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			‘Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.’

			Immanuel Kant
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			PART I

			

			Washington, DC, and London

		
	
		
			1. The Die is Cast

			It was a cloudless afternoon in 2023, eighteen months before the most consequential presidential election since the Civil War. Robert Salisbury, an eighty-two-year-old intelligence official, was sitting on the balcony of an anonymous Georgetown apartment with Thomas Byrne, a retired army colonel and QAnon conspiracist. Byrne was under the mistaken impression that Salisbury was Q, a high-ranking government mole working to expose the criminal conspiracy at the heart of the Deep State and restore America to its former greatness.

			From the balcony, the view of the Potomac River and its banks was panoramic, including the floating white marble of the Kennedy Center, the comb-like frills on the balconies of the Watergate Building, the jungle riot of Theodore Roosevelt Island and the redwood grove of high-rises in Rosslyn, Virginia, where the Height of Buildings Act held no sway.

			For Salisbury, one of many rude awakenings that followed the 9/11 attacks was the realization that the same federal law that restricted the height of commercial and residential buildings in the District of Columbia – so as not to overshadow the national monuments – made an easy target of the Capitol dome. If it hadn’t been for the passenger revolt on board United 93, that caused it to nosedive into a field in rural Pennsylvania, the hijackers would have crashed the plane into the Capitol Building, which was in session and full of legislators.

			He remembered describing it as unfinished business to Colonel Byrne during one of their early conversations on this very balcony. Dropped it into a conversation like a pebble in a pond to see what reaction it might provoke. If you couldn’t have a little fun at the expense of a preening fool like Byrne, what was the point of it all? The fervour of the colonel’s response delighted him. It was clear that Byrne had already convinced himself that Al-Qaeda was an agent of God’s will, and the 9/11 attacks were a biblical scourging of a corrupt polity. Byrne soon rattled off a list of causative events that posed an existential threat to the republic: Covid, forever wars, the Obama presidency, 9/11, Vietnam, the Civil Rights Act, the Civil War and the Emancipation Proclamation. Byrne was convinced that God sent such trials to test the purity of the American spirit. And that, at times, it might be necessary to ferment spectacular acts of violence to arouse the silent majority and provoke a righteous backlash.

			Salisbury had a different backlash in mind, with Byrne and his allies as the targets. His ultimate ambition, a fitting conclusion to the January 6 Capitol attack of 2021, was to have them executed for treason in a federal penitentiary. Most likely by lethal injection with a cocktail of drugs majoring in potassium chloride. He took great pleasure in imagining the icy poison galloping up Byrne’s veins towards his treacherous heart. Of course, given the choice, Salisbury would opt for the firing squad. The pleasing skewering of meat with metal. It was not out of the question. The squeamish reluctance of pharma companies to provide the drugs for execution meant that the firing squad might soon be the only choice for the federal government.

			He knew that it would not be an easy outcome to achieve. Given its enthusiasm for executing criminals, America had been curiously reluctant to execute traitors since George Washington pardoned the ringleaders of the Whiskey Rebellion.

			Only a truly spectacular act of insurrection would suffice.

			A Black Hawk helicopter thudded past so close that it felt like you could have reached out and touched it. It was dark green with a distinctive ‘Gold Top’ stripe that identified it as belonging to the 12th Aviation Battalion, which serviced the Pentagon. There was a time, when he was serving on the forty-fifth president’s national security staff, that Byrne had regularly shuttled back and forth between the Pentagon and Joint Base Andrews on a Gold Top.

			‘There’s only one way to save the republic,’ Salisbury declared, ‘a cleansing storm. We must break Washington open and let the rest of America in.’

			Byrne was so excited by the coming storm he pressed his thumbs into his thighs, running them down the creases in his trousers that looked sharp enough to draw blood. He was a small and lean man with hands as dainty as those of the former president.

			‘We have no choice but to act,’ Byrne replied. ‘Our states are dying. Our country is dying. If we lose this election, we won’t have a country left.’

			As an agent of government, Salisbury believed that feeding the egos of those he meant to skewer was a necessary step prior to their destruction. He had warned Byrne that the result of the coming election was inevitable. Because there was no chance that the old fossil in the White House could win it fairly, he would steal it. That’s how he’d got himself into the White House in 2020. Aided by his cronies in the Justice Department and the Deep State, funded by Jew money and Hollywood, using the alchemy of voting machines that turned votes from Republican to Democrat, he would conspire to prevent the true president from returning to power. The headline could write itself: the big steal, the end of the republic.

			Byrne lapped it up. Of course he did. Salisbury knew that there was a hefty dose of anxiety underlying the colonel’s zeal. He wasn’t as popular as he once was with the former president. The chaotic management style which got him sacked last time around had no place in the ranks of the new breed of zealots in Project 2025 who were preparing for power. Salisbury had even heard rumours that Byrne was out of favour with Those Who Know, a cabal of federal bureaucrats and serving military officers who were said to possess evidence that the 2020 election was stolen. In such circumstances, Byrne’s only hope for preferment was to force his way back into the limelight. From a certain viewpoint, he had no choice but to act. Which made him so easy to manipulate.

			Salisbury returned his attention to the river. Looking across the Potomac from the high ground on the Georgetown side to the high-rises on the Rosslyn side was like staring from one wall of a canyon to another. Aircraft were funnelled through it on the River Visual, one of the nation’s narrowest flight corridors. A surface-to-air missile fired through a balcony window of this building at an aircraft soon after take-off would almost certainly hit its target.

			‘I have identified a source of the hardware that you will need,’ Salisbury said.

			Inevitably, some would accuse him of entrapment, but the threat to the republic was both exceptional and existential. Inaction was not an option.

			‘I will not fail you,’ Byrne replied with murderous excitement. ‘We’re going to make America greater than ever before.’

			‘You need to put together a team.’

			Byrne nodded eagerly. ‘I can do that. I have a network of veterans that are loyal to our cause.’

			‘I know I can rely on you.’

			Salisbury had promised Byrne something special today. A powerful demonstration of inside intelligence. A sprinkling of Q dust. And, of course, it amused Salisbury greatly that the intelligence was obtained so close to hand. In this very apartment: the athletic spatter of DNA on sheets in the master bedroom downstairs and a ‘highlights’ video artfully edited from explicit footage provided by a suite of hidden cameras in the walls. The product of a weekly sexual tryst between an Asian teen and a ‘happily married’ federal employee named Yuscil with Yankee White security clearance.

			It was less than a fortnight since the ‘Asian teen’ (an older-than-he-looked Georgetown graduate of Taiwanese extraction) showed Yuscil the video evidence. Poor Yuscil: burdened with a wife with an Old Testament outlook and desperate to keep his sexual proclivities a secret. Of the four generally accepted reasons for why someone should betray their country – money, ideology, compromise or ego – Salisbury had always been most comfortable with placing his targets in compromising situations, preferably sexual ones.

