



[image: cover]











About the Author


 


Gerald Seymour spent fifteen years as an international television news reporter with ITN, covering Vietnam and the Middle East, and specialising in the subject of terrorism across the world. Seymour was on the streets of Londonderry on the afternoon of Bloody Sunday, and was a witness to the massacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics. Gerald Seymour exploded onto the literary scene with the massive bestseller Harry’s Game, that has since been picked by the Sunday Times as one of the 100 best thrillers written since 1945. He has been a full-time writer since 1978, and six of his novels have been filmed for television in the UK and US.The Foot Soldiers is his thirty-eighth novel.










Also by Gerald Seymour


 


Harry’s Game


The Glory Boys


Kingfisher


Red Fox


The Contract


Archangel


In Honour Bound


Field of Blood


A Song in the Morning


At Close Quarters


Home Run


Condition Black


The Journeyman Tailor


The Fighting Man


The Heart of Danger


Killing Ground


The Waiting Time


A Line in the Sand


Holding the Zero


The Untouchable


Traitor’s Kiss


The Unknown Soldier


Rat Run


The Walking Dead


Timebomb


The Collaborator


The Dealer and the Dead


A Deniable Death


The Outsiders


The Corporal’s Wife


Vagabond


No Mortal Thing


Jericho’s War


A Damned Serious Business


Battle Sight Zero


Beyond Recall


The Crocodile Hunter










The Foot Soldiers


 


 


Gerald Seymour


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Gerald Seymour 2022


 


The right of Gerald Seymour to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by Choose an item  in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  978 1 529 34043 3


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For Gillian










Prologue


November


“What’s the bet he’s a dangle?”


“You reckon? A dangle?”


“Could be.”


“It’s a tasty one for them. Drop him in, lead us on a song and dance. Waved in front of us and we leap up like it’s Christmas come early. Well briefed on what to look for, listen for. Learns what we know, then does a runner. That’s what I call a dangle.”


Wally said, “Looks cocky enough, doesn’t he?”


Doug said, “Cat with a bowl of cream.”


“And us running around after him like blue-arsed flies.”


Neither were well humoured. Both had been roused out of their pits a little after three in the morning. It should have been Doug’s youngest’s birthday party later that day and should have been a visit to a store with his wife for Wally to look at a tumble dryer before the present one burned their home down. They were private military contractors: hired muscle. They were where the employment was. One was a former Royal Marine and the other had been a Protection Officer with the police up north. They had been at the airport at six, had been met by Frances, who’d seemed calm enough and clean and smart in a neutral way. In the departure lounge they’d shared the use of an electric razor and been on the first flight of the day to Copenhagen. Had been picked up at the airport by the team from the Denmark station – Griff and the Embassy security guy, Brian – and driven to the hotel, rather nice, decent view out over a bay. He’d shown up about an hour later.


The two of them, Wally and Doug, might have been at a county agricultural show, examining a bullock in the ring. It came from proven and tested land and should have been the proper business. If it were the proper business, then this bullock was doing a handsome job of confusing them.


He had introduced himself as Igor.


They’d spotted him when he had driven into the hotel parking area. He’d taken a grip bag out of the boot, then had slammed down the lid as if he were no longer the proud owner of that top-selling little Japanese car, not important to him any longer. He’d looked around him briefly, checking to see he was not tailed. Wally knew the Service jargon better than Doug did. Wally had suggested the guy could be a “dangle”, but earlier had muttered something about competent “dry cleaning” . . . It was the sort of talk that they enjoyed when having a quiet beer somewhere far from eavesdroppers, and both could take the piss out of their employers and the language that the staffer spies used which was thought to enhance elitism. Wally could handle any weapon from an anti-tank missile launcher through a heavy machine gun and down to a marksman’s rifle. Doug was blessed with good eyes and fast hands and preferred a Glock 9mm pistol and an H&K short-range assault weapon. They were not armed. Had nothing between them other than competent unarmed combat drills. It would have been comforting to have had some sort of firearm tucked into a belt and out of sight below their heavy fleeces, if only because he was a Russian, bent – so he had said – on defection, and there must have been a chance that his brothers and sisters in their Embassy would come after him and not been coy as to what methods of force they’d employ to get him back. Two of the Danish PET boys, perimeter security they supposed, were lounging in chairs outside the room that had been arranged for them; they’d have had firepower, but it would have been a moot point if they’d use it. Right at the start, Wally had run an eye over the PET boy pair and had said from the side of his mouth, “Don’t look much like Vikings to me . . .” And had been answered, in a stage whisper, “They were Vikings a thousand years ago, a proper lot of water under that old bridge since then.” Brian, the Embassy security chief, would have carried gas and pepper stuff in the shoulder bag that dangled off him, but not a shooter. And time was ticking and they’d not be on the move before the heavy mob came into town.


Truth was, and Griff had already said it: “He’s brought next to nothing with him. I said to him last night that he should clear out every bloody file he could get his fingers into. The more the merrier. Paper and discs. Go for broke because he’s not going back, emphasised it. Had to have a complete clear-out of their system . . . I mean, I knew of him, but he wasn’t a target. We didn’t rate him as an A-list celeb, only a bit of a gofer. There he was, and I’m on the beach walking the dog. Comes up to me . . . bold as brass . . . not furtive. ‘You are Mr Griffin? Yes?’ I must have looked blank, perplexed. ‘Come on, Mr Griffin, it is not necessary to be shy. Where I work, we have a good file on you, a fat file, and you are respected.’ I told him that he would need to excuse me as my dog needed walking. Did not faze him. ‘Mr Griffin, I think you should be quite pleased, I am . . .’ Gave his name, and his rank, said he was GRU, and that he intended to defect to us in the morning, and I gave him the usual splatter about coming to an arrangement and staying in place – which he ignored. ‘No, Mr Griffin, it is tomorrow morning, and I am coming to you and no turning back and I will not look behind me. That is it, a decision made.’ So, then it was all the stuff about clearing out every file he could lay his hands on last night, enough for a wheelbarrow load, or three.”


That’s what Griff had said. They had heard the first questions that the station chief had put to the Russian, and the answers were in good English, clear sentences but not vernacular. First up was the answer that very little had come with him. He was an officer in the Military Intelligence section attached to the Embassy. He had the rank of major in the Glavnoe razvedyvatel’noe upravlenie, and he should have been a treasure trove. Both Wally and Doug had heard the response to the question “And what have you managed to bring out with you?” GRU was top of the pile, the best quality intelligence-gathering organisation they had in their Federation, but he had shaken his head and had said with a dismissive waft of the hand – as if it were a trivial matter – that there had been colleagues in the inner sanctuary of the Embassy on Kristianiagade, white stucco and modern, and he had not thought it prudent to be seen downloading, printing, stacking material in a bag, nor hitting the keys and filling a memory stick. He had brought very little with him, and that he had detailed. They had seen the frown knit deeper on Griff’s forehead. The man had shrugged and had said that he had plenty to say, that he would be most useful and had launched into a brief monologue of attitudes and policies emanating from the current Kremlin apparatchiks.


They were brought more coffee and a plate of biscuits.


Wally said, “Thank you, ma’am.”


Doug said, “Grateful, miss, appreciated.”


Not a hint of a smile in reaction, but she told them in a clean, clear, quiet voice, “Actually I’m not called Miss, Ma’am, or even Frances. Always known as Frank . . . Excuse me.”


Griff came over to them – looked in poor humour.


“Talked my head off, haven’t I? Need to know and all that crap, and I’m gossiping to a degree that would embarrass a good old-fashioned fishwife. Why am I spreading my supposed wisdom so far and wide? Talking too much because there’s bits not making the best sense, so I’m trying to bounce it all at you. Breaking every rule in the book, but you would have heard his responses. Could have read that off the front page of any British broadsheet. Can I tell you something, boys?”


“Feel free.”


“Unburden, usually the best way.”


Both were looking past Griff across the room. The Russian was standing at the window, had opened it wide, his elbow on the ledge. Rain spattered the arm of his jacket. He had already tossed three fag ends out of the window into the jungle of bushes below. There was a No Smoking sign by the window. He had a good head of hair, thick, with a haphazard parting, and his eyes were darting and his gaze penetrating so that he seemed to strip into the thoughts of those who watched him, and a strong nose that was bent at the bridge as if it had been damaged, and when his glance traversed them he seemed to smile as if he were everyone’s friend, except that these friends were now becoming boring and displaying indecision.


