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Аннотация
BOOK 4 IN THE BESTSELLING JOHN PURKISS SPY ACTION THRILLER SERIES

John Purkiss, the Ratcatcher, returns in his most dangerous mission yet…

A retired British Intelligence operative, Frank Wyatt, has surfaced as a research scientist at a remote outpost in the bleak, inhospitable tundra of north-eastern Siberia. But there’s strong evidence that Wyatt was a double agent working for the Soviet KGB and its successor organisation, the FSB… so what is he doing at Yarkovsky Station? John Purkiss is sent to investigate.
In the guise of a journalist, Purkiss arrives at the research station and finds himself among an eccentric group of personnel, many of whom appear to be harbouring secrets. His attempts to delve more deeply are met with increasing degrees of suspicion, hostility and outright obstruction. And during a field excursion into the tundra, an attempt is made on Purkiss’s life.
When a member of the station’s personnel is brutally murdered, and the communication links with the outside world are sabotaged, Purkiss and the rest of the staff are trapped hundeds of miles from human contact, in an atmosphere of growing mistrust, intrigue and danger. After more killings, and with a deadly team of Russian military closing in on the station with orders to terminate both its operations and its personnel, Purkiss is forced to confront not only his human enemies, but also the terrible, primal power of the tundra itself…

TUNDRA is the fourth thriller in the the highly acclaimed John Purkiss series, which began with RATCATCHER and continued with DELIVERING CALIBAN and JOKERMAN.


Tim Stevens
Tundra


One

For an instant, in the yawning silence after the last echoes of the engine had died away, Nisselovich thought he was going to make it.
Far behind and to his right, the lights of the station smudged a faint grey mark on the blackness. Around him the snowfall was gathering pace, the slanting flurry obscuring the plastic of his helmet’s visor as quickly as he wiped it clear. The susurration of the new snow on the existing knee-deep carpet crept like a ghost’s whisper into the silence.
Nisselovich hadn’t taken note of the mileage reading on the snowmobile’s dash when he’d started out. Nor had he checked his watch. He had no way of knowing how long he’d been riding, or how much distance he’d covered. But he estimated he’d been going at full throttle for about fifteen minutes, and at a speed of one hundred and twenty kilometres per hour it meant the station must be at least thirty Ks behind him.
It was the wind that had tricked him.
The wind was a light one, nothing like the hundred-kilometre-per-hour gales that frequently swept this part of the tundra and scorched exposed skin like fire. But Nisselovich had been riding into it at an angle, heading north-north-east, and as such it had been carrying all sounds behind him away from his ears.
The wind changed course, subtly, and he heard it: the throb of an engine, growing unmistakeably louder with each beat.
Cold gripped Nisselovich’s innards, not the freeze of the bracing subzero weather against which his jumpsuit and thermal underclothes offered some protection, but the dead chill of understanding.
He was going to die.
He scrabbled at the starter switch, panic making him clumsy, the thick gloves suddenly rendering his hands as useless as cauterised stumps. Why had he cut the engine off? He knew why, of course: so as to be able to listen better. But now, it seemed like a recklessly stupid move, a lemming-like hastening towards the edge of a cliff.
The engine fired, too loudly, the rasp like a burst from an automatic rifle. The track at the rear found purchase in the permafrost and the sled leaped forward, the skis scything through the new snowfall and sending it fanning in twin sheets on either side. Nisselovich had given it too much throttle and he felt himself slammed back against the seat. He fought blindly to assert control of the vehicle, leaning in behind the protection of the visor, aware that the sled was slewing and weaving as he overcorrected in first one direction, then the next.
He knew what was behind him, closing in. But, like a child whose inability to see the source of the creaking in the darkness in the bedroom causes it to create monsters, Nisselovich began to fancy himself pursued by something demonic, a giant wolf-headed beast with slavering maw and eyes blazing hellfire.
The noise of his own engine meant that he couldn’t tell how close behind him his pursuer was. That was the worst part of it.
Nisselovich was competent at handling a snowmobile, but not spectacularly so. He’d grown up thousands of kilometres away in Leningrad, which had reverted to its old name of St Petersburg when he was in his late teens, and although the winters there had seen heavy snowfalls and there’d been plenty of opportunity for sledding, Nisselovich had been a bookish child and youth, and had avoided outdoor pursuits as far as possible. He’d had the same training in the use and basic maintenance of the vehicles that all of them had undergone prior to their postings at the station, but he’d never ridden one of the things in a chase situation. Had never, in fact, imagined he would need such a skill.
The snowmobile was an Arctic Cat, a superior American product, eighteen months old and slightly weathered but in good working condition. Now, as it tilted and yawed over the frozen serrated ground, Nisselovich felt the machine’s contempt for him, for this amateur upstart astride it who was expected to take full advantage of its high-end specifications but was found wanting.
Ahead of him, visibility dimmed as the snow came down harder, great wads of white pummelling the snowmobile and Nisselovich like some infinitely large, relentless invasion force. Beneath him the Arctic Cat hit a rut, bucked alarmingly, righted itself.
Nisselovich sensed the presence behind him and to his right a split-second before he turned his head reflexively. The shape was shockingly close, ten metres away at most, its dark outline obscured by the streaking snowfall.
Inside his helmet Nisselovich gave a cry and faced forward once more. The visor of the snowmobile exploded before his face, the blast of icy air through the gap hitting him at the same time as the sound of the shot assailed his ears. He jerked sideways, the movement causing him to swing the sled leftwards. He had time to register in a primitive part of his brain that the left-hand ski had hit a solid drift of snow before he felt himself carried up and off the ground, the snowmobile flipping and crashing onto its left side and skidding before coming to a sudden halt.
Nisselovich watched his new, narrowed world with a detached interest. The ground was now vertical before his eyes, the snowfall coming horizontally from the right side. There was agony in his shoulder from where it had slammed against the ground, but it was giving way rapidly to a not unpleasant numbness. Before his eyes, the visor of his helmet grew opaque, flakes of snow accumulating like limpets. Their crystalline patterns, up close, were beautiful.
As though from the other end of a telescope, his mind watched his body drag itself free from the overturned sled and crawl thickly through the snow. Each six-inch measure of progress was a victory, every second of continued movement a triumph.
Nisselovich was back in his head, in his body, with a jolt as a mighty fist punched him in the back. He lifted his prone torso up on his hands, his mouth working frantically, biting at the air, trying to draw back in the breath that had been knocked out of him. Beneath him the white evenness of the snow was spoiled by a dark, uneven splash.
One of his arms gave way and he fell on to his side, still sucking at the breath that would not come. He flopped further round on to his back, feeling nothing below his neck.
The figure stood in silence over him, no more than a black outline.
One of its arms was extended, and in the final second Nisselovich thought he was being offered a hand.
The light flashed, brilliant as a sunburst, and Nisselovich’s world exploded into darkness.

Two

Below, the snow whipped and churned like dust, at the mercy of the blasts of air that buffeted the helicopter in random bursts.
John Purkiss heard the howling of the wind even above the cacophony of the chopper’s rotor. The pilot appeared unfazed, handling the bird easily, almost lazily, correcting for each swing so that they continued in what must have been close to a straight line. There’d been no snowfall for days, and the carpet below was thinning, the scrub and rocks beneath it protruding in scattered clusters. Above the white horizon the sky was a brilliant, crystalline black, the constellations of stars overhead so vivid they appeared artificial.
The pilot tapped Purkiss’s arm. He held up a hand, fingers splayed. Clenched his fist and opened it. Did it again. Purkiss understood: fifteen minutes. He nodded.
They had been in the air for a little under an hour. The pilot had reached over to shake hands with Purkiss as he climbed aboard, yelling an introduction over the noise of the rotor — Grigorsky — but had said nothing since. A couple of times during the journey he’d pointed out unusual sights: a convoy of trucks winding along a road invisible from the air, and, more alarmingly, a spectacular flash of violet lightning in the horizon. When Purkiss had glanced at him enquiringly, Grigorsky had shaken his head and jabbed with his finger westwards: the storm’s headed that way.
Purkiss had boarded the helicopter at Yakutsk Airport, thirty minutes after stepping off the Tupolev charter plane which had carried him and a half-cargo of fellow passengers almost three and a half thousand miles from Moscow. He’d found Moscow itself uncomfortably cold. But he’d never in his life experienced such raw, numbing frozenness as hit him in Yakutsk.
‘Coldest city on earth,’ the official at the gate had reminded him cheerlessly, failing to conceal a sour delight at the foreigner’s discomfort. Purkiss knew Siberia had had an unusually mild winter. Yet the digital display on the wall indicated a current outside temperature of minus forty-two degrees celsius.
Purkiss’s destination was some 280 kilometres — he had to keep reminding himself to think metric — north-west of Yakutsk. There were roads, of a sort, but traversing them would take hours. The Mi-38 helicopter was the quickest, and arguably the safest, bet. And the machine felt solid around him, a modern piece of equipment rather than some clapped-out relic from the Soviet era.
The pilot was pointing again. Purkiss strained against his safety harness to peer through the glass. Some distance away, ten kilometres or more, a cluster of pinpricks winked against the blackness surrounding them. As Grigorsky eased the Mi-38 gently to the right, the pinpricks began to separate, and the dark outlines of a complex of buildings started to define themselves.
Yarkovsky Station.
The buildings were low and broad, the main one only one storey high. The winds that periodically scoured the tundra precluded the use of tall structures. Arc lights came on as the helicopter slowed and descended, flooding the complex in brilliant yellow.
The snow at the perimeter of the complex erupted in dense whorls under the beating of the rotor blades. Purkiss felt the wheels touch hard, frost-baked concrete, the landing as smooth as could be hoped for. A door at the front of the main building was already ajar, huddled human figures visible in the rectangle of light beyond.
Two figures stepped out and loped, stooping, towards the helicopter. Purkiss turned to Grigorsky and yelled over the hammering of the rotor, ‘Thanks.’
The pilot gave him the thumbs up. Purkiss opened the door and dropped from the cockpit, the cold punching him so hard he took a moment to catch his breath. He reached back, dragged two suitcases down, and ducked beneath the sweeping blades, the ground threatening to slip away under his feet despite the deep rubber ridges of his boot soles. One of the figures, its features indeterminate under the layers of hood and scarf, reached Purkiss and took the suitcases from his hands. He didn’t resist.
The second figure hung back, and when Purkiss reached him gestured towards the open door. Purkiss preceded the man, and blinked against the brightness of the room beyond. The door closed, and the sudden muffling of the chopper’s noise was disorientating, as was the heat within.
The man who’d escorted Purkiss inside pulled back his hood, drew off a glove, extended his hand.
‘Mr Farmer. Oleg Medievsky. Welcome to Yarkovsky Station.’
He spoke English with a notable but not thick Russian accent, the typical throaty emphasis on the vowels less pronounced than was often the case. His grip was taut, slightly rough: a labourer’s rather than a scientist’s.
‘John Farmer. A pleasure, Dr Medievsky.’
Medievsky was a big man, almost as tall as Purkiss and far broader, even without his bulky coat. In his late forties, he kept his thin hair cropped close to his scalp, and together with his seamed face rubbed raw by the weather it lent him a faintly thuggish air. But his eyes, the muscles around them permanently tense from squinting against the wind, appraised Purkiss intelligently and without hostility.
The second man, the one who’d taken Purkiss’s luggage, kicked snow from his boots and fumbled off his gloves. Purkiss studied his face, ran through the images in his head, found a match. Ryan Montrose. He looked more the part of the academic: less physical, and the thick-lensed glasses he slipped out of his pocket and onto his face aged him instantly, even though he was still under forty. Purkiss had heard that spectacles would freeze to your face if worn outdoors in this kind of temperature.
Montrose shook hands, sharply and perfunctorily. His eyes slid over Purkiss’s like a magnet veering away from its matching pole. He muttered something that sounded like ‘Montrose’, though it was muffled by the scarf he was taking off.
‘You had a comfortable journey?’ Medievsky held out his hand for Purkiss’s coat, which he slung onto a hook alongside a score of others. The corridor they were in appeared to run the entire length of the front of the building; it was starkly lit and functional, and lined along one wall with boots and a range of extreme-weather gear. The other wall featured a row of unmarked metal doors. Purkiss was reminded of a prison corridor.
‘Pleasant enough,’ said Purkiss, flexing his shoulders, rolling his neck. He looked at his watch. He’d left London fourteen hours earlier, and had crossed eight time zones. During the longest stretch of the journey, that between Moscow and Yakutsk, he’d snatched four hours’ broken sleep. Disorientation and fatigue hadn’t quite set in yet, but they were lurking in the shadows.
Rest wasn’t a priority at the moment.
He said: ‘Dr Medievsky. Just want to establish this from the outset. I’ll stay out of your way as far as possible. I don’t want to disrupt the running of the station in the slightest. Not just out of consideration for you and your team, but because I want to observe as natural a working environment as I’m able. So please don’t feel you need to afford me special treatment, or lay on any out-of-the-ordinary activities for my benefit. I won’t say pretend I’m not here, because of course that’s not possible. But… well.’
Medievsky studied Purkiss, appearing genuinely to reflect on what he’d said. Then he nodded, a faint smile creasing his cheeks.
‘Okay. Thank you, Mr Farmer.’
‘John.’
‘Oleg.’ He swept an arm down the corridor. ‘Come. Let me show you a little of the station, and introduce you to some of the team. Unless you’d prefer to set up in your room first?’
‘No, I’d like to meet them.’
The American, Montrose, followed them in silence. They trudged the length of the corridor, Medievsky tapping the metal doors as he passed them.
‘Storage.’
At the end, the corridor hooked to the left. A woman appeared round the corner just before they reached it. She was carrying a large, transparent plastic box in both arms, and slowed, staring at Purkiss. Early fifties, greying hair scraped back in a pony tail, eyes like pale searchlights in her otherwise placid face.
Dr Patricia Clement, thought Purkiss, a moment before Medievsky said it. Medievsky added: ‘Behavioural psychologist.’
She seemed to be debating whether or not to put down the container she was lugging and shake hands. Purkiss gave a gentle shake of his head. She nodded.
‘Hello.’
Purkiss had known she was American, but in the two vowels he thought he detected a trace of the Deep South. She passed them and opened one of the storage doors behind.
Purkiss glanced down shorter corridors branching off the main one. The lighting was dim, in the interests of economy, he assumed. Voices echoed distantly through the building.
He turned to Montrose at his shoulder. ‘Dr Montrose, your specialist field is botany, is that right?’
Montrose’s eyes were suspicious behind the glasses, as if Purkiss had accused him of something. ‘Yes.’
‘Just making sure I’ve got the professions matched to the right people. Avoids embarrassment later.’
The smells of cooking began to filter down the corridor, and the human noises became louder. Medievsky pushed open a door and they stepped through into brightness and chatter.
‘Mr John Farmer,’ Medievsky announced.
It was a large, square room, a combination of dining room and lounge, with two battered oblong tables at one end near a small kitchenette and an assortment of armchairs and sofas at the other. Four people milled about, two seated, a pair standing at the kitchenette counter. The conversation stopped abruptly as all faces turned towards Purkiss. He felt as though he’d stepped through the doors of a saloon bar in a Western.
‘Hey, man,’ called one of the seated people cheerily, raising a hand. Purkiss took in the thin face and frame, the scrappy beard, the baseball cap with the legend Cincinnati Reds. The picture Purkiss had seen of him was more formal, but he made the match: Efraim Avner.
Avner stayed seated, sprawled comfortably across the sofa, but the others stood up or came over from the kitchenette and dusted down their hands and approached. Purkiss shook in turn as they introduced themselves.
‘Oleksandra Budian.’ Mid-forties, Purkiss guessed. Short, bespectacled, grave-looking, she pronounced her name as though she was imparting a vital piece of intelligence.
The big, fair-haired man was Gunnar Haglund. He was taller even than Purkiss, six-four or — five, and Purkiss had the sense that he had to make a conscious effort to temper the strength of his grip when shaking hands.
‘Engineer, yes?’ said Purkiss. Haglund nodded once.
From the sofa, Avner laughed. ‘He’s more than that. Gunnar keeps this god damn place from falling in on us every time the wind hits.’
The third person who’d risen was older than the rest, past sixty in Purkiss’s estimation. His balding crown surmounted a pouched face with greyly stubbled jowls. He moved stiffly, as though his overweight frame was demanding too much of the joints which supported it.
‘Keys.’ His handshake was fleshy and damp, his accent English.
Douglas Keys, thought Purkiss. The medic. He noticed the glint of the overhead light on the sheen of the man’s brow.
At Purkiss’s shoulder the American, Montrose, said, ‘You want coffee?’
‘That would be great. Thanks.’
Montrose tipped his head toward one of the armchairs. Purkiss didn’t sit until it was clear at least some of the others were going to do the same. But a couple of them, the engineer Haglund and Keys, the doctor, stood gazing down at Purkiss as though he was some strange exhibit.
A few seconds before the silence became awkward, Purkiss said: ‘Dr Medievsky will have told you who I am, but I’ll sum up. I’m a stringer for Reuters, and I’m here to do a series of pieces on Yarkovsky Station and the work you’re conducting here. If it’s acceptable to you, I’d like to interview each one of you at some point about your specific field. I understand that I may also be allowed to accompany you on field trips, to gain first-hand experience of your work. I’m here for four weeks, so there’s no pressure — I’m sure we’ll be able to fit in a mutually convenient time.’ He glanced at Medievsky. ‘And as I’ve said to your leader, I’ll be as unobtrusive as I possibly can. If I’m getting in your way, please say so and I’ll back off.’
Purkiss had used the term leader deliberately. He noticed the reactions, slight but definite, from certain people in the room.
He filed his observations away for later consideration. Because he’d already learned a good deal about the men and women who made up the staff of Yarkovsky Station, far more than he’d gleaned from his reading of the potted biographies Vale had supplied him with.
‘Call you John?’ said Avner.
‘Of course.’
Beneath the peak of the baseball cap, Avner’s eyes strained with suppressed mirth. ‘One big question, John.’
‘Go ahead.’
‘Why in the hell did you pick February to visit?’
‘Fair point.’ Purkiss spread his hands. ‘It wasn’t entirely my choice, to be honest, but I can see the sense of it. Readers interested in finding out more about a research station in Siberia are going to want to hear about what work is like in conditions of extreme cold. It’ll be a better story this way. Plus, it’ll be interesting to hear from you how the nature of the work you do varies according to the season.’
‘Have you been to Siberia before?’ This was from Oleksandra Budian, the small owlish woman. Her eyes were magnified behind her glasses like an interrogator’s, but her tone was friendly enough.
‘No. Coldest place I’ve ever visited is Calgary, in Canada.’
There was a shift in the atmosphere in the room, almost a relaxing as a silent communication passed between the men and women. He doesn’t know what he’s in for. Purkiss was the intruder whose arrival had threatened to disrupt the unity of the group; now he’d revealed himself as an outsider, and they were whole once more. A family of sorts.
Purkiss sipped the coffee Montrose had brought him. It was black and heavily sugared, almost aggressively so. Purkiss normally took his coffee white and unsweetened. He decided not to make an issue of it.
‘So,’ he said, as he put the mug aside. ‘I’m a novice, someone you’ll find hopelessly naive about the ways to dress and to behave in a climate like this. I’m hoping to learn from you. But I’m not here to be a pain in the backside, and if ever I’m starting to become one, I trust you’ll tell me so.’
Again he sensed an adjustment in the room: in the postures, the demeanours.
Efraim Avner clapped his hands, once. ‘Vodka.’ To Purkiss: ‘You a drinking man?’
‘I’m a journalist,’ said Purkiss.
‘Hell, yeah.’ For the first time the young man stood up. He clicked his fingers manically. ‘Come on, people. We’ve got a guest.’
The engineer, Haglund, ambled over to a panel of wall cupboards and turned with two rows of shot glasses clasped on his fingertips like talons. Avner himself produced a litre bottle of vodka with a flourish, setting it down on the table between the sofas and cracking the cap with relish. He poured in a continuous stream like a clumsy bartender, the clear fluid slopping between the arrayed glasses.
It was Medievsky who raised the toast. ‘Welcome to Yarkovsky Station.’
They knocked back the shots quickly, Medievsky and Montrose and Budian and Avner and Haglund. Purkiss noticed that Keys, the British doctor, hadn’t been poured a glass.
Purkiss himself swigged the vodka, coughed behind his hand, allowed most of it to spray beneath his collar. He’d mastered the art of pretended heavy drinking over an evening while staying completely sober, but this kind of in-the-spotlight downing of shots was more difficult. Nonetheless, the liquor was raw and rough, and it was entirely plausible that as a Western European he might gag upon encountering it for the first time.
‘Whoah,’ he said. ‘The learning curve begins here.’
That earned him a laugh, a genuine and unforced guffaw from most of the people present. Only Montrose, the bespectacled American, looked away, unsmiling, touching the rim of his empty glass to his upper lip.
Purkiss looked at each of them in turn, raised his eyebrows. ‘No na zdorovye?’
A collective wince went up. Avner actually cringed, and glanced across in mock fearfulness at Medievsky. ‘No. Jesus. First of all, that’s not a drinking toast at all. That’s grade-school Russian, man.’
Purkiss knew that. He wanted to convey the impression that his Russian was good but not quite at the standard of a native speaker.
He said, ‘Why else? You said, first of all.’
Medievsky answered. ‘We do not speak Russian here at Yarkovsky Station, Mr Farmer. Not everybody here is fluent, so English is the lingua franca. It’s an iron rule, which I would be most grateful if you’d be sure to respect.’
‘No problem.’ Purkiss pretended to sip at the remainder of the liquid in his shot glass. ‘Makes life a lot easier for me.’
‘And it makes life a lot more interesting for me,’ said Avner. He reached over and began to refill the glasses. Purkiss put his hand over his own. ‘Studying fellow Russkies who aren’t allowed to speak their own language, even when engaging in technical scientific discourse with a compatriot. It’s enormous fun.’ He peered at Purkiss, his eyes mischievous and unclouded by the vodka. ‘I’m the anthropologist here. But you probably knew that already, John.’
‘Yes,’ said Purkiss.
‘Skol, then.’ Avner emptied his glass, still watching Purkiss.
Medievsky stood up. ‘John, let me show you a little of our facility. And then, of course, your room.’ He bent and muttered something to Budian, who nodded without looking at him. A meeting, or some kind of instruction, Purkiss thought.
Purkiss rose and followed Medievsky, conscious of the eyes at his back. He was aware also of a sense of anticipation, of imminence.
Because he hadn’t yet met the person he’d come to the station for. The target.
The door of the mess quarters swung open and as if on cue, as if the whole process had been cheesily choreographed, a man came in and stopped and stared straight at Purkiss, and Purkiss felt the electric tingle of recognition, of first contact.
Medievsky turned slightly.
‘Ah. John Farmer, the remaining member of our team. Dr Frank Wyatt.’
The man who’d come through the door was in his middle fifties. He had the lean, ascetic build of an athlete, the set mouth of a man committed to an ideal. Purkiss had studied a host of pictures of the man in innumerable files, and he knew Wyatt’s thick shock of hair had turned its current slate-grey twenty years earlier and stayed there.
The man paused for the briefest instant before stepping forward and extending his hand.
‘Farmer. You’re the journalist.’
‘Dr Wyatt.’
Even before the handshake, the symbolic clasp that offered nothing more than a meeting of skins, two realisations branded themselves on Purkiss’s mind.
Vale had been right about Wyatt.
And Wyatt knew why Purkiss was there.

Three

Some of Purkiss’s most productive thinking over the years had been done on beds just like this one, in anonymous rooms, with his hands behind his head and an impersonal ceiling above him and silence all around.
But the environment, this time, was different. The quiet was almost absolute, the low hum of a distant generator so faint as to be quickly ignorable by the brain’s auditory cortex. And yet Purkiss was aware of a sense of immenseness, of a huge encroaching landscape stretching in all directions for thousands of miles. He’d read about the region extensively; had studied Solzhenitsyn’s excoriation of the Soviet Archipelago, and the numerous travelogues by users of the Trans-Siberian train. But though he’d gained from these accounts a sense of the sweaty, claustrophobic immediacy of the Siberian experience, he was unprepared for the crushing vastness of the terrain, the dead and cold implacability of the millions of square miles of harsh Earth in the centre of which he was nestled.
It was the closest Purkiss imagined he would ever come to experiencing the surface of another planet.
One of the first surprises he’d encountered after entering the room was the en-suite bathroom. It was little more than a shower cubicle which one could reach only by stepping over a squat toilet, but it was more than Purkiss had been expecting. He wondered whether all the rooms were equipped in the same way, or whether he was being accorded special treatment as a guest upon whom Medievsky was keen to make a favourable impression.
Purkiss had unpacked his clothes, two weeks’ worth of heavy-duty woollens which would have to be recycled at least once, before testing the shower. The water had come as a shock, so immediately scalding that he’d had to step out. By working the control knob he’d found a happy medium, and he’d stood under the jets for fifteen minutes, scrubbing away fourteen hours of staleness and grime.
Fatigue would arrive suddenly, and drag him under. But for now, lying on his back on the single bed, Purkiss was wide awake, and able to reflect on the events of the previous seventy-two hours, and in particular those of the last two.
He hadn’t heard from Vale for nearly eight weeks, since just before Christmas and the Hong Kong affair. Vale wasn’t one for New Year’s greetings, or casual contact of any kind. When he’d engaged Purkiss in an operation, he was as close and as affable as a lifelong friend. But in between, he might as well not have existed as far as John was concerned.
The call had come as Purkiss was emerging from Tottenham Court Road Station, into the rain that had shrouded the country almost continuously ever since November. Purkiss pulled his phone from his overcoat pocket and glanced at the caller display. Name withheld.
It could be only one person.
‘John. Quentin.’
And so it had begun, the familiar rise in tension within Purkiss’s gut as he’d listened to Vale’s precise yet understated pitch. There was no small talk, no exchange of how have you beens. Not even a coy preamble by Vale along the lines of I’ve a job you might be interested in or are you available at short notice?
Instead, after the two-name introduction, Vale said: ‘I’d like you to go to Siberia.’
‘Anyone I know?’
‘I don’t think so.’
It was by now the standard first question Purkiss asked. Vale called him when a member of the British Secret Service, SIS, needed investigating. Purkiss was former SIS, and might therefore be expected to know at least some of the men and women he was sent after.
‘All right,’ said Purkiss. ‘Rendezvous?’
Vale told him.
Purkiss felt a prickle of anticipation. An outdoor meeting in the rain. It practically guaranteed that they wouldn’t be subject to any meaningful surveillance. Which meant secrecy was of the highest importance.
So he’d met Vale in Hyde Park, at the Marble Arch entrance, the vast lawns traversed only by people scurrying towards their destinations and the odd die-hard jogger. Vale was as skeletal as the umbrella he angled over Purkiss’s head, a man in his sixties of Caribbean parentage who oozed the commingled odours of fresh and stale cigarette smoke.
The brusqueness that typified Vale’s initial phone calls was never in evidence when they first met afterwards. The two men walked companionably, like friends catching up after a few months’ separation. Vale asked with genuine interest about Purkiss’s life, about his thoughts in regard to the last two missions he’d been despatched to undertake — in Pakistan and Hong Kong, respectively — and about Kendrick, Purkiss’s friend who’d caught a ricochet bullet in the head last summer. Purkiss answered straightforwardly. He didn’t ask Vale about himself in return. He’d learned years ago that it was a fruitless task.
They reached the Serpentine. A lone mother attempted to coax her sodden child away from the water’s edge where he was trying to lure the ducks nearer by hurling sticks at them.
Purkiss said, ‘So. Siberia.’
Vale handed the umbrella to Purkiss. He lit up, took a deep drag, breathed a profile of grey smoke into the rain.
‘Francis Wyatt. Does the name mean anything to you?’
Purkiss used a peg system to hold names in his memory, involving concrete images linked to specific letters of the alphabet. He ran through it.
‘No.’
‘Wyatt is former SIS. A veteran field agent, earmarked for control jobs. Senior ones, possibly. But he retired early, at the age of forty-eight. Six years ago.’
‘Which fields?’
Vale played with the cigarette between his thumb and first two fingers. ‘He was active in the mid-nineteen eighties as a postgraduate student in climatology at the University of Warsaw. The Department of Geography and Regional Studies. The product he supplied was superb. First class. He identified the locations of some of the main Soviet tank deployments in eastern Poland, among other data.’
The harassed mother’s exhortations to her toddler were becoming more strident. Vale nodded down the snaking bank, and they began to walk.
‘After 1990, Wyatt was pulled out of Europe. He did some teaching and training here in London, for a while, but he was still a young man, barely thirty, and his talents as a field operative were too useful to waste. He ended up, in the late nineties, stationed in the Levant. Lebanon and Tel Aviv, mostly. He did stints in Turkey. Trips to Teheran. His focus was on the Palestinian groups, Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad. Once again, excellent, textbook work. With flair. He could have run the Middle East desk within the Service before he was fifty. But, as I say, he chose to leave. And the reason he gave, at the exit interview, was that he preferred to spend the remaining years of his working life following academic pursuits. He had a genuine degree in climatology, and that was what he said was his life’s passion.’
In his pocket, Purkiss felt his phone vibrating. It would be Hannah. He didn’t answer for the moment.
Vale continued: ‘They fought to keep him, of course. Tried to bribe him with every enticement in the book. He could follow his vocation, earn a chair at any university in the world, but he would still be valuable to SIS. The Service would work around him. Yet Wyatt was adamant. He harboured no resentment against the Service, was grateful for their employment and proud of the work he’d done for them. But it was time for him to move on.’
They walked in silence for a minute. Purkiss sifted through the information so far. It was a kind of game they played. Vale relayed facts, and Purkiss absorbed them and searched his memory of Vale’s tone for essentials, for emphasis.
‘Warsaw,’ he said finally.
‘Yes.’ Vale took a satisfied draw on his cigarette. ‘Wyatt was turned by the KGB at some point while he was a student. Probably in 1985 or thereabouts, when he was in his middle twenties. A vulnerable age in this business. Too young to have become entirely cynical yet, but old enough for doubts to have started to creep in.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘There’s no question. For years there were suspicions. Nothing SIS could plausibly act upon, and the intelligence Wyatt was providing turned out to be wholly accurate, but he was kept under watch all the same. Then, in 1999, one of SIS’s Turkish informants obtained photographic evidence of Wyatt meeting a Russian FSB operative in Ankara. The operative had been a KGB officer in Warsaw in the eighties, his time there overlapping with Wyatt’s.’
Purkiss mulled it over. ‘Did the Service pull him in?’
Vale shook his head. ‘You know how it works, John. There wasn’t considered a need to remove Wyatt from active service. He was a first-rate asset, and if he was still dallying with the Russians… well, they were our friends by then, in the Yeltsin days. Things have changed, of course, and it wouldn’t be tolerated now.’
‘But why did Moscow allow Wyatt to relay the kind of information you said he provided? Soviet tank movements and the like? Especially if it wasn’t disinformation, and was genuine, as you mentioned.’
Vale had a way of drawing on his cigarette that made it seem like he was shrugging. ‘Perhaps it cemented his cover. The Kremlin was willing to sacrifice a certain amount of secrecy in order to keep an asset like Wyatt in their fold.’
Again, the two men strolled in silence. Ahead of them the Serpentine’s edge merged with the grey gloom and disappeared.
Purkiss said: ‘So he’s a KGB double. He retires, with honour. Now what?’
Vale took a slow turn, his gaze surveying the environment without appearing to do so. When he spoke, his voice was lower, forcing Purkiss to move closer to hear.
‘Wyatt’s resurfaced. For the last two months, he’s been part of an international research team at Yarkovsky Station in North-Eastern Siberia. But he’s kept up his contacts with Russian Intelligence. SIS has been watching him ever since his so-called retirement. Sometimes he’s disappeared off the radar for a while, but there have been sightings of him in Morocco, in Kiev, even once in St Petersburg. And each time, there have been particular FSB operatives present as well. SIS believes he’s still working for the Russians, but his appearances so far have been too short-lived, too fleeting for anyone to get a handle on. Now, though, he’s stayed put for two months.’
‘And you want me to find out what he’s up to.’
‘Yes.’
‘When?’
‘The day after tomorrow, if possible.’
Purkiss glanced at Vale. The older man had a knack for dry irony, but Purkiss had never known him to make actual jokes.
‘Quentin.’
‘Yes.’
‘This is going to require deep cover.’
‘Correct.’
‘I won’t be able to organise that in two days.’
‘It’s all been arranged. You’ll have credentials that will hold up under all but the most exhaustive scrutiny.’
This was something new. In the past, Vale had left Purkiss to set up his own cover identities, something that had been increasingly difficult in the last year and a half since Purkiss had lost his friend Abby, who’d been a master at procuring forged documentation. For the first time, Vale himself had done the work, or someone associated with him.
Purkiss found it disquieting. It tied him to Vale, and to SIS, in a way he didn’t like.
Vale turned his melancholy eyes on Purkiss, and it was clear he understood.
‘You wouldn’t have been able to do this on your own, John,’ he said. ‘Not gain entry to a facility like Yarkovsky Station without connections at a higher level than, with respect, you have access to. But I know it takes control away from you to a certain extent. And I know how that feels.’
Vale reached inside his greatcoat and produced a clear plastic folder. Inside was a manila packet, sealed and fat.
Purkiss took it.
Vale tipped his head. ‘We’ve some details to go over. Let’s walk.’
* * *
Now, thousands of miles away in the crushing silence of his quarters, Purkiss reflected on the cover Vale had supplied him with. It really was very good indeed.
John Farmer’s history had been elaborated in enough detail to encompass an authentic-sounding lifetime, but it left room for Purkiss to improvise and personalise it. Farmer’s date of birth was close to Purkiss’s own. Their upbringings were similar, as were their respective educational trajectories. Only in their subsequent career paths did they diverge. John Farmer had been a staff reporter on first local, then national British newspapers, before he’d gone freelance. He’d been a regular stringer with Reuters for five years, and had solid references from the agency. Purkiss knew the references had to be authentic, and wondered what kind of influence Vale, or somebody on his behalf, had exerted to acquire them.
The credentials had been convincing enough to persuade the Russian authorities to allow John Farmer entry to Yarkovsky Station for a period of up to two months. The station was, as Vale had said, an international one, and the facilities were technically the joint property of Russia, the United States, Britain, Sweden and the Netherlands. Each of the five nations apart from Holland employed its own citizens currently as staff members on the site. But the station was on Russian soil, and final access was at the discretion of Moscow.
Permission for John Farmer to conduct his interviews, to research his forthcoming article on the work being done at Yarkovsky Station, had been granted nine days before Purkiss had met Vale in Hyde Park.
Purkiss stood up and went to the window. It was blacked out almost entirely by a heavy roller blind, a fine rim of external light marking the edges on either side. It’s essential during the summer months, Medievsky had said. Nobody would sleep otherwise, in the night-time sunlight. With a finger Purkiss drew back the blind and peered out.
The pocked snowscape stretched into darkness.
He needed sleep. Not just because his body was crying for it like a drowning man clawing for air, but because he had to let his brain rest, process, assimilate all it had learned in the previous two hours since his arrival at the station. But Purkiss knew the visual stimulus beyond his window, the starkness of the alien environment he found himself in, was necessary. It would be a backdrop against which his impressions of the faces, the actions of the ten people he’d met tonight might imprint themselves on his consciousness, so that his sleeping mind could do its work.
Purkiss’s primary conclusion was that two of the staff at Yarkovsky Station overtly disliked him. Ryan Montrose, who had met him together with Medievsky on his arrival. And the doctor, Douglas Keys, who’d barely exchanged a word but had lapsed into sullen silence almost immediately after they’d shaken hands.
His secondary conclusion was that two of them genuinely liked him. Medievsky himself, with his professionally detached manner, yet faint grin and quick look. And Efraim Avner, the joker in the pack, the loudmouth. His interest in Purkiss had come across as completely unfeigned.
The rest of them were an unknown quantity, for the time being at least.
Except Wyatt himself. He’d been the last to arrive, like a great actor sweeping onto the stage after the lesser players had been introduced. His grip on Purkiss’s proffered hand had been neither aggressive nor limply defensive. His manner had been entirely what one would expect from a research scientist greeting a journalist who’d come to popularise his work.
But there’d been a directness in Wyatt’s gaze, something he’d allowed to linger for a fraction of a second too long. And in the final instant, there’d been a recognition there, too, and a kind of acceptance.
Wyatt’s eyes had said: I know why you’re really here.
In one glance, Purkiss’s cover was blown.
But it didn’t matter. The cover was meant to provide access, and it had done its job. Now that he was in, all bets were off.
Purkiss lay back down on the bed and allowed fatigue, fumbling and ravening, to claim him.

Four

Semyon Lenilko’s father, Vladimir, had pointed out the Lubyanka to his son for the first time when Semyon was nine.
It was a spring morning in 1981, and father and son had been crossing Lubyanskaya Square on the way to their quarterly visit to Detsky Mir, Moscow’s premier toy store. Semyon had seen the enormous, boxy yellow building on previous trips, but it hadn’t captured his interest in the slightest.
His father halted him with a hand on his shoulder and turned him gently.
‘There,’ Vladimir Borisovich Lenilko said, standing behind his son and pointing. ‘Remember it. And never, ever find yourself surrounded by its walls.’
Even at the age of nine, Semyon detected something in his father’s voice, a subtle trace of bitterness. It was the closest he remembered the old man ever coming to making a statement of defiance. Of subversion, even.
Semyon had liked his father. Had loved him, even. But he’d never really respected him. Lenilko senior had been born during the Great Patriotic War and was therefore too young to have remembered it, or to have any interesting stories to tell about it. He’d come of age in the grey 1960s years of Brezhnev’s early premiership, and had shuffled stoically through life as a lower-middle-ranking accountant in the Department of Agriculture. As a Party member he was entitled to certain perks, but he failed to take proper advantage of them, in Semyon’s estimation, and the family had spent the seventies and most of the eighties in the same crappy apartment overlooking the Kiyevsky Rail Terminal. Like so many of his generation — like so many Russian men, period — Vladimir Borisovich Lenilko had died young, at fifty-nine, destroyed by disappointment and Gold Symphony vodka.
But his words on that spring day in 1981 had stayed with Semyon. Never, ever, find yourself surrounded by its walls.
As a teenager, Lenilko had made frequent pilgrimages to the square just to stare at the building. The awe and dread he felt every time he set eyes on it increased with each visit rather than diminishing. He steeped himself in the Lubyanka’s history: its Neo-Baroque design, its starting days as the headquarters of an insurance company until the Cheka took it over in 1918, its overcrowding during Stalin’s purges. The blank, silent windows had exerted a pull on him which all but compelled him to run headlong towards its doors, like a moth to a torch beam.
Lenilko hadn’t been a rebellious teenager. There’d been no parental authority to rebel against. As he advanced towards the façade of the great building, though, he felt as always the thrill of defiance.
I didn’t take your advice, father. I’m inside its walls every day.
The sentries inside the doors saluted smartly. Lenilko waved back, kicking the snow from his boots and shaking it off his cap. Unlike most other people of his seniority, he didn’t come to work by chauffeured car. His apartment was a twenty-minute walk away, and unless he was called to the office in the middle of the night on urgent business, he made the journey on foot every time, even in heavy snow like today’s.
A female clerical worker scurried out of his way deferentially, even anxiously, as Lenilko approached the inner doors, his electronic swipe card in his hand. He smiled. Natalya told him he was the least tyrannical FSB officer she’d ever met, and Lenilko assumed others saw him that way too. Yet his presence always inspired abject fear in those who didn’t know him.
Some things never changed, even after decades. The terror of the authority figure, and how he or she could wreck one’s life, had been imprinted on the Russian DNA since long before Stalin, or even Lenin.
The building was alive but not yet bustling. It was seven in the morning, the time Lenilko usually started his working day, unless he’d pulled an all-nighter and had slept in the office, when he’d begin work even earlier. He rode the elevator alone to the fourth floor, stepped out into the office suite, its carpet plush and freshly cleaned, its glass and metal surfaces sporting a uniform pin-sharp gleam.
The Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti, FSB, was even more Byzantine in its structure than had been its predecessor organisations, the KGB and the FSK. It comprised seven distinct services. Within the Counterintelligence Service, there were in turn seven further directorates or departments. Lenilko worked for the Directorate of Special Activities, in a post he’d held for the last five years. He wasn’t top dog, yet, but he was going to get there. And he would do so before he was fifty years old, perhaps even forty-five. He was now forty-two. Three years didn’t leave him much time, but the pulling off of a major operation could swing it.
Anna and Konstantin were there already, hunched over their desktop computers. Lenilko pushed open the glass doors and swung his overcoat onto the hook.
‘Arse-crawling bastards,’ he said cheerfully. The two looked round, Anna young and fresh-faced and plump, Konstantin narrow and gloomy as an undertaker. They were known in the office as Laurel and Hardy. Both feigned indifference to his greeting, though Lenilko knew Anna was pleased.
The office was open plan in design, with eight workstations. Lenilko had his own personal office beyond a door at the far end, but he didn’t head for it. Instead, he strolled over to the pair and stood behind them, a hand on each of their shoulders.
‘Anything yet?’
He knew the answer. If there was any news, they’d have called him at home. Natalya would have rolled away in bed, groaning, and he’d have been awake and alert and rising, heading for the bathroom even as they spoke.
‘Negative,’ said Anna. ‘He hasn’t called in.’
Lenilko raised his head to peer at the row of clocks on the wall opposite. The one for Yakutsk showed one-ten pm.
‘He can’t have had the opportunity,’ said Lenilko. ‘Or, the journalist hasn’t arrived yet.’
‘He’s arrived,’ said Konstantin. He was in his early thirties, a decade older than Anna and the same span younger than Lenilko, but his melancholy demeanour and utter absence of humour made him seem far older. ‘Yakutsk confirms the pilot returned in the early hours of this morning. He delivered his passenger.’
‘Okay.’ Lenilko studied their computer monitors over their shoulders, caught Konstantin’s glance of irritation and backed off. He paced the carpet towards his office door and back again, breathing the familiar smell of his workplace, his eyrie, feeling the rush of purpose flood his veins.
A Reuters journalist, doing a piece on Yarkovsky Station. There was nothing overtly unusual about that. Except that the journalist, John Farmer, happened to turn up seven weeks after Feliks Nisselovich had disappeared from the facility.
Lenilko believed in coincidences. He’d studied statistics at university, and he knew the incidence of seemingly fantastical events occurring in quick succession was high, and related to nothing more than chance. But as an FSB officer, one of his tasks was to be suspicious of coincidences. To regard them as nonexistent until it could be proved otherwise.
He’d had Anna and Konstantin run John Farmer’s credentials through the wringer. They’d held up. The one photo Reuters had released of the man had been generic, slightly unfocused, and hadn’t matched anything on the Directorate’s database. Nor had the picture in Farmer’s passport. It meant nothing.
In his role as a senior officer in the Directorate of Special Activities, Lenilko was given a certain amount of freedom to conduct his own investigations, independent of the operational orders he and his colleagues received from on high. In less than an hour, the majority of the men and women under his command would arrive at the office, and the business of the day would begin. He’d receive updates on the various official operations the team was running: the infiltration of dissident groups in the Caucasus and Chechnya, the data collection from the surveillance apparatus planted in the embassies here in Moscow, the recruitment of potential assets within the foreign intelligence services known to be active across Russia.
But the Yarkovsky Station project was separate. It was his baby, and of his staff only Anna and Konstantin knew about it. The data he’d received so far from the station had trickled in, sometimes stopping for days, and there was nothing yet to get his teeth into. But something within Lenilko, deep in the marrow of his bones, told him that this case could make him, if handled skilfully.
And the arrival of the so-called journalist, Farmer, was a vindication of sorts. It suggested to Lenilko that he hadn’t been wrong. That his instinct that there was something of great significance going on in that bleak outpost in North-Eastern Siberia, had been correct.
He went into his office, set the coffee machine going, and resumed his attack on the never-dwindling stack of paperwork on his desk.

