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CHAPTER ONE

ANTALYA AIRLINES TQ77

AUGUST 15, 2021

When the MiG-29 swung into view, barely 50 yards portside, passenger Anton Basmanny in seat 12A didn’t feel all that surprised.

In fact, he even knew the reason it was there. He was the reason.

From the moment he left the Istanbul safe house, things could have gone wrong in a million ways. The burner dumbphone he used to call a cab—a prepaid Nokia of the kind he didn’t even know was still made, his third in as many days—could have turned out not as dumb as he hoped. The driver of the yellow taksi that pulled up purporting to be his ride could have had him chloroformed, cuffed, and shipped to the Russian-occupied Crimea. (He didn’t, but Anton was pretty sure another car followed them all the way to the airport.) When you were the Kremlin’s least favorite blogger, a lot could happen.

Not all his fears had to do with the powerful men he pissed off. The whole world was in a woozy flux. What if, in the two hours it took him to pack, get a Q-tip shoved up his nose at the Acibadem Clinic, and arrive at the airport, reality changed once more? Curfew, flight cancellation, border closure… and, of course, the virus itself. He might safely land in Riga, meet the guy he was there to meet, then bite it five days later in a Latvian hospital bed with a tube in his trachea. As a citizen of Russia, the only vaccine Anton was allowed to get was Sputnik V; as an enemy of Russia, he couldn’t exactly swing by to get it. Plus, he’d rather chance it than let the Russians anywhere near his body with a syringe.

That’s why, even when the good-looking guard with the shaped eyebrows nodded and slid his red zagranpasport back across the counter; even when the plane banked over the Bosphorus, the pilot promising a smooth ride in rough English; even then, Anton was unable to shake the sensation of a cold metal coil twisting in his gut. Seeing the fighter jet sidle up to the Boeing was almost a relief. The worst thing possible was finally here.

Hell, he even felt a light prick of pride. Who’d have guessed he got their goat this bad.

Despite the plane being in Belarusian airspace, Anton had no doubt who “they” were. Belarus was an independent state on paper only. In reality, it was more of a testing lab for the Russian government to see how much terror against its own people it could get away with. The local dictator, having just clawed out a sixth term in power with what he claimed was an 80 percent landslide vote, was currently busy jailing everyone who disagreed—including, to Moscow’s telltale indifference, some Russian citizens. Anton had posted some mocking videos about the man, too, but nothing to scramble the jets about. No, if his hunch was correct and he was the target, he knew exactly whose and why.

He looked out the window again. Clouds stretched below, a matted fleece. The MiG hung close to the Boeing, matching its airspeed so well they could be two cars idling at the same red light.

“Not to worry, folks,” said the pilot over the intercom in a clearly worried voice, pronouncing the l in “folks.” People on the starboard side kept getting up to get a better look; flight attendants waved them down. Someone behind Anton let out a single sharp sob. His neighbor in 12B blissfully snored the way he’d been since before the plane took off, mask pulled over his eyes and nose but not mouth. The young woman in a baseball cap and aviators in 11A was filming the MiG on her phone, in time-lapse mode.

“Dear passengers, please stay in your seats with the belts secu—” began the purser. “Flight attendants be seated,” barked the pilot, cutting in. Anton could feel the Boeing speeding up. The floor under his feet vibrated. They were only a few dozen miles away from the Lithuanian—read NATO, read EU—border, closer to Vilnius than to Minsk. Holy shit. They were making a break for it.

The unseen pilot, whose accent so grated on Anton just moments ago, was suddenly his favorite person in the world, a repository for his most fervent hopes. For a second, he felt an irrational surge of optimism. Perhaps he was being too paranoid, if there were such an option for an internationally hunted refugee. Perhaps something had happened below, and now all the flights over the area were getting a look-see from the local air force. Perhaps this wasn’t the end.

The MiG fell back in what felt like incredulity, then tore forward. With its top airspeed of 1,490 miles per hour, lapping a 737 was child’s play. Once the Belarusian overshot the Boeing by about a half mile—which took it less than a second—it pitched back, slashing across the jet’s path in a wide performative arc, and yo-yoed into its original portside position. The message was loud and clear.

A shudder went through the plane, and through Anton. Staring out the window, he saw the aileron on the wing flip up like a white flag of surrender; the Boeing yawed and began to bank. Anton almost chuckled. Serves me right for hoping. How un-Russian of me.

Below, the cloud cover broke in a few spots, revealing flat yellow fields and black clumps of forest. The pilot said something short and angry in Turkish. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he continued after a pause, Anton once again finding the accent unbearable. “Please prepare for landing. We are making an emergency stop.”



RIGA

AUGUST 15, 2021

The name of the Pils Bar, just off the lobby of the Grand Palace Hotel, came from the cobblestone Pils Street on which it stood, not the type of beer it served. With its plush jewel-tone chairs and stag-antler chandeliers, the bar was more of a wine drinker’s place, anyway, locally famous as an executive lunch spot. Latvia’s biggest deals get done here, an investor friend of Falk’s once quipped. Sometimes even up to a million dollars.

Yeah, yeah. Riga was small-time, but Ari Falk liked it this way. It was all a matter of proportion. A city the size of Portland, lost for most of its history on the outskirts of various empires, it was now a rare thing—a cute-as-a-button national capital. Unless, of course, one counted the EU as yet another empire.

Falk crossed the street, pausing to let a touristy horse-drawn carriage clomp past him toward the Our Lady of Sorrows Church, and walked into the hotel. It was only ten in the morning, but as soon as he entered the bar, Falk felt like a child. The Pils’s breakfast crowd, equal parts Latvians and Russians in town for business, was almost all men in suits. The locals were naturally fastidious dressers, in the Scandi style; the guests wore their Brioni and Berluti with a gloomy Slavic zeal, as if to prove something to someone. Falk was wearing a hoodie over a Weezer T-shirt.

There was a method to his wardrobe choices. Clothes defined you, and Falk’s job was to stay undefined or misdefined. Twelve years ago, like many young men in the employ of the National Clandestine Service, he had gone through his own dandy period, blowing his entire first salary on a bespoke suit and six identical dress shirts. It took him a few weeks on the job to notice what his superiors wore: loose-fitting sack suits one wouldn’t mind sleeping in, because one often did.

At Yale, from where the CIA recruited him, Ari Falk had been an Army ROTC scholarship student—a “Rotsie,” as the sniffier Elis called his ilk—and a Slavic literature major: half meathead, half egghead. Add a Jewish name, desperate poverty, and tense foster-kid demeanor, and the result was so difficult to parse that most peers gave up without trying. Back then, it made him lonely. The agency taught him to turn this opaqueness into an asset.

Plus, he liked Weezer.

