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      The speakers scratched and popped as the operator lowered the needle of a record player to vinyl. The static continued for a moment before the string section of the Moscow Philharmonic swelled and Dmitri Shostakovich’s Suite for Variety Orchestra No. 2 began to play. The buzz of the spectators was dulled as they waited for the performance to begin. They stared down at the centre of the rink as a girl in a blue satin dress drew a deep breath. She looked down, as if in a moment of deep self-reflection, before pushing hard off her skate blade, her arms swaying rhythmically as each fresh stride propelled her across the ice. She gave a hard kick and was airborne, pulling up her knee as she completed two full spins before landing perfectly on her left skate, her arms outstretched, the crowd rewarding her with a ripple of applause.

      Eloise Shepherd had a cheap seat at the back of the gallery, up high. It was a good spot to watch the young man on the upper concourse.

      Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik leaned against the top rail with both forearms, a cigarette in one hand as he gazed down at the skater. The girl swooped around the outside of the rink, leaping up again in a full turn before landing neatly and speeding away once more. The place was half-empty, and the upper concourse was quiet. Kalashnik had broad shoulders and a short, neatly trimmed brown beard. He was young and prodigiously intelligent and harboured doubts about how his talent was being used in Laboratory 23 of the Lenin Komsomol shipyard. Those doubts were why Eloise was in Komsomolsk-on-Amur; they were why she was preparing to take the step that would establish her reputation as one of the Secret Intelligence Service’s brightest rising stars.

      Kalashnik had one hand jammed into the side pocket of his woollen greatcoat, while the other flicked ash from his cigarette. He checked his watch. Eloise winced. He was nervous, and any observer with even a little awareness would see it. She had left a chalk mark on the concrete post outside his apartment block to indicate that she had left a message at their dead drop, a matchbox hidden behind a radiator in the hallway of an apartment building on Pushkinskaya Street. The message said that they needed to meet. Eloise had a number of possible venues for a rendezvous and had suggested this one on the basis that it was the closest to Kalashnik’s apartment.

      Eloise had been working on the Kalashnik file for two years. Her supervisor, Norman Fielding, had passed her a report from a Catholic priest in the Soviet Far East, suggesting that Kalashnik was a member of his congregation. Religion was discouraged in the Soviet Union, but, despite the official Party line, there were still many who worshipped, albeit furtively. The report stated that Kalashnik had confessed that he was unhappy. He felt that the leaders of both East and West had set their countries on a path that would lead to nuclear confrontation and the millions of deaths that would follow. He said that he was being forced to work on weapons systems that would bring that confrontation closer, and had asked the priest to pray for him.

      Fielding had told Eloise that they had researched Kalashnik and had concluded that it might be possible to persuade him to defect. It was certainly worth the attempt. He had excellent working knowledge of the VM reactor cores that powered the Soviet Yankee- and Victor-class submarines. It was rare to be presented with an opportunity to acquire intelligence of that kind of strategic value. Eloise had been given the assignment and had been in Komsomolsk for the last three months. It had proven to be challenging, but Eloise was beautiful and smart and had made good progress. At twenty-three, she was the youngest active SIS field operative, and spoke Russian, Polish and Ukrainian fluently. She had followed Kalashnik for a week and, once she had an idea of his character and habits, had introduced herself at the bar he visited near to his apartment. They had drained a half-litre bottle of Kubanskaya and, both a little drunk, had gone back to his apartment. He had tried to sleep with her, but, feigning coyness, she had said that she would rather wait.

      She had let him stew for a week and then returned to the bar. There had followed a series of dates: an exhibition at the Artists’ Union Exhibition Hall, a walk in Sudostroitel Park, a day at the zoo. She spent their early meetings assessing his character. He had few friends and unvarnished social skills, yet he had proven to be charming company. He was an acerbic and funny conversationalist, thoughtful and kind and fascinated by almost any topic. He told her that he was a pacifist and, eventually, that he did not approve of the focus of his work. He knew that it was forbidden to talk about what he did at the shipyard, but he had grown to trust her, and she could see that he wanted to unburden himself. He said that he hated the military purpose of his work, and that he was more interested in finding a job that would allow him to work on civilian applications of nuclear technology. He quoted the slogan of the Ministry of Energy and Electrification: Hai bude atom robitnikom, a ne soldatom!

      “Let the atom be a worker, not a soldier!”

      She had made her play as they went for a walk along the banks of the Amur, stopping to watch as one of the submarines that he worked on slid through the gentle waves in the centre of the channel. She told him that she knew he was unhappy with his life and, if he was interested, she might be able to help him make things better. She knew that he had fallen for her, and that fact—added to his disenchantment with the work he was being asked to do—gave her the confidence to take a risk and identify herself as a British agent.

      His first reaction had been horror and then anger. He contended that she did not love him as she had said, that she was sleeping with him in order to win his defection. She told him that she had been told to make an approach, but that, over the course of their time together, she had developed feelings for him. She explained that she was taking a serious risk and that she had been persuaded to do so by the prospect of the more open and honest relationship that they would be able to have in London. Unmoved, he had stormed off, furious, but, after a week in which she did not hear from him, he had appeared at the door to her apartment one night to confess that he loved her, that he missed her, and that he wanted to be with her.

      Now all that was needed was to seal the deal.

      Eloise had always been careful about being with Kalashnik in public. There was nothing to suggest that the KGB were aware of her, but he was engaged in sensitive projects, and it would not have been unusual for him to be assigned a watcher every now and again. She had chosen this rendezvous carefully, knowing that if she arrived before he did, she would be able to look for the tell-tale signs of surveillance. The Soviet Far East was not an attractive posting, and that meant that the KGB agents working here were usually less able than those sent to larger cities. She stood and, checking for anything that might suggest that she was being watched, made her way down to where Kalashnik was standing.

      “Kotyonok,” he said, using the term of endearment—‘kitten’—that he reserved for her.

      “Meelyi,” she said, using the word for ‘darling.’ “I needed to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s been a development. I need to talk to you about it.”

      “Here?”

      “I was hoping I could come to your apartment.”

      He looked at her, conflicted: the prospect of time alone with her was one she knew he found hard to resist, but he had told her that he was concerned about what would happen to him if they were discovered.

      “There’s no one here,” she pressed. “You know I’m careful, and I watched when you arrived. You don’t need to worry.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You have immunity. You know what’ll happen to me if they find out we’ve been seeing one another? I’ll be sent to the gulag.”

      She laid her hand atop his wrist and squeezed. “You won’t, Stanislav. Don’t you want to see me?”

      He looked pale, but, bolstered by her touch, he nodded. “More than anything. But please—be careful.”

      “I will.”

      Kalashnik had suggested on more than one occasion that—in time—he wanted to defect, but Eloise had kept to herself quite how advanced the preparations were. Fielding had arranged for a message to be left at the dead drop he used for their communications a week earlier, suggesting that the exfiltration take place the following morning. He had advised against Kalashnik having any notice; Eloise knew that cold feet could be an issue when it came to momentous decisions like this, and she knew that Kalashnik was a cautious man. Better to present it as a fait accompli and deal with his reservations when it was too late to go back.

      The exfiltration plan was standard. They would leave from his apartment in the morning and drive south, all the way to Nakhodka, a small town to the east of Vladivostok. From there, they would be taken out to sea aboard a trawler, and then there would be a ship-to-ship transfer onto HMS Phoebe, the Royal Navy destroyer that was currently berthed at Sapporo in Japan.

      All Eloise had to do was win Kalashnik around to the idea.

      She descended the steps to the lower level and walked to the exit. She knew he was watching her. It was going to be a late night and a long day, and she had preparations to make.
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      It was just before eleven, and the streets of Komsomolsk were quiet and frigid. It had begun to snow, flakes drifting down through the sodium-yellow light of the streetlamps, gusting flurries that settled on the cars that were parked up against the kerb. Workers on the late shift were the only other pedestrians, watched over by the occasional policemen walking their beats. Eloise had walked for an hour after leaving the rink until she had confirmed—again—that she was not being followed.

      She had entered the country under the pretext of working as a translator in the embassy and had waited a week before being taken out of the building in the back of a Volga and dropped off in the suburbs, where she had conducted a ten-hour surveillance run until her feet had been rubbed raw and she was confident she was clear. Her papers identified her as Magdalina Novikova, a clerk who worked in the administration block of the Komsomolsk-on-Amur Aircraft Production Association. Her story, when she was asked, was that she had been visiting relatives in Moscow and was now returning east to her job. She took the train to Komsomolsk, a trip of over five thousand miles that had taken nearly seven days.

      MI6 had spent a year getting her ready for the task. The field tradecraft course was detailed and comprehensive. She had been taught about dead drops and bumps, brush passes and dry cleaning. She had practised in London, marking signal sites with chalk and wads of chewing gum and losing the surveillance teams that waited outside the doors with hours-long excursions across the Underground and on buses until she was sure she was black. She had worked on her memory until she was able to memorise the number plates of a dozen cars at once so that she could spot repeats, and had learned to notice the things—shoes, jewellery—that a tailing surveillant rarely changed. She had learned how to make cold approaches to possible assets, how to engineer the ‘bump’ that would encourage them to talk. Hard-nosed retired case officers played the parts of potential defectors and intelligence assets, with some of them looking to work her as double agents; it was her task to separate one from the other, those who would be valuable from those who would burn her. There had been other classes, too, where Eloise had been shown how to use her looks to bend a man to her purpose, and how to seduce him so that he would do what she wanted without thinking twice about the risk. Those classes had been helpful here; Kalashnik had been no match for her.

      Eloise was confident that her skills were good enough to keep her secure, although that confidence did not ameliorate the constant anxiety that had accompanied her ever since her entry into the country. The Soviet Union was a vast police state, its citizens watched by hundreds of thousands of agents who were alert for any sign of Western interference. Stealing someone familiar with their nuclear submarines would be a difficult coup to pull off, and the consequences of failure would be cataclysmic.

      Eloise walked to the end of the alley and checked both ways. She stepped out onto the road beyond as a car rounded the corner: a police Zhiguli. She froze, then, catching herself, set off along the path. The car approached. She kept her eyes forward as it crawled by, trying not to stare as it passed. She knew that there would be awkward questions to answer if she was stopped, and it would also put an end to any prospect of exfiltrating Kalashnik tomorrow; she needed to be completely sure that she was black before going to his apartment, and she wouldn’t have time to do that if she were picked up again now. She glimpsed a pale face looking out at her before the car picked up speed and moved away. She exhaled, not realising that she been holding her breath, and carried on.

      She crossed the street, the snow squeaking beneath her boots, her breath steaming in the cold air. She walked for another minute until the apartment building—the Brezhnevki—was directly across from her: a grey rectangular block of brutalist concrete, without balconies or adornments. She crossed over to the opposite pavement and tried the front door; it was unlocked. There was a panel of small metal mailboxes set into the wall immediately to her right, followed by a long corridor to the ground-floor apartments. A set of concrete stairs led up to the other floors.

      She climbed. It was damp, and the stairwell smelled of mildew, urine, sweat, bad Soviet cigarettes and boiled cabbage. She reached the fourth floor and made her way along the drab, faded green hall; the hardwood floor was scuffed and scratched. She reached the door marked with 4B and knocked twice quickly and then once more, following the procedure that they had agreed on.

      The door opened a crack, and Kalashnik poked his head out.

      “Quickly—inside.”
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      He led her into the apartment and closed the door.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      “Could I have a drink first?”

      He gestured to the second armchair. “Please—sit. Vodka?”

      She sat. “Thank you.”

      He busied himself in the kitchen. Eloise got up and looked around the room. She had broken in and checked it for bugs before visiting Kalashnik for the first time and, as she looked over the cheap furniture with a practised eye, she didn’t see anything that suggested that the KGB had visited in the interim. It was a spare and ascetic room with very little to personalise it. The buildings known as Brezhnevki were tiny compared to the vastness of the Stalinki, the apartments that housed the Party elite. The nomenklatura enjoyed rooms with high ceilings, and their apartments were equipped with libraries, nurseries and quarters for servants. Accommodation here, by contrast, was much more basic, with cramped dimensions and communal heating that was often unequal to the task. The system often malfunctioned or was taken down for maintenance. When it was working, there was no way to regulate the radiators; residents baked until they cracked a window, and then they froze.

      Kalashnik returned from the tiny kitchen with two glasses of Wolfschmidt. He gave one to her, sat down and rubbed his hands together nervously. “So? You said there was a development.”

      “The KGB is worried about you.”

      His eyes went wide. “What? Why?”

      “They are questioning your commitment.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “We have sources in the local party,” she said, holding his eye. “Your name was on a list that was passed to the KGB for consideration.”

      It was a lie. They had no such sources, and Eloise doubted that Kalashnik would have elicited any concern, even assuming that the KGB knew he was unhappy. But Kalashnik was suspicious to the point of paranoia, and Fielding had suggested that turning up the temperature would be a useful strategy when it came to persuading him to do what must come next.

      “Could they know about…”

      “Us?” she finished for him. “No, Stanislav, I don’t believe that’s possible.”

      “It’s not? I know you’re careful, but you’re underestimating them. They’re everywhere. How can you be sure?”

      “I can’t,” she said. “But I know I’ve never been followed here.”

      “Then why would they suspect me?”

      “Your doctoral thesis at the Institute in Leningrad spoke favourably of Western research and development.”

      “That was hardly controversial,” he protested.

      “Perhaps not, but we believe the papers have been reviewed, and the sentiment has caused concern. And then—and I realise that this is all very silly—they’ve learned that you’ve played the Beatles in the laboratory.”

      “I was alone,” he protested. “And it was harmless.”

      The MI6 dossier had gone into detail on Kalashnik’s love for Western music, and one of Eloise’s first gifts to him had been a bootleg album that had been pressed onto discarded X-ray film. The end result had been an odd-looking flexi-disc like the ones Eloise had seen in the Krugazor magazine for Russian teens with the spectral images of broken bones imprinted onto the surface. Muscovites who bought them on the black market called them roentgenizdat, or bone music.

      “You can’t take risks like that,” she said. “It might seem harmless, but a man like you—a man with prospects—will make enemies of colleagues who don’t possess the same gifts. All it would take would be for one of them to report you.”

      Mentioning his standing was a naked appeal to his vanity, but she knew him well enough to know that it would be effective.

      He put his head in his hands. “You know what they will say about the music? That it’s ideologically alien. They’ll ban me from travelling abroad.”

      She eyed him. “Only if they know to stop you.”

      “What…” He stopped and frowned. “No. No, Eloise.”

      “We thought it wise to set things in motion. We’ve spoken about it before—”

      “Theoretically.”

      “We’ve spoken about it before, and you said that you were open to it. I told my colleagues in London, and an opportunity has come up. Given that things might be a little more difficult for you here, I thought it was worth bringing it to your attention.”

      “What opportunity?”

      “There is a Royal Navy destroyer in Sapporo at the moment. It will be operating fifty miles off Vladivostok for the next three days.”

      “My God,” he said, putting his glass to his lips and sinking his vodka in one hit. “This is really happening? When would we need to go?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      He shook his head. “No. That’s too soon.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “I need to think. You’re asking me to defect. That isn’t a trivial decision.”

      “We won’t get many better chances than this.”

      He shook his head. “It won’t work. They’re everywhere. To think that I could leave without them noticing is… well, it’s naïve.”

      “They won’t notice in time to do anything about it. This isn’t the first time we’ve brought someone out. The plan is a good one—very good. You won’t be found. By this time tomorrow you could be in a very nice apartment in Knightsbridge.” She gestured to the tiny apartment. “Wouldn’t you like somewhere a little bigger than this?”

      “What about you? Would you be there?”

      “Of course,” she said with a reassuring smile. “We’d be working closely together.”

      He got up and paced across to the window. He moved the blind aside and stared out into the darkness. She could see the tension in his shoulders.

      “Second thoughts are fine,” she said. “I’d be worried if you didn’t have any. But you need to focus on what you stand to gain. Think about it—you would be in the West, working on the projects that you want to work on. You wouldn’t have to work on the submarines anymore.”

      “If I tell you everything I know,” he said.

      “Of course. It’s an exchange.” She stood. “Come on. Think about it. Think about the life that you could have.”

      “I understand that. It is tempting. Yet… I do not hate my country, and you are asking me to betray it. I have no time for politicians and bureaucrats. They are venal and corrupt and care only for themselves. But I love my people. I love Russia. And I have always been committed to the idea that equality is important, that our ideals mean something. Communism is a worthy goal. You are asking me to turn my back on it and work in a system with which I do not agree.”

      Eloise knew that she needed to play this carefully.

      “My expertise,” he went on before she could speak. “Nuclear physics—it is valuable. I could make a difference in the lives of men and women who have nothing.”

      She leaned forward and retrieved her cigarettes from her purse. “Yet you’re not helping them, are you? What did they have you do today, Stanislav? They had you designing the reactors on submarines armed with missiles that could kill millions.”

      “You think I would be able to do more good in London? Or Washington? Come on—you don’t believe that.”

      She lit up and took a deep drag. “No, I do. You’d be given everything you need to make a real difference. Money. Equipment. Modern computers—you told me yourself, you have nothing here.”

      He nodded, still staring out of the window.

      “And the benefit would be felt by everyone. We both know that you’ll be working on submarines for the rest of your career if you stay. They know you’re brilliant. They’ll keep you on their most important projects. Military projects. No one will benefit from that except the generals and the politicians.”

      She saw his reflection and the struggle that was playing out across his face. “I don’t know.”

      She needed to change her approach. She stood up and crossed over to where he was looking down onto the street below. Snow had started to fall again, a shifting curtain of fat flakes that drifted against the window and stuck to the glass. She reached out for his hand.

      “It’ll be safe. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He closed his fingers around hers. “Why? Because you care for me?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Did they tell you to say that?”

      She had known the question would come and had given thought to what she would say. “They did. But then we met, and we spent time together. I know you, Stanislav. And now it is true.”

      It was part truth and part fiction, but the lies were justified given what was at stake. Everything was justified. She looked up at him, her eyes shining and wide. She let her gaze fall to his lips, allowing her own to part. Kalashnik leaned in and kissed her deeply, his hand reaching behind her to support her head, their tongues intertwining. She let him kiss her, reaching around to clasp him, pressing her body against his.

      She allowed him to lead her through the door to the bedroom.
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      It was after one in the morning by the time Kalashnik fell asleep. Eloise stayed awake, running over the plan again and again. She probed and prodded at it, trying to find the vulnerabilities that might cause them difficulties. There were plenty, but all the steps that could be taken to mitigate them had already been taken. They couldn’t remove all of the risk. This was a police state, after all, and it would always be dangerous. They had minimised the need for luck as much as they could, but there was no getting away from the fact that there would be moments when things could go either way. And there was one variable—Kalashnik’s reaction—that could not be planned for. There was no way to predict how he might behave once the exfiltration began.

      Eloise felt the tension in her shoulders and a knot of fear in her gut. She would only be able to relax once they were aboard the destroyer and headed for Japan.
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        * * *

      

      Eloise rose just after dawn and dressed quickly. She checked her watch at a quarter to six. Fielding had recommended giving Kalashnik no more than five minutes to prepare. He said that she should get him moving as soon as he was awake. He would be dazed and easier to control.

      Eloise went over to his side of the bed and shook him. “Stanislav—wake up.”

      “What?”

      His eyes blinked slowly as she grabbed him by the forearm and tugged him up.

      “Get up. We need to go.”

      “What?” he mumbled again. “Come back to bed.”

      “No. We need to leave—now.”

      “I haven’t… I can’t…”

      “Come on. Up.”

      He shook his head and pulled his arm free. His torpor seemed to have cleared. “No. I haven’t had time to think about it.”

      She tossed a pair of trousers at him. “It’s now or never. There’s a car on its way. You won’t get another chance after today—it’s up to you if you come.”

      He got out of bed and fumbled for the trousers.

      “Good,” she said. “Here—your shirt.”

      He pulled on the trousers and did them up. “I’m not sure I want to do this. You said I’d be able to think about it.”

      She grasped him by the upper arms and tugged him to his feet. “Let’s talk in the car—okay? Please?”

      He put on his shirt. “But I haven’t packed anything. I haven’t—”

      She drew him close, stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the lips. “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” he said plaintively. “Of course.”

      She fastened his buttons. “So trust me now. I won’t let you down.”

      She found their shoes, then grabbed his greatcoat from the hallway closet and her jacket from the back of a chair. He looked around the apartment and, sensing his reluctance, she took his hand and led the way to the door. She opened it and went to the landing outside, looking down over the rail but seeing no one. Kalashnik crept behind her as they made their way down the stone steps to the building’s front door.

      “What’ll happen?” he asked her quietly.

      She looked out through the dusty glass. A black East German Trabant 601 sedan pulled up to the kerb, its taillights glowing red against the compacted snow.

      “That’s it,” she said.

      She pushed the door open and looked both ways before stepping outside and over to the car. A man got out of the driver’s side. He was tall and thin, with close-cropped soldier’s hair. Eloise had met him briefly the week before. His name was Luke Brice, and he was a musclehead brought over to help after a career in the military.

      Brice opened the boot and jerked his chin at Kalashnik. “Is this him?”

      “Yes,” Eloise said.

      Brice motioned Kalashnik over and pointed down to the boot. “In.”

      “In there?”

      “It’ll be safer.”

      Kalashnik looked at the car, then at Eloise, then back at his apartment building. “No.”

      Brice tensed. “We need to go now.”

      “No.”

      Brice turned to Eloise. “Now or never. We’re exposed.”

      Eloise stepped between the two of them. “Come on, Stanislav. All the arrangements are in place.”

      “You’re rushing me.”

      “I’ve done all of this for you. For us.”

      Kalashnik stared into her eyes, perhaps looking for reassurance. “You’re asking me to make a decision about my future. I can’t just… I can’t just make it on a whim.”

      She smiled at him with an indulgent patience she didn’t feel. “What would you like to do on Monday? Regent’s Park is lovely in the autumn. Or the Thames. We could go for a walk. You and me.”

      He swallowed and then nodded, but, before he could reply, Brice stepped around Eloise. He grabbed Kalashnik by the arm.

      “Get off me!”

      “Get in the car.”

      “Let go of him,” Eloise said, reaching for the driver.

      Brice brushed her off with one hand as he dragged Kalashnik with the other. “He needs to come now. Do you know the risks we’ve taken to get him out?”

      “Stand down. Let me speak to him.”

      “Get off me!”

      “Stop!”

      They turned, as one, to see a police officer striding toward them. He was dressed in the standard uniform: a long green greatcoat encircled by a white leather belt, with stars on his epaulettes and a red band around a peaked cap.

      Eloise cursed under her breath. “Let me do the talking.”

      The policeman reached them. He wore a pistol in a holster on his belt. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Everything is fine.”

      The policeman gestured toward Kalashnik. “He was pulling you to the car.”

      She smiled as winningly as she could. “It was nothing.” She turned to Stanislav. “Isn’t that right? It’s nothing.”

      Kalashnik hesitated a moment too long before nodding his affirmation.

      The policeman noticed the delay. “What are your names?”

      Eloise glanced over at Brice, whose hand drifted toward his jacket pocket. She was losing control of the situation. Her Russian was flawless, and Kalashnik was native, but Brice was still getting to grips with the language, and it would be obvious to anyone who heard him that he was not a local.

      “Names,” the officer repeated sternly.

      “My name is Magdalina Novikova.”

      The man nodded, his attention turning to Kalashnik. “And you?”

      “Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik.”

      The officer turned to Brice. “And you? Your name?”

      “Yuri Tchaikovsky.”

      His accent was off. Just a little, but enough. “Where do you live, Mr. Tchaikovsky?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      The officer’s hand drifted toward his pistol. “Your address.”

      Brice reached into his pocket and pulled out the little pistol that he had stowed there. The policeman saw it and moved faster than Eloise would have expected; he reached up and grabbed Brice by the wrist, forcing the gun up. They struggled for it, and, in the confusion, Brice tripped over the kerb and brought them both down. The policeman reached out a hand for balance, and his fingers found the strap of Eloise’s handbag; the clasp buckled and snapped, and the bag was yanked away. The two men landed on the road with a heavy thump, the policeman on top. The pistol fell out of Brice’s hand and landed at Eloise’s feet. The policeman punched Brice in the face. Eloise reached down and picked up the gun. Brice bucked his hips and disturbed the policeman’s balance, then shoved with both hands. The two of them were separated; the policeman stumbled to his feet, stepped back and reached for his own pistol.

      Eloise fired a single shot.

      The policeman was too close to miss, and the round studded him in the centre of the chest. He took a step back, his palm pressed to the hole that had just been punched through the rough fabric of his greatcoat. He bumped up against the side of the Trabant and pulled his hand away from his coat, looking down at the blood on his skin.

      Eloise aimed again.

      Kalashnik reached for her. “No!”

      She fired. The report of the shot bounced back at them from the grim walls of the blocks on either side, the echo muffled by the snow. The officer’s head snapped back, hard, and blood and bone and brain sprayed out over the roof of Brice’s car, a deep red and pink blossom against the white. The officer slid to the side, his fingers squeaking against the glass as he lost his balance and toppled down to the pavement.

      Eloise felt sick.

      Brice spun and took a step toward Kalashnik. “Get in the fucking car!”

      The blood had rushed from Kalashnik’s face. He backed away from Brice, his hands held up before him. Eloise tried to control the panic, to push down the fear that everything had gone wrong and that the operation—one that had been so promising—had unravelled now into chaos and disorder. Kalashnik kept backing away until his heel caught against a bump in the snow, and he fell back onto his behind. Brice took a step toward him, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching.

      Kalashnik put his hands down, pushed himself upright, and turned to Eloise. “I’m sorry.”

      Standing quickly, he turned and ran back to the apartment block.

      “We can’t be here,” Brice said.

      Eloise wanted to yell at him for ruining everything, but there would be a time and a place for that. For now, he was right: the noise of the gunshots would attract attention, and then someone would find the body of the dead officer. The area would be flooded with police, and their legends wouldn’t stand up to questioning. She went to the Trabant, using the sleeve of her coat to try to wipe away the blood that stained the window, succeeding only in smearing it across the glass. She dropped into the passenger seat as Brice hurried around the car and climbed into the driver’s seat once more, starting the engine and pulling away.

      Eloise reached for her handbag and realised, to her horror, that it was still on the ground next to the policeman.

      “My bag,” she said. “I left it behind.”

      Brice cursed and pumped the brake, but, as he did, a police car barrelled out of the junction ahead and raced by them in the other direction.

      “Too late,” Brice said. “We’ll have to leave it.”

      Eloise stared back at the apartment block as they sped away and knew that her first foray as a field agent had been a failure. Not just a failure, a disaster. She knew there would be consequences, but first they had to find their way out of a city that suddenly felt a great deal more hostile and threatening.
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      Pripyat Secondary School Number 3 was on Sportivnaya Street 14, opposite the swimming pool. It was the largest in the city, with over two thousand children on the roll. Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik walked along the corridor that led to the classroom where he had been invited to speak to the children. The walls were decorated with a mixture of childish art and state propaganda, and, as the bell to signify the end of the morning break rang, the corridor was suddenly full of children as they hurried to get to their classes. He followed the directions he had been given at the headmaster’s office and found his way to the classroom where he had been asked to speak. The room was busy. Two classes had been brought together for the session, and, as Kalashnik stood in the doorway, he saw fifty children of ten and eleven years old taking their seats behind wooden desks.

      The teacher in charge of the session saw him and came over to say hello. “Good morning, Comrade Kalashnik,” she said. “I am Alisa Popova. Thank you for coming.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said. “I’m glad I’m in the right place.”

      “They’re very excited.”

      “Really?”

      “We’ve been studying nuclear energy in science,” she said, then added with a chuckle, “All very basic, of course. They’ll have a lot of questions.”

      “I’ll make sure I answer them as best I can.”

      He suspected that she was over-egging things a little. The fact that he worked at the station would not be unusual for any of the children; Pripyat was an atomgrad, a city that had been built sixteen years ago for the sole purpose of providing accommodation for the men and women who worked at the Vladimir I. Lenin Nuclear Power Plant. Forty thousand people lived in the city, and most worked at the station or lived with someone who did: from engineers, technicians and scientists to caretakers, cooks and security guards. The great red-and-white vent stacks that served the reactors were easily visible from the city. Kalashnik doubted that the children would see him as very interesting at all.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I am,” he said.

      He went to the front of the room and set his briefcase down on the desk.

      Popova clapped her hands. “Good morning, children,” she said. “As you know, we are lucky enough to be joined this morning by Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik. He is the deputy chief engineer at the power plant, and he’s going to tell us all about what he does.”

      The children clapped politely.

      “Thank you,” Kalashnik said. “I’ll tell you a little about what it is like to work at the plant and about how nuclear energy makes life easier for everyone. Please raise your hands if there’s anything you’d like to ask me.”

      He opened his case, reached in and took out a bulb. He held it out in front of him.

      “Who knows what this is?”

      Almost all of the children raised their hands. Kalashnik pointed to a girl at the back.

      “A light bulb,” she said.

      “That’s right. A light bulb. And how useful is it on its own?”

      “Not very useful,” she said.

      “What does it need to be useful?”

      “Electricity.”

      He reached into his case again and took out a battery. He connected the bulb to the battery and held it up again. “Electricity. Exactly right. When you go home tonight, think of all the things in your apartments that need electricity to work. Lights, cassette players, radios, television sets if you are lucky enough to have one. We plug their cables into the wall and they work, just like magic. But it’s not magic—they need their electricity or else they’d just be bits of metal and plastic that didn’t actually do anything. Who knows where the electricity comes from?”

      A girl to Kalashnik’s left raised her hand. “From the power plant,” she said.

      Kalashnik smiled at her. “Well, yes, that’s certainly one of the places where we generate our electricity. The power is created at places like the station and then shipped to your apartments along cables and wires. There are other places where electricity is generated—some power stations burn coal so that they can create energy, and others use gas. Can anyone tell me what’s not so good about those sorts of power stations?”

      The girl put up her hand again. “They create pollution. Nuclear energy is clean. There’s no smoke or anything like that.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “It’s clean in comparison to those other sources of power. Nuclear energy can also provide electricity day and night, regardless of what the weather is doing. It is reliable and efficient.”

      A young boy to Kalashnik’s left put up his hand. “Yes?”

      “It is the triumph of the state.”

      “Quite right,” Kalashnik said. “It certainly is. Who can tell me how it works?”

      No hands were raised.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to know,” he said with a smile. “Most adults wouldn’t know, either. Should I ask your teacher?”

      Popova waved a hand in cheerful self-deprecation. “I think we’d all benefit from an expert explanation.”

      “It’s a complicated thing. Nuclear energy is released by way of what we call nuclear fusion and nuclear fission. Nuclear fission takes place when the nucleus of an atom splits from one part into several. Nuclear fusion happens when two nuclei join to form a single nucleus. Fusion happens naturally in the sun and other stars. Atoms are constantly combining to create nuclear energy, and it is that energy that brings heat and light to the Earth. Who’s heard of Enrico Fermi?”

      No hands were raised.

      “Fifty years ago, Fermi discovered that he could take special kinds of atoms in a substance called uranium and make nuclear fission happen. He split the nucleus of an atom into two by firing particles called neutrons at it. They found that the process released a lot of energy. Imagine a one-pound bag of sugar. Let’s say you had the same amount of uranium in a nuclear reactor. How many tons of coal would you have to burn to produce the same amount of energy?”

      “A hundred,” one child suggested.

      “A thousand,” countered another.

      “Three thousand,” Kalashnik said. “You’d need as much coal as three thousand bags of sugar to produce the same amount as one bag of sugar’s worth of uranium. Isn’t that something?”

      Kalashnik noticed that the teacher, Popova, was frowning. She raised her hand.

      “Yes, Comrade Popova?”

      “You said nuclear energy was discovered by Fermi?”

      “They call him the architect of the nuclear age. He worked in Chicago, in the United States.”

      “What about Kurchatov?”

      Kalashnik smiled patiently and turned back to the children. “Comrade Popova is talking about a man called Igor Kurchatov. He was very closely involved with the Soviet project to produce nuclear energy.”

      “We’ve taught the children that the Obninsk reactor was the first facility in the world to actually produce electricity.”

      “And that is correct,” he said. “Obninsk went online in 1954. The first American reactor was at Shippingport in 1958.”

      “So why even mention this Fermi?”

      “Because we have to accept that the Americans were also responsible for important work.”

      The girl who had answered his first two questions raised her hand. “But Soviet power stations are better than the ones in the West.”

      Kalashnik winced, feeling as if he was being nudged onto uncomfortable ground. “I’m not sure I’d say they were better. Different, perhaps. We do things in different ways.”

      Popova shook her head. “But, Comrade Kalashnik, we can’t say that, can we? What about the accident at Three Mile Island?”

      “Indeed. That was a very serious incident.”

      “I read about it in the newspaper. They were lucky it wasn’t worse.”

      “There was an element of luck, but they were prepared for the possibility of an accident, too.”

      “Our own reactors have never had an incident even close to the severity of what happened there.”

      Kalashnik found his smile was a little tighter. He wanted to counter by telling her about Ignalina, how the reactor had had to be shut down after the control rods were inserted and sent the reactor out of control rather than regulating the reaction. Kalashnik had been involved in the analysis of what had happened there, and had been pressurising the management at the plant, telling them that the flaw was still extant in all of the Soviet RBMK reactors, to no great effect. But he couldn’t tell her about what had happened. The file had been sealed, and he knew that he would risk censure if he brought it up now just to win an argument with a schoolteacher.

      “No system is perfect,” he said. “The American system is not perfect, as we saw. The British had a serious fire at their plant at Windscale. But, at the same time, our system is not perfect, either.” He shook his head. “We will have to stray onto complicated technical ground if we pursue this conversation any further.”

      Popova looked at him with an expression that mixed confusion and dismay. “I’m very sorry to have to keep on at you, Comrade Kalashnik, but we’ve been focusing on the work of Kurchatov and Flyorov, and I was hoping you’d tell us a little more about them.”

      “Comrade Popova says they were geniuses,” said a girl in the front row.

      “That’s right, Nadia,” Popova said.

      “Heroes of the Motherland,” added a boy.

      “And she’s right,” Kalashnik said. “They were.”

      “They were beyond reproach,” Popova said, “but it seems as if you’d prefer to tell us about their mistakes and how the work done in the West is better.”

      Kalashnik didn’t know what to say. He stood at the front of the class, fifty children staring back at him in disapproval and their teacher regarding him with a disdain she didn’t even try to disguise. He wanted to tell them that he shared their patriotism, that he, too, saw the fathers of Soviet nuclear power as heroes, but he didn’t think he could do that without betraying his own beliefs. They were geniuses, but no system that had yet been designed was without flaw or risk. That was true for both the American and Russian reactors. Three Mile Island had been a disaster, but Ignalina could have been worse.

      The bell rang, bringing his ordeal to a welcome end. He thanked the children for listening and disconnected the bulb from the battery. He put them both back in his briefcase, fastening the clips and draping his jacket over the crook of his arm. The children had not yet been dismissed, and they waited at their desks as Kalashnik picked a way between them.

      Popova intercepted him in the corridor outside. “You should be ashamed, Comrade Kalashnik.”

      He stopped. “I’m sorry?”

      “They have been looking forward to your visit all week, and then you give them…” She paused. “You give them American propaganda.”

      “It’s not propaganda,” he said sternly, his patience at an end. “They won’t have a proper education if you only feed them what the government tells you to feed them.”

      “At least I don’t feed them lies.”

      “And neither do I. I’m a scientist. I love my country, but that doesn’t mean that I am prepared to ignore facts. We can learn from the Americans.”

      She kept pressing. “But why, when one system is so obviously better than the other? What can we learn from them? Our reactors are perfect. Our safety record is perfect.”

      “Don’t be so naïve,” he said, louder than he had intended but at the end of his rope. “Have you heard of Ignalina? No. Of course not. I’d tell you to look it up, but you won’t find anything. We can’t speak of what happened there for fear of upsetting what people like you think of our perfect system.” He tried to stop—knew that he should—but couldn’t. “Three years ago, there was an accident there that would have made what happened in Pennsylvania look like nothing. The reactor came online, and they tried to regulate it with graphite. It didn’t work. It made it worse. The rods were inserted all the way to the bottom of the reactor, and it was the boron inside them—not the graphite—that stopped the reaction. That was luck. If it hadn’t worked, the reactor would have run out of control. You can continue to think that our system is perfect if you like, but I would suggest that you look in a textbook for what happens when a nuclear reactor melts down.” He breathed out, immediately regretting what he had just said. He saw disbelief, anger and shock on the teacher’s face. “Good morning to you,” he said, walking away.
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      Eloise Shepherd had become an expert in the grinding bureaucracy of the MI6 disciplinary system. She was seated at the plain, two-person table, an empty chair next to her. The panel had told her that she could bring her association representative to the hearing, but she had told them that she would come alone. Having someone else with her might have given them the idea that she was ready to fight, but truth be told, she had been so ground down by the bureaucratic nonsense that they had thrown at her after what had happened at the embassy that all the fight was gone. She had had no support from the association, and they had shown little interest in helping her win her appeal against a reduced classification or her reassignment to a desk job. She knew she was alone, and that was the way it was going to have to be.

      The two men and the woman who had been empanelled to decide her case sat at a longer table in front of her. The hearing had drawn on for two hours, and now they were deliberating, the chairwoman taking occasional sips of water from the glass in front of her. Eloise had been full of vigour, eager to argue the injustice of her treatment, when she had started this process, but that was three years ago, and her enthusiasm had been eroded since then.

      She had tried contrition at the start of things and had waited patiently for her suspension to be lifted and her status as an operational field agent returned. That hadn’t happened, and she had been forced to appeal.

      The siege at the Iranian Embassy in 1980 had been a disaster for the intelligence services and, although the successful raid by the SAS had diverted attention from the failings, everyone knew that there would be a reckoning within MI6 and that a scapegoat would have to be found. The six men who had stormed the property on Prince’s Gate in South Kensington were campaigning for sovereignty of Khuzestan Province and took the embassy staff hostage in an attempt to bring attention to their cause. Their demands were simple: the release of political prisoners held in Iran and their own safe passage out of the United Kingdom. Eloise had worked on the Iran desk for ten years and had prepared the analysis that had driven the early response. She had suggested that the gunmen would not harm the hostages and that the best course of action would be to draw out the negotiations and then win them over with small concessions. It was her idea to allow the gunmen to broadcast their demands on the BBC in exchange for the release of five hostages. It had been progress, she thought, and she had been confident that this would herald the beginning of the end of the stand-off.

      She had been as shocked as anyone else when the gunmen had shot Abbas Lavasani, the embassy’s chief press officer, and tossed his body out of the front door. The SAS, gathered on the roof in readiness for an assault, had been given the green light to move and had liberated all but one of the surviving hostages and killed all but one of the gunmen.

      Though the operation had been hailed as a triumph, the initial delays and protracted negotiations that led to the death of Lavasani had to be blamed on someone, and Eloise was an easy target. She had no allies to stand up for her. Her card had already been marked with the failure of her first operation in the Soviet Far East. She had never been able to scrub off the stink of what had happened with Stanislav Kalashnik, and she knew that her failure then had prevented her from finding a patron who would help her to navigate the treacherous waters of a life in intelligence. The service was populated by careerists who were driven more by personal ambition than by the protection of British interests, backstabbers and shit-stirrers who were hungry for power and influence; Eloise had never hidden her disdain for them. That made her unpopular, and, when they had come looking for someone to take the fall, it had been no surprise at all to see that the finger ended up pointing at her.

      The chairwoman turned over another page of Eloise’s appeal document. She reached for another sip of water, then returned to the papers with a look of puzzlement.

      It wasn’t just Eloise’s professional life that had suffered in the aftermath of the siege. Her personal life was a disaster, too. Her marriage had failed, with her ex-husband winning sole custody of the daughter she wanted to love but couldn’t prioritise over the resurrection of her career. And now, as everything else was stripped away from her, that career was all she had left.

      She was damned if she was going to give it up without a fight.

      The chairwoman leaned forward. “Thank you, Mrs. Shepherd. We want to thank you for your time today. We have a few points regarding your association agreement and contract status that we’d like to clarify, and once we’ve done that, we’ll be able to make a decision.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “An hour or two. We’ll adjourn for the morning.”
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      It was a lovely day, and Kalashnik decided that he would walk from the school and into town. He was not due at work until the night shift, and knowing that his larder was growing a little bare, he made his way to the supermarket on the main square. One of the benefits of living in the atomgrad was the availability of quality goods. The state valued those who facilitated the working of its nuclear industry, and, accordingly, it was possible to find goods here that would normally be stocked only in the big stores in Moscow. The businesses around the square included several hairdressing salons, shoe shops, the large main post office, chemists and places where decent clothes could be purchased. There was a furniture shop that offered better quality items than would normally be found in a Soviet home and, behind that, Café Pripyat—known as ‘The Dish’ by locals—sat on the waterfront with a view of the pleasure craft that idled across the huge reservoir. The lake served the plant with the water needed to cool the reactors, and the warm and mildly radioactive water was excellent for fishing. The boats that navigated the Pripyat and Dnieper Rivers—Raketa, Kometa and Meteor—could all be boarded from the floating pier next to the café. It was possible to sail from Pripyat to Kiev, the town of Chernobyl, and even over the border into Belarus.

      Kalashnik went into the supermarket, took a trolley and filled it with the things that he would need for the week. The shelves were reasonably full, and he smiled in pleasant surprise as he counted ten different kinds of sausage. There was butter and oil, tomato and birch and apple juices. There was dried kissel—fruit juice thickened with starch—canned goods, cereals and pasta. He picked out the things he needed and, on a whim, added a bunch of bananas that, while expensive, were too exotic to resist. Satisfied that he had enough, he made his way to the checkout to pay. There was a display with Belomorkanal cigarettes, and he added two packs to his trolley and joined the line for the cashier. She rang up his shopping, and he paid, transferring the items to his bag and then making his way outside.

      He set the bag down for a moment and took out one of the packs of cigarettes. He opened it, tapped out a cigarette, put it between his lips and lit it. He set off for his apartment block on Sportivnaya Street, but had managed only a handful of steps before a black Škoda pulled up next to him.

      The passenger window opened.

      “Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik?”

      “Yes?”

      The door opened, and a man in a brown suit climbed out.

      Kalashnik swallowed. “Can I help you?”

      The man opened the rear door. “Get in.”

      “I’m sorry. Who are you?”

      “Major Voroshilov. Get in.”

      The man was obviously KGB. “Have I done anything wrong, Major?”

      “Get in the car, please, Comrade Kalashnik. I won’t ask again.”

      Kalashnik did as he was told. The policeman closed the door behind him and got back into the passenger seat.

      “What’s this about? Am I under arrest?”

      The driver was an older man with a pencil-thin brown moustache. He glanced over his shoulder. “Be quiet.”

      The car pulled out into traffic and followed Lenina Prospekt to Kurchatov Street. The city hall was ahead of them. It was nicknamed the White House on account of the pristine white concrete that had been used in its construction. Kalashnik had never had reason to go inside before, but he knew that, apart from the executive committee and the city committee for the Communist Party, the fifth floor accommodated the local branch of the KGB. They reached a side street and turned into a parking area at the rear of the building. The driver parked the car, and he and Voroshilov got out.

      Voroshilov opened the rear door. “Out.”

      Kalashnik did what he was told. He tried to work out why he had been detained and knew it could be something as trivial as saying something that had offended the wrong person. First Secretary Gorbachev might talk about openness, but his fine words meant nothing to a regional Party boss who felt undermined, a political adviser scorned, a fellow scientist irked by unapproved research.

      The more he thought about it, though, the surer he was that he knew what had happened: the teacher with whom he had argued had complained about him.

      The two men led him inside the building and to an elevator. The driver pulled back the cage door, nudged Kalashnik inside and then punched the button for the fifth floor. The elevator rose for a few moments and stopped, the officer opened the door, and Kalashnik stepped out into a corridor with doors on both sides.

      “Where am I going?”

      “First door on your right.”

      Kalashnik did as he was told and looked at the sign that had been fixed to the wooden panel: BENJAMIN ROSOV—KOMMISSAR.

      The older officer knocked on the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door was opened, and Kalashnik went inside. The man behind the desk was slight, with dark hair that was streaked with silver and a ruddy face. He wore thick, brown plastic glasses.

      He gestured to the empty chair on the other side of the desk. “Comrade Kalashnik. Please—sit down. I think we need to have a chat.”
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      Kalashnik sat and nervously crossed one leg over the other. “Why am I here, Comrade?”

      “Why do you think?”

      “Because a teacher from Secondary School Number 3 has complained about something I said this morning.”

      Rosov nodded sagely. “I understand that you were there to give a lecture to the children. Is that right?”

      “Yes. And she complained?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “We had a discussion,” Kalashnik said, “and she disagreed with some of the things that I said.”

      Rosov smiled thinly. “She doesn’t describe it as a discussion. She said it was more of a diatribe.”

      “That’s very unfair.”

      “She says you made disparaging remarks about our nuclear reactors.”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “You should probably know that the teacher you insulted this morning—”

      “I didn’t insult her!”

      Rosov eyed him coldly. “Do not talk unless it is to answer a question, Comrade.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kalashnik said, looking down.

      “The teacher is the daughter of Misha Nikolaev. Do you know who that is?” Rosov didn’t wait for an answer. “Comrade Nikolaev is the First Secretary of the Ukrainian Communist Party in Kiev. He would be very upset if he knew that you impugned his daughter by suggesting that she has lied to us about what you said.”

      “I’m not saying she’s lying,” Kalashnik backtracked. “I’m saying it sounds as if she has criticised me without cause.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing, Comrade?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. With respect—perhaps the subject of our discussion this morning was outside of her experience. Nuclear engineering is a complex field—”

      “So, what? You’re suggesting that she was out of her depth?”

      “I wouldn’t put it exactly like that, Comrade, but she is just a schoolteacher.”

      He looked down at his notes. “‘Just a schoolteacher.’ You seem intent on insulting her.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Rosov waved a hand irritably. “Perhaps you should choose your words with more care?”

      Kalashnik nodded gravely. “Yes. Absolutely.”

      Rosov looked down at his notes again. “I’m told you made reference to safety issues at our reactors.”

      “She suggested that our reactors are perfectly safe. I told her that they are not, and that there have been incidents and that, unless we are careful, there will be others. Worse. I said—”

      “You said that our reactors are unsafe?” Rosov said, cutting across him. “I don’t understand that. The reactors cannot be improved upon. They are the pinnacle of Soviet science.”

      Kalashnik knew he should hold his tongue and take whatever punishment this ignorant fool was minded to dish out, but he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. Rosov and others like him—wilfully blind to the weaknesses of the Soviet system, unable even to recognise that there was vast space for improvement—were impediments to progress. Refusing to acknowledge that there was a problem made it impossible for the incremental development that would make the industry safer.

      Kalashnik eyed him. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Do you believe that our reactors cannot be improved?”

      “I have some experience in the work of our nuclear reactors,” Rosov said. “I have been stationed here for three years, and, in that time, I have had reason to visit the plant on many occasions. I am friendly with many members of the atomschiki and the energetiki. I cannot doubt your expertise, Comrade, but neither can I question theirs. They tell me that radiation is so harmless you can spread it on your bread, and that our reactors are nothing more than very large samovars.”

      “‘Harmless’? Are you mad? That’s ridiculous. Whoever told you that should be fired at once.”

      Rosov leaned back and steepled his fingers. He looked at Kalashnik with an expression that mixed shrewdness with ersatz compassion. “Let me ask you about your wife.”

      Kalashnik stiffened. “What do you want to know?”

      “She died.”

      “Three years ago. Cancer.”

      “And she worked with you at Chernobyl?”

      “That’s right. She was working on Unit One.”

      “You have suggested to acquaintances that it is your belief that her cancer was caused by her exposure to radiation?”

      “I’m certain of it. Radiation-induced carcinogenesis—leukaemia.”

      Rosov shook his head in confusion. “But how can that possibly be, Comrade? The safety systems in place at Chernobyl are the best in the world. The utmost care is taken to ensure that the workers are safe. Is that not the case?”

      Kalashnik felt a flash of anger that this bumpkin would question him on what had happened to Irina, but, just in time, he managed to stop himself. He bit down on his lip so hard that he cut it; he tasted the tang of blood on his tongue.

      “Do you think it is possible that your grief might be behind these rash statements?”

      Kalashnik wanted to say no, that it was fear that something terrible would happen unless changes were made, but he knew that he had been offered a way out and that he would be a fool not to take it.

      “It is possible, Major.”

      “Yes,” Rosov said. “More than possible, perhaps? Losing your wife like that must have had a profound effect on you.”

      “It did.”

      “There we are, then.” He paused and looked across the desk at Kalashnik. “Now might be the time to reflect upon how your grief has affected you. And I would ask you to be more careful about the things that you talk about. I have no doubt that you are a good citizen and a good Party member. I know how highly you are valued at the power station. You are the deputy chief engineer—your position makes you privy to information that could not be more valuable to the state. I would ask that you bear that in mind in future.”

      “Thank you, Comrade Major. I will make sure to do that.”

      Kalashnik stood and, with a respectful dip of his head, turned and left the room. The goons from earlier were waiting outside, and the man with the moustache led him down through the building to the entrance. He stepped out into the warm spring sunshine and fumbled his cigarettes out of his pocket. His fingers were trembling as he held one to his lips, and it took him several attempts to strike a flame to light it. He inhaled gratefully, tilting his head back and blowing the smoke into the air. The power station loomed in the distance. He thought of the vast reactors that were accommodated there, managed by antiquated controls that were almost impossible to understand, especially for the junior atomschiki who arrived at the station fresh out of technical college. He thought of the lack of a containment building, and of what might happen if they ever had an incident like the one at Three Mile Island. His head fairly swam with all his reservations and concerns, but, with his back to the White House and the KGB officers who presided there, he knew there was nothing that he could do to make a difference.

      The four reactors—together with the two additional units that were under construction—would continue to operate as if the flaws that he knew were present did not exist.

      He wondered what it would take before something was done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise took her lunch break outside, desperate for an hour away from her desk and the sympathetic comments from co-workers who, she knew, had been gossiping behind her back for weeks. She wasn’t hungry, so she opted for a walk instead, passing from Cambridge Circus into Soho, picking a path through the seedy streets that were home to strip clubs and bookshops where you could buy dirty films under the counter. She walked by the open doorways of the walk-ups where the prostitutes took their johns; the women stood in the doorways in heavy make-up and skimpy clothes and eyed her with sour hostility through clouds of cigarette smoke as she went by. Red lights shone in upstairs windows, adventurous tourists gawped outside clip joints, early drunks fell out of the pubs, and homeless drinkers lounged on park benches with cans of Special Brew and bottles of Blue Nun.

