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1

An Unexpected Departure

Kolyma, Siberia, 1963

Possibly because French made it sound fancy and respectable, the wake-up call for the prisoners was called reveille. In fact it was just one of the guards banging a bit of pipe against an iron bar outside the barracks. If he was in the right mood, the guard would take rhythm requests. On what Valery Kolkhanov didn’t yet know was his final morning, it was ‘Blue Suede Shoes’.

Valery eased himself upright, one hand in the roots of his hair, because it was frozen to the pillow. The hessian blankets crackled; there was frost on the top side of the weave. He touched the rafters, which were just above his head and sparkling too, and bent forward to stretch out his shoulders. Something fluffy scuffled into his lap and squeaked. Boris the sociable rat. Valery stroked his ears in the dark. For reasons known only to himself, Boris stole nails from all over the camp. He gave Valery the latest and then rolled over to have his tummy scratched.

‘Who’s a good rat?’ Valery said, pleased. Everyone used nails as needles for darning, and if Boris brought four or five a month, Valery could get an entire can of condensed milk just by selling them on. He wasn’t sure why Boris had decided he, Valery, ought to get the nails, but he wasn’t in the habit of looking gift rats in the mouth.

He bent his neck to see through the small window beside him. The frost was thick on the inside, blurring the halogen lamp on the camp perimeter. He brushed some off. It was snowing.

There was still a clear forty minutes before the start of the labour shift, and those forty minutes stretched out beautifully. He pulled the physics textbook from under the straw mattress and tipped it to the light of the halogen. He preferred to read over the lessons before he had to teach them to the administrator. He would never have needed to – or, not Before – but lately, he could feel his mind effervescing, like one of those headache-cure tablets in a glass of water. He wasn’t losing memories, it wasn’t as straightforward as that. But it was getting harder and harder to think.

‘God’s sake, you tart, just lie down and keep the warm in …’

This from his bunk-partner, whose name he had forgotten because they rarely spoke. Valery gave him Boris to hold. They didn’t know each other well, but in the winter it was a ridiculous idea to sleep alone.

At the barracks doors, the long bar made a grinding noise as the guard pulled it out from the handles. The doors opened, letting in a blast of frozen air, and the old men on light duties. That was a joke, light duties; the first thing they did in the morning was light the four lamps. The lamps were kerosene. They sent a clean chemical smell across the musty space, which looked like a barn, but stacked with bunks and men instead of hay bales. Valery read for a little while, then closed the book and slid down to the ground, past two other bunks and four other men.

Hay crunched under his boots. Other eyes followed the boots. He was one of only three men in the barracks who had real boots, not tied-on rags.

‘Hand those over,’ someone said, someone new.

Valery pushed his sleeve back to show the tattoos on his arm.

‘Bugger,’ the voice mumbled. ‘Sorry.’
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On the way out into the black morning, where the darkness was so viscous it felt like being inside an oil slick, Valery bumped the edge of the barracks door. Someone else was coming in just at the same time and they both misjudged their trajectories. It was a tiny knock, just to the knuckles of his first two fingers, but he got a stab of pain anyway that was probably the bones fracturing. He walked shaking his hand in the frozen air, which was as good as any analgesic. Before long his hand was numb.

Calcium deficiency. Annoying but not scurvy. He was fine. He made himself a cigarette, one-and-a-half-handed.

The way to not sink into self-pity and despair – the way to not die – was to look forward to things. Anything; the tinier the better, because then you were more likely to get it. The patterns of ice on the water barrels, the feeling of holding a hot mug. Anything to stop the onset of the terrible docility that came before you gave up. Collect enough bright things, and it was possible to have a good day.

One of the things Valery looked forward to was cigarettes.

All you had to do was find a newspaper from the stack the guards kept for kindling – it was never Truth or anything anyone would actually read, just local farmers’-market stuff and news about how somebody had hit somebody else’s nephew over the head with a sugar beet – and fold it, one page at a time, into small squares. Then you ripped along the folds. Then you sprinkled tobacco in the middle of a square and rolled it up, tight. The square-tearing had to be precise, or you ended up with something too big that caught fire too enthusiastically and your eyebrows suffered. Valery’s favourite thing was the crossword, because it was exactly the right size. Some people took care to find the pictures of Lenin or Stalin, or other things they hated, like marriage banns or cheese adverts, but it was ideal to do the crossword and then smoke it. That was a lot of mileage from one piece of paper.

He always had a decent amount of tobacco. The Vory saw to that.

Walking was difficult, because the mud had frozen into solid ruts and troughs, tyre tracks, footprints, some deep, but all hard to see by the halo glow of the far-off halogens in the staff quarter. He had to go in fits and starts, waiting for the white scythe of the tower’s rotating searchlight. The camp was quiet at this time, though, so there were no crowds to navigate. In the far distance, from the mines, the whistle of the shift change floated eerie up the hill. Valery breathed smoke into the bitter air, and reminded himself again to be grateful that he was not in the mines. The cigarette moulted firefly embers.

One of the guards at the administration-building door gave him the why-am-I-up-at-four-in-the-morning scowl, and spat to one side. It froze before it hit the ground. Minus sixty degrees.

‘Why haven’t you taken your hat off for us?’ he snapped. There was so much rage in his voice that something else must have gone wrong for him this morning already. He was new. Probably he was as miserable to find himself here as any of the zeks. ‘Five paces before you reach a guard!’

He snatched it off, and then roared, because there was a needle in it, probably the only real needle – not a nail – on Valery’s side of the camp. It wasn’t practical to keep a needle anywhere else. The experienced guards knew that.

There was honest fury in his face, and he lashed out fast with his cattle prod. The electric shock was just as horrible as always, a flash of astonishing pain that zinged right up and down Valery’s ribs. Valery forced himself to stay straight instead of doubling over, his hands clamped so hard behind his back that he could feel his nails gouging half-moons into his palms.