Five

Purkiss entered the living area to find four of them at the dining table, picking at the remains of breakfast: Efraim Avner, Keys, the British doctor, Ryan Montrose, and the woman he’d met in the corridor shortly after his arrival, Patricia Clement. Keys and Clement peered at Purkiss with interest. Montrose’s eyes darted at him and slipped away again. Only Avner greeted him, raising his mug with an exaggerated cheer.
‘Hey. It’s risen from the dead.’
Purkiss had woken half an hour earlier and had sat up, disorientated, the inside of his head like sludge. He’d gone across to the blackout blind and pulled it aside. The sky was grey and dull, the snow silent. He tried to remember when the sun was supposed to rise in this part of the world. Nine o’clock? Nine thirty? His watch told him it was twenty past ten. He’d slept for more than eleven hours.
He wandered the corridors, hearing the station thrumming and clanging distantly around him, and felt like an intruder in someone else’s home. After a couple of wrong turns he found the room from the night before, where he’d been introduced to the others.
Purkiss grinned ruefully. ‘Jetlag,’ he said. ‘But I’m fighting fit now.’
‘Grab a plate,’ muttered Keys. He looked even older than he had the night before, grey stubble rasping on his cheek as he rubbed it. Avner pushed bowls of scrambled eggs and bacon towards Purkiss.
Purkiss helped himself. ‘Who does the cooking here?’
‘We take turns,’ said Avner. ‘Well, some of us do. These three here, plus Budian. The rest of us are exempt, because our cooking’s so godawful we’d cause a dysentery outbreak within days.’ He plucked a gnarled rasher of bacon from the bowl. ‘How about you, John? Cordon bleu?’
‘Hardly,’ said Purkiss. ‘But I’d be happy to do my bit.’
Patricia Clement extended her hand across the table. ‘We weren’t properly introduced last night, Mr Farmer.’
Her eyes were so pale the irises were almost indistinguishable from the surrounding corneas, lending an unnerving quality to her gaze. Her skin was almost translucent. Purkiss wondered how long she’d been at the station, away from any prolonged sunlight.
Purkiss pretended to search his memory. ‘Dr Clement. The psychologist.’
‘Yes.’
‘Texas?’
Her smile was faint but genuine. ‘Alabama. Full marks for trying, though.’
It was an opening into a conversation that would eliminate the need for any awkward silences, and Purkiss took it. ‘What’s your accent, Efraim? You’re Russian, I think you said?’
‘Does it not show, tovarischch?’ Avner said, thickly and gutturally. He laughed. ‘Yeah, man. Born in Petersburg. But I came to America when I was ten, after the USSR went down the pan. Spent most of my life in Des Moines, Iowa. I still have Russki citizenship, though, and I did part of my postgrad work at Moscow University.’
Purkiss glanced at Montrose, who shrugged as if the unasked question bored him. ‘Portland, Oregon.’
Keys was eyeing Purkiss. ‘You got any medical conditions I should know about?’
‘No.’
The doctor put down his fork and wiped his mouth with his hand. ‘I only ask because I’ve been given no advance notification about your medical history. Which I should be, whenever a new person arrives here.’
‘Don’t worry, he’s a miserable bastard with everybody,’ said Avner. Keys ignored him and heaved to his feet, carried his plate over to the kitchenette.
‘Have you been given the grand tour?’ asked Clement.
‘Dr Medievsky showed me the basic layout of the building last night.’ The tour had taken close to an hour. Purkiss had listened carefully to Medievsky’s commentary as they explored the corridors. The station seemed smaller on the inside than it had from without, the ceilings low and claustrophobic and only intermittently illuminated by panel lights. The complex was, broadly, divided into two wings: the east, which contained living quarters and supply stores, and the west, comprising the laboratory and administrative facilities. Through windows on the west side, Purkiss glimpsed hulking outbuildings, blurred by the snowfall: the vehicle hangar, and the shed containing the twin diesel generators that provided the station with its power.
Purkiss listened, and asked questions, not taking notes as might be expected but rather absorbing the flow of new information en masse. He’d spent an hour studying the layout of the station from the material Vale had given him back in London, and much of what Medievsky told him was familiar.
Purkiss didn’t ask the questions he really wanted answers to.
Questions such as: What were Medievsky’s impressions of Frank Wyatt. And under what circumstances exactly had the ninth member of the team, Feliks Nisselovich, disappeared in late December.
Avner sprang up, pushing his chair back, and settled his cap more firmly on his head. ‘Come on. I’ll show you round.’
* * *
Avner kept up the kind of constant chatter that might have been irritating if it hadn’t seemed so integral a part of his nature.
‘Let’s check out the labs. You know anything about science, John?’
‘A little,’ said Purkiss. ‘Purely a layman’s working knowledge, from popular accounts. I’ve no expertise.’
‘Okay.’ Avner led him down the broad corridor leading towards the west wing. ‘You probably know all of this already, but Yarkovsky Station is primarily a weather and soil research facility. We’ve got the soil analysts, Budian as well as Medievsky himself. Ryan Montrose is the microbiologist. Frank Wyatt’s the climatology guy. He’s always out there in the howling storms, checking temperature and wind patterns and whatever the hell it is he does.’
Avner pushed open a door with an opaque glass panel set into its upper half. The room beyond reminded Purkiss of the chemistry laboratory at his old school in the nineteen eighties. Wooden counters arrayed with glass and metal equipment were brightly lit under ceiling lights. At the far end, Oleksandra Budian looked up, the light flashing off her owlish glasses. She was seated on a bench, her back arched over a microscope.
‘The main lab,’ said Avner. ‘If I wasn’t such an asshole I’d take my cap off every time I came in here. This is the nerve centre, the shrine, the reason this whole place exists.’
Purkiss nodded at Budian, glanced around. On one wall, a huge corkboard was almost entirely covered by a yellowing and intricate chart. He peered at it. It was a map, encompassing a vast area of North-Eastern Siberia. Within moments Purkiss identified Yakutsk, and Yarkovsky Station itself.
‘Anyhow, the eggheads will fill you in on the finer points,’ said Avner, and before Purkiss could comment the younger man was bustling through the door. Purkiss strode after him.
Avner spoke over his shoulder. ‘So those are the hardcore scientists. Medievsky, Budian, Montrose and Wyatt. Next down in the pecking order are Patty Clement and me. Clement’s the psychologist, studying us all. How we work, what effects physical isolation has on us. Don’t tell her this, but I suspect Washington or Moscow has planted her here to keep tabs on us all, to spot when one of us is about to go apeshit crazy and embark on a killing spree.’
‘And your field is anthropology,’ said Purkiss.
‘Right.’ Avner glanced at Purkiss from beneath the peak of his cap. ‘But I’m not the kind of anthropologist who goes to live among the Bushmen for a year and writes papers saying how wonderful their lifestyle is compared to us effete, overcivilised Westerners. No. My shit is Neolithic culture. There’s a site near here which is one of the most perfectly preserved examples of Stone Age existence anywhere in the world. Twelve thousand years old. Bones, tools, dwelling places, you name it, it’s there.’
Avner smacked his palm against his face. ‘Oops. Getting geeky. Believe me, John, a few days among us and you’ll want to murder us all. If you haven’t died of boredom first.’
‘I’m interested in all of it,’ said Purkiss. ‘Honestly. In fact, I’ll want to know about it in detail.’
Avner stopped, turned to face Purkiss.
‘You Jewish, John?’
‘No.’
‘I don’t mean religious. But, you know — is or was your mom Jewish?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Purkiss. It was close to the truth. He’d never known his mother, who’d died in a car pileup in a rural Suffolk lane when Purkiss was three years old. His researching of her had revealed little other than that she’d been an intelligent, educated woman who had married a wealthy farmer and landowner, and had probably already started to cultivate a profound sense of boredom by the time of her death. Of her ancestry Purkiss had been able to discover almost nothing.
Avner said: ‘I only ask because you seem a little different from all the rest of them here. More like me. And I don’t mean you’re a wiseass motormouth, because you’re obviously not.’
He watched Purkiss’s eyes, then threw his hands up.
‘Okay. You don’t know what I’m talking about. Hell, maybe even I don’t.’ Again he adjusted the peak of his cap, a behavioural tic Purkiss realised was part of his repertoire. ‘Let’s just call you an honorary Jew. It can be our little secret. You and me versus the goyim.’
Purkiss followed Avner down the corridor to the next door, trying to make sense of what Avner had just said. He looked through the open door into a smaller laboratory, one festooned with photographs of what appeared to be excavation sites. The single desk was littered with haphazardly piled paper and stale coffee mugs.
‘My lab,’ said Avner drily. ‘The messiest place in the station. Medievsky allows it, because I’m the only one here doing what I do, and he feels sorry for me.’
Purkiss said, ‘You haven’t mentioned Dr Keys.’
‘Ah. Yes. Old Doug.’ Avner shrugged. ‘He’s not a scientist. He’s support staff, as far as I’m concerned. He feeds us antibiotics when we get sick, treats us for frostbite. Otherwise he hangs out on his own. He’s marking time until his pension, and is pissed about being here, if you want my opinion.’
Footsteps announced the arrival of Medievsky, who looked in the open door of the laboratory. His face was flushed and tight, as though he’d just come in from the bracing cold. He gave Purkiss a nod.
‘Had a good rest?’
‘Raring to go, thanks,’ said Purkiss. ‘Efraim has been showing me the labs.’
‘You have time for a more detailed chat?’ Medievsky was massaging warmth back into his fingers.
‘I’ve got all the time in the world. Whatever suits you.’
Purkiss thanked Avner, who waved a hand. He followed Medievsky back past the labs to the collection of offices. Medievsky’s was cramped, and filled with books and files. The computer on his desk was a few years old. On a shelf at the back of the room stood a large stainless steel trophy.
Purkiss nodded at it. ‘What’s that for?’
‘The Service to Science Award, 2002.’ Medievsky said it matter-of-factly, with neither pride nor false modesty. He gestured Purkiss towards an armchair and took a seat in a swivel chair behind his desk. ‘So. First impressions?’
Purkiss wondered if he meant the station or the people who worked there. ‘Truthfully? It’s smaller than I expected.’
Medievsky laughed. ‘And more old-fashioned looking, yes? Not the high-tech moon base of your imagination.’
Purkiss smiled. ‘That too.’
Medievsky leaned over and poured tea from a samovar into two mugs, pushing one across the desk to Purkiss. ‘We are all old school, John. Raw data collection is what we are after. Our instrumentation is modern, and sufficient for us to gather what we need. But the land around us is harsh, unwelcoming. To introduce the trappings of luxury into the tundra would be to invite trouble. And yes, I am Russian and therefore naturally superstitious.’
He ticked off on his fingers: ‘Six snowmobiles, four of them able to carry two people. Our all-terrain Ural truck. Enough food and fuel to last six months. Ten rifles.’
‘Why the guns?’ asked Purkiss.
‘Bears, chiefly. We are slightly too far south of the Arctic Circle for polar bears, but the brown ones we encounter sometimes. Usually it is when we are venturing on field trips. On occasion, one will wander near the station in search of food. We have not had to kill one, yet. But they are not like wolves, which are shy and will avoid human contact wherever possible. Bears are strange creatures. Nobody fully understands them. One moment they are placid; the next, on a whim, they become marauders.’
Purkiss allowed a few seconds to lapse. He said: ‘Dr Medievsky. Oleg. I might as well ask you this now, otherwise it’ll hang over us.’
Medievsky raised his eyebrows.
‘Feliks Nisselovich, your botanist. What happened?’
Medievsky nodded. ‘I appreciate your forthrightness. There is not much to add to what you probably already know, what is publicly known. Nisselovich was a brilliant man, but ill-disciplined. He did not listen to advice, had no respect for the tundra. He went out on his own, against my express instructions, when we knew a storm was advancing. As soon as his absence was noted, we went looking for him. It was too late. The storm was upon us, and we had to retreat. He never came back.’
Medievsky studied his tea. Without looking up, he went on: ‘If you are wondering if I feel guilty about his loss, the answer is yes. But am I guilty? No. I am the leader of this group, it is true; but we are scientists, not a military outfit. There is no genuine chain of command. Everybody who comes to work here does so on the understanding that he or she is responsible for their own safety. Nisselovich was aware of the extreme risk he was taking, and he chose to take it. So I was not held culpable for his disappearance, and life here goes on just as before.’
‘Why do you think he went out on his own?’ said Purkiss quietly.
Medievsky looked up, surprised. ‘I know why he went out. He had discovered an unfamiliar species of grass growing in the tundra thirty kilometres to the north, and wanted to collect samples before the storm struck and buried it under impenetrable layers of snow. Already he had gathered samples, but he did not think he had sufficient quantities for an adequate analysis.’
Purkiss knew about Nisselovich from the briefing documents Vale had provided. They were mostly press cuttings, and all they said was that the scientist was presumed dead after disappearing during a field trip. The Russian authorities had mounted a search, but it was quickly abandoned.
‘Thank you.’ Purkiss decided to switch back to a more comfortable line of questioning. ‘Maybe you could tell me about a typical day here at the station, if there is such a thing.’
‘Yes.’ Medievsky’s manner became more businesslike, less reflective. ‘We work mainly independently when we are here at the station. Oleksandra Budian and I conduct our analysis of soil samples in the laboratory, Efraim has his artifacts to examine. Montrose shares our lab and often our samples, if microbial analysis is required. And Wyatt works on the data gathered by his meteorological equipment. Drs Clement and Keys do their own thing, Patricia writing or interviewing us, Doug attending to us when necessary or sometimes calling us in to the infirmary if he needs to follow up on some tests. Gunnar is always occupied with repairs or maintenance. Each member of the team will provide you with as much detail as you require about their everyday working schedule. In general, we all see each other at least once daily, for the evening meal, though this is not invariable if one or more of us are busy with work.’
‘How often do you go out in the field?’
‘There is no set schedule. Usually it is three or four days every week. Sometimes we will go on a large excursion together, four or five of us, if visiting a site which involves multiple areas of interest and expertise. Our rule is that we always go out in pairs, at the very least. No single-person adventures. That is one of the taboos Nisselovich violated. And we keep a strict electronic log of departures and returns, as a safety mechanism.’
‘What kind of communications systems do you use?’
‘There’s a satellite dish forty kilometres west of here, which provides internet and phone links. We have six satellite phones, two of which are taken out on each field trip. We have very little need for communication with the outside world during each three- or six-month expedition here, apart from the emailing of data. Unless of course there is a noteworthy event, such as the disappearance of Nisselovich. Or the news that a journalist is to visit us.’
Medievsky glanced at a wall clock. ‘There is an excursion to one of our main field sites planned for two o’clock. Three of the team are going: Wyatt, Montrose and Dr Clement. If you wish to join them, you’re welcome to do so.’
‘Yes, I will. Thank you.’ Purkiss stood up. ‘How much free rein do I have here, Oleg? I mean, do you need to know where I am at all times, are there any areas that are off-limits for me, et cetera?’
Medievsky waved a hand. ‘All I ask is that you do not venture outside without informing me. And it might be better if you avoided the laboratories when nobody is using them.’
‘Fair enough.’
At the door, Purkiss almost collided with Montrose, who stepped back and peered at Purkiss through eyes sharp with suspicion.
‘Sorry,’ Montrose muttered. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt.’
From behind his desk, Medievsky said, ‘John is going to be joining you and the others on this afternoon’s trip, Ryan.’
‘Really.’
‘Looking forward to it,’ Purkiss said cheerily.
He felt the man’s dislike boring into his back.
* * *
Purkiss entered his room with care. The first trap he’d set, a tiny sliver of wood pressed into the door jamb, hadn’t been sprung; the splinter was still there. It didn’t mean much. If anyone had gone in, they might have spotted it and replaced it.
The trick was to lay enough traps that just one of them would betray a search of the room.
There was the copy of Newsweek, folded open in a precise way on the bedside table. An obvious one, and it hadn’t been triggered. Purkiss examined the angle of his suitcases on the floor of the wardrobe. Nothing different there. The cold tap at the bathroom sink was marginally less tightly turned off than normal. Again, it was as he’d left it.
Twelve small, almost imperceptible identification points, and none of them were other than as they should have been. Purkiss was satisfied.
His room hadn’t been disturbed.
As yet, he hadn’t learned exactly where each member of the team had his or her own quarters. It wouldn’t take long to find out, but until he did, the one piece of equipment he’d brought along that wasn’t for journalistic cover would remain unused.
At some point, it would be natural for him to ask for internet access, which he had no doubt Medievsky would grant him. But Purkiss didn’t think such access would be of much use to him. He had to assume Wyatt would be monitoring every email, every search engine enquiry, that emerged from the station.
Purkiss began to set a new series of traps. As he did so, he thought about the complications he faced. He had anticipated a straightforward focus on Wyatt and his intentions. But it was clear there was something else going on at Yarkovsky Station.
Since his arrival, he’d encountered overt hostility from Montrose. The medic, Keys, had displayed a sullen resentfulness which appeared to be directed at everybody, not just Purkiss. Although Efraim Avner came across as genuinely affable, there was a neediness about him, as though he was in search of a friend, or at least someone who would validate him. Patricia Clement seemed out of place, a cool observer more at home in a diverse, urban environment.
They were an odd group, with an eccentricity that might be a reflection either of the academic world they moved in or of the isolated setting in which they’d been thrown together.
Or it might be due to something else.
And there was the matter of Nisselovich and his disappearance. Purkiss hadn’t given it much thought when he’d first read about it in the briefing documents, assuming that the official line was correct and that the scientist had been a straightforward casualty of the terrain and the weather. But Medievsky’s account put a different spin on things. Purkiss found it hard to believe that a man of Nisselovich’s education and presumed intelligence would have ventured out alone in the face of an impending Siberian storm, purely to gather grass samples.
He had the sense that Medievsky found it implausible, too.

Six

Lenilko was speedreading and digesting a memorandum of such utter tedium he wondered if its author was playing a joke, when the door to his office opened almost before he’d registered the knock.
It was Anna. ‘Yarkovsky Station,’ she said as neutrally as she could, though her flushed face betrayed her excitement.
Lenilko stabbed his finger repeatedly at the handset on his desk and Anna disappeared, closing the door behind her. A few seconds later the phone rang. Lenilko drew a long breath and picked it up.
The voice echoed hollowly as though filtered through water.
‘I would have been in contact sooner but I needed time to reflect. The journalist arrived last night. John Farmer.’
Because of the delay on the line, it took Lenilko a few seconds to realise the voice had paused.
‘Yes?’ said Lenilko.
‘I recognise him.’
Lenilko felt a pulse beat in his throat.
He said, ‘Who is he?’
‘British Intelligence, I think. I’ve never met him, but I’ve seen his picture before. He looks vaguely like the Reuters photo. You need to enhance that one and cross-reference it again with your SIS files, see if he comes up.’
‘Can you provide a better photo?’ said Lenilko, trying to keep his voice calm, and managing to do so, he thought.
‘Not yet. He’s about to accompany us on a field expedition. I haven’t had the opportunity to take his picture, and out there the conditions won’t allow it.’
‘What are your impressions of him?’
‘Too early to tell. He’s taking pains to be friendly and not to get in our way. Some of the others are reacting badly to his presence.’
Lenilko paused, trying to think if there was anything more to be asked. There wasn’t, not at this point.
He said, ‘I’ll work on the link with SIS. Get me a quality photograph as soon as you can.’
‘Understood.’
A crackle of static erupted before the connection was cut.
Lenilko folded his hands on the desk to stop them from shaking. He stared, as he always did at moments like this, breakthrough moments, at the framed picture of Natalya and the twins beside his computer.
This is it, he told them silently.
He reached for the phone, the normal internal one, and hit a single number. His office door was thick enough that he heard Anna’s voice down the line only.
‘Drop what you’re doing and get in here with Konstantin.’
* * *
Six hours later, after a marathon lasting all the way through lunch and beyond, it was Konstantin who found the connection. But Anna had come up with the idea.
The three of them had enhanced the Reuters and passport photos of the journalist to the maximum, using software of every variety they had access to, which was most kinds. This had already been done before, during the initial vetting of Farmer, but it never hurt to repeat the process. Once the images were as clear as they were ever going to be, they was cross-referenced with the FSB’s database of known and suspected members of British Intelligence, both SIS, the foreign service, and the domestic Security Service known as MI5.
Nothing came up.
Lenilko suggested they try known or presumed former members of the services. It was a hoary tactic used by intelligence services all over the world: let it be known that an operative was retiring, but keep him or her on clandestinely.
Again, nothing. No match that was even close. And that was after factoring in possible changes in appearance, up to and including minor plastic surgery.
‘Broaden it,’ said Lenilko. ‘Include known associates of British SIS and MI5 assets, even those not considered to be official employees.
Anna raised an enquiring eyebrow. ‘Everyone?’
‘Everyone. Informants, chauffeurs, the guys who they send to collect their dry cleaning for them.’
On the monitors, the images flashed by at the rate of scores every second. Beside them, the enhanced passport and press photographs of Farmer remained static. If there was a match, the flow of images would be arrested. But it continued apace, until the dreaded words appeared across the monitors: No match found.
‘Damn it,’ said Lenilko.
Konstantin intoned glumly: ‘Our man must be wrong about the British Intelligence connection.’
‘Our man doesn’t get that kind of thing wrong,’ said Lenilko. He stood up, began to pace his modest office in small circuits. The three of them were alone, Anna and Konstantin having brought their laptops in with them. This was work he’d decided not to share with the rest of the office, because the more people there were involved in it, the greater the risk of leaks.
‘Think, guys. What are we missing? What cross-check haven’t we done?’
Anna sat up, stared into the distance. ‘Operations.’
‘What?’
‘Farmer’s given age is thirty-eight, yes? We assume he may have been a British agent since he was eighteen at the very youngest. So we run the files on all the SIS/MI5 operations we know about and have data on, covering the last twenty years. There may be a match there. Someone in a photograph, even an apparent bystander.’
‘Yes.’ Lenilko jabbed a finger at her. ‘Good. Let’s get on it.’
The search was slower this time. Between them, Anna and Konstantin opened each file manually, ran through it for images, immediately rejected those that didn’t include photographs. There were relatively few files dating back to the nineteen nineties. It had been a time when the Russian Federation and Great Britain were notional allies, and while it was perfectly commonplace for even friendly nations to keep tabs on one another, during the Yeltsin era there hadn’t been the intense, painstaking analysis of every move SIS made that was standard nowadays.
All of that changed abruptly in 2000. The new president took a very different view of perfidious Albion, and the numbers of files and case reports exploded. Anna’s and Konstantin’s fingers blurred over their respective keyboards as they screened, sorted and rejected documents.
Lenilko blinked, the prolonged focus on the screens giving him a headache. He stood and stretched and went out into the main office, checked on the progress of a few other projects. Through the high windows, the snow flurries were gathering pace outside. Unusually, The precipitation felt oppressive to Lenilko: an impenetrable stratum between him and the fantastically distant Yarkovsky Station.
He returned to his office twice more before giving up and concentrating on business in the main area. Anna and Konstantin would call him if they found anything of significance. As the morning wore on, Lenilko’s spirits sank. Perhaps his man at Yarkovsky Station had indeed been wrong; perhaps there really was no connection between the journalist Farmer and British Intelligence. Or, more likely, maybe the connection was so carefully concealed that Lenilko and his two underlings were destined never to find it.
No. Damn it. Lenilko must have clenched his fist with audible force, because one of the operatives looked up from his work station, terror in his eyes. Lenilko shook his head to reassure the young man. He stalked off, heading for the windows, isolating himself as best he could in a room full of people.
We are never doomed to be defeated. We will not be bested.
Lenilko had heard it widely repeated that the Soviet Union had won the espionage battle during the Cold War, but lost the war itself. Even the Brits and, to a lesser extent, the Americans conceded this. The KGB’s recruitment of agents within the Western intelligence services had been astronomically more successful than similar attempts on the other side. The West had never had anyone remotely like a Kim Philby or a George Blake in a position of influence in Moscow or any of the Warsaw Pact countries. The traitors Penkovsky and Popov represented the best the West could do.
The West had won, but the new Russia had regained a deep appreciation of the superiority of its own intelligence and counter-intelligence tradition. Part of Semyon Lenilko’s remit, his duty, was to uphold that tradition. More than that, he intended to enhance it, to raise it to a whole new level, as the Americans said.
John Farmer would be identified. His connection with British Intelligence would be exposed. As would his, and therefore Great Britain’s, interest in Yarkovsky Station.
At the periphery of his vision, his office door opened.
Lenilko was a rationalist and an atheist, and no believer in any notion of the supernatural. He included extrasensory perception within that realm. But he was struck by the oddness of the timing.
Anna was in the doorway. Her failed attempt at a nonchalant expression said it all.
Lenilko hustled into the office, flipped the door shut behind him, slamming it, said in almost a snarl, ‘Tell me, tell me.’
At his desk, Konstantin half-turned, his face crepuscular in the light from the monitor.
‘Look.’
The text on the screen was familiar to Lenilko. It gave a detailed account of the events of a Tuesday in October, the year before last.
Tallinn, Estonia. Every FSB employee knew what had happened there, on that date. Every Russian with a sliver of awareness knew.
The Russian president had been attending a summit meeting in the Baltic capital with his Estonian counterpart. A terrorist cell, a group of embittered ethnic Russian Estonians, had attempted to assassinate the President using a long-range missile launched from far out at sea. The assassination had been prevented… somehow. It was a source of intense, grating fury to Lenilko, and to many of his colleagues, that the FSB still didn’t know quite what had gone wrong with the terrorists’ plans.
It was also a source of profound, churning shame. Somebody else, not the FSB, had prevented the murder of the Russian president.
Somebody else.
These thoughts played through Lenilko’s head as familiar background, but his attention was focused on the picture which Konstantin’s scrolling finger had exposed.
It was a well-known photo, a lucky snap by a junior reporter on a local Tallinn rag, and it had been purchased by the Press Association for a high five-figure sum and syndicated across the world. It showed two men being helped out of a rescue boat onto dry land by emergency services, the sea behind them stretching towards the grey horizon and strewn with burning debris.
One of the men in the photo was unidentifiable, his huddled form obscured behind the second man, his face turned away.
The second man was John Farmer. There was no question about it.
Lenilko gazed at the picture. He didn’t blink. And it was probably that which caused the tears to brim on his lower lids and spill through the mesh of his lashes and down over his cheeks. The eyes had to lubricate themselves against prolonged exposure to the air.
He wrapped one arm around Anna’s neck, swung the other around Konstantin’s. Kissed each of them hard on the cheek in turn. Anna shrieked, Konstantin recoiled, and Lenilko let go. But when they stared round at him, into his beaming grin, he saw that Anna was smiling, and even Konstantin’s eyebrows had risen several millimetres up his long forehead.
‘Geniuses,’ Lenilko said, his voice catching embarrassingly. He lowered it to a near whisper, where he could better trust it. ‘The pair of you are true geniuses. You’ve just identified our journalist at Yarkovsky Station, John Farmer, as one of the men who was fished out of the sea after the attempt on our president’s life sixteen months ago. You’ve linked a man who was at the centre of the most significant political event of the last five years, with a developing situation at one of the most important research stations in the entire Russian Federation.’ He swatted each of them on the shoulder. They both seemed taken aback. Lenilko knew he was well-liked by his staff — it was a response he took pains to cultivate — but he knew also than Anna and Konstantin hadn’t seen such an overt expression of emotion from him before.
He calmed himself, bringing things down a notch. ‘Okay. Let’s find out who he is.’
This time it took only a few minutes. The two men who’d been hauled off the speedboat had disappeared before the FSB had a chance to interview them. An official statement from the Estonian authorities identified one of them, the man who was now John Farmer, as one Martin Hughes, a British photographer who’d rented a speedboat to try and capture pictures of the summit between the two heads of state from out in the bay. His boat had been directly under the Black Hawk helicopter the terrorists had used to launch the missile, and when the Black Hawk had been shot out of the sky the debris had landed on Hughes’s boat.
The second man, the one whose features were indistinct in the photo, was never identified.
The FSB had followed up on Martin Hughes, but had found nothing of interest. A scanned copy of his passport was on their files.
Lenilko looked at the passport photo. Yes, there was no doubt. It matched the one in John Farmer’s passport.
‘Get on the Hughes information, find out how extensively he was followed up, and what was missed,’ said Lenilko, his voice more businesslike now, but still tinged with good humour.
He rose, strode to the window once more, gazed out at the white sky, rapt, feeling as light and unburdened as the flakes of swirling snow.

Seven

Years earlier, Purkiss had met a man who had a phobia for cold temperatures. Not just an excessive dislike of them, but a full-blown clinical syndrome which resulted in severe panic attacks whenever he found himself caught outdoors with the weather turning bad, or even when a shower head in an unfamiliar bathroom failed to deliver within a few seconds water that was at least warm. The man had developed the phobia when, working on an oil rig in Alaska, he’d fallen into the sea after a partial collapse of the superstructure. He had been rescued half-drowned and with severe hypothermia, but his physical injuries had healed fully.
For the first time Purkiss understood fully how such an intense, overwhelming terror of the cold might develop.
He ducked his head down as low as he dared while still allowing himself to peer through the snowmobile’s windscreen at the ground ahead. The machine handled beautifully, gliding across the snow surface as gracefully as an Olympic iceskater. There was a danger in that. The passage across the tundra was so smooth that it was easy to lose awareness of just how fast you were moving. Purkiss’s speedometer showed ninety-five kilometres per hour. He slowed a fraction.
Ahead of him, across the yards of undulating whiteness, he could make out Wyatt’s own machine. The man handled it confidently, almost arrogantly, with the occasional flourish such as a tilt towards one side or the other before a correction back to the middle.
Behind Purkiss was the third snowmobile, carrying Montrose and Dr Clement.
Back at the hangar, a minor argument had broken out. The engineer, the big and taciturn Swede, Haglund, had insisted Purkiss ride with Wyatt. Purkiss had other ideas.
‘I want to get to grips with one of these. Get a feel for what all of you experience when you go out in the field.’
Haglund said: ‘They are not toys.’
‘I’m aware of that, and I promise you I won’t do anything reckless. Nor would I suggest I ride one on my own if I wasn’t confident I could handle it.’
Purkiss had used a more basic type of Arctic Cat in rural Wisconsin one winter. That was several years ago, when he was still working for SIS and had been on a trip to try and persuade a retired agent to return to Britain and to intelligence work. The visit had been brief, and a failure. But Purkiss was of the opinion that no experience was wasted experience, and now it appeared his introduction to the snowmobile would come in useful.
Haglund didn’t look happy. But Wyatt spoke up: ‘Go on, Gunnar, let him. We’ll keep an eye on him.’ He glanced at Purkiss, his expression light but neutral.
Purkiss hadn’t encountered Wyatt all morning, had met him again just a few minutes earlier when Purkiss had gone to the hangar with Montrose and Clement. Wyatt was with Haglund, loading kit on to the snowmobiles. He nodded at Purkiss.
‘Good morning?’
‘Informative.’
And that was the full extent of their interaction.
Haglund sighed heavily. ‘Okay. You ride alone. But you damage my machine, you pay for it. Understood?’
‘Perfectly,’ said Purkiss.
Haglund showed him the Cat, a small, single-person model. Purkiss got in, familiarised himself with the controls.
‘Aren’t you bringing anything with you?’ said Montrose. ‘Equipment or something?’
‘I have my camera.’ Purkiss lifted his shoulder bag. ‘But I’m here more about the story than anything else.’
Outside, it was as though the cold had been milling about, waiting for victims, and descended upon them ravenously as soon as they emerged. Purkiss cringed within his layers of clothing, pulled the goggles he’d been provided with down over his eyes, feeling as if their very sclerae would freeze into brittle shells within seconds. He looked at the others. They seemed unfazed. Even Patricia Clement moved naturally, without huddling, as she climbed on to the rear of the snowmobile into which Montrose had already settled himself.
Now, the vehicles sped across the tundra, the bleak landscape less threatening than the very cold itself.
Montrose had briefed Purkiss succinctly and unenthusiastically on the way to the hangar. ‘The site’s Outpost 56-J, not that the name’s important. It’s seventeen kilometres due east of here, so it’ll take us twenty minutes, unless we encounter any freak weather. Which Wyatt says isn’t likely, and he’s the expert.’
‘What sort of site is it?’ Purkiss asked.
‘It’s useful to most of us in our different fields, because of its nature,’ Montrose said, his tone thawing a little. ‘It’s on the southern side of a ridge, which protects it to some extent against the winds from the north. The soil’s unusually fertile there, which means good sampling for Medievsky and Budian, and for me. The protection from the wind allows Wyatt to set up his equipment without too much difficulty.’
Purkiss glanced at Clement, who was walking alongside Montrose on the other side. ‘And you’re interested in every site, because you get to study the people.’
Clement smiled. They were in the entrance corridor, heading for the front door, and in the fluorescent light from overhead the psychologist’s skin looked more transparent than ever. ‘Yes, Mr Farmer,’ she said. ‘But I also get to familiarise myself first-hand with some of the work my colleagues are doing. It’s essential to understand the work in order to understand why they engage in it.’
To Purkiss the scenery looked frighteningly uniform, and when he checked the dashboard clock and saw they’d been riding for a full twenty-five minutes, unease clawed at his throat. Had they overshot? Were they lost in the vastness of Siberia, thirteen million square kilometres of some of the harshest terrain on the planet?
He watched Wyatt veer rightwards ahead, and slow, and in the distance through the hazy gloom an elongated bulky shape loomed. As they drew nearer, Purkiss saw it was a ridge of rock, its height difficult to be sure of as the upper regions merged into the darkening sky.
Purkiss pulled the Arctic Cat in next to Wyatt’s. A rudimentary prefab structure had been set up against the base of the ridge, its door half-obscured by a bank of snow. Wyatt climbed off the snowmobile and lifted two cases of equipment from the back. He unclipped a shovel from the side of the vehicle and nodded to Purkiss.
‘There’s one on yours, too. Give me a hand clearing the entrance, will you?’
They set to work digging away the snow as Montrose and Clement brought further cases from their own vehicle. Inside the prefab hut Montrose lit a paraffin heater. Purkiss felt himself drawn to it with a selfish greed he imagined starving men experienced at the sight of a limited food supply. It was all he could do not to shove the others aside and hunch himself over the sudden warmth.
‘You know about permafrost, right?’ Montrose said.
Purkiss nodded. ‘Soil or rock that’s remained below the freezing point of water for at least two years.’
‘The permafrost in this part of Siberia is around three kilometres deep. On top of it, there’s an active layer, a covering of soil and sediment which freezes and thaws seasonally. The active layer’s where we find our interesting stuff. In my case it’s microbes. Here at Outpost 56-J the active layer doesn’t often get cold enough to completely freeze. That means it’s a virtual paradise for the likes of me and Medievsky and Budian.’
To Wyatt, Purkiss said, ‘What sort of data will you be gathering here?’
‘Wind profiling,’ said Wyatt. ‘Come on. I’ll show you.’
Purkiss pulled his goggles down once more and followed Wyatt out into the cold. He strode behind the man, watching his back. Was Wyatt intending to confront Purkiss directly, to tell him he knew who he was and why he was there?
Twenty yards or so from the hut, a squat canvas shape stood alone on a flat stretch of ground. Wyatt removed the canvas cover. Underneath was something that looked like a large, functional office desk, with a square dish mounted on the top and facing skywards.
‘This is a SODAR system,’ said Wyatt. ‘SOnic Detection And Ranging. It measures wind speeds at different heights, and the thermodynamic structure of the troposphere. That’s the lowest layer of Earth’s atmosphere.’
He moved around the instrument, pointing out working features, talking with a scholar’s earnestness about the uses to which it might be put and the scientific benefits thereof. To Purkiss he sounded like an expert lost in his topic and eager to convey a sense of its importance to a lay person.
He didn’t sound like a man who had something to hide, and had just met the person who was there to expose him.
Purkiss acted his own part, asking questions, requesting clarification now and again. At no point did he get personal, asking Wyatt how he come to pursue this line of work. Those weren’t the sort of questions for a field trip.
When the conversation had run its course, Purkiss headed back towards the hut, grateful for the warmth within. He found Clement there on her own, seated with a mug of coffee in hand and a dictaphone in the other. She stopped in mid-word.
‘Sorry,’ said Purkiss. ‘Should’ve knocked.’
Clement gave another of her faint smiles. She nodded at the coffee urn. Purkiss helped himself, taking it black and scalding. He’d been intending to go out and find Montrose, but the coffee gave him an excuse to linger in the hut a little longer.
‘Recording your observations of me?’ he asked. It was rude of him, and gauche, but it was something that would have come up eventually.
She raised her eyebrows mildly. ‘Of course. I probably creep you out at first. But you’ll get used to me. The others did.’
‘You’ve had no opposition at all?’
‘Oh, some. But this is what I do. I study groups of people in unusual workplaces. Remote research facilities, oil rigs, air traffic control stations. By their very nature, the staff there are under pressure. It’s normal for people to feel uneasy with me hovering around. As I say, they get used to it.’
She tipped her head a fraction. ‘Your question’s interesting, though. Why did you ask it? Have you experienced opposition since you arrived here, Mr farmer?’
‘John.’
‘John, yes.’
Purkiss shrugged. ‘I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours. It’s too soon to tell how I’m going to be received.’
‘Evasive answer, John.’ Her smile was gently chiding. ‘I’ve noticed a few things. A few looks people have been giving you.’
Purkiss’s interest was piqued. He decided to make the first move. ‘Well, Ryan Montrose doesn’t seem to like me much.’
‘I’ve seen that, yes.’
‘Neither does Dr Keys.’
‘Correct.’
‘Do you have any idea why?’
He thought she’d become coy, and cite confidentiality or something. But then he remembered these weren’t her clinical patients. They were simply people she was observing. ‘Doug Keys is annoyed with everybody. It’s not personal in your case. He’s a fairly competent doctor — I sustained a suspected wrist fracture after a fall on the ice a few months back, and he was entirely professional in his approach to me — but not what you’d call a people person. And he’s nearing retirement, which can’t come soon enough for him. He’s open about that.’
‘Is he ill?’
‘You mean the restlessness, the sweating?’ Clement raised her eyebrows, seeming to approve Purkiss’s sense of detail. ‘He’s diabetic. Not that well controlled, I suspect. He’s often verging on the hypoglycaemic.’
It made sense.
‘What about Montrose?’ said Purkiss.
Clement hesitated for a second, though it wasn’t through reluctance, in Purkiss’s view. ‘This is pure speculation on my part.’
‘Yes?’
‘Ryan wants to be head of station. It’s an open secret. He sees himself as the best qualified of the staff, and he quite possibly is. His PhD’s from Princeton, he was a Rhodes scholar. Oleg on the other hand has the advantage of age, and of far more years in the field. He knows his stuff first-hand in a way Ryan doesn’t. It rankles with Ryan, though.’
‘Why should he dislike me?’
‘Because you’re the journalist who’s going to come away with the impression that this is Oleg’s station, and you’ll write glowingly about his leadership of the place. Ryan will feel further eclipsed.’
Purkiss thought about it. ‘It’s plausible.’ He took another sip of the coffee, which had cooled so quickly it was hard to believe this tepid brew had burned his lips a couple of minutes earlier. ‘Dr Clement — Patricia — can I ask why you’re telling me all this?’
Over the rim of her own mug she looked amused. ‘My job is mainly to observe. But also, sometimes, to provoke.’
‘Isn’t that a bit unscientific? The whole point is that the observer shouldn’t influence what’s being observed.’
‘But that’s unavoidable, John. You must know that from quantum physics.’
The door opened and Montrose appeared. ‘There you are. Want to come and see what I do?’
Purkiss put down his mug, gave Clement a brief nod and followed Montrose out.
* * *
The first sign that there was a problem was the smell.
Purkiss was wearing a woollen mask which covered his nose, and his olfactory sense was markedly restricted as a result. But the tang was so sharp and so characteristic that it cut through the barrier.
They’d spent just over two hours at Outpost 56-J, and were heading back to the station in convoy once more, Wyatt leading the way and Montrose and Clement bringing up the rear. If anything the temperature had dropped since their arrival, and Purkiss felt the cold wrenching and twisting at him.
The smell was that of fuel.
Purkiss crouched lower over the controls of the Arctic Cat and peered at Wyatt’s vehicle, fifty yards ahead. There was nothing obviously wrong there, no slick trailing behind him. He risked a look over his shoulder. Montrose’s snowmobile was slightly further back, but it too appeared to be following normally.
The second sign of something wrong was the spark and flash behind Purkiss and to his left.
He jerked his head round, saw the flame licking blue-and-orange from beneath the chassis, and reacted by instinct, the answer to the sum fuel plus flame driving his reflexes so that he punched the release on the safety belt and leaped to the right and up and out even without slowing the vehicle.
The churning white ground rushed towards Purkiss and he braced himself, tucking his head in and raising his arms to cushion the impact of landing. An instant before the snow exploded in his face he felt the blast of light and heat at his back. He landed hard, plunging into the coating of snow so deeply that the bedrock beneath slammed his shoulder, but he welcomed it, clinging to it and flattening himself as far as possible because the sound hit him then, the thump-roar of the snowmobile’s engine going up, and he kept his head down because there’d be shrapnel, black ragged chunks of metal speeding at him with lethal force. He felt something whine over his head and bit the numbing frost smothering his face, sucking life and sustenance from it as if it would protect him from a shard of hot steel embedded in his back.
For two seconds, three, five, Purkiss held his breath, the dissolving snow filling his mouth and disappearing into warm fluid, and suddenly it felt as though he should lie here forever, safe in the tundra’s embrace, the earth shielding him against the madness of the human race that stalked about on its surface.
The realisations struck him like a pair of tightly-spaced gunshots.
He was in danger of frostbite.
More imminently, he was in danger of drowning.
Purkiss rolled, keeping his head against the ground because he didn’t know what was happening behind him, and looked back. Over the curve of the snow surface he saw a messy ribbon of black smoke spilling towards the sky, many yards away.
Purkiss sat up, the sudden movement making him feel groggy. To the left, Montrose’s snowmobile had pulled up. To the right, further away, Wyatt’s had veered in an arc and was heading back towards him.
His own vehicle had ploughed into a bank fifty yards away and was unrecognisable, a smashed and charred pile of flickering metal. Behind it, the ground was furrowed by scorched tracks.
Purkiss rose to his feet, the world tilting for a moment. His hearing was muffled, a high mosquito buzz in both ears. His shoulder ached, but that was good. The ability to feel was good.
The cold drove its blade deep into his viscera.
Wyatt’s Arctic Cat eased to a halt a few yards away. The man was off the vehicle and running. For an instant, Purkiss readied himself, searching the approaching silhouette for the glint of a weapon of some kind.
‘Farmer. Are you all right?’ Wyatt’s voice was a shout against the wind.
Purkiss reeled, the reality of the situation catching up with him; because he wasn’t all right, not in the slightest.
‘Fine.’ He grasped Wyatt’s extended arm, steadied himself, staring at the twisted wreckage of the snowmobile.
Montrose came loping over, Clement stumbling a few paces behind him.
‘What the hell?’ Montrose hung back, as if Purkiss was likely to detonate the way the vehicle had.
Purkiss arched his back, flexed his limbs. ‘Fuel leak,’ he said. The white noise in his ears made him uncertain whether or not he was speaking loudly enough to be heard.
‘How’s that again?’ Montrose leaned in.
Purkiss stared at him, at the man’s half-obscured face beneath its layers of wrapping. He looked at Clement, beyond. Then at Wyatt.
‘The fuel tank leaked,’ he said. ‘It sparked, and caught fire.’
As one, the others gazed at the hissing pyre in the near distance. Purkiss studied them in turn. Montrose. Clement.
Wyatt.
The silence bore down heavily, nullifying everything but the crackle of the rising smoke and the thin howl of the wind.

