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For Nikolai
Chapter 1
21st June 1941, near to the 1939 frontier between Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany.
In the deep slumber of a hot June afternoon, in the midst of the great plain that rolls from Berlin to Moscow and beyond, a military staff car picked its way around the potholes of a country road. The driver craned forward, peering into a dust storm of his own making. The swirling yellow haze obscured the contours of the road. As he wiped his goggles, the car hit a rut and slewed out of control. It halted, balanced mid-chassis, with its front wheels suspended above a dried-out ditch.
Sevastian gathered up the papers which had been scattered around the rear foot well by the impact of the crash. Karpenko, the driver, appeared at the car door nursing a small cut on the bridge of his nose, where his goggles had been crushed between his face and the steering wheel.
‘I’m so sorry, Comrade General. These roads are impossible!’
‘Never mind that. Are you hurt?’ said Sevastian.
‘It’s nothing, nothing,’ said Karpenko, wiping his bloodied nose with the back of his driving glove. ‘How are you, Comrade General?’
‘A few pages out of order, but otherwise I’m fine.’
Sevastian climbed through the door and inspected the damage to his only functional staff car. They scrambled into the ditch and together heaved at the fender, trying to push the front wheels back onto the road. The heavy car remained defiantly immobile.
‘We’ll never move it on our own,’ said Karpenko.
He scanned their surroundings and fixed on a series of low wooden buildings on the far side of the field that lay on the opposite side of their ditch.
‘It looks like a farmhouse. I’ll see if they can help us…with your permission?’
Sevastian nodded and Karpenko climbed up the steep bank and struck out into the still-green wheat stalks. After a few seconds, he stopped and returned to the car to retrieve his revolver. Sevastian considered this a wise precaution. If the farmers were Ukrainians or Belorussians, then the reception was likely to be friendly. Poles, however, might find it too difficult to resist the opportunity to exact a token revenge for the loss of their country.
Half an hour later Karpenko reappeared on the road beside the car. With him were two peasants, whose ages might have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty. Middle age arrived early for those who worked the land. One of the peasants led a large plough horse. The other carried a coil of heavy rope across his shoulders. Evidently, the collectivization of agriculture in this area did not stretch to the supply of tractors, Sevastian concluded.
When the men saw his general’s uniform, they removed their caps and adopted ingratiating expressions, alternately grinning at him and then studying the dirt at their feet.
‘Belorussians,’ said Karpenko. ‘They were eager to help.’
He turned to the man with the rope and, with a gangmaster’s authority, said, ‘Tie that on at the back.’
Without prompting, the other man manoeuvred the beast to a towing position and fastened the other end of the rope to its collar. With casual expertise, he urged the horse forward until it took the strain. The great hind muscles rippled under their glossy chestnut covering and the car moved. It made an unhealthy grating as the chassis dragged along the rim of the ditch. Then the front wheels bit, the springs groaned a little as they took the weight, and the car pitched up onto the road. Karpenko jumped in and applied the brake, while the two peasants unhitched the horse.
Sevastian turned to them. ‘Thank you. Is there some favour I can do in return?’
One of the men gave the other a significant look and nudged his elbow. The other man seemed reluctant to respond.
‘Well?’ asked Sevastian.
‘Thank you, Your Excellency,’ he replied in heavily accented but passable Russian. ‘We erm…well, you see, my daughter, Dariushka, she sick. Perhaps I ask too much. Please forgive.’
Sevastian persisted. ‘What do you need?’
‘Is possible, Excellency, one of your army doctor look at her? I know they be busy very soon, but…’
The man’s companion jogged him hard by the elbow to make him desist.
‘What! What did you say?’ asked Sevastian.
‘Nothing, Excellency, nothing…my Russian, she no good!’
Karpenko grabbed the man by his collar and hauled him in front of Sevastian.
‘You’ll have your doctor,’ said Sevastian, ‘I’ll make sure of it, but first I need to know what you meant by that remark. Why will we be in need of our doctors?’
‘Sasha, bloody fool. Why you upsetting General with stupid talk?’ said the other peasant, turning to Sevastian with a pleading expression. ‘He always talk bullshit, Excellency. Please don’t listen him. He never think what he say.’
Sevastian waved him out of the way and moved in closer to Sasha. Karpenko tightened his grip on the collar. Sasha winced, as if he were expecting a blow.
‘Do I look like a fool to you?’
Sasha shook his head vigorously. ‘No, no, not fool, never!’
‘Then tell me what you meant and that will be the end of the matter.’
Sasha slumped under Karpenko’s grip and heaved a sigh. Sevastian signalled Karpenko to let him go.
‘I mean,’ said Sasha, screwing up his forehead with the unaccustomed effort of choosing his words with care. ‘I mean sometime, when I visit my brother right next to border, I hear movings on other side.’
‘Movings?’
‘Machine, big machine, big engine. I tell Vasily—that my brother, Excellency—but he say him no hear nothing. But Sasha hear them. Sasha have ear like wolf.’
‘You hear engines. Is that it?’
‘Not all,’ said Sasha, growing more confident and conspiratorial in tone. ‘Them goes always this way.’ He jabbed his finger theatrically eastwards. ‘Them never goes that way.’ He pointed westwards.
The other peasant rolled his eyes and muttered something to Sasha.
‘Quiet!’ said Sevastian. ‘Now, Sasha. I need to know, how long has this been going on?’
‘I first hear about four week ago. I see Vasily every Sunday. Every time I hear more. My Vasily no hear good. Got sick when small boy.’ He tweaked an ear. ‘No money for doctor, no medicine, so now he no hear good. But Sasha hear, Sasha hear good, good like w...’
‘Start the car,’ said Sevastian to Karpenko, ‘we’re leaving straight away.’
He climbed into the rear seat. As they pulled away, creating new dust swirls, Sevastian turned and saw the sketchy forms of two men dwarfed by a plough horse. The words ‘Dariushka’ and ‘doctor’ wafted by. He waved to acknowledge his promise, and then turned away.
It was early evening when Sevastian’s car limped into the compound outside his HQ building. He called an immediate conference with his most senior commanders. Several of them were already at dinner when summoned. They filed in before their impatient general, looking put out and, in one case, a little unsteady in gait.
He overheard one of them muttering to his companion, ‘What’s all this about, couldn’t it wait until tomorrow?’ but chose to ignore it.
‘Straight to business now,’ he said. ‘I need to know your readiness to repel an imminent German invasion.’
‘Is this an exercise, Comrade General?’ asked Belikov, one of his corps commanders.
The frustration that had been building up in Sevastian throughout the day burst out of him. ‘No, Belikov!’ he bellowed. ‘It’s not an exercise, so cancel any social plans you have for this evening and start earning your salt!’
This uncharacteristic loss of temper convinced his subordinates that the situation was indeed serious. Within a few minutes, they all summarised the battle readiness and disposition of their various units.
‘So to sum up,’ said Sevastian, ‘most of our strength is spread in a single echelon just behind the border. One concerted thrust from a tank brigade and they’ll come straight through.’
‘What about the option of redeploying further to the rear, so we have more room for manoeuvre?’ asked Belikov.
‘Overruled by the Stavka,’ replied Sevastian. He wanted to close down this topic, because he had been given clear instructions from the front commander, Marshal Mazurovsky, that preparations for a defence in depth were to be kept low key. The Boss wanted to avoid giving the Germans any pretext for a pre-emptive attack.
Soon after Sevastian had dismissed his corps commanders, so they could assume direct command of their units, he received a telephone call from Mazurovsky.
‘What the fuck are you playing at, Chaliapin? The Boss made it clear he’ll not permit any mobilisation along the ‘39 frontier.’
‘I received some local intelligence that the Germans have been massing armour,’ replied Sevastian. He knew this was a risky gambit, because the official line was to ignore any evidence of hostile intent on the part of the Germans, despite ample evidence to the contrary from many frontiers across Europe. ‘I ran an urgent review to assess our operational readiness. In my haste to assemble my commanders, I neglected to invite you. Forgive me, Comrade Marshal.’
Mazurovsky paused—like someone pondering a complex mathematical equation—before responding. ‘Then your intelligence is mistaken. It’s incompatible with my understanding of the situation, which is based on privileged information from the highest levels.’
Sevastian knew the phrase ‘highest levels’ was a cipher for the Politburo. To challenge it was tantamount to suicide. However, something in his gut told him that on the other side of the border lurked a peril which overrode even the political risks he was about to take.
‘You’re no doubt correct in a general sense, Comrade Marshal, but I believe a local incursion might be imminent, and I’d be failing in my duty as a commander if I didn’t respond to it. I’ve decided to mobilise some of my forward units as a precautionary step.’
Mazurovsky was silent for a while. Sevastian imagined his stiff posture and the muscles in his jaw hardening into taut slabs of disapproval.
‘I order you to desist. Reverse the mobilisation immediately!’
‘Of course, Comrade Marshal, immediately.’
After the phone call, Sevastian tried to unpick the subtext of Mazurovsky’s directive. The order had been given without the volley of obscenity and personal abuse which normally accompanied Mazurovsky’s rebukes. This meant that at some level he approved of Sevastian’s actions. The order to demobilise must have been for the benefit of the Stavka, via the inevitable eavesdropper for any official phone call.
Sevastian had ordered his commanders to mobilise his entire army, consisting of three rifle corps and a mechanised corps. He doubted if the Germans would give him the two days grace he needed to complete his preparations. He decided against acting on Mazurovsky’s command. This was at the risk of his life, he did not doubt it, but a failure to prepare at even the most basic level for the coming storm was also likely to have fatal consequences.
The judgement on his gambit came even sooner than he expected. At half past midnight, he received an emphatic answer, in the form of a top priority message from the Stavka. An invasion was imminent, it warned, and he should take urgent measures to repel the invader.
Mazurovsky phoned again, eager to be involved in the defence preparations now they had political approval. During his detailed questions about Sevastian’s preparedness, he did not mention his earlier phone call. Sevastian took this as a good sign that there would be no follow up to his recent failure to comply with a direct order from the Stavka.
At 4am, as he trudged across the compound to his quarters, intending to grab some food before the imminent combat, a low hum in the west resolved into a solid wave of aircraft engine noise. The countryside in the western approach to the base lit up with multiple orange-white flashes, followed a split second later by a kettledrum roll of explosions.
As he raced for the air raid shelter, the pause between each flash and its accompanying explosion grew briefer and briefer until it disappeared. The son et lumiere transformed into a mime as Sevastian’s ears were battered into submission by the percussive power of the assault. To his left, a huge fireball lifted an infantry squad high into the air. For an instant, they hung in bizarre acrobatic postures, like some macabre circus act performed by marionettes with detachable limbs. Sevastian turned away and dived for the stair well of the shelter. The blast wave caught him part way down the stairs and threw him headlong into the midst of a dense clutch of bodies. They cursed at him until, in the dim light of the subterranean room, they realised who he was.
He extricated himself from a tangle of limbs, returned to the entrance, and slammed the blast door shut. A few seconds later, another large explosion shook the room. The light went out and they all began coughing on an invisible dust cloud.
Someone lit a lantern.
Even in the hazy, sputtering light, Sevastian saw the shock in his companions’ faces. His principal emotion was frustration. He wanted to be out in the field rallying the defence, not sitting through the opening rounds of this great contest in a squalid shelter.
The planes returned in several waves, pounding the earth above them and rattling their bones. The joints between the concrete slabs of the shelter’s roof shed a sporadic spray of fine grey dust. Sevastian had a sneezing fit. His hearing returned, albeit muffled and polluted by a background roaring; a sensory reprise of the high explosive pulse of war. When no bombs had dropped for several minutes, he decided to take his chances.
‘Open the door,’ he snapped at a burly NCO, who he recognised from the HQ guard detachment.
The man heaved at the huge slab of steel. When it opened, someone spoke from the back of the shelter.
‘Comrade General, it’s not safe to leave the shelter yet. The bombers might return.’
Sevastian turned towards the man, a Captain. For the second time in twenty-four hours, his temper took control of him.
‘You will all leave the shelter now! Return to your posts and carry out your duties!’
Sevastian was first to mount the stairs. The others shuffled along behind him in silence. When he emerged on the surface, he realised how empty his blustering had been. The base lay in flaming ruins. Fragments of human beings, vehicles and buildings lay scattered on the ground. No posts had survived to be manned. Those few who had been fortunate enough to find a shelter wandered dazed through the detritus of their former lives, choking on clouds of dark, acrid smoke. They glanced aloft, fearful that the wrathful sky, having dispatched their comrades, might now be plotting their doom. The notion that there could be clearly defined duties for this ragbag of survivors was a travesty.
At the rear HQ, Sevastian shuffled through the transcripts of reports from his commanders. They were confused and contradictory and, most alarmingly, the last one was transmitted over an hour ago. So efficient had the Germans been in slicing up his command, he had essentially lost touch with their current situation. Everything he had seen in the last few hours told him this was a massive and determined onslaught, not simply a border incursion. Unless he could form a picture of the current disposition of his forces, he would remain impotent to respond.
‘Chernokov, get me a reconnaissance plane and a decent pilot. I need to see what’s going on.’
‘Sevastian Demyanovich, I urge you to reconsider!’ said Belikov. ‘The risk is too great. If we lost you, who would command?’
‘Right now, Belikov, I can’t command because I don’t know what I have left to command or what we’re facing. I have to get aloft and see for myself.’
Within an hour, Sevastian took off from a small grass runway, one of the few that had escaped the attention of the Luftwaffe bombers.
They scoured the countryside, skimming treetops to avoid German fighters and ground fire. He intended to fly a course parallel to the front, just behind the Red Army lines, but it soon became clear there was no front. He ordered the pilot to fly higher, so he could see the wider picture. The pilot complied, but hunched his shoulders into a defensive posture, as if this might somehow defend them from the packs of marauding German fighters.
When they reached the desired altitude, Sevastian broke out his binoculars. The scene unfolding beneath them was even worse than he feared. Dark columns of German armour had cut great swathes through his formations. The three infantry corps were already isolated from one another. With several textbook pincer movements, the Germans had bitten out great chunks from his front line, surrounding two whole infantry corps. The remaining corps was in imminent danger of the same fate. In a narrow gap—perhaps a couple of kilometres wide—huge concentrations of his forces streamed eastwards as a frantic, jostling rabble. Shells from the advancing German tanks burst among the massed bodies. Aircraft made frequent bombing and strafing attacks. He shuddered when he thought about the conditions on the ground.
‘We need to go higher, I want to see over onto the German side of the border,’ said Sevastian.
The pilot did not respond. His hands were shaking as he held the controls. Sevastian patted the man on the shoulder.
‘I’m sorry, but we have to go higher, Comrade.’
The pilot turned round in his seat, to face Sevastian. Two pairs of eyes regarded one another through two sets of flight goggles. One pair blazed with determination, the other with fear. For a moment, fear was vanquished. The pilot nodded. The engine note rose as he opened the throttle and pulled back on the stick.
On the German side of the frontier, vast columns of armour and infantry were marshalled, ready to follow up behind those that had already crossed. The sky was alive with aircraft, like swarms of mosquitoes celebrating a summer morning. The German formations possessed a coherent geometry and intent. On the Soviet side, the randomness of fate had taken hold. The line was crumbling minute by minute. Soon it would lose all form and purpose.
Sevastian scribbled notes on the enemy’s disposition and strength. He wanted to organise a snap counterattack to prevent the pincer points from closing around his only intact corps, so it could complete its escape. The surviving infantry divisions and remnants of his armoured forces would fall back to a new, easterly defensive line; one he had been prevented from manning in strength in the build up to the invasion.
When he had finished, he tried to raise his rear HQ on the radio, but the airwaves remained mute. Whether this was through German jamming or because no one remained to monitor the HQ frequencies, he could not tell, but his gut told him it was the latter.
‘Comrade General, have you seen enough?’ asked the pilot.
‘Yes…I’ve seen what I’d hoped never to see.’
‘Then I beg you, please let us land! We can’t evade their fighters for ever.’
Sevastian nodded. They banked into a steep turn, back in the direction of the airstrip, just a few minutes away. They flew at no more than a hundred metres altitude for a couple of minutes. As Sevastian considered his vanishing military options, a series of severe jolts struck the plane. Several gaping holes appeared in the fuselage around the engine. A fighter flashed past them, sporting a jagged black cross, edged in white. Seconds later, a plume of oily smoke billowed from their plane’s single engine, wreathing it in black funereal ribbons.
‘We must land now,’ shouted the pilot, ‘we’ll never make it back to the airfield.’
He lurched around in his seat, peering desperately through the smoke at the ground ahead of them, and pointed to a large meadow. As they approached, Sevastian saw a solitary horse—driven crazy by the mayhem of battle—thrashing against a stock fence in one corner of their improvised landing strip. The June sun glinted off streaks of livid red that stained its black haunches. The closer they got to the meadow, the more the pilot fought with the controls. When they were only a few metres above the ground, the engine cut out. The small plane pitched violently. Gravity reclaimed them.
Chapter 2
Moscow, autumn 1941
In his cell in the Lubyanka, Sevastian woke from another night of fitful sleep. With wakefulness came pain. His time in this place stretched from an indeterminate past into an infinite future. He heard footsteps in the corridor, and a tray of breakfast slop appeared through the door hatch. Soon they would come for him again. Every day followed the same routine, some ridiculous pleasantries, a question or two, trying to catch him off his guard, then the real business would start: the arm-twisting, the punches, the rubber truncheon slammed into his ribs, every part of his body hammered like a piece of cheap steak.
He wondered how much longer he could hold out. He did not believe—as they promised—that he would be rehabilitated once he confessed. A bullet in the back of the head and an unmarked grave was a much more likely outcome. Sevastian had seen how the political officers attached to his own units operated. Once they created a story, the rest of the world was rearranged to fit it.
An NKVD detachment had found him unconscious in the wreckage of his plane, the pilot dead beside him. The Stavka recognised him at once as the perfect scapegoat: a general caught in the act, deserting his command. Anyone else who might vouch for his true intentions—Belikov, for instance—was either dead or a prisoner of war.
They wanted him to confess to counterrevolutionary activities and selling out to the Germans. During the first few days of questioning, he had bellowed the truth about his conduct of the defence with bloodied defiance, looking his persecutors straight in the eye, searching for some glimmer of acknowledgement. The dismal levels of manning and equipment, the nonsensical orders from the Stavka, the evisceration of the officer corps through purges, the fact that they faced the most formidable invasion force in history: these were the true causes of the summer’s disasters. But his interrogators were interested in a different form of truth: the kind that appears within the pages of Pravda. Their account of the recent catastrophes would explain how a few conspirators allowed the Germans into the country, how these men had been rooted out and dealt with, and how the Red Army was now counter-attacking valiantly to regain the lost ground.
Sometimes, alone in his cell, he drifted into sleep for a few minutes; until the guards came by and woke him, as they did throughout the night. In these precious oases of sleep, after a particularly enthusiastic interrogation, he experienced ‘mirages’. The sweet, musky smell of fresh earth, seemed hyper-real to a young boy as he dug for potatoes in his parents’ garden. He recalled his father’s words, repeated often until they became a family saying: ‘Every time a good communist breaks the ground with a spade, he is digging the grave of a capitalist.’ His schoolteacher, who was also the leader of the local Komosomol brigade, had a repertoire of similar exhortations for any occasion. He leaned on the spade handle and paused to wipe the sweat from his forehead; then came to shivering, fever-drenched.
He did nothing to cultivate these episodes, but they always occurred just when he thought that he could not hold out any longer. Afterwards, he felt some measure of relief. Like a man being pursued through a complex of caves, each time his persecutors seemed to have boxed him in, he discovered another chamber, some space where they could not get at him. How many undiscovered chambers remained?
During this morning’s session, Sevastian sensed the presence of an additional person in the windowless room. Wisps of cigarette smoke—not the cheap tobacco smoked by his gaolers—drifted into view from a point behind his chair. At first, the new man did not participate. He asked no questions, threw no punches. But as Sevastian emerged—with the aid of a bucket of freezing cold water over his head—from his first routine lapse into unconsciousness, he intervened.
‘That will be enough for now, Comrades.’
Sevastian felt a waft of something acrid in his nostrils; it slammed him back into the pitiless reality of the interrogation room. Just in front of his face, a blurred pair of hands pushed a cork into a glass vial.
