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			Prologue

			Gadzhiyevo Submarine Base, Murmansk oblast, Russia 

			IN THE DYING light of a brief Arctic winter afternoon a vast black shape slips beneath the dark waters of Murmansk inlet, home to the Russian Navy’s Northern Fleet. On the dock behind her, a forlorn group of wives and partners, oblivious to the wind blowing off the sound, some clutching the tricolour Russian flag, still waving, long after the icy waters have closed over the vanishing peak of the submarine’s fin.

			Many are wiping away tears. Being a submariner’s partner is never easy, not in any navy. But Murmansk has form. It will for ever be haunted by what befell the Kursk in the summer of 2000. After this nuclear-powered submarine sank to the bottom of the Barents Sea all 118 crew onboard perished. They did not die quickly, with some believed to have survived for up to eight hours since the explosions ripped through her interior.

			But the boat that ventures out of Gadzhiyevo naval base that afternoon is of a different calibre altogether. Launched in 2025, the Novorossiya is part of the very latest generation of strategic submarines to join Russia’s Northern Fleet. Like her sister boat, the Knyaz Pozharsky, she is a Borei-A-class, nuclear-powered, ballistic missile carrier. A ‘bomber’. At 172 metres long, she measures more than three times the height of Nelson’s Column and is capable of speeds up to twenty-nine knots submerged.

			Onboard, a full complement of 110 officers and crew. Her missile silos are loaded with twelve Bulava ballistic missiles, each with a range of between eight and fifteen thousand kilometres. But she is carrying something else. Something so diabolically ingenious yet so secret that only a fraction of those officers is aware of its existence.

			The Novorossiya’s course is set for the Greenland–Iceland–UK Gap.
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			Alakurtti Military Base, Murmansk oblast, Russia

			IMPERVIOUS TO THE blasts of snow, borne on a merciless wind, a lone figure stumbles outside his accommodation block and into the teeth of the impending blizzard. Fur hat – an ushanka – gloves and a fur-lined winter coat – dark leather with a detachable fur collar. At 330 kilometres south-west of Murmansk, the Russian Army’s base at Alakurtti is deep inland, hard up by the border with Finland and one of the coldest places in western Russia. The base is nominally home to Russia’s 80th Separate Arctic Motor Rifle Brigade, but their numbers have been decimated after they were sent to fight in Ukraine. Now, as one of the closest bases to the West, it is fast filling up with other units as Moscow redeploys its forces close to the border.

			The muffled figure tries to slam the door behind him, then lets the wind do the rest. Unsteadily he makes his way down the steps, holding onto the guard rail with one gloved hand, a half-drained bottle of Russian Standard vodka clutched in the other. No one seems to notice him as he makes his way falteringly across the base to a distant shed in an unloved corner of the camp. Even if they did, Major Viktor Viktorivich Orlov would hardly be the first Russian officer to seek solace in the warming, 40-per-cent-proof liquid to help wile away the dark winter afternoons.

			There are logs piled up outside the shed, already part-smothered with rising drifts of snow. He checks behind him, looking left and right. Still no one. Then he pushes hard against the door. Its rusted hinges scream in protest, drowned out by the noise of the wind. Once inside the abandoned outhouse, he straightens and quickly discards the vodka bottle. Even in the dim half-light he knows exactly what he’s looking for, his now bare hands reaching like tentacles behind another pile of frozen logs. His heart is racing. What if it’s not there? What if someone has moved it? Thrown it away? Or, worse still, discovered its true purpose?

			Major Orlov has covered his tracks well. There is surely nothing that even the most persistent investigator from the Federal Security Service, the FSB, could find that would link him to the heavily encrypted messages sent from that device. There are currently more than two thousand men and women on this base; any one of them could have put it there.

			Yes! His fingers close around the faded tin of Maria crackers. Growing numb with cold now, his fingertips prise open the lid and there, concealed beneath old packaging, is the device. Quickly, he returns to the door and opens it just a crack. He needs to be quite sure there is no crunch of booted feet on the other side, no semicircle of furious faces with Kalashnikovs levelled at his heart. No one.

			Deftly, Major Orlov activates the device, codes in his ID and sends his burst transmission.
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			SIS Headquarters, Vauxhall Cross, London

			SID KHAN WAS sitting alone, having a working lunch at his desk that day. As the new Chief of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, SIS, better known as MI6, it was rare these days for him not to have to go out and be driven across the river to Whitehall or entertain some visitor from a ‘friendly’ overseas service.

			Khan was a lifer. He’d joined the Foreign Office straight from university and then, against the strong disapproval of his parents, made the switch to SIS and stayed there ever since. Rising through the ranks, from case officer to Director of Counter Terrorism, to one of only three directors right beneath the Chief, he had headed off stiff competition for the top job. His jocular, casual demeanour was disarming, and he used it well. Taking advantage of the Service’s relaxed approach to dress, he’d continued to wear his favourite mulberry-pink polo shirts well into his career. This was despite his wife pointing out, ever so gently, that for a man of his advancing years and increasing girth, they were perhaps rather less than flattering.

			Beneath his affable exterior, Khan was a meticulous master of time management and he made sure that on certain days he gave instructions to the chosen few who worked for him in his Private Office that he was not to be disturbed so he could keep on top of his workload. There was only one exception to this self-imposed rule and today it came knocking softly on the inner glass door to his office.

			‘Come,’ he said, closing his laptop, beckoning in his visitor and rising to his feet. He could see that the duty officer from the Receiving Room was out of breath and he called for a glass of water to be fetched for him.

			‘Well?’

			The duty officer handed him a single sheet of paper.

			‘It’s just come in, Chief. I brought it up as soon as it was decrypted, as you asked. I hope I …?’ His voice trailed off. Sid Khan wasn’t listening. Instead, he was studying the printout of the burst transmission from the field, his eyebrows knitted together in concentration.

			It was headed ‘From OPEN SEASON’, a deliberately meaningless computer-generated codename for an agent in-place. ‘Novorossiya has left port,’ it read. ‘Missile silos partially loaded. Hearing references to Святая Троица.’

