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KYLER DAWSON closed his eyes tightly, breathed deeply, and tilted his head downward in a brief, remarkably unsuccessful attempt to compose himself. Last time, he had been incredibly embarrassed—mortified—and his life and career were savagely disrupted. Now, the consequences would be even worse. If people believed what was currently being said about him, he was finished.


He felt the chaotic rush of people around him, scrambling to their boarding gates and dashing to the ride-share station. Carts loaded with elderly and disabled passengers careened through the crowds as their beep beep beep warning noises ordered the able-bodied out of the way.


Most of those who were not moving through the busy airport were standing or sitting, looking at their phones and tablets—posting on social media, checking bank accounts, responding to emails, video chatting, texting, sexting, reading the news, playing mindless games, so absorbed and seemingly oblivious to those around them. A few were probably even playing poker, trying to win a few dollars before boarding time.


He desperately wanted time to pause, to give him a chance to collect himself and decide what to do. But the latest news about him was spreading online with merciless speed, and he needed to act fast. He knew all too well how savage an online hit job could be. He had experienced it before when it incinerated the last strings holding together his relationship with his then-wife. And that time he learned a big lesson: passively ignoring the issue and hoping it would fade as the next social media news scandal emerged was a huge mistake. Without a real response, the allegations would become indelible. He couldn’t let that happen again.


This time he would respond immediately—clearly, forcefully, and without reservation. But what should he say?


With every second, the story gained more shares, more retweets, more comments, and thus more credibility. So he steadied the phone in his trembling hands and began to tap out his answer to the world.


Be assertive. But don’t sound angry or defensive. Stay positive.


As he had been preparing to board his first-class seat, the online world had just been told that he had no money—that he had, unfathomably, lost it all. If true, it would be a stunning development. Blowing through all the money could only mean that he’d be perceived as a complete failure, a colossal loser. And in his world, that kind of perception quickly became reality. No opportunities to earn. Severance of all available roads to make a living, pay his bills, live his life, and provide child support—including the crucial opportunity that was awaiting him at the other end of his flight.


He didn’t want to be cast away as a failure. He didn’t want to be a dead-beat dad. This was not about just preserving his reputation and avoiding embarrassment. This was about survival.


So he tweeted:


“I can’t believe I even need to write this, but I am NOT broke. Please don’t believe lies of a jealous blogger. I’m so grateful and happy with my life and success. #blessed”


He read it a few more times, wondering if each phrase and sentence carried the meaning and nuance that he intended. It didn’t matter that it was already forever in the public domain now—he still questioned every word as his stomach rumbled, his chest rose and fell quickly and repeatedly, and his head struggled to focus.


Was it clear enough? Strong enough? Positive enough? Maybe he shouldn’t have acknowledged the anonymous blogger, giving him or her or them unnecessary attention and driving more readers to the story. Was the capitalization of “not” too much? Tweets in all caps were annoying—but this was just one upper case word, so it was okay. Right?


#blessed


He liked that hashtag. There was a time when he really, really had been #blessed, and hopefully he would be #blessed again very soon. One thing he knew for sure: he should NOT look at the Twitter replies (yes, NOT in all caps).


His phone quickly populated with a flood of retweets and comments. He knew that social media was ready to mock and desecrate him, and reading brutal comments by a bunch of terrible people hiding in the shadows would serve no purpose. It certainly wouldn’t help him calm down and concentrate.


But there were so many of them …


What were they saying?


Were any positive? Maybe there was a pocket of support for him. Maybe that would give him the strength to board his flight and, after landing, emerge as if nothing was wrong.


“Final boarding call for American Airlines flight 5282 to Washington, DC …”


He needed to put the phone away and get moving.


But wasn’t there time to look at just one response?


@vegaslife1968: “I don’t care if ur broke or not. I care that ur fellow poker pro is missing & shes maybe dead and ur just selfish AF thinking about urself #sixofdiamondsontheriver #ezpass”


Of course, he recognized the two hashtags, but he had no idea anyone was missing. He would have to look online and see what he could learn. Beyond that confusion, he just felt fury.


He fantasized slamming @vegaslife1968’s head into a wall. Kyler was a big guy. Maybe not as muscular as he used to be, but he was strong enough that odds were he would win a physical fight against an anonymous tweeter.


He thought about reading one more comment—maybe the next one would be supportive—but instead he shut down his phone and boarded his flight to Washington, hoping that his first ever trip to DC would save his life.
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Three days earlier.


IN HER THIRTY YEARS as a local television news reporter in the nation’s capital, Tori Kinum had covered too many horrific stories to count. The nursing home fire that resulted in twenty-five assisted living residents burning to death. The mentally ill man who stabbed his six-year-old neighbor twenty times and then drowned him in a swimming pool because the kid had accidentally kicked a soccer ball through the man’s glass window. The combat veterans returning from service with missing limbs and other physical and mental wounds.


Local news lived in tragedy, and she reported it daily. How many times had she been yelled at by a grieving family member?


“Get that fucking camera away from my home. My child is dead! Are you inhuman?”


None of that experience with the dreadful and grotesque prepared her for the sight of her sister’s murdered body.


“Emily …”


Her lungs heaved, and she released a scream of agony. Scars covered Emily’s body, bruises darkened her face—the face that in so many ways had been her face, too. The short black hair, the hazel eyes, the self-assured, commanding smile. Now the right eye area was swollen and disfigured. The once-perfect teeth were each now broken, crooked, or missing.


