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“You know what the two most depressing words in the Russian language are?” Arkady asked.

“How long have I got?”

Victor’s voice sounded thick with gravel, which was always a sign that the previous night he hadn’t so much fallen off the wagon as plunged from it.

“ ‘Desk job,’ ” Arkady said. “In a country which clasps tragedy to its breast, nothing is more tragic than a man with a ‘desk job.’ ”

“As always, Investigator, you zero in on the truth.”

“Investigator.” Arkady sighed. “The only inquiry I’ve made in the past three months has been into the quality of the coffee here in Petrovka.”

Petrovka 38 was the police headquarters where Arkady worked as investigator for the Office of Prosecution, and Victor was his good friend and assistant detective.

“What did you decide?”

“That when the devil came to seduce Margarita in Patriarch Ponds, he stopped off on the way to install vending machines. Come on, Victor, what do you call an investigator who doesn’t investigate?”

“A crime,” said Victor.

It was, of course, Prosecutor Zurin who had confined Arkady to office duties. He had, over the years, sent Arkady to various extremities of the country on cases: to Kaliningrad, hard up against the Polish border in the west, and to Lake Baikal, halfway to the Far East, across endless rolls of Siberian tundra. Perhaps, Arkady thought, he could complete the compass by going to the far north or the far south. The Northern Fleet in Murmansk was always a hotbed of scandal, and any time spent there would play havoc with Arkady’s circadian rhythms to an extent which would please even Zurin. The sun didn’t rise for six weeks in the winter and didn’t set for six weeks in the summer. Men went mad with monotonous regularity up there, and sometimes Arkady felt he had less far to go than most. As for the south—well, Crimea was Russian again now, and it was very nice at this time of year. Arkady had been there once with his first wife, Zoya, back in the days when every woman on the beach wore the same leopard-print swimsuit because that was the only one on sale that year. As the saying went, the past was another country.

Papers were stacked in ziggurats on Arkady’s desk. He picked up a sheet off the tallest one and waved it vaguely in Victor’s direction. “Departmental liaison officer. Do you know what that means?”

“That you attend endless meetings where you’re neither wanted nor needed.”

“Right,” said Arkady.

The ziggurat slid and toppled as Arkady put the paper back. A solitary sheet floated gently downwards like a snowflake. Victor stretched out a hand and caught it lightly between thumb and forefinger.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“The handwriting is so tiny, it’s illegible. I can’t read a word of it. Can you read it?”

“Of course. It’s my handwriting.”

“Go on, then.” He handed the paper to Arkady. “Read it to me.”

Arkady hesitated.

“I can’t read a word of it either,” Arkady said.

“You should transcribe it onto the computer while it’s still fresh in your mind.

“It’s called age, Victor. Everything starts going with age.”
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It was June, warm enough for Arkady to take his jacket off and sling it over his shoulder. As he walked, he kicked up what looked like snow but wasn’t. It was pukh, fluff from poplar trees, which at this time of year could fall in blizzards. Moscow had hundreds of thousands of poplar trees, the planting of which was blamed on Stalin, or Khrushchev, or both. Piles of pukh burned like gunpowder, so street cleaners trained high-pressure hoses on the flakes wherever they gathered. In Arkady’s early days as an investigator, he heard the tale of the American ambassador who had such a bad allergic reaction to the stuff that he’d been evacuated to a hospital in Germany. Arkady regarded pukh in the same way he regarded Moscow’s traffic: as an annoyance so commonplace that acceptance was the path of least resistance.

Zhenya was where Arkady knew he would be, because it was where he always was, at the chess tables in Gorky Park. Looking like a novitiate monk in his maroon hoodie, Zhenya crouched low over his table and stared at the board with such intensity that Arkady thought the king might give himself up through sheer fright.

Zhenya’s opponent was an old man in a flat leather cap, a thick tweed jacket, and a pullover, a man in whose bones the long cold winters clearly lingered even once summer had come. He sat back in his chair, pondered, then slowly moved his piece. Zhenya was a dervish, hands dancing over the pieces, crashing a bishop down here, slapping the chess clock there. Each move was designed to set a trap. The old man’s queen was skittish and isolated.

“Mate in five,” Zhenya said.

“Let’s play it out.”

“Why? I check here, your king goes there, check, check, pawn cuts off your flight.”

“Let’s play it out.”

