


Archangel

Introduction by James Mates

‘The camps are rooted in the history of the state, but dedicated also to the present, and will be part to of the future. They have their permanence, they have their place, they are indestructible.’







When Archangel first appeared in 1982 there was no reason to think that was about to change. The Gulag was a central, arguably an essential part of maintaining Soviet power, and with Brezhnev and Reagan locked in the deadliest arms race yet conceived by mankind, there was no indication the Soviet system was weakening. And yet, within less than a decade the USSR had been swept away, broken into seventeen independent republics. The statue of Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the NKVD that was to become the KGB, had been toppled from its plinth outside the notorious secret police headquarters, the Lublyanka. Boris Yeltsin was conducting an unprecedented experiment in privatisation and democratic reform. The Gulag, and the state repression with which it was synonymous, were gone. Francis Fukyama was writing about the ‘End of History’, but it turned out not to have been the end, merely an interlude.

The use of Siberian exile as a dumping ground for criminals and the political prisoners had long pre-dated the Bolshevik revolution. Since 1649 the Tsarist prison system had used exile as punishment, forced labour, and a way to populate the vast empty spaces of the Russia’s Far East. Fyodor Dostoevsky’s four year term of penal servitude in Siberia gave the world The House of the Dead and the greatest memoir of life as a prisoner of the Tsars. The Bolshevik leaders themselves were to suffer exile and imprisonment by the Tsarist secret police before themselves inflicting it upon countless millions of others.

The system is, with good reason, most closely associated with Josef Stalin and the purges. An estimated 20 million soviet citizens died during his bloodletting, many of them from cold, hunger, over-work or execution in a network of prison and forced labour camps that stretched the length of the USSR. From 1930, when the number of prisoners was officially recorded at 180 thousand, the system grew to hold 2.5 million by the time of Stalin’s death in 1953. Few would argue with Gerald Seymour’s verdict that while Stalin lies buried in the walls of the Kremlin, ‘the camps remain as a headstone in perpetuity to his memory’.  

The man who had led the NKVD for the last fifteen years of Stalin’s rule, Lavrenty Beria, tried to seize the Kremlin for himself on Stalin’s death. He immediately ordered a clear out of large parts of the Gulag; as the man who had put so many into the system in the first place, he perhaps knew better than anyone how uneconomic it was, and how innocent were so many of its inmates. But Beria moved much too far and too fast.  He was swiftly deposed and just as swiftly executed. His successor, Nikita Kruschev, oversaw changes to the camp administration that saw all the most dangerous political prisoners forced into special camps, ‘osboye lagerya’, for spies, Trotskyists, anarchists, nationalists and assorted others deemed too dangerous to be kept alongside thieves, rapists and murderers. At their peak these ‘special camps’ held more than 200 thousand people.

It is to one of these that Seymour’s Michael Holly is sentenced to 15 years: Dubrovlag, one of the two most notorious and strict political camps. These camps were consigned to the harshest regions of the Arctic - Vorkuta, Norilsk, Kolmya - or in the case of Dubrovlag, the bleak forests of Mordovia. Without apparent irony the prisons were given names that evoked scenes of pastoral beauty: Dubrovlag means Oak Leaf Camp, Steplag means Steppe Camp with others named after mountains or the sea-shore. Prisoners were allowed only minimal contact with the outside world: two letters at most per year, and all work was forbidden except manual labour. Camp 3 at Dubrovlag was, as Seymour describes it, ‘the cesspit into which are flushed the malcontents and malefactors of the USSR’.

The historian Anne Applebaum, in her magisterial work Gulag - A History, placed the network of camps firmly in the context of a political system that made prisoners of all its citizens. ‘In prison camp slang, the world outside the wire was not referred to as freedom, but as the ‘bolshaya zona’, the big prison zone, larger and more deadly that the ‘small zone’ of the camp, but no more human and certainly no more humane’. Those, both inside and outside the USSR, who believed that the Gulag had been swept away with the death of Stalin, were disabused by the publication in 1962 of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.

Solzhenitsyn’s service in the 1941-45 Great Patriotic War did little to protect him when he chose to criticise Stalin in 1945. It was not unusual for those who survived the camps to write memoirs, but what made his book so remarkable was not the account of the banality, the futility, the boredom of camp life, as told though a single day in the life of his composite hero. It was the fact that it was published at all. Kruschev was convinced that it would help in his battle with opponents in the Politburo. In fact it did the opposite. The backlash was intense: none of Solzhenitsyn’s work was to be published (legally) again in the Soviet Union until 1989, and within a year Kruschev himself had been deposed. Solzhenitsyn was expelled from the USSR in 1974, but the flood of letters and memoirs sent to him in response to Ivan Denisovich was to form the basis of the The Gulag Archipelago, and of much of our knowledge of the post-Stalin prison system.

The sudden collapse of the Soviet Union was supposed to have consigned that system to the history books. In the heady early days of the new Russia there were plans to reopen some of the most notorious camps as tourist attractions to remind future generations - as the German had with the Nazi death camps and the South Africans with Robben Island - of the evil men were capable of. In 1993 I travelled with a film crew to an abandoned camp in Vorkuta, deep in the Arctic Circle, which was already turning itself into a museum with audio guides, photo exhibits and walking tours of the perimeter guard towers. It was February and so cold that it was hard to imagine surviving a single night there, let alone fifteen long winters. Precautions against escape were rudimentary. As our guide explained, ‘In winter if you leave the camp the cold will kill you. In summer, in the forests, the mosquitoes will kill you. No one who escaped ever survived.’

But there were too many vested interests still in power in the ‘new’ Russia for such openness to last long. The KGB was transformed into the friendlier sounding FSB, but the same cadre of officers remained in charge, and in time reverted to old ways. One of them, of course, a former KGB Colonel Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, was handpicked by the ‘democrat’ Boris Yeltsin as his successor, and with Putin came the resumption of a long tradition of political repression, arbitrary arrest and a judiciary that acted at the behest of its political masters.

A fifteen billion dollar fortune was not enough to save Mikhail Kordokovsky from arrest and ten years in jail, while his company Yukos was confiscated and divided amongst Putin’s close circle. Nor was an international campaign enough to keep two members of the girl-band Pussy Riot from being sentenced to penal servitude for the ‘crimes’ of hooliganism and blasphemy. They were to serve their time in Mordovia, in rebuilt camps on the site of Dubrovlag.

