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For Mom and Dad, who have been beside me every step of the way.





‘Sometimes it is necessary to be lonely in order to prove that you are right.’

– attributed to Vladimir Putin

‘The women laughed and wept; the crowd stamped their feet enthusiastically, for at that moment Quasimodo was really beautiful. He was handsome – this orphan, this foundling, this outcast.’

– Victor Hugo, The Hunchback of Notre-Dame

‘The Amber Room represents to Russians many of the things we have lost.’

– Ivan Sautov, director of the Catherine Palace museum (quoted in Forbes Life magazine, ‘Mysteries of the Amber Room’, 29 March 2004)






Author’s Note for New Edition

Not too long ago, I suffered a terrible accident that completely shattered my life. While I was recuperating and feeling sorry for myself, my parents would bring me movies and books to try to ignite my interest in something – anything – that wasn’t about me and this terrible thing that had happened to me. One particular morning, my mother turned up with a book of photographs of beautiful landscapes. One of them was of a mountain range in southern Poland. It meant nothing to me, but as I looked at it I felt a tug of something and, that night, Aubrey Argylle came to me, fully formed, in a febrile dream, with his Nehru jacket and flat-top hair and buried sadnesses and his need to put right what the world keeps getting wrong. When I woke up he was in my head as if he’d walked right in the door and kicked off his shoes and made himself at home. I know writers roll their eyes when other writers say, ‘The book wrote itself,’ but this one really did (please don’t hate me, guys). And in writing it, I gained a new purpose, and from that point on I began to heal. So I need to say thank you: to whoever took that photograph, to my parents, and most of all to Aubrey Argylle for bringing me back to myself and reminding me that sometimes the tools we need to fix ourselves are inside us the whole time.

Elly Conway, 2024




Prologue

THERE ARE FEW PLACES ON EARTH MORE DESOLATE THAN SOUTH-EASTERN Siberia at dawn on a bitingly cold March morning. The spiky pine forests of the taiga carpet the ground like a bed of green nails. Here there is no birdsong to pierce the minus-twenty-five-degree air. Only the whip of the wind and the plaintive howl of a distant wolf.

But a sound breaks the dead silence, a soft rumble growing louder, and now something appears, glinting in the early-morning sun. A high-speed train, its pointed nose spearing a path through the freezing air, plunging relentlessly onwards, as the thick forest gives way to swampy lowlands and windswept tundra.

In the standard carriages people lie on narrow berths, their faces to the wall, sleeping off last night’s vodka, or else sit huddled on the bottom bunks eating pirozhki, watching the scenery through smeared and grimy windows. But at the rear of the silver streak there is something quite different. A carriage of gold, bearing the initials V F and I F intertwined in imperial purple.

The real-life VF and IF – otherwise known as Vasily and Irina Federov – are very much not intertwined. In fact, it would be hard to imagine two people sharing so confined a space in a more separate manner. Irina sits in a high-backed armchair which is really more of a throne than a chair, her left foot soaking in a porcelain bowl full of rose oil with petals floating on the surface, while a pinafore-clad woman kneels on the floor vigorously scrubbing the sole of her right foot with seaweed picked up fresh from the port in Vladivostok before the train departed.

Irina has a magazine in her hands, through which she flicks uninterestedly. The train will take six more days to arrive in Moscow and cellphone coverage is practically non-existent, for all that ‘cutting-edge technology’ they were promised. She cannot talk to her friends or her sister. Cannot complain to them that being trapped in this gilded carriage with her husband makes her want to claw off her own skin. Cannot tell them how his soft voice grates at her nerve endings and that when he fixes her with his colourless, lifeless eyes behind those rimless glasses she feels like a butterfly on a pin.

And even if she could talk to them, what would they say? That they had warned her against marrying an outsider, when she could have had her pick from the old Russian families. Generations as easily traceable as the veins on your wrist. That having made her misguided choice, she should console herself by spending his billions. A holiday home on Lake Valdai. An apartment in Knightsbridge. A villa on the French Riviera. Lavish furnishings. A new yacht. More liposuction. Longer hair extensions. By now she has had so many surgeries that when she stands in front of the mirror she doesn’t recognize her own face. ‘Careful,’ he’d said the last time she came back from that private hospital in Beverly Hills, standing behind her at her dressing table as he pulled the still-tender skin on her cheeks back towards her hairline. ‘If you stretch it any more, it will tear like an old paper bag.’

The beautician, who is now using a pumice stone on the tougher skin of her heel, presses too hard. ‘Watch what you’re doing!’ Irina kicks out, unbalancing the woman, who puts out a hand to stop herself, nudging the porcelain tub and sending a small surge of water on to the plush carpet. ‘Idiot!’

Across the carriage, almost as far as it is possible to be, Irina’s husband looks up. But if he is angry at the disturbance, or concerned, or just curious even, it does not show in his flat, unremarkably featured face. He is sitting by the window in a matching armchair to his wife’s, a polished wood desk in front of him, on which sits a laptop computer the size of a small briefcase. He is looking over his notes for the live televised debate he will take part in when he arrives in Moscow. They could have flown in, of course, on one of his two private jets, but it is all part of the campaign, this magisterial process through the parts of Russia most politicians ignore – sending a message to the dispossessed hordes in the rural backwaters that they have not been forgotten, not by him anyway, gathering up the populist vote one disaffected peasant at a time.

At first he had wavered about the golden coach. The last two winters have been hard here. People are hungry. ‘I don’t want to be accused of flaunting my wealth,’ he had told his chief of staff.

The man had raised his eyebrows. ‘With all respect, you are coming to power on a commoner’s ticket,’ he had said, ‘the man who came from nothing to conquer the world. The people need you to embody everything they don’t have. Why would they want to be represented by a man who has nothing they aspire to, by a man who is still just like them?’

Vasily Federov has gone to great lengths to prove his Russian credentials. He has invested hundreds of millions in technological infrastructure and national causes, has bought himself a mayorship and set about ruthlessly, systematically, cleaning up the streets of the city he ruled over with the aid of his own highly trained private militia. He has married the president’s daughter, has steeped himself in Russian culture – bankrolling movies and plays and dance troupes that send him into paroxysms of boredom if he has to watch them for more than a minute at a time. Has endured hour after hour of language lessons so that he now speaks fluent Russian with only the faintest of accents. Yet still there are issues, like the golden carriage, that bring back to him the fact that he is still an outsider, remind him that he has yet to leave Christopher Clay completely behind.