‘Comrade General. I need a few minutes of your valuable time. Should I have a word with your adjutant, or will you see me now?’
A face came into focus against the glare of the lights.
Sevastian coughed, struggling to clear the blood from the back of his throat.
‘What d’you want, Mazurovsky?’ he gasped.
‘Yes, Sevastian Demyanovich, it’s a pleasure to see you too.’
‘I’m surprised The Boss allows you time away from the Stavka. I thought…’
‘Yes?’
‘I thought you were all too busy fucking up the war!’
The effort of speaking produced more blood and mucus. When he coughed again, his lungs burned lava-hot.
‘You see! That’s what I keep telling everyone, we need more of that fighting spirit. But seriously, Comrade, one more such quip and you’ll go straight to Kolyma. I believe they still need some help in the gold mines.’
‘All right…what do you want?’
Mazurovsky leaned in close and whispered into his ear.
‘I want to save your hide…interested?’
Sevastian nodded.
They took him out of the Lubyanka to spend a few days in hospital. He slept on crisp, white bed linen, which smelled of lavender. When he woke, Sevastian felt as if a few strands of his tattered humanity had been stitched back together.
They fed him well, and his wounds were treated and dressed frequently by a pretty young nurse. At the end of his stay at the hospital, a doctor examined him. After a cursory check up, the doctor started to write out a certificate.
‘What does it say?’ asked Sevastian.
‘That you’re fit for combat duty.’
‘So, blood in the urine and a constant ringing in the ears are entry criteria for new recruits now?’
‘Comrade General…you have a choice of two certificates…the one that I’m writing now, or the alternative, which states that you died of heart failure due to excessive drinking. Which is it to be?’
‘All right, Doctor, you’ve made your point. Please continue.’
In the morning, Mazurovsky came for him.
‘Get dressed, Chaliapin, I want to take you on a little tour.’
They shared an exquisite breakfast of scrambled eggs and pancakes. Over tea and cigarettes, Mazurovsky got down to business.
‘I want to show you my field HQ, near the front.’
So, it was cat and mouse. You never knew what Mazurovsky was up to until it was too late. Better play along.
‘When’s our flight?’
Mazurovsky paused. ‘We won’t be flying.’
‘But it’s at least 800 kilometres…’
‘We’ll be driving.’
Sevastian shivered. ‘How far have they advanced?’
‘You’ve been out of circulation for a while. These days it’s only a short ride in my staff car to the front. Convenient, don’t you think?’
‘My god…my god…’
‘Quite.’
They drove in Mazurovsky’s car, heading west through the grey suburbs. Everywhere the streets thronged with preparations for the defence. A militia unit set up sandbagged gun emplacements, under the scrutiny of a regular army Sergeant. Civilians—some looked as if they should have been in school—collected material for barricades or dug trenches; ugly brown snakes slithering across the neat lawns of a local park. The rhythm of the shovels in the earth sounded like a steam train starting up, but never gaining speed.
Mazurovsky’s HQ was a large country house a few kilometres past the city boundary. To Sevastian’s practised eye, it revealed an ominous level of activity. Dispatch riders came and went every couple of minutes, and the urgent ringing of telephones echoed through the grand entrance hall. In the distance, he heard the rumble of heavy artillery.
‘Come up to my office, I want to show you how things stand,’ said Mazurovsky.
Sevastian could already see how things stood. The guns he heard were within fifteen kilometres of the HQ, and that was only twenty kilometres from the Kremlin. A map of the front was spread out on Mazurovsky’s desk. Sevastian caught his breath. A stark, black line ran all the way from a point just south of Leningrad, past the outskirts of Moscow and down deep into the Ukraine.
‘How could we have lost so much…so quickly?’ he said, shaking his head.
‘The more interesting question is, how can we stop Moscow falling to the Germans? If you want to stay healthy, concentrate on that,’ said Mazurovsky.
He lowered his voice to a murmur. ‘If Moscow goes, our friend with the odd moustache could be right: the ‘whole rotten edifice’ might crumble…like in the first war. This is a different type of enemy, Chaliapin. They don’t intend simply to grab some territory and then settle for a new border somewhere in Byelorussia. They mean to rub us out entirely. We can’t just keep running to the east.’
Mazurovsky jabbed a thick index finger at the Moscow sector of the map.
‘We have to stop them…here…now.’
In the early afternoon, vodka and cigarettes replaced tea and cigarettes. The two men raised their glasses in salute to one another and then towards the large portraits of Stalin and Lenin, which oversaw all of the proceedings in the Marshal’s office. Had Sevastian imagined it; the slightest twitch of a sardonic eyebrow above Mazurovsky’s unfathomable face? He shuddered as his recent lengthy period of enforced sobriety—the first during all his years in the army—came to an abrupt end.
‘So, Comrade, how’re you feeling after your convalescence? I know our boys in the Lubyanka are dedicated to their work.’
This time, the twitch was uncensored.
‘They were very thorough, but they tell me I’m fit for combat duties.’ Sevastian stayed deadpan. His superior still had monopoly rights over use of the sardonic eyebrow.
Mazurovsky took a long draw on his cigarette and exhaled slowly, filling the void between them with a swirling mass of particles; more than all of the human lives that have ever existed.
‘The Boss decided you should be given a second chance. I stuck my neck out for you…persuaded him you were still a good communist at heart, and loyal…I emphasised your loyalty.’
Mazurovsky paused again and looked straight at him. Sevastian did not react. If he was supposed to feel gratitude, he did not. Whatever reasons they had for loosening the garrotte, charity did not figure in the list. He knew the army well enough to understand that he was being lined up for a dirty job. He knew, too, that Mazurovsky’s own situation must also be desperate. By pleading for Sevastian’s life with The Boss, he had linked his own fate with that of his junior officer.
‘You’ve no doubt realised we have some special duties for you.’
Sevastian nodded. ‘I’m ready for whatever humble tasks you and Comrade Stalin have in mind.’
As he leaned forward to refill their glasses, Mazurovsky smiled. His demeanour signalled that Sevastian’s fate was no longer the central topic, at least for now. Most senior officers used the filling of glasses to punctuate the phases of significant conversations.
‘Do you recall, before the war, when you were stationed at that tank research centre in Kazan?’
The question triggered an immediate chain of reminiscences inside Sevastian’s battered cranium: the dacha near Konstantinovka; Marta riding ponies through the woods, taking risks, giving Klavdiya palpitations; Klavdiya reading a book on the terrace, looking up, smiling when she saw him approaching; those smiles that became so rare and then ceased.
Mazurovsky interpreted Sevastian’s pause for him. ‘A happy time for you.’
‘You’ve studied my file very thoroughly.’
‘We were friends with the Germans in those days.’
‘Yes.’
‘In ’29, Kazan hosted a delegation of officers from the Wehrmacht tank corps. They came on a study visit and stayed for some time. One of them took particular interest in our methods and equipment…he was billeted with you and your family for several weeks.’
‘So, this is all about Guderian, is it?’
‘They haven’t managed to dull your wits with their rubber truncheons then. Yes, it’s about Guderian.’
‘What can I do?’
‘The fascists have smashed in our front window and Guderian’s one of the main brick wielders. We have to work out some effective tactics against his Panzer Corps…before it’s too late. After that, when we’ve stopped them, we’ll need to re-think our strategy. If you manage the first job, you’ll probably survive to have a crack at the second.’
Sevastian understood now that Mazurovsky’s ‘you’ translated to ‘we’.
The glasses were recharged and their contents dispatched. The Field Marshal leaned back in his seat; a signal that some informality was permissible.
‘What’s our situation on the Moscow front?’ asked Sevastian.
‘We’re throwing everything we’ve got locally into holding them off. Meanwhile, we’ve mobilised some units from Siberia. They’re in transit to the front, shouldn’t be long now. If we can just keep going until they arrive.’
‘All new formations?’
‘A mixture of regulars and new recruits. I’ve recently been to see some of the early arrivals. I think I’d rather meet a motherfucking Fritz in the woods than one of those Siberians. They frighten the shit out of me…let’s hope they have the same effect on von Bock’s boys.’
‘Doesn’t that leave us open to an attack from the Japanese?’
Mazurovsky smiled mirthlessly. ‘When someone’s already kicked your front door in it’s not your first priority to check the lock at the back. Besides, we’re confident our neighbours in the east have other plans.’
Sevastian understood that where such strategic intelligence was concerned he should drop the subject and never raise it again. ‘What condition are the enemy in?’
‘It depends who you talk to. On paper, it’s hard to see how we can stand against them. They’ve beaten us in every significant engagement so far. But…but, I’ve been getting interrogation reports from tongues captured at the front. They tell a different story. Most of the forward formations are infantry, and they’re badly supplied and exhausted. They’ve had to walk the last few hundred kilometres. Most of their transport’s stuck in the mud, and their Panzers. In my opinion, they’re like a dangerous-looking chained dog—let’s call it a German Shepherd—that’s run to the end of its leash.’
Mazurovsky paused and chortled at his own joke. Sevastian joined in, trying to pitch his response somewhere above surliness and below obvious sycophancy.
‘I’m itching to get back at those cocksuckers,’ said Mazurovsky, ‘and make ‘em pay for all the slaughter, the humiliation.’
‘My sentiments too, Comrade Marshal.’
‘D’you know where Guderian’s established his latest HQ? Yasnaya Polyana! Imagine it, what greater cultural significance could there be, save for them actually setting up shop in the fucking Kremlin?’
‘Do you suppose he’s read Tolstoy?’
‘Of course he has. He’s goading us, rubbing our noses in it.’
‘Time for General Winter to intervene.’
Mazurovsky laughed. ‘Now that Generals Distance and Mud have done their work, eh?’
His demeanour switched to businesslike. Sevastian struggled to make the mental readjustment, so that his responses as a subordinate would be appropriate. The next question stunned him because it seemed to have come up during the wrong part of their conversation.
‘How’s that daughter of yours? What’s her name?’
‘Marta…I…don’t know. The last I heard from her she’d enrolled for infantry training. They’re forming female sniper squads.’
‘Yes, of course you don’t know…you’ve been otherwise detained. Are we reduced to this now? We’ve to put good rifles into the hands of women. Still, I suppose all you need’s a keen pair of eyes and a functioning trigger finger.’
He squinted down an imaginary rifle barrel and twitched a finger.
Sevastian struggled to conceal his alarm and confusion. Why was Mazurovsky bringing up Marta? There had to be some purpose, beyond mere smalltalk, behind his question.
‘I’m sure they’ll prove useful, given the right conditions.’
‘Yes, I suppose so.’
Mazurovsky got up and paced around his office. Sevastian could only wait for the next gambit.
‘I could make sure she doesn’t get sent to the front…have her transferred to some staff role. She’s a smart little thing, if I recall, been to university. I’m sure she’d prove useful to someone.’
‘That’s not necessary, thank you, Comrade Marshal. She has her heart set on a combat role.’
‘Good…good for her.’
Mazurovsky gave him a buff folder.
‘You’ve twenty-four hours to read this brief. I’ve arranged for your quarters. There’s a car waiting for you. Report here at the same time tomorrow.’
On the drive, Sevastian imagined his next meeting with Marta—if it ever took place—how furious she would be with him; convinced of his role in pulling strings on her behalf. If she was transferred away from her combat unit and dumped in a staff job, he might as well write the letter now, breaking off their already-tenuous contact. Mazurovsky intended to use Marta in some way to keep the pressure on him. But why not just lock her up, keep her as a hostage? The NKVD had great expertise in this field; they’d done it already to thousands of other families. What the hell was the twisted old bastard up to? Even now, with his back against the gates of Moscow, he still found time to dream up cruel interventions in the lives of his subordinates.
Chapter 3
As they marched in formation along one side of a main street, they passed a steady counter flow of civilian motor traffic. Many of the cars were of the type Marta recalled Party officials using when visiting her father. Some of the marchers jeered as each one went by. The passengers sat bulbous-necked in the rear seats, avoiding eye contact with the passing soldiers.
Katya strode along in the outside column, next to Marta.
‘Look at ‘em, big bosses cacking their pants and running for their lives. Yellow bastards!’ said Katya.
Marta felt unsettled by this criticism of The Party, but the evidence of dereliction by at least some of its members was too blatant for her to defend.
As the next car crawled past, Katya glanced forwards and backwards, to check that no higher ranks could see her, and then lashed out with her rifle butt, cracking a rear side window. The jeering was replaced by cheers for Katya.
Marta caught sight of a man’s face through the glass. Fracture lines broke its anxious expression into a Picassoesque jumble of individual features. Would the car stop? The official might complain to their commander, Captain Kuznetsova, and Katya would be dragged away to await the Party’s retribution. But the man in the back tapped his driver on the shoulder and the car accelerated past them, accompanied by a rolling wave of boos and insults.
Marta smiled at Katya with relief, remembering how intimidated she had felt when they first met. Even without a rifle, Katya was a daunting presence; with one, she seemed yet more formidable.
As they drew closer to Red Square, the collective heartbeat of their marching step was masked by the raucous brass of a military band. When they emerged into the great arena, the noise became cataclysmic: units shouting their ‘Urras!’ as they passed the leadership podium; the band at close quarters; tanks, heavy guns and rocket launchers growling past in low gear; and the harsh, amplified announcements blasting from an array of large speakers. As they passed Lenin’s Tomb, the focus of the parade, Marta and her unit looked towards the leadership podium, their rifles raised in salute. Comrade Stalin was not physically present, but still dominated the whole square from a giant cinema screen projecting his image. His Georgian features were animated by the passion of his speech, as he exhorted them to defend the motherland and the revolution against the invaders.
Marta was struck by the contrast between this latter day Caesar and his court. On the podium, the heads of the Party leadership stuck out comically from their paunch-disguising trench coats. Despite their prominent position, the monumental scale of the square and the parade seemed to symbolise the insignificance of the individual in the face of the great forces that were now at work. Only one citizen stood above all others, and his colossal image could be heard reassuring them of their pre-destined victory.
The knowledge that this particular parade was not the usual symbolic show of force bound Marta to her comrades, the other army units nearby and especially to Comrade Stalin. His image seemed more real than all of them. She felt happy under his gaze; the great guiding hand of the Revolution. Only now did she understand the full significance of her training and its bearing on their common peril. If she failed in her duty, it would be better not to survive. Who could live with such shame?
They were all gladiators parading for the Emperor, before fate handed down its judgements on each of them. And fate was close at hand, just beyond the boundary of the capital. After their brief appearance at the parade, they were to continue marching out of the city, towards the front and their first ever combat.
They marched through the south-western suburbs until the light failed. With each step, the discordant music of the front became more audible. Sometimes aircraft flew low over their heads and they all scattered for the nearest cover, fearing they might be Luftwaffe. That night they camped in a field on the edge of some woods. The rumble of heavy guns punctuated their shallow sleep. In the morning, as they stood stretching their stiff limbs, Katya pointed into the distance.
‘See? Now that’s a fancy house. Looks like it’s being used as an HQ…big cars rolling up all the time.’
As she spoke, a staff car turned in off the main road and wound along the approach drive, before parking in front of the ornate entrance façade. A man in uniform emerged from a rear door and limped up the steps into the building.
‘Wouldn’t mind rolling up to our new unit in the back o’ that,’ said Katya.
Marta felt uneasy, but she was unsure why. She told herself that, given their current circumstances, anxiety was natural, and started arranging her kit ready for the march.
‘I can see I’m not getting through.’
‘Sorry, Katya…I was just thinking about what’s coming next, that’s all.’
‘What’s coming next is breakfast, washed down by some nice hot tea. Want some?’
After breakfast they were briefed by Captain Kuznetsova.
‘Later today we’ll be joining a rifle division at the front. Each squad will be allocated to a regiment. The lines are defined by trenches, separated by a few hundred metres at most. You’ll work between the lines, seeking out fascists. When you see any such fascists, you will not introduce yourselves, like polite young ladies, rather, you will immediately shoot them dead in the most impolite manner possible.’
She paused and smiled. They all laughed, as required.
‘You’ll work in pairs, starting with your partners from training. Any questions?’
She resumed her speech almost immediately. ‘Then all I need to do is say good luck and hand over to Comrade Alekseev.’
‘Looks like I’m stuck with ya,’ said Katya, jogging Marta’s elbow.
Marta grinned. She felt comforted to know that this blunt factory girl would be at her side when they faced the enemy.
In his speech, the political officer made the usual exhortation to great deeds in the name of The Party and The Revolution, but at the end, he tacked on a warning. ‘I will remind you that once we are in the line any cowardice in the face of the enemy will be punishable by death.’
He tapped the holster of his revolver, to emphasise the point.
They marched through fields, staying near cover where they could find it, ever more fearful of Luftwaffe strafing attacks. Further behind the lines, the fighting had sounded like furniture being moved around upstairs; now, as they covered the last two kilometres, it seemed more like the house being demolished. Marta soon learned to distinguish between the different layers of noise, as if she was picking out the individual voices in a piece of music: the background rattle of small arms, frequent booming salvoes from field guns and intermittent massive explosions from air sorties. Her hands shook as she readjusted her kit. In a few minutes, they would enter the maw of a great carnivorous beast. Here, so close to the front, the signs of normal human activity—the stubble fields, wooden carts and newly dug ditches—seemed incongruous, like an old woman who sits in a chair dozing, while her house burns down around her.
Marta looked at her companions. Their usual stream of banter had dried to a trickle. Only Tanya—the squad wag—continued with her incessant jokes and teasing.
‘Mmm, just think, a whole division of young riflemen. We’ll be spoiled for choice. Even great big Katya might find someone.’
‘Oh, very funny,’ said Katya, and threw a clod of mud in her direction.
A few minutes later, they encountered the rear formations of their new division. A large tent functioned as a dressing station. Two orderlies unloaded wounded men from a truck and lay their stretchers on the grass at the side of the lane. Marta counted twenty of them; only a few showed any signs of life. She tried not to look at the prone forms as she passed. It felt distasteful, like gatecrashing a funeral. But the blood drew her eyes inexorably back. It oozed from gaping slapstick wounds. Where were the neat entry holes and discreet trickles that she knew from the training manuals? These wounds seemed overdone, blatantly phoney.
When the unloading finished, a man emerged from the tent, followed by a female nurse and a couple of male orderlies. He passed quickly along the line of wounded, making a triage assessment of each one. In several cases, he shook his head and the nurse wrote something on her notepad, then the orderlies laid a blanket over the body and head. Anyone still moving was picked up and taken with some haste into the tent. The remainder were left outside, while the doctor and his team went inside and attended to those with the best chance of survival.
Katya broke into her reverie.
‘Come on, Marta. Stop gawping. They just had bad luck. We’ll be all right.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Come on, girl. We need to keep up, or they’ll think we’re deserting.’
Katya tugged at her sleeve. Marta wrenched herself away from the appalling fascination of the dressing station.
After they had eaten, they were allocated to their regiments. There was little time for them to say goodbye as each squad trooped off to a different sector of the front. The ten-squad, with Marta, Katya and Tanya in it, ended up in a system of deep trenches, separated from the enemy lines by a five-hundred-metre wasteland of shell holes, barbed wire and mines.
As they trudged along the duckboards at the bottom of the trenches, they passed riflemen, many of whom smiled at them and made encouraging comments.
‘Good luck, Comrades!’
‘Keep those Fritzs busy!’
They reached their station and began settling in to the dugout that would be their quarters while they were in the line. It was roofed with stout tree trunks and a thick layer of earth. After they finished stashing their gear, Captain Kuznetsova appeared, along with the commanding officer of the sector, a Colonel Yegorov. The colonel looked just like one of the photographs of cavalry officers that decorated her father’s study. He welcomed them to his unit and spent a few minutes explaining their duties. Marta fixated on his luxuriant walrus moustache, which twitched like a small forest animal when he spoke.
When the senior officers had gone again, Marta felt some of the tension in the squad dissipate. Nearby them stood a step up to an observation point, a small embrasure in the sandbagged rim of the trench. Tanya resumed her normal role.
‘Let’s have a quick look at these fascists, shall we? See what they’re up to today.’
She jumped up onto the step and squinted through the hole.
‘Hmm…not much happening out there…I think they must be having a break for beer and sausages.’
The others smiled at her. Tanya turned around to face them, and began a clowning impersonation of the German dictator.
‘You’re an idiot, Tanya! Get down from there.’
‘You need more oil on your fringe to make it really convincing.’
