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For Tom Mori,

superb agent of the East.

And my friend.


prologue

The purpose was to provide as forceful a warning as possible to any other Russian or supposed middleman who thought it was easy to cheat, so the man who’d tried this time had been horrendously tortured throughout the night.

First they had cut out his tongue, to quieten his screams. His testicles formed the gag, completed by his lips being sewn together. The body, naked to show the mutilations, was cast adrift in a skiff on Berlin’s Wannsee Lake. It was mid-afternoon before a curious rower came close enough to discover it. And went insanely hysterical.


chapter 1

Stanislav Georgevich Silin had prided himself – become complacent – that he’d done it all, knew it all. Which he had. And did. Except for this. Which was a dangerous mistake. Fatal, even. Except that he’d been warned in time. Still, something he shouldn’t have allowed to happen. Hadn’t he, when he’d made his bid, used complacency, like his was being used against him now? Trying to be used against him now. But wouldn’t be, because now he knew. He smiled across the room at Petr Markov, who’d guarded him for so long and given him the warning on the way here this morning. Misunderstanding, Markov crossed the room enquiringly towards him. Silin hadn’t wanted the man for anything – except to show his gratitude, which he would do, later – but then he thought of Marina and changed his mind. She was never alone – since becoming boss of bosses Silin had always ensured she had her own bodyguards – but he didn’t want to take any chances now. Certainly not with Marina: she could never be endangered. He whispered his instructions before sitting back in his chair at the table around which the rest of the Commission were assembling, still annoyed with himself. He should never have forgotten how he’d used complacency as the weapon to get where he was now, at the pinnacle.

Silin, a silver-haired, determinedly courtly man, savoured the word, enjoying it. The pinnacle: the absolute peak. Where he’d been for so long. And intended to stay. Complacent again, he thought: wanted to stay. And would, at any cost. But not to himself. To others.

Through thick-lensed glasses Silin gazed steadily around the assembled group, decided who those others were going to be, separating friend from enemy. Wrong again, like complacency. No friends. Never had been. Theirs wasn’t a business of friends. Theirs was a business of stronger or weaker, winner or loser, living or dying. Who then, until it suited them to change, was loyal; which of these six, each the head of a Family in his own right, was prepared to go on supporting him as boss of bosses of the Dolgoprudnaya?

Impossible to assess, Silin decided. Making everything so uncertain. He should have moved on his earliest suspicions of an overthrow, not waited for Markov to confirm it. He’d given Sobelov time to get organized, to trickle his poison and make his promises and establish the rival allegiances. Too late now to cut out the cancer by the obvious incision. By now the bastard most probably had his informants within the Dolgoprudnaya itself – Silin’s own Family – so Silin knew he couldn’t risk a hit being turned back upon himself.

He had to do it another way and knew he could. He simply had to be cleverer than Sergei Petrovich, prove himself and his worth to the Commission, and let them make the choice. Which he was sure they would when he declared his own intended coup. And in his favour. Because he had the way – a better way than a bullet or a bomb – although none of them knew it yet. All he had to do was let Sergei Petrovich Sobelov over-expose himself and his inadequacies for the rest of them to realize how close they’d come to disaster by doubting him. That would be the time physically to dispose of Sobelov. He’d make it as bad as he could, as painful as he could, as an example to any other upstart. And not just Sobelov. Those of the six – and as many traitors as he could find lower down – who’d already pledged themselves to his rival, too. The Militia were never a problem and certainly wouldn’t be now, after he’d set everything up, so the bloodier and more obscene the killings the better, as a warning to all who deserved to be given one.

It wasn’t complacent to think he could virtually stop worrying about Sobelov and concentrate on the snares for those others he hadn’t, at the moment, identified. As the thought came to Silin his rival rose from the table around which they were grouped and went to where the drinks were. Visible disdain for the benefit of the rest of the Commission, Silin recognized. In the past, just a few months ago, there would have been a gesture, not for permission but some sign of deference. But not that morning. Sobelov simply stood, without even looking at him. And didn’t appear immediately interested in the drinks display, either. Instead, briefly, the towering, deep-chested man stood splay-legged, his hands on his hips, regarding central Moscow beyond Ulitza Kuybysheva as Silin supposed would-be invaders of the past would have stood triumphantly on the battlements of the just visible Kremlin. Silin enjoyed his analogy. Would-be invaders of the past hadn’t succeeded in conquering the city and neither would Sergei Petrovich Sobelov.

The posturing complete, Sobelov turned back into the room although still not to Silin but instead to the two men, Oleg Bobin and Vladic Frolov, who’d seated themselves either side of him. Both nodded acceptance and Sobelov poured vodka for all of them. Such a little thing, Silin decided. But so significant. They weren’t accepting vokda with those nods: they were accepting their death penalty. He’d have them tortured, of course. Just as badly as Sobelov, so it would be fully reported in the newspapers. Maybe have them tied together and thrown into the river, to float on public display through the centre of the city, like that idiot who had been cast adrift on the Berlin lake by whoever he’d tried to cheat and whose death was in all the newspapers that morning.

The reflection took Silin’s mind to Berlin. No cause to doubt his people there. Proper family: blood relatives. And all very important to him, vital to him, in defeating Sobelov. He’d have to arrange a quiet recall, when most of the other things were finalized. It might be interesting, in passing, to find out what the lake business had been about: whether his people knew the would-be purchaser who’d demonstrated his anger so obviously.

Silin straightened in his chair, a thin, fastidiously dressed man. Wanting the censure, as well as a warning to the uncommitted, to be understood, he said, ‘Does anyone else want a drink …?’ And after the various head-shaking refusals finished, ‘So let’s begin, shall we?’

‘Why don’t we do just that?’ said Sobelov, at once. The voice fitted the man’s size, loud and deep.

‘You’ve got a point to make?’

‘The same that I’ve made at two previous meetings,’ said Sobelov. ‘The Chechen are encroaching on our territory. We should hit them.’

‘You want a war?’ invited Silin. It was important to draw the man as much as possible, for the others in the Commission to judge between them.

‘I’m not afraid of one,’ rumbled Sobelov, predictably.

‘None of us are afraid of one,’ said Silin, hoping the others would appreciate how much Sobelov remained part of a past where everything was settled by a gun or a grenade. ‘Do we need the distraction of one?’

‘It’s my particular territory they’re coming into: they’ve taken over six of my vodka outlets in the last month.’ Bobin was a small man so fat he seemed almost round and the protest squeaked out, like a toy squeaks when it is pressed.

‘Doing nothing will be seen as weakness,’ supported Frolov. He was another man who considered a gun his third hand; before breaking away to form his own Family, just before the collapse of communism, he’d been Sobelov’s chief enforcer.

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea at the moment to draw too much attention to ourselves,’ said Silin.

‘From whom?’ sneered the exasperated Sobelov. ‘The Militia! More policemen work for us than for the Interior Ministry!’ He answered the smiles of the others at his sarcasm with a grimace of his own. Emboldened, he said, ‘And what the hell’s timing got to do with it?’

‘Everything,’ said Silin. ‘I want to concentrate on the biggest single nuclear robbery there’s ever been.’ And by so doing, he thought, prove to everyone that things should stay just the way they were, apart from the changes he had in mind.

Fifteen hundred miles away, in London, the problem of things staying just the way they were was occupying the mind of Charlie Muffin. It had been, for weeks, but at that moment an internal messenger had just handed him the summons and said, ‘Tough shit, Charlie. Looks like you’re next.’


chapter 2

The last time Charlie Muffin had felt like he did at that moment he’d been standing in front of a red-robed judge about to be sentenced. And had been, to the maximum of fourteen years, unaware what the buggers were really up to.

There wasn’t anything to work out today. The Cold War had melted into a puddle of different political bed partners and different priorities and the worst change of all affected poor bastards like him. So it was all over, lock, stock, barrel and boot. There’d already been the two seminars, addressed personally by the Director-General with all the deputies and division chiefs nodding in solemn-faced agreement to all the bullshit about fresh roles for a streamlined service. And immediately after the second conference there’d been the appointment of a relocation officer, with promises of alternative employment in other government ministries or advice on commuting pensions.

And finally this, the official memorandum that Charlie was fingering in his pocket on his way to the seventh floor. ‘The Director-General will see you at 14.00. Subject: Relocation.’ Ten words, if he included the numerals (and the worst of them all, ‘relocation’) ending the career of Charles Edward Muffin in the British intelligence community.

The only thing he couldn’t understand was being called before the Director-General himself. There were at least six deputies or division chiefs who could have performed the function, which in Charlie Muffin’s case roughly equated with shooting an old warhorse that had outlived its usefulness and needed putting out of its misery. Or someone in Personnel. It could even have been done by the newly appointed relocations officer, who might have been able to throw in the offer of a lavatory cleaner’s position or a school caretaker’s job.

Charlie’s feet began positively to ache the moment he emerged from the elevator on to the seventh floor of the new Thames-side building. Charlie Muffin’s feet invariably ached. Afflicted as they were by dropped arches and hammer toes, they were literally his Achilles heel, the weak point at which every bodily feeling or ill ultimately manifested itself. Sometimes they hurt because he walked too far or too long, a problem he’d largely overcome by rarely walking anywhere if there were alternative transport. Sometimes the discomfort came from his being generally tired. Sometimes, although again rarely, the problem was new shoes, a difficulty he handled by treating the comfortably beaten-into-submission Hush Puppies with the tweezer-tipped care Italian clerics show the Turin Shroud. And sometimes they twinged at moments of stress or tension or even suspected physical danger, the bodily focal point again for the inherent, self-defensive antenna which Charlie Muffin had tuned over the years to the sensitivity of a Star Wars early warning system. And of which Charlie always took careful heed.

Today’s discomfort was, momentarily, such that Charlie paused to flex his bunched-up toes to ease the cramp. He hadn’t expected it all to be as abrupt as this, as bad as this. But why not? Always before, when the shit’s-about-to-hit-the-fan pain had come like this, it had been in an operational situation and what he was about to face was going to be far more traumatic than anything he’d ever confronted in the field.