The train is speeding through time zones – eight by the time they arrive at their destination. They have long passed Lake Baikal – the largest, deepest freshwater lake in the world – and Gulag Perm-36, the labour camp where so many dissidents had been held over the years. Federov has little sympathy. The Russian foundling who was unhappily adopted by Americans and grew up in the Midwest feeling like an outsider, an oddity, yearning always for his mother country, or perhaps just for his mother, he has no time for those who criticize and destabilize.

The train stops at various stations, and at each of them, in addition to the street hawkers and the travellers waiting to board, there is also a knot of people standing in the cold, the women with trousers under dresses under jumpers under coats, the men with red-raw cheeks where the wind has flayed them. They are waiting for him. Waiting for a glimpse of the golden carriage, and the man who rides inside it. The one who has promised them change. The self-made billionaire who started with nothing, with less than nothing, and made his fortune in America but will spend it right here. Not just in the cities where the oligarchs have their palaces, but in the bleak industrial towns and the neglected rural villages. The man who is saying what they want to hear – that mass immigration is a drain on resources and a dilution of Russia’s national identity, that the metropolitan centres are sucking the country dry, leaving nothing for everyone else. That the Soviet Union can be rebuilt, stronger, reabsorbing all the people whose hearts are still Russian even though they might be forced to live under an Estonian or Ukrainian flag.

But there is always that question mark, isn’t there? The accent he tries so hard to disguise. His soft hands and clean nails. His suit. His rimless glasses. He does not fit into the political narrative here. He does not come from old money and did not rise through the ranks of the Russian military. That’s why they are here to see for themselves.

So at every station he must present himself in the doorway of the train, and Irina must put on her dark glasses and her small smile that is like a paper cut in her smooth face. And they must wave. And sometimes he throws out small gifts to the crowd – pencils with his name embossed in gold on the side, sweets for the children.

Now they are through the Urals and passing Yekaterinburg, where Tsar Nicholas II and his family were killed. Again Federov spares no sympathy. Everything has its day. As they get closer to Moscow, the scenery through the window becomes more industrial – belching factories and monstrous trucks, grey towns ringed by housing blocks.

Irina sits herself down at her dressing table and reapplies her make-up with a fat, soft brush.

‘Remember to wear the bracelet,’ Federov reminds her.

It is the first time he has spoken to her all day. She makes a face, though her reflection in the mirror hardly moves, thanks to the Botox injections her private physician gives her every three months.

The bracelet both enthrals and repels her, though she knows it’s worth millions. It is made from heavy gold, crusted with diamonds, apart from one flat section which is engraved with random dots and squiggles that make no sense to her. ‘It’s called the Bracelet of Fidelity,’ her husband had told her when he gave it to her, and as he fastened the clasp around her wrist it felt like a handcuff. She’d been appalled to find the initials NC engraved on the inside. Second-hand is anathema to her, the idea of wearing something that has rested on someone else’s skin. But Federov is insistent, in that way of his. He doesn’t raise his voice, but still her flesh rises up in tiny, frozen bumps.

She puts on the bracelet.

Irina is the daughter of a president, has grown up practically as royalty in a house where, as soon as you pick up your glass, someone darts in to wipe the table before you’ve had a chance to put it down again. She alone chose this man, Vasily Federov or Christopher Clay, so she can never admit that her soft-spoken, soft-palmed husband terrifies her. There is a black hole at the centre of him and she has no idea how deep it goes.

‘Has he ever laid a hand on you?’ her sister asked once, noticing how she flinched whenever he came near. And when Irina shook her head, she’d said, ‘Probably because he is afraid of our father.’ ‘No,’ Irina had corrected her. ‘Because he can’t bear to touch me.’

Approaching the capital, Federov puts away his portable computer and goes to stand by his case, which is open on the bed. She sees his hands, with those clean, perfectly shaped nails, reach into the pocket at the side and knows what he will be looking for. It disgusts her, this obsession of his. She has known men who have fetishes for feet, for bondage, for unspeakable sexual practices. But this thing of her husband’s makes her skin crawl. The scrap of fabric that was once blue but now is grey and greasy with age and handling. His one link to the mother who rejected him not only at birth, when she left him in a phone box wrapped in the blanket of which this miserable scrap is all that remains, but again when, as a young all-American man still believing in happy endings, he flew to Russia and tracked her down to a tower block on the outskirts of Novosibirsk in the south-west of Siberia, only to have her slam the door in his face. After that he’d been half expecting the rejection from his former KGB officer father, but still the shock of it had eaten through the tender marrow of him like a cancer, cauterizing his emotions.

All this he told her at the beginning of their marriage, when there was still some softness between the two of them. Before confidences became weapons they could use against one another. Irina should have listened to her father. Birth is important. The purity of the blood that flows through your veins matters. Vasily Federov may be on the verge of becoming the most powerful man in the country. He may, as The New York Times commented last week, be the greatest threat to current world security, but deep down he will always be damaged.

There is a reception party waiting to greet them on the platform at Moscow’s Yaroslavsky station. Not Irina’s father, Vladimir Sokolov, but leaders of national far-right movements, including Russian National Unity and the Movement Against Illegal Immigration. Federov is gratified to notice also prominent figures from Austria’s Freedom Party and from Italy’s Lega Nord, even Vlaams Blok from Belgium.

He glances around, searching for the face he needs most of all. The one who will give most legitimacy to his push for ultimate power, the presidency of the greatest country in the world. He isn’t here. Federov clenches his back teeth so hard that a muscle tics in his cheek. He has invested so much, invested everything.

‘Where is he?’ he hisses to Sergei Denisov. Denisov shrugs. Short and stocky with hair that has been transplanted so it sprouts from his scalp like new grass and then dyed chestnut, in stark contrast to his thick black eyebrows, Federov’s right-hand man has a fleshy face into which his dark eyes are sunk like pebbles. Federov dislikes him, but he needs Denisov’s reputation as a hard man and his long military record. ‘The Butcher of Grozny’, the Western press have dubbed Denisov, after the atrocities committed in Chechnya under his command. But with fear comes respect, and Denisov’s credentials go some way to counterbalancing the questions over Federov’s own origins.