He found himself smiling, because he lived for these moments. He loved it when he had a chance to do a real magic trick. There was joy in finding he still could, real raw joy, because what it meant was there was still some iron in him.

‘The thermometer’s buggered, did you hear?’ Valery said, as if nothing had happened.

‘What?’

It didn’t work if you were big. Valery wasn’t. Most people here shaved their heads because it was easier to keep clean, but he didn’t; there was a curl to his hair that made him look much younger than he really was, and he poured energy into keeping his shoulders open and his resting expression sunny. It was so out of place here that sometimes, if he hit it exactly right, it cast an illusion that they weren’t here at all, but on a street in Moscow, meeting like normal people, with the normal rules.

‘The thermometer on the tower. It’s only saying minus seventeen. What a joke.’

‘What – how does a thermometer go wrong?’

‘Probably someone breathed on it while they were doing the reading.’

‘Yeah, must have,’ the new guard said. He looked confused. ‘Yeah.’ He put the cattle prod back on his belt as if he’d forgotten why he was holding it.

Abracadabra.

The administrator opened the door before Valery had to knock, freshly ironed like always, despite the hour, but looking anxious. His eyes skipped between Valery and the guards. He hated breaking up fights; it was too undignified. ‘Come in then, 745; I’ll make your coffee and you can tell me what you’ve got for me today.’

The heat inside the office was so intense that Valery was instantly too hot. Firewood crackled in the open stove, casting amber light everywhere, nearly as bright as the three gleaming kerosene lamps. He breathed out and let his shoulders sink. It was much easier to inhale in here than it had been outside. The ache down his ribs pulsed.

Valery sat down at the table and skim-read the next section of the textbook for a second time. As the kettle boiled, he touched the dog-eared pages and wondered how much of the science was still up to date. Probably not much. The world would have moved on in six years. One of the upsetting things about any sort of science was that it had about the same half-life as radioactive caesium; after thirty years, at the most, fifty per cent of it turned out to be wrong.

‘By the way,’ the administrator said, bringing across the coffee, ‘today’s your last day.’

Something like snow, something heavy and cold, settled over Valery’s mind. If he was going to be led away into the woods and shot tonight, then he hadn’t done a single useful thing in his life.

‘Yes,’ the administrator continued, ‘you’re being sent somewhere else.’

Valery would have been less surprised if the ceiling had fallen in. ‘I’m what, sorry?’

‘I’ve got a transfer order for you. Not sure where, funny name, I didn’t recognise it. Kyshtym mean anything to you? Me neither. Anyway, I’m supposed to put you in a car later this morning.’

‘In …’ Valery trailed off, unable to speak. At some point in the last few years, one he couldn’t find now he was looking for it, the world beyond the camp had taken on the feeling of something imaginary – like the Winter King’s house, or the grove of silver trees where the dancing princesses danced.

There was no point asking why; the administrator wouldn’t know. Valery poured milk into the coffee. It was another of the things he looked forward to, watching it. The spinning patterns were hypnotic.

A transfer order. If the government had remembered his name, it wouldn’t be for anything good. It would be because they had realised he had never been properly interrogated. They had noticed, finally, that there might be some useful information sitting in his weakening skull.

It had all been a bit rushed on the day he’d been arrested. They’d had dozens of names to get through at the Lubyanka that morning, and the police had been quite grateful when he’d told them that yes, he’d definitely done whatever it was they had on their list, and they could tick him off straight away thank you, no need to show him the chair with the straps.

‘Well? Drink your coffee,’ the administrator said.

Valery drank it.

The worst possible approach was to complain. It wasn’t because the entire camp administration was evil; they weren’t. But if someone complained about normal life, the overwhelming human instinct was to kick them in the head. It was exactly the same feeling that Valery had used to have when he overheard some morose and paunchy faculty member whingeing about how a younger woman was ignoring him.

If you wanted help, you had to let someone arrive at that conclusion alone. You had to make the outline, but never fill it in. He had all morning; maybe he could do it.

‘Oh,’ said the administrator, annoyed. ‘The car’s early.’ He was looking out the window.

A prison transport van was just pulling in through the camp gates, below the wrought-iron archway sign that said, work is honourable, glorious, valiant, and heroic.

‘Right, well. Off you go, I suppose. Come along.’

Numbly, Valery followed the administrator as he bustled out to the courtyard, the concrete pink now in a dawn that had cathedrals in the clouds. The van was big enough for twenty people in the back, but when the administrator helped him in, Valery was the only one, except for a woman in a KGB uniform, reading a newspaper. The administrator shackled his hands to the wall on a considerately long chain, patted his shoulder, then shut the doors with a clang, which left Valery in the windowless metal cabin with nothing but the KGB lady and a light bulb screwed sideways into the ceiling. Someone banged on the side of the truck, and it rumbled off.

He lost his sense of time. After a while, the KGB lady tipped the newspaper at him to ask if he wanted to read it. He nodded, and stared uncomprehendingly at the front-page articles. It had been six years since he had last seen a copy of Truth. They’d changed the font. He read slowly, unable to shake the feeling that he was doing something forbidden. It was all ordinary stuff; the economy, a Lenin Day parade in Moscow, a nicely staged picture of banners and crowds and tanks in Red Square. He read everything, including the weather and the classifieds at the back, and had a strange, untrustworthy warm feeling that after so long away from it all, the world was holding one hand out to him again. When he noticed the feeling, he shut the paper. It was dangerous to start wanting things like that.

He wanted to ask the KGB lady about where they were going, but he couldn’t bring himself to. She wouldn’t tell him anyway, and if she got angry, she had a baton at her hip. Even though he was only imagining an angry person, not dealing with one, the burn from the cattle prod ached down his ribs again and his heart started to buzz.

He was still working up the courage to try when they stopped. She opened the back doors, and daylight javelined in.