Eight

‘Out of the question,’ said Haglund.
He stood, tall and burly, his head lowered, truculence set in his face, distress twitching at it.
‘It’s not out of the question at all,’ said Purkiss. ‘It’s one of several possibilities.’
They were all there, the entire team, for the first time. The living room could have seated all nine of them, but nobody appeared to want to sit down. Even those who had taken chairs, Oleksandra Budian and Avner, looked ill at ease. Only Clement sat quietly, without restlessness, gazing at Purkiss.
‘A complete assessment of the vehicles’ functionality,’ said Haglund. ‘I conducted it immediately before you set out.’
‘You might have missed something.’ Purkiss said it neutrally. The Swede raised his head, stared into his eyes.
‘I didn’t.’
Medievsky pushed himself away from the wall, unfolded his arms. ‘Okay. No arguing.’ He stepped forward, not quite between Purkiss and Haglund but positioning himself so that he made it clear he would intervene if he had to. ‘It is highly unlikely that the leak was present before you set out. Highly unlikely, but — and you have to admit this, Gunnar — not impossible. So. The other explanations are that the fuel tank was damaged on the way to the outpost, or that the fault occurred on the return journey.’ He looked at Purkiss, Montrose and Wyatt in turn. ‘Most likely it was this last scenario. I ask again: was there any obstacle in the terrain which might have caused the damage?’
After a moment’s silence, Montrose said, ‘Nothing I saw, or felt.’
‘Me neither,’ said Wyatt. ‘And we were riding in convoy. It was a straight route, Oleg. Nothing out of the ordinary.’
Haglund hadn’t taken his eyes off Purkiss. ‘Something about the way you handled the machine?’
Montrose spoke up first. ‘No, Gunnar. He rode it well. I was right behind him.’
They’d arrived back at the station ninety minutes earlier, the remaining snowmobiles side by side, Purkiss on the back of Wyatt’s. Halfway there, the all-terrain truck had approached from the opposite direction, slowed briefly, then moved on as Montrose waved it past. Montrose had called the station on his satellite phone before they’d set off. Purkiss saw two men’s indistinct shapes through the truck’s windscreen as it passed: Haglund and Medievsky.
The truck had returned to the station three quarters of an hour after the snowmobiles, the remains of the ruined Arctic Cat salvaged. Purkiss was in the living area, drinking sweet tea and surrounded by the others, most of whom peered at him with a combination of alarm and embarrassment. The medic, Keys, had given him the once-over in the infirmary, checked his limbs and his lungs, muttered a terse: ‘You’re okay.’
Haglund said: ‘I will examine the vehicle in more detail. But I have to say there’s not much left. The tank is completely gone, and there is no way of telling how large the fault was, or what caused it.’
On the sofa, Avner swept a hand across his face, murmured, ‘Jesus, man. Hell of a fuckin’ welcome.’
Purkiss said to Medievsky, ‘Can I talk to you in private?’
There was a shifting in the room, a collective tensing. Purkiss glanced at the others. Avner and Budian looked away. Montrose frowned at his hands. Wyatt raised his eyebrows, while Haglund glowered.
Keys rubbed his forehead, and Purkiss noted the sweat-slick on the man’s palm.
Clement’s eyes were flicking over the others in turn.
‘Of course,’ said Medievsky.
They walked in silence to his office. Purkiss was aware of Medievsky brooding beside him. Once inside, Medievsky remained standing.
‘My sincerest apologies,’ he said, before Purkiss had a chance to speak.
Purkiss tilted his head. ‘It could have happened to anyone. It was just bad luck.’
‘I am responsible for mistakes made at this station.’
‘Oleg, I didn’t ask to speak to you so that I could apportion blame. Field trips in this kind of environment are always going to be potentially hazardous. I accepted the risks, and I still accept them.’
‘You do not wish to leave?’
‘Far from it,’ said Purkiss. ‘If you’re still happy to have me here, that is.’ He paused. ‘The reason I requested a word in private is that I wanted to make it clear I’m not having a go at Gunnar, or any of your people. Montrose and Wyatt did all they could to ensure my safety out there. I hope you can reassure them of it. They’ll take it better from you than from me.’
Medievsky looked at him gravely.
Purkiss went on: ‘The last thing I want to do is create divisions among the staff.’
‘Understood. Thank you. I will convey your message.’
‘Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to return to my room and clean up a bit.’
Purkiss exited on his own, wondering which if either of the lies he’d told Medievsky had been believed.
The first lie was saying he thought the fuel leak had been down to bad luck. Of course it hadn’t. The tank had been sabotaged.
The second lie was that he didn’t want to create divisions between the staff. Because one of the chief reasons he’d asked for a private meeting with Medievsky was to sow suspicion and unease amongst them. Their interactions with Purkiss and with each other, the pervasive atmosphere at Yarkovsky Station, indicated that something was wrong. Something was being hidden, or avoided. As yet, Purkiss had no idea what it was. But in such a situation, where some or all of the others were privy to secret knowledge that Purkiss wasn’t, it would give him an advantage to put them on the back foot.
Medievsky’s own reaction had been interesting. When Purkiss had made his comment about bad luck, there’d been the slightest hesitation before the team leader responded. As if he suspected that luck had played no part in the so-called accident.
Suspected, or knew.
As Haglund had said, there was no chance of discovering how the damage to the fuel tank had occurred, not by examining the wreckage left behind. Purkiss assumed the tank had been tampered with while they were at Outpost 56-J. Wyatt would have had ample opportunity to do so, either when Purkiss was in the hut with Clement, or later when he was watching Montrose collect soil and plant samples.
It was an inefficient means to murder somebody. As it happened, the fuel had caught alight, and Purkiss might well have been killed. But the tank might simply have run dry, rendering the snowmobile useless but hardly stranding Purkiss, because Montrose and Clement had been behind him and would have seen him come to a halt. Which meant that it had been more than a fuel leak. It had been a booby trap of some kind, designed to ensure that the fuel caught fire.
Not only had Vale’s suspicions about Wyatt been correct, it was clear that whatever secret Wyatt was harbouring, he was prepared to kill to protect it.
* * *
The call came at a little before three in the afternoon, an hour after Lenilko and his team had made the Martin Hughes connection. Already the city beyond the windows had receded into darkness.
Lenilko saw Anna pick up the phone and glance over her shoulder at him. He was already striding across to his office as she opened her mouth.
Behind his door, he picked up the phone.
‘Yes.’
‘There’s been a complication.’
Lenilko waited, holding his breath.
‘Somebody tried to kill the journalist, Farmer.’
Lenilko breathed out, trying to process what he’d heard.
‘Who?’
‘I don’t know yet.’
The delay on the line gave Lenilko a moment to think. This was unexpected. This didn’t make any sense.
He listened to the Englishman’s clipped account. On the return journey from the field trip, the fuel tank of Farmer’s snowmobile had exploded. Farmer was unhurt, but it had been a close thing. A leak, it was assumed, but the mantra repeated itself through Lenilko’s mind. There are no coincidences.
He said, ‘We have an identification of sorts. Of Farmer.’
‘Yes?’
Lenilko told him of the Martin Hughes link.
The silence was so prolonged that Lenilko thought the connection via the satellite must have been cut off.
At last Wyatt said: ‘Yes. That must be where I remember him from. The Tallinn photograph.’
‘If an attempt has been made on his life at the station, he can’t be working with them.’
‘It appears that way, yes.’
‘Any further information?’ But Lenilko already suspected the answer.
‘No.’
‘You need to isolate him. Interrogate him on his own.’
Again, a pause. ‘I get the feeling he wants to do the same with me,’ said Wyatt.
Lenilko leaned back in his desk chair, stared at the ceiling. Wheels within wheels, turning in opposing directions. The larger picture was difficult, impossible, to discern.
Wyatt continued: ‘The others don’t trust him. Some of them, anyway. It’s interesting observing their reactions to him. And he seems to be drawing them out, somehow. Them as well as me.’
‘All right.’ Lenilko made his decision. ‘Forget what I said about isolating him. Watch him, and watch the others. Only move directly if the situation becomes urgent.’
‘Understood.’
Wyatt’s voice disappeared, and with it the station seemed to recede into the unbroachable distance.

Nine

Once again Purkiss checked his room for the traps he’d laid, for signs that someone had searched it. Once again he found nothing of note.
The relative comfort of his quarters now held nothing but menace. Wyatt would make a second attempt to kill him, of that there was no doubt. He might try a more straightforward approach next time, an ambush in the dead of night, or something as bizarre as poison in the toothpaste. He was working for Russian Intelligence, after all, an organisation which had been known to use radioactive material to assassinate its opponents abroad.
A direct confrontation with Wyatt wouldn’t be the wisest course of action at this point. Purkiss knew he could make the man talk, but because he knew nothing about what the man was doing at Yarkovsky Station, he’d have no way of knowing if what Wyatt told him was anywhere near the truth. First, he needed to find an angle, something to base his line of investigation on.
The others were the key. At least one of them knew about Wyatt’s agenda. Purkiss was sure of it. At least one, and probably more.
And Purkiss thought he knew where to begin.
They’d returned to the station from the outpost at six in the evening. It was now close to eight, the time when the evening meal traditionally took place. Purkiss headed back to the dining room, found everybody except Wyatt, Haglund and Medievsky there. The small woman, Oleksandra Budian, was moving about the kitchenette, ladling some kind of stew into bowls.
As when He’d first arrived the night before, every head turned Purkiss’s way. This time the unease was greater than the curiosity.
‘You okay, man?’ asked Avner.
‘Fine,’ said Purkiss. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve been through worse. At least there was nobody shooting at me. Had that before, as an embedded hack in Syria.’ He headed for the kitchenette. ‘It smells wonderful. Let me give you a hand.’
Budian gave a curt smile and instead of offering protests, passed him a second long-handled saucepan. Purkiss filled the bowls. The aroma was rich and heady, the meat generous.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
From the table, Avner piped up. ‘Mountain hare. A Saturday night treat. None of the dried or canned crap we usually get.’
‘You hunt them yourselves?’
‘Gunnar does. Guy could hit a playing card at a hundred yards in the dark. Bags five or six of the little bastards every week.’
Purkiss handed the bowls to Montrose and Keys, who’d come to collect them. He said, ‘Gunnar’s quite the jack of all trades.’
‘Hell, yeah.’ Avner sounded genuinely admiring. ‘He’s not here right now, as you can see, because he’s in his workshop trying to figure out exactly how you managed to fuck up his machine.’
At his shoulder, Purkiss saw Budian glance up sharply at him, as though gauging his reaction. Keys winced and turned away.
But Avner’s comment had broken the ice.
Purkiss said, ‘I’ve been a bit of a disruptive influence, haven’t I?’
He sat down between Clement and Montrose, both of them shuffling their chairs over to give him room. A litre bottle of vodka stood on the table, already drained below the neck. To Purkiss’s mild surprise, Clement reached for it and unscrewed the cap and poured a measure into each of the plastic tumblers that were arrayed haphazardly between the bowls and the plates piled with hunks of hot bread.
Avner raised his cup. ‘To not getting blown up by faulty snowmobiles.’
The tumblers were raised, and Purkiss risked a swig. The liquor scorched his throat. The lightening of the atmosphere was too valuable for him to risk it by seeming not to partake.
They set to their meal with the appetites of a group of people exposed to prolonged extreme cold. Purkiss savoured the dense pungency of the stew, feeling its vitality spread slow warmth through his system. The near miss on the snowmobile had sent his adrenal glands into overdrive, depleting his body’s reserves, and he needed the nourishment of protein and carbohydrate more than he’d realised.
As the food was consumed and the vodka flowed, the conversation began to settle into a comfortable pace. There was talk of the day’s work, the weather conditions, current affairs. For the first time, Purkiss heard Budian speak at length. She was, he reflected, the person at the station with whom he’d had the least interaction since his arrival. Her accent was denser than Medievsky’s, the guttural Russian vowels more pronounced.
Avner, directly opposite Purkiss, laid down his spoon and poked the peak of his cap back with a finger and said: ‘Okay. John. What’s your story? You’re going to be interviewing all of us, so… a little about yourself first. You married?’
‘No.’
‘But you’re shacked up, right?’
Purkiss thought of Hannah. Their relationship had begun in extreme circumstances last summer, after she’d saved his life when a car bomb had gone off in a south London street. The intensity of their first six weeks had been brought to an abrupt halt when Vale had dispatched Purkiss to a supposedly brief job in Copenhagen, one which had led on to a two-month stint in eastern France involving a complex sting operation. By the time Purkiss returned to England, Hannah, who worked for the Security Service, MI5, had herself become caught up in a painstakingly meticulous undercover project in Birmingham. They’d continued to see one another ever since, but their days and nights together had become the exception rather than the norm.
‘Kind of,’ said Purkiss.
‘Ah. Yeah. Like that.’ Avner tipped his tumbler at Purkiss. ‘I’m getting a sense of, don’t even go there.’ He laughed mirthlessly, took a drink.
Beside Avner, Budian leaned in swiftly and said, ‘You have done science reporting before?’
‘Not a lot,’ said Purkiss. ‘I was at the G8 climate change summit last year. But I was just relaying what the leaders discussed. This is my first time in the field, as it were.’
‘Are you enjoying it?’ Montrose hadn’t addressed Purkiss directly so far, and his voice was startling. Purkiss looked at him. He wasn’t drunk, not in the slightest.
Purkiss decided to play along. ‘Well, apart from the small matter of the exploding snowmobile… yes, I am. Very much.’ He looked at his watch. ‘In fact, if it’s not too late, I wonder if one or two of you would be prepared for me to interview you this evening. About your particular field of expertise.’
There were shrugs, nods. Purkiss glanced round the table.
‘Dr Keys? You first?’
Keys stared at Purkiss, as though he hadn’t been listening and had just caught the mention of his name. ‘What?’
‘Care to talk to me a little about your work here at the station?’
Keys looked at the others, as if soliciting help. Then he examined his nails, raised his eyebrows.
‘Why not.’
* * *
Keys’s office was through the small infirmary, which in turn was located in the western wing, the one containing the laboratories. The infirmary itself held six beds, a complicated piece of apparatus Purkiss recognised as an anaesthetic machine, and an array of monitors. The harsh ceiling lights and clinical smell lent the room the atmosphere of a morgue.
Purkiss came in with the recording equipment he’d collected from his room. Through the open door of the office he saw the doctor leaning back in his swivel chair, his bulk compressing it, his thin legs outstretched. The office was a chaos of journals and books crammed haphazardly onto shelves. No family photos adorned the walls or the desk.
Without being asked, Purkiss closed the door behind him and sat across the desk. ‘It’ll help with the recording. No echo from the infirmary this way.’
Keys grunted, gazed at Purkiss through red-rimmed eyes. ‘So what do you want to know?’
Purkiss took a deep breath, hesitated on the edge, plunged. ‘How long have you been using?’
‘What?’
‘Heroin. How long have you been a heroin addict?’
Purkiss hadn’t until that moment fully grasped the meaning of the word aghast. Keys’s mouth dropped open, his eyes flaring. He remained pressed back in his chair, his feet pushing the wheels a few inches backwards across the floor.
Purkiss tapped his own arm on the inside, near the elbow. ‘Track marks. I saw them when you were examining me earlier. You’d rolled your sleeves up a bit too far.’
Keys swallowed, his eyes never leaving Purkiss’s. ‘I’m diabetic.’
‘You might be, or you might not. Either way, it’s a cover. You use it to explain to the others your sweating and irritability, your needles, your tendency to disappear every now and again.’ Purkiss nodded at Keys’s arm. ‘Those were IV tracks. Not the way insulin is administered.’
While the doctor continued to stare at him, a sheen appearing once more on his forehead, Purkiss looked around the office. ‘Where do you keep your stash? Hidden in here? In your bedroom? Or, I’ll bet, disguised among the other medications out there in the infirmary.’
‘Who are you?’ It was a whispered rasp.
‘A journalist,’ said Purkiss affably. ‘This is what we do. Sniff out facts.’
For a few seconds both men were silent, and Purkiss felt Keys teeter on the cusp of brazening it out.
Then he sank forward in his chair, the hydraulics wheezing beneath his weight, and pressed his hands over his mouth. His eyes flicked back and forth across the desk.
‘My God,’ he muttered behind his hands. ‘My God.’
Purkiss sat back and watched him.
Without meeting Purkiss’s eye, the doctor said, ‘How much?’
‘Say again?’
‘How much do you want?’ Keys’s voice was steadier now, the level monotone of a man who’d rehearsed the question before. Or perhaps even asked it.
‘I’m not blackmailing you,’ said Purkiss.
‘I can make some calls,’ Keys went on in the same dead tone. ‘Have it deposited —’
‘I said, I’m not blackmailing you.’
Purkiss sat up straight, watched Keys recoil in his chair. ‘Look, Keys. I understand what it means for you if this gets out. You’ll be struck off the register. Prosecuted, probably. You’ll lose your pension. All this hanging on you’ve been doing for the last few years, keeping things together just long enough until you retire… it’ll have been for nothing. I’ve no interest in destroying someone like that. So I’ll keep your secret.’
The shock in Keys’s eyes had been replaced by wariness. He was breathing heavily, his white face blotched unevenly.
‘But I need you to tell me who else knows about you. About your habit.’
The doctor’s lips moved soundlessly. He licked them drily, tried again.
‘Nobody.’
His hand came up and wiped his mouth.
It was the most basic “tell” of all.
Purkiss said: ‘You’re lying.’
Keys shook his head.
‘Yes, you are,’ said Purkiss. ‘You can’t keep a secret like this in such a confined environment, for months on end. Someone must have found out. Look how quickly I noticed, and I’ve been here just twenty four hours.’
‘Nobody,’ said Keys, his voice rising and cracking.
Purkiss held up a hand, began ticking off fingers. ‘Medievsky. It can’t be him. There’s no way he’d tolerate something like that on his watch. Montrose. Possibly. He wants Medievsky’s job, he might be planning to use you to embarrass the boss. Clement. Again, a possibility. She’s here to observe you all. She might have persuaded herself there’s some twisted justification in allowing an opiate-addicted doctor to continue practising unnoticed, might be fascinated by the dynamic it creates or whatever. Avner. Unlikely. He’s —’
‘Please.’ It came out as a sob. ‘For God’s sake. Please. Nobody else knows.’
The knock on the door made Purkiss jump. Keys let out a stifled whimper and cringed away, hugging his arms.
Purkiss thought: Damn.
‘Just a minute,’ he called. To Keys he said, his voice low, ‘You’re having a hypoglycaemic attack. I’ll stall whoever it is.’
He went to the door and opened it. Medievsky stood in the infirmary, Haglund beside him. Haglund cradled one hand in the other, his palm upturned. A cloth which might once have been white but was now stained a deep crimson was wrapped around his fingers.
‘Is the doctor with you?’ said Medievsky.
‘He’s just had a bit of hypo,’ said Purkiss. The blood was seeping past the makeshift bandage around Haglund’s hand and dripping onto the tiled floor, guttering in the grouting. Haglund’s face was tight.
Keys appeared behind Purkiss. ‘What’s the problem?’
Purkiss turned. The doctor appeared ashen and a muscle in his cheek was twitching, but he’d composed himself to a remarkable extent.
‘Bloody hell, Haglund.’ Keys shouldered Purkiss aside and reached for a pack of surgical gloves, peering at the bloody hand.
‘I cut it on a piece of metal from the snowmobile,’ muttered Haglund, staring at Purkiss as though he was responsible.
Purkiss watched as Keys urged Haglund over to the nearest bed and got him to sit on it. Carefully he peeled back the sodden wrapping, unleashing a thick slash of semi-coagulated blood.
Keys looked over his shoulder at Purkiss. ‘Out.’
Purkiss nodded and made his exit. He’d collect his recording equipment later; it was for show, in any case.
He headed down the corridor with the sense that he’d just tossed a match onto a petrol slick.

Ten

‘Do you know, Mr Farmer, of the Road of Bones?’
Oleksandra Budian stood before the huge wall map of the region, Purkiss at her side. She’d suggested they conduct her interview in the laboratory, as it wasn’t currently in use, and because, as she put it, she was more herself there than anywhere else.
‘The Kolyma Highway,’ said Purkiss. ‘Built by Gulag inmates during the Stalin era.’
She reached up and traced an uneven line in the upper right quadrant of the map with her finger. ‘More precisely, it is this section of the highway, between Khandyga and Magadan. As you say, built by the labour of slaves, over twenty years. Their bodies were buried under the road, hence the name.’ After a few seconds’ pause: ‘My grandfather was one of Stalin’s slaves. Imprisoned in the Gulag in 1940. My grandmother never discovered which camp, or the exact date of his death. One day he was dragged from their apartment at three o’clock in the morning. The next thing she heard, two years later, he had died in the camp.’ Again she traced the course of the highway. ‘His bones are part of the road. I know it.’
Purkiss had been on his way back to the living room when he’d encountered Budian in the corridor. She’d gazed up at him through her owl glasses and said, ‘You wish to interview me, now?’ and Purkiss had thought: why not. He needed, after all, to conduct some further interviews to obscure the fact that he’d singled Keys out.
Budian had been an engaging interviewee, perched on the stool at the lab bench and talking lucidly about the work she conducted. She made the minutiae of soil sample analysis sound like the juiciest gossip. Despite himself, despite the torrent of thought and emotion the episode with Keys had triggered within him, Purkiss found himself utterly absorbed in Budian’s lecture, which was what it amounted to.
Gradually he’d segued into questions about her background. She was a former head of department at Moscow University — but I belonged here on the ground, not up there in the towers of ivory, she told him clumsily — and had even presented a brief but popular science programme on Russian state television nine years earlier. At the end, unasked, she’d shown him round the lab, describing the workings of the various pieces of equipment, and the projects she and Medievsky were engaged in, with a quiet, passionate reverence.
Their tour of the laboratory reached the wall map. Purkiss had viewed it briefly when he’d accompanied Avner that morning, but now he studied it at leisure. It was difficult to orientate himself, and he had to ask Budian for guidance.
‘Here is Yarkovsky Station,’ she murmured, pointing. ‘And here, three hundred kilometres south by south-east, Yakutsk. The closest city.’
It was then that she spoke of the Road of Bones.
Purkiss peered at an area to the north-west of Yarkovsky Station. ‘What’s that?’
‘Nekropolis.’
‘Yes.’
Unusually, Budian smiled. ‘Ah. A mythological place. It is a graveyard, as its name indicates. But not for human beings, unlike the Road of Bones.’
‘For what, then?’ said Purkiss. ‘Wildlife?’
‘In a manner of speaking. Mammoths. You know them?’
‘Yes. Extinct ancestors of elephants.’
Budian slipped smoothly back into lecturer mode. ‘In 1979, an oil-drilling operation discovered quite by chance a collection of mammoth fossils at this site. Exquisitely preserved specimens dating back to the early Holocene Epoch, approximately nine thousand years. An enormous amount was learned about these creatures in the following decade, from the findings at Nekropolis.’
‘Is it still a research site?’
‘No,’ she said. ‘It was closed down in 1988. The Soviet Union had run out of money, and could not afford luxuries such as sustaining a facility to excavate fossils.’
Odd, thought Purkiss. That had been the era of glasnost, when Gorbachev was reaching out to the West. What better way of fostering relations than to embrace scientific cooperation? The US or Europe would have jumped at the opportunity to fund such an endeavour.
‘But why hasn’t it been revived?’ Purkiss asked. ‘Now that Russia’s rich again.’
Budian continued to gaze at the map. ‘I do not know.’
She pointed out further areas of note in the vicinity, geographical features which weren’t immediately obvious. Purkiss was struck once more by how utterly remote Yarkovsky Station was, how far removed from any other centre of human habitation, even small ones.
‘Here are our closest neighbours,’ Budian said, indicating a point due north of the station. ‘Saburov-Kennedy Station. One hundred and thirty-six kilometres of tundra separating us.’
Purkiss sensed their meeting was coming to a natural end. ‘Dr Budian — Oleksandra — you’ve been an excellent interviewee. I greatly appreciate it.’
She shook his hand formally, a nod taking the place of a smile. ‘I hope you leave Yarkovsky Station with what you came for, John.’
* * *
Purkiss retired to his room half an hour later, finding nobody else about and deciding not to seek them out actively. He locked the door behind him.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, he allowed his mind to sort through the facts, and separate them from impressions and speculation.
Keys was a heroin addict, and at least one other person at the station knew about it. Could that be Wyatt? If so, what would his motivation be in not disclosing Keys’s problem to Medievsky? On the other hand, why would he tell anyone? Whatever Wyatt was doing at the station — and Purkiss was no closer to knowing what it was — he wouldn’t be overly concerned with the safety of its staff. He might judge that it was no concern of his if the resident medic was a junkie.
But if that was the case, why was Keys so desperate to pretend to Purkiss that nobody else knew about his addiction? No. Whoever it was that knew about Keys — perhaps Wyatt, perhaps not — they were using it as leverage over the doctor. Purkiss was certain of it.
He allowed his thoughts to range freely. What could a blackmailer want from Dr Keys? Money was the obvious answer. Drugs was another.
The third was: silence. Keys knew something, maybe, and was under pressure to keep his mouth shut.
Assuming the last was correct, Purkiss would have to find a way to loosen Keys’s tongue.
He’d tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling as he mused, and something caught his eye. The ceiling was made up of a pattern of fibreglass tiles, laid onto a metal lattice. Purkiss pulled the chair away from the wall and stood on it and touched one of the tiles. It lifted away freely.
He gripped the metal frame of the ceiling lattice and hauled himself upwards so that his head was through the gap. Between the lattice and the roof, a low crawlspace extended into darkness in every direction. It was wide enough to fit a man of Purkiss’s size, lying prone.
Purkiss climbed back down and replaced the ceiling tile. This was useful knowledge. If he could find out the exact location of Wyatt’s room, he might be able to gain access from above. It would have to wait until tomorrow.
He lay on his back in the darkness, the fragments of what he’d learned shifting around each other as in a kaleidoscope but failing to coalesce into a coherent picture.
Nisselovich’s disappearance.
Keys’s addiction and his terror of naming the other person or person who knew about it, presumably Wyatt.
The sabotage of Purkiss’s snowmobile.
They were all connected with Wyatt’s presence at the station, but there was no clue yet as to how.
Frustration gnawed at Purkiss as he drifted in and out of sleep.
Once, in the night, he woke and raised his head. A far-off noise had alerted him. He waited, holding his breath, straining his ears through the sudden silence. There was nothing more.
* * *
He was on his way to the dining room at seven thirty the next morning when the yell came echoing through the corridors.
Ahead, he saw Budian emerge from the dining room, followed by Haglund, his hand securely bandaged. They looked perplexed.
Avner’s voice came again, louder, edged with panic and approaching rapidly round the corner.
‘Oh, my God. Oh shit.’
Purkiss broke into a run.
He reached Haglund and Budian and passed them, shouldering past the engineer. Beyond the corner Avner was running in the opposite direction towards him, his eyes wild with fear.
‘What, Avner? What is it?’
Avner stopped, slumped against the wall, clamped a hand across his mouth. He stared at Purkiss.
‘Efraim. Come on. What’s wrong?’ Purkiss reached him and grabbed his shoulder.
Avner lowered his hand. He whispered: ‘It’s the doc, man. Doug Keys. He’s… ah, Christ.’
He leaned into the corridor and retched, his thin empty stomach contents spattering the linoleum floor.
Purkiss barrelled past, reaching the intersection which led to the west wing. Haglund caught up with him. He saw Medievsky ahead, also at a run in the direction of the infirmary.
The station leader reached the infirmary door first and stared in. His profile clenched into an expression of utter horror.
As Purkiss approached, he saw Medievsky cross himself and mutter something, before stepping into the room.
Purkiss took in the harsh, clinical lighting, the sour meaty stench, the abattoir the room had become.
On the bed furthest to the left, Keys lay supine. His pyjama-clad legs were hooked over the sides, his arms stretched into space in a grotesque and clumsy parody of a crucifixion.
His left arm, the one visible from this side, was sleeved up to the elbow in gore. The blood had jetted so far it had stained the wall behind and the adjacent bed. The floor was pooled with a red so deep it was mahogany.
Purkiss stepped past Medievsky’s shoulder and moved into the room, ignoring the man’s warning growl. He walked carefully round so that he could view the bed straight from its foot.
Keys’s pallid, extended right arm was intact. On the floor below it, a surgical scalpel lay in a spattering of rusty stickiness.
Beside Purkiss, Haglund brought a knuckle up to his mouth.
Purkiss felt Medievsky moving in close. He half turned his head.
At his ear, Medievsky hissed: ‘You knew he was going to do this.’

Eleven

On most working days, Lenilko was accustomed to phoning home at four in the afternoon. He’d ask how the twins’ school day had gone, speak to each of them in turn, listen to their excitement and their various disgruntlements, take nourishment from their unfettered ebullience. And he’d chat with Natalya, tell her in the blandest terms of his own quotidian activities, share his own frustrations and sympathise with hers.
Today was Saturday. The twins weren’t at school, and while an FSB officer of Lenilko’s seniority was never officially off duty, leaving aside vacations, he didn’t as a rule spend the whole day at the office. Today was an exception, because of the Yarkovsky Station project. And since it was exceptional day, Lenilko didn’t think to call home at four o’clock.
At five-ten pm, he remembered that Olga had her ballet exam today. It had been scheduled for ten in the morning. And he hadn’t called.
Lenilko muttered a few words of advice to the staffer over whose shoulder he was looking and strode to his office.
The phone rang three times, four, Lenilko’s guilt growing steadily. He was about to give up and call Natalya’s mobile instead when she said: ‘Hello?’
‘The ballet exam,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry. How did it go?’
‘It went very well, Semyon Vladimirovich.’ She never used his patronymic except when she was angry with him, but her tone would have been enough on its own. ‘She wanted to tell you all about it herself, but she’s playing now with friends.’
Lenilko closed his eyes.
‘I’ll make it up,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow I’ll take them to the Park.’ Gorky Park’s centre was transformed into an enormous ice rink during the winter months.
‘Really,’ Natalya said. ‘You can guarantee that?’
No, of course he couldn’t guarantee it. The situation at Yarkovsky Station demanded that he be available round the clock, at the drop of a hat.
‘Is she there at home?’ he asked quietly.
‘Yes. But as I said, she’s playing —’
‘I’m coming round,’ he said, and put the phone down before she could respond.
In the main office he pulled on his overcoat. To his secretary he said, ‘I’m going home for an hour.’
One hour he could definitely afford.
Lenilko headed for the elevators at a brisk pace. As he approached, the doors slid open and two men stepped out. They halted, as though taken aback at seeing him. Lenilko recognised them both.
‘Mr Lenilko,’ said one of them. ‘Mr Rokva wishes to speak with you.’
Lenilko felt his breath catch in his chest. Nikoloz Rokva was the head of the Directorate of Special Activities. He frequently summoned Lenilko, but it was always by telephone call to the office. This was the first time anyone had been sent to collect Lenilko in person.
It wouldn’t do to show unease in front of the two men. Lenilko allowed a flicker of natural frustration to pass across his face before he nodded.
‘Okay.’
The elevator rose in near silence, the men on either side of Lenilko watching the floor numbers tick off. When the doors opened, one man stepped out first while the other ushered Lenilko ahead of him. One in front and one behind. He was being escorted, and he didn’t like it.
The office suite was far quieter than Lenilko’s own, only a handful of secretarial staff working this Saturday afternoon. None of them raised their heads as Lenilko walked with the two men across the floor space to the heavy oak door at the far end.
One of the men knocked. A voice said: ‘Come.’
Lenilko had been in Rokva’s office countless times. He’d been awed on the first few occasions, not because it was particularly grand — it wasn’t — but because it struck him anew each time that he was standing in one of the FSB’s inner sancta.
Never before had he entered the office with such a profound sense of foreboding.
The two men who’d escorted him closed the door behind Lenilko and he was left alone with Rokva. His Georgian boss was a small man, his head bald and smooth except for the tonsure that was as neatly trimmed as his goatee and his moustache. His suit was new but, as ever, modest.
Rokva came out from behind his desk, his smile warm.
‘Semyon Vladimirovich. Sorry about the welcoming committee.’
He didn’t suggest that Lenilko take off his overcoat, but instead nodded at the pair of armchairs over to one side. Lenilko sank into one of them opposite the director. It wasn’t a welcoming committee, he thought. They came to fetch me.
‘I won’t keep you,’ said Rokva. ‘If you’re here at this hour on a weekend you must be busy. Though you look like you were about to go out. How’s it going, by the way?’
Did he mean life, generally? Or the specific project that was the reason for Lenilko’s being at the office today? Lenilko thought he must be referring to the second.
‘Very well, thank you, sir. A couple of surprising developments. I’m still trying to figure out what they mean.’
An FSB officer of Lenilko’s seniority was permitted to carry out his own investigations without formal approval from the director. As a rule, Rokva didn’t interfere, knowing that his officers would apprise him of the details as and when needed.
Rokva watched Lenilko over fingers steepled beneath his chin. After a pause he said, ‘Yarkovsky Station.’
So he knew. Despite himself, Lenilko felt perversely annoyed. ‘Yes, sir.’
Another pause.
Rokva said, ‘What I’m about to tell you, I wouldn’t say it unless it were absolutely necessary. I’ve no desire to interfere in your investigation.’
The apprehension tightened in Lenilko’s gut. He waited.
‘There’s a journalist at the station.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘John Farmer.’
‘Correct.’
Rokva said: ‘He’s not to be harmed.’
The silence hung between the two men.
‘Sir?’ Lenilko didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this.
‘Your asset there. The Englishman, Wyatt. You need to tell him to hold off on the journalist.’
Lenilko struggled for an appropriate response. ‘Sir, I’ve given Wyatt no instructions to harm —’
‘You know what I mean.’ The director’s voice was patient. ‘If this Farmer was thought to have information relevant to the investigation, Wyatt would use whatever means necessary to make him divulge it. I’m telling you to order him to keep away. There’s to be no coercion of the journalist.’
‘But if the interests of the State —’
‘No coercion.’ The softening in Rokva’s tone was a dangerous sign. ‘Do I make myself clear?’
‘Perfectly, sir.’ The annoyance flared again, and, feeling reckless, Lenilko went on: ‘Might I ask who John Farmer is?’
‘Yes, you well might. And in other circumstances, I’d tell you that was privileged information, need-to-know only, and you’d have to accept that.’ Rokva shrugged. ‘But in this case you’re owed an explanation. Farmer was in Tallinn at the time of the attempt on the President’s life, using the identity Martin Hughes. This you already know.’
How did he know I knew? Before Lenilko had time to reflect on it, Rokva went on.
‘Farmer, or Hughes, is former MI6. His real name is John Purkiss. He’s the man who brought down the Black Hawk. He prevented the assassination of our President.’
Lenilko sat very still. Inwardly, he reeled.
‘Very few people know this. Me, the other directors. The President himself. And now you.’
After a few seconds Rovka gave a short laugh. ‘Your face… An officer of your experience shouldn’t be surprised by anything any longer, Semyon Vladimirovich.’
‘Sir, I —’
Rovka continued as if Lenilko hadn’t spoken. ‘The British leaked Purkiss’s identity to us soon after the attack. Their logic was admirable. They knew we wouldn’t publicly admit that the life of our President had been saved by a British agent. The political embarrassment would have been enormous. But they made it clear that we owed them a favour. It’s a favour they have yet to call in. At minimum, though, we can’t allow Purkiss to come to grief at the hands of one of our assets.’
‘Director Rokva. May I speak freely?’
Rokva waved a hand.
‘This man is a foreign agent operating on Russian soil. He cannot simply have carte blanche —’
‘The matter’s not open to negotiation. Purkiss is untouchable. And he will remain so until Britain declares war on us, or until we come up with a bargaining chip to trump theirs. I rather hope the second circumstance will prevail.’
Rokva rose, Lenilko following suit.
‘Something else?’ asked the director.
‘Do you know the nature of the operation I’m conducting at Yarkovsky Station, sir?’
‘Yes. Broadly.’
‘Then you’ll know it involves a great deal of uncertainty. I don’t yet know who the targets are, or what their agenda is. This man Purkiss may possess crucial information.’
Rokva, half a head shorter than Lenilko, seemed to tower over him. His voice barely above a murmur, he said: ‘I have made my orders clear. There is a fine line, Semyon Vladimirovich, between assertiveness and insubordination. I trust I won’t have to repeat myself.’
‘Understood, sir.’
Forcing himself to keep his breathing under control, Lenilko emerged from the office. The two men who’d escorted him upstairs were waiting, and he allowed them to walk him through the lobby and towards the elevators. When the doors opened, he said over his shoulder, his voice as neutral but as authoritative as he could fashion it: ‘I’ll make my own way from here.’
Alone in the elevator, he let his self-control slip, permitted his face to contract in a grimace of fury.
He had to call Wyatt. Had to break the rule, and initiate the contact, thereby potentially putting Wyatt at risk of discovery, because who knew who else would be in the room with him when the phone rang? Lenilko had to call him, right now, because if he didn’t and Wyatt happened to take action against Farmer — Purkiss — Lenilko’s career would be over. As would the future wellbeing of Natalya and the twins.
Olga… He remembered with a twist of pain that he’d been on his way home to see her when Rokva’s men had accosted him. Lenilko looked at his watch. Five forty. If he continued downwards, reaching the ground floor and heading out the doors, he could be home by six. Half an hour with Olga, listening to her account of the ballet exam, showering her with praise and affection, and then he’d be back in the office by seven.
The elevator stopped elegantly. The digital indicator above the doors read: fourth floor. The doors opened.
Lenilko hesitated a second.
He stepped out.

