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      ‘Few things give me greater pleasure than to read a tense, well-researched, fast-paced and hard-nosed thriller by a new young
         British thriller writer. Dead Headers by James Jackson falls very firmly into that category’ Frederick Forsyth
      

      ‘Hard-nosed and violent, [Dead Headers] is a terrifyingly convincing read’ Sunday Express
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      For Boo

      And dedicated to those of my family, and their generations, who gave their lives in the twentieth century so that we could
         be free, sovereign, united and independent in the next. It is a legacy under threat.
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      RUSSIA’S PRINCIPAL 
INTELLIGENCE 
ORGANISATIONS

      1. Federal Security Service (FSB)

      Headquartered at 2 Lubyanka Square, and with a staff of up to 80,000, the Federal’naya sluzhba bezopasnost is tasked with domestic counter-espionage, anti-subversion and counter-terrorism. Its remit covers protection of the Russian
         state, countering criminal gangs, military counter-intelligence and the guarding of strategic facilities. It has recourse
         to 150,000 support staff, continues to use hundreds of thousands of seksoty informers, has regained control of Border Troops and absorbed much of the former KGB’s eavesdropping organisation.
      

      2. Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR)

      Headquartered at Yasenevo on Moscow’s outskirts, the Sluzhba veneshnei razvedky inherited the assets of the KGB’s First (Intelligence) Main Directorate. It employs a staff of around 12,000, and continues
         to mount concerted espionage and economic intelligence operations against Europe and North America. Its first Director was
         Yevgeni Primakov, later to become Russian Prime Minister.
      

      3. Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU)

      Headquartered in its Stiklyashka (‘Glasshouse’) next to Khodinka Airfield outside Moscow, the Glavnoye razvedyvatel upravleniye employs 12,000 staff, is Russia’s Military Intelligence organisation, and is answerable to the General Staff. Its responsibilities
         embrace the running of both ‘legals’ (defence attachés) and ‘illegals’ abroad, the operation of its Lourdes electronic spying
         base in Cuba, and the handling of spy satellites through its Directorate of Cosmic Intelligence. It maintains control over
         several Spetsnaz Special Forces units.
      

      4. Federal Government Communications & Information Agency (FAPSI)

      Headquartered at 4 Bolshoi Kisel’ny in Moscow, the Federal’nae agenstvo pravitelstvennoi svyazii informatsii employs over 50,000 personnel, is the equivalent of America’s NSA and Britain’s GCHQ, and is involved in both domestic and
         foreign electronic intelligence gathering. It has absorbed the KGB’s signals intelligence and cryptographic operations and
         the specialist GVS communications troops. It remains heavily involved in spying on Russian citizens, conducts missions as
         part of the FSB, and became a significant shareholder in ‘Relkom’, the country’s leading Internet Service provider.
      

      5. Federal Protection Service

      The Kremlin’s ‘inner circle’ of defence against attempted political overthrow or assassination, the Federal’naya sluzhba okhrany is operated by the President’s central administration. It has inherited the protection troops of the KGB’s former Ninth Directorate
         and possesses its own formidable intelligence apparatus.
      

      The Key Russians:

      Leonid Gresko – Director of the FSB.

      Georgi Lazin – Colonel in the FSB.

      Petr Ivanov – Colonel in the FSB.

      Yuri Vakulchuk – Assistant to Georgi Lazin.

      Boris Diakanov – Russian Mafiya Boss.

      Ilya Kokhlov – Pathologist in Krasnoyarsk.

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      January 23, 1963. Beirut

      ‘Hell and b-b-buggegry, this b-bloody cuff-link!’ The voice was English, received pronunciation, vowels fat and glottal with
         drink and frustration, the stammer beginning its wayward descent into outright slurring.
      

      ‘Can I help?’ An American, female, called through from another room. There was no response; perhaps he was angry, perhaps
         concentrating exclusively on the struggle with his shirt cuff. She wandered through, unwilling to pass up the opportunity
         to get in a dig at her tiresomely inadequate husband.
      

      He was sitting on the bed, sweating, muttering. Pushing small things into tricky openings had been way beyond him these past
         few months she thought maliciously, watching from the open doorway.
      

      ‘Enjoying yourself?’ she asked. Stupid question. The only time he enjoyed himself was after drinking enough to blind the average
         human, when he would be carried, eyes glazed, from an expat party or from his favourite corner at the bar of the Hotel Normandy
         a few hundred yards down the hill on the waterfront.
      

      ‘P-piss off, Eleanor. Go and sort yourself out instead.’

      The face was pale and jowled, traced with the broken-capillaried skein of an alcoholic, ready-tuned for confrontation, eyes
         reddened and set by recurrent nightmares and late-evening bouts with an unparalleled variety of bottles. Those bottles often
         ended smashed on the sidewalk several storeys below their balcony. It would not surprise her if he followed them over one night. The pet fox cub had already gone
         that way. She was past caring.
      

      ‘We promised we’d be there on time.’

      ‘I d-don’t make p-promises.’

      ‘Well, just damn well behave, and don’t embarrass me again.’

      It was pointless, she understood that, knew that he would. There were times when guests had to step over him to get to the
         door, other moments when he groped women furiously or furtively beneath the table oblivious to her, and their, desperate expressions.
         He had even goosed the wife of the British Ambassador at a recent reception. She could not go on like this, the sense of isolation
         and entrapment growing each day she spent in the claustrophobic apartment block in the less-than glamorous section of Ras
         Beirut.
      

      There was a morose silence between the two as they climbed into the taxi which had waited for over thirty minutes. The car
         jolted off down Bliss Street, the driver thankful that the main argument must have occurred indoors. He drove them often,
         was inured to their capacity for screaming eruptions and serial bickering.
      

      ‘Stop the car. I want the p-p-post office on Makdissi Street.’

      ‘You what?’ She was incredulous. ‘You’re kidding me?’

      ‘Stop the car.’

      The driver shrugged his shoulders and obeyed. They were bound to quarrel eventually, the quiet was simply a phoney respite,
         a prelude.
      

      She rounded on him. ‘Why now? Tell me, why fucking now? It’s one of the few dinner invitations we’ve had in a month.’

      ‘I’m a journalist. I need to p-post copy.’

      ‘At this hour, for Chrissakes? It’s with the First Secretary of the British Embassy . . .’

      ‘I’m well aware of that,’ he snapped. ‘Glen Paul is my friend, remember?’

      ‘I forgot you had any left.’
      

      He jumped out and slammed the door. She leant across and wound down the window, calling after him. ‘I’m not waiting, you know?
         You can make your own way there.’ She was uncertain if he heard her as he rounded the corner, shoulders hunched, neck retracted,
         in anger.
      

      Around the table, polite conversation, trill laughter, could not hide the underlying tension, the unspoken sympathy for Eleanor.
         She was having a ghastly time with her drunk of a husband, of course. Bad genes, probably – his father was an odd cove, an
         adventurer and explorer, had visited two years previously, imbibed too much at a party and died shortly afterwards in a Beirut
         hospital uttering the immortal words: ‘God, I’m bored.’ His son plainly took after him. Such a shame. He had been rather popular
         at the beginning, one of the more entertaining journalists on the Middle East circuit. Bit of a past, but it added to the
         interest, the colour; besides, who wasn’t running away from something? An affable, intelligent rogue with a touching vulnerability
         and schoolboy stammer. A real ladies’ man, was the received and given wisdom, the accepted version. He had quite swept Eleanor
         off her feet, you know, even though she was married at the time to that old cuckold Sam Brewer. Everyone forgave him, everyone
         always did – in those days. How things changed, soured – judgement, personalities, relationships, lives – out here in the
         fleshpots of Beirut. It was rumoured that he was heading for some sort of breakdown.
      

      In fact, he was heading across Lebanon for the Syrian border. Another cab had been waiting for him near the post office, its
         driver, an Armenian from the Burj Hammoud quarter of the city, flashing his headlamps twice in recognition before the man
         approached and opened the rear door.
      

      ‘Your clothes and papers are there on the back seat,’ the Armenian spoke over his shoulder. ‘Everything is correct.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘The friends wish you luck.’
      

      They headed into the slum suburbs, a second car taking him on to a rendezvous with a truck beyond the city limits. There was
         distance to put in before the alarm was raised, before the teams came looking. The opposition would follow the false trails
         which led to the docks, to a steamer departing that night for international waters and more welcoming shores. An obvious route.
         It was cold as the vehicle ground its way, protesting, into the snow flurries of the Chouf mountains, but by then the man
         was wearing thermal undergarments, thick socks, walking boots and warm padded outer clothing. He settled into his thoughts,
         gazing out at the shrouded peaks, past the resort at Aley, the Nahr al Metn valley running off the left, and on to the villages
         of Machra and Bhamdoun. He looked back only once at the city he had left behind, glittering far below through the occasional
         wisps of fog. He had no regrets; he was focused, determined. The driver filled water bottles for him in the natural spring
         fountain beside the road at Sofar – he remembered doing the same for Eleanor at this exact spot, long ago, when they were
         still in love – but it was their last halt that night. The road took them on to Chtaura and down into the Beqa’a Valley. Damascus
         lay ahead.
      

      Dinner over, Eleanor left for home, the self-conscious attempts by her hosts to disguise their contempt for her husband and
         their pity for her having become intolerably awkward as the evening progressed. The efforts of other guests to engage and
         divert her made it worse. She sat alone in the back of the taxi, depression replaced by shivering. Why her? How could she
         have got it so wrong? He had changed. Had she? She thought of the concerned faces around the table. Fuck them all: their prying,
         their gossip, their hypocrisy, their snide remarks, their backbiting.
      

      The apartment was dark and empty when she got back, symbol of four and a half years of marriage.

      ‘Fuck you,’ she shouted at the silent rooms. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck . . .’ before guilt, anger and remorse forced out the tears. Doubtless he would be returned drunk, comatose, wholly
         unrepentant the following morning.
      

      Three days later, not far from Hakkari, a passenger clambered wearily from a cattle truck and walked the short distance across
         the Syrian border into Turkey. Another transport, this one carrying animal feed, was waiting for him. He lay hidden, covered
         in sacks, his limbs numb, as the vehicle struggled and swerved, its tyre-chains searching for grip on the icy road north.
         Many times they were caught in snowdrifts; many times he had to aid the cursing driver with a shovel, placing mats under the
         wheels to provide necessary traction. At least the weather reduced the chance of a Turkish roadblock or roving patrols.
      

      Between Van and Patnos the engine seized, but after four hours of tinkering, swearing at his nerveless blue hands and the
         driver, and taking gulps from his hip-flask, the Englishman brought it back to life. A blizzard blew up in front, the driver
         refusing to go further in the desperate conditions, fearful for his safety, shouting incomprehensibly. It was madness to continue.
         The passenger took him firmly by the chin, twisted his face towards his own, and cocking fingers, fired an imaginary bullet
         between his eyes. There was no need for words, explanation. The driver understood – continue or I will have you shot. He revved
         the motor.
      

      It was well into the following day when the exhausted pair made it to the rickety grass-roofed tea house at Dogubayazit on
         the southern slopes of Mount Ararat. There they parted company, the driver leaving rapidly lest he be picked up for questioning
         by the Turkish authorities, the Englishman pushing his way through the wooden door to thaw awhile, enjoy a Russian cigarette
         and wait for the bus to carry him across the featureless rockscape to the remote village of Agralik. The Armenian owner grinned
         at his visitor, a face remembered – it was almost ten years since it had last come through that entrance. It looked much older, crushed by fatigue.
      

      Within three hours the bus had dropped the strange foreigner with his rucksack at the appointed destination. He would continue
         on foot. The Englishman felt his spirits lift, the tiredness slide away. He was so close, there would be time later to rest,
         to celebrate. The sun was beginning to set across the northern aspect of Ararat as he shouldered his pack and headed for a
         further border.
      

      He saw the contours of the truck and moved towards it, two figures in quilted overjackets and wearing fur shapkas climbing from the cab as he approached. The watchtower had seen him cross the wire at the pre-agreed time and radioed back
         to the command blockhouse in the rear. He was expected. Hand torches flickered rapidly between them.
      

      One of them stepped forward to greet the man Moscow Centre had codenamed ‘Stanley’. They shook hands. The Russian hugs, the
         vodkas, speeches, would come at the reception.
      

      ‘The Central Committee and Committee for State Security welcome you to the territory of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,
         Comrade Colonel.’
      

      Cold, wet, footsore, and ready to fall asleep where he stood, Harold Adrian Russell Philby – better known as Kim Philby –
         traitor, Soviet agent, officer in Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, a man who had caused the deaths of hundreds, relaxed
         for the first time and smiled. He was home.
      

      April 4, 1993. Cuba

      There were only five in the group relaxing on the sandbar that day, hidden from view and protected from outside interference
         first by the miles of near-impenetrable banana plantation and tobacco crop leading down to the coast and then by the tangle
         of mangrove lying dense along the shoreline. Struggle through that and the visitor faced a twenty-minute rowing-boat trip
         across a trapped body of water – and on this day the boat was hauled up, commandeered by those who had already reached the brilliant-white coral beach
         on the far side. Cayo Levisa, a jewel, and you had to be a local to know how to find it.
      

