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Praise for Boris Starling’s novels

Vodka

“A tour de force…Every page brims over with Starling’s passion for all things Russian. You’ll want to get your fill of Vodka.”

—Pages

“The suspense is cumulative, with the narrative a kaleidoscope patterned by Starling’s love affair with all things Russian and Moscow in particular. Starling’s enthusiasm and a quick eye achieve a Dickensian combination of sentiment and cruelty.”

—The Guardian (UK)

“A fascinating read.”

—ASDA magazine (UK)

“Gruesome excitement and a truly gothic denouement.”

—Sunday Express

“Big and complex, panoramic and epic … powerful and all-encompassing… profound and striking.”

—Mystery Ink

“Starling writes inventively about historical facts while giving the reader an up-close look at Moscow’s sewers, back streets, and the Wild West atmosphere of the era of collapse. The writing is powerful with imagery and emotional brinkmanship.”

—Library Journal

“This exciting thriller provides an insightful look at Russia during the aftermath of the fall of Communism.”

—Midwest Book Review

Storm

“Delving deeper into the mind of a serial killer than he did in his first novel, Messiah, Starling takes readers to the brink of madness with a character who is unrelentingly violent (he tortures his victims prior to killing them by forcing rats to gnaw through their stomachs) yet literate (his victims are chosen based on characters from Aeschylus’s complex Greek myth, the Oresteia). Starling expertly renders a strong heroine … and he skillfully builds the suspense as he joins various plotlines to the main story and slowly reveals the killer’s identity.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Compares with Thomas Harris’s works… Storm is one hell of a thriller.”

—Midwest Book Review

Messiah

“Messiah sustains a sense of fear and uneasiness.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Riveting…The denouement, like the main characters, is as interesting as they come.”

—New York Post

“Fast-paced, gritty… one of the best books on murder you’ll read.”

—Esquire (UK)

“Messiah is as terrifying as it is credible … an accomplished debut that grips from the first page and doesn’t let go.”

—Val McDermid, Gold Dagger Award–winning author of Tangled Web

“Messiah is heartstopping… the urge to devour this book at a single sitting is almost irresistible.”

—Martin Edwards, author of the Harry Devlin mysteries

“Messiah has one of the most frightening fictional serial killers ever created.”

—Writers Write

“Messiah opens with a bang and just keeps on going to the thrilling conclusion… stunning.”

—Book Rocket
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Vodka was a very personal labor of love, and yet I couldn’t have written it without being helped by scores of people, all of whom have my gratitude and affection.

My publishers and agents were endlessly patient as deadline after deadline vanished into the ether, and infinitely wise in their judgment on the drafts that did finally appear; my thanks to Julia Wisdom, Nick Sayers, Anne O’Brien, Brian Tart, Caradoc King and Nick Harris, and to Kelly Edgson-Wright for marketing services beyond the call of duty.

My family—David and Judy Starling, and Mike and Belinda Trim—were, as ever, my most trenchant critics, most ardent supporters, and finest chefs. Richard Fenning first fired my interest in Russia; Samantha de Bendern, Guy Dunn and David Lewis fanned the flames. Mark Burnell, Godwin Busuttil, Charles Cumming, Juliette Dominguez, Fiona Kirkpatrick, Fiona McDougall, Rory Unsworth, and Iain Wakefield all spent more time than they could spare to read a gargantuan first draft and give me their thoughts. Ben Aris took me under his wing in Moscow; the Apple workshop in Granada performed miracles with a sick iMac; and the Fell-Clark family rented me their tower by the sea, the most magical place to write.

I read more books than I care to remember during research, many of them by authors who clearly share my passion for Russia. It is for me the most fascinating and inspiring country on earth, and I hope that in Vodka I’ve done some small measure of justice to an extraordinary nation and a unique people.

Boris Starling


RUSSIAN NAMES

All Russians have three names: their given name (what Westerners would call their Christian or first name), their patronymic (a derivative of their father’s name) and their family name (surname). To show respect, formality or distance, Russians use both the given name and the patronymic. Friends and family use only the given name or a nickname derived from it (e.g., Kolya for Nikolai).
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PROLOGUE

Wednesday, August 21, 1991

Moscow at dusk, the great city hanging suspended in all its contradictions: halfway between day and night, past and future, east and west, sanity and madness, picturesque and squalid, good and evil.

The coup was over. For the first time since it had begun, the night was dry and moonlit. The troops had that afternoon started to withdraw from around the White House, the Russian parliament building. They were retreating from Moscow as Napoleon and Hitler had done before them, but they were doing so with pleasure, relieved that they’d not had to massacre their countrymen, and pursued by the grateful cheers of demonstrators who threw sweets, cakes and coins in through the hatches of their armored vehicles. Four tanks were left empty on the grounds of the White House, garlanded with flowers and Russian tricolors; the rest snaked away in long columns of belching gasoline and churned asphalt, and the parliamentary defenders had never smelled anything sweeter.

They’d been there since the very start, three days and a lifetime before, flimsy lines facing down the Soviet army and the world’s press, and this was their moment. They picked their way through rocks and crushed machinery, sidestepped the armfuls of flowers laid on the street to cover dried bloodstains and grinned in joyful disbelief that the building—that Russia itself—was safe.

And among all these Russians, there was not a bottle of vodka in sight; not one.

Inside the White House, Lev—parliamentary deputy, distillery director, criminal godfather, champion weight lifter, his shoulders as wide as two men’s, the crown of his head seven feet above the floor—walked the corridors and surfed waves of intelligence and rumor. Gorbachev was on his way back from the Crimea. The coup leadership had disbanded and flown out of Moscow. The three ugly sisters— the Party, the KGB and the Ministry of Defense—were in disarray. Between them, they hadn’t even managed to produce a decent coup.