But now a buzz is building amid the crowd on the platform, and here he comes, unmistakable in his domed white headdress with the crest on the front and the golden cross on the crown. He wears flowing black robes with a heavy gold chain and is flanked on both sides by similarly robed priests. A public endorsement from the head of the Russian Orthodox Church is the single greatest boost to Federov’s presidential hopes – worth the millions of dollars in charitable donations and the promise of an Orthodox Christian seat in the policy-making arm of government. As the two men shake hands, a hundred flashes go off from the assembled photographers. The photographs will be published all over the world. ‘The new ultra-conservatism’, the papers are calling it. Federov dislikes the term. There is nothing conservative about his vision to unite the disaffected groups on the margins of the political and social arena, not just in Russia itself but across the former Soviet states and onwards into the West, under a modern, populist, anti-immigration banner.

Does he see the irony, this Vasily Federov, Christopher Clay as was, of a man who grew up in the US saluting the Stars and Stripes, watching movies where the villains all had Russian names, now heaping the blame for all his mother country’s ills on the outsiders, the incomers, the dispossessed? No, for he considers himself more Russian than those whose feet have never left Russian soil because he chose to come back here, to inject his vast wealth, extracted from the veins of America, into the ailing heart of America’s greatest enemy. He feels himself to be Russian to the core of his being.

What he must do now is convince the Russian people of his commitment and patriotism, to allay their distrust. Which is why, after the photo opportunity at the station, he heads to the studios of Channel Rossiya, the network owned by his friend and political running mate Anatole Poletov. Or perhaps not friend, as Federov has never mastered the art of friendship, but certainly they are useful to one another and united in their zeal for the new world order they are forging.

In the make-up chair, he is uncharacteristically nervous and has to hold himself back from knocking away the arm of the make-up girl, who buzzes around him like an annoying insect. She has made him remove his glasses and he feels exposed and vulnerable, the world hidden from him behind a gauzy screen.

‘Enough!’ he snaps. He needs her to be gone so that he can concentrate on what he is about to say. What he is about to promise.

Under the studio lights he feels himself to be glowing, but in this he has the advantage over his opponent, Vice President Zhuravlev, who is openly perspiring. Federov feels his confidence return. The country – his country – is crying out for change. His father-in-law, Vladimir Sokolov, has allowed it to slide into chaos, too busy cosying up to the West – pipeline diplomacy that lines the pockets of the energy barons who support him – to notice his countrymen starving. There is a vacuum at the heart of Russian politics and it is this vacuum that Federov intends to fill.

But first he must prove himself to the people. And he knows exactly how he is going to do it.

The debate gets underway. They talk about domestic policies, about international threats. Federov sets forth his claim to be a modernizer but at the same time strikes a warning note about the rate of change in the country. He talks about drug use, and criminal gangs, linking them to the Uzbeks and Tajiks, and tries to turn his American upbringing to his advantage. ‘I’ve seen first hand what the endless quest for self-fulfilment can lead to. I’ve seen how it can become a cancer that eats a society from the inside.’ But in all this he is careful not to be too critical of the old regime, careful to pay lip service to Sokolov’s achievements. This is still Russia, after all.

Sweat is dripping down Zhuravlev’s forehead as he sees the momentum of the debate slipping away from him. He lashes out where his opponent is most vulnerable. ‘As an outsider, perhaps you don’t realize …’ he says, and ‘As an immigrant yourself …’ Federov grinds his back teeth – his dentist will not be happy – but keeps his expression blank. He tells the camera about the town where he was found as a newborn, deep in the empty belly of Siberia. A Russian town, he says, where real Russians live. He doesn’t contrast it to the West-leaning metropolises of Moscow and St Petersburg, but the inference is there. He repeats his spiel about how he actively chose this country, in contrast to those who, born with a silver spoon in their mouths, choose to spend the wealth Russia gave them in the south of France or London or the Middle East. Here Zhuravlev, who spent seven months this year on his private island off the coast of Dubai, hooks a finger in the collar of his shirt to loosen it, which has the unfortunate effect of drawing attention to the sagging skin on his neck.

Zhuravlev feels the ground crumbling beneath him and casts around frantically for bones to throw to the people – intended tax cuts, an increase to the state pension. ‘Not only do we deliver strong political leadership, we also take our job seriously as cultural custodians.’ He lists the monuments his government has built. The museums they have endowed. He is building to a flourish. ‘There can be no greater testament to our commitment to the cultural enrichment of our great nation than the magnificent exhibit we so recently unveiled, to international acclaim. I speak, of course, of the masterful replica – the culmination of twenty-five years of craftsmanship and at a cost of eleven million dollars – of that ultimate symbol of Russian greatness and glory, the eighth wonder of the world that was stolen from us by the Nazis six decades ago, only to vanish without trace. The incomparable Amber Room.’

As soon as the words are spoken Federov knows he has him, can taste the triumph on his tongue. Now it’s time to press home his victory. ‘Replica?’ The scorn drips from his lips. ‘How typical of this government to fob its people off with an imitation of the treasure that is rightfully ours. To show you how much I love this country – my country – to prove my commitment, I make the Russian people a solemn promise.’ He turns so he is looking directly into the camera. ‘If you give me your support, I pledge to restore to you not a replica, not a fake, an expensive imitation – but the real Amber Room.’

There is no studio audience, but the murmur of excitement that ripples around the television crew and the open dismay on Zhuravlev’s sagging face tells Federov all he needs to know.




Part One




1

FOUR THOUSAND MILES FROM THE MOSCOW STUDIO WHICH IS THE scene of Vasily Federov’s television triumph, at the point where northern Thailand meets Myanmar and Laos in an area of South East Asia commonly known as the Golden Triangle, a figure swings languidly in a hammock on the wooden verandah of a bamboo hut on the outskirts of Chiang Saen.

Aubrey Argylle is in his early twenties, all long limbs and broad shoulders, with clear eyes and a strong chin softened by a dimple, and dark, curly hair which he has tied back with a brown elastic band picked up that morning from the floor of the post office in town. The strands of hair that have escaped the band have ringleted with the heat. Yesterday the thermometer here passed one hundred degrees, and while today is a few degrees cooler the humidity is too high for the warm sweat to evaporate, so instead it forms a sticky coating on his skin.

