Chapter One

President Zelensky looked into the cameras as if he could see every citizen looking
back at him.

“My brothers and sisters. And I include in that my Russian brothers and sisters! We
have never held any evil thoughts against you; only against those who have lied to you,
abused your trust, and sent your sons to die for their profit.

“My brothers and sisters, so far in this war we have not tried to harm Russia or
Russian citizens. We have done no more than defend ourselves against those come against
us, who have tried to harm our own citizens, their brothers and sisters. We have tried to slap
their weapons from their hands, to protect the innocent.

“Unfortunately, this has not been as effective as we had hoped. We thought that the
Russian People themselves would rise against those who have caused this misery, and
replace them with a government dedicated to peace, justice and mutual respect.

“Therefore it is with great sadness that we announce that we see no alternative; we
must be more persuasive.” He paused, a man who is unwilling to say what needs to be said.

“Back in the Soviet era, many Ukrainians worked on significant projects within
Russia. Some of those Ukrainian workers held the hope that one day Ukraine would be free.
They formed a secret resistance to Bolshevism, and built huge bombs into the foundations of
many of the projects they were working on. All that was needed to detonate these bombs
was a coded signal. Since that time, other major projects have also been infiltrated and fitted
with similar devices. These include some that have been built in the last ten years.

“Times change, and eventually Ukraine became independent. These bombs were no
longer needed. But some within the Ukrainian government still have knowledge of them,
and the codes needed to detonate them. Even back then, we knew that the Russian People
are our friends but Russian governments sometimes have other interests. So our bomb-
planting activities continued, just in case. Now that prudence will be called upon. We have
decided that the time has come to let the Russian People know a small part of the misery that
is being inflicted upon their brothers and sisters in their name.

“So we give warning; at some time tomorrow, after midnight tonight, we will
detonate one of these bombs. We will choose a target that will involve as few casualties as
possible, but will have the greatest effect on the Russian determination to continue this war.
Therefore we call upon Russia to evacuate people from all of the sites in our list, to
minimise casualties. Please, do NOT send in experts to find and disarm these bombs. They
are too well hidden, and you will only be sending your experts to their deaths.

“We also advise that we will detonate another bomb each day after that, until Russia
agrees to cease all attacks on Ukrainian territory and commences withdrawal of all troops.
We also advise that the list of targets we will issue is not a complete list. There are other
possible targets of primarily military or political significance which we are also able to
destroy. We reserve the right to target these without warning, just as Putin has targeted our
defenceless civilians and civil infrastructure without warning. The difference is that we will
be targeting legitimate targets, not civilian women, children, schools, hospitals and churches.

The President gave a deep breath, a visible sigh. “As I say this tonight, our
ambassadors in several countries are giving their Russian counterparts the list of primary
targets that I will now show on your screens. I hope that this will be the start of the peace;
but if not, then I regret that Russians will start to share in the misery that their leaders have
visited upon us, their brothers and sisters.”



The screen faded to black before a list of Russian power stations, sewerage
pumping stations and treatment works, electricity substations, tunnels and a wide range of
key installations started to roll up the screen. If Russia were to evacuate all of these, it would
effectively bring their country to a standstill.

Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin gave a wry smile as the list rolled up his screen.
“Pavel, send teams to check these sites.”

Pavel Karpov, the Interior Minister, nodded. “Yes, Vladimir Vladimirovitch. Only a
handful can be investigated by in the time available, but every target will have at least their
staff searching.” He offered no more. He had learned to do exactly as was expected of him;
no more and certainly no less.

Putin was a tyrant. He favoured those who were dedicated to him, regardless of
competence. But those whom he favoured were smart enough to know that they dare not
disappoint him, so they employed the best subordinates.

Putin waved a hand dismissively. “Not that it matters. I worked in the KGB. I know
how hard it is to keep secrets, and to think these bombs could be installed by amateurs in
secret, and then the secret kept for thirty or more years... Hah!” He thought for a bit longer.
“But arrange for another barrage on Kharkov tomorrow. If they want to promise destruction,
let’s give them destruction.”

“Mr. President!” The voice was urgent, the hand on his shoulder gentle but
insistent. “Mr. President!” Putin sat up in his bed, wiping his eyes. “There has been an
explosion!”

“Where?”

“The Moskva Tunnel.”

“How?”

“We don’t know. But it was on the Ukrainian list.”

Putin glanced towards his clock. Just after 3:00 a.m. “That’s still being built. It isn’t
finished yet.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

“How much damage?”

“The centre of the tunnel appears to be breached, and the river has flooded in.
Divers are being sent in to assess, but the water is full of silt from the blast. It will take days
to settle enough for a proper inspection.”

“When did this happen?”

“2:30. Our Ambassador in London called at 2:15 to say the Ukrainian Embassy had
just called him, saying the tunnel was the target for the day.”

“Shit! That’s just not possible! How could they have planted a bomb there? In the
middle of a construction site, in the middle of a river?”

“We don’t know yet, Mr. President. Perhaps it was disguised to look like a pump
for seepage, or ventilation. We don’t know.”

Putin sat before the cameras and read through an entirely predictable script. The
destruction of civilian infrastructure by Ukraine was an act of terrorism, and would be
punished severely. He demanded that NATO nations immediately cut off the supplies of
weapons that Ukraine is using to prolong the ‘special military intervention’ so the
perpetrators could be arrested and punished, according to law. The cameras ended their
transmission as he rose and walked away.



“My brothers and sisters, it is with sadness that I speak to you this morning.”
Zelensky indeed looked weary. “For more years now, the Russian Armed Forces have frozen
our citizens and destroyed our cities, raping and murdering wherever they go. Such animals
deserve death. But the average Russian citizen should not be blamed for the cruelty of their
leaders and the criminals among their soldiers. That’s why we chose to counter-attack at
times when we would cause the fewest possible casualties, while still reducing the ability of
Putin and his cronies to continue their crimes.

“At 2:30 this morning, Moscow time, we destroyed a key traffic link under the
Moskva River two days before it was due to be opened. We did this to demonstrate that the
terrorists in the Kremlin are no longer beyond our reach. And we did this without causing
Muscovites to freeze in their homes or starve for lack of supplies.

“I beg of our brothers and sisters in Russia; take control of the gang of murderers
who have imposed their rule upon you! Overthrow these dictators and seize your own
freedom! And then we can reach out to each other to build a new partnership based on
mutual respect and support. In the meantime, we will do what we can to weaken their grip
while bringing a minimum of damage to you.”

“I want every one of the sites on that list examined in the finest detail!” Putin
slammed a fist onto the table. “Use whatever instruments you need! Don’t just check the
spaces; check the soil beneath the foundations as well, in case these bombs were buried
where they couldn’t be detected back in those days. Spare no expense, and work around the
clock. Do you all understand?” Everyone nodded that they understood. They understood
very well indeed, and some were already planning their flight from Russia.

“Now, what do we know about this bomb?”” Putin looked to Pavel Karpov.

“Not a lot, because the site is still too turbid with suspended clay to allow
inspection. The force of the blast has been estimated from CCTV footage and seismometer
recordings as the equivalent of about half-tonne of military-grade explosive. Since it is
unlikely that these amateurs had access to high-grade explosives, that would probably mean
around four or five tonnes of commercially-available explosive today, or an even greater
quantity if lower-grade explosives were used to avoid detection through large-scale
purchases. It might have been over ten tonnes of a home-made fertiliser-based explosive.”
Pavel paused. “That’s of some help. It means we’re not looking for something as small as a
suitcase that could be carried onto a site. It would need a crane, which would not go un-
noticed, or multiple trips and placement by hand which would be difficult to achieve in the
short space of time such a location would be accessible. That will help guide us in how to
inspect for other bombs.”

“Could such a bomb have been built into a section of the tunnel itself, before being
placed in the river?”

“I doubt it. The riggers and supervising engineers fixing the chains to lift it would
notice anything that large attached to the section, or a bulge in the wall or floor to conceal
it.”

“Then how was it put in place?”

“We’ll know that when the site’s clear and inspection is possible. That information
will guide future inspections.”

“In other words, you have no idea.”

“Not yet, Mr. President.” Pavel did his best to convey that he was a man on the case
rather than totally at a loss for answers.



Putin saw through the charade. “You have two days.”

Putin woke the next morning and looked immediately to his clock. 6:30. Nothing
had happened overnight. He dressed and called for his breakfast, and started to browse
through his papers. Everything seemed under control. Even the traffic through the city
seemed to be under control.

Lunch came and went, with no further disturbances. His cabinet gathered at 2:00
p.m..

“It seems the Ukrainians have fired their desperation shot,” he started proceedings.
“That long list was just a bluff. My guess is that they managed to build the bomb up river,
float it down barely buoyant, anchor it above the tunnel, sink it and then blow it. All that
talk about Soviet-era bomb planting was a cover. Nobody could have planted bombs that
size, back in those days.” Everyone around the table murmured their agreement.

“Sergei, what can you tell me about the military situation?”

“A barrage of sixty three rockets and thirty two drones was launched to Kharkov at
noon today. Our satellites show that eight targets were struck, and some were probably
struck more than once from the damage noted. Full results are expected in time for the early
evening news. The fighting around...”

An aide opened the door and hurried into the room. He passed a note to Putin and
stood back, awaiting instructions. Putin unsealed the note and read it. He whitened even
further than his typically pale complexion. He ordered the aide out of the room and took two
deep breaths. Everyone around the table was hushed. The door close behind the aide.

“There has been an explosion in Sevastopol,” Putin announced at last. “The main
storage for the navy has been lost. An enormous blast. Many buildings flattened. Some ships
damaged. Certainly many casualties.”

“How did this happen?”

“Stupid question, Maxim! Anyone close enough to know would have been killed!”
Putin raged back. Then he looked to Sergei, “This is your department, Sergei. Find out!
However it happened, it has to be sloppy procedures somehow. Find out and fix it!”

The aide came back into the room, with another envelope. Putin too it and scanned
it.

“From our Ambassador in London. The Ukrainian Ambassador contacted him at
10:30 a.m., London time. He said ‘Sevastopol’.” Putin took another deep breath. “That was
1:30 p.m. in Sevastopol.”

“So another Ukrainian bomb,” Sergei summarised.

“Bullshit, Sergei! There’s no way a bomb could have been planted there years ago
and not discovered! They couldn’t even smuggle a hand grenade in there! This would have
been an inside job. They have an agent with access to the stores, who used our own
ordnance and set it to explode, and that sent up everything else.” Putin was in full flight now.
“Your security is crap, Sergei! You let a saboteur into our depot, unattended, and Kiev is
now pretending it was a bomb from decades ago! Get your act together, or else!” He looked
around the table and grabbed for his last straws of patience. “Get out now, all of you! And
the next man to stuff up can expect to be tried for treason!”

The next morning dawned with no news of another disaster in the small hours. It
had taken Putin hours to get to sleep, he was so enraged by that saccharine face of Zelensky
muttering his condolences to the men his agents had murdered. This could all be over if he



accepted the inevitable! Why does he insist on feeding yet more men and women into the
mincer? And now he has the effrontery to blame Russia for his own stubbornness!

There had been no reprisal attack on Kharkov overnight. There were simply not
enough rockets or drones on hand to make an impact, and a raid that did little damage would
signal weakness. Nor could he order a nuclear strike, however small. That would also signal
desperation, and weakness. He simply had to keep saboteurs at a safe distance.

The 2:00 cabinet meeting convened again, this time much more subdued than usual.
Nobody wanted to catch Putin’s eye.

“Sergei, what have you done to improve security at our bases?”

“Several measures are in the pipeline, Vladimir Vladimirovich.” The use of the
respectful familiar did not go un-noticed in the room. “I have set in train a complete security
check of all personnel who will have access to munitions stores. Until those checks are done,
nobody is permitted to enter except in the company of two officers specifically designated as
trustworthy, based on their known history and associations. Unfortunately this will make
otherwise routine matters such as re-supply more tedious in the short term, but I expect the
new security assessments to be complete within two weeks.”

“And these measures are now in force at all our depots and bases?”

“Yes. Without exception.”

Putin did not look convinced, but he allowed his gaze to move away to the next
man.

“Pavel, have you taken similar security measures with the other targets on the list?
The non-military ones?”’

“Yes, Mr. President. And several other significant locations as well. I’ve deployed
all available police, militia and internal intelligence staff on such duty, and authorised the
employment and screening of another 20,000 on a permanent basis.”

“Where do you intend to get the funds for that?”

“From you, Mr. President; unless you tell me to reduce the scale of my efforts.”

“Don’t try to intimidate me with responsibility, Pavel. I was eating children like you
for breakfast when you were still crying in your mother’s arms. Just answer my questions.
And put in your budget proposal.” He shifted his gaze.

“Next, Maxim; what can you tell us about trade with...”

An aide hurried into the room with an envelope. Every face fell in dismay. This
could mean only one thing. Putin unsealed it and read it, but didn’t dismiss the aide. Instead
he spoke to him.

“Soldier, please take Minister Sergei Alexov to a secure holding cell.”

Sergei stood, knowing resistance would be counter-productive. The aide led him
from the room.

“The largest of the munitions depots at Vladivostok has just been destroyed,” Putin
said evenly. “I expect we will soon get another envelope telling us what our Ambassador in
London has been told.”

“How is this possible, Vladimir Vladimirovich?” Maxim asked.

“It is possible because all of you have been more interested in your Swiss bank
accounts and your business empires than in doing your jobs.” Nobody dared to remind Putin
that he was the richest man at the table. “All of you; you are not to leave this building
without my permission. You are to concentrate on the security of this Federation, and forget
about your business interests until that is done and Ukraine is brought to heel. Surely they’ll
run out of tricks to pull soon enough, and I want to crush those bastards before they can set
up any more. Do you all understand? Transfer all your essential staff here into the Kremlin



for the duration, co-ordinate with each other instead of building your own interests, and
perhaps you might survive. Do it!”

As if to emphasise the point, the aide returned with another envelope. Putin read it
and waved the man away. As soon as the door was closed, Putin said “Guess what one word
was said to our man in London.”

Chapter Two

Volodymyr Zelensky had no idea how the Americans were doing this. They must
have incredible resources, buried everywhere, to be able to pull off such amazing strikes. So
long as they used these powers to help Ukraine, he was not going to give them any reason to
change their minds. He threw his memory back to that visit by President Biden.

“Mr. President!” Joe beamed with the appearance of total sincerity. “I so much
admire you and your brave people. I know I’ve told you this before, but let me say it again;
America will not desert you. Even when I’m no longer in the White House, if the war drags
on that long, I will put in place measures that will make it impossible for my successor to
abandon you.”

“I thank you for your assurances, Mr. President, and 1 have total confidence in
them,” he had replied for the cameras.

Biden dropped his grip on Zelensky’s hand. “Come, let us talk in private.” Biden
gestured towards a secure office. His staff swept it intensely every morning and evening, as
well as before and after everyone other that the President himself entered it.

The two men entered and settled into well-upholstered chairs. No other staff joined
them. As soon as the door closed Biden became intensely serious.

“This war must stop, Volodymyr. It must stop within my term of office. And it must
stop without anyone knowing that America has been involved except as a sympathetic
supplier. Fortunately, we have the means to achieve that. But you have to play a very tightly-
defined role.”

“And what would that involve, Joe?”” He knew he was the supplicant here; he had to
show no hesitation, no matter what was demanded.

“We’re prepared to take the war into Russia itself for you; but it has to appear that
Ukraine is behind these attacks. That could expose you to retaliation. But Russia is throwing
everything except nuclear at you already. We doubt that they’ll go nuclear, regardless of the
situation, right next to their own territory; but we believe we have ways to discourage that
even further.”

“It sounds good so far, Joe. What do I have to do?”

“Simply claim responsibility.”

“I know you mean well, Joe. But I can’t... what is said?... sign an empty sheet? |
need to know what I will be accepting responsibility for, before it is done.”

“Exactly right, Volodymyr. In fact, you need to be able to tell the Russians what is
going to be hit before we hit it, to prove that your claim for responsibility is justified. So you
will necessarily have power of veto at all times, just by refusing to pass on the information.”

This had come as a surprise. “But... if I warn the Russians, won’t that give them
the opportunity to stop your attack? Or to capture the men or material that will point back to
you?”



“Don’t worry; we have that problem solved. Your job will be to let the Russians
know half an hour before it happens. Just enough time to claim responsibility, not enough to
prevent it being effective. Let us take care of the rest.”

“And if I don’t approve of the target, then I have a veto?”

“Absolutely! But don’t use that veto unless you mean it. One veto, and we might
decide to stop the entire programme.”

“Entire programme? Do you mean that you intend to hit more than one target?”

“Yes. We intend to hit a new target every day. We want these hits to not just show
that we can, or rather, that you can; we want to convince Putin that this will keep on
happening day after day after day. Well, perhaps not every day, but any pauses will be for
good reason. We intend to show Putin that he is vulnerable to humiliations every day, until
he pulls back out of Ukraine.”

“All of Ukraine? Including Crimea?”

“That’s our present intention. Of course, all plans are subject to change but there’s a
strong American interest in closing down Sevastopol. It makes Russia much weaker in the
Mediterranean.”

“Do you really think Putin will accept that?” This seemed a very fanciful idea.
What could America do to force Russia to go back that far, and still make it look like it is all
Ukraine’s doing?

“Perhaps not. But if he doesn’t, then that choice won’t be his to make.”

This sounded a very high-risk strategy. He needed more information than ‘Take it
or leave it’. “What alternatives are there?”

“Let me put it this way, Volodymyr. You either want American help, or you don’t.
I’ve already promised you a veto over specific targets, or even cancellation of the whole
project. We can’t do it without your co-operation. But if you show yourself to be too
reluctant, we might decide to cut off conventional supplies completely. Just a possibility. Or
perhaps my successor might make that decision regardless; so you should do whatever you
can to bring this war to an end as soon as possible.”

“I wasn’t expressing reluctance, Joe. I just want as much information as possible.
You can understand that.”