Griff said softly, “Just my fucking luck. Forgive the vulgarity, lads, but it’s how I feel. Pretty much at the end of my stipend with the Service, only half a year to go, and right now that cannot come fast enough. I’ve been a Sixer for twenty-seven years. Russia oriented for the last fifteen of them. In that time, I’ve never had a sniff of one, not a proper full-blown defector. I have propositioned, done the first feeble chat-up lines with about as much success as trying to seduce a Mother Superior. Never been near to getting one. Then this joker pops his head up over the fence. Got really excited, know what I mean. The Mother Superior gives me a come-on, that excited. Hot flushes at home last night, put a bottle of bubbles in the fridge for tonight after I’ve dumped him into your tender hands and the cavalry coming from Vauxhall. Off home and I’m the hero of the hour. I don’t think so. Think he’s left us with rather a problem.”


The woman who wished to be known as Frank served coffee to Brian who sat close to the Russian but who had made no comment on the quality of the preliminary debrief, nor on the violation of the no smoking edict. Both Wally and Doug would have appeared less than smart and the fast shave had done little to tidy them; they oozed the fact that they had been dragged out of their beds in answer to an emergency call. She looked tidy, showed no sign of lost sleep and her hand did not shake as she passed Brian the cup and saucers. The Russian, Igor, eyed her and held his glance in a way that might have embarrassed most other men and seemed to expect to make contact with her. He smiled at her. She ignored him.


Griff said, “Could be that he’s just looking for a gravy train ride. Thinks we’ll be a soft touch. Monty will sort him out.”


He bit his lip. Wally wondered if he would start dribbling blood . . . Not that they were strangers to blood. After leaving the Marines, Wally had gone into the short-term, well-paid world of PMC work. Not altogether glamorous . . . taking convoys into Baghdad from the airport, Route Irish and seven and a half miles of arse-pucker journey, and had been shotgun-riding between Kabul and the Bagram base and on the bad run down to Kandahar – he was familiar with blood. Doug had done escort with a Secretary of State in Northern Ireland and high-risk prisoner escorts in Liverpool but had also spent time mentoring trainee police units in Iraq. They had similar personalities and a good understanding about keeping the lid on drama when crisis came calling. For both of them work in their field of Guns For Hire was diminishing and they would have been grateful to have been called in the night and packed off to Copenhagen. With a flick of an eyebrow the woman signalled to Griff that she had come off her phone and had more detail. He went to join her by the door. Not hard for them to understand his disappointment.


Wally said, “I’m not an expert.”


Doug said, “Thank God for that.”


Wally had a gallows grin. “A defection package does not come cheap.”


Doug grimaced. “We had a guy in Iraq who used to come to the camp I worked at, been in Europe when the Soviet thing collapsed. He said they had busloads of old KGB, colonels and brigadiers and a few generals, offering themselves, hoping to be taken on by us so they didn’t have to drive taxis or pick potatoes or protect gangsters,. Like it was ‘Form an orderly queue, and here’s a sheet of paper and a pencil so you can tell us what you know about the nuclear stuff, chemical warfare, germ weapons.’ They were turning them away before Mr Putin showed up. Like a tap was turned off.”


“The package costs plenty and the joker getting it has to have plenty to offer.”


Griff was back with them.


Something about a hotel in Aarhus in the north and where the main assessment team for the Russian would gather. They were in the air now out of London’s Heathrow. Chiswell and Barker and Symonds and little Benedict were coming. Should have been Toni as well but she had babysitter problems and had cried off, and Monty was on the flight . . .


Another fag, half smoked, went out of the window and the sleeve was damper. The Russian had lifted his coffee cup and saucer and clipped them together, making a sharp little rattle to gesture that he’d like the cup refilled. Waggled the cup again, like Frank was a skivvy and should have come running. She did not hurry, showed no annoyance. When she reached out to take his cup and saucer he seemed, imperceptibly, to lower his hands so that she had to bend further forward to retrieve them. Wally understood. Doug murmured something about a “shitehawk”. She took the cup and saucer from him and turned away, and Wally saw the guy’s smirk. Doug muttered “arsehole”. Might have thought that making her bend would give him a cleavage view or force her hand down closer to his groin. She glided away to the table with the coffee dispenser and Igor gazed at her ankles. It had all been noted.


Brian was up off his chair, dropping the magazine he had open but which would have gone unread. He crossed the room, stood close to her as she poured the coffee. Indicated, “I’ll do that, Frank, if it’s all the same to you,” and managed a smile for her and she shrugged.


It might have been one of those moments as Wally would say when “a whole load of excrement is about to hit the fan”. A moment of perfect calm before a storm broke. Doug had sensed it too like they were wired together. Brian was the Embassy security officer, had been a warrant officer in the Parachute Regiment, would never have taken a backward step and the cup of coffee was balanced on the saucer, and his hand was rock steady. One of those moments which prefaced total anti-climax, or one that precluded a few seconds of stress-laced tension: Brian could purposefully tip the scalding contents of the cup into the Russian’s lap and let him howl – which did not happen. The coffee was handed over, Brian was thanked. He responded with civility, called the guy “sir”, went back to his chair and resumed gazing vacantly at his magazine. The coffee was noisily drunk. Another cigarette was lit.


Wally had his mouth close to Doug’s ear. “Did I imagine all that? Were we close to Armageddon? Real or not real?”


“Had me wondering. But then we’re not minding a kindergarten. Table manners aren’t the big issue.”


Griff was back with them.


Griff said, “They’re down. About five minutes, then we leave. If that’s what’s going to happen.”


Griff turned away from them, crossed the room, stood in front of the Russian.


“I’m saying this, maybe it is the last time. We are about to get moving. Unlikely, once we do, that you can change tack, back down, reckon this never happened, and return to your Embassy and your office . . . Or you can pretend that it did happen and you want to make an arrangement with us, be well rewarded financially, and again go back and become a more permanent asset to us.”


“I have no doubts, Mr Griffin.”


“I want to hear you say it.”


“I am defecting to you. I had a meeting with the Resident and my colonel in GRU, which was due to start fifteen minutes ago. I am not there. I would usually be punctual. They will wait perhaps another five minutes. They will send someone to my apartment. He will have a key, of course. He will see I have gone, he will also see that my car is gone. Where am I? First questions, then annoyance, then anxiety, then anger . . . and the bridge is burned. I want to piss before we go.”


Brian escorted him.


Griff was back between Wally and Doug. Frank was tidying, piling the used cups, mugs and plates on the table and then she’d check around for anything dropped.


Wally asked, “Bit of a cheek, Mr Griffin, and you’re entitled not to answer. Can you chuck a defector out?”


Doug quizzed, “Sorry, not today, maybe another day? Show him the door – thanks but no thanks?”


“Talking too much, breaking a lifetime’s habits. Getting de-mob happy and this was going to be the final hurrah. Doesn’t look to me as if he has what we’d want . . . but shut him out, shut the door on him? Not easy. And it sends a message. Getting our hands on a traitor, anyone prepared to snitch their country’s secrets, is a shade harder, in the Russian theatre, than extracting blood from a stone. We give some Joe we’ve lined up, and worked bloody hard to get him on board, all that stuff about how much we value him. The Joe goes home from the contact, believing all the sugar we’ve ladled on him, and he switches on the TV. Who does he see? Sees our little friend, Igor, major in GRU, based in Copenhagen and defending the Motherland from there. What does he say? Says he was kidnapped. Says he was tortured. Says he escaped because of his excellent training and belief in the rule of Comrade Putin . . . We are damaged and our prestige is screwed. I am not saying we have other agents in play, and I’m not saying we haven’t. Just doesn’t sound good, fourth rate . . . We’re stuck with him, however useless, unless he has a bag of code books secreted deep up his back passage which he has so far omitted to tell us about.”


Wally said, “Sounds a bit of a shambles.”


Doug said, “Has us by the short and curlies.”


Griff said, “Should have been weeks of planning, a job like this, and we’re rushed into it. I really thought my podium moment had come. Doesn’t seem likely. We have to stay with him even if he’s fool’s gold and a freebooter . . . Or, and I heard what you said early on. Might just be a dangle. But that’s for Monty to sort out.”


They went out into the rain. Reluctantly, the Russian carried his own grip bag, and the keys to his car were handed to a porter and a bank note was palmed him and the car would be “lost” somewhere. They went fast across the parking area and loaded up. Wally thought the guy was either a dangle or had made a life-changing move, stepped over a cliff and would not know how he would land, but seemed calm enough, chirpy, and had given the girls on Reception an eye as he passed them, and as they approached the car was watching the swing of Frank’s backside. There was nothing to like about him, but neither Wally nor Doug was paid to like, enjoy the company of, be a best friend to, the principal they were tasked to protect. They scrambled into their seats and the rain came down hard. The PET boys would be in the lead vehicle with their own driver. In the second car would be Igor and Griff, and Frank. At the tail, with another Embassy driver, would be Brian and Doug and Wally . . . There seemed to be, as the storm blustered around them, a further delay. The Russian appeared to want Frank to sit in the back with him, but would have to do with Griff. Might have been told to “shut the fuck up” because tension was ratcheting.


