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For Nellie and Ruth






PART I THE WALK-IN







CHAPTER ONE

It wasn’t exactly the sensible thing to do, standing outside in the hot noon sun in July in Rome. Semonov paced back and forth, mopping his brow, his handkerchief long since soaked with sweat. No, this wasn’t sensible. He ought to have done as the Romans did, escaping the summer heat by stopping at Giolitti for a cone of gelato, or napping in a shuttered bedroom, or fleeing the city altogether for the breezy hills of Umbria. But Konstantin Nikolaievich Semonov was not standing here, pleading to be admitted to the American embassy, insisting that he had urgent information to share, because he was an entirely sensible person.

In his air-conditioned booth, the soldier hung up the phone. “You need to make an appointment. No one can see you today,” he said.

“Sir!” Semonov exclaimed, leaning toward the pinprick holes in the glass. “You are a Marine. I am speaking to you as a fellow military man. I am an officer in my nation’s army. My nation which is Russia.” A needless emphasis, as ten minutes earlier he had slid his passport under the bulletproof glass barrier to identify himself. “You must understand. I have information that matters today. Not tomorrow, not next week.”

In fairness to the soldier, Semonov was a hard man to take seriously. His shirt buttons strained to contain his plump stomach. His pockets jingled with loose change. Behind his round glasses, his eyes were wide and guileless. But when the Marine hesitated for a moment, Semonov’s instinct, which was well-honed, told him to seize his opening.

“I am from Moscow.” Semonov lowered his voice. “I am here in Rome on holiday with my wife. It would not be possible for me to communicate this information while in Moscow. The nature of my work means that I am closely watched. Do you understand? The nature of my work has also exposed me to certain information that I believe your officials will value.”

“Even if that’s true,” the Marine said, “you still need to make an appointment.”

The Marine was no more than twenty-four or twenty-five years old. Crew cut, clean shave, trim as a sharpened pencil, a good soldier, a rule follower. To grant exceptions to the rules—to take pity, for instance, on a sweaty stranger with a thick accent—required the seasoning of age, which he didn’t have. And so Semonov realized, with some reluctance, that he would have to resort to blunter tactics.

Semonov stood up straight. A change passed over his features, like a shadow passing over the sun. Staring at the Marine, he said: “My information concerns Robert Vogel.”

The tiniest flinch in the young man’s brow as he registered the name.

“Senator Vogel’s flight is due to land in Cairo in one hour,” he continued calmly. “His life is in danger.”



As postings went, Rome was one of the sleepiest. It had its perks, of course. The glamorous garden parties at the Villa Taverna, where the American ambassador plied his guests with crystal flutes of prosecco. The wine-soaked weekends in the hill towns of Tuscany. The simple ability to walk safely home from the embassy without an armed escort. But Amanda Cole would have gladly given up any of those perks for the chance to do her job.

Her real job. The job she had trained for. Back in Washington, when she received news of this posting, her boss in the Directorate of Operations only shook his head, both sympathetic to and bemused by her obvious disappointment. “Enjoy it,” he’d said. “Try to make some memories, Cole. You’ll be glad to have them when you get to the next Third World bunker.”

Italian-style lunch breaks were another perk of the posting. On any given day, between the hours of noon and 3 p.m., most of her colleagues were nowhere to be found. They went home to eat and take a midday siesta, or they enjoyed a leisurely meal at one of the city’s finer restaurants, entertaining a source on the government’s dime. They had learned to take the work for what it was. If they were bored, at least they were bored in comfort.

On that hot July afternoon, Amanda Cole was halfway through her two-year posting as deputy station chief for the Central Intelligence Agency. She was forty years old—though everyone said she looked much younger—which meant that she’d been in this line of work for almost seventeen years. It was the only career she’d ever had, if you didn’t count her stints as bartender and dishwasher and au pair. After graduating high school, she had no interest in college. Beyond that surety, her sense of her future was painfully unclear, so she decided to travel the world, paying her way with a series of short-lived jobs. It wasn’t until she eventually came home and started at the agency that she learned to channel her restless curiosity to more productive ends. To succeed in the Clandestine Service required an appetite for the world’s chaos. Travel had whetted that appetite.

Her success, over time, had made her more disciplined. Amanda knew how to play the game. From the moment her flight landed at Fiumicino, not a single word of complaint had passed her lips. She nodded, smiled, acted the team player. And yet she wasn’t exactly one of the gang. The ambassador’s dinner parties, for instance. They tended to run late, but Amanda always left early. After she had slipped away, when her colleagues were deep into the Montepulciano, they sometimes speculated. Was she running something off-the-books? Was she trying to set an example? In any case, they agreed, among themselves, that there was something obnoxious about her workaholism.

Regardless of her reasoning, the fact was that Amanda was the only person there, in Rome station, to answer the phone on that summer afternoon, and to tell the young Marine not to admit this strange Russian man to the building. This was a problem for their embassies around the world. All kinds of people liked to bang on the gates and demand an audience. Ninety-nine percent of the time, they were utter kooks.

After hanging up, Amanda stared at her computer screen, trying to regain her concentration. She was in the midst of approving a spreadsheet of expense reports, which (no one ever warned you of this) comprised a significant portion of her work as deputy station chief.

The phone rang again. She picked it up and said, irritably: “You know, Sergeant, if you want to talk to me so badly, you can just ask me on a date.”

“He says he knows something about Senator Vogel,” the Marine said. “He has all the details about his trip to Egypt.”

“Bob Vogel?” Amanda sat up slightly. “What else did he say?”

“He said…” The soldier hesitated. Amanda could imagine the young man’s gaze flicking back to the visitor, wondering if repeating the words would make him sound like an idiot. “He said Senator Vogel’s life is in danger.”

She could have laughed at the melodrama of it. But when she glanced around, taking in the deserted station, the dull windowless chamber with its beige walls and gray carpet, with its lone fiddle-leaf fig plant yellowing in the corner, she found herself thinking, Anything is better than these spreadsheets.

“Fine,” she sighed. “Send him up.”



At least the conference room had a window and made for a change of scenery. Amanda slid a bottle of water across the table. Konstantin Nikolaievich Semonov took it gratefully and gulped it down. Amanda raised an eyebrow and said: “Would you like another?”

“Please,” he said. “It is very hot today.”

