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      When I was in high school in the mid-1980s, I noticed that all US history functionally stopped in 1945, basically with the end of World War Two. Forty years of gap, where you might hear that there was a war in Korea and maybe something about a place called Vietnam, but almost nothing was taught about it. Or the Civil Rights Movements from Brown vs. BOE Topeka forward.

      Odd, that.

      One of my High School history teachers, however, served in Vietnam, and had turned into a raging Red by the time I met him nearly twenty years later. He had a radically different view on a lot of things than the usual football coach who taught history classes. (Most of them were republican in that day. Probably still are, and much worse.)

      I did learn a bit more than the average bear. Later, I got undergraduate degrees in political science (emph: International Politics) and philosophy (emph: Epistemology) and did my Masters work in International Political Economics at Claremont under a guy who got his PhD in Tel Aviv and liked to talk about how an AK-47 with a folding stock would fit in a briefcase, because that was how he carried his during the 1967 War while he was in grad school. I also studied under Nathaniel Davis, a former US Ambassador and Eisenhower’s Soviet Desk Officer.

      Learned a lot. Not enough, but I like to learn. To study. Writing the Red Branch novels has involved diving deep into things that hardly get any mention. And what is covered is usually at least half American propaganda.

      But I have fun digging. And I need to apologize to one of my first readers, who volunteered to read books 2-4. He’s Finnish. Knew that. Didn’t know at the time that he was Karelian, and that his grandfather had had to pack up the entire family and move them to Helsinki from what eventually ended up being Russian territory after the Winter War invasion. Whole different take on a lot of things from the standard US one, and he loves these books, once he got over hating every single one of the characters and the concept, mostly because they were all Soviets. My fault, but at least I entertained him.

      Sasha is Ukrainian. So is Gennadi. That’s intentional on my part, when writing in 2024. The Ukrainians were some of the toughest, meanest, baddest elements of the Soviet Army that defeated Hitler, but the Russians have turned into a third world banana republic these days. Or, as my friend J* says, ‘Russia is a gas station with a foreign policy.’

      My goal with every Red Branch book is to keep things as close to historically accurate as I can. What might have happened. What did happen. Who was there.

      Previously, I mentioned never wanting “real” people in any of these books. I decided to make an exception with Red Branch Command because I wanted them in Southern California for the action, instead of Europe or South America.

      There’s a dude who lived and worked in SoCal Aviation. If you know planes, you know Kelly Johnson. Everything I’ve read about the man kinda frightens me, because he was a literal genius at an instinctive level when it came to aeronautics.

      There’s a story that someone showed him a rough sketch and asked about efficiency. Off the cuff, he replied that it would be a little under twenty percent. Months later, after extensive calculations were run by hand, the number was something like 18.5%. Kelly just looked at it and knew the answer off the top of his head.

      He was amazing. Not necessarily all that great as a person, depending on who you ask, but knew his shit. I wanted him to meet Lyuba. I wanted those two to come up with something entirely new. Circling back, yet again, to the Blackhawk comics, because it starts there.

      Originally, the Blackhawks during WW2 flew a variant of the Grumman XF5F Skyrocket in the comics. The aircraft itself never really worked out, but was utterly distinct visually, so the folks doing the comic took it and ran.

      Later, when the comics hit the 1950s, the team upgraded to the Lockheed XF-90. That jet was a failed experiment, but that was because Kelly built it extra rugged and heavy, at a time when nobody really knew what to expect at transsonic and supersonic speeds.

      On top of that, the two Westinghouse J34-WE-11 axial-flow turbojet engines were underpowered and unreliable. (A nice way of saying utter crap.) Plus, the whole concept of the penetration fighter as the US Air Force envisioned it in the late 1940s got shelved.

      But I wanted that callback. The F-90B that the original Blackhawks flew in the comics from 1950-57. Designed by that same Kelly Johnson. What if you could put better engines in and make it lighter for production? And maybe only needed to ever build a small number of them for expert pilots, so you could push the envelope a little in performance and operations?

      So you will have Kelly, Sasha, and Lyuba sitting at a table in the commissary, inventing a different future from the one that actually unfolded.

      More interestingly, as Silver Eagle focused on Lyuba, I wanted this novel to spotlight Gennadi. The man who built the team and continues to be that shadowy figure behind the scenes, conning the Brits into thinking he’s a White Russian. They were not the most effective at espionage in those days, when it came to fighting the Soviets. (As the saying goes, not even the sharpest spoons in the drawer.)