Wally said to his friend, “What’s the bet it all ends in tears? Chummy’s tears. Has that feel. A time for tears, or he’s planted and swung in front of us.”


Doug said, “We’ll know soon enough.”


“Think I’m following your drift.”


“They’ll come after him, that’s their style, if he’s not a dangle. Always do. They get powerfully angry with a turncoat . . . Come after him hard.”


“If they come knocking, hope I’m not around – expect I bloody will be.”
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Chapter 1


The following March


A cutting wind caught them as they came ashore.


It was not an elegant landing. The tide was dropping and the ferry needed to moor low down on the jetty and the passengers had to step carefully on to soaked seaweed. On the jetty’s far side was a metal rail but the surface was lethal and glistened in low wintry sunshine. Getting a grip on the jetty was made even more hazardous by the bluster that blew hard against them. Gulls made a mockery of their clumsiness and seemed able both to shriek in a fierce choral harmony and to balance with a dancer’s grace, undisturbed by the gusts. It had hailed while the boat was at the pier at Orford but the clouds that had carried the splatter of the stones were now blown inland. Vera held tight to Jonas’s hand.


A boatman called, “You all right, Mrs Merrick? Can you manage him?”


She answered, into the wind and over her shoulder that, yes, she could manage to get him up the slope of the jetty. She had booked their crossing with the company that ran the ferry service from the village of Orford on the mainland across the channel to Havergate Island, had done it over the phone, and had booked the berth at the caravan site on the headland above the cliff at Dunwich, had made all the arrangements within half an hour of Jonas telling her that it was possible for him to take some time from his desk at Thames House: they could manage an extended weekend away. Now, he gripped the rail and she supported him on his other side and they went up over the seaweed carpeting the concrete and towards firm ground. She had heard little titters of sneering laughter behind her but was not affected, did not try to move faster than she thought sensible. She wore waterproof over-trousers and a quilted coat and had a scarf at her throat and a beanie dragged over her ears, and she had on the boots that she wore out with her walking group in the Surrey hills. The other passengers, backed up and waiting for Vera and Jonas to get off the jetty, were equipped as for an Arctic expedition. Not her husband. Jonas had chosen to wear the shoes that took him to work and back home five days a week, or more if he could muster up the excuse, and his sports coat of heavy Harris tweed, a check shirt and a sober tie and, cloaking him, a heavy raincoat with a fastened belt. He had forsaken his usual trilby, replacing it with a flat cap that was well oiled and obviously rarely used.


Vera knew that everyone behind her, most of them with expensive cameras and binoculars draped around their necks, or shouldering tripods with scopes attached, and contemptuous of her husband’s halting progress, would have been surprised that at their Raynes Park semi-detached home, hidden at the back of her knicker drawer, were the Queen’s Gallantry Medal that had been pinned on Jonas’s chest at a discreet investiture by a “senior Royal”. And along with it, in a small plastic bag, was a silver bar with a decoration of laurel leaves, and a length of medal ribbon, blue at each end and then going inward with two sections of pearl white and with a red vertical band in the centre on which was fastened a silver rosette: he was QGM and Bar. The decorations were not spoken of in the house, none of the neighbours were aware of them and only a very few at his workplace would have known of them.


Slow progress but they made it and stepped off the jetty and on to a solid pathway. She thought it a piece of great good fortune that they could get away with the caravan for three full days. It happened so seldom. And she was excited and saw already that his interest was alerted by another island farther out across another channel and jutting into the North Sea, and by the ruined constructions on its skyline.


Their fellow passengers swept past them, as though the minute or two of delay was important. They turned to the right and began at route-march speed to head towards a distant wood-built hide. Jonas turned to her, might almost have beseeched her, and Vera grimaced and led him left along another path towards another hide, and was rewarded with a grin, almost sheepish . . . She knew little of the reasons for the awards except that the man Jonas had taken into custody, alone and without back-up, had been wearing a suicide vest and had the Houses of Parliament as his target and that had earned the first one. Knew also that when he had come home cut and bruised and exhausted, he had earlier that morning handcuffed himself to a committed and war-experienced Isis veteran who had been on his way to collect an horrendous weapon to launch at a military base: and this had won him the second, the Bar. She seldom had full ownership of Jonas. A rare chance, and she grinned and showed a touch of mischief.


“Hope that damn phone’s switched off.”


Later, as night followed day, his restlessness would grow and a moody frown settle on his forehead, but not yet. The wind slashed at his coat, flattening his grey flannel trousers against his shins and he had to reach up and steady his cap for fear of losing it. But it would have been the same for him on many mornings when he passed the Archbishop’s Palace and came out on to the open expanse of Lambeth Bridge and walked, rain or sunshine, calm or gale-battered, towards his place of employment, the Security Service headquarters in Thames House. What did he do there? She did not ask and was not told, but had in her knicker drawer the evidence that some at least thought it important work.


They approached a deserted hide and, once inside, he would be able to sit and she would fish the small binoculars from her bag and would start to scan, and she would also take out a thermos flask. She thought herself a little blessed.


She said, against the whip of the wind, “I’m hoping Jonas, that we’re going to see some dunlin and some red knot, and there should be avocets and sandwich terns. Also this is good for red and black-throated divers. If we are very lucky, there may be a short-eared owl. And you must watch for marsh harriers, very impressive, and the weather is holding up well.”


And his answer, and his little grin, as they reached the hide. “Don’t be too confident. I think it is merely the calm before the storm hits.”


 


When Frank had lit her screen, and gone through the restrictive security schedule, Benedict’s message was the first one up . . . no surprise that she was inside Vauxhall Cross, or Ceaucescu Towers as those Sixers contemptuous of the architecture called the SIS building on the south side of the Thames. Weekends meant little to nothing to her. He had been asked for his assessment prior to the Resettlement team’s progress meeting on Sashcord later in the day. She downloaded, sipped her mug of tea, read what was in front of her. Went down the two pages, fast.


Conclusion: Am satisfied, after this length of time in his company, that he is not a “dangle”. Questioning has gone on too long and in too great a detail for him to deceive in that area. Believe he is genuine, but short of pertinent information. If not a dangle, then we have to take great care of his security while he remains with us. Because of procedures in place for his debut presentation opportunity, I am confident we are not unnecessarily hazarding his safety. But, BUT, with his former employers’ past exploits we should not lower the effectiveness of the protection screen. Also, see GRIFFIN addendum.


Ex Griff: RussiaFed Embassy locally continues to downplay Sashcord disappearance. Have only stated that a “junior official”, has disappeared, and is believed to be suffering “mental stress” and may have had “suicidal tendencies” and his family remain “deeply anxious” for his welfare. Saw RussiaFed GRU bossman at Norwegian Embassy bash, Harald V birthday, was greeted correctly and without any indication of animosity: no sign of linking disappearance to defection into our care! Would have expected paranoid reaction, but that is not apparent. Also signs exist with Sashcord of advanced “cabin fever” and consider planned expedition acceptable.


She had not dressed down for a weekend day at the office, the MI6 centre of operations. A grey skirt and jacket and a white blouse that neither aged her beyond her thirty-seven years, nor loaned her further youth. Stud pearl earrings and a fine gold chain around her throat with a small precious stone as a pendant, but not obtrusive, and an understated brooch on her jacket made of small diamonds mounted on a silver ring and they rarely caught enough light to be noticed. Nothing on her fingers. She had cursorily smeared on lipstick, done a little work on her eyes. Her hair was up, and not one out of place . . . Those who were coming into the building later, grumbling about the disruption, would be in stages of down-dressing and likely as not none of them would notice Frank’s smartness, let alone comment favourably on it.


 


He was careful with his preparation that Saturday morning.


It would be the first time that they had allowed him out, placed a minimum of trust in him.


They called him Sashcord. He had heard the code name used as they talked among themselves and when they were on secure phones. He did not understand the relevance of the word but did not think that it gave him sufficient importance.


It rained.