			To add a garnish of pleasing misdirection, Yuscil was under the impression that he was being blackmailed by a representative of China’s Ministry of State Security.

			‘Any minute now,’ Salisbury said.

			Yuscil worked for Whiteside, the Executive Flight Detachment that was responsible for coordinating transport plans with the White House Military Office. And right on time, to Byrne’s evident delight, a trio of identical Sea Kings with the distinctive ‘White Top’ of Marine Helicopter Squadron One flew over the top of the Kennedy Center and headed up the river towards them. One of the helicopters was carrying the forty-sixth president and was therefore referred to by the call sign Marine One. The other two were decoys. According to the schedule and flight path – for which he had Yuscil to thank – Salisbury knew that the president was heading out on the River Visual to Camp David for a weekend retreat.

			‘Outstanding!’

			Byrne made his forefingers into a child’s gun barrel and tracked the helicopters as they flew above the water. As they crossed in front of the Rosslyn skyscrapers, he said, ‘Bang.’ Then he leaned back in his chair, blew imaginary gun smoke from the tips of his delicate fingers, and said:

			‘Every war has a first shot.’

		
	
		
			2. Skewered at the Despatch Box

			During the slow and excruciating decline of an unpopular British administration, a hastily appointed Secretary of State for Defence, who had pinballed between Cabinet positions for more than a decade, and whose only work experience prior to entering Parliament was as a sales associate for a company manufacturing hand-crafted mattresses for the upper middle classes, attended his first Defence Questions in the House of Commons.

			As debuts go, it started well enough. In response to a softball from a backbencher sitting on his own side of the house, he trumpeted the government’s commitment to Ukraine. ‘The UK continues to be recognized as a leading nation providing military support to Ukraine in its struggle against Putin’s illegal invasion. We have sent hundreds of thousands of rounds of artillery ammunition and hundreds of armoured vehicles. We have led the world in gifting vital capabilities such as multiple launch rocket systems, Challenger Two tanks and Starstreak missiles.’

			And then the Speaker of the House, a flinty northerner of puritanical bent, who was rumoured to shun all comfort and probably slept on a wooden board, called on his opposite number to speak.

			The Shadow Secretary of State rose to his feet with a fearsome glint in his eye.

			‘Thank you, Mr Speaker. My question refers to the Starstreak man-portable air-defence system or MANPADS. For the benefit of the members of this house, the British-manufactured Starstreak missile is a truly formidable weapon. It is the fastest surface-to-air missile ever manufactured and entirely immune to countermeasures. It’s just as effective at shooting down passenger jets as it is at destroying Russian helicopters. Given that Ukraine was a nexus of the illegal arms trade long before this war; assuming that nobody rational wants a top-of-the-range missile that is immune to countermeasures to become available on the black market; given that the Head of Interpol recently stated that “criminals are focusing on these missiles as we speak”; and given reports in the press that the Pentagon is, and I quote, “furious about it”, will the Secretary of State confirm to this house what specific measures are being taken to ensure that Starstreak missiles gifted by his government do not fall into the wrong hands?’

			It had been a bitch of a first week in post. A former NATO Secretary General had said on the Today programme that the hollowing out of war-fighting capacity meant the UK was barely clinging on to its claim to be a leading member of the alliance; and a charismatic former Director Special Forces, who went by the handle @grumpyoldgeneral, had posted that the British Army was too weak to win a pub brawl on a Friday night in Newcastle. On top of that, a former Chief of the General Staff – now in the House of Lords – was quoted widely in both the broadsheets and the tabloids as saying, ‘We have a new Defence Secretary who knows precious little about defence.’ And to rub salt in the wound, he’d become aware of a rumour doing the rounds in Whitehall that demoralized civil servants all the way up to the Permanent Secretary didn’t want him, and Downing Street only chose him over a more popular politician with military experience because she might use the job to campaign for the party leadership.

			It was time to show his mettle, and he was damned if he was going to put up with this kind of pacifist tosh from the other side. He leaped indignantly to his feet and planted his forearm firmly on the despatch box.

			‘Mr Speaker,’ he thundered, ‘I can categorically assure you that everything humanly possible is being done to ensure that our missiles do not fall into the wrong hands.’

			He sat back down with a satisfied grin on his face, taking the time to glance up at his Permanent Secretary who was watching from the Visitors’ Gallery.

			It was only as he was sitting in the back of his armoured ministerial Jaguar on the short drive back to the Ministry of Defence, wedged between his special adviser on one side and his Permanent Secretary on the other, that his attention was drawn to the fact that the Ministry of Defence had absolutely no idea what happened to the missiles after they were handed over. The Defence Secretary wished that he could sink into the comforting embrace of one of his own mattresses. No such luck. Cue the hurried convening of an inter-departmental working group because misleading Parliament had been reinstated as a sackable offence post-BoJo. The Prime Minister had made it known that he was not amused, and everything humanly possible must therefore be done. To chair the group, a diplomat of integrity named Manus Blessing, who had recently returned from a posting as Ambassador to the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, was appointed as the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for Counter Proliferation and given carte blanche to find out what had happened to the UK’s missiles.

			A swift review of current practice revealed that the weapons were flown into southern Poland, shipped to the border and then divided up between a mixture of trucks, vans and private cars to cross into Ukraine. Beyond which point, the UK had effectively ceded any responsibility for them. The British had no equivalent of the US Department of Defense’s Golden Sentry programme which monitored the end use of MANPADS sold through foreign military sales. So what could be done? It was quickly determined that GPS tracking systems were a non-starter – too vulnerable to enemy penetration. And the Ukrainians’ much-vaunted SOTA information system for monitoring supplies was only good up until the point of delivery to a unit. Nobody was paying close enough attention to whether they were being used as intended or not.

			Manus Blessing, scalded by wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, was understandably wary of foreign intervention, but nevertheless concluded that the only possible answer to the question of what could be done that was humanly possible, was to send a human suitably qualified to find out.

			The question was who?

			The Defence Secretary may not have known much about national defence, but when it came to preserving his own skin, he was a grandmaster. He had been around long enough to be aware that, unlike MI5, MI6 and GCHQ, who answered to the Intelligence and Security Committee and were therefore subject to parliamentary scrutiny, UK Special Forces occupied a unique position, accountable to only two people: the Defence Secretary and the Prime Minister. He therefore decreed that the investigator should be recruited from Special Forces.

			Duly advised, Manus reached out to E Squadron of the SAS at Regent’s Park. After a week of reviewing candidates, he settled upon a seconded Weapons Technical Expert with proven field experience. Her code name was Chough after the red-billed member of the crow family and quickly shortened to Chuff.

