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BOOK ONE







CHAPTER ONE







WE THREE KINGS OF ORIENT ARE, BEARING GIFTS WE TRAVERSE AFAR ... 


The band of carollers huddled at the corner, stamping their feet and swinging their arms, their young voices penetrating the cold night air between the harsh sounds of automobile horns and police whistles and the metallic strains of Christmas music blaring from speakers above garishly lighted store fronts. The snowfall was dense, snarling traffic, causing the hordes of last-minute shoppers to shield their eyes and somehow manage to side-step suddenly lurching automobiles as well as mounds of slush and each other. Tyres spun on the wet streets; buses inched in maddening starts and stops, and the bells of uniformed Santas kept up their incessant if futile clanging.







FIELD AND FOUNTAIN, MOOR AND MOW-AN-TEN ... 


A dark Cadillac sedan turned the corner and crept past the carollers. The lead singer, dressed in a costume that was somebody’s idea of Dickens’ Bob Cratchit, approached the right rear window, his gloved hand outstretched, his face contorted in song next to the glass.







FOLLOWING YA-HON-DER STAR ... 


The angry driver blew his horn and waved the begging  caroller away, but the middle-aged passenger in the back seat reached into his overcoat pocket and pulled out several bills. He pressed a button; the rear window glided down and the grey-haired man thrust the money into the outstretched hand.


‘God bless you, sir!’ shouted the caroller. ‘The Boys Club of East Fiftieth Street thanks you. Merry Christmas, sir!’


The words would have been more effective had there not been a stench of whisky emanating from the mouth that yelled them.


‘Merry Christmas,’ said the passenger, pressing the window button to shut off further communication.


There was a momentary break in the traffic. The Cadillac shot forward only to be forced to an abrupt, sliding stop thirty feet down the street. The driver gripped the steering wheel; it was a gesture that took the place of cursing out loud.


‘Take it easy, Major,’ said the grey-haired passenger, his tone of voice at once sympathetic and commanding. ‘Getting upset won’t solve anything; it won’t get us where we’re going any faster.’


‘You’re right, General,’ answered the driver with a respect he did not feel. Normally, the respect was there, but not tonight, not on this particular trip. The general’s self-indulgence aside, he had one hell of a nerve requesting his aide to be available for duty on Christmas Eve. For driving a rented, civilian car to New York so the general could play games. The major could think of a dozen acceptable reasons for being on duty tonight, but this was not one of them.


A whore house. Stripped of its verbal frills, that’s what it was. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was going to a whore house on Christmas Eve! And because games were played, the general’s most confidential aide had to be there to pick up the mess when the games were over. Pick it up, put it together, nurse it through the next morning at  some obscure motel, and make goddamn sure no one found out what the games were or who the mess was. And by noon tomorrow the Chairman would resume his ramrod bearing, issue his orders, and the evening and the mess would be forgotten.


The major had made these trips many times during the past three years - since the day after the general had assumed his awesome position - but the trips always followed periods of intense activity at the Pentagon, or moments of national crisis, when the general had shown his professional mettle. But never on such a night as this. Never on Christmas Eve, for Christ’s sake! If the general were anyone else but Anthony Blackburn, the major might have objected on the grounds that even a subordinate officer’s family had certain holiday priorities.


But the major would never offer the slightest objection about anything where the general was concerned. ‘Mad Anthony’ Blackburn had carried a broken young lieutenant out of a North Vietnamese prison camp, away from torture and starvation, and brought him through the jungles back to UN lines. That was years ago; the lieutenant was a major now, the senior aide to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


Military men often spoke bromidically of certain officers they’d follow to hell and back. Well, the major had been to hell and back with Mad Anthony Blackburn and he’d return to hell in a shot with a snap of the general’s fingers.


They reached Park Avenue and turned north. The traffic was less snarled than the crosstown route, as befitted the better section of the city. Fifteen more blocks to go; the brownstone was on Seventy-first Street between Park and Lexington.


The senior aide to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff would park the Cadillac in a prearranged space in front of the building and watch the general get out of the car and walk up the steps to the bolted entrance door. He  would not say anything, but a feeling of sadness would sweep over the major as he waited.


Until a slender woman - dressed in a dark silk gown with a diamond choker at her throat - re-opened the door in three and a half or four hours and flicked the front lights. It would be the major’s signal to come up and collect his passenger.


 




‘Hello, Tony.’ The woman swept across the dimly lit hallway and kissed the general’s cheek. ‘How are you, darling?’ she said, fingering her diamond choker as she leaned towards him.


‘Tense,’ replied Blackburn, slipping his arms out of his civilian overcoat, held by a uniformed maid. He looked at the girl; she was new and lovely.


The woman saw his glance. ‘She’s not ready for you, darling,’ she commented, taking his arm. ‘Perhaps in a month or two. Come along now, we’ll see what we can do about that tension. We’ve got everything you need. The best hashish from Ankara, absinthe from the finest still in Marseilles, and precisely what the doctor ordered from our own special catalogue. Incidentally, how’s your wife?’


‘Tense,’ said the general quietly. ‘She sends you her best.’


‘Do give her my love, darling.’


They walked through an archway into a large room with soft, multi-coloured lights that came from unseen sources; circles of blue and magenta and amber revolving slowly across the ceiling and the walls. The woman spoke again.


‘There’s a girl I want to have join you and your regular. Her background is simply tailor-made, darling. I couldn’t believe it when I interviewed her; it’s incredible. I just got her from Athens. You’ll adore her.’


 




Anthony Blackburn lay naked on the king-sized bed, tiny spotlights shooting down from the mirrored ceiling of  blue glass. Aromatic layers of hashish smoke were suspended in the still air of the dark room; three glasses of clear absinthe stood on the bedside table. The general’s body was covered with streaks and circles of waterpaint, fingermarks everywhere, phallic arrows pointing to his groin, his testicles and erect penis coated in red, his breasts black, matching the matted hair of his chest, the nipples blue and joined by a straight fingerline of flesh-white. He moaned and whipped his head back and forth in sexual oblivion as his companions did their work.


The two naked women alternately massaged and spread the thick globules of paint on the writhing body. As one revolved her breasts about his moaning, moving face the other cupped his genitalia, groaning sensually with each stroke, uttering false, muted screams of climax as the general approached orgasm - halted by the professional who knew her business.


The auburn-haired girl by his face kept whispering breathless, incomprehensible phrases in Greek. She removed herself briefly to reach for a glass on the table; she held Blackburn’s head and poured the thick liquid between his lips. She smiled at her companion, who winked back, Blackburn’s red-coated organ in her hand.


Then the Greek girl slid off the bed, gesturing towards the bathroom door. Her associate nodded, extending her left hand up towards the general’s head, inserting her fingers into his lips to cover for her companion’s brief indisposition. The auburn-haired woman walked across the black carpet and went into the bathroom. The room resounded with the groans of the general’s writhing euphoria.


Thirty seconds later, the Greek girl emerged, but she was no longer naked. She was dressed now in a dark tweed coat with a hood that covered her hair. She stood momentarily in the shadows, then stepped to the nearest window and gently pulled back the heavy drapes.


The sound of shattering glass filled the room and a rush  of wind billowed the curtains. The figure of a broad-shouldered, stocky man loomed in the window; he had kicked in the panes, and now leaped through the frame, his head encased in a ski-mask, a gun in his hand.


The girl on the bed whipped around and screamed in terror as the killer levelled his weapon and pulled the trigger. The explosion was muted by a silencer; the girl slumped over the obscenely painted body of Anthony Blackburn. The man approached the bed; the general raised his head, trying to focus through the mists of narcotics, his eyes floating, guttural sounds coming from his throat. The killer fired again. And again, and again, the bullets entering Blackburn’s neck and chest and groin, the eruptions of blood mingling with the glistening colours of the paint.


The man nodded to the girl from Athens; she rushed to the door, opened it and said in Greek, ‘She’ll be downstairs in the room with revolving lights. She’s in a long red dress, with diamonds around her neck.’


The man nodded again and they rushed out into the corridor.


 




The major’s thoughts were interrupted by the unexpected sounds that seemed to come from somewhere inside the brownstone. He listened, his breath suspended.


They were shrieks of some kind ... yelling ... screams.  People were screaming!


He looked up at the house; the heavy door flew open as two figures ran outside and down the steps, a man and a woman. Then he saw it and a massive pain shot through his stomach: the man was shoving a gun into his belt.


Oh, my God!


The major thrust his hand under the seat for his Army automatic, pulled it out and leapt from the car. He raced up the steps and inside the hallway. Beyond, through the arch, the screams mounted; people were running, several up the staircase, others down.


He ran into the large room with the insanely revolving coloured lights. On the floor he could see the figure of the slender woman with the diamonds around her neck. Her forehead was a mass of blood; she’d been shot.


Oh, Christ!



‘Where is he?’ he shouted.


‘Upstairs!’ came the scream from a girl huddled in the corner.


The major turned in panic and raced back to the ornate staircase, taking the steps three at a time, passing a telephone on a small table on the landing; its image stuck in his mind. He knew the room; it was always the same room. He turned in the narrow corridor, reached the door and lunged through it.



Oh, Jesus!It was beyond anything in his imagination, beyond any of the previous games, beyond any mess he had seen before. The naked Blackburn covered with blood and painted obscenities, the dead girl slumped over him, her face on his genitals. It was a sight from hell, if hell could be so terrible.


The major would never know where he found the self-control, but find it he did. He slammed the door shut and stood in the corridor, his automatic raised. He grabbed a woman who raced by towards the staircase, and shouted.


‘Do as I say, or I’ll kill you! There’s a telephone over there. Dial the number I tell you! Say the words I tell you, the exact words!’ He shoved the girl viciously towards the hallway phone.


 




The President of the United States walked grimly through the door into the Oval Office and over to his desk. Already there, and standing together, were the Secretary of State and the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency.


‘I know the facts,’ said the President harshly in his familiar drawl, ‘and they turn my stomach. Now tell me what you’re doing about them?’


The Director of the CIA stepped forward. ‘New York  Homicide is co-operating. We’re fortunate in so far as the general’s aide remained by the door and threatened to kill anyone who tried to get past him. Our people arrived, and were at the scene first. They cleaned up as best they could.’


‘That’s cosmetics, goddamn it!’ said the President. ‘I suppose they’re necessary, but that’s not what I’m interested in. What are your ideas? Was it one of those weird, kinky New York murders, or was it something else?’


‘In my judgement,’ answered the Director, ‘it was something else. I said as much to Paul here last night. It was a thoroughly analysed, pre-arranged assassination. Brilliantly executed. Even to the killing of the establishment’s owner, who was the only one who could shed any light.’


‘Who’s responsible?’


‘I’d say KGB. The bullets fired were from a Russian Graz-Burya automatic, a favourite weapon of theirs.’


‘I must object, Mr President,’ said the Secretary of State. ‘I can’t subscribe to Jim’s conclusion; that gun may be unusual, but it can be purchased in Europe. I was with the Ambassador for an hour this morning. He was as shaken as we were. He not only disclaimed any possible Russian involvement, but correctly pointed out that General Blackburn was far more acceptable to the Soviets than any who might immediately succeed him.’


‘The KGB,’ interrupted the Director, ‘is often at odds with the Kremlin’s diplomatic corps.’


