d undertaken. But what was this about Lomatkin?
‘The journalist. Lomatkin. You said he and Lenskaya were lovers?’
The question seemed to come as a surprise to Sorokina. ‘Lomatkin? But he was in Moscow. I’ve told you about Andreychuk – shouldn’t you arrest him before he gets away?’
‘I’ll certainly be talking to Citizen Andreychuk again and I’ll confront him with your information, you can be sure of it. But please tell me about Lomatkin.’
Sorokina seemed to focus on him as an individual rather than as an audience for the first time, and interestingly it was with the wary gaze of someone who thought they were being made fun of. Her lower lip began to harden into the stubborn pout of a spoilt child.
‘Babel said you were an unusual Militiaman.’
‘I’m not unusual at all, Comrade. I just shake the tree till all the apples come down, then work out which one is the rotten one. I don’t presume it’s the first that falls into my lap.’
‘I like Andreychuk, I hope you understand that. But I saw what I saw. And I heard what I heard.’
‘I believe you, and I’m sure your memory of the incident is correct, but there could be an innocent explanation.’
Sorokina seemed satisfied with that and gave a brief nod.
‘Well, I’ve done my duty in any event. That’s what matters most.’
‘And Lomatkin?’
‘Lomatkin and she, well – I don’t know. I think she loved him, perhaps – there was something there. You’ll have to ask him. But I’ve seen them at parties, her big eyes drinking him in like a woman dying of thirst gulping down a glass of cold water. She didn’t look at the others that way. He was different. And I’m sure he felt the same way as well.’
Korolev nodded, and underlined Lomatkin’s name in his notebook. ‘And what about these others?’
Sorokina shrugged, ‘They were men, she was a woman. They were helpful to her – and she gave them what they wanted.’
‘Belakovsky?’
‘You won’t mention me as the source for any of this,’ Sorokina said, as though she’d suddenly remembered who she was gossiping about. Korolev couldn’t imagine Belakovsky or Savchenko would be grateful – and even such a famous actress as Sorokina had to think about her career.
‘You have my word.’
‘Well, one thing led to another and she went with him on some delegation to America. He was smitten with her. She went as a translator and came back as one of his key assistants. She was bright, better at her job than most others at the Film Board – but, well, conclusions were drawn.’
‘Is that where she met Savchenko? In America.’
‘Oh no, Savchenko was a much earlier conquest. She was Nikolai Sergeevich’s student at the State Film School. I told you, she was a clever girl. I don’t mind saying that I sympathized.’
Korolev lifted his gaze to meet Sorokina’s and, for a moment he caught a glimpse of her own past in those green, green eyes of hers – the compromises, the practical decisions, the unwelcome attentions that had had to be welcomed. There was a tilt to her chin that defied his judgement, not that he was making any. Sometimes you had to do things to survive and he’d done worse things than she ever had, he was sure of it. You didn’t fight in wars like the ones he’d been through and come out whiter than white, or redder than red for that matter. He looked at his watch – it was time to finish.
‘Thank you, Comrade. We may have some more questions in due course. But you’ve been very helpful.’
She nodded, looking for a moment almost as tired as he felt, and rose to her feet. He walked with her to the door, and wasn’t surprised to feel his body resisting each step he tried to take forward. How long had he been without proper sleep? Too long – far too long.
As if on cue, Slivka appeared in the doorway as they approached and held it open for Sorokina with a respectful smile. The actress turned and gave Korolev a small wave, but didn’t say farewell. He nodded in return. Slivka watched the actress go and then smiled at him, fondly – the sort of look that a girl her age might reserve for a grandfather.
‘You look exhausted, Chief.’
‘I don’t just look it. Listen, roust out Andreychuk, will you? Sorokina says he and Lenskaya argued a couple of days ago.’ He consulted his notebook. ‘Apparently he warned her to go back to Moscow, that it would be dangerous for her if she stayed.’
‘I see.’
‘I’d like to know what he meant by it.’
‘Are you sure you’re happy for me to talk to him on my own?’
‘I’ve a feeling he’ll respond well to you.’ Korolev’s voice sounded slurred with tiredness even to him. He made one more effort. ‘Any news from the other interviews? Or the forensics man? Firtov, is it?’
‘A few things to follow up – Firtov thinks he has a partial fingerprint in the dining room. And Peskov called, the doctor. He asked if we wanted to attend the autopsy. What do you think? He’ll do it tonight, if you wanted to go in.’
‘I’ll be honest with you,’ Korolev said, thinking that his tiredness was making him more open than usual, and being too exhausted to care, ‘I don’t much like watching people poke about inside other people.’ Which didn’t sound like the words of a man prepared to his duty – he sighed, a long sigh. Children had been born and wrapped in a towel in less time than his sigh took. ‘How long would it take to drive there?’
She shrugged, ‘An hour, no more. If I’m driving that is.’
‘Look at me, Slivka, I can barely stand. Let’s tell him to go ahead – speed is important here – but we’ll visit him tomorrow morning for his conclusions. We can discuss the case on the way, and the uniforms can carry on with the initial interviews in our absence. Tell him we’ll be there at eight o’clock. An early start. Afterwards we can go and see Firtov, and find out if this fingerprint of his comes to anything.’
‘Perhaps I should stay here?’
‘No, if I’m assigned to another matter, you’ll still be involved in the case, so we should both go.’ He caught the beginning of a yawn and pushed a fist in front of his open mouth. ‘Are any of the uniforms from the village able to use a typewriter?’
‘No, but Comrade Shymko offered us one of his girls in the end. Larisa.’
‘I met her. Put the fear of God into her – I don’t want her blabbing if she’s typing up the interviews of people she knows.’
Slivka smirked.
‘All right, all right. I know God doesn’t exist.’ Another lie to be forgiven by that non-existent Lord. ‘Put the fear of a prison cell into her, how about that?’
‘With pleasure.’
‘Has anyone bothered to find us accommodation?’
‘They’ve found a bed for you in the house, but I’m not sure about me, at least so far. Still, if the worst comes to the worst, I’ll take the blanket from the car and sleep in the armchair here. I’ve slept in worse places.’
The thought of a bed produced a feeling of intense longing but, on the other hand, he didn’t like the idea of his having a bed while his subordinate made do with an armchair.
‘We’ll toss for it,’ Korolev said, feeling around in his pocket and producing a ten-kopek coin.
‘We won’t,’ Slivka said. ‘Your bed comes with a good-looking Frenchman in the bed beside it. The girls in the production office think he’s safer with you than with me. Or maybe they think you’re safer with him – who knows? He’s good-looking, that much is certainly true.’
‘You’ve met him? This Les Pins character.’
‘It has been a day of many meetings.’
‘What did you make of him?’
‘A handsome man. Missing part of his ear, though, a clean cut. A knife, I’d say. Or a bullet perhaps. A tough customer, gentle with it and speaks Russian like a grand prince. Anyway, it’s been decided. The Frenchman will be “enchanted” to have your company.’
Korolev accepted defeat.
‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘And one last thing?’
‘Yes?’
‘See if you can get me some cigarettes?’



Chapter Nine


Before he called it a day, Korolev made one final effort and telephoned Yasimov in Moscow. Because of the late hour he called him at home, explaining the situation to him briefly – Yasimov was smart enough not to ask any questions once he heard where Korolev was calling from. Instead he spoke only to agree to Korolev’s requests, which were simple enough. Poke around at the orphanage and see what he could find out about the dead girl’s background, ask around at the Film Board and the State Film School about her and, finally, do a little bit of digging into Comrades Lomatkin, Savchenko and Belakovsky and any other lovers who came to light. Korolev knew Yasimov well enough to presume that if Ezhov’s name came up in the process, he’d forget he’d ever heard it, which was exactly what he wanted him to do. It was a weary Korolev who put down the telephone and made his way to the main house and the small room he’d been allocated to share with Les Pins.
He was unsurprised to discover that Slivka had been right about the Frenchman – he did indeed speak beautiful Russian, and with a precise yet flowing elegance that for a native would lead to a ten-year stretch in the gold mines of Kolyma, but for Les Pins resulted in a flock of adoring production girls. It was, Korolev thought, not for the first time that day, a very strange world.
Les Pins welcomed him and pronounced himself, as Slivka had also predicted, ‘enchanted’ at the prospect. Korolev decided ‘enchanted’ was not intended to be taken literally, but was just what French people felt obliged to say when they had foisted on them a large Muscovite policeman who looked as though he might snore like a hibernating bear. But then again, with words like that in your repertoire, it must be difficult not to walk on the sunny side of the street, and Les Pins seemed to be a determinedly ebullient character, a firm smile permanently fixed to his face, and a pleasant, melodious, laugh that hovered on a hair trigger, ready to tinkle out at the slightest excuse. It was only when Korolev shook hands with him that he felt the missing fingers. Something must have shown in his face because Les Pins looked down with a smile.
‘A German bayonet. Verdun. And you?’ Les Pins nodded to the sabre scar that ran down the side of Korolev’s jaw to his chin, so old now that he hardly noticed it any more.
‘A sabre. A Russian one.’ Korolev shrugged, thinking back to the Cossack, his horse rearing, leaning down to slash at him for a second time. At such moments a man’s life ends or continues. His had continued and the Cossack’s had ended. ‘But the Germans gave me a few scrapes too.’
Korolev couldn’t help but think of two old dogs meeting in the street, sniffing each other out. For all the Frenchman’s smiling suavity, those eyes had stared down the barrel of a gun more than once, and from either end, if he wasn’t mistaken.
‘So I hear poor Masha was murdered?’ The Frenchman turned away and began to undress. His shoulder was bandaged, Korolev noticed, and he moved stiffly, but he was still a relatively fit man. Korolev sat down on the spare bed and pulled off his boots, feeling the stretch in his back as he leant down and resisting the urge to topple forward and fall asleep right there on the floor, and damn the Frenchman.
‘Who said that?’ Korolev asked, trying to keep his tone offhand.
‘Oh please, Captain Korolev, it really isn’t my business – but it’s your arrival that tells me it wasn’t suicide, not somebody’s tittle-tattle. I’m curious, though – who do you think killed her?’
Korolev took his time before answering, constructing his response carefully. It was sensible to be careful with foreigners.
‘I don’t know how it works in France, Comrade,’ he said eventually, ‘but here in the Soviet Union the Militia don’t discuss such things with citizens, even welcome and honoured visitors like you.’ Korolev reached into a pocket of his coat for his last cigarette and then wondered whether it would offend the Frenchman’s sensibilities if he lit up in the man’s bedroom.
‘Do you mind?’ he began and showed a corner of the packet of Belomorkanals.
‘Not at all, I’ll join you,’ Les Pins said, producing a blue packet. ‘So it wasn’t murder, then?’
Korolev raised an eyebrow.
‘Oh really,’ the Frenchman said, striking a match, ‘you’re impossible.’
Although strangely, the way the Frenchman said it, it sounded like a compliment.
They focused their attention on the cigarettes for a while, smoke shrouding them, stirred occasionally by an exhalation.
‘So you knew her a little bit,’ Korolev asked, having considered whether asking him the question was a good idea and then finding himself unable to resist. Well, it wasn’t really questioning as such, was it? It was more of a conversation. Yes, that sounded about right. Rodinov would understand.
‘A little bit.’ The Frenchman put his finger and thumb about an inch apart. ‘You mustn’t misunderstand me, I’m sympathetic. You know how it is – death isn’t unusual in my line of work. I can see you think I’m heartless, but it’s not that at all, believe me. My heart is full of tragedies. This is just one more. But I keep smiling, what else is there to do? Tears don’t stop bullets – well, not that I’ve ever seen. Bullets stop bullets and sometimes words.’
Korolev remembered that the fellow was some sort of a journalist. A war reporter, Rodinov had said. The Frenchman flicked ash onto a plate that he’d placed beside the bed for the purpose and for a moment looked almost embarrassed.
‘At least I hope my words help – help people to understand that we need to struggle for a new kind of world, a world where war is no longer necessary. You would think we’d have learnt from the last one, but it seems we learnt nothing.’
Korolev nodded his agreement.
‘Was Comrade Lenskaya upset in recent days?’ he asked, after a decent interval. ‘Is there anything at all that you remember – anything that could be useful?’
Les Pins contemplated the tip of his cigarette, then shook his head.
‘I don’t think so. She was always in her office, typing away. Masha spoke good French, which was pleasant. But I don’t remember anything unusual – nothing at all. You should ask her admirers, you know. Babel, Savchenko, that angry man who is around sometimes. In the leather jacket.’
‘Mushkin?’
‘Yes, he seemed very interested in her. But perhaps it was just professional, because of what he does.’
‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘As well for you if you don’t, I’d imagine. He has the mark of a serious man. Although I don’t believe you for a moment, mon Capitaine .’ The journalist stubbed out the last of his cigarette. ‘One of us needs our beauty sleep, and it’s probably you, Comrade Korolev. I hope you don’t snore.’

When Korolev awoke, however, just as the first suggestion of dawn was beginning to lighten the edge of the curtain, it was Les Pins who was snoring and Korolev who felt a certain satisfaction as a result. It didn’t even matter so much that Les Pins’ snores were like the purring of a well-contented cat and, really, almost pleasant to listen to. It didn’t matter at all. For a moment, Korolev felt he had the better of the foreigner and, if that wasn’t a reason to feel a modicum of pleasure, then he didn’t know what was.
After a moment savouring his small victory, Korolev rolled himself out of bed as quietly as he was able and stood up. He could probably have done with more sleep, but it was already six and he was due to meet Slivka in half an hour; and before then he wanted to have a little time to tell himself how to handle the investigation before everyone else started telling him instead. It was, in short, an opportunity to take a hold of the day ahead before it ran away with him.
At least some of the parameters were now a little clearer, he decided, making his way to a bathroom along the corridor. He had Colonel Rodinov’s authority to proceed as he saw fit, so a little arm-twisting could be done if needed, provided he exercised the inevitable discretion. That at least gave him something to work with – if he had to walk round all these actors and Party bigwigs on tiptoes he knew he’d get nowhere.
After a quick wash with his towel, he began to shave at a porcelain sink that looked big enough to be seaworthy. The water was freezing, so cold he could barely work up a lather, but Korolev had shaved in freezing water before and didn’t mind too much. He just took it slowly.
He wasn’t happy about the situation with Mushkin, if the truth were told – it was as if he’d offended the Chekist in some way. He couldn’t put a finger on what he might have done to provoke the man, but perhaps it wasn’t something he was responsible for as such. After all, it must be difficult for Mushkin to have someone thrust down his neck by Moscow, and a Militiaman at that. And he doubted Colonel Rodinov had made any effort to sweeten the bitter pill. All the same, you’d have expected the Ukrainian to click his heels and get on with the job, a cheerful smile on his face and a Party song on his lips – not that Korolev could imagine Mushkin singing anything with much joy now he thought about it. In fact, the bitter anger the major radiated reminded Korolev of being in a trench with an unexploded shell, and that, as he remembered all too well, was not a pleasant way to spend your time. If this was the Chekist when he was supposed to be relaxing on leave from his duties, Korolev could only imagine what the man was like when he was pursuing enemies of the State.
Korolev rinsed his face – at least he now had some idea as to how to move the investigation forward. If the Odessa forensics team came up with something pointing to the killer’s identity, then all well and good, but it seemed more probable that this was going be a question of gathering information from interviews, analysing it and then exploring the lines of enquiry it suggested. It would be time-consuming, and there would likely be pressure from Moscow, but he had an able assistant in Slivka and with a bit of luck the interviews would continue to throw up revelations like those offered by Sorokina.
His ablutions finished, Korolev examined himself in the mirror, taking his time about it, thinking that there was more grey than there’d been the last time he’d looked. And perhaps more skin showing through the short hair as well. He liked to think he’d few illusions about what he saw: an average man; not ugly, not good-looking; no genius, but no idiot either. But his eyes seemed to want to evade his gaze, and he wondered about that. He hoped he was an honest man, when the circumstances allowed it, but they didn’t always in these times of change. He wondered what the Frenchman made of him. Would he see choices made where all Korolev saw was fate? If Korolev lived in the West, maybe he wouldn’t have to shut his eyes sometimes not to see, or put his hands over his ears so as not to hear. But then again, wherever you were in the world, he suspected, you’d find your hands were a little dirty at the end of the day’s work. Saints lived only in books so far as he knew, and Korolev lived in the real world, where the road ahead, if there was one, was likely as not pot-holed and spattered with excrement. But you still had to walk it and if he’d learnt one thing in the last twenty years, it was to carry on putting one foot in front of the other, and to keep his head down. Which direction he walked in was for the bosses to decide – his duty was just to do as he was told, and to trust that the Party would bring them to a brighter future.
Of course, the Frenchman was a writer, and he knew what writers were like. At least, Babel, to be fair to him, didn’t judge men for what they sometimes had to do. Others of his profession, however, liked to see to the bottom of a man’s soul, to judge you as only God should judge, and then to sit in their comfortable studies, with a fine cigarette from an elegant blue packet clenched between their teeth, and clatter out their findings on shiny typewriters, each letter hitting the blank page like a nail in a coffin. Oh, he knew what they were like, those writers. They should look at themselves sometimes and maybe they’d see they were no better than anyone else. And if Korolev had done bad things, it was because he’d had to. The Frenchman would do well to remember that when he looked at Alexei Dmitriyevich Korolev.
Korolev felt an acid rage coursing through his veins – his hands were trembling again, even as he tried to hold them still. Was it the anger, or was it his nerves again, he wondered.
It wasn’t just him in the firing line, that was the problem. He knew how things worked these days – if he were to be arrested, it would mean Valentina Nikolaevna would almost certainly also end up in the Zone, then Yasimov, whom he’d worked alongside for so long, and probably Zhenia, even though they hadn’t been married for two years now. And what would it mean for young Natasha, if her mother was shipped off to the Zone? Or Yuri for that matter, his own flesh and blood, if Zhenia got ten years? An orphanage, if they were lucky, otherwise the streets. And they probably wouldn’t be as lucky as the dead girl – they’d always be children of Enemies of the People and that would bring difficulties that might never be surmounted.
And so he had to remain vigilant, and that meant living on the edge of a blade, and knowing it, and trusting in the good Lord to preserve him and his. Of course, people might tell him the Lord was a superstitious fiction of his imagination, unsuited to the scientific and logical reality of Soviet Power. Well, he’d bet his good boots that half of those same people were praying just as hard as he was to be guided through this valley of shadows. In fact he was sure of it. They might talk like Bolsheviks, but in their hearts Russians would always be Believers. It was just the way they were.
He splashed his face with water cold enough to stop him thinking of anything very much for a moment or two and reminded himself that solving the case was what mattered now and everything else was a distraction.

Five minutes later he was dressed and standing in the dining room where the girl had been found. He considered the height again. Could someone have lifted her on their own if they’d used a table to stand on? Peskov would weigh the girl as part of his autopsy – that might tell them something.
And what about the murder weapon? Some sort of cord, Peskov had said. If the doctor could extract some more evidence from the corpse, that might give him something to follow up. He reached his hand up towards the cast-iron bracket. He’d have to get it measured properly.
‘How did the killer do it, do you think?’
The voice came from behind him. He turned to find Slivka, legs apart, standing square, her leather jacket open at the neck. An unlit papirosa hung from the corner of her mouth and she was raising her hands to light it, again cupping them round the cigarette to shield it from a wind that wasn’t there.
‘Got one of those for me?’
‘I forgot. Compliments of Comrade Shymko.’ She pulled an unopened packet of Our Brand from her pocket and handed it to him.
‘Bless the man,’ Korolev said, opening the packet. He looked back up at the bracket, thinking about her question. ‘The table perhaps. Did Andreychuk tell you anything interesting last night?’
‘Nothing. Denied the conversation had ever taken place.’
‘And?’
‘He’s cooling his heels at the Militia station.’
‘Good. Let’s have another go at him when we get back. Whoever cleaned the place after the crime did a thorough job. They must know something about police investigations – and I’m not sure Andreychuk fits the bill.’
‘I can’t decide whether it was planned or not,’ Slivka said. ‘Do you know what I mean? Whether whoever did it decided to cover it up before or after the killing. Either way he didn’t make too many mistakes. He was calm enough to clean her office of prints, and in here as well. And if you hadn’t been sent down here, I doubt a pathologist would have looked too carefully – if one would have even looked at her at all.’
There was an implicit question lurking in her words that Korolev decided to ignore.
‘You’re presuming it’s a man,’ he said after a moment.
‘A strong woman – to have got her up there.’
‘True,’ he said, turning away. ‘Come on, let’s get to Odessa and see what the sawbones has discovered for us.’



Chapter Ten


The dawn light was flat across the even flatter steppe as Slivka manoeuvred the car, doing her best to avoid the various ridges and trenches that criss-crossed what passed for the road. She didn’t drive as fast as Mushkin, or with such disregard for the car’s suspension, but she maintained a constant speed and drove with a good deal of skill. Spring might well be on its way, but it was still cold enough to have Korolev burrowing inside his winter coat.
‘Have you been to Odessa before?’ Slivka asked, her voice rising to compete with the engine.
‘Apart from the airport yesterday, no.’
‘Did the plane fly in over the town?’
‘I think so. I wasn’t looking.’
‘Of course,’ Slivka said, nodding. ‘You were reading the case material. Admirable.’
‘There was a lot of it to read,’ Korolev said, even if what he’d actually been doing was keeping his eyes tight shut and praying to the Virgin.
‘A shame, you would have been impressed. From the air you can see what a well-planned city Odessa is.’
‘Our Soviet planners are the envy of the world,’ Korolev said automatically.
‘They are, although in this case the planning was done long before the Revolution.’
‘Tsarist planners?’
‘A Frenchman.’ She shrugged. ‘Wait till you see it – it looks like Paris, they say. Maybe the Frenchman was homesick.’
Slivka’s smile faded.
‘Of course,’ she added, her words coming out faster than previously, ‘Soviet Power has transformed the city for the better. In every way.’
‘I knew what you meant, Slivka,’ Korolev said. ‘There’s no need to concern yourself.’
It was the first time he’d seen her confidence slip, and it saddened him that she should be concerned about such an innocuous comment. Even if, of course, she was right to be.
Maybe Odessa did look like Paris – Korolev had never been there. He’d seen pictures of the place in newspapers, of course, and it seemed to him that, despite the peeling paint, Odessa had a certain fin de siecle elegance which might well be similar to that of the French capital. The cold sun twinkled on tram tracks and polished the cobblestones golden as the car roared happily along wide boulevards, scattering the odd pigeon and drawing the occasional glance from pedestrians huddled against the frosty morning chill. Maybe it was also a bit like Petersburg, it occurred to him, before he reminded himself that it had been Leningrad since Lenin’s death in 1924 and it was about time he remembered.
‘It’s a fine town,’ Korolev said, in response to Slivka’s enquiring glance and wondered if he was the only person who regretted Petersburg’s change of name. He was as keen on the Soviet State’s forward development as anyone, but Petersburg still conjured up images from before the Revolution, and not all were negative. The old imperial capital might have been built on the bones of serfs, but still it was a city to make a man proud to be Russian. And that was something, even now – when imperial Russia had become the Soviet Union, and was ruled by workers rather than tsars.
‘This is Pasteur Street,’ Slivka said, interrupting Korolev’s thoughts. ‘Just before eight, not bad.’
She brought the car to a halt and nodded towards a large building in front of which students in white laboratory coats and round cotton surgical caps stood smoking. This, Korolev presumed, was the university. Like all students the smokers looked hungry, and like all Soviet citizens they looked away when a Black Crow, as police vehicles were known, pulled up beside them.
‘This is it? The university?’ Korolev asked Slivka as they stepped out of the car.
‘Founded in 1865.’
Korolev leant backwards to look up at the building.
‘In 1865, you say.’
‘1865,’ she confirmed, making no effort to keep the pride out of her voice.
Korolev nodded with what he hoped was suitably impressed gravity, then began to walk towards the entrance. Before he’d taken two steps, the nervous white coats had hurriedly stubbed cigarettes against their heels, slipped the butts into their pockets and scurried in through the massive wooden doors like a flock of startled geese pursued by a fox.
‘You should visit more often,’ said Dr Peskov, appearing at Korolev’s shoulder. ‘I can’t remember the last time the lecture hall was full at the start of the eight o’clock lecture.’
Korolev shook the man’s outstretched hand – it wasn’t as if he’d meant to frighten the students.
‘Good morning, Doctor.’
‘Good morning to you – although I haven’t had much of a night. We finished your autopsy, though. Follow me, the School of Anatomy is around the corner.’
They followed Peskov further along the street and then, when he turned down some steps, into a wide courtyard where Korolev began to realize that the university was made up of a large number of buildings, and not only the one in front of which they’d parked. Peskov indicated an L-shaped edifice built from grey stone with large windows, which looked very academically inclined.
‘The School of Anatomy,’ the doctor said, and led them to a door at the side. In the corridor beyond it an elderly man, with the straight back and curled moustache of a former soldier, rose from a chair he’d placed in front of a set of double doors. Seeing Peskov, he unlocked the doors and stood to the side, inclining his head to the pathologist.
‘Please,’ Peskov said, waving them through. ‘Wait in here and I’ll be with you in a moment. As you can see, your instructions as to confidentiality have been followed to the letter.’
The room Korolev entered was longer than it was wide with a ceiling that must have been a good twenty feet high. The gaps between the drawn curtains on three tall windows provided streams of light that broke apart the prevailing darkness, and underneath the smell of formaldehyde and the Lord knew what other chemicals, Korolev detected the scent of corruption – of death itself. It was strange: Korolev had the clear sensation that the room was full of people, or their spirits at least. As his vision adjusted to the half light, he had the feeling that eyes were watching him from the glass-fronted cabinet that ran along one entire wall. Confused, he walked closer.
‘The Virgin preserve us,’ he whispered as the contents became apparent.
‘What was that?’ Slivka said from the window through which she was peering, the sliver of weak sunshine turning her hair golden in the gloom.
‘Nothing,’ Korolev said. ‘No, not nothing. Have you seen these? It’s barbaric. Look what they’ve done to them, these doctors.’
It was true – the cabinet was full of scraps of human beings, skin and muscle stripped back to the bone, fixed forever in some kind of preserving liquid. Here there was a hand, the tendons dyed bright green and numbered, there a foot paused in mid-step, the skin pulled back to display the bones and muscles. There were hearts, and stomachs, arms, legs, heads, jaws, ribcages, spines and parts of the body that Korolev had never seen before, and hoped he’d never see again. It was as if half a dozen men and women had been torn to shreds by some infernal machine, and then the pieces picked up and carefully placed in clear glass jars for reasons that no ordinary man could begin to imagine.
Korolev’s attention was caught by a pale face, bleached white as though drowned, with sightless eyes that seemed to be focused forever on the moment of death. It was curious how white the dead man’s hair was, and how frail he seemed – although he must have been a young man when he died. And then his lips – they were strange as well, unnaturally thick, as though they’d been stuck on after death like a comic moustache. Korolev had seen corpses before, more than his fair share, but this poor fellow’s suffering hadn’t ended with his death. Instead his head now floated in a thick round jar, snarling in despair, half of his face peeled back to display its inner workings, his jaw, his teeth and a naked eyeball.
‘These doctors are worse than wolves, Slivka, I swear it to you.’
Slivka said nothing, just shook her head sadly. There was one thing that interested Korolev about the body parts, though – a large number of them had the tattoos that marked them out as belonging to the tribe of Thieves. He pointed to a blue-inked monastery that graced a deformed knuckle.
‘A few blue fingers, I see.’
Slivka shrugged. ‘They have a habit of dying unexpectedly and unclaimed.’
‘True,’ Korolev said, looking at the floating head again and wondering who had decided this fellow’s life had gone on long enough. He turned back to the room. Eight stainless-steel dissecting tables, in two rows of four, were visible and on one of them a sheet covered most of a human body, except for the blanched feet pointing up at the ceiling.
Despite the weak light, he could see Slivka’s cheeks rounding in amusement, and was that a flash of teeth? Was she laughing at him, the scamp? It was all well and good for the likes of her – she probably ticked off the days till the next autopsy she could attend, ghoul that she was. He, on the other hand, hated every aspect of the clinical process that the examination of the dead called for. And he could smell the dead girl, that unforgettable undercurrent of decay in the still air of the room. A place like this was too close to the next world for Korolev. He knew that if he listened hard enough he’d hear voices from the cabinet, begging him to rescue the poor unfortunates imprisoned there and bury them, deep beneath the ground, the way a human being should be buried, in the shadow of an Orthodox cross to mark their passing.
‘You may laugh, Sergeant Slivka,’ he said, ‘but by the time you get to my age you’ll have seen enough death to know it should be treated with respect. It’s a precious thing, a life.’
If the truth were told half the reason he’d become a homicide detective, and a good one, was to try to make some sense of death.
The door swung open, and Peskov came in, his midriff swathed in a leather apron and his bald head invisible under a surgical cap. He flicked a switch and the room was flooded with a burst of electric light. Korolev turned, his eyes squinting against the glare, and saw that the doctor had been followed into the room by a younger female assistant carrying an enamelled tray, on which a number of glass jars were arranged.
‘Waiting in the dark? Did no one turn on the lights for you?’ Peskov seemed determinedly cheerful, even though his face looked hollow with fatigue.
‘No,’ Korolev snapped, feeling an irrational anger towards the pathologist and his dismembering ways.
‘I see,’ Peskov said quietly, his eyes dropping to the sheeted body of the girl. ‘Well, we were right. She didn’t die from hanging. Strangled first, hung afterwards. That’s it in a nutshell. From behind. No signs of a struggle, but that’s not that unusual as you know.’
‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Korolev said and, remembering they were on the same side, nodded his thanks. ‘No surprise, but good to have it confirmed.’
‘We did make one new discovery for you, Comrade Captain, that I think will be of interest. Anna?’
The young assistant, at Peskov’s nod, stepped forward and placed the tray on the stainless-steel table beside the girl’s body.
She seemed to be shy of speaking at first, but when Peskov nodded once again, she began to describe in a low voice the processes that had been undertaken to analyse the girl’s blood, the contents of her stomach, her skin, her hair and God alone knew what else.
‘While most of the tests were inconclusive or negative – at least so far – it’s clear from the analysis of the citizen’s blood and her stomach contents that she ingested morphine shortly before her death. The percentage present in her blood could conceivably have been fatal, if another cause had not apparently intervened.’
‘There,’ Peskov said, turning unnaturally bright eyes towards them. ‘What do you make of that?’



Chapter Eleven


Grey clouds were beginning to roll in from the sea by the time they emerged from the School of Anatomy, in Korolev’s case with a feeling of enormous relief.
‘Well,’ he said.
Slivka put her hands in her pockets. ‘No more beating about the bush, anyway.’
‘No.’
‘Who on the filmset would have access to morphine, do you think?’
‘That I don’t know, Slivka. Now, first things first,’ he said as they began to climb the steps to where the car was parked. ‘Let’s get hold of her medical records. Maybe she’d a good reason for taking it.’
‘It’s possible.’ Slivka’s cigarette tip flared orange. ‘But if not, well then – our killer gives the girl a possibly fatal dose of morphine, then strangles her and then hangs her. He’s nothing if not thorough.’
‘Or she could have been an addict,’ Korolev said, following his own train of thought.
‘Peskov didn’t find any signs of intravenous morphine addiction. No needle marks. Pills perhaps?’
‘Maybe. Of course, if it wasn’t taken voluntarily by her, then someone could have slipped the drug into her food or drink. We should find out what she ate and drank, if we can. Let’s keep an open mind although, if you think about it, it seems likely that two such unusual events are connected.’
‘You mean the strangulation and the morphine?’
‘Yes,’ Korolev said, catching sight of a wholly unexpected face on the other side of the street. ‘The likelihood that there’s a connection must be higher than that there isn’t.’
Which was exactly what he was thinking about the appearance of a Moscow Thief on the other side of street, particularly such a nasty specimen of the breed as little Mishka, Count Kolya’s sidekick.
‘Militia headquarters,’ Korolev said, his mind made up, ‘where is it again?’
‘Bebel Street. Why?’
‘I think I’ll take a walk – to clear my head – I can find my own way there. You probably need to fill your boss in on what’s been happening anyway. Say I see you in an hour or so?’
‘As you wish,’ Slivka said, her face showing no reaction to his odd behaviour, which itself was odd. Well, he’d explain it to her later on. In the meantime, Mishka had given him a come-hither look, rolled the toothpick he was chewing to the other side of his mouth, and sauntered off along the street, the points of his patent leather shoes angling inwards as he walked – in a way that marked him out as clearly as if he’d had the word ‘gangster’ tattooed on his forehead.
Korolev crossed the street to follow him, giving his Walther a discreet pat in its shoulder holster as he did so. He’d only met the vermin he was following twice, but one of the encounters had resulted in Korolev waking up in a Lubianka prison cell with a lump on his head the size of an orange, and this time he was taking no chances.