It was an airport. There were people everywhere, normal people, with suitcases and children. When Valery got out of the transport van, the KGB lady gave him a package. It was bulky, brown paper; the paper had been used before, because it was soft from old creases, marked with the address of a KGB station in Moscow and a ten-kopek postage stamp. He hadn’t seen stamps for years. It was enchanting – it showed a miniature portrait of Valentina Tereshkova, the cosmonaut, on a blue and black background that must have been space.

‘Clothes,’ the KGB lady said. Then an envelope. ‘Papers. Right, let’s go.’

She took him up the steps, one hand clamped on to his arm. A couple of people with children glanced in their direction, but otherwise the crowds flowed by undisturbed. It was a local airport, small. Most people were dressed for the deep countryside cold in shawls and hats that had probably once belonged to their grandparents; some looked more like officials, walking faster, in neat suits. Here and there, officers in the light grey coat of the KGB stood watching for Valery didn’t know what. Their yellow belts were the brightest colour anywhere.

There was a shower room inside. It smelled blessedly of chlorine. He breathed in through his nose, even though it stung, because since his bomb incident, the camp used salt to clean, not chemicals. The salt made everything smell like the seashore on a hot day. The tiles above the sinks here were so clean that the grouting was still white. There were real mirrors.

He saw himself without understanding that the mirrors were mirrors, had a brief uncanny certainty that someone else was here, then shut his teeth when he realised it was only him.

He still looked like himself. That was a surprise. His hair was still red. The scar down his jaw had faded a lot. He looked away before he could see in any detail, full of a sense that it was indecent to know.

The KGB lady sat with a new newspaper, told him to get washed and changed, and that she would shoot him in the knee if he tried anything stupid.

The shower water was hot. He couldn’t remember when he’d last had hot water. Not just tepid, from the summer, but hot. The shower was the kind where you had to keep pushing the knob to keep the water on, and he ended up staring, entranced, at the way the shiny steel clouded over with new condensation only a few seconds after he’d last pushed it, and at the shapes the steam made as it coiled up for the cold air from the gap above the cubicle door. He felt luminous with joy. Or not joy: the pain-joy that came from trying to memorise it exactly because he would never see anything like it again.

They were going to another camp, they had to be. If he let himself enjoy this too much, he would break when they got there, when it was back to cracking the ice on the frozen barrel with the edge of an axe.

Remember you like doing that, remember how satisfying it is when the ice breaks?

God, but that determinedly happy voice sounded hollow.

‘Hurry up,’ the KGB lady said.

This would seem like a dream when he got to wherever he was going. Just to have some evidence, he tore the Valentina Tereshkova stamp off the brown paper package.

The clothes fitted. It took him a long time to button the shirt. His fingers were definitely fractured from that pathetic knock this morning and that didn’t help, but what slowed him down was the feeling of the cotton. It was so soft. He had to hesitate again with the tie, because he’d nearly forgotten how to tie it.

He wondered why she’d given him normal clothes. Probably because people wouldn’t like it if they realised unchained prisoners were being transported on the same plane. But then, why an airport, and not one of the red prison trains? Zeks were always transferred by train. A plane implied urgency. He knew a few things, but he couldn’t think that any of it would be relevant enough to merit being taken anywhere within hours. He was six years out of date.

He pushed the stamp into his pocket. He had that, whatever was going on. He felt nervous when he wrapped the brown paper over his old clothes, worried that the KGB lady would check and find the stamp was missing, but she only gave him an odd look and slung the whole lot in the bin. He almost dived after it. That coat, with the labels on the back and on the breast pocket that said K 745, had kept him alive for years. He’d looked after it religiously. And he’d need it if they were going to another camp. He was in too much turmoil to think of a clever way to make her listen to him and let him have it.

The KGB lady took him straight to the departure gates, where they boarded a small plane bound for a place called Sverdlovsk. Valery had never heard of it.




2

City 40

Sverdlovsk was an ugly industrial city. Outside the airport, it was so warm that there was a misty rain glinting on the steps and the lamp posts and the bonnets of the taxis. There was no need for a coat, even. He was staring at the film of water moving under someone’s windscreen wipers when the KGB lady hailed a taxi and put him in it.

Immediately Valery was enfolded in the glorious smell of hot leather and vodka, and what must have been a dab of furniture polish inside the heater. He moved along the back seat to leave room, but she didn’t get in; she was going to Moscow. Valery twisted round, taken completely by surprise. Wherever he was going, it wasn’t standard practice for the KGB to just leave a prisoner alone with a random cab driver.

Again, he wanted to ask what was going on; but if she slammed his fingers in the door, his bones would turn to powder.

She shut the door and thumped on the roof. The driver set off.

Maybe the driver wasn’t just a cab driver. But none of the doors were locked. Valery could just hop out at the traffic lights. There was a set at red outside the airport. He could get out, and walk off. Perhaps the driver would be able to shoot him, but perhaps not. He touched the door handle, his fingertips aching with potential. Get out and go where, with no money and no other clothes? It was warmer here than Siberia, but that still wasn’t warm. Sleeping outside would be dangerous. But maybe that would be better than wherever he was going now. He couldn’t think properly. It was a shock. He’d wondered this morning – Jesus Christ, only this morning – how much of his mind had dissolved lately, but he hadn’t known it was this bad. He felt paralysed.

The lights changed. The driver sped away. He was one of those people who plainly felt that the accelerator should be untouched or floored. Then they were going at forty kilometres an hour, and jumping out would have broken every bone in Valery’s body.

Valery scraped up some courage. There was no sign of a gun. It was possible the man wasn’t KGB. ‘Where are we going?’ he tried.

‘Can’t tell you yet,’ said the driver, not in an unfriendly way. ‘Settle in, it’ll be an hour or so.’

Valery nodded slowly. There were no more traffic lights.

The steel giants that were the Sverdlovsk factories glided by, and soon the car passed the city limits. After that, it was only miles of arrow-straight road, punctuated every so often by more factory towns whose white tower blocks and grid streets looked like they’d all come from identical prefabricated kits. The thrum of the taxi engine was lulling, and he fell half-asleep, his head resting against the window. There was a vodka bottle on the front passenger seat, already three-quarters empty. It made a talkative sloshing sound whenever they went over a bump in the road.