Always, over the city of Aarhus, the clouds were gunmetal grey and now the heavens had opened. Igor, or Sashcord, was in his room in the safe house. The house was in a clean, quiet street. No one shouted, no one dropped litter, no one came to spray-paint walls, no one drove by with a radio playing loud rock music. No one stood in front of the rented house and peered at the windows that had blinds drawn throughout the day. Igor only saw the low clouds and only felt the spatter of the rain on his face when he was taken outside and eased himself down into the rear seat of the car. He would then be driven to a museum, and another museum, every fucking museum that the city boasted of – or he would be driven to a park and allowed to jog. Occasionally, never more than once a week, he would be escorted to a restaurant . . . That had been his life for fifteen weeks, or maybe sixteen, and his temper was fraying.


If he went to a museum then Benedict was always with him and either Wally or Doug, pretty much body to body, against his shoulder. Further back, ten or fifteen paces, would be Danish security people. If he was allowed to run in a park then both Wally and Doug, and the Danes . . . He enjoyed the trips and the chance to stretch his stride because one of the Danes was almost always the woman with the big chest and sometimes if he slowed then she caught up with him and he liked that best because, when it rained, her T-shirt clung to her body, and he could dream: had tried to chat to her, had once gone as far as pretending to have a heel blister that needed examination but she’d abruptly called her colleague, a hairy and smelly guy, to come and examine the skin and he’d been rewarded with a look of malice, as if he were nothing more than a smear of dog turd on his shoe. He could have said with certainty that he had not formed any kind of relationship with Benedict, nor with Wally or Doug, nor with any of the Danes who were down the street in a closed van. His temper was more raw each day.


Igor could ask casually, or could shout, or scream at the top of his voice. Same question, just minor variations.


“When are we out of this shit place? When do I go to Britain? Why am I still here?”


The two minders would shrug as if it were not their business. Benedict would pull a sad face and gesture with his hands that he was helpless to make that level of decision. A multitude of excuses had been offered: the disruption of the Christmas holiday, the unit’s reorganisation, he was still being evaluated. He just needed a little more patience.


And whether he said it, shouted it, screamed it, there was only one response. “Then I go back. Then you unlock the door and a taxi arrives, and you pay my fare to the airport and there is a connection at Copenhagen to Petersburg, and I go home. You show me some fucking respect, or I go back . . .” Benedict would respond, not the others, and always that self-same call for “a little more patience”.


Different when Montgomery came. About every two weeks, the big man flew in. He was Denys Montgomery. They called him Monty. They had exhaustive sessions which were taped, the questions probing both his professional experience in GRU, and the motivation for his flight. Igor noted when Montgomery’s lips narrowed and a little hiss of air came through them, and the cigarette perpetually between his fingers was dragged on harder, and he would know that he had failed to provide an answer that satisfied, that opened a further seam of questioning. It stood to reason that he would have failed, was still failing, and would continue to fail, because he had been only a middle-ranking officer in GRU, not a high-flyer, not pigeonholed for fast-track advancement. Was not told to his face that he had failed, nor that he disappointed. Sensed it, knew it. But that morning as they had eaten breakfast he had been told, without fanfare, that a diversion was in place for the following day. Like it was a throwaway . . . and the minimum of explanation.


They were to drive south. They would cross the frontier, leave Denmark, go into Germany. Would travel to Hamburg. Would go to a safe location, and Igor would lecture a hall filled with German police officials and officers of the security apparatus on the techniques and aims of his former unit, the GRU.


“Tell them what?”


Benedict had waved a hand expansively. “Training, tactics, techniques. All your spycraft. Authenticity is paramount . . . They spend their professional lives worrying about people like you, Igor, and what you can achieve – and you’ll be there in front of them, breathing and alive. Four months you’ve been with us and you deserve a change of scenery. Entertain them. Should be a piece of cake.”


“I do that, and then we go – at last – to Britain?”


No answer. Benedict had a lovely smile. Igor thought it was like a banker’s smile when asked for an additional loan and not willing either to accede or refuse. Igor had gone off to his room: what clothes to wear and what to say.


In the wardrobe was a grey suit and a navy suit, and the jacket in which he had defected, gone to the Copenhagen hotel. Also in the wardrobe were four shirts, clean and folded but not ironed, underwear and a pile of socks, and an extra pair of lace-up shoes and trainers for jogging. He had only brought the grip with him and what was on his back. They had purchased the rest . . . Benedict had supervised and Wally had measured and Doug had written down the sizes, and they had done the shopping. He reckoned this was going to be the chance for him to achieve status as a key player in the new chilly relationship between his old country and where he had assumed he would now be living, and living well. He had brought enough clothing for one night or two and then had expected that he would be taken – as a sort of celebrity – around the shops in the Piccadilly and Regent Street area of London, and Jermyn Street and Savile Row, be made to feel something special and valued . . . The clothes in the wardrobe were inexpensive by Danish standards. He would dress carefully and would make the best impression that the opportunity offered . . .


A lecture had been given to his year as they were about to pass out from the Military-Diplomatic Academy, the prestige training centre of GRU on Narodnogo Opolcheniya, and they had been told of the desperate lengths to which the Western agencies would go in an attempt to subvert them, what bribes would be offered, what money and promises would be showered in an officer’s face. Igor had never been approached, neither in Moscow, nor in Lebanon, nor in Copenhagen. No proposition had ever been put to him . . . The decision to defect had been his own. Unprompted. A string of reasons had caused him to go to that beach where it was common knowledge amongst the intelligence staff at his embassy that Griffin, the UK’s station chief, exercised his dog most evenings.


At last, something to cling to. At last and about fucking time. He examined what clothes he might wear, and what he might say.


 


It was a huge and cavernous railway terminus. It dealt with journeys from Moscow to the east of the country and far away beyond the Urals and across Siberia and through a mass of time changes. The station’s architectural appearance had barely changed since the days of the Tsars. Noise reverberated: announcements over loudspeakers, the scream of engine brakes, the gathering power of diesel turbines, and the cries and shouts of passengers and fast-food traders.


Alexei stepped off the train, his rucksack hitched over his right shoulder. His eyes swept around him.


Stiffness enveloped each joint of his body. He had been twelve and a half hours on the train. His ankles and knees ached. For all of those hours he had sat on a hard seat in a full compartment as the engine pulled the line of carriages over 798 kilometres of track. He had only once during the journey abandoned his seat and gone in search of a toilet. His elbows and shoulders hurt, and his neck.


He had left his home and his workplace, the city of Kirov, at twenty-five minutes past one in the morning. Cold wrapping around him, frost and a smothering of snow on the ground. He had sat upright because there was no chance to spread himself out on the thinly upholstered seat. The train was punctual.


The display wall ahead of him relayed the time, a few minutes after two o’clock in the afternoon. He had reached the crowded, noisy, bustle of the Yaroslavskiy station on the eastern side of the capital city. Most of those who had travelled on the same train, people who lived on the edge of the Siberian wasteland, would have gasped at the size and opulence of the rail terminus. His own pause was brief; he had no need to stare around him.


He did this journey every two weeks. Every other weekend he went down to the station at Kirov and bought the ticket and reserved the seat, and had a discount because of the nature of his work. He almost tripped because of the pain in his knees. He arched is back, tried to rotate his head.


The manoeuvres were not to get back greater suppleness in his body. He broke the rules of what was called tradecraft. Alexei, twenty-four years old, and with a clerk’s job, was on a fast learning curve on the necessary disciplines. He tried to do as he was told, and could not. They specified that he must never show that he looked for a tail; worse still was to take obvious evasive action if he believed that he was under close surveillance. He was supposed to seem as natural and relaxed as any young man would be who came to central Moscow to spend the weekend with his mother: was not supposed to twist his head, look around him, imagine that he saw confirmation. They might have been there, might was enough to make him gasp and a chill sweat to break out on the back of his neck, and his legs seemed to go numb.


Maggie had said he was not to worry.


Maggie had told him that she had kept a counter-surveillance position behind him when he had last taken the train to the capital. He had been certain of it, the tail, when he had come two weeks before to Yaroslavskiy station. Maggie had been cautious, had not confirmed, had not denied.


Maggie was the link . . . He looked around him again. Stopped, turned, twisted, let his eyes roam across the host of faces and looked in particular for anyone who was turning their glance away from him, or was engrossed in the day’s edition of a sports newspaper, or who was examining each tired salad bread roll in a kiosk when all the fresher ones would have gone hours before . . . If they had decided to take him it would be brutal. He had seen it played out a host of times on the TV news. There was a special squad that worked only for FSB, the TV said, and their expertise was purely in the area of the lifting of traitors. Might be the lead story on the TV that night, or might be held over until the Sunday evening bulletin . . .