Falk looked at his phone. 10:03. The plane should have landed already. The airport was barely outside the city limits, so the Russian blogger could be arriving any minute.

He took out his other phone and checked the texts. As far as Anton knew, he had been talking to a wealthy gay fan in Tbilisi who sometimes helped him out with airline tickets; this breakfast would be the first time he’d meet Falk as Falk. The last message from Anton was, as they’d agreed, a short ping from Istanbul at wheels-up. Whether here or still in the air, the blogger was, for all intents and purposes, finally safe.

“May I help you?” a waitress asked in English, with a Latvian lilt that made a little song of every vowel. Falk asked for a coffee, which came with a glass of water, two cookies, and a brown-sugar swizzle stick.

He liked Riga. What he hated was his job here.

A case officer with the Agency’s Covert Activities department under nonofficial cover as a media investor, Ari Falk identified, interfaced with, and utilized indigenous assets with the objective of counterpropaganda dissemination. Translated into human, it meant helping Russian opposition journalists find and run stories damaging to the Kremlin.

On its face, it wasn’t a bad gig. Falk wasn’t spreading disinfo; he was genuinely helping understaffed and underfinanced publications report the truth. He wasn’t even turning anyone against their country, unless outing Duma Deputy X as a secret Dutch citizen or Religious Moralist Y as an escort aficionado rose to the level of treason. In better circumstances his front company, Sokol Media Research, could be doing the exact same thing and simply be a news agency.

Normally, this type of initiative would fall under the purview of Moscow Station, but Covert Activities—which created Falk’s post in response to Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea—ran it directly out of Langley. The reassignment to Riga was technically a huge promotion, yet it still stung a bit. Older CIA hands, susceptible to the ancient notion of Russia as America’s dark double and one worthy opponent, still considered Moscow the number one posting and everything else a step down. Falk’s generation of officers, which came of age in the 1990s and into the service in the 2000s, was supposed to be immune to this bullshit: there was no red colossus in the mirror, just a second-rate kleptocracy running on past glories and petty grievances. And yet. Latvia, a historic refuge for Russians fleeing the regime, was a safe and logical place to set up shop, but perhaps too safe and too logical. Falk was well aware that some assholes at his old posting privately referred to the Riga branch as “the soft unit,” with all the limp-dick connotations it entailed. Ha ha, whatever. If the strategy worked, he could take a little ribbing.

The thing was, it didn’t work. In his seven years on the job, the main thing Falk learned was that the Russians didn’t give a shit about corruption in their own government. The exposés he facilitated made for good content, sure, and looked great in the New York Times the next day. But no matter the regime—be it the czar, the Communists, or postmodern strongmen—the unspoken compact between the Russian people and their masters has always been that each looked away while the other stole whatever wasn’t bolted down. The idea that the Kremlin itself would use these revelations for internecine warfare was also a bust. For all the intel about the various factions and silos jostling for the president’s ear, the system just closed ranks around every new embarrassment—and brought all its wrath down on the messenger instead.

That was the worst part. Before 2014, when Russia still looked like the West’s ornery but reasonable housemate, a website or magazine that dared attack a state functionary might see their advertisers scatter, or their editor replaced with a loyalist. After Crimea, however, the game changed almost overnight. One of Falk’s Russian partners got a brick of hashish planted on him. Another, the smartest young woman he’d ever met, went on trial for an old tweet deemed offensive to World War Two veterans. His exfil request for her languished on Deputy Director Harlow’s desk for a month and came back denied the day after her arrest. Yet another reporter, beaten within an inch of his life by three men with steel pipes, staggered toward a nearby cop only to realize the cop was the lookout; fainting, he collapsed onto his shoulder—and went to prison for assaulting an officer. Falk felt like the farmer who adopted a new shelter cat each time a coyote ate the previous one. Once you subtracted the issue of intent, he ran a coyote-feeding program.

The Agency didn’t see it that way. As long as the corruption stories got the views and Western media pickup, Falk was golden. In fact, the more miserable he felt, the more praise his operation garnered, and vice versa. When he left his apartment this morning to meet Anton, no one, including his supervisor in Virginia and two Sokol employees in Riga, had any idea how close to quitting he was.

Anton Basmanny was Falk’s latest triumph and his biggest headache. The brash, twenty-seven-year-old, openly gay video blogger from Yekaterinburg made a name for himself by hounding local officials with a phone on a selfie stick, shouting out absurd questions and basically inviting violence against himself. His man-on-the-street live streams became wildly popular, and it was commonly assumed that he had some serious muscle behind him: no one in Russia was this fearless without a patron. The prevailing rumor placed him as the lover of a high-ranking United Russia party boss; Anton dispelled it by showing up at the man’s house in a wedding dress, camera crew in tow.

Intrigued, Falk had him studied for a good half year. The results were impressive in their mundanity. Anton came from nothing and knew no one. His parents were schoolteachers. Like Russia’s other great martyrs—Solzhenitsyn, Sakharov, Navalny—he simply seemed to lack the wiring for fear and compromise that, in most of his compatriots, came preinstalled. So, a month ago, when the so-called Napoleon scoop came his way, Falk had no doubts who’d be the best man for the job.

The story was irresistibly simple. Russia’s deputy minister of defense, Gleb Pervushin, kept a secret villa in Côte d’Azur, owned on paper by his ex-wife. Alone, this barely merited a yawn. A drone flight over the property, however, revealed something extraordinary: a dancing fountain with an eleven-meter column at the center, a meticulous one-quarter reproduction of the Austerlitz monument at Place Vendôme. Crowning the column was a gilded statue of the deputy minister himself, in full Napoleon Bonaparte garb complete with a bicorn hat.

This time, however, Falk wasn’t going to feed another cat to the coyotes. Anton was about to take on a man with direct access to the military intelligence agency GRU and too many means of murder to count. If Anton were to do this, he’d need real protection. Falk composed a long, subtly seething letter asking for relocation funds and a safe house, and, for once, got both.

After that, all he needed to do was to slip Anton the villa’s coordinates. The blogger, as the kids said, understood the assignment. He crashed the grounds in the owner’s absence, wearing (naturally) the Napoleonic uniform, waving a toy saber, and screaming abuse at the staff in decent French. He then flew straight from Nice to Istanbul, where Falk’s Tbilisi Guy had arranged for an apartment, and uploaded the post from there.

The video was a smash hit by any metric, clearing fifteen million YouTube views in a week. It generated Napoleon-hat memes galore and triggered thousands of the usual angry comments about the “bloodsuckers” and “hypocrites” and “the court of the mad king,” the best of which Falk’s two staffers dutifully collared, translated, and served up to Langley as proof that, somehow, this one had moved the needle on the Russian public sentiment. All bullshit, of course. But at least it was funny.

A month later, the deputy minister was out of a job.

