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  A Note on the Background




  This novel is inspired by real events that took place in October 1969, and much of the information in it is drawn from declassified material, some of which has never previously

  been published. The document quoted in Chapter VII is a translation of a dossier written by the head of Soviet military intelligence in 1964.




  







  I




  Late October 1969, Moscow, Soviet Union




  I was asleep when they came for me. I was running through a field, palm trees in the distance, when I woke to find a man shaking my shoulders and yelling my name.




  I sat bolt upright, gasping for breath, sweat pouring off me. The man was wearing a cap, and looked to be barely out of his teens. Part of my mind was still caught up in the dream: I was sure

  I’d been in the field before, but couldn’t think when or where. But I didn’t get the chance to consider it further because I was being hauled from the mattress by my arms. Now I

  could see that there were two men, both in the same uniform but one without a cap. Neither was part of my usual guard detail.




  ‘Get up, scum!’ shouted the one in the cap, leaning in so close that he was just a couple of inches from me. His face was squared off, with a wide jawline and a pug nose, and he was

  wearing some foul eau de cologne that seemed to have been impregnated with the scent of fir trees rolled in diesel. He shoved a pile of clothes into my arms.




  ‘Put these on, old man,’ he sneered. ‘And make it fast.’




  I looked at the bundle. There was a dark suit, crumpled and baggy, a white shirt with sweat stains around the armpits, and a pair of slip-on shoes. No belt or tie.




  I started to dress, my eyes still half gummed with sleep. What the hell was going on? I’d been wearing the same grey tunic and trousers since my arrival here, so why the sudden change of

  clothes? Perhaps they were transferring me to another prison, or to a courtroom – Sasha had often mentioned the possibility of a trial. Or perhaps they were simply dressing me up to take me

  out to the woods to finish me off. I had a sudden memory of a summer’s day in 1945 in the British Zone in Germany, the jeep riding through the burnt-out roads with Shashkevich manacled in the

  back, until we came to the clearing; the Luger heavy in my hand as I placed it against his neck; his sweating, shaking; and my finger squeezing down on the trigger . . .




  I shivered at the thought, but found to my surprise that I wasn’t afraid. There were worse ways to go. I wouldn’t feel it, at least. I’d been here six months but it seemed much

  longer, and the future held nothing for me but the gradual disintegration of my body. I was forty-four, but already felt twice that. Rather a bullet through the head than the prolonged suffering

  and indignity of old age and disease.




  ‘Faster!’ shouted the man in the cap. He must be the senior of the two. I finished buttoning the shirt and, as I leaned down to pick up the trousers, realized that both men were

  armed with pistols at the hip. Judging by the size of the holsters, they were Makarovs. Despite their resemblance to the Walther PP, their combat effectiveness was comparatively poor, and I began

  gauging the distance between the men, the angles of their bodies and their respective weights to see if there might be any possibility of catching them by surprise, taking one of their pistols and

  turning it on the other. But it was just a habit, a tired old spook’s reflex. I had no real intention of attempting to escape. There was nowhere to go. Even if I were able to overpower these

  two, there would be dozens, if not hundreds, more of them.




  I adjusted the lapel of the jacket and stood to attention, ready. The suit was a couple of sizes too large for me and stank of stale urine, but it felt almost civilized to be wearing one again.

  The guards led me through the door of the cell and marched me down a series of corridors, until we reached a large steel door I hadn’t seen before. Once it had been unlocked, we walked

  through it and, for the first time in nearly six months, I found myself outside.




  *




  We appeared to be on an enormous airfield. I took a deep breath, then exhaled. My breath misted: it was at least a couple of degrees below freezing.




  The sky was the colour of slate, and the barbed wire and bare-branched trees formed a strange tracery against it. To my left, I could make out several large buildings. I recognized their

  outlines from dossiers I had read and memorized in London years before and knew, finally, where I had been held all this time. The building we had just left was nicknamed Steklyashka –

  ‘the sheet of glass’ – by its inhabitants, because two of its wings were encased in glass. A former army hospital, it now served as the headquarters of the GRU – Soviet

  military intelligence. It had been my first guess, but it came as a shock nevertheless. I suppose I’d made the place another world in my mind, away from the reach of dossiers.




  My escorts gripped me by the arms again and we headed across the tarmac, buffeted by the wind. We passed several helicopters and armoured tanks, and I remembered that it was, by my calculations,

  the last week of October, and guessed they were destined for the annual parade in Red Square.




  A car was waiting for us near the perimeter, its engine running. It was a polished black ZiL limousine with red flags attached to the mudguards. That was interesting: they were usually reserved

  for the very top brass. I recalled reading a report that there were only a couple of dozen in the whole country. The man with the cap opened the rear door and his bare-headed comrade pushed me onto

  a cold vinyl seat. He climbed in beside me, while his colleague walked around to the other side. Up front, a driver was seated with his hands on the wheel, and sitting next to him was Sasha. There

  was also someone sitting in the back seat next to me, and as I turned I saw that it was Sarah.




