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MOSCOW
 



Chapter One

All nights should be so dark, all winters so warm, all headlights so dazzling.

The van jacked, stalled and quit on a drift, and the homicide team got out,
militia officers cut from a pattern of short arms and low brows, wrapped in
sheepskin greatcoats. The one not in uniform was a lean, pale man, the
chief investigator. He listened sympathetically to the tale of the officer who
had found the bodies in the snow: the man had only strayed so far from the
park footpath in the middle of the night to relieve himself, then he saw
them, himself half undone, as it were, and just about froze, too. The team
followed the beam of the van's spotlight.

The investigator suspected the poor dead bastards were just a vodka troika
that had cheerily frozen to death. Vodka was liquid taxation, and the price
was always rising. It was accepted that three was the lucky number on a
bottle in terms of economic prudence and desired effect. It was a perfect
example of primitive communism.

Lights appeared from the opposite side of the clearing, shadow trees
sweeping the snow until two black Volgas appeared. A squad of KGB
agents in plainclothes were led from the cars by a squat, vigorous major
called Pribluda. Together, militia and KGB stamped their feet for warmth,
exhaling drafts of steam. Ice crystals sparkled on caps and collars.

The militia — the police arm of the MVD — directed traffic, chased drunks
and picked up everyday corpses. The Committee for State Security — the
KGB — was charged with grander, subtler responsibilities, combating
foreign and domestic intriguers, smugglers, malcontents, and while the
agents had uniforms, they preferred anonymous plainclothes. Major
Pribluda was full of rough early-morning humor, pleased to reduce the
professional animosity that strained cordial relations between the People's
Militia and the Committee for State Security, all smiles until he recognized
the investigator.

'Renko!'



'Exactly.' Arkady Renko started immediately for the bodies and left
Pribluda to follow.

The tracks of the militiaman who had found the bodies led halfway through
the snow to the telltale humps in the center of the clearing. A chief
investigator should have smoked a fine brand of cigarette; Arkady lit a
cheap Prima and filled his mouth with the powerful taste of it — his habit
whenever he dealt with the dead. There were three bodies, as the militiaman
said. They lay peacefully, even artfully, under their thawing crust of ice, the
center one on its back, hands folded as if for a religious funeral, the other
two turned, arms out under the ice like flanking emblems on embossed
writing paper. They were wearing ice skates.

Pribluda shouldered Arkady aside. 'When I am satisfied questions of state
security are not involved, then you begin.'

'Security? Major, we've got three drunks in a public park — '

The major was already waving in one of his agents with a camera. With
each picture the snow flashed blue and the bodies levitated. The camera was
foreign and developed the pictures almost instantaneously. Proudly the
photographer showed a photo to Arkady. The three bodies were lost in the
flash's reflection from the snow.

'What do you think?'

'Very fast.' Arkady handed the photo back. The snow was being tramped
down all around the corpses. Exasperated, he smoked. He ran his long
fingers through lank black hair. He noticed that neither the major nor his
photographer had thought to wear boots. Maybe wet feet would send the
KGB on its way. As for the bodies, he expected to find an empty bottle or
two nearby under the snow. Over his shoulder, beyond the Donskoy
Monastery, the night was fading. He saw Levin, the militia pathologist,
watching contemptuously from the edge of the clearing.

'The bodies look like they've been here a long time,' Arkady said. 'In
another half hour our specialists can uncover them and examine them in the
light.'



'Someday this will be you.' Pribluda pointed to the nearest body.

Arkady wasn't sure he'd heard the man correctly. Bits of ice glimmered in
the air. He couldn't have said that, he decided. Pribluda's face turned in and
out of the light of the headlights, a card half up a sleeve, eyes small and
dark as pips. Suddenly he was discarding his gloves.

'We're not here to be taught by you.' Pribluda straddled the bodies and
began scooping away dog-fashion, throwing snow left and right.

A man thinks he is hardened to death; he has walked into hot kitchens
covered from floor to ceiling in blood, is an expert, knows that in the
summer people seem ready to explode with blood; he even prefers winter's
stiffs. Then a new death mask pops out of the snow. The chief investigator
had never seen a head like this before; he thought he would never forget the
sight. He didn't know yet that it was the central moment of his life.

'It's murder,' Arkady said.

Pribluda was unperturbed. At once he was brushing snow from the other
heads. They were the same as the first. Then he straddled the middle body
and pounded its frozen overcoat until it cracked and he peeled it open, and
he cracked and peeled open the dress underneath.

'No matter.' He laughed. 'You can still tell she's a woman.'

'She was shot,' Arkady said. Between her breasts, which were dead-white,
nipples and all, was a black entry wound. 'You're destroying evidence,
Major.'

Pribluda cracked open the coats of the other two bodies. 'Shot, all shot!' He
exulted like a grave robber.

Pribluda's photographer illuminated his progress in flashes of Pribluda's
hands lifting stiff hair, digging a lead slug out of a mouth. Arkady noticed
that besides the mutilation of the heads, the three victims also all missed the
last joints of their fingers, their fingerprints.



'The men shot through the skull as well,' Pribluda washed his hands in the
snow. 'Three bodies, that's a lucky number, Investigator. Now that I've done
the dirty work for you we're even. Enough,' he ordered the photographer.
'We're going.'

'You always do the dirty work, Major,' Arkady said when the photographer
had trudged away.

'What do you mean?'

'Three people shot and carved up in the snow? That's your kind of work,
Major. You don't want me to investigate this. Who knows where it could
lead?'

'Where it could lead?'

'Things get out of hand, Major. Remember? Why don't you and your men
take over the investigation now, and I and my men go home?'

'There's no evidence I can see of a crime against the state. So you have a
case a little more complicated than usual, that's all.'

'Complicated by someone tearing the evidence apart.'

'My report and photographs will go to your office' — Pribluda delicately
tugged on his gloves — 'so you will have the benefit of my labor.' He raised
his voice so that everyone around the clearing would hear him. 'Of course,
if you do uncover anything relating to a possible offense concerning the
Committee for State Security, you will have the prosecutor inform me
immediately. You understand, Investigator Renko? Whether you spend a
year or ten years, the minute you learn something you'll call.'

'I understand perfectly,' Arkady answered as loudly. 'You have our complete
cooperation.'

Hyenas, crows, blowflies, worms, the investigator thought as he watched
Pribluda's cars back away from the clearing. Night creatures. Dawn was
coming up; he could almost feel an acceleration in the roll of the earth to


	GORKY PARK
	Acknowledgments
	Part One
	Chapter One