Zhenya shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

He made a show of impatience as the old man took his time over each move, until eventually it was done. Zhenya pocketed the two one-hundred-ruble notes tucked under one side of the board. He showed not the slightest trace of embarrassment. This was how he made his living.

“I could have been halfway through my next game by now,” Zhenya said.

The old man got to his feet as though uncoiling. “I know.”

Arkady stopped his smile just short of a laugh.

Only now did Zhenya even seem to notice that Arkady was there. He gave a sheepish grin and placed his hand awkwardly on Arkady’s shoulder. For Zhenya, this represented unbridled affection. “Hi.”

“How have you been? Haven’t seen you for a while.”

They were father and son, officially if not biologically. Arkady had adopted Zhenya after finding him living in a casino off Three Station’s Square, and now they did all the things normal fathers and sons did. They argued their way toward common ground, sighed that the other didn’t understand them, and wrangled over money both owed and needed. Zhenya had moved out of Arkady’s apartment a few months back.

“I’ve been here.”

“How’s Lotte?”

“She’s okay.”

Arkady knew Zhenya, so he waited.

“Ah,” Zhenya said, “things aren’t so good.”

“Why not?”

“She thinks I’m wasting my time here.”

“She’s right.”

“Don’t start.”

“Zhenya, you have all the talent in the world, and you’re using a fraction of it. Hustling pensioners for a couple of hundred rubles, that’s not a job.”

“It’s a living.”

“Not the same thing.”

“It is.”

“You should study six hours a day, play in real tournaments. If that’s what you want to do, and you commit to it, then I’ll help you.”

“How could you help me? You don’t even know basic openings.”

“Financially, I mean.” Arkady gestured to the tables, listened to the clack of the pieces in the warm air. “The money you win here is cheap tricks, nothing more.”

Zhenya flapped a hand as though batting away flies. “How’s Tatiana?” he asked.

Arkady took the change in conversation for what it was. “Gone to St. Petersburg.”

“For how long?”

“Gone as in gone. She’s taken a job there. Correspondent for the New York Times.”

“But you’re still together?”

“No.”

“Oh.” Seeking the right words was almost a physical effort for Zhenya. “Are you okay?”

Arkady shrugged. “We had some good years.”

“Why did she leave? And don’t say—”

“For the job.”

“—for the job.”

Arkady had infinitely more experience than Zhenya did, but sometimes he thought that they both knew next to nothing about women, and while that was forgivable for Zhenya, it wasn’t for Arkady.

Tatiana had given a dozen reasons for leaving. Arkady chose one of the more palatable ones.

“She told me I lacked ambition.”

“Ha! Then fix yourself before lecturing me.”

Arkady was still searching for a reply when a young man came over from a nearby bench. He slouched just the same way Zhenya did, barely picking up his feet as he walked. Arkady supposed he should be thankful that neither of them wore his pants halfway down his ass, a trend which as far as he could make out was still popular long after he thought it would have died out, or maybe it had faded and then come back into fashion again, like dictatorship and war.

“This is Alex,” Zhenya said.

Alex was carrying a laptop in one hand. He shook Arkady’s hand. “Alex Levin,” he said.

“Did you read Meduza this morning?” Alex asked Zhenya. “Putin just sent ten thousand troops and an armada down to Crimea.”

“Why?” Zhenya asked.

“To block Ukraine’s access to the Black Sea.”

“Of course,” said Zhenya.

“What’s Meduza?” Arkady asked.

“It’s where we get all our news. The writers are Ukrainian but reporting out of Latvia,” Alex said.

“Where do you get your news?” Zhenya asked Arkady.

“Remember my old friend Sergei Obolensky? Tatiana worked for him on the magazine Now—or, as Sergei called it, Now and Then. His magazine was shut down but I’m still in touch with him and he’s been telling me about Zelensky and what he’s doing in Ukraine. He’s become a real hero.” He turned to Alex. “Do you play chess?”

“I play with Zhenya just for fun, not money. I could never beat him.”

“Alex is a hacker,” Zhenya remarked. Alex looked alarmed. “Oh, don’t worry. My father’s an investigator, but there’s no one less interested in computers.”

That at least was true, Arkady conceded. “A hacker?” he said out loud.

“I prefer the term ‘computer expert,’ ” Alex said.

“Who do you hack?”

“I identify weaknesses in a company’s online security.”

“And charge them for the privilege of fixing them.”

“Of course. But better I find those weaknesses than someone else.”

“Really?”