      She completed her circuit, emerging from Moor Street onto the more respectable Charing Cross Road. She waited for a gap in the traffic to cross Cambridge Circus and went back into the office, taking the lift to the lobby and then following the west wing of the building to the section that housed the Foreign Intelligence analysts. She crossed the floor to her cubicle, looked down at her desk and sighed. The surface was littered with reports and files, a week’s worth of debris from partly eaten lunches, and a half-full cup of cold coffee.

      Ashley Grainger, the analyst who worked in the cubicle next to her, popped her head over the divider. “How was it?”

      “They still haven’t made up their minds.”

      “What’s taking them so long?” she said with an indignation that was obviously manufactured.

      “I have no idea,” Eloise said.

      Ashley sat down and then pushed her chair back so that she was around the edge of the divider. “Almost forgot. You had a call.”

      “Who?”

      “Marcus. He said that you should call him straight away.”

      “Oh, shit.”
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        * * *

      

      There was no way that she was going to speak to Marcus while Ashley could eavesdrop, so she went outside again and walked to the line of phone boxes on Seven Dials. She went into a vacant box, wiped the receiver against her blouse, and thumbed the money into the slot. She dialled Marcus’s number and waited for the call to connect.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me,” she said.

      “Oh.” He sounded as excited to hear from her as she had anticipated. “What do you want?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What is it this time?”

      “Work. I was given something that had to be done, and I just forgot.”

      “Why are we even bothering to have this conversation? It’s always the same.”

      “Please—can we try to be civil?”

      “I’ve tried that. I tell you how much you’ve upset her, you apologise, and then you do it again. The whole thing’s absurd. It’d be ridiculous if I didn’t have to clear up your mess every time.”

      “Is she…”

      “Hurt? Upset? What do you think? She thinks her mummy doesn’t love her.”

      Eloise held the phone away from her mouth so that she could take a moment to compose herself and not say something that she would regret. It stung, but that was because she was ashamed of herself. She had let Maisie down again and again, and now Marcus was prepared to call her out on it. He used to hide his judgement, but not now. She had done it so many times that his patience had been all used up.

      She brought the phone to her mouth again. “Did you speak to her?”

      “Make excuses for you, you mean? Of course I did. I told her you were called out of the country at the last minute. She’s not expecting to hear from you for a while, and I think that’s probably for the best.”

      “Could I speak to her now? I could say I was calling from wherever it is you’ve told her I’ve gone to. Just to wish her a happy birthday.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Come on—she’s six. She’ll understand.”

      “She’s seven, Eloise, and I’d have to explain why you couldn’t have done that yesterday. I don’t want to confuse her.”

      “I’m her mother!” she protested.

      “Only when it suits you.”

      He hung up.

      Eloise stared at the receiver. How had it come to this? Everything had gone wrong.

      Her career was over.

      Her ex-husband hated her.

      And she had let her daughter down again after promising herself that she would do better.

      Everything.

      She listened to the buzzing of the dial tone and felt the sting of tears in her eyes. She had been dealt bad hand after bad hand, and she was running out of the energy to keep bouncing back.

      She heard an angry knocking and turned around to see a woman standing outside the phone box. She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand and backed out of the door, apologising to the woman as she held it open for her.

      Seven Dials buzzed all around her. Pedestrians hurried along the pavements for the pubs and restaurants and theatres, happy conversations bubbling in anticipation of the fun to be had. Eloise saw The Crown on the corner of Monmouth Street, colourful baskets of flowers on either side of the open door. She knew that she should go back to her desk and carry on with her work, but she had no enthusiasm for it. What was the point? They had made it clear how little they valued her, and she wasn’t in the mood to play the game. She needed to forget everything for a while—the dead-end job, her ex-husband, her failure as a mother—and getting smashed seemed to be as good a way as any. She left the phone box behind her, crossed the road at the pedestrian crossing, went inside and ordered a large gin and tonic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalashnik opened his eyes and scrubbed the sleep from them. He had decided to grab a quick nap before he needed to head into the station for the night shift, and he had almost overslept. The cigarette in the ashtray had burned down to one long ash and a scorched filter. He got up and went into the bathroom to shower. He stood under the tepid water for long enough to freshen up and then dried and dressed, picking out an old suit and a shirt. He looked into the mirror and ran his fingers through his hair. His beard was neatly trimmed, and his hair cropped short to obscure the fact that his hairline was receding. His clothes looked cheap, though. He had once taken pride in his appearance, but since Irina’s death, he had found it difficult to care. He missed the company of women, but, on the few occasions that he had been out and ended up speaking to someone who showed an interest in him, he had ended up sabotaging the conversation. Even the thought of intimacy with someone else felt like a betrayal. He knew it was foolish—and knew that Irina would have told him the same—but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t change the way he felt.

      He went through to the kitchen and took down her picture from the windowsill. She had been gone for three years, and although he hoped that he might be able to move on, it had proven to be beyond him. He doubted that she would have approved of what he had become: stuck in the same job and accepting his slow descent into loneliness, solitude and senescence. She had shared his concern for the state of the Soviet nuclear industry, and he knew that she would have had the courage to do more than he had managed to do. He had spoken out in front of a class full of children and had then been cowed into silence after being scolded by the KGB; she would have petitioned those with the power to make changes, and would not have given up so lightly.

      He went to the kitchen table and rested the photograph next to his typewriter. He took the cover off the machine, took a sheet of paper, placed it between the platen and the paper table and turned the knob to feed it into the roller. He sat down, laced his fingers and pushed outwards to crack his knuckles, and then rested his forearms on the table as he considered what it was that he wanted to say. He looked at Irina and, as usual, the words came easily. He wrote about his concerns over safety in the nuclear industry, about the slipshod construction he had seen, the equipment that failed, and the incompetent management who did not understand or appreciate the responsibility of their roles.

      He read the page back and decided he wasn’t finished. He removed the paper, fed in a second sheet and started to type again. He described the spindown test that was scheduled for next week, and his fear that the risks they were taking with the coolant pumps was too great. He explained how it was his belief that the nuclear chain reaction and power output would increase if cooling water were lost or turned to steam, and that they risked an uncontrolled power surge. He set out his frustration that no one appeared to be willing to listen to his concerns.

      He looked at his watch. It was ten thirty, and there was a briefing at the plant at midnight. Volkov wanted to run through the details of the test, and Kalashnik would need to be present.

      He took the second sheet of paper from the typewriter, clipped it to the first and folded both neatly down the middle. He found a stamped envelope, used the typewriter to add the address of the Atomic Energy Agency in Vienna, slid the letter inside and sealed it. He took his briefcase, picked up his coat from where he had dropped it to the floor and slipped the envelope into his inside pocket. He swiped his cigarettes and lit one as he locked the door and made his way out of the apartment. He descended the stairs to the street and set off for the bus stop on Kurchatov Street, where a fleet of buses ferried workers to and from the plant.

      Kalashnik knew the letter would most likely be intercepted by the KGB, but he had reconciled himself to that; if just one letter bypassed their censors, perhaps that would be the letter that led to change. He passed the post office and dropped the envelope into the post box outside. The bus was just pulling in, the glow of the light from inside shining out onto the inky black windows of the Jubilee home services store. He picked up his pace to a jog and took his place at the end of the line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalashnik leaned back against one of the consoles that regulated the reactor and electrical generators at Unit 4 of the plant. The consoles were made from moulded plastic in a dull matte white, sloping up to the ceiling to allow for the installation of banks of green-on-black seven-inch view-screens. The control surfaces were studded with rows of buttons and switches, dials that helped monitor the various processes that took place within the reactor, together with joysticks and levers and toggles that enabled the small calibrations necessary to ensure the safe running of the facility. The control stations continued all around the large oval-shaped space. In the middle of the room were additional stations arranged in the shape of half a hexagon, and at the end of the middle terminals were the six large red buttons that triggered the various stages of emergency power reduction and shutdown. There was a full staff in the room tonight, and everyone was dressed in white, with trousers and smocks and fabric caps that had always put Kalashnik in mind of sailors.

      The upcoming emergency power test was due in six days and was an important enough event to have brought the station’s senior management down to the control room. Feliks Volkov, the director of the plant, stood in the middle of the room. His deputy, Zimin Tarasovich, ran his fingers through his thinning hair. The test was scheduled to be run by the fifth shift, and those men arrayed themselves around the director as he ran through what he expected of them.

      “You should have read the documentation, but I’ll run through it now in the event that you need it to be refreshed. We’ll take neutron moderation and fission generation down as low as we can without the risk of reactor failure. Then, when we’re down low enough, we’ll switch off the power to the pumps and use the spindown energy from the turbine to run them until the diesel generators are up to speed enough to take over.”

      “I don’t understand, sir,” said Sasha Ergorov, the unit chief of the second shift. “No one has ever explained why we would do that.”

      Volkov waved a hand toward Valery Sorokin, the chief engineer.

      “It’s simple enough,” Sorokin said. “The turbines that drive the steam generation take time to wind down to a complete stop. The test is to see how long they’ll continue to power the generators.”

      “But why?” Ergorov persisted.

      “To give us an idea whether the spindown is sufficient to give us a buffer if we ever had a catastrophic series of power failures.”

      Kalashnik winced.

      Stanislav Petrov—the shift foreman—noticed. “What is it, Comrade Kalashnik?”

      “It’s a significant step to take, and, with respect, this does feel a little rushed.”

      “I agree,” Petrov said.

      “We’ve had to postpone the test three times already,” Volkov said. “We’re not postponing it again.”

      Kalashnik knew that the director had personal reasons for satisfying his superiors. He was in his late middle age and was angling for promotion to Moscow as well as the prospect of awards from the state for the successful stewardship of the plant, including the construction of the fourth reactor and the plans for reactors five and six. The apparatchiks would not look kindly upon any perceived inefficiencies, and the continued failure to run the test would be a black mark on his record.

      Mikhail Karpov, the political officer for the state committee on energy production, was standing at the back of the room. He was a tall man who always seemed to have the pallor of sickness about him. His skin was yellowed, and his fingers—rarely without a cigarette pinched between them—were stained with nicotine.

      Karpov stepped forward. “I don’t understand your doubts, Comrades.”

      Petrov turned. “Comrade,” he stammered, “it isn’t that I doubt the purpose of the test. It’s more that I don’t feel prepared for what I will be required to do.”

      “I understand,” Karpov said, “but we have six days. That ought to be plenty of time for you to familiarise yourself with the director’s plan. The documentation has already been circulated—yes?”

      “Yes, of course, but—”

      “But if you feel that you are not equipped to follow your orders—because of ignorance, or unwillingness, or anything—well, in that case, I’m sure it would be possible to find a replacement for you from one of the other shifts.”

      Deputy Director Tarasovich nodded his head. “Perhaps a transfer to a position with less for you to worry about? The turbine hall, for example. The equipment needs to be lubricated—do you think you could do that without worrying yourself? The floor needs to be swept. If you would rather work there, you only need to let me know.”

      Inwardly, Kalashnik winced. Tarasovich was a snake. Kalashnik had no time for him and did as much to stay out of his way as possible. He had no idea how the man had risen so quickly through the ranks to fill such an important role. He pretended to understand the operation of the reactor, but on the rare occasions when Kalashnik had seen him at work, he had been left with the strong impression that he was all bluster. A rumour had passed through the staff that Tarasovich had learned all he knew about nuclear physics from a correspondence course.

      Volkov raised his hands and held them, palms out, in what Kalashnik suspected was a gesture of reassurance. “Comrades,” he said, “please. I can see that you are concerned about the test, but there really is no need for it. We know what we are doing. It is perfectly safe—isn’t that right, Comrade Kalashnik?”

      Kalashnik took a breath. He had guessed that Volkov would rope him in to try to assuage the perfectly reasonable apprehension that the men would feel. Kalashnik had a better reputation with them than the management did. He was a nuclear physicist, for one, and he knew that they respected his knowledge and expertise. His popularity was both a blessing and a curse: he liked for them to feel that they could trust him, but he knew that the fact that they did—and that they so obviously did not feel the same way about Volkov and Tarasovich—was a source of resentment for the senior management that had occasionally been vented on him.

      And now? The fact of the matter was that he shared their concerns—he had studied the incident at Ignalina for weeks until the files had been sealed—but there was no way he could let them know that. Volkov wouldn’t stand for it, but it was Karpov that he was really concerned about. His recent visit to the KGB was still fresh in his mind, and he couldn’t afford any more red ink on his file.

      “The test will be fine,” he said with a confidence he did not feel. “We’ll proceed carefully and check and double-check the reactor at every stage. If we have any reason to suspect an issue, we’ll dump the control rods and put it to sleep. The chance of a spike leading to a scram event is very low.”

      “‘Very low’? So there is a chance?”

      “A negligible chance.”

      Petrov glanced over at the others; none of them looked reassured.

      He turned back to Kalashnik. “Will you be here, Stanislav Petrovich?”

      “Of course,” Volkov answered for him. “Comrade Kalashnik will be in charge.”

      Kalashnik managed a thin smile.

      Karpov smiled, too, a grim rictus that put Kalashnik in mind of a corpse. “You all know that the state sees our RBMK series as a great opportunity. We will build dozens of reactors across the Soviet Union so that we can demonstrate the efficacy of the design to the rest of the world. Cheap nuclear energy will be the cornerstone of the new international economy. We will shape the future with the work that we are doing here—the work that you are doing, and will continue to do. You men should be proud. The Motherland is proud—and thankful for your expertise. You will perform the test. You will demonstrate that our reactors can run even without power for the pumps. That is the end of the matter.”
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        * * *

      

      Karpov spoke to Volkov and Tarasovich and then made his way out of the control room with the deputy director in tow. Volkov followed shortly after. Kalashnik pretended to busy himself by checking the Selsyn dials before telling Petrov that he would be back in a moment and then following Volkov into the corridor.

      The director was walking briskly toward the administration block, and Kalashnik had to jog to catch him up.

      “Comrade Director.”

      Volkov turned and, seeing it was Kalashnik who was behind him, frowned in annoyance. “What is it?”

      “I didn’t want to say it in front of the men, but I am concerned. The test is being rushed.”

      “You’ve made your reservations very clear. You don’t need to make them again.”

      “But, Comrade Volkov—”

      “No,” he said, cutting across him. “I’ve heard enough. What Tarasovich said to Petrov applies equally to you—if you would rather be reassigned, please just say so. It wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “I don’t want to be reassigned.”

      “Then stop complaining and do your job.”

      “I am doing my job. Not everyone in that room understands how an RBMK reactor works, but—for my sins—I do. I would be derelict in my duty to the state and the Party if I did not register my concern that what is proposed is fundamentally unsafe.”

      “Consider it registered,” Volkov said.

      He turned away.

      Kalashnik followed him. “That’s it?”

      “You’ve made your point. If you feel that you need to make it again, I recommend speaking to Comrade Karpov. He left only a moment ago—you should still be able to catch him.”

      Kalashnik stopped and stared at Volkov’s back as he stalked away. He felt desperate. It wasn’t just the test, although he was concerned enough about that. It was the stubborn, wrong-headed refusal to listen to any point of view that might suggest even the possibility of fallibility, either in the reactor or in the management who oversaw it. It wasn’t something that was restricted to the nuclear industry. He had seen it at the shipyards in Komsomolsk, too, and knew that it was endemic throughout Soviet society. The negative consequences of this policy in most walks of life were limited to the creation of an environment where corruption was rewarded and slothfulness encouraged; that was unhelpful and bad for society, but it was not likely to cause significant and long-lasting damage.

      But it was different here. The power plant housed four enormous nuclear reactors, and, if something went wrong because criticism was stifled, it would not just be a question of quotas being missed. There was a potential for disaster, and Kalashnik had no idea how to ward against it.
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            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Roman Zakharov was at the front of the queue of men waiting to get onto the bus. The plant operated twenty-four hours a day, and, although it ran at half capacity overnight, the reactors still needed the same number of staff in order that safety be maintained. The bus was a new LiAZ-677, bright and shiny as befitted the atomschiki and energetiki who made their way to and from the power station every day. There was a fleet of them, yellow with white doors, that plied the short, two-mile road that linked Chernobyl with the city that housed its workers. Zakharov had worked at the station for the last six months, ever since his transfer from Leningrad, and he recognised many of the other passengers returning to Pripyat with him. He didn’t know them by name, but he had seen them at the station: the man with the mole on the side of his face who worked in the turbine hall; the young man with thick-rimmed glasses who studied books on fission on the bus and worked in the control room; the electrician with naval tattoos on his brawny forearms who sat at the front with a copy of Pravda held out in front of him.

      The shift had been long, and Zakharov was tired. There had been a fault with one of the eight huge pumps that served the reactor, and they had had to take it offline. Reactor Four had sixteen hundred individual fuel channels, and each of those required coolant to flow through it at 28,000 litres per hour. That meant that four thousand tonnes of water were required from the reservoir every hour for each reactor. There were eight pumps for Reactor Four, and there were always at least two on standby in the event of a fault, but there had still been anxious moments as they carefully switched the faulty pump off and brought its replacement online.

      The driver opened the doors. Zakharov climbed aboard and made his way to an empty seat at the back. He sat down and waited for the others to amble aboard. One of the passengers eschewed the other empty seats and sat down next to Zakharov. He was carrying a black canvas bag that was identical to the one Zakharov had down at his feet.

      “Good evening, Comrade,” the man said, holding Zakharov’s eye for just long enough for him to understand what was about to happen and what he needed to do.

      The bus pulled away. The man put his bag on the floor next to Zakharov’s, then unfolded a copy of Izvestiia and started to read.

      The bus arrived in Pripyat and came to rest at the stop of Kurchatov Street. The man folded up his newspaper and reached down to pick up Zakharov’s bag. He stood and joined the queue in the aisle waiting to disembark. Zakharov picked up the bag the man had left and joined the end of the queue. The bag was heavier than his, but he knew not to do anything as foolish as to open it and look inside now, not until he was safely back at his apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise sat in the waiting room with her hands clasped nervously in her lap. The clerk to the panel sat at a desk on the other side of the small room with a paperback held out before him. The door to the room where her appeal had been heard was closed, with the red bulb above it indicating that they were not ready to begin. The chair was uncomfortable, with a hard cushion and the padding spilling out of a tear in the leather. There was only a little illumination; the single window was smeared with the excreta of the pigeons that roosted on the roof above it. The dimness was a blessing. Eloise had woken with a ferocious hangover and had worn a pair of oversized glasses for the duration of her commute.

      She had rolled out of bed to find her answerphone blinking with two messages. The first, timestamped yesterday at five o’clock, was from Stokes, her supervisor. He wearily asked her whether she intended to come back to the office. The second message was from seven o’clock this morning from the chairwoman of the disciplinary panel. They had reached their decision and would hand it down this morning at ten. Eloise had panicked; it was already half eight, and it would take her forty minutes to get into the office on the train. She had taken a quick shower, thrown on the only clothes that she had that were presentable, and then stumbled out of the house to hurry to the station.

      She looked at her watch. It was ten past ten. She glared over at the clerk; he licked his finger and turned the page of his book, seemingly oblivious to her nervousness.

      “Excuse me,” she said to him.

      The man looked over his spectacles at her. “Yes?”

      “They said for me to be here ten minutes ago. Do you know what’s happening?”

      “They’ve been delayed.” The man shrugged his indifference before looking back down at his book and finding his place.

      “Delayed by how long?”

      He looked back up at her again, evidently irritated that she had disturbed his reading. He was about to reply, but before he could, the red light went out, and the green light next to it winked on.

      “There,” he said, pointing up at it. “They’re ready for you. You can go in.”
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        * * *

      

      Eloise went inside and sat at the same rectangular table. The room was airless and stuffy, just as before, and the same three panellists sat facing her. Eloise linked her fingers and rested her hands on the table, watching motes of dust as they spun slowly in a shaft of sunlight that shone through the dirty window. The chairwoman looked up and acknowledged Eloise with a quick nod. Eloise looked for something—anything—that might give her a clue as to the decision that they had reached but saw nothing. The woman was phlegmatic, her impassive expression giving nothing away.

      “Mrs. Shepherd,” she began, “we’d like to thank you for your patience and professionalism during the hearing. We know it can’t have been easy.”

      Eloise smiled back gamely. Get on with it.

      “The decision we’ve reached wasn’t easy, but, in the end, it was unanimous.” She cleared her throat, looked down at the sheet of paper on the desk in front of her, and read: “It is the ruling of Employee Tribunal number 23 for the year 1986 that your reinstatement to Field Service Intelligence Officer Second Class be denied. While it is the assessment of this panel that you are an exceptional analyst, we remain concerned that you spent the first three years of your demotion denying any and all responsibility for the decisions that led to the unsatisfactory conclusion of the events at the Iranian Embassy. In the two years since then, there have been numerous notations from your supervisors indicating their concerns about your emotional stability and your willingness to work with others. They have mentioned several times their worry that you have been affected by the dissolution of your marriage—”

      “Excuse me,” Eloise cut across, unable to stop herself. “My marriage?”

      “—by the dissolution of your marriage,” the woman continued, “and the suggestion that your reaction, while understandable, has led to an increase in absenteeism and what one of your supervisors described as a possible problem with drink.”

      “No,” she said. “No, I’m sorry, that’s just ridiculous.”

      The woman looked at her with a pity that made Eloise want to scream. “Where were you yesterday afternoon, Miss Shepherd?”

      “I was…” She stopped, tried to think of what she could possibly say, but her mind was blank. “I had an issue with my daughter,” she managed at last. “A personal matter that I needed to deal with.”

      The chairwoman sighed and shook her head. “Did that involve drinking?”

      “What?”

      “Do you remember calling your supervisor?”

      “I didn’t call him.”

      “He says that you did. I haven’t heard the call, of course, but he tells us that you told him what you thought of him in”—she paused—“colourful language, and that you did not intend to come back to the office. He said that you were very clearly drunk.”

      “No,” Eloise began, although she knew that she was caught. “That’s not true.”

      “We could ask for the telephone logs to be checked,” suggested the man on the right of the chairwoman. He lacked her pity, his hatchet face suggesting a vindictiveness that matched the line of questioning that he had engaged in during the hearing. He was well known within the office as a chauvinist who saw the involvement of women in operational matters as a slur on the good name of the service.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” the chairwoman said with the same gentle smile. “Do you agree, Miss Shepherd?”

      Eloise shook her head. “It won’t be necessary.”

      The chairwoman’s face softened. “Speaking frankly, just for a moment, perhaps you might give some thought as to whether you’re happy here. That was something we all noticed in the evidence—you’ve been an agent for nearly twenty years. There would be no shame in looking at how things have gone for you recently and concluding that, perhaps, it might be time to try something else. You are obviously very talented, and there are opportunities in the private sector for someone with your skills.”

      That was enough. Eloise stood and smoothed down her skirt. “Will there be anything else?”

      Their expressions did not change: sympathy from the chairwoman, disgust from the man to the right and concern from the man to the left.

      “No,” the chairwoman said. “I’ll see that you and your section head are sent copies of our decision.”

      Eloise started for the door, and then, gripped by a red-hot anger that she could feel in her cheeks, she stopped and turned back. “I agree,” she began, unable to stop herself, “we should speak frankly. And, speaking frankly, let me just say that I’ve found this whole process to be a patronising charade. You’d already decided to dismiss my appeal before I even opened my mouth. You’re right—I am talented. I know there needed to be a stooge to take the blame for what happened at the embassy. We all know that it should have been my supervisor, but”—she eyed the chauvinist—“given that he went to the right school and has the right friends in the right places, it could never have been him. It had to be me.”

      “Watch your tone,” the man warned her.

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping as the anger was replaced by a bone-deep lassitude. “My tone? Please. You can take my tone and shove it up your arse.”

      She opened the door and left the room, her denunciation echoing in her wake. The whole experience had been humiliating, and she needed a drink and a cigarette, and preferably both. She turned left and walked down the hall to the rear stairwell. She stopped, rested her handbag on the windowsill and took out her dark glasses. She fumbled them on with trembling fingers, then reached into the bag again for her cigarettes and lighter. She shook out a cigarette and lit it, drawing on it deeply before blowing a plume of smoke against the dusty window. She clamped the cigarette between her lips, put the lighter back in the bag and continued down the stairs to the building’s back door. She leaned on the kick bar and backed out into a drizzly morning.
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      Kalashnik was woken by the sound of knocking. He lay in bed for a moment, sure that the noise must have been caused by someone looking for one of his neighbours, but then it came again, and he was sure that it was his door. He pushed the covers aside and got out of bed, putting on his dressing gown and sliding his feet into his slippers.

      The knocking came again. “Comrade Kalashnik. Wake up.”

      Kalashnik reached for the handle, then stopped. “Who is it?”

      “Open the door, please.”

      “Who are you?”

      “KGB. Open the door now, Comrade.”

      Kalashnik bit down on his lip. What did they want now? He knew that he had been brusque with Volkov, but surely that wouldn’t have been enough to earn him another trip to the White House?

      He stared at the door, and, knowing that he had no choice, he opened it.

      There were two men standing in the corridor outside, both dressed in brown suits with brown shoes.

      “Thank you, Comrade,” said the man who was closest to the door.

      “I worked the night shift last night,” Kalashnik complained. “This is unhelpful. I need to sleep.”

      “This won’t take long.”

      “What won’t?”

      “We’d like to speak to you about some matters that have arisen out of your work.”

      “Stop being so vague. What matters?”

      “You need to come with us, Comrade.”

      Kalashnik tried to keep the fear from his face. He knew there was no prospect of negotiation, not with men like these.

      “Fine,” he said. “Let me get dressed first.”

      He tried to close the door, but the man had his foot between it and the jamb. “Quickly.”

      Kalashnik went into the bedroom and dressed. He looked out of the window and wondered whether it might not make better sense to open it and jump. His life seemed to be falling apart, and, once the mark of the KGB was on you, it was impossible to wash off.

      “Comrade Kalashnik.” He turned. The man had followed him into the apartment and stood in his bedroom doorway. “We need to leave now. We have a long drive, and we wouldn’t want to prevent you from being at work on time tonight.”

      “Yes,” Kalashnik said. “Of course.”

      He edged around the agent, took his coat, draped it across the crook of his elbow, and allowed the man to lead him outside. He shut and locked the door and walked to the stairs. He reached the foot of the building with the two men close behind him. One of the men put his hand on his back and nudged him toward a black Volga sedan that was parked up against the kerb.

      There was another man waiting inside the car.

      “Get in.”

      The second man opened the door, and Kalashnik lowered himself into the back next to the passenger. His face was pale, as though he had spent so long out of the sun that the skin had been leached of colour. His blue eyes, though, glittered with a bright intelligence, and his plump lips were red.

      “Good morning, Comrade.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Colonel Vladimir Levchenko.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I wondered if I might borrow a few minutes of your time.”

      “Is that a request?”

      He smiled. “What do you think?”

      The two men got into the front of the car. The engine started, and the car pulled away from the kerb.

      “We’ve been paying particular attention to your work, Comrade. In particular, to your misgivings about standards at the power plant.”

      Kalashnik tried for a casual shrug of his shoulders. “I don’t know what you mean. I don’t have any misgivings.”

      Levchenko smiled patiently. “You were spoken to yesterday afternoon.”

      “That’s all been cleared up.”

      “Do you think so?” He smiled again. “What about your letters?”

      Kalashnik felt a shiver of fear. “Sorry?”

      “You’ve been writing about safety at the plant for months. You’ve written to the newspapers, not that they’d be foolish enough to print any of them. To members of the Politburo. You even wrote to the International Atomic Energy Agency. You’re not a fool—they were sent anonymously, but we traced them back to you.” He smiled again. “Please, you need not worry. We haven’t shared our findings with our friends in state security.”

      Kalashnik was confused. “But you’re KGB—aren’t you?”

      “Indeed, yes, but I’m not here on official business, and you’re not in trouble. And you don’t need to deny your views in my company. I share them.”

      Kalashnik stopped short. “Oh.”

      “I mentioned your interview. I’ve read the report and its recommendations.”

      Kalashnik winced. “What did it say?”

      “The resident agent suggests that you be suspended from your position pending a full investigation into your views.”

      Kalashnik bowed his head. “That’s that, then. I’m finished.”

      “No, Stanislav Petrovich. Not at all. I have taken custody of your file myself. And his report?” He closed his fist and then opened it, his fingers spread. “Poof. Gone. It will never see the light of day.”

      “Why would you do something like that?”

      “Because an influential friend considers your concerns of great importance. He shares your views, too. It is his belief that you may be able to save us all from ruin.”

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Konstantin Orlov. And he would very much like to meet you.”
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      Eloise flagged down a taxi and told the driver to take her back to Dalston. She got out, paid him with a twenty and told him to keep the change. Her flat was opposite the Prince Albert, and remembering with dismay that there was nothing in the fridge and—more to the point—that she had finished her last bottle of wine last night, she crossed the road and headed toward the pub.

      The Prince Albert had been the venue for plenty of shenanigans, both happy times and sad. She had met Marcus there, and she had drunk herself into oblivion there after what had happened at the embassy, too. There had been birthday parties and wakes, and other nights too numerous to count where she had been ushered out by the landlord after last orders had been called. Her cigarette went out, and she lit it again, the flame of the lighter dancing between jittery fingers. Everything seemed pointless. Her ex-husband hated her, she was a terrible mother to her daughter, and now she had been told that it would be a good idea to look for a new job. She blew out a lungful of smoke and stared at the grey, foreboding clouds overhead. She couldn’t remember feeling more hopeless.

      A drink was just what she needed. She was halfway to the entrance when the man who had been leaning against the wall pushed himself upright and cut her off.

      “You look as if you’ve had better days.”

      She stopped. “Sorry?”

      “The tribunal. I don’t think it was very fair at all.”

      Eloise looked at him warily. “Do I know you?”

      “No,” he said. “Not yet, in any event. My name is Vivian Bloom.”

      She blew smoke and looked through it at him. He had an indefinable quality about him that made it difficult for her to age him; he could have been anywhere from forty to sixty. He wore a rumpled white shirt with a silk cravat, a suit that had evidently not been cleaned for some time, and a pair of Oxford brogues that were badly in need of a polish. He wore spectacles with thick frames and thick lenses that gave the illusion of enlarging the size of his pupils.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve never heard of you before.”

      “I’d be concerned if you had.” He pointed to the pub. “You were going inside? I have something to discuss that I know will be of interest, but we certainly can’t get into it on the pavement. Please—would you let me buy you a drink?”

      She felt a flicker of unease. Her first thought was that this might be an approach from another intelligence agency, perhaps working on the assumption that the curtailment of her career might be sufficient motivation to turn her.

      He saw her concern. “You think I work for someone else? The Russians, maybe? The Chinese?” He laughed, a throaty chuckle that betrayed him as a smoker. “You needn’t worry. We’re on the same team. I don’t spend much time in the office these days. Most of my work is done in the field. I know this is unorthodox, but I’d much rather we were able to keep this contact between ourselves—you know how tongues can wag in the office. I’d like to discuss your career, Eloise. I have a proposal that I think will be of interest to you.”
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      Kalashnik sat quietly in the back of the car as they drove out of town. They headed south, the huge white tube of the plant’s cooling tower poking over the top of the groves of pine and birch. They passed the station and continued on the two-lane Highway P02 that linked Pripyat and Kiev, and upon which the town and its attendant station relied for the delivery of goods and materials. They eventually turned off the road and followed a dirt track that led down to the water’s edge. A clearing had been cut from the pine forest, and a dacha had been built, a terrace reaching out over the water.

      “Is this it?” Kalashnik said.

      “It is. The house is owned by a man sympathetic to our cause. Comrade Orlov is waiting inside.”

      “He couldn’t have come to Pripyat?”

      “Discretion is important. He would prefer it if the fact of your meeting was not widely known, and especially not by my colleagues in the KGB.”

      “I’m not sure I should be here.”

      “I’m sorry for the subterfuge. Comrade Orlov is an important man, but his influence within the Party would not insulate him should state security feel that he has something to hide.”

      “Why is he afraid? What does he want to talk to me about?”

      “I think it would be better if I let him explain himself.”

      Kalashnik shook his head. “I’m not going in unless you tell me what he wants.”

      Levchenko smiled once more. “He is a concerned citizen who shares your fear that something dreadful will happen—either at Chernobyl or at one of the other plants around the USSR. He wants to meet you because he admires your bravery. The stance you’ve taken is dangerous. It takes guts to adopt a position like yours.”

      Kalashnik knew that Levchenko was pandering to his ego, but he would have been lying if he said he wasn’t intrigued.

      “I’m not going to force you to speak to him. You only need to say and we will take you back to your apartment. You will never see me, or hear of him, again. But I hope you don’t make that choice.”

      Kalashnik was desperate to have his message about safety at the plant heard, and his strategy to date had not delivered the results that he had hoped. Too many people—both the management of the plant and the apparatchiks in the Party—had been lulled into a false sense of security by the promise of the friendly atom. His letters had not had any discernible effect, and now his card had been marked.

      Levchenko reached across and gripped Kalashnik’s forearm. “But let me say this, Stanislav Petrovich. If you are right, and the industry is unsafe, eventually there will be an accident—yes?”

      “It’s inevitable.”

      “And if that accident were as serious as it could be? The consequences would be dire. Yes?”

      “Cataclysmic.”

      “Comrade Orlov feels the same way. You are kindred spirits. I could make a convincing case that it is your duty—to the Soviet Union, to the people within it—to hear him out.”

      Kalashnik stared through the window to the dacha at the other end of the clearing.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll see him.”
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      The pub was almost empty. A man with the florid cheeks of an alcoholic sat at the bar and nursed a large gin and tonic, chatting occasionally with the barmaid. She used the quiet to polish glasses and refill empty containers of salt and pepper.

      Bloom found them a booth near the back of the room.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Vodka,” she said.

      He smiled and nodded in appreciation. “Very good. Back in a moment.”

      She watched him as he made his way to the bar and placed their order. He did not stand out in any way, and the suggestion that he was involved in intelligence would have been ludicrous to anyone who did not know better. Even Eloise—with the benefit of her experience and having worked for the security services for two decades—would not have credited it. Of course, that unobtrusiveness was a benefit to him, and she doubted that it was a lucky accident.

      He returned with two vodkas and set them on the table.

      “I would’ve said that it was a little early for me, but I thought I’d join you. And vodka is an appropriate choice for what I’d like to discuss with you.”

      He took a glass and raised it in a toast. She returned the gesture, watching him over the brim of the glass as she put it to her lips. He took a pouch of tobacco and a pipe from his pocket.

      “So?” she said.

      He took a pinch of tobacco from the pouch and pressed it into the bowl of his pipe. “You’ve been trying very hard to get back into the field.”

      “Because I’m wasted behind a desk.”

      He put the pipe to his lips. “Couldn’t agree more,” he said, striking a match and holding it over the tobacco as he drew down on the stem. “I pulled your file. You have an MA in Soviet Studies from Oxford. You speak Russian, Polish and Ukrainian.”

      “I’m a little rusty.”

      He waved that away. “Your first assignment was in Komsomolsk, I believe.”

      “It was.”

      “A physicist working on the reactors for their submarines.”

      “You’ve read the file.”

      “I have. And it didn’t go well, did it? Would you say you have unfinished business there?”

      She laid her palms on the table, one on either side of her vodka. “I would. Can you help me with that?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You can put me back in the field?”

      “We’re planning something similar—an operation to bring a defector out. A very hot one, with a very limited window to make the move. It’s messy, too—off the beaten track in the middle of nowhere. There will be no plausible rationale for you being there, which means a deep cover.”

      “Unofficial, then?”

      “Off book, completely deniable, and you’d be left to swing in the wind in the very possible event that it goes wrong. I wouldn’t normally advocate an operation as dangerous as this, but it comes at a sensitive time for the Soviets, and it has the potential to nudge them along the road to meaningful reform. You know as well as I do that their country is fucked.” The expletive was strange on his lips, but it was delivered completely unselfconsciously. “Completely fucked—top to bottom. They’re facing enormous international pressure after Afghanistan, and their economy is practically bankrupt. We see a real chance to help them do the right thing, and the defector we are interested in has the intelligence to help push that forward.”

      “This isn’t a reposting, then?”

      He shook his head. “It’s a one-time job, but it gives you a chance to show that the tribunal made an error in denying your appeal. When you bring back our man, you will be assured of my full-throated support in making sure that you are given the sort of posting that an agent of your calibre deserves.”

      “That sounds good,” she said, “but you’re not giving me very much. And, much as I’m enjoying our conversation, I don’t know you at all.”

      “Let me put it to you another way. You’re forty-two. Forty-three in two months.”

      “That’s right.”

      “How many more chances do you think you’ll get?” He touched his thumb and forefinger together to make a zero. “Realistically? None. They won’t give you any more. We both know they want you out.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to leave.”

      “Yes, it does. They’ll make your life miserable until you give in. But you won’t stand for that, will you? You’re a fighter. You’ll want them to come crawling back to you with their tails between their legs and beg you to stay.”

      She sipped the last of the vodka. “You got all that from my file?”

      “I’m a good judge of character.”

      “Fine. I’ll play. What’s next?”
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      Levchenko led the way to the dacha. Kalashnik followed, contemplating the good sense of what he had agreed to do. He was a cautious man by nature, and trusting people that he didn’t know like this was not something that came easily to him. He didn’t think that the KGB would have gone to such lengths to give him a chance to demonstrate his disloyalty, but he could never be sure. He would normally have turned down a proposal as vague as this, but his curiosity had got the better of him.

      To most Ukrainians, owning a second home by a lake or river—a dacha, like those of the Moscow elite—was an absurd notion. To those who toiled at daily tasks with no view to political advancement, the owners of dachas were, without exception, not people to be trusted. Kalashnik felt another shiver of nervousness. He had no idea who Levchenko’s friend was, but he obviously had power. Someone in the Party. Someone high up.

      “This way.”

      Levchenko started up a gravelled path that traced the edge of the water and climbed up to the dacha. A harlequin duck honked on the water, and an arrowhead of geese crossed overhead. A man was standing on the front porch, and seeing their approach, he tossed the cigarette he was smoking and held out his arms in greeting. Levchenko accepted his embrace and kissed the other man on both cheeks.

      The man turned to Kalashnik. “You must be Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik.” He extended a hand. “Thank you for coming. I am Konstantin Magarovich Orlov.”

      Kalashnik shook his hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know you.”

      Orlov maintained his grip on Kalashnik’s hand. “Why would you? That’s why I’ve asked to see you. I’d like us to get to know one another, and I have a proposal to put to you. I have a bottle of vodka inside. Perhaps we could share a drink on the veranda. We have much to discuss.”

      Orlov led the way up the steps to the porch. They followed as he took them around to the wooden veranda they’d seen earlier at the back of the property. It extended out over the water and was fenced off by a wooden balustrade; a table and four chairs were arranged in the middle.

      “Please,” Orlov said, gesturing. “Sit.”

      Kalashnik did and waited alone as Orlov and Levchenko went through a door and into the dacha. Kalashnik craned his neck and looked back, noticing that the two KGB men had taken up position at the edge of the building, discreet enough so as not to intrude but within range should they be required. Kalashnik crossed and then recrossed his legs, watching as the geese lined up over the lake and then landed, each of them carving up the mirror-smooth water as they touched down.

      Orlov and Levchenko returned. Orlov had a bottle in one hand and three shot glasses in the other.

      “Stolichnaya,” he said. “I was with the minister for foreign trade in the Kremlin last week. I can promise you that this bottle will be significantly more enjoyable than the dishwater that he served me.”

      Kalashnik couldn’t miss the ostentatious namedropping. Orlov unscrewed the bottle and poured three measures. He pushed one of the glasses across the table, and Kalashnik took it. Orlov and Levchenko took theirs, too, and held them up.

      “To the Peaceful Atom,” Orlov said. “And making it safer.”

      “Nazdorovya,” Levchenko said.

      “Nazdorovya,” Kalashnik returned.

      The three of them touched glasses and downed the shots.

      Orlov unscrewed the cap of the bottle again. “Let me tell you a little about myself,” he said as he refilled their glasses. “I was born in Moscow. My mother and father were good communists, both influential within the Party. I studied at the Faculty of International Economic Relations at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations and, when I graduated, I went to work for the Soyuzpromexport at the Ministry of Foreign Trade. I’ve been fortunate enough to travel the world in my role, and I have seen many things. I have been involved in the export of our nuclear technology—to Cuba, for example, and to China. I do not profess great understanding of how nuclear fission works, but I have been given the opportunity to learn about how the West builds their reactors, and I have come to the conclusion that we are less concerned about safety than they are. We share that belief, I think?”

      Kalashnik bit his lip.

      “Relax,” Orlov said with a smile. “You are among friends.”

      “Yes,” Kalashnik said. “I am concerned. I’m afraid that we are on a path that will lead to a serious accident.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “There is a nuclear plant at Ignalina,” he began. “In Lithuania. Do you know what happened there?”

      “The accident,” Orlov said.

      “Yes. I was involved in the investigation. We wrote a five-hundred-page report that included a long list of recommendations that would prevent it from happening again. The report was passed to the Ministry of Medium Machine Building with the understanding that our suggestions would be put into effect. But nothing has happened. Nothing. I see the same mistakes being made at Chernobyl that led to what happened at Ignalina. The same attitudes. The same stubborn refusal to see facts. The same thing will happen again—it’s just a matter of time. We were fortunate before. It might be different next time.”

      Orlov nodded. “I read your report, and I agree with its conclusions. I share your frustration with the lack of action in putting them into effect.” He paused. “We both know that the incident did not officially take place, and that talking about it is dangerous. You took a chance in trusting me, and I would like to reciprocate. Have you heard about what happened at Kyshtym?”

      “No.”

      “It is a plutonium processing plant in Chelyabinsk oblast. A cooling system in a buried underground tank where stored liquid reactor waste was not properly maintained. The tank’s contents were allowed to grow hotter and hotter until they exploded. The blast blew off the tank’s concrete lid and sent caesium-137 and strontium-90 into the air. The radioactive waste drifted hundreds of miles over a region with hundreds of thousands of inhabitants. They were evacuated, but only slowly. The hospitals were filled with sufferers of radiation sickness for months afterwards. I have no idea how many died. Hundreds.”

      “I didn’t know…”

      “Of course not. It was classified, just as Ignalina was. How about Jaslovské Bohunice?”

      “In Slovakia?”

      “That’s right. Fuel rods were being replaced while the reactor was active.”

      “That’s standard.”

      “Yes, but the humidity absorbers covering the rods were left in place. The fuel overheated, and the reactor was damaged. Heavy water came into contact with the coolant, and both primary and secondary circuits were contaminated.”

      “That’s not public.”

      “Indeed, and a pattern emerges. Leningrad in ’75?”

      He shook his head.

      “Unit One ran out of control. The emergency protection system was tripped, but not before there was a partial meltdown—thirty-two fuel assemblies were damaged or destroyed, and radiation was released over the Gulf of Finland. A generator exploded at Metsamor in Armenia in 1982. The turbine hall burned down, and they barely saved the core. A relief valve burst at Balakovo last year, and three-hundred-degree steam filled the compartments. Fourteen men were boiled alive. I could go on.”

      “And we haven’t even mentioned the accidents on board our nuclear submarines,” Levchenko added. “K-19 in 1960. K-27 in 1968. K-431 in 1985. A hundred sailors dead. All of it top secret.”

      “I used to work on the submarines,” Kalashnik protested.

      “Indeed—yet even you didn’t know. It’s the secrecy, Comrade. It pervades everything from top to bottom. It is corrosive and dangerous and, unless something is done, it will be the end of us all.”

      Kalashnik felt dazed. Each fresh statement was a punch to the gut. He had known it was bad, but not as bad as this. If what they were saying was true—apart from the fact that such accidents were happening, and happening regularly—there was the even more damning fact that they had been covered up.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you’re right—it needs to stop. As you say, we’ve been lucky. But what if an RBMK reactor melted down? Chernobyl, for example. What would happen then?”

      “A catastrophe.”

      “Put a number on it. Your best guess, Comrade. How many dead?”

      “Thousands dead in the first few months. Tens of thousands dead in the years that followed.”

      “And thousands of square miles of Ukraine uninhabitable for thousands of years,” Levchenko added.

      “It could be worse than that. The isotopes would spread. It depends on the wind. Western Europe could be affected, too.”

      Orlov slapped his hand against the table. “Exactly. There are people in the Party who will not accept that this sort of thing can possibly happen to Soviet nuclear technology despite all the evidence to the contrary. You met one of them yesterday.”

      “I was told not to criticise our nuclear reactors in any way.”

      “And you understand why? Apart from the practical advantages of cheap electricity, can you imagine the shame if something were to happen? The humiliation? The West has had its own issues with safety, but nothing like here. And they are open about their weaknesses. They learn and make changes so that the same mistakes can’t happen again. We don’t do that. We hide our dirty little secrets, we pretend they haven’t happened, and we cross our fingers and pray that they never happen again.” He got up, waving a hand in disgust. “That is unacceptable. I would prefer the humiliation and the shame to an accident where tens of thousands of Soviet citizens are poisoned by radiation.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” Kalashnik said. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      “Why you? There are several reasons.” He held up his hand and raised a finger. “First, you understand the gravity of the threat posed by a poorly designed and badly run nuclear facility.” He raised a second finger. “Second, you are the deputy chief engineer at the Soviet Union’s largest and most advanced power station.” He held up a third finger. “And, third—most important of all—you have personal experience of the dangers of radiation.”

      “You’re talking about my wife?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And please accept my deepest sympathy and my apologies for bringing it up. But it gives you a personal stake in making sure that accidents can never happen again.”

      Kalashnik closed his eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

      “The world needs to know that our leaders either do not understand how dangerous nuclear power can be, or they simply do not care. Someone needs to tell them.”

      “How could I possibly do that? I was threatened with arrest yesterday. The KGB are probably following me. And who would I tell that would make the slightest bit of difference?”

      “You’re right,” Orlov said. “There’s no one to tell. And no one would listen—not in the Soviet Union, anyway. Can I ask you a question? Do you love your country?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Would you be prepared to leave the country if it meant that you could save it?”

      “Do you mean, would I defect?”

      “You can call it whatever you like.”

      “No,” he said. “That’s impossible. I couldn’t.”

      “You tried before.”

      Kalashnik’s stomach fell.

      “How do you know that?”

      Levchenko shrugged. “You don’t need to worry—it’s not well known.”

      Kalashnik felt dizzy. “Who are you?”

      “Please, Stanislav Petrovich. We sympathise.”

      “I feel very uncomfortable. I’d like to go home, please.”

      Orlov smiled, but didn’t respond to the request. “You understand that the general secretary is trying to reform the Party? You understand glasnost and perestroika?”

      “Of course I understand.”

      “Openness and reconstruction. We believe in those principles, too. We know that those changes need to be made, and there are others who share our opinion. Reformers. The Soviet nuclear industry should be a shining light for the rest of the world. We can set an example for others to follow, but, if we do nothing, we risk being nothing more than the punchline to a bad joke.”

      Kalashnik got up. “You’re right. I did think about defecting before. And I decided against it. I’d rather stay and make the case for improvements than betray my country.”

      “Please—sit.”

      “No. I’m sorry—I’m sorry for wasting your time. I’d like to go back to Pripyat, please.”

      Orlov stood. “You spoke about betrayal. Do you want to know what betrayal looks like? What it really looks like? You’ve been betrayed before, and in the worst way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your wife. Irina. There’s a lot that you don’t know.”
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      Kalashnik stared at him. “What about her?”

      Orlov put his palms together. “Cancer, wasn’t it?”

      “Leukaemia.”

      “And you’ve always thought that it was because of her work at the plant.”

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “We both did. She worked there for years. She would have absorbed a lot of radiation—some people can deal with it; others can’t. She was unlucky.”

      “No. She was unlucky, but it wasn’t that. She worked with reactors in Units One and Two. Did you know that steam was seen rising from the venting stack in September 1982?”

      Kalashnik shook his head. “Steam in the vent? No.”

      “What would you diagnose?”

      “A broken pipe inside the reactor—maybe worse.”

      “It was worse. Vibrations caused a component within the reactor vessel to loosen, and that then blocked coolant flow when it was carried up the fuel assembly’s inlet nozzle. There was a partial meltdown. There was a confidential inquiry about what happened, just like at Ignalina, and they discovered that a large amount of radioactive material was discharged: iodine-131, fragments of the uranium dioxide fuel pellets, zinc-65, zirconium-95 and niobium-95. Pripyat was affected, and villages ten miles downwind. The contaminated land was sluiced with water, and the officials pretended that it didn’t happen. They took the reactor offline for ‘scheduled maintenance’ and repaired the damage without telling anyone how bad the accident had been.”

      Kalashnik swore.

      “I’m afraid it gets even worse. The inquiry found that the biological shield in Unit One was defective. It should have protected those working inside the plant, but it didn’t. They measured nearly two hundred roentgens in the reactor hall when they visited, and that was a week after they shut down the reactor. I have no idea what they would have found during the meltdown. Four hundred? Five hundred? A thousand? Irina was there when it happened. You were right: her cancer was caused by her work—but it wasn’t background radiation. She was irradiated during a meltdown that they’ve never admitted.”

      Kalashnik felt weak.

      “There were fifteen workers in the reactor hall during the meltdown,” Levchenko said. “We’ve tracked them all down. Eight have died of cancer in the last five years, and three of the others are being treated for cancer now. They’ve all been moved away from Pripyat to make sure that no one can make the connection that would reveal what they’ve hidden. It would be bad enough if this were an isolated incident, but we know that it’s not. It’s how they are. It’s what they do. And if someone doesn’t stop them, something even worse is going to happen.”

      Kalashnik sat back down.

      Orlov unscrewed the bottle of vodka again and refilled Kalashnik’s glass. “So you can see why we have come to you, Stanislav Petrovich. You are an expert. You are worried about what you see in the plant. And you have a personal reason for making sure that it doesn’t happen again. I don’t see how anyone could be more qualified than you to do what must be done.”

      Kalashnik drank the vodka down in a single hit. “How would I do it? How would I leave?”

      “We are working with British intelligence,” he said. “As you did before. What if we said that the woman whom you worked with last time was involved? Did you trust her?”

      He remembered Eloise and what had happened. “I did.”

      “Then that’s whom we will ask to come and get you out.”
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      Roman Zakharov picked at his dinner. He had oven-roasted a chicken that he had stuffed with sour apples and garlic, and served it with roast potatoes. The chicken was delicious, but Zakharov wasn’t hungry. He knew that the day of the operation was drawing nearer, and the prospect of it was making him nervous. He got up, went into his bedroom and collected the shoebox that he kept in the wardrobe. He took it back to the table and opened it. He used the box to store his brother’s letters, and reading them had always been the best way to remind himself why he was doing what he had agreed to do.

      He took out the first envelope and carefully withdrew the letter from inside. Igor was the elder of the two boys and had always looked out for Roman during their childhood in Tashkent. Their father had served in the Red Army, and both had been keen to follow in his footsteps; Igor had been taken straight after he had finished school, but Roman had been disqualified on account of the asthma that had afflicted him since he was little. Igor had always been the fitter of the two brothers, but Roman was smarter. He had enrolled at the Polytechnic Institute, where he’d studied electrical engineering, then found himself working in the turbine shop of an Uzbek hydroelectric power plant. A job at Leningrad had come up, and knowing that it would offer a better standard of living, he had taken it. Chernobyl had followed after that.