Something scuffed the dust in the gap behind Tanya’s head. Marta heard a sharp ‘crack’ from the direction of the opposing trenches.
When Tanya’s forehead erupted, brains and blood spilled out down her chest and onto her feet. She dropped onto the duckboards, her quivering boots playing random drumbeats on the wood.
As the medics were carrying Tanya away—with only her feet sticking out from under the shroud—Captain Kuznetsova reappeared. Her face was grim and her message grimmer. ‘So, you’ve all been crying for poor Tanya, have you?’
She stood, hands on hips, and lanced each of them in turn with a scornful gaze.
‘She was a si-lly li-ttle cunt louse. Titting about like a schoolgirl, instead of behaving like a real soldier.’
Marta winced at this callous display. And then wished she had not. Kuznetsova turned to her and moved in close.
‘Think I’m being unfair, do you? I’ve got news for you, Snow White. I don’t give a fuck. It’s lucky she wasn’t just wounded, because I’d have made certain she got sent to a penal battalion as soon as she could piss in a bucket again. All the precious time and effort that went into her training was wasted. Army regulation number one: no dying without my permission. Don’t you fuckwits understand? The Motherland’s fighting for its life. If I see anyone else behaving like Tanya, I won’t need a fucking sniper to blow her silly-cow brains out…I’ll do the job myself!’
They got up before dark, ready to move into their sniper positions between the lines. Marta felt exhausted and not just from the early start. They had taken turns throughout the night to sit with Regina, Tanya’s partner from training. Nothing that anyone said had any impact on her grief, so they sat, arms around her, while she sobbed throughout the night.
Kuznetsova’s speech still reverberated through Marta as she ate breakfast and prepared for departure. They were all volunteers. Should not the army show more gratitude for their impending sacrifices? Why should poor, dead Tanya be held up to such scorn for something that was just a tragic consequence of her exuberant behaviour? With a few harsh words, the Captain had jolted them out of their grief and made them fear for their own safety; and not just at the hands of the enemy.
They shuffled in silence along the still-dark trench, past the fatal embrasure, treading softly. Every couple of hundred metres, a sniper pair peeled off the back of the file and climbed a ladder over into no-man’s-land. Marta and Katya were the last to deploy. As Katya’s shadow-legs and feet slid over the sandbags and disappeared, Marta felt her boots take root on the floor of the trench. She stood for several seconds, unable to move.
‘Marta? Marta!’ Katya’s hiss penetrated the dark.
She shook herself and regained the use of her limbs. When she reached the top of the ladder, Katya’s face appeared in silhouette.
‘What’s up?’
‘Just checking my kit.’
A pause followed, long enough to signal that Katya did not believe her explanation, but short enough to show that she would not pursue the matter.
‘Follow me…no more talking.’
They crawled along in the churned up earth, following a route memorised the previous day. A narrow corridor—free of mines, according to the sappers—wound through the mayhem of shattered trees and yawning craters. At the end lay their objective, about two hundred metres out from their own trench and three hundred from the Germans. In this concealed position, they would lie up during daylight and stalk the enemy.
In the dark, Marta’s sense of time lost its anchorage. She felt as though they had been crawling for hours. Each move required such infinite care. In their new world, any small mistake or misdemeanour became a capital offence. One cracked branch, scuffed boot or misplaced joke could bring annihilation.
Out here, the stench of death grew even stronger than it was back in the trench. They passed a landmark, which they had observed the previous day. A whole squad had been hit by a shell and reduced to a ghastly sculpture of random anatomical details and pieces of Red Army uniform. Marta gagged, retching silently as she slid by. In front, Katya increased her pace a little, until they had passed through the belt of fetid air surrounding the bodies.
First light was a grey rumour in the eastern sky when they reached the position and set up their hide. They lay within arm’s reach of one another, as per the manual; close enough for furtive communication, far enough to reduce the chances of a lucky burst hitting them both. In silence, they waited for the dawn: a pair of fledgling raptors.
Chapter 4
The next morning, back at HQ, Sevastian limped up the steps to the entrance hall. He was met by an orderly, who snapped to attention and then showed him up to Mazurovsky’s office. It seemed bizarre this deference to his rank when only a few days ago he had been under the fists and boots of low-ranking officers, even NCOs.
He carried the dossier. Its contents were now lodged firmly in his memory. It was not mere self-preservation—confirming that he remained a useful asset—which had led him to forfeit sleep for much of the night as he studied the documents, but a desire to re-assert his worth. Something in him wanted to impress Mazurovsky, to show he still possessed exceptional talents. All that his gaolers in the Lubyanka required was a simple forced confession. But, as a side effect, many of their victims also lost faith in their own moral standing. Some of the other wretches he met in prison went to their deaths convinced they deserved nothing better than a bullet. They had not broken Sevastian, yet he still felt the corrosive effects of the endless interrogations: questioning every motive, every decision, every friendship or acquaintance, and casting sinister new interpretations on his past.
‘So, you admit that you were on friendly terms with high-ranking members of the Wehrmacht.’
‘I was instructed to play host to them by my superior at the time.’
‘Your superior…that would be a General Viktor Sergeyovich Maksimov?’
‘Yes…you can ask him yourself.’
‘That would be a little difficult, Comrade. General Maksimov was found guilty of treachery and shot at the end of last month. In fact, in his final confession, he admitted that many of his former colleagues were also involved in the plot. Your name was prominent among those mentioned.’
His unhappy reverie was interrupted by Mazurovsky.
‘Did y’sleep well, Chaliapin?’
‘Well enough, Comrade Marshal.’
‘Let’s get down to it then.’
Sitting around the table in Mazurovsky’s office were his other commanders, Sevastian’s peers. They greeted him with friendly restraint, as if unsure of the extent of his rehabilitation.
He sat through a series of reports relating to the Moscow front. Despite their routine nature, the contents were devastating to Sevastian. Whole divisions, sometimes entire armies, had disappeared from the order of battle; wiped out or captured in vast Blitzkrieg encirclements during the chaotic retreat to Moscow.
The reports ended and the other commanders assembled around the table looked at him expectantly.
‘Now, Comrades, I’ve asked General Chaliapin—recently returned from a very special assignment—to share his thoughts on the development of new methods for dealing with the Panzer threat...Comrade Chaliapin.’
Sevastian delivered his recommendations for a new anti-tank warfare strategy to be used along the Mozhaisk defensive line, outside Moscow. His audience showed no reaction as he spoke. They waited to see Mazurovsky’s response. When he smiled and nodded in approval, the others decided that Sevastian’s proposals did indeed make great sense. He noticed, for the first time since he entered the room, some of them were even prepared to look him in the eye.
The meeting was dismissed and the other officers left. As Sevastian made to leave, his superior gestured him to stay seated. When they were alone, Mazurovsky drew up a chair just across the table and stared straight at him.
‘I liked your ideas for dealing with the Panzers.’
‘Thank you, Comrade Marshal.’
‘I need your opinion on something…between the two of us…you understand?’
‘Perfectly.’
‘You’re the only one of us coming to this situation with a fresh perspective. All the others are too stunned by the reverses we’ve suffered to think clearly or objectively about it.’
Sevastian did not demur. Mazurovsky’s distaste for false modesty was almost as great as his loathing for commanders who failed to hold key positions.
‘Tell me, honestly, from all you’ve seen and heard …d’you think we can save Moscow?’
He knew from the utter seriousness of its delivery that this question originated from the highest possible source. If the answer proved subsequently to be incorrect, then arrest and execution might be the lot of all who were consulted during its formulation. He paused before replying.
‘If, as planned, the new armies come into the line in the next couple of weeks, then…yes…yes I believe that not only can we hold Moscow, but we should be able to force them back from their current positions.’
Mazurovsky withheld his response for several agonising seconds.
‘I agree with you. That’s what I’m going to tell The Boss this evening.’
He tried not to betray his profound relief. The Marshal called for vodka; early in the day, even by his standards. They raised their glasses.
‘Let’s hope we’re right…for both our sakes.’
Sevastian nodded.
Now Mazurovsky’s mood became almost light-hearted; a change of subject loomed.
‘I’ve been thinking, your work on strategy may not be enough to exercise all your talents, Chaliapin. You’re an operations man at heart, aren’t you?’
‘You read me correctly, Comrade Marshal.’
‘Perhaps you need a unit to play with. Somewhere you can try out your theories…nothing too big, I wouldn’t want it to distract from your main responsibilities. I’m giving you a rifle regiment.’
Sevastian shuffled in his seat. This sounded like a humiliating demotion, from army commander to colonel of some regiment. Mazurovsky laughed.
‘No need to take offence, Comrade. You won’t be visible as the unit commander. The current incumbent will take the day-to-day decisions. You’ll just use it to test some of your proposals. As far as everyone else is concerned, you’re a member of my staff.’
‘It sounds like an excellent idea…an excellent idea. Thank you.’
‘The regiment in question’s already in the line. It’s under a Colonel Yegorov…a fine officer, and a fellow veteran of the Civil War. I’ve arranged for you to meet him later today.’
Chapter 5
Not long after first light, an artillery salvo announced the official start of the day’s business. The shells roared high over their heads and made muffled mayhem somewhere in the woods behind the German lines. Sporadic crackles of small arms fire broke out along both sets of trenches. Some of the rounds vibrated the air just above their hide. Marta consoled herself that the bullets were only in transit towards other targets; they were not under direct fire.
She scanned the ground ahead with binoculars, seeking out targets for Katya, who—as agreed the previous night—would take the first shot. No matter how much she concentrated, squinting into the eyepieces, nothing moved. The raw chill of autumn worked its way through layers of protective clothing, numbing flesh, seeping into bones. By midday hunger and thirst added extra dimensions to her discomfort, but their position seemed too exposed to risk eating or drinking. Her kidneys throbbed with retained urine. When she could bear it no longer, she pissed in her trousers. It felt warm and comforting for a while, until the fabric cooled, accelerating her loss of body heat.
Katya wrinkled her nose and glanced across at her.
‘Too much tea for breakfast, m’dear?’
Marta’s physical stress became a welcome distraction from her fear. They were poised, largely defenceless, between these two great killing machines. Death might just as easily come from their own side—a misplaced barrage, a trigger-happy comrade—as from the enemy. How could a pair of rifles play any significant part in this vast chorus line of destruction?
What would it be like when winter set in? Was it possible to lie still all day in thirty degrees of frost and still be sharp enough to take a shot when the opportunity came? At least the days were getting shorter. It must be after midday now, so there could only be four or five hours of daylight left. She would welcome the darkness like an old friend; delivering their passport out of limbo, back to the relative comforts of the trench: hot soup, mugs of tea, latrines.
Marta chided herself, ‘Half way through your first day and clockwatching already. Get a grip on yourself!’
She peered into the binoculars with renewed concentration, scanning the boundary of the woods behind the German trenches, expecting, as so often before, to see nothing. The scene framed by her field of view was like an empty stage, seen through opera glasses from a distant seat in the circle of a great theatre. All the props were in place, there were sound effects to set the mood, but the entry had been delayed: the lead was suffering from stage fright.
It might have been a shadow cast by one of the trees, falling across the trunk of another. But then the shadow peeled away from the rough bark and became the figure of a man, flitting between the birches, using their slim, silvery trunks for cover. He stopped, leaning against one to snatch a few seconds of rest.
She whispered the co-ordinates and range to Katya.
Katya’s breathing stopped for a few seconds as she tried to locate her target.
‘Right then, have this, y’bastard,’ she hissed.
Marta flinched at the rifle shot, so close at hand. For a moment, she lost her view of the target and searched in desperation. Then she found it: a man’s body slumped against a tree, with blood pulsing from inside a coalscuttle helmet, drawing a red veil down over his face.
‘Well?’
‘Yes…you did it! You got him!’
Katya did not move, but her face looked flushed with this triumph.
A wave of elation ran through Marta’s body. She wanted to whoop with joy for Katya, for them both. Katya licked a finger and drew an imaginary first notch on the butt of her rifle. Then, ever practical, she pointed to Marta’s weapon, lay down her own and picked up the binoculars.
‘This Mosin-Nagant M91/30 is fitted with a Model 1940 4x scope. It allows the shooter to view objects with clarity up to two kilometres away, with a left-to-right field of view of 10 metres at 100 metres distance.’
During their first lecture on the theory of sniperism, Korolev paced the bare, functional classroom in the Sniper’s School on Silikatnaia Street, with hands clasped behind him and his large angular head bowed in thought. The twenty young women, selected from training as sharpshooters, were still unversed in the ways of the Army; its antipathy to their high spirits. When he turned his back, one of the girls whispered some wisecrack to her friend. He spun around and fixed them each in turn with his kestrel gaze.
‘Report to the Commandant. You can continue your joking in some factory east of the Urals.’
They left, tearful, but knowing better than to protest. Marta wondered how Korolev knew what was happening behind him. She looked around the room and caught his eye staring back at her from one of a series of small mirrors. These were placed at strategic locations, covering every angle. Whenever Korolev looked at you, you could not help imagining a set of crosshairs superimposed on your forehead.
After the banished girls left the room, he said, ‘That was your first lesson in the art of surveillance.’
On the long crawl back to their trench, Marta allowed herself some satisfaction at the day’s work. She had not scored a kill—there was no opportunity—but spotting Katya’s counted for something. This demonstrated their effectiveness as a team, and they could hold their heads up before their comrades. But how had the others fared? She was bursting to see them, to swap stories.
When they reassembled in the dugout, she realised that several of the other girls had not returned. She could not eat supper without knowing their fate. Katya had no such concerns. She straddled the bench and slurped noisily from a bowl of soup. Marta sighed with relief when the final pair poked their heads through the door. Only poor Tanya was absent.
‘Come on then, how did you get on?’ said Katya.
Marta suppressed a grin at Katya’s eagerness to hear from the others.
‘We were spotted by a machine gun post…they kept us pinned down all day. We didn’t even have a chance to take a shot. They sent up flares when we were crawling back and fired at us all the way back to our line.’
‘That’s bad luck…still, at least you’re both in one piece,’ said Katya.
‘I had a shot, but I missed him. I think there was a gust of wind at the last second.’
‘Well, Katya, I can see in your face that you’re holding something back?’
Katya smiled; she looked almost bashful.
‘Go on, tell them,’ said Marta.
‘It were just luck.’
‘No it wasn’t…tell them!’
‘I got one with a headshot. We saw him die.’
Someone whistled in admiration.
‘Lucky bitch, first time out and you do that.’
Marta nodded. ‘A clean shot, it must have been 400 metres.’
‘That must have spoilt his day for him.’
‘He didn’t know anything about it. I think he was a courier,’ said Marta. She stopped short, suddenly aware she might be stealing the limelight.
They all whooped and cheered for Katya. Those near to her jostled and hugged her.
‘What about you, Marta, did you have any luck?’
Marta shook her head.
‘She found the target for me. I’d no idea he were there,’ said Katya.
Some of the cheers were re-directed towards Marta. Her brief frisson was transformed into a glow of approbation.
Through all of this, Regina stayed silent; her face a reflection from the bottom of a well. With a collective shudder, Marta and the others registered her troubled presence at the same moment. They were silenced, ashamed of their insensitivity.
Chapter 6
He stood outside the country house near Kazan, coming home after weeks away on exercises, wondering what awaited him. He always hoped—with the same desperate faith as those who bet their wages on a card game, or who turn to an astrologer for solace—to find his wife and daughter, engaged in a spirited discussion about some shared task. More often, the house would be quiet, with only the sour smell of spilled vodka to greet him. What alchemy could metamorphose a grown woman, so she fitted so neatly—like a model sailing ship—inside a one-litre bottle?
The car slowed to a halt outside Colonel Yegorov’s regimental HQ, a commandeered dacha at the centre of a large clearing in the woods. The driver gave him a quizzical look in the rear view mirror. Sevastian replaced the lid on the dusty box file of his memories, pushed the door open and swung his legs out, wincing as the pulverised knee joints took his weight.
Yegorov stood at the entrance, ready to greet him, smiling, oblivious—too much so—to Sevastian’s hobbling progress.
‘Comrade General, what a pleasure to see you! My quarters are at your disposal.’
With a flourish, he indicated the interior of the dacha.
Yegorov appeared the model of a Tsarist cavalry officer, from the extravagant walrus moustache, to the gleaming leather of his belt and holster set. The army’s political commissars must have been fighting each other to bring him down, but none had yet succeeded.
The main room was dominated by a large table, covered at one end by maps and at the other by platters of food and drink.
‘Perhaps you’re hungry, Comrade General?’
‘Yes, I am, let’s eat.’
Normally, he would not have tarried over such an introduction, but his relationship with Yegorov did not fit the standard superior-subordinate mould. Yegorov would be privy to some of his pet schemes as they were trialled in the field. He needed someone who could be trusted with the knowledge of his failures.
‘So, Grigoriy Illarionovich, what’s your situation here?’
‘Well, Comrade General, since we re-grouped and formed the new defensive line, this sector’s not once been breached by the enemy.’
Yegorov’s delivery might be matter-of-fact, but his pride in the performance of his regiment was palpable.
‘Yes, it’s a remarkable thing…you can be proud of your achievement.’
He waited, gauging Yegorov’s reaction to the flattery. Only the faintest trace of a wry grin flashed across the old cavalryman’s ruddy features.
‘I take it we’ll be seeing some more action soon.’
Sevastian laughed. ‘You deserve an explanation and I was coming around to it, but I see you favour a more direct approach.’
Yegorov nodded and awaited his fate in silence.
‘Would it surprise you to know that I’m well acquainted with one of our main adversaries?’
‘Which particular devil is that, Comrade General?’
‘Guderian. It goes back to the days when we were swapping experience on the use of tanks. He came to visit us in Kazan—more than ten years ago now—and picked our brains clean. They barely had a tank force then and precious little notion of how to deploy it. I think it’s fair to say they’ve used the intervening period to better effect than we have.’
‘It can’t be denied,’ said Yegorov.
‘My job, according to Marshal Mazurovsky, is to re-think our use of armour, so we don’t keep losing to the same encirclement tactics. The single worst mistake we made was to distribute our armour into small parcels, each supporting an infantry unit. We could never muster in force when we needed to. I lobbied against it for years, but I was overruled.’
Yegorov nodded in agreement.
‘It runs counter to my experience as a cavalryman. We always tried to concentrate our forces on a small sector of the enemy line, so that we could punch our way through and then sweep them up from behind.’
‘Now that the Germans, especially Guderian, have shown how devastating a concentrated armoured thrust can be, we have to learn from them, beat them with their own tricks. In future, we’ll group what armour we have into larger formations, capable of breaking through…then we’ll follow up with massive infantry attacks. There’ll be no more feeble counteroffensives, doomed to fail within a few days. We’re going to bring down hell on those bastards…make them wish they’d stayed at home.’
‘That is something that all of us here are longing for.’
Yegorov’s self-restraint impressed Sevastian. The lines were rife with rumours about the new armies coming in from Siberia and the T34 tanks appearing in growing numbers to the north and south of Moscow. Yet the Colonel resisted the opportunity to try to elicit privileged information from someone with direct knowledge of Mazurovsky’s plans. Perhaps his survival throughout all of the many purges was not so surprising.
‘Your role, Grigoriy Illarionovich, will be to assist me in field-testing our new methods for co-ordinating infantry and armour.’
Sevastian spent the next couple of hours briefing Yegorov on the details of this new assignment. When they were finished, he returned to his car and sat in the back with the window open, enjoying the pale sun and the frost nip of air in his nostrils. In the recent past, he had endured so many days without sunlight or fresh air; only harsh electric lights in concrete cells, and the reek of lavatory buckets.
He heard the sound of their boots on the gravel track behind him and then they appeared next to the car: a detachment of NKVD troops led by a young political officer. They escorted three wretched prisoners, two men and a woman, in Red Army uniforms. The guards showed diligence in prodding and slapping their charges after every few paces. The prisoners shuffled along with heads bowed, their hands bound tightly behind their backs. All bore the familiar marks of interrogation.
When the political officer saw Sevastian sitting in the back of his staff car, he stopped and saluted.
‘Who are these prisoners, Comrade uhh?’
‘Alekseev, political officer to Colonel Yegorov. The two men are ex-kulaks, found masquerading in Army uniform, waiting for a chance to subvert the morale of their units. They’ve confessed.’
‘Yes…no doubt. And the woman?’