      But the Brits had fantastic designs. And the bleeding edge jet engines. If they’d had money, they would have built stuff the USAF would have been jealous about, instead of the other way around, because they were in the process of losing the empire that had funded everything, but not yet come to grips with penury.

      Gennadi, however, is GRU. Soviet Military Intelligence. And a deep-cover operation so carefully buried that even the MGB doesn’t know. (MBD evolves into KGB in another couple of years, but I try to be historically accurate when the information is available.)

      The MGB thinks he’s a White, so they decide that the Red Branch must be destroyed. That causes them to activate kill teams made of of LA bikers.

      I don’t know how accurate some of that was, but it fits perfectly well with what I have learned about the sorts of behind-the-lines, undercover units that infested most of the Western European nations that became NATO in this period. And I did base them on some of the actual biker gangs that existed in those days, generally made up of men who had fought in the war, and had such terrible PTSD that they could not return to the lives they had prior. (We are generally better at understanding, even if the DoD still does a lousy job treating it. Just ask any of my vet friends who have gotten out in the last decade.)

      Soviet on Soviet war. On an LA Freeway. And Gennadi’s time in the spotlight, because he was a top fighter pilot as recently as four years ago, before the crash that nearly killed him.

      But, like the others, circumstances will drive him to rise. And to recover himself somewhat, as he continues in the role of something like M from the Bond books. The commander of the base operations, because it takes mechanics to repair and maintain aircraft.

      Jets get old and surly, and things need to be replaced after a certain number of hours. Everything needs a ground crew to keep it tuned and flying. In the Red Branch books, those folks are generally nameless and mostly faceless so that I don’t have to track them with any great detail. They are also frequently Irish Reds. Anti-British to the core and Anti-colonial, but generally neutral and would appreciate it if the British got the fuck out and stayed out so they could live their own lives without interference.

      Most of Ireland got its freedom in the 1920s, but Northern Ireland has always been something of an English colony in makeup. And The Troubles will be getting nasty in a few more years, as the IRA and all the various elements of Irish nationalism started getting assistance from Communist governments seeking to tear down the West. Future books might touch on this, but I honestly can’t see Sasha and Gennadi staying at this for another decade. Or rather, maybe Sasha becomes Red Branch Command himself and Gennadi retires.

      I don’t know. Don’t have to know. It is 1949 and there are a lot of things still in the future that might come up later, depending on how it all shakes out. Malaya and Kenya and India and Vietnam and a bunch of other places would like to throw off the chains of colonialism, or are in the process. The CIA spent most of the 40s and 50s overthrowing any government that looked at the US with even a hint of side-eye. (Go look up Guatemalan history in the 20th Century, but you won’t like what you find.)

      It’s a mess, and I’m not going to sugarcoat the actual history under a thick layer of pseudo-patriotism. That’s why my Finnish buddy is willing to read them, because it’s honest. The Soviets did terrible things, but so did the Nazis and the Americans. Winners write the history books. And I still believe that the world is far better off today than it ever would have been had Hitler, Stalin, or Khrushchev been successful at their world-dominating goals.

      Red Branch Command, then, becomes the transition point away from just fighting comic-book villains in the Werewolf Legion and starts looking at the evolving Cold War, which is still being born in 1949.

      Churchill gave the Iron Curtain speech, the "Sinews of Peace" address, on 5 March 1946, at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, when he was in the Opposition, having lost the 1945 election that saw Clement Attlee installed as Prime Minister, before himself returning to power in 1951. Attlee really did sell Stalin jet designs that became critical to the beginnings of this series.

      The Berlin Blockade by Soviet/East German forces started on 24 June 1948 and ran until 12 May 1949, nearly a year, with the US Air Force and friends flying an impossible number of transports in constantly, in order to keep West Berlin fed and operational. How it never started the next world war, I still don’t know after reading several books on the subject, but I suspect that the East Germans were bluffing and Stalin refused to back them up when the US called them on it.

      The world is becoming divided into East and West, with the North/South split (the so-called Third World) only starting to take shape as anti-imperialism sees overseas colonies finally breaking free. This shows up in Red Branch 4, The Free City, because Tito was an early proponent of the Third World Neutrality movement.