Biden looked at him for a long moment, and then nodded. “Yes, you’re smart to
look for options. But I’ve already told you your options; to accept, to accept with power of
veto, or to refuse. What it means to you, as far as the rest of the world will know, is that
somehow Ukraine has the ability to hit targets deep inside Russia, in ways that can’t be
detected or prevented, and that you can do this day after day. One day it might be a bridge
on the Trans-Siberian Railway, another day a naval base, another day you might even blow
up one of their nuclear submarines. Nothing will be out of your reach! But you’re acting
with restraint, aiming only to bring Russia to the table to re-establish a just peace.”

He paused as he considered his. But really, what real choice did he have? “Then
count me in, Joe. But I want minimum civilian casualties. We have to keep the high moral
ground here.”

“I agree.”

“Then what do you want from me right now?”

“Give me a list of a hundred targets you would want destroyed, if you had the
ability. We’ll see what we can do. We might add a few of our own as well, but I’ve already
said you’ll have a veto. Then we’ll tell you what we’ll hit and when. You either disagree and
it gets scrubbed, or you agree and tell the Russians half an hour before it happens.”

“I’ll get a list to you within a week, Joe.”



“It’s time, Mr. President.” That was the producer, calling him to the set. He sat next
to his own translator. He trusted the BBC, but he saw no reason to take any risks. The
interviewer was a woman in her forties, exuding a no-nonsense professionalism.

The preliminaries were run through, and the first question came.

“How are you hitting these targets in Russia? What weapons, what agents, what
methods of delivery?”

Zelensky smiled as his interpreter spoke, even though his English was adequate to
understand the question directly. But extra time to think was always helpful. “A good
question, Avril, but I think I have already answered that. Most of the munitions were put in
place long ago by patriotic Ukrainians who foresaw that there would one day be such a need.
Others have been put in place since, but with only a couple of exceptions this was long
before the current war. It was easier to get things done back then. Russian security has
always been brutal, but it hasn’t always been clever.”

“And how are they detonated?”

“Cleverly.” He smiled again.

“Mr. President, it is widely believed that you are providing a most improbable
cover story to distract from the truth. Most experts believe that these bombs are being
planted by agents only days or even hours before detonation. That you have a great number
of sympathisers, both Ukrainian and dissenting Russians, who are trying to use this war as a
means of deposing Putin.”

Putin looked back at her. Time stretched out.

“How do you respond to that, Mr. President?”

“Oh, sorry. I was waiting for the next question.”

“How do you respond to those widespread beliefs?”

Zelensky shrugged. “People will believe whatever they want to believe.”

“So how will you react to these beliefs?”

“By doing my job. I will do whatever is in Ukraine’s best interests. Right now I
believe it’s in Ukraine’s best interests to convince the current leaders of Russia to withdraw
their troops from our territory and cease their attacks. After that, I seek to live in peace and
partnership with all. That would be in Ukraine’s best interests. And I want to achieve this as
quickly and with as little bloodshed and damage as possible, because I believe that creating
resentment is in no-one’s best interests.” He shrugged again before continuing.

“No matter how this war ends, Ukraine and Russia will have to live next to each
other for the next ten thousand years. Both would be well-served if this can be done without
war or hatred. So we are deliberately targeting Russian assets in such a way as to reduce
their ability and eagerness to continue the war, while causing as little loss of civilian life as
possible. If only the Russian government were to adopt the same approach, and stop
murdering our citizens and destroying their homes! But we don’t blame everyday Russians
for that, only their government. As soon as that government changes, or even if the same
government remains but changes its policies, we can have peace.”

“So why won’t you reveal how you are launching these attacks?”

“I already have. But you don’t believe me.”

“I get the message, Mr. President. So let’s move on. What other targets do you
intend to hit?”

“If I had my wishes, I would hit none. My wish is that Putin will announce that he
is ceasing his attacks against us and withdrawing his troops. If he makes this announcement



and acts promptly upon it, we will allow his troops to leave unharmed and we will make no
attacks on anyone anywhere.”

“You have said before that this war is the result of one man; Vladimir Putin. If you
can reach so deep into Russia to make these attacks, why go for secondary targets? Why not
eliminate the man himsel{?”

Zelensky smiled slowly. “It’s one thing to detonate a bomb placed fifty years ago
by an unknown patriot at a common building site. It’s somewhat more difficult to smuggle a
bomb into a naval base or a munitions depot during wartime security; but our cause is just,
and we have brave men and women who are prepared to take that risk. But to get within
three metres of the President of the Russian Federation... Have you seen the length of his
big white table? Vladimir is such a popular guy that even his own trusted ministers have to
sit far enough away that they need microphones! Even the guards in his palace are chosen
not only because of their simple-minded, fanatical loyalty, but because they have families
who are effectively held hostage!

“No, Putin himself is out of our reach. But that makes no difference anyway. Even
if we could kill him, that would only make him a martyr. Those who remain would use his
death to stir up even more hatred amongst Russians, and the atrocities would increase. It
would be politically impossible for his heirs to make peace, or they would be accused of
betraying the Great Man.

“If Putin is to be taken out, it must be by the Russians themselves. Perhaps by a
popular uprising, or perhaps by his own supporters realising that he’s leading them to ruin,
but it must be an entirely Russian action. Anything else would be futile, and probably worse.
Our part, as Ukrainians and more widely as civilised people who oppose brutality and
murder, is to give Russians good reason to see that Putin is their problem, a problem that
they will have to solve for themselves.”

“But if Putin continues his campaign?”’

“Then we have already provided Russia with a list of possible infrastructure targets,
so they can evacuate civilians to safety. We have also declared that military installations are
legitimate targets to hit without any such warning, in accordance with the recognised rules
of warfare. The same applies to factories producing military hardware, and to transport
routes such as the Kerch Bridges being used for military supplies.” Zelensky leant forward
in his chair.

“Now let me ask you a question. Why do you not ask Putin why he destroys our
power grid, our water supplies, our residential centres, our hospitals, which are all civilian
infrastructure? Our armed forces are designed and equipped to function without these, so
destroying these civilian targets produces no military damage. Putin is a terrorist, harming
innocent non-combatants. He is the brute, and Ukraine is doing nothing except defending
itself against his aggression. So why do you not challenge Putin on these issues?”

“Mr. President, thank you for your time.” The lights went dim and the production
staff started packing up.

“Thank you, Avril; that was the perfect note to end our chat.”



Chapter Three

Tyson Buckner was a patriot. It was that simple, really. He had joined the Marines
as soon as he could. He was a bright student at school, he had trained hard and studied hard
to become an officer, and then been selected for Special Forces. That had been the proudest
day of his life.

Then came that total stuff-up. The mission had cost him the front half of his right
foot. Things like that happen in the Special Forces, and a soldier has to be prepared to lose
that or more. What really irked him was that the mission had failed.

He remembered the ceremony, when the President himself had pinned that medal
on his chest, the speeches that had summarised his heroism in getting his men out alive, his
ingenuity and endurance in that extraction. And all the time he was thinking to himself,
“This is proof that I failed. Successes by Special Forces are kept secret, but failures always
find their way into the front pages. Then they need flags, bands, songs and medals to trick
people into thinking what great soldiers we are.’

With half his foot missing, there was no future for him in Special Forces, or any
field command. Nor did he want to stay in the Marines, being constantly reminded of what
he could no longer do. He had put in his resignation, but his commanding officer had talked
him into an alternative. He had a high security clearance already, and a grateful nation would
find him a meaningful role. After all, what would he do outside? Build roads for the county?
So he was told to wait a few months while a good job could be found for him, one where his
contribution to Uncle Sam could continue.

That’s how he came to be here, in a secret facility twenty miles south of Miller,
South Dakota. He was Chief of Security within the facility, and commander of a company of
150 men in the base. That was not only for boundary protection and to prevent clandestine
incursions, but also to prevent any drones overhead or unauthorised communications.

What was going on in the research buildings was top secret, all right. Not even he
knew about the programme. His knowledge went no further than the names on some com-
munications coming in or going out from the team.

Last year he had taken a week’s leave to go back to his parent’s place in New York.
He looked up a couple of the names from the Project, and discovered those scientists were
big names in theoretical physics. Nothing to do with the military. What could they be on
about?

While he was there the big news was the planning for the Ukrainian counter-offen-
sive. As a military man, he was interested but wary of how difficult that task would be. Even
against Russian forces commanded by apparent incompetents, he knew from his own study
and experience that Russian soldiers themselves were hardy and brave, so long as their task
was no more complicated than ‘hold your ground’. The Ukrainians would not find it easy
going!

Purely on an impulse, he dropped in on the Ukrainian Consul General to wish them
well. He was wearing his uniform at the time, having just done a presentation at a high
school for the Marines. That was when he got to chatting with one of the Ukrainian staff, an-
other military man who had noticed his slight limp and sympathised. Like many other
Ukrainian soldiers, he was also a war amputee. So they chatted together for a while. Nothing
out of the ordinary, just two soldiers sharing stories and ideas. It finished with a handshake
and a farewell, the staffer giving him his business card and inviting him to drop in again
sometime.



Two days later he was back, this time in civvies. He wanted to know as much as he
could about how Ukraine waged war so successfully against superior numbers and weapons.

Aleks smiled at that question. “You already know, Tyson. By fighting smart, and
letting the other guy fight hard. Plan ahead, as we have done with our bombs planted many
years ago, just in case they’re ever needed. Use stealth rather than massed charges. Immo-
bilise them with lack of fuel, disarm them with lack of ammunition, starve them with lack of
food.”

Tyson nodded. “Yeah, I know that! But Zow do you do that?”

“By knowing how they think, but thinking differently yourself. That’s how humans
have come to dominate the planet, but gorillas are an endangered species. A smart army will
always beat a strong army. Just look at your country in 1945. Did you beat the Japanese by
capturing Tokyo?”

“True. Smart beats strong. It also beats desperate. My last mission was a failed raid,
the enemy were smarter than us, and knew we were coming. I got a medal for being smart
enough to get my men out.”

“So what are you doing now, Tyson? A base commander? A training facility?”

“Nothing so boring, or I’d be out of the Service. I was asked to manage security at
a research establishment.” He gave a short chuckle. “Where plenty of smart people talk
about things I can’t even imagine.”

“How is that not as boring as any other desk job?”

“Because I don’t let it be. I have a subordinate whose job is specially to try to
breach my security, and [ have to stop him. He knows everything about the base that I do, so
I reckon that if I can beat his schemes, I should be able to catch out anyone else as well.”

“So you’ve got a few smart people out there with you.”

“Yeah. All sorts of egg-heads. I don’t know what they do to earn their pay, but it
must be good. I know when they’re playing with their toys because the light give a flicker
when it happens, whatever it is.”

“Space lasers, perhaps?” Aleks guessed. “There’s plenty of talk about that, going
right back to the days of the old Soviet Union.”

“Perhaps. But I doubt it; this is a new base, only a few years old. Perhaps they’re
testing new materials to survive space lasers. I know that recent deliveries have included a
lot of special materials, but only in small quantities.” Tyson threw his hands up to show lack
of knowledge. “Whatever it is, I don’t know, and I probably wouldn’t understand if I were
told. But that’s off the topic. How do you guys get the information to hit the Russians so
precisely?”

“Lots of ways,” Aleks shrugged. “Everyone knows about our drones dropping
bombs into open tanks. But they’re the exception. Most of our drones fly at their ceilings, a
few thousand feet, where nobody notices them. They’re made mostly out of plastic, so they
don’t show on radar either. Some have infra-red video cameras, so we can see tanks with en -
gines running to keep their crews warm, campfires for infantry or artillery, even when cov-
ered against direct escape of light; even cigarettes. The best of them can even pick up body
heat from a kilometre high.

“Then we have plenty of human intelligence. Not everyone in the Russian-con-
trolled areas loves being part of Russia. We have some who leave out signs in their fields or
on their rooftops. They might be rocks or tools or parked tractors, and every one has a differ-
ent code so the Russians can’t use one to crack all the others. They look innocent enough to
Russian aerial surveillance, but they are coded to tell us where the Russians are hiding their



supply depots or top brass headquarters, or any other target worth hitting. Satellite imagery
is clear enough for us to pick these out.” Aleks ended with a smile. “As you say, smart beats
strong every time.”

Volodymyr perceived that the targets chosen by America recently showed a certain
tendency. To someone outside, they were credibly targets that Ukraine might choose; mainly
military stores. The scattering of general infrastructure targets could be argued to be of
mixed military/transport significance, but with enough visibility and causing enough
inconvenience to remind the average Russian-in-the-street that it was only Ukraine’s
humanitarian warnings that prevented these from being mass-fatality events. Yes, an outside
observer would think that Ukraine was choosing these targets carefully, for both military and
morale reasons.

But Volodymyr saw more. The destruction of munitions depots included not only in
Vladivostok and Sevastopol, but also in the Severomorsk/Murmansk area, others in
Kronstadt and Kaliningrad, and most dramatically some tunnels and bridges on the Trans-
Siberian Railway. That was significant. These targets not only weakened Russian capacity
against Ukraine; they more generally weakened Russia against any threat and most
pointedly crippled logistics to the Pacific coast. Most of all, they would have a very adverse
effect if China were to attempt to absorb eastern Siberia. There was a huge amount of
virtually untouched wealth out there. Japan was already seeking to negotiate the return of the
Kuril Islands and Sakhalin, and they would not do that without American permission;
perhaps that resource-poor nation was even thinking about taking the riches of Kamchatka
and far eastern Siberia by force if Russia wouldn’t negotiate them away. Yes, America was
using the current Ukraine war as a multi-faceted tool; to consolidate their alliances in
Europe as well as distracting from their other aims of creating tension between Russia and
China, while aiding their Japanese ally’s search for resources.

Still, whether or not America gained their own objectives was not important. What
was important was that Ukraine maintain its independence. Zelensky pondered his options.
Had he sold his soul? Perhaps he had; but if it bought Ukrainian security, then it was a
bargain.

He looked at the message in his hand again. It was the target for tomorrow
morning. His job was to approve it and pass on the word to his ambassador in London, to
pass on to the Russians thirty minutes before detonation. He was totally appalled.

This latest target would not secure Ukrainian independence. More likely, it could
trigger Ukrainian destruction. It proposed to destroy the site of a Russian land-based ICBM
as a ‘demonstration of capability’.

Volodymyr knew in his bones that Putin would not tolerate that. So long as his
nuclear forces were available, Putin knew that nobody would dare threaten Russia itself. But
in his paranoia, Putin would see any attempt to remove that nuclear protection as a prelude
to invasion and subjugation, if not destruction from afar. Putin would not wait; he would
launch nuclear annihilation on the attacker in one blanketing wave. And Putin thought the
attacker was Ukraine. Those bloody Americans were using Ukraine as both bait and
distraction.

No, this must not happen. Volodymyr reached for the phone. He had to talk to the
American Ambassador immediately.



“Mr. Ambassador, there is no way Ukraine will agree to any attack on Russia’s
nuclear capability. No way, not today, not tomorrow, not ever. Ask your President to re-think
his list of targets.”

Chuck Simkin strolled the office floor, appearing pensive. Zelensky was an
experienced actor himself, and recognised it as a performance.

“Mr. President, you have every right to veto this project. But are you sure you want
to do that? The President has another bill to put to Congress, asking for seventy billion
dollars’ worth of military hardware to be delivered to Ukraine over the next two months.”

“I have no wish to veto the project. I have every wish to remove from the target list
any of Russia’s nuclear weapons. They are not a threat to Ukraine, so if we appear to go
after them it could undermine our entire cover story. People will ask, “Who benefits from
taking out Russia’s intercontinental missiles? Ukraine is just next door to Russia!” If this
target is hit, everyone with any strategic sense will see immediately that the United States is
behind it! Putin will be furious, not only at the damage, not only at the thought of this being
a ‘proof of capability’ strike leading up to a single massive strike; but also for being played
as a fool for so long. Putin’s ego is bigger than the sky over the wheatfields! Does the
POTUS want to destroy the credibility of the entire project and make the United States the
primary target for Putin’s revenge?

“I have no doubt that the President and his advisors have already taken those
considerations into account, sir.”

“And I have no doubt that they have miscalculated. I’ll speak with the President
myself. Now.”

“It’s 2:00 in the morning in Washington, sir!”

“Then it shouldn’t be too hard to find him, and he’s probably not too busy to take
my call.”

Chuck resumed pacing. “No, Mr. President. I am authorised to speak for him on this
matter. [ say ‘No’. Now, do you want to pull the plug on the whole Project, or not?”

“No, I don’t want to pull the plug. But I veto any nuclear weapons as targets. The
project is not vetoed, but it’s on delay until an acceptable target is proposed. What Joe does
about that is his decision. He can cut off all military aid to us, if he thinks that’s in the best
interests of the United States. But somehow I think that won’t happen. Meanwhile, I’'m
going on television to announce a pause in the project, to give Russia an opportunity to think
again. We’ll launch no more attacks for three days. If America does anything in the
meantime, [ will say quite plainly that it must have been launched by a rogue element in our
command-and-control system.” Zelensky gave a short bow.

“Thank you, Mr. Ambassador. I have an urgent appointment at a television studio
now.”

The door had barely closed behind Zelensky before Chuck picked up his phone.
“The White House; utmost urgency!”

Zelensky made his ‘gesture for peace’ broadcast. Then he made his decision on
another matter. He had been holding back on this because discovery could jeopardise the
American support, but now he felt he had to take the risk. He called Adam Karpinski to his
office. Adam was an ethnic Pole, from Lviv. He was also Ukraine’s spymaster.

“Adam, I'm breaking an ultra-top-secret agreement here. I was pledge to tell no-
one, not even my Minister for Defence. But it’s not Ukraine that’s hitting these targets in
Russia. It’s the Americans. [ want to know how.”



Adam nodded slowly. “If you want me to get my agency to discover that, someone
will need to be told what to discover. So is it no longer a secret that the Americans are doing
the damage? How many are permitted to know?”

“No-one except those directly involved in the task. Anyone who doesn’t absolutely
need to know but is still required to operate can be told a cover story instead. Nobody else;
not the Cabinet, not even your own Agency records. You don’t report to the Agency on this
one, but direct to me.” Volodymyr smiled. “The Americans told me to tell no-one, not even
my own reflection in the mirror. They just give me my lines to recite and then a single word
to pass to Evgeny in London.”