Despite the air-conditioning, Amanda noticed beads of sweat kept gathering on Semonov’s brow. She noticed too the wedding ring on his right hand, and the meticulous care with which his shirt had been patched and mended, and the gold watch on his wrist. She folded her hands atop the table. “So,” she began. “Mr. Semonov. I understand you have some information you’d like to share with us?”

“I apologize. My English isn’t very good,” he said.

“It sounds quite good to me. But if you’d rather continue in Russian, we’ll have to wait until one of my colleagues returns, because I don’t—”

“No,” he interrupted. “I am your guest, of course we will speak English. But I say this because I must have misunderstood. You work on economic affairs for the U.S. State Department?”

“That’s right. I’m an attaché in the economic section.”

“But my information does not concern economic affairs.”

“Well.” She smiled brightly. “It’s July in Italy, Mr. Semonov. The embassy is a little bare-bones at the moment.”

“I see.” After a long pause, staring at her, he said: “So you are Amanda Clarkson. Amanda Clarkson, the economic attaché.”

She could perceive, beneath his sweaty brow, a deeper perception. Something inside her twinged to attention. The detached part of her brain carefully registered it as another data point.

“That’s me!” she chirped.

“Very well.” Slowly, he nodded to himself. “Very well, Amanda Clarkson. Even if you are the economic attaché, I hope you can help me. I come to you today with information concerning Mr. Robert Vogel. He is a senator in your country, from the state of New York. A powerful man, I understand. An aging man, too. I have read reports that his health has been declining recently.”

Another twinge. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve heard that, too.”

“He is part of a delegation en route to Cairo. Yesterday evening, the delegation boarded a plane in Washington. In less than an hour, that plane is due to land. A military convoy of the Egyptian government will escort the Americans from the airport to the Four Seasons, where they are staying. Tonight, at six o’clock, the convoy will escort the Americans to the Heliopolis Palace, where they will be dining as guests of the president.”

He could have googled this, though, she told herself. It would only take a few minutes.

“The military convoy will accompany the American delegation for the duration of their three-day visit.” Semonov spoke with bureaucratic precision. “The Egyptian president is determined that their safety be absolute. He does not want his guests exposed to unstable elements. There will be one exception, though. Tomorrow morning, the delegation will be participating in a review of the Egyptian military. This is the primary purpose of the trip to Cairo. For the American visitors to assess the strength of their ally.”

She kept smiling, even as her pulse accelerated. Sure. Nothing unusual about this. Nothing weird about a Russian man walking in with detailed knowledge of the Senate intelligence committee’s movements.

“During this review the Americans will, of course, be surrounded by the military,” Semonov continued. “It will be the safest place in all Egypt. Therefore, there is no need for the convoy. The Americans will be free to move about, speaking to various generals, examining the artillery, interacting with soldiers. The review will begin at eleven a.m. At that hour, the temperature is typically thirty-seven or thirty-eight degrees centigrade. They will be assembled outdoors. There will be very little shade. The president has ordered that the review last no more than one hour. He is aware that several of his guests are older and may struggle in the heat. Unfortunately, his precaution will not be enough. Just before noon, Senator Robert Vogel will suffer a heat-induced stroke. He will be taken to the nearby hospital, where he will be pronounced dead.”

She swallowed. There was no mistaking this internal quiver. But now, right now, it was important not to spook him. “Okay.” Piano, piano, as a local might say. “Okay. Mr. Semonov. Let me begin with an obvious question. How can you know about a stroke before it happens?”

“I can’t. But there are certain chemicals that produce symptoms in the human body that appear very similar to those of a stroke. So similar that there is no reason to question the initial conclusion. Especially when the deceased is eighty-one years old and in frail health.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Semonov. What you’re describing sounds like an assassination.”

“Yes.”

“And how could you know about this assassination before it happens?”

“Because I work with the men who will carry out the assassination.”

“And where is that?”

He squeezed the water bottle in agitation, the thin plastic crackling in his hands. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“It’s not a question of—”

“Then I should leave. I shouldn’t be here!”

He began to stand, but Amanda placed a hand on his arm to stop him. “Mr. Semonov,” she said. “I want to believe you. I want to take this seriously. But to do that, I’m going to need more information.” She paused. “You work with the men who will carry out the assassination. Where do you work?”

The tension in his forehead was visible. “I work for the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.”

“And which division, specifically?”

“The Main Intelligence Directorate,” he whispered. “The GRU.”



“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Cole, are you drunk?”

Osmond Brown stood behind his desk, hands planted on his hips, narrowing his eyes at Amanda Cole, who had followed him into his office as he returned from lunch. Amanda Cole, who was more than thirty years his junior. Amanda Cole, who worked for him, but who never seemed to remember that goddamn fact.

Amanda closed the door and gestured for him to sit down. There was something especially impertinent about this coming from her, what with her slight stature and the childish freckles across her nose. He almost snapped at her (this was his goddamn office, he would decide whether to sit down), but then he shut his mouth and sank into his chair. Over the past year, Osmond had discovered that it was difficult to raise his voice at Amanda. She never flinched, no matter how much he yelled, and this was strangely deflating.

“He’s telling the truth,” she said.

“And how on God’s green earth can you know a thing like that?”

“Because he’s scared. He’s terrified. It’s not the kind of thing you can fake.”

“Did you ever stop to consider,” Osmond said, in his Mississippi drawl, which often grew exaggerated after a glass or two of wine, “that maybe the man is so goddamn terrified because he’s being dangled as bait to the Americans?”

“They would never pick a man like him for a dangle.”

“Oh yes. My apologies, Ms. Cole. I seem to have forgotten you’re a mind reader, too.”

“If the Russians were trying to sell us on an agent,” she continued, ignoring Osmond’s sarcasm, as she always did, “they’d pick someone who looks the part. Someone with an obvious motive. Greed, preferably. Greed is always the most convincing.”

Osmond scowled. “Let me guess. Now you’re going to tell me that your new friend doesn’t have a greedy bone in his body.”

She held up her wrist. “His watch. He’s wearing a TAG Heuer. So he’s well-off, he’s comfortable, but his shirt is mended in at least half a dozen places. He clearly isn’t materialistic. Not enough to make for a convincing dangle. The Russians only pick people who look the part. Semonov doesn’t, and he’s terrified. That fear is the information we’re working with. And in less than twenty-four hours, there’s going to be—”

“Whoa,” he interrupted. “Whoa! Hold it right there. You’re acting like we have to do something about this.”

“Well, yeah. Of course we have to.”

“Says who, Cole?”

“Says the evidence, sir.”

