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PROLOGUE March 3, 2022


The glitching satnav map in the dashboard put the border a hundred kilometers in front of them, but it had been saying so for an hour now. Katya Lisichenko opened her backpack, pulled out an accordion file folder, and for what had to be the fiftieth time that day, flicked through its tabs. Her travel passport with a fresh Schengen visa; a domestic one, a deeper oxblood red, registered to her mother’s dacha outside Moscow; a bank statement with a healthy but not extravagant balance; two separate certificates clearing her name of any tax debts or traffic tickets; a printout of a hotel reservation in Tallinn. She knew every crease in every paper by heart, but had found that the act calmed her down. It felt like going through prayer beads. The prayer, in each case, was the same one: Let me out, assholes.

Katya had always thought of her hyper-organized mind as her best asset. After all, it had landed a girl from Izyum a job as the executive assistant to the president of KhromBank and kept her in that position for twelve years. Ironically, it was the same endless ability for compartmentalization that led her to stay in Russia far too long. She saw the gathering madness but kept explaining it away. Vicious anti-LGBT laws were just political showboating. Massing armies at the border was just a negotiation tactic. Sunk-cost fallacy, they called it in her trade: She had invested so much into getting that red passport, was so proud of having made it from a crumbling apartment block in Eastern Ukraine to the glass towers of Moscow that it made her ignore the increasingly obvious. Come on, she would say to the few Ukrainian friends she still had, think rationally. What does he stand to gain by this? As if logic still applied to the paranoid whims of an aging emperor.

So, efficient as she was with color-coded tabs, she was also late.

Her second homeland’s tanks rolled into her first one on February 24. On March 2, the Russian government declared any antiwar sentiment, statement, or action illegal. The law was to take effect in twenty-four hours. March 3 was thus the deadline for shutting up or getting out.

Almost everyone in her social circle chose the latter. The urbanistas with the good visas flew to London or Berlin. The noncommittal rich made a beeline for Bali and Dubai. The rest scattered to places like Georgia, Turkey, Montenegro, Armenia, and Kazakhstan. Vacation spots became shelters. Countries haughty Muscovites knew only as sources of migrant labor were now destinations, and they were now the migrants.

By the evening of March 2, all flights out of Moscow for the next day were sold out. She tried trains—no luck. The state railways’ site had either crashed or been taken down. At the last moment, a friend of a friend texted her about a dissident couple fleeing to Estonia by taxi. Katya’s actual destination was Spain, but details like that no longer mattered. The only meaningful border left in her world was between Russia and not-Russia. She called the number and claimed the remaining passenger seat for $5,000.

The couple were in their late fifties, both journalists at the same opposition outlet, with the touching and slightly creepy vibe of superannuated high school sweethearts. Free Pen Foundation, an NGO Katya never heard of, had wangled them emergency humanitarian visas to Norway. They brought along a heavy-breathing French bulldog, whose odds of being allowed across the border worried them more than their own. “There’s no room in the trunk,” the wife had mournfully warned Katya before taking her cash; it held three duffels stuffed with decades’ worth of common property, mostly books.

Katya traveled light because she lived light. Apart from a few hundred thousand rubles in her checking account, which was largely a decoy for the border service, she had moved all her real money to crypto and was planning to reunite with it in Barcelona. Her rolltop backpack held two changes of clothes, a MacBook Air, three fully charged power banks, a pouch with her favorite cosmetics, and a single sentimental item: a plush IKEA shark from an old girlfriend. She wore no jewelry save a vintage wristwatch that could, in a pinch, buy her a mid-range sedan. The rest of Katya’s possessions fit on her phone, which was cleansed of the freshly outlawed Instagram (she had deleted Facebook the previous year, after an unpleasant catfishing episode) and scrubbed of questionable texts. She was ready.

Only one factor remained beyond her control. It was the very real possibility that her job made her too valuable to let out of the country. In Soviet times, they called people like that refuseniks. Katya wasn’t an idiot; she knew full well that KhromBank, among its many other services, had been a sluice for clandestine government funds, and its head, Gennady Demin, a likely veteran of one intelligence agency or another. Still, she had kept her nose clean, had never asked a question if she suspected she wouldn’t like the answer, and had had no trouble traveling to Europe or the States even after the bank came under sanctions from both. But what if, once the war began, her boss’s bosses decided she knew too much—which, let’s be honest, she did?

There was no longer any point in guessing. She would find out soon enough.

The bulldog sniffled and snored. Old-growth conifers towered on both sides of the road, lower branches weighed down with snow; early March in northwest Russia was still the dead of winter. The taxi sped through the night, a little bubble of warmth in a black frozen expanse.

They had been in the car for close to seven hours now. The scent of the dog mixed with that of the driver. For the first half of the trip, the cabbie, a potbellied, round-faced man in a matted shearling vest over a flannel shirt, kept hitting on her. Back in her Moscow comfort zone, Katya would have curtly told him the truth, that she liked girls, and probably stared him in the face for a few extra seconds, daring him to say anything to that. Here and now, it wasn’t worth the risk. When his right hand crawled off the gearbox and found its way to her knee, she simply covered her lap with the backpack.

The dissidents, to their credit, attempted a rescue. After a quick spousal whisper session, the man asked the driver to stop the car so they could all stretch out and let the dog take a piss. When they got back in, he sat in the front instead of Katya. The women and the bulldog shared the back seat.

This, weirdly, made things worse. While the driver’s previous interests had been limited to Katya’s legs, the arrival of a fellow male in his peripheral vision prompted him to start talking politics. His views were a classic mishmash of imported conspiracy theories, continuing antivax delirium, legitimate grievances, and good old-fashioned antisemitism. At that moment, he was in a manic phase, as if his home team had just made the World Cup finals. The war was everything he’d wanted. He didn’t even wish Russia a quick victory; he was just happy that men were men again, and someone somewhere was getting killed. It was a version of the world that made more sense to him than the amorphous new age of what he kept calling “transhuman values.”

The dissident heroically absorbed the whole monologue, mumbling mm-hmm every once in a while. There existed a nonzero chance that if the man behind the wheel were to find out his passengers’ real views on the war, he would kick them out in the middle of a frozen forest and drive off, leaving them to die of hypothermia. As idle conversations with cabbies went, the stakes ran unusually high in this one.