Adam frowned. “We have assets in America, but they’re valuable. It’s going to be
hard, probably fatal to even try. If we get an answer, the Americans will know how we got
it.”

“We have to know, Adam. Otherwise we have no cards to play when they start to
claim their half of this Faustian bargain. And they’re starting to play it. The trick will be for
us to not let them know that we know. So how long will it take?”

“How much time have I got?”

“I’d like to say ‘three days’. But if it takes three weeks, then so be it. I doubt we’ll
have any longer.”

Adam nodded again. “I’ll report back every three days. Immediately if there’s a
significant advance.” He stood and gave the briefest of bows, no more than a twitch of the
neck. Volodymyr stood with him. “Thank you.”



Chapter Four

“Ah, Chuck! Welcome to my humble Presidential Palace!” Zelensky gestured
around his cramped, cluttered working office.

“Mr. President,” Simkin intoned formally, “My President is furious. If you are
going to play stop-start in your daily strikes against deep targets, then he demands that you
speak with him first.”

“I tried, Mr. Ambassador, but you refused me the opportunity to do so. Should I tell
him that?”

“Blaming me will not win any points, Mr. President. If anything, it will only annoy
him even more to hear that this is how you react to my following his instructions.”

“Come now, Mr. Ambassador! You know that I know that America always looks to
its own interests before giving anyone any aid at all. You should expect that other nations
will play that same game back at you.”

Then Simkin broke out into the widest grin he had ever displayed. “That’s what I
love about you, Volodymyr; you know the game, you have the balls to play it hard, and you
know how to remind the bully that he shouldn’t damage his own knuckles without good
reason. Well, that’s my President’s message delivered. Now I have to relay to him your
response.”

“And add my best wishes, Chuck. Meanwhile, Putin is re-assuring Russia that
Ukrainian ‘terrorist attacks’ had run out of steam. He’s claiming that all the targets within
our reach had been hit, and security had intercepted any further destruction. This delay, he
says, is a cover for us being a spent force. So now might be a good time to propose a target
that everyone thinks is impossible. What can you organise within the next day or two?”

Zelensky stared down the lens of the camera.

“My brothers and sisters. We offered Russia a pause in their senseless war against
us; a chance to sit down and restore friendship. Unfortunately, Putin misread this as a sign of
weakness. He is now boasting that we have fired our last, desperate shot. That we are now
exhausted, powerless. Now it’s time to convince him otherwise.

“Our list of targets remains valid. All military targets, armament factories and
supply lines are also legitimate targets. Unless Putin gives us a positive indication of his
intention to cease hostile action and withdraw his forces, we will re-commence our targeted
strikes. I urge all Russian civilians to evacuate any listed targets, for their own safety. No
more needs to be said until Putin speaks peace.”

The camera blinked off and the boom microphone swung away. Zelensky wondered
to himself how the Americans would be able to disguise their next hit. It was the complex of
factories that produced S-500 missiles. That would be a major blow to Russian morale, but
the factory complex was built only recently. There was no way that it could pretend to be a
strike by a bomb planted decades ago. Still, Zelensky was not overly concerned; he could
always claim that there were dissident Russians everywhere, even in the most secure
locations. That should tie Russian security forces into knots! And if they arrested a few
scapegoats to make themselves look good, then that’s just more loss of production, and the
scapegoats deserve it for NOT being dissidents.

He returned to his office and called Evgeny in London to pass on the one word that
would prove to the Russians that this was no co-incidence. Then to bed.



Zelensky was disturbed by the Foreign Office just before noon the next morning.
There was a message for him.

“Give it to the Foreign Minister! We run a cabinet government here!”

“Minister Lavrenko said to call you. Please meet him in the Ministry as soon as
possible.”

Zelensky bristled, but Piter Lavrenko was a steady man. He would have a good
reason.

He was in Piter’s office in fifteen minutes.

“Volodymyr, I’ve just received a coded message from Evgeny in London.” He
reached for a sheet and read it. “The Russian Ambassador has told me that the latest attack is
seen as a deliberate provocation, designed to hold the Russian Government up to ridicule.
Russia demands that all attacks on Russian soil must cease immediately. Any further attacks
will result in overwhelming force that will leave every city in Ukraine a smoking ruin.”

“Interesting that Putin didn’t say that publicly,” Zelensky commented.

“Well, he wouldn’t, would he.”

“Perhaps we need to say it publicly for him.”

Lavrenko went round-eyed. “You would dare him to wipe Ukraine off the map?”

“I’d ask him how lucky he feels, Piter. He has no idea of what we have up our
sleeves, and he knows that he has no idea. Only a day ago he was boasting that we had no
tricks left; We responded by wiping out one of his most secure facilities. That’s why he
considers it a humiliation. It is!”

“Well, what tricks do we have, Volodymyr? How are you doing these attacks,
anyway? You say nothing to anyone, and you close down that subject in Cabinet! Are you in
league with Satan, or something?”

“I have more tricks than Putin could imagine. And not just attacking tricks, either. I
have a few defensive ones that I’ve kept secret, just in case it came to this.” Zelensky
smiled his ‘There’s no way I can lose now’ smile. “But first, it might be wise to let the
Americans know what I have in mind. Just so they don’t panic.” He gestured to the phone.
“Please call Simkin here. Now!”

‘Now’ turned out to be just under an hour later. Simkin was shown into Piter’s
office.

“Chuck, I'm going to tell you something urgent and unexpected.” Zelensky handed
across the message from Evgeny. Simkin’s Ukrainian was good enough for him to
understand it.

“You can take that back to your president. He’ll know what to do about it. But in
the meantime, this is what I intend to do about it. Allow me dictate it, and you can write it
out in your finest handwriting in English, just to make sure my meaning is clear.” Zelensky
took a deep breath as Simkin took a pen and paper from Piter’s desk.

“I intend to go public with that message from Putin at 18:00, Kviv time. Just six
hours from now. I’ll let the world know what Russia has threatened. I’ll also tell the world
that Ukraine can defend itself, even against such a threat as this. Our story about bombs
planted long ago was only a small part of the story. The truth is that we have white-anted
Russian security, intelligence and defence so thoroughly that Russia can’t help but shoot
itself in the foot, and perhaps even in the head. So if Putin wants to launch nukes at us, then
he’ll find that they’re all subject to Ukrainian guidance. His entire computer command and
control system for his nuclear arsenal has been hacked. If he doesn’t believe me, all he has
to do is launch one as a test. But he would be wise to be deep underground before he does
that, because wherever he aims it, we can direct it back at him.



“Why else would we have given up our own nukes back in 1994? Because we
control Russia’s anyway! I might even detonate one of them, as a demonstration. One in a
silo in the Urals might be best, but I’ll consult the weather charts first to make sure the wind
is blowing the radioactivity away from any big cities. At least the fallout will be better
contained that way.” He shrugged. “Or I might not.” Zelensky waited for Simkin to finish
the note. Then he reached across the table to take it. He read it laboriously, then signed it
before handing it back. Then he gestured towards the door.

“You can go now, Chuck; but make sure that you scan that note and get it back to
your president within the hour. It’s up to him to decide what he does about it, if anything;
but I owe it to my ally to give him warning.”

Zelensky went back to his office, at peace within himself at last. He had always
known that Russia wouldn’t pull back until Ukraine was conquered; his task had been to
maintain the support of the rest of the world to prevent that from happening. That was
always going to drive Russia to the brink. He had to make the uncertainty of stepping over
the brink more risky than even Putin was willing to chance. It would either work, or it
wouldn’t.

He still had no idea of how the Americans were getting those bombs onto Russian
soil, but that didn’t matter. They had wanted to detonate a Russian ICBM some days ago,
before he vetoed that. So it was obvious that they could do it now if they wanted to. But
even if not, the threat was what mattered. Biden would pick up the hints and do whatever he
thought might help. Zelensky smiled again. America has been using us as their finger
puppet, for their own geo-political ends. Now the puppet was taking control of the hand
inside it. What the Americans might do to punish such impudence was anybody’s guess; but
the one thing they won’t do is walk away and allow Russia to conquer over us. Zelensky was
quietly confident that if this worked, America would rejoice in their proxy victory; and if it
didn’t work, then what America thought would be irrelevant.

The broadcast went well. No word from the Americans yet about the target
tomorrow. Perhaps they were still digesting the day’s events. Who knows? The Russians
might get another peaceful night. It was certainly more peaceful in Kharkiv and Kyiv lately,
with the Russian stockpile of munitions so drastically reduced. Their ground forces were
also much quieter, with minimum supplies getting to the front. If things keep progressing
this way, the Ukrainians might be able to push into Crimea and the Donbas. Which meant
that Russia would be desperate to push for victory before that could happen.

Zelensky went to bed that night a contented man. Whatever happened, he had done
his best.



Chapter Five

Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin might not have been the unhappiest man in Russia,
but he was certainly the man most capable of spreading his unhappiness around. He had
already demonstrated that on Sergei Alexov. He was ominously calm this afternoon.

“Let’s work through the issues. Pavel, I'm not going to ask you if there is any
chance that Zelensky’s threat about hacking our nukes might be realistic. Because you
wouldn’t know, you’d just guess. So I’m asking you, what have you done to make it
impossible to fulfil? Have all our systems been checked, wiped, re-programmed and re-
installed?

“No, Vladimir Vladimirovich. That would take weeks to do properly, and to try to
rush something like programming would guarantee mistakes. My staff are working on it as
quickly as prudently possible. Until then, I recommend that we do nothing.”

“Not good enough, Pavel. I want answers today. So programme a missile to land on
the New Siberian Islands, take the bomb out, and then launch it. If we retain guidance,
Zelensky is lying. If we lose guidance, there’s no bomb, so no damage will be done.”

That will be a very risky thing to do, Vladimir Vladimirovich. When the Americans
detect the launch and see it heading towards the North Pole, they might think it’s a pre-
emptive attack on them. They could launch their full first strike, just to get their full
response out of the ground before we can destroy it.”

Putin nodded. “Good point, Pavel. I’ll call the Americans first to tell them it will be
one missile only, and it will be heading for the New Siberian Islands as a test flight. And that
there’s no warhead anyway. They can watch it with their fingers on their own anti-missile
buttons if they want. And if it goes off course, the Americans can destroy it for us.” He
looked around.

“Next; how is Zelensky setting off these bombs? What do our investigations show?
Grigori?”

“The remains of the bombs, so far as we can tell from the debris, are mixed. The
bombs from the old Soviet-era sites are of primitive materials; common steel and low-grade
explosives. The blasts at the more recent sites appear to use materials from Russian military
sources, such as artillery. We haven’t been able to determine what bombs were used in the
munitions explosions; it’s probable that the initial bomb was small and smuggled in by hand,
and the force of the main explosion was provided by the munitions themselves.”

“So Zelensky’s original story is credible for the older sites. There’s also some
support for his more recent boast, that our security is so bad that he has agents who can
place bombs at will. What of the improved security measures that Sergei talked about?”

“Improvements have been made in the planning and procedures, and are now being
put into place.”

“OK. But if there’s one more stuff-up, I’ll want heads. Yours will be one of them.”

Zelensky was pleased to hear from Evgeny in London that evening. It read simply
“It is good to have friends who know the value of patience.” It seemed that the Americans
had read Zelensky’s intentions accurately; they were waiting to see how Russia would
respond before launching another bomb. Zelensky was doubly happy. It showed that
America was actually modifying its actions to mesh with Ukraine’s intentions, rather than
assuming they were the only ringmasters in the circus. He had seized some genuine
influence over events rather than holding no more than a suicidal veto.



Adam Karpinsky was waiting in his outer office. Zelensky beckoned him inside as he
passed.

“What news, Adam?”

“Very little, but more than nothing. There’s a new facility the Americans have built
in South Dakota. Americans are doing that all the time, but this one is unusual. It has its
own dedicated power plant, of very impressive output; but no rail siding and only minor
road access. A small airstrip, not suitable for heavy aircraft such as military transports of
bombers. There seems to be nothing that would justify the size of the power plant attached
to it. Whatever its purpose, it’s not for manufacture of anything in bulk. It looks more like a
high-energy research laboratory.

“We also have human intelligence close to the installation. It has revealed that there
have been deliveries of small quantities of materials considered ‘unusual’, but not further
details are available. It is also reported that power usage sometimes spikes sharply, despite
the power plant including a considerable battery storage capacity, large even by industrial
standards.”

“So it might be a Star Wars type weapon? Lasers bouncing of satellites, or
something?”

“I doubt it. My experts tell me that laser weapons are over-rated. They heat the air
they pass through. Over long distances this causes diffraction of the beam, so it loses focus
and intensity. They also have similar problems penetrating water to any great depth, and are
almost useless against buried targets.”

“So its unlikely that a laser could have damaged the underwater tunnel in Moscow?
Or the buried munitions depot in Sevastopol.”

“I didn’t mention those locations. I asked if it could be used to target missile silos.
They said it would be harmless, unless the silo was open for a launch.”

“Then what is 1t?”

Karpinsky shrugged. “I’m trying to get a man in there. Perhaps we might find out
then. In the meantime I’ve placed an asset in Miller, the town nearby, where many of the
staff go for relaxation. He’s sending photos of as many as he can spot. We’re running them
through recognition programmes.”

“Let me know when you find some matches.”

Karpinsky nodded and stood to leave.

“Mr. Ambassador; we have a message from the Ukrainian Embassy.” They were not
words that Viktor Lapardin, Representative of the Russian Federation to His Majesty’s
Government, wanted to hear. He held out a hand for the envelope which he expected to
contain one word; the location of the next Ukrainian target. But it was a sheet, hand-written
in elegant style and in Russian.

Viktor, my old friend! It has been too long since we shared a meal together. Sure,
we have spoken to each other plenty of times recently, but that has been limited to business
matters. No chatting about the old days at Moscow Polytechnic! I still keep in touch with
Nicolas Timoshenko, and from time to time I might swap Christmas greetings with a couple
of others, but nothing substantial. I suppose that’s the down side of our professions, with
everyone twitching over a word out of place. Even this letter to you had to be checked
through by my political masters, as I'm sure yours are too.



Speaking of my political masters, there are a couple of matters that they would like
me to add to our friendly reminiscences over a meal and wine. I'm sure that your political
masters would be eager to hear these things in your report. I have presumed to make
arrangements with Henri at the Swiss Embassy for tonight, 18:30, for the sake of a neutral
ground. I hope to see you there.

Evgeny Klitchko

Lapardin frowned. He knew that Putin had drawn a line in the sand, and for the last
couple of days Ukraine has not dared to cross it. Could this be a peace feeler, with the Swiss
recruited as witness and honest broker? He called for this to be sent through to Moscow at
utmost urgency, with a request for instructions.

“It’s good to see you, Viktor! And I hope this evening will prove pleasant!”

“I’m sure it will, Evgeny. We might work for competing businesses, but we share a
common professional respect as well as many good memories from our youth.”

“I need not tell you that everything we say is being recorded. Not only by you and
me, but also by the Swiss, and probably half-a-dozen other intelligence agencies that have
managed to bug this room.”

“Don’t worry, Evgeny; I won’t breathe a word about those three bastard children
you sired while we were at Moscow Polytechic.” The two men chuckled as they sat.

“Friendships are too rare in our trade, Viktor. We are too much under the control of
our masters. We are puppets of powers greater. How I long for the casual, informal
friendships that everyday men can enjoy.”

“It s a sacrifice we make for our countries; and I make mine gladly.”

“As do I. But let me give you an example...” The Swiss waiter interrupted Evgeny
to place the first course before them. “...as an example, think of how constrained even our
masters might be. They make plans in their cabinet rooms, but can tell nobody what weighs
upon their minds, not even their wives. Those decisions are handed down to their secretaries,
and then their Heads of Departments, then divisional executives, and so on. All very top
secret.

“But the reality is that those decisions don’t do anything by themselves. They need
office workers to develop step-by-step instructions, then other office workers to encode
them, then communications officers to relay them, then more workers to de-code them, then
supervisors to allocate staff to carry them out, right down to technicians and even laborers to
do the work. All that secrecy at the top, and so full of holes as it works itself down the line!”

“This is why we have such thorough investigations of everyone in that chain,
Evgeny. We have top professionals assessing each link in the chain. If there is any doubt at
all, that link is replaced by a sound one.”

“Ah, but what if the people doing the assessments are themselves sleepers? What is
it these Westerners say? ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?” Who will guard the guards
themselves? Who assesses the assessors? We have a great deal of trouble being sure of our
systems in Ukraine, and I expect it must be even more difficult in Russia. So many from the
old Soviet era still have influence and that influence might be for their home Republics, not
for the Russian Federation.”

Viktor smiled easily. “You seem to be consumed by paranoia, Evgeny. Do you
have a problem with leaks in Ukraine? Are you groping for a hint from me?”



“Oh, we know we have Russian agents in our midst, Viktor. But we know who
they are, and we’re careful to feed them only what we want them to know, plus a few false
scraps as well that our own people in Moscow can pick up; that’s how we confirm who is
leaking and who isn’t. Don’t your people do the same?”

Viktor shrugged. “The fog of war is not limited to war.”

“Speaking of misleading scraps, we heard a very interesting one only this morning.
Apparently orders were given to prepare an ICBM for launch, but part of this preparation
was to remove the warhead. Now, isn’t that ridiculous? What would be the point of
launching an ICBM, a provocation and escalation if there ever was one, but to make sure it
did no damage?”

Viktor shrugged. “I don’t know, Evgeny. I can’t think of a good reason.”

“Nor could we. But something unusual happened before that information arrived.
You know, of course, that we’ve had access to American satellites for the last few months as
they fly over Russia. They only block us from seeing things in other places, so we don’t
know what other things they are up to or interested in. Sure enough, we saw one single
rocket launch from the Urals. We weren’t worried; as Zelensky said a couple of days ago, we
have already hacked into your command and control systems. So we had our fingers on the
guidance interruption transmission in case it was heading our way.”

“And did you destroy it?”

“There was no need. It was heading north, no threat to us. But then we thought
again. Putin might be aiming this at America, and preparing evidence to suggest that we
Ukrainians had launched it using our over-rides. Whatever was happening, we didn’t know
enough and not knowing enough about a potential disaster is not a good option.”