The pardons given to Khordokovsky and Pussy Riot on the eve of the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics merely served to highlight the way that freedom and liberty were the gift of the Kremlin rather than the judiciary. Many of those arrested during the 2012 ‘Bolotnaya’ protests against the return of Vladimir Putin to the Presidency did not enjoy such clemency, and were joined in 2014 by those who dared protest against their country’s incursions into Ukraine.

There has been no return, so far, to the human rights abuses of the Brezhnev era, let alone those of Stalin in the 1930s, but enough to remind us that history can move backwards as well as forwards. Penal servitude is back, as is the East versus West spying game in which Michael Holly became an unwitting victim. The era of ARCHANGEL has passed, but its themes and subject matter remain, tragically, very much in the present.



James Mates, London, August 2014





Chapter 1

The distance between the steel-faced door and his bed mocked the man. A few moments before he might have quarried the strength to crawl across the floor to the door, might have gathered the will to beat his fists below the spy hole. But the chance had gone. He lay on his tousled blanket and the soft pillow, and the pain in him swelled and blustered like an autumn stormcloud.

There was always a light burning from the ceiling of a cell for men like him. Bright in the evening, dimmed in the night after lock-up. A dull light now, but his eyes fastened on the wire webbing around it, as if that small bulb was a talisman. A terrifying loneliness because he could not reach the door, and his voice had fled in defeat from the surging agony that consumed his chest and left arm, and that ebbed at the pit of his throat.

His mind was alive. Thoughts and memories competed with the crushing weight on his upper ribs, the pressure of a pitiless binding that pinioned him to his bedding. Thoughts of the screw who would be sitting in his cubicle at the end of the landing with the central heating pipe against his feet and his newspaper on the table. Memories that were laced in a foreign tongue, wreathed in foreign smells, dinned by foreign sounds, wrapped in foreign tastes. The thoughts and the memories were the intruders because the pain was creeping wider and would win.

There was no one to listen for his whimpered call. He was isolated from the living, breathing world of a thousand souls who eked out their existence beyond his cramping cell. He wrapped his arms across his body, squeezing at the pressure that engulfed his heart, as if he might spirit away the growing wound.

But he was no fool, this man. He knew the meaning of the pain. A few brief hours earlier, he could have described to his companions in the exercise yard or the Recreation hall the classic symptoms of the cardiac attack. Often they came to him as a counsellor, tapping at what they regarded as his superior knowledge. He told one man of the treatment necessary for hernia and abscess, he told another man of the letter he should write to the solicitor who had acted in defence, he told another how he should conduct himself at the next visit with the wife who was being bed-humped by the lorry driver next door . . . All the cons came to his cell. They asked and he answered. He would know the sign posts of the coronary. It would have been expected of him.

He lay very still on his bed because movement aggravated the pain and his legs were useless things.

A man lying in an upper-landing cell of Her Majesty’s Prison, Wormwood Scrubs, and watching death scurry closer.

Just a small snapshot kept him company, a wallet-sized picture stuck to the cream-painted brickwork beside his face. A woman with fluffy blonde hair that had been combed before the wind caught at the strands. A woman in a short-sleeved blouse and a dowdy grey skirt. The photograph had been sent to him after conviction and sentence, after the stripping of his cover. The photograph dug out his buried history. The woman posed before the red-stone mausoleum containing the few earthly remains of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. He had taken her there on the last day before he had left Moscow. A spring day with summer closing on them quickly, and they had made the pilgrimage down the steps into the hushed sepulchre, made themselves a microcosm of the slow shuffling queue. Afterwards, when the sunlight had again recaptured them, he had positioned her so that the edifice of the tomb peeped over her shoulders. He had used the foreign-made Instamatic which his position permitted him to purchase in the Foreign Currency shop at the hotel down from the square. When they had brought him to this place and slammed a door on his freedom, she had sent him her photograph. Pretence had no more value.

He gazed at the photograph, looked on it, loved it. He would not see the woman again. He would see nothing of the past again. Not the wastelands of Sheremetyevo airport, nor the Lubyanka offices behind the curtain of guards, nor the primly ordered sleeping-quarters of the training camp at Ryazan, nor the small flat on the outer span of the Prospekt Mir. It was only a small flat, but adequate for a man who travelled, and for his woman who would wait a year or a month for his return, or eternity. A good woman, laced with Georgian temper . . . and the pain ripped again deep into his chest, and he gasped, and his voice rattled a call for help and his body was swept in wetness.

He heard the footsteps far away on the landing. Steps that paused and halted. The screw was checking the spy holes. Sometimes he would look into each cell, sometimes into the first three, sometimes a random selection from all those on the landing.

Shit. So unfair.

Three years in this place, three years of desiccating boredom, and they kept saying that soon he would go, and he had dreamed of nothing beyond the aircraft and the car to his flat, and the body of the woman who had stood before the Mausoleum for his camera. And now he would be cheated. No sound from the landing. The screw might have returned to his cosy room, he might have opened one of the other cells and stepped inside to take a cigarette with a lifer. On this landing all men were solitaries. Why should he bother to peep through the other spy holes, at men who slept or played with themselves or read trash books? Why bother to look in on a man whose chest was crushed by a granite weight?

He called again and could not hear the reed voice. There was no echo from the shining white tower of the corner lavatory, nor from the oakwood table made by an earlier generation of prisoner, nor from the metal chair, nor from the books, nor from the transistor radio. A silence kept company with his short bursts of breath, and he thought he could hear the perspiration running to the pits of his arms. He was dying and there was no witness.

The footsteps dragged closer to his door. Measured, confident steps. No way to stop the pain, and his body could not outlast the hurt. They would find him dead. They would stand in the cell and talk in quiet, controlled whispers of his age, fifty-one years. They would speak of his weight, seven kilos over. Of his smoking, two packets minimum a day. Of his exercise, the least that he could escape with. Of his eating, all that was put before him, and wiping up with bread the slicks of fat left on his plate. Textbook abuse and textbook penalty.

To die alone, that was an obscenity. To die without a hand to hold.

The footsteps reached his door.

The man tried to move on his bed, he failed. He tried again to shout, and there was only the thin wheeze of his breath.

There was the scrape of a drawn bolt, the hiss of a turned key in an oiled lock, the tinkling of a light chain cascading loose. He saw the face, shadowed by the steep black peak of the cap. Ironed shirt, pressed uniform, polished boots, bright splash of a medal ribbon. The man saw all of that and could not speak. A voice was directed towards him, there was the command for an answer. Slowly he moved his head as if that were a gesture of respect in itself. The moving of his head brought new agony, and his cheeks twisted. The uniform spun into a blur as it stepped back into the brightness of the landing. The man heard the voice, registered the urgency.

