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To Mia, I love you anyway




‘Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach.’


 


Joseph Stalin, April 1945


 



 


‘You don’t understand, George, that Ukraine is not even a state.’


 


Vladimir Putin to George W. Bush, April 2008




PROLOGUE

August 1971

 




LIEUTENANT VALENTIN VIKTOROV walked carefully and with evident hesitation through the labyrinth of Aleppo’s covered souk. A keen-eyed observer perhaps might have described him as being lost, but, lost or not, it was clear that he had his mind on things other than his surroundings.

He was a tall man with short-cropped fair hair and an athletic build. His face was so finely shaven, his skin so smooth, that he looked almost too young to be shaving at all. He certainly looked far younger than his twenty-seven years, and gave off an appearance of youth that a teenage Russian army conscript on leave might have done, rather than the seasoned KGB intelligence officer that he was.

Despite the fact that he was not on official assignment on this summer morning, he was operating as he always did for KGB undercover work when he was outside the secret, closed and protected spaces of the Soviet spy elite, places like the embassy compound in Damascus from which he had set off before the sun came up. In other words, if anything went wrong, he was unprotected. He carried no identification from the embassy that would get him out of trouble if that was what he was heading into.

But the difference between a normal undercover operation and his activities this morning was that this was a personal mission – the KGB had no part in it. It was his own solo, private operation, and one that would have drawn deep disapproval from his boss, should he have known of it, possibly bringing an end to his career altogether. He had no back-up for what he was about to do.

Dressed in the drab civilian clothes of Soviet Russia he seemed, like Russia itself, drained of colour and bereft of joy. In this he was clearly distinguishable from the bustling and colourful Arab throng in the souk. Not just his clothes and his height, but also his pronounced Slavic features set him distinctively apart from the Arabs.

He was distinguishable too – though more subtly so – from the few, mostly Western tourists who might look like him with their Caucasian features, but that was where the resemblance ended. Unlike Valentin, they were all staring wide-eyed at their surroundings and carrying armfuls of cheap souvenirs which they would be taking back home with them. Unlike nearly all of these other visitors to the souk that morning, Valentin seemed unimpressed by his surroundings and he carried nothing that was visible.

Only the thick packet concealed in his buttoned-down shirt pocket and the small emergency pistol tucked away beneath the waistband of his trousers accompanied him.

But there was something about his urgently controlled movements, the hard muscles of his body visible through the shirt and his alert and watchful eyes that anyway suggested he was something altogether other than a tourist. He didn’t seem to belong in the souk, even as a visitor. He looked like a man prepared, and preparing, for some kind of sudden action that was in another order of things than merely a shopping expedition. There was, too, a sense of latent violence about him; his toned and muscled body  appeared to reach out for a reason to be employed to the full. He was a pumped-up sportsman, a human missile ready to go off. He certainly didn’t look like a tourist sponge soaking up the wonders of the place. He was a part of his surroundings, while also being apart. And unlike the tourists, he spoke fluent Arabic.

Valentin paused with the minute attention of a bookkeeper at the cupboard-sized shops on either side of the narrow alley. But he didn’t really look at their contents. If his eyes were focused at all on what was around him, he looked without seeing. There was a nervousness about him, which expressed itself in small, tense movements. He repeatedly brushed his short-cropped fair hair with one hand and occasionally touched the buttoned-down pocket of his white shirt with the other. It was an anxious gesture made as if to reassure himself that the package was still there. The muscles of his lean jaw twitched every time he felt the package and after each contact with it he thrust his hands back into the pockets of his grey trousers as though to physically restrain them from the obsessive checking of the pocket.

Valentin walked on, blindly surveying the over-filled alcoves crammed up against the alley that was wide enough for a donkey loaded with panniers to pass by, but not much bigger.

What separated him too from the other visitors to the souk was that he looked at these little shops one by one, without any of the discernment of the real, dedicated shopper. It was as if he were seeing them for the first time, even though that was far from the truth. Anyone who watched him closely would have said that he wasn’t truly looking for anything, in fact; that he wasn’t a potential customer at all, and that his mission was actually elsewhere than in the souk. The souk and its multitude of variegated delights were there to slow him down, to delay an arrival of some kind. And in his heart, he knew that he was stopping deliberately. And he knew that the reason for these  pauses was in order to postpone his purpose – they were not the purpose itself.

The traders and hawkers who crowded the souk’s alleys on either side of him were volubly selling their jute sacks of multicoloured spices, green and mauve soaps piled up like sweet-smelling brick walls, lurid meats that dripped blood from hooks and butchers’ blocks and which ran thickly away into the runnel along the centre of the stone alleyway. And then there were other shops that sold the red and white keffiyehs the Arabs wrapped around their heads, the silk and nylon dresses in gaudy gold and green, the striped woollen jellabahs, the sheepskins that betrayed the rancid smell of under-curing, the vegetables piled high in pyramids, the tin and brass lamps and lanterns ... On it went, fifteen kilometres of covered market in all, a warren of commerce that sold produce from China and central Asia, the Levant, the Arab countries, Russia – even the West – in this place, Aleppo, the world’s oldest of trading cities.

And in every direction in which Valentin flickered his sharp, electric-blue eyes, what he saw were the photographs of the Soviet Union’s ally, the stern president of Syria, Hafez al Assad, which, whether faded or new, looked down on the commerce and haggling, the conversation and coffee-drinking, like a looming superstition that threatened reprisal of some kind, rather than a figure of flesh and blood. Valentin was accustomed enough to the threatening faces that gazed down from walls back in his own country to hardly notice this one.

He stepped aside for a man with a frayed stick who was driving a donkey laden with baskets of green leaves along the covered narrow alley. The man, like all the Arabs, barely looked at him and, when he did – and then only briefly – it seemed to be done deliberately without curiosity. Was it fear of contact with foreigners that kept their eyes cast aside after the briefest of  glances? No, he thought, the foreigner – whether a casual tourist or one of the Russian military and intelligence personnel like himself – was irrelevant to their daily lives. These people simply went about their business, that was all.

Not for the first time, Valentin was shocked by the freedom and social detachment which commerce brought to the people even under a dictatorship like Syria’s – and which was absent in his own country where commerce was a dirty, even a criminal word.

In a moment of reflection that suddenly brought him into the moment, Valentin pondered that he was leaving all this behind him now anyway. He was well into the last week of his posting to Syria. Three years it had been since first he’d been sent down from Moscow. He’d graduated from the KGB school at Balashiha-2 in The Forest outside Moscow, then he’d spent two years behind a desk. He’d learned Arabic and was taken under the wing of a rising star in the KGB’s foreign intelligence department. This senior officer had then requested Valentin’s transfer to Damascus, where this mentor had been made head of station. And now, in just over five days, Valentin would be returning to Moscow again for another posting, to another Arab country, he supposed – or maybe it would be just a desk job at the KGB’s highly secretive Department S, in the Arab section, of course.