Lev felt a hand on his elbow. It was Nikolai Arkin, the brightest of the young reformers and, if parliamentary gossip had any credence, hot favorite to be the new prime minister. He grinned at Lev with teeth white enough to suggest German dentistry, and steered him toward the nearest balcony. Out on the Moscow River, bobbing tugboats let off flares and called themselves the Russian navy. The crowd was singing now. “We’ve won! Victory is ours!”

Arkin waved a papal arm over the throng. “Is there a greater nation in the world?” he said. “They’ve been repeatedly beaten to their knees, but they’ve never forgotten how to stand up. The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” A breeze caught his dark forelock and lifted it from his brow. “You know what that is?” Arkin asked, the euphoria making him ever more melodramatic. “It’s the wind of change.”

Lev looked at Arkin with the weary indulgence a parent grants an excitable child. “Change?” he growled. “Change? Aren’t things bad enough as they are?”
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Monday, December 23, 1991

Television newscasters, metro workers, shop assistants and old women in the market all said the same thing: “the Soviet Union is no more.” Eleven of the fifteen constituent republics had met in Alma-Ata over the weekend and agreed to dissolve the union, nine days short of its seventieth birthday. “The Soviet Union is no more,” indeed, but no two people said it exactly the same; the phrase came loaded with hope, fear, relief, apprehension, joy, anger, excitement and nostalgia, and each person’s mixture was different.

“No matter how much we hated the old system”—Lev never used the words “Soviet Union”—“it provided a kind of order. It was predictable. But now the authority is gone, the police are weak and afraid to deal with the black-asses from the south—especially the Chechens. They’ve been allowed to establish a presence here in Moscow, and it looks like it’s up to us to send them back home, back to their blood feuds and their tribal armies. We haven’t survived communism just to let a bunch of niggers fuck us in the ass.”

There were three men at the table, Lev, Testarossa and Banzai, all of them vory—thieves-in-law who had abandoned their given names in favor of noms de guerre and relinquished their right to a home or family in favor of the brotherhood of criminals. Between them, they ran Moscow’s three largest Slav gangs. Lev was in charge of the 21st Century Association, Testarossa the Solntsevskaya and Banzai the Podolskaya. They had come to this dacha northwest of Moscow for a summit meeting. Each man had an ashtray in front of him. There was vodka on the table and smoked fish on the sideboard. Outside, the snow was falling again, whirling against a wan sky. Cigarette ends glowed like fireflies through the windows; three gang leaders meant scores of bodyguards.

Lev ran his hands over his head. In accordance with tradition, as the man with the most jail time (and the only one to have been officially designated an enemy of the state), Lev had seniority over the other two.

“As it stands,” Lev continued, his voice croaking, “we’re not organizing ourselves in the most productive manner. We compete with each other for control, be it of Moscow districts or business sectors. Testarossa, you want some of my pie in Kitaigorod; Banzai, I want your counterfeit vodka interests. In normal times, this is perfectly healthy; honorable vory come to a mutually acceptable arrangement, and if they can’t do so, then the strongest man wins. But these aren’t normal times, my brothers. If we keep fighting among ourselves, the Chechens will take over. They’re the enemy now. So I propose a truce; we suspend operations against each other and join forces against the Chechens.”

“Until when?” Banzai said.

“Until we’ve beaten them.”

“And then?”

“And then we take their interests and divide them up between us, equally.”

Banzai’s features—the narrow eyes and plate-broad cheekbones of Sakhalin, just across the water from Japan—arranged themselves into something the far side of skepticism.

Lev turned to Testarossa. “What do you think, brother? This can’t go ahead without your agreement; it’s your men and your firepower we’ll be calling on the most.”

The Solntsevskaya was the largest single gang in Russia, let alone Moscow. Testarossa could call on four thousand men and at least five hundred Kalashnikovs, one thousand machine pistols, fifty Uzi rifles and a handful of Mukha grenade launchers. The 21st Century Association had no more than half this capacity; Banzai’s Podolskaya only half that again.

“Do you even need to ask, brother?” When Testarossa smiled, his eyes were liquid smoke beneath a blaze of red hair. His hairline sat low on his brow, virtually nudging his eyebrows. In the prison camp at Magadan, he’d tattooed his forehead: Fucked by the Party. The authorities had pulled down his scalp to cover it. “A vor should support another vor in any circumstance; isn’t that our first rule? What have we become, if we don’t define ourselves against the enemy? We’ll band together against the narrow films, and be proud of it.”

“Spoken like a true vor. I thank you.” Lev looked at Banzai. “And you, little brother? You need this alliance more than either of us.”

“Little brother. That’s it, isn’t it? I lend you my men and my weapons, and when it’s over you two divide the spoils between you and I get fucked.”

“When it’s over”—Lev’s voice was suddenly hard— “we’ll negotiate freely and fairly. We’re men of honor. I won’t let petty money-grabbing undermine the criminal brotherhood which we’re all sworn to defend. Remember, vory must always tell the truth to fellow members.”

It took Banzai a moment to recognize the implicit threat behind Lev’s words. “What are you saying?” he asked. “What truth?”

“There’s nothing you haven’t told us, little brother?”

“No, nothing.”

“A trip to Kazan, perhaps?”

Banzai’s head went back and up a fraction; back in surprise, up in defiance. The Tatar capital of Kazan was the processing center for 3MF, trimethyl phentanyl, a dry white powder several times more potent than heroin and impossible to detect when mixed with water.

“The thieves’ code specifically bans traffic in drugs,” Lev said. “Whatever else we fight them for, the Chechens can have the narcotics, all of them. They’re animals anyway, so let them lose their souls.”

“The drug trade’s worth millions of dollars, Lev. Better we control it than them.”

“Banzai, have you forgotten what it means to be a vor? It’s not just money.”

“Don’t talk to me of what a vor should or should not do, Lev,” hissed Banzai. “A true vor should not cooperate with the authorities, right? But you’re a parliamentary deputy. A vor must never accept a job at a state-owned institution, right? But you run the country’s largest distillery. A vor must not fraternize with communist organizations, yet you have a KGB man, Tengiz Sabirzhan, as your trusted deputy.”