			Khan was no Russian speaker, but he knew a colleague on the other side of the glass door in his Private Office who was. He remembered she had recently had a particularly difficult stint in the Moscow embassy. He walked past the duty officer and over to her desk. ‘Amy,’ he said quietly. ‘What does this mean?’

			She looked up, perplexed. ‘Svyataya Troitsa? It means “Holy Trinity”. It must be a codeword. Probably for something deeply unpleasant.’
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			Loch Glass, Scotland

			A CRACKLING LOG fire, an imposing set of stag’s antlers mounted on the wall. On the cabinet below: a painting of some kilted, long-deceased Scottish laird. All the booze he could drink, if only he wanted it, which he didn’t.

			In any other circumstances, Luke Carlton would have enjoyed this place, a remote Scottish hunting lodge set in the heather-clad hills of Easter Ross. Outside the lodge walls there was no one else within miles. No one, that was, except the armed security detail provided by Police Scotland, working in shifts as they kept a discreet and watchful eye on the grounds. There was the loch itself, its surface often ruffled by a cruel north-easterly, where Luke would wade out each morning in all weathers to swim in the chill waters before breakfast. And there was the dirt track that wound westward, away from the lodge and up into the glen where in summer the clouds of midges would rise from the bracken to greet the unwary.

			But Luke Carlton was not at Loch Glass by choice. He had been sent there by the Service on a mandatory Readjustment Programme – an ‘RAP’. Not a punishment, they had reassured him, but it certainly felt like one. Carlton, a former officer in the Royal Marines and Special Boat Service, with twelve years’ military service under his belt, was an agent runner. He had  been marked out early for the fast stream in SIS, a place up at the sharp end. His job, like that of dozens of other men and women whose names the public would never know, was to send agents into difficult and dangerous situations to uncover vital raw intelligence from organizations like Al-Qaida or Iran’s covert nuclear programme and send it back to London. Without being detected.

			But Luke Carlton’s last mission in Taiwan had resulted in some catastrophic PR for the Service. Faced with the dilemma of whether to save an agent’s life or save the data that could prevent a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, he had followed his head, not his heart, and chosen the latter. The data had proved to be invaluable, but it had come at a price. The woman had survived, with terrible injuries. She was captured and ended up telling her whole story to the South China Morning Post, leading to lurid headlines of MI6 subterfuge and betrayals. Someone, it was decided back at Vauxhall Cross, had to carry the can for this debacle and the spotlight fell on Luke.

			Suspended from active duty with the Service, his security clearance temporarily revoked, Luke had been spirited away to Scotland, out of sight and out of mind. All means of communication were taken from him while he attended the compulsory RAP or, as he thought of it privately, ‘a RAP across the knuckles’. He had found the first week intensely irritating.

			‘You do understand why you’re here, don’t you, Mr Clarkson?’

			Luke had stared back at the middle-aged woman sitting across from him at the polished oak table. She was from Behavioural Science, a psychologist with a Who’s Who entry of academic qualifications, yet Luke bet she had never spent a single day of her life in the field.

			‘It’s Carlton,’ he gently corrected her. ‘Luke Carlton. Yes, I do understand.’

			‘But do you? Really?’ She had swept the glasses off her face and fixed him with cold blue eyes beneath pale lashes. No make-up, no jewellery; everything about her appeared to be strictly functional. ‘Because I’m sensing some resistance here, if I’m not mistaken. And we really don’t want to get off on the wrong foot now, do we? So, let’s just get this clear from the outset, shall we? You will leave Loch Glass when – and only when – I am completely satisfied that you are fit to do your job according to the strict code of ethics set out in the Service’s charter. I have placed a copy of it over there on the side table.’ She gestured with a flip of a pale hand. ‘Yes, that’s right, the one just behind you. And there will be another copy of the Service ethics handbook in your room. I would recommend …’ somehow she had managed to load the word with a heavy dose of threat ‘… I would recommend that you familiarize yourself with it thoroughly. We will be referring to it quite frequently during our sessions here in this room.’
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			Cabinet Office, 70 Whitehall, London

			‘RIGHT. I THINK we all know why we’re here?’ A short pause as his eyes swept the room. ‘But let’s just remind ourselves.’

			The Prime Minister was the only person in the room standing. He was facing two rows of anxious faces, seated along either side of the long table. Some uniformed, some in business attire, one in a mulberry-coloured polo shirt. A COBRA meeting was not an everyday occurrence. Short for ‘Cabinet Office Briefing Room’, these crisis conferences were held in a subterranean complex of rooms beneath Whitehall, often convened at short notice to address a national emergency.

			‘Many of you will have been aware,’ the PM continued, ‘of Operation Rimplas, the joint tasking we issued recently for the three agencies and MIS, the Military Intelligence Services, to gather and provide an updated threat assessment on Russia’s latest generation of hypersonics and SSBNs.’

			‘PM?’ A hand was tentatively raised, halfway down the table.

			‘Home Secretary?’ The PM’s thick, black eyebrows were raised. As a former Royal Navy officer, he was the first British Prime Minister to have a military – let alone naval – background since James Callaghan had left office in 1979. As with so many who had served, he sometimes forgot himself and let the jargon take over.

			‘Forgive me, PM, and I’m sorry to butt in,’ the Home Secretary had put her hand down and was now looking around the table for support, ‘but for the uninitiated among us, could you just explain an SSBN? Oh, and hypersonics? Is that just something that goes very fast?’ It was a lighter moment in the room and there were a few suppressed chuckles.

			The PM allowed himself a brief smile, one of those mirthless, corner-of-the-mouth jobs, before replying. ‘Yes, of course, Justine. I’m sorry, I’m afraid TLAs are the curse of my former profession sometimes and—’

			‘Sorry, TLAs?’ The Home Secretary again.

			‘Ah, yes, forgive me.’ The PM shook his head vigorously, like a wet Labrador emerging from a pond. ‘Three Letter Acronyms. As I say, the curse of our profession. So yes, SSBNs is shorthand for ballistic nuclear submarines, what we call “the Bombers”. We have four of them, that’s the Vanguards, soon to be replaced by our Dreadnoughts. Our “Continuous At Sea Deterrent”, and Russia has …’ He gazed down at the handwritten paper on the table but couldn’t find what he was looking for.