It was a strange performance, Korolev thought, as he shadowed Mishka at a distance of about twenty metres. The Thief clearly wanted to be followed, but he also seemed to want to irritate Korolev as much as possible at the same time. Every now and then he’d stop to tie his shoelace, give Korolev an appraising glance that bordered on the insolent, then turn to admire some pleasing female citizen and let loose a wolf whistle. He wore an immaculate white shirt, open at his neck, the collar spread out on top of a sports jacket, while everyone else was still bundled up in their winter coats. Korolev wasn’t close enough to hear what he was saying to the women who were passing, but to judge from the looks he received in return he wasn’t making polite conversation. The only thing that stopped Korolev from taking a few quick steps forward, grabbing the Thief by the collar of that crisp cotton shirt of his and throwing him into the gutter was the growing certainty he felt that Mishka’s strange performance meant that Kolya was in town. And Korolev was very curious to know why the king of the Moscow Thieves was this far south.
Although Korolev didn’t know Odessa that well, he’d the sense that the dance Mishka was leading him in was taking them towards the sea. He kept track of street names as they walked, Red Guard Street, Peter the Great Street, Red Army Street, and when they approached the small square at the end of Karl Marx Street, Mishka turned and there it was – the sea – a rolling grey that extended into the distance.
Mishka looked back at him and winked, and led Korolev to a wide, tree-lined promenade that overlooked the harbour. He stopped in the shadow of a toga-clad statue, in front of which familiar steps marched down to the docks. Korolev had seen the famous film about the Potemkin mutiny, and had flinched back into his seat as the merciless white-jacketed guardsmen had slaughtered the innocent people step by bloody step till they reached the bottom. He knew where he was now, right enough.
‘He’s waiting for you over there, Comrade Captain.’ Mishka had turned back to join him, interrupting Korolev’s thoughts. ‘Some view, eh? I’ll bet you’d like to get your shorts on and go for a paddle, wouldn’t you?’
Mishka’s face was smiling, but his eyes glinted like two knives ready to be jammed into your guts if you gave him half a chance.
‘A bit cold for me, Mishka, but you go ahead. Maybe take a bit of a swim while you’re at it. I’ve heard Turkey’s not far away – a fit lad like you, you never know, you might make it.’
Mishka’s smile stretched so that his sharp yellow teeth were bared like a fighting dog’s. The Party theorists might say Mishka was a victim of the feudal phase of history that the country was struggling to leave behind and therefore capable of reform, but Korolev disagreed. His cop’s instinct told him Mishka was only ever going to have ended up one way – as evil as a snake in a shoe. Nothing would reform a piece of work like Mishka short of a bullet, and whoever gave it to him had better give the rat an extra one just to make sure.
‘You’re a funny man for a Ment, did anyone ever tell you that?’ the Thief whispered, coming so close that his breath was warm against Korolev’s face. ‘I’d say you have them laughing all day long in Petrovka Street.’
‘Brush your teeth next time you come this close, Mishka, or I might just have to brush them for you.’ Korolev took Mishka’s elbow and let the rat feel a little of his strength. Mishka started, his free hand reaching for his pocket, but then he seemed to force himself to relax, and even managed a contemptuous smile. Of course, Korolev could have walked round the Thief, but he wanted the boy to know that wasn’t the way this Ment did things. He held Mishka’s arm for a moment, squeezing it hard and looking into those eyes, seeing nothing but evil, then moved him sideways, giving him a little pat as he let him go.
‘We’ll meet again, Mishka.’
‘I’m counting the seconds, Ment,’ Mishka spat, his expression slipping into a snarl, and Korolev felt a little surge of pleasure. He’d rattled him, he was sure of it, and that Mishka knew he knew it made it all the sweeter.
Count Kolya was standing to the side of the steps, watching the confrontation. The leader of the Moscow Thieves hadn’t changed much since the last time Korolev had seen him; his shoulders still stretched the overcoat he was wearing and his broad cheekbones still looked like ridges of solid muscle. His physical presence was one thing, but your attention was drawn to the dark eyes that seemed to weigh a man as surely as any scales.
‘Kolya,’ Korolev said by way of greeting and the Thief nodded in acknowledgement. They stood there, examining each other, like boxers squaring up in a ring. Then Kolya’s mouth twitched upwards in an unexpected smile.
‘Korolev. The steppe is wide, but the road is narrow. No?’
Korolev was struck, not for the first time, by Kolya’s cultured voice.
‘I suppose so,’ he said, ‘at least it is if you have one of your band drag me onto the road when you happen to be passing.’
‘Mishka being his usual friendly self?’
Korolev ignored the question, inclining his head towards the sea instead.
‘So you brought me here for the view, did you?’
‘I’ve a good reason, don’t worry.’
The Thief pointed a thick thumb, blue with prison ink, behind him. Korolev knew the tattoo – the many-domed monastery that signified an authority amongst the Thieves. But that only hinted at Kolya’s power: the only higher authority amongst Thieves in Moscow was God, or maybe Comrade Stalin. And even that wasn’t certain.
A funicular train made up of a single dark green carriage with the red star of Soviet Power emblazoned on its side stood empty at the top of rails that ran down alongside the steps to the harbour. A rope from which hung a cardboard sign that read ‘out of order’ blocked the approach.
‘Why don’t we take a little trip? I think the train is working now,’ Kolya said and then, seeing Korolev’s bemusement, ‘I don’t trust walls much these days – people like to put microphones in them and, next thing you know, you’re up to your neck in men in uniforms trying to feel the thickness of your collar. No offence, Korolev.’
‘What’s an honest criminal to do?’ Korolev said.
As they entered the carriage, they were greeted by the hum of machinery and a small jerk as the train began to move down towards the port at a pace so slow it would have shamed a snail.
‘You’re right, it’s a dilemma. Perhaps I should take a job in a factory, give up my evil ways. Join the Party and live like an honest Bolshevik.’ There was an emphasis on the word ‘honest’ that indicated all too clearly just how honest Kolya thought ‘honest’ Party members were.
‘At least then you’d be contributing something to the welfare of the People.’
‘The People’s welfare, Korolev? You think your precious Bolsheviks care about the People’s welfare? They don’t – they only care about surviving. And they’d stab their own mother if they thought it would help them survive a little longer. The Lord knows how many people died round these parts for a quota that could never be filled, and all because some fat Party bureaucrat living off canteen food knew he’d be the next one buried if it wasn’t.’
Kolya’s tone was more weary than angry and Korolev wasn’t sure how to respond to words that from anyone else would be considered suicidal. He looked out of the window at the port below and decided a change of subject would be best.
‘Isn’t this a little dramatic? You and me in a tourist train? Just so we can have a quiet chat.’
‘We’re players in a dangerous game, Korolev. It’s best to be careful.’
‘I’m only here on holiday.’
Kolya gave a brief bark of laughter and for a moment he seemed genuinely amused.
‘A holiday? That’s good. I’m here on holiday as well, of course. On the express instructions of the People’s Commissar of State Security. How about you?’
Korolev felt fresh air on his tongue as his mouth dropped open in amazement. Kolya waved the detective’s surprise away, like a lazy man swatting a fly.
‘A little joke – it’s just I have men who tell me things, same as you people.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Korolev said, wondering how the hell Kolya had sources that high in the NKVD.
‘Of course you don’t,’ Kolya said. ‘That woman – what was her name? Yes, Lenskaya – she committed suicide. Or maybe not? Come on, Korolev, it’s time for us to have a talk.’
‘The last time we talked, Kolya, you and that little fiend back there talked me right into a cell in the Lubianka.’
Kolya’s face hardened. ‘I’d no choice, Korolev – there was something important at stake and not much time for discussion. I was pleased it worked out all right for you, believe me.’
Korolev rubbed at the scar on his scalp that had been left by one of Kolya’s men when they’d knocked him cold. It was true, there had been something important at stake, and if Kolya hadn’t left him on the floor of the cultist’s kitchen for State Security to find, well, strange as it seemed in retrospect, things might well have ended up a lot worse.
‘I’m not looking for an apology, Kolya. Tell me what you have to tell me, and then we’ll see.’
Kolya nodded, then turned to face the sea and gestured down at the port buildings below and the harbour full of ships – everything from square-rigged three-masters to rusting oil tankers, from battleships to fishing boats.
‘My mother’s people are from this town, Korolev. They’re of the Jewish variety. Nothing wrong with that, in my opinion. The best Jews are straight talkers, good to do business with, handy to have around when things get rough and don’t squeal to the likes of you when things go wrong. And the worst are no worse than the worst of ours. They came here when the city was founded – they could work at what they wanted, do business as they would and they prospered. Do you know why Odessa is important?’
‘Fill me in.’
‘Look at the sea – no ice. Oh, it’s not warm, but this is a port that never freezes over and it’s open every day of the year that isn’t blowing a hurricane. Goods from all over the world come in, and where there’s business like that there’s business for a man like me.’
Korolev was surprised. He knew Kolya ruled Moscow, at least within the world of the Thieves, but not that his reach stretched as far as Odessa. Perhaps his surprise showed, because Kolya nodded in acknowledgement.
‘It’s business. Because of my mother’s people, I have connections here and responsibilities. The Party may not approve of speculation, but certain people in Moscow want certain products and someone has to supply them. And certain other people in Moscow also want to send certain things abroad, but you know all about that. These products travel through Odessa often as not – things are more flexible here than where we come from and it helps that there’s no winter interruption.’
Korolev could imagine what these products were – narcotics, foreign currency, valuables of one sort or another, in short, anything that turned a profit. A thought occurred to him.
‘Morphine?’
‘As you would expect,’ Kolya said, scanning Korolev’s face for a clue as to the significance of the quesion – a clue which Korolev did his best not to give. After a moment the Thief shrugged. ‘Listen, Korolev, I do business with people who bring things in from abroad. From Istanbul, Genoa, Marseilles, Alexandria. Even further away. If someone wanted an elephant and had a thick enough stack of roubles, I could probably get it for them. And if that someone wanted to send the elephant back when he was done with it, I could speed it on its way.’
Korolev believed him, despite himself.
‘And the border guards, they have nothing to say about this?’
‘Everyone has to eat,’ the Thief replied in a flat tone. ‘But there are things we don’t get involved with, not unless we want to have Chekists and Militia swarming all over us like flies round a honey pot, and we don’t. And a shipment of German guns will bring those kind swarming soon enough, you can be sure of it.’
Korolev’s attention was entirely focused now, and Stalin himself could have been looking in on them from the steps and he wouldn’t have noticed.
‘German guns? The Germans asked you to bring in guns?’
‘Nobody asked me, but that’s not the point. The men who did the asking asked people who are under my roof, for family and business reasons, and so when they decided to apply some pressure, it became something I had to deal with. As for who’s behind it? I’d be guessing at the answer, and so would you, but I wouldn’t be surprised if we’d both be right if it turned out he’d got a toothbrush moustache, a schoolboy’s parting in his hair and a way with crowds.’
‘I don’t believe it,’ Korolev said, believing it.
‘Believe what you want but these are tough men, and well organized, and they thought they could get what they wanted by force. But they must never have heard of the ways of Moldovanka is all I can say. Someone got kidnapped, then someone got killed, then another person got killed and I wouldn’t take bets someone else again won’t get killed soon enough.’
‘I’ve heard nothing of this.’
‘It’s in no one’s interest for this to come to the attention of the Organs of State Security. I’m telling you because I think you may be of use to us, and we may be of use to you.’
‘I’m listening.’
‘Well, when some of this was going on, a man told a story. Why he decided to tell the story, you don’t want to know.’ Kolya’s face was grim, and Korolev deduced from it that the storyteller hadn’t spoken voluntarily. ‘But it was a good story, about how someone, a girl – now a dead girl – was bringing information down to Odessa from the capital of this Soviet land of ours, and how that information was as good as gold to whoever was providing these Prussian pea-shooters. In fact that information was paying for these German armaments more or less.’
Korolev felt his stomach turn. If Lenskaya had been shipping information down to Odessa, he’d a suspicion he knew where it might have come from. And if it did come from Ezhov – and if Ezhov didn’t know – well, then Korolev didn’t want to be the one to tell him.
‘I see from your face you’re working it out. I always said you were smart enough.’
‘The devil,’ Korolev said quietly.
‘But who knows how this thing worked? Because something went wrong with the arrangement, and while our little songbird didn’t know the reason why, he was given the job of rubbing out the girl – except it was him who got rubbed out first. By us, as it happens. That didn’t change things for the girl, of course, but you know that already. And then you showed up, hot from Moscow, in an aeroplane no less.’
Korolev tried to make sense of it all – did that mean the girl was part of this bunch of Ukrainian terrorists or not? Had she been killed because she was a traitor or because she wasn’t? And what, if any of this, could he tell Rodinov? Kolya’s bright eyes watched him as if following his every thought.
‘The way I see it, Korolev, both of us have an interest in finding out who’s behind this little caper and putting a stop to them.’
‘I do, but you?’
‘I have a reputation, Korolev, and you don’t think I’d just stand back and let these people damage it, now do you? Why else do you think I’m down here with my best men? It’s too cold for the swimming.’
‘But why do you need me? It sounds like you’re doing all right, so far.’ It wasn’t that Korolev was objecting but he knew it was against the Thieves’ code to talk to the Militia.
‘We’ve hit them as hard as they’ve hit us, true, but we know these people are bringing in these guns some other way, and once that happens things won’t be so easy. Much less easy if these fools are successful. This is a weed needs pulling up by the root and it seems to me that if we work together we’ve more chance of doing the job properly, once and for all.’
‘Give me names and every one of them will be in a Chekist cell by lunchtime.’
Kolya shook his head.
‘Think about it, Korolev. If the information was coming from where you and I might dare to think it might have been coming from, or even if it looks like it was coming from that person – well, who would be the ones who’d end up in the cells? Think about it very carefully.’
They were almost at the bottom, and the port was now no longer visible past the city’s train station, from which large numbers of people were emerging. The funicular juddered to a halt at its small lower platform, where a crowd was waiting to board.
‘The morphine, Kolya,’ Korolev said, before he’d even thought about it. ‘The girl was drugged.’
Kolya looked at him sharply, then nodded. ‘I’ll look into it. Listen, Korolev, be careful – for some reason beyond fathoming our fates seem tied together on this. Your partner’s from good stock and she’ll watch your back well enough. And whatever’s going on – the dead girl is the key. I’ll be in touch.’
And, with that, he was gone, stepping forward into a group of red-faced sailors, jolly with alcohol, and walking quickly off.



Chapter Twelve


Korolev followed Kolya for a few paces, then stood watching his retreating figure, pushed his hat back, rubbed the scar on his cheek, and tried to make sense of it all. Had Kolya really suggested that Lenskaya had been a spy? And who the hell were these Ukrainian counter-revolutionaries? Not for the first time since the Chekist’s knock on the door did he wish he was back in Moscow investigating a nice straightforward homicide. A crime, a motive and a killer – now that’s what a murder should be. Spies and gun-smuggling and faked suicides and angry NKVD men and damned aeroplanes and what sounded like a full-scale gang war, albeit quietly done, well, he’d happily leave all of that to some other detective. Or the angry NKVD men – even better.
He looked at his watch and saw that, on top of everything else, it was a good forty minutes since he’d left Slivka. And what was it that Kolya had said about Slivka being of good stock? What the hell had he meant by that? Korolev glanced up at the steps – there were a lot of them, but they’d be quicker than the funicular. He sighed and started up them two at a time, his mind racing.
The first thing he did was remind himself that, short of a miraculous intervention, there was no obvious way out. He looked up at the sky half-hopefully, but there was no sign of a saint coming to sweep him away in a fiery chariot, more was the pity. Anyway, these people were traitors, so it was his duty to track them down and that was that.
It would be dangerous, that much was certain, and the danger wasn’t only from the counter-revolutionaries. If the People’s Commissar of State Security, the man supposed to be defending the State from such things, had been having an affair with someone who was slipping secrets to the enemy, then the investigation was a time bomb waiting to blow up in Korolev’s face. Particularly if she’d been borrowing the secrets from the said People’s Commissar. Duty or not, it would be wise to follow Kolya’s advice and keep quiet, for the moment anyway. He took a deep breath as he reached yet another platform – he was already struggling and he wasn’t even a quarter of the way up the damned stairs. Anyway, Korolev reasoned to himself as he began to climb again, what had he got to tell? A second-hand story from a Thief who’d never repeat it, even if Korolev managed to produce him for questioning. Which was unlikely. He was practically doing his duty by keeping his mouth shut.
Halfway now, and his legs burnt with effort. There were hills in Moscow, it was true. The Sparrow Hills, or the Lenin Hills as they were known now, were definitely hills by any standards, but that didn’t mean he went running up them every day. He’d become unfit – too much sitting in cars and at his desk. When he got back to Moscow, he’d get back into training. If he got back to Moscow, of course. He sighed. To look at the investigation from another point of view, though – why had he been sent down in the first place? Rodinov must think something was up, clearly, but wasn’t quite sure what it was. After all, if they knew about Lenskaya and wanted to cover it up, it would have been better to have had the local uniforms declare it a suicide and leave it at that. Korolev wasn’t the greatest detective in the world, but it hadn’t taken too long to work out he was dealing with a murder. Maybe they really did want to find out the truth about the girl’s death.
There were still two more flights of steps to go and he wasn’t entirely sure he’d make it. Despite his exhaustion, however, it seemed clear to him that he must investigate the case to the best of his ability, and as if he’d never had a conversation with Kolya. He’d put the evidence together, sift it, weigh it and come to conclusions, same as he always did. And if something came up that backed Kolya’s story or the Thief contacted him again – well, he’d cross that bridge when he came to it. He reached the top, his lungs raw, his heart thudding in his ears and his legs screaming their surrender. To recover some sort of dignity he turned and looked down at the harbour. A breakwater curved around the bay towards a white and red lighthouse. It was a busy scene, with small boats cutting in and out between the larger vessels, with bustle on the portside and trucks coming and going, but the sea itself was calm and the sun was beginning to break through the cloud once again. And somewhere down there, in one of those ships perhaps, there might well be a stash of German weaponry. Damn it, he was in trouble this time.

The Bebel Street Militia station was a substantial building, four storeys high and a good fifty metres wide. It wasn’t a new construction, looking as if it had been built at the end of the previous century, but its forensic department seemed well equipped, with a filing cabinet that contained the fingerprint cards of all the known criminals in the area, photographic equipment, microscopes, plaster casts of shoeprints and tyre-tracks, weighing scales, a small library of reference manuals and an assortment of odds and ends that Firtov had picked up along the way in the hope or expectation that they might come in useful in due course. Firtov gave Korolev and Slivka a guided tour before they got down to business.
‘It wasn’t an easy crime scene,’ the tall forensics man said. ‘As I told you, it’s more than likely that someone cleaned the place pretty carefully. We did find a few human hairs, but from their colour it seems likely that they belong to the girl, and even if they don’t – who’s to say how they got there? Not exactly a bloody fingerprint on an axe handle, if you know what I mean. Anyway, the Greek is looking into it.’
He nodded over to Papadopoulos, who was sitting bent over a microscope.
‘From what we know so far, it seems nearly everyone had good reason to be in Lenskaya’s office or the dining room at some stage or another,’ Korolev said.
‘Yes,’ Firtov replied, ‘I thought as much.’ His moustache hung heavy over his mouth so it seemed as if his voice came from behind whiskery curtains. His eyebrows were nearly as thick, but his gaze was sharp and Korolev was confident the fellow knew what he was up to. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, though,’ Firtov continued, ‘I’ve been working in Odessa since ’twenty-one, and the only people who clean up this well after themselves are of the professional ilk. As in they have tattoos or they have identity cards.’
‘Professional?’
‘If it isn’t a Militiaman or someone from one of the other Organs, and I’m presuming it isn’t, then I’d say it’s a Thief. And an experienced one at that.’
Korolev put his hands in the pockets of his overcoat and sighed. It could also be a well-trained foreign agent, of course.
‘Still, we might have had a bit of luck in the dining room,’ Firtov said, holding up a photograph. ‘Seeing as it’s a public area we weren’t too hopeful – but still, the Greek found a half-print on the bracket. Just enough to be sure that it isn’t Andreychuk’s or Shymko’s – we took their prints last night, seeing as they were the ones that cut her down. Nor does the print match the girl’s. So whoever it does belong to should be worth having a conversation with at least.’
Korolev leant in closer. There wasn’t much of it – maybe the top third of a digit, but more than that it was difficult to say.
‘Anything you can tell from it at the moment?’ he asked, squinting at the image once again.
‘Not really – my educated guess would be it’s a male finger. From its position on the bracket, it might be from a left hand. We’re going back out today to fingerprint all the potential owners. I can’t guarantee we’ll definitely be able to match it, but we should be able to narrow things down for you.’
‘Excellent – anything else?’
‘Perhaps if we’d got to the scene while the body was still in place…’
Korolev nodded his understanding.
‘Did you look in her bedroom?’
‘Yes, and we found quite a few prints there, but seeing as there were three other girls sharing it, I don’t think they’ll be much use.’
‘Did Slivka tell you about the stomach contents? How she was drugged?’
‘Yes, we had a think about that, didn’t we, Greek?’
Papadopoulos looked over and nodded.
‘There was no sign that she was an addict, was there? So Nadezhda Andreyevna said.’ Firtov looked towards Slivka. ‘Maybe whoever gave it to her might be, though – we’ll keep an eye out when we’re taking the prints.’
Korolev thanked the two forensics men and then followed Slivka from the room.
‘Papadopoulos,’ Korolev said, as they walked out through the arch that led to the street. ‘A Greek name, I believe.’
‘Plenty of Greeks here in Odessa,’ Slivka replied. ‘Turks and Armenians, Arabs, Kurds, Poles. Even a few French and Italians from the old days. But the Greek is famous.’
Korolev opened the car door and looked over at her. ‘Why?’
‘The Greek can’t speak. He can understand you, he can read and write, but he’s never spoken a word.’

The drive back to the Orlov House passed quickly, and they didn’t talk much. Korolev suspected that Slivka, like himself, was going over the little they knew and trying to make sense of it. As they turned off to enter the Agricultural College’s grounds, Korolev found himself asking one of the questions that had been nagging at him.
‘Count Kolya? How does he know you?’
‘Kolya,’ she repeated, smiling wryly as she brought the car to a halt at the side of the driveway. ‘We’re related, that’s all.’
‘Related? You’re related to Kolya the Thief?’ He’d guessed their paths had crossed professionally at some stage, but to be blood relatives?
‘No family is without an ugly member, as the saying goes. Although as far as my people are concerned, I’m the wallflower. That’s the way things go sometimes.’
‘So that’s why your mother doesn’t approve of the Militia?’
‘Not exactly – things aren’t always straightforward in a place like Odessa. One hand often washes the other. We share a set of grandparents, but my father was a Party member from before the Revolution, and my mother as well. In the Civil War, and before it, they and my mother’s family were often on the same side. My father died in ’twenty-one and since then things are different, as you know. But I know my duty, you don’t need to worry about that.’
‘I’m not worried.’
He considered her – young, intelligent and brave as well, he was sure. On top of which, Kolya had as good as told him she was to be trusted, which he was surprised to discover meant something to him.
‘I saw Mishka outside the university,’ Slivka said after a pause.
Korolev nodded.
‘Well, I’ve asked the question before, Chief, and I don’t think you gave me a straight answer.’
‘Stop beating about the bush, Slivka. Let’s get to the nut of the matter.’
‘Well, what’s a Moscow detective doing out here in the middle of the steppe? A detective who happens to know Kolya the Thief, so an unusual detective, I’d say – but good at his job, I’ve observed. Colonel Marchuk warned me to be careful – that the case smelt and that having Mushkin involved made it smell even worse. He told me to keep an eye on you as well, but it seems to me we’ll be better off if we’re open with each other.’
Korolev put his hand in his pocket, found his packet of cigarettes and handed one to Slivka.
‘I can’t tell you everything, Slivka, but I’ll tell you what Kolya told me. And why I don’t think we can do anything about it, except keep the information at the back of our minds.’
And so Korolev told her what Kolya had told him. He even went so far as to tell her who had sent him.
‘Spit on it,’ she said eventually. ‘My mother was right all along. Who’d have thought it?’
‘Between the hammer and the anvil, that’s where we are, Sergeant Slivka.’
‘Well, I chose to join the Militia and if you’re afraid of bears, you shouldn’t go picking berries, now should you?’
He gave her a long look. Eventually he nodded his agreement.
‘Well, Slivka, we can only do our duty. Come on, let’s see how the uniforms got on this morning.’ And Slivka put the car into gear and drove the last hundred or so metres to the stable block beside the Orlov House, that remnant of a bygone age with its view over a frozen lake and its ghosts – old and more recent.

There was the promising clatter of a typewriter being put through its paces as they entered the investigation room. Larisa, Shymko’s young typist who’d been so upset the day before, was typing up a storm. Seeing them, she stopped, rose from her chair and gave them a nervous nod.
‘I’ve been typing, Comrades,’ she said. ‘And I haven’t told anyone anything. Even if some of them have asked.’
‘Good work. Speech is silver, silence is golden. How are things progressing?’
‘Well, I think. Your men bring me their notes and I type them up. Here you are.’ She handed him an impressively thick wedge of paper.
‘You’ve been busy,’ Korolev said.
‘Since first thing this morning. But if it helps you with the.. .’ She paused, probably not wanting to describe Lenskaya’s death too specifically, before continuing ‘… with Citizen Lenskaya, then I’m happy. Comrade Shymko left this for you.’
It was a list of key-holders to the Orlov House. Seven of them. Major Mushkin’s mother, Shymko, Andreychuk, the dead girl and three names he didn’t recognize.
‘Slivka? I want one of us to have spoken to all of these people by this evening. Meanwhile I’m going to have a chat with our caretaker friend at the station. Have a look through the notes and see if anything comes up. Work out who we still have to talk to and let’s discuss it. Call me down in the village.’
He held out his hand and Slivka handed him the car keys.

The Militia station was a two-storeyed brick building of relatively recent construction, although it looked the worse for the hard winter. He knew the style of place. Upstairs there’d be accommodation for the Militiamen who manned it and downstairs desks and a holding cell for prisoners.
Gradov, the surly sergeant from the night before, nodded to him when he entered. ‘He’s in the cell. Been praying half the night. That girl from Odessa told us we weren’t to touch him until you’d spoken to him, but I’ll tell you the damned cultist needs a lesson taught, and I’m the man to teach it.’
Korolev looked at Gradov coldly, and after a moment the sergeant looked away.
‘When you’ve finished, obviously,’ Gradov said, ‘unless you want us to give him a going over before you start.’
‘That won’t be necessary,’ Korolev replied, thinking a fellow like this could make the local people’s life a misery if he put his mind to it. But it wasn’t his place to tell the other Militiamen how to do their job, so instead he asked for a chair to be taken into the small room where the caretaker was being kept and, when the sergeant had obliged, asked to be left alone with the prisoner.
Andreychuk looked older than when Korolev had spoken to him the previous night, and a little smaller as well, sitting on the wooden bench with his head bowed. Korolev had visited worse cells in the course of his duties, and at least someone had given the caretaker a dirty blanket which he’d wrapped around his shoulders, but it was chilly enough. Outside in the main room, where the uniforms sat, there was a large tile-faced stove. In this room, however, there was only a much smaller version for which there seemed to be no fuel. The temperature wasn’t far off what it was outside, and Andreychuk’s face was drawn and pinched with cold.
‘Can you get us some heat in here? This place is freezing,’ Korolev called through the door, and then leant against the wall looking down at Andreychuk until the sergeant arrived. The caretaker didn’t meet Korolev’s gaze, which gave Korolev a chance to consider how to approach the task at hand. He’d been tired when he’d questioned him the night before, but today he’d do a better job.
‘So, Andreychuk,’ Korolev said, when the sergeant had left and an orange flame flickered in the grate. Andreychuk didn’t look up, but kept his eyes fixed on the floor.
‘You weren’t honest with me yesterday – were you, Citizen?’
‘I was, Comrade Captain.’
‘Were you? You didn’t tell me Lenskaya was sleeping with just about every man on the filmset. You must have known, but you chose not to tell me. Why was that?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Andreychuk answered, his voice barely audible.
‘Come on, Andreychuk, she was a friendly girl. Why didn’t you tell me?’
Andreychuk’s expression wasn’t angry, more confused. He shook his head in disagreement.
‘She wasn’t like that. She was a good worker, a Party member. She didn’t behave that way.’
‘Was that why you argued? Near the village? Comrade Sorokina saw you. She heard you warn Lenskaya to – ’ Korolev paused to take his notebook from his overcoat pocket and open it to the correct page – ‘let me see… ah yes. “Go back to Moscow, you don’t belong here.” The “you” being Comrade Lenskaya. And then you said: “It’s dangerous here for you. Get away before it’s too late.” Do you remember now?’
Korolev sat down on the chair the sergeant had brought in for him and leant forward until his head was on the same level as the caretaker’s, only a few inches away. Andreychuk tried to back away, but there wasn’t anywhere to go except through the wall. Korolev was so close he could see the tiny red veins in the whites of the man’s eyes.
‘I don’t need more than that, you know,’ Korolev said, almost whispering. ‘I could call up the procurator’s office right now, and he’d be happy to go to court with that. Let’s see – you were the last person to see her alive, you were the one to find her, and we have you threatening her shortly before her death. I don’t doubt that we’ll find out the rope came from somewhere in the College buildings, a place that maybe only you had access to. Do you see how it looks?’
‘I didn’t kill her. And I wasn’t threatening her, I was warning her.’
‘Warning her, you say? Warning her of what? That you were going to kill her? That sounds like a threat to me.’ The old man flinched at that and Korolev felt a momentary guilt which he immediately put aside. If the caretaker had been involved in killing the girl, then the questioning was justified. And if not, well, then he had to understand the situation he was in and that his only hope was to be completely honest.
Andreychuk was shaking his head now, and his eyes were wet with tears. Korolev had to admit he didn’t look much like a killer.
‘You say you liked her?’
‘Nothing wrong with liking her, was there?’
‘Were you jealous of her admirers?’ Korolev asked, keeping his voice dispassionate.
‘Jealous? I’m fifty-eight, I won’t last many more winters.’
‘Why not? You’re still a vigorous man – there’s still powder in your keg, as the saying goes.’
Andreychuk’s mouth dropped open, an expression of horror on his face.
‘You can’t believe that. Surely not?’ he said.
‘Why were you warning her, Citizen? And who were you warning her about? If you didn’t kill her, why are you protecting her murderer? Tell me the truth, Citizen. If you’ve done wrong the punishment will be fair, and if you’ve done nothing you’ll walk free.’
‘I doubt that,’ Andreychuk said. ‘I’ve seen what you people do. That’s what I warned her about.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘I know what you’re like, Comrade Captain – how you oppress the ordinary people. How you trap them and how you deal with them when you have them in your grasp. I knew if she stayed here it would go badly for her, as it’s gone badly for me. She was my daughter. There, now you know. I buried her mother not four years past and I didn’t want to bury my only daughter as well. But she wouldn’t be warned. And now it’s come to this.’



Chapter Thirteen


‘Her FATHer?’ Slivka asked, her voice rising in disbelief.
Larisa, who was still typing like the Stakhanovite worker that she was, paused and the carefully neutral expression she’d maintained up until that moment slipped. But after she’d taken a deep breath the pretty blonde typist restarted the clatter that had provided the background music to their conversation.
‘More than that,’ Korolev said, considering young Larisa and wondering whether they should be talking this way in front of her. ‘He was a father who’d fought with Petlyura’s mob during the Civil War and hadn’t had the sense to leave the country with the rest of them – an officer, no less.’
‘A Petlyurist?’ Slivka asked. ‘He doesn’t look the type. And he certainly doesn’t look like an officer.’
Korolev shrugged, wondering what the young woman thought the officer type was. As far as he remembered, many soldiers back then had been conscripted one way or another – a lot of the Red Army had, certainly. And in a place like the Ukraine, where fortunes had ebbed and flowed, it hadn’t been unusual for soldiers to have fought for the Red Army, the Whites, Petlyura’s nationalists and maybe even Makhno’s anarchist bandits as well. And as for being an officer, if you could read and write and had a talent for avoiding bullets, well, the odds were in your favour. He himself had ended up commanding a company of infantry at one stage and, for the life of him, he couldn’t remember how.
‘Well, he’s admitted to it, anyway,’ Korolev said. ‘After the war he tried to keep his head down, live a normal life. He was happy to support the Revolution, he says. But someone denounced him in ’twenty-four and they made a run for it. Sent the girl to her aunt in Moscow, while he and his wife spent six years working in a factory in Kiev using false papers. Then they came back down this way. In the meantime the aunt died and the girl went to the orphanage and knew enough to keep her mouth shut. They thought they’d lost her – and she thought they were dead. And then she shows up with the film crew.’
‘But even if her parents were Enemies of the People, that wouldn’t apply to the child. Comrade Stalin has said as much.’
Korolev looked at her to see if she was joking. Slivka was under a considerable misapprehension if she thought having a Petlyurist officer as a father wouldn’t have been a disaster for the girl if it had become known. She wouldn’t have been going to America with any delegation, that was for sure. The Gulag more likely.
‘Whatever she did or didn’t do,’ Korolev said, deciding to change the subject, ‘it’s Andreychuk who’s been concealing himself using false papers for the last twelve years.’
‘Do you think he killed her?’
He considered the question for a moment or two, organizing his thoughts.
‘Not at the moment. First, there’s the morphine and then the fact that whoever murdered her cleaned the place thoroughly of any evidence. Where would Andreychuk have got morphine? I don’t think it would be easy to obtain around here. And he may have been an officer fifteen years ago, but I’d be surprised if he’s familiar with the way an investigation works – and whoever did it probably knows their way around. On top of which I don’t see a motive for him to kill his own daughter, and the warning that Sorokina overheard is explained by him thinking Mushkin was on to him, and believing that his arrest might endanger her. If we had a shred of evidence I’d be happy enough to try and fit his face into the frame, but for the moment I don’t see it.’
‘Perhaps he was worried that she might unmask him? If she was a loyal Party member.’
‘Except that she didn’t. And she had several months to do it if she’d wanted.’
‘We’ll have to charge him,’ Slivka said, and Korolev sensed that she wasn’t entirely happy with the idea.
‘Yes, false papers if nothing else. I’d better tell Mushkin.’
‘Still, it tells us something about her – now we know she kept secrets. The question is, was this the only one?’
Larisa’s rattling fingers came to another halt.
‘Larisa,’ Korolev said, ‘you’re listening to this because we trust you not to repeat what you hear and don’t forget you’re temporarily working for an Organ of State Security.’
Larisa turned to him, her expression as indignant as a child’s.
‘Comrade Captain,’ she said, ‘my ears might as well be cut off.’
Slivka snorted with amusement before tapping her notebook with her pencil, a more serious expression on her face.
‘We also now know that she came from this area. Let’s think about it, she comes from here, she comes back for the first time and she dies here. There might be a link, don’t you think?’
‘He says it was just a coincidence, her showing up,’ Korolev replied, seeing where Slivka’s line of thought was pulling her, like a fish to a barbed hook. Yes, the link could well be the band of terrorists, but he wasn’t going to allow the thought to run away with them. It was with some relief he spotted the thin figure of Lomatkin walking towards the house, the journalist’s shoulders stooped against the cold. The very man.
‘Slivka, I’ve spotted our journalist friend from Moscow. I think a quick comradely chat would be useful, don’t you? In the meantime, arrange interviews for us with Savchenko and Belakovsky.’ Korolev’s hand was already on the door handle, and he didn’t wait around for Slivka’s acknowledgement of his instructions.
‘Comrade Lomatkin, I need to talk to you,’ Korolev called across the courtyard and Lomatkin stopped, looking gratifyingly anxious.
‘Of course, Comrade. May I ask about what?’ he said, as Korolev approached.
‘What do you think? I’ll give you a clue – it’s not about the weather.’
Lomatkin’s eyes opened in surprise and Korolev put his hand on the journalist’s arm and steered him back the way he’d come. ‘Come with me, Comrade Lomatkin, and we’ll have ourselves a conversation.’

Shymko had come up with the key to one of the Agricultural College’s empty classrooms and so Korolev positioned Lomatkin in front of the lecturer’s desk, like an errant schoolboy, and himself behind it.
The fellow appeared uncomfortable on the hard wooden seat, but it wasn’t just the discomfort of the chair that seemed to be bothering Lomatkin. He looked nervous, like a bird trapped in a cage. Or perhaps a rat. Korolev would find out which soon enough because there was no doubt in his mind that the fellow had something to tell him – the question was whether he’d spill the information voluntarily, or if he’d have to lean on him a bit.
‘Well,’ Lomatkin said, after still more time had passed, and sitting up a little straighter as if gathering his strength. ‘This seems a strange way to interview someone. I mean to sit there and watch them, and not say anything.’
‘Citizen Lomatkin,’ Korolev said, opening his notebook and observing Lomatkin’s twitch when he addressed him as Citizen and not Comrade. ‘I will ask you questions in due course. At the moment, however, I’m waiting for you to tell me about Citizen Lenskaya and the events that led to her death.’
Lomatkin’s face seemed to lose some colour, and his eyes to grow a little larger – a startled bird now. A trapped startled bird. Possibly in a cage.
‘What do you want me to tell you, Comrade Captain? I don’t know what you mean.’
And panicked as well, thought Korolev. Excellent.
‘I think you must know it’s your obligation to tell me everything. A young comrade is dead, murdered we now know, and I’ve been assigned to investigate her murder. My duty is to get to the bottom of the matter – yours is to stop wasting my time.’
Korolev tapped the wooden surface of the desk with an index finger.
‘And. So. I’m. Waiting.’
Korolev understood the journalist’s dilemma – after all, if Korolev knew things about Lomatkin’s relationship with the dead girl that the journalist didn’t reveal, then he’d place himself in a difficult situation. On the other hand, what if he revealed information that Korolev didn’t know, which might put him in an even more difficult situation? It must be unpleasant, sitting in that chair, knowing that whatever you said might land you in hot water.
Lomatkin exhaled, a barely heard whistle of breath, then looked up at Korolev, his eyes seeming to see the detective for the first time. Korolev nodded encouragingly and Lomatkin half-smiled, as if at the ridiculousness of fate, or perhaps in a plea for sympathy. Korolev remained impassive and the journalist shrugged, then began to speak quietly.
‘Well, you must know, I suppose,’ he said. ‘About me and her, that is?’
Lomatkin glanced up at Korolev, as if to seek confirmation, and Korolev did his best to keep his face neutral, to give nothing away. The journalist swallowed and looked down at his shoes.
‘We were lovers,’ Lomatkin said, risking another glance up at Korolev. ‘For a year now – until this, of course.’
Korolev nodded and made a quick note, his pencil’s scratch loud in the silence of the empty classroom. He looked up at the journalist and noticed a small bead of sweat roll along Lomatkin’s jawline despite the chill.
‘Go on,’ Korolev said.
Lomatkin nervously pushed back a string of hair that had fallen over his forehead.
‘I met her through Belakovsky – she’d been seeing him at one stage. I knew about that, in case you’re wondering. And I knew she had other lovers as well. I didn’t mind, she was her own woman.’
Korolev looked up from his notebook, wondering had there been a slight emphasis on the word ‘other’? Was there no one who didn’t know about Ezhov and the girl? But Lomatkin’s eyes seemed glazed, as though he were looking at the dead girl, only at some time in the past when she’d still been alive. Perhaps he’d imagined the inference about Ezhov, Korolev reassured himself.
‘We had a relationship based on respect, you understand. She didn’t have much truck with bourgeois concepts like love. We understood there were complications that made our relationship difficult, but we hoped to overcome them. We felt we were a good match and that we would serve the Revolution better together rather than as individuals. We would form our own collective, she used to say, within the wider collective.’
Lomatkin seemed calmer now – he’d tilted his chin upwards and some iron revealed itself in his gaze. Korolev thought that the relationship sounded very business-like – not at all like the relationship Barikada Sorokina had described. But if Korolev knew anything, it was that he didn’t know much about love.
‘I had nothing to do with her death, and if I knew anything about it I would tell you.’
Korolev considered the man, conscious that at the same time the journalist was considering him in return. He wasn’t bad-looking, this Lomatkin; his clothes were of a good standard and his hair well cut. He looked like what he was, someone who’d been successful under Stalin and whose loyalty had been rewarded. But there’d be people who wanted his position no doubt, or envied his success, and where there was envy, these days, there were denunciations. Yes, to be in the public eye in 1937 was not something for the faint-hearted – and now poor Lomatkin had arrived in the Ukraine to find his lover dead and a Militia detective poking around in his private life. Yet the man seemed to be regaining his confidence. Had Korolev missed something?
‘Why are you here, Citizen Lomatkin? Was it to visit Citizen Lenskaya? Or is it just a coincidence?’ Korolev gave him his hardest, most quizzical stare.
‘I had some business down here. I’ve been sent to interview the Frenchman, Les Pins, for Izvestia. Then I’ve some pieces to write about our western defences, and after that I’m off to Sebastopol. A busy week.’ He hesitated, a thought seeming to occur to him. ‘I’ll admit it was my suggestion that I interview Les Pins, but not from an individualist perspective – he’s a renowned fighter for Socialism. I’d never put my personal interest before the Party. Once I discovered he was here with Savchenko, it seemed a good opportunity to come and see him. It was a coincidence that Citizen Lenskaya was here as well.’
‘Citizen Lenskaya?’ Korolev asked, putting an intonation into the question that was intended to remind the journalist that he’d effectively been engaged to the dead girl.
‘Masha,’ Lomatkin said, as though feeling his way round the name.
‘Masha?’ Korolev repeated and Lomatkin had the good grace to look embarrassed. ‘Poor dead Masha. And just a coincidence, you say. Do you know I’m all worn out with the number of coincidences that are coming to light today. An astrologer wouldn’t believe half of what I’ve heard.’
‘I know nothing about that.’
‘We’ll see. You said there were complications with Masha that restricted your relationship. What complications were these?’
‘Comrade Korolev, you ask me about complications and you talk to me about coincidences.’ Lomatkin appeared annoyed for a moment before the annoyance was replaced with a hint of a bitter smile – the kind of smile that would disappear like smoke if you tried to get a hold of it. ‘Why, if you don’t mind me asking for a change, are you here, Comrade Captain? Is it just a coincidence that you arrived the day after her death? A coincidence that Major Mushkin was at the airport to pick you up? I think you might know about the complications we faced. It doesn’t mean we can discuss them freely.’
So the fellow did know about Ezhov. Well, if the cat was out of the bag then it could be chased.
‘We’ll come to those complications in a moment, Citizen Lomatkin,’ Korolev said. ‘But speaking of coincidences, were you aware that the caretaker of this establishment was your lover’s father? I think you know him – Andreychuk. Although that’s not his original name – being an Enemy of the People, he decided to change it.’
Now the fellow’s cage was really rattled, thought Korolev. It was one thing having a lover murdered, it was natural that he’d be interviewed, but he had an alibi that was almost indestructible – he’d been a thousand kilometres away in Moscow, after all. But his lover being the daughter of an Enemy of the People. There was no alibi for that.
‘Andreychuk? Masha’s father?’
‘Yes. He fought with Petlyura, and when those rats were rounded up he changed his name and moved to Kiev and your Masha was sent to live with her aunt in Moscow.’
‘I knew nothing of this. Masha was a loyal Party member, she’d have given her life for the Party.’
‘Perhaps she did.’
‘What are you suggesting?’ Lomatkin whispered.
‘Perhaps you had her killed to prevent the story coming out.’
‘This is ridiculous, there were much more important men than me who knew nothing of this, as you well know.’
‘What do you know about morphine, Citizen?’
‘Morphine? It’s an anaesthetic,’ Lomatkin said, a little too quickly perhaps.
‘And, of course, a poison if taken in sufficient quantity.’
‘So?’
‘So your lover consumed a large quantity prior to being strangled. Would you like to explain that to me?’
‘Explain what to you? I was in Moscow. How would I know how she ended up taking morphine?’
‘It’s also a narcotic – perhaps it was self-administered. Perhaps you supplied it to her.’
‘I was in Moscow, Captain, as I keep telling you. That’s all there is to it. You saw me get on the damned plane there, didn’t you?’
‘Have you ever taken morphine?’
‘No. I’ve never taken morphine. And please stop these questions. Andreychuk is the one with the motive here. I had none. I was devoted to Masha.’
‘Were you jealous of the relationship Comrade Lenskaya had with the People’s Commissar?’
Lomatkin seemed surprised that Ezhov had been mentioned, but he recovered quickly. ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘Comrade Ezhov treated her well, assisted her in her career. If you want the truth, she considered it her duty to the Party to comfort the People’s Commissar in any way she could. Believe me, that’s the truth. The plain truth.’
Korolev raised an eyebrow. There wasn’t much about a girl’s duty to comfort older Party members in Lenin or Marx. But what did he know? ‘Were others aware of her relationship with Comrade Ezhov?’
‘Of course. I’d say half Moscow knew of it. By that I mean within senior Party circles, obviously, and the circles in which she moved. Actors, artists, writers, those kind of people. And she wasn’t the only one.’
‘Who were the others?’
‘A ballerina, a couple of actresses you might have heard of – Sorokina for a start. Although that ended a while back.’
‘Comrade Sorokina was Ezhov’s – ’ he paused, wondering how to put it – ‘friend?’
Korolev sighed and made a note to himself to haul the beautiful Barikada back in for another grilling, although this time, he thought to himself wryly, it might be better done by Slivka.
‘For a year or so, I think. Before he – ’ now Lomatkin hesitated – ‘achieved his current position.’
It occurred to Korolev that much of a Soviet citizen’s conversation these days involved the unsaid, the oblique and euphemistic. Some intellectual would no doubt make a study, in due course, of the ability of Soviet citizens to communicate without saying quite what they meant. And probably what they whispered to each other under the covers late at night as well.
‘What I’m looking for here is a motive,’ Korolev said, returning his attention to the matter in hand. ‘And one motive might be your jealousy.’
Lomatkin opened his mouth to protest, but Korolev held up his hand.
‘Don’t bother. You’re a clever man, a journalist. You know that, despite all you say about free love and respecting Lenskaya’s rights as a woman, jealousy is still a good motive. I can tell you we’d have a lot less killings in Moscow if jealousy was eradicated in the next Five Year Plan.’
Lomatkin looked glum.
‘And all this was general knowledge?’ Korolev continued. ‘I mean, who knew these things about Citizen Lenskaya, and Sorokina for that matter?’
‘It was well known.’
‘What did she tell you about her relationship with the People’s Commissar? Did she mention any problems? Not with the Commissar himself, of course, but perhaps other men, other women?’
Lomatkin laughed, a laugh as dry as desert sand.
‘There were no problems. The people who knew about the relationship knew other things as well, such as the regard Comrade Stalin has for Ezhov, and the faith he places in his abilities. It changed people’s attitudes to her, of course. But it didn’t cause her any problems. To the contrary.’
It was strange, the man had indeed seemed to relax in the course of the interview.
‘When are you visiting these western defences?’ he asked, and saw Lomatkin shift his weight in his chair.
‘The day after tomorrow? Tomorrow afternoon I’m meeting a photographer in Odessa. He’s arriving by train.’
‘How far from here?’ Korolev asked, wondering what it was that was making him suspicious of the journalist. It was nothing he could put his finger on. And yet…
‘Odessa?’ Lomatkin said.
‘Not Odessa,’ Korolev said, wondering whether the journalist had relaxed so far as to be making fun of him now. ‘The defences.’
‘We’re visiting Krasnogorka. The defences extend all along the Dnester – but Krasnogorka is where we’re visiting. Forty kilometres from here, as the crow flies.’
The River Dnester marked the division between the Soviet Union and Romania. Korolev hadn’t known they were so close, but he’d heard of the Stalin Line that defended the south-western border and seen photographs of sunburnt men, their eyes squinting over the sights of heavy machine guns in concrete pillboxes, and been reminded of the German fortifications they’d stormed back in ’sixteen, and the thousands of Russian bodies lying unclaimed on the barbed wire for weeks afterwards. The Germans had known a thing or two about building defences. He hoped Marshal Tukachevsky’s military engineers knew as much.
‘Can I go now?’ Lomatkin said. ‘I have to call Moscow.’
‘Yes, but I’ll want to talk to you again. When do you plan to leave?’
Again, that slight shift – was it a sign of nervousness, or something else? Once again, Korolev had a feeling he’d missed something.
‘As soon as we’re finished with the defences.’
Korolev shook his head. There was more to be discovered from the man, and he’d find out what it was. ‘I’m sorry, Citizen Lomatkin, that won’t be possible. I require you to remain here until I’m sure you have assisted us as much as possible with the enquiry. You can’t leave here until then.’
Lomatkin opened his mouth to protest.
‘My authority is absolute in this matter,’ Korolev continued. ‘Don’t doubt me on this.’
Lomatkin considered the statement for a moment, then got to his feet.
‘I want to assist you in any way I can, Captain. Masha didn’t deserve to die this way, and you have to believe me – I’d never have wanted such a thing to happen to her.’
Which was odd, Korolev thought to himself, as that wasn’t the same as saying he’d nothing to do with her death.