No one, from the CIA brass to the Russian propaganda outlets, had any idea how to react. Normally, Moscow would do anything to avoid the appearance of being influenced by an outside factor, least of all by grassroots mockery. The correlation between Anton’s video and Pervushin’s sacking, however, was so obvious that even some state news media felt emboldened enough to go with an “Elba” pun in the headline.

One thing was clear: whatever happened, Anton was in for it. A week later, a MoD-connected Telegram channel had doxxed his new Istanbul apartment. The same night, he reported two people shadowing him at the market. Determined to keep him safe, Falk filed an exfiltration request through Moscow Station. This time, Langley got on board: in their eyes, Anton Basmanny had gone from another disposable local asset to precious cargo—the only Russian dissident whose words produced tangible results. Within four days of Falk’s request, they got Anton a ticket to Riga, an unobtrusive escort to the airport, and a provisional US passport now resting in the kangaroo pocket of Falk’s hoodie. It was, finally, time to relax.

Falk checked the time again. 10:25. He tried reading the news but couldn’t concentrate, his eyes darting up every time someone entered the bar. He opened a mobile game where you were a student at Hogwarts solving the mystery of your vanished older brother and played it for a while. In the game, he was already up to fourth year and things were getting interesting.

The message that interrupted him came from Moscow Station. Whoever sent it used Google Chat—most of their everyday comms, surprisingly, were over regular channels. As the IT guy in charge of sweeping his devices said when Falk asked him about it once, It’s a question of risk assessment. If your risk factor is the US government, then by all means use something else. It read, simply, YOUR EXFIL??? next to a link to a live air-traffic tracker site.

Falk clicked it and stared at TQ77’s flight path. It looked like a long spoke with a sharp hook at the top. On the end of the hook writhed a little yellow airplane icon, nosing toward Minsk International. He stared at it long enough that, while he did, the plane moved a few more pixels over.



The sky over Belarus was gray; the clouds they’d pierced a minute ago now hung above like a dirty ceiling. Anton braced for the landing to be rough, which it wasn’t and which, he now realized, didn’t even make logical sense. The plane taxied to a stop at the farthest end of the apron, beside a grass field already teeming with military, police, and civilian vehicles. The curved brutalist heap of the Minsk airport terminal stood to the left.

He glanced around. A few people were sniffling. Some just seemed relieved to be back on solid ground and without a fighter jet hovering nearby. “Sind wir schon in Riga?  ” a small kid asked, and his mother began to cry; strangers from the next seats tried consoling her in a mix of languages. The purser kept walking into and out of the cockpit, shuttling some kind of information back and forth, and every time the door opened, a snatch of intense radio chatter would burst into the main cabin. A middle-aged couple in business class sat with their hands clasped across the aisle, staring straight ahead, as if they had just taken the same poison and were now waiting for it to kick in.

A boarding stair neared the plane, closely followed by a canvas-top Ural military truck. Whatever was to happen next, Anton felt responsible for it. Before he even knew what he was doing, he was up, out of his seat, and standing in the aisle between business and economy, swiveling back and forth to address everyone.

“Hey all,” he said loudly, as if starting a live stream. Several dozen people looked up, frowning. A few faces betrayed recognition; those must have been Russian.

“My name is Anton Basmanny,” he continued in English, not really sure why or what he’d say next. “I just want to, uh, I just want to apologize for everything that’s happening right now. I don’t mean that it’s my fault. I mean that someone probably diverted this flight because of me.”

Several people were already filming him, including the young woman in aviators from 11A. He tried looking into every phone’s camera one by one as he spoke.

“But for you, that’s good news. I’m pretty sure they’re going to take me off the plane and send the rest of you on your way. So please just hang tight. That’s all.”

“What’d you do?” someone shouted out from the back. This was turning into an actual press conference.

“I…” Anton paused. “It seems so corny to say this. I told the truth? Jeez. But yeah, I told the truth. At least a little of it. The little I knew. And I tried to make it funny.”

A flight attendant was on her way to stop this when someone knocked hard on the front passenger door. It sounded like the butt of a gun. She turned, ran back, reached for the latch, then jerked her hand away and looked around, desperate for a command.

“So, whatever happens to me now,” Anton said, switching to Russian and talking faster, “please watch, witness, document, remember, and share. If this is how they treat people for the crime of telling you just a tiny little bit of the truth, it doesn’t take a lot to imagine what else they’re hiding. Peace.”

As he talked, the pilot came out of the cockpit, a short, balding man in a drenched shirt and loosened tie. He tapped the flight attendant on the bicep, gesturing for her to stand aside and behind him, said something that started with “Allah,” and pulled the latch himself.

The door swung out. At once, Belarusian soldiers in full tactical gear and black face masks streamed in, weapons out but pointed down, filling the aisles like a uniform mass oozing through the plane. Anton instinctively stepped aside, letting them through. No one paid any special attention to him so far. Ten or twelve soldiers stayed in the business section, two dozen more quickly distributed themselves through economy. The stench of male sweat, gunmetal, and machine oil permeated the cabin. Suddenly, the 737 felt small.

A few of the people who had been filming Anton, perhaps inspired by his speech, bravely kept their phone cameras trained at the advancing soldiers; they went down first.

Seconds later, it was obvious they were taking everybody.



It took less than ten seconds for Falk to clear the six flights of stairs between the building’s ornate art nouveau entrance and the modest office space Sokol Media Research rented on the third floor. Both his employees were already there. Inga Lace, pronounced LAT-seh, a towering freckled blonde of Latvian-Canadian extraction, paced the front room with a phone to her ear, yelling at a source at Antalya Airlines; Klaus Staubermann, a fifty-year-old German club kid with a ponytail longer and lighter than Inga’s, manned the monitors in the back. The only moments in his life when Falk felt truly Jewish was when he stood between the two of them.

“Fucking Moscow is freezing us out, man,” Klaus said without turning around, which was fair enough. The heavy-breathing new presence in the room could only be his boss.

“Did you try Langley?”

“They’re basically still asleep. At least anyone with any say is.”

“Great.”

Inga hung up, signing off with, “Honestly, I’m not impressed, Kardaș. I’m not impressed. Bye,” and walked into the room.

“All right,” she said, tapping on her phone with both thumbs. “This isn’t a lot, but I got dispatcher audio from the Minsk tower. Hi, Ari.”

“That’s actually quite a lot,” said Falk.

She finished tapping. “There. It’s in your dropboxes.”

Klaus opened the file, leaned over the desk, and turned on a small Bluetooth speaker. Tower chatter filled the room, same as everywhere on the planet: tired and caffeinated at once, in English yet not exactly using it as a living language, rather as a kind of psalmbook.

“Minsk, good morning, TQ.”

“TQ, Minsk Control, go ahead,” the tower answered. The pilot’s voice was surprisingly calm under the circumstances. If anything, the controller sounded like the tenser one of the two.

