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			‘I hate the idea of causes, and if I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country.’

			 – E. M. Forster,
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			1

			Moscow

			August 2018

			Alex Matthews glanced at his wristwatch, impatient for the tedious speaker to finish so he could make his way out of the crowded room and get on with some difficult business. He was on the third floor of the Hotel Baltschug Kempinski in a large soulless room facing a distant podium where a Russian speaking passable English was coming to the excruciating end of the conference’s last speech. Matthews sat in the back, conscious of the short time before he was to meet an old adversary. The prospect of the six p.m. farewell cocktail hour brought a parched restlessness to the room, and a few attendees escaped to the bar.

			The fierce heat of the day had begun to temper and the late afternoon sun cast long shadows on Red Square, visible to anyone in the room who preferred the view across Moscow River. Matthews had delivered the keynote speech to the Moscow trade organization, offering wisdom on how to invest without breaking securities laws. Later speakers gave advice on VAT strategies and risk management of tax loopholes, but the highlight, and the best attended talk, after his own, had been on business ethics: ‘Gogol’s Dilemma: When a Nose Is Not a Nose.’ 

			Matthews was dressed casually in the crowd of young, impeccably attired British, French, and German attendees, having nothing to prove at his age and no one he needed to impress. He was an ordinary middle-aged man who’d left behind the vanity of youth and was comfortable being a slightly older, slightly grayer, slightly heavier version of his younger self. His hair had thinned and his waist had thickened from rich dinners with investors on his demanding travel schedule between Washington, DC, and Moscow. He preferred that age made him invisible to younger attendees, and he owed his talent for going unnoticed to his previous career in the CIA, which had trained him to slip into a restaurant without catching the waiter’s eye.

			

			Matthews took the handwritten note passed to him by his colleague. Mikhail Sorkin was his Russian lawyer and an old high school friend. He wore a bespoke Savile Row suit with a silk tie and his long silver hair was swept back on his head like an orchestra conductor. They had forged a teenage friendship during the Soviet Union’s last days, drinking vodka, smoking Marlboro Reds, and reading Romantic poetry out loud as their rowboat drifted on the Moscow River. Sorkin led the Moscow practice of the London firm of Hammett & Hammett PC. His tie matched a crisp yellow pocket square, the splash of color accenting his charcoal suit. He had the firm, respectable manner of a lawyer cautioning his client.

			Sorkin had written two words in bold block letters on the back of the day’s program, copying them from a cell phone text: Tax Audit. ‘Trinity Capital is in full compliance,’ Sorkin said, dismissing the concern. ‘We haven’t bribed anyone and no one has asked for a bribe.’

			Sorkin said that it was a routine matter and there was no reason to be concerned, but Matthews had succeeded with his Russian investments because he was always concerned. The two men had a brief whispered conversation on how to address the matter, and then light clapping signaled the end of the speaker’s remarks, and the end of the conference.

			‘Handle it,’ Matthews said. ‘I’ll meet you in the bar in an hour. I have an errand to run.’

			

			He pushed his way through the thick exodus and escaped to a hallway decorated with plush carpets, gold mirrors, and ponderous Baroque furniture. The hall was lined with exhibitors’ tables displaying colorful sales brochures and standard corporate swag. He strode purposefully past the inviting smiles of hard-eyed women whose only job was to attract questions that would be answered by older ambassadors standing just behind ready to pounce.

			Matthews moved quickly down the crowded hall, but in the corner of his eye, approaching like a bullet, he saw the Russian journalist he’d avoided three hours earlier. Then she was in front of him, a tall woman blocking his way with a bright smile. She lifted her plastic conference keeper: Olga Luchaninova, Novaya Gazeta. 

			Her voice had the brisk politeness of someone about to make a rude request. When he stepped to one side, opening a way past her, she moved with him like a dance partner. She had intense eyes, flaming red hair, and an urgent expression. Her pen, he saw, was poised above a notepad like a dagger.

			‘A minute of your time,’ she said. ‘One question.’

			He knew that a minute in Russia was a notoriously inaccurate measure of time and the promise of brevity would be breached as one question begat another and another until a brusque departure ended the conversation.

			‘I’m sorry. I’m late. I don’t have time for a question.’

			‘Are you staying in the hotel? Perhaps drinks?’ She thrust a business card. Her name in Cyrillic on one side, Roman on the other, cell phone on both. ‘Which room? We can meet privately later.’

			‘Yes, later.’ He pointed to Sorkin, who’d come along side like a pilot fish. ‘Talk to him. He knows everything I said in my speech. And more.’

			Having offered Sorkin as his interview substitute, he made a cowardly lunge for the elevator, opening the closing doors with a quick hand.

			

			He turned and saw Olga address Sorkin with a sour expression of distinct disinterest. Moscow was much changed from Soviet times, and different too from the early years of the Russian Federation when he’d been Moscow station chief, but kompromat endured. He was trained to be numb to the sad pleas of distraught women in bars and attractive reporters who offered favorable press coverage, knowing that these women were probably agents of Russia’s Federalnaya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti.

			He was alone on the short elevator ride to the lobby. He considered the possibility that the Federal Security Service was targeting him. On a different day, in a different hotel, he might have dismissed his concern as idle speculation, but that evening in the Hotel Baltschug Kempinski, he was on his way to meet a Russian asset, and whether Olga Luchaninova had targeted him was a matter of great personal concern. A man’s life was at risk.

