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PROLOGUE

The air-raid siren sounded at dawn. Its rising wail was relayed across the sleeping town by loudspeakers mounted on lampposts, in the corridors of dormitories and barracks, and in the entrance halls of laboratories and workshops. It reverberated from the abandoned church belfry that faced Lenin Square, sending flights of startled pigeons up into the gray October morning. The birds wheeled over the rooftops of the old town center, over the new parks and apartment buildings, over guard towers and the three concentric rings of barbed wire. Finally they flapped over the dark forest that encircled the secret city of Arzamas-16 like a sea.

In the main machine hall, the whining lathes slowed to a whir. Banks of fluorescent lights snapped off, leaving the operators blinking in morning light that filtered through the glass roof. In the parachute workshop, needles nodded to a halt between the seamstresses’ spread fingers. The women straightened stiffly, grateful for the weekly air-raid drill and an early end to their night shift. In the blueprint room, tousled young engineers swept Lucite rulers and set-squares off their drawing tables, rolled plans into long asbestos tubes, and clattered down the stairs toward a row of fireproof safes.

Fifty meters below their feet, a squad of soldiers ran, crooked with sleep, to their battle stations outside the main warhead vault. White-coated men filed out of the bunker chatting, patting pockets for matches and cigarettes. Behind them they left orderly rows of lead canisters stacked in cubicles, a large steel hemisphere sprouting wires, vessels of dull metal as big as bathtubs. Once the last of the scientists had exited, the soldiers hauled the steel blast door shut behind them. Their commanding officer rolled the bolts home with a soft clang.

Alone in its secret vault, deep in the bowels of the All-Union Scientific Research Institute of Experimental Physics, the bomb they called RDS-220 stood alone in silence and darkness.

On his blood-soaked sheets, Fyodor Petrov did not stir. He heard the siren’s wail as a rising swell on the furthest edge of his consciousness. All night he had been rafting across a sea of pain, rolled by nausea. Liquid fire was consuming his body.

Now, Petrov saw light. He remembered that light has mass, and exerts pressure. A physical pressure, tiny but measurable. He seemed to feel its particles as they fell on the skin of his face, streaming toward him from the surface of the sun. He tried to rise against the light, but his young body would not obey him. He willed one hand into motion. It jerked spastically as it crawled up his torso. His face was stuck to his pillow. His fingers scraped at a tacky, fibrous mass under his cheek and raised a pinch to his unfocused eyes. His own blond hair, shed in the night, matted with blood and vomit.

‘But I can’t die,’ Petrov heard his own voice argue. ‘If I die, I will never know.’

Petrov let his hand drop. Numb darkness spread over him.

He dreamt of fire, consuming the world in a furious tornado. He saw the proud towers of the Kremlin torn from their foundations, disintegrating into ziggurats of dust. He saw boiling seas and bending forests exploding into flame. The whole earth burning, at his command.

The faces of his teachers, friends, and comrades rose before him. They were arguing among themselves, but he could not understand what they were saying. Lost deep inside himself, Petrov felt the outside world dissolve. The flesh that had clung to him so tortuously all night finally fell away. He had become a spirit, rising vertiginously into space with a cold wind rushing on his face. Delivered at last into infinite peace, a billion stars inside his head blazed into light.

The siren stopped. And with it, so did Fyodor Petrov’s weak human heart.




PART ONE

THE CITY THAT DOESN’T EXIST


What do we mean by ‘understanding’ something? We can imagine that this complicated array of moving things which constitutes ‘the world’ is something like a great chess game being played by the gods, and we are observers of the game. We do not know what the rules of the game are; all we are allowed to do is to watch the playing.

RICHARD FEYNMAN






CHAPTER ONE

SATURDAY, 21 OCTOBER 1961

NINE DAYS BEFORE THE TEST

I

The train jerked to a halt, jolting Alexander Vasin out of his crumpled doze. In the opposite corner of the compartment, the dough-faced Party man who had traveled with him from Moscow without a word snored softly on, arms folded across his chest.

Outside, the autumn night was still and moonless. The train had stopped in a no-man’s-land enclosed by two long walls of barbed wire, illuminated by rows of electric lights. A strip of freshly raked sand stretched into the darkness. Somewhere up ahead Vasin could hear the barking of guard dogs.

He breathed in the fragrant silence. This train was like no other he had ever traveled on. The compartment was brand-new soft-class rolling stock. It was redolent of the future: leatherette and Formica and rubber sealant. An automatic ventilator blew warm air gently onto his ankles. Vasin stepped gingerly over the apparatchik’s outstretched legs and pulled open the sliding door.

The trains of his childhood had been like mobile villages, full of chatter, crying, arguments. Lurching theaters of humanity, cluttered with suitcases and leaking bedrolls. But this one was silent, smooth-running, and as hermetic as a spaceship. Only at the vestibule at the end of the carriage did the chilly night air reach in, bringing the familiar train smell of coal smoke and damp grass. Vasin shivered and buttoned his prickly new uniform tunic, retrieving a packet of Orbita cigarettes from the pocket. Orbita: fashionable, hard to find, strong. An apparatchik’s cigarette. Better than he’d been used to.

Vasin straightened his uniform in the glass of the door. He had his father’s high forehead, dark blond hair just starting to recede. He tucked his new spectacles into his top pocket and squinted again, smoothing his hair and flexing his shoulders to fill out the tunic. Bars of rank on his collar, a sword-and-shield emblem on his right breast. Major Vasin, KGB.

From the corridor came a low murmur of voices in another compartment. A muffled dance tune began, midsong, from a radio in the conductress’s cubbyhole. There was a shush of escaping steam and the screech of spinning wheels as the train resumed its motion. It trundled through a floodlit checkpoint into a long barbed-wire cage supported by a timber frame. A pair of barking Alsatians choked on their leads as they stood on their back legs, almost pulling their handlers off their feet.

In the distance the lights of a city appeared, the hard urban crenellations of tower blocks. A single-platform station slid into view.

Vasin hurried back to the compartment, disturbing his companion in the middle of a mighty yawn. He waited in the doorway for the older man to pull on a thick mackintosh and slip a plastic suitcase from the shelf. He gave a curt parting nod as the train slowed to a halt.