Lev pushed his chair back and stood. Upright, his dimensions came into sharper focus. He rarely used his size deliberately to intimidate; he knew that it usually did so without his having to try. He placed his hands on the table; then, suddenly, he reached out and slapped Banzai across the face, the traditional punishment for a vor who’d insulted another vor. When Lev spoke, his voice was Vesuvian.

“The Russian parliament, whose resistance helped destroy the Soviet Union The distillery whose appropriation was approved by the vory at the Murmansk summit back in ’87, because it benefited us and hurt the KGB, all at once. As for Sabirzhan, he’s simply a tool to be used when it suits my purpose, nothing more.”

He subsided back into his chair. “Everything’s up for grabs—cars, weapons, haulage, prostitution, gambling, banking, vodka. Everything. Smuggling income’s going to go through the roof; each successor republic will now exercise jurisdiction only within its own borders, so goods stolen in Russia can be legally traded anywhere outside. The central finance system’s gone to shit, so there’s millions to be had from currency speculation. We’ve a freedom of movement unthinkable even a year ago. The country’s changing day by day. It’s the revolution all over again. If we’re to take our rightful place in the new Russia, now is the time to strike. But in order to seize this opportunity we too must change.”

Lev fingered the homemade aluminum cross that dangled from his neck. The cross, like his habit of wearing his shirt outside his trousers with a vest on top, was a deliberate homage to the vory who’d ruled the camps in the last years of Stalin’s reign.

“No.” When Banzai shook his head, his braided dreadlocks jerked like a Turkish bead curtain. “You talk about the Chechens as though they’re an organized army. They’re nothing of the sort. They’re ignorant, undisciplined psychopaths who’d as soon murder their own brothers as any of us. Their idea of refinement is to take their meat rare rather than raw. Thank you, but no. I prefer to take my chances alone.”

“But you’re outnumbered, little brother, and we can’t have you outside the tent pissing in. By a margin of two to one, the decision is made: we unite.” Lev wagged his finger to emphasize the point. It was tattooed with a symbol: In life, only count on yourself.

“Over my dead body,” said Banzai.

On the other side of Moscow, at the foot of the old hilltop royal estate of Kolomenskoe, three Chechen gang lords—Karkadann of the Tsentralnaya, Zhorzh of the Ostankinskaya and Ilmar of the Avtomobilnaya—were meeting in similar circumstances. They were not vory; Chechens never were. Instead, they styled themselves avtoritety, “authorities,” and they saw themselves as harder and more pragmatic than their adversaries.

The Tsentralnaya gang was the most powerful of the three, and so it was to Karkadann’s house that Zhorzh and Ilmar had come; Zhorzh from his base at the Ostankino Hotel in the northern suburbs, and Ilmar from inspecting some of the South Port car showrooms for which his Avtomobilnaya group provided protection.

“Be free!” they said as they greeted each other.

Karkadann’s face was rawhide, a tangle of crevasses and creases: cheekbones like raised daggers, shadowed holes for eyes, a bent nail of a nose. Here was a man who walked down the darkest avenues, wielding his face like a club. He took his visitors outside, despite the weather and his limp; his garden was vast, and he wanted to show it off. They talked while shuffling down pathways lit by undersized streetlights.

“I’m meeting with Lev tomorrow,” Karkadann said. “He’s seeing his vory now. I speak for us, he speaks for them; that’s what we’ve arranged. He may offer us a deal, he may not. If he doesn’t, it’s war, plain and simple. If he does …” He grinned, as sharp and menacing as a sword unsheathed. “If he does, it’s still war, even plainer and simpler.”

“You don’t know what he’ll offer,” Ilmar said.

Karkadann reached down into a bucket, pulled out a raw steak and tossed it at the caged bear he kept to intimidate his debtors. “Whatever it is, it won’t be enough.”

“It won’t be everything, you mean.”

“Take it how you like.” Karkadann jabbed at the air with a gloved hand. “Even if we did make an agreement, do you think those bastards would honor it? Not for a moment. Why would they? They’ve hated us for centuries. They hate us, the police hate us, every useless drone in this city hates us. As far as they’re concerned, the only good Chechen is a dead Chechen. The only reason they tolerate us is because they’re scared of us. And if we make a deal with the Slavs, we’ve lost even that. So there it is. All or nothing, a fight to the death. If you have any doubts, speak now.”

He hobbled toward the walled garden. His right leg was four inches shorter than his left, but no one was certain how this had happened; some said a Mafia attack, some a childhood deformation, some the revenge of a jealous husband. It was typical of Karkadann that no one knew for sure; equally typical that he chose not to enlighten anyone who asked.

Zhorzh shook his head. The white streak in his hair made him look like a cross between Trotsky and the devil in a medieval icon.

“The Slavs have got—what? I’m guessing five, six thousand men,” Ilmar said. “We’ve half that at most.”

“Ha! Then they should be quaking,” Karkadann shouted. “One Chechen is worth ten Russians! Have you gone soft, Ilmar? What’s happened to your mountain pride? What is agreement, if not surrender? And when did you last see a Chechen surrender, eh?”

Ilmar had softer features and lighter skin than his fellow avtoritety. He rubbed at his chin and said nothing.

The singing fountain, which in the summer emitted different notes depending on the height of the water, stood in winter stasis. As they walked, Karkadann checked that there were no gaps in the wire or the netting around the perimeter fence. His guards made the rounds every day, but there was nothing like checking for oneself.

“All right,” Ilmar said eventually, but his unhappiness was plain to see.

* * *

“You’re not serious,” Lev said.

“Over my dead body,” Banzai repeated, and it was clear that serious was exactly what he was being. He’d made his name in the camps for attacking guards; the other vory had taken bets on when, not if, the authorities would give Banzai the bullet. Now Lev’s slap had marked not just Banzai’s face but also his reputation.