			Matthews stepped into the hotel’s garish lobby, furnished to appeal to Muscovites’ vulgar taste for red velvet furniture and polished Italian marble. The sense of almost being in a grand hotel in Paris or Berlin was all around. He ignored the eyes of a man on the sofa who had been in the same position reading the same paper when he’d returned from a conference break earlier. The desk clerk nodded at Matthews as he passed, and the doorman in a red waistcoat and white gloves set the revolving exit door in motion so it spun slowly and deposited him outside, where another doorman offered to call him a taxi, which he declined.

			He paused, looked around, and to anyone who happened to see him, Matthews would appear to be a foreign businessman enjoying the late afternoon’s waning warmth near the Moscow River, watching streetlights blink on one by one. His casual appearance belied the alert eye of a man trained to spot danger. He took a measure of his surroundings, smiling at the doorman, and glanced at the river’s esplanade. The ground floor patio restaurant was on his right and in front of him was a stone staircase that rose to Bolshoy Moskvoretsky Bridge, where a lively throng of tourists crossed the river to view the honor guard that goose-stepped out of the medieval fortress for its rotation at Lenin’s tomb. Lights illuminated the enormous clock on Spasskaya Tower inside the Kremlin’s walls.

			

			Matthews spotted the red Toyota where he’d been told to expect it. It was ordinary and unremarkable in every respect except for its diplomatic plates. It was parked between two cars in a coveted spot, near an alley used for hotel deliveries. An old energy came back as he looked on – the nondescript car concerned him. He paused for a moment – a caution. The air was crisp with a hint of weather, and farther back toward the river it condensed into a mournful gloom that brooded over his decision. His long absence from covert work made him self-conscious and he wore caution with the calm of a man who was acutely aware of the risk he was taking. He heaved courage into his heart and stepped away from the hotel’s sheltering canopy – a businessman obscure in his dark suit, his eyes checking guests by the entrance for a sign of the opposition. He was surprised how feelings from his previous career came alive, as if he’d never left that life behind.

			He approached the car and slipped into the passenger seat – breathing quietly.

			‘You must be Alex Matthews.’ The driver smiled. ‘Simon Birch.’

			Matthews turned slowly to the man: mid-twenties, crew cut hair, a weightlifter’s thick neck, a gray hoodie printed with a crimson ‘Harvard.’ A face eager for the night’s work and unready for the danger.

			‘No names,’ Matthews said. 

			‘Better that way.’

			‘Yes, much better. The less I know the better.’

			

			‘I was told to park here and you’d show up.’

			Matthews looked at him. ‘We’ve both done our part.’

			‘What now?’

			‘It will happen quickly, if it happens.’

			‘What is it?’

			Matthews took a calming breath. ‘I get a package that I give to you. I return to the hotel and you go back to your nursery.’

			Matthews resisted an impulse to abandon the mission. He was stunned by the man’s inexperience and appalled by the obvious license plates. He thought it was all wrong – the location, the time of day, pairing him with a rookie untested against the trained opposition of the FSB’s counterintelligence service. Matthews knew the evening had been choreographed inside Russia House at Langley, vetted by the head of the CE Division, and greenlighted by the director of central intelligence. The time, location, and every turn in Birch’s surveillance detection run had been assembled in advance. It was the same calcified bureaucracy he’d quit. Smart men six thousand miles away thought they needed to control what they couldn’t see or touch – usurping the judgment of men on the ground. His suggestion that he meet BYRON in Moscow’s quiet, outer suburbs, as they had done when Matthews recruited BYRON, was rejected in the mistaken belief that a crowded five-star hotel within sight of the Kremlin provided anonymity, but the brilliant architects of the night hadn’t counted on who BYRON was – a KGB-trained intelligence officer who clung to Cold War habits.

			Matthews glanced at the blue Moscow city bus that stopped on the bridge. An elderly cleaning woman in a green smock stepped off and a young couple climbed on board. Matthews could see the head and shoulders of passengers getting on and off and he looked for the familiar face.

			‘That’s the third bus,’ Birch said. 

			‘He’ll come if it’s safe.’

			‘I was here early.’

			

			‘There’s a window. He’ll come if he sees me. Only me.’

			‘How long do we wait?’

			‘Until the window closes.’

			‘We’re being watched.’

			Matthews, too, had seen the glamorous young couple flounce out of the lobby, laughing, a little tipsy, falling into each other’s arms. They had joined the short taxi queue, but they were staring now – the way Muscovites are instinctively suspicious.

			Two men in a parked car talking, Matthews thought. Matthews put his hand on Birch’s fingers that repeatedly tapped the steering wheel. ‘Relax.’

			‘Another bus.’

			Off in the night, there was a bright flash of distant lightning and in a moment light rain began to fall, cooling the air. Drops hit the windshield and blurred Matthews’s view of the bridge, so he put his head out to get a better view of the passengers.

			‘Will he know you?’

			‘I’ll know him.’

			Matthews watched passengers disembark. It had been a decade since he had last seen BYRON, but there was no expiration date on rendezvous protocols. Each man’s life depended on the other’s diligent exercise of caution. Matthews wore a baseball cap, and so long as it stayed on his head, it signaled that it was safe for BYRON to approach.

			‘Why’d they pick you?’

			‘To make him feel safe.’

			‘I heard you recruited him.’

			Matthews glanced in the direction of loud voices that came from a canopied tourist boat cruising the Moscow River spewing pop music into the evening. Rain pelted the water’s dark surface and dampened the passengers’ bright laughter. Matthews turned to the bus, where teenagers hopped off, and then he saw a man in a Soviet-style fedora move to the door. He instantly recognized BYRON – the stoic expression, flushed cheeks of a man who drank vodka, and vigilant eyes that surveyed the scene. He was a middle-aged man in a light raincoat, collar turned up, and he stood behind the bus driver, waiting his turn to get off. He had the studied calm of a Moscow gentleman on an evening errand.