  *




  Sasha snapped at the driver to head off, and we passed through a barricade and turned onto a broad avenue. I caught the word ‘Vladimir’, and my heart sank: that was

  the prison east of Moscow where they had held both Greville Wynne and Gary Powers. But then he said it again and I realized that it was the name of the man with the cap and that he was asking why

  they had taken so long to fetch me. Vladimir replied that I’d been difficult, and Sasha grunted disapprovingly. They were in an almighty hurry, clearly, but there was something else to it

  – an edge of panic? I decided not to think about what it might mean: I’d find out soon enough.




  I looked at Sarah. She sensed my gaze and turned to me. As our eyes met, a thousand thoughts went unspoken. She was wearing a shapeless grey dress. Although she seemed thinner and her blonde

  hair was cut brutally short, she looked much the same as when I’d last seen her, in the back seat of a limousine like this one about six months ago. I felt a hollowness in my stomach as I

  remembered it: we had come to a stop on a barricaded street, and I’d watched helplessly as she’d been swiftly bundled into another car and driven away. I’d vowed to myself that I

  would protect her come what may, but when the moment had arrived I’d offered no protest. But she had survived. I had long given up hope of that. I’d felt that they wouldn’t

  risk giving her any freedom for fear she might reach the British embassy and tell them everything we had learned in Italy. As a junior member of the Service, she had very little information to give

  them. Once they had extracted it from her, I’d reasoned, they would have seen little point in keeping her alive.




  But they had. I tried not to think about what they had put her through instead, but an image of the girl Yuri had kept in his rooms in the camp in Germany, and of the way he had flicked his

  tongue over his lips at his first sight of Sarah, flashed into my mind nevertheless. Repulsion and rage coursed through me.




  It had soon become clear to me that Yuri, or Colonel Fedor Fedorovich Proshin as I now knew his real name to be, had been the mastermind behind my career as a Soviet agent, from my recruitment

  at the age of twenty onwards. He had greeted me in Moscow, but it was no hero’s welcome. I was one of several British double agents who had ended up here: Kim Philby, Donald Maclean, Guy

  Burgess and George Blake. But, unlike them, I was no longer a Communist, and had been brought here against my will, whereas they had all defected by choice.




  After I’d been put through a comprehensive – and extremely unpleasant – medical examination, Yuri had proceeded to interrogate me about every aspect of the twenty-four years

  since I had sought him out in a displaced persons camp in the British Zone of Germany. He hadn’t presented it as an interrogation at first, even installing me in fairly comfortable quarters,

  but the armed guards had never left me with any doubt about the truth of the situation.




  He had started every morning the same way: once I was seated, he would open up my dossier and read directly from the reports my handlers had sent to Moscow at whichever point in my career we had

  reached. After that, the questions would begin.




  ‘Why did you cut off all contact for eighteen months after this meeting?’




  ‘Why did you not mention that Burgess and Maclean had come under suspicion?’




  ‘Why didn’t you tell us about Penkovsky?’




  And so on, ad infinitum. Part of me had been expecting it – the documents I’d discovered in Rome had revealed that for several years they had suspected me of being a plant by the

  Service, feeding them carefully selected secrets along with a healthy dose of disinformation: in effect, a triple agent.




  That theory had eventually been discredited in ’51 and I’d been cleared as ‘highly valuable’, but now Yuri revived it. The material I had taken so many risks to give them

  meant nothing to him. It was only the information I had neglected to hand over that he found telling. But while it was true that the higher I’d risen in the Service the greater my

  access to classified material had been, my seniority had often made it harder for me to hand material over, because so few others had such access. If it had ever come to light that the Soviets had

  this kind of information, I would have immediately come under suspicion.




  Yuri had dismissed this argument with a wave of his hand. While my actions would have had me strung up in England, from his perspective I was now an erratic agent with perplexing gaps in his

  story, who for good measure had betrayed several Soviet agents and even killed two of them. It didn’t help that I made no attempt to conceal that I was disgusted with myself for falling into

  their arms, and with him for the way in which he had recruited me.




  He had finally lost patience with me in June, and it was then that I had been moved into Steklyashka, where one day I had been marched into a briefing room and been confronted by Sasha, whom I

  hadn’t seen since we’d arrived in Moscow. He had been my handler since the early Fifties, but any hope that he might prove to be any more understanding as a result was rapidly

  dispelled. He had barely acknowledged our past relationship, and was even more hostile than Yuri had been. I’d always known that his friendliness towards me was contrived, of course, as real

  as the intimacy a prostitute shows a wealthy and potentially long-term client, but it had still come as a shock when it was switched off so swiftly, and so absolutely. The familiar ‘My dear

  Paul’ had no longer issued from his lips, and his benign condescension had been replaced by a cold and sometimes frightening implacability.




  At first I’d thought his behaviour was a pose, a way to get me to talk more by making me want to recapture the old bonhomie, but I’d soon realized that there was nothing forced about

  it, and that this was in fact his real self – or, at least, his Soviet self.