      So you have messy. And it gets worse, but first, Soviet bureaucrats decide that the Red Branch must be destroyed. So they will call out all stops to do it.
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      Kelly Johnson designed the XF-90 for the US Air Force Penetration Fighter program, intended to accompany American bombers deep into Soviet airspace to run interference by engaging defensive aircraft before the bombs fell. This was before ICBMs. It was even before the MGM-1 Matador Surface-to-Surface short-range nuclear-armed cruise missile became operational (1952+).

      Kelly and his people designed some amazing aircraft at Lockheed, including the P-38. Later, they would design and build the U-2 and the SR-71 Blackbird. The generation after Kelly retired went on to create the F-117 Stealth fighter that was able to slip into Iraq without being seen on radar, in order to bomb key command and control facilities.

      Kelly had a shop now famously known as The Skunk Works. Other aircraft manufacturers have similar things, but nobody has done as much in the field of aviation.

      As mentioned above, the Penetrating Fighter Program was originally a project to develop a long-range, high-speed, air superiority jet fighter that could accompany American bombers deep into Soviet territory from bases in West Germany, Britain, or Turkey, among others. You need a lot of range. And a lot of speed.

      At the same time, some nitwit somewhere got the idea that American fighters no longer needed guns, and should instead pack salvos of unguided short-range rockets. The logic, near as I can understand, was that American defenders would fly right up to a Soviet bomber and shoot it with the equivalent of a shotgun. And they spent several years trying to get it to work, thought they never did.

      Eventually, (self-)guided missiles will become sophisticated to work, but Sidewinder and the others are still several years in the future and don’t really become effective and introduced into service in 1956 with the US Navy.

      However, if you are penetrating Soviet airspace as an escort, you need to kill enemy fighters. And that’s going to mean dogfighting with them in 1950. Shoot them full of holes so they explode or crash. Can’t do that well with unguided rockets.

      Worse, the F-86 Sabre started out with six .50 caliber (12.7mm) machine guns, when everyone else was upgrading to 20mm or even 30mm (the Brits moved there first I think). 30mm is a thin-shelled munition filled with explosives. .50 ball might penetrate. Might bounce off.

      For the comics, the Blackhawks in the 50s flew the F-90, but I wanted it ground it in something both more effective and more realistic, which was why Kelly appears in this and the following novel, before fading off. The Brits had fantastic jets (and no money to exploit them), so I had Gennadi work out a deal for Sapphires. And Kelly take the original XF-90 design and make it one hell of a lot lighter in (limited) production under a special contract with the CIA (you’ll see when you get deeper).

      Most importantly, I read a note about how they also thought in 1950 that a single pilot would be able to fly, navigate, watch various gauges, and use a radar system to track enemy jets.

      Uhm, information overload, anyone? You need a second set of eyes in a night-fighter.

      In my research, Lockheed was also building what would become the F-94, a first-generation jet powered all-weather day/night interceptor aircraft with a two-man crew, because one was supposed to operate the radar. That fit with my two-person teams, so I had Kelly take an F-94 bow and mate it to the fuselage and rear of a XF-90 with Sapphires and 30mm British cannons, in order to make what the Blackhawk comics might have called the F-90B/C, but I simply called it Strix, after the malevolent a bird of ill omen from Greek antiquity.

      After all, it is a night-fighter, though sometime in this time frame they start calling them All-Weather Fighters instead. But if you have expert pilots already, and Kelly’s willing to push the envelope a little with two expert test pilots offering suggestions from the Nightviper and the Sabre, we can improve the Strix into a top-notch, front-line, all-everything fighter, which is exactly the sort of thing that nobody was wanting to build in 1950, and everybody has been trying to accomplish since at least 1990.

      The only thing it doesn’t do it carriers, because navalizing a jet adds a lot of weight. Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. Imagine Red Branch Command becoming an Admiral. (Heh) Because why the hell not? And I might. This series keeps filling me with new ideas. And technology keeps moving forward, with some radical new revolution in jet aviation seemingly happening every year from 1943 through at least 1955.

      Possibly more, but I’ve kind of cut off my research there for now. In 1956, the Brits will functionally shut down most aviation research and collapse all those fantastic companies down into a handful of survivors by about 1960. Khrushchev will come to power in 1953, and cut Soviet Aviation to the bone in about the same timeline as he bets heavily on nuclear missiles and eventually ICBMs. The Soviets will still make some fantastic jets, with MiG-15, -17, and -19, as well as entries from Sukhoi, Tupolev, and Yakovlev.