			‘Sixteen, Prime Minister.’ The First Sea Lord, one of the four people in uniform around the table, finished the sentence for him. ‘Russia currently has sixteen SSBNs, with a further six under construction. They’ve been going full tonto on building up their fleet since about 2011.’

			‘And hypersonics?’ The Home Secretary was clearly not giving up.

			‘First Sea Lord?’ The PM gestured towards Admiral Sir Geoffrey Luard, the Head of the Navy. ‘Do you want to take this one on?’ To some of the younger people in the room, the title ‘First Sea Lord’ was absurdly grandiose and anachronistic, a throwback to an imperial era when Britannia ruled the waves, yet it had somehow survived into the twenty-first century.

			‘Gladly,’ replied the First Sea Lord. ‘Hypersonics are missiles that travel at more than five times the speed of sound. That’s roughly one thousand seven hundred metres a second, or three thousand eight hundred m.p.h. in old money. The Russians and the Chinese set a great deal of store by them while we are …’ The First Sea Lord emitted a tactical cough. ‘Well, let’s just say we are somewhat behind. But, look, there’s a lot of hype about these things. Yes, they travel bloody fast, but they are not invincible. That was demonstrated back in 2023 when Ukraine’s Patriots shot down Putin’s Kinzhals … PM?’

			‘Thank you, Sir Geoffrey.’ The PM was leaning forward now, hands on the table. He looked as if he were about to impart a great secret, even though everyone in the room had long ago been DVed, or ‘Developed Vetted’ – cleared to handle secret material.

			‘So, to get to the point, thanks to Op Rimplas – and I’m grateful for the input from the National Security Secretariat, the Joint Intelligence Organization assessment staff and also our agencies.’ Here he nodded at the man in the mulberry-coloured polo shirt. ‘Thanks to Op Rimplas we have become aware of a sharp increase in Russian naval and land-based missile activity in the Arctic.’ He laid special emphasis on the last word. ‘We always suspected that once the Ukraine war ended, or at least came to an operational pause, Moscow would turn its attentions elsewhere, and so it seems. The Kola Peninsula has long been the focus for their strategic nuclear arsenal but in recent months we’ve seen a marked build-up in troop numbers in their Arctic establishment, combined with a flurry of activity at their nuclear submarine bases and supporting facilities around Murmansk. We knew they were up to something, we just didn’t know what. The Foreign Secretary has spoken to his opposite number in DC – thank you, David – but I’m afraid our American friends, if we can still call them that, seem more interested in this Congressional sex scandal than Russia’s nuclear build-up and they have been rather less than helpful.’ He cleared his throat, then spoke very slowly.

			‘The latest intelligence we have just received is that one of Russia’s most advanced submarines, the Novorossiya, one of their newly upgraded Borei-A-class boats, has just left Murmansk with an unidentified weapon onboard. Our undersea hydrophones should be able to pick her up and track her when she enters the Norwegian Sea. But the bald fact is … we have no idea what that weapon is that she’s carrying, or what it can do. What we do know is that ever since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 this country, the UK, has become Public Enemy Number One for Moscow. We must assume, therefore, that we are the potential target for this weapon and that it is now a matter of some urgency that we look to see how we can defend ourselves.’

			He paused, a look of regret flashing across his face. ‘I don’t mind admitting,’ he continued, ‘that after the whole bust-up with Washington over the Strait of Hormuz, and of course Greenland, we are a lot more exposed than we were before the war with Iran kicked off.’
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			Onboard the Novorossiya

			SUBMERGED TO 220 metres deep and near-silent, the 25,000-tonne leviathan moved ever southward, heading for the maritime chokepoint known as the Greenland–Iceland–UK Gap, or GIUK, the two stretches of open water that separate the Norwegian Sea from the North Atlantic Ocean. In the murky world of nuclear cat-and-mouse, it is in these cold, forbidding waters that NATO and Russia’s navies have spent decades trying to locate and tag each other’s ballistic-missile submarines. Because if you can find where your adversary’s ‘bomber’ submarines are hiding, then shadow them with one of your own hunter-killer subs, you have potentially neutralized, or at least compromised, the threat from their strategic missile arsenal.

			Despite its huge size, and the hydrophones strung out along the seabed listening to try to locate her, the Novorossiya presented a hard target to find. With its pump-jet propulsion and other improvements to its acoustic signature, it was already considerably quieter than the noisy vessels of the first Cold War era in the 1980s.

			At fifty-one years of age, Captain Aleksandr Kulikov was one of the most experienced and trusted naval commanders in Russia’s entire Northern Fleet. Old enough to remember growing up as a Soviet citizen in Leningrad, his name happened, by pure coincidence, to be the same as that of a deceased Soviet marshal, a long-serving Warsaw Pact commander and Hero of the Soviet Union.

			Kulikov already had several sub-polar-ice-cap voyages under his belt. These were missions deemed critical to Moscow’s strategic nuclear deterrent as they involved a ballistic ‘bomber’ vessel moving undetected beneath the ice cap around the North Pole, then smashing its way up through the ice with its reinforced fin, bringing it into a position to launch its deadly intercontinental payload.

			Standing bolt upright in the control room of the Novorossiya, wearing his dark blue double-breasted jacket with gold shoulder insignia, Captain Aleksandr Kulikov counted himself doubly fortunate. Not only was he entrusted with this highly classified mission, one of only four people onboard to know what his boat was carrying, but he also considered himself lucky to be living at this most exciting moment in his nation’s history. Only three years ago he would have had to worry about contending with the full, combined might of NATO’s navies and, in particular, the renowned intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities of the mighty United States Navy.

			Not any more. Since the US withdrawal from NATO, that organization’s far feebler successor, the awkwardly named ECTO, or ‘Europe and Canada Treaty Organization’, was but a pale shadow of what once had been the most powerful and successful military alliance in history.
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			Alakurtti Military Base, Murmansk oblast, Russia

			IT WAS DARK by the time Major Orlov returned to his hut across the base, but the usual arc lights were on, flooding much of it with their unrelenting, artificial glare. Before he had even reached the wooden steps up to his cabin, he became aware of a figure in uniform, hurrying across the empty parade ground towards him. He was a ryadovoy, he saw, just a conscript private, a minnow of no consequence in an ocean of bigger fish. Orlov ignored him.