‘A coward, Comrade General. Her comrade was shot on her first day in the line. She was excused combat for a day, but then she repaid this lenience by refusing to carry a rifle the next day. She too has…’
‘Confessed? Yes, yes…where are you taking them?’
‘To Colonel Yegorov, so that he can approve their sentences.’
‘Which will be?’
‘Death.’
The tone of the reply—while still respectful—indicated that the question was superfluous.
‘Yes, of course, of course.’
‘If you’ll excuse me, Comrade General, I’ll continue.’
Sevastian waved him on and sat watching through the car window as Yegorov emerged from the dacha to meet his political officer. Alekseev proffered three pieces of paper and the Colonel put his signature on each one. The detachment marched off across the clearing and down a cart track into the surrounding woods. A minute or two later, the sharp cracks from three pistol shots in slow succession sent a raucous black tornado of crows wheeling above the trees.
Yegorov turned and caught Sevastian’s gaze for a second. There is no disguising despair; it is manifest in the set of a man’s shoulders, the fixity of his gaze. For that second, each of them recognised it in the other.
Chapter 7
Out between the lines again, Marta and Katya enjoyed the rare luxury of a hide in full cover. When they became too cramped, they could move a little and even indulge in whispered conversations.
‘I know what happened to Regina,’ Katya said.
‘What? How can you know that?’
‘Because I overheard Alekseev and Kuznetsova arguing about it. He wanted to have her shot and she wanted to send Regina to a penal battalion.’
‘And?’
‘Alekseev got his way, of course. His type always do, don’t they?’
Marta felt her throat constricting. She waited until she could be confident her voice would not crack.
‘So you think…you think she’s gone?’
Katya sighed. ‘Yeah, I’m sure of it. Alekseev threatened the Captain too, said that she were being too enthusiastic in her defence of a—what were the word he used?—a “subversive”. So, in the end, she backed down.’
Marta found it difficult to imagine the fearsome Kuznetsova being threatened or arguing for the lesser of two punishments.
They were quiet for a long time. Marta pretended to be completely absorbed by the view through her binoculars. Regina had disappeared from the unit over a month ago. After she refused to fight, they all knew the army would impose a serious penalty, but the news of the death sentence was devastating. She drew some consolation from the fact that her partner had shared this revelation with her, a CP member. But, when she thought about it again, it irked her that Katya had kept the secret for weeks, waiting until she could be sure of Marta’s reaction. It was time for revenge.
‘You sound like a subversive element yourself, spreading rumours and lies.’
Katya froze and stared at her. Marta maintained her stern expression for as long as she could and then both of them collapsed with silent mirth.
They were interrupted by a bout of intense shelling, coming from behind their own lines. Most of the rounds burst along the German trenches about 300 metres away, but a few fell short, landing in the minefield that surrounded them, and setting off secondary explosions. They huddled in the bottom of the hide, keeping their bodies below ground level, away from the lethal hail of shrapnel. It sliced through the foliage that covered them, leaving a lingering trace of wood smoke where it struck the branches.
‘This ain’t routine,’ said Katya, during one of the pauses. ‘Something big’s goin’ on.’
Marta did not reply. She was concentrating on staying still, fighting the urge to get up and run. One round nearby and their bodies would become part of the grim new topography of these fields where they cowered. Each explosion took on a physical presence in her stomach, filling up the space inside, crowding her consciousness into a small point behind her eyes: a citadel under siege.
Then, just as the conviction of her imminent death was about to overwhelm her, the shelling stopped. Next to her, Katya breathed hard as she squirmed back to her observation point.
‘Come on, let’s have a look.’
For a minute or two, there was complete silence. Then, somewhere behind them someone cried, ‘Urra!’ The lone voice was subsumed by a wave of battle cries sweeping along their own trenches; then came rifle shots and the answering stammer of machine guns from the German side. The wave roared towards them. Marta scrambled around and stuck her binoculars through the other side of the hide. Hundreds of men, about half of them carrying rifles, were running towards her across no-man’s-land, in suicidal close formation. As they drew near, she saw that they wore the shabby uniforms of a penal battalion: dark material, highly visible against the snowy ground. They presented perfect targets.
One rifleman came so close that Marta could see his face; set in a despairing rictus, his gaunt cheeks drawn back over prominent rotten teeth. He repeated his battle cries as he ran. They carried no conviction of victory, or even survival: a mantra of the damned.
The man stepped on a mine. His legs disintegrated in a spray of red flesh and white bone fragments and his torso turned several somersaults before it fell, lifeless, into the snow. Another man, unarmed, followed close behind. He wrenched the bloody weapon from his comrade’s hands and continued running towards the German lines. A few seconds later, another explosion showered pieces of his body all around; some spattering the ground only a few metres away from Marta.
The attackers swept past the hide without seeing the two snipers and continued their advance. With each surge forward, their numbers shrank, as the enemy fire and the mines took their toll. Marta and Katya aimed several shots at a German machine gun, trying to suppress its firing. They had no effect. When the front wave of attackers neared the opposing trenches, most of their comrades already lay dead behind them. Instead of pressing the attack, they turned and ran back towards their own lines. The Germans fired after them. One man ran past the hide and was felled by a shot to the forehead. Marta realised that the bullet must have come from their own trenches. The NKVD blocking units were deployed behind the penal battalion, ready to pick off anyone who retreated.
When the firing stopped, dead and dying covered the ground. Terrible cries rent the air.
‘What was the fucking point ‘o that?’ said Katya, her eyes full of tears.
‘I think that was mine clearance, before the real attack begins. It’s a pity no-one thought to tell us it was coming.’
‘What should we do…stay put or try to get back?’
‘You saw what happened to anyone who retreated. I think we could expect the same. We’d better stay hidden and take our chances.’
In the distance, Marta heard a low mechanical rumble, which grew to the unmistakeable roar of tanks revving at full throttle.
‘Oh, no!’ said Katya. ‘I hope they’re not coming through here.’ Her voice carried a dread that Marta had not heard throughout all of their weeks of shared combat.
‘I think they’re over that way, a kilometre at least,’ said Marta. She felt strangely cheered by her unaccustomed role as the pair’s moral linchpin.
‘If we aren’t getting the tanks, I suppose it must be the infantry,’ said Katya.
The tanks began firing their 76 mm main guns as they advanced, then the heavy artillery of both sides joined in. Soon, every note in every register of a vast organ was sounding the greatest dissonance on earth. The ground vibrated under them. Marta’s sternum resonated like the prongs of a tuning fork.
They had to shout at one another over the cacophony of the battle.
‘What’s that other noise?’ asked Marta, during a lull in the firing.
The sound of many voices cheering in unison drifted in from behind them.
‘It’s another attack from our side. Maybe it’s our lot this time,’ said Katya.
But when Marta surveyed the scene behind their hide once more, she saw hordes of men, all dressed in white winter smocks, sprinting across the open ground towards them.
‘No, they’re different…wearing snow gear…and there’s too many. Shit! There’s thousands of them, thousands.’
She glimpsed a face—under the wide, monkish brim of a snow hood—a tanned, Asiatic face.
‘Siberians, Katya. They’re Siberians.’
The men from the east continued their headlong charge westwards. They suffered few losses from the mines. Marta watched as they navigated their way by the mangled remains of those from the penal battalion who had been so kind as to donate their body parts as waymarkers.
‘No firing,’ said Katya. ‘They’ll think we’re Germans.’
The attackers swept past the hide with astonishing speed. As the white wall—bristling with fixed bayonets—approached the German trenches, Marta saw most of the defenders claw their way out of the other side of the trench and flee, yelling in panic. The few who remained fired desperately into the front ranks of the Siberians. Bodies piled up along the rim of the trench, but those in the second wave used them for cover as they tossed grenades. When the answering fire died down, they scrambled over the bodies of their comrades and leapt into the trench.
Even from a distance of 300 metres, Marta could hear the death agonies of men being bayoneted and bludgeoned. She covered her ears, to block out the bestial noises.
At the Sniper School, she had developed the delusion—fostered during all the lessons in marksmanship and field craft: the myriad technicalities of her specialism—that the despatch of an enemy was a clean, a clinical matter. It consisted of no more than the correct combination of training and opportunity, followed by the final few irrevocable grams of trigger pressure. On this day, the childish delusion—concerning the true nature of her life as a soldier—was destroyed.
Chapter 8
Sevastian arrived outside Mazurovsky’s office, answering a pre-dawn telephone summons. The orderly who showed him in fought hard to suppress a grin. Mazurovsky slapped his hand hard against the vast mahogany desk, which dominated the room.
‘Have you heard the news? They’re retreating. The fuckers are retreating, along the whole Moscow Front!’
For the first time in many months, Sevastian felt something like joy stirring inside him. It pushed aside his abiding dread of re-arrest and the constant background pain of his injuries, and came to the surface like an accidental spring. He was still a soldier at heart and always would be, if the news of a victory could so electrify him.
‘Do we know how far?’
‘At least twenty kilometres…sixty in places…and we’re still after them.’
‘That’s wonderful news, Comrade Marshal.’
His eyes were drawn to a new map of the front. He was amazed to see that there had been advances far to the north and the south as well as in the area to the west of Moscow. Mazurovsky interpreted his stare.
‘Yes, it’s much bigger than we planned. The Boss took it out of my hands. He got the General Staff involved and they came up with something grander.’
‘I can see,’ said Sevastian, still stunned by the scale of the counteroffensive now underway. ‘What about the new tanks?’
‘They’re good, but we still don’t have enough to make much of a difference. It was feet and hooves on the ground that did it, especially those new Siberian units.’
The Siberians had been insulated until now from the psychological contagion of the earlier defeats, Sevastian reflected.
‘What about our losses?’
Mazurovsky paused. ‘At least now we’re spilling blood for victory, not defeat.’ The cold edge to his voice came straight on the heels of his earlier ebullience. ‘Listen, Chaliapin, don’t go all prima-fucking-donna on me. The work you’re doing with the tanks’ll come good, but it’s going take a year at least.’
Sevastian could not fault this analysis. The new production lines were only just getting moving. It had taken months to break up all those factories, put them on trains and freight them out east, beyond the reach of any conceivable German offensive. Even when the new T34s went into action, many were still not even fitted with radios, making it impossible to coordinate a large-scale armoured assault. Some were freighted west on trains unpainted, like scruffy fledglings being sent out to hunt by desperate parents.
‘We couldn’t, Marshal, of course not. Forgive me for allowing my personal interests to cloud my view.’
Mazurovsky gestured curtly with his hand. The subject was closed.
He became animated once more.
‘We’re getting intelligence reports that von Bock’s Army Group Centre’s in a mess. I’d give three divisions just to see the expression on that station-whore’s face when he got the news. The Stavka want to press the advantage and try to encircle them…to break through all the way to Smolensk.’
Before Sevastian could react, and to his relief, Mazurovsky spoke for him.
‘Yes, I know, it’s over ambitious, but that opinion’s not popular, so we’ve to support the plan. Even so, I think we can push ‘em back a lot further. When the spring comes, Moscow should be out of their reach. And if Moscow’s safe, that’ll be good for our health.’
‘What about the government? Are they still evacuating to Kuibyshev?’
‘That’s being reversed…another sign that The Boss thinks we’ve secured Moscow.’ Mazurovsky looked around, as if anxious not to be overheard, and leaned towards him, whispering, ‘He’s staying put in the Kremlin. Anyone who speculates about The Boss leaving Moscow had better watch his own back.’
Sevastian accompanied Mazurovsky on a tour of the front. The latter mistrusted the filtering effect between the units in the line and the intervening levels of command; he wanted to see for himself what was happening. Sevastian saw the looks of dread recognition on the faces of hapless unit commanders as the thuggish figure of the Marshal appeared, without warning, in their field HQs.
‘How the fuck can you run an HQ with only one telephone working? I’m going to see to it that you dig latrines and swill shit, you worthless, bourgeois pansy. Get out of my fucking sight!’
‘You gave ground when the entire Moscow Front was advancing. That makes you a traitor, a moron, a chimpanzee in a man’s uniform. I’ll find another job for you, one where those long arms will come in useful.’
By the time Mazurovsky had finished his tour, several senior officers had been reduced to the ranks and the colonel of one regiment—which failed to take any of its objectives—had shot himself in the head when he saw the motorcade approaching. The Marshal stalked into the blood-spattered room, looked down at the body slumped over the desk and bellowed at the colonel’s trembling subordinates, ‘Clear up this mess!’
The tour lasted three days, accompanied always by the noise of the continuing offensive. Sevastian wondered if Marta strove somewhere in the midst of it: the shell bursts, the bullets and the ceaseless carnage. She might be crouching in some foxhole, taking fire, or lying in a hospital, or…no, he refused to accept the possibility that she was already just some statistic of the front. Perhaps one of the reserve armies had taken her; imagine her frustration, if it were so.
He wanted to find her, to re-establish contact, even if it was just by letter. His instincts told him he would have to do so without Mazurovsky’s knowledge.
They drank alternate rounds of vodka and schnapps in the officer’s mess at the base. The translator struggled to render their increasingly obscene jokes into respectable German or Russian. Guderian stood and addressed them.
‘I would like to thank our hosts for a most fruitful collaboration. Together our two countries are standing up to this League of Nations, which is no more than a new world tyranny imposed by the imperialist powers and those in their pay. Germany has the right to arm herself appropriately for her own defence. Nothing can prevent us from this task and our brothers in the Red Army have shown great generosity in sharing their knowledge with us over these past weeks. For this, we thank you.’
He turned towards Sevastian and raised his glass. ‘And I would like to give personal thanks to my comrade and friend, Colonel Chaliapin, and his charming wife, Klavdiya, who have accommodated us in the most gracious manner.’
Sevastian bowed his head in acknowledgement. They all drank to the toast.
‘Where’s Major Kessler this evening?’ said someone from the Russian side of the table.
‘He asked to be excused. He’s not feeling very well,’ Guderian replied.
‘Send him my best wishes for a quick recovery,’ said Sevastian.
‘Whatever ails him, he’s going to feel better in the morning than we will.’
They all laughed and poured more vodka.
‘Klavdiya, I’m sorry, I slept over at the base last night. I couldn’t find anyone sober to drive me home.’
He stood in the hall fumbling with the door latch. After a few seconds, Klavdiya appeared at the top of the stairs. She smiled and started down towards him. A strand of dark hair detached itself from a clip and fell across her face. She clutched at it and pushed it back into place with unusual haste.
‘That’s all right darling. I know it was an important night. They’re leaving next week, aren’t they?’
‘Yes, that’s right.’ Had he told her? Perhaps he had, but a morning hangover mist obscured his memories of the last twenty-four hours.
They kissed. She recoiled slightly and wrinkled her nose when he opened his mouth to speak.
‘I think you need some breakfast inside you.’
His stomach lurched at the mention of food.
‘No, no thanks. I think I’ll just grab a few hours sleep. I’ve some work to do this evening…Marta’s at school?’
‘Yes, of course.’
He put his arm around her waist. ‘So?’
‘So…’ she detached his arm and moved away along the hall ‘…so get some sleep and I’ll see you later.’
Back in his quarters that evening, he ran into his adjutant, Medved, reassigned following Sevastian’s release from the Lubyanka. They had served together for more than ten years, ever since his days in Kazan.
‘Good evening, Viktor Ivanovich, will you join me for supper this evening, if your other duties permit?’
‘Of course, Comrade General, with pleasure.’
While they waited for the food to be brought in, Sevastian poured vodka and gestured Medved to sit down.
‘So, have you heard from your family yet?’
‘Yes, they escaped from Minsk before the Germans arrived. I’ve just heard that they’ve been re-settled in Yekaterinburg. My wife’s found work as a teacher and my daughters are both in school now.’
‘I suppose they must have some accommodation?’
‘With relatives…they can stay until we re-take Minsk. We were so very fortunate. Some of our neighbours stayed behind…we’ve lost contact with them now.’
‘I’m pleased for you. It can be such a distraction from soldiering when the welfare of your family’s uncertain.’
‘Yes…we hear such terrible stories about what’s happening in the occupied territories. Are any of them true?’
‘I’m afraid so.’
Medved shook his head. ‘How could human beings do such things to one another, Comrade General? I can’t fathom it.’
‘Perhaps we’ll understand one day, Viktor, but for now we’ll have to content ourselves with being soldiers and not philosophers. At least we won’t be out of a job for the foreseeable future.’
Medved smiled and raised his glass. The food arrived. They ate, drank more vodka and talked about the old times in Kazan. Sevastian grew quiet; tired from days on the road.
‘Forgive me, if it’s not too presumptuous, I think perhaps there’s something else?’ asked Medved.
‘Yes…it’s Marta. I’ve lost touch with her. All I know is that she was in sniper training before I…before I went away on special assignment. Now I don’t know where the hell she is.’
‘You could make enquiries.’
Sevastian shook his head. ‘Someone’s playing games with me about it. I need to trace her, discreetly.’
Medved frowned and rubbed the wrinkles on his forehead.
‘Could I help?’
‘It’s not an order, Viktor. If you don’t want to take the risk, then don’t do it.’
‘It would be an honour. Let’s call it a favour for an old friend.’
They downed a final glass. Medved nodded, stood unsteadily and made for the door.
Sevastian called out to him. ‘Nothing in writing…and don’t stick your neck out…understood?’
‘Understood.’
Chapter 9
‘Have you seen the woods, Irushka? Mushrooms are sprouting up everywhere! Let’s go and pick some and we can have them tonight with sour cream.’
The old woman did not move. She passed her stubby fingers over her eyes. At one time, she might have crossed herself, but these days she felt safer with some private gesture, which no-one else could interpret.
‘What’s the matter?’ said Marta. ‘I thought you loved mushrooms.’
‘It’ll be a bitter harvest, my dear…’ she paused and gazed through the window as the crisp, yellow birch leaves whirled in small vortices across the freshly dug vegetable garden, ‘…such a terrible reaping.’
‘What do you mean?’ said Marta, her enthusiasm dissipating in the face of Irina Ivanova’s gloomy response.
‘It doesn’t matter. It’s just some silly superstition…an old woman’s foolishness.’
‘Please tell me, Irushka. What’s so awful about a good crop of mushrooms?’
‘No, you’ll laugh at me, please, forget about it.’
‘You have to tell me now! What on earth do you mean?’
The rheumy eyes seemed to clear for a moment as they held Marta in their gaze.
‘It’s a sign…that something is coming.’
‘Oh…a sign.’
‘You see! I knew you’d mock me. I shouldn’t have said anything.’
Marta stroked the old woman’s hand in appeasement. ‘I’m sorry. Please, tell me what it means.’
Irina leaned towards Marta and spoke, with the awed authority of someone who has just received the news in a telegram, direct from Party HQ.
‘It means…that a war is coming.’
‘What? A war! Oh, that’s ridiculous. How can mushrooms mean war? Mushrooms don’t mean anything, they’re just…mushrooms. They lay as spores in the ground and when conditions are right, like this autumn, they simply sprout.’
Irina had already turned away with a wounded sigh, busy with some kitchen chore.
‘I’m sorry, Irushka…really…I didn’t mean to be rude. Please forgive me!’
Irina half turned, her lips stretched in an attempted smile, but her eyes were hurt, reproachful.
‘I hope that you’re right, that mushrooms are just mushrooms, and that this foolish old woman is wrong.’
She turned away again.
Marta left to check on the horses. Her appetite had disappeared.
Chapter 10
‘This is a shitty job.’
‘Didn’t you know, Princess Marta, all jobs are shitty?’
‘Well this one’s worse than most.’
‘Oh, I don’t know. At least we don’t have to gut people with bayonets…and most of the time we’re not being yelled at by some twat of an NCO.’
‘That’s true, instead we have the privilege of sitting between the lines during an artillery barrage, followed by a major attack, and all because no-one thought to tell us it was coming. Kuznetsova should have warned us, shouldn’t she?’
‘I’m not sure she even knew about it, or the rest o’ the regiment for that matter. From what I heard, those Siberians just turned up out of nowhere and then the shelling started.’
Marta shook her head in disgust. What would…he…have made of it?
They were scouting along the edge of a forest, trying to locate the retreating enemy. She knew the woods were safe enough. The Germans avoided them, as though obeying some powerful superstition, but their fear was based entirely in rationality. They teemed with partisans and Red Army stragglers. If bears ruled the forest, little wonder that eagles preferred the open country.