“Traffic in sight, unresponsive. Requesting to know the nature of contact.”

There followed a light rustle of native conversation off-mic. Like anyone who knew Russian well enough, Falk could follow about half of what was being said in Belarusian; it was something about emails. Inga’s Russian was functional, Klaus’s nonexistent, so they just searched Falk’s face for mood clues.

The controller came back on the mic. “TQ, we have information you have a bomb on board.”

“Jesus,” said Falk.

“Bullshit,” said Klaus. “It would have been all over our channels.”

“Obviously. Shh.”

“Roger that, Minsk. Stand by,” said the pilot. For about a minute, the speaker issued nothing but background hiss.

“Wait, why were these controllers even talking in Belarusian?” asked Inga. “The official Minsk is all Russophone, isn’t it? Speaking the mova on record is… almost rebellious.”

“I can think of only one reason,” said Klaus.

“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

“There’s a Russian in the room they don’t want to understand them.”

The recording came back to life. “Minsk, no escort required. Requesting alternate route to Echo Yankee Victor India.” The pilot switched over to the plane’s PA system. “Flight attendants be seated.”

“That’s code for Vilnius. He’s gunning it for the European border. Guy’s got balls,” said Inga.

“TQ  ,” repeated the controller, “for security reasons we recommend that you land here.”

“Who is ‘we’?  ” barked the pilot, by now openly irked. “Departure authorities? Arrival authorities? Company?  ”

Another burst of conversation on the other end, more legible than the first. Falk caught the words “Eto nasha rekomendacija.”

“This is our recommendation,” repeated the Minsk controller in English. After a few seconds of stunned silence, the pilot loudly swore in Turkish.

“My guess is,” said Falk, “the escort just buzzed them.”

“Okay. Okay! TQ77 declaring Mayday Mayday Mayday. Diverting to Minsk.” The wormlike soundwave undulating on the computer screen came to an abrupt end.

“This is all a ton of fun,” said Klaus, turning off the speaker. “But it confirms what we already know and tells us nothing about your guy.” His tone betrayed slight jealousy of Inga’s resourcefulness.

“Hang on,” said Falk. “Go back ten seconds, please.” Something about the last bit of background chatter scratched at him. Klaus sighed and turned the speaker back on. The hushed exchange played again.

“There,” said Falk. “That. The languages are close, but I’m not supposed to understand every word.”

“So?”

“So you were right. There’s a man in the room, speaking accentless Russian, telling them what to say.”

“Wow,” said Klaus, pleased. “They’re not even trying to hide anymore, are they?”

“Sometimes the brazenness is the message,” said Falk.

He felt like putting his fist through drywall. Instead, he tossed Klaus the burner he’d been using in his guise as Anton’s Tbilisi contact, told him to ping Anton once every minute, and staggered out onto the office balcony for air.

The balcony was grander than the office. Two female nudes framed it on the sides, holding up an arch with a screaming, hollow-eyed Valkyrie at the center. The Valkyrie looked like Falk felt. He stared at the treetops below, then to the far side of Kronvalda Park, where Old Town’s medieval spires rose. Yeah, no, he wouldn’t miss Riga. The job poisoned the city for him. Losing Anton to the GRU in midair was the absolute last straw.

Inga rapped on the glass from the inside. Falk turned around, angry to be jolted out of his anger.

“What?”

“They’ve let them go,” she said. “The plane is taking off.”

Falk cracked the balcony door ajar. “What’s your source?”

“Instagram.” She put her hand through the crack and showed him her phone. It was playing a half-second loop of a young woman in basic influencer gear—sweats, baseball cap, aviators—flashing a V-for-victory from a window seat as a plane sped up the runway. Under the loop was a dynamic caption reading SOOO, THIS HAPPENED, and the location pin for Minsk. The seat behind the woman was empty.

Falk looked at it for a second, then yanked the balcony door open the rest of the way and stepped inside. “Get your things. Let’s go. You too, Klaus.”

“Where?”

“Lidosta,” said Falk. “Flughafen. Airport. If Anton is on that flight, I’m getting him. If he’s not, I’m going wherever he is.”



The holding cell was clearly improvised out of an empty customs office. Besides a row of Soviet-looking chairs with ripped red vinyl cushions, all it held was a long, low metal table—probably for rifling through luggage, although Anton couldn’t help imagining his own lifeless body laid out on that slab—and a painfully wholesome Belavia wall calendar for the year 2018. The August photo was a woman with red and green ribbons in her hair, running through wheat.

For the past hour, the Belarusians have been playing some kind of chaotic three-card monte with Anton, moving him from room to room, leaving him to stew for ten minutes or so, then moving him again. In some of the rooms sat other Flight TQ77 passengers, though never more than one or two and not in the last few. If Anton had to guess, this was a psyop designed to make them all feel alone, unprotected, and suspicious of one another. (Had someone already struck some kind of deal with the captors? Had the flight left with everyone but them on board?)

If so, it worked: even when left to their own devices, the people barely talked. Everyone just stared at the floor, processing their own trauma at their own speed. Even now, it took Anton a few moments to even realize there were others in the room: the middle-aged couple he vaguely recognized from business class. They sat huddled together in the farthest, dimmest corner, where one of the two fluorescent tubes in the ceiling light panel was out and the other flickered on and off.

Anton sat down and looked at the dumb wall calendar, both to give the couple some privacy and to retain his own. The room made him flash back to elementary school: the same chalky walls, the same dull dread. At twenty-seven, he was too young to have experienced the Communist rule, but it didn’t matter: Russia’s public schools held on to the sour Soviet spirit for decades after 1991’s supposed liberation—some figuratively, some literally. The one where his parents worked and he studied kept an alabaster Lenin at the top of the main stairs, just because no clear order to remove it ever came; when Anton’s mother, the fifth- and sixth-grade algebra teacher, meekly suggested it, she was told not to “rock the boat.” Anton, then eight, remembered that evening very well. It was his first encounter with hypocrisy—not because Mom didn’t get her way but because Dad, the history teacher, yelled at her for it: Irisha, come on, how can you be this naive, don’t you realize what kind of country we’re living in. The Lenin stared Anton down six days a week for nine more years.

The dead ceiling tube came to life with a loud metallic ping. Anton involuntarily glanced over, catching sight of the couple in its greenish light. The man was in his late forties or early fifties, trim with a full head of silver hair, and wore an odd combination of a Rolex Submariner with a dorky half-zip pullover. The woman, a striking ageless brunette in an all-black jumpsuit, was wiping her eyes. If she’d been crying, she managed to do it in complete silence. He noticed an old scar on the left side of her face, a deep demilune that started midcheekbone and arced upward toward the earlobe. She met Anton’s gaze, unblinkingly held it for a second, then smiled.