But it wasn’t nostalgia brought on by his departure from the country that had drawn him up from the KGB station in Damascus to Syria’s second capital, Aleppo. He hadn’t come to say goodbye – not to the country, at any rate, or even just to Aleppo. He was perfectly aware that his slow progress through the souk was purposeful in its delay for another reason entirely. The private reason he had made this trip to the north of the country was hard for him to accomplish and he was postponing the moment a little  longer. He was neither savouring it – this particular end – nor fearing it. Nevertheless, why he had come to Aleppo contained a finality that he wished to put off.

He turned to the left down another alley in the neat grid of the souk. Like all the others in this maze, it was filled with the conflicting sights and smells of spice and skins and alimentary produce. The sounds of an Arab lute came and went from a record player in a carpet shop. He stopped briefly at the shop and fingered some Kurdish kelims, but he didn’t truly see them, either. His mind was elsewhere and as soon as the shopkeeper tried to get him to buy something he walked on, stiffly smiling a thank-you, and pretending he couldn’t speak their language. He fingered the packet in the buttoned-down pocket of his shirt once more to make sure that it was still there. The gun was cool against his skin and a constant heavy presence.

At the end of the alley, or perhaps it was at the end of the one after that, he saw daylight and headed towards it. He took a deep breath. He was approaching the moment. It was time to finish his business here and get back to the capital before he was missed. He certainly didn’t want to have to answer questions from his station head, the truculent and volatile KGB Colonel Resnikov, and account for his time of absence from Damascus. He needed to be out of here within the hour and back to the capital. Suddenly he began to think more clearly, to take a grip on his usually incisive mind in order to carry through what he had come to do.

And then at last he emerged into the blinding white light of a busy street. The thick heat from which the covered market had protected him hit him like a suffocating mask, wrapping him in its intensity with a physical sensation that was almost like a dull, dryfisted blow. With a muscular forearm bared from the rolled-up sleeve of his white shirt, he wiped his forehead as if to ward off the sweat that hadn’t appeared yet. The heat was an insistent  presence that demanded your attention, he thought, took over your thoughts.

He looked up and down. The street was a cacophony of horns and shouting. It was full of donkey carts with car tyres for wheels, and with the occasional cars and trucks that by some miracle still functioned vaguely as they were built to do. Exhaust fumes from a vegetable truck up from the country choked him as the driver pressed down on the throttle and its engine squealed agonisingly by him. The man should check his fan belt, he thought automatically.

The café he was looking for was a few hundred yards away. That was the venue they’d told him, the starting point for his real purpose this morning. He could just see it from the souk’s exit. The men would take him from there. It was their own proposition, this meeting place, to which he’d agreed.

He stopped under a shaded awning before committing himself finally. He had come here against all good regulations, let alone good sense. What if something happened now? What if the men in the café had another agenda? They might try to stick a knife in him, he supposed. But most likely they’d let him go once he gave them the packet in his shirt pocket. It was his conscience, as well as his curiosity, that had brought him here and that was bad trade craft – no trade craft at all, in fact. He was going right out on a limb.

He saw them, three of them, sitting at the edge of the café – they were at a table nearest to the road. He knew only one of them, but guessed the other two were also her brothers. When he approached, warily, they didn’t greet him, but they didn’t look hostile either. Blank faces, cold, dark eyes. Neither trusting nor distrusting. But here they were in a public street. Maybe it would be different when they had him in some hidden place. He trusted, however, that they would take what they could get from him and  that they wouldn’t dare to harm a Russian from the embassy. He inspired respect from his physical presence, but at least they knew of his position – despite no actual identification – and it was that which inspired fear. Without a word, the men stood as he approached and indicated that he should follow.

The four of them walked for more than half an hour, away from the market and the ancient citadel of Abraham, past the hammams and the khans behind their old wooden doors, beyond the poor restaurants and bike repair shops, away from the commercial centre and on to the outskirts of the city.

Once they were clear and had reached a chronically poor residential neighbourhood, they finally turned up a small alley of mud houses and he guessed that it was here where the family house would be. But it was only a guess. Valentin had never been here before. He’d only met the woman once, in fact, that one time when she’d been dancing at the restaurant back in the direction from where they’d walked. She’d been a sudden attraction – he twenty-seven, she nineteen.

She’d danced for the three of them, all Russian intelligence officers up from Damascus for the weekend. When the others had left, he’d stayed, infatuated, lost, overturned by her beauty or by her movements or by the drink and the music – or all of those things.

He remembered now how it had been back then. One minute he’d felt like he’d been walking quietly and relatively enjoyably through life – albeit an Intelligence life of suspicion and paranoia – and the next, he was metaphorically hanging upside down from a tree with a noose around his foot. That had been her effect, he remembered. She’d turned him upside down without warning. He remembered her eyes now, eyes that drew him into a whirlpool that was more of his own imagination than from any physical attribute of hers. She was a professional, after all. She was paid to  use her eyes like that, as well as her body. Her charms were directed at everyone she danced for, not just at him. But it was he who had fallen for her.

They’d had sex in a room at the back of the restaurant which she and the other dancers used for changing. It was very sudden, unexpected, they’d hardly removed their clothes. He hadn’t gone to the manager enquiring about her with sex in mind. He’d just wanted to see her. It was a vague, rudderless desire that was more about his fear of never seeing her again than anything else. He was infatuated. But the manager had let it happen either because of the money Valentin had given him to keep quiet, or because he was afraid of these Russians. And the woman – the dancer – why had she let it happen? He didn’t know. She’d been a virgin. Most probably she’d seen in him some kind of salvation from the narrow and ever-shrinking opportunities of her life. And he didn’t even know her name, he realised afterwards. Maybe sex with him had been some desperate throw of the dice on her part, an attempt to change her life for ever.

He looked ahead now, along the alley that wound up a slight dirt hill. The men didn’t seem to be worrying that he wouldn’t follow them. And now the three men and he, trailing behind them, seemed to be approaching the house that was their destination. The movements of her brothers were slowing, their walk kinked a little to the left. He stepped over a pile of loose garbage. The alley was filthy, just like all the others. The smell was high with kerosene and stale, human sweat, rotting vegetables and open drains. Half-naked children and rib-thin cats played in the drain. The women were covered here. The secular state didn’t reach into its dark alleyways. Nobody looked at him, nobody seemed to notice him. It was as if he wasn’t there.

