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Prologue
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VorkutLag 51 Strict Regime Penal Colony, Komi Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, USSR, June 1963

In the pale twilight of an Arctic summer night, three men ran for their lives through an endless sea of knee-high shrubs and scrub grass. Far behind them a huddle of prison buildings encircled in barbed wire stood like a lighted island in the surrounding gloom. A signal rocket soared into the sky and descended slowly, casting hard black shadows in the half-light.

High in a watchtower the penal colony’s commander focused his binoculars on the fleeing figures, ignoring the mosquitoes which swarmed in clouds around him. By his side, his second-in-command shaded his eyes against the flare light and squinted at the retreating figures.

‘Troika. Classic.’ The burly officer’s voice was hoarse as rusty nails in a bucket. ‘Two old lags and a young kid. The cow.’

The commandant lowered his field glasses and eyed his deputy with distaste.

‘The cow, Major Chemizov?’

‘If they don’t find food within a couple of days, they smash the kid’s head in and eat him. The cow.’

‘And where would they find food, out there in the tundra?’

Chemizov shrugged.

‘Might find some native herders. Cut their throats, steal their food. Happened a couple of years back.’

‘Did they make it to freedom?’

‘Freedom? The dead herders’ relatives hunted them down, stripped ’em naked, and left them hog-tied in the tundra. Mosquitoes and crows ate them alive.’ Chemizov peered once more at the men’s retreating figures as they shimmered and slurred into the twilight. ‘Range six … seven hundred meters, Comrade Colonel. We’ll lose them in the undergrowth in a minute.’

Wearily, the commander turned to a young soldier who had been keeping his sniper rifle beaded on the fleeing men as his superiors spoke.

‘Very well,’ said Colonel Alexander Vasin. ‘Fire at will.’
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Leningrad, USSR, September 1963

A pool of lamplight illuminated a cluttered dressing table covered in scribbled notes. Andrei Fyodorov crushed out a cigarette on the upturned lid of a face powder tin and lit another. Inhaling deeply, he leaned forward and examined his own reflection in the glass of the grimy windowpane.

Christ, he thought. You look like shit. Even for a dead man.

Behind him a key fumbled in the door lock. Startled, Fyodorov hurriedly scooped his papers into a pile and turned them over, spilling ash and sending cosmetics rolling across the floor.

‘Who is it?’

‘Andrei? Is that you?’

Fyodorov picked up his chair, crossed the room, and wedged it under the door handle before opening the door a crack. A tall woman, gray-eyed and slim, stood alone in the brightly lit corridor. Ksenia.

Kicking the chair aside, Fyodorov opened the door and pulled the woman inside before relocking it. Ksenia reached for the light switch, but he seized her wrist. Her gaze traveled across Fyodorov’s haggard face for a long moment before she pulled her hand free and embraced him.

‘My God, Andrei! What are you doing here? How—’

Fyodorov silenced her with a lingering kiss before pushing her gently away.

‘Were you followed?’

She shook her head but kept her eyes fixed on his.

‘What happened? You’re meant to be in America.’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘You said you’d be away for months. It’s been three weeks.’

‘I was given new orders. Orders I could not follow.’

‘What do you mean? What did they want you to do?’

‘All you need to know is that … I could not.’

‘Couldn’t or wouldn’t?’

In the shaded lamplight, Fyodorov smiled tightly in answer. Ksenia took two steps backward and sat heavily on a bed covered in scattered clothes. Her eyes glistened bright in the lamplight.

‘You refused orders. From the KGB.’

‘Yes.’

‘How much time do we have?’

‘I don’t know, Ksenia. But I need you to hide some documents for me. I’ll tell you where. Don’t read them. Promise me. You can’t read them.’

‘You’re in danger.’ Ksenia’s voice was hollow and flat. Her pale gaze, meeting his, was like a splash of cold water. Fyodorov turned to the window and ran his hands slowly through his hair.

‘Correct. You won’t see me for a while. But I have a plan.’

Silently, Ksenia stood once more and embraced Fyodorov from behind, her face laid against his back. The sound of passing traffic rose from the street. From somewhere down the corridor came a muffled cacophony of martial music as one of Ksenia’s neighbors turned on the radio.

‘Andrei. Are they going to kill you?’

‘They’re going to try.’




Part One



22 NOVEMBER–5 DECEMBER 1963


You are strong only as long as you don’t deprive people of everything. For a person you’ve taken everything from is no longer in your power. He’s free all over again.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The First Circle
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VorkutLag 51, 22 November 1963

The news came over Soviet State Radio Mayak, blaring in the empty officers’ mess as Vasin sat at a plain wooden table, eating alone.