“I mean, not all Americans are bad,” the driver suddenly said. It seemed unrelated to whatever his previous sentence had been. Katya wasn’t really listening.

“Sure,” the man agreed. There was a slight satirical edge to his docility, meant strictly for the back seat.

“You know what American I like? Felix Burnham. Smartest man alive.”

“Isn’t he British?”

“Whatever. He should live here in Russia, like Gérard Depardieu. They don’t appreciate him over there.” Katya had no idea whom they were talking about. The woman had fallen asleep on her shoulder, hugging the dog. Snow whirled in the taxi’s high beams like old TV static.

“The main thing is that the globalists don’t own him,” the driver continued, largely to himself. “They’re pretty powerful here, too, you know.”

Katya scratched the bulldog’s ear. The dog yawned and licked her hand. She suddenly felt like crying and made every effort not to.

Phone signal came back just long enough to reload the map. The Estonian border was five kilometers out. “Get ready,” said the man, turning around to gently shake his wife awake.

They weren’t heading to the notorious Ivangorod-Narva bridge crossing, where fleeing Russians mixed uneasily with Ukrainian refugees and from where rumors of an all-night traffic jam and sadistic searches were already spreading online. The dissidents had gotten a tip from their sponsor organization that they’d be better off entering Estonia at the Shumilkino checkpoint, via a forest road normally used by long-haul truckers.

The village of Shumilkino was barely there—just a few gas stations and a tacky motel made to look like a cluster of traditional log cabins. Border crossing appeared to be its only business. The checkpoint itself stood straight ahead, a corrugated-steel Quonset hut with a rounded roof tall enough for a semi to pass through.

The taxi rolled to a stop. “All right, guys,” said the driver. “Travel safe. Sorry for your loss.” The trip’s official legend was a funeral of an elderly relative in Narva.

“Oh shit,” said the husband, squinting into the snow. Beyond the metal shed, the road abruptly turned into a narrow dirt track cut into the pine woods, with no lights on the other side. “How wide is the no-man’s-land here?”

“Here?” The driver shrugged. “Two klicks. Maybe two and a half.”

“I don’t suppose you could take us to…” The man fell silent. He knew the answer.

“I don’t do visas,” said the driver. “Besides”—he pointed ahead—“this time next year, all of that is going to be Russia anyway.” Katya craned her neck to see if he was joking, but didn’t look too hard because she didn’t want to know.

They got out of the car. The husband took two duffels, the wife a duffel and the dog, whom she put inside her parka. Katya volunteered to help, but the woman waved her away with her free hand. The taxi backed up, made a three-point turn from snowbank to snowbank, and vanished in the night.

Inside a small overheated enclosure in the middle of the shed sat two puzzled-looking women in green uniforms with FSB border service shoulder boards. “Wow, they just keep on coming tonight,” one of them said to the other as the trio emerged waddling out of the dark. They didn’t seem to be aware that their country was deep into a shooting war with another and busy instituting a terror regime at home.

“Aw, cute,” said the second woman, making a kissy face at the bulldog. “Is it going to be okay like this?”

Are any of us? Katya almost said. She missed the fateful moment her passport got stamped. All her thoughts were on how they were going to walk two kilometers in -27 degrees Celsius.

“You may go.” The guard yawned, a bit more discreetly than the dog.

“That’s it? You don’t need to see the rest of my…?”

“That’s it, lady.” Katya caught, or imagined, a hint of sympathy.

They exited the shed on the far side and trudged on through the no-man’s-land in complete darkness. The road wasn’t, strictly speaking, a road—just frozen mud, molded by truck wheels into tall sharp ridges. Snowflakes, at this temperature, prickled and stung; each gust of wind felt like glass breaking in front of her face. Once every few minutes, an eighteen-wheeler roared past, a nightmare of lights and mass and bellowing horn. There was no shoulder to step aside, so each time they just sort of half sat, half fell into the hard snow.

An excruciating hour later, the group reached a white two-story cube with the word PIIRIPUNKT and the Estonian coat of arms on the side. Katya, the youngest and least laden, was well ahead by then, but slowed down and let the husband and wife go in first. Just being indoors felt like heaven. Whatever came next in her life, she was alive and in Europe, one formality away from freedom. Or at least a lack of immediate danger.

The dissidents got their entry stamps, hugged, and cried. Katya petted the dog one last time; the poor thing was still shaking from the cold.

“The foundation sent a van to pick us up,” the man said. “If you need a ride to Tallinn, we can wait for you.”

“Oh my god, thank you,” said Katya. “It will just be a minute.”

The couple picked up their duffels and went into a little glassed-in lounge area behind passport control. A flag of the European Union hung on the far wall; the husband began taking pictures of the wife in front of it, trying to position the circle of stars as her halo.

The Estonian officer, a young man with a strawberry-blond beard, swiped Katya’s passport against a magnetic reader, typed something into his computer, and frowned. Then he hit and held the delete key. Swiped again. Typed again. She could tell from the keystrokes that it was her own last name, L-i-s-i-c-h-e-n-k-o.

“I’m sorry,” he said without looking up. “This is really weird.” He folded back both covers of her passport, held the photo page up toward the ceiling lamp, and checked it against the light for watermarks. Scratched the edge of the photo with a neatly trimmed fingernail.

“Is there a problem?” Katya asked with a dutiful smile.

The Estonian cleared his throat. “You could say that.”

She thought she knew herself well, and was surprised to realize that if they sent her walking back, she would just step into the path of the next eighteen-wheeler.

“What is it?” Her voice was calm. “I’m sure it’s solvable.”

“Well,” the officer said, then stopped. “I don’t— I’m not even supposed to tell you. But it says here that you”—he paused again—“Yekaterina Viktorovna Lisichenko, born in Izyum, Ukraine, on June 5, 1984? Right?”

“Right.”

“Glory to Ukraine, by the way.”

“Glory to heroes. Why? What’s the issue?”

The young man looked at her with genuine sympathy. “It says here you crossed into Estonia, at this very checkpoint, two days ago.”