  I looked at him now, partly obscured by the back of his seat, staring at the road ahead of us. He was wearing a uniform and ushanka, neither of which I’d ever seen him wear before,

  and he didn’t look right somehow. I knew every inch of his face, from the lines around the eyes to the bristles of his pointed beard, but I found it increasingly hard to associate him with

  the cheery fellow in the tweed coat and polka-dot tie I had met in an assortment of pubs, cinemas and dives in London, a collector’s book of postage stamps under his arm. English Sasha had

  always seemed podgy and harmless, but Soviet Sasha was a burly bear of a man with an air of barely repressed violence emanating from him. Over the years he’d often told me that he loved

  London, and I wondered if that had simply been a lie to get me on his side, or if his recall to Moscow had hardened him, and he’d forgotten his appreciation of the good life he’d once

  led in the West.




  Perhaps he was simply scared. My failures as an agent reflected badly on him, and possibly even placed him under suspicion of disloyalty. After Stalin’s death, Khrushchev had been,

  relatively speaking, benign, but Brezhnev had started pushing things back in the other direction: arresting dissidents and sending them to labour camps or into ‘internal exile’. Perhaps

  that was where we were all going now: to some gulag in Siberia where we would freeze our arses off until we died.




  Whatever the reason, when Sasha had taken over my case any remaining pretence that I was simply an agent undergoing a debriefing had vanished. I was unequivocally a prisoner, placed in a small

  concrete cell and entitled to one bowl of thin soup and three cigarettes a day. Every morning and afternoon I had been made to write an account of my career, operation by operation, month by month.

  After that, I would be summoned into a small office, where he would question me at length on everything I’d written. We had reached June 1961.




  The car took a sudden turn, throwing my shoulder against the door. The windows were covered by grey curtains, but there was a small gap near the edge and I peered through it at the streets

  speeding by. Giant portraits of Lenin lined the roads, but I saw very few other cars. It must still be quite early in the morning. Domes shone faintly in the distance, and there was a glint of

  copper in the sky, a refraction, I imagined, from the giant stars of the Kremlin. But then we took a turn – we didn’t seem to be heading that way.




  The car slowed to a halt in front of a nondescript building painted a faded orange, and I was dragged out by one of the men. The other stayed in the car with Sarah, and I wondered fleetingly if

  it would be the last time I saw her.




  It had started to snow now and the wind was sharper, biting into my cheeks and stinging my eyelids. Sasha led the way to a sentry box manned by two lieutenants in light blue greatcoats, both

  armed with finely polished semiautomatic rifles. A pigeon pecking at the ground nearby suddenly came to a standstill and turned in the same direction, its chest puffed out, and for a moment it

  looked like it was imitating the sentries. All it needed was a few brass buttons and a miniature ushanka to complete the picture, but a moment later it returned to its pecking, and the

  illusion was broken.




  Sasha handed some papers to one of the men, who looked through them, then turned and spoke into a small grate in the wall. There was a loud hissing noise, and I saw that the whole section of

  wall was, in fact, an air-locked door. With some effort, the sentry pulled it open and stepped inside. After a moment’s hesitation, Sasha motioned to me, and we followed him in.




  We were in a dimly lit space, smaller than the size of my cell. I could see the sentry just ahead, wrestling with the lock of another, much larger, door. Once he had opened it, we walked into a

  room with concrete walls and a large blanket of green netting in the middle. The sentry knelt down and pulled this to one side, revealing a small wire cage recessed several feet into the floor. He

  climbed down into it and Sasha and I followed. The sentry pulled a lever in a box on the side of the cage, and we started to descend with a loud cranking noise.




  It was then that I recognized the mood I hadn’t been able to identify in the car. It wasn’t panic. It was fear. They were all terrified out of their wits, and I couldn’t blame

  them. Those had been bomb-blast doors we had just come through.




  We were entering a nuclear bunker.




  







  II




  As the machinery of the lift whirred, I tried to gather my thoughts. I knew very little about the Soviets’ contingency plans in the event of a nuclear attack – few

  did – but years of surveillance by the West indicated that they had built a massive underground city in the area of Ramenki, a few miles outside Moscow. I didn’t think we were there but

  still beneath the capital where it was thought there was a complex of command and control points and a bunker built by Stalin before the war, all of it connected by a secret second underground

  railway system.




  I thought we must now be inside that labyrinth, but several things were puzzling me. First, why were we going into it at all? There couldn’t have been an attack, because we had come here

  overground. Was it some sort of exercise, then, or simply a secret meeting? It seemed a little over the top for either, and didn’t account for the level of fear I was sensing in Sasha and the

  others. And secondly, why on earth were they bringing me here? Since my arrival in May, their treatment of me had been overwhelmingly hostile, yet now I was apparently trusted enough to be

  taken to one of their most secret military locations.




  The lift jolted to a sudden halt. The sentry gestured for us to step out, and when we had, he pulled the lever and the cage started ascending again, leaving me alone with Sasha. Another sentry

  stepped from the shadows and led us into a narrow passageway with curved steel walls. Lamps riveted to the walls were spaced every few feet, halos shimmering around them, but between them it was

  pitch dark. It was also unpleasantly clammy. I tried to catch my breath, but Sasha, directly behind me, pushed me forward.