Up and down the carriage, compartment doors were sliding open. Vasin wrestled down his large prewar Bakelite case, a prized family possession. He waited for his fellow passengers to pass before he hauled it onto the platform. The young conductress stood by the door smiling, pert and pretty in her uniform coat, her fore-and-aft cap perched on a pile of peroxided hair.

At the stationmaster’s whistle the locomotive reversed away from the platform, the red star emblazoned on the front of its boiler disappearing into the night. The new arrivals were momentarily blanketed in a cloud of hot, oil-scented steam.

The guards saluted every passenger and requested papers, corralling them to a pair of clerks, who sat checking and stamping in a bright pool of lamplight. To Vasin’s surprise they made no attempt to search any luggage.

In the empty waiting room a stocky, bearded man sat hunched on a bench, holding a book close to his face. He wore a creased trilby hat, and his winter boots were half-laced and unpolished. Vasin stood before him in slightly bemused silence.

‘Ah! Comrade Major Vasin?’ The man stood quickly, snapping the book shut and scooping it into his coat pocket. ‘Greetings. Vadim Kuznetsov. Major. Arzamas State Security.’

He was a head shorter than Vasin, but nonetheless contrived to look down his long nose at him, squinting through black-rimmed glasses. His shirt was buttoned tightly round a thick neck, and his pointed beard jutted forward.

‘Welcome to Arzamas-16. The city that does not exist.’

Outside the station, the last of Vasin’s fellow passengers were boarding a small bus. The only other vehicle standing on the forecourt was a UAZ military jeep.

‘This is us.’

Kuznetsov jerked down the stiff door handle and tossed Vasin’s suitcase unceremoniously onto the backseat.

‘Jump in.’

‘You don’t lock the car?’

‘Ha! No thieves in Arzamas! This is the most honest city in the Soviet Union.’

Kuznetsov bounced into the driver’s seat, pumped the accelerator, and held up a finger, demanding reverential silence. The engine shuddered into life.

‘Miracles!’

He ground the jeep into first gear.

‘She’s not broken in yet. You know, new cars.’

Vasin glanced sharply at his companion for any sign of mockery. But Kuznetsov was oblivious, wrestling the UAZ’s gear stick. His was evidently a world where new cars were an everyday annoyance. They accelerated alarmingly along a broad, freshly tarmaced boulevard.

‘Our beautiful town.’ Kuznetsov waved a hand airily as he zoomed through a crossroads without slowing down or looking for crossing traffic. ‘We’ll have the scenic tour tomorrow.’

They saw no other people or cars as the city thinned from stucco pre-Revolutionary facades around the station into uniform rows of the modern five-story concrete blocks known as Khrushchevki.

‘Here we are. You’ll be staying with me for your visit.’

The engine shuddered to a halt. The night was still except for the croaking of frogs. A row of young apple trees gave off a strong odor of rotting fruit.

Kuznetsov’s apartment was large and empty. A broad corridor ended in a deep bookshelf, on which a few books were haphazardly stacked. On the right were two spacious rooms; on the left was a sitting room and, beyond it, a kitchen and bathroom.

‘I’m in here. You’re next door.’

Kuznetsov gestured casually into the first of the bedrooms, where a mulch of shirts and coat hangers covered the bed and spilled onto the floor and a small desk stood covered in notes and printed papers.

In the sitting room, polished glass-fronted cupboards entirely filled one wall. It looked like the House of the Future exhibition Vasin had visited with his son, Nikita, at the start of the summer holiday: boxy armchairs and a square sofa, upholstered in bright-striped fabric. Not a sofa bed, but a compact two-person sofa which could not be used for sleeping on. Vasin had never seen such a thing. Before his marriage, he and his mother had lived in two adjacent rooms in a rambling, high-ceilinged communal apartment off Metrostroyevskaya Street in Moscow. They shared the kitchen and bathroom with two other families, seven people in all. With his transfer to the KGB, Vasin had moved with Vera and their son into a two-room apartment of their own near Gorky Park, a sign of giddying privilege. Yet here he stood in a room in which no one lived at all. A room just for sitting in. In the corner stood a large radio and record player, the latest model from Rigonda, in an oak case. And on the shelf a meter-long row of records.

‘From Czechoslovakia,’ Kuznetsov called from the kitchen. ‘The furniture, I mean. They brought a trainload of it last year. Nice, no?’

Vasin’s agreement was drowned out by a clatter of pans.

‘Got some food from the canteen. Borscht. Meatballs. Mashed potatoes.’

In the kitchen a new refrigerator, not a rumbling monster from the Stalin Factory, purred in the corner. Kuznetsov tossed Army-style aluminum mess tins onto the Formica kitchen table.

‘We’ll have everything, I guess? I’m hungry too.’

Kuznetsov set enameled pots onto the electric cooker with a clatter and unscrewed the mess tin lids.

‘Go wash if you like. I’m an excellent cook. Look!’

He took a mess tin in each hand and splashed their contents into the pots.

By the time Vasin returned from his shower Kuznetsov was hunched over the table, slurping soup. A portion for Vasin steamed in a large Uzbek bowl.

‘So. Has someone briefed you on what happened?’ Kuznetsov pointed his beard quizzically at his new roommate.

‘The case summary says that Fyodor Petrov was poisoned. Accidentally.’

‘Right. Bright young physicist. Sad business.’

‘It says a lot about what happened. Nothing about why.’

Kuznetsov pushed away his empty bowl, stood to open the window a crack, and lit a cigarette.

‘Why, indeed. That is the question, Comrade Vasin.’ He spun a steel ashtray onto the table. ‘We are not very used to outsiders here in Arzamas. To what do we owe the pleasure?’

Vasin slowly dipped his spoon in the soup, tasting it in silence. Then: ‘Good soup.’

‘Wouldn’t want you to starve, Comrade.’

Vasin ate on in silence.

‘Is there a reason I shouldn’t have come, Comrade Kuznetsov?’

‘Forgive me. Personnel tells us that you have recently joined State Security—’

‘From the Moscow Police Criminal Investigation Department. Homicide Department. That is correct.’

‘Homicide?’

‘Does that bother you, Comrade?’

‘Well. You know about Arzamas. Something about the word “homicide” makes us nervous. And the Lubyanka usually lets us take care of our own business.’

‘Actually, I don’t know about Arzamas.’

‘They didn’t tell you anything in Moscow?’