The husband and wife stood and watched from the other side of the soundproof plexiglass as the officer made a phone call, shrugging a lot as he talked; as their travel companion, so cool and composed the whole trip, suddenly yelled, then slammed her palm against the booth, and finally crumpled on the floor, her face instantly scarlet and her legs kicking uncontrollably; as another guard hurried toward her with a bottle of water, which she slapped out of his hand, an action that made yet another, far less friendly guard rush in; and as together they half led, half dragged her off into the doorway from which they had just spilled out—a door leading not to Europe proper, where the husband and wife and dog were now, but to some sort of ill-lit liminal realm between legal and illegal, liberty and bondage, safety and peril. But their own relief at having escaped was too overwhelming to focus on this unpleasantness for too long.

“Maybe she’s a spy,” said the wife.

“She didn’t sound like it when we talked.”

“Well, she wouldn’t, would she. I’m sure the Estonians know who to let in and who not to. It’s not our place to second-guess them.”

The van sounded its horn outside, and they hurried to it, their vague concern about the incident they had just witnessed already melting.






CHAPTER ONE

EuroCity 171 Berlin–Prague

December 10, 2023

Alan Keegan prided himself on never questioning other cultures’ ways, but the tea-in-a-glass thing mystified him. It’s not like the Germans had no concept of hot beverages in cups. Had he ordered a coffee, it would have arrived in a perfectly respectable cup-and-saucer combo with the logo of the railway company on both. Yet Keegan was, tragicomically for a devout internationalist with grave misgivings about Britain and Britishness, an equally devout tea drinker. And so tea he had asked for, and tea he got, in an untouchably hot glass with no handle or holder, filled to the brim so the slightest shudder of the train threatened to splash it out into his lap.

“The goulash comes shortly,” said the waiter in a somewhat ominous tone, setting the liquid time bomb in front of him. Keegan wasn’t hungry, certainly not for railroad goulash, but had felt compelled to justify his third hour in the crowded café car by ordering some real food. The plan was to spend the whole trip here, as a precaution. Keegan’s life brimmed with them. He had consigned himself to it the day FleaCollar, his amateur open-source intelligence portal, published the Harlow Dossier.

The award ceremony was in Prague; the organizers, generous but clueless, had sent him a first-class plane ticket out of London. The only luxury Keegan craved was the ability to move around without compulsively checking for a tail, and no amount of money would buy that now. He took the ticket, went to Heathrow three hours early, passed security, then doubled back through Arrivals and got a seat on another flight that left at the same time, this one from Gatwick and with a layover in Berlin. Having barely made that one, he forwent the second leg of the trip, got off in Berlin, briefly losing his way around the terrible new airport, and grabbed an illegal cab to the Hauptbahnhof, where he finally boarded this train with two tickets in two different classes and zero intent to use either one. Thus, goulash.

That the life of a global transparency icon (the award committee’s words, not his) would be cloaked in so much subterfuge was ironic enough. What no one else, including the committee, seemed to realize was just how expensive it got.

At least he lucked out with the ride. The EuroCity to Prague was a rather calming four-hour affair. The tracks ran alongside the Elbe, following its gentle bends, through a bucolic hillscape called the Saxon Switzerland for its supposed similarity to the Jura. The river hadn’t fully frozen over yet, but skirts of ice had already formed at the shore, reaching toward each other across the dark current. On the far side, a single row of fairy-tale houses nestled between the cliffs and the water. Sehr Europäisch, blood-drenched history and all.

Was a journalism prize worth the bother? Was he even a journalist? Previous winners of the Aletheia Award, named after the Greek goddess of truth, included corporate giant slayers, war-zone aces, people who had gone to hell and back for a story. Next to them, Keegan felt, he was just a coder who had lucked into a trove of world-class intel. Literally. Two years ago, a CIA officer named Ari Falk had showed up on his doorstep and handed it to him.

The contents of the dossier were admittedly explosive. Rex Harlow, a top-ranking Agency veteran, confessing on tape not just to an attempted rigging of the 1996 Russian elections, but to the murder of several people who got wind of it twenty-five years later. The fact that the tape ended with the confessor shooting himself in the head made it the darkest kind of media catnip, and the response was enormous. The White House even considered an apology to the Kremlin—until Russia’s invasion of Ukraine rendered this and every other issue moot.

But all I did was upload the documents and hit publish. It was Ari Falk who was the unsung hero here, emphasis on unsung. Not to mention that the officer’s main reason for leaking the dossier had been to flush out the operation’s supposed mastermind: a man known only as Cormorant, to whom Harlow incoherently referred several times in the recording and whom FleaCollar’s community of techno-sleuths proved unable to ID. Two years on, the prevailing wisdom held that Cormorant was Harlow himself.

As for Falk, he had gone off the grid, and not without Keegan’s help. Although they had met only twice in person, Keegan considered the man a friend. Not giving him any credit for this career-making gift—indeed, making sure that no one ever would—felt strange. To others, it might look like the award-worthy integrity of a reporter protecting a source. But it’s all ultimately self-serving, isn’t it? he thought, staring at the river.

For as long as he could remember, Keegan hated being the center of attention. The mechanisms of fame and fandom, in his opinion, were a bane of the modern world, a deformed stump where organized religion used to be. He had built FleaCollar as a tribute to the ideal of decentralized intelligence, free of individual vanity, fear, and spite.

So of course at the age of forty-three he just had to go and become a bloody fucking celebrity.

The goulash arrived. The Elbe snaked away. Wind turbines filled the view, white on white snow, strobing past the windows at two hundred kilometers an hour. The train decelerated into a turn. As he had predicted, a glug of tea leaped clear of the glass, though inertia obligingly sent it away from Keegan, not at him: small mercies. He dabbed the spill and, using the same napkin, picked up the still-scalding glass and drank more than he wanted, just to prevent this from happening again.

It now seemed safe to take out and open his laptop, so he did. Keegan dreaded having to write an acceptance speech, but he was an awful extemporaneous speaker and knew it. He began to put down bullet points—FleaCollar is a community of equals… In an era of disinformation and uncertainty, accurate data is vital to… —and felt exhausted within a minute. Before he knew it, he had drifted off into his usual procrastination routine: checking the portal’s tip line.