Twelve

They crowded into the room, one after the other.
Budian joined them next, followed by Montrose and Clement. Montrose turned immediately and tried to usher Clement back. Budian’s hands came up over her face, her eyes wide between her fingers, her glasses shoved askew.
Medievsky moved in front, approaching Keys’s body. He stopped a few feet away, peering at it from all angles.
Purkiss glanced round. Avner, who’d discovered the body, hadn’t returned. There was no sign of Wyatt.
Medievsky turned. He closed his eyes, once, drew breath.
‘Everybody out.’ He made shooing motions with his hands. Nobody moved. Beyond Montrose, Purkiss saw Clement staring at the corpse, her gaze flicking to the faces of the others.
The metal smell in the room, heated by the presence of so many living beings, was becoming overpowering. Purkiss spread his arms, began shepherding them towards the door. Budian complied, backing away, and Montrose and Clement exited into the corridor.
Purkiss closed the door gently. It left him and Haglund and Medievsky.
And the violated thing on the bed.
Dodging Medievsky, Purkiss strode to the body and thumbed its half-closed eyelids open. He peered at the neck, pushed the pyjama sleeves up the arms and examined the exposed flesh.
Medievsky was at his side in an instant. ‘What are you doing?’
Purkiss ignored him and bent his head close to Keys’s waxen face. He studied the lips and the visible tip of the tongue.
‘Hey.’ Medievsky’s hands were on his arm. ‘Back off.’
Purkiss allowed himself to be drawn away. He glanced round the room. Nothing appeared to be out of place on the shelves, and the monitoring equipment was stacked against one wall in the orderly fashion it had been in when he’d visited the infirmary the night before.
To Haglund, Medievsky said: ‘Find Wyatt. Tell him what’s happened.’
Haglund looked across at Purkiss. Again Medievsky said, ‘Hey,’ and jabbed his finger at the door. As Haglund was leaving, Medievsky added: ‘Bring me a phone.’
The echo of the door ebbed into silence.
Purkiss said, ‘What did you mean by that?’
Medievsky was pacing, with the air of a man determined to maintain control both of himself and of the situation yet at a loss to assimilate what he was facing. It was a few seconds before he registered what Purkiss had said.
‘What?’
‘You said I knew this was going to happen. What did you mean?’
Medievsky came over to Purkiss, stood a few feet in front of him. He wasn’t close enough to be invading Purkiss’s personal space, but his manner was intimidating nonetheless.
‘You interviewed him last night, before Gunnar cut his hand. What did you ask Keys? What did he say to you?’
‘Nothing you wouldn’t expect. He was burnt out, fed up with his lot. He found my questions about his work irritating.’
‘And then he kills himself.’ Medievsky sounded sceptical.
‘He didn’t kill himself,’ said Purkiss.
‘What?’
‘Look.’ Purkiss pushed past him and went over to the body, stepping around the sticky stains on the floor. He lifted Keys’s eyelids one by one with his thumb again. The whites of the eyes were almost obscured by webs of crimson.
‘Conjunctival haemorrhages,’ said Purkiss. ‘And look here.’ Gently he tilted the corpse’s chin back. He pointed to the faint purple smudges, which would have been all but invisible on normal skin but stood out against the blanched, dead flesh. ‘Bruising on the throat. He was strangled, at least into unconsciousness, before his wrist was cut.’
Beside him, Medievsky said nothing, his jaw tight.
Purkiss pushed the pyjama sleeves up once more. ‘Further contusions, as though someone grabbed him. There was a struggle.’ He saw, too, the needle tracks in the veins, and wondered if Medievsky noticed them.
The infirmary door opened. Wyatt came in, Haglund close behind.
‘What the hell?’ Wyatt advanced, stared at Keys’s body, then Medievsky and Purkiss in turn.
Haglund said, ‘There’s a problem.’
For a moment Purkiss thought he was referring to the body, and wondered at the man’s understatement. Haglund raised one of the satellite phone handsets. ‘There’s no connection.’
‘What? Give it to me.’ Medievsky strode over and snatched the handset from Haglund. He thumbed the keys, listened.
‘Dead,’ said Haglund.
Medievsky: ‘Get the other handsets.’
‘I’ve tried two of the others so far. Nothing.’
‘Okay.’ Medievsky jerked his head towards the door. ‘Round the others up. We need to try every computer for an internet connection.’
‘The problem will be with the satellite link itself,’ said Purkiss. ‘The dish might be damaged or faulty.’
‘We still need to check.’ Medievsky gestured more urgently towards the door.
* * *
Half an hour later, they were in the mess, all eight of them. Only Budian and Avner were seated, Budian white faced and hunched, Avner staring into space, dazed. The rest milled about, as if to stay still was to invite further disaster.
Medievsky said: ‘All right, people. Internet and telecommunications are down. We suspect there’s a fault with the satellite dish. We’ll need to take a look at it. But it means we cannot notify anybody of what’s happened here, at least for now.’ He folded his arms, looked at their faces one by one, his leadership position reasserted. ‘I don’t need to tell you I understand what a shock this is to you all. It’s a shock to me. But the analysis of exactly what happened to Douglas Keys will have to be postponed until after help has been sent to the station. And this requires us to reestablish contact with the outside world as a matter of priority.’
‘It’s obvious what happened.’ Avner’s eyes were wondering, though he was still staring straight ahead. ‘The doc slashed his wrist. Killed himself.’
Medievsky glanced at Purkiss. ‘I regret to say it does not appear to be so straightforward as that. There is evidence that Doug was attacked.’
The effect on the room was electric. Purkiss watched Wyatt. His eyes widened, though he said nothing, and even made eye contact briefly with Purkiss. Clement’s gaze flicked from one person to the next, as if she was more interested in each individual’s reaction than in what Medievsky had said.
Montrose said, quietly, ‘You mean someone murdered Keys?’
‘We cannot know. But it’s a possibility — ’
‘One of us?’ Avner cut in, his voice rising on the last word.
Medievsky’s tone remained level. ‘I must ask every one of you to be on his or her guard. And I will need to speak to each of you about last night. About whether you heard anything in the night, or observed anything.’
‘You just said the analysis would have to wait, man.’ Avner twisted on the sofa to look directly at Medievsky. ‘Till we get help. Till the police get here.’
For the first time Purkiss noticed a tremor in Avner’s hands, which he tried to suppress furiously by thrusting his hands between his knees. The younger man had told his story several times already, relating it anew as he encountered each colleague. He’d gone to his laboratory at seven that morning to amend some notes he’d been making the day before, having woken and realised there’d been a flaw in what he’d written. When he was finished, Avner left the lab and passed the infirmary on his way towards the mess. He’d noticed a light from under the door of the infirmary. Keys often rose early and went to the infirmary, and it was Avner’s custom if he was passing to bang on the door and call out, ‘The butler’s just sounded the breakfast gong, doc,’ or some comment along those lines. Usually this earned him an irritated rejoinder from Keys. Today, there’d been silence.
Avner had walked on, but something had made him stop and go back and knock again and ask the doc if he was in there. When there was no reply, he’d pushed open the door.
‘A scene from hell, man,’ he said, covering his face. ‘A god damn nightmare.’
Purkiss was no forensic expert, but from the temperature of Keys’s body when he touched it and from the degree of coagulation of the blood pooled on the tiles, he estimated the man had been dead for three or four hours. Since perhaps four am. The deadest time of night, when even the poorest of sleepers had usually succumbed to a brief, merciful oblivion.
Medievsky said, ‘Yes. A proper forensic scrutiny will determine the facts. But our memories will fail us in time. I need to hear your individual accounts while they are fresh.’
‘What about the body?’
It was Montrose. He’d filled his coffee mug from the pot someone had got going, and he came over and stood beside Medievsky. ‘Keys. We can’t just leave him there in the infirmary.’
Medievsky rubbed his palms together, the fingers extended. ‘First, we try to establish contact with Yakutsk. The infirmary is a crime scene and we should not disturb it any further. We see if we can get help. If we fail… we move Keys to a more suitable location.’ He clapped his hands once, decisively. ‘Three of us will go and inspect the satellite dish. Myself, Gunnar and Frank. The rest of you go about your work as best you can. There will be no field excursions today. And stay out of the infirmary.’
Purkiss said: ‘I’m coming with you.’
Medievsky shook his head curtly. ‘No. The three of us. Gunnar is the engineer. Frank too has some experience with satellite systems. And I am going as leader.’
‘There’s little for me to do here now,’ said Purkiss. ‘I’m coming along.’
‘I said no. If the dish has been damaged by adverse weather, the journey may be hazardous. You are a visitor to the station. I cannot risk your safety in such a way.’
‘There’s a murderer at this station,’ said Purkiss. ‘We’re all at risk.’
‘We do not know this.’ Irritation flared in Medievsky’s voice. ‘I will not discuss the matter further.’
Purkiss thought about saying it. Saying that Medievsky and Haglund would be venturing out with the man who’d butchered Keys, and who had tried to kill Purkiss himself. He held his tongue.
‘We will take one of the phone handsets,’ Medievsky said, turning towards the door. ‘If we succeed in repairing the dish, I’ll call here immediately.’
The three men, Medievsky, Haglund and Wyatt, left the room.
* * *
Purkiss wandered the corridors, watching the others as they dispersed throughout the complex. He gave the impression of purposefulness, but really he was coordinating his movements so that he encountered each researcher one at a time and had a sense of where they were heading.
Clement and Budian went straight to the laboratory wing, where Purkiss understood Clement had an office of her own. The two women walked side by side, talking in low murmurs. Montrose followed suit a short while afterwards. Avner was the last to leave, emerging from the mess a full fifteen minutes after the others. As he passed Purkiss he stared up at him, as if he couldn’t quite place his face.
‘You all right?’ said Purkiss.
The younger man said nothing, walked straight on.
Purkiss turned and went after him. ‘Efraim. Are you okay?’
Avner stopped. His back to Purkiss, he said: ‘No, man. I am very far from okay.’
Avner seemed to be heading for the sleeping quarters in the east wing. Purkiss had an idea.
He caught up again with Avner and said, quietly, ‘Being alone now probably isn’t the best idea.’
This time Avner turned his face. Purkiss was struck by the bitterness in the drawn features. ‘Hey, man. We’re all alone. Doug Keys sure as shit was. And still is.’
Purkiss waited a beat. Then: ‘Look, Efraim. I’ve no particular expertise in this area. I’ve seen a lot of people traumatised by death, and I still don’t know what the best thing to do is in order to cope. There may not be anything you can do. But if you want to offload, to talk for a few minutes or however long it takes… well, I’ll listen.’
He expected a sarcastic dismissal, and was surprised when Avner launched in, as though the words had been held back by the weakest of threads. ‘None of us liked him. And that makes it worse. You understand? He died knowing he didn’t have a friend here. Probably not a friend in the world. It’s too late to make amends. Ah, shit. Listen to me. I sound like a fuckin’ daytime soap opera.’ He choked angrily on the last words, and stormed off.
Purkiss followed, keeping his distance. When Avner reached one of the doors — room 12 — and opened it, Purkiss called: ‘Can I ask a favour?’
Avner paused.
‘I wanted to ask Frank Wyatt something but he’s gone now. Can you tell me which is his room, so I can slip a note under his door? I might forget later.’
‘First one round the corner on the left,’ Avner said dully, and closed the door.
Purkiss remained in the corridor. He knew what he had to do, but a nagging voice in his head told him to knock on Avner’s door, insist that he be let in. He wasn’t sure what Avner was going to do, or was capable of doing, and he wondered about the risk. About whether a second body might be discovered today.
He decided he couldn’t push it.
Purkiss walked round the corner and came to the door Avner had specified. Number eight.
He tried the handle carefully. As he’d expected, it was locked.
Purkiss had already examined the lock on his own door. It was a basic mortice, an easy one to crack, and the one on the door to number eight looked the same. But Wyatt would have laid traps, just as Purkiss had in his own room, and Purkiss was respectful enough of Wyatt’s professional capabilities that he knew he wouldn’t be able to spot all of them.
He took a notepad from the inside pocket of his jacket, scribbled: I know it’s not a good time, but could I ask you a quick question about that SODAR system when you get back? Thanks — John.
The words were entirely for show.
Purkiss folded the note and slipped it under the door as far as it would go.
He stepped back, looked left and right down the corridor, getting a feel for the layout, the dimensions. Then he walked on and took another turn and reached his own room, number five.
He locked his door behind him before laying his briefcase onto the small work table and opening it. On top was a laptop computer, which he set aside. Beneath, the dictaphone he’d used to interview Keys and Budian the night before sat in its foam nest, together with a mains cable, a microphone and a stack of spare batteries.
Purkiss lifted the equipment out and felt along the edges of the exposed base of the briefcase until he located the tiny clasps, accessible only with the tips of his fingernails. He unclipped the base and raised it. Beneath, in the false bottom, were the leads and transmitters and receivers of a different set of apparatus. He slipped a couple of components into the pocket of his jacket.
As he’d done the day before, Purkiss moved one of the chairs into the middle of the room and, standing on it, reached up and pushed away one of the ceiling panels. Once again he hauled himself up, this time pulling himself fully into the crawlspace above the ceiling.
He peered about, trying to estimate the distance and direction of Wyatt’s room. It was difficult in the darkness. He began clambering awkwardly across the metal lattice that constituted the framework of the ceiling, taking care not to lean his weight on any of the ceiling panels, which wouldn’t bear it.
Had he gone too far? Purkiss had no way of knowing. When he gripped the edge of one of the panels below him and prised it aside, the room below was in semidarkness, illuminated faintly by the morning glare off the snow beyond the unseen window. The room itself, or what he could see of it, appeared similar to his own. There were no features to distinguish it even as being occupied by a man or a woman.
But there, near the door, was a folded slip of paper. The note Purkiss had pushed through. He had the right room.
For a moment, he considered climbing down into the room. Once again, he thought of the traps Wyatt would have set.
He replaced the panel and pressed it into place. Reaching blindly into his pocket, the narrow space restricting his ability to manoeuvre, Purkiss brought out the transmitter, no bigger than a fifty pence piece. Kneeling precariously on two steel beams, the ceiling pressing against his back, he attached a tiny clip to the transmitter and affixed it to the edge of one of the beams, in a spot where it wouldn’t be knocked free if the ceiling panels beneath were pushed aside. The transmitter jutted up like a small stud. It would be discovered easily if anything more than the most cursory search was carried out. But it would have to do.
Purkiss turned within the space in a wide, ungainly arc, and made his way back to the gap in the ceiling above his own room. Once inside, he stowed the rest of the apparatus in the false bottom of the briefcase. There was no use for it yet, not until Wyatt returned.
* * *
On his way towards the west wing and the laboratories, Purkiss tried to fit the pieces together.
In the early hours of the morning, someone had accosted Keys in the infirmary, overpowered him, and strangled him, cutting his wrist to make it appear he’d committed suicide. The deception was a clumsy one, and wouldn’t stand up to proper forensic examination, but Purkiss assumed that wasn’t the point. The illusion of suicide was supposed to be a short-term one, to divert suspicion temporarily. Which meant that the killer — Wyatt — was buying time.
Why had Keys been in the infirmary at that hour of the night? It was possible he’d gone for a heroin fix, but it seemed an odd time for an addict to need one. No: Purkiss thought Keys had been lured there. Either someone — Wyatt — had summoned him, citing acute illness, or whoever it was that had leverage over Keys, that knew about his addiction, had demanded a meeting there.
Wyatt remained the most likely perpetrator. But Purkiss was aware of the dangers of dismissing other possibilities out of hand, no matter how fanciful they seemed. It was plausible that one of the others was blackmailing Wyatt, and had met him in the night to issue further threats and to question him about what he had told the journalist Farmer earlier that evening. An argument might have intensified into a physical struggle, and the killing may have been an unintended consequence.
There was the other matter of the disrupted communication with the outside world. It could turn out to be the result of weather damage to the satellite dish. But Purkiss knew that was a coincidence too far. Somebody — and this time Wyatt was the only plausible candidate — had sabotaged it, either the dish itself or some other component in the communications chain. Medievsky had said the dish was located forty kilometres to the west of Yarkovsky Station. Wyatt could have taken one of the snowmobiles in the dead of night, either before or after he’d killed Keys, and made the round trip in an hour, assuming the weather and terrain permitted it.
Once again, the reasons for the sabotage weren’t clear. Sooner or later, contact would be re-established, not least because the outside world would start to get suspicious and investigate. It suggested again that Wyatt was buying time, or more accurately borrowing it. Which meant he had something pressing on his mind, some action or event.
But by breaking the line of communication with the outside, Wyatt was cutting himself off as well. Two explanations came to mind. Either he was operating entirely independently, and had no need to keep in touch with anyone beyond the station. Or, more likely, he had some other method of contact, perhaps a link via a second satellite dish which was unknown to Medievsky and the others.
Purkiss suspected the second, which was why he’d planted the surveillance device in the ceiling above Wyatt’s room. It was a long shot. Wyatt might not even be communicating from his room. But Purkiss’s options at this point were limited.
He hadn’t brought any kind of weapon to Yarkovsky Station, not least because he wouldn’t have got it past the several airport security checkpoints he’d passed through on the journey from London. The surveillance equipment was more easily smuggled, and from the outset Purkiss had been looking for an opportunity to use it.
He found Montrose in the main laboratory with Budian, both of them working at separate desks. Montrose glanced up as Purkiss put his head round the door. The harsh light from overhead flashed off his spectacles.
‘Dr Montrose. Ryan. Could I have a word?’
He’d expected reluctance, but Montrose stood up immediately and came over, his face grim. ‘What is it?’
‘In private?’ Purkiss murmured, glancing over at Budian, who didn’t look up. She still looked ashen. Next to Avner, she seemed to be taking Keys’s death more badly than any of them.
Montrose led the way down the corridor to his own office. Inside, after he’d closed the door, he said again, ‘What?’
‘I’m at a loose end here now,’ said Purkiss. ‘I can’t continue with the interviews, not after what’s happened.’
‘And?’
‘You’re in charge of the station in Oleg’s absence. I wanted to ask if I could be of some use.’
‘How?’
‘I have some IT skills. Let me use one of the computers, see if I can work on the internet connection.’
‘It’s the satellite system that’s down. The dish, probably. The fault’s not with the computers.’
Purkiss pulled a flash drive from his pocket. ‘I have a program on here that runs an advanced diagnostic check on connection problems. It’s worth a try, even if only to confirm what we already suspect.’
Montrose peered into Purkiss’s face. ‘Why didn’t you mention this earlier?’
Purkiss glanced away in embarrassment. ‘To tell you the truth, I didn’t think of it. I’d forgotten I had the program with me. It was only a few minutes ago, when I was working on my laptop and inserted this drive for something else, that I noticed it.’
Montrose took a step back. ‘Absolutely not.’
‘Why?’
Montrose blinked, as if he hadn’t been expecting Purkiss to question him. ‘Because there’s classified data on these machines. We can’t have some journalist accessing them.’
‘So find me a spare. A PC that’s linked up but doesn’t have anything on it I shouldn’t be looking at.’
Montrose hesitated. Purkiss could almost hear the calculations gong on in the man’s mind. If Purkiss succeeded, Montrose could share the credit for it. It would be one in the eye for Medievsky.
Purkiss shrugged. ‘Look, it was just a thought. Forget it.’ He turned for the door.
Montrose opened it, jerked his head. ‘Come with me.’ His face was impassive, but Purkiss knew he’d won.
Back in the laboratory, Montrose indicated a desktop computer that looked at least five years old. ‘That one doesn’t get used much.’
Purkiss seated himself at the office chair and started up the computer. He said, ‘You can watch over my shoulder if you want. Make sure I’m not stealing anybody’s secrets.’
‘I’ll do that.’
The computer took an age to boot, the back-and-forth whirring cutting through the silence of the laboratory. Purkiss waited patiently. He’d noticed the two USB ports on the body of the unit as he sat down.
At last the desktop presented itself on the monitor, together with a prompt for a username and password. Montrose said: ‘Avert your eyes,’ and reached in past Purkiss. He tapped on the keyboard.
Purkiss looked again after a safe interval. The wallpaper was a motif featuring the flags of the five nations participating in the Yarkovsky Station project. He plugged the flash disk into one of the USB ports.
The disk held a number of files, all of them titled with obscure monikers. He selected one and opened it.
The program began its search. He saw the hourglass freezing, heard the renewed churning of the moving parts within the computer. The machine’s age would buy him some time.
Purkiss sat back in the chair. ‘It’s going to take a while.’
Montrose said nothing.
He watched, poised at Purkiss’s shoulder, until the moment had stretched out to an unbearable length. With a sigh, he walked slowly away, back over to his own work station.
Purkiss kept his position, leaning back into the support of the chair in a posture of bored waiting.
His left hand crept into the pocket of his trousers and felt for what was inside. Carefully, his eyes on Montrose’s back, he extracted the end of the lead, inserted it into the second USB port. He shuffled slightly so that his leg was raised, his foot propped across his other knee beneath the desk, obscuring the wire which snaked into his pocket.
Purkiss reached out a hand, as surreptitiously as he could, and clicked on the menu on the screen. With the fingers of his other hand he rubbed his eyes, sighed in exasperation.
The window came up within ten seconds: Copying contents.
Cloning a hard drive wasn’t difficult, but the speed of the reproduction was dependent on several factors, among them the specifications of the parent drive and of the device to which it was being copied. The portable hard drive in Purkiss’s pocket was brand new, and had a memory which was an order of magnitude greater than that of the computer on the desk in front of him. The computer, on the other hand, dated back to the end of the last decade. It had a processor which might as well have been powered by steam technology, and a memory capacity of similar vintage.
The bar crept across the window. Download 11 % complete.
It stayed stuck there.
Purkiss called up the software he was running from the flash drive. The program had finished. He started it again.
The minutes on the wall clock ticked by.
At his own workstation, Montrose raised his head and stared at Purkiss, his eyes obscured by the light off his glasses. Purkiss waved his hand at the monitor in front of him, raised his eyebrows.
The window read: Download 87 % complete. Again it had stopped.
Purkiss leaned back in his chair again, stretched, closed his eyes in mock frustration. When he opened them, Montrose had risen and stepped out from behind his desk.
Purkiss glanced at the display on the screen. Download 92 % complete.
He thought: come on.
Montrose made his way across the floor. He was ten paces away. Five.
Download complete.
Purkiss pulled the lead from the USB port and slipped it into his pocket in one fluid movement as he stood up. He shook his head.
‘No good. It’s found nothing.’
Montrose crowded in alongside him, gazing at the screen. The program from the flash disk had run its course again. Please contact your service provider, was its sheepish advice.
Without ceremony Montrose withdrew the flash disk, prompting an angry message on the monitor about failing to eject properly.
‘Hey.’ Purkiss watched Montrose stride over to his own computer and insert the flash disk. He sat and explored what came up for a minute while Purkiss stood by, feigning exasperation.
‘What, you think I copied something?’
Montrose ejected the disk and tossed it to Purkiss. He looked put out.
‘As you said. It doesn’t hurt to check.’
Purkiss sighed. ‘Well, I’ll get out of your way.’ He nodded to Budian and left the laboratory.
He had no idea if there’d be anything of use on the cloned drive in his pocket. It had been a spare computer, after all, and it was too much to wish for to expect it to hold clues as to what was going on at the station. What Wyatt was intending.
But it was worth a look, because Purkiss didn’t have a vast number of options.

Thirteen

Lenilko’s office wasn’t grand, but one of the privileges of his rank within the FSB was the view from his window. Across Lubyanskaya Square, almost submerged as it was beneath a sea of snow, the lighted façade of Detsky Mir, the great toy department store, drew his eye.
He gazed through the window, and gave up trying to ignore the voice of his conscience. He’d done the wrong thing.
Right up until the very moment Wyatt had said down the line: ‘What is it?’, Lenilko hadn’t been sure how he would answer. He’d rung the satellite phone and, as expected, it had gone to voicemail.
‘Call me,’ he said tersely.
He had no idea when Wyatt would check for messages, but he knew the man would call back as soon as he received it. The rule was that Lenilko didn’t initiate contact. If he did, it must be for a reason of the most pressing importance.
Lenilko had tried to distract himself with work, but it was a lost cause. When the phone rang thirteen minutes later — he’d been watching the clock — Lenilko snatched it up and thumbed the receive button.
Wyatt: ‘What is it?’
And Lenilko said the words he now regretted. ‘John Farmer, Martin Hughes, is untouchable.’
Wyatt waited, and Lenilko explained. When he mentioned the man’s real name — John Purkiss — he sensed rather than heard Wyatt’s sigh of recognition.
‘Purkiss. Yes. I’ve heard of him. Five, six years ago he left the Service. His fiancee, another operative, was murdered by a colleague.’
Lenilko took this in. ‘He must be a current agent still. His identity will have been expunged from the MI6 records.’
‘Why, do you think?’
‘It’s unusual. He might be in deep cover within MI6. I don’t know.’ Lenilko closed his eyes. ‘In any case, my instructions are clear. You’re to keep your hands off him.’
There was a pause on the line.
Wyatt said, ‘Your instructions. Does that suggest you don’t agree with them?’
‘They are my orders, and therefore your orders,’ Lenilko said thinly.
‘Understood.’
‘Any developments?’
‘No,’ said Wyatt. ‘It’s gone midnight here. I’ve been taking apart the damaged snowmobile, the one Farmer — Purkiss — was riding. There’s nothing to find; it’s too wrecked.’
‘Then I’ll leave you be,’ said Lenilko. ‘And remember. Untouchable.’
‘Yes.’
Beyond the window, the haze of snow was letting up, allowing the night sky to seep through more blackly.
By conveying to Wyatt the orders he’d been given by Rokva, the Director, Lenilko was doing the correct thing. The disciplined thing. He was being a loyal, trustworthy senior FSB officer, one who bowed to the superior knowledge of those who had a far better grasp of the big picture than he did. He was doing his duty for Mother Russia.
But, if the situation were viewed differently, he was betraying not only his agent, Wyatt, but the State to which he had sworn his loyalty, too. He was granting a blanket protection from interrogation and harm to a known British agent operating in close proximity to one of his own men. Inevitably, he was compromising his man’s safety. And without knowing what Purkiss’s motives were for being at Yarkovsky Station, he had to assume the man was a member of the opposition.
By allowing Purkiss to retain his untouchable status, Lenilko was, potentially, aiding and abetting an enemy of the Russian state.
Lenilko turned from the window and looked at the picture of Natalya and the twins on his desk. Once, he’d have been able to share his dilemma with her. He’d have curled up beside her on the sofa with a glass of Georgian red and batted the broad principles back and forth, without going into the specific, she taking the devil’s advocate role and he arguing against the points she made, until he came to his decision. Now, the twins were her life, and she and they were increasingly dwindling within his, and there would be no further such sharing of his problems.
He looked at the clock. Half past seven. There was no point in heading home now, or even phoning to make his apologies.
Besides, he had another matter to attend to.
Lenilko opened the door of his office, waited till Anna and Konstantin looked his way, and summoned them with a twitch of his head.
They sat across the desk from him, expectant, Anna eagerly so, Konstantin more lugubrious.
Lenilko studied them in turn. The silence drew out. It was a very useful tool, silence.
He said, ‘One of you, at least, knows why I have brought you in here.’
Anna’s face was doubtful. Konstantin’s was curious in a bored way, his usual expression.
Lenilko said: ‘One of you has betrayed me. Perhaps both of you have.’
Was that the slightest movement at the corner of Konstantin’s mouth? Tipping his head back, Lenilko steepled his fingers under his chin and breathed out through pursed lips.
‘Less than one hour ago, I was called in to see Director Rokva. To my surprise, he knew I had identified John Farmer, the journalist at Yarkovsky Station, as Martin Hughes.’
This time there was a definite reaction as the implication sank in. Anna glanced across at Konstantin, her mouth open. Konstantin himself frowned and dropped his gaze, blinking.
‘How did the Director know I had established this connection? How was he aware that not three hours earlier, I and my team of two trusted staff had discovered, through a combination of ingenuity and painstaking plodding, that the journalist John Farmer is the same man as the one who was photographed on the Baltic the morning of the attempt on our president’s life? By what fantastical piece of intelligence work did Director Rokva obtain this knowledge?’
He watched each of them, the tension cranking up so high it seemed to hum in the air. Both met his gaze now, Anna wide-eyed and ashen, Konstantin’s features set in stone.
Lenilko rose to his feet. When they moved to follow suit, he gestured them down with a flick of his fingers. The dynamic was different depending on their relative positions. If he made them stand while he sat, he’d be the boss dressing down his subordinates. Keeping them on their seats while he towered over them turned the scene into one of interrogation.
‘I have two questions. The first: which of you informed Director Rokva of our discovery, behind my back? And the second: why?’
A muscle jumped in Anna’s cheek. Konstantin remained impassive.
Lenilko gave it a full ten seconds.
‘Very well. Both of you, get out. Go home. You will each be subject to a full disciplinary investigation on Monday. But rest assured, you will not be working with me again. Indeed, your careers in the FSB are over.’
‘It was me,’ said Konstantin.
Anna stared at him. Konstantin stood, unbidden, his posture submissive but his chin raised in something approaching defiance.
Lenilko examined him, letting his gaze rove over the man’s face and slowly down his body and back up again. He knew it was one of the most demeaning things one could do to a subordinate. He had been on the receiving end of such treatment himself, as a young recruit.
‘I’m waiting,’ he said.
Konstantin murmured, ‘Director Rokva had a right to know. My loyalty is to you, Mr Lenilko, but ahead of that it is to the FSB. I judged this information to be of sufficient importance that the Director needed to be told of it.’
‘You… judged.’ Lenilko let wonder creep into his voice. ‘And I presume your judgement was that I, your superior, was incapable of making such a decision myself.’
Konstantin had the air of a man standing on the gallows and therefore with nothing more to lose. ‘With respect, Mr Lenilko, your involvement in this project is… complicated. Your decision to share or not to share information is biased. I predicted that you would not disclose the journalist’s identity to the Director immediately, because you were jealous of the case and wanted to continue to conduct the investigation without outside interference. I therefore made the decision to communicate with the Director myself.’
Like all successful people in his line of work, Lenilko had learned over many years to mask his emotions. Not to deny or suppress them, but rather to handle them internally and maintain an outward appearance of calm. He saw his face in the mirror on the wall behind Konstantin, and noted with a detached satisfaction that his features were as smooth and expressionless as if he was asleep. But the rage in him was so intense, so primal, that he feared it would find another outlet through the wall of his chest, erupting like a tormented beast.
‘Get out,’ he said. ‘Take your personal items with you. There will be no disciplinary process. You are summarily dismissed.’
Even at the last, Konstantin’s composure didn’t crumple. He simply bowed his head, turned and left.
Lenilko gazed at the door for a few seconds. He was aware of Anna, still seated, her face in her hands. Her breathing was rapid.
‘Anna.’
She raised her head, her eyes wide but, he noticed, dry.
He stared into them for a long moment.
‘Were you aware of this?’
Her reply didn’t come too quickly, nor was it the grovelling denial it might have been. She said, simply: ‘No.’
After a few seconds more, he nodded.
‘It’s just the two of us now. So you’d better get back to work.’

Fourteen

Four hours’ work, and Purkiss, by nature a patient man, felt frustration boring through him like woodworm.
He was seated at the small table in his room, his laptop open before him. Every so often he got up to stretch, take a turn round the room, or gaze out of the window at the whiteness beyond. The snow had been coming down relentlessly all morning, and Purkiss could no longer make out any horizon at all.
The hard drive he’d cloned didn’t contain a lot of files, which was one reason he’d been able to copy it relatively quickly. Much of what was there was standard fare: word-processing programs with added facilities for the recording of scientific data, protocols regarding safety and maintenance at the station, topographical maps of the surrounding area and of Siberia as a whole.
One folder looked potentially interesting. It was titled Historical, and contained assorted files, both original reports and scanned or downloaded newspaper and journal articles, pertaining to the history of Yarkovsky Station. Much of it Purkiss already knew. Established in 1992, in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet order and in a new spirit of international scientific cooperation, it was named after Ivan Yarkovsky, a nineteenth century Russian-Polish engineer who died in obscurity but whose work on the effects of thermal radiation on asteroids was now recognised as of great importance.
There were further lists of research projects carried out at the station, and of publications that had resulted. Purkiss read through the titles quickly. He didn’t know what he was looking for, but nothing seemed remotely controversial. Another file listed the personnel who’d worked at the station over the last twenty-two years and the dates of their tours of duty, as it were. The names meant nothing to him, apart from the most recent ones, those of the staff currently at the station. And, of course, Feliks Nisselovich.
A last subfolder contained files with data on the known history of the region, which included accounts even of Siberia’s prehistory and of the Neolithic archaeological and palaeoanthropological discoveries there. Avner’s field. Most of the data was centred on the last hundred years, as might be expected, and in particular the period since the late nineteen twenties when the young Soviet regime had extended its colossal industrialisation drive into the north. Purkiss felt the torrent of facts and dates blur past his eyes. It was like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack, except he didn’t even know if a needle was what he was looking for.
A word caught his eye: Nekropolis. The excavation site Budian had told him about, with the mammoth remains. Purkiss began reading. The article had been scanned from a 1990 edition of National Geographic, and amounted to a twenty-page feature detailing the history of the site and its descent into dereliction a couple of years earlier. The piece ended with a lament about the defunct status of the site, and an expression of cautious hope that activity there might be resumed now that the Soviet Union had opened up to the world. Interestingly, there was mention of several American companies which had offered to contribute funding to the revival of the site.
Purkiss read the article again, slowly. Something bothered him; something wasn’t quite right. He knew little about the topic of mammoth fossil excavation, but the account was easy to follow and quite riveting in its own way. Entire family groups of the animals had been discovered, perfectly preserved beneath the ice. The research station had grown rapidly in the decade after its establishment in the late seventies, both in size and in staffing numbers. And the yield of fossils had continued, one of the largest hauls having been discovered in the summer of 1986.
Then, in April 1988, the plug had been pulled. Existing projects were wound down rapidly, staff were withdrawn, and by the end of the summer the site was closed.
The National Geographic article didn’t waste time on speculation as to the reason. It mentioned the context — that the Soviet Union was bankrupt, that Gorbachev had accepted that the game was up, and that priorities had to shift drastically — but otherwise seemed to accept the closing of the site that would become Nekropolis as a sad inevitability.
Purkiss leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes. April, 1988. He ran through what he knew about the time. There weren’t any events of enormous historical significance that came to mind.
He knuckled his forehead. This was a moment when internet access would have been invaluable. Perhaps he’d ask some of the others, Budian or Medievsky or even Clement. Though he suspected none of them would be in the mood for questions of such apparent triviality, given what had happened to Keys that morning.
And given their current predicament, the absence of telecommunications links with the rest of the world.
Purkiss glanced through the remaining files. There was nothing that caught his attention. He closed the folder and stared at the laptop screen.
The sudden, unexplained closure of a major research facility, more than a quarter of a century ago. It was all Purkiss had come up with. Could there be any link with what was happening at Yarkovsky Station?
Far away in the depths of the building, voices echoed off the walls, and he wondered if Medievsky and the other two had returned.
* * *
They assembled in the mess once more, Medievsky’s face raw from the outside cold, his silence portentous. Purkiss glanced at Haglund and Wyatt, but their expressions gave nothing away. Avner had emerged from his room as Purkiss was passing it, and had stared at him dully before falling into step beside him.
When they were settled, Medievsky, remaining standing, said: ‘The satellite dish has been damaged. More than that. Destroyed. There was no chance that Frank or Gunnar might fix it.’
Clement spoke up, and Purkiss was struck by how seldom he heard her voice. ‘Damaged, how? The weather?’
This time Wyatt answered. ‘The dish itself has been smashed, carefully and systematically. The supporting apparatus is wrecked. It’s been sabotaged.’
There was no ripple of reaction as there had been when Medievsky had said earlier that Keys may have been murdered. Instead, it was as though the group held its collective breath, waiting for some further revelation.
Montrose broke the silence. ‘How?’
‘It’s difficult to say,’ began Wyatt. ‘An axe, possibly. Or —’
‘I don’t mean how,’ said Montrose testily. ‘I mean who?’
All heads turned to Medievsky. He shifted on his feet, looking uncomfortable under the expectant gazes.
‘There are no other bases anywhere within the vicinity,’ he said. ‘No human outposts of any kind. The saboteur came from Yarkovsky Station.’
Nobody made eye contact, even though people glanced about. The concept hung heavily, like a shroud over the group.
One of us.
Medievsky clasped his hands in front of him, stood with his feet apart, a posture of authority. ‘I need to establish timings. Which of us last used either the internet or the telecom facilities? And when?’
Avner, who hadn’t spoken yet, said, ‘I sent a couple of emails at around one a.m. I can check the exact time signatures on them.’
‘One a.m. Good. Anyone later?’
Heads shook. Medievsky ticked off on his fingers: ‘So. Between one and seven this morning, when Gunnar first determined the connection was lost, the dish was destroyed. We assume a half-hour journey to reach the dish, minimum. We were all of us present at the station at seven. The sabotage therefore took place between one and half past six.’
Haglund said, ‘It was before that. I was in the hangar by six-ten, taking another look at the damaged Cat. All the vehicles were present.’
‘Had any of them been used recently?’ asked Medievsky.
‘I don’t know. There was no cause for me to examine them.’
‘Five thirty, then, let us say.’
Purkiss chimed in. ‘You have to consider the time of Keys’s murder in, don’t forget.’
All heads turned in his direction.
‘Keys was killed around three or four in the morning, in my estimation. I’m no expert, so if any of you have more specialised forensic skills, speak up.’ When nobody answered, he went on: ‘That narrows the window even further. Whoever sabotaged the dish did so either soon after Efraim last used the satellite connection, or else not long before Gunnar got up and went into the hangar. My bet is it’s the second, later in the night.’
‘Why’s that?’ Montrose asked.
‘Because it’s likely whoever killed Keys sabotaged the dish to stop us from summoning support afterwards. The killer could have smashed the dish first, then returned to kill Keys. But that’s a risky approach. Any of you might have got up in the middle of the night to do some work, perhaps use the internet or email, and would have discovered the severed connection. You’d have raised the alert, and everyone would have been up. The killer wouldn’t have had the opportunity to kill Keys in that case.’
Several pairs of eyes were on Purkiss. He tried to read what he saw there. Wyatt, Budian and Medievsky regarded him with considered interest. Efraim appeared dazed. Haglund and Montrose weren’t making eye contact, but stared grimly into the middle distance.
In Clement’s stare there was something close to amusement, as if she and Purkiss were sharing a secret.
‘You are assuming,’ said Medievsky, ‘that Keys was killed with premeditation. What if his death was accidental, after an unanticipated struggle?’
‘Then it’s all the more likely the sabotage happened afterwards.’
Medievsky clapped his hands together, in what Purkiss recognised as his sign that he was about to take action. ‘I’ll speak to each of you in turn. Wait in here until I call you.’
Montrose moved to join him at the door. Medievsky turned.
‘You too, Ryan. Wait here.’
Montrose’s glasses flashed. ‘I’m the deputy head of station.’
‘Nevertheless.’ Medievsky spoke quietly. ‘I cannot make any assumptions.’
‘You think I might be the saboteur,’ Montrose said flatly.
‘No assumptions.’ Medievsky nodded at Haglund. ‘You first, Gunnar.’
After the door closed behind them, the room let out its collective sigh almost audibly. People began to glance at each other again, though their gazes slipped away as quickly.
Purkiss got up off the arm of the chair on which he’d been perched and headed over to the kitchenette. He lit the gas stove and put the old iron kettle on the burner, opened the cupboards in search of coffee.
From the sofa, Avner laughed sourly, the first time Purkiss had heard him do so since the discovery of Keys’s body. ‘Hey, Ryan. Don’t take it personally. For all we know, Oleg’s the killer.’
‘Shut up,’ Montrose snarled. ‘It’s nothing to joke about. In fact, Efraim, I’ve had it with your jokey, phony crap. Really had it.’ He stood near the door, his fists clenched, his arms quivering.
Wyatt intervened: ‘Seriously, though, Ryan, he’s right. It could be Oleg. It could be any of us.’ He stared across at Purkiss.
Purkiss held his gaze. Was this it? The first direct, mocking acknowledgement Wyatt was giving him that he knew exactly why Purkiss was there at the station, and knew that Purkiss knew it?
Avner sprang up, spread his arms expansively. ‘Hey. If we’re going to be stuck here together, why leave Oleg to do all of the work? Why not conduct our own investigation? Sam Spade, man. Hercule god damn Poirot.’ He hunched over, shuffled past Patricia Clement, wagging his finger, and muttered in a passable approximation of Columbo: ‘Just one more thing, ma’am. Where were you between the hours of one and six o’clock this morning?’
Clement, who had been sitting upright and elegant all through Medievsky’s address to them and beyond, her hands clasped over one crossed knee, watched Avner, a half-smile at her lips. ‘I was in my bed, detective. Asleep. I didn’t hear a thing.’
She’s playing along with the hysteria, Purkiss thought. He’d seen reactions like Avner’s many times before, even in people without his personality type. Most often he’d seen them in doctors, who could display the most appallingly flippant callousness after an intense and gruelling struggle to save a patient’s life. Humour was a natural mechanism for coping with occurrences beyond the usual range of human experience. It helped to normalise them.
From behind the kitchen counter, Purkiss said, ‘Again, Efraim, you might be on to something, as Frank said. Why couldn’t the killer be Dr Clement?’
It wasn’t a gratuitously provocative comment. Purkiss found something odd, eerie even, about Clement’s behaviour through all this. She’d maintained her unfazed, scholar’s fascination with the people around her even in the face of the murder of a colleague and the revelation that their contact with the world outside had been cut off, with all that implied. He wanted to rattle her, to shake loose some of the confidence. It was difficult, in Purkiss’s experience, to get inside the head of a calm person. It was far easier to understand what made people tick when they were destabilised by strong emotion.
Clement turned her head to look at him. The smile was still there. She said, in her soft Alabama voice, ‘John’s quite right. It could be me.’
‘Could be you too, man.’ Avner had stopped in mid-pace. He said it amiably enough, but it was like a signal. As before, every head turned towards Purkiss. Even Budian, who’d stayed silent and was sitting on one of the sofas with her back to the kitchenette, raised her head and peered round.
Purkiss sensed a primitive, pack mentality taking hold in the room, subtle but palpable. He was the outsider. The intruder. And since his arrival less than forty-eight hours earlier, calamity had fallen on them.
He surveyed them, one by one.
Montrose was the first to move. He stepped forward, positioning himself close to the kitchenette but to the side, so that the others could still hold Purkiss in their lines of sight. The jury, and Montrose was the counsel for the prosecution.
‘You know a lot about dead bodies, and forensic science,’ said Montrose levelly. ‘And computers. And how to ride a snowmobile. And detective work.’ He allowed a pregnant pause. ‘You’re no journalist.’ Another step forward. ‘So just who, exactly, are you?’
Purkiss took down six mugs, lined them up. He began to pour coffee from the pot, carefully and methodically, into each one.
When he’d finished, he looked up at Montrose.
‘I’m the man who blew up his own snowmobile in order to divert attention from himself. The man who was the first to point out that Keys didn’t commit suicide, but was murdered. The man who’s helped to pinpoint the most likely time interval within which the sabotage of the satellite dish took place. So yes, I suppose I am a suspect. But in the pecking order, I’m not even out of the cage yet.’
The silence lasted six seconds. Avner broke it with a whoop.
‘Hell, Ryan. He got you there.’ He trotted over to the counter, raised his hand in a high-five gesture. Purkiss waved a careless palm in response.
The mood was broken. But Montrose glared at Purkiss, his mouth tight.
The door opened and Medievsky put his head in and said: ‘John. You next, please.’