Chapter Fourteen


After Lomatkin had left, Korolev sat behind the teacher’s desk, going through his notes. There were plenty of things to follow up, certainly, but his thoughts kept coming back to his conversation with Kolya earlier in the day, and each time they did he felt his stomach turn. If this had something to do with counterrevolutionaries, then everything else might as well be smoke. These lines of enquiry looked like they might amount to something, yes, but perhaps all they were doing was obscuring the real motive for the murder – which was this damned conspiracy of Kolya’s. Korolev considered passing Kolya’s revelations on to Rodinov for the tenth time, and for the tenth time decided not to. There was no point in putting his head into the lion’s mouth, after all, even if he sensed it might be there already.
In the end he was relieved to be distracted by a single sharp knock on the door, and looked up to see it being pushed open. The elderly lady with the military bearing from the previous day entered, regarded him for a moment, then stepped forward.
‘They said you were here. Korolev, isn’t it?’ Her walking stick thumped across the wooden floorboards towards him.
‘Yes,’ Korolev said, rising to his feet and half-wondering if he should salute her. ‘We met yesterday, Comrade Mushkina.’
‘Don’t stand. No need for that, we’re all comrades here. Now listen, Korolev, I’ve a favour to ask of you.’
Korolev settled uncomfortably back into his seat, while Mushkina stayed standing, leaning sideways onto her stick.
‘I’ve responsibility for the Agricultural College here, you see, and you’ve arrested Andreychuk, the caretaker. You can’t seriously believe the man to be a murderer, can you? He’s harmless.’
Korolev didn’t like to say that murderers often seemed harmless, and that anyone who’d fought through the Civil War knew all about killing and would be lucky not to have blood on their hands – particularly if they’d fought in the Ukraine.
‘At this moment,’ he said, after a short pause, ‘I remain to be convinced that Citizen Andreychuk killed the girl. I’d like to talk to him again, however, and find out what else he might have to tell me, but that isn’t the reason he’s being held.’
‘Why, then? And is there a good reason you can’t let him work while you continue your enquiries? Nearly all the rest of the staff are off with the students and these film people need looking after.’
‘It’s a matter for your son, Comrade. It turns out that Citizen Andreychuk was an officer in the Petlyurist army and has concealed his real identity for many years. So it seems to me that he’ll have to answer for that to State Security, if nothing else. It’s out of my hands.’
‘A Petlyurist, you say?’ She spoke quietly, not showing any of the normal indications of surprise.
‘According to his testimony.’ Korolev flicked through his notebook before coming to the correct page. ‘His real name is Timoshenko. He comes from Angelinivka, it’s about thirty-five kilometres from here. Near Krasnogorka.’
‘I know the place.’
‘I’m sorry to tell you that he’s confessed to having fought against the Revolution during the Civil War, possessing false papers and assuming a false identity. All of which are, of course, crimes. And it turns out he was the dead girl’s father as well.’
‘Her father?’ Mushkina repeated, surprise finally revealing itself. If she’d known about, or suspected, his assumed identity, she clearly knew nothing about this.
‘Yes,’ Korolev said, closing his notebook.
‘Her father?’ She pronounced the last word with something approaching indignation. ‘Now that’s a surprise to me. His identity’s one thing, but that he managed to conceal his relationship to the girl, well, that puts a different perspective on things. And you don’t think he had anything to do with her murder? It happens – even in the closest families.’
That was true, the large majority of murders were committed by family members or close associates of the deceased.
‘Our investigation is not concluded.’
‘And you intend to charge him?’
‘For the false papers? My authority only extends to this specific investigation; what to do about the other matters will be a decision for Major Mushkin.’
‘I see. I’ll talk to him. But you wouldn’t have any objection if he’s released into my care. I’ll take full responsibility, of course.’
‘If the major is happy, then I am, Comrade Mushkina.’
She nodded, giving him a small smile that seemed intended to represent gratitude, but her face was clearly unused to such a manoeuvre and the smile seemed more of an expression of pain than civility.
‘Very good. Thank you, Captain.’
She turned to leave, then paused. ‘You said he was honest in his response to your enquiries. What does that mean?’
‘It means what I said, Comrade Mushkina.’
‘Does it mean you have an idea who killed the girl?’
‘We’re still at an early stage of the investigation.’
‘And you would like to talk to me as part of that investigation, I presume.’
‘Yes, I would.’
Mushkina turned back and sat down in the seat that Lomatkin had so recently vacated.
‘Then we should talk immediately,’ she said.
Korolev hadn’t prepared for this interview, but he opened a clean page in his notebook.
‘Let me start at the beginning,’ he said. ‘When did Andreychuk come to work for the College?’
‘In ’thirty-three.’
‘So you were already here then?’
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I took up the post at the end of ’thirty-one. My health was failing and I was no longer able to take such an active role in the Party. But I wished still to be of use and so I came here.’
She made a graceful gesture with her hand to encompass the room.
‘That must have been at the height of the push for collectivization in these parts?’
Korolev wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for with his question, but an angry blush appeared on her cheeks and, when she answered, her irritation was clear.
‘I’m not sure what you’re suggesting, Captain Korolev.’
‘I was thinking it must have been hard coming out into the countryside at that time. I didn’t mean to offend you, I apologize.’
She seemed to relax.
‘It was hard everywhere. We built this place from nothing, but there was no shortage of citizens who wanted to work for us. The College was a key part of the drive towards collective agriculture in this region and so we were allocated rations for our workers.’
‘They must have been grateful.’
‘They were, but we had to turn away a hundred for every one we took.’ She paused and began to tap the table with one finger, as if considering a problem. ‘I must appear to have been annoyed just then. I apologize. Some of my Party colleagues thought I shirked my duty by taking this role – but this was the real front line. Here is where the battle for collectivization was fought and won. There’s a difference between plans and implementation, Comrade Korolev. And here we transformed theory into reality.’
‘I’d never suspect a woman like you of shirking her duty, Comrade.’
‘Thank you.’
‘And was that when Citizen Andreychuk arrived, during the construction of the College?’
‘That’s correct. His paperwork seemed in order.’
‘A good worker?’
‘Very good. I kept him on when we finished building. He has worked tirelessly for the College’s development – not a Party member, but he participated fully in works meetings and always had the interests of the Collective close to his heart. Or appeared to have.’
‘You’re surprised that he turned out to have a secret past?’
‘It’s not so uncommon for people to obscure their past these days, Captain.’ Mushkina spoke flatly, as if stating the obvious. ‘I was surprised to discover that Lenskaya was his daughter, though.’
Yes, who could have told from Andreychuk’s craggy, bearded face that he’d have sired a girl like Lenskaya?
‘Comrade Shymko told me that you have a key to the house, is that correct?’
‘As director I have a key for every building. I walk around the College at least twice a day to see what needs to be done for myself.’
‘When do you take these walks?’
‘In the morning and in the evening, generally. It depends on my responsibilities for the day.’
‘Maria Lenskaya’s office. It was in the closer of the two small turrets to the stable blocks. The ones that overlook the lake.’
‘I know it.’
‘I was wondering, did you see her on your walks? As you passed by?’
‘Often. She was hard-working. I saw her many times late at night and early in the morning, sitting at her desk. If she saw me passing, she would wave. A productive young comrade was my impression.’
‘Did you know her personally?’
‘I knew her to say hello to, that was all.’
‘On the night of the murder, did you attend the film shoot?’
Mushkina seemed to hesitate.
‘Very briefly. I walked down to see what was going on, but I didn’t stay for more than ten minutes.’
‘And what time was that?’
‘Just before eight o’clock I think. They were about to begin filming.’
Around the time the girl was last seen alive, in other words.
‘What did you do afterwards?’
‘I walked back here along the road. It was cold, so I walked quite quickly.’
‘Did you see anyone after you left the village? We’re trying to establish people’s whereabouts.’
‘Not on the road, but I met Andreychuk as I passed the house. He was just closing it up.’
Korolev looked up from his notes. This was news, and confirmation of the caretaker’s statement.
‘He never mentioned it when I spoke to him. Seeing you, that is.’
‘I’m surprised. I spoke to him.’
‘What did you talk about?’
‘Nothing much,’ she answered, running a knuckle along her chin. ‘He was in a rush, due to be down at the village, you see. For the film people. I asked him if he’d closed up the other buildings and he said he had.’
‘And how did you find him? I mean to say, in what kind of mood?’
‘A little agitated, perhaps, but I put it down to his being late for the film people.’
Korolev hesitated. Why hadn’t the caretaker mentioned the meeting?
‘So about five past eight?’ he asked, trying to puzzle it out.
‘Not any later, certainly.’
‘And did you by any chance walk past Maria Lenskaya’s window?’
‘Yes.’
‘And?’ he asked, thinking that she was making him work hard for the information.
‘The light was on,’ Mushkina said.
‘Did you see Lenskaya?’
‘No, I didn’t, but I’ve thought back to that evening more than once, wondering whether I was walking past at the time of her death – and whether I could have done something to prevent it. I don’t think so, however.’
Korolev studied the old woman, wondering if the ambiguity was deliberate.
‘I’m sorry, do you mean you don’t think you could have prevented it?’
She considered the question.
‘No, if I’d known, I suspect I could have prevented it. But I’m confident she died after I passed her office.’
‘Why do you think that? Was there something you saw?’
‘The typewriter on her desk. It was the American one – the Remington. I noticed it because I used to have a similar one a long time ago. She had two of them, typewriters that is. She also had an old Underwood with Cyrillic keys. When she was discovered, I noticed that the typewriter on her desk, which is visible from the path, was not the same as the one that was there earlier in the evening. So I reassured myself that she must have used the typewriter after I’d walked past her window.’
‘It would have been very useful for the enquiry to have had this information earlier.’
‘As far as I was aware, this wasn’t a murder enquiry until today, Captain. When I heard it was, I came to see you. And I’m telling you everything I know.’
She spoke calmly and she had a point, Korolev had to admit.
‘You’re sure about the typewriter? You could recognize the difference between the two of them from outside the house?’
‘Oh yes. If you look at the back of it, you’ll see Remington is written in large white letters. Not our alphabet, of course – but it’s quite visible.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said, and wondered what the dead girl had been typing. There hadn’t been any paper in the machine when he’d seen it.

For Belakovsky’s interview, Korolev found himself back in the same classroom, but this time in the company of Slivka.
‘Comrades,’ Belakovsky said, as he sat down.
‘Thank you for sparing us some of your time,’ Korolev answered.
Belakovsky acknowledged the remark with a grave nod of his head. ‘When a worker of Maria Lenskaya’s calibre falls victim to violence, we must do everything possible to bring her killer to justice.’
‘And you knew her well, didn’t you?’
‘Quite well,’ Belakovsky replied, slanting a calculating glance up towards Korolev. Well, Korolev thought, they could dance around the question for the rest of the day or they could put it on the table and have a good look at it.
‘You were having an affair with her, I believe.’
Belakovsky looked at Slivka for a moment and Korolev had the impression the Film Board boss would rather not talk about the matter in front of her.
‘Sergeant Slivka is an experienced detective,’ he said, which wasn’t entirely true, ‘and, of course, discreet.’
‘Very good,’ Belakovsky said, after a moment’s consideration. ‘Your information is correct. About the affair. But it was in the past. Masha accompanied me on a delegation to America a couple of years back and one thing led to another. It didn’t last long but we remained friends. We continued to work closely together and there was no tension – ask anyone.’
‘And you were, of course, in Moscow at the time of her death.’
‘Yes,’ Belakovsky confirmed, his face lightening.
‘Excuse me for asking this, Comrade Belakovsky, but you’re married – isn’t that correct?’
‘Yes,’ Belakovsky said, shifting in his seat and looking at Slivka once again. ‘My wife isn’t aware of the relationship with Lenskaya and I’d like to keep it that way.’
‘Where’s your wife now?’
‘In Moscow. She works for the Industrial Procurement Agency. We have a daughter.’
‘I see. Of course, if your wife were to have known about it, that would have provided her with a motive.’
‘A motive to kill me, perhaps. Lenskaya wasn’t the first.’ Belakovsky seemed embarrassed. ‘That was one of the reasons I was glad when it ended. My wife believes in the necessity of a close-knit Soviet family. Who told you?’
‘It seems common knowledge,’ Korolev said.
‘Well, not to my wife. I’d have heard about it if she knew, believe me. Anyway, she was also in Moscow, it’s easily verifiable.’
‘We’ll check, discreetly of course. Now, tell me about the trip to America.’
Belakovsky’s thick eyebrows, which had drawn together in a frown while they’d discussed the dead girl, now twitched upwards and apart. The shadow of a smile suggested itself at the ends of his downturned mouth and despite the general gravity of his demeanour, it was clear the memory was a pleasant one.
‘America was most interesting. And Lenskaya was an invaluable asset to us in our efforts. She spoke English well – it was what decided us to take her, not anything else, believe me. Without her, we’d have ended up relying on translators with no technical expertise.’ He paused. ‘She’s a real loss to the industry and the Party.’
‘And the papers you wanted from her office?’
‘There’s a project arising from the American trip.’ For a moment Korolev thought he’d stop there, but Belakovsky after the slightest of hesitations continued. ‘It’s a project of great significance to the State and the Party. You’ve heard of Hollywood?’
‘Hollywood? Of course.’
‘Then you’ll know it’s an industrial town, Hollywood. You’ll have heard of the factory towns we’re building now. Everything devoted to one industry. Magnitorsk, for example – you’ve seen all about it on the newsreels, heard about it on the radio. What we’re doing for cars, for steel, for armaments – well, we’ll soon be doing the same for cinema. Similar to Hollywood, but not a Capitalist film factory – instead it will be built on Marxist-Leninist lines where the People will rule, not American robber barons. It will be a Soviet Hollywood – Kinograd. Two hundred films a year, all year round. And just along the coast from Odessa is the place for it.’
‘Kinograd?’
‘The same. Take my word for it, Korolev – we’ll be producing more films than Hollywood in ten years’ time. In many languages, not just Russian or even the other languages of the USSR. French, German, English – the workers of the world will demand to see them. Comrade Stalin himself approves. Lenskaya was a vital part of the planning stage – and her latest draft of the report for the Central Committee is missing. I have the previous version, but it’s a mystery as to where it could be.’
Korolev considered the possibility that a Hollywood gangster had been sent to kill Lenskaya and steal the Kinograd plans, and decided it was unlikely. But then, look at all the old Bolshevik revolutionaries and senior Party members they were uncovering as French and British spies and the like. Nothing could be ruled out these days, it seemed.
‘We’ll certainly look into it, Comrade Belakovsky,’ Korolev said, wondering if there was anything about this case that wasn’t political in some way or another. ‘Have you any questions, Slivka?’
‘Yes,’ Slivka said, looking down at the notebook she’d been writing in throughout the conversation. ‘Did anything unusual happen on the trip to America? Anything connected with Citizen Lenskaya perhaps?’
Belakovsky considered the question.
‘There was that rat, Danyluk. He defected in New York – before the boat home. He made life difficult for us on our return, I can tell you.’
‘A defector – and she knew this fellow?’ Korolev asked, thinking about Kolya.
‘Yes, a Ukrainian – the Ukrainfilm delegate, in fact. He defected to the Americans – there are plenty of Ukrainians in America, White Guards, Trotskyists and Petlyurists. They’re all there. We didn’t know what he was up to until he disappeared from the hotel, but he turned up soon enough in the American newspapers spreading lies about collectivization. I hope State Security track the traitor down and treat him as an enemy should be treated.’
Korolev glanced at Slivka, whose face revealed no surprise. Good for her, he thought.



Chapter Fifteen


Korolev and Slivka sat in silence.
‘What do you think?’ she asked after a while, her eyes turning to look out of the window. Troubled grey clouds rolled across the steppe towards them. Korolev wouldn’t be surprised if they saw snow again before the morning.
‘What do I think?’ he said, after having considered her question carefully. ‘I think this Danyluk fellow seems to fit in with Kolya’s story. I think Andreychuk being a Petlyurist fits in with his story too. The only question is does Lenskaya fit Kolya’s story. I wish I’d met the girl, then I might have a better idea of what kind of person she was – but look at her Party record. She was a loyal citizen and a committed socialist from the moment she entered the orphanage. What age was she then? Twelve? Could she really have just been waiting for an opportunity? She’d no contact with her father for fifteen years and, according to Belakovsky, Danyluk had almost no contact with her. Was she a traitor? I just don’t know.’
‘Kolya thinks she was,’ Slivka said, reaching into her pocket and producing a packet of cigarettes. ‘Maybe we should turn this over to Mushkin.’
‘No, not yet.’ Korolev considered what Rodinov’s reaction was likely to be if he denounced Ezhov’s lover as a spy. ‘We’ve nothing to back up the theory except a gangster’s story and a couple of coincidences. Let’s see what else we turn up before we go running to the Chekists.’

It was coming towards dusk as he made his way through the woods. Slivka had pointed out a path through the trees to where Savchenko was filming and Korolev followed it as it wound through the winter-stripped trees, their bare branches black against the last of the light. The famous director was expecting him and, after Belakovsky’s interview, Korolev wanted to find out what the famous director had to tell him.
Perhaps Korolev was a little distracted, his mind going backwards and forwards over the case, but at first the movement in the bushes to his left didn’t register. It was only when a flurry of snow was dislodged from a branch that he became conscious that this was not the first time he’d heard something from that direction. At first he thought it might be a small animal, a fox perhaps, but it would be odd for a fox to be tracking a human. Korolev stopped for a moment and looked over to where the sound had come from, but the wood was thick with scrub and brush and he could see nothing. He resumed his walk and there was another rustle of leaves, a little ahead of him now, although this time he didn’t stop but instead surreptitiously moved his Walther from under his armpit to his coat pocket and placed his thumb on the safety catch. Perhaps he was being paranoid, but after what Kolya had told him and Belakovsky’s story about the spy he was taking no chances. He maintained an even speed, conscious now that whoever or whatever had been moving in parallel and was now in front of him, but still invisible in the thick brush. An ambush? His breathing quickened, the air chill in his nostrils and adrenalin surging through his veins so that he had to clench his teeth to stop them from chattering.
If whatever was up ahead was human and had a gun he’d be an easy target, but there was a wide clump of overgrown topiary that might provide an opportunity to turn the tables. He quickened his pace, reassured by the butt of the automatic warm in his palm, and then ducked and ran crouching towards the bushes, expecting bullets to whip through the branches around him at any moment.
Reaching cover, he knelt down on one knee and listened, his gun out of his pocket and the safety catch off. The fuggy smell of the inside of his coat came up to him and he stayed absolutely still, listening to the sound of someone moving carefully through the scrub, and he lifted the barrel of his gun a little higher with each approaching step.
He waited. And then the sounds stopped abruptly. They were just the other side of the dense bush, no more than ten metres away, close enough for him to be able to hear a strange snuffling noise. And then he worked it out – whoever was stalking him was laughing.
‘You can come out now, I can see you,’ Korolev said, his voice sounding a lot more confident than he felt, and the reaction was a giggle, and then the blond boy from the day before came out into the clearing, a toy rifle in his hands and a wide grin on his face. For a moment he didn’t see Korolev and that brief interval gave the shaken detective time to slip his gun back into his pocket and rearrange his features into something approaching normality. The Lord save him, he was jumping at shadows now, a wreck.
‘I thought I had you,’ the boy said, pointing his wooden gun at Korolev, ‘but you were too smart for me.’ His smile turned downwards and the rifle dipped in disappointment. The similarity to Korolev’s own son, Yuri, was as apparent as the first time he’d seen him and for a moment he wanted to take the child in his arms to comfort him, or himself, he wasn’t quite sure. He smiled at the boy and stood up.
‘You did well, Pavel, but why on earth are you sneaking around in the woods, trying to ambush innocent passers-by?’
‘Even children have to be prepared to defend the Motherland – I was practising for when the enemy comes.’
His eyes were grave under his black flat cap, dislodged snow on the peak. A button nose, the kind of clear blue eyes that only the very young have, a healthy complexion, cheeks pink with the cold. He’d make a good soldier with those eyes, thought Korolev – those eyes didn’t worry about right and wrong. Not yet, anyway.
‘Practising for the enemy, you say,’ Korolev said, putting his hands in his pockets.
‘I’ll be a sniper when I’m older and I’ll parachute behind enemy lines. When did you first spot me?’
‘About a minute ago.’
‘Not bad, not bad. I had you under observation from when you entered the wood. If I’d had a real rifle I’d have got you easily.’
‘Under observation? Where do you learn this kind of thing?’
‘In the Pioneers, of course. I’m a deputy team leader. Pavel Riakov, at your service.’
‘Korolev,’ he said, shaking the boy’s hand. ‘Alexei Dmitriyevich.’
‘The famous detective?’
‘The ordinary detective.’
‘But you’ve been sent from Moscow to investigate poor Masha’s killing and you’ve arrested Andreychuk the caretaker.’
‘Not for her murder, for something else,’ Korolev replied, wondering what Rodinov would make of the fact that even children knew why he was here. Well, at least the youngster didn’t seem to know about Ezhov.
‘I hope it isn’t for something serious.’
‘It’s up to Major Mushkin.’
‘Good. Andreychuk is a fine fellow and Major Mushkin will see that. He’s a famous Chekist himself.’
‘So I’ve heard,’ Korolev said. He remembered who the boy was now from Rodinov’s file. He was playing the lead role in the film, the young Pioneer who betrays his family to the Militia for withholding grain. The boy seemed to be able to read his mind, a proud smile forming.
‘How come you aren’t filming today?’ Korolev asked.
‘I am, but I’m not wanted for an hour. Is that where you’re going? To the filming? Are you going to make another arrest?’ His voice rose in excitement and his wide eyes shone.
‘No,’ Korolev said, shaking his head. ‘I’m just going over there to talk to a few people.’
‘I’ll show you where they are, and you should question me on the way. I knew Masha as well as anyone.’
The boy pointed him back towards the path and Korolev fell into step beside him.
‘All right, then. How about you tell me when you first met Citizen Lenskaya?’
‘That’s easy. Three months back, when I was selected. She was assisting the maestro.’
‘Comrade Savchenko?’
‘Who else? They must have called in every kid in Moscow, but I was the one chosen.’ The boy paused for a moment, his face becoming solemn again. ‘A great honour. She was nice to everybody, you know. All the kids liked her; she was a real world-class comrade.’
‘And how about here? How was she here?’
‘She was sad – she said that was just because she was busy. But she wasn’t sad in a way that made me think she might have killed herself. She was tough, a real commander. Why do you think she was killed?’
‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. Any ideas?’
‘Counter-revolutionaries is my guess.’ The youngster offered his professional opinion. ‘We have to remain ever vigilant for those rats.’
Korolev laughed, but without much humour. ‘I don’t think so. Why would they murder her and not, say, Comrade Savchenko?’
The boy lowered his voice. ‘Perhaps she was working on a secret mission.’
Korolev looked at him, wondering whether it was just childish enthusiasm for all things heroic and dangerous, or whether the youngster knew something after all.
‘Why do you think that, young Pavel?’
‘Because she went to somewhere near Krasnogorka with Comrade Andreychuk – and that’s near the border with Romania. And she knew Comrade Ezhov as well, you know. Personally. Perhaps he asked her to help him out?’
Korolev allowed himself a bitter smirk – the boy did know about Ezhov. But leaving that aside, what the hell had the girl been doing in Krasnogorka?
‘When was this?’ he asked, keeping his voice even.
‘A week ago, I heard them talking about it.’
‘Where?’
‘On this very path, Comrade Captain. I was stalking them and I was just about to jump out at them when I heard what they were talking about, and I thought I’d better leave them to it. They sounded very serious.’
‘And you heard them say that they’d been to Krasnogorka? Together?’ And wasn’t it a coincidence that Lomatkin had not more than an hour ago been telling him how he wanted to make a visit to Krasnogorka to write some article about the Stalin Line? He’d be having another word with that journalist before the evening was out.
‘No, they were planning the trip – Andreychuk was going to drive the College’s truck and Masha was telling him they had to be very, very careful that no one found out. That it must be absolutely secret. And Andreychuk said he knew how to get there so that no one would see them. And even if they were seen, he had a pass.’
‘I see – anything else make you think they were on a secret mission?’
‘Well, another time I heard Comrade Babel ask her how Commissar Ezhov was and she said that the commissar was overworked but that she did her best to help him. So you see? She was helping him in his work in Krasnogorka. I’ve told no one except for you about this, of course. But they say Ezhov sent you down to look into the matter, so I’m guessing you know all this already.’
‘See that you carry on keeping it to yourself all the same,’ Korolev said, wincing at the thought that everyone suspected, rightly, that Ezhov was ultimately responsible for his arrival on the filmset.
‘There they are,’ the boy said, pointing at a blur of yellow light that illuminated a scattering of motor vehicles, equipment and people gathered around a group of white-bloused peasants brandishing scythes and forks. One of the men who was standing near a camera mounted on the back of a truck beckoned to the boy.
‘I’m sorry, Comrade Captain. I think they want me.’
He held up his hand in farewell, but the boy was already five metres away. Korolev followed at a slower pace, spying Babel sitting on a box, his hands hanging loose over his knees and his bald patch reflecting the camera lights’ glare. He was listening to a man whom Korolev recognized from the papers as Savchenko, a soft peaked cap worn backwards over his unruly hair.
‘Here he is, fresh from detection no doubt,’ Babel said, raising a hand in greeting.
Savchenko got to his feet, brushing his trousers and looking accusingly at the drum he’d been sitting on before turning to Korolev with an appraising glance.
‘Greetings Comrade Korolev. Babel and I have just been discussing your investigation. Give me two minutes so I can wrap up this scene and I’ll be with you.’
‘Willingly, Comrade Savchenko.’
The film director squeezed Korolev’s hand, patted his shoulder and then walked towards the camera and a waiting Shymko. The production coordinator offered him a board with a page clipped to it which the director took absent-mindedly, his attention focused on the huddle of peasants.
‘So Andreychuk’s in the slammer?’ Babel said, pointing Korolev to the vacated drum.
‘Not for the killing. It’s Mushkin’s affair now, what to do with the fellow. My responsibility doesn’t extend that far.’
‘You’ve ruled him out?’
‘Not exactly,’ Korolev began, quickly filling Babel in on the developments, but leaving out the conversation he’d had with Kolya. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his friend, but information like that could be a death sentence.
‘Krasnogorka?’ Babel asked when he’d finished.
‘Yes, I don’t know the place. It’s on the Romanian border, I believe.’
‘I know it. A border town, as you say. It had a reputation for smuggling a few years back – I don’t know if it’s still the case.’
‘The Stalin Line’s there now. Not much smuggling where there are machine guns and artillery.’
‘Don’t be so sure; even Red Army men have eyes that can turn the other way.’
‘Perhaps. I’d like to know what the two of them were up to there, certainly. What do you think about the morphine?’
‘I don’t think you need to worry too much about the way it was done – everybody knows it will knock you out if you take enough of it. It could have been put in her food, she might have drunk it or she might have taken it thinking it was something else. The question is how it was got hold of. It doesn’t seem like something you would just come across, not out here. And the other question is who’d have had access to it. An addict perhaps?’
‘We’re looking into it. And you – any luck with the filming from that night?’
‘I don’t think it’s going to help you much, brother. There isn’t a familiar face there, apart from Andreychuk’s. The crew were all behind the camera, and only one or two of the cast are in the shots we’ve looked at so far. I’ve left one of Shymko’s girls going through it. Don’t worry,’ he said, anticipating Korolev’s objection, ‘I’ll check through it myself as well, but it’s the note-taking slows you down. And I asked her to find someone from the village who might know the extras – I don’t know many of them myself.’
Korolev shrugged; perhaps it had been too much to hope for that the film would show up anything useful.
‘Attention, everyone,’ Shymko’s voice boomed loudly. The production coordinator was holding a megaphone in his hand and standing on top of a stepladder. Korolev stood to watch.
‘Crowd to your places. Everyone ready?’
Savchenko was helped onto the back of the truck, where he fixed an eye to a small silver box on a tripod that Korolev presumed was a camera. After a long pause, he stood up and looked to the crowd, raising his arms. The crowd responded by shaking scythes, pitchforks and axes in a warlike manner. Then Savchenko, while still gesticulating, made an angry face, all the while not uttering a sound, and the crowd obliged him again. Satisfied, Savchenko turned to the camera operator and the rest of the crew.
‘Motor,’ Savchenko called out and Shymko repeated the word into his megaphone.
‘Start,’ Savchenko said and as Shymko’s megaphone echoed the instruction, a young lad snapped a clapperboard shut in front of the camera and the crowd began to advance, indignant and hostile. Then from the side young Pavel appeared, and began to dance, lifting his knees, waving his elbows and prodding at the path in front of the advancing peasants with outstretched toes. The crowd, apparently as bewildered as Korolev, came to a halt. One began to point at the boy and laugh, and suddenly the whole crowd had to lean against each other to avoid collapsing into a helpless heap. And still Pavel danced. Even Korolev couldn’t help but smile.
‘And stop,’ Savchenko said.
‘That’s it,’ announced Shymko and the crowd’s laughter died instantly, and Pavel went from a high kick to a slouching walk that took him back towards the camera. Savchenko pointed out Korolev to the production coordinator and raised the thumb and fingers of his left hand.
‘A short break now, don’t go far,’ Shymko announced, and the extras began rolling cigarettes and bending their heads in conversation.
‘And they pay you for writing this?’ Korolev said.
‘Not enough,’ said Babel, putting his hands in his pockets.
‘Korolev, thank you for your patience. Babel here has been telling me all about you and, given you probably know all about me as well, I take it there’s no need for cumbersome introductions. Let’s take a walk over this way, where we can talk properly.’ The director led him away from the film crew, and for a moment Korolev thought Babel was going to try and join them, but the writer caught his warning glance and stayed where he was.
‘So, let’s get straight to the point, Comrade Korolev. I knew Maria Lenskaya well. I’m sure you know that by now. She was my lover, or I was hers – I can’t remember which way round it was. Anyway, I’m sure someone amongst that crowd of gossips has told you by now.’ The director pointed a thumb back towards the cast and crew.
‘Yes, I’ve been informed, but I’m also aware that you were filming throughout the crucial period, and every one of them is a witness to that as well.’
‘They have their uses, I suppose.’
‘So do you have any idea who could have killed her?’
‘I don’t. And that concerns me because the likelihood is that it was one of us.’ Although the director didn’t seem so much concerned by the thought as intrigued.
‘I have to ask about your relationship with her, of course.’
‘Certainly. It ended some time ago, although when she came to America with Belakovsky I’ll admit there was a little flirtation. Nothing serious, but it was so nice to hear beautiful Russian spoken by a beautiful woman. I couldn’t resist her.’
‘Did you meet a man called Danyluk at that time?’
‘The defector? Yes, I met him once or twice. He was in the technological group, not the creative part of the delegation.’
‘Did Lenskaya have much to do with him?’
‘Nothing, as far as I’m aware. He was an insignificant man. I suspect his defection was opportunistic. But I only met him a couple of times, as I said.’
‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this, Comrade Savchenko, but you don’t seem overly saddened by her death.’
Savchenko, rather than being offended, as Korolev had half expected, considered the suggestion seriously for a moment.
‘Don’t be misled, Captain, I’m deeply upset,’ he said. ‘I valued Masha highly, as a worker and colleague, and as a person. It’s the way my mind works, though, to look at such a sadness and speculate around it. A story like this is fascinating for me. I look at it from every angle, consider it, remember it. This is work for me, just as much as if I were digging a ditch. But more importantly, this film has to be finished – why do you think Belakovsky is down from Moscow? To apply pressure, that’s why. I have a responsibility to the people who are working with me on this project not to be distracted. We all do. I’ll grieve for poor Masha later.’
Korolev understood the point. Work that was behind schedule on a construction project or in a factory could lead to arrests for sabotage and wrecking – so why not a film? Film-makers had quotas to achieve, same as everyone else, and if they didn’t achieve them fingers started pointing and cell doors started opening, and worse. It was the way things were.
‘I apologize, Comrade. I have to ask these things.’
‘I understand.’
And so Korolev asked the questions he had to ask – who had liked her and who had disliked her? Who had been her close associates in Moscow? Who else had she had romantic entanglements with? He asked about Andreychuk, and morphine and her background and every other question he could think of. Savchenko was as helpful as he could be, but he didn’t provide any new information. He was, however, intrigued by the idea that she had been drugged before being strangled.
‘Keep it to yourself please, Comrade Savchenko.’
‘Of course, of course, but it’s positively romantic, don’t you think? It’s almost as though she had to die and the killer decided to make it as painless as possible. Perhaps he loved her but she rejected him. Or loved someone else.’
Korolev looked at the director to see if he was joking, but he wasn’t. It was just as he’d said – he’d taken the bare facts and used them to build a story, but it was an interesting theory and one that Korolev thought might just have something to it. They heard a cough and saw that Shymko had approached, his clipboard at the ready. Savchenko shrugged his shoulders, as if he were being torn away from a fascinating conversation rather than a murder interrogation.
‘One final question before you go, Comrade. Do you have any idea why she would have visited Krasnogorka in the company of the caretaker Andreychuk last week?’
‘Krasnogorka? Shymko, she went to see a church last week – was it near Krasnogorka?’
‘Not far away,’ the production coordinator confirmed. ‘A few kilometres only, I think.’
‘What church was this?’ Korolev asked.
‘Some church she’d heard was to be destroyed, and we thought we could use it for the final scene in the film – when the church is burnt down by the peasants. I have the details in the office.’
‘It might be useful. And why did Andreychuk accompany her?’
‘She couldn’t drive. Nothing more complicated – Andreychuk was helping us out. Is it true you’ve arrested him?’
Korolev half-expected that if he looked behind him he’d see Indian smoke signals coming from the village, so widely had the information spread.
‘Ask Major Mushkin. Anyway, Comrade Savchenko, thank you for your assistance – if I have any further questions?’
‘You know where to find me.’
Korolev walked with them back towards the camera crew and saw that the peasants had re-formed in the same positions, but before he got any closer a car’s lights came bumping though the forest and from it stepped the young Militiaman from the village, Sharapov. He nodded to Savchenko and Shymko, and then indicated to Korolev with a small nod of his head that they needed to talk, and away from the others. Korolev felt his stomach sink – whatever the uniform had to tell him, it looked like it wasn’t going to be something he wanted to hear to judge from the youngster’s face.
‘Sergeant Slivka sent me to fetch you. It’s about Andreychuk, Comrade Captain. It’s not good news.’
For a moment, Korolev thought that Sergeant Gradov had beaten the caretaker to a pulp and that Sharapov had been sent to tell him that the old man wouldn’t be helping with the enquiry for the foreseeable future.
‘Is he all right?’
‘As far as I know Comrade, he’s fine. But the wretch has made a run for it.’