			Despite evidence that suggested a colourful history and unsoftened edges, a jut-jawed Chuff-against-the-world combativeness, a dollop of impostor syndrome and a fierce wish to test her limits, Manus – who was teased by his family for his fondness for stray animals – decided that Chuff was exactly the sort of hands-on pragmatist required for the task.

			And the Americans agreed.

		
	
		
			PART II

			

			Ukraine

		
	
		
			3. The Wild Field

			The sun had been up for less than an hour. Chuff crouched at the edge of a field of sunflowers beneath a vast and cloudless sky: the fierce yellow and blue of the Ukrainian flag.

			She was concentrating on keeping her body still. For someone who always wanted to move, running, jumping, swimming, it was a challenge. Instead, she squeezed a rubber squash ball, which she would rather be throwing and catching, while she listened to the breathing of the soldiers crouching in the trees around her. It had taken four hours, navigating the forest by a waning moon, to reach their current position. She glanced back at the escape route for reassurance, a narrow ravine carpeted with decades of fallen pine needles that was just wide enough to walk through in single file. Gradually she let the tension go and welcomed the warmth of the day on her face. Like spying, it was an uneasy business of waiting and watching.

			On the far side of the field was a line of pine trees as straight as matchsticks, the burnt umber of the lower trunks giving way to masts of russet-red bark capped with dark foliage. The locals called them sosna. About midway along the treeline an artillery strike had snapped several trees and there was an abandoned tank with its barrel cut off. Buried to the top of its tracks in baked mud, it wallowed like a dehorned rhino.

			Chuff glanced at Maksym, her police minder. He was sitting with his back to a tree because his joints were too painful for him to kneel. He had been Chuff’s near constant companion since he had intercepted her on the platform at Kyiv railway station and demanded to see her credentials. She had produced an embossed letter on paper of appropriate thickness describing ‘Catriona Irvine’ as an Air Target Designator attached to the Counter Proliferation and Arms Control Centre (CPACC) of the Ministry of Defence, and His Majesty’s government would be grateful if she was afforded the full cooperation of the Ukrainian government in the completion of her mission. It was signed by the British Defence Secretary. Maksym studied the letter with a sceptical expression and then lit a cigarette. She would swiftly learn that Ukraine was a country that adored smoking like few others.

			‘Follow me, Catriona.’

			‘Call me Cat,’ said Chuff.

			The next time he spoke to her, he was forcing a beaten-up Renault through the thicket of taxis outside the station, oblivious to a barrage of car horns and insulting hand gestures. He gave her a glimpse of a smile and said, ‘No doubt you will be pleased to learn that we have designated the Russians as the target of your missiles.’

			He took her to police HQ on Akademika Bohomoltsia Street where a grey-faced police colonel from Investigative Services told her, ‘Your rockets go straight to the front line. There is no evidence of weapons going missing. These rumours are bullshit Russian propaganda intended to disrupt supplies.’ She decided not to educate him on the finer points of the difference between rockets and missiles. Besides, she wasn’t sure if his indignation was directed at her or the American in the room. Before her departure, she’d been warned that the CIA would be showing an interest in her mission. Chip Shapiro had been described to her at Regent’s Park as the ‘rain man’ of missing American missiles. She was told that he knew the serial number of every Stinger that the CIA handed over to the Afghans in the mid-eighties when they were the plucky heroes fighting the evil Soviet empire. She had also been told that he absolutely hated to make eye contact. Here he was with a seat at the table of her first meeting, wearing shorts and sandals and a sleeveless utility vest with unbuttoned pockets.

			After a suitable pause, Chuff said, ‘I am requesting access to any available information on the units and individuals that have been in receipt of British-manufactured MANPADS.’

			‘For that, we must request data from our Ministry of Defence,’ the colonel told her.

			‘I wouldn’t hold your breath,’ Chip muttered.

			‘The Russians are keeping them busy,’ Maksym added. ‘There is the small matter of a war.’

			‘What about criminal records?’

			The colonel’s face turned a darker shade of grey. ‘You think we give your rockets to criminals?’

			‘Not intentionally.’

			‘I think you are tired from your journey. Maksym will take you to your hotel.’

			And that was that. Not another word from Chip.

			Out on the street, Maksym lit another cigarette and invited her for a drink. He took her to a basement bar with walls the colour of nicotine that seemed to be popular with detectives of a similar vintage. He was greeted warmly by the waitress who escorted them to what was clearly his favourite table and brought them a bottle of vodka and a plate of dumplings. She remembered thinking that Maksym was probably rather handsome once with his sandy-blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, but now there were spots on his hands and neck that were the colour of meat. When they were halfway down the bottle and on their second plate of dumplings, she pitched her mission, ‘I want to see the missiles at the front line.’

			He stared at her as if she were some sort of feral child. ‘You know that they are killing each other?’

			‘I’ve been to war before.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Afghanistan,’ she said, smiling for him, but he was already waving her away, as if Afghanistan as an excuse was distasteful.

			‘I still have nightmares about that place.’

			‘You were in Afghanistan?’

			‘I was,’ he said. ‘A very long time ago. As a young conscript. You know I was one of the last soldiers out across the Friendship Bridge. That was February 1989.’

			‘I was one of the last Brits out of Kabul,’ she told him. ‘August 2021.’

			‘To misadventure and unhappy endings.’ They touched glasses and she got a glimpse of that smile again. They continued drinking. It must have been around midnight when Maksym’s phone buzzed. He put on a pair of glasses to read the message on the screen.

			‘What is it?’ Chuff asked.

			‘Our American friend Chip with news about Kostyantyn Bagan.’

			‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’

			‘Kostyantyn was a soldier in the Azov Battalion. He was captured by the Russians in the final days of the siege of Mariupol. They dragged him out of a tunnel under the steelworks along with a bunch of other Azov guys and paraded them on the TV as terrorists. Then they sent them to an FSB black site in Donetsk. And maybe because they were bored or drunk, the FSB set fire to the prison one night and killed them all.’ Maksym took off his glasses. ‘Or maybe not. Chip says that there’s cell-phone footage of a survivor smuggled out of the burns unit of a hospital in Russian-controlled Donetsk. He says the facial recognition match for Kostyantyn is a high probability.’

			‘I think you should explain.’

			‘Kostyantyn has a brother. Vladimir Bagan, also known as Slava. He is a hero.’

			‘What kind of hero?’

			‘The kind who thrives on fury. He’s shot down more Russian helicopters than anyone alive.’ Maksym reached for the bottle and poured them both a shot. ‘He has four of your British missiles and, according to Chip, he might be willing to trade them to get his brother back.’