‘As the Company is with ours?’ asked the Secretary.


‘No more than your own Consular Operations, Paul,’ replied the Director.


‘Goddamn it!’ said the President. ‘I don’t need that crap from you two. Give me facts. You first, Jim. Since you’re so sure of yourself, what have you come up with?’


‘A great deal.’ The Director opened the file folder in his hand, took out a sheet of paper and placed it in front of the President. ‘We went back fifteen years and put everything  we learned about last night into the computers. We cross-checked the concepts of method, location, egress, timing and teamwork. We matched it all with every known KGB assassination during the period. We’ve come up with three profiles. Three of the most elusive and successful killers in Soviet intelligence. In each case, of course, the man operates under normal covert procedures, but they’re all assassins. We’ve listed them in order of expertise.


The President studied the three names:

Taleniekov, Vasili. Last reported post: South-west Soviet Sectors.



Krylovich, Nikolai. Last reported post: Moscow, VKR.



Zhukovski, Georgi. Last reported post: East Berlin, Embassy Attaché.








The Secretary of State was agitated; he could not remain silent. ‘Mr President, this kind of speculation — based at best on the widest variables — can only lead to confrontation. It’s not the time for it.’


‘Now, wait a minute, Paul,’ said the President. ‘I asked for facts, and I don’t give a damn whether the time’s right or not right for a confrontation. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was killed. He may have been a sick son of a bitch in private life, but he was a hell of a good soldier. If it was a Soviet assassination, I want to know it.’ The chief executive put the paper down on the desk, his eyes still on the Secretary. ‘Besides,’ he added, ‘until more is known there won’t be any confrontations. I’m certain Jim has kept this at the highest level of security.’


‘Of course,’ said the Director of the CIA.


There was a rapid knock on the Oval Office door. The President’s senior communications aide entered without waiting for a response.


‘Sir, the Premier of Soviet Russia is on the Red telephone. We’ve confirmed the transmission.’


‘Thank you,’ said the President, reaching for a phone  with very thick wires behind his chair. ‘Mr Premier? This is the President.’


The Russian’s words were spoken rapidly, briskly, and at the first pause, an interpreter translated. As was customary, the Soviet interpreter stopped and another voice - that of the interpreter’s American counterpart - said simply, ‘Correct, Mr President.’


The four-way conversation continued.


‘Mr President,’ said the Premier, ‘I mourn the death - the murder - of General Anthony Blackburn. He was a fine soldier who loathed war, as you and I loathe war. He was respected here, his strength and perception of global problems a beneficial influence on our own military leaders. He will be sorely missed.’


‘Thank you, Mr Premier. We, too, mourn his death. His murder. We are at a loss to explain it.’


‘That is the reason for my call, Mr President. You must know beyond doubt that General Blackburn’s death - his murder - would never be desired by the responsible leadership of the Soviet Socialist Republic. The contemplation of it would be an anathema. I trust I make myself clear, Mr President.’


‘I think so, Mr Premier, and I thank you again. But if I may, are you alluding to the outside possibility of irresponsible leadership?’


‘No more than those in your Senate who would bomb the Ukraine. Such idiots are dismissed, as they should be.’


‘Then I’m not sure I grasp the subtlety of your phrasing, Mr Premier.’


‘I shall be clearer. Your Central Intelligence Agency has produced three names it believes may be involved with the death of General Blackburn. They are not, Mr President. You have my solemn word. They are responsible men, held in absolute control by their superiors. In point of fact, one man, Zhukovski, was hospitalized a week ago. Another, Krylovich, has been stationed at the Manchurian border for the past eleven months. And the respected Taleniekov  is, to all intents and purposes, retired. He is currently in Moscow.’


The President paused and stared at the Director of the CIA. ‘Thank you for the clarification, Mr Premier, and for the accuracy of your information. I realize it wasn’t easy for you to make this call. Soviet intelligence is to be commended.’


As is your own. There are fewer secrets these days; some say that is good. I weighed the values, and had to reach you. We were not involved, Mr President.’


‘I believe you. I wonder who it was.’


‘I’m troubled, Mr President. I think we should both know the answer to that.’







CHAPTER TWO


‘Dimitri Yurievich!’ roared the buxom woman goodnaturedly as she approached the bed, a breakfast tray in her hand. ‘It’s the first morning of your holiday. The snow is on the ground, the sun is melting it, and before you shake the vodka from your head, the forests will be green again!’


The man buried his face in the pillow, then rolled over and opened his eyes, blinking at the sheer whiteness of the room. Outside the large windows of the dacha, the branches of the trees were sagging under the weight of their blinding white blankets.


Yurievich smiled at his wife, his fingers touching the hairs of his beard, grown more grey than brown. ‘I think I burned myself last night,’ he said.


‘You would have!’ laughed the woman. ‘Fortunately my peasant instincts were inherited by our son. He sees fire and doesn’t waste time analysing the components, but puts it out!’


‘I remember him leaping at me.’


‘He certainly did.’ Yurievich’s wife put the tray on the bed, pushing her husband’s legs away to make room for herself. She sat down and reached for his forehead. ‘You’re warm, but you’ll survive, my Cossack.’


‘Give me a cigarette.’


‘Not before fruit juice. You’re a very important man; the cupboards are filled with cans of fruit juice. Our lieutenant says they’re probably there to put out the cigarettes that burn your beard.’


‘The mentality of soldiers will never improve. We scientists understand that. The cans of juice are there to be mixed with vodka.’ Dimitri Yurievich smiled again, not a little forlornly. ‘A cigarette, my love? I’ll even let you light it.’


‘You are impossible!’ She picked up a pack of cigarettes from the bedside table, shook one out and put it between her husband’s lips. ‘Be careful not to breathe when I strike the match. We’d both explode, and I’ll be buried in dishonour as the killer of the Soviet’s most prominent nuclear physicist.’


‘My work lives after me; let me be interred with smoke.’ Yurievich inhaled as his wife held the match. ‘Our son is faring well this morning?’


‘He’s fine. He was up early oiling the rifles. His guests will be here in an hour or so. The hunt begins around noon.’


‘Oh, Lord, I forgot about that,’ said Yurievich, pushing himself up on the pillow into a sitting position. ‘Do I really have to go?’


‘You and he are teamed together. Don’t you remember telling everyone at dinner that father and son would bring home the prize game?’


Dimitri winced. ‘It was my conscience speaking. All those years in the laboratories while he grew up somehow behind my back.’


His wife smiled. ‘It will be good for you to get out in the cold air. Now finish your cigarette, eat your breakfast and get dressed.’


‘You know something?’ said Yurievich, taking his wife’s hand. ‘I’m just beginning to grasp it. This is a holiday. I can’t remember our last one.’


‘I’m not sure there ever was one. You work harder than any man I’ve known.’


Yurievich shrugged. ‘It was good of the army to grant our son leave.’


‘He requested it. He wanted to be with you.’


‘That was good of him, too. I love him, but I hardly know him.’


‘He’s a fine officer, everyone says. You can be proud, my husband.’


‘Oh I am, indeed, my wife. It’s just that I don’t know what to say to him. We have so little in common. The vodka made things easier last night.’


‘You haven’t seen each other in nearly two years.’


‘I’ve had my work, everyone knows that.’


‘You’re a scientist.’ His wife squeezed Dimitri’s hand. ‘But not today. Not for the next three weeks. No laboratories, no blackboards, no all-night sessions with eager young professors and students who want to tell everybody they’ve worked with the great Yurievich.’ She took the cigarette from between his lips and crushed it out. ‘Now, eat your breakfast and get dressed. A winter hunt will do you a world of good.’


‘My dear woman,’ protested Dimitri, laughing, ‘it will probably be the death of me. I haven’t fired a rifle in over twenty years!’


Lieutenant Nikolai Yurievich trudged through the deep snow towards the old building that was once the dacha’s  stables. He turned and looked back at the huge three-storey main house. It glistened in the morning sunlight, a small alabaster palace set in an alabaster glen carved out of snow-laden forest. It was from another, far more graceful era that had disappeared, its like never to return again.


Moscow thought a great deal of his father. Everyone wanted to know about the great Yurievich, this brilliant, irascible man whose mere name frightened the leaders of the Western world. It was said that Dimitri Yurievich carried the formulae for a dozen nuclear tactical weapons in his head; that left alone in a munitions depot with an adjacent laboratory he could fashion a bomb that would destroy greater London, all of Washington and most of Peking.


That was the great Yurievich, a man immune from  criticism or discipline, in spite of words and actions which were at times intemperate. Not in terms of his devotion to the state; that was never in question. Dimitri Yurievich was the fifth child of impoverished peasants from Kourov. Without the state he would be behind a mule on some aristocrat’s land. No, he was a Communist to his boots, but like all brilliant men he had no patience with bureaucracies. He had been outspoken about interference and he had never been taken to task for it.


Which was why so many wanted to know him. On the assumption, Nikolai suspected, that even knowing the great Yurievich would somehow transfer a touch of his immunity to them.


The lieutenant knew that was the case today and it was an uncomfortable feeling. The ‘guests’ who were now on their way to his father’s dacha had practically invited themselves. One was the commander of Nikolai’s battalion in Vilnius, the other a man Nikolai did not even know. A friend of the commander’s from Moscow, someone the commander said could do a young lieutenant a good turn when it came to assignments. Nikolai did not care for such enticements; he was his own man first, his father’s son second. He would make his own way; it was very important to him that he do so. But he could not refuse this particular commander, for if there was any man in the Soviet army who deserved a touch of ‘immunity’, it was Colonel Janek Drigorin.


Drigorin had spoken out against the corruption that was rife in the Select Officer Corps. The resort clubs on the Black Sea paid for with misappropriated funds, the stockhouses filled with contraband, the women brought in on military aircraft against all regulations.


He was cut off by Moscow, sent to Vilnius to rot in mediocrity. Whereas Nikolai Yurievich was a twenty-one-year-old lieutenant exercising major responsibility in a minor post, Drigorin was a major military talent relegated to oblivion in a minor command. If such a man wished to  spend a day with his father, Nikolai could not protest. And, after all, the colonel was a delightful person; he wondered what the other man was like.


Nikolai reached the stables and opened the large door that led to the corridor of stalls. The hinges had been oiled; the old entrance swung back without a sound. He walked down past the immaculately kept enclosures that once had held the best of breeds and tried to imagine what that Russia had been like. He could almost hear the whinnies of fiery-eyed stallions, the impatient scuffing of hooves, the snorting of hunters eager to break out for the fields.


That Russia must have been something. If you weren’t behind a mule.


He came to the end of the long corridor, where there was another wide door. He opened it and walked out into the snow again. In the distance, something caught his eye; it seemed out of place. They seemed out of place.


Veering from the corner of a grain bin towards the edge of the forest, there were tracks in the snow. Footprints, perhaps. Yet the two servants assigned by Moscow to the  dacha had not left the main house. And the gamekeepers were in their barracks down the road.


On the other hand, thought Nikolai, the warmth of the morning sun could have melted the rims of any impressions in the snow; and the blinding light played tricks on the eyes. They were no doubt the tracks of some foraging animal. The lieutenant smiled to himself at the thought of an animal from the forest looking for grain here, at this cared-for relic that was the grand dacha’s stables. The animals had not changed, but Russia had.