Her sister was her hero, her inspiration for being a journalist and so much more. Emily’s content went way beyond the local tragedies that Tori was stuck in. Her sister traveled the world and lived in the most repressive and dangerous societies. Her journalism was world-renowned—winning countless awards and, more importantly, helping to expose corrupt, brutal leaders and governments. As she risked her life to uncover and document oppression, her investigative journalism about the barbaric treatment of women, child slavery, religious persecution, human trafficking, torture and murder of opposition figures, and so many other human rights issues galvanized the free world time and again to support local activists who brought about real change. Her writing shone a light on the world’s cruelest practices, and, because of her work, countless people lived better, freer lives.


While most of humanity threw up its hands in exasperation about the impossibility of helping to improve “hopeless” situations, Emily faced unthinkable risks, wrote shocking truths, and never viewed a human life as expendable.


Now Tori needed to muster her sister’s strength and determination. Tori’s lifelong symbol of strength, vitality, and justice lay dead before her. But she was not going to be hopeless. She was going to fight back, in every way that she could.


She ran her right hand over her sister’s forehead.


“I love you so much, Emily,” she sobbed. They tortured her, she thought, agonizing over what she imagined her sister went through during her final hours.


As a journalist, Tori chased down every hot tip and relished the opportunity to obtain a precious nugget before the rest of the pack, especially when she successfully scooped her national media competitors. Now she had ultimate insider access to the most explosive, confidential story of her life—but this time she and her journalist sister were the subjects of this soon-to-be media feeding frenzy.


She looked around the small, dark room, which contained no furniture except for the table that supported her sister inside a zipped open body bag. There was one other living person in the room, and she turned to face him.


“You can’t let them get away with this,” she ordered as her voice cracked.


Bryce Kirkwood gave her a sensitive nod. He appeared to be about to reach out to provide a hug or some other physical display of compassion but then paused uncomfortably. Thirty-one years old, he looked twenty-six at most, way too young for the job. He was handsome and determined in a youthful way, like a former college athlete now working his ass off as a junior associate in a prestigious law firm.


But this was no newbie attorney sentenced by a senior partner to hours and days and weeks of document review. This young man had rapidly risen in the cutthroat world of DC politics and now stood before her on his third day as White House chief of staff.


“They won’t,” he replied with assurance in his eyes. “We won’t let them.”


“Look at her!” she exclaimed, even though she now barely could. “They tortured my sister! They murdered her because she was going to expose them. Promise me you won’t just respond with more bull-shit sanctions. They need to pay with their lives.”


“Tori, we’re 100 percent going to get vengeance. The people who did this don’t deserve to live another second. But we don’t know for sure who killed her yet. We don’t know how high up this goes. The crown prince is saying he knew nothing about it and that he’s doing his own investigation—”


“You’re not going to trust—”


“Of course not. Whether he was involved or not, and he probably was, he’ll do whatever he can to cover it up, find a scapegoat. We’re using our own sources, but our intel in the Kingdom is weak. We don’t have all the facts yet.”


She looked back in the direction of her sister, unfocused so that she could avoid revisiting the heart-wrenching details. I can’t handle what they did to you. And your killers aren’t suffering real consequences yet, so I’m already failing you. But I will be relentless.


She stared back at Bryce, the man who spoke for the president.


“You should be telling me how you’re going to use the mighty power and reach of the United State of America to kill the people who did this,” she instructed. “That’s what I want to hear.”


He looked back at her with understanding.


She added, “And that’s what the American people are going to want to hear. Promise me you won’t just throw economic sanctions at them. This was a murder, not some trade infraction.”


“I want what you want,” he said with seemingly sincere compassion. “Sanctions never accomplish anything. They just make us look weak. But between you and me, some in the administration will want them. Brad Connelly is already pushing for that. I’m doing my best. I’m on your side.”


“The president listens to you. I’m counting on you.”


“I promise, Tori. As long as the president still takes my advice, once we have the evidence we need, you’ll get the military response you’re looking for. Anything less would be a disgrace. Now that her body’s been returned, we’ll learn a lot more about how she was killed and who's responsible. But we’re not there yet. And remember, they’re probably a nuclear power now. It makes this a lot more complicated than if it was just some shitty third-world country that we could bomb.”


“Well, I’ll be very vocal about what the US needs to do. And I’ll shame anyone continuing to invest there. She was an expert at that,” Tori explained, glancing at her sister. “And I watched her carefully. So I know how to do this.”


“I support you completely, Tori. I know there’s nothing more excruciating than what you’re going through. I’m so sorry. The president and I and the whole country are on your side.”


“We’ll see. When does the public find out?”


“Whenever you’re ready. Do you want more time? I can step out.”


She leaned back down and softly kissed her sister’s battered forehead. Then, full of resolve, she turned back to the young man in front of her.


“I’m ready.”
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“I KNOW UR VERY BUSY but we need to talk about what happened last week”


Maggie Raster lay on her apartment couch and stared at the text she had sent her former boss the night before. The message showed that it had been read, but there was no reply.


She was still sorting out what had happened, second-guessing her actions and decisions. She hadn’t confided in anyone about what he had done, fearing that others thinking of her as some kind of “victim” would be worse than the act itself. And as she wrestled with finding the right words to describe it, her ruminating sometimes led to extreme terms that she knew were absurd. Her life would be so much easier if she could just move on.