He was going to be dumped from the service – from which he’d briefly dumped himself when he’d run with the CIA’s half million and regretted every single waking and sleeping moment until they’d caught him, a regret quite separate from the scourging, always-present agony of losing Edith in the vengeance pursuit – and there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

Although there couldn’t be the slightest doubt about the forthcoming confrontation, a lot of Charlie’s uncertainty came from his not having been able to prepare himself. Charlie had never liked going into anything totally cold. Without any conceit – because the last thing from which Charlie Muffin suffered was conceit – he knew he was a cerebral Fred Astaire when it came to responding on his feet to unexpected situations, even though he couldn’t physically match that mental agility. Despite which he’d always tried to get as much advantage as he could, in advance. Maybe he should have gone first to see the relocations officer. Charlie had spent his life talking people into admissions and revelations they’d sworn on oath never to disclose. So extracting from a form-filling, form-regimented government bureaucrat every last little detail of what they intended doing to him would have been a walk in the park, unfitting though the analogy was for someone with Charlie’s feet. The belated awareness of an overlooked opportunity further disturbed Charlie. It had been a bad mistake not to have done it and he’d lived this long relatively unscathed by not making mistakes and most certainly not bad ones, as this was. Another indication, to add to the foot pangs, of how disorientated he’d been by the single line command from on high.

The Director-General’s suite, which Charlie had never entered, was a contrast to that of the service’s old headquarters in Westminster Bridge Road, to which he had quite regularly been admitted, usually at the very beginning or the very end of a disciplinary enquiry.

The outer custodian was male – another difference from the past – a sharp-featured, flop haired man who didn’t stop writing at Charlie’s arrival, to remain distanced from ordinary mortals. The determination didn’t quite work, because Charlie caught the quick eye-flicker of identification at his entry. Henry Bates, read the nameplate proudly displayed on the desk. Charlie stood, accustomed to waiting for acknowledgment: it often took supermarket check-out operators several minutes to realize he was standing in front of them. The attention, when it finally came, was expressionless. ‘They’re waiting.’

‘They.’ So he was meeting more than just the Director-General. And they, whoever ‘they’ were, had already assembled, even though he was still ten minutes early. Insufficient straw from which to make a single brick. But, adjusting the metaphor, enough for a drowning man to clutch, before going under for the last time.

There were five men in a half circle around the conference table, but apart from Rupert Dean, the Director-General whose identity had been publicly disclosed upon his appointment, Charlie could identify only one other by name.

Gerald Williams was the department’s chief accountant who had transferred from the old headquarters and in front of whom Charlie had appeared more times than he could remember to explain particularly high reimbursement claims. Which Charlie had incontestably defended on every single occasion until it had become a challenge between the two of them, in Williams’ case amounting to a personal vendetta.

Williams, who was a fat but extremely neat man, was at the far end of the half circle. His neighbour was as contrastingly thin as Williams was fat, a stick-figured man with a beak-nosed face chiselled like the prow of an Arctic ice-breaker, bisected by heavy-framed spectacles. At the opposite end, seemingly more interested in the river traffic than in Charlie’s tentative entry, lounged a bow-tied, alopeciadomed man who compensated for his baldness by cultivating a droop-ending bush of a moustache. The man next to him was utterly nondescript, dark-haired and dark-suited and with the white, civil service regulated shirt, except for blood-pressured apple-red cheeks so bright he could have been wearing clown’s make-up.

Rupert Dean sat in the middle of the group. His appointment had, more than any other, marked the change in the role of British intelligence. For the first time in over a decade a Director-General had not entered the service either through its ranks or along diplomatic or Foreign Office routes. Until three years earlier, he had been the Professor of Modern and Political History at Oxford’s Balliol College from which, through numerous newspaper and magazine articles and three internationally acclaimed books, he had become acknowledged as the foremost sociopolitical authority in Europe.

Dean was a small man whose hair retreated in an upright wall from his forehead, as if in alarm. He, too, had glasses but he wasn’t wearing them. Instead, he was shifting the arms through his fingers, like prayer beads. At both seminars he’d appeared conservatively and unremarkably dressed – the same grey suit and unrecognized tie on both occasions – but now Charlie decided the man had been trying for an expected appearance, like Charlie would have tried if he’d had longer warning about this interview by getting the stain off his lapel and wearing an unmarked tie and fresh shirt.

The only other Director-General Charlie had known uncaringly wear the sort of bagged and pockets-full sports jacket like the one Dean was wearing had been Sir Archibald Willoughby, Charlie’s first boss, protector and mentor, and Charlie’s immediate impression was that, given the chance, he could have found a lot of fondly remembered similarities between the two men. Without needing to see, Charlie knew the trousers hidden below the conference table would lack any proper crease except for the ridges of constant wear and would more than likely be stained as well. And the shoes would be comfortable old friends, although not as ancient or as wearer-friendly as the Hush Puppies he wore.

‘Muffin, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Charlie always had the greatest difficulty showing deference to people in authority – and certainly towards anyone whose professionalism or ability he doubted – yet he had felt not the slightest hesitation in instinctively according it to the new service head. The last controller who had automatically instilled such an attitude had again been Sir Archibald.

‘Quite so, quite so. Come in, man. Sit down.’ Dean spoke quickly but with extraordinarily clear diction. There was a thick file in front of the man which Charlie guessed, nervously, to be his personal records. Dean shuffled through the topmost sheets but then abandoned whatever he was searching for, pushing the dossier away more disarranged than when he started. ‘Much to discuss,’ he announced, hurried-voiced, extending both arms sideways figuratively to embrace the men sitting on either side of him. Gerald Williams, expressionless once more, allowed no response to the introduction. The thin man immediately to Dean’s right managed a single head nod of his own at being identified as Peter Johnson, Dean’s deputy. A lot of the surprise at Dean’s appointment had been fuelled by the open secret even before the transfer from Westminster Bridge Road that Johnson, for ten years the department’s Foreign Office link, resented being passed over for the very top job in favour of a schoolmasterly outsider. The bald-headed man broke away at last from his fascination with the river to produce a brief, functional smile when Dean listed Jeremy Simpson as the department’s legal advisor. The red-faced man emerged last, as political officer Patrick Pacey.

Charlie’s mind was way beyond the Director-General’s staccato delivery. Whatever this meeting was about, it certainly had nothing to do with his dismissal or enforced early retirement. What then?

The Director-General made another ineffective foray into the pushed aside file, abandoning the search as quickly as he had begun it to rotate his spectacles. Closer, Charlie saw one of the earpieces was padded with surgical tape for comfort. Tapping them against the discarded dossier, Dean said, ‘We’re in times of change.’

‘Yes, sir’

‘You think you can change?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Into a pumpkin if I have to, Charlie thought.

‘How would you feel about living permanently abroad?’

‘Where, exactly?’

‘Moscow.’

Natalia Nikandrova Fedova rarely thought about him any more. When she’d finally accepted he was going to go on failing her it had been a positive effort to keep him out of her mind but it had become easier as the months passed. But it was unavoidable today. Natalia smiled, the sadness of the past dimming her all-absorbing love of the present, as she watched Sasha whoop and scream with the excitement of opening each new birthday gift. Maybe he didn’t know about Sasha. Natalia had convinced herself she’d found the way to tell him; made up her mind he would understand because he was so very good at the business they were both in – the best she’d ever known, far better than she could have ever been – and hated him for not suddenly arriving, unannounced, as she had sometimes fantasized he would. It shouldn’t have needed a child to bring him back if he’d loved her.

The KGB had still existed, although uncertainly, when she’d tried to reach him: if she hadn’t headed its First Chief Directorate it would have been impossible for her to have tried at all. It didn’t exist any more: not, at least, by name or with the omnipotence with which it had once operated. But his service did and there would still be regulations against his coming to Moscow. But knowing him as well as she believed she did, Natalia knew regulations would not have stopped him. So if she had reached him there was only one conclusion: he didn’t want to see her again. Ever. And wasn’t interested in his child. She’d made a mistake, like she’d made a mistake with the first man to let her down, which she’d compounded by marrying him. Not a good comparison, she told herself, as she had on many previous memory trips. Her second trusting attempt had for all the obvious impossible barriers stopped short of marriage, although that had once been another fantasy, and had most certainly not been the disaster of the first. She had Sasha around whom her life revolved and with whom she was complete, without the need for anyone or anything else.

Or was she?

As if on cue, Aleksai Popov came into the Leninskaya apartment, the brightly wrapped package high above his head for the game Sasha recognized at once, leaping and jumping around his legs in the futile attempt to reach it before he knelt, solemnly to offer it to her.

It was a battery-operated cat that waddled and emitted a purring growl and got the biggest scream so far from Sasha who, unprompted, threw her arms around the man for the thank-you kiss.

Popov disentangled himself to come up to Natalia, kissing her lightly on the cheek: they were still very careful in front of the child.

‘That was far too expensive,’ she said. It would have come from one of the Western-goods shops.

‘I love her. Think of her as mine.’

Natalia was unsure whether or not to be glad of the remark. Sasha hadn’t asked any questions yet but it wouldn’t be much longer. ‘You still shouldn’t have done it.’

Popov shrugged the protest aside. Able, from the way he was standing, to conceal the heavy seriousness between them from other parents in the room he said, simply, ‘Hello.’

‘Hello,’ said Natalia, just as serious. Should she, could she, take another chance?

Stanislav Silin knew he had them rattled, Sobelov most of all. It was a good feeling, like it had been a good feeling watching the bombast leak from the man when Sobelov realized how easily the size of the robbery would re-establish things in their proper order.

Silin had guessed, of course, about the money involved but he didn’t think it was an exaggeration to value 250 kilos of weapons-graded material, which was what he’d been promised, at $75,000,000 at least. They’d been dumbstruck by that, as he’d known they would be because he had been when the size had been put to him. Sobelov had tried to recover, questioning both the amount and the profit, but the others hadn’t doubted him. They hadn’t just believed him, they’d backed him, not even Bobin or Frolov supporting the demand that there should be a change in the system to involve all of them in the negotiations instead of leaving it to him alone, which was his agreed right as the boss of bosses. Silin had been worried at that insistence, unsure how much ground he’d lost: the fact that everyone apart from Sobelov was prepared to leave the brokering to him, like it had always been in the past, had to be the best indicator he could have wished that he could defeat Sobelov’s challenge.

But he still couldn’t afford to relax.

He’d always protected his sources but this time the secret had to be absolute, not just for their benefit but to prevent Sobelov trying to take over, which the man might attempt in his desperation. Just as secretly as he had to set things up in Berlin and for the same reasons.

And when he’d put everything in motion he could start planning how Sobelov was going to die. He was going to enjoy that.

