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A pattern is not a verdict.




PROLOGUE


The Death of Alexei Navalny

On the afternoon of 16 February 2024, in a penal colony above the Arctic Circle, a prisoner identified in the official record only by his surname went for a walk in the exercise yard, felt unwell, and collapsed. Within hours, Russia’s Federal Penitentiary Service announced that he had died, and that medical staff had been unable to revive him. The prisoner was Alexei Navalny, forty-seven years old, the most prominent opponent Vladimir Putin’s government had faced in a quarter of a century in power.

The colony was known, with a bleakness that seemed almost too on the nose for fiction, as “Polar Wolf.” Formally IK-3, it sat near the town of Kharp in the Yamalo-Nenets region, some nineteen hundred kilometres northeast of Moscow, sixty kilometres above the Arctic Circle, built on the site of a Stalin-era Gulag camp by the forced labour of the prisoners who came before. Navalny had been transferred there in December 2023, after vanishing from the ordinary prison system for weeks in a way that had already frightened his family and lawyers before he was even located. He marked the move with characteristic dark humour, posting on social media that he had become “Santa Claus” for the locals, a joke about his new home above the Arctic Circle. It would be one of his last public jokes.

The news reached the world within the hour. Western governments did not wait for an autopsy before drawing conclusions. President Joe Biden said flatly that Putin was responsible. Other leaders were more careful in their wording but not much more careful in their meaning. In Moscow and across dozens of Russian cities, ordinary citizens who had never attended a Navalny rally in their lives went out that evening and the days that followed to lay flowers at makeshift memorials, risking arrest under laws that now criminalize almost any public gesture of dissent. Human rights monitors counted hundreds of detentions in a single week, at flower-laying vigils, for the crime of grief.

Navalny’s own body became, for more than a week, a site of dispute conducted almost entirely in public. His mother, Lyudmila Navalnaya, travelled to Salekhard, the Arctic administrative centre nearest the colony, and spent nearly twenty-four hours inside the local Investigative Committee’s offices without her own lawyer present before she was finally taken, late on 21 February, to see her son’s body in the city morgue. She was shown a death certificate attributing his death to natural causes and asked to sign it. She refused to accept the conditions investigators attached to releasing the body: a funeral confined to family only, unannounced, with the body flown out on a special aircraft and kept, once it left Salekhard, in the Moscow region rather than returned to her directly, because officials said they feared the morgue itself might be stormed by mourners. One investigator, according to Navalnaya’s own account, tried to pressure her with a line as blunt as anything in this book: “Time is not on your side, corpses decompose.” Kira Yarmysh, Navalny’s longtime spokeswoman, relayed a grim and shifting sequence of official explanations for the delay, and Yulia Navalnaya, his widow, said publicly that her mother-in-law was being “literally tortured,” demanding directly that Putin “give his mother the body of her son.” Only after more than a week of this standoff, and a lawsuit Navalnaya’s team filed in a Salekhard court to force the issue, was the body finally released.

When the funeral in Moscow was finally held, on 1 March 2024, it drew an enormous crowd despite a heavy police presence and reports of officers photographing and later detaining mourners. People chanted his name. They chanted “No to war.” They stood in a line that stretched for blocks, in temperatures well below freezing, to say goodbye to a man the state had spent years trying to make disappear, and had spent its final week with him trying to make disappear quietly even in death.

By the time Navalny died at Polar Wolf, he was already a survivor of an apparent state assassination attempt. In August 2020, on a domestic flight from Siberia to Moscow, he had collapsed in apparent agony, the aircraft diverting for an emergency landing that likely saved his life. He was medically evacuated to Berlin, where German military toxicologists identified a Novichok-class nerve agent in his system — the same family of Soviet-developed chemical weapon used against Sergei Skripal in England two years earlier. An investigation conducted jointly by the outlet Bellingcat, the Russian investigative site The Insider, and other partners subsequently identified, using flight records, phone metadata, and other open-source techniques, a team of operatives from Russia’s FSB security service who had shadowed Navalny for years before the poisoning and had been present in the city where he fell ill. In a moment that became one of the most extraordinary pieces of investigative journalism of the decade, Navalny himself telephoned one of the alleged operatives, posing as a superior officer demanding an after-action report, and recorded a conversation in which the man appeared to describe, in halting and horrified detail, how the poison had been placed in Navalny’s underwear.

He recovered. And then, in January 2021, he did something that few political dissidents in his position have ever chosen to do: he flew home. He was arrested at passport control at Sheremetyevo Airport within minutes of landing, on the pretext of a years-old, widely derided fraud conviction, and he would not draw a free breath again. Over the following three years the Russian state layered new charges on top of old ones — fraud, contempt of court, “extremism” tied to his political and anti-corruption organizations, which were formally banned — until his cumulative sentence stood at more than thirty years. He was moved through an escalating sequence of ever-harsher facilities, subjected to prolonged stints in punishment cells for infractions as minor as an improperly buttoned uniform, and finally shipped to the Arctic, out of the reach of family visits and, not incidentally, out of the reach of easy scrutiny.