The encrypted inbox he had set up guaranteed writers full anonymity. This was a mixed blessing, as various cranks and adversaries delighted in spamming it with right-wing memes and photos of genitalia. Here’s a tip for you, all right. Today, though, Keegan welcomed any distraction that meant he wouldn’t have to think or write about himself for a while. He copied the box’s contents onto a USB stick sight unseen, turned off all network connections, and switched to a custom profile that used a partitioned section of the laptop’s drive. (Ideally, he’d have a second computer with him, fully air-gapped, but this would do.) He then ran a decryption program from another stick, saved the result on the third one, erased the first one, and re-logged in as himself. Five minutes, successfully wasted.

The emails were now legible—or rather, an email. The day’s catch turned out to be a single item. It was almost as if the usual merry bunch of pranksters got scared of being seen next to it and went off to party elsewhere. Smart decision, too, because its subject line made Keegan break out in instant sweat.

He took off his glasses, trying to blink it out of existence, then put them back on. The line didn’t disappear.

He reread it at least three times before coming to terms with the fact that it said what it said.


A Message for Ari Falk.



For several minutes, Keegan just sat there, his pulse outpacing the frantic two-step of the wheels over rail joints. The bowl of cold goulash stood in front of him, sealed under a lid of congealed fat.

How?! He had been so careful. The whistleblower’s identity remained unknown to the public; there was nothing out there in the ether to connect the two of them, Keegan was sure of that. The list of the email’s possible authors was thus very short. It could be either a backchannel communication from someone high up at the CIA or an opening move in a game of blackmail from Russian intelligence. One way to find out. Keegan glanced at the clock in the corner of the monitor—just under two hours left until the train’s arrival—and went to work.

He began by analyzing the email’s metadata for the myriad obvious risk factors and found none. Aside from the subject, which startled him every time he glimpsed it, the only thing the letter contained was the signature:

—Petra.

No tech genius would be able to cram malware into that.

The email had arrived an hour and a half ago from—no surprise here—a freshly minted dummy address. The first server to handle it hid behind a VPN, which may have stopped a less seasoned data warrior but not Keegan. Many encryption providers used the same three digits at the start of all addresses they generated; this one had come from Krtek, a popular but flimsy Czech service. A simple port-forwarding trick exposed the sender’s real IP, and with it the server’s location: 159A Vinogradska Street in Prague. The world headquarters of Radio Free Europe, the storied U.S.-run media nonprofit. Interesting.

Just for the hell of it, Keegan searched for Radio Free Europe employees named Petra and found seven. The next part always made him feel a little dirty. After plugging their full names and job titles into every engine at his disposal, he had each Petra’s home address and passport number. A quick trip to the dark web, a fraction of a bitcoin, and he saw which of them had registered the dummy email, with which provider, and when.

“Nice to meet you, Petra Lorencová,” Keegan muttered, more than a little pleased with himself.

The river returned. The first Czech hačeks appeared on roadside signage, announcing the city of Děčín. An empty brutalist structure jutted out over the water—a former crossing between East Germany and Czechoslovakia; the train didn’t slow down as it whipped past it. For all the pastoral beauty outside the windows, few sights lifted Keegan’s heart more than abandoned border architecture and empty passport-control booths. The only time he ever cried in a museum had been at Berlin’s Checkpoint Charlie, over photos of people stuffing themselves into suitcases and Trabant engine blocks to get across the Wall to freedom.

One day, all checkpoints would be obsolete. One day, humanity would come to its senses, stop slashing at itself along the imagined lines of blood and soil, and concentrate on borrowing one another’s best practices instead. Like, you know, serving tea in cups.

Fine, he mouthed to himself. I’ll bite. At least now he had a real reason to go to Prague.

He fished around his rucksack, took out a clean phone he kept for just such occasions, and began to type a text message.



Petra Lorencová stood in the middle of the lobby, next to an A-frame sign informing the hotel’s visitors that the Recent Advances in Food Analysis conference had been moved to the Donna Anna Room. Shorter than Keegan (which meant quite short), she formed something of an A-frame herself, with the firm stance of someone about to be asked to leave but not about to comply. Her graying hair ran in a frizzy cascade over her shoulders, giving her a hippieish look. The woman had on a mustard-yellow puffer jacket as per their text correspondence. She was trying to look engrossed in her phone as opposed to frantically scanning the crowd, which she still did but with her eyes only. Keegan, for his part, had tagged her immediately. Her entire figure radiated such profound unease that even in a full foyer, it somehow drew the eye.

“Hello,” he said. It felt strange to talk to her in person after rummaging through her life over the last hours. Petra shot one more panicked glance at him, then turned to stare at the reception desk. She seemed determined to play out the movie trope wherein two people sidle up next to each other and talk while looking in the opposite directions. “How much time do you have?”

“Twenty minutes or so,” she said without turning her head. Her English was accented but fluent, with some clear signs—twonny—of regular exposure to Americans.

“Good. Same. Let’s take a walk.”

Their meeting had predetermined Keegan’s last-second choice of the hotel. He had skipped the lavish suite at the Andaz, furnished by the Aletheia Award committee, and booked a single at the Don Giovanni, a 1990s eyesore east of the city center. The hotel’s theme, relentlessly reiterated, was Mozart via Miloš Forman’s Amadeus. Stills from the movie hung in every hallway, and notes and clefs were stenciled on the walls of every room. The locals hated it with a passion.

On the plus side, it stood a mere two hundred yards from Radio Free Europe’s imposing headquarters complex. This would allow Keegan and Petra to cross paths without disrupting either of their routines: she on her lunch break from work, he on his way to the award ceremony. Unfortunately, this also meant he’d have to talk to her while wearing a tuxedo, which made it all feel like some kind of mean-spirited James Bond parody.

“All right,” Keegan said once they exited the building, adopting a stern tone. “Who are you working for?”

“No one. I mean… the Radio.”

“I know that. I also know you’re forty-five, single, born in Kolin, have a cat named Sasha, drive a Škoda Octavia, and just let your Amazon Prime membership lapse,” he added with an increasingly sadistic lilt. “What I don’t know is how you’ve come to be aware of—” Keegan stopped himself. Saying that name out loud felt like a curse, in both senses.