			‘Comrade Major!’ the conscript called, as he drew closer. ‘Sir!’

			Orlov turned and glared at the young man. He could see his pale, delicate face clearly now in the arc lights. He was still a teenager, little more than a boy, really, with the fading remains of a black eye on the left side of his face. No surprises there, he thought. Military service in the Russian Army could be brutal, and that was without being sent to fight in Ukraine.

			‘Yes? What is it, then?’ Major Orlov was impatient to be back in his room: he had spent long enough out in these sub-zero temperatures.

			‘They’re calling for you over in the lecture hall, Comrade Major. The er … er …’ The young conscript was out of breath and swallowed hard before continuing. ‘The Comrade Colonel has called an urgent meeting of all the officers and NCOs,’ he blurted out. ‘Major Kuznetsov is asking for you by name. I’ve been sent over to escort you there now.’

			‘Cyka blyat!’ Orlov swore quietly. ‘Fucking shit!’ That man’s name instantly struck an unwelcome chord. Both he and Major Bogdan Kuznetsov worked for different divisions of the FSB, but that did not stop them loathing each other. While he, Orlov, worked for Directorate A in Special Operations, Kuznetsov’s employer was the VKR, the branch of the FSB that dealt with military counter intelligence and Internal Affairs. Kuznetsov’s job focused on sniffing out traitors and moles on sensitive military installations. Such as at Alakurtti. And recently he had been taking an unhealthy interest in Orlov.

			It took Major Orlov and the conscript just two minutes to reach the building with the lecture hall, the young soldier walking a respectful distance behind him but both leaning into the wind as they crossed the deserted parade ground, small flurries of snow and ice crystals stinging their unprotected faces. They entered from the door at the back, letting in a swirl of snowflakes behind them, but any hopes Orlov had harboured of making a discreet entrance were quickly dashed.

			‘Ah, Comrade Orlov! How good of you to join us!’ The base commander was making a point of interrupting whatever address he was giving to draw attention, deliberately and sarcastically, to the late arrival. A few senior heads in the front row turned to look at him with disapproval; everyone else faced dutifully straight ahead, while their eyes swivelled towards him as he marched up the middle aisle to take his place in the empty seat reserved for him.

			The Colonel’s address was mundane and tedious. Just a load of guff about upholding the values and morals that the nation expected of them, plus the need to honour the heroic souls of those who had given their lives so valiantly on the killing fields of the Donbas. Orlov had heard it all before a hundred times, even delivered the same lecture himself. But, still, that was a dangerous mistake of his, missing the start of the address. His card would have been marked. And what if someone had seen him making his way to the woodshed on the other side of camp?

			‘Nочему Вы не на рабочем месте?’ The voice was calm yet solicitous, creeping up on him from behind like an ambush predator. ‘Comrade Orlov. Why were you away from your workplace?’

			He whirled round to see the unsmiling face of that bastard Kuznetsov. The camp sneak, Moscow’s eyes and ears in Alakurtti.

			‘Why?’ Orlov retorted. ‘Do I need to account for every minute of my working day?’ Go on the attack. Show him you have nothing to hide.

			‘You do if I ask you, yes,’ Kuznetsov retorted.

			They were standing just inside the doorway of the lecture theatre. Orlov was still wearing his fur-lined leather coat and now found himself uncomfortably close to the radiator. He could feel a bead of sweat starting to roll down his temple, but he was damned if he was going to let Kuznetsov see him wipe it away.

			‘I went outside for some fresh air,’ Orlov replied. ‘I needed to clear my head. I have all these reports to—’

			‘Outside? In minus seventeen degrees?’ Kuznetsov cut him off. ‘Nobody does that for fun, Orlov. Where did you go?’

			‘I walked around my hut. Would you like me to draw you a map?’

			‘Don’t get cute with me, Orlov. I’ve had my eye on you for some time and—’

			‘You’re wasting your time, comrade. I’m happily married.’ Orlov turned to walk away but the FSB man grabbed him by the arm.

			‘You think I’m joking? This isn’t a game, Orlov. You know damn well that one word from me will see you shipped back to Moscow and off to Lefortovo. I can see to it that you spend the rest of your natural days picking the shit out of your food in a penal colony in some place so far from home your family will never see you again. You want to end up like Alexei Navalny? Because “accidents” happen in prison. So, I’ll ask you again. Where did you go after you left your quarters?’

			Orlov gave an exaggerated sigh and shrugged. ‘All right,’ he admitted. ‘I had a drink. You know how it is.’

			‘We know that. You were seen leaving your hut with a bottle. But you came back without it. So where is that bottle now?’

			Christ. For a second Orlov’s mind flashed to a vision of the discarded, half-drained bottle of Russian Standard vodka, the prop that was supposed to be his alibi. He could see it now, lying on top of the logs in the woodshed, with its distinctive black label, just inches away from the hidden burst-transmitter with which London had supplied him. It wouldn’t take Kuznetsov more than a few seconds to find it, if he knew where to look. Of course, Orlov could always try to deny it was his. Sure, that would hold up for about five minutes. Because no conscript would be drinking that brand of vodka or dare to break the rules. Orlov cursed himself for leaving the bottle behind.

			‘I have no idea where it is,’ he said brazenly. ‘I threw it away somewhere in camp. For fuck’s sake, Kuznetsov, there’s practically a storm outside and you expect me to remember where I tossed a bottle of vodka? Look, if it’s that important to you, we’ll go and look for it in the morning, all right?’

			Orlov shook himself free from the FSB man’s grasp and walked away, feeling the cold, calculating eyes watching him as he went.
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			Cabinet Office, 70 Whitehall, London

			KAY MATHESON LEFT the COBRA meeting that afternoon with a deep feeling of unease. As Britain’s National Security Adviser, a post that had existed only since 2010, she had been instrumental in briefing the PM for that crisis session down in the long room beneath 70 Whitehall. And yet when the meeting broke up and everyone scurried off to their different government departments – to the Ministry of Defence across the road, to MI6 across the river, or in one case, back to Gloucestershire for the man from GCHQ – to Kay Matheson it had all felt like unfinished business. Yes, they had identified the source of the new threat facing the country but so far neither the weapons geeks in Defence Intelligence nor the spooks in MI6 had been able to come up with a definitive assessment of what the threat actually was.