Nikolai looked at his watch; it was time to go back to the house. The guests would be arriving shortly.


 




Everything was going so well, Nikolai could hardly believe it. There was nothing uncomfortable at all, thanks in large measure to his father and the man from Moscow. Colonel  Drigorin at first seemed ill-at-ease - the commander who had imposed himself on the well-known or well-connected subordinate - but Dimitri Yurievich would have none of it. He welcomed his son’s superior as an anxious — if celebrated - father, interested only in furthering his son’s position. Nikolai could not help but be amused; his father was so obvious. Vodka was delivered with the fruit juice and coffee, and Nikolai kept a sharp eye out for dangling cigarettes.


The surprise and delight was the colonel’s friend from Moscow, a man named Brunov, a high-ranking party functionary in Military-Industrial Planning. Not only did Brunov and his father have mutual friends, it was soon apparent that they shared an irreverent attitude towards much of Moscow’s bureaucracy - which encompassed, naturally, many of those mutual friends. The laughter was not long coming, each rebel trying to outdo the other with biting comments about this commissar-with-an-echo-chamber-for-a-head and that economist-who-could-not-keep-a-rouble-in-his-pocket.


‘We are wicked, Brunov!’ roared Nikolai’s father, his eyes alive with laughter.


‘Too true, Yurievich!’ agreed the man from Moscow. ‘It’s a pity we’re so accurate.’


‘But be careful, we’re with soldiers. They’ll report us!’


‘Then I shall withhold their payrolls and you’ll design a back-firing bomb.’


Dimitri Yurievich’s laughter subsided for a brief moment. ‘I wish there were no need for the functioning kind.’


‘And I that such large payrolls were not demanded.’


‘Enough,’ said Yurievich. ‘The gamekeepers say the hunting here is superb. My son has promised to look out for me, and I promised to shoot the biggest game. Come now, whatever you lack we have here. Boots, furs ... vodka.’


‘Not while firing, Father.’


‘By God, you have taught him something,’ said Yurievich, smiling at the colonel. ‘Incidentally, gentlemen, I won’t hear of your leaving today. You’ll stay the night, of course. Moscow is generous; there are roasts and fresh vegetables from Lenin-knows-where ...’


‘And flasks of vodka, I trust.’


‘Not flasks, Brunov. Casks! I see it in your eyes. We’ll both be on holiday. You’ll stay.’


‘I’ll stay,’ said the man from Moscow.’


 




The gunshots rang through the forest, vibrating in the ears. Nor were they lost on the winter birds; screeches and the snapping of wings formed a rolling coda to the echoes. Nikolai could hear excited voices as well, but they were too far away to be understandable. He turned to his father.


‘We should hear the whistle within sixty seconds if they hit something,’ he said, his rifle angled down at the snow.


‘It’s an outrage!’ replied Yurievich in mock anger. ‘The gamekeepers swore to me - on the side, mind you - that all the game was in this section of the woods. Near the lake. There was nothing over there! It’s why I insisted they go there.’


‘You’re an old scoundrel,’ said the son, studying his father’s weapon. ‘Your safety’s released. Why?’


‘I thought I heard a rustle back there. I wanted to be ready.’


‘With respect, my father, please put it back on. Wait until your sight matches the sound you hear before you release it.’


‘With respect, my soldier, then there’d be too much to do at once.’ Yurievich saw the concern in his son’s eyes. ‘On second thoughts, you’re probably right. I’d fall and cause a detonation. That’s something I know about.’


‘Thank you,’ said the lieutenant, suddenly turning. His father was right; there was something rustling behind them. A crack of a limb, the snap of a branch. He released the safety on his weapon.


‘What is it?’ asked Dimitri Yurievich, excitement in his eyes.


‘Sh,’ whispered Nikolai, peering into the shaggy corridors of white surrounding them.


He saw nothing. He snapped the safety into its locked position.


‘You heard it, too, then?’ asked Dimitri. ‘It wasn’t just this pair of fifty-five-year-old ears.’


‘The snow’s heavy,’ suggested the son. ‘Branches break under its weight. That’s what we heard.’


‘Well, one thing we didn’t hear,’ said Yurievich, ‘was a whistle. They didn’t hit a damn thing!’


Three more distant gunshots rang out.


‘They’ve seen something,’ said the lieutenant. ‘Perhaps now we’ll hear their whistle ...’


Suddenly they heard it. A sound. But it was not a whistle. It was, instead, a panicked, elongated scream, faint but distinct. Distinctly a terrible scream. It was followed by another, more hysterical, stretched out until the echoes enlarged it into waves of something horrible.


‘My God, what happened?’ Yurievich grabbed his son’s arm.


‘I don’t...’


The reply was cut off by a third scream, searing and terrible. There were no words, only swallowed protests, shrieks of pain.


‘Stay here!’ yelled the lieutenant to his father. ‘I’ll go to them.’


‘I’ll follow,’ said Yurievich. ‘Go quickly, but be careful!’


Nikolai raced through the snow towards the source of the screams. They filled the woods now, less shrill, but more painful for the loss of power. The soldier used his rifle to crash his path through the heavy branches, bending, breaking, kicking up sprays of snow. His legs ached, the cold air swelled in his lungs, his sight was obscured by tears of fatigue.


He heard the roars first, and then he saw what he most feared, what no hunter ever wanted to see.


An enormous, wild black bear, his terrifying face a mass of blood, was wreaking his vengeance on those who’d caused his wounds, clawing, ripping, slashing at his enemy..


Nikolai raised his rifle and fired until there were no more shells in the chamber.


The giant bear fell. The soldier raced to the two men; he lost what breath he had as he looked at them.


The man from Moscow was dead, his throat torn, his bloodied head barely attached to his body. Drigorin was only just alive, and if he did not die in seconds, Nikolai knew he would reload his weapon and finish what the animal had not done. The colonel had no face; it was not there. In its place a sight that burned itself into the soldier’s mind.


How? How could it have happened?


And then the lieutenant’s eyes strayed to Drigorin’s right arm and the shock was beyond anything he could imagine.


It was half severed from his elbow, the method of surgery clear: heavy calibre bullets.


The colonel’s firing arm had been shot off!


Nikolai ran to Brunov’s corpse; he reached down and rolled it over.


Brunov’s arm was intact, but his left hand had been blown apart, only the gnarled, bloody outline of a palm left, the fingers strips of bone. His left hand. Nikolai Yurievich remembered the morning; the coffee and fruit juice and vodka and cigarettes.


The man from Moscow was left-handed.


Brunov and Drigorin had been rendered defenceless by someone with a gun, someone who knew what was in their path.


Nikolai stood up cautiously, the soldier in him primed, seeking an unseen enemy. And this was an enemy he  wanted to find and kill with all his heart. His mind raced back to the footprints he had seen behind the stables. They were not those of a scavenging animal - though an animal’s they were - they were the tracks of a killer so obscene there was nothing in the Lubyanka he did not deserve.


Who was it? Above all, why?



The lieutenant saw a flash of light. Sunlight off a weapon.


He made a move to his right, then abruptly spun to his left and lunged to the ground, rolling behind the trunk of an oak tree. He removed the empty magazine from his weapon, replacing it with a fresh one. He squinted his eyes up at the source of the light. It came from high in a pine tree.


A figure was straddling two limbs fifty feet above the ground, a rifle with a telescopic sight in his hands. The killer wore a white snow parka with a white fur hood, his face obscured behind wide black sunglasses.


Nikolai thought he would vomit in rage and revulsion. The man was smiling, and the lieutenant knew he was smiling down at him.


Furiously, he raised his rifle. An explosion of snow blinded him, accompanied by the loud report of a high-powered rifle. A second gunshot followed; the bullet thumped into the wood above his head. He pulled back into the protection of the trunk.


Another gunshot, this one in the near distance, not from the killer in the pine tree.


‘Nikolai!’


His mind burst. There was nothing left but rage. The voice that screamed his name was his father’s.


‘Nikolai!’


Another shot. The soldier sprang up from the ground, firing his rifle into the tree and raced across the snow.


An icelike incision was made in his chest. He heard nothing and felt nothing until he knew his face was cold.  The Premier of Soviet Russia placed his hands on the long table beneath the window that looked out over the Kremlin. He leaned over and studied the photographs, the flesh of his large peasant face sagging with exhaustion, his eyes filled with anger and shock.


‘Horrible,’ he whispered. ‘That men should die like this is horrible. At least, Yurievich was spared - not his life, but such an end as this.’


Across the room, seated around another table, were two men and a woman, their faces stern, watching the Premier. In front of each was a brown file folder, and it was apparent that each was anxious to proceed with the conference. But with the Premier one did not push nor intrude on his thoughts; his temper could be unleashed by such displays of impatience. The Premier was a man whose mind raced faster than anyone’s in that room, but his deliberations were nevertheless slow, the complexities considered. He was a survivor in a world where only the most astute - and subtle — survived.


Fear was a weapon he used with extraordinary skill.


He stood up, pushing the photographs away in disgust, and strode back to the conference table.


‘All nuclear stations are on alert, our submarines approaching firing positions,’ he said. ‘I want this information transmitted to all embassies. Use codes Washington has broken.’


One of the men at the table leaned forward. He was a diplomat, older than the Premier, and obviously an associate of long standing, an ally who could speak somewhat more freely than the other two. ‘You risk a reaction I’m not sure is wise. We’re not that certain. The American ambassador was profoundly shocked. I know him; he wasn’t lying.’


‘Then he wasn’t informed,’ said the second man curtly. ‘Speaking for the VKR, we are certain. The bullets and shell casings were identified: seven-millimetre - grooved for implosion. Bore markings, unmistakable. They were  fired from a Browning Magnum, Grade Four. What more do you need?’


‘A great deal more than that. Such a weapon is not so difficult to obtain, and I doubt an American assassin would leave his business card!’


‘He might if it was the weapon he was most familiar with. We’ve found a pattern.’ The VKR man turned to the middle-aged woman, whose face was chiselled granite. ‘Explain, if you will, Comrade Director.’


The woman opened her file folder and scanned the top page before speaking. She turned to the second page and addressed the Premier, her eyes avoiding the diplomat. ‘As you know there were two assassins, presumably both male. One had to be a marksman of extreme skill and coordination, the other someone who undoubtedly possessed the same qualifications, but who was also an expert in electronic surveillance. There was evidence in the stables - bracket scrapings, suction imprints, footprints indicating unobstructed vantage points - that lead us to believe all conversations in the dacha were intercepted.’


‘You describe CIA expertise, comrade,’ interrupted the Premier.


‘Or Consular Operations, sir,’ replied the woman. ‘It’s important to bear that in mind.’


‘Oh, yes,’ agreed the Premier. ‘The State Department’s small band of “negotiators”,’


‘Why not the Chinese Tao-pans?’ offered the diplomat earnestly. ‘They’re among the most effective killers on earth. The Chinese had more to fear from Yurievich than anyone else.’


‘Physiognomy rules them out,’ countered the man from VKR. ‘If one was caught, even after cyanide, Peking knows it would be destroyed.’


‘Get back to this pattern you’ve found,’ interrupted the Premier.


