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  Chapter 1




  Tuesday, 28 October 1969, Archipelago Sea, Finland




  Gunnar Hansson pe ered through his binoculars at the islet a few hundred yards to his north, and watched the bullet tear into the man in the diving suit.




  He’d set out from the lighthouse half an hour earlier, having been woken by a noise he had gradually realised was a helicopter passing overhead. That had suggested some kind of emergency,

  most likely an operation by the coastguard patrol – and yet the radio set hulking in the corner of the room had been silent. He’d forced himself out of bed and over to the telescope,

  waking Helena as he did and telling her to double-check the receiver. But there was nothing, just the harsh hiss of static.




  So he had scanned the sky, finding the helicopter after a few minutes and shifting his stance rapidly to keep it in sight. It had reached an area where visibility was poor, with layers of mist

  moving over the water, but it looked like it was coming down to land somewhere in the skerries behind Örö.




  ‘What’s happening?’ Helena had asked, an edge of panic in her voice.




  He took his eye from the telescope. ‘I don’t know. I’m going out to see.’ He began dressing, pulling on a pair of waterproof trousers, a thick sweater and his oilskin

  cape. ‘If I’m not back by five, call Bengt.’




  Bengt Hagerlund manned communications for the coastguard in the area. Gunnar didn’t want to sound the alarm prematurely: a patrol could be in the midst of an operation or conducting an

  exercise of some sort and he might interrupt something important by panicking. He found a torch and a pair of boots, kissed Helena on the lips and clambered down the staircase.




  It had rained earlier in the night, so it took him a few minutes to walk the short distance across the rocks and down to the jetty – one slip and he could break his neck. The small

  motorboat rocked gently against the lapping waves. Once he had loosened the chains he threw them ashore and stepped in. He had glanced up to the tower: Helena stood by the lens watching him, as she

  did whenever he left the island, and for a moment he’d pictured her pale grey eyes imploring him to return quickly. Then he had headed out towards Örö.




  Now he sat with the engine idle and his mouth agape. He had arrived a couple of minutes earlier and watched as some sort of argument had broken out between three men on a tiny islet whose name

  even he didn’t know, leaving him wondering what the hell they were shouting about and why they had chosen such a place to do so. Then suddenly there had been a gunshot, and a prick of blood

  had appeared in the forehead of one of the men, the one wearing the long coat. An instant after that a second shot had been fired, and the man in the diving suit had also fallen to the ground.




  Gunnar had immediately reached for the revolver he kept in a locker in the stern, but he knew it would be suicidal to approach. The Finnish coastguard had helicopters with orange and green

  livery, but on the way in he had seen that this one, parked on the eastern edge of the islet, was khaki-coloured with side-mounted machine guns, and had a large red star painted on the clamshell

  door of the rear fuselage.




  Russians.




  Gunnar detested Russians. He was fifty-eight years old, as strong as a bear, a Swedish-speaking Finn who had lived in this part of the archipelago all his life. His father had been one of the

  first lighthouse-keepers on Bengtskär, and he had taken over from him. In the war against the Russians, a Finnish garrison had been stationed there to observe naval movements from the tower,

  until one night in 1941 the Soviets had landed with patrol boats. Gunnar and several others had been caught in a fierce fire-fight on the upper floors, while others had engaged them among the

  crevasses below. The Russians had eventually been repelled with the help of the Finnish Air Force, but thirty-one Finns died in the battle.




  Gunnar had suffered only minor injuries, but he hadn’t forgotten those brutal hours and the friends and colleagues he had lost in them. He had stayed on at Bengtskär for several

  years, until the coastguard had converted it to an unmanned station and he and Helena had moved a few miles west to run the smaller lighthouse on Utö.




  He watched as the shooter and another figure carried the man in the coat over to the helicopter. He expected them to return and repeat the process for the other man, but instead the

  helicopter’s rotors started up and it lifted into the air, a gust shaking it for a moment before it righted itself and swung east. Gunnar watched until it was no longer visible, then started

  up the motor and pointed it towards the skerry.




  The man in the diving suit had been shot in the stomach, and Gunnar couldn’t feel a pulse. He considered leaving him there, but something about that seemed wrong so he picked him up by the

  arms and started carrying him to the boat, dragging him on his heels. It was difficult work, and he had to stop for breath several times on the way. To his surprise, once he had eventually managed

  to deposit the man into the front bench of the boat, he opened his mouth and spoke, although his voice was barely a whisper.




  ‘Jag är Engelsman.’




  Gunnar nodded, although he didn’t understand why an Englishman would be here, speaking Swedish, with a bullet in his stomach. In a compartment in the rear of the boat he found a blanket.

  He bound it around the man’s abdomen as best he could, and watched as the cloth bloomed a brownish red. He was about to cast off and head home when he noticed that the man’s right hand

  was bent strangely, waving in the breeze, and he realised he was trying to tell him something. He followed the line of his forefinger, and saw a fallen log lying against the edge of the water on

  the far side of the islet.




  He jumped overboard and trudged back over the rocks. It wasn’t a log. It was a woman, the back of her head a mess of blood and matter, her dress clinging obscenely to her young body. He

  heaved her from the water and began carrying her back to join the Englishman.




  





  Chapter 2




  Wednesday, 12 November 1969, Moscow




  It was cold in Kievskaya metro station, but Victor Kotov was sweating beneath his overcoat. He had spent weeks preparing for this moment, but he was still terrified something

  would go wrong. And failure meant a firing squad.