  We walked down the steel plankway of the passage, the echo of our footsteps flattened and tinny. After a few minutes, we reached a large door covered in a thick cushion of black leather. The

  sentry pushed a button on the wall and a few seconds later the door swung open. Sasha gestured to me to enter first, and I stepped through. He followed. The door immediately shut behind us, and a

  second later I heard the echo of the sentry’s footsteps as he began the walk back up the corridor.




  I took a breath and looked up. Lights shone down from sconces in the walls, and it took a moment for my vision to adjust. We were in a huge hall, the far end of which was taken up by a circular

  table with a segment cut out of its centre. This was encircled by thick marble pillars that held up an elaborate painted cupola that looked like it belonged in the Vatican. Seated around the table

  were around thirty elderly men, some of them wearing dark suits but most in uniform. A man was standing at the table. Unlike the others he was jacketless, his shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows. In

  one hand he clutched an amber cigarette holder, in the other a sheaf of papers he was brandishing at his audience. I didn’t recognize him at first, because he was wearing spectacles and his

  hair was slightly in disarray, but then he looked up through dark eyes under thick eyebrows, and I realized with a start that it was Brezhnev.




  *




  He stared at Sasha and me for a moment, evidently caught in mid-sentence. Then he set down his papers.




  ‘Who the hell is this?’ he said, his voice a deep baritone.




  There was a scraping noise and I followed it to about halfway down the table, where one of the men was pushing his chair back. It was Yuri. He was wearing the uniform of a Colonel-General: it

  was immaculate, perfectly pressed, with a line of glittering medals across the chest.




  ‘Paul Dark, General Secretary,’ he said. ‘The British agent. You may remember I suggested fetching him earlier, in case he had any knowledge pertinent to the situation. His

  file is in the papers, Section Five.’ He leaned over and picked up a folder from an attaché case on the table.




  Brezhnev waved his hand as though swatting at a fly.




  ‘Be seated.’




  Yuri bowed extravagantly and then beckoned me with two fingers, like an emperor summoning a slave. I glared at him, but stepped forward. Yuri gestured towards a vacant chair next to him and I

  installed myself, the hard wood of the seat angling into my buttocks. Yuri recoiled from me a little, wrinkling his nose: it had been a few days since I’d had a shower. I repressed the urge

  to place my hands around his throat and crush his windpipe.




  Sasha was still standing by the door, and Yuri nodded at him.




  ‘Thank you, Alexander Stepanovich. That will be all.’




  Sasha hesitated for a fraction of a second before saluting, but in that moment an odd expression came over his face. It wasn’t quite disappointment, I thought – more like hurt.

  Perhaps he had been expecting to stay. He turned and marched back out of the door.




  I looked around the rest of the room. It was in the grandiose style the Soviets reserved for their upper echelons. There were oil paintings on the walls, elaborate cornices, highly polished

  parquet floors and, arranged on the table, a dozen or more telephones, the Bakelite glistening under the glow of Art Deco lamps. One wall was taken up with a row of clocks giving the current time

  in Moscow, Washington, Peking, London and several other cities. It had just gone seven o’clock in the morning here. The wall behind Brezhnev was covered in red velvet curtains; I presumed to

  give the illusion that there were windows behind them. A large map of the world was spread out across the table, and around it were strewn pens, papers, bottles of Borzhom mineral water and

  glasses. It was much grander than the British bunkers I’d visited, which had been grim, skeletal places devoid of any luxuries – nothing but holes in the ground, as one minister had

  called them. But this place was just as lifeless in its way, and just as depressing. It wasn’t real life, but a simulacrum of it. I wondered how long they’d been down here; I was

  already feeling claustrophobic, and I’d only just arrived.




  One thing was abundantly clear. This wasn’t an exercise, or a good spot for a meeting. Something had to be seriously wrong for Brezhnev to be in an underground bunker. Although he

  was in his early sixties, he looked much older. Everyone knew him to be stout, hearty and fond of a drink, as all good Russians were, but he looked a wreck. There were dark circles around his eyes,

  and I now saw that one hand was shaking. He looked like a bull that had been cornered: angry and ready to lash out.




  I felt a momentary pang of pity for the men around the table, many of whom I recognized from Service dossiers. My eyes flicked around as though playing Pelmanism. Seated directly to

  Brezhnev’s right was Kosygin, the Premier, a bulldog. Next to him was Suslov – he looked like a kindly old don, but his staunch Stalinism and behind-the-scenes machinations had earned

  him the nickname the ‘Red Eminence’. Then there was Grechko, the Minister of Defence and head of the armed forces – the classic military type with hair cropped en

  brosse.




  Next to him was Ivashutin, head of the GRU. Portly, around sixty, he was one of Brezhnev’s old cronies, having known him since the war, when he had been a senior officer in SMERSH on the Ukrainian front. He had taken part in the arrest of Serov, and then been appointed head of the GRU in his place by Brezhnev. Opposite him sat Andropov, the new head of the

  KGB, inscrutable in horn-rimmed spectacles. He and Ivashutin were thought to detest each other, which was perhaps why they had been seated so far apart.