Why didn’t he turn around now, leave this place and forget what had happened with the woman? He didn’t even know her  name, he thought again with incredulity. Was it really his conscience driving him or was it something else? He knew that most of all it was curiosity. He knew deep down that he wanted just once to see the son he would never see again. And he would pay for that in cash, as if it were his conscience paying. Perhaps then he would be able to forget the whole thing.

They told him to wait outside the broken-down mud house which they’d now reached. They’d be getting rid of the women inside, he supposed, sending them somewhere into the back. Then the one brother whom he knew – or at least had met when he’d made the deal – beckoned him inside. The man didn’t waste any time and pointed into a dark corner of a bare room lit only by a shaft of intense sunlight coming through the half-open door.

‘There it is,’ he said. It was a deliberately brutal statement, Valentin thought; an insult.

Valentin looked to the far side of the room, across a flattened earth floor and into the near darkness. When his eyes had adjusted from the bright whiteness of the light outside, he walked towards a small, low wooden table, the only piece of furniture in the room apart from two home-made wooden chairs. There on the table he saw a crude wooden crib constructed from a vegetable box and in the crib, wrapped in dirty white swaddling clothes, was what he had come to see: his son. ‘It’, the man had called him.

He looked down and saw a small face with dark eyebrows, the eyes tight shut, fingers curled up around them. The baby would be just over twelve weeks old, he thought.

One of the other two men came over and flicked his fingers, his dark eyes angry and wary at the same time. With the relief of a job done, Valentin took the packet from his shirt pocket at last and gave it to him. The man swiftly counted the money, like  a trader who is experienced at flicking quickly through bundles of bank notes and assessing their value instantly. He seemed satisfied. Then he looked at Valentin directly in the eyes.

‘Now you take him,’ the man said to him. It was an order.

Valentin looked back at him in surprise, then alarm and finally anger. At first he didn’t understand what the man was saying, but then he realised he’d been right in the first place. It was the man who was gripped by a misunderstanding, not him.

‘You don’t understand,’ he said at last, quickly. ‘The money I’ve given you is to care for the boy. It’s for his mother to look after him. I can’t take him with me. It’s impossible.’

The man shrugged. ‘Either you take him or he will be left,’ he replied implacably.

Was he hearing right? Left? He meant left to die, Valentin realised with disgust. Left on the street for animals and strays to pick at. Or by the side of the road outside the city, or up in the mountains somewhere. ‘The money,’ he repeated precisely and slowly in Arabic. ‘That is what it’s for. To look after the boy.’ He felt himself getting angrier. He realised that he’d like to throttle the man, hit him, knock his teeth out. He felt the gun nudging him to it.

‘He is cursed by God,’ the man said simply.

Valentin looked back at the twelve-week-old boy. What was the man talking about? He unwrapped his son from the filthy cloths and saw a perfectly formed human being. The boy didn’t wake. He saw his tiny chest move with his breath.

‘Why is he cursed by God?’ Valentin said, without betraying his rising anger. He believed they were going to blackmail him for more money, but he had none. It had taken all his wits to get his hands on the local currency as it was.

The man stood beside him and looked down at the boy. ‘He is cursed,’ he said. He shrugged again. ‘God has cursed him,’ he  said, as if it were perfectly obvious that this was the reason for not wanting the child, and for killing it.

And now Valentin knew. To these people, any defect in a newborn baby meant that it had been cursed by God – and they would reject the child, reject it with the finality of death. Looking down at the boy he could see no physical defect, however. So the child’s defect must be him – Valentin – he supposed. A foreign father, and out of wedlock, too. Doubly damned. Otherwise the boy looked healthy enough.

Valentin walked back across the room. The other two men were watching him closely. They were afraid, but there were three of them and one of him, and they were in their own home, surrounded by their own people outside in the street. If he’d been on official business in this God-forsaken part of the city, he would have threatened them, drawn the gun concealed under his waistband, but he was here in secret, unknown to his boss. He couldn’t afford a scandal, so he kept himself under control. ‘Where’s his mother?’ Valentin asked finally. ‘I want to see her.’

‘She’s not here,’ the brother he’d met before snapped in reply. ‘That is not part of the bargain,’ he added.

‘Where is she?’

There was silence. He didn’t like to go where his imagination was taking him. He didn’t like to think what had happened to her, what they’d done to her in punishment. If sex with him had been a desperate throw of the dice on her part, it had certainly changed her life. But it was a change that would probably finish it for good, if it hadn’t done so already.

Valentin stopped in the centre of the room and felt the possibilities that faced him diminish. He knew he was beaten. Condemn his son to death, no, that was not possible. ‘What about an orphanage?’ he said suddenly. ‘Where is there an orphanage?’

The men talked among themselves. ‘In Damascus. On Khalabbah Street,’ one said finally.

‘What about here? In Aleppo?’

The men shrugged. Either they didn’t want the boy in Aleppo, or they didn’t know.

Valentin suddenly stopped thinking. ‘Then I’ll take him with me,’ he said. Circumventing thought, the decision was made for him.

A few minutes later he was walking back down the street carrying the live bundle of his son and when he’d reached a paved street he took a private car that willingly converted to a taxi to take him back to Damascus. He was late, later than he’d planned to be, and he told the driver to hurry. It was a long journey by road.

On the way to the capital he ran through what he would have to do. He was clear now in his head; it was his only choice to save his son. But he also wanted to tell someone else, not just to leave the boy abandoned at an orphanage. If one other person knew, he considered, then he would be able leave the country with a clearer mind.

There was one person he thought he might trust – just possibly. It was crazy, he knew that. After all, he was an officer in Soviet foreign intelligence. But he knew that the only person he could trust with the knowledge of his son was the wife of his head of station in Damascus, Natalia Resnikova. She was a good woman, a caring person. He believed she might understand. She was pregnant with a child of her own, after all. It would be born under a year after his son had been born. That is what he decided to do, no matter what the risk.

Having made his decision, the only other thing that preoccupied him on the journey to the capital was that his son didn’t have a name.

When the car reached Damascus, they drove to one of the poorest parts, to the east of city. Behind a concreted area that served as a basketball pitch in a flat, grey suburb on the fringe of the capital, he dismissed the driver. Then he walked until he found Khalabbah Street. The houses were new here – mostly cheap, concrete, barely functional buildings to accommodate the influx of people coming in ever greater numbers from the countryside to work in the city. There was construction work going on over the whole area; cement dust rose in a mist from the rear of a truck, a bulldozer was piling the broken remains of old, destroyed houses into a heap.