Chapter Sixteen


By the time they arrived at the Militia station, Slivka had already established that the Agricultural College’s truck was missing and, efficient girl that she was, she’d called Marchuk and been assured that roadblocks would be set up along likely escape routes and that all stations would be on the lookout for the fugitive. However, by now it was dark and it had to be expected that Andreychuk, with his head start and the cover of night, had a reasonable chance of making good his escape. Korolev listened to her report and then stood for a moment considering the problem that faced them. Sergeant Gradov stood in the corner, a sullen look on his face.
‘Well?’ Korolev said, turning towards him.
‘I went to the house to pick up Sharapov. I left the cell door locked and locked the door to the station as well. But when I came back the door was open and so was his cell and he’d gone.’
‘When did you last see him?’
‘About fifty minutes ago. I wasn’t gone for much more than a quarter of an hour. I called Sergeant Slivka up at the house immediately.’
‘Did anyone see him leave in the truck?’
‘I heard an engine starting at about six o’clock,’ Slivka said. ‘About forty minutes ago. The sergeant called me about ten minutes later. I remembered the noise of the truck, verified it was unaccounted for and immediately called Odessa. The roadblocks should be in place by now.’
‘Forty minutes. Slivka, what does that mean?’
Slivka considered the question.
‘If he had to make his way to the truck, that would have taken about fifteen minutes from here if he was moving quickly. It’s difficult.’
‘Are you sure of your timings, Sergeant Gradov?’
‘It could have been an hour.’
‘It could have been an hour,’ Korolev said, not bothering to hide his disdain, before turning back to Slivka. ‘Let’s presume it was him and he’s driving hell for leather. Ask Marchuk to act accordingly.’
He turned back to the sergeant while Slivka made a call.
‘So let me get this straight – you left a prisoner in the station without a guard, is that correct?’
The sergeant seemed to resent being asked such a question, and Korolev felt anger scour his stomach. It might well be the sergeant’s dereliction of duty had caused this mess, but he had a sneaking suspicion that a certain NKVD major named Mushkin would be delivering the blame to Korolev’s doorstep. If time wasn’t of the essence he’d take some pleasure in telling this idiot exactly what he thought of his negligence – the man had put not only Korolev at risk but all those whom Korolev held dear. He turned to Slivka, suddenly putting two and two together.
‘He’s from a village near Krasnogorka called Angelinivka, isn’t he?’ Korolev said, thinking aloud. ‘What’s more he went on a trip with Lenskaya in that direction last week, according to Shymko. The actor boy also overheard Andreychuk say he could get there without being detected. If it’s near Krasnogorka, it must be close to the border so my guess is, if he’s running, he’s running for Romania.’
‘I’ll call the border guard.’
Slivka picked up the phone once again, tapping the cradle for the operator. Korolev turned back to Gradov, his words quick and urgent.
‘What have you got to say for yourself?’
‘I’m sorry, Comrade Captain, I don’t know how he got out.’
‘Perhaps he was let out. Did that ever occur to you?’ Korolev felt a cold anger possessing him that wanted to wrap itself round the neck of this incompetent and squeeze the life out of him.
‘Tell me, who else has keys to the station?’
‘I do. No one else.’
‘You didn’t have the keys with you, did you?’ Korolev heard his voice rising in disbelief.
‘I leave them under a brick round the side when I’m out, in case one of the others comes back while I’m away.’
Korolev was struck dumb for a moment, turning to Slivka for confirmation that his ears hadn’t been deceiving him. Her grim look of contempt confirmed they hadn’t.
‘Show me this brick,’ Korolev said, his voice revealing some of his rage. ‘Slivka? If Firtov’s still up at the house taking people’s prints, get him to come down. Make sure no one touches anything in the meantime.’
Slivka nodded and Korolev turned to see the sergeant reaching for the door handle.
‘What did I just say?’ he barked.
‘About the fingerprinting?’
‘And what the hell are you doing now? Understand this, Sergeant, you do not touch one damned thing in this station until Firtov has been through this place and given it the all-clear. And even then you ask permission – do you hear me?’
The sergeant nodded, and Korolev pointed him back to the wall and picked up a cloth from the desk that looked relatively clean, relieved to hear that Slivka seemed to have got through to someone in the border guards.
‘It’s near Krasnogorka, Comrade,’ she said, ‘but you’d better make it a general alert. Now here’s his description. Ready?’
Korolev carefully opened the door, touching only the thin sides of the handle that would yield no fingerprints. Then he picked up a rock and placed it against the door to wedge it open so that no one else would contaminate the handle until Firtov and the Greek had done their work.
‘The brick?’ he said, looking around outside.
‘Here it is, Comrade Captain,’ the sergeant said, walking to the corner of the building and pointing down the narrow alley between it and the Party offices. A yellow clay brick lay on its side, illuminated by the light from the Militia station window. Korolev looked from the brick back to the road – anyone passing could have seen the sergeant hide the keys, but not even that would have been necessary, given it was his long-term habit to conceal them this way.
‘I doubt there’s a man, woman or child in this whole village doesn’t know you leave the keys there,’ he said. ‘Did you see anyone on your way up to the house?’
‘No one, Comrade Captain. All the village is at a meeting in the tractor barn. Those that aren’t are over with the film people.’
‘On the way back?’
‘I saw Comrade Lomatkin near the house, and Comrade Mushkina was out for a walk. I saw no one else.’
‘I see. And this brick – you left it flat, correct? And it’s now on its side?’
‘Yes, Comrade Captain.’
‘Right, Sergeant. You stand here beside this damned brick and this damned door and you protect them with your worthless life until the forensics men get here. And I mean with your life. No one is to touch anything except for Comrade Firtov. And if it rains you will cover the brick and the door handle with your body rather than let one drop of water fall on them.’
Which would be difficult, given they were some distance apart, but a point had to be made.
The worst thing was he now had to call Rodinov and inform him of this mess and it wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to. Telling Slivka he needed to go to the investigation room, he got into the car, turned the key, and pounded the driving wheel with frustration when the starter motor wouldn’t turn. The sergeant looked over at him nervously and Korolev pointed at the bonnet.
‘Don’t just stand there, man – crank it.’
The sergeant was soon cranking the starting handle for all his worth and the engine growled into life. Perhaps wisely, Gradov retreated quickly from in front of the vehicle, and placed the starting handle on the back seat as if it were burning him. Korolev leant out of the window.
‘Who was he friendly with? In the village? Someone must have helped him.’
‘No one, really. He kept to himself up at the College. Maybe some of the people who worked up there knew him better.’
‘Find out who. And find out if anyone saw him leaving. I don’t need to tell you where you’re heading if we don’t track this man down, and fast.’
Korolev pushed the gearstick into place and, with the angry scream of an over-revved engine, the car bounded forwards.

Korolev felt utter fury, but he understood himself well enough to know that his anger came from fear and guilt as much as it did from exasperation. After all, if he was the man running this investigation then it was his responsibility to ensure it ran properly – he knew the likely consequences of failure, not only for himself but for others as well, and he should have taken appropriate precautions. He should have realized the village Militia station wasn’t secure – he’d interviewed Andreychuk there, after all, and seen how it was run. And it was no excuse to say he was tired. All right, the old man probably wasn’t involved in the murder itself, but he almost certainly had vital information – if nothing else, then about that trip to Krasnogorka. Damn it.
He pulled the car up outside the stable block where the investigation office was and caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror – he looked like a man about to kill someone. Or be killed, he thought to himself as he opened the car door.
The phone was ringing as he entered the investigation room and he wondered grimly if it might be Rodinov, already calling to blast him for his incompetence. But it wasn’t.
‘Comrade Korolev?’ The operator’s voice.
‘Yes, that’s me.’
‘I have a phone call for you. I’m putting him through now.’ There was a change in the crackling noise from the receiver.
‘Korolev,’ he said warily.
‘Good evening, Comrade Captain, it’s good to hear your voice.’ That deep actor’s intonation with its undercurrent of menace. Count Kolya. The Thief.
‘It’s good to hear yours as well, Citizen,’ Korolev said, wondering how the hell the gangster had managed to get hold of the telephone number.
‘All going well with your investigation?’ Kolya asked.
‘Not too bad, not too bad. Berry by berry, and the basket will be full.’
‘I hear one berry has rolled away.’ Kolya laughed and Korolev felt his hand tighten on the receiver. This was ridiculous. Kolya must have someone in the Militia headquarters feeding him information. Damn the man.
‘I think we know where it’s rolling to,’ Korolev said, trying to keep his voice matter-of-fact.
‘Good for you,’ the Thief said, with the implication that he couldn’t care less. ‘Anyway, you asked a question, about morphine. I looked into it. Go to your journalist, he might have an answer for you.’
Lomatkin? But he’d been in Moscow. How could he have been responsible? Korolev coughed, clearing a throat which felt a little constricted, like his brain.
‘He was some distance from here at the time in question,’ he managed to say. ‘Are you sure?’
‘I’m sure of nothing – all I know is the fellow has a past, and the past involves the substance in question.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said, wondering where it left him.
‘And another thing. The delivery I mentioned. They’ve found another way. It’s happening tomorrow night.’
The guns. The German guns.
‘Are you sure?’
‘Certain,’ Kolya said, his voice laconic.
‘Where?’
‘That we’ve yet to find out. But we will.’
‘You’ll let me know?’
‘It’s our business.’
‘Then why are you telling me?’
Kolya laughed again, a tinny sound on the crackling line.
‘It’s a good point – I’ll let you know when I know. But remember our conversation. There’s a way of handling this and it isn’t your way. Tell Slivka to call her mother.’
‘Her mother?’ Korolev was confused. Then it occurred to him that Slivka’s mother would be the channel through which Kolya would pass on news of the gun-running. He was about to confirm his understanding when Kolya hung up, and the line became a steady hum.
It was probably just as well, as through the window he could see Mushkin approaching across the courtyard, the heels of his brown leather boots battering the cobblestones into submission. The major looked in through the window at him as he approached and it wasn’t a look that promised a long life to its recipient.
‘A pretty mess you’ve made of this, Korolev,’ Mushkin said without further ado as he entered the room.
‘The escape of Citizen Andreychuk isn’t ideal, that much I’ll give you,’ Korolev said, after a pause. ‘But we weren’t holding him on suspicion of murder, you should know that. In fact I wasn’t holding him at all. It was up to you to decide what to do with him. Effectively, he was in your custody.’
‘My custody?’ Mushkin said, an amazed smile cracking his stony face. It wasn’t a pleasant smile – it was a smile children ran from screaming.
‘You as in the local Organs of State Security – I make no personal reference, Comrade Major, but I don’t see how a Moscow detective who arrived yesterday can be held responsible for the way things are done here. That responsibility must lie elsewhere. And particularly given that it took that Moscow detective less than twenty-four hours to uncover an Enemy of the State who’d gone unobserved by these same Organs for nearly ten years. It seems to me the least the local Organs could have done in the circumstances is ensure such a person’s secure captivity when he was, finally, uncovered. He worked with your mother didn’t he? You knew him as well, I believe.’
Korolev felt his toes curling in anticipation of a furious response. But this was, he was pretty sure, the way he had to play it and hope he could rely on Rodinov to back him up. Perhaps Mushkin had also thought through his personal associations with the escapee because he didn’t react with fury. Instead he contemplated Korolev at his leisure.
‘Interesting, Korolev. Very interesting. Unfortunately for you I’ve just spoken to Colonel Rodinov and he’s most upset at your failure to secure the prisoner – what do you make of that?’
Korolev shrugged his shoulders, hoping he appeared indifferent to the implicit threat. He suspected that Mushkin’s comment was a shot across the bows – a reminder that Korolev was a Militiaman, whereas Rodinov and Mushkin were brother Chekists. It didn’t change anything, once you thought about it. Whether Mushkin had spoken to Rodinov or not, Korolev’s fate had been in Rodinov’s hands since that young Chekist had knocked on the apartment door.
‘I’m just about to call Colonel Rodinov myself,’ Korolev said. ‘As you know, I have to report all matters concerning this investigation to him directly. Shall I let him know that you’re taking all steps to apprehend the criminal Andreychuk?’
Mushkin exhaled a thin wisp of smoke that curled up out of his mouth, along the side of his face and then seemed to get trapped for a moment underneath the brim of his cap. ‘Make sure you keep good notes, Korolev,’ he said. ‘When I take this matter over I don’t want to have to repeat every single interview.’
The Chekist tapped the drooping ash from his cigarette onto the floor and left the room, closing the door carefully behind him.
Korolev wished he’d slammed it; the carefulness was unsettling. He sighed, lit one of his own cigarettes and made the call to Moscow.

Colonel Rodinov listened with surprising patience to his account of the escape and then got straight to the point.
‘Mushkin thinks you’re an incompetent fool.’
The words were a little bald, but the colonel’s voice was neutral in tone.
‘He has shared with me his thoughts on my abilities, Comrade Colonel.’
‘But you’re satisfied that this man was not responsible for the murder?’
‘Comrade Colonel, I consider it unlikely that Andreychuk would have killed his own daughter without a good reason, and we’ve been unable to establish any such reason. There are also other elements of the crime that would appear to be beyond him.’
‘Such as?’ the colonel asked, and Korolev told him about the morphine, the cleaning up of forensic evidence and the fact that the caretaker was unlikely to have had the strength to lift the body on his own.
‘But he could have worked with someone else. The man was an enemy, hiding amongst us for many years while wearing the mask of a loyal Soviet citizen. He could have been waiting for an opportunity like this to attack. The girl’s murder is potentially embarrassing to higher levels of the Party, as you well know – particularly now that it turns out her father fought with Petlyura. To a rat like that the murder of his own daughter might well be justified if he believed it would damage the Revolution.’
‘Comrade Colonel, I don’t deny that he fought with Petlyura, and that he concealed his identity to avoid retribution, but my impression of him was of an old man who regretted his earlier mistakes. I accept I may be naive in these matters, but if he had been waiting all these years to sabotage the Revolution, why kill his own daughter, and then disguise it as a suicide? Why not, for example, kill Comrade Savchenko or Comrade Sorokina? Surely the death of such a famous film director or actress would damage the Revolution more.’
There was silence as Rodinov considered the point and Korolev waited. After some moments, the colonel sighed.
‘There might be a good reason, Korolev – the one which caused you to be sent down there in the first place.’ It was true, the girl’s connection with Ezhov could well be behind her murder, but he still had trouble seeing Andreychuk as the killer. And then, of course, there was Mushkina’s information about the typewriters, which placed Andreychuk at the film shoot while either the killer or the victim switched them. He explained this to Rodinov.
‘And there’s another lead I’m following up on, Comrade Colonel,’ Korolev continued, deciding it was time to fill the colonel in on the trip close to the border that Andreychuk and the dead girl had made. ‘It’s possible that they were visiting a church that might be used in the film. I’m waiting for confirmation.’
The colonel didn’t respond immediately, and all Korolev could hear from the receiver was the crackle of a bad line.
‘It may be nothing, of course,’ Korolev said, as much to hear the sound of his own voice as anything.
‘It might be something though, something serious.’ The colonel’s voice sounded as though some part of him was being squeezed uncomfortably. ‘What if he was a spy? There might be an entire conspiracy down there – don’t you read the newspapers, Korolev? The State is besieged on every side – Lenskaya may even have been involved in the damned thing. And where the hell would that leave us?’
The line wasn’t that good so it was difficult to say exactly, but the colonel sounded more than a little shaken. It seemed that Korolev wasn’t the only one coming to conclusions that he wasn’t entirely happy about.
‘There’s also the matter of the traitor Danyluk, Colonel, the Ukrainian who absconded from the delegation to America.’
‘Yes, I remember him.’
‘I’m only a Militia detective at the end of the day,’ Korolev said. ‘This may be beyond me.’
Korolev waited for the colonel’s next words with some trepidation. If he could walk away from the case he’d thank the Lord with all his heart because it would be as great a miracle as any written up in the Bible.
‘No.’ The colonel’s voice was thoughtful now. ‘You’re making progress there, whatever else. It’s not good to lose potential witnesses, but it seems to me that you can’t be held responsible for local Militia officers who aren’t under your direct command. I’ll call this fellow Marchuk in Odessa and make that clear to him, and Mushkin as well. If you can unmask this fellow in less than a day then they should be asking themselves one or two questions rather than trying to blame their failures on you.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Colonel.’ Korolev spoke with a heavy heart. He was stuck with it, then, although at least Mushkin was going to get it in the neck. That was something.
‘Find out what they were doing in Krasnogorka, Korolev. If Andreychuk did kill Lenskaya and you think he might have had help – find out who helped him. And if he didn’t kill her, find out who did.’
Korolev felt his hackles rise – what the hell did Rodinov think he was doing down here? Taking the waters? Sunbathing?
‘I’ll do my best, Comrade Colonel.’ He managed to keep his irritation hidden. ‘But may I ask one thing of you?’
‘What?’
‘In the course of my interview with the journalist Lomatkin he told me that he was also planning a visit to Krasnogorka – to view the Stalin Line for some article he’s writing. Perhaps your men in Moscow could make some enquiries? I’m confident he’s a loyal Party member and so on, but it’s an unusual coincidence.’
‘Lomatkin?’ The colonel’s voice sounded sceptical, but then perhaps he remembered Stalin’s directive to remain vigilant at all times, that even the unlikeliest citizen could turn out to be a traitor. ‘All right, we’ll look into Comrade Lomatkin. Anything else?’
‘Morphine. It’s not so easy to obtain, even in the hospitals sometimes. It may have come from Moscow, or it could have been obtained locally. If State Security can provide any information that connects it to a suspect, it would certainly help. Again, if your men are looking into Comrade Lomatkin, it might be something to bear in mind.’
‘I’ll ask.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Colonel.’
‘Korolev, keep me informed of any progress. And be vigilant for signs of counter-revolutionary activity. I don’t like the smell of this one bit.’
The colonel hung up and Korolev put his own receiver down.
‘Calm yourself,’ he muttered after a moment or two. ‘It’s a mess and you’re in the middle of it, but you need to get your head straight and think it through.’
He opened his notebook – a lot had happened in the last few hours, he needed to write it down and look for the way forward.
First things first. The colonel had ordered him to go to Krasnogorka to find out what the girl and Andreychuk had been up to. He’d go, sure enough, first thing in the morning, but he didn’t know the countryside round there. It would help if Shymko had a location for this church of his, so he made a note to himself to make sure Slivka checked with the production coordinator. Another thought occurred to him – it was a border area. Did that mean it had controlled access? Would they have had to pass through checkpoints that close to the border? There must be a record of their journey somewhere. Andreychuk had said something about having a pass, according to the boy, hadn’t he? If he had, it should give details of the limits of his authorization. Slivka would know who to ask, or Mushkin perhaps – as a last resort.
Then there was Andreychuk’s escape. Somebody had helped him. And if anyone would know who might go out on a limb like that for the fleet-footed caretaker, it would be Mushkina. Another conversation with the major’s mother should be a priority. The sergeant had seen her out and about around the time the cell had been emptied of its occupant, and she’d approached him only an hour or so before about getting Andreychuk out of prison, hadn’t she? It was a ridiculous thought, but what if she’d been the one who’d helped the caretaker out of his cell?



Chapter Seventeen


It had been a long day and Korolev went in search of nourishment, but as he passed the dead girl’s office he found himself opening the door. His stomach could hold out for another five minutes.
The desk, the shelves bent under ranks of books, the papers and typewriters, the panoramic view over the lake and the snow-decked woodland – all were unchanged since the last time he’d stood there. He thought of the girl and wondered if the last thing she’d seen had been that same moon, now a luminous orb hanging low over the lake, and he hoped the morphine had done its work and that her end had been quick.
He started on the top bookshelf – Lenin, Marx, Stalin, Engels. He opened each book and flicked through the pages, just in case something might have been left there. Savchenko’s Theory of Film, a well-thumbed volume, seemed to have been more diligently read than those of Lenin, Marx and the others; then a slew of books in English – beyond his powers of translation except for the words Cinema and Film , which reassured him he was looking at technical manuals. One of the thicker volumes, filled with diagrams and pictures of cameras and other equipment, also contained a brightly coloured postcard with the word ‘Hollywood’ in inch-high red letters on top of which was draped a reclining blonde beauty wearing not very much at all.
‘A crucial piece of evidence?’
The suggestion came from behind him and for a moment he felt the urge to put the postcard back in the book as though he’d never seen it, but he recognized the voice, and the amusement in it, and so he held it up for Les Pins to see better.
‘They have a different climate there,’ the Frenchman said.
‘It gets hot here in the summer,’ Korolev replied, which it did. In three months’ time the sun would be a constant pressure on the landscape, the windows here would be wide open and the room full of the scent of flowers and the buzz of insects. He turned the card over, but there was no message.
‘I take it you’re not searching Lenskaya’s room for souvenirs of Los Angeles, Korolev?’
Korolev put the postcard back where he’d found it and replaced the book on the shelf.
‘Can I help you?’ he said, making an attempt at politeness.
‘I was thinking I might help you. I heard you trying to pronounce the titles of those English books.’
‘Trying to pronounce?’ He thought he’d been doing a pretty good job himself.
‘Anyway,’ Les Pins continued, ‘if I can be of any assistance, it would be my pleasure.’
Korolev considered the man: an irritating smile on his face that the fellow must think made him irresistible, grey eyes that appeared benevolent but were more likely to be concealing some self-serving motivation. Unless he was wrong, he’d a good idea what the fellow was after. Information, damn him. This fellow would publish his own living mother’s obituary while she was still walking around if he thought it would earn him a few more roubles or whatever it was that they paid the Frenchman in.
‘It’s all right, Comrade Les Pins,’ Korolev said. ‘I’m sure you have other things to keep you occupied.’
‘Not really. I’m here to recuperate as much as anything, you see. A fascist put a small hole in my shoulder in Spain, and the comrades there thought I needed a break. Now that I’m here, I’m bored. I’d be happy to help. I’ll put it more strongly,’ he said, smiling that priest’s smile of his again, ‘I’d be grateful.’
Korolev had picked a collection of Stalin’s speeches from the bookshelves and had opened it idly while they were engaged in conversation. Inside it was a piece of paper, folded in four and typed with Latin lettering.
‘What’s that you have there?’ Les Pins asked.
Korolev’s English wasn’t up to an instantaneous translation, but it seemed to be some sort of poem.
‘The twenty-third psalm,’ Les Pins said quietly, reading it over his shoulder, ‘from the King James Bible. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil. For thou art with me.”’
A smart girl – she knew her geography if nothing else. She’d been in that valley all right, even if everywhere nearby was flat. The paper felt crisp enough to have been newly folded – was this what she’d been typing when Mushkina had passed by, before the typewriters had been switched? Was it a message and, if so, who for?
‘Curious,’ the Frenchman said. ‘It’s as though she had a presentiment of death.’
‘You’ll excuse me, Comrade. I thank you for the translation, but I must ask you to leave.’
‘Yes, yes. I’m sorry, Captain. I was only trying to offer my assistance.’
‘It isn’t required, but thank you.’
‘A shame,’ Les Pins said, not moving away, instead gracing him with a look of sympathetic concern. ‘But it must be difficult for you. I can understand why you don’t want a foreign journalist involved in a murder like this.’
There was something loaded in his tone. Enough to make Korolev give the Frenchman his full attention.
‘What do you mean, Comrade? Are you suggesting something?’
‘Suggesting something? Me? Not at all. I hear the caretaker has run away. Did you arrest him for the murder?’
‘No. For something else,’ Korolev replied.
The Frenchman smiled – a confident smile, the smile of a gambler with a card up his sleeve.
‘Just as well, I should think,’ he said, mischief in his eyes, ‘what with her being such a good friend of Comrade Ezhov’s.’
Korolev felt a chill at the back of his neck. ‘The Militia investigates every crime with the same diligence,’ he said eventually, as carefully as a man walking through a minefield, and holding Les Pins’ gaze.
Now the Frenchman laughed before looking away.
‘But seeing as you’re here, Comrade,’ Korolev said, trying to steer the conversation onto a different track, ‘perhaps you could tell me where you were on the night of the murder. And whether you saw anything suspicious.’
‘Suspicious?’ The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders. ‘No. I went down to watch the night shoot. Everyone was there, I think.’
‘Would you be prepared to give us a list of who you saw, and when? What you remember of the evening – even the most trivial details – might provide invaluable assistance.’ Korolev kept his gaze steady on Les Pins, and his voice quiet, but he spoke as forcefully as he dared. And the Frenchman seemed no longer to find the situation quite so amusing.
‘With pleasure, Comrade Captain. I’ll let you have it tonight.’
‘And were you outside this afternoon? At around six o’clock perhaps?’
‘Me? No, I was in my room reading – was that when Andreychuk bolted?’
Korolev said nothing, just looked at the Frenchman unblinkingly until Les Pins glanced away once again, and Korolev saw the fellow’s throat move as he swallowed.
‘Your recollections from the evening in question would be most useful, Comrade Les Pins,’ Korolev said and turned back to the books, waiting until Les Pins left the room before he allowed himself to breathe deeply.

Korolev thought about the significance of the typed psalm as he walked back towards the stable block carrying a small enamel pot by its handle. He’d liked to have eaten his dinner in the dining room, but the reaction when he’d walked in – twenty-five pairs of gawking eyes, several pairs belonging to actors familiar throughout the Soviet Union, and complete silence – well, it had been enough to persuade him to ask the girl serving the food if he could take it back to the investigation room, and the enamel pot, lid and handle included, had been quickly forthcoming.
At least the case was making some progress – they now had an ever-lengthening list of people who were accounted for during the crucial time period. And their questioning was revealing more and more about the dead girl, some of which was perhaps a little worrying, but definitely progress. Of course, this Andreychuk business was a disaster and he prayed the border guards or one of the Militia roadblocks would pick him up, and alive, as it seemed likely that the caretaker would have something to tell him about the murder, and maybe about this conspiracy Kolya had told him of as well – and he was desperate to talk to him. It was frustrating, but he felt the investigation was now in the hands of others. He was waiting for a phone call, either to hear from Kolya where this ‘delivery’ was taking place, or to be told someone had picked up Andreychuk. He saw Slivka coming out of the investigation room and raised a hand in greeting.
‘Any news on our runaway?’ he asked her.
‘Shymko dug out the name of the church they were supposed to have been visiting – you were right. It’s in Angelinivka. Right on the border, quite close to Krasnogorka. The border guards are searching the area as we speak.’
‘Any sign of the truck?’
‘Not yet, although it’s possible Andreychuk could have abandoned it somewhere and be making his way on foot. But the steppe will be no place to hide come the morning.’
‘No,’ Korolev agreed. Apart from the lines of trees that split up the fields there wasn’t much vegetation in this part of the world, and even the trees wouldn’t provide much in the way of cover at this time of year. ‘If we could find out who helped him out of his cell, they might tell us which way he was headed.’
‘Firtov and the Greek think they have some good fingerprints. Whether they can match them to anyone is the question. Anyone other than the uniforms from the station, that is.’
‘We’ll see what comes of it,’ Korolev muttered, conscious that his stew was getting cold. ‘And we’ll take a drive out to this place Angelinivka in the morning and see what we see.’
Korolev remembered he hadn’t told Slivka about his conversation with Kolya, and wondered how to approach it.
‘Your uncle called,’ he said, after a moment or two, having decided there was no way to broach the issue other than directly – particularly not with a hot dinner in his hand that was making his stomach hollow with hunger. Slivka’s eyes seemed to widen slightly, but it was difficult to tell in the darkness. He took a look around, just in case they could be overheard.
‘That thing we spoke of? With the guns?’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘He thinks it will happen tomorrow.’
Slivka spat on the ground. It was difficult to tell what the action signified. He wished he could see her face more clearly. He wasn’t much used to women spitting, if the truth were told, and it left him feeling nonplussed, but he supposed that these days it was her right to behave in just as uncultured a way as her male comrades, just as it was to do the same job.
‘What do we do about it, Chief?’ she said after a long pause.
‘That’s the question, Slivka. We don’t know where or when it will happen yet, or even if it will happen. But you’re to call your mother.’
‘Call my mother?’
‘I don’t think it’s to enquire about her health. I think Kolya will let us know what’s happening through her. Anyway, get yourself some food, let’s send Larisa off to bed and we’ll have a think about it. A collective decision is always better.’

Larisa looked up as he entered the investigation room. The girl’s fingers must be worn to nothing from rattling that machine for most of the day and a lot of the evening. She looked exhausted. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder towards the Orlov House.
‘Larisa, there comes a time when even you must rest. Now’s the time. We’ll see you tomorrow morning. Thank you for all your efforts.’
The girl didn’t argue, just nodded, quickly put the papers she’d been working on in order, and then left, her arms crossed and her head hanging forward.
‘Thank you again, Comrade,’ Korolev said as she passed, touching her shoulder with his hand. Then he shut the door behind her, made his way to the desk, opened the enamel pot and inhaled – it was good, very good. These film people lived well. He picked up the fork they’d given him with one hand and the receiver with the other, and, his mouth already half-occupied with a succulent piece of meat, asked the operator to put him through to Yasimov’s communal apartment in Moscow.
Unsurprisingly it took a while for the operator to call him back. Moscow was a thousand kilometres away and, as a man who’d walked a few kilometres in his time, he knew that was some distance. But eventually he was connected. A child’s voice answered. Korolev checked his watch – it was late for a youngster to be up and about.
‘Dmitry Alexandrovich, please.’
‘Captain Yasimov?’
‘The very same.’
‘I’ll get him.’
There was the sound of revelry in the background and then a glass breaking to the sound of a cheer. Someone picked up the receiver in the kommunalka.
‘Yasimov,’ a voice said, Mitya’s voice.
‘A party going on there, I can hear.’
‘Lyoshka,’ Yasimov said. ‘Khabarov’s son got married. I’m turning a blind eye to the samogon.’
If Korolev could judge from Yasimov’s voice, he wasn’t just turning a blind eye to the moonshine, he was testing it to make sure it was what it purported to be. He’d be lucky if he didn’t end up turning two blind eyes to it, given the quality of some of the stuff that was going around these days.
‘My congratulations to the groom.’
‘I’ll pass them on. Listen, Lyoshka, I was going to call you first thing. I asked around about your girl.’
‘Any luck?’
‘Let me step into my office.’
Korolev had visited Yasimov’s kommunalka – a former merchant’s residence that had been divided, sub-divided, and then divided once again so that there were now seventeen rooms in which bakers, factory workers, teachers, accountants and one Militia detective and his family sweated and froze hip to hip. For privacy Yasimov would take the receiver into the toilet beside the phone, if by some miracle the convenience was free.
‘There we go,’ Yasimov said as the background noise diminished considerably. ‘In here I’m a king as well, you know. Sitting on my throne.’
Korolev laughed at the wordplay on his name, as much for the pleasure of hearing a joke he’d heard a hundred times before as anything else.
‘What have you got for me?’ he asked.
‘You sound dreadful – got a cold or something?’
Korolev felt his shoulders relax and a smile tug at the straight line of his mouth. ‘Mitya, it’s good to hear your voice, I can tell you.’
‘Now, don’t get all emotional on me. Everything all right down there?’
‘Could be better – the local uniforms have just managed to let our main suspect escape. And the likelihood is he’s doing his best to slip across the border as we speak.’
There was a pause, and he could almost hear Yasimov doing the computations. Korolev knew what conclusion his fellow detective would come to – a mishap like this wasn’t good news for Korolev, of course, but it probably wouldn’t be much better for people he knew and worked with. In other words, Yasimov.
‘But you’re on it, right? You’ll catch up with him.’ Yasimov’s voice had an edge to it now.
‘I hope so. I don’t think the fugitive killed the girl, which is something at least, and we’ve a good chance of picking him up before he gets too far. We’ll see. Anyway, what did you find out about her?’
‘Some things, I’m not sure how useful, though. The orphanage people spoke highly of her – proud, they were. I didn’t find out much about her background for you, except for the name of her mother. Elizaveta Andreyevna Lenskaya. From down that way.’
‘Her mother?’
‘Yes, when she died the girl was sent to the orphanage.’
‘I think that’s her aunt – one moment.’ Korolev flicked back through his notebook. Andreychuk’s wife was dead all right, she’d died back in ’thirty-three. What had her name been? Here it was. Anna. Anna Andreyevna Andreychuk. The patronymic was the same – Elizaveta must have been the sister who’d lived in Moscow. The one whose death had resulted in Lenskaya ending up in the orphanage.
‘Yes – her aunt, most probably – but I thought they didn’t have any information on her family.’
‘I’m guessing someone tidied the official file up a bit – it had that feel to it. But when we looked back at the admissions book the details were all there. The older Lenskaya was from some place called Angelinivka down near you – age at at time of death thirty-three, occupation wages clerk. They lived in a communal apartment in Presnaya, but no one remembered them there. I dropped in and had a look around all the same. According to the housing office records, they shared a room with a family of five, so the orphanage was probably a change for the better.’
‘Angelinivka, you say?’
‘That’s what it says in the register.’
‘A place I’m visiting tomorrow, as it happens. Anything else?’
‘Well, I asked around about her out at Mosfilm – a nice enough girl, I was told. Ambitious. By that they meant-’
‘That she was friendly with Belakovsky?’
‘That’s the fellow. No one could think of a reason why she’d be murdered, though. I have the names of some other men she’d been friendly with. One will be familiar to you.’
‘Who’s that?’
‘Babel the writer.’
‘Babel?’
‘A surprise?’
‘Anything firm?’ Korolev asked, ignoring Yasimov’s question for the moment as his mind scrambled to fit the new piece of information together with what he knew already. Why had the writer not told him he was romantically connected with the victim? Unless, of course, he’d a damned good reason not to.
‘Rumours. Want me to see if I can flesh it out a bit?’
‘If you can find out anything useful to do with this damned case I’ll be forever grateful, Mitya – it’s turning out to be a pig. And the more about the girl’s personal life the better.’
‘I’ll see what I can do. One more thing, before you hang up.’
‘Go on.’
‘You asked about Lomatkin.’
‘Yes?’
‘I had a sniff around. Interesting fellow – a man about town, although not so much in recent months. He used to have a bit of a reputation – a few people have mentioned him spending time with undesirable elements and gambling at billiards. By undesirable elements, I mean elements with blue fingers.’ Thieves. In Moscow. Kolya’s people, then. So there might be something in what the Thief had said about Lomatkin. ‘And there’s some suggestion he might have dabbled in cocaine,’ Yasimov continued. ‘Although apparently he’s a reformed character since he began seeing the dead girl. Make of that what you will.’
Cocaine. Was that what Kolya had been getting at in his phone call?
‘Anyone mention morphine?’
‘No. Want me to go back and ask again?’
‘It might be worth it. And see if you can find out more about these undesirable elements, will you, Mitya? And whether any of his acquaintances might be down here on the shoot. I’m interested in the cocaine – the autopsy shows the dead girl was drugged with morphine, that’s why I’m asking.’
‘Got you,’ Yasimov said.
‘Did you visit where she lived?’
‘Yes – a small room in a kommunalka near the Mosfilm studios. Plain, simple, clean. A couple of shelves of books, quite a few of them foreign. A gramophone. Three records. Nothing much else. I sealed it in case you wanted a forensics team to look over it.’
‘Any letters, diaries, that sort of thing?’
‘Nothing, but one of her neighbours told me she did keep a diary.’
‘I haven’t found it if she did, but you can be sure I’ll be searching hard for it now.’
The door opened and Slivka looked in at him enquiringly, a pot of her own held in her hand. He waved her towards the chair in front of him.
‘Mitya, brother, I owe you a favour.’
‘Lyoshka, you owe me a number of favours, and I owe you as many in return. Be careful there and come back to Moscow soon – the Thieves miss you.’
Korolev hung up and filled his mouth with the last of the now cold stew.
‘An interesting conversation, that,’ he said, still chewing, and relayed Yasimov’s information about the dead girl, her possible relationship with Babel and about Lomatkin’s blue-fingered friends.
‘Angelinivka?’ she said. ‘There’s a coincidence.’
‘Yes – another coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidences. Not much, anyway.’
‘What are you thinking, Chief?’
‘Thinking?’ Korolev said, thinking, and therefore a little distracted. ‘Nothing much. But if Lenskaya’s family are from this place, Angelinivka, then maybe that’s why Andreychuk took her there. A family reason. His wife died in ’thirty-three. A tough year, but why wouldn’t he bury her there if he could? It’s not that far away. And when their daughter shows up out of the blue, what would she want to see? Her mother’s grave, perhaps? It’s a guess, but I’ve a feeling about it. She’d have been twelve when they parted ways, old enough to remember her mother well.’
‘So you still don’t see him in the picture for the murderer?’
‘When we catch him we’ll see what we can get out of him – I’ve a feeling he’ll have a story or two to tell us. But for now I want to find out about this trip they took. Seeing as it’s so close to the border, it could fit Kolya’s information as well.’
‘We’ll see what tomorrow brings,’ Slivka said, taking a mouthful of food and Korolev had to wait while she ate. ‘As for this Babel rumour, I’ve been going through the interviews earlier, the ones that the uniforms did. Babel is one of the people we haven’t been able to confirm as being at the night shoot.’
Korolev thought he knew the writer well enough to be pretty certain his friend was no killer. That was inconceivable. He’d a suspicion Babel would happily sit down with a murderer in a bar and drink with him while listening to his story, but that was another thing – a different thing. His curiosity was undeniable, but that didn’t mean he’d ever actually pull the trigger on someone, or garrotte them for that matter.
‘Anyone else we’re missing?’ he asked.
‘All the crew are accounted for, although one or two of the actors aren’t. At least so far – the actress Sorokina, for example.’
Which reminded Korolev about what Babel had said to Sorokina about not giving away all her secrets. Perhaps it had been a warning.
‘What are you thinking, Alexei Dmitriyevich?’
‘I’m thinking you need to talk to Sorokina and I need to talk to Babel.’