			‘Let’s go find him.’

			Maksym stared at her. ‘The Chinese have an expression: beware of spies offering souvenirs. Are you sure you want to listen to Chip?’

			‘Come on. Are you coming with me to the front line or not?’

			He sighed. ‘Fuck it! There’s nothing for me to do here. Robbery and assaults are down sixty per cent. Let’s go to the front line. Why not?’

			And so here she was, crouching beside her new best friend and protector Maksym, embedded in a highly mobile unit operating in a thinly populated area of fields, forests and small villages, which had descended into chaos after repeated Russian attacks. And beside her was Slava Bagan, who was waiting to take a shot with the pride of Belfast, a £100,000 surface-to-air missile that he had nicknamed Spoonful of Tar after the Russian expression a spoonful of tar spoils a barrel of honey.

			Slava had the high-velocity launch tube resting on his shoulder like a tightly rolled carpet. He was a small man with a narrow face and a nervous sharp-toothed grin. He made her think of a ferret. The rest of the six-strong unit was spread out in the trees in a loose defensive formation. He was not their leader, that fell to Serhii, a large good-humoured fellow with a talent for organization, but Slava was their pivot. Their lucky mascot. They treated him with superstitious awe.

			On their first night in the forest, he had asked Chuff, ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘I work for the company that makes the missiles.’

			Slava bared his teeth. ‘I like your missiles.’

			Of course she didn’t work for the company. She had spent the last five years on specialist operations in support of the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6). To prepare for this assignment she had spent two weeks as Catriona Irvine in a Belfast factory learning the ins and outs of missile manufacturing and maintenance. From there, she was sent to 12th Regiment Royal Artillery at Thorney Island, where she was given the rare and expensive opportunity to fire a Starstreak at a Banshee target drone over the English Channel. Orientation complete, she was sent to Ukraine to find out what had happened to our missiles. She was told that she was not expected to count every missile fired. Instead, she was tasked with investigating points of vulnerability – people and processes – that might lead to illicit diversion.

			‘It doesn’t matter how many orcs I kill,’ Slava told her, ‘It will never be enough.’

			She returned her attention to the field of sunflowers. She was uncomfortable with the use of the word ‘orc’. Hatred was an emotion that she tried to avoid and distrusted in others, but she had witnessed what the Russians had done in the villages, the atavistic looting and casual murder, and each turn of her thoughts increased her understanding of Slava’s thirst for vengeance.

			And you couldn’t unsee certain things.

			On her first day, the unit had walked past the ambush site of a column of Russian tanks. The Ukrainians had taken out the front and rear tanks with next-generation anti-tank missiles and trapped the entire column on the narrow strip of tarmac between the pines. Many of the tanks had that familiar decapitated jack-in-the-box look caused by the ammunition exploding on the carousel inside and blowing off the turret. However, the most disturbing thing to Chuff was that the burned and bloody bodies of the young Russians, with their harrowed faces and machine-shaved heads, really did look like corrupted human forms left over from Europe’s violent prehistory.

			They heard it first. The thump of rotors.

			Instinctively Chuff started counting backwards. A tic she acquired from her grandmother who was an accomplished shot.

			Eight, seven, six … 

			Then they saw it. A helicopter grazing the tops of the trees, moving left to right, flogging the air with sound. Slava had his eye pressed to the sight, painting a grid on it with converging laser beams. A Ka-52 Alligator attack helicopter with two crew members sitting side by side in the cockpit, hunting for something to kill with the sinister-looking rocket pods on its short wing stubs.

			Five … 

			Intercepting a target that was flying parallel to you was the hardest as the missile must cut the corner then chase it.

			Four … 

			The inflection point: when waiting became explosive action. She couldn’t help herself.

			‘Fire.’

			Slava didn’t need prompting. He pressed the firing button.

			The first-stage rocket motor propelled the missile out of the tube and then the second stage fired, accelerating the missile to Mach 3 and launching three laser-beam-riding tungsten darts that were immune to infrared, radar and radio countermeasures. All three hit the helicopter. There was a fraction of a second delay built into the fuse that allowed each dart to pierce armoured skin before the explosive warhead detonated. Too fast for the ejection system to save the pilots.

			Tungsten shrapnel.

			The Alligator came apart with the sound of tearing metal.

			Three … 

			Ribbons of metal arced out of the sky and the spinning rotors gouged deep scars in the field, raising a whirlwind of dirt that blew through the trees like rain.

			Job done: a line through one of the meticulously recorded serial numbers handwritten in Chuff’s notebook. She raked her scalp with both hands to dislodge the dirt and stood up.

			Flames burst and flickered in the scattered wreckage.

			Beside her, Slava was grinning like a skull. Maksym lit a Marlboro. He took two long, hungry drags and flicked it on to the ground, heeling it into the dirt.

			‘Let’s go,’ he said.

			They hurried down into the mouth of the ravine.

		
	
		
			4. Thor’s Hammer

			After Slava shot down the Alligator, they celebrated by spending the night in a forest resort, sheltering in the basement of an apartment building which from the outside seemed devastated. Charred roof timbers poked out like barbecued ribs and roof tiles were scattered all around. At least the building’s ruined appearance offered them tentative protection. They stacked the pelican cases containing the three remaining missiles which Slava had named Borrowed Bread, Malicious Cow and Hungry Wolf, at the centre of the basement storeroom and created nests out of sleeping bags in amongst stacks of chairs and folded banners for the Sorochinsky Fair. Maksym, who took his minding duties seriously, laid out his sleeping bag within reach of Chuff’s.

			Serhii went out foraging and returned with a couple of bottles of homemade vodka, a loaf of bread, salami and hard cheese that he had bought from an old couple living in the forest who had chosen not to flee when the Russians came. The unit gathered round a candle on a folding table to eat and drink. This was their life: moving and foraging with fleeting moments of safety. They drank to get drunk and never let Slava’s glass sit empty for long. Slava responded by placing his hand on their heads one by one like a faith healer, as if dividing a portion of his power between them. Chuff was careful to give the appearance of being a willing participant but deliberately drank less than the others. She waited patiently and soon there were just four of them left with their eyes open: Chuff, Serhii, Slava and Maksym. Maksym had also been going easy on the vodka.

			‘Half my contact list is dead people,’ Slava said. ‘I don’t save any more numbers. I don’t want people who won’t answer.’

			‘You saved my number,’ Chuff said.

			‘Are you sending more missiles?’

			An interesting question: only 7,000 Starstreak missiles had been manufactured, and most had been sold overseas. The British Army stockpile was less than a thousand. The Belfast-based production line had been turned over to a newer, cheaper weapon that she had seen being manufactured when she was at the factory.

			‘I don’t know,’ she told him, truthfully.