Silin looked to the side of the room at Markov’s re-entry, for the nod of assurance that Marina’s guards had been properly briefed.

Everything was working out perfectly.


chapter 3

Questions crowded in upon him but Charlie Muffin was too experienced to interrupt. It wasn’t just what Rupert Dean was saying. Or the awareness that he had been professionally reprieved. There was the overwhelming personal implication. But which couldn’t be allowed to become overwhelming. Anything personal had to be blocked off, later more calmly to be assessed. For the moment the posting was the only thing he could afford to let into his mind.

So Natalia had to be forgotten.

Dean’s presentation, like his demeanour, was that of a lecturer concisely establishing with facts and assessments and analyses a problem that phrases and words like ‘potentially catastrophic’ and ‘cataclysmic’ and ‘nightmare’ did not exaggerate. He also referred to ‘political sensitivity’ and ‘extreme caution’ and ‘essential cooperation’ and Charlie knew they weren’t exaggerations either. Dean concluded, ‘So that’s your brief, to liaise with the Russians and with the already appointed Americans to do everything you can to stem the flow of nuclear material to the West.’

Charlie wondered if the telephone boxes in Moscow would be large enough for him to change into his Superman outfit. ‘There are officers from this department already attached to the British embassy in Moscow. Others from SIS, too.’

‘Engaged in their normal functions, which remain quite separate from what you are being appointed to achieve,’ said Dean. ‘Our role was extended years ago to combat the terrorism in Northern Ireland. Now it’s being widened even further. And what’s coming out of Russia and its former satellites provides the potential for the worst terrorism imaginable.’

‘To whom will I be responsible? The station chief? Or direct to London?’ Charlie had rarely engaged in an operation where jealously guarded territory did not have to be respected. Diplomatic niceties were always a pain in the ass.

‘London. But through the embassy,’ ordered the sharply featured Peter Johnson.

‘What’s my officially described position to be?’

It was Patrick Pacey who responded. ‘An attaché. Don’t for a moment forget the genuine political importance of what you’re doing …’ He made a hand movement over the conference table and Charlie became aware that each of the group had his personal dossiers before them. ‘There won’t be any of the nonsense of the past,’ continued the department’s political advisor. ‘Just one example of what you’ve always explained away – and got away with – as necessary operational independence and you’re on the first plane back to London. And in this building only long enough to be formally dismissed from the service once and for all.’

‘And don’t suffer the slightest doubt at our seriousness,’ endorsed the deputy Director. ‘There are changes to our function. This is one of them: you’re one of them. So you’ve got to change, like everything else about the business we’re now in. There’s no place for anyone disobeying orders. That clear enough?’

‘Completely,’ Charlie said, caught by just one part of the threat. ‘This isn’t seen as a temporary assignment: one specific operation?’

‘The Americans got agreement a long time ago to appoint an FBI office in Moscow specifically to monitor nuclear smuggling,’ reminded the deputy Director. ‘You’re our equivalent.’

‘To liaise,’ instructed Simpson, the moustache hedge seemingly moving slightly out of time with the man’s upper lip. ‘That’s your sole function …’ He gestured sideways to Pacey. ‘You’ve got to do more than simply think what the politics are. Whatever it is, it will be inextricably tied up with legality. The Russians are the law, not us. We have – you’ll have – no legal jurisdiction. All the nuclear stuff haemorrhaging across Europe is coming overland through Poland and Hungary and Germany and the two countries that made up Czechoslovakia and what was Yugoslavia.’

Minefield was too much of an appalling pun, thought Charlie. ‘It’ll be a waste of time even bothering,’ he declared. ‘Before we’ve even begun working our way through the officials we’d need to consult, every terrorist group, despot or dictator will have atom bombs up to their knees.’

‘Let’s be more specific,’ said the distinctively voiced Director-General. ‘We decide here in London who should be consulted and who shouldn’t. The important thing for you to understand, totally and at all times, is that you must never, ever, act without consulting us.’

He’d made the protest to maintain his credibility, which was all that mattered. There were other, more essential parameters to be established: one more important than all others. ‘I don’t think I can operate effectively – as I will have to operate – living in the embassy compound.’

‘Why not?’ demanded Williams, sensing a danger.

Because it would severely limit the enormous expenses benefits, thought Charlie. ‘According to what you say, the nuclear trade is handled by gangsters: an acknowledged Mafia.’ He briefly hesitated, wondering if Natalia had transferred to the Interior Ministry, just as quickly thrusting the intrusion aside. ‘Would the Foreign Office like the idea of my meeting a questionable informant on embassy property …?’ He turned his attention to Simpson, warming to his argument. ‘Wouldn’t there even be a legal difficulty …?’ And then to Pacey. ‘… As well as a political one …?’

‘I still think …’ began Williams, anxious to continue his objection, but Dean cut the man off. ‘There are obvious advantages to your living separate from the embassy.’

Push it as far as you can when you’re on a roll, Charlie told himself. ‘Crime makes Moscow astronomically expensive. My cost of living allowance will need to be proportionately substantial. Considerably more than might normally be accepted, even in the high-cost diplomatic postings like Tokyo or Washington. And the justifiable out-of-pocket expenses will undoubtedly be larger as well. I’m going to have to go where the Mafias go … clubs … restaurants …’ Charlie was close to enjoying himself: certainly he was enjoying Gerald Williams’ obvious anguish.

‘I don’t think all this needs to be discussed today,’ attempted the accountant, blinking nervously at the prospects for gain Charlie was working to establish.

‘I think it’s important to discuss and agree everything here today that might affect the success of what I have to do,’ said Charlie, equally anxious.

Charlie was aware of the Director-General momentarily regarding him with what could have been a bemused smile. Then the man turned to Williams and said, ‘I think things should be put on the highest scale. This is a new role that has to succeed, to stop the political sniping that the country doesn’t need intelligence services any more. So I don’t want anything endangered by penny-pinching.’

‘I am to liaise with the Russians and whatever the FBI arrangement is there?’ Charlie hurried on.

‘Yes.’ Dean resumed charge of the conversation.

‘They know we’re sending someone over specifically for the purpose?’

‘Yes.’

‘Just someone? Or has my name been put forward, for approval?’

‘To the Russians, yes: more formal and official arrangements obviously had to be made with Moscow. With the Americans everything was left open, until today’s meeting.’ The Director-General paused. ‘Is there a problem?’

If Natalia had transferred at the rank she’d occupied in the former KGB it was possible she’d even know he was coming! Nodding yet again towards his dossier, Charlie said, ‘There will be an extensive file on me, both in Washington and Moscow.’

‘The KGB is defunct. And their records, too. There obviously hasn’t been the slightest association with what you once were and what you once did.’

‘I don’t think I’m particularly popular in America, either.’

‘What you did, you did to the CIA, not the FBI. Each hates the other. The Bureau would probably approve, not criticize: find it amusing, even. And it’s very ancient history, anyway,’ dismissed the Director-General, showing how extensively he, and therefore everyone else in the room, had studied Charlie’s file.

‘Your sole primary concern is not making mistakes,’ warned Johnson.

‘I won’t,’ promised Charlie, carelessly.

‘No more than once,’ said Pacey. ‘I’ve already told you that.’

‘I like him,’ judged the Director-General. It was a remark addressed more to his deputy than anyone else: Charlie Muffin had been Peter Johnson’s recommendation.

‘He’s a liar and a thief,’ insisted the financial controller, seething at Charlie’s easy success with allowances and accommodation.

‘Isn’t that why he’s being sent: poacher turned gamekeeper?’ reminded the cadaverous deputy.

‘There are others who could have gone, without the uncertainties that always surround this man,’ argued Williams.

‘Costing as much as possible is all part of the budgetary exercises,’ said Johnson, defending his choice. ‘We’ve not only to establish a new role for ourselves. We’ve got to establish a financial ceiling. The more we spend in expansion, the more important and necessary we’ll appear.’

‘That’s cynical reasoning,’ reproached Williams.

‘Practical reasoning,’ corrected Johnson, equally insistent. ‘I want to build a new empire, not destroy one.’

I want, isolated Dean. He didn’t want to confront the other man so soon but he had the worrying impression that Johnson’s annoyance at not getting the directorship might become a problem. Maybe it hadn’t been as wise as he’d thought to accept Johnson’s suggestion about the Moscow posting: it could have made Johnson imagine an unnecessary reliance. ‘We want to build a new empire.’

‘Muffin’s not the man to do it,’ insisted Williams.

‘We’re not relying on him doing it alone,’ reminded the Director-General.

‘I’ll tell Fenby: he was very helpful,’ said Johnson. John Fenby was the FBI Director. It had been Johnson’s idea, too, to seek the political support of the Americans through govemment-to-government pressure for a specific British posting to Moscow to match their own.

‘Is it really necessary to tell Fenby?’ asked the Director-General.

‘We’re becoming more like the FBI: we’ll need a close working relationship,’ Johnson pointed out.

‘You will keep me informed at every stage, won’t you?’

‘I don’t think I need to be reminded to do that.’

This was becoming petulant, decided Dean. Which was ridiculous. Ending it by looking away from his deputy to include everyone else, he said, ‘We’ve made an important decision today. Let’s do all we can from this end to make sure it works.’

Peter Johnson’s first act upon returning to his own office was to call Washington.

Stanislav Silin wasn’t any longer accustomed to doing things for himself. He’d forgotten how to, like he’d forgotten his own stepping stones to power. When Stanislav Silin wanted something done, anything done, he told someone to do it and if the task wasn’t performed to his total satisfaction then those who failed were punished. But not this time or this way. For this meeting and for this meeting place he couldn’t trust anyone inside the Dolgoprudnaya, not even Petr Markov, and most certainly not outside. Apart, that is, from Marina. No man had been as lucky as he had with a wife like her. The hatred boiled up at the threat Sobelov had created. Soon, he told himself, soon he’d make the man sorry. But there were other things first. He’d had to find this very special apartment himself and arrange the lease himself and for the first time in almost fifteen years he hadn’t been able to intimidate the landlord with the inference of who he was for fear the man might sell him out or be under threat from a higher or initially more feared bidder. Which was an irony Silin could appreciate, inconvenient though it had been: he’d even been amused when the landlord had tried to intimidate him with warnings of the consequences of his being a bad tenant.