One of Argylle’s narrow bare feet is on the wooden floor, keeping the hammock in motion, but the rest of him is still. The notebook he was writing in just a few moments before rests face down on his stomach, the pen forgotten in his hand. He hasn’t long returned from leading a small tour group on a hike up to Wat Phra That Pha Ngao, a Buddhist temple on a hilltop a few kilometres out of town. The temple itself is nothing special, but it provides a breathtaking view across the Mekong River and the mountain jungles beyond, into Laos. ‘Is this it?’ the tourists had asked him, straining to see in the other direction towards the rugged hills of Myanmar, although they still call it Burma. ‘Are we in the Golden Triangle now?’

Argylle is used to managing the disappointment of tourists who have come here expecting to see mule trains laden with bricks of opium marching across distant mountain ridges. The opium trade that made the area notorious from the 1960s to the 1990s has now largely moved on to Afghanistan. There are still tribal gangs operating, particularly the warlords on the Myanmar side, and opium is still being funnelled from the poppy fields on the mountaintops down through Chiang Rai and Bangkok and then on to America and Hong Kong. But now the remaining traffickers tend to deal in methamphetamine, which is lucrative though it lacks the old-school glamour the tourists have come to find.

Argylle could tell them there is nothing remotely glamorous about the drug trade.

If you asked Argylle exactly how long he has been scratching a living here in this tropical backwater, he would give you a vague answer. ‘A couple of years,’ he might say, even though it has been more like five. He doesn’t want to face up to the fact he has hit a dead end.

He knows why he came back here – in search of answers. But he has no idea why he has stayed.

He drags himself to his feet and drains his now-warm beer. Entering the hut, which consists of wooden boards laid across a wooden frame, bamboo walls and roof and glassless windows open to the muggy air, he crosses to a wooden board resting on two empty oil cans that serves as a bookshelf for a row of well-thumbed paperbacks – some standard airport fare, traded among long-stay backpackers, others more surprising. Camus, Kafka, James Baldwin. At the far end is a stack of notebooks, on top of which Argylle places the one he was writing in earlier.

Most of the notebooks are the cheap variety he buys in the town. Only the one at the very bottom is different, thick and leather-bound, with the tip of an integral satin bookmark ribbon just visible at the bottom. He doesn’t have to open it to know what it says on the inside leaf: The world is too wonderful not to write it all down. A present from his mother, the Christmas before she died. He never even opened it, just muttered his thanks and forgot about it at the bottom of his case. Only months later, after everything that had happened, did he open it up and, smoothing out the thick, cream-coloured lined paper, begin to write – descriptions of things he’s seen, little snippets of conversation. And he hasn’t stopped. All these books full of words.

He is writing to her. He knows that. Writing her the world she is no longer able to see.

Argylle raises the hem of the mosquito net that hangs from a hook on the ceiling and retrieves a pair of jeans from the thin single mattress on the floor. The first time he went up into the mountains, he’d worn shorts. He hasn’t made that mistake since. There’s a pair of tattered old sneakers on the steps of the verandah – they don’t smell so good so he keeps them outside – and he slips those on without bothering to untie the laces. A faded Johnny Cash T-shirt completes the look.

His plan is to take his motorbike north past Sop Ruak – the town where Thailand converges with Laos and Myanmar – and up into the hills. Technically, this crosses into Myanmar, still under strict military rule, but he has his cover story should he ever be stopped: a tourist guide scouting for new routes. It is not like the old days. Everywhere are signs that the region is moving on. Yet, despite the newly whitewashed image, Argylle is well aware of the dangers that still lurk here. Heroin might have given way to methamphetamine, but make no mistake, it is still a deadly trade. The rewards are staggering – billions of dollars – and so are the risks. International criminal gangs operate here in these jungles, despite the signs everywhere declaring the death penalty for anyone caught smuggling drugs. Warlords, triads – even the Russian mafia. These are not people you want to share a beer with, and it’s not unheard of for a dead body to turn up, horribly mutilated. You venture on to a rival gang’s turf at your peril.

And what is he really looking for, Argylle, as he scrambles his bike up the dirt track behind Sop Ruak? What takes him back into the jungle again and again, keeping him stuck in this holding pattern that is his life?

Ditching the bike, he begins his climb, following a just-detectable path through the increasingly dense undergrowth. Along with a couple of bottles of water, he has brought a small machete in his backpack, to hack back the dense vegetation. It is hot, unrewarding work, his feet kicking up red dust every step of the way. Through the canopy of the rainforest overhead, the sky is mud-yellow. Every now and then he comes to a thick whorl of barbed wire – Myanmar’s attempts at demarcating its borders. He is heading for one of the Akha villages. The Akha are one of the hill tribes, displaced peoples from China or Tibet, unwelcome in any of the three countries that meet here. In the past the tribe was closely linked with the growing of opium poppies, but now they make their living from selling the artefacts they make and decorating themselves in order to pose for photographs with the tour groups that make the trek up here.

Argylle speaks Thai fluently, along with Arabic, Mandarin, Spanish, French, German and Russian, but the Akha speak a dialect all of their own and talking to them, asking his questions, is a slow process. He has the photographs of his parents in his pocket, the edges furry from handling.

But when he is still an hour’s walk from the clearing where the tribe’s distinctively thatched bamboo huts stand on wooden stilts above the earth, Argylle stops short.

Above the soft chirp of the frogmouth and the squeak of the emerald-green long-tailed broadbill and the call of a warbler in the high branches, above the thwacking of his sneaker soles in the dust underfoot and the cracking of dry leaves and twigs, there comes the low buzz of a light aircraft in the distance.

Immediately, Argylle is tumbling backwards through time to a tiny jungle airfield, just three or four planes, squeezed into a cockpit while his dad talks him through the instruments. The rush of adrenaline that first time the plane’s wheels leave the ground, knowing it’s all in his hands now. The airfields change – Brazil, the Philippines, West Africa, southern Spain, wherever his parents’ import/export business takes them – but always there’s a plane, and always his dad: impatient, mercurial, demanding, loving. Complicated.

Argylle steps into a clearing so that he can get a view of the plane. Single-engined, maybe a six-seater, with a propeller on the nose and blue-and-gold markings. He has seen this plane before, on the tiny airfield in Mong Hsat across the border in Myanmar when he and his dad landed their Cessna there on a weekend jaunt.