‘Let’s say they didn’t.’

Kuznetsov exhaled smoke.

‘Consider Arzamas a separate planet. Some of the greatest minds of the Soviet Union are here, doing vital work for the defense of the Motherland. Social deviants to a man, in the opinion of some of our colleagues.’ Kuznetsov leaned forward, his breath strong on Vasin’s face. ‘But here’s the thing – no one cares about what they do. What they think. What they read. Who they sleep with. Nothing matters, as long as they do the job they’re here to do. So take all the rules you know, and add a new rule at the top: Nothing interferes with the project.’

‘What project?’

Kuznetsov snorted and loudly clattered his bowl into the sink.

‘Kuznetsov.’ Vasin softened his tone. ‘Really. What project?’

‘Nothing interferes with RDS-220.’

Vasin digested this for a moment.

‘Which is a kind of bomb?’

Kuznetsov flinched at the word.

‘It is a device. A new device.’

‘Isn’t that what they do here? Why this is a secret city? Make new devices?’

‘Not like this one. It is bigger. Much bigger. And urgent. Top-level Politburo order.’

‘Our Soviet way. Always the biggest. Always the best.’

Kuznetsov’s mouth contracted into a thin line. His nostrils flared as though sniffing for a hint of mockery. Vasin sensed that he had bumped into a hard edge in his hitherto amiable companion. Kuznetsov waited a long moment before replying, his eyes traveling over Vasin’s face.

‘We’ll find out soon enough.’

‘Find out, how?’

‘They’re going to test it. And before you ask, by test I mean detonate the thing.’

‘Here?’

‘Not here, numbnuts.’ The tension in Kuznetsov’s mouth eased at the obtuseness of Vasin’s question. ‘They test the devices up in the Arctic. Don’t they tell you anything in Moscow?’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

‘For some.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning – let’s hope so. The farther away that thing is from me, the better.’

Kuznetsov fumbled another cigarette into his mouth and testily struck a match.

‘And the deceased …?’

‘Fyodor Petrov was a key member of the RDS-220 team.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yes. Ah. An assistant to Professor Adamov, no less.’

‘The Director?’

‘The Director. The Tsar and God of Arzamas. Father of RDS-220.’

‘So what do you think happened to Petrov, exactly?’

‘You read the file.’

‘I want to hear your version.’

Kuznetsov exhaled smoke through his nostrils like a cartoon demon.

‘I don’t have a version, Vasin. The boss, Major General Zaitsev, is going to lay it out for you chapter and verse. A words-of-one-syllable man, our Zaitsev. Tomorrow, 0900 at the kontora.’

Kontora. Literally, the office, and one of the more respectful slang words for the KGB. Vasin had heard plenty of others.

‘Very good. And what have you been asked to lay out for me, Kuznetsov?’

‘Oh, you know. Bed linen. Towels.’

Kuznetsov cracked a smile, holding Vasin’s eye.

‘You’re funny.’

‘So they keep telling me.’

‘Seriously, though.’

‘Seriously? That’s a good word. Shit here is serious, Vasin. Which is why I find myself thinking that it may not be my most natural habitat. What I need to lay out for you is this: We do not wish to see Fyodor Petrov’s colleagues unduly distracted.’

‘Because nothing interferes with the project. I understand. Thanks for filling me in.’

‘Pleasure. That’s what I’m for. To fill you in.’

‘And Petrov’s body?’

‘Spot the ex-detective. Central Clinical Hospital, I assume. Ask the General tomorrow.’

‘Address of the deceased’s apartment?’

‘No idea. Zaitsev’s in charge.’

Probably a lie. But Vasin smiled nonetheless. The address was somewhere in the summary report he had brought from Moscow.

‘I’m keeping you up, Kuznetsov. It must be getting late.’

‘For Moscow, maybe. Not for the busy bees of Arzamas. We’re going out.’

‘Out?’

‘To a lecture at the All-Union Scientific Research Institute of Experimental Physics. Also known as the Citadel.’

Vasin glanced at his watch.

‘A lecture? At eleven at night?’

‘Science never sleeps, Comrade. Professor Adamov has something to tell the assembled brains of Arzamas. Which probably does not include us. Sorry. I mean me, at least. But we’re going anyway. Come, or we’ll be late.’

II

It took them less than five minutes to drive through the empty streets of Arzamas and swing into the broad expanse of Kurchatov Square. A freezing mist was rising. The main building of the Citadel loomed like an ocean liner in the thickening fog, its illuminated windows piercing the night. A colonnade of bare concrete pillars supported a jutting roof. It reminded Vasin of a mainline railway terminus.

A row of turnstiles divided the high-ceilinged lobby in half, a more solid version of the entrance of a Moscow metro station. Kuznetsov flashed his red KGB identity card to the sergeant on duty, and Vasin followed suit.

The lecture theater was crowded to overflowing. Whispering apologies, Kuznetsov pushed his way into the darkness. A couple of young uniformed men shifted up to allow him and Vasin to sit on the carpeted stair. A single table lamp on the raised stage provided the only light, illuminating a lectern. Professor Adamov’s gaunt face, lit from below, looked to Vasin like a speaking skull. He wore an old-fashioned black Party member’s tunic, buttoned to the collar, with three Hero of the Soviet Union stars pinned over his heart.

‘… First and foremost, of course, we must be careful. I promised the General Secretary that we would not …’ Adamov paused, wheezing a little, as he worked up to the punch line. ‘That we would not crack the earth like an egg!’

The Professor looked up from his notes and squinted through small glasses at the attentive young faces arranged around him like disciples. He stretched his thin mouth into something like a smile, authorizing a ripple of awkward laughter to spread around the hundred men in the overheated hall.

The Professor’s smile widened, even as his mind seemed to turn inward. Silence deepened. It seemed to Vasin as though Adamov was suddenly too busy thinking to acknowledge the outside world. Every other function of his body except breathing appeared suspended while the brain raced at full speed. Vasin glanced left and right, but Adamov’s pause seemed to excite no surprise in his audience. Was the quiet filled with racing calculations? Or was Adamov’s silence within himself – just silence?

And then, just as abruptly as it had left, animation returned to Adamov’s eyes. He peered into the hall at his students and colleagues and examined them, one by one. The faces were eager, open, the eyes shining with intelligence. A few tried to hold his stare, at least for a moment. Some looked brave, some hopeful, most fearful. And then they looked down.