‘Marta, Marta, look!’
Katya grabbed her by the shoulder, pushed her down into a crouch and pointed to a column of men and horses. Scarecrow soldiers, with straw plaited around their boots and protruding from their sleeves and collars, thrashed at exhausted dray horses, as they hauled heavy guns through an ocean of snow. The men’s faces had the colour of distant snow clouds. Some wore thin summer uniforms, which bulged with ad hoc stuffing. Others were dressed in Russian quilt jackets, their steel helmets perched comically on top of fur hats or balaclavas. As they laboured, they glanced around anxiously at the brooding wilderness.
Marta took her binoculars and whispered statistics, while Katya scribbled in a notebook, pausing often to shake the life back into her fingers.
‘Ten 88 millimetres…five 20s…about sixty draft horses…and around 150 men…five supply carts.’
‘Can you see any insignia?’
‘No, but it looks like the remains of an artillery regiment.’
Towards the rear of the column, a horse collapsed in its harness, dragging the rest of the team down into the snow with it. The drivers fought to detach the sick animal in a maelstrom of flailing limbs and equine screams. Marta had enough experience of horses to know that the fallen one was beyond help. The skin of its flanks, stretched taut across a vast ribcage, was like some nomad’s tent of sticks and hide. It struggled to regain its feet, but the strength had long since ebbed from its wasted muscles. A shudder ran through its body and its head slumped into a bank of snow at the side of the track. One of the soldiers raised his rifle and took aim, but a burly figure, wearing NCO stripes, shouted at him, a short, staccato phrase needing no translation. He lowered his weapon and resumed the slow plod through the snow.
‘So, that’s our invincible enemy,’ said Marta.
‘They look just as knackered as the horses,’ said Katya.
When the rear of the column had passed their position, Marta looked at Katya and gestured with her rifle towards it. She was yet to make her first kill and Katya had already reached five. This knowledge chafed at her like an ill-fitting boot.
Katya shook her head. ‘We should get back and report. Besides, it’s too dangerous, they could cut us to bits with all that firepower…I’m sorry, Marta.’
Marta understood the urgency in Katya’s voice. The 88s were lethal opponents for the T-34 tank; the confirmation of their presence in this sector was priceless intelligence.
‘Yes, you’re right…pity, we could get three or four before they knew what hit them.’
They moved quickly, retracing their steps through the silent forest. At one point, they took a short cut across some open ground, using a series of long mounds for cover. Katya crawled to the top of one and gestured Marta to follow her.
‘Look, there’s a trench on that side, we can rest in it for a few minutes.’
They scrambled down the other side of the mound through the deep snow. A cornice overhung the lip of the trench. As she slid over the edge, the cornice collapsed. Marta was pitched into the bottom of the trench and covered with a thick blanket of heavy compacted snow. The weight of it on her back and legs terrified her. When she tried to breathe, a spray of ice crystals filled her lungs. The distinction between the limits of her body and the darkness around faded. The darkness became an embrace, an all-encompassing, final embrace. She must surrender to it, live within it, be free.
A last dark breath pierced her lungs like a dagger tip. The pain of it jolted her into a series of despairing survival reflexes. She fought to clear a breathing space in front of her face, flailing her arms and jerking her head from side to side. Something scrubbed against her cheek. It triggered a childhood recollection of her father, before a shave, his chin all stubbly and rough.
She heaved her body up from its shroud of snow and scrabbled free, like a dog digging frantically for a rabbit. For a while, she was aware only of the hammering in her skull and the urgent rhythm of her breathing.
Katya! Where was Katya?
A boot protruded from the surface of the snow nearby. She grabbed it, heaving it around until the rest of the leg appeared. Then she dug with her hands, uncovering the quilt jacket, the knapsack, the rifle and finally Katya’s face, pink, gasping.
‘You all right?’
‘Yeah, I think.’
Marta looked up at the mound. All the snow on her side had collapsed into the trench, exposing the raw material from which it was formed. She stared at the heap of bodies, stacked haphazardly on top of one another. Their limbs were contorted and intertwined, frozen solid, fused together in a hideous montage. The majority of uniforms she recognised as Red Army, a few as Wehrmacht. In the throes of their final struggle, German fingers clutched a knife hilt, buried deep in a Russian neck. The Russian, in turn, held a pistol to his opponent’s shattered face. It reminded her of a picture from a textbook of monumental sculpture: the statue in Vienna, of plague victims all piled together, no longer human, reduced to images of suffering.
Katya turned away and climbed out of the trench.
‘Come on, it’s bad luck to look at dead faces. You won’t be able to sleep.’
She shook Marta by the shoulder.
‘Come on, let’s go.’
Marta followed, her senses dulled by shock.
‘Is all Russia like this? Who’ll be left…when it’s all over?’
‘Stop talking, stop thinking…start walking.’
The road lay across their path, tunnelling through the forest and disappearing into a thick screen of pines. It looked like a forester’s track, which ought to be closed with more than a metre of snow on the ground. But this one was still open, the snow piled high in banks on either side, peppered by a layer of grey silt. The ground was disturbed by the recent movement of heavy vehicles, some tracked. Were they German or Soviet, who could say? A right turn would take them back towards their unit, Yegorov’s regiment.
Marta looked at Katya. They had reached the same conclusion.
‘We’ll stick to the forest and keep the track in sight,’ said Katya.
They set off, paralleling the road, losing time in the dense cover, but Marta knew if they took the road, the vanguard of any convoy might rake them with precautionary fire, paying little heed to the colour of their uniforms.
After a kilometre or so, they heard engines approaching and took cover, moving their rifles to the ready. A little further along from their position, a tree lay across the road. Axe-bitten chunks of white flesh from the trunk were scattered on the ground around one end.
The lead vehicle emerged from the shadows, an open truck carrying a detachment of Wehrmacht infantry. Weapons at the ready, they craned ahead along the road and into the forest looming on either side. Just behind them followed a convoy of covered trucks, the white circles and large red crosses marking their purpose: evacuation of wounded from the front. Whenever one of the medical trucks hit a bump in the road, faint cries emerged from within the canvas covers. At the rear of the column, another vehicle carried a second escort of infantry.
‘They must be lost or desperate to come this way,’ whispered Katya.
Marta watched as the first truck slowed to a halt in front of the fallen tree. A clamour of frantic orders and despairing responses rippled along the convoy. A man jumped from the cab of the lead truck and ran back along the road shouting and gesticulating for the others to reverse. Even above this clamour, Marta heard the deep, guttural crack of another tree falling. It crashed onto the road behind the last vehicle. Both infantry squads dismounted in a panic and dispersed along either side of the convoy. Marta was close enough to see their faces, each betraying a horror-struck realisation of their situation.
A few fired randomly into the green wall that hemmed them in, but the forest stayed mute, inscrutable. Their commanders soon restored discipline. The firing stopped and they took cover behind the steep snow banks.
A minute, two minutes went by in silence. The Germans lay still, as though feigning non-existence, knowing that they must be under hostile scrutiny from the surrounding trees.
Marta took aim at one of the nearest infantrymen, only thirty metres away. Katya gestured her to hold fire. Then a volley of round metallic objects—lobbed by unseen hands—tumbled out of the trees along the whole length of the convoy. In the split second that remained to them, its guardians tried to scramble over the snow banks into the forest. They were caught up in the blast as the grenades exploded in quick succession, turning the convoy into a twisted and burning travesty of its original purpose.
‘Now! Now!’ yelled Katya.
Three members of the lead detachment ran along the road past the fallen tree. Marta put the crosshairs across the back of the lead runner, breathed out and squeezed the trigger. The rifle butt kicked hard against her shoulder. Her victim jolted—as though in reaction to the same impact—and fell to the ground. With arching back and contorted face, he screamed his outrage at the heavens.
His two companions leapt over the snow bank and struck out into the forest on the opposite side of the road.
‘Quick, quick! I’ll take the right,’ said Katya.
Katya fired, and one of the men fell.
Marta struggled to line up on her second target. He ducked and weaved with desperate convulsive movements. His image grew fainter in the dark forest. It crossed her sights for an instant and she snatched at the trigger. The bullet tore out a large splinter from a trunk. The man stopped for a second and clutched at his face. Then he continued his flight deeper into the trees and disappeared.
She had no time to reflect on her newfound status as a taker of life. Volleys of rifle and machine gun fire swept along the road, cutting down those who had survived the first explosions. Anyone who returned fire or leapt from the back of a truck was granted the mercy of a quick death. The wounded lay on their canvas-backed collective pyres and thrashed around, signalling in flaming semaphore.
The firing stopped. The only movement was the greedy dance of the flames around the blackened trucks.
Glancing to her right, Marta saw a man emerging from behind a large boulder. He carried a submachine gun, pointing in their direction. From his belt hung a large serrated-edged knife and a clutch of grenades. She assumed that if he intended them harm they would already be dead, since he must have seen them approaching the site of the ambush, before any of the firing started.
‘We’re comrades, army snipers,’ she said.
The man grinned and lowered the gun. ‘I assumed you were no friends of the fascists from the way you dealt with those runaways. Shame you let the third one get away. Still, I expect we’ll find him soon.’
He was oddly attired in a mixture of Red Army and civilian clothes, with rough strips of animal fur tacked on seemingly at random. The pale blue eyes regarded them thoughtfully.
He stepped forward and held out his hand to Marta. ‘I’m Bereshkov. We can’t talk now. You have to come with us if you want to live. There’s another convoy a bit further along the road and they’re probably wondering what all the noise is about.’
Marta shook Bereshkov’s hand. Katya nodded at him and stood her ground.
He laughed. ‘It’s up to you, but I don’t rate your chances if you stay around.’
‘We‘ve to report to our unit, just east of here,’ Katya protested.
Bereshkov’s expression grew serious. ‘The Germans counterattacked this morning and pushed the line back east again…you’re a long way from your unit now, whichever it is.’
Katya looked stunned.
When she heard this news, Marta felt a strange dislocated sensation, like vertigo. She watched as several ragged, piratical men emerged from the forest behind Bereshkov. They scoured the dead for booty, stripping them of any weapons, ammunition, useful clothing and rations.
‘You’ve two minutes to decide, after that we have to leave.’
Marta shook herself and concluded that Bereshkov, with his band of brigands, was their only hope of surviving the day. She looked at Katya, who still seemed uncertain.
As Katya pondered, a low hum reverberated over the treetops. It reached its crescendo when the malevolent profile of a fighter flashed over their heads and banked into a hard turn, ready for another approach.
‘We’re coming,’ said Katya. Bereshkov nodded and hurried over to the other men, who were already filtering away into the forest on the far side of the road.
The two women slung their rifles and jogged after him.
Chapter 11
Sevastian sat in his cramped office in the basement of Mazurovsky’s HQ. The walls were recently papered, but the damp had already caused several strips to peel away at the top. They drifted up and down like lazy heron wings whenever any movement rippled the fetid air. He studied a large-scale map of the front, pausing occasionally to scribble notes on a particular sector. At his side lay a meal, barely touched, a full flask of water and a large, half-empty tumbler of vodka.
He heard a quiet cough from the direction of the open doorway. When he looked up, Medved was already sidling into the room. He glanced behind him down the corridor, and gently closed the door.
‘Viktor, sit down, please.’
Medved sat and waited, watching the paper flap in the background.
‘You have some news?’
‘Yes, Comrade General. I found her unit. She’s serving in a rifle regiment here on the Moscow Front, as a sniper. The regiment’s commander is a Colonel Yegorov, a real veteran by all accounts.’
A bubble of elation formed in Sevastian’s throat, preventing him from speaking for a moment. When he found his voice again, the words tumbled out with unseemly haste.
‘Thank you, Viktor. Is she well?’
‘There was no report of her being wounded, Comrade General.’
After Medved left, Sevastian slumped into his chair and cupped his forehead in both hands. His earlier happiness had been replaced by an intense dread over the significance of Marta’s posting. It was the most impossible coincidence that she had turned up in Yegorov’s regiment. Mazurovsky must have a hand in it. While Sevastian was field-testing new stratagems, using Yegorov’s regiment as a plaything, Marta would be directly affected by each order. It was sick, even by Mazurovsky’s perverse standards. He wondered if Mazurovsky expected him to find out, or if he intended just to watch the unfolding of the little family drama he had set in motion. Was there an underlying objective in what he had done, or was it for pure spiteful amusement? Mazurovsky was capable of this, Sevastian had seen it before: junior officers set against one another, like dogs in a fight pit, while the Marshal and a few of his cronies made wagers on the outcome.
Sevastian took another large gulp of vodka. He shuddered for a few seconds. As this subsided, it was replaced by a wave of heat moving out from his stomach and down his limbs, damping down the constant background pain in his joints. In a moment of clear thought—so rare for him now—he decided that he must see Marta. Irrespective of any risks for either of them, he must speak with her, explain himself. He must do it even if—as he expected—she rebuffed his attempt at reconciliation. Despite the atrophy of his ability for speaking the truth, she would hear it from him now. He could not go to his grave with such a weight of misunderstanding and bitterness between them. If anyone has a right to speak unspeakable truths, it is the soldier in the midst of a war.
The next morning Sevastian set Medved to track down Marta’s exact location. He planned to make a visit to Yegorov’s regiment when the opportunity arose and somehow engineer a meeting with her. Sevastian spent much of his day pretending to work, but, in reality, he was mentally rehearsing the encounter with his daughter. Medved returned later in the evening. His expression told Sevastian that something was wrong.
‘What is it, Viktor? What’s happened to her?’
‘I’m sorry, Comrade General, so sorry.’
‘Get to the point, man…please!’
‘She’s posted as missing in action. She went on patrol with another sniper. She seems to have been cut off by the recent German counterattack in Yegorov’s sector.’
Medved looked at the floor, while Sevastian clutched at the edge of his desk to steady himself.
‘There’s a good chance that she was cut off. It’s mostly forest there, plenty of hiding places…’
Sevastian did not respond. He appreciated Medved’s attempt to find hope in the situation, but he was immune to it.
‘Better leave it alone now, Viktor. You’ve already risked too much on my behalf…thank you.’
Alone, Sevastian reflected on the deep irony of his situation. Only a few hours ago he had made the momentous decision to re-establish contact with Marta, and now this news. His pessimistic side—the realist in him, considering the long, dark chain of recent misfortunes—told him to accept that she was dead and throw all of his remaining energies into being a good soldier. For several days, he performed his staff role like an automaton, vaguely aware of his junior officers’ cautious demeanour whenever they came near him. His nights were spent chasing a few elusive threads of sleep, but whenever he drew near to them, they dissipated and all that remained was Marta’s image, running in the woods near Kazan and shrieking with delight at some new discovery. As a conscious exercise in catharsis, he imagined her lying among the birch leaves, with beetles tunnelling her ears, her young flesh corrupting. The image would never stay with him long enough to generate the reaction he sought. A conviction grew within him. Marta was in the woods and alive; among the partisans, or infiltrating back through the German lines. She would keep fighting while her strength remained. He owed it to her to do the same.
He slept for the first time in days, and only woke to some insistent knocking from Medved, who was concerned that he would be late for his morning briefing with Mazurovsky.
Chapter 12
Marta woke and winced from the pain in her back. The aroma of wood chippings and damp clothing roused her like smelling salts. She had fallen asleep cradling her rifle. It had slipped around behind her during the night, so all of her weight lay across it. Katya’s boots were lodged uncomfortably behind her knees. Katya snorted like a dray horse, and then started from her sleep, clutching around for her weapon.
‘Where are the others?’ she whispered in Marta’s ear.
‘Don’t know. I think they’re still asleep.’
Katya shuffled towards the door of the old wooden hut and craned through a crack in the timbers.
‘No sign o’ life,’ she hissed.
‘What should we do?’
‘Leave…now, while we can, and try to make it back to our unit.’
‘Don’t you trust Bereshkov?’
‘It’s not him that bothers me. It’s that bunch o’ bandits with him.’
Katya had a point. After the ambush, they had followed Bereshkov and the others through the forest for hours before arriving at their current campsite. Two woodsman’s huts of equal size stood in a small clearing. Bereshkov had insisted that the two women should have exclusive rights to one of them. The men—at least fifteen of them—had crammed into the other hut to escape the falling snow. They cursed Bereshkov roundly as they settled for the night, but none of them seemed willing to challenge his decision.
Marta shuddered as she recalled how several of the men had stared at her with unmistakable appetite.
‘Yes, come on, let’s go now,’ she said.
They readied themselves, silently mustering their kit. Katya edged the door open and scanned the clearing. She gestured Marta to follow, and they both crept at a crouch towards the trees. Marta kept her rifle trained on the door of the other hut until they reached cover. They edged along for a few metres, looking in the snow for their trail from the previous night.
‘You didn’t like our hospitality?’
They both swung around to see Bereshkov emerging from behind a tree, his gun already trained on them.
‘I’m offended. I went to great trouble to see you had a comfortable night and now you’re sneaking off without saying goodbye.’
‘Are you planning to keep us here by force?’ asked Katya, looking defiantly at the muzzle of Bereshkov’s gun.
‘I wasn’t sure how you’d react, so I thought I’d discourage you from shooting me…if you don’t mind,’ said Bereshkov, glancing down at Katya’s rifle, which she held at the hip, pointing towards him.
They all lowered their weapons, slowly.
‘That’s better. It wouldn’t be wise to shoot one another just now. The Germans are probably still searching the woods, trying to find whoever attacked their convoy.’
Bereshkov smiled; a patronising smile that riled Marta.
‘We have a duty to try to find our unit. We can’t skulk in the woods forever,’ she said.
‘Oh, now you’ve really offended me,’ said Bereshkov, only this time he sounded genuine. ‘Do you know how many Germans we’ve done for while we’ve been “skulking in the woods”?’
He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a small notebook and thrust it under Marta’s nose. Then he flicked through the pages, pausing to quote dates and figures at them.
‘30th of November ’41: outside the village of Aleksino, encountered German patrol, engaged them and killed at least four, before withdrawing. 4th of December: raided supply depot, killed two guards, carried off ammunition and food rations, sabotaged two tankers, destroying at least 10,000 litres of fuel. 6th of December: killed two motorcycle dispatch riders outside Gorodok. There’s more, on average an attack every three days. Between us, we’ve killed over a hundred fascists. I keep this as a record, because I know that eventually some little shit from the NKVD’s going to accuse us of being traitors.’
Bereshkov snapped the book shut and stuffed it back into his jacket.
‘So, you sniper heroes, what’s your tally?’
He looked at Marta, then at Katya. Neither of them answered.
Bereshkov recovered his good humour.
‘Listen, you’re a very long way from our lines. The chances of you making it back to your unit alive are non-existent. Why throw your lives away on a futile task, when you can do a good job here, with us. I need some decent shots who can give us covering fire when we go in close. Most of this crew can’t shoot straight beyond fifty metres and it’s too risky to give them target practice. Perhaps you can help us, teach us camouflage and field skills? Wait until the lines move again, then you can go back to your unit.’
Marta, against her wishes, could see the merits in Bereshkov’s argument. She looked at Katya, who seemed uncharacteristically unsure.
‘Will you leave us here for a few minutes to talk it over?’ asked Marta.
Bereshkov’s smile returned, less patronising now.
‘Of course. If you do decide to leave, at least have some breakfast with us before you go.’
He turned and walked in the direction of the men’s hut, where they had begun to stir.
When Bereshkov was out of earshot, they debated.
‘Perhaps he’s right,’ said Marta, ‘we’ve no idea how far it is to the unit, or even which direction.’
‘They might treat us as deserters, if we’re away for too long,’ said Katya. ‘D’you believe Bereshkov? Is it our fighting skills he’s after, or something else?’
‘It’s a risk, I know, but I think he’s right about the danger of trying to get back at the moment. It was decent of him to let us sleep in the other hut. If they intended to…harm us, they would’ve done it last night, wouldn’t they?’
‘They were sober last night. What about the next time they liberate some booze? Maybe Bereshkov would be less of a gentleman.’
‘We’ll just have to watch out for one another,’ said Marta, ‘and keep a weapon handy at all times.’
Katya paused and chipped at the frozen soil with the toe of her boot.
‘All right, we’ll try it for a few days, but one sign o’ trickery and we leave…agreed?’
‘Yes. And, we take a leaf from Bereshkov’s book and keep a record of everything we do here, to show Kuznetsova we didn’t desert.’