The writer looked disgruntled in the candlelight – the electricity was off for some reason, a power cut or some pressing industrial need, perhaps. On top of which the empty classroom was as cold as a prison cell. Korolev had bundled him out of bed and marched him across to the stable block, but Babel at least had had the good sense to put on his trousers, his boots and a heavy overcoat.
‘I think now is as good a time as any to tell me about your relationship with Masha Lenskaya. Don’t you?’
‘What relationship?’ Babel’s irritation at his treatment was clear. There would be none of his usual jocularity this evening.
‘That’s what I want you to tell me. I’ve been informed, by a reliable source, that you were more than a friend to her. More like a lover – or so they’re saying.’
‘That’s ridiculous, who could think such a thing? Me, a middle-aged man, seducing a girl half my age? Do they really think such a thing is possible?’ But the idea that he was still thought capable of seducing young women had apparently improved his mood.
‘How old are you?’ Korolev asked.
‘How old do you think I am?’ Babel lifted his head, interested.
‘Isaac, tell me about the girl,’ Korolev asked with a patience he didn’t feel.
‘Forty-two, as it happens.’
‘So not twice her age, then. She was twenty-six. I don’t know why you think it’s strange – I don’t think Tonya is much older.’
Babel raised an eyebrow at the mention of his wife.
‘I wasn’t sleeping with Masha Lenskaya, Alexei. Yes, I knew her, that’s true – a lot of people knew her, after all. I may have provided fatherly advice from time to time but no more than that.’
‘Fatherly?’
‘Yes. Fatherly. Or perhaps more like the advice an uncle might give. Or possibly an aunt familiar with the world.’
‘Aunt-like?’
‘Something approximating to aunt-like, yes. Really, Korolev, you’re a prude under that dynamite-proof cynicism of yours. We would speak from time to time, she and I. Not so strange. The girl had no living relatives, or so she thought, and she enjoyed having someone like me to talk to. Anyway, I’ve told you all this – that I knew her and what my assessment was of her character. I didn’t think I needed to spell out every single detail. If you don’t believe me, I’m beginning to think our friendship is built on sand.’
Well, Yasimov had only said the girl was ‘friendly’ with Babel. Perhaps on this occasion the rumours had been incorrect. Korolev took out his cigarettes and offered one to Babel – a peace offering.
‘Isaac, I warn you. Now’s the time to tell me the truth about Lenskaya. If there’s anything I should know – spit it out.’
‘When have I ever lied to you, Alexei? I had a relationship with her but it was a pure one.’
‘Aunt-like.’
‘Exactly.’
Korolev decided to give the writer the benefit of the doubt, but he wasn’t finished with him just yet.
‘Isaac. Last night, just before I was going to interview Sorokina, you told her not to go giving away her intimate secrets. What did you mean by that?’
For the briefest of moments Babel looked like a small boy caught with his hand in a jar of sweets.
‘You see, we’ve been doing our best to account for everyone’s whereabouts at the time of the murder, Isaac,’ Korolev continued. ‘You seem to be missing. And so does Comrade Sorokina.’
‘All right, all right. I was with Barikada. An innocent walk in the moonlight, nothing to get het up about.’
Korolev sighed. It was the sigh of a weary man being made even more weary by the antics of others.
‘You should have told us straight away – now it looks bad. Did you spend the entire time with Sorokina? And I mean every moment.’
‘Yes.’
‘Now tell me about this walk.’
‘It was a walk. I wasn’t needed on the set and neither was Sorokina. We slipped off. We’re old friends, you see. We left just after the filming started and were back for the last take – nine-thirty.’
‘I see, and you’re sure she didn’t leave your sight – while I can’t see any reason for you to kill the girl, she’s a different story.’
‘Barikada? A killer?’
‘She was Ezhov’s mistress.’
‘I’m aware of that,’ Babel said, stubbing out the cigarette on the sole of his boot, ‘but she had nothing to do with the girl’s death – I’ll swear to that. I didn’t lie to you, Alexei, I just didn’t tell you everything. I thought it was for the best. Not so much for my sake, as for hers. She’s with Savchenko now, you see, and if her walk with me had come to light it might have complicated matters. Not just for her, but for me as well.’
‘This is a murder investigation, Isaac. It’s not up to you to decide what you should tell me.’
‘I understand that-’ Babel began.
Korolev held up a hand to stop him. ‘Don’t bother. Is there anything you need to tell me about this moonlight walk of yours?’
‘Only that I think you can rule out Andreychuk as the killer.’ Babel put a hand in his pocket and produced what seemed to be a list of names. ‘I looked for you earlier to give you this, but I couldn’t find you. These are the names of the people we have identified in each scene and the times of filming. Andreychuk first appears at eighteen minutes past eight and is in every scene until the end.’
Babel handed him the piece of paper.
‘I see,’ Korolev said, looking over it. ‘But there is still a small window of opportunity.’
‘No, there’s a scene that was filmed just before eight which he isn’t in. It had to be reshot because a soundman dropped his microphone boom in front of the camera. Barikada and I were there for that scene, whatever your witnesses may say.’
Korolev looked through the list of scenes, each with a precise time and a list of names. Andreychuk’s appeared in each one, sure enough.
‘Well?’ Korolev said, not sure why this was as significant as Babel seemed to think.
‘We saw Lenskaya after that. At about ten minutes past eight, I would say. She was sitting at her typewriter in her office and alive.’
‘But why didn’t you tell us this before?’ Korolev said, mystified.
‘It wasn’t until I started doing the timings that I realized. I thought we saw her before Andreychuk locked up the house, but that isn’t possible. The film shoot is a minimum ten minutes’ walk from the house. We must have passed Andreychuk on the way, although we didn’t see him. When we saw her, Andreychuk would have already been down in the village.’
Korolev looked at the timings once again. If the caretaker hadn’t committed the crime, who had? And who’d helped him escape, and why?



Chapter Eighteen


The bedroom window squeaked as Korolev rubbed at it, clearing the mist. The sky outside was a dark, dark blue. Dawn was imminent and it looked promising – it wasn’t raining, and it wasn’t snowing, even if at some stage during the night a thin carpet of white had been spread across the landscape. To his surprise, he found himself optimistic about the day ahead – it was a day that promised to be one of revelations and developments, and in his experience that was the sort of day you wanted to get a head start on. He turned to look at Les Pins, snuggled under what appeared to be an unfair allocation of blankets, and then made his way to the bathroom.

Ten minutes later he was making his way across the courtyard when he saw a familiar figure come out of the corner cottage.
‘Comrade Mushkina,’ Korolev called out. She turned towards him, her eyes squinting as if struggling to identify him.
‘Korolev?’
‘Yes, Korolev. I was wondering if I could have a few moments of your time.’
‘I’m just going for a walk,’ Mushkina replied, indicating the path that led around the side of the house with a flick of her stick.
‘I’m sure it won’t take more than a moment. We could go back inside if you’d like.’
Although, now that he thought of it, her cottage contained the angry Chekist major who was also her son. Why hadn’t he offered to talk to her in the investigation room? It was almost as close.
‘Come in and welcome,’ she said, opening the door to a small hallway and leading the way. Korolev took off his hat and dipped underneath the lintel even though it wasn’t that close to his head. He followed Mushkina through to a large sitting room.
‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ he said.
‘That’s quite all right, Korolev.’
A copy of Furmanov’s Chapayev lay on the table, the faded lettering of the title barely legible on its upturned spine. It looked as though it had been read more than a few times. She’d been a political commissar herself, hadn’t she? Perhaps the book had some resonance for her.
‘What can I do for you?’ she asked, following his eyeline to the book, then examining him in turn as though searching for the answers to some questions of her own. Korolev had to remind himself that he was the one meant to be interrogating her, not the other way round.
‘I’ve heard about the events down at the Militia station, if that’s what you’ve come to tell me about,’ she said, before he had a chance to ask her anything. ‘A great surprise. Andreychuk always gave the impression of being a good worker but it seems we must be careful of even those we feel we know quite well these days.’
Korolev took his notebook from his overcoat pocket, opening it at the first clean page.
‘It’s about Citizen Andreychuk I’ve come.’
‘I guessed as much.’
‘It’s possible he took a journey over towards Krasnogorka last week. With Citizen Lenskaya. Do you know anything about that?’
‘I think he said something about having been asked to drive one of the film people somewhere, but he didn’t mention where to, or who had asked him.’
‘Do you remember the day?’
‘Thursday, perhaps. I’m not sure. He said it wouldn’t affect his other duties, so I agreed and gave it no more thought.’
‘He went to a village called Angelinivka; it’s on the border.’
‘Yes, the Dnester runs past it. Although it’s wide at that point.’
‘Did he have a pass to visit the area?’
‘He would have had, yes. We have connections with kolkhoz s in the border areas, and have students over there at this very moment.’
‘So he could have been over that way quite often recently?’
‘Several times since the new year.’
It occurred to Korolev that if Andreychuk was involved in some kind of terrorist conspiracy, this would be a perfect cover. He considered the point for a moment before changing tack.
‘Did you see anything unusual yesterday – at the time of Andreychuk’s escape? I believe you were walking near the village at around six o’clock.’
‘Yes, with Comrade Les Pins. We didn’t go into the village itself, but we were close enough. If I’d seen anything suspicious you can be assured I would have informed you directly.’
‘I’m sure you would,’ Korolev replied, flicking back through the pages of his notebook to check his memory of his conversation with Les Pins the night before. ‘Did you say you were with Comrade Les Pins?’
‘Yes. He speaks a Russian you don’t hear much these days. I like to listen to him.’
‘I was curious about that,’ Korolev said. ‘Where he acquired such Russian, I mean.’
‘His father was a diplomat in Petersburg for a few years at the end of the last century; he went home with a Russian wife,’ Mushkina said, before correcting herself. ‘In Leningrad, I meant. But Les Pins is still a good comrade, despite his class background. He has some interesting insights into the situation in Spain.’
‘And where did your walk take you?’
‘Around the house and the College mainly.’
‘I wonder if I could have your exact route, Comrade Mushkina. At what time you started walking, at what time you finished, and who you met. If anyone.’
Mushkina looked at him sharply, but her voice, when she responded, was calm.
‘Timing is difficult, Comrade Captain. I don’t wear a watch. But if you say it was at six o’clock then I won’t disagree with you. It could well have been, it was certainly getting dark. I would think we left not long before five-thirty, we took a walk around the lake, and then he accompanied me around the College. We saw a few of the film people and Gradov, the sergeant from the village. But we didn’t speak to anyone. I would imagine we finished here no later than six-thirty.’
‘And you went nowhere near the village?’
‘No.’
‘And you didn’t see Lomatkin, the journalist?’
‘Should we have seen him?’
‘Not necessarily. And if you didn’t see him, you didn’t see him. Now, if you don’t mind, let’s go over it once again – and if you can give me the descriptions of the film people you saw, I’d be grateful. It may be they saw something that you didn’t.’

The shadows cast by the courtyard buildings were long in the watery dawn sun when Korolev left Mushkina’s cottage. As he walked back towards the house he wondered why Les Pins had said he was reading in his room at the time of the escape, when in fact he’d been with Mushkina. And then there was Andreychuk driving around the border area at will – what was he to make of that?
He looked up to find himself face to face with Slivka. She looked surprisingly chirpy for first thing in the morning.
‘You look like you slept well,’ he said.
‘Spectacularly, Chief. Really – a world-class sleep. A sleep the like of which an American millionaire would give his last dollar for.’
‘I’m pleased for you.’
‘We’ve had a bit of luck,’ Slivka said, smiling. ‘Lomatkin’s print showed up in the station. Firtov just called to tell me.’
‘Lomatkin’s?’ Korolev said, thinking hard. ‘Where in the station?’
‘On the bars to the cell.’
‘Interesting. Anywhere else?’
‘Not so far.’
‘Any other unidentified prints?’
‘They’re still going through them. But don’t you see? This means he was there.’
‘You’re right, it’s good news. Did you call your mother, by the way?’
‘I did, she was pleased to hear from me. She thinks it will snow again later on.’
So no word from Kolya yet, then.
‘Well, let’s have a word with the famous journalist, shall we?’
They fell into step and walked towards the house as he told her Mushkina’s news.
‘What do you think?’ he asked as they climbed the stairs to the veranda, in front of the windows Lenskaya had sat behind the night she’d died.
‘Did we ever fingerprint Les Pins, Chief?’
‘I believe so, but check with Firtov,’ Korolev said as they entered the dining room. There was laughter at the far end, but it fizzled out as Korolev’s cold gaze searched for Lomatkin amongst the faces that turned towards the door in curiosity. Shymko was sitting with Belakovsky at the nearest table and Korolev approached them, leaning down to ask quietly for the whereabouts of the journalist.
‘He left about ten minutes ago,’ Shymko said.
‘For the western defences.’ Belakovsky confirmed. ‘Comrade Babel went with him. But he left you a note, didn’t he?’
‘Lomatkin?’
‘No, Babel.’
‘Babel left me a note?’ Korolev said, wondering what the writer was up to. ‘Where is this note?’
It turned out the note was with Larisa in the investigation room and it was short and to the point: Dear Korolev, Lomatkin is visiting Krasnogorka and I’ve decided to go along with him. I hope we’ll be able to meet tomorrow instead. Babel
Korolev was confused. He wasn’t supposed to be meeting Babel. He turned to Slivka, showing her the piece of paper.
‘I think we need to call your friends in the border guards again.’

Slivka drove, her peaked cap turned backwards on her head as if this would in some way improve the car’s aerodynamics, and her shoulders hunched over the wheel as if her pushing it forward would propel the vehicle faster. After yet another two-wheeled corner Korolev decided it was time to rein her in.
‘Listen, Slivka, it won’t do much good if we arrive in a pair of coffins.’
Slivka looked at him in frustration.
‘But what if he escapes?’
‘Lomatkin? We’ve alerted the whole countryside – if the border guards haven’t set up roadblocks on every cart track from here to Kiev I’d be surprised. Don’t worry, we’ll catch up with them soon enough.’
Indeed, they were approaching a checkpoint even as he spoke – a khaki-coloured car was pulled into the side of the road and a truck with brown canvas sides was barring the way ahead. The spot had been chosen well; on both sides of the road there were deep drainage ditches that would soon put a stop to anyone who tried to break through, but the heavy machine gun aiming at them would probably halt most vehicles short of a tank long before that.
Slivka stopped the car and Korolev showed his identification to the officer who approached them, hand on the butt of his holstered revolver.
‘What’s a Moscow detective doing in this part of the world?’ the border guard asked, having examined the Militia card for long enough to have spelt it out letter by letter.
‘I’m assisting Odessa CID with a murder enquiry. I take it you fellows are looking for someone called Andreychuk. Well, so are we. You’re doing it at our request.’
The fellow looked down at the Militia card once again, and then back at Korolev, his face relaxing from warily vigilant to something more quizzical, possibly even amused. He pointed to the identification photograph.
‘Korolev. Alexei Dmitriyevich? Didn’t you used to play football for Presnaya? A few years back – central defender?’
Korolev examined the border guard afresh – he didn’t look that old. Twenty-five maybe? It was strange to have your past brought up in the middle of the steppe by a fresh-faced youngster.
‘A long time ago, perhaps. But even I’ve half-forgotten that.’
‘My father played goalkeeper. Ivanov?’
‘Ivanov?’ Korolev looked at the boy’s face and caught the echo of another one. Nikolai Ivanov. ‘I remember him. Spared our blushes many’s the time. You must be young Alexander. Sandro, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, that’s me.’ The boy’s face creased into a pleased smile.
‘How did you end up here?’
‘I was posted,’ Ivanov replied, looking round at the boundless horizon, flat in every direction except for the occasional line of trees marking the edges of the fields and calming the wind that whistled across them. The proud lift of the chin didn’t quite convince Korolev that Sandro wouldn’t rather be serving somewhere else.
‘If you see my father, tell him I’m well,’ the boy said, handing him back his Militia card.
‘I will. But, tell me, we’re also looking for two men who might have come this way not so long ago – Lomatkin and Babel. We asked that they be detained.’
‘We heard nothing of it,’ Ivanov said, looking concerned. ‘They came through about fifteen minutes ago – heading for Krasnogorka. Not every day we get famous people travelling on these roads.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said, disappointed but not surprised that the alert hadn’t reached him. ‘Do you have a radio?’
‘We do.’
‘Can you call ahead and request that the next checkpoint hold them?’
‘The next checkpoint is in Krasnogorka.’
‘That’ll do. There should be an alert out for them already – but just in case.’
‘You’re looking for this fellow Andreychuk, you said? Are you going to look over his truck?’
‘His truck?’ Korolev asked, confused as to what Ivanov was talking about. His face must have given him away because the boy pointed over his shoulder.
‘You don’t know? We found the truck – in Angelinivka. About an hour ago.’
Korolev turned to Slivka, who was waiting for his decision. Follow the truck or Lomatkin and Babel?
‘How do we get there from here?’ Korolev asked, making his decision. The border guards would hold Babel and Lomatkin for them.
‘Go straight ahead, you’ll see a signpost in a few kilometres.’
‘Thank you. One last thing?’ Korolev asked, extracting one of the photographs of Lenskaya he’d brought with him from the dashboard. ‘Have you seen this woman recently?’
Ivanov looked at the photograph for a few moments, then shook his head.
‘No, and to be honest I’d remember a girl like that if she came through a checkpoint round here.’
Korolev took the picture back from Ivanov. Was that the thing he’d missed? How different she was? Now that she’d been in Moscow for twelve years, and America as well – that here, in the land where she’d been born, she was as exotic as Barikada Sorokina?
‘Good to see you, Alexei Dmitriyevich,’ Ivanov said as Korolev pointed Slivka towards the road ahead.
‘I’ll remember you to your father.’

The signpost for Angelinivka seemed to have been used for target practice, on top of which what was left of the letters had been sanded by the wind to the point where they were barely legible. Slivka slowed down and then halted, looking to Korolev for a final decision. He looked around them. There wasn’t a clump of brush big enough to call a bush for two kilometres in any direction and the few winter-stripped trees that were visible looked like black skeletons praying to heaven for forgiveness. It was a grim enough place. The Lord knew he’d be glad to get away from here and back to Moscow. And the thought of Moscow, a thousand kilometres away, reminded him of Valentina Nikolaevna and the way she’d put her hand on his chest when the NKVD man had knocked on the door. He wondered what it had meant, that small moment of intimacy. It was something he’d avoided considering in the time since, but now, for some reason, the way she’d looked at him and the feel of her hand pressing against him seemed like something to hold on to. He nodded to Slivka, who turned left towards Angelinivka.
The village itself, when they got there, barely deserved the name – two dusty lines of dilapidated buildings that met at a rutted crossroads. There was no sign of the border guard or the truck Andreychuk had stolen. In fact there was no sign of anyone at all. Slivka drove slowly past the long low peasant houses, with wooden walls more grey than brown emerging from mud foundations and straining under snow-topped damp thatch. A dog with legs as thin as whips tottered to its feet in front of them, baring its teeth but unable or unwilling to muster the energy to bark. Korolev had seen more depressing places, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember when.
‘Where are the people?’ Slivka asked.
‘I don’t know, Slivka, but there’s the church – and that’s what Andreychuk and Lenskaya came to see.’
The church stood about a hundred metres past the last house in the village and around it stood the wooden crosses of a graveyard. As they drove towards it, Andreychuk’s truck came into view, along with two cold-looking sentries, who unslung their rifles when they saw them.
‘Militia,’ Korolev said, holding out his identity card for inspection. A tall youth with an acned face looked down at the card, his brows contracting as he read it. His comrade, another one barely out of his teens but half the other’s size, stood to the side, his rifle held at waist height aiming at a spot just behind Korolev’s ear.
‘Point that damned gun somewhere else,’ Korolev said, and the short boy’s eyes came to life. He turned to his comrade, who handed Korolev’s Militia card back to him as though it was red hot.
‘You’re happy with my identification, are you?’ Korolev growled.
‘Absolutely, Comrade Captain,’ he said.
‘Good,’ Korolev said, opening the door, pleased to see he had at least three inches on the two sentries, and a good deal of weight to boot.
‘When did you find it?’
‘An hour back, Comrade Captain.’
‘I thought your people searched the village last night,’ Korolev said to the taller guard.
‘Yes, Comrade Captain. At eight o’clock and at eleven, but it wasn’t here then.’
Korolev walked over to the truck, noticing the thin even layer of snow on top of the bonnet. It had been there for a while.
‘Are you searching the area?’
‘Two sweeps have gone north and south on a three-kilometre width, Comrade Captain. Men every twenty metres.’ The guard pointed across the fields to where some men with rifles could be seen walking in line some distance away. ‘And we’ve been through the village as well, and the church of course.’
Korolev looked up at the dome of the church. Close up it was clear the facade had suffered since the arrival of Soviet Power, and not just the paint either – bullet holes marked the stone walls in a steady line, on top of which the crucifix was gone from the dome and, to judge from the chipping around the stump, it too had been the target of the machine gunner’s attention.
‘Why is the village empty?’
‘They were moved to the kolkhoz farm up the road last week, Comrade Captain. Soviet Success. It’s about four kilometres away.’ Again he pointed, this time along the road that led away from the village and to a new future. ‘They’re knocking this place down. It will be fields by the summer.’
Clearly no one had told the emaciated dog about the move.
‘We should look inside,’ Korolev said.
The church’s interior was even colder than outdoors – the solid, still cold of a meat locker. Predictably it had been desecrated. Who knew who’d done it? Party activists who’d come from the cities to lead the peasants to collectivization by example, and had ended up forcing them to it at gunpoint? Soldiers? Border guards? It didn’t matter now – the damage had been done. They picked their way through the debris gingerly – to judge from the stench the place had been used as a latrine – but there was nothing to indicate the caretaker had been there, or his daughter.
Stepping outside again, Korolev looked at the two sentries, huddled in the lee of the truck, inhaling warmth from cigarettes they protected with both hands. Korolev nodded towards the worn-looking wooden Orthodox crosses in the cemetery – crosses that were from a different time when such a symbol wasn’t considered to be a political statement. After not more than a minute’s searching, they came across the recently tended grave of Anna Andreychuk.
‘His wife?’ Slivka asked.
‘Possibly,’ Korolev said, running a finger along the wooden plank that spelt out her demise. No cross for Andreychuk’s wife under Soviet Power. So was this the reason for the visit Andreychuk had made with his daughter to this place? A final act of remembrance before the village was bulldozed and forgotten? At least Andreychuk’s wife would still be here when the Lord came looking for her on the day of judgement. Nothing else would. Not the house she’d been born in, nor the church where she’d worshipped. Even the marker on her grave would be removed when they turned the cemetery into tillage.
They were just getting back into the car when a soldier came running from the fields.
‘We’ve found him,’ he shouted breathlessly to the sentries, ‘down by the river. Dead.’



Chapter Nineteen


From a distance the body looked like nothing more than a pile of crumpled clothing, the worn boots only a foot away from the wide river’s bank. The only thing that marked Andreychuk out as anything other than rags was the puddle of frozen blood that surrounded him.
‘Has anyone touched the body?’ Korolev asked the captain commanding the detachment.
‘If anyone has, it was before I got here,’ he replied. ‘I was a Militiaman myself for two years, in Omsk.’
Korolev watched the wind turn the white hair on the dead man’s head. Then he looked across the river.
‘You did well,’ he said after a long pause. ‘Can you get a message to Dr Peskov at the School of Anatomy in Odessa? I’d like him to see the body as it was found.’ He studied the sky – it was clear for the moment. Hopefully they wouldn’t have to cover the corpse. ‘We’ll need a forensics team to come out as well; Peskov can pass the message on.’
As the captain left, Korolev turned his attention back to the river bank, approaching a little closer to examine the dead man. Andreychuk’s face – robbed of life – seemed thinner, the beard more dishevelled. His eyes were open and Korolev resisted the temptation to lean down and close them.
‘Only the crayfish becomes more beautiful with death,’ he muttered to himself.
‘What was that?’ Slivka asked.
‘Nothing. Just a stupid saying.’ He didn’t feel comfortable repeating it and fortunately she didn’t press him. The entry wound was in the nape of the neck, and while there was a revolver in Andreychuk’s hand, it seemed unlikely that he would have shot himself in such a way. This looked like murder to Korolev. He leant forward to look more closely at the gun. A Nagant. Could it be a souvenir of Andreychuk’s fighting days? Korolev had carried a Nagant himself when he’d fought for the tsar, and another when he’d fought for the Red Army in the Civil War. They were still standard issue for the Militia and the army, and Korolev was an exception in that he carried a smaller Walther he’d acquired from a Polish officer back in ’twenty-two – but then there were different rules for detectives. Andreychuk’s weapon looked as though it wasn’t long from the factory, but he didn’t like the barrel one bit. It looked shorter than the army version and, as far as he knew, these short-barreled Nagants were only issued to the Militia or State Security. He pointed it out to Slivka.
‘It looks like it could be one of ours,’ she said, peering down at it. ‘Easily checked, though. It will have a serial number and there’ll be a record.’
‘Well, let’s see what we can find out about it.’
It looked as if the dead man had been kneeling when he’d died, and the body had fallen forwards and onto its side. Korolev mimicked holding a pistol behind his head to see if suicide was even remotely possible.
‘Don’t do it, Alexei Dmitriyevich. The case isn’t over yet,’ Slivka said in a dry tone. He almost smiled, putting his hands back in his pockets and looking again at the corpse. Snow covered parts of the body, and more had gathered along the dead man’s side where the wind had pushed it.
‘Time of death, Slivka, that’s what we’re looking for,’ Korolev said as the border guard captain returned. ‘Comrade Captain, when did it stop snowing? He obviously died before then. And there’s snow on the truck as well.’
‘I’m not sure. Before six anyway, it hasn’t snowed since I started on duty. I’ll check with the sentries at the nearest control point.’
‘I’d be grateful.’ Korolev glanced across the field towards the church. There were tracks in the snow here and there.
‘There were no tracks around the truck when we found it,’ the captain said, as if anticipating his thoughts. ‘They were the first thing I looked for.’
Korolev nodded and turned to Slivka.
‘Stay here with the body until Dr Peskov and the forensics boys arrive. Don’t let Firtov and the Greek start till Dr Peskov has had a good look and, likewise, don’t let Peskov take the body away until they’ve done their work. We’ll need a proper autopsy done in Odessa, but ask him for his preliminary impressions.’
‘Of course, Chief.’
‘And show Lenskaya’s photograph around – see if any of these border guards recognize her. Or Andreychuk for that matter. Someone must have seen them when they visited last week.’
Slivka nodded and he put a hand on her arm for a moment by way of thanks.
‘Comrade Captain.’ Korolev turned to address the border guard officer. ‘Have you tracking dogs nearby?’
‘I can have some here within thirty minutes,’ he said, curiosity narrowing his eyes.
‘I’d like to see if they could trace the dead man’s steps from the church. Just to make certain. And to see if he was alone when he arrived, or if he brought his killer with him.’
‘We’ll see what we can do.’
‘Thank you, Comrade.’
Korolev took the keys to the car from Slivka and walked back across the field towards the church, wondering what Lomatkin would have to say about Andreychuk’s escape from the station and his death beside the Dnester with a bullet in the back of his neck.

It didn’t take Korolev long to drive to Krasnogorka, and any concerns he’d had about tracking his quarries down were soon allayed – Lomatkin and Babel’s car was parked beside a border guard checkpoint just before the road entered the town. They looked round as he approached and Korolev was not surprised to detect anger in Lomatkin’s animated reaction. Damned Korolev this, damned Korolev that, he didn’t doubt. They were probably half-frozen by now – come to think of it, he wasn’t that warm himself after walking around graveyards and fields.
‘Captain Korolev, Militia CID.’ He held up his identification card for the border guard sergeant to inspect. ‘You’re detaining those two for me.’
‘We are. That Lomatkin fellow has been threatening all sorts, Comrade Captain.’
‘We’ll see about that. Have you somewhere I can talk to them?’
‘There’s the barracks in town.’
Korolev considered the offer and then decided to interrogate Lomatkin in the car. It would be quicker.
‘I’ll speak to them here,’ he replied. ‘Could you bring Citizen Lomatkin over first? Let me see if I can’t calm him down.’
When summoned, the journalist approached the car with his bottom lip pouting like a stubborn child’s. Korolev produced his notebook and wet the graphite tip of his pencil with his tongue as Lomatkin settled himself into the passenger seat.
‘What the hell is all this about, Korolev? You’re sabotaging vital work – I have to file a piece for Izvestia by this evening and that’s not looking likely now, is it?’
Korolev wrote the time and date at the top of the open page, allowing his pencil to linger over each letter.
‘Well, come on – out with it. Why have you detained us?’
Korolev did his best to look surprised.
‘Why do you think I had you detained? We all have vital work to do, Citizen Lomatkin. And orders to follow.’
‘Are you making fun of me? We’re held here with no explanation and then you just happen to drive past? Of course you’re responsible for this.’
‘You think I can boss border guards around? A simple Militia captain from Moscow giving that lot orders? It doesn’t work that way, Lomatkin. You should know that. I could ask them, certainly – but would they comply? Difficult to say.’
The journalist’s petulant look began to be tempered with unease.
‘Comrade Ezhov could order them, I expect,’ Korolev added, taking a cigarette from his pocket. ‘They report to him, of course. All of them. This particular platoon, I suppose, would have to go through a few layers of command, but eventually they most certainly do report to Comrade Ezhov. Yes, I expect Comrade Ezhov could order them to do just about anything he wanted them to do, and then it would happen as day follows night. And as we both know, he was very fond of Masha Lenskaya.’
Korolev struck a match for his cigarette and the flare splashed Lomatkin’s pale face with yellow light. The journalist had the look of a man concentrating very hard.
‘What do you want, Korolev?’
‘Well, for a start, you might explain why you saw fit to ignore my instructions not to leave the filmset.’
‘You never gave me such instructions. You told me not to leave tomorrow for Sebastopol, but this is a short trip. I’d have been back at the house by now if you – if someone – hadn’t delayed things.’
‘My instructions were clear, Lomatkin. You’re a suspect and you stay where I tell you to until I say otherwise.’
It wasn’t the first time Korolev had found his temper bubbling up since he’d got off the plane from Moscow, but this time he felt it boiling over.
‘I’m a suspect? But I was in Moscow, Korolev. It simply isn’t possible that I could be responsible for her death.’
‘I don’t care if you were on the moon, Lomatkin. You were her lover, you’ve told me you wanted to marry her, you have, let us say, a dubious background and she was sleeping with other men. So maybe you didn’t kill Lenskaya yourself, fair enough – but you could have conspired with someone else to do it, or paid them. I don’t know which, but I don’t want you skipping over the border before I’ve found out.’
‘What do you mean?’ Lomatkin protested. ‘What dubious background? I’m a Party member, Korolev. And you’d do well to remember it.’
‘A Party member, is it? I doubt you bring up your cocaine addiction in any Party meetings, do you? And I’m guessing the bosses at Izvestia don’t know about it either.’
‘Cocaine?’ Lomatkin’s voice rose to a shrill pitch. ‘I’m not addicted to cocaine. Are you mad?’
‘So you just took it from time to time, is that right?’
‘I don’t know what you mean…’ The journalist dragged out each word, but it wasn’t Korolev’s job to be giving Lomatkin time to think.
‘What? You’ve forgotten all those games of billiards with those Thief friends of yours? They’ve slipped your memory as well, have they?’ Korolev was filling in a bit of detail but, to judge from Lomatkin’s shocked expression, he wasn’t too far off the mark.
‘Those are gross exaggerations – as a journalist sometimes I have to-’ But Korolev held up a hand to stop him.
‘Don’t waste your breath, Citizen Lomatkin. For a start, I don’t have time to be writing down your worthless excuses and, second, I’m investigating a murder – no – two murders now. Believe me, if you irritate me by not cooperating fully, I’ll make sure what I know is passed on to people who take an interest in these things.’
‘Two murders?’
‘Your friend, Andreychuk. He’s lying on his front with a bullet in the back of his neck not ten kilometres from here.’
‘Andreychuk’s dead?’
‘You sound surprised.’
‘I…’ began Lomatkin, ‘I heard he’d escaped – but for him to be dead…’
‘You know nothing about his death either, of course.’
‘No, of course not. What are you suggesting?’
‘I’m suggesting I’ll see about that. And I’ll take my time seeing. You’re under arrest.’
Lomatkin’s face paled. ‘For what?’
‘For letting Andreychuk out of his cell, that’s what. And then conspiring with someone to have a bullet placed in his skull.’
Lomatkin fell silent. He looked at Korolev, speechless, and Korolev wondered whether he was in shock at the uncovering of his crime, or just bewildered at the predicament he found himself in.
‘Letting him out of his cell?’ the journalist eventually repeated.
‘That’s what I said.’
‘What makes you think-’ Lomatkin began, and Korolev took his hand and turned it palm upwards. He tapped each fingertip one by one.
‘Little. Fingers. Leave. Little. Prints. And these little fingers left prints all over Andreychuk’s cell door. Now, seeing as I’ve just left Andreychuk’s body not so very far from here with a bullet hole in his head, and seeing as I’m now sitting here with you and the same little fingers that smudged up that cell door, I’m wondering is that just a coincidence or something else? To put it bluntly, I’d like you to do some explaining.’
‘About the fingerprints?’ Lomatkin asked, his eyes now round with terror.
‘Yes, about the damned fingerprints, about the way you decided to drive over here to a place where Andreychuk ended up dead. While we’re at it, we’ll have a little talk about the morphine we found in Lenskaya’s stomach and whether that might have some connection with the cocaine you enjoy so much.’
Lomatkin took a deep breath, as if he were trying to gather his courage, to calm himself.
‘I can explain,’ he said.
Korolev folded his arms and settled himself into the seat.
‘Explain, then.’
Lomatkin took another deep breath.
‘The truth is I went to the station yesterday. I went to visit Andreychuk. I wanted an explanation from him, to understand something about Masha’s death.’
He paused, sighing.
‘Anyway, when I arrived the door to the station was open so I just walked in. There was no one there, Korolev. No Andreychuk, no Militia, nobody. The cell is right there, and it was open as well. I also called upstairs just in case, but the whole place was empty. I looked inside the cell, I must have touched the bars or the wood when I did, but Korolev – he was already gone. And when I got back to the house and I heard he’d escaped, I kept my mouth shut. That was stupid, I see that now, but I swear I had nothing to do with his escape.’
‘What kind of a fool do you take me for?’
‘It’s what happened, Korolev. God help me, it’s what happened. I wanted to ask him about Masha, what he knew, why it had happened. That’s all.’
Korolev considered the journalist’s story and took his time doing it. Lomatkin looked back at him unblinkingly – if he was lying, he wasn’t bad at it. And he must be lying.
‘And what time did this all happen?’
‘About six o’clock.’
‘About? You need to be more specific than that, Lomatkin.’
‘Just before six, then. I’m not sure exactly, I didn’t look at my watch. It could have been a quarter of an hour before. Now that I think of it, I’m sure of it. About a quarter to six, that’s when I arrived.’
Korolev considered the timing, almost allowing himself to entertain the possibility that Lomatkin might be the victim of extraordinary bad luck, but then he remembered he wasn’t there to witness miracles, but to uncover the truth. And the fellow would know the timings just as well if he’d let the caretaker out as if he’d stumbled upon the escape after it had taken place.
‘You say you saw no one, not even in the village?’
‘The village was deserted. I saw one of the Militia near the house, but apart from him, no one.’
That would be Gradov, who’d seen Lomatkin as well.
‘You didn’t see anyone driving past? The truck Andreychuk drove, or Sergeant Gradov in the Militia car, perhaps?’
‘I didn’t walk back along the road. There’s a path through the trees.’
It occurred to Korolev that if he looked at the situation from a different point of view, an interesting question presented itself. How had Lomatkin known the station would be open, or rather that the key would be hidden under a brick around the corner and the uniforms away? Helping Andreychuk to escape would have required some local knowledge which the journalist probably didn’t have and a large dose of luck – or assistance. And then there was also the fact that Lomatkin couldn’t have put the bullet in the back of Andreychuk’s head because he’d been back at the College when the caretaker had died, at least if the snow was anything to go by. But why shouldn’t there have been two of them involved? Clearly someone else had killed the caretaker and perhaps that person had been the one with the local knowledge. And that person had probably also killed Lenskaya.
‘Who are you working with, Lomatkin? And why did you need to free Andreychuk in the first place? That’s what I’d like to find out. Did he know enough to point the finger at you for Lenskaya?’
‘I’d nothing to do with Masha’s death, Korolev, and nothing to do with Andreychuk’s escape. And I know nothing about the murders either – I swear on my mother’s grave, I know nothing about anything.’
Korolev looked at the journalist and wondered whether his mother was even dead. He wound down the window and beckoned the border guards over.
‘Comrades, can you hold this man for me for a little while? He’s under arrest.’
He heard Lomatkin let out a low moan which he ignored, instead leaning across him to open the passenger door as the border guards came round.
‘You’ll be seeing the inside of a cell again before the day is out, Citizen Lomatkin,’ Korolev said, irritation as much as anger adding a gravelly growl to his voice. ‘Only there won’t be anyone coming along to let you out.’
‘But this is a mistake, Korolev,’ Lomatkin said, his eyes black in his white face.
‘I doubt it.’
The border guards stood beside the car, either side of Lomatkin’s door, waiting. The journalist glanced out at them, then back to Korolev, looking like a man who’d been handed a death sentence, and stepped out of the car. As the guards led him away, Korolev lit up a cigarette, thinking that there was something about smoking that kept a man sane in this job of his, then got out and walked over to the other car, where Babel waited.
‘Alexei,’ the writer said as Korolev opened the driver’s door. ‘You got my message? I thought it best to hitch a ride in case he was making a bolt for it. Did I do the right thing?’
Korolev shrugged. ‘You did the right thing. We found his fingerprint on Andreychuk’s cell door, so it looks like he had something to do with his escape. But what made you suspect him?’
‘The morphine. I remembered what you said about the morphine and then I recalled Lomatkin had a past with such things. When he said he was going off towards Krasnogorka I thought I’d better go too.’
Korolev examined the glowing end of his cigarette, trying to work out whether there was enough tobacco left for another go at it. He decided there was and felt the heat on his lips and his fingers as he inhaled.
‘Have you arrested him?’
Korolev looked at Lomatkin, a lonely figure as he walked towards the town between the two border guards, and sighed.
‘Yes.’