“So did you divert it?”

“We didn’t even try. Where would we divert it to? Wherever it landed, the fact that
we had steered it there would be construed as our choice to launch it in the first place. So we
decided to warn the Americans that there was a missile heading towards them. They said
they’d seen it too, and were standing by to destroy it if it left Russian territory. That’s when
we decided to just let it go.” Klitchko shrugged. “It landed somewhere in the Arctic Ocean. I
don’t know where; our access to the satellite didn’t extend that far.”

Putin read through Lapardin’s report of his conversation a third time. The reasons
given for not hacking into the flight path were reasonable. And obviously they couldn’t
explode a bomb if there was no bomb to explode; targeting the bomb itself made eminently
better sense than targeting the vehicle, which fell away after those brief few minutes of
thrust. But was that just invention, and the Ukrainians had neither capacity? In short, the
trial launch had proved nothing. The only interest was that the Ukrainians had known about
it because they had direct access to American satellite coverage, which was something
Military Intelligence hadn’t known. It had been assumed that the Americans were relaying
selected information, not permitting direct Ukrainian access. If Military Intelligence didn’t
know that, then what else didn’t they know? Or was that just invention, too?

Putin’s experience in the KGB sustained him here. He didn’t retreat from so many
uncertainties; he just accepted that his information was uncertain. Had the Ukrainians done
something, that would have answered the questions; but they had been smart enough to give
nothing away. Nothing gained, but at least nothing lost either.



The ministers filed into the room. One notable exception was Maxim Konstantin,
the Trade Minister. All went to their seats quickly; nobody wanted to be the one to keep
Putin waiting.

“You might notice that Maxim Ivanovich is not with us today. He tells me he had a
fall and broke his arm.” Putin looked around the table. “I believe this is true. He arranged for
his arm to be broken because he preferred to not be here today. You see, he organised with a
guided rocket artillery battery just outside Moscow to launch a dozen missiles at this room.
That battery just happens to be commanded by the son of his brother-in-law.” Putin leaned
back. “Of course, that’s not going to happen. The battery commander knows how to deal
with traitors, whether family or not. He reported this approach to his superiors immediately.
Maxim has been picked up and is now awaiting justice.” He looked around the table again.

“Now, let’s get down to business.”

Grigori Malenkov, the Minister for Defence, walked out of the meeting. Putin’s
demands for a new, overwhelming offensive at the earliest possible date was starting to look
like an impossible mission. The logistics just wasn’t possible, with these Ukrainian bombs
wiping out munitions factories and storage depots. The pause of the last few days was some
help, but the bombs were due to start again tomorrow, and Pavel’s last report was that he
was ‘still investigating’. In other words, he had no idea how they were getting in.

Pavel was walking beside him.

“Perhaps we might be able to track down these bombers, now that we know Maxim
was part of their network.”

Pavel shrugged. “I wouldn’t bet on it. My guess is that Putin just wanted a
scapegoat to make the rest of us focus. Maxim was making no headway against all these
sanctions, so he was the obvious one to be the victim.”

“So Maxim was expandable,” Grigori summarised.

“We are all expendable, Grigori. That’s how Putin operates. You should know that
by now; how many of your competitors have been punished, for no crime other than
competing against you? You take the good, so you have no right to complain about the bad.
The point is, none of us have any choice any more. We are identified with Vladimir; if he
falls, we’ll all spend the rest of our lives felling trees by the banks of the Lena River.”

Grigori walked a few more steps in silence. “Yeah; I don’t suppose the Chinese will
want to go that far north, when our castle of cards collapses.”

“So our job is to make sure it doesn’t collapse. Putin is a ruthless bastard, but he’s
an almighty powerful ruthless bastard. His survival is our survival.”

“Yeah. I’m trying, believe me! But my armies are barely trained and totally without
morale; most have no supplies, and even those with supplies have no confidence that they
will be re-supplied even if they manage to punch through. More likely, their flanks will be
folded in and they’ll be slaughtered. The air force is afraid to roll their planes out of their
hangers; they prefer to let the American satellites think the hangers must be empty. Our navy
has only the ammunition they have on board and not much fuel in storage.

“The only stuff we have enough of to even make a dent is a few truckloads of
Iranian drones every week, and most of those get shot down. Even the ones that get through
do no military damage; they do no more than bust up a few flats or cause civilian
inconvenience. Just enough to make us seem like terrorists, which is probably why the
Ukrainians don’t stop all of them. And all the time, the Ukrainians are building up supplies
and equipment for their own big push once they’re ready. Those so-called separatists in the



Donbas are nothing but hired thugs, total cowards who only fight if they look like winning;
it’ll be my army doing the fighting while the separatists sprint for Rostov or Volgograd.”

“Careful, Grigori. If Putin hears that sort of defeatism, you’ll be sharing a cell with
Sergei and Maxim.”



Chapter Six

Malenkov knew that this could kill him. He had thought through exactly what he
would say, and how he would say it, but those fine nuances wouldn’t help much if Putin
didn’t want them to.

“Let me put it this way, General; Vladimir Vladimirovich will be sending you into
battle by April at the latest. Perhaps as early as the end of March. He doesn’t care what the
weather is like, how much mud there is, or how well or poorly you are supplied. He wants to
catch the Ukrainians with all their stuff brough forward where it’s vulnerable to destruction
or capture, but before they can throw it at you. So understand that there’s no other option. If
you fail, you can expect something much more severe than a slap on the wrist. So plan
accordingly!”

“Then I’ll need you to authorise the transfer of equipment from the Far East, or any
other Districts.”

“By all means talk to your fellow-generals, Adrian Petrovich. This is a problem for
the Army as a whole. Discuss with them whatever needs to be done to avoid a catastrophe.
Don’t try to explain your reasons to me; I know nothing about the military. But whatever
you generals can do to save the Federation, just give me the papers to sign so it can happen.”

“Yes, Minister.” General Stukhov snapped off a salute and turned for the door.
What the Minister had said was clear enough; but what hadn’t been said had been shouted.

Zelensky stared down the lens of the camera. It was a familiar sight to much of the
world now.

“My brothers and sisters. We have still heard no word of peace from Russia. We are
trying to protect ourselves, while doing as little damage as possible to innocent Russians
who are trapped by their insane government. Perhaps the problem is that the parasites at the
top of the pile feel invulnerable. I have already explained on a BBC interview that we think
it unwise to attempt to assassinate the Madman in Chief, and he cares nothing for the lives
of those below him.

“But perhaps we need to demonstrate that the second-ranking criminals are
vulnerable. Perhaps they need to be convinced that if they don’t take action to end this war,
Ukraine will take action to end them. So I make this announcement today. That the usual
meeting place of the Russian Cabinet in the Kremlin will be destroyed some time soon. |
urge everyone to evacuate that entire building immediately. Turn off the gas and electricity
as you go, if you want to reduce the risk of fire spreading. And stay out. We might wait a
few days, or we might even give you the all-clear if we see some movement towards peace.
But if you’re going to ask for peace, do it soon! We will not wait more than a few days!

“So my warning to the average Russian in this. If the Putin government remains
stubborn, we destroy its buildings. Just think to yourselves as you inspect the rubble ‘Except
for that merciful warning from the Ukrainians, how many Russian office workers could have
died there!” That is a greater mercy than Putin has shown to thousands of innocent
Ukrainians, bombed in their own homes. If Russia doesn’t respond to that warning and
demonstration, then the next time we might strike without warning.” Then Zelensky
suddenly gave a bright, cheery smile. “Good night, and sleep well!”

Reaction around the world was immediate and varied. Putin didn’t mention it in his
telecast the next morning. Russian ambassadors refused to comment on ‘such a preposterous
claim’. Ukrainian ambassadors simply shrugged and answered “Sometimes you have to do



what you have to do.” But nobody would explain how Ukraine hoped to achieve such a
monumental breach of Russian security.

The American ambassador had demanded a meeting with Zelensky within an hour
of the broadcast.

“Let me put this plainly, Volodymyr. Who the fuck do you think you are? If you
want the Kremlin bombed, then you go figure out how to do it yourself. Don’t just snap his
fingers, and then leave us to do the impossible. That’s why WE choose the targets, dammit!
Because we know what targets we can hit.”

“Now, Chuck; you know I don’t understand English very well. Specially technical
words like ‘fuck’. I just know that we’re on the same side here, and that your people are
very clever at getting bombs into difficult places. I’ve even given you a few days this time!
So I’m sure you can manage it, even if you have to paint one of your missiles sky-blue and
yellow and say that Ukrainian agents hijacked it from Ramstein. Your people are pretty
clever!”

“No. We’re not going to do it. We are not even going to attempt it, because if
anyone finds out that America is behind it, we’ll have instant nuclear war! Simple as that!”

Zelensky shrugged casually. “Then don’t. We probably don’t need it anyway. I
expect just the threat, combined with what they have already seen, will trigger a palace coup
and we can call it off.”

“The you don’t have very good intelligence on the Russian Cabinet. They’re all
dependent upon Putin. If they get rid of him, then they get rid of their own protection.”

“Not if they’re offered sanctuary and a comfortably wealthy life. Not all of their
fortunes, for sure, but enough to live out a very comfortable exile.”

“Where?” Suddenly Simkin appeared interested. “What arrangements have you
made?”

“We’ve sent each of them an offer of life imprisonment. That imprisonment would
be in a five-star luxury hotel in the Crimea on a world-class beach front, in the middle of a
dedicated wildlife park of four hundred square kilometres, world-class medical facilities free
of charge, all hotel facilities free, dining and bar expenses paid, an allowance of ten
thousand U.S. dollars a month for toys, full internet connectivity, full access for visitors, you
name it. The only constraint is that they can’t leave, and all private assets would be forfeit.”

“They would never accept that!”

“They just might, after the Kremlin is blown up.”

General Adrian Petrovich Stukhov was a good soldier. He was rigidly self-
disciplined. He was physically brave. He was mentally tough. He loved his country, and
supported Putin because Russia was the sort of country than needs a strong leader, even a
ruthless one. But. But. But that strong leader also had to make right decisions. Persisting in
folly was not strength, but weakness poorly disguised. And since the initial decision to start
this stupid war, Putin had committed one folly after another.

A Spring offensive without sufficient supplies was not a daring plan but a desperate
one. Strong leaders only make desperate moves when a safer, surer option is not available.
The option of a withdrawal to a secondary line was available. Let the Ukrainians waste their
materiel attacking vacant ground, and let their troops be cut down as the cross it! Russia
must not launch a futile attack that would invite a riposte! That sounded too much like Hitler
launching Operation Citadel, and getting Belgorod-Kharkov back in his face.

But to say that to Vladimir Vladimirovich would be just as suicidal, even if only at
a personal rather than an army scale. And in the long run, it wouldn’t save the soldiers who



have entrusted their lives to him; Putin would just put a less competent commander in his
place, and an even greater number of good Russian lives would be lost.

But Minister Malenkov had dropped a few hints, and the sound of them hitting that
table was still echoing. He had emphasised that Vladimir Vladimirovich, not the Cabinet,
was the sole driver of the attack; and he had said “Whatever you generals can do to save the
Federation, just give me the papers to sign so it can happen.” That phrasing was so
deliberate that it could only be meant one way. It was up to the generals to save not only
their soldiers, but Russia as well; by stopping this war while Russia still had enough strength
to win at the negotiating table. All that was needed now was to install a Russian government
willing to negotiate at that table.

Adrian thought it would be a good time to visit Moscow and talk to one particular
fellow-general. Ivan Nikolayevich Parlin, who commanded the newly-reformed Moscow
Military District, was an eminently practical, professional man. Perhaps he would listen. If
not, perhaps he would turn a deaf ear. The worst that could happen is that he could report
their conversation. If he did, it would probably be reported to Malenkov, who would
probably protect the general who had listened to him and remove Parlin instead. Adrian
knew there was still a chance that he could die; but isn’t that something every soldier should
be prepared to do for his country?



Chapter Seven

Putin glared around the table. “Let me make one thing clear. We are NOT going run
away because of empty threats! That would admit that we can’t even protect ourselves,
much less the average Russian in the street! We are going to continue meeting here. We will
take all the proper security precautions, but we will not be scared out of our own castle. For
all we know, those bastards have already placed bombs in our alternative meeting places,
and this is just a trick to get us out of the one place they can # reach.” Putin’s stare swept the
table. “Pavel, I want every room and every corridor not just patrolled, but constantly
occupied by at least four men, so no single agent can plant anything anywhere. Do you
understand that? And I want sniffer dogs constantly on patrol, sweeping the entire building
non-stop. Not just a visit in the morning, but on constant patrol so no place goes for more
than an hour without a dog through it. Now, get onto it!”

“But Vladimir Vladimirovich, that will mean thousands of men! We don’t have the
security forces to do that! We’ll need to call on the Army.”

“There’s your answer! Call on the Army! Grigori, see if you can help him out!”
Putin turned back to Pavel. “And set everyone in your department to checking and re-
checking everything about everyone who has access here! Go back to their pre-school
friends if you have to, but I want to know who the Ukrainians might have planted here as a
deep sleeper. Go! Do it now!” He waved Pavel away from the table.

Grigori Malenkov stood as well. “I’ll go with him. He’ll need clearance with the
Army Staff to get whatever he needs. This can’t wait.”

Putin nodded. The two men left together.

Malenkov walked beside Karpov down the corridor. “Pavel, the secret here is to ask
for five times as many troops as you need. Then, when the general gives you less, you will
have someone to blame.”

“Exactly what I intend to do, Grigori. I appreciate your help in this. We should be
able to cover both our arses.” Pavel smiled and threw an arm over Grigori’s shoulder. “No
‘divide-and-conquer’ allowed now, or we will all go the way of Sergei.”

“Exactly what I was thinking, Pavel. So when I say something that might surprise
you, be open to a new idea.”

The two men shared a car to the Moscow Military District headquarters, silent all
the way. Security paranoia, about not only the driver but also the cars, was biting deeply.
Grigori was even asked to show his retina scan before being allowed in, something that
would have been an unforgiveable insult only a couple of months ago. But Grigori himself
had insisted on it, and would have disciplined any soldier who let him through on sight
alone.

“Minister, the General is in conference with General Stukhov. I’ll let him know
you’re here. The adjutant made to hurry out of the office, but Malenkov stopped him. “Not a
problem; we’ll talk to both of them, thank you.”

“Yes Minister. This way, please.” They were led through a door to an ante-room,
and then another door. Two generals glanced up to see who was interrupting them, and then
scrambled to their feet.

“Adrian Petrovich, Ivan Nikolayevich, I’'m glad I can speak to you both. It will save
time.” He casually grabbed a chair from the back wall as he stepped to the desk. “I’m sure
you know Pavel Pavlovich, the Minister for the Interior.”

The two soldiers greeted Pavel respectfully.



“Pavel here has been told to make the Kremlin absolutely secure. We are thinking
of groups of three or four men constantly within sight of other groups along every corridor
and in every room. That will take thousands of men, and the Interior Ministry can’t raise
them quickly enough. So he wants your soldiers to do that, Ivan Nicolayevich. Can you do
that? I’1l give you a hint; don’t say ‘No’.” Then he turned to Stukhov.

“Adrian Petrovich, this has some connection with our earlier discussions. Are you
able to co-operate?”’

Once those words were spoken, Stukhov realised what was coming. “Of course,
Minister,” he answered, with just the tiniest catch in his throat. “Clearly, it has to be done.”

“Good man! Now, if you three will all take a seat, I’ll explain what I have in mind.
I’m sure you will all see the necessity.”

Simkin smiled as he offered his hand to Zelensky.

“Chuck, it’s good to see you back so soon! All problems sorted?”’

“All the problems at the American end are sorted, Mr. President. But there might be
a few at your end.”

“Oh? What would they be?”

“How you manage the disappointment in a week’s time when it becomes obvious
that the Kremlin is still in perfect condition. Not even a scratch to the paintwork.”

Zelensky was still clasping Simkin’s right hand. His smile never wavered. “Nice
try, Chuck.” He released Simkin and gestured towards his chairs. “Let’s talk this through.”

“Certainly, Mr. President. Which letter in ‘No’ do you want to discuss first?”

Zelensky dropped into his seat like a sack of wheat. Simkin was more elegant.

“Not my favourite word, Chuck. Perhaps we should talk about ‘when’. Are you
going to blast the Kremlin within the next few days, a couple of months, or will you wait
until the Baltic States are invaded because Russia has been taught that its aggression and
brutality won’t be opposed? You’ll have to do it some time. The only question is how long
you’re going to wait, because every year the final cost is going up. It’s going to happen; the
only question is ‘when?’”

“If it happens, and that’s a big ‘IF’, it will happen when America decides to make it
happen. Nor because you snapped your fingers. Remember that we are the dog here, you are
just the tail.”

“Ah! I see! America is going to wait until the fire needs a firehose, instead of a
quick glass of water. Are Americans really that arrogant, that they will waste billions of
dollars and thousands of lives rather than listen to someone else’s wisdom and act early?”
Zelensky nodded to himself. “Yes, I suppose some of them are. I should have realised that.”

“You won’t win much support in America if you say things like that in public.”

“But I won’t say that in public, Chuck. At least, not while Biden is in office. He’s
too cautious and timid, but he’s also humble enough to know when he needs to re-evaluate.
Not like that last clown you had! So please, go back and talk to Joe. Work through it as the
professional you are. I’'m lucky that there are grown-ups in charge at the moment. But if Joe
lets us go down the tube, that’s a smooth run-up for Putin to take his next step. Do you think
the next POTUS will be able to manage him?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. But we had some pretty ordinary presidents during the Cold
War, and we still out-lasted the Soviets.”

Zelenesky nodded again. “Yes, some of them were very ordinary. But even the fools
had enough spine to stand their ground. I get the impression that the latest crop of fools in
American politics would rather play golf than mind the shop.”



“Indeed. But President Biden is not so careless with his duty, nor the lives entrusted
to him. He needs to know that the risk, the sacrifice, the consequences, are all better than the
alternative. Who knows that Putin won’t have a heart attack tonight? That he might trip
down a flight of stairs and break his neck? Perhaps you will say it’s an excess of caution; |
say it is simply an abundance of patience.”