Across the expanse of his desk, Osmond regarded her. Despite his best intentions, he had allowed himself a glass—okay, two glasses—of Vermentino with lunch. How could he resist when it paired so beautifully with the sweet summer cantaloupe? But now he was tired, and he had a headache, and this whole thing sounded like a boondoggle, and Amanda was possibly the stubbornest person he had ever met. Dealing with this woman was one of the more exhausting parts of the job. And yet, he knew her kryptonite. Amanda Cole did, despite appearances, possess an essential kernel of respect for the Way Things Were Done. She would push back, but she wasn’t one to disobey a direct order. At the end of the day, he saw it as his task to remind her of her fealty.

Well, clearly she was all worked up about this. Why not indulge her a few moments longer, before he lowered the boom? So he settled back into his chair, folded his hands on his stomach, and said: “Okay, Cole. Let’s talk this one through. Let’s say we decide to believe this guy, this what’s-his-name—”

“His name is Semonov,” she interrupted. “Konstantin Semonov.”

“Sure. Okay. Let’s say we decide to believe this Semonov, and decide that the threat to Bob Vogel is real, and decide to act on it. We’d need to get word to Senator Vogel about what’s happening and tell him to skip the review. How do we do that?”

“Verbally. Send someone to tell him. One of our people in Cairo.”

“But when? Where? How? Every minute of the delegation’s schedule is accounted for. They have some downtime at the Four Seasons, but you can’t just have one of our people waltz in. Everyone in that hotel, from the maids to the managers to the goddamn window-washers, every person in that hotel is on someone else’s payroll. That hotel is wired six ways to Sunday. So if we send one of our people to deliver the message verbally, what happens when that person arrives at the Four Seasons and beelines straight for Senator Vogel? Hmm?”

The furrow of her brow softened slightly. I’m a good teacher, Osmond thought. No one ever wants to admit it, but I’ve got a knack for this part.

“You think they want to blow our network in Cairo,” she said.

“Bingo.”

Amanda nodded. Osmond was pleased. See, at the end of the day, he just wanted these kids (and yes, they were kids, he was older than most of their fathers) to be a little more careful. Not to get themselves killed for no good reason.

But instead of thanking him, she said: “I don’t buy it.”

He sighed. “And why is that?”

“He’s telling the truth. I’m certain he is. And don’t just say he’s their useful idiot, that his bosses at the GRU gave him this line to swallow and counted on him feeling guilty and running to the Americans. He’s smart. He’d see through it. He saw through my cover in about three seconds flat.”

“Look, Amanda, I get it. You’re bored out of your mind.” He tapped a finger against his temple. “Nothing happens in Rome. This isn’t where the action is. And they know that, too. They’re trying to use that boredom against you.”

“You’re really suggesting we do nothing about this?”

“I’m not suggesting. I’m telling.”

She shook her head, but her eyes went glassy. She tended to do this, to go quiet and retreat into cool detachment when she was overruled. Osmond respected her for fighting as hard as she did, but he also respected her for knowing when to surrender.

“We’re the soft underbelly,” he explained, feeling that pleasant flood of paternal benevolence that was, quite frankly, the only aspect of the job that still made him feel good. “Our networks in the Middle East are airtight. It wouldn’t work to target them directly. So the Russians try to take the back door. They plant a seed in Rome and hope the tendril reaches Cairo. All they need to do is keep an eye on Senator Vogel. If we send someone to meet Vogel at his hotel, bingo: they’ve just identified the Cairo network. It’s clever, isn’t it? So the best response, or actually the only response, is to do nothing. You see?”



But that was the point, Amanda thought. The scheme Osmond had just outlined was too clever by half. It wasn’t how the GRU worked. The many moving parts, the subtle contingencies: it lacked their signature bluntness.

Amanda left his office and walked through the bullpen, back toward the door that led to the rest of the embassy. One of her colleagues called after her (“Hey, Cole, that guy in the conference room one of yours? The fat guy with glasses? James Gandolfini past his prime?”), but she didn’t hear him.

She buzzed through the unmarked door, walked down a hallway, down a flight of stairs, down another hallway. Through the glassed-in walls of the conference room, she saw what her colleagues would have seen as they returned from lunch. Semonov, pacing back and forth, like a goldfish desperate to escape the confines of his fishbowl.

Amanda had been trying to figure out what to say, how to explain this failure of hers, but as soon as he turned and looked at her, he seemed to know. As she closed the door, Semonov shook his head. She felt a strange gratitude for his perception. It was a terrible feeling, having to deliver this kind of bad news, having to shatter another person’s desperate hope. Semonov had just spared her that feeling.

He sat down and dropped his head into his hands. She sat beside him, touched him on the elbow. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m really, really sorry. I did everything I could.”

He was saying something, but his voice was muffled by his hands.

“Mr. Semonov?” she said. “I can’t understand you.”

When he lifted his head, tears were spilling from his eyes. “My mother died last year,” he said. “It was a spring day. The lilacs were in bloom.”

“Oh,” she said. “I’m, um… I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Just before she died, she called me to her side, and she said: ‘Kostya, you have a soft heart. You must be careful. The world suffers when there are too many soft hearts.’ She was right! I’ve been a fool.” He shook his head. “A fool of the worst kind. I knew that this day would come. And what did I think? That I could stop it? Look at what I have done!”

Amanda slid a box of tissues across the table. Semonov looked at her with watery appreciation and blew his nose with a comedic honk.

Your menagerie, her best friend Georgia once called it. Your strange little petting zoo.

Bartenders in seedy dives, hostesses in swanky clubs. Taxi drivers with photographic memories. Hairdressers with a knack for gossip. Restaurant owners with private back rooms. Chambermaids and bellboys and window-washers at five-star hotels. They liked making the extra money on the side, and they liked how seriously she took them. They liked to feel that occasional brush with danger. Together they comprised her strange little petting zoo. It was part of the job, collecting people like this, although Amanda tended to hang on to the assets even when they had ceased offering any obvious utility.

Look at what I have done! Semonov had exclaimed. She was curious about what, exactly, he meant by that; what role he played in the Vogel story. The expense reports could wait. So Amanda patted his hand and said: “Tell me about your mother. What was her name?”