      He read the letter. Igor had written it from Kunduz. He had been a platoon sergeant with the 149th Motor Rifle Regiment and reported in his letter that he had only just arrived in the city before the mujahideen had fired a mortar over the wire and blown up a latrine.

      He put the letter back in the envelope and took out another. Igor told of a patrol coming across a flock of sheep being led across a deserted road. Upon investigation, they had discovered that it was a camouflaged weapons shipment, with pouches of rifle ammunition and explosive detonators strapped to the belly of each animal.

      He took out a third, knowing which one it was and pausing a moment before unfolding it. This letter was not from his brother, but from the All-Union Ministry of Defense. The letter was preprinted, with the details filled in by hand in blue ink. Igor’s name and rank were written at the top of the page, and then, beneath that, a terse and unemotional report: ‘I am commanded by the Army Council to inform you that the soldier named above has been reported in a casualty list which has reached this office as having been killed in action on the 14th August 1983. I am to express the sympathy of the Army Council with the soldier’s relatives.’

      Zakharov stared at the letter, fighting the usual urge to tear it into a million pieces and toss them into the bin. It had taken them six months to find out what had happened. Igor’s regiment had been sent to the Laghman province to suppress anti-communist resistance. Nearly a thousand civilians were massacred, and reports that emerged after the withdrawal said that soldiers were going house to house and executing anyone they found. The mujahideen fought back, and Soviet MiGs arrived and dropped napalm on the villages, killing whoever was left. The official narrative was that Igor had been killed by the resistance, but a regimental investigation had disputed that. He said that Igor had been disgusted by what he had seen and had refused to follow orders. Igor had been shot in the back of the head and buried with the corpses of the locals.

      The Red Army had murdered his brother, and that was why Roman had done what he had done. He bore no love for the Americans, but he knew that he was in a position to offer them information that they would consider valuable. He’d made an offer that they had been unable to refuse: he would give them his cooperation in exchange for exfiltration and a new life.

      He gathered the envelopes, put them back in the box and replaced them in the bedroom wardrobe. The black canvas bag that he had been given on the bus was inside, and he picked it up, put it on the bed, unzipped it and removed the contents one by one. There was a Makarov 9mm pistol and a bag containing a good supply of cartridges. There was a small glass vial that contained a clear liquid. There was a waterproof bag that contained a thick wad of roubles and a Russian passport and identity card. He flicked through the passport and saw his own photograph next to the name that he did not recognise: Dimitri Danilovich Antonov. That was to be his legend when he was finished and ready to exfiltrate.

      He packed the bag again and took it to the cupboard, hiding it beneath a blanket. He went back to the kitchen table, took his plate and scraped the food into the bin. He put the dirty crockery and cutlery in the sink to be washed and checked the clock on the wall: it was ten, and he was expected at the station for his shift in a couple of hours.

      Time to get ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Café Daquise in South Kensington was nothing much to look at from the outside. Its red-painted façade had blended into the street ever since the eatery opened in 1947, and it had long been a redoubt for the émigrés who visited it as the unofficial home to the Polish resistance. Vivian Bloom went inside, his feet squeaking across the faded linoleum floor, and took a seat at the table at the back of the room. It was covered with a plastic tablecloth and had been set for two. He removed his overcoat and hung it on a hook that had been fitted to the wall. There was Polish bric-à-brac everywhere, mementoes that had been donated by the émigrés who had fled Stalin’s thugs as the Iron Curtain was erected after the end of the War. Chopin played quietly in the background. The food here was decent, and the wine was cheap, although patrons were offered just red or white in the event that they enquired after the vintage. Bloom had been coming here for the better part of a decade to meet the exiles who plotted and schemed against Soviet tyranny. It had a long history when it came to espionage; Christine Keeler had met the Soviet attaché from the nearby embassy here, and both Kim Philby and Donald Maclean had frequented it.

      Bloom picked up the menu and scanned it. The food was chosen to remind the regulars of home and included salted cod fillet, poussin stuffed with apples and apricots, stuffed cabbage and potato pancakes, together with several varieties of barszcz. The waitress recognised him and disappeared into the back, reappearing a moment later with the manager. His name was Władysław Lewandowski, and he had served as the Polish ambassador to the League of Nations and then, after the Soviet occupation, as a member of the Council of Three, the collective presidential body of the Polish government in exile. Lewandowski had been a useful conduit for British intelligence over the years, providing news from Warsaw and helping with the recruitment and retention of agents who were able to operate within the Soviet Union.

      Lewandowski held two steaming bowls of barszcz and brought them over to the table. He put the bowls down and sat.

      “Vivian,” he said, revealing nicotine-stained teeth as he smiled.

      “Władysław, how are you?”

      “I am well. And better for the news I received this afternoon.”

      “From Pripyat?”

      The old man nodded. “Orlov has spoken to the engineer. He believes that he is interested. His wife’s death has changed him. He’s prepared to make the sacrifice now.”

      “What did Orlov tell him?”

      “He listed the accidents that they’ve been covering up. He knew about Ignalina, of course, but none of the others.”

      “And the story about his wife?”

      “He believed it.” Lewandowski paused as the waitress brought over two tumblers of red wine. “That was a stroke of genius, by the way. Orlov says he didn’t question it.”

      “Why would he? He’s already predisposed to think the worst of them. It would just have confirmed his suspicions.”

      “You are too modest, as ever. It was a very clever thing to say.”

      Bloom smiled, put the glass to his lips and drank.

      “Have you made any progress with plans for his exfiltration?”

      Bloom put the glass back on the table. “I believe so. I met Mrs. Shepherd yesterday. She’s been itching to get into the field, and something like this is right up her street.”

      Bloom didn’t feel it was necessary to provide Lewandowski with a commentary of everything that he had done to ensure that Eloise Shepherd was in the right frame of mind to accept his offer. Contrary to what Eloise thought, the tribunal had come to the decision that her appeal should be accepted, but, rather than risk the possibility that her reinstatement might have made her acceptance of his proposal less likely, he had leaned on them to change their decision.

      “Did you mention that it was Kalashnik she would be getting out?”

      “Not yet—I’ve arranged to see her tomorrow. What about Kalashnik? Did Orlov tell him that it might be her?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Good. What about getting her into the country?”

      “The orchestra is in Paris until tomorrow evening,” Lewandowski said. “They won’t be travelling for another six months. If that’s too soon, we’ll have to find another way.”

      “No,” Bloom said. “You said this was the most reliable way.”

      “It is.”

      “Then we should take advantage of it.”

      Lewandowski tutted. “You know what they say, old friend. More haste, less speed. Perhaps we should wait. There will be another way.”

      Bloom shook his head. “We don’t have the luxury of time. We only have a narrow window to act. Six months will be too long. I’ll speak to Shepherd. She’s done this before—she’ll be ready.”

      “Do you have a photograph of her?”

      Bloom reached into his pocket and handed Lewandowski the photograph of Eloise Shepherd that he had taken from her file.

      “Thank you.” Lewandowski looked at the picture. “We can use this for her papers.”

      “You’ll speak to the director of the orchestra?”

      “I will. There’ll be someone who will be suitable. What about your man?”

      “Lancaster? He left this morning.”

      “And the Americans?”

      “They’ve already prepared the groundwork.”

      Lewandowski nodded. “Then get her to Paris.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      L’Hôtel Le Royal Monceau was in the upmarket eighth arrondissement, close to the Arc de Triomphe and the Champs-Élysées. The façade on Avenue Hoche was bedecked with art deco charm, but the alleyway that George Lancaster used to reach the staff entrance was dowdy and dirty. There were a dozen other men and women here—maids and bellboys, chefs and security guards—all of them smoking furtive last cigarettes before they came on shift. Lancaster went through the open door and waited in line to show his credentials to the commissioner. Lancaster had collected his uniform from a left-luggage locker at the Gare du Nord earlier that afternoon. He was dressed as a member of the hotel’s housekeeping staff, a useful pretext that would allow him to access all of the hotel’s floors without drawing any attention to himself.

      The commissioner—a bored septuagenarian who was reputed to enjoy a boozy dinner before reporting to the hotel to start his shift—gave Lancaster’s staff card a cursory glance before looking back down to the newspaper that was splayed out on his desk.

      Lancaster walked through to the service area, following the directions he had been given until he found the room where the housekeeping equipment was kept. He found a trolley, opened the doors to the roomy interior compartment, and put his bag inside. He closed the doors again and, pausing to let a maid make her way along the corridor, he wheeled it to the service elevator and took it up to the seventh floor.

      He emerged in the elevator lobby and pushed the trolley over the thick carpet and along the corridor leading to the room that accommodated Agnieszka Szewińska. The hotel was a throwback to another age of Parisian glamour, with mahogany panelling, cascades of chandeliers and art that leaned against the walls instead of being hung. He had been told by his contact in the hotel that Szewińska was in room 704. He reached the door and knelt down next to the trolley so that he could get at the cupboard inside without anyone seeing what he was doing. He opened his bag, took out the plastic case and, carefully so as not to prick his finger, withdrew the syringe from inside. He had already loaded the barrel with a sedative, judging the dosage to be in line with what he knew of the cellist’s weight.

      He hid the syringe behind his back and knocked on the door with his free hand. “Service de chambre.”

      He smiled warmly, suspecting that Szewińska would check the fisheye lens before opening the door. He readied himself, his thumb on the plunger, his smile fixed in place. He heard the sound of the security chain being fitted, and the door unlocked and opened.

      “Bonsoir, mademoiselle,” he said, still smiling. The woman frowned. He switched to a deliberately hesitant English. “Housekeeping—may I come in?”

      The woman shrugged. Lancaster angled himself so that she could see the cart.

      The woman backed up so that he couldn’t see her face. He would have kicked the door open save that he needed people to think that Szewińska had just disappeared rather than being abducted. He was considering what else he could say when, to his relief, he saw her fingers at the chain. She removed it from the track and let it fall free, opening the door and stepping back so that Lancaster could come inside. Lancaster nodded his thanks and, palming the syringe, he grabbed the handle of the trolley and backed inside the room.

      The door closed automatically. Lancaster tugged the trolley deeper into the room and quickly glanced around: Szewińska was neat and tidy, with a suitcase on the floor next to the bed and her cello case resting in the corner. She was on the other side of the bed.

      He reached her in two steps and clamped his hand over her mouth. She was tiny, and Lancaster was strong; there was nothing she could do to resist as he took the syringe and jabbed it into her neck. He pressed down on the plunger and held her upright until he could feel the strength ebb out of her legs.

      He lowered her gently onto the bed. “I’m sorry.”

      The members of the orchestra were not allowed to leave their hotel without a chaperone from the Ministry of Public Security. Lancaster would have preferred a snatch from the street, but seeing as that was impossible without witnesses, he had had to be resourceful. He went to the trolley. It had lockable doors, nylon bags at either end that were used for dirty linen, and a fixed top tray with several compartments for cleaning cloths and blue roll. He opened the doors, removed the loose shelves and laid them flat on the inside of the compartment. The dimensions were reasonably generous: the trolley was more than a metre tall and long and had a depth of around sixty centimetres. Szewińska was short and slender and, although it would be a snug fit, he knew that he would be able to get her inside. He went to the bed, slipped one arm beneath her knees and the other behind her back, scooped her up and then very gently slid her inside. He raised her knees so that they were bent, her feet braced against the wall to keep her in place. He arranged her loose arms in her lap, put his bag atop them and then closed the door, locking it to ensure that it didn’t fall open.

      Lancaster searched the room, finding her passport and the ID card that would have been issued by her local Milicja Obywatelska. He pocketed both documents, ready to hand them to the cobbler who would make the necessary adjustments so that Shepherd could use them. He checked to ensure that he hadn’t left anything behind that might indicate what had happened, and then, satisfied that he had been thorough, he backed the trolley—now considerably heavier—out through the door and into the corridor again.

      He pushed the trolley to the service elevator and rode it down to the basement. The laundry was collected in trucks that bore the legend of the company that owned the contract with the hotel—Laverie Privée. The American had said that he would be there with a truck and, as Lancaster pushed the trolley out of the lift, he saw that he had been as good as his word. The basement was empty, and the tailgate of the truck had been left down, allowing Lancaster to push the trolley off the loading dock and straight inside. He closed the tailgate and rapped his knuckles on the partition that divided the cargo area from the cab. The American started the engine, crunched the gearbox into first, and pulled out.

      Lancaster unlocked the door of the trolley and, very carefully, pulled the unconscious woman outside. He laid her down carefully, ensuring that her airway was clear. He felt bad for her. She was guilty of nothing except being female and vaguely similar to the agent whose details had been sent to Lancaster the previous night. He knew nothing about the musician beyond that and doubted he would hear anything of her ever again. She would be kept out of the way for a day or two and then released; she would explain to the security service what had happened, and then—Lancaster hoped, at least—she would be allowed to get on with her life.

      Lancaster sat with his back to the wheel arch and waited for the American to get them away.
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      Vivian Bloom had suggested that they meet the following morning on the Tin and Stone Bridge in St James’s Park. Eloise knew her history of MI6 and was well aware that it was a symbolic choice; the bridge had been used as a meeting place where new recruits were introduced to the service for the first time. She took the bus into London and walked through the park to the bridge. Bloom was already there, his elbows resting against the pale blue rails as he looked down at the ducks on the water below. A briefcase rested by his feet.

      “Good morning, Eloise,” he said as she joined him. “I’m pleased you decided to come.”

      “How could I resist?”

      “It would be remiss of me if I didn’t check—are you sure that you’re black?”

      “About as sure as I can be. I took three buses to get here. And, anyway, I can’t think that anyone would have any interest in following me—not these days.”

      “You might be surprised. The operation we discussed is not for wider consumption within the service, and there are some people who would make things more complicated than they have to be if they were to learn about it.” He leaned down to pick up his briefcase. “Shall we take a walk?”

      They set off, crossing the bridge and strolling through the park together. Eloise glanced across at Bloom and tried to gauge him a little better. He was dressed in a cheap raincoat, and the hems of his tweed trousers were frayed at the bottoms, loose threads spilling down across the tops of his scuffed brogues. She wondered how old he was; he dressed like an old man, but she guessed he was younger than he looked. His late forties, perhaps? It was hard to say.

      Bloom led the way to a bench in a quiet part of the park and sat down. He put the briefcase on his lap, popped the clasps and opened the lid. There was a card-backed envelope inside, and he reached into it and took out a sheaf of photographs. He handed one of them to Eloise. She looked down at it. It showed a man in a suit, standing behind a lectern and apparently delivering a speech. He had been caught mid-flow, his hands raised in a declarative gesture.

      “Recognise him?”

      Eloise frowned. “It’s Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik.”

      “Your first field assignment.”

      “That’s right. You brought it up yesterday—you know what happened.”

      “I do, and I’m quite sure you did nothing wrong. You won his trust—he was ready to consider defection. The fact that he didn’t… well, that was his decision. You can lead a horse to water, but…” He spread his hands.

      “We pushed him too hard. I was told that we stood a better chance of getting him to agree to come across if we made him decide quickly.”

      “And you didn’t agree with that?”

      She shook her head. “I got to know him. He’s not impetuous. A decision like that—leaving his country—would have been one that he would have had to think about. Trying to bounce him into it was a mistake. But that’s water under the bridge.”

      “This is your chance to make it right.”

      “He’s the subject?”

      “He is.”

      Bloom took another photograph and laid it atop the first. This one was of Kalashnik, too, but this time the photographer was farther away. Kalashnik was getting out of a small car and, in the distance, she saw a tall smokestack and a large industrial building.

      “Where’s that?”

      “That is the Vladimir I. Lenin Power Plant in Ukraine.”

      “Nuclear?”

      “Indeed. It appears that Kalashnik reconciled himself to a life in the USSR after you left. He requested a move to Pripyat to work at Chernobyl. The station had only just been completed, and he was there when the reactor in Unit One went critical for the first time. His experience in working with naval reactors was evidently put to good use, and he’s done well. He’s been promoted several times, and now he’s deputy chief engineer for the whole plant. He’s responsible for the four reactors that are currently operational as well as the construction of the fifth and sixth units, and is also involved in the planning for a second station with another four reactors on the other side of the Pripyat River. He’s become a leading authority on the operation of the Soviet RBMK-1000 reactor, and, once the expansion work is complete and assuming he’s promoted again, he’ll be in charge of the most powerful nuclear station anywhere on the planet.”

      Bloom took out another photograph. It was a black-and-white wedding picture: Kalashnik, dressed in a suit with a carnation fixed to his lapel, stood next to a black-haired woman with a veil that had been moved aside so that her face was visible. The two of them looked happy; they stood with their arms linked.

      “She’s pretty,” Eloise said.

      “Irina Nikolaevna Nikolaeva. They married in 1973. She was a physicist working in the plant.”

      “Was?”

      “She died. There was a partial meltdown of one of the plant’s reactors in 1980, and everyone in the reactor hall took a very significant dose of radiation. She developed leukaemia and died in 1983. There appear to have been two pivotal points in Kalashnik’s life: the first was his disgust with nuclear weapons, his near defection and the deal it seems he struck with himself to use his expertise in a peaceful context; the second was the death of his wife. He’s complained about negligent attitudes toward nuclear safety in the Soviet Union, but, of course, nothing has been done. It appears that the treatment he’s received has given him the impetus to revive the idea of coming over to us.”

      “And that’s why you want me to go in and get him.”

      “Your report suggests that the two of you became close.”

      “It wasn’t something I was planning. But I was with him for a month, and…”

      “I’m not criticising you. You wouldn’t be the first to develop feelings for an agent you’ve been running. And the fact that the two of you are familiar with each other is useful. He’ll trust you. We can use that to our advantage.”

      She wondered whether that would be true. The last time they had met, he had watched her shoot a man.

      Bloom watched her over the top of his glasses. “This is a very good opportunity. We both know that your career is over. This is your chance to set things right. But I need to know whether you’re in or out.”

      She had dozens of questions, but she knew that the answers would make no difference to her decision. She was stuck in London. Her career, such as it was, had ground to a halt. They would make her ride a desk until the maddening frustration of it forced her to quit. And Eloise wasn’t a quitter. And she wouldn’t accept the injustice of what had happened to her.

      “I’m in.”

      “Excellent.”

      “When?”

      “We need to move quickly. You’ll travel to Paris tonight. We have a plan to get you into the Soviet Union via Poland.”

      Tonight? Under normal circumstances, she would have said no. She would have liked to say goodbye to her daughter, but Marcus had made it plain that she wasn’t welcome. She would be able to fix things with them both when she returned.

      “Eloise? Can you do it?”

      She nodded. “I can.”
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      It was dark in the back of the truck. Lancaster sat with his back against the wheel arch, just barely able to see the unconscious Szewińska still laid out on the floor ahead of him. He had checked to make sure that she was breathing, arranging her to make sure that she was as comfortable as possible.

      The American had picked Lancaster up from the hotel, just as they had planned. Lancaster didn’t know his name or anything else about him. He knew that American intelligence was working with MI6 in the operation to exfiltrate the physicist, and suspected that the man worked for the CIA. Lancaster had been briefed on the route that they would be taking during the planning of the operation. The American drove them out of the city, heading west until they were inside the Forêt Domaniale St-Germain-en-Laye, a forest that lay nestled within the meander of the Seine.

      They continued on, following the A14 to Chambourcy. The safe house was on the edge of the town, a stone-built cottage that MI6 had purchased years ago as a hideout for visiting agents. Lancaster felt the truck rumble to a stop and then heard the sound of the cab door opening and the American’s footsteps crunching across gravel. The gate squeaked on rusty hinges, the American returned to the truck, and they jerked ahead once more, rolling to a final stop shortly afterwards.

      He heard the door of the cab open and close again, and then the sound of the American’s footsteps as he came around to the back of the truck. The handle turned, and the doors opened.

      “Is she all right?”

      Lancaster nodded. “Still unconscious.”

      “How much did you give her?”

      “A hundred milligrams,” he said. “Half a milligram per kilogram.”

      “Maybe we overestimated how heavy she is,” the American said. “Never mind—she’ll be fine. Let’s get her out.”

      Lancaster went over to Szewińska, slipped his hands beneath her shoulders and gently pulled her to the open door. The American took her while Lancaster grabbed her by the ankles and, between the two of them, they lifted her down and carried her into the house. They took her into the bedroom and laid her out on the bed. A stream of dribble had trickled down onto her chin, and Lancaster wiped it away with a corner of the duvet.

      They went back into the kitchen.

      “How are the preparations?” the American asked.

      “All done.”

      “The papers?”

      “They’ll be ready. What about Pripyat?”

      The American nodded. “Our man has been busy. He has somewhere for you to stay.”

      Lancaster knew the rest. Bloom had called from London to tell him that the incoming agent—Eloise Shepherd—would be in Paris at six o’clock. He said that there was a café outside the Hôtel du Nord and that he should meet her there.

      “I’d better go,” he said.

      The American took a set of keys from the counter and tossed them over. “There’s a Fiat outside. Take it—and good luck.”
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      Eloise had been booked onto a flight from Heathrow to Charles de Gaulle, and, from there, she took a taxi into the city. The Hôtel du Nord was in the Canal St Martin district in the 10th Arrondissement. The taxi pulled up outside, and she paid the driver and stepped out onto the pavement. The hotel was down on its luck, with peeling paint and several windows that had been broken and covered up with wooden panels. A prostitute leaned against a bollard on the opposite side of the street, eyeing Eloise with a lazy hostility as she carried on to the café where Bloom had said that she would be met. It had tables arranged on the pavement overlooking the canal, and she took a seat with her back to the water.

      It had been a busy few hours. She had taken a taxi home to gather the things that she would need for the flight and had taken a second taxi to the airport. She had watched through the window of the jet as the fields of Middlesex disappeared beneath them, the view gradually swallowed by a bank of low clouds. She had been both nervous and excited at the thought that she was back in the game, and the sense of exhilaration was heightened now that she was in France, waiting to meet the agent who would help her cross the border into Poland.

      She picked up the menu, but, before she had even been able to skim through it, a man took the seat opposite.

      “Bonjour,” he said.

      “Bonjour.”

      “Eloise?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m George Lancaster.”

      She took his hand and shook it, assessing him as she did so. He was tall, with a shock of untidy blond hair that hadn’t been cut for weeks. He was wearing a suit with an unironed white shirt that had two buttons undone. Bloom had told her that she would be assisted by a man he described as ‘the secret service’s escape artist par excellence.’ Lancaster, according to Bloom, was MI6’s man for getting people into and out of the Soviet Union. He had been responsible for the daring exfiltration of the KGB double agent Oleg Gordievsky the previous year. Business had been brisk, Bloom suggested, with Lancaster working on the emergency extractions of a handful of other men and women who had been burned by the CIA turncoat Aldrich Ames.

      “Would you like a coffee?” Eloise asked, holding out the menu.

      “No. We don’t have very long.”

      She put the menu down on the table. “What do I need to know?”

      “You’re Agnieszka Szewińska. You’ve travelled to Paris to play the cello with the Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra. Your final performance was yesterday, and you’ll be travelling back home in the morning.” He looked at his watch. “In twelve hours, actually.”

      “But I don’t play the cello.”

      “You won’t need to. What about Polish? Can you speak it?”

      “It’s acceptable,” she said, slipping into Polish to demonstrate. “I think I can get by.”

      “Good. There are fifty people in the orchestra. You’ll get through immigration with them.”

      “What if someone notices that… what’s her name?”

      “Agnieszka Szewińska.”

      “What if someone notices that Szewińska isn’t there?”

      “Unlikely. She only joined the orchestra a month ago, and she’s a wallflower. They’re not encouraged to socialise; she doesn’t have any friends. Plus, the director is sympathetic to the cause of Polish independence. Bloom has friends in London who have vouched for him.”

      “But there must be police watchers with them?”

      “One woman,” he said. “Lazy and drunk most of the time. All she’ll do is count them in and out. She won’t be any more thorough than that.”

      “And if she is?”

      “So you get picked up in Warsaw and sent back here again.” He shrugged. “But I’m confident it won’t happen. Getting people in and out is my speciality. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Where do I need to be?”

      He took out a key and laid it on the table. “This is for room 704 at Le Royal Monceau hotel. It’s in the eighth arrondissement, near the Champs-Élysées. That’s where Szewińska was staying. You need to go there now and stay in your room until the bus to the airport leaves in the morning. You’re expected in the lobby at seven. Take her luggage with you. There’s a cello, too. You’ll need to bring it.”

      “Fine.”

      He gestured toward her with a flick of his fingers. “You obviously can’t go in those clothes,” he said. “Poland is bankrupt. You’d stand out.”

      “I’ll see what she has in the case,” she said.

      “You’ll need to study these.” He reached into his pocket and took out two maps. “This one is of Pripyat and this one is of the power plant where our friend is working. Commit both to memory—you can’t take them with you.”

      She picked them up, glanced at the map of the power plant, and slid both into her pocket. “And after Warsaw?”

      “We’ll travel to Pripyat via Lublin.”

      “You’ll come with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll need papers for immigration.”

      He reached into his pocket, took out an envelope and pushed it across the vinyl table. “Don’t open that here.”

      “This isn’t my first dance,” she said, putting the envelope into her pocket. “What about for getting into Ukraine?”

      “We have a Polish contact working on the documents now. We’ll pick up everything we’ll need in Warsaw.” He stood. “I’ll be on the same plane as you tomorrow, but we won’t be able to speak. Do you need anything now?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good.”

      Eloise started to push her chair back, then stopped. “What about Szewińska? What happened to her?”

      “She’s staying here until we’re out of Poland. She’ll be fine.” He buttoned his jacket. “You’ve got a few hours before you need to leave. Go to the hotel. Get some sleep if you need it. I’ll meet you outside the airport when we get to Warsaw.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise closed the door behind her and looked around the hotel room. It was spacious and furnished expensively, with a large bed and a leather chaise longue that offered a view out of the window to the Arc de Triomphe outside. There were thick rugs on the floor, and the wall was hung with colourful art. Eloise saw the large cello case against the wall and a suitcase that had been left on the bed. She took off her jacket and went to hang it on the back of a chair; she noticed that the full-length mirror next to the desk had been knocked ever so slightly to the left, and saw that the edge of the rug had been pushed back. What had Lancaster said about Agnieszka Szewińska? He had implied that she was cooperating, but now Eloise wondered.

      She took off her shoes and went over to the suitcase on the bed. She opened the lid and saw a modest collection of knitwear, blouses and shirts, together with cheap underwear. There was a simple mass-produced black dress, a pair of black-market Levi’s and a broad-shouldered jacket. She tried on the jacket and found, to her relief, that it was a reasonable fit.

      There was a kettle and a sachet of coffee in a wicker basket on the bureau. Eloise boiled some water and made herself a strong cup, allowing it to percolate as she took the map of Pripyat and spread it out on the bedspread. It looked as if it had been produced locally: the labelling was in Ukrainian, and a quick scan of the accompanying text revealed it to be little more than advertising copy for a town that was referred to as an atomgrad, where the Peaceful Atom was put to work for the good of the state and where workers and their families enjoyed a wonderful life. The cover showed a photograph of a statue that was identified in a caption as Prometheus, the trickster who stole fire from the workshop of Athena and Hephaistos and gave it to humankind. It was a bombastic symbol, and Eloise knew enough about Greek mythology to know that Prometheus’s punishment was to be chained to a rock so that his liver could be pecked out by an eagle every day for eternity. They might have been a little more careful when choosing their iconography.

      She took her coffee and sat on the bed, spreading the map out so that she could look at it as a whole and memorise it, in particular the relationships between each building and district. The Pripyat River curved across the northern boundary of the town, with the six districts arranged around the central square. She saw reference to a library, a swimming pool, a shopping centre, a sports stadium. There was a Palace of Culture, the ipsolkom—the town hall—and a hotel.

      She folded the map and replaced it with the second one, which bore the heading VLADIMIR I. LENIN NUCLEAR POWER PLANT. It showed a long building with two large wings coming off it at the northernmost end and then another larger building attached to the south. The legend identified Units One through Four, with two larger venting stacks next to both. The scale of the place looked ridiculous, an example of the Soviet impulse toward gigantism.

      She went to her jacket and took out the envelope that Lancaster had given her. She opened it and removed a Polish passport with a blue cover. She flicked through the first document and saw the name Agnieszka Szewińska, along with her date and place of birth, family status, and her residency permit, or propiska. An address in Warsaw had been added by hand.

      She flipped through to the photograph page. Szewińska’s image had been removed, and the photograph that she had given to Bloom had been inserted in its place. The exercise had been done with skill: a scalpel would have been used to slice out the original photograph, and its replacement had been affixed so that it was almost impossible to tell—certainly not from a cursory glance—that anything had been done.

      She put the passport into her pocket, pulled the suitcase onto the floor and lay down on the bed with the two maps. She would study them a little more, take a bath and then get an early night.

      Tomorrow would be a challenging day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Eddie Navarro wrapped Szewińska’s body in a duvet and carried it out to the van. He had smothered the cellist with a pillow, straddling her until she had stopped struggling. The property was isolated, and he wasn’t concerned about the possibility of being observed as he slid the body into the back of the van and closed the doors. He went to the cab and took out the bag of cleaning products that he had purchased from Carrefour and then went back into the cottage. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and took out the bottle of disinfectant and a cleaning cloth. He started in the kitchen and then worked back toward the door, assiduously wiping down all of the surfaces that might have been touched.

      Navarro had been in Paris for three days in preparation for the operation to get the British agent into the Soviet Union. Dwight Lincoln had only given him the bare minimum before sending him out of Langley on an Agency Gulfstream to Charles de Gaulle. His job was to help Lancaster get the woman across the border and then take care of all the loose ends that would otherwise be left. Navarro had been doing Lincoln’s dirty work for years now, ever since Vietnam. He lacked his patron’s ambition and, besides, he had no interest in the kind of career that Lincoln had always cherished. Navarro preferred to work in the shadows and took pleasure from the jobs that he handled. Lincoln needed to stay clean, and Navarro made sure to remove any evidence that might otherwise come back to haunt him.

      He reached the front door, closed it and then wiped down the handle. He went back to the van, peeled off the gloves and tossed them onto the passenger seat. He turned the key in the ignition and rolled down the track.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Navarro pulled over at the side of the road next to a call box and stepped down. His hands were dirty, and the skin on his fingers was chafed from the effort of excavating a deep enough hole in ground that was hard from a lack of rain. But it was done now; he was looking forward to getting to his hotel so that he could have a shower and clean up.

      He lifted the receiver, thumbed in a coin and dialled the London number that he had been given.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s done.”

      “Anything that we need to be concerned about?”

      “Nothing. It’s all as it should be.”

      “Good. What will you do now?”

      “I’ll keep an eye on them at the airport, and then I’ll go to Riga.”

      “Excellent. Thank you.”

      Navarro replaced the receiver and went back to the van.
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            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise stood in the line for check-in. The rest of the orchestra was ahead of her. She had been nervous about whether or not she would be able to manage the charade that she was one of their number, but, to her relief, she had found that none of them had tried to engage her in conversation. Lancaster had suggested that there was little social interaction amongst the musicians and that had proven to be the case. They stood in silence, smoking cigarettes and occasionally sending wary glances in the direction of the agent from the Ministry of Public Security who had been sent to chaperone them while they were in the West. The agent—a matronly woman in a grey linen suit—looked as if she would rather be anywhere other than here. Lancaster had said that she would not be a problem, and Eloise had been pleased to notice the surreptitious slugs that she took from a small metal hip flask that she kept in her bag.

      The queue shuffled forward. There were two clerks at the Aeroflot desk, checking passports and tickets and handing back boarding passes. Eloise had rested the cello case on the floor and, as the queue inched ahead, she angled it forward so that she could wheel it on the castors set into the base. The case was heavy, but she was glad of it; apart from the fact that it would have looked very odd to see a cellist without her cello, the size of it was an unmissable reminder that she was a part of the orchestra. Rather than raise questions, it neutered them before they could be asked.

      She turned and took a moment looking for Lancaster. He was behind her at the far end of the queue. The two of them couldn’t speak for fear of suggesting any kind of connection. He was wearing a pair of headphones and was nodding his head to the music that was playing from the Walkman clipped to his belt.

      “Next,” the clerk on the left called out.

      Eloise heaved the cello up to the desk.

      “You’ll have to take that to the oversized belt.”

      “Pardon?”

      “That,” the woman said, pointing at the case. “I’ll check you in, but you’ll need to take that to oversized luggage. It’s too big for here.”

      “Of course,” Eloise said.

      “Passport and papers.”

      Eloise handed the forged passport to the woman and waited as she checked that everything was in order. She glanced at the passport, up at Eloise and then down to the passport again. She nodded and handed it back again.

      “Thank you, Miss Szewińska. Enjoy your flight.”

      Eloise took the cello to the desk where larger items were processed and checked it in for the hold. The man hauled it onto the belt, slapped a sticker on the top and pressed a button to send it jerking back into the bowels of the airport. The corridor to get to the gates was alongside the check-in desk and, when she returned, Lancaster was at the front of the queue. She continued on her way without pausing for him, aware that he was behind her as she queued for security. The checks were rudimentary, and she was through in five minutes, following the signage for the Aeroflot flight to Warsaw.

      The flight was boarding, so she crossed the airbridge and reached the door to the Tupolev TU-154 that would fly the orchestra home. The musicians were arranging their carry-on luggage in the overhead bins and arranging themselves in their seats. Eloise had the window seat on the right-hand side of the fifth row. A copy of Sovetskiy Soyuz had been left in the seat back. Remembering the propaganda magazine from her last visit to the Soviet Union, she opened it and started to flick through the pages.

      Lancaster boarded the plane five minutes later, the headphones still on his head and the faint buzz of his music audible as he passed her seat. Eloise looked out of the window as the ground staff on the apron ministered to the jet, loading the cargo and finishing the refuelling. It was a gloomy day, with thick grey clouds overhead and the wind picking up. She glanced up as the Ministry chaperone bustled along the aisle, finding a seat in the middle of the cabin. Eloise felt a buzz of excitement and remembered how she had felt when she first went into the field. She was returning to hostile territory, relying on her wits and her tradecraft to keep her safe from the attentions of the KGB and the other organs of state security, with the aim of finding Kalashnik and correcting the errors that had been made before. She would get him out this time and would finally be able to set her career moving again.

      The captain’s voice crackled over the PA, telling the crew to take their positions in readiness for pushback.

      Eloise turned the pages of her magazine and pretended to read it; her thoughts were not on the article about how the Soviet Union’s athletes would dominate at the Seoul Olympics in two years’ time, but on what she would do once the flight landed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise waited in line for immigration. The queue moved slowly; their plane had landed at the same time as two others, and now the passengers from all three were to be processed by just four border guards.

      The flight had not presented her with any problems. The seat next to her had been occupied by an older man, but she had been able to forestall any conversation by pretending to be asleep.

      “Papers.”

      She took out her passport and pushed it into the slot beneath the glass screen.

      “Name?”

      “Agnieszka Szewińska.”

      “You’ve been in Paris?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You are a musician?”

      “I’m a cellist.”

      The man wasn’t interested in conversation; he was just seeing if she would trip up over elementary questions, and now that she had answered them satisfactorily, he glared down at her passport and then to her face, comparing one to the other. He flicked the passport back through the slot, looked beyond her and called out for the next person in line to step forward.

      Eloise walked through the gate and followed the signs to the luggage hall. The suitcases had already been unloaded and were slowly circulating on the conveyor belt. She saw the cello case and found a gap in the crowd to get at it. A woman ahead of her leaned across to tug a large case down, and the cello continued on its way before she could reach for it.

      A man to her left noticed her predicament and, with both hands, grabbed the case and muscled it down to the floor.

      “Here,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      The man lifted the case again and settled it on a spare trolley. Eloise saw the suitcase and pulled it off the belt, settling it behind the cello on the trolley.

      The man was still there. “Follow me out of the terminal,” he muttered.

      He set off and, after taking a moment to balance her luggage a little better, Eloise pushed the trolley after him. He was short, with a wispy moustache and acne scars across his cheeks. He was wearing a leather jacket, knock-off Levi’s that had been turned up at the ankle and scuffed leather shoes.

      “I have a car outside,” the man said as they waited for their chance to exit the terminal.

      “Who are you?”

      “I work with Mr. Lancaster.”

      She followed him as he crossed the access road and led the way to a short-term car park. He went to a Lada and opened the boot and one of the back doors. Eloise put the suitcase into the boot but, despite the man’s best efforts, the cello case was too big to fit into the small cabin. He dragged it out again, closed the rear door, and laid it down between two parked cars.

      “We’ll have to leave it,” he said as he came back to the car. “Get inside.”

      Eloise got into the passenger seat and closed the door. The man got in, too, and pulled away.

      “My name is Borislav.”

      The car turned out of the road that led to the airport and onto a busy two-lane highway.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Jaworowa,” he said. “We’ll leave the car there, take a bus back into the city and then make our way to the railway station.”

      “You’re being very careful.”

      “The Security Service is everywhere. Your papers say that you are Polish, but you have just been to the West. That will get their attention. It is possible that they will follow. We need to make sure that you’re clear.”

      “And when we get to the railway station?”

      “You will travel to Kiev and then take a car to Pripyat.”

      “What about Lancaster?”

      “He will meet us at the station. It’s better that we do it this way.”

      She didn’t disagree. Good, thoughtful tradecraft was essential in a place like this, and she was happy to go along with whatever Lancaster and his Polish associate had planned. She looked out of the window at the dark clouds that had settled over the city. It was midday, but it felt later; there were lights on in some of the windows of the tall, soulless buildings that had been erected to accommodate the influx of people who had arrived here after the country had come under Soviet influence. The buildings might have been newer than those she had seen during her previous trip to Komsomolsk, but they had been thrown up in line with the same designs: cheap and sturdy, the emphasis on function over form. Depressing, too, and joyless. She thought of Stanislav Kalashnik, who had turned his back on a life in the West to stay. She wondered what had happened to him in the intervening years, and how he might have changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Major Yulian Kostin sat at his desk and looked at the pile of papers that he was expected to review before the end of the day.

      He got up and went to his window. The office at Sobieskiego 100 was on Warsaw’s Royal Route, with a striking design that consisted of three blocks, two of which climbed up in eleven tiers to form a pinnacle at the top. His office on the eighth floor offered a pleasant view of the park beyond, with evergreen trees planted just inside the railings that separated the building from the street.

      Kostin was the liaison between the KGB and the Służba Bezpieczeństwa, the local security service. He had worked here since 1976, hoping that his diligence and effectiveness would one day be noticed by his superiors so that he could be transferred back to Moscow. He had been a good officer, true to both Party and state. He had served his time in this abject backwater without complaint, done good work and had never made a nuisance of himself. His watchword had been patience; he had bided his time in the hope that his situation would improve, and, last week—finally—it seemed that something might have come from his diligence. He had been summoned back to the Lubyanka, where he had been led to believe he would be promoted to lieutenant colonel and sent to East Germany, a much more appetising post than Warsaw. He looked out on another dank, dark, dreary Polish afternoon and hoped yet again that he was right.

      Goga Stanislavovich knocked on the door.

      “Come,” Kostin said, beckoning with his hand.

      Stanislavovich came inside and shut the door. He was holding a sheaf of papers that, as he came closer, Kostin saw was a collection of blown-up photographs.

      “Comrade Major,” Stanislavovich said, “we have a problem.”

      Kostin sighed. “What?”

      “The office was contacted by the National Orchestra. They’ve just returned from a trip to Paris.”

      “And?”

      “And one of their musicians is missing.”

      “‘Missing’? Missing where?”

      “She definitely travelled to Paris and played in the concert. But she didn’t come back again.”

      “A defection?”

      “No, Comrade Major. Something else. Worse, I think.”

      “Sit down,” he said, waving a hand impatiently.

      Stanislavovich sat and nervously crossed one leg over the other.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Agnieszka Szewińska—she’s a cellist.”

      “I don’t care what instrument she plays. How is she missing?”

      “She lives with her mother,” Stanislavovich said. “She was supposed to go straight home after arriving at the airport, but she didn’t. The mother contacted the orchestra, and they checked—the numbers coming back into the country matched the numbers that went out.”

      Kostin sighed wearily and leaned back in his chair. “Please tell me they did more than just count?”

      “I don’t believe they did, sir.” He shuffled uncomfortably, as well he might. Stanislavovich was responsible for keeping an eye on those Poles who were allowed out of the country. “The orchestra reported her missing, and I checked with the chaperone we sent. She confirmed the numbers matched, but regrets that she didn’t check beyond that.”

      “Unacceptable.”

      Stanislavovich nodded vigorous agreement, as if making a show of his disgust at the lackadaisical performance might insulate him from the consequences that would follow.

      “I assume you’ve got to the bottom of what happened?” Kostin asked.

      “I contacted the detachment at the airport,” Stanislavovich said. “They have records of everyone who came into the country, as you would expect. I showed them to the musical director, and he has confirmed that of the seventy-three musicians who had visas and travelled to Paris, seventy-two of them were photographed coming back into the country. The woman who travelled under Szewińska’s passport was an impostor. I think, under the circumstances, we must assume that Szewińska is still in France and this person has taken her place.”

      “You don’t say, Goga,” Kostin said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm.

      “Here,” he said. “We have men in the customs hall.” He took another photograph and laid it on the desk. “That’s her—collecting the cello.”

      Kostin looked down at the glossy print. The woman had reached onto the conveyor belt to retrieve a very large case. Kostin examined the photograph, then picked it up and looked even more closely.

      “What is it, Comrade Major?”

      Kostin put the photograph back onto the desk and turned it so that Stanislavovich could see it. “Look,” he said, laying a finger on the photograph.

      “What am I looking at, Major? The woman?”

      “Not her,” Kostin said. “Him.”

      He had spotted and recognised the man at once.

      “I don’t recognise him.”

      “His name is Borislav Stepanov. We’ve had him under surveillance. He’s loyal to the exiles in London. He’s a troublemaker, Goga.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Borislav parked behind the railway station and told Eloise that she should follow him. She did as she was told, and they made their way to a café that was serving hot drinks to travellers as they prepared to board their trains. The station concourse had an ignominious air about it, with men buying cans of beer from the kiosk for the trip and others slouched on seats as they waited for their trains to arrive. The latest propaganda played from the PA, and the smell of grilled meat of questionable provenance rose from kebab stalls as the vendors prepared for the lunchtime rush.

      Lancaster was inside the café, nursing a cup of coffee as he waited for them.

      “Everything all right?” he asked as first Borislav and then Eloise took seats at his table.

      “I think so,” Borislav said. “You?”

      He nodded.

      “You two know each other?” Eloise asked.

      “We’ve worked together before,” Lancaster said. “Borislav is one of the best cobblers I know. His papers?” He put his thumb and forefinger together and kissed them. “The best.”

      “You’re too kind,” Borislav said, although Eloise could see that he was pleased at the praise.

      Eloise looked around the café. It was quiet, with just an old couple sitting at a table on the other side of the small room. There was nothing to suggest that they were paying them any undue attention, but it paid to be cautious, and she could see that Borislav and Lancaster were bearing that in mind.

      “Do you have the papers?” Lancaster asked.

      Borislav nodded. He opened the satchel he was carrying and took out two envelopes. He handed one to Eloise and the other to Lancaster. “Don’t open them now.”

      “What’s inside?” Eloise asked.

      “New domestic passports and identity cards. Tickets for the train to Mazyr.”

      “What about when we get there?”

      “A friend will leave a car for you outside the station—a blue Trabant. The key will be on top of the rear right tyre. It’ll take you two hours to get to Pripyat from there.”

      “What about when we’re there?” Eloise said.

      The Pole shrugged. “My job was to get you to Mazyr. You’re on your own as soon as you get on the train.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Lancaster said. “Thank you, Borislav.”

      “Yes,” Eloise said. “Thank you.”

      Borislav nodded. “How are you getting out afterwards?”

      “There’s a plan,” Lancaster said. “But it’s better you don’t know it.”

      “Of course,” he said. He picked up his coffee and stood. “I’d better get back to the market. They’ll be wondering where I’ve gone. Good luck to you both. And be careful.”

      Lancaster reached out and shook Borislav’s hand. Eloise thanked him again, and they watched as he made his way to the exit and disappeared outside.

      Lancaster took the envelope that Borislav had given him and slid it into his pocket. “We can have a look at these once we’re on the train.” He looked at his watch. “We’d better get on board. It leaves in five minutes.”
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      Kostin took two privates with him. He drove himself in his unmarked Volga while they followed in a van. He led the way across the city until he was a block away from the Old Town Market Place, where Borislav Stepanov had a stall selling vegetables at the back. Kostin stepped out of the car and waited for the two privates to join him on the pavement.

      “There’s a chance that he’s brought foreigners here,” he told them. “I doubt he’d be as stupid as that, but you never know.”

      “If he has?”

      “Arrest them all.”

      “If they run?”

      “Shoot them.”

      The men nodded their understanding and followed Kostin as he walked the rest of the way. The market had been in the same place for eight hundred years and, despite being dynamited by the Nazis after the Warsaw Uprising, was largely the same as it had ever been. The four sides of the square were named after famed parliamentarians, and the huge space inside was busy with pedestrians who bustled between the stalls and cafés. Kostin led the way down the passage between the stalls and the buildings on Zakrzewski’s Side to the south. He saw a van pull up, and as he slowed to watch, he saw Borislav Stepanov get out.

      Where have you been?

      Stepanov went around to the back, opened the doors and lifted out a crate of potatoes. He hefted them, shut the doors with his backside and made his way into the market. Kostin waited a moment and then walked up to the van. He glanced through the windows: there was a carton of cigarettes on the dash, but, save that, it was empty. He tried the door and, seeing that it was unlocked, opened it. He sat in the passenger seat and opened the glove box. He took out a handful of receipts that had been crumpled up and stuffed inside. There was nothing of interest. He went to the rear and looked inside. There were empty wooden crates, and the floor was blackened with spilled dirt.

      Kostin shut the doors, nodded to the two men and led the way into the market.

      Stepanov’s stall was near to the huge town hall. It was not blessed with produce. There was a tray of beets, some carrots and courgettes, and the crate of potatoes that Stepanov had brought with him from the van. He was behind the stall with an older man and woman who, Kostin guessed, were his parents.

      The old man saw him. “What would you like, Comrade?”

      “A word with your son.”

      The man noticed the two men standing behind Kostin and must have realised who they were and what that might mean. A glimmer of unease flickered in his eyes. “Borislav,” he said.

      Stepanov finished arranging the vegetables and wiped his dirty hands against his trousers. He turned to Kostin with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Major Kostin. I work for the KGB.”

      “Oh. Have I done something wrong?”

      “I don’t know. Have you?”

      Stepanov masked his fear better than his father. “No, Major. I’ve been working all day.”

      Kostin smiled. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Please,” the older man said. “What has he done?”

      “I’d like to talk to you about where you’ve been this afternoon.”

      “He’s been to the wholesaler,” the older man said. “We ran out of potatoes.”

      “Hmm,” Kostin said. “That’s not it, though, is it? I’m more interested in your trip to the airport.”

      “I haven’t been to the airport.”

      Kostin had spent years working out whether the unfortunate men and women who found themselves before him were telling the truth. He knew that Stepanov had been there, and, even if he hadn’t known, Stepanov wasn’t a good enough liar to have been able to fool him.

      “Come on, Borislav. It’ll be easier if you just tell me what I want to know now.”

      “I’ve got nothing to tell you.”

      “Last chance.”

      “Comrade,” his father said, “he said he hasn’t been to the airport.”

      “Very well,” Kostin said. He turned to the two privates and flicked his fingers in Stepanov’s direction. “We can continue this in the basement.”

      The old man knew what that meant. “Major Kostin—please. Is that necessary?”

      Stepanov must have known that the consequence of his lies would be a trip to Sobieskiego, but, despite the fear, he didn’t change his story.

      “I don’t know, Comrade. Perhaps if your son told me what he was doing at the airport, we wouldn’t need to go through any unpleasantness.”

      “I haven’t been to the airport,” Stepanov repeated.

      Kostin threw up his hands in exasperation. “Your loyalty to the exiles will be the death of you.” He turned his back. “Take him away.”
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      Kostin had a formula for the interrogation of prisoners. He had developed it over the course of the decade he had been stationed in Warsaw with the leeway to operate as he saw fit, making the small tweaks and improvements that had led to what he now considered best practice. Despite what he knew the other men said about him, Kostin was not an animal. He didn’t derive any particular pleasure from some of the more gruesome tools at his disposal. He was only interested in finding out what he wanted to know, and if he could do that without causing pain, then all the better. He told the two privates to take Stepanov back to Sobieskiego 100 and dump him in the basement. The first stage of any interrogation was to allow the subject’s imagination to paint a picture of what things might be like if they continued to ignore the good sense of cooperating. Stepanov could stew for an hour while Kostin investigated his apartment.

      Stepanov lived in Muranów in a twelve-storey building that was the same as all the other nearby blocks. Kostin parked his Volga outside the building and went inside to find the commissionaire’s office. The old man was emptying a pail of dirty water into the sink as Kostin took out his identity card.

      “Good afternoon, Comrade. I need you to let me into the apartment of one of your residents.”

      The commissionaire was wise enough not to argue. “Who?”

      “His name is Stepanov.”

      “Top floor,” the commissionaire said, grabbing a large bunch of keys and leading the way to the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      The commissionaire unlocked the door, asked if he could help with anything else, and, as Kostin shook his head and thanked him, he bowed his head and made his way back down to his office.

      Kostin stepped inside the apartment and closed the door behind him. He took off his coat and rested it on the arm of the brown sofa. The apartment was just the same as all the other apartments that he had visited over the years: beige wallpaper and cheap wooden furniture sourced from one of the collective shops. There was a cross-stitched rose in a frame and a portrait of Stepanov with his parents. The one extravagance was the parquet floor that had been laid, an improvement over the vinyl that would most likely have been used when the apartment was first built. Kostin dropped to his knees and then lowered himself down a little more, looking under the sofa. There was nothing. He got up again, brushed off his trousers, and opened the drawers of the writing desk. He found a pen and ink and paper, but nothing else. He took the paper and held it up to the light, hoping to find an inscription that might have been left by writing on the sheet above it. Again, there was nothing.

      He continued through the flat, prodding and probing for places that might have been used to hide contraband. He opened the heavy old refrigerator and then hauled it out so that he could look at the back. He felt behind the cast-iron radiators and the pipes that led to the neighbourhood plant that would supply the water to heat them. He went into the bedroom and opened the cabinets on either side of the bed, then hauled the thin mattress off the frame and prodded it for any sign that something had been hidden inside. He opened the wardrobe and pulled out the clothes, tossing them behind him so that he could check whether there was anything inside. He tapped at the back, hoping that there might be a false panel, but, again, there was nothing.