‘Comrade radio listeners. We have interrupted our broadcast because of a distressing report we have just received from New York.’

Vasin looked up abruptly at the bulky speaker, as if at a television.

‘It has been officially announced that US President John Kennedy has died in a hospital after having been the victim of an attack by, it is supposed, persons from extreme right-wing elements. US President John Kennedy and Texas Governor John Connally fell under the bullets of assassins while driving in an open car through the streets of Dallas. There were three shots. One of the bullets struck the President in the head …’

The report might have come from the moon, or some other distant planet of warmth and light. Somewhere, beyond hundreds of kilometers of tundra and boreal forest, there was a world where great events happened. Vasin understood the words of the news bulletin, but his mind could not put images to them, or meaning. He tried to turn his attention back to his cabbage soup but found his appetite had vanished.

For nearly a year, the VorkutLag 51 Strict Regime Penal Colony had been Vasin’s kingdom – and his personal calvary. The American spy Oleg Morozov had been arrested and executed. Morozov’s unwitting protector General Ivan Serov was removed from his post as the head of Soviet military intelligence and expelled from the Party. All thanks to KGB Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Vasin. But to accomplish his last mission Vasin had broken rules, burned bridges – even committed what some would call treason.

What his boss, General Orlov, head of the KGB’s secretive Special Cases Department, did call treason.

As Vasin had always feared, Orlov’s revenge had been particularly exquisite. He had sent his rebellious subordinate to VorkutLag, the Soviet Union’s most notorious prison colony. Not as an inmate – General Orlov had at least spared him that – but as a camp commandant. The promotion was in reality a prison sentence. In this frozen world two hundred kilometers north of the tree line and four days by train from Moscow, Vasin felt more of a prisoner than the convicts under his charge.

In its heyday in the 1940s, VorkutLag had been a vast archipelago of coal mines and penal colonies that spread hundreds of kilometers across the swath of barren Arctic scrubland. Over the years of Stalin’s rule some eighteen million Soviet citizens, most of them political prisoners, had passed through the gulag system – six hundred thousand of them in Vorkuta alone. At least a million and a half had perished. But on Stalin’s death ten years before, the new Party boss, Nikita Khrushchev, had ordered the political prisoners freed. Now, VorkutLag was, for the most part, a wasteland of empty barracks crumbling into the swamps of the Pechora Basin. The coal mines around the city of Vorkuta itself remained open but were now manned by free laborers lured to the Arctic by the promise of high wages and long vacations in the south. Of the once sprawling camp complex that surrounded Vorkuta only Camp 51 and a handful like it remained, each housing some five hundred of the most violent criminals in the Soviet Union.

Vasin was the ghost-king of a ghost-camp, a vestige of a vanished prison empire clinging to the edge of the world. A place so remote that in winter the sun deigned to shine for only the briefest of spans before abandoning Vorkuta to its blue bowl of near-perpetual Arctic night.

Outside the officers’ mess, a muffled klaxon wailed. A haggard woman in a gray smock and grimy apron approached Vasin – Tatiana, the commander’s bufetshitsa, his personal cook and maid. Moving carefully, she placed a china cup of steaming tea on the table and a saucer with two chocolates and a slice of lemon arranged on it. Vasin pushed away his chipped soup bowl and sipped the tea without looking up.

Shadows of black-clad prisoners flitted past the windows as they hurried to the evening roll call. Draining his tea, Vasin stood wearily. He joined a dozen officers in the vestibule as they chatted and laughed coarsely. To a man, they ignored their commandant as he tugged on his heavy sheepskin coat and buckled his pistol belt.

For all the attention his subordinates paid him, Colonel Vasin might have been made of cabbage steam and cigarette smoke.
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The stumpy steam locomotive pulling a small train of prison wagons arrived from the Vorkuta railhead late. It plowed laboriously through the snowdrifts that obscured the branch line, the camp’s only link to the outside world. The region had been battered for days by the scything winds of an Arctic ice storm that hurled freezing shards sharp as ground glass into Vasin’s face while he tramped out into the rail yard to receive the convoy. The prisoners were unloaded one by one from the individual wire cages in the cars and led, heads down with their hands cuffed behind their backs, into the disinfection barrack.

Three men caught Vasin’s attention as they clambered out of the rearmost car, reserved for the convoy’s guards. Two of them were uniformed KGB officers, a captain and a senior sergeant. The third wore a padded black prison uniform but walked free, uncuffed. The senior KGB officer approached Vasin through the swirling snow.