Despite the noise of construction, his son seemed capable of sleeping for ever.

He saw the workmen were wearing white cloths to protect their necks against the heat, even now at six in the evening. The noise of machinery and the fumes filled the air around the waste ground they were clearing in order to put up more concrete housing blocks.

Valentin walked on through the dust until he reached an older building on Khalabbah Street made of yellowing stone. A former school or government building, perhaps? But whatever it was in its former life, it was now the orphanage. It was quieter here.

He put his son down in the shade under a portico at the entrance and took out a piece of paper. On it he wrote in Arabic. ‘This boy has no parents. Please look after him.’ They would know it was a foreigner’s writing, and that bothered him momentarily. Then he sucked the pen for a moment and wrote again. ‘His name is Balthasar.’ Balthasar. He hadn’t been able to think of a name throughout the journey from Aleppo, but now it had come to him in a moment. He liked the name. God protect the King. They had dramatic names and that was one of its meanings,  in any case. Then he looked for some way of alerting the people inside the building. He found a bell-pull made of old cord hanging at the side of the door and pulled on it. He heard a distant chime. Then he walked swiftly away. Whoever ran the orphanage would be accustomed to the ring that announced the abandonment of another child.

He walked for a mile back towards the centre of the city and finally found himself at the Russian embassy compound. The White Houses, the Russians called the compound, in an unconcealed expression of racist superiority.

His mind, he found, was blurred, vague, as if he were in a film of himself rather than being the real Valentin Viktorov. But he went straight to the house of his head of station and rang the bell before he lost his nerve. There was no point in delaying.

It was the maid who answered the door. He asked for Natalia Resnikova. Resnikov’s wife finally came to the door and invited him inside. She was an elegant, beautiful woman, but her eyes were usually shaded with sadness. Married to Resnikov, Valentin wasn’t surprised. He smiled nervously at her and she returned his expression with calm, uncritical serenity. Then she nodded at him sympathetically. He liked this woman and, he liked to believe, she had a soft spot for him too.

Valentin saw at once that they were alone. He was relieved that his head of station, Colonel Resnikov, was in his study as usual, probably drinking foreign whisky. He would be able to be alone with Resnikov’s wife and she was a good woman, a good person. They sat and took tea in a shaded patio at the rear of the house. When the maid had gone, Valentin told her everything; the night in Aleppo, the woman and their child.

She didn’t reply at first. There was a silence, but it wasn’t awkward. Then she called the maid and Valentin thought that she was going to betray him, but she simply asked for her knitting to  be brought. He noticed the bump of her stomach that had grown in the past month, and she saw him looking.

‘They will be almost the same age,’ she said simply. ‘I believe I will have a girl.’

‘Just a year apart,’ he said. ‘What will you call her – if she’s a girl?’

‘I’d like to call her Anna.’

Valentin knew that Natalia Resnikova did good works in the city – that was why he had come to her. At least, she did good works when she could do so without drawing her husband’s disapproval or disgust, or even wrath. Resnikov was a hard, bitter man who seemed to gain pleasure from nothing, even the Western whisky he somehow got his hands on.

The maid brought her knitting on to the verandah. The pregnant wife of his boss showed him what she was making. ‘It’s a sweater for my baby,’ she said. ‘I’ll make another one for your son. Then they’ll have the same.’

He nodded his thanks, suddenly overwhelmed by the thought that now his son would be a real citizen of the world, with a sweater made specially for him, not just an abandoned child living off hand-me-downs.

‘And when Anna is born she and I will visit your son when they are both old enough,’ Natalia Resnikova said. ‘Until then, I will go alone when I can. I know the orphanage quite well.’ She finally touched his arm. ‘It’s a good place. And you did the right thing.’

Such unexpected understanding made Valentin’s eyes moist with relief as well as with the grief he felt for his encounter with the doomed woman dancer and finally, underlying all, for the birth of his son whose life or death he had held so recently in his hands.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

8 January 2010

 




THE BLACK S-CLASS stretch Mercedes crossed beneath the Moscow ring road on Entuziastov at just after 5.30 in the morning. It was snowing harder outside the city, or maybe that was just how it seemed to the men inside the car. For once they were away from the protection of the city’s buildings, the snow was free to hurl itself across the open landscape and a whirlwind of large, fluffy snowflakes rolled out of the eerie, monstrous white void only to disintegrate as they raced in to hit the car’s heated windscreen.

With the ring road behind it, the official car kept up the same steady, regulation speed and moved on to the M-7 heading north-east out of Moscow in the direction of Balashiha.

They were two Intelligence chiefs who sat on the soft, sweet-smelling black leather of the back seat and the military intelligence driver was the other figure in the limousine, alone in the front. Both chiefs were the most senior generals, elevated to their positions by age, experience, duty, but most of all by the supreme skill of the Russian political intelligence class – a ruthless animal instinct for supremacy in the power struggles of the Kremlin’s internecine bureaucratic wars.

In their late sixties, they wore uniforms almost comically bemedalled from past campaigns – real wars – that made them resemble highly colourful performers from a travelling medieval pageant. These tiered ribbons of medals had been won mostly in Afghanistan after Russia’s 1979 invasion of the country, and its disastrous and debilitating war there that had finally emptied the Soviet treasury and heralded the end of empire. They were the medals of defeat.

General Valentin Viktorov had been personally in charge of an intelligence team which, with initially magnificent success, had prepared the ground for the invasion of the presidential palace in Kabul at Christmas of that year. But those were the glory days, before the Soviet effort descended into stalemate and retreat in the subsequent years of brutal conflict.

Afghanistan. It was never far away from either of the generals’ minds, even now, decades after the war ended. Just as the Second World War – the Great Patriotic War, in Russia’s lexicon – had been the foul crucible whose hellish alchemy gave birth to Soviet might and to the greatest empire on earth, so Afghanistan was the insidious chemical formula that finally ripped the whole shaky edifice to pieces. For both the generals – as for many of the military veterans of that disastrous war – Afghanistan was the defining moment of their and their Motherland’s loss of pride. Afghanistan was the fault line that severed modern Russia from its glorious past. The actual collapse – that of the Eastern European empire in 1989 and the subsequent folding of Russia’s central Asian possessions after that – was just the inevitable consequence of the Afghan defeat. And it was Afghanistan that welded the psyches of the two generals and thousands like them into an overwhelming and unified desire for the recouping of all of glorious Russia’s losses since then.

But despite this psychological link between the two generals, it  was notable that they sat as far from one another as the seating allowed, each pushed up against their respective rear doors. They were rivals and, in Russia’s medievally clannish political and intelligence world, they had often found themselves working against each other. One of the two generals was from the GRU, Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate, the other, General Viktorov, was core SVR, Russia’s First Chief Directorate and the successor to the KGB’s foreign intelligence department.