“Ari Falk?” Petra asked innocently. He looked around, a panicked reflex. “I have no idea who that is. I was hoping you’d tell me.”

Keegan stared at her until Petra elaborated. Out on the street, she allowed herself to relax a little, to the point of making occasional eye contact. “They told me to put it in the email.”

“They?”

“Why don’t we go to the graveyard,” Petra said. The offer was less macabre than it sounded. Nový Židovský Hřbitov, Prague’s largest Jewish cemetery, lay right behind the hotel and made for a pleasant if melancholy walk. Its main attraction was Franz Kafka’s tomb, which guaranteed steady tourist traffic to get lost in.

“Sounds grand,” said Keegan, closing his overcoat tighter over his throat to hide the last hint of bow tie. “So. Tell me what happened and who ‘they’ are. From the beginning.”

“I thought they were you. And what happened was, two days ago, I received a wire for half a million koruna.”

“Is that a lot?”

“For me, god yes. About twenty thousand euro. But I’m not a thief, so I went to the bank to return it. The bank lady printed out the, what do you call it, the receipt? And look.”

Petra pulled out a folded piece of paper with the Raiffeisen Bank logo. Keegan peered at it over his glasses. The message occupied the memo field, making the best of the allotted three hundred characters:


This is a gift. Pls don’t feel obligated to do anything. However, you’d really help me by emailing contact@fleacollar.org w/subject “A message for Ari Falk” and leaving your first name. Thank you and sorry to bother.

PS make sure you write from a new account, and from a work computer. Use Krtek VPN.



Keegan tried to hide his humiliation. His little feat of on-the-go tradecraft turned out to be a game of connecting a few very large dots laid out for him. It was like the time his five-year-old “discovered” a dinosaur jaw in a museum sandbox and wouldn’t stop talking about it for weeks. Nice one, Alan. Masterful, truly. You absolute prat.

They walked down a snow-dusted alley. Ornate neo-Renaissance crypts rose on one side of the road like a scale model of Florence; tall, severe gravestones crowded the other, like an even smaller New York. A sign with an arrow read Dr. Franz Kafka 250m, and they automatically followed it.

“So? Do I return the money to you?” Petra asked. “I don’t want to be a part of anything bad. The only reason I agreed to meet was hoping you’d explain what’s going on.” She hesitated before the next part. “Plus, you seem like a good man, from what I read about you online.”

Keegan winced, forcing himself to stop soaking in self-abasement. “Let’s forget the money for a second. Forget even who’s trying to get to me. Let’s figure out why they’re doing it through you.”

“Okay.”

“Have you ever heard the name Ari Falk in any other context? Falk? Ari Falk?” He kept repeating it like an idiot, not in the hopes of jogging her memory but because finally saying it, after two years, felt like scratching an itch he didn’t know he’d had. “Or mine, for that matter. Did you know who I was before today? Not that anyone should, of course.”

Petra shook her head no—vigorously to the first question, apologetically to the second. Keegan believed her. Here was someone completely, totally out of her depth. Which, for the moment, made two of them.

“What’s your job at the Radio?”

“Officially, an administrator,” Petra said. “Unofficially, it’s what we call holka pro všechno. How do you say it? Friday girl.”

“Girl Friday?”

“Yes.” She laughed.

“Hmm.” Keegan felt a theory forming. The weird windfall had landed in Petra’s account two days ago, just after it was publicly announced he’d appear in Prague to collect his prize in person. If this was Langley, scrambling to make contact on a forty-eight-hour notice, it made sense they’d enlist someone like Petra as an unwitting intermediary. A news service originally started by the CIA in 1950, Radio Free Europe had long since shed its Agency associations and functioned as a regular nonprofit, but its employees still underwent government-style security checks. For anyone in need of a blind asset in Prague with unimpeachable ethics and a U.S. employment record, it was the best place to find one.

They strolled among the graves, falling in accidental lockstep. A tourist in a blue parka farther down the alley was taking a selfie that, judging from the phone’s angle, could include the two of them in the background. Keegan didn’t like this. Having developed a sudden interest in the tombstone of one Esther Silbermann, 1832–1897, he took Petra by the elbow and led her onto a side path.

“I have an idea,” he said. “Can you check the inbox for that email you created?”

“Sure.” Petra reached into her puffer jacket’s inner pocket, produced a cheap Nokia, and looked at the screen. Her eyebrows flew up. “Wow,” she said. “You’re right. Someone just emailed me. No text, no name, just a video file.”

Keegan felt a very small measure of relief. “Which means someone just emailed me. That’s the drop. Which makes you the courier.”

“So I don’t have to return the money?”

“Looks like it,” said Keegan. “Might as well restart that Prime account. Hell, go ad free.”

She didn’t smile. They had reached Kafka’s grave, a squat gray six-sided obelisk under which the great absurdist lay next to his parents Hermann and Julie. It looked, appropriately, like a pencil worn down to a nub. A dozen or so tourists milled about, not knowing what to do once they’d seen and photographed it, which always took a shorter time than seemed respectable. The blue parka was present as well, leaning forward to inspect the Hebrew lettering on the obelisk’s face.

“Well,” said Keegan, “as good a place as any to say goodbye. Thank you, and I’m sorry that someone has used you like that. Just send me the password to that email account, and I’ll be out of your hair.” Her face indicated unfamiliarity with the idiom. “Means I won’t bother you anymore. And if anyone ever does, please do get in touch.”

He nodded and started back toward the main gate. After some hesitation, Petra followed.

“Wait,” she called out. Keegan turned around.

“What’s up?”

“It’s not just ‘someone’ using me, Mr. Keegan. It’s you, too. I don’t enjoy people looking into my life like that. I think I need to go offline for a while.”

“Fair enough.” At once, Keegan felt acutely embarrassed of flaunting his knowledge of Petra’s circumstance to her face. “My apologies.”

“Also, just take this.” In her outstretched hand was the Nokia. “It’s not mine. I bought it yesterday. I don’t want any of this stuff anywhere near me.”

“Thank you. Again, you’re right, and I’m very sorry.” He grabbed the phone and shoved it into his overcoat, away from view.

His hand froze in the coat pocket.