‘Urgent orders for the commander,’ the man shouted over the wind. ‘Concerning a special prisoner.’

‘I’m the commander.’

The Captain, his pale face pinched with the cold, handed over a heavy attaché case secured by two wired lead seals. Vasin tugged off one mitten with his teeth and struggled with the fastenings. Bared to the wind, his hand went instantly numb. Inside the case was a slim and expensive leather document folder with a combination lock. Chalked on the cover were two words: NIKITA’S BIRTHDAY.

Nikita. The fourteen-year-old son Vasin had left behind in Moscow. Whatever was inside the file could only be a message from his old boss, General Orlov. Vasin struggled and failed to keep the anger out of his voice.

‘Follow. Bring your prisoner with you.’
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In the welcome heat of his office, Vasin turned the dials on the lock to his son’s birthday – 17/08 – and the mechanism snapped open. Inside was an envelope addressed to him, marked EYES ONLY in Orlov’s looping handwriting. Vasin had to fight down a desire to throw the letter into the stove. Nonetheless, for perhaps the thousandth time since he arrived in VorkutLag, Vasin forced himself into obedience. He opened the note.


My dear Sasha. I hope you are keeping well in your new home. I am entrusting you with a delicate and most important mission. Keep this prisoner safe, comfortable, and alive at all costs. Secrecy is essential. Wait for my further orders – nobody else’s. The two escorting soldiers must be eliminated immediately. You will find the discreet means to accomplish this inside this case. Your official report of the escorting officers’ deaths will serve as acknowledgment that you have received and understood. Yu. O.



Vasin looked up at the Captain sharply. A flash of recognition: he’d seen this man before in Orlov’s Special Cases offices on the ninth floor of KGB headquarters in Moscow. Vasin rummaged in the briefcase and his fingers closed around two small, cold metal cylinders taped to the bottom. The officer’s pale blue eyes were on him.

‘We were told to expect a written acknowledgment that the orders have been received, Comrade Colonel.’

‘Of course.’

Vasin breathed deep. Orlov had ordered him to kill this man. Did Vasin dare defy him? Did the visitor from Moscow have orders to eliminate him if he refused to cooperate? Vasin knew his old boss all too well. If these men were not to be his executioners, someone else would be. And the message of the combination, Nikita’s birthday, could not be clearer.

Vasin collected himself. ‘Captain, why don’t you invite your comrade up here to have a drink. You’ve both had a long journey.’

‘Yes, Colonel.’

‘Cuff the convict to a radiator in the corridor, tell the duty sergeant to enter him on the books as a trusted prisoner, and find him a cot downstairs in the administration building.’

Vasin waited a moment for the man to leave, then picked up the attaché case. Turning to the bookshelf behind his desk where he kept his private vodka supply, he slipped the two cold steel capsules into the palm of his left hand. Then he took down three grubby shot glasses and a bottle of Stolichnaya.
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The camp doctor, a cadaverous drunk, lurched unsteadily in Vasin’s office doorway. His lab coat was stained, and his eyes were bloodshot from a hangover that looked like it had been ongoing for years.

‘Morning, Comrade Colonel. The two escort officers from Moscow are dead. Both suffered fatal cardiac infarction in the night.’

Vasin pursed his lips in a struggle to keep emotion out of his face.

‘Both of them?’

After years in the gulag system, nothing seemed to surprise the doctor. He merely shrugged.

‘Both. Shall I draw up the death certificates?’

‘Do that, Comrade Doctor.’

As the door closed, Vasin slumped back in his chair. He tried to picture the faces of the dead officers he’d drunk with only the previous night, but they were already indistinct in his memory. The men had blank, hard faces, like those of all Orlov’s thugs from the ninth floor. Unlovable men, though wives and children as yet oblivious to their coming loss probably did love them. Vasin would never know. Two bodies now lay in the camp morgue, dead by his hand, on Orlov’s orders. He felt nothing but a numbed revulsion. Vorkuta’s biting frosts had turned him cold. Vasin had forgotten a language he had once known, the moral vocabulary of a distant, normal world that had faded from his memory.

Orlov had been right, as usual. The poison was discreet.

Vasin picked up the telephone handset on his desk and ordered the special prisoner be brought up from the cell where he had spent the night. As he waited, Vasin flipped through the man’s file. Lazar Samuilovich Berezovsky, born in Rostov-on-Don in March 1910. Convicted in May 1963 for large-scale financial fraud, illegal commercial speculation, handling smuggled goods and black-market foreign currency, plus membership in a criminal organization. Sentence: fifteen years of hard labor.