			

			‘Hello.’

			Matthews saw the redhead knocking on Birch’s window. Olga’s shoulder-length hair had flattened in the rain and her black mascara bled, giving her a ghoulish appearance. She clutched her purse and motioned for Birch to lower his window.

			‘Remember me? We agreed to meet for a drink. I was waiting in the bar.’

			Matthews glanced at the bus.

			‘It’s raining,’ she said. ‘Can I get in?’

			‘She’s looking at you,’ Birch said. ‘Do you know her?’

			Shit.

			‘What are we going to do?’

			‘Why don’t you be a gentleman and buy her a drink?’ Matthews snapped.

			‘Me?’

			‘Get her away from the car. Tell her I’ll join her shortly. Tell her anything.’

			‘Can we speak?’ Olga said, tapping on the window.

			She raised her plastic conference keeper at Matthews, holding it like a backstage pass.

			‘Just one question. Can I get in? It’s raining.’ She touched her wet hair and pleaded her case. ‘Two minutes of your time, Mr Matthews. The tax audit.’

			Matthews saw BYRON glance at Olga pounding on the Toyota’s window. She had begun to yell, which got the attention of hotel guests in the taxi queue, and two Moscow police who sat in a blue-and-white BMW sedan parked by the river. The BMW’s rotating roof lights went on and they stepped out. The officers wore black uniforms, pistols strapped to their thighs, and fluorescent yellow vests embroidered with ФСБ.

			

			‘This mission is over,’ Matthews said to Birch. He got out of the Toyota and took off his baseball cap, brushing back his hair, a deliberate gesture. Back in the car, he said, ‘Get us out of here before we’re questioned.’

			‘She’s in the way.’

			Olga had planted herself behind the Toyota, blocking its path, and she stood defiant, arms crossed on her chest with a fierce expression.

			‘Back up,’ Matthews said. 

			‘I’ll hit her.’

			‘Enough to pull out.’

			‘Talk to her,’ Birch said. ‘She wants to speak with you.’

			Matthews lowered his window, motioning to Olga, but when she approached, he turned to Birch. ‘Drive now.’ He saw Birch’s confusion. ‘Now,’ he shouted.

			‘She’s crazy,’ Birch said, shifting from reverse to first gear, pulling forward. He had gone a few car lengths when they heard screams. Loud shrieks of pain mixed with pleas for help that drew a response from the two police, who hop-stepped forward.

			Turning, Matthews saw the doorman join two hotel guests who had collected in a tight circle, talking in a blur of excited voices and motioning for assistance. The doorman held a wide black umbrella over Olga, who sat on the pavement holding her ankle. The doorman put his hand on her shoulder, but she threw it off, pointing at the Toyota.

			Matthews stepped from the car and raised his hands in a calming gesture, using the moment to glance at the bus. BYRON’s attention was distracted by something, but their eyes met in a brief acknowledgment that the operation was a bust. Voices at the scene, police asking questions of the doorman, and Matthews stood on the periphery of the chaos. The consequences of the unexpected calamity unfolded before his eyes.

			For a man his age, fifty-two, remarried, and comfortable in a successful second career, he had, in his own mind, solved the problem of doing business in Russia rather well. He kept out of the scandal sheets and operated so as not to attract attention. When problems came up, as they invariably did, he knew the way through most problems was with a contrite apology and an offer of cash, and if that failed, he sought his Russian lawyer’s intervention.

			

			Matthews knelt at Olga’s side, close enough to see her smudged mascara and the pain on her face. One high heel had snapped and a scraped knee showed through her torn slacks. People stared accusingly at him, so he turned his back and opened his wallet. ‘For a taxi home,’ he said. ‘I’ll call when it’s a better time.’

			She pushed his hand away. Her face was grave. ‘You are very rude.’

			‘I’ll handle this,’ Sorkin said, a firm hand on his client’s shoulder, and he engaged with the two police officers.

			Matthews stood by the car, impatient for Sorkin to finish. One officer spoke on her cell phone and the other listened impassively to Sorkin’s loud protests, pointing at Olga, who now hobbled with the doorman’s support. Curious passersby looked from across the street and tourists watched from the bridge.

			Water streamed down Matthews’s face and such was his concern that he ignored Birch’s plea to get in the car. Then his old training kicked in, thinking the problem forward to anticipate what would happen next. He felt his jacket for his passport, but he remembered that he’d left it in the hotel room safe. He rehearsed what he should say – could say – about being in the car with Birch, and reminded himself: Trust the plan.

			‘The car didn’t hit her,’ he called out. ‘She fell.’

			Sorkin stepped away from the FSB officers and approached, grim faced. ‘You’re both under arrest.’

			‘Nothing happened,’ Matthews said, agitated.

			‘Maybe she was hit, maybe she tripped, maybe she’s lying. It doesn’t matter. Once the police are involved, an arrest has to be made. That’s how it works in Moscow.’

		

	
		
			

			2

			Lubyanka Square – FSB Headquarters

			Matthews was aware of unfamiliar voices close by and then they faded. At first, he thought the voices were part of a dream, but he opened his eyes and heard men in the corridor outside, and then they walked past and the sound disappeared.

			He sat up on the hard bed, dropping his bare feet to the cold cement floor. He opened and closed his fists to bring sensation back to his fingers and he massaged his calves until the tingling numbness passed. He’d slept in his clothing, and his shirt smelled of sweat from his night of incarceration.

