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SUN TZU

Prologue

MONDAY 3 MAY 1943, MEREFA, KHARKOV OBLAST, NORTH-EASTERN UKRAINE

He had to listen. He had to go out and listen.

From Merefa to the river, as the bird flies, it was less than twenty-five kilometres. By the country lanes (there was hardly anything else but those around) and if you wanted to avoid villages and towns, the distance meant a zigzag now at right angles, now curvy and oblique, around ditches and ravines scarring the earth, eastwards and south. Birds filled the ravines; forgotten and devastated farms at the bottom let birds nest in their ruins, inside their charred ceiling beams. You heard the birdsong come as if from below the earth, as if birds of the afterworld were singing sweetly, or mermaids were calling with treacherous insistence. Then you reached the edge, and down the grassy or chalky slope five or fifty metres below you stood or lay the carcass of a hut with bent poles and rotten straw and broken windows, full of birds that went on singing despite your presence. Russian birds, Ukrainian birds would have had to give up singing long ago had they fallen silent every time an army had rumbled or stolen through in the past two, ten, hundred or hundreds of years. And the same applied to the wind, and the gurgle and chuckle of water in the river as it bent in and out, looping the bank.

Martin Bora stared at the map, elbows on it, chin resting on his hands. That he had to go out and
listen
, and not only for
military reasons, was all he was actually capable (or willing) to think of for the moment. The itinerary to a place – not a town or a collective farm or isolated house but a solitary place – stared back at him as a thin broken line on the off-white network of numbered squares. Here Merefa, a small town now a suburb of Kharkov, with its shrine to the Virgin of Oseryan at the end of a westbound lane; there the Donets they called “northern” in these parts, fringed with woods wherever war hadn’t razed them to the ground, still swollen with the receding spring flood that here and there had made lakes and bogs of the low-lying fields. In between, the zigzag of dusty paths, landmines, booby traps, the less than occasional sharpshooter: the hair-raising unwritten geography he had to add in pencil when he knew enough about it, for himself and others. But also a singular peace of mind across those kilometres, with death that sounded like a skylark or a rustle in the bushes, pure and unalloyed as he was pure and unalloyed these days, after Stalingrad had tempered him, freed him of all dross. Or so he thought; so he hoped.

It was warm already. The sky resembled the pale tin ceiling of an old building; occasional rainless clouds across it mimicked the pattern on the tin sheet. Below it, the living moved, and the dead lay still. The dead found in the small woods called Krasny Yar numbered five by now. Peasants, Russians; Bora knew little more about the story. He thought of them because his eyes met the name
Krasny Yar
on the map, written in Cyrillic and printed over in Latin letters. He was going nowhere near there, but not for the reasons the Ukrainian priest bellowed about; there was no more a devil in the woods than there was real hope of winning this war, even though as a Catholic and a German officer Bora believed both in the devil and in the final victory.

He stood to gather his gear in the one-floored schoolhouse he shared with his Ukrainian orderly and a sentry. It was the right place to spend part of his days: modest and unmarked, in case Russian planes made it past the German-held Rogany airfield to strafe or bomb recognizable structures. More often
than not, he’d go alone. No escort, not even a driver. He sedately collected field glasses, compass, map case, pencils; and then camera, rifle, ammunition, anything else he’d take along for the trip.

Seeing the wedding band on his left hand surprised him for a fraction of a second. He’d started wearing it on the ring finger of that hand, contrary to German usage, because army vehicles and equipment often broke down in the Russian front’s dust or mud or snow, and he had to reach into tight greasy spaces to fix things. It was his resilient tie to life, that single gold band, being the link to Benedikta and all she meant to him. That she was angry at him for volunteering to go back to Russia after nearly dying there did not change matters between them. Her lovemaking before his departure proved that anger
was
love.

It was part of the reason why he had to go out and listen.

Wedding band and identification disc had to routinely be left behind. Bora removed them, entrusted them to the small safety of his trunk. He’d leave the large map here as well, and although he’d circled in red the wooded lot where dead peasants kept turning up, he wouldn’t even drive by there. No, no. There was no time to look into such things. Come June – July at the latest, if the date were, unwisely, further postponed – everything on this map and all its adjoining charts (Poltava, Kramatorskaya, Belgorod and on to Kursk) would be up for grabs again, and likely to be churned into extinction.