Silin had specifically chosen the Ulitza Razina, in the oldest Kitay-Gorod district, because all the pre-revolutionary buildings, some actually minor palaces, had under communism been turned into apartment rabbit warrens with a warren’s benefit of many different entrances, several from two streets quite separate from the Razina courtyard. Its most important advantage was the personal protection it gave him from Sobelov but it equally protected the people he was meeting that afternoon and upon whom not just his survival but an unimaginable business future depended. Like he could – and would – they could also arrive separately and leave separately and never use the same door or courtyard twice, making discovery or identification totally impossible.

The apartment was bare-board basic, of course, which he regretted. His two city mansions and the dacha in the outer hills were designer-decorated, the marble shipped from Italy, the wall and upholstery silk specially woven before being flown in from Hong Kong: the opulence awed people, giving him an advantage. For this operation, anonymity and secrecy were the only advantages he sought. His single addition was the bottles and glasses set out on the matchwood sideboard: he hadn’t even bothered to cover the bed in the adjoining room.

They were coming to him and Silin solicitously arrived well ahead of the arranged time. Not that he intended to be subservient – that would have been quite wrong as well as difficult for him – any more than he expected them to be subservient towards him. They were going to meet and conduct their business as equals. His being there early was simply the politeness of a host.

The two men arrived together, which surprised him, and precisely on time, which didn’t. The handshakes were perfunctory, without names: the namelessness had been their insistence from the beginning, after the initial confirmation of their identities, and Silin thought it theatrical but was quite prepared to go along with the pointless affectation. Both declined Silin’s hospitality, making it another pointless gesture.

The seats made protesting noises when they sat and Silin’s skin itched at once at the thought of who had sat on the lounge chair before him: he didn’t lean back, wanting to minimize his contact with the upholstery as much as possible. The leader of the two, neither of whom appeared discomfited, briefly looked around the functional meeting place and said, ‘This is well chosen.’

‘I don’t want what we’re discussing going beyond this room,’ said Silin. ‘Or beyond us three.’

‘Neither do we.’

‘Everything you promised me is possible?’

‘Guaranteed,’ assured the spokesman.

‘As much as 250 kilos?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘When?’

‘Four months, maximum. We want to achieve more than just a robbery.’

Silin listened without interruption to the proposal, nodding at the awareness of how much it would, incredibly, benefit him. ‘That would not be difficult to achieve between us.’

‘So you could help?’

‘Easily.

‘That’s how it will be done then. Opening up everything to us.’

‘How much money are we talking about?’ came in the second man.

‘For the full 250 kilos, exactly what I guaranteed you in the first place: a total, for you, of $25,000,000 on completion of the sale.’

‘With an initial deposit in Switzerland?’ stressed the first man.

‘You’ll be handed the certified deposit books the day after I get the 250 kilos,’ promised Silin. ‘There’ll be formalities before that: signatory authority forms, passport identification, that sort of thing.’ His promise to them was $8,000,000 and he’d insist upon ten per cent in advance from the purchasers Berlin set up, so there was no financial risk whatsoever. He wished the Commission could have been here, to see how their business should really be conducted, as a business in a sophisticated, calm-voiced way, not screaming around the city in imported stolen cars with machine pistols on the seats beside them and posturing in nightclubs trying to outspend each other.

‘It all seems very satisfactory,’ said the leader of the two.

‘And this will only be the beginning?’ pressed Silin, anxious to get everything properly established.

‘You can think of this as a trial run,’ nodded the man. ‘The way we prove our good faith to each other. What can follow is virtually unlimited.’

He would be unassailable, Silin thought: totally and absolutely unassailable. He’d watch what was done to Sobelov, inflict some of the pain himself perhaps. Laugh at the man when he begged for mercy and hurt him all the more.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Marina asked him that night.

‘Of course.’

‘I’m worried.’

‘You’re safe. So am I, now I know where the threat is.’

He cupped her face between both his hands, bringing her forward to kiss him. He was glad she didn’t try to tint the greyness showing through in her hair: he thought she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, although he hadn’t tried to know any other for the twenty years they had been married.

‘Sobelov is an animal,’ she warned.

‘Which is how I’m going to treat him, when it suits me,’ promised Silin.


chapter 4

Only during the subsequent briefings from Johnson did Charlie try fully to dismiss Natalia from his mind. Otherwise, in those first few following days, his mind ran the entire gamut of his totally misconceived (on his part), totally mishandled (on his part) and totally misunderstood (on his part) relationship with Natalia Nikan-drova Fedova.

There was no guilt about deceiving her during their initial encounters. She’d been officially debriefing him after his supposed prison escape – defection for which he had been set up by that Old Bailey court sentence of fourteen years. His deceiving her then had been professional. She’d even accepted it – a professional herself – when the love affair had developed, after his Soviet acceptance. A further deception, Charlie acknowledged, forcing the honesty. Love hadn’t been part of the affair, in the beginning. He’d been lonely and thought there might be an advantage in sleeping with a KGB officer and the ‘sleeping with’ had been good and sometimes better than good. He hadn’t been able to concede love – definitely not allow it to overcome his professionalism – when he’d double-defected back to London. The job required he return and the job came first, before everything and everybody. Nor had he been able to recognize what had happened between them the first time she’d risked personal disaster accompanying an official Russian delegation to London to seek him out, not able to accept it wasn’t a retribution trap for the damage he’d caused his misled KGB champion by leaving Moscow. Her second contact attempt, when she’d traced him with the photograph of their London-conceived baby, had finally proved to him how wrong he’d been. He’d tried, too late and too ineffectually, finally to go to her by returning to Moscow after Gorbachev and then Yeltsin, to keep her suggested rendezvous: by every day and at every hour going to the spot he believed she had identified by the photograph, until he decided he’d misinterpreted that like he’d misinterpreted so much else and that the photograph was her sad and bitter attempt to show how absolutely he had betrayed and abandoned her.

She had every reason to be sad and bitter, to despise and hate him. Having thought so much and for so long about what a fool he’d been, Charlie found it very easy to understand what he regarded as ingrained professionalism would by Natalia be seen as disinterested cowardice.

As the preparation days passed, bringing Moscow nearer, Charlie’s initial euphoria gave way to realism and from realism to depression. Why should he have thought that Natalia would ever want to see him again? It was preposterous conceit to imagine that after five empty years and every rejection she’d even want him to be in the same city or the same country as her! Or to acknowledge or accept him as the father of the daughter he’d never seen and hadn’t known about until the photograph with the four word inscription: Her name is Sasha.

He’d failed Natalia like he’d failed Edith, although the circumstances were entirely different. When he’d fled Moscow he’d fixed for Natalia to be the one to expose his initial defection as the phoney KGB discrediting exercise it had always been. When he’d humiliated, by brief Russian detention, the British and American Directors willing literally to sacrifice him – and run with their $500,000 to add to their shame – he’d thought only of his own retribution, not theirs to follow. It had been Edith who took the assassination bullet intended for him.

In his self-admission of failing them, Charlie wasn’t thinking of physical neglect or abandonment. His failure, to both, was never being able properly to say ‘I love you.’ He’d uttered the words, of course, but automatically and emptily. He’d never told either of them spontaneously. His entire life had been spent living lies and telling lies and being someone he wasn’t until the truth was so rare he didn’t know how to express it or how to show it or, more often than not, even what it was.

He told lies even to himself, that ludicrous bloody defence – professionalism – always there to excuse or explain away what he didn’t truly want or like to admit. Which was cowardice. He might be – had been, he corrected – a truly professional intelligence officer. But as a man he’d been inadequate.

Charlie fully accepted the intended permanence of his new role when Johnson confirmed there was no reason for him any longer to maintain his London flat. Charlie had only ever used it as a place to sleep and keep the rain off, so apart from the several photographs of Edith and only the one of Natalia and of Sasha and some books, there were no memories or fondness for the place. In the end there were only three cardboard wine boxes to be shipped care of the Moscow embassy. To empty his apartment Charlie employed one of those firms that strip properties after their occupants die and the men plainly thought that was what had happened to a relative of Charlie’s. The foreman said most of the stuff was crap and it was surprising how some people lived, wasn’t it? Charlie agreed it was. The man hoped Charlie wasn’t expecting a lot for it and Charlie said he wasn’t and he didn’t get it. The furniture and contents of two bedrooms, a living room and a kitchen went for £450; the inside of the washing machine fell out of its case and smashed as the men were getting it from the kitchen and the television was sold as scrap to a dealer in old sets to be cannibalized for its parts. As Charlie watched the van and most of his lifetime’s possessions disappear down the Vauxhall Bridge Road the warning echoed in his head that if he didn’t adjust and conform he’d be withdrawn from Moscow just long enough to be fired: if it happened he wouldn’t have anywhere or anything to come back to.

The disposal of the flat meant Charlie had briefly to move into an hotel, which he did ahead of consulting Gerald Williams, which when the bills came in formed the basis of the inevitable dispute over which the deputy Director had to arbitrate. That the decision was in Charlie’s favour worsened the already bad feeling between them. Charlie fought for, and got, the most expensive of the three apartments the Moscow embassy housing officer suggested, a sprawling conversion in a pre-revolutionary mansion on Lesnaya with bathrooms attached to both bedrooms and a dining room separate from the main living area. Charlie negotiated an extra £20 a day cost-of-living allowance, on top of the highest rate allocated in Washington and Tokyo, and had the longest and most heated argument of all to operate not on a system of fixed expenses but on fixed exchange rates. And to be allowed to submit claims for whatever he spent in the currency in which he spent it. As dollars were an even more common currency than roubles in Moscow it meant Charlie gained the Washington diplomatic dollars-to-sterling equal parity conversion to compensate for the official rate fluctuation. The ruling gave him as much as a fifty per cent profit on every dollar claimed.

Through the Washington embassy Charlie discovered the FBI agent specifically tasked with nuclear smuggling was James Kestler, although there was no file upon him. Neither was there any Records listing for the man in London archives, but a man named Barry Lyneham showed up as the Bureau’s station chief. Charlie also studied all the traffic between London and Moscow about his posting, eager for the one Russian name that would have meant something to him. Natalia did not appear anywhere. Neither was she listed among interior Ministry executives supplied by Moscow station. Maybe, Charlie thought, Natalia had left instead of being transferred. Or perhaps been moved to another ministry like so many former British intelligence officers had switched to other, peripherally connected departments.