In late July the sun didn’t set until 8:30 p.m. As Amanda walked home, a benevolent twilight lit her way. Past the church that housed the famous Bernini carvings; past the imposing marble fountain that marked the terminus of an old Roman aqueduct; past the ancient Baths of Diocletian. The seventeenth century, the sixteenth century, the third century. “It sounds like you’re practically tripping over history,” her mother once said. And she meant it as a good thing, but history, Amanda knew, was a tricky Janus. History provided important context, but history also exerted a dangerous narrative gravity. If you expected the present to be a continuation of the past, you weren’t actually looking at the present through clear eyes.

“It’s like this,” Amanda once said to Georgia. “Remember how we used to see that old man feeding pigeons outside school every afternoon?”

“Hector? I loved Hector.”

“And you could reasonably assume that you’d see Hector every afternoon, right?”

Georgia squinted. “Why do I feel like I’m being set up?”

“But then one afternoon Hector doesn’t show up. And everyone is so surprised. Because if Hector does the same thing ninety-nine days in a row, then obviously he’s going to do the same thing on the hundredth day. But where is it written that the past ever predicts the future?”

“So you can’t bank on anything? Is that really how you look at the world?”

Amanda shrugged. “I mean, no. Not really. But I try to not be surprised when the pattern gets broken.”

But that night, on her walk home, she wasn’t engaged in such profound considerations. As Amanda squeezed past a crowd outside the Repubblica metro, she could only think about how hungry she was, having missed lunch thanks to Semonov. The refrigerator in her apartment was bare. For the umpteenth night in a row, she was going to have to stop at her usual stall in the Mercato Centrale. The market was housed in an old wing of the Termini station, just a few blocks from her apartment. Stalls sold colorful heaps of vegetables, creamy orbs of burrata, dimpled sheets of focaccia, blistered rounds of pizza. Her favorite stall sold fresh pasta and premade sauces. Amanda had been pleased to discover that this demanded no more effort than did a box of Kraft macaroni and cheese. And it tasted good and it was cheap. She had decided, a long time ago, that this was the easiest way to feed herself.

During her visit last September, Georgia had been appalled by this habit. “You can’t eat the same thing every night, Amanda. You know that you’re in Rome, right?”

“I just don’t care that much.”

“This coming from the girl who once ate a scorpion in Bangkok. Who once drank pig’s blood in Seoul. Who once—”

Amanda laughed. “Oh, yeah, you mean the girl who was a drunken shitshow and didn’t know what she was doing with her life? You mean that girl? Should we bring her back?”

“You’re not giving her enough credit. She was fun.”

“She was crazy.”

“Well, she’s still in there. I know she is. No amount of Talbots can cover her up.”

“This is J.Crew, thank you very much. And also, fuck you. I like Talbots.”

Georgia laughed. Curled up on the couch in the apartment in Rome, she prodded Amanda with her foot. “I don’t understand it. Your mom is so chic. And even your dad, you know, he has decent taste, in that boring Waspy way. And you, somehow, have the world’s worst style.”

“So this is my rebellion. Besides, who am I trying to impress? Other than my bitchy best friend?”

Georgia rolled her eyes. “It’s not about impressing anyone. It’s about a little self-respect.”

At the market, Amanda also stopped at the wine stall. She rarely kept wine in the house, but it had been a long day, and she needed it. She unlocked her apartment to find the air inside hot and stale, so she opened the windows in hopes of a breeze. Sometimes she wondered what the neighbors across the courtyard must think of her. This American woman who came and went at strange hours, whose freckles and smile suggested friendliness, but who never offered anything but the smallest of talk.

Ten minutes later, having changed into a ratty old pair of shorts and a T-shirt, she flopped on the couch with her bowl of pasta and a glass of wine. It had been a marathon day. Amanda and Semonov had covered a good deal of his life story. How he had hoped to work as a translator for the GRU, only to be assigned the considerably more boring job of fabricating passports and visas. How his wife, an Italian woman named Chiara, had moved to Moscow for work, which explained his presence in Italy: they were visiting her family. He and Chiara had met in a Moscow metro station. She was lost and disoriented, and Semonov helped her find her way. He couldn’t help smiling like a schoolboy when he talked about his wife. As the hours passed, Amanda had felt increasingly certain that he was telling the truth. She didn’t know why exactly; she just knew.

She stabbed at the pasta with her fork. Here was the problem, though. She had been wrong before. Maybe Osmond was right, maybe boredom was causing her to jump at the chance for excitement. And she was bored. Was this just ego at work? This yearning for motion, for action, this desire to prove that she wasn’t just sitting around, watching her muscles atrophy from neglect? Besides, she knew the odds. Years ago, during training at the Farm, she learned to be skeptical of walk-ins and defectors. Those things happened in the movies, not in real life. To recruit someone took work. The old-fashioned, time-tested, carrot-and-stick work of psychological manipulation. A Russian walks in and warns of a threat against an American politician? Things like that didn’t just happen. Not according to the agency. Not according, specifically, to the people at the top of the agency, who believed they had earned their way to those positions of power. The idea that the world was random—that the universe was the product of chaos—that just didn’t jibe.

But, see, on this particular point, she was stubborn. Like she’d said to Georgia: sometimes the world was random. But that look on Osmond’s face had kept her from pushing. She knew a losing battle when she saw one.

Semonov had eventually looked at his watch. He had to go; his wife would be waiting for him. “Where are you staying?” Amanda asked. And when he gave her the name of his hotel, near the Piazza del Popolo, she felt a small ping. Good, she thought. If it comes to it, that makes things easier. She walked him to the lobby and shook his hand. “Enjoy the rest of your time in Rome,” she said, in her friendliest we-know-you-have-a-choice-in-airlines tone. “And, Mr. Semonov—”

“Please,” he interrupted. “Call me Kostya.”

“Well, Kostya. Thank you for coming in and talking to me. I know it wasn’t easy.”

Amanda stood up and carried her bowl and wineglass to the sink. She recorked the wine and placed it in the cupboard. As she climbed into bed and switched off the light, she thought of how his face had darkened at their goodbye. He looked grateful for her sympathy, but mostly he looked sad; her sympathy wouldn’t change the course of events.

The night was hot and still. The fan at the foot of her bed did little to help. Amanda’s mind traced an endless loop. She should have done more. No. She had done everything she could. She thought of Semonov, at his hotel across town, and wondered if he would lie awake all night, too.



Osmond Brown was usually the first to arrive in the station, but that Friday morning, the door to his office remained closed. Amanda stared at it, puzzled, until one of her colleagues noticed. “He’s out today,” the colleague said. “Frolicking with the ambassador in Capri this weekend.”

“Right.” She nodded. “Forgot.”