Chapter Twenty


A quick call from the local Militia station to Colonel Marchuk in Odessa and a secure cell in the Bebel Street headquarters was set aside for Lomatkin. It wouldn’t be ideal having him locked up so far away from the College, but at least he would be there when Korolev went looking for him. The arrangements made, Korolev called Colonel Rodinov and brought him up to date on Andreychuk’s death and Lomatkin’s arrest.
‘I see,’ Rodinov said finally, when Korolev had finished speaking. There was a long pause and Korolev began to wonder if the strange whirring of machinery coming down the line wasn’t the sound of the Chekist’s brain turning over.
‘I’m concerned by these developments, Korolev,’ the colonel said eventually. ‘It seems to me it would be better if I were nearby. I’ll fly down tomorrow. We need a resolution to this business, Korolev. And soon.’
Korolev felt his stomach plummet to the toes of his boots, where it stayed for the rest of the conversation, stayed while he watched Lomatkin placed in the back of a police van bound for Odessa and stayed there throughout the journey back to Angelinivka. The village was still deserted, the only difference being that the skeletal dog had now passed on to a heavenly hunting ground and his body was being picked over by two quarrelling crows. Korolev pulled the car over just past the church and got out.
Slivka was waiting for him beside the border guard truck – he’d been gone for nearly three hours, but she’d waited for him. She looked up from her notebook as he approached and nodded. The body had gone and he supposed that meant they had a date with Dr Peskov in the School of Anatomy.
‘Any news?’ Korolev said, offering her one of his three remaining cigarettes.
‘A couple of things, Chief,’ Slivka said, cupping her hands around the match he lit for her. ‘Firtov has more fingerprints from the station. They don’t belong to the Militamen, Andreychuk or Lomatkin. Or us, for that matter. They’re working on identifying them. At this stage they think it’s one individual.’
‘They could belong to anyone, of course.’
‘They’ve fingerprinted most of the villagers for the Lenskaya matter and Firtov says the Greek will crack it, if anyone can. He seemed confident. And that’s not all – Firtov said the Greek was making progress on the partial fingerprint, the one on the bracket from which the girl was found hanging.’
‘What does he mean by “progress”?’
‘As of this morning, the Greek had limited the possible matches to six people, and Firtov reckons he’ll have narrowed it down still further by now.’
Korolev felt a stab of irritation.
‘Narrowed? What’s this narrowing in aid of? Why can’t he just tell us who’s on this list of his now? We’re detectives, not judges. If they give us the names we can do some narrowing of our own. What’s the point of keeping quiet about it?’
‘He wants to be sure – there isn’t much of a print, he says, and the Greek takes his time. But the important news is they’re sure the fingerprint doesn’t belong to Andreychuk and it doesn’t belong to Shymko either.’
Korolev hesitated, more curious than ever about this damned fingerprint. Andreychuk and Shymko had been the ones who’d cut the girl down and if the fingerprint wasn’t theirs, who did it belong to? He’d have some names out of the Greek before the day was out – even if the fellow couldn’t speak and didn’t want to tell him.
‘What did Firtov make of Andreychuk?’ he asked, swallowing his frustration along with a lungful of smoke.
‘Same as us – murder. He took the gun back to Odessa, as well as Andreychuk’s truck.’
‘I see. And Peskov?’
‘The same. Gunshot wound to the back of the head. Death instantaneous.’
Slivka pointed at where the snow had been cleared away to reveal a spray of frozen gore.
‘He was pretty confident that Andreychuk was kneeling when he was killed, but he said he’d have a better idea once he’d examined him at the School of Anatomy.’
Korolev grunted, not relishing the thought of another autopsy – if he never had to attend one again he’d die a happy man.
‘Anything else?’
‘The captain had his dogs running round here for a while, but they came up with nothing. But he checked with the nearest roadblock – the snow stopped falling at around two in the morning.’
Korolev considered the new information. ‘Did you get a chance to call your mother?’ he asked eventually.
Slivka looked pointedly around her at the desolate landscape.
‘All right,’ he said, his tone resigned. ‘Let’s go and see what Peskov has to tell us about Andreychuk.’
As they walked across the field towards the car, Korolev was tempted to light up his last cigarette but, after a moment of consideration, he decided to save it for after the autopsy. The thing about morgues, autopsies and the like was that the smell got inside you: inside your nostrils, inside your mouth, in amongst the very fabric of your clothing. That cigarette would go some way to burning away some of that heavy scent of chemicals and death, and remind him he was alive after all.

That was the thing about working outside Moscow, Korolev decided as he stood on the pavement, feeling as though his body had been beaten with an axe handle. After a couple of days of being battered by bad suspensions and rotten roads, you were pretty much finished. He stretched gently, ignoring Slivka’s smirk, deciding the woman must have the constitution of a bear. Here he was, half-dead from the bruising he’d got from all their hithering and thithering and bumping and battering, and there she was, looking as fresh as an early summer rose.
Damn the young, he thought to himself as he nodded to her to lead the way around the side of the university to where the School of Anatomy was situated.
As it happened, Peskov already had Andreychuk’s body naked on the stainless-steel autopsy table and, if Korolev wasn’t wrong, the external examination completed. Peskov, in apron, white gown, surgical cap and gloves, turned his attention away from a tray of medical instruments to greet them, frowning with some concern as he examined Korolev.
‘Ah, Captain Korolev, you look quite pale. Are you in good health?’
‘I was fine until I walked in here,’ Korolev said, the words slipping out before he could catch hold of them.
He smiled an apology and took a step forward to look at the grey body on the table, struck by the pelt of white hair that covered much of Andreychuk’s chest. The dead often looked surprisingly calm and Andreychuk was no exception – his skin smooth now that gravity was pulling it tight.
‘You’ve been quick – getting him prepared, that is,’ Korolev said after a moment, hoping to make amends for his earlier remark.
‘I understood it was a matter of urgency.’ Peskov smiled at him. ‘You look anxious, Comrade Korolev.’
He was anxious – he had a Chekist colonel flying down in less than twenty-four hours; he wanted to get across the city to Bebel Street and find out who was on the Greek’s list of possibilities for the partial fingerprint; and then he had to give Lomatkin a thorough grilling. And if that wasn’t enough, he had Kolya’s gunrunners on his mind. Yet here he was, about to see a human being cut open from head to toe, all so that he could be told that the fellow had been shot in the head.
‘I’ll be straight with you, Doctor,’ Korolev said. ‘The investigation has produced a number of leads which need to be followed up as soon as possible. So, while I know it’s not the way you probably like to do things, I have to ask you – what do you think? Are you going to be able to tell me anything I don’t already know?’
Peskov considered the question, running a finger along the dead man’s arm. Korolev wondered whether he was checking the muscles for rigor mortis or whether it was an inadvertent action – the type of thing a man who works with dead bodies would think perfectly normal – even though it set Korolev’s teeth on edge.
‘At this stage,’ Peskov said, nodding, ‘I can tell you that the bullet wound entered from extremely close range – two to three centimetres away judging from the burn marks.’
He looked up at Korolev, who nodded his agreement.
‘Time of death,’ Peskov said. ‘Last night, late, or very early this morning. It’s a guess, based on a number of factors. You see these marks that look like bruising?’ Peskov pointed to a patch of discoloration on the skin. Korolev had been in enough autopsies to know what he was talking about.
‘Hypostasis?’
‘Very good,’ Peskov said. Then, seeing Slivka’s puzzled expression as she looked up from her note-taking, he explained. ‘The blood follows the natural laws of gravity, Sergeant. What you’re seeing isn’t bruising but the dead man’s blood accumulating in the part of his body which was closest to the ground when we found it. It doesn’t generally manifest itself for at least eight hours. It was present when I examined him by the river, so that tells us he’d been dead for at least that long. On top of that, look at his eyes.’
Peskov placed a gloved finger against an eyeball. It gave under the pressure like the softest of jelly and Korolev felt his stomach twist, but he managed to nod his interest, not trusting himself to speak.
‘If I were to put my finger in Captain Korolev’s eye, there would be elasticity,’ Peskov said, and Korolev thought there might also be an uppercut that would lift the doctor a foot or so into the air.
‘But here we have flaccidity, and that normally occurs only after approximately twelve hours. Sometimes as long as eighteen. On top of which rigor mortis has not quite set in, although the first signs are visible at the back of the neck and lower jaw. It might seem delayed, based on the other indicators, but the dead man is old, is quite muscular and the temperature was below freezing point last night. All of these factors would have impeded the process.’
‘He was last seen at about six in the evening out at the College,’ said Slivka looking up from her notebook. ‘And it seems clear he was shot in Angelinivka from the blood spatters.’
‘What are you asking?’ Peskov said.
‘We’re looking for the time of death. The village was searched last night at about eleven and the truck wasn’t there. The snow on his body indicates he was shot before two a.m. Can you narrow it down any further?’ She looked to Korolev for approval, which he gave with a slow inclination of his head.
‘Not at this stage,’ Peskov answered. ‘And, in any event, it’s difficult to be specific about these things. Every corpse is different – I’ll take the temperature of his organs, of course, but that won’t tell me anything that you don’t already know – my examination would agree with a time of death between eleven p.m. and two in the morning. I think I have one good piece of news, though.’
Peskov leant forward and turned the dead man’s left forearm so that it was more easily visible for Slivka, pointing to a small round hole in the skin. Korolev had noticed the wound earlier and been confused by it.
‘There’s no sign of an exit wound, so if I’m not mistaken we may be able to retrieve the bullet. It might give Firtov something to work with.’
Peskov glanced up for a reaction and whatever look was on Korolev’s face, it seemed to be enough for the doctor to set to work, opening the wound wide with a swift stroke of his scalpel. Korolev forced himself to look as Peskov began digging and twisting into the dead man’s flesh and moments later held up a small metallic nugget that had once been the business end of a bullet.
‘I’ll be able to tell you more about internal trajectory later on, but at a guess there was some deflection within the skull and when the bullet came out it lodged in his arm, luckily enough up against the radius. Take it to Firtov, see what he makes of it.’

The bullet chinked in a glass jar in Korolev’s pocket as he and Slivka walked up the steps that led to Pasteur Street.
‘Well, Chief,’ Slivka asked, looking over at him, ‘what did you make of that?’
Korolev grimaced.
‘It’s a strange one. Someone helps him get out of his cell and then, likely as not, helps him to make it all the way to the Romanian border as well. And having done all that, this same person, or one of their allies, shoots him and leaves him for us to find. And even though he had a gun in his hand, his killer managed to shoot him in the back of the head. He must have had a reason for it being in his hand – some sort of threat, but he was facing the other way. And where did his gun come from?’
‘The barrel on it worries me,’ Slivka said. ‘I’d swear it was a Militia weapon. Or…’ She stopped mid-sentence and Korolev had an idea he knew why. If it was an NKVD weapon, the only Chekist involved in the case and close to hand was Mushkin.
The drive to Bebel Street took less than five minutes, and all the way the questions they both had about the gun were a tangible presence in the car. Asking the questions seemed to risk turning suspicion into a fact, so they kept quiet and, in Korolev’s case, tried to think about more pleasant matters, which yet again turned out to be the memory of Valentina’s hand on his chest.

When they arrived, Firtov seemed to share their unease. He nodded towards the Nagant, sitting on a wooden desk in front of him. Firtov was wearing a dirty apron to protect his clothes and white fingerprinting dust covered the gun from end to end.
‘I traced the serial number,’ he said, a dour expression making his cavalryman’s moustache seem less ebullient than usual.
‘Well?’ Korolev said, bracing himself.
‘It was issued to Sergeant Gradov in October 1935.’
‘Gradov?’ Korolev felt a flood of relief. ‘That fool not only left a prisoner unguarded, but provided him with a gun as well?’
‘Perhaps,’ Firtov said cautiously. ‘He was disciplined for its loss last year – in June. It was stolen from the station, or so he claimed, but the investigation at the time led nowhere. He was lucky to keep his stripes and if Major Mushkin hadn’t interceded on his behalf he’d certainly have lost them. Or worse.’
‘Mushkin?’
‘I spoke to the man who led the investigation – he wanted to throw the book at Gradov, but Mushkin went right to the top and Gradov got away with it. For losing his weapon, no less.’
‘So it’s possible Andreychuk could have been the one who stole it?’ Slivka interjected, perhaps a fraction too forcefully.
‘He must have got hold of it somehow,’ Firtov said.
It would be helpful, Korolev thought, if they could find another stage in the Nagant’s journey from Gradov’s possession to Andreychuk’s cold hand – but that Andreychuk had taken the gun was the most logical explanation. In fact, he was almost grateful to Sergeant Gradov; at least the gun didn’t come cursed with a State Security background – apart from, of course, Mushkin’s intervention on the sergeant’s behalf.
‘How about fingerprints?’ he asked, after a brief pause to offer a prayer to the Virgin for that small mercy.
‘On the gun? Yes, and they belong to the dead man. That’s what the Greek thinks anyway, but he’s checking them once more. Speaking of fingerprints, we have a shortlist for that partial on the wall bracket.’
‘So I heard,’ Korolev said, doing his best to keep his anticipation under some kind of control.
‘Three names. Antonova, she’s a cook in the canteen; one of the cameramen, Belinsky; and a more interesting one – that Frenchman, Les Pins.’
‘Antonova was in the crowd scenes that evening,’ Slivka said. ‘And Belinsky was filming them. It’s possible Belinsky helped take the girl down, but I don’t remember anything about that from the interview notes.’
‘And Monsieur Les Pins?’ Korolev said, knowing the answer. They’d never properly questioned him and now his fingerprint had shown up on the bracket from which the dead woman was hung. ‘He told us he was down at the night shoot, but it’s never been confirmed, has it?’
‘No,’ Slivka agreed. ‘Of course, up until now it’s been hands off for the Frenchman.’
‘It was. It may not be any more. On top of this, there are some inconsistencies as to his whereabouts at the time of Andreychuk’s escape. He said he was in his room, but Comrade Mushkina says he was with her, walking near the village. I think we need to have a chat with the fellow, don’t you, Sergeant?’
‘I’ll call the Militia station. See if we can locate him. Do you want me to drive out there?’
‘No, I’ve a feeling we should stay in Odessa today,’ Korolev said, thinking about gunrunners and Slivka’s mother. ‘Ask them to bring him into Odessa, if it’s convenient for our honoured French guest. If it isn’t, well, we’ll deal with that eventuality when it comes to pass. And order Gradov to report here directly – he seems a careless sort of a fellow with regard to poor Andreychuk, doesn’t he? Leaving his key for him to escape and losing his gun for him to shoot himself with.’
‘I’ll see to it, Chief.’
‘And call your mother, Slivka.’
She nodded her agreement, giving Firtov a put-upon shrug of her shoulders. The forensics man turned towards Korolev with a look of puzzled respect.
‘You’ve tamed that one,’ he said as the door slammed shut behind Slivka. ‘If anyone had asked her to call her mother a week ago, they’d have been walking bow-legged till September.’
‘I believe in encouraging youngsters to have respect for their elders.’ Korolev spoke with a grave expression. ‘You’ll call me if you come up with anything else?’
‘Count on it,’ the cavalryman said.
Korolev turned to leave, but then he stopped, hearing the chink of the bullet in his pocket. He pulled out the glass container and showed it to Firtov.
‘I almost forgot,’ he said. ‘It’s the slug that made the hole in Andreychuk’s head. The doctor pulled it out of the dead man’s arm.’
Firtov took the jar from Korolev, examined it for a moment, his face impassive, then placed it on his desk. The dented bullet seemed to have a dark presence, despite the glare of the electric light. He pulled across a set of weighing scales and decanted the bullet into one of the brass baskets, before adding and subtracting various tiny weights.
‘Not from a Nagant. Most likely a nine-millimetre. We’ll have a look at it, anyway, me and the Greek, and see what we make of it under a microscope.’
‘I’d be grateful. Tell Slivka I’ve gone down to check in on our journalist friend – maybe a little time in a cold cell has warmed up his memory.’



Chapter Twenty-One


Lomatkin was sitting in his shirtsleeves, beltless and bootless, his open collar revealing the top of a grey vest. Korolev felt a pang of sympathy for the bewildered-looking man – after all, he himself had sat in a not dissimilar cell not too many months past, an experience he wouldn’t wish to have again.
Korolev sat down, and they looked at each other for a long moment, hands tucked into their armpits, each a mirror image of the other.
‘This isn’t so bad, is it?’ Korolev said, glancing around him. ‘A cell to yourself? Clean, more or less, and a bench to sleep on? You’re lucky if you ask me. You should see the cage I’ve just passed. Some real types in there I can tell you – they’d have fun with a cultured man like you.’
‘I saw the cage,’ Lomatkin said, his voice measured. ‘Is that how it works? If I don’t tell you whatever it is you want to hear you put me in there with them?’
‘No,’ Korolev said, pretending to consider it. ‘I always think information gained in such a way is unreliable.’
‘You’re a paragon of virtue,’ the journalist replied.
Korolev laughed and took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket.
‘These all right for you? They didn’t have a wide selection at the kiosk. Mind you, they could have had old boots and I’d have bought them. I’d smoked my last one after Andreychuk’s autopsy and this case needs tobacco. As well as a few answers from you, of course.’
Lomatkin took one, running its length underneath his nose as though it were the finest cigar. Korolev offered him the packet again.
‘Take a few, for later.’
‘Later?’ Lomatkin asked.
‘Well,’ Korolev said, shrugging his shoulders, ‘you must see how things stand. You won’t be buying cigarettes for yourself for a while.’
‘I’d nothing to do with Andreychuk’s escape, or his death. I’ve told you that already. I shouldn’t be here. Now or later.’
‘The evidence doesn’t back you up, Citizen, and that’s the truth of it. In fact the evidence points to you having let the fellow loose and then conspiring with a person or persons to plant a bullet in his skull. But let’s leave that aside for the moment. Let’s talk about something else. Let’s talk about crimes against the State. Let’s talk about espionage.’
Now Lomatkin’s eyes were like a pair of car headlights – as if someone had seized him by the nether parts and treated them unkindly. Korolev forced himself to be patient, allow the fellow to sweat. He deliberately settled back onto his chair, moving from side to side to extract every possible fraction of comfort from its hard frame, uncrossed his arms and slipped his hands into the pockets of his overcoat.
‘Yes,’ he continued, when he’d finished. ‘I know all about it. Forget Andreychuk is my advice, you have bigger problems. What’s the local equivalent of the Butyrka in these parts? I hope the cells are as nice as this.’
‘You know…’ Lomatkin began eventually, before his voice tailed off. Maintaining an impassive expression, Korolev considered what he knew and what he was guessing. Putting facts together and producing possibilities from them was what being a detective was all about, of course, but in this case he didn’t have many facts to back his supposition up – all he had was Kolya’s suggestion that Lenskaya had been bringing valuable secret information to the Ukraine that was being traded for guns. The girl had been killed, so it seemed likely to Korolev that she’d been killed because of her espionage activities, although he wasn’t certain of that by any means. But if her death had been to do with spying, it seemed probable she’d died because she’d been a threat to the traitors in some way. And Lomatkin’s relationship with her, his arrival the day after her death, his assistance in Andreychuk’s escape, his visit to Krasnogorka – whether or not with the intention of escaping across the border – all pointed to him being involved. And, with him being a defence journalist for Izvestia, why shouldn’t he be the source of this mysterious secret information? The Germans wouldn’t hand out guns for statistics about road-building in Kazakhstan – no, they’d want military information, and Lomatkin could have been the man to provide it.
‘I don’t know everything,’ Korolev continued, ‘but I know enough. It occurs to me that you could avoid the worst of what’s in store for you if you’re frank with me – the guns are what I’m after at this stage. If you help me prevent them falling into the traitors’ hands, then I’ll help you, you’ve my word on it. You made a mistake, your record will stand you in good stead if you’re open and straightforward with me. And if you aren’t – well – there are others who will ask the same questions in a different way.’
‘Guns, Korolev? Guns? I don’t understand a word of what you’re saying. And I don’t know what this espionage talk is about either.’
Imagine if they’d managed to find the dead girl’s diary that Yasimov had mentioned, Korolev thought to himself. Imagine if it had made life easy for them by explaining exactly what was going on here. The journalist had certainly reacted to the suggestion of espionage – he was sure of that. But the mention of guns seemed to have given the fellow confidence again. Perhaps he didn’t know about the guns.
Korolev decided to take a risk.
‘We found her diary, Lomatkin.’
‘Her diary?’
‘Her diary. You knew she kept one, surely? So we know she was bringing information down from Moscow – and your role in it. What you might not know is that your information was being passed on for guns, German guns. That’s what she was killed for. We know about your role. It’s the others we’re after now. Tell me everything, Lomatkin, and you might get out of this in one piece. Did they have something on you? Was it the drugs, or something else?’
Korolev hoped his face didn’t betray his own fear. If he’d got this wrong, if Lomatkin turned out to have nothing to do with anything, then Korolev had revealed Kolya’s information and the journalist might blather about it to Mushkin or someone similar and Korolev was pretty confident that the Chekists would be interviewing this fellow sooner or later. Korolev scanned Lomatkin’s face for reassurance, a small sign of guilt, but it was as if the journalist’s expression was frozen solid – only his eyes seemed alive, staring at Korolev with unnatural intensity, and he had a sudden temptation to lean across and twist the man’s nose. What a strange impulse, he thought to himself, holding Lomatkin’s gaze and doing his level best not to blink. And it was an impulse that was still there, making his fingers twist in his pocket, when they rubbed against a piece of paper, which suddenly seemed a most useful thing to produce.
‘We also found this, Lomatkin. Lenskaya typed it just before she died.’ And Korolev handed him the typed page he’d found the night before in the book of Stalin’s speeches.
Lomatkin looked at the piece of paper for a long time, his mouth moving slowly as he read it. Perhaps his English wasn’t that good – but Korolev was confident the journalist understood it all right.
‘She wasn’t religious, you know,’ Lomatkin said.
‘It doesn’t matter to me if she was or she wasn’t.’
‘But this psalm meant something to her – I suppose it means something to all of us these days.’
Korolev waited as a frown darkened the journalist’s face. It was as though Lomatkin was asking himself a difficult question – and after a time, it seemed he’d found an answer to it.
‘What did she write about me in the diary?’ he asked. The journalist spoke quietly and Korolev had the feeling that Lomatkin was bracing himself for a dead lover’s recriminations. But it occurred to Korolev that if he were in the journalist’s shoes he’d like to hear he’d been forgiven, if there was anything to be forgiven for.
‘She cared about you, Lomatkin,’ Korolev said, a sombre tone deepening his voice. ‘She loved you, it seems. She didn’t hold you responsible for the mess she found herself in.’
Lomatkin smiled sadly, turning his eyes up to meet Korolev’s. ‘You never found a diary, did you?’
Korolev started to speak, but before he could think of anything to say Lomatkin shook his head to stop him.
‘Don’t bother, Korolev, it doesn’t matter. I’ll be open with you. I knew it would end up like this. But I’d nothing to do with her death and nothing to do with Andreychuk’s escape, I promise you that much.’
‘I’m listening,’ Korolev said, hope stirring.
‘You know about my indiscretions – my dubious past as you called it. Perhaps that’s what first made them think they could blackmail me. After all, these days an anonymous denunciation based on lies can result in a ten stretch. And they had more than lies, Korolev. But they were clever, they dug a little and must have found out about Masha’s past along the way. I might have risked the consequences of what they knew about me – it was mostly gossip and I have friends who could have helped me – but Masha’s father having been a Petlyurist officer and her living under a false identity, well, those things alone would have resulted in her death. I know enough about Ezhov to know that much. It would have been done quietly, but he couldn’t have allowed her to live.’
It was true, Korolev thought: to be discovered having a dalliance with the daughter of a counter-revolutionary would have been a political disaster for the Central Committee member responsible for State Security, no matter what Comrade Stalin said about the sins of the parents not being visited on their children. No, someone with a class background like Lenskaya’s, particularly someone who’d obscured it so effectively, would be an Enemy of the Revolution in the eyes of the Party, and a traitor to the State.
‘To start with they didn’t seem to want much from me,’ Lomatkin continued. ‘Nothing more than what they could have read in Izvestia two days later anyway. They just wanted to know the stories I was working on – the launch of a new submarine, the range of a fighter bomber. Really, it was the kind of thing I’d have told anyone over a glass or two of beer.’
‘They were leading you on.’
‘Of course. I closed my eyes to the risks at first. I knew the man who approached me. A Ukrainian, like me. Living in Moscow, like me. A Party member, like me. When he started talking about a separate Ukrainian state with support from European powers I realized the mess I was in, but by then they’d enough on me to have me shot four times over, and in my own handwriting no less. Then they squeezed me, and they squeezed me till there was nothing left.’
‘So what was the information you provided after that?’
‘More confidential, much more confidential. Detailed plans for a new tank, inch-accurate maps of the western defences, locations of armaments factories, our preparations against chemical warfare. In my position I had access to such information on a regular basis, and when I did I passed it on. I was afraid of ending up in a place like this, and of Masha ending up here as well, but now that I’m here, and Masha’s dead, well, there’s nothing to be afraid of, is there?’
Korolev wasn’t sure about that, but he let it go.
‘How did they find out about her, do you think?’
‘It must have been when she came down here scouting for the film location. I suppose she was curious to see where she came from and it was she who suggested to Savchenko that they shoot down here. That her father turned out to be the caretaker at the College was a complete coincidence, I think. They kept it a secret between them, I’m sure of that – I didn’t even know about it. But someone must have known.’
‘Who?’
‘I’ve no idea. It must have been someone who knew her father well. Perhaps someone who knew her mother too. That would be my guess. Masha’d kept her mother’s maiden name – someone must have been able to put the names together, do the research, find the evidence.’
‘What evidence?’
‘They had a baptism record. I showed her a copy.’
‘She knew about the blackmail?’
‘I told her it was just for money and that I’d dealt with it. I never put Andreychuk and the baptism certificate together, though. He’d changed his name, of course.’
‘Of course,’ Korolev agreed. ‘Why do you think they killed her?’
‘It was my fault,’ Lomatkin said. ‘I kept her out of it as much as I could, but when Masha started coming down here so often, their man in Moscow, the Ukrainian, wanted me to slip the documents into her belongings. Sometimes microfilm was hidden in the binding of a book and when she arrived here the book would be swapped for a duplicate, and the film retrieved. It was their idea, not mine. But I should have resisted because, you see, she must have found it this time. That’s why I had to come down so suddenly. They’d put something in the binding of a report she was working on, but when they went to find it, it was gone.’
Belakovsky’s report on his plans for a Soviet Hollywood. Korolev whistled. This wasn’t something a Moscow flatfoot should be involved in. This was something for Rodinov when he arrived. No matter what the risk. He’d have to tell the colonel everything now and the sooner the better.
Lomatkin went on. ‘They must have thought she was going to expose them. Whoever it was, I don’t think Andreychuk had any part in it – but if he was a Petlyurist during the Civil War… well, who knows?’
‘I don’t think Andreychuk was responsible – I’m not sure who was, though,’ Korolev said. ‘This report – it was for Belakovsky? Some idea he has for a film town – Kinograd, I think.’
‘Yes, I believe so.’
‘It was missing when he went to look for it,’ Korolev told him, wondering what its absence might mean. ‘Tell me, we found a fingerprint that puts your friend Les Pins at the spot where Lenskaya was found hanging. What do you make of that?’
‘Les Pins? He can’t have been involved in this, can he? What would a Frenchman have to do with this?’
It occurred to Korolev that, all things considered, Lomatkin was remarkably calm – especially given that his life expectancy had radically shortened in the last couple of minutes. But that was sometimes the way it went with criminals who’d been living with guilt for a long period of time – when they were finally uncovered it was almost a relief. He extracted his cigarette packet and offered the journalist one.
‘I’m guessing it’s to do with these guns,’ Korolev said as he lit up.
‘I know nothing about guns,’ Lomatkin said, and Korolev noticed how his face had grown a little paler. It could be the effects of the cigarette but more likely it was the mention of that terrible word, plural. Guns would mean the NKVD wouldn’t go easy on him when he fell into their clutches, and into their clutches the journalist was inevitably going to fall.
‘The information you were passing on through Lenskaya has been exchanged for a shipload of Mausers, or so I’ve been told.’
‘Mausers? Do you know how many?’
‘I don’t. But if there are guns coming from abroad to counterrevolutionary terrorists then things aren’t good. And it occurs to me that the only foreigner we have in the locality is a certain Monsieur from France – if that’s where he really is from. What do you know about him?’
‘Les Pins? A journalist – a friend of the Socialist movement. His articles on Spain were published all over the world – in Pravda as well. I’m sure he must be a Party member. Wasn’t he wounded in the fighting for Madrid? I know he met Savchenko in America back in ’thirty-four, and that’s why he’s visiting here before going on to Moscow. He’s giving speeches in support of the Spanish comrades – I believe he’s to meet Comrade Stalin himself. I can’t see him being mixed up with German guns.’
‘But you say he was in America? Did Lenskaya know him from there? Wasn’t there a traitor involved in that delegation to America?’
‘There was – Danyluk. He wasn’t someone she had much to do with, thankfully, but I don’t know if he knew Les Pins. All I know is that Masha didn’t come across Les Pins on the delegation, or if she did, she never told me.’
This was a new angle, and one whose ramifications Korolev could only begin to consider. If Les Pins was yet another who’d been in America, why had no one mentioned it before? And who else had been there? Danyluk, the traitor – of course. The dead girl – yes. Savchenko and Belakovsky – indeed; although neither could have had anything to do directly with the girl’s death.
‘Was there anyone else in America at the time? Anyone who might have had contact with Les Pins or this fellow Danyluk? Anyone involved in the film’s production, perhaps.’
Lomatkin shook his head, looking utterly exhausted now. ‘I wasn’t there. I wouldn’t be the person to ask. And I know nothing about the guns, Korolev, or I’d have spoken up before – the man I had contact with in Moscow is called Topolski. Babel knows him, he’s a member of the Writer’s Union and easy enough to track down. Give him my regards when you do.’
‘I will,’ Korolev said, and was about to go on when he was distracted by the sound of footsteps approaching quickly along the corridor outside. Generally, in the cells, things moved slowly – there was no rush, the prisoners and their guards had all day long to do whatever they had to do – but here were people moving with intent and urgency, and coming towards their cell.
‘In here,’ a voice said, then a key turned in the lock.
‘Chief,’ Slivka said when the guard had opened the door, her face almost as pale as Lomatkin’s. ‘I got through to my mother.’



Chapter Twenty-Two


Korolev’s mind felt assaulted by suggestions, identities, locations, timings, possibilities and a hundred other scraps and facts – and this great swirl of information was twisting and turning and colliding and fragmenting as it rattled round the inside of his skull so that he couldn’t even begin to put it into any semblance of order. Instead he found himself concentrating, with a certain amount of self-pity, on the small ache in his forehead that all this thinking was making appreciably worse. What this case needed was someone with a bit more brain power and that was the truth.
‘They’re both missing?’ he managed to ask, speaking quietly in case they could be overheard. ‘Both of them?’
‘I’m not sure missing is the correct word to use, Chief. But they can’t be found, that’s true enough.’
Korolev looked at Slivka quickly to see if she was making fun of him.
‘But Gradov is a Militiaman – a sergeant no less.’ Korolev could hear the plaintive note in his voice, and so he allowed himself a brief pause to pull himself together before proceeding in a more appropriate growling whisper. ‘He’s in charge of the damned station, the dog – he can’t just go wandering off whenever he wants to.’
Slivka began to look uncomfortable so Korolev, with some difficulty, stopped himself once again, and then continued in what he hoped was a more measured tone.
‘He left no message? Perhaps he was feeling unwell – a visit to the doctor?’
‘Sharapov says the last he saw of him, he said he was going up to the house, got into the car and hasn’t been seen since. Larisa has a good view over the courtyard from that office of hers and says she’s certain he never arrived.’
‘I see. And Les Pins?’
‘Apparently went for a walk after lunch and hasn’t been seen since either.’
‘A coincidence?’
‘There’s more.’
‘Tell me.’
‘I told Sharapov about the morphine in Lenskaya’s stomach. When he was looking for Les Pins, he went up to his bedroom and took a quick look through his belongings. He found a packet of morphine tablets.’
‘Morphine tablets?’
‘Do you think-’ Slivka began.
‘He had a bandaged shoulder – it’s possible there was still some pain. But yes, perhaps that’s where the morphine in her stomach came from.’
‘But if he had a shoulder injury, how could his print have ended up on the bracket?’
‘He would have had help, that much is certain,’ Korolev said and then a thought occurred to him. ‘Did we ever ask where the uniforms were at the time of her murder?’
Slivka’s face was enough of an answer.
‘Why would we have?’ Korolev said. ‘It’s not your fault, Slivka. It’s mine if it’s anyone’s.’
‘Gradov,’ Slivka said bitterly.
‘It could well be.’
‘We have to put out an alert. Another one.’
Korolev considered the suggestion and what it would mean – more roadblocks, more reasons, more explanations. It didn’t take him long to shake his head. This investigation was meant to be a quiet one, and he’d already had the entire region alerted twice. If he did it again, and for a foreigner, that really would make a stink.
‘Not for Les Pins,’ Korolev said, thinking aloud. ‘No, I’ll need to get instructions from Moscow to do anything about him. But seeing as Sergeant Gradov is in the habit of losing guns and prisoners, I think we can ask your boss to put a quiet word out on him, don’t you?’
‘I’ll ask.’
‘Do that,’ Korolev said. ‘How long will it take us to get to Moldovanka and this bar?’
‘We’re driving?’
‘I think it would be a good idea to have a car – in case we have to move quickly.’
‘It might be. But I have to tell you, there’s a good chance it won’t all be there when we’ve finished.’
‘I trust your family to look after it.’
Slivka laughed at that. ‘More fool you then, Chief. I’d only trust them to make off with anything saleable. Particularly if they know it’s a Militia car – it would be a point of honour with them.’
‘How long to walk?’
‘Twenty minutes.’
Korolev looked at his watch – it was five o’clock. According to Slivka’s mother, they were to meet Kolya and his men inside the Moldovanka bar at seven. In the meantime it was essential he called Rodinov for instructions about this damned Frenchman, and tell him exactly what was going on.
Another thought occurred to him. ‘What about Antonova and Belinsky?’ Did you double-check whether they were in the room when the body was discovered?’
‘Antonova is accounted for. She went back to the village with two other women after the night shoot. Likewise Belinsky, who was still packing up camera equipment when the girl was found.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said, his head hurting even more now. He wished the investigation would slow down for a few hours, to allow him to bring some sense to it, but the meeting with Kolya was close at hand and between now and then every minute would be precious. The more he thought about the Moldovanka meeting, the more he was convinced that if things came to a tussle with armed terrorists it would be good to have a fast car close to hand. On top of which, he didn’t like the idea of doing this without his back being covered.
‘Is there someone we could trust to keep a car nearby, someone quiet? What about Firtov? Or the Greek?’
‘I could ask them.’
‘Do it, Nadezhda Andreyevna, and find me somewhere private to call Moscow. There are matters we need direction on, and from the highest level.’

It was strange the silence that came when Korolev asked the operator, a police operator no less, to give him a line to Moscow, the Lubianka, Colonel Rodinov. It lasted a few long seconds and when the operator finally spoke it sounded more like a thirsty man’s croak than speech, but it was refreshing how quickly you could sometimes be connected when the recipient had such an impressive address.
‘Rodinov,’ came the voice down the line, the colonel pronouncing his name as though he were chewing a piece of raw meat. And Korolev told him everything.
‘Les Pins, Lomatkin, Danyluk, this rat Topolski in Moscow, the girl’s father and this damned Militaman. It’s a conspiracy, Korolev – the Devil alone knows where it might end. We’ve got to intercept those guns, do you hear me? I’ll call our people in Odessa – they’ll have that place surrounded in ten minutes’ time and then we’ll have the lot of them, and we’ll see what holes the rats crawled out of, and what holes we can find to put them in when we’ve finished with them.’
‘Colonel, as I understand it, Moldovanka is a tight neighbourhood, inward looking, the kind of place where strangers are viewed with suspicion. And if I know Kolya and his cohorts, they’ll be on the lookout – if not for Chekists, then for the terrorists. If you send the wrong type of people in the wrong numbers, well – it might be counter-productive. We don’t know where the guns are yet, after all.’
There was a pause at the other end of the line, and Korolev shook his head in self-admonition. What kind of idiot was he? Offering advice to a Chekist colonel on how to do his job? He ought to be locked up in a place where he couldn’t harm himself or others. How he’d managed to survive this long in a hard world was a mystery to him.
‘Now’s not the time for explanations, Korolev.’ The colonel seemed calmer now and his voice was an interesting mixture of curiosity and menace. ‘But you’ll be telling me before tomorrow is out, face to face, why the Thieves think you’re a man to be trusted. And I can’t wait to hear your explanation.’
If I survive that long, thought Korolev, I might even give you one.
‘Of course, Comrade Colonel,’ he said, deciding that if the colonel was happy enough to wait for twenty-four hours then there was no point in jumping the gun.
‘You may be right,’ Rodinov continued. ‘All the same we’ll quietly monitor any movements out of the city. It’s crucial those guns don’t get away. If you fail, we’ll try a different approach.’
Korolev didn’t want to think about that and, anyway, there was another sensitive subject he needed to raise.
‘Comrade Colonel. About Major Mushkin.’
‘Go on.’
And so Korolev did, reminding Rodinov that the major had interceded for the missing Sergeant Gradov when his gun had gone missing.
‘Mushkin’s father was a Petlyurist, of course,’ Rodinov said when Korolev had finished.
‘I wasn’t aware of that.’
‘Oh yes, Mushkin’s mother shot him herself – a famous story and an example to all Bolsheviks.’ There was a lengthy pause. Eventually the colonel came to a decision.
‘Mushkin will be informed and be part of the operation, but he won’t be heading it and he won’t be given all the information until the last moment. Leave that to me. As for what you say about the Moldovanka – I’ll talk to our people and see what can be done, quietly as I’ve said. And, if necessary, we’ll be ready to shut the city down tight as a clam. Is this girl Slivka trustworthy?’
‘I’d stake my life on her.’
‘And how much does she know?’
‘Only as much as I considered necessary. I’ve been careful with information, as you said,’ Korolev said, which wasn’t entirely a lie.
‘Keep it that way. And these men you’re asking to drive the car?’
‘Solid fellows.’
‘Good. Call if you have any news – there will be someone here to take a message, no matter what the time. Tell Slivka and these solid fellows of yours the same. Just in case. Leave a trail, Korolev, and we’ll follow it.’
In case you don’t make it back, Korolev thought to himself.