The smell of fried potatoes and sausages drifted towards them as they headed back across the clearing to the huts.
After breakfast, Bereshkov briefed them about his plans for the next few days.
‘We always try to take something away from every operation. It helps us to survive. We used to rely on the local villagers, but they’ve barely enough to eat themselves. Also, if they’re suspected of helping us, the Germans take terrible reprisals.’
Bereshkov paused, closed his eyes and shook his head a little, as if he were trying to rid himself of some ghastly image.
‘Not all the partisans in the area take the same approach. Right now, the biggest threat to us isn’t the Germans. They don’t usually follow us far into the forest. No, our biggest worry is another partisan group.’ He snorted with contempt. ‘At least, they call themselves partisans. What they are is a criminal rabble. They’re more interested in raiding Russian villages than attacking the Germans.’
‘Are you serious?’ said Marta. She found it hard to believe that her countrymen would stoop to pillaging their own.
Bereshkov looked at her like a patient schoolteacher, waiting for one of the slower pupils to catch up with the lesson. Marta felt her cheeks burning with resentment.
‘We came across a small place just last week,’ he said. ‘It showed all the signs of a visit from the fascists: burning huts, bodies strung up from trees, livestock stolen or butchered, grain stores emptied.’ He paused.
‘And…?’ said Katya.
‘We found a young lad still alive. He’d climbed inside a well and hidden in a hollow in the wall. He clung on as body after body fell past him into the well shaft. Some of them were still alive and screaming on the way down. When the bodies stopped falling, he stuck his head out of the top and saw the attackers gathering their booty from the village and torching everything else. They were Russians, so-called partisans, led by a man called Maxim.’
‘The lad must be mistaken,’ interrupted Marta. ‘They could’ve been Germans dressed as Russians, trying to turn us against one another.’
‘I wish it wasn’t true, but they all spoke Russian like locals, and the boy recognised two of the men in Maxim’s group. Besides, we’ve had our own encounters with them. Last month they ambushed and killed two of my men.’
Bereshkov’s eyes glistened as he told the story and his voice fell away to a whisper.
‘They fight only for themselves. Whenever the Germans appear, they run like rabbits. They live by stealing from and murdering their own people.’
‘It’s unbelievable,’ said Marta, shaking her head.
‘It’s as if they think the war and the chaos will never end and no-one will ever hold them to account. But they’re wrong…I’ve got something to show you.’
He stood and beckoned them to follow him into the men’s hut. The two women hesitated, and then Marta followed Bereshkov into the gloomy interior, while Katya—still with deep suspicion showing in her face—stood in the doorway. Bereshkov lit a candle, moved some crates aside and pulled a canvas sheet away from a corner of the hut. He picked up a heavy box and placed it reverently on one of the crates.
‘What is it?’ asked Marta.
‘A radio set,’ answered Bereshkov. ‘I’ve been scanning army frequencies for weeks, trying to make contact with someone on the other side of the line.’
‘Have you had any luck?’ asked Marta, excited—despite her suspicions—at the prospect of contact with someone on the right side of the front.
‘At first, I couldn’t get anyone to talk to me. They all thought I was some German, masquerading as a partisan. But last week I got through to someone who put me in touch with an army political officer. They have a plan—the Party, that is—to organise the partisan groups, get them under control.’
‘What are they going to do with you lot?’ asked Marta.
‘My contact’s promised we’ll receive an air drop of supplies, so we can carry on fighting.’ He paused and looked at Marta, then across at Katya, still hovering uncommitted by the door. ‘If you want, I can give him your names, to show you’ve joined us and you’re not deserters.’
Marta looked over at Katya, who turned away from the open door and came into the hut.
‘Why’re the Army putting so much effort into helping the partisans?’ asked Katya. ‘We could counterattack tomorrow and it would all have been a waste of time.’
‘I think you’ve answered your own question,’ said Bereshkov. ‘They want to build up the partisans because they don’t think they’ll be able to shift the Germans out of this area for a while. You see, this is the place to be; not sitting in some trench waiting for a shell to land on your head. We can do something significant, here, in the woods. We just have to organise ourselves better and take some direction from our side.’
He paused and looked at them, waiting for a response to his invitation. Marta wondered if Bereshkov was merely engaged in some elaborate ruse to keep them with him; and for what purpose. She was acutely conscious of their extreme vulnerability in the midst of this growing band of outlaws.
Bereshkov continued his cajoling. ‘They won’t tolerate rogue outfits like Maxim’s for much longer. My contact’s talking about sending someone across the lines to help us. He wants to unify the partisan command in this area. Anyone who doesn’t toe the line had better watch out.’
‘Hmm…perhaps we’ll get a chance to speak with him when he arrives,’ said Marta. ‘It would be good to stay on the right side of the Army.’
She looked across at Katya, who nodded; she still seemed sceptical.
‘I suppose we can help you out for a while, until we get back in touch with our unit,’ said Katya.
‘Well, that’s as much as I can hope for,’ said Bereshkov. He made a theatrical bow. ‘Welcome to the partisans!’
Marta and Katya spent the next couple of days training Bereshkov’s men in field craft. Most of them were local farm boys, who had been excused army service, so they could get the harvest in, before the Germans overran the area. Bereshkov was the only one who appeared to have any military experience. According to him, most of Maxim’s group were Red Army deserters or convicts who had escaped from gaol after their warders panicked and fled the approaching enemy.
On the evening of their third day in the camp, Marta at last found the opportunity to ask Bereshkov the question that had been irking her ever since she and Katya fell in with his group.
‘You haven’t said how you came to be with the partisans. What happened to your unit?’
Bereshkov looked at her in the steady, unblinking way she found so unsettling.
‘My unit were defending this area when the Wehrmacht first overran it in October. We were surrounded. Some of our men went over to the enemy and some just turned and ran. I tried to defend my position, but it was hopeless. I reckoned that if I surrendered or ran, I’d end up dead sooner or later, so I decided that I’d just keep shooting until someone shot me.’
‘But you escaped?’ said Marta.
‘I suppose you might say that. I woke up in a shell hole and the Germans had moved on. I don’t know how I ended up there, but my helmet had a big dent in it, so I assume a bullet hit me a glancing blow and knocked me unconscious for a while. I wandered around in a daze for a day or two before I teamed up with these boys.’
Bereshkov gesticulated towards his men; most of them were crouched over their mess tins, slurping soup.
‘How did you find them?’ asked Marta.
‘I stumbled on a pair of Germans standing outside a hay barn with a can of petrol. They obviously intended to burn it down. Then I heard the shouting, Russian voices, coming from inside the barn.’
One of the men nearby looked up from his soup. ‘They was planning to burn us along wi’ the barn, but old Bereshkov shot the bastards,’ he said, with evident satisfaction, enunciating each word slowly in his thick country accent. ‘So he saved our bacon, didn’t you, Comrade. We’d all be roasted like pigs on a spit if it weren’t for him, isn’t that right, boys.’
The others in the group murmured their agreement. Bereshkov waved his hand in dismissal of the compliment, but failed to disguise his pleasure.
Marta heard a scuffling from the edge of the clearing and saw two of Bereshkov’s men emerge from the trees. They were dragging along a third man, whose hands were tied behind his back. He had a piece of rope looped around his neck like a dog lead. One of the men yanked on the rope. The prisoner let out a guttural choking noise and stumbled over to where Marta and the others were sitting.
From close up, Marta saw the prisoner’s German uniform. He had a deep gash on his cheek that had begun to fester. Pus and blood oozed from it, clinging to his jaw in red-yellow stalactites.
‘He must be the one who escaped from the ambush the other day. I hit a tree just next to him and a splinter tore his face,’ said Marta.
She found this close connection with one of her intended victims unsettling. His three days alone in the woods had already taken a terrible toll. He moved stiffly, like someone in the last extremes of exhaustion, and there were signs of frostbite on his exposed face. The man caught Marta’s eye and for an instant showed surprise that one of his captors was a woman. This was quickly replaced by a look of shot-animal fear. He lowered his head and stared at his feet; awaiting his fate.
Bereshkov’s men jeered at the prisoner. One of them stood in front of him and drew a finger across his throat. Bereshkov strode over and spoke a few words of broken German. The prisoner shook his head. Bereshkov repeated his question. Still the man refused to answer; hunching in expectation of some physical retribution.
‘Give him the works,’ said Bereshkov.
Several of the men grabbed the prisoner by the arms and forced him onto the ground. One shoved a dirty rag into his mouth and gripped him firmly by the head. The man writhed feebly for a while until he received a kick in the ribs. He stopped struggling and lay shaking. Someone emerged from one of the huts carrying a bucket. He put it on the ground next to the prisoner and the snow fizzed and melted underneath it. Marta smelt smoke and saw the red-hot embers from the woodstove glowing in the bottom of the bucket. Her stomach lurched. She looked across at Katya, whose face was frozen with horror.
‘You’re for it now, Fritz,’ said one of the men holding him down. ‘We’re going to warm you up a bit, see how you like it.’
The prisoner burbled behind his gag.
‘It’s too late now. You should’ve talked while you had the chance,’ said Bereshkov.
He picked up the bucket. One of the men dragged the prisoner’s upper clothes up to his chest, exposing a section of quaking abdomen. Bereshkov tipped the bucket and scattered several of the embers onto the man’s flesh, then one of the others pulled the clothes down over it, trapping them inside. The victim’s body convulsed under his captors, like someone in the throes of an epileptic fit. An animal-like growl reverberated in his throat. The smell of singed fabric and flesh assailed Marta’s nostrils. She turned away, to hide her welling tears. When she turned back to say something in protest, Katya placed a restraining hand on her arm, so she stayed silent. Her heart hammered in her chest; her knees became liquid.
Bereshkov nodded at one of the men, who hauled out the gag. Breath hissed through the prisoner’s pain-clenched teeth; his eyes rolled back in their sockets. Bereshkov resumed his questioning in German. Between gasps of agony, the prisoner babbled responses as fast as he could, desperate now to please his tormentors.
‘He’s telling us what he knows about the location of different Wehrmacht units in the area,’ said Bereshkov. ‘I think he’s telling the truth, but we’ll give him another dose to see if his story changes.’
One of the men replaced the gag, while another wrenched at the prisoner’s clothes. Bereshkov emptied the remaining embers onto his belly and then the clothes were replaced. This time, the victim’s physical reaction was even more extreme. Two more of Bereshkov’s men were required to hold him down.
Marta resented being a witness to this depraved performance. With bile rising in her throat, she wandered away from the rest of the group, slumped to her knees and threw up. When she recovered a little and rejoined the others, Bereshkov had resumed the interrogation. The prisoner’s voice was barely audible.
‘He hasn’t changed his story,’ said Bereshkov, ‘so I suppose it’s as near to the truth as we’re going to get. Any volunteers to finish the job?’
One of the men, a giant of a fellow, called Kirov, said, ‘I’ll do it. Quick or slow?’
‘He’s only Wehrmacht, not SS or Einsatzgruppen, and he did give us some useful information, so make it quick,’ replied Bereshkov.
Without further ceremony, Kirov pulled out a large hunting knife, grabbed the prisoner around the forehead with one of his huge arms and drew the blade swiftly across his throat. The man thrashed around on the ground for a few seconds as his life pulsed out through the gaping wound and stained the snow livid pink. His movements became less pronounced and soon he lay still. The men stood around and watched him without any obvious signs of emotion.
‘That’s one less to worry about.’
‘Yes,’ said Bereshkov, ‘better dump him somewhere out of sight and cover over this blood. We’ll be moving camp in the morning.’
The men dispersed, busy with their final tasks before turning in for the night. Bereshkov turned to Marta and Katya.
‘I’m sorry you had to see that, but I’m afraid you’ll see far worse before this business is finished,’ he said.
‘Did you have to kill him?’ said Katya.
Marta was still too numb to speak.
‘You have to learn to hate them,’ replied Bereshkov. ‘It makes life a lot simpler and you sleep better at night.’
‘That was horrible…horrible,’ Katya hissed in Marta’s ear, as they lay in their hut later that night.
Marta’s tears returned, as she recalled the scene. ‘I know, I know. Is that what happens to everyone, that they behave like such…animals? It’s hideous, to treat another human being like that, even if he is a German.’
‘I spoke to the big one, Kirov, y’know, the one who used the knife. He said his mother and sisters were raped in front of him and then butchered by the Germans. All he wants to do now is kill ‘em. He won’t do anything else but kill Germans until there are none left in Russia to kill. Then, he wants to go to Berlin and kill some more. Maybe we don’t understand, because we haven’t lost someone, like they have.’
‘Maybe, but I joined the army to fight like a soldier. I can’t accept what Bereshkov and the others did. It almost makes me wish we’d tried to get back to the unit on the first day.’
‘No, I think Bereshkov was right. We would’ve been killed…or captured. We’ll just have to find a way to live in this mad new world we’ve fallen into.’
‘I don’t know, Katya, I just don’t know if I can live this way.’
Marta tried to rest, but she could not sleep and—judging by her restlessness—neither could Katya.
A couple of hours before dawn, Marta was roused by a tapping on the door. It was her turn to take sentry duty. The interruption was welcome. She was able to focus on her task and it eased the turmoil in her mind, if only a little. As she sat in the trees at the edge of the clearing craning for noises, the moon rose and cast enough light for her to see the spot where the prisoner had been interrogated. It was restored to its normal state: the body and bloodstains were gone. She looked around her at the peaceful forest. It held its secrets so well; tales of countless sordid and agonising deaths were wrapped up and laid to rest in its all-consuming embrace.
The next morning they broke camp and trekked for several kilometres to another location, where Bereshkov planned to stay for a few days. This was a normal part of his routine. A permanent base was too risky. If the Germans captured one of them, they would be tortured into revealing its location. This way, all any of them knew was the site of the last temporary camp, and it was likely to change before anyone could act on the intelligence.
For several hours, Marta avoided speaking either to Bereshkov or any of his men. In her current state of confusion, she did not trust herself to speak levelly with them. Anything she said now, while she was still reeling with disgust for their treatment of the prisoner, could only damage the tenuous relations between the women and the rest of the group. Marta and Katya’s fortunes were now bound up with those of Bereshkov and his men; she had to find a way to bury what she felt and get on with the business of being a partisan. Fortunately, they marched in silence, so Marta’s emotional withdrawal seemed to go unnoticed.
After they had established their new camp, Bereshkov took Marta and Katya out on a patrol, along with several of his men. He intended to visit one of their supply dumps.
‘If we encounter any Fritzs along the way, so much the better,’ said Bereshkov, before they set out.
As they were approaching the site of the dump, Marta heard voices. They all crouched.
‘Can you use some of your field craft and get closer to see who it is?’ asked Bereshkov.
Marta and Katya set off together, edging along at a crawl, rifles at the ready. A few minutes later, they could see the clearing where the supply dump was located. Two men were hauling boxes from a hole in the ground. Another group had already opened one of the boxes. Through the binoculars, Marta saw them picking up tins of American Spam and flinging them at a nearby object. They laughed and joked, as if they were engaged in some light-hearted target practice.
Marta scanned over to the location of the target. Tied against a birch tree was a German soldier. His helmet lay on the ground next to him. Every few seconds, one of the tins soared into view. Most flew straight past, or ricocheted off the trunk of the tree, but occasionally one would strike the soldier. Apart from small movements of his head, caused by the momentum of a striking tin, he did not react. He seemed to be unconscious, or incapable of registering further pain. Marta could hear the men keeping a drunken tally.
‘Hungry, Fritz? Have a tin of Second Front.’
‘Look at that, right on the nose! That’s three points for me.’
‘Good shot, Max…we’d better celebrate!’
Marta swung her binoculars back to see the men taking turns to pull on a bottle of vodka. Their voices sounded coarsened by the alcohol. She considered shooting the German soldier to end his ordeal, but quickly dismissed this as a suicidal act. She whispered to Katya, ‘I think they must be the other group of partisans that Bereshkov was talking about.’
‘They seem like charming gentlemen,’ said Katya. ‘Come on, let’s get back to the others.’
When they reached Bereshkov, his face grew thunderous as they reported what they had seen. ‘The one called Max, what did he look like?’
‘A short, stocky fellow, with a big black beard,’ replied Marta.
‘That’s him, that’s Maxim,’ said Bereshkov. ‘How many did you say there were?’
‘Six of ‘em, all quite drunk,’ said Katya.
‘Come on, boss, six o’ them seven of us, we could take ‘em,’ said one of the men.
Bereshkov seemed to be weighing the odds; whether to attack now or go back for reinforcements.
‘No, when this group don’t return the rest of Maxim’s rabble will run for it. I want to make sure we finish them properly. At the moment, they’ve no idea we’re in the area. We should go back for the others and then track Maxim back to his camp. He’ll leave an easy trail for us and we’ll have time to prepare for it.’
They made their way back to the camp in silence.
That evening the group busied themselves with preparations for the attack. Bereshkov disappeared for half an hour to talk to someone on his precious radio. When he reappeared, he took Marta and Katya to one side.
‘I’ve got a job for you…a dangerous one,’ he said.
Marta looked at Katya, who could not hide her irritation.
‘More dangerous than waiting all day in no-man’s-land for one chance at a shot,’ asked Katya.
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to patronise you.’
‘What do you want us to do?’ asked Marta, who was keen to resume her work as a soldier.
‘My political officer’s given us the go ahead to put Maxim out of business. But he wants to come across the lines to join us first.’
‘But we’ll lose them,’ protested Marta.
‘That’s why I want the two of you to keep them under observation until we’re ready. You might be out there for several days. I’ll fix you up with plenty of rations and some extra clothes.’
‘What if they relocate?’ asked Marta.
‘One of you follows them and the other comes back to let us know. But I don’t expect them to do that. From what I’ve seen, Maxim’s pretty sloppy.’
Marta looked at Katya, who nodded.
‘We’ll do it,’ said Marta.
‘There’ll be some tempting targets for you, but no shooting, except to defend yourselves,’ said Bereshkov.
Katya gave him a withering look.
‘I’m sorry again,’ said Bereshkov, ‘I’m used to dealing with these farm lads, whose only previous experience is blasting at crows with shotguns. Forgive me.’ He bowed low in mock obeisance.
Before dawn, Marta and Katya made their way through the forest towards the supply dump. They approached the area slowly, with intense caution, but after a few minutes were satisfied that it was deserted. They picked their way across the clearing, looking for the trail left by Maxim and his men. Marta found the dead German soldier still tied to his tree. One or two tins of Spam littered the ground around his body. She registered that the man had been mutilated, but shook herself and scanned around the scene for signs of a trail, making a conscious effort not to look directly at the body. A few metres away, she picked up some tracks and signalled for Katya to follow her. She was so intent on examining the ground that she brushed past an object, which she thought at first was a tree branch, but then as she looked round for Katya, it came into focus. An arm, severed at the elbow, hung from a piece of twine, swinging gently from her contact with it. She saw Katya notice it at the same moment. Both of them moved quickly past; neither of them spoke. Marta felt a wave of nausea in her stomach, but this time she did not throw up.
Maxim’s men had left a trail that was simple to follow. After a while, Katya stopped and whispered to her. ‘This feels too easy.’
Marta nodded in agreement. They moved away from the trail and walked a parallel route a few metres away. Half an hour later, Marta saw a faint glint from a silvery strand, barely thicker than a sewing thread. It was strung between two trees on the trail, just above ground level.
Marta signalled the presence of the trip wire to Katya and they both crouched for cover.
‘D’you think it’s mined?’ asked Katya.
‘Not sure,’ replied Marta. ‘I wonder if they’re expecting us.’
‘I think we must be close to ‘em now.’
They continued at a crawl, pausing frequently to listen for signs of human activity, but all they heard was an occasional bird call. After more exhausting crawling, Marta’s knees and shoulders were on fire. She stopped and rolled onto her back for a few seconds respite. She caught her breath with shock. Only thirty metres away, silhouetted by the low winter sun, was the profile of a man sitting against a tree trunk. A rifle lay cradled across his knees. Strangely, for a man on sentry duty, he did not move his head to survey his surroundings. When Marta had resolved more of the contours of his face, she realised he was asleep. She signalled Katya to be quiet and then showed her the location of the sentry. Katya’s first expression, of alarm, soon gave way to a wry grin, when she realised the sentry’s abject failure to discharge his duty. They slid away from the man, leaving the trail behind them; it was too risky now to follow it directly.