			Questions and threats from the interrogating officer the night before came back to him as a puzzle of farcical absurdities, with the man’s questions having nothing to do with the traffic incident. His initial blandishments had turned into a stream of shouted obscenities when Matthews kept repeating the same story about the woman, the car, the other American, while the interrogator kept returning to Trinity Capital’s tax filings.

			Matthews stood and stretched, moving his head one way and then the other, trying to relieve the neck pain that came from sleeping without a pillow. His mouth was parched. One small fortochka pane at the top of the high window was open, but no breeze entered. Dim light through the iron bars meant it was still a predawn hour.

			

			He tried the handle of the cell’s heavy wood door. He didn’t think it would open, but it was a thing to do, a useless gesture of a man caught in an absurd situation. He pounded on the door and repeated what he’d said many times the night before, ‘I want to talk to my lawyer!’

			He lay on the bed again, eyes open, listening to the silence, and in a few minutes, he drifted into groggy sleeplessness under a harsh fluorescent light that never went off.

			Moscow was a bustling, modern city, but there was no sanctuary from its official criminal class for most people. The rich and agile survived its many hazards, and being both, Matthews knew how to dodge dangers without succumbing to the poison of indifference. Indifference wore him down, bled him, and kept him from understanding a predicament objectively. He’d learned the skill in the CIA and he put it to good use as an investor. There were no villains, only uncomfortable situations that required an iron will and a sense of humor.

			*

			‘Wake up.’

			Matthews was curled in a ball, hands between his legs for warmth, when he felt the poke in his ribs. He looked up into the face of an officer standing over him: clean-shaved, intelligent looking, with the fresh appearance of a man who’d just come to work. He wore a forest-green uniform and carried a high crown cap tucked under his arm. Matthews recognized the single gold star on his red epaulet: a colonel in the FSB’s Sixth Service. All the things that Matthews had been trained to remember to use against the officer if the opportunity arose.

			Matthews sat up, moving his feet off the bed, and saw the officer’s polished black shoes and the cup of coffee he offered.

			‘Koshrovo,’ Matthews said, sipping. It was no worse than the shitty coffee offered by Moscow’s cafes.

			

			A lower-ranked officer stood by the cell door, hands clasped behind his back, his expression alert and deferential.

			‘Mr Alexander Matthews,’ the colonel said. 

			‘Da.’

			He pointed to a table in the middle of the room with long, delicate fingers, a pianist’s hand. Two battered wood chairs faced each other. ‘Join me.’

			Matthews sat and watched the colonel take the seat opposite. He placed his cap on the table and sat straight up, rigid, smiling. ‘You may call me Viktor Petrovich.’

			Wanting to be friendly, Matthews thought, giving his first name and patronymic. His last name was stitched above his breast pocket: Zhukov.

			‘Smoke?’ Colonel Zhukov hit his pack of Primas on his arm, popping a cigarette, which he offered. When Matthews declined, Zhukov lit one and took a long pull, brightening the end. He released a lungful of smoke from the corner of his mouth and smiled.

			‘How are you doing, Alex? Did they treat you well last night? Have they offered you breakfast?’

			‘I’ve slept better.’

			‘It’s not the Kempinski. We don’t want to make our guests comfortable.’

			They chatted about nothing in particular for a few minutes, pretending it was a perfectly normal conversation. Matthews listened to Colonel Zhukov go on about life in Moscow for the duration of two puffs of his cigarette.

			Matthews leaned forward. ‘Why am I here?’

			‘The better question is: Why am I here in Lubyanka at seven in the morning?’ Colonel Zhukov held the cigarette between thumb and forefinger, his elbow cocked, before balancing the cigarette on the edge of the scarred wood table. ‘I was informed that a terrible mistake was made last night.’

			

			‘Good to hear.’

			‘The driver of the Toyota will be held subject to further investigation, but as the passenger, you weren’t involved in the injury.’

			‘The car didn’t hit her.’

			‘Witnesses contradicted each other. The woman recanted her story, but then what people thought was a car accident turned out to be something else – serious in a different way.’ Colonel Zhukov leaned forward. ‘The doorman said you solicited the woman.’

			Matthews laughed.

			‘She pounded on the car’s window pleading with you. She was overheard saying she waited for you in the bar. The police were called. A file has been opened.’

			Colonel Zhukov lifted his cigarette and drew on it slowly, keeping his eyes on Matthews.

			‘Let me give you two pieces of advice, if I may. Don’t get in a car with a careless driver, because we take traffic accidents seriously. Don’t let yourself be approached by a woman on the street. Prostitution is a serious matter in Moscow.’

			Matthews considered the advice. ‘Why was I brought here?’

			‘Here? Lubyanka?’

			‘Traffic accidents aren’t capital crimes.’

			‘You’re not just anyone involved in a traffic incident, or just anyone who solicited a prostitute. You’re a prominent capitalist.’

			Matthews placed his palms on the table. His voice was steady but his lips twitched indignantly to head off the false narrative of the evening. ‘You have it all wrong. What you think I was doing, or what someone thinks they overheard, is a mistake. That woman approached me with a question. She’s a reporter for Novaya Gazeta.’

			‘Drinks in your hotel room? An offer of cash?’

			 Matthews lurched forward. ‘Ask her.’

			‘I don’t need to. This matter is dismissed. Russia has many foreign investors like you, but you have one thing others don’t – a good Russian lawyer.’

			

			Colonel Zhukov returned Matthews’s cell phone and wallet and presented him a small color photograph that he’d found in the wallet.

			‘Who is the girl?’

			‘My daughter.’