The alley led to a columnated, copper-domed ceremonial hall one had no choice but to pass on the way in and out. Against the beige facade, a blue parka moved like a scarab on sand. Keegan reflexively glanced back to check if there were somehow two of them. There weren’t.

Behind the graves, a brick wall stretched as far as the eye could see. “Is there another way out of here?” he asked. “A second exit?”

“There’s a little gate on Izraelská,” said Petra. “Sometimes it’s open. Why?”

“Take me there.” They cleared the nearest crypt, turned, and sauntered south, to where the cemetery directly abutted both the Radio Free Europe compound and Keegan’s hotel. The slight downward slope lent each step an extra spring. “Don’t look now. Is the guy in blue following us?”

She stole a glance back while tucking a stray strand of gray hair behind her ear. “Do you know him?”

“I do not. I think we should split up now.” Keegan kept his gait steady and his voice calm. He was used to people shadowing him, some more skillfully than others.

“Hm. I was hoping you would.” Petra took out her actual phone, a Samsung on a beaded crossbody strap, to show him a photo. It was an innocent snap of a pastry-shop window, the sign Erhartova Cukrárna in an Art Deco font floating over a display of fresh croissants and cakes.

“What am I looking at?”

“This morning.” She zoomed onto the space between Erhartova and Cukrárna. The blue parka loitered across the reflected street, among other bundled-up Praguers waiting for a tram on the other side.

In the time it took them to reach the little gate and to find it locked, Keegan had recalibrated his view of the situation yet again. If the tail had been on Petra, not him, then… Well, first of all, it was a timely reminder that he, Aletheia Award laureate-to-be Alan Keegan, wasn’t the center of the universe. He had no time to ponder the other implications.

“How about this,” Petra said, appraising the endless cemetery wall in front of them. “We climb over and go to my work. That place is a fortress. And you can call a cab from there.”

He’d had her all wrong, he thought. The only one out of his depth was him. This woman thrived in a crisis.

Keegan took another look at the parka, still patrolling the now-distant alley, then at the wall. It was about eight feet high. Red clay tiles ran along the top. The gray cube of Radio Free Europe towered on the other side, a hard clot of American soft power.

He had to admit that the idea made sense. The Radio building had the security perimeter of an embassy. In fact, as a Congress-funded Cold War behemoth beaming news and counterpropaganda to twenty-three countries, it was one in all but name. (Its previous headquarters, on Wenceslas Square, had famously housed a tank on the premises.) Keegan’s only objection was to the prospect of climbing a fence, something he hadn’t tried since the age of nine, and never successfully.

“Help me.” Petra jumped, grabbed onto an overhanging tile, and shimmied upward with unexpected vigor. Keegan, too embarrassed to touch a strange woman’s buttocks, held her by the waist for a largely symbolic boost. He expected her to roll over to the other side once she had made it to the top; instead, Petra fearlessly straddled the wall, lay flat on her stomach, and offered him both arms. A few tourists stared from the path. There was no going back now. Beet-red, Keegan took off and folded his glasses, unbuttoned the constricting overcoat, gripped her wrists, and scrambled up, a blind tuxedo cat.

They tumbled onto Izraelská, a narrow street separating the cemetery from the Radio complex, and jogged past the bollards toward the bunker-like security booth on the other side. Petra unzipped her puffer and took out an ID on a lanyard. Keegan reached for his specs and felt a sharp edge and a loose lens: he had crushed them rolling over the wall between his own weight and Petra’s Nokia, which he had forgotten was in the same pocket.

Given his minus-five vision, the world without glasses was a pleasant blur. Keegan oriented himself by the movements of the mustard-yellow blob in front of him. Petra’s ID unlocked the vestibule’s heavy outer door; inside was a dull, airport-like setup with two guards, a metal detector, and an X-ray belt. The gray of the guards’ uniforms matched the walls, rendering their faces two floating pink beans as far as Keegan was concerned. Past the detector, another set of remote-operated glass doors opened onto the compound’s inner courtyard.

“Jackets, keys, electronics on the belt,” intoned one pink bean in native English.

“Je se mnou,” Petra said breezily, which Keegan assumed meant “He’s with me.” The fuzzy shape of the second guard replied with something curt in Czech. At least some of the security here appeared to have been outsourced to the locals.

“Petra. Petra Lorencová,” she shot back, sounding more surprised than incensed.

“Everything okay?” Keegan asked.

“Guy must be new. Ugh, fine, let me go get a guest pass.” Petra stepped toward the metal detector, or rather, the mustard shape moved toward the square shape.

“Jackets, keys, electronics on the belt,” the first guard repeated. With an aggrieved groan, she wriggled out of the puffer and shoved it into the X-ray machine, extinguishing the only bit of color in the entire room. Keegan was now staring at a sea of gray.

As he took off his own overcoat, only adding to the room’s monochrome, something made him think of the man hounding them back in the cemetery. After a moment’s befuddlement, Keegan realized that this something was the color blue.

Why was his parka blue?

To restate: Why would someone whose job was to blend into a gray landscape of a gray city in a gray weather in a gray time of year wear anything other than gray?

Unless, of course, the job was not to blend in. Unless the job was to be noticed. To persist and unnerve. To herd them farther and farther down the snowy cemetery alley.

Into the safest logical place nearby.

“Hey,” Keegan said in the general direction of Petra, lost to the grayness. “Let’s just forget it. I, uh, I can get to the ceremony from here.”

As if in response, the Czech guard reached under the belly of the X-ray machine, removed something angular and black with a distinct Velcro rip, lifted it and aimed it at the English speaker.

The gunshot, in this four-cornered kill box, for that’s where he now knew they stood, was deafening.

Frozen in place, helpless, Keegan watched Petra dash past the beeping frame and lunge toward the courtyard exit. Two more shots rang off the walls and ceiling, sound waves cresting and clashing everywhere, metal singing high and clear.

The last thing he saw before his own turn came was color return to the room: a brilliant slash of red across the glass of the doors.



Three miles away, under the exquisite Art Nouveau skylight of the Smetana Hall, the Aletheia Award ceremony was under way. The host, a French actress, had dispensed with the lighthearted opening section of the speech and was in the process of segueing into the serious part, about the role of free press as a check on political power, when a man in a radio headset walked out of the wings and whispered into her ear at length. As she stepped gracefully off-mic, listened, gasped, and clasped both hands to her mouth, a few discreet snickers could still be heard in the audience from those who thought it was part of a comedy bit. The last of these died out when she returned to the microphone already crying.