‘Every one of you has been chosen.’ Adamov’s voice was so quiet as to be almost inaudible, as though he were speaking half to himself. ‘Chosen for some aspect of your minds that the Motherland has found useful. Or interesting. Or just uselessly unusual. In physics one always has to keep the useless results in mind.’

Another dry joke? If so, this time nobody laughed. Adamov stepped toward a large box that stood at the front of the stage and flicked a switch, illuminating a white square of light on a large screen. An overhead projector, the first Vasin had ever seen.

‘Every day newcomers arrive to assist in the final assembly of RDS-220. To them, welcome. And I have an announcement to make to all of you. After receiving the reports of all the laboratory heads, I have concluded that all is in place to finally set a date for the test that we have all been anticipating so eagerly. The date is October thirtieth. We have reached the final stage of preparation. Nine days from now, the world will see the might, the glory, and the genius of peace-loving Soviet science.’

A low murmur ran through the hall. Adamov stabbed the whispering down with an icy glance.

‘As I was saying. For the newcomers, and for all of us, a reminder of our fundamental questions. This device has some … new features. The consequences of this test will be hard to predict.’

He began writing formulas with a scarlet marker on a transparent sheet on the projector’s screen, tapping the point on the glass for emphasis. ‘It. Is. Our. Patriotic. Task. To. Calculate. Them … There are great unknowns we have yet to grasp. Consider the work of Dr Smirnov on fusing hydrogen nuclei with their heavy brothers tritium and deuterium. The behavior of superheated plasma, gases hotter than the heart of the sun, during the milliseconds after core detonation. The consequences of scaling up the tried-and-tested thermonuclear reactions to a hitherto unknown scale. What happens when we double it? Multiply it by ten? A thousand? At this kind of scale, gentlemen, we encounter new parameters: the solidity of the earth’s crust. The behavior of the atmosphere in different thermoclines. The point at which we may ignite a chain reaction in atmospheric water. And this is the point that we address today. But first, for the benefit of the newcomers, we remind ourselves of some ancient history. Our old friend RDS-100. Back in 1951.’

There was a squeak as the lectern light was dimmed. A film projector clattered into action. A bright white rectangle flung a series of numbers onto the screen, counting down.

‘So, colleagues.’ When Adamov spoke loudly the pitch of his voice also rose. ‘We will remind ourselves of the terrible forces that we believe are under our command. We watch. And we are humbled. You will see the film at one-twenty-fourth speed, frame by frame, so that we can visually establish the detonation stages of this device from ten years ago.’

A rumble began in Adamov’s chest that sounded like the start of a phlegmy smoker’s cough. The Professor rooted in the pockets of his tunic, drew out a crumpled packet of cigarettes, and struck a match.

The view from the hatch of an aircraft flickered onto the screen. In one corner, a tail fin intruded on the shot. Below, a landscape of whiteness. Sea ice, the outline of a sweeping bay with indistinct shapes on the horizon. An ungainly black shape tumbled earthward, neatly deploying a parachute a couple of seconds into its descent, then gaining stability as it drifted gently down. For nearly a minute, there was nothing but the projector’s whir. Then, a sudden flash, making the screen an almost perfect blank for several seconds.

‘Now. Slow, please.’

On the screen, as the flash died, smoke rippled centrifugally. A small vertical blast of debris, as from a conventional shell, burst upward. Then a second horizontal ripple, and a third, each raising a ridge of earth and snow as it hurtled out across the landscape. A column of smoke rose and thickened, obscuring the detonation point. Light flashed inside the column as it rose. Then came another detonation, inside the cloud this time and far above ground zero, making the rising smoke suddenly bulge. The frames clicked by. The blast wave reached the aircraft and caused it to lurch crazily for several seconds before recovering. The cloud was level with the aircraft now, and climbing, and spreading. The cameraman pulled the focus back to encompass a vast mushroom of debris spread across the sky.

Vasin found no words for what he was watching. He turned to Kuznetsov, but his companion’s attention was still rooted to the now-static final image on the screen, transfixed as a child’s at a scary movie.

The lights in the hall at the lecture’s conclusion robbed Vasin of the anonymity of darkness. Plenty of the men were in uniform, mostly with the crossed-hammers insignia of military engineers. But Vasin’s KGB sword-and-shield badges immediately marked him out as an intruder.

The crowd on the stairs shuffled aside to allow Adamov to pass. Vasin felt the Professor’s eye catch on the telltale uniform, the officer’s bars on his collar, his face. The old man’s pale face momentarily creased with distaste.

The Professor moved on up the stairs. Vasin slipped into his wake. He heard Kuznetsov call something after him, and ignored it. Pushing forward among the bodies crushing through the doors with a skill learned on the Moscow metro, Vasin squeezed into the corridor and raced after the retreating figure of the Professor and his entourage of assistants.

‘Professor Adamov? A moment, please.’

Vasin’s raised voice was enough to stop Adamov in his tracks, if only because it was clearly unheard of for anybody to shout the Professor’s name in the halls of the Institute. Catching up with Adamov, he felt the full weight of the Professor’s outraged glare.

‘Major Alexander Vasin. State Security.’

Adamov did not speak, but stood motionless, waiting for one of his acolytes to interpret his silence. A white-coated youngster consulted a clipboard.

‘Professor, there was a letter from the Kommandatura this morning. Major Vasin is here to investigate Dr Petrov’s accident.’

Vasin saluted.

‘My apologies for the disturbance, Professor. But I hope you understand ….’

Adamov raised a long-fingered hand in front of Vasin’s face, as though stopping traffic. The gesture was imperious.

‘A terrible tragedy. But I have spoken to one of you already. Major … Efremov? There we are. Thank you. Goodbye.’

Adamov turned to go, his palm still raised rudely in Vasin’s face.

‘Sir?’ Vasin flung the word hard enough to stop Adamov in his tracks once more. ‘I am afraid that there will have to be more questions. I have been sent from Moscow on the personal orders of General Orlov to conduct an independent assessment of the case.’

Slowly, Adamov turned back.

‘General Orlov.’ Close up, Adamov’s face was gaunt as a corpse’s. He spoke slowly, and there was menace in his voice. ‘Now if only we had as many hours as we have generals. And what is it that your general needs from me?’