      The men were locals in a sense. They had lived in Cuba for many years, some had raised families there, all retained a residual
         affection for an island slowly disintegrating under the twin pressures of classic Marxist command economics and American-imposed
         sanctions. Decline and State bankruptcy provided a scenario with which they were well accustomed, for they were Russian. They
         fished for red snapper and sea bass off the Archipelago de los Colorados in the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico, did their
         best to drink the entire rum production of the famed Havana Club Ronera Santa Cruz factory, had affairs with local girls,
         swam, drank some more, and spied for their country. All were officers in the Glavnoye razvedyvatel upravleniye – GRU – the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Military General Staff, and all were attached to the sprawling Lourdes electronic
         intelligence-gathering base set in the undulating limestone terrain above the western plains of Havana Province.
      

      By the Year 2000, the establishment was the largest of its kind outside the Russian Federation, employed up to seventeen hundred
         specialists, cost several hundred million dollars a year in rent, several hundred million more to maintain, and its array
         of antennae, dishes and aerials pointed directly at the coast of the United States of America some one hundred miles distant
         across the water. Its role was both defensive and offensive, civil and military, its computers penetrating, collecting, collating,
         decoding and analysing military communications traffic, domestic telephone calls, facsimiles, email, banking transactions
         and ultra-sensitive strategic and economic data on an extraordinary scale. One of its key departments concentrated solely
         on disruptive measures: jamming enemy command links, planting computer viruses and, if necessary, paralysing the economic
         nerve system of its old capitalist adversary. Recognising its central position in the framework of Russian espionage, and understanding the
         potential threat posed to American national interests, government officials and representatives on Capitol Hill alike repeatedly
         called for its closure. Yet its capabilities, and its importance to the Russians, continued to expand. Everyone spied on everyone
         else, even NATO allies. Germany, for example, had its ultra-secret Eismeer ‘Polar Sea’ listening post based on Spain’s Atlantic
         Coast, intact since the days of Franco and the collaborative ‘Delikatesse’ signals intelligence operations of the 1939–40
         war. Its ‘yellow-stripe’ transcripts all too often contained decoded communications between Langley, the Pentagon or State
         Department and their overseas stations. Moscow could piggy-back on such efforts: their agent at Eismeer was well placed. An
         espionage free-for-all, and the Russians remained well in the game.
      

      The friends had every intention of getting drunk; it was Sunday after all, the rains would be coming soon and their private
         paradise was scheduled to be overrun with an ‘exclusive development’ of hard-currency-earning cabanas catering to fat Italians
         on winter charters. Between them, and carried in a number of cold-bags kept close to hand, were three containers of aguardiente,
         the local peasant fire water, crates of Hatuey beer and a bottle of Ponche Kuba egg liqueur included either as chaser or afterthought.
         It would be a celebration of their time together, of their memories, and a wake for the future.
      

      The coastguard launch from Palma Rubia idled past on low throttle a few hundred metres offshore, its crew sunning themselves
         lazily, not bothering to scan the beach party through their high-powered binoculars. It was a contented scene.
      

      ‘You know the best thing about this place?’ one of the men asked.

      ‘We can watch you drink too much, climb a royal palm and break your neck.’ replied a companion, sprawling back in his bermudas.

      ‘No. There isn’t a filthy Chekist for miles.’
      

      They drank a toast to it. There was an abiding hatred for the Cheka and its members, the old KGB’s First Chief Directorate,
         since renamed the SVR, the Foreign Intelligence Service. Rivals since inception, the GRU were military men, the KGB their
         more powerful civilian counterparts. As economic warfare and industrial espionage gained higher priority in Moscow, so the
         numbers of reviled Chekists, together with their electronic eavesdropping cronies from the Agency for Government Communications
         and Information at the Lourdes location, grew. Resentment was mutual, suspicion widespread, livelihoods were at stake.
      

      ‘Aren’t you forgetting their DGI stooges?’ A small man with a brooding countenance jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the
         patrol boat.
      

      ‘Chill out, Arkady. The DGI are far too busy running Colombian shit into Florida to give a fuck about us.’

      More laughter, more drinking. The DGI, Cuban Intelligence, long regarded by the KGB as a departmental subsidiary of its own
         Latin American desk – and thus equally loathed by the GRU – had built a well-deserved reputation for providing arms and support
         to a host of unsavoury Latin American revolutionary movements. In return, the Cubans received a substantial quantity of the
         region’s finest narcotics with which to flood the American market. Politics and commerce in synergy.
      

      ‘Don’t blame you for being gloomy, Arkady. Just think, your tour here is over in six months and you’ll be spending the rest
         of your life under canvas with everyone else in our heroic Russian Army.’
      

      It was a prospect none of them relished or could bring themselves to smile at. They knew what a posting home entailed – poverty,
         misery and unemployment. It was an open secret that Arkady, a full Colonel, was the lucky one, had landed a job as technical
         supervisor at the country’s new command and control centre for strategic rocket forces built into Kosvinsky mountain in the
         Urals. There would be no tented accommodation for him. It made the joke all the more bitter.
      

      Arkady did not reveal to his comrades that he had little intention of returning to the Mother Country for any kind of work
         and whatever the lifestyle; neither did he talk of his surprise encounter with a man posing as a Canadian entrepreneur during
         a visit to Havana three months previously as he sat nursing his mojito cocktail at the roof-terrace bar of the Hotel Inglaterra.
      

      ‘Photograph time.’

      They groaned. The man had a reputation for taking hours in setting up a shot, fiddling with lenses, checking light meters,
         only to find upon development that the image was either unrecognisable or non-existent. He was meticulous in his ineptitude,
         surprising given his weekday responsibility for determining means of jamming the ultra-high frequency radios and airborne
         launch control systems installed on board America’s fleet of E-6B TACAMO – ‘Take Charge and Move Out’ – intercontinental and
         submarine-launched ballistic missile command aircraft. The apparatus was assembled, slowly, and, amid much disparagement,
         the remote-timer set, the group lined up.
      

      ‘Chests out, stomachs in – the reverse of the usual,’ the photographer commanded enthusiastically, running back to take up
         position.
      

      ‘Why? You’ll only be getting our feet.’

      They waited. Fidgeting began.

      ‘My beer’s beginning to overheat,’ came the first complaint. The officer from the Sixth Operational Directorate hated warm
         beer.
      

      ‘Patience. Get ready. And smile.’

      It took three seconds, Arkady the only one remaining on his feet as the pair of sniper rifles fired from the vessel took down
         his friends on either side. Muzzle suppressers or the Trade Winds, there was no discernible noise of discharge. The camera
         shutter operated. Without turning, the Russian stooped to retrieve his beach bag, threw in the camera and walked down to the water’s edge. The patrol boat came in close, he waded crotch-deep to meet it and was hauled aboard.
      

      ‘Sorry ’bout your pals.’ A crew-member in shorts and a sun-visor patted him on the shoulder, the rifle angled outwards in
         his other hand. ‘Gotta say, it was easier than a Caribou shoot.’
      

      Once owned by the US Drug Enforcement Agency, the Cougar powerboat thundered northwards at sixty-five knots. Halfway to the
         American coast it was met by an unmarked Bell helicopter which winched up the GRU man and carried him in to Miami International
         Airport. There he transferred to a Learjet and was flown up to Virginia for a lengthy debriefing at a ranch belonging to the
         Central Intelligence Agency. He would not be seen again at the GRU’s Moscow Khoroschevskii Shausse headquarters.
      

      Five months later, an unofficial meeting – the first of several – took place between a small group of senior military and
         intelligence officials from the Russian Federation and the United States within the faded pink hacienda-style walls of the
         Hotel Los Jazminos set above the Valle de Vinales in Cuba’s Sierra de los Organos region. The unsurpassed views of rivers,
         caves, lakes and wondrous mogotes rock formations were not on the agenda. Conditions were intensely secret. The hotel staff
         were excused their duties for the duration, heavily armed guards patrolled the grounds and DGI-manned road blocks prevented
         any traveller from approaching the building or glimpsing its occupants. No records – written, visual or audio – were kept
         of the discussions. Nothing existed to show that the talks ever took place. Yet the encounter was to lead eventually to what
         would one day be referred to at the most select and rarefied levels of the covert intelligence world as the Cuban Sanction.
         Its aim: to change the fate of nations.

   
      
      Book One

      

      THINGS FALL APART

      
      The bubble belches upwards. Then a second, a fragmented stream. I feel them roll up my cheeks, brush my temples, burst above
         the surface where my face cannot go. And each one carries a scream, a plea, a prayer. I am drowning, being drowned, the pressure
         of the hand at the back of my head holding me steady, committing routine torture, routine murder. It is a practised hand,
         its feel familiar to a thousand prisoners who passed this way, passed on. I, too, am crossing. Another air pocket displaced,
         erupting out, sink contents eructing in. Waterlogged, water-lungs. The grip is hard, pushing me to depths of pain, through
         it, through panic, down to grey oblivion. The hand comes from a different place, where people breathe and people talk. But
         I will not talk, so am here. This is his department, Administrative Measures. He is administering to me. I float through layers.
         Senses are amplified, the senselessness is amplified. Shrill emissions from my throat – garbled, gargled – the steel eye of
         the draining plug staring with metallic indifference. So like his eyes. I remember the clot of blood, the clump of rooted
         hair clinging to the underside of the rusted tap, the ring stain at the waterline. Men, women, children, who went before,
         who left something, made their mark. And I remember my family. It is too late. Water pressing in, hand pressing down. The hand of God. The hand of Ivanov. I have reached equilibrium. The colours have gone now, the flashing lights ceased. I no longer struggle. Only my body fights
         – still shaking, shaking to a kind of stillness – and I am leaving that. Behind my back, my bound hands quiver. They want
         to drag me to escape, conclusive and concluding, to propel me further and faster into rest. I have won, got away.
      

      
      Reversal, choking, water vomited into air, lungs ripped agonised from their brackish immersion. I am back in the former world,
         see again the blood, the tap, the mat of hair, and I shout with the hatred of a newborn. The Death’s Head has brought me here.
         He whispers in my ear. He will decide. It is not time. You are going east, he says. Going east. There will be more deaths, many of them mine. He is playing, as Philby played me. It is just a game.
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      

      The roach, going solo, drawn by warmth and the promise of sweet putrefaction, lulled by a darkening of its territory, scratched
         its way across from a protective corner. It was a transcontinental traveller, crossing not just a cracked linoleum carriage
         floor, but six time zones as it traversed the vast landmass of Mother Russia, feeding on the waste and by-products of human
         cargo carried the length of the great Trans-Siberian Railway between Moscow and Vladivostock almost six thousand miles to
         the east. An easy, indolent life, cleaning up where others feared to clean, eating what others failed to eat. The nomadic
         member of family Blattidae halted, whip-antennae working furiously, body receptors and underbelly hairs testing the atmosphere, sensing changes in light
         and movement, the smallest anomaly. There was something.
      

      
      The exoskeleton split satisfyingly, body crushed, leaking fluid beneath its dull integumen, the orthopterous insect extinguished
         by the nailed boot. A premature end to the adventurer’s twelve-month lifespan. Others, thousands of them, nestled to take
         its place.
      

      
      Evdokia watched the act, a rheumy gaze wandering up the leg and body to the executioner’s face. A handsome man, no doubt about
         it – Slav-featured, cropped black hair with seams of grey, possibly forty, probably military. He had that look. During the
         Soviet era he would have travelled in a luxury saloon carriage reserved for senior officials and Party members. His loss was
         her gain, a broad-shouldered travelling companion at whom she could stare without embarrassment, a physique reminiscent of propaganda extolling the cult of the oiled bicep, a man to share her bread and pelemni
         with. She shifted to get comfortable and patted her face with a cloth. Outside, it was thirty centigrade below, in here it
         was thirty above, the carriages a superheated vein moving through a sepulchral land. Evdokia felt out of breath; there was
         a lack of air – oxygen – here; it was forbidden to unlock the windows. That man did not help her blood-pressure. Sixty years
         before she would have given him a run for his money – perhaps even for free – could have pinned him to the floor, taken him
         deep inside her as a gesture of worker solidarity, ridden him in heroic proletarian fashion. She was revolutionary in her
         day. The years passed, things changed, everything changed. She sighed.
      

      
      ‘Anzherskaya five minutes,’ the provodnik – reputedly a female, yet without discernible female characteristics – shouted, thumping the sides of the four-berth coupé
         cabins as she manouevred her bulk along the outside corridor. A chromosome twist away from the Chekovian throwback gene, she
         enjoyed shouting. She enjoyed extorting, stealing, controlling and persecuting. Tight little mouth, tight little palaeolithic
         brain; charm school was another country. Most of the passengers had jammed the locks of their sliding doors to prevent her
         from gaining entry. Disturbing them in different ways was the one small consolation which remained. Comfort-bawling. Not for
         her the bourgeois finesse of the firmenny conductors, those who pampered their elite ‘spalny vagon’ passengers on the Rossiya trains gliding across Siberia, providing
         tea, blankets and videos throughout day and night of the one hundred and fifty-six-hour journey.
      

      
      The figures were bowed, huddled against the cold, outsize and distorted in several layers of bulky clothing, gloved hands
         thrust deep into pockets, feet stamping in vain attempts to encourage circulation. Heads were wrapped in scarves, earflaps
         pulled down from motley fur caps, faces swathed and hidden. They were the hawkers, traders, mostly old women, pushing their wares from the station platform to the occasional passing train before hastening home to re-stock and thaw out.
         A hard, uncomfortable existence, which would have shown in their pinched expressions had they been visible. It was approaching
         ten o’clock: their numbers had fallen to a handful by this hour. They waited as a few passengers, those braver souls willing
         to exchange, at least temporarily, the interior warmth of their carriages for the chance of a bargain struck in bitter night
         chill, clambered down for their brief encounters. Evdokia was among them, snuffling and wheezing her way along the line, tapping
         containers, enquiring at the prices, arguing, more inclined to complain than to buy.
      