  Something moved in his peripheral vision and he looked up, but it was just a bulb flickering in one of the nearby chandeliers. The long marble hall was deserted but for him seated on this bench,

  trying to stop his legs from shaking. He glanced at his watch for what felt like the hundredth time. If his calculations were correct the man should be on the next train. Just three more

  minutes.




  He marvelled for a moment that he had been brought to this point by a passing remark. He had long known what they called him in the office: ‘Akula’ – the Shark. Over the years

  a few subordinates had mistakenly used it in his presence, but he had liked that they feared him. Taken pride in it, even. But three months ago he had overheard Masevnin explaining the origins of

  his nickname to a pretty new secretary in the typing pool. ‘No, no, it’s not because he’s dangerous – he’s a pushover. It’s because of how he looks. The sheen on

  those two sad grey suits he wears has become so worn over the years they look like the skin of a shark. And the eyes in that great meaty face of his, have you noticed? Tiny black pellets with no

  apparent feeling or intellect behind them, just a dull malevolence towards the world. That’s why we call him the Shark!’ And the girl had laughed loudly along with Masevnin.




  Kotov had immediately ordered a new suit from GUM, a blue Western-style Super 100 he could barely afford. But the comment had cut him to the quick. His eleven years as the directorate’s

  respected security chief had crumbled to ashes. He wasn’t respected at all: he was a laughing stock.




  He had started copying down documents a couple of weeks later, scribbling notes straight from the cipher machines whenever he could. Then last week Proshin had asked him to install one of the

  new safes in his office, and he had seized the opportunity. He had stayed behind two evenings in a row and photographed every scrap of paper he could find.




  There was a rumbling in the ceiling, and Kotov looked up expectantly. Passengers began flooding down the staircase and into the hallway. And yes, there he was. Kotov jumped from the bench and

  hurried towards him.




  ‘Sir!’ he whispered in English, reaching out a hand and gripping his sleeve. The man swivelled round, his face frozen with fright. ‘I’m not a thief,’ Kotov assured

  him. ‘A friend. We met before at your embassy, remember? You are Mister Peem.’




  Third Secretary Angus Pimm nodded slowly, and Kotov gestured to the bench. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘I just need a few moments of your time.’




  Pimm glanced around anxiously, but the swathe of people were focused on one thing only – getting home as soon as possible. Kotov nodded at the rapidly emptying hall.




  ‘No one watches us. And you know who I am, yes? I mean, who I really am?’




  Pimm nodded dully. He knew. He’d been introduced to Kotov as a press attaché, but he was GRU: Soviet military intelligence. He’d been assigned to feel him out last year but

  had got nowhere and had been under the impression the man wasn’t even aware he was approaching him. It seemed he’d been wrong about that, but what madness was this, to accost him in a

  metro station?




  ‘And I know who you are,’ said Kotov. ‘Please, we don’t have much time,’ he continued. ‘I wish to defect to England, and I have many secret documents on

  me.’




  ‘On you? Christ! Where?’




  Kotov was moving his hand to his coat pocket.




  Pimm looked at him, aghast. ‘Christ!’ He couldn’t think of anything else to say. He tried to remember the procedures for such an occurrence. Stay calm was the first, but he

  wasn’t managing that very well.




  There was another rumbling sound from the ceiling. It was time. Kotov removed the envelope from his pocket and placed it in Pimm’s hands.




  ‘This is my first gift to you,’ he said. ‘Please make sure it reaches the right people.’




  He turned and walked hurriedly up the staircase to the platform.




  





  Chapter 3




  Monday, 17 November 1969, Century House, London




  ‘You can go through now.’




  Rachel Gold walked across the plush carpet and pushed open the large mahogany doors. There were two men in the room: Edmund Innes was seated behind his desk, wearing a herringbone suit and

  drooping polka-dotted bow tie, while Sandy Harmigan was stretched out in one of the leather armchairs by the sideboard, looking as louche as ever.




  Innes looked up. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Gold.’ He got to his feet. ‘A glass of sherry, perhaps?’




  ‘Yes, please.’




  He walked to the sideboard, and she glanced around the room nervously. Harmigan smiled at her and she looked away, her gaze finding the window offering a skyline of grimy rooftops. All the

  mahogany in the world couldn’t disguise the fact they were in the drab end of Lambeth.




  Innes handed her the glass. ‘Something’s come up.’




  He ambled back to his desk and picked up a brown folder, which he handed to her with a tight smile.




  She removed the band around the folder and a crisp page of glossy black Cyrillic type stared up at her. Her eyes scanned it hungrily. At first blush, it looked like an internal report from GRU

  – specifically from its Second Chief Directorate, the department in Moscow responsible for counter-intelligence against the United States and Britain. In other words, gold dust.




  She lowered herself into one of the chairs and started reading. The document was dated 3 November, and described a GRU special forces operation to apprehend a man and woman who had escaped from

  custody in the Lubyanka. The team hunting them had been led by Colonel Fedor Proshin, but the report was written by his son, Alexander. It seemed the man being hunted had once been a Soviet agent,

  and that Alexander Proshin had been his handler. In keeping with protocol, the agent was referred to throughout by his codename, NEZAVISIMYJ, meaning ‘Independent’, but the report

  revealed several details about him: he was forty-four years old, had been a high-ranking British intelligence officer and had been in Nigeria and Italy in the previous six months.




  Rachel realised at once why they’d summoned her. It could only be Paul Dark.