The door to the office Slivka shared with two other detectives was locked when Korolev arrived and he rapped quietly on it with his knuckles.
Slivka opened up and ushered him in, looking past him into the corridor to make sure there was no one around. ‘I got us some artillery,’ she said as she locked the door behind him and, sure enough, on her desk were two solid, snub-barrelled machine guns, about two and a half feet in length.
‘PPD 34s,’ Slivka said proudly. ‘Don’t ask me where I got them.’
Korolev put a hand on the closer of the guns and ran his fingers along the dull grey metal.
‘Where did you get them?’
‘Ah, Chief, I told you not to ask,’ Slivka said with a grin. ‘Well – the border guard use our armoury and I’ve borrowed them. We have to get them back by first thing in the morning.’
‘You borrowed sub-machine guns?’ Korolev said, not bothering to hide his amazement. ‘From the border guard?’
‘Well, I thought that if we needed guns then we might as well have good guns.’
‘But what if we lose them?’ Korolev asked, picking one up and beginning to warm to the evil weight in his hands.
‘There’s only one way we’re losing them, Chief, and if that happens – well, they can’t shoot us twice, can they?’
‘No,’ Korolev agreed, clicking out the magazine – easily done – and slipping it back into place. ‘No, you’re right there, Slivka. You’re sure no one will notice?’
‘Someone owed me a favour, now I owe him one. He turned a blind eye, and he’ll turn another tomorrow.’
Korolev found his finger on the trigger guard. The guns were small enough to go underneath an overcoat on a long strap and they could chop a man in half in less time than it took to say hello. If it came to shooting, they’d be glad to have them.
‘Eight hundred bullets per minute,’ Slivka whispered, as if inviting him to bed, ‘and I’ve four magazines for each of them.’
‘That’s a lot of bullets.’
‘A great deal of bullets,’ Slivka agreed, her teeth white in the low light.
‘And I even managed to get you a spare clip for your Walther, Chief. And there’s a Nagant for you, if you want it.’
Korolev shrugged his shoulders.
‘Better to be safe than sorry. What about Firtov and the Greek?’
‘It’s agreed. Firtov will drive the car and stay close if he can. I’ve worked out some meeting spots with him in case he loses us. Don’t worry, Chief, I know Moldovanka like the back of my hand and so does Firtov. He’ll keep close to us and he’ll have the Greek to follow on foot if it comes to walking.’
Korolev couldn’t help but think that Sergeant Slivka was a little too excited at the prospect of the evening ahead. But that was youth, he decided, and it was probably no bad thing.



Chapter Twenty-Three


‘What time is it?’ Slivka asked.
‘Time to go,’ Korolev answered, and checked his machine gun for the third time before repeating the exercise with the Nagant and then with the Walther.
‘The Greek will stay as close as he can,’ Firtov said. They’d parked, at his suggestion, a few streets away from the bar in a quiet lane behind a warehouse. They hadn’t told the two forensics men everything, but they’d told them enough and, as far as they knew, the Greek was close by, although they’d dropped him off some distance away.
‘Use your discretion, Comrade,’ Korolev said. ‘Stay back and report to the colonel in Moscow if things get rough – there’s a bigger picture here than our skins.’
Slivka nodded her agreement, a firm movement, and Korolev was reassured by her determination.
‘All right, Slivka, let’s see if we can make it to this bar of yours without clanking too much.’

At least the evening air was fresh compared to the fuggy atmosphere inside Firtov’s motor and Korolev breathed in a lungful with something approaching pleasure as he adjusted his clothing to cover his weaponry.
Moldovanka wasn’t a plush area, by any means, and even if its buildings were low, the streets themselves were wide and straight. The district still had more than an echo of the grandeur of the centre of Odessa, even if much of the paintwork was peeling and some of the plasterwork was well nibbled. When they turned out of the alleyway into a larger street they found it busy with workers returning home, and despite the temperature and the limited light from the street lamps there was a buzz of conversation as friends greeted each other and discussed the day’s happenings. Korolev kept his eyes moving as they walked, scanning the crowd for danger, so it was all the more of a surprise that he was almost on top of Mishka before he spotted the rotten-toothed rascal.
‘Nadezhda, darling,’ Mishka said with an insolent smile, ‘you must keep better company than this. Come on, this summer – you and I – we’ll go to Yalta and drink real champagne in the finest hotels. Caviar, you name it, we’ll have it. Hanging around with persons like this will give you a bad reputation.’
‘But Mishka, you’re a sewer rat,’ Slivka said to the Thief in mock bewilderment.
The Thief laughed, not in the least offended. ‘At least a rat like me would look after you, not take you out on dates to dumps like this.’
What was this about a date? Slivka and he were Militia detectives on an important assignment.
‘Hey, Mishka. Enough from the monkey. Take us to the organ grinder,’ Korolev growled, and his irritation turned to cold fury when the Thief’s response was to laugh again. At him. In front of witnesses, no less.
‘Did you hear that, Fox? These Moscow Terriers have dirty mouths on them.’
Mishka addressed his remark to a tall wiry individual with thick red hair who was dressed, like Mishka and, indeed, Korolev and Slivka, in a long overcoat that probably hid a similar amount of armaments. As he looked around him, Korolev saw that Fox was one of several men who’d appeared in their locality, all with an equally antisocial look about them. It seemed as if half the toughs in Odessa were out for an evening’s promenade.
‘Greetings, Fox,’ Slivka said with a small nod in the red-headed man’s direction.
‘Evening, Nadezhda. Kolya said to bring you and the flatfoot into Petya’s when you showed.’ Fox pointed in the direction of a bar on the corner of a wide crossroads. More men were posted around it; they looked hard and vigilant, men made in Fox’s image.
‘What have you got under your coat, Korolev?’ Mishka asked with that irritating smile of his.
‘Something that’s as good as a shovel if you want to dig yourself a grave, little Mishka.’
Mishka seemed ready to take up the challenge, a vein in his forehead visibly beating as his clear blue eyes, completely devoid of anything resembling emotion, contemplated Korolev, narrowing to slits as he did so.
‘Mishka, take a couple of the boys around the block – make sure we’re clear there.’
Kolya’s voice was like gravel pouring into an empty hole, remorseless and undeniable. The young Thief blinked, looked at Korolev as though he’d forgotten who he was, then nodded his agreement.
‘Fox? Benya? Let’s go.’
‘You brought something for us, Alexei Dmitriyevich?’ Kolya said, nodding at the shape in Korolev’s coat in turn.
‘Something useful.’
‘I hear you brought some friends along as well.’
‘Friends?’ Korolev asked, wondering if Rodinov had sent some dim-witted Chekists blundering into Moldovanka to keep an eye on things.
‘You’ve a car and a driver parked three streets away, in behind the box factory. Not a friend of yours? It’s a Militia vehicle and known as such.’
‘That’s Firtov,’ Slivka said, moving a little closer to intercede. ‘Firtov’s all right, Kolya. We need a car for later, but he’ll stay back. He’s trustworthy.’
‘I know who’s in the car, Nadezhda,’ Kolya said slowly, not looking at her, keeping instead his steady gaze on Korolev. An interesting gaze it was as well – inquisitive and yet menacing. As if Korolev were a curious question that needed to be examined from more than one perspective and then dealt with.
‘Well, Kolya?’ Korolev asked.
‘You should have told us about Firtov. If he hadn’t been recognized it might have gone badly for him. And now we wonder if we can trust you.’
‘We needed the car,’ Korolev replied firmly, ‘and I’d no way of telling you about him.’
Kolya nodded, then gestured to the hard-looking men who stood out by virtue of their stillness and intensity amongst the neighbourhood’s evening crowd.
‘Let’s go inside. Your car will be there when you need it. And Firtov too.’
They followed the Thief into the half-empty bar, and at a nod from Kolya a bottle of vodka and some dark rye bread arrived at the small table he led them to, followed swiftly by glasses. Korolev, after a moment’s consideration, unbuckled the strap of his machine gun and placed it on the floor, Slivka following suit with her own weapon.
The presence of two machine guns in the bar aroused little comment from the other drinkers, which wasn’t surprising given that everything from a bayonet to a cut-down shotgun was sitting on the tables around them.
Korolev was pretty certain that the half-dozen men in the room, including the bartender, had almost, but not quite, smiled with approval.
‘Nice artillery,’ Kolya said, placing a Luger on the table, followed by a saw-toothed knife.
‘We came prepared. So what’s the situation? It looks like there’s enough weaponry in here for a small war.’
‘A small war is what we might have on our hands.’ Kolya squinted at his watch, then smiled. ‘But in an hour or two we’ll bring the war to an end, I think.’
‘You know where the guns are?’
‘Yes. They have a place in the catacombs they think no one knows about, but they’re wrong.’
‘Catacombs?’ Korolev asked.
‘This city is built from limestone. Where do you think it all came from? Underneath the city is where – they’ve been cutting it out for a hundred years now, and once you start making holes like that beside the sea, pretty soon gentlemen like me link them up and make tunnels, and then you have a nice way of getting something from the port up to the town if you want to do it quietly. You can travel from one end of Odessa to the other without seeing daylight, they say. And even if they’re prone to exaggeration around here, it’s possible they’re talking the truth on this.’
‘So how do you know about this place of theirs?’
‘We have one of their men out the back, and he has a wife and children. He’ll show us where his friends have their stash.’
‘What’s in this stash of his?’ Korolev asked.
‘At least forty crates, he says – I don’t know more than that and there’s still more coming in, but we should catch most of it.’ Kolya looked at him keenly for a very brief moment, then resumed his impassive expression.
‘It’s understood that any weapons are for us, Kolya,’ Korolev said.
‘You can have anything that shoots or blows, that’s agreed. For guns and suchlike, we’ll only take away what we bring. We want a quiet life – and these guns are noisy. They’re of no use to businessmen like us. Shall we drink on it?’
They emptied the small vodka glasses, drank in unison, and Korolev felt the alcohol warming his throat and stomach.
‘So how many guards?’
‘A few.’
‘Well?’
‘More than one, fewer than twenty. All we know is that they want to take the guns out of the city tonight and if there are forty crates – well, they’ll need some bodies to shift them.’
Once again Korolev had the feeling there was something he wasn’t being told.
‘Come, Kolya, all I have to do is call Marchuk or Mushkin and this city can be shut down so that not even a bicycle can move three feet.’
Kolya rubbed his chin, as if doing this would help him come to whatever kind of decision he was attempting to make.
‘I’ll be honest with you, Korolev, we want to deal with these people ourselves – we owe them a thing or two for the last week. On top of which, we don’t need the Chekists and your boys tightening the screws on the city at the moment – it would be bad for business. And we don’t want them poking around the catacombs either. We’ve things of our own hidden there, not that there’d be much chance of them finding our belongings, or their guns for that matter, but still… Nadezhda, explain to him.’
‘Chief, the tunnels are everywhere under the city. Every building you see above the ground came from within it, so you can imagine how many there are. Some of the catacombs are linked, but many are independent of each other, or the connections are well hidden. People get lost down there and are never seen again. If the guns are properly concealed, we might never find them.’
‘You see, Korolev? But with you and these little guns of yours, we should do it easily enough. Anyway, we know where they are right now. By tomorrow they could be somewhere else. There’s no time to waste.’
‘The guns stay with us?’
‘On my word. We want what we want, nothing more.’
‘You’re telling me you’re going to risk life and limb to foil a terrorist plot for nothing?’
‘Not for nothing, Korolev. We’re calling in a debt – a blood debt.’
Korolev grunted his disbelief – there was something else to this, he was sure of it. He considered standing up and walking away. If he slipped a clip into the machine gun there wasn’t much anyone could do about it, but his duty was to see that the traitors were stopped. An armed uprising, at this time and moment, might lead to a Civil War for all he knew, and he’d seen enough of the last one not to want to see another.
‘All right, Kolya, we’ll play it your way,’ he said, and felt for a moment as though he’d signed away his soul to the Devil.



Chapter Twenty-Four


It was dark and damp and the tunnel they were making their way along had been cut for smaller men than Korolev, and he cursed as a drop of water went down his collar. After twenty minutes of walking bent over and regretting every spare round he was carrying, Korolev was not in the best of moods.
He was also becoming increasingly worried – after all, he’d no idea how to get out of this damned place if the matter in hand didn’t go according to Kolya’s sketchy plan. If he could see something, Korolev thought to himself, then perhaps he could get his bearings. He’d felt the draughts from passages they’d passed to the right and left, and once had even been surprised to look up and see the yellow glow of what might have been a street lamp, far above him in what must have been an air vent. But otherwise the only illumination was from an electric torch carried by the guide at the front of the column, and even that had been covered with a piece of grey cotton. All in all, it was the kind of situation that could eat into a man’s confidence.
But still they pressed on, inch by inch, step by careful step. And the further they went, the more Korolev was beginning to wonder if he’d ever be able to stretch himself up to his full height again.
He was almost at the point of despair when the man ahead of him stopped and turned to place a hand on his shoulder.
‘The Count wants you up in front.’ He spoke in a low mumble that Korolev presumed was meant to be a whisper. Korolev squeezed past him and three others before the shaded torch showed him a man lying crumpled on the floor and the faintest outline of Kolya’s face as he leant over a piece of paper that a grey-bearded old man was marking up with lines and crosses.
‘Greetings, Korolev. The place is up ahead. Not far, but we split here.’
‘What happened to him?’ Korolev asked, nodding down at the guide.
‘He served his purpose. Mole here knows where we are and how to go about the thing. This fellow wasn’t telling us the entire truth, so we sent him up to God to ask forgiveness for his sin.’
In the faint light Korolev saw that what he’d taken for a shadow was a puddle of blood spreading out from the dead man. Korolev nodded again, keeping his lips firmly pressed together – now wasn’t the time to be splitting hairs about how and why the man had died. Anyway, if the Chekists had got their hands on him his fate would have been the same.
‘We’re here,’ Kolya whispered, pointing at a cross on the page. ‘And they’re there.’ He pointed at another cross in the centre of a square box.
‘That’s a chamber about fifteen metres by ten. Two side rooms. Here and here. Not where this fellow told us, though. But Mole knows these tunnels as well as any man knows the streets above. I suppose the fellow thought he could lead us into a trap – more fool him.’
He drew two small boxes to the side and below the larger box to signify the side rooms. Three lines ran from the chamber on the rough map, and Korolev decided these must be the tunnels that led into and out of it. One of the lines led directly to the cross that Kolya had pointed out as their current location and the Thief now ran his pencil along it.
‘This is the passage ahead. If you stay here, Mole will take the rest of us through the side passages and we’ll have them trussed up nicely. Give us ten minutes to get into position and then come along the passage shooting and shouting while we hit them from behind… Or pick them off as they run,’ he added, after a moment of contemplation.
‘So we do all the work,’ Korolev asked, incredulous, ‘while you pick off the survivors?’
Kolya smiled and put a hand on the barrel of Korolev’s machine gun.
‘Would you hang around in a tunnel if two pepper grinders were coming along it spitting lead?’
‘No, but I might leave them a farewell present of a grenade without its pin.’
‘You’ve a better plan?’
‘We all hit at once – hard and fast. Get in as close as we can before we start shooting and then cut down anything that moves. Excepting each other, of course.’
Kolya nodded his agreement, and handed him a small torch from his pocket.
‘Make sure you know who you’re shooting at. I’ll leave Mishka with you. I know you two don’t love each other, but if anyone comes along the tunnel Mishka’s the fellow you want waiting with a knife in his hand.’
Korolev grunted, thinking that was just as good a reason not to have Mishka with you. Still, now that he thought of it, they could always send the rat in first when it came to the shooting.
‘You have a watch?’ Kolya asked, tapping the strap of his own.
‘Yes,’ Korolev answered, feeling slightly offended. He was a detective, after all. Where would he be without a watch?
‘Mole?’ Kolya went on.
The older man nodded.
‘Let’s set our watches now for half-past eight. In fifteen minutes we go in. Unless something happens sooner, of course. In which case we don’t wait for an invitation, right?’
‘Agreed,’ Korolev said, doing his best to make it clear that he wasn’t being ordered about here.
Whispered instructions proceeded down the line of men and then, with surprising stealth, a procession of burly gangsters squeezed past him – only the faintest of sounds coming from men not inches away. He counted them as they passed. Ten. Twelve including himself and Slivka.
‘Nervous, copper?’
Thirteen, Korolev remembered, regretting that there wouldn’t be more of Mishka to hide behind when they sent him down the tunnel first.
In a whisper not much louder than a breath, Korolev told them the plan. He looked at his watch.
‘In five minutes, we start to move. Very slowly. Mishka, you go first – if we meet someone on the way, you give him the directions to heaven.’
‘With pleasure, jefe.’
There wasn’t anything more to be said and so they sat there, on their haunches, in the pitch black, listening to the sound of the water dripping from the roof not far away, and Korolev found himself rubbing gently at the trigger guard of the machine gun as he counted off the seconds until it was time for them to make their move. At one stage there came a noise that sounded like the scuttle of small pebbles, but where he couldn’t tell, and he felt his hand clench around the gun before reassuring himself that it had probably been just a rock fall. He listened with a concentration that made his ears hurt, but there was nothing else. Then, shielding the torch’s bulb in his hand so that his bones were outlined in the ghostly red light that shone through his fingers, he checked his watch.
‘Time to move,’ he whispered and the click of the torch’s switch as he slid it off was joined by the noise of safety catches being moved to the appropriate position and rounds being chambered. Despite their painstaking care, the sounds seemed unnaturally loud and he felt the familiar electric surge through his body that always came with the approach of danger. Swallowing to relieve his dry mouth, he followed Mishka down the tunnel, each step as careful as a tightrope walker’s.
Step after careful step and breath after controlled breath they advanced. Then from up ahead came the sound of a companionable laugh – the kind a man might give in response to a familiar joke. Korolev’s entire body froze in mid-step before he allowed it, very slowly, to move forward and come to a more comfortable rest.
Without a word, Mishka moved forward and Korolev followed, sensing rather than hearing Slivka coming behind him. The laugh sounded once again. Deeper this time and more drawn out. Was it a different man? Older perhaps? Korolev kept moving, wondering how far away the men were. Now there was a glimmer of light up ahead, at first only a vague colouring of the darkness but growing stronger as he advanced, and it revealed the Thief’s silhouette, twenty paces ahead of them, moving with the smooth stealth of a cat approaching an unwary bird, a knife in one hand while his other slipped the heavy revolver he was carrying into the back of his belt. Korolev upped his pace – he wanted to be close at hand when the gangster did whatever he was going to do.
They were near enough now to hear the murmur of conversation and other incidental sounds as well – the scrape of a heavy wooden object along stone, the squeal of a nail being levered out of its tight wooden resting place. Now that Korolev was able to make out, even if only faintly, the walls and roof of the passage they were following, he increased his pace – just as Mishka disappeared around a corner up ahead. Korolev, arriving at the same point not more than a handful of heartbeats later, found the Thief holding a black-haired youngster in his arms, Mishka’s free hand guiding the gushing blood from a slit throat onto the dead man’s clothing at the same time as he lowered the body gently to the floor.
They were now in a small chamber lit by a sputtering candle, on two sides of which benches had been carved out of the stone itself. A rifle, shining with newness, leant against the bench on which the sentry had been sitting, or more likely sleeping, until Mishka had brought his life to a close.
‘Help me with this, can you?’ a voice said from beyond the far entrance.
‘Let me finish this first,’ another answered, and Korolev was half-convinced that he could hear the invisible men breathing hard as they set about whatever work was occupying them. Mishka grinned at him, his teeth golden in the candlelight, as he wiped his bloody hand clean on the dead sentry’s arm. Was it Korolev’s imagination or did the wide eyes of the corpse show surprise that he was lying prone on a cold stone floor, his throat a bloody gash?
Korolev looked at his watch. They were early by two minutes and close enough, it seemed to him, to hear the men next door wheezing away like steam engines. He glanced over at Slivka’s grave expression – a contrast to Mishka’s, who was looking at the two of them with a smile on his face, as if he were sitting in the front row at the cinema. If the situation were different, Korolev would have had the greatest of pleasure in throttling him, but instead he held up two fingers to indicate how long was left. He pointed his weapon at the doorway, and was pleased to see Slivka follow suit. Mishka, winking at Korolev as he did so, pulled his long-barrelled hand cannon from his belt.
And all would no doubt have proceeded in an orderly fashion if there hadn’t come the sound of approaching feet from the tunnel along which Korolev and the others had so painstakingly advanced. Even Mishka lost his jaunty grin when the noise became unmistakable – at least half a dozen men cutting off their retreat. Korolev looked at Mishka, wondering if the approaching footsteps might be friends. Mishka shrugged his shoulders. Could they be Chekists? No, NKVD men would have approached slowly and stealthily. These fellows were bowling along as if they were out for an evening walk and Korolev wouldn’t be surprised if they were carrying weapons not dissimilar to the nice shiny rifle the dead sentry had been cuddling.
Korolev gestured Mishka and Slivka to cover the chamber ahead, extinguishing the guttering candle with a quick pinch of his fingers before turning back to the tunnel and lifting his machine gun so that the butt sat snugly inside his elbow.
‘Militia. Drop your weapons and lift your hands to the ceiling.’ Korolev spoke quietly. There was a moment of silence, a conversation stopped mid-sentence and seven or eight men came to a halt about five metres away. The lead man, carrying a lantern to illuminate the tunnel, smiled as Korolev turned the corner, but the smile slid away now he found himself looking down the barrel of a machine gun. As the silence extended, Korolev thought there might just be a chance the rats would indeed drop their guns, but then one of them began to point what looked like the sawn-off stump of a hunting gun while two of the others unslung their rifles, and Korolev fired the entire magazine in three short bursts – the muzzle’s yellow flash splattering the walls as the recoil bucked the gun in his hands. The lead man’s lantern was still falling as Korolev stepped back round the corner, already dropping the magazine to the floor, and in its light he was able to register the carnage caused by a couple of dozen forty-four calibre bullets fired at close range in an enclosed space.
He ducked back just as the first bullet slammed into the wall beside him, slipping in a new magazine as he did so. The bullet was followed by a blast of shotgun pellets, and ricochets spattered his face and coat like hailstones. He was half-deaf but could still hear Slivka’s gun sounding like an eight-hundred-rounds-per-minute death sentence behind him, and he glanced over to see Mishka’s revolver jerking up like a French can-can dancer’s leg. All good – they were doing some damage to the rats, and that was what mattered.
This time when he went round the corner, he thought it prudent to do so at a low level, and so bent down on one knee. The lantern he’d seen before was now half-covered by a body and not giving out much light, but the muzzle flash from the quick bursts of three or four bullets that he sent in its direction was enough to tell him that at least five of the bandits were down and out of the battle. Bullets were still cracking back towards him, however, showering him with loose chunks of rock. He fired off the last of the magazine and ducked back into relative safety, pursued by another shotgun blast and the screams of a severely wounded man.
A quick glance told him Mishka and Slivka were gone, hopefully to finish off the last of the devils next door. He slid another of the magazines into the machine gun and, in the moments of relative silence between fusillades from either side, listened as well as he could with his ringing ears to what was happening in the passage he was defending. To his surprise he felt warm liquid on his face and a sudden consciousness of pain told him he’d been nicked. He decided it was time to beat a retreat, turning the corner to fire off a farewell gift, but the machine gun only managed to loose off two slugs before it jammed. Korolev was about to swear when he was hit in the shoulder by something very damned solid. It fell to the ground with the unmistakable metallic roll of a grenade and Korolev didn’t hesitate, turning and running towards the next chamber, almost tripping on the body of the sentry that Mishka had done for, but somehow managing to keep his balance as his feet and legs tangled and tumbled him across the room. He dived through the entrance pursued by a blast that sent rock shards and shrapnel to help him on his way.
It took him a moment to gather his senses – he’d landed awkwardly on the useless machine gun, but apart from a few bruises he seemed to be intact. He reached for the Walther under his armpit and looked around him as a blast of machine-gun fire from some way off reassured him that Slivka was still alive and kicking. Good for her. The chamber was much bigger than the one he’d just been blown out of and three crumpled bodies, one of which had been flung backwards over an open wooden chest, were testament to Mishka’s and Slivka’s shooting abilities.
He surveyed the situation. He was battered and bruised, and had suffered a scratch or two along the way, but he was alive for the moment. His firepower was reduced, but at least the Walther was reliable, unlike the jammed coffee-grinder, and he still had that Nagant as backup. He could hold the doorway here so long as they didn’t throw any more of their damned grenades at him. After all, the others should be back soon, or so he hoped.
Wherever Kolya and Slivka were, the bandits were closer still – there was movement in the smaller chamber. He couldn’t see the men who were approaching clearly, but he could hear them well enough.
‘We got him,’ a nervous voice declared in a whisper.
‘Be careful,’ came the response. ‘He wasn’t on his own.’
At least three of them, and maybe more from the sounds of quiet movement. Korolev stood with his back to the chamber itself, ready to turn and fire into the next room. There was more gunfire from Slivka’s direction.
‘That must be our boys giving them hell,’ the first voice said.
‘But where are they, then?’
‘That’s not one of them. That’s poor Borya.’ A different voice now.
‘Damn it, it is. Will I throw in a grenade?’
‘Are you mad? There’s a couple of tons of ammunition in there.’
Korolev glanced around at the crates full of munitions of one sort or another and didn’t like the look of them one bit. There was another footstep – too close now – and he moved to fire two quick shots at a dark shadow, which dropped to the ground shooting as he stepped back. The others joined in and ricochets whined around the chamber behind him as all hell broke loose.
It was time to give up this spot, he decided, pulling out the Nagant and, sticking his hand around the corner, firing three random shots into the gloom to a predictable response. Keeping low as bullets cracked and whined around him, he retreated as quietly and carefully as he could, stepping over a body and taking cover behind the crates. He kept his guns aimed at the entrance to the smaller room and kept moving until he reached the comforting dark of the far entrance. At least from here, he’d be the one able to see – and not be seen.
The enemy must have come to the same conclusion as a bullet clanged into one of the lanterns that hung from the ceiling and it exploded in a ball of flame as it soared across the room, fortunately landing in an empty corner where it did no damage except to light the room even more brightly. Korolev felt sweat break out along his spine, and it wasn’t from the sudden rush of heat as much as the thought of what might have happened if the oil lantern had landed on an ammunition crate. The same thought must have occurred to the bandits, as there was silence for an appalled moment which ended with a shouted warning and the sound of three shots. Two of the bandits came backwards into the light, firing through the doorway they’d just come from. Korolev shot twice, missing both times, and before he could fire a third time one of the men was clutching a wounded arm, his pistol lying on the floor, and the other one had also dropped his weapon and raised his hands in surrender.
Strange, thought Korolev, as he moved towards them, one gun covering them, and the other trained on the entrance they’d piled through. Very strange.



Chapter Twenty-Five


The Greek wasn’t in a position, not having acquired the power of speech in the short time since Korolev had last seen him, to explain how he’d ended up in the passageway behind the bandits. But however he’d done it, it was his arrival that had resulted in a happier ending to the underground gunfight than Korolev had necessarily been expecting. The Greek clearly knew it as well, to judge from his pleased smile.
‘Good work, Greek.’
Not taking his eyes from the prisoners, the Greek nodded his proud agreement. He’d appeared out of the dark entrance shepherding a wounded man, who’d joined the two earlier arrivals. The prisoners now stood against the wall with expressions indicating they’d already thought their futures through and they didn’t like the look of them.
‘Anyone alive back there?’ Korolev asked, pointing along the corridor.
The Greek held up two fingers, before shrugging and reducing his estimate to a single finger. A tough man, the Greek – not that Korolev was complaining.
Korolev collected the guns the bandits had dropped, an ancient imperial army Smith amp; Wesson revolver and a more recent Nagant, emptied the remaining cartridges onto the floor and threw the guns into an open rifle chest. He picked up his machine gun and worked the side bolt to dislodge the jam and loaded the last magazine. Then he held his torch alongside the barrel of the gun, before walking into the smaller chamber the Greek had appeared from. There were sounds from the passageway beyond, but they were the sounds of the half-dead rather than the living.
Korolev was cautious, taking his time, playing the torch beam back and forth. Five dead, that was certain – a machine-gun bullet at close range was an unforgiving visitor and not many of the fifty odd he’d sent down into the mass of men seemed to have missed. But one man was still alive – Sergeant Gradov. One of the bullets had pulled an ear from his head, and others had torn at his thighs and an arm – but it looked as if he would live, and also as though he might be able to talk.
Korolev took no chances, advancing slowly, picking up any weapons he came upon, emptying the ammunition they contained and throwing them behind him – all the time keeping his gun pointing at the sergeant. Korolev felt his jaw tighten as he stepped over dead men, a feeling of nausea rising in him at the smell of warm blood and cordite mixed with the chill damp of the tunnel. He’d killed these men. All right, they’d have killed him soon as blink, and no doubt about it – but still. He’d sent their souls to the Lord whichever way you looked at it, and who was to say the Lord wouldn’t look on them kindly for resisting the Soviet Power that had destroyed his Church? Korolev felt despair dragging at him, and reminded himself not to think about such matters – maybe things weren’t perfect in this Soviet State of his, but at least he’d done his duty. And that was all there was to it – thinking about right and wrong was a dangerous game these days.
While Korolev was making his slow approach, Gradov had managed to push himself up so that he was now leaning against the tunnel wall, his weight balanced on one buttock, face haggard with pain and effort.
‘Go on, then – finish me off.’ His voice was hoarse as he summoned the energy to speak.
‘So, Gradov – a traitor.’
Gradov adjusted his gaze to look behind the torch’s beam.
‘Captain Korolev?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’
‘I told them you were trouble, but they wouldn’t listen to me. “If he came all the way from Moscow, it must be for a reason,” I said. But they knew better.’
Korolev took a step closer. He could hear voices from the room in which he’d left the Greek, Slivka’s amongst them. The battle was clearly over.
‘How did a fellow like you get involved in this? You don’t look the type.’
Which was true – he looked like a brute and a bully, sure enough, but not the kind who would take a risk if it didn’t involve lining his pockets.
‘We all have a past, Korolev.’
‘They had something on you as well, did they?’ Korolev said, thinking of Lomatkin and how he’d been led astray.
‘They had me where they wanted me. If I didn’t do as I was told, there was a letter addressed to the Chekists with my name inside it. And proof I’d fought with Makhno and shot a commissar or two one April morning back in ’twenty. Not just any commissars either. I picked some high-up ones, friends of today’s high-up ones, to make matters worse.’
Korolev nodded. A past like that didn’t leave much of a future.
‘Well, they did for you anyway. Tell me who it was. That you owe them nothing is certain.’
‘They did for me? No, Korolev, you and that damned gun of yours did for me.’
‘I didn’t put you in this hole, Gradov, believe me. Others were responsible for that and you’ll give me their names if you have any sense.’
‘Don’t waste your time, Korolev.’
‘It was Mushkin, wasn’t it? He’s the link. He knew about you and he knew about Andreychuk – he even made sure you weren’t disciplined when you lost your gun.’
The sergeant didn’t say anything, but Korolev caught the ghost of a smile before the wounded man looked away and spat. Then there was the sound of someone approaching from the passageway behind him, picking his way amongst the bodies, and he turned to see Kolya, the Thief’s face taking on a sudden look of anger in the half-light given off by the torch. Korolev didn’t even have time to open his mouth before the pistol in Kolya’s hand fired twice, each blast like a punch that pushed him backwards.
‘What the…’ Korolev began to say before his feet slipped on someone or something, and he tumbled backwards onto the sprawl of bodies, all the time waiting for the pain of the bullets.
‘Did he hit you?’ Kolya asked, before answering his own question. ‘No, he couldn’t have. What happened to you, then?’
‘What do you mean, “What happened to you?” ’ Korolev began indignantly, before he realized he hadn’t in fact been shot. He was still holding the torch and, pointing it at Gradov, he saw that a neat round hole had appeared in the centre of the sergeant’s forehead. He lowered the beam of the torch and saw a small automatic in the dead sergeant’s good hand, before turning it back to the newly minted bullet wound.
‘Nice shot,’ he said reluctantly.
‘He pulled on you when you turned your back.’
Korolev got to his feet, using the stock of his machine gun to lever himself upwards. The embarrassment and anger he felt at having made such a stupid mistake was one thing, but to have been helped out of the consequences by Count Kolya – well, that was another thing altogether. He thanked the Lord that the darkness gave him the opportunity to marshal what little dignity might be left to him.
‘You took your time – we had them coming at us from all sides while you dawdled along.’
‘So I can see. That gun of yours dealt with them, though. Was the grenade yours or theirs?’
‘Theirs. Did you get them all?’
‘We missed one or two – things were confused in the dark. Slivka and Mishka sent them running, but Fox’s men weren’t ready for them. We lost a couple of ours in the tunnel, and a couple of them got past – but you have your guns all the same and the battle’s won.’
Korolev looked at Gradov. Six dead here, then. One in the next room, three in the chamber with the guns. Two of Kolya’s men and on top of that however many of the gunrunners who had been killed in the tunnels trying to escape. As quick and bloody an evening’s work as he’d ever heard of.
‘I hope it was all worth it.’
‘I’d say it was worth it, Korolev. They wouldn’t have been able to keep their fingers from the triggers of that weaponry, and they wouldn’t have been shooting at crows with them either.’
But Korolev was just a bit too old for all this killing and that was the truth. He’d never been much good at it, if he was honest, but he’d done what was asked of him.
‘Are you all right, Chief?’ Slivka asked as he emerged into the relative light of the big chamber. She looked at his forehead with a frown, and Korolev remembered the graze he’d picked up during the shooting and lifted a hand to wipe away the blood.
‘I’m fine,’ he said, surprised by how much blood there was – his fingers were red with the stuff and he dragged them down the wall to clean some of it off. ‘We need to think what to do with these guns, Slivka. And these bandits for that matter. Greek,’ he said, turning to the doughty forensics man, ‘can you find your way out of here?’
The Greek nodded.
‘And back as well?’
The Greek nodded again.
‘I need you to get above with the prisoners. Slivka, you’ll go with him. Get our men down here as soon as possible. If a couple of them managed to get free, they might chance it and come back – so time is important. If you’re not sure of the way, Kolya will lend you his guide.’
But Kolya shook his head when Korolev looked to him for confirmation.
‘That can’t be, Korolev. We worked together on this job because we had good reasons to – to go after these rats who were killing ours. But if I sent Mole with you, that would be something else again.’
The other Thieves nodded their agreement, and Korolev understood. The Thieves’ code forbade them helping the Militia or any other representative of the State. Not for the first time Kolya had bent those rules when it came to Korolev, but the justification for it this time no longer existed.
‘Don’t worry, Korolev,’ Kolya said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘We’ll keep to our part of the deal.’
‘Come back as soon as you can,’ Korolev instructed the Greek, who nodded, looking deliberately at each of the Thieves as if to remember their faces. Korolev shared his concern, but he wasn’t about to admit it.
‘You’d best be off before our people arrive,’ Korolev said, as his colleagues and the prisoners left. All the Thieves’ eyes were on him now, and they seemed to be waiting for something. Mishka had that slanting smile of his that boded no good and Korolev found that his hand had slid under the belly of his machine gun of its own accord and that he was pleased to feel the cold metal of the trigger against his forefinger.
‘Yes, we’ll be off soon enough,’ Kolya agreed, leaving something unsaid – as if he were considering how to broach an awkward subject.
‘Off you go, then,’ Korolev said, moving backwards to lean against the nearest wall. He tried to do it nonchalantly, but it seemed he’d convinced few of his audience, and certainly not Mishka, whose smile broadened as he opened that hand cannon of his and discarded the empty brass bullet casings, dropping each one theatrically to the ground, where they bounced and rolled, and then filling the chambers left vacant with live bullets extracted from the pocket of his jacket.
‘We have something we need to take with us, Korolev,’ Kolya said eventually. Polite, but firm. Well, Korolev thought, bracing himself – at least the others were clear of this now, with luck.
‘I thought we had a deal, Kolya. Those guns are going nowhere.’
‘Not the guns, Korolev. The leather suitcases over there in the corner, I think. The guns you can keep.’
Korolev saw the two bags he was talking about. Battered brown leather. No distinguishing marks. He looked round at Kolya’s men and saw that there wasn’t one of them didn’t have a gun in his hand. And the truth of it was if he tried to stop them, it wouldn’t make a difference. He’d done well to make it this far into the night, and there was a long way to go till morning.
‘What’s in them?’
‘Money. You can’t start a revolution with bullets alone.’
Korolev nodded, looked around him at the determined faces and nodded once again.
‘What bags?’ he asked, when his mind was made up.
‘That’s very reasonable of you, Alexei Dmitriyevich,’ Kolya said.
‘I’m a reasonable man, and I have more important things to do this evening than worry about a couple of bags I never saw.’
‘Mishka, Fox?’ Kolya said, turning his head slightly to speak over his shoulder. ‘Take a hold of those things and let’s be on our way.’
When Mishka and Fox had the bags in their hands, the Chief Authority of the Thieves of Moscow raised a finger to his forehead and saluted Korolev, then followed his men down the far tunnel.