‘Mr Jones . . . It’s Demyonov . . . grey as a bloody battleship. Reckon it’s one for the medic . . .’

Another set of pounding feet.

Another shadowed face at the door. Another strident call, and the man could not respond.

‘Come on, Demyonov, let’s have you. What’s the matter? Lost your bloody voice for once?’

His lips fluttered. There was a kaleidoscope of thoughts in his mind, and none could slide to his tongue. He peered back at the men at the door, and his eyes bled for attention.

‘Get the medical orderly, and I should say a bit of speed about it.’ Mr Jones was senior duty officer. The ‘cons’ stood up when Mr Jones came into their cells. He liked to say that he ran a tidy landing. No messing, no back talk. But the man could not rise, could not speak, and the burden of pain overwhelmed him.

‘Not feeling so good, Demyonov? Well, not to worry. Medic’s coming over to have a look at you. You’re a bit grey, I’ll say that.’

From far down on the bed he heard the voice. He stared at Mr Jones’s knees, and saw the careful darn of a short rip beside the knife crease. He remembered that it was said that Mr Jones had a kindly way with him. The cons reckoned there was a softness hidden behind the booming mouth and florid lips. The cons said that he’d learned a garrulous friendliness when he was young and had done shifts in the Pentonville death cell. They said that when things were really grim, like hideous and worse, that then Mr Jones could make himself almost a human. The old cons reckoned he’d have had a bright word for the lad who was being tripped through the door and up the steps and onto the platform as the clock chimed. He’d heard all those things about Mr Jones. You heard everything about everybody when you’d done three years in the Scrubs.

He raised his eyes. He saw the care of the afternoon shave, the eruption of worming veins on the cheeks, the nervousness flickering at Mr Jones’s mouth.

‘Don’t you worry, Demyonov, Medic’s on the way. Can’t have you going under, can we? Not when you’re going home. Well, that’s the talk, isn’t it?’ The Medical Orderly was puffed by the time that he reached the cell door. The warder stayed outside, and the Orderly took Demyonov’s fingers from Mr Jones. It was a cursory check, the wiping of the damp sheen from the prisoner’s forehead, an open hand laid across his chest, two fingers on the wrist for the pulse.

‘I’m going to get the Doctor in.’

‘Drag him in from home?’ queried Mr Jones.

‘I’m not taking the rap for shifting this one . . .’

The Orderly turned from his patient to the warder in the doorway.

‘. . . Get yourself down to the telephone, tell Admin that I want the Doctor. Make sure he knows who he’ll be seeing, that’ll bring him fast enough. Better get the Deputy Governor up too, but the Doctor first.’

And then there was nothing to do but wait and watch. The Orderly crouched over the bed, wincing at the man’s pain, and Mr Jones paced on tip-toe the short length of the solitary cell, and both wondered how long he would last. If he moved the man and killed him, he’d be subject to inquiry and inquest; if he let him be and allowed him to slip, the brickbats would fall as hard. This man above all others. Everyone knew him in the Scrubs. Oleg Demyonov . . . described in chorus by the Attorney General and the Lord Chief Justice as the most dangerous individual threat to the security of the state of the last decade. A pudgy little bugger, overweight and balding, ready with a riposte to anyone. Hold out, you little creep, hold out until the Doctor gets here. It was cold in the cell. Had to be, because for the last two years they’d shut the central heating down earlier. Not that Demyonov was shivering, he’d enough on his plate without feeling the chill of a January evening. The Orderly was cold, only the short white coat over his shirt, and his ears strained for sounds on the iron staircases.

The Doctor was young, with the aloof stamp of his trade. Into the cell, opening his bag, taking the place of the Orderly. The Deputy Governor hovered behind him. The Doctor enacted his routine. Pulse, blood-pressure wrap on the arm, stethoscope to the chest. He spoke gently to the man who had been a spy, reacting to the faintest twitches of the eyebrows.

‘Where’s the pain, Demyonov . . . ? Just in the chest . . . ? In the left arm as well . . . ? Does the pain go further . . . ? Problem with breathing . . . ? Has this ever happened before . . . ?’

The Doctor eased away from the bed, stripped off the wrap, laid the passive hand back across the man’s chest.

‘I want a 999 for an ambulance – he might have a chance at the Hammersmith. He’s none here. His blood pressure’s down in his boots.’

‘If he’s to go out of here to hospital, Home Office have to sanction it.’

‘If he doesn’t get to the Hammersmith, he’ll be going out of here in a box.’

‘It has to be cleared . . .’

‘The ambulance or he’s dead,’ snapped the Doctor.

It was not a quick affair, the transfer of Oleg Demyonov some eight hundred yards from the Scrubs to the Hammersmith Hospital. Authorization to be granted, the patient to be carried tortuously on a stretcher down the steep staircase from the upper landing, locked gates to be negotiated. The prison was a whispering murmur of information by the time that the high wooden gates reluctantly swung open, and the ambulance roared into a left turn past the gaunt homes of the gaol’s staff. As if sensing freedom, the driver played a tattoo on his siren, though the road ahead was well lit and clear of traffic.

Into the Medical Block, into the lift, into the Coronary Care unit. The Doctor peeled away as the plastic double doors flapped shut in the wake of the wheeled stretcher. The Deputy Governor was at his shoulder.

‘I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. I mean he’s not going to run away, is he? They’re going to have their work cut out. He’s not going to make a dash for the fire escape.’

The Deputy Governor and Mr Jones fidgeted in mutual discomfort. It went against the grain of their lives to let a prisoner out of sight. They heard through the doorway staccato shouts for jelly, for drip, for ECG. A small stampede of men charged past them and through the door. They heard the whining of a buzzer, the noise of fists beating on flesh.

‘Cardiac Arrest team. They’re walloping his chest now, trying to beat it back into action . . . Being who he is I suggest you give the Home Office another bell. That’s my lot, good night.’

The Deputy Governor followed the Doctor down the stairs.

Mr Jones was abandoned in the deserted corridor, hands folded across his stomach, skirted by passing nurses and doctors. A bloody shame for old Demyonov, he thought. Even a bloody Russian would look forward to going home, wouldn’t he, even if it meant traipsing back to Moscow? Funny thing was that he wasn’t a bad chap, and they’d miss him at the Scrubs whether he went out in a box or with a one-way airline ticket.

From his tunic pocket Mr Jones took a set of clippers and started to tidy his nails. There would be a few minutes before the storm broke.



He walked from East Acton Underground station through the estate of Council homes, where the walls were daubed with tribal soccer slogans and teenagers fumbled in the entries to the garages with their girl-friends’ zippers.