But even a week later, she couldn’t.


There was a lot of drinking by the group that night, although she’d been relatively sober. She remembered how handsome he looked, how excited they all were to celebrate his new position.


And she recalled the moment in the midst of it all when everyone was toasting and laughing and their eyes met and he smiled and she thought with building excitement and curiosity, Hmmmm … I don’t work for him anymore. We’re both single. There’s really no reason this can’t happen.


Then they were in the Uber together, heading to her nearby apartment. Her skirt had risen a little, and her bare leg rested against his perfect suit pant. It was a tantalizing physical touch with someone she had been so professional with for so long. She tilted her head up to his face and started to lean in for a kiss, but his hand met her shoulder as he gently guided her away.


“Wait wait wait. We’re not alone,” he whispered. He saw the disappointment that she couldn’t avoid expressing and offered her a little smirk. “Yet …” he added flirtatiously with a quick wink from his right eye.


They simultaneously giggled, and he took her hand in his as the car cruised through the beautiful Washington winter night.


A few moments later, he released her hand and began lightly stroking the inside of her left thigh, and she took the cue to place a hand on his knee and then slowly start moving it up his pants. He exhaled as she got higher, and for the moment he wasn’t stopping her, so she playfully moved two fingers farther and farther up the inside of his leg and then seductively over his crotch.


“Wait wait wait,” he then said for the second time.


“You don’t like that?” she asked with a mischievous tone, as two fingers turned into a whole hand that caressed his dick through his pants.


“Oh my God,” he sighed. “Wait, stop. Really.” He moved her hand away. “We need to be able to walk out of here in a few minutes. What if someone recognizes me?” he said in a hushed voice, indicating the now noticeable bulge in his pants.


“Maybe they’ll be impressed?” she asked with a grin.


“No, really … I can’t have that happen. We’ll be there soon.”


“Okay,” she whispered, and kissed his neck.


Finally, the ride ended. They hustled to the elevator and then rode up to her apartment. Once they were inside her place with the door closed, his reticence vanished. He kissed her passionately and quickly unbuttoned her cream-colored blouse. She placed her hands around his waist and then began to unbuckle his belt.


There was nothing wrong with them being together, but their previous ultra-professional relationship added another degree of excitement and the illusion of taboo, which helped flare their passion.


Soon they were having sex on her bed, and it was such a welcome, needed escape. Even at the point when she felt like he was fucking her for just a little too long, and she was hoping he would come soon, she felt more blissful than she’d been in a very long time. The terrible stresses of her life seemed to recede, if only for a short while.


The consulting business she was struggling to set up. Her financial problems now that she no longer had a salary. Her parents’ medical issues and skyrocketing health care bills. The growing fear that she’d made a terribly stupid career decision and ruined her future.


For the moment, she tried to allow herself to feel content. He was behind her as she lay on her stomach with a pillow under her waist, and the sex still felt pretty good, but she couldn’t wait until it was over so they could experience the afterglow together.


Then, finally, it arrived. And for about seven seconds, it did not disappoint, as he wrapped his arms around her chest from behind and held her close to his body.


Now she wasn’t just back to reality—she was confronting a whole new reality, and she didn’t know how to begin to acknowledge or tackle it.


And she still had her other problems to fix. So many people had warned her not to leave her enviable position in government. “Just wait a couple more years, until the end of the term. Then you’ll be really marketable. Everyone will want to hire you.”


But she didn’t want to wait. She sensed this was her moment, when she could take the experience and connections she had made and begin political consulting on her own. She truly believed in her own ability, and she very much wanted to be her own boss and gain independence from all the assholes in government.


Maggie Raster Consulting, LLC.


When the name was official, she was excited and proud. She did everything she could to network and spread the word, and she was even quoted in a few news articles about current events.


But no clients. A few teases here and there as people inquired about her services, but she couldn’t close a deal. She had saved enough to live for three months without an income, but now nine months had passed, and she was paying the rent through credit-card loans with soon-to-be exorbitant interest rates. “0% Intro APR on purchases and balance transfers for six months! A special offer just for you!” She now had five of those.


And then there were her parents’ issues …


It was at the promotion celebration for her former boss, right after she reminded the group that she was now building her own political consulting business, that she was told for the umpteenth time what she needed to do.


One of the guys there, a balding, middle-aged staffer named Brad Connelly, pointed his finger and declared, “Hey, well, you need to get on TV. You’re definitely cute enough to be a political talking head. I’d fucking watch if you were talking about anything …” There was an awkward pause, so he exclaimed with intoxicated exuberance, “Fuck! I hope I didn’t just commit some fucking MeToo violation!” and then burst out laughing.


The rest of the assembled chuckled along. Maggie, half-heartedly pretending to be amused, wondered if anyone actually thought it was funny.


Connelly had always acted this way. Maggie and other women who had been staffed with him elsewhere were familiar with his penchant for creating an uncomfortable work environment, full of sexualized comments and awkward invasions of personal space. Nothing had changed, as he continued making ridiculous, immature observations all night.


“Why is it called doggy style anyway? Why not just dog style? I mean, what adult calls a dog a doggy? There’s no other situation when we do that!”