From his Moscow enquiries Charlie learned the department’s existing intelligence chief was Thomas Bowyer, whom he had not previously known but who sent a personal welcome. The interchange provided Charlie with a further advantage, although at that stage he wasn’t sure how to utilize it: within an hour of the cable exchange between himself and Bowyer, Charlie was lectured by the deputy Director how Bowyer’s seniority had at all times to be respected, convincing Charlie of a back-channel link between London and Moscow upon which his performance and activities would be constantly monitored. Forewarned was forearmed, he reminded himself.

One of Charlie’s final acts, with the overseas disruption grant Gerald Williams predictably opposed but which Charlie quoted precedence to obtain, was to buy two new suits and a sports jacket and shirts and underwear, which was the largest expenditure on clothes he could ever remember making, another positive change in a changed life. The very last purchase was a new pair of Hush Puppies he had no intention of trying to wear in the immediate future but which he considered a worthwhile investment against the uncertainty of Russian footwear. At the same time he bought a set of shoe-trees two sizes larger upon which hopefully to stretch them until the tentative day he put them on.

Charlie never seriously considered a farewell party because he didn’t have enough acquaintances to invite so he gatecrashed someone else’s. Billy Baker had been chief of the Hong Kong station, which was being closed down entirely in advance of the colony’s 1997 return to China and Baker arrived back in London the week before Charlie’s departure with enough made-in-three-days, £20 Hong Kong suits to last a lifetime, a container load of Japanese electronic equipment, a Chinese mistress described as a housekeeper and a small, expenses-purchased William and Mary mansion in Devon from which, in his retirement, he intended to lord it over the manor like he’d lorded it over Hong Kong: a lot of the suits were tweed, for him to dress the part.

The whole affair was a parade – or maybe a parody – into the past. Baker staged it in the upstairs room of The Pheasant, the pub they’d all used when they were based at Westminster Bridge Road and when Charlie got there intentionally late, to cover his uninvited arrival, there were so many people he had difficulty getting into the room and even more difficulty getting a drink. The room was beginning to cloud with cigarette smoke and the ice had already run out. In the first five minutes, after which he gave up counting, Charlie identified twenty operational and London-based officers whom he had known and sometimes worked with, as well as a lot of Special Branch policemen who had been the legally arresting arm of the service. Everyone seemed to have a frenzied determination to follow the host’s example and get fall-down drunk as quickly as possible. Billy Baker held court at the bar, the Chinese girl, who had to be thirty years his junior, bewildered by his side but doubtlessly happy at the escape from Beijing rule. When he saw Charlie, Baker embraced him wetly, thanked him for coming, and said wasn’t it all a bloody mistake and a bloody disgrace. Charlie said yes, to both. It was the persistent, in fact the only, theme in every group he joined and just as quickly left, not having anything to contribute and not interested enough to invent a lie about what he was going to do in the future to make them all believe he’d been dumped, like they had. The constant movement took him frequently to the bar. He was there when the voice behind him said, ‘Pretty depressing, isn’t it?’

Charlie wished he could remember if her name was Juliet or June, which he should have been able to do because she was one of the Director-General’s secretaries whose bed he had almost, although not quite, shared pursuing his pillow talk self-preservation policy. ‘Very. Drink?’

‘Gin. Large.’

‘You OK?’

‘Saw it coming, so I moved over to the Department of Health a year ago, before it turned into a St Valentine’s Day massacre. Secretarial supervisor in the minister’s office. Boring as hell but it’s rent.’

She was still very attractive in a carefully preserved, carefully coiffeured sort of way, although the hair was beginning to stray in the heat and the crush. ‘Wise girl.’

‘Lucky,’ she said, looking around the room. ‘There’s got to be at least forty people here who’ve been told to go or moved elsewhere.’ She came back to Charlie. ‘How about you?’

‘Moving on,’ said Charlie, which wasn’t, after all, a lie.

‘Sorry, Charlie.’

Would he be? wondered Charlie. ‘It’ll work out.’

‘Charlie the Survivor,’ she declared, gin spoiling the coquettish smile. ‘That’s what they always said about you, Charlie. Even the Director-General.’

Now she decides to tell me! thought Charlie. How much more would he have learned if she had admitted him to her bed? Too late to be of any use now: the Director-General she was talking about had died at least six years ago. ‘Is that what they all said?’

She nodded. ‘That. And a lot more. How are things otherwise?‘

‘Otherwise?’ said Charlie, playing the game. It wasn’t much but it was better than sobbing into their drinks like everyone else.

‘You happy?’

‘Happy enough.’

‘With anyone?’

‘On and off.’

‘Nothing permanent then?’

‘Nothing permanent.’

‘Me neither.’

Why couldn’t it have been like this when he’d tried to know her better? ‘That won’t last, someone as pretty as you,’ he said, gallantly. She didn’t try to refasten the top button of her shirt that suddenly gave way under the strain.

‘Do you want to stay here much longer?’ she invited.

‘I wasn’t going to, anyway,’ said Charlie. ‘Got something fixed up.’ It had been a depressing mistake to come at all.

‘Oh,’ she said, crushed.

‘I’m sorry,’ apologized Charlie, still gallant. ‘I didn’t know you’d be here. Can’t cancel it now.’

‘Some other time maybe,’ she suggested, without offering a telephone number.

‘Sure,’ agreed Charlie, without asking for one.

There was another wet embrace and the insistence they keep in touch from Billy Baker and a shrill giggle from the Chinese girl and a lot of damp handshakes as he made his way out of the room and down the tilting stairs into Westminster Bridge Road. The death of the dinosaurs, he thought, breathing deeply in the darkness: or rather, their funeral. He looked sideways towards the old headquarters building, expecting it to be in darkness, but it wasn’t. It was bright with the permanent office lights of whatever ministerial department had taken it over. Gerald Williams would shit himself at the thought of the electricity bill, thought Charlie.

‘Seems you’ve covered all that’s necessary,’ encouraged the Director-General.

‘There’s a scientific and military mission in Moscow at the moment. I’ve asked them to give him the technical briefing before they leave.’

‘That’s a good idea.’

‘Williams is complaining we’ve made too many financial concessions.’

‘He’s memoed me direct, covering his back against any Treasury enquiry.’ Dean was unaccustomed to bureaucratic politics. He’d started out finding it amusing, but not any more. If half his students had behaved in the back-biting, self-serving way of virtually all the people he worked with now, he’d have suspended them from their courses until they grew up. He wished he felt more comfortable with Johnson.

The deputy Director smiled. ‘Muffin’s certainly pushed it to the very edge.’

Dean made a vague gesture over his desk, somewhere in the disorder of which Johnson presumed Charlie Muffin’s file was buried. ‘He’s always pushed everything to the edge.’

‘I can monitor that closely enough.’

‘It seems to have been difficult in the past.’

‘I wasn’t the person controlling him in the past.’

‘Are you now? I thought the committee had been established to do that?’ The other man’s arrogance was irritating.

Johnson bristled. ‘I meant on a day-to-day basis.’

‘There’s been a Director to Director note, from Fenby: he’s making a personal visit to London to meet me,’ disclosed Dean.

‘You’ll like him,’ predicted Johnson, who already knew of the visit but wanted to remind the other man of his longer experience of the department. ‘He sees the grand picture: the sort of man who knows that politics is the art of the possible.’

At the beginning of their relationship Dean had suspected Johnson’s frequent invocation of Bismarck aphorisms to be a mockery of his previous academic career but he’d learned since that the German genuinely was Johnson’s hero, which was perhaps understandable in view of Johnson’s Foreign Office association. Dean twirled his spectacles prayer-bead fashion and said, ‘I hope Muffin really understands just how much politics is involved.’

‘I can monitor that, too,’ insisted Johnson.

John Fenby thought being the Director of FBI was like being the maker of the best Swiss clock whose wheels and cogs meshed together without ever going wrong by a single second. It seemed to Fenby that virtually every FBI Director since Hoover quit or retired complaining at the impossibility of working with the President or the Congress or the Attorney General or of being the victim of staff incompetence, their only ambition from their moment of appointment to get away from Pennsylvania Avenue as fast as possible.

John Fenby didn’t want to get away from Pennsylvania Avenue. If he had his way – which he was determined always to do – Fenby was going to have to be dragged kicking and screaming from Hoover’s original seventh-floor suite from which, under two successive Presidents, he had moulded the Bureau into a personal fiefdom unmatched since the Bureau’s creator.

Fenby, who was a small, rotund man not unlike Hoover in both looks and stature, coveted the Director’s role for exactly the same reasons as its founder. He adored the Bureau jet. And the chauffeured stretch limousine. And being part of an inner circle at the White House and up on the Hill. And of personally controlling an empire of thousands spread around the globe, anxious to respond to every command he uttered. Had Fenby not been, primarily for public awareness rather than religious conviction, a twice-on-Sunday churchgoer he would have believed himself God. He contented himself with Boss, which was a Hoover word. It was, in fact, a secret regret that he couldn’t go out on arrests and be photographed with a Tommy Gun cradled in his arms, like Hoover had been. But that had been in another age. He couldn’t have everything. What he had was good enough. And what he had most of all was an awareness of how things operated in the capital of the world.

Like today.

The corner table at the Four Seasons was reserved permanently for him, whether he used it or not, the other tables moved out of hearing. Although he was the favour-purveyor, Fenby was also today’s host and therefore solicitously early, already seated when the Speaker arrived. Fenby enjoyed being included in the frisson of recognition that went through the restaurant as Milton Fitzjohn strode across the room, the political glad-hand outstretched. The required my-you’re-looking-fine-and-so-are-you recital concluded with Fitzjohn ordering bourbon. The abstemious Fenby, who never risked alcohol during working hours, already had his mineral water.

‘So how’s my boy doing, sir?’ Fitzjohn, whose iron-fist control and manipulation of Congress exceeded even that of Lyndon Johnson, occupied an original colonial mansion in South Carolina and assiduously cultivated a Southern gentleman mien to go with it. He didn’t consider anyone, certainly not any White House incumbent from whom he was only two heart beats away, his superior, but ‘sir’ was one of several insincere courtesies.

‘A rising star,’ assured the FBI Director. ‘Someone of whom you can be rightfully proud.’

‘I am, sir, I am. Mrs Fitzjohn will be particularly gratified to hear it.’ Referring to his wife in the third person and never in public by her christian name was another affectation. ‘Natural that she should be worried, though.’