“Nice speech,” she said in Russian. The man glared at her and mumbled something in English. Anton felt some satisfaction in having correctly pegged him for an American.

“Thanks,” he replied. “I don’t even remember what I said. I think I blacked out.”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, a little incongruously. The man mumbled something to her again; Anton made a note that he seemed to understand Russian—at least well enough to disapprove of their exchange.

“So, uh, where are you from?” asked Anton, directing the question at the man, because he knew this would annoy him.

“Places.” It did, and he wasn’t hiding it.

“I’m sorry,” repeated the woman. “My husband has been a little on edge.”

“Understandable,” said Anton.

The door opened, letting in two armed guards. Had it been ten minutes? Anton swiveled to look and realized that these weren’t the soldiers he’d already gotten used to seeing. (Amazing how fast everything becomes routine.) Both wore black uniforms with no patches, and their weapons weren’t the local AK variants everyone else carried but shorter, modern-looking bullpup rifles. The room seemed to darken again with their arrival.

Anton got up, expecting to be frog-marched to the next cell, but one of the men gestured for him to sit back down and pointed at the couple. “Here we go,” said the husband to the wife, smiling a strange crooked smile. The next moment, they were in each other’s arms, kissing deeply. Even with the strange men in the room, it felt like a moment all their own.

There was something different in how the guards escorted them out—a nonchalance Anton couldn’t describe if he tried. It wasn’t the way you led a person you were afraid to hurt, or indeed trying to hurt; it wasn’t the way you led a person, period. The couple were dead weight to them, a dead weight that was still able to move by some happy accident of physics that saved them some effort.

The wife sobbed once. The husband murmured “easy, easy.” The door closed, the locks turned. Anton was alone. The light in the now-empty far corner buzzed and flickered off again.

The gunshots rang loud enough that he ducked. One. Two. Neat and economical. Anton couldn’t tell the direction they came from—the whole room reverberated—but the source was so close that he could hear the casings hit the cement floor. There was no doubt. There could be no doubt.

When the men in unmarked black uniforms returned, ten seconds or a minute or three hours later—for linear time no longer existed in Anton’s Soviet classroom with the 2018 calendar—they had to lift the metal table to get him.



“Goodness gracious,” said Klaus. Some of his English idiom usage was about ten degrees off, in a way that was hard to pinpoint and impossible to correct. He was referring to the gaggle of TV trucks by the airport’s entrance. In the twenty-five minutes it took them to get here, the story broke all over the news.

The forced landing of a Turkish plane in Belarus was an instant global scandal. No one was buying Minsk’s official bomb-threat legend—an email from a never-before-heard-of Kurdish separatist group, sent around to random airport authorities—with only the Russians making a show of immediately taking it at face value, which in itself was a huge lewd wink and basically an admission of guilt. That was the way the game was played now: each side making its lies as shameless as possible and daring others to do something about it. Falk found this professionally insulting—which, too, was the point.

He did, however, have to hand it to the enemy in one respect: hanging the whole thing on the Kurds, even by this flimsy a thread, was a smart touch. It flattered the Turks’ own state mythologies and would keep them from digging into the case too hard. Antalya Airlines’ press release, which every outlet was quoting now, sounded neutral and mostly concerned with the customers’ inconvenience. It ended with the phrase that gave Falk some hope: “After a three-hour delay, all passengers were released and the flight was allowed to continue on to the destination.”

Inga stopped the car. They had bummed a ride to the airport in her mud-encrusted Lada Niva because it was the only one parked by the office; she lived on a farm out of town.

“So. What are we?” she asked, getting out.

“Let’s not complicate things. We’re ourselves,” said Falk. “A news organization.”

They walked past a CNN truck setting up for a live report. The plane was scheduled to land in ten minutes.

Inside, the airport hummed along as usual, apart from the abnormal bustle in the arrivals zone. The local cops kept the media crews outside, but, looking at the crowd of greeters, Falk could easily pick out the people who were, in one way or another, on the clock.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” he said. They had found a table by a small coffee kiosk catering to drivers in need of a boost and set up camp there. “My guess is, counting us, there are between two and four spookshops operating in this airport right now.”

“I always found this expression disgusting,” said Inga.

“Spookshop?”

“No, ‘keep your eyes peeled.’ Who peels eyes?”

“Actually, there was this ancient Roman tortu—” began Klaus, then suddenly went silent. “Hang on. Inga, let’s take a selfie. Now.” He whipped out a phone, sidled up next to Inga with his back to the arrivals crowd, hugged her the best he could—even sitting, she was a full head taller than him—and snapped a quick series of shots.

“Lookie who we have here,” he said, zooming into the background of the image and placing the phone in the middle of the table. The heavyset man crossing the frame behind Klaus’s blurry right ear did, in fact, look familiar.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Falk. “Good work, Klaus.”

“I’ll send it in to be sure.” Klaus opened Signal and forwarded the photo to a face-recognition bot he’d set up back at the office. The bot, hooked into three separate Russian and Chinese databases and one popular app that showed users what they’d look like as anime characters, processed most ID requests faster than the Agency’s own channels, and with zero paperwork. The 94 percent match came back in seconds: NIKOLAI G. KARIKH.

Falk knew the name well. Karikh was GRU. Before its existence became public thanks to the Salisbury Novichok screwup, he was part of the now-infamous Unit 29155, which ran destabilization campaigns everywhere from France to Montenegro. Karikh’s presence in Riga wasn’t much of a secret. Unlike his mates, he wasn’t an eye-peeler. He was a bagman, officially employed as a VP at a gray-zone Latvian “daughter” of a Russian state bank. This, according to the clandestine world’s bizarro rules, marked Karikh as someone to be monitored but tolerated. In 2020, a rumor that some of the bank’s money paid for bounties on US soldiers’ heads in Afghanistan frayed this already-thin status quo to a thread, but it was never confirmed.

Enough time had passed that Falk felt it safe to turn around and track the man with his own eyes. Karikh was on an escalator, heading up to Departures. He was wearing a blue V-neck sweater and a trucker cap, a strange combo; Falk figured that the cap was a last-second addition once he got called in. Everyone was improvising today.

Inga finished her iced coffee and got up. “Right. Klaus stays to monitor the arrivals. I’m getting us the cheapest two non-Schengen tickets I find. And you better believe I’m expensing them.”

Falk smiled and nodded. At least one call he’d make in his career would be the right one. Once he left—which could be next week, if all went well with Anton—Inga would make a great case officer. Klaus was going to hate working for her.