Zelensky stood and offered his right hand again, smiling. “Thanks for your time,
Chuck. Please, go talk to Joe.”



Chapter Eight

Putin was pleased to see the corridors crowded with soldiers the next morning, and
dogs sniffing their way through the palace. Pavel and Grigori got that job done quickly
enough! The ministers were waiting for him when he arrived for this most unusual meeting,
held at 9:00 in the morning rather than his preference for afternoon meetings. He sat and
glanced at the agenda, but inserted his own item first.

“Pavel, good job on the security! Have all these men been assessed? I assume not,
but with so many around I doubt any malcontents would step out of line. Not enough time to
have planned anything, anyway.”

“Quite right, Mr. President. We had time to assess only a few dozen, and they’re
posted in the immediate vicinity. The others are being worked through as we speak.” And
indeed that was correct. The dozen in the room and those in the corridor outside had been
specially selected.

“Excellent! First, Grigori; how are preparations for the offensive progressing.”

Malenkov stood. He looked around the room. “Mr. President, for your own
protection, these men will take you to a place of safety.” He looked to the soldiers in the
room. “Now, men.”

Putin rose from his chair. “Nothing happens unless I say so! What do you think...”
The first soldier dropped an opaque bag over Putin’s head from behind. Putin struggled for
a moment, until two more soldiers grabbed his arms and forced him back into his chair.

A fourth soldier took a small case from his pocket. He opened it to reveal a
hypodermic syringe. This was plunged into Putin’s thigh and emptied. Putin struggled
against those holding him down for some ten seconds, and then went limp. The soldier who
had administered the drug took out a stethoscope and listed to Putin’s heart. Nobody seated
at the table moved.

After ten seconds or less, that soldier nodded to Malenkov. He removed the bag
from Putin’s head, then administered another injection. The other soldiers stepped back. He
laid Putin out on the floor and called for the defibrillator in the room. This was applied, but
failed to discharge. The computerised machine recognised nothing but dead meat.

“Gentlemen, you have just seen Valadimir Vladimirovch suffer a fatal heart attack,
brought on by the stress of his responsibilities. Isn’t that right, doctor?”

“Absolutely,” the soldier with the stethoscope answered. “There’s no doubt about
that at all. The defibrillator failed to discharge because it detected that the heart had no
chance of recovering. And in case you were not watching closely enough, I spent several
minutes attempting to re-start his heart by chest compressions. All attempts failed.”

“That’s true,” Pavel Karpov declared. “I saw it all happen. And so did you, Alexei,
didn’t you?”

Alexei paused for just the briefest moment, allowing Malenkov to break in.
“Remember, Pavel controls the Interior, and I control the Army. And as you can see from
what just happened, the Generals are with me.”

“It was terrible, to watch Vladimir die despite our best efforts,” Alexei agreed.

“And Andrei?”

“Yes, I was shocked to see it happen before my own eyes.”

Karpov worked around the table. Everyone agreed.

“Now, the security of the Federation is in peril. We can’t allow a leadership vacuum
or loss of public morale to result in any catastrophe.” Karpov looked around the table again.



I recommend that Grigori Alexievich Malenkov be endorsed immediately as Acting
President.”

“I’'m sorry, Pavel Pavlovich, but that would not be constitutional.” Malenkov
smiled modestly.

“In times of crisis, we must do what must be done for the good of the Federation! I
am talking only about a temporary measure until the constitutionally-correct process can be
completed.”

“Well, in that case, I suppose we shouldn’t waste time or worry too much;
everything can be sorted out in good time.”

“Exactly my point, Grigori Alexievich.” Karpov looked around the table again.
“Does anyone disagree?”



Chapter Nine

Viktor Lapardin was shown into the office. Evgeny stood and smiled to welcome
him.

“Viktor! My sincere sympathies for the terrible loss the Federation has suffered!
How brave of you to continue in your duties while suffering such grief!”

Viktor accepted the offered right hand and smiled back. “Yes, how sensitive of you
to notice how crippled I am by grief. Shall we open a bottle of Masuria, in hope of better
times ahead?”” He took a bottle of finest Polish Wodka from his coat pocket as he spoke.

“How appropriate!” Evgeny came around from behind his desk to sit in one of the
informal lounge chairs. Viktor took the liberty to turn over two of the shot glasses on the low
table, and started pouring.

“Before we go any further, my government has asked me to let you know that we
will not detonate any more bombs for the moment. This might be a good time to talk peace.”

“Exactly why I dropped in, Evgeny. The first thing the new Acting President
Malenkov did was send me a message. He proposes that we suspend all hostile activity until
further notice, with no pre-conditions, and start preliminary talks.”

“I’ll relay that message, and I can’t imagine that it would be rejected.” Evgeny took
a glass and held it high “Vashe zdorovya!”

“And renewed friendships!” Victor responded.

Lapardin’s message had been sent to Kyiv and agreement sent back within an hour.
Evgeny Tichko had his instructions. He was only too pleased to comply with them. “Viktor,
I’'m glad that we are now talking instead of fighting.”

“Indeed! As members of the same family should always do.”

“It was Moscow that started the fighting, I remind you.”

“Let us look forward!”

“I can only agree. I look forward to all those mistakes by Vlad being corrected. In
the last treaty signed by our two counties, Russia recognised Ukrainian sovereignty within
the 1991 borders. That included the right of Ukraine to control its own foreign policy. My
government requires Russia to honour the treaty which they voluntarily entered into.”

Lapardin nodded once. “I note your position. The Russian government holds that
the agreements made in the immediate post-Soviet era were made hastily, between
governments which were not truly representative of their peoples, and did not respect the
wishes of the populations whose lives were being bargained away. While we agree that the
measures taken by Putin were improper, yet we hold that the need underlying those
measures remains. This is an opportune time to set in place a Treaty between Ukraine and
the Russian Federation which corrects those past mistakes.”

“I note your position. Without necessarily agreeing with any specific points, we
propose that the 1991 agreement serve as the default position. Adjustments from that
position will need to be justified. Let’s work through them.” Tichko smiled thinly. “I suspect
we might have a long week ahead of us.”

Zelensky was adamant. “Continue talking, Evgeny; but remember that not one
metre of Ukrainian territory is going to be surrendered in this round. We will have peace
first. Only then will we consider any territorial adjustments.”



“Lapardin is insistent that plebiscites must be held, and those territories which vote
for inclusion in Russia must be permitted to do so. He will not move from that a millimetre.”

“Tell him that territory doesn’t vote. People vote. If any people want to live under
Russian sovereignty, we will freely allow them to move to Russia. Problem solved! Russia is
not going to be allowed to benefit from their ethnic cleansing, driving Ukrainians out of
their homes, or from importing a plague of Russians in to tilt the vote. And that includes
Russians who were imported during Soviet times.”

Tichko shrugged. “Then there’s no hope of agreement.”

“Then the war will continue.”

“Allow me to be blunt, Evgeny; Russia has the upper hand here. We can continue
to obliterate Ukrainian cities and infrastructure at will. We can continue to bleed your
manpower. You might be able to soften the blows, but you will still suffer damage and
loss.”

Tichko laughed out loud. “Haven’t you noticed, Viktor? We have barely touched
Russia. We have been very restrained in our counter-attacks. So right now, Russia only has
the ability to re-arrange our rubble; we have the ability to reduce your cities fo rubble. We
have nothing left to lose; you have everything to lose. So what will Russia do if we start
detonating bombs in your power stations, your railway stations, your vital infrastructure?
Will you bomb again what you have already destroyed? Or will you aim some nuclear
missiles at us? Missiles that we can hijack and drop on your own cities?”” Tichko shrugged
again.

“The best you can do is to play for time, and try to discover how we have taken
control of your own weapons, and perhaps fix that. That will take time. While you’re doing
that, we can resume our sabotage campaign. How long do you think your nukes will stay
intact? How long do you think the Chinese and the Japanese will restrain themselves from
taking advantage of your weakness? Perhaps in three years’ time you might have figured out
how to remove our traps.

“Or you might even wipe the entire computerised control system and start from
scratch. But what makes you think we don’t have agents in place who can corrupt your new
systems, just as we perverted your old ones? You’ll never know until you launch! Who will
have the balls to do that?” Tichko laughed again. “Victor, Russia still has everything it
started with. You should be smart, and settle for a draw. Why risk everything for nothing in
return?”

Lapardin just shrugged. “Life goes on in Russia. We can wait until you come to
your senses. How long will your people wait to get their lives back together? Will you
sentence them to living in ruins, like Palestinians who fled Israel more than sixty years ago?
Delay all you want, Evgeny; as you said, we still have everything we started with.”

“Which brings me to the next point, Victor. It’s now March. The ground is drying
out. The next few months would be the ideal time for us to take back what is ours. I am now
giving you formal advice that our cease-fire is ended as of midnight tonight, due to lack of
progress at these talks. We can continue talking, but there will be some background noise as
well.”

“Rubbish! The world will see that you are resorting to war. How will that go down
in America, or in Europe. They will punish you.” He waved a hand. “Don’t make empty
threats.”



Zelensky stared down the lens yet again. “My brothers and sisters. We have been in
talks with Russia for a week now. So far, we have made no progress at all. It has become
clear to us that Russia would be content if this deadlock lasts for years. For years, in which
every day Ukrainians are being deported from their own lands and Russians are being given
Ukrainian lands. Russia is trying to irreversibly change the population balance in the
occupied territories, and hopes that the world slowly learns to accept this as ‘normal’. The
aggressors have seized as much as they can swallow, and now they will digest it at leisure.

“Certainly, Russia is making peace noises; but they are insisting that any
negotiations must be based on the situation as it now is, on the ground. We say ‘No!’.
Negotiations must be based on the situation as it was before Russia’s unprovoked
aggression. We insist that Russian armed forces pull back to the boundaries as they were on
January 1, 2014. Once this is done, we will negotiate in good faith to resolve any just claims
Russia might have, rather than accepting blunt force. We are prepared to respect the
agreements covering the Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol, as they were at the start of 2014.
We will accept that Russia has a reasonable expectation of a modern and reliable supply line
to Sevastopol, in the form of the Kerch Bridges and any other transport infrastructure that
they might decide to build. We are prepared to lease Russia further areas to allow expansion
of their facilities, should they request this. All these would be reasonable claims, and we will
satisfy them. But all these matters are to be negotiated from the status quo ante! They are
not to be negotiated as if with a thief, who will return some of his loot in return for
permission to keep the rest!

“But Russia will not accept this. Russia, the home of the kleptocracy, knows no
rules except possession. Therefore, we have no alternative other than to negotiate on the
basis of possession. Starting tonight at midnight, we will re-commence action to regain those
lands stolen from us. Russia should thank us, that we give them the courtesy of advance
warning, which is more than they gave us on 24 February, 2022. If we have to reclaim every
square metre of Ukrainian soil by force of arms, we will do so. If that involves the loss of
more Russian infrastructure, then regrettably that will be so. If it means that we will need to
kill yet more young Russians fed into the mincer by their own government, we will regret
that most of all, for they are our brothers and sisters. But that would be a choice forced upon
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us.

“You should have spoken with us first, Volodymyr.” Simkin was at his
schoolmaster best.

“Why? What difference would it have made?” Zelensky sipped on his coffee.
“Would you have told us to wait longer? That would have achieved nothing except satisfy
Russia’s objectives. At least this way, you can continue to white-ant Russia’s strength and let
the world think that Ukraine is doing it. Be thankful that we’re content to be your
scapegoat!”

“Actually, we would have appreciated a bit more warning, so we could be more
effective.”

“Don’t give me that, Chuck! You Americans have plans and options and variations
and contingencies for every possible situation, updated daily if not hourly. You know exactly
what you are going to do from this point onwards. So what are you going to hit tomorrow?
I’1l get word of it to the Russians, unless you have a military target in mind.”

“Actually, we do. We have a very military target in mind. So no warning is
necessary.”

“Oh? What?”



“You don’t need to know, either. President Biden wasn’t pleased with your high-
handed veto when we proposed to hit one of their nuclear missiles. So from this point on,
you take what you’re given.”

“So how will the Russians know to blame us?”’

Simkin shrugged. “Maybe they won’t. But I expect they will. I don’t even know the
target myself, but I #ave been told that it should be very convincing. How you respond will
be entirely up to you.”

Zelensky stood. “Do you have anything more informative for me?”

“No, Volodymyr. So I suppose I should go now.” He stood and offered his right
hand. “Until next time.”



Chapter Ten

“Oh, shit! Has Biden gone mad?” Zelensky challenged Simkin.

“Not at all, Volodymyr. You have twenty minutes to decide what you are going to
do. Events move quickly in modern warfare.”

“Mother of God in Heaven!” Zelensky gathered his thoughts. He had considered
this as a remote possibility, so he wasn’t entirely shocked. “What sort of bomb?”

“Just over a tonne of high-grade explosive, identical to what Russia uses in its own
conventional bombs. The remains will make it look like an inside job, but nobody will be
able to figure out how you smuggled such a huge charge into there.”

Zelensky nodded and then pressed his intercom button. “Valentina, we have a
broadcast to make in thirty minutes. Get everything ready.”

“Yes, Mr. President.” Valentina had a checklist for such events, including wardrobe,
makeup, alerting the television stations, both local and international news feeds, that they
should prepare for a direct cross, and all Ukrainian embassies around the world. Then
Zelensky turned back to Simkin.

“I want confirmation that it has actually worked, as soon as it happens. 1 don’t
want to go on air proclaiming a blunder.”

“I’ve been promised a call either way. Made to look like a family matter, of course,
in case of interception.”

Zelensky hurried off to the television studio made to look like his working office. It
was always important to have a totally controlled environment for such shots, rather than
risk anything confidential possibly being caught by a camera pan. He would be dressed and
made up as he thought through the details of his announcement.

“My brothers and sisters! This afternoon I have something to tell you that should
bring about peace very quickly. First, I have to tell you something that is perhaps the worst-
kept international secret in the world. Ukraine has the ability to hijack the guidance of the
Russian ICBM arsenal. We also have the ability to detonate the nuclear warheads in those
ICBMs. We have already told Russia this, to persuade them to not use them against us in
their frustration. If they do, we will direct them back onto Russian targets.

“But it seems the Russians think we might be bluffing. I assure the world that we
are not. We have provided a demonstration this afternoon. One of the Russian missile silos
in Siberia has been destroyed. This was enough to destroy the missile and the warhead.

“We didn’t detonate the warhead itself, even though we could have done so; we
chose not to contaminate the surrounding area with the fallout that would result. But if
Russia still doubts our full capacity, then all they have to do is continue in their refusal to
make a just peace with us. Then we would give them a nuclear demonstration instead of
using a conventional explosion. We would rather not do that, but if that’s what Russia wants,
that’s what Russia will get.

“Please, President Malenkov; agree to an honourable peace!”

There was a three second pause while the camera stayed on Zelensky, and then the
lights faded to black. That should be an obvious enough cliché. Zelensky stood and walked
back to his working office, Simkin at his side and Marco Balanchuk, the Minister for
Defence, at his other.

“You shouldn’t have threatened the nuclear option, Volodymyr. Biden hasn’t
approved that yet.”



“I didn’t approve this attack on their rocket, either. I’ll start consulting Biden when
he starts consulting me. Until then, he can expect a few elbows in the ribs.”

“We could hang you out to dry, Volodymyr. Don’t push your luck!”

“I’m not suicidal, Chuck. But you Americans have a huge weight of chauvinism on
your shoulders. You really should ponder how much you don’t know before you consign
your mere tools to oblivion.”

“And what does that mean?”

Zelensky stopped, turned to face Simkin and smiled. “It means you should ponder
how much you don’t know before you consign your mere tools to oblivion. Goodbye!” He
turned away again and continued walking with Balanchuk. Once within the security of his
office Zelensky offered Balanchuk a chair.

“Well, Marco; how is the Southern Front? Still on track?”

“Yes, Volodymyr. We still expect to take out all three of the Kerch bridges and
reach Melitopol within a week from the flag going down. Crimea will be isolated. Weather
forecasts suggest conditions will be good enough to start in two weeks’ time.”

“Good. No need to go further; I expect we will bargain away Crimea anyway, in
exchange for getting a clean Donbas. Keep working on those plans, but be prepared to stall
them at three days before jump-off. We might yet get the Russians to move out without a
fight.”

“Do you really expect a ‘clean Donbas’, Volodymyr? They were pro-Russian even
before 2014.”

“Yes, they were. I wonder if they still are, after nine years of rape, conscription,
enslavement, brutality and warfare. Somehow I would think not. But I won’t shoot
collaborators. I’'ll be merciful, and give them what they want; life in Russia. It might even be
better under Malenkov than it was under Putin.”

Lapardin was earnest, almost pleading. “Evgeny, my government has asked your
government to suspend any hostile action for two days, while we make arrangements for a
withdrawal from Kherson and Zaporizhzhia oblasts as a gesture of goodwill.”

“But Viktor, why do you need a suspension of hostilities for that? You can pull back
any time you want. And once you are out of Ukraine, we will suspend hostile action then.”

“My government intends this withdrawal from Kherson and Zaporizhzhia to serve
as a basis for final negotiations. Further loss of life during this withdrawal will not help
reconciliation.”

“Nothing will help reconciliation until you are out of not only those two oblasts but
out of Ukraine entirely.”

“Evgeny, my government is giving you a choice; don’t slap it away without at least
referring it upstairs.”



Chapter Eleven

“Viktor, my government has considered your proposal. We will suspend further
action for two days to permit orderly planning of a withdrawal from Kherson and
Zaporizhzhia oblasts. Provided these withdrawals are carried out quickly we will extend that
suspension for a further two days, by which time it will be completed. Meanwhile, you will
make plans for a withdrawal from Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk and commence those
withdrawals.”

Lapardin was pleased to hear that. All those troops in Kherson and Zaporizhzhia
and their equipment will be very handy in reinforcing the defences in front of the Donbas. If
they had been lost or captured in the Ukrainian offensive everyone was expecting, then the
Donbas itself would have been exposed and probably untenable. And above all, it won some
time!