      He went back into the sitting room and was about to leave when he noticed something that gave him pause. The parquet floor, so immaculate everywhere else, was scuffed next to the door to the kitchen. At first, he wondered if the door might have expanded in the summer so that the bottom edge had caught, but, as he moved it back and forth, he dismissed the idea. The marks were against the long side of one of the blocks. Kostin knelt down and rapped his knuckles against the blocks on either side and then the block with the scuffs; it rang with a hollowness that it did not share with its neighbours.

      He took out his penknife, opened the blade and slid the tip between the scuffed block and its neighbour. He pushed against the handle, wriggling the blade until he had the right angle and then levering the block up enough so that he could grip it with his fingers and pull it out. He set it aside and reached into the space beneath the floor. He probed with his fingers until he felt something soft, snagging it and lifting it out. It was a leather pouch, secured around the middle by a piece of string. He took the pouch to the table and sat down, untying the string and then unrolling the leather. He looked down at the contents: a scalpel; a small bottle of adhesive and a brush; a stamp, a bottle of ink and a sponge; and a strip of photographs that looked as if they had been taken at a photobooth.

      He picked up the photographs. One of the images was missing, cut away from the rest of the strip. Kostin knew what had happened and where it had gone: it had been added to a passport so that whoever was using the document could use it to move around the country. He looked at the woman who was staring into the camera: she was blonde, looked to be in her late thirties or early forties, and had an expression on her face that he thought was a little apprehensive.

      He wondered who she was, and what she was here to do.

      He would have answers to both questions.

      Kostin put the strip of photographs in his pocket, collected his coat and left the apartment. Stepanov would have had long enough to stew in the fear of what was going to happen to him. The interrogation could start now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey between Warsaw and Mazyr was scheduled to take six hours. The two dozen carriages were pulled by a coal-fired locomotive that was half as tall again as the diesels that pulled the trains that Eloise took to work every morning in London. A soot-blackened fireman tended the boiler and firebox, and the guard who patrolled the platform eyed his passengers with professional suspicion. The train offered several classes of travel, each carriage heated by radiators warmed by steam from the locomotive’s boiler and separated from the next by hefty steel doors.

      Eloise had been pleased to see that their tickets gave them a cabin to themselves. They could close the door to the corridor, and, inside, the space was furnished with carpets, lampshades and deep red curtains that were decorated with gold tassels. The upholstery was faded and worn from years of use, but it was comfortable and—more importantly—it was private. Each carriage was staffed by an attendant, and theirs had provided them with plastic-wrapped packages of towels and bed linen for them to arrange on the thin mattresses.

      The guard came to check their tickets as they pulled out of Warsaw, and after Lancaster, in perfectly accented Polish, had satisfied him that everything was in order, he left them alone. Eloise watched the landscape as they rolled through the benighted country, through bleak industrial areas and villages of wooden shacks and huts that hadn’t changed for decades. Eloise had studied Russian literature for her university dissertation and recognised the minute hamlets that Dostoevsky and Tolstoy had described; she thought of how Lenin had tried and failed to improve them, and how Stalin’s five-year plans had failed to erase them from existence. This was life in the Soviet Union, and decades of communist rule had failed to bring the utopia that had been promised. She wondered when the people would realise that they had been duped, and what might happen then.

      Lancaster tore open the package of linens and set to work making his bed. “You should try to get some sleep. I don’t know what we’ll find when we get to Pripyat.”

      “I won’t be able to,” she said. “My mind’s buzzing.”

      “I find vodka helps with that.”

      He tucked the sheet around the mattress and then unrolled the duvet. She watched him work and tried to assess him a little better. He was difficult to read. He spoke with a gentle Home Counties accent and had a confidence about him that was reassuring. It spoke of experience and competence, the hard-won gains of a life spent working in countries where he ran the risk of unpleasant consequences should the truth ever come out. She was aware that his continued success as a viable in-country agent required him to be a consummate liar, that deception and dissembling were the tools of his trade. It might have given her a reason to be more cautious with him; how much of what he was showing her was the truth? Despite that reservation, she felt comfortable with him.

      He felt her eyes on him. “What?”

      “I’m just wondering about you—I don’t know very much at all.”

      “There’s not much to know.”

      “What are you? MI6?”

      “That’s right.”

      She gestured for him to continue.

      “It’s best we don’t know too much about each other,” he said.

      “I know the drill,” she said drily. “Something generic, then?”

      “Fine. I was born in Rotterdam, and my mother named me after George V. My father served in the British Army during the First World War and moved us to Britain after he got out. I studied Russian at Cambridge and was recruited there.”

      “Me too,” she said. “What college?”

      “Gonville and Caius. You?”

      “Clare.”

      “What happened with you?”

      “It was all very standard,” she said. “I got the letter telling me to attend a meeting in Whitehall. They told me it was about MI6 and asked whether I would be interested in joining when I finished my studies. I said yes. What about you?”

      “It was my tutor,” he said. “He knew Vivian Bloom and introduced me to him. He was persuasive—I went straight in after I graduated.”

      “Is Poland your speciality?”

      “One of them. I’ve been in Lithuania, Latvia and Belorussia, too. East Germany for a bit. Anywhere I can make trouble for the KGB.” He plumped up the thin, miserly cushion. “They gave me a little about you. You were in Russia, right?”

      She nodded. “Years ago.”

      “And never went back?”

      “It didn’t go particularly well,” she admitted. “They didn’t trust me in the field after that.”

      “But you have experience with the man we’re here to bring out?”

      Eloise nodded. “How much do you know?”

      “Not a great deal.”

      “Kalashnik was my defector. He was interested in leaving. We pushed him too hard, and he lost his nerve. There was an incident, and it was touch and go whether I’d be able to get out afterwards.”

      “But here you are,” he said, smiling. “Ready to go back.”

      “And still working out whether that was a good idea.” She knew that Lancaster would have been given the details of her previous assignment, and she didn’t particularly want to go over it in detail now. “I might have that vodka after all. Want one?”

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      She made her way to the buffet car and reached it as they rolled into a station. A clutch of old men and women were waiting on the platform, laden with homemade food to sell to the passengers. She stepped down and, for sixty złoty, was able to buy hot potato slices with dill and a small jar of sour cream, together with pickled cucumbers and raspberries that looked as if they had been picked that same day. She put the food in a paper bag and climbed back aboard; the attendant nodded in recognition. She made her way to the buffet car and bought a half-bottle of vodka and two glasses. The train jerked away again as Eloise made her way along the carriages, her shoulders bumping against the passage walls as they turned left and then right before plunging into the darkness of a tunnel.

      She reached the cabin and slid open the door. Lancaster had put himself to bed and was snoring lightly. She sat down and nibbled at the potatoes. The lights flickered, and the train rumbled along the tracks as it burst out of the tunnel and into a blasted landscape that extended as far as the eye could see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin returned to the building at Sobieskiego 100, passing through the imposing front door and diverting to his office to remove his overcoat. He draped it on the hook that he had fixed to the wall and checked his reflection in the mirror above the filing cabinet. He had been a young man when he had arrived in Warsaw, but a decade was a long time, and although he didn’t like to admit it, there was no getting around the fact that he was starting to look old. His hair had streaks of silver where once it had been jet black, and there were wrinkles around his eyes and mouth that had seemingly grown more pronounced over the last few months. He knew why: Warsaw was a backwater, an outpost where very little had happened during his time here, but, now that he had been promised promotion and a return to Moscow, he had more to lose. It would have been more than he could bear to have his prospects damaged by a failure so late in the day. The pressure had started to wear on him, and now—with something happening in the city that he couldn’t yet explain—he felt it more acutely than before.

      He reached into his coat pocket and removed the things that he had taken from Stepanov’s apartment. He needed to break him and find out whom he had been helping at the airport and, more importantly, where they were now.
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        * * *

      

      The prison and interrogation rooms were down a flight of narrow, cracked stone stairs. There were several doors off the corridor that stretched into the gloom ahead of Kostin: two opened into the holding cells, tiny rooms just a metre square, each with a ledge along one wall and a single caged bulb in the ceiling; next to them was the processing room where new prisoners were stripped and registered; beyond that were the heavy iron doors of the main cells, six on each side. Kostin had spent some time on the design of the cells. Some of them were flooded with cold water and equipped with a wooden perch in the middle; prisoners could either freeze or try to balance on the perch. Others were equipped with straitjackets that were fastened to the walls, and another had a wooden table with four manacles, two at the head and two at the foot. There was a door at the end of the corridor that led to a courtyard and, beyond that, the execution chamber. Prisoners for whom Kostin had no more use were taken into the chamber by two guards and then shot in the back of the head by a third. The bodies were hauled away to be buried or burned before a bucket of water was sloshed around the cobbles to wash away the blood and viscera.

      Stepanov was in one of the holding cells. Kostin slid back the peephole and looked inside. There was barely enough room for him to sit on the ledge. The colour had drained from his cheeks, and, at the sound of the shutter cranking open, he turned to the door and stood.

      “Please! This is a mistake. I don’t know anything, I swear.”

      Kostin shook his head. They all said that. It never lasted long.

      “Bring him through,” he said to the guard, then went to the room with the table.

      He pulled out one of the seats and sat down, then laid out the strip of photographs that he had taken from Stepanov’s apartment.

      Stepanov was brought in.

      “Sit down.”

      Stepanov did as he was told, his eyes fixed on the incriminating evidence on the table.

      Kostin laid a finger on the photographs. “Who’s this?”

      Stepanov swallowed. “I don’t know.”

      “Really? I found it in your apartment.”

      He tried a shrug. “I’ve never seen it before.”

      “It was under the floor.”

      “I don’t know what to say. Maybe whoever lived there before me left them?”

      “Come on, Borislav. I’d much rather we didn’t waste each other’s time.”

      “I’ve never seen her before.”

      “It was with the equipment you use to forge passports. I’m guessing you’ve got a few spares that you alter whenever someone needs to move around the country.”

      “No, Comrade—I don’t do that.”

      “Yes, you do.” He leaned back in the chair and pressed his hands together. “Let me tell you some of the things that I know. I know that you’ve been working with the exiles in London.”

      “No—”

      Kostin held up a hand to silence him. “Wasting my time with obvious lies is just going to irritate me. You’ve been under surveillance for weeks. I’ve checked with the two men who were watching you this afternoon, and they say you lost them. Now, it would be true to say that they’re not the best men I have, but the only way you could have managed something like that is by deliberately ensuring that you weren’t being followed.”

      “I don’t know what you mean, Comrade.”

      Kostin ignored that with a smile. “You lost my men, and then you went to the airport.” He took out the photographs that Goga Stanislavovich had presented to him earlier, extracted the one he wanted, and tapped his finger on it. “Here’s you, Borislav.” He moved his finger. “And here’s the woman whose photograph you had hidden beneath the floor of your apartment. You collected her, gave her new papers, and then took her somewhere. First things first: who is she?”

      Stepanov looked down at the photograph. Kostin watched his face and almost fancied that he could see the remaining colour drain away.

      “Borislav? Come on. I need to know. You could save yourself a good deal of unpleasantness if you tell me.”

      His voice was low. “Never seen her before.”

      Kostin stood. “Shame.”

      Stepanov watched him fearfully. “What are you going to do?”

      “You haven’t given me much choice. I know our reputation, of course, but I can’t say I particularly enjoy hurting prisoners. I’d much rather you just answered my questions honestly and truthfully.” He shrugged. “But it’s your choice.”

      He stood, went to the door and knocked on it, waiting for the guard to unlock it for him.

      “I don’t know who she is,” Stepanov insisted.

      “We’ll talk about it in ten minutes, Comrade.” He turned to the guard. “Take him to the basement and soften him up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Stanislav Kalashnik took a seat at the back of the bus and opened his bag to take out his copy of Izvestiia. He pretended to read it, but in truth, his mind was a million miles away. Two days had passed since his meeting with Orlov, and he had found it difficult to put it out of his mind. In particular, he couldn’t stop thinking about what Orlov had said about his wife. If he was right, Irina had been poisoned by radiation from the leak at the plant, but it was the culture of secrecy and fear that had been responsible for her death. And that was inexcusable.

      “Excuse me.”

      Kalashnik looked up and saw a man standing next to his seat. The bus was full, and the only space was next to him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’m a million miles away.”

      He shuffled to the side so that the man could sit down.

      “Thank you,” the man said.

      He had a bag on his lap. Kalashnik watched from the corner of his eye as he opened the bag and took out a sandwich wrapped in greaseproof paper. He reached back into the bag and took out a small plastic box. He removed the lid and held it out. “Halva?”

      Kalashnik looked into the box. Halva were sweets made from sesame seeds and then coated in chocolate. These ones were wrapped in the red-and-gold paper of the Red Front factory.

      “Thank you,” Kalashnik said, taking one of the sweets from the box.

      The man smiled. He took one of the sweets for himself, put the lid back on the box, and put it and the sandwich back into his bag. “I’m Roman.”

      “Stanislav.”

      The bus rumbled away. Kalashnik carefully removed the wrapping and put the sweet into his mouth. It was delicious and, as the flavour filled his mouth, he was taken back to his childhood. His mother had made the sweets with layers of cream and condensed milk.

      The man was still looking at him. “Good?”

      “Delicious.”

      “Do you work at the plant?”

      “I do.”

      “Where?”

      Stanislav glanced over at him. “I’m the deputy chief engineer.”

      “Oh,” the man said. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’ve only been at the plant since February. I should’ve realised who you are.” The man was mortified, obviously worried that he had caused offence.

      “Forget it,” Kalashnik said. “What about you?”

      “I’m in the pump room.”

      “Where were you before?”

      “Leningrad.”

      The bus rounded a corner and then picked up speed as they gained the straight road that would take them to the station.

      “Can I ask you a question, Comrade?”

      “Of course.”

      “My boss was talking about a test. Something about shutting the pumps down?”

      “Not quite,” Kalashnik said. “The generators will be switched off. We’re going to test whether the turbines can power the pumps before the diesel backups can get up to speed.”

      “Is that safe?”

      Stanislav forced a reassuring smile. “Of course. You don’t take chances with a nuclear reactor. It’ll be fine.”

      “Of course,” he said, but his face was still coloured by concern. “I wasn’t suggesting that I thought otherwise.”

      “I know you weren’t. Asking questions is important—it keeps us all on our toes.”

      The man nodded his agreement, but—perhaps a little cowed by the realisation that he had expressed doubts about a plan in which Kalashnik was likely involved—he turned his head to look out of the window as the facility drew nearer. Kalashnik looked, too, at the huge venting stack and the vast buildings that housed the reactors and the equipment that was necessary to generate the electricity that the plant supplied to the Ukrainian grid. He thought about what the man had said and wondered how many of the other engineers who worked at the plant would have heard about the test and whether they, too, were concerned about it. And then he thought of Irina and what had happened to her, and wondered how many more men and women would be sacrificed to a system that wouldn’t even contemplate the idea of its own fallibility. He thought of the offer that Orlov had made and knew that shaming the Party was the only way that anything would change.

      And if he didn’t do it, who would?
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            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin had several tried-and-tested methods to extract information from those who would have preferred not to supply it. There was simple brutality: one or two of the beefier privates working over a prisoner with fists and boots for thirty minutes. That was often enough. If time was not an issue, the beatings could last for days with interrogators working in shifts. They called it ‘threshing the rye.’ The pain focused the mind, but it was the prospect of what might come next that was usually the trigger for a new policy of cooperation.

      It didn’t always work, though, and when it didn’t, Kostin had to dig deeper for other ways to loosen a reluctant tongue. Sleep deprivation was effective, but, again, it required the luxury of time, and he didn’t have that now. There was the technique they called ‘the Swallow,’ where prisoners were tied up with a long towel that was forced between their teeth like a bridle and then pulled down hard and knotted around their feet. They could be left like that for days. There were punishment cells—‘tallow-boilers’—that were heated until they were almost unbearable, or, conversely, prisoners could be dumped into barrels of icy water. Some prisoners had needles and pins pressed under their fingernails; toes could be crushed in a door; other prisoners were forced to drink their own—or their interrogator’s—urine.

      Kostin needed to move faster than that, though, so he had Stepanov strapped face down to the table and had one the privates beat the soles of his feet and his spine with a rubber strap. Once the flesh was bruised, evidence of internal haemorrhaging, the private beat the bruises until—so it had been said—it felt as if boiling water were being poured onto them.

      Stepanov didn’t look as if he would be difficult to break, but he proved to be more resilient than Kostin would have expected. He lasted for six hours until, faced with Kostin’s leather satchel of medical tools—scalpels and bone saws and pliers—he finally broke.

      “I don’t know her name,” he croaked.

      “What do you know?”

      “She’s British.”

      “Who’s she with?”

      “A man.”

      “His name?”

      “George.”

      “Surname?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Come on, Borislav.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Where’s he from?”

      “He’s British, too.”

      “What are they? MI6?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “What did they want you to do?”

      “New papers. Passports. Identity cards. You found my stuff—that’s what I do.”

      “Very good, Borislav. Thank you. Now—keep going. You took the woman somewhere.”

      “The railway station.”

      “Did George meet you there?”

      He nodded.

      “One more question and then we will take you to your cell and see about those wounds. Where are they going?”

      Borislav paused and looked down. Kostin could guess what he was thinking: had he held out for long enough to stop the British agents from being intercepted before they reached their destination? Most men would have buckled hours ago. Stepanov had suffered enormously to buy them as much time as he could.

      Kostin undid the strap of his leather satchel and let Borislav look down on the shining steel inside. “Where?”

      “Ukraine,” he murmured.

      “Where?”

      “Pripyat. They’re going to Pripyat.”
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      Kostin went up to his office and found a map of Ukraine. He studied it, tracing his finger from Pripyat and then south, following the route of the Pripyat River and then the Dnieper all the way down to Kiev.

      He could think of two reasons why Western spies might be interested in the area. He had heard rumours that there was a huge radar installation outside Mykolaiv, a vast listening device that was rumoured to be able to pick up ballistic missile launches from hundreds of miles away. That seemed like something that might be of interest.

      He drew his finger back north until it settled over a point three kilometres south of the town.

      There was a nuclear power station there. It seemed less likely as a target than the radar array, but… it was impossible to say for sure.

      He picked up his phone and told the operator that he needed to speak to the director of the Sixth Department of the KGB Administration. The department covered Kiev and the surrounding towns, including Pripyat. He fingered the strip of photographs as he waited for the call to be connected, listening to the clicks and buzzes on the line as he tried not to think about what would happen to his reputation—to his future—if an enemy agent did damage to the Motherland after making her way into the union under his nose.

      “Hello?”

      “This is Major Yulian Kostin in Warsaw.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry—to whom am I speaking?”

      “This is Colonel Turko. I’m busy, Kostin. What do you want?”

      His tone was peremptory and disdainful. Kostin gripped the receiver tightly and took a beat before replying. “I have evidence to suggest that two foreign agents are on their way to Pripyat. They might be there already.”

      “Foreign agents?”

      “We believe a man and a woman who work for MI6 entered the USSR through Warsaw airport yesterday. I’ve interrogated the man who I believe offered them assistance, and he has confirmed their destination.”

      “Why would they want to go to Pripyat?”

      Kostin fought for patience. “I thought perhaps the power station or the radar array.”

      “I doubt there’s anything to worry about. Both are well guarded.”

      “I’m sure they are, Colonel, and I’m speculating—they might be there for another reason. But I thought that I ought to let you know so that you can look out for them.”

      “What details do you have?”

      “As I say, a man and a woman. They’re travelling under false passports in the names of Tatiana Novikova and Fyodor Vinogradov.”

      “Descriptions?”

      “I have a photograph of the woman—I’ll send it by fax straight away.”

      “And the man?”

      “Nothing yet. We’re reviewing footage and photographs from the airport.”

      Turko sighed. “It’s probably nothing. And it would certainly have been nothing if they had been stopped at the airport.”

      “Yes, sir. Agreed.”

      There was a pause.

      “Colonel? Are you still there?”

      “What do you want, Kostin?”

      “Is there anything you’d like me to do?”

      “Find out why they’re here and let me know.”

      “Yes, sir. Will you keep a watch for them?”

      The line buzzed: the colonel had put the phone down. Kostin stared at the receiver. He was about as sure as he could be that Turko would do nothing with the information that Kostin had just provided. He had never spoken to the colonel before, but it was clear, in just the span of their short conversation, that he was the kind of officer who was happy to serve out his time before he was able to retire and take his pension. Kostin was also sure that any damage caused by the agents would be attributed to him despite the fact that he had discovered them and alerted the department that covered their most likely destination. The colonel’s laziness would be ignored; shit flowed downhill, after all, and Turko would make sure that it covered Kostin if anything happened.

      It was the Soviet way.

      Kostin gently tapped the receiver against his forehead. If the colonel wasn’t going to act, Kostin wasn’t going to sit around and wait for the consequences of his inaction to flow over him. He opened the line again and called the switchboard.

      “Yes, Major?”

      “Call the director at the Pripyat office.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The line spat and fizzed as the operator connected the call.

      “This is Major Nikolaev. Who is this?”

      “Major Kostin from Warsaw.”

      “Yes, Major. How can I help you?”

      Nikolaev sounded a little more accommodating. That was encouraging.

      “I have intelligence that suggests that two enemy agents are on their way to Pripyat.”

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      “They entered the country yesterday. We found a local man who assisted them. The information we have is from him.”

      “And does he know why they might be coming here?”

      “He doesn’t. But I thought—”

      “The damned radar array,” the major said. “That must be it. I’ve already had a warning from Moscow that the Americans are obsessed with it. They’ve probably come to take a look.”

      “That does seem possible,” Kostin said. “I have a picture of one of the spies. Would you like me to send it to you?”

      “I’d love you to, Major, but the fax machine stopped working last week, and we haven’t got around to replacing it yet.”

      Kostin put his hand to his forehead. “I’d better come myself, then.”

      “You would be very welcome. Where did you say you were again?”

      “Warsaw.”

      “Warsaw. What’s that—five hundred miles? Set off now and you could be here for morning.”

      “I’ll leave straight away.”

      “And I’ll see you when you arrive, Comrade.”
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      Eloise managed to get three hours’ worth of sleep, lulled into slumber by vodka, the swaying of the carriage and the rumble of the wheels on the tracks. They stopped in Belarus and then continued east until they reached Mazyr. The train sighed to a halt, the carriages groaning as they came to rest. It was early, a little after two in the morning, but there were still enterprising hawkers on the platform, offering hot food and vodka.

      They left the blue-and-white-painted terminal and descended a steep flight of stone steps to the road.

      “Where’s the car?” Eloise asked.

      Lancaster paused at the foot of the stairs, then spotted what he was looking for. “Over there.”

      They walked the empty street to a car park. The neighbourhood was quiet, with only a handful of lights in the windows of the grim tower blocks that accommodated the locals. The fact that there was no one else around was both a blessing and a curse: on the one hand, it ought to be easier to spot any potential surveillance; on the other, they were more conspicuous than they might otherwise have been.

      “It’s too quiet,” Lancaster muttered.

      He walked briskly to the Trabant sedan that had been parked there, reached into the arch of the rear wheel, and collected the key. He opened the door and dropped into the driver’s seat, reaching across to open the door for Eloise.

      “I hate these cars,” Lancaster said.

      “How do you double the price of a Trabant?” Eloise asked him with a straight face.

      “I don’t know. How?”

      “Fill up the tank.”

      His face cracked with a smile. “Very good.” He started the engine.

      “How long from here?” she asked.

      “Just over two hours. We’re on schedule. We should get there before it gets light.”

      He released the handbrake, put the Trabant into gear, and rolled out onto the empty road. He turned to the south and gently accelerated away. The road and the railway followed the same path out of the town, and, as they set off into the Belorussian countryside, they drove alongside the locomotive that had brought them this far. The track diverged, cleaving close to the Pripyat, and Eloise watched as the train slowly passed from view, leaving just the glow of its running lights and then the faintest puffs of white smoke before those, too, disappeared and they were left alone on the road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin had hoped that he might be able to find a pilot to fly him to Pripyat, but he had quickly been disabused of that particular notion. Helicopters were not for the likes of him, and if he wanted to go to the Ukraine, he was going to have to drive.

      He went and found Goga Stanislavovich.

      “Yes, Major?”

      “We’re going to Pripyat.”

      “Where?”

      “Ukraine. North of Kiev. That’s where our agents are going.”

      “Didn’t you call the Kiev office?”

      “I did. They won’t do anything, and then they’ll blame us for whatever happens. We need to go and find them ourselves.”

      “My wife is pregnant. She’ll—”

      “I don’t really care what your wife has to say, Goga. I need to get to Pripyat, and I’m going to need someone to come with me—that’s you. When’s the baby due?”

      “Next month.”

      “So it’ll be fine. Call her and tell her you’ll be away for a day or two. We need to leave in five minutes. I’ll see you in the garage.”

      He wasn’t particularly fond of Stanislavovich, but he’d get to Ukraine more quickly with someone to share the driving, and he knew that he would appreciate at least one familiar face—no matter how irritating—when he arrived in Pripyat. Major Nikolaev had been more enthusiastic than he had expected, but Kostin had no doubt that the local officers would treat his arrival with the sullen acceptance that he himself had felt when emissaries from Moscow had invaded his own patch.

      He opened his briefcase and dropped in the things that he might need in Pripyat: the photographs of the woman and the information he had on Borislav Stepanov. He opened his desk drawer and took out his holstered Makarov. He put the pistol into the case, added a box of ammunition, and closed the lid. Kostin had no one waiting for him at home and no one to call to tell them that he was going to be away for a few days. He was unmarried and had no partner. His father had died five years earlier, and his mother was in a retirement home in a town on the edge of Moscow; their relationship was awkward enough that he visited only once or twice a year.

      He went to the stairs and descended to the parking garage beneath the building. The spaces were almost all empty, given the late hour, but Stanislavovich was waiting by his Moskvitch. He had only taken delivery of the car that month and was inordinately proud of it. It was the IZh-412 model with the black grille and the indicators on the outer edges of the headlamps.

      “I told Klara,” Stanislavovich said. “She’s not happy.”

      “It’s the job, Goga. You know how it is.”

      “It’s easier for you. You don’t have anyone to nag you.”

      Kostin knew the other men gossiped about the fact that he lacked a wife. He ignored them for the most part, unwilling to encourage their speculation. The fact was that he had no interest in women. He had known, from an early age, that he was different to other boys, and that he felt an attraction for them that he couldn’t possibly indulge. He dared not even speak the name of his affliction for fear that even saying the word would lead to someone finding out. He wouldn’t last five minutes in the KGB if the gossip was given any basis in fact. There were professionals who argued that homosexuality could be treated by psychotherapy, but Kostin knew that the confidentiality they offered was illusory. The state knew everything in the end, and, if anyone discovered his secret, he would be lucky if all that happened was an immediate discharge from the service.

      “We’ll take your car,” Kostin said, pointing at the Moskvitch.

      Stanislavovich beamed with pride. He opened the door and got inside, reaching across the cabin to open the door for Kostin. He lowered himself inside and breathed in the freshness of the interior.

      “Silver linings,” Stanislavovich said. “I’ve been meaning to take her for a long drive ever since I got her. This will do nicely.”
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      The night-time drive through Belorussia and Ukraine revealed countryside that consisted of wide-open, arable fields and the occasional village and hamlet that provided homes to the farmers who worked the land. The land stretched away as far as the eye could see, bathed in the silver glow of the moon and nothing else. The road was deserted save for the occasional truck that lumbered toward Kiev, with Lancaster flicking the indicator and overtaking them each in turn before edging back into the lane.

      They didn’t speak. Eloise was nervous, her anxiety increasing with every mile they drew nearer to their destination. It was obvious that Lancaster felt the same way, too.

      They crested a final hill, and the atomgrad of Pripyat became visible in the basin of the valley that lay before them. Eloise had studied the town, and, although she thought she knew what to expect, it was still a stark change to see the glow of lights on concrete after so many miles of the same blackness.

      “Where are we going to stay?” she asked.

      “There’s an apartment we can use,” Lancaster said.

      “We have someone here?”

      “His name is Zakharov. He lives here. Works at the power plant—they all do. He’s been helpful—he took care of most of the preparation and set-up. He’s found a place that we can use while we’re there, and he’s given us what we need to know about the town and the plant. There’s a map in the glovebox—take a look.”

      Eloise opened it and took out the contents: there was another version of the map that she had studied in Paris, a small pen torch, a key, two passports, a bundle of roubles and a pistol.

      She held the gun up. “You think we’ll need this?”

      “Hopefully not. But I’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it. Check the passports. We’ll need them when we exfiltrate.”

      She opened them both and cocked an eyebrow. “Volodymyr and Lilya Antonovych.”

      “We’re married?”

      “Seems like it.”

      He turned his head and grinned at her. “Not my doing, darling.”

      She unfolded the map and, after lighting it with the torch, saw that a route had been marked with red ink, ending up with a cross on Sportivnaya Street. They passed the city hall building that housed the ipsolkom—the city administration—and Eloise saw from an annotation on the map that the building also housed the offices of the local KGB.

      “Left at the junction,” she said.

      Lancaster did as he was told, slowing the car to wait so that a slow-moving truck could go by before following behind it.

      “Over there.” She pointed. “That’s it.”

      He slowed down. The building was sixteen storeys tall and identical to the others that lined the road. Huge banners had been hung on the sides of the hulking, ugly blocks: one bore an image of Lenin, his arm outstretched as if accepting acclaim; another showed a diagram of an atom, with the letters of the slogan ‘Peace to the World’ picked out between the protons, neutrons, and electrons.

      Lancaster continued on, finding a quieter side street where he could park the car between two others in such a way that it would be difficult to see from the main road. He put the pistol in his pocket, and he and Eloise stepped out of the car. It was warm, with the scent of rose blossom on a gentle breeze. The buildings might have been the same brutalist slabs that she remembered from her previous visit to the Soviet Union, but there was a freshness to Pripyat that was very different to the turgid, leaden atmosphere that suffocated everything in Komsomolsk.

      They walked back to the entrance to the building. It loomed above them, identical storeys featuring three windows per apartment and communal balconies that jutted out in shallow triangles. The main door was open, and they went through it. The elevators were out of order, so Lancaster led the way to a flight of stairs that climbed up through the middle of the block. They started up.

      “Top floor,” he said.

      The walls were painted a dull green, and the bare concrete steps had been swept scrupulously clean. There were two doors on each landing that opened out onto corridors from which the residents could get to their apartments. They kept going, and, by the time that they had reached the sixteenth floor, both of them were breathing hard. Lancaster pushed open the door on the right of the landing, and they made their way along the corridor to the door at the end. Lancaster took the key, pushed it into the lock and turned it.

      The door opened.

      He drew the pistol and went inside.
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      The door opened onto a sitting room. The walls had been hung with patterned paper, and a large wooden cabinet took up most of the space to the right. The floor was carpeted, and two armchairs were arranged so that they were warmed by the large cast-iron radiator that would draw its heat from the communal hot water supply. A framed photograph on the wall showed a man and a woman at their wedding, and a row of smaller framed photographs on the cabinet showed the couple enjoying days out and family occasions.

      “We need to check for bugs,” Eloise whispered.

      Lancaster nodded, and they split up. Eloise knew that the KGB were in the habit of bugging the locals, and, since they had no idea who had been in this apartment before them, they needed to assure themselves that there was no prospect that they might give themselves away. She went into the first of the two bedrooms and conducted a thorough search, dropping down on her knees to look under the bed and pulling out the bedside tables. She checked the light fittings and the electrical sockets until she was satisfied that everything was clear. She opened the wardrobe and found clothes for a man and a woman.

      “I’m clear,” Lancaster said.

      “Me too.” She indicated the contents of the wardrobe. “Looks like he left them for us.”

      “He’s thorough. The refrigerator’s stocked, too. And there’s this.”

      He held up a bottle of vodka.

      “Very thorough,” Eloise said.

      “Want a glass?”

      “Just one.”

      Lancaster went back through the sitting room to the kitchen, returning with two shot glasses. He unscrewed the lid of the bottle and poured out two shots. He gave one of the glasses to Eloise and held the other up.

      “A good start,” he said.

      “So far.”

      They touched glasses and drank.

      “What’s the plan?” she said.

      “It’s too quiet for us to go out now. We stay here until it’s light,” Lancaster said. “I’m due to meet Zakharov this evening.”

      “What for?”

      “Just for an update. He’s been asked to keep an eye on Kalashnik.”

      “I’ll run counter-surveillance.”

      He nodded. “That’s not a bad idea. We need to get our bearings, too.”

      “What about Kalashnik? Do we know where he is?”

      “He has an apartment on Zavodska Street.”

      “How do we make contact?”

      “We need to make sure he’s clean first. We’ll do that this morning—both of us.”

      “And then?”

      “I’ll do a brush pass and give him this address. We can’t go to his—there’s no way of knowing whether it’s watched. At least we can be confident that we can speak freely in here. I’ll make myself scarce for a couple of hours so you can make his acquaintance again.”

      He said it with a gentle smile, and Eloise was left with the impression that he was poking fun at her. “It wasn’t like that,” she protested.

      “Like what?”

      “Like…” She finished her drink and poured another. “Like that.”

      “He’s a good-looking man.”

      “He was,” she conceded. “And I decided that I stood a better chance of getting him out if he felt an attraction to me.”

      “Which he obviously did.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Come on,” Lancaster said. “Stop being coy. You made a mark on him.”

      Eloise thought about that: did Kalashnik still trust her? After what had happened the last time, it would have made more sense for him to never want to see her again. She knew that he had been attracted to her, but did it run deeper than that? She wondered how she would react to seeing him again.
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      Lancaster was impressed with Eloise. He knew that she had worked behind the Iron Curtain before, but it was one thing to be told that and another to see the confidence with which she blended into the men and women and children who were out in the unseasonably warm April day. He had worked against the Soviet authorities for all of his professional life and had long since reconciled himself to what would happen if he was caught. As far as he knew, she didn’t have anywhere near as much experience as he did, yet she wasn’t fazed in the slightest.

      They had stayed inside until eight, then left the apartment and took the stairs down to the ground floor. The happy squeals of the children playing out on the street merged with the songs of the birds in the trees into a happy chorus. Preparations for the May Day parade were well underway, and Lancaster nodded politely as a pair of women returning from the supermarket with provisions in advance of the holiday made their way back to their block. Lancaster was a hundred feet ahead of Eloise so as not to give any observant watcher a cause to think that they were together.

      He turned back to see where she was: she had crossed over to the other side of the street and was matching his pace with a natural and confident stride. They had found a string avoska—a ‘just in case’ bag that Soviet shoppers took with them in the hope that they might find something to buy on the shelves of the stores—and filled it with a jar of coffee and a loaf of bread that they had taken from the larder. She had changed into a skirt that Zakharov had left in the wardrobe, together with a black and white striped T-shirt and a red cloth scarf that she knotted around her neck. She looked the part, with nothing evident that would give the authorities a reason to stop her.

      He approached Café Pripyat, the coffee shop positioned on the shore of the vast lake that fed the power plant with the water that cooled the reactors. As usual, it had attracted a crowd of young locals who were chatting and drinking on the terrace that overlooked the water. A wide stairway descended to the boat dock and then down to the water’s edge. Sailing boats bobbed out in the middle of the water, and patrons enjoyed the view from an observation platform located on the roof of the café.

      Zakharov was wearing a cheap brown suit and had a copy of Pravda tucked under his arm. He was sitting at a table with an enamel mug of coffee steaming in front of him.

      “Good morning,” Lancaster said as he sat down.

      “Good morning.”

      “Thank you for the apartment. It’s perfect.”

      Zakharov waved his gratitude away. “You had no problems getting here?”

      “None. It was all very straightforward.”

      “Don’t be complacent. The KGB are no fools.”

      “I know that. This isn’t my first time.”

      Zakharov glanced over Lancaster’s shoulder. “Have you spoken to the scientist?”

      “Not yet. Later. How are your preparations?”

      Zakharov didn’t answer at once, and Lancaster thought he saw a moment of uncertainty on his face. “Preparations?”

      “For leaving,” Lancaster said. “You still want to leave, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Of course. I will be ready.”

      “What else did you think I meant?”

      “Nothing. I misunderstood you.”

      “You have the things you’ll need? The new passport and identity card?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. You’ll need to memorise the details on the sheet—your new name, your family history, the reason for leaving town.”

      “My name is Valery Ilyich Sorokin. I am forty-three years old. My wife is Yekaterina, and we have two children: Anuskha, who is six years old, and Sofiya, who is seven. I live in Moscow in an apartment on Ostryakova Street. I work for the Ministry of Medium Machine Building.”

      “Once you’re sure you won’t forget it, you’ll need to burn the sheet.”

      “I already burned it,” he said. “How will I get out?”

      “You’ll need to get a car.”

      “I have a car.”

      “Not your own—they’ll be looking for it. Steal one and then drive to Kolka. It’s a small fishing village northwest of Riga.”

      “In Latvia?”

      He nodded. “On the coast. There’s a car park on the beach north of the town. Go there and wait. A friend will pick you up. He’ll take care of the rest.”

      “How? How will he get me out?”

      “You’ll need to trust him.”

      “By sea? He’ll take me to Sweden?”

      “Possibly. I don’t know the details beyond that—he’ll take care of you.”

      Zakharov exhaled shakily, but, seemingly satisfied, gave a nod and put out his hand. “Thank you. I appreciate what you have done for me.”

      Lancaster took his hand and shook it. “Hold your nerve—you’re nearly out.”

      Zakharov got up, left a note on the table to cover his drink, and set off. Lancaster watched him as he went by the bench that Eloise had chosen to observe the meeting, then watched as he followed the path between a stand of trees and disappeared.

      He waited a moment and then left the table, too.
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      Pripyat might have been a small town, but it was new, and it had been apparent as they had driven through it that no expense had been spared. The nuclear plant needed qualified staff from across the union, and they were attracted here by a pleasant life in a prosperous town.

      “Look at this,” Goga said, gesturing through the windscreen.

      “I know,” Kostin said. “It makes Warsaw look backward.”

      The local office of the Committee for State Security was on the top floor of the ipsolkom. Kostin pointed to a parking space at the back of the town hall and waited as Goga backed the car into it. The trip had been long and draining. They had shared the driving, and Kostin had managed an hour or two of sleep while Goga was behind the wheel, but it had been fitful and unsatisfactory, and now he felt groggy and sore. He was anxious, too, confident that the agents or saboteurs or whatever they were had been here before him. He was keen that the search to find them should start at once.

      He led the way into the building, and they took the elevator to the top floor. Pripyat was a tiny office by committee standards, but the nearby nuclear plant made it a focus of national interest. The reception area was painted lime green, like half the government offices he had ever visited. A small waiting area to the left was occupied by a handful of local residents slumped in cheap steel-framed chairs, waiting either to be interviewed or to pick up a loved one. A counter sat along the back wall, where a large woman with her hair in a tight bun and a neck-chain on her spectacles wrote in a ledger.

      “Good morning. Major Kostin and Lieutenant Stanislavovich to see Major Nikolaev.”

      “He’s not on duty.”

      “Then the senior officer.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No, and I don’t need one. I’m here on state business.”

      “One moment, please.”

      The woman stood, walked to the end of the counter and picked up a telephone, dialling the numbers slowly, staring at Kostin disdainfully.

      The call rang through. She made a few quick comments and nodded, then hung up.

      “Lieutenant Colonel Tereshchenko will see you—the office at the end of the corridor.”
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        * * *

      

      The narrow corridor was flanked by white plaster walls, and a fading red-and-gold carpet ran along its length. Tereshchenko’s office was the corner room at the far end. Kostin knocked twice.

      “Come in.”

      Tereshchenko was seated behind the desk, a cigarette in his hand.

      “Major Kostin?”

      “That’s right, sir. And this is Lieutenant Stanislavovich.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen. You must be tired—you’ve had a long drive.”

      “A little tired,” Kostin admitted.

      Tereshchenko gestured to the two chairs on the other side of the desk. “Sit down. Can I get you both a drink? I have coffee.”

      Kostin sat. It was difficult to find coffee in the markets, and, when it was available, it was prohibitively expensive. Tereshchenko got up and went to a console table at the back of the room. There was a kettle and a collection of china cups. He busied himself with the preparation as Kostin looked around the room. It was much grander than his own office. A picture of Lenin had been hung on the wood-panelled wall, and he looked down onto a room that had been provided with decent furniture and a carpet that was luxuriously deep. The window offered a view across the city, and, in the near distance, he could see the nuclear plant, distinguished by its red-and-white-painted cooling towers.

      “The coffee I had before I came here was disgusting,” Tereshchenko said. “The stuff you can usually get is made of chicory and oats. You know what my mother called it? Indian pavement dust.” He laughed. “Completely undrinkable without sugar and, even then…” He shook his head. “I was in Moscow for years. You could only get proper coffee in Beryózka shops if you had hard currency, or in the stores where the nomenklatura shopped. But nothing for the likes of us.”

      “And here?”

      “Available in the supermarket for a very reasonable price. That’s one of the benefits of living in an atomgrad. We need skilled workers to want to come here. The pot is sweetened a little to make it as attractive as we can. You should have a look in the Raduga on Kurchatov Street. You’ll be impressed.”

      The kettle boiled, and he poured hot water into three cups and brought them back to the desk. He gave one to Kostin and another to Stanislavovich and took the third himself. He went back around the desk and sat down.

      “I spoke to Nikolaev,” he said. “He says you’re looking for someone who shouldn’t be here.”

      “Two people, actually. Two British agents entered the country through Warsaw airport yesterday. I have reason to believe that they’re in Pripyat.”

      “I see. You could have sent the details to us, and we would have looked.”

      “The major said that your fax machine is broken.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “It was,” he said. “We had a new one delivered yesterday afternoon. Vasily must not have been told.”

      “It’s fine, sir,” Kostin said. “We’re here now. Happy to help find them.”

      “You’d better tell me what’s happened, and we can work out what to do.”

      Kostin went through the information that they had: the enemy agents had landed at Warsaw airport and passed through immigration under assumed identities. He explained that they had detained a local fixer and that, after interrogation, the man had revealed that the agents were intending to come to Ukraine.

      Tereshchenko listened intently. “Did he say why they would want to come here?”

      “No, sir. He didn’t know. But it’s got to be either the radar array or the power station. I can’t think of any other reason.”

      “Agreed. Do you have photographs?”

      “Just of the woman.”

      He opened his case, took out the strip of photographs that he had found in Stepanov’s apartment, and laid them on Tereshchenko’s desk. The lieutenant colonel looked at the photographs for a moment and then stroked his chin. “I’ll take copies and circulate them among my men. I’ll have them keep an eye out for her.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What else do you propose?”

      Kostin had considered that on the drive through Ukraine. “You have personnel files on the employees at the plant and the radar array?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “It might be an idea to let me have a look through them.”

      “The radar array won’t be a problem—there are only a few hundred you’d need to look through. But do you know how many people work at the plant?”

      “More than a few hundred?”

      “A little more.” Tereshchenko chuckled. “Six thousand.”

      Kostin nodded. “Then we’ll have to be strategic. If they’re here because someone wants to defect, then it’d have to be someone reasonably senior.”

      “We can arrange the files so you work down, top to bottom.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let me have a word with my secretary. The files are in the basement. I’ll have them set up a table for you down there.”
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      They spent the rest of the morning scouting out the city. Lancaster suggested that they split up, and Eloise agreed. He set off in the direction of the Palace of Culture, and she went to the swimming pool. The name of the building—Azure—was displayed above the doors, and Eloise decided that she would go in for a look. There was an observation deck, and, from there, she looked down on an Olympic-sized pool that was bathed in daylight from the huge floor-to-ceiling windows opposite the seating. She sat for a moment and watched a diving lesson, as teenagers climbed up to the top of the high board and launched themselves into the deepest part of the pool below.

      They had arranged to meet outside Kalashnik’s apartment building at twelve thirty, and Eloise, seeing that she still had an hour, took a meandering route past the bas-relief murals on Lenina Prospekt, the Raduga supermarket, the Prometheus movie theatre and the beautiful central square; the air was heavy with the scent of roses. She arrived at Zavodska Street and couldn’t see Lancaster; he stepped out of the adjacent building as she went by and fell into step behind her.

      “Are you clear?” she asked him.

      “Yes. You?”

      She looked askance at him.

      He smiled. “Just asking.”

      “I’ve told you before—”

      “—it’s not your first dance,” he finished for her. “I know.”

      They slowed their pace and diverted to a row of six benches that looked onto a grassy play area and, beyond that, Kalashnik’s building.

      Eloise had only just sat down when the doors of the building opened, and a man stepped out.

      “There. That’s him.”

      Kalashnik looked different: he had added a little weight since she had last seen him, and his hair had been cropped close to his head to disguise the fact, she guessed, that his hairline was receding. He was still good looking, although the fresh-faced boyishness had been replaced by a more grizzled aspect.

      “We’ll split up again,” Eloise said. “I don’t want him seeing me yet—the last thing we need is for him to give it away if he’s being watched.”

      “Agreed. He’s never seen me before—I can stay closer.”

      “It looks like he’s going shopping,” she said.

      “I’ll make a brush pass if he’s clear. He can come and see us before he goes to work.”

      She nodded her agreement, and Lancaster quickened his pace, closing the distance to Kalashnik. Eloise stayed back in case Kalashnik turned in her direction. She watched the others on the street, looking for any sign that might suggest that KGB agents were also following, but saw nothing that gave any particular cause for concern. There were plenty of men and women going about their business: some went into the stores along the way; others emerged with bags full of goods; mothers watched their children playing in the park; men cycled along the road, cars and buses passing alongside.

      Kalashnik walked by the bright yellow telephone booths next to the Raduga supermarket and paused, kneeling to adjust a shoelace before standing, turning left, and going inside. Lancaster glanced back at Eloise and then hurried across the road, following Kalashnik into the store. Eloise waited for a beige Moskvitch to roll by and then crossed the two lanes of northbound traffic, pausing on the central reservation, between the fir trees and rose bushes that had been planted there, and then crossed the two southbound lanes to the other side. A vendor had set up an outdoor café in the green space between Lenina Prospekt and Lesya Ukrainka Street. She bought a small chebureki—a lamb pie that had been deep-fried in oil—and took it to a bench where she could eat it while also keeping an eye on the entrance to the store.

      Kalashnik was inside for fifteen minutes, and Eloise saw nothing in that time that might have suggested that he was being followed. He emerged with a selection of cans and bottles in his string avoska and made his way back in the direction from which he had arrived. Lancaster followed him outside, a bottle of vodka in his hand. Eloise took another mouthful of the pie, dumped the rest in the bin next to the bench, and followed.

      Lancaster spotted her and gave a single nod of his head. She did the same, both of them confirming that there was no suggestion that Kalashnik was under surveillance and that it was safe to make the brush pass.

      Eloise peeled off, cutting through the green spaces and then a row of apartment blocks, all topped with the red Soviet star. She emerged on Lesya Ukrainka Street and headed northwest until she reached Sportivnaya Street. She stopped a hundred feet from Kalashnik’s building and watched, looking for anything that might suggest that it was under surveillance. There were no occupied parked cars, no vans that might conceal bugging equipment, no dawdling pedestrians save a pair of mothers who sat side by side on a playground bench while their children gambolled around them. She was as confident as she could be that the road was clear, and concluded that there was no need to prevent Lancaster from making contact. She sat on one of the other playground benches; it offered her a clear sightline to the front of the building, but made it more difficult for her to be noticed by anyone who might be looking in her direction.

      Kalashnik had just turned the corner, his bag swinging at his side. Lancaster turned, too, and quickened his pace so that the distance between the two men narrowed. Lancaster called out when he was a few feet away. Kalashnik stopped and turned. Lancaster beamed a wide smile and put out his hand. Kalashnik took it, and the two had a brief conversation, Lancaster smiling broadly in a fashion that might suggest someone seeing an old friend unexpectedly on the street for the first time in months. Kalashnik looked stilted by comparison, but Lancaster was so animated that it was difficult not to be distracted by him. The interaction lasted no longer than fifteen seconds; Lancaster delivered a loud “Dasvidaniya”—goodbye—and, his arm aloft in farewell, continued down the street in Eloise’s direction.

      She breathed a sigh of relief.
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      They went back to the apartment and waited. Lancaster stood near the window and looked out, checking up and down the street for Kalashnik or anything that might prompt them to terminate the rendezvous.

      An hour passed, and Lancaster became anxious.

      “He should be here,” he muttered.

      “What did you say to him?”

      “I gave him the address and told him to come here before he went on shift.”

      “Which shift is he on?”

      “He does nights.”

      “So he’s probably not going to leave until much later. He’ll be here.”

      “You say that, but I read the file—he got cold feet before. What’s to say it won’t happen again?”

      “That was our fault. We pushed him too hard. We’ll be more careful this time.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But it gets serious now, doesn’t it? If he comes here and they find out? He’ll end up in the gulag. I’ve seen it before—that kind of threat can focus the mind.”

      Eloise knew that he was right. She had seen the tension in Kalashnik’s body when Lancaster had intercepted him, and she remembered his fear from the last time they had seen each other. More than that, he had watched in horror as she had taken a pistol and shot a policeman to death. She had no idea how that might have affected him, beyond the fact he was apparently happy to see her again.

      She went to the kitchen and was about to fill the kettle when there was a knock at the door.

      “Shit,” Lancaster cursed under his breath.

      “Did you see him?” she hissed.

      He shook his head and reached for the pistol, which he had left in the cutlery drawer.

      He gestured that she should open the door.

      Eloise put the kettle down on the stove and took a breath. If it wasn’t Kalashnik, who could it be? Lancaster crept across the apartment and stood just inside the bathroom, the pistol held up so that it was parallel to the frame. Eloise went to the door. She took another breath, her mouth and throat dry, and took the handle and turned it.

      Kalashnik was standing in the hallway. His skin was pale and clammy, and his eyes were wide with fear, but, as he saw her, he smiled.

      “Come inside,” she said, standing back and holding the door for him.

      He did as she asked, looking around the apartment with a mixture of anticipation and wariness. Eloise closed the door as Lancaster stepped out of the bathroom, the pistol out of sight.

      “I was looking for you on the street,” Lancaster said. “Which way did you come?”

      “The buildings have a door at the rear,” Kalashnik explained. “I thought it’d be best to be discreet.”

      “You just need to act normally,” Lancaster said. “If you start behaving out of character and you’re being watched, they’ll know.”

      “But I’m not being watched,” he protested.

      “We don’t think you are,” Eloise said, sensing Lancaster’s prickliness and Kalashnik’s defensiveness. “But he’s right. You shouldn’t change your behaviour. Just follow your usual routine.”

      “I’m sorry,” he began. “I thought—”

      She could see his pride had been hurt. He had thought that he was being resourceful, and had been chided for it. She remembered him well enough from before—he reacted badly when he was doubted or questioned—so she resolved to change the mood. “I was just boiling the kettle. Would you like a cup of tea?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Please.”

      She went back to the kitchen, filled the kettle and set it on the stove.

      Kalashnik turned to Lancaster. “Who are you?”