Maggie, pushing the buggy, had told him two weeks before that he let his imagination rip and that was not sensible; for a moment she had held his hand tightly, then had released it, and crossed the road, and then she and the buggy and her small son were gone.


The start would be a shot from a surveillance camera, a view of him walking across the station concourse, and there would be moments when he seemed to duck out of the camera’s view. Then he would be picked out again, and for a few seconds the focus might go soft, but it would tighten. There might be a chance to recognise his guilt from the furtive way he looked around him and tried to persuade himself that the suspicion was not warranted – at that stage there would be almost a chuckle in the TV presenter’s voice. They would let him leave the station and he would come out into the winter air, and it would blow hard on his face and his teeth might begin to chatter and the shiver start in his legs: not from the cold but from the guilt, and the guilt bred the fear. He would have walked out of the station, leave its grandiose architecture behind him, and he might have seen the van that pulled up slowly ahead of him, happy to double park, and in front of the van would be a saloon car with dark privacy windows. The back doors of the van opening and the side doors of the car, and men emerging, all masked and wearing black and all with weapons on webbing belts. People around him scattering because they wanted no part of it. Someone might have come from behind, the approach not anticipated, and there would be a crashing blow against the back of his legs, and Alexei going down and the paving stones – old, chipped, stained, there for forty years – rushing to greet him, and more of them diving on to him, and his arms twisted half out of their sockets, and his cheek and chin slapped down again on to the ground, and the breath gone from his lungs. Cuffs on his wrists and a gratuitous blow to the back of the neck, softening him – and he would be dragged to the van, and would be lifted, and thrown inside and his body would slither on the metal flooring and he would slide to the bulkhead. He might see the cameraman who filmed it, but might not. There was a memory stick in a cavity of the heel of his right shoe. It might take them ten minutes to find it, or it might take them less.


He had not seen the tail, could not confirm he was watched, followed. But he believed it was there.


On the pavement, waiting for a bus, he wes sick. He heaved his guts up and dumped the vomit in the gutter and those near him gazed in disgust.


He went to see his mother.


 


Frank was at a side table, typing on her laptop.


If Frank had a family for whom she felt any degree of affection, then it was here. Not that she had chosen love or friendship with those streaming in each morning and having a wealth to say on hobbies, families, holidays or . . . it was the building and its labyrinths of corridors and work areas, the whole edifice. She did not have a family outside: her father had walked out when she was two years old, gone, done a runner. When Frank was nine, her mother had come off her bicycle and had been hit by oncoming traffic. She had been brought up by the childless Rex and Prudence, uncle and aunt . . . no fun, no naughtiness, no emotion. She had never cried, not at any time in her life, not tasted the wet salt of tears.


A decision needed to be reached. The question of Sashcord required resolution. The operation in Denmark, to house, guard, and humour the little beggar leached money. Pressure from an upper floor demanded progress.


Around the long table, none of those who had come in that Saturday morning acknowledged Frank’s presence. She was not asked whether she had understood a muttered aside, or an interruption, nor was she expected to complain if a remark was curtailed, left incomplete. It was assumed she would make sense of what each of them said, and hack out the grammatical imperfections, attend to the punctuation, correct syntax and spelling, erase profanities and slanders. It was what she did.


The easiest targets were those across the sea.


Chiswell said, “I don’t like to say this but it’s not the time to pussyfoot around responsibility. It’s down to Griff . . . he should have stalled him, put him off, allowed us to suck and taste what was on offer. Griff lumbered us.”


Barker said, “I’m not getting any pleasure from pointing out the obvious. Look at Griff. Runs a minor station. Must have dreamed of one good day before that evening when the sherry decanter, or whatever it is these days, is handed over and retirement consumes him. Altogether too eager. The finances are a burden on our section and it has to be resolved.”


Symonds said, “Call a spade a spade, we are getting less than clarity from little Benedict. God’s sake, what do they do all day out there? Drink Pilsner? Do the football pools? We’re getting nothing back . . . he seems to spend all his time sending interminable messages relaying Sashcord’s moan about not being brought to the UK. Myself, I think it well past the time when Benedict should put a rod across our Russian friend’s back.”


Toni said, “Have to say, I would have thought it was pretty obvious to the lot of you – Griffin then, and Benedict now – that we have a pig in a poke. Took him on trust . . . I do have to say that had I been there – had that bloody au pair not walked out on me – then I’d have been breathing some common sense into it all. Griff is a complete tosser and way over-promoted. Frankly, people like Benedict, minimal degree of talent, should never be employed here. We need a clear-out, need the stables to have a good wash through . . . I’d say get a pin and a revolving globe, close the eyes and spin it hard, count up to three and shove the pin in – send Sashcord there. Funny if the pin landed in the middle of Siberia . . . Sorry, just my little joke. Anyway, ditch him.”


Frank had been quite desperately correct as a child, a teenager, a student. No tantrums, no hysteria, laughed only when it was expected of her. Had overheard a tutor describe her as “nice enough, pretty enough, but sadly rather dull”.


The only one amongst them that she thought worth listening to was Monty. Denys Montgomery, only mid-40s but the best of them in terms of conciseness, clarity – and always easy to transcribe. She knew from the documentation she recorded that he had twice turned away “dangles”, knew also that the consuming interest of his life was the model train display, tracks and engines and stations, housed in the loft space of his home. Knew also that he had never looked at her, never absorbed her appearance from the ankles to the throat where a very small amount of eau de toilette was sprayed. She did not look up, just typed.


Monty said, “We have had defectors, in my time, who were platinum value. Penkovsky, Gordievsky, Polyakov and Popov. Long and distinguished list, all traitors to their people and all of use. And we have had those who failed to step up to the mark . . . I consider the problem from a differing angle. Defection, the programme we run, Resettlement, is pretty much the moment of failure. Start there.”


“So we do nothing?”


“Let Griffin get his decanter or carriage clock or silver pencil, whatever, and keep shelling out the dosh into the sunset?”


“Has to be an end game, costs too much and all we’re getting is blank paper in return.”


“Fire him, what I did that week with the au pair, little bitch. Get rid of him, put a cheque in his pocket and wave him off.”


Monty said, “We don’t want defectors. Pain in the butt, all of them. Take them down to the Fort, put them in the flat, do the debrief, most of which we know already, and then they’re spilling us old stuff. They’re no longer at their desk, not reading de-coded and classified signals, not able to make assessments of new thinking, new strategies. They defect and immediately they’re old hat. But we have a duty of care.”


Not well disguised, Chiswell’s yawn.


A glance at his wristwatch from Barker.


Symonds doing a drumbeat on the table with his pencil.


Toni picked at her teeth, then poured more water.


Monty said, “We have a duty of care. Not through any altruism, but self-interest. Not sentimentality . . . I don’t want a defector over here whining that he should have met the monarch and had a medal pinned on his chest, and grumbling about the food, and that he’s got no totty to shag. I want him where he is of most use to us. Where he works. Where he continues to work. In FSB, in SVR, in Vlad’s private office, in GRU. Want him there, sending us back the nosebag of goodies, keeping the brush contacts going, and sending the dead letters . . . Best chance of that is if our boy – or our girl – believes in the utter honesty of what we tell him, her. Chuck this useless creature out and the word will escape that we have no belief in duty of care. Value drained, usefulness exhausted, and we are no longer interested. We have an asset in place, and half the days of the week he nearly messes his underpants if he believes he is vulnerable. What he clings to is our facile promise that we’ll look after him if the going gets too rough . . . So he’s sitting in some ghastly tower block, shivering in very justified fear, and the TV is on, and old Sashcord comes up – Igor who was a second-rate major in GRU – and he tells a stooge interviewer that he has just endured a shit few months from those lying bastards across in London. We are stuck with him . . .”


 


High in a building known as the Aquarium by those who worked there, a senior man sat at his desk and satisfied himself that the plans put in place by his subordinates were well thought through.


He carried the rank of brigadier but his authority ran into areas way beyond the parameters usually available to an individual of that level. Probably his mother had called him by his given name but she had been extirpated from his life thirty years before. The name he answered to was Volkov, and behind his back he was referred to, without a need for explanation, as the Wolf. His name was derived from the word for the common grey wolf of which thousands still lived in Russia. In modern Moscow, he was a throwback to long-ago times: he was not the senior official responsible for the running of the GRU complex, nor did he have the ear of the President of the Federation, nor did he control a budget overflowing from a slop bucket. He was a throwback because – most simply – he determined which condemned enemies of the state were next in line to be sent to meet their Maker, in what order and by what method of assassination. The Wolf, in the minds of those who gave him that name, was not an open personality, but a creature of subterfuge and cunning who stayed out of sight, who stalked, who could manufacture a terminal zone and leave negligible traces of his identity.