“I want no part of this. I want simply to be treated as a vor.” Banzai was agitated, speaking fast. “But you refuse to listen to me—you slap me.” He shrugged extravagantly. “What choice do I have? I’m walking out of here, and the only way to stop me is to kill me.”

“Banzai, you’re being ridiculous,” Testarossa said.

“Kill me,” Banzai repeated. “And Testarossa, it’s you that’ll have to do it.” Lev could have snapped Banzai’s neck like a bread stick, but vory tradition dictates that the senior man present can’t dirty his hands. “So!” Banzai’s voice was almost jaunty. “Do you dare, Testarossa? Do you dare kill a fellow vor for nothing more than disagreeing with you? Hah! The system’s been dead two days, and already you’re acting like the KGB.” He pushed his chair back and it fell with a crash.

The bodyguards were outside, facing away from the windows. What went on within the dacha was not their business.

“This is getting out of hand,” Lev said, realizing too late that he had miscalculated badly in expecting Banzai to understand that his proposals were motivated not by self-interest but the good of the vory. The thieves’ code had much to commend it—indeed, they would never have survived the Soviet system without it—but a creed that dated back to the days of bandits and highwaymen was inadequate to the demands of these changing times. The very inflexibility that had been its greatest strength would doom the vory to destruction if Lev failed in his bid to drag the brotherhood toward the 21st Century. Banzai was willing enough to ignore the ban on drug trafficking, but any alliance with the state—even when the vory had the upper hand in the partnership—was anathema to him. Now he was prepared to challenge Lev and risk death over a mere slap, because the code demanded it. And if Lev’s progressive leadership were to survive the challenge, he must deal with Banzai according to the code.

“You leave, Banzai, and you’re compromising the very future of the brotherhood,” Lev said.

Banzai started for the exit as if he hadn’t heard. He walked at normal pace, allowing Testarossa to reach the door and cut him off two paces short. Testarossa was four inches taller and twenty-two pounds heavier than Banzai; it would hardly be a fair fight.

“You really want me to do this?” Testarossa asked, pushing himself back against the door.

“Do you dare?”

Lev was sitting at the head of the table. Testarossa looked to him for guidance, as if seeking the emperor’s verdict on a gladiator.

“You have your knife with you?” Lev asked.

Testarossa tapped at his right hip. “Always.”

Lev’s head rose and fell: a simple movement, a death sentence.

Testarossa placed his hands on Banzai’s shoulders and began to spin him around, slowly at first, as Banzai resisted, and then with increasing ease. A full circle took away the victim’s soul and supposedly made it easier for him to accept death; it was the point of no return in the vory death ceremony. When he next faced Testarossa, Banzai’s eyes were wide, as though he’d been playing a game and only now saw that his brinkmanship had backfired. Testarossa maneuvered Banzai against the wall; he was firm, but took care not to be rough.

Lev watched from the table, five paces away and as remote as Vladivostok.

“Die like a vor,” Testarossa said, only marginally more statement than question.

Banzai gripped his own collar with sweat-slimed palms, knuckles drained white, and ripped his shirt open. Neither he nor Testarossa was watching Lev; had they been, they’d have seen his face twitch in a momentary wince.

“Take my soul,” Banzai said, and Testarossa drew the knife from his belt and plunged it into Banzai’s throat, right up to the hilt, the way they’d used to kill people in the gulag.

* * *

Ilmar stood by his limousine and indicated his watch. “I’ll miss prayer if I don’t hurry,” he said.

“Good for you,” replied Karkadann. “I don’t know how you manage it. I can never fit in my three-times-a-day.”

They hugged sideways, Chechen-style. “It’s five times a day, actually.”

“Oh well…” Karkadann’s voice was bright. “The more the merrier.”

The television schedules had been cleared for Gorbachev to announce his resignation—with the union gone, there was nothing for him to be president of anymore—but when the television crews were allowed into his Kremlin office, they were greeted by an empty chair.

“It’s all come as a bit of a shock to him,” one of the presidential staff explained. “He needs time to get used to it, that’s all.”

They showed the empty chair on TV until it was time for the next program.
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Tuesday, December 24, 1991

There is in central Moscow an island shaped like a walrus mustache, bound to the north by the river that shares its name with the city and to the south by the Vodootvodny drainage canal, originally dug to prevent the city center flooding in spring when snowmelt swells the river. The island follows the river’s extravagant sweep past the Kremlin and down to Moscow’s oldest monastery, the Novospasskiy. It’s so narrow that the bridges on the north and south sides almost run into each other.

The river was frozen, of course; had it not been, Karkadann would have come by speedboat rather than his Mercedes 600, for it was much safer to travel on an empty river than on Moscow’s increasingly congested roads. There was less traffic on the river, less chance of being ambushed by attackers who would pluck a Mafia boss’s car from its escort as easily as one would pick lint from a lapel.

Karkadann’s Mercedes was book-ended front and rear by Land Cruisers with tinted windows, and it wallowed low under the weight of its armor plating. Mercedes had been happy to carry out the modifications free of charge, recognizing a growing market when it saw one; its 1992 forecast predicted more orders for 600-class limousines in Moscow and St. Petersburg than across a region stretching from Dublin to Berlin.

Each door of Karkadann’s Mercedes was painted with a wolf’s head, the symbol of Chechnya. Chechens see the wolf as they see themselves: fierce, brave and untameable. No matter how long a wolf is kept penned up, it will always howl at the moon for its freedom.

When the convoy reached its destination, Karkadann’s bodyguards piled out of the Land Cruisers, scanning rooftops, doorways, windows and traffic. They formed a human wall between the limousine and the restaurant’s front door. The restaurant where Karkadann and Lev were meeting had no street sign, just a bell. When they rang, the owner, an elderly woman, opened the door herself.

“Good afternoon,” she said, showing neither surprise nor trepidation; the Mafia used her premises for this purpose quite regularly.

Baltazar Sharmukhamedov, Karkadann’s chief bodyguard, opened the door of the Mercedes, and Karkadann limped out. He was wearing shoes crafted of alligator skin, to emphasize that he didn’t have to step in the filth of Moscow’s streets.