      The Americans will counter with the fantastic Century Series of jets. There are all sorts of adventures coming for the Red Branch, as I’ve really only just started.

      For now, come take a ride on a twin-jet interceptor.

      

      
        
        Shade and sweet water

        blaze

        West of the Mountains, WA

        April 2025
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      Comrade General Zinoviy Shuysky put down the file he had been reading, pausing to light a cigarette and suck down a lungful of acrid, heavy smoke before he picked up the newspaper sitting next to it on his desk.

      The Red Branch had not been his idea, but he had shepherded it into existence, locating Comrade Colonel Gennadi Nazarenko to handle operations and recruiting, then providing the man the cover and resources to accomplish his task.

      The GRU, the Soviet Armed Forces Main Intelligence Directorate, was concerned with a vast array of issues worldwide. China about to finally fall to Comrade Mao’s armies. The impending and ongoing dissolution of the British Empire, even as the French and the others joined them, everyone watching their particular sun set.

      Perhaps one third of all the Nazi scientists alive at the end of the war had ended up prisoners of the Soviet Union. Another third were American guests, but Zinoviy understood that few of those men were working penance in labor camps. The other third had escaped but were being sought. Especially a few in South America.

      A great many war criminals had also been rounded up. A handful of top leaders had gone to Nuremberg, where some of them hung, some of them faced prison, and a few had somehow escaped justice.

      Zinoviy was generally concerned with the smaller names. Those mid- and senior-ranking officers who had executed the orders resulting in the many war crimes. The ones with literal blood on their hands, rather than merely metaphorical.

      Churchill had given his now-famous speech on the Sinews of Peace on 5 March 1946, at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri. Three years ago, now. His proclamation of an Iron Curtain had come to be.

      At Berlin, the Americans and their allies had drawn a line in the sand and managed to feed that city for a year with nothing but aircraft and determined anger.

      Zinoviy had actually been surprised when it had not devolved into another war, deliberate or otherwise. But Moscow had stepped back from the precipice. Had understood that things could get out of hand and allowed the Western Allies to have their propaganda victory while dragging a few East German politicians back by the chain.

      Comrade Stalin would never allow Germany to be reunited. To threaten an invasion of Russia again.

      The Israelis were quietly hunting escaped Nazis on some list that was probably rather similar to Zinoviy’s. They would welcome the outcomes, but not the assistance. Similarly, the Americans would continue to be utterly implacable to Soviet agents working in their backyard.

      So it had been necessary to create the Red Branch instead. Zinoviy’s brainchild. Gennadi’s work.

      Sasha’s impossibly good luck. Hopefully, Major Kryvenko had not exhausted his, because he would need it with what was coming.

      Zinoviy reread the newspaper article about the Red Branch. Only the faintest details on the Silver Eagle weapon itself, but Keldysh and his new institute were supposedly working on some sort of similar prototype from the original work of Sänger and Bredt.

      Sasha and Gradskaya had saved Washington, D.C. from being bombed. Just as they had saved New York City previously.

      The Americans had finally taken notice. Had recruited the Red Branch, though even Gennadi had only the faintest hints how as yet, it being impossible to send a telegram or radio signal that wasn’t intercepted.

      From hints in other departments, here in Moscow and other places, the Americans and British were reading far more Soviet encryption than they let on, and this secret was too big, too important, to allow it to come out.

      He sighed as his cigarette got crushed out, flipping back to the other file.

      GRU assassination teams had been activated on somebody’s order. Possibly Stalin himself, because the man had a terrible rage when focused. But it didn’t really matter.

      From deepest cover in America and Britain, someone had ordered the Red Branch destroyed. Publicly. Messily, even.

      Zinoviy understood the logic. Kryvenko and the others had all been arrested as part of their cover. Tried and sentenced for treason. Death in Kryvenko’s case. Lifetimes in Siberia for the others.

      Somehow, all had managed miraculous escapes to the West, where they had supposedly been recruited to join the Red Branch, which had then gone on to save the world twice. At least as that fool reporter phrased it.

      Zinoviy didn’t suppose the man was wrong. Understated, if anything, because either of those Werewolf Legion attacks might have been the spark that set off the next global inferno.

      And nobody but him and Gennadi knew the truth. And that one would never speak of it. Zinoviy had selected the man for exactly that reason.

      What did the Motherland need of him?

      Zinoviy shook his head and sighed.