Marta stopped. She caught the faintest whiff of wood smoke. Following her nose, she edged forward up a short slope; the scent of burning birch logs growing stronger by the second. At the top, she peeked over, making sure she did not present a profile against the ridgeline. Below her, in a shallow dell, stood a group of three makeshift huts. Two men stood outside one of them, deep in conversation. Marta recognised the bearded figure of Maxim. It seemed that he was berating the other man, who cowed before him slightly, even though he towered over Maxim. At this distance, their heated exchange was only a murmur.
Katya appeared at her shoulder.
‘That’s it,’ whispered Marta, pointing into the dell.
‘We can’t stay here,’ said Katya, ‘it’s too exposed.’
They worked their way around to a vantage point that offered better cover and settled in for what promised to be a long and uncomfortable surveillance. Once they were established, Katya whispered, ‘I’m going on a quick tour, to see if there’s any other sentries.’
‘All right, but be careful, Katyusha,’ replied Marta.
After Katya left, Marta was assailed by an acute sense of futility. She had not imagined that she would have to fight and kill her fellow countrymen, however contemptible they might be. As the minutes passed, her anxiety grew stronger. Katya was taking too long, something must have happened to her. She looked for movement around the edge of the dell, but the only signs of life came from the camp, as people strolled occasionally between the huts.
The faintest rustle in some bushes only a couple of metres away made her start and swing her rifle over in the direction of the sound.
‘Don’t shoot, Marta!’
Katya’s face appeared, framed by foliage. It was pink from the effort of crawling.
‘Now I’m embarrassed,’ said Marta. ‘How did you manage to get so close without me noticing?’
‘I paid very close attention to Instructor Korolev. His advice on concealment seems to work very well. There’s another sentry, on the opposite side to the first one. The second one’s awake, though,’ Katya chuckled.
‘I suppose we just wait now?’ said Marta.
‘Yeah, I hope Bereshkov’s Party bloke doesn’t take too long to arrive. I think we’re in for some cold weather.’
Chapter 13
Sevastian arrived at his office to find the usual queue of functionaries vying for his attention. One face lacked the dreary familiarity of the others, although he was not a complete stranger. He recognised the young political officer from Yegorov’s regiment. He dealt swiftly with his routine visitors and then called the Party man into his office.
‘What is it, Comrade, uh?’
‘Political Officer Alekseev, Comrade General. You might remember, we met near Colonel Yegorov’s field HQ.’
‘Yes, of course. I thought I recognised you. So Yegorov has sent you?’
‘No, Comrade General, I’ve been sent by Marshal Mazurovsky.’
Sevastian went on the alert. The relatively junior political officer must be confident of his backing from Mazurovsky even to contemplate such an unscheduled visit, which broke all the norms of protocol.
‘Indeed. And what’s the purpose of your visit?’ replied Sevastian, retreating behind formality.
‘The Marshal requires that we bring the partisan operations in this sector under his command. He’s asked me to spend some time behind the enemy lines to unify the different groups. I’m sure you know, some of them have been pursuing their own interests. My task is to bring them under effective control, or eliminate them.’
‘That’s a worthy role, Comrade Alekseev, and I’m sure you’ll give a good account of yourself, but…why are you here?’
‘The Marshal thought I should inform you…as a courtesy.’
‘Thank you. There’s something more?’
‘I’ve been in touch with one of the partisan leaders by radio, a man called Bereshkov. I’ll be parachuting in to rendezvous with him and his group tonight. Bereshkov mentioned that two female snipers from Colonel Yegorov’s regiment are operating with him.’
‘And the Marshal thought you should share that information with me…’
‘As a courtesy, Comrade General. Apparently, the two women were cut off after the last German offensive. At least, that’s the story they relayed via Comrade Bereshkov. Of course, they will have to be interrogated at some stage, to verify that they’re not simply deserters.’
The hairs bristled on Sevastian’s neck. The little prig was playing with him, exploiting his connection with Mazurovsky. He wrestled with a sudden impulse to smash his fist into Alekseev’s smug face.
‘You’ll pass the names of these soldiers on to Colonel Yegorov, before you leave?’
‘Yes, of course, Comrade General.’
‘Is that everything?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then good luck with your mission, Comrade Alekseev. My orderly will show you out.’
When Alekseev had left, Sevastian closed his office door and poured a large vodka. He needed to steady the maelstrom of questions and anxieties swirling inside his head. Marta must be alive! The coincidences were too neat for it to be otherwise. And why else would Mazurovsky have used Alekseev as his stooge in such a blatant way?
The next day, Medved came to see Sevastian.
‘Comrade General, I have some news concerning your daughter. It seems that she was one of the snipers who were cut off by the German advance. I managed to wheedle the names out of Yegorov’s people.’
This final confirmation of Marta’s whereabouts did not come as the relief that Sevastian had expected. He was fully briefed on the conditions for partisan groups in the occupied areas and the savage punishments inflicted on any who were unfortunate enough to be captured by the Germans. He also knew that the standard policy for soldiers returning to their units after a spell behind enemy lines was to treat them as politically suspect. This knowledge oppressed him. He found it impossible, despite his efforts to the contrary, to think of Marta as any other soldier, risking all for Party and motherland. He had belatedly taken on the role of an anxious parent and, once assumed, that role could not be relinquished.
Chapter 14
Marta and Katya waited for two days—as instructed by Bereshkov—but Maxim showed no sign of moving camp. The lack of movement made them both suffer terribly from the cold, despite the extra clothing they had brought with them.
‘It’s time for us to get out of here,’ said Katya, on the morning of the third day. ‘Bereshkov should be ready for his attack now.’
‘We should both go,’ said Marta. ‘Whoever’s left behind will be frozen to the ground otherwise.’
Katya pondered. ‘It’s not what we agreed with Bereshkov, but I think you’re right. We can’t stay here any longer or we’ll be completely useless to anyone. Besides, it won’t take us long to retrace our steps. Maxim won’t have time to relocate, if we hurry up.’
They moved stiffly at a crawl until they were well past Maxim’s sentry posts and then jogged the rest of the way.
Bereshkov understood why they had returned prematurely.
‘Our political officer’s already here, so we’re planning to attack them tonight. We’ll need to do it with as little shooting as possible. In fact, he wants us to try to capture as many of Maxim’s men alive as we can. He hopes some of them can be rehabilitated.’
Bereshkov could not hide the sceptical tone in his voice.
‘Come on. I’ll introduce you to our new friend.’
Bereshkov led them to a large tent, around which were stacked canisters of supplies, some with parachute leads still attached. Several of Bereshkov’s men were discussing who had the best case for ownership of a heavy machine gun, which had arrived in the supply drop. The tent flap opened and a man emerged, dressed like a farmer and carrying a map and compass. Marta stared in shock. Next to her Katya was also rooted to the spot.
‘Comrade Alekseev?’ said Marta.
‘I’ve given you an unpleasant surprise? Perhaps you didn’t expect to see anyone from your regiment again. It must be inconvenient, to be reminded of your duty to your comrades. And how did the two of you come to be on the wrong side of the line?’
Marta struggled to adjust to her sudden transformation from heroic partisan sniper to suspected deserter. ‘We…we were cut off during a reconnaissance patrol. Captain Kuznetsova gave us our orders…you could check with her.’
As soon as she said it, Marta was angry with herself for volunteering the information about Kuznetsova. It made her look defensive. Alekseev pressed home his advantage.
‘But why should I need to do that? Why should I have reason to doubt your word?’
Alekseev looked first at Katya, then at Marta. She tried to mask her discomfort, while he stared at her for several seconds.
‘Do you find it difficult to look me in the eye, Comrade?’
‘Comrade Alekseev, I’ve seen the way they behave. They’re good soldiers, not cowards. They don’t run away from a fight,’ said Bereshkov.
‘They’ll have ample opportunity to prove that in the near future,’ said Alekseev. Then he looked at Bereshkov’s men, who had gathered around them. ‘As will all of you. While you’ve been hiding in these woods, our comrades in uniform have made great sacrifices to stop the invaders taking Moscow.’
Some of Bereshkov’s men muttered resentfully at the slight, but Bereshkov silenced them with a warning glance.
Alekseev showed no sign that he knew or cared about his collective insult.
‘I know there are deserters and collaborators masquerading as partisans in this area. Comrade Stalin has made it clear, he and the Party will not tolerate rogue elements among the partisan forces. Your duty as true partisans is to help me to eradicate these criminals, so we can build an effective resistance in the occupied areas.’
He stopped and scanned his audience, gauging their reactions.
‘I think, Comrade Alekseev, that we’d all rather be fighting the Germans, than our fellow Russians,’ said Bereshkov.
Alekseev turned towards Bereshkov, but as he spoke, his gaze flicked back and forth between him and the others. ‘How can you fight them if all the while you’re watching your backs for some treachery by the likes of Maxim and his rabble? You’ve told me yourself how they raid our villages and the atrocities they’ve committed.’
Alekseev turned and faced the group again. He drew himself up. A vein pulsed in his temple.
‘I have a mandate from the Party and the Army Command to instruct you in your duties. If we don’t organise effectively in the occupied areas, who’s to say what the outcome of this war might be. We will disband Maxim’s group. They’ll all be offered a chance to redeem themselves by joining Comrade Bereshkov’s unit. Are you ready to do your duty?’
Someone spoke up from the back.
‘It’s time Maxim and his like were put back in their cages.’
A murmur of agreement ran around the men. Alekseev relaxed his posture; he sensed victory.
‘Anyone who surrenders will be given a second chance,’ he said.
‘Let’s do it.’
Bereshkov turned to him. ‘You’re a persuasive fellow, Comrade Alekseev.’
Alekseev did not reply, but his face contorted into a mirthless grin. Marta felt a shudder run along her spine.
That evening, Marta and Katya led Bereshkov’s entire unit, plus Alekseev, to Maxim’s camp. Before they reached the first sentry position, they split into two groups. One, which included Alekseev and half of Bereshkov’s men, followed Katya in a wide arc which would bring them in on the opposite side of the camp. Marta, with Bereshkov, led the other group on a frontal approach, retracing her route of the previous morning.
When Marta spotted the sentry, they lay in wait for half an hour to allow Katya’s group to get into position on the other side of the camp. When the half hour was up, two of Bereshkov’s men crawled in close to the sentry. They rushed at him from only a few metres away and overpowered him before he could raise the alarm. They left him bound and gagged, and continued to the camp.
As Marta peered down from her vantage point on the edge of the dell, the camp looked deserted. Only a faint murmur from one of the huts indicated that the place was occupied. On the far side of the dell, she saw a figure crouching in the trees. It waved in her direction, using a familiar hand signal. Katya’s group were ready.
A further signal from Bereshkov and most of their number broke cover and charged at the camp. Marta stayed behind to provide covering fire, should it be needed. Bereshkov reached the first hut, just as someone emerged from it pointing a revolver. Bereshkov clubbed him with the butt of his rifle and the man lay still on the ground. When all three huts were surrounded, groups of fighters burst into each one simultaneously and rousted out the occupants. No-one fired a shot. Marta recognised Maxim, with his stooped gait and profuse black beard. He cursed loudly until Alekseev silenced him with a punch to the face.
Maxim’s men—Marta counted ten of them, including the one knocked unconscious by Bereshkov—stood around, some half dressed, looking confused. Several of them swayed drunkenly, blinking into the gun barrels of their captors. Bereshkov rattled out some orders and his men started to bind the prisoners’ hands and feet. When she was sure her comrades in the camp no longer needed cover, Marta walked down to join them. Katya appeared from the other side of the dell, smiling triumphantly.
‘That was a smooth operation, Comrades,’ said Alekseev, to the assembled group. ‘Congratulations!’
He turned to face the prisoners.
‘Now, Comrade Bereshkov, as we agreed, I’ll interview each of these men to decide on their treatment.’
Alekseev pointed towards Maxim.
‘I’ll start with him.’
Two of Bereshkov’s men hauled Maxim to his feet and Alekseev led him away into the trees, out of sight from the others. Marta heard Alekseev’s voice; an accusatory murmur. Maxim’s loud pleas for clemency penetrated the screen of trees.
‘I’m a soldier like you, Comrade. We should be fighting the enemy, side-by-side, like brothers.’
‘You and your kind are my enemies, just as much as the fascists,’ shouted Alekseev in reply.
‘Please, Comrade, show some mercy!’
A short, ominous silence was terminated by a single pistol shot and the sound of a heavy body slumping to the ground.
Alekseev reappeared with the air of someone engaged in a routine task.
‘Next,’ he said.
A ripple of terror ran through the remaining prisoners. Alekseev walked towards them. They jostled one another, trying to avoid the front rank. Alekseev pointed to one man who stood in the centre of the group, using his size and strength to push his companions forward.
‘Him, he’s next.’
Just as Bereshkov’s men were wading into the prisoners to extricate Alekseev’s choice, Marta heard gunfire cracking from several points around the edge of the camp. One of the prisoners convulsed and fell to the ground, bleeding from the mouth. Marta and the others scattered for cover, leaving the prisoners in the middle of the firing zone. They dropped to the ground and began crawling desperately towards cover, but they were all bound to a single loop of rope, so that their individual attempts to flee thwarted the group as a whole.
From behind a water butt, Marta raised her rifle and fired at a point on the opposite side of the clearing, where she had just seen a muzzle flash. All the firing came from one side of the dell. In the trees, men called to one another in German.
Bereshkov shouted out, ‘We’ll have to withdraw, back the way we came in!’
Bereshkov’s men began a fighting retreat, using the methods taught to them only a few days earlier by Marta and Katya. The two snipers loosed off rapid covering fire into the nearby trees. From behind her, Marta heard more firing from the men who had just retreated. Bereshkov shouted at Marta, Katya and the rest of his group.
‘Get out of here now!’
‘What about the prisoners?’ yelled Marta.
Before Bereshkov could answer, Alekseev—who had been struggling to fit a new ammunition drum to his burp gun—broke cover and darted towards the surviving prisoners, who were thrashing around on the ground trying to avoid the bullets that whined around them.
‘What’s he doing?’ shouted Katya from nearby.
Alekseev—apparently oblivious to the imminent prospect of his own death—raised his gun and peppered the prone forms of the prisoners, using short, disciplined bursts. When they hit flesh, the bullets created spray, like heavy raindrops falling onto dusty red earth. He continued firing even after all the prisoners had ceased moving, stopping only when his magazine was empty. Marta noted a short pause in the firing from the enemy, as if they were stunned by what they had just witnessed. This respite was short-lived and the firing soon started up again.
Having discharged his responsibility for the prisoners, Alekseev’s interest in his own survival returned. He sprinted back towards Marta and the others, ducking and weaving to avoid the bullets that rained down all around him. When Alekseev reached them, they all turned and ran for the cover of the trees behind them. Marta noted with a detached satisfaction that her trainees were doing an admirable job of providing covering fire. But as they ran up the slope to the rim of the dell—beyond which lay comparative safety—one of Bereshkov’s men stopped and crumpled to his knees. A small hole in the back of his coat developed a dark red stain that grew by the second.
Marta stopped by the wounded man. He knelt, staring in shock at a gaping exit hole where his stomach ought to have been.
‘They’ve done me,’ he gasped.
Marta grabbed him by the arm and tried to pull him to his feet, but the man had no strength in his legs and he was too heavy for Marta to carry.
‘Leave me, Comrade!’ he moaned.
‘No! You’re coming with us.’
Marta renewed her efforts to move the man, but as she did so, she heard an angry buzzing next to her ear and he pitched forward onto his face. Part of one side of his skull was missing, exposing the fissured grey matter, lined with livid blood vessels. Marta ran and dived over the rim of the dell into cover just as a burst of automatic fire spattered the ground around the fallen man.
She lay next to Bereshkov, recovering her breath, while he shot occasionally into the dell to deter their attackers from pursuit.
‘That was damned brave,’ he said, ‘but unnecessary. Poor Yuri, couldn’t you see that his first wound was fatal?’
‘I thought I should at least try to help him,’ replied Marta.
Bereshkov looked down at her and the faintest trace of a smile animated his features.
‘Come on!’ he said. ‘We need to move. I think they’re just a small patrol who came across us by accident. They won’t follow us until they’ve gone back for more men.’
They turned and ran, plunging through the snow like panicked deer deeper into the forest, where the Germans would be reluctant to follow. Marta gasped under the weight of her kit, but she dared not stop. They stumbled along for half an hour without respite; her breath came in great rasping sighs, each one searing the inside of her lungs. Her legs began to wobble under her and she staggered sideways, colliding with a tree. She cried out under the impact. In front of her, Bereshkov turned and ran back to where she knelt, dazed by the collision.
‘Get up, Comrade Marta.’
He pulled at her arm and she regained her balance.
‘Can you continue?’
‘Yes,’ she heard herself say, but felt no conviction that this was true.
They set off again, walking now. Bereshkov stayed next to her, muttering occasional words of encouragement.
By the time they reached the camp everyone had slowed to a crawl. They all slumped to the ground, but the respite was to be brief.
‘We’ll take five minutes to get our breath back,’ said Bereshkov, ‘but then we’ll have to gather all our things and move camp. We’ll go to the stronghold, in case the Fritzs decide to follow us.’
Some of Bereshkov’s men groaned at this news.
‘That’s another ten kilometres and I’m done for.’
‘You will be done for if you stay here. We left a trail that a blind man could follow,’ replied Bereshkov. ‘I’m sorry, but we have to relocate and we’ll have to take more care to cover our tracks from now on.’
For Marta—and judging from their lack of conversation, most of the others—the long trek to the next camp was a kaleidoscopic swirl of exhausted impressions. She derived some consolation from her ability to match the men at a walking pace, although she prayed that there would be no more extended sprints in full gear.
The campsite which Bereshkov called ‘the stronghold’ was the most secure redoubt of all those used by his group. Normally, they kept it in reserve for just this kind of extreme circumstance. A loop in a stream created a deep natural moat on three sides of a high knoll. As soon as it came into view through the trees, Marta recognised it as a natural defensive position; somewhere where they could draw breath and plan their next operations.
That night, after they had eaten, Marta saw Bereshkov keeping watch alone at the boundary of the camp in a small cloud of his own cigarette smoke. She slipped away from the others and took a meandering route in his direction. When he saw her approach, he reached in his pocket and offered her a battered roll up. She took it.
‘Thanks,’ she said, after he lit it for her.
They stood and puffed away like a pair of steam trains, each waiting for the other to break the silence.
‘I wanted to thank you,’ said Marta, after she had failed to invent any suitable small talk.
‘Thank me? Why so?’
‘Because you didn’t leave me in the woods back there. I was at the end of my tether when you stopped.’
Bereshkov turned towards her and grinned.
‘I didn’t want to lose one of my best shots.’
She paused.
‘What was your unit…before you were cut off…what unit were you in?’
Bereshkov was silent for so long that Marta feared she had offended him.
‘It doesn’t matter. It’s none of my business,’ she said.
‘I was in a penal battalion.’
‘Oh, I see.’
She tried to keep her voice level, but she felt stunned.
‘Don’t worry. I’m reconciled to my fate. This is the happiest I’ve been for a long time. I spent four years in the camps. Unless you’ve been in one of those places, it’s futile trying to explain what they’re like. I can see in your face that you’re itching to ask the question that must not be asked. Why was I sent there? What unspeakable crime did I commit?’
‘Why were you sent there?’
‘My crime, as far as I can establish, is one of parentage. I was unfortunate enough to be born into a family of which our dear leaders in the Party don’t approve. I was guilty by association.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘My father is…was a poet. He wrote on many subjects and all his published work was quite orthodox and politically acceptable. But…he also kept a private notebook. That was where he wrote from the heart…poems about the Party and the revolution. I always thought of him as a good communist, but he couldn’t overlook the abuses that he saw all around him. He kept the notebook locked up in his desk at home. I think he was hoping to have it published when the climate was more favourable.’
Bereshkov stopped and looked at Marta; his eyes glistened.
‘Someone broke into our apartment and took most of our valuables. They emptied my father’s desk. When he realised the notebook was missing, the old man stayed up all night and rewrote every poem from memory. Then he asked me to memorise them all. When I’d finished, he destroyed the papers. He wanted me to have them published when it was safe for me to do it…even if I had to wait years. He made me promise that I wouldn’t risk my own safety. I’m still waiting.’
