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   England and America should scrap cricket and baseball and come up with a new game that they both can play. Like baseball, for example.

   —Robert Benchley, 
American Writer

  

 
  
   Part I

   Pickpockets

  

 
  
   1

   London

   The Brits, what could you say?

   They were pickpockets.

   A band of charmingly accented thieves trading on faded imperial glory to collect crumbs of intel and hawk them to CIA in exchange for a fine meal. The Agency was getting a raw deal, and now, on top of it all, Langley had been told to lay off a primo target, the kind of guy who left China once or twice each year.

   Pickpockets.

   Pickpockets who were also violating the Game’s rule number one: Collect the intel.

   This is how CIA fell out with the Brits.

   The turbulence had been shocking, the seat belt signs illuminated pretty much constantly since takeoff. The flight attendants hadn’t even wheeled out dinner, forget about the drink service, though she was almost grateful, she was off the sauce—hand to God. In place of booze she had a little red squeezy ball for what Dr. Pan described as “appetite management,” and she’d been choking it the entire flight, sweating beneath her thick cotton body padding.

   Sleep was out of the question for the woman whose passport bore the name Sybil Flanagan. The ride had been so bouncy that she heard the flight attendants murmuring about a couple of the lap children back in economy going airborne, almost bonking their little baby heads on the overhead compartments. In the one trip she’d risked to the lav, she had been rocketed a few inches off the seat, and her pantsuit was still soggy—it hadn’t been a clean landing.

   So when United Airlines Flight 918 touched runway at London Heathrow at 6:54 a.m., between the violent jostling, the sleepless stress, the adrenaline high of committing future felonies on British soil, and the sobriety, she was sweating sheets. And that had her worried about the silicone mask glued across her face.

   When disguises went sideways, civilians tended to scream, and the last thing she needed in passport control was a face-melting situation. After deplaning she went straight to the bathroom. In the handicapped stall she threw open her suitcase, stuffed all the clothes to one side, and pulled back a layer of fabric to reveal four black buttons fashioned to resemble plastic screws. She compressed them simultaneously until she heard a click, and she pulled open the concealment device snuggled into her case. There was her kit of spares—dental appliances, ears, cheeks, foreheads, chins, necks, and noses. Also extra vials of spirit gum, remover, a kit of brushes, and a blending makeup that matched the pasty white color of the disguise.

   Her Sybil disguise was also definitely on the jowlier end of the spectrum. When the disguise mavens inside the Human Technology Office had shown the digital renderings of the mask, her first comment had been that Sybil was a fan of the scones. Maybe too big a fan.

   And that’s a good thing, Gertie, one of the mavens, said, because a mask getting programmed is an additive business, silicone comes right out of the 3D printer and it’s easier to print more of something than to slice off your pieces and parts. Fun as that could be. And it was true, the disguise mavens really could work miracles—she had once seen a male Korean American case officer programmed for a disguise that transformed him into an Irishwoman.

   Now sitting on the toilet, guided by her compact mirror, she decided to replace the nose, just in case. She applied spirit gum, let it dry for a moment, and then stuck one of the spares back in place. She then carefully brushed the milk-colored makeup across the seams until they vanished. Reassembling the bag, she flushed the old nose down the toilet, exited the stall, and took stock in the mirror.

   Dirty blond wig. Jowly cheeks. Dental appliance that puffed out her mouth and made her teeth, Gertie’s words, “proper English.” Puffy neck. Forehead big enough to be a fivehead. Doughy chinpiece. Custom body padding, snuggled beneath an ill-fitting pantsuit, that added the appearance of thirty pounds, itched like scabies, did not breathe, and—the sole redeeming quality—cranked her bust up three cup sizes.

   At passport control, she slapped a blue American tourist passport onto the reader and smiled for the camera.