She looked at the clock on the wall: 8:47 a.m. Having lain awake all night, she was almost delirious from lack of sleep. The morning stuttered by in minuscule fragments. 9:03 a.m.: writing her contact report. 9:17 a.m.: locking the bathroom door and splashing water on her face. 9:42 a.m.: making a cup of coffee. 9:45 a.m.: finishing the coffee. 9:47 a.m.: considering making another. Amanda wanted to be proven wrong. She had never wanted this so badly. There was a bar on Via Ludovisi, one block from the embassy. At 12:01 p.m., she decided, at the precise moment when Senator Vogel and the rest of the delegation departed the military review and returned safely to the Four Seasons, she would go to that bar and reward herself for her wrongness with a shot of tequila.

11:06 a.m. They would have arrived by now. 11:31 a.m. They would be moving among the troops, examining the artillery, talking to the generals. She turned off her computer screen so she didn’t have to look at the time. She gnawed on her thumbnail. She jiggled her knee. One of her colleagues glanced over in mild alarm, but when he noticed the look on her face, he thought better of asking her what was wrong.

Amanda turned her screen back on. 11:57, 11:58, 11:59 a.m. Noon! Noon on the dot! She broke into a giddy smile. “I’m going to lunch!” She jumped up from her desk and reached for her bag. “If the chief calls, tell him I got drunk and went home.”

“Uh,” her colleague said. “Really? You really want me to—”

But he was interrupted by a sudden, high-pitched chirping. Halfway across the room, Amanda froze. Every computer in the bullpen was emitting that identical electronic chirp. No, she thought. No, no, no.

“Holy shit,” the colleague said. “Holy shit. Cole! Did you see this?”

She felt her stomach plummeting.

“It’s Bob Vogel,” he said. “He’s dead.”






CHAPTER TWO

At seventy-two years old, Charlie Cole couldn’t move like he once did. His forehand was missing its former velocity, and his left knee complained when he tried to pivot too quickly. Sprinting was now out of the question. But when Lovell whaled the ball deep near the baseline, Charlie knew exactly what to do. Cross-court backhand, nice and easy, drop it just over the net. Death and taxes and Lovell’s lousy short game. Grunting his way toward victory, Charlie thought: What I lack in vigor, I make up for in wisdom.

They stood at the edge of the court, shaded by a small green awning, drinking their water in silence. Eventually, Lovell nodded at him. “Good game,” he said graciously. “Nice backhand on that last one.”

“Beautiful morning, isn’t it?” Charlie said, as they walked back to the clubhouse. It was just shy of 7 a.m., and the July heat wasn’t yet oppressive. The courts were busy at this hour, a chorus of rounded thwacks echoing from figures in white. The sprinklers shimmered above the emerald lawn. The flag on the flagpole flapped gently in the breeze. The country club on a summer morning was a peaceful and prosperous scene, kept that way by the gate out front and the steep initiation fees. Charlie didn’t like to admit that he had turned into one of Those People. Privately, he maintained that this wasn’t actually who he was. But he and Lovell and the rest of their group had been playing together for two decades—no, three—and he could no longer fathom life without these thrice-weekly games.

Charlie enacted his clubhouse ritual. Steam room, shower, shave. Plain white shirt, plain blue tie. Gym bag and tennis racket in the trunk of the car, suit jacket laid across the back seat. “See you next week,” Charlie called to Lovell, who was unlocking his Corolla a few spots over. On his lobbyist salary, Lovell could afford a car with a lot more flash than a ten-year-old Toyota, but he drove the Corolla for the same reason Charlie felt so conflicted about the country club membership: because forget the gray hair, forget the potbelly: for a certain kind of aging man, idealism is the hardest vanity to surrender.

With traffic at that hour, it took exactly thirty-one minutes to drive from the country club to the agency. Thirty-six minutes if he decided to stop at Starbucks, which, because it was a Friday, he did. Charlie turned in to the campus, passed the visitors’ center, passed the front entrance and the cars parked directly outside that entrance. He kept driving and driving until he finally arrived in his lot. If the parking lot assignments were an accurate reflection of status, then Charlie was squarely at the fiftieth percentile.

Next year would be his last year at the Central Intelligence Agency. Several of his tennis buddies had already retired from their careers as doctors, or judges, or general counsels. They said it wasn’t so bad. There were other things to live for: kids and grandkids, travel with their wives, little projects around the house. But his tennis buddies often seemed to forget that Charlie had never remarried, and that his only daughter was (a) uninterested in children, and (b) far too busy to devote herself to her old man. He did, however, derive great pleasure from yardwork. If nothing else, retirement would be his chance to improve the health of his garden.

Besides, when his friends tried to share their wisdom, Charlie felt inwardly defensive. I’m not like you! part of him wanted to say. What I’ve had is different. His had been more than a career. It had been a calling. And yes, that was true half a century ago, when he first joined the agency. But then there was Helsinki—the disaster that was Helsinki. After that, at the tail end of the Cold War, Charlie was recalled to Langley and assigned to a boring desk job. This had been his life ever since. The brick colonial in Falls Church. The country club in Arlington. Not a calling, then: just the safe sinecure of failure.

He parked the car, draped his jacket over his arm, and walked toward the front entrance, carrying two coffees. Basically, this was a job like any other. Thousands of people passed through that white marble lobby every morning. Most of them, like Charlie, would spend their day engaged in the minor progresses and petty questions of any ordinary bureaucracy. Some people were different—some lived closer to the edge, some put their actual bodies on the line—but Charlie was no longer among their number. He’d spent the last thirty years trying to make his peace with this, but every morning, as he walked through the lobby and caught a glimpse of the stars carved into the marble wall—caught a glimpse of one star in particular—he felt a visceral wave of guilt. There were certain things a person couldn’t undo; certain mistakes that could never be forgiven.

“Triple venti soy mocha with whipped cream?” Cherise asked, like always, as Charlie handed her the Starbucks cup with plain black coffee.

He smiled at the security guard and said, like always: “Just the way you like it, Cherise.”

Charlie scanned his pass and the turnstile buzzed open. He was joining the stream headed toward the elevators when a voice boomed from behind him: “Cole! Hold up a second.”

Charlie turned to see John Gasko attempting to buzz himself through the turnstile. The scanner wouldn’t read his badge. Gasko smacked the ID against the scanner again and muttered, “Jesus Christ. Today of all days.”