‘Thank you, Professor. May I have the honor of speaking to you in private?’

An indecent hiss escaped the Professor’s dry lips.

‘What will cost me less? Arguing with your generals, or making time to talk to you?’

‘Professor, you answer your own questions so succinctly. Talking to me should take no time at all.’

The Professor’s mouth clamped tight as a trap. His pale blue eyes filled with fury.

My God, thought Vasin, his eyes connecting for a long moment with Adamov’s wrathful stare. This is a man who can hate.

‘Perhaps. After the test.’

Adamov turned his back on Vasin and strode onward.

Vasin felt a strong hand gripping his upper arm. Kuznetsov pulled him to the side of the corridor with enough force to make a point. Young scientists and engineers streamed past them, chatting animatedly. Kuznetsov’s voice hissed into his ear.

‘What the fuck was that?’

Vasin pulled his arm free and turned to his host. His handler.

‘I wanted to make an appointment. Is there a problem?’

‘A fucking appointment with Professor Academician Yury Adamov? Yes, there is a problem.’

‘Is he not a witness in the Petrov case?’

‘Vasin. So you’re a big shot from some top-secret cubbyhole of the kontora’s top floor. Orders from above. I see. But Adamov …’

The crowd spilling out of the lecture theater pushed them apart for a moment before Kuznetsov could continue.

‘… Adamov is Arzamas. The program is his. He is …’

‘Above the law?’

‘He’s off-limits to you. To everyone.’

‘To you, Kuznetsov. Maybe he’s off-limits to you.’

Vasin saw a red flush of anger boiling up from Kuznetsov’s tight collar like a rising storm. But the man forced it down, like a child fighting to control a tantrum. Kuznetsov exhaled deeply, twice, and when he spoke again his voice was impressively calm.

‘Vasin. Alexander. Or may I – Sasha? Sasha, listen to me. This place is not like other places. It’s not like anyplace you’ve ever been.’

‘You don’t know the places I’ve been.’

‘Nowhere in our broad, glorious Union is like Arzamas. Different rules.’

‘I believe you. But would you be surprised to know I’ve heard that before?’

Kuznetsov raised his eyes to the heavens in a pantomime of exasperation.

‘I give up. You really need to speak to Zaitsev.’

‘I didn’t think I had a choice in the matter.’

The two men stared at each other. The corridor had finally emptied. The only sound was the distant clatter of a Teletype machine and the fading chatter of the departing crowd.

Vasin broke the tension first.

‘That film was …’

Kuznetsov threw him a low glance.

‘Terrifying? Yes.’

‘You’ve seen it before?’

‘It’s Professor Adamov’s favorite. It is why I brought you along.’

‘And the bomb he’s building now. It’s …’

‘Bigger than that. Hundreds of times bigger. See, I wanted to fill you in on what they do here. They make machines to kill the planet.’




CHAPTER TWO

SUNDAY, 22 OCTOBER 1961

EIGHT DAYS BEFORE THE TEST

I

Early the next morning Vasin turned up his mackintosh collar against the rain and mist that drifted down the broad boulevard outside Kuznetsov’s apartment building. The sky was heavy with low, dawdling clouds. The slow weather of deep Russia, where seasons follow each other like a procession of steamrollers, trundling and relentless. Autumn was a dripping season of sweet rot and the sound of running water in hidden places.

Kuznetsov’s jeep shuddered reluctantly into life. He gunned the engine to attract Vasin’s attention.

‘Come on, old man. Big shots are waiting for you.’

Kuznetsov dropped him off in front of Arzamas’s KGB headquarters, a stubby modern block screened from the street by a row of fir trees. In the forecourt stood a bust of Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the Soviet secret police, his bronze face glistening in the rain.

In the lobby secretaries carrying files clicked on high heels across the marble floor. Even on Sundays and holidays, night and day, the kontora worked on. A boy-sentry entered Vasin’s name in a ledger with painstaking formality. The place had the same thick smell of floor polish and wet overcoats as his office in Moscow. Somewhere two typewriters clicked in busy disunison. A telephone rang, unanswered.

General Zaitsev’s secretary had buttery blond dyed hair and a face that seemed to have been disfigured permanently by constant lying.

‘The General has been delayed,’ she told him archly. ‘Wait.’

‘Very good. Please tell the Comrade General that I shall take the opportunity to visit the canteen. Downstairs, I imagine?’

A crack of disapproval creased the secretary’s makeup.

‘Ah! And the latest issue of Krokodil! May I?’

Without waiting for an answer Vasin picked up the Soviet Union’s best-loved satirical magazine from a low table. He shrugged off his wet mackintosh and hung it, dripping, on the General’s coat stand. Then he went in search of coffee.

The basement cafeteria at the tail end of breakfast was almost deserted. Vasin bought himself a sweet roll and a cup of excellent coffee, Cuban, fresh-ground. He settled at a table and began to leaf through the magazine. The usual nonsense: caricatures of drunken workers, comic poems about nagging mothers-in-law, prose sketches of the charms and absurdities of rural life. From the corner of his eye he saw a tall officer in an immaculately pressed uniform with adjutant’s braids enter the dining room. The man peered about, spotted him, then strutted across the room like a clockwork toy.

‘Comrade Major Vasin.’

It was not a question. The officer sat down heavily opposite him.

‘I am Major Oleg Efremov, General Zaitsev’s adjutant.’

The officer’s pointed gaze made a slow tour of Vasin’s face. He took in the glasses, the soft hands, and Vasin’s eyes, steady and insolent as they met his.

‘The General is waiting for you. If you please.’

In his tight-fitting tunic General Zaitsev looked like a pre-Revolutionary farmhand buttoned uncomfortably into his Sunday outfit. His neck was wider than his face, and he sat with huge, scarred fists clenched on the table like an ogre ready to eat an intruder who has strayed into his kingdom. One of the university-trained milksops who’d come into the service since Stalin died, for instance. Vasin recognized Zaitsev’s type. A State Security officer of the old school, who had earned his stars in blood-spattered execution cellars. A man who’d breathed the smell of fresh death.

‘The government inspector has come to check on us.’

Zaitsev spoke with a thick country accent and addressed Vasin in the familiar form, like a wayward child.