In the very back of the room—in what would have been the cheapest seats had the event not been free and invitation-only—a white-haired man in a tuxedo got up. He sidled down the row and into the aisle, muttering excuses in decent Czech, and exited the hall in a hurry, hindered only by his advanced years. Given the developing chaos onstage, no heads turned in his wake.



McLean, Virginia

December 10, 2023

Jim Otterbeck stared down his shirt front, at the red dot in an ocher ring of oil, physically feeling the discovery ruin what was left of his mood. The origin of the blotch wasn’t much of a puzzle: The Langley cafeteria had served a pappardelle lunch special earlier. Which meant he’d been walking around like this—well, sitting at his workstation like this—for a good five hours now. Bleep my life.

It didn’t matter that the spot’s total circumference was about the size of a microdot, or the dot over the i in the word microdot. To Jim, this was another defeat in a daily struggle with the material world. He liked things but felt he couldn’t be trusted with them. Whenever he bought himself anything nice, like a pair of Alden penny loafers, he’d overfocus on not scuffing them; then, having inevitably done so, obsess over the imperfection. By the time both shoes were beaten up enough to relax about it, he hated them. If there was one human quality he’d sell his eternal soul to possess, it would be what the Italians called sprezzatura, the talent for moving through life without getting every detail just so.

A few of the guys he knew at Cornell, and later at the Agency, had it. They’d effortlessly wear a wristwatch over the cuff or tie a tie so that the narrow blade hung lower than the wide. Unimaginable! How did they pull it off? They could afford to, that’s how, Jim. To men like that, everything was a plaything. To the Otterbecks—he could almost hear his father’s voice whenever he thought about this—clothes were a set of rules, signs of belonging, intramural message boards. And right now the message on Jim Otterbeck’s board, written in tomato, was that Jim Otterbeck was an effing slob.

At least it was nearly the end of the day. In Jim’s current line of work, all-nighters at the office were few and far between. Once a Moscow Station officer under official cover as a third secretary at the embassy—not bad for a twenty-eight-year-old, on either count—he had been marinating back stateside since early 2022, when the war in Ukraine frayed the U.S.-Russia ties to a thread. As the embassies emptied out, the time for mutually tolerated diplomat-spies was over. New data would have to be gathered via the wartime combo of illegals, double agents, and SIGINT.

Langley, for its part, didn’t quite know what to do with this sudden mass homecoming of officers, and saddled the arrivals with whatever busywork it could. Jim, for instance, was assigned to a task force developing new ways to measure Russian public sentiment: In a country that jailed you for calling the war a war, opinion polls were no longer useful.

Apart from Jim, the force consisted of five geeks nattering on about discursive patterning and blended data flows. Some of what they did was actually quite clever. For instance, absent official war casualty numbers from the Kremlin, the group monitored the rise in ads for funeral homes. The worst part was that the brass expected Jim to alchemize their findings into “predictive models,” which meant humoring inane questions like “Which sectors of the Russian society are closest to revolt?” The short and correct answer was none, but short and correct answers were not how government careers got made.

Six o’clock. Jim closed a half-written document entitled Tracking Effects of Sanctions on Regional Impoverishment Trends. It was marked due by EOD, and the D was at an E, but oh well. He yawned, stretched, walked to the north windows and stared out onto the endless parking lot paved with sensible sedans, one of which was his. He then went to the bathroom and fought a spirited battle with the sauce spot, failing to get it out but rendering the center of his shirt transparent. Two men in adjoining stalls were trading brutal jokes across the partition, about Alan Keegan biting it in Prague.

When he came back for his jacket, the desk phone was blinking red, as if mocking his efforts. He pushed the button.

“Jim, you still here? Oh, good. Deputy Director Tamaskar’s office. DD wants to see you right away.”

Fudge.

After spiraling for a few seconds, he remembered he had a tennis sweater in his gym bag. He put it on over the shirt and under the jacket. It was too hot, and the wet shirt fabric pressed against his body, but at least these problems were sort of canceling each other out.

Asha Tamaskar, a star analyst from Counterterrorism, had moved into Rex Harlow’s abruptly vacated seventh-floor office a little over two years ago. Her ascent to head of Covert Activities appeared to cap a frantic search for a person least like Harlow in every possible metric, which was fair enough. Still in Moscow at the time, Jim hadn’t been there to offer his congratulations. He did know her a little from her analyst days. In fact they were close enough in age—Asha had only ten years on him—to have even bumped into each other at a party or two. Ever since his return, however, Jim had had exactly one encounter with her, a stilted elevator chat.

The only thing in the office left over from Harlow’s days was a massive desk of bird’s-eye maple. The rest looked stylishly bare, calling to mind nothing so much as an Apple Store: no books, no papers, no clutter, just a square gray sofa and a few devices with the same family photo as the screensaver. The unmistakable message of the space was not your father’s CIA, which in Otterbeck’s case could and should be taken literally. He was legacy, a third-gen spook.

“Hi,” said Tamaskar, getting up and walking around the desk to shake Jim’s hand. “Nice sweater.” It was impossible to gauge the percentage of sarcasm in that sentence.

“Thank you.”

“You wanna sit down?” She headed toward the sofa, leading by example. Asha Tamaskar wore her hair in the kind of short bob that actually bobbed as she walked. She had on a crisp white top, tucked somewhat carelessly into a gray pencil skirt: sprezzatura.

“Care to guess what this is about?” she asked once they sat, peering at him over a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. Jim had no idea. He didn’t report to her directly and was pretty sure she had never read any of his task force’s papers.

“Alan Keegan?” he ventured, just to say something.

“Hmm. What makes you think so?”

Jim shrugged. “It’s just… the latest thing to hit the wires, that’s all.”

“Well,” said Tamaskar, “not just. Keegan’s the reason I’m sitting in this office, isn’t he? Had he not published the dossier, they’d have simply replaced Harlow with another Harlow. Someone from Massachusetts, not Maharashtra.” The last sentence felt a bit too slick to be off-the-cuff. She must have used it in every job interview.