“Really. My fees are less and my scruples are greater. You’d be surprised how many people still put more locks on their doors than on their computers. The other day we helped 428 American hospitals.”

“ ‘We’?”

“I’m part of a loose collective of computer experts. We divided it up and took a couple of dozen each. Hospitals always pay. Especially American ones. I think of it as my little revenge for the moon landings.”

“The moon landings were long before you were born.”

“The moon landings never happened.”

“You think they faked them?”

“Of course they faked them! Think about it. First satellite in space—Soviet. First dog in space—Soviet. First man, first full twenty-four hours, first woman, first multiple crews, first spacewalk—all Soviet. So how come the Americans suddenly get to the moon first?”

“Because Korolev died, and no one was a genius designer like him.”

“No. Because they faked it. Stanley Kubrick filmed it on a soundstage in the desert.”

“If you say so.”

“It’s all online.” Alex looked triumphant.

There was no disproving what people had convinced themselves was true. How else had the Soviet Union lasted so long?

“It was the year after 2001 came out, you know? They hardly even bothered to make it subtle. Kubrick loved his coded messages. HAL, the computer in 2001—you know why he called it that?” Alex didn’t even wait for an answer. “Because in English the letters H, A, and L come right before I, B, and M. IBM, see?”

“You know he’s kidding you, right?” said Zhenya.

“Right,” Arkady said. He waved at Alex and Zhenya and started back through the park with a smile on his face.



As he got closer to his car, he could see that a man was waiting by it, and he didn’t need to get much closer before he made out who it was. Fyodor Abakov was unmistakable, even by Moscow standards. He was a bodybuilder, and his chest muscles were now so pronounced that his arms hung away from his body. Everyone called him “Bronson,” a nickname which had come from his resemblance to the actor Charles Bronson.

He ran protection rackets all over the city—cafes, restaurants, kiosks, nightclubs—and he had been in and out of jail a dozen times over the years Arkady had known him.

Bronson held out a hand. “I should congratulate you.”

“Why?”

“I hear you were fired by that pig Zurin.”

“More or less. I work at a desk now.”

“Consider it a promotion. Can we talk?”

“Sure.”

“I can pay you more than the prosecutor ever did if you’ll do a job for me.”

“I won’t take stolen money.”

“Then maybe you’ll take pity on an old man and help me out.” Bronson looked more pitiable than an outsized gangster had any right to. He took Arkady’s silence as assent, at least to make his proposition. “My daughter Karina has disappeared down a rabbit hole, and the assholes I hired to find her haven’t gotten anywhere.”

Arkady smiled. “You don’t want to go to the police?”

“I’d rather stick pins in my eyes.”

“I should remind you that I’m still technically a police detective.”

“Present company excepted, of course.”

“Of course.”

Bronson fished in his pocket, brought out a photograph, and handed it to Arkady. Karina had curly light brown hair and an abstracted expression. Arkady had never bought the idea that you could tell a person’s main qualities from a photo. People changed and turned to show certain sides at certain times. A snapshot was just that, a temporary pause in time, and misleading didn’t begin to cover it.

“Tell me about her,” Arkady said.

“She plays the violin.”

“She plays the violin?” Arkady was surprised.

“Damn right she plays the violin. In a string quartet. They’re very good.”

“Does she have a boyfriend?”

“You think I’d know? She doesn’t tell me anything. All I know is that she’s been busking in the subways. I have her address, but have I ever been there? Have I met her friends? No. I saw a lot of her when her mother was still alive. I think she’s ashamed of me.”

“Do you think she was snatched in the subway?”

“Who knows? That’s why I need you. These kids have a whole different lifestyle. I have no control. She could be anywhere, but she always has that violin with her. Music is all she really cares about. Music and politics.”

Arkady’s heart sank at the word “politics.” Politics in Russia was for the corrupt, the brave, and the foolish.

“What kind of politics?”

“Some movement called Forum for Democracy. ‘Forum’ for short.”

“Anti-government?”

“Isn’t everybody?”

The wind rippled the river into ridges. Arkady blew at a piece of pukh hovering close to his face, and it danced away as it fell.

“So,” Bronson said. “Will you help me?”

It wasn’t that Arkady trusted Bronson, and he certainly didn’t admire him. But at least Bronson never pretended to be anything other than what he was. Criminals came in all shapes and sizes, and there were two categories Arkady disliked above all: the small-timers who wheedled and sniveled and blamed the system, and the so-called businessmen who thought that putting on a suit and having a chauffeur drive them to work in an office absolved all previous sins in a baptism of respectability.