Seven minutes later, passengers Ari Falk and Inga Lace, traveling extremely light from Riga to Dubai, entered the airport’s international zone. Gate 22A, where Anton’s plane was set to arrive any minute, was the hottest spot in the terminal; clearly, they weren’t the only ones to buy their way into the front row. When Flight TQ77’s status on the boards changed from “landing” to “landed,” an electric charge went through the hall. A few reporters outed themselves by running toward the windows, as if the generic visual of a taxiing plane would enrich their story somehow. Perhaps they thought it had taken fire over Minsk.

Falk used the chaos to move in closer to Karikh, who strode directly toward the gate, obliterating any possibility of coincidence. He was there for Anton.

“Boss,” said Inga, “doesn’t it seem a bit… much? For a blogger? Harassing the plane and then bringing in a whole GRU welcome party?”

“For a blogger that got their ministry’s number two fired? No, I’d say it’s about par for the course. See, the thing about the Russians that only a select few of us get is not that they’re evil or cruel. They are, but so are we. It’s that they’re fantastically, unbelievably petty.”

As Falk talked, the Boeing’s ovoid nose slowly rolled into view outside. A gate agent opened the jet-bridge doors to the ground crew. The bridge telescoped out, its canopy latching onto the side of the plane like a suckerfish.

“You’re right that it doesn’t add up, though,” said Falk. “Karikh is not a field agent. He’s a money guy. I don’t understand what the play is.”

The gate doors opened. The air crew emerged first, greeted by light applause that started at the gate and caught on throughout the terminal. Next came a small stampede of rumpled business-class passengers: even in extreme circumstances, the hierarchies held.

Falk found himself torn between scanning the onrush of faces for Anton’s and watching the GRU agent do the same. As blazers and cashmere gave way to tracksuits and backpacks, Karikh grew increasingly tense, which suggested he didn’t know where Anton sat. Wary of getting made, Falk gestured for Inga to keep an eye on the bagman and concentrated on the arrivals.

The sound he heard next was extremely familiar, yet felt like something from a past life. It was a phone alert Falk had set up for every time a new video appeared on Anton’s YouTube channel. Over the last year, he had developed a Pavlovian endorphin response to it—it heralded another laugh and another small victory. The last time he heard it was five weeks ago, the day the Napoleon story came out and Anton went into hiding.

The thumbnail showed Anton at a desk of laminated plywood, its veneer bubbling and sloughing off. The blogger’s eyes were red, but Falk noticed no obvious injuries. The wallpaper behind him, once white, now ran beige from water damage and worn-in smoke: a Leninist liminal space, blank yet stifling like everything the USSR touched.

PLAY. On the screen, Anton inhaled and exhaled, carefully, the way people with a broken rib do. Falk unconsciously mirrored him.

“Hey, all. My name is Anton Basmanny,” he started, in a cracked, hollow voice. His eyeline indicated someone seated just to the right of the camera. “And I am an American agent.”

Falk almost dropped the phone. Inga took her eyes off Karikh and gave him a concerned glance. He waved her over to watch.

“Not literally, of course,” Anton continued. “But I recognize now that my actions, while not intended that way, aided a concerted effort by the West to undermine Russian sovereignty.” Anton’s hair was a mess; he kept nervously smoothing it with his right hand.

“What do you want to say now?” a soft male voice prompted him off-screen. Falk made a note to analyze it later.

“I want to apologize.”

“To whom?”

“To Comrade—uh, to Deputy Minister Pervushin and his family.”

“And?”

“And to everyone whose feelings I hurt. My videos were insensitive, in bad taste, and based on false information. They were only intended to entertain, but now I know that some people viewed them as news. That’s nobody’s fault but mine. They were feik nyus”—Anton used the English term—“and I am sorry for misleading the Russian public this way.”

“Do you have anything else to add?”

Anton frowned. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?”

For several seconds, Anton silently fiddled with a strip of veneer coming off the desk.

“Yes,” he said, quieter than before, looking down. “Some of my videos may also be seen as constituting propaganda of nontraditional values.”

“Motherfuckers,” said Inga through gritted teeth.

“I understand now that, despite the correct age and content warnings on my channel, some underage viewers may have been exposed to, uh, glorifying descriptions of a degenerate lifestyle. I apologize for this as well. This is going to be the last video I post here. All I ask for now is a chance to be a private citizen. Thank you.”

The video ended, automatically segueing into whatever came next on the channel—which was the Napoleon blockbuster, thirty-five million views and counting. Falk hid the phone and looked up. He half expected a miracle—Anton, emerging from the tunnel right there and then. Instead, a ground crew member rolled out a refrigerator-size carrier with a Great Dane inside. The stream of arrivals was thinning. So was the crowd of greeters; most reporters had found a willing victim to interview and wandered off with them. Falk realized that anyone still loitering by the gate ran an increasing risk of showing that they were there for someone not on the flight—that is, Anton—and began to walk away. The same thought must have occurred to Karikh a second later.

“So. You think they have him?” asked Inga, catching up.

“No. I don’t think so. The video was it. They got what they wanted out of him.”

Falk could barely form the words. The reality of his career-long failure was hitting him all at once. Anton’s humiliation was his own. Every asset he ran straight into prison or exile, every young Russian whose back he watched the Motherland break for the sin of wanting things to be a little better, all of it came down to this. Anton Basmanny, the most fearless of them all, licking the boot at gunpoint in a musty basement. I am an American agent.

He could easily be too optimistic in his reasoning; the blogger might already be six feet under the Belarusian loam, and this would be undeniably his, Falk’s, fault. So what now? Just keep going? How does anyone win a tennis game against an opponent who kills the ball boy every time he misses a point? Do you have anything to add?

“Oh, and Inga. I keep meaning to tell you. I’m putting you up for promotion.”

“Wow, thank you, boss. Promotion to… to what?”

“To me.” In his peripheral vision, Falk saw Karikh head for the men’s room. Inga opened her mouth to ask the first of what was undoubtedly a thousand valid questions, but he stopped her.

“Gimme a minute.” Not entirely sure what he was doing yet, Falk followed Karikh toward the restroom. A surge of adrenaline helped keep the darker thoughts at bay, and, for the moment, that was enough. He pushed the door and walked in.

The GRU bagman was standing at the farthest urinal from the entrance, pissing and humming a basso jazz melody. They were alone in the entire room, a state of things that clearly wouldn’t last. It would be optimal if he had gone into one of the stalls, but that would be too much luck for a day this awful. It was now or never.

Falk took a running start from the door and, lunging forward with his whole weight, slammed his open palm into the back of Karikh’s head.

The agent crashed into the wall, his forehead shattering the plastic cover of an herbal erection-pill ad that hung at eye level over every urinal. The trucker cap flew back from the impact; Falk automatically caught it with his left hand while pressing his right into Karikh’s nape to keep him from sliding down. Unconscious, the man was still urinating; Falk waited as long as he could, then hugged him under the armpits, pushed him into the handicapped stall, and dropped him onto the seat.