			‘Abide by our laws if you want to make sure you’ll see her again.’

			‘She’s dead.’

			Colonel Zhukov frowned. ‘My condolences. Are you back in the spy business?’

			‘Business yes. Spying no. Investments.’

			‘And this?’ He held up a delicate Meissen figurine of a monkey in a drummer’s uniform.

			‘A gift I was carrying.’

			‘The person must be a good friend.’ He returned it to its bubble wrap. ‘A valuable collector’s piece.’

			Matthews took the porcelain figure. ‘An old friend.’

			*

			A dull, gray, cold September morning met Matthews when he was escorted out of FSB headquarters onto Lubyanka Square. He’d driven past the building in his old role as CIA station chief, but he’d never been inside the Neo-Baroque building. Its distinctive yellow brick façade had been cleaned of Soviet-era soot, but the ghosts of the Cheka and KGB remained, as did the hammer and sickle etched in a stone lintel above the entrance.

			Mikhail Sorkin’s Maybach S class Mercedes was parked nearby and he stood by the open rear door. He wore gloves and a scarf, but no overcoat. Upon seeing Matthews escorted from the building, he stepped forward, greeting his client with a reassuring hand on his shoulder and the obliging deference of a highly paid attorney. 

			

			‘I’m fine. I need a shower. He wants to be friendly, which made our conversation a tedious game.’ Matthews pointed toward Colonel Zhukov, who had accompanied Matthews and now stood by the entrance. 

			‘So, you’re okay?’

			‘Yes. My basement cell had a good view. I could see all the way to Siberia.’

			‘You know all the old jokes. I’ll be back in a minute.’

			Matthews sat in the Mercedes’s back seat and observed the two men huddled together. He was too far to overhear, but he was close enough to read their body language.

			‘What did he say?’ Matthews asked when Sorkin slipped in the car.

			‘Apparatchik.’ He tapped his driver’s shoulder and the car pulled away. Sorkin looked out at the heavy morning traffic and made his judgment. ‘There was the Cheka, then the NKVD, the KGB, and now the FSB. All the same scorpions.’

			He looked at Matthews. ‘Zhukov apologized for the misunderstanding. That’s how things work here. They arrest you for one thing and then discover something else. In your case, it’s your old job.’

			‘I saw you arguing with him.’

			‘It wasn’t an argument.’

			‘Just two men in front of Lubyanka shouting at each other.’ He looked at Sorkin. ‘Why would he ask me about the tax audit?’ 

			Sorkin’s eyes came off the traffic. ‘I asked him why he cared. A tax audit comes under Directorate K, the FSB’s economic security department. Colonel Zhukov is Department M, counterintelligence.’

			Sorkin pondered a moment. ‘Be careful of Zhukov. He works for Igor Sechin, who is close to Putin. You don’t want Trinity Capital to be this visible.’ Sorkin turned to Matthews. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’

			

			‘There’s a lot I don’t tell you. What about the other guy? Birch.’

			‘He’ll be held while there is an investigation. He’s an American who speaks no Russian, driving a car with diplomatic plates. They want to know who he is. I vouched for you, but it is best that you leave Moscow for a few weeks.’

			Sorkin opened the morning edition of Komsomolskaya Pravda to a middle page. A photo captured Matthews’s raised hand blocking photographers with a caption: american financier arrested.

			‘She took it. Her name is Olga Luchaninova. She is a part-time editor of Russian Vogue, a reporter of the new generation. She sells stories where she can and she’s big in the dissident crowd. Sometimes they’re arrested, sometimes assassinated.’

			He looked at Matthews. ‘You need to leave Moscow to let the FSB’s interest cool and you should avoid appearing in the press again. It’s dangerous for a wealthy American investor in Russia to be in the tabloids.’ Sorkin indicated his driver, quiet, obedient, overhearing everything. ‘Kirill will drive you to Sheremetyevo. I booked you on an Air France flight that leaves in five hours. You have a stopover in Paris and arrive in Washington tomorrow. I will handle the tax questions.’ 

			Sorkin showed Matthews the string of text messages on his cell phone. ‘Your friends are concerned.’ He scrolled down and presented his phone. ‘Anna is sick with worry.’

			Matthews saw half a dozen texts from his wife. It was nine a.m. in Moscow and past midnight in Washington. The texts had come in the middle of the night.

			‘She tried your phone but got no answer. She texted me thinking I knew where you were.’

			Matthews turned on his cell phone and text notices popped up and his voice mailbox had a message. ‘Did you answer her?’

			‘I did this morning. Not last night.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘And say what? You’d been arrested for soliciting a prostitute?’

			

			‘That didn’t happen. You know that.’

			‘The police arrested you and charged you with solicitation. Should I lie?’

			‘It was a mistake. A ridiculous misunderstanding on a rainy night by an overly persistent woman.’

			‘Mistake? Maybe. You have to be careful.’ He looked at Matthews. ‘She approached you. She was insistent. You’re a wealthy American and an obvious target for kompromat. In Moscow, any number of people might target you.’

			‘What she was doing and what I was doing were two very different things.’

			‘She invited herself to your hotel room. Didn’t she? I heard her.’ 

			Matthews leaned back. Lack of sleep and the exhaustion and stress of the unfolding dilemma worked its way under his skin. One small favor for a former CIA colleague – a small thing, one meeting, you’re the courier. He could hear the director of central intelligence make his urgent plea for help.

			‘Directorate K can make life difficult for Trinity Capital. You operate here at the pleasure of men with their palms out.’ Sorkin looked at Matthews. ‘What were you doing in the Toyota?’