      “My name is George,” he said.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I work with Eloise. That’s all you need to know. I’m here to help you get out.”

      “Secrecy doesn’t make me feel comfortable.”

      “Don’t be naïve. If you get caught, you can’t tell them anything that you don’t know.”

      “But don’t we need to trust each other?”

      “We’ve already taken big risks by coming here. That should be all you need to know.”

      Eloise could feel the static of tension in the room. She held up an empty mug. “Do you want tea?”

      “Not for me,” Lancaster said. “I’m going to go out. But before I do, I just need to ask you a couple of questions. All right?”

      Kalashnik nodded taciturnly.

      “What’s your schedule for today and tomorrow?”

      “Work.” He shrugged. “I’m on the night shift.”

      “What are the hours?”

      “Twelve until eight. I usually get the bus at eleven, and I’m home for nine.”

      “You’d be missed if you didn’t go in?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Why?”

      “We need to think about when would be best to leave.”

      “I can’t go until after tomorrow’s shift.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re shutting down one of the reactors, and management insists we use the opportunity to run a safety test.”

      “And you have to be there?”

      “It’s potentially dangerous. The RBMK is not an easy reactor to control, and it’s more unstable when it’s run at low power. None of the other men in the control room has my experience. Some of them are fresh out of MEPhI.”

      “What’s that?”

      “MEPhI,” Eloise said. “The Moscow Engineering and Physics Institute.”

      Kalashnik gestured toward her in the affirmative. “They’re just boys. I can’t leave until I know the reactor has been brought offline without anything happening to it.”

      “That’s fine,” Lancaster said. “It’s Thursday today. Go to the plant tonight and tomorrow night, do the test and then come here. We’ll aim to leave at nine on Saturday morning.”

      Kalashnik nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Behave as if nothing has changed,” Lancaster said as he took his jacket from the sofa. “Go to work. Go home. Go to the store. See your friends.”

      “I have no friends,” he said with a sad smile.

      “Then don’t. But assume you’re being watched.”

      “I understand.”

      Lancaster put on his coat, zipped it up and, with a glance in Eloise’s direction, opened the door and stepped out into the corridor beyond. His motives were transparent, but Eloise understood. Lancaster was experienced at getting people out of the country, and she had no doubt that he had already diagnosed Kalashnik’s skittishness. It would be her responsibility to acclimatise him to what would happen over the course of the next couple of days, and Lancaster had diagnosed—most likely correctly—that it would be easier to do that if he wasn’t there.

      The kettle began to whistle as the water boiled.

      “Tea,” Eloise said. “We have a lot to catch up on.”
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      They were given two small rooms in the basement from which they could conduct their review. The files were delivered by a cadet wheeling a trolley, arranged in cardboard boxes and varying in thickness depending upon how much attention the subject had warranted from state security. The military staff and scientists who had been stationed at the Duga-1 radar array had numbered only a few hundred, and Kostin and Stanislavovich took only a couple of hours to work their way through their files. Some were little more than single sheets that recorded names, parents, date and place of birth, Party status and education history. They could dispose of these quickly. Other files were larger, with dossiers of information setting out concerns shared by friends and neighbours, worries about loyalty to Party or state, or suspicions that a person might be susceptible to the corrosive impact of Western culture. These files took much longer to review. Kostin established a system: if a file was clean, with nothing to suggest that there was any prospect that the subject might be considering defection, it could be returned to a box and sent back to storage. Files that included material that might suggest dissatisfaction were set to the side so that a shortlist could be established. Tereshchenko agreed that anyone on the shortlist who had aroused particular concern could be put under surveillance.

      Stanislavovich opened the door. “Any luck?”

      “No,” Kostin said. “A radar technician who complained to the wrong person. Another one who bought a pair of black-market Levi’s for her daughter. But anything that might suggest someone was ready to defect? No. Nothing. How about you?”

      “The same.”

      “How many files have you got left?”

      Stanislavovich rolled his eyes. “I’ve hardly made a dent in it.”

      Kostin ducked his head and scrubbed at his temples. “Me too.”

      “We could ask for help?”

      “No,” Kostin said. “We’ve already got his people watching for us. I don’t want to push it.”

      Stanislavovich stretched out his arms. “Maybe they’ll find them on the street. He said the pictures have been circulated.”

      “I doubt it. They’ll be careful now they’re here.”

      “What, then?”

      “We don’t have a choice. We just have to keep looking.”

      Kostin didn’t mention that he wanted them to be responsible for scouring the files. They would be blamed for anything that the enemy agents might do, but at least he could be confident that he would take the search seriously.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Yes?”

      The woman from the front desk put her head into the room. “I have a message for Comrade Stanislavovich.”

      Stanislavovich raised a hand. “That’s me. What is it?”

      “We just had a call from Warsaw. Your wife is pregnant?”

      “Yes,” Stanislavovich said, standing a little straighter. “Is everything all right?”

      “I’m not sure, Comrade. The message was that there have been complications, and your wife has had to be taken into hospital.”

      “Shit,” Stanislavovich said. “When?”

      “I don’t know. They didn’t say.”

      Stanislavovich turned to Kostin. He was pale. “Yulian—”

      “Go.”

      “But what about you? We’ve hardly started.”

      “I’ll manage. Take the car. I’ll get the train back.”

      Stanislavovich looked between the boxes of files and the door.

      “Go,” Kostin urged. “If you leave now, you’ll be home by tomorrow morning.”

      “Thank you,” Stanislavovich said, putting out his hand and clasping Kostin’s firmly.

      “I’m sure everything is all right,” Kostin said.

      Stanislavovich nodded, grabbed his jacket and left the room.

      The woman from administration was still there. “Lieutenant Colonel Tereshchenko says he’ll send a cadet down to help out.”

      “That would be very kind of him. Thank him for me.”

      “Yes, Comrade.”

      The woman made her way out of the room and followed Stanislavovich up the stairs and out of the basement. Kostin stood, stretched his arms above his head and yawned. He looked at the boxes pushed up against the wall and thought of the similarly sized stacks in the room Stanislavovich had been using. Stanislavovich had been right: they’d barely made a dent in it. He would have preferred to keep the work to him and Stanislavovich, but now that wouldn’t be possible. He would need help.

      He went to the box that he had been working on and took out the file at the top. The manilla folder that contained the papers was marked with the subject’s name—Florentiy Mikhaylov—and, below that, the number of his identity card. Kostin opened the folder and flipped through the pages contained within. Mikhaylov worked in the turbine hall of the second reactor at the power plant, was a Party member in good standing, and was guilty of nothing except for allegedly cheating on his wife three years earlier. Kostin closed the file and tossed it into the box that required no further action.

      He took out the next file, sat down at the desk, and started to look through the pages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise brewed two mugs of tea and took them over to the sofa. She sat down and rested both mugs on the low coffee table.

      Kalashnik, in a chair opposite her, watched. “They said that they would ask that it be you.”

      “And they did.”

      “Why did you agree?”

      “We have unfinished business.”

      He mused on that for a moment, the moment of silence disturbed only by the rattle of the spoon in his mug. “I’m pleased you said yes,” he said at last. “I need someone I can trust. I know it didn’t go as you hoped last time, but I always believed in you.”

      “I wanted to apologise about that. You weren’t treated fairly. We rushed you.”

      He stood, came over to the sofa and sat down next to her. “It wasn’t that. It wasn’t your fault. I wasn’t ready. I thought I was, but…” He shook his head. “It is something to leave your country. I underestimated how I would feel about it.”

      “But that’s changed now?”

      He nodded sadly. “Things were bad then, but I suppose I hoped that they would get better. The aims of communism are good. Fairness and equality for all—that is a goal worth fighting for. But it will never happen here. The state is so huge and bloated and corrupt that society has been poisoned. I’ve seen that at the power plant. Did you know there is a body that is known as the Group of Effective Control?”

      “No,” she said.

      He chuckled bitterly. “The whole thing is beyond satire. There are six thousand men and women who work at the plant—many more than it needs. There are hundreds of them who sit around with nothing to do. Every shift—you go to the rest rooms and they will be playing cards or reading or smoking. I’ve seen members of the energetiki—the electricians and engineers—drinking until they fall over drunk. Those who have work that needs to be done are called the Group of Effective Control.” He laughed bitterly. “It is a microcosm of what the state has produced. Everyone must work even when there is no work for them to do. It is wasteful. And these people have no respect for the reactors. They think that radiation is safe. They fish in the cooling pools. They think that the reactors are just like ovens that you can switch on and off at the push of a button.”

      “That’s why you want to defect?”

      “I don’t want to defect,” he said. “I have to. The industry is dangerous, but they’ll never admit it because they would have to admit that Soviet science is not perfect. Do you know why they do not house the reactors inside containment units like you do in the West? It is because that would force them to admit that something could go wrong. Someone has to make them listen before something terrible happens—before it’s too late—but they won’t give me a chance to speak if I stay. I know how the Party works. They will need to be embarrassed before they will act, and I can only do that in the West. I must speak on your BBC or on CNN.”

      They sipped their drinks. Eloise could feel the energy coming off Kalashnik; it prickled her skin.

      “They told me you got married,” she said.

      He smiled sadly. “I did.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Irina.”

      “What was she like?”

      “She was kind and clever—cleverer than me, at any rate. You know that she died?”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Did they tell you what happened to her?”

      “They didn’t.”

      “She worked at the plant with me. There was an accident. The reactor melted down, and there was a release of radiation—she was inside the reactor hall when it happened. She would have absorbed thousands of roentgens of gamma radiation.”

      “I’m sorry, Stanislav.”

      He continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “She died of leukaemia three years ago. We always suspected it was because of her work at the plant, but it was confirmed to me earlier this week. Do you know the worst thing about it? The meltdown was covered up. They never admitted it, and now most of the people who were inside the hall with her are dead. If they had been honest, perhaps…” He paused, then shook his head. “No, it wouldn’t have made any difference. They would still have died, but at least they would have known why they were sick.”

      Kalashnik spoke with a fiery passion, and Eloise did not need to wonder any longer where the catalyst for his urge to defect had come from. His wife’s death had changed him utterly from the man she had known before. He had been angry with the direction of his work in Komsomolsk, but now that anger was paired with desperation. He had been given the most personal demonstration of what radiation could do, and now he was motivated to ensure that no one else had to suffer the same fate. His previous reluctance was gone; it was obvious that he had decided to abandon his country in order to save it.

      They both sipped at their drinks, a slightly awkward pause falling between them.

      He put his mug down. “How about you?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What has happened in your life?”

      He had been honest with her, and things would have been uncomfortable had she not reciprocated. “I got married,” she said, “but I’ve been an awful wife. An awful mother, too.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but it’s true. I’ve neglected my husband, and I put my career before my daughter. That would be bad enough, but it wasn’t as if I’ve had a career worth anything. It’s not been quite what I would have hoped for.”

      “Why?”

      “I was blamed for the failure to get you out. It got worse from there.”

      “I am sorry, Eloise. I—”

      “No,” she said, smiling. “I told you. That wasn’t your fault.”

      “Nevertheless—”

      Eloise reached across and laid her hand across Kalashnik’s. “I doubt it would have made much of a difference either way. The kind of institution I work for—national intelligence—is corrupt, too, just in a different way. It’s an old boys’ club.”

      He frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Your career depends on the people you know rather than the talent you have. It helps to be a man, too. I never really knew anyone, and I’m not a man.” She shrugged. “What chance did I have?”

      “But you are brave,” he said, indignant on her behalf. “You came to the Soviet Union to get me.”

      “But I didn’t get you, did I? And I shot a police officer. My work is supposed to take place in the shadows. I’m supposed to move around without anyone knowing I was ever there. There would have been a KGB investigation after I left.”

      “There was,” he said. “They spoke to everyone.”

      “We don’t believe anything was compromised, but that was probably more luck than judgement. Those kinds of failures stay on your record—they stayed on mine, anyway. You can’t ever get the stain off.”

      “Maybe now you can?” he said.

      The silence returned, laced with an awkwardness as they both hedged around the unspoken topic between them: their own relationship. Eloise could tell that Kalashnik was still attracted to her and knew that she ought to play on that in order to provide him with an extra incentive to follow through with what he had already started. Yet she felt a reluctance; she liked him, but knew it would feel deceitful.

      She finished her drink.

      “What do we do now?” he said.

      “You should get back to your apartment.”

      “Should I pack anything?”

      “No. We don’t want to give them any reason to suspect anything. You can take small things—a photograph of your wife, perhaps—but nothing else. Nothing that might say who you really are. We’ll all be travelling under false identities.”

      “How will we leave?”

      “We’ll drive. Don’t worry about any of that—my friend is an expert.”

      “George,” he said. “Who is he?”

      “Like he said—he works with me. He’ll help me get you out—he’s done it before.”

      He leaned back and then exhaled. “And then onto the BBC. I will be a traitor, Eloise. I will never be able to return home.”

      “But you will be helping to ensure that the world is a safer place. I know it’s easy for me to say, but you’ll be doing good.”

      He turned and, without warning, leaned over so that he was close enough to kiss her. She let him, feeling the dryness of his lips against hers and smelling his scent: the cheap Russian soap that she remembered from before.

      They disengaged, and he reached for her hand.

      “Can I see you tomorrow?”

      “I’d like that,” she said. “Perhaps an hour or two before you need to get the bus to work? I could cook something for us.”

      “I should cook for you,” he protested.

      “No,” she said. “You’re my guest. I’ll cook.”

      She stood, and, still holding her hand, he did too. She drew closer to him again and kissed him for a second time.

      “Be careful, Stanislav Petrovich.”

      “I am always careful.”

      She led him to the door, kissed him for a final time, and stepped back so that he could leave. He put on his coat, buttoned it up and opened the door. He went outside and disappeared into the gloom of the hall. Eloise shut the door, leaned her back against it and closed her eyes. She felt it, all of a sudden: the weight of her failure the last time she was here and the urge to correct the injustices that had flowed from it. It all rested on Kalashnik, on getting him away from Pripyat and then smuggling him through the Iron Curtain.

      They had a good plan.

      Lancaster was experienced and professional.

      Kalashnik trusted her, and, this time, she had no doubt that he wanted to leave.

      So why did she feel so anxious?
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      Lancaster returned to the apartment at nine o’clock that evening.

      “Where have you been?” she asked as he closed the door.

      “I’ve walked for miles,” he said, dropping down onto the sofa. “I think I’ve found transport to get us out.”

      “You don’t feel safe with the car we came in?”

      “I’d rather we had something new. It’s not impossible that they’ve worked out that we’re here. The cellist didn’t live alone—if she’s been reported missing, they’ll start to look. Better if we assume that and plan accordingly. There’s a car park in the middle of town. I should be able to get something there tomorrow.” He worked off his right shoe, then his left. “How was Kalashnik?”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “You think he’s serious this time?”

      “I’m sure he is. It’s his wife’s death—it’s underlined it for him. He says their nuclear industry is unsafe and the only way to get the word out is to defect.” She nodded her head. “So, yes. He’s serious. He’ll be ready to go.”

      Lancaster slumped back against the cushion. “Good.”

      “You haven’t told me how we’re going to get out yet.”

      “We’ll go south,” he said. “Ukraine, Romania and Bulgaria. I have a contact in Turkey who’ll be able to get us over the border. We’ll keep going to Istanbul and fly out from there.”

      “How far’s that?”

      He shrugged. “Just over fifteen hundred miles. We’ll stop for fuel and nothing else. My best guess is that it’ll take just over a day.”

      “We’ll have fourteen hours before he’s missed.”

      “We’ll be near Bucharest by then. They won’t have any idea which direction to look. It ought to be straightforward.”

      She went to the kitchen and put on the kettle. He followed her.

      “He’s coming back here tomorrow,” she said. “I said I’d cook dinner for him.”

      “Sweetening the deal?” he said with a wink.

      “Piss off.”

      “I’m joking. It’s a good idea. We need to keep him focused on what he can look forward to once he’s out.”

      “Piss off.”

      “Sorry.” He grinned. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      He opened the cupboard and took out a flowery ceramic teapot. He scooped several large tablespoons of loose black tea into it and, once the kettle had boiled, poured hot water until it was full to the brim.

      “Have you had zavarka before?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “It’s a staple,” he explained. “If it’s mixed right, it’ll keep in the pot. Make it too strong and it’ll be bitter; too weak and you’ll need too much for a cup. Get it right and you can enjoy it all day.”

      He poured out two mugs and handed one to her.

      “I’ll need some food for tomorrow,” she said. “You’ll need to give me directions to the store.”

      He nodded. “I’ll make myself scarce again,” he suggested. “Don’t want to cramp your style.”

      She decided not to protest for fear of encouraging him. Instead, she led the way back into the sitting room. There was a hardwired radio speaker box that was hung on the wall. The box—a radio-tochki—was a familiar sight in homes throughout the Soviet Union, broadcasting a daily diet of propaganda. She switched it on and flicked between the three channels: All-Union First Programme, Republic, and the channel specific to Pripyat. She remembered from her time in Komsomolsk that people often left the box on all day, even when they were out. The more fervent Party members were wont to associate switching it off with a lack of zeal. The clock ticked over to the hour, and she switched over to All-Union and heard the familiar joyless opening to the hourly bulletin. The melancholic chimes sounded, and then the announcer intoned, “Govorit Moskva.”

      Moscow speaking.

      They drank their tea in silence, listening as the newsreader read out news of political and economic developments across the USSR.
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      Kalashnik’s thoughts were busy as he walked down Sportivnaya Street on his way to the bus stop. His habit was to leave at a quarter to eleven so that he could be at the plant in plenty of time to tour the pump room and the turbine hall before going to the control room to assume control of the reactor. That, and the necessary rigmarole of passing through the decontamination procedure before even entering the plant, usually meant that he arrived forty-five minutes before the start of his shift. Tonight though, his presence had been ordered at a meeting to be chaired by Feliks Volkov, the director of the plant and the man responsible for raising it and Pripyat from the swamps twenty years earlier. Volkov was an irascible tyrant who had grown arrogant in the face of his achievements, treating the plant and the town as his own private fiefdom where his word was law. He wanted to discuss the safety test that was scheduled to start that evening.

      Kalashnik knew that he was going to have to raise his concerns—again—about the test. Volkov and the others would be tired of hearing his reservations by now, but he didn’t care. They hadn’t heeded his fears when he’d raised them before, and he knew that he had to try again.

      He turned right by the deserted Jubilee home goods store and walked past the post office and the technical school. He crossed the quiet square and made his way to the end of Lenina Prospekt where the bus was waiting. He got on and took a seat at the front. He would normally have made the journey with the other members of the control room staff who were part of the Unit Four midnight shift, but he was earlier than usual tonight, and they were probably still at home. He distracted himself from the prospect of the meeting by thinking about Eloise. They had said that they would see to it that she would be the one who came to get him out, but he had doubted whether they would be able to arrange it. Yet, to his surprise and delight, here she was. He felt a little guilt that he should feel such excitement at seeing her again, but, he reminded himself, he was unmarried, and Irina had been dead for years. More than that, she had made him promise that he would find someone else when she was gone. His guilt was misplaced.

      The bus made its usual two stops before coming to a halt outside the huge power station. The buildings were arranged around the turbine hall, a vast space that was almost a kilometre long from end to end. The four reactors had been built along the side of the hall, with the first and second reactors in their own buildings and the third and fourth sharing facilities to save money. The construction of the fifth and sixth reactors was well underway, and Kalashnik knew that the plans for Chernobyl Two—a second station—had been drawn up for construction on the other side of the River Pripyat. The plant was already the largest nuclear facility on the planet, and they were not yet ready to stop.

      The meeting was to be held in Volkov’s office in the main administration building. The block was at the far eastern end of the facility, a four-storey structure that accommodated senior management. The shift change was not due for another ninety minutes, and the queue to pass through the sanitary lock was not as long as it usually was. Kalashnik climbed the marble stairs to the second floor of the building, pausing to admire the way the moonlight passed through the stained-glass windows that depicted figures from the glories of Soviet history. He went into the sanitary lock, sat down on the bench and took off his shoes. He went through into the changing room and undressed down to his underpants, folding his clothes and placing them, and his shoes, in one of the lockers that lined the wall. He walked through the door and passed into the “dirty” side of the facility; the only way to return to the changing room was through a dosimetry machine that scanned the workers to ensure that they did not bring radioactive contaminants with them. He went to the hooks on the wall and took down a uniform, white cotton trousers and jacket that were still crisp with starch from the laundry. He slipped his feet into canvas boots and pulled a cotton cap onto his head.

      Kalashnik looked at the clock on the wall. It was five to eleven, and the meeting was due to start in five minutes. He hurried out of the changing room and made his way through the building to Volkov’s office.
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      Most of the offices in the building followed the same utilitarian ethos that was so evident in the design of the station. They were simple spaces, unostentatious and spare, with cheap furniture and little leeway for personalisation. Feliks Volkov’s office was different. As befitted the father of the power plant and the atomgrad that sustained it, the wall was decorated with a large abstract painting of fractured geometric shapes. Volkov sat behind his desk and faced the three wooden chairs that had been brought inside for the purpose of the meeting. Sasha Ergorov was sitting in one of the chairs, and it was evident that he and Volkov had been talking. Both men had cigarettes, and the air was thick with smoke.

      Kalashnik sat down and took out his own cigarettes. “Is it just us?”

      “Sorokin is coming,” Volkov said. “I want to make sure we are ready for the test.”

      “I was hoping you might have followed my advice and cancelled it,” Kalashnik said. “I still think it’s a bad idea.”

      “You’ve made your position clear,” Volkov said.

      “And I’ve been ignored.”

      “You haven’t been ignored,” Volkov said. “I just don’t happen to agree with you. The plan is sound.”

      The door opened, and Sorokin came inside.

      “About time,” Volkov said. “We were supposed to start five minutes ago.”

      “Apologies, Comrades. The reactivity of Unit Three has been unpredictable, and I wanted to check it for myself.”

      “And?”

      “And the unit chief doesn’t know what he’s doing. Too many control rods in the reactor.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how men like him make it to positions of responsibility.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Kuzmin.”

      “Kuzmin’s father is on the Central Committee in Kiev,” Volkov said with a shrug.

      Kalashnik held his tongue. He knew that many of the men in the other units were not up to the responsibility that had been vested in them. Supervising a nuclear reactor required skill and experience, and those qualities were often lacking. Kalashnik had been careful in picking only men whom he considered competent, but he had only a limited role in recruitment. Ergorov, for example, had a different method for choosing the men for his shift. It was well known that his favours could be bought with bottles of vodka, and Kalashnik shuddered at the thought of the unqualified operators who were interested only in the boost to their careers that a job in the control room could offer.

      Volkov drew down on his cigarette. “I was just saying to Comrade Kalashnik that we need to make sure that everything is in place for tomorrow.”

      “It is,” Sorokin said.

      “And I feel I have to register my concern again,” Kalashnik said. “Everyone has been focused on the test. I can’t help thinking that some people think that the running down of a nuclear reactor is just incidental.”

      “That’s because it is,” Volkov said. “The test is nothing more than a job for the electricians.”

      “Incidental? Simulating a total blackout on a one-thousand-megawatt nuclear reactor is not incidental, Comrade Director.”

      “Stop worrying. You sound like an old woman, Stanislav Petrovich. It isn’t as if the test has never been run before.”

      “I know it was,” Kalashnik said. “Unit Three in 1984. And it failed.”

      “Because not enough electricity was produced to keep the pumps running,” Sorokin said. “The reactor was shut down without incident.”

      “I can stay late to cover for Comrade Kalashnik if he doesn’t feel comfortable,” Ergorov said, looking at Kalashnik with a cruel kink to his smile.

      “No,” Kalashnik said. “It needs someone who will take this seriously. But at least notify the State Committee for Nuclear Safety.”

      Sorokin shook his head. “There’s no need. Why waste their time with something as mundane as this? They won’t thank us.”

      “Stop bickering,” Volkov said. He screwed his cigarette into the ashtray and tapped another out of the packet, pointing it at Sorokin. “Run through what is proposed. I want us all to be clear.”

      Sorokin laced his fingers. “All eight of the main circulation pumps will be connected to the reactor to increase pressure. Then the operators will cut off the steam to the turbine so it can begin to spin down. Then they will press the button that the electrical team have installed to fool the system into thinking that all external electrical power has been lost. The diesel generators will be triggered to start.”

      “How long to get up to power so they can run the pumps?” Ergorov asked.

      “Forty seconds,” Kalashnik said.

      Sorokin nodded. “The rundown unit for Turbine Number Eight has been connected to the pumps, and we will rely upon the energy generated during rundown to power the pumps for the time it takes the generators to take over. Once the test is finished, we shut down the reactor. The whole experiment should take no longer than a minute.”

      “And we start tonight?” Volkov pressed.

      “Yes, Comrade Director. Comrade Kalashnik will oversee a reduction in reactivity to eight hundred megawatts, and we’ll continue to reduce it over the course of the next twelve hours. Ergorov—the test will take place tomorrow afternoon on your shift.”

      “Yes, Comrade,” Ergorov said.

      Volkov pointed at Kalashnik. “And you will bring the reactor all the way down once the test has been completed.”

      Kalashnik tried one more time. “If you won’t consult with the committee, at least speak to the specialists at the Kurchatov Institute.”

      Volkov waved a hand irritably. “I don’t want to listen to this any longer. We’ve been given the order that the test must be done, so that’s that—it will be done, tomorrow.”

      Kalashnik knew why Volkov was so keen to proceed. The test should have been done before the reactor was commissioned, but he had signed off despite the fact that it had never been completed. There were rumours that he was in line for promotion, that he would be transferred to Moscow and that Sorokin would take over here. The two of them were cleaning up a mess that should have been cleaned up years ago, and they were going to do it despite the fact that it was obviously—to Kalashnik, at least—being rushed.

      He looked at the clock on the wall. It was half past eleven, and it would take him ten minutes to walk from this part of the complex to Control Room Number Four, all the way at the far end of the deaerator corridor.

      “I need to go,” he said.

      Volkov finished his cigarette and stood. “We’re finished. You have your instructions. See that they are carried out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Zakharov took the bus to the plant, listening to the other men around him as they joked and fooled around and spoke of how much they were looking forward to being able to relax a little during the May Day parade. He sat at the back of the bus and kept himself to himself. He had things on his mind.

      The bus pulled up to the stop next to the main entrance of the plant, and Zakharov followed the others inside. They went into the changing room and stripped out of their clothes, stowing everything in boxes and then sliding the boxes into their lockers. They dressed and went through into the ‘dirty zone.’

      Zakharov worked in the pump room for Reactor Four. The room was huge, with enough space to house the gigantic steel water tanks and the nest of pipework that fed the main circulation pumps. The water flow was controlled from a console of switches and levers, with pressure recorded across an array of various dials. The emergency high-pressure coolant system was also operated from this room, with taps that, when turned by hand, would flood the reactor core with water and eventually kill the reaction. It was always noisy with the sound of the water as it passed through the pipes; it was hot, too. Zakharov started to sweat almost as soon as he stepped through the doors.

      The pump room was managed by Anatoly Pushkin. Zakharov knew Pushkin’s resumé: he had been in charge of the boilers before being transferred to manage the pumps. Pushkin was on the telephone, and when he replaced the receiver in the cradle, he frowned in consternation.

      “Is everything okay?” Zakharov called out over the sound of the pumps.

      Pushkin nodded, then gestured that Zakharov should come into the office, where it would be quieter.

      “They’re going ahead with the test.”

      “You’re still concerned about it?”

      “It’s a stupid idea,” Pushkin said. “They’ll want us to switch off the emergency pumps before they do the test. What if the turbines don’t produce enough energy to run the pumps? You know what happens to RBMK reactors when they run dry? Actually, don’t answer that. And definitely don’t look it up—you’ll shit yourself.”

      “I met Deputy Chief Engineer Kalashnik yesterday. He told me it was safe.”

      “Comrade Kalashnik is telling you what he thinks you need to hear. I know he’s concerned.” He threw up his hands. “But what can any one of us do? That fool Volkov says it has to go ahead, so it goes ahead.”

      Pushkin took a clipboard and pen from the desk and prepared to leave the office so that he could record the measurements.

      Zakharov held up a hand to stall him. “What are you doing tomorrow before we come back on shift?”

      “Nothing,” Pushkin said.

      “Want to go fishing?”

      Pushkin’s eyebrows rose. “It’s supposed to be decent weather, isn’t it?”

      “Just like today.”

      “Where were you thinking?”

      “You were going to show me a spot on the cooling pond.”

      “What time?”

      “I don’t know—I was thinking I’d go home once we’re off shift and get some sleep, grab something to eat and head over there. I don’t know—how’s eight? We could get three hours in before we need to clock back on.”

      “That might work,” Pushkin said.

      “I could stop at the Rainbow and get some beer?”

      “Sold. I’ll meet you at the café at half seven. There’s a spot I know that’s always good, but it’ll take ten minutes to get there.”

      Zakharov said that he would be there.
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            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin reached out for his watch to check the time and found that it was five o’clock. His sleep had been unsettled, his dreams full of dusty files and the faces of Western infiltrators that he feared he would never see again.

      Tereshchenko had arranged for a room to be reserved for Kostin at the Polissya Hotel. It was one of the tallest buildings in the atomgrad and usually accommodated dignitaries who had come to the city to visit the power plant. He got out of bed and walked across the bedroom to the window. He parted the thick curtains and looked out over the city. He was on the sixth floor, and his elevated position allowed him a clear view onto Kurchatov Street and Lenina Prospekt and, in the distance, the power plant. The Palace of Culture was to the left and the city hall to the right.

      The day had dawned bright and clear, with a rich blue sky and sunlight that picked out the bunting that had been strung between the lampposts in readiness for the parade. Rose bushes had been planted down the central reservation that separated the northbound and southbound lanes of Lenina Prospekt, and Kostin remembered what he had read about the genesis of the town. The director of the plant had been responsible for raising it from the marshy fields that had once stood here, and, wanting to fill the streets with colour, had ordered fifty thousand rose bushes. That effort was clearly continuing, and Kostin watched as workers dug holes in the earth and planted the fresh bushes that they passed down from the back of their truck.

      He followed the line of Lenina Prospekt to Kurchatov Street, and then to where it eventually met the power plant. He stared at the boxy buildings, a shocking white against the green of the forests that surrounded them and the blue of the vast reservoir that supplied the reactors with coolant water, and wondered: Was the plant the reason the Western spies were here? Had they come because they wanted to get someone out? Or were they here to cause mischief?

      He thought of the boxes and boxes of files in the basement of the city hall. If there was an answer to his question, he would find it there.

      He went to the bathroom and turned the tap to run the shower. He needed to get to work. He would wash and dress, grab something from the breakfast buffet and then make his way back to the basement to start work again.
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        * * *

      

      Tereshchenko had been as good as his word and had provided a cadet to help with the files that Goga Stanislavovich had been looking through. The man was young and, although Kostin doubted that he would be as thorough as Stanislavovich, he had listened attentively as Kostin laid out what they were looking for and had started work with a diligence that gave Kostin some hope that he might have been unfair in his initial assessment. He had left him to it, going back into the room he had been given and starting again on his share of the boxes.

      The next file he pulled from the box gave him pause. The subject was Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik, a nuclear scientist who worked as deputy chief engineer at the power plant. His background was varied: he had worked on the nuclear submarines stationed at Komsomolsk-on-Amur for several years before taking up a role at Chernobyl.

      His file was thicker than most. Kostin started with the most recent addition at the top of the sheaf: it was a report from the Pripyat office’s political officer following a complaint that Kalashnik had engaged in ideological subversion, namely that he had cast aspersions on the state’s nuclear power industry in a talk that he had given to children at a local school. Kalashnik had been upbraided by the teacher of the class, and then, as the pair argued, he had made reference to nuclear accidents that he alleged had taken place. Kalashnik had been brought in for questioning and, after consideration had been given to prosecuting him, it was decided that a warning would be sufficient.

      Kostin turned the page and continued to read. The rest of his file was standard, and Kostin might have scanned through it and moved on were it not for the suggestion that, nineteen years ago, a police officer had been found shot to death in an alleyway outside his apartment block near the docks in Komsomolsk. The discovery had led to an investigation of everyone in the block.

      Kostin stopped.

      He stared at the page.

      The investigation revealed that Kalashnik had been in a relationship with a woman who, according to the subsequent enquiry, had disappeared. Kalashnik had been brought in for questioning and had said that the relationship with the woman—named by him as Magdalina Novikova—had come to an end on the night before the officer’s murder. Kalashnik was asked where the KGB could find the woman, and he had not been able to provide them with an address. He reported, when pressed, that he had met Novikova in a bar near to the naval yard. She said that she worked in the administration block of the Komsomolsk-on-Amur Aircraft Production Association, but, when checks were made to corroborate her story, there was no record of her.

      Kostin read the page again.

      An officer was murdered at around the same time as a mysterious woman disappeared from the port that accommodated the nuclear-powered submarines that Kalashnik was working on?

      Kostin had been an investigator for many years, and one thing that experience had taught him was that coincidences were to be treated with suspicion. He turned the page, hoping to find more, but there was nothing else save for a slip that noted the existence of a separate KGB file on the woman in the archive in the Lubyanka.

      He grabbed the file and took it to the top floor. Tereshchenko was in his office, and he looked up with a patient smile as Kostin came inside.

      “Any luck, Major?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “I might have found something interesting.”

      Tereshchenko pointed to the file. “In there?”

      Kostin nodded. “There’s a scientist at the power plant who was investigated following the murder of a police officer in Komsomolsk nineteen years ago. He was reported to have been in a relationship with a woman who disappeared the night before the officer was shot.”

      “That’s odd. But nineteen years ago?”

      “He was brought in for questioning this week after being accused of ideological subversion.”

      Tereshchenko flipped back to the front of the file. “Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik. Yes, I remember. Rosov questioned him. He decided to let him go with a warning.”

      “I know this might feel like I’m grasping at straws, but it just strikes me as a little odd that someone who was suspected of being involved in a murder, someone who was in a relationship with a woman who then disappeared, was questioned for making unpatriotic statements at the same time as a female agent has come here.”

      “Is suspected of coming here,” Tereshchenko corrected. “We don’t know that for sure yet.”

      “No, we don’t.” He paused. “But don’t you think it seems strange?”

      “I do.” Tereshchenko flipped through the pages of the file again. “What would you like us to do?”

      “I need to see Novikova’s file, but it’s in Moscow.”

      “I can ask for it,” he said. “They should be able to fax it through.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Tereshchenko turned back to the first page and looked at the photograph of Kalashnik. “Do you really think he could be why your agents might have come here?”

      “I think it’s a line of enquiry worth following.”

      Tereshchenko clapped his hands. “Agreed, Comrade. I’ll get my secretary to call Moscow right away. They’re never the fastest at responding to archive requests, but we can at least get the ball rolling.”

      “Thank you.”

      The lieutenant colonel pushed his chair away and stood. “What are you doing now, Major?”

      “I’ve got hundreds of files still to look through.”

      “I was going to wander down to the café and get a coffee. Could I tempt you?”

      “Thank you, Comrade Lieutenant Colonel, but I’d better get back to the basement.”

      “I’ll have a flask sent down to you. Can’t have you labouring in the dark without a drink.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Zakharov slept in the morning after coming off shift, woke at midday and then set to work with the final preparations for his task that evening. He opened the cupboard and lifted out the bottom drawer, revealing the cubbyhole that he had cut into the wood of the frame. He reached inside and took out the items that he had been given on the bus: the pistol and ammunition, and, reaching in again, the vial of clear fluid.

      He took the pistol to the table and loaded it, feeling the reassuring weight of it as he held it in his fist. He went to his kitchen and took out the plastic box that he used for his sandwiches. He opened it and laid the pistol inside. He would have liked to include additional ammunition, but, as he scattered a handful of cartridges inside the box, he could see that they were going to make too much of a rattle as he moved around. The Makarov had an eight-shot capacity, and Zakharov consoled himself that that would probably be enough. He wasn’t planning on using the gun, and if there was a shootout that required him to reload, then he would already have made a serious mistake and wouldn’t be getting out of Pripyat if he had eight rounds or eight hundred. He put the pistol and ammunition back into the hiding place. He would collect them after his shift before he set off for Riga.

      He looked at the vial. It was plain, without a label or anything else to identify it, and, as he held it up, he saw that the liquid inside was perfectly transparent. He put it in his pocket.

      He collected his fishing rod from the front door and set off for the supermarket to buy the beer that he had promised to bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancaster stood at the door to the apartment. He had stayed inside this morning, but, now that Kalashnik was due to visit, he had said that he would go out so that the two of them had the place to themselves.

      “Good luck,” he said.

      Eloise gave him a nod of acknowledgement. He opened the door and disappeared into the corridor; she locked the door, went into the kitchen and rolled up her sleeves. She had promised Kalashnik dinner and knew that the time she had with him would be a valuable opportunity to address any reservations that he might have about what they were proposing and, if necessary, to give him another reason to follow through with their plan. She still felt a little guilty about the prospect of taking advantage of his feelings for her, but, at the end of the day, she knew that the ends justified the means. She thought of Vivian Bloom and of the rewards that she could expect when she delivered Kalashnik to London. Her career, hovering near death for so long, would be revived. She would be put back into the field again and would be able to do the work that she knew she was made to do. She would be able to make a difference.

      Eloise went over to the radio-tochki and switched it on. The set was tuned to the All-Union channel, and a gentle piece of classical music was playing. She had been to Raduga earlier that morning for the ingredients that she needed for the meal. Chicken Kiev seemed appropriate, and she had managed to buy everything that she needed: chicken fillets, breadcrumbs, butter, cheese and eggs, garlic and flour. She had also managed, to her surprise, to find paprika and parsley and a fresh lemon. She found a bowl and prepared the garlic butter and then used a knife to open a deep pocket in each of the fillets. She pressed the butter into the meat and then coated both pieces with the breadcrumbs and cheese. She sealed the fillets in a pan and then put them into the oven to cook while she prepared the vegetables that she would serve with them.

      She rinsed the flour and breadcrumbs from her hands and went through to the bedroom to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      Kalashnik arrived promptly at three o’clock. He was carrying a bouquet of long-stemmed roses in one hand and had a small cardboard box in the other.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Eloise said, taking the roses from him.

      “I did,” he said, taking off his jacket. “I wanted you to know how grateful I am.”

      “For what?”

      “For coming back for me.”

      She smiled and led the way into the kitchen. She had seen a vase in the cupboard under the sink, and she took it out and filled it with water.

      “These smell wonderful,” she said as she clipped the ends of the stems and put the flowers into the vase.

      Kalashnik held out the cardboard box. “And these, too.”

      She opened it and saw a neat row of tube-shaped cakes.

      “Kartoshka?” she said.

      “Yes,” he said. “I remembered that you liked them from before.”

      She did. The cakes were made from cake crumbs, glued together with butter, sweetened condensed milk, and cocoa powder, and livened up with a splash of rum. They were like truffles, assembled and then left to set in the fridge or, when it was cold enough, on the windowsill outside. Kalashnik had made them for her, years ago, at a dinner he had prepared in his apartment in Komsomolsk.

      She put them in the fridge and took Kalashnik’s jacket from him. “I’ve made chicken,” she said. “And I found a bottle of Sovetskoye Shampanskoye. Do you want to open it?”

      He took the bottle of cheap sparkling wine—the generic ‘Soviet champagne’—from the counter and found two glasses. Eloise couldn’t help but notice the way that he was looking at her; there was a boyish anticipation on his face and, once again, she had to ignore the blush of shame at the knowledge that she was going to take advantage of his feelings to ensure that he did what she wanted him to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Zakharov drew back his rod and then flicked it forward, sending the baited hook out into the lake. Pushkin was sitting on the beach, his own rod propped up on a stand that he had driven into the sand. Pushkin had brought a keep net, and the night’s haul—three big silver carp—thrashed about in sullen annoyance at being caught.

      Zakharov looked around. The pond had been built next to the old Pripyat River. It reached down twenty metres at its deepest point and covered around fifteen square miles. There was a dam across the centre that separated the warm water that was dumped from the station from the cooler water that was drawn from the river. They could hear the big pumping station on the other side of the lake, continuously maintaining the necessary levels in the reservoir. The station’s pumps were to the south, sending thousands of gallons of water into the coolant loop every minute and then venting the warm water back into the lake to begin the cycle anew.

      Pushkin’s float disappeared beneath the water, and he struck his rod. The water churned.

      “See?” he said, grunting with the effort of fighting the fish on the end of his hook. “I told you it was good here. Get the net.”

      Zakharov took the landing net and stood as close to the edge as he could, reaching the long pole out until he was able to scoop the fish that was on the end of the line. He landed it. Pushkin set down his rod and knelt down next to it.

      “It’s a bream,” he said.

      Zakharov looked down at the fish. A decent-sized bream would be fifty centimetres long, but this one was bigger: maybe seventy-five centimetres from tip to tail.

      “I’m still not convinced it’s safe,” he said. “That water has to be radioactive.”

      “Relax,” Pushkin said. “The fish are fine, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know. Look at him. He’s big.”

      Pushkin worked the hook out of the bream’s mouth and held it up. “Two eyes. One mouth. One tail. There’s nothing to worry about.” He dropped the fish into the keep net.

      “What about the catfish?” Zakharov said. “Everyone says they’re enormous.”

      “Mutants?” Pushkin said, ribbing him. “Look—people have been fishing these lakes ever since the plant opened. I haven’t heard of anything bad happening to anyone. People take boats out. They swim. If there was a problem, do you really think the Party would allow it?” He shook his head. “No. It’s safe.”

      Zakharov opened his bag and took out two bottles of Minksoe beer. He held them up. “Thirsty?”

      “You read my mind.”

      Zakharov made a pretext of looking for a bottle opener in the bag. He waited until Pushkin was ready to cast his line out again and then popped the lid, pouring in the liquid from the vial that was hidden in his palm.

      “Come on then,” Pushkin said. “Hand it over.”

      Zakharov gave the bottle to him, held up his own and reached over so that they could touch one to the other. Pushkin had brought bags of vobla—dried fish—and the two men snacked on them as they finished their first beers and then started on their second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise had pretended to be asleep. Kalashnik lay next to her, his arm across her chest and his breath hot against her cheek. They had lain quietly for a few minutes before he had fallen silent, and now, as she turned her head to look, she saw that his eyes had closed and that he was asleep.

      She looked up at the ceiling. It had been badly finished, the paint untidy at the edges. The lampshade was blood red, and the flex was frayed. Pripyat looked smart and new, but you didn’t have to look too hard to see that it was just the same as Komsomolsk and all the other Soviet towns and cities: a little cheap, a little worn out, a little depressing.

      She thought of Kalashnik and how he didn’t see things the way that she did. Komsomolsk had been unpleasant, cursed by humid summers and freezing winters, and the fabric of the town had fallen into decrepitude. Yet he had passed up the chance for a life in the West to stay and fight for change. He was a man of morals and character, qualities that she did not feel she shared. She liked him—he was intelligent and funny and good company—but she didn’t have feelings for him, at least not in the way that he obviously had feelings for her. She had used his attraction to give him a final nudge in the right direction, saying all the things that he wanted to hear about what they could do together once they were both in London, teasing and tempting him with a future that he would never have. She had seen what happened to defectors: they were sucked dry of whatever intelligence they could provide, given new identities and sent to live out their days in anonymous dormitory towns where the only thing to hope for was that the KGB never found them.

      She hoped that Kalashnik would get the opportunity to raise the alarm about the Soviet nuclear industry, and that whatever reward he was given for his candour would be one that made him happy.

      She extricated herself from his embrace. He muttered something under his breath before turning onto his side, his breath deepening as he fell back to sleep. She slid out of bed and went into the bathroom to freshen up. Her thoughts had taken a melancholy turn, and, as she turned the tap and stood under the warm jet of the shower, she tried to bring her mood around again. She scrubbed the water into her scalp and used the brick of beef-tallow soap to get the smell of sweat off her skin.
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        * * *

      

      When she went back into the bedroom, she saw that Kalashnik was awake. He was sitting with his back against the headboard, smoking a cigarette that he had taken from the pack that Eloise had left at the side of the bed.

      “Sorry,” he said, holding up the packet. “I felt like a smoke.”

      “It’s fine,” she said, finding a smile. “Give me one.”

      He took one of the cigarettes from the pack and held it for Eloise to take in her mouth. He lit it, and she drew down deeply, inhaling the acrid smoke and blowing it up at the ceiling.

      “I won’t miss these,” she said.

      “The cigarettes in the West are better?”

      “Much,” she said, leaning down to kiss him on the cheek. “You’ll see for yourself soon enough.”

      “You know what I want to do first?”

      “What?”

      “I want a hamburger.”

      “You’re such a cliché.”

      “What?” He spread his arms. “I’m serious. I want to go to McDonald’s and get a Big Mac and a milkshake. You know how frustrating it is to hear about how magnificent a Big Mac is when all we can buy here is a Mikoyan cutlet? You know what that is? Anastas Mikoyan went to New York in 1964 and decided that we could make patties that were just as good.”

      “And are they?”

      He laughed. “Perhaps, malyshonuk,” he said. “If you like bits of tail and foot and bone in your burger, then they are the best you can find anywhere in the world.”

      She drew down on her cigarette again and then rested it across the top of a coffee cup while she got dressed.

      “Come back to bed,” he said.

      “I can’t,” she said. “George will be here soon. We need to talk about what we’re going to do tomorrow morning.” She tossed his clothes at him. “Get dressed.”
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      Kostin looked at his watch. It was coming up to ten, and he had worked his way through almost all the files that were kept on the workers at the power plant. There were a dozen or so that he thought warranted additional investigation, but none of them was as promising as the one belonging to Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik. The thought of the scientist reminded him that he still hadn’t received a copy of the file that had been put together on his mysterious, missing girlfriend. He finished the file that he had been reviewing, dropped it in the box with the others that needed no further action, and stood. His eyes were tired from being in the gloomy basement room for so long, staring at sheets and sheets of close printed type.

      He left the room and took the elevator up to the administration floor.

      The same woman from before was behind the desk.

      “I’ve been waiting for a file,” Kostin said. “Lieutenant Colonel Tereshchenko said he’d order it from Moscow this morning.”

      “They sent it,” she said. “I took it up to his office.”

      “When was this?”

      “Just after lunch. I’m sorry—he said that he’d send someone down to tell you.”

      “It must have slipped his mind. Thank you.”

      Kostin climbed the stairs to the top floor and followed the corridor to Tereshchenko’s office. He knocked on the door.

      There was no reply.

      He knocked again.

      Still nothing. That wasn’t surprising, given the hour. Tereshchenko had probably gone home.

      Kostin clenched his fists in frustration. He needed to see that file.

      He knocked for a third time, put his ear to the door to be as sure as he could that the office was empty, and, satisfied that it was, he tried the handle. The door was unlocked. He opened it and stepped inside. The office was empty, and, his reflection showing in the darkened glass in the window, he went to the desk.

      A faxed report had been left in the in-tray. Kostin took it and skimmed the contents. There were four pages, fastened by a staple in the top left corner, and the date on the first page was 1967.

      He read.

      Magdalina Novikova was reported to have been born in Vysokorgorny, but no record of her had been found there. Kalashnik had said that she had told him that she worked in the administration block of Komsomolsk-on-Amur Aircraft Production Association, but the officials there said that they had never employed her.

      Kostin thumbed from the first page to the second. A report on the murder of the militsiya policeman—a junior sergeant by the name of Kliment Morozov—had revealed a leather handbag had been found near his body. The strap had been snapped, and the assumption had been made that it had been torn away from its owner in the struggle that ended with Morozov’s murder and then abandoned. The report noted the contents of the bag: a packet of cigarettes, a lighter, a make-up compact, a lipstick, a handful of roubles and an identity card.

      Kostin turned to the next page and almost dropped the report to the floor. The identity card had been photographed and included in the report. The bearer was listed as Magdalina Novikova, and the picture on the right-hand side was of a blonde-haired woman with big blue eyes and a full mouth.

      Kostin took out the strip of photographs that he had brought with him from Warsaw and held it next to Novikova’s identity card.

      She was older now, but Kostin was sure: it was the same woman.

      Novikova—or whatever her real name was—was here again.

      She had come back for Kalashnik.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise made them coffees and laid out the Kartoshka cakes. They sat on the sofa together, enjoying the refreshments as they listened to the All-Union channel on the radio-tochki. The atmosphere was easy, although Eloise felt a little unease at the prospect of Kalashnik’s evident happiness. She knew that he was thinking about what might happen once they were out of the Soviet Union and back in London. She hadn’t made any explicit promises of what that life might look like, at least insofar as it pertained to her, but she knew that her vagueness had opened a gap that Stanislav could fill with his hopes. She felt as if she was deceiving him, and that made her uncomfortable.

      Lancaster came back to the apartment at just after ten. He took off his coat and poured himself the last of the zavarka.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked as he took one of the cakes and sat down.

      “It’s good,” Eloise said.

      Lancaster nodded. “I just want to run through the plan one more time. Is that all right, Stanislav?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “What’s happening with the test?”

      “It should have taken place this afternoon. We brought the reactor down to half power last night. I need to be there this evening to make sure it’s shut down correctly.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “I won’t be able to leave until the end of the shift. It’s not like switching off a light.”

      “But you’ll be ready to leave after that?”

      “Yes,” he said, looking over at Eloise. “Where will I meet you?”

      “We’ll come and collect you,” Lancaster said. “Be in the lobby at the bottom of your building at nine in the morning. Does that give you enough time?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Is there anything else I need to do?”

      “No,” Lancaster said. “Just behave exactly as you normally would. There’s no reason to think they know anything, but we don’t want to give them any reason for suspicion.”

      “Of course not,” he said. He stood up and picked up his jacket from where he had draped it across the back of the chair. He went to Eloise, leaned down and kissed her. “Tomorrow morning will be a new start for me. I’m happy I can share it with you.”

      He rested his palm against her cheek; she held her own hand over his for a moment and returned his smile. He kissed her again, did up his jacket and stepped back.

      “I’ll see you both tomorrow morning,” Kalashnik said, opening the door and stepping out into the corridor.

      Eloise waited until his footsteps faded away down the steps before closing the door and leaning her back against it.

      “No last-minute concerns?” Lancaster asked her.

      She sighed. “No concerns. He’ll be there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      The vial contained a solution of gamma hydroxybutyrate, a depressant that affected the central nervous system and was both odourless and tasteless. It took twenty minutes before Pushkin started to exhibit the symptoms of use: he started to sweat and then complained of feeling sick. Zakharov encouraged him to sit down, noting that he was unsteady on his feet as he made his way across the bank. His foot snagged on an exposed root, and he toppled over, falling face first into the water.

      Zakharov waded out to him, and, instead of helping Pushkin up, he took his shoulders in both hands and pushed down. Pushkin struggled, but Zakharov was strong, and he had the benefit of leverage. He pushed down until the water was up to his elbows, holding Pushkin’s chest and face against the downward-sloping bank. Pushkin thrashed in the water, his windmilling arms throwing up noisy splashes, but Zakharov knew they were isolated here, and it was unlikely that they would be observed or disturbed.