			Serhii was next. He fell asleep at the table, with his head on his hands.

			‘You tell them we need more,’ Slava said.

			‘I will.’ She leaned forward, seizing the opportunity, and asked Slava about the pendants around his neck.

			Across the table Maksym’s eyes narrowed, suddenly wary of where this was going. After a moment, Slava nodded in the way that drunk men do and reached into his T-shirt, pulling them out with a flourish.

			‘This was a gift from my brother for my thirtieth birthday,’ he said, holding up the upside-down Thor’s hammer for Chuff to see. ‘He is a blacksmith like me. He makes the sharpest knives from the finest Damascus steel.’ He looked for a moment as if he might break down. He rubbed his face with the back of his hand and then ran his fingers along the links of the chain. ‘This was a gift from my sister Olesia. She lives in Istanbul. It is a communication chain from east to west. You understand? Because my family is from the west of Ukraine and the east of Ukraine. I am from both places. And with luck my dream for Ukraine will come true. Because everywhere is my land. My soil. My nation. Wherever I am is now my home.’ He held up a sun wheel with twelve broken spars. ‘This is my present to myself. It is an ancient Slavonic symbol of the sun.’ He tapped his chest proudly. ‘It represents my inner part outside. It is my oath. It is my duty and my way. To be brave like Ukraine.’

			It was not hard to like Slava, but Chuff had always had a visceral reaction to swastikas, even ones masquerading as sun symbols.

			‘Put it away,’ Maksym said, sharply.

			Slava did as he was told, before staring at the tabletop. His eyes closed involuntarily.

			Maksym looked at Chuff. ‘Cigarette break?’

			‘Why not?’

			They left Slava snoring with his head resting on Serhii’s shoulder and climbed the stairs up to the street to stand beside the unit’s vehicles, which were hidden under camouflage netting: four Land Cruisers with blacked-out windows and chunky all-terrain tyres. She watched Maksym cup his hands around the lighter flame as he lit a cigarette. She took out her ball and threw it, watching it striking the ground and bouncing off the wall. She caught it with a twist of her wrist.

			‘Why are you here?’

			She could have said in good conscience that she was in Ukraine because government ministers had a habit of opening their mouths in bold and unwelcome ways in the House of Commons. No lie there. But it was always more than that. Everything was personal. She wanted to be here. It satisfied her desire to prove herself. Nobody had tapped on her shoulder at Oxford or Cambridge. She wasn’t a graduate. She had the benefit of a grandmother who was an undercover hero, responsible for infiltrating a terrorist cell in Northern Ireland in the 1970s, but she also carried the taint of a prisoner father, a hardened criminal subject to an order of lifelong restriction for his role in a spate of murders in Glasgow. She remembered national security vetting as an exhausting process. She still had no idea how she had got through it. Having succeeded she felt she had no choice but to do her job better than anyone else.

			‘I’m here to confirm that the missiles are being used as intended.’

			‘Slava’s not a Nazi,’ he told her.

			She continued to throw and catch the ball, while she considered his words. ‘What about the brother?’

			‘According to the Russians, the Azov are all Nazis, and they deserve a gruesome death. Even if the video is real and Kostyantyn survived the fire for a few days or weeks, what kind of medical attention do you think they gave him? Face it, he’s dead.’

			‘What matters is what Slava believes. He has the missiles, so he has bargaining power.’

			‘You saw what he did today. He’s here to use the missiles to kill Russians. Not to trade them.’

			‘It’s about family.’ She knew all about the fearsome pull of family. ‘Slava should be pulled off the front line. Don’t leave him with a choice.’

			Maksym exhaled. She could tell that no matter what he said, he was as concerned as she was. ‘OK. I’ll make the call.’

			Chuff woke in the night to find Maksym watching her. His head was resting on a pillow made from a folded jacket.

			Chuff once had a cat that she’d often wake to find staring at her like Maksym was doing. Haughty and with a hint of grievance. That’s what had been going on behind the sunglasses, she told herself, the once handsome Ukrainian who was old enough to be her father had a crush on her, and he was not happy about it. She smiled and Maksym looked embarrassed. He rolled over. She looked at the back of his neck and resisted the urge to reach out and stroke the fine hairs there. She’d been single for several months, her last relationship ending in the usual acrimony.

			She craved the oblivion of a good fuck. And why not? It wouldn’t be the first time that she had sought that form of solace with a man of Maksym’s age.

		
	
		
			5. The Forest

			They received the order to withdraw the following afternoon. Slava was furious and went off into the woods, but Serhii and the rest of the team were relieved. By the time Slava returned he seemed to have accepted the situation. He spoke with Serhii. They decided to leave at midnight and drive deeper into the forest to avoid Russian air patrols.

			They headed out in a close-column convoy. Driving the lead vehicle, Slava stared out over the top of the steering wheel through night-vision goggles. He was wearing a length of black cloth around his head like a turban and together with the image-intensifying tube he looked like a post-apocalyptic road warrior.

			Chuff sat in the darkness beside him, listening to the crackle of gravel beneath the wheels. She was convinced that pulling the team out was the right decision.

			‘The Russians won’t give you your brother back,’ she told Slava, eventually. ‘No matter what they promise.’

			‘I know,’ he replied.

			They turned a corner. Slava put his foot down on the brake. The convoy came to a halt. They sat in silence for a few moments.

			‘What is it?’ Chuff asked. She couldn’t see anything.

			‘Roadblock ahead. Friendlies. I’ll go and speak to them. Wait here.’

			Slava got out of the vehicle and closed the door behind him. Chuff listened to the crunch of receding footsteps. There was no light anywhere. All Chuff could hear was the ticking of the cooling engine and Maksym breathing behind her. She had a red-lensed torch in her pocket but if she switched it on, she would make a target of them both. She reached across to the steering column and found that the key was not in the ignition.

			‘Is your weapon loaded?’ she asked softly.

			‘Yes,’ Maksym replied.

			‘We should go.’

			‘Right or left?’

			‘Right.’

			Chuff opened the door and dropped on to the track. She rolled away from the car and dropped into a drainage ditch clogged with weeds. Seconds later, Maksym landed heavily behind her. She scrambled up the other side and helped Maksym up after her. They stumbled into the forest, trying to put as many trees as possible between them and anyone wearing night-vision goggles.

			The forest lit up with flashes of gunfire from an automatic weapon. Chuff pulled Maksym down behind a tree. Someone was shooting up the convoy. They waited. Eventually the gunfire stopped.

			‘I know you’re out there!’ Slava shouted.

			Maksym cocked his pistol.

			Car doors slammed and an engine started. Someone sprayed the trees with bullets. Wood splintered above their heads.

			Seconds later, the vehicle drove off.