‘Quite natural,’ agreed Fenby. He’d had reservations posting Kestler to somewhere like Moscow and certainly with the specific nuclear brief, but Fitzjohn had insisted his wife’s nephew get a high-profile assignment.

Fitzjohn demanded a T-bone bleeding from exposure. Fenby ordered his customary salad and a second bottle of water.

‘Mrs Fitzjohn is a little worried, I have to say, about some of the things she’s hearing about Moscow. Lot of crime there: people getting killed.’

Only someone with Fenby’s committed dedication to remaining in power could have greeted that statement with a straight face. ‘I think you can tell Mrs Fitzjohn that I am taking every precaution to ensure James’s safety. Not only that: to ensure his career in the Bureau, too.’ The British approach had been very fortuitous, although Fenby knew very few directors, perhaps only Hoover himself, would have realized every advantage as quickly as he had.

‘I’m extremely grateful to hear that, sir. Extremely grateful.’

Which is what Fenby wanted everyone in positions of power or influence in Washington to be, extremely grateful to him. Like the CIA would be grateful to him if he had to sacrifice the Englishman who had caused them so much embarrassment, all those years ago.

That afternoon he memoed the Bureau’s Scientific Division at Quantico to ensure they had a sufficiently qualified nuclear physicist, if the need for one arose. He didn’t expect there to be, but John Fenby left nothing to chance. Which was why he called Peter Johnson, in London, too.

‘How were lessons?’

‘All right.’

‘What did you learn?’

‘Numbers.’

‘How many?’

‘Can’t remember.’

‘You’re supposed to remember.’

‘Why?’

‘You go to school to make you clever.’

‘Are you clever?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Why not all the time?’

‘People make mistakes.’

‘Do you make mistakes?’

‘I try not to.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s important not to make mistakes.’

‘Do people get angry?’

‘If I make bad mistakes, yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it upsets them.’

‘Do you get angry if people make mistakes?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘I’ll try not to make mistakes.’

‘So will I,’ said Natalia, a promise to herself as much as to Sasha.


chapter 5

The nuclear weaponry leakage from Russia and its former satellites worried Barry Lyneham far more than it worried most other people involved in its attempted prevention and for entirely different reasons.

Lyneham had had a good and fortunate career, virtually unblemished by any serious errors and certainly none he hadn’t been able to disguise or dump on someone else, and he’d seen his Moscow appointment as the FBI section head as the smooth glide to contented, well-pensioned retirement for which the Florida condo with the boat slip at the back had already been bought, with the game-rigged cruiser ready for delivery when he gave the word.

He’d worked out way ahead of anyone else that Moscow was a snip, the best thing that could have happened to him. All right, it was a shitty, bad-weather, nothing-works place to live, somewhere he wouldn’t have even settled his mother-in-law, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that in the eyes and ears and opinion of Washington, Moscow was still the Cold War, high-profile posting that carried with it an automatic Grade 18 – with the fancy title of senior executive officer – with none of the Cold War embarrassment risks now there wasn’t a Cold War any more.

Until the organized crime motherfuckers emerged from the woodwork, that is. And realized the profit trading nuclear shit to every Middle East towel head with ambitions to replace Gary Cooper with a mushroom cloud in their remake of High Noon. Then it had become a whole new ball game altogether, top of the agenda, Director-to-President breakfast-table stuff and there wasn’t anything higher profile than that.

James Kestler’s appointment was another worry for Lyneham, which would have surprised a lot of people if he’d admitted it, which of course he didn’t. On the face of it, the specific, named assignment removed the personal career danger to Lyneham from any foul-up.

Or would have done, if Kestler hadn’t had the pull of being related to the wife of one of the most powerful men, maybe even the most powerful man, in Washington. Which was a bigger bastard than nuclear smuggling as far as Lyneham was concerned. There’d been the predictable crap from Fenby that Kestler was just another FBI agent, like everybody else, and shouldn’t get any special favours. But Lyneham didn’t believe that any more than he believed in virgin birth or that there was good in every man.

And Kestler was just the sort of prematurely promoted smart-assed son-of-a-bitch to screw up. He was only thirty years old, five years out of the academy, and rode so gung-ho into every situation it was inevitable he was going to shoot himself in not just one but both feet. And sooner rather than later, thought Lyneham, only half-listening to the younger man so full of pent-up energy he strode about the office when he talked. Lyneham would have thought the five miles the silly bastard jogged every morning, beside that part of the inner Moscow peripherique close to the US embassy, would have been enough.

‘Sit down, for Christ’s sake. My neck aches following you about’ Being the Speaker’s relation didn’t spare Kestler from being bawled out: Lyneham sometimes got relief from it.

Kestler sat, reluctantly. His left leg kept jigging up and down, as if he were keeping in time with something. ‘So what do you think?’

‘I think the Brits decided it was serious and important enough to appoint their own man, like we did.’

‘But this guy!’ exclaimed Kestler, who glowed with the health he strove so hard to achieve, pink faced and hard bodied. He kept his fair hair in a tight crew cut and wore jeans in the office, like he was doing now, which Lyneham allowed although he knew Edgar J. Hoover, in whose reign he’d joined the Bureau, would have gone apoplectic at the thought. But then Hoover had his own strange way of dressing out of office hours.

Lyneham glanced at the FBI file on Charlie Muffin faxed from Washington that morning. ‘Quite a track record.’

‘Track record! How the hell has he ever survived?’

That was a question that intrigued Lyneham far more than the litany of Charlie’s misdemeanours, what he’d done to the CIA Director heading the list. Any guy who’d hung on – lived, even – through all that had to have a very special respect for his own ass and if he was going to work with Kestler he could be a very useful brake on the idiot’s over-the-top-and-at-’em enthusiasm. Against which clashed the unarguable logic that the guy had to be one hell of an ornery bastard to have taken all the risks he had in the first place. On balance, Lyneham decided the arrival of Charlie Muffin was an additional cause for concern. ‘I guess he’s good.’

‘How close am I going to have to work with him?’

Lyneham gestured to what had come from Washington. ‘In the same sack is what they want.’

‘How do you feel about that? You’re chief here.’

Lyneham shifted uncomfortably at the reminder of ultimate responsibility. ‘We’re talking doomsday and Armageddon, son. If Washington want you joined at the hip, I’ll do the stitching myself.’

‘Who’ll be in charge, if we’re a team?’

It was a necessary operational question. And not one upon which he was going to commit himself, anxious to spread the accountability. ‘I’ll message Washington.’

Kestler thrust up, unable to remain still any longer, nodding to the other material on Lyneham’s desk. ‘Why don’t we make him an arrival present of those?’

‘Those’ were the photographs of the mutilated man in the skiff on the Berlin lake. From his fingerprints the German Bundeskrimina-lamt had identified him as Gottfried Braun, a small-time hustler and con man upon whom their most recent intelligence was of his boasting close contacts with various Russian Mafia groups with available nuclear material.

‘You know what they show?’ demanded Lyneham.

‘A guy with his balls in his mouth.’

Lyneham sighed, unamused. ‘They show that no one in the nuclear business fucks about: that you’ve got to treat it all very seriously and not take any chances and think before you make any move. They don’t take prisoners and they don’t give a fuck about who or what the FBI is or about any other organization trying to stop them.’

‘I do treat it seriously,’ insisted the corrected Kestler, solemnly. Then he said, ‘So shall I send the photographs to the British embassy? Show how keen we are to work together?’

‘Why not?’ agreed Lyneham.

Aleksai Semenovich Popov was the operational director against Russian nuclear smuggling, so it was to him that the advice of Charlie Muffin’s politically agreed appointment was channelled from the Foreign Ministry. Popov brought to his position the forethought, planning and the minute attention to every detail that, had he not chosen an alternative career, would have gained him chess Grand Master ranking at international level. Such attention to detail made it automatic for him to check old KGB records and the discovery startled him. He read the file several times at the Interior Ministry building less than a mile away from where the two Americans had the same day had their discussion about Charlie Muffin. Finally he rose and went further along the corridor to the deputy Director’s office.

‘I think you should see this,’ Popov said to Natalia. ‘It seems you know this man.’

Charlie Muffin had not expected to be met at Sheremet’yevo by Thomas Bowyer and said so, when he thanked the man.

‘Traditional courtesy to a newcomer,’ said the station chief. The Scots accent was quite pronounced and Charlie supposed the suit could have been described as a Highland tweed. Bowyer was ruddy cheeked and stray haired and would, Charlie decided, have looked more at home on a moor than forcing his way through a crowd of taxi-touting Russians to the embassy Ford. As they got in Bowyer said, ‘Been to Moscow before?’

So London had not sent his complete file. ‘A long time ago.’

‘Funny place. Didn’t know it in the old days but people who did tell me it’s changed a lot. Dangerous as hell now …’ He nodded back towards the retreating airport. ‘A lot of those taxi guys only take you halfway into town before mugging you, stealing your luggage and dumping you in the road.’

‘I’ve heard.’ The state of the roads didn’t seem to have changed, thought Charlie, as the car thumped into a bone-jarring pothole.

Bowyer chanced a look across the car. ‘What’s it like, back home?’

Charlie understood the question and the gossip-eager reason for his being met in. ‘Pretty bad. Blood all over the floor.’

‘I’m damned glad I’m here, out of it.’

‘It’s the best place to be, out of it.’

‘Can’t say I envy you your job, though.’

Charlie hesitated, remembering the back-channel suspicion. ‘It’s going to take a while for me to learn what the job really is.’

‘You’re going to get some help on that,’ offered Bowyer at once. ‘There’s been a scientific and military group here for the last fortnight: they’re going home the day after tomorrow. London’s fixed a briefing, before they leave.’

Charlie frowned, curious Johnson hadn’t warned him in London. ‘That’ll be useful.’

‘And anything else more generally you need, just ask.’

‘I appreciate the offer,’ said Charlie. More often than not in the past when he’d arrived in a city as an outsider he’d met resentment and even outright hostility from in-country embassy personnel. But he wasn’t going to be an outsider this time, was he? Charlie still found the realization difficult and wondered how long it would take to adjust.

‘You certainly seem to have some clout,’ said Bowyer.

‘To get what?’

‘That sort of apartment on Lesnaya, for a start. The Head of Chancellery got turned down on cost grounds for one only half as grand as what you’ve got.’