			‘I was meeting the son of an old friend.’ He added a detail to make the lie more plausible. ‘He’s having a hard time adjusting to embassy life as a young bachelor.’

			Sorkin was skeptical. ‘You’re my client, but also my friend, so let me give you some advice. That woman is an opportunist. She knows how to get what she wants.’

			‘Don’t lecture me.’

			‘Moscow is safe, but an attractive woman can make it dangerous.’

			‘I can handle myself.’

			‘You have a public position with Trinity Capital. You’ve made friends, made money, but you’ve also made enemies. Your crusade for stock market transparency comes in a country where oligarchs preserve stolen wealth by hiding it.’ Sorkin lifted the newspaper. ‘The next photo of you will be with Olga Luchaninova through a telephoto lens kissing on a hotel balcony with a blackmail note offering to tear up the photo in exchange for a sum of money deposited into a Cayman Islands bank account.’

			

			Matthews said nothing. He knew a strenuous defense would deepen Sorkin’s suspicion.

			‘I didn’t mention any of this to Anna,’ Sorkin said. ‘You can give her whatever story you like. The details of your flight are here.’ He presented an envelope. ‘Once you’re away from Moscow, gossip will pass. It’s less likely that the newspapers will dig up the fact that you were once the CIA’s top spy in Moscow.’

			‘All that is behind me.’

			‘It’s new to someone who doesn’t know.’

			The Mercedes pulled up in front of the Hotel Baltschug Kempinski. Sorkin leaned across the seat to Matthews as he stepped out of the car. ‘Kirill will pick you up in an hour and drive you to the airport.’ He handed Matthews a wrapped gift. ‘This is for your son’s birthday. Give him my regards – from his uncle Mikhail. Tell Anna we’ll plan a winter holiday on my yacht in St Lucia.’

			Matthews watched the Mercedes drive off and he looked at his cell phone. He read his wife’s texts. The first had come minutes after ten, asking if he’d be calling. While in Moscow, he called every night at ten local time to give her the news of his day and to hear her complaints about her agency interpreter’s job. They were a new couple who found a way to adjust their marriage to the demands of her job and his travel. The nightly call was a way to stay in touch, talk, and share intimate details of their day.

			Her texts followed at intervals of fifteen minutes and became increasingly concerned. After the fourth text around eleven o’clock Moscow time, she left a voicemail.

			‘Alex, is something wrong? You’re not answering my texts. Call me.’

		

	
		
			

			PART II
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			Washington, DC

			The first time Alex Matthews met Anna Kuschenko he was still getting on his feet after a boating accident that killed his wife and daughter. At the time, he was part of the CIA’s Senior Intelligence Service, but he’d begun to separate himself from the agency to spend time with his son, who was the sole survivor of the accident. Well-meaning colleagues and their wives invited him to suburban barbecues and Georgetown cocktail parties to introduce him to handsome widows and single career women, but he spurned the introductions. Charm, feminine sophistication, and low-cut cerise party dresses didn’t arouse Matthews. Grief and guilt were stubborn emotions and he wore his solitude like a well-tailored suit.

			*

			Anna looked in on Matthews’s teenage son and found David in bed asleep with headphones on. The room was dark except for moonlight that came through the window facing Chesapeake Bay. She approached quietly and lowered the iPhone’s volume before removing his headphones. He was a rebellious teenager, but in sleep he had the innocence of youth. She adjusted the comforter and tucked him in.

			It was Anna’s great challenge to be a stepmother to a fourteen-year-old who sorely missed his mother and stubbornly resisted Anna’s effort to bring a sense of family to the household. Nothing in her life had challenged her more than his resentment. She knew the unhappy boy’s struggle but she didn’t see it on his sleeping face. The distance between them was insurmountable, but in Matthews’s absences, they ate together, spent evenings in the same house, and shared the little surprises of everyday life. They had managed to find a tolerable common ground. David had come to grudgingly appreciate her effort to be helpful and she was mindful not to try to be a substitute mother.

			

			Anna entered the dark master bedroom and slipped under the covers. She went to place her hand on Alex’s chest, but the bed was empty. She saw him standing at the window, silhouetted in silvery moonlight.

			‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said, moving to his side.

			Matthews acknowledged her but turned back to his view from the bay window. Blustery wind swayed tree branches along the shore, and lights strung along the dock blinked wildly. Their dock jutted into the dark cove and the moored sailboat rose and fell on the choppy swells. Clouds passed in front of the moon and somewhere off in the night wind chimes rang.

			She drew close, hand on his shoulder. 

			‘Is David asleep?’ he asked.

			‘He fell asleep listening to music.’

			‘Did he miss me?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘He didn’t come out of his room when I arrived.’

			‘You return every week. There is nothing special about your coming home.’

			Matthews turned to Anna and saw in her face the quiet, safe place that he imagined his home should be – so far removed from the drama in Moscow. He was home now, in the house that was his sanctuary and a refuge from the unforgiving demands of Trinity Capital. The cottage, as he liked to call it, was familiar and safe, and never disappointed him. He traveled to Moscow three or four times a month for a few days at a time, but he’d never had a desire to make Moscow his home. He stayed in hotels to remind him that he was there temporarily. A hotel room didn’t belong to him, there were no precious familiar objects, and he collected no fond memories that were difficult to surrender when he returned to Washington. Travel to Moscow was a phase in his life that would come to an end. He kept track of the statistics of his nomadic life – another 4,898 miles added to the quarter million that he’d accumulated, and five hundred hours he’d spent in the air. It was a fraction of his life, but it weighed heavily on his marriage. He was coming to the end of that part of his life and he had no idea what he would do next. 