      
      ‘Babushka, you going to buy? Blinis, good quality.’ It was a young man’s voice, muffled. ‘Meat ones in this container, cabbage
         in the other.’
      

      ‘You should be in the army or working in a factory,’ she snapped ill-temperedly.

      
      ‘There’s no work in the factories, no pay in the army. I’m helping out my mother, she’s sick.’ The shaded eyes saw Evdokia
         mellow; it was in the body-language. Sick mothers had that effect. In the kingdom of the stupid, sentimentality was king.
      

      
      ‘How much for a meat blini?’

      
      ‘Five thousand roubles.’

      
      ‘You want me to starve? You think I got off the train to be ridiculed? I could buy seven loaves of bread for that.’

      
      ‘Meat is expensive. It’s the best. Have a look.’ He opened the metal lid of the container, a savoury cloud of steam billowing
         into her face as she pushed her nose forward to inspect the warm blinis nestling between cloths padding the interior. They
         looked, smelt, so good. She would treat herself.
      

      
      ‘Eighteen hundred roubles. That’s my limit. The train is about to leave.’

      
      ‘But my mother . . .’

      
      They haggled furiously. Evdokia shuffled back triumphant, climbing aboard with the two purchases hot and delicious in her hand. She would eat them noisily, and at her leisure, later on. The train wailed its departure and gathered speed.
      

      
      The man stood in the connecting section between the two carriages, thankful to be alone, to be away from the old woman who
         smelt of cabbage and drink and whose size would have done credit to the Transmash tank production line in Omsk. She was a
         compulsive leerer, made any excuse to engage in conversation. The other two were an improvement – a student who kept his head
         in a book and a drunken Belarusian wearing campaign medals and pyjamas who woke long enough to eat and drink before lapsing
         back into alcoholic slumber. He obviously still inhabited the dazed limbo which swept Russia between the televised showing
         of The Irony of Fate on New Year’s Eve and the Orthodox Christmas a fortnight later. A miserable time of year. Thank God he would be bidding these
         enforced companions farewell at Krasnoyarsk. He inhaled deeply on the cigarette, a Western brand, let the nicotine swamp his
         nervous system, and blew the processed smoke towards the overhead light recessed behind its tin shield. Punctured with pin-prick
         holes to reduce illumination during wartime black-outs, the simple metal sheet was a small, visible reminder of the era of
         East–West confrontation. He studied it. Perhaps the causes of conflict never went: perhaps politics, pride, greed, stupidity,
         fear would switch dispute to war, man from wheatfield to battlefield, for the rest of eternity. The fitting should stay as
         it was. One never knew. Another drag. He was like that light, he thought – giving away only part of himself, a product of
         the Cold War, fashioned to be a tool of defence by a paranoid military and security apparat.
      

      
      Below, a wheel-bogey clashed noisily with a poorly fitting length of track, jolting him against the bulkhead. Ash spilled
         from the cigarette. He would make himself a cup of coffee from the samovar at the far end of the corridor. Only then would
         he be ready to return to the compartment. The old lady would be staying up late, waiting for him to undress for bed. Savour this peace, he told himself.
      

      
      ‘Hey, come quick!’ It was the student, panicking.

      
      He mashed the cigarette on the wall. ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘The old lady’s choking. You’ve got to come. She’s going to die.’

      
      The man pushed past the youth. He wondered why he had been chosen as quasi-paramedic. Jesus, this had better not involve mouth-to-mouth.

      
      The student was right. The old woman was going to die, die in rollicking spasms, legs splayed and shaking, arms without energy
         flapping by her sides, eyes like her veins pushed outwards by an unseen pressure from their bulging, deepening backdrop. He
         felt pity for her, her tongue flicking soundlessly, glottis blocked, the mouth working, saliva-fuelled, wanting to scream
         had air been present to force it out. The brain, de-oxygenated, was closing itself down, scrambling command messages, shutting
         off body systems behind it. The blue-blackening face, mucus-wrapped, provided its own curtains to the finale, expressed its
         hallucinatory awareness of the tragedy, of total helplessness. She was falling away into an inner distance. The man tried
         to turn the dead weight, attempting to dislodge the object inhaled into her larynx, shouting at the others to haul her over.
         A Heimlich manoeuvre was impossible; any type of manoeuvre was impossible with a torso this shape and size. She defecated.
         Shit – so much for a recovery position – a massive coronary ripping life away in the same moment as the final shock wave.
         Death had its own smell. He felt instinctively for a pulse. Nothing. It would be difficult to find even were she alive. No
         point doing massage here.
      

      
      He straightened over the flesh pile. ‘She’s dead. Get the conductor in.’ An afterthought. ‘And a mop.’ He was sweating. Damn
         heat. In this environment, she would begin to go off within the hour. Happy time for the roaches.
      

      
      Alerted by the commotion, the irate provodnik appeared in the doorway.
      

      
      What were the causes, implications, potential to impose a fine, take a bribe?
      

      
      ‘What the fuck is going on?’

      
      ‘Your first-class care has killed off another passenger.’

      
      The conductor saw the student, shaken, attempting to light a filterless. Little bastard, no guts, probably never seen a body,
         never picked up a rifle, never starved in a siege. ‘No smoking! It is forbidden. That’s a fine, I’m telling you!’
      

      
      An intervention from the powerfully built man who appeared to have taken charge. ‘You have more important things to do. Run
         along and open the windows in your cabin. We’re putting the body in there until Krasnoyarsk.’
      

      
      ‘Poshol ty! You will not order me around on my train.’ Her hands were on her hips. The pose spelt aggression, inability to compromise.
      

      
      ‘You have five minutes.’

      
      ‘Listen, mister . . .’

      
      ‘Colonel,’ he snapped. She was not yet backing down. ‘Colonel Georgi Vasilevich Lazin, Federal Security Service, Member of
         the Strategic Facility Counter-Intelligence Department.’
      

      
      It registered. The student, anticipating a shakedown, sought to mould himself into the corner. Mentioning the successor to
         the KGB’s Second Chief Directorate, still based at the grim headquarters building at 2 Lubyanka Square, had that effect. The
         Service remained responsible for countering espionage, subversion and internal threats to national security, its Orwellian
         reputation and image only marginally improved on that of its forebear. You did not cross its senior officers: employment of
         a full-time Public Relations department, its promise to operate within the law, had yet to win over a generation which remembered
         the midnight knocks and disappearances.
      

      
      The conductor’s breathing became heavier, the face whitening, nervousness creeping on a voice which now sought to placate
         without seeming to backslide. A difficult task for a woman so unsubtle, for whom confrontation came naturally. The effect on her pleased him. The mystique, the charisma of office, had its uses, saved on energy and argument.
      

      
      The climbdown. ‘Colonel, we can work something out here.’

      
      ‘Five minutes,’ he repeated. ‘Fetch a blanket. It’ll make it easier to drag her along the corridor.’

      
      She bustled away, clucking sympathetically for Evdokia without real sympathy. There would be forms to fill out, explanations
         required. Worst of all, she would be giving up her cabin, her travelling home, converting it to cold storage for the occasion.
         How the other conductors would laugh at her. Her mutterings quickly altered to a stream of expletives. In their nesting places,
         the roaches grew restless.
      

      
      Siberia, land of ice and chains, a third of the northern hemisphere, four and a half thousand by two thousand miles of permafrost,
         taiga forest, steppes, some fifty thousand rivers and over a million lakes sprawling across the North Asian Continent. The
         United States of America would be swallowed in its immensity – as millions of prisoners throughout Russian and Soviet history
         had been, sent east by Kremlin dictat to labour and die in the camps. ‘Sibir’, the Sleeping Land, hid many corpses and many
         secrets. A number of those secrets were military in nature, for the territory contained some of the state’s most sensitive
         strategic assets. Nuclear weapons production took place at Tomsk-7 and Lake Irtysh; Kamchatka and Novaya Zemlya tested the
         warheads; ballistic missile silos were dotted around Kansk-Eniseiski, Yablonovoya and Olovyannaya; Svobodny-18 in the eastern
         Amur region had been converted into a major satellite-launch site, and vast army bases stretched along the border with China.
      

      
      And there was Krasnoyarsk, the destination of Colonel Georgi Lazin. It was not one city, but three, the main civilian conurbation
         shadowed by its secret satellites: Krasnoyarsk-26 lying forty miles to the north, known colloquially as ‘Atomograd’ for its key role in producing weapons-grade plutonium from its three uranium-graphite reactors, and Krasnoyarsk-45,
         referred to by locals as Zalenogorsk, with its space centre and electronics factories over one hundred miles to the north-east.
         Within this vicinity were several major components of Russia’s space-defence system, including remnants of the dismantled
         pyramid-shaped and pyramid-sized 3-D ballistic missile-tracking and satellite-intercept control radar. As the former Soviet
         republics split away and formed autonomous military forces, so the surveillance and tracking systems remaining inside Russia
         and, allowed by treaty, had gained in importance. Behind them were the rocket forces, secure in their bunkers while the conventional
         military strength of tanks, infantry units and aircraft evaporated around them and the once mighty oceangoing naval fleets
         rusted at their moorings. The automatic buffer provided first by the old Eastern Bloc and then, nearer to home, by the CIS
         states, had gone. Technology – early warning – was the new buffer, dug into the hidden vastness of Siberia. German audio cassettes,
         South Korean televisions and a host of other consumer durables may have been produced in the converted military factories
         of Zalenogorsk – swords converted decisively into ploughshares – but beneath Krasnoyarsk-26 a subterranean network of factories,
         dwellings and research centres remained, linked by miles of tunnel which would have accommodated the Moscow Metro ten times
         over. It was born from an era of tension, and in Atomograd that tension had never fully disappeared. The same was true of
         other sites with other roles.
      

      
      Lazin stamp-scraped his boots free of residual snow, proffered his pass once circulation had returned to his numbed fingers
         and marched purposefully towards the autopsy room. He had no real authority to be here. Responsibility for the old woman was
         already in the hands of the city coroner, but he felt a curious bond with someone whose life had slipped away between his
         fingers, whose father and siblings had died in the battle to defend Leningrad. He owed it to her to take an interest, to pay his respects, to ensure
         that her affairs were in order.
      

      
      She was occupying the far slab, condemned veal beneath the cold fluorescent lighting, purple lips, vivid hypostasis stains
         reaching up from the back, a cloth covering a neck whose organs had been removed. He stood behind the glass window of the
         viewing section, wishing that she had been completely shrouded. The undulating pitch of an electric bandsaw biting into the
         vault of a skull screamed briefly through the screen, steel teeth eating circumferentially through bone, as the pathologist
         worked on a different cadaver – a teenager – two along. A chisel prised the vault off the base, the top of the head came away
         leaving the dura exposed; Lazin was transfixed. Head tilted, lateral cuts across the fragile surface, attachments divided,
         dura pulled away and grey brain matter revealed. More dexterity – artwork – with a scalpel. Frontal poles lifted, olfactory
         nerves severed. Next, the pair of optic nerves; examination of the pituitary stalk; removal of the cerebellum roof after detaching
         the tentorium cerebelli; and the slicing of the nine other pairs of cranial nerves. Pipette collection of cerebrospinal fluids,
         then cuts to the vertebral arteries and lower medulla oblongata. Brain removal; the head became an empty shell. Lazin knocked
         on the glass, the pathologist’s face turning towards him at the sound. It was sweating and grey – a reflection of the concrete
         walls – made starker by the green surgical mask and framed with round, metal, regulation-issue spectacles set beneath a hairless
         crown. A quick movement indicated that Lazin should join him.
      

      
      Death, antiseptic and haemen coiled like barbs into his sinuses. Christ, what a place to work. The pathologist was waiting
         for him.
      

      
      ‘You watch the procedure?’ Lazin nodded. ‘I was as surprised as you, then, to find a brain in a teenager.’ A smile at his
         own morgue humour. ‘I won’t shake hands.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘I’m Kokhlov.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Of course, you’re State Security. Lazin, isn’t it?’ He snapped off his surgical gloves and stepped from his lifeless patient
         towards the Colonel. Formaldehyde clung to him like aftershave. ‘I can’t say I’m one of your department’s greatest admirers.’
      

      
      ‘Then we have something in common.’

      
      ‘Have things changed at the Lubyanka, or do your colleagues still intend to create a desert and call it peace?’

      
      ‘There are a few die-hard democratic centralists left. But we now benefit from established procedures, a legal framework and
         full legitimacy within the constitution.’ The irony did not require inflection or vocal dexterity to pick it out.
      

      
      A short, economical laugh – Kokhlov was amused. ‘Parliamentary deputies are bandits, the President is surrounded by pimps
         and gangsters, and you talk of procedures, legitimacy? I’m reassured, my rights are protected.’
      

      
      ‘Get out a little, take a break from these bodies.’

      
      ‘I enjoy their company. They don’t lie to me.’

      
      ‘Hello Ilya.’ They hugged. The man smelt more strongly of corpse fluids.

      
      Lazin was grateful that he had accepted the assistant’s offer of a gown in the dressing room. ‘Still taking your work home
         with you?’ It was their oldest joke.
      

      
      ‘Georgi. I’d like to say it’s a pleasure.’ The pathologist stood back to take a look, holding on to Lazin’s arms. ‘Does he
         send me luxury goods? No! Does he give me a bottle of finest vodka. No! He dumps a carcass on me, and not even an attractive
         one.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a little something I picked up on the train.’