      He could not save the Red Branch, without destroying it by telling people who would eventually leak those secrets, either intentionally or merely because they did not know any better.

      All that work would vanish in a puff of smoke. Some of the most loyal soldiers, the most capable comrades Gennadi had been able to find, gone.

      And there was nothing he could do to prevent it.
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      Gennadi had dressed a little nicer than normal today. He occasionally missed his uniform as a Colonel of the Soviet Air Forces but understood that he was unlikely to be wearing it again. Possibly ever, depending on how successful today turned out to be.

      Thus, a formal blue suit in a darker shade than the Red Branch uniforms and cut in an Italian style. Navy, he seemed to remember it called in the West. White shirt. The crimson tie was his only subtle nod to the land of his birth.

      Around him, the factory and small air base he had purchased and caused to be built was silent, as everyone had spent the last two days cleaning and adjusting things, and then had today and tomorrow as something of an extra holiday, with most of the staff home with their families and friends.

      Red Branch Command was welcoming important guests, and even the rudest and most patriotic Irish employees were on their best behavior.

      Finding people who hated the English in Dublin had been like swinging a dead cat. Especially after the Nazis had gotten a little carried away with their bombing a few times. Filtering those down to loyal comrades who could keep their mouths shut had been a bit harder, but this was not a proper factory. Nor air base. Less than one hundred people worked here at present.

      Though today hinted that more was in the offing.

      A knock at his door, and Yefim opened it a moment later.

      “Spotters in the southwest have identified them, sir,” Yefim said, then ducked out.

      Gennadi rose. By the door, he found the Swiss-style hat and silver-topped cane that had become part of his everyday costume. The cane was generally unnecessary, but there were days when his war injuries flared up, so he always had it with him. Similarly, his left arm was better these days, but he might never drive a stick-shift car again. Automatics, however, made it easy.

      He drew a breath and smiled as he exited his corner office, then down the stairs carefully and out into the courtyard. Again, he could have lived on the ground floor, but Gennadi liked to push himself.

      The only way to stay as healthy as he could for as long as possible. Forty-eight was not ancient. It merely felt it some days when the Irish wind was chill and the fog had hungry fingers.

      Outside, he heard the buzzing hum as an aircraft came around and lined up with the runway.

      Curtiss C-46 Commando. A heavier transport aircraft than the more popular Douglas-built C-47 Skytrain. Flying from Washington, D.C. with a refueling stop in St. John's, Newfoundland.

      US Air Force aircraft. Formerly US Army Air Forces during the war. It had the roundel on the tail.

      Gennadi watched it land with a flutter of trepidation in his stomach that he immediately crushed, then began walking towards the car where Yefim was already set to drive. Gennadi let him, getting in back like a Party bigshot, and they crossed to where the Commando had come to rest and turned sideways. Ground crews were already there in a truck, setting chocks and preparing to refuel.

      It would be a big day.
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      Sasha watched the car approach as the pilot shut his engines down. As he unbuckled to stand, Brigadier General Lockwood Carlyle did the same, their blue uniforms different enough that you would not confuse them.

      The Red Branch wore a belted tunic with a crossover bib like an extended double-breasted blazer. Medium blue. Matching pants. Calf boot with a walking thread in a polished black leather like his belt.

      Sasha had left off the Shanxi Type 17 and holster today, as he was returning to Red Branch Command with an important guest and potential employer that might forever alter the course of what Sasha and the others did in the West.

      He made his way aft, leading Carlyle, then went down the steps to the tarmac. Gennadi greeted them there in his jaunty had and smile. Sasha matched it.

      “Gennadi, this is General Carlyle, whom I have mentioned,” Sasha introduced them. “General, Gennadi Nazarenko, Base Commander, Red Branch Command.”

      It was odd, but Gennadi had insisted that Sasha was in supreme command, at least in public. Privately, it was more of an equal partnership that left him comfortable, but even then Sasha had to make decisions on the fly, in the field, with little information.

      Gut instinct, as he had been warned would be necessary.

      The two older men shook hands. Warmly, it seemed.

      Around them, the flight crew debarked and would be carried to the mess hall for food and a nap while ground crews worked on any servicing the craft needed. It flew wonderfully. Reasonable range. Excessive capacity, that the General had suggested might be important.

      “General, it is good to meet you finally,” Gennadi was saying. “I have not heard much of Sasha’s latest adventure save what I have read in various newspapers, after he and Banshee took off and the rest of the team fled into the brush, before slipping into Brazil.”