“Well, what about leftovers in a restaurant? We call it a doggy bag,” a woman interjected.


Connelly looked at her sternly and explained, “Well, I don’t. I just say I’m taking it to go.” Then he erupted in laughter again.


Getting away from people like him was one of the reasons she wanted to leave government employment, one of the reasons she didn’t want to join someone else’s consulting firm. She understood politics as well as any of these people, and if she could just break into the consulting world, she knew she’d be great at it.


But how?


The continual advice was that she needed to get on television. National television.


It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried. She’d reached out to every booker and producer she could find a connection to, through phone calls, emails, and social media, telling them all about her career credentials and availability—and noting her television experience that she in reality did not have. Most ignored her. A few sent polite responses. “Thank you for your email. We will certainly keep you in mind for future segments.”


She was well aware that in the political consulting world, and in many other worlds, people thought that if you were on television, you must know something. And people wanted to hire someone who knew something. Plus, people liked seeing their consultant on television so they could feel as if they were connected to someone with a modicum of celebrity.


She had never been interviewed on television, but she had watched countless political news segments with the same formula: two consultants debating some hot topic. She was as knowledgeable as any of them. She was as well-spoken as any of them. And yes, she was as attractive as any of them. They were mostly just more polished than she was, but she could get there over time. She just needed to get in the game.


Meanwhile, still no reply to her text message.


“I know ur very busy but we need to talk about what happened last week”


At four in the morning, she had woken up on her apartment sofa, where she had slept every night for the past week, and she’d lain there awake and virtually motionless for the next four hours. She wondered what she would do that day. At what time would she finally get off the couch? Would she ever venture outside? She had no clients and nowhere to go, and she was increasingly anxious and distressed.


When her phone suddenly beeped with the sound of an incoming text message, Maggie shocked herself by how quickly she moved to seize it. She was both hopeful and fearful that it would be from him. But it wasn’t.


“Hey Maggie. Kinda last minute but have u been following Kinum murder? Can u do 11:30a hit on possible government response? Pls let me know ASAP thx!!”


It was from a recent college graduate named Natalie Ellison who was now booking segments for a national cable news network—a young woman who was a friend of a friend, who she had emailed a few weeks earlier and had gotten no response.


Maggie was in no state, physically or mentally, to have her television debut in just over three hours, but that was irrelevant. To make things worse, she’d cut herself off from all news for the past day or so and had no idea what the Kinum murder was or what kind of government response would even be considered. But that didn’t matter either. And she certainly wasn’t going to delay her response to look less desperate and then hear that the network booked someone else in the interim. So she texted back immediately:


“Absolutely. I’ve been following it closely. Thanks for reaching out.”


“Great! Just email me some talking points for producers in the next half hour, ok? And send me address for car service pickup thx!!”


She quickly googled “Kinum murder” and a stream of articles popped up. Emily Kinum, American citizen and prominent international human rights journalist, had been murdered in the Kingdom earlier that week, and news of the killing had broken the previous day after her body had been returned to the United States. There weren’t many details available, but the White House had issued a statement praising Kinum’s life work “on behalf of the oppressed around the world.” It also had called for an independent international investigation and declared that there would be “serious consequences” for those responsible for her death.


Meanwhile, the Kingdom also issued a statement condemning the murder, vowing that government officials knew little about its circumstances but were conducting a “prompt and thorough” investigation.


Maggie had read much of Kinum’s work and greatly respected her. For years, Kinum had risked her life to report from unstable, war-torn countries, and now she had been horrifically killed. Maggie immediately felt an emotional connection to the case, and she wanted the murderers identified and punished.


She knew that this was a very tricky and serious situation. The United States ceased formal diplomatic relations with the Kingdom a few years before. Although a relatively small nation, experts believed that the Kingdom had become a nuclear power two years earlier and that they’d perfected long range missiles only a few months ago. Summits, threats, condemnations, and sanctions hadn’t deterred its leaders from becoming more and more dangerous, and they could now potentially reach the United States with a nuclear warhead. Despite the murder of a revered American journalist, she knew the United States would have to tread carefully and not let this situation become a full-blown military conflict.


On social media and in online op-eds, many were calling for a complete boycott of the nation, with significant commentary on the upcoming Goodwill Poker Classic, a prominent international poker tournament that the Kingdom was planning to host the following week. As she read more, she learned that the event was apparently the brainchild of the Kingdom’s crown prince, an avid poker player, in order to “promote goodwill to the world and highlight the Kingdom’s ongoing modernization and liberalization.”


Maggie didn’t know anything about poker or this event, but she was sophisticated enough to recognize an insincere public relations attempt by an immoral, repressive government.


The online consensus was clear—poker players from all countries should boycott this tournament. There were also many people calling for the administration to issue an executive order banning any US citizen or resident from traveling to the Kingdom for any kind of business.


One more key fact caught her eye: the invitational tournament, which would feature one hundred players, had a $20 million winner-take-all prize.


She quickly typed her talking points for the television segment and then emailed them to Natalie:


“The Kingdom is a brutal dictatorship where little happens without the knowledge and approval of its leadership. It’s hard to fathom that a prominent journalist would be murdered without the government’s involvement. It’s also a government that maintains heavy surveillance of its citizens’ activities, so they surely already know what happened to Kinum, regardless of who’s responsible. The United States must demand immediate and full transparency for an international investigation. The president should immediately issue an executive order instituting strong economic sanctions and prohibiting all American participation in the upcoming Goodwill Poker Classic. Additionally, all poker players worldwide should boycott it. The United States must also strongly consider an appropriate military response once more information is obtained."