The two men didn’t talk and, indeed, the only body language between them consisted of the deliberate distance they put between themselves that strongly suggested a mutual antipathy. They also spent most of the journey looking away from each other and out of the windows on either side of the car, though the view was obscured almost completely by the white-out of driving snow. Only the thin, bunched-together trunks of birch and fir trees as they approached The Forest took shape, though dimly, through the otherwise white landscape and the snow-filled sky.

They also both wore tight-lipped expressions that suggested even sharing the same car was an imposition. But that was the way it had been arranged by the prime minister’s office and they hadn’t been given the choice to travel separately. It was as if this enforced journey together was a test of sorts in itself. ‘You’ll be working together’ – that had been the order. But they had never worked together in any commonly accepted way.

The relative seniority between the two men was hard to judge – not least by themselves – but their rivalry was evident in the tension that existed between them. The GRU general, Antonov, deployed five or six times more agents on foreign soil than the SVR and he personally commanded twenty-five thousand special forces troops, or spetsnaz. But it was the SVR that considered itself the elite foreign intelligence force and it was to the SVR  headquarters in Balashiha – The Forest, in KGB parlance – to which they were going. General Viktorov of the SVR was also a central figure in the elite of elites – the directorate’s highly secretive Department S. This inner clan of foreign intelligence officers was in charge of training foreigners to spy for the Kremlin, and then to commit terrorist acts back in their own countries. Viktorov’s highly sensitive department had achieved several important assassinations in the past year alone.

But in addition to being at the heart of Department S, Viktorov had the vital advantage of having closer personal access to Prime Minister Vladimir Putin than his rival. The two of them were actually friends outside the day-to-day business of the intelligence world, and skied and hunted together. In Putin’s baronial court where rank was often a secondary consideration after personal favour – and favours – this probably gave Viktorov the edge.

After crossing the ring road, it wasn’t more than a few miles to Balashiha and The Forest. The snow ploughs had been out all night to keep the vital road connecting the Kremlin and its intelligence heart clearer than any other in Russia. Neither of the generals made any attempt to break the silence between them for the remainder of the journey.

Perhaps each was thinking over the purpose of this pre-dawn meeting with Putin, or perhaps they simply had little to say to each other without the catalyst of the prime minister’s actual presence and his sudden call for them to meet him. But, more likely, each was thinking of his own strategy of personal preeminence when they met Putin, regardless of the purpose of the meeting. And each of them was certainly in a state of anxious speculation that the other knew more, had been briefed prior to this journey, had been taken into the confidence of the prime minister more closely. The usual fear of some loss of favour with Putin plagued them both. And that was how the Kremlin played  its games. You never got used to that, Viktorov was thinking. Rule was administered through anxiety and fear, just as it had always been.

The car finally swung through the high gates – razor wire and gun turrets disappearing into the snow on either side – and the generals’ identities were shown and logged by the guards. The Mercedes pulled up half a mile beyond the entrance, outside a long, low building, most of which was concealed beneath the earth.

It was Golubev the special assistant from the prime minister’s office who was there to meet them. A chivvying young man with a foolishly small moustache, Golubev was a product of the new, post-Soviet era. He was a politician-lawyer rather than a soldier – let alone an intelligence officer – and therefore the kind of bureaucratic, ministry man who elicited little respect from either of the generals. His youth allowed no memory of the defeat in Afghanistan or even of the collapse of the entire Soviet Union two years later, which that humiliation precipitated. Unlike the generals, Golubev looked to the future at the expense of nurturing the past and its humiliations. And, to the generals, he also looked to the future at the expense of redressing the balance that had been lost in the past twenty years since the Soviet Union collapsed. That balance – in the dreams of many like them – was the restoration of the Russian empire.

With a fussiness that disguised fears of his own, Golubev brushed imaginary dust from the lapels of his jacket, smoothed its sides and then led the generals through cream-painted concrete corridors to an elevator which took them down four floors into the earth and finally into a brightly lit room the size of a tennis court. It was one of many operations rooms in this core SVR building and Viktorov knew it well. It was here that many undercover missions had been planned, from the wars in Chechnya  to foreign assassinations in the Middle East and Europe. Long, identical tables were laid out in neat rows, each with a harsh light over them, and at a casual glance the whole space might have suggested a snooker club.

Golubev proceeded to a table near the centre of this space and pulled up two high chairs for the generals that offered a view down on to the high table, and then one for himself, which he never sat on.

At once, Viktorov looked at several maps that had been opened on this long table. The particular map that caught his eye – it was in the centre of the table which was at the centre of the room – was of the Soviet Union. It was a pre-1991 map, in other words, from a time before the Soviet Union had broken up. Viktorov was pleasantly surprised, as if he were looking at a recently discovered family treasure that had been uncovered in the clear-out of an old attic, and he took a greater interest. He saw another map of the period, and of equal size, next to it which was a close-up of part of the former empire. It had been titled ‘Little Russia’, but only by a scrawl on a yellow Post-it note stuck to the top. The name on the map itself, however, was ‘Ukrainian SSR’.

‘When is the prime minister arriving?’ Viktorov asked, looking down on Golubev from the high seat. Golubev fidgeted uncomfortably. Viktorov was a big, muscled man, despite his age, and he took care about his appearance and his physical fitness. His eyebrows were artfully shaped to eliminate the wild-growing hairs that age unleashed and the skin of his face had a polished, pampered appearance. General Antonov, on the other hand was ruddy in complexion and had allowed the hairs of his advancing age to grow like weeds in an abandoned courtyard. The one general affected a modern, careful appearance, while the other seemed to seek the virtues of a rugged lack of vanity.

‘You’ll be meeting with some colleagues, first,’ Golubev said. ‘The prime minister has been detained.’

‘Colleagues?’ Antonov queried. ‘For how long?’

‘Patriotiy,’ Golubev replied almost mutely, as if embarrassed at the mention of this informal, almost underground group which was definitely not part of his modern Russian vision. ‘We are waiting for the prime minister’s call,’ he added.

‘Ah,’ Viktorov said. ‘Our Patriotiy friends. That’s the reason for the map, then.’ He was pleased to be meeting with fellows and, no doubt, old colleagues too from the Patriotiy.

Golubev didn’t reply. But the generals relaxed into their seats as the nervous ministry man ordered coffee to be brought.