He woke up because the taxi had accelerated. It pressed him back into the seat, and then slung him forward as the driver changed gear. Confused, he looked behind them, then jumped when the driver snapped his fingers at him. The man didn’t speak, but he pointed to a sign coming up fast now.

attention: do not stop for the following 30km. proceed at the fastest possible speed for your vehicle.

They shot past it at eighty kilometres an hour.

‘Because of the poison in the ground,’ the driver said.

Valery didn’t know what to say to that.

Coming up on their left now were the skeletons of burnt-out houses. The roofs were just blackened sticks, and all that was left of the structures were the stone chimneys. Chimney after chimney, set at angles to each other. The houses would have been wide-spaced, with big gardens – for crops maybe, and animals. Grass and weeds grasped at the ruins. In another few years, they would cover them, and nobody passing by would know what the oddly shaped hillocks had been.

‘It was a bomb,’ the driver told him. ‘You know, an atom bomb, from the Americans. Destroyed everything. All one night. Boom.’

Valery looked up. ‘This damage is too widespread for a bomb.’

‘Why are the houses burnt, then?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said unhappily. On the right, a blasted church soared by, scraps of gold still winking on its broken domes. Beyond it was an old brick factory, the rafters poking through the roof like ribs.

‘I’m telling you. Bomb.’ The driver made a bomb noise and opened his hand to sketch a mushroom cloud. ‘Yup. We’re coming into proper rust country now.’

Valery wondered what that meant.

Apart from those brief open stretches where the burnt towns were, most of the way was forest. Valery had lost the ability to think about anything much except the feeling of violin strings tightening around his lungs, and visions of whatever gutted place lay waiting at the end of this endless road, but he did see that the trees were dying. They were silver birches, but instead of a tall stand of perfect white trunks, the forest was cluttered with trees that listed, trees that had fallen, trees that had shed all their leaves and shrunk to skeletons. They made holes in what should have been a dense thicket. He could see through it in places, sometimes to swampy stretches, sometimes to glimpses of more burnt villages. Whatever the cause, the driver was right about poison in the ground: the land here was sick.

They must have been going uphill, because the birches gave way to pines. Then, even if he had been comatose, he wouldn’t have been able to miss it. The birch trees had been unhealthy, but the pines were dead. The whole woodland had turned a weird rust colour. The road was a line of red, dead pine needles; the trees were gingery ruins, and everywhere the trunks had cracked, so badly that it couldn’t have been safe to drive beneath them. Even going at eighty kilometres an hour, there was a skitter of falling needles on the roof.

This was right for radiation damage; maybe there had been a bomb, but it would need to have been the bomb to end all bombs. And he would have heard. No; actually, he wouldn’t. They got no proper newspapers in Kolyma. Half the Soviet Union could have been vaporised for all he knew.

Whatever had happened – was happening – it would kill people just as thoroughly as pines. Maybe they were using zeks to clean it up.

They couldn’t be giving every single incoming zek his own personal taxi, though. The two thoughts, radiation clean-up labour versus private taxi, chased each other round his head like two horribly mutated cartoon characters.

The taxi sped on, and above it the dying forest groaned.

Long before they came to any proper buildings, there was a fence. It was metal netting topped with barbed wire, and it stretched out for as far as Valery could see in either direction. It was broken only by a manned checkpoint, with barriers that swung up and down. The driver pulled up too fast and the wheels skidded. It must have been a regular trick of his, because the soldier in the booth only gave him a wry look.

Valery rolled down his window and handed over his new papers. The guard studied them with no expression. His eyes flicked up to Valery, then down again, then handed the papers back.

‘Welcome to Chelyabinsk 40, Dr Kolkhanov.’

Chelyabinsk 40; but this was not Chelyabinsk. That was ninety kilometres back the way they’d come. He’d seen the road signs. And there were not forty Chelyabinsks.

The taxi driver went at normal speed now. He had to, because right after the checkpoint they were in a town. A clean, freshly built town. There were people on the pavements and gleaming speed-limit signs. Valery leaned against the window to see out properly, completely discombobulated. All along the road on the way here had been those ominous drive fast signs, the burnt buildings, deserted land, but here were ordinary people doing ordinary-people things; people with perambulators stopping to talk, kids rushing across the road in school uniform, workers in blue and white caps just starting to cluster outside cafes. There was even a theatre, with pretentious columns outside. On the other side of the road, beyond a row of pretty birch trees – almost healthy, these ones – a tanker was beetling by, cleaning the tarmac. Everything was immaculate.

As well as road signs, there were other signs, bigger. Some of them were billboards set up by traffic lights, some on the sides of buildings. They were bright and colourful, and full of the delicate images of atoms.

glory to soviet science!

our friend the atom!

anything you hear here, stays here!

And then one more, a huge poster on the side of a block of flats. In lovely blues and greens, all simple lines, it showed two scientists leaning over something that glowed.

we are kyshtym! we are the shield!

He had no idea what that meant. Whatever it was, all the colours looked over-hopeful in the grey day. It must have been afternoon by now, but he couldn’t find the sun. Only low clouds, and the same fine rain there had been in Sverdlovsk. Further off, it was mist. The taxi’s wipers squeaked.

It was only a few more minutes before they came to another fence, and another set of gates. This set was even heavier than the first, and beyond the checkpoint, where another soldier scrutinised Valery’s papers again, everything was concrete, and every car – shining black and brand new – was identical.

And then they were at the side of a lake, pulling up to a tall building that looked like a prison, and his heart slung itself under his tongue. The people coming in and out were in lab coats. Valery slid down the seat a little way, feeling giddy. Scientists; radiation. God almighty, he was here to be a test subject of a human radiation trial. No wonder no one had told him.