‘No, sir. I have no reason to believe that your work is anything but of the highest quality.’

‘I am told you personally approached Professor Adamov last night. But you had not presented your credentials to the local authorities. To me.’

Vasin nodded slowly. Zaitsev’s butcher’s face. Those joint-popping hands.

‘My apologies, General. My credentials are all here.’

Vasin pulled a sheaf of letters from his tunic pocket and held them out. Zaitsev did not take them.

‘Listen to me now. This city is governed by a special regime. There are procedures—’

‘General,’ Vasin interrupted. ‘With all respect, my orders are very clear.’

Zaitsev’s face flushed a deeper shade of red.

‘My investigators have already reached a conclusion.’ The General’s voice was emphatic as a blow from a billy club. ‘The evidence clearly shows that Fyodor Petrov killed himself. The investigation is over. We are filing the report. You are too late.’

Vasin composed his face into a mask of humility.

‘Yes, Comrade General.’ Vasin had been through this before. By rank, he was a subordinate. But by the authority he represented he was … something else. Something that must be hinted at delicately. At first. ‘But I have been ordered by the competent authorities to conduct an independent review of the evidence. And you of course would not wish me to disobey my orders. As you are aware, the deceased’s father is personally close to many members of the Politburo.’

Zaitsev gave a porcine grunt.

‘Review if you have to. We have assembled definitive evidence. But you are not to approach or harass the principal witnesses. They have already been interviewed to my satisfaction. Is that clear?’

‘Definitive evidence, sir?’

‘Definitive. Petrov died of thallium poisoning. A radioactive heavy metal. He used thallium in his laboratory. Signed for every milligram taken. But he did not use every milligram. The records prove it. A substantial quantity of the thallium is missing. Some two thousand milligrams unaccounted for. Is that definitive enough for you, Major?’

‘May I be allowed to see the records, General?’

Zaitsev’s scowl turned even more venomous. He turned to his adjutant.

‘Efremov? The man from Moscow does not believe me. Bring our transcript of the laboratory files.’

Efremov curled his nose as though at a bad smell and obeyed. While he busied himself opening a large steel safe at the back of Zaitsev’s office, the General plucked a sheaf of papers from his in-tray and began to read them, demonstratively ignoring Vasin.

‘Comrade General? The report you asked for.’

Zaitsev plucked the gray file from his assistant’s delicate hand. The cardboard cover creased in the grip of the General’s thick fingers.

‘Right. Vasin. Here. Look at it. Every sample of thallium Petrov signed out for the last month. There, on the left, every gram he used in his tests. There, in red, the amount unaccounted for. Took a team of five men three days to comb through all the files to get the information. Began immediately after the postmortem report, finished last night.’

Vasin flicked through the columns of numbers, dates, amounts. They meant nothing to him. As Zaitsev knew.

‘May I keep this?’

‘You may not. As you see, it is marked “Top Secret.”’

‘And the transcripts of the witness interviews?’

‘They will be filed in the registry, in due course. The case file is being collated now. As per our procedures. When it’s finished, you will read it. And agree with it.’

‘And the body?’

Zaitsev snorted.

‘In a secure morgue.’

‘When may I be allowed to see it?’

‘Never. Too radioactive. The radiation dissolves tissue like a sugar cube in tea. Or so I’m told.’

‘And Petrov’s apartment?’

‘Same story. Sealed.’

Vasin frowned and looked at the floor.

‘So, General, if I have understood correctly, I may not in fact do anything? Except compose a telegram to Moscow informing them that I have been prevented from carrying out the Politburo’s orders. Good day, Comrades. I imagine Moscow will be in touch.’

Vasin placed his sheaf of credentials on Zaitsev’s desk, saluted smartly, and turned on his heel without waiting to be dismissed.

‘Wait!’

The boss’s voice had sunk to a low growl.

‘Major. Just do your job and get out of here. Efremov, you can take our guest to the morgue. He wants a sniff of our Arzamas radiation. Take him now.’

Efremov saluted in turn and stalked out of the room, throwing a glance of contempt at Vasin as he passed. Vasin and Zaitsev remained alone.

‘My thanks, Comrade General. I will do my job.’

‘You have two days, Vasin. Two.’

Or what?

Vasin knew better than to ask.

II

Vasin and Efremov walked down Engels Boulevard without speaking. A fine drizzle shrouded the town in a pall of drifting gray. They emerged into the main square, named for Lenin. One side of the square opened onto a high riverbank. Beyond stood a wooded island topped by the tall belfry and onion domes of a former monastery that no one had got round to demolishing. To their left rose the arrogant modern bulk of the Kino-Teatr Moskva, the facade a sloping expanse of plate glass. Inside the cinema’s atrium the chandeliers glowed with dingy light against the morning gloom. The only color in the square came from the windows of the Univermag department store. As they passed Vasin dawdled to examine the goods on display. Czech shoes and German overcoats. A large stack of canned Kamchatka crab. In Moscow, such a cornucopia would draw a crowd. But here, citizens were apparently indifferent to the fantastic luxuries piled high in the shopwindow.

And the people. The way they moved was disconcerting. On this singular planet there were no scrums of grunting housewives, shoving forward toward their objects of desire, a departing tram, a fresh chicken. The people of Arzamas strolled about like extras in a film. They were as well dressed as actors, too, even the manual workers in their striped sailors’ undershirts and boiler suits. A model town, full of model citizens.

On a street corner a traffic policeman stood hopefully, waiting for some traffic to direct. None came. Efremov turned in to Kurchatov Street. They passed a restaurant with red velour curtains, a hairdresser’s shop with its miasma of violet-scented hair spray, food shops with their standard-issue Soviet signs: MEAT. FISH. An electric tram, the new Polish kind that had only just arrived in Moscow, rumbled past on fresh-laid rails. Arzamas’s Central Clinical Hospital stood back from the road, a long gray cube.

At the entrance to the hospital Vasin paused to light an Orbita. Efremov waited, but did not light one of his own. Vasin knew the wisdom of numbing the nostrils, recalling the foul mortuaries that marked the beginnings of most of his cases. A stinking cellar in Tashkent from which some Party bigwig had commandeered the refrigeration unit for his dacha. A charnel house in Rostov on Don where bodies were stacked in promiscuous piles in a grotesque parody of an orgy. But as he and Efremov strode down the stairs to the hospital’s basement, Vasin’s nostrils were filled only with the clean sting of formaldehyde and disinfectant. A doctor in a crisp laboratory coat stepped backward into the corridor. Catching sight of the two officers, he stopped short.