Fifteen

Purkiss let Medievsky run through his questions — did you get up at all during the night, who was the last person you saw — before holding up a hand.
‘It isn’t going to work, Oleg.’
‘What?’
‘This kind of questioning. It was the middle of the night. Everyone was in bed, apart from one person, obviously. Everyone’s going to give you the same answer. Nobody heard or saw anything.’
Medievsky considered him. They were both seated in Medievsky’s office, the scientist on the other side of the desk. Purkiss was relieved he’d been called in before Wyatt. He wanted to get back to his room before Wyatt went to his own.
‘Do you have a better suggestion?’ Medievsky didn’t sound irritated, but genuinely curious.
‘There are other priorities,’ said Purkiss.
‘Such as?’
‘You need to secure the safety of the generators.’
Medievsky frowned. ‘Explain.’
‘I’m assuming Keys’s killer sabotaged our communications to stop us summoning help. But that’ll work only in the short term. Before long, they’ll be sending out search parties. So, something else is going to happen very soon. Which means the killer might take other short-term measures. Such as destroying our power supply.’
Medievsky narrowed his eyes, pressed his fingertips against his lips. ‘But there is little that can be done to protect the generators. The outbuilding housing them is locked, but that won’t keep a determined person out.’
‘Then you need someone in there, armed, standing guard.’
Medievsky shook his head. ‘You see, of course, the immediate problem with your suggestion.’
‘Yes,’ said Purkiss. ‘The problem is knowing whom to trust to do it.’
‘You’re suggesting you do it?’ Medievsky’s tone was incredulous.
‘Of course not. And you can’t do it yourself. You’re in charge, and needed. No. I suggest you pick someone who can handle a gun, and about whom you feel the most confident.’
‘Haglund.’
‘Again, no.’ When Medievsky opened his mouth to protest, Purkiss went on: ‘I’m not doubting that you trust him. But he’s the engineer. He’s crucial to the running of this place. He can’t be tied down.’
‘Then who?’
‘Who else do you feel comfortable with? Montrose?’
‘No,’ said Medievsky quickly. ‘Frank Wyatt.’
Purkiss felt a small punch of triumph in his gut. He’d read Medievsky correctly. The team leader wasn’t going to ask either of the women to stand guard, nor was Avner a likely candidate. And Purkiss had seen enough of Medievsky’s interactions with Montrose to know that he didn’t trust his second in command. Which left Wyatt, by process of elimination.
‘Okay.’ Purkiss paused. ‘What are you going to do about Keys’s body?’
This time Medievsky had an answer, and looked relieved about it. ‘Gunnar and I have already discussed it. We’re going to move the body into the cold storage locker.’ His manner became suddenly brusque, as if he was annoyed at the way the questioning had been turned round on him. ‘You still have not told me how you would go about finding who it is. The killer and saboteur.’
Purkiss collected his thoughts. ‘Any of us had the opportunity. It was the dead of night, and nobody heard anything. So you won’t find out that way. The way to do it is to establish why. What the motivation is behind all of this.’ He allowed a pause, before saying: ‘And you know what it is, Oleg, don’t you?’
Medievsky rose, slowly. He looked utterly appalled, wonderingly so, as if Purkiss had just approached him and punched him in the face.
‘You say… I am the killer?’
‘No. I don’t think you are. But you have an inkling, at least, what his or her agenda is.’
Medievsky remained standing. The desk between them seemed to be all that was stopping him from stepping up to Purkiss.
‘You had better explain.’
‘When you spoke to me, in this office, after the episode with my snowmobile. I said the fuel leak was down to bad luck. You hesitated.’ Purkiss leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and stared at Medievsky’s eyes. ‘You knew it was sabotage, just as well as I did. You knew somebody tried to kill me out there. And it’s not the sort of thing a scientist would normally consider. You had a reason not to be surprised.’
Medievsky returned his gaze, his features angry, but riven by conflict.
‘Why was that, Oleg?’ said Purkiss. ‘Why exactly did the possibility of attempted murder here at Yarkovsky Station come as no surprise to you?’
Medievsky’s eyes flicked away for an instant, then back. Purkiss pressed home his advantage, his voice low, urgent. ‘Come on, Oleg. I was the one on the receiving end, remember? I came close to having my innards strewn across the tundra. I have a right to know.’
Something Purkiss had said seem to snag Medievsky, cause him to look away again, but with a puzzlement that hadn’t been there before. This time he didn’t make immediate eye contact again. When he sat down once more, folding his hands in front of his face, his elbows on the desk, there was an air of renewed confidence about him.
‘Perhaps I am not the only one keeping secrets, John,’ he said with quiet emphasis. ‘Perhaps you too have not been entirely truthful. Because yes, you are right. I did suspect your vehicle had been tampered with, and I am now all the more convinced that it was. But this raises the question: why would somebody wish to kill you? You, in particular? A journalist?’
By now his manner was forceful, triumphant, even. He leaned closer across the desk.
‘Who are you, really, John Farmer?’
Purkis sat back.
‘We seem to have reached a stalemate.’
* * *
Purkiss took the first turn.
There’d been a lot of back and forth, a succession of silences, all necessary steps in this type of awkward situation in which each party recognised the need for disclosure but was uneasy about making the first move. Purkiss let Medievsky be the one who made the suggestion: we each tell one another the full truth. He’d agreed, even though he had no intention of doing anything of the kind, and knew Medievsky knew it.
Purkiss had learned through years of experience that lies were most convincing when intermingled with statements that were true to varying degrees. So he began with an outright truth. ‘I’m not a journalist.’
Medievsky’s look was one of quiet satisfaction.
‘I work for the British government.’
It was also true, in a sense, though in fact Purkiss remained unclear himself about the ultimate identity of his employers. He worked for Vale in a freelance capacity, and had no real idea about who it was Vale was answerable to.
‘And I’m here to investigate a potential security breach, by one of your staff.’
(True in the broadest sense.)
‘Though I don’t know which one of them it is.’
(A lie.)
Medievsky listened intently. When it was clear Purkiss wasn’t going to say any more, at least not spontaneously, he said: ‘A security breach.’
‘Yes.’
‘Of what nature?’
‘Your turn, Medievsky.’
The Russian seemed to consider, and his features pronounced him satisfied so far. He said, ‘Unlike you, John — if that’s your real name — I am who I say I am. A scientist in the field of soil composition research, and leader of the team here at Yarkovsky Station. But when I was first appointed as head of station, two years ago, I received a visit at my office in Moscow from some officials of the Russian State.’
FSB, thought Purkiss.
‘I was congratulated on my appointment, and my visitors expressed confidence that I would see Russia proud with my leadership. It was clear to me, however, that the gentlemen had not come simply to flatter me. And indeed, they revealed that Yarkovsky Station was of critical importance not just for the scientific work carried out here, but for another reason.’ Medievsky hesitated, as though aware he was about to cross a line, betray a confidence.
Purkiss waited.
‘There is something out there in the tundra, some item or location in the broad vicinity of the station, which is of vital import to the security of the Russian State. I do not know what it is, or where it is. My visitors would not tell me, and cautioned me in no uncertain terms that it would be highly inadvisable of me to try to find out more about it. But they said there were others who were seeking it, and they asked me to be vigilant for any suspicious or unusual activity at Yarkovsky Station and to report it to them immediately.’
‘Nisselovich’s disappearance,’ said Purkiss.
‘Of course. But that had to be reported anyway, in its own right.’ Medievsky glanced down. ‘I should also have reported my suspicion that your snowmobile had been sabotaged. I did not.’
‘Why didn’t you?’ said Purkiss.
Anger flared in Medievsky’s eyes. ‘I’m a scientist, John. Not the eyes and ears of the authorities, not some FSB apparatchik. My loyalty is to the facts of nature. I did not want a posse of State functionaries coming here and trampling all over my station, based on the speculation that a leaking fuel tank represented an attempt at murder.’ His jaw tightened. ‘I am old enough to remember how things were under the old regime. The fear, the grovelling obedience to one’s masters. Not everybody in Russia welcomes the return to the old ways we are now seeing. Not all of us want the past back.’
Purkiss studied him. Some item or location in the vicinity of the station. He wondered if he was making a leap too far, fitting the facts to suit the idea that was growing in his mind.
‘As you mentioned, you’re a scientist,’ said Purkiss. ‘You’re curious by nature. Weren’t you tempted to investigate further, even though you’d been warned off? To find out what this great secret was that you’d been told to guard?’
Medievsky gave a soft laugh. ‘I said I refused to be an FSB flunky, John. I didn’t say I was stupid, or naïve. Yes, of course I was tempted. My career is solid, my reputation growing. It wasn’t worth jeopardising that for the sake of idle curiosity. If Moscow had discovered I was nosing around — and they would have — my time here at the station would have been terminated. As I myself might even have been.’
‘But you must have speculated about it.’
Medievsky shrugged. ‘I assume there is some sort of government base nearby that we don’t know about. Military, perhaps.’
Was that it? Purkiss wondered. Had the site of the mammoth fossils, the Nekropolis, been taken over for military purposes? But why that particular locale?
‘It seems we’re on the same side here, Oleg,’ said Purkiss. ‘In answer to your question about the security breach I’m here to investigate: my employers are being as tight-lipped as your visitors, as you call them. I don’t know quite what I’m looking for, either. I’ve just been told to watch out for suspicious behaviour among the staff at this station, and to look into it further.’
‘Then I am prepared to cooperate with you,’ said Medievsky. ‘Within the bounds of reason, and of my responsibility to this station and my team.’ He stood up. ‘I will interview the others, for completeness’ sake. And I will tell Frank to stand guard over the generators.’
Purkiss rose also. ‘How long will it be before anyone on the outside notices we’ve been cut off?’
‘Forty eight hours,’ Medievsky said immediately. ‘We establish routine contact every two days with Moscow and London and New York. The weather here causes temporary connection failures from time to time, so a loss of contact for twenty four hours isn’t considered remarkable.’
‘And the nearest manned location is the other station to the north?’
‘Correct. Saburov-Kennedy Station, almost one hundred and forty kilometres away. But the terrain in between is harsh, John. Harsher than anything you have seen so far. There is no road. It would be hazardous in the extreme to try to make the journey.’ He gestured around him. ‘We have food and fuel to last us many times over. Forty eight hours, and assistance will come.’
Unless something else happens first, thought Purkiss.

Sixteen

The call came at ten past ten in the morning, an hour after Lenilko had returned to the office.
He’d left, finally, at eleven the previous evening. Natalya had greeted him with less hostility than he’d been expecting. The twins were fast asleep.
‘I’ll spend some time with them tomorrow,’ he promised. And he had, waking at seven to prepare Sunday breakfast for them all, romping with them on the new carpet of the apartment’s living room floor. He’d left standing instructions for any call from Yarkovsky Station to be routed to his personal cell phone, but it had stayed silent through the night.
At eight thirty, with a sense of guilt assuaged, which made him feel guilty in itself, Lenilko set off through the new snowfall to Lubyanskaya Square.
When Anna put the call through to his office, he detected a trace of her usual exuberance again. She was one of only four of five other staff in on a Sunday, and as he’d expected had got there before him, her greeting pleasant but nervous.
From nearly six thousand kilometres away, Wyatt’s voice said: ‘There have been major developments.’
Lenilko felt his pulse stir. He glanced at the time-zone clock on the wall. Just after four p.m. in Yakutsk.
‘The doctor, Keys, was killed last night. And the satellite link is down. The dish has been sabotaged.’
Lenilko listened to Wyatt’s concise, impassive account with a growing excitement, avoiding interruptions until it was clear Wyatt had finished. He said: ‘Purkiss?’
‘I don’t think so. It doesn’t feel right.’
‘Why the doctor?’
‘I don’t know yet.’
Lenilko breathed deeply. The sabotage of the communication system meant some kind of action was imminent.
Wyatt asked, ‘What am I looking for, exactly?’
‘I’ll find out.’
‘Time’s short.’
‘I know,’ said Lenilko.
‘Medievsky’s told me to guard the generators. I’m on my way there after this.’
Lenilko thought about it. ‘He trusts you.’
‘Or he wants me out of the way for a while.’ Wyatt paused. ‘Purkiss may have put him up to it. The two of them have just been talking in private.’
Lenilko closed his eyes. Yes. Of course it had been Purkiss.
With a sense of stepping off the edge of a precipice, he made his decision.
‘My order to you yesterday. About treating Purkiss as an untouchable.’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m revoking it.’
Silence for a few seconds.
Wyatt said: ‘You’ve received new orders?’
‘Whether or not I have is my business. You take your orders from me.’
‘Yes. I understand.’
‘Call me three hours from now, if you can,’ said Lenilko. ‘Regardless of whether you’ve learned anything new.’
‘Yes.’
Lenilko put down the handset and turned gently in his office chair, one way and then the other.
The second satellite dish had been his idea, something he didn’t regard as a stroke of genius so much as a prudent precautionary measure. There was always the possibility of the Siberian storms knocking out the main communication system, and that would have cut Wyatt off entirely. Engineers employed directly through Lenilko’s department had installed the dish twenty-five kilometres to the south east of Yarkovsky Station a week before Wyatt’s arrival there.
Wyatt was right. Time was short, and Lenilko didn’t know what Wyatt was looking for. He owed it to his agent, and to himself, to find out.
He picked up the phone, his gut tight.
‘Anna. Get me Director Rokva. Yes, at home.’
He replaced the phone and waited.
* * *
The restaurant was no more than a quarter full, caught as it was between the breakfast and lunch surges. Many of the people at the tables looked as if they’d come in only to escape the cold.
Rokva was there already, alone in a corner booth. He’d ordered tea for them both. There’d be bodyguards nearby, but Lenilko failed to identify them among the clientele of the restaurant.
‘Semyon Vladimirovich,’ said the Director, after Lenilko had sat down. ‘You understand what it means, that I’ve asked you to meet here.’
‘Yes, sir.’ When Rokva had called back, Lenilko had said he needed to talk to him about the Yarkovsky Station project. Rokva interrupted him immediately, telling him to be at the restaurant in twenty minutes. Not his own office in the Lubyanka, not one of the usual dining venues frequented by officers of the FSB, but this middling establishment several blocks from Red Square. It meant that Rokva wanted to minimise the risk of their conversation being overheard. Audio surveillance was less likely here than even in his Lubyanka office.
Rokva poured tea, added lemon to his cup. When he looked up expectantly, Lenilko realised he himself was supposed to start the ball rolling.
‘You no doubt know the essentials of my Yarkovsky Station operation, sir. I have an asset at the station, the Briton, Francis Wyatt. I placed him there in response to chatter on the Spetssvyaz channels, in which Yarkovsky Station was starting to come up as a topic too frequently for it to be coincidental.’
Spetssvyaz, the Special Communications and Information Service, was the Russian Federation’s cryptologic intelligence agency, the service dedicated to among other things the interception and analysis of foreign communications. It was the approximate equivalent of the National Security Agency of the United States. Its relations with the FSB’s various departments were complex, and its willingness to share information varied. The agency would sometimes release raw data to the FSB, leaving it to do the analysis. It was a series of these data dumps which had alerted Lenilko to the mentions of Yarkovsky Station, though the context was too garbled to bear analysis.
‘Wyatt has been in place nine weeks. Thus far, he’s had little to report. But he communicated with me via our clandestine satellite link up just minutes before I called you at home. The main satellite dish has been sabotaged, cutting the station off. And the resident doctor was murdered last night, his death made to look like suicide.’
A tiny crease of interest appeared between Rovka’s brows. He sipped his tea. ‘What do you want to ask me?’
‘Director Rokva, something is happening, or about to happen, at Yarkovsky Station. The break in communications can only be temporary, as help will be triggered automatically after forty eight hours of silence.’ Lenilko chose his words carefully. ‘What is the significance of Yarkovsky Station? I mean, beyond the fact that it’s renowned for its research. What might an enemy be doing there? Be willing to kill for?’
Rokva took so long to reply that Lenilko wondered whether the Director was waiting for more from him. At last the small man said, ‘It’s your project, Semyon. We allow independent work by officers of your seniority precisely because we expect you to show initiative, to come up with answers without handholding on our part. Isn’t it your job to find out what is happening at the station?’
In other circumstances Lenilko would have been stung, would have felt rebuked, shamed into silence. But he thought of Wyatt, and of the speed at which events were following one another at the station, and he pressed on, emboldened. ‘With respect, sir, I believe you do know more about Yarkovsky Station and this whole business than you’re letting on. I believe there’s something you want to tell me, but are trying hard not to. You yourself remarked just now on the choice of setting in which you requested this talk of ours to take place. There’s something you need to say.’
Rokva regarded him over the rim of his cup. He finished his tea, replenished his cup from the pot.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yarkosky Station has a significance beyond the scientific research it produces. A significance known to perhaps fifty people. I, and the other directors, am among them. And I believe I’m justified in telling you now, so that you’re included in our number.’
He began.
Lenilko listened. Rokva’s cadences were as lulling as the sea, and as his words took shape, and the full import of what he was saying began to emerge, Lenilko felt himself buoyed as if on the back of some gargantuan, terrible beast rearing from the depths.
When Rokva had finished, Lenilko watched him in silence. He felt stunned. Appalled. Exhilarated.
‘Perhaps you begin to grasp my dilemma.’ Rokva spooned sugar into his cup. ‘Thirty years ago, twenty five, this would have been a clear-cut matter for us to deal with. A case of espionage, to be met with counterintelligence. Now, it appears to be more the province of Counter-Terrorism. Eshman and his crew.’
Yuri Eshman was the Director of the FSB’s Counter-Terrorism Department. The rivalry between it and Rokva’s and Lenilko’s own Directorate of Special Activities was intense and ongoing. Counter-Terrorism saw the Special Activities people as sad, irrelevant relics, a nostalgia club dedicated to fighting old Cold War battles that were long since over. The Kremlin seemed to agree. Annual funding for Counter-Terrorism had soared in the last decade, in contrast to a steady drop in investment for the Counterintelligence Service as a whole and the Special Activities Directorate in particular.
‘However: I resisted taking the case out of your hands and handing it to Eshman,’ Rokva went on. ‘Until now, it has been perfectly justifiable for our service to conduct a deep-penetration investigation into what is happening at the station. But in light of what I’ve just told you, you must see that it’s looking as though we’ll have to concede this one to Eshman.’
No. Under the table Lenilko’s fists clenched.
‘I have the agent in place,’ he said, in tones as measured as he could manage. ‘I have exclusive access. I want to hang on to this one, Director Rokva. I want to see it through. Bring it home.’
‘And I can understand that.’ Rokva nibbled at a tiny biscuit which had accompanied the tea. ‘As I say, I have so far resisted what my head has told me, namely that this entire project should be handed over to Counter-Terrorism. I’m old guard, Semyon Vladimirovich. I cut my KGB teeth on the great, stealthy battles between us and the Americans and British. Chasing a rag-tag mob of terrorists and martyrs was not what I signed up for when I joined as a young man.’ He sighed, raised both palms heavenward. ‘But these are different times. The madmen, the bombers, the kidnappers, they have the upper hand. Our old enemies, our old friends, the sane, clever ones, the ones who were so much like us… they aren’t the threat they used to be. And we’ll have to come to terms with that.’
For the first time since he’d sat down, Lenilko applied himself to his own tea. It was bland and cool and insipid.
‘What are my instructions?’ he said, finally.
‘You are to contact Eshman’s office and inform him of the Yarkovsky Station project. You are to include every last detail of what you have learned. You are to tell him that the Directorate of Special Activities recognises this is a case for Counter-Terrorism, and that you will be on hand to provide advice but will otherwise leave CT to handle it from now on.’
Rokva’s tone was matter of fact, but something in his eyes betrayed regret. Bitterness, even.
Lenilko said, ‘This is wrong, sir.’
‘Quite probably, yes. Morally speaking.’
‘I can’t do it.’
‘You have to.’
‘It’s ours.’
‘Not any more.’
‘For God’s sake, Director.’
It was the first time he’d ever raised his voice to his superior. Lenilko flinched, appalled.
But Rokva didn’t react.
Lenilko held up his hands in apology. ‘That was uncalled for, sir. But…’
He placed his palms neatly on the table, leaned forward.
‘Six hours.’
Rokva raised his eyebrows.
‘Six hours,’ said Lenilko. ‘Give me six hours to prove this is a matter primarily for Special Activities and not for Eshman. If I fail to make my case, I’ll willingly concede defeat. No. I’ll go further. If I’m wrong, I’ll resign.’
Rokva rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic.’ He placed his hands on the table in a mirroring of Lenilko that was either wholly unconscious or a crude parody. ‘Six hours. No longer. Beyond that, I’ll contact Eshman myself.’
Without warning Rokva rose, signalled somebody behind Lenilko’s shoulder. For an instant Lenilko felt the thrill of primal Russian fear, the abject terror of the hand on the upper arm, the three a.m. knock at the door. But Rokva was probably only giving notice that his car should be brought round.
‘Thank you, Director Rokva,’ Purkiss murmured. ‘Six hours. I won’t let you down.’

Seventeen

Either the quality of the transmitter was lower than Purkiss had expected, or he’d positioned it less than ideally. Because although Wyatt’s voice was unmistakeable, his words were unintelligible.
Purkiss hunched forward over the receiver on the writing table, as if by getting physically closer to it he could somehow boost its power. He pressed the tiny earpiece further into the external auditory canals of both his ears.
Wyatt spoke in a natural baritone, with a slight emphasis on the sibilants, and those two aspects of his speech came across clearly enough. There was even a moment when Purkiss fancied he caught a word — Purkiss — but he dismissed it.
Purkiss had gone straight from Medievsky’s office to his room, where he’d locked the door and taken out his briefcase and removed the surveillance kit from the false bottom.
It was a gamble. He’d advised Medievsky to send Wyatt to the generators to stand guard, and it was possible Wyatt would head straight there. But Purkiss knew Wyatt hadn’t been back to his room since the discovery of Keys’s body at seven that morning. Wyatt had been herded into the mess with the rest of them at first, and then had gone straight out with Haglund and Medievsky on the expedition to inspect the satellite dish. On his return, he’d once again gone directly to the mess with his colleagues.
So, if he was communicating with someone on the outside from his sleeping quarters, he’d want to take this opportunity to send a message before he was posted to a potentially protracted stint of guard duty.
It took five minutes, less than Purkiss had expected, and the sudden breaking of a human murmur into the silence startled him.
He listened for three minutes, at most. Then the voice fell silent.
Purkiss continued listening, heard the multitude of random noises produced by somebody moving about a room.
Silence followed. Purkiss knew Wyatt had left his room.
He put the receiver and the ear buds away in the briefcase’s compartment and stowed it in the wardrobe.
He hadn’t heard a word, hadn’t heard even what language Wyatt had been speaking in. But he’d confirmed that Wyatt had a line of communication with the world outside. The rhythm of his speech, the flow and the pauses, had been those of a man talking on a phone, alternately talking and listening.
Purkiss left his room and walked the corridors until he was outside Wyatt’s. He wondered what the man had made of the note he must have found when he’d entered, the one Purkiss had pushed under the door, asking for a meeting to discuss a technical point. Possibly Wyatt would have dismissed it as a lame attempt by Purkiss to lure him into a private conference.
This time Purkiss disregarded the risk of traps. He overcame the lock in under fifteen seconds, pushed the door open.
The room was as generic as Purkiss’s own. He searched it methodically and quickly, all need for stealth long past. It came as no surprise that there was nothing obvious to find, no phone or laptop or tablet computer, no documents, no passport.
He found the satellite phone handset, after seven minutes, in that oldest and most classic of Cold War hiding places: inside a waterproof bag, taped under the lid of the toilet cistern.
Purkiss pulled the handset from the bag and gripped it like an athlete brandishing a trophy.
It was, at last, something concrete.
* * *
Purkiss had seen the outbuilding that housed the generators a few times since his arrival. It was a concrete block, low and broad, some fifty or sixty yards from the west wing of the main building of the complex.
He reached the front corridor quickly, moving stealthily, ducking back once or twice when he heard somebody moving round the corner ahead. There was a risk that Medievsky or one of the others would come to his room for some reason and become suspicious when their knock failed to elicit a response. It was a risk Purkiss was willing to take.
His outdoor gear was hanging on the same hook he’d left it after returning from the trip to Outpost 56-J. Purkiss stepped into the snowsuit, zipped up, hauled on the heavy boots, pulled down the goggles. The suit was bright orange in colour, its purposeful visibility a potential handicap now. There was no way round it.
Purkiss opened the door and felt the cold leap on him, howling, as if it had been waiting.
He stooped and ran in the direction of the generator building and understood why it was said you had to acclimatise yourself to the tundra on a twice-daily basis if you were to function. He’d last been outside the complex twenty hours ago. Now, it was as if he’d been parachuted in after living for six months in the tropics. The cold was a flurry of needles stinging his face and his hands and his torso, despite their thick coverings, and spreading numbness through his skin and down, deeper, penetrating the layers of muscle and fat and breaching the hardness of bone to suffuse the marrow within the cavities.
He was gripped with a violent impulse to veer away, to forget everything, forget the mission, forget Wyatt, to hurl himself back towards the main door and slam it behind him and give himself over to the embrace of the heat of the building he’d just left. The building housing the generators was a theoretical construct, a compressed cube looming ahead that was as removed from Purkiss’s reality as a Picasso viewed in a gallery.
Purkiss narrowed his consciousness so that it focused on the building and nothing else. He pulled the building towards him.
It slammed against the side of his face and he gripped its sheer slick wall, amazed at its solidity, its actuality.
The door was ten paces to his right, a window in between giving off a faint light.
Purkiss crept along the wall, ducked when he reached the window so that he moved beneath it. He didn’t risk a glimpse inside.
At the door, he touched the wooden handle with his gloved hand. Turned it, infinitesimally, aware that his perception of time and distance was distorted by the cold.
Pushed it a millimetre or two.
There was the slightest give, not enough to open it even a fraction, but sufficient to tell Purkiss that it wasn’t locked.
He twisted the handle fully and charged through the door.
With hindsight, he understood that the terrible, overwhelming imperative to escape the cold had made him reckless, had overridden the precautions he would normally take when entering a room in order to surprise an opponent.
Purkiss felt the heat envelope him, deliriously, as he kicked the door shut, and the relief that flooded his veins delayed him because as he looked right and then left he registered during the second move that he’d seen something on his right but by the time he’d whipped round and dropped into a crouch with his hands raised and ready to deliver a blow that would incapacitate, it was too late.
Wyatt sat against the far wall on the right, on the floor, twenty paces away.
Behind Purkiss, the generators hummed.
Wyatt’s knees were drawn up, his extended arms braced across them. His right hand gripped a pistol, the left supporting it from below.
He said: ‘Purkiss. It’s about bloody time.’

Eighteen

It wasn’t the gun, or even the fact that Wyatt had got the drop on him so effortlessly, that disturbed Purkiss.
It was the fact that Wyatt knew his name.
Entire tapestries threatened to unravel. Had Wyatt been expecting his arrival, which meant his cover had been blown before he’d even left London? Was Purkiss by now so recognisable in the international intelligence community that Wyatt had identified him on first contact?
And, from the bleakest reaches of his mind, the nasty sewer into which Purkiss had first tapped last summer, en route to a possible ambush in Riyadh: has Vale set me up?
Beside Wyatt, propped against the wall, was a rifle. Purkiss assumed it was one of the ten Medievsky had mentioned, the small arsenal for use as protection from bears. It looked to Purkiss like a Ruger Hawkeye.
The gun in Wyatt’s hands was probably his own. A Walther PPK.
Wyatt said, ‘Lock the door.’
The key was in the lock on the inside. Purkiss complied.
Wyatt gestured him closer. ‘We haven’t much time. Sooner or later, someone’s going to notice your absence and raise the alarm.’
Purkiss pulled off his goggles, felt numbing heat melt his exposed skin.
He took a casual step forward.
‘Right there is close enough,’ Wyatt said mildly, not bothering to wave the gun or anything dramatic like that.
‘What did Keys have on you?’
Wyatt smiled mirthlessly. ‘Straight to the point. If you’d been like that from the outset, Keys might still be alive and we might not be in the predicament we’re in now.’
Purkiss didn’t let his confusion show. ‘Had he discovered what you were doing here? Is that it?’
‘You know what, Purkiss? It was only a short while ago, when Medievsky returned to tell me I was going to be standing sentry duty here, that I worked out who you really are. Not John Purkiss, I knew that already. But what your agenda is. You’re the Ratcatcher. The mythical figure sent to track down us renegade agents. The equivalent of the monsters parents tell misbehaving children will come and get them if they don’t toe the line.’
‘You believe that. Really.’ Purkiss had learned not to protest too much in situations like this. ‘No, in fact I’m straightforward SIS. But yes, I am here to find out what you’re planning, and put a stop to it.’
‘You admit, then, that you don’t know why I’m here.’
‘Yes.’
Wyatt shifted to find a more comfortable position against the wall, the gun never wavering in his hands. ‘And yet, you assume automatically that I need to be stopped.’
‘You’re a traitor. You joined an enemy intelligence agency while employed by ours. That means you have to be brought to book. It’s open and shut, Wyatt. No nuances, no moral dilemmas involved.’
‘Even if what I’m trying to do is in Britain’s interests?’
Purkiss sighed. He’d managed to inch forwards, subtly, so that he was two or three feet closer to Wyatt. It wasn’t enough. He could traverse the ten paces between them in two seconds. A bullet would cover the distance in a fraction of that. ‘The Soviet Union used to argue that Britain’s interests would be served by its becoming part of the Warsaw Pact. Spare me the propaganda, Wyatt.’
Wyatt said, carefully, his eyes fixed on Purkiss’s: ‘I didn’t kill Keys.’
He was inviting Purkiss to read his gaze.
‘And I didn’t sabotage the satellite dish, either.’
To detect a lie in the eyes, no matter what the words said.
Purkiss believed him.
And, if he was honest with himself, he’d had his doubts already.
He said: ‘Then who did?’
Wyatt raised his eyebrows. ‘That’s why I’m here. To find out who, and why, and what.’
‘On behalf of the Russian government.’
‘Yes, of course.’ Wyatt’s tone was matter of fact. ‘Your version of the facts is probably more or less accurate. I was recruited in Warsaw in 1985. During the nineties there wasn’t much of a role for me, though I remained an asset of the KGB as it went through its various permutations. Things have got busier in the last decade and a half.’ He kept his two-handed grip on the Walther, but raised the index finger of his left hand. ‘And before you ask what motivated me… please. It’s not relevant.’
Purkiss said, ‘Put the gun down, Wyatt.’
Wyatt frowned, but in an almost affable way, as if to say: come on.
Six inches closer. Purkiss didn’t chance any more.
‘You’ve effectively told me that we’re on the same side in this,’ he said. ‘I’m hardly going to jump you. I’ve admitted I don’t know what your mission here is. You appear willing to tell me. I’m all ears. But that gun makes me nervous.’
‘Sit down,’ said Wyatt.
Damn. That made it more difficult. But Purkiss could hardly refuse. He lowered himself to the concrete floor, perturbed by how numb his legs still felt from the cold.
Wyatt dropped his hands to his sides, the gun pointing away.
‘The FSB picked up SIGINT data mentioning Yarkovsky Station towards the end of last year. Not just once, but several times. Nothing specific, but enough to suggest something was happening here, or about to happen. I was placed here to check it out. So far, I’ve found almost nothing. They all seem to be kosher, the staff here, even if they are an odd bunch.’
‘Do you suspect anything? Industrial espionage, the stealing of research material?’
Wyatt tipped his head. ‘It wouldn’t make sense. This is an international station, owned jointly by four countries. It isn’t some top-secret Russian facility.’
‘Then what?’
For the first time, Wyatt looked grave. ‘I don’t know, Purkiss.’
Purkiss said, ‘How did you identify me?’
‘Your name? My handler in Moscow worked that one out. I’ve maintained communications with him.’
‘I know,’ said Purkiss. ‘I found your satellite phone.’
He’d wanted to rattle Wyatt, and just for an instant he knew he’d succeeded: there was the slightest shifting of the man’s eyes, a movement at his mouth. Wyatt raised his free hand in an imaginary toast.
‘Just now?’
‘Yes.’
‘I thought so. You didn’t search my room before.’
‘No.’
Purkiss glanced away naturally, took in the immediate environment. He wasn’t going to reach Wyatt in time, not from a seated position, so the only other option was to use the surroundings in some way. To his right was the wall. To his left, a row of wall cupboards, seven or eight feet away.
In a pocket inside his jumpsuit, he felt the weight of the satellite phone.
He said, ‘Okay. Neither of us knows what’s going down here. There’s no obvious way of finding out. But something’s imminent, hence the cutting of the communication system. So we focus on who the culprit is.’
‘Yes. I’d agree with that.’
‘And?’
‘Who do I think it is?’ Wyatt looked away, considering. ‘Medievsky, possibly. He’s in charge, he’s well placed to hide evidence of what he’s up to. Montrose is another possibility. A dark horse. And Haglund. He’s the engineer, he could have rigged the explosion in the fuel tank of your snowmobile. Which was something else I didn’t do, by the way. And he was the first to discover that the comms were down.’ He nodded at Purkiss. ‘How about you?’
‘Haglund, yes,’ said Purkiss. ‘A definite possibility, and for the reasons you mention. Montrose… I don’t know. He’s too resentful, too uncontrolled. He doesn’t feel right. I think you’re completely wrong about Medievsky.’
‘Why?’
‘Because he told me during our recent conference that when he was appointed as leader of the team, some FSB apparatchiks ordered him to report any unusual activity at the station. It was some matter of national security, some item of interest in the region that might attract the attention of undesirable elements. All very vague and very KGB.’
He watched Wyatt carefully as he said it, and the man’s interest was definitely piqued.
Purkiss went on: ‘The thing is, Medievsky was completely sincere when he relayed all this. And genuinely uncomfortable about betraying a secret. He wasn’t covering anything up.’
‘You can’t be sure of that.’
‘No. I can’t. But you know when your instincts tell you something. Medievsky’s not the one.’
Wyatt appeared to think about it. ‘Any of the others grab you?’
‘Avner’s whole volatile, office-joker performance might be just that, a performance. But he doesn’t feel right. Budian’s in the running, though Keys’s death really seems to have shaken her. Clement, though… She’s cold. Unreadable. I know very little about what she actually does here, apart from watch people and make gnomic remarks from time to time. She’s one to watch.’
Wyatt shifted again, adjusting his back against the wall behind him. For the first time his tone was laced with frustration. ‘And while we sit here, contemplating how many angels can dance on the head of a pin, it’s all progressing relentlessly. Whatever it is. We don’t bloody know, haven’t an inkling.’
It was the perfect opening. Purkiss reached inside his jumpsuit, brought out his hand, saw Wyatt’s head snap back to face him and the right hand with the gun start moving.
‘Hell, Wyatt.’ Purkiss raised the phone handset. ‘I was just going to say, you need to call your handler in Moscow. Tell him, or her, that they have to provide you with more intel, and urgently. What’s the big thing Medievsky has been sworn to protect? No more bureaucratic secrecy. Time’s running out.’
The phone handset weighed perhaps one pound. The speed it could achieve once flung from a human hand, even that of an Olympic discus thrower, wouldn’t turn it into anything approaching a lethal or even an incapacitating projectile. But Purkiss wasn’t looking to disable Wyatt with it. Rather, he was aiming to shock and confuse, long enough to buy him the crucial seconds necessary to leap up and cross the floor and neutralise the man before he could bring the Walther across and fire with any degree of accuracy.
Because although Purkiss believed Wyatt, accepted that he wasn’t the one who’d tried to kill him or had actually killed Keys or sabotaged the satellite dish, he suspected the man was holding something back, something that Purkiss would have to extract from him using forced persuasion, the current euphemism in use by SIS.
Professional baseball players in the United States had been timed to pitch the ball at speeds of close to one hundred miles per hour. Purkiss estimated he could achieve a velocity of sixty per cent of that. Which meant he could hit Wyatt in the face with the handset in less than one hundredth of a second.
That was assuming his preparatory actions leading up to the throw didn’t provoke Wyatt into aiming the Walther and firing first.
He’d achieve greater momentum if he drew his hand back before hurling the phone. On the other hand, he’d lose precious fragments of time to Wyatt.
Purkiss released the handset in a kind of push, like an awkward shotputting move. It meant he had to arc it slightly upward to compensate for the reduced velocity.
As if the throw had triggered it in some way, the phone began to ring, the shrill hum as jarring as a banshee’s shriek.
* * *
The noise delayed Purkiss for a crucial second. By the time he was up and launching himself across the floor at Wyatt, the handset had ricocheted off the man’s partly averted head and Wyatt had the gun up and its muzzle loomed huge.
Purkiss got the wrist of the gun arm in his grip and levered the arm away from his face, at the same time jabbing with a half-fist at Wyatt’s abdomen, seeking the solar plexus but meeting his ribcage instead, a winding blow but not an incapacitating one. Wyatt grunted and tried to bring his knees up and succeeded, his bent legs forming a barrier between him and Purkiss. The blow to his chest had weakened him sufficiently that Purkiss was able with a twist of his wrist to send the Walther spinning from Wyatt’s fingers.
He released Wyatt’s arm and threw himself away from him and towards the gun and caught it before it skittered across the floor. Rolling, Purkiss extended both arms, the gun trained on Wyatt, who crouched against the wall, his face grey.
Between them, the phone handset lay on the floor, still ringing.
Wyatt watched Purkiss’s face, his gaze never dropping to the phone.
‘I need to answer it,’ he whispered.
Purkiss rose to his knees, keeping a bead on Wyatt.
‘You have to let me answer it, Purkiss.’ His voice was a fraction stronger. ‘Moscow may have critical information to impart.’
Purkiss gave it a second. The phone rang again, a steady one-tone pulse.
‘No hints of any kind,’ said Purkiss. ‘You’re guarding the generators, and have nothing new to report. Listen, don’t talk. No stress codes. I’ll recognise them. And put it on speakerphone.’
Wyatt nodded quickly and reached for the handset, grimacing. He hit the receive key, glanced away from Purkiss. Purkiss respected that; it was professional. When you were staring at somebody else in the room, it was hard for some of that intensity not to be conveyed to the person on the other end of the line.
‘Da?’
The reply came tinnily after a second or two. ‘Can you talk?’
‘Yes.’
‘The objective is now clear. In the vicinity of Yarkovsky Station there is the wreckage of a Tupolev plane. Somebody is —’
Wyatt rocked back on his haunches, his head snapping to one side, so that for an instant Purkiss imagined the phone had exploded in his face. Almost immediately after, Purkiss heard the smash of glass behind and to his right, felt the sudden rush of cold from outside as the window was breached.
He dived, rolled, coming up on his back and aiming the Walther at the window even as the next flash of light came, and the next in quick succession, and against the wall Wyatt jerked again and cried out once and slumped like a marionette with its strings cut. Purkiss opened fire, clean central shots at the square of darkness through which the snow was already beginning to swirl. He edged over to Wyatt, loosing another shot at the window to keep it clear. Without looking at Wyatt he grabbed him under one arm, his eyes on the window, and began to duckwalk over to the adjacent wall, out of the line of sight of the window, hauling Wyatt with him. He felt the dead weight, the utter lack of responsiveness.
Back where Wyatt had been crouching, the phone handset lay on the floor, the scratchy distant Russian voice erupting from it: ‘Talk to me, talk to me…’
Purkiss hesitated for a second, pulled three ways. His instinct was to fling open the door and confront whoever was out there. But he’d make an easy target, not least because the disorientating effect of the cold would slow him down.
He scuttled across the floor, keeping the gun trained on the window again, and grabbed the handset. He killed the call, cutting the Russian off in mid-sentence, and shoved the phone in his inside pocket.
Wyatt was clearly dead. All three shots had hit home, two in the chest and one shearing away the side of his neck. For the first time Purkiss noticed how much blood there was, a pool of it beneath the man and forming a smear across the floor where Purkiss had dragged him. The blood was already congealing in the cold coming in through the smashed window.
The hammering began on the door, so hard that Purkiss wondered if a battering ram was being used. He heard Medievsky’s yell: ‘Frank?’
The door yielded to a battery of boot heels, splintering free from the mooring of its lock. Medievsky came through first, Haglund behind. Both carried Ruger rifles.
‘My God,’ muttered Medievsky.
Purkiss laid the Walther down, kicked it away. He rose, his hands held away from him. He was conscious of the glue of Wyatt’s blood matting the front of his snowsuit.
Haglund raised his rifle, sighted down it, the barrel steady on Purkiss. He motioned him over to the wall. Medievsky stepped over to Wyatt, gazed down at the body. He’d pulled off his goggles and his mask, and his mouth was a hook of fury and horror.
He turned to Purkiss.
‘Bastard.’