  These grey, heavy men constituted the ‘Supreme Command’ or ‘Defence Council’, the core of the Politburo and decision-making power in a crisis – and they were mostly

  hardliners. As well as sending dissidents to work camps, Brezhnev was also cracking down on signs of reform in the satellite states, which had culminated in the ruthless intervention in

  Czechoslovakia the previous spring.




  Several reports had reached the Service that Brezhnev had become significantly unpopular with the Soviet people as a result, and in January there had even been an attempt on his life. A soldier,

  apparently upset by the Prague invasion, had fled his base in Leningrad, taking with him two loaded Makarovs and four clips from his unit’s safe. Arriving in Moscow, he had stolen a police

  uniform belonging to his father and, posing as an officer at one of the cordons leading into the Kremlin, had tried to shoot Brezhnev as he was being driven through for a homecoming celebration for

  several cosmonauts. But he got the wrong car and had hit one of the cosmonauts instead.




  In the meantime, Brezhnev continued the roll-back to Stalin ism. In his address to the Congress of the Polish Communist Party in November, he had stated that a threat to the security of any

  ‘socialist’ country was a threat to them all, and would be dealt with as such. The Brezhnev Doctrine, as it was soon known, overturned the idea of sovereign states that had been at the

  heart of the Warsaw Pact. I wondered if another state had decided to try to test his steel. This wasn’t a group of men you would gather together on a whim.




  Most alarming to me was Yuri’s presence. He’d altered his appearance a little since I’d last seen him. His white hair was still shorn close to the skull, but he had cultivated

  a thin goatee to match it; I suspected because he wanted to appear more distinguished. He had unluckily conspicuous features for a spy – a strange snubbed nose and tiny eyes in a mass of

  leathery wrinkles – and the effect was of a mischievous schoolboy peering out of the face of an old man.




  From his uniform and position at the table, it looked like he was Ivashutin’s deputy. On my arrival in Moscow, he had given the impression of having long been sidelined from the

  apparat, an old hand who had been stepped over by younger men. And yet here he was, in the heart of the lion’s den, deputy head of the GRU. Either he had been promoted in the last few

  months, or – more likely – he had only wanted me to believe he had been sidelined so that I would underestimate him, giving him an advantage in interrogation. Not for the first time he

  had pulled the wool over my eyes with infuriating ease.




  Brezhnev had sat down, and was drinking water from a glass while he looked me over. His eyes were like bullet holes.




  ‘Remind me, Colonel-General Proshin,’ he said without adjusting his gaze. ‘Why did you wish to bring this man here? Looking at his dossier, it seems we feel that he is not to

  be trusted.’




  ‘That is not quite so, General Secretary,’ Yuri replied evenly. ‘We have been determining precisely what level of trust we can place in him at one of our secure

  facilities.’




  Brezhnev sat back and folded his arms. ‘For six months?’




  Yuri’s tiny eyes didn’t flicker. ‘We strive to be thorough, General Secretary. The dossier contains some provisional thoughts, but our plan was to make a more thorough

  assessment once we had gathered all the available information. However, considering the current situation, I requested permission to bring him before the Council because I felt that as a result of

  his former position as Deputy Chief of the British Service, he may be able to help us.’




  ‘Or he may lie to us.’




  Yuri nodded. ‘That is naturally a possibility. But if so—’




  ‘Could I just interject for a moment?’ I said, and two dozen heads jerked in my direction. ‘Would someone mind telling me what’s going on?’




  An hour previously, I would have thought I would be one of the last people the Soviet leadership would want to bring into their confidence, but they obviously wanted something from me and they

  would have to show their hand sooner or later. It was intimidating being in such company, but I had, after all, been in similar company in London, and I thought it was wise to try to establish that

  I was on the same level as they, rather than a circus act they could discuss and poke at will. If I could undermine Yuri at the same time, all the better. I hadn’t seen the bastard in months,

  but I had good cause to loathe him. He had indeed placed me in a ‘secure facility’, and Christ knew what he’d done to Sarah.




  Brezhnev lit another cigarette, and gestured to Yuri that he should answer my question. Yuri straightened his back and stared at me with unalloyed hatred radiating from his hobgoblin eyes.




  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We would like you to tell us all you know about the West’s plans for nuclear conflict.’




  I took that in, eyeing Brezhnev’s cigarette and wishing I had my own to puff. An image flashed into my mind: the toothless grin of the old man in the stand near Sloane Square Underground

  as he slid a pack of Players into my waiting fingers. I shook my head free of it.




  ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ I said.




  ‘Come,’ said Yuri, and gave a slow, condescending smile. ‘You were deputy head of the Service.’




  ‘For about five minutes. I can tell you about the broad strategy, if you like, but the only people who know the details of the plans are those directly involved in them.’




  ‘In the bunkers, you mean.’




  He was trying to get me to give him something he could follow up on. I didn’t react. I noted that this seemed to be his show, since none of the others were talking. That suggested the

  meeting had been called on account of information received by the GRU.




  ‘You know where the bunkers are, of course?’ he said.




  ‘Not off by heart, no. I’m afraid I can’t really tell you much about “the West” as a whole. I know a bit about the British strategy, a little about NATO’s and

  next to nothing about the Americans’.’