“Sir?” Cherise offered. “If you want, I can—”

“No!” Gasko barked. “Just give me a second, it’s just this stupid—There. Finally.” He strode through the turnstile and clapped a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “I hate those things, don’t you? Listen, Cole. Nice work on that speech. I liked that line about unintended consequences.”

“Oh. Thank you, sir. I’m glad to hear that.”

After leaving the Clandestine Service, Charlie had cycled through a series of jobs in the Directorate of Support, doing the kind of administrative work that no one beyond the CIA ever thought about. After a long stint as a recruiter for HR, he was currently a mid-level flak in the Office of Public Affairs. With his gray hair and white-toothed smile, Charlie projected the kind of official-but-nonthreatening air that played well in the public sphere.

“Might need you to work something up for Vogel if they decide to do a memorial service.” Gasko shook his head. “Such a loss.”

Charlie smiled vaguely. “Vogel?”

“You haven’t seen the news?”

“The news?” Charlie began patting his pockets, then remembered his phone was in his briefcase. He’d put it there before his tennis game and hadn’t looked at it for over two hours. (Not a habit you wanted in a PR flak, which was probably why he had never progressed beyond that far-flung parking lot.) As Charlie reached into his briefcase, Gasko touched his forearm, steering him toward the hallway that stretched south from the lobby.

“Stroke,” he said quietly. “They said it was quick. At least he didn’t suffer.”

“Bob Vogel had a stroke?” He walked quickly, matching Gasko’s gait. The hallway was lined with tall glass windows on one side, presidential portraits on the other. Gasko nodded at each person they passed, conveying a blanket message of hi-how-are-ya, great-work-keep-it-up. John Gasko had to be equal parts operator and politician, winning hearts and minds on both sides of the fence that surrounded the Langley campus. It was his second year as director of the agency. The consensus was that he was finally getting the hang of it.

“Two hours ago,” Gasko said. “Just before noon in Cairo. A hundred and ten degrees in the shade, and he had those bad lungs. Poor guy. Poor Diane. She’s a wonderful woman, you know. Pam and I had dinner with them just last week.” He cocked his head. “Come to think of it, Bob didn’t look so good, even then. You knew Bob, didn’t you?”

“I met him once or twice.”

“Great guy. Just a great guy. Such a loss.”

Gasko stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the seventh floor. From his body language, Charlie knew he, the mid-level bureaucrat, was meant to remain here, on the ground, on the other side of the threshold. As the doors closed, the director smiled mournfully. “They don’t make them like that anymore, do they?”



It was a funny thing. Men like John Gasko loved men like Bob Vogel. It shouldn’t have worked—two egos that massive shouldn’t have gelled—but Vogel was more than twenty years older than Gasko, and the generation gap allowed them to admire each other without any need for wariness. In the coming days, as the flag-draped coffin made its way across the Atlantic, countless men like John Gasko would grow misty-eyed as they talked about what a legend Bob Vogel had been.

Charlie had only known Senator Vogel in a vague way. Live in Washington long enough and paths were bound to cross: it was a thermodynamic law in the capital. The longest exchange they’d had was in 1995, when Charlie participated in closed-door testimony for the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. The Taliban was starting to sweep through Afghanistan. The army was holding strong in Kabul, thanks mostly to the forces under Ahmad Baraath’s command. The Senate committee was weighing whether to send aid to those forces. And while, by 1995, Charlie was working in the agency backwaters, because of his experience with Baraath a few years prior, he was summoned to Capitol Hill to deliver his personal assessment of Baraath’s trustworthiness. The senators grilled him, and he hemmed and hawed—after all, it wasn’t like he could tell the real story of Ahmad Baraath—and in the end, they seemed palpably unimpressed.

In the years since, he’d seen Vogel at occasional dinner parties in Georgetown, and performances at the Kennedy Center, and black-tie fundraisers at the Newseum. The last time Charlie had spoken with Vogel was three months earlier, at a book party in a brick mansion in Kalorama. At the buffet, while reaching for the shrimp cocktail, their elbows had collided. Charlie stepped aside and said: “Sorry about that, Senator. After you.”

Vogel looked up at Charlie. He didn’t say anything. He only stared.

“Great party, isn’t it?” Charlie tried, faltering.

But Vogel just kept staring. He was notorious for his prickly manners, but this seemed extreme. After what felt like several minutes, Vogel finally said: “Charlie Cole, right? Well. It was good seeing you.”

That was the extent of the encounter. Charlie probably would have forgotten about it were it not for the strange fact that Vogel had remembered his name.



A couple of days after Bob Vogel’s death, on Sunday afternoon, as she was partway through a long-overdue spring-cleaning of her closet, Jenny Navarro’s phone rang.

When she found the phone under a pile of sweaters and saw the name of the caller, her stomach twisted. VOGEL HOME. Was this some kind of sick joke? Or had she (please, God) somehow imagined the events of the last forty-eight hours? It took her a moment to remember that, obviously, there was nothing strange about this. More than one person resided in the Vogel home. Come on, Jenny, she told herself. Pull it together.

“Diane?” she answered, her voice shaky.

“Oh, Jenny. Oh, honey.”

“I’m so…” But Jenny couldn’t get the words out.

“I know,” Diane said. “I know. Me too.”

Diane apologized for not calling sooner. And she was sorry to ask this, to be so businessy about things, but Bob kept certain important papers in the house—the Georgetown house, that was—and between the funeral arrangements and the press inquiries, she wasn’t going to have time to get down to D.C. for a while. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but he wouldn’t want things to slow down just because he, you know. Died. God forbid some piece of legislation languish on his desk just because he died.” Diane sighed. “That sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

Jenny smiled, despite herself. “No. It sounds like him.”

“And I know it’s the weekend, but I was wondering if you would—”

“Of course,” Jenny interrupted. “I’ll go right over.”

“You really don’t mind?”

“Honestly, I’d like to make myself useful right now.”

Besides, she wasn’t making any progress with her closet, and to do something that needed doing was an immense relief. It didn’t seem possible that Bob was actually dead. Bob: her boss, and one of her favorite people in the world. Bob: her unlikeliest friend. A few years back, when Jenny first interviewed for the position, the senator skipped over her résumé (degree in applied math from Stony Brook, two years at McKinsey, degree from the Kennedy School) and zeroed in on her upbringing. Jenny Navarro, born and raised in Central Islip. Oldest of four children, taught her immigrant parents how to speak English, first in her family to go to college. “Interesting,” he said. “Tell me more about that.”