   Sybil Flanagan was going to be an American when clearing passport control, an Englishwoman during the cold pitch, and sun-deprived throughout. The photo she’d submitted for her UK Electronic Travel Authorization had been snapped while wearing the Sybil mask, identical to what she was wearing now. Heathrow didn’t use iris scanners. The facial recognition tech here was excellent, but you didn’t really have to fool it if the passport photo matched your face, now, did you?

   Up on the screen Sybil Flanagan was smiling right back.

   The passport was legit, having been procured by first securing an alias driver’s license through the Agency’s state contacts, and then using that driver’s license as an anchor for the Deployment crew to submit the pics of Sybil to the State Department to work up an authentic document.

   But the wheel on the eGate screen was just spinning… 

   And here was the thing: Normally, she never would have sweated entry into the United Kingdom. Normally, of course, she’d be here in true name, usually with the express knowledge and consent of the Brits, and always with the full participation of London Station. Yet London Station’s prerogative was to maintain the relationship, not necessarily to conduct espionage. So this time, with the full approval of the Seventh Floor, mind you, she had opted to be a little naughty. When was the next time Gao Shiyan was going to travel? The Brits didn’t want to take a swing at him, wanted to kowtow to the Chinese because a few months back something had gone sideways in Beijing, well, fine. And it was true, running an op against a Chinese intelligence officer in London was a delicate thing. She could understand the Brits not wanting the attention. But how could CIA not take a shot at a senior Chinese intelligence officer?

   The damn wheel kept on spinning and she wanted to scratch her way right out of this bodysuit. What the hell was going on? “Come on,” she whispered. “Come on…”

   If the op came apart here she was going to jail, no doubt about it. And because not only the Brits but the CIA’s London Station were in the dark, she wondered if everyone would let her rot a little longer than was totally necessary, purely for spite. London Station had their role, she understood and respected that. And she had hers.

   The wheel kept on spinning.

   Come on. It was too much, being sober and watching this wheel at the same time. She should be in and out of the country in less than twenty-four hours, forty-eight tops. Assuming the damn eGate played ball.

   At last the green checkmark materialized on the screen. The gates swung open. She pocketed the Sybil Flanagan passport and entered the United Kingdom.

   In her room at the Canopy, just down the street from the gargantuan new Chinese Embassy compound, the woman stashed her suitcase and picked up a package that had been left for her at reception, which contained her British identity documents. The navy-blue British passport was also in the name of Sybil Flanagan, but it was a forgery that would not have held up to scrutiny at Heathrow; the hologram and e-chip were tricky to fake. But this passport was not designed to pass muster at the border, it was meant to be used for flash purposes, to convince Gao in case he demanded proof that Sybil was the Englishwoman she professed to be. She also collected the fraudulent green badge used for access to Vauxhall, which Gao would understand marked Sybil as an employee of the British Secret Intelligence Service (called BEE-SIS inside CIA, and occasionally MI6, Six, or—quite often—simply the Service).

   False-flagging as a Brit was easily the naughtiest part of the op, so naughty that the sight of the badge made her smile. She gathered up the £20,000 cash, should she need to give Gao an incentive. Last, she collected a business card for an Indian restaurant in London, printed on water-soluble cardstock. The phone number on the card was known as a CRUSTY, backstopped so Gao could contact a human at CIA or leave a message. She slid the card inside a pack of Dunhills after throwing out half the cigs.

   Cold pitches were a sort of black hole for the case officer and the target alike, a bizarre alternate reality, a collision of two people who should never meet, and now, while conducting a final run-through, she felt the gravitational pull of another black hole, this one emanating from the minibar.

   Maybe just pull the rip cord on the whole day, fly back to Washington after a baby bender, deal with the fallout come what may? But she was trying to do better, she really was. Now she had the stress ball, which she had in a death grip, sitting there in her Sybil disguise with her forged UK documents, thinking the CIA’s Deputy Director for Operations had grown herself a real lady pair authorizing an operation that crossed pretty much every liaison red line with their British counterparts. But she wasn’t spying on the UK. She was spying in the UK. Not necessarily a new one for her. And the Brits would of course receive all of the product, should she be successful. The spirit—and this was important—was one of partnership, even if one partner remained in the dark. And that, she knew, sometimes could be good sexy fun.