‘Is it true the CIA once ran a heroin-smuggling operation here?’ one of Argylle’s tour group had asked him earlier. Argylle had shrugged. It’s possible, he told the group. The US wanted to keep Myanmar, Laos and Thailand free from the influence of communist China, just a few hundred kilometres away across the border. To this end, they’d backed the KMT, exiled Chinese trying to retake their country from the communists and funding their struggle with proceeds from the heroin trade. Whether the CIA was involved in that side of things, directly or indirectly, is anyone’s guess but it certainly built radio masts in the area, and also helped fund that tiny airstrip, now largely disused, apart from by the odd visiting contingent from the CIA or DEA.

Argylle watches the plane track across the sky, still lost in the past. A different lifetime.

Crack! A deafening noise cuts across the peace of the jungle, causing the birds to fall silent. For a split second, the world stops, all life stilled. The small plane hovers soundlessly in the air. Then … the unmistakable sound of a stuttering engine.
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AND NOW THE PLANE IS FALLING FROM THE SKY. ARGYLLE WAITS FOR the explosion, but these small planes carry little fuel so the moment of impact is muffled.

Now he is running, following the narrow plume of black smoke rising from the trees, belatedly recognizing that the crack he heard earlier wasn’t an engine exploding. It was gunfire.

There aren’t many gangs in this region with sufficient resources to count anti-aircraft weapons among their arsenal.

Sam Gor, aka ‘The Company’, is a Cantonese Chinese syndicate made up from members of five different triads and based in Myanmar’s Shan State, although their reach extends beyond their territories. With a turnover reputed to run into the billions, they can afford the most sophisticated weaponry. This, paired with a legendary thirst for violence and brutality, makes them by far the most feared of the Golden Triangle cartels.

Argylle knows all about them from bitter experience. He wishes he didn’t.

By the time he is approaching the crash site some thirty minutes later, Argylle is ragged from the heat, his breath torn in raw strips from his throat. If his hunch is right about The Company, and they catch him here, he won’t be leaving, at least not on his own two feet. He slows his pace to pick a path stealthily through the trees, sticking to the denser vegetation, stopping to listen for signs of life.

He smells the plane before he sees it, feels the acridity of smoke in his lungs. It is burning season here in Thailand, when farmers raze their land in preparation for planting and the smoke lingers in the valleys and the trees, but this is something else.

From behind a tree, he can see two people, a man and a woman, stamping on blankets on the ground to put out the remains of the fire, and another man seated on the ground nearby clutching his head. All have smoke-blackened faces and dazed expressions. Behind them the plane is nose-deep into the undergrowth, one wing ripped off, debris strewn across the clearing. Argylle anxiously scans the surroundings but can find no sign of the gang responsible.

The woman is holding up her phone, looking for cell coverage. ‘They’ve totalled the phone masts,’ the man beside her says flatly.

‘Quick, you have to get out of here.’ The three battered passengers start as Argylle bursts from the trees. He tries again. ‘The people who shot you down will be here any second. You have to go. Where are your guns?’ Again, blank. ‘Come on.’ He loses patience. ‘I know you guys are CIA. Where are your fucking guns?’

Finally, the woman speaks, and he notices for the first time the peculiar angle of her right arm, and how she is cradling it with the left. ‘Not CIA. DEA. Charlie has a gun.’

Argylle looks at the two men, waiting to find out which one is Charlie.

‘Not them,’ says the woman tetchily. ‘Charlie. In there.’ She jerks her head towards the wreckage of the plane. ‘But he’s …’ She shakes her head.

Argylle looks around. At any moment the Sam Gor could arrive. The federal agents are sitting targets. And if he’s still here, he is going down with them.

What he should do, what any sane person would do at this point, is run, and abandon these poor schmucks to their fate.

Shit.

Although he knows this is the worst idea in the world, he runs towards the door of the plane – or rather the gaping hole where the door used to be – and swings himself inside. For a moment he stops, frozen at the sight of the pilot slumped across the dashboard, his skull caved in.

A soft moan jolts him out of his stupor. Strapped into the left-hand seat of the front row is a chubby middle-aged man he’d first assumed to be dead as well. Crouching in the cramped aisle, one eye on the window through which he can observe the three stricken DEA agents, Argylle says softly, ‘Hey, Charlie. How you doing, man?’ But he can see for himself exactly how Charlie is doing. See how the luggage rail has broken off and embedded itself deep in his abdomen.

There’s no way he’s going to make it. He notices the hilt of a gun by Charlie’s hip, but getting to it means reaching around that thing in his stomach.

From the corner of his eye, he catches a movement outside, a flash of sun glinting on metal. Instinctively he ducks back into the cabin, the blood loud in his ears. Now there is shouting. A stint in Singapore as a child means he understands the voice speaking in Mandarin – ‘Get down, get down’ – but not the man yelling in Cantonese. A woman shrieks. Through the window he sees the three passengers from the plane lying face down in the dirt with their hands on their heads, surrounded by at least seven men, all with weapons drawn. The woman’s arm is bent awkwardly underneath her. She gazes towards the plane and her eyes widen as she sees him. He puts a finger to his lips. He knows all too well what these people are capable of. Now the man speaking Cantonese yells something at a young boy, surely not more than fourteen or fifteen, gesturing in the direction of the plane, and Argylle ducks down. Have they seen him? His chest feels painfully tight, his mouth dry as dust.

The boy replies in high-pitched Mandarin. ‘I’m not going in there. The whole thing stinks of gas. It’s going to blow.’ Argylle has already clocked the unmistakable reek of aviation fuel. He’s trapped inside a tinderbox.

An argument breaks out between the boy and his boss. No prizes who’ll win this one. Argylle scans around in a panic. One glance at Charlie confirms that he is now dead, his head thrown back, hands folded over the metal pole which skewers him. Behind him are two vacant seats, one on each side of the narrow aisle. And a single seat at the rear. There is nowhere to hide.

In desperation he squeezes himself into the compact space between the back seat and the rear of the plane. There is nothing to cover him, and no way that anyone walking to the back of the plane could miss him.