The old lady led her visitors through a room lit only by candles. After the brightness of the winter sun, it took a few moments before their eyes adjusted. Patterned carpets from the southern republics and oil paintings from St. Petersburg covered the walls. It was late afternoon, and the place was empty; the lunchtime crowd had gone, the evening diners were yet to arrive, and the guitarist who usually strummed Georgian folk songs had been given the day off. It was the kind of place where, when the waiter asks how many bottles of wine you want, he means each. Georgian restaurants are like that. Even the Russians admit—grudgingly, of course—that Georgians know how to drink.

The dining room gave way to a corridor, and the corridor in turn to a wooden door. For a moment, Karkadann seemed to be scratching himself like a Barbary ape, so fast were his hands moving around his body. He handed his guns to Sharmukhamedov. Karkadann always carried three guns: one in his right trouser pocket, another under his left armpit, and the third in his left outside coat pocket. Only in places like these did he relinquish them.

“I feel naked without them,” he said, and his guards dutifully laughed, because naked was exactly what he was going to be.

Karkadann pushed open the door and stepped into a small changing room that smelled of lavender. Lev had already gone in; his clothes lay in a neat pile underneath a sports jacket with shoulders as wide as an albatross’s wings.

Karkadann undressed without hurry, arranging his clothes with care. Off came the necklace, the rings and the bracelets; the metal would get too hot and the rings too constricting as the skin and capillaries swelled in the steam.

When he was ready, he hobbled into the banya. Russian steam baths often served as meeting places for rival gang leaders. For a start, it is all but impossible to conceal a weapon on a naked body. Moreover, the feeling of well-being that the banya produces is supposed in turn to promote accord and a willingness to work problems through. The choice of venue said much about the parties’ intentions. Very public or very private places tend not to lead to violence. Everywhere else is suspect.

Both men had brought bodyguards; neither moved without them. Some gang lords come alone and unarmed, which is very brave or very foolish; it’s also how reputations are made.

Karkadann could see nothing through the steam but a muscular arm that looked as though it was sheathed in colorful Chinese silk.

“You’re late,” said Lev in a voice that seemed to start somewhere deep beneath the river. Being late for a meeting was against gangster etiquette; failure to show up at all automatically meant defeat.

“Traffic,” Karkadann replied, knowing Lev would see the lie; Mafia limousines jumped lights and used forbidden lanes, and there was not a traffic cop in Moscow who dared stop them.

Karkadann hoisted himself onto a bench and rubbed his palms on his thighs. Unlike a sauna, which slowly bakes the sweat out, the banya is so saturated by moist steam that perspiration blooms in an instant. When the vapors cleared, Karkadann realized that what he’d taken to be Chinese silk was actually a carpet of tattoos, not just on Lev’s arm but rioting over his entire body. Vultures, bleeding wounds, specters and snowscapes crawled over the rib cage. A map of the gulag stretched above Lev’s waist, names distended and elongated by the rise and fall of his chest: Magadan, Tashkent, Vladimir, Kolyma, Vorkutia, Potma, Lefortovo. Just as the vory had refused to recognize the state—declining to carry a residence permit, pay taxes, take up arms on behalf of the state—so the state had returned the compliment. Since organized crime could not logically have existed in a socialist utopia, the vory had been awarded the ultimate accolade of invisibility. There’d been no crime in the Soviet Union, merely asocial behavior, political dissidence and mental illness.

The only blank space was on Lev’s breastbone, where a white scar shone. The sheer incongruity drew Karkadann’s eye to it; in an extravagance of activity, it was easiest to pick out the void, the paler space where a picture had been taken from the wall.

Lev pointed to it: “Lenin.” He turned around to show another scar on his back. “Mustaches.” Stalin. The twin heroes of the Soviet Union were common faces on the skin of those who’d rejected their every doctrine; it was thought that a Soviet execution squad would refuse to shoot at either image.

“The authorities removed them?” Despite himself, Karkadann was curious.

“No. I did. The day the devil’s spawn came back from the Crimea, I took a soldering iron and burned them off myself.” The devil’s spawn was Gorbachev, because of the mark on his forehead.

They sat sweating in silence for a few moments, feeling their bodies reacting to the banya. The heat produces an artificial fever, urging every organ of the body into action, furiously cleansing the body from inside out through the largest organ of all, the skin, and its excretion, sweat.

“Let’s get straight to it.” Karkadann was impatient.

“Very well. No one in Moscow wants you here. Go back to Grozny. We’ll pay you more than fairly for your interests.” Turf wars were destructive, cooperation was easier on everybody. It would, Lev reflected, be the perfect Marxist solution: from conflict to synthesis.

Karkadann snorted. “You must be crazy.”

No, thought Lev, you must be crazy. He weighed twice as much as Karkadann and could easily have snapped him in two, but the Chechen seemed entirely unintimidated.

“You must be crazy,” Karkadann repeated. “There’s not enough money in Moscow to make me leave. Not enough just to leave Red October alone.”

Lev had wondered whether Karkadann was going to mention that. Lev was director of the Red October distillery, a few streets down from where they were sitting. In truth, it was more than a distillery, it was the spiritual home of Russian vodka, the largest and most famous of its kind anywhere in the federation. He who controls vodka controls Russia, goes the old saying, and Lev had a hand in every stage of the vodka process. He provided protection for and shared in the profits of distilleries. He ran underground bottling plants for counterfeiting; for every bottle of vodka produced officially, another was produced on the side. He ran his own trucking firms to take care of distribution. He managed vast warehouses where the vodka was stored. He controlled the shops and kiosks where the vodka was sold. And he imported foreign vodka, which had social cachet and was seen as good value for money. Importing vodka into Russia may have seemed like taking samovars to Tula, but there was still great demand for it.

“You have a week, until New Year’s Eve, to consider my offer,” said Lev. “The price will be fair; I’m a man of honor.”