Charlie hoped it wouldn’t cause any jealousy: insular, bundled-together embassies were breeding grounds for all sorts of irrational attitudes and envies. Remembering again his belief that Bowyer was watching and listening for London’s benefit, Charlie said, ‘I didn’t think it would have worked for me to be in the compound.’

‘Everything still needs to go through the embassy,’ said Bowyer, at once.

Heavily, Charlie said, ‘You’re the conduit to London. I know that.’

‘We’re not going to fall out over territory,’ said Bowyer, reassuring in return. He looked across the car again and grinned. ‘You’re on your own, Charlie.’

Which was always how he’d wanted it to be, reflected Charlie, responsible for no one except himself. The self-accusation came at once. An attitude he’d let wash over into his private life and made him lose Natalia. Ahead, the Moscow high-rises were coming into view. Was he really going to live – think of it as home – in a place that all his working life had been the focus of everything he’d had to oppose and undermine? Hard-headed reality at once blewaway the whimsy. Only as long as he didn’t fuck up, he reminded himself.

Somewhere in this towered city, he thought, Natalia was living. With their baby.

*

By coincidence the Russian who headed the Dolgoprudnaya cell in Berlin arrived at Sheremet’yevo just an hour after Charlie Muffin. The man was met in, too, personally by Stanislav Silin, who had decided their meeting could be best, and most discreetly, conducted during a meandering car ride around Moscow. They’d worked that way before, several times, so the man wasn’t suprised by what otherwise might have seemed inexplicable courtesy.

‘What was that lake business all about?’ asked Silin.

‘The obvious. Some cunt thinking he could get away with a con.’

‘Who did it?’

‘The word is that it was The Turk.’

The traffic slowed, near the Skhodnaya turn-off, and Silin looked briefly across at the other man. ‘I thought he was our buyer?’

‘He’s anybody’s buyer. He’s Iraq’s main middleman and they want everything they can get.’

Silin smiled. ‘Good. I’ve got a spectacular deal.’

‘How much?’

‘Two hundred and fifty kilos.’

‘What? You’ve got to be joking!’

‘Guaranteed.’

‘We haven’t been able to get hold of more than maybe three and a half, four and a half at the most, in the last three years!’

Silin picked up the outer ring road, going north. ‘Nearer five. Like I said, this is spectacular.’

Silin was conscious of the other man shaking his head.

‘It can’t be genuine.’

‘It is. Can you sell it?’

‘Of course I can sell it. There’s a queue.’

He’d have to trust this man more than he was trusting anyone else apart from Marina, accepted Silin. But he’d done that already, agreeing to the way their own Swiss account was established. ‘I’ve promised the suppliers $25,000,000, with $8,000,000 up front. They want it in Switzerland.’

‘What are they selling, uranium or plutonium?’

‘I don’t know, not yet.’

‘It doesn’t matter if it’s authentic, weapons-graded stuff.’

‘What could we expect to get ourselves?’

The man shrugged. ‘I’ve never tried to broker this much. I doubt even The Turk would take it all. Nothing of any size has come from anywhere for a long time; just the shit that got the German killed. So like I said, there’s a queue.’

The motorway began its gradual curve eastwards. ‘Just an estimate?’ invited Silin.

‘Seventy-five million. Could go as high as $100,000,000 if it’s uranium 235.’ The man shook his head again. ‘I just can’t believe it! It’s incredible!’

‘And there’s more,’ promised Silin.

‘What’s the Commission say?’

Silin snatched another sideways glance. That was an impertinent question, even from someone with the special relationship they had. So he’d heard something. Maybe even been approached. ‘Sobelov’s making a bid,’ he announced, bluntly.

There was a movement as the man turned towards him, but he didn’t immediately speak. Then he said, ‘Because of this?’

Silin shook his head. ‘It’s my negotiation, my contacts, like it always is.’

To their left the signs to Dolgoprudnaya, where they’d both been born and from which the Family got its name, began to appear; Silin had intentionally gone northwards, as a psychological reminder to the other man of their long-standing loyalty to each other.

‘He’s a fool, like he’s always been! No one’s going to follow him.’

‘I think Bobin and Frolov are with him.’

‘Where’s their edge?’

‘They don’t have one. Just muscle. They want a war with the Chechen.’

The man snorted a laugh. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Nothing, immediately. I don’t want anything to interfere with this. When it’s all sorted out – when you’ve made the deliveries – I’ll make some changes.’ Silin briefly considered taking the Dolgoprudnaya road instead of going in the opposite direction into Moscow but decided against it.

‘This will bring a hell of a lot of heat if it works,’ predicted the man. ‘There’s been nothing this big before. Ever. This is a lot of complete bombs.’

‘That’s for the physicists,’ shrugged Silin. Bluntly again, he said, ‘You had any contact from here, apart from me?’

‘No,’ denied the man at once.

‘Would you tell me, if you had?’

‘How can you ask me that?’ demanded the man, outraged. ‘Aren’t we real family! Cousins.’

‘I can ask when I’m confronting a challenge,’ said Silin. He could have been wrong about the impertinence of the Commission question. They were cousins.

‘If I had been approached, I would have told you,’ said the man, positively. ‘I haven’t been.’

‘It’s good to have someone I can rely on.’

‘You always have been able to. And always will be. You know that.’


chapter 6

Never before, not even when she’d faced the official enquiry into Charlie’s return to London, had Natalia needed the diamond-hard control necessary when her current lover announced the Moscow arrival of her previous lover she’d never expected to see or hear of again. But she managed it. Just. And not rigid-faced, which would have betrayed the effort, or with any shake to her hand or quaver in her voice. She even succeeded with the required indignation at their not having been consulted ahead of the Foreign Ministry agreement and promised to make a formal protest – which she later did, both for the record and because there should have been some discussion – at the discourtesy.

Paradoxically – in a situation of utter paradox – Natalia was actually helped to cover her inner confusion by the stunning unexpectedness of the announcement. Few of her daydreams had been like this, in the early months and years when she’d had fantasies and daydreams, before she’d locked Charlie Muffin away for ever in her memories. She’d expected a letter or a telephone call, a warning of some sort so she could prepare herself and have ready all the words and feelings and even the recriminations.

All of which she supposed she could still do.

Only the fact of Charlie’s assignment was a shock. It hadn’t been a personal, abrupt confrontation. She didn’t think – she knew – she couldn’t have handled that: the self-control was strained to the limit as it was. But now she could prepare herself, take everything at her speed, do everything as and how and when she wanted.

Did she want to meet him again, let him back into her life again as if all the hurt and pain had never happened? It had always been part of the day-dreaming that she did: that he would reappear and finally commit himself and that everything would have a happy ending, like the bedtime stories she told Sasha. But now the daydream could become a reality Natalia wasn’t sure any more. Charlie Muffin was in the past. She was with Aleksai Semenovich now. He was everything that her drunken husband and then Charlie hadn’t been and couldn’t be. Aleksai wanted to marry her but never pressured her, prepared to wait on her terms and for her decision. In the meantime he was a gentle and exciting lover who’d never failed her, either in or out of bed, and who genuinely did treat Sasha as if she were his own: it seemed quite natural, to him and to the child, that it was Aleksai who often read the bedtime story with the happy ending.

‘You should refuse to accept him,’ urged Popov.

Natalia hesitated, her mind divided by too many considerations. There was not the slightest risk of any personal involvement between herself and Charlie ever being discovered. One of Natalia’s first actions after her elevation to chairmanship of the First Chief Directorate of the now long-defunct KGB – from which she had been transferred to become one of four, department-specializing deputy directors in the re-formed Interior Ministry – had been to use her authority to retrieve and sanitize of every personal detail both her and Charlie’s files. And she probably could successfully protest even at this late stage to Charlie’s Moscow posting. Except that it was a very late stage: any objection now would have to be supported with the sort of reasons she didn’t want to present and which, years ago, she’d even obliterated from the records.

There was, however, no reason why she ever had to meet him. Inconceivable though it would be, she could simply avoid ever coming face to face with him. Unless, of course, she chose otherwise. She had the power and the position to do what she liked. She was a department head, so much higher above Charlie in stature and rank that if she didn’t want it to happen, they could remain in the same city for the rest of their lives without ever coming into contact.

Forcing herself at last to answer Popov’s question she said, ‘We need to think carefully about that.’ Not an answer, she told herself, ahead of Popov’s reply. She was letting him make the decision for her instead of deciding for herself. But how could she decide for herself? She needed time to think, like she’d always believed she would have had time to think.

‘OK, let’s do just that,’ he pressed. It was another indication of their familiarity that Popov moved freely about the office and didn’t sit or stand respectfully in front of her. He was at the window now, staring out over Ulitza Zhitnaya at the summer-defying grey day cloaking Moscow.

‘Where’s our advantage, in arguing against his coming here?’

‘He’s a spy! We could make sure his being sent back became public and cause an outcry about our Foreign Ministry accepting him.’

‘It’s obviously a political decision, taken at a high level. They could overrule our objections. And would, to avoid embarrassing themselves. All we would have done is alienate the Foreign Ministry.’

‘Don’t you think you should protest?’

‘Not like that.’

‘Our not being consulted wasn’t an oversight,’ erupted Popov angrily, turning away from the window to look directly at Natalia. ‘First America, now Britain. The acceptance of foreign interference is a direct criticism of us – of me, more than you because I’m operationally in charge of nuclear smuggling.’

Gently, not wanting to antagonize him, Natalia said, ‘The fact is, darling, we haven’t been able to stop it.’

‘That’s not our fault! We didn’t create the nuclear shambles of no one knowing how much of anything was made, where it was stored or who’s in charge of it! All we got is the mess.’

‘How the shambles came about, and who caused it, is in the past,’ said Natalia, still gently. ‘I know it’s so bad that proper ballistic or warhead counts were never kept, let alone any record of manufacturing materials. And I keep telling anyone who’ll listen, at every meeting I go to. But until we establish where and how big all the stockpiles are, stuff is going to keep disappearing and we’re going to be the butt of every criticism here and in the West.’ Go! she thought. Please leave me alone, in peace, to think! At once she became angry with herself. Aleksai didn’t deserve to be dismissed, even if the dismissal was only in her head.

‘So do I do anything about this? The memorandum came to me.’