      Pushkin jerked once, then twice, and then lay still.

      Zakharov held him down for another twenty seconds and then, sure that Pushkin had drowned, hefted him by the collar and the belt of his trousers and sent him out into the lake. His body bobbed up to the surface and slowly turned as the momentum took it away from the bank.

      Zakharov climbed out of the water. He stripped out of his wet clothes and dressed in the clean trousers and shirt that he had brought with him. He broke down his rod and put the pieces into the holder. He opened his bag and shoved the wet clothes inside, then set down both empty bottles at the edge of the water. He checked the bank, and, confident that he had not left anything that would give away the fact that he had been here, he set off back to the road. Pushkin’s body wouldn’t be found until the morning, and there would be nothing to suggest that the cause of death wasn’t exactly as it appeared: he had been out here to fish, had been drunk and had tripped and fallen into the water, where he had drowned. There would be no reason to conduct an autopsy and, even if they did, the drug would be difficult to detect unless the pharmacologist was specifically looking for it. And, in the unlikely event that anyone suspected that Pushkin had been murdered, it would be too late.

      They would have something much more pressing to distract them by then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin took the file back down to the basement and read through it again. He compared it to the picture of the woman that they had captured at the airport, looking from one to the other and confirming that they were photographs of the same person. She was older now, but the similarities were obvious: the same eyes, the same shape of nose, the same hair colour. He took Stanislav Kalashnik’s file and flipped through that again, too, trying to see if there was anything else within its pages that might strengthen the evidence that linked the two of them together.

      He was wondering what to do next when he heard a light tap at the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened. Goga Stanislavovich was standing in the corridor outside.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Fancy a cigarette?”

      Kostin frowned, but Stanislavovich put his finger to his lips and indicated that Kostin should follow him outside. Kostin took the files for Kalashnik and Novikova, and the two of them climbed the stairs to the ground floor. They descended the steps that overlooked the wide central square, and Stanislavovich led the way around the corner to the Palace of Culture. There was a bench that overlooked the entrance, and he went over and sat down. Kostin took a seat beside him.

      “What is it?”

      Stanislavovich took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and tapped two out, handing one to Kostin and lighting the second for himself. “Something very odd is going on. I got as far as Mazyr when I stopped for a piss. I called Klara’s mother, and she said she hadn’t heard anything about her going into hospital. So I called home, and she answered. It’s all rubbish, Yulian. It was made up.”

      “Made up? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know it doesn’t.”

      “So why would Tereshchenko say what he did?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Kostin frowned. “He lied?”

      “Not necessarily. He said someone called—maybe they lied.”

      “But why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Kostin drew down on his cigarette and exhaled through his nose. “There’s something odd here, too. I had a breakthrough. Kalashnik was interviewed about a murder in Komsomolsk nineteen years ago. He said he’d been seeing a woman, but, when the local office tried to find her to back up his story, she’d disappeared. Her file was in the Lubyanka, so I asked Tereshchenko to order it for me. It arrived at midday, but he didn’t give it to me. I found it on his desk. Here.” He passed it across. “Look at the picture.”

      “Shit,” Stanislavovich muttered. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      “No question about it. And she’s come to Pripyat—where Kalashnik works—and we know that Kalashnik has been saying things that he shouldn’t have been saying. It can’t be a coincidence.”

      “He’s going to defect?”

      “That would be my guess. He’s been complaining about safety at the plant for months. He was brought in for questioning this week. His file couldn’t be clearer. He doesn’t feel he’s been listened to, so he’s going to try to get out.”

      “Fine,” Stanislavovich said. “Let’s say Novikova is a Western agent—why didn’t he leave with her the first time?”

      “A police officer was murdered outside his block around the time he said she disappeared. How’s this: the officer realised what they were going to do, Novikova shot him, and Kalashnik got cold feet. She vanishes, and he transfers to Chernobyl to get away.”

      “Then he gets married,” Stanislavovich took over, “but his wife dies. He blames the state. Complains about nuclear safety.”

      “And when no one listens to him, he gets back in touch with the British or the Americans or whoever it is and says that he wants to get out. They send Novikova back again to finish what they started.”

      Stanislavovich muttered a curse under his breath. “You think Tereshchenko knows about her? You think he sat on that file? Add that to what he told you about Klara, and it starts to look like he’s trying to stall us.”

      “It sounds ridiculous.” Kostin shook his head. “But what other explanation is there?”

      Stanislavovich looked up into the night sky and blew smoke. “Maybe it’s not him. Maybe it’s someone else who works here. But I don’t think it’s just a coincidence.”

      Kostin dropped the cigarette to the ground. “We have to assume that they’ve been compromised. Until we know who we can trust, we don’t trust anyone—okay?”

      Stanislavovich nodded. “So what do we do?”

      “We go and arrest Kalashnik.”

      “Isn’t that Tereshchenko’s call?”

      “Tereshchenko’s not here. He’s probably at home with his family. I don’t think we need to disturb him, do you?”

      And it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission, he thought.

      “What about the agents? They’ll spook if they know we’re onto them.”

      “We pick Kalashnik up carefully. Arrest him now and take him somewhere quiet for questioning. He’ll tell us what they were planning, and we can go and get them, too. We arrest a defector, break up a Western network and maybe catch a KGB traitor, all in the same evening. I’d say that’d make the trip worthwhile, wouldn’t you?”

      “When?”

      “I checked with the plant earlier—Kalashnik is on the night shift. I don’t see any reason to wait.”
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      Zakharov got off the bus and climbed the steps into the administration building. He approached the desk and joined the queue of men who shuffled through the turnstile. Security at the plant was overseen by the KGB, but Zakharov had been here long enough to know that the men who were sent here were lazy and unobservant; the extent of their scrutiny was usually a doleful glower as the men made their way through the turnstile next to their desk. The idea that anyone would be foolish enough to try to sabotage the station was so unlikely that the men had allowed themselves to be lulled into a false sense of security.

      Zakharov undressed and sat down on the bench next to his locker.

      “Have you seen Pushkin?”

      Zakharov turned. Arkady Frolov was standing next to him. He was one of the electrical engineers who attended to the maintenance of the plant. Zakharov had seen him in the pump room before and had gathered that he was one of Pushkin’s closest friends.

      “No,” Zakharov said. “Why?”

      “He asked me to get a bottle of vodka for him,” Frolov said.

      “I’ll tell him when I see him.”

      Zakharov put on his uniform and went through into the dirty zone.
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      The plant was an exercise in function over form. The eight huge turbines that created the electricity were housed in the turbine hall, a structure that was a kilometre long and thirty metres high. The reactors had been added in the order that they had been built: the first and second reactors had been housed in their own buildings, with their own support systems. The third and fourth reactors shared a building on the basis that it was cheaper to provide the ventilation and associated infrastructure the one time, rather than doing it twice. This parsimonious attitude had infected the entirety of the build, most egregiously, in Kalashnik’s mind, with the failure to build concrete containment units around each reactor.

      The plant was navigated by way of the die-straight deaerator corridor, a hallway without any doors or dog-legs that was so long it took five minutes to walk from one end to the other. The buildings were so vast, and the crisscrossing corridors and catwalks so confusing, that it was not uncommon to find new recruits wandering lost. The buildings were organised by way of a system of alphanumeric coordinates that were denoted with the letters A to Ya along one axis and numbers from 1 to 68 on the other. The floors were labelled not by number, but by the distance in metres from the ground. Each ‘mark’ was noted on the walls of the corridors in red paint. The basement was its lowest point at mark -5, and the highest—at mark +74.5—was on the roof of the reactor block.

      Kalashnik made his way through the station. He was nervous: this was likely going to be the last night he walked the corridor, the last time he oversaw the operation of the reactor. He had no idea where he would be this time tomorrow. Somewhere between here and London, he guessed, on the way to a new life and the only chance he would ever have to make a difference. The gravity of his decision was not lost on him, and it was all he could manage to keep his emotions hidden.

      The control room was a large space with no windows. The illumination was from strip lights that were fixed to the ceiling, the glow of the dials and gauges and the flashing of the bulbs on the map of the reactor, each bulb representing a zone within the core. The ventilators hummed as the operators conversed quietly among themselves, the telephones that connected the control room with the turbine hall and pump room occasionally ringing as the operators checked in. The shift foreman had a desk toward the back of the room where he could observe all of the consoles that had been fitted to the walls. These units featured instrumentation on the panels that ran all the way up to the ceiling, with the controls on long desks that sloped down to where the operators sat. Kalashnik could see all of the operators from the doorway: to his right sat the senior turbine engineer; to his left was the senior reactor engineer; in the middle, meshing everything together, was the senior unit control engineer. The consoles contained hundreds of buttons and dials and levers, all of them dedicated to the process of conjuring electricity from the subtle balancing act of fission that took place in the vast reactor.

      Kalashnik shut the door behind him and turned. Sorokin was waiting for him at his desk.

      Kalashnik went over to him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I want to observe the test.”

      “What? The test should’ve been done this afternoon.”

      “It should have been, but it wasn’t. The grid told us they couldn’t spare the turbine until tonight.”

      Kalashnik put his head in his hands. “Seriously?”

      “The dispatcher called at lunch,” Sorokin said. “The production quotas need to be hit before the holiday. Everyone wants their bonuses—they said there would be a big drain on the grid.”

      “Until when?”

      “Until peak load had passed. They called an hour ago—we can run the test now.”

      Kalashnik looked around the room. “No. This is madness. We should postpone it.”

      “That’s out of the question. The reactor is going offline tonight whatever happens—we won’t get a better opportunity than this.”

      “I disagree. The men don’t know about the test. They’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “I’m here. You’re here. We’ll have to wait for a year if we don’t do it tonight. Do you want to explain that to Volkov?”

      Kalashnik hung his head.

      “I could ask Ergorov to take your place if you don’t feel up to it,” Sorokin said. “He’s still here. He wants to observe. He could just as easily give the orders.”

      “No,” Kalashnik said. “These are my men, and Ergorov is a clumsy fool. If it has to be done, it has to be me.”

      “I’m glad you agree,” Sorokin said. “Make the preparations. Tell them whatever you think they need to know. We’ll start in ten minutes.”
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      The control room was busier than would usually have been the case for the start of the night shift. The usual complement of operators were at their stations, but they had been joined by men from the previous shift who were interested in observing the test. Kalashnik sat at the control desk next to Petrov, the shift foreman. Sorokin stood at the back of the room with a cigarette in his mouth. Kalashnik felt his eyes boring a hole into his back.

      He got up and went to the enormous displays that faced the reactor control engineer. There were two of them: the first, to the left, showed the condition of each of the nearly seventeen hundred fuel channels; the second, to the right, comprised a collection of circles nearly three metres from side to side that revealed the status of the control rods that were either lowered or raised depending upon whether the operator wanted to decrease or increase reactivity.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sorokin called out from the back of the room. “Get started.”

      Kalashnik went back to his desk. “What’s our power level?”

      “Seven hundred and twenty megawatts,” Petrov reported.

      “Bring it down to seven hundred,” Kalashnik said.

      “That’s too high,” Sorokin objected.

      “No,” Kalashnik said. “That’s the minimum operating level.”

      “Two hundred.”

      “What? No. That’s dangerous.”

      “Are you questioning my expertise, Comrade Kalashnik?”

      “I’m telling you that two hundred megawatts will make the reactor unstable and difficult to control.”

      “And I’m telling you that you’re wrong. It will be safer.”

      Kalashnik got up and went to Sorokin. “No, it won’t,” he said quietly so that only the chief engineer could hear him. “We won’t be able to manage it at two hundred.”

      “How long have you been working with RBMK reactors on this scale, Comrade Kalashnik?”

      “Long enough.”

      “I have twenty-five years. I helped design them. It sounds to me like you are suggesting that you know them better than I do.”

      Kalashnik knew that he had to tread carefully. Sorokin was notoriously capricious, and he knew that it wouldn’t be beyond him to have him removed from the control room and take over himself, maybe have him arrested and taken away by the KGB. How would he leave with Eloise if that happened? Beyond that, Sorokin might have been good at the theory behind the reactor, but there was a gulf of difference between how the reactor was supposed to behave on paper and how it actually behaved in real life. Sorokin was not the man that Kalashnik would have wanted managing the reactor if he was intent on driving it all the way down to two hundred megawatts. Kalashnik knew that the test stood a better chance of success if he stayed in post and managed things as best he could.

      He went over to Petrov and sat back down. “Bring it down to two hundred megawatts, please.”

      Petrov had noticed Kalashnik’s unease. “Are you sure, Comrade?” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “We’ll do it carefully.”

      Petrov gave the order, and Mikhailov, the reactor control engineer, began to insert the additional control rods to bring the power down.

      “Six hundred,” Mikhailov said. “Five hundred. Four hundred. Three hundred.”

      Kalashnik watched as the reactimeter continued to speed downwards.

      “Two hundred. One hundred and fifty. One hundred.”

      Sorokin stepped forward. “What have you done? That’s too low.”

      Kalashnik got up and went to Mikhailov’s console. “Have you set the regulation system?”

      “I’ve switched it to automatic.”

      Kalashnik looked over the operator’s shoulder and saw that what he said was true. The automatic setting would make it easier to control the reactor as it decreased power.

      “What level did you set?”

      Mikhailov looked at the dials and slapped his forehead with his hand. “Zero. I thought we were shutting all the way down. I didn’t change it.”

      Alarms sounded around the room.

      “Thirty megawatts,” Sorokin shouted. “You’ve fucked the test!”

      “We need to abort,” Kalashnik shouted over the sound of the klaxons.

      “Five megawatts.”

      Kalashnik knew what was happening: the lack of reactivity was allowing xenon-135 to gather in the reactor. The gas would smother the reaction, but it would do so in a way that was unpredictable and potentially dangerous. He reached up onto the console and flipped back the protective cover that protected the AZ-5 switch, the emergency shutdown button that would drop all of the control rods at once and kill the reactor.

      “No!” Sorokin yelled across the room. “Get the power back up. Pull the rods.”

      “We won’t be able to control the reactor,” Mikhailov complained.

      “Do it, or I’ll have you replaced!”

      The young operator looked up at Kalashnik with fear in his eyes. “Won’t it be unstable?”

      “We’ll do it carefully,” Kalashnik said. He looked up at the Selsyn dials that showed the status of the rods. There were forty still inserted in the reactor. “Pull the rods in the third and fourth quadrants.”

      Kalashnik stayed by Mikhailov’s side as he did as he was told. His right hand worked the joystick while he pressed combinations of buttons with his left, looking up at the glowing dials on the wall to confirm that the rods were being removed as per his instructions. Kalashnik kept the pace slow and cautious, ignoring Sorokin’s baleful glare and occasional muttering about how he should have them all fired and replace them with men who knew what they were doing. Kalashnik looked up at the reactimeter and saw that they had brought the reactor up to one hundred megawatts; after another ten minutes they had raised it to two hundred. The price to achieve the reverse had been significant: the Selsyn dial showed that more than 200 of the reactor’s 211 control rods were now all the way out. Kalashnik knew that the reason reactivity was still comparatively low was the presence of the xenon, but the increased reactivity would gradually burn the gas away; they would have to watch for that very carefully and be ready to stamp on the brakes by dropping the rods back into the reactor.

      Kalashnik had been crouched over the console for twenty minutes, and his back was sore. He stood and stretched and turned to Sorokin. “There,” he said. “There’s your two hundred megawatts. We’re ready for the test.”
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      The pump room was a huge vaulted space, three storeys tall, with open balconies at the +13.5 and +14.5 levels. The eight main circulation pumps were arranged side by side and aligned parallel with the turbines so that twinned units could share the same engine halls and cranes. It was hugely noisy, with water thrust around the coolant loop at high pressure. It was daunting in its complexity and importance: hundreds of thousands of gallons of water were shoved through the coolant loop each hour. The pumps sent it into the reactor, then into the steam separators, then to the turbines, then back to the pumps.

      Pushkin’s absence had not been noted. Zakharov had been confident that that would be the case; his body would have drifted out into the middle of the coolant lake, and his wife wouldn’t have expected him to return home until the end of his shift at eight the following morning. Zakharov had punched both his own and Pushkin’s card as he came on shift so as to prevent the supervisors from sending a replacement. They would realise what had happened eventually, but it would be too late. He would have done what he had agreed to do and be on his way out of the country by then.

      The motors that drove the pumps were at ground level, with a series of throttle control valves on the discharge side of each pump. The reactor hall was next door, separated from the pumps by a thick concrete wall. Zakharov knew enough about radioactivity to be daunted by the storm of neutrons that were smashing into each other just metres away. The prospect of what he had agreed to do filled him with fear, but he had been promised money and a life away from a country that had stolen his brother from him. What he was about to do was a huge risk, but the rewards that had been offered made it one that he was prepared to take. And, more than that, it was revenge.

      Zakharov went to the first control valve. It was moderated by way of a red-painted wheel, and, taking a breath, he placed his hands on it and started to turn it. The mechanism was stiff and in need of lubrication, but, once he had worked the wheel loose, it turned more easily. He turned it all the way until it was closed, and then tugged hard against it until he could turn it no more. He shuffled along the line to the next valve and closed that, and then the next and then the next. His palms were sore by the time he had finished with the sixth valve, and the skin on the undersides of his knuckles was chafed by the time he had closed the seventh.

      Zakharov heard the sound of a raised voice and turned. It was Frolov, the engineer who had been looking for Pushkin.

      “Can’t hear you,” he called back.

      Frolov came inside. “Where’s Pushkin?”

      “Bathroom.”

      “It’s as if he’s trying to avoid me.”

      Frolov came all the way inside, the heavy door closing behind him.

      “I told him you were looking for him,” Zakharov called over.

      “When did he go?”

      “You just missed him.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Zakharov gritted his teeth in frustration. He scanned the room and saw the heavy spanner that they used to loosen the valves when they got stuck; it was leaning against the steps that led up to the balcony, three or four strides away from where he was standing.

      He smiled at Frolov. “I’ll send him your way when he gets back.”

      An alarm screeched before Frolov could reply.

      “What’s that?” Frolov yelled.

      “I don’t know.”

      Frolov got up and climbed the steps to the gantry that ran around the pump. A grey metal cabinet at the end of the platform housed the instruments that measured the pressure and temperature of the water as it rushed around the coolant loop.

      “There’s no pressure!” He rushed back down the steps and went to the valves. “They’ve been closed!”

      “They told me to close them,” Zakharov said.

      “Who did?”

      “The control room. The test—it’s something to do with that.”

      “The reactor’s running! You can’t close the valves while the reactor is running! It’ll overheat.” He jostled Zakharov out of the way. “Help me open them again. Quickly.”

      Frolov bent to the nearest valve and began to crank the wheel to open it. Zakharov grabbed him by the hair and, before he could do anything to stop him, crashed his head down against the metal wheel. Frolov grunted in pain; Zakharov drew his head back and tried to drive it down again, but this time, Frolov reached his arms out and braced himself. Frolov was bigger than Zakharov, and, despite the blood that was running down his face from the gash across his forehead, he still had the strength to fight back. He swung out with his right hand, his fist catching Zakharov on the corner of his jaw. Zakharov fell back, dazed, and was unable to stop Frolov from hitting him again, another right-hander that sent him stumbling back against the steps.

      Frolov put his hand to his forehead and looked down at his bloodied fingers. “You… you… kozyol.”

      The insult was lost in the torrent of noise. Zakharov’s left arm fell limply to his side, his fingers brushing against the shaft of the spanner. He closed his hand around it, and, as Frolov drew nearer, he straightened and swung it. The heavy head of the spanner thumped into the side of Frolov’s head, just above the ear, and he dropped to his knees. A red blotch appeared on his cotton cap and spread wider and wider. Zakharov closed the distance between them and raised the spanner again. He crashed it down on Frolov’s head, feeling the crunch as the weight and momentum of it fractured his skull. Frolov collapsed, flat and face down, and lay defenceless as Zakharov swung the spanner into his head again and again and again. It was only the increasingly strident shriek of the alarm that brought him up short. He stopped, panting, and looked down at his smock: the cotton was covered with spatters of red blood and white bone and grey brain matter. His arm was weak; he opened his fingers and let the spanner fall to the floor. It rang out with a clang as it hit the floor.

      Zakharov felt dizzy, but knew that he had to move. He dragged Frolov’s body to the back of the room and hid it behind the last pump. It would have to do. There was going to be an explosion: he would have to assume that the evidence of his crimes would be hidden amid the rubble. He went back to the valves and closed the last two, the muscles of his back and shoulders and arms aching as he wrestled wheels that were, like the others, sorely in need of oil. He picked up the spanner again and shoved it so that the jaws were on either side of the lug that held the wheel to the valve. He pulled back, groaning with effort, until the lug was loosened enough for him to be able to work it off. He removed it, then lifted the wheel from the valve and set it aside. He went to the next one along and repeated the task, and again for the one along from that. He knew that he didn’t have time to get them all off, but his instructions had suggested that three would probably be enough if the other valves were all turned off, too.

      He looked up at the gantry overhead and saw that the grey metal box had lit up as warning lights winked on and off in an urgent display that he was happy to ignore. He stumbled to the door, opened it and stepped out into the corridor outside. He closed the heavy door behind him, grateful that the alarms were muffled, and set off, following the long corridor to where the operators for the first and second reactors entered the complex.

      He looked down again at his bloody smock and tried to think of what he could say if he was stopped. He had had an accident, he decided. He was going to the infirmary.

      He had to get as far away from here as possible.

      He didn’t know how long he had.
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      Kostin sat in the passenger seat of the car as Stanislavovich started the engine and pulled away from the kerb, turning right and heading down Lenina Prospekt. Kostin was anxious that he not be seen to be overstepping his mark with Tereshchenko, but he had meant what he said to Stanislavovich: he couldn’t be sure that the lieutenant colonel could be trusted, and, until that question had been settled, he knew that he would have to tread carefully. The consequences of making a mistake were potentially ruinous. He knew what would happen if Kalashnik were allowed to defect: there would be an internal enquiry, and he would be held responsible. There was always a scapegoat to insulate those higher up the chain of command, and Kostin had no doubt that he would be the one to take the blame.

      A mark on his record at this stage of his career, when he was so close to a transfer back to Moscow… It would be disastrous.

      No.

      It wasn’t going to happen.

      He reached into his pocket and felt the reassuring edge of his pistol. He took it out and confirmed that it was loaded.

      Stanislavovich noticed. “You think Kalashnik is going to be trouble?”

      “Probably not. But it’s not him I’m worried about.”

      He clipped the holster to his belt. He would go and arrest Kalashnik himself, then take him back to the city and put him somewhere they could question him quietly.

      Stanislavovich gestured through the windshield. “There it is.”

      Kostin saw it, too: the vast white shape of the power station and its candy-cane-striped ventilation stack started to appear over the tops of the trees that separated it from the town. They drove beneath the enormous power masts that carried the high-tension power cables to the switching stations, enabling the tens of thousands of volts that passed along them to be fed into the Ukrainian grid. Stanislavovich turned onto the main access road. The facility was surrounded by a wire mesh fence; the road ran directly to a guardhouse that had been built next to a gate. Stanislavovich drew up in front of the barrier and waited for the guards to amble around to the open window.

      “Get a move on, man,” Kostin called out.

      The man frowned. “What did you say?”

      “Open the gate now.”

      The guard bent down so that he could look into the cabin. “You’ll need to mind your tone, Comrade.”

      Kostin took out his identity card and held it up. “KGB,” he said. “Open the gate now and get out of our way.”

      The guard’s sour hostility was replaced by apprehension as he squinted down at the card. “Very sorry, Major Kostin. Let me get the gate for you.”

      The man raised the barrier, and Stanislavovich drove through. He followed the road to the car park outside the main administration building and brought the car to a halt.

      “I’ll get Kalashnik,” Kostin said.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Stay here and keep watch.”

      “You think the agents are here?”

      “I doubt it. More likely that they’re waiting for him in Pripyat, but you never know. Wait for me here. I’ll bring him out, and we’ll take him to be questioned.”

      Kostin opened the door. The night was warm and, above, the sky was clear and scattered with stars. He looked at the lumbering bulk of the power station, its huge buildings stretching away in both directions, and thought about the alchemy that was taking place within its bland white walls. Kostin knew nothing about physics or nuclear power, but he did know how dangerous radiation could be, and the thought of it—silent, deadly, invisible—gave him a feeling of profound unease.

      He shook his head, chuckling at his own foolishness, and set off across the car park to the administration block.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalashnik was anxious. The dials on the pumping console showed that the water was being pushed into the bottom of the reactor at only a degree or two below boiling, and, at the top of the reactor, three-quarters of the control rods had been pulled all the way out of the chamber. He knew that there had to be an unhealthy amount of xenon-135 inside the reactor, and, at just two hundred megawatts, he had little doubt that the process of burning it away would be painfully slow. It added up to a confused picture that was difficult to assess: a combination of low reactivity and limited control that all the manuals would have described as dangerous and cause for an immediate shutdown. Sorokin didn’t seem to care about any of it. Finishing the test was the only thing that mattered.

      The chief engineer picked up the phone and called the room next to the pumps where the electricians had set up their equipment. “We’re ready. Turn on the oscilloscope.”

      Kalashnik looked at the document describing the test that he had attached to his clipboard. He gave the orders to close the steam relief valves to the turbines and then reached across and pressed the button that would simulate a power failure. He looked up at the tachometer for Turbine Eight and watched as the needle jerked to the left, recording the spindown as the huge blades inside the machine lost their momentum.

      Petrov cursed.

      “What is it?”

      “No water.”

      “What?”

      “The pumps—there’s no water going into the core!”

      “You’re wrong,” Sorokin said. “Look—the spindown is generating more than enough power to drive the pumps.”

      Kalashnik looked at the dials on the pump desk and saw that Petrov wasn’t wrong. The pressure valves had all flicked down to zero.

      “I told you this was a stupid idea!” he shouted to Sorokin. “The pumps have all failed.”

      “No. Look at the oscilloscope. You’re wrong. They have power.”

      “Look at the pressure gauges. There’s no fucking water.”

      Anyone with even a passing knowledge of nuclear physics would know what would now be happening inside the reactor: the water that remained inside the reactor would be heated and turn to steam; the steam would absorb fewer neutrons than water, and reactivity would increase; that would release more heat, turning more water into more steam; the reaction would feed back on itself until either the pressure of the steam was too great for the reactor, or the water boiled away to expose the fuel rods, allowing them to melt.

      Either way, they were careering into a disaster.

      He ran for the door.

      “Kalashnik!” Sorokin yelled after him.

      He shouldered it open, turned left and sprinted.

      The pump room was thirty seconds away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Kostin found a guard inside the main building and told him to take him to Stanislav Kalashnik. The man protested that they would have to change their clothes if they were to go into the dirty zone, but Kostin told him that was unnecessary and that he had no time to delay. The guard hesitated, no doubt weighing up the consequences of disobeying the plant’s safety requirements against arousing the displeasure of a KGB officer; in the end, and as ever, fear won out, and the man led Kostin through the building to a door marked by a sign that identified it as Control Room—Unit Four.

      Kostin went inside and looked around. There were a dozen men inside, all wearing the white uniform of the plant workers, and the atmosphere was fraught with tension. Two operators sat at wide consoles, and lights flashed on the banks of instrumentation that stretched all the way up the wall.

      Something was wrong.

      Kostin looked between the men, but couldn’t see Kalashnik.

      “Who’s in charge here?” he called out.

      A man standing over one of the console operators swung around. “I am. Who the fuck are you?”

      “Where is Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik?”

      The man stabbed a finger at the door. “Get out!”

      Kostin took out his identity card and held it up. “I’m Major Yulian Kostin of the KGB, and I’m here to arrest Stanislav Kalashnik. Who are you?”

      The man gaped at the card and then up to Kostin’s face.

      “Who are you?” Kostin repeated.

      “Chief Engineer Valery Sorokin.”

      “Power output is climbing,” a man called out from the desk to the right.

      “What’s happening here?”

      “There’s no water getting into the reactor,” Sorokin said.

      “Why?”

      “Because someone has closed the valves on the pumps,” yelled out a man at one of the consoles.

      “Nine thousand megawatts.”

      Kostin stopped. He had thought that Kalashnik was going to defect, but what if that wasn’t it?

      “Ten thousand.”

      What if the plan was to sabotage the plant before he left?

      “Twelve thousand megawatts. We’re out of control!”

      Sorokin was pale. Behind them, two of the men hurried to the door and left the room.

      “Where is Kalashnik?”

      “Probably the pump room.”

      “Take me there.”

      A fresh alarm shrieked.

      “Power excursion rate emergency increase!” an operator yelled.

      “Fourteen thousand megawatts and still climbing!”

      “I can’t leave,” Sorokin said. “I have to stay.”

      “I have reason to believe that Kalashnik is engaged in sabotage against this power station. We need to find him now.”

      “Blyat! Fifteen thousand. Power surge.”

      Sorokin pointed to one of the pale-faced men watching from the edge of the room. “You. Take him to the pump room now.”

      The operator looked as if going to the pump room was the last thing that he wanted to do, but Kostin proffered his ID card again and the man swallowed down his fear, nodded his agreement, and made his way to the door.

      Kostin followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalashnik passed the massive steel door that could be closed to prevent radiation leaking from the reactor hall, climbed the stairs to mark +12.5 and made his way to the pump room. He opened the door and went inside. There was almost too much to take in: he heard the screech of the alarms first, then saw the flashing lights that lit up each of the control boxes on the gantry overhead. He hurried inside, calling out for Pushkin. He saw a pair of legs, and, as he came around the edge of the pump, he saw the body on the floor. It was a man. Kalashnik knelt by the body and turned it over, revealing a head that had been smashed in and a face covered in a mask of blood. Kalashnik recognised the man: it was Arkady Frolov, one of the plant electricians.

      He backed away, feeling sick, and only then did he remember the alarms and the warning lights. He turned and saw the valves, three of them without the wheels to turn them.

      The magnitude of what he was looking at hit him all at once: someone was trying to sabotage the reactor.

      He went to the valves and hurried from one to the next, trying to open them. There were a dozen, and they had all been closed so tightly that it was difficult to work them back in the opposite direction. He grabbed the spokes of the nearest wheel and put all his weight into it, gradually loosening it enough to turn it and open the valve. He could feel the water thumping as it rushed into the pipes.

      It wasn’t enough. The reactor needed more.

      He had just shuffled across to work on the next valve when all of the pipes in the room ruptured, all at once, and gouts of superheated steam jetted into the room. Kalashnik jumped back as the heads of the valves were blown off, thrown into the air by the steam that burst out from beneath them. The walls of the building started to shake. There came a deep groan, as if a huge beast had been stirred from slumber, and then a rumble.

      The shaking of the floor increased and tipped Kalashnik onto his backside.

      There came a loud bang.

      Kalashnik’s first thought was that the refuelling crane in the reactor hall had fallen to the floor. But then he knew it wasn’t that, couldn’t be that. The sure knowledge of what it really was terrified him. Without a steady flow of water, the uranium fuel pellets in the reactor would overheat. Whatever water was left in the chamber would be superheated into steam, and that steam would build up with nowhere to go.

      More steam.

      More pressure.

      More steam.

      More pressure.

      And then…

      Kalashnik’s bowels loosened.

      … the reactor was just on the other side of the concrete wall.

      The wall was thick—a metre, maybe more—but the reactor was gigantic.

      He got up and ran, shouldering the door open just before a second, much louder explosion roared out from behind him. He was picked up by the blast and tossed along the corridor, dashed into the wall and sent sprawling on the tiles. The building shuddered and convulsed, and a roar that was so loud that Kalashnik was instantly deafened thundered out from the direction of the reactor hall. The thick concrete walls buckled, and all of the doors along the corridor were blown in. Light fittings and ceiling panels dropped onto him from overhead, and the lights were all snuffed out.

      He was swallowed by the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise had gone to bed in the hope of getting a little rest to prepare herself for the difficulties of the day ahead, but she hadn’t been able to sleep. She had been thinking of Kalashnik and whether what she was doing was right. She knew that the matters of her conscience were insignificant in relation to the benefits that his defection would bring, not least—she told herself—that he would finally be able to do what he wanted and shine a light on the deficiencies of a system that he thought had killed his wife. But she was deceiving him in order to ensure that he did as he had promised, offering him a life that would look very different when he arrived in London. He would be more comfortable than he ever could have been here, but she had persuaded him that they might have something between them. Eloise liked him, but she knew that she would never be able to put him—or anyone—in front of her career.

      She was staring up at the ceiling when she heard an explosion. It was a dull crump, muffled by distance, but still audible. She got out of bed and padded across the thin carpet to the window. She parted the curtains and looked out over the sleeping city. Everything looked as it should be. She looked farther, over the buildings and to the south, where the power station crouched between the trees. There was a bright flash of light and then a thunderous detonation, a boom that rolled over the trees and into the city, preceding a shockwave that rattled the glass in the frame. She saw a huge tongue of flame that reached all the way to the top of the tall venting stack, black chunks of debris silhouetted against the reds and oranges and yellows that swirled within it. She stared at it, dumbfounded, fruitlessly trying to process what might have caused it.

      She snapped back to attention, hurried into the sitting room and rapped her fist on the door of the second bedroom.

      “George!” Eloise yelled, forgetting discretion. “George—wake up!”

      She heard the creak of the mattress springs from the other bedroom. “What?”

      “You need to see this.”

      She went to the sitting room window and looked out again. Lancaster, wearing just his shorts, came out of the bedroom and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      Eloise pointed. “Look!”

      The flames still shot straight up, with pieces of blazing debris propelled high into the air and other pieces drifting to earth like the smuts from a bonfire.

      “Holy shit,” Lancaster muttered.

      The thick black smoke was slowly torn apart by the breeze. The station was distant, but, despite that, they could see the eerie blueish glow that lit up the stack and the buildings around it.

      “We need to get over there,” she said.

      He stared at the blue phosphorescence, transfixed.

      “George,” she said, “we need—”

      “Get your stuff together,” he cut across her. “Everything we need to get out. We’ll go and get him now.”
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      Kostin lay still. It was dark, with the only light coming from the sparks that cascaded down from a shorting electricity cable somewhere along the corridor. He pushed himself to his hands and knees and raised his head so that he could look down what had once been the long, straight run of the corridor that formed the spine of the facility. The walls along the left-hand side had all collapsed, as if a huge fist had punched through and then dragged its fingers all the way along. Water gushed into the corridor behind him from what had once been the pump room. Jets of steam powered through holes in the wall and the ceiling; ruptured pipework hung loose, more water pouring out; there was a loud hissing noise, close at hand; and the air had a metallic taste to it that made Kostin gag.

      He tried to stand and realised that something had fallen across his legs. He turned his head and saw that it was a metal girder; he had been fortunate in that its fall had been arrested by something bulky that was hidden in the darkness to Kostin’s right, and there was enough space beneath it for him to be able to wriggle out. He stood and blinked the dust out of his eyes. The corridor was unrecognisable. He turned to look back, and there was nothing there; the explosion had knocked down the walls and would have vaporised anything in its way. He had been lucky.

      He heard coughing from up ahead and edged forward slowly, probing with the toe of his boot and picking a way through the debris.

      A shower of sparks exploded overhead, casting enough light for him to see the man who had been guiding him to the pump room. He was on his back with a huge slab of concrete pinning him down. Kostin knelt down and tried to lift the slab, but it was too heavy.

      “I’ll get help,” he said.

      The man’s face was black with dirt and soot, but, beneath it, he looked baffled. “What happened?”

      “There was an explosion.”

      The sparks petered out, and the corridor was plunged into darkness again.

      “Must be…” The operator coughed. “Must be war. The Americans.”

      Another barrage of sparks fell from a severed cable farther down the corridor, and Kostin saw that blood was running out of the man’s mouth and trickling down the side of his face and into his ear. He coughed again, gasped for a breath that wouldn’t come, and then lay still.

      Kostin turned away and vomited, bringing up the coffee that had sustained him during the day. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He couldn’t worry about that now. He had to find Kalashnik.

      He crept forward, picking his way over girders and around huge slabs of dislodged concrete. He came to a stop: the way ahead had been rendered inaccessible by a wall of debris that had been blasted into the corridor. He turned back, using the intermittent light from the shorting cables to find a set of stairs that climbed up. He followed them, ascending for ten or fifteen metres until he found a landing that ended with a huge metal door that had been pushed halfway open. He crossed the landing to the doorway and stepped through, finding himself on an iron catwalk that overlooked a vast space below.

      The chamber was huge, but all of it was filled by a pale grey smoke that was being sucked out of a vast hole in the roof. It was lit, too, by a pulsing radiance that seemed to be coming from below. Kostin went to the edge of the gantry and looked down. A huge metal disc—a massive circle of concrete and steel—had been lifted up and thrown to the side so that now it rested against the wall of the building. There was a jagged hole in the floor, and Kostin looked down into it and saw an incandescent glow and a cone of purple flame that shot straight up into the night. Rebar and iron girders were scattered around like pick-up-sticks, and something fluttered up and down like a flap of torn flesh. The floor of the building had been scattered with pieces of debris, and all of them, Kostin saw, were glowing. Light poured out of the floor, green and grey and shot through with yellow, and there was a high-pitched hum in the air.

      He felt an urge, like a moth, to draw closer to the flame and gaze down into its depths, and his doom.

      “Get back!”

      Kostin turned.

      “Get back here, you fool.”

      A man was standing in the doorway.

      Kostin recognised him at once: Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik.

      “The reactor’s open!” Kalashnik yelled at him.

      “What?”

      “The reactor is exposed. We can’t be here.”

      Kostin stepped back. His skin felt tight, and it tingled with what felt like static.

      “Have you seen anyone else?” Kalashnik called out over the roar of the inferno.

      “I was with a worker,” he said. He shook his head. “In the corridor. He’s dead.”

      Kalashnik put his back to the door and tried to close it. It was too heavy, and, as Kostin looked, he saw that it had been buckled by the force of the blast.

      “Help me,” Kalashnik said.

      Kostin stepped up next to him and shoved. The two of them grunted with the effort, but, eventually, the door scraped back until it was almost closed.

      “We need to get back to the control room,” Kalashnik said. “Sorokin won’t believe this is possible.”

      “Won’t believe what?”

      “RBMK reactors are not supposed to explode. They need to know what they’ve done. What they’re dealing with.”

      Kostin wanted to tell him that he knew—he knew what Kalashnik had done—but there was something in the man’s frantic expression that gave him a moment of pause. Surely, he would have run, found the man and woman who had come to get him out of the country, and fled. But he hadn’t done that, not yet, and, more, he was obviously terrified. It was too much to think that he might not be responsible, but perhaps the scale of what had happened was beyond what he had expected.

      “This way,” Kalashnik said, leading the way back down the stairs and into the corridor.
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      Lancaster drove quickly, racing into the darkened forest that separated the town from the power station. The trunks of the trees screened the buildings from sight, but not the strange column of ethereal light that pointed straight up. They heard the sound of a siren from behind them, and, as Eloise looked into the mirror, she saw a single ambulance catching them up from behind. Lancaster saw it too, and pulled over to the side of the road so that the vehicle could pass.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” he said.

      He pulled out again and followed the blue-and-white strobes of the ambulance, the light flashing against the gloom that lay thickly between the trunks and branches. They turned a corner, and the forest stopped abruptly, cleared away years before to allow for the construction of the gargantuan complex beyond. They passed the fire station and heard the wail of a klaxon; Eloise looked back as the big doors were pulled back so that the engines could be driven out. Lancaster slowed the car as four big red-and-white ZIL fire tenders rumbled out and raced onto the road behind them. He pulled over again, and they raced by. Eloise caught glimpses of the pale-faced men in the backs of the vehicles as they prepared to deal with the fires.

      Eloise turned and looked over at Lancaster. “You didn’t know anything about this, did you?”

      “What?”

      “This isn’t anything to do with us?”

      “Are you mad? That’s a nuclear power station. You’re not suggesting we might have sabotaged it?”

      “I don’t know—we come to get Kalashnik, and this happens. It just seems like an awfully big coincidence.”

      “Fuck,” he said, shaking his head. “Come on. Think about what you’re saying.”

      She paused, frowning. “What about him?”

      “What do you mean? Kalashnik? Would he do it on his own?”

      “Why not? A parting shot.”

      “His whole focus is nuclear safety,” Lancaster said. “Do you really think he’d do something that might end up causing that?” He pointed through the windshield toward the buildings and the glowing column of light that emanated somewhere from inside them.

      He pulled out again and continued along the road, following the fire tenders as they roared toward the station. She stared at the glow that lit up the enormous building ahead of them and the mushroom cloud of smoke that was slowly spreading out to cover the stars above. They drove by a long, low-slung building that had once been the terminus for a thicket of pipes and cables that came from the station. These had all been severed, the electrical cables spitting sparks as they jerked across the ground and the pipes jetting gouts of water high into the air.

      “Is this safe?” she said.

      “I have no idea.”

      “You said it yourself—that’s a nuclear reactor. What if it’s been destroyed?”

      “They build the reactors in concrete containment units. Even if it has exploded, it’ll all be kept inside that.”

      “Are you sure? You heard what Kalashnik said about Russian standards. What if they don’t have containment?”

      “We can’t worry about that now. We’re here—we get him, and then we go. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      Lancaster drove on, and then the road turned so that the huge building filled the windshield. The scale of the damage was more evident now; Eloise’s mouth fell open in stupefaction. The building had been almost completely destroyed by the explosion. It must once have stood ten or eleven storeys tall, and now all that was left was a wreck of blackened rubble. The roof had been torn off, and the whole of the wall on the right-hand side had been flattened. Enormous water tanks balanced precariously on supports that were buckling beneath their weight, water cascading out of them. Chunks of rubble had been blown in all directions and, as she looked, she saw that most of the debris was smoking, and some of it glowed. The heart of the building throbbed with a ghostly blue glow that shot straight up into the night sky, a flickering pillar that reached up for hundreds of feet before melting into the moonlight.

      Lancaster gaped at it, too, but neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say. Lancaster found the car park where two buses were embarking men from the plant and found a space.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said.

      She opened the door. “We keep our eyes open and hope he comes out.”

      They got out and stood beside the car, uncertain what to do next. The building that had been demolished had been the tallest at this part of the complex, but its design had seen a series of levels that climbed to the top. Those lower levels were still standing in places, creating a series of steps. The roofs of those steps, where they were still standing, were on fire. The car park had been scattered with chunks of concrete and a black material that seemed to glow with heat, like hot coals that had been scooped out of a grate. The night was thick with smoke, skirls of it that slowly wound down from above, but not like any smoke that Eloise had ever seen before: it was a grey mist that tasted of ozone.

      “The entrance is over there,” Lancaster said, pointing.

      They walked across the car park, stepping over the hoses of the fire tenders as the men started to haul them up to the burning roofs. They were both distracted, and Lancaster didn’t see the fragments of black rock that had been cast over the asphalt. He stood on one and immediately winced from the pain.

      “Shit,” he said. “That’s hot.”

      He lifted his foot to look down at the sole of his shoe. The rubber was smoking. Tiny fragments had stuck to the material; they were lit with a bright phosphorescence and sizzled as they melted the rubber around them. Lancaster wiped the shoe against the ground, as though scraping off a wad of chewing gum, and then crouched down next to one of the larger chunks.

      “What do you think it is?” he said.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Can you feel the heat coming off it?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to get too close to it,” she said. “And we need to go and find Kalashnik.”

      They set off and hadn’t walked for more than another handful of paces before Eloise saw a man step in front of them and raise a gun.

      “Don’t move!”

      “Easy, Comrade,” Lancaster said in flawless Ukrainian.

      “Hands above your heads.”

      “You’ve mistaken us for someone else. Let me get my identity card. It’s in my pocket.”

      He started to reach into his jacket, but the man straightened his arm and aimed into Lancaster’s face. “Stay still.”

      “All right. My hands are up.”

      The man with the gun glanced over to the right and whistled. “Comrades,” he called over. “Here, please. I need help.”

      Eloise turned her head and saw two uniformed militsiya officers, dressed in blue jackets and trousers and black caps with red bands, hurrying across. Both men carried holstered pistols on their belts.

      “I am Lieutenant Stanislavovich from Warsaw KGB,” the first man called out over the crackle of the fire and the shouts of the firemen. “These two are spies. I need you to help me detain them.”
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      Kalashnik led the way back to the control room. The corridor was barely passable, with the thick concrete wall buckled and split in places. Bits of rebar poked through the ceiling like cracked ribs; it was dark and choked with smoke, and there was a sibilance that cut over all the other sounds that, although he didn’t know what it was, filled Kalashnik with fear. A figure staggered down the corridor toward them, the beam of a torch weakly probing the way ahead. They drew nearer, and Kalashnik saw that one of them was an engineer from the turbine hall; his skin was red and puckered with steam burns, and his uniform was charred.

      “The pipes,” he croaked. “They exploded.”

      “Get out,” Kalashnik said. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      The man didn’t seem to hear him, or, if he did, chose to ignore his advice. He stumbled away along the corridor in the direction of the reactor hall, the beam of his torch flickering and then winking out.

      Kalashnik turned to the man he had found on the gantry. “Nearly there. Next door on the right.”

      A pair of men came out of the door before they could open it. Kalashnik recognised them through the smoke and steam: two of the junior operators who had been watching the test.

      “Where are you going?” Kalashnik asked them.

      “Sorokin told us to release the control rods by hand.”

      Kalashnik gaped at them. “There are no control rods. They’re gone.”

      “Orders are orders,” the first man said, stepping around Kalashnik and leading the way down the corridor.

      This is madness.

      He opened the door to the control room and went inside, the man from the reactor close behind. The room was in chaos: the warning lamps were all lit, an array of red and orange and yellow that was impossible to decipher; a klaxon sounded, the noise underscored by the buzzing and chirping of other faults; the backlit numerals of the reactimeter were still moving, but the numbers were so high as to make no sense. The operators were talking over one another while Sorokin bellowed orders.

      “Activate the emergency cooling pumps,” he shouted. “We need to get water into the reactor.”

      “There’s no point,” Kalashnik said. “There is no reactor.”

      Sorokin whirled around. “What is he doing here?”

      “There is no reactor, Sorokin. Listen to me! It’s been destroyed.”

      “Impossible.”

      Kalashnik turned and pointed to the man from the gantry. “Look at him. Look at his skin. I found him on the gantry above the reactor hall. He was there for a few seconds, and look what it’s done to him.”

      They all looked. The man’s face was red, as if he had lain out in the sun for too long.

      “Have you arrested him?” Sorokin said to the man.

      Kalashnik stopped and turned. “What?”

      “I am Major Kostin,” the man said. “Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik, you are under arrest on suspicion of sabotage.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to come with me.”

      “Sabotage?” Kalashnik backed away. “No, no, no. It had nothing to do with me. There’s a body inside the pump room, and the valves have all been closed.”

      “Sabotage and treason,” Kostin corrected himself. “I know about your plan. You were going to defect.”

      Kalashnik felt the ground tip beneath his feet.

      Sorokin turned away from him and went to stand behind Petrov at the control desk. “Get the rods into the reactor.”

      “You’re not listening to me!” Kalashnik yelled. “There are no rods. There is no water. There is no reactor. It’s open, Sorokin. It’s wide open, and it’s pouring radiation into the atmosphere.”

      “No, Kalashnik, it isn’t. We’ve checked the dosimeters. We’re only seeing 3.6 roentgens. Do you really think we’d see 3.6 if the reactor was exposed?”

      “Come on,” Kostin said, grabbing Kalashnik’s arm.

      “Those dosimeters only go up to 3.6 roentgens,” Kalashnik yelled back. “Get the ones from the safe. I’m telling you, you’re all being poisoned. Look at his face! Look what it did to him! You’ll be dead in a week if you stay here.”

      Kostin yanked Kalashnik’s arm up so that his hand was pinned between his shoulder blades, and, unable to resist, he was pushed out of the room.

      “I didn’t do it,” he said as they emerged outside.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Someone in the pump room closed the valves.”

      He was about to tell him to go and look, but then he remembered: the pump room was gone. The evidence that would prove what he was saying was true was buried under tons of rubble, all of it irradiated by an open nuclear reactor.

      Kostin shoved him through the administration area to the door that led from the dirty zone into the clean zone. They continued down the stairs to the road. A series of fire tenders had already arrived, and the lights glowing through the woods suggested that more were on the way. Firemen hauled their hoses up to the roof to try to douse the blazes that had taken hold. Three men came down, two of them supporting the weight of a third between them. The man hung his head, strings of sticky vomit running down from his mouth. Kalashnik looked up at the roof; the wind was blowing from the west, threatening to fan the flames toward Units One and Two.

      There were fragments of debris on the ground everywhere Kalashnik looked. He recognised much of it: zirconium from the pipes that ran through the reactor, chunks of graphite from the guts of the reactor, boron from the control rods and, most frightening of all, white-hot pellets of uranium dioxide from the fuel assemblies. The reactor had been torn into a million pieces, all of them ridiculously radioactive, and scattered for who knew how far. Kalashnik couldn’t even begin to comprehend what the level of radiation might be. They were in the middle of a field of gamma rays that must have reached thousands upon thousands of roentgens an hour.

      “Get away from here!” he shouted to the firemen. “It’s too dangerous! You need to leave!”

      Kostin pushed him onwards. They reached a car where five people waited. He had never seen three of them before: two wore the uniform of the militsiya, while the other looked as if he might be KGB, like Kostin. The two on their knees with their hands cuffed behind their backs were familiar: George and Eloise. Kalashnik bowed his head. Everything had unravelled. They were lost.

      “Well done,” Kostin said, his voice a little thin.

      “Major,” the KGB man said, “are you all right?”

      Kostin reached up to touch his face. His skin was lobster red and covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

      “It’s the radiation,” Kalashnik told him.

      Kostin stepped back and frowned. “I don’t…” he stammered. “I don’t…”

      “He needs to go to the hospital.”

      Kostin looked confused. He staggered to his left, as if drunk, then dropped to his knees and vomited down his jacket.

      The other man turned to Kalashnik. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “The reactor has been destroyed. He was too close to it. He must have taken a massive dose.”

      “No hospital,” Kostin grunted. He reached up a hand, and the other man helped him up. “We need… need to take them back to Pripyat.”

      “I can do it, Yulian. Maybe you should see a medic?”

      Kostin wiped the vomit from his mouth with the back of his sleeve and took a breath. “No. Just a bit dizzy. I’m fine.”

      A militsiya van drew up. The rear of the van was divided from the front by a metal cage; one of the policemen opened the back doors and indicated that Kalashnik should get aboard. He did as he was told, shuffling along to the end of the bench that ran down the wall so that there was space for George and Eloise. They were helped inside, their hands still cuffed behind their backs, and sat.

      Kalashnik looked back at the ruin of Unit Four. A cone of light shot straight up through the space where the roof had once been and up into the starry night beyond. It was ionising radiation. The same radiation that had killed his wife, rendered visible now, and at a vastly bigger scale.