“Did you kill him?” he yelled in Russian.

No answer. Falk slapped Karikh upside the ear to wake him up, while pressing the hat to his bloodied face to avoid being seen. Karikh flailed and hissed.

“Is he dead?!”

“Is who dead?” slurred Karikh through the hat.

“You know who.”

“No! Who? Look, I will talk, just name the guy.”

“The blogger.”

“Jesus. No. They sent him back to Turkey. Why?”

Falk punched Karikh one more time, sending him off the toilet.

“Grab the floor. Stay down. It’s over.”

He left the stall, caught a glimpse of his own crazed face in the washroom mirrors, and walked out, holding the door for two Finnish backpacker teens walking in.

“Everything okay?” Inga was waiting for him outside. “The coast is clear. He’s almost definitely working solo.”

“Walk and talk,” said Falk. They broke into a light trot together; an airport was one of the few places where this looked normal. “Take Klaus and go home. I’m getting on the next flight to Istanbul. I’m sorry, I have to see this thing through.”

She gave Falk a once-over, without slowing down. “Uh, boss?”

“Yes?”

“You have a little blood on your clothes. And a lot of what I hope is water on your shoes.”

Falk stopped, got out of his hoodie, rolled it up, and handed it to Inga. “Get rid of it, please.”

“Weezer? Really?”

“Shut up.”

She grew serious. “I’m guessing my promotion is being delayed.”

“Fast-tracked, more like. I’ve just gone way off the reservation—”

“Need to know,” said Inga fast. “I don’t need to know what happened in there. But I do know I like the post-toilet you more than the pre-toilet you. If that makes any sense.”

Adrenaline still flooding his system, Falk felt a Neanderthal urge to kiss her before walking away. So he walked away first.



ISTANBUL

AUGUST 16, 2021

Anton staggered into the hammam, fully aware of being a cliché. He was Russian, drunk, and entering a second-rate bathhouse whose main attraction—being open past ten p.m.—was also its main red flag. But, as a local meme went, “there was a nuance.” His nationality was, at this point, a curse; the alcohol was a way to stop his brain from replaying the fear and self-abasement of the last few hours; and the only thing he sought in the hammam was a place to sleep. Returning to the blown safe house seemed suicidal, and hotels asked for passports.

He paid with the last crumbs of cash from his crypto debit card, got his robe and slippers, waved away all treatment offers, and was going to pass out on the nearest chaise when he smelled himself taking off his clothes; he found the strength to climb into a shower first.

The vaulted stall, with its green marble panels rising into a honeycomb dome, was beautiful despite a century’s worth of chips and stains. Anton put both hands on the wall. Tepid water from a nine-foot-high nozzle beat down on his head. He tried not to let his shoulders shake as he cried.

Once he had taped the apology, the agent seated across from him smiled a closed-mouth smile, took back the smartphone he had lent Anton for the task, and handed him his passport in return. “Now let’s upload,” he said. “Your login, please.” Minutes ticked by as the Belarusian phone network struggled with the file. “Attaboy. Wasn’t so hard, was it. I smell a hit.” Anton wasn’t listening. He could barely remember what he’d just said in the video. The only things on his mind were the two gunshots he’d heard, and when his own turn would come.

It never did. The KGB put him on a regular Belavia flight to Istanbul. He spent the six-odd hours in the air hallucinating MiGs outside the window and draining little vodka bottles until the flight attendant cut him off, gave him another look, sighed, and slipped him two more. “Just be quiet,” she said. The message of the day, and of his life.

Anton turned off the shower and pulled on the robe without toweling off. A rotund man, his torso entirely encased in a black chain mail of fur, glared at him from another stall. Anton hurried out. The hammam had a relaxation area with a dozen cots, arrayed in spokes around a statue of a gurgling dolphin. The second-to-last thing he did before falling asleep was text the Tbilisi friend for some money to move around tomorrow. The last thing was logging into his 2.1-million-follower, 1.5-billion-view YouTube channel, from a dumbphone that couldn’t even show him his own videos, and deleting the whole thing.

“I’m sorry, sir. You can’t spend the night in here.” Anton opened his eyes. An elderly masked attendant was crouched next to the cot, gently shaking him awake.

“How long was I out?”

“I don’t know, sir. I just started. Warm towel?”

“Thank you. And sorry.” Anton took the towel, daubed his face and neck, and got up. The inebriation was still there but shading into a hangover. He must have slept for at least a few hours; good enough. He shuffled toward his locker and changed back into yesterday’s clothes, which held the collected stench of two flights and one kidnapping.

The moment Anton got to the empty reception area, he knew he was made again. This time it was a thin, dark-haired man on a bench by the entrance, dressed like someone playing an American college student in a movie from fifteen years ago. Despite his attempts to assume a casual pose, he looked almost as tense and tired as Anton.

The man clocked him, kept eye contact, and got up. This was new. After a millisecond’s panic, Anton took a deep breath and continued toward the hammam’s carved double doors. He was too exhausted to run. If death came in a Weezer T-shirt, so be it.



After all this time, finally seeing Basmanny alive and in person felt like a win in itself. Falk got up and smiled, forgetting for a split second that Anton had no idea what he looked like. To the blogger’s immense credit, he flinched but kept walking straight at Falk. His mien was, for lack of a better word, gladiatorial.

Not bad for someone whose name over the last twelve hours had, in the cruel churn of social spectacle, become synonymous with cowardice. As soon as Anton’s apology video appeared online, followed by the abrupt deletion of his entire channel, the Russian state media predictably had a field day. His former fans and peers in the opposition, however, got in on the action as well. To some of them, this proved the long-held theory that he was a “Kremlin project” all along, a managed distraction. Others contrasted his seeming weakness with the stoicism of other famous dissidents. Those who pointed out the obviously forced nature of the confession ended up sounding like they were making excuses for this weakness; and, in the end, the name of the game was always perception of strength, so these voices were few. Homophobic slurs and jokes, by contrast, flew unimpeded. Falk sincerely hoped Anton hadn’t checked his socials yet.

Not a soul had connected the video to the diverted flight, which fizzled out as a news story after all interviewed passengers spoke of the Belarusians’ largely polite demeanor and Antalya Airlines’ generous vouchers.

“Hey,” said Falk. Anton walked past and to the doors, pointedly ignoring him. “My name is Ari Falk. You were supposed to meet with me in Riga yesterday.”

Anton stopped and turned. The switch from despair to sarcasm was almost instantaneous. “Ah. Well, sorry to stand you up. Don’t know if you heard but I don’t have any media for you to invest in anymore.”

“I know,” said Falk softly. “I’m also Merab, from Tbilisi. I sent you 2.5 Ether a few weeks ago that you’ve been living on since.”

It took longer for Anton to digest this, but not that much longer.