  She thought back to June, when Innes had first called her into this office. At twenty-four, she was one of the Service’s youngest officers, and the only woman at her level of seniority,

  mostly as a result of being a mathematical prodigy. But she was dissatisfied nonetheless. She had been recruited by GCHQ a few months after finishing her degree at Cambridge, when she had been

  filling in as a junior don in the maths department at King’s – a pale ferret-faced man in a green duffel-coat had appeared at her rooms one afternoon and asked if he could have ‘a

  quiet word’.




  GCHQ had reminded her of Cambridge in many ways, perhaps because several of her colleagues had been former academics, and she had soon been itching to tackle something more concrete than

  patterns on a page. As a child, she had devoured books of puzzles and codes her father had bought her, but the two that had most fascinated her were Spy-Catcher and Friend or

  Foe?, the wartime memoirs of the Dutch counter-intelligence officer Oreste Pinto, who had worked with MI5 in interrogating suspected double agents. The BBC had made a television series a few

  years later, but for her nothing could match the magic of the books, which had transported her into a world where solving puzzles was not simply an intellectual pursuit but a form of combat on

  which the fate of nations could hinge. It had led her to GCHQ, but she was still a long way from the sharp end – she yearned to be out in the field, testing her wits against others, face to

  face in the great game of espionage.




  After asking around the office as discreetly as she could, she had eventually been introduced at a dinner party to someone from the Service, and in the spring of 1968, when many people her age

  were busy dropping acid, she had finally joined. She had started out in the Communications Section, where despite her youth and inexperience she had quickly become known as the ‘crypto

  queen’. But barely a year and a half into the job it had already started to feel like she was treading water – and the problems she was dealing with felt as abstract as they had done at

  GCHQ, or King’s.




  Her first meeting with Innes had changed all that. She had been indoctrinated into one of the Service’s greatest secrets – that it was about to be closed down.




  Rumours had been circulating for months that the agency was in crisis. There were even whispers that the previous Chief, Farraday, had died during the memorial service for his predecessor in St

  Paul’s, and if one stayed long enough after hours one heard talk of a sniper, an Italian terrorist group, of manhunts across Europe. It had all sounded too fantastical to be true, but there

  had been nothing imaginary about Innes’ grim expression.




  He had been appointed Chief a few weeks earlier, but nobody believed he’d last long. He had previously been head of Western European Section and was regarded as a forensic intelligence

  analyst but a weak politician. Rachel had only ever seen him once before, catching a glimpse of a top hat and tails as he climbed into a limousine outside the building, like a figure from a

  Trollope novel. Up close, she found he had unexpectedly kind eyes, and had felt herself wanting to please him: that sense of loyalty she had sometimes experienced with very good teachers, and with

  her father when she was a child.




  That afternoon, he had explained to her the true state of the Service’s predicament, which turned out to be far worse than even the wildest basement bar gossip. Farraday had been

  killed by an Italian group, but they had been sponsored by the Russians and the assassination was tied to the disappearance of Paul Dark, the former head of Soviet Section. Everyone had been told

  Dark was on extended leave, but the truth was he had been unmasked as a traitor that spring and gone on the run. The suspicion was he’d defected to Moscow, but nothing had been confirmed.




  Rachel had listened in shock as Innes outlined the fiasco surrounding Dark. Several pieces of intelligence suggested the Sovs had recruited him as long ago as 1945, meaning that over two decades

  of high-level secrets could have been betrayed. Worse still, the Americans had got wind of it and were furious, threatening a permanent cessation of all intelligence-sharing unless the Service

  could put its house in order, and fast. It was just the latest in a long string of British spy scandals that had begun with Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean in the fifties and had been followed by

  Kim Philby and George Blake’s defections. Dark was seen as the final straw. The prime minister had swiftly responded to the Americans’ objections, threatening to shut the Service down

  completely and handing its responsibilities to Five until a new, ‘untainted’ agency could be formed.




  This was the doomsday scenario, and Innes had been determined to stop it. He had promised to deliver the prime minister a thorough report into all the agency’s security lapses before the

  year was out. Innes was moving thirty officers into a small command centre in Warren Street to form a new department, Review Section. He’d asked Rachel to lead the group analysing

  Dark’s career, reporting directly to the head of Soviet Section, Sandy Harmigan.




  Since then she had eaten, slept and breathed little but Paul Dark. Working through the files with four others, she had retraced as much of his life as possible: his racing-car driver father, his

  mad Swedish aristocrat of a mother, his string of girlfriends – ‘Dark’s dolly birds’, Harmigan called them – all of whom seemed to be damaged in one way or another,

  and all of whom seemed to have come to a sticky end. She’d worked long into the night, fuelled by a steady supply of coffee from the vending machine downstairs and St Moritz menthols from an

  all-night offie across the street. In her more sombre moments, she despaired at the magnitude of the task. It could take years to assess what the man had done, and even then a thousand questions

  might never be answered.




  Guiding her through the maze of the investigation was Sandy Harmigan. He was a daily presence in the command centre, and at six foot four, with a mane of silvery hair framing a long, lean face

  and dressed in bespoke Harris tweed, impossible to ignore. He was a war hero, having gained an MC at Saint-Nazaire – in the latter stages of the raid, he’d carried out a solo

  reconnaissance mission in the port. He had then been captured and imprisoned by the Germans, but had broken out of his camp with a group of POWs. After the war he had written a memoir, Safe

  Conduct, which had been filmed by Hollywood with Dirk Bogarde portraying a sensationalised version of him. Rachel had read the book in her teens – it wasn’t quite as thrilling as

  Oreste Pinto, but it was close. Now Harmigan was the spook’s spook: in the corridors of Century House, he was discussed in hushed, almost reverent tones, and was widely regarded as

  Innes’ inevitable successor. Rachel had found, to her dismay, that she was falling in love with him.