‘Good morning … Comrades.’

Their uniforms. Black officer’s boots, blue breeches, belt and shoulder straps, the telltale KGB green piping on their caps and epaulets. Back in the days when Vasin used to work in his old dark blue police uniform, crumpled and scruffy, people would roll their eyes. Most Soviet citizens viewed ordinary cops as bunglers, sacks of shit tied with belts. The most common nickname for the police was musor, ‘garbage’. Ever since his move to the KGB, people shrank at the sight of him. Did he enjoy it? Vasin looked the doctor up and down. A part of him did. The world bends around an officer of State Security. It was like a law of physics, radio waves curving in a magnetic field. It bends – though not usually in the direction of truth.

‘Comrade Doctor Andreyev.’

‘Major …?’

‘Efremov. I have brought one Major Vasin of State Security, from Special Cases in Moscow. He has come to discuss the tragic accident of Fyodor Petrov.’

‘Ah.’ Dr Andreyev’s face eased a little. ‘Of course.’

Men still feared the uniform. Show me the man and I’ll show you the crime, old KGB bruisers of the Stalin generation used to say. Sure, the country had a different leader now and was heading into a different future. Officially the old days of State terror, of indiscriminate arrest lists and regional quotas for executions, had been jettisoned. Or so Vasin chose to believe. Nonetheless the reflex of fear lingered like the ache of an old scar.

‘Would you like your visitor to see the pathology report, Major?’

Vasin spoke up.

‘And the body.’

Andreyev hesitated.

‘Are you aware of the necessary precautions … and the risk?’

Vasin nodded grimly. Never admit to ignorance. Andreyev glanced nervously at Efremov, who grimaced his assent.

‘Please, go ahead. Our Moscow visitor seems very eager. But if you don’t mind I will wait outside.’

‘Very well. I will summon my personnel.’

‘Is the risk … unusually high?’

‘Yes, Comrade Major. You will see it in the pathology report. Tests show that young Petrov has enough thallium inside him to poison a city.’

The rough cotton of the oversize overalls chafed Vasin’s crotch and made him walk bowlegged. The curved plastic of his face mask was misted with condensation. Andreyev, leading, walked stiffly into a room covered in shining white tiles and illuminated by a powerful surgical lamp. A pair of orderlies, also dressed as spacemen, rolled a dull metal coffin in on a gurney. They struggled to lift off the lid, which came off in weighty sections.

‘Lead,’ Andreyev called through the rubberized canvas of his mask. ‘Lead! Absorbs radiation.’

In the coffin lay a drowned man. Or at least that was Vasin’s first impression. The face was bloated, the skin pale and blotched, the eyes and mouth wide open. Petrov’s hair had fallen out in clumps and had continued to shed into his coffin. The young man’s teeth, too, were loose and covered in clotted blood. Around Petrov’s shoulders and chest were scratch marks, as though made by fingernails. Vasin gestured a question with a gloved hand. The doctor mimed tearing off his overalls.

‘Self-inflicted. He shredded his clothes.’

The handsome young man in Petrov’s file photograph was unrecognizable. In death the victim looked … Vasin searched for the word to describe it. Exploded. Petrov’s body seemed to have burst like an overboiled sausage.

Unusually, the torso was untouched. Vasin mimed cutting up and sewing together above the stomach. Andreyev wagged a finger.

‘No autopsy, Major. Too dangerous,’ came his muffled words.

The dead were often Vasin’s best informants. Most of his fellow detectives preferred living witnesses that they could browbeat and terrorize. But Vasin knew that dead men most certainly could tell tales. And unlike the living, they rarely lied. Petrov’s corpse, however, would keep its secrets locked inside.

‘Close it.’ Vasin flapped his hands. ‘Close it.’

The pathologist eased a black Bakelite device into the space beside the corpse’s head – evidently a Geiger counter for measuring radiation. The needles on the dials leapt to maximum and stayed there. Andreyev turned some buttons, coaxing the needles downward, and took a final reading. Orderlies reappeared, moving quickly, sealing off Petrov’s pale blue eyes from the light for the last time.

Vasin and Andreyev filed out through a door different from the one they had entered. Three moon-men awaited them, armed with powerful spray guns. They buffeted Andreyev and Vasin unceremoniously from every direction with hot water, two spraying and the other brushing vigorously with a long-handled broom. Then the white ghosts stripped off Vasin’s and Andreyev’s protective clothing and pointed them, dripping in their underwear, into a shower room. Even as steam rose around the two men’s bodies, Vasin found himself shivering.

‘You find our procedures thorough, I hope?’

‘I trust this was not only for my benefit, Doctor.’

‘We take radiation very seriously at Arzamas.’

‘There is no doubt about the cause of death?’

‘None. The symptoms are very clear. Petrov ingested a highly radioactive substance sometime last Monday. A simple analysis of his vomit confirmed the presence of thallium. And tissue samples show that he consumed around two thousand milligrams. Two grams. A fatal dose is only around a quarter of one milligram. Therefore he ingested enough to kill eight thousand people. You see why we are reluctant to open him up.’

‘And the source of the thallium? Who has access to it?’

Andreyev turned to the investigator.

‘Hundreds of people. This whole city is built on radioactive materials. And their uses.’

The doctor tugged up his braces and slipped on his white lab coat.

‘Petrov had access?’

‘Of course. He worked in the Institute. But you’d have to ask his lab clerks for details. They keep a log, I imagine, in the laboratory.’

‘And you, Doctor, what is your feeling about the cause of death?’

‘I have no feelings, Comrade Major. Only observations. And my observation is that men who work with reagents such as thallium are professionals. They are well aware of the dangers.’

Vasin now regretted the uniform. Pathologists often had good hunches, usually shared like postcoital endearments over an after-autopsy cigarette. But here in the bright sterility of this hospital basement, there were no dark corners in which confidences could grow.

‘Does it look like a suicide to you?’

Andreyev gave Vasin a long look.

‘Comrade. The scientists here live in a cloud. But the cloud is small and very high up. And sometimes the cloud gets very crowded. People fall off.’