Then he was dead.

The reaction inside Russia told its own story about what Navalny had actually accomplished, as distinct from what he had failed to accomplish. He never won an election; the state made sure of that, barring him from ballots through selective prosecutions long before it moved to eliminate him altogether. His political organization was dismantled, its regional offices closed, its staff scattered into exile or prison. Yet the volume and the geographic spread of the public grief that followed his death — in a country where such displays now carry real legal risk — suggested that something in his message about corruption, and about the possibility of a different Russia, had reached people the polling and the propaganda apparatus insisted had been fully persuaded of the opposite.

Navalny was not the first Kremlin critic to die in circumstances that pointed toward the state, nor even the most violently. He was, in a sense, both the culmination and the most visible casualty of a pattern that stretched back two decades before his death.

The question that follows is not a legal one, because in most of these cases no court has ever definitively answered it. The question is whether Navalny’s death at Polar Wolf was the final chapter of a twenty-year campaign against political opposition in Russia, or simply its most visible and most recent instalment — one more name added to a list that, by 2024, had grown very long indeed. The pages ahead try to answer it, name by name, from the first assassinations of the early 2000s through the poisonings of the following decade to the mass imprisonments and forced exiles of the 2020s.





INTRODUCTION: THE PATTERN

Every country has its list of the inconvenient dead. Very few countries have compiled a list as long, as consistent in its method, and as openly discussed — even by the government most frequently accused of producing it — as the one that follows.

Since the year 2000, when Vladimir Putin first became president of the Russian Federation, more than twenty journalists, politicians, lawyers, and activists who publicly and persistently challenged his government have been killed, poisoned, imprisoned on charges that international monitors, foreign courts, or Russia’s own presidential human rights council have described as politically motivated, or driven into exile under direct threat. Some of these cases are, individually, ambiguous: a contract killing with a plausible non-political motive; an illness that could, in principle, have had a natural cause; a prosecution that, taken entirely on its own, might be defended as ordinary law enforcement. It is the accumulation — the sheer number of individually ambiguous cases clustering so consistently around people who had, in each instance, recently done something the Kremlin had reason to resent — that makes the pattern as a whole difficult for any serious observer to dismiss as coincidence.

The chapters ahead move chronologically and thematically rather than by degree of fame: from the first, relatively obscure assassinations of the early 2000s, through the internationally notorious poisonings of the following decade, to the more famous killings of the 2010s, and finally to the mass imprisonment and forced exile that had, by the early 2020s, become far more visible and more routinely deployed instruments of political exclusion than spectacular overseas killings — a shift consistent with a rational response to the diplomatic and reputational costs that spectacular killings, particularly the radioactive poisoning of Alexander Litvinenko in London, ultimately imposed on Russia’s international standing, though no internal Russian document establishing a deliberate change of strategy has been made public.

Readers will notice that the chapters ahead do not claim Vladimir Putin personally ordered each death they describe; the Author’s Note that follows explains why. What the record here supports, and amply so, is that a state cannot produce a twenty-year pattern of this consistency, breadth, and specificity — reaching lawyers, accountants, regional legislators, human rights workers, and even a prominent supporter of the government’s own war, whenever any of them mounted a sufficiently persistent and public challenge to the president’s authority — without that pattern reflecting, at some level, the tolerance, the incentive structure, or the direct will of the person who has sat continuously at the top of that state for a quarter of a century. Readers are invited to reach their own view of where, along that spectrum, the truth in each case most plausibly lies.

To understand how Russia arrived at a place where a former lawyer and anti-corruption blogger could die alone in an Arctic prison cell without any Western government expressing genuine surprise, it is necessary to go back to where that space for opposition first began to close: the chaotic, hopeful, and ultimately doomed decade that preceded Vladimir Putin’s rise to power.


Author’s Note

This book tells the stories of more than twenty Russian politicians, journalists, lawyers, and activists who challenged Vladimir Putin’s government, and of what happened to them afterward. Some were murdered. Some were poisoned and survived. Some were imprisoned on charges international observers regard as politically motivated. Some were forced into exile. A few belong in more than one of those categories.

I did not investigate any of these cases myself, and it matters, before the pattern accumulates, to say plainly why the perspective in this book is a participant’s rather than a reporter’s. I was working as a junior auditor in Moscow in early 2003 when I watched, at close range, what colleagues at the time called a “mask show”: men in balaclavas and unmarked uniforms arrived at a client’s offices without warning, produced paperwork authorizing an inspection that seemed to have been drafted after the fact, and left, hours later, with the servers, the ledgers, and the general director’s passport. Nobody at the firm used the word “raid” out loud, not even privately, not even among people who had known each other for a decade. We used the safer word: proverka, an inspection. I remember the calculation on my own supervisor’s face that afternoon, weighing what could be said inside the office against what could only be said outside it, and I remember understanding, without anyone explaining it to me, that the calculation itself was the lesson. That habit of private clarity and public caution, more than any single event I witnessed, is what I have spent the years since trying to describe from a distance.