“Spare me. The world has moved on.” Karkadann’s eyes were glittering black holes, and behind them was endless night. “No one gives a shit about the vory generation anymore, Lev; the hell with you.”

In the banya, silence but for the hissing of water on hot rocks.

It’s tradition that, if the meeting results in reconciliation, the men will go upstairs and eat. They’ll be offered bagels, cream cheese, borscht, and some of the specialties of the house: traditional baked bread stuffed with thin layers of cheese; fried strips of eggplant rolled around a walnut paste filling; or perhaps some tsatsivi, cold chicken and turkey in a soupy walnut sauce.

Neither man suggested going upstairs.

* * *

Since Lev had been the one to call this meeting, he stayed in the banya until Karkadann had showered, changed and left. It’s embarrassing to be in a man’s company once you’ve failed to find agreement with him.
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Wednesday, December 25, 1991

A soft package wrapped in brown paper arrived at Red October just before lunchtime, brought by a courier because only a fool trusted the Russian postal system. The word “Lev” was scrawled across the front of the package; there was no sender name or return address. Red October’s security guards checked for protruding wires and grease stains where any explosives might have sweated; finding neither, they made doubly sure by passing the parcel through the rickety fluoroscope that had been liberated from KGB headquarters following the August coup. Only when four men had satisfied themselves that it wasn’t a bomb—the Soviet Union hadn’t encouraged individual initiative in its citizens—did they take it upstairs.

Lev unwrapped the package with efficiently minimal movements; his hands may have been bigger than any stevedore’s, but they were also supple as a cellist’s. When he pulled the item free from the wrapping, there was a short but dreadful hiatus while he grappled with the importance of this gesture of Karkadann’s. Then he gave a low whistle and a head shake, as if the Chechen’s capacity to insult was simply beyond his comprehension, and looked up at his secretary, Galina. Her eyes were pea green and her hair was like a gypsy’s, jet black and scarcely tamed.

“Galya, go and get Tengiz Lavrentiyich, will you?” he said.

Tengiz Sabirzhan was Lev’s deputy at the distillery and head of security for the 21st Century Association. Where Lev had come from the gulag, Sabirzhan was KGB to his bootstraps; the Sixth Directorate, to be precise, which had been responsible for industrial security and economic counterintelligence. That the Sixth Directorate had now been subsumed into a new body, the MSB, altered the nature neither of the organization nor the man. Sabirzhan had been appointed political officer at Red October in Brezhnev’s day—every enterprise had a political officer, to recruit informers among the workforce and ensure ideological hegemony—but, as stagnation had grown deeper under Andropov and Chernenko, so the KGB had been forced to collaborate with the enemies of the state. Only by striking deals with the organized crime gangs could they prevent internal trade from grinding to a halt. Keeping the vodka industry running had been top priority; the people would accept the shortage of many commodities, even staples such as potatoes and timber, but vodka? Never.

Sabirzhan came immediately, as he always did, waddling into Lev’s office with shirt straining at his gut and eyes bright with sweaty intrigue behind his pince-nez. Lev gestured toward the package. “This sweater—this … thing,” he said, putting a yard of clean air between himself and the word, “is made of goat’s wool.”

To a vor, goat’s wool—homosexual overtones aside— was the mark of a traitor, one who collaborated with the authorities against his own.

Lev stretched his arms out in front of him; from the end of one sleeve appeared a tattooed crest, the double-headed imperial eagle commemorating the troops of the White Guard who’d fought the revolutionary Red Army. He shook his head again. “That black bastard’s gone too far this time.”

Sabirzhan kept his wet-lipped mouth shut. Even after four years as Lev’s deputy, he knew little of the vory. This was not through lack of interest on his part but a complete lack of informers. Though they made use of his services, to the vory Sabirzhan would always be an outsider, someone to be kept at arm’s length.

Lev clapped his hands, as he did to shed excess talcum powder before lifting his weights. “Enough musing, Tengiz— to practicalities. If you want to drive out a wedge, hit it with another.”

“You want Karkadann killed?” Lev found Sabirzhan’s excitement at the prospect almost indecent; but then, what else did he expect? KGB members had been tutored extensively in the science of inflicting pain; it was hardly surprising that many took enjoyment as well as pride in their work.

“Killed? No.” Not for an insult, however heinous. Besides, Banzai’s murder was pricking at Lev’s conscience. “But… warned, yes. Threatened.”

“How many men?” said Sabirzhan, eyebrows clinging to his skin like slugs.

“Two.” They’d need no more if Sabirzhan chose the best. Lev preferred to avoid employing small-time Mafia thugs, men with the intelligence of bullfrogs and the morals of camp guards. Instead, he picked men who knew for themselves the value of physical training: wrestlers, weight lifters, martial arts experts and those who, like Sabirzhan, had worked in the security services. Yes, vory tradition prohibited fraternization with the KGB—Banzai’s accusation still stung—but Lev had always been quicker than most vory to appreciate how the country was altering, and if something benefited him, then he was happy to accommodate it, always with the caveat that it was on his terms. He didn’t have to be friends with all his men, but he had to trust in their abilities. So the 21st Century’s gangsters went to the gym every second day and to the shooting range every week; they all knew that their professional value was in direct ratio to their physical fitness. The imperceptible tremor of a trigger finger, the slightest wavering of an eye, or a split second’s hesitancy at the crucial moment could spell the difference between success and failure.

“I know just the ones,” Sabirzhan said.

“Who?”

“Ozers and Butuzov.” Two whom Sabirzhan had recruited personally from the Army Institute for Foreign Languages, the school for aspiring KGB members that taught its pupils the darker arts of the service’s tradecraft. Had they been born a decade earlier, Vyacheslav Ozers and Gennady Butuzov would have been pursuing minor dissidents around godforsaken Baltic towns. But if you were smart enough for the institute, then you would also be smart enough to see which way the winds of change were blowing under Gorbachev.