‘The woman continued. ’We fed everything through KGB computers, concentrating on American intelligence  personnel we know who have penetrated Russia, who speak the language fluently, and are known killers. We have arrived at four names. Here they are, Mr Premier. Three from the Central Intelligence Agency, one from the Department of State’s Consular Operations.’ She handed the page to the VKR man, who in turn rose and gave it to the Premier.


He looked at the names.




Scofield, Brandon Alan. State Department, Consular Operations. Known to have been responsible for assassinations in Prague, Athens, Paris, Munich. Suspected of having operated in Moscow itself. Involved in over twenty defections.



Randolph, David. Central Intelligence Agency. Cover is Import Traffic Manager, Dynamax Corporation, West Berlin Branch. All phases of sabotage. Known to have been instrumental in hydro-electrical explosions in Kazan and Tagil.



Saltzman, George Robert. Central Intelligence Agency. Operated as pouch courier and assassin in Vientiane under AID cover for six years. Oriental expert. Currently - since five weeks ago - in the Tashkent sector. Cover: Australian immigrant, sales manager: Perth Radar Corporation.



Bergstrom, Edward. Central Intelligence Agency ...





‘Mr Premier,’ interrupted the man from VKR. ‘My associate meant to explain that the names are in order of priority. In our opinion, the entrapment and execution of Dimitri Yurievich bears all the earmarks of the first man on that list.’


‘This is Scofield?’


‘Yes, Mr Premier. He disappeared a month ago in Marseilles. He’s done more damage, compromised more operations, than any agent the United States has fielded since the war.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes, sir.’ The VKR man paused, then spoke hesitantly, as if he did not want to go on, but knew he must. ‘His wife was killed ten years ago. In East Berlin. He’s been a maniac ever since.’



‘East Berlin?’


‘It was a trap. KGB.’


The telephone rang on the Premier’s desk; he crossed rapidly and picked it up.


It was the President of the United States. The interpreters were on the line; they went to work.


‘We grieve the death - the terrible murder - of a very great scientist, Mr Premier. As well as the horror that befell his friends.’


‘Your words are appreciated, Mr President, but as you know, those deaths and that horror were premeditated. I’m grateful for your sympathies, but I can’t help but wonder if perhaps you are not somewhat relieved that the Soviet Union has lost its foremost nuclear physicist.’


‘I am not, sir. His brilliance transcended our borders and differences. He was a man for all peoples.’


‘Yet he chose to be a part of one people, did he not? I tell you frankly, my concern does not transcend our differences. Rather, it forces me to look to my flanks.’


‘Then, if you’ll forgive me, Mr Premier, you’re looking for phantoms.’


‘Perhaps we’ve found them, Mr President. We have evidence that is extremely disturbing to me. So much so that I have ...’


‘Forgive me once again,’ interrupted the President of the United States. ‘Your evidence has prompted my calling you, in spite of my natural reluctance to do so. The KGB has made a great error. Four errors, to be precise.’



‘Four...’



‘Yes, Mr Premier. Specifically the names Scofield, Randolph, Saltzman and Bergstrom. None was involved, Mr Premier.’


‘You astonish me, Mr President.’


‘No more than you astonished me the other week. There are fewer secrets these days, remember?’


‘Words are inexpensive; the evidence is strong.’


‘Then it’s been so calculated. Let me clarify. Two of the three men from Central Intelligence are no longer in sanction. Randolph and Bergstrom are currently at their desks in Washington. Mr Saltzman was hospitalized in Tashkent; the diagnosis is cancer.’ The President paused.


‘That leaves one name, doesn’t it?’ said the Premier. ‘Your man from the infamous Consular Operations. So bland in diplomatic circles, but infamous to us.’


‘This is the most painful aspect of my clarification. It’s inconceivable that Mr Scofield could have been involved. More so than any of the others, frankly. I tell you this because it no longer matters.’


‘Words cost little ...’


‘Mr Premier, I must be explicit. For the past several years a covert, in-depth dossier has been maintained on Dr Yurievich, information added almost daily, certainly every month. In certain judgements, it was time to reach Dimitri Yurievich with viable options.’


‘What?’


‘Yes, Mr Premier. Defection. The two men who travelled to the dacha to make contact with Mr Yurievich did so in our interests. Their source-control was Scofield. It was his operation.’


The Premier of Soviet Russia stared across the room at the pile of photographs on the table. He spoke softly. ‘Thank you for your frankness.’


‘Look to other flanks.’


‘I shall.’


‘We both must.’







CHAPTER THREE


The late-afternoon sun was a fireball, its rays bouncing off the waters of the canal in blinding oscillation. The crowds walking west on Amsterdam’s Kalverstraat squinted as they hurried along the pavement, grateful for the February sun and gusts of wind that came off the myriad waterways that stemmed from the Amstel River. Too often February brought the mists and rain, dampness everywhere; it was not the case today and the citizens of the North Sea’s most vital port city seemed exhilarated by the clear, biting air warmed from above.


One man, however, was not exhilarated. Neither was he a citizen nor on the streets. His name was Brandon Alan Scofield, attaché-at-large, Consular Operations, United States Department of State. He stood at a window four storeys above the canal and the Kalverstraat, peering through binoculars down at the crowds, specifically at the area of the pavement where a glass telephone booth reflected the harsh flashes of sunlight. The light made him squint, but there was no gratitude felt, no energy evident on Scofield’s pallid face, a face whose sharp features were drawn and taut beneath a vaguely combed cover of light brown hair, fringed at the edge with strands of grey.


He kept refocusing the binoculars, cursing the light and the swift movements below. His eyes were tired, the hollows beneath dark and stretched, the results of too little sleep for too many reasons Scofield did not care to think about. There was a job to do and he was a professional; his concentration could not waver.


There were two other men in the room. A balding technician sat at a table with a dismantled telephone, wires connecting it to a tape machine, the receiver off the hook. Somewhere under the streets in a telephone complex, arrangements had been made; they were the only co-operation that would be given by the Amsterdam police, a debt called in by the attaché-at-large from the American State Department. The third person in the room was younger than the other two, in his early thirties and with no lack of energy on his face, no exhaustion in his eyes. If his features were taut, it was the tautness of enthralment; he was a young man eager for the kill. His weapon was a fast-film motion picture camera mounted on a tripod, a telescopic lens attached. He would have preferred a different weapon.


Down in the street, a figure appeared in the tinted circles of Scofield’s binoculars. The figure hesitated by the telephone booth and in that brief moment was jostled by the crowds off to the side of the pavement, in front of the flashing glass, blocking the glare with his body, a target surrounded by a halo of sunlight. It would be more comfortable for everyone concerned if the target could be zeroed where he was standing now. A high-powered rifle calibrated for seventy yards could do it; the man in the window could squeeze the trigger. He had done so often before. But comfort was not the issue. A lesson had to be taught, another lesson learned, and such instruction depended on the confluence of vital factors. Those teaching and those being taught had to understand their respective roles. Otherwise an execution was meaningless.


The figure below was an elderly man, in his middle to late sixties. He was dressed in rumpled clothing, a thick overcoat pulled up around his neck to ward off the chill, a battered hat pulled down over his forehead. There was a stubble of a beard on his frightened face; he was a man-on-the-run and for the American watching him through the binoculars, there was nothing so terrible, or haunting  as an old man-on-the-run. Except, perhaps, an old woman. He had seen both. Far more often than he cared to think about.


Scofield glanced at his watch. ‘Go ahead,’ he said to the technician at the table. Then he turned to the younger man who stood beside him. ‘You ready?’


‘Yes,’ was the curt reply. ‘I’ve got the son of a bitch centred. Washington was right; you proved it.’


‘I’m not sure what I’ve proved yet. I wish I was. When he’s in the booth, get his lips.


‘Right.’


The technician dialled the pre-arranged numbers and punched the buttons of the tape machine. He rose quickly from his chair and handed Scofield a semi-circular headset with a mouthpiece and single earphone. ‘It’s ringing,’ he said.


‘I know. He’s staring through the glass. He’s not sure he wants to hear it. That bothers me.’



‘Move, you son of a bitch!’ said the young man with the camera.


‘He will,’ said the older, light-haired Scofield, the binoculars and headset held firmly in his hands. ‘He’s frightened. Each half-second is a long time for him and I don’t know why ... There he goes; he’s opening the door. Everybody quiet.’ Scofield continued to stare through the binoculars, listened, and then spoke quietly into the mouthpiece. ‘Dobri dyen, priyatyel...’



The conversation, spoken entirely in Russian, lasted for eighteen seconds.



‘Da svidaniya,’ said Scofield, adding ‘zaftra nochyu. Na mostye.’ He continued to hold the headset to his ear and watched the frightened man below. The target disappeared into the crowds; the camera’s motor stopped, and the attaché-at-large put down the binoculars, handing the headset to the technician. ‘Were you able to get it all?’ he asked.


‘Clear enough for a voice print,’ said the balding operator, checking his dials.


‘You?’ Scofield turned to the young man by the camera.


‘If I understood the language better, even I could read his lips.’


‘Good. Others will; they’ll understand it very well.’ Scofield reached into his pocket, took out a small leather notebook, and began writing. ‘I want you to take the tape and the film to the embassy. Get the film developed right away and have duplicates made of both. I want miniatures; here are the specifications.’


‘Sorry, Bray,’ said the technician, glancing at Scofield as he wound a coil of telephone wire. ‘I’m not allowed within five blocks of the territory; you know that.’


‘I’m talking to Harry,’ replied Scofield, angling his head towards the younger man. He tore out the page from his notebook. ‘When the reductions are made, have them inserted in a single watertight flatcase. I want it coated, good enough for a week in the water.’


‘Bray,’ said the young man, taking the page of paper. ‘I picked up about every third word you said on the phone.’


‘You’re improving,’ interrupted Scofield, walking back to the window and the binoculars. ‘When you get to every other one, we’ll recommend an upgrade.’


‘That man wanted to meet tonight,’ continued Harry. ‘You turned him down.’


‘That’s right,’ said Scofield, raising the binoculars to his eyes, focusing out the window.


‘Our instructions were to take him as soon as we could. The cipher plain text was clear about that. No time lost.’


‘Time’s relative, isn’t it? When the old man heard the telephone ring, every second was an agonizing minute for him. For us, an hour can be a day. In Washington, for Christ’s sake, a day is normally measured by a calendar year.’


‘That’s no answer,’ pressed Harry, looking at the note. ‘We can get this stuff reduced and packed in forty-five  minutes. We could make the contact tonight. Why don’t we?’


‘The weather’s rotten,’ said Scofield, the binoculars at his eyes.


‘The weather’s perfect. Not a cloud in the sky.’


‘That’s what I mean. It’s rotten. A clear night means a lot of people strolling around the canals; in bad weather, they don’t. Tomorrow’s forecast is for rain.’


‘That doesn’t make sense. In ten seconds we block a bridge, he’s over the side and dead in the water.’


‘Tell that clown to shut up, Bray!’ shouted the technician at the table.


‘You heard the man,’ said Scofield, focusing on the spires of the buildings outside. ‘You just lost the upgrade. Your outrageous statement that we intend to commit bodily harm tarnishes our friends in the Company.’


The younger man grimaced. The rebuke was deserved. ‘Sorry. It still doesn’t make sense. The cipher was a priority alert; we should take him tonight.’