  But the work came first, and it had borne fruit: by August her team had pinpointed several contingency plans they felt certain Dark had betrayed to Moscow, all of which were changed accordingly.

  At the same time, ties had been severed with nearly a hundred agents and assets around the world. They had also discovered the true identity of Dark’s handler, Alexander Proshin, who as

  ‘Ivan Dimirov’ had worked as a lecturer at UCL. Unfortunately, they hadn’t got a lot further than that, as interviews with former students and tutors had turned up precious little

  concrete intelligence about him. He kept to himself. He liked Dave Brubeck records. He collected stamps. Proshin had become her second obsession: the man behind the curtain, the puppet-master, the

  great spy-handler.




  Now, thanks to the document Innes had just handed her, she finally had some answers. It seemed that Paul Dark’s long run of evading justice had come to an end, and it had ironically been

  at the hands of Proshin. In the final paragraphs of his memorandum, Proshin described how he and his team had tracked Dark and an unnamed British woman to a small island between Finland and Sweden.

  A gunfight had ensued in which three had died: Colonel Proshin, the woman, and Dark. Alexander Proshin and his radio operator had flown his father’s body back to Moscow, but had left the

  Brits to rot on the island – ‘I decided that the birds there deserved some meat,’ was how he had chillingly put it.




  Rachel closed the file and placed it on her lap.




  ‘Where’s it from?’




  Innes nodded at Harmigan, who set his glass to one side.




  ‘A Russian chap approached Angus Pimm in the Moscow metro on Wednesday evening. Name of Kotov – a GRU security officer. He passed Pimm an envelope, saying it was his “first

  gift”. It contained microfilms of twenty documents, of which this was one.’




  ‘Wednesday?’ She looked between them. ‘Why are you showing it to me only now?’




  Both men smiled tersely, and she blushed at her own impertinence. But Dark was hers, they knew that.




  ‘We were looking into it,’ said Innes gently. ‘We’ve been stung with dangles before.’




  She nodded. The Soviets would sometimes send an officer to a foreign embassy claiming to want to defect. If accepted as genuine, he could feed them disinformation for months, or even years.




  ‘Moscow Station have interviewed Pimm extensively,’ said Innes. ‘They think Kotov’s the real thing, but as you’re the expert on Dark we wanted your view before we

  decide how to proceed.’




  The two men were looking at her expectantly. Innes had phrased it to flatter, but she suspected they were simply looking for confirmation of what they had already decided. If she agreed Kotov

  was genuine, they would then have more support for their case. It would mean they could justify running Kotov, but also that they could sign off the report to the prime minister saying Dark had

  been killed: ‘But that was in another country, and besides, the traitor’s dead.’ She was tempted to disappoint them on principle, but that would be unprofessional. Still, they

  were putting her in an unpleasant situation, essentially asking her to gauge the worth of the report on sight, and devoid of any surrounding context.




  ‘What are the other documents Kotov handed over?’




  ‘Solid stuff,’ said Harmigan. ‘Most of it new to us, if not earth-shattering.’




  ‘Can I see them?’




  ‘We wanted your view on this first.’




  She took a sip of the sherry. Vile, she thought – far too sweet.




  ‘All right. Well, it could be disinformation, of course: Moscow’s found Dark alive somewhere but they want us to believe he’s dead so they’ve concocted this report and

  sent their man along with it to convince us. But I think that’s rather unlikely. If they knew for certain he were alive that would suggest they had him in their custody, in which case

  they’d get much more mileage out of him by holding a press conference, like they did with Burgess and Maclean, or at least allowing him to be spotted by Western journalists, like they did

  with Philby in ’63. Then there’s the mention of the woman with him. Unfortunately, that sounds very much like it’s Sarah Severn, who we know disappeared from Rome Station at the

  same time as Dark was there. Finally, the memorandum claims to be written by Alexander Proshin, and it seems to me that it is. We’ve already determined that this man was Dark’s handler,

  and I very much doubt they’d word disinformation as callously as they have here. It has the unpleasant ring of truth. The details he gives of handling Dark in London also fit with the other

  information we have. It seems he’s now relocated to Moscow and has become fairly senior in this directorate. You may remember my reports about his father, who used to be one of

  Andropov’s closest advisers and has been missing for some time. His death as described in this report and the son’s ascendency in Moscow explain a large part of what we’ve been

  missing.’ She took a breath and gave a brief smile. ‘So – pending further analysis, of course – my assessment is that the report is real.’




  Both men looked relieved, and she wondered how to word her next sentence. Harmigan noticed her hesitation.




  ‘Is something wrong?’




  She shifted in her seat for a moment, then took the plunge. ‘Yes. There’s another possibility. The document could be genuine, but Dark and Severn might nevertheless still be alive.

  It doesn’t need to be an attempt to feed us disinformation – Proshin could simply be lying on his own account.’




  Innes’ head snapped up. ‘Why on earth would he do that?’




  She gave a thin smile, unwilling to lecture the head of the Service. ‘There could be any number of reasons, sir. Political infighting we don’t know about, or simply to cover his own

  back. If he and his team lost Dark in Finland, for instance, writing a report admitting it would be tantamount to signing his own death sentence.’




  Harmigan reached for his drink. Innes sighed, then offered her a polite but distant smile.




  ‘Thank you, Miss Gold. We’ll take this from here.’




  She gave a brief nod, stood and walked out of the room.




  Innes wandered to the sideboard and poured two more brandies, then headed back over to Harmigan and handed one to him.