Nineteen

Lenilko had quit smoking seven years earlier after a twenty-a-day habit since his teens, determined to stay ahead of the statistical mortality curve for Russian males. He’d experienced cravings every so often in the intervening years, but usually when he was around other smokers.
Alone in his office, he was glad he’d got rid of the pack he used to keep in his desk drawer in order to test his resolve. Because he knew there was no chance he’d be able to resist now.
As he did with all calls on the satellite phone, he’d recorded this one. He played it back.
Can you talk?
Yes.
The objective is now clear. In the vicinity of Yarkovsky Station there is the wreckage of a Tupolev plane. Somebody is —
Then the cry of pain, the sound of glass shattering and the clatter as the handset was dropped. Followed by two sharp reports, distant but unmistakeable: small arms fire.
Lenilko listened to his own voice. What’s happening… are you shot… talk to me.
A volley of new shots, closer this time, from a different handgun. Sounds of scuffling and rasping static.
Then a click as the call was ended.
Lenilko stood at his desk, picked up the phone. His thumb hung poised over the call button.
Wyatt wouldn’t answer. He was certain of it.
Lenilko wondered, his thoughts detached, if Wyatt too had been recording the calls. If so, whoever now had the handset would also have the message about the Tupolev aircraft, the one Lenilko had been in the middle of conveying when the shots had come.
He took his thumb away from the key but continued to hold the handset, as if it might somehow tell him what had gone on at the other end.
The realisation crept through his veins, his marrow, where he couldn’t ignore it.
The mission was compromised. No. The mission was blown. His contact with Yarkovsky Station was terminated. So was his asset on the ground.
Lenilko had to assume the opposition had discovered the whereabouts of the crashed Tupolev, which was why they were upping the ante, severing communication links. They were buying time while they took what they were after from the aircraft. Action on their part was imminent. Delay on Moscow’s part would be fatal.
Which meant Lenilko had to do what Rokva had originally ordered him to. He had to hand over the case to Counter-Terrorism as a matter of urgency. Had to recognise that he was out of his depth, had failed, and that more reliable hands than his were required to take control of the situation.
Shame burned in him, clawed at his innards.
For a full twenty minutes he stood before the window, watching the Sunday families picking their way across the snow-carpeted square below on the way to the toy store, no longer scurrying in dread before the Lubyanka’s presence as they would have done thirty years before.
Twenty minutes, every one of them a further delay, every one of them a nail driven into the coffin of the guilt within which he felt encased.
He had no alternatives. There was no point in debating himself, and debasing himself. His humiliation was complete. No point in adding criminal negligence to his failings.
Lenilko returned to his desk and, still standing, picked up the office phone.
‘Anna,’ he said. ‘Get me Director Eshman, please. Yes, Counter-Terrorism.’
His heart leapt, the sudden shock preventing him from breathing for a few seconds. It was only then that he fully registered what was happening.
In his other hand, the satellite phone had begun to ring.
* * *
At the front door Medievsky barged ahead of Purkiss and flung it open and stood aside with the rifle readied. Haglund jabbed Purkiss in the back, herding him through. The warmth flooded Purkiss, affording blessed relief despite the circumstances.
Medievsky faced him, unwilling to turn his back on Purkiss, and walked backwards down the corridor.
‘Oleg,’ said Purkiss.
Behind him, Haglund muttered: ‘Shut up.’
Purkiss hadn’t had a chance to say anything in the generator room. The two men had hustled him outside without delay, and during the short trot back to the main building, the keening of the wind had been such that Purkiss wouldn’t be able to make himself heard if he’d tried.
‘It wasn’t me who shot Wyatt. You have to find out where each of the others has been in the last few minutes. One of them opened fire through the window. They’ll be out there still, or they’ll have just got in and be taking off their snowsuit. There’s no time to waste.’
Haglund rammed the barrel of the Ruger between Purkiss’s shoulder blades, propelling him forward so that Medievsky had to back away more quickly. Purkiss stumbled, regained his footing.
‘Oleg, you’re feeling like a fool right now, because you think I played you for one. You’re looking for revenge. I can understand that. But your primary responsibility is to the staff at this station. If you don’t get the person who did this right now, more of you will be killed. Probably all of you.’
Medievsky banged on a door set into the wall of the corridor. ‘This one.’ He pulled a huge ring of keys from his pocket, selected one and fitted it and shoved the door open, stood aside again and jerked the barrel towards the opening. ‘Get in.’
Purkiss stepped inside. It was a storeroom, a spare by the look of it. An old-fashioned lightbulb hung from a cobwebbed comma of flex in the ceiling. The dusty shelves were bare apart from a few ancient, yellowed cardboard boxes.
Purkiss turned. Medievsky stood in the doorway, the rifle aimed at Purkiss at belly height.
‘You didn’t kill Frank?’
‘No.’
‘Then where did you get the gun you were holding?’
‘It was Wyatt’s.’
Medievsky looked as if he was going to spit.
He lifted the gun, the barrel now centred on Purkiss’s chest.
So this is it, thought Purkiss. This room isn’t a prison cell. It’s an execution chamber.
The one chance they had was the phone. If Medievsky used it to call Wyatt’s FSB handler in Moscow, they could have assistance here from Yakutsk within ninety minutes. It might not be soon enough, but it was worth a try. But help might already be on its way. The FSB man would have heard the gunfire, would assume Wyatt was dead, and may already have scrambled support.
Purkiss needed to tell Medievsky about the phone before the man opened fire. His shots might destroy the handset in Purkiss’s pocket.
‘Oleg,’ he said. ‘You need to let me —’
‘We’ll be back once I’ve decided what to do with you,’ Medievsky snapped. He slammed the door. Purkiss heard the key grind in the lock.
He stood in the centre of the storeroom floor, aware for the first time of the hammering of his heart, the surge of adrenaline like amphetamines through his vasculature.
When the rushing of the pulse in his ears had quietened, Purkiss moved quickly to the door and put his eye to the keyhole. As expected, Medievsky had taken the key with him. The field of vision was minimal, only the wall of the corridor immediately opposite presenting itself. Purkiss held his breath and waited. Nobody paced past.
He turned his head and pressed his ear to the cold metal door. The building echoed and clanged, the sounds transmitted though the walls from all over. He shifted and put his ear against the keyhole.
There was no sound, no other cue to suggest that somebody was standing on the other side. That didn’t mean there was nobody there; Haglund, maybe, his rifle trained on the door, ready to fire the moment he had an excuse. But it did mean that if someone was standing guard, they were being stealthy about it.
Purkis backed away to the far end of the storeroom. They weren’t professionals, Medievsky and Haglund, that was clear. Professionals in their own fields, certainly, but not in Purkiss’s line of work. For one, they’d made the mistake of not searching him, of being lulled by the fact that they’d seen him lay his gun down into believing he was unarmed. A skilled operative would have searched him for a backup weapon.
Or for a phone.
He pressed himself into the corner furthest from the door, turned his back so that the sound would be muffled further. If anyone was listening closely at the door, they’d probably hear him speaking. It was a risk he had to take.
Purkiss pulled out the phone handset, switched it on. For a heartstopping moment the screen remained blank, and he thought it must have been damaged, or its battery must be flat. But it flickered into life.
He found a single, unlabelled number in the call log.
He hit the key.
For a few seconds the silence was absolute. Purkiss felt another twinge of dread. Had the FSB shut down the connection, reasoning that it had been compromised and was no longer safe to use?
The ringing chirruped at the other end, harsh and electronic but sweet as larksong to Purkiss’s ears.
A click, followed instantaneously by an abrupt: ‘Da?’
Purkiss said in Russian, speaking rapidly, keeping his voice as low as he dared while still maintaining intelligibility, ‘This is John Purkiss. I was with Wyatt when you called him. He’s been shot dead. It wasn’t me. We were ambushed and I didn’t see who it was. The team leader, Medievsky, believes I did it and has me prisoner.’
‘What did you —’
‘Be quiet and listen,’ Purkiss cut in. ‘They’re going to discover me with this phone before long and take it away and that’ll be it. I heard you say to Wyatt something about a Tupolev that was wrecked. What were you going to tell him?’
‘You can’t expect —’
‘You have to tell me.’ Purkiss spoke more loudly than he’d intended, lowered his voice once more. ‘Your man’s dead. The only response available to you is to send in the troops. It’ll take them ninety minutes to get here, minimum. That could be too late. I’m your only hope of stopping whatever’s about to happen, because I’m here, on the ground. So tell me what you were going to tell Wyatt.’
Purkiss half turned his head. That noise outside, beyond the door… Yes, there was no doubt. Footsteps.
‘Tell me,’ he hissed. ‘They’re coming back.’
The rasp of the key in the unoiled lock.
‘For the love of God, tell me.’
At the other end, the voice said, ‘A Tupolev Tu-22M strategic bomber carrying six Raduga Kh-15 air-to-surface missiles armed with nuclear warheads was lost in the skies over north-eastern Siberia some twenty-five years ago. The aircraft was never recovered, nor were the missiles.’
Behind Purkiss, the door was flung open. He turned. Haglund charged into the storeroom, Medievsky following.
‘Son of a bitch,’ yelled Medievsky.
The rifles came up.
As if spurred on by the background noise, the voice continued, ‘We have intelligence suggesting a person or persons unknown, most likely a terrorist group, has identified the location of the lost aircraft and intends to steal the missiles.’
‘Put the phone down, Farmer.’ Haglund stepped forward, sighted down the Ruger at Purkiss’s head.
‘When and where did it crash?’ said Purkiss.
Haglund advanced another step. ‘I said put it down.’
The voice on the phone said, ‘April fifth, nineteen eighty-eight. The precise location of the aircraft is not known —’
Haglund fired, the shot singing past Purkiss’s hand, so close he felt its breath, and whined off the wall behind him.
Between clenched teeth, the Swede said: ‘The next one goes through your head.’
Purkiss laid the phone down, raised his hands once again. Haglund strode forward and rammed the barrel of the Ruger into his stomach, doubling him up. As he went down, Haglund kicked him in the side of the head with a boot. Agony exploded inside Purkiss’s consciousness.
He swam out of focus, slipping away, the date spiralling and wafting through his disordered thoughts: April 1988…
He went under, curiously content, because of course he knew where the Tupolev was.
Of course…

Twenty

‘Anna,’ Lenilko said. ‘I want you to sit down.’
Her eyes flicking up at his and then away again, she pulled the chair away from the desk and sat down quickly.
He sat in his chair across the desk from her. He’d locked the door behind her.
Lenilko paid an independent contractor to sweep his room for bugs on a daily basis. He knew even his director, Rokva, was cautious about using his own office when discussing matters of extreme confidentiality, hence their meeting that morning in the restaurant behind Red Square. Lenilko thought this was paranoia of an exaggerated, even prissy, kind.
‘Are you loyal, Anna?’
She looked up quickly, holding his gaze. ‘Yes, Mr Lenilko.’
‘To whom?’
‘To you.’
‘To me? Or to the FSB? To the Director? To the State? Which?’
Her mouth worked in confusion. ‘To… all of you.’
He shook his head, patiently rather than in exasperation. ‘Of course. You couldn’t say but otherwise. And I’ve no doubt whatsoever you’re sincere about it. You genuinely feel loyalty to multiple agencies.’ He rested his elbows on the desk, leaned forward. ‘But what if you found yourself in a situation where your loyalties were in conflict? Where the requirements of one party were at direct odds with those of another?’
She blinked, struggling. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘What if one party trusted you to do something that another forbade you to do? Which side would you choose?’
She didn’t answer.
Lenilko sat back once more. ‘Anna Yaroslavna, you’re an educated woman. You read history at university. You know of the Great War. During the great battles on the so-called Eastern Front, our armies were an unstoppable, relentless force of nature. By sheer strength of numbers, they overwhelmed the Nazi forces, time and again, no matter how advanced the technology Hitler threw at us, no matter how more efficient a fighting force the German Wehrmacht was than our Red Army. And do you know why?’
No response.
‘It was because our soldiers were not permitted to fail. It was because every teenage peasant in a uniform with a rifle thrust into his hands knew, despite the terror he faced, despite the murderous, raging Nazi machine into whose jaws he was walking, that if he took so much as one step backwards, he would be shot like a dog by the NKVD officers lined up behind him. He walked forward towards likely death because he was more afraid of the certain death at his back.’
Lenilko paused. He drank coffee in the mornings, took tea in meetings. But under conditions of pressure, he consumed water, in small amounts and often. He poured two glasses full, pushed one across the desk towards Anna.
‘The Red Army destroyed Germany. Broke the back of the regime, took Berlin, ensured that half of Europe came under the influence of our country. We won, decisively, unambiguously. A great good was achieved. But tell me, Anna. If you had the facility of prescience, and you had been born sixty years earlier and were a young NKVD officer assigned to the front line… would you have aimed your rifle at the backs of those soldiers? Boys a handful of years younger than you, any of whom might have been courting your little sister at the time? Would you have found it in yourself to pull the trigger as soon as one of them peeled away from the horror of the flames and the shells, holding in your mind the knowledge that this child’s death would spur others on to help achieve the glorious victory we now know came to pass? Would your loyalty have, at that moment, been to the nation? To Comrade Stalin? Or to the poor illiterate boy whose toothless mother back home in some godforsaken hovel would be tortured by his death even as she was being dragged off to a labour camp for the crime of giving birth to a deserter?’
Anna clasped her face in her hands, her sob all but stifled, and Lenilko thought he’d gone too far. He hated this, the hard-hearted manipulative bullshit that was so engrained in the FSB’s way of doing things that his trainers had presented it in their seminars in an almost bored manner.
Lenilko drank water. He glanced at the clock. Nine minutes had passed since he’d terminated the call with Purkiss. The British agent’s voice had disappeared suddenly, or rather receded. From the clamour in the distance, Lenilko assumed the phone had been laid down somewhere. He’d killed the call himself.
‘Anna,’ he said. ‘I’ve been a complete shit. I’ve upset you, with my florid analogies, and I didn’t mean to do that. I never wanted to be that kind of bullying, arsehole of a boss. I apologise. But the situation we’re in is this. Yarkovsky Station is in meltdown. Our asset — his name is Wyatt — has been murdered. Shot dead. Our communications are gone. A terrorist cell has infiltrated the station and is about to gain possession of six missiles armed with nuclear warheads which lie in the wreckage of a plane nearby.’
She lowered her hand so that eyes were visible above her fingers.
‘Yes,’ Lenilko said gently. ‘Those are the stakes. If we don’t act, decisively, an extra-national terrorist group will have its hands on six thermonuclear weapons. We don’t know who these people are, or what their level of technological sophistication is. But in one week, in one month, in a year, six of the world’s cities may be obliterated, charred beyond recognition under a twisting radioactive cloud. It may be New York, or London. It may be Moscow itself. If we don’t act, Anna, and within the next hour… this carnage will happen.’
She lifted her hands away entirely, flattened them on the desk. It was a mannerism of his, he knew.
Lenilko pressed on. ‘You will be approached by Counter-Terrorism. By the Director himself. They will argue that this is a matter entirely inappropriate for us in Special Activities. They will say they are best equipped to deal with a threat of this nature. But do you know what they will then do, Anna? They’ll spend precious minutes reviewing the evidence, poring over transcripts, conducting crisis meetings… wasting time, while the opposition seizes the warheads and spirits them away and ensures they are lost forever. Until they are used. Used to destroy our cities, and our way of life.’
He saw something in her face, and thought he had her, but kept up the momentum to make sure. ‘Will you be that NKVD officer, Anna? Shooting a peasant boy in the back because it’s deemed the right thing for a servant of the State to do? Or will you help me stop what’s about to happen at Yarkovsky Station, even if it means disobeying orders, even if it requires you to deceive Director Rokva and Director Eshman and everybody else in this building?’
Her gaze was level, and her answer was in her eyes.
Lenilko gave the briefest of smiles.
‘Thank you, Anna. Now let’s roll our sleeves up.’
* * *
Lenilko had two telephone calls to make. Sharing them with Anna would save time.
When he gave her the number he wanted her to call, she blinked. That was all. At any other time, she would have hesitated, perhaps even in her mild way queried his order. Now, her commitment seemed absolute. She used the landline phone on his desk, while Lenilko paced the carpet, his cell phone held to his ear.
The PA who answered was brusque. When he gave his name and title, her voice faltered.
‘I’ll have to check, sir.’
She came back on the line in under twenty seconds. This time she sounded genuinely fearful. ‘Putting you through, sir.’
A moment later a male voice, rasping and low, said, ‘Semyon Vladimirovich. What a pleasant surprise on a Sunday morning.’
‘My apologies, General. I need your help. Urgently.’
He spoke quickly, tersely, the voice on the end of the line silent. When he had finished, the other man said: ‘You understand the implications of what you’re asking.’
General Mikhail Tsarev’s ragged voice was the result of a bullet he’d taken in the throat as a colonel leading a Special Forces — Spetsnaz — brigade against a group of Chechen militants in the North Caucasus thirteen years earlier. In early 2009, Lenilko had done him a favour. Tasked with vetting the General’s son who was considering a career with the FSB, Lenilko had discovered the young man had once been arrested as a student for demonstrating against the Chechen Wars and specifically Russia’s artillery bombardment of the capital Grozny. The blot on his record was relatively minor, as youthful indiscretions went, but its nature was enough to disqualify him automatically from consideration for an FSB post. Except that Lenilko had made the evidence disappear, judging the man to be of decent character and potentially an asset to the organisation. Somehow General Tsarev had found out what Lenilko had done. He’d requested a personal audience with Lenilko. During that meeting, he’d clasped Lenilko’s hand, and had sworn to repay him in any way he could.
Lenilko had never called on the General for assistance before now.
‘Yes, General. I understand fully what I’m asking.’
‘An operation like this, without the sanction of the Director of your own department, let alone the chief of the entire FSB…’
‘Yes.’
‘It would require the approval of the President himself.’
‘Understood.’ Lenilko glanced at Anna, seated at his desk. She was murmuring into the phone, her tone patient but authoritative. ‘I expect to obtain the necessary approval shortly.’
‘You’re using the Blue Line?’
‘That’s right.’
There was silence at the other end.
Every senior officer in the FSB, in each department, had access to the so-called Blue Line. It was a telephone number which would activate a process resulting in the Russian President being located wherever in the world he was at that moment. The President would call back, in person. It was designed as a means whereby a particular senior officer might bypass the usual chain of command if he or she believed security had been compromised. Lenilko didn’t know if it had ever been used before, by anybody. The understanding was that it was a kind of nuclear option, to be activated only in situations where the security of the State was under immediate and catastrophic threat.
It was further understood that misuse of the Blue Line would be career suicide.
General Tsarev said, ‘I’ll set things in motion, to save time. But understand that I won’t give the final order until I’ve been told to do so by the President personally.’
‘Of course. Thank you, General.’
‘Semyon Vladimirovich?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘I hope to God you’ve got the balls for this.’
‘Yes, sir.’
The line went dead.
* * *
Seventeen minutes later, Lenilko’s cell phone rang.
The conversation he’d had with General Tsarev had been followed, eight minutes later, by one Lenilko had never in his life expected to hold. He was aware of Anna’s eyes on him and fought his fear into submission, determined not to let her see the slightest trace of it, while at the same time struggling to keep a quaver out of his voice.
He took a little under two minutes to explain the situation.
The President’s reply took five seconds.
Lenilko handed the receiver back to Anna, allowing the tension to dissipate in a long exhalation through his nose. He glanced at her, nodded.
The triumph in her face reflected, he supposed, his own.
Now he thumbed the receive key on his cell phone.
‘Semyon Vladimirovich.’ It was General Tsarev. ‘I have the go-ahead from the President.’ His gravel tone was hard to read, but Lenilko thought he detected there a trace of admiration, even awe.
The General said: ‘The force is airborne.’
Lenilko closed his eyes.

Twenty-one

Purkiss blinked, shook his head, the double vision slowly resolving. His head felt as if it had been run over, and he felt stickiness in the hair above his right ear.
He was propped up in a high-backed chair in the mess, his hands secured behind with what felt like plastic ties. His body didn’t ache as though he’d been dragged, and he suspected he’d stumbled along the corridors half-conscious.
They were all there. Medievsky and Haglund stood directly before him, their rifles in their hands with the barrels lowered. Montrose was at Medievsky’s side.
Budian and Clement watched Purkiss from the sofa, further back. Only Avner wasn’t looking at him, slouched as he was in an armchair, his head tipped back so that the peak of his cap was aimed at the ceiling.
The details of what the Russian at the other end of the phone had told him swam in Purkiss’s consciousness. He grappled for them, trying to hold on to them before they escaped entirely.
‘Look at him,’ said Montrose. ‘Thinking of what the hell kind of bullshit story he can concoct to get himself out of this.’
Medievsky took a step forward. ‘Farmer. Can you hear me?’
Purkiss frowned, concentrating on the date he’d been given. Nineteen eighty-eight, yes. Was it April? Or was his mind filling in that particular detail because it fitted with his idea?’
‘Farmer.’ Medievsky was now six feet away. He lifted the barrel of the Ruger a fraction. ‘Pay attention. Can you hear me?’
‘Yes,’ said Purkiss. ‘I hear you.’
‘Look at me.’
Purkiss raised his head, triggering a roiling snake of pain through his neck. He wondered for a moment if he was going to vomit.
Medievsky’s face was impassive. ‘Who were you talking to?’
Purkiss stared at him, part of his mind cackling at the irony of it. I don’t know.
‘An FSB operative in Moscow. He was warning me, before you forced me to drop the phone, about an imminent terrorist action here at Yarkovsky Station.’
Montrose strode forward, pushing past Medievsky, and slapped Purkiss’s face, a hard backhand swipe that cracked his head sideways and sent a flare of agony through his jaw.
Budian stood up, her fists clenched, her arms shaking. ‘Stop it. Don’t do that. Don’t hit him.’ Her voice rose with each imprecation.
Montrose turned. ‘Why? Why shouldn’t I? He deserves it. He deserves anything we decide to do to him, the murdering, lying scumbag.’
Medievsky said, his tone solid with authority: ‘Ryan, back off. Oleksandra, sit down.’
Montrose glared down at Purkiss, rubbing the hand he’d used to hit him. Medievsky shifted closer.
‘I said back off. Don’t make me tell you again.’
For the briefest instant Montrose’s glasses flashed at Medievsky. He moved a few paces away.
Medievsky squatted before Purkiss. Behind him, Haglund hefted his rifle as if to warn Purkiss: don’t even think about making a move on him.
Medievsky’s eyes searched Purkiss’s. ‘How would you come to have contact with the FSB? Are you working for them?’
‘No.’ Purkiss hadn’t had much time to decide on his approach, on what to tell them and what to leave out. ‘Frank Wyatt. He was an FSB agent, placed here to investigate some sort of threat. That’s why someone killed him. He — ’
‘You killed him.’ This from Haglund.
Medievsky didn’t turn. ‘Gunnar,’ he said sharply. To Purkiss, ‘Can we use the satellite phone?’
‘To summon help? You can try, but I doubt you’ll have any luck. It’ll probably be network-specific, and the FSB will have its own network. The only connections you’ll be able to make will be with the Lubyanka.’ Purkiss coughed, tasting blood in his mouth, and wondered if one of his back teeth was loose.
‘Ah, for God’s sake.’ Avner sprang up from the armchair, his fists clenched in his hair, his cap knocked askew. He stalked over to Purkiss in the chair, ignoring Haglund’s warning growl, and crouched down beside Medievsky. ‘What does it mean, man? Imminent terrorist action, the fuckin’ FSB… what the hell is going on? I mean, are we all about to be killed?’ He leaned in close. Purkiss saw that his eyes were grey-rimmed and bloodshot, his beard unkempt. ‘Listen to this guy, man. He knows stuff. Let him talk.’ He stood erect, grabbed his hair again. ‘Damn. Shit.’
Behind him, Clement said quietly, ‘Efraim. Come.’
Avner whirled. ‘What?’
‘Come over here. Listen to me.’ Her voice was as low and as calm as a windless lake.
Avner muttered, ‘Shit,’ again, but walked over to her. She didn’t get up, didn’t make physical contact, but began talking to him in tones too quiet to be heard.
Montrose had advanced a few paces again so he was standing at Medievsky’s left shoulder. He said, ‘Let’s call, Oleg. Let’s make contact with whoever it is on the other end, FSB or whatever. They’ll send troops. Meantime, we sit tight right here, keeping this asshole covered.’
‘Yes, you could do that,’ said Purkiss. ‘But there’d be little point. Troops are already on their way. They’re headed here. But the place they should really be aiming for is the mammoth graveyard, the Nekropolis.’
That got the attention of everyone in the room. Even Avner, murmuring to Clement over at the couch, turned his head, snagged by the word.
Purkiss said: ‘In April 1988 a bomber jet went down over this region. It was eventually located near the site of the Nekropolis. The research work there was shut down in short order. Because although the cost of salvaging the aircraft was prohibitive, there was a problem. It was loaded with six nuclear-armed missiles. And there was a real danger of somebody from the research team stumbling across the wreckage, and the missiles. Anything might have happened. Ice-breaking equipment could have triggered a nuclear detonation, a new Chernobyl at precisely the time when the moribund Soviet Union could least afford the embarrassment, when its relations with the West were improving dramatically. So they pulled the plug on the Nekropolis project, and the site has lain abandoned ever since.’
He paused, not for effect so much as because his voice was faltering, his mouth as parched as dry wood. Nobody said anything, all of them staring at him, rapt.
‘Some terrorist cell has been looking for the plane, and the missiles. One of you in this room is working with this outfit, and was planted here to pinpoint the exact location. For the last few months, that person has been searching for it, under the guise of conducting scientific research. I believe whoever it is has confirmed the location, possibly in the last few days. And somehow, the missiles are about to be extracted. The person in question has got word out to the rest of the cell, and they’re moving in on the plane. Which explains the sabotaging of our communications with the outside. It’s a temporary measure, intended to buy time while the missiles are removed.’
Purkiss had been talking to the room in general, but now he focused on Medievsky who crouched before him. ‘You have to cut me loose,’ he said. ‘Keep your guns on me if you must, but give me the phone. I’ve spoken to the FSB man before, he knows my voice. It’ll save time if I do it. I need to let him know to send manpower to the Nekropolis.’
He’d spoken quietly, but Haglund and Montrose had clearly overheard him. Haglund said, ‘No chance. You stay where you are.’
Purkiss stared into Medievsky’s eyes. ‘Oleg. What have you got to lose? You keep a gun aimed at my head while I make the call. What could I possibly say that would make things worse?’
He saw no change in Medievsky’s face. No hint of wavering.
‘If we had the time, and the access to forensic equipment and expertise, you’d see how things really were. You’d discover that the bullets that killed Wyatt didn’t come from the gun you found me holding, and that they were fired through the window of the generator building. You might even find evidence that I fired the gun back through the window at the attacker. You’d learn whose DNA was on the most recently worn snowsuit, apart from yours and mine and Haglund’s, hanging there on the pegs next to the door. And speaking of DNA, there’ll be plenty of it under Keys’s fingernails, by the way. None of it mine.’
Was that the slightest flicker in Medievsky’s eyes, a twitch of the surrounding muscles? Purkiss pressed on.
‘The satellite phone was Wyatt’s. Call his FSB handler if you have to. Ask him. He’ll probably confirm it. But it all fits with what you told me. Don’t you see? You were tasked with protecting a secret, and were ordered to report suspicious activity here at the station. The secret is the crashed bomber with its nuclear arms. The suspicious activity is the operation of a terrorist cell under your nose.’
Yes. A definite shift, a sense of calculation behind Medievsky’s eyes.
‘And the snowmobile, Oleg. You know it was sabotaged. Do you really believe I’d go so far as to blow up my own vehicle in order to direct suspicion towards somebody else?’ Purkiss dropped his voice even further so that the words came out in a hiss. ‘There isn’t much time. You don’t have the luxury of mulling this over. Cut me loose now. Let me make the call.’
Medievsky straightened. He reached inside the pocket of his trousers, pulled out a Swiss Army knife.
He moved behind Purkiss. For an instant, Purkiss wondered if he’d misjudged the man, was about to feel the press of sharpened steel against his throat, the awful sense of violation as his carotid artery was sliced open.
A tugging at his hands behind the back of the chair gave way to release, and his arms were free. He rubbed at the grooves the plastic had imprinted on his wrists. Haglund and Montrose burned him with their stares.
Medievsky handed him the phone.
‘Do it.’
Purkiss hit the key, listened to the distant whirr and whisper as the connection was sought.
Then: a single, continuous, fluting note.
He cancelled, tried again.
The same.
And a third time.
Purkiss lowered the handset.
‘The link’s dead,’ he said. ‘It’s not the satellite connection. The phone at the other end has been switched off, or taken out of service.’
Through the silence, Purkiss made out the faint screaming of the wind beyond the walls.

Twenty-two

All Lenilko could do for the moment was wait, at a time when keeping busy was what he desperately needed. Waiting opened up even the most disciplined of minds to invasion by the demons of regret, of doubt, of fear.
He’d set Anna to work drafting the report he would be required to produce after this was over, in which he justified the course of action he had chosen. Now he wondered if he might have been better served writing it himself, to keep his thoughts and his hands occupied. Alone in his office, gazing out as he was so accustomed to doing over the square, he had no option but to face what he’d done.
It wasn’t so much the fact that he’d disobeyed the orders of his superior, Rokva, and had gone over the head of even the Director of the FSB, that tormented him. It was the understanding that he’d lied to the President of the Russian Federation. It had been a lie of omission rather than commission, but the distinction was of no relevance.
In his summary of the situation to the President, Lenilko hadn’t mentioned the presence of a British agent at Yarkovsky Station. More significantly, he hadn’t mentioned the name of John Purkiss.
Purkiss. The man who’d saved the President’s life. The untouchable.
Lenilko had no doubt that if he’d used Purkiss’s name, his request would have been refused. The President would have notified the FSB Director immediately, and Lenilko would have been suspended if not summarily dismissed. Thereafter, Eshman or whoever was assigned to take over the operation would have sent in the troops. But they’d have been under strict instruction not to harm Purkiss, and this would have caused them to pull their punches. To handle the situation with more delicacy than it required.
And the mission would be lost. The missiles would be extracted by the opposition, and the world would become an infinitely more dangerous place.
Lenilko clenched his fists at his sides so hard that the nails bit into the palms. No. He’d done the right thing, regardless of what the outcome for him personally would be. His way, the deceitful, lying, taboo-violating way, was the correct one.
The FSB had its own special forces centre, the CSN, comprising three divisions of around four thousand operatives in total. If the Counter-Terrorism Directorate were to get involved, it would be Spetsnaz troops from the CSN whom they’d send in. That was why Lenilko had approached General Tsarev. He was chief of a military Spetsnaz unit, distinct from the FSB’s divisions and coming instead under the control of the military.
Lenilko’s request to the General had been unambiguous. The personnel at Yarkovsky Station had to be neutralised. Every one of them. The stakes were too high for it to be otherwise. There was no time for niceties, no time to identify who the terrorist saboteur was, to separate out the innocent from the guilty.
Lenilko hadn’t mentioned the presence of a British agent to General Tsarev, either. As with the President, if Tsarev knew he would be sending his men to kill a foreign intelligence operative, he would have refused the request. The potential ramifications would have been too serious to ignore.
High above the square, its shape made indistinct by the white sky, a helicopter clattered past. Lenilko thought of the other helicopter, six thousand miles away, that had by now been airborne for a quarter of an hour. General Tsarev had given Lenilko the details. At such short notice, it wouldn’t be possible to deploy a fully functional team with the ideal hardware, for example gunships. However, there was a small company of special operations soldiers currently engaged in training manoeuvres at a base two hundred kilometres south of Yakutsk. They had at their disposal a Mil Mi-26 heavy cargo transporter, designed for carrying almost one hundred troops. Tsarev could spare twelve men.
‘It’ll be enough,’ he said.
The helicopter had a range of almost two thousand kilometres, and a cruising speed capability of 250 kilometres per hour. The distance to Yarkovsky Station was 480 kilometres. Assuming acceptable weather conditions, the troops would reach the station in just under two hours.
Lenilko turned from the window. He thought about the Englishman, Purkiss.
It was possible that Purkiss had told him the truth. That somebody else had killed Wyatt. Lenilko didn’t think Purkiss was part of the terrorist cell; he’d sounded genuinely unaware of the disappearance of the Tupolev aircraft with its missile load. Which meant Purkiss was at the station in a different capacity, perhaps even with the same goal in mind as Lenilko and Wyatt themselves: to detect and prevent a terrorist threat.
But Lenilko thought it highly likely that Purkiss had killed Wyatt in his pursuit of the investigation. And that made what was going to happen to him marginally easier for Lenilko to come to terms with.
Assuming of course that Purkiss himself was still alive. Lenilko had heard the barked orders in the background during his brief conversation with Purkiss, listened to the muffling of the sound as the phone handset was laid down. Shortly afterwards there’d been a click as the call was terminated. Had Purkiss been shot subsequently? Lenilko suspected he’d never know.
He’d turned his own satellite handset off immediately. There was no more use for it.
He thought of Purkiss’s final question: when and where did it crash? Lenilko had told him the date, but they’d been interrupted before he could finish the second part of the question. The truth was that Lenilko didn’t know the location of the wreck. He’d asked Rokva, during their meeting that morning at the restaurant, but the Director had said he himself was unaware of the precise coordinates of the Tupolev, that it was considered information too classified to be shared even with the heads of the FSB directorates. Lenilko supposed Rokva was telling the truth. On the other hand, it was perfectly feasible that he was withholding the information because he didn’t trust Lenilko with it.
Deceptions within uncertainties within suspicions… It was a life Lenilko had entered voluntarily and without illusions, one he’d come to accept as his home. But he felt weariness settle on him like a shroud. He longed suddenly for simplicity, for the straightforward innocence of the world his twins still knew.
For perhaps the tenth time, Lenilko caught himself glancing at the clock on the wall. It was now six thirty-five p.m. in Yakutsk and at Yarkovsky Station. By eight, the Mi-26 transporter would have arrived. The troops would do their work, and the Tupolev and its deadly cargo would remain in the tundra, undisturbed for now.
If, of course, eight o’clock wasn’t too late. If the terrorist cell hadn’t already broken out of the station and reached the aircraft.
Anna came in then, with a preliminary draft of the report he would furnish, and Lenilko set to work with his editing pen.