			

			Matthews’s departure from Russia House had been traumatic, but he only came to understand the depth of his anger when he was successful with Trinity Capital. He’d joined the agency after the fall of the Berlin Wall, catching patriotism like a virus, and he embraced the agency’s mission. The debacle of 9/11’s intelligence failure, and the agency’s subsequent efforts to help President Bush justify the Iraq invasion, appalled him, but his loss of faith came later, like a slow dusk, when he saw agency mandarins do what was necessary to regain respect in Congress, the press, and a new man in the Oval Office. Ambitious senior officers shaped intelligence assessments to be what their audience wanted to hear. Matthews spoke up. He’d risen high enough in the agency so his loud protests against the hypocrisy couldn’t be ignored. There was a sharp edge of truth to his accusations that elicited caution from colleagues inside Russia House who were protective of their clubby domain. He was warned to be less vocal, but when he kept up his criticisms, ambitious colleagues worked against him. He was frozen out of key decisions, excluded from meetings, and he found himself powerless against the institutional forces that conspired against him. But it was the self-inflicted scandal of his office affair that ended his career.

			

			The agency’s moral economy operated with its own dialectic – wet work done in the name of national security was tolerated, even rewarded, but there was no room for the security risk of an open liaison between colleagues. He discovered, without knowing it at the time, that he was judged not by the quality of his faith in the agency’s mission, but the quantity of his doubt in how the mission was carried out. He knew it was best for him to leave and he accepted an exit package that provided continuing health benefits through a post-term consultancy. Anna stayed in the Directorate of Operations using her language skills in support of clandestine operations. He founded Trinity Capital to make money and move on with his life.

			*

			‘Come to bed,’ she whispered. Her hand was on his shoulder, but he stayed where he was, staring into the gloomy night. ‘Tell me what happened in Moscow.’

			It was their routine to talk about what happened during his days away from home. Sharing funny stories about daily life and the aggravations at work were a way of staying in each other’s lives.

			‘You first,’ he said.

			‘Mostly a dull week. I worked a dinner with a delegation from the Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology. They were drinking a lot and one man hit on me. He put his hand on my knee and tried to impress me with his “secrets,” so I didn’t slap him. I kept going to the bathroom and scribbling notes until a woman in the delegation, who must have been the SVR handler, saw what was going on and confronted me in a stall. That was my excitement. Nothing to match yours.’

			‘You heard what happened from Mikhail?’

			‘Tom Wallace called. He’s the one I spoke to.’ Her voice lowered. ‘He said you were arrested for soliciting a prostitute.’

			

			Matthews’s brow knit. ‘I was set up. She was a journalist wanting a story and she approached the car I was in.’

			He saw that she didn’t believe him, or disbelieve him, but wanted to be convinced.

			‘She approached me and asked me about Anton Glok, which was crazy. A shot in the dark. But it happened while I was being watched. The FSB suspected something. I don’t know how they knew, but they knew enough to watch me.’

			‘What happened with BYRON?’

			‘It’s best that I don’t go into it.’

			‘I’m in the agency.’

			Matthews’s gaze had drifted from the window. ‘He was there, but he left. We aborted the meeting when the woman made a scene. I had brought a Meissen figurine, the way I used to, but it didn’t happen.’ He looked at her. ‘How did Wallace know?’

			‘Tom’s your friend. He heard there was a problem and he asked if I’d heard from you.’ Anna drew closer, aware that she was intruding on his thoughts. ‘You’re looking out at the bay. Are you thinking about her?’

			Matthews knew the exact spot where the sailboat had capsized and he could see it through the window near the channel island. David had been rescued. It was a long-planned family sailing excursion for David’s ninth birthday, but the day before they were to sail, Matthews was called overseas on an urgent assignment, and they argued fiercely. He hated to defend himself against her claim that he put job before family, and when he said he couldn’t put off the trip, she said she would go without him. She was a good sailor but the freak summer storm had been too much for her singlehanded sailing skills. David was picked up in his lifejacket by a passing motor launch, but his wife and daughter were never found. 

			On many occasions, Matthews had wondered how things might have turned out if he had been on board. He blamed himself, but he also blamed her. She went out alone to spite him. Their marriage was fraying badly and they didn’t know how to talk as they drifted apart.

			

			‘Grief never goes away,’ he said. ‘You go through it, and it becomes part of you.’ He had been unusually close to his daughter and her death was an open wound on the heart. The anniversary of the accident usually fell on Labor Day weekend, so the annual celebration was a reminder of their deaths.

			Anna hugged him and took his arm. ‘Come to bed.’

			‘In a minute.’

			‘You’re too hard on yourself.’

			‘I should have been there.’

			‘But you weren’t. You have a son who needs you. I need you. It’s not right to wallow in what you might have done. She put them at risk. Come to bed.’

			He followed her to bed, and once under the covers, she took his hand and kissed his fingers – one then another. She came up on her elbow. ‘What happened in Moscow?’

			‘What’s the gossip you’re hearing?’

			She smiled and zipped her lips. ‘Spies are caught because of pillow talk.’

			‘I don’t work for them anymore.’

			‘I do.’

			He laughed.

			‘Gossip?’ she said. ‘Driscoll’s getting divorced. Wallace is having another affair. This time with an English woman, attractive, married, MI6. Her husband is a gruff, crusty pillar of the British establishment and a limp dick in bed.’

			Matthews sat up. The idea that two intelligence officers charged with protecting national security secrets couldn’t keep their infidelities private was laughably scandalous. ‘How does he get away with it?’

			‘Ask him. He’s your friend.’