  ‘Well? What if she’s right?’




  Harmigan looked up at him, surprised. ‘She isn’t. She’s just become too attached to the chase. And it helps if the person you’re chasing is tangible.’




  Innes took a sip from his glass, swirling the liquid in his mouth before swallowing.




  ‘What about her idea it could be some kind of internal intrigue we don’t know about?’




  The other man let out a derisive snort. ‘Edmund, you know as well as I do you can send yourself mad applying that sort of thinking to everything.’ He nodded at the dossier on the

  table. ‘It’s all there in black and white.’ He tipped his head back and downed the rest of his drink, then slammed the glass down on the sideboard and made a short chopping motion

  with his hand. ‘Dark’s dead. Good bloody riddance.’




  





  Chapter 4




  Wednesday, 31 December 1969, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia




  It was approaching dusk by the time the dilapidated Nissan Cedric came to a stop outside the house in Kenny Hill.




  ‘This the one, lah?’




  Rachel consulted her map and nodded. She paid the driver, peeling off notes from the bundle she had exchanged at the airport, and stepped out of the car. She watched as the car turned round and

  headed back down the hill, leaving the street empty but for her. After the cacophony of the city centre, with the beeping horns and roaring exhausts of buses and vans and motorcycles, the

  neighbourhood was eerily quiet.




  She walked up to a set of iron gates. Beyond it, a gravel driveway led to a long white villa, its red roof tiles and black slatted windows giving it an incongruously Tudor look. She was reminded

  of her father’s favourite pub, The Swan in Newtown.




  A small card in a pillar to the right of the gates read ‘Gadlow’, and she pressed the button beneath it. In the dim light, she watched as a man in a belted uniform and peaked cap

  emerged from a cabin on the other side of the gates.




  ‘I’m here to see the Gadlows.’




  He nodded and placed a key in one of the gates to let her through, raising a hand to indicate the entrance of the house.




  She thanked him. In the driveway, a small man in a safari suit was polishing the bonnet of a black Mercedes sedan with a chamois cloth. She said ‘Good evening’ and he looked up for a

  moment, then returned to his polishing.




  Feeling slightly foolish, she approached the front door, which was a grand oak affair with a large bronze knocker. Her stomach was roiling. Was it simply nerves, she wondered, or was this part

  of the jet lag phenomenon she’d been warned of? When she’d left her flat in London it had been shortly after dawn. Now it was quarter to seven in the evening and she was suddenly just a

  few hours away from a new decade.




  It had also been damp and cold in London, while here it was in the high twenties, and she could feel the beads of sweat forming on her skin, stinging her eyes and pooling in the ridge of her

  upper lip. She wiped it away with her hand. The humidity had hit her like a solid wall on walking out of the terminal building, and her neck still ached from having slept in an awkward position on

  the flight. The drive through the city had only made her feel more jumbled up. As well as the noise, the landscape had been an incoherent mixture of wide boulevards and palm trees, concrete tower

  blocks and ornate mosques. Billboards and signposts were often in several alphabets, including the Latin one, with many words near-phonetic spellings of the English equivalent. But you had to be in

  the right frame of mind to see this, and it had even taken her a few seconds to twig the sign reading ‘Teksi’ in the airport. Not a good omen for the supposed crypto queen.




  She rubbed her eyes and took a deep breath. Pull yourself together – you’ve come a long way for this. She swung the bronze knocker. After a while, an elderly Chinese woman

  in a plain blue housedress and slippers opened the door a fraction and peered out. On seeing her, she gave a sharp nod and immediately turned and shuffled away again.




  Rachel was debating whether to follow after her – and marvelling at the number of servants she had already encountered – when another figure stepped into the doorway. She was an

  attractive woman in her late thirties. Thirty-eight, Rachel remembered from the file. Her fair hair was swept back from her forehead and she wore a turquoise shantung silk evening gown that showed

  off long, tanned arms and accentuated her bust. Rachel was suddenly conscious of the wildness of her own dark curls and the pale angularity of her body beneath the cheap cotton dress she’d

  bought in Gamages a few days earlier.




  ‘Hello? May I help?’




  The voice was a bright English trill, the kind that would suit a speaker at a debutante’s ball or the presenter of a children’s programme on the BBC. Rachel straightened her back and

  pasted on a smile.




  ‘Yes, hello. I’m looking for Tom Gadlow.’




  ‘And you are . . .?’




  ‘Rachel Gold. I’ve just flown in from London.’ She stuck out her hand.




  There was a momentary hesitation, of the type she was used to whenever she said her name with its ‘biblical resonances’, as her brother, Danny, euphemistically referred to it. And

  then she felt the tips of her fingers being gently shaken.




  ‘Oh, yes. The office told us you were coming. I’m Eleanor, Tom’s wife. He’s out on the veranda. Do come in.’




  Rachel followed Eleanor Gadlow through to a spacious living room: it was filled with several brightly coloured sofas, modern abstract oil paintings and cabinets housing glass ornaments. How much

  of it had been paid for by the Sovs, she wondered. The house and servants came with the job, but the décor looked a little too flashy for a Head of Station – perhaps Gadlow had a

  numbered account in Zurich. Was Eleanor in on his treachery, or did she not know where the money came from?




  Three weeks earlier, Rachel had been reviewing the latest batch of material passed to Moscow Station by Victor Kotov when she had discovered something extraordinary: one of the microfilm reels

  had contained the minutes of meetings that had taken place in the secure room of the British embassy in Bangkok in the late fifties. Over the course of nine days, she had mapped out everyone who

  had had access to those documents until she had narrowed the list to just one person who could have seen them all: Tom Gadlow, who had since become Head of Station in Kuala Lumpur.