A gangster, then. To be precise, evidently a gangster’s koshelek: literally a purse, a crime gang’s moneyman. But there was no clue in the file as to why Orlov would send him to Vorkuta. Or why this man merited such deadly precautions to protect the fact of his presence.

A knock on the door interrupted Vasin’s reading. Without waiting for his commander’s permission, the duty sergeant barged in leading the handcuffed prisoner.

‘Com’ Colonel, Convict S-8859.’

Berezovsky was a tall, well-built man with a week-old beard and with his thinning hair neatly cut, not close shaven – which meant he hadn’t come from inside the gulag system. He was fit and could not yet be forty, though the date of birth listed in the file put him as over fifty.

The man stood upright and impassive as he waited for his handcuffs to be removed, fixing Vasin with deep-set black eyes. Once the sergeant had left them Berezovsky rubbed his wrists and looked around Vasin’s office with normal human curiosity. No sign of tattoos on his hands, no sullen hangdog subordination typical of a convict. He stared at Vasin with a frank directness no real con would ever dare. Definitely no jailbird, then. And maybe no gangster, either.

‘You have something to tell me, prisoner? A message?’

Berezovsky narrowed his eyes.

‘No message. Just a question. My escort?’

‘Dead, both of them. Terrible accident.’

The prisoner nodded slowly and relaxed, taking a seat without permission.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good. You have an accounting department here, I presume?’

Vasin blinked in surprise, momentarily unsure of how to react to the man’s confident authority.

‘Because you are an accountant.’ Vasin gestured to the personnel file lying open on his desk. ‘Supposedly.’

The prisoner returned his gaze but did not answer.

‘How old are you, Prisoner Berezovsky?’

‘Fifty-three years, eight months, and nine days old, Colonel.’

‘Very good. From Stavropol, correct?’

‘Rostov-on-Don. Sir.’

Vasin flipped the file shut. He closed his eyes for a long moment. Orlov. The boss and his fucking lethal games.

‘You going to tell me what this is about, Berezovsky? Not that your name is Berezovsky, of course.’

The prisoner did not break eye contact.

‘Colonel, I understand you have some instructions from Moscow concerning how I am to be treated here? We will both be better off if you just follow them. Continue to follow them, I should say.’

There was an edge of knowing complacency in the man’s tone that caught on something deep inside Vasin. Do what you’re told. Don’t ask questions. The injunctions that had kindled fury in him from his early boyhood. Vasin stood, abruptly, savoring the sudden look of consternation in Berezovsky’s face. Being manipulated by Orlov was bad enough. But to be told what to do by a damn convict was too much for what remained of Vasin’s fractured ego. This place might be a shithole at the end of the earth. But this shithole was Vasin’s kingdom. A little, miserable world where Orlov had allowed him a tiny measure of power. A power that he had been provoked into exercising, the feelings of Orlov’s precious pet prisoner be damned.

‘Ladno, molchi dalshe, golubchik,’ grunted Vasin, slipping into the rough jargon spoken by prisoners and guards alike. ‘Fine, keep your silence, little pigeon.’

He slammed his palm on a buzzer on his desk.

‘Wait. Commander, I’m kontora. Kontora, you hear?’ The kontora: literally, ‘the office.’ The KGB’s jargon for itself.

Vasin felt his face tighten. Did this man imagine that he had any love left for the fucking kontora? The duty sergeant appeared at the door.

‘You rang, respected Comrade Colonel?’ A bad running joke among Vasin’s staff, taking the piss out of their boss from Moscow by addressing him with exaggerated pre-Revolutionary formality.

‘Yes. Punishment block for this man until I tell you to let him out.’

Both commander and sergeant turned to the prisoner, who remained defiantly seated. The sergeant shot his boss an uncomprehending look.

‘Fine, Vasin. Have it your way.’ Berezovsky raised a peremptory hand to wave the minion away. His familiar tone and sheer chutzpah stunned both officers. ‘Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

Vasin hesitated for a second, utterly confounded. A word from the commander could cast this man into a nightmare world of violence, hunger, rape, and degradation. But Berezovsky remained utterly cool.

Are you one of them, Vasin? was the man’s unspoken question. Or one of us?