			With her background in engineering and then a long stint in the MoD, Kay Matheson was no stranger to the world of missile and drone technology. During the interminable Ukraine war she had quietly been awarded an OBE for her efforts at bringing back from the battlefield some of the latest lessons in drone warfare. No matter that far too few of those lessons had so far made their way into current British Army doctrine. The OBE was for trying.

			When it came to the latest developments in offensive missiles, Matheson was also canny enough to recognize the often substantial gap between the capabilities being claimed by Moscow and what the Kremlin’s weapons could really achieve. Something she liked to remind herself of was the dramatic launch failure in 2024 of Russia’s giant RS-28 Sarmat Intercontinental Ballistic Missile. This much-vaunted weapon, part of Moscow’s strategic nuclear arsenal, had blown up shortly after lift-off at the Plesetsk Cosmodrome, a thousand kilometres north of Moscow, leaving a crater easily visible from space and commercial satellites.

			But Kay Matheson also knew there was no room for complacency. Unlike Britain, Russia enjoyed the luxury of a ‘nuclear triad’. It could deliver its doomsday warheads from submarines, aircraft or land-based missile silos, or all three. She knew, having attended extensive briefings from Defence Intelligence and then, more formally in its later incarnation as Military Intelligence Services, that every one of those Bulava ballistic missiles onboard Russia’s Borei-A-class submarines had a potential range of up to fifteen thousand kilometres and each missile carried up to ten independently guided warheads, some of them dummies to confuse the target state’s counter-measures. This meant that in the almost unthinkable event of nuclear war Russia had the capacity to ‘shower’ its enemies with nuclear warheads, every one of which could level an entire British town or even a city.

			So, what on earth could the Kremlin have up its sleeve that was worse than that? she wondered.

			It was as she was returning to her office above Downing Street, the question playing on her mind, that her executive assistant intercepted her in the doorway. It was Urquhart, the eager young man from Glasgow, always the last to leave in the evenings and first at his desk in the mornings. ‘We’ve just had this in from Defence Intelligence,’ he told her, handing her the single sheet of paper with its printed message.

			She read it, frowning, before handing it back. ‘I’m sorry, but what does that actually mean?’ she said. ‘Preparation for a test. What kind of test?’

			‘I think,’ offered Urquhart, studying his boss’s face for a reaction, ‘it means the Russians are about to stage some kind of strategic weapons test on Novaya Zemlya in the Arctic Ocean.’
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			Alakurtti Military Base, Murmansk oblast, Russia

			NIGHT-TIME ON THE base. As he made his way back to his accommodation, watched by the all-seeing eyes of Major Kuznetsov, Orlov felt as if he was walking away from a dangerous, venomous snake. Walk, don’t run. Don’t make any sudden movements. Avoid eye contact. Don’t show him your fear.

			Alone in his quarters, his door locked and bolted behind him, Viktor Orlov took a deep breath and let it out slowly. That locked door gave him no comfort whatsoever. In fact, he felt anything but secure. What exactly had Kuznetsov got on him? Where had he gone wrong? Hell, he had been so damned careful. Apart from the discarded vodka bottle in the woodshed and being late for the Colonel’s address he hadn’t put a foot wrong. And yet … And yet somehow that bloodhound Kuznetsov had sniffed him out as a potential traitor.

			Did he know that he, Orlov, still had access to some of the classified naval movement orders at the submarine base at Gadzhiyevo? No! Surely he couldn’t possibly know about that, or Kuznetsov would have confronted him weeks ago. Did the FSB man have even the slightest inkling that he, Orlov, had been approached and ultimately recruited by British intelligence at that maritime conference in Izmir? Again no. Or his quarters would have been ransacked long ago by Kuznetsov’s goons, searching for the little piece of incriminating evidence that would secure him a one-way ticket to a penal colony in Siberia.

			Orlov walked over to the small kitchenette in his officer’s quarters. He reached up and opened a cupboard, his fingers searching for a bottle. Then he stopped and closed the cupboard door. No, he needed to keep a clear head. He needed to think. He put the kettle on instead, made himself a pot of strong, smoky Russian Caravan black tea, then walked over to the window. Peering out at the silvery, floodlit contours of the base, he half expected to see Kuznetsov’s rodent-like features scowling back at him. It was snowing again. Tiny feathery flakes that blew this way and that before settling ever so lightly on the ground outside his window.

			Orlov thought about the choices he had made and the decisions he now faced. It had all been so alluring at the time: the prospect of money, lots of it, more than he could ever make in this job, even with promotion. And the promise of a different life in the West, an escape from not just his miserly salary but his dull, loveless marriage, too. A new identity then and enough money that he would never have to worry about paying bills again. Orlov didn’t see himself as a traitor. No, instead he was more of a … What would he call it? An opportunist? Yes, an opportunist, that’s what he was. Like an entrepreneur, only different. Viktor Orlov was simply taking what life had offered him and accepting the rewards that had rightly come his way. That said, he had no wish to end up like Alexander Litvinenko, Sergei Skripal or anyone else who got hunted down by resourceful men with lethal intent, dispatched by a vengeful Kremlin.

			A shout from outside brought him swiftly out of his reverie. A punishment platoon, passing his window on a night-time squadded run. Tracksuits, no gloves and no headgear, with the thermometer now dropping below minus 20°C. There would be some cases of frostbite after that, he had no doubt, but that wasn’t his problem. His problem was Major Kuznetsov and now he had come to a decision. It was time. Any moment now his door could come crashing down as burly men in black uniforms came rushing in to pin him to the wall while others turned over everything he owned in that space. No, this couldn’t wait. He had to act before they did.