It is not a court judgment. In only a handful of these cases has a court, Russian or foreign, formally established who ordered a killing or an attack, and Putin has never been convicted of, or directly linked by admissible judicial evidence to, any of the deaths described here. Where a court has ruled, these pages say so. Where the evidence is circumstantial, or an allegation remains open, they say that too. My own view, after a career spent watching Russia from both the inside and the outside, is that the pattern speaks for itself; but a pattern is not a verdict, and I have tried to keep the distinction clear throughout.

A note on sources, on how these particular cases were chosen, and on where I write from appears at the back, in Appendix C.

Rick Hayes

This book reflects information publicly available as of 31 August 2026.





PART I: THE RISE OF PUTIN

Before there were victims, there was a vacuum. Understanding why Russia’s political opposition could be dismantled so thoroughly over two decades requires understanding the exhausted, frightened, and disillusioned country that handed power to Vladimir Putin in the first place — and the speed with which the modest pluralism of the 1990s was traded away for order, or the promise of it.


Chapter 1: Russia After Chaos

When the Soviet Union formally dissolved at the end of December 1991, Russia inherited an empire’s worth of nuclear weapons, an economy in freefall, and no functioning template for what came next. Boris Yeltsin, the first president of the new Russian Federation, had built his political career on defiance of the Soviet system, famously standing atop a tank outside the Russian parliament in August 1991 to face down a hardline coup attempt. It was a genuinely heroic moment, and it bought Yeltsin enormous political capital. He spent that capital quickly, and not always wisely.

The “shock therapy” economic reforms of the early 1990s — rapid price liberalization and privatization, designed by young reformers advised by Western economists — were intended to dismantle the command economy in one decisive stroke rather than through a slow, contested transition that might be reversed. Instead, they produced hyperinflation that wiped out the life savings of ordinary Russians virtually overnight, a collapse in industrial output, and a scramble for state assets that concentrated enormous wealth in remarkably few hands. The privatization of state enterprises, intended in theory to create a broad-based shareholding public, instead produced a handful of politically connected businessmen — the men who would become known as the oligarchs — who acquired oil companies, metals combines, and media empires for a fraction of their value, often through loans-for-shares schemes in which the state effectively auctioned its own crown jewels to insiders in exchange for political support.

By the mid-1990s, ordinary Russians experienced this transformation not as liberation but as a second catastrophe layered on top of the first. Life expectancy fell — male life expectancy alone dropped by several years over the decade, a demographic collapse without real precedent in a major country not at war, driven by a documented surge in alcohol-related deaths, suicide, and untreated illness. Crime rose sharply, and organized crime groups filled vacuums left by a weakened state, to the point that ordinary business disputes were as likely to be settled by hired gunmen as by courts — a lawlessness that some of the killings ahead would echo. Wages went unpaid for months at a time in some regions, and a wave of miners’ strikes in the mid-1990s saw workers who had not been paid for the better part of a year banging their helmets on the ground outside government buildings in scenes that became a recurring image of the decade. A political class widely and not unfairly perceived as venal and self-dealing presided over a country that had, within a single decade, gone from superpower to supplicant, dependent on International Monetary Fund loans and haunted by the sense that its collapse had been someone else’s gain.

I remember the August 1998 crash mostly as noise: queues outside banks, a currency losing three-quarters of its value within weeks, and a government defaulting on its own domestic debt. It wiped out a second round of savings for Russians who had only just begun rebuilding what the early-1990s hyperinflation had destroyed. For Russians of my generation it remains the single clearest measure of how little economic stability the “reformed” post-Soviet state had actually delivered by the decade’s end.

Yeltsin’s own political survival depended increasingly on the oligarchs he had helped create. His 1996 re-election campaign, waged from a position of single-digit approval ratings against a resurgent Communist Party, was substantially bankrolled and stage-managed by a group of media and business magnates who understood that a Communist return to power would threaten the fortunes they had just acquired. Yeltsin won, but the episode entrenched a governing bargain in which enormous private wealth and enormous private media power sat comfortably alongside, and often above, formal state authority.

Then came Chechnya. Russia’s first war in the small, mostly Muslim republic in the North Caucasus, launched in December 1994 to suppress a separatist movement, became a byword for military humiliation and civilian catastrophe. Grozny, the Chechen capital, was reduced to rubble. Russian conscripts, poorly trained and poorly led, suffered horrific casualties, and credible reports of atrocities against civilians accumulated on both sides. The war ended in 1996 with a humiliating peace that left Chechnya in a state of








Chapter 2: The New Tsar













Chapter 3: The Rules Change




