Chapter Twenty-Six


Korolev looked at his watch – ten minutes past nine – and sat down on one of the wooden crates, wondering how the hell he’d got into such a situation. It was unheard of, really. Maybe in Chicago the gangsters had shoot-outs like this, but you didn’t expect such a thing in the Soviet Union. Of course, there were criminals here just as there were in the Capitalist countries, but this was extraordinary. To have so many dead in one place outside of a war was unbelievable. He took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it, looking down into the empty eyes of one of the gunrunners. It made you wonder. It certainly made you wonder.
The trembling that he’d managed to suppress until that point started up again in his left foot. He tried to stop it by wedging the toe of his boot into the gap between a crate and the wall, but that did nothing. The trembling spread up to his knees. He was cold, so very, very cold. What the hell was wrong with him? He pulled an arm across his face, feeling his coat sleeve pushing a layer of sweat across the skin as he did. He was worn out, that was all. Tired. And then this damned bloodbath. And how close death had been this evening. He looked down at the dead terrorist and thought how easily it could have been him lying there, an empty husk of cold skin and bone.
When he was calm again, he gathered the dead men’s guns from the surrounding tunnels – for something to do as much as anything else. There were sixteen corpses altogether, and that wasn’t even counting the unwilling guide whose throat Kolya had slit before the main shooting had started. And all he wanted was to get out of this tunnel and out of this city and away from this place as soon as could possibly be managed. Back to Moscow, where he knew what was what, more or less.
He’d put the last of the weapons with the ones he’d gathered earlier into an empty crate when he heard the sound. Nothing at all, probably, but he hid behind a pile of crates, putting a round into the chamber of his machine gun. Another more distinct noise, like the sound a hob-nailed boot makes when it is trying to move quietly.
He didn’t recognize the youngster who came into the room, but he had the look of a Chekist about him – a well-built fellow in a short black woollen overcoat, grey cavalry trousers twisted into high brown boots that glinted in the light from the two remaining lanterns. He also had a punchy-looking revolver in his hand and an expression of extreme apprehension. Korolev watched the Chekist’s gun barrel draw wide arcs in the air as it led his gaze around the destruction until eventually he saw Korolev and the machine gun. The Chekist gave an explosive gasp of fear and his hands, gun included, flew upwards in a declaration of surrender. Korolev doubted he’d come all this way on his own, so he decided to keep quiet and wait and see what happened next.
‘We have you surrounded,’ a familiar voice called in from the next chamber along. ‘Put down your weapons and you’ll be treated fairly.’
‘Come on in, Comrade Major,’ Korolev called out, deciding to play the situation straight. ‘The room is secured.’
‘Korolev?’
‘The same, Comrade Major. And pleased you’ve shown up, I can tell you.’ Korolev hadn’t intended his words to sound ironic, but there it was. Mushkin came round the corner, his gun pointing at the floor and a look of bemusement on his face as he looked at the dead men and crates full of guns. He even smiled as he slipped his pistol into the holster of the Sam Browne belt he had strapped across his chest.
‘Well, Korolev, you’ve been busy I see,’ he said, turning to the young Chekist. ‘Put your hands down, Petrov. This is Korolev, the Militia expert from Moscow.’
‘No, he can keep them up for the moment, Comrade Major. You too, for that matter.’
‘What’s this, Korolev?’ Mushkin asked.
‘How did you find your way here, Comrade Major, if you don’t mind me asking?’
‘How did I find my way here? What kind of question is that?’ Mushkin’s anger was beginning to show.
‘Did you have a look at any of the dead out there, Comrade Major? One of them is your protege, Sergeant Gradov from the village station. You’ll remember him – the fellow on whose behalf you interceded when he lost his weapon last year.’
‘Gradov?’
Irritated, yes, but no sudden fear or concern.
‘Yes, Gradov. He was one of the terrorists – that’s what he was doing here. Helping run guns for a rebellion against the State is how your Sergeant Gradov was passing his time.’
‘Gradov? A terrorist? I don’t believe it.’
‘So my question to you is how did you end up down here, Comrade Major? I ask this because it’s not a place you just stumble upon.’
‘I didn’t just stumble upon it, Korolev. Petrov here is friendly with a woman whose husband disappeared yesterday. A stonecutter. She thought he’d got involved in some smuggling operation and came to Petrov for help, and he came to me.’
‘How convenient. And you managed to make your way to this exact spot.’
‘I’m not sure what you’re suggesting, Korolev, but I haven’t been inside these tunnels since the Civil War. And wouldn’t be down here now if Petrov hadn’t brought me down here.’
‘Olga Ivanova gave me a map.’ Petrov’s voice was a barely audible whisper.
‘And why would she tell you to come down here?’
‘Because her husband didn’t come home last night. She had a bad feeling about him. And she was right. We found him with his throat cut back along the passageway. But she knew where this place was.’
‘Petrov came to me, as I said,’ Mushkin interjected, ‘and since Rodinov told us this business had something to do with the catacombs, we followed it up.’ Mushkin’s voice sounded angry now. ‘So put the damned gun down, Korolev. You’ve done your duty – you’ve asked the questions – but enough is enough.’
Suddenly the sound of more people approaching came from the direction the Greek and Slivka had left in. Petrov looked concerned, as well he might, but it was Colonel Marchuk’s voice that called into the chamber.
‘Korolev?’
‘In here, Comrade Colonel.’
The room was soon flooded with uniforms, all armed to the teeth. The colonel looked around at the weapons and the men lying dead, and nodded his grim approval to Korolev. Then he set to work.
In a whirlwind of activity the colonel sent for more men, congratulated Korolev, praised Slivka and the Greek, calculated how long it might take to move the weapons, identified some of those lying dead and cursed the traitor Gradov for a black-hearted villain. And at some point, amidst all the bustle and confusion, Mushkin disappeared.
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‘Comrade Petrov,’ Korolev asked. ‘Where’s your boss gone to?’
‘Major Mushkin? He’s gone to report to headquarters. He wants our people to take over down here.’
Korolev looked around for Slivka. She was at his elbow, bless her.
‘When did he go and which direction?’
Petrov indicated the far tunnel, confused as he realized that the Major had chosen a different way out from the way he’d come in. Odd, given he’d said he hadn’t visited the catacombs in fifteen years.
‘When?’
‘Not more than two minutes past, Comrade.’
Korolev turned to Slivka. ‘Run after him. If you find him, follow him. See where he ends up.’
‘Petrov,’ Korolev said, after Slivka had gone, ‘tell me why there weren’t more of you down here? Why just the two of you?’
‘The major said we had to keep it strictly confidential, Comrade Korolev. Between ourselves.’
‘So no one else apart from you and the major knew you were down here, or about Olga Ivanova’s map.’
‘No one.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said.



Chapter Twenty-Seven


Things were moving quickly now, and Korolev had to admit he was impressed with Marchuk. In less than an hour the captured weapons had been moved out of the catacombs and into the security of the Bebel Street station. On top of this, Marchuk had put every Militiaman in Odessa out on the streets, had closed down the railway station, blocked the roads out of the city, and now even ships were to be prevented from leaving the harbour. Even Rodinov was pleased.
‘Marchuk has done well,’ he said when Korolev telephoned to inform him of the latest developments.
‘I agree, Comrade Colonel.’
‘And you’ve done well also, Korolev.’
As for Mushkin, Rodinov had seemed strangely unconcerned when told that he’d disappeared and that Slivka had been unable to track him. Almost as if he’d expected just such an outcome.
‘Don’t worry about Mushkin, Korolev. He doesn’t like you and you don’t like him, but that doesn’t mean he’s a traitor. No, we must look elsewhere for the source of this conspiracy. Tell Marchuk I approve his every action, but that from now on the Odessa NKVD will be taking over this affair directly. Petrenko is in charge now, tell Marchuk that – they’ll know each other, I’m sure of it – and all prisoners are to be transferred to his custody. As for you, Korolev, you keep on as you’ve been doing.’
‘Shall I ask this Comrade Petrenko for instructions?’
‘You report only to me, Korolev. No, you started off looking for the girl’s killer and you should carry on doing so. Petrenko will handle the rest. I suggest you go out to the Orlov House immediately. If Les Pins is there, take him into custody. If not, I want you to search his belongings and seize any potential evidence. And remember this. Discretion is required. Absolutely required. That’s why I’m sending you and not Chekists. And why you’re not to talk to anyone else about this case, except me.’
There was nothing friendly about the instruction and Korolev took the point. He might well have uncovered this conspiracy, but he wasn’t to be allowed to give either Marchuk or this new fellow Petrenko any information that might link the matter back to the People’s Commissar’s mistress or to the People’s Commissar himself. And now it was his job to secure any incriminating evidence.

Korolev’s grimace drew Slivka’s attention away from the road ahead and he shook his head to tell her it was nothing. In accordance with the colonel’s instructions they were driving towards the Agricultural College, the car splashing the uneven road ahead with the only light in a world as dark as the inside of a grave.
‘The uniforms should have secured the place by now,’ Slivka said, glancing at her watch. The Militiamen from the village station had been told to prevent anyone from leaving until they arrived, and also to hold anyone who attempted to enter the premises in the meantime.
Two minutes later the car’s headlights illuminated the Odessa Regional Agricultural College’s name, the foot-high concrete letters golden in their beam as they turned into the entrance, but there was something oppressive about the way the night closed in behind them as they drove along the tree-lined avenue. The faint outline of the Orlov House showed ahead, ghostly pale against the black sky with not a glimmer of welcoming light to be seen. There was no sign of the Militiamen.
‘Let’s leave the car here, Slivka,’ Korolev said. ‘I have a feeling about this.’
Slivka killed the engine and the headlights, and the car coasted to a halt. They sat there for a moment, listening to the silence of past midnight on the steppe. Not even a mouse was turning in its sleep. The only sound was their own shallow breathing and the creak of the car’s warm bonnet as it adjusted to the sub-zero temperature.
They stepped out of the car, closing the doors very quietly, and waited for their eyes to become adjusted to the darkness. The air had the moist, frigid density that preceded snow, and Korolev felt a speculative flake land on his cheek. They began to walk slowly towards the Orlov House, moving into the darker shadows on either side of the avenue, where the trees overhung it, and were grateful they had when lights suddenly glowed up ahead – the long windows on the ground floor of the Orlov House and the white outside lamps of the college buildings dusting their immediate surroundings with a silvery sheen. Korolev looked away from them to preserve his night vision, thinking there must have been a power cut that had just been repaired.
It wasn’t so much the silence that disturbed him or the absence of the Militiamen who should have been challenging them. It was something else again, something much more intangible. And he was grateful for the snug feel of the Walther in his hand when the light spilling from the windows and open front door of Mushkina’s cottage showed a crumpled body lying on the cobblestones in front of it.
With Slivka covering him, Korolev carefully approached, recognizing the young uniform from the village, Sharapov. Wet blood oozed down the boy’s pale face. Korolev leant down to feel for a pulse and was surprised by the wave of relief when he felt it. But the relief was tempered with caution – Korolev looked around the courtyard, concerned that the boy’s attacker might still be close by. The lights flickered, then went out once again and they were left in darkness. Slivka had already positioned herself beside Mushkina’s open doorway and he made his way to her, crouching as he did so.
‘Who’s that?’ she whispered.
‘Sharapov – someone’s knocked him out cold.’
In the dark, he couldn’t see Slivka’s reaction.
‘What do we do about this someone, Chief?’ she asked, her voice calm.
‘We see if we can find him and we deal with him.’ Korolev took a deep breath and stepped inside Mushkina’s cottage.
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Inside it was as dark as the bottom of a coal mine and Korolev pushed himself against the wall, lifted his Walther and turned on his torch, running it quickly round the room. It looked just as he might have expected except for the slumped figure lying across Mushkina’s writing desk.
‘It’s clear, but we’ve another body,’ he whispered to Slivka, who entered behind him and covered him as he approached the desk.
‘The Frenchman,’ he muttered as he turned Jean Les Pins’ head, the dead man’s hair surprisingly soft and his skin, even more surprisingly, with a trace of the heat of a living person. But a thin strip of rope was still dug deep into his neck. And then the smell struck him. The perfume of hot wax. He put a finger to the wick of the candle beside Les Pins’ head – still warm and the wax underneath still liquid. The killer must have left only moments before they arrived.
‘Who is it?’ Slivka asked, moving slowly across the room, gun held out in front of her with her left hand supporting her right.
‘Les Pins. Strangled. Whoever did it is still close, Slivka. Be careful.’
There was no sign of a struggle, and yet here Les Pins was, garrotted, and Sharapov lying unconscious outside with a lump on his head the size of a lemon. There was a door leading further into the house and Korolev, followed closely by Slivka, crept towards it and, gun first, made his way into the kitchen. A quick scan of the room with his torch showed the back door was ajar.
‘Do you think we disturbed them?’
‘I don’t know, but I’m going to check upstairs.’
Leaving Slivka to cover his back, Korolev climbed the stairs to the upper storey, his feet seeming to find every possible creak in the steps as he went. A shirt lay discarded on the small landing and it was clear that someone had ransacked the two bedrooms – Mushkina’s clothes were strewn everywhere, a mattress had been thrown from the bed and cut open with a knife and books littered the floor, their spines and boards filleted. A very thorough job, but hastily done, Korolev decided, wondering what the ransacker had been looking for, and why similar havoc hadn’t been visited on the rooms downstairs. Perhaps they had disturbed the intruder. Or perhaps Les Pins had.
‘Well, Chief?’ Slivka called up to him in a loud whisper.
‘That someone’s been up here, Slivka – and searching for something by the looks of it. No sign of Comrade Mushkina.’
He turned off his torch and went back downstairs – whatever they’d been looking for must be worth having.
‘Where’s Mushkina’s telephone?’
‘I’ll find it.’
‘Get it winding, Slivka, and get people out here, soon as you can. I’ll bring Sharapov into the kitchen before he freezes.’
By the time Korolev had dragged the young Militiaman inside the front door, fat snowflakes were beginning to fall in earnest and already a thin coating of white covered the cobblestones. He could hear Slivka frantically turning the handle on the telephone she’d found on the kitchen wall.
‘No line, not even a crackle. It must be the electricity.’
‘Or perhaps that “someone” fellow cut it, just to make things easy for us. Come on, help me get Sharapov into the kitchen.’
‘Chief,’ Slivka said a few moments later, speaking quietly as she placed a cushion under the unconscious Militiaman’s head, ‘do you hear something?’
He heard it all right – the sound of an approaching motor, its engine barely turning over, but audible enough despite the snow. They crossed the room to the small window that overlooked the courtyard and saw a small truck coming up the lane where they’d left the car at a pace that a man on crutches could have kept up with, its lights off.
‘There’s a phone in the investigation room and one up at the house,’ Slivka whispered. ‘Shall we try for them?’
‘You go, Slivka. I’ll stay here. We can’t leave Sharapov on his own.’
Korolev sensed that she was about to disagree, but he took hold of her shoulder and pushed her firmly towards the back entrance.
Slivka turned as if she might resist, but then she kept on moving and closed the door behind her. Good girl, he thought, then retrieved Sharapov’s Nagant from its side holster. He cracked it open and ran a thumb round the chambers before snapping it shut. Good, it was fully loaded – he’d keep the Walther for later. He slipped off the safety catch and returned to the window just as the truck disgorged three people at the very spot where Sharapov’s body had lain just minutes before.



Chapter Twenty-Eight


The first man into Mushkina’s sitting room looked around nervously, apparently not knowing what to expect, before retreating. When the tall man returned, he was accompanied by another shadowy figure who aimed what looked like a revolver into the darkness. Korolev wasn’t sure where the third member of the crew was, but he hoped he’d stayed in the truck. He waited until the two men reached the middle of the room before aiming the torch at their eyes to dazzle them.
‘Militia. I’ve a gun pointed right at you so put your hands up and drop your weapons to the floor. One wrong move and I shoot.’
Korolev flicked the beam back and forwards between the two men – he didn’t recognize the taller man, but the second man was familiar, even if it weren’t for the Militia overcoat. Blumkin from the village station. There was a clatter as Blumkin’s pistol hit the floor.
‘Who are you?’ Korolev asked the stranger, his voice sounding far more measured and calm than he felt.
The man opened his mouth to speak and then thought better of it. Blumkin seemed to be trying to slowly back away towards the door until Korolev fixed him to the spot with a warning flash of the torch.
‘Blumkin, try anything and you’ll be breathing through a hole in your chest. Kick your gun over here.’
The Militiaman moved back towards his gun in order to comply, while Korolev, his eyes never leaving Blumkin, addressed the tall man.
‘You. Surname, name, patronymic.’
But the stranger was looking at a point behind Korolev’s shoulder and even Blumkin had stopped moving, waiting for something. It wasn’t much of a surprise when a voice came from the kitchen doorway.
‘Don’t move, Korolev. It would be a mistake if you did.’
It was the voice of a person who had a gun pointed at a fellow’s back and a bullet ready to plant a hole the size of a baby’s fist between his shoulder blades if he should so much as shiver. But Korolev started to turn anyway. After all, he recognized the voice well enough.
‘That’s enough, Korolev. Put your gun and the torch on the table beside you.’
‘As you wish,’ Korolev said, placing Sharapov’s Nagant down as instructed and noting without surprise that Blumkin had recovered his pistol and was pointing it straight at his throat.
‘Damienko, pick up that gun and take the torch.’
‘What’s going on, Comrade Mushkina?’ the tall man asked.
‘Trouble is what’s going on, Damienko. And your only way out of it is to do as I say.’
Mushkina’s voice had enough iron in it to armour a tank and the stranger did as he was told, checking the magazine of Sharapov’s Nagant and making sure there was a bullet in the firing chamber. Whoever he was, he’d handled a gun before. Korolev was conscious of the weight of the Walther in his pocket, but with three guns now trained on him it seemed to him the best place for his hands was pointing upwards, which was where he put them.
‘What happened to Les Pins?’
‘We found him searching for certain information. A guest who overstayed his welcome – in more ways than one – and a loose end that needed tying up.’
Korolev sighed: it didn’t take much detective work to realize he was another loose end that needed tying up – permanently. Still, he had a gun in his pocket and Slivka was out there somewhere. The game wasn’t over yet – not for as long as he was allowed to keep playing it, anyway.
‘So it was you, all along, Comrade Mushkina. Pulling the strings, finding enemies and counter-revolutionaries and bringing them together. Killing anyone who stood in your way.’
‘Finding them, Korolev?’ she repeated bitterly. ‘That wasn’t hard – there isn’t a man, woman or child in this part of the world doesn’t know that the Revolution has failed them. I don’t have to search for people who are against the Revolution – around here everyone is against the Revolution. Ask people in the village about hunger and they’ll tell you stories that will turn your blood to ice. They were left with nothing for a long winter – but I know where it all went. Do you know where, Korolev? Abroad. To the Capitalist countries. To the imperialists and bankers. To prop up fascists and oppressors while our own people starved. And there’s nothing that wasn’t eaten here at that time. Leather, grass, the bark of trees and worse, much worse than that. This is what the Revolution gave these people – the same people it was meant to be freeing from tyranny and want. Let me tell you, Korolev, the tsars were better to the people round here than Stalin, and that’s the truth of it.’
Korolev turned to look at the elderly woman. The light from the torch held on him by Damienko showed the silver in her hair, the dark hollows of her eyes and cheeks. There was no doubting her sincerity.
‘I don’t involve myself in political matters, I’m a detective.’
‘You were sent by the Lubianka, Korolev. You’re no ordinary detective.’
‘I was sent here, as you say, by the Lubianka – but I’m no Chekist. And, believe me, if I had my way I’d be in my bed in Moscow right now rather than having guns pointed at me. But you know who the murdered girl was connected to, and it was my misfortune to come to his attention on another case. Political matters aren’t for the likes of me, Comrade, but I go where I’m sent. That’s what an ordinary detective has to do – his duty.’
‘Ordinary, you say? Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused us?’
‘My job is to investigate crimes, Comrade. I don’t apologize if I make it inconvenient for the criminals.’
As soon as he’d said it, Korolev regretted the comment. It wasn’t the time to be pointing a finger at people who were pointing guns at him.
‘We’re no criminals, Korolev,’ Mushkina eventually said, her voice seeming a little quieter than before. ‘The criminals are Stalin and the Party, who’ve murdered the People. I know the truth.’
Korolev wanted a cigarette and he wanted to see his son Yuri one more time. To ruffle his fingers through the boy’s soft hair and hear him laugh. It looked as if the odds on seeing Yuri were long, but he might have a chance with a cigarette.
‘Mind if I smoke? I’ve some in my pocket. I even have a few spare.’ Well, why not offer them round? The likelihood was he wouldn’t be finishing them himself.
‘I have some questions that need answering,’ Mushkina said by way of agreement.
‘I’ve a few of my own,’ Korolev responded, his fingers reaching slowly for the breast pocket of his overcoat. ‘But I’ll answer yours better if I have some smoke in my lungs.’
‘Slowly, then.’
When he struck the match, the spark’s light briefly showed the faces of his captors: Blumkin looked determined, Damienko as if he wanted very much to be somewhere else and Mushkina could just as easily have been discussing the weather as aiming a loaded gun at a Militiaman’s head. The Frenchman, on the other hand, looked as dead as ever.
Korolev’s cigarette tip glowed orange as he blew out the match.
‘How did you find out about the guns?’ Mushkina asked, her voice gentle.
‘A fellow I know told me about them. It seems you tried to force the wrong people to shift them for you.’
‘Not my work. Some men must always take the hardest way. I choose the way that gets me to the destination safely. I knew it was an error to cross the Odessa Thieves.’
‘You know what happened, then?’
‘In the catacombs? Yes. Some of our people escaped.’
‘Not for long. When I left Odessa the place was crawling with Militia and Chekists. A mouse in a bread-bin had better have his papers in order tonight.’
‘Not so many that I couldn’t make my way out, Korolev – age and standing in the Party count for something, even these days. Tell me, how did you find out about Les Pins and Gradov? We know you were looking for them. Blumkin here was ordered to hold them on sight.’
‘Gradov? Well, it was his habit of losing guns that turn up in dead men’s hands, and given Andreychuk had escaped on his watch – well, even I began to wonder whether he might be worth talking to. As for Les Pins, we found his fingerprint on the bracket the girl was hung from. And Sharapov spotted the morphine tablets he used to drug her in his bedroom.’
‘The girl was another mistake. She could have been dealt with a different way.’
‘I wanted to ask you why she was killed. You must have known she was Ezhov’s lover – everyone else did. Surely killing her could only cause you trouble.’
‘I knew it, but this fool didn’t. And didn’t bother asking either.’ She flicked the barrel of her gun in the dead Frenchman’s direction. Korolev didn’t need to see her face to be certain it reflected the contempt in her voice. ‘And then it turned out she was Andreychuk’s daughter. If I could have talked to her, I would have reminded her that our exposure was her own death sentence, but he was an adventurer, an amateur. How he pulled the wool over the eyes of the Comrades in Spain, I’ve no idea.’
‘Who was he?’
‘A Russian mother, a French father, a German spy. He was with the French in Odessa when they intervened in ’nineteen, and stayed on as an observer with the Whites. When he became involved with the Germans I don’t know, but fascists have their own loyalties. To him, we were a means to an end. To us, he was a source of guns, so much the same. We gave him something he wanted and he gave us what we wanted. But then he decided he should be the one making the decisions, and some of our people agreed with him. And I was overruled.’
‘And they paid the price?’
‘They listened to him when he said they could force the Thieves to ship in the guns. And look where that got them.’
‘Why did he kill the girl?’
‘She found out what she was bringing in from Moscow.’
‘And what? Threatened to reveal everything to the authorities?’
‘Not quite – she realized Lomatkin was compromised and wanted an end to the arrangement. Les Pins overreacted, and before the information had been recovered as well.’
‘It was him who drugged her?’
‘Yes, although Gradov was the one who killed her.’
‘And then he killed Andreychuk as well?’
‘I don’t know – I’d arranged to get him across the border, but when the boat came for him, they found him dead. Perhaps it was Gradov, or perhaps someone else. Andreychuk was a good man – he fought with my husband in the war – but maybe Les Pins only had one way of dealing with problems like that.’
‘So that’s how you knew Andreychuk.’
‘My husband was a Party member before the Revolution, but when he was asked to betray the Petlyurists he was dealing with to the Whites, he refused and went over to them. Now, of course, I see he was right – but then…’
‘And your son, he came to the same conclusion?’
‘Him? He’s still as loyal to the Party as a dog.’
Korolev could hear something close to hatred in her voice.
‘But he was involved in your conspiracy, wasn’t he? Isn’t that why he was here?’
‘Him? Never – the strain of being a butcher for twenty years is the reason he’s here, nothing else. If he’d known one tiny fraction of this – well, you must know what would have happened.’
At that moment, two quick bursts of electricity energized the filaments of the light bulbs in the room to dramatic effect. It was like seeing two photographs, almost identical, each for a fraction of a second. The first flash of light left them all dazzled, but Korolev was sure he could see a figure standing in the doorway behind Blumkin and the peasant, wearing a greatcoat. Slivka? If it was her, Mushkina saw her as well because she called out a warning and there was a gunshot. Then the lights came on once again, illuminating a scene that was more confused than the first. Blumkin’s eyes were wide open and his body seemed to be lifting off the ground, blood spurting from a bullet wound in his shoulder. Damienko had disappeared, probably hiding under the table. But the figure in the doorway and Mushkina were standing still, each with a pistol aimed in the other’s direction, both guns blazing.
Korolev dropped to the floor, pulling out his Walther as shot after shot blasted across the room, and the shooting didn’t slacken for an instant when the lights went out again. It was like a wall of noise, so quickly were they firing, and the muzzle flashes showed Mushkina standing there shooting towards the doorway and Blumkin firing at random, the wall slick with his blood as he slipped lower and lower. It was impossible to work out what was happening and a bullet hitting the table beside his head convinced Korolev it was safer not to try. Finally there was a pause, then one last shot and then nothing more.
What followed the explosion of light and gunfire was silence, broken only by a long whistling sigh from somewhere near the doorway and then a single word.
‘Mother.’ It was more like a long exhalation than anything and it sounded like Mushkin’s voice. Still, Korolev stayed where he was.
At first he could hear nothing except for the truck’s engine outside, still turning over, then he heard running feet from the direction of the Orlov House and the distinctive sound of empty brass cartridges falling nearby onto a wooden surface – someone in the room was alive and reloading.
‘Chief?’ called a voice from outside, and Korolev felt his spirits rise. It was Slivka – he might get out of this yet – and now a torch’s beam was angling in through the window, cutting into the darkness.
‘Come out with your hands up,’ Slivka demanded, and then Korolev heard another familiar voice in the background.
‘That’s Militiaman Blumkin by the wall, over there,’ a boy’s voice called out. It was young Riakov.
But there was no response from the room and no sound other than Korolev’s pulse thudding in his ears and his unnaturally rapid breathing. More people were coming at a run now and Slivka was telling them to keep back. Somewhere outside he could hear Belakovsky’s voice asking what was happening. Sorokina was proclaiming that it was a terrorist attack on the film while Shymko was telling everyone to stay where they were.
‘Be careful, Slivka,’ Korolev said quietly, ‘take your time. I’m beside the table but I can’t see anything.’
There was a gunshot and a bullet cracked over his head and both he and Slivka fired in response; then there was more silence. Slivka’s torch shone into the room once again.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
‘I’ll live.’
‘I think one of us just shot Comrade Mushkina,’ Slivka said, unsure, by the sound of it, that this was a positive development.
‘Good,’ he said. ‘Who was it in the doorway?’
‘Major Mushkin,’ Slivka said. ‘He’s not looking good. Finished, I’d say.’
‘And Blumkin?’ he asked.
‘In a bad way, but still conscious.’
‘There’s a fellow called Damienko in here as well.’
‘I surrender,’ Damienko said. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’ And there came the sound of a gun skittering across the floor.
Then Korolev rose to his feet just as the light came back on and he looked around him at the dead and the wounded and thanked the Lord for preserving his poor sinner’s life once again.



Chapter Twenty-Nine


Korolev stood beside Slivka’s car on the village’s solitary street thinking back to the night before. When the lights had come on again, it had been chaos. There’d been actors and technicians, production girls and all sorts swarming into Mushkina’s cottage as soon as it was clear it was safe, and more histrionic dramatics than on a bad night at the Bolshoi. In the end, he’d had to fire a shot into the ceiling, and even then it had required a firm talking to and a reminder of his duty as a loyal Pioneer to persuade young Riakov to leave.
After that, it had been a question of waiting until reinforcements arrived and adding up the butcher’s bill. Mushkin had caught a bullet in the chest and was dead, his face a mask of pain – and Korolev couldn’t help thinking it was the knowledge that his mother had probably fired the bullet more than the injury. Blumkin and Mushkina were both clinging to life and had been ambulanced to the care of Dr Peskov’s colleagues at the university hospital in Odessa, along with the concussed Sharapov. Damienko had emerged from his hiding place uninjured but terrified and was now sitting in a cell in the Militia station, not twenty metres away from where Slivka and Korolev were standing, having a mysterious conversation with the newly arrived Colonel Rodinov.
Snow had fallen throughout the night and most of the morning and it had pushed up against the walls of the village in deep drifts. Korolev, after all the excitement of the previous days, was utterly exhausted. He rubbed his hands together and stamped his feet to try and revive the circulation.
‘He’s taking his time,’ he said, turning to Slivka.
‘I wonder why he wanted to talk to him.’
‘Best not to ask, and even better not to know,’ Korolev answered. He’d spoken to Rodinov the night before, immediately after the gunfight in Mushkina’s cottage, and a lengthy silence had followed his report of the events that had taken place.
‘This Damienko fellow – you said he looked as though he’d handled a gun before.’
‘Yes,’ Korolev had answered. ‘A soldier at some stage, I’d imagine. I haven’t asked him yet – I thought I’d speak to you first.’
‘Good. Hold him at the village station. Have that pathologist fellow of yours take Les Pins and Mushkin into his morgue – but not under their own names. I’ll talk to Colonel Marchuk to make arrangements. This fellow Blumkin – what is his condition?’
‘Conscious. More than that I can’t say.’
‘And Mushkina?’
‘She took a few bullets.’ Omitting to mention that they’d come from Slivka and himself. ‘She’s not talking much, but she’s tough.’
‘And you really think she shot Mushkin?’
‘It looks that way. It wasn’t me and Damienko’s gun wasn’t fired. It could have been Blumkin, but my money would be on Mushkina.’
‘A husband and a son,’ Rodinov said, and there was a note of admiration in his voice. Korolev made no comment. It wasn’t the kind of statement that required one.
‘He was loyal all along – Mushkin, that is. You know that now, don’t you? He even had suspicions about his mother, but I didn’t believe him. I thought his exhaustion was playing tricks on him.’
‘I see it now. I had my doubts.’
‘He had his doubts about you as well, Korolev.’
‘Yes, Comrade Colonel.’
‘But you got the job done between you.’
‘I hope so, Comrade Colonel.’
‘The guns are safe, and most of the conspirators in custody – I’d say you completed the task assigned to you. But what happens to them now you don’t need to bother about.’
‘As you say, Comrade Colonel.’
There was a pause that reminded Korolev, yet again, of the precariousness of his situation. He opened his mouth to say something, but what could he say? After a few moments, Rodinov spoke again. The voice was slow and deliberate, each word weighted with menace.
‘You said the film people thought it was a terrorist attack.’
‘That was their initial reaction.’
‘Don’t disagree with that explanation, Korolev. Tell them the matter is still under investigation. Where possible, encourage them in their belief but without confirming it. Understood?’
‘Of course, Comrade Colonel,’ Korolev replied.
There was another pause.
‘No one, including you, is to speak to this Damienko until I arrive. The same applies to Mushkina and Blumkin. I will talk to Petrenko and Marchuk to ensure this happens, but this instruction applies to you more than anyone. Just in case you were to become confused about the extent of your responsibilities in the meantime, this matter is now in my hands – no one else’s. Is that clear?’
It was clear enough, and Korolev had followed the colonel’s instructions to the letter – to the extent that now he and Slivka stood in the snow, stamping their feet to keep warm and uncomfortable under the close inspection of the four goons who’d come with the colonel from Moscow. Hard men, young, hungry – looking like hunting dogs waiting for an order from their master.
‘I hope that’s it,’ Slivka said, breaking the silence. Korolev turned to find her looking up at the sky.
‘What?’ he asked, curious.
‘The winter. I hope that’s it finished now. That we can leave it behind us at last.’
‘Yes,’ Korolev said, a little distracted. ‘The spring is always welcome.’
Their attention was diverted by the sound of the door to the Militia station closing. Rodinov stood in front, pulling on his gloves.
‘Korolev?’ he said, looking around the village for a moment, as if to remember it for ever. Korolev raised his hand to his hat in salute.
‘Come with me.’
Korolev followed the colonel to his car, its engine still running. At Rodinov’s invitation he joined him in the back seat.
‘Well, Korolev. You did a good job.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Colonel.’
‘Don’t thank me, thank Comrade Ezhov. He’s pleased with how things have turned out and wants you to know it.’
‘I’m grateful for that.’
‘You should be. Of course there are a few matters that still need to be resolved, and that’s what I’m here to do.’
‘I see,’ Korolev said quietly, wondering if he was one of them.
‘Yes.’ The colonel took off one of his gloves and examined his fingernails. ‘A little tidying up is called for. So I will now tell you what exactly happened here over the last few days, in case you become confused when you read about it in the newspapers. Are you listening carefully?’
‘Yes, Comrade Colonel.’ Korolev tried to make sure his face was devoid of any indications that could be construed as confusion, although his mind was racing.
‘What happened is this,’ Rodinov continued, not looking at Korolev and speaking as though to an invisible audience. ‘A young comrade, the late Maria Lenskaya, beautiful, dedicated and utterly loyal to the Soviet State, came across her estranged father – the traitor Andreychuk – whom she knew to be a former Petlyurist officer and suspected of being an active counter-revolutionary. The rat didn’t recognize her and so she was able to observe him behaving suspiciously – we’ll fill in the exact details later on. It helps, of course, that he was involved in such activities.’
He glanced at Korolev, as if looking for approval, and so Korolev nodded, beginning to understand.
‘Alerted to his evil intentions, she informed Comrades Mushkina and Les Pins about her fears and, under Mushkina’s direction, Lenskaya and Les Pins, together with Comrade Lomatkin, I think, infiltrated a conspiracy to create an independent Petlyurist state in the Ukraine – with German backing. With me so far?’
Korolev nodded again.
‘Very good. The conspiracy was led by that fellow Damienko, a Ukrainian exile who had returned to the country from – ’ the colonel paused to think – ‘Budapest. Fortunately the efforts of Comrade Lenskaya and her fellow loyal Party members to bring the conspirators to justice were ultimately successful and resulted in the seizure of a large quantity of weapons and the death and arrest of all the conspirators, but at a terrible price. Comrades Mushkina, Les Pins and Lenskaya laid down their lives so that the Revolution might be preserved. They have joined the pantheon of Bolshevik heroes, along with Militiamen Gradov and Blumkin, of course. And we should never forget Major Mushkin. Especially not Major Mushkin. A Chekist hero of the highest valour. I shouldn’t be surprised if his mother and he weren’t buried in the Kremlin wall itself. Oh, and that journalist Lomatkin. He was a hero as well.’
‘All of their lives?’ Korolev couldn’t stop himself from asking the question; as far as he knew Blumkin, Mushkina and Lomatkin were still alive.
‘Yes,’ Rodinov said, drawing a finger languidly down the fogged-up window beside him. ‘All of them. Their selfless sacrifices for the Socialist Motherland will be an example to us all. They will be awarded the highest honours, of course. Posthumously.’
Rodinov seemed lost in thought for a moment and Korolev sensed his own fate was hanging by the narrowest of threads.
‘Which brings us to you and Sergeant Slivka.’
‘We’re happy to do our duty, as you direct.’
‘I don’t doubt it. Slivka is a Party member?’
‘Komsomol, I believe.’
‘I see, but you aren’t – isn’t that right?’ The colonel’s eyes were boring into him now, but Korolev sensed no hostility as such – not yet, at any event. He hesitated, considering how best to respond.
‘I’ve never thought myself worthy of being considered for an active political role in the Revolution, Comrade Colonel.’ Korolev spoke carefully.
‘Yes, I think you should focus on what you are good at, Korolev – digging out answers for people like me.’
There was a hint of irony in the colonel’s voice, but there was no trace of it in his expression.
‘You, Korolev,’ he said after another pause, ‘you will go back to Moscow and resume your duties.’
Korolev felt relief well up in him, but the colonel wasn’t finished.
‘I understand there are vacancies in Moscow CID that haven’t been filled. Semionov was a junior lieutenant, wasn’t he?’
‘That was his Militia rank.’
‘Then we shall promote Sergeant Slivka. You work well together. I’ll explain it to your chief. You may give her the good news. The People’s Commissar believes you may be of use to him again, sometime in the future.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Colonel.’
The colonel waved a hand in acknowledgement.
‘Now these forensics men you worked with – are they reliable?’
‘I put my life in their hands, Comrade Colonel. And they came through.’
‘Well, we shall look after them as well.’
Korolev’s face must have revealed his fears because Rodinov raised a reassuring hand.
‘Don’t worry, Korolev, they served the State loyally – they have nothing to fear.’ Rodinov’s expression was still cold, but Korolev sensed that the danger had passed. ‘What did I tell you again and again during this investigation, Korolev?’
‘That discretion was vital, Comrade Colonel.’
‘Be sure your new colleague knows it as well as you do. The Party is grateful for your contributions to the successful outcome of this matter, but you must never speak of it again.’
‘I understand.’
Rodinov studied him. ‘You have a son, Korolev, haven’t you?’ he said in a detached voice.
‘Yes. He’s eleven now.’
‘He lives in Zagorsk, doesn’t he?’
Korolev said nothing, fear paralysing his vocal cords, wondering how Rodinov knew about Yuri, and whether the threat in the question was intended, and then certain beyond doubt that it had been. He found himself trying to swallow, but there was no saliva in his mouth, wondering should he say something, assert his complete reliability, his devoted loyalty to the Party, his dedication to the revolutionary cause, but instead he just looked into the colonel’s cold eyes and kept his face as expressionless as he could.
‘You still have ten days before you need to be back at work, Korolev. Go and visit the young lad. The permits will be arranged for you. You deserve it.’

A few moments later Korolev found himself outside in the sun, in something of a daze, the freezing air sharp on his face and unexpected tears icy on his cheek. He turned away from Rodinov’s car and walked towards the Orlov House, his feet moving of their own accord and his mind not concentrating on anything much except the fact that he’d made it through this mess after all and that he’d be seeing his son. His glance fell on the ruined church and for an insane moment he found himself walking towards it, fully intent on going inside to thank the Lord for his good fortune.
But instead he pulled a hand across his eyes to dry them and then over his unshaven chin, and felt the tiredness of the last few days like a weight on his back, and with the last of his energy he turned, smiling at Slivka as he walked back towards her.
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