Past the prison with its floodlit walls topped with barbed wire coils, past the twin towers of the gate house, past the surveillance cameras. His hands were deep in his overcoat pockets, and in the rush out of his home he had forgotten the scarf that was a month-old Christmas present. He had been lucky with his connections, had caught the trains quickly. God alone knew how he was going to get back to Century, but Alan Millet’s wife always took the car on a Saturday night to her bridge session. He’d have to go back into Century, after a thing like this it would be expected of him. Of course, all the business could have been managed at the end of a telephone, but that wasn’t the way of the Service. Not that Alan Millet could complain. Holly was his man, and once, long ago, Holly had been his pride.

The lights of the hospital blazed down on him as he turned off the pavement and threaded his way through the car park.

The Medical Block had a certain venerable charm, and the warmth cascaded around him. He was stopped by a porter. What was his business? Coronary Care, first floor, he was expected. Alan Millet ignored the uncertain statement that visitors were not permitted this late at night. In his wallet he carried the authority of a polaroid-printed identity card that governs entry to Century House. He hesitated for a moment at the top of the stairs, looked both ways down the corridor, and saw the upright figure of a uniformed prison officer.

He nodded a courtesy greeting and pushed his way through the doors. He saw two occupied beds and, from the pillows, pairs of concerned eyes peered at him. They were the living, they could resent the circus arrival that had been summoned to the curtained laager in the far corner. There was a trolley beside the semi-concealed bed, its top stretcher surface empty. A nurse was detaching electrodes from their cables, another was writing her notes busily. Two young doctors stood close to each other, their eyes hollowed by tiredness. A pair of West Indian porters, expressionless, wheeled the trolley away across the open-plan unit and out through the door.

‘Doubtfire, Home Office.’ A sharp voice behind Millet. ‘You’re a bit late, old chap.’

‘Millet . . .’ he paused, ‘. . . Foreign and Commonwealth. What’s happened to him?’

‘Just gone on the trolley. There’s a box underneath the top, they put them in there, doesn’t upset people that way. About twenty minutes ago they gave up. Not a chance, everything done that could have been, he had the red carpet.’

‘They said he hadn’t long when they called me at home. I suppose I was sort of hoping . . . they’re sometimes wrong.’

‘Good riddance. What’ll he get, Hero of the bloody Soviet Union?’

A nursing Sister approached the two men. The message was bright in her eyes. This was an operational area.

Doubtfire had a car and driver. Night Duty Officer for the Home Office, a travelling fire brigade. He was returning to his cubbyhole in Whitehall and the telephone that he prayed would stay silent, and a thermos of instant coffee. Millet was thankful to accept a lift. In the back of the car they talked in desultory fashion. Two practised civil servants, uncertain of the other’s role and standing, and cautious of confidences. Millet was dropped in Great Charles Street at the entrance to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, which left him a long walk along the river to Century House.

The wind whipped at Alan Millet’s legs as he hurried along the empty pavements. The sleet pecked at the skin of his cheeks, fluttered his close-cut hair. He was obsessed with a man called Michael Holly. A tall man, alive with enthusiasm, totally self-contained. Memories more than a year old. He supposed that every desker felt a stifling involvement with his field man. Like the first whore of a man’s life, never forgotten, never to be escaped from. There was a pub across the river, where he had taken Holly – he always called himself that, never bothered with his given name – where they had sipped their drinks and nibbled at the tired bread and ham, where Holly had asked the expected question. What happens if . . . ? No problem, Alan Millet had said, no problem there. The ransom money’s under lock and key in the Scrubs, and a bloody good laugh he’d had as he said it. Nothing for Holly to worry himself with, and of course it wouldn’t come to that anyway. A bloody good laugh . . . The street lights picked out the man who stood against the river parapet, and who stared down at the ruffled water. Must have been the antibiotics he had been taking to stifle the influenza bug, must have been that which had loosened his tongue. A field man should never have been given a guarantee.

But Millet had offered Holly a promise.

It won’t happen, of course . . . but there’s a man in a cell at Wormwood Scrubs. Of course it won’t happen . . . but if it did, well, there’d just have to be a swap.

Bloody marvellous, wasn’t it? And all the spadework done through Belgrade, all the ribbons tied. All ready for the flight to Berlin, and the only haggle was over which crossing-point, what time, which day.

Michael Holly for Oleg Demyonov. Them happy and us happy.

But now a man lay in the mortuary of the Hammersmith Hospital and Alan Millet’s promise was a worthless thing.





Chapter 10

In the night a guard died at the Central Hospital.

Nineteen years old. A swarthy boy before the sickness found him. A conscript from a village of fishermen near the Black Sea’s city of Sukhumi. A soldier of the MVD killed by a perforation of the intestine and severe haemorrhage from the gut.

One death, seventeen casualties for treatment. A doctor from Saransk said that he had read that dysentery was most likely to provide complications for the malnourished. He asked whether it was possible that a guard could suffer malnourishment. His question was not answered.

The news of the death reached Vasily Kypov as he dressed in his bungalow half a kilometre from the compound. There was a telephone beside his bed and, while he spoke, his Orderly was brewing coffee in the kitchen and whistling a popular tune of the young people in Moscow. A breath of cheerfulness swam from the kitchen as Kypov listened to the message from the hospital. As a military man he knew of casualties. The paratroops had taken killed and wounded on the streets of Budapest when he was a junior Lieutenant. As a Captain he had known the pain of casualties in the old quarter of Prague. Casualties were inevitable; even on manoeuvres in the German Democratic Republic or on exercise in eastern Poland there would be accidents. His former colleagues serving out time as garrison troops in Jalalabad would know the meaning of casualties – unused sleeping bags, packaged personalized belongings. Casualties were part of the paraphernalia of war.

But this was not war. This was the tedium of camp administration. This was the boredom of watching over a criminal scum.

The Hungarians had kicked back. The Czechs had struck out. The Afghans would fight with the teeth of ground-to-air missiles, rockets, medium machine-guns. That was predictable, acceptable. But this? . . . Was he in a state of war with eight hundred scarecrow filth as an enemy? He had never thought of the zeks as his enemy, never believed they had the will to bite against his authority. One pig from out there had killed a young man for whom Vasily Kypov, formerly a major of paratroops, was responsible.

He had not been a hard man, he told himself that, he had never resorted to brute repression. He had been fair, and they had shown their gratitude. They had given him a boy who was dead.

His chin shook, his hand trembled with his anger. When the Orderly brought his coffee the liquid slurped from the filled mug and dribbled from his jaw.