She showered for the first time in three days, going over in her head what questions she might be asked, how she would phrase her answers, and the potential clients who would hopefully come her way from this and future television appearances. It was a huge opportunity and she needed to focus, put everything else outside her mind, and make it successful.


When she emerged from the shower and wrapped her wet body in a towel, she glanced at the mirror to see her long brown hair falling over her shoulders as her eyes still looked weary but now also just a little hopeful.


She then glanced down at her phone and read a text message from Natalie:


“Hey Maggie. Sorry, just found out producer wants to use guy who wrote column for WaPo calling for tournament boycott, travel ban, and sanctions.”


Her heart sank. She was getting bumped. Should she throw her phone against the wall? Crumble back onto the sofa? Beg to return to her government job?


Then she saw the text dots indicating that Natalie was still writing. She scratched her cheek while nervously anticipating the follow-up message. Then the dots vanished. Then they appeared again. Finally, the text came through:


“Want to book you for other side. Ok?”


“Fuck …” she muttered.


She knew news stations loved to have one person on each side of the issue, so they could create “good TV” by getting two commentators to hurl emotionally charged arguments at each other while the host pretended to play peacemaker. Now she had been informed what part she was being assigned in today’s performance.


She would be arguing against sanctions and a military response, and saying that the president should not ban travel to the Kingdom. She’d also have to contend that poker players should be able to participate in the tournament. She would have to assert all this with conviction, despite the fact that a legendary American journalist was just murdered there, quite possibly at the instruction of the nation’s leaders.


Could she make an argument for that side while staying true to her principles? She concluded that somehow she could and would. She just had to figure out how.


But would appearing for that side hurt her credibility so much that it would undermine the benefit from appearing on television? Possibly, and it really depended on the tone of the segment’s writers and anchor, but she couldn’t control or predict that.


Should she pass on this opportunity for her first national television news segment, with all the opportunities that might come her way as a result? Absolutely not.


She typed back:


“No problem. Looking forward to the segment.”
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TODAY WAS Jacques Bouchard’s sixty-fifth birthday, and after decades of fascinating adventures throughout the world and meaningful service to his nation and the globe, he now found himself consumed with grief, loneliness, and trepidation on this milestone day.


He was in mourning but lacked a body to bury, a tomb to visit, or anyone to tell about it. The woman he loved was dead, and there stood a decent chance he soon would be, too.


“Emily …” he gasped, holding his phone and looking at a photo of the two of them. It was a sloppy selfie, typical of his lack of tech skills. But the image was proof that they’d been together—proof that he would savor for the rest of his life, even as that proof might lead to a death sentence. Deleting the photo would break whatever was left of his heart, and he had no doubt that those monitoring him had the photo already anyway.


He gazed at his phone, as he and Emily, off centered and tilted, smiled back at him. Well, he smiled at least. She had that confident grin that she would often display—the one that, without looking arrogant, said she knew something important that no one else did yet. And that was usually the case.


In the photo, his thick gray hair and crow’s feet revealed his age, while she radiated with timeless grace. They were roughly the same age, and both had divorced many years earlier. They’d each had a life filled with eventful international travel, and in all his life he’d never strongly connected with anyone as quickly.


An assortment of birthday emails from friends and family back home in Canada and around the world spilled in, as well as the “secure” communication from his home country that his request to leave his current assignment had to be rejected for now. Of course, no message in the Kingdom was ever actually secure.


His official title was “ambassador,” but the position was more challenging than any of his many previous foreign missions. Although Canada had once had full diplomatic relations with the Kingdom, a decade ago a number of its “aggressive and militaristic actions” led his country to impose tight restrictions on the relationship.


Canada then announced the adoption of a Controlled Engagement Policy, under which bilateral contact with the Kingdom’s government would be limited to subjects concerning “regional security concerns, human rights, and humanitarian issues.”


He had precisely worded his request to leave the Kingdom, careful not to reveal his sense of urgency. After a long career, he wanted to retire effective immediately, he wrote, or transfer to a less demanding assignment. The response informed him that, with the growing nuclear threat from the Kingdom and the increased tensions resulting from the murder of Emily Kinum, his experience was very much in demand and irreplaceable, at least in the short term.


Canada telling him that he was too important to leave during this turbulent time in fact meant that the United States had told Canada that he was too important to leave. The Americans had no formal diplomatic relations with the Kingdom, not even a Controlled Engagement Policy. In reality, they unofficially had the Canada Engagement Policy, which meant that back channel diplomatic contact generally went through the Canadian ambassador. And now, more than ever, the United States thought they needed him.


He had first met Emily about six months ago, when she was planning to visit the Kingdom for some general research. She had sent him a formal email, explaining that she was an American journalist—which he of course already knew, having been very familiar with her high-profile work. She was planning to be in the Kingdom for a few days and wanted to get the insight of the Canadian ambassador while she was there, as there was no United States representative with whom she could connect.


Would he agree to meet and discuss the current state of affairs? It could all be off the record, she noted. She wrote that for now she was just looking for a better understanding of the nation and its government and people, not pursuing a specific story.