  It had taken her several more days to persuade Sandy Harmigan she was right about Gadlow. Although Review Section had been set up for precisely this sort of breakthrough, nobody on the Fourth

  Floor had welcomed the news of another double agent in the ranks. Perhaps because of her insistence that Paul Dark might still be alive, Sandy had been especially sceptical. But after several

  meetings, at which section heads had been brought in and charts had been set up and explained, she had convinced Sandy and the others that there could be no other possible explanation.




  Once they had accepted Gadlow was guilty, the next question had been how to get him back to London for interrogation without tipping him – or the Soviets – off. Sandy had decided to

  send Rachel out to fetch him. It was a risk – she had little experience in the field and he was still troubled by her refusal to back down over Dark – but she had all the details fixed

  in her mind and, more importantly, wouldn’t get cold feet about bringing him in.




  There had been similar missions, the most notable being the attempts to bring George Blake and Kim Philby back to London. Blake had come willingly, having been summoned by telegram for a

  possible promotion, and had eventually cracked and confessed all. But Philby had managed to fool the officer sent out to fetch him into giving him time to arrange his affairs before flying home,

  and had promptly fled to Moscow instead. Some felt that the officer in question, one of Philby’s oldest friends, had deliberately bungled the operation through a sense of personal loyalty.

  ‘Whatever happens,’ Sandy had said with startling ferocity in her last meeting with him, ‘we can’t have a repeat of that fiasco. We need to know precisely what

  Gadlow’s done, so don’t let the bastard out of your sight and bring him back in one piece.’ And then he had smiled, and his usual smooth demeanour had been restored.




  ‘How was your flight?’




  Rachel snapped out of her thoughts. ‘Oh, it was fine, thank you. But rather long – the furthest I’ve been before is Gibraltar.’




  She winced at how provincial she sounded, but Eleanor Gadlow gave her an indulgent smile. ‘You were lucky this afternoon’s storm died down – sometimes they drag on for hours,

  and that’s no fun to land in, believe me.’




  Rachel made further polite noises, wondering if the chattiness was her natural state or a sign of anxiety.




  They reached a glass door at the far end of the room. Beyond it, a grey and mauve sky stretched above a landscape of rolling hills that even in the twilight looked lush and alive.




  Eleanor Gadlow caught the expression of awe on her face and smiled. ‘Yes, we’re very lucky. It all used to be plantations, of course.’ She slid the door open and called out.

  ‘Darling? The girl from London’s here.’




  Rachel noted the dismissive description and stepped out after her, her skin prickling as the hot damp air again swathed her like an invisible blanket. A dark plume of smoke emerged from a coiled

  device placed on the tiles, and she realised it was to ward off mosquitoes.




  A figure rose from a scoop-backed rattan chair in the far corner of the veranda and walked towards her. He was broad-shouldered and beefy: he’d been a rugby blue, and his face bore further

  testament to that fact, with a conspicuously broken nose set in an otherwise handsome, hearty face. He wore a crisp white shirt paired with a bright pink and green patterned sarong and a pair of

  highly polished sandals, and his dark hair was greased back with pomade. Rachel tried not to show surprise at the absurd outfit and braced herself for the usual masculine glazing of the eyes once

  he had taken her in, but instead he gave her a dazzling smile of such apparent sincerity that for one horrifying moment she wondered whether she had got everything wrong, and was here in error.




  She blinked, forcing herself to picture the chart on her desk with the row of distribution lists, and his name at the top of every one of them. No, he was guilty, and she could prove it. She

  had proven it, to the satisfaction of Sandy and everyone else who’d read her report. It was incontrovertible – and one may smile, and smile, and be a villain.




  He leaned forward and took her hand firmly in his grasp. ‘Tom Gadlow. You must be Rachel. The office cabled to say you were on your way a few hours ago. Though the message was rather

  vague.’




  Rachel glanced over at his wife, and Gadlow caught it.




  ‘Oh, you can speak freely – Eleanor’s fully cleared.’




  She was Gadlow’s secretary at the station – it was how they’d met – but Rachel had wanted to speak to him alone. An awkward silence stretched out as she wondered how best

  to broach the subject. On an impulse, she walked over to the stone balustrade and leaned across it, looking out onto a large garden. Beds of vivid orange and red flowers – cannas, she thought

  – were dotted around a small swimming pool that had been lit up from within, like a diamond glowing in a velvet cushion. What a life: servants and evening gowns and swimming pools. She

  thought of her tiny kitchenette in Holborn: Danny’s books and papers, the sink so small it was an engineering job to wash the dishes, the malfunctioning radiators. A few weeks earlier it had

  been so cold at night that she’d taken to spinning her legs around beneath her quilt, as though riding a bicycle, to generate some heat.




  She turned back to the Gadlows, and the business in hand.




  ‘I’m sorry to barge in on you both like this. I take it you’re on your way out somewhere?’




  Gadlow nodded. ‘Yes. The Harrisons – colleagues from the High Commission. They have an open house every year.’




  ‘It’s the best New Year’s Eve party in KL,’ added Eleanor. ‘Joan works with a local catering chap – what’s his name again, darling?’




  Gadlow smiled tightly. ‘I don’t remember.’