Few in the more palatial work suites above him cared to know the detail of what he set in motion. To know the least, to be able truthfully to profess ignorance, was preferable. The names went on to the Wolf’s desk, barely large enough to be functional, and he devised the style of death: always in the hope that it would create maximum fear in opponents of the regime whether inside the Federation’s territory, or far beyond Russia’s boundaries. He had few of the physical attributes of the military and rather less of those possessed by the old Vympel boys whom he kept track of, on loosely drawn contracts. When he went into the Metro and began his journey to work, men and women in the city, old and young, smartly turned out and in the confused clothes of the student masses, did not pay him a second glance . . . insignificant, with neither presence nor an aura of authority, short built, with rimless glasses on the bridge of his nose and a balding head.


Messages, incoming and outgoing, were kept to a minimum so that any evidence of a spike in traffic would be denied those who monitored his efforts. He thought the concept of the execution was good. He might have cursed the short time available to him, but could live with it. He liked the men who were now on station, thought them competent and determined. Most important, he reckoned that each of them could look into the face of the man they would kill, smile, see the fear spread. The President himself was never ambiguous in his demands of the programme overseen by the Wolf and his assessment of a target: “He’s just a spy, a traitor to the Motherland. Think about it as a citizen would. What would your attitude be to someone who betrayed your own country? He’s just a scumbag.” He could assume his back was covered, but that protection might be short lived if the job were botched. He had been given his role following a chaotic failure to end the life of another “traitor”, one living in the suburbs of a British cathedral city. Failure was not tolerated. The taint of failure could damage the health of a man with a rank as high as that of brigadier. He had men in the field, good men and well motivated, and with a history of reliability.


The consequences of failure did not concern him that Saturday morning. He was satisfied that pieces were slipping gently, inexorably, into place.


 


Normally Gunther would have worked out of the police station in north-west Hamburg that was designated as PolizeiKommissariat 27, on Koppelstrasse. He was twenty-three years old. He had passed out from the training programme four months ago. His current girlfriend was Ursula: Ursula worked in a city centre hair salon. She had sinewy fingers, fine, manicured nails. That she had been attracted to him, despite the pimple on his chin, astonished him. Fearful of losing her, he spent most of his off-duty time with her. She was away that Saturday with a family group up at the port city of Kiel but would be back on the Sunday and they planned to club and dance in the evening. Until his Polizeiobermeister had texted him.


He was required to do an extra duty on Sunday evening.


Perhaps, if Gunther had not been ambitious, anxious to progress in his chosen career, he might have pleaded influenza or a wrecked ligament in his knee. He did not, made no excuse that would have reeked of deceit. The Polizeiobermeister’s message did not specify what duty would be required of him but stated that he should be at the police headquarters in the pleasant suburb of Alsterdorf and that he should expect to be involved until past ten o’clock. There was a Green demonstration scheduled in the Anhalt district that same evening and he assumed that the force was stretched, and assumed also that he would not be linking up with Ursula when he came off work.


He cursed, and called her.


The phone was answered. There was laughter, young men’s and young women’s. Then a shush for quiet, and a subdued giggle. Then a voice trilled, “Is it him, is it your little police boy?” And another shush, and more muffled laughter, and he thought it sounded wrong for the family group with which she was allegedly driving to Kiel for the birthday of a favourite aunt. He wondered if the relationship had run its course. He might have been a subject of fun, when she was with a different group of friends; she might have rolled her eyebrows and flexed her fingers and waggled those lovely nails that did so much damage to his resolve, might have . . . He cut the call.


He had been ironing creases out of his uniform. It would be right, if he were to work at the headquarters building, to look his best. Would he be noticed? Unlikely, but more chance of being marked out if his appearance seemed slovenly. Gunther liked the excitement of car chases and the pursuit of thieves, and was stimulated by the sirens and the flap of the heavy pistol on his hip. To be on duty at the central office of Hamburg’s police gave only a small chance of an adrenaline rush. A small chance? He corrected himself . . . a minuscule chance.


He sent the confirmation text to his Polizeiobermeister. Correct and formal. He would be there. The weather forecast was grim for Sunday evening. He assumed that an officer as junior as himself would not be stationed inside the building in the warm and the dry. Reckoned he would be outside, peering into driving rain and probably uncertain why he was there and what he was looking for.


He thought it unlikely he would see Ursula again.


 


The car was top of the range.


They approached it warily, not that taking the vehicle would be a problem to them, but both feared an enhanced alarm system that they were unfamiliar with.


The street was dark, and traffic was occasional. This was the “bacon belt” of Hamburg where the houses were large and the gardens deep and wide and the properties were ringed by high walls and the gates electronically controlled. There were cameras in place that covered those gates but the regulations demanded that the lenses did not show the street, the kerbs or the pavements.


The saloon car had caught the eyes of the two men – dark-clothed, gloved, and now with balaclavas slipped down over their features – because it suited this purpose. They were Anatoly and Konstantin. Two kilometres away, further north and on the fringes of the city, was Leonid who would normally have worn the uniform of a full colonel, but on this evening, in the dusk, he too wore black overalls and a black face mask and he was sitting in an unmarked van. On his phone, he was shown the car. He authorised its taking.


It might have belonged to an unexpected visitor to that address, or there could have been a social gathering inside and the parking area of the driveway was already full. Irrelevant to them. The chosen vehicle was a Mercedes-Benz. The model was the C257 Mercedes-Benz CLS. Expensive. They had been told that “top of the range” was required . . . for a reason that both Anatoly and Konstantin knew well. Any vehicle in a price range close to 100,000 euros was vulnerable to the attention of any kid, fifteen or sixteen years old, intent on taking it. Anatoly and Konstantin were veterans of conflicts, and they knew how to take cars when they needed them – probably both were as proficient as the teenagers who lived off the trade. Konstantin had the pocketful of devices that would short-circuit the alarm system and Anatoly had the multiple purpose key that any respected auto dealer would have owned.


In silence, the doors of the vehicle were opened and the engine fired. A fast U turn in the street and they were gone. They would rendezvous with Leonid and the van and they would drive together to the rental garage on the east of Hamburg, out by the airport.


Later, when the night deadened the streets, they would be out looking to relieve another vehicle of its registration plates. Then they would go to collect the load that this quality Mercedes-Benz sedan would carry, military-grade stuff . . . A long night and a busy one. Each of them – the two hard men who had been in the ranks of the Special Forces, Vympel troops, and the elegant and educated high-flying colonel in the Intelligence division of the regular army – understood that the job entrusted to them had importance: it was about the sending of a message, the reaching out of an arm. The colonel, Leonid, had told them of a quotation attributed to a black boxer, American, about his next opponent. He can run, but he cannot hide. It would be a clear message and well worth a smile or a chuckle of cold laughter.


 


Alexei was with his mother.


Like any other couple, parent and adult child, making slow progress towards a shopping mall.


Little of the luxury that had engulfed inner Moscow had filtered this far out. They turned into the mall. The windows showed cheap jeans, cheap winter coats, cheap sweaters, cheap boots. There was a pharmacy that sold inexpensive drugs and low-cost cosmetics, a mini-market that stocked basic food, nearly fresh vegetables and packaged meat; and there was a shop that sold the opiate that so many needed – widescreen TVs. To reach the mall they passed decorative old lamp posts, from the days of the Stalin regime, or Kruschev’s . . . Across the road, three lanes of traffic in each direction, Alexei had seen the girl with the buggy; she had paused, intent on looking at the second-hand Japanese cars that were close packed on a forecourt. He wondered, gulping down the images of her, that she seemed so calm. As his mother was . . . showed no sign of the stress that was twisting in Alexei’s mind and through his body.


He was justified in harbouring that level of stress; he was the principal in the conspiracy.


His mother was a convenience, a disguise. The girl with the buggy, who seemed intent on the Nissans, was a courier and without importance. The conspiracy relied on him. He was the source. Without him, and what he carried in his shoe, in the hollowed space in the heel, they were irrelevant. He was the centre point . . . Because he occupied that ground, he knew how it would be for him if that imagined van had sprung its rear doors, and those of the saloon had burst open, if the men in black with masked faces had come out of their hiding places and had charged him. Blows to the face and kidneys, sharp steel handcuffs, the bruising from impacting on the metal floor of the van. Sirens howling. Motorists backing off. Such a van, at that speed, the noise, and with its blue lights rotating, would be carrying a prisoner of note.