      
      ‘You’re becoming more thoughtful. It won’t work, I hate you gebists.’ He used the in-house slang for a KGB member. ‘How long has it been, Georgi? Three years?’
      

      
      ‘More. It’s been difficult to contact you, Ilya. I’m sorry.’

      
      The apology was waved away. Dealing with death had given Ilya Kokhlov, former rising star in forensic pathology at the KGB’s Second Chief Directorate, a pragmatic, unsentimental view of human existence, even his own. We are born, we eat,
         we shit, we love, we hate, we die. That was all. It was Kokhlov who had been forced to examine bodies of prisoners to assess
         the viability of KGB techniques in faking drownings and car accidents, Kokhlov who conducted autopsies on interrogation victims
         in order to gauge the pathological and physiological effects of differing drugs and ‘interview paradigms’. The subsequent
         discovery of his links to the dissident movement and distribution of underground samizdat literature was a severe embarrassment, which had to be expunged. Those who spoke in his favour – including Lazin, a friend
         from university days – had not prospered, but they had probably ensured that he did not finish lying out on one of his own
         slabs. A disappearance was called for. That it was transmuted to internal exile and resettlement in the broader civilian community
         owed more to luck and the perceived difficulty of the case than to any real push for clemency. And so Kokhlov moved to Siberia.
         He stayed with the dead.
      

      
      ‘We don’t get many winter tourists. Why the State visit?’

      
      ‘Because people like Ivanov want to see my balls get frostbite.’

      
      ‘Ah, Ivanov. Terminally ill, I trust?’

      
      ‘In rude good health.’

      
      ‘Pity.’

      
      Above anyone, it was Ivanov who represented to Kokhlov all that was most base about the old KGB and greater humanity. When
         the pathologist was deported east, Captain Petr Ivanov, since promoted to Colonel, was known to have made a number of unsolicited
         pitches to his superiors offering to tie up loose ends – blood poisoning was always such a risk in cutting open the bodies
         of the deceased. Poor Kokhlov, he might have got lazy, the scalpel must have slipped. But other duties had diverted Ivanov’s
         attention: the death of a single heretic could always wait.
      

      
      ‘I’m here to assess security procedures, liaise with local MVD Interior Ministry teams, meet commanders of military installations, inspect their routines.’
      

      
      ‘Stay and drink with me instead. I know their routines – there aren’t any. I’ve carved up enough of the old drunks to realise
         they couldn’t piss straight into a mug, let alone run a top secret installation. Routine drinking, report that. You know the
         main chemical we use in this place?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘Sodium fluoride. It prevents alcohol in blood samples
         from decomposing. Which would be bad – spirits are the favourite form of suicide round here. What else is there to do? Come
         on, a shot.’
      

      
      ‘Papers need to be filled out.’

      
      ‘There’s a better use for paper.’ He gave the weary shrug of a lifelong cynic, a player and victim of the system. ‘But you
         always were disciplined, a hard worker. It’s why they hate you back at the Centre, why they send you on these meaningless
         excursions.’
      

      
      ‘I was going to get out at Novosibirsk, surprise them at the Sukhoi fighter-manufacturing plant. You’re making me wish I had.’

      
      ‘Surprise them? Give them an order for aircraft – that would surprise them.’ Almost an afterthought. ‘You know I’ve asked for the Chief Investigator to call by?’
      

      
      Lazin nodded to the boy on the table. ‘Stab victim?’

      
      ‘That wouldn’t merit the interest of the Chief Investigator.’ He retreated across the damp floor being slopped by a technician
         with a mop and bucket, beckoning to Lazin to follow. ‘No, it’s your old lady friend who’s the story.’
      

      
      ‘What are you talking about? Are you saying she’s a drugs mule?’

      
      ‘Better than that.’ He had reached the trolley positioned at Evdokia’s feet. ‘Her pills – heart, hypertension, diuretics . . .’
         He gave each bottle a small shake.
      

      
      ‘So what? They’re prescription, not poison.’

      
      ‘With vodka, as good as. Relaxed her so much she couldn’t purge foreign objects. No wonder she choked.’ Kokhlov liked his
         long lead-ins. ‘What a mess; a walking medical timebomb.’
      

      
      ‘Like most of our countrymen.’
      

      
      He was in lecturing mode. ‘We’re talking completely blocked lumen in the coronary artery, thrombus and infarct around the
         ventricles.’
      

      
      ‘So when she went, she really went?’

      
      ‘Exploded. Rupture of the aorta, massive haemorrhaging into the pericardial sac – the worst haemopericardium I’ve ever seen,
         an avalanche of blood – disastrous cardial tamponade.’
      

      
      Lazin did not need the detail. ‘Why the Chief Investigator?’

      
      ‘See this?’ The pathologist rummaged in a kidney-shaped bowl with a pair of tweezers and extracted a bone splinter which he
         held up to Lazin’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘A foreign object. It’s what she gagged on. A bone fragment, right?’ Kokhlov pushed the tweezers forward and dropped the piece
         onto the Colonel’s outstretched palm. There was humour behind the spectacles, oblique pathology-lab humour. ‘Sure, it’s a
         foreign object. We’ve had it collagen-typed. It’s from a femur.’
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘A human femur.’

      
      Sixty. Years of adventure, adrenalin and danger, and it had come to this: bad ankles, incipient deafness, a weakening bladder,
         and the right to a free bus pass. It didn’t help that his whole being, his mind, was rooted somewhere in his mid-forties.
         He walked miserably along Harley Street. He might have just visited one of the country’s leading orthopaedic consultants,
         and been told yet again that he risked being crippled for the remainder of his life if he continued to punish his joints,
         but he could do without the reminders of the ageing process. He had made some concessions. He no longer indulged in his passion
         for free-fall parachuting every weekend; his thirty-three-mile runs between Salisbury and Poole were substituted with long
         walks across the Purbeck Hills; and his freelance work abroad was becoming more occasional. Yet the attitudes which had sustained him since childhood, and from the moment that he stepped through the gates
         of the Royal Marines training camp at Lympstone – the doggedness and sense of duty; the fearlessness which never strayed into
         recklessness; the sparsity of needs which reflected both the soldier and the aesthete – remained unchanged. Ben Purton, fighter,
         former commander of Britain’s Special Boat Service, late of the Royal Marines, an elite within an elite within an elite, hated
         the number sixty.
      

      
      He shook himself out of his moroseness. He was the lucky one. Longevity did not run in the male line; he should be grateful
         for the luxury of living this long. Most of his antecedents, professional soldiers like himself, had been killed before they
         reached their thirtieth birthdays. Some died gloriously, heroically; others died in unrecorded small-unit actions or solo
         missions, their bodies never identified, retrieved or buried. It was their duty, the white man’s burden, the family’s burden,
         its history and the sacrifice of its sons mapped out against British colonialism, the hidden struggles of ‘The Great Game’
         and eventual retreat from Empire.
      

      
      When war broke out in Europe in 1914, the Purtons had been established in India for several generations. Ben Purton’s great-grandfather,
         a former army officer and rough-rider commander in General Roberts’ forces which lifted the Boer Siege of Ladysmith in March
         1900, had returned to the subcontinent to work for the shadowy organisation known as IPI – Indian Political Intelligence –
         courting maharajas, encouraging peaceful coexistence among the troublesome tribes of the North-West Frontier and compiling
         reports for his colleagues in London. Exciting times. Yet, for his sons, the Kiplingesque idyll was not to last. They signed
         up as war was declared, three eventually going off to the Western Front. At 7.20 a.m., on the morning of the 1 July 1916,
         a giant mine exploded on Hawthorne Ridge in front of the French village of Beaumont Hamel. It marked the beginning of the
         First Battle of the Somme along a forty-kilometre front. By its end four and a half months later, one hundred and fifty thousand men lay dead. Almost double that number were wounded and maimed. Among the fatalities were the three Purton boys.
         Two died with the Deccan Horse in the regiment’s mad cavalry charge towards High Wood on 14 July 1916. Together with the Seventh
         Dragoon Guards, they swept up the valley with lances down and pennants flying to be cut down by shell and machine-gun fire
         as they sought to close with the enemy in the cornfields. The third was blown to pieces by a shell which landed in Delville
         Wood a week later.
      

      
      The fourth and elder brother, Piers, Ben Purton’s grandfather, survived the war. A fluent Russian- and Pashtu-speaker, he
         was already a professional soldier and espionage specialist, an officer with the Pathan Tochi Scouts of the Frontier Corps,
         keeping peace among the Mahsuds, Wazirs, Khyber and Malakand fiefdoms, and leading raids on his father’s orders against the
         Fakir of Ipi and other northern anti-British rulers. Leaving behind a young wife and two children, giving up the shalwar kameez,
         turban and pagri of his fellow-horsemen, he had spent the major part of the conflict between the Great Powers serving in Mesopotamia
         and Persia for Military Intelligence before his transfer by the Committee for Imperial Defence to the intelligence Service
         MI 1c under its founder and chief, the eccentric, monocled, one-legged former naval officer Mansfield Cumming, the original
         ‘C’ of British Secret Intelligence. Purton’s role in first arranging the murder in Persia of the German agent Preusser and
         then, with Harry St John Philby – father of Kim – tracking down and pursuing the guerrilla leader Wilhelm Wassmuss, impressed
         his masters. He was re-tasked, this time on a personal mission requested by Cumming on behalf of King George V himself. His
         destination was revolutionary Russia.
      

      
      Tsar Nicholas II, the King’s first cousin and doppelgänger, a royal in distress, had been deposed, replaced by the Provisional
         Government and sent eastwards with his family from their comfortable ‘palace-arrest’ at Tsarskoe Selo to the Siberian town of Tobolsk. Here they were installed under heavy guard at the governor’s residence. The date was 19 August
         1917. Behind them, after a two-day steamer trip from Tyumen up the Tura and Tobol rivers, came the King’s emissary Piers Purton.
         Making contact with the Imperial Family through their physician, Doctor Botkin, he negotiated the British position on asylum
         – receiving several jewels as a ‘goodwill gesture’ from the Tsarina to the Fabergé-enthusiast and collector Queen Mary – and
         began to plan for their escape, liaising with loyal pro-monarchist officers and meeting representatives from Moscow and Petrograd.
         Among these was a familiar face: a young Russian whom he had met in India before the war travelling on a break from his studies
         in Berlin. Boris Soloviev was an officer from a powerful royalist faction, and – more importantly – had married the ‘Mad Monk’
         Gregory Rasputin’s daughter Maria, which won him the instant trust of the Empress Alexandra. Immune to Purton’s advice, Alexandra
         ordered that all escape attempts be coordinated through Soloviev’s organisation, ‘The Brotherhood of St John of Tobolsk’.
         Was the man not son-in-law of her mentor, mystic and guardian angel, linked by marriage to the faith healer of her sick haemophiliac
         child Alexis? His credentials, his credibility were unassailable: perfect cover. It was a terrible mistake. Only Purton suspected,
         and by then Soloviev, a Bolshevik agent from the start, had betrayed every Tsarist official, sequestered every penny from
         every escape fund and thwarted every plan for the flight of the Imperial Family and the survival of the Russian throne. His
         spy in the royal household – the maid Romanova – was to marry a Communist commissar soon after her employers were taken away
         on 26 April 1918 to the Bolshevik stronghold in the Urals, the city of Ekaterinburg. Purton, avoiding capture, joined up with
         the advancing White Army of Admiral Kolchak and took part in the city’s capture on 24 July 1918. By then, all that was left
         of the Tsar, Tsarina, their son and four daughters were ash and fragments of molten bone tipped down a mine-shaft. They had been murdered eight days previously.
      

      
      Purton vowed to avenge their deaths and undermine the precarious Bolshevik government. Eager to stamp out the new regime and
         thwart the revolution-spreading activities of the Comintern, London supported him. He almost succeeded. In a plot hatched
         with another British agent, the Russian Jew Sydney Reilly, he arranged for a young revolutionary, Dora Kaplan, and three Latvian
         army officers to assassinate Lenin on 31 August 1918. Two bullets struck the leader, but he survived, and the uprisings in
         Moscow and Petrograd planned to accompany his death never materialised. Retribution was swift and ferocious yet, undeterred,
         Purton headed back to Siberia to organise pro-monarchist resistance. For almost four years he battled the Communists, returning
         home to India only once during that period. Wounded, but continuing to fight on to the last in temperatures of below –30 degrees
         centigrade, he was captured with other White Russians after the ten-day Battle of Volochaevka and executed without ever revealing
         his identity. News of his fate – along with a tattered and faded photograph of the Englishman in uniform, holding a sad-eyed
         spaniel in his arms – was smuggled out by one of the few who escaped alive from the carnage. Reilly, his friend, had fled
         the country after the failure of the ‘Lockhart’ plot against the Bolshevik leadership, but made several return trips. He too
         was to die, captured by Soviet OGPU secret policemen on 28 September 1925 outside the village of Allekul, and taken to the
         Lubyanka Prison, Moscow. On 5 November 1925, after interrogation and torture, he was driven into the countryside and killed
         with two revolver bullets fired at close range. The Great Game had ended for Piers Purton and Sydney Reilly; communism was
         installed.
      