  ‘Yes, you do. She was telling us about it the other day . . . Mister Kong, that’s it! She goes on a little sortie with him through Chinatown, and she samples all the hawker stalls

  and chooses her favourite dozen, the crème de la crème. Mister Kong then makes all the arrangements and they relocate their stalls, just for the night, in the

  Harrisons’ garden. They’re all decorated with lanterns, and you wander through helping yourself to kway teow or soup or whatever you fancy – your own little Chinatown for

  the evening. Isn’t that marvellous? Tom always gorges himself at the mee stall – it’s those thick noodles, you like, isn’t it?’




  Gadlow nodded, Rachel thought a little embarrassed by his wife’s loquaciousness. She gave what she hoped passed for a rueful smile. ‘Well, I’m afraid he’s going to have

  to give the noodles a miss this year. He’s needed back in London.’ She addressed Gadlow. ‘We’re flying back tonight, and you’re expected at a meeting at headquarters

  as soon as we arrive.’




  Eleanor Gadlow spoke first, her face now devoid of the brightness of a few moments earlier.




  ‘Tonight? What’s going on – is there some sort of emergency? And why’ve they sent you all the way out here to escort him back, rather than just telling him to book a

  flight out?’




  ‘I’ve no idea. I’m just following instructions.’




  Eleanor Gadlow shook her head in a small gesture of bafflement. ‘But they must have told you something, surely?’




  Rachel didn’t reply. Don’t get drawn in, Sandy had told her. Avoid all confrontation. But the mood had shifted: she was no longer a guest to impress with tales of lavish parties, or

  ‘the girl from London’. She was an intruder.




  Gadlow placed a hand on his wife’s arm. ‘It’s all right, darling, I’m sure they’ll have their reasons.’ He turned to Rachel. ‘What time’s this

  flight?’




  ‘We’re booked on the BOAC leaving at three a.m. We’ll arrive in Heathrow in the early afternoon and you’re due at headquarters straightaway. You’ll fly back out on

  Monday.’




  She did have a ticket for him on the return flight, but he was never going to use it. The schedule had been worked out to give him the least possible time to think, let alone contact his handler

  or a cut-out.




  Gadlow glanced at his watch. ‘You have to check in at one for that flight, which is, let’s see, in . . . six and a half hours from now. All right. I’ve got an overnight bag

  prepared upstairs. I take it you won’t mind if I pop by the Harrisons’ with Eleanor anyway – just for half an hour or so? I don’t care for “Auld Lang Syne”

  personally, but it’s the social occasion of the year in these parts and it would look odd if I didn’t at least show my face. Eleanor would be fielding pointed questions from first

  attachés all night.’




  He had played the hand well, she had to give him that. Concerned, polite, and there was nothing she could object to without seeming unreasonable. She didn’t know if he was acting alone or

  with his wife’s help, but even without the prompting he must have suspected her real reason for coming out here – why send an escort, indeed? But Rachel’s objective was not simply

  to get him back to London, but to do so without the Sovs noticing. Once a few days had passed and he hadn’t shown up at the High Commission or made contact, they would naturally worry he had

  been blown – but they wouldn’t be sure of it. He might simply be attending a training course or being briefed for a future posting. After a few weeks they would realise there could be

  no other explanation, but by then the Service would have had a chance to place surveillance on every agent and case officer he’d identified in the interim, and perhaps even to feed them some

  disinformation.




  She somehow doubted that a no-show at a New Year’s Eve party would seriously perturb anyone, let alone the Russians – but it was a nagging possibility nonetheless. It was a deft hand

  in other ways, too, as he had instantly put her under pressure. Don’t let the bastard out of your sight. Well, that had been easy enough for Sandy to say from the comfort of

  his enormous office in London, but if she insisted Gadlow didn’t attend the party she would merely confirm his suspicion that he’d been detected, meaning he’d have even less to

  lose by trying to make a run for it. And she had no way of preventing him from going to the party, or anywhere else for that matter. She wasn’t even armed.




  She felt like a fool. All her planning had been undone in seconds. And as much as she wished she had brought a gun with her, she knew it wouldn’t have helped, as she could hardly have just

  shot him if he failed to do what she said. That was something for the pictures.




  And perhaps he had another motive. Was it simply the condemned man’s last request, but rather than a cigarette or a rare steak, his favourite dish of noodles and perhaps the chance to save

  face with his wife and friends? The idea made her unaccountably sad. It was easy to hate traitors on paper. Far harder in the flesh.




  Her mind raced through the possibilities, calculating her next move. Eleanor Gadlow was watching her intently, but her husband was now looking out into the garden, as though not especially

  interested in how she would respond. She cleared her throat.




  ‘This party. Do you think the hosts would mind if I came, too?’




  Gadlow turned to her and held her gaze for a fraction of a moment, then broke out his charmer’s smile again. ‘Of course not. You’d be our guest. Akib can drive us all there,

  and then he can take the two us on to the airport when the time comes. How does that sound?’




  ‘Wonderful.’




  At precisely ten o’clock, Udah Atnam walked through the front gates of the Harrisons’ property and glanced at the gathering of cars parked in the drive. Most had

  diplomatic plates and small flags attached to the bonnets. The chauffeurs were smoking and talking among themselves.




  He walked past them, down a narrow path in the grass that led to a servants’ entrance. He parted a beaded curtain and entered the hot, steam-dense kitchen. The Harrisons’

  amah was working with members of Mister Kong’s catering staff, preparing cold cuts and snacks. None of them paid Udah Atnam any mind, as he was dressed, like them, in a white smock

  with a checked blue and white sash and matching forage cap.




  ‘It’s like a paper-chase, only with crates of beer at the end of it. You really should try it if you ever get the chance.’