A lawyer? Some goddamn chance. A reading of his rights? They did not exist so would not be read. Food? Disgusting. Sleep? No chance. They would question him through the whole of the day and the whole of the night and would shine lights in his face and make him stand for endless hours, or lie on the cell floor in his own shit. Would he be able to stay silent? Small hope. They might use drugs or they might rely on wooden batons, or slaps, kicks or punches. He did not think he would be able to hold out for long if they had him in the interrogation rooms of the Lubyanka. Might cry for them to stop, might scream names and dates and the details of the material he had passed on to memory sticks. His mother, if she had any sense left in her head after questioning, would be best off disowning him . . . And the others? Those he worked for? The girl he knew as Maggie, with the buggy and the child, coming on nineteen months and named Hector, would be held no longer than overnight in a similar cell to his, then would be released into the custody of an Embassy security officer and would be driven back to the modern, grand building on Smolenskaya Naberezhnaya, would be given time to box up her possessions and little Hector’s toys and then she would be put on a flight to London . . . A day later, her boss – Lucinda – would follow her out. A diplomatic spat would break the surface, but would soon be forgotten. Not by Alexei. If he were still alive, if he had not succumbed to inflicted injuries, he would stay crippled in mind and body for years, or months, or might only be weeks, till death took him . . . He had reason to nurture stress.


He should have stopped. Should have taken his mother’s arm and eased her to stand still beside him. Should then have made a play of glancing behind him, just pausing, doing it with enforced calm. Done a swivel and looked for the men who he was sure were following him. He did not – but he did gaze across the street and follow the girl as she appeared, then disappeared, lost between the lorries and buses, cars and tradesmen’s pick-ups. The girl was at the lights . . . he thought her a miracle, and clever.


Maggie was a junior in an office at the Embassy. He knew that she had been given the job of meeting him because his fears that he was under surveillance had warned off the woman who had been his original contact point, his handler. Knew that it was a miracle he had been given a contact who was pretty, and had charm and confidence, and mischief. Knew that she was clever because her clothes came from street stalls, and the buggy had been taken from a rubbish-strewn area beside a playground and it must have been repaired inside the Embassy. She was good on detail and had called out a car to meet her and have the buggy loaded into its boot in a side street not covered by a camera. If he were close enough to her to see the detail of the skin of her cheeks and forehead, then he would notice the pale powder, cooking flour, she smacked on her face. The result was that she looked like any other pale, drab kid, with a baby, and probably without a job, having a justified place on this street, and in the shopping mall.


 


 Did it well . . . He saw her blow her nose hard on a tissue, then use it to wipe the child’s face, and she had a tired, wan smile as she waited at a crossing point for the lights to change. It was the signal that she believed he was not followed.


In the mall, Alexei stood outside the shop that sold limited fruit, but had good stocks of root vegetables and kale and cabbage. Maggie walked past him with the buggy, followed his mother inside. Close to his mother, she started to finger the produce, good food and at a healthy price.


A seeming chance remark from an older woman to a younger one, perhaps on the quality of a swede or a turnip, and then a slow tired smile on his mother’s face and a glance into the buggy at the sleeping child. Alexei went inside and Maggie might have asked him which of the beets looked best, always a favourite for soup. He bent and crouched because a shoelace was loose and that gave him the opportunity to peel back the heel of his trainer and extract the stick. He straightened, realised his breathing came fast. Who went into a vegetable store, stood among the produce with a heaving chest and wide staring eyes . . .? Alexei reached into the buggy and his fingers touched little Hector’s chin . . . that was the brush contact. A few words exchanged, strangers offering pleasantries, and they would go their different ways. His mother to the counter to pay for potatoes, pecking in her purse because money mattered. Money mattered because Alexei charged them nothing. He could, he assumed, have demanded thousands of American dollars for what the memory stick carried on each visit to Moscow. For a moment the stick had been against the child’s face, but Maggie had bent down and had smoothed his blanket and rearranged the buggy’s canvas cover that kept out the icy winter wind.


His mother joined him. He took her plastic bag. They walked away.


His mother said, “That was a pretty girl. You should have a girl like that.”


He could not say, “She thinks there might be a tail and there might not. She does not know . . . she tells me to stay calm. She says that in her office they all admire and respect me.” He said instead, “She was not sure which of the beetroot plants was the best. I said the one she had was good.”


“I thought you might have known her, at least seen her before.”


“Never – how would I have known her, where would I have seen her? Pretty? I didn’t notice.”


He lived so many lies now. Lied in the office where he worked, to his colleagues and his line manager, and now he lied to his mother who thought him only the dutiful boy who came to see her: sitting for twelve and a half hours on the train, each way, to be with his mother, and lied to her also about a girl, disowned her – and worshipped her. He hoped he would see Maggie the next day, had much to ask her – would ask, would demand . . . felt weak, frightened. They walked home, did not speak, had nothing to talk of, and the memory stick was deep under the bedding in the buggy and would be on its way to the huge glass-fronted Embassy complex in the wealthy and comfortable Arbat district. There they would read what he had stolen for them.


 


His wife made a pot of tea, and Jonas turned the pages of Practical Caravan, where he usually found articles to interest him.


It emerged almost from beneath her feet, would have found a small space where the kitchen units joined the floor. It looked around for a moment, its head raised, nose quivering. Only a moderate-sized mouse, nothing spectacular.


The kettle whistled, milk was in their mugs. The pot would be warmed first and then the boiled water poured on to the tea bags. Jonas’s feet hurt.


The mouse’s route took it along the edge of a rectangle of carpet and towards their lowered dining surface, where a plate of biscuits waited. Under the foldaway table was the tray of cat litter and the carrying basket, open, in which the cat lived, and where he was shut away when they travelled. The animal was a Norwegian Forest cat, as large as they came, with thick long hair. It was the family of Jonas and Vera, the children substitute. For many years it had not been given a name but eighteen months ago, for no particular reason, it had been awarded one: Olaf. The mouse scurried past the litter tray and seemed on course for the cat’s wire-framed basket. Big amber eyes were fixed on it. For a cat of that size, a mouse was barely a meal. Olaf was motionless except for the tip of his tail, the size of a healthy fox’s brush, which flicked left and right, an indication of irritation.


The tea was poured and a mug passed to him. He did not point out the mouse because Vera would have complained and demanded action from Jonas. He seemed to study his magazine but in fact kept the mouse and his cat under close observation. The mouse was now near to being within range of the cat’s giant paw, where claws were buried, and a lurch forward would have put the little beast within range of its teeth.


They had walked further than he’d wanted. Had done the whole island, damn near frozen to death, had seen the birds she wanted to observe and been blessed with the short-eared owl on the wing, and a pair of harriers had raked over the reeds. They had exhausted the island, been ferried back to Orford, had not visited the castle, which was a relief, then he had driven, at her direction, to Staverton Thicket.


The cat was lazy. It was also supremely well fed. The cat never ran if it could walk. It showed no concern, contented itself merely with twitching its tail. The mouse advanced, then might have realised that further progression was unwise: about as equal a contest as an infantryman advancing on a main battle tank formation. Jonas grinned bleakly. The mouse showed such innocence. Jonas could have shifted on his bench seat, could have coughed lightly, any motion or sound would have been enough to frighten the mouse and send it back to the gap by Vera’s feet. Jonas stayed still, silent, and watched . . . was not proud of himself but wanted to see how it would play out, the matter of death in the late afternoon, and dusk had settled around their caravan.


His feet hurt because she had walked him further than he’d enjoyed. She had found a reference to the thicket in a guide of the area. There were old oaks here, part of a diminished ancient woodland, and many would have been more than four centuries old, and up to 200 years before had been pollarded regularly. Their bark was gnarled and distorted and holly sprouted from the trees’ rotted centres. Rare-breed cattle grazed among the trees, but Jonas was more interested when their path took them to the edge of the woodland and behind a single strip of electrified wire was a wide field for pigs and their half-moon shelters. He liked the image of their snouts in the troughs. Food must recently have been brought to them: the animals crowded around, some of them standing in the troughs. Jonas was a man who stood without ceremony, who disliked privilege intensely, and he could be disagreeable with little encouragement. Naked greed upset him.