      
      The Purton boy was taken by his mother to London to live in a large house in Hampstead with two aunts whose husband and fiancé
         respectively had been killed during the War. The years at 5 Templewood Avenue passed quietly and happily for the three adults
         and Tom. Schooled at Westminster and Magdalen College, Oxford, he married young, served like his predecessors in the Indian Civil Service, broke with tradition by joining the Diplomatic Corps, and followed their example
         by entering the military when the outbreak of war drew close. It was little understood why he joined the Royal Engineers,
         less so how he came to die in a freak accident in 1948. Few official explanations were available for the flooding of a German
         mine-shaft into which the Major had apparently disappeared in order to investigate reports of discarded Nazi ammunition stockpiles.
         But it meant that Ben Purton and his sister Claire knew their father for only a few short years of their lives before he vanished.
         Selfless or selfish, dying for one’s country always overlooked the feelings of those left behind. So, he had reached sixty.
         He wondered if his children appreciated the feat.
      

      
      The beginnings of his own military career had come about by chance. Moving with his mother and sister to a family farmhouse
         in South Devon, Ben had grown up strong, adventurous and self-reliant, roaming the countryside or undertaking lengthy canoe
         and sailing dinghy trips in the foulest of weather. ‘He’ll grow up a poacher or a fisherman,’ was the prevailing local opinion.
         Instead, to keep a couple of friends company, he applied for officer selection into the Royal Marines. It was the start, the
         beginning of the 1960s, and he had found his spiritual home. After first qualifying for the Cliff Assault Wing and later passing
         the arduous selection for the SBS, his official Special Forces career began in earnest. In 1963, attached to 45 Commando,
         he was sent to Aden on close-protection duties and survived a bomb attack on the Commissioner for the Protectorate. He went
         on to climb ‘Coca Cola’ mountain in an action to outmanoeuvre rebellious Radfan tribesmen, and his first Military Cross came
         with the savage heliborne mopping-up exercise which ensued among a network of heavily defended caves. One of the young Marines
         taking part, on his first tour from recruit training, was a teenager named Nick Howell.
      

      
      British authority was under pressure elsewhere. By late summer 1964, Purton was deployed to Borneo to mount cross-border recce patrols into Kalimantan and face off Indonesian dictator President Sukarno’s threat to Malaysian sovereignty.
         It was a vicious undeclared war, and Ben Purton, after two years of jungle warfare, counter-infiltration and countless fire
         fights in the Tawau and Seria regions, along the Rajang and Serudong rivers and up the Rihau Archipelago and islands off the
         Sumatran coast, returned to England as a Captain and with a Bar to his MC. Other wars, other operations followed – Dhofar
         and Northern Ireland among them – and after becoming SBS commander, transforming the service into a supremely flexible instrument
         of power-projection, lauded for his visionary Special Forces work, he quit. The custody fight for his three children during
         an acrimonious divorce with his American wife was more important. She won, taking them back to the United States while he
         moved out to Oman to command the Sultan’s Special Forces. Here, he could use his skills in theatres and conflicts he better
         understood. He was one of the best operators Britain had ever produced. And now he was sixty.
      

      
      His pager went, requesting that he call in and confirm the meeting in an hour. He found a payphone in Oxford Street and punched
         the number: an answerphone with coded details of the rendezvous.
      

      
      ‘See you on Platform Nine.’ He replaced the receiver.

      
      The meeting was held in a room in Carlton Terrace, The Mall. Familiar faces, well-cut suits, net curtains drawn across to
         prevent stray camera-work from outside. Ink blotters were laid out, water carafes and glasses beside them on the polished
         boardroom table, but no paper or writing implements in sight.
      

      
      He shook hands with the three others present – one woman, two men – and addressed the older, lean-looking individual who was
         plainly heading up the ensemble.
      

      
      ‘The formality worries me. It means you’re serious.’

      
      ‘We’re always serious, Ben. Don’t worry, after this we’ll go back to meeting at the Grosvenor Hotel.’ The gloomy Victorian
         gothic pile fronting Victoria Station was an old favourite for spooks. ‘Let’s sit.’ They pulled up chairs, centred around the senior officer, silence prevailing as he poured
         water for his guest. He took his time, before sitting back and running long fingers through thinning, sand-coloured hair.
         A cultured, diffident presence, Hugh Dryden knew Purton well, had worked with him before. ‘How’s your diary looking for the
         next month or two?’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure you have a copy.’

      
      ‘Ah yes.’ He ignored the barb. ‘You were planning to visit the force-protection battle lab at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas,
         to assess some radical counter-terrorist technologies.’
      

      
      ‘Well researched.’

      
      A slight nod of acknowledgement. ‘The trip has been cancelled.’

      
      Purton watched, somehow unsurprised, eyes narrowing. ‘Go on.’

      
      ‘There’s a problem requiring direct action. We thought we should call you in.’

      
      ‘I knew it wasn’t a School Reunion.’ Make them struggle a bit.

      
      ‘It’ll involve getting sand between your toes.’ Sand, blood – men like Dryden were rarely discriminating. ‘We’d like you to
         mount a little operation for us. It might require members of your usual team.’
      

      
      ‘They’re working up for a CIP job in the UAE.’

      
      ‘That too has been cancelled. I’m afraid we’re handing it to Hereford – they haven’t got much on at the moment. There’ll be
         compensation, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. And of course it’s your prerogative to sabotage my visit to the States, to bugger up the itinerary of my men,
         and then to ask a favour. Hugh, you’ve a lot to learn about interpersonal skills.’
      

      
      A modest smile. ‘My Master’s was in Modern History. Besides, I couldn’t afford to have you distracted.’

      
      ‘How do you know you can afford me at all?’

      
      ‘Educated guess.’

      
      Not much guesswork involved, Purton mused. They went back too far for that. The relationship between the Secret Intelligence Service – SIS – and Britain’s Special Forces was largely
         an ad hoc one, personal contacts ensuring discretion and the ready availability of a select cadre of cleared personnel for
         the rare occasions that they were required. Purton’s own involvement was established early on with ‘stay-behind’ counter-Soviet
         sabotage exercises in the 1960s along West Germany’s River Weser and with his activities in Malaysia. It continued into his
         freelance existence. They had used him for forty years, relied on him, depended on him – a close, symbiotic acquaintance,
         never quite a friendship, which had its own rituals, its own strains and uneasiness. Who needed it most, who had the upper
         hand, dominated, Ben Purton never fully thought through. He preferred to ignore the question, scared of his weakness, suspecting
         that he could never walk away, would always opt to take their commission, prove himself better than the down-faced youngsters
         coming up from below. If they did not require him, they would not ask. They understood that, understood him; it gave them
         leverage.
      

      
      ‘What do you think?’ Dryden took a sip of water.

      
      That you’re a shit, a manipulative, tricky shit. He could live with that. There was a mutual, if wary, respect between the
         two, a conditional trust for the controller by the controlled, depending on the mission and circumstance, underscored by the
         knowledge that if things turned bad SIS could deny it all. ‘I don’t want to be the next Buster Crabb.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning precisely?’

      
      ‘Meaning my luck could give up before my ankles.’

      
      The body of the retired navy frogman Lionel ‘Buster’ Crabb, minus head and hands, had been found a year after he had lowered
         himself into the water of Portsmouth Harbour to inspect the sonar arrays and mine-laying hatches beneath the hull of the Soviet
         cruiser Ordzhonikidze carrying Khruschev and Bulganin on their 1956 State visit. British Intelligence never provided an explanation, felt no urge
         to.
      

      
      ‘We prefer you unscathed.’

      
      ‘After my last crawl around the Kola Peninsula, Hugh, I don’t take anything for granted. So many rads, I’m probably still
         glowing.’
      

      
      ‘It’s the best work you’ve done.’

      
      ‘And the hottest.’

      
      It had been an unpleasant mission, checking over fifty decommissioned and highly radioactive nuclear submarines in the Russian
         Northern Fleet’s atomic graveyard in the Barents Sea. Unpleasantness came with the territory. It was Purton who clambered
         aboard the service ship Lepse and discovered its use as a leaking storage bay for broken uranium fuel rods from ageing Atomflot ice-breakers, Purton who
         had tested, and bested, the anti-swimmer defences of the great Polyarny submarine pens a few miles outside Murmansk, Purton
         who conducted ground-reconnaissance of Severomorsk in 1984 following an explosion at a munitions factory that tore the heart
         from the naval base. A regular tourist to Russia, he was.
      

      
      Elegant hands were crossed on Dryden’s lap, a retreat from shadow-boxing. To business. ‘How would you respond to the word
         Yemen?’ Silence. He waited. There was still no reply. ‘Will you at least listen to what I have to say?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not heading for the door.’ There would be time yet for that. Ever since his first trip to the region as a young Royal
         Marines officer in the early 1960s, the place had meant trouble – messy, feuding, violent, lawless trouble. Modernisation,
         the discovery of oil, the union of north and south at first peaceful and then by civil war and annexation, had brought no
         improvements. The cultural differences between an Islamist, tribally oriented north and more secular, socialistic south remained
         as strong as ever. And now, the wily politician President Ali Abdullah Saleh, who had dominated and ridden out the upheavals
         with seeming impunity for over twenty years, was dead, most probably killed by the extremist Moslem Brothers faction of his
         own Al-Islah party. More vendettas, more fighting, more scope for intervention, political manoeuvre and counter-manoeuvre
         by forces within and outside the country’s borders.
      

      
      ‘Good. Progress.’ Dryden being ironic or patronising, there was trouble telling. A signal to the silent partners. A briefing
         note was produced and passed across. Five pages. Purton scanned them rapidly as Dryden continued. ‘We have been asked by the
         Saudis to stir up the South a little.’
      

      
      ‘Define “stir up”; define “a little”.’

      
      ‘They’d like a full-blown insurgency.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      The rubbing of a finger. ‘To relieve pressure from Yemeni fundamentalists, to demolish a source of Sunni- and Shi’ia-sponsored
         terrorism, to take Yemeni minds off the disputed provinces of Asir, Najir and Jizan.’
      

      
      ‘Destabilise Yemen, so they can’t destabilise Saudi?’

      
      ‘Essentially. In return, Riyadh will halt funding to radical Moslem groups and black Al-Fuqra members abroad.’

      
      ‘That’s all we get for splitting Yemen, destroying its oil industry, ruining inward investment and allowing the Saudis to
         promote their pet tribal factions in the power vacuum in Sana’a?’ Purton looked sceptical. ‘You’re holding out on me.’
      

      
      ‘Let’s just say UK plc might benefit.’

      
      ‘Arms deals? The Saudis have promised arms deals?’

      
      ‘We have to retain an edge. The Americans and French are nudging us out of the market.’

      
      ‘A war for a trade advantage. I was beginning to lose faith in you.’

      
      ‘There’s more to it.’

      
      ‘Always is.’

      
      ‘We don’t want Islamic Jihad and the Moslem Brothers taking hold in Yemen. What’s bad for the peninsula is bad for us.’

      
      ‘And worse for the House of Saud.’

      
      ‘Domino theory never went away.’ It changed its name to generalised Foreign Office paranoia.

      
      ‘Remember ’94?’

      
      ‘Perfectly.’ Sure Dryden did.

      
      ‘You sent me in to shore up Ali Salem-al-Baidh’s southern forces just as the north’s armies were closing in on Aden. Great
         timing.’
      

      
      The SIS man persisted. ‘Better this time. The Aden governor is a hard-line bastard, a northern appointee, who’s pursuing a
         scorched-earth policy with the Al-Amaliqa brigade. Puts the fear of God into everyone.’
      

      
      ‘Including yourselves.’

      
      ‘You’ve got the contacts, the credibility, the feel.’ And the arse to hang out in the wind when things went wrong, Purton
         reflected.
      

      
      ‘You think I should tell them they’re dying for the sake of a British arms deal in Saudi?’

      
      Dryden looked at his colleagues and then back at Purton. ‘I think we need more work on this,’ he said calmly.

      
      The meeting lasted for over three hours. By its end, Ben Purton – aged sixty – was going to war.

      
      For a man who ate such quantities of red meat, Kokhlov’s work-pallor remained stubbornly fixed, beyond the world of the living.
         He pushed in another forkful of sausage, pulling a piece of skin from between his teeth. Lazin picked at his food.
      

      
      ‘There are over four million people homeless out there, Georgi. They’re like wildebeest, a ready food-supply for unfussy carnivores.’

      
      ‘Unfussy? Christ, Ilya. Why can’t they eat dogs?’

      
      ‘They do. They just want variety, a balanced diet. You look shocked.’

      
      ‘She offered me some of her blini.’

      
      ‘Never judge until you’ve tried something yourself.’

      
      ‘Be serious, IIya. What’s going on? There isn’t mass starvation; we’re not under siege. It’s crazy. Why this?’

      
      ‘Why, Georgi?’ Kokhlov stabbed his fork towards his friend. ‘I’ll tell you why. Vodka, social decay, a loss of moral values,
         of heroes, of role models. There’s taste for it, Georgi. It could be the fear of hunger, the shadow of Leningrad and Stalingrad imprinted onto the Russian psyche. The Rostov Ripper raped, tortured and then ate some of his victims, claimed
         his cousin had become processed food during the Ukrainian famine.’
      

      
      ‘He was insane.’

      
      ‘And the others – misguided? Interior Ministry claims fewer than fifty people a year are eaten. It’s ten times that. More.
         Who knows? They don’t want to scare anyone.’
      

      
      ‘Or put them off their food.’ Lazin’s face was grave, intense, its natural state.

      
      Kokhlov mopped at some gravy with his bread. ‘There are bodies turning up all around the country with genitals and internal
         organs missing. In Kemerovo a man was stuffing pelemni with human mince for the local market; Ilshat Kuzikov was caught in
         St Petersburg marinating huge quantities of human flesh; in Barnaul a prisoner cut a cellmate’s liver out with a piece of
         glass and made broth with it.’
      

      
      ‘OK, spare me the details.’ Lazin pushed his plate away.