Lev nodded in approval. “Excellent. Excellent.”

At 7 p.m. Gorbachev went on the air to take his leave of the Soviet people; the first, and last, Soviet leader to have departed office voluntarily, if one could describe his evident reluctance to step down as in any way elective. In every public place with a television set, people fell silent and watched, their eyes narrowed in stoic acceptance of this latest twist in their history.

“I am ceasing my work as president of the USSR,” Gorbachev said, dignified in his sadness. “I am very much concerned as I leave this post, but I also have feelings of faith and hope in you, your wisdom and force of spirit. We are inheritors of a great civilization, and it now depends on one and all as to whether this civilization makes a comeback to a new and decent living today.” Behind owlish glasses, the twinkle seemed to be dying in his gray-green eyes; and then he rallied, proud to the last, the forehead with the famous birthmark still unwrinkled by worry or stress. “I have never had any regrets; never had any regrets. I consider it vitally important to preserve the democratic achievements that have been attained in the past few years. We have paid with all our history and tragic experience for these achievements and they are not to be abandoned, whatever the circumstances. Otherwise all our hopes will be buried.”

He closed the thin folder containing the text and dropped it onto the table in front of him. When he went to sign the order authorizing the transfer of the nuclear arsenal, however, his pen ran out. And so it was that Gorbachev’s last signature as Soviet leader was made with a ballpoint borrowed from the American producer overseeing the broadcast. It was Christmas Day in the West, but not in Russia; Gorbachev’s PR had always been better abroad than at home.

“I wish everyone all the best,” he said, and then he was gone.

Lev was one of the millions who watched, and he felt no pity either for Gorbachev or the hated union he’d taken with him. Almost the first thing that Gorbachev had done on becoming general secretary was to introduce an antialcohol campaign, and by way of example Lev had been singled out as Moscow’s premier vodka crook and thrown in the Lefortovo jail. In typically Russian fashion, this was both a compliment and an insult: a compliment to Lev’s perceived standing, in that Lefortovo was usually reserved for those committing crimes against national security; and an insult in that it effectively categorized Lev as a political prisoner—something akin to pond life in the eyes of the vory. Being inside mattered little to Lev; he ran his empire just as easily from behind bars, even extended it, and besides, he was released after only a few months in order to strike his deal with Sabirzhan. But Lev had never forgotten Gorbachev’s slight, nor forgiven him for it.

Less than half an hour after Gorbachev had finished speaking, the hammer and sickle was taken down from the Kremlin flagpole and the Russian tricolor hoisted in its place, to scattered applause and a few whistles from the handful of tourists in Red Square. A light snow was falling.

The twentieth century had ended, eight years before time.
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Thursday, December 26, 1991

“Why do we have to wait around here? Why can’t things just work properly?”

“I don’t know what your problem is, Lewis, but I bet it’s hard to pronounce.” Alice Liddell put her hand over her husband’s and stroked at the fine hairs on his wrist. “Getting hoopie ain’t going to help. Cool your liver. Enjoy.”

“Enjoy? This is the VIP lounge, right?” The languor of Lewis’s New Orleans cadence accentuated his incredulity; his wife spoke twice as quickly as he did. “Come on, Alice. Port Authority’s classier than this place.”

He had a point, Alice conceded silently. Seat cushions were struggling free of their upholstery; unshaven men wrapped in ankle-length coats puffed cigars and eyed girls in skirts short enough to pass for belts. Sheremetyevo Airport clearly had a more elastic definition of VTP than she was used to, but wasn’t that part of the fun?

Lewis looked around the room twice in mute defiance before turning back to Alice, by which time she’d started on the nearest copy of Pravda, testing the Russian she’d spent the last four months learning. Gorbachev’s resignation speech had coincided to the minute with Pravda’s deadline, but the paper made no mention of it; the Soviet Union’s most notorious mouthpiece hadn’t held the front page for its own funeral.

The Liddells had been assigned a triumvirate of officiate—a man from the finance ministry, another from the airport and a third from the American embassy—and now all three came back at once, dodging a splash of technicolor that Lewis recognized through the murk as a huddle of African state dignitaries in robes. The apparatchiks were almost running in their childlike eagerness to be first back to the new and exciting visitors, each brandishing sheaves of papers like wise men bearing gifts: passports, currency declaration forms, hotel reservations, tourist brochures—as if, thought Alice, there’ll be time for that. Each seemed caught in confusion about who they should hand the papers to, because Lewis was a decade older than his wife, more conservatively dressed and, most importantly, male, all of which put him in charge until proven otherwise, but even by Russian standards Alice was so striking in her bootcut jeans and leather jacket that eventually, beholden to the masculine reflex of lustful gawping, they went to her instead.

When the embassy man escorted Alice and Lewis into the taxi and climbed into the front seat, he gave the other two a small involuntary smirk of triumph, and it was all they could do not to lean in through the window and ask the rich Westerners for a little baksheesh, a goodwill gesture in these times of glorious international cooperation.

Alice was surprised that the embassy man—Quarrie, he said his name was; Raymond Quarrie, from Trenton, New Jersey—had come personally. As an International Monetary Fund adviser she was technically employed by the UN rather than the US. But America was the only superpower left now, which meant that Washington called the shots when it came to international aid. US, UN—what was a consonant between friends? Even friends who’d spent the best part of half a century eyeballing each other across Checkpoint Charlie and the Straits of Florida.

Quarrie swiveled in his seat to face them. His face was pale and blotchy; he’d not be shy of a vodka or two, Alice reckoned. “Don’t worry about your luggage,” he said. “It’ll be sent directly to your hotel. You’re staying at the Metropol, yes?” The Metropol had reopened earlier in the month, refurbished by Scandinavian companies. For the average Muscovite, a room there cost five years’ wages. The ruble was trading at ninety-six to the dollar; clerks and technicians earned four hundred rubles per month, pensions were half that.

“Until we find somewhere more permanent,” said Alice. “Or the IMF runs out of money, whichever is the sooner.”