Through the gap in the seats, he sees the boy climb on board, his gun raised. He can see how nervous he is, his fingers shaking around the trigger guard. The smell of fuel is stronger now and the boy pulls his T-shirt over his nose to mask the stench. He hardly glances at the dead pilot with his head resting in a pool of sticky blood and brains, but when he gets to Charlie he stops. At first Argylle presumes it is shock that stalls him, but then the boy reaches down around the luggage pole and pulls out Charlie’s gun. This is it, thinks Argylle. But the boy remains bent over the dead man, rummaging inside his clothes, finally giving a grunt of satisfaction as he straightens up, clutching a wallet which he shoves down inside the waistband of his trousers.

Outside, the man in charge is shouting. The boy, his T-shirt still covering his nose, glances wildly around the plane, his eyes coming to rest on the back of the plane. For a second Argylle is sure he will step forward – just two more paces and he will be fully visible. But then, without a beat, the boy turns and jumps from the wreckage.

Argylle sags with relief. He gets to his feet, unfolding his long legs, trying to steady his pounding heart. Through the window he sees the hostages, guns pointed at their backs, being herded into the jungle.

He squeezes down the aisle of the plane, only to hurl himself down behind Charlie’s seat once more when he hears the fuselage of the plane creaking ominously.

Someone has come back.

The man who climbs on board is heavy-set, luckily for Argylle, as it is what had announced his approach. Behind the seat, he squeezes his eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable exposure.

When discovery doesn’t come, he opens them again. Charlie’s left arm is hanging down the side of his seat where the boy dislodged it. Argylle tries not to look at his wedding ring, tries not to think about his wife, perhaps children. There’s a crack in between the arm and the seat through which he can see the thick-set man still standing in the nose of the plane where he boarded. He is leaning over the dead pilot to wrench something from the dashboard, a small, square black box with an antenna protruding from the top that Argylle recognizes immediately as the plane’s transponder.

The portable transponder will be encoded with the aircraft’s unique squawk code, so air-traffic controllers can track its radar signal and ensure it doesn’t crash into anything else. The man fiddles with the knob and Argylle, after all those hours spent flying with his dad, knows he will be turning the mechanism off so that it can no longer transmit signals that might give away its location.

Now the man glances over at Charlie, and Argylle feels queasy, guessing that, like the boy, he will be thinking about the wallet Charlie will most likely be carrying in his inside pocket. If he takes another step in this direction, Argylle is finished.

A shout comes from outside, but still the man doesn’t move. The moment seems to stretch on for ever, the man’s eyes hard and black and staring right at the spot where Argylle crouches. Then a second, louder shout jolts him into a decision and he turns, muttering, to drop heavily from the plane.

The relief is so tangible Argylle can taste it.

Once the group has gone from the clearing, the men using their guns to prod the Americans ahead of them, Argylle makes his way to the front of the plane. He should leave. Run in the opposite direction. He knows the CIA will have been tracking the plane so back-up is probably on its way right now.

He also knows that by the time they arrive, it will be too late. The jungles around here are dense, and only one side knows its way around.

It isn’t his problem. He doesn’t owe these people anything.

He pictures the woman lying on the ground with her broken arm bent underneath her and one tear trickling down her cheek.

He picks up the transponder.
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FRANCES COFFEY TAKES A LONG, UNSATISFYING DRAG ON HER nicotine inhaler. Whoever decided a plastic tube was a good substitute for cigarettes had clearly never been a smoker.

I am a person who doesn’t smoke, Coffey reminds herself, as her therapist has instructed her. I am a person who doesn’t smoke … but I would really kill for a Marlboro Light.

‘Tell me again exactly when we lost signal?’

Mike Randall turns back to his monitor. ‘That’d be six minutes ago … seven now.’

‘What the hell happened out there?’

Randall shrugs and darts a look across at his colleague and buddy Agent Joe Quintano. Privately, they’ve both admitted that, despite their combined twenty-one years of experience in the Agency, sometimes the boss makes them feel like they’re back in class, trying to cover up the fact they don’t know the answer. It’s something about the combination of her encyclopaedic knowledge from years of working the archives and an acute emotional intelligence that makes her able to second-guess how players in any given scenario might react.

‘It took off from Mong Hsat as scheduled. One minute it was tracking along as normal, and the next it was falling from the sky.’

‘Accident?’

‘Possible,’ says Quintano, tapping his fingers against his chin. ‘Engine failure, perhaps. But –’

‘– why did the transponder suddenly cut off after the plane came down?’

In the clandestine CIA headquarters beneath an agricultural chemicals plant in rural Delaware, Frances Coffey, the CIA’s Chief Operating Officer – five feet four with a neat brown bob and tortoiseshell glasses and a way of fixing a person with her soft grey eyes that makes them want to do better, be better – pulls hard on her plastic cigarette again.

‘I think we have to assume it was brought down deliberately,’ says Randall.

‘Do we know what syndicates operate in that region?’

Quintano turns to his computer and keys in some commands.

‘It doesn’t look good, boss,’ he says, his expression grim.

Coffey steps forward to look at his screen. Her face, always pale, noticeably blanches.

‘Who?’ asks Randall.

‘Sam Gor,’ Quintano replies. ‘The Company. Their top man, Tse Chi Lop, makes Pablo Escobar look like Mary Poppins.’

‘And you think that’s who the DEA were scoping out?’

Coffey nods. ‘Must be. I don’t need to tell you we’re in the grip of a methamphetamine epidemic here in the US and most of that meth is cooked up in overseas labs headed by syndicates like—’

‘Sam Gor,’ says Randall. ‘I get you. So you think this Tse took down our plane because the DEA were asking too many questions?’

Coffey nods. ‘Looks that way.’

The three of them fall silent, imagining what this means. Then Coffey squints at something beeping on the screen through her varifocal lenses.

‘What’s happening?’

Quintano swings around.

‘What the— The transponder is back on. The plane appears to be moving.’

‘Flying?’ The only outward signs of Coffey’s excitement are the bloodless knuckles on the hand gripping the back of Quintano’s chair.

Quintano shakes his head.

‘But you said the plane was moving?’

‘It is, but …’

‘But?’

‘It’s moving as if it’s … walking, ma’am.’

Coffey’s mind whirs, working out the possibilities. Absently, she reaches into her jacket pocket for her cigarette pack, sighing when her fingers encounter only empty space.