A certain kind of person loved Jenny’s story, loved what it represented. This person was always older, often male, always white. She found this increasingly irritating. Not bothering to conceal her impatience, she said: “You’ve never hired someone like me.”

“No, I haven’t. I recognize that this is a problem.”

“Okay. Well, I’m not sure I’m interested in fixing that particular problem of yours.”

Vogel arched an eyebrow.

“You represent New York State,” she continued. “Hempstead. Buffalo. The Bronx. If you’ve never hired someone like me to run your policy, that means you’re not trying very hard.”

“But you want this job.” He paused. “You’re pretty bold for someone who’s asking me for a job.”

“I’m not a good liar. And if you’re planning to use me to check a certain box—like I said, that isn’t going to work. So I’d rather just establish that right now.”

After a moment, he broke into a grin and asked her when she could start.

Last year, Vogel had promoted her to chief of staff. Jenny knew that her parents and siblings back in Central Islip were proud of her career, but she also knew that they didn’t quite know what it entailed. Her new position came with an enormous amount of influence, but that influence was really only understood by those who played the game for a living. This, she was learning, was both the pleasure and the pain of life in politics.

Jenny hurried over to the house on N Street. It was a grand building, wide and palatial where most of the houses on the block were narrow and modest. She had once encountered a pair of tourists lingering on the sidewalk, craning their necks at the topiary, the red brick and dark shutters. The woman had whispered to her husband, “That’s the French embassy, you know.” Jenny, amused, hadn’t bothered to correct her.

Jenny unlocked the front door and disarmed the security system (3-7-4-5, Diane’s birthday). In the front hall, she paused for a moment. The orchid on the table, fresh and sprightly. The polished wood floors, smelling of lemon Pledge. The air conditioner, keeping the house at a pleasant seventy-four degrees. The rest of the Senate delegation was flying back that afternoon. In an alternate universe, Bob would be walking into this house in a few hours. He would be happy to be home. Like all consummate Washington insiders, Bob claimed to be an outsider, but his love for the house on N Street belied that. Bob had offices in the Capitol, in New York City, in Albany and Buffalo and Rochester and Syracuse, but his office upstairs, Jenny knew, was his favorite. Here he did his best thinking, seated behind a handsome oak desk whose surface was obscured by a messy sprawl of papers.

In the study, Jenny surveyed the mess. Good thing Diane had thought to call her. Who knew what might have gone missing otherwise? She began sorting the documents into stacks. And Diane was right; Bob wouldn’t have wanted the work to stop. Drafts of legislation. White papers from think tanks. Schedules, calendars, scribbled notes on legal pads. It was her job to know everything he knew, and then some. “You’re just like me,” he’d once said to her. “That’s why I hired you.”

“A workaholic, you mean?” she’d replied.

“Yes. But a smarter, nicer workaholic.”

Both of them recognized this addiction for what it was. But they also both agreed that, as addictions went, at least this one might do some good in the world.

Over the next hour, Jenny made steady progress. She could almost see the surface of the desk. Buried beneath a pile of letters from constituents was a plain manila folder. Inside were several pieces of paper covered in the senator’s spidery handwriting. She was unsure which pile this belonged in. Sometimes Bob would read about someone in the news, an obscure expert in an obscure subject, and then he would call them up, ask them to dinner, spend hours grilling them, scrawling notes while they spoke. (As he said, what good was being rich and powerful if he couldn’t do things like that?) And then he would ask Jenny to read the notes and see what she thought. This was probably just the most recent instance. Probably he just hadn’t gotten around to sharing the contents of this folder yet.

She skimmed the first page. New frontier in markets. Online mania. Day traders moving in tandem. This wasn’t surprising. Having made his fortune at a hedge fund before getting into politics, Bob remained keenly attuned to the world of finance. Meme stocks. Virality—online forums, social media. She kept reading. Algorithm VERY influential. Which posts get clicks. More clicks, more enthusiasm, snowball effect, thesis is self-validating. Well, sure. Bob was also genuinely fascinated by the behavior-shaping power of social media. He was, despite his age, the only senator who could hold his intellectual own with the tech world’s evil geniuses.

Finger on scale of algorithm. Plant idea, create virality, stock goes up. Leverage. Okay. She had never heard of this. Approach CEO w/ demands. Greed usually sufficient. Don’t want music to stop. Other threats if necessary. Yeah. This was getting a little strange. No visible patterns. Market movement obscures links to Moscow. Goose bumps surfaced on her arms. Gruzdev believes this is next frontier. Business drives geopolitics, not vice versa. Nikolai Gruzdev, the Russian president? Her heart beat harder. Keep quiet. Risk of leaks. “Quiet” was underlined three times.

Jenny was frozen. Diane had asked Jenny to get his papers. Had she known? Was she referring to these papers specifically? But no—if Jenny didn’t know, then Diane didn’t know. The notes on the next page continued along the same lines, but the color of the ink changed. The writing was in blue, then black, then pencil, then back to blue. The paper kept changing, too. Lined yellow sheets, plain white printer paper, smaller pieces of hotel stationery. She flipped back to the beginning. In the top corner of each page were numbers: 1/20, 2/26, 3/12, 3/27, 4/9, 4/23, 5/15, 5/30. These were dates, she realized. These notes were taken at different times, in different places, over the past several months. Keep quiet. Risk of leaks. So it wasn’t a question of Bob getting around to sharing these notes with her. He had obviously never intended for her to see them.

She held the papers lightly, as if they might scorch her. Jenny knew that whatever this was, if it was important enough for Bob to conceal from her, it was important enough to merit further investigation. And Jenny wasn’t an idiot. She knew her limits. She wasn’t some crackerjack Nancy Drew. She needed to get these to someone else—someone with expertise—someone equipped to do this the right way.

The last piece of paper in the folder caught her eye. It had no date. Written at the top was a name, and beside the name was scrawled a star. She recognized the name. But from where? Who was this? It hadn’t been that long ago. A few months, maybe. A year at most.

Her gaze landed on the bookshelf across the room. Then she remembered.

That pretentious book party in Kalorama. Bob had dragged her along. The Senate was preparing to pass a last-minute budget amendment and he wanted to get work done in the car. During the party, when she was being verbally waterboarded by a lobbyist for Dow Chemical, Jenny noticed Bob at the buffet table talking with a man she didn’t recognize. Bob looked unusually wary. Even from a distance, Jenny could perceive the wariness. Later, in the car, he seemed distracted. “Who was that?” she’d asked.