Bronson was neither of those. He was a man true to himself and the world, and for that—maybe for that alone—Arkady liked him. Besides, he saw that the man loved his daughter and was distraught.

“I’ve got to have a completely free hand in this,” he said. “You can’t interfere, and I don’t want anyone to see us together, or I won’t be able to find your daughter.”

“You’re sure I can’t pay you?”

“I’ll do the same job for you either way, so no.”

Bronson clapped a meaty paw across Arkady’s shoulder. It felt like being cuffed by a bear. “Thank you.”






3

Zhenya was waiting outside Arkady’s apartment building when he returned.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” he said.

“About Tatiana? That’s all right.”

“Okay if I come up?”

“Of course.”

The apartment was in an old tsarist building with a courtyard. Arkady was always slightly amazed that the developers hadn’t yet come for this, as they seemed to be doing on every other street corner in Yakimanka. He could hardly move for signs proclaiming PAINTERS’ VILLAGE this and COMPOSERS’ VILLAGE that. Entire urban blocks slapped with ersatz history and faux artistry because Gerasimov or Prokofiev had once spent a night there between the wars.

“You’ve still got your key, right?” he said as they climbed the stairs.

“Yes. But I don’t like to use it now that I’m not living here.”

“This is your home, Zhenya. You can come whenever you want, and you don’t have to ask permission.”

Arkady put together a meal of salad with ham, peas, potatoes, eggs, and pickles. Since Arkady didn’t want to discuss Tatiana, and Zhenya felt the same about Lotte, they ate in front of the TV in companionable silence. Zhenya didn’t chat much unless he was discussing things like chess variations, in which case he could talk for hours.

A game show blared from the screen. Zhenya yelled the answers before the host had even finished asking the questions.

“Ten more minutes of this,” Arkady said, “and then I want to watch the news.”

“What for?”

“So I know what’s going on in the world.”

“It’s all on your phone. Just look at it there.”

“Phones are for talking. TVs are for watching.”

“When I’m an adult, the news won’t exist.”

“You are an adult.”

Zhenya’s eyebrows lifted as he considered this. “Yeah. Anyway. If it’s on the TV, it’ll just be Putin this, Putin that. Same as usual.”

“Yes, but he’s news.”

“Not when everything he says is a lie.”

Arkady turned back to the game show.



Karina’s apartment was in the north of the city, a few minutes’ walk from the All-Russian Exhibition Center. Stalin had chosen this park as ground zero for the glorification of the Soviet Union and its manifest achievements. A person could pass effortlessly from the Armenian pavilion to that of the People’s Education, from Estonia to the Central Industrial Zones. Grouped among the pavilions were oversized statues like the famous statue of the worker and kolkhoz woman raising a hammer and sickle together. Nearby, a titanium rocket soared skyward above its own exhaust plume. Arkady could almost bring himself to feel nostalgic.

He fiddled with the lockpicks. They were slippery today, not balancing in his hand the way they usually did.

“Here,” Victor said. “Let me.”

He took them gently but firmly, like easing a stick from a puppy’s mouth, and set to work. It took him less than half a minute.

“It’s a handy skill,” he said as the door swung open.

Neither of them bothered looking for an alarm box. Alarms in apartment blocks like these were not so much ignored as denied on an existential level. An extendable doorstop leaned against the wall, ready to be wedged hard under the handle from the inside and provide at least some form of resistance against forced entry. It wouldn’t deter any but the most opportunistic and lazy criminals, which meant that its success rate would be running at around ninety-eight percent.

The apartment was four rooms small, a living room with a kitchenette on its side wall, a bathroom, and two bedrooms. The first bedroom they looked in belonged to Karina’s roommate, name unknown. The room was spare. Sheets of music were neatly stacked beside a music stand. In a collage on the wall, there were pictures of a girl with jet-black hair and light brown eyes, sometimes smiling, sometimes serious, and occasionally challenging.

Karina’s bedroom was the better of the two. She at least had a view of the park. Arkady peered at the books on her shelves, flipped through her wardrobe, picked through her drawers. Searching was always an invasion of privacy, justified or not, and he had never lost the feeling of discomfort it gave him.