Twenty-three

Montrose tossed the handset back to Purkiss, who caught it one-handed.
‘Damn it.’
He’d snatched it from Purkiss and stared at it and hit the dial key, listened.
Avner began to pace, his hands thrust into his pockets. ‘So what now? What do we do?’
Purkiss said, mostly to Medievsky, ‘They’ve severed contact, which means they assume I’ve been compromised. Either killed or otherwise incapacitated. The time for subterfuge is past. They’ll be sending a force here.’
‘To rescue us,’ said Budian from the sofa. It was half a question, and her tone held little hope.
‘Maybe.’ Purkiss was thinking quickly. ‘Oleg, I need a word in private.’
‘Hey.’ Montrose stepped forward. ‘That’s not going to happen.’
Medievsky held up a hand. ‘Over there.’ He nodded at the far end of the room.
Montrose got between Medievsky and Purkiss. ‘You can’t do this. We’re all part of this now. He can’t be allowed to just —’
‘Back, Ryan.’ Medievsky laid a hand on the Ruger slung across his chest. Montrose clenched his teeth behind compressed lips.
In the corner, aware of the others staring across at them, Purkiss murmured close to Medievsky’s ear, ‘I can’t be sure, but there’s a strong chance Moscow will take extreme measures to deal with this.’
‘Meaning?’
‘The situation’s out of control. They have no idea who it is here at the station they’re looking for. All they know is there’s nuclear material in the area, under threat of being stolen, and a terrorist cell of unknown numbers and unknown firepower operating here. They won’t be cautious. They’ll be looking to shoot first and salvage whatever’s left afterwards.’
Medievsky stared at him, his eyes at once haunted and disbelieving.
‘Don’t think they wouldn’t dare it, Oleg. Just because this is an internationally owned facility, with foreign nationals working here. It’ll be simple to cover up. They’ll concoct some story about a freak storm, a faulty exploding generator.’
Medievsky glanced away at the others, crowded on the either side of the mess. ‘What do you suggest?’ he muttered.
‘If they’ve scrambled jets, which would be the quickest way to reach us, they could bomb us at any second. There’s no point planning for something like that because we wouldn’t have a prayer. But I don’t think they’ll do that. The US monitors flight patterns over Russia with satellite technology. Any unusual activity would alert suspicions, and if Yarkovsky Station suddenly got obliterated the Americans would put two and two together. My guess is they’ll be sending in ground troops, probably Spetsnaz, by helicopter. It buys us time. Not much, but perhaps an hour, two at the most.’
‘Time… to do what?’ Medievsky said, not fatalistically but with genuine curiosity.
‘To pack up and move out of here.’
‘Move out?’
‘We can’t stay. We’d be no match for a detail of Spetsnaz troops, however good Haglund is with a rifle or whatever. We have to get away from here, find sanctuary.’
Medievsky appeared to consider it. ‘The nearest human habitation — ’
‘Is Saburov-Kennedy Station to the north. Yes.’
Medievsky shook his head, once. ‘Impossible.’
‘It’s not impossible.’
‘One hundred and forty kilometres —’
‘Of hostile, impassable terrain. Yes, I know.’ Purkiss spoke more urgently, aware of the growing hum of mutters emanating from the other end of the mess. ‘But we don’t have a lot of choice, Oleg. Either we strike out, and pool our talents and our intellectual powers, and find a way to make it there. Or we sit here and wait to be butchered like livestock.’
Medievsky’s jaw worked, his eyes flicking, calculating.
Purkiss said, ‘How many people can your truck carry?’
‘The Ural? All of us. Three up front in the cab, the rest in the back.’
‘Okay. You need to get it ready. Load it up with whatever’s essential. Your research equipment, stuff you can’t save electronically. As little in the way of hardware as you can manage. And the rifles have to come with us. All of them.’
Medievsky said, ‘There’s a problem with your plan.’
‘What’s that?’
‘The killer, the saboteur, the terrorist, will be coming with us.’
‘No, he won’t,’ said Purkiss. ‘Or she.’
Medievsky frowned.
Purkiss said: ‘Because I’m going to identify, and neutralise, whoever it is. Before we leave.’
‘How?’
On the periphery of his vision, Purkiss saw Haglund and Montrose break away from the group and come striding across the room towards them.
‘Give me access to your database,’ he whispered. ‘You said you keep logs of when each team member leaves and returns to the station. I think I know what I’m looking for.’
With only a moment’s hesitation, Medievsky muttered two sequences of letters and numerics. ‘Username and password. The file’s named passages.’
Purkiss hooked each of the sequences on the mental grid he used to memorise new strings of data. ‘Got it.’
Before either Haglund or Montrose could speak, Medievsky turned to them. ‘We’re moving out. Get everything you consider absolutely essential, possessions and research material and the like, and bring it to the hangar as quickly as possible. I’ll sort through it and cull anything I don’t agree with.’ He tipped his chin at Purkiss. ‘You too, Farmer.’
It was Purkiss’s cue.
As he strode towards the door, the eyes of Avner and Budian and Clement following him, he heard the argument behind him: Heading out? from Montrose, and Medievsky’s clipped reply, and a grunt of disbelief from Haglund.
He had access. It was of a kind he could have done with two days earlier, but there was no point in looking back.
Purkiss headed down the corridor towards the west wing, hurrying before the door of the mess opened behind him and someone noticed where he was going.
* * *
He used Medievsky’s office, finding it locked but cracking the mechanism within thirty seconds. The computer took frustratingly long to boot up. Purkiss tried to ignore the distant whine of the wind outside, and the way it suggested the scream of approaching jet engines.
The file was a spreadsheet, organised by date and time and logging each excursion over twenty-four hours by the individual team members, as well as their destinations. Purkiss took a minute to familiarise himself with the system.
He selected December of the previous year. Beginning at the start of the month, he scanned through the records, day by day. He noted the clustering on two or three days of every week, while on others there appeared to be no recorded trips outside the station.
Most of the excursions had been undertaken by five members of the team in particular: Avner, Budian, Montrose, Wyatt, and Nisselovich. Clement or Medievsky appeared on about one third of the trips. Haglund had gone out a handful of times, and there was only a single recorded instance of Keys leaving the station, presumably to attend to some kind of medical problem or injury. As Medievsky had said, the team members always went out in groups of two or more, never singly.
The last inclusion of Nisselovich’s name was on the twenty-eighth of December, the day before his disappearance. He’d gone out with Wyatt, Avner and Clement to a location with an unfamiliar code number. On the night Nisselovich disappeared, Medievsky and Montrose and Haglund and Wyatt were recorded as having left the station at ten thirty and returned at eleven fifty. For once, no destination was specified for their journey. Purkiss assumed this had been the search party looking for Nisselovich.
Purkiss glanced around Medievsky’s office, saw a laminated map pinned to one wall. It was a smaller-scale reproduction of the large map of the surrounding region he’d studied in the main laboratory. He peered at it, scanning it systematically until he found the code number of the last recorded location Nisselovich had visited. It was a spot some twenty kilometres west of the station, and meant nothing to Purkiss.
His eyes were drawn to the area near the upper left-hand corner of the map, and the site marked Nekropolis. By his estimation it was eighty or ninety kilometres away. Between it and Yarkovsky Station, three coded locales were marked on the map.
Purkiss memorised the codes, and turned his attention back to the spreadsheet on the screen before him. He used one of the program’s drop-down menus to sort the information from the entire spreadsheet, not only for December but for the two months since and the six months preceding, filtering the data by the team members’ names and the three location codes from the map.
There’d been thirty-one recorded field trips to the three locations over the last eight months, over half of them in the previous four. Wyatt’s name came up most often in connection with the visits, followed closely by Nisselovich and then Budian and Medievsky, despite his overall record of fewer excursions than the others. Montrose had taken the trip a handful of times, the rest not at all.
Frustration knotted Purkiss’s stomach. What did it mean, if anything? His idea had been that whoever was taking an interest in the crashed Tupolev might have suspected it was somewhere in the vicinity of the Nekropolis, and might therefore have visited the sites nearby in order to investigate further. But none of the names stood out as obvious suspects.
Time was running out. Perhaps, Purkiss thought, he’d have to abandon the notion of identifying the enemy before they fled the station, would have to accept that he’d be journeying with a group of people one of whom could potentially turn on the rest of them at a crucial moment.
He stared at the monitor, willing a clue to present itself, when the door opposite him opened and he tensed and Patricia Clement stepped into the room.
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‘You think it’s me, don’t you?’
She perched on the edge of the desk, her gaze unwavering as ever, the same half-smile playing at her lips. She’d closed the door behind her.
Purkiss said: ‘Why do you ask?’
‘Because of my reaction to all of this. The way I seem unfazed.’
Purkiss shrugged. ‘The thought had crossed my mind, yes. On the other hand, your apparent nonchalance wouldn’t be very effective cover. It’s a bit obvious.’
‘Fair enough.’ Her expression became a shade more serious. ‘I know what you’re trying to do.’
She couldn’t see the monitor from where she was sitting. Purkiss waited.
‘You’re looking at the movement logs. Trying to work out if anyone slipped up, left a trail. I suspect you haven’t been successful so far.’
He watched her. ‘How did you know I was here?’
‘I assumed you hadn’t gone to your room, so the west wing was the next choice. I’ve been trying doors, seeing if you were using any of the offices. Bingo.’
‘Why were you looking for me?’
‘I may be able to help. The night Feliks Nisselovich disappeared, there was… something. It might be significant, might not.’
‘What?’
She glanced away, as if remembering. ‘The last time anyone recalls seeing him was around nine in the evening. He and Efraim and Frank Wyatt were in the mess, shooting the breeze, and eventually he wandered out. I was in my office at the time, working on some notes. At ten after ten, Gunnar knocked, asking if I knew who’d taken one of the snowmobiles, saying he’d been to the hangar and discovered one of them was missing. I didn’t know. Next thing, there’s a big panic and Oleg gathers us together. Feliks is gone. Everybody knew he was pushing to head out to collect the plant samples, everyone knew he was crazy to think about it because of the storm that was headed our way.’
She touched her fingertips to her lips.
‘So there’s a debate. Frank, Oleksandra, Gunnar, they think we should go after him, try to find him and bring him back. Efraim and Ryan, also Doug Keys, don’t agree, say it’s too dangerous, that there’s no point more of us risking our lives. None of the satellite handsets are missing, so Feliks hasn’t taken one and can’t be contacted that way. In the end Oleg decides to lead a search party. They make it halfway to the location where Feliks was headed when the storm hits. Oleg and the others are forced to turn back. He raises the alarm with Yakutsk, but weather conditions are so severe that they aren’t able to despatch assistance until the middle of next morning. By which time it’s too late, and Feliks is lost.’
For the first time, Purkiss saw something in her expression other than ironic amusement. There was a sadness there.
He said, ‘You mentioned you had something that might be significant.’
‘Yes. After Oleg and the others had left to find Feliks, I met Doug Keys in the corridor, here in the west wing. This would have been around eleven. Keys was looking perplexed. I asked what was wrong. He stared at me vaguely, like he couldn’t quite place me, and said, “I just saw Nisselovich”. I asked where, and he said, “Outside, through the window.” I told Keys to show me. He took me back into the infirmary, pointed out the window. There was no sign of anybody. I said he must have misinterpreted something, and asked if he might be having a hypo — he was pale and sweaty, the way he used to get. He became agitated, almost shouting, and grabbed my arm, insisting he knew what he’d seen. I managed to persuade him to take a glucose sweet and he calmed down a little, but he stalked out, saying he was going to find someone who’d believe him.’
‘What then?’
Clement shrugged. ‘I let him go. Keys could be awkward, and obstinate. I figured he’d get the same response from the others and would eventually give up on the idea. But next morning, before breakfast, I decided to check in on Keys. I found him in the infirmary again, on his own. When I asked if he was okay, he said he’d made a mistake the night before, that he hadn’t seen Feliks. He seemed ashamed. More than that, he appeared… scared.’
‘Why did you think that was?’ asked Purkiss.
‘I guessed he was worried I’d think he was losing his mind. He was always a little wary around me, because of what I do. Telling the resident psychologist you’re seeing things… well, he may have thought I’d report him or something.’
‘Did you discuss it with anyone?’
‘No. But he was even more avoidant of me than usual in the days and weeks after that.’ Her eyes probed Purkiss’s face. ‘What do you think?’
‘Did you know Keys was a heroin addict?’
Purkiss had never seen her surprised before, thought she probably seldom revealed when something startled her. But there was a flaring of her eyes, a slow drawing of breath.
‘My God,’ she murmured. ‘Yes. It makes sense.’
‘It doesn’t explain why he said he saw Nisselovich, though,’ said Purkiss. ‘You said he was sweaty and jittery, which suggests he might have been in need of a fix. Opiate withdrawal doesn’t cause visual hallucinations as a rule.’
She continued to watch him, her gaze questioning.
‘Two possibilities come to mind,’ said Purkiss. ‘One is that you’re lying.’
The amusement was back, playing around her mouth. ‘I suppose. What’s the other?’
‘The other is that Keys was right. He did see Nisselovich through the window.’
Clement’s eyes narrowed.
‘Here’s a scenario,’ Purkiss said. ‘Nisselovich starts to become suspicious about one of his colleagues. Maybe that colleague is showing an unusual interest in the Nekropolis when he’s out on field trips with them. Or he notices something incriminating on their computer. Or overhears something when they’re on the phone. So he manufactures this story about how he wants to collect plant samples in the middle of a storm. He disappears with one of the snowmobiles, assuming correctly that a search party will be organised. But he doesn’t go far from the station. Once the search party has left, he sneaks back reasoning there’ll be more chance of his avoiding being noticed now that at least some of his colleagues are away from the premises, looking for him. Maybe he intends to search the room of the person he’s suspicious about. But he’s out of luck. He encounters the person, who attacks him, either killing him then and there or chasing him out into the tundra, where he’s killed or dies of exposure.’
Clement looked sceptical.
Purkiss went on: ‘It’s rank conjecture, yes. We’ll never know exactly what happened. But it’s at least plausible.’
‘And Keys sees him.’
‘Keys sees him, tells everyone about it. Nobody believes him, except the person Nisselovich is investigating. That person disposes of Nisselovich, and then, later that night, pays Keys a visit. He discovers Keys has seen too much — has maybe even witnessed him chasing or killing Nisselovich — and blackmails the doctor into silence, either with a threat of direct violence or by using his addiction against him. That’s why Keys recants his story to you the next day, and it’s why he’s frightened. Two months later, I show up and interview Keys. The killer decides enough is enough, the end game has arrived, and Keys has to be terminated before he opens his mouth and scuppers the whole operation.’
The room was quiet apart from the whirr of the computer and the thin whine of the wind outside.
Clement said, ‘Okay. Let’s assume it played out like that, or something like it. It rules out any of the members of the search party as the killer. Oleg, Frank Wyatt — who obviously didn’t do it — and Gunnar.’
Purkiss had been rubbing the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. He stopped.
‘Say that again.’
‘It rules out —’
‘No. I mean the names you listed.’
‘Oleg, Wyatt and Gunnar.’
Purkiss turned back to the computer monitor, clicked through the spreadsheet until he found the date he was looking for.
He stared at the entry.
To Clement: ‘You’re one hundred per cent sure of those names.’
‘Yes. I have almost perfect recall.’
Purkiss looked up at her.
He said: ‘I know who it is.’
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His flailing arm caught the computer monitor and sent it toppling to the floor in a cascade of paper and pencils, the crash echoing off the walls and ceiling.
Purkiss pivoted in his chair so that his back was to the desk, his head reeling, waves of nausea eddying up from his stomach. For a second the room around him took on the distorted quality of a dream image, and he felt himself on the cusp of passing out. He let out a groan through his clenched teeth.
Clement, blurred through a river of pain, raised her arms once again, the trophy from Medievsky’s shelf poised in her hands. Purkiss lunged groggily sideways as the steel container came down, connecting with the side of his head where Haglund had kicked him earlier, reopening the scalp wound and flicking blood across his shoulder.
He half-flopped over the corner of the desk and turned towards the door as it swung open. Medievsky stood with the Ruger raised.
‘What the hell…’
Clement backed away into the corner, the trophy clanging on the floor. Purkiss straightened, peered at her. Her eyes were wide, feral, her greying hair tousled where it had escaped her pony tail.
‘She’s…’ Purkiss tried. ‘She attacked me. She’s the one. The terrorist.’ His slurring tongue struggled with the syllables. He thought: she hit me too hard.
Medievsky’s gaze swept the room. His eyes flicked from Purkiss to Clement and back.
‘Out,’ he said. To Clement: ‘You first.’
He backed into the corridor, the rifle level on her. Clement didn’t look at Purkiss as he stepped out of her way. He followed her out.
Medievsky said, ‘Hands behind your head.’ He glanced Purkiss over. ‘Are you okay?’
‘I’ll live.’
To Clement, Medievsky said: ‘Walk ahead. Don’t run.’
As they began to move down the corridor, he said to Purkiss, ‘What happened?’
The walls were starting to tilt less alarmingly, and the nausea had morphed into a cracking headache at the back and the right side of Purkiss’s head. He focused on Clement, shuffling six feet ahead of the two men with her hands clasped at the nape of her neck.
‘I was checking the movements log. She came in, asked if she could help. I made two mistakes. I told her what I was doing, and I let her get behind me. Next thing, she’d cracked me with that trophy.’
Avner emerged from his lab further down the corridor, a briefcase in each hand. ‘What’s going — ’ He gaped at Clement, then at Purkiss and Medievsky.
‘She’s the killer,’ Purkiss said.
Medievsky jerked his head. ‘Come, Efraim.’
Avner watched them pass, then hurried after them, jabbering. ‘Hey. Wait. No way, man. No fuckin’ way.’
The group moved along the passageways, picking up Montrose on the way. When Budian appeared, saw Clement, the gun at her back, she clamped one hand to the side of her face, her mouth wide.
‘Patricia — ’ She made as if to approach the other woman.
‘Back,’ said Medievsky.
In the entrance hall, Medievsky advanced and prodded Clement to a stop with the rifle barrel. She stood, facing away from him. The others wandered into a semicircle before her, like spectators at a circus.
Purkiss said, ‘Where’s Gunnar?’
‘In the Hangar, loading the Ural,’ said Medievsky.
‘You need to get him in here.’
Medievsky seemed reluctant to take his eyes off Clement. ‘What? Why?’
‘Because we have to change our plans.’
Now Medievsky looked at him. ‘Change in what way?’
The front door opened and Haglund came in, fully suited, carrying his rifle. He uncovered his head and face and started to say, ‘Where’s the rest of — ’ before he registered the scene in front of him.
Purkiss touched the back of his head gingerly, felt the swelling already the size of half a squash ball. ‘To sum up, I was looking into the movement records of all of you, trying to work out if there were any suspicious patterns, anything that might link any of you to what’s been going on here. I didn’t find much. But Dr Clement here came in and attacked me from behind, damn near bashing my head in.’ He turned to Clement. ‘Why was that, Patricia?’
She avoided eye contact with him, her fingers still interlaced behind her head, her face tight and unreadable.
Purkiss looked at each of the others in turn. ‘She’s the one. God knows why, or how. But Clement is the person who killed Keys, and Wyatt, and, probably, Feliks Nisselovich two months ago. She’s the one who wrecked our link with the outside world. She’s the one trying to steal six nuclear missiles from the crashed plane near the Nekropolis.’
Their heads switched from Purkiss to Clement as if they were at a tennis match, following the ball as it was smashed over the net.
Medievsky said, ‘So we go. Make our way to Saburov-Kennedy Station, taking her along, and we deliver her to the authorities there.’
‘There’s no need.’ Purkiss spread his hands. ‘Don’t you see? We have the terrorist. She’s the person the FSB are interested in. We wait here, and when the Spetsnaz arrive, we simply hand her over.’
The wind outside, separated from them by a single layer of wall, hissed through the silence that followed.
Avner pulled off his cap, raked a hand through his matted curls. ‘That’s bullshit. You said so yourself, man. They’re going to hit this place with all guns blazing. They don’t know how what kind of threat they face, so they’ll shoot first, kill us all, then figure out where each piece fits afterward.’
‘I agree with Efraim.’ Budian’s voice, so seldom heard, was startling. Behind the thick lenses of her glasses, her eyes were dull. ‘These are State troops, sent by the FSB. The KGB. They do not care for fairness, or nuance, or human rights. They will assume we are all involved, and they will kill us.’ She looked around for support. ‘We leave, now. No matter how difficult the journey north.’
‘Hey.’ Avner’s tone was desperately enthusiastic. ‘How about we head southwest, to Yakutsk? It’s further to go, but there are roads. The highway. It’ll be a hell of a lot easier.’
‘And if they send ground troops that way?’ said Purkiss. ‘We’d be ducks in a shooting gallery.’ He turned to Medievsky. ‘It’s your decision, Oleg. You’re in charge. Do we stay here, and hand this woman over, and get a helicopter ride home to warmth and safety? Or do we strike out across a hundred and forty kilometres of frozen hostile terrain, at night, with a platoon of special forces men, trained killers, on our tail?’
Medievsky’s jaw worked. The seconds passed.
‘We vote,’ he said.
* * *
It was done by the raising of hands.
Budian, Montrose and Avner chose leaving immediately and heading for Saburov-Kennedy Station. For remaining at the station: Haglund and Purkiss. After ten seconds’ thought, Medievsky joined them.
Three votes for each option. Stalemate.
‘Jesus. Now what?’ muttered Avner. He stared at Clement. Medievsky had allowed her to lower her arms, and ordered her to sit down against the wall. She complied sullenly. ‘Dr Patricia, how do you vote?’
Clement didn’t reply. Didn’t even look in Avner’s direction.
Medievsky said, ‘An executive decision. We stay. No further discussion.’
Avner twisted away, muttering. Budian let out a groan of anguish.
Montrose said, ‘I disagree, Oleg.’
‘My decision is final.’
‘How about we split up? Those of us who want to leave, leave. The rest of you stay behind.’
‘No.’ Medievsky said it before Purkiss could. ‘We have to stay together. Pool our resources. If we fragment, at least half of us will die. You know the rules of Yarkovsky Station, Ryan.’
Ten more seconds of silence.
Avner said, ‘So we stand around like a bag of spare dicks, here in the hall, waiting for the invasion? Waiting for god damn Godot?’
‘Yes,’ said Medievsky. ‘If we move to the mess, we may not hear them arrive. We therefore remain here. Sit down, if you want to rest.’
Avner’s head jerked up suddenly. He looked as if he was sniffing the air.
‘Whoah,’ he murmured.
‘What?’ Medievsky’s grip tensed on the rifle.
Avner closed his eyes, his head still raised. ‘Choppers,’ he half whispered.
Purkiss strained to listen. He heard nothing but the pitiless wind, gathering slow, gradual force beyond the walls.
He watched the expressions on the faces of the others. Even Montrose shook his head.
‘No,’ Purkiss said. ‘They’re not here yet.’
* * *
Later, much later, when the night and the fatigue were crowding in and threatening to drag him into the ground, Purkiss had time to reflect on how he’d misjudged the situation. How he’d blown it, and allowed a blameless man to be killed.
They’d been sitting and squatting and pacing in the entrance corridor for fifteen minutes. Nobody spoke. Few of them made eye contact, and then only fleetingly.
Like Purkiss, Medievsky and Haglund remained standing. They held their Rugers at a slant, across their chests with the barrels just below their left shoulders. Their attention seemed to drawn towards the external environment, the black void beyond the door and the walls.
Purkiss saw the first signs in Avner’s face. The twitching around the mouth, the jumping of a wedge of muscle in the right cheek. The flickering of the eyes.
Instinct told Purkiss that timekeeping was about to become important. He glanced at his watch.
He couldn’t be certain, but he thought approximately one hour had passed since his call to the FSB man in Moscow had been terminated. Assuming the troops had been scrambled and dispatched from Yakutsk ten minutes later, they could arrive in the next forty minutes.
Avner’s yell stabbed through the quiet, amplified by the broadness of the corridor. It sent a jolt through the rest of them, triggering a ripple of movement wherever they sat or stood or paced.
‘God damn it.’ He was on his feet, stumbling slightly, and he stared at them, his eyes wild. ‘Look at us. Listen to us. Sitting here like a bunch of turkeys the week before Thanksgiving, kidding ourselves that those guys approaching with shotguns will leave us alone as long as we offer up one of our number as a sacrifice.’ He strode to Medievsky, shouted into his face. ‘We’re going to die. Oleg? You understand me? Die. In the next hour. Maybe sooner. The last thing we’re going to hear is the sound of our brains hitting the wall. The last thought we’re going to have is, shit, why didn’t we get out when we had the chance? Why did we listen to this asshole?’ He jabbed a finger repeatedly at Purkiss.
Medievsky backed off a couple of steps. ‘Sit down, Efraim.’
Avner pressed in, following Medievsky so that he kept well inside the taboo region of his personal space. ‘No. I will not sit down. In fact, I won’t sit down until I’m aboard a flight out of this nightmare of a country.’ He advanced until his chest bumped against the rifle slung across Medievsky’s. ‘I’m out of here. Gone. And if any of you — ’ he swept his arm, index finger extended, in two arcs on either side of him — ‘if any of you have the smallest clue about what kind of shit is about to go down here, you’ll come with me.’
His words fell into silence. All eyes were on him.
All except Purkiss’s. He faced Avner, but he looked at the person he knew was the killer.
Medievsky took another half step backwards, freeing up a foot of space between himself and Avner. Purkiss used Medievsky’s movement as cover, and edged to his right.
The killer’s head turned a fraction in Purkiss’s direction.
Purkiss said, ‘Efraim.’
Without looking at him, Medievsky held up a hand. He was in charge. Purkiss wasn’t to try and take command of the situation, wasn’t to intrude.
Avner said, looking at each of them in turn: ‘Nobody? Gunnar? Oleksandra? Ryan? You’re all just going to stay here?’
The killer glanced at Purkiss. Eye contact, for the briefest moment.
Purkiss tensed, feeling the first prickle of what would become the adrenaline surge.
He looked at Avner, watched the younger man’s mouth curve in disgust.
‘The hell with you all, then.’
Avner turned away from Medievsky as if to stalk away. With surprising speed he spun back and grabbed the rifle and tried to jerk it free, the pull of the strap across Medievsky’s back hauling him into a stoop.
‘Give me the gun, Oleg,’ Avner shouted. ‘At least give me a chance. I’ll be on my own out there. I need a gun.’
Medievsky prised the gun free, swinging it up and away from Avner’s grasp.
‘For God’s sake, Efraim, control yourself —’ he began.
The killer moved.
Purkiss had been prepared for it, but, as he understood with wrenching shame later, during the terrible journey that followed, he’d got the direction of the attack completely wrong. He had assumed the killer would make the first move on him, would see Purkiss as the primary target to be neutralised.
If the killer had followed the expected course, Purkiss would have been ready. He’d have countered with a double defence-and-attack, keeping low and twisting the gun hand away with his left hand around the wrist while putting the force of a right fist launched using a pivot from the hip into the killer’s throat, causing possible death but certain incapacitation.
Assumptions were often made on the basis of arrogance. Purkiss’s arrogance had been in considering himself more likely a target than the two men who posed the more obvious threat. The two men carrying firearms.
A second after Medievsky pulled the Ruger out of Avner’s grip so that its barrel pointed above and behind him, Montrose drew a handgun from inside his coat pocket and shot Medievsky in the face.
* * *
Ten seconds later, reality returned, in the sense that the stimuli feeding into Purkiss’s cortex began to knit together into a coherent whole.
Before that, he was aware of individual sensations, detached from each other and stratified neatly in his consciousness.
The first sensation was the noise. It was the most undifferentiated of the three, the colossal blast of the handgun merging with the wet organic sound of the bullet ripping through skin and bone and brain before the orchestra of screaming rose to dominate.
Second was the smell. It was simpler than the other two stimuli, consisting overwhelmingly of the sharp sting of propellant from the handgun fired six feet from Purkiss’s face.
And there were visual data, the most vivid of all. The lurid colours of the carnage wreaked upon Medievsky’s head as the shot blew it apart and his body rocked sideways and crashed to the floor. The primal postures of the people around him: Clement diving to her left from her seated position against the wall, her arms flung out, Haglund stretching his mouth and his eyes impossibly wide while he hunched and brought his rifle up, Avner holding both palms up towards Medievsky to fend off the violation being done to him while his grimacing face twitched aside.
And the unnaturally fluid blur of Montrose’s limbs, his firing of the handgun segueing into his lunge towards Budian and his engulfing her in his arms before he swung her across his torso, his gun jammed against the side of her head.
Ten seconds, and Montrose was ten feet away from the group, down the corridor, Budian positioned expertly so that her small body provided maximum cover in front of his taller frame. Her glasses had slipped comically. Behind them her eyes were clenched as she struggled to breathe past the arm clamped across her throat.
Haglund aimed down the Ruger, his feet apart, his knees slightly bent.
Montrose said, ‘Drop the gun.’
From behind Haglund, Purkiss watched the engineer’s back tense beneath his snowsuit.
Montrose fired a second time and Purkiss saw Budian’s hair lift on one side. Until he heard the ricochet whine off the ceiling, he thought Montrose had put the bullet through her head. But her legs scrabbled against the floor, her scream muffled as Montrose shifted his arm so that it was over her mouth.
‘Final warning,’ said Montrose.
Haglund lowered the Ruger, crouched, laid it on the floor. Stepped away from it.
Montrose said, ‘Outside. Out that door. All of you.’
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Haglund was the last to leave. He pulled the door shut and leaned against it.
They huddled close, not touching but behaving as if there was a collective understanding that they needed to maintain contact with each other, that to be separated was to die quickly.
Purkiss had moved first, grabbing an orange snowsuit off the hook and stepping into it without prompting. Haglund had kept his on after arriving in the entrance hall. He grabbed two suits off the rack and threw them at Avner and Clement. Purkiss pulled on a balaclava, fitted goggles over his eyes. The others, half sluggish, half scrambling, followed suit.
Down the corridor, Montrose’s face was three-quarters hidden behind Budian’s head. He watched them.
As Purkiss opened the door, Montrose called, ‘Stay out. If you come back inside, I’ll be here. I’ll shoot her. And you.’
They stood in the pool of yellow from the arc lights over the entrance. The snowfall had largely stopped apart from a scatter of slanting flakes. The wind scoured the walls of the building like a vampiric presence, clamouring and wheedling for entry.
Purkiss said, shouting over the wind and the barrier imposed by his balaclava: ‘He’ll find a way to get to the hangar. We need to secure it.’
Haglund leaned in close. ‘The rest of the guns are inside. In the west wing. We have no access.’
‘Then we gain access.’ Clement’s yell was startling to Purkiss. ‘Get in through a window.’
Avner grabbed Purkiss’s shoulder, pressing so close Purkiss could see his eyes through the goggles. ‘What are you talking about? The hangar’s over there, for Christ’s sake. We take the Ural and get the fuck out of here. Leave him for the soldiers to take care of.’
Clement shoved him with a hand placed in the middle of his chest, not hard but enough to send him staggering back a step. Even muffled, and over the keening of the wind, her voice was cutting. ‘He has Oleksandra Budian hostage. If we leave, she’ll die. So shut up.’
Purkiss drew them together, his arms across Clement’s and Avner’s backs. ‘This is what we do. Gunnar, can you lock the doors of the hangar?’
‘Of course,’ Haglund shouted back. ‘There’s a dead bolt.’
‘Okay. Go and do it. Patricia, Efraim, you go with him.’ He felt Avner tense in protest, drove his fingers into the younger man’s shoulder to shut him up. ‘Stay in the hangar, inside the side door. Keep quiet. Arm yourselves with whatever’s on hand, wrenches, crowbars, whatever. If the door opens, hit him. He might push Budian through first, but that’s a risk you’ll have to take. Just act decisively and immediately. Understood?’
‘Yes,’ said Haglund. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘I’m going back in.’
‘He’ll be waiting,’ said Clement. ‘He’ll shoot you as soon as you set foot inside.’
‘No, he won’t.’ Purkiss had to raise his voice even more to be heard over the wind. The cold was making articulation difficult. ‘He won’t hang around to see if we return. He’ll take Budian and get out some other way. Head for the hangar. That’s where he’ll be expecting to find us, so you’ll have to be on your guard. I need to get to him before he reaches you.’
‘How will you — ’
Purkiss cut across Haglund. ‘I have an idea.’
He clapped Clement and Avner on the back, shouted ‘Go,’ and as soon as the three of them started moving away, advanced to the door.
* * *
Clement might, of course, be right. Montrose could be standing in the same spot as before. In which case, Purkiss would barely have time to register his presence before the rifle blew him away. But he didn’t think it likely. Montrose would be expecting them to come back at some point, but probably not so soon, barely two minutes after he’d ordered them out.
Purkiss’s instructions to the other three had been for the sake of appearances. He didn’t expect them to be able to take down Montrose with mechanics’ tools. Montrose was a professional, and he’d drop them all before they could get even close. But Purkiss needed them out of the way, to carry out unimpeded the plan he’d been formulating.
He stepped inside and pulled the door closed and for a heartstopping moment imagined movement down the corridor to his right; but it was just that, imagination. Montrose and Budian were gone. Medievsky lay sprawled against the wall, the pool of gore around his head no longer spreading. Haglund’s rifle was gone.
Purkiss pulled off his goggles and balaclava. Quickly he knelt and searched the pockets of the body’s snowsuit. He found the Walther, the one he’d taken from Wyatt and that Medievsky had subsequently taken off him. He hadn’t been certain Medievsky had kept it. Purkiss ejected the magazine. Four bullets remained.
Gun in hand, he loped down the passage, acutely aware of his footfalls and stepping as lightly as he could. He reached the third door on the left. On the evening of his arrival at the station, Medievsky had tapped it as he led Purkiss past. Fuse boxes, he’d said.
Inside the room he examined the panels, which covered most of one wall. There were separate boxes for the east and west wings, as well as for each outbuilding and the perimeter lights. The master switch drew his attention.
He could shut off the lights within the complex while keeping the hangar illuminated. That way he’d avoid plunging Haglund and Clement and Avner into darkness, and possible panic. On the other hand, Montrose might already be on his way out of the main building, in which case the hangar would be a beacon of light on which he’d focus.
Purkiss reached up and tripped the master switch.
The station shut down around him with an audible hum that spread through the walls like a sigh, the lights and the remaining computer equipment and electrical appliances ceasing their activity in quick succession. Purkiss was surprised by how suddenly the wind outside reared into prominence, now that the static obscuring it was gone.
The blackness around Purkiss was total.
He believed Montrose would now do one of three things.
One: lie low, wherever he was, waiting with his hostage to see what developed.
Two: return to the entrance corridor and confront whomever it was that had cut the power.
Three: assume the Spetsnaz forces had arrived and were shutting the station down. In which case, Montrose’s priority would be to get out at all costs. One of the costs would involve killing his hostage.
It was a risk Purkiss thought unavoidable. Because he suspected Montrose would be listening out for the approach of a helicopter, would accept he hadn’t heard it and that the noise produced by the wind wouldn’t be enough to mask it, and would therefore regard the cutting of the power supply as an act of counteraggression by Purkiss.
And Montrose would, in Purkiss’s estimation, most likely sit tight. Recognise it was worth waiting to see what kind of counteroffensive Purkiss was mounting, and prepare himself for it, confident in the knowledge that he, Montrose, had the upper hand, because he had Budian as a shield.
Which meant Purkiss had to find Montrose, somewhere in the depths of the station, in pitch darkness.
He stood in the dark, his eyes widened to allow the rods in their retinas the best opportunity to absorb the faintest photons of light filtering in through his pupils. The process of maximal adaptation to complete darkness would take twenty to thirty minutes. Purkiss didn’t want to wait that long — Montrose might well decide to escape towards the hangar in that time — but he was prepared to give it ten minutes.
In Medievsky’s office, he’d checked the spreadsheet for the entry on the twenty-ninth of December. The log stated clearly that Medievsky, Wyatt, Montrose and Haglund had gone out to look for Feliks Nisselovich after he’d disappeared from the station. Yet Clement had been adamant that the search party had comprised only Medievsky, Wyatt and Haglund. It meant, if Clement was both telling the truth and remembering accurately, that the log was wrong.
Which suggested it had been falsified afterwards.
Purkiss had taken the biggest gamble of the mission so far, and had told Clement of his belief that Montrose was the person they were looking for. He’d told her quickly what to do: hit him from behind with the trophy on Medievsky’s shelf, causing a plausible injury, so that Purkiss could create the fiction that she was the killer. It was a gamble because if he was wrong, if Clement had been lying all the time, she’d take the opportunity to kill him, and would succeed, smashing the weight of the stainless steel cup against the exposed vertebrae of his neck or simply sliding a concealed blade in between them, severing his spinal cord.
But he’d been right, and the ruse had worked. His ploy to keep them all at the station until the Spetsnaz arrived had provoked Montrose into showing his hand.
Before Purkiss’s dark-blinded eyes, details were starting to take form: the expanse of the wall opposite, the shapes of the rows of shelves. As his vision struggled to reestablish itself, his other senses sent out their probing tendrils to compensate, his ears attuning to the creaks and ticking of the walls of the station in the sudden silence, his hands finding substance in the stippled grip of the Walther and the smooth curve of the trigger against his index finger.
He decided it was time.
* * *
Purkiss opened the door of the room and tossed a box of replacement fuses into the corridor beyond and waited.
He expected the box to clatter into the corridor and produce a brief echo and then for the black silence to settle once more.
One second later, the corridor erupted.
The cacophony sent him recoiling backwards. The light flashed from the left, sparks blazing though the darkness like microsecond flashlight beams. Five successive crashes followed, the insect scream of ricochets overlapping.
He came back…
Purkiss thought quickly. Montrose would be as blind as he himself was. But Montrose had two advantages. Purkiss hadn’t been able to see the exact model of the handgun Montrose had drawn and with which he’d shot Medievsky, but he had to assume the magazine was nearly full; in addition, Montrose had the two Rugers. Purkiss, on the other hand, had four shots available to him.
Montrose’s second advantage was that he had his hostage, Budian. Which meant Purkiss couldn’t risk even one shot into the dark.
Purkiss lunged for the opposite wall and found the metal shelves with his hands and tested the strength of the middle one. It held. He hauled himself upwards, using his legs to propel himself so that he sprang froglike, his boots gripping the bottom shelf. He clambered onto the top one and turned and sat, his legs dangling, his torso bent almost double under the ceiling.
The metal beneath him began to tilt, its moorings straining away from the wall housing them.
The shelf would tear away from the wall in a matter of seconds.
He’d left the door ajar, and he watched its vague shape in the darkness.
With a chunk, one of the heavy-duty screws broke free from the wall.
The shelf tipped, and Purkiss grabbed its edge with his left hand to steady it.
Five seconds, at most, and either the shelf would separate from the wall or the degree of slant would be such that Purkiss would slide off.
The door slammed open and the twin blasts, separated by a second, smashed into the room, illuminating it in strobe splashes.
An instant after the second one exploded, Purkiss dropped off the shelf and aimed for the snapshot he’d seen in the muzzle flash of the dark head just inside the doorway and slammed the butt of the Walther down and felt it connect a fraction before his feet hit the ground. The head jerked away and Purkiss grabbed in the dark and felt the shape of a body and clawed his left hand upwards, feeling for the face. An instant later Montrose’s arm swung hard against his abdomen and he doubled against the blow but kept his fingers probing for the eyes. He felt teeth dig at his palm, seeking purchase, but they served to orientate him and he seized a lock of hair — he didn’t feel the glasses, Montrose never needed to wear glasses, it was all for show, his mind told him distantly — and wrenched downwards while bringing the Walther up and over with his other hand and finding purchase with its muzzle against the bony protuberance of the flexed neck.
Purkiss hissed, close to where he judged the ear must be, ‘Stand down or I’ll fire.’
He saw, now, in close proximity and with his night vision becoming more acute, the side of Montrose’s face, his eye swivelled towards Purkiss.
Purkiss let go of the hair and dropped his hand and felt for the handgun and prised it out of Montrose’s grip and flung it aside.
He shoved the almost invisible shape away and backed into the room, the Walther in his extended right hand. He reached up blindly with his left hand and flipped the master switch.
The light above sputtered and caught, flooding the room with a brilliance that made Purkiss blink. Montrose himself was squinting against the light, his knees slightly flexed, his hands open in readiness at his sides. Beyond him, through the open door, Budian hovered, her expression dazed.
Purkiss jerked his head at her. ‘Get suited up and wait at the front.’ When she didn’t move, he said, ‘Go.’
To Montrose he said, ‘Walk backwards through the door and turn to your right. Keep moving.’
Montrose stepped back carefully, his hands groping for the door to orientate himself. As Purkiss followed him into the corridor he risked a swift glance back up to the entrance. Budian was there, pulling on a snowsuit.
When Montrose had backed past the next door, Purkiss said: ‘Stop there.’ He advanced to the door, opened it with his left hand, stepped back and motioned Montrose inside. It was a store room for supplies. Purkiss cast a swift eye over the stacks and the shelves. His attention was caught by box from which a length of electrical flex spilled.
‘Get that box down,’ he said.
Keeping Montrose covered and at a distance of six feet, Purkiss pulled out the flex. Plastic ties would have been better, but he didn’t have time to go hunting for them. To Montrose he said, ‘Turn round and put your hands behind your back.’
For the first time, Montrose spoke. ‘You’re too late, you know.’
‘Maybe.’ Awkwardly, one-handed, Purkiss looped the flex around Montrose’s wrists. ‘But at least you’ll be able to provide some information.’
‘You’re assuming we’ll make it to safety before the troops get us.’
‘We?’ said Purkiss. With the gun still in his right hand, and for the first time not aiming directly at Montrose, he began to tie the flex. ‘Sorry, I think you’ve misunderstood. I’m not taking you along. A prisoner would just slow us down.’ He tightened the first knot. ‘They’re going to find you here, tied up like a Christmas present, and you’ll be back in Moscow before you know it, in a nice warm cell in the Lubyanka. They’ll do a far better job extracting information from you than I ever could.’
Purkiss had known Montrose would make his move sooner or later, and had decided to trigger it with the provocation most likely to do the job. He jerked his head aside as Montrose snapped his skull back, felt the man’s heel attempt to rake his shin. Purkiss brought the stock of the Walther down hard on the mastoid process below Montrose’s ear. Montrose sagged and Purkiss let the dead weight slide to the floor.
He moved more quickly, with both his hands now unencumbered, and trussed the man’s arms and legs so thoroughly his limbs were barely visible beneath the layers of flex. Purkiss found a chamois cloth and stuffed it in Montrose’s mouth, securing it with duct tape.
One of the boxes contained stationery. Purkiss chose a notebook and a ballpoint pen and wrote in Cyrillic lettering: This man is Ryan Montrose. He is involved in the extraction of nuclear-armed missiles from the lost Tupolev aircraft. The location of the aircraft is near the so-called Nekropolis, the abandoned research site ninety kilometres north-west. Montrose will have associates working to remove the missiles. The location must be identified immediately and quarantined.
It was the best he could do. It was all he knew that would be of use to the Russians. The FSB man he’d spoken to on the satellite phone, Wyatt’s handler, had said the location of the aircraft wasn’t known. Purkiss didn’t know why he’d said that, because the Nekropolis had clearly been shut down as a result of the Tupolev’s crashing nearby, which meant the authorities knew where it was. Could it be that the FSB man was being kept out of the loop?
It didn’t matter. Purkiss had to assume the man genuinely was unaware of the plane’s location. In which case, it was possible the troops were being sent to Yarovsky Station but not to the Nekropolis. Which meant Montrose’s colleagues, whoever and however many of them there were, would probably even now be working on the wreck, removing the missiles.
Purkiss took hold of Montrose’s ankles and hauled him into the corridor. He left him in the middle of the floor, and tucked the folded note between the coils of flex.
Budian stood by the main door, fully suited up. Purkiss strode across, pulling his own balaclava back on and fitting the goggles. She gazed at him, her eyes dull with shock. He glanced her over. She seemed unhurt, at least physically.
‘Let’s go,’ he said.

Twenty-seven

Captain Anatoly Aleksandrov listened to the final report in his earpiece — outbuildings clear — and allowed the adrenaline surge to ebb a degree, not enough that fatigue could get even close but sufficient to allow himself a moment’s reflection.
Around him, in the entrance corridor, his men moved like spectres through the haze of gas still hissing from the CS canisters. Two of the men, their faces made insectoid by the snouts of their gas masks, hoisted the trussed body like pallbearers. The gag had been ripped from the choking mouth as soon as it was evident the bound man was still alive. He was being carried face down, to spare his lungs in case he vomited, and Aleksandrov glimpsed the red, swollen face, the spew of drool and nasal mucus.
‘Sir.’ Another man strode over and handed Aleksandrov a folded slip of notepaper. ‘This was attached to him.’
They’d hit the station eight minutes earlier, fast and hard, compensating with speed for the inevitable warning of their arrival that had been broadcast by the noise of the Mi-26 helicopter. Ten men, each equipped with AN-94 assault rifles fitted with grenade launchers. Aleksandrov had studied and memorised the floor plan of Yarkovsky Station during the flight, and went in through the front door with four of his men, dispatching two to the vehicle hangar and the other five to the rear of the main complex on either side.
Eight minutes later, the complex was secured.
Apart from the bound man in the entrance hall, who seemed to have rolled some way down the passage judging by the thin trail of blood on the floor, and three corpses, one in the deep-freeze room and one twisted on the floor near the entrance and one inside the generator shed, there was nobody there.
The Ural truck listed on the station’s inventory of vehicles was gone, as were three Arctic Cat sleds.
As his men carried the trussed captive through the open doorway, the door itself having been smashed off its hinges in the assault, Aleksandrov read the note.
He read it a second time to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.
He took out his phone handset.
‘Tsarev.’ The General answered before the end of the first ring.
Aleksandrov debriefed quickly. He read out the note, verbatim.
At the other end, the General deliberated in silence for five seconds. Then he gave his orders.
‘Understood, sir,’ said Aleksandrov.
He emerged from the station into a storm of white, the snow whipped into a swirling funnel by the spin of the colossal helicopter’s eight rotor blades. The trussed man, Ryan Montrose if the note was to be believed, had already been carried into the rear. Ducking beneath the air current produced by the rotor, Aleksandrov made his way to the Mi-26 and climbed up into the cargo bay. Its vast, warehouse-like space was ridiculously large for the twelve men it had ferried to the station, but the helicopter had been the vehicle which both was most immediately available and had the required flying range.
Plus, the cargo bay carried a GAZ Vodnik, a high-mobility infantry vehicle mounted with a KPVT heavy machine gun that was capable of traversing the extreme terrain of the Siberian far north.
Inside the bay Aleksandrov’s men had become individuals once more, their gas masks discarded. He summoned Nikitin, his lieutenant, with a flick of his fingers. Over the roar of the engine and the staccato thwup of the rotor he shouted: ‘A change of plan. You’re in charge. You’ll go north-west with the chopper.’
Aleksandrov gave his orders, as General Tsarev had relayed his.
Nikitin had served with Aleksandrov long enough that he felt confident to express his opinions. ‘Sir, wouldn’t it be more appropriate for you to lead the assault to the north-west? Politically, I mean?’
‘No. You can handle the mechanics of the operation, no question. The political angle lies in the other direction, with the fugitives. I feel it in my gut.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Nikitin was already beckoning behind him. ‘Guys, let’s move the truck out.’
Aleksandrov hopped out and stood back and watched as the GAZ Vodnik was steered down the ramp.
* * *
Eight twenty-two p.m. in Yakutsk.
The time seared itself on Lenilko’s memory for the remainder of his life. All the clocks in his office were of the analogue variety. Digital might afford more accuracy, but Lenilko never got the same sense of immediacy, of reality, from a sequence of four numbers bisected by a colon as he did from the almost grand sweep of hands round a dial.
The phone rang and he picked it up and General Tsarev said: ‘The station is secured. My men found three bodies, two of them shot dead recently, the other frozen and locked away and possibly a suicide. One man remained, alive, tied up. Otherwise… they’ve gone.’
The mid-afternoon greyness beyond the windows pressed in on Lenilko.
Tsarev continued, ‘You told me it was a containable situation. One that a rapid intervention at Yarkovsky Station would put an end to.’
Lenilko said: ‘Yes.’
‘It seems there are complications. My group commander found a note on the surviving man. It said the terrorist activity was centred on an abandoned research site ninety Ks from the station. The note urged immediate action to prevent the extraction of nuclear material from the site.’
Lenilko closed his eyes.
As if Tsarev had somehow detected the action, he remained silent until Lenilko cracked his lids a fraction.
‘What did you tell our President?’
‘I told him precisely what I told you, General. That there was a terrorist cell operating at Yarkovsky Station, that my usual line of command had potentially been compromised, and that the station needed to be quarantined and its personnel terminated with immediate effect.’
Tsarev said, his words almost hidden behind the rasp in his damaged voice, ‘I acted on the direct instructions of our President. I had no option, as a senior member of the military, other than to obey. As such I am legally blameless. Morally, however… there lies the problem. I put in motion a course of action which may well turn out to be part of a spectacular bungle, one which could put nuclear warheads into the hands of a group of people who will use them against us, or against the United States, or Europe, without compunction.’
This time Lenilko didn’t reply.
‘I’ve notified the President’s office,’ Tsarev went on. ‘Also the Chief of the General Staff, and the Director of the FSB. This is beyond any favour I owed you, Semyon Vladimirovich. This is too big.’
Lenilko watched the flakes of snow strike the pane of the window and slide, misshapen and spent, down its length.
‘Your silence suggests to me that you held something back. That you’ve been dealing with a situation that should have been escalated to your superiors long ago, that you’re not equipped to handle. I get the feeling, Semyon Vladimirovich, that you’re out of your depth. And that you know it, and something — pride, ambition, whatever it is — has blinded you to the magnitude of what you’ve been facing.’
Lenilko’s mouth worked, but no words came.
‘I’ll tell you what I’ve ordered, since this is the end of your involvement in this crisis and you won’t be receiving any further information,’ said Tsarev. ‘As you know, I sent twelve men to the station. I’ve instructed their leader to divide the group, to despatch the helicopter to the location of the Tupolev while a smaller force pursues the fugitives from the station. A larger detail is being scrambled elsewhere to help secure the Tupolev, but my men are closest and therefore have the best chance of salvaging the situation.’
Lenilko rose to his feet, distantly surprised that his legs were able to support him. The phone at his ear, he approached the window, gazed at the toy store across the square.
Games. He’d been playing games, and Tsarev was right, he’d known it all the time.
The General said, his harsh voice a degree softer: ‘This is the end of our association. I can’t help you from now on, can’t afford to have anything more to do with you. But for what it’s worth, Semyon Vladimirovich — and I know it’s scant comfort — I believe I understand your motivations. I know all about ambition, and the power it can exert. I also believe you were driven not only by a desire for personal glory, but by the genuine conviction that you were doing the right thing for Russia.’
Lenilko’s throat worked desperately to force words past the dryness. Tsarev was going to end the call at any moment, and Lenilko couldn’t endure the humiliation of saying nothing in response. He didn’t know quite what he was going to say until after the words had left his mouth.
‘Thank you, General. For everything.’
‘May God be with you, Semyon Vladimirovich.’
The line went dead.
Even before Lenilko turned to the door, he heard the alarmed voices of his staff outside, the heavy footsteps as they approached.