“Who was who?”

“That guy at the buffet.”

“Oh. Uh. Just someone from Langley.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Langley?”

In retrospect, Jenny could see how uncomfortable these questions made him. He was doing his best to feign nonchalance. “No, no, nothing like that.” He shook his head. “That guy, he’s, uh, no one. Charlie Cole? He’s just one of those glorified paper pushers.”



That Sunday, like every Sunday, Charlie kept himself busy with a series of minor household tasks. He walked Lucy, his yellow Labrador. He weeded the bed of zinnias and made a note to buy more fertilizer. He drove to Safeway and bought groceries for the coming week. He flagged a recipe for grilled salmon in the Times Magazine. In the domestic sphere, he was far more capable than most men his age.

At first, in the stinging aftermath of the divorce, he resented this growing self-sufficiency. A tidy house, a stocked refrigerator, a respectable meal: he’d learned to do these things because Helen had left him, because he had failed. But as time went by, it became clear that, rather than making him pathetic, these skills actually made him more attractive. When he eventually started dating again, the women seemed to appreciate that he wasn’t some feral bachelor in need of rehabilitation. Grace, the petite widow whom he was currently seeing, had been impressed when Charlie showed up at their mutual friend’s dinner party with homemade brownies for dessert. Impressed enough to say yes when he called and asked if she’d like to go with him to Rigoletto at the Kennedy Center.

Charlie and Grace got along well. She, like Charlie, had no interest in remarrying. He always established this at the outset. It wasn’t a fear of commitment, as many women seemed to suspect. Rather it was the awareness—sharp, stabbing, omnipresent—of just what a shitty husband he’d been to Helen, and the determination not to subject another person to this shittiness. But this was too complicated to explain, so he let them think whatever they wanted to think.

He and Grace had dinner together a few nights a week, but never on Sundays, because Grace had three children and five grandchildren, and every Sunday her family gathered for dinner at her place in Arlington. Her devotion to her family was one of the things he liked most about her. Charlie hadn’t yet attended one of these dinners, but he didn’t think an invitation was beyond the realm of possibility.

At 6:30 p.m., Charlie turned on the news and poured himself a glass of wine. Earlier that day, he’d marinated a pork chop in soy sauce and brown sugar. As it sizzled in the skillet, he looked at Lucy, who gazed up at him forlornly. “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

He would eat his pork chop, he would drink his wine, he would clean up the kitchen, and he would turn off the light by 9 p.m. And then, in the morning, he would wake up with the sun, drink his orange juice with Metamucil, do the crossword, and begin another unremarkable day. Every once in a while, when Charlie recalled the ambitions of his younger self, it struck him how flat and ordinary his life had become. But most of the time, this flat and ordinary life seemed like a miracle, an allotment of tranquility he didn’t deserve. Even Helen, in time, had forgiven him.

Toward the end of the nightly news, the anchor said: “We finish tonight with a remembrance of Senator Robert Vogel, who died Friday at age eighty-one. He was in Cairo as part of a Senate delegation and suffered a stroke during their review of the Egyptian military. Over the course of his twenty-five years in the Senate, he served as chair of the Finance Committee, the Foreign Relations Committee, and minority whip. A member of the Democratic Party known for his bipartisan alliances, Vogel began his career in finance. This afternoon, President McAllister released a statement that reads—”

Charlie changed the channel. The Yankees were up 5–3 against the Blue Jays. Lucy lay with her chin on the floor, gaze fixed on Charlie. He’d left the fatty rind of the pork chop on his plate, and now he nudged it over the edge. He only did this on special occasions. Like Sunday nights. Like Saturday nights, or Tuesday nights, or pretty much, these days, any old night. He found it almost impossible to resist her sweet brown eyes. “Stop looking at me like that,” he said, when Lucy finished licking the floor and returned her gaze to Charlie. “No more. I mean it.”

As Charlie loaded the dishwasher, the phone rang. The screen showed an unfamiliar Washington number. Sunday evening seemed like an odd time for a stranger to call. He answered: “Hello?”

“Charlie Cole?”

“This is he.”

“My name is Jennifer Navarro. I work—worked—for Senator Vogel. I was his chief of staff.”

“Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I’m calling because… well, I understand that you and the senator knew each other?”

“Not really. We spoke once or twice.” A heavy silence as she waited for him to continue. Charlie was perplexed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Why are you calling?”

“Before he died, Senator Vogel was working on something, something obviously… important. But he didn’t tell me about it, and I’m guessing it goes beyond my security clearance.” A pause. “But I think you probably…” Another pause. “I think you’ll know what to make of it.”

Charlie frowned at the muted TV. The Yankees were now up 7–4. Security clearance. Her suggestion was clear enough. But if she had some kind of agency-related inquiry, well, Vogel was friendly with plenty of people at Langley, all of whom outranked Charlie by a mile. Director Gasko not least among them.

“Mr. Cole?” she prompted. “Are you still there?”

“I’m here. I’m just wondering why—”

“I think it would be best to show you in person,” she said. “Could we meet tomorrow at the Grant Memorial at seven a.m.?”






CHAPTER THREE

“Don’t do anything until I get back,” Osmond said. “Amanda. Did you hear me?”

It was Friday afternoon, right after the news had broken. On social media and CNN, the stroke narrative was already prevailing. Semonov had been right. Aging man, poor health, hot day: there was no reason for anyone to question the circumstances of Bob Vogel’s death.

“When will that be?” Amanda said. The news was everywhere. Semonov would have seen it by now. The longer he went without hearing from her, the more difficult this would be. Her window was narrowing.

“Alitalia just canceled this afternoon’s flight,” Osmond said. “Don’t ask me why. I’ll get the first flight tomorrow morning.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, sir. You know I don’t like doing this.”

“Doing what? Listen to me, Amanda, you can’t—”

“I’m the deputy station chief,” she interrupted. “When you’re not here, I’m officially in charge. Tomorrow could be too late. I’m sorry, Osmond, but I’m going to see him today.”

“No. No. If this guy is the real thing, we need to brief the director, we need to get a plan in place, we need—”

“Come on. You know this isn’t an if.”

She could hear him breathing, could imagine his red-cheeked frustration. Many times, their relationship had been stretched thinner than seemed wise. But apparently today wasn’t quite the day that it reached a breaking point, because Osmond sighed and said: “Fine. Fine! But don’t offer him anything. Make no promises. Understood?”
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