He had enjoyed the sight of the pigs but it had been a long hike back to the car . . . at least, on Havergate Island, he had been able to look through the open door of the hide and observe the structures, long abandoned, on Orford Ness which leaked history and the research of warfare. It would have been, forty years before, a prime target for any Soviet intelligence office – whether a “legal” and attached to the Embassy, or an “illegal”, in the country under bogus cover. He had agreed to come on this caravan jaunt when the opportunity to visit that strip of marsh and shingle was offered as bait; the location where radar had been developed before the Second World War, and where the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment had set up a Cold War base and learned the science of imploding explosives around a plutonium core, the trigger for the detonation of the atom, or hydrogen, bomb . . . It would be fascinating for him to walk where the boffins had worked, where the old enemy, still the enemy, had stalked. Jonas was on indefinite deferral of retirement. He had, a couple of years before, been switched from Counter-Terror and the hunting of the Isis boys to Russian penetration. Interesting work, and . . . he knew about “grey mice”. The little creature froze. One of Olaf’s eyes, had they been fully open, would have been larger than the mouse’s head. Perhaps the little person, male or female – Jonas did not know, but presumed female – could see its own head reflected in those great malevolent eyes. It turned and ran. Olaf pretended that he had not noticed the intruder . . . Silly of Jonas to have thought of “grey mice” but there were too many times, as Vera said, that he seemed wrapped in the trade he followed, seldom able to escape it, or willing to make the effort.


He told Vera about the mouse. She looked at her feet, saw nothing on the floor, shrugged, went on with the preparations for their meal. He said it was a small mouse, harmless, and grey, and was about to explain the significance of a grey mouse, but did not finish the sentence.


The lights in the caravan flickered, seemed about to go out, then came alive again. Dipped once more, then regained their full power . . . as if giving a warning.


The rain had started again and the wind.


Jonas said, “I told you, didn’t I? We’ve just enjoyed the calm before the storm.”
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Chapter 2


They were out early on Dunwich Health.


Neither Jonas nor Vera had slept well. They were on open ground, few trees to offer protection and the wind came hard on them, and the rain spat. Jonas had pulled a miserable face, one of his favourite expressions, and had used a familiar quote: “Things are going to get a lot worse before they get worse” and had suggested that they should take their exercise after a dawn breakfast, because the storm was chasing them.


A poor night for both of them in the pull-out, then stowaway, bed. Some time in the small hours, Jonas had been up and had switched off the refrigerator. He’d done it because of the electrical cuts. The power would go off, then the fridge would start to bleep a warning, then the power would come back on and the engine would crank up and have to work overtime in order to lower the inner temperature. Switch the damn thing off and pull out the plug had been his technical answer to the problem. That had not solved the difficulty of sleeping. The movement under the bed had bothered him, the sound of scurrying, of scratching. He blamed the “grey mouse”, the “wee, sleekit, cowrin’ tim’rous beastie”, the little wretch that attracted no interest from Olaf.


Jonas was in sour humour . . . At the start of their walk, Vera had accosted a ranger taking a small party of enthusiasts for a hike on the Heath and the man had – with no good grace because they were obviously not fare-paying punters – said where they might see the Dartford warbler. Jonas was told it was rare, that it would be exceptional good fortune to see one, that it was the size of a sparrow, that a three-second sighting would be a triumph. Jonas humoured his wife, nodding with fraudulent enthusiasm, and his mind had slipped . . . His work now encompassed another great rarity: the expanding numbers of Russian intelligence officers, attached to the Embassy, who claimed to be engaged in “legitimate diplomatic activity” and not in hostile spying.


They tramped into the wind that blew in hard from the North Sea and flattened his clothes against his body, and he clung to his cap.


He supposed a rest, a break from his work was to be appreciated. He had moved – not strictly accurate, had been moved – from Counter-Terror to Counter-Espionage after his single-handed arrest of Cameron Jilkes. Wearing a handcuff on his own wrist he had wormed himself close to the Isis veteran who had returned to the UK with a heart overflowing with hatred and with a target to take down. Jonas had then clipped the free cuff to Jilkes’ wrist while sitting next to him in a park and appearing to be a boring, lonely old man in need of conversation: had damn near had his arm pulled from the shoulder socket before the backup had arrived. Jilkes, at Southwark Crown Court, had been sentenced to a minimum of twenty-seven years’ maximum security imprisonment. And Jonas? There had been a bar to his Queen’s Gallantry Medal, to go with the original awarded after he had disarmed, single-handed, a wannabe suicide, complete with a primed vest, close to the Houses of Parliament. And more for Jonas? A second disciplinary committee had convened and once more he had been warned that his conduct ran counter to all accepted practices of waiting on site for trained personnel to arrive, and again he had been reprimanded.


In the Thames House offices of the Security Service only a very few knew of the detail of his involvement in the two arrests. But it was recognised that he possessed, though not from specific training or a university education, a nose that was more than valuable. Actually, a rather unremarkable nose and with a nuisance mole on one side that probably should have been cut out years back, but a nose that gave him the ability to think outside conventional parameters. At Thames House, his champion was the current AssDepDG, on a floor above Jonas’s own cubicle in a corner of a room on the south-facing side of the building, third floor, and with the number 13 on the door. He had, in S/3/13, the company of men and women of the A4 Branch, a surveillance team who had learned to tolerate his eccentricity, his rudeness, and to appreciate his brilliance. His nose, bloodied when Jilkes had failed to break free, was as good, a detective in the Flying Squad had remarked, as that of any of the “thief takers” in the classic days of Scotland Yard legends. To keep him clear of risking his life in further contravention of regulations, Jonas was transferred to the Russia Desk, had been there for two years. A bit slow, he would have said in confidence, except that there was nobody he talked to inside such strictures, not even Vera. He did not speak Russian, had never been to that vast country . . . He sat most working days in the small area with the partition that was his den, studying photographs and case histories and surveillance schedules of “legals” and “illegals” and their assets. Perhaps because it was all “a bit slow” Jonas had agreed to take owed days off and tow the caravan to the Suffolk coast for a long weekend. What he had been working on earlier that week . . .


But the memory nudge was tipped from his mind. The group with the ranger were a hundred yards ahead frozen on the path, except for those who were tugging at their cameras or elbowing for a better vantage point: all would be disappointed. There was a blur of movement. Rain on the lenses of Jonas’s spectacles distorted his view. The bird came towards him and Vera had a hand on his arm to keep him motionless. Its chest was russet, its back dull brown and it had a high geek’s forehead. It flew towards them, away from the enthusiasts, and perched on a sprig of winter gorse. He heard Vera gasp with pleasure. Just another bird as far as Jonas was concerned, but he was pleased for Vera. A full five seconds it was with them, a dozen feet away, and then it scooted. Jonas saw, the ornithologists gazing at him with naked envy. He shrugged, smiled, grimaced, as if it had all been just luck. He had seen the bird, they had not. Luck. Jonas liked luck. Luck was more important in his work than the famed quality of his nose . . . He wondered how the little grey mouse was, whether it stayed lucky, whether Olaf, in between extended bouts of sleeping, had put an end to the mouse’s lucky streak. They trudged on. And he wondered about the electricity in the caravan, when Vera allowed him back there, and whether she would manage to produce a hot meal.


He liked the company of luck, had needed it in his life, never bad-mouthed it. And said, “I’m not complaining but a big storm is coming, believe me.”


 


Alexei looked unremarkable. Just a young Russian lad. Wore the hood of his anorak high on his head, the buttons fastened to protect his chin and mouth, thick jeans and ordinary trainers. There were squalls of snow in the air, some of the flakes resting on the top of his rucksack, more on his hood. The pavement was a wet and dirty slush, and he felt the damp in the heel of his right trainer, in which he’d transported the memory stick. Was he given a second glance by those who flowed either side of him? Were they approaching him or passing him? He was certain he was watched.


Guilt gnawed. There was good reason for him to be tailed.


He had seen them after he had left the bus, crowded that Sunday lunchtime, and had started to walk the last few hundred metres to the station. He was now a bare hundred paces away from the extravagant main entrance. There was no doubt in his mind. Fear welled in him.


Two of them wore suits. Not the elegant suits favoured by those going to the fat-cat jobs in the centre of the capital, but the cheap crumpled suits that were the uniform of the bureaucrats, and over the suits they wore heavy bulging anoraks. They stood out, were telegraphed, and they moved at the same pace as he did. One ahead, occasionally ducking his head close to his collar so that he could speak, and at other moments seeming to scratch his ear with an irritation that indicated he had trouble with his earpiece. In another ear, level with him, he had seen a flicker of light; they had been passing a pizza outlet and garish neon blurted out from the interior and lit the drab grey of the street, and a fraction of the light had found the device buried in a hairy ear and Alexei was certain he had seen a loose coil of peach-coloured wire that led from the ear down into the anorak. Good enough? Certain proof. He had reason to be frightened.
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