      The doors slammed shut.
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      Kostin had wanted to take the prisoners somewhere they could be questioned without interference from the local KGB, but the militsiya driver had assumed that they wanted to go to the ipsolkom, and, by the time they pulled up outside the White House, he was feeling too sick to protest. Stanislavovich and the two policemen who had come with them from the plant went to the back of the van, unlocked the doors and took the prisoners out. They marched them inside. The building was busy with activity. Men in suits hurried between the rooms, and the sound of ringing telephones and angry conversation was everywhere. The policemen put the prisoners in the elevator, and they all rode up to the top floor.

      Tereshchenko was in the reception area with a telephone receiver pressed to his ear. He held up a hand to tell them to wait, then finished his conversation and replaced the receiver.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      Kostin fought against a wave of dizziness. “The spies,” he said. “They were here to get this man—Kalashnik.”

      “You got them? Well done, Major.”

      “I think Kalashnik might be responsible for what happened at the plant tonight.”

      “I’m not,” Kalashnik protested.

      Tereshchenko ignored his outburst. “You’ve been there, Major? The power plant?”

      “Yes,” Kostin said. “There’s been an explosion.”

      “The reactor,” Kalashnik said. “It blew up.”

      Kostin was about to speak when he was overcome by another uncontrollable urge to vomit. He doubled over and retched, spitting out a mouthful of acrid-tasting white fluid.

      Tereshchenko looked alarmed. “Are you all right?”

      “He needs to go to the hospital,” Kalashnik said.

      “What’s happened to him?”

      “He’s been irradiated.”

      “No,” Kostin insisted. “I’m fine.”

      Kalashnik shook his head. “He was in the reactor building. The core is open. I can’t even begin to think about the dose he must have taken. If he doesn’t go to the hospital, he’s going to die. And he’s almost certainly emitting radiation himself. Just being near to him is dangerous for everyone else.”

      Tereshchenko sucked his teeth. “I’ve just spoken to a man at the hospital—three firemen have already been brought in, and there are more on the way. Are you sure, Comrade Kostin? We can take care of the prisoners with Stanislavovich.”

      “No,” Kostin insisted. “I’m doing it. I’m staying.”

      “I can’t force you,” Tereshchenko said. He reached into his pocket and took out a plastic medicine bottle. “At least take one of these.”

      “What is it?”

      “Stable iodine.”

      “It’s a prophylactic,” Kalashnik said. “It prevents the thyroid from absorbing radiation. We should all take one.”

      Tereshchenko opened the lid and tipped out two pills. He gave one to Kostin and the other to Stanislavovich. They swallowed them.

      “What about us?” Kalashnik protested.

      “We have a limited supply,” Tereshchenko said. “Answer the major’s questions and we’ll see.”
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      Kostin went into the bathroom and filled the basin with cold water. He undid the cuffs of his shirt, cupped his hands and filled them, then lowered his face and dunked it. He felt unsteady as he stood upright again, bracing himself on the sink. He looked into the mirror at his reflection. His face looked as if it had been burned, and lesions were starting to form on his nose and forehead. He reached up and touched his cheek, and, to his horror, a section of skin came away like the peel of an overripe fruit. He sniffed and thought he could smell burning. He looked at his forearms and saw that they were reddened, too. How could he have been burned through fabric?

      It had to be from what he had seen in the power station. What was it that Kalashnik had said? The reactor was exposed? What did that mean? He knew that he should go to the hospital, but he couldn’t. For a start, he didn’t trust Tereshchenko. Not at all. He was sure that he had delayed the investigation. And—more—he wasn’t going to let something like this get in the way of the inquiry that offered him the chance to uncover two enemy agents and a potential defector. He wouldn’t face the reprimand that he had feared; to the contrary, he would receive a commendation, and his promotion and transfer would be assured.

      He had to close the case first. He would go to the hospital as soon as he had done that.

      Kostin collected the files for both Stanislav Kalashnik and Magdalina Novikova and brought them to the interrogation room on the top floor of the White House. It was a simple space with a desk and four chairs. A tape machine had been set up on the table, along with two cassettes waiting to be used. Goga Stanislavovich was sitting on one of the chairs. He was a little askew, his elbow on the table and his forehead resting in his upturned palm.

      “Are you all right?”

      “A little light-headed,” Stanislavovich said. “I haven’t eaten all day. It’s probably that. How do you feel?”

      “Fine,” he said, although that wasn’t true.

      “Kalashnik was probably right. We should go to the hospital.”

      “You go if you like. I’m not leaving until I have their confessions.”

      “No,” Stanislavovich said. “I agree—you’re right. I’ll stay.”

      Kostin got to his feet, went to the door and called out that the policeman should go and get the third man, the one about whom they knew the least. They would start there, find out what they could from him, and then speak to the woman and Kalashnik.

      “Afterwards, then?” Stanislavovich said. “We go and get checked out once we’re finished here?”

      “When we’re done.”

      The man was brought into the room. The officer told him to hold out his hands. He unclipped one of the cuffs, told him to sit and then refastened the open cuff to a metal cleat in the table.

      “Good morning,” Kostin said. He made a show of looking at the man’s identity card. “Comrade Volodymyr Antonovych?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Liar. It’s late, and we’re dealing with matters of the greatest importance. It would be a much better idea if you were honest with me. What’s your name—your real name?”

      “My name is Volodymyr Romanovich Antonovych. You have my papers.”

      “Indeed, and they are excellent forgeries. Did you get them in Warsaw? I spoke to the man you were working with there. Borislav Stepanov. We have him to thank for the fact that we were able to find you.”

      “I haven’t been to Warsaw.”

      “Lie to me again and see what happens.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      Antonovych—or whoever he was—spoke naturally, without an accent. He was as frightened as would be expected, but there was a calmness behind it that gave Kostin pause. Kostin could see how Antonovych had been able to slide into the country and how, without the good fortune that he had been handed, he would have slipped away again.

      But not now.

      Kostin had him now, and he was going to get him to crack.

      He looked down at the files in front of him and blinked. He suddenly felt light-headed. He put his hands on the edge of the table and tried to anchor himself there, but it felt as if the room were tilting on its axis, and, try as he might, he couldn’t find his balance. He blinked, trying to clear the film of gauze that had fallen in front of his eyes, but it had no effect.

      He waited until he felt able to speak. “Let’s start…” He stopped and took a breath. “Let’s start with Stanislav Petrovich Kalashnik.”

      “Who?”

      “The deputy chief engineer of the power plant. You were with him tonight.”

      “No. My wife and I saw the explosion and went to see what had happened. We were arrested outside—is that the name of the man you were with?”

      Kostin slammed his hand down against the desk. “Stop lying!” he yelled. “I know you know Kalashnik.”

      “I’m very sorry, Comrade. I don’t.”

      “Let’s talk about the woman you’re with. I know she was in Komsomolsk with Kalashnik nineteen years ago. I know she works for Western intelligence, and I know the two of you are here to help Kalashnik defect. I can only think that whatever happened at the power plant tonight was because of you, too.”

      “The explosion? You think we did that?”

      The thoughts tumbled around Kostin’s mind, slippery and difficult to grasp. “Were you involved with getting the woman into the country?” He looked down at his notes. “Magdalina Novikova. Was that your job? Should I look and see when you flew in from Paris? The same flight as her, perhaps? That’d be easy for me to check.”

      “I’ve never been to Paris, and I don’t know anyone called Novikova.”

      “What if I said that I know you’re a murderer?”

      Antonovych paused for the first time. “What?”

      “Agnieszka Szewińska. Know her?”

      “No, Comrade. I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do. She was a cellist with the Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra. Her identity was used to get your friend into the country. The French police found her body in a wood outside Paris. She’d been murdered. Was that you? Did you do it?”

      “No,” he said. “Szewińska? I’ve never heard of her before in my life.”

      Kostin noticed movement to his right and saw that Stanislavovich was swaying back and forth on the chair. His eyes were closed, and he had started to sweat. A patch of moisture was spreading across the dark fabric of his shirt from beneath his armpit.

      “Stanis… Stanisla…”

      Kostin tried to speak, but the words were thick and heavy in his mouth. His head was pounding with the start of what promised to be an awful migraine, and he suddenly felt bilious again.

      “Are you all right?”

      He blinked. He wasn’t sure who had spoken to him. “What?”

      “You look awful.” It was the man. “You should go to the hospital.”

      Kostin turned his head and vomited over the table. The strength went out of his legs, and he collapsed to his knees, his hand slipping through the puddle of bile on the table and snagging on Stanislavovich’s jacket. He slipped from his chair, dragging Stanislavovich with him, and both of them fell motionless to the floor.
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      Lancaster jerked against the cuff in an attempt to free himself, but the bracelet was tight, and the cleat in the table was fastened with four screws. The table, too, was fitted to the floor. There was nothing he could do.

      He was about to call for help when a middle-aged man in a suit came into the room. Lancaster recognised him from when they had been brought into the building.

      “It’s all right,” he said, eyeing the two unconscious men. “I’ll deal with them.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Lieutenant Colonel Tereshchenko. I’m the senior officer in Pripyat.”

      He stepped over the two men, took a key from his pocket and unlocked the cuff. He stepped over the men again and paused at the door.

      “This way, please.”

      Lancaster gestured at the men on the floor. “What about them?”

      “In a moment.”

      “What happened?”

      “We needed them out of action.”

      “What?”

      “We’re on the same side,” Tereshchenko said. “I’m going to help you get away.”

      Lancaster realised what he was saying. “It wasn’t iodine? You gave them something else?”

      “A relaxant.” Tereshchenko waited until Lancaster was out of the room and then shut the door, locking it behind them. “Please—this way.”
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        * * *

      

      The cell was tiny. It took Eloise three paces to walk from one end to the other. There was nothing to sit on, and the only light was from a bulb in the corridor outside that bled through the gap between the door and the floor. It was difficult to keep track of time, and she wondered how long she had been here. An hour? Two? She knew, with grim and certain fatalism, that she would be here for much longer than that. Bloom had made it very clear that there would be no extraction. There would be no exchange for a corresponding Soviet asset. As far as Bloom and everyone in London was concerned, Eloise would not exist.

      She banged her fist against the cold metal. “Let me out! I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      She knew they would ignore her, yet, as she prepared to strike the door again, she heard the key turn in the lock.

      The door opened.

      Lancaster was there with the man she had seen as the KGB agents had brought them into the building.

      “Come out, please,” the man said.

      “What’s going on?” she said as she stepped into the corridor.

      The man removed her cuffs. “My name is Tereshchenko. We work for the same people. I would rather we had never met, but what happened tonight has made that impossible. What were you doing at the plant?”

      “We went to get Kalashnik,” Lancaster said.

      “Knowing that it would be flooded with security?”

      “What choice did we have?”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Tereshchenko said. “I have a man posted downstairs to keep people out, but that can only be temporary. There are a lot of people in the building tonight because of what’s happened. We need to be quick.”

      “Where’s Kalashnik?” Eloise asked.

      “Still in his cell,” Tereshchenko said. “I think it’s best to leave him there until we’ve sorted everything out here.”

      “What happened to the men who arrested us?” Eloise said, turning to Lancaster.

      “He knocked them out.”

      “There was no other way,” Tereshchenko said. “I’ll take care of them.”

      Eloise held up a hand. “Wait. ‘Take care of them.’ What does that mean?”

      Tereshchenko looked at her impassively. “Kostin is as good as dead. You heard what Kalashnik said—he looked straight into the core of the reactor. How long can he have left?”

      Eloise closed her eyes.

      Tereshchenko noticed her discomfort. “There’s no other way. I’ll be doing him a favour. Radiation poisoning is not a pleasant way to die.”

      “And his partner?”

      “What would you suggest?”

      “Hold him somewhere until we’re gone?”

      Tereshchenko shook his head. “They both know that I stalled their investigation, and it won’t take a genius to work out that I drugged them. I suspect my handler will value my remaining in place over his life.”

      “He’s right,” Lancaster said. “There’s no other way. What are we going to tell Kalashnik? He’ll ask.”

      Tereshchenko shrugged. “I’ve read his file. He doesn’t have the strongest of stomachs. I suggest the truth is not for him. Tell him that they’ve been taken to the hospital. That’s credible. He doesn’t need to know anything else.”

      “Jesus,” she said.

      “I’ll need your help to get them out,” he said. “There is a door at the back of the building. I can bring a van around, but I won’t be able to move them by myself.”

      “We’ll do it,” Lancaster said.

      Eloise had the feeling that events were beginning to run away from her.

      “What about us?” she said. “We need to get out of Pripyat.”

      “That’s not going to be easy. There was a meeting of the Party in Kiev an hour ago. No news of what happened at the plant is to be allowed to escape. The telephone lines have been cut, and the KGB has blocked the roads. No one comes in or out.”

      “We were going to drive,” Lancaster said.

      “That won’t be possible.”

      “So how do we get out?”

      Tereshchenko ran his hand through his hair. “You need to stay until we can work that out. I have an apartment you can use. Hide there with Kalashnik until the situation becomes clearer. You won’t be disturbed.”

      “How long will that be?”

      “I don’t know. I have no experience of how the Party will react to a nuclear power station exploding. But we will find a way. You have good papers?”

      “Yes,” Lancaster said.

      “Then I think it is just a question of patience.” He took a notebook and pen from his pocket and wrote down an address. He tore the page out and handed it and a bunch of keys to Eloise. “This is the address of my apartment. Take my car. Go inside and lock the door. I’ll come and see you when I can.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We need to move Kostin and his friend. Are you ready? I’ll go and get the van.”
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      “Are you okay?” Lancaster asked her.

      “Not really. I didn’t sign up for this to be party to a murder.”

      “You killed someone before.”

      “That was different. This… this is cold-blooded.”

      “Can you see another way?”

      “No.” She gritted her teeth. “Fuck.”

      “Do you think they’d have any compunction if the shoe was on the other foot?”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “He’s not a Boy Scout—he’s KGB. I’ve worked in the USSR for a long time. I’ve seen what they do to their enemies. I’ve seen people swallowed up into the Lubyanka. You don’t come out of there once you go in.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that? But two wrongs don’t make a right.”

      “Look what happened tonight—getting Kalashnik out to talk about their attitude to safety just got much more important.”

      She heard footsteps approaching from the hall, and, a moment later, Tereshchenko opened the door again. He led the way back to the interview room and unlocked the door. Stanislavovich had managed to get himself into a sitting position and had propped himself up against the wall. Kostin was still lying on the floor.

      Tereshchenko knelt down between them. “Comrades—we need to get you to the hospital.”

      Stanislavovich tried to speak, but his words were drunken and slurred and impossible to discern. Tereshchenko reached down and hauled him up, holding him upright with an arm around his torso. Lancaster went to Kostin’s left and Eloise to his right. She looked down at him. Vomit ran down his chin and onto the floor, and, as they levered him into a sitting position, he coughed out a mouthful of bloody sputum. He wasn’t unconscious—he moaned as they arranged his arms across their shoulders—but he was a dead weight as they hoisted him up.

      Tereshchenko helped Stanislavovich to the door. “This way.”

      Lancaster and Eloise followed, almost carrying Kostin between them. There was a flight of stairs that descended to the ground floor. They moved slowly, careful to ensure that they didn’t slip on the treads. They reached the second-floor landing, took a breath and then continued down.

      “Help,” Kostin murmured, his voice barely audible above the sound of their footsteps on the treads.

      “You’re going to the hospital,” Lancaster said.

      Eloise bit the inside of her cheek so hard she could taste blood.

      The exit at the rear of the building was quiet. The door opened onto a fenced courtyard that was fringed with elm trees. A gate in the fence led to a road that cut through the forest. The vehicle that Kostin had used to bring them from the station had been backed up to the building, both doors open. Tereshchenko helped Stanislavovich into the back and then reached down to assist with Kostin. Tereshchenko laid both men out on the floor and then shut the doors.

      He pointed to the Moskvitch parked next to the van. “That’s mine,” he told Eloise. “Wait here. I’ll get Kalashnik.”

      Lancaster followed Tereshchenko back into the building, and Eloise heard their footsteps receding as they hurried back to the fifth floor. She looked at the van and thought of the two men locked inside. She knew that Tereshchenko was right, that there was no other option, but it didn’t make her feel better. She remembered the face of the man she had shot nineteen years earlier; it had never left her. She had wondered whether he had family. Was he married? Did he have children? Had that single moment of violence, panicked and instinctive, made a widow? Had it robbed children of a father? She had thought about that ever since, and the thoughts still came, even all these years later.

      The same questions were relevant to the two men in the back of the van, and she wondered if she would still think about them, too.
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      It was five in the morning and still dark as they drove to Tereshchenko’s apartment on Lenina Prospekt. Lancaster was at the wheel, and Kalashnik was in the back with Eloise. He squeezed around on the seat and stared out at the column of light that was still visible above the power plant, ghostly bright against the black.

      “You see that?” he said.

      “It’s almost beautiful.”

      He stared, his reflection caught in the glass. “Know what it is?”

      She said that she didn’t.

      “The air has been ionised. It’s the gamma radiation—the atoms in the air become fluorescent. Can you imagine how radioactive the core must be to do that? Thousands and thousands of roentgens an hour… and that KGB man looked over the edge and stared straight down into it. Have they taken him to the hospital?”

      “Yes,” she lied. “Tereshchenko was going to take them both.”

      “It’ll be a waste of time for him. He’s probably already dead.”

      Eloise bit her lip.
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      They reached the central square as three fire engines raced by them in the direction of the plant, their lights flashing and sirens screaming as they disappeared down the road. Another three followed shortly after them, and then two more. Ambulances arrived from the direction of the plant, their sirens off but the drivers pushing them hard enough for the tyres to squeal as they turned at the Raduga and disappeared around the edge of the building on their way to the hospital. There were signs that the militsiya had been mobilised, too, with officers on the street and yellow patrol cars setting up checkpoints on the main roads out of town.

      Lancaster parked outside the address that Tereshchenko had provided. They got out just as one of the city’s road-cleaning trucks drove slowly toward them on the other side of the road, water gushing from the nozzles at the front and back.

      “What are they doing?” she asked Kalashnik.

      “Trying to clean the fallout.” He shook his head. “It’s pointless. It’ll keep falling for days.”

      Lancaster opened the door to the lobby. Tereshchenko’s apartment was on the top floor, and they rode the elevator in silence, all of them aware that to be seen now might present them with questions that they would not be able to answer. They reached the top floor and followed the numbers on the doors to forty-three.

      Lancaster took out the keys and unlocked the door. It was a larger apartment than the one they had used. She went out onto the balcony. The first light of dawn was breaking on the horizon, and, when she looked to the plant, the ethereal light that she had noticed before was gone. A haze of smoke hung over the bright white buildings, though, and there was the occasional glow of orange above the tree line that she guessed was fire.

      Lancaster suggested that they should get some sleep, and they took a room each. Kalashnik told them that they each needed to remove their clothes and shower so that they might scrub off as much as possible of the radioactive material that had fallen on them. Eloise went first. She stripped down and left her clothes on the floor outside the cubicle. She turned the tap and stood under the water for five minutes, scouring her skin until it tingled. She washed her hair, too, and then hooked her foot around the bundle of clothes and brought them into the cubicle, too. She soaked each item, slathering them in soap and scrubbing them until they were as clean as she could make them. Stepping out of the shower, she wrung them out, hung them on the towel rail to dry and, wrapped in a towel, went into the bedroom and fell onto the bed. She had half expected Kalashnik to be waiting for her, but, as she closed her eyes and waited for sleep, she heard his voice as he and Lancaster decided who would shower next. She listened to the soft hiss of the water as she drifted away.
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      Kostin awoke lying against something hard and flat. He opened his eyes and saw that he was in the back of one of the vans they used to move prisoners. He tried to get up, but found that he was too weak. He managed to work himself onto his hands and knees, but a sudden bounce of the vehicle as it rolled over something uneven sent him sprawling back to the floor again.

      He took a moment to try to find his breath and, perhaps, a little strength. He raised his head and saw Stanislavovich next to him.

      “Goga,” he said.

      Stanislavovich grunted something, then started to snore.

      “Goga—wake up.”

      Kostin closed his eyes and tried to remember what had happened. He knew radiation was dangerous, but he had only been at the station for a brief time earlier. Could it have made him feel like this so quickly? He supposed it was possible, but that wouldn’t explain what had happened to Stanislavovich. He had been outside in the car park. If the radiation had caused his condition as well, then surely everyone who was there—the militsiya, the firemen, the workers—would all be suffering the same way.

      He stopped.

      Wait.

      What about Tereshchenko?

      He had delayed the investigation into the woman.

      He might have been responsible for trying to trick Stanislavovich into returning to Warsaw.

      And he had given them both an iodine tablet to protect them from the radiation.

      What if it wasn’t iodine?

      He tried to kick the door behind him, but his legs felt hollow and empty.

      “Help!”

      His voice was no more than a rasp.

      The van turned to the left, and Kostin used the momentum to roll onto his side so that he was facing Stanislavovich. “Goga.” He reached across and shook him by the shoulder. “Wake up.”

      He opened his eyes.

      “Goga,” Kostin muttered, the effort almost more than he could manage. “You have to wake up.”

      Stanislavovich turned his head in Kostin’s direction. His eyes were glassy and unresponsive, and, as the van bounced through another pothole, he exhaled and fell asleep again.

      The van came to a stop and, after a moment, the engine was turned off. Kostin heard the sound of the cab door opening and then the sound of footsteps splashing through something wet. He reached for his pistol but, to his dismay, he found that it wasn’t in his pocket.

      The doors opened, and light flooded inside. Kostin angled his head so that he could look outside, blinking until his eyes had adjusted to the sudden light. The brightness was painful, but he didn’t look away. A man was standing in the open doorway. He was silhouetted by the sunshine, and Kostin’s eyes weren’t focusing properly; he blinked again until he could make the man out.

      Tereshchenko.

      “What’s happening?”

      “You’ve received a huge dose of radiation.”

      “Is this the hospital?”

      “No, Major. It isn’t. I’m sorry. There’s nothing that they would be able to do for you.”

      “I don’t understand. If this isn’t the hospital, where are we?”

      Tereshchenko didn’t answer. He grabbed Goga by the ankles and dragged him partway out of the van, then wrapped his arms around his torso and hauled him the rest of the way. He heaved him away, and then Kostin heard a wet thump. He tried to sit up again, but the effort was too much for him. He was as weak as a baby. He heard the sound of thrashing, splashes and a choked gurgle that might have been a call for help, and then silence.

      Kostin heard the splash of footsteps and tried to back away from the door. Tereshchenko returned, reaching for his ankles and dragging him to the door. Tereshchenko was soaking wet; he looped his arms around Kostin’s torso, pinning his arms, and carried him out.

      “Please,” he said. “I need a doctor.”

      “It’s too late.”

      They were in a clearing at the edge of a large span of water. Kostin looked over it and saw the benighted power station. He realised that this must be the reservoir that supplied the water to cool the reactors. The buildings couldn’t have been more than half a mile away across the water. He could see the wreckage of the hall; it was more obvious in the daylight, the scale of the devastation difficult to comprehend. Smoke drifted out of the space where the roof had once been, and, like ants labouring on a hill, he saw the firemen working on dousing the flames. Stanislavovich’s body floated face down just a few feet away from them, slowly rotating as it drifted away from the shore.

      Tereshchenko strode out into the water, dragging Kostin with him. Kostin’s heels left shallow trenches in the mud. They went out until the water was up to Tereshchenko’s waist, and then they stopped.

      “Please.”

      “I’m sorry, Comrade. There’s no other way.”

      Kostin was helpless as Tereshchenko pushed him under the water. The last thing he saw was the smoking ruin of the power station before the water closed around his head. He tried to struggle, but it was hopeless. He tried not to breathe, but in the end it was futile: he opened his mouth, his lungs filled and, at last, the pain lessened until he couldn’t feel it—or anything—anymore.
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      Eloise awoke, sitting bolt upright as the ghostly afterimages of a nightmare slowly faded from her mind. She tried to recall what it had been and saw Kostin’s face, the skin peeling away in red scraps. She took a moment to catch her breath, then swung her legs off the bed and crossed the room to the old wooden wardrobe in search of something to wear. There were no female clothes, but there were several shirts that must have belonged to Tereshchenko. He was much bigger than she was, and, as she pulled one on, she found that the pale blue cotton reached down to the middle of her thighs.

      She went out into the sitting room. Kalashnik was in the kitchen. He was wearing a pair of Tereshchenko’s suit trousers and a shirt, both of which were too big for him. He turned to her and saw how she was dressed, and, for a moment, she thought that he was going to make a joke.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked her.

      “Not really.”

      “Me neither.”

      He filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil. They went to the balcony and looked down onto the busy streets below. Eloise had expected to see the police out in force, but that wasn’t the case. There were officers, but they were outnumbered by the Pripyat citizens who were enjoying the start to another warm and dry day. Children walked hand in hand as they were led to kindergarten to begin the day’s lessons. Mothers pushed younger children in strollers and prams, and other women took their string bags to the store to see if there were any treats they could add to the spreads that they were preparing for the May Day holiday. Those who had already been to the store returned with bags full of fresh vegetables, sausage and alcohol. A pair of joggers pounded the pavement, and, in the green space over the road, dogs gambolled happily as their owners watched. The town looked beautiful, with the harsh Soviet design of the buildings softened by the abundant trees and the hundreds of rose bushes that had been planted in the raised beds beneath the poplars that ran down the middle of the broad avenue.

      “I always loved it here in the spring,” he said.

      “It’s nicer than Komsomolsk.”

      The smile died on Kalashnik’s lips as he looked up and saw the pall of smoke beyond the trees.

      “I should be there.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I know that. But it doesn’t mean I don’t want to help. I know how they’ll react. They’ll say it is impossible that a Soviet reactor could explode. They’ll deny it all. They’ll ignore the radiation, the graphite and uranium from the core that we saw on the ground. They’ll only take it seriously when the hospital is full of people who’ve been irradiated.”

      “And what could you do in the face of all that?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. I could try.”

      They stood watching the men and women and children going about their business below them.

      “It’s as if nothing has happened,” she said.

      “They should already have left the city. The Party should have started the evacuation, but they won’t.”

      “How long can they pretend everything is okay?”

      “Until people start to notice that they’re tanning a little faster than usual,” he said with a bitter laugh. “They’ll get the picture by then, and then they’ll have no choice.”

      They saw a large crowd of children dressed in the uniform of the Young Pioneers making their way to the Palace of Culture for the start of an event. The children were happy, and the teachers who corralled them were seemingly oblivious to what had happened—what was still happening—just ten kilometres to the south.

      Eloise looked over the city to the plant. “Are we safe here?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “We should go inside, then.”
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      Eddie Navarro held up his hands: they were grimy with dirt, the skin stained and his nails black. He wiped them on his trousers, but only succeeded in making it worse. It didn’t matter. He could clean up when he was done.

      The rain had started to fall heavily just after lunch, and now, at eleven, the moonlight had been smothered by the heavy dark clouds, and the wind thrashed through the branches of the trees. Navarro reached down and flicked on the wipers, the old rubber blades squeaking over the glass as they sluiced the water away. He squinted through the window and up the track. The site for the rendezvous had been chosen carefully. The car park was a mile to the north of Kolka, next to the beach, and reached through half a mile of dense woods. Navarro had arrived two days earlier and had spent the time since then reconnoitring the area. He had hired a car from Riga and driven down the track to the car park at the northernmost end. The Gulf of Riga stretched away as far as he could see to the east and west.

      Navarro noticed movement and saw the man as he struggled down the track. The wind had picked up another few knots, and the rain was lashing down. The man wasn’t dressed for the conditions, with a lightweight jacket that he was holding closed with one hand while he secured a cap on his head with the other. Navarro flicked the lights on and off, fetched his waterproof cap from the dash and arranged it on his head. He opened the door and stepped out into the rain.

      The man tramped toward him through the ankle-deep puddles.

      “Mr. Zakharov?”

      “You couldn’t have found somewhere a little less isolated?”

      “Discretion is more important than comfort. No one will see us out here.”

      Zakharov gestured down at his torso and legs. “I’m not dressed for this weather. I’m soaked.”

      Navarro pointed. “It’ll all be worth it once you get to London.”

      “Is everything still good for that?”

      “There’s a track down to the beach through the trees. There’s a boat waiting for you.”

      “And then what?”

      “A trawler a mile offshore. They’re waiting to pick you up.”

      Navarro pointed at the path that ran through the trees.

      Zakharov set off. “What happens after I get on the trawler?”

      “They’ll take you to Sweden. You’re booked on a flight out of Gothenburg tomorrow evening.”

      They continued through the trees. The path was narrow, with bracken and gorse intruding from the left and right as it continued onwards. The sea was visible through the branches, but the sound of the waves was lost amidst the hammering of the rain.

      Zakharov turned, wiping water from his eyes. “How much farther?”

      “Another half a mile.”

      They continued on, eventually stepping out from under the canopy of trees to pass through a clearing.

      Navarro undid his coat and reached a hand inside.

      Zakharov slowed, but didn’t turn. He froze, his head pointed at the freshly dug pit that lay just inside the fringe of undergrowth ahead of them. The spoil had been gathered at one end of the trench, the fresh brown earth exposed as a brown swipe across the grass and moss. Navarro had left the shovel there, the blade pushed down into the damp ground.

      Zakharov slowly turned.

      Navarro took out his pistol and aimed it. “Sorry.”

      He fired twice. Both rounds found their mark, and Zakharov toppled backwards, dead before he hit the ground. Navarro fired a third round to be sure, and then put the gun away. He went around and grabbed Zakharov by the shoulders, dragging him across the muddy clearing until he was able to manoeuvre him into the grave.

      Lightning split the darkness as Navarro uprooted the shovel and started to replace the earth.
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      Eloise slept fitfully again. The nightmares returned, dark and ominous, with the power station seemingly growing even larger before her eyes and then exploding in a vast mushroom cloud that raced toward her, obliterating everything in its path. She woke up earlier than she would have liked, but, knowing that there was no prospect of getting back to sleep, she lay back and stared up at the ceiling.

      Yesterday had been a mixture of tension and tedium. They had stayed in the apartment as Tereshchenko had suggested. The rooms had been stuffy, but, when Lancaster had gone to open the doors to the balcony to provide a little ventilation, Kalashnik had angrily closed them again. He reminded them that the atmosphere was likely to be polluted with radioactive isotopes from the power plant and that they needed to keep the doors and windows shut.

      Eloise had stood at the window and watched as life went on outside, the streets busy as the inhabitants of the town went about their business. Tereshchenko had a radio-tochki like everyone else, and they had switched it on in the hope that they might hear an official announcement about what had happened at the plant. There had been nothing. A smoky haze was visible above the facility, obvious to anyone who happened to look to the south, yet there was no reference to it and little concern from the people below them, who simply carried on with their lives.

      Eloise got up, dressed, and went out into the sitting room. Lancaster and Kalashnik were awake, too. Lancaster was preparing coffee, and Kalashnik was staring out of the window.

      “Morning,” Eloise said.

      Kalashnik didn’t reply; he was distracted, a pensive expression on his face.

      Eloise went over to stand next to him. A truck was moving slowly down the street, and, from nozzles at the front and back, foam was being spread over the asphalt.

      Eloise rubbed Kalashnik’s arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Not really.”

      “Coffee?” Lancaster called over.

      Eloise ignored him. “Why? What’s the matter?”

      Kalashnik looked down and, for a moment, she wondered whether he was going to tell her whatever it was that was so obviously on his mind. He looked up again, his lower lip clenched between his teeth. “I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t get the thought out of my head. I kept thinking about it—over and over and over again.”

      “What thought?”

      “That what happened wasn’t an accident.”

      “What was that?” Lancaster said, laying a mat on the table and resting a pot of coffee on it.

      “The explosion at the station. Someone did it deliberately.”

      “Come on,” Lancaster said. “Seriously? You know how crazy that sounds?”

      “Is it crazy? They want me to tell the world how dangerous Soviet reactors are—why not give me something spectacular to back up my claims? Who could ignore me then?”

      “No,” Eloise said. “That would be incredibly reckless.”

      “I’m not prepared to count anything out—not anymore.”

      Lancaster held up his hands as if to slow Kalashnik down. “Let’s take this one step at a time. You think the core’s been destroyed. Right?”

      “It is destroyed. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “And how dangerous is that?”

      Kalashnik spluttered. “It is very likely that the power station is now the most dangerous place on earth. There’s a cloud of radioactive particles in the air that will already have started to fall. There are hundreds of people outside. They will all be dosed with it—in five years, many of them will start to develop cancers. Hundreds of them will die. Thousands, perhaps. The ground will be irradiated. They’ll try to scrub it clean, like they’re doing now, but it won’t work. The buildings will be radioactive. The roads. The animals. The birds. The trees. Everything. Everyone within fifty miles of the plant will have to be evacuated, but that won’t be enough. They’ll tell them it’s temporary, but that’ll just be another lie. This was a good town once. One of the best places to live in the Soviet Union. But radioactive poison we can’t see is turning it into a wasteland. They just don’t know it yet.”

      “But you do,” Lancaster pressed. “And knowing what you know, do you really think someone would do something so dangerous?”

      He paused, looked away, and then turned back to them with a resolute expression. “Someone did.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the valves in the pump room had been closed.”

      Eloise sat up. “What? No.”

      “I checked them. They were closed.”

      “All of them?” Lancaster asked.

      Kalashnik looked down. “Several.”

      “But not all?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they were. I didn’t have time to check them all.”

      “So how can you be sure?”

      “The ones I checked were closed. Why would that have been done if not to stop water going into the reactor?”

      “You’ve said it yourself,” Lancaster said. “The plant isn’t safe. The staff are incompetent. Maybe it was a mistake.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “How could it possibly be a mistake?”

      “Ignore that for a moment,” Lancaster pressed. “What about the safety test? Could that have had something to do with it?”

      “They wanted to see whether the turbine could generate enough power to run the pumps. Four out of the eight pumps were to be powered by the spindown.” He paused, doubting himself. “The reactor was unstable, and we lost control of it. Maybe it needed more water—more than the pumps could deliver.” Kalashnik slumped back into the chair. “Maybe.”

      “So it was human error, or negligent maintenance, or the test, or any combination of them.”

      Kalashnik put his head in his hands. “I don’t know. I just can’t get the thought out of my head that this isn’t what they want us to think it is.”

      Lancaster went and fetched three mugs and poured coffee for all of them.

      There was a knock at the door before Eloise could take a sip.

      Lancaster put his finger to his lips, took the pistol from the table where he had left it, and crept across the room to the door.
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      There was no spyhole to look through, so Lancaster waited behind the door until there came a second knock and then the sound of a muffled whisper that was too faint for Eloise to hear.

      “It’s Tereshchenko.”

      Lancaster held the pistol down by his leg as he reached out with his other hand to unlock the door. The lieutenant colonel came inside, closing the door behind him.

      “How are you all?”

      “A little frustrated,” Lancaster said.

      “To be expected.”

      “We need to be on our way,” Lancaster said. “We’ve been here—”

      Kalashnik spoke over him. “What’s happening at the plant?”

      Tereshchenko took off his jacket. “They’re still trying to put out the fire.”

      The blood drained from Kalashnik’s face. “It’s still burning?”

      “Yes. And they don’t seem to have any way to stop it.”

      “They need to smother it. Boron and sand. They need to cover it.”

      Tereshchenko laid his jacket on the back of a chair. “I’m sure they know what they’re doing.”

      “I doubt it,” Kalashnik said bitterly. He waved a hand at the window. “They haven’t even acknowledged that there’s a problem. Everyone out there is being poisoned, and still they do nothing.”

      “What about the radiation?” Eloise said. “Do we know how bad it is?”

      “Comrade Volkov insisted that it was around four roentgens an hour. They—”

      “He’s using the standard dosimeters.” Kalashnik spoke over him, waving his hands in exasperation. “They need to use the ones in the safe.”

      “They did,” Tereshchenko said calmly. “They recorded 5.6 roentgens per second.”

      Kalashnik’s mouth fell open. “That’s…” He paused, calculating. “My God. That’s twenty thousand an hour.”

      “How bad is that?” Lancaster asked.

      “Five hundred would be a lethal dose. Twenty thousand? I don’t know—you’d be dead in minutes.”

      “What about him?” Lancaster said, pointing at Kalashnik. “Are they looking for him?”

      Tereshchenko shook his head. “Not as far as I know.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “The operators in the control room saw him arrested, but they’ve got enough to worry about. Some of them are in the hospital, and the others are working on putting out the fire. And even if they did have the time to wonder what happened, as far as they know you’re in custody.”

      “The men who arrested me, then,” Kalashnik said. “What about them?”

      “Major Kostin is in hospital. He’s very sick. And we told his colleague that anything that has taken place in Pripyat is our responsibility. The man’s not even from the Ukraine—he’s from Poland. We sent him back to Warsaw with a pat on the back. You don’t need to worry about him—you don’t have to worry about either of them.”

      Tereshchenko lied skilfully. Kalashnik looked satisfied; Eloise looked away, unwilling to hold his eye.

      Lancaster reached for his cigarettes. “We still can’t wait here. He needs to be in London,” he said, indicating Kalashnik. “How are we going to get out?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” Tereshchenko admitted. “All of the roads are blocked. No one comes in or out.”

      “We could leave on foot? Go north, through the woods. Or get over the river and head east to Kirovo.”

      “Maybe,” Tereshchenko conceded. “Kirovo is fifteen miles across difficult terrain. It wouldn’t be easy.”

      “We have to do something. We can’t wait forever.”

      “No one is suggesting that you should.” Tereshchenko stood and smoothed out his trousers. “Leave it another day. If there’s no other way, I’ll take you myself. I’ll say you’re all suspected of involvement in what happened and that you’re being taken to Kiev for questioning. Please try to be patient. No one will find you as long as you stay here, and I don’t want to make a mistake because we’re rushing.”

      “That seems sensible,” Eloise said, looking at Lancaster.

      “Fine,” he said. He turned to Tereshchenko. “What about you? This is your apartment—where are you staying?”

      “I’m working,” Tereshchenko said. “It’s hectic. No one will ask twice if I sleep there.”

      Tereshchenko asked if they had everything that they needed and, when they told him they were well provisioned, said that he would go back to the ipsolkom and would be back as soon as he had a plan to extract them. He collected his jacket and left the apartment. Eloise went to the window and watched as he walked up Lenina Prospekt toward the town hall.

      Kalashnik went to lie down. Lancaster went over to the radio-tochki and switched it on, turning the selector until he had the channel for Pripyat. Ukrainian folk music was playing, and the jocular host, while full of the usual praise for Party and state, had nothing to say about the accident that had disfigured the nuclear station and which, if what Tereshchenko and Kalashnik had said was right, was still spewing radioactive isotopes into the atmosphere to slowly poison the town and its inhabitants.
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      Eloise waited until the door to the bedroom that Kalashnik was using clicked shut and then indicated that Lancaster should join her in the kitchen.

      “What?”

      “You were persuasive,” she said. “I mean… very persuasive.”

      “About what?”

      “About how we couldn’t possibly be behind what happened.”

      “It’s just common sense.”

      “I don’t know—it’s almost as if you’d been prepared to have that conversation with him.”

      “What does that mean? You think we were responsible for what happened, too?”

      “I don’t know—you tell me.”

      He put his hands to his head. “That’s madness. Of course we weren’t. Why would we do something like that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And it’s not as if the consequences will be contained here. You heard what he said—there’s contamination in the air. It’ll drift. It won’t pay attention to who’s on one side of the border and who’s on the other. It’ll go wherever the wind takes it. We’d be poisoning our allies.”

      He was convincing, but, as he spoke, she sensed a preparedness that stood in opposition to what she had learned of him in the time that they had been together. He had shown little interest in the background to the exfiltration, and now he was ready with arguments to refute Kalashnik’s fears and her suspicions. She was left with the feeling that he wasn’t being entirely honest, but had to admit that there was something in what he had said: was it possible—really possible—that MI6 and the CIA and whoever else might be involved would have sabotaged a nuclear reactor with all the apocalyptical consequences that would entail?

      It couldn’t be.

      She tried to find solace in its unlikeliness, but there was something—a nagging doubt, nurtured by the surety of Lancaster’s refutation and the ease with which he’d changed the subject—that meant that she couldn’t quite get the notion out of her head.

      She wasn’t ready to let the matter drop, but, before she could press him, he blinked several times and then gulped down something at the back of his throat.

      “Are you okay?”

      He put a hand out to steady himself on the counter and then bent over the sink and vomited into it.

      “George?”

      He shook his head, unable to speak.

      Kalashnik came out of his room. “What’s happening?”

      “He’s been sick.”

      Lancaster spat phlegm out of his mouth. “I don’t feel so great.”

      Kalashnik found an empty mug and filled it with water from the tap.

      Eloise came closer to him. “What is it?”

      He spat into the sink again. “My head. It’s killing me.”

      Kalashnik handed him the mug. “Here.”

      “Could it be because of what happened at the station?” Eloise asked Kalashnik.

      “It could be. Did you go inside the building?”

      “No,” Lancaster said. “We waited outside.”

      “But he got close to one of the rocks in the car park,” Eloise added.

      “Rock?” Kalashnik said. “What rock? What did it look like?”

      “It was black,” Eloise said.

      Kalashnik closed his eyes and put his hand to his head. “And smooth?”

      “Yes,” Lancaster said. “Why? What was it?”

      “Probably graphite. They use blocks of it to slow down the neutrons.”

      “Inside the reactor?”

      He nodded. “The blast tore the reactor apart. You were standing next to bits of it.”

      Eloise felt sick. “And they would be radioactive?”

      “Very. Hundreds of roentgens. I wouldn’t want to speculate how much radiation his body would have absorbed.”

      Lancaster slumped. “What do I do?”

      “There’s not much you can do. Drink as much water as you can stomach. The symptoms usually go away for a few days, but then they come back. How serious they are the second time depends on the radiation dose.”

      “I’m going to be sick again,” Lancaster said, hurrying to the bathroom.

      “Were you near to it, too?” Kalashnik asked her quietly.

      “Not as close as him.”

      “How close?”

      “I don’t know. Ten feet? Twenty feet?”

      “And you feel all right?”

      “I feel fine.”

      He was about to ask another question when they both heard an amplified voice from the street below.

      “Attention! Attention!”

      Eloise hurried to the doors to the balcony. She opened them and stepped outside. A van that had been equipped with loudspeakers was passing slowly down Lenina Prospekt.

      “For the attention of the residents of Pripyat. The City Council informs you that due to the accident at Chernobyl Power Station in the city of Pripyat, the radioactive conditions in the vicinity are deteriorating. The Communist Party, its officials and the armed forces are taking necessary steps to combat this. Nevertheless, with the view to keep people as safe and healthy as possible—the children being top priority—we need to temporarily evacuate the citizens in the nearest towns of Kiev region. For these reasons, starting from 27 April 1986 at fourteen hundred hours, each apartment block will have a bus at its disposal, supervised by the police and the city officials.”

      Kalashnik joined Eloise outside.

      “It is highly advisable to take your documents, vital personal belongings and a certain amount of food, just in case, with you. The senior executives of public and industrial facilities of the city have decided on the list of employees needed to stay in Pripyat to maintain these facilities in a good working order. All apartments will be guarded by the police during the evacuation period. Comrades, when leaving your residences, please make sure you have turned off the lights, electrical equipment and water and shut the windows. Please keep calm and orderly in the process of this short-term evacuation. Thank you.”

      Lancaster came outside, too. The van continued to the junction and pulled over at the side of the road. The message began again.

      “We need to be inside,” Kalashnik said. “It’s not safe.”

      They did as they were told, and Kalashnik closed the balcony doors behind them.

      “That’s our way out,” Eloise said.

      Lancaster sat down, his face pasty and slick with sweat. “It could be. There are forty thousand people here. It’ll be chaos.”

      “They’ll never be able to check everyone,” Eloise said. “We get on a bus and get out of town that way.”
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      Eloise was watching out of the window when the first bus arrived on Lenina Prospekt. It was followed by another and then another and another, a line that stretched back as far as she could see. The first bus pulled up and parked next to the junction with Kurchatov Street with the others slotting in behind it. Other buses parked on the other side of the road, and, within five minutes, there were two lines of waiting coaches that stretched all the way back to Entuaziastiv Street. Policemen and soldiers in respirators and gas masks disembarked from military vehicles and split up into groups that made their way to the individual apartment blocks.

      Lancaster was pale, but at least the vomiting had stopped. “Get your papers,” he said. “They’re going to move quickly.”

      Eloise went into her bedroom and collected the fake passport and identity card. The announcement had suggested that evacuees should bring only the essentials with them; she knew that everyone would have something and found a small bag that she filled with clothes from the wardrobe. She went back into the sitting room and saw that both Kalashnik and Lancaster had had the same idea; each man carried a small suitcase.

      “Should we wait for Tereshchenko?” Kalashnik asked.

      “No,” Eloise said. “We won’t get a better chance to get out of the city than on one of those buses. We have to take it.”

      They left the apartment and made their way down the stairs to the front door. A crowd had gathered. Men and women with suitcases and bags were corralled into a line, young children chattering happily with one another and oblivious to the nervous looks shared by their parents. They were all dressed as if ready to go camping. Many held bags of food that Eloise guessed would have been bought to enjoy over the holidays, now put into bags rather than have it spoil. Eloise joined the end of the line that led from their apartment to one of the waiting coaches. A military personnel carrier rumbled between the lines of parked vehicles, and a military helicopter clattered overhead as it headed south toward the station.

      “Can you taste it?” Eloise said.

      Lancaster shook his head. “Taste what?”

      “The air. It’s metallic.”

      “Radiation,” Kalashnik said. “It’s ionising everything.”

      The queue started forward.

      “How long will this be for, Comrade?” the woman ahead of them said to a soldier who was idling nearby.

      “Just three days,” the policeman said. “You’ll be back again before you know it.”

      The queue continued to move. As they drew nearer, a policeman with a clipboard made his way to the front and started to check the details of each person before allowing them to board.

      “That’s a problem,” she hissed to Lancaster. “We won’t be on the list.”

      “Shit,” he said. “It’ll look suspicious if we leave the line.”

      “We could say that we forgot something?”

      The soldier ambled over to them. “Move along,” the soldier said.

      “I’ve left my medicine in the apartment,” Eloise said.

      “No time to go back for it now. You’re going to Kiev. They’ll take care of you there.”

      The family in front of them were checked off the list and told to get on the bus.

      “Hurry up,” the policeman with the clipboard said.

      There was nothing that they could do. Eloise stepped up to the man.

      “Name?”

      “Lilya Antonovych,” she said, handing over her fake passport.

      “What apartment number?”

      “Forty-three,” she said.

      The man looked down the list. “What name did you say?”

      “Lilya Antonovych.”

      “No,” the man said. “You’re not listed for that apartment.”

      “Then your list must be wrong,” she said.

      “My list isn’t wrong.”

      “What’s the problem?” said the man who was waiting behind them.

      “Be patient,” Lancaster told him.

      “You’re holding us up.”

      “Shut the fuck up and wait.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Want me to speak more slowly so you can understand?”

      Eloise bit her lip. The moment threatened to spin out of control. They needed to get onto the bus.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to the policeman. “I don’t know why my name isn’t on the list.”

      The policeman shook his head. “I’m going to need you to step to the side, please.”

      If they were detained, if checks were made… Eloise knew that their legends wouldn’t stand up to much in the way of investigation.

      “What’s going on?”

      Eloise recognised the voice and turned to see Tereshchenko glaring at the officer.

      “Who are you?” the policeman said.

      Tereshchenko took out his identity card and held it up.

      The policeman’s eyes went wide. “Comrade Lieutenant Colonel. I’m sorry. I didn’t…”

      “Name and rank?”

      “Private Evgeniy Kuzmin.”

      “And what’s the problem, Private?”

      “This woman says she lives here, but she’s not on the list.”

      “I’m not surprised. This is my daughter and her husband.” Tereshchenko pointed at Eloise and Kalashnik and then at Lancaster. “And that is my brother. They’re not on the list because they’ve been visiting me from Kiev.”

      “I’m so sorry, Comrade Lieutenant Colonel,” the man said. “I didn’t know…”

      “No reason why you would, Private.”

      The policeman turned to Eloise. “I’m sorry, Comrade. Please—get on the bus.”

      Eloise climbed up onto the first step, pausing to look back at Tereshchenko. He held her eye for a moment before putting a hand on Kalashnik’s back and gently impelling him forward. Eloise made her way down the aisle to a pair of spare benches, one in front of the other, and sat down. Kalashnik followed, taking the seat next to her. Lancaster came last.

      The doors closed with a hiss, the engine started, and the driver pulled out. Eloise looked out of the window as they moved away from the kerb. Tereshchenko was standing at the edge of the pavement; he held her eye for a moment longer before the bus picked up speed and he disappeared behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The bus headed south, following the road through miles of dense woods and then open fields that were tended by collective farms. The passengers had fallen silent as they left the city, many of them looking out of the window at the cloud of smoke that hung over the crippled power station. Military helicopters clattered overhead, and the northbound traffic grew heavier and heavier with military vehicles arriving from the capital and additional buses enlisted to help with the evacuation.

      Lancaster had taken the seat in front of her. He began to cough, a splutter that became chestier as it went on. He turned away so as not to cough on the woman who was sitting next to him, and, as he did, Eloise saw that his eyes were closed and his skin was damp with sweat. She was no doctor, but she could see that he needed medical attention. She assessed herself for any symptoms that might suggest that she had been affected, too, but found nothing. Her heart was racing a little, but she put that down to anxiety; apart from that, she felt normal.

      Kalashnik was pensive. Eloise reached over and took his hand in hers, squeezing it and giving him as reassuring a smile as she could manage when he looked over at her.
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        * * *

      

      They reached Kiev after two hours, the coach pulling into the bus station with a dozen others. They were told to disembark quickly so that the space could be vacated to allow the next bus in line to disembark its passengers.

      The bus station was on the eastern side of Kiev, where the old buildings of the Darnytsia neighbourhood gave way to pine forest. It was a huge structure, a vast disc that was supported by a single mushroom-like pillar and an array of steel hawsers. The buses that served the city and the surrounding oblast circulated in and out of it day and night. International routes were accommodated, too, and, as the driver waited for a bay to open for them, Eloise saw vehicles that were on their way to Czechoslovakia, Moldova, East Germany, and Poland.

      A bay came free, and the driver parked. “Everyone off as quickly as you can,” he said over the PA. “I need to get back to Pripyat.”

      The passengers stood and waited patiently to file off the bus. Lancaster took a moment to find the strength to stand, using the back of his seat to hold himself upright as he waited to step into the aisle. Eloise looked at him again with concern; he was deathly pale, and his skin was damp. They shuffled along to the front of the bus, and, as he paused at the steps, she stepped forward and slipped an arm around his waist to help him descend. The drop from the last step to the ground was steep, and Lancaster stumbled. Kalashnik, a few steps behind them, reached out to steady him, too.

      They helped Lancaster to a concrete bench, and he sat down. “You need to go on without me.”