I am a non-smoker, she reminds herself as she follows the progress of the blipping signal across the screen.

What the hell is going on?
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DEEP IN THE TREACHEROUS JUNGLE OF SHAN STATE ON THE WRONG side of the Myanmar border, Argylle is tracking the hostage group while holding the transponder tucked under his arm.

After five years in this part of the world, Argylle is used to the terrain and the insects and the heat that sits on your skin. The air is always thick in February and March, when a combination of forest fires and farmers burning the dregs of the last harvest to prepare for a new crop sends pollution levels spiking, and his body feels as if every single cell wants to shut down. He is used to the dense vegetation that requires him to stop every few metres to hack at it with his machete, but not when he is trying to be silent, carrying a black box that, while smaller than a shoebox, is nonetheless heavy and slippery in the sweltering heat.

This area is new to him, one of the uncharted swathes that would have his Thai friends pointing at the map and shaking their heads in warning.

You don’t wander around in these parts. You don’t take photographs.

This is where the drugs labs are, run by gangs who have their own militias. The authorities tend to turn a blind eye in exchange for military back-up and a cut of the profit.

Argylle knows that if he is discovered here he will most likely end up one of the many disappeared – people who stray too far into the grey area of the map, and are never heard from again. Or who turn up in pieces. An image comes to him. Two coffins, side by side. He bats it away.

What is he doing here, risking his life for a group of strangers? He can’t answer. All he knows is that for the last five years he has felt as though he has been living in a padded room where nothing quite reaches him, numb to what is happening around him. But now, in this very moment, he is finally alive.

The trees ahead are thinning out, and he slows before a clearing in the jungle, where he can just make out a knot of people in front of some kind of building. He hears a lot of shouting and feels the prickle of fear as the full danger of his situation becomes clear. If this is a lab that the gang have brought the hostages to, no one’s getting out of here alive. There’s too much at stake. If his transponder gamble has worked and CIA back-up is on its way, they will be walking into a death trap.

He looks around, assessing his situation, until he spots a gnarly old tea tree which would give him a vantage point. Hiding the transponder in the undergrowth, he hoists himself up the rough, spiky trunk, sending out silent thanks for the jeans that protect his thighs from being torn to shreds. His hands are not so lucky, and by the time he reaches the upper branches his palms are scratched and bleeding, but he still can’t quite see into the clearing from where the voices are coming. Lying almost flat, he inches along the branch ahead of him, praying it will take his weight. There’s a moment where it dips alarmingly under him and he feels sure it will break. His stomach lurches but, incredibly, the branch remains intact.

From halfway along, he has a view over the top of the tree in front of the clearing. Relief floods through him as he sees not the tell-tale signs of an industrial lab but a handful of ragged huts, a makeshift camp.

The hostages have been made to sit on the ground while the armed gang members talk excitedly with three others who have emerged from the huts. The DEA agent who’d been on the ground when Argylle first arrived is in a bad way. As Argylle watches, he topples so that he is lying on his side. The gang members laugh. The boy who’d seemed so young and nervous when he stole Charlie’s wallet in the plane earlier swaggers over and casually kicks him in the stomach.

The woman, still holding her arm gingerly, looks away.

Some of the drugs cartels in the area don’t want any trouble. Some of them, realizing that the US government is tracking their organization, might have set up shop elsewhere.

Not these guys.

Argylle knows to his cost what this group does to people they think are encroaching on their patch.

He glances down to the undergrowth that conceals the transponder and fights off a wave of despair. His plan seems now to be a long shot, dependent on the CIA tracking the plane and the signal being reliably transmitted.

The gang members, he sees now, are a motley bunch. Several are missing teeth, their skin angry and ravaged with sores, their eyes wide and wild. They definitely didn’t get the ‘don’t get high on your own supply’ memo. Though most of the drugs manufactured in this region get shipped out, enough remain in local circulation for Argylle to recognize the signs of meth addiction. The bad news is that meth addicts are notoriously unpredictable and prone to bouts of extreme violence when they’re on a comedown.

He looks at the boy, his adolescent skin marred by acne and drug use, and feels an unexpected surge of pity and hopelessness at what lies ahead for him.

The man on the ground moans, and the other male DEA agent, who has a beard and a distinctive white patch in his dark hair, turns to a short, squat man who is clearly the leader of this group. ‘He needs help,’ he says, gesturing. The other man nods, then walks over and calmly shoots the prone American in the head.

Oh shit. Oh God.

Argylle shuts his eyes to dispel the image. When he opens them again, he sees the woman has been sprayed with her colleague’s blood and has some grey gunk caught in her hair and on her clothes.

Again he glances at the low bush where the transponder is hidden. It seems increasingly likely that no one is coming. Could the transponder have run out of power? A crushing dejection comes over him. Yet he cannot bring himself to turn and walk away.

Minutes pass. As Argylle steels himself for the bloodbath he feels sure is coming he hears a faint rustle in the undergrowth immediately below his vantage point. To his astonishment he sees that the ground beneath his tree is crawling with camouflaged figures edging towards the clearing, clutching assault carbines. One of them holds the transponder, recently liberated from its hiding place.

Judging by the sweat running down their faces, they’ve already trekked some distance. He looks around for a way to alert them to his presence, not wanting to surprise them.

The leaves of the tea tree in which he is sitting are bigger than a man’s hand. Edging backwards along the branch, Argylle tears one off and drops it on to the head of the man directly below. Instantly he has several guns pointing up at him, and he raises his hands to show he isn’t armed. He points to the transponder then at himself. The man nods. All this time the voices of the gang have been a low hum, but now a bark of laughter comes from beyond the trees. ‘How far?’ mouths the commander.

Argylle points to where he can just about see the tops of the huts and holds up both his hands, pulsing twice. ‘Twenty metres?’ the commander mouths. He points at two of his men and signs an instruction that Argylle doesn’t understand. They nod, and one of them withdraws a grenade from a pouch in his army-issue jacket.

The commander makes a circling motion with his hand and the men disappear silently into the undergrowth. He sends another group in the other direction. Unlike the commander, the men look Thai. Argylle wonders where they came from, remembers the rumours of an off-radar ‘black’ prison somewhere in the Thai jungle where the Americans take any prisoners they want to interrogate, out of sight of the world’s watchful eyes.