“I understand, Evgeny. The pullback will be as quick as the conditions and
available transport will allow. That’ll start within a couple of days, but we might need more
than a week to complete the movements. I expect your government will allow a bit of
leeway, so long as you can see that we are making genuine efforts. The withdrawal from
Luhansk and Donetsk will start as soon as the transport is available after moving out the
southern forces, and Crimea will be the third phase.”

“The pullout will be easier and quicker if you leave your ordnance until last.”

“You know that’s not going to happen, Evgeny,” Andrei dared to smile.

“If it doesn’t happen, then what is left behind at the end of the fourth day will be
captured or destroyed. It’s up to your government to decide whether that will be equipment
or men.” Tichko stared at his adversary. “If you don’t care about your men, then why should
we? So let me put it this way, Viktor. If you give priority to moving hardware, we will give
priority to destroying it while it’s still within our reach. If that means you no longer have the
trucks or the trains to move the men, then the men will be killed or captured. So don’t play
silly games with us! Move your troops out first, or the agreement lapses.”

“I’ll let my government know what you have said.”

Zelensky called the table to order. “Marco, how is the Russian withdrawal going?”

“The units are moving out with what equipment and ammunition they still have,
which isn’t much. I think we have to accept that as being as good as we could expect. But
they’re not being pulled back to Russia. Instead, they’re preparing a defensive line in the
Donbas. They’re taking this as a time to re-group, not a withdrawal. The same is happening
in the Crimea. They’re effectively accepting their 2021 lines, plus some extra gains in 2022,
as their new frontier.”

“Hmmf. We can’t have that! We have to let them know that they can’t go to war
against us, and expect that the worst that could happen is no nett loss to them. We have to
show them that there’s a down-side risk as well.” Zelensky huffed again. There was uneasy
around the table.

“Volodymyr, they are leaving! They have stopped their air raids! That’s better than
it was a few months ago, and probably as good as we can get.”

“No. The best we can get is the status quo ante, and Russia nursing a broken nose
so it knows not to try it again. We have to convince them that if they try this again, it won’t
be a question of how much they win; we have to show them that a big-time loss is also a
possibility.”



“It won’t be easy to shift them. We’ll be on the offensive this time, against a
prepared defence.”

“I know that, Marco; but I intend to attack them where that don’t have any defence.
We’ll go back to our bombing campaign, whittling away their strength and reserves. And
most of all, their confidence!”

“Where are you getting these bombs, Volodymyr? And how are you delivering
them?”

“Don’t you worry about that. Just trust me! If I do anything that you can’t stomach,
then I’ll step down. Then you can handle the Russians yourselves.”

“Chuck, I think we need to follow the curve up.”

Simkin smiled. “I knew this would happen. You’ve finally realised that you have to
go hard.”

“Yes. We’ve already told them that we can detonate their nukes, but they don’t
really know whether to believe us. But I remember that you proposed taking out a silo a few
weeks ago, and now we already have one kill. That’s enough to prove the threat is real. Now
the Russkis are afraid to launch against us, in case we can hijack their missiles as well. What
do you think? Should we detonate a nuke in a silo, and claim we set off one of their own
warheads? Is that possible?”

“I’ll put the question to the President.” Simkin started to turn away, but Zelensky
put a hand on his forearm.

“How do you do this, Chuck? I can imagine that there are some targets you might
have stitched up long ago, and no doubt you have plenty of agents on the ground. But how
would you get a bomb into an ICBM silo?”

“I don’t know these things either, Volodymyr. I doubt even the President knows. He
just knows what’s possible.”

This would be another of those Ukrainian television announcements that Malenkov
had come to dread. There was Zelensky, pretending to be a fellow-infantryman in his battle
uniform. Who is he trying to fool? But those peasants seem to love him!

“My brothers and sisters. The Russians asked for a cease-fire so they could
withdraw from our land. We have no wish to kill any more than necessary, so we agreed to
that. But it now appears that the Russians are not withdrawing. They’re using this cease-fire
to reposition their forces behind stronger defensive lines, to hold on to ground they have
seized. This is totally unacceptable. It is also yet more proof that Malenkov is just as
dishonest and two-faced as Putin was.

“The cease-fire is cancelled as of right now. We will recommence hostile action,
and continue it until we are satisfied that the Russian withdrawal will be complete, and not a
charade. And to all you Russian mothers out there, you have my sincere condolences. This is
what happens when your countrymen allow thieves and murderers take over your
government, and go to war against peaceful neighbours. Russia will not have peace until it
has a government that wants peace. How long that takes is not a question for us in the
Ukraine, nor any other nation on Earth. It is a question that can only be answered by the
Russian people themselves. You would do well to answer it soon.” The television faded to
black before a Russian commentator came onscreen to explain the obvious.

Malenkov groped for the remote and turned the television off. This time the
Russian forces will not be caught out so easily as in Ukraine’s summer offensive last year,
he encouraged himself. Munitions stockpiles are dispersed, the defences are stronger and the



line is much shorter. Also, the counter-artillery is ready and waiting. Malenkov called for his
meal.

His phone chimed as he was finishing. It was Pavel, who had taken the Defence
Ministry as well as retaining his Interior Ministry. The two had agreed that they would do
well to ensure nobody else could pull any surprises on them as they had on Putin.

“Grigori, I’'m on my way for a quiet chat. Ten minutes?”

“I’11 see you in ten minutes.”

“You recall that ICBM silo the Ukrainians blew up?” Grigori asked, almost
casually.

“Oh! Not another one?” Malenkov looked up from his vodka.

“Yes, but this one is different. They didn’t just bomb it. They detonated our own
nuke.” There was silence for ten seconds.

“There’s no doubt?”

“None. It happened in the middle of a routine report by landline from a silo to the
control hub for that group. The screen just went blank and the ground shook. The controllers
looked outside and there was the mushroom cloud, where the silo once was.”

“So they can trigger our own warheads. It wasn’t an idle threat.”

“It would appear so, Grigori. Even when they’re still underground and inactive. I’ll
ask the experts how this is possible, but now we know it must be. They’ve done it!”

“Then we have only one choice. We have to annihilate Ukraine.”

“How, Grigori? Even if we go for total war, it will take months to conscript the
soldiers and train them, a year to equip them, and then we have to either capture or obliterate
their control centre. By then our nuclear capability will be nothing more than a scattering of
radioactive holes in the ground. And if we try to do it with missiles, those missiles might
well be re-directed to land on Russian cities. What can we do?” Pavel shrugged. “My best
answer is to play for time. Stay alive, and while we live we do everything we can to discover
how they do it, and how to stop them. Only then should we go for the killer blow.”

Malenkov considered this for a moment.

“Fuck them all!” he shouted. Then, after a few deep breaths, “OK, we’ll do that!
But we won’t just spy on them. I want a thousand assassins, all trained in different ways of
getting rid of Zelensky and everyone else in their defence forces, down to the conscript who
mops the mess hall floors! I want to eliminate everyone who might have even the slightest
clue of what’s going on! If we can’t discover their secret, then the next best thing is to kill all
of them who know it. Do it!”

“But in the meantime?”

“In the meantime, pull out of the Donbas. But not Crimea! That’s Russian! It was
given to Ukraine only for administrative convenience, back in Soviet times; I want it
transferred back! Make that a condition for pulling out of Donetsk.”

“Evgeny, you owe me a bottle of vodka. I managed to convince my government to
pull out of the Donbas. Totally! But that will only happen if you agree that Crimea is
Russian. Even before the breakup of the Soviet Union, everyone there spoke Russian. It’s
been Russian ever since Catherine conquered it from the Turks. Ukrainian administration
was merely a convenience. So pledge me this; that when we have completed our withdrawal,
Ukraine will agree to transfer Crimea to the Russian Federation.”

Tichko pondered this for a moment. “It’s a positive gesture, Viktor; I thank you for
that. We’ve already agreed that we’ll negotiate in good faith any claims, and I admit that you



have some claim to Crimea, however tenuous.” He nodded once. “I’ll not only put it through
as a proposal, but I’ll support it personally. But only if the pre-2014 borders and
administration is transferred in full. Negotiations have to start with clean hands, and from
there we can talk about what to do with Crimea. That means you might want to invite any
collaborators to go to Russia with you, because if they stay they’ll be tried for treason.”

“Evgeny, do I detect a trace of ethnic cleansing?”

“No, merely the operation of normal civil and criminal laws against aiding and
abetting an enemy. But we also understand that there are probably a few who were still
trapped in Soviet-era mindsets, who didn’t understand that Ukraine was now sovereign. So
we’ll let them go to Russia if that’s what they want. We’ll only call for the extradition of
people who have committed genuine civil crimes, not collaborators; and it’s up to Russia
whether or not to comply. Remember, I can’t bind our government just on my opinion, but
that’s what I’ll urge.”

“Then let me know as soon as you can. Our troops in the Donbas will stay until
you do.”



Chapter Twelve

Every train heading east was packed, and those who had cars were charging
thousands of roubles for a seat. Buses carried armed security to prevent hijacking. Many of
these security guards were Russian soldiers who had deserted their units to become self-
employed mercenaries, notionally protecting the grand exodus of Russian emigres fleeing
Ukraine; and occasionally murdering them and plundering their possessions.

For years the Russian-controlled media had been telling everyone that Ukraine
wanted ethnic Russians dead, and every news broadcast had repeated this message without
any opposing opinions; so it must be true! When the Ukrainian administration arrives there
would be no need for ethnic cleansing; the Russian propaganda would have achieved it for
them.

Ivanna had stayed. As a Ukrainian, she saw no future for herself in Russia. Staying
here might be dangerous, because she had worked as an office assistant in the Russian-
backed administration. But so had thousands of others, rather than starving. She could only
hope that the hard-line Ukrainian nationalists had who called for death to all ‘collaborators’
would not have their way. In the years of occupation, there would be very few who hadn’t
done whatever was necessary to get by. Even the hard-liners paid sales taxes when they went
shopping!

The streets were almost empty. The Ukrainian forces had promised that they would
simply move in, take control and get life moving again. There was no need to do anything
except turn up at work as usual. The city still needed shop workers, police to suppress crime,
delivery drivers in their trucks, and a thousand other routine matters. Even those who
worked in the rebel administration were told that they could just do their jobs administering,
and life would go on. That was what Ivanna was hoping for. Politics was politics, and
shouldn’t interfere with real life. She just wanted a peaceful life.

Perhaps it’s all for the best, she consoled herself. If all those with guilty consciences
go, then the people who are left will not be divided against each other. This war has made
people decide who they really are. She nodded once to herself. “I’m Ukrainian,” she said out
loud, to no-one except her reflection in the window. “Anyone who wants to be Russian can
get stuffed and get lost. We don’t need them here.”

Ivanna was probably one of the least vengeful of her countrymen at that moment.

“Evgeny, we are not moving out of Crimea. No arguments! We will move out of the
other oblasts. If you’re not happy with that, then Ukraine will have to decide if it wants to
play double or nothing about a territory you say you are ready to negotiate away in any
case.”

“That’s a dangerous line to draw, Victor.”

“That’s where the line is drawn, Evgeny. By people above our station in life, so
that’s what we have to deal with.”

Tichko pondered this for a moment. “I’ll tell my government. They might accept it,
but if they do they’ll want some other surety of good faith. Now they know how desperately
Malenkov wants to hold onto Crimea, you can be sure that they’ll ask a huge price.”

“Ask away. Asking is not getting. Until then, we’re not moving another millimetre
out of the Donbas.”



Tichko idly waved a hand. “Oh, that’s easily fixed. Putin spent a year reducing our
cities to rubble. Now the boot in on the other foot. Does Malenkov have the same mental
toughness as a Ukrainian housewife? I think not.”

“Don’t be stupid, Evgeny. As soon as you start hitting population centres, popular
sentiment won’t allow any Russian government to make peace.”

Tichko smiled condescendingly. “Ah, Victor! We have many more options available
to us than you can imagine! But enough speculation and back to work. I’ll take what you’ve
said back to my government. Shall we meet again tomorrow?”

Tichko entered the room next morning to find Lapardin already waiting for him.

“Greetings, Viktor! I have news for you!”

“Good news, I hope.”

“Very good news! Subject to satisfactory settlement of all other points, the
government of Ukraine is prepared, in principle, to allow Russia to retain possession of
Crimea. That includes not requiring withdrawal in the interim.”

“Excellent, Evgeny!”

“I thought you might be pleased. Now for the ‘other points’ I mentioned. First,
Russia immediately withdraws all personnel from all other Ukrainian territory, as defined by
the 1991 Treaty. You will be allowed until noon on the day after tomorrow to achieve that.
Second, that all equipment, munitions and supplies other than edible rations be left in place,
and in a safe condition. No booby-traps. Third, that Russia pays to Ukraine rental on
Crimea until transfer of sovereignty is complete. Until transfer, Crimea is to be considered
Ukrainian sovereign territory, but under exclusive lease. This rental is to be ten billion
American dollars per month, to be paid in advance on the first banking day of each month.
The first payment for the current calendar month shall be made before the end of the month,
as well as back rent starting February, 2022. Fourth, that all Ukrainians in Crimea and the
other Ukrainian oblasts shall be free to move as they wish; Ukrainian prisoners of war,
criminals or other persons under Russian custody shall be permitted to determine which side
is to have custody over them. Fifth, all persons transported out of the Ukraine shall be
returned to the care of the Ukrainian government, no matter their category. Yes, that includes
any Russian soldiers who have been in Ukraine but since moved out; no easy escape for
criminals in uniform. Sixth, the Russian Federation shall act with utmost haste and in
complete good faith in complying with these conditions. Seventh, under no circumstances
may Russia shall take military or other armed action on Ukrainian soil; but Ukraine as a
sovereign nation may act within its own territory as it considers appropriate. Eighth,
freedom of navigation and innocent passage by non-military vehicles throughout the Black
Sea, the Sea of Azov and all connecting waterways shall not be hindered. Ninth, negotiations
towards a final treaty shall proceed without delay.” Tichko handed over the sheet of paper he
had been reading from. Lapardin scanned down it.

“Absurd! Specially point seven; that allows Ukraine to continue attacking Russian
forces but forbids Russians from defending themselves.”

“Not true, Viktor; only Russian forces that remain on Ukrainian soil may be
attacked under that point. Their best form of self-defence is to pull back to Russian soil. You
have two days, and that should be easy if you don’t encumber them with equipment.”

“And that so-called ‘rental’ is absurd! More than a hundred billion US dollars per
annum?”’



“If you don’t want to pay it, then simply get out of Crimea. Think how much you
would save! Or you could complete the final Treaty, so sovereignty will pass to Russia and
no rent is payable.”

Lapardin snorted. “Yeah; and you would drag out those negotiations while raking in
the money!”

“Not at all, Viktor; our main negotiating aim will be getting reparations for the
damage inflicted on our cities and infrastructure. The faster Russia agrees to funding our re-
building, the sooner you get Crimea as your own.”

Lapardin’s jaw dropped. It had never occurred to him that Russia might have to pay
for the war damage.

“And don’t forget civil compensation for our own citizens maimed or killed; but
I’'m sure the Ukrainian government will accept responsibility for those costs, for an
appropriate lump-sum payment up front,” Evgeny added.

“This is impossible. Russia couldn’t afford to pay that, even if it agreed to.”

“You should have thought of that before you started the war. If you don’t have the
cash up front or the cash flow to propose payment over time, you can propose some form of
payment in kind,” Tichko suggested. “Anyway, that’s the offer. You have two days to come
back with a counter-offer. In the meantime, start moving your troops out of everything but
Crimea. That’s an absolute non-negotiable, and no time extensions will be granted.”

Lapardin’s diplomatic poise finally snapped. He leapt to his feet. “Of all the
arrogant, superior, patronising dictats! Who do the Ukrainian government think they are?”

“They think they are people representing a nation that has been brutalised by the
arrogant, superior, patronising bully next door. And that they are now well-placed to teach
that bully what happens when they pick on an apparent weakling who can kick the bully’s
teeth in! But they’re also merciful; so long as the bully pays for the damage he caused, he’ll
get off with just a warning this time, not a beating.

“Now go, Viktor! If I don’t get your answer by noon tomorrow, I'll tell my
government that our offer has been dismissed; not even a counter-offer. Good-bye.” Tichko
turned on his heel and left the room.

Malenkov and Karpov were not impressed by the copy of demands forwarded to
them by Lapardin as they discussed their options two hours later. They saw only one way to
convince these pesky Ukrainians to come to their senses.



Chapter Thirteen

“Colonel, silo U-15-8 is opening.” The airman called to the officer on watch.

Colonel Landers hurried across to check the airman’s screen himself. “Good work, air-
man.” He said with a curt nod. Then he pressed the button to activate his microphone to
Control.

“Control, alert General Palmer that U-15-8 is opening.”

Military have a reputation for bureaucracy and inertia, but the truth is otherwise. When
mere minutes, even seconds, can be the difference between survival and nuclear annihila-
tion, there is a strong incentive towards making the response as rapid as possible. The vari-
ous possible responses are reviewed in real time, and adjusted almost instantaneously. All
points on the checklist were answered with computer rapidity on the basis of the constantly
updated decision menu, and it came down to General Herbert Palmer. He wasted no time, ei-
ther. Within 30 seconds of Control sending him the computer-generated message containing
the relevant data, he was calling President Biden.

Biden took little time deciding. He was constantly aware that such a message could
come to him at any time without warning. He had already decided what his response would
be in every scenario mapped out for him. His pre-ordained decision was already charted in
full detail, awaiting no more than a ‘go/nogo’ response. Any scenario not covered by the
menu of foreseen situations was also covered; in this case he had ensured that General
Palmer knew exactly his frame of mind, and would be better equipped to handle the details.

“Mr. President, we have scenario number ten occurring in U-15-8, a silo in the south-
ern Urals. That is, a single silo preparing for launch without warning us first. No significant
complicating details. The standing orders specify full alert for all defences, tracking the
known missile, and destroying it if its trajectory terminates within 200 miles of Alaska or
Canada. Do I have your approval to take action?”

Biden took only enough time for one breath.

“Yes, General; take action.”

“I understand that you are giving me positive approval for action, sir.”

“That is correct, General. Thank you.”