The Patriotiy were the core, Viktorov ruminated as he waited for the coffee to arrive. They were the promise. They were like a rare seed preserved in one of Russia’s frozen storage units that guarded the planet’s ecological and agricultural future. Like these rare seeds, the Patriotiy were the guardians of Russia’s past and the hope for its future. They were the only ones left with any power who were true to the memory of their own people where Russia’s former might was concerned. And for a moment Viktorov felt a brief affinity for the GRU boss Antonov, a veteran like himself of Afghanistan.

The Patriotiy consisted mainly of these veterans from the Afghan war which had ended so bitterly for the Soviet Union and damaged its self-image so catastrophically ever since the 1980s. Most importantly in this all-but-secret society of the new Russia, members of the Patriotiy didn’t believe that the loss of empire was anything other than a temporary historical mistake. In any democratic country, they would have been way outside the political process, on some semi-lunatic fringe. In the Russia of the twenty-first century, however, they were at the centre of power, though invisibly so to all but a few. Afghan veterans like himself  and Antonov, who had risen in Putin’s Russia through the organs of the security services, the Patriotiy were now in control of several intelligence departments and government ministries and had brought their grudges of lost empire with them.

Coffee arrived, delivered by an attractive woman in uniform whom Viktorov smiled at with an avuncular look that didn’t – and didn’t intend to – disguise the lust that lurked behind it. And then the room began to fill up with a dozen or more men in their sixties or seventies and a few younger men. Most of them were in uniform; lesser generals, colonels, retired or not retired. Greetings were exchanged, old links renewed. Two more uniformed female assistants had now materialised to help Golubev distribute files to all the men. Viktorov gave his trademark smile to the woman who approached his table. He took a file and slipped a pair of reading glasses over his nose. The title in bold Cyrillic on the cover was: Reappraisal. The Weakness of Ukraine – Political, Economic, Ethnic and Military.

Viktorov and the others leafed through their files without yet reading them closely. ‘Who wrote this?’ Viktorov snapped at Golubev.

‘A think tank at the Ministry of the Interior,’ was the reply. ‘Along with some of your own intelligence staff, General.’

Behind my back, Viktorov thought. The prime minister’s mind games had begun. But he snorted loudly and confidently, though whether at the words ‘think tank’ or the fact that Interior people were in part the authors was unclear. Not that he despised the Interior Ministry. The Interior Ministry was one of several important ministries now controlled by the Patriotiy and its chiefs shared the same aims as people like the group in the room.

For a moment, Viktorov removed his glasses and looked across the large room. He stared hard with unfocused eyes. So it was him. He thought he’d recognised him and he’d been right.

It was his son, Dmitry. Or Balthasar – though only the two of them knew him by the latter name. He saw that Balthasar was talking to an older man – an officer in the Alpha Group, Viktorov thought. Viktorov couldn’t take his eyes away from his son.

Then Balthasar broke away from a brief exchange with the officer and began to make his way through the throng. He walked with expert precision around three tables and paused to nod a greeting and say a few words to two or three other men. He looked assured, smooth in his movements, somehow modern, Viktorov thought, in that his proper deference to senior men was never at the expense of his personal pride and individuality. He was a colonel – also in Department S – and was now thirty-eight years old. But in this room he was a junior.

Viktorov watched Balthasar to see that he was clearly making his way towards him. With one hand he was lifting up a chair that was in the way, while with the other he shook greetings with colleagues. He looked directly into people’s eyes.

Amazing – even now it amazed Viktorov. Such extraordinary power Balthasar had. Nobody who didn’t know him would ever have guessed that he was blind. And, knowing that he was blind, nobody would have dreamed that he could be Russia’s most senior and most-decorated intelligence field operative in all of the Muslim countries. Amazing, there was no other word for it. Sometimes his son’s strange abilities discomforted Viktorov – but there was no denying Balthasar’s extraordinary, if uniquely bizarre, powers. For not only did he have an unerring geographical relationship with the people around him and with his surroundings in general – sensing the chair, moving it easily, knowing precisely where there was a hand to be shaken, understanding exactly where were the eyes his own sightless ones needed to ‘look’ into – but also, despite all of this supernatural power, to Viktorov’s mind, Balthasar’s real value was not that he could ‘see’  physical objects without seeing. It was that he could do what no eye and no electronic device could do – no matter how sharp or sophisticated. He had the ability of seeing inside the minds of those he was with. He had a sixth sense and maybe – who knew – a seventh and an eighth.

Viktorov cast his mind back thirty-nine years. The brothers of Balthasar’s mother who he, Viktorov, had rescued him from all those years ago had said he’d had a defect. They’d interpreted his blindness as being cursed by God. This ‘defect’ had turned out to be a most precious, a most unique weapon. God had given him something far greater than normal sight. As it turned out, God had blessed, not cursed him.

Balthasar approached his father and, with the same direct accuracy, shook his hand, ‘looked’ in his eyes, and exchanged a welcome. To Vikorov, he seemed to be in some official position in this room – that was what his son’s demeanour suggested. He appeared to be at the heart of the purpose of the strange meeting. Viktorov wondered why he hadn’t known before about Balthasar’s presence. He was the chief of Department S, for God’s sake.

So. This morning was the prime minister’s party and his own position could be, and often was, usurped by Putin and a few others. Yet what did Balthasar have to do with the message on the table? The map? Ukraine was an Orthodox Christian country. Not Balthasar’s area of operations at all. Balthasar was in Islamic operations, pure and simple. Ukraine was the birthplace of Russian Orthodoxy, the origins of old Rus. Ukraine was Russia’s spiritual heartbeat.

‘Look at this,’ he said, pointing at the map, and then immediately felt foolish to be using a word that assumed working sight.

‘I know.’ Balthasar smiled, ignoring the mistake. He put his  hand on the map, as if he could actually feel the terrain it represented. ‘Ukraine,’ he said simply.

If Viktorov thought he would draw out his son’s reasons for being here by referring to the map of Ukraine, he was unsuccessful.

A trolley was now brought in by the two women who had distributed the files. It was 6.45 a.m. and there were several bottles of flavoured vodka and shot glasses on it. Not Golubev’s idea of the right time for a drink and the ministry man was showing it with anxious glances. Not Putin’s idea either, for that matter, so perhaps that was why Golubev looked so uncomfortable. But the glasses were distributed solemnly – like some sort of pseudoreligious, regimental ceremonial – by a one-legged spetsnaz hero who was apparently determined to show his infirmity made no difference. The toast, when it was raised by a fellow SVR general, was to ‘Historic Russia’. All present drank and placed their glasses back on to the trolley which was wheeled away. One drink for the toast, that was it. The party, such as it was, was over. And they all knew that historic Russia meant Kiev, the capital of a Ukraine which had been independent from Moscow now for twenty years, after centuries of occupation.