  Three seats down, I saw Andropov look away and purse his lips, and guessed it was the Americans they were interested in.




  ‘Very well,’ said Yuri, his tone a little more curt. ‘Please tell us what you do know.’




  I smiled sweetly at him, stalling for time so I could work out what was going on and how to react. I could simply refuse to cooperate, of course. I didn’t much like being woken up, yelled

  at and fetched to an underground bunker without any explanation, and part of me was tempted to tell them where to stick it. But that would be foolish – if I didn’t appear to be

  trying to answer their questions sincerely, they would simply put a bullet through the back of my head. They might do it anyway, but there was a chance they wouldn’t. So swallow your pride,

  play nicely, sound convincing, and if you’re very lucky they won’t shoot you at the end of this and might even give you a slightly more comfortable cell.




  The difficulty was in picking precisely which pieces of information I could safely tell them. Because I did, of course, know quite a lot about the West’s plans for nuclear conflict, having

  been given a copy of the War Book on being appointed Head of Soviet Section in late ’65. I had also taken part in dozens of meetings over the years on the intricacies of post-strike

  contingency plans, including with counterparts at NATO and CIA.




  This time last year I had taken part in INVALUABLE, a top secret Whitehall exercise that had preceded NATO’s wider scenario in Bonn. It was one of a series of seemingly interminable

  exercises carried out by a select handful of officials to test the War Book’s contingency plans in case of an escalation to nuclear war with the Soviet Union. After a while they became a

  nuisance, and it was difficult to connect them with the idea of a real conflict. Was this a comparable Soviet exercise? It didn’t seem like it – nobody had been sweating this much in

  London.




  If so, it might be that other men in uniforms were scurrying into bunkers in other parts of the world. If the United States felt an attack was imminent, about a thousand people were to retreat

  to a complex of steel-protected buildings set inside Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado. Members of Congress would be evacuated to a bunker in White Sulphur Springs, Virginia, while the President would

  move to Camp David and the Pentagon to a facility nearby. In the event that one of their nuclear command or ground launch centres were hit or their capability damaged, a round-the-clock airborne

  command post codenamed ‘Looking Glass’ would take over. They also had on patrol some forty submarines, loaded with Polaris nuclear-armed missiles.




  In Britain, if ballistic missiles or some other form of explosive weapon were detected by the receivers at RAF Fylingdales or by the Royal Observer Corps, information about the objects’

  radar arrays, height, speed and inclination would immediately be fed into the Threat Report Panel in Fylingdales’ operations room. If deemed a credible threat, the Home Office would be

  informed and could then issue the ‘Four-Minute Warning’ – so called because of the length of time between it being given and oncoming missiles reaching their targets, although it

  might in fact be as little as three and a half minutes.




  The warning would be broadcast by the BBC on television and radio, and sirens would be sounded across the country. The warning would advise people to stay in their own homes, and to move to

  their fallout rooms. In reality, as I knew from discussions on the issue, very few people would survive a sustained nuclear strike. Even if they made it to shelter within four minutes, had

  stockpiled a fortnight’s supply of provisions and were ‘lucky’ enough to survive the attack, after their food and water supplies had run out there would be nowhere to find

  more.




  In the early days, the idea had been to try to protect the public as a whole from an attack, but the emphasis had shifted to protecting only those who would be needed to reconstruct the country.

  One early plan had been for the Prime Minister and a small group to stay in London and beat a retreat to a network of rooms under Whitehall, an extension of those built during the last war. But

  that had been scrapped after two secret reports in the mid-Fifties had painted a horrific picture of the consequences of an H-bomb attack on Britain.




  Expert analysis of Whitehall’s ‘citadels’, as the bunkers were known, had revealed that they might not withstand a direct strike, and that a single explosion could also block

  their exits, entombing the Prime Minister and his advisers below ground. The boffins had also estimated that an attack on Britain with ten hydrogen bombs would turn much of the country into a

  radioactive wasteland, and kill or seriously injure sixteen million people – around a third of the population. Another thirteen million people, many of them suffering from contamination,

  would be imprisoned in their shelters for at least a week. Reading the reports, it was hard to see how the country would ever be able to recover.




  As a result, the plans had been changed so that if an attack seemed imminent, several days before the Four-Minute Warning led to ordinary members of the public uselessly shepherding their

  children into their feebly protected basements, the Cabinet, members of the royal family and senior members of the government, the military, the Service, Five and the scientific community would be

  evacuated to a 35-acre blast-proof bunker that had been built in the old limestone quarries in Corsham, Wiltshire, with a few hundred others retreating to underground operational headquarters

  around the country.




  But in ’63, Kim Philby defected to Moscow. He hadn’t been indoctrinated into the Corsham plan, but some feared he might nevertheless have got wind of it. If so, the Russians could

  wipe Britain off the map simply by aiming missiles at London and the bunker in Wiltshire. And so, in May ’68, a brand new plan had been put into place, known to only a handful of people.