He should have run away at those bloody traffic lights in Sverdlovsk. But oh no, he was too easily confused and too tired, and now he was going to get a dose of intravenous polonium stuck in his arm and dissolve like an idiot.

No; but you didn’t give radiation-test subjects their own taxi from the airport.

Did you?

He didn’t know how the world worked any more. He’d been out of it for too long. He felt like he might come apart at the seams. People were glued together with logic a lot more than they were glued with the strong nuclear force, and not one atom of any of this made sense.

The taxi was running slowly by the lake shore. The lake itself was black and still. In the middle, some kind of chimney or flue stretched up from the water like a monstrous submarine periscope. There was something wrong about the lake, something odd and dead, and he had to examine it for a clear minute before he could place what it was. A whole section of the nearer half was a lighter colour. It wasn’t clouds reflecting on the water; it was that the water was only about a metre deep. Under it was a swathe of solid concrete.

‘We’re here,’ the driver said triumphantly. ‘See you round.’

Valery got out, nearly too weak to stand as the car drove away.

At first, he only saw the closest building. It was long and rectangular, and at one end there was a high tower where he could make out washing lines in some of the windows. The whole lot was painted yellow, which couldn’t have suited the gloom less. He couldn’t tell if it was a prison or not. Beyond it, on a great stretch of land full of diggers and construction supplies, the ground nothing but bare earth and sand, there was another set of buildings, with more fences and gates. Five of them, square, with cooling towers and outbuildings that thrummed, even from here, pipes plunging underground and heavy wheel-locks exposed to the weather. Without meaning to, he glanced at the lake. Wide, cold, unpopulated; he was damned if those buildings didn’t house nuclear reactors.

Even as he watched, a crane swung a concrete block into place on a new building. It looked like it was going to be just like the other five. Christ, six reactors; he’d never seen so many. Six nuclear reactors and a whole forest close by that was plainly suffering radiation damage – there must have been some kind of accident.

But he couldn’t see any zeks on the building site. Just people in proper work clothes and fluorescent jackets, and hard-hats. Whatever this place was, it wasn’t in the middle of a clean-up operation, and they weren’t using prison labour. You didn’t get a jacket and a hard-hat if you were on prison labour.

It began to rain, properly. The sound of it on the concrete ground was like stars glittering. Rain, real rain; all the way above zero degrees. Yes, of course it was. It was only October. He had managed to forget that winter wasn’t six months long everywhere.

Beyond the construction site was the vast shining stretch of marsh. It was so flat that the horizon seemed much further away than it should have, the sky a grey vault. Somewhere over the wetlands, a blast of mud spurted up about ten metres into the air; there must have been geysers out here.

He should run away.

Only, there was nowhere to run to. They had just come in through the hefty fence around the facility. He had never been here before. He had no idea where to go. Serious people, with the right kind of mind, didn’t let that kind of thing bother them. He had seen men escape the gulag before. They were straightforward. They just walked off the second the opportunity presented itself, some of them hadn’t been shot, and he’d never seen them again. Maybe they’d lived.

‘Dr Kolkhanov?’ A woman in a white cap was standing at the doors. ‘Come inside, it’s cold.’

Doctor; that was the second time someone today had called him doctor. Nobody called zeks anything but a number. He had the exact opposite of foreboding; a sort of creeping hope, seeping through his chest. The KGB agent had just left him, the driver had just left him. No one was behaving like he was a security risk.

‘Today,’ the woman in the cap prompted him.

He followed her through the glass doors. They were heavy and they banged shut right behind him. Inside was a broad, pale hallway lined with framed portraits (Lenin, Stalin, Marx) and cork noticeboards with little adverts pinned on them – the nearest had one for a set of political lectures, and someone’s lost hat. So definitely not a prison. They wouldn’t have glass or drawing pins at a prison. He couldn’t convince himself, though. Maybe this was just an administration block.

The woman was looking at him as if she disapproved. ‘Wait here, and Comrade Shenkov will come for you shortly.’

Valery wanted to say, I’ve got no idea what’s going on and I’d be obliged if you’d tell me before I have a nervous attack and collapse, but it seemed like too much immediately after hello.

He sat down on a plastic chair to wait. Everything was silent. After a few minutes, he had to pull open his collar and yank off his tie, and tell himself firmly that everything was fine.

What was important to notice, the indefatigable over-bright voice in his head said, was that this wasn’t like the Lubyanka at all. The Lubyanka was actually rather a nice building, with parquet floors in the main hall and carpets in all the corridors. You couldn’t go around linking two places just because they both happened to be sepulchrally quiet. He seriously doubted that this place was silent by law. Nobody was going to lean in and tell you to shut up if you whispered.

As clear as though it were happening right now, with no echo whatever despite the long passageway of the years, he heard someone knocking on the other side of the wall just next to him. Tap tap, tap-tap-tap.

He snapped his fingers so he could show his brain the difference between remembered sound and real sound. It helped. The lady in the white cap looked at him like he was insane. He nearly admitted that he probably was. He still dreamed in the Lubyanka knock code.

He’d hoped Shenkov would be a scientist, but the man who came out from a door down the hall to fetch him wore a tailored dark suit and good shoes. KGB, he had to be; nobody else was ever so polished.

‘Are you Dr Kolkhanov?’ Shenkov said, entirely polite, but looking a lot like he’d hoped for someone different. Valery could see why. Shenkov was tall and powerful, probably about Valery’s age, but with the grace of somebody who considered failure to keep fit a betrayal of the Soviet duty of labour. Being little and ill was, Valery suspected, hardly better than mooning the Kremlin.

‘Um – yes.’

Shenkov didn’t actually say outstanding, but he managed to clang it on to the floor like an anvil anyway.

‘I’m Konstantin Shenkov, I’m the head of security.’ He had an ice-shard of an accent that Valery couldn’t place, and he brought with him a clear impression of flint; but it might only have been because of his hair, which was just that colour.

Valery remembered what you were supposed to do next, and stood up to shake his hand. Shenkov was warm.