      
      Without pausing, the pathologist scraped the meat onto his own platter. ‘It’s a fact of life, Georgi. Go anywhere, and you’ll
         find yourself sitting down to dinner with someone you don’t know.’ He sucked on his fingers, relishing the food and the subject
         matter. ‘Perhaps an acquaintance’s aunt or uncle in the shashlyk. Nice to eat you, mister, madam.’
      

      
      ‘You’re exaggerating.’

      
      ‘Am I? I’m telling you, Georgi, there are demons at work. And there’s not even a crime of cannibalism in our country. It’s
         just part of the murder act, aggravated homicide. Aggravated by what – indigestion?’ He kicked an empty vodka bottle on the
         floor at his side. Russian superstition deemed it bad luck to leave empties on a table.
      

      
      An unsubtle change of subject was called for. ‘Come back to Moscow, Ilya. Things have changed.’

      
      ‘Not enough for me. Ivanov would arrange an accident as soon as I stepped out of Yaroslav station into Komsomol Square.’

      
      ‘Take a Yenisey train into Kazan station, then.’

      
      ‘You know what I’m saying. Our friends have long memories which pre-date this regime.’
      

      
      ‘They’re too busy making money to give a damn about you.’

      
      ‘I’m happy here. Can you say the same, Georgi? Sent on security checks to Siberia in midwinter? They’re shitting on you; they’re
         flushing you away. Not dependable enough; veers on the side of human rights; sees too much. Dangerous.’ He saw the flash in
         Lazin’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry, old friend, but that’s how it is. You going to be Gresko’s golden-boy like Ivanov?’
      

      
      ‘His bank account is the only thing that’s golden,’ Lazin growled.

      
      ‘You’ll never be part of them. You’re incorruptible, straight, so they want you out. You don’t play their game, so you’ll
         stay on the outside. It’s the way things are, Georgi.’
      

      
      The FSB man threw another tumbler of vodka at the back of his throat, angry, knowing that Kokhlov was right, perhaps resentful
         that the pathologist was a partial catalyst for his own fall from grace. He was in the cold, way below freezing, denied the
         career that might once have been his as of right. That was life? Kokhlov’s corpses became a more attractive proposition by
         the day.
      

      
      ‘How’s Valerya?’ Strange that the question should come as Lazin thought of an autopsy room. Kokhlov asked again, breaking
         through his distraction. ‘How’s Valerya? Still got tits and a nose hard enough to pick out seams in the Achinsk-Kansk coalfield?’
      

      
      Lazin groaned. ‘She’s worse.’ His estranged wife – they had always been strangers – had troubled his existence for over twenty
         years. Sex was their common denominator, their only denominator; everything else – mutual respect, love, compassion, understanding,
         friendship – was as alien to her as a foreign tongue. On reflection, that was a poor analogy, for she had vast experience
         of every type of foreign tongue or object. Yet her attitude towards warmth, real human relationship, was as unproductive,
         barren, as her womb. They would meet infrequently, copulate and part, solitary figures until their next mating season. He had learned to live with it, without it, could survive.
      

      
      ‘You don’t need her, Georgi; you don’t need to work for Security. Get out, start again. Life’s too short to be surrounded
         by such people. My patients could tell you that.’
      

      
      ‘You’re fucking tanked.’

      
      ‘Cunted. It’s the bad zakuski.’ The standard Russian excuse.

      
      ‘I’ll drink to it. Na zdorov’je.’
      

      
      ‘Na zdorov’je.’ A clink of glasses, heads tossed back in friendship. Midday meal and the pathologist was draining vodka. He was a subversive
         influence. ‘It’s a paradox,’ Kokhlov wiped his mouth. ‘That State Security, by oppressing and alienating the people, succeeded
         in destroying rather than securing the survival of the Communist administration.’
      

      
      ‘The world is a paradox. Haven’t your patients told you that too?’

      
      ‘Only when I’ve downed too much preserving fluid.’ He was probably not joking, Lazin thought. ‘But, you’ll stay.’ He waggled
         his finger. ‘An irredeemable secret policeman. You’ll make your excuses – patriotic duty, foreign threats, Islamic militancy,
         whatever – and you’ll stay.’
      

      
      Lazin shrugged. The man had a point. It was what he knew, his waking life was his working life, and, whether out of favour
         or in, he was joined to it by instinct, fatalism, and by the same perverse forces which encouraged continued contact with
         Valerya. And he was screwed by both. ‘Nothing is perfect,’ he said finally.
      

      
      ‘And in Russia nothing is bearable. We’re still enslaved, Georgi.’

      
      ‘Then we must unite and throw off our chains.’ Marx was wrong. They would never cast off their leg-irons. It was what they
         were comfortable with, what they knew and understood.
      

      
      Fuelled by alcohol, Ilya was warming to his theme. ‘Culturally, historically, politically, physically, we’re enslaved. Over
         one million Russian adults, Georgi – one million.’ The finger was up again, moving like a metronome. ‘That’s more than one out of every one hundred of us is in prison, squeezed into eight hundred labour camps across the land.’
      

      
      ‘An improvement, then.’

      
      ‘Abused, raped, tortured, murdered, dying from tuberculosis . . .’ Lazin poured as his friend continued. ‘The West has its welfare
         services, we have our gulag system – the Russian safety-net.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all we can afford.’

      
      ‘Because the money has been stolen.’ He was waving a piece of black bread in the air now. ‘And you think we’re immune to it
         out here? Bollocks. We’re all part of the same giant camp, and each prison is an offshoot, replicates the system outside:
         the chief thief-in-law suborns the prison authorities, runs the zone with his lieutenants, hands out patronage and receives
         then divides up all the takings. That’s the president and his government.’
      

      
      ‘What about parliament?’

      
      ‘They’re the next rung down in the hierarchy, the Muzhiki – guys – the common criminals who try to get by, are doing their own deals, but know ultimately that power rests with others
         higher up. Then there are the Goats – Kozly – who do the skivvying, serve up the soup, do the camp chores, warm the mattresses, make sure things run smoothly. They’re
         the bureaucrats.’
      

      
      ‘So, I’m the goat? What does that make you, Ilya?’

      
      ‘Oh, the lowest in the prison caste system, Georgi. I’m an Untouchable. Despised, shunned, not permitted to mix with the other
         criminals – it’s fatal for the prospects of prisoners who are seen talking to me – I’m left to rot. But I survive because
         I’m an Untouchable, because I’m left alone, not worth the attention.’ The bread was pushed into the mouth. ‘I want to keep
         it that way.’
      

      
      ‘Happy times.’ A glass raised in salute to the pathologist-philosopher.

      
      A mirrored response. ‘Bolshevik Revolution, Democratic Revolution and now Criminal Revolution. The names change, but we remain consistent.’ Heads tossed back, tumblers smacked down.
      

      
      ‘You think your kind liberal democracies in the West are any better, could run this place? You think they’re so clean?’

      
      ‘I know that the heads of their anti-organised crime units don’t sit in offices decked with finest Italian marble and expensive
         works of modern art.’
      

      
      ‘Listen, Ilya.’ Lazin leant forwards to make his point and pour another glass. ‘When did the Berlin Wall go up?’

      
      ‘1961.’

      
      ‘August 12, 1961. And British and American intelligence had known Kremlin and East German intentions for two years previously.
         A KGB Major, defecting out of Odessa in 1959, warned them it would happen; a GRU man did the same in 1960. Both advised that
         if the West acted tough, made a challenge, sent in bulldozers, the Communists would back down – it was simply to test Western
         resolve. Yet they did nothing, let it happen. Why? Because they didn’t want more labourers flooding the West German market;
         because the Wall would stand as a monument to Communist oppression, would give America the moral high ground, allow Kennedy
         to stand in front of it and claim ‘I am a doughnut.’ And they wrung their unsoiled little hands when people died to get across
         to buy their better fridges and escape their cars made out of chipboard.’
      

      
      ‘As I said, you’ll make your excuses, and you’ll stay.’

      
      ‘If I had a choice . . .’

      
      Kokhlov interrupted. ‘If your aunt had a prick, she’d be your uncle.’ He had begun to fork more cold cuts into his mouth.
         It would not be enough to soak up the vodka. ‘Here’s more history for you. The Western allies only sent six and a half thousand
         Nazis for trial after the War, out of over a hundred thousand indicted. Not a lot. Yet how many Communists, ogres who murdered
         millions, have ever been sent for trial here? And I’m not talking show-trials by their own kind. How many? Fucking zero, Georgi.’
         He punctured the air, a look of three parts disgust to one part alcohol on his face. ‘That’s because we’re all fucking guilty, our country’s built on bones and tears. If you start blaming, you’ll never
         stop. That’s the beauty of totalitarianism. It’s so comfortable, it consumes everyone. There’s so much collective guilt, no
         one fucking feels it. The pain’s just part of the scenery, goes on for miles, goes on forever.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve made me feel welcome, Ilya.’

      
      Kokhlov grasped his forearm, staring intently at him. ‘Hey. What did the cannibal do when he dumped his girlfriend?’ He received
         no encouragement. ‘Wiped his arse! Wiped his arse, you like it? An English joke.’ Flecks of meat and gristle sprayed Lazin’s
         face in the excitement. A top up. ‘Come on, Georgi. Na pososhok – one for the stick.’
      

      
      The Secret policeman cuff-swabbed his face. His mind hovered above the crowded tables of the restaurant. Busy, noisy. Mother
         Russia choking, shitting its pants, dying, laid out on the slab. I’m telling you, Georgi, there are demons at work. The Mother Country feeding on itself. He cursed Russian superstition.
      

      
      Ben Purton saw him as he entered the restaurant, picked out by the stillness among the crowded tables, by the face which looked
         ahead as he sipped on an orange juice. He was youngish, Nautilus-honed and owned, a healthiness which exuded beach culture,
         West Coast America, a posture and discipline which suggested East Coast professional or British. Conflicting, hard to place.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Max.’ Purton moved around the table and gripped his shoulder, preventing him from getting up. The younger man’s face
         creased with pleasure.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Dad.’ The accent said American, a tight nut, not one which had loosened and rolled westwards. Definitely East Coast,
         graduate of Amherst College, Massachusetts. ‘How you doing?’
      

      
      ‘Falling to pieces. It’s a long-term trend. Short-term, pretty good. You’re looking well.’

      
      ‘Winter in Moscow should put an end to that.’

      
      Purton manoeuvred into the empty seat opposite. ‘When are you off?’
      

      
      ‘One or two weeks. There’s work, and I need to spend time with Adele.’

      
      ‘How is she?’

      
      ‘Surrounded by weirds with beards, threatening to take me to jazz-poetry sessions and a Kodály recital.’

      
      ‘Should have stayed closer to home.’ He was not sure if he approved of his son’s choice of long-distance girlfriend. Max knew
         it, played on it. ‘Who the hell’s Kodály?’
      

      
      ‘You think I don’t want to ask?’ He found his glass. ‘Haven’t left any books in Beirut recently, then?’ A recurring joke,
         born from Purton’s history of departing the world’s trouble spots in a hurry. The question allowed slack, did not pry.
      

      
      ‘I’m playing it quiet at the moment. Semi-retirement and all that.’

      
      ‘Sure. It won’t last.’

      
      A son who understood his father. They were too alike. And the father was saving for that son, putting money aside, working
         for Max’s retirement, not his own. ‘You’re probably right. What are you drinking? I think champagne’s called for.’ He hailed
         the waiter. It was worth a toast. The boy passed through about once every four months – it was not enough.
      

      
      Max smiled in the direction of his father. He had been in London for a day already, time enough to orientate, reac-quaint
         himself with Adele, re-tying and re-packaging a product which seemed more cheap and worn by the visit. Adele. Some relationships
         never made sense or equilibrium. Absence made the heart grow wearier, the effort greater. He was no longer sure of the original
         motive – sex, naturally, the thrill of overseas liaison, a low claustrophobia quotient on account of his being in one place
         and she in another. High maintenance affairs were not his thing, stifled him, tied him to patterns he did not enjoy. But she
         gave him another excuse to be in London, an easy foil to his mother’s enquiries. Kath Purton – her surname, like that of Max’s sisters, now changed to Hendrick – was at once both jealous and delighted at journeys
         which allowed her son to build on her previous life, to pass back information on an ex-husband whom she had thought of every
         day for over thirty years.
      

      
      He felt rested. Moments with his father were rare; he wanted to be awake to enjoy them. There was deep trust and admiration
         between them, an instinctive transatlantic bond of blood and mutual friendship which had surmounted the fallout from the divorce
         in 1975, the return of Kath and the children to her family base in Wellesley, Massachusetts. He was the only one on the American
         side who maintained contact, sustained the effortless informality of a son–father relationship which relied more on visceral
         affection, gene-and soul-sharing than on a requirement for words and protestations of familial loyalty. His sisters did not
         share that connection. They were too young when they left England, had been absorbed into a second family complete with half-siblings,
         never showed much interest in re-establishing a link. But while he had received his mother’s looks, the handsome Bostonian
         features and easy smile which made others forgive readily what they might find unforgivable in others, he had inherited much
         of his father’s character, interests and restlessness: the need to push himself, to explore, to find adventure while living
         in a culture of unmitigated self-indulgence and relentless air-conditioned superficiality. He saw his mother grow old surrounded
         by the die-cast bouffant coiffures of coffee-mornings, conformity, diary lunches and charity dinners. And he knew that the
         rebellious, irrational undercurrent which had forced her first to pursue his father in free-fall from the side of an aircraft
         and then later to jump from the marriage in an equally determined fashion, caused her to long for a return to a past over-romanticised
         by distance. It was the trait of the Irish. Big hearts, little pragmatism, idiosyncratic, wilful, at times generous, joyful
         and warm, at others irritatingly uncompromising, dark, unreasonable and absurdly sentimental. The same reasons why he loved the Russians: they drew you in closer than anyone else.
      