He could tell everything and nothing about Karina and her roommate. The kitchenette was spotless He took the calendar off the wall. The year was 2021 and the month, September, so it was current. Music rehearsals were marked in red, Forum meetings in green. The next one was tonight. A pair of ultrasonic pest repellents were plugged into sockets. Three cans of pepper spray were neatly lined up in a cupboard. He saw toiletries, perfumes, and jewelry. They should have brought a woman with them to read these runes. A woman would know what should be there but wasn’t and what was there but shouldn’t be. A woman would be able to tell if Karina had left in a hurry or at leisure. There was no sign of a violin, so presumably Karina had taken that with her. That was something concrete, at least. That and the calendar.

“How much did you say Bronson’s paying you?” Victor asked.

“He isn’t.”

“Then he can’t say he hasn’t gotten his money’s worth.”

Arkady took the calendar with him when they left. He felt as though he’d somehow been swindled at the fair.
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The residents of Patriarch Ponds seemed very put out by the fact that a Forum meeting was being held there. Arkady suspected that this was a good part of the rationale behind the choice of location in the first place. The heads of a dowager and a bald man appeared with cuckoo clock synchronicity at adjacent windows of an apartment building.

“Quiet down!” yelled the dowager.

“I’m calling the police!” the bald man shouted.

There was optimism for you, Arkady thought.

The meeting had attracted a couple of hundred people, spilling out of the cafés and bars which skirted the edge of the pond. There was only one pond now, down from three, but no one had gotten around to changing the name. Arkady saw people sitting on steps eating takeout. It felt like a carnival as much as a political meeting.

“Why are so many people wearing green?” Victor said.

Arkady looked. Victor was right. There were green T-shirts, green scarves, green bandanas and baseball caps. He remembered that the Forum meetings had been marked on Karina’s calendar in green ink.

“I do know, but I can’t remember.” It remained just out of reach. He could sense it floating nearby, something he’d read or something he’d seen.

A cheer went up. A man with an eye patch bound onto a makeshift stage. “Zelyonka!” Arkady said suddenly, his mind making a muscular leap at the realization. “Lebedev”—he indicated the man with the eye patch—“had zelyonka sprayed into his face by political opponents.”

“What’s zelyonka?” Victor’s knowledge of the world was limited. He could remember things that happened decades ago but found himself stumped by the most commonplace and recent events, depending on when, where, and how often he drank.

“It’s a brilliant green dye,” Arkady said, “maybe a disinfectant; I can’t remember. It’s impossible to get off once it’s on you. Sometimes you can still see traces of it a couple of weeks later. In Lebedev’s case, it was mixed with something caustic, so he suffered a chemical burn to one eye and lost most of his sight in that eye. Now they all seem to be wearing green in solidarity.”

“Did they ever find out who did it?”

“Unlikely.”

Lebedev held up his hands, and the applause gradually died down.

“My friends,” he said. There was a slight echo on the microphone. “It’s so good to see so many of you here tonight.”

“Locusts!” the dowager shouted from her window. “Buzz off, all of you.”

“Come and join us, madam.” Lebedev rode the swell of laughter. “Be part of the green revolution. Come one, come all. As long as you want change, you will always find a welcome here.”

The dowager huffed, but Arkady saw indulgence flit across her face. That was the eye patch doing its work, he thought, transforming Lebedev into a pirate, a rogue, the sexiest of outlaws willing to storm the Kremlin’s ramparts. Arkady had no doubt that the attack had been real, but Lebedev had made the most of it. That was why he was a politician, Arkady supposed.

“I have an announcement,” Lebedev said. “Tonight, for the first time—I made the final decision only a few hours ago—I tell you all: I’m running for mayor of Moscow.”

Another cheer went up, even louder than the first one. Arkady’s view was obscured by a forest of arms, hands clapping high above heads or fists punching the air. A couple of thick necks in front of Arkady and Victor were among the few who didn’t cheer. Arkady noticed they weren’t wearing green either. He nudged Victor and nodded in their direction. Victor made a What else did you expect? expression. Of course, the FSB, the Federal Security Service, would be here. They would want people to know that they were here. They could easily have sent younger agents who could blend in better. The FSB always had reasons. The trick was to work out what those reasons were.

“I’ll need donations, of course,” Lebedev said. “Please spare what you can, even if it’s not that much. We all know how awash with money our politics are and how you need to be either an oligarch or in the pocket of one to achieve office. Let’s change that. I don’t want a million rubles from one person. I want a hundred rubles from ten thousand people: clean money, pure money, money given by people who can barely afford it because they believe in a better future for everyone, not just for themselves.”