‘Leave us, Sergeant.’
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Moscow, USSR

KGB Major Gleb Kozlov peered out of the net curtains onto the arc-lit depths of a building site at the top of Metrostroyevskaya Street. A new overpass spanning Moscow’s Garden Ring was under construction, and the din of cement mixers continued late into the night. Kozlov flicked back the curtain and sighed. The usual Soviet story. Work done in a mad rush just before the first hard frosts of winter after a summer dawdling around waiting for men, equipment, supplies that never arrived.

He stood in the once-grand upstairs hallway of a pre-Revolutionary mansion. The place was decorated with Soviet institutional pomposity – red carpets, polished pine flooring, ruched-up curtains. Only a large bust of Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the Bolsheviks’ first secret police, betrayed the building’s purpose as the personal preserve of the head of the First Chief Directorate of the Committee for State Security. The arm of the KGB charged with gathering foreign intelligence.

A bustle of doors opening and closing, followed by muttering, obsequious voices, rose up the stairs. Kozlov smoothed his hair and stiffened to attention as his boss lumbered upward. Boris Pashkov was a seriously obese man, his tiny frame inflated as though by an air pump. In private, his subordinates called him pelmenchik, the Siberian dumpling. Pashkov’s face, as he narrowed his eyes to take in Kozlov, was pale and puffy as doughballs.

‘Good evening, Comrade Deputy Director.’

‘Kozlov, come. Any luck tracking down our fugitive colleague’s mysterious girlfriend?’

‘None so far, sir. We know Fyodorov went to ground in Leningrad for a couple of days back in June. No leads on who he stayed with, though. We haven’t been able to shake anything out of any of his known associates. Or his ex-wife. Or his daughter. He’s covered his tracks pretty well.’

‘No matter. We have a lead on where our traitor might be.’

The Dumpling waddled to the end of the hallway to his private study, where he fumbled with his locked briefcase and tossed a slim file onto the desk, gesturing Kozlov to read.

‘That damn screwup when we tried to grab him in that sanatorium in Gagry. Two of our men wounded. A Special Cases bodyguard, too.’

Kozlov glanced coldly up at his boss.

‘I would have handled it better, sir.’

‘If you’d handled it we would have had three corpses on our hands, not three hospital patients. And hell to pay with the Director. The Comrade General Secretary would have asked uncomfortable questions. Maybe got wind of our … arrangements. It’s bad enough as it is. Shoot-outs between State Security officers on a public street are messy. But what’s done is done. The time has come for your special touch. I called you here because we have picked up a trail.’

‘From our little bird in General Orlov’s office?’

‘Perhaps. Comrade Orlov has seen fit to hide your treacherous former superior in prison. Want to take a guess where?’

‘Kolyma?’

‘Not yet. Right now, he’s at Vladimir Central Prison. In transit. Read.’

Kozlov furrowed his brow in concentration as he leafed through the report.

‘Do we know which camp he’s headed to?’

‘No. Orlov’s men forged their own transport orders, so there were no records in the Main Camp Administration’s central registry. And the Special Cases officers sent to escort the man never returned. We suspect that Orlov had them silenced. His own people! But that means that Orlov must have sent our traitor to someone he trusts enough to kill on his orders. Find that man, and you’ve found the traitor Fyodorov.’

Kozlov scanned the remaining papers, nodding. He spoke without taking his eyes off the last document in the file, a large photograph of Andrei Konstantinovich Fyodorov: former KGB station chief in Miami. Kozlov’s onetime mentor and friend. And now a fugitive who carried a deadly secret.

‘I am to bring him back alive?’

‘You must, Kozlov. That is imperative.’

‘Because he may have spoken to someone?’

‘You must clean up any loose ends. Which will require some very thorough questioning once we have him in custody. Your particular talents for persuasion will be needed. Now tell me who you need to take with you on your mission.’

Kozlov shut the file, the pertinent details memorized, and tossed it on the desk.

‘Comrade Deputy Director, I need Markov the Macedonian. Only the Macedonian.’
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VorkutLag 51

‘Who the hell are you, Berezovsky?’

‘A colleague, Comrade Colonel.’

‘Kontora. So you said.’

‘First Chief Directorate.’

Vasin looked appraisingly at the prisoner sitting in front of him. Of course. The man’s smooth self-possession. The officer-like pride in his bearing. A member of the KGB’s elite foreign service. Vasin’s mind had been blunted by a year in this godforsaken place of brutal stupidity or he would have clocked it sooner.

‘What’s your real name?’

‘Now that you definitely don’t want to know. But I can tell you that the real Lazar Samuilovich Berezovsky is alive and well and sitting in Vladimir Prison.’