Now the commander beckons Argylle down and points behind him. Argylle shimmies down and takes a few steps back. His heart is in his mouth. He knows the hostage-takers from the plane are armed, but the rest of the gang don’t seem to be. Why would they be, all the way up here, with nothing to guard other than a few huts and canvas tents? With the element of surprise, the newcomers might just be able to take them. But they have one chance only. If the gang have time to arm themselves it will be carnage.

Even though he is expecting it, the explosion from the far side of the camp, closely followed by a second explosion from the other direction, sends a jolt of shock through Argylle. Sometime in the split second between the two blasts, the rescuers charge forward. After that, everything is a blur of shouting and gunfire. Argylle hates feeling useless but knows he’d be more of a hindrance than a help, so he conceals himself at a distance and waits, every cell of his body tensed.

It seems as if the fighting goes on for hours, although it can only be a matter of minutes. From his position well back from the action, Argylle hears a man shouting something in Cantonese that is cut short by a loud crack that sends the leaves of the trees quivering.

Finally, through the trees comes the male hostage from the plane, the DEA agent with his dark beard and the white patch in his hair, and close behind him is the woman, still clutching her arm. And now come the rest of the rescuer group, two dragging between them the slumped form of the murdered DEA agent. From his hiding place, Argylle wills them to hurry. The explosions will have alerted the rest of the cartel and he definitely doesn’t want to be around when they arrive.

Argylle keeps himself hidden behind a tree, even though he sees the commander casting around him and knows he is wondering where he is. As soon as he is sure the group are headed in the right direction, he slips away, melting back into the jungle.

He has his reasons for wanting to stay lost.
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One year before Federov’s promise to the Russian people

IN PRIVATE, FEDEROV’S INNER CIRCLE REFER TO HIM AS THE BLACK Hole, in reference to how he absorbs everything around him – light, life, information. That endless gap between you telling him something and him reacting, where it feels as if he might suck the very marrow from your bones through his flat, dead eyes.

So his secretary shouldn’t be surprised, when she passes on the message that his biological father is dead, that his face remains as smooth and blank as soap. And yet still it takes her aback. This lack of human response.

The half-sister Federov has never met called his office to let him know the news. His two half-brothers do not know she is doing it, would not approve, but she thinks it’s only right. It’s out of the question for him to come to the funeral, but perhaps he would like to visit the home where she nursed her father through his final years.

So it is that Vasily Federov finds himself waiting outside a door on the fourth floor of a well-kept apartment block in the Moscow suburbs. He has been here once before, as a teenager, still hopeful even after a bruising rejection from his birth mother. Though young, he’d already shown signs of the entrepreneurship which would eventually make him a billionaire, buying up broken word processors – the early precursors to computers – fixing them and selling them on to his Midwestern neighbours. With his earnings he’d paid a private investigator to track down his birth parents and then bought himself a return plane ticket. As soon as he’d landed in Russia he’d begun calling himself Vasily Federov after his father, shaking off the miserable childhood of Christopher Clay. But things hadn’t gone exactly to plan.

His mother, now a jaundiced alcoholic living in squalor on the thirteenth floor of an elevatorless housing estate in Novosibirsk, had blocked the doorway and called him a ‘fucking liar’. Her hair was thin and greasy, but her eyes, the whites turned the colour of morning piss, looked afraid. A man with curd-like flecks in the corners of his mouth, his cheeks etched with livid purple veins, had shuffled into the hallway behind her wearing a greying vest that didn’t quite cover his belly. ‘Who the fuck is that?’ he’d asked. ‘No one,’ she’d replied, slamming the door.

He’d locked that memory away and buried it so far inside himself no one would ever find it.

Even so, he’d thought he might have more luck with his father. He’d learned from his investigator that his father was a married KGB officer temporarily stationed in Siberia to oversee the Siblag correctional labour camp, part of the Western Siberian Gulag, when he’d had a brief affair with the young woman who came in at 6 a.m. to clean the camp offices. When he’d been transferred back to Moscow, he hadn’t even known she was pregnant, and when she tracked him down months later, asking for money, he denied the baby was even his.

But he’d been a younger man then, with a wife and three children of his own. Now his wife had been dead five years from breast cancer and the children were grown. He lived in this respectable apartment block on a disability pension from the government, owing to an injury he’d sustained in Afghanistan. He had nothing to lose by acknowledging this long-lost son.

After his humiliating experience with his mother, Federov had played things differently this time, writing to his father first to alert him to his existence and his wish to meet, assuring him he wanted nothing from him. His spirits had soared when he’d received a one-line reply inviting him to visit. But when his father had opened the door, he wasn’t smiling.

‘I just wanted to take a look at you,’ he said, once he had grudgingly allowed him into his overheated, overfurnished living room, his mean eyes raking up and down Federov’s lanky teenage body. ‘And now I have, I can see you’re no son of mine.’

Federov, sitting on the edge of an uncomfortably upright armchair, held his nerve as he looked into his father’s face that was also his face – curiously flat, its features making little impact. ‘I’m your son.’

His father shook his head. ‘I have two sons. One is in the army, fighting for his country; the other is a policeman. Those are Federov men. You are nothing like them.’

Federov had cast around the stuffy room, taking in the family photographs on the sideboard, the medals in a glass-fronted cabinet, the brown patterned carpet that clashed with the floral wallpaper. There was a Persian-style rug hanging on the wall in pride of place, and the windows were festooned with nets. His gaze had alighted on a glass-topped side table, covered in a lace cloth, on which a notebook lay open, the visible page half filled with small, neat writing and a pen laid across it, as if someone had been disturbed mid-sentence.

‘You’re working on something?’ he said, trying to spark a conversation.

‘I am carrying out vitally important research.’

‘Into what?’

‘Into something that will make the name Federov known across Russia, the ultimate legacy to the motherland.’

‘But what is it?’

His father’s expression had closed up, as if a shutter had come down.

‘You think I’m going to share my life’s work with a stranger?’

By this stage, Federov should have been used to rejection, yet that word ‘stranger’ sent a splinter into his heart that could never be removed. As Federov was leaving, a young woman had appeared from a room along the corridor, starting when she saw him as if she’d seen a ghost.

‘Go back into your room, Yelena,’ his
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