Well, at least he wasn’t killed en route to the river. Snipers, partisans, a way of life (or death) for the lone German out in the Russian open, were only slightly less of a problem than they had been in Ukraine. In the partly wooded area south of Bespalovka, where his regiment-in-the-making had its camp, Bora left the army car and continued on horseback. From there on, no wheeled or tracked vehicle could venture safely. Ditches, bogs, canals, wet turf replaced solid ground. Russia made mounted troops useful again, precious again, and those
who hadn’t accepted the conversion of their glorious First Division to the Panzer Corps, like Bora, after biding their time and bleeding themselves white in infantry units, saw their chance again. And so the old class of young decorated officers, the von Boeselagers, Douglas von Boras, Salm-Hordtmars and Sayn-Wittgensteins, all related one way or another, had high-quality regiments designed for them. Armed reconnaissance, guerrilla warfare and invaluable support on vehicle-unfriendly terrain meant danger, excitement, absolute love for tradition – and the possibility of going out and
listening
.

Soon enough Bora was riding into a thicket of coppice – mostly birch, and willows further on, which peasants used for building and basket-weaving. Even the larger trees were new growth, planted long after the October Revolution. The trail was narrow, two feet across at most, less here and there where branches hung draped in fresh leaves. Boots, cavalry saddle, the horse’s flanks all became moist in the process; although it hadn’t rained, there was humidity in the air so close to the river. Even if he didn’t go out of his way to think, because
feeling
was much more useful at certain stages of reconnaissance, it came to Bora’s mind as he proceeded that it was in a shady area like this, circumscribed, that a few kilometres north of here those Russians had been mysteriously killed, culprit unknown. His orderly whispered of death by staves, blades, of eyes put out: killing such as peasant warfare had known five hundred years ago and more, and which conflict in today’s Russia was seeing once again.

He rode on, alert but somehow unmindful of himself, wondering if here, too, there were corpses lying about. But after the Germans’ Second Coming to Kharkov, as he called it, it would be surprising if there weren’t. In March they’d fought tooth and nail over every square inch of territory, and if now the Donets could serve as a frontier between the opposing armies, it was only after they’d paid for each square foot of land with soldiers’ and hostages’ and prisoners’ blood.

Where the birches gave way to willows, sky and water became visible beyond the tender green. Totila’s hoofs began to sink a little, but he was a patient, sure-footed animal and he kept going. Only the occasional sucking sound was produced as the horse’s shod hoofs pressed into or lifted out of the soft earth.

Bora noiselessly parted the supple branches the minimum that was needed to advance. Eager to listen, he’d let the birdsong go through him for the last several minutes, thin sounds and chirping, warbling phrases that pierced him from side to side like sweet arrows. Soon the lap and purl of shallow water eddying and circling would be heard, where willows too thinned out and twiggy brushes, canes and reeds took their place. Bora dismounted and walked through the wet grass towards the riverbank. Stepping carefully (as if a landmine wouldn’t blow him to shreds the moment he touched it or tripped the wire), his eye fell on the delicate halves of a bluish eggshell at his feet. On one of the branches overhead, the young bird must have hatched recently: there were fragile smears of pale moisture still visible inside.

Bora avoided crushing the shells under his boots. His Russian orderly came to mind, who’d started keeping hens for eggs.
When I’m not around,
Bora thought
, he lets them scratch about by the row of graves by our outpost. Calls them droplets of his blood and his consolation on earth, because he’s a peasant at heart. Poor Kostya. Drafted when the war first began (if I think how I was playing the young embassy officer in Moscow as late as May two years ago, when my bags were already packed in East Prussia to attack the Soviet Union!), he hasn’t had time to fire a shot in anger. His entire regiment surrendered to the first German officer it met. He has a young wife in Kiev he worries about, is meek and good-hearted. Compared to him, I am a black soul.
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