			‘Does Rose know?’

			

			‘I don’t know what she knows. They’re coming to tomorrow’s dinner party at the Cosmos Club, so you can see how they manage. We’re such a small, closed community, we look to our friends for adultery. It’s madness.’

			‘It won’t end well for them.’

			‘The madness,’ she said. ‘You realize I’m fifteen years younger than you.’

			‘That makes no difference.’

			‘It does to David.’

			‘He can see that I love you. He can see how well we’re suited for each other.’

			‘What happened in Moscow with that woman?’

			‘I told you. She wanted to interview me. She was aggressive. Asked to meet for a drink. The police thought she was a prostitute, but she wasn’t. They arrested me thinking I’d solicited her. It was a misunderstanding that BYRON happened to witness.’

			‘Have you ever slept with a woman in Moscow?’

			‘Oh, come on. Are you serious?’

			‘Have you?’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you love me?’

			‘I just said I did. David can see it. He can see that you love me.’

			‘Maybe I don’t.’

			‘You don’t have to say it for me to know you love me. But you’ll say it.’

			‘We’ll see.’ She smiled gamely. ‘You’ll force me to say it. You’ll waterboard me.’

			Matthews laughed. ‘I have a plan.’

			She pulled the sheets over their heads, making a canopy. ‘We’re here in our make-believe world living the life we’ve made for ourselves. In bed sharing this.’

			‘This?’

			‘Us.’

			He saw in her soft, lighthearted smile what had attracted him the day they met – the carefree woman in her professional shell surprising him with flirtatious behavior that made him feel younger. He deplored the pathetic examples of divorced friends who remarried much younger women, but his harsh opinion softened when he found himself a member of that club. She was intelligent, determined, witty, and passionate in bed and he no longer cared how he was judged, or even if he was judged. He’d done his service for country, fought the good fight against the intelligence bureaucracy, and made money. He could do as he pleased.

			

			‘They talk about you,’ she said. 

			‘Who?’

			‘Wallace, Linton, Driscoll, D’Angelo. All your old colleagues. They want to know what big things go on in Alex Matthews’s new life.’

			‘What do they ask?’

			‘It’s what they say. They resent that you’re still close to the Director. You talk to the Director more than they do. Envy. Pride. Anger. Almost half the deadly sins.’

			‘The half needed to succeed. I’m glad I left.’

			‘So are they.’

			Matthews didn’t have to ask the question that was on his mind. 

			‘Driscoll wants to cut off your access to the seventh floor. He wants to shut down the favors you do for the Director – the Moscow errands.’

			‘He’s guessing.’

			‘You’ve excited a lot of interest with BYRON’s resurrection.’ She drew the tented sheet closer around them. ‘A cone of silence. Everything we say in here was never said.’

			‘Will you try to fuck the truth out of me?’

			‘What a great idea.’

			Matthews felt her hand on his bare chest and looked into her blue eyes, darker in the tent, but her seductive smile was alluring. Matthews worried that his travel and time away from home put pressure on their marriage. He worried that he was too old for her and that the interests of a man his age were different from the interests of a woman fifteen years younger. He fretted that their relationship would exhaust itself and she’d find a lover closer to her own age.

			

			‘The Director called this morning,’ she said. ‘He wanted to know when you’d get home.’ Her voice softened when she saw his concern. ‘Is there anything I should know?’

			His answer came quickly. ‘I’ll talk to him tomorrow after the senator’s funeral.’ He laid his head on the pillow and reassured her. ‘If it’s important, I’ll fill you in at our dinner party.’

			He had been emotionally inept when they first met. She wasn’t horrified by his clumsy feelings and instead embraced the awkward moments, giving him the gift of her patience. His unconscious was cowardly, but he became brave with her teasing, her playfulness, and her eager lovemaking. It was delusional, he’d said, this thing between them – a fiction that made them happy, but why not enjoy it? The advantage of being older was that he had enough experience to know that it didn’t matter – whatever happened didn’t need a reason. Feelings were enough. She reminded him of no one in his former life – not sister, mother, not teenage sweetheart, college girlfriend, and not his first wife. If anything, she was the river goddess he came upon bathing in the clear waters of a forest stream.

			She was asleep next to him, mysterious in the wild dominion of her dreams. He thought he knew her, but he knew only a part of her. He gently touched her shoulder, waking her. He moved closer and whispered seductive words in her ear. She stirred, rolling from one side to the other, and faced him, eyes dark and breath warm. Her moist lips met his, and she made stifled noises of desire behind the kiss. All at once he wanted her.

			He placed his hand between her legs, which opened for him, and her hand slid down his stomach, taking him in a firm grasp. Their breath quickened and he saw a mischievous smile break across her face as they savored the pleasure. He felt the heat of her skin through her loose cotton top, which she threw off, and she lifted herself slightly to be on top and guided him in. Slow, patient movements hastened into grinding, and their feverish breath quickened as they dove into a warm pool of fragrant passion. His hand gripped her buttocks, and her mouth gasped for air, sucking breaths ragged in his ear.

			

			Later, lying side by side, he pressed his face against hers. He had a clear feeling that one day she would be gone – he was older, she younger, and death would come between them. He kept his face close for a long time, holding on to the moment.

		

OEBPS/image/Poets-Game-title.png
THE POET'S
GAME

PAUL VIDICH

EEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/image/9781915798824.jpg
Vidich has firmly
established himself
in the very top flight
of espionage writers’

CRIMEREADS

H
POETS
GANE

A SPY IN MOSCOW

PAUL VIDICH





OEBPS/image/Image16671.png