Scofield lowered the binoculars and looked at Harry. ‘I’ll tell you what does make sense,’ he said quietly, with an edge to his voice. ‘Somewhat more than those silly goddamned phrases someone found on the back of a cereal box. That man down there was terrified. He hasn’t slept in days. He’s strung out to the breaking point, and I want to know why.’


‘There could be a dozen reasons,’ countered the younger man. ‘He’s old. Inexperienced. Maybe he thinks we’re on to him, that he’s about to be caught. What difference does it make?’


‘A man’s life, that’s all.’


‘Come on, Bray, not from you. He’s Soviet poison; a double agent.’


‘I want to be sure.’


‘And I want to get out of here,’ broke in the technician, handing Scofield a reel of tape and picking up his machine. ‘Tell the clown we never met.’


‘Thanks, Mr No-name. I owe you.’


The CIA man left, nodding at Bray, avoiding any contact with his associate.


‘There was no one here but us chickens, Harry,’ said Scofield after the door was shut, ‘You do understand that.’


‘He’s a nasty bastard ...’


‘Who could tap the White House toilets, if he hasn’t already,’ said Bray, tossing the reel of tape to the younger man. ‘Get our unsolicited indictments over to the embassy. Take out the film and leave the camera here.’


Harry would not be put off; he caught the reel of tape, but made no move towards the camera. ‘I’m in this, too. That cipher applied to me as well as you. I want to have answers in case I’m asked questions; in case something happens between tonight and tomorrow.’


‘If Washington’s right, nothing will happen. I told you. I want to be sure.’


‘What more do you need? The target thinks he just made contact with KGB-Amsterdam! You engineered it. You proved it!’


Scofield studied the younger man for a moment, then turned away and walked back to the window. ‘You know something, Harry? All the training you get, all the words you hear, all the experiences you go through, never take the place of the first rule.’ Bray picked up the binoculars, brought them to his eyes, and focused on a faraway point above the skyline. ‘Teach yourself to think like the enemy thinks. Not how you’d like him to think, but how he really  thinks. It’s not easy; you can kid yourself because that is easy.’


Exasperated, the younger man spoke angrily. ‘For God’s sake, what’s that got to do with anything? We’ve got our proof!’


‘Do we? As you say, our defector’s made contact with his own. He’s a pigeon who’s found his own particular route to Mother Russia. He’s safe; he’s out of the cold.’


‘That’s what he thinks, yes!’


‘Then why isn’t he a happy man?’ asked Bray Scofield, angling the binoculars down at the canal.


 




The mist and the rain fulfilled Amsterdam’s promise of winter. The night sky was an impenetrable blanket, the edges mottled by the shimmering lights of the city. There were no strollers on the bridge, no boats on the canal below; pockets of fog swirled overhead - evidence that the North Sea winds travelled south unencumbered. It was three o’clock in the morning. For some there would be no daybreak.


Scofield leaned against the iron railing at the west entrance of the ancient stone bridge. In his left hand was a small transistorized radio - not for verbal communication, only for receiving signals. His right hand was in his raincoat pocket, his extended fingers touching the barrel of a .22 calibre automatic, not much larger than a starter’s pistol, with a report nowhere near as loud. At close range it was a very feasible weapon. It fired rapidly, with an accuracy sufficient for a distance measured in inches, and could barely be heard above the noises of the night. And usually not at all in a crowded street in daylight.


Two hundred yards away, Bray’s young associate was concealed in a doorway on the Sarphatistraat. The target would pass him on the way to the bridge; there was no other route. When the old Russian did so, Harry would press a button on his transmitter: the signal. The execution was in progress; the victim was walking his last hundred yards - to the midpoint of the bridge, where his own personal hangman would greet him, insert a watertight packet in the victim’s overcoat and carry out the appointed task.


In a day or so that packet would find its way to KGB-Amsterdam. A tape would be listened to, a film observed closely. And another lesson would be taught.


And, naturally, go unheeded, as all lessons went unheeded - as they always went unheeded. Therein lay the  futility, thought Scofield. The never-ending futility that numbed the senses with each repetition.



What difference does it make? A perceptive question asked by an eager if not very perceptive young colleague.


None, Harry. None at all. Not any longer.


But on this particular night, the needles of doubt kept pricking Bray’s conscience. Not his morality; long ago morality was replaced by the practical. If it worked, it was moral, if it did not, it wasn’t practical, and thus was immoral. What bothered him tonight had its basis in that utilitarian philosophy. Was the execution practical? Was the lesson about to be taught the best lesson, the most feasible option? Was it worth the risks and the fallout that came with the death of an old man who’d spent his adult life in space engineering?


On the surface the answer would appear to be yes. Six years ago the Soviet engineer had defected in Paris during an international space exposition. He had sought and been granted asylum; he had been welcomed by the space fraternity in Houston, given a job, a house and protection. However, he was not considered an outstanding prize. The Russians had actually joked about his ideological deviation, implying that his talents might be more appreciated by the less demanding capitalistic laboratories than by theirs. He rapidly became a forgotten man.


Until eight months ago when it was discovered that Soviet tracking stations were gridding into American satellites with alarming frequency, reducing the value of photographic checks through sophisticated ground camouflage. It was as if the Russians knew in advance the great majority of orbital trajectories.


They did. And a trace was made; it led to the forgotten man in Houston. What followed was relatively simple. A technical conference that dealt exclusively with one forgotten man’s small area of expertise was called in Amsterdam; he was flown over on government aircraft and the  rest was up to a specialist in these matters. Brandon Scofield, attaché-at-large, Consular Operations.


Scofield had long since broken KGB-Amsterdam’s codes and methods of contact. He put them in motion and was mildly surprised at the target’s reaction; it was the basis of his profound concern now. The old man showed no relief at the summons. After six years of a balancing act, the target had every right to expect termination with honours, the gratitude of his government, and the last years of his life spent in comfort. Expect, hell! Bray had indicated as much in their ciphered conversations.


But the old Russian was not a happy man. And there were no overriding personal relationships evident in Houston. Scofield had requested the Four-Zero dossier on the target, a file so complete it detailed the projected hours of bowel movements. There was nothing in Houston; the man was a mole - apparently in both senses of the word. And that, too, bothered Bray. A mole in espionage did not assume the characteristics of the social equivalent.


Something was wrong. Yet the evidence was there, the proof of duplicity confirmed. The lesson had to be taught.


A short, sharp whine came from the transmitter in his hand. It was repeated three seconds later; Scofield acknowledged receipt with the press of a button. He put the radio in his pocket and waited.


Less than a minute passed; he saw the figure of the old man coming through the blanket of fog and rain, a streetlight beyond creating an eerie silhouette. The target’s gait was hesitant but somehow painfully determined, as if he were about to keep a rendezvous both desired and loathed. It did not make sense.


Bray glanced to his right. As he expected, there was no one in the street, no one anywhere to be seen in this deserted section of the city at three o’clock in the morning. He turned to his left and started up the ramp towards the midpoint of the bridge, the old Russian on the opposite side. He kept in the shadows; it was easy to do as  the first three lights above the left railing had been shorted out.


The rain pounded the ancient cobblestones. Across the bridge proper, the old man stood facing the water below, his hands on the railing. Scofield stepped off the walkway and approached from behind, the sound of the downpour obscuring his footsteps. In his left raincoat pocket, his hand now gripped a round, flat case two inches in diameter and less than an inch thick. It was coated in waterproof plastic, the sides possessing a chemical that when immersed in liquid for thirty seconds became an instant adhesive; under such conditions it would remain where it was placed until cut free. In the case was the evidence: a reel of film and a reel of magnetic tape. Both could be studied by KGB-Amsterdam.



‘Plakhaya noch, stary priyatyel,’ said Bray to the Russian’s back, while taking the automatic from his pocket.


The old man turned, startled. ‘Why did you contact me?’ he asked in Russian. ‘Has anything happened? ...’ He saw the gun and stopped. Then he went on, an odd calm in his voice suddenly replacing the fear. ‘I see it has, and I’m no longer of value. Go ahead, comrade. You’ll do me an enormous favour.’


Scofield stared at the old man; at the penetrating eyes that were no longer frightened. He had seen that look before. Bray answered in English.


‘You’ve spent an active six years. Unfortunately, you haven’t done us any favours at all. You weren’t as grateful as we thought you might be.’


The Russian nodded, ‘American,’ he said. ‘I wondered. A hastily called conference in Amsterdam on problems as easily analysed in Houston. My being allowed out of the country, albeit covertly, and guarded - that protection something less than complete once here. But you had all the codes, you said all the right words. And your Russian is flawless, priyatyel.’



‘That’s my job. What was yours?’


‘You know the answer. It’s why you’re here.’


‘I want to know why.’


The old man smiled grimly. ‘Oh, no. You’ll get nothing but what you’ve learned. You see, I meant what I said. You’ll do me a favour. You’re my listok.’



‘Solution to what?’


‘Sorry.’


Bray raised the automatic; its small barrel glistened in the rain. The Russian looked at it and breathed deeply. The fear returned to his eyes, but he did not waver or say a word. Suddenly, deliberately, Scofield thrust the gun up beneath the old man’s left eye, steel and flesh making contact. The Russian trembled but remained silent.


Bray felt sick.


What difference does it make?


None, Harry. Not at all. Not any longer.



A lesson had to be taught ...


Scofield lowered the gun. ‘Get out of here,’ he said.


‘What? ...’


‘You heard me. Get out of here. The KGB operates out of the diamond exchange on the Tolstraat. Its cover is a firm of Hasidim, Diamant Bruusteen. Beat it.’


‘I don’t understand,’ said the Russian, barely audible. ‘Is this another trick?’



‘Goddamn it!’ yelled Bray, trembling. ‘Get out of here!’ Momentarily, the old man staggered, then grabbed the railing to steady himself. He backed away awkwardly, then started running through the rain.



‘Scofield!’ The shout came from Harry. He was at the west entrance of the bridge, directly in the path of the Russian. ‘Scofield. For God’s sake!’



‘Let him go!’ screamed Bray.


He was either too late or his words were lost in the pounding rain; he did not know which. He heard three muted, sharp reports and watched in disgust as the old man held his head and fell against the railing.


Harry was a professional. He supported the body, fired  a last shot into the neck, and with an upward motion, edged the corpse over the railing into the canal below.


What difference does it make?


None at all. Not any longer.


Scofield turned away and walked towards the east side of the bridge. He put the automatic in his pocket; it seemed heavy.


He could hear racing footsteps drawing nearer through the rain. He was terribly tired and did not want to hear them. Any more than he wanted to hear Harry’s abrasive voice.


‘Bray, what the hell happened back there? He nearly got away!’


‘But he didn’t,’ said Scofield, walking faster. ’You made sure of that.’


‘You’re damn right I did! For Christ’s sake, what’s  wrong with you?’ The younger man was on Bray’s left; his eyes dropped to Scofield’s hand. He could see the edge of the watertight case. ‘Jesus!You never planted it!’


‘What?’ Then Bray realized what Harry was talking about. He raised his head, looked at the small round receptacle, then threw it past the younger man over the railing.


‘What are you doing?’



‘Go to hell,’ said Scofield quietly.