   While thinking this through, the woman had prayerfully knelt down and opened the minibar.

   Before setting off on her sobriety journey, she’d been legitimately worried that she’d wind up in the Program, the CIA’s internal drunk tank up in Maryland, where they sent case officers to dry out, reasoning that kicking them into civilian Alcoholics Anonymous presented serious problems as soon as Step 1 (Honesty). Instead, she summoned the moral courage to shut the fridge door, take a step back, grab Dr. Pan’s squeezy ball, and sit on the bed pumping it to death while she rehearsed once more the flow of the cold pitch.

   Back at Headquarters, China Ops had studied Ministry of State Security Officer Gao Shiyan, a counterintelligence officer with potential value identifying penetrations inside the United States, maybe even CIA. She knew his face. Knew that he was here in London under commercial cover, embedded as an adviser inside a trade delegation. She knew that during a stint in Jakarta, Gao had dinner on three occasions with a Station officer and had not said no to a pitch, even though he also hadn’t said yes.

   The other thing China Ops knew about Gao, thanks to the loose lips of another MSS officer during a rare formal exchange on North Korea, was that Gao desperately wanted his eldest daughter, currently in the UK at boarding school, to attend Oxford or Cambridge. The working theory inside CIA was that Gao knew or believed the Agency was penetrated, and therefore might be reluctant about an American approach in the first place. This, plus the Anglophilia, had tipped the scales in favor of the false flag operation and ultimately birthed Sybil Flanagan.

   The other thing she knew, according to a few ops cables out of Beijing, was that Gao was an avid runner, rain or shine. That didn’t mean he would be alone for long, though, merely that there might—might—be space between him and any potential minders, because in the paranoid hothouse of the MSS, privacy meant only that the monitoring hadn’t caught up yet.

   And thank god it was shine today, she thought, peering out of the lobby doors, because who knew what havoc a London rainstorm might wreak on her Sybil-skin. Sometimes targets did freak out during a cold pitch, but this was rarely due to the case officer’s face disintegrating into silicone cutlets.

   What she didn’t know about Gao, though, could fill a book. In her experience, when the case officer did not have time to build rapport and trust with a Chinese target over time, the most credible path to cooperation became not ideology nor greed but whether CIA could open a hatch for the target to escape political pressure. What was the state of the patronage network inside MSS, to which Gao belonged? If Gao’s sponsors in Beijing were strong, so was Gao, and the pitch would have little chance of success, at least for now.

   In the lobby, Sybil pretended to work on a laptop. Tap-tap-tap, the blond Englishwoman in the rumpled pantsuit kept on typing away. Damn emails, damn corporate job, her aura seemed to say. But it just so happened Sybil had a clean view of both the front door and the elevator.

   Clever girl.

   A few minutes after five p.m. the delegation swung through the front doors and milled around in the lobby. The woman tracked Gao, but he was folded in with his compatriots and there was no opportunity to peel him off without causing a ruckus or raising attention that would send the already low chances of success plummeting to zero.

   After a few minutes of chitchat, Gao disappeared into the elevators. There were versions of this pitch where she found his hotel room and just went up and knocked, but that was not ideal. Hotels were chock-full of cameras, and you didn’t know who else might be in there, the dude might find it threatening, and in a cold pitch you wanted to give the target enough flexibility and privacy so they wouldn’t have to report the pitch at all. Because even if they say no, if they don’t report it, you’ve won.

   A while later, after she’d demolished a coffee, the elevator doors opened and there was Gao in a cold-weather running getup, sweatshirt and athletic pants, all by his lonesome. There were no obvious minders, at least for now. He walked outside. The woman shut her laptop, slid it into her purse, and followed