			Orlov walked next door to the tiny bathroom and opened the cabinet containing the spare toilet rolls. His fingers scrabbled feverishly for the plastic bag until he found it and brought it out. The black Berdsk electric shaver looked exactly like any other brand found anywhere else in the world. Carefully, just as that boffin from SIS’s Q branch had shown him, he gripped the body of the shaver with his left hand then twisted the top half anticlockwise with the other. The grey, lozenge-shaped beacon fell out onto the floor with a clatter and Orlov caught his breath. Had he broken it? He picked it up and examined it. No cracks. It seemed to be still intact. He turned it over in his hand and then with his thumb he gently pushed the slider on the side. Immediately a tiny red light came on, pulsing intermittently. The beacon was now primed, its signal disguised by Q branch to appear to be coming from somewhere in the Loire Valley. He put it down, closed his eyes and tilted his head back. Did he really want to do this? No. But did he have a choice? Again, no. Orlov opened his eyes, picked up the beacon, located the tiny button on the bottom and pressed it twice.

			There. It was done. Whatever happened next, he had sealed his fate in that one precious moment.
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			Parsons Green, London

			ANGELA SCOTT WAS not one for nights out on the town. For most of the year, barring Christmas and the occasional trip to the theatre, evenings found her quietly at home in Wimbledon with her cat, ensconced in an armchair with her latest purchase from the little independent bookshop at the end of her road. The one that always seemed to be on the verge of closing down, yet somehow managed to cling on, through financial meltdowns, austerity, lockdown or whatever else got thrown at it.

			The Home Office. That was where she told them she worked, if anyone asked. Something unfathomable in Systems Administration, whatever that meant. It was invariably enough to close down that part of the conversation. But this evening was a rare exception: it was her godson Nicholas’s twelfth birthday and Angela had been persuaded to join the happy throng in Tumblers, a cosily lit restaurant just off New Kings Road. It was just as she was taking the first bite of her starter – a slice of bruschetta piled high with rocket and dripping with extra virgin olive oil – that she felt her phone vibrate. She apologized, to no one in particular, took out her phone and saw the number. It was the Office. She looked round but everyone else was busy, engrossed in their own conversations, so she rose quietly from the table, patted her godson gently on the head, went out into the corridor and found a secluded niche. She hesitated while a waiter scurried past, biro tucked behind his ear, and then she was alone. She dialled in.

			The duty officer at Vauxhall Cross recognized her voice immediately. But after the recent embarrassing episode at their sister service, MI5, when a prank caller had successfully used a voice-cloning device to impersonate the Deputy Director General, the duty officer still had to follow protocol.

			‘I’m so sorry, ma’am, I have to ask you to code in, if you will.’

			‘Yes, of course.’

			With her ID established, she waited to be put through. Like any diligent spy agency, the Secret Intelligence Service followed the need-to-know principle. The duty officer did not need to know about Operation Rimplas and there would be other secret operations being run out of that building in SW8 that even she, Angela Scott, a senior case officer, didn’t need to know about.

			The connection when she was put through was secure and ring-fenced. The man who took her call was briefly apologetic but there was no mistaking the urgency in his voice.

			‘Look, I’m really sorry to bust up your evening like this, Angela, but we need you to come in straight away. Director of Global Advantage is on her way and this could be an all-nighter. I hope you’ve had something to eat?’

			From where she was standing in the corridor, leaning against a wall with her hand cupped over her mouth, she could just see through to the restaurant. Her godson Nicholas was laughing at something his sister had just told him. He had his two closest friends from school with him and his parents were happily playing some sort of mime game. All was well in his world so Angela grabbed her coat and, without saying her goodbyes, slipped quietly out into the night and flagged down a taxi to Vauxhall Cross.
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			SIS Headquarters, Vauxhall Cross, London

			THE POT OF coffee was looking very far from fresh by the time Angela arrived on the scene. In fact it was nearly empty. The Operations Room, or ‘OR’, was only activated when a live op was nearing culmination or when something had gone badly wrong. And tonight, as none of the four people in that room would deny, something had indeed gone wrong.

			‘So let me get this straight,’ said Angela, draping her coat over a nearby chair. ‘The signal from OPEN SEASON came through, what, just under fifty minutes ago, yes?’

			‘That’s correct, ma’am – sorry, I mean Angela.’ A junior case officer, still in her first role within the Service and still getting used to its insistence that everyone but the Chief be addressed by their first names.

			‘And it was definitely on the emergency net? There’s no possibility he could have activated it by mistake?’ She was looking straight at the junior intelligence officer, who was reddening slightly.

			‘No, we don’t believe so. There’s a failsafe mechanism on the activator beacon. It’s impossible – it should be almost impossible – to trigger it by mistake.’

			‘Right.’ She glanced up at the clocks on the wall that gave the time in four different zones: London, Washington, Moscow and Beijing. ‘So, we’ve got just over eleven hours till the extraction point. And the last signal we had from OPEN SEASON before this was when he informed us about the Novorossiya leaving port?’

			‘That’s right.’ Heads round the table were nodding in unison. With the Director of Global Advantage still on her way, that left Angela as the most senior person in the room. For a few seconds she was silent, yet all eyes were on her. The decision was hers.

			‘OK, I don’t think there can be any doubt about it,’ she said at last. ‘It’s a Code DAMSEL. We’re going to have to pull him out ASAP. None of us in this room should forget the facts here. OPEN SEASON is the first and only source that this Service has ever had inside Russia’s secretive Alpha Group.’ Angela detected slight confusion on the face of the junior Case Officer. ‘The Alpha Group,’ she clarified, ‘is their elite Directorate A of the FSB’s Special Operations Centre. He has top security clearance and we’ve been running him for more than a year now, since just before he was assigned to that highly sensitive military base next to the Kola Peninsula. A stone’s throw from Russia’s ballistic-missile submarine bases at Gadzhiyevo and Severomorsk. So, in intelligence terms, he is, quite frankly, gold dust.

			‘Right.’ She placed her hands on the table. ‘I’ve got several questions for you. When was the extraction plan last updated? Is the crossing point still the border with Finland, yes? If so, then what teams have we got in-theatre and how fast can we activate them?’

			There was a short, awkward silence as she looked from one to another. ‘Well? Come on. Is somebody going to fill me in?’

			A nervous cough from Simon, a middle-ranking case officer. ‘We were just working through this before you got here, Angela.’

			‘And?’

			‘And it’s not good. Helsinki Station Chief is on leave in the US. Our team in Tallinn are all on that Joint Expeditionary Force exercise in Estonia and we can’t get hold of them. The fact is, I think we were all expecting OPEN SEASON to remain in-place for a whole lot longer. Something must have spooked him.’