      
      The six-year marriage had started well, which made its eventual foundering more painful, the upset more pronounced, the residual
         bitterness – between two parents whose love was equalled in strength only by incompatibility – longer-lasting. They had met
         in 1968, the summer of love, when America was at war. Seconded to the US Marines to pass on his jungle-fighting and escape-evasion
         experience to their Vietnam drafts, Purton was an immediate success. Several senior generals suggested allowing him to travel
         to the war-zone posing as an Australian Special Forces Adviser, but a flurry of diplomatic telexes from London buried the
         idea. Interest in the tough, decorated British combat veteran was being shown elsewhere. Within weeks, and much to the chagrin
         of American brother-officers, he had acquired a retinue of female fans – soon dubbed the ‘Purtonettes’ for their ability to
         scream in harmony in many different situations – eager to share his company and anxious to share his bed. He was unfailingly
         courteous, unfailingly obliging. Yet they were outclassed by Kath, whose coolness and outward indifference were matched by
         her sudden conversion to the hobby of sports parachuting. She had his attention, the feigned disregard lapsed, the passion
         increased. Long weekends spent at the family’s shingle holiday home in Kennebunkport, Maine, a horse trek through Montana,
         a short engagement, and the two were married within six months.
      

      
      At first she coped well with life in England. She was married to a rising military star, there were sailing trips to equal
         anything experienced back home, and the babies which arrived in quick succession took much of her attention. He was a sensitive
         father and caring husband, a man who exuded the aphrodisiac but conflicting qualities of danger and security, a lover with
         and for whom anything seemed possible or achievable. By 1970, the parties, international atmosphere and regular hours encountered
         during his attendance at the Army Staff College in Camberley, convinced her that life would remain a contained, balanced act between two popular equals
         and partners. It was a poor call. The SBS, pulled back from foreign postings, was consolidating at Poole, and in 1971 began
         to modernise and broaden its range of tasks. Postponing a staff job, Ben Purton assumed the role of Operations Officer to
         encourage the transformation. The marriage faltered almost invisibly. Counter-terrorist assignments abroad, liaison with the
         SAS in Dhofar, and the necessity for discretion, contributed to the breakup. Contact and communication between them became
         more rare. She could never understand the Special Forces ethos, the unpredictability, the level of commitment required; he
         was more withdrawn, incapable of explaining, unable to comprehend her resentment or to compromise with his love of soldiering.
         He became commander of the SBS, she left shortly afterwards for America with Max, aged five, and the twins, aged two. In family
         law, pitching a bivouac and making a campfire in any kind of terrain were hardly attributes for a model single father and
         house-husband. This was Dorset, not a desert island. Married life was over.
      

      
      ‘What are you laughing at?’ Purton asked.

      
      ‘I’m just remembering my visits over here as a teenager, Mom’s face when I told her you had me abseiling down the side of
         the house from my bedroom window.’
      

      
      ‘She never did appreciate the finer points of my work.’ The champagne was brought and poured. They raised glasses. ‘How is
         she?’
      

      
      Max returned the glass carefully to the table. ‘Older and fatter, she says, but she’s lying. Pushing elderly sugar-lover around
         in a wheelchair doesn’t help. Makes her feel everything’s decaying around her.’
      

      
      ‘Give her my love.’

      
      ‘I always do.’

      
      ‘And to Lucy and Anna.’

      
      ‘Ditto. They’re spending most of their time with concerned student types. Ought to come over here and meet Adele’s group. It’d be a love-fest for fucked-up middle-class types. Is Bess behaving herself?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not. She’s a wicked old lady.’ They were the seam in his life: the Irish Terriers with which he walked, ran, returned
         to when the house was empty and his wife or lovers had gone. He warmed his heart and his hands on her; she was a totem, a
         constant. ‘She’s missing you.’
      

      
      ‘I’m missing her. I’ll be down to give her a Guinness soon.’

      
      ‘Any chance before you go?’

      
      ‘Dad, I’m sorry. Too many things to do. Adele . . .’

      
      ‘Kodály recitals, I know.’ Purton shook his head. ‘Of all the people in all the world, you go and end up with a psychotherapist.’

      
      ‘I like it – they’re easy to wind up. She tells me I’m in denial, that my inability to commit is symptomatic of my inadequacies
         in living up to the male role-stereotype of hunter-gatherer. And all the time it’s just me hedging my bets and having sex.
         Perfect.’
      

      
      A hint of disapproval. ‘I thought you were more honourable, Max.’

      
      ‘Joke. I’m fond of her, Dad, but I’m not mating for life, if you know what I mean.’

      
      ‘Completely.’ Purton recharged the glasses. ‘So what’s happening in Moscow?’

      
      ‘Various barter-trade opportunities, shipments of ours coming through the Russian ice-free terminal at Vyotsk, and Hunter
         Strachan wanting me in situ to help beat off the Irish hauliers.’
      

      
      Purton knew all about Vyotsk. Close to the Finnish border, situated on the Siamaa canal, it was for many years Russia’s main
         conduit for illicit arms exports to the outside world. He had paid it several visits.
      

      
      ‘Are you safe out there?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Are you offering?’ They laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’ve got Gennady the bodyguard. Could pull the legs off a bull.’

      
      ‘From what you’ve told me, he probably has. Plus the odd political dissident.’

      
      ‘It’s Russia. You take the work you can find.’ He tested champagne depth with a finger. ‘On the subject of unpleasantness,
         how are your own girlfriend problems?’
      

      
      Studied avoidance. ‘Let’s order. I’ll read the menu out. Name the category.’

      
      ‘Chicken.’

      
      Purton played it light, but each time he saw his son, his personal agony at watching Max’s sight degenerate grew sharper.
         It was the big one, Retinitus Pigmentosa, the progressive eye disease which consumed the light-sensitive cells on the retina,
         destroyed night vision and the peripheral fields and ate inwards until central sight was narrowed to a pin-prick. Eventually
         it would go, disappearing in a blip reminiscent of an old black-and-white television set being switched to off. His son, blind.
         For Max, the switch had been thrown long ago, the congenital disease passed down on his mother’s side. Yet a blip was exactly
         what it was, incidental to his existence, something to be conquered not wept over. Life was a privilege, misery too tiring,
         and he threw his energies into avoiding the implications, getting laid and sustaining his independence. As his physical reliance
         on others grew – grasping an arm or proffered shoulder – his emotional self-sufficiency compensated. It was his course, his
         life, his individuality; he would never be a victim, could never accept pity. It did not make it easier for his father. The
         issue was discussed only obliquely and in anecdotal form, and the stories of his falls and faux-pas were legion. Max claimed
         to do all his own stunts. Yet he never opted out. Inherited grit prevented it.
      

      
      They chose and ordered.

      
      ‘Is anyone sitting to the side of us?’

      
      ‘Not that I noticed,’ Purton replied. ‘Why? Did you frighten them off?’

      
      ‘Looks like it. I tried to wedge my stick into a cushion. Turned out to be a Dutch tourist’s ass.’

      
      ‘You sure you’re going to be all right in Moscow?’ Purton turned serious. Pitching it right was the problem. Trespassing on his son’s territory always carried the risk of a rebuff.
      

      
      ‘Dad.’ A note of warning.

      
      ‘I’m being protective, not over-protective. I’m asking. Can I help?’

      
      ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got minders coming out of my ears.’ Dodge and survive. His favoured approach.

      
      ‘Only asking.’ Purton concentrated on a bread roll. He wanted involvement in his son’s life – to watch over him – without
         involvement, without Max guessing.
      

      
      ‘I’m more worried about you, Dad. Semi-retirement sounds like bullshit.’

      
      The receptors had picked up something in his father’s manner, his speech, his aura. Purton poured his son another glass of
         champagne. Max would be too concerned if he learned the details. At least the life insurance was in place.
      

      
      The bodies of the down-and-outs, the dispossessed of money, homes and life, were being taken out and stacked like pallets
         in the back of the militia trucks. Winter drove up numbers, but the stiffness of the corpses, their icy outer rags, made them
         easier to handle and puck-slide on board. Clever that they should find the best sites at which to die, the optimum positions
         for next-day retrieval. Under city regulations, public lavatories at night were plunged into darkness to dissuade undesirables
         from the wrong kind of long-term squatting. They should have known better. When you were that frozen, that drunk, a cocoon
         of night was the greatest comfort to be had. Flotsam from the varied economic crashes, out before the rubbish collection –
         quite a feat of organisation.
      

      
      Leonid Gresko sat in the rear of his chauffeured and armoured Zil, bodyguard in front beside the driver, unmarked pursuit
         vehicle following with a further contingent of security men. The car dipped into a series of potholes, its rolling motion
         doing credit to the tractor-strength suspension and brothel-standard upholstery. Those shadowing did not enjoy such luxuries.
         The traffic militiaman saw the flashing blue light of the mini-cavalcade and held back other motorists, waiting drivers straining to catch a glimpse of the features blanked out by darkened glass. The blue light, signifying power
         of office, a symbol and privilege denied to most bureaucrats, and which the head of the FSB Federal Security Service commanded
         as of right. But the inheritor of Dzerzhinsky and Beria’s mantle, the inhabitor of the office behind the bleak façade on 2
         Lubyanka Square, had other props to cow and control those in his path: Knowledge and Fear.
      

      
      An old man shook his fist as the Zil swung onto Red Square. He looked starved, haunted. Reform, democratisation and counter-democratisation
         to him – as to millions across the land – meant the belt being pulled another notch, the hunger pains stabbing harder and
         longer. Gresko saw the eyes – drink, madness, the hollowing-out of humanity. A psychological profile he understood. Perhaps
         he was an old soldier. They never died, simply became lost, abusive, fading into the seascape of others adrift. Every day
         they were joined by more. Hundreds of thousands had been cut from the services, morale and discipline cut with them. Politicians
         objected, but the Duma had no power or leadership, potential mutineers had desperation but no hope. Suicides went on rising.
         The FSB chief shot the locks of his briefcase and checked his notes. What was security when the fabric was disintegrating,
         when the rot had moved from the marrow of the body politic to the flesh of the nation? Soon it would not be a fist shaken,
         an expletive shouted, but a rocket grenade launched and culvert bomb initiated.
      

      
      Statistics failed to show the depth of disenchantment with those who made and broke promises, who pledged to line the people’s
         stomachs and instead lined their own pockets. The State was bankrupt, workers and pensioners went unpaid for two years, the
         predictions of a long-anticipated upturn were pushed far to the right, output maintained its free-fall, taking quality from
         life and life from the country. Another day. At Sosnovy Bor near St Petersburg, workers at a nuclear power station were forced
         at gunpoint to end their industrial unrest; in Bogotol, the open-cast coal mines turned red when demonstrators were beaten and shot. Over five hundred miners
         were poisoned or drowned in Kemerovo while the local power station turned off ventilation and lighting for unpaid bills. Rescue
         workers could find no emergency equipment: it had been sold by management for cash. The Urals were on strike; soldiers protested
         in every major city; the energy workers of the Kuznetski Alatai mountains rioted over back-pay. What pay? Barter and black-marketeering
         were the only means of survival. No wages, but you might receive a malfunctioning washing-machine, a crate of vodka or cigarettes
         from your factory, spares for equipment which no one wanted and nobody bought. And the leadership remained isolated – unaware
         or cowering, it made no difference – behind the high red walls of the fortress on Little Borovitsky Hill, advised by dollar
         billionaires who had grown rich on the pickings of an economic carcass, who stole, flaunted, laundered, who bought and peddled
         influence. Gresko slammed the case shut. Order was all that was left: precarious, precious, perilously close to collapse.
         It would not take much. Not much.
      

      
      The Zil slowed and bounced past the gatehouse. Security was at its customary level of overkill, symbolic of paranoia and the
         shadow of past coup attempts. Competing yet interdependent security forces with individual command structures, agency rivalry,
         ensured loyalty to the top, a shared interest in maintaining the pyramidic status quo. Uniformed men of the Presidential Guard
         Regiment came to attention, more lined the route inside the Kremlin between the Lenin and Senate towers as the driver turned
         in behind the Supreme Soviet Building and pulled up to the yellow classical palace of the Senate, the offices of the President
         of the Russian Federation. More salutes, a formal welcome from an officer, this one a member of the elite Kremlin Commandant’s
         Regiment responsible for guarding the inner sanctum. Close-in protection was left to the SBP Shuzba bezopasnosti prezidenta – Presidential Security Service – and the special-situation ‘Rus’ commandos. Gresko nodded his acknowledgement and climbed from the car. Such units, fifteen thousand strong,
         were controlled by the FSO Federal Protection Service. But they were only part of the mosaic which guaranteed the survival
         of the Kremlin masters. Beyond them were three further organisations with ready-armed troops, counterbalances, checks to anyone
         foolhardy enough to mount a putsch. The Defence Ministry had its Court Divisions, the Second Taman Guards Motor Rifle units
         at Alabino to the south-west of the city and the armour of the Fourth Kantemirov Guards at Naro-Fominsk, some fourteen thousand
         in number. They were backed by paratroop units, naval infantry, a Motor Rifle Brigade at Solnechogorsk, and the Spetsnaz formations
         of the 218th Air Assault Battalion and the 117th Independent Air Assault Communications Brigade based at Medvezhi Ozera. To
         rival them in size, firepower and capability were the MVD Interior Ministry’s ‘VV’ Troops, the Moscow contingent of the First
         Odon Independent Special Designation Division stationed to the east at Balashikha, and four special SMBM motorised militia
         battalions from the surrounding areas. The MVD also commanded armed police and paramilitary response forces such as the highly
         motivated OMSN commando squad, the 700-strong combat veterans of the OMON ‘Special Designation’ anti-riot unit, the GNR rapid
         response teams of the 181 separate police precincts and the SOBR groups assigned to each of the ten city police regions. Policing
         was more akin to guerrilla warfare. Finally, the FSB, Gresko’s responsibility – the security apparatus – maintaining the cadre
         of troops once managed by the KGB and incorporating Russia’s finest Special Forces groups. The survival of the Kremlin masters. He smiled and entered the doors. Survival always had a price.
      