While this was happening, Control had also been feeding the co-ordinates of the silo
through to the targeting computers, which were linked to the counter-measure weapons.
Palmer pressed to button on his mike again. Palmer knew what would happen next, even
without consulting the menu on his computer.

“Control, we have a ‘GO’ for Standard Response 10. ‘GO’ for Standard Response 10.”

“Yes, sir; ‘Go for Standard Response 10°. Data stream is good. Targetting system is ac-
tive. Backup is active.”

“Engage and enable.”

“I hear ‘engage and enable’, sir.’

“Correct. Engage and enable.”

“Engaged and enabled, sir.” Then there was a short pause. “Russian missile has
emerged from its silo, sir. Interdiction launch power is building, currently at 63 per cent.
Tracking and targetting of missile transferred to interdiction. Thirty seconds to abort inter-
diction.” Then another short pause. “Tracking and targeting still locked on missile; backup
targeting still engaged. Launch power at 88 percent. Ten seconds to abort interdiction.” An-
other pause. “Interdiction commenced.” Then a short pause. “Target destroyed.”



Palmer was a general in the United States Air Force with the highest security clearance
short of the President’s, but he still had no idea how the Interdictor could destroy a missile
on the other side of the planet in less than a couple of seconds from launch. But he was not
the type to ponder these things for too long. A thoroughly disciplined man and an excellent
officer, he left his imagination to work on tactical and strategic questions, to solve supply
problems, whatever was needed to complete that task he might be set, and to do it with as
little loss of his own personnel and assets as possible. If there was something that the Presi-
dent didn’t want him to know, then he didn’t want to know it. Some journalist had once
asked him if it was true that America has space-mounted lasers that could destroy anything
heading for America. That was years ago, when people were still talking about ‘Star Wars’.
He had answered “I could tell you, but it’s covered by Code 18-798. So if I told you, I’d
have to kill you.” Nobody has asked him since. What journalist wants to make a fool of
himself?

Lapardin looked at his watch for the third time in as many minutes since he arrived, as
he made small talk with Evgeny and sipped his Wodka. The Ukrainian had been pushy at
first, but Victor had told him that he didn’t want to talk shop until 10:00 precisely.

Tichko had to accept that, but he made a point of calling Kviv with Viktor in front of
him. He was put through to the Minister’s secretary.

“Vasha, I have the Russian Ambassador in my office at the moment. He’s playing coy
until 10:00, London time. That’s only a couple of minutes away now. You might want to lift
the Alert level in case Malenkov is planning any surprises.” There was an acknowledgement,
then the phone went back into his pocket.

There was more small talk until Viktor’s watch chimed.

“Ah, that’s 10:00 precisely. Time for me to give you your answer, and before midday
as requested. Your answer should be arriving over Kyiv even as we speak. So give it a cou-
ple of minutes before you call your Minister again, and you’ll find out what it is.”

“Ah! So you’ve used the cease-fire of the last few days to gather as many drones and
missiles as you could find, eh? A lot more innocent Ukrainians dead.” His look hardened.
“Yes, Putin called them ‘eternally a part of Russia’ even as his soldiers were raping and
slaughtering them, so he treated them the same as he treats Russians. And Malenkov has the
same heart, different face.” He put his Wodka on the desk.

“Viktor, your government deserves to be much more uncomfortable than any chamber
of Hell could provide. Getting them there as soon as possible is the best we can hope for.”

Lapardin paused before responding. “Privately, I agree with you. But my job is to pass
messages, not to make decisions. Perhaps you could make your phone call now.”

Tichko took out his phone and called again. There was an answer. “Hi Vasha. What
has happened over there?”

There was a faint reply.

“Thanks, Vasha; just making sure.” The phone went into the pocket again. Evgeny
looked up. Lapardin was gaping, stunned.

“So what’s the answer, Viktor? Dead silence? Kyiv will interpret that as a refusal to
negotiate. You can guess how they’ll respond.”

“I... I was told there would be no answer after 10:00 a.m.”

“Why not? Did you expect to knock out all our communications?”

“I wasn’t told how; I was just told that Malenkov was going to make it impossible for
Ukraine to carry on; except perhaps as a handful of suicide squads.”

“Vasha sounded pretty calm to me.”



Evgeny’s phone sounded the first line of ‘Shche ne vmerla Ukrany’.

“Always the patriot, Evgeny?” Viktor smiled.

“Sometimes it’s good to meditate on the truth,” Evgeny answered as he checked the
caller’s details.

He listened for several seconds, nodding occasionally. “Thank you, Vasha.”

“Vasha thought I might be interested, after my last call asking what was happening
back home. He tells me that Russia launched a nuclear missile. Not sure what it was aimed
at, probably Kharkiv or Kyiv from its launch direction. But we didn’t want to find out the
hard way, so we destroyed it.”

“Shit!” Viktor seemed totally, genuinely shocked. “Oh, shit!” he said again, softly and
sombrely.

“I can’t believe it. Shit! I'm just thankful your boys destroyed it, instead of dropping it
on Rostov.” He shook his head again. “Rational people just don’t do things like that!”

Then Lapardin took a deep breath. “I’ve been uncomfortable with this from the start,
Evgeny; but what could I do? I decided it would be best to follow orders, but on the side of
the path that might do the least harm. You know what I mean; I would colour reports
slightly, that sort of thing. But this is just....” he stood and threw his hands up.

“Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it. Just keep me credible, or I’'ll be useless to
you. I’ll give you any codes I have, but the military use different codes. And any other stuff |
can, so long as you manage it properly. And at the end I’ll want asylum.” He shook his head
again. “Shit! If they’re prepared to launch nukes, then there’s no hope.”

“Chuck Simkin here, President Zelensky. We noticed that a Russian missile has been
launched towards Ukraine, but was destroyed in flight. We presume that you were responsi-
ble for this.” Biden had told Simkin immediately, before the missile debris had stopped spin-
ning towards the upper atmosphere. He was told to talk to Zelensky immediately. Always
aware of the risk of phone calls being tapped, he made sure any eavesdroppers would think
that America was an observer in this action, not a participant. “My President would like me
to discuss this with you, immediately. I’ll be waiting on your doorstep until you open the
door.”

Zelensky wasted no time either. He put out word to all Ministers and their secretaries
that Ukraine had destroyed an incoming Russian ICBM. More details to follow. His next call
was to Valentina to set up for another television news grab.

“My brothers and sisters, I have news for you. Today Malenkov launched a nuclear-
tipped missile against the Ukraine.” He paused a moment. “Think about that! And may our
Russian brothers and sisters also think about that. He tells us that he considers Ukraine part
of Russia, and us Ukrainians really Russians. So if he is prepared to use nuclear weapons
against those whom he sees as his own countrymen, against what he tells us are his own
cities, then what should someone in Rostov or Volgograd or Smolensk think?

“But not to worry. We destroyed this missile in flight. We could have re-directed it to
land on Volgograd; but we’re not interested in killing innocent Russians, our brothers and
sisters and dearest neighbours. Instead, we waited for the missile to get above the Earth’s at-
mosphere, high enough so that it would do as little damage as possible. And then we deto-
nated it.” He shifted on his seat slightly. “There should be virtually no fallout, and not much
more radiation risk than most people get in a typical summer day.

“But the intention of Malenkov to mass murder hundreds of thousands of civilians, not
for any military purpose but merely for intimidation, as one step in his plans for conquest...



No, we cannot blink at that. Malenkov must go. And he must go at the hands of patriotic
Russians. Russians can no longer rely on someone else to put out their rubbish. Meanwhile,
Russian withdrawal from Ukrainian territory must continue as set out in our timetable. In ad-
dition to that, we will be providing little reminders to the Kremlin that the larger negotia-

tions for a permanent peace must come soon, and with a government not headed by
Malenkov.”



Chapter Fourteen

“My staff told me it was impossible, Grigori. The computer in that rocket was com-
pletely wiped and the programming re-installed from scratch. There could not possibly have
been a bug left in the programming.”

“Then we have been fooled again, Pavel,” Malenkov said with laboured patience.
“Why did you assume there was a bug in the programming? Because Zelensky told you? Do
you think he would be that stupid? He gave us a story to mislead us, and we swallowed it.
How do we know the bug isn’t in the root programme, the archived one that you re-loaded?
Perhaps it isn’t even in the programming, but is installed by piggy-backing some communi-
cations protocol? It might be that the instruction to launch carries a virus that installs their
hack for them! It doesn’t even exist on board until the rocket is launched. The perfect way of
making it indetectable until too late.” Malenkov stood abruptly and paced the room.

“We have an arsenal that makes theirs look like a toy shop; but we don’t know which
guns are booby-trapped. Perhaps all of them! We’re fucking paralysed!” he ended in a
scream of rage.

Karpov gave him time to take a few deep breaths and collect himself.

“Meanwhile, Grigori; I’'m having everyone go through absolutely every possible way
of getting a false instruction into those rockets, even checking the hardware itself for a mini-
analogue-computer arrangement that might trigger reception of an incoming radio signal that
could carry a virus to insert into the main digital computer. Not many people can recognise
an old-fashioned analogue setup these days, so that might be part of their concealment. But
my people need more time. What can you do to buy some for me?”

Malenkov stopped pacing. “We don’t have much choice. We’ll tell them that we’ll
continue the withdrawal as specified. Because of sanctions by the West we don’t have the
cash to pay their so-called rent on Crimea, so that will have to wait. So tell those damned
Ukrainians that soon as the West allows us to earn some hard currency, we’ll pay it. We’ll do
everything we can, but we can’t do the impossible.”

“Grigori, we have billions stashed away in secret accounts.”

“Yes; secret accounts. And if things go egg-shaped, we’ll need every cent to buy de-
cent protection for ourselves afterwards.”

“Not all of them are certain to be as secret as you think. The West only needs to know
a fraction of what we and our friends have tucked away, and they’ll ask for at least that
much. I don’t intend to spend that on paying rent for the navy.” He threw his hands up in ex -
asperation. “Tell them we’ll put out of Crimea as well.”

“If we do that the Navy will turn against us in a flash. And probably the army as well,
given the mess in the Donbas.”

There was a knock at the door, then a sentry hurried in with an envelope. It was one of
the pink sealed envelopes, meaning it had highest security clearance. The sentry passed it to
Malenkov, saluted, turned and left.

Malenkov opened the envelope and scanned the message. He clenched his jaws. “It’s
from Lapardin. He says the Ukrainians’ first reminder will happen at 2:00 p.m. Moscow
time. More will follow, without any warning as to time or location, except that they will hit
only military targets. So we should evacuate all military installations immediately.”

“We can’t do that in three hours!”



“I don’t think they care, Pavel. Not after we tried to nuke Kiev without warning. So

get as many out as you can, from as many places as you can. Starting now. I’ll see you here
at 3:00.”

Malenkov was holding another envelope when Karpov returned at 3:00.

“I was expecting them to hit another ICBM silo, so I ordered all power to be turned
off, even the mess fridges, and complete power-down of all missile systems. Even if a mes-
sage got through, there was nothing live to act as a receiver. I didn’t expect this.” Karpov
passed over a short message from Severomorsk. “RPKSN Yuriy Dolgorukiy destroyed in
port by an on-board explosion. Cause presently unknown. Investigations under way. Consid-
erable damage to adjacent port facilities. No significant radiation escape detected.”

Malenkov dropped the note on the desktop. “How did they get a saboteur into Severo-
morsk?”

“I don’t know, Grigori, Security there is tighter than a fish’s anus. No new staff has ar-
rived for over a month, all existing staff have been vetted since we put in place the new pol -
icy. Perhaps it was infiltration rather than a sleeper agent.”

“Yeah, sure! Look for any beluga whales that can speak English!”

“But that’s not the big question, Grigori. I want to know why they did this after we
agreed to everything the demanded.”

“Not everything, Pavel. We didn’t agree to pay rent on Crimea.”

“Oh, bugger Crimea!”

“That’s not how they see it, Pavel. They see it as ‘Bugger Russia!’. They’re doing it
because they can. And we can’t stop them. Just like Vladimir didn’t give a stuff about bomb-
ing them back to the stone age, slaughtering every male and raping every female in sight,
because he could! They now have that same arrogance towards us. It’s scary being at the tar-
get end of it. I think that’s why they’re doing it; and doing it again and again, to make sure
the lesson sinks in. The only difference is that they’re doing it according to the Rules of War.
Vlad didn’t worry too much about those details, which is why they got international support,
but we’re stuffed.”

“Okay, then. I’1l tell Lapardin to agree to everything they demand. If they still want the
rent on Crimea, we’ll say we can’t pay it. We’ll pull out instead, left them have it as it is, no
booby-traps, no mines, all facilities still in place. I’ll get the navy to sail every vessel to Ros-
tov and get every land vehicle over the Kerch Bridge.”

“Yes, do that. Just buy us time, and we can sort the bastards out once we know how
they’re hitting us.” Malenkov shrugged. “The world will see that we’re pulling back on ev-
ery front. The only question is money. Do they want to go to war over a claim for unpaid
rent?”

“Chuck, why are you taking out Russian subs from the Northern Fleet? They pose no
danger to us at all.”

Simkin smiled thinly. “No danger to you, perhaps. But it’s not about you, Volodymir.
America acts in its own interests, and it’s in our interests to weaken the Northern Fleet. If we
can do it in a way that doesn’t make Russia suspect us, then all the better.”

That answer didn’t surprise Zelensky. He had been dealing with Americans long
enough to know that altruism never entered into consideration except as a punch line.

“Then we’ll tell Russia to expect more of the same until they make peace. The harder
you hit them, the sooner they’ll make peace, and the better the peace will be for us. I can live



with that.” The unspoken sentence was that the sooner peace came, the less time America
will have to harm Russia.

Simkins spread his hands. “Then we’ll hit more strategic targets, and fewer tactical tar-
gets that matter to Ukraine. Don’t make peace too quickly, Volodymir. The more we weaken
Russia, any which way, helps Ukraine as much as it helps us.” Simkins smiled again, this
time more warmly. “Yes, you might feel like a puppet. But you’re a puppet who will be kept
in good repair, and not thrown out. We want you friendly to us, and you want us to be
friendly to you. So we do the heavy lifting, and you take the credit. Understood?” The smile
suddenly became less friendly and more menacing.

“OK, but don’t lose your sense of balance, Chuck. If you start hitting targets irrelevant
to Ukraine, then we can’t be cast as the perpetrators. You need to make each target some-
thing that we would credibly target.”

“Good point.” Simkin smiled again as he turned for the door.

“Not good enough, Viktor,” Tichko waved a finger like a schoolmaster. “That’s not
just ‘back rent’. It’s cash we need to replace the rooves that have been blown away from in-
nocent civilians by Russian bombs, and walls that would have kept the wind out. Make no
mistake; Russia can pay to repair the damage, or it can suffer that same damage itself, month
upon month, until our homes are rebuilt. So far we have hit only military targets. But once
we’ve stripped away your defences, there’ll be nothing to stop us from following your ex-
ample and hitting power grids, rail bridges, water supply infrastructure, sewerage pumping
stations, whatever. Meanwhile, what do you think the Chinese will be doing? They might
well be thinking “Why buy Russian gas, when we can take Siberia and make it Chinese
gas?” They might even offer us a fee for taking out some targets that they nominate. Oh, and
the small matter of Japanese re-taking the Kuriles will become irrelevant, because you won’t
have a Far East anyway.”

“Evgeny, ’ve already told you that I’'m on your side. I’m just relaying the message.”

“I know that Viktor; but now you have a message that you need to relay back. Tell
them that a withdrawal from Crimea will be acceptable, provided Russia makes some
monthly payment to repair the damage they’ve caused. At least that way the bill will be paid
off quicker. Until that happens, we continue with our daily reminders, and perhaps even in-
crease them if we think you’re not trying hard enough.”

“That comes across as very arrogant, Evgeny.”

“As arrogant as declaring entire Ukrainian oblasts to be annexed to Russia? I won’t let
any Russian lecture me about arrogance. Now, go tell the Kremlin that Nemesis is alive and
hungry.”

“Evgeny, it’s no use putting a stone through the wringer. You’ll get no blood, but you
will damage the wringer. Russia just doesn’t have the money!”

“Then tell them to propose payment in kind! For example, we’ll need bricks and ce-
ment in bulk. We need electrical equipment to replace what you’ve destroyed. We need con-
struction equipment. We need fuel.”

“We could conscript work gangs and send them to provide free labour...”

“No way! Why should we accept your saboteurs? So you can tell the world that Rus-
sian hands built Ukraine? Tell your bosses to make a list of materials to be provided in lieu
of cash, assigning value and a timetable for delivery, and we’ll consider it. If it’s not good
enough, we might even adjust it for you. By this time tomorrow, Viktor!”



“My brothers and sisters, good evening!” Zelensky started his daily report. “There’s
been some progress in our talks with the Russians. They’re continuing to withdraw from
Ukrainian territory. The question of payment to help us repair the damage they have caused
has been agreed in principle, but they’re claiming that they can’t afford anything at the mo-
ment. We have told them that we will accept payment in kind instead of hard cash, if that
makes things any easier. Negotiations are continuing.

“But even so, Russia has caused more damage that they could pay for, even if every
rouble of their GDP was directed towards that end for the next ten years. Remember that
Putin and his kleptocracy have already stripped Russia of its wealth; Russia has no reserves
left, only the cash flow it can generate. Our Russian brothers and sisters are victims, too.

“So there will still be hardships ahead for many years to come. We will need to work
hard, be patient, and look towards our friends to support us as Russia also recovers. And the
sooner Russians of courage and good will can replace their current dictatorship, the faster
Russia will recover, too.



Chapter Fifteen

Tichko looked down the list offered to him. He huffed a sigh and shook his head.
“No, Viktor. Nothing like good enough. But we expected this, and I have a list of my own.”

He passed across a sheet from his own folder. This was not a list, but a few
paragraphs of text. Lapardin scanned down it. “They won’t like it.”

“Will they accept it?”

“Probably not.”

“Let me know when they change their minds. Goodbye.” Tichko wasn’t going to
waste any more time.

Lapardin watched Tichko leave the room. He looked back at the sheet again. This
time he might by-pass Andrei Petrov, the Foreign Minister, and go straight to Karpov. That
would be the only way this could get done.