			Angela frowned and looked down at her hands. In the secret world of agent-running there was no higher priority than extracting an agent when the proverbial hit the fan. It was something they rammed home in training for every would-be agent runner: you can’t expect someone to put their life on the line for you if you’re not prepared to get them out in extremis. Careers were made or broken on that particular wheel and there had been some legendary escapes in Service history. Even the latest intake of fledgling case officers down at the Fort on the south coast knew all about Oleg Gordievsky, the longtime mole inside the KGB whom MI6 managed to smuggle out of Soviet Russia in the boot of a car in 1985, right under the noses of the border guards.

			‘I have a solution,’ Angela announced, looking up. ‘We send Luke Carlton. He can work with the Finns. They’re in the alliance now so there shouldn’t be any issues.’

			‘Luke Carlton?’ Simon looked perplexed.

			‘Yes, Simon, that’s right. Luke Carlton. Is that a problem?’

			‘No, but isn’t he …?’

			‘On an RAP course in Scotland? Yes, he is. But I can’t think of anyone more qualified in the Service to get OPEN SEASON shepherded across that border. Luke Carlton has exactly the right skill set. He did all those years in the Royal Marines, spending God knows how many winters operating in the snow and ice of northern Norway. Plus he’s DVed and cleared to Top Secret level and he’s been running agents for years.’

			She stopped, noticing Simon’s raised eyebrows. ‘All right. I know what you’re thinking,’ she continued. ‘The elephant in the room: Taiwan. Look, I won’t deny what happened there was grisly, but he’s taken the rap for it, paid his dues on that course in Scotland – which, by the by, if I’d had my way, he would never have been sent on. But who am I to take on the might of HR?’ Angela Scott’s eyes blazed briefly with a rare flash of temper that few were used to seeing.

			‘The point is,’ she said, standing up now, ‘if we’re going to send anyone in a hurry to get our man safely over the Russian border, it has to be Luke Carlton. So go ahead, make the calls, get him off that course and on a plane to Finland. Now! The clock is ticking. There’s not a moment to lose … I’ll be in my office.’
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			10 Downing Street, London

			THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN a Prime Minister and their National Security Adviser is a close one. It has to be. A full seven years before the post of NSA was created, its antecedent, the UK’s Intelligence and Security Coordinator, found himself having to interrupt the Prime Minister’s evening to discuss an urgent matter of national security. An intelligence tip-off had indicated that terrorists were planning to shoot down an airliner over Heathrow using a portable surface-to-air missile launcher. Tony Blair, the Prime Minister at the time, was watching football on TV with his son in the flat above 10 Downing Street when they were interrupted by Sir David Omand with this unwelcome news. Omand presented him with three choices: close down Heathrow, do nothing, or opt for a middle path by flooding Britain’s premier airport with 450 highly visible troops and armoured reconnaissance vehicles from the Household Cavalry while the SAS combed the surrounding fields and ditches, looking for the weapon. They opted for the middle path, but the weapon was never found and the intelligence turned out to be duff.

			Tonight, Kay Matheson, the National Security Adviser, was similarly wondering whether she should interrupt the PM’s evening with what had just come in from Military Intelligence. If the Russians were preparing the ground for some kind of strategic weapons test on their Arctic archipelago of Novaya Zemlya, could this be connected to the Novorossiya that had recently slipped out of Murmansk inlet and was now presumably lurking somewhere beneath the Barents or the Norwegian Sea?

			The PM was a bachelor so she was confident, as she made her way along the internal passageway above Downing Street, there was no risk of interrupting a family evening of football on TV. She stopped at the door to ‘the capsule’, as she liked to call it: the human ‘valve’ that allowed someone with the right pass key to gain access from her part of Downing Street to No. 10. She held up her fob to the pad on the door, waited for it to slide open and stepped inside. The door closed with a slight hiss, and she used the pause before the inner door opened to adjust her hair and smooth any creases in her skirt.

			The PM seemed to be expecting her. ‘Yes, I thought you’d be over,’ he told her, with a half-smile as he poured her what he liked to call ‘a snifter’ of gin with a generous helping of tonic. ‘In fact, if you hadn’t come,’ he said, handing her the drink, ‘I was going to invite you to drop by. I don’t feel we quite nailed that in the COBRA today, did we?’

			‘Not exactly, no,’ she replied, putting down her glass on an ornate little table and sinking into the soft leather armchair provided. ‘I like to think that COBRA meetings are outcomes-focused and I fear we fell short in that department today.’

			‘All right, Kay. Was that it? Or is there something else on your mind?’

			‘Can I get straight to the point, PM?’

			‘Please do.’

			‘I think we’re in real trouble here.’ Her G&T remained on the table beside her, still untouched. ‘Look, if we were having this conversation in, say, 2023, things would be very different. OK, yes, sure, we’d still spent the last three decades running down our defences to a critically low juncture but at least we had—’

			‘The Americans?’ The PM finished her sentence for her.

			‘Exactly. However overcautious we thought they were on Ukraine, at least we knew we could count on them to have our backs. Now? After the divergence in our national policies over just about everything, from Greenland to tariffs, from Ukraine to Iran, I honestly can’t tell from one day to the next whether we can rely on them for anything. Since they pulled the plug on NATO we’ve had a hell of a job trying to stop them switching off all the geo-satellite intel feeds we’ve come to rely on. I mean, as of last week their Secretary of State hasn’t even been taking calls from our Foreign Secretary. Our transatlantic relations have become all but dysfunctional.’

			The PM waited for her as the National Security Adviser paused to take a sip of her drink before continuing.

			‘And as if that’s not bad enough, we’ve all but lost our two closest working partners in Paris and Berlin after those European elections in the space of, what, just five months? Of course the Scandis, the Poles and the Balts are still rock-solid. Sure, why wouldn’t they be, with Russia next door? But none of them are nuclear-weapons powers like France, or have the kind of economic clout that Germany has.’

			‘So, what are you saying exactly, Kay?’ The PM’s face was impassive, but she could see he was still listening intently.