			‘Assholes!’ Maksym said.

			They waited fifteen minutes and then Maksym switched on his phone.

			No signal. Slava had chosen the ambush site well.

			‘Fuck it,’ Maksym said.

			They turned on their torches and walked slowly and carefully back through the trees. Maksym had his gun raised, pointing it while Chuff scrambled across the drainage ditch. The four Land Cruisers had been shot up and the tyres looked flat. Serhii was dead, slumped over the steering wheel in the second vehicle.

			Chuff went round to the back and saw the luggage compartment was empty. The missiles had been taken. The rest of Slava’s unit were lying face down on the road, their blood black in the red torchlight. She remembered the way Slava placed his hand on their heads like a faith healer and how she’d thought that it was a gift. She saw now that it was the opposite.

			A curse.

			After they spread the tarpaulin on the road and arranged the bodies on it, Maksym hot-wired one of the Land Cruisers while Chuff inspected the tyres on the others. She established that there was an undamaged tyre on one of them, and three of the four spares were intact. Working by torchlight, they swapped out the damaged tyres for the undamaged ones and brushed the glass off the front seats with their gloved hands. By the time they were done and ready to go, it was dawn. The sun was about to breach the horizon.

			‘You drive,’ Maksym said.

			He sat beside her with the pistol in one hand and his phone in the other while they drove back the way they came. As soon as the phone found a phone mast, it began to vibrate. Maksym stared at it and his brow furrowed. unknown number. He accepted the call. ‘Allo? Tsa Maksym.’

			He glanced at Chuff and his eyes widened in surprise. ‘Stop!’

			Chuff braked and Maksym jumped out of the car as it came to a halt. He walked further along the track to a stack of timber. Chuff watched him listening to the caller with his head tilted to one side. He was a good listener. She liked that in men. But it was frustrating not being party to the conversation. She got out of the car and went round to lean against the bull bars. After a couple of minutes, Maksym walked back.

			He handed her the phone. ‘It’s Slava.’

			‘Shit!’ Chuff grabbed the phone from him and threw it as far away as she could. ‘Run!’

			She sprinted in the opposite direction, hurdling the ditch and dodging between the trees. Maksym was slower but not far behind her. Spotting a shallow dip, she dived into it and rolled into a ball with her hands covering her head.

			Artillery shells slammed into the road, causing a ripple of intense white light and a whooshing pressure wave that stabbed her eardrums. The ground shook and a cascade of leaves and branches fell on her head. Moments later a filthy grey cloud with a sulphurous odour rolled over her and out across the forest in what seemed like slow motion.

			‘I should have guessed what he was up to,’ Maksym said through the murk from a few feet away. ‘I want you to catch him. Promise me that.’

			She edged closer and saw to her horror that he was very pale, his forehead covered in beads of cold sweat. He had his right hand clamped to his neck. A piece of shrapnel had torn through the muscle and severed his carotid. Arterial blood the colour of full-bodied red wine was running between his fingers and soaking his shirt.

			‘I like you. If only I was twenty years younger.’ He laughed and coughed blood. She ripped open one of the emergency wound bandages she kept in her cargo pants and pushed his hand away, pressing it hard against the wound. Within seconds it was soaking. She used another, tearing it open with her teeth, pressing it down on top of the one already there. His breathing was ragged, and his voice slurred, ‘It’s so cold.’ He started speaking in Russian or Ukrainian; she wasn’t sure which. Several times she heard his daughter Mila’s name. As far as she could tell he was apologizing for being a bad father.

			‘Come on, Maksym, stay with me!’

			‘Never mind,’ he said in English. ‘I see you now. You’re beautiful. Like your mother.’

			He didn’t say anything else. She kept pressure on the wound, but it was hopeless. She watched as his eyes dimmed and he stopped breathing.

			‘I’ll get the missiles back,’ Chuff vowed through gritted teeth.

			She picked the splinters out of her hands and wiped them on the back of her cargo pants. There would be time for grief later. She walked back to the road. The Land Cruiser was lying on its side beside a large crater which had the uniquely acrid smell of spent explosives. Her next thought was: How am I going to get back to Kyiv now?

			She considered switching on her phone, but Slava had her number. She started to walk.

		
	
		
			6. Dire Results

			After three hours of questioning at police headquarters in Kyiv, Chuff signed a written statement and was released. She took a taxi to a cafe near St Sophia’s Cathedral.

			Chip Shapiro was where she had been told she’d find him, at a bench with his face to the glass. She picked up a stool and placed it right beside him so that he had no means of escape. Out on the road a man with a hipster beard and full-sleeve tattoos glided by on an electric scooter. Downtown Kyiv felt like a million miles from the violence of the forest. Chip was wearing the same utility vest full of unbuttoned pockets; she had to control the urge to reach out and secure them.

			‘You very nearly got me killed.’

			He gave her a sidelong glance from under the fringe of his unwashed hair. He looked at her shoulders and her hands but never her eyes. ‘You’ve got blood on you.’

			‘Don’t worry, it’s not mine.’

			He was immune to sarcasm. ‘What is it you want to tell me?’

			‘Three of our missiles have gone missing.’

			Chip shook his head, exasperated. ‘The trouble with you Brits is that you carry on as if good intentions never produce dire results. As if America ought to be as surprised as you are by the mistakes you make.’ His expression darkened. ‘After 9/11, we learned a hard lesson about unintended consequences. You better pray your missiles don’t get used to take down one of our passenger planes. Because if they do, you’ll discover there is no such thing as a special relationship.’

			‘Slava intends to trade the missiles for his brother.’

			Chip was unimpressed. ‘Slava’s got no leverage down on the front line. The Russians will take the missiles and enjoy telling him how much they’re going to fuck him and his brother up. They’ll dump their corpses in no-man’s-land.’

			‘Slava knows that. I think he’s looking at a different route out. A third country destination. Somewhere he can negotiate on safe ground.’

			‘You think he’s that smart?’

			Chuff nodded. ‘I do. I think he’s heading for Istanbul. His sister is already there. I want to find him and stop him.’

			Chip scoffed, ‘You’re a real Girl Scout.’

			‘I’m doing everything humanly possible,’ Chuff told him.

			Chip shook his head. ‘I’ve got enough on my plate without entitled Brits imagining that they can make things magically right.’

			Chuff wanted to tell him that she was the opposite of entitled. She’d had to work so hard, far harder than the expensively educated English boys from Five and Six. The Robs, Bens and Nicks, whose loyalty and intelligence was taken for granted.

			‘I’m just looking for some advice. How will he get the missiles out of the country?’