  Rachel was half-listening as Simon Harrison explained to her the history and rules of the Hash House Harriers while she took tiny sips from the glass of advocaat he’d foisted on her. A

  blend of aromas – peanut sauce and chilli and coconut milk and fried meats – wafted over from the stalls in the garden, and somewhere over to her right a jazz quartet was playing an

  instrumental rendition of ‘It Was a Very Good Year’. Every few seconds she glanced towards Tom Gadlow, who was standing a couple of feet away, talking with Eleanor and a Spanish

  military attaché about the riots that had taken place between the Malays and Chinese the previous spring, and which had apparently led to the decision not to have any fireworks at midnight

  this year.




  A mosquito whined in her ear, and she shook her head in an attempt to evade it. She was being bitten to death by the things. Harrison broke off his exegesis to commiserate.




  ‘Ah, you’re fresh blood. I’m afraid they love newcomers, although you do become hardened to it. How long are you out here for?’




  ‘Oh, just a flying visit.’




  He bowed his head. ‘What a shame – both for us and the mosquitoes.’




  She forced a smile, grateful for the kindness but now a little weary of the flow of expatriate charm. This was what she had to look forward to if she was ever posted to a Station, she thought.

  Christ. She caught Gadlow’s eye and looked down at her wristwatch meaningfully. He broke away from his discussion, and she quickly disentangled herself from Harrison.




  ‘We need to get going soon.’




  ‘I know. Thank you for letting me show my face – I hope you can understand why it was necessary.’




  She nodded, although she understood no such thing. But she was relieved nevertheless – he seemed to be taking his fate with a certain dignity. They were nearly there, and no Russians in

  fedoras had turned up to spirit him away on a freighter bound for Vladivostok. Only a few minutes to go now.




  ‘I’m just going to grab my annual bowl of noodles, and then we can head off.’




  She looked at him. A last-minute attempt to run?




  ‘I’ll come with you.’




  They headed into the garden, towards the replica Chinatown.




  Udah Atnam walked through the kitchen and into the narrow corridor leading to the dining room. Halfway along, he opened a door that had a card reading ‘Staff

  Bathroom’ taped above the handle.




  He locked the door behind him, then took a small passport-sized photograph from his jacket. It was of a man, a European. He held it between two fingers and examined it for a few minutes. Once he

  was sure he had committed every aspect of the features staring back at him to memory, he tore the photograph into tiny pieces, lifted the seat of the toilet and dropped them, fluttering, into the

  bowl.




  He reached behind the cistern and slowly pulled out a small dark wooden container resembling a cigar case. He clicked open the latch and removed the inner and outer barrels of a bamboo pipe. He

  fixed these together, then attached the small ivory mouthpiece that sat in an indentation in the case. He placed the assembled pipe inside a thin pocket that was sewn into the lining of his right

  jacket sleeve.




  There was now just one item left in the case: a small dart. Its tip had been dipped in a mixture of strychnine and the boiled-down resin of an ipoh tree, and was protected by a wooden

  sheath. He made sure the sheath was clipped tight, then placed the dart in the pocket sewn into his other sleeve.




  He stood, flushed the lavatory and walked back into the kitchen. On one of the counters he spied a tray of drinks. He picked it up and headed outside.




  Rachel was panicking. She’d actually lost sight of Gadlow. The cardinal bloody sin. Sandy was going to kill her, string her up outside his office as a warning to

  others.




  How had she let it happen? They’d been standing in line at his beloved noodle stall, and after she had given her order to the smiling stall-holder she had turned so he could do the same,

  only to find he’d vanished.




  She had been paralysed for a moment, but then the magnitude of the situation had registered somewhere and she had started running through the small warren of stalls, searching for him among the

  party guests, of whom there suddenly seemed to be hundreds. Faces blurred into each other and snippets of laughter seemed to mock her as she rushed past, caroming into people. A babble of voices

  called out to her, in English, Malay, Tamil and who knew what else, and she felt her head spinning. Her sandals were slowing her down so she kicked them off, feeling the blades of the coarse grass

  digging into the soles of her feet as she did. He had to be here somewhere, he couldn’t simply have disappeared . . . Through a cloud of steam she glimpsed a flash of pink.




  There.




  It was him. He was about twenty yards away, talking to someone. A servant holding a tray. Could it be a contact?




  She started running towards him, abandoning her English restraint and knocking over people’s drinks and plates in the process, her pulse racing as she tried to keep her panic from rising

  and focus on the figure ahead: white shirt, pink and green sarong, get to him, get to him . . .




  A chit-chat scuttled in front of Gadlow’s feet as he hurried through the stalls. He had to get out of the villa. If Kolya had received the message he’d transmitted

  that afternoon, there should be a car waiting in the street. If . . .




  ‘Sir!’




  Gadlow turned sharply, his shoulders tensing. A kitchen boy was standing near one of the satay stalls, beckoning him. Gadlow hurried over.




  ‘Yes?’




  The boy nodded in a small gesture of supplication. ‘I have been sent to assist you.’




  Gadlow peered at the boy in the darkness. ‘By who?’




  ‘Your friends in Moscow.’




  Gadlow exhaled deeply as the relief flooded through him. Thank God. Kolya had received the message, and delivered. He wondered how they planned to get him out? Submarine? He had a brief stabbing

  memory of that first glimpse he’d had of the Thule from the beach in Tanjong Siang in 1945, and then the descent from its conning tower into the wardroom, the thick slabs of bread

  and English beer laid out on a vast white tablecloth like manna from heaven after all the years in the jungle. Well, no English beer would be waiting for him in Moscow, but he could live with that

  if he could only escape the jungle one more time.
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