			The National Security Adviser shifted her position in the leather chair and leaned forward. Right now, it felt far too comfortable for what she had to impart. ‘I’m saying, PM, that if this weapon onboard the Novorossiya turns out to be intended for us then … I’m sorry to say it … I think we’re on our own here when it comes to defending ourselves.’
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			Loch Glass, Scotland

			FIVE HUNDRED MILES to the north of Downing Street a cold, wet figure was coming to the end of his evening run in the rain. Rainwater streamed down his cheeks and his drenched tracksuit clung to his lean, lanky form as his trainers pounded along the rocky path beside the loch.

			Neither the cold nor the rain bothered Luke Carlton one bit. Even before his time in uniform there had been all those cold, lonely, windswept days growing up on his uncle’s farm in Northumberland. No, Luke was perfectly at ease with the elements. In fact, he thought of them as his friends, whether it was the ice and snow of northern Norway or the steaming jungles of Belize. What did concern him was the sight of two Police Scotland Land Rovers blocking his path, headlights on full beam, and three armed officers with their weapons in the shoulder.

			‘Mr Carlton?’ The nearest one stepped forward, holding out his hand to stop him in his tracks.

			Luke turned his head to look theatrically behind him at the deserted, rainswept moor. ‘Oh, you mean me?’ he said. After weeks on the compulsory ‘Readjustment Programme’ he needed all the humour he could get.

			The policeman ignored the sarcasm. ‘We’ve got orders to take you to Lossiemouth,’ he said. ‘There’s a space for you in the Rover.’

			‘Orders from whom?’ Luke replied, more serious now.

			‘I’m not at liberty to say, sir. Now if you’d be so good …?’ He gestured towards the nearer of the two vehicles, an order couched as an invitation.

			In pelting rain they drove in convoy, blue lights flashing. From the heather-clad hills above Loch Glass, past Dingwall, the Black Isle, along the A9 and over the Kessock Bridge, past Inverness and east along the coast road to Elgin, then a sharp left up to the RAF base. Nobody spoke to Luke as he sat in the passenger seat of the lead vehicle and he knew better than to try to press the taciturn officers for answers. Someone had at least tossed him a towel to dry off with but when they pulled up at the gates of the base after an hour and twenty minutes of sitting in wet clothes he was not in the best of moods.

			‘D’you want to tell me what’s going on now?’ he asked, as the heavy, chain-metal gates swung open to let them through.

			‘You’ll find a change o’ clothes and a brew waiting for you in the hangar,’ the policeman replied, ignoring his question. ‘Then we’ll be on our way.’

			There were few lights on in the base but even in the dark Luke could make out the silhouette of an aircraft hangar as it loomed towards them. The handover inside was brisk and perfunctory. As Luke climbed out of the vehicle an RAF officer in flying gear stepped forward and introduced himself as Squadron Leader ‘Jacks’ Maitland, then scribbled a signature on a clipboard handed to him by one of the police escorts.

			‘You look soaked to the skin,’ he remarked, looking Luke up and down. ‘Come on, let’s get you to the Crew Room and a change of clothes. How do you take your coffee?’

			‘Thanks. Milk, no sugar, that’d be great. Um, just out of interest, where am I heading?’

			‘Ah,’ said Maitland. ‘So no one’s told you yet? OK, well, all will be revealed in a moment. I’d best let the boss do the talking.’

			The second they entered the Crew Room everyone there stood up and nodded politely in greeting. A woman in uniform with the rank markings of a Group Captain came forward and introduced herself as the Station Commander. Then she passed him his mug of coffee with a smile. ‘I expect you already know what we do here, Mr Carlton.’ She didn’t wait for him to reply. ‘Lossie, as we like to call it, is the Quick Reaction Alert station for the whole of the north of the UK. We also help with the North Sea Air Policing piece. Basically, our Typhoons do intercepts. Lots of them. Don’t worry, we’re not about to send you up to fight the Russians. But …’ she stopped to check the time on the clock on the wall ‘… we’d best get a wiggle on. London wants you airborne in just under ninety minutes. We’ve got sixteen crew who use this room so we should be able to find you a G-suit that fits. Then the Squippers will sort you out with everything else you need for the flight.’

			Luke had a lot of questions. Top of his list was: ‘Would someone like to tell me where the hell I’m about to be flown to?’ But instead he heard himself asking the Station Commander:

			‘Sorry, “Squippers” …?’

			‘Ah. Apologies. Air Force jargon. That’s what we call the Survival Equipment Fitters. They’ll take you through all the safety kit before we get one of the other pilots to run you through the Pre-Flight Safety Brief.’ She flashed him a smile. ‘You know, things like what to do if you have to eject into the Baltic Sea in the middle of the night!’ She winked at some of the crew who were standing to one side. ‘I’m only joshing, Mr Carlton. That’s not going to happen. You’re in good hands. Squadron Leader Maitland here will be flying you over. Oh, and very importantly, I need to give you these.’

			The Station Commander reached behind her and passed him what he took to be a brand-new mobile phone wrapped in clear plastic. She also handed him a thin package in an A4-sized envelope. It was stencilled with bold, capital letters:

			TOP SECRET – UK EYES ONLY
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			Alakurtti Military Base, Murmansk oblast, Russia

			MAJOR VIKTOR ORLOV had changed his mind. Not about getting out of Russia. No, he had already cast that die two hours ago when he activated the emergency transponder. But as he fought to contain his rising fears he reached up to the cupboard door and pulled out his last remaining bottle of Russian Standard vodka. ‘Dutch courage’, someone had told him it was called. Blyat. Why couldn’t it be called Russian courage? he thought, as he poured himself a shot and downed it in one go, wiping his lips afterwards with the back of his hand.

			He looked at his watch, the third time he’d done so since returning to his quarters. Timing was going to be crucial in the hours ahead. Make his move too late and he would miss the rendezvous at the extraction point, the carefully chosen location on the border fence that he’d agreed months ago with his handler, back in that rooftop bar in Izmir. Make his move too soon and he risked freezing to death out there. Winter in Murmansk oblast could be a killer, and Orlov was no hardened outdoors man from the forests of Siberia; he was from the comforts of St Petersburg. If things went wrong, out there in the open, he knew full well he would not survive for long.

			He glanced around the sparse contents of his room. What could he take with him when he made his break
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