‘Not immediately,’ said Natalia, making a decision at last. ‘It’s as much of a political as a practical operational decision. I don’t want to take a stance until I know if there’s any secondary thinking behind it. My initial feeling is that there is probably more benefit for us to accept him, like we had to accept the American, than to make any objection. Let them learn from their own man the chaos we inherited and are having to try to sort out.’

‘I expect he’ll ask for a meeting. The American did.’

‘You’re the operational controller,’ reminded Natalia, quickly. ‘You handle it’

‘Personally?’

‘It would be the right thing, politically. Show the proper level of concern. Which is, after all, our level of concern.’

‘It’s still a criticism!’ complained Popov, again. ‘Particularly sending someone like him. They’re sneering at us.’

Natalia hesitated again, halted by a renewed awareness of the near absurdity of the conversation. It was the sort of situation Charlie would have probably found hysterical, she thought, and wished at once that she hadn’t because what would or wouldn’t have amused Charlie Muffin wasn’t a concern of hers any more. Her first concern, her only concern, was Sasha. And then Aleksai Semenovich. ‘All the offences happened in the old days. That’s all over, like the KGB’s all over.’

‘You know him. What’s he like?’

Had she known him? She’d thought she had but she’d never expected Charlie to abandon her, like he had. So perhaps she hadn’t known him at all. But then he’d always been the chameleon: it had been his strength, to disappear into a background by adopting the colours of his surroundings. So what was he like? Dishevelled, although that had been part of the disguise, like a walking haystack, with hair to match. Invariably walking carefully, on feet that hurt. Very pale blue eyes that saw everything and a mind that missed nothing. And … Abruptly Natalia stopped the mental reverie, discomfited by it. Answering Popov’s question, she said, ‘Difficult for me to remember. He was just one of many and it was a long time ago. Quite small in build. Disarming, in that it was easy to underestimate him …’

‘But you beat him!’

Oh no I didn’t, reflected Natalia. Charlie Muffin had fooled her, totally, like he’d fooled a lot of much higher officials in the KGB. And brought them down with his redefection. At least he hadn’t abandoned her there. She’d actually emerged from the deception with her reputation enhanced sufficiently for the transfer to her present position to have been virtually automatic. ‘Yes. I beat him.’

‘We could put him under surveillance,’ offered Popov.

Charlie would detect it in a moment, Natalia knew. ‘His being here is a Foreign Ministry decision, not ours. Any embarrassment will be theirs, not ours. Let’s just see how it develops.’

‘You sure you don’t want to be involved in seeing him, to give him a very obvious reminder that we know who he is?’

‘Absolutely positive.’

Popov appeared about to continue the discussion, but abruptly said instead, ‘Shall I see you tonight?’

‘Not tonight.’ The rejection was too quick as well as being unfair to him again. Like the thought that followed was unfair although bizarrely fitting: instead of refusing to spend any time with him that night Natalia would have liked to have Aleksai with her, her closest friend and confidant, someone with whom she could have talked everything through and let him know – too late though it was ever now going to be for him to know – who or what Charlie Muffin really was, to her. Why, oh why, had the bloody man reappeared?

‘I’ve got things to do for the next few nights,’ he warned.

‘The weekend, then.’

‘If the weather’s good we could take Sasha on a river trip?’ suggested Popov.

‘She’d like that.’

‘Tell her I love her.’

‘Tell her yourself at the weekend.’

The parting conversation unsettled Natalia even more, piling complication upon complication. She was with Aleksai Semenovich now, in every way and in every respect apart from their not being officially married or actually living together permanently. What had happened with Charlie Muffin had happened way in the past. Which was where it belonged: in the past. He had no right to come back like this, upsetting everything and everyone! Upsetting her, confusing her most of all. No right to … to what? To Sasha? she thought, her reflection ricocheting off at a wild tangent. Sasha was hers. Not Aleksai’s or Charlie’s or anybody else’s. Just hers. Charlie wasn’t even registered as the father: Natalia had used her past KGB influence and importance to pass off Sasha’s father as her loutish, whoring, long-abandoning husband whose cirrhosis-induced death had only just conveniently covered the timing of the pregnancy and the baby’s birth, which was the only useful act the man had ever done for her in their ten years of totally neglectful and sometimes brutalizing marriage. And even then he’d been unaware of doing it.

But it did mean Charlie Muffin had no legally provable right to Sasha: no right to anything. It was insane for him to imagine he could connive an unannounced return like this, as he clearly had connived it, and expect her still to be patiently waiting. As insane as it was for her to try to rationalize it, as she had been trying to do.

There was no reason or necessity why she should ever meet him; she’d already determined that. No reason or necessity, either, why she shouldn’t meet him, if a confrontational situation arose. She was sure she could handle it. Publicly? she asked herself at once. She wasn’t sure about publicly, in front of other people, an audience. Aleksai particularly. Privately, then? She wasn’t sure about that, either. In a lot of ways she was more unsure about encountering him privately than publicly. Maybe it was best if she avoided him altogether. Why, Charlie? she thought, despairingly. Why the fuck did you have to come back and ruin everything?

It was Charlie who’d taught her to swear, like he’d taught her many other things, and she remembered every one of them.

The Lesnaya apartment was far grander than Charlie had imagined it would be. He actually came close to being overwhelmed by it in the first few minutes after following Thomas Bowyer into the airstrip-sized entrance lobby and accepted at once he’d upset a lot of people at the embassy even before he got there. The living room was more of a reception salon, dominated by a huge Venetian mirror over an ornately carved mantelpiece, the cavorting cherub motif continued in the bas-relief of the corniced and moulded ceiling. His entire Vauxhall flat could have fitted into the main bedroom, with room to spare for dancing girls to give the cherubs a rest. As it was the three cardboard boxes containing his pitifully meagre possessions sat at the bottom of the canopied bed like mouse droppings. Major error, conceded Charlie: a posh place to live and a victory over the parsimonious Gerald Williams, but where he really had to live and work from now on was the embassy and by getting this apartment he’d built a resentment barrier he hadn’t needed to erect.

‘Good enough?’ demanded Bowyer, the eyebrow lift confirming Charlie’s apprehension.

‘More than good enough.’ Deciding on the need to make friends even with someone who’d probably report back to London before the end of the day, Charlie dumped his suitcases unopened and held up invitingly the Heathrow duty-free scotch, Macallan. He hadn’t been able to get his preferred Islay single malt at London airport.

‘Wonderful,’ accepted the Scots station chief.

Charlie didn’t believe the tumblers he found in the kitchen were crystal but they certainly looked like cut glass. He served it neat, knowing to add water or to attempt to find ice would offend Bowyer.

‘Death to the enemy, whoever they are,’ toasted Charlie, looking directly at the other man.

‘May they show themselves quickly,’ accepted Bowyer.

‘Would you like a cigarette?’ offered Charlie, continuing his role of host. ‘I don’t smoke but I brought some Marlboro in because I guess I’ll need them.’

Bowyer frowned. ‘Why, if you don’t smoke?’

Charlie felt a burn of embarrassment. ‘When I was here before, to hold up a packet of Marlboro was the guaranteed way to get a taxi.’

Bowyer held back the smirk, but only just. ‘I’ve heard about it. It’s one of the legends. You have been away a long time, haven’t you?’

Charlie decided that whatever Bowyer told London he’d include that, just to make him look a prick. Which he had been, trying too hard to show how smart he was. Not an auspicious beginning, he decided.

John Fenby frowned across his desk at the head of his Scientific Division. ‘She’s a woman!’

The scientific head, Wilbur Benning, ached to remind the Director that females usually were. Instead he said, ‘Hillary Jamieson is one of the most outstanding young physicists I’ve ever encountered. Frankly I’m surprised she’s with us: she could take any one of a dozen jobs paying four times as much as she’s getting at her current grade.’

‘So why isn’t she?’ demanded Fenby, an unshakeable believer in conspiracy theories.

‘No one knows why Hillary Jamieson does anything,’ said Benning. ‘She’s a free spirit, doing whatever she wants to do because she knows she’s too damned clever ever to have to worry about anything.’

‘But is she a threat?’

You prick, thought the scientist. ‘To what?’

Fenby, whose fears were kept chilled by the Cold War, blinked. ‘Any operation she might be involved in.’

Benning was enjoying himself, building up stories to tell in the bar later. The frown was exaggerated, further to unsettle the Director. ‘She’s a headquarters-based scientist, not a field operative.’

Defeated, Fenby said lamely, ‘But is she good?’

‘There’s no one better.’

The change of attitude was palpable. The deference was back from everyone except Sobelov and his demeanour was obvious, too. The man was scared, panicking, not thinking before he spoke and looking more and more foolish with every argument he attempted.

‘They can’t guarantee that much!’ Sobelov protested.

‘They can. And they are. And there’s a revised value. It could be worth as much as $100,000,000, in total.’

‘It’s a trap,’ persisted the challenger.

‘Not for us it isn’t. And the way I’m organizing it you get your war with the Chechen. Except we don’t have to get involved or distracted by it. We just make the money while other Families destroy each other, making fresh opportunities for us.’

‘It’s brilliant!’ said Oleg Bobin, publicly changing sides. ‘Absolutely brilliant.’

Silin let the silence stretch for as long as he felt able. Then, heavily, he said, ‘So I have everyone’s confidence? And agreement to conclude the negotiations?’

The assent was unanimous and immediate, from everyone except Sobelov. Relentlessly, Silin prompted, ‘Sergei Petrovich?’

‘We should be involved in the negotiations,’ persisted the man.

‘It’s always been this way in the past.’

The fool’s worst mistake so far, isolated Silin. ‘To suggest a change would frighten them off, risk the entire deal. Does anyone want it done differently?’

No one spoke.

‘You seem to be alone, Sergei Petrovich.’ Which was how the man was going to stay from now on, thought Silin.

‘Negotiations, yes,’ finally conceded the man. ‘But what about the details of the robbery itself?’

That would leak anyway, from what he had already initiated, Silin decided. Patiently he set out how the robbery was planned but made it sound as if it had all been his idea, not that of the others.

‘Brilliant!’ enthused Bobin again, when Silin finished. ‘Absolutely and totally brilliant!’

‘It’s too complicated!’ protested Sobelov.

‘No, it isn’t,’ refused Silin, sure of himself. ‘Complicated for other people but not for us. Because we’ll be orchestrating everything.’

‘It only wants one person to break.’

‘They won’t,’ said Silin. ‘They’ll die if they do. After watching their families die in front of them.’
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