‘Or jump off?’

‘That, Comrade, if you will permit me to say, is your department.’

Andreyev shook Vasin’s hand and left him standing in the changing room. In a glass window in the laboratory door, Efremov’s face appeared, peering in impatiently to see what was keeping Vasin.

III

Outside the hospital Vasin sucked greedily on another cigarette.

‘Why didn’t you view the body with us, Efremov? You don’t seem the squeamish type to me.’

The adjutant, his arms deep in the pockets of his raincoat, merely nodded.

‘How long are you going to keep up this strong, silent act, Efremov?’

His companion smiled coldly.

‘Are you bored already by Arzamas, Major? In need of conversation?’

‘I need information.’

‘Such as?’

‘Such as, how did Petrov die?’

‘It’s …’

‘In the file. Of course. But my memory is terrible. Remind me.’

‘Petrov was found dead in his apartment. Killed by thallium poisoning.’

‘And what did he do in the last hours of his life?’

‘Petrov was last seen alive at dinner with colleagues.’

‘Which colleagues?’

‘He dined with Professor Adamov and his wife at their home. They reported that Petrov seemed tired but otherwise normal.’

‘Was anyone else at dinner?’

‘An engineer colonel. Pavel Korin.’

‘And how long did it take the thallium to kill Petrov? Any idea when he ingested it? Or how?’

‘A matter of hours. He took it himself.’

‘You suppose. Did anybody visit him at his apartment after dinner?’

‘No.’

‘Does his building have a concierge? A guard?’

‘He was asleep. It’s in his witness statement.’

‘So we have no way of knowing if anyone came or left during the night?’

Efremov sighed wearily.

‘Petrov took his own life, Vasin. People usually do that alone.’

‘Did he leave a note? Can we visit his apartment?’

‘Your memory really is terrible, Major. General Zaitsev just told you that it was impossible. Too radioactive.’

‘He said the same about seeing the body. Yet here we are.’

‘You may look at the investigator’s photographs.’

‘I will. But did you see the apartment yourself?’

Efremov’s icy face registered a twitch of emotion.

‘I did, as it happens.’

‘And what did you see?’

‘Blood and radioactive …’ Efremov seemed to search for a more delicate word but decided against it. ‘Radioactive vomit. Everywhere.’

‘And where was Petrov?’

Efremov struggled for a moment, torn between distrust and a desire to talk.

‘Come on, old man. We’re on the same side.’

‘Petrov was tangled in his sheets. He’d ripped them into shreds. And he’d torn the pillow apart with his teeth. There was even blood up the wall.’

‘Sounds like a pretty horrible way to die.’

Efremov shuddered involuntarily but said nothing for a long moment.

‘Maybe he deserved it.’

‘Deserved it?’

Efremov summoned another glacial smile.

‘Right. Enough chitchat.’ The adjutant’s voice had become brisk and official. He tugged his tunic straight and looked at his watch. ‘Registry should be ready for you now. Let’s get you buried in that paperwork.’

‘Before you bury me …’

Efremov’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.

‘I need to send a telegram, internal and secure. To my boss.’

Secure naturally meaning – to be immediately shown to Zaitsev.

‘Telegram?’

‘It’s time to check in with Moscow. Procedure. My chief likes to keep his finger on the pulse. Unless you’d rather I didn’t, of course.’

‘Of course.’

Vasin knew that just four words would probably do the trick. REQUEST IMMEDIATE INTERVIEW ADAMOV. If he had learned anything in his year at Special Cases, it was that General Orlov possessed an almost supernatural knack of making some of the most powerful men in the USSR jump to his will. General Zaitsev be damned. Within hours, Vasin guessed, some mighty voice of authority would be on the line instructing the Professor to make time. Now.

IV

Petrov’s file weighed heavily in Vasin’s lap. The dead scientist’s file picture was a professional studio portrait, the face cast in a dramatic half-shadow like that of a star from Mosfilm. Petrov wore his good looks lightly, a half smile on his lips. A face from a magazine: curly light hair, large blue eyes, a chiseled jawline. A face that nobody had smacked, certainly. The eyes ready to crinkle into an expression of earnest devotion. A lover’s face.

Zaitsev and his men had been thorough. The file contained Petrov’s complete personal records: forty pages of references and checks going back with clockwork regularity for each of the six years that he’d been in Arzamas. Party meetings attended and dues paid, formal reports from Party instructors. And before that his Young Communist League records and a pile of letters of recommendation from university supervisors. The letterheads bloomed with red stars and laurel wreaths.

Vasin’s practiced eye caught what wasn’t there. There were no denunciations from colleagues or snide notes from superiors in the file, no phone or mail intercepts. None of the usual fragments of office gossip or petty resentments that usually found their way into the kontora. The KGB, it seemed, had no eyes or ears inside the senior circles of the Citadel. As far as the kontora was concerned, the Institute was smoothly sealed behind a high, closed wall of silence.

It had been Major Efremov who had conducted most of the interviews with Petrov’s colleagues in the days after his death. The language of the transcripts was a familiar high officialese, for the most part a dense wad of meaninglessness. But one witness stood out: Dr Vladimir Axelrod, Petrov’s laboratory colleague and, by his own admission, personal friend.


EFREMOV O. P. (MAJOR, GUGB/AZ16): Comrade Doctor Axelrod, kindly present your estimation of the deceased’s mental state in his final days.

AXELROD V. M.: My observation was that Dr PETROV exhibited no behavior that could be described as out of the ordinary.

Q: How frequently did circumstances afford you the opportunity to assess the mood and behavior of the deceased?

AXELROD V. M.: We saw each other on a daily basis when we were working on the same project. In the final days of his life this was the case. We also had frequent social intercourse with other comrades from the Institute.



Vasin rubbed his eyes and swore quietly. The formality of such records had always infuriated him, squeezing out the words’ life and casting every subject into a predetermined role, the contrite criminal, the helpful citizen.


Q: Are you aware of any circumstances, professional or personal, that may have caused Comrade PETROV’S mind to be unusually stressed or disturbed?

AXELROD V. M.: We are all in a state of professional stress due to the urgency and importance of Project RDS-220.



On the page, fiercely typed out in triplicate, the investigator and his subject spoke like amateur actors declaiming lines from some archaic play.
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