‘Welcome to City 40. This place is called the Lighthouse. It is a radioecological research facility, and over the road is the refinery which supplies most of the plutonium in the Soviet Union.’

Okay; hence six reactors. They were trying to keep up with American plutonium production, for bombs. Valery swallowed. What the hell did radioecological mean?

Don’t let it be human studies. Do not.

‘You’re here because you’re a biochemist,’ Shenkov said, looking doubtful that someone as shabby as Valery could be something that useful, and very open to the possibility of some kind of mix-up. For a second – not for two, but certainly a whole second – he looked at Valery’s boots, which still had the dust of the camp barracks on them. They were the only things the KGB lady hadn’t replaced.

It was bewildering to remember he had been a biochemist. It belonged to another time and another Valery, years and miles away.

He must have looked bewildered too, because Shenkov did not seem inspired.

‘Come with me.’

Valery had to jog to catch up with him.

‘So,’ said Shenkov. His grey eyes swept over Valery and he slowed down. Valery felt naked. ‘This city is Chelyabinsk 40 or City 40; more informally you might hear it called the Lake. We are a closed city; any written communication reaches us via PO Box 40 in Chelyabinsk. You cannot leave the city without KGB approval; that means you come to my office –’ he pointed at it as they passed the door ‘– and get your papers stamped every time you want to go through the gates. This includes research field trips in the wider Kyshtym area. You will not discuss your research with anyone outside this facility—’

‘Sorry, I’m doing the research?’

‘What did you think you’d be doing?’ Light, polite, gentle, and weighted with the suspicion that Valery was a cauliflower in disguise.

‘Dying of radiation in a human trial,’ Valery said.

‘Pardon?’

Valery shook his head once, fascinated despite himself. Men like Shenkov, stark beautiful security officers, generally barked when they spoke. They didn’t have this glassen courtesy. It was nearly as confusing as this place, with its drive fast warnings and the we are kyshtym! banners on the apartment blocks.

‘I’ve just come here from the gulag. Six years’ hard labour. I was – supposed to do ten.’

‘Yes. You’ll serve out the rest of your sentence working here as a prisoner scientist,’ said Shenkov.

Everything went bright and strange. Valery thought he might faint. He touched the wall and only just managed to hang onto what Shenkov was saying.

‘You will not speak to anyone from outside the city. You will submit all your experimental data to me, to be passed on to a special commission that will decide which parts of it are suitable for wider publication.’ It had the ring of a required script. ‘Meanwhile, someone from my department will be watching your bank account, your post, your telephone calls. This is, we all hope, purely precautionary. I struggle to imagine how stupid you’d have to be to try to communicate with a journalist or a foreigner, but people do surprise me sometimes.’

He didn’t look like Valery could ever surprise him.

‘Yes. I – Comrade Shenkov, sorry, I don’t know anything yet. What experimental data? What’s being researched here exactly?’

‘Someone will explain in a minute.’

‘I don’t have a bank account,’ Valery added.

‘We opened one for you here last week. You can collect the bank book from HR.’

Last week. Someone had known he was coming here that long ago. This time last week he had been curled up in the corner of the guards’ coal shed with a spoon and the monthly can of condensed milk, feeling like a king because there was honestly no better treasure in the world. If someone had told him he had such a ridiculous thing as a bank account, he would have asked if he could have some of whatever they’d been smoking.

‘Meanwhile, this,’ Shenkov said, holding out a small cardboard envelope with a booklet inside, like the kind that came inside library books, pristine and new, ‘is a prisoner check-in book. You must come to the security office at eight every morning and eight every night. Another officer or I will stamp it to confirm that you did so. We have a duplicate. If you miss a check-in, it will be treated as an escape attempt. Please do not miss a check-in.’

‘No,’ Valery agreed numbly.

Shenkov opened a glass door and stepped to one side to let Valery go first. He made it look like the deference of a strong person to a slight one, not an order.

Being told to go first only ever meant a cell.

Shenkov inclined his head to say, on you go. Valery wished Shenkov would just shove him. Somehow, being asked politely to make that last step himself was worse than being thrown in.

It wasn’t a cell.

It was a laboratory; a standard, baldly lit lab, full of glass boxes where mice and rabbits scuffled, and young people – students or recent graduates – perched around the work benches, chatting and clearly just as newly arrived as he was, backpacks propped against stools and table legs, still marked with airport luggage tags from Moscow.
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The Lighthouse

The lady who came out of the side office was older than Valery; grandmotherly, shapeless, with the stumping walk of someone who had hip problems. Despite the drab dress, she had bright red shoes. And, incredibly, he knew her.

Dr Resovskaya had been his research supervisor when he did his undergraduate year out in Berlin. She was rounder, older – she had once been stunning and it was faded now into bad health – but it was her. He felt like he was seeing the fairy godmother from a story. It all rushed back. Her husband had run the institute, but everyone had known it was she who really wrote the research papers, very quietly, because the Nazis had been making noises about getting rid of women in scientific institutes. The last time he’d seen her, he had been nineteen and star-struck. She had put his name down on one of her papers as a co-author. He had nearly died of happiness.

‘Valery! You look terrible; I see you met Comrade Shenkov,’ she said brightly, and engulfed Valery in a hug. She was larger than him all round, so it gave him a nervous flicker. But she smelled familiar; after all these years, she was still using exactly the same lavender-scented soap, and all at once he was nineteen again, getting confused over the effects of gamma rays on rats and feeling hopelessly in awe when she sorted out three weeks of confusion in three minutes. He clung to her.

‘Elena. You’re just the same.’ His voice came out strained, and his own vision had sharpened because his eyes were full of overwhelmed tears.

Dr Resovskaya waved her hand and, he suspected, deliberately misinterpreted. ‘Don’t worry about Shenkov, he’s just here to nanny us.’

Valery couldn’t imagine Shenkov being anyone’s nanny, unless he was the sort who waited until your parents had gone out and then sold you to an Albanian.