      “I’m just sorry that the Legion got away,” Carlyle nodded. “We will find them. I have contacts back home and in London scouring the globe.”

      “Best not to mention London too loudly, sir,” Gennadi offered.

      “Oh?”

      “We’ll talk in the car,” Gennadi said. “Come.”

      Sasha rode up front with Yefim after getting the other two in back.

      Yefim drove sedately.

      “London?” Carlyle asked.

      “We are in Independent Ireland, General,” Gennadi offered. “They still remember their own civil war, barely a generation ago, as well as centuries of suffering under the English.”

      Sasha nodded, listening. It made almost the perfect place to build a factory, where the locals tended to be insular, and enemies of the United Kingdom.

      “Was that what caused you to come here?” Carlyle asked.

      “It was one reason,” Gennadi demurred. “Quiet. Neutral. Desirous of industrial investment, which the Red Branch brought.”

      “They don’t fly jets here,” Carlyle noted.

      “I believe they will at some point,” Sasha offered from the front seat. “The nation is not entirely antagonistic to the UK, as long as London understands that they are peers now, instead of servants. At the same time, without the Nazi menace, there is space for everyone to get along, though possibly at arm’s length for a time.”

      Hopefully, those fools in Westminster understood that. Sasha had read a few reports about how close Churchill had come to violating Ireland’s neutrality and forcibly occupying the country, instead of asking politely.

      But then, Churchill had always been a bull in a china shop. Still, his example, perhaps, had done more to shape the war and the aftermath than anything, so Sasha would grant him his place on the pedestal. He had held firm, and gotten the Americans more involved than they would have, early enough to make a difference.

      Sasha always wondered if the Americans would have let Hitler conquer all of Europe, had the Japanese not rashly attacked. And done so the very day after the Soviet counterattack had stopped the Wehrmacht just short of the gates of Moscow.

      Yefim got them to the door and Sasha escorted them into what Gennadi called his boardroom. All wood paneling and comfort. Large table for supposed group meetings, when it had been Gennadi and four pilots at most.

      Still, appearances.

      It was after lunch, so Sasha joined Carlyle in a highball glass of Irish whiskey on the rocks. An acquired taste, after a lifetime of vodka, but necessary, given their location.

      They sat and smiled.

      “General, welcome to Ireland,” Gennadi said grandly. “Without knowing your arrival time, we are merely prepared. Lunch? A tour of the factory? What would serve your needs best?”

      Carlyle turned a wary eye towards Sasha and got a nod. They had danced carefully around certain topics. Hints leavened with misdirections and lies.

      As one did when one was a spy. Even in a pretty, blue uniform and a small team of jets.

      Carlyle nodded to himself and faced Gennadi.

      “We’ve looked, but there are no clear answers, sir,” Carlyle began. “The Red Branch appears to have come into existence fully formed. Or at least, Sasha and Yuri first, with Banshee and the one known as Zaslavsky coming later. How did that happen?”

      Gennadi nodded soberly.

      Sasha held his breath.
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      Gennadi even smiled. Sasha knew bits, but had been deliberately kept in the dark so that he could not be caught in lies later. As it was, today’s story would become the truth of the thing, though it was no more true than any of the other tales.

      “I was approached by certain elements,” Gennadi began quietly, weaving ambiguity and shadow like threads. “Comrade Stalin is old. The maneuvering to replace him has begun, but that will be years in the completion. Someone was in a position to initiate another purge. Are you familiar with how those things work, General?”

      “Only loosely,” Carlyle replied.

      From the look in his eyes, Carlyle was also lying, but Gennadi presumed that someone had done an adequate job of briefing the man.

      Incomplete, likely, but adequate.

      “Someone denounces someone else,” Gennadi said. “You don’t go after your primary target initially, but instead one of his key subordinates. Accuse them of some terrible crime and get the authorities to subject them to arrest and detention. It creates questions about the competence of the superior. Someone wanted one of my bosses removed. Presumably to promote one of their people instead.”

      He paused there and waited for a nod. Obvious, on the face of it, if one had spent any time in any competent bureaucracy. Only in the Soviet Union it was done with knives. Only sometimes were they metaphorical ones.

      Sometimes.

      “In 1946, during the demobilization, I was targeted,” Gennadi continued. “Chased out, if you
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