Their first meeting in the Canadian embassy had been scheduled for a half hour, but after talking in his office for fifteen minutes, he suggested they continue the conversation while strolling the streets of the Embassy District. They weren’t discussing anything confidential—just the general lay of the land in the Kingdom—but he thought it would be beneficial if they spoke outside where monitoring by the government was less likely.


She asked about the Kingdom’s key players and the dynamics in the country and the surrounding region. As he gave her information, she appeared to take mental notes, no doubt unable to jot or type anything that might be seized before she left the country.


There were a few other people walking outside that day—not a heavy crowd, but he and Emily weren’t alone either.


“You think they hear everything we say, Ambassador?” she asked.


“Not outside. Less likely, at least,” he replied.


“Then tell me—”


“Still off the record?”


“Of course,” she reassured. “Off the record. What’s your biggest concern here? What keeps you up at night?”


“The Kingdom launching nuclear missiles,” he said.


“And what about human rights issues?” she inquired.


“Well, my government has been clear in its condemnation of the human rights abuses here for many years. And they are quite disturbing …”


“But?”


“But they don’t threaten the existence of all life on this planet as nuclear missiles do.”


They walked and talked a little longer, and then she thanked him with a handshake and departed by car service.


He stood there in the street for a few minutes, frozen in place. In his life he had mingled with world leaders, captains of industry, and movie stars, and now he had just spent an hour with the most extraordinary woman he had ever met. It wasn’t anything she had said while they talked—their conversation itself had been unremarkable—but knowing her history, her achievements, her body of work, made every word she spoke in his direction exhilarating. She was so smart and accomplished. He quickly began thinking about every sentence of their conversation. Had he sounded knowledgeable? Appropriate? Sophisticated?


He wondered if he would ever meet her again and very much hoped so.


A month later, she sent another request for a meeting, and he was thrilled. She would be back in the Kingdom for twenty-four hours, and he arranged a dinner in the Embassy’s private dining room. While they ate together, she asked some general questions about the nation, but the conversation mostly centered on the many fascinating places and experiences that had shaped their very international lives.


When she returned a few weeks later and suggested a late evening walk outside, he felt a growing personal connection and greatly desired more.


“Welcome back to the Kingdom,” he said as they strolled through a nearby park. “It seems you either like me a lot or you’re working on a pretty good story.”


“I’m working on a pretty good story,” she replied deadpan, then added a light-hearted raising of her eyebrows.


She asked about the crown prince—his background, how he rose to power. But he knew that she was already well versed in all things crown prince. She was after something else.


“Emily,” he said. “I very much enjoy talking with you. But I sense this isn’t what you really want to discuss with me.”


She leaned close to him.


“Where can we talk?” she whispered.


He signaled his driver, and the two slid into the back seat of the dark sedan and headed deep into the capital. The city at night revealed very little apparent activity, with occasional figures drifting down the sidewalks in front of governmental structures and office buildings that rarely exceeded ten stories. Soon they passed by a residential area, consisting mostly of dilapidated apartment buildings with dim lights occasionally illuminating objects and people existing on the other side of the windows. Everywhere they looked were images of the crown prince and his royal family—on billboards, posters, and the sides of buses, sometimes posing with schoolchildren, on others looking determined while surrounded by military figures. Along with the images, there were enthusiastic messages promoting the nation’s supposed compassion for its citizens, economic development, military strength, and general prosperity.


Finally, they arrived at their destination. On a lively block lined with shops and restaurants, they entered an establishment he had visited only twice before. Over the narrow door was the image of a lion’s head and above it a sign that read in all caps, “THE DEN.” They exited the car, he guided her inside, and they were immediately overcome by loud pumping dance music. The place was crowded, but they were quickly ushered to a table where they sat next to each other, just a few inches apart, looking out at the packed dance floor. The youthful inhabitants were moving to the music while imbibing large amounts of alcohol, some throwing back multiple shots of various colored liquids while others swigged directly from large bottles of champagne, all amid a variety of public displays of affection—kissing, fondling, licking, grinding. There were a few people at the Den that night who looked a little too old to be in that crowd—and Jacques and Emily were about a quarter century older than those people.


The club was so loud that it was challenging for two people to carry on an extended conversation unless they were very close, so she simply mouthed to him, “What the fuck?” Before he could respond, he was able to barely hear her say, “If you’re trying to charm and impress me, you’ve failed spectacularly.”


He leaned closer and said, “No one can hear us talking now.”


She nodded to show her understanding, and then glanced toward a nearby table where a group of friends were snorting white lines. “I guess the Kingdom isn’t always as repressive as its reputation,” she offered matter-of-factly.


“There are 95 percent expats in here. As long as they stay in their expat world and don’t advocate for democracy, the government doesn’t really care what they do.”


“I’ve seen this elsewhere,” she replied, her mouth moving a little closer to his ear. “Locals suffer while Westerners safely indulge their little Casablanca fantasies—pretending they’re running from something, while having wild, profound experiences in a dangerous, exotic land.”


“Exactly. Should we ask the DJ to play ‘La Marseillaise’?”


Emily smiled. “You come here a lot?” she asked.


“No, rarely,” he replied, looking around and taking in the scene. “If I were twenty-seven, I suppose I’d be here every night.”


She shook her head. “No, I don’t think you would.”