Golubev’s phone rang. He walked away from Viktorov and Balthasar, who reminisced in quiet voices. When he returned, he looked only at the generals, Viktorov and Antonov.

‘You’ll have to read it on the road,’ Golubev said to the two generals, nodding at the document, and he clicked the mobile phone shut. ‘The prime minister is delayed. He asks you to come to his dacha.’

As the Mercedes swung out of the gates and took the autoroute back to the ring road, Viktorov thought that none of this – the apparently pointless trip to Balashiha, the meeting with the veterans and even the enforced shared trip with Antonov – was  unplanned. Clearly he would be expected to work with Antonov and the meeting at Balashiha was in the style of an underground regimental get-together, something like Nazi SS officers meeting in secret at inns in the depths of the Harz forest after the war. Except that here it was official and government backed. The Patriotiy were the establishment.

They were met at the imposing gates of Putin’s dacha by a Kremlin car which would take them up the drive to the dacha where Putin worked, swam and practised judo. His family dacha was hidden further into the forest.

Inside the high reception room the two generals stood. Still they didn’t talk. Finally after nearly half an hour, they were summoned to a long, lavishly furnished office the size of a small ballroom where Putin was sitting at a desk under the Russian eagle. He motioned them to seats in front of the desk, then, without preamble, leaned on his elbows with his hands clasped together and stared his blank, unblinking stare.

‘We need greater co-operation,’ he said. ‘This war between two great services has to stop.’

Viktorov shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The latest skirmish between the SVR and the GRU had occurred just three weeks before, in Germany. The SVR had betrayed two agents of the GRU to the German intelligence service. Their reason was – from the SVR’s point of view – that the GRU was transgressing on its own patch.

‘We have important work to do,’ Putin said. ‘And I need full co-operation. Your jobs are at stake. Russia’s future is at stake.’

The generals inclined their heads. Putin didn’t seek a reply. Then he leaned in closer. ‘The report,’ he said. ‘Read it closely. Elections in Ukraine take place in just over a week’s time. The final run-off is three weeks after that. But the elections are irrelevant. Whoever wins, we want to make our arrangements  with our friends in Ukraine. Redress the balance.’ He looked severely at them and Viktorov wondered, not for the first time, if Putin actually didn’t have any eyelids, if he was like a snake. Putin leaned back in his chair and stared at the two generals. ‘You know, of course,’ he said with finality, ‘that Ukraine is not even a state.’




CHAPTER TWO

8 January 2010

 




THE HEAD RESTED gently between two reinforced glass clamps on the glaring white surface of a disinfected plastic tabletop. The table had gleaming, skeletal aluminium legs protruding beneath it and its aluminium wheels were locked in place at the bottom of the legs in the unlikely event that the trolley might roll away on the perfectly level, spotlessly clean, white floor.

The chill in the laboratory storage facility at the CIA’s Forensic Investigation Department in Langley, Virginia was almost as great as the freezing winter temperatures outside the building and the two men and one woman who stood closest to the trolley table were still wrapped in the thick winter coats they’d worn for the short walk across the car park to the building. Three white-coated laboratory workers who stood behind them like pagan ceremonial guardians of the severed head wore Arctic thermal wear in here, for the greater freedom of movement of their arms.

The head was indeed like the graven image of some ancient god. Though it was a thing of flesh, it was not a thing of blood. Its dull, lifeless, fish eyes in the grey, dead flesh seemed to bring  the temperature down still lower, as if temperature were a kind of mood that fitted the sombre circumstances.

The head had a plump face which showed a round-cheeked man, with bristling black eyebrows, slightly frosted from the deep frozen drawer that had contained it until the visitors’ arrival. The bloodless lips were generous, the ears looked almost enormous. There was a scar on the left cheek that looked more pronounced without any blood flowing beneath the skin around it. The neck, foreshortened by a jagged cutting instrument, was jowly and flabby and the wild thick black hair that topped the head seemed frozen in a concoction of swirls and curlicues, as if the head were a still photograph of a man captured in a high wind.

It looks like a sculpture, Burt Miller thought – though he was thinking, not of a stone god, but of one of the modern pieces the British artist – something-or-other Quinn, he seemed to remember – made and which consisted of a plastic head filled with the artist’s own blood. But the colour of the flesh, Burt mused with an art historian’s appreciation, was more like the grey, dead-looking humanity to be found in a Lucian Freud, one of whose works Burt owned – at a cost from Christie’s in New York of something in the region of ten million bucks.

‘So, Theo ...’ Burt said breezily, exhaling a slightly frosted breath. Then, sticking to the modern art similes that continued to come and go in his mind, he said, ‘Exhibit A.’

Theo Lish, the CIA chief, drew his coat further around his neck. ‘Exhibit A-Z actually,’ Lish replied moodily. ‘It’s all we have, Burt.’

‘Not the usual headless corpse, but the less common corpseless head,’ Burt said lightly and with his usual upbeat view of any situation that presented itself to him, no matter how complex and inconvenient it was. ‘It’s a message, then.’

‘Presumably,’ Lish said with a nod. ‘They want us to know the man’s identity. That’s the significance.’

Burt looked to his left at Anna Resnikov, the only woman present in the lab. ‘Normally, in an identification parade, we’d have half a dozen severed heads for you,’ Burt joked. ‘I guess the others just never turned up. You’ve got to up your fees if you want these identity parades to make a difference, Theo,’ he said, turning back to Lish.

But his gaze returned to rest on Anna.

She didn’t return his look. Either she wasn’t amused or she was staring so hard at the head on the table that she hadn’t heard his little witticism. That was the reason she was here, after all – to study, identify, bring her knowledge to bear. For she was not just Burt’s highly valued lieutenant in his vast private intelligence empire that went under the cheekily named Cougar Intelligence Applications, she was also a former colonel in the KGB and – until her defection – right at its dark intelligence heart, Department S.

‘How did it get here, Theo?’ Burt asked, looking back to the CIA chief again.

‘It was delivered to the home of one of our junior embassy officers in Kiev,’ he replied. ‘Young man, name of Bill Singleton, married, two small children.’

‘What about security?’ Burt shot back.