From the distant lit line that was the perimeter fence of the camp he could hear the amplified strains of the National Anthem. The night’s snow lay on the track, sheeting the previous day’s ice and grit. The Orderly drove slowly, with great care, towards the Administration block.

There was more coffee in the Officers’ mess.

Kypov and his own at one end and, away across the room, the huddle of the interrogators who had arrived during the night. He saw that Rudakov flitted between the two groups as if uncertain of his allegiance. If one fell then all would fall. And camp security was the one area of administration where the Commandant gave ground to the junior KGB officer on attachment.

He was buggered if he would be a prisoner in his own mess.

He strode across the room, introduced himself to the senior interrogator. The two men stood for several minutes on the no-man’s-land of the central carpet, heads close, voices low. The mess was warm, the stove fire well ablaze, and when they had finished talking he found that his eyes wandered to the red coals, and he remembered the searing flash as the flames had leaped from his own fireplace, and he glanced at the coal bucket. He was afraid, in his own mess he was afraid. That was the cancer that had to be cut. He turned back to the senior interrogator.

‘You have everything that you need?’

‘Everything. Each man has a room allocated.’

‘Excellent.’

‘We are not patient, Major . . . there have been very firm instructions from Moscow.’

‘I hope you kick the shit out of them,’ Kypov said.



He buttoned his greatcoat, drew on his gloves. Out from the mess and into the darkness. The snow flakes nicked the skin of his cheeks. Around him were his officers and guards with machine-pistols, and dogs and warders with wooden staves. In front of him the gates were pushed open, piling snow to the side. He saw the prisoners, vague through the snow-fall.

He was at war, and victory in war demanded the harshest resolution. Out there was his enemy. An enemy bent in its rags against the wind. But a boy lay dead in the refrigerated mortuary of the Central Hospital, and amongst his enemy was that boy’s murderer.

A few metres forward of the centre of the front line of prisoners had been placed a wooden box, white from the snow-fall. He marched towards it and the murmur of talk died in the ranks.

As if it were a drill movement, and looking straight ahead, Kypov stepped onto the box . . . slipped . . . skidded . . .

His arms flailed for support and could clutch at nothing.

He landed in the snow on his back, arms and legs spread, sinking in its softness. And the boots and the hems of greatcoats crowded around him, and gloved hands lifted him and beat the snow from his shoulders and his buttocks.

It started as a growl, the laughter of the men in front of him. It began as a tremor, became a quake, and as far as he could see there were mouths open in mirth. His fingers gripped tight inside his gloves. And in front of him the faces were animated, alive, bright with fun.

He turned.

The nearest man with a machine-pistol. He snatched it, and still the laughter rattled in his ears. With his teeth he dragged a glove from his hand. All the time the laughter. He cocked the weapon and the crack of the metal movement was lost in the laughter’s gale. He fired over their heads, his forefinger locked to the trigger. All of the magazine. Thirty-six shots. When the magazine was exhausted his finger was still tight on the trigger.

The report of the gunfire beat back at him from the low snow-cloud.

The prisoners were silent. Heads down, shoulders cowed, mouths shut.

He shouted and his words carried clearly across the compound.

‘Within the last week a part of the Administration block, the property of the State, was sabotaged by fire. Within the last forty-eight hours the water supply to the garrison has been poisoned. As a result of the first action, property of the State was destroyed to the value of many hundreds of roubles. As a result of the second action the life of a young man has been taken . . . he has been murdered. Neither of these actions was accidental. I guarantee that the malefactors will be sought out and will be subject to the most rigorous penalties laid down by law. Some of you may labour under the misguided belief that you have a duty to shield a killer and a saboteur. If we discover that any of you have followed that road then I promise that you, too, will feel the full harshness of the law. Every man from this compound will be questioned by investigators. You must co-operate fully with the investigation team. Until we have arrested this murderer certain penalties will be imposed on all prisoners . . . No visits, short or long, will be permitted. No parcels will be accepted. No incoming mail will be distributed, no outgoing mail will be despatched. The Library will be closed, all entertainments are cancelled. If the culprit has not been discovered by Sunday then a full day’s work will be performed on that day. There is one, or there are some, amongst you who want to play rough with me. I, too, can play. I can play rough with all of you.’



They waited in the snow. They waited for the order to move off towards the Factory compound and the shelter of the workshops. The order was not given. They stood in their lines and ranks and the snow fluttered to their caps and lay on the shoulders of their tunics and gathered over their thin felt boots.

Twelve from the front rank were taken to the Administration block.

They watched the camp Commandant, alone and brooding, as he paced around them, and they were encircled by guards and the dogs crept close to the legs of their handlers.

Few bothered to brush the snow from their caps and tunics. They had not been forbidden to talk, but the voices of the zeks were dampened.

In the rear rank were the men from Hut 2.



Byrkin who had been a Petty Officer said, ‘They will never let go of this one. That is the way of the Services, they will go on until they have a body. At first they will try to have the right body, afterwards they won’t care . . . My wife was to have come next week and the children. Nothing is worse than missing a visit. I can just remember what the children look like.’

Mamarev who carried the stain of informer said, ‘Whoever did this, he had no right to involve us all. He’s hiding behind us. We owe nothing to the bastard that killed a guard who hadn’t harmed him.’

Poshekhonov who had been a fraud said, ‘The man who did this, he has destroyed Kypov, he has ruined Rudakov. Perhaps not finally, but near to it. They have trouble in their camp, and what other camp has trouble? They have to call for more troops, for interrogators from outside. Now Moscow knows that this camp has trouble and they will ask why, why this camp alone? Did you see Kypov, like a bloody savage this morning? One man has beaten him. You could almost feel sorry for the pig.’

Adimov who was a killer said, ‘It is not a man from Hut 2. I know when a mouse farts in Hut 2. Huts 3 and 4 are closest to the pit, he’ll have come from them . . . I had a letter taken out that night, a little creep from the perimeter guard, I’ve not seen him again. He’ll have the shits, he’ll be in the hospital . . . their man’s not from our hut.’

Feldstein who considered himself the political prisoner said, ‘I cannot support such an action as this. The boy who died was as oppressed as we are. All the conscripts are ignorant and captive. If we strike at them with violence then we only justify the repression tactics of the Politburo, of the fascists of the monolith. It will only be by non-violence that we win anything, by passive resistance. To attack them like this is to be as crude and vulgar as they are.’