‘I’ll leave him with you,’ Shenkov said to her. Valery had to watch him go, trying to work out just why it was so profoundly disturbing to meet a security officer with that glittering grace. He decided it was because it made him feel like flies probably felt when they veered towards the crystalline strands of a great web for a better look. ‘Good afternoon, comrade.’

Everyone in the lab looked relieved once he’d gone. They must all have been Shenkoved on the way in.

Dr Resovskaya took Valery’s elbow, very gently, as if he were thirty years older. ‘You’re the last of the new group to arrive, so let’s settle down with some coffee and do the safety briefing.’

‘There’s coffee?’ he said, all his insides burning with happiness and shame rolled up. He was forty-six, for God’s sake. Absurdly, he wished Shenkov would come back and be doubtful. If someone trusted you to withstand some coolness, they trusted you not to collapse on the floor. Dr Resovskaya plainly didn’t.

She sparkled. She could make her eyes flash when she liked, almost without moving. ‘Absolutely there’s coffee.’ She studied him properly, up and down. ‘They sent you straight here?’

‘Yes.’

‘You won’t have brought anything, then? Well, let me take you through, and I’ll ring reception and get someone to buy you some clothes from town.’

‘That’s …’ He wanted to say kind, but it was beyond kind. He pulled his glasses off and polished them for an excuse to keep his eyes down. ‘Did you request me for this?’

‘Of course I did.’

He had to swallow the lump in his throat. ‘Why?’

She looked dismayed. ‘It’s not like the Soviet Union has biochemists specialising in radiation coming out of its ears, is it? That was quite an administrative cock-up on someone’s part. You should have been here years ago.’

‘Well – it’s not that unusual a … there are plenty of other—’

‘Not like you.’

‘Like me how?’

She laughed. ‘Oh, dear. Are you still spending a good sixty per cent of your time trying to work out why you don’t always understand other humans and not factoring in how most people’s brains are bimbling around in second gear while yours is a fucking jet engine with no off switch?’

Valery couldn’t tell if he was being made fun of. ‘I don’t think I know what’s going on any more.’

‘Oh, you are! Good stuff. Honestly, I still tell new students that story about how you annihilated Professor Kurchatov at your doctoral defence and you didn’t even understand why he got flustered.’

‘What?’ said Valery, who remembered that Professor Kurchatov – the great, sainted Kurchatov who was now in charge of the whole Soviet nuclear programme – had been cross and dismissive and then inexplicably given him the PhD, but not anything that could possibly be called annihilation.

She patted him. ‘Never change. Now off you go. Just through there. Left. Shake some hands, I’ll be through in a jiff.’

He had to lean against the wall for a few seconds to get himself together.
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Not only was there coffee, but cheese, and real butter, and fresh bread; things he hadn’t seen for years. It was all laid out in a neat buffet at the back of a presentation room. At the front was a projector. A technician adjusted something in its workings, and while she did, other people filtered in; the studenty types from the lab, and a couple of supervisors nearer his age. He was surprised when one of the older women smiled and came to say hello.

‘You’re Valery Kolkhanov? Good to meet an actual grown-up, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘We’re from the Biophysics Institute, from the Ministry of Health.’

‘Oh, hello,’ he said. And then something in the back of his mind lit up and said: the Biophysics Institute. It sounded boring, but it was one of the most secret institutions in Moscow. ‘The Institute; are you even allowed to tell me that?’

She laughed, and he laughed too, because she had a brilliant laugh, and brilliant teeth; they were crooked, a child’s teeth, but they suited her, and they took the edge off the worry of meeting a person from a secret institute. ‘They let you boast. Mind if I sit with you before the children drive me completely insane? Good, thank you,’ she said, effusive with exhaustion. He could see what she meant about children. None of the students could have been more than twenty years old.

It wouldn’t last; people in isolated labs always rushed to make friends and then calmed down and regretted it later, but all the same, Valery liked her a lot for bothering.

‘I’m Ilenko, by the way.’ She nodded at the students. ‘I’m on mum duty.’

‘I doubt that’s true,’ he offered, awkward. He never knew what to say when women pointed out that they were women and that it was, generally, awful. There was a knee-jerk human instinct to say it couldn’t be as bad as all that, like he would have to anyone who was feeling blue, but it was one of those instances where it really was awful, and trying to say it wasn’t was somewhere on the spectrum between stupid and criminal.

Dr Resovskaya clipped in, red shoes shining. Valery couldn’t make them out perfectly, but he thought they might even have sparkly straps. Ilenko nudged him and pointed indignantly at her own shoes, which were the white, flat kind that nurses wore. He grinned.

Live long enough in an unsafe place, and you got used to it. Valery had become so used to the camp that he’d lost any real awareness that it was unsafe. A fourteen-hour labour shift was normal; infection was normal; hunger was normal; the dirty-fingernail-scratching feeling on the back of his neck, the one that reminded him that there were bigger, angrier, more violent men around him all the time, was normal. And now it was gone. Safety was coming up through the floor, glowing from the students, from Ilenko, from Dr Resovskaya at the front.

‘Right, everyone,’ Dr Resovskaya called from by the projector. ‘Listen up or you’ll be seeing a lot more of the KGB than you want.’

Dr Resovskaya started with a slide that showed a map of the whole Kyshtym area. It was nearly three thousand square kilometres around the city and its lake, and the territory was divided into rough bands with radiation readings noted on. They weren’t neat, and in some of the bands where the radiation was generally less, there were patches of concentration that represented deep lakes connected by the water system to this one.

‘Welcome to the Lighthouse, everyone. My name is Elena Resovskaya, I’ll be overseeing your research here. Now: the recruitment process for this job was very secretive, yes?’

It wasn’t only Valery who laughed. The students did as well.

‘I shall explain. New researchers rotate into this institute around this time every year because, as you’ve noticed, this whole district is irradiated, and all of you will be working daily with irradiated materials. We don’t want anyone to get too high a dose. So, we move people in and out a lot. For most of you, this placement will last for nine months, and then you’ll go back to your doctoral studies.