Pavel Karpov had understood what needed to be done. The first step was to quietly
collect Andrei Petrov and slip him into Lubyanka. Those old buildings could still come in
handy. His next step was a quick visit to General Parlin.

The other cabinet members walked in and took their seats. Malenkov looked over to
him and raised an eyebrow.

“Pavel; where is Andrei?”

“He called me half an hour ago. He fell and broke his arm, quite badly. Right now
he’s probably under anaesthetic, getting it put back into place. But he did give me a message
from Lapardin in London. Very important.”

“Yes?”

“Ukraine rejected our offer. Instead, they want to place a supervisor on the board of
every bank in Russia, with power to divert whatever funds they see fit to Ukrainian accounts
in Europe. They also want to do the same to every business in Russia with an annual
turnover of more than a billion roubles, with the same power of diversion. In effect, they
want to be able to suck as much money as they want out of any business they want,
whenever they want. They say it will be the only way to ensure payment of their demands.”

Malenkov snorted in derision. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

“They offered an alternative, in case we didn’t like that option,” Karpov continued.
“Men, now!” Six of the guards in the room levelled their rifles at Malenkov. The other four
swept the rest of in the room with their eyes, guns at the ready. Karpov continued.

“The other option was to overthrow the Malenkov regime and surrender him to
Ukrainian courts. That will enable a relaxation of the Western sanctions. International
income would be applied towards reparations. That means we would still keep our freedom
and our fortunes.” He shrugged. “That’s the option I preferred. Do any of you have a better
idea?”

The men still at the table looked to each other. They looked at the men standing
around them, guns at the ready. “A wise choice, Pavel Pavlovich,” Kasparov replied after a
pause. The others muttered their agreement as they looked at each other again.

“Thank you, Maxim Ivanovich. But you will all realise that this is a delicate
situation at the moment. I will have to ask you all to stay here overnight. Just to make sure
nobody asks you any awkward questions. If you will go with these men, please?”

The soldiers gestured towards the door with their rifles.



Karpov’s voice was warm and cheerful, even over the scrambler telephone. “Viktor,
first of all, I need to thank you for your wisdom in talking directly to me yesterday. That
enabled me to ensure that there will be no further roadblocks to peace. From now on, you
will continue to deal directly with me.”

“Thank you, Pavel Pavlovich.” Viktor was relieved that his instincts had been right.
He knew that relaying Evgeny’s demands to Petrov would only dig the hole deeper. He
would have reported that to Malenkov himself. The hint to Karpov that a change in
leadership might open new options had been received and acted upon. “What are your
instructions for my next meeting?”

“We will make a counter-offer. Grigori Alexievich will be handed over to Ukrainian
jurisdiction. As well as this, Russia is prepared to move towards making reparation
payments as quickly as possible. Even as we speak, the members of the Malenkov Cabinet
are in detailed discussion with my staff. They are listing all their foreign bank accounts and
foreign assets, and willing to hand these over to a mutually-agreeable agency. They are also
willing to accept an independent member onto the boards of all their private corporations,
with the authority to demand an accounting of all expenditures and income. All profits will
be diverted to further reparation payments.

“All except me, of course. I will require a complete and formal declaration that no
action will be taken against me or my assets, in recognition of my heroic efforts to bring
peace. Is that clear enough for you to take forward?” There was a hard edge to that final
question.

“That would certainly make a significant impact, Pavel Pavlovich. It is difficult to
see what objection could be raised. What will Russia require in return?”

“First, my total immunity. Second, personal immunity for all other Russians,
regardless of status or rank, for any actions during the war. Only assets may be seized to
make reparation payments, not persons for criminal trials. Third, complete disclosure of the
methods used to launch these attacks, including all remaining latent devices, codes,
operatives, etc. Fourth, we want Crimea ceded to Russia. The price can be included in
negotiations of reparation payments.”

“I’11 take that proposal forward as a basis for detailed discussions, and we will see
how Kyiv responds. Might I suggest that if it is refused, you might like to make those terms
public? That should put international pressure on Zelensky. Everyone wants Russian oil and
gas back on the open market.”

“That’s one possible course, Viktor. But not just yet. I await their response.”

“My brothers and sisters! Today Grigori Malenkov was replaced as Russian
President. We have already had the first tentative signals that Russia is prepared to conclude
a peace agreement. What is not clear yet is whether or not these are genuine peace initiatives
or just an attempt to buy time.

“So we will resume our counter-offensives on the ground if the Russian withdrawal
slows, and our reminder bombing of selected military targets is still an option if the new
Russian government drags its feet. But these hurry-up attacks will be on military targets
only. Russia should continue its evacuation of such facilities.” Zelensky paused, and hoped
to himself that those bloody-minded Americans would take that hint. Are they smart enough
to take a certain strategic win, or will they risk it all for that little bit more?

“We will accept the Russian proposals as being in good faith unless we see
evidence otherwise. Now comes the detailed work of putting it together into a formal



instrument. That might take a week or more, but so long as we see good faith in return, we
will work co-operatively. I’ll keep you informed as the work progresses.”



Chapter Sixteen

“That was a good initiative, Viktor, to read Karpov so well. My people are
interested. Now, to get down into the details.

“First, Ukraine is prepared to grant total immunity to Karpov, but only as part of a
final agreement.

“Second, Russians who have exercised command authority in the commission of
war crimes will be subject to due process. That means any who have initiated or facilitated
attacks aimed primarily at civilians or civilian infrastructure with a view to causing harm to
civilians. Soldiers below NCO level will not be prosecuted by Ukraine except when they
have exceeded the bare minimum demanded by their orders. This exemption applies only if
they co-operate fully in defining command responsibility for their actions and in co-
operating by serving as witnesses in trials of war criminals. However, they may be publicly
listed and declared ‘undesirable aliens’, which could confine them to Russia or Russian-
friendly countries if they wish to avoid prosecution or civil claims for their crimes.

“Third, there is absolutely no way Ukraine will disclose how we are carrying out
our attacks on Russian targets. That’s the only strategic defence we have. We had nuclear
weapons back in the 1990’s, and gave them up on the basis of assurances from Moscow.
Look what happened! We won’t fall for that trick again!

“Fourth, Crimea will be a separate issue. If Russia wants it, then make an offer in a
separate negotiation. Until then, it will be Ukrainian territory, no debate permitted in these
negotiations.” At this point Evgeny paused.

“Ukraine is not confident that any agreement will hold, so long as Russia retains its
current political structure. The history of Russia since the Mongol invasion has been one of a
recurring absolutism, in which the Rule of Law is little more than the punch line in a joke.

“So, without wanting to impose a puppet government, we want to see changes that
give us confidence that Russia has changed. So for the moment we will continue to work
with the new Karpov administration; but we want to see a new government, a new
Constitution, free elections and adherence to Rule of Law. How that is done should be left to
Russians themselves, because we know an imposed solution won’t work. But until Russia
itself chooses a genuine democracy, Ukraine will not feel comfortable.”

“Fine words, Evgeny; but how do you change a nation’s culture?”

“By starting. A good start would be to appoint Navalny as Prime Minister, with full
executive powers.”

“There’s no way Karpov is going to allow that! He can’t be seen allowing Ukraine
to dictate who should be in his government!”

“But it won’t be seen that way, Viktor. Because while Ukraine is considering it’s
response to your secret counter-offer, our beloved Pavel Pavlovich will be show himself the
greatest statesman of our generation. He will appoint Navalny on his own initiative, give
him a free hand on forming a new government, and pledge to introduce a new democratic
constitution.

“When he does that, not only Ukraine but the whole Western world will hail him
and urge Ukraine to nurture this new Russia.” Tichko spread his hands. “Much as we
Ukrainians want Russia to pay in blood for what it has done, we want a genuine, permanent
peace even more.”



Lapardin pondered this for a moment. “The problem is that once he releases
control, there’s nothing to stop the new Russia from locking him away for life. He needs to
keep control, or he knows he’s as good as dead.”

Tichko smiled broadly. “I’'m sure we can find a nice, safe place for him to retire to.
It mightn’t go down well if Ukraine offers him his own estate and state-supplied security on
the Black Sea, but perhaps we might convince France to give him immunity and a pleasant
few square kilometres in the Pacific? The man who brought peace surely deserves that
much!”

“He won’t go for that unless he keeps his wealth, too.”

“That’s up to the new Russia. But if he prefers a couple of billion dollars as a lump
sum, or an annuity big enough to make a millionaire’s eyes water, that’s an option too.”

Lapardin nodded to himself. “In effect, you’re demanding total surrender dressed
up as a liberal revolution, and heaping riches upon him for playing the traitor.”

“He’s already a traitor, Viktor. As soon as he started using political connections to
steal State enterprises, selling out everyday Russians to make himself rich, he became a
traitor. Then to send tens of thousands of young men to their deaths to protect that wealth, he
became a murderer as well. I don’t think he’ll let any high ethical standards get in his way.”

“Oh, he won’t,” Lapardin agreed quickly. “But we have to be careful not to present
it like that. So it’s important that he be seen taking the initiative here. Let him announce
these changes before you make any more demands. Tell the world that you’re giving the new
Russian government time to think.”

Now it was Tichko’s turn to nod. “Yes, but not too much time. He has to act within
one day, two at the most, or it won’t seem spontaneous. Get him moving!”

Karpov was disappointed with the response that came back from London, but not
completely surprised. He knew his demand to retain Crimea would be refused as part of the
peace, to give Kyiv the symbolic victory of regaining all the lands lost since 2001. The tacit
agreement to re-consider as a second round was the most he had expected, and that had been
given. He also expected that his demand for all war crimes trials to be dropped would be
swiped off the table; but asking for it as part of the ambit claim had preserved his own claim
for immunity. That was the only part that really interested him. The demand for information
about Ukrainian sabotage and sleeper agents was also no more in his mind than a chip to be
surrendered, so as to invite compensation in some other way.

What had caught him on the wrong foot was the demand for not just regime change,
but total constitutional change. But the more he thought about it, the more sense it made.
Not just for Ukraine, but also for him. Putin had seemed secure. Then Malenkov has seemed
secure. But they had fallen so easily! Why should he expect his own rule to be any less
fragile? Specially when he looked like being the man who lost the war. A safe place to live
out his days, with as much money as he could demand, sounded like a good retirement plan.
What happened to Crimea, what happened to war reparations, what happened to anything in
Russia would no longer concern him. As the Ukrainians had said in the first days of the war,
Russia can ‘Go fuck yourself!”

So the option in front of him now was to play the part of the hero who dared to take
on the entire Russian apparatus to bring about peace, and won. Even though the Westerners
in high authority would know it was bullshit, they would accept that as a cheap way to end
the war. Yes; he would be allowed to retire into luxury, so long as he kept out of sight
thereafter. He could accept something like that! He reached for his phone and punched up
his secretary’s quick-dial.



“Anatoly, I want Navalny brough to my office immediately. Treat him well. Very
well. But waste no time.”

This would be the first time Russian Leadership had spoken on television since
Vladimir’s unfortunate and unexpected heart attack. Malenkov had come and gone without
bothering to even speak to the People.

“Fellow Russians! It is time we had a little talk.” He heaved a deep sigh.

I joined the Putin government because Vladimir Vladimirovich gave our nation
stability and confidence. He saw it as his duty to re-build after the disastrous rule of Yeltsin,
and I saw it as my duty to support him in that task. He started well!

“But over time, Vladimir started to lose his way. He became more concerned about
his own power, his own place in history. He lost sight of what mattered. In 2014 he provided
support for the Russian people in the Donbas, and in Crimea to re-join Russia. They were
not being mistreated at the time, but Vladimir felt that all Russians should be re-united with
Russia. This move did not go well. It broke solemn agreements with other nations and
brought Russia into disrepute. Where we had been on good terms with the outside world,
this poisoned our relationships. It hurt Russia, and for no gain to anyone. I urged him several
times to walk back from this foolishness; but he would not.

“Then in 2022 he decided that the Ukrainian Question had to be resolved. But
instead of resolving it by admitting his error and restoring the situation to what we had
agreed in formal treaties; instead of restoring the reputation of Russia and restoring our good
name in the world, he decided on a ‘Final Solution’. Yes, the man who claimed to be
fighting against Nazis was himself going the way of Hitler. He demanded that everything on
the news must copy his own narrative, like a Nazi propaganda machine. Like Hitler, he
started a war and then blamed his victims.

“Some in the government agreed with him. Whether this was out of cowardice,
greed or lust for power, who knows? But a few of us were worried and tried to talk him
around to a withdrawal once it became obvious that the Ukrainians had stopped him.

“I will never forget that moment. He stared at me with those soulless eyes and said
“I can forgive you this once. Now, do your job or I’ll have your balls.” He made sure that
everyone knew that the slightest sign of doubt after that moment would be regarded as
treason. That was when I realised that we had another Stalin.

“I was thankful when Vladimir died. Perhaps now, we might be able to change
course. Grigori Malenkov took over, but he proved to be no better. That was when I realised
that Russia needed more than a change of leader. It needed a change of how leaders lead.
Otherwise we would just have one more Tsar after another; different faces, but no change in
thinking.

“With the help of patriots in the Armed Services, | dared to try to achieve that. I
was surprised beyond belief that as soon as someone had the courage to move, the whole
structure collapsed. Just like the seemingly impregnable grip of the Communist Party and its
apparatchiks collapsed when Boris Yeltsin stood up in his own day. There is great truth in
the saying ‘bullies are the biggest cowards of all’.

“Russia needs a new way of doing government. It needs a constitution that
guarantees political freedom. More than that, it needs an administration that obeys the
constitution. To be honest, I don’t see many people in positions of authority today whom I
trust to do that. Which is why I am taking certain actions tonight.



“First, I have asked Alexei Navalny to take the position that his outstanding merit
and courage entitles him to. He is to be Prime Minister of the Russian Federation. I have
pledged to him, as I pledge to you, my fellow Russians, that he has a completely free hand to
remove any person from any official position, and to replace that person as he sees fit. My
supporters in the Russian Armed Forces have sworn to support him as well.

“I have asked him to appoint a commission to re-draft the Constitution of the
Russian Federation, with a view to enshrining political freedoms as firmly as in any other
European country. Russia is re-joining Europe!

“And to allow this to happen without the present war interfering — yes, it is and
always has been a war! — I have informed Ukraine that Russia will withdraw to our 2001
borders, and asked that they do not attack our forces as we do this. We will then re-establish
the peace that should have always existed between our two separate but fraternal nations, on
the basis of the 2001 borders and the pre-existing agreement that Russia would pay rent for
our naval base in Sevastopol.

“My fellow-Russians, we have a busy year ahead of us!”



Chapter Seventeen

When Zelensky arrived back at his office he found Adam Karpinsky waiting for
him.

“Any news, Adam?”

“Yes, but I’'m not sure I believe it.”

“Tell me all about it.”

“Have you ever heard of wormholes?”

“Yes. Worms make them.”

Adam smiled. “The term ‘wormhole’ is slang for an Einstein-Rosen Bridge.
According to General Relativity, it’s possible for remote locations to be joined together by a
kink in space-time. The experts are still arguing if these are just a theoretical figment or if
they are a practical possibility, but everyone agrees that creating one would require huge
amounts of energy.

“By co-incidence, the two leading experts on wormhole theory are both Americans,
and have been on sabbatical from their teaching positions for more than a year now, and
haven’t been seen doing any touring or networking with other experts. They seem to have
simply disappeared from the face of the planet. Even before that, they had abandoned a
major research project even though they had gained funding for it. But they still seemed to
be working long hours. They told their colleagues that they were still doing the planning for
it, as thought the project had only been postponed, not abandoned. And you might remember
that new research facility in South Dakota? The one that had its own hugely over-sized
electricity generating plant? Our man recently placed there has sent us hundreds of
photographs of staff relaxing in a nearby town. One of them has been identified in a
photograph.

“It’s our guess that somehow these guys can generate a wormhole to a designated
point, slip a bomb through before it collapses, and ‘BAM!” at the other end.”

The two men were silent. Then Zelensky stirred.

“A perfect assassination weapon! How fast can it be re-targetted and re-used?”

“Hey, we’re only guessing here, Volodymyr! But my experts say it would need
huge amounts of energy in one big pulse to create a wormhole, and a power station can only
generate power so fast. That’s probably why that factory had huge energy-storage batteries
on site. And once used, there would be a limit to how fast those batteries could be re-
charged. There might also be the need to cool magnetic coils between uses and a heap of
other constraints. Perhaps that process might take hours. Is that why the Americans were
working on one target per day?”

“The next question; can they poke a nuke through a wormhole, or only a
conventional bomb?”

Adam shrugged. “Who knows? We’re way past our knowledge here, well into
guessing country. But my guess is that the time they caused the Russian nuke to explode, it
was really an American nuke that exploded and the Russian bomb was just destroyed in the
blast.”

Zelensky pondered a moment.

“If there’s a limit to how fast they can re-charge, then it’s unlikely that they’d be
able to overwhelm any defences. This is a weapon for surgical strikes, not a war.”

“Yep. Probably.”



“But the Russians don’t know that. They still think that we’re planting bombs by
hand; and that we already have an unknown number of bombs in place.” He pondered a
moment longer.

“Adam, the biggest hurdle in developing a weapon like this is to imagine it in the
first place. To know that it’s possible. We now know it’s possible. If we want to build one of
our own, we already have that as a head start.”

Karpinsky smiled broadly. “And we have access to all the research these Americans
published before they went underground, and we know where it’s happening so we can work
towards placing an asset in their factory. Our own experts will still have plenty of problems
to solve, but at least they know they are solvable.

“And I know just the place to set up a research centre. There’s an old industrial area
near Lviv that we can re-develop as warehousing, but underneath we can set up a system of
bunkers. That provides all the cover we need for traffic, for power lines, you name it.”

“Excellent, Adam! Just be careful to make sure nobody knows about the bunkers;
no-one! Don’t even let the authorities see the real plans or carry out inspections. And make
sure you staff it with the finest minds. Above all, don’t let the Americans even guess that we
know anything about their weapon. As far as we know, their cover-story seems reasonable.”