Chernayev who had not been a thief for seventeen years said, ‘They can do nothing to us. One only they can shoot . . . perhaps he would have died of pneumonia, or coronary exhaustion, perhaps anyway he would have run for the wire . . . They can’t do anything. But the man who killed the guard, I hope that man knows why the guard had to die. Unless he knows why, then what he did was wasted.’

The voices around Michael Holly.



In the second rank two men fell, simultaneously, as if by signal. They were pulled back to their feet by the zeks of the same line. Blue, blood-drained faces, fingers that could not move, feet that could not be felt.

An old man screamed. A young man sobbed without shame. The snow fell on the compound.

Kypov paced alone around his prisoners.

The first twelve came back and one bled from the nose and another from the lip and a third was helped by others. Another twelve were called, and the snow fell. Another twelve returned, and the snow fell. Another twelve were called . . .

No bell for lunch, no call for the Kitchen queue, no smoke from the iron stack on the Kitchen roof.

The guards shivered and their dogs moaned.



Holly stood straight, tried not to twist his face away from the snow flurries that were channelled between the bodies and over the shoulders of the men in front of him.

Why, Holly?

What’s the justification, Holly? Eight hundred men lined in ranks in the snow, and the temperature sliding, and the snow settling, and the Kitchen idle. Why, Holly?

Because it’s there . . .

There had once been a cartoon that he had seen in a London evening newspaper. A mountain of bodies, Asian and Caucasian and dead that were the casualties of the battle for South Vietnam’s Khe Sanh, and on one side of the mountain was LBJ and on the other was Ho, and the caption read ‘Because It’s There’.

Everyone says you should fight them. Fight against a wrong, fight against an evil, fight against an injustice. Everyone says that, until they are confronted themselves with wrong and evil and injustice. Different when you face it yourself . . . And because Holly fought, then Byrkin and Mamarev and Poshekhonov and Adimov and Feldstein and Chernayev stood in the snow and shivered and were cold to the marrow and their bellies scraped in hunger like a shingle sea shore.

You have an arrogance, Michael Holly.

Perhaps.

You have a conceit when you put these poor bastards to the agony of a day frozen in line in the snow.

Perhaps.

And one man will die, Holly. Perhaps you . . . perhaps some man that you know. Perhaps some grey creature from another hut whose life has never crossed yours. Will you cry for him, Holly? Will you, when he goes to the bullet in the yard of the Central Investigation Prison at Yavas?

God . . . God, I don’t know.

When you made the bomb to go with the coal, when you forced the shit into the water-mains pipe leading to the barracks, did you know of this?

No . . . No . . . Of course I didn’t bloody know. How could I have known?

A man in his rank crumpled and slithered to the ground, and his companions pulled him back to his feet and tried to chafe his legs and cheeks and hands, and then Holly knew weakness, felt his knees cave, his strength slide.

He fought a war with proxy weapons. He used the hand-gun of the men of the compound, and he hadn’t asked them, he hadn’t won them to his flag.

A man is a better man if he fights.

You believe that, Holly?

I believe that . . . I think I believe that. Anything is better than just surviving. And if you fight then some will be hurt, that is the way of fighting, and some will know why and some won’t. And this is an evil place, this place should be destroyed. Even if another place rises afterwards, it should still be fought against.

Will you believe that, Holly, when they take a man to the yard at Yavas?

He watched Kypov striding his own perimeter, a short round figure made grotesque by the thickness and length of his greatcoat, made silly by the full wide cap.

Pray God I have the strength, to believe that.



In mid-afternoon the men who had not been questioned were sent back to their huts.

Internal Order knew the reason. The trusties reported that the interrogators had complained that the men who were being brought to them were too cold to talk, that their minds were as numbed as their feet and fingers.

Like rats after food the zeks struggled to get close to the central stove of the hut and the snow melted from their clothes and boots, puddling the floor. Beside the door Holly had scraped the snow from his tunic and trousers. Now he sat on his bunk, dangling his legs and listened to the skirmish of talk around the stove.

Feldstein came to his own bunk and shook his head with puzzlement.

‘You know, Holly, there is a pride among the zeks tonight. You would expect it of the politicals, but not from the zeks . . . Nobody screamed at Kypov for deliverance. There was no surrender out there. That was the strength of non-violence. Just standing there, dumb, and staring them out, that was incredible. I didn’t think the zeks could behave like that.’

‘And that matters?’

‘Of course that matters. It shows them that we are people, not numbers. The more they believe we are people, then the more they will show respect towards us. Eight hundred numbers are simply an administrative question for them, eight hundred people is something else.’

‘But they must find one to shoot.’

‘I had forgotten . . .’ Feldstein spoke with a sharp sadness. He flopped down onto his mattress.



From the door of the hut the names were called.

Those that came back said the interrogators were losing heart, were bored with battering at the silence wall. The questioning was sluggish, ill-informed, they said.

The dozen from Hut 2 came to the Administration block and the long internal corridor. Hanging out from each door was a KGB man, whores in a brothel and touting for a customer. Holly saw that their tunic collars were unfastened, that all pretence of smartness was abandoned. He wondered whether they would hit him . . . how he would respond if they did. He had never been hit in his life, least of all by a man with a rubber truncheon. They had been called in alphabetical order from the hut. After Adimov and Byrkin and Chernayev, together with Feldstein, before Mamarev and Poshekhonov. A routine was being followed. If there were suspicion held against him then the rhythm of the questioning would have been broken, he would have been summoned ahead of his turn. But if they did not take Michael Holly, then they would take another. All the men in the hut said that they must take one man. Holly shuddered. He saw that Yuri Rudakov had come to his door at the far end of the corridor. He heard the shout.

‘Holly, to my office.’

He walked past the interrogators, smelt their breath, smelt the herring and bread they would have gulped between the beatings, smelt the coffee that would have fortified them.

‘In here, Holly.’

Rudakov grabbed him by the tunic front, propelled him through the door. The lock clicked shut.

Rudakov loosed his grip. He said pleasantly, ‘Sit down.’

Holly sat on the straight back wooden chair in front of the desk.

‘Would you like some coffee? There’s a sandwich if you’d like it . . .’

Holly craved coffee, would have grovelled for a sandwich.

‘No.’

‘I’ve plenty of coffee, sandwiches too.’

‘No.’

‘Please yourself,’ Rudakov said.

‘I don’t come cheap, not as bloody cheap as that.’

‘Please yourself . . .’

Rudakov walked to the filing cabinet and the tray on the top with the thermos flask and the plate. He made a song of pouring the coffee, a dance of unwrapping the sandwiches from grease paper.

‘. . . You can change your mind.’

‘No.’

‘My wife made the coffee, and the sandwiches. They’re very good, she buys her meat in Pot’ma. Were you married, Holly?’