‘Why are you here in Vorkuta? There are special camps for people like us who go bad.’

The prisoner smiled thinly.

‘And how about KGB officers who go good? Are you quite sure you wish to hear this?’

An impossible question. But whatever devilry Orlov had cooked up, Vasin wanted to hear it straight. He nodded impatiently.

‘Very well. Back in ’60 I was posted to Miami, Florida. America. My brief was to penetrate anti-Castro Cuban émigré groups. I ran some good agents. Then, last year, we picked up a crazy American, ex–US Marine Corps, hanging out with the émigrés. He’d been living in the USSR, if you can believe it. Minsk, to be precise, working at a radio factory. After a year or so, he’d found himself a Soviet wife and flown home to the US. He was strange. Intense. A little simple. When he made up his mind to leave he told the Minsk authorities that he missed bowling. The kontora didn’t know what to make of him, either while he was in Minsk or once he’d had enough of the workers’ paradise. They didn’t even try to put him on the hook, not seriously. He was too unhinged for recruitment. Nonetheless, this guy showed up in Miami, so we kept an eye on him. He joined up with the anti-Castro hotheads on his own initiative. Told them he’d seen socialism close up and hated it. But it was all an act. When we finally made contact, he said he’d been waiting for the KGB to get in touch. Claimed he despised Kennedy for trying to “strangle the glorious Cuban people’s revolution.” He went to work for us immediately, informing on the Miami Cuban exiles. But he was always volatile. Working with him made me nervous.’

‘You approached him as Soviet intelligence officers?’

‘Straight kontora recruitment pitch all the way. He was eager to help the great socialist cause and the brotherhood of nations. He didn’t ask for any payment. For a few months we’d debrief him regularly on what the Cuban exile groups were cooking up. His information was chicken feed, but we stuck with it. Then in June I got an urgent summons to Moscow. Top secret. Full double cutout cover, via London and Helsinki, Finnish papers for the ferry crossing to Tallinn. Rendezvous at a KGB border station in Saarema, Estonia. Clearly, someone in the kontora wanted to keep my visit very quiet. Waiting for me at a Party dacha deep in the woods were my own boss from the First Chief Directorate, a few of his colleagues, plus five men I didn’t know. Senior military and Party men, from the look of them, though we were all in civilian clothes. They asked if any one of my Miami agents was ready to head an assassination team on a high-profile target. I told them that I had one with US military training, a marksman. But he was nervous, unreliable, a crank. They’d have to eliminate him immediately. They liked that.’

Berezovsky’s voice trailed. He shot Vasin a sideways, almost pitying look.

‘Don’t play games with me, Berezovsky.’

‘My agent’s name was Lee Harvey Oswald.’

Vasin started back as though the words were scorching cinders bursting from a stove.

‘Holy shit. The Oswald who …’

‘Yes. Him. They gave me the pitch I should use with Oswald. Kennedy is a weak fool. A slave to the military-industrial complex. His death is necessary to avert a new attack on Cuba. Vital for international peace.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I promised to follow orders and recruit Oswald for the hit. They wanted me on the first ferry back to Helsinki but I insisted that I had to see my daughter. My boss arranged for me to see my family in a kontora apartment. Not at home in Moscow, obviously. Too insecure. They got my ex-wife to bring her up to Leningrad for a couple of days. It had been a year since I had seen them. And then I came to a decision.’

‘You wouldn’t do it.’

‘Correct. The men who gave me my instructions were too reckless to be acting officially. The plan was insane. They were raging about the Cuban missile crisis. You know the type – the outraged patriot. They were humiliated and wanted blood. Kennedy’s.’

‘So you contacted the famous, omnipotent General Orlov in Special Cases. Thought that he would put a stop to it.’ Vasin smiled grimly. ‘Did he promise you protection? Assure you that he would handle it?’

Berezovsky nodded.

‘And after you told Orlov everything, he did nothing?’ Vasin continued. ‘Just filed his notes in his green steel safe?’

‘You know Orlov well, Colonel. Indeed. But he did more than that. He got me to a kontora sanatorium in Gagry under an assumed name to cool my heels. With a bodyguard and a goon squad to watch me as I ate kebabs on the beach and flirted with bored officers’ wives. And then Orlov killed me. Officially, that is. I crashed a stolen taxi into a wall in a Leningrad suburb. My body burned. A suicide note was left in my hotel room confessing to being tormented by guilt about a homosexual liaison back in Miami. Thanks to Comrade Orlov for that. But you are right in a sense – he did nothing about Oswald.’