Harry stopped, Bray did not. In seconds, Harry caught up and grabbed the edge of Scofield’s raincoat. ‘Christ Almighty! You let him get away!’


‘Take your hands off me.’



‘No, damn it! You can’t ...’


It was as far as Harry got. Bray shot his right hand up, his fingers clasping the younger man’s exposed thumb, and yanked it counterclockwise.


Harry screamed, his thumb was broken.


‘Go to hell,’ repeated Scofield. He continued walking off the bridge.


The safe-house was near the Rozengracht, the meeting to take place on the second floor. The sitting room was warmed by a fire, which also served to destroy any notes that might be taken. A State Department official had flown in from Washington; he wanted to question Scofield at the scene, as it were, in the event there were circumstances that only the scene could provide. It was important to understand what had happened, especially with someone like Brandon Scofield. He was the best there was, the coldest they had; he was an extraordinary asset to the American intelligence community, a veteran of twenty-two years of the most complicated ‘negotiations’ one could imagine. He had to be handled with care ... at the source. Not ordered back on the strength of a departmental complaint filed by a subordinate. He was a specialist, and something had happened.


Bray understood this and the arrangements amused him. Harry was taken out of Amsterdam the next morning in such a way that there was no chance of Scofield’s seeing him. Among the few at the embassy that had to be aware of the incident, Bray was treated as though no incident had taken place. He was told to take a few days off; a man was flying in from Washington to discuss a problem in Prague. That’s what the cipher said. Wasn’t Prague an old hunting ground of his?


Cover, of course. And not a very good one. Scofield knew that his every move in Amsterdam was now being watched, probably by teams of Company men. And if he had walked to the diamond exchange on the Tolstraat, he undoubtedly would have been shot.


He was admitted into the safe-house by a nondescript maid of indeterminate age, a servant convinced that the old house belonged to the retired couple who lived there and paid her. He said he had an appointment with the owner and his attorney. The maid nodded and showed him up the stairs to the first-floor sitting room.


The old gentleman was there but not the man from State. When the maid closed the door, the owner spoke.


‘I’ll wait a few minutes and then go back up to my apartment. If you need anything, press the button on the telephone; it rings upstairs.’


‘Thanks,’ said Scofield, looking at the Dutchman, reminded of another old man on a bridge. ‘My associate should be along shortly. We won’t need anything.’


The man nodded and left. Bray wandered about the room, absently fingering the books on the shelves. It occurred to him that he wasn’t even trying to read the titles; actually he didn’t see them. And then it struck him that he didn’t feel anything, neither cold nor heat, not even anger or resignation. He didn’t feel anything. He was somewhere in a cloud of vapour, numbed, all senses dormant. He wondered what he would say to the man who had flown thirty-five hundred miles to see him.


He did not care.


He heard footsteps on the stairs beyond the door. The maid had obviously been dismissed by a man who knew his way in this house. The door opened and the man from State walked in.


Scofield knew him. He was from Planning and Development, a strategist for covert operations. He was around Bray’s age, but thinner, a bit shorter, and given to old-school-tie exuberance which he did not feel but which he hoped concealed his ambition. It did not.


‘Bray, how are you, old buddy?’ he said in a half-shout, extending an exuberant hand for a more exuberant grip. ‘My God, it must be damn near two years! Have I got a couple of stories to tell you!’



‘Really?’



‘Have I!’ An exuberant statement, no question implied. ‘I went up to Cambridge for my twentieth and naturally ran into friends of yours right and left. Well, old buddy, I got pissed and couldn’t remember what lies I told who  about you! Christ Almighty, I had you an import analyst in  Malaya, a language expert in New Guinea, an under-secretary in Canberra. It was hysterical. I mean, I couldn’t  remember I was so pissed.’


‘Why would anyone ask about me, Charlie?’


‘Well, they knew we were both at State; we were friends, everybody knew that.’


‘Cut it out. We were never friends. I suspect you dislike me almost as much as I dislike you. And I’ve never seen you drunk in your life.’


The man from State stood motionless; the exuberant smile slowly disappeared from his lips. ‘You want to play it rough?’


‘I want to play it as it is.’


‘What happened?’


‘Where? When? At Harvard?’


‘You know what I’m talking about. The other night. What happened the other night?’


‘You tell me. You set it in motion, you spun the first wheels.’


‘We uncovered a dangerous security leak. A pattern of active espionage going back years that reduced the effectiveness of space surveillance to the point where we now know it’s been a mockery. We wanted it confirmed; you confirmed it. You knew what had to be done and you walked away.’


‘I walked away,’ agreed Scofield.


‘And when confronted with the fact by an associate, you did bodily injury to him. To your own man!’


‘I certainly did. If I were you I’d get rid of him. Transfer him to Chile; you can’t fuck up a hell of a lot more down there.’


‘What?’


‘On the other hand, you won’t do that. He’s too much like you, Charlie. He’ll never learn. Watch out. He’ll take your job one day.’


‘Are you drunk?’


‘No, I’m sorry to say. I thought about it, but I’ve got a  little acidity in my stomach. Of course, if I’d known they were sending you, I might have fought the good fight and tried. For old times’ sake, naturally.’


‘If you’re not drunk, you’re off your trolley.’


‘The track veered; those wheels you spun couldn’t take the curve.’


‘Cut the horseshit!’


‘What a dated phrase, Charlie. These days we say bullshit, although I prefer lizardshit ...’


‘That’s enough! Your action - or should I say inaction — compromised a vital aspect of counter-espionage.’


‘Now, you cut the horseshit!’ roared Bray, taking an ominous step towards the man from State. ‘I’ve heard all I want to hear from you! I didn’t compromise anything. You  did! You and the rest of those bastards back there. You found an ersatz leak in your Goddamned sieve and so you had to plug it up with a corpse. Then you could go to the Forty Committee and tell those bastards how efficient you were!’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘The old man was a defector. He was reached, but he  was a defector.’



‘What do you mean “reached”?’ asked the man from State defensively.


‘I’m not sure; I wish I did. Somewhere in that Four-Zero dossier something was left out. Maybe a wife that never died, but was in hiding. Or grandchildren no one bothered to list. I don’t know but it’s there. Hostages, Charlie! That’s why he did what he did. And I was his  listok.’



‘What’s that mean?’


‘For Christ’s sake, learn the language. You’re supposed to be an expert.’


‘Don’t pull that language crap on me, I am an expert. There’s no evidence to support an extortion theory, no family reported or referred to by the target at any time. He was a dedicated agent for Soviet intelligence.’



‘Evidence? Oh, come on, Charlie, even you know better than that. If he was good enough to pull off a defection, he was smart enough to bury what had to be buried. My guess is that the key was timing, and the timing blew up. His secret - or secrets - were found out. He was reached; it’s all through his dossier. He lived abnormally, even for an abnormal existence.’


‘We rejected that approach,’ said the man from State emphatically. ‘He was an eccentric.’


Scofield stopped and stared. ‘You rejected? ... An eccentric? Goddamn you, you did know. You could have  used that, fed him anything you liked. But no, you wanted a quick solution so the men upstairs would see how good you were. You could have used him, not killed him! But you didn’t know how, so you kept quiet and called out the hangmen.’


‘That’s preposterous. There’s no way you could prove he’d been reached.’


‘Prove it? I don’t have to prove it, I know it.’


‘How?’


‘I saw it in his eyes, you son of a bitch.’


The man from State paused, then spoke softly. ‘You’re tired, Bray. You need a rest.’


‘With a pension?’ asked Scofield. ‘Or with a casket?’







CHAPTER FOUR


Taleniekov walked out of the restaurant into a cold blast of wind that disturbed the snow, swirling it up from the pavement with such force that it became a momentary haze, diffusing the light of the streetlamp above. It was going to be another freezing night. The weather report on Radio Moscow had the temperature dropping below minus eight Celsius.


Yet it had stopped snowing early that morning; the runways at Sheremetyevo Airport were cleared and that was all that concerned Vasili Taleniekov at the moment. Air France, Flight 85, had left for Paris ten minutes ago. Aboard that plane was a Jew who was scheduled to leave two hours later on Aeroflot for Athens.


He would not have left for Athens if he had shown up at the Aeroflot terminal. Instead, he would have been asked to step into a room. Greeting him would have been a team from the Vodennaya Kontra Rozvedka, and the absurdity would have begun.


It was stupid, thought Taleniekov, as he turned right, pulling the lapels of his overcoat up around his neck and the brim of his addyel lower on his head; it was freezing; it would soon snow again. Stupid in the sense that the VKR would have accomplished nothing but provide a wealth of embarrassment. It would have fooled no one, least of all those it was trying to impress.


A dissident recanting his dissidency! What comic literature did the young fanatics in the VKR read? Where  were the older and wiser heads when fools came up with such schemes?


When Vasili had heard of the plan, he had laughed, actually laughed. The objective was to mount a brief but strong campaign against Zionist accusations, to show people in the West that not all Jews thought alike in Soviet Russia.


The Jewish writer had become something of a minor cause in the American press — the New York press, to be specific. He had been among those who had spoken to a visiting senator in search of votes eight thousand miles away from a constituency. But race notwithstanding, he simply was not a good writer, and, in fact, something of an embarrassment to his co-religionists.


Not only was the writer the wrong choice for such an exercise, but for reasons intrinsic to another operation it was imperative that he be permitted to leave Russia. He was a blind trade-off for the senator in New York. The senator had been led to believe it was his acquaintanceship with an attaché at the consulate that had caused Soviet emigration to issue a visa; the senator would make capital out of the incident and a small hook would exist where one had not existed before. Enough hooks and an awkward relationship would suddenly exist between the senator and ‘acquaintances’ within the Soviet power structure; it could be useful. The Jew had to leave Moscow tonight. In three days the senator had scheduled a welcoming news conference at Kennedy Airport.


But the young aggressive thinkers at the VKR were adamant. The writer would be detained, brought to the  Lubyanka — where the VKR had its headquarters replete with laboratories — and the process of transformation would commence. No one outside the VKR was to be told of the operation; success depended upon sudden disappearance, total secrecy. Chemicals would have been administered until the subject was ready for a different sort of news conference. One in which he revealed that  Israeli terrorists had threatened him with reprisals against relatives in Tel Aviv if he did not follow their instructions and cry publicly to be able to leave Russia.


The scheme was preposterous and Vasili had said as much to his contact at the VKR, but was told confidentially that not even the extraordinary Taleniekov could interfere with Group Nine, Vodennaya Kontra Rozvedka.  And what in the name of all the discredited Tzars was Group Nine?


It was the new Group Nine, his friend had explained. It was the successor to the infamous Section Nine, KGB,  Smert Shpionam. That division of Soviet intelligence devoted exclusively to the breaking of men’s minds and wills through extortion, torture and that most terrible of methods — killing loved ones in front of loved ones.


Killing was nothing strange to Vasili Taleniekov, but that kind of killing turned his stomach. The threat of such killing was often useful, but not the act itself. The State did not require it, and only sadists demanded it. If there was truly a successor to Smert Shpionam, then he would let it know with whom it had to contend within the larger sphere of KGB. Specifically, one ‘extraordinary Taleniekov’. They would learn not to contradict a man who had spent twenty-five years roaming all of Europe in the cause of the State.