Twenty-eight

The wind scoured the ground at a forty-five-degree slant, propelling sheets of snow across the Ural-4320 so that it felt as if the vehicle was about to be engulfed.
They had been on the move for thirty minutes, Haglund at the wheel, Purkiss and Budian beside him in the cab. Avner hadn’t looked happy about being asked to climb into the rear, but he’d followed Clement up. Also in the rear compartment were three of the snowmobiles and four Ruger rifles with spare ammunition, which Haglund had retrieved from the arms storeroom just before they’d set out.
The truck had a maximum speed of seventy-five kilometres per hour. On a straight road, they could reach Saburov-Kennedy Station in less than two hours. Given the terrain ahead, and assuming it was traversable at all, they were more likely to take twice as long as that.
Haglund said, ‘You’ve considered, of course, that Saburov-Kennedy Station may have been notified about us. That it’ll be assumed that’s where we’re heading, and the staff at the station will have been instructed to detain us the moment we arrive.’
‘Yes, I’ve considered it.’ Purkiss saw the ground rise ahead of them, the flatness of the tundra around Yarkovsky Station starting to give way to more uneven terrain. ‘But I don’t think they’ll do that. They’ll want to keep this whole thing under wraps for as long as possible. They’ll come after us, and try and stop us before we get there. They know what vehicles we’ve got at our disposal, and they’ll be confident they can reach us first.’
It was remotely possible, Purkiss thought, that the troops wouldn’t pursue them. That they’d read Purkiss’s note, and would focus all their attention on the Nekropolis and the activity there. But although they’d almost certainly investigate the lead Purkiss had given them — he was relying on it — there was little chance they’d allow Purkiss and the others to get away.
While they were making final preparations to board the truck, Clement had said in Purkiss’s ear, raising her voice above the wind: ‘A left field question, but what if we stay put? Explain to them about Montrose, offer to help them in any way we can.’
‘Because they may come in with all guns blazing. We might not get a word in.’
She nodded immediately.
Haglund lapsed into silence once more. Seated between him and Purkiss, Budian stared straight ahead through the windscreen. Some of the dullness had left her eyes, but her expression remained slack.
Purkiss ran the possibilities through his mind, finding the flaws in each plan as soon as he formulated it. They were unlikely to outrun the troops at their back, however much of a head start they had. Even more unlikely was the notion that they’d stand a chance in the event of a firefight, four lay people and one intelligence agent against an unknown number of Spetsnaz soldiers.
No. Their only hope of success, of survival, lay in an entirely different approach. One involving that most ancient of tactics: deception.
The idea that was growing in Purkiss mind would, he knew, be opposed by the others. They’d regard it as counterintuitive, as outlandish, as grossly irresponsible. So he’d have to keep them in the dark about it as long as possible, until it was too late for them to prevent it.
But he’d need Haglund’s cooperation.
Purkiss said, ‘Stop the truck.’
* * *
‘No chance.’
‘It’s our only chance.’ Purkiss looked his watch. ‘Forty-five minutes we’ve been on the go. Assume we had half an hour’s head start, which is optimistic to say the least. That puts us an hour and fifteen minutes ahead of them, at best. But we haven’t even hit the really rough terrain yet. And we don’t know what sort of transport they’re using. They could have something with tracks, which will give them a huge advantage over us. I’m assuming they’re not after us by air, because they would have found us by now. But they might have called in air support from Yakutsk. If we hit some insurpassable obstacle, we’ll be sitting ducks.’
They sat alone in the cab of the truck, Purkiss and Haglund. After Haglund had pulled to a halt, his normally impassive face creased in surprise, Purkiss had jumped down into the cold and tugged on Budian’s arm — I need to talk to Gunnar alone — and bundled her into the back. Avner and Clement had peered out.
‘Don’t ask questions,’ Purkiss said. ‘Sit tight. We’ll be on the move again in a moment.’ He slammed the door on Avner’s cry of protest.
Back in the cab, he’d told Haglund his plan.
Now the engineer said, ‘The others won’t cope. They’ll slow us all down.’
‘Clement will be all right. Avner, Budian… we’ll have to be robust with them.’ Purkiss glanced down through his window. The blown snow was already beginning to bank up against the wheels of the truck. ‘Come on, Haglund. We have to do this. Time’s slipping away.’
Haglund stared through the windscreen, the muscles of his closed jaws working. He’d kept the engine running, and he reached down and released the handbrake.
‘Okay. We do it.’
* * *
The ground swept inexorably upwards, the landscape pitted with gnarled tree trunks and outcroppings of rock, visible in silhouette against the white of the snowfall. The cloud cover above was almost total, blanking out all starlight.
Twenty minutes had passed since they’d set off again, and Purkiss hadn’t yet seen what he was looking for. He leaned towards Haglund and peered at the Ural’s dashboard. They’d covered sixty-nine kilometres, and their speed had slowed to 45 kph, the truck’s tyres slipping occasionally on stretches of ice, the unevenness of the ground requiring Haglund to weave around pits and protrusions rather than allowing him to maintain a straight course.
Haglund geared down as the truck rocked over a particularly erratic series of dips when Purkiss said: ‘Wait a moment. Over there.’
He pointed through Haglund’s window to an indistinct strip of darkness, forty or fifty metres to their left.
Squinting, Haglund said, ‘Maybe.’
‘Pull up.’ Purkiss drew on his face protection and dropped down from the cab once more. The cold hit him anew, knocking the breath out of him momentarily. He picked his way across the rough ground, taking care not to turn his ankles over. As he approached the strip of ground, he saw he’d been right.
He stood on the lip of a ravine, a ragged scar in the tundra some twenty metres across. Lowering himself to a crouch, he crept closer. The ground sloped gently before suddenly dropping into blackness. Purkiss could see the other side descend and disappear, the bottom of the crevasse invisible.
He scrabbled about until he found a large rock loose enough to be prised out of the ground, and rolled it towards the edge. It bounced off the side with an audible crack, but any further noise it made on the way down was snatched away by the keening wind.
No good.
One of the pieces of equipment Purkiss had salvaged from the hangar back at the station was a flare gun. He unclipped it from the holster at his side and reached out as far as he dared, aiming the gun downwards into the ravine.
He fired.
The brilliant orange and yellow flash a few seconds later made Purkiss think he was staring into a pit of hell. He closed his eyes, the image imprinted on his retinas. He’d seen what he needed.
A few yards further along from Purkiss, the walls of the ravine approached one another so closely there couldn’t have been more than six feet between them. A truck the size of the Ural would get jammed there.
Purkiss made his way back to the truck. He opened the passenger door and climbed halfway up.
‘This’ll do,’ he said. Haglund cut the engine and jumped down himself. He jogged over to the edge of the ravine to inspect it himself, while Purkiss went round to the back of the Ural and opened the doors.
Avner and Budian cringed away. Clement peered out intently.
‘What the hell’s going on?’ Avner cried. ‘Will you just tell —’
‘Cover up and get out,’ said Purkiss. ‘Change of plan.’
They stood, huddled and shuddering, while Purkiss and Haglund began to unload the essentials from the back of the truck. The three snowmobiles, the rifles and spare magazines. Haglund opened a small box and handed out compasses to each of them.
Avner stared at his, uncomprehending. ‘What?’
As he worked, Purkiss said, ‘We’re jettisoning the truck. It’ll create a diversion, at least for a while. And the sleds will be faster.’
Budian let out a low sound, half sigh, half moan. Avner grabbed at Purkiss’s arm.
‘Jesus Christ, are you nuts? We’re only halfway there.’
‘And that’s about as far as we’ll get, if we carry on in the truck.’ Purkiss waved a hand. ‘Look around you.’ He turned to face them all. ‘Okay. Gunnar and I will each take one of the two-seater snowmobiles, Efraim and Oleksandra riding with us. Patricia, you know how to ride one of these?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good. You’re in the single seater. We move in convoy, Gunnar in front, me at the back, Patricia in between. The wind and the snow will most likely cover the tracks but it’s worth maximising our odds. Gunnar will navigate, but he’s given you compasses in case for some reason we get separated. Gunnar, give them the co-ordinates.’
Haglund did so, repeating them twice.
Purkiss continued, ‘We’ve room for two rifles. Efraim and Oleksandra, you’ll have to carry them.’ He glanced around, uncertain whether everything he’d said had registered, but impatient to get moving.
Haglund started heading back to the cab of the truck. Purkiss hurried after him. ‘Hold on. I’ll do it.’
‘No.’
‘This is my idea,’ said Purkiss. ‘I’m the one who ought to carry the risk.’
Haglund swung up behind the wheel. ‘Wrong,’ he said. ‘You’re the one who’s going to get us out of this alive, if anyone is. We can’t afford to lose you.’
Purkiss watched the truck start its slow rumble towards the ravine. It picked up speed as it approached, and for a terrible moment Purkiss thought Haglund had misjudged the distance and was going to go straight over the edge. But he slowed as the Ural reached the lip of the precipice.
Now, thought Purkiss.
The driver’s door swung open as the truck began its final forward tilt. Haglund leaped and hit the ground hard and rolled.
With a grinding of metal chassis against rock, the truck toppled over.
The impact as it hit the place where the ravine walls came close to touching was almost palpable through the ground beneath Purkiss’s feet. Haglund was up and scrambling away when the fuel tank blew.
The black and orange bloom was followed by the thump of the blast, muffled by the walls of the crevasse. Shrapnel spun upwards, riding the cloud that billowed over the edge.
An explosion was good. It increased the chances of their pursuers finding the remains of the truck. Purkiss waited for Haglund to reach them.
‘Let’s get moving,’ he said.

Twenty-nine

Four of them came for Lenilko this time, not two, and unlike before there was no politeness for the sake of appearances. They led him through the office suite, past the scattering of cowering staff, past Anna’s white, terrified face, and all but shoved him into the elevator.
He recognised them as Rokva’s men, and was vaguely surprised. He’d been expecting a visit from people answerable to the Director of the FSB himself. But the elevator opened on Rokva’s floor.
Once again he was ushered into his boss’s office; once again, the two men were left alone. This time, Rokva didn’t treat him affably. The Director remained behind his desk while Lenilko was not offered a seat.
‘Normally I would open,’ said Rokva, his voice quiet and cold as a snake’s hiss, ‘with an accusation. But we’re past that, aren’t we? You know precisely why you’re here. So perhaps we can start with your explanation.’
Lenilko noticed something suddenly, something he’d been distantly conscious of but hadn’t identified to himself. Since the banging on his office door, through the march upstairs and the arrival in Rokva’s office, he hadn’t felt afraid.
He wondered what that meant. Did a man before a firing squad as the executioners raised their weapons, or a man on the gallows as the noose was slipped around his neck, experience the same thing? A last-minute suffusion of courage, the psyche’s mechanism for protecting itself when all hope was lost?
He became aware Rokva was waiting for a reply. ‘My explanation, sir.’
‘You heard me.’
‘With respect, Director, I have already given my explanation. My reasons for taking the action I did were never a secret to you. I believed this was an operation best conducted by the Directorate of Special Operations. By us. Everything I’ve done has been with that belief in mind.’
‘Including directly disobeying me.’
‘If you refer to your instruction to hand over control of the operation to Counter-Terrorism, then again, with respect, sir, I must point out that the six hours are not yet — ’
‘Do not play games with me.’ The fury in Rokva’s eyes was so black that Lenilko thought for an instant he was going to be shot dead, right there in the office by the Director himself. ‘You know the order you violated. I told you the Englishman, Purkiss, was not to be harmed under any circumstances. Any circumstances. Now I learn that you instructed an Army general to send in Spetsnaz operatives to terminate every person at Yarkovsky Station. Including, of course, Purkiss. Not only that, but you persuaded our President to sanction this action. You cannot have told him Purkiss was at the station, because there’s no way he would have given his approval for the assault.’ Up until then, Rokva had been leaning across the desk, his small hands folded. Now he sat back, dwarfed by the antique high-backed chair. ‘Disobeying your superior is nothing, nothing, compared with misleading your President into authorising action you know he will afterwards bitterly regret.’
With the rapturous force of a religious conversion, Lenilko understood. His unnerving lack of fear wasn’t because he had nothing more to lose. It was because some part of his unconscious had realised there he had a way out of this. And when he started to speak, it was as if he’d rehearsed the words, like an actor, until his delivery was pitch perfect.
‘You’ve got a problem, sir.’
Rokva all but recoiled. ‘What did you say?’
‘You’ve got a problem, Director Rokva, sir.’
The quietness was entirely gone from Rokva’s voice. It cracked across the desk like a whip. ‘Remember who you’re talking to, Lenilko.’
‘You’ve all but fired me already, sir. Which means that I can no longer be accused of insubordination, because I don’t work for you any more. Rudeness, yes, possibly, but not insubordination.’
Rokva’s eyes shifted to the door behind Lenilko. For the first time Lenilko felt a thrill of alarm. If the Director decided to call his men in and have Lenilko hauled away, he’d miss his opportunity.
Quickly he said, ‘Your problem is John Purkiss. Once it emerges that you connived at my operation while knowing full well that Purkiss, the untouchable, was at Yarkovsky Station, and while knowing his life was under threat, and while keeping his presence there a secret from not only the Director of the FSB but the President himself… your position won’t be much better than mine, to be honest. You may not face charges of treason, as I’m assuming I will, but at the very least you’ll be kicked out of your job in disgrace, and your career will be at an end. Not to mention the humiliation your family will be put through.’
Lenilko was astonished at his own boldness, his arrogance, but in a detached way, as if he was observing himself as a character in a film.
Rokva remained standing, the rage in his face undiminished. But he was listening.
‘I know a way to protect us both,’ Lenilko went on. ‘To ensure that we both emerge intact. A lot depends on whether or not General Tsarev’s men secure the Tupolev and prevent the removal of the warheads. If they fail, we’re doomed, you and I. But probably so is everybody in Moscow. If, however, they succeed, it’s a different matter. I’ll accept some censure, for having acted in an unorthodox and unauthorised manner. You’ll keep your position. Everyone will be happy.’
An element of calculation had crept into Rokva’s features.
Lenilko continued: ‘We have to erase all traces of Purkiss. Destroy all evidence of his having been associated with Yarkovsky Station in any way. Get rid of the documentation authorising his alias, John Farmer, to visit the station. Delete his image wherever it occurs, on copies of his passport, in surveillance footage from airports, et cetera. And, of course, Purkiss himself must be eliminated. Along with everybody else associated with him.’
Rokva spoke flatly. ‘British Intelligence will know what has happened.’
‘They’ll know, but they won’t be able to prove anything. We’ll deny any knowledge of Purkiss’s involvement in this. Even — and I say this with full awareness of the implications — even our President must not know about it.’
Rokva leaned his elbows on the desk. He was no longer looking at Lenilko; instead his narrowed gaze was on some distant point, not in space but in time.
He said: ‘General Tsarev has ordered his men to apprehend the fugitives, not to kill them. I do not have the clout with him to instruct him to change those orders.’
‘Then you have to persuade the Director of the FSB himself to speak to Tsarev. Yes, I know this means involving the Director. But it’s in his interests, too, that Purkiss’s involvement is covered up. He is ultimately responsible for what goes on in his organisation. If Purkiss’s presence at Yarkovsky Station, he’ll either have to admit he didn’t know about it, which makes him look incompetent, or be forced to concede that he looked the other way while Purkiss was under threat.’
Rokva stood up. He walked to the tall window at the end of the office, like Lenilko’s overlooking the square. He stood there with his hands behind his back.
Thirty seconds ticked by. Lenilko felt poised on a tightrope.
Abruptly Rokva turned. ‘Get out. Go back to work.’
‘You accept my suggestion?’
‘Yes.’ Rokva was reaching for the phone on his desk. ‘But your involvement in this particular operation is over. Understood? You stay away from it from now on.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Lenilko strode out of the office, past the waiting men who stared after him. He couldn’t see their faces but he imagined the looks of puzzlement. He rode the elevator downstairs, reentered his own office suite, crossed towards his door. His face was grave throughout.
Nobody approached him, except Anna. She sidled up and whispered: ‘Mr Lenilko?’
He turned to her, his fingers on the door handle.
‘Is everything…?’ she managed.
He allowed the tiniest smile to quirk the corner of his mouth. ‘Yes, Anna,’ he said. ‘Everything is just fine.’

Thirty

The GAZ Vodnik lumbered across the tundra, its massive tyres chewing up the snow and the frozen soil as though deriving sustenance from the rough ground.
Captain Aleksandrov sat beside the driver, his tense face scanning the darkness ahead, his hand on the phone in his lap, ready to lift and activate it the moment he felt the first vibration. On the dashboard, the satellite navigation system charted their progress, the destination of Saburov-Kennedy Station a red full stop at the end. He hoped they wouldn’t reach it, because it would mean they’d failed.
An hour had passed since the Mi-26 had lifted into the sky and he’d watched Nikitin and seven more of his men disappear towards the Nekropolis. General Tsarev had left it to Aleksandrov to decide how to divide the force. Aleksandrov had unhesitatingly despatched the bulk of his troops to the Nekropolis. They would be dealing with an unspecified number of enemy, who might have an entire arsenal at their disposal. Aleksandrov, on the other hand, was pursuing at most five or six fugitives, most if not all of them civilians, research scientists, whose armaments were likely to comprise nothing more than handguns and non-military rifles.
An hour had passed, and Aleksandrov had heard nothing from Nikitin. The Mi-26 had a top speed of just under 300 kph. It was flying with a light load of just eight passengers and no heavy equipment. It would have reached the Nekropolis, ninety kilometres away, in less than twenty minutes.
Something, a muffled thump, sounded through the rumble of the Vodnik’s engine. Aleksandrov looked at the driver, who glanced at the dashboard.
‘Not us, sir,’ he said. He meant: it wasn’t our vehicle.
Aleksandrov leaned forward in his seat. Was that a flare of light in the distance, over the horizon?
The phone hummed beneath his hand. He snatched it up.
Nikitin’s voice: ‘Sir, we have successfully engaged with eleven lightly armed hostiles at a location two klicks from the former research site Nekropolis. Said hostiles were salvaging the wreckage of a Tupolev TU-22M. They have been neutralised. Three captured, the remaining eight killed. No casualties on our part.’
Aleksandrov let out a slow breath between pursed lips. ‘Excellent work.’
‘Do you want us to rejoin you, sir?’
‘No. Return to Yakutsk with the prisoners. I’ll notify them to expect you.’
Aleksandrov ended the call. He thumbed the key that would connect him to General Tsarev. Through the windscreen, a twisting ghost-like funnel was rising in the distance, vague against the dark cloud of the sky. Aleksandrov recognised it as a column of smoke.
* * *
They’d been riding for close to thirty minutes when disaster hit.
The terrain had degenerated into a haphazard collection of hillocks and dips, the unevenness partly obscured by the snow covering so that three or four times Haglund, in front, was forced to change direction sharply. Clement, in her own snowmobile behind him, handled the machine well, thought Purkiss, adapting swiftly to each tilt and swerve.
In the seat behind Purkiss, he sensed Budian shuddering. The temperature seemed to be dropping with every kilometre of progress they made, the jaws of the cold closing mercilessly on them.
Haglund was heading round the left side of a scrub-scattered mound of rocks when his snowmobile jolted. Purkiss saw it judder before stabilising once more. He saw Clement’s attempt to veer leftwards, heard the crack as the sled’s ski connected with rock, watched the vehicle tip sideways as the momentum carried it forwards so that for an instant Clement appeared to be performing some bizarre stunt. The snowmobile ground to a stop, teetered briefly, and righted itself.
Purkiss pulled up and ran over, Haglund halting ahead and swinging his own vehicle round. Clement sat upright in the sled, her arms braced on the sides, and shook her head sharply.
Purkiss crouched beside her. He felt her head, her neck, conscious that the extreme cold precluded his taking off her goggles and balaclava to check more closely for damage. Before he could ask, she muttered, ‘I’m fine. I’m fine.’
He and Haglund helped her out of the snowmobile. She allowed them to support her under her arms, tested her legs gingerly. ‘Fine,’ she repeated.
Avner and Budian approached, hanging back. ‘Shit,’ said Avner. ‘Look at that.’
The snowmobile’s ski had been wrenched sideways by the rock outcropping so that it protruded at a forty-five degree angle from the vehicle’s undercarriage. The machine was of no more use to them.
‘I’m sorry,’ Clement said flatly.
‘Not your fault.’ Purkiss went back to his own sled, peered at the dashboard. The odometer indicated they’d covered forty-two kilometres since abandoning the Ural. Taking into account the distance they’d come before that, Purkiss estimated a total of one hundred and ten Ks.
Between twenty-five and thirty kilometres left to go. Fifteen or twenty miles.
Avner was pacing, his gloved knuckles pressed against his mouth. ‘Five of us. Four places on the other two sleds. We can’t do it. Don’t you understand? We’re — ’
‘Shut up,’ said Purkiss. To Haglund: ‘Is there any chance of repairing it?’
Haglund was crouched beside the damaged snowmobile, his hands gripping the ski. He shook his head. ‘Even with the proper tools… no.’
The cold seemed to be penetrating Purkiss’s cerebral cortex, slowing his thoughts even as it made his limbs more sluggish. He felt the pull of apathy, the urge simply to sit down and allow the tundra to drag him in, to make him part of it. He watched Haglund rise, stretch his arms and arch his neck, stroll away in frustration.
Perhaps they should hide, Purkiss thought. Perhaps they should conceal the snowmobiles and find somewhere to lie low, wait for their pursuers to pass. And then what? Leaving aside that they would like die of hypothermia if they remained immobile for any length of time, what would they do even if they did evade the troops? They’d still be stranded, a score of miles from human habitation and with no means of reaching it. He supposed one of them could go ahead alone to seek help –
The thought froze in his mind as he registered the shape hurtling towards Haglund from the copse of sparse, snow-laden pine trees to his left. At first Purkiss fancied it was a boulder, rolling impossibly smoothly across the uneven ground. Then he felt the dreadful whisper of madness, because what was descending upon Haglund was a monster, and there were no such things as monsters, and it meant Purkiss was hallucinating and was therefore starting the final slide towards death as he succumbed to the cold.
He yelled ‘Gunnar,’ and the sound and feel of his voice jolted him back to full awareness.
Haglund turned in the direction of Purkiss’s voice and, before he could complete the movement, saw the bear, twenty feet away and closing with impossible speed.
The bellow punched through the freezing air even as Purkiss scrambled for the nearest snowmobile, his own, and grabbed the rifle Budian had left propped in the rear seat and swung it across
A woman screamed. Budian, or Clement, Purkiss couldn’t tell which.
The bear was an indistinct blur of snarling muscle and fur, perhaps eight hundred pounds in weight, churning the snow around it into a storm of white as it barrelled into Haglund and swiped and he stumbled backwards with a yell.
Purkiss fired.
The crack of the Ruger segued into a terrible, primal howl. The animal’s head jerked back, its profile limned against a distant snow bank. Beneath it Haglund, on his side, scrabbled at the ground, trying to haul himself away.
The bear raised a paw, swiped again.
Purkiss fired again but this time his shot went wild, singing off past the bear’s back. It reared above Haglund, its massive jaws poised to descend.
Purkiss charged, a berserker’s roar exploding from his chest, because he needed to draw its attention right now or its maw would snap closed on Haglund, and as he covered the distance, six feet, twelve, he saw the snout swing towards him and the animal start to turn and lower its head and he slowed to give himself time to aim and his foot slipped and he was down, prone, the black shape thundering towards him on the periphery of his vision and frantically he dragged himself into a sitting position and raised the gun once more — two more rounds, the analytic part of his mind told him — and the bear was suddenly impossibly vast, skyscraper huge, its bellow of pain and fury an assault on his ears.
Purkiss fired into the glint of its eye.
He rolled, the animal skidding and crashing forwards on the place he’d been squatting. It gave a muffled yelp, jerked, and flopped on to its side.
Purkiss staggered to his feet, the Ruger shaking in his hands. While his primitive organism churned with the visceral processes of terror and exhilaration and shock, his forebrain synthesised and sorted data: a brown bear, possibly female, with young nearby.
A keening moan grabbed at Purkiss’s attention. Haglund lay twenty paces away to the right, clutching at his leg.
Purkiss turned towards him.
Avner’s voice, behind Purkiss, yelled, ‘Hey. What are you —’ and Purkiss felt a clench of rage in his belly. He’s going to tell me I shouldn’t have shot the bear… Just one word from him…
The shots came, one-two, a double tap, their character different from a rifle’s.
Dazed, Purkiss swung back.
Clement, closest to him, was huddled on her knees on the ground, gazing about. Her features were obscured by the balaclava and goggles but her bewilderment was obvious.
Beyond, the engine of one of the snowmobiles fired up and the vehicle took off.
On the snow, supine, lay a body. Small and slight. A man’s.
Avner.
And thoughts and memories and realisations crammed into Purkiss’s consciousness, vying for space.
Budian. It made sense.
There’d been two of them. Montrose and Budian. It was why Montrose had chosen her as his supposed hostage after he’d killed Medievsky. They intended to escape together.
Both rifles had been missing from the entrance hall when Purkiss had gone back in. He should have recognised the significance. Why would Montrose take both rifles?
She hadn’t come to Montrose’s assistance when Purkiss had overpowered and trussed him, because she’d calculated that her chances of getting away were now greater under Purkiss’s protection.
And now, with Haglund compromised, possibly already dead, and the crisis with the ruined third snowmobile, she’d decided it was time to show her hand and take her chances on her own.
All of this registered in Purkiss’s mind in the space of a few seconds. He watched the snowmobile gather speed.
He lifted the Ruger again.
It had a four-round rotary magazine. He’d fired three shots at the bear.
Purkiss sighted through the rifle’s scope. She was hunched in the seat, the side of her head just visible.
He squeezed the trigger.
The image in the scope changed abruptly.
Purkiss lowered the rifle. In the distance, the snowmobile veered, skidded sideways, stopped. The slumped figure was almost invisible in the front seat, and wasn’t moving.
Laying the rifle down — it needed reloading anyway, and he had other priorities — Purkiss begun to run towards Haglund.
* * *
They used Avner’s clothing to bind the wounds, Clement tearing the garments into suitable strips, Purkiss applying the bandages. Haglund lay on his back, his breath hissing through clenched, bared teeth, his eyes tight shut in agony. Beneath him the bloodied ground appeared black in contrast to the snow.
The bear’s claws had opened parallel trenches in his left outer thigh, and had taken a chunk of flesh from the upper arm on the same side. Despite the copious blood, there was no indication that an artery had been severed. The wounds were ragged, shreds of skin and muscle difficult to distinguish from the fibres of his ripped clothes. It was irrelevant. There was no time and there were no facilities to clean the wounds properly.
When he’d secured the dressings, Purkiss said, ‘Can you sit up?’
Clement helped him to heave Haglund upright. His hissing increased, but he managed to reach a sitting position. He braced his hands, preparing to stand, but Purkiss said, ‘Take it easy. Stay like that for a minute.’
Purkiss trotted fifty yards away to where the snowmobile had come to a halt. He drew the Walther from his pocket as he moved.
It wasn’t necessary. Budian had taken the shot directly in the head. Purkiss was glad she was wearing her balaclava, which appeared unnaturally concave. He dragged her body out of the sled and dumped it on the ground. On the seat was a handgun, the one she’d used to kill Avner. A .22 Beretta Bobcat. Purkiss pocketed it.
He examined the snowmobile swiftly. It appeared undamaged. To make sure, he climbed on and rode it back to Clement and Haglund.
Haglund was trying again to get to his feet. He succeeded, with a grunt of pain, before staggering and sinking to his backside once more.
‘Damn it.’
‘We’re in a better position now,’ said Purkiss. ‘Three of us, and two working sleds.’
Clement shook her head. ‘Oleksandra. I never —’
‘Neither did I,’ said Purkiss. ‘But I should have.’
He checked his watch. They’d lost almost half an hour.
‘We need to move,’ he said.

Thirty-one

It took Captain Aleksandrov fifteen minutes to satisfy himself that it was a ruse.
The GAZ Vodnik had aimed towards the tower of smoke in the distance and they’d found the blackened wreck of the Ural partway down the ravine. Aleksandrov, suspecting an ambush, sent two of his men down the ravine’s wall with grappling equipment, while he and the remaining man kept watch from the Vodnik. He used the time to call General Tsarev and update him.
When the men emerged from the ravine and shook their heads — no human remains inside the truck — Aleksandrov called the General again.
‘They’ll have taken the snowmobiles, sir. The advantage they gain with regard to speed will be offset to some extent by the terrain ahead.’
Tsarev said, ‘Two clarifications of your orders. The fugitives are to be prevented from reaching Saburov-Kennedy Station at all costs.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And they are to be terminated. All of them, without hesitation, even if they attempt to surrender. The bodies are to be brought back with you.’
‘Understood.’
* * *
The rocks and copses of vegetation took on a new, threatening aspect, every one of them a bear or an armed man. Purkiss wove among them, the urge to increase the snowmobile’s speed held in check by his knowledge that they couldn’t afford another accident. Nonetheless, he knew they were covering ground more slowly than before, knew Haglund was the more skilled rider.
Haglund was wedged into the rear seat behind Purkiss. His breathing was rapid, worryingly so. Purkiss couldn’t estimate how much blood the man had lost from his wounds, but he knew the effects would be multiplied in the prevailing temperature.
Clement kept close behind, alone in the other sled. Purkiss had been concerned that she’d be overly cautious after her mishap earlier, but she maintained the speed he set.
The compass was on the dashboard before him. Purkiss ignored his watch. Time seemed to be of lesser importance, and in any case had taken on an unreal quality, as though the brooding mass of the tundra had sucked it in, distorted it.
Apart from direction, only distance mattered now.
The digits on the odometer ticked over steadily. They’d covered eighteen kilometres since resuming their journey. Eighteen gone, which meant seven or ten remaining.
Haglund had said there was a rudimentary network of roads in the vicinity of Saburov-Kennedy Station, where the landscape began to flatten out once more. Purkiss held on to that knowledge. Roads meant predictability, reassurance.
A mild slope presented itself ahead. Purkiss slowed as he approached the crest, mindful of a possible sudden drop beyond.
At the top of the slope he pulled to a stop.
Clement drew up beside him.
Despair dragged at Purkiss, threatening to smother him in its dark embrace.
The tundra continued a kilometre or so ahead, before terminating at the base of a ridge that stretched from left to right as far as the eye could make out. It peaked off centre, resembling the back of a gargantuan prehistoric beast half buried in the ground.
Clement let out a sigh like a prayer.

Thirty-two

‘We go up,’ said Purkiss.
As they’d approached the ridge, he’d begun to appreciate its height. At its peak it reached perhaps one hundred metres into the sky. In places the surface was smooth and sheer, in others more rugged but tilting at no less than sixty degrees from the horizontal.
‘We have to find a way round,’ Clement said.
They’d ridden the sleds along the base to first the right, then the left. The ridge continued, implacably, showing no sign of petering out in either direction. Purkiss had dismounted and stood gazing upwards.
‘There is no way round,’ said Purkiss. ‘None that we’ll find any time soon.’
For the first time he heard a catch in her voice. ‘We can’t take the sleds up.’
‘So we leave them. We go on foot.’
She seized his arm, another first. ‘There’s still five miles to go.’
‘We can do it.’
He moved away, striding along the base, peering up into the darkness. Some way along, he saw an immense furrow winding up the rock wall. The top of the ridge was visible against the cloud background. Purkiss estimated the height at this point at forty metres. The angle of the slope was about as favourable as any he’d seen so far.
He returned to the others. ‘Gunnar,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have to climb.’
He helped the engineer out of the sled. Haglund lurched as his injured leg supported his weight. Purkiss put an arm across his back.
‘The rifles…’ muttered Haglund.
‘Excess weight,’ said Purkiss. ‘They stay behind.’
The three of them made their halting way to the spot Purkiss had identified.
‘You first, Patricia,’ he said. ‘I’ll support Gunnar.’
Clement hesitated a second before grasping the rock face.
* * *
They reached the top in, by Purkiss’s estimation, thirty minutes.
Purkiss kept close behind Haglund, reaching out to steady him each time his boot scrabbled loose from a foothold or his weakened left arm failed to find purchase, aware that if the big Swede were to lose his grip entirely he’d plummet backwards and take Purkiss with him and Clement would be entirely on her own. At one point Haglund stopped, didn’t reply when Purkiss called urgently to him, and it seemed he was on the point of blacking out. But he muttered something inaudible, perhaps a curse, and resumed his ascent.
Purkiss watched Clement, several metres above, scramble over the top of the ridge. She let out a sound he couldn’t interpret, and for a moment he closed his eyes. There was a ravine on the other side, probably, or some other obstacle.
He shoved Haglund over the rim of rock and hauled himself up.
The ridge dropped a short distance beyond to the edge of a plain that swept towards the horizon, its surfaced pocked with clumps of scrub and trees and rocks. Cutting across it, veering from the left and extending at a slight angle ahead, its surface glassed with ice, was a road.
Resisting the urge to run, Purkiss instead supported Haglund once more and led them down the slope on to the plain. They reached the road in ten faltering strides, the potholed tarmac surface feeling impossibly alien under Purkiss’s feet, like that of another planet. With his free hand he fumbled the compass from his pocket. The road led off at twenty degrees from the direction in which they were heading. Nonetheless, he thought it would be worth following for some distance at least, until it threatened to take them too far off course. They might be lucky and encounter a civilian vehicle, perhaps even one from Saburov-Kennedy Station.
Wordlessly, side by side, they began to make their way down the road.
* * *
Without the snowmobile’s odometer, Purkiss had no way of knowing how much distance they had covered. He estimated they’d gone three kilometres, though it was probably less, when Haglund staggered and fell before Purkiss could catch him.
Purkiss knelt beside him. ‘Gunnar. On your feet.’
This time he knew the man had lost consciousness for a second or two. He opened his eyes, stared at Purkiss uncomprehendingly.
‘On your feet. Keep moving.’
Haglund rose, let out a roar he didn’t attempt to suppress.
He can’t go on much longer, thought Purkiss.
He began to count their paces. After two hundred-odd, Clement said, ‘Look.’
To the right, a vague shaped loomed in the darkness. They advanced. It was a building of some kind, with objects in front of it that Purkiss took a moment to recognise as fuel pumps.
A filling station.
His hopes up, he said, ‘Wait here,’ lowered Haglund to the tarmac, and went over. As he got nearer, his spirits dropped. The station was derelict, its wall and roof completely caved in. Every visible metal surface was brown with an icing of rust.
Next to the remains of the main building he saw a smaller structure, its walls still standing but its door gone. Purkiss peered inside. A garage, housing a pick-up truck of some kind that looked like a relic from Soviet days. It squatted on wheels that were completely flat, and its framework too was a lattice of rust. Apart from a few oil barrels that had been cut in half to form rudimentary storage containers, and an assortment of tools and machine parts and lengths of flex, he found nothing of the remotest use.
Purkiss returned to the others, hoisting Haglund to his feet without giving him a chance to object.
* * *
A little more than three hundred paces on, Haglund fell for the last time.
He struggled to get up, but dropped back. ‘It’s not… the pain,’ he gasped. ‘Just… can’t use my leg at all.’
Purkiss stood looking down at him.
After a beat, Haglund said: ‘You kept the handgun?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then use it.’
Purkiss ignored him, staring back down the road the way they’d come.
‘Farmer.’ He felt Haglund grasp his ankle. ‘Do it.’
‘Shut up,’ said Purkiss, pulling his foot free. ‘I have an idea.’ To Clement: ‘You know how to use a gun?’
Her eyes were wide behind the goggles. ‘You’re asking me to —?’
‘No. Not him.’ Purkiss took out the Beretta pocket pistol he’d removed from Budian. ‘Stay with him. I’m going back to the fuel station. I’ll be back quickly, but in the mean time fire this if anyone hostile approaches.’
He began to make his way back down the road, disturbed at how leaden his limbs felt, how sluggishly his thoughts moved.
In the garage Purkiss tipped the odds and ends out of one of the half barrels. He tested its strength between its hands. Like everything else it was rusted, but it felt solid enough. He selected a long rope of flex from the mess on the floor and again gauged its strength. With a screwdriver he punched several holes into one end of the half barrel; then, looping the flex through the holes several times, he tied its end.
Hauling the makeshift sledge behind him, Purkiss headed back to the other two.
To Haglund he said, ‘Think you’ll be able to climb in?’
Haglund’s eyes had been closed. He opened them, looked at the barrel.
‘You can’t do it,’ he rasped. ‘Too… heavy.’
‘You’re getting in this bloody barrel if I have to knock you unconscious first,’ said Purkiss. ‘It’ll just make life a lot harder that way.’
With Clement supporting Haglund’s legs, they manoeuvred him in. His feet protruded almost comically over the edge.
Purkiss wound the free end of the flex around his waist, his chest, harnessing himself as securely as he could. He heaved.
The strain was immense, far greater than he’d expected, and for a moment he wondered if agllund was right, that this was an impossible task. Purkiss leaned forward, grasped the taut flex in his hands, and felt the load behind him inch forwards.
‘Come on,’ he said between gritted teeth. ‘It’s the end game now.’

Thirty-three

As the cold tightened its band and the fatigue began to replace his bones and his muscles and his sinews with stone, Purkiss felt his mind retreat, dissociating itself from the body that housed it and was betraying it.
His last conscious thought for some time was that they’d gone far enough down the road, that it was taking them at too great an angle from their destination, and that they needed to step onto the tundra once more. He jerked his head at Clement and angled leftward, feeling the roughness beneath his boots once again.
After that, the madness started to creep in.
First came Kendrick, Purkiss’s friend who’d been shot in the head the previous summer. He’d lived, and months of rehabilitation had restored him to almost full mobility, but mentally he was… different. He strolled across the windblasted ground out of the darkness, his hands in his pockets, dressed impossibly in nothing more than a T-shirt and jeans and a bomber jacket.
‘Purkiss, what the fuck are you doing?’
The scar on his forehead where he’d had the reconstructive plate and the skin graft, together with his lopsided grin, made him look piratical.
‘A cripple and an older bird. They’re slowing you down. Dead weight. Cut them loose and get your sorry arse out of there.’
Purkiss squeezed his eyes tight, focused on the rawness in his hands beneath the gloves, the frightening deadness in his feet.
When he opened them, Hannah stood in front of him, his on-off partner of the last half year. Beside her was Vale, cigarette in hand. Both their faces were etched in sadness, Hannah’s with a regretful tinge, Vale’s with one of disappointment. Neither of them spoke, and they were gone in the blink of an eye.
Purkiss waited for Claire to manifest herself. Claire, his fiancée, dead now nearly six years. Claire, who had torn open the wounds all over again even four years after her death.
But she didn’t come.
He tried to list the symptoms of frostbite. Of hypothermia. All that came to mind was a smorgasbord of recollections, of random images from the recent and distant past, of snatches of discordant music. He half expected to hear the sweet, deadly singing of sirens, luring him to his doom; and yes, there they were, fantastical creatures calling to him from the depths of the permafrost, hundreds of metres beneath his feet.
So easy to end the pain. So easy to lay down his burden, bury his face in the frozen earth, and sleep.
Time had lost all meaning. It yawned chasm-deep ahead, before contracting like a released rubber band. Something so infinitely flexible couldn’t exist, surely? Purkiss felt he’d discovered an important truth, something that had eluded philosophers and scientists for millennia. When he tried to get a grip on the concept, it vanished.
His hallucinations, dreams, whatever they were, took on a more basic character. Where there’d been music, there were now single, jarring notes. Complex images of people were replaced by elementary percepts: primary colours, geometrical shapes, flashes of light. Purkiss supposed it meant he was near the end, his mind running out of creative power and running on reserve before it shut down entirely.
Lights.
He felt himself being pulled down a tunnel towards a distant point, as if his consciousness was being dragged back towards a reality it had decided it had had enough of.
Purkiss stopped.
The shock was intense, the return to the terrible real world with its extremes of cold and bodily pain and despair.
And light. A steady rind of it curving above the meniscus of a ridge, another bloody ridge, half a kilometre ahead.
No. It’s another mad vision, a mirage, a fever dream. Crawl back into your cocoon.
But he knew this was different.
Purkiss gripped the tow rope, found he was already gripping it as tightly as he could. Probably had been all along. Just as he must have, on autopilot, been checking the compass.
He turned to Clement.
She wasn’t there.
* * *
He found her, face down in the snow, a hundred metres back. He stooped over her, constrained by the harness around his chest, and wondered if once he crouched beside her he’d ever get up again.
With his boot he rolled her over. Her dead eyes were closed, the goggles knocked askew when she’d fallen.
He knelt, because it seemed proper, and stripped off her balaclava. Let her skin feel the touch of nature, even though nature was what had killed her.
He stared at her lips. Leaned in closer, raising his goggles, bringing his eye as close to her mouth as he could.
Against his exposed cornea, he felt the slow, rhythmic flutter of breath.
Purkiss pulled the balaclava back over her head. With a silent shout of defiance against the weakness of his body, against the tundra itself, he reached under her arms and stood and hoisted Clement over his shoulder and turned and felt the renewed strain of Haglund’s weight against his torso and didn’t care, because all that mattered now was putting one foot in front of the other, a thousand times, ten thousand if need be, until he reached the light.

Thirty-four

The ridge had posed a conundrum. Aleksandrov had spotted its snaking shape on the satnav screen and said to his driver, ‘How would they get round that?’
The driver played with the image, sweeping left and right. ‘It ends six klicks to the southwest, Captain.’
Aleksandrov considered it. Either they had gone that route, or they’d found some way to climb the ridge, in which case they abandoned the snowmobiles and would now be on foot.
‘Take us round,’ he’d said.
By the time the Vodnik was rumbling along the top of the ridge, and there was no sign of the fugitives, Aleksandrov had decided the only option was to continue heading towards Saburov-Kennedy Station. If they arrived there first, they would wait out of sight of the station for their targets to appear.
The truck ploughed across the ground, its speed aided by the relative evenness of the terrain. Aleksandrov felt a sense of disquiet. Were they too late? Had the targets reached the station already? Or had they chosen a more circuitous route?
‘One kilometre to destination, sir,’ said the driver.
They are to be prevented from reaching Saburov-Kennedy Station at all costs. Tsarev’s order.
Light appeared ahead, dim as if shielded. The station was located within a natural basin, Aleksandrov knew, and he could see the slope of the side looming ahead.
He leaned forward, straining to make out the detail.
‘I see them,’ he said.
* * *
Purkiss heaved Clement off his shoulder so that she slapped, limp, against the slope. He bent, hauled her up again, tried to throw her further. She slid back down.
The rise was no more than ten feet, and not particularly steep. But he couldn’t get Clement to the top while still towing Haglund.
With fingers like bloodied sausages inside his gloves, Purkiss unwound the flex from his body and flung it aside. He scrabbled at the slope — it was less rocky than the ridge they’d ascended earlier, and purchase was difficult — managed to get a hold, and climbed.
At the top, he gazed down into a large natural quarry, at the base of which lay a complex of structures larger and more elaborate than those at Yarkovsky Station. Arc lights blazed around the perimeter. There was nobody in sight.
‘Hey,’ called Purkiss. His cry came out as a pathetic croak, which was snatched away immediately by the wind.
The wind changed direction abruptly, bringing another sound to his ears. The rumble of a heavy vehicle.
He turned, vertigo nearly toppling him from the rim.
Back across the plain, a kilometre distant, a military vehicle of some kind was rolling forward. His blurred eyes made out the turret surmounting it, the ugly phallic protrusion.
A machine gun.
Purkiss looked down into the basin again. He could slide down the slope on this side, out of range of the gun. Stumble to the buildings and hammer on doors.
But he’d be too late.
Purkiss reached down, drew the flare gun from the holster at his side. His finger trembled on the trigger as he pointed it upward.
The soaring arc, the subsequent brilliant explosion, were more beautiful to him than anything he’d seen before.
An instant later, a cacophony of barking erupted from one of the buildings. Huskies, he thought.
Five seconds after that, a door opened and figures emerged, six of them, gazing at the sky. Purkiss rose to his knees and waved his arms feebly. One of the men pointed and shouted something. They began running across the rock floor towards the base of the slope, beckoning him down.
Purkiss stayed where he was.
The first of the men reached the slope and began climbing.
* * *
Designed for anti-aircraft use, the KPV heavy machine gun had an effective range of three kilometres. The man on top of the ridge was now less than a third of that distance away.
Aleksandrov raised the microphone to his mouth, ready to give the order to his gunner.
The man on the ridge fired the flare.
Aleksandrov watched it burst overhead, the din from below reaching his ears immediately.
He paused.
They are to be prevented from reaching the station at all costs. Had General Tsarev meant the fugitives must not be allowed to communicate with anyone at the station?
With his free hand, he keyed the General’s number.
One burst, and the man outlined on top of the ridge would be cut down. The second burst would take out the two bodies slumped at the base of the slope, one of whom appeared to be some kind of toboggan.
‘Yes?’ Tsarev answered instantly.
‘General, the targets are overlooking Saburov-Kennedy Station. They have just fired a flare.’
‘The station has been alerted?’
‘Yes, sir.’
A beat.
‘Sir, I have them in my sights. On your order, I will eliminate them.’
And they are to be terminated, without hesitation.
Another second’s silence at the other end.
Aleksandrov readied the microphone.
Give the order, sir.
Through the windscreen, he saw a head appear over the ridge, a man climb into view. A second followed.
‘Sir. Two new people are in the field. Station personnel.’
General Tsarev said, ‘Stand down.’
* * *
Purkiss felt hands grab his arms, steady him. Voices beat at him, voices in English, but with a Babel of accents: Russian, American, Norwegian.
‘You hurt?’
‘What happened? Where have you come from?’
‘Go get the stretcher.’
Purkiss’s lips moved soundlessly. He tried to point back down the other side of the slope, but someone mistook his action for a blind, semi-conscious flailing and restrained his arm.
He slid down the slope, half carried, and sat on the ground while he watched more figures emerge from the buildings, two carrying a stretcher.
Consciousness was slipping, and this time he wasn’t going to be able to hold on to it. But he had to let them know, somehow –
From high above and behind him, a yelled voice: Hey. There’s two more of them down there.
Purkiss closed his eyes.
THE END

FROM THE AUTHOR

If you’ve enjoyed this book, and would like to receive email notifications of my new books before they’re officially released, sometimes at a special discounted price, as well as a FREE and exclusive short story, Spiked, featuring hunter of renegade spies John Purkiss, sign up here. I’ll never give out your email address to anyone else, and you can unsubscribe at any time.
A full list of my books appears on the next page.
My Amazon author pages are here (US) and here (UK). My blog is Thrillhound, where your comments are always welcome. If you’d like to email me, perhaps with comments about this novel (good or bad!), please do: timstevens@aol.com. I’m on Facebook and Twitter.
Finally, reviews help sustain us authors. If you liked Tundra, I’d be most grateful if you’d consider leaving a review on Amazon. Even just a few lines would be most appreciated.
Thanks!
Tim Stevens

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
)
/
—
L)
)
v

A John Purkiss Thrller ‘

TUNI]HA

TIM STEVENS