The roar felt guttural, rising from somewhere deep inside the earth. There was such a longing for men like these, Arkady thought, men who held out the prospect of sunshine after rain, even when that rain fell day after day.

“They’ll accuse me of being a Western puppet subverting the regime,” Lebedev continued. “They’re half-right. If campaigning against corruption is subverting the regime, then count me in, and count me in if demanding a free press subverts the regime.”

Arkady remembered Mikhail Kuznetsov, a billionaire who had also gone up against Putin and ended his days dead in Lake Baikal’s icy waters. Tatiana had been covering the story, and Arkady never got to the bottom of her relationship with Kuznetsov. “Purely professional,” she’d always say. “At least on my part. I knew he liked me, and I used it because that’s what journalists do.” And he had believed her, most of the time. He had wanted to believe her, and he knew that even a hint of suspicion didn’t help him in any way at all. A suspicious man can never have his fears assuaged, not totally. He can only assume that he has yet to find the evidence which will confirm them. Suspicion led to purges if you were a Soviet leader and to madness if you were anyone else. Not that it stopped Arkady, of course.

He dragged himself back to what Lebedev was saying. Would he have any more success than Kuznetsov had? Would this be even a single paving stone on the road to change? Or was it all just noise and fury?

“Probably run by the Kremlin itself,” Victor said.

Arkady had to agree. Lebedev gave a nod to the democratic process and a veneer of respectability without risking any real damage. He had figured out the algorithm from start to finish. It made sense.

“Cynic.”

“Realist.” Victor nodded his head toward the front again, this time to a few rows in front of the FSB men. “And I think I’ve found someone you know.”

Arkady followed his gaze until he saw Zhenya and his friend Alex.
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Arkady sought out Zhenya the next day in the park. “Shall we play a game?” he asked.

“For money?”

“Of course for money.”

“Okay. Two thousand rubles.”

“Two thousand?”

“Special rates for law enforcement personnel.” Zhenya enunciated the words clearly as though trying the joke on for size. “I’ll let you go first. Five-minute game.”

Zhenya didn’t offer odds of a piece, even though he could have given up a rook and still be almost certain of winning. For a fun game, perhaps, but for Zhenya there was no such thing. Arkady pushed his pawn forward two squares and punched his clock.

“Let’s play the Sicilian. Sharp and counterattacking,” Zhenya said.

They played by the book, moving their pieces quickly. Zhenya opted for the Najdorf variation on the fifth move.

“I saw you at the Forum meeting last night,” Arkady said.

“Are you keeping tabs on me?”

“Not at all. I didn’t even know you were there until Victor pointed you out.”

“What were you doing there?”

“Looking for her.” Arkady dropped Karina’s photo onto the board. It landed askew against one of Zhenya’s bishops. Zhenya picked it up, played a move, punched his clock, and only then examined the picture. “You know her?”

“Sure. Her name is Karina Abakova.”

“When did you last see her?”

“At the last meeting, I guess.”

“Yesterday’s?”

“No. The one before that. A couple of weeks ago.”

“You know her well?”

“Not really. Alex is sweet on her. He flushes redder than a Soviet flag whenever she’s around.” Arkady heard the scorn for what it was. “I know her friend better.”

“Her friend?”

“Elena. They play in a string quartet together.”

Arkady moved a knight to give his queen some air. “Do you have her phone number?”

“No, but I can get it. One of the other Forum guys will have it.” He nodded toward the board. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

Arkady hesitated. “Yes, I’m sure.”

Zhenya’s knight leapt high and took a rook.

“How did you get involved with Forum in the first place?”

“Alex took me.”

“He’s into politics?”

“I guess.”

“You know some FSB spies were there yesterday?”

“Yeah, I saw.”

“Be careful.”

“I’m sure they’ve got bigger fish to fry than me.”

“They operate on blue whale principles.”

“What’s that?”

“No plankton too small.”

Zhenya glanced at the board. “Mate in four. Don’t be like the asshole yesterday and play it out. I wouldn’t lie to you about this.”

That was true enough, Arkady thought. Zhenya won games with cheap tricks, but tricks weren’t lies. Chess was a game of insight. Nothing was hidden. It was all there if only one was good enough to see it.

“Can you ask Elena to meet me here tomorrow?”

“What time?”

“Noon.” Arkady stood up and laid a stack of rubles down on the table.
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