Quarrie laughed much louder and much longer than the joke was worth.

Armed guards stamping their feet to keep warm slid from view as the taxi eased out of the airport. Quarrie peered through the rear windshield and then sneaked a surreptitious look at Alice when he thought she wasn’t looking. She hardly noticed, it happened so often, even with her auburn hair cropped short enough to bristle up the back of her neck. She loved it; from one angle it made her look bold, and from another vulnerable. Lewis hated it. He called the cut a duck’s ass and said it made her look like a dyke.

“It’s quite a ride into town, so please take your coats off if you want to,” Quarrie said, playing the old Moscow stager. “Are you warm enough?”

“Fine,” said Alice. The heat was on full blast.

“You’ll be used to the weather, anyway. Moscow winters aren’t much worse than Boston ones.” He smiled. “Your accent gives you away.”

“My husband’s from New Orleans,” she said, realizing that Lewis hadn’t exchanged a single word with Quarrie.

“New Orleans?” Quarrie laughed. “You guys don’t even have winter there, right?”

They passed the antitank hedgehogs that marked the place where the Red Army had halted the Wehrmacht’s advance half a century before. Alice stared rapt as Moscow flashed changes at the window, rolling out for her delectation every cliché about Soviet cities, and then some: massive buildings of uniform gray with crumbling facades, roads with potholes large enough to be bomb craters. There were pockets of beauty—a Byzantine church here, a prerevolutionary house there—but they only served to accentuate the gloom.

The taxi swayed left and right as the driver glided between the hollows.

The ugliness and dereliction didn’t bother Alice. For her, the first glimpse of a new country was always exciting, vista on a world pregnant with promises of adventure and challenge. She glanced across at Lewis, knowing that he didn’t share her animation. Lewis was still ambivalent about coming to Moscow. He was looking at exactly the same city as Alice, but she knew that for him it spelled discomfort and difficulty, an experience to be endured rather than enjoyed. After two years living on different continents— the IMF job had started out as a temporary assignment in Warsaw, which then led to another in Budapest and then another and another—Lewis, having failed to talk her out of accepting the Moscow posting, had decided to join her. As soon as her work was done there, they would head back to Boston to settle down and have kids while he was still young enough not to be taken for their grandfather.

Alice reached for Lewis’s cheek and ran her hand down it, past the silvering hairs at his temples. He gave her a weak grin.

Quarrie leaned toward Lewis. “You’re taking up a post at the Sklifosovsky, I understand.” Lewis nodded, a blip in Quarrie’s monologue. “Finest emergency department in Moscow; they say it’s far better than the Kremlinovka, or whatever they call it now—the Central Clinical Hospital, something like that. Even an old Russia hand like me finds it hard to keep up with all the name changes. No more Leningrad, no more Sverdlovsk; streets and metro stations switch from one day to the next. In Moscow, only the weather’s still the same.”

The driver cut across three lanes without indicating; Quarrie, unconcerned, pointed out the window. In the gathering darkness, the most radiant objects in the skyline were the ruby-red stars shining above the Kremlin towers. “Five points, for the proletariats of five continents,” he said. “Fat lot of good it did them.”

The Kremlin itself, so familiar from photographs and television footage, looked slightly out of kilter. It took Alice a few moments to realize that it was because the hammer and sickle no longer rippled from the flagpole. In its place was the Russian tricolor, striped in white, blue and red; the same colors, Alice thought, as those of America, Britain and France, the countries tasked with helping revive the stricken Russia.

“They put it on upside down last night, can you believe?” said Quarrie. “Down comes the hammer and sickle, up goes the tricolor—and the red stripe’s at the top! Stupid Asses. Too much vodka, I wouldn’t doubt. Then the artificial wind machine to make the flag flutter didn’t work. They had to give it a good kick to get it going. Percussive maintenance, I think they call it. That’s the way most Russian problems get solved. To cap it all, they launched an enormous hot-air balloon in the same three colors. It rose a few feet, then crashed back to earth. Not the most auspicious start.”

“Nor much of an omen,” said Lewis, perking up for the first time since their arrival.

The Metropol was entirely to Lewis’s taste, which was to say it was sufficiently luxurious to kid him that he wasn’t in Russia. He retired to the bathroom to soak away thoughts of the great unwashed outside, while Alice plucked four Smirnoff miniatures from the minibar and drained them with systematic relish as she stood at the window, looking down at the patches of neon signs flickering uncertainly, the dancing headlights of crazy drivers, the gargantuan buildings that loomed like supertankers from the darkness, and the people, the people, scurrying fifty yards below the remote and omnipotent goddess who’d come from the promised land to spread the gospel according to the almighty dollar.
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Friday, December 27, 1991

The limousine pulled up around the back of the president’s official residence, a neoclassical triangular building that used to serve as the senate. The driver, a thickset southerner named Ruslan with beetle brows and an ill-fitting suit, opened the door for Alice. The cold was dry and seemed almost industrial; it hurt her nostrils the moment she stepped out of the car.

“I’ll be waiting here for you when you come out,” Ruslan said.

“You’ll be keeping yourself warm while I’m gone?”

He looked at her blankly, perhaps surprised at how good her Russian was. Alice opened the passenger door and pulled a bottle of vodka from the glove compartment. Ruslan sized her up fast and smiled. “Best heating known to man,” he said.

She grinned back. “Save some for me.”

The president’s office was at the end of a long corridor carpeted in red. Alice passed through an anteroom bulging with stone-faced men in gray suits and into a small conference room, where she waited until a secretary arrived to escort her into the in inner sanctum.

Anatoly Nikolayevich Borzov, president of the Russian Federation and now the Kremlin’s inhabitant, kissed Alice’s hand, took a step backward the better to admire her, nodded approvingly and steered her by the elbow toward a white leather armchair. Gorbachev had been gone barely thirty-six hours, and already there was no trace of him. Rumor had it that Borzov had moved in even before Gorbachev had
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