			She took a folded map out of her pocket and spread it out on the window, showing the location in the forest that she had come from. There were three geo-located data points marked on it in pencil. ‘The first X is where we were ambushed and the missiles were taken. According to cell-phone tower data collected by the police, the second is where Slava made the call to fix our position for the strike, using a Ukrainian artillery unit app to bring down a fire mission on us. The third is where the GPS was disabled on the phone and the IMEI hardware was destroyed. As you can see, he was moving east to west, parallel to the front line.’ She unfolded the map, revealing the Black Sea, and refolded it again at Istanbul where there was another pencil cross. ‘Right after he called down the artillery strike, Slava made a call to a burner in Karaköy in Istanbul. How does he get the missiles there?’

			For a moment, Chuff thought he would refuse to answer but then he said, ‘The sea route out via the Port of Oktyabrsk. He can ship the missiles from there across the Black Sea to Turkey.’

			‘Why Oktyabrsk?’

			‘It’s discreet. During Soviet times it was a closed port. It has continued to function as one ever since.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It sits in empty farmland and is screened by a plantation. It has guard towers and floodlights. And there’s only one road in. Which means only trusted personnel get to see what’s loaded. It used to be the main transport hub for an international arms network that linked Russia and Ukraine to the world.’ He rattled off a list of countries: ‘Sudan, Syria, Burma, Venezuela and Iran. Even after Crimea was seized, the Russians and the Ukrainians worked together to send weapons out of Oktyabrsk to Syria.’

			‘I need to go there.’

			Chip laughed. ‘If your man Slava is as bright as you say, you’re too late. A grain ship left Oktyabrsk this afternoon.’

			‘Fuck!’

			‘I’ll have the embassy speak to the Turks and ask them to search the boat when it arrives.’

			‘Thank you.’ She put away the map. ‘I’ll head to Istanbul.’

			‘Whatever you do, don’t antagonize the Turks. Treat that as a direct order from the White House. They’re the only semi-reliable line we have to the Russians.’

			‘Message received.’

			Chip nodded. His expression ever so slightly softened. ‘Good luck.’

			Chuff walked to the British Embassy on Desyatynna Street where the head of the Royal Marine detachment gave her a concerned look as she was processed through the mantrap airlock.

			‘Been in the wars, sister?’

			Chuff grimaced. She headed down to the basement vault which housed Kyiv Station. She punched in the code and the slab-like door whirred and clicked open. It was the usual anonymous artificially lit space with IKEA desks free of personal effects and a polyester carpet as thin as paint. The duty officer waved to her from the far side of the room and if he clocked her appearance, he made no comment on it. Apart from him, the place was empty. Chuff sat at the nearest desk, logged on to the encrypted router network that connected outstations to London, and submitted a report on the loss of the missiles and her intention to travel to Istanbul. She kept half an eye on the monitor that showed the corridor outside the vault, hoping that she would get out before the Head of Station arrived. It was one of the hazards of being a contractor and not Pure Intelligence; everyone felt that they could interfere and usually in as unhelpful a manner as possible. She pressed send on the report, booked herself a berth on the night train to Lviv, waved a cheery farewell to the duty officer and headed out of the vault. Next stop was her Airbnb. She took a hot shower, scrubbing away the blood and grime, paying particular attention to her fingernails. For the last ten seconds, she scoured herself with cold water.

			It was enough to make you scream.

			She dressed quickly, packed her bag and left before curfew.

		
	
		
			7. The Night Train

			Chuff was standing on the platform in total darkness when the air-raid sirens began. She imagined the coming battle: duelling missiles, Patriots and Iskanders, colliding far above, a cascade of scalding, ragged-edged shrapnel raining down on the city.

			A ripple of anxious voices travelled the length of the platform. They began to move. Chuff allowed herself to be carried along with the crowd into the brick-lined tunnels beneath the platform. They waited in silence. After an hour the all-clear was announced and they returned to the platform. Fifteen minutes later the diesel train arrived. There was almost no visible light coming from the carriages and no exterior markings to distinguish one from another. She showed her ticket to a stern-faced attendant who waved her down the platform. It took her a couple more goes of showing her ticket before she found the right carriage. She climbed the steep steps and walked down a corridor with blackout blinds on one side and narrow doors at the entrance to sleeping compartments on the other. She could hear passengers speaking in hushed voices from inside. Her compartment was at the end of the corridor. She put her bag down on one of the two narrow beds, slid the door closed and looked around. A low-wattage bulb in the ceiling threw diffuse light and dark stripes across the sepia-tinted walls. There was a knob on the wall with radio written in Cyrillic beneath it. She turned the dial but nothing happened.

			The train began to move. She sat on the bed and switched off the light as the train passed out of the station, listening to the dull clanking of the wheels caused by the joints and squats in the corroded rails. She pictured them travelling through the more industrial parts of the city. She had just reached the conclusion that she had the compartment to herself when the door slid open and a woman was silhouetted by the dim light of the corridor.

			‘I am sorry to intrude,’ the woman said in English in a formal tone. Chuff’s first impression was that she was at least as tall as her, maybe taller, with long slim legs and a short skirt. It was one of the things that Chuff had grown to like about Ukraine. She had never felt less conspicuous and less embarrassed by her height. The country was full of women who could fill rooms with their presence. ‘I am sleeping here.’

			‘Of course,’ Chuff said and switched on the light.

			The whites of the woman’s eyes were large, and she had the darkest pupils Chuff had ever seen, thin crescents of sky blue around black holes that seemed to glow. She had long lashes, and her shoulder-length hair framed an elfin face with a slight overbite, which made her seem deceptively childlike.

			‘I’m Cat. It’s short for Catriona.’

			‘I’m Natasha. It is short for Natalya but with the same number of letters.’

			Chuff stood up, feeling awkward. ‘I’ll let you settle in. Please.’

			Natasha stepped aside to let her pass and Chuff saw the glint of silver bracelets and bangles on her wrists. She headed to the bathroom where she brushed her teeth and hair and changed into a T-shirt and joggers. When she got back to the compartment there was an extra-large black duffel bag filling the narrow floor space, forcing her to hop up onto her bed from the door. Opposite her, Natasha was lying on her back reading a paperback with a gas mask on the front titled Kaharlyk. She had changed her skirt for Lycra shorts, and her bare legs were bent because they were too long for the bed. When Chuff adopted a similar position, Natasha put down the book and looked at her as if she had her absolute attention.

			‘Are you heading home?’ she asked.

			‘Yes,’ Chuff replied. ‘I’m looking forward to a rest, actually.’

			‘That accent?’

			‘Scottish.’

			She nodded. ‘You are tall. I thought you were Dutch. Now I understand. Is that where you are going? Scotland?’

			‘I live in London now,’ she said, though it wasn’t true. She’d been homeless since her last relationship broke up. She belonged to a class of contractor known at Regent’s Park as global nomads and it often felt like homelessness was her natural state.