‘What happened to your father?’
‘A few days later the police came calling. They made him toe the line not by arresting him but by sending me to a prison camp. He stopped writing after that. I heard that he died two years after my arrest. Heart failure, they said. His heart stopped working all right. They might just as well have torn it out of his chest. A year later…my mother died.’
Marta wanted to commiserate with him, but every sentence she formulated in her head seemed trite, insufficient to match the scale of the tragedy.
‘How can a poem be such a threat to the state?’
Bereshkov snorted. ‘I don’t know, but poems can kill. Do you know these lines by Osip Mandelstam?
Like horseshoes he forges decree after decree –
Some get it in the forehead, some in the brow,
some in the groin, and some in the eye.
Whatever the execution – it’s a raspberry to him
And his Georgian chest is broad.’
She shook her head. The poem made her feel giddy and anxious. She could only think of one Georgian who might be its subject. Yet it spoke of him as a man who blithely signed away lives to the executioner.
‘Of course you don’t,’ said Bereshkov. ‘Mandelstam’s not exactly required reading for every Russian schoolgirl.’
Part of Marta wanted the conversation to end, but it had developed its own dynamic.
‘What happened to Mandelstam?’
‘They say he was arrested and died in prison before the war. My father wrote along similar lines—not so distinguished, I have to admit—but equally deadly.’
Marta was torn between a desire to protect herself from dissident sentiments and a profound curiosity.
‘You still remember your father’s poems?’
Bereshkov paused and, for a moment, his cynical expression vanished. ‘Yes, of course, I know every word of every line of every poem. You can’t censor the spoken word, you can only silence the speaker…and by then he might have passed the word on to countless others.’
Marta waited, fearing that if she spoke again Bereshkov would become uncommunicative. After a long pause, he began to speak, softly, in the manner of someone reciting a prayer.
‘From the Urals to the Pacific,
forests echo the Zek’s cry.
Hew coal in a wilderness, lay railways,
live on nothing, for nothing.
Fight over stale bread, watery soup,
gums rot, feet bleed.
Faint memories of family, little Anya,
faces fade, eyes dim.’
(“Zek” is Russian slang for a prison inmate).
Again, Marta was silent, waiting for Bereshkov to finish.
‘When I first read that, I thought it overly dramatic. Now I’ve experienced the camps at first hand, I can say with some authority, my father was guilty of understatement. I know it’s only a matter of time before Alekseev discovers that I served in a penal battalion. I hope when he sees that I’m fighting honestly as a partisan, he’ll recommend me for rehabilitation, so I can join the regular army. What’s the phrase, “atoned with own blood”? Perhaps he’ll agree that I’ve done so.’
He turned to Marta.
‘So, I’ve told you enough to have me shot three times over, and you’ve seen how handy our friend Alekseev is with a pistol, especially when it comes to shooting Russians.’
Marta laughed nervously. Throughout her school years and later as a university student, it had been drummed into her that subversives—and how else should she characterise this man?—had only one fate in store for them. As she wrestled with this uncomfortable knowledge, she alighted on a rare certainty: that Alekseev would never hear the truth about Bereshkov from her lips.
Chapter 15
Everyone of any significance on Mazurovsky’s staff was seated around the huge walnut table at the marshal’s HQ. The dress uniforms with their polished insignia bore witness to the importance of the occasion. A series of large maps—representing each sector of the front, running from the Baltic to the Black Sea—was spread out on the table in front of them. More maps were pinned to the dark wood panels on every wall. They all talked in subdued voices, like an orchestra waiting for their conductor to appear.
Sevastian heard footsteps in the grand entrance hall outside the meeting room and then Mazurovsky stalked through the doorway. They jumped from their chairs as he entered. His expression silenced the entire room in an instant. He gestured for them to sit, but he remained standing at the head of the table, folded his heavily muscled arms, pursed his thick lips and glowered at them.
‘When the rasputitsa ends, Hitler will no doubt want to send his panzers on a little spring excursion. I need to know whether he intends to visit us in Moscow or in some other part of the front.’
Mazurovsky paused and looked at each of them in turn.
‘Well?’ he bellowed.
They all developed a sudden fascination with the swirling patterns in the grain of the tabletop. Red blooms sprouted across the marshal’s ample jowls.
‘I see. So you’re happy to draw your generous salaries and ride around in comfortable staff cars, but when I need a professional opinion you sit on your fat arses and clam up like a kulak with a secret grain store!’
He prowled around the outside of the table, pausing behind each of his generals. They shrank into their chairs, as if they expected him to box their ears at any moment. The marshal stopped behind Grachov, whose weasely features began to twitch involuntarily. The latent violence actualised. He grabbed hold of the unfortunate general’s collar, hauled him to his feet and propelled him in front of a large wall map of the front.
‘Grachov here has very kindly volunteered to give us his thoughts on the likely direction of the enemy’s May offensive. Pro-ceed!’
Grachov straightened his rumpled uniform and turned to face his colleagues.
‘It’s clear to me that the enemy intends to use this salient here.’
He pointed towards the area between Rzhev and Vyazma—directly to the west of Moscow—where the latest of Mazurovsky’s offensives had failed to dislodge a substantial German force.
‘They’ve been reinforcing it heavily, more than might be needed purely for its defence. It’ll be their springboard for another attempt to take Moscow, in either late May or early June.’
Mazurovsky scanned the table, raising his eyebrows as an invitation for further opinion. Several heads nodded and their owners murmured in restrained support for Grachov’s thesis.
‘And what about a possible offensive in the south, towards the oilfields?’ asked Mazurovsky.
‘I seriously doubt that they have the capability to launch two large-scale offensives simultaneously. So, in my view, it’s either Moscow or the Caucasus. If we look at the enormous concentration of forces, more than seventy divisions, opposite Moscow, it’s clear they intend to attack the capital. This means the salient is of paramount importance to them, as a forward position for their offensive, and, of course, to us.’
Grachov paused for a second and glanced at Mazurovsky to assess the latter’s reaction, but the marshal gave none. Grachov’s voice went up in tone and the pace of his delivery quickened as though he were compensating for the lack of response from his audience.
Sevastian listened in alarm as Grachov went further and further out along the limb onto which their superior had thrust him.
‘I believe we should consider a pre-emptive spring offensive to pinch out the Rzhev salient, before the enemy can exploit its proximity to Moscow.’
Only Sevastian, Mazurovsky and Yevchenko were aware of the marshal’s pre-existing plans for this major operation. Sevastian and Yevchenko had been sworn to secrecy until Mazurovsky received approval from the Stavka. Either Grachov was showing uncharacteristic strategic insight, or he knew of Mazurovsky’s plans. Sevastian glanced across the table at Yevchenko. He stared fixedly at Grachov and stroked his chin, as though he was too wrapped up in the strategic discussion to notice Sevastian’s fleeting scrutiny. With his other hand, he clutched at the edge of the table.
Mazurovsky’s face went pale. He delivered his next question in the low, deadly tone of a hanging judge.
‘D’you think we’ll be ready in the spring? What leads you to such a confident conclusion, Comrade Grachov? We failed to destroy the salient just a few weeks ago.’
Grachov, too late, appeared to realise his perilous position. He tried to backpedal.
‘Well, perhaps I have stated the case too strongly, Comrade Marshal. I…merely wished to contribute to the discussion. We should, of course, consult more widely before reaching any conclusions.’
Grachov cast a beseeching look at his fellow officers. They all stayed silent, wishing to avoid contamination resulting from any fleeting association with the leper general.
‘Yes, perhaps you have overstated the case,’ said Mazurovsky, glancing meaningfully at Grachov’s empty chair. Grachov sat down with a long sigh of what sounded like self-reproach and took no further part in the discussion.
‘Back to my original question,’ Mazurovsky resumed. ‘Why would they not make an all-out grab for the oilfields and the Volga? With that lot under their belts, they could sit back all next winter and watch us starve, meanwhile they build up strategic reserves of oil and other supplies right in our backyard. They could roll up the Moscow front in spring next year, and we’d be too run down to stop ‘em. Discuss.’
Sevastian noted that Yevchenko stayed silent and decided his own best course of action was to join the debate.
‘I believe that scenario is the most likely outcome, Comrade Marshal. The Wehrmacht’s experiences around Rzhev have no doubt taught them Moscow is not attainable this year by a direct assault. All our experience indicates the enemy is interested primarily in territory and resources. They took half of the Ukraine in last year’s campaign, so why would they not try to take the other half along with the oilfields in the Caucasus this year? It’s natural tank country down there. With a fast armoured thrust, they could drive a great hole through our lines and roll all the way to Stalingrad. And that’s in spite of all the recent reinforcements on the southern front.’
Several of his colleagues shifted uncomfortably on receipt of this hazardous flirt with what the Party might regard as defeatist talk.
The room went silent.
‘Stalingrad! Are you seriously suggesting they could break through as far as that…500 kilometres?’ said Mazurovsky. He sounded genuinely shocked.
‘Not quite, Comrade Marshal, I’m suggesting they will try to break through even further, as far as Grozny, to secure the oilfields, and that Stalingrad would be a useful secondary objective,’ replied Sevastian. ‘And with our southern front in its current condition they might succeed.’
A collective gasp escaped from his audience. Even Grachov—realising that Sevastian had usurped his maverick status—smirked a little.
Sevastian continued. ‘I know the southern front is not your direct concern, Comrade Marshal, but the Stavka meeting is imminent. Perhaps you could use your influence to have it reinforced further.’
‘Indeed?’ replied Mazurovsky. ‘And while we’re ranging freely on such matters, are there any other golden nuggets I should pass on to them?’
Sevastian was aware that he had stepped a long way over the mark, but the intoxicating effects of this unprecedented public truth telling spurred him on.
‘The new weapons are just starting to flow from the factories that were relocated eastwards during last year. We should consolidate our lines and build up our forces, rather than risking them in over-ambitious offensives. If the Germans want to strike in May or June, let them do it. We should reinforce the southern front for a prolonged defence. Then, when the enemy’s exhausted himself, we can strike back…only this time our armoured formations and our airpower will be irresistible. We should be ready in late summer or early autumn.’
‘And if we wait for the enemy to move first and he’s successful, which of you motherfuckers will volunteer to explain this setback to The Boss, as I’ll have to …eh?’
Mazurovsky glowered at him and then at the others. Sevastian decided he had pressed his case as far as he could without inviting arrest. The Marshal paced up and down next to the conference table. He stopped on the opposite side to Sevastian, standing directly behind Grachov. The latter’s discomfort was so great it seemed he might experience a coronary or some other medical disaster at any second. When Mazurovsky spoke again, he addressed his remarks at the whole assembly rather than directly at Sevastian, who took this as a positive sign.
‘I agree with your point about reinforcing the south, Chaliapin, and I’ll make it to the Stavka, but to sit sharpening our swords for six months is out of the question. Besides, if we attack the salient, it’ll tie up his best divisions, so the bitch’s twat can’t divert them in any push to the south.’
Now it was Gromyko’s turn to speak up. ‘Comrade Marshal, I think that Sevastian Demyanovich makes a good point. We keep hearing promises that the Americans and the English will open a second front in Western Europe. Surely it must happen sometime during this year. After all, we have been asking them since last year. Wouldn’t it be more prudent to wait for Roosevelt and Churchill? When they open the western front, the Germans will have to shift massive forces to the west in response. That could be our best time to strike.’
Mazurovsky laughed derisively. ‘You think those imperialists will ride to our rescue? Like they did in the Civil War, I suppose? They hate Hitler and his Nazis only slightly more than they hate us. They won’t be coming any time soon. Oh, they’ll carry on sending us armaments and rations, but in their position, I’d let the two heavyweights slug it out, then stroll in at the end to take the prize money. You’re deluded, Comrade Gromyko, if you believe anyone will help us to win this war. It’ll be won on Russian soil, with Russian blood and Russian guts. So much the better, I say. When we do win we’ll put a communist government in every country from here to Berlin…and if the Americans don’t like it they can go fuck themselves.’
Much to Gromyko’s apparent relief, Mazurovsky signalled that this part of the discussion was over.
‘Now, I want to move on to more local matters, in particular, the state of partisan actions in the occupied sectors opposite Moscow. The Party’s growing impatient with these bands of deserters and political criminals wandering around in the woods and taking an occasional pop at a Fritz. We’ve a directive, to form larger units, brigades of a thousand or more, so they’ll have a bigger impact on supply lines. We need to tie up more enemy divisions in securing the occupied areas. Then they won’t be available for long excursions into the Caucasus,’—here Mazurovsky paused and looked at Sevastian—‘or round to the wrong side of Moscow.’
They all nodded in eager agreement, relieved that the Marshal’s wrath was once more held in check by immediate practical concerns.
‘Each frontline army will sponsor and be responsible for a number of partisan brigades operating behind the lines opposite. At present most of these brigades don’t exist. It’s your responsibility to bring them to life. The Party’s already set targets for recruitment and activity levels.’
He paused while an orderly distributed the briefing papers.
‘As you’ll see, the targets are ambitious. I want to start seeing results: bridges down, trains wrecked, collaborators shot. Make sure it happens!’
Later that day Sevastian was summoned to see Mazurovsky. He knew at once that Grachov’s indiscretion would be on the agenda. The marshal’s demeanour seemed unchanged from earlier in the day, except perhaps that his scowl was now even more pronounced.
‘How d’you account for Comrade Grachov’s apparent knowledge about our plans for the Rzhev offensive,’ asked Mazurovsky.
‘I don’t, Comrade Marshal. It’s a mystery to me.’
‘Don’t play the coy fucking schoolgirl with me, Chaliapin. We both know that only three people outside the Stavka had any knowledge of it. I’ve got Grachov and Yevchenko under questioning right now. If you don’t want to join them I suggest you stop the play acting.’
Sevastian felt a sharp twinge in his ribs. He shuddered at the thought of what Yevchenko and his confidant must be suffering at that moment.
‘I see only four possibilities, Comrade Marshal. Either Grachov hit on exactly the same conclusions that we did…’
‘Ridiculous, what are the other three?’
‘…yes, that seems unlikely. The second, Yevchenko discussed the subject with him, the third, our conversations were overheard by someone else…and the fourth, someone within the Stavka has been indiscreet.’
Mazurovsky slapped the table hard.
‘Be careful what you say, Chaliapin. Your rehabilitation can be reversed in an instant. Besides, you missed out a fifth possibility.’
Mazurovsky paused and looked at him.
‘I discounted that possibility, Comrade Marshal, because I was not responsible. Actually, there is a sixth possibility…but I discounted that too.’
The marshal let out a short explosive laugh.
‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Sevastian Demyanovich, when you’re in a corner you come out fighting.’
Sevastian allowed himself a brief smile.
‘I’d only be in a corner, if I’d betrayed your confidence in some way, which I didn’t.’
Mazurovsky held up his hands in mock protest.
‘No, please, stop it! I’ll bust a gut. That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in months.’
Chapter 16
Alekseev used Bereshkov’s band of country bumpkins as the core of a new, much larger, fighting force. Whenever they came across a group of stragglers, it would accrete to the rolling snowball, adding to its mass, making its invitations ever harder to resist. Marta saw how most of those they encountered would recognise in Alekseev the unchallengeable authority of The Party. He became their most effective recruiting sergeant. Perhaps word had spread through the disparate ranks of stranded soldiers and stray criminals; stories of how this martinet dealt with the politically suspect and the unwilling. No doubt, they also calculated that as the group grew in numbers from company strength to a detachment of more than 500, their prospects for survival grew with it in direct proportion. Soon, word spread in the surrounding areas that the Bereshkov/Alekseev unit was the one to join. Other partisan groups would seek them out, making overtures. Some were all but destitute, but others brought tradable commodities: heavy weapons and precious knowledge of supply dump locations. The leaders of such groups used these to negotiate positions of influence within the command structure of the unit. Only a few weeks after Alekseev’s arrival in the woods, Marta found herself operating as a member of a partisan brigade with a formal command structure.
As their strength grew their attacks on the Germans became correspondingly more ambitious. Marta and Katya became members of a forward reconnaissance group. From the edge of the forest, they fired at passing German units, picking off officers and NCOs. Sometimes the leaderless units would retaliate and follow them into the woods, only to encounter an overwhelming number of Marta’s comrades lying in wait. Few ever emerged alive to warn of the folly of this course of action.
Alekseev interrogated every new recruit to the unit. At first, he coped with the extra workload by sleeping less. After a while, to ease the burden of interrogation and maintain Party control over the brigade, he was joined by another political officer.
Late one afternoon as Marta sat on sentry duty, cradling her rifle, squatting against the base of a tree, she took a cigarette from her pocket. Before she joined the Army she had never considered smoking, but now it seemed as natural to her as carrying a heavy rifle. Even the roll ups that everyone smoked, wrapped in any form of paper to hand—newspapers, magazines, pages torn from books—were no deterrent to her new craving for nicotine. The noxious smoke seemed to create a distance between her and those around her. She felt that sometimes this distance was all that stood between her and a descent into madness. She wondered what her mother would say if she could see her now. Her mother had visions of her attending college and becoming one of the new breed of professional women who had emerged in the years since the Revolution. Thinking about her roused Marta from her apathetic state; she always hated sentry duty. Many times, she wished some Fritz would shoot at her, if only to relieve the tedium of the watch.
She played a mind game to pass the time, composing a letter to her mother.
Do you remember Minsk, Mama? I visited it with you and Papa before the war, when I was about twelve. You and I spent a lot of time waiting around in cafes, while he conducted whatever business he had there. It was army business, of course. That was the only time I ever saw him become even slightly animated: talking about some recent exercise, or about having to discipline one of his junior officers. ‘Do you know what the scoundrel said in his defence?’ he would ask at the dinner table, having just regaled us with the details of the prosecution case.
‘No, dear, what did he say?’ you would answer, while we exchanged glances and rolled our eyes.
In Minsk, the plane trees dappled strolling couples with summer shade. We rode an electric tram and visited the new library and government buildings.
It surprised me to see so many signs of a modern city life. I grew up thinking of Belarus as a backward place, populated by swamp dwellers and strange hermits living in the forests.
When we were walking around the university campus, you said, ‘Perhaps, in a few years, you’ll attend a college.’
‘You didn’t go to college, Mama,’ I replied.
‘No, I didn’t. It wasn’t possible then, but you have the chance, if you work hard. Yours is the lucky generation, where young women can do such things.’
She ground out her cigarette and scanned the silent forest. Nothing stirred. Satisfied that she had discharged her duty as a sentry, she resumed her efforts on the letter.
That phrase of yours, ‘the lucky generation’, stuck in my head, because I always associate it with our visit to Minsk. You must have heard about the destruction of cities in the occupied areas. I wonder, is it sensible to describe somewhere as a city, when most of its buildings have been destroyed by bombing and shellfire, when there is not a single roof left intact, where whole districts look like brickyards and the population has been reduced to a small rump of the disabled and the bewildered? I must be privileged indeed, because I have seen so many things that women of your generation have not, Mama. All I desire now is a little less privilege and a little more innocence.
I have seen so many places—places that, in another life, I might never have visited—but all have been scorched by hellfire. It is as though an angry giant has roamed the land, stamping on every trace of human habitation. I imagine that each place, before the war started, would have been imbued with its own special character. It is odd, then, that each set of ruins seems just like the last, as if the soul of the place has been annihilated and only the mortal husk remains. Did I say, ‘soul’? Comrade Bereshkov would be proud of me.
A noise from a few metres away propelled her into the present. She stayed still and silent. Alekseev and his new junior political officer, Baletsky, led someone at pistol point into the clearing nearby. From their demeanour, Marta realised they had not seen her. Perhaps a surfeit of sniper training made her conceal herself; afterwards she could not account for her actions to her satisfaction. She watched as the three men halted.
The third man she recognised as a Red Army stray who had wandered into the unit earlier that day; a small, wiry fellow, with odd bald patches and a hollowed out look in his eyes. He smiled ingratiatingly at anyone he met in the camp, revealing strangely pointed teeth, like a fox’s. Marta had stared at them with appalled fascination, wondering at how each canine ended in such a perfectly symmetrical point. She could not remember the man’s name. It seemed he was next on Alekseev’s long list of candidates for interrogation. Marta wondered if the man would be just another of many muffled pistol shots reverberating through the woods across the campsite. People no longer even looked up when Alekseev spirited someone away, never to return.
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