Vasin ran his hand over a badly shaved cheek. Orlov and his eternal game-playing. Just like him to mercilessly cut off Berezovsky, or whatever the man’s name was, from his life and family and file his sensational information away for future use.

‘And then, eight days ago …’

‘Oswald shoots the President. And the next day Oswald is himself eliminated. Just like my old boss planned it. And at that moment my information, that men from the kontora ordered the murder of the President of the United States, became the most dangerous secret in the world. Dangerous to our homeland. Dangerous to the men who ordered it. And dangerous to Orlov.’

‘To Orlov?’

‘He knew about the plot and did nothing. I could prove that.’

A silence fell between them, interrupted only by the gurgling of the central heating pipes.

‘Berezovsky, how are you still alive?’

The kontora man smiled grimly.

‘Always leave an insurance policy before a potentially fatal mission. I wrote up a file of my own. Names of all the agents involved in contacting Oswald. Places and times of my team’s meetings with him, all verifiable. An account of what happened at the Estonian meeting, with a list of names, at least the ones I knew. Plus an affidavit stating my intention to take it to the responsible authorities at Special Cases. To your General Orlov. And then I hid it.’

‘You hid it? And only you know where it is? What an excellent reason to kill you.’

‘I hid it where sooner or later it’s going to be found, opened, read. Sometime in the next year or so, unless I’m around to take care of it.’

‘Where? An office? An archive? A library?’

Despite the strain in his voice, the man who called himself Berezovsky summoned a grimace that was almost a smile.

‘Something like that.’

‘It’s a time bomb.’

‘Just a trick I picked up from the American FBI.’

‘You ran an agent in the FBI?’

‘Not exactly. I read it in an American true crime magazine. You should try reading them.’

‘So you’re blackmailing Orlov with this file of yours? That’s why you’re still alive.’

‘This Vorkuta sojourn was Orlov’s idea of keeping me safe. But hardly comfortable. Soon enough he would have sent you instructions to question me a little more closely.’

‘Why would Orlov punish you like this? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘He’s not punishing me. He’s desperate. Somehow, my old bosses at the First Chief Directorate worked out that the burned body in the Leningrad taxi wasn’t me. They probably have a spy in Special Cases, on your precious ninth floor. Because otherwise they wouldn’t have sent an execution squad to my sanatorium in Gagry the very morning after Kennedy was hit. Inept bunch. Tried to arrest me on the street, dressed as police. My bodyguard engaged them. Shots were fired. No idea if anyone got hit, I was too busy high-tailing it through a park. Luckily, I never go anywhere without cash and my passport. Fake, in this case, provided by Special Cases. So I jumped in a taxi to Stavropol, got word to Orlov. He sent a couple of his trusted men to pick me up with the happy news of my new status and identity. As your humble servant, Prisoner Lazar Berezovsky.’

The two officers Orlov ordered Vasin to murder.

‘But why send you here to Vorkuta, of all places?’

‘Good question. I assume my Berezovsky alias is flimsy. My escorts got me out of the transit jail in Vladimir so quickly it’s likely that the real Lazar is still imprisoned there. As for why Vorkuta, that’s simple. Because you’re here.’

‘Me?’

‘Orlov could trust you to eliminate my escort. And now you’ve heard my story, you understand why Orlov ordered you to do it. So you see, Colonel. We are hunted men.’

‘We?’

‘That’s the thing about secrets. Once you know them, you can’t unknow them. Just as you can’t bring back to life those Soviet State Security officers you murdered. From now on, Comrade, we’re in this together.’
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‘Trouble, Comrade Colonel. From the prisoners who arrived in the latest transport.’

Wearily, Vasin turned from watching columns of prisoners hurrying back to their barracks after morning roll call to face his deputy. Major Chemizov was a heavyset man with a boxer’s broken-nosed face. The hard shadows thrown by the arc lights that illuminated the winter half-light made him look like a grease-painted actor from a silent movie.

‘What kind of trouble, Major?’

‘Fucking Chechens, boss. Mountain men. Hard. Disciplined. Twenty-three of ’em, all from the same gang, or clan, or whatever the hell they call it. Tossed other prisoners in barrack three out of the best bunks near the stove last night. Four men who tried to resist are in the infirmary.’

‘Weapons?’

‘Naa. Chechens held the guys’ faces down on the red-hot iron of the stove. Barrack stank of scorched flesh when my men opened up this morning.’

‘Let me guess – nobody saw anything. Don’t trust anyone, don’t ask for anything, don’t fear anyone. And no snitching. Those are the rules around here, right?’