  If it looked like a nuclear attack was imminent, instead of the ‘great and the good’ being whisked to Corsham, they would instead be split into several groups. RAF helicopters based

  at Little Rissington in Gloucestershire would fly to Whitehall and wait at the Horse Guards Parade for the Prime Minister and a couple of dozen others – including a few from the Service

  – and each group would be flown to a different location. I was earmarked to be taken to Welbeck Abbey in Nottinghamshire, to the maze of rooms built beneath it in the nineteenth century by

  the agoraphobic fifth Duke of Portland. The idea that central government would evacuate to Corsham had been kept in place as a cover story, a decoy to protect the new plan and to stop anyone

  looking for the PYTHON sites, as they had been codenamed.




  A thought crystallized in my mind. Despite the Service’s fears that Philby had blown Corsham, it seemed clear from Yuri’s questions that they did not know about it. If so,

  that meant that all the money and effort to create the PYTHON plan had been a waste. I had decided not to tell them when I learned about it last spring, and I certainly didn’t want to tell

  them now. Apart from having lost any vestige of belief in their cause, I didn’t want to be responsible for starting a nuclear war.




  But I could tell them about Corsham, which was no longer in use, and make it seem very convincing – I had learned about it in ’65, and had even been given a tour of the place.

  But before I answered, I needed to find out why were they asking. Were they planning to attack the West, and if so, why?




  ‘The locations of the bunkers are not our primary concern,’ said Yuri, smiling, and I wondered for an eerie moment whether he had managed to plant a bug in my mind.

  ‘We’re more interested in the procedures. How long would it take for a second strike to be launched following an order from the American President, for example?’




  A cold, empty feeling crept through me. I didn’t know the precise timing of the Americans’ chain of command, but I knew that in Britain’s case HMS Resolution and two

  other submarines were on constant patrol with American Polaris missiles aboard, and that they were primed to be launched within fifteen minutes of an order from the Prime Minister. But that was in

  the event of a decision to retaliate. Yuri had asked me about a second strike: in other words, if the Americans launched a first strike on the Soviet Union and then wanted to deliver a

  follow-up attack. I could only think of a few reasons to ask such a question, and I didn’t like any of them.




  ‘Why do you want to know this?’ I said. ‘Is the country under attack?’




  Yuri glanced at Ivashutin, who in turn looked at Brezhnev. I kept silent, watching, waiting. They couldn’t get anything detailed out of me if they didn’t give me more information,

  and they’d gone to the trouble of bringing me here so presumably they wanted it. I suspected that protocol and habit made them reluctant to tell a foreigner what was going on, but it was

  absurd in this instance – it wasn’t as if I could tell anyone. As the moments passed, I thought I sensed this understanding make its way around the table.




  Finally, Brezhnev made a decision and nodded his head gently. Yuri took a deep breath and turned to me.




  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The Soviet Union is under attack.’




  I felt it like a blow to the stomach. Was it possible? It couldn’t be nuclear, I realized at once. They wouldn’t have spent the time bringing me here in that case, let alone doing so

  above ground. On the other hand, if it wasn’t nuclear, what the hell were we doing in this bunker?




  ‘What sort of attack?’ I said, the words forming before my mind had even processed them.




  Brezhnev tapped his cigarette against the nearest ashtray, and nodded again.




  Yuri took another breath. ‘The Americans launched a chemical attack on Paldiski and Hiiumaa yesterday,’ he said. ‘We are preparing our response.’




  Paldiski and Hiiumaa were both in Estonia, facing the Gulf of Finland. The entire area was closed off to the public as it was home to dozens of military and naval installations: Hiiumaa and the

  surrounding islands were rumoured to be home to sizeable artillery batteries, while Paldiski was a major nuclear submarine base. I looked around the room, taking in the collection of grey faces,

  the ticking clocks, the portraits on the wall and the plume of smoke spiralling from Brezhnev’s ghastly cigarette.




  ‘What sort of chemical attack?’ I said.




  ‘A serious one. Over a dozen have been seriously injured – two men have already died. We have sent specialized troops to the area, as well as a team of experts to investigate. In

  addition,’ – he glanced at the wall with the clocks – ‘about ten hours ago our radars picked up eighteen B-52 Stratofortress bombers shortly after they had taken off from

  two American Air Force bases, Fairchild in Washington and March in California. We have analysed the take-off patterns and fuel consumption to calculate the weight of the aircraft, and have

  concluded that they are armed with thermonuclear weapons.’




  I stared at him, and then took in the import of the large map on the table. There were lines running all over it: trajectories.




  ‘Where are they now?’




  He gave a grim smile, perhaps satisfied that I was catching up to the severity of the situation.




  ‘They have been in a circling pattern for the past few hours, but now seem to be heading straight towards our eastern border. We also have reports that KC-135 aircraft have been deployed

  from Little Rock in Arkansas, and we believe they will meet up with the B-52s once they reach the coast of Canada.’




  ‘For in-air refuelling.’




  He nodded. ‘The B-52s are travelling at around 800 kilometres an hour, and if they continue on their current path we expect them to cross into our airspace in just under five hours from

  now. That is, at noon our time.’