He considered the accuracy of her comment as a waitress came by to take their order of a couple glasses of wine. The drinks came quickly, and he brought out his phone to capture the moment.


It took a few seconds for him to figure out how to open the camera app. “May I?” he asked.


She shrugged and raised her voice to be heard above the music. “I don’t mind being in a photo with you. I just want to be able to deny that I was ever in this place,” she replied with a charming eye roll.


He reached out and clumsily took the selfie, and then leaned even closer toward her.


“So,” he said, his mouth inches from her ear as the noise raged around them. “What can I really tell you?”


She pulled away a little to look at him, but they were still close enough to barely hear each other and for him to secretly bask in their proximity. “Is this like one of those cheesy TV moments when the music stops just as I’m saying something sensitive?” she asked.


“No, the music never stops here.”


“Okay, Mr. Ambassador. Tell me. What’s the real story here?”


“Besides the nuclear threat?”


“Yes.”


“And the reported human rights abuses?” he asked.


“Tell me something the rest of the world doesn’t know,” she commanded.


“This government is far less stable than people think. There’s more opposition to the crown prince than the international community knows. There are people who want to kill him and his family and seize control of the government. Some of these people put themselves out as reformers, but most are hard-liners. And the crown prince is terrified of them.”


“Does the American government know?”


“To a limited extent. They see him as the potential reformer and know that the next leader could very well be worse. So they don’t want this government to fall.”


“And what is the crown prince doing to stop them?”


He looked at her seriously and then moved in even closer. “He’s having them murdered in brutal, barbaric ways. Anyone suspected of being a part of any opposition. Torture. Drowning. Electrocution. Decapitation. Burning alive. And not just his opponents—also their spouses and children. Murdered. The true extent isn’t known outside the Kingdom. But, Emily, the world needs to be told. It’s a human rights catastrophe.”


He knew that she had reported on atrocities around the world for decades. No doubt she was appalled, but none of this shocked her. She sat there in thought, quietly taking it in. “You’ll connect me with witnesses?”


He shook his head. Several people had told him about the killings, but he couldn’t reveal their identities without putting them even more at risk.


“Will you go on the record about this?”


“Unfortunately, my government would never allow that.”


She gave him a disappointed look but then changed her expression to one that reassured him of her gratitude. “Thank you for this. Now, let’s get out of here.”


They departed the club and entered his waiting car, which dropped her off after a silent ten-minute ride to her hotel. He exited the vehicle and held the door open for her. She stepped out onto the street and said a quick goodbye while firmly shaking his hand. Then she entered the hotel, and he headed back to his residence.


He didn’t hear from Emily for months, but she was constantly on his mind. Each day, he yearned to receive a new email or call from her. He heard from others that she returned to the Kingdom a few times, and he assumed that she was conducting further investigation based on what he’d told her.


What was she learning? When would he be able to see her again?


If he didn’t receive any communication from her soon, he would reach out. The waiting was becoming unbearable. Was she ever going to contact him again? He vowed that the next time he saw her, he would tell her how enamored he was. Based on how little actual contact they had shared, he feared this might sound crazy and creepy, but he had to say something.


And then, four days ago, his assistant told him that Emily Kinum had just shown up at the embassy without an appointment. He was in a high-level staff meeting but of course said that he would see her right away.


He walked to the waiting area, trying to conceal his excitement. There she was, standing quietly beneath a Canadian flag.


“Emily, hello,” he greeted her warmly. “Please come with me.”


She followed him into his office, he closed the door, and he gestured toward a seat on the plush sofa. She sat down, and he sat next to her.


“I’m sorry for coming without an appointment,” she said.


“No problem at all. I’m glad to see you.”


“This is my last visit to the Kingdom, so I just wanted to say thank you for your hospitality. I’m very grateful.”


He understood her message. His information had been helpful to her. She wouldn’t say that explicitly because of government monitoring, but he was thrilled nonetheless. He wondered what else she had learned and what she would ultimately be reporting.


He gave her a smile, and she kind of smiled back. His mind raced as he tried to read her face, gauge her true feelings. He wanted so badly to put his arm on her shoulder, look her in the eyes, and kiss her. If she responded favorably, it would be one of the most exciting moments of his life with the most remarkable woman on the planet. He could soon leave his post and meet her outside the Kingdom, where they would be free from political restrictions and government surveillance, able to really talk and begin to share their lives together.


But maybe this potential affinity for each other was all just in his head. Was there any evidence of a real man/woman connection, of her having actual affection for him, besides the powerful belief in his gut? It was so hard to read her, and if she wasn’t receptive, it would be a humiliating disaster and possibly an international embarrassment—an ambassador trying to proposition a serious journalist as she conducted research in a dangerous country. She could find it offensive and at a minimum laughable. Would she include the anecdote in her next article? Or mention it as a brief aside during a television interview? Or maybe just tell the story on social media, about the old ambassador who tried to hit on her while she was reporting on unspeakable murders? He had had such a dignified, successful career. And now it might end like this?


“Emily, it’s been my pleasure. I hope we can stay in touch. It would be great to meet again when we’re both outside the Kingdom.”


“Of course,” she responded, extending her hand for a final shake.


And then she was gone.


A day later, he received an urgent, supposedly secure message from his government. The Americans needed his assistance. One of their journalists had been murdered, and they wanted help on the ground to find out what happened and who was responsible. He needed to meet with the Kingdom’s officials and demand answers and their immediate cooperation with an independent investigation.