      “What?” she said. “No.”

      “I’m sick. I can barely stand.”

      “But you can’t stay.”

      “And I can’t come with you, either. Not like this.”

      “No,” she said again. “We’re not going to just leave you.”

      He stared at her. “Look at me. How far do you think we’d get before someone notices me? I’ll get us all arrested. Please—you need to go without me.”

      Eloise looked at him again and knew that he was right. He had no strength and looked terrible; he was already attracting attention from the passengers passing around them.

      “You need to get to a hospital,” Kalashnik said.

      “I will.”

      Eloise sat next to him. “How are we going to get out?”

      “Through Finland. There’s a plan—PIMLICO. We used it to get Gordievsky out last year. The Soviets don’t know about it. It worked then, and it should work now.”

      “Should?”

      “No. It will. Get the train from here to Moscow, then change onto the train to Leningrad. From there, you take the local line to Zelenogorsk and then get a bus to Vyborg. You need to remember this—all right?”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Say it.”

      “Leningrad to Zelenogorsk and then the bus to Vyborg.”

      He nodded in satisfaction. “Good.”

      “And after that?”

      “Go through Vyborg, and the road will turn to the north. There’s a parking spot just before the bridge over the Seleznovka River. There’s a roadside café—Lamazo Khinkalnaya. It’ll be closed, but the door will be open. You need to get off the bus there and hide inside until they come to pick you up. The Consulate General will send a car from Leningrad.”

      “How will they know we’re coming?”

      “I’ll tell them.”

      “And then what? We drive into Finland?”

      “The border guards are used to seeing diplomatic cars go through the checkpoint. It’s unlikely they’ll stop yours. You’ll be fine.”

      “All right.”

      Lancaster turned to Kalashnik. “Can you get the tickets for the train?” He pointed. “There’s a booth over there.”

      Kalashnik must have guessed that he was being sent away so that Lancaster could speak to Eloise privately, but he didn’t demur. Lancaster waited until he was out of earshot and then turned to Eloise with an earnest look on his face.

      “There’s something else you need to know.” He coughed, holding up a hand to stop her concern until he was able to continue. “You remember the woman whose identity we used to get you into Poland? Szewińska?”

      “The cellist?”

      He nodded. “There’s an American agent. CIA. He helped me in Paris. Kostin told me Szewińska was murdered. Her body was found outside Paris. I didn’t tell you before, but I think you need to know.”

      “But you said—”

      “I know what I said,” he said, cutting over her. “I was told that she would be kept out of the way until we were finished here and then released. They lied to me. The American must’ve done it. He killed her.”

      “Why are you telling me now?”

      “Because they’re not taking chances. Once he’s out, you’re vulnerable. They won’t need you anymore. You need to be careful.”

      Kalashnik reappeared before Eloise could respond.

      He held up two tickets. “I’ve got them.”

      “Go. Get to the railway station. Don’t wait.”

      “Not until we’ve got you to the hospital.”

      Lancaster shook his head and slowly pushed himself upright. “I can manage.” The effort triggered another fit of coughing, but it passed. He put out his hand. “Good luck, Stanislav Petrovich.”

      Kalashnik took Lancaster’s hand and held it. “Tell them you have acute radiation sickness. You need potassium iodide. You need to protect your thyroid.”

      “I’ll tell them.”

      “Thank you, George. Thank you for everything.”

      “Tell the world what it needs to hear. Make sure something like this never happens again.”

      Lancaster released Kalashnik’s hand.

      “Thank you,” Eloise said. “Call me when you get to London.”

      “I will. Give me your number.”

      She took the receipt for the railway tickets and borrowed a pen from a man who was sitting next to the bus. She wrote down her number and gave it to Lancaster.

      “Call me,” she urged.

      “I will. Be careful. And good luck.”
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      Eloise looked out of the window as the bus turned to the left and then approached the bridge that crossed the Seleznovka. She had been following the road signs as they reached and then passed through the town of Vyborg, and now they were close to the place where Lancaster had told them they would need to get off the bus.

      “Stop, please,” she said to the driver.

      “I can’t stop here.”

      “I’m going to be sick. Please—you need to stop.”

      The driver muttered something under his breath, but he pushed down on the brake and pulled over to the side of the road. The doors wheezed open, and Eloise led the way down the steps with Kalashnik close behind her.

      The driver shut the doors and pulled out. The bus rumbled away, leaving them alone at the side of the road.

      “Is this the place?” Kalashnik asked.

      “I think so,” Eloise said.

      It had taken them a day and a half to travel from Kiev to Leningrad. They had changed trains in Moscow and had completed the journey on the overnight service. They had a berth in a sleeper compartment that was old and in need of cleaning, but, most importantly, private. They changed onto the local service to Zelenogorsk and then picked up the bus to Vyborg. Eloise had been anxious during the first leg of the trip, but, as they put miles between themselves and Pripyat, she had found it possible to relax a little. Their papers were checked on every train, and, after the first check had passed without incident, she had trusted that they were good enough and unlikely to cause a problem.

      It was colder here, and Eloise stamped her feet and rubbed her hands together. There was a run-off area to the right with a caravan that looked as if it was used to serve refreshments to passing drivers. A hand-painted sign before the entrance to the run-off read Lamazo Khinkalnaya. The lay-by was screened by a line of trees. The road was quiet, and they jogged over to the café. It was closed, with the shutter down and fastened with padlocks.

      “Are you sure this is it?” Kalashnik asked her.

      “I’m sure.”

      “So where are they?”

      “We need to wait. They’ll be here.”

      She went around to the back of the caravan and tried the door. It was open. The space inside was compact: there was a sink and a small hotplate, and the cupboards were full of provisions. Despite the food, it looked as if the caravan had been unused for some time. One of the cupboard doors was hanging off a single hinge, and the surfaces were thick with dust. A jar of instant coffee stood on the counter. Eloise tried the hotplate and found, to her surprise, that it worked.

      “Coffee?”

      Kalashnik nodded. Eloise found a saucepan in the cupboard under the sink, filled it with water from the tap and set it down on the hotplate to boil.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t have to wait long. The occasional car headed south from the direction of the Finnish border, but all of them continued toward Vyborg. A car heading north—a gold Volvo 240 with diplomatic plates—slowed down and made the sharp turn. It bumped over the uneven ground, splashing through waterlogged potholes, and pulled up next to the caravan. Eloise heard the squeak of its suspension and watched from behind the caravan as it approached.

      Kalashnik was still inside. “Is it them?” he whispered through the open window.

      “I think so. Get ready.”

      The car came to a stop, and the lights were extinguished. There were two people in the car: a man and a woman. The man got out. He was short and thickset, dressed in a worn jacket and corduroy trousers. He turned as Eloise stepped out from behind the caravan.

      “Eloise?”

      “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Kiefer. I’m from the embassy. I’m here to get the two of you over the border. Where’s Kalashnik?”

      “Inside the caravan.”

      The woman got out of the car now.

      “This is Ellen,” Kiefer said. “My wife.”

      “Hello,” the woman said. “We need to be quick. Can you get Kalashnik, please?”

      Eloise called Kalashnik to come out and introduced him to Kiefer and Ellen.

      “What do you want me to do?” Kalashnik asked.

      Kiefer went to the back of the car and opened the boot. “Get in here.”

      Kalashnik went around but paused at the lip of the compartment. “Will it be safe?”

      “It will. Please—we don’t have time to debate it.”

      Kalashnik climbed inside and lay down, bringing his knees up to his chest and squeezing into the space. Kiefer unwrapped a silver foil space blanket and spread it out so that it covered Kalashnik from head to toe.

      “What’s this for?”

      “They have infrared cameras and heat detectors at the border. They won’t spot you beneath the blanket.”

      “How long will it take?”

      “We’re thirty miles from the border. It’ll be forty minutes.”

      Kalashnik nodded his agreement, and Kiefer shut the lid of the boot. He kissed his wife, and Eloise watched, confused, as the woman went around the back of the caravan and climbed inside.

      “What’s going on?” she said.

      “Get into the car, please. I’ll explain on the way.”

      Eloise did as she was told. Kiefer got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and pulled out. Kiefer reached across to open the glovebox and took out a British passport. “Here.”

      Eloise opened it and saw her own photograph. Her name, according to the details below the photo, was Ellen Kiefer.

      “We’ve had this set up for weeks,” Kiefer explained. “Our apartment is bugged, of course, just like they all are. My wife’s been complaining—very loudly and very often—that she’s got stomach cramps. We’ve been saying that she’s pregnant, and she’s worried that there’s a problem with the baby. Given that we don’t trust the doctors in Leningrad, we’ve arranged an appointment with a gynaecologist in Helsinki. If they stop us, that’s the story we’ll need to tell them—and there will be eavesdropping transcripts somewhere in the Lubyanka that’ll back it up.”

      “‘If they stop us’? Are they following?”

      “Since we left,” he said. “There’s a train crossing a mile behind us—we timed it so they got stuck on the other side, but they’ll be on their way again now.”

      “What if they stop us and search the car?”

      “We’ve got diplomatic plates, so convention says they shouldn’t. That’s not to say they won’t, of course. We just need to make sure they don’t think we’re suspicious. Do that, and we’ll be fine.”

      “What’ll happen to your wife?”

      “She’ll stay in the caravan until tomorrow. I’ll pick her up on the way back. The caravan should be stocked up with food.”

      “It is.”

      “She’ll be fine, then.”
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        * * *

      

      They reached the Finnish border. It was marked by a tall fence with coils of razor wire on top, and the way through was blocked by a barrier attended to by men sheltering from the cold in a guardhouse. Light from the window was cast onto the ground in a long golden oblong, the shadow of one of the guards falling across it as he stepped outside and made his way to the car.

      “Here we go,” muttered Kiefer as he wound down his window.

      The guard took out a torch and shone it into the cabin. He walked around the car, aiming the light inside, before returning to the open window. “Papers.”

      Eloise handed her passport to Kiefer, and he passed both documents to the guard. The man looked at them, then shone the beam of his torch into their faces.

      “Your destination?”

      “Helsinki.”

      “Why?”

      “My wife has an appointment with a gynaecologist.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m pregnant,” Eloise said scornfully. “I’m pregnant, and I’m worried about the baby. I’ve had stomach cramps and other symptoms that have been very concerning. I can tell you all about them if you like?”

      The man shifted from foot to foot, then handed the passports back again. “There is no need. Carry on.”

      Kiefer took the documents, wound up the window and waited for the guard to raise the barrier. He put the car into gear and drove through.

      “Well done,” he said once they were across the border. “You’re good.”
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      Lancaster opened the door and walked out onto the deck. It was a cold night, with a clear sky that was littered with billions of stars. He reached into his pocket and took out the two plastic vials with the pills he had been given at the hospital in Kiev: one vial contained iodine and the other a painkiller. The doctor had explained that the iodine would help prevent additional damage to his thyroid gland. That was all well and good, but Lancaster couldn’t help but be fixated on the use of ‘additional’; the question was how much damage had already been done. He had asked the doctor for his opinion, but the man had shrugged and shook his head. “It’s impossible to say,” he had explained. “We won’t know until the symptoms return in a few days.” Lancaster remembered that Kalashnik had said the same thing: acute radiation sickness usually presented with the symptoms that he had suffered—headaches and vomiting—before those ailments disappeared. There would be a latent period of one or two weeks before they returned again, usually worse than the first time.

      The only way to discover how much worse was to wait.

      Lancaster swallowed his pills and washed them down with a mouthful of tea from a polystyrene cup that he had bought from the ferry’s on-board café.

      The last week had been challenging. He had felt as sick as a dog in the taxi that took him to the hospital in Kiev and even worse as he waited with the other arrivals from Pripyat who had also been contaminated. He had provided the triage nurse with his identity card, but such was the backlog of patients needing treatment that she had barely even looked at it before writing his name on a sheet and assigning him a bed on a treatment ward. His clothes had been removed, and he had been asked to shower, paying particular attention to his hair. He was provided with starched blue hospital pyjamas and taken to the only empty bed in a busy ward.

      The doctor had visited him an hour or two after his arrival. He was young and had the harried expression of a man who knew he was going to be too busy to stop for hours. He had diagnosed Lancaster with acute radiation sickness and said that they would treat him symptomatically, keeping him comfortable until the initial effects of the exposure had eased. He would then be discharged, with instructions to seek urgent medical care when the latent stage was replaced by the manifest illness stage, which might last for a matter of hours or a matter of months.

      The ward had been full of others like him who, while sick, didn’t look particularly unwell. He guessed that those workers and firemen who had attended the blast and its immediate consequences would have been worse, and they would have been treated at Pripyat. He had seen a firefighter being carried down from the roof of the station and loaded into an ambulance and knew that he would have been the first of many. If what Kalashnik had said was true—and the evidence of his own condition suggested that it was—the whole area had been flooded with radiation. The fires would have taken hours to douse, and the doctor had been very clear that exposure to that kind of significant contamination would not be possible without taking on a dose that would lead to sickness. He thought of the graphite blocks that had surrounded him and wondered if they would be what finally killed him. He had had some close scrapes in his career, but to go out like that—to something at once so mundane yet so remarkable—was not what he would have expected.

      Lancaster’s own symptoms had eased after a day. The hospital needed the bed to accommodate more arrivals from Pripyat, and he had been provided with new clothes and discharged. He knew that he had to get out of the country, so he had put his backup plan into play. There was a backdoor route through Estonia that was available in the event of an emergency, and he had made the call to set that up as he waited at the railway station.

      He had travelled to Talinn and then taken one of the Tallink & Silja Line ferries to Helsinki. There was no way to get aboard without either being Finnish or having been put there by the KGB, so the plan formulated in London was for him to masquerade as a crew member. An Estonian asset run by the Swedish Security Service worked in the personnel office for Tallink, and papers were cut for Lancaster that placed him on the ferry as a deckhand.

      It had taken him a day and a half—by way of two trains and three buses—to arrive at the terminal. He had registered at the personnel office as a regular crew member designate and boarded the night-time ferry to Helsinki.

      The ferry’s horn boomed out as the captain brought them around so they could approach the dock.
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        * * *

      

      Lancaster went down to the car deck and grabbed one of the orange tabards that were hanging up in a changing room. He waited for the ramp to be lowered and walked down it, ignoring the questioning shout from a stevedore as he stepped down onto Finnish soil and walked toward the terminal. He was halfway there when he noticed a car parked ahead of him, a man standing in front of it. It was dark, but the man’s face was caught in the illumination of the headlights.

      It was the CIA agent who had helped him with the cellist.

      There was no call for him to be here. Lancaster had been successfully exfiltrated. What was he here to do? An emptiness settled in his gut. Kostin had told him that Szewińska had been murdered. The thought of that reminded him of the lengths to which Tereshchenko had gone to ensure that Kalashnik could escape: both Kostin and his partner had been killed. MI6 and the CIA were deeply invested in the operation and ruthless in the determination to bring it to fruition.

      And given what Lancaster knew about what had happened at the plant, would they really leave the participants in the operation to go about their lives?

      Or would they want to snip away all the loose ends?

      All the people who knew too much.

      Like him.

      A foghorn boomed from somewhere on the headland away to the left. The American walked forward to intercept him.

      “Well done,” he said. “You’re out.”

      Lancaster started to speak, but the effort triggered another bout of coughing.

      “They said you were ill,” the American said.

      He put a hand on Lancaster’s arm and guided him toward the car. Lancaster could see two other men seated inside: the driver and another man in the passenger seat.

      “Why are you here?” Lancaster asked.

      “To collect you. You’ve made a lot of friends in London and Washington. You’re getting the red-carpet treatment. There’s a doctor waiting for you at the embassy.”

      “Did Kalashnik get out?”

      The American nodded. “He’s in London.”

      “And Eloise?”

      “She’s there, too. You did well. Really well.”

      “What happened at the power station? The explosion…”

      “You’ll be debriefed at the embassy.”

      “They said it’d be a small accident. That wasn’t small. I was there—the reactor was destroyed. The whole thing.”

      “They’ll talk about it at the debrief. Come on. We can’t wait here.”

      Lancaster glanced at the two men in the front of the car. They looked like muscle.

      He stopped and bent double.

      “What is it?” the American said.

      “I’m going to be sick.”

      The American paused, unsure what to do.

      Lancaster looked up. The entrance to the terminal building was nearby. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

      Lancaster set off before the American could think to stop him.

      The terminal building was brightly lit, with a café and a ticket office. It was late, though, and the only people inside were a man and a woman who were sitting in the waiting room. Lancaster looked around for a telephone and couldn’t see one. He continued inside and saw a sign on the ceiling that suggested that there was a phone around the corner. He made his way toward it, cursing the renewed bout of coughing that waylaid him. He went around the corner, spluttering with the cough but aware that he didn’t have the time to stop and let it pass.

      There were two public telephones at the end of the corridor. The emergency exit was just beyond them, and Lancaster paused for a moment and wondered whether he should open the door and try to get away. He hoped that he was wrong in the conclusion that he had drawn, but he knew he wasn’t. He wanted to run, but he knew that it would be pointless; he was weak, and he doubted that he would be able to put much distance between him and the American.

      That left him with the only other thing that he could do.

      He took out the piece of paper that Eloise had given him, picked up the receiver and waited to be connected to the operator.
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      The lights of the studio were bright and hot, and Stanislav Kalashnik could feel the sweat gathering in his armpits and the backs of his knees. The interview had been scheduled to take just ten minutes, but Kalashnik had lost track of the time. It felt as if he had been speaking for longer.

      “One more question,” the interviewer said. “Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania was the most serious accident to happen to a Western nuclear reactor. Would you say what happened at Chernobyl was worse than that?”

      “Much, much worse,” Kalashnik said. “Reactors in the West are always built within a containment structure.”

      “Meaning that in the event of an explosion, the radiation won’t be able to escape?”

      “Yes,” Kalashnik said. “But in the case of Soviet reactors—Chernobyl being one, but it is the case for every reactor I have ever seen in the USSR—there is no containment. No shield.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because the men in charge believe that their reactors are perfectly safe and there is no need for one.”

      “Remarkable,” the host said, adding a little shake of his head to indicate what he thought of Kalashnik’s statement. “Stanislav Kalashnik—welcome to the United Kingdom and thank you very much for joining us.”

      Kalashnik waited in his seat as the host delivered a final monologue to the camera. He felt a tickle in his throat and coughed, closing his eyes and concentrating on suppressing it.

      “And we’re out,” said the floor manager.

      The host leaned back and exhaled. “Thank you. That was great.”

      “I hope so. My English is not the best.”

      “It was fine. You made all your points.”

      An assistant came up to the desk and removed the lavalier microphone from the lapel of Kalashnik’s suit. His MI6 handler had taken him shopping before he had started to make his tour of the television studios and radio stations and had picked out a new wardrobe for him: this suit, from Savile Row; shirts with creases so sharp that he fancied he could cut his finger on them; Oxford brogues that were polished to such a high sheen that the studio lights glinted in the caps.

      The presenter removed his own microphone. “What you were saying about the fallout—do you really think it’ll get as far as here?”

      “It depends on the weather,” he said. “But, yes, I think it’s very likely.”

      “You were there when it happened?”

      “I was.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Very frightening,” Kalashnik said.

      “I bet it was. What a mess.” The presenter handed his microphone to the assistant and offered Kalashnik his hand. “You think they’ll change?”

      “I don’t know. We can only hope.”

      The assistant unclipped the power pack from his belt. Kalashnik tried to thank her but was overcome by a sudden coughing fit that arrived without warning. He bent double, putting out a hand to steady himself against the back of a chair.

      “Are you okay?”

      Eloise was there, looking down at him with concern on her face. Kalashnik nodded and tried to speak, but the coughing continued, and he couldn’t get any words out. It took him a moment for the fit to pass.

      “Can you get him a glass of water?” she said to the assistant.

      “It’s just a cough,” he said. “I’m fine. Where’s the bathroom?”

      “Over there,” the assistant said, pointing.

      Kalashnik followed her directions and went into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind him. He had noticed a tickling in his throat for the last couple of days, and there had been the occasional cough, but he had put it down to an allergic reaction and ignored it. This was the first time that he had been unable to control it. He looked at his reflection in the mirror, then opened his mouth and peered inside, trying to see if his tonsils were inflamed. The effort triggered the cough again, a hacking that felt as if it was scratching at his lungs and the bottom of his throat. He sat down on the toilet and covered his mouth with his handkerchief, holding it in place until the attack subsided again.

      He bent double and waited until it passed, then closed his eyes and gathered his breath. It had been debilitating and, for a moment, his legs felt leaden. He stood up, putting a hand on the basin to steady himself, and opened the handkerchief.

      The white fabric was spoiled by a spot of bright scarlet blood.

      He folded the handkerchief, stuffed it in his pocket and went outside.

      Eloise was waiting for him.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Maybe we should let the doctor have another look at you?”

      “Later,” he said. “I’m too busy to stop now. I’ve got two radio interviews.”

      “You do,” she said. “But we could postpone them?”

      “No,” he said. “Really. I’m fine.”

      “All right. The car’s waiting for us outside.”

      Kalashnik nodded and followed Eloise through the studio and out of an exit that led them to the front of the building. London was busy around them, with the street crammed with slow-moving cars and pedestrians enjoying the summer sun as they went about their business.

      Kalashnik looked up into the blue sky and found himself thinking of Pripyat. The town was beautiful in the summer. It was lovely. He remembered taking a cruise down the river with Irina, and visiting the allotment that they had once tended in the woods on the outskirts of town. Those had been happy times, but they were gone now. He knew that he would never go back, and he doubted that anyone would ever enjoy it as he had once done. The authorities would talk about people returning once things had calmed down, but he had seen the reports of what had happened at the plant since he had left. The official reports from TASS said that the incident was under control, but Kalashnik didn’t believe them. How could they smother a reactor that was burning? How could they stop it venting radiation into the atmosphere? How much radioactive material had fallen on Pripyat? On Chernobyl? On Kiev? On Moscow?

      The Party lied and lied and lied and would never admit the scale of the disaster.

      Eloise opened the door of the car for him and then slid in alongside, telling the driver to take them to Broadcasting House. She reached across the cabin and took his hand in hers.

      Kalashnik thought of the flower of blood in the handkerchief. He knew what it was, but he couldn’t afford it. Not now.

      He had work to do.

      Someone had to tell the world what had happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety

          

        

      

    

    
      Kalashnik fell asleep in the back of the car as the driver took them back to the safe house. They had stashed him in a mews in Chelsea, and Eloise had agreed to stay with him in order to win his continued cooperation and to ensure that he was safe. There was no reason to think that the Soviets had any idea where he was, but, by the same token, Bloom was not taking any chances. Eloise had been given a pistol, and a panic button had been installed that would summon backup within minutes should anything require it. She knew this was just a temporary measure; once they had finished parading him through the media, he would be moved somewhere quiet and provincial where he could disappear. His life would be small from then on; there would be the occasional trip to London so that he could provide his feedback on new developments, and there might be other opportunities for him to speak in public, but, by and large, it wouldn’t be the exciting life that he might have imagined. There would be paranoia, too; he knew that the KGB would neither forgive nor forget, and that he would have to look over his shoulder until his dying day.

      The car pulled over, and the driver cursed.

      “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      Eloise leaned forward so that she could see around his seat and out of the windscreen. There was a clutch of people at the end of the street. There were photographers, and a TV reporter was shooting a piece to camera. The guards had sealed off the road, but it was obvious that Kalashnik’s location had been compromised.

      “We can’t take him there now,” the driver said.

      “I’ll take him to mine,” she said.

      “Are you sure? We’re not set up for security there.”

      “It’ll be fine. I’m in Dalston. I’ll direct you in once we’re close.”

      Kalashnik woke up as the driver turned the car around. “Is everything okay?”

      “The press have found out where you’ve been staying,” she said. “It’s nothing to worry about. You can stay with me until we’ve got something else sorted out.”

      He nodded his agreement and didn’t question her. She knew he completely trusted her. She was playing him with an expert touch. She did it just as Bloom had told her, and, even as she did the job that they wanted her to do, she hated herself for it. She had reported that his feelings for her were still intact, and now they were using them against him, teasing him with the prospect of a relationship so that he did what they wanted him to do. It had been easier to agree to the job when it had been abstract, but it wasn’t abstract now. She and Kalashnik had shared an experience—the explosion, the exfiltration—and in the time that they had spent together, she had seen him for what he was: honest, principled, ethical.

      All the things, she thought again ruefully, that she was not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise got out of the car and led the way across the pavement to the short path and her front door. The terrace had once been home to grand three-storey homes, but the freeholders had long since carved each of them up into flats. There were three apartments in Eloise’s building: a couple lived on the top floor with their small child; an elderly man had a place on the first floor, but rarely ventured out; and Eloise had the ground floor and basement. She had hidden her key under a loose flagstone and reached down to collect it; when she stood again, she noticed a man standing beneath the sign for the pub on the other side of the road. The man was dressed in a dirty coat and trousers with a tear in the leg. He was leaning against the railing, and it looked as if he was watching her. The house was near to Dalston, and it wasn’t unusual for wandering boozers and addicts to end up here.

      “Is everything okay?” Kalashnik said.

      “Everything’s fine. Come on. Let’s get inside.”

      One of the neighbours had collected her post for her, leaving a neat stack on the floor. She collected the envelopes, thumbing through the pile and seeing only bills, and took them with her to the door to her flat. She opened the door and stepped back so that Kalashnik could go through. The flat was quiet, and she felt an echo of the loneliness that had haunted her ever since Marcus and their daughter had moved out. She went to the fridge and opened it, wrinkling her nose at the smell of the milk that had been allowed to go off while she had been away. She took it out and poured it down the sink, going back to look for something that they could eat. The fridge was empty, but there was a tin of beans in the cupboard that would do for now. She took it out and searched the cutlery drawer for a tin opener. She couldn’t find one, so she set the beans down on the counter and wondered whether it might just be easier to go out later and get a takeaway.

      “The bathroom?” Kalashnik said.

      “Sorry—yes.” She pointed. “Over there. Are you hungry?”

      “Not really,” he said. “My stomach is a little unsettled.”

      He went into the bathroom and shut the door behind him. Eloise found the can opener in the wrong drawer, used it to open the can and tipped the beans into a pan. She lit the hob and set the pan down to warm. The answerphone was blinking with two messages. Eloise pressed play and sat down at the kitchen table to take off her shoes so that she could massage her feet.

      “First message,” said the machine. “Message left three days ago.”

      “It’s me.” It was Marcus. “I’ve been thinking about what we said after you missed Maisie’s birthday. I was angry. I might have gone too far. And she misses you. Look, this is my way of saying you’re still a dick, but I’m sorry for shouting at you. Give me a call. You can come over on condition that you bring her a fucking nice present and bring me a fucking nice bottle of wine. Bye.”

      Eloise was surprised. Marcus hadn’t taken that kind of tone with her for as long as she could remember. She looked up at the bathroom door as Kalashnik emerged. Eloise wondered whether he had heard the message and what she would say if he had; to her relief, he made no mention of it and came to join her at the kitchen table.

      “Second message,” the machine intoned. “Message left yesterday.”

      She heard the unmistakeable boom of a foghorn, a mournful ululation that sounded almost otherworldly. There came a hacking cough and then Lancaster’s voice.

      “Eloise—it’s me. Pick up.” The foghorn boomed again. “If you’re there, please pick up.” He coughed. “Never mind. I’m in trouble. You know I said there was an American agent who killed the musician? He’s come after me—him and a couple of heavies. There’s nothing I can do about it—I’m still weak, and I don’t have the strength to get away from them.”

      He was stricken by a coughing fit, and it took a moment for it to pass so that he could continue.

      “I wanted to tell you something you need to know before it’s too late. You remember what Kalashnik said? About how he thinks what happened at the plant wasn’t an accident? You said it sounded like I’d been prepared to answer the question. You were right—I was. They told me when I was briefed that there was going to be an accident. Nothing serious, they said. Zakharov was going to do something small that wouldn’t cause any serious damage but would still embarrass them. They told me that Kalashnik might be suspicious after it happened and that I’d have to persuade him that there was no way we’d be involved.”

      He coughed.

      “You must’ve thought about it afterwards—could we have done something like that? Sabotaged a nuclear reactor?” He chuckled bitterly. “Nonsense, right? I would’ve said that before, but I know better now. We did it. It was us. Maybe they never meant for it to happen like it did. Maybe it got out of hand. Or maybe not. Maybe what happened was exactly what they wanted to happen. I don’t know.”

      He coughed again, a racking fit that lasted twenty seconds. Eloise looked over at Kalashnik. His mouth had fallen open, and the colour had drained from his face.

      Lancaster’s cough subsided. “I’m telling you this so you can be careful. We know they killed Szewińska. They killed Kostin and the other agent. And now they’ve come after me. They won’t be comfortable with what we know, especially with the scale of what’s happened. Just… you know… maybe be careful who you trust.” He paused. “Shit. They’re here.”

      She heard the sound of another voice.

      “It was good to meet you, Eloise. You’re fucking good, but they’re everywhere, and they don’t mess around. Be careful. Good—”

      The call ended abruptly.

      Eloise stared at the machine as the tape wound on.

      “End of messages.”

      The tape stopped.

      “Eloise?” Kalashnik said. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, trying to impose a little order on the riot of thoughts that were running through her head.

      “Who is Szewińska?”

      There was no point in lying to him. “They used her papers to get me into Poland. She was a cellist with the orchestra.”

      “George said they killed her.”

      “I heard what he said.”

      “And the KGB men? You told me that they were taken to the hospital.”

      She had been caught in a lie, and she didn’t know what to say. “I…” she began. I… um…”

      “And the accident…” He stopped and frowned as the consequences of what he had just heard dawned on him. “And the accident wasn’t an accident. It was sabotage. I said it was, and you both told me not to be foolish. You lied to me. Look what you did!”

      She thought she heard something from nearby—from outside her flat—and her breath caught in her throat as she saw a flash of motion in the window.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” she said.

      “I’m not jumping to anything. I heard what he just said. It’s as clear as day!”

      Eloise crossed to the window and looked out. She heard the screech of a cat or a fox and saw a hint of movement in the shadows between the shrubs in the garden.

      “Eloise! Do you know what you’ve done?”

      She heard a squeak from outside and knew what it was: one of the boards on the deck was loose, and it squeaked—just like that—whenever weight was put on it.

      She turned. The garden was dark, and she could see nothing through the window.

      Kalashnik noticed the expression on her face. “What is it?”

      The handle to the back door turned.

      She backed away.

      The door was locked.

      Isn’t it?

      She thought of the pistol that Bloom had given her and swore under her breath: she had left it at the mews house in Chelsea.

      The handle came all the way down and then went slowly back up again.

      “Who’s out there?” Kalashnik hissed.

      Eloise bumped up against the kitchen counter and reached back to take a knife out of the block. She beckoned for Kalashnik to come with her. Moving silently, they walked through the kitchen to the hallway and paused at the door, listening for anything that might suggest someone else was trying to get inside. She heard nothing, and, the knife clutched tightly in her hand, she opened the door.

      It was shoved back, hard, the edge catching her on the forehead. She stumbled into the row of coats hung on the wall as the man she had seen outside the pub forced his way inside. Kalashnik stepped between them and raised his fist. The man had a handgun with a suppressor screwed to the barrel; Eloise heard the muffled sound of the report as he fired, and Kalashnik’s grunt of pain. Kalashnik fell forward, grabbed the man’s wrist and forced it down so that the gun was pointing at the floor. Eloise pushed herself away from the wall, tightened her grip around the butt of the knife and swung it around Kalashnik’s body. The blade thudded into the side of the man’s torso, the tip grinding against a rib as she pushed it in as far as she could.

      The man fell forward, and, tightly gripping the handle of the knife, Eloise pushed the blade in another inch and then another. She felt warmth on the back of her hand, let go of the handle, saw the blood on her skin, and stumbled to the side as the man collapsed. He grasped at a coat and tore the hook from the wall as he fell to his knees, the pistol tumbling from his grasp.

      The door to the garden squeaked on unoiled hinges.

      Eloise bent and grabbed the man’s pistol, adjusting her grip to accommodate the weight of the suppressor, and turned so that she was facing back into the kitchen. A second man came into view, framed by the doorway. Eloise pulled the trigger. The gun jerked in her hand, but the shot missed, blowing out the glass in the window. She fired again, and the bullet struck him in the chest. He backed up, bumping into the countertop and sliding down the cupboard door.

      She heard a wheezing sound behind her as the man she had stabbed tried to breathe with a punctured lung. Almost impatiently, she turned to him, aimed the gun at his head and fired.

      She bent to Kalashnik now. He was still alive, but his voice was weak. “Eloise…”

      “Hold on,” she said.

      She helped him to a sitting position against the wall, then stepped into the kitchen, the gun covering the man she had shot as she looked out through the open door into the garden. She was worried that they might have sent more than the two men, but it seemed not; the darkness was undisturbed. She closed on the fallen man, levelled the gun so that the suppressor was pointed at his head, and fired another shot from close range.

      “Eloise… help…” came Kalashnik’s voice again.

      She kept the gun in her hand as she went back to the hallway, where Kalashnik was sitting with his back to the wall. His breathing was fast and shallow, and there was a widening red stain on his white shirt.

      Eloise knelt down next to him. “I’m sorry.”

      His face was twisted with pain. “Eloise…”

      “I’m sorry for everything.”

      “Not… not…”

      “I’ve been a fool. They used me. I didn’t know.”

      “Not… your… fault.”

      He took a deep breath, the air gurgling through the hole in his chest. His arm twitched, and then he was still. Eloise rested her hand against the side of his face and watched as the light drained from his eyes and, quickly and quietly, he died.

      Eloise stood up and went back into the kitchen. She ignored the dead man, who had by now toppled over onto his side, and put on her shoes. She unscrewed the suppressor and dropped it, and the pistol, into the shoulder bag she took from the cupboard next to the sink. She went through into her bedroom and opened the wardrobe. Her burn bag was there, hidden in a box of old newspapers. She took out the false passport she had used when she first went to Russia and checked it. It was fifteen years out of date, but it was better than nothing. She slid it back into the bag, then drew out the thousand pounds in twenties and fifties and put that in as well.

      She went back to the kitchen, put the go-bag into the shoulder bag, and went down into the garden. It was late, and the lights of the houses along the terrace shone onto their lawns and decks; she could see families moving around inside, and the sounds of laughter and conversation were audible through open windows. Eloise clambered over the fence and dropped into the garden of the couple who lived in the flat next to hers. She doubted, as she set off across the grass, that she would ever be able to return here again. She had been taken in by Vivian Bloom, and, knowing too much about what had really happened in Pripyat and Chernobyl, she was a danger, a liability who could bring everything down. They would hunt her, she knew, and they would never stop.

      She grasped the next fence and hauled herself up and over it, dropping down into the next garden along. There was an alleyway that split the terrace two houses along; she would take that to the main street, and then she would think about how she could disappear.
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      Vivian Bloom was a man of simple habits, and not a particular fan of travel. He was self-aware enough to recognise the irony that a man who wielded such influence around the world would much rather have stayed at home, but, sometimes, needs must; he knew his American friends were unlikely to agree to come to London for the meeting, so he had agreed to go to them. At least the increased funding that had flowed into his little project since the successful conclusion of the operation in Pripyat meant that he could travel in style; he had bought a return ticket on the Concorde and intended to make the return trip in a day. The other passengers had been businessmen, with a sprinkling of celebrities. Bloom was not a man for status and had been unimpressed by the élan of the staff or the bottomless flutes of champagne. But he appreciated efficiency, and even he was prepared to accept that he had been thrilled by the take-off: the roar of the engines on full reheat was deafening, and the sensation of being pushed back into the leather bucket seat was an exhilarating one.

      They had landed in New York eight minutes short of three hours since they had taken off from Heathrow. Bloom had been collected by a CIA driver and driven to a small, bland-looking office building in Midtown that could have just as easily headquartered a modest corporation as the cabal of American and British intelligence that had planned and then executed the operation that had been given the designation WORMWOOD. Bloom occasionally tended toward the grandiose, and the cryptonym had been his suggestion. He had read theology at Oxford and knew his Bible. He was familiar with the passage in the Book of Revelation presaging a star falling from heaven that would poison the rivers into which it fell; that star was called Wormwood, a name it shared with the English translation of the small Ukrainian settlement of Chernobyl. Bloom had been amused to hear on the wires that Reagan had been told of the connection and had decided that what had happened at the Vladimir I. Lenin Nuclear Power Plant had been prophesised. The president had confided to his advisors that he was fearful that the disaster at Reactor Number Four was a portent of Armageddon. The truth—that the scheme had been cooked up by an unholy alliance of avaricious Russians and devious spooks—was much more banal.

      The blandly good-looking woman who guarded the door to the interior of the office spoke to someone on the telephone and then smiled at Bloom.

      “They’ll see you now,” she said. “You can go through.”

      The conference room was just as dull and boring as the building in which it was housed. There was an oval-shaped table that was large enough for a dozen attendees to sit around it, a cabinet with a pot of coffee and white enamel mugs, and a telephone. The window was not particularly elevated, and, even if it were, the view of the Garment District from West Forty-Second and West Thirty-Fourth was uninspiring.

      “Vivian,” said the man at the head of the table, “take a seat.”

      Bloom did as he was told. There were four others waiting for him at the table. To his left was William Mallory, the CIA’s head of operations at Langley. Mallory was a career spook who had led the agency’s clandestine service for a decade. His deputy, Dwight Lincoln, was opposite him, and Lincoln’s cleaner—Eddie Navarro—was alongside. Both men were in their forties, but while Navarro had the weathered skin of someone who usually worked outdoors, Lincoln was pasty white with old acne scars on his cheeks and thinning hair. Bloom had commissioned a report on them both and had been irritated to discover that it was difficult to find anything to get his teeth into. Lincoln had been a CIA operations officer during Vietnam, then station chief in Beijing with time spent in Moscow. It was much harder to find anything about Navarro save that the two men had served in Saigon together. The fourth man was Matvei Vlasov, the KGB rezident in Washington. His face was long and expressionless, with slate-grey eyes that gave nothing away.

      “You came on the Concorde?” Mallory said.

      “I did,” Bloom said. “I’d like to get back in time for dinner if I can.”

      “We would like to have something similar,” Vlasov mused. “But the Tupolev TU-144 is a failure. It keeps crashing. Aeroplanes are much like nuclear reactors—much safer in the West.”

      “A very neat way to get onto the business at hand,” Mallory said. “It would be useful to hear from Matvei about how things are developing in Moscow and Kiev.”

      Vlasov rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “The response has been as inept as we might have expected. The Politburo has made error after error, one compounding the other. Allowing the May Day parade to continue in Kiev the day after the reactor exploded? They knew that there was a good chance that people would be irradiating themselves, yet they did not stop it. Apart from being callous, what message does that send? That they don’t care. And that they never did.” Vlasov spoke in clipped sentences that never betrayed him. Bloom played blackjack at his club in Mayfair, and Vlasov reminded him of the granite-faced dealer who ran the table. “It took them two days to admit that anything had happened, and then it was only because the Swedes had detected the radiation. And do you know how they announced it? A twenty-second statement saying there was an ‘issue’ at Chernobyl and it was under control. And then? A broadcast about the nuclear mishap by our capitalist adversaries at Three Mile Island. It was pathetic. The performance that we have seen is emblematic of everything that is wrong with the Soviet Union. They have demonstrated once again why the Communist Party does not deserve to exist.”

      “I’ve heard that there have been protests,” Bloom said.

      “Many,” Vlasov said. “They’re stamping down on them, but they have more momentum than anything that I can remember.”

      “The government looks weak,” Mallory agreed. “Other states in the bloc are starting to talk about how things need to change. This might be the momentum they’ve been waiting for to start the move to break away.”

      “We can but hope,” Bloom said.

      He had been attracted to the operation for philosophical and political reasons. He knew that the others would say that they shared his motivation, but they were simply trying to cloak their avarice with piety. Bloom had no interest in the vast riches that would be opened up once the monolith of the Soviet Union was demolished; he wanted to destroy it because he hated communism and all that it stood for.

      “What about Orlov?” Mallory asked.

      “I spoke with him a week ago,” Vlasov said. “The man is a leech, but we knew that already, and I suppose he had the bravery to run the operation in the Ukraine. He’s put himself into the perfect position to take advantage when the free market arrives. There will be opportunities for those with connections, and someone like him, with his links to the oil and gas industry, will do better than most.”

      Lincoln nodded. “What happened has put nuclear power back thirty years. You know the Scandinavians have cancelled the new plants they were going to build?”

      “The Germans, too,” Mallory said.

      “How is Europe going to generate the power it needs if it decides against nuclear?” Vlasov asked rhetorically. “Oil and gas. And who has some of the biggest reserves in the world? We do. Men like Orlov will be as rich as Croesus.”

      Lincoln looked over at Bloom. “You’re sitting on some pretty significant crude deposits under the North Sea.”

      “A happy coincidence,” Bloom said. “I’ve always been concerned about the geopolitics. The end of communism will be good for the world. If we derive an extra benefit from what happened, then so be it. My government won’t complain.”

      “What will the Politburo do now?” Mallory asked Vlasov.

      “They will try to downplay it, but they have invested so much in the image of superior Soviet technology… This will cut the legs out from under them. It gives the opposition an easy line of attack: if standards in the nuclear industry—the jewel in the crown—are so slipshod that a reactor can explode, what does that mean for everything else? What does it say about the military? The economy? Why should the Party be trusted with anything?”

      Mallory clapped his hands together. “Very good. We’ve been about as successful as we could have hoped.”

      “What about your loose ends?” Vlasov asked.

      Mallory gestured to Lincoln. “Dwight?”

      “All neatly snipped.”

      “Zakharov?” Bloom asked.

      “During his exfiltration,” Navarro said. “He won’t be found.”

      Navarro was just an operative, and, in Bloom’s experience, men like him were often deferential in meetings with men who had the seniority and influence of those around the table today. But there wasn’t even a hint of obsequiousness about Navarro.

      “George Lancaster was picked up in Helsinki,” Lincoln said.

      “And won’t be found, either,” Navarro said.

      “The two KGB men from Warsaw were handled by Tereshchenko,” Vlasov said.

      “Very good,” Bloom said, “although that wouldn’t have been necessary if Shepherd and Lancaster had been able to get into Poland without the alarm being raised. It would have been better if the cellist had been disposed of with a little more discretion.”

      “A dog walker found her,” Navarro said, fixing Bloom with a cold stare. “The grave had been disturbed by animals. It was just bad luck.”

      “Bad luck that put a very valuable intelligence asset in danger. It would be a dreadful shame if we lost Tereshchenko because of it.”

      “Let’s not cry over spilt milk,” Mallory said. “We won’t lose him. He was careful. No harm was done.”

      Lincoln turned to Bloom. “You have a loose end yourself.”

      “Shepherd? You don’t need to concern yourself about her.”

      “What happened?”

      “She’s been eliminated,” he lied.

      “You talk about discretion,” Lincoln said. “But what happened with Kalashnik?”

      “Like you—it was just bad luck. The press found out the details of his safe house and compromised it. Shepherd took him back to her flat. The two men we sent to deal with her were not told that he would be there and were taken by surprise. Kalashnik was shot in the mêlée. I think we’ve done rather well in how we’ve framed it, under the circumstances.”

      “I agree,” Mallory said. “His radiation poisoning was a matter of public record. In some ways, the narrative that he lost his life because of what happened at the plant lends weight to the statements that he made. Apart from the stories of the workers’ incompetence that he was able to tell, and the commentary on the incident, the suggestion that radiation killed him has underscored the dangers of nuclear power.”

      “Agreed,” Mallory said. “I would have liked to have brought him here, but c’est la vie. We squeezed enough out of him in London to do what needed to be done. The message was delivered.”

      Bloom nodded. “And received. The anti-nuclear lobby has seen a significant boost in membership.”

      “Here, too,” Lincoln said. “Greenpeace had its best-ever fundraising month in July.”

      Bloom signalled his agreement, but he was distracted. He had known that they would ask about Eloise Shepherd, and that he would have to lie about what had happened to her. She had not been dealt with; far from it. She had got the drop on the men he had sent to eliminate her, and now he had no idea where she was. It was frustrating. He was limited in the help that he could request to take care of the problem. Knowledge of WORMWOOD’s existence was necessarily limited, and it had proven difficult to put together another team to go after her. Cleaning up the mess in the aftermath of the failed abduction had been about as much as he could manage without the incident becoming more widely known.

      Bloom glanced over at Navarro. He was a killer. The cellist was a black mark, but that probably was just a question of bad luck. Zakharov and Lancaster had both been removed with discretion and tact. Bloom could really have done with a man like that in London. A group of men and women, perhaps, who could be deployed when people needed to disappear. Lincoln had that ability with Navarro and the Special Activities Division, and Bloom was jealous.

      He wondered how one would go about setting up something like that.
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      Eloise parked the car on Stoke Newington Church Street, far enough away from the gates of St Mary’s but close enough that she could see the parents gathered outside to collect their children. The interior of the car was a mess: she had been sleeping in it for the last six months, and a clean was long overdue. Her sleeping bag was dumped across the back seats, and the footwells were littered with discarded food packaging and the newspapers she had bought to try to stay abreast of what had happened in Chernobyl.

      They had covered up Kalashnik’s death, just as she had expected they would. The newspapers reported that he had succumbed to radiation poisoning caused by the explosion of the reactor. It was brilliantly done: there had already been speculation in the press that Kalashnik had looked unhealthy during his television appearances, and the narrative they established was that he had kept it to himself because he wanted the chance to deliver his message. The illness had worsened, the story said, and he had been found dead in his bed.

      She had bought a beaten-up old Rover, with cash, from a second-hand lot in Epping, and had driven north. She’d got onto the M40 and then the M6 and kept going, stopping only to refuel and for refreshment and to relieve herself. She had arrived in Invergordon and had moved around Moray Firth and Cromarty Firth, staying in each place for only a night or two before moving somewhere else. Every new car was a cause for concern. Every stranger who looked at her for longer than seemed normal was a reason to leave. It wasn’t paranoia; she knew that they were looking for her.

      Eloise had known that she couldn’t stay in the Highlands forever. Her money would run out eventually, and then she would have to think about getting a job. There would be more questions then, more people who might notice her, and, eventually, Bloom would find out where she was. She had been lucky the first time his men had come; they hadn’t expected Kalashnik to be in the flat, and the surprise had given her the opportunity she had needed to escape.

      They wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      But she wouldn’t give them a second chance.

      She noticed activity at the school gates. The first children emerged, running to embrace their mothers and fathers. She saw Marcus, her ex-husband, walk toward the gate. He held out his arms, and Maisie rushed into his embrace, burrowing her face into his neck as he lifted her off her feet and swung her around. She looked happy. That, at least, was something. Marcus was a good man and a good father. He wouldn’t be able to tell Maisie where her mum had gone, but, perhaps in the future when the girl was older, Eloise would find a way to get in touch with her and explain.

      Marcus lowered Maisie to the pavement and held her hand as they set off for his house. Eloise started the car and pulled out, turning around so that she wouldn’t have to go past the school. She hadn’t seen any evidence that the school was being watched, but she knew that they would be more discreet now. She had to assume that they were everywhere.

      She drove to the A12 and picked up speed as she headed east. She had a one-way ticket on the P&O ferry from Felixstowe to the Hook of Holland. The drive from there to the Polish border was around a thousand miles.

      She had tried to plan out her options while she had hidden in Scotland, but, in the end, all of them amounted to the same thing: capture and death.

      All except one.

      She would make her way back into Poland and tell the border guards that she wanted to defect. She had no way of knowing how her request would be treated, but she had no other choice. She had some operational knowledge to share: enough, she hoped, for her to prove her good faith and get her foot in the door. And once she was inside, she would tell them everything she knew about Pripyat and Chernobyl and what had happened there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By Mark Dawson

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the John Milton Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Cleaner

      

      

      
        
        Saint Death

      

      

      
        
        John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Saint Death

      

      

      
        
        The Driver

      

      

      
        
        When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Driver

      

      

      
        
        Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Ghosts

      

      

      
        
        The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Sword of God

      

      

      
        
        Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Salvation Row

      

      

      
        
        Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Headhunters

      

      

      
        
        The Ninth Step

      

      

      
        
        Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Ninth Step

      

      

      
        
        The Jungle

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Jungle

      

      

      
        
        Blackout

      

      

      
        
        A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail - can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blackout

      

      

      
        
        The Alamo

      

      

      
        
        A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Alamo

      

      

      
        
        Redeemer

      

      

      
        
        Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Redeemer

      

      

      
        
        Sleepers

      

      

      
        
        A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Sleepers

      

      

      
        
        Twelve Days

      

      

      
        
        Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous - and dangerous - former friend.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Twelve Days

      

      

      
        
        Bright Lights

      

      

      
        
        All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

      

      

      Buy Bright Lights

      

      
        
        The Man Who Never Was

      

      

      
        
        John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

      

      

      Buy The Man Who Never Was

      

      
        
        Killa City

      

      

      
        
        John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

      

      

      Buy Killa City

      

      
        
        Ronin

      

      

      
        
        Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

      

      

      Buy Ronin

      

      
        
        Never Let Me Down Again

      

      

      
        
        Milton is in the Outer Hebrides in search of a missing man. When he stumbles across a conspiracy involving Chinese intelligence, he’ll need all his resourcefulness - plus the help of an old friend - if he’s to escape in one piece.

      

      

      Buy Never Let Me Down Again

      

      
        
        Bulletproof

      

      

      Milton is drawn back to Group Fifteen to protect an old acquaintance. But the friend isn’t quite what he seems, and Milton quickly finds himself in a struggle to stay alive as enemies converge on all sides.

      Buy Bulletproof

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Beatrix Rose Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In Cold Blood

      

      

      Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

      
        
        Buy In Cold Blood

      

      

      
        
        Blood Moon Rising

      

      

      
        
        There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood Moon Rising

      

      

      
        
        Blood and Roses

      

      

      
        
        Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

      

      

      
        
        Buy Blood and Roses

      

      

      
        
        The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

      
        
        Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

      

      

      
        
        Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

      

        

      
        Buy Tempest

      

      

      
        
        Phoenix

      

      

      
        
        She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

      

        

      
        Buy Phoenix

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Isabella Rose Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Angel

      

      

      Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

      
        
        Buy The Angel

      

      

      
        
        The Asset

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Asset

      

      

      
        
        The Agent

      

      

      
        
        Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Agent

      

      

      
        
        The Assassin

      

      

      
        
        Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

      

      

      
        
        Buy The Assassin

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Atticus Priest Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The House in the Woods

      

      

      Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

      
        
        Buy The House in the Woods

      

      

      
        
        A Place to Bury Strangers

      

      

      
        
        A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

      

      

      
        
        Buy A Place to Bury Strangers
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      Mark Dawson is the author of the John Milton, Beatrix and Isabella Rose and Atticus Priest series.

      

      For a free starter library, sign up at www.markjdawson.com.

      
        
        For more information:

        www.markjdawson.com

        mark@markjdawson.com
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