“Do you approve of what he did, then?” asked Jim and immediately regretted it. It came out far too accusatory for a chat with a higher-up.

“I may or I may not, but I recognize it was his job. See, I think of guys like him or Bellingcat or whatever as media, not intelligence. Any newspaper would have published it. Plus, he paid the price, didn’t he?” Tamaskar took a pause. “Who gave him the intel is another story.”

“Of course. You’re right. So, are we investigating that crazy Prague thing?”

The deputy director looked at him with something like surprise, cocking her head a few degrees. “No. Why would we? Like I just said, Keegan wasn’t IC. And the number of people he pissed off in his lifetime, I mean… sheesh, take your pick.”

“I just thought—” Jim began, then stopped himself. What was it with him today? Was it the pasta-sauce spot? The overdue impoverishment paper? There was a Ukrainian saying he liked for its merry fatalism. It went something like “The shed’s on fire, so burn the house.” Is this what was happening here, self-sabotage? The shirt’s ruined, so why not ruin the career, too?

“Please do continue.” Tamaskar studied him with an unreadable smile.

“I just thought,” Jim repeated, “that we might want to cover our behinds so the world knows it wasn’t us. Though, honestly, I’d understand if it was,” he added.

“Is that what you think we do? Revenge killings of people who accuse us of revenge killings? Bit redundant, no?” The smile remained in place; she was toying with him now.

“I don’t, of course. But, uh, some people still think of Radio Free Europe as our domain.”

“The shooter was Czech. A security contractor, third day on the job. He took out two of their staffers, too.”

“I know all that. But you have to admit we’ve lost some moral high ground lately.”

Tamaskar got up from the sofa and began to pace—casually, not neurotically. The office was large enough to get a good saunter on before one had to turn around and go back. “Yeah, well,” she said, “to half the world, we’ll always be capitalism’s bumbling enforcement arm. It’s not our job to argue otherwise. Though some in this building would disagree. What do you think of the ads, by the way?”

Jim knew exactly the ads she meant. A month or so earlier, the Agency’s social media team had released a somewhat puzzling series of public service announcements in Russian, filmed in the style of a Cold War thriller and seemingly aimed at Moscow’s intelligence community, exhorting “honest officers” to switch sides. He concentrated hard before answering. She had graciously handed him a chance to drive this conversation out of the ditch, and he was going to take it.

“It depends on the objective,” he said. “Is the goal here first level, to actually recruit assets; second level, to keep the enemy paranoid about defections in its ranks; or third level?”

“What’s the third level?” asked Tamaskar, sounding intrigued.

“To make an ad so clumsy and desperate that the enemy stops worrying about defections.”

She stopped and snorted, then laughed out loud, revealing perfect teeth. “You guys. Always looking for twists. I’ll let you in on a secret. It’s just a shitty fucking ad.”

Jim flinched a little, as he did every time a woman swore in front of him, but thought he hid it pretty well.

He had not. “You’re LDS, right?”

“Uh, yes. Why?” Otterbeck’s religion was far from an outlier at Langley—the CIA employed thousands of Mormons, as did the FBI and the diplomatic corps. The church’s calm forthrightness, aversion to vice, and baked-in American exceptionalism meshed well with the Agency values, and its vast missionary program conveniently provided young men and women with foreign experience far beyond your standard Eurotrip. Jim, for instance, had learned his Russian on a two-year volunteer posting to the Saratov stake.

“No reason. Cool. And your dad is Agency, too, correct?”

“As was my grandfather. Served under George H.W.”

“Wow.” Tamaskar nodded. “Respect. My folks are both dentists. I’m a huuuge disappointment, as you can imagine.”

What was this? An interview? An audition? Jim had a distinct sense of being felt out for something, though he couldn’t understand what. The deputy director, meanwhile, continued with the non sequiturs. “Got anyone in London? Any friends from the church?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Anyone who’d, say, recognize you on the street?”

“No one,” he said, less intrigued than impatient. “I still feel like this is about Keegan somehow.”

“Yes and no,” replied Tamaskar and abruptly sat down at her, or rather Harlow’s, desk, indicating that the chitchat was over. “All right, Jim, I’m ready to read you in now. What you’re about to hear is operational info, so just by hearing it, you’re part of the op whether you like it or not. The man who gave the dossier to Keegan was a case officer in this very department, named Ari Falk.”

Jim got up from the sofa. “Wow. Oh. I—”

“You met him in Moscow in ’21,” Tamaskar interrupted, though not really, as he had no clue what he was going to say after that. “I read your report.”

“Was it known? This whole time?”

“Of course. But it’s complicated. I mean, I’m sure you heard the tape. Harlow was a pretty bad dude. Things needed to quiet down.”

“And now?”

“And now,” Tamaskar said, “I want you to go and find Falk for us.”

Jim opened his mouth, closed it, thought about keeping it that way, didn’t. “Why me?”

“Honest answer? Because you hated him even then. It was pretty obvious from the report. And I think you hate him just enough to see this through.” She met his gaze and held it. “As do I. Which is why I don’t want someone on this who might think Falk ‘had a point’ ”—she delivered the last three words in a silly croon, accompanied by air quotes—“or ‘did his civic duty’ or ‘punished himself enough.’ I need a patriot, Jim. But a patriot with a similar skillset and mindset, one who can think like him and move like him. Close in age; I’m not giving this to some boomer buzzcut, either. Ivy League. Ex–Moscow Station. A bit of an outsider. I mean, if you really think about it, Otterbeck, it’s you or it’s no one. You’re practically twins—”

“We’re nothing alike,” protested Jim.

“Good.” Tamaskar pounced. “Prove it.” Was anything this woman said not a trap?

“But I do know the type,” he added. “The too-cool-for-school type. No values, no loyalty.”

Behind the glasses, a satisfied twinkle. “Amen. Falk’s been in the wind for two years. It’s time to bring his traitorous ass in. Quietly.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The only question still hanging in the air was Why now?, so Tamaskar preempted it. “And once you have,” she added with a sly smile, “well, shit. Let’s see if he had anything to do with that good man Keegan’s murder. Maybe he got jealous of all the money and prizes. Wanted his cut. As good a motive as any.”
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