“Do you book my flights, too? ’Cause I have some real complaints about the service.”

Falk laughed. “No. That was Moscow Station. Can we go now?”

“Where?”

Falk took out the provisional US passport he’d been carrying for the last twenty-four hours, handed it to Anton, and watched the blogger’s eyes go wide as he saw his own photo inside. Best part of the job. Perhaps the only good one.

They walked out, into an alleyway dipped in the mustard-yellow light of a sodium streetlamp. A mess of cables overhead cut the sky into a dark mosaic. Three of the Blue Mosque’s six minarets shone dimly in the distance, forming from this angle a tight sharp trident. The dawn call to prayer was still half an hour away.

“I have a plane waiting for us on the other side of the Bulgarian border,” said Falk. “It’s a four-hour drive from here.”

“What time is it now?” asked Anton suddenly, turning the passport in his hand.

“About six a.m. You officially survived the night. Smart move with the hammam.”

“Was it? You still found me.”

Falk reached out and flicked the outline of the phone in Anton’s breast pocket. “Get rid of it, by the way. They could have cloned it in Minsk.” Anton took out the Nokia with two fingers, as if Falk’s words had just turned it into a toad, and dropped it into a sewer grate.

Falk’s rental car stood at the end of the block, an intentionally bland Hyundai he had parked with two wheels on the curb for extra local flavor. “And here I was expecting an Aston Martin,” said Anton. This was the last thing either of them said for the next hour.

The sun came up. They weaved through the city’s western suburbs, drove along the Marmara Sea coast for a bit, then turned inland. The road morphed into a charmless multilane highway; they could be anywhere in the world. Anton yawned and scratched his nose.

“How are you holding up?” asked Falk, in part to stifle his own yawn.

“Fine. Sleepy.”

“I mean, with the reaction to the video and everything.”

Anton chuckled. “What’s the expression? Ignorance is bliss.”

“Good call.”

“Better you tell me.” Anton turned toward him. “How big is the hijacking story? I mean, Belarus has got to be on everyone’s rogue-state list, right?”

“One would think so,” said Falk. “But no. It’s been pretty quiet.”

“What? How?”

“Come on, man,” said Falk, angrily overtaking a semitruck that was slowing down the center lane. “You know the media game better than I do. When no one’s hurt, they lose interest.”

“No one’s hurt?” Anton yelled, suddenly losing it. “Two people get executed in cold blood, two foreign citizens, and that’s called ‘no one’s hurt’ now?!”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

For a moment, Falk and Anton stared at each other. The slighted truck was now honking and flashing its brights behind them. Then, making an executive decision, Falk threw the wheel to the right and took the nearest exit.



“Okay. Again. Everything you remember.” They were sitting in a roadside döner shack, two paper cups of unbearably strong tea in front of them. Anton had just finished the broad-strokes recollection of his brief time with the middle-aged couple, the soldiers in unmarked uniforms, the two gunshots.

“I think that’s all of it.”

“You’re an observant guy. Think. Focus. Drink some tea.” Falk sipped his. It tasted like creosote and heartburn.

“As I said… I think the man was American, but it’s a guess. She was definitely Russian. Educated. Maybe St. Petersburg?”

“And they were married?”

“She said ‘my husband.’ But older Russian women say that about anyone they date for over a week. Especially if it’s a Westerner.”

Falk grinned: the broadside may have been sexist but it squared with some of his own early misadventures. He opened a mobile dropbox and pulled up scans of TQ77’s two flight manifests, one filed before the Minsk stop and one after, both procured by Inga’s source at the airline.

“Okay, let’s see. There are fourteen people in business. None of them share a last name, but, I agree, that means nothing. None bought their tickets together. That means something. Most importantly”—he flipped over to the next document—“here’s the manifest after Minsk. Same fourteen people. In fact, let’s look at the total number, business and economy. Before, 133. After, 132. The only variable is you.”

Anton stared into his untouched tea, less angry than deflated. An oily film slowly rotated on the surface of the liquid. “I saw what I saw.”

“And I believe you. But ask yourself this: Wouldn’t the flight attendants remember missing two passengers? Wouldn’t their neighbors?”

“Well, I wasn’t on that leg of the flight,” said Anton acidly. “But my guess is that the reboarding wasn’t exactly by the book. People must have grabbed seats wherever they could.”

“True,” conceded Falk. “I mean, two people hopping on a flight unlisted is not unheard of… in our trade. So they could have been working you. Certainly explains you ending up in the same room. And the gunshots were to scare you into a confession. Which, I mean, don’t beat yourself up, I’d have freaked out too,” he lied.

“My hand itches,” said the blogger, in the petulant tone of a six-year-old. The poor guy was really fading.

“Honestly,” said Falk, “I think that’s what it was. Now let’s go, we have quite a bit of driving to do.”

“Sekundu.” Anton reached for his tea, lifted the cup with surprising effort, and suddenly dropped it without taking a sip. A moment later, he was doubled over, dry heaving. Falk, worried about making a scene as much as about Anton and his hangover, grabbed him and led him outside, tossing a fistful of lira and euro on the tea-splattered table.

“That’s it. Get it all out. Done?” He was practically carrying Anton to the car; the guy was a featherweight. Falk laid him out on the cramped back seat, figuring he’d better stay horizontal for the rest of the trip, and closed the door. That’s when the seizures began.

The blogger gasped and thrashed around. His back arched, collapsed, arched again. This was no hangover. Something was beating him up inside, and beating him to a pulp. Unsure what to do, Falk got into the front seat, turned around, and tried to use his arms and weight to still Anton’s chaotic movements so he wouldn’t hurt himself. It felt like a fight. Falk’s mind flashed an image of Karikh on the toilet floor.

Finally, he caught the blogger’s flailing right arm by the shirtsleeve and pinned it to the headliner. A purplish, blistering rash ran between his thumb and forefinger, as if he’d closed his hand around a hot poker an hour ago.

Anton loudly inhaled through his mouth, in a kind of cord-shredding reverse scream. He did this twice. The third attempt stalled halfway. His body spasmed so hard that his right foot took out the driver’s-side headrest. And then, Anton Basmanny was dead.

The weedy, unpaved lot in front of the shack stood empty, save for a minibus rusting under a blue tarp. Beyond the weeds, highway traffic hissed like an ebbing tide. For a minute, Falk sat motionless in the driver’s seat of his rented Hyundai, head on the wheel, corpse in the back. Every second of mourning was a risk and a luxury. The Agency had protocols for this kind of thing—the Agency had protocols for every kind of thing—but he needed a moment to sit and be human before triggering them. It might, after all, be one of his last.

Then he called the exfiltration team waiting outside Burgas, told them they had an hour and a half to prepare one atropine drip and two body bags, and started the car.
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