‘You’ve read the file.’

Rudakov came back to his desk. Coffee ran on his chin, crumbs fell from his mouth.

The impact of a truncheon on flesh and bone and muscle buffeted dully through the thin wall, emptied the sound into Rudakov’s office.

‘That’ll be Feldstein. Superior little bastard, don’t you think so, Michael? Going to set the world to rights, going to change the order. Just a creep, our Comrade Feldstein, don’t you think?’

‘Why am I in here?’

Rudakov opened his hands, rolled his eyes in disbelief, theatrical and exaggerated.

‘Do you want to be with him? You want to be with those animals? They’re not pretty boys with a set of rules, they’ve come to find who killed a guard. That’s their order and they will achieve it, they will find somebody they can charge with killing a guard. You want to go to their care? I’ve shielded you, Michael . . . You should thank me . . . You want some coffee now?’

‘No.’

Through the wall Holly heard the soft moan of Feldstein. He stared back into Rudakov’s eyes until they blinked and turned away from him.

‘Did you think on what I said?’

‘I don’t remember what you said.’

‘A transfer to Vladimir.’

‘In exchange for what?’

‘In exchange for a statement. Something about the work that you were sent to accomplish in our country. We would let you go for that. No one could blame you afterwards for a statement of that sort – it would only be the truth . . .’ Rudakov warmed to his own words, a smile of friendship snuggled at his mouth. ‘. . . The truth about who sent you, and who you were to meet.’

‘You have the statement that I made at Lubyanka.’

‘I have read the statement, Holly.’ Rudakov played the man who was disappointed. ‘Not a very full statement and then you persisted in the lie of innocence.’

‘I said in my statement that I was not a spy . . .’

The room shook. In the next office a body had been thrown with force against a wall.

‘And that was a lie, Holly.’

‘You say it was a lie, I do not.’

He thought of Feldstein, a thin Jewish boy who would have a bleeding mouth and bruises above his kidneys. A boy who could recite in the darkness the poem of a man who had died from a burst ulcer.

‘Don’t you want to go home?’

He thought of Feldstein who would be in pain behind a plasterboard wall, and of Byrkin who would lose a visit, and of Adimov who would not see his wife before the cancer caught her, and of Poshekhonov, and of Chernayev.

‘You must want to go home, and we are making it so easy for you. But you have a problem, Holly. You labour under an illusion. You believe you can make me impatient. Holly, I have all day, I have every day to sit with you. Actually, I value the time I spend with you. You’re not getting out of here; I’m not about to be posted. I have all the time I need. It is your time that is wasted. Personally, I would like to see you go home. You should believe me, Holly. Consider, who else can you believe?’

He thought of a girl that he had seen behind a line of guns and a cordon of dogs. An elfin girl with brave, bright eyes. Morozova, the one word stamped on her tunic above a slight breast. A girl with no given name . . .

‘You could be out of here within days, perhaps even hours. Listen to me, you have no need to be here.’

He thought of eight hundred men lined up in the snow, the pariahs and dross of a nation. And they had stood their ground.

‘I want to see you go home, Holly. I want to see you go free to lead the rest of your young life away from this place.’

‘Give me some coffee, please.’

‘That’s being sensible. Have some coffee and a sandwich then we’ll talk. You won’t have to go back to the hut tonight, I’ll find you somewhere here . . .’ Rudakov bounced across the room towards the filing cabinet, moving on his toes in a waltz of success. ‘We’ll have you out of that hut. I don’t know how you’ve survived with that scum.’

Rudakov set the mug of coffee down in front of Holly.

Holly picked it up, pondered the coffee for a moment. He threw it in Rudakov’s face.

Hot, steaming coffee ran down Rudakov’s best uniform and scalded his skin, and the mug had bounced to the floor and smashed.

Rudakov blinked. Coffee droplets sprinkled from his eyebrows. He wiped furiously with his handkerchief at the growing stains on his uniform.

‘If you are here fourteen years . . .’ Rudakov spat across the table. ‘. . . If you serve fourteen years at Barashevo, remember each day the chance you were given. And remember this, too, Mister Holly. If I hit you, in the condition you’re in, if I hit you then I break you. I can break any bone in your body. You remember that.’

‘I said I didn’t come cheap. Not as cheap as a mug of coffee and a sandwich.’

‘Every day in fourteen years you will wish you had never done that.’

Holly smiled.

‘When you report to Moscow will you say that you failed?’



Back in the hut the limping Feldstein reported that Holly had been taken to the punishment cells.

‘Rudakov offered him coffee, Holly threw it in his face . . .’

Some said the Englishman was an idiot, some that he had snapped. But the zeks do not linger on the misfortune of one man. Holly was instant interest, then replaced.

Chernayev gazed wistfully at the empty bunk, the folded blanket, then went to the window and looked across the snow to the high wire fence and the high wooden wall and the jutting roof of the prison block. He alone thought that, perhaps, he understood.





Chapter 11

‘So, how will he cope there?’

‘He’ll cope but it will be hard for him.’

‘Why hard for him?’

‘Because he won’t lie down, that’s not his way.’

‘But you think he can cope, whatever that means?’

‘They won’t destroy him, he won’t be on his back with his legs in the air.’

Alan Millet had been waiting for a week to see the Deputy Under Secretary, but that was the cross of carrying Grade II rank. The DUS could call you in and utter an instruction from the mountain summit, and you’d run your backside sore and ferret the facts he wanted, then you couldn’t get back in to report. All the previous week Millet had badgered Miss Frobisher for fifteen minutes of DUS’s time, and she’d put up a wall that the likes of Alan Millet couldn’t scale. He’d reckoned she didn’t approve of Grade II men having direct access to the DUS. It would not have been acceptable under the former regime at Century. A Grade II man would report to a Principal Officer or at most to an Assistant Secretary, never to the Deputy Under Secretary direct. And Miss Frobisher, damn her, believed that old ways were best ways. And chaos she caused, because the DUS was snapping his orders through and the young men couldn’t get back to him with their answers. Millet had been forced to play the old-fashioned game. An early morning rise, an early morning train into London, and he was loitering outside the DUS’s door a quarter of an hour before Maude Frobisher would be sharpening her pencils and dousing her hyacinth bulbs. A hell of a way to run a Secret Intelligence Service . . . But Millet had seen his man, arranged the time of a morning meeting and braved Miss Frobisher’s anger when he had presented himself.

‘I tell you this, Millet, and I tell you frankly, I wouldn’t have sanctioned any of this Holly business if I’d been in the driving-seat. No way that it would have landed on this desk and been approved.’