			‘Is there someone waiting for you in London?’ Natasha asked.

			‘No.’

			‘You’re single?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How come?’

			‘I’m allergic to commitment. That’s what I’m told.’

			‘I see. Are you a journalist or a spook?’

			Chuff laughed. ‘No. Neither! Perish the thought.’ Inside she winced. Who the hell says ‘perish the thought’ these days? ‘I’m in logistics. We’re working to get international courier services up and running again. What about you?’

			‘I am a political scientist,’ Natasha said. ‘Though of course there’s nothing scientific about politics. In my experience, it’s closer to black magic. I was doing a postgrad when the war started. What is it that your courier service delivers?’

			‘Paperwork mostly, legal documents, that sort of thing. It still makes the world go round.’ She smiled. It was the wide-open smile that she sometimes used to diversionary effect, but which seemed to come to her very easily suddenly. ‘Is that a good book?’

			‘It’s very sad and prescient,’ Natasha said, solemnly. ‘A man searches for his wife in future Ukraine destroyed by Russian military satellites. It was published during Maidan.’

			Something about the way she said it prompted Chuff to ask, ‘Were you there?’

			‘In Maidan Square?’ She nodded. ‘Yes.’

			During the 2014 Revolution of Dignity, Kyiv’s Independence Square, the Maidan, had been a sprawling encampment occupied by thousands of protestors against the pro-Russian regime of President Viktor Yanukovych. Chuff remembered watching the footage on the news: makeshift barricades built from tyres, corrugated iron, timber and any other debris the protestors had scavenged; public kitchens serving dumplings; first-aid posts treating police baton injuries and tear-gas eye; and, of course, the public stages for protest music and political speeches.

			‘It gave me a sense of purpose,’ Natasha told her. ‘At that age, in that place, it was what I was looking for.’

			‘I’m sorry for what has happened to your country,’ Chuff told her.

			‘It is very unfortunate,’ Natasha agreed. She reached down to unzip the duffel bag and retrieved a plastic bottle with clear liquid in it. ‘But it is predictable. Russia has always done terrible things to its neighbours. Either directly or through vassals like Yanukovych. It has been that way from imperial times. It was the same under the Soviets and now under Putin. And if he goes, nothing will change. Maybe his replacement will be worse. You want a drink?’

			Why not? Chuff thought.

			They passed the bottle back and forth. It was much smoother than the vodka that Chuff had drunk in the forest. It was also better than the vodka she had drunk with Maksym. She felt a stab of guilt. If it wasn’t for her, he’d still be alive.

			‘It’s a matter of perspective,’ Natasha said thoughtfully. ‘There were good times at the Maidan too. On the day that the riot police came there was a wedding. We were dancing and then a woman put a hard hat on my head and a man put a petrol bomb in my hand. We shoved the police back with a bulldozer. Things escalated. Government snipers shot and killed a hundred protestors. And then the government fell. Yanukovych fled along with his cronies. We were happy. We should have known better. Now we have this stupid war.’ She scowled into the neck of the bottle, before looking up. ‘What about you, Cat, what brought you here?’

			‘My job.’

			‘You must have volunteered.’

			Chuff acknowledged this. ‘I guess I was also looking for a sense of purpose.’

			‘And now how do you feel about the Russians.’

			‘Angry.’

			‘Angry enough to fight them?’

			She remembered the sense of satisfaction she had felt when the Starstreak’s tungsten warheads had detonated, disintegrating the Russian helicopter. ‘Like I said, I’m just here to get courier services going again.’

			‘How long were you here?’

			‘Just under a month.’ It made her feel guilty to admit how short her stay had been. How easy it was these days to swan in and out of other people’s war zones. ‘I’d like to have stayed longer.’

			‘You like Ukrainian men and women?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘The men or the women best?’

			The truth was she’d mostly been in the company of men. ‘I haven’t decided.’

			Natasha laughed. ‘Shall I put out the light?’

			‘Yes please.’

			Natasha reached up and pressed the button. They lay in the darkness less than two feet apart.

			‘You have scratches on your hands and your forehead, Cat,’ Natasha said. ‘You have been in some kind of fight. I think maybe courier work is more dangerous than people know.’

			The hours passed and Chuff tried to sleep but there was no rhythm to the rattling, shaking and clanking. She couldn’t tell if Natasha was awake or asleep. She didn’t feel as safe as she had when she was in the basement in the forest with Maksym and yet she felt strangely elated. She must have fallen asleep eventually because around six a.m. the carriage attendant woke her with black tea in a paper cup. Natasha was up already and out in the corridor. She had lifted the blackout blind. Chuff joined her and pressed her face to the window, the glass cold against her cheek. Outside the landscape was defined by the forest with the occasional strip of cultivated land between the tracks and the trees. Each moment was lighter than the last.

			‘Now all we have to worry about are hypersonic missiles,’ Natasha said.

			An hour later, as they entered the city, Natasha asked for her number. ‘I’ll send you a message. Then you’ll have my number too. We can catch up in London.’

			‘You’re going to London?’

			‘Yes.’

			Natasha had her phone in her hands and she was waiting expectantly. Chuff knew it was pointless; she was going to ditch the phone as soon as she reached Lviv. She said the number and a moment later her burner vibrated. A text message from a +380 number. A red heart.

			They arrived at Lviv station and Chuff helped Natasha drag the huge duffel bag down on to the platform.

			‘What have you got in here that’s so heavy?’

			‘Books.’

			If so, they were well wrapped with no revealing edges pressing against the sides. There was a slightly awkward moment when it was time to say goodbye. Chuff stuck out her hand and Natasha sidestepped it and hugged her.

			‘Be safe,’ Natasha said. ‘Call me.’

			Chuff overpaid a taxi driver to take her to a cafe with vaulted ceilings on Rynok Square. She chose a table in one of the corners with a view of the north-east side of the Renaissance-era square with its statue of Adonis who, if she remembered her schoolwork correctly, represented the cycle of decay and revival, of winter and spring.

			She ordered an omelette and passed the time by watching people come and go from the cafe and when Rob (or Nick or Ben, she wasn’t entirely sure) arrived, she had almost convinced herself that she was not being observed. Still, there were certain procedures that should be followed. Ben – she’d decided he was a Ben – was carrying a holdall which he set down beneath the table between them.

			‘Hello, Chuff,’ he said. He put her new phone down by the sugar. ‘Word is you’re operating at the pleasure of the Prime Minister.’

			‘What do you know about pleasure, Ben?’

			‘It’s Rufus, actually.’

			Maybe Rufus was Gen Z for Nick. ‘Whatever.’

			He sighed. ‘Take the bag into the toilet and change your
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