‘Right, boss.’

‘We separate the Chechens. Two or three to a block. And keep them away from each other.’

Chemizov worked his mouth before answering.

‘The barrack bosses won’t be happy with that. Sir.’

‘And why would they not be happy with it?’

‘The Chechens will fight to stay together. Things could turn nasty. None of the bosses will want them in their huts.’

‘Do the convicts run this prison, Chemizov, or do we?’

Turning his stubby face away from Vasin’s, Chemizov growled something under his breath.

‘Didn’t catch that.’

‘I said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Comrade Commandant.”’

Within days, informers in the barracks started to die. The prisoners who served as the eyes and ears of Vasin’s officers were found by the morning patrol, drowned head down in the latrines. They had not died quickly.

Old Lyonka ‘the Beast’ had once ruled the underworld of the notoriously criminal city of Voronezh. Now he ruled VorkutLag 51 as the camp’s top convict boss. Vasin tracked him down in the prison bathhouse, holding forth to a gang of his cronies like a broken-down emperor in his court. Lyonka’s once-powerful body had run to fat, distorting the prison tattoos that covered his arms and chest. Eight-pointed stars on his shoulders marked his rank as a senior made man, a ‘thief-in-law’ in prison jargon. A sagging Madonna covered his left breast and a distended portrait of Stalin was tattooed over his heart. A gulag superstition from back in the old days: no Soviet executioner would ever dare fire a bullet into a portrait of the great leader. Supposedly. And on either side of the Beast’s throat was an inked dagger, both tips dripping blood, a drop for every murder he’d committed.

Seeing the commandant at the open bathhouse door, Lyonka nodded his acolytes to their feet but did not rise himself.

‘Comrade Colonel. My respectful greetings!’ Lyonka’s craggy face looked like a wedding cake left out in the rain. Vasin stood in furious silence, waiting for the old boss to get to his feet. With a theatrical sigh, the old man put a huge paw on the shoulder of the man who stood beside him and hauled himself upright.

‘Everyone out!’ Vasin tried to make his voice as commanding as he could. ‘Prisoner M-5572 stays.’

The convicts glanced across at their boss for permission. Lyonka gestured a dismissal and the men filed through the low doorway, avoiding the commandant’s eye.

‘Slushayu Vas, tovarishch kommadir.’ Lyonka’s rasping bass voice betrayed a lifetime’s vodka drinking. ‘I am listening, Comrade Commander.’

‘The Chechens need to get into line.’

The Beast exhaled, the breath rattling in his chest like a growl.

‘Bold boys.’

‘I thought your boys were meant to be the boldest around here, Lyonka.’

‘I thought so as well.’

‘So whip them into line. Extra rations for you to distribute when it’s done. Soft work for your guys and a good word in your file. Or … the opposite. You choose.’

Lyonka shook his huge, close-cropped head slowly.

‘I don’t know, boss. Might be best to give ’em their own barrack. Chechens create their own order. Let ’em get on with it, I say.’

‘Are you afraid of a bunch of kids?’

The old convict stiffened.

‘I’m not afraid of any man alive.’

‘So get it done. I need their obedience. Any part you don’t understand?’

Lyonka waited an insolent moment.

‘I understand.’

‘Very well. Dismissed.’

After the Beast had lumbered out, Vasin breathed deep. The steamy air of the bathhouse stank of rancid sweat, carbolic soap, and wet pinewood.
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Two days later, Lyonka was found dead, electrocuted in the machine shop.

Vasin ordered the Chechens lined up on the parade ground, a troop of guards covering them with assault rifles. He kept them waiting two hours in the slicing wind as the guards rotated out every thirty minutes to the warmth of their mess. Vasin watched the miserable parade from his office window. The Chechen prisoners shivered uncontrollably, but not one of them fell, spoke, or flinched – much less broke or begged.

Vasin pulled on his heavy white sheepskin Arctic-issue uniform coat, felt boots, and fur hat and trudged out to face them.

‘At ease, prisoners. Who’s the senior man here?’

A strikingly handsome young man took a step forward with natural authority. He was maybe thirty years old with a film star’s face, disfigured only by a thin scar that ran across his right cheek from chin to eyebrow.

‘Prisoner Zh-7523. Ramzanov, Shamil Zelimkhanovich. Comrade Commandant.’

There was something military in the young man’s bearing, rigid and unbending even as his body was convulsed with shivers.

‘Ramzanov. You’re not going to screw up the order here. Touch another one of the bosses and I swear not one of you will leave
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