‘A suggestion was made, sir . . . not at my level, at Assistant Secretary level . . . the suggestion was accepted. I was told to get on with it.’

‘I’m not blaming you, lad, I’m just stating the fact. I’ve read your report.’

‘I don’t think we really knew that much about Holly when we roped him in.’

‘You seemed to have known bugger-all of nothing.’

‘Something like that, sir.’

‘And that’s past history.’

‘Past history, as you say . . . I don’t suppose, sir, that it’s much help to anyone at this stage but, as you will see from my report, everyone I spoke with reckons that Holly is a fighter . . .’

The Deputy Under Secretary slammed his hand onto his desk.

‘For God’s sake, Millet, we’re not talking about an under-age kid playing in a big boy’s football game. We’re talking about a man who is serving Strict Regime in a Correctional Labour Colony of the Soviet Union. They don’t piss about there. Psychological torture, physical torture, nutritional deprivation, sleep deprivation. That’s just for starters, Millet, and they can get better and nastier just as soon as they want to.’

Millet fidgeted in his chair.

‘I can only repeat, sir, what I wrote in my report.’

‘Am I supposed to be impressed?’ The Deputy Under Secretary sighed in theatrical exasperation. ‘You talk with a retired suburban schoolmaster, with a lecturer from the Technical College, with a small time businessman who’s going broke fast, with a secretary from a Building Society. Humdrum little people, and you reckon they can tell you how a man is going to cope at Camp 3, Barashevo . . .? Am I supposed to be impressed?’

‘I was impressed.’ There was a singe of anger in Millet’s voice.

‘And when they throw the book at him, he’s going to keep his mouth shut?’

‘I think so.’

‘When they go to work?’

‘I think so.’

‘They’re not very gentle, Millet . . . Michael Holly, whom you picked off the street, he can stand up to that?’

Millet hesitated. He tried to picture an interrogation room with a shining light and the turning spool of a tape-recorder. He tried to imagine the bruised lip and clenched fist.

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Neither do I.’

‘I suppose we didn’t think it would come to this.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’ The Deputy Under Secretary spoke with a soft compassion. The lilt of the Brecon hills made a music of his words. ‘For what the Service has done to Michael Holly, the Service should feel a great sense of shame.’

Millet bridled. ‘Of course everyone was very sorry when he was picked up.’

‘I’ll tell you something, so that you’ll learn the way I intend to run Century and the Service. I don’t believe that sitting behind this desk gives me the right to play with people’s lives unless the very security of our nation depends on it. I’m not a chess man, Millet, I don’t like seeing grubby pawns knocked off the board and rolling on my carpet. The recruitment of Michael Holly was shabby, inexpert. You’re wondering why we’ve gone longer than the fifteen minutes you asked for, I’ll tell you . . . I care on two counts about Michael Holly. I care that a young engineer faces fourteen years in the Soviet Union’s camps. I care also that we may face embarrassment and humiliation that we will have brought down on our own shoulders. You understand me?’

‘Yes, sir.’

It was the fragile co-operation that existed between the Security Service and Century House that had provided the name of Michael Holly.

When a British subject booked a flight reservation to Moscow, his name came to the attention of Security, and Security passes that name to Century. The field man in Moscow was never happy on drops and dispersals – too risky. All the diplomats were subject to surveillance, part and parcel of the job. The Second Secretary (Consular/Visa) at the Embassy would have wanted nothing to do with anything as vulgar as placing packets in rubbish bins. Century had an old faithful, a businessman who was a regular on the British Airways Trident to Sheremetyevo, good as gold, reliable as a Jap clock. On the plane every six weeks for a three-day trip. In a briefcase stacked full with costings and sales brochures the packets went to Moscow; in the same briefcase the material of the agent returned to Century. But the old faithful had fallen ill, pneumonia with a suspicion of pleurisy, and so faithful had the courier been that his sickness left them flattened on that section of the East Europe desk that handled the agent in the Soviet capital. So Alan Millet had sifted the names on the flight reservations for the coming month and played the computer tabs and found a cross-reference on Michael Holly, and traced back through Stepan Holovich and the case-history of an Alien’s file. He’d described the recruitment to his Assistant Secretary superior as a ‘piece of cake’. Seemed simple enough when you were high above the Thames looking at the world from behind the sealed plate-glass of Century House. Nothing ever went wrong, did it? Michael Holly in the park on the Lenin hills and all to keep a routine and a rhythm intact. All to keep a contact with a typist who worked within the Kremlin’s walls, and who saw little that was important. What she typed she reported and, for what she reported, Michael Holly had been press-ganged into the service of his country. Alan Millet could remember the afternoon that the news had been relayed from Foreign and Commonwealth to Century House, the report that a British national had been arrested in the foyer of the Rossiya hotel and that he would face charges of espionage. He remembered that as a miserable afternoon, an afternoon when he had shivered in the face of Century’s central heating. ‘One of yours . . .?’ the FCO minute had drily queried.

‘That’s all, Millet . . . you’ll not forget him?’ The Deputy Under Secretary turned away. The meeting was terminated.

‘No, sir.’

‘If I thought you’d forget him I’d break your neck.’

Millet let himself out of the room. As he closed the door quietly he heard the lifting of a telephone.

‘Maude . . . I’d like an appointment this afternoon with the Permanent Under Secretary at Foreign and Commonwealth.’

‘PUS at FCO, I’ll arrange it.’


It had been an absurdly slow and uninteresting evening, even for so travel-scarred a diplomat as the Ambassador.

For close to four years he had performed his duties of office at the Kremlin’s receptions. They never improved, they never
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‘Gerald Seymour is the grand-master of the contemporary thriller and A DENIABLE DEATH is his greatest work yet. Gripping, revealing and meticulously researched, this is a page-turning masterpiece that will literally leave you breathless.’
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YOU WATCH. YOU WAIT. THE HOURS SLIDE SLOWLY PAST.



A WHOLE DAY. THEN TWO.



YOU LIE UNDER A MERCILESS SUN IN A MOSQUITO-INFESTED MARSH.



YOU CAN’T MOVE, LEAVE, OR RELAX.



YOUR MUSCLES ACHE FROM CLENCHING TIGHT FOR SO LONG.



IF YOU ARE DISCOVERED, YOU WILL BE TORTURED THEN KILLED.



AND HER MAJESTY’S GOVERNMENT WILL DENY ALL KNOWLEDGE OF YOU.



‘Great storytelling . . . you just have to read this novel . . . absolutely gripping’
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