Twenty-five years. It had been a quarter of a century since a twenty-one-year-old student with a gift for languages had been taken out of his classes at the Leningrad University and sent to Moscow for three years of intensive training. It was training the likes of which the son of introspective Socialist teachers could barely believe. He had been plucked out of a quiet home where books and music and endless discussions of philosophy were the staple diet, and set down in a world of conspiracy and violence, where ciphers, codes and physical abuse were the main ingredients. Where all forms of surveillance and sabotage, espionage and the taking of life — not murder;  murder was a term that had no application — were the subjects studied.


He might have failed had it not been for an incident that changed his life and gave him the motive to excel. It had been provided by animals ... American animals.


He had been sent to East Berlin on a training exercise, an observer of undercover tactics at the height of the Cold War. He had formed a relationship with a young woman, a German girl who fervently believed in the cause of the Marxist state, and who had been recruited by the KGB. Her position was so minor her name was not even on a payroll; she was an unimportant organizer of demonstrations, paid with loose Reichsmarks from an expense drawer. She was quite simply a university student far more passionate in her beliefs than knowledgeable, a wild-eyed radical who considered herself a kind of Joan of Arc. But Vasili had loved her, loved her mad abandon, her impetuous grasping at life that was balanced by an ability to laugh.


They had lived together for several weeks and they were glorious weeks, filled with the excitement and anticipation of young love. And then one day she was sent across Checkpoint Kasimir. It was such an unimportant thing, a street-corner protest on the Kurfürstendamm. A child leading other children, mouthing words they barely understood, espousing commitments they were ill-prepared to accept. An unimportant ritual. Insignificant.


But not to the animals of the American Army of Occupation, G2 Branch, who set other animals upon her.


Her body was sent back in a hearse, her face bruised almost beyond recognition, the rest of her clawed to the point where the flesh was torn, the blood splotches of dried red dust. And the doctors had confirmed the worst. She had been repeatedly raped and sodomized, her pelvic area pounded by abuse.


Attached to the body — the note held in place by a nail  driven into her arm — were the words: Up your commie ass. Just like hers.



Animals!



American animals who bought their way to victory without a shell having fallen on their soil, whose might was measured by unfettered industry that made enormous profits from the carnage of foreign lands, whose soldiers peddled cans of food to hungry children to gratify other appetites. All armies had animals, but the Americans were most offensive; they proclaimed such innocent righteousness. Forever the proverb was right: beware the sanctimonious, beneath there is boiling dirt.


Taleniekov had returned to Moscow, the memory of the girl’s obscene death burned into his mind. Whatever he had been, he became something else. According to many, he became the best there was, and by his own lights none could possibly wish to be better than he did. With all its faults — and there were many — the Marxist eventuality was the true democratic future. He had seen the enemy and he was filth. But that enemy had resources beyond imagination, wealth beyond belief; so it was necessary to be better than he was in things that could not be purchased. One had to learn to think as he did. Then out-think him. Vasili had understood this; he became the master of strategy and counter-strategy, the springer of unexpected traps, the deliverer of unanticipated shock — death in the morning sunlight on a crowded street corner.


Death in the Unter den Linden at five o’clock in the afternoon. At that hour when the traffic was at its maximum.


He had brought that about, too. He had avenged the murder of a laughing child-woman years later, when as the director of KGB operations, East Berlin, he had drawn the wife of an American killer across the checkpoint. She had been run down cleanly, professionally, with a minimum of conscious pain; it was a far more merciful death than that delivered by animals four years earlier.


He had nodded in appreciation at the news of that death, yet there was no joy. He knew what that man was going through, and deserved as it was, there was no elation. For Taleniekov also knew that man would not rest until he found his own vengeance.


He did. Three years later in Prague.


A brother.


Where was the hated Scofield these days? wondered Vasili. It was close to a quarter of a century for him, too. They each had served their causes well, that much could be said for both of them. But Scofield was more fortunate; things were less complicated in Washington, one’s enemies within more defined. The despised Scofield did not have to put up with such amateurish maniacs as Group Nine, VKR. The American State Department had its share of madmen, but sterner controls were exercised, Vasili had to admit that. In a few years, if Scofield survived in Europe, he would retire to some remote place and grow chickens or oranges or drink himself into oblivion. He did not have to be concerned about surviving in Washington, just in Europe.


Taleniekov had to worry about surviving in Moscow.


Things ... things had changed in a quarter of a century. And he had changed; tonight was an example, but not the first. He had covertly thwarted the objectives of a fellow intelligence unit. He would not have done so five years ago — perhaps even two years ago. He would have confronted the strategists of that unit, stating that he understood the necessity for their secrecy, but having learned of their plans, strenuously objected on professional grounds. He was an expert, and in his expert judgement, the operation was not only miscalculated but less vital than another with which it interfered.


He did not take such action these days. He had not done so during the past two years as director of the South-west Sectors. He had made his own decisions, caring little for the reactions of damn fools who knew far less than he did.  Increasingly, those reactions caused minor furores back in Moscow, still he did what he believed was right. Ultimately, those minor furores became major grievances and he was recalled to the Kremlin and a desk where stratagems were remote, dealing with progressive abstractions such as shadowy hooks into an American politician.


Taleniekov had fallen, he knew that. It was only a question of time. How much time had he left? Would he be given a small ferma north of Grasnov and be told to grow his crops and keep his own council? Or would the maniacs interfere with that course of action too? Would they claim the ‘extraordinary Taleniekov’ was, indeed, too dangerous?


As he made his way along the street, Vasili felt so tired, so weary. Even the loathing he felt for the American killer who had murdered his brother was muted in the twilight of his feelings. He had so little feeling left.


 




The sudden snowstorm reached blizzard proportions, the winds gale force, causing eruptions of huge white sprays through the expanse of Red Square. Lenin’s Tomb would be covered by morning. Taleniekov let the freezing particles massage his face as he trudged against the wind towards his flat. KGB had been considerate; his rooms were ten minutes from his office in Dzerzhinsky Square, three blocks away from the Kremlin. It was either consideration, or something less benevolent but infinitely more practical: his flat was ten minutes from the centres of crisis, three minutes in a fast automobile.


He walked into the entranceway of his building, stamping his feet as he pulled the heavy door shut, cutting off the harsh sound of the wind. As he always did, he checked his mail slot in the wall and, as always, there was nothing. It was a futile ritual that had become a meaningless habit for so many years, in so many mail slots, in so many different buildings.


The only personal mail he ever received was in foreign  countries — under strange names — when he was in deep cover. And then the correspondence was in code and cipher, its meaning in no way related to the words on paper. Yet sometimes those words were very nice, often warm and friendly, and he would pretend for a few minutes that they were the real words, their meaning meant. But only for a few minutes; it did no good to pretend. Unless one was analysing an enemy.


He started up the narrow staircase, annoyed by the dim light of the low-wattage bulbs. He was quite sure the planners in Moscow’s Elektrichiskaya did not live in such buildings.


Then he heard the creak. It was not the result of structural stress; it had nothing to do with the sub-freezing cold or the winds outside. It was the sound of a human being shifting his weight on a floorboard. His ears were the ears of a trained craftsman, distances judged quickly. The sound did not come from the landing above, but from higher up the staircase. His flat was on the next floor; someone was waiting for him to approach. Someone wanted him inside his rooms perhaps, egress awkward, a trap being set.


Vasili continued his climb, the rhythm of his footsteps unbroken. The years had trained him to keep such items as keys and cigarettes and coins in his left-hand pockets, freeing his right to reach quickly for a weapon, or to be used as a weapon itself. He came to the landing and turned; his door was only feet away, the upper staircase down the dimly lit corridor, around the bend of the railing.


There was the creak again, faint, barely heard, mixed with the sound of the distant wind outside. Whoever was on the staircase had moved back, and that told him two things: the intruder would wait until he was definitely inside the flat, and whoever it was was either careless or inexperienced or both. One did not move when this close to a quarry; the air was a conductor of motion.


In his left hand was his key; his right had unfastened the buttons of his overcoat and was now gripped around the handle of his automatic, strapped in an open holster across his chest. He inserted the key, opened the door, then yanked it shut, stepping back rapidly, silently into the shadow of the staircase. He stayed against the wall, his gun levelled in front of him over the railing.


The sound of footsteps preceded the rushing figure as it raced to the door. In the figure’s left hand was an object; he could not see it now, it was hidden by the heavily clothed body. Nor were there seconds to wait. If the object was an explosive, it would be on a timer-release. The figure had raised his right hand to knock on the door.


‘Press yourself into the door! Your left hand in front of you! Between your stomach and the wood! Now!’



‘Please!’ The figure spun half-way around; Taleniekov was on him, throwing him against the panel. He was a young man, a boy really, barely in his teens, thought Vasili. He was tall for his age, but his age was obvious from his face; it was callow, no trace of beard, the eyes wide and clear and frightened.


‘Move back slowly,’ said Taleniekov harshly. ‘Raise your left hand. Slowly.’



The boy moved back, his left hand seen; it was clenched into a fist.


‘I didn’t do anything wrong, sir. I swear it!’ The young man’s whisper cracked in fear.


‘Who are you?’


‘Andrei Danilovich, sir. I live in the Cheryomushki.’


‘You’re a long way from home,’ said Vasili, estimating that the housing development referred to by the boy was nearly forty-five minutes south of Red Square. ‘The weather’s terrible and someone your age could be picked up by the militsianyer.’



‘I had to come here, sir,’ answered the young man quickly. ‘A man’s been shot; he’s hurt very badly. I think he’s going to die. I am to give this to you.’ The boy  opened his left hand; in it was a brass emblem. An army insignia denoting the rank of general. Its design had not been used in over thirty years. ‘The old man said to say the name Krupsky, Aleksie Krupsky. He made me say it several times so I wouldn’t forget it. It’s not the name he uses down at the Cheryomushki, but it’s the one he said to give you. He said I must bring you to him. He’s dying, sir!’


At the sound of the name, Taleniekov’s mind raced back in time. Aleksie Krupsky! It was a name he had not heard in years, a name few people in Moscow wanted to hear. Krupsky was once the greatest teacher in the KGB, a man of infinite talent for killing and survival — as well he might be. He was the last of the notorious istrebiteli, that highly specialized group of exterminators that had been an elite outcrop of the old NKVD, its roots in the barely remembered OGPU.


But Aleksie Krupsky had disappeared — as so many had disappeared — at least a dozen years ago. There had been rumours linking him to the deaths of Beria and Zhukov, some even mentioning Stalin himself. Once in a fit of rage — or fear — Khrushchev had stood up in the Praesidium and called Krupsky and his associates a band of maniacal killers. That was not true; there was never any mania in the work of the istrebiteli, it was too methodical. Regardless, suddenly one day Aleksie Krupsky was no longer seen at the Lubyanka.



Yet there were other rumours. Those that spoke of documents prepared by Krupsky, hidden in some remote place, that were his guarantees to a personal old age. It was said these documents incriminated various leaders of the Kremlin in scores of killings — reported, unreported and disguised. So it was presumed that Aleksie Krupsky was living out his life somewhere north of Grasnov, on a  ferma, perhaps, growing crops and keeping his own council.


He had been the finest teacher Vasili ever had; without  the old master’s patient instructions, Taleniekov would have been killed years ago. ‘Where is he?’ asked Vasili.