  My first thought was that they must be part of a patrol. Back in the Fifties, the Americans had set up a system whereby they had a dozen nuclear-armed B-52s airborne around the clock, so that if

  the Soviets launched a surprise attack on their bases they would still be able to retaliate. But then I remembered that had changed. Early in ’66, a USAF B-52 carrying four H-bombs had

  collided with a Stratotanker during mid-air refuelling over the Mediterranean. One of the H-bombs had fallen into the sea and it had taken several weeks to find it, while two of the remaining three

  that had fallen on land had spilled enriched uranium and plutonium over a Spanish fishing village, and had cost millions to clear up. Then last year one of the B-52s had crashed very close to their

  own airbase in Greenland, detonating the primary units of its thermonuclear weapons but, very luckily, not triggering a nuclear reaction. As a result of these incidents, Washington had,

  understandably, discontinued the airborne patrols.




  So it couldn’t be that. What the hell could it be, then, other than preparations for an attack? In-air refuelling was a bloody risky manoeuvre – one shift in the wind or mistake at

  the controls could lead to a crash, and this time they might not be as lucky as they had been in Greenland. I remembered a report on their Castle Bravo test on the Micronesian islands back in

  ’54 saying that the explosion had been around 1,500 times more powerful than the atomic bombs used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. No wonder we were underground.




  ‘Have you used the hotline?’ I said. This was the direct telex connection between Washington and Moscow that had been set up in ’63 in the wake of the Cuban crisis so that the

  two superpowers could communicate about accidents or unexplained incidents and avert a potential disaster.




  ‘No,’ said Yuri. ‘We do not need to ask our enemies if they have attacked us – we already know they have. Use of the hotline would alert them of this, and that we plan to

  retaliate. We don’t plan to warn our enemies in advance – they did not warn us.’




  I nodded, dazed. I’d attended several meetings about the setting up of that hotline. But the difference between a hypothetical situation and a real one couldn’t be starker, and the

  logic of his reply was clear. The hotline only made sense if you suspected it was a mistake. If you had good reason to think you were under attack, it was counter-productive to use it. The hotline

  was a waste of time.




  ‘You say you have evidence that the injuries in Paldiski and Hiiumaa are caused by chemical weapons. But couldn’t this be a provocation from someone else – China, for example?

  Or an accident of some sort?’




  He shook his head briskly. ‘No doubt we were meant to conclude it was an accident, but there can no longer be any question of that. Several people have already been affected, and the toll

  is rising by the hour. As all the victims are crucial to our nuclear effort, and this has happened at precisely the same time that the United States has sent several nuclear-armed B-52s towards our

  border, it would seem foolish to see it as anything but deliberate, and that most likely it is part of preparations for a full-scale nuclear attack.




  ‘As for the Chinese, we have finally started negotiations in Peking, so we don’t think this is their doing. We already know that the Americans are using chemical agents in Vietnam,

  and this follows several other signals from them in the last couple of weeks that they are at an advanced state of readiness, and may be preparing to launch an attack against us. We have observed

  increased naval activity in the Gulf of Aden, and our ambassador in Washington was recently informed by Nixon himself that the United States is prepared to take “drastic action” as a

  result of our support of the North Vietnamese if the peace talks in Paris do not advance.’




  ‘Have you talked to the North Vietnamese?’




  ‘They are not under our control. They want our arms and training but don’t listen to us if we try to interfere politically, as it is their war and they feel they know better. It

  seems Nixon has not taken this into account, and has decided he will attack us as a result.’




  ‘But why has he not just launched a strike, then? Why attack your bases in Estonia and make it look like an accident?’




  ‘Clearly, they have identified that many of our important military installations are located in this area and have decided to sabotage them in advance of a nuclear attack. The idea of

  making it look like an accident was presumably so that we would not be aware that it was a precursor to a nuclear strike. They must not have thought that we would rapidly be able to confirm the

  type of chemical used and therefore know it’s an attack. And, of course, by making us doubt that the incident is an attack, they hope to delay our retaliation.’




  ‘Yes, but even so—’ I stopped. ‘Hold on. You say you know what type of chemical is involved?’




  ‘Yes, our researchers have examined several of the patients and have determined that it is one not found in the Soviet Union. It is mustard gas, but a form of it we have never

  encountered.’




  I shivered, and a ripple of horror ran through me – a new form of mustard gas.




  I looked at the map, and quickly located Paldiski on it.




  Christ Almighty.




  ‘It’s not a chemical attack,’ I said. ‘It’s a leak.’




  







  III




  Sunday, 11 March 1945, Hotel Torni, Helsinki, Finland




  It was past midnight when there was a sharp knocking on my door. I opened it to see Templeton, dressed in a hat and topcoat, peering at me.




  My first thought was that Father had been killed in action and he had come to inform me, immediately followed by a flash of shameful hope I might be right. As a boy, I had lain awake in my bed

  sickened and fascinated by fantasies of his death, and in recent months my mind had slipped back into this reflex of momentarily wishing for the worst news. At first it had disturbed me, but now I

  dismissed it for what it was: just a trick of the mind exacerbated by the tensions of the war.
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