‘You are all here,’ Dr Resovskaya continued over the fluttery sound of the projector’s fan, ‘to study the effects of radiation on an ecosystem. This is an extraordinary opportunity; nowhere else in the world is it possible. The overarching aim of this facility is to discover which species develop radiation resistance, which do not, and how that affects all the others.’

There was a dazed silence.

An irradiated ecosystem.

If Valery had been asked to fill out a form describing what heaven looked like, whatever he wrote would have been pretty damn close to this. It was the bane of any biologist working with radiation; you could only ever work in extremely controlled conditions, in a lab, or worse, a glass box in a lab. You waved some uranium at a rabbit, you waved it for longer at another rabbit, and so forth, and then you wrote down what happened, bored to extinction with the knowledge that all those results would say was how radiation affected rabbits in labs. Yes, you could make guesses about other things, but they were only guesses. You couldn’t tell how those rabbits would behave in a natural environment. You couldn’t tell how far-reaching the effects of the radiation would be.

Fifteen minutes ago he’d still been terrified.

The massive swing of feeling was already starting to give him a headache. It was coiling round his temples. He slid down in the chair to enjoy it. Ilenko offered him a mint humbug from a paper packet. He took one carefully but didn’t open it, worried about crackling the plastic wrapper, but Ilenko crackled away, looking gleeful.

‘Now,’ Dr Resovskaya was saying, ‘that necessitates working in a somewhat radioactive environment, but hold in the hysterics.’ She stepped away from the map so they could see properly. The students giggled.

‘The radiation in the soil is measured carefully. Immediately by this lake, it’s high; but you need not worry about that because, as you can see, there’s damn all here for you to work on.’ She motioned outside the big window. Part of the view was the black lake and sprawl of the marshes, but part of it was the rest of the research complex, where the ground was bare, and ploughed through with sand that bore heavy machine tracks. ‘In the areas where you’re going to be walking about, the radiation is never going to be more than five millicuries per square metre. I know not all of you are used to thinking in curies and millicuries, but essentially what that means is that even if you sat on that ground for four hours a day every day, the total radiation you absorbed from it after a year would still be less than the background radiation you get from cosmic rays. Comrade Kolkhanov there is our new resident number genius; am I correct?’

Valery nodded. He had been working it out while she spoke. He was surprised by how readily the figures swam through his head. Assume an average person weighed about a hundred kilograms (given all the cheese), assume you’d only absorb about thirty per cent of the radiation dose … ‘Ten times less,’ he said.

‘Scary, isn’t he?’ Resovskaya said to the students, who laughed. ‘I had to put up with that for a whole year once.’

Valery smiled too, but he felt puzzled. That kind of radiation wouldn’t hurt anything. It certainly didn’t murder forests.

‘You’ll all get a copy of this map,’ Resovskaya was saying, ‘so you’ll always know which zone you’re in. As you probably saw on your way here, the roads and buildings in town are washed down once weekly to get rid of any contamination, and readings inside all the accommodation blocks are wholly within a normal range.

‘I imagine you know this, but I can’t say this enough: you will not get even mild radiation sickness unless you are exposed to a hundred roentgen or more in one dose. You are safe.’

She wrote on the blackboard beside the projector image in capital chalk letters: 100 roentgen=slightly annoying. She surrounded it with little stars and sparkles, and everyone laughed again.

Someone raised a hand. ‘Will we be issued with dosimeters?’

Dr Resovskaya smiled. When she did that, you could see what she had used to look like; a smoky, sultry film star. She carried herself as if she still looked like that. Valery loved her for it. No despair here; no slouching.

‘No. Dosimeters are bloody expensive, and they won’t tell you anything that this map doesn’t already. That’s all been done for you. Relax, enjoy your fieldwork. What we do always say is to limit your outdoor time within a five-hundred-metre radius of this facility to about half an hour a day, just to be on the safe side. We’ll give you stopwatches. Putting laundry out is good fun on a timer, I tell you.’

More giggles.

Valery leaned forward to read the notes in each zone on the big map. The numbers there were a patchwork of different units; they were handwritten, and it looked like five or six people had all gone out, measured with different things, done different maths, and stuck on whatever seemed right with no standardisation.

That was odd.

Usually he didn’t care if someone mixed up their units. Everyone looking at a chart like that was a grown-up, capable of noticing whether it said metres or centimetres, and doing the very basic necessary maths to get the right idea. But radiation was different.

Radiation measurements were like English spelling; there were half a dozen different systems, nobody normal understood any of it, and the only presiding rule was that if it seemed to make sense, you’d got it wrong.

There were eight standardly used measures of radiation.

Curies measured amounts of actual radioactive material; but one curie was a stupendous amount of radiation, so you almost never had to use it unless you were talking about atomic bombs. Instead it was usually millicuries or, in lab conditions, microcuries, and helpfully, the abbreviations were mc and mmc, which meant there were lots of hilarious typos in every research paper ever written.

People who got cross about the curies rubbish used becquerels instead, which measured the same thing but in smaller units, for common sense.

Then there was radiation as a dosimeter picked it up, roentgen; that was the unit people had heard of. But then some people objected to calling it after a German, so those people measured in coulombs per kilogram instead.

Either way, those things measured only radiation in air, which was useless for measuring radiation that would actually be absorbed by a person; that was a rem, the roentgen-equivalent-man or, because it would be letting the side down by now to have only one unit, the sievert.

Once the radiation was actually inside you, the medical units were different again; it was a rad – radiation absorbed dose – or if there was loads, the higher unit, the one you had to use of people who were dying: the gray.

And of course, the calculations involved in actually working out how many roentgen were in one millicurie of radioactive stuff and how many rems or rads that translated into in different people or organisms were hugely variable and not the kind of thing many people wanted to try without a pencil, a piece of paper, and some headache pills.

Everything was on the map.
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