‘We brought him down to our flat. He kept pounding on the floor — our ceiling. We ran up and found him.’


‘We?’


‘My sister and I. He’s a good old man. He’s been good to my sister and me. Our parents are dead. And I think he will soon be dead, too. Please hurry, sir!’


 




The old man on the bed was not the Aleksie Krupsky Taleniekov remembered. The close-cropped hair and the clean-shaven face that once displayed such strength were no more. The skin was pale and stretched, wrinkled beneath the white beard, and the long white hair was a bird’s nest of tiny thin strings — matted, separated, revealing splotches of greyish flesh that was Krupsky’s gaunt skull. The man was dying and could barely speak. He lowered the covers briefly and lifted a blood-soaked cloth away from the perforated flesh of a bullet wound.


Virtually no time was spent on greetings; the respect and affection in each man’s eyes were sufficient.


‘I widened my pupils into the death-stare,’ said Krupsky, smiling weakly. ‘He thought I was dead. He had done his job and ran.’


‘Who was it?’


‘An assassin. Sent by the Corsicans.’


‘The Corsicans? What are you talking about? What Corsicans?’


‘The Matarese. They know I know ... what they are doing, what they are about to do. I am the only one left who would recognize them, who would dare speak of them. I stopped the contacts once, but I had neither the courage — nor the ambition — to expose them.’


‘I can’t understand you.’


‘I will try to explain.’ Krupsky paused, gathering strength. ‘A short while ago, a general named Blackburn was killed in America.’


‘Yes, I know. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. We were not involved, Aleksie.’


‘Are you aware that you were the one the Americans believed the most likely assassin?’


‘No one told me. It’s ridiculous.’


‘No one tells you much any more, do they, my old student?’


‘I don’t fool myself, old friend. I’ve given. I don’t know how much more I have to give. Grasnov is not far distant, perhaps.’


‘If it is permitted,’ interrupted Krupsky.


‘I think it will be.’


‘No matter ... Last month, the scientist, Yurievich. He was murdered while on holiday up in a Provasoto dacha,  along with Colonel Drigorin and the man, Brunov, from Industrial Planning.’


‘I heard about it,’ said Taleniekov. ‘I gather it was horrible.’


‘Did you read the report?’


‘What report?’


‘The one compiled by VKR ...’


‘Madmen and fools,’ interjected Taleniekov softly.


‘Not always,’ corrected Krupsky. ‘In this case they have specific facts, accurate as far as they go.’


‘What are these supposedly accurate facts?’


Krupsky, breathing with difficulty, swallowed and continued. ‘Shell casings, seven-millimetre, American. Bore markings from a Browning Magnum, Grade Four.’


‘A brutal gun,’ said Taleniekov, nodding. ‘Very reliable. And the last weapon that would be used by someone sent from Washington.’


‘Also a fact that could be overlooked in the barrage of charges and counter-charges.’ The old man paused, staring at his long-ago student. ‘The gun used to kill General Blackburn was a Graz-Burya.’


Vasili raised his eyebrows. ‘A prized weapon when obtainable.’ He paused and added quietly, ‘I favour mine.’


‘Exactly. As the Magnum, Grade Four, is a favoured weapon of another.’


Taleniekov stiffened. ‘Oh?’


‘Yes, Vasili. VKR came up with several names it thinks could be responsible for Yurievich’s death. The leading contender was a man you despise: “Beowulf Agate”.’


Taleniekov spoke in a monotone. ‘Brandon Scofield, Consular Operations. Code name, Prague — Beowulf Agate.’


‘Yes.’


‘Was he?’


‘No.’ The old man struggled to raise his head on the pillow. ‘No more than you were involved with Blackburn’s death. Don’t you see? They know everything; even of operatives whose skills are proven but whose minds are tired. Who, perhaps, need a significant kill. Such men as you are diversions; there will be others. They shape events; they no longer serve them. They are testing the highest levels of power before they make their move.’


‘Who? Who are they?’



‘The Matarese. The Corsican fever ...’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It spreads. It has changed, far more deadly in its new form.’ The old istrebitel fell back on the pillow; talking was not easy for him.


‘You must be clearer, Aleksie. I can see nothing. What is this Corsican fever, this ... Matarese?’


Krupsky’s eyes were wide, now staring at the ceiling; he whispered. ‘No one speaks; no one dares to speak. Our own Praesidium; England’s Foreign Office, its MI6 board room; the French Société Diable d’Etat. And the Americans. Oh, never forget the Americans! The well-dressed men of the State Department, the cowards in CIA ... No one speaks. We are all touched. We are stained by the Matarese.’



‘Stained? How? What are you trying to say? What in heaven’s name is the Matarese?’


The old man turned his head slowly; his lips trembled, his breathing was more difficult. ‘Some say it goes back as far as Sarajevo. Others swear it claims Dollfuss, Bernadotte ... even Trotsky on its list. We know about Stalin; we contracted for his death.’


‘Stalin? It’s true then what was said?’


‘Oh, yes. Beria, too; we paid.’ The istrebitel’s eyes seemed now to float out of focus. ‘In ’forty-five ... the world thought Roosevelt succumbed to a massive stroke.’ Krupsky shook his head slowly, saliva at the corners of his mouth. ‘There were financial interests who believed his policies with the Soviet Union were economically disastrous. They could not permit any further decisions on his part. They paid, and an injection was administered.’


Taleniekov was stunned. ‘Are you telling me that Roosevelt was killed By this Matarese?’



‘Assassinated, Vasili Vasilievich Taleniekov. That is the word, and that is one of the truths no one will speak of. So many ... for so many years. None dare talk of the contracts, the payments. The admissions would be catastrophic ... for governments everywhere.’


‘But why? Why was it used, this Matarese?’


‘Because it was there. And available. And it removed the client from the scene.’


‘It’s preposterous! Assassins have been caught. There’s been no such name ever mentioned!’


‘You should know better than that, Vasili Vasilievich. You’ve used the same technique yourself; no different from the Matarese.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You both kill ... and programme killers.’ The old man acknowledged Taleniekov’s nod. ‘The Matarese was dormant for years. Then it came back, but it was not the same. Killings took place without clients, without payments. Senseless butchery without a pattern. Men of value kidnapped and slain; aircraft stolen or blown up in mid-air, governments paralysed — payments demanded or  wholesale slaughter the result. The incidents have become more refined, more professional.’


‘You’re describing the work of terrorists, Aleksie. Terrorism has no central apparatus.’


Once again the old istrebitel struggled to raise his head. ‘It does now. It has for the past several years. Baader-Meinhof, the Red Brigades, the Palestinians, the African maniacs — they all gravitate to the Matarese. It kills with impunity; it selects the subjects and leaves arrows that bring men and nations to the brink of disaster. It is throwing the two superpowers into chaos before it makes its boldest move. And that is to assume control of one or the other. Ultimately, both.’


‘How can you be certain?’


‘A man was caught, a blemish on his chest, a soldier of the Matarese. Chemicals were administered, everyone ordered from the room but my source. I had warned him.’


‘You?’


‘Hear me out. There is a timetable, but to speak of it would be to acknowledge the past; none dare do that! Moscow by assassination, Washington by purchase — murder if necessary. Two months, three at the outside; everything is in motion now. Action and reaction has been tested at the highest levels, unknown men positioned at the centres of power. Soon it will happen, and when it does, we are consumed. We are destroyed, subjects of the Matarese.’


‘Where is this man?’


‘Dead. The chemicals wore off; there was a cyanide pellet sewn into his skin. He tore his own flesh and reached it.’


‘Assassinations? Purchase and murder? You must be more specific.’


Krupsky’s breath came shorter as he fell back on the pillow. But strangely, his voice grew firmer. ‘There is no time — I do not have the time. My source is the most reliable in Moscow — in all the Soviet.’


‘Forgive me, dear Aleksie, you were the best, but you do not exist any more. Everyone knows that.’


‘You must reach Beowulf Agate,’ said the old istrebitel,  as though Vasili had not spoken. ‘You and he must find them. Stop them. Before one of us is taken, the other’s destruction guaranteed. You and the man Scofield. You are the best now, and the best are needed.’


Taleniekov looked impassively at the dying Krupsky. ‘That is something no one can ask me to do. If Beowulf Agate were in my vision, I would kill him. As he would kill me, if he were capable.’


‘You are insignificant!’ The old man’s breath was exhausted; he had to breathe slowly, in desperation, to get the air back in his lungs. ‘You have no time for yourselves, can’t you understand that? They are in our clandestine services, in the most powerful circles of both governments. They used the two of you once; they will use you again, and again. They use only the best and they will kill only the best! You are their diversions, men and men like you!’


‘Where is the proof?’


‘In the pattern,’ whispered Krupsky. ‘I’ve studied it. I know it well.’


‘What pattern?’


‘The Graz-Burya shells in New York; the seven-millimetre casings of a Browning Magnum in Provasoto. Within hours Moscow and Washington were at each other’s throats. This is the way of the Matarese. It never kills without leaving evidence — often the killers themselves — but it is never the right evidence, never the true killers.’


‘Men have been caught who pulled triggers, Aleksie.’


‘For the wrong reasons, Vasili Vasilievich. Those reasons provided by the Matarese ... Now, it takes us to the edge of chaos and overthrow.’


‘But why?’


Krupsky turned his head, his eyes in focus, pleading. ‘I don’t know. The pattern is there but not the reasons for it.  That is what frightens me. One must go back to understand. The roots of the Matarese are in Corsica. The madman of Corsica; it started with him. The Corsican fever. Guillaume de Matarese. He was the high priest.’


‘When?’ asked Taleniekov. ‘How long ago?’


‘During the early years of the century. Before the first decade was over ... Guillaume de Matarese and his council. The high priest and his ministers. They’ve come back. They must be stopped. You and the man, Scofield! Their last ploy was with you!’


‘Who are they?’ asked Vasili, disregarding the statement. ‘Where are they?’


‘No one knows.’ The old man’s voice was failing now. He was failing. ‘The Corsican fever. It spreads.’


‘Aleksie, listen to me,’ said Taleniekov, disturbed by a possibility that could not be overlooked: the fantasies of a dying man could not be taken seriously. ‘Who is this reliable source of yours? Who is the man so knowledgeable in Moscow — in all the Soviet? How did you get the information you’ve given me? About the killing of Blackburn, the VKR report on Yurievich? Above all, this unknown man who speaks of timetables?’


Through the personal haze of his approaching death, Krupsky understood. A faint smile appeared on his thin, pale lips. ‘Every few days,’ he said, struggling to be heard, ‘a driver comes to see me, perhaps take me for a ride in the countryside. Sometimes to meet quietly with another. It’s the State’s kindness to a pensioned old soldier whose name was appropriated. I am kept informed.’


‘I don’t understand, Aleksie.’


‘The Premier of Soviet Russia is my son.’


Taleniekov felt a wave of cold rush through him. The revelation explained so much. The Premier had survived and won over so many others; he had emerged the victor as the barriers to power had been removed. One by one — selectively. Krupsly had to be taken seriously; the old  istrebitel had possessed the information — the ammunition  — to eliminate all who stood in the way of his son’s march to premiership of Soviet Russia.
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