“Who is the journalist?”


He wrote these words while already sensing the answer, as his soul crumbled and he sobbed with rage while alone in his office. The response came quickly:


“Emily Kinum.”


In his mind it actually read: “The woman you love: Emily Kinum.”


He told them that he needed to be re-assigned, that he was no longer the right person to serve as ambassador to the Kingdom. But his request for leave was rejected. He was needed now, more than ever.


He wanted to tell the Americans what had happened, that Emily had been researching a story on the Kingdom’s brutality right before her murder. They needed to know. The world needed to know. But any message he sent would also likely be read by the Kingdom.


He desperately wanted to contact Emily’s sister, a local journalist in Washington. She deserved to learn the truth about her sibling. But how, when he couldn’t call or email her?


While he mourned Emily, he thought about her phenomenal life—how vibrant she was and all she’d accomplished. Selfishly, he wondered if she might have wanted him to be part of that life. Meanwhile, he agonizingly obsessed over how she might have been killed. What had they done to her? Had she suffered?


He was also afraid for his own safety. No doubt the Kingdom knew that he had spent time with her, and even though he’d been careful, they might figure out his role in helping to expose the Kingdom’s cruelty. There was no solace in thinking that they wouldn’t murder a diplomat—they had just killed a renowned journalist, and they had been thwarting the world’s norms and conventions for years.


Should he flee? How could he possibly get across the border without being taken?


Then there were additional fears that escalated his terror.


First, the Americans would be tempted to respond aggressively to this killing. Tensions with the Kingdom were already high, and they would no doubt quickly escalate as the United States sought retribution against what was now a nuclear power with intercontinental ballistic missiles. Even if he got the truth to the right people and the public, would that help prevent a nuclear war? Or would it further inflame the situation and therefore cause one?


He also considered the information he gave Emily. If he hadn’t told her what he’d heard about these brutal murders, maybe she wouldn’t have set off on a path that led to her death. Of course the Kingdom didn’t want a reporter exposing its evil practices. Certainly they would try to silence anyone seeking to tell the truth about them. He should have known that.


Then there was the fear that might eat him alive. Her murder seemed to confirm that she was investigating a legitimate story, but what if the details he gave her weren’t accurate? He’d heard from several sources about the killings of children and families and believed the world needed to know. But he hadn’t seen them himself, nor had any of the people who had supplied him with these allegations. His information had made her a target and led to her death. What if his intelligence had been wrong? Yes, the regime was terrible and clearly murderous, but what if these allegations had been incorrect and he’d been too quick to believe them and pass them on to her?


What if the woman he loved had her life brutally ended because he relayed incorrect or exaggerated stories in a misguided attempt to assist and impress her? If that turned out to be the case, he wasn’t sure how he could continue to live either.
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IN THE MOMENTS before the news alert about the murder of a journalist popped up on his phone, Kyler had been staring at a photo on the screen. The image showed the stunning piece of jewelry that was the fantasy of every remotely serious poker player.


The bracelet contained seemingly countless diamonds and colorful depictions of the four suits—hearts, diamonds, clubs, and spades—each surrounded by gold. Large, bold letters glittered brazenly with pride: WSOP World Champion.


People around the world viewed the bracelet and dreamed of winning it or maybe coming close. For some, the hope was simply to compete for it one day. But Kyler was a little different. He wondered how much the bracelet itself was worth or, more specifically, what it could be sold for. And how could one sell it discreetly?


Poker could be the source of tremendous fortune, excitement, fun, and camaraderie. It could also cause extreme heartbreak, aggravation, and sorrow. He had been at a very low point in his life almost two years earlier—having nothing to do with poker—when his friend Nolan Campbell texted him.


“Hey buddy. Checkin to see how ur doing. Know it’s tough now but keep ur head up!”


Nolan was a friend from a local basketball league that Kyler played in. “Keep ur head up”? Such a tone-deaf thing to write when Nolan knew how miserable his life was then.


“Thanks Nolan. More counseling with Mia while I live in this shitty apt. Still won’t forgive me for the money I lost. Kids r taking her side w/ everything. No job still. Ridic bills every day can’t pay. Will keep head up tho …”


“Sry dude, where u at?”


“Just home”


“U need to get out. Guys from bball league having another poker game tonight. Wanna join?”


Yes, he did want to join. Any kind of wagering—cards, sports, horses—could give him at least a few moments of adrenaline and entertainment. But there was one problem.


“Buy-in?”


“$600 tourney”


He considered how much cash he could scrape together and whether any of his credit cards would let him take another cash advance. He really wanted to play.


Kyler didn’t respond for a few minutes, so Nolan wrote again:


“I know $600 a lot. I can stake u and put up $300.”


So he’d have to come up with the other $300 in order to play in this tournament. Somehow he’d figure that out, and hopefully he’d leave with a lot more.


“OK in. Thanks. Where?”


The tournament was in a decent-sized gathering room at a local country club. As he entered, he saw a few unfamiliar faces along with a bunch of guys he recognized from the basketball league. They milled around, eating from a buffet of food, some drinking beers or scotch. They talked and laughed—this was similar to the jovial, pre-game atmosphere at other poker games he’d been part of, with one big difference: tense excitement filled the room. Tonight’s game seemed to be a bigger deal than most.
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