‘In Ukraine all our staff houses have cameras, security alarms, early warning systems, sensors – you name it. The usual, in terms of the bare minimum. But Kiev isn’t high up on the list as far as security threats are concerned. This’ – he indicated the severed head with a nod from his own living one, ‘... this was left in the garden, actually, not the house,’ he said by way of correction. ‘The person who placed it there was caught on camera, but set off no sensors. Not close enough to the house, apparently. The film  shows a man, we presume, wearing a balaclava. He enters the garden, carefully removes the head of the Singleton children’s snowman, drops this one out of a sack, and replaces the snow head with it. The four-year-old daughter of the family found it next morning. Someone had been tampering with the family’s snowman and she was outraged – in tears.’ Lish sighed. ‘Clearly it was delivered in that particular place because security allowed it to be. We don’t have – or need – razor wire-topped, twelve-foot walls for all our Kiev embassy staff. But it was clearly left for us. So, yes, it’s a message. They want us to know who it is.’

‘And then?’

‘Singleton called our embassy sweepers in straightaway. We kept the head in the freezer until it could be put on a NATO bus that was flying into Kiev from Afghanistan for refuelling that morning. It was here twenty hours later. Left as a decoration on a snowman on Thursday night – in this here laboratory by today at six a.m.’

‘And if you know who the man is,’ Burt said, ‘what’s the purpose of Anna’s presence? What’s she here to identify?’

He looked at her again to find she was tracing the man’s scar with her finger, not quite touching the flesh, and her face only an inch or two from the head. Then she stepped back for another overall reappraisal. Burt was keen now to head for lunch, but it looked like that was some way off.

‘He goes by the name of Yuri Saltyakov,’ Lish explained. ‘He approached one of our operatives in Kiev three weeks ago saying he had “information”. We checked him out on all the Agency photo and data bases. No tags. Nothing. Nothing in London, either. Adrian was very obliging. No match to anyone we know. His story was that he had information on work being carried out at Novorossiysk port on the Russian side of the Kerch Straits, opposite the Crimea. He was a dock worker there,  according to him. Wanted to sell us his story. But we never received any of the information about the port. His main interest to us was that he seemed to have quite detailed information about a ship called the Forburg. He described it as a “terror ship”, whatever that means. We never got out of him what he meant about that either; was it carrying nuclear fissile material, nuclear triggers, other high-grade weapons, anthrax ... who knows? We don’t. We tracked the Forburg, however, having eventually picked it up on the Worldview Satellite off the coast of Burgas, in Bulgaria, to the western end of the Black Sea. The Forburg seemed to be heading for the Bosphorus, then presumably the Mediterranean, unless Istanbul was its destination, or it turned off early.’ Lish paused, perhaps embarrassed by what he then had to say. ‘Because then,’ he finally continued, ‘God knows how, but we lost the damn ship. That was three days ago. Radio contact disappears, somehow the satellite loses it. Presumably, again, it goes into port and reappears under new guise, or more probably does all that changeover at sea under cover of cloud, night, a giant mosquito net – all three ... I’ve no idea. But it does disappear. Twenty-four hours later the head of the man who gave us the information turns up.’

Burt watched Anna. She was curling back one of the thick lips from the opened mouth. She was peering inside the mouth. Then she spoke for the first time. ‘Russian dental work,’ she said without looking at either of them.

She was, as always, Burt thought admiringly, completely unimpressed by anything or anyone, even here at the Agency’s HQ.

‘That’s what we concluded,’ Lish agreed. ‘But we assume his name isn’t Yuri Saltyakov and we have no other leads. That’s why we wanted you to come in, Anna. On the off chance.’ He looked at Burt. ‘Thank you for being so prompt.’

‘Happy to oblige, Theo,’ Burt said magnanimously, allowing  the implication of Cougar always being there, ready and helpful, to get the CIA out of a spot of difficulty, to hang gently in the air.

‘He’s Russian,’ Anna said. ‘But they left just the head because his hands would show he wasn’t a dock worker. And a head is easier to transport. So it probably came from the south of the country. Not Kiev, but the Crimea itself, perhaps.’

‘Perhaps,’ Lish said uncertainly, slightly fazed by an analysis he hadn’t, so far, received from any of his own team. ‘Do you recognise him, Anna? Anything you can help us with?’

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I’ve never seen him, or a picture of him, before.’ Her voice measured, giving nothing away. You would never penetrate her thoughts, Burt told himself, unless she wanted you to.

Burt looked at her quizzically. ‘Sure?’ he said.

‘Yes. Sure.’ She was looking at the place where the neck had been cut. ‘It’s not a Russian execution,’ she said. There was a long pause in the room. ‘Or, at least, it’s not meant to look like a Russian execution,’ she finally added.

Burt looked sharply at her this time, but he didn’t want to pursue the implications of these appended words in front of Lish. That would be something for him and Anna alone, later.

‘What kind of an execution is it?’ Theo Lish enquired.

‘It’s like something the Chechens do,’ she replied. ‘It’s a specifically Islamic execution. Or that’s how it’s meant to look,’ she added, reinforcing the doubts she had already expressed.

Lish enquired no further.

They went upstairs in a warm elevator to the ground floor and all three loosened their coats until they’d warmed up enough to remove them.

‘I’m going to have a chat with Theo,’ Burt said to Anna. ‘Do you mind waiting?’

She didn’t mind. She never minded what was happening, Burt thought. It was his view of the world exactly. All that’s important is what’s happening. Forget the rest.

In an office on the fourth floor, which was not Lish’s but which he cleared of two young men in crisp white shirts and ties, Lish sat in a swivel chair and offered Burt a comfortable-looking sofa that was more suited to his bulk.

‘Do you have a decent cognac?’ Burt asked, without a great deal of hope.

‘I don’t think we do, Burt,’ Lish replied with a softly apologetic tone, and Burt felt satisfactorily confirmed in his decision to leave the CIA ten years before, after a glittering career, in order to set up a private intelligence company awash with decent cognac and, more importantly, awash with government contract money.

He’d served with Lish in the Agency for many decades, more than three, anyway. They’d joined together back in the sixties – Burt, the maverick operative, Theo, the meticulous bureaucrat. Then Burt had left, sensing new opportunities for intelligence-gathering in the modern world. Three years into Cougar’s existence, the company was turning over two billion dollars a year in the wake of 9/11, on the basis of several healthy government contracts. And then he’d lured Lish away from a senior Agency position in order to head up Cougar’s Eastern European Section. Three years after that, Cougar was turning over twice that sum, nearly four billion dollars. Two years after that, Lish had returned to the CIA, with Burt’s blessing, as its director, its chief, the Agency’s main man who had the president’s ear on all foreign security matters. But now he was Cougar’s main man too, at the pinnacle of the government-run intelligence establishment that filled DC like an undigested meal. After Lish became CIA director, government contracts to Cougar increased and Cougar became the largest private intelligence agency in the world. And  into the bargain Cougar quickly made itself indispensable to the CIA.
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