      
      They gathered in an ornate meeting room, gilt mirrors, walls and chairs, fourteen of the nation’s most powerful officials,
         members of the Russian Security Council. Senior officials, perhaps; to Gresko they were prey. He looked around, small, bead-like eyes set wide into a porcine face taking them in, taking everything in, enemies and allies alike,
         matching them against files. There were no clean hands at this table, only dirt beneath the nails, oily prints across the
         state’s assets, prints he could dust for and record. Beneath the smiles were decaying roots undermined by expensive tastes,
         secured by expensive surgery – he held those records also. He had kompromat on them all, mud that would not only stick but envelop, compromising material which could be broadcast or headlined, consigning
         these men to the political and luxury-denuded wilderness they most feared. When political position corresponded – less than
         coincidentally – to personal cashflow, none of these pigs would be happy to be kicked from the trough. In having the influence
         and the information to do that kicking, in prying, spying and possessing details of their credit cards and bank balances,
         and in discovering how little their financial wellbeing equated to the chaos and penury about them, Gresko had their full
         attention and compliance. It was a balance of power, a balance of threat. Occasionally he tipped it, dislodged men seemingly
         untainted by corruption, leaked their telephone taps or revealed details of bribes dating back to regional governorships left
         long ago by thrusting Moscow-bound high-fliers. He had done it recently to a deputy prime minister. It proved a point.
      

      
      His gaze shifted to the Minister of Justice, oh so busy with his latest ‘anti-corruption’ campaign whose course and outcome
         were preordained. The man was in the pocket of mafiya supremo Boris Diakanov, handed over as spoils by the Solntsevo clan,
         benefiting from a score of import invoicing scams. The Defence Minister was chatting with the Director of the Federal Border
         Service. Both enjoyed lavish lifestyles, the former with links to the alcohol and tobacco concessions of the National Sports
         Fund and retired servicemen’s leagues, the latter running unofficial tariff regimes on illegal drugs flooding in from the
         independent Asiatic republics. The Defence Industry Minister, enriched from privatisation, restructuring handouts and weapons sales; the Minister for Civil Defence and National Emergency, helping
         himself to relief money and hardship resources. Here, the Minister for Nuclear Energy enmeshed in uranium fuel-smuggling and
         a valuable metal price-fixing venture, skimming the frozen accounts of the Federal Nuclear Centre responsible for paying jobless
         scientists desperate in their twelve far-flung atomic research cities; there, the Finance Minister who had transformed the
         concept of self-help into the highest form of helping himself. All for none, and none for all.
      

      
      The Chairman of the State Duma nodded at Gresko. The man was his agent in parliament, reported everything, ensured that the
         FSB knew of each deputy’s particular peccadillo and perversion. He was no slouch himself: the video-footage proved it. It
         was how the Security Service came to win his cooperation in the first place. Fourteen of Russia’s finest, as amoral and as
         obvious as the nochniye babochki – ‘night butterflies’ – plying their trade along Tverskaya Street, and not nearly as professional. He had them by the balls,
         could squeeze until they screamed, could squeeze until Russia fainted.
      

      
      The President entered, flanked by his Prime Minister and Chief of Staff, followed by the Deputy Chairman and Secretary of
         the Committee. The group rose and applauded as he stepped forward to take his place. Gresko checked the new entrants against
         further files. The Russian people were kept pliant, subjugated, with alcohol; the same could be said of their president. They
         went on clapping. The weaker, the more senile, the more inebriated and confused the recumbent incumbent, the longer and louder
         the ovation. An old Kremlin tradition.
      

      
      Gresko stared at the Chief of Staff – political fixer, drinks fixer, regent, gate-guardian – a rare reformer whom the President
         had insisted, against advice and precedent, should sit in session as observer. Scan and retrieve. The man was a survivor,
         had brushed off scandal, dodged crossfire, adroitly side-stepped political minefields placed in his path. His own Kremlin intelligence and counter-intelligence organisations
         were second to none, were proving difficult to crack. But then, they were well funded. He had established an Emergency Commission
         for Tax Collection to boost the government’s ailing revenue collection, wrench funds from a society where evasion was a way
         of life, and to trickle-feed woefully bare federal coffers. Tax collection increased, the coffers remained empty. And Gresko
         was watching.
      

      
      Papers were handed out and, at the president’s direction, the Committee Secretary began to read from the prepared security
         overview. Gresko concentrated on the ornate plaster-work of the ceiling. Such presentations were predictably depressing. NATO
         continued its eastwards march, pressing in on the Russian Federation’s borders, taking over its Dal’nye zarubezhnye ‘far abroad’ regions, the countries of eastern Europe it had once considered its own fiefdom. Now the West made trouble in
         Russia’s Blitzhnye zarubezhnye ‘near abroad’, the former republics of the USSR, attempting to drive a wedge between one-time allies with promises of investment
         and trade. Was the Ukraine not being prised away by blandishment and bribery? Were not the Ottoman surrogates of the United
         States trying to spread a Turkish empire through the Volga region, Urals and into western Siberia? Everywhere factionalism
         was rife; principalities claimed autonomy; unrest was spreading, the centre weakening, losing its grip and footing against
         the centrifugal forces of independence. In the Central Asian states – former Soviet republics – there were over twenty potential
         territorial or ethnic disputes alone, conflicts which could so easily insinuate across the border. Yet the Russian armed forces,
         pride of the Soviet Union, had become impotent scavengers. Troops potato-picked to stay alive, unable to perform against the
         smallest of threats; their generals were implicated in scandal and activities ‘incompatible with high office’. Nothing, precisely
         nothing, was incompatible with high office: fraud, embezzlement, extortion, larceny on the grandest of scales. That was high office.
      

      
      The monologue sustained its hypnotic, constant pitch. Gresko’s mind drifted. When the Soviet Union unravelled, Russia had
         lost 5.3 million square kilometres of territory overnight and almost half of its military personnel, advanced defence technology
         and equipment. No programme and few units were left unscathed. The situation worsened as real defence spending fell by ninety-five
         percent throughout the 1990s. By the millennium, the USSR’s most favoured, pampered and bloated sector had become Russia’s
         most vulnerable and diminished. Air force squadrons flew at a quarter of their paper strength, their pilots under-trained,
         their aircraft obsolete. Naval fleets rusted; army regiments could find neither bootlaces nor soldiers. Only the nuclear bunkers
         remained equipped and funded, bolt-holes for the government, underground business centres for ministers, advisers and their
         contacts in ‘private enterprise’. There were the two new subterranean bases under the villages of Sharapovo and Voronovo,
         thirty-four and forty-six miles from Moscow, the nuclear-command ‘city’ below the Ramenki suburbs had been refurbished and
         expanded, the Signal-A command and control system upgraded; the vast new strategic complexes inside Kosvinsky Mountain in
         the Urals and at Yamntau Mountain near the town of Beloretsk were on line. Combined with the renovation of four Cold War nuclear
         citadels beneath the streets of Moscow, it was a massive undertaking. The president himself enjoyed the privilege of a secret
         thirteen-mile escape railway running from Victory Park station near the Kremlin to his out-of-town dacha. No expense was spared
         when it came to ensuring the leadership’s survival. But it was Gresko who held that survival in his hands. His FSB troops
         manned, maintained and protected these locations. This Byzantine world buried deep – the idea was attractive.
      

      
      The president stirred. ‘Our enemies have attempted to reach the gates of Moscow before. They have failed each time. They will
         fail again.’ Only because those very same gates had probably been sold as scrap to a metal merchant, Gresko mused.
      

      
      ‘Feodor Pavlovich.’ The president turned to his Defence Minister. ‘Address the Council on the current state of the Topol-M
         ballistic missile programme.’
      

      
      ‘I am happy to report that production test launches from Plesetsk and Svobodny of both the mobile and silo-based variants
         are complete.’
      

      
      Prolonged applause, worthy of a first night at the Bolshoi, a sense of relief at assured and continuing nuclear status. Economy
         shaky, but they could still wreak global destruction. A cause for celebration. Gresko’s specialists were in northern Yakutia
         far above the Arctic Circle retrieving missile debris scattered across a swathe of frozen waste. His specialists got everyplace.
      

      
      The agenda moved on – American developments in cruise missile, spaceplane and hypersonic weapons research. Always the United
         States, thrusting forwards, leaving the rest – Russia – in its wake, forcing the Federation to retreat and wither behind its
         seventeenth-century boundaries. Gresko examined a further detail of plasterwork patterning. Cracks were showing.
      

      
      He was being addressed. ‘Director. The situation in Tadjikistan continues to concern us.’

      
      Concern? Panic. The Turg mountains were on fire, Russia’s overworked helicopter gunships rocketed Moslem positions around
         the clock, Frogfoot attack aircraft bombed Taleban insurgents, but still they came. Sabotage and subversion from every point,
         Russia defiled, penetrated, compromised.
      

      
      He summarised, voice colourless, thoughts disengaged. These people knew nothing of strategy, his strategy, of how he planned
         to deal with problems abroad, domestic and round this table, of Petr Ivanov. They understood little of his calling. It was
         a calling, and it came in tongues. Execute, execute they said. The power surged in his head. He controlled it, controlled it all. And he would act.
      

      
      Miss Helen Temple-Furnival, fifty-three, private secretary to the headmaster, most definitely a Miss, not Mrs or – heaven
         forbid – a Ms. She was as set in her ways as would be expected after thirty years in one of the country’s most prestigious,
         expensive and well-known preparatory schools for boys. Like the institution itself, she remained largely unchanged: a perceived
         strength in a world evolving rapidly in directions neither wholly understood nor entirely endorsed by herself or the school.
         Empires collapsed, governments came and went, fashions flared and faded, the surrounding Berkshire countryside succumbed to
         encroaching development, manners in general declined, but Helen Temple-Furnival and the products of Hawbreys Prep remained
         reassuringly – some might argue, alarmingly – the same.
      

      
      For sure, Hawbreys, like all British boarding schools, had experienced its fair share of embarrassment and upset in its three
         hundred-year history. One or more matrons sacked for seducing an entire dormitory; a French teacher quietly removed for interfering
         with a boarder during crepe-soled rounds after lights-out, and currently employed in a similar capacity elsewhere in the Home
         Counties; a games teacher who encouraged boys to swim naked with him in the unheated outdoor swimming bath. The cases were
         hushed up in the artful manner so beloved of institutions which knew how to survive and which, since the reign of Queen Anne,
         had nurtured the progeny and self-perpetuation of the British upper and upper-middle classes.
      

      
      But Miss Temple-Furnival was not at ease. There were unwelcome elements appearing in her school. She could cope with the nouveaux
         riches, their helicopters landing ostentatiously near the cricket nets to disgorge pushy over-permed mothers with strangulated
         vowels, their spoiled offspring winning friends through a surfeit of consumer items, aggressive fathers who collapsed with
         heart-failure in attempting to win the parents’ race at sports day. However rude or crude, however demanding, however incapable
         of dealing with those either from their own social stratum or the one to which they so desperately aspired, they were not the
         issue. She could almost pity them, lost as they were in a societal no-man’s land. Over-the-top maybe, despised by their own,
         sneered at by the others, hemmed in by cultural tank-traps of snobbery, raked with withering looks and loud whispers, terrified
         at the prospect of discovery by people who recognised them instinctively – no, indeed, they were not the worry.
      

      
      She sighed. Places such as Hawbreys provided a first-rate service, a fine education and the greatest of all advantages. Primarily,
         notwithstanding the presence of the rich arrivistes, they allowed upmarket couples to quarrel, spouse-swap, run off and divorce
         as messily as possible, reassured that somewhere out in the countryside their sons and heirs would remain blissfully unaware
         and unconcerned, be raised as gentlemen and readied to make the same mistakes a generation on. It had worked without a hitch
         for centuries.
      

      
      Now the Russians and East Europeans were here, and she simply would not, could not, countenance it. Hawbreys had entertained
         foreigners before, but never in such quantities. There was something not quite right about this influx – epidemic – of Slavs,
         their sinister fathers or bulky minders arriving in dark, outsize cars to pay term fees in cash up front or to make contributions,
         again in varied denominations, towards improving infrastructure and establishing scholarships. Such facilities had grown rapidly
         as a result, building work becoming part of daily life, a new excrescence appearing on the sides of the main school building
         at the end of almost every summer holiday. And Helen Temple-Furnival knew all about dirty money, had read of the Russian mafiya,
         made it perfectly clear to those who would listen, and many who did not, her views on the morality of using the English preparatory
         school system as a tax-dodge and currency laundry for thick-accented gangsterdom. The entreaties to her by an exasperated
         headmaster for a little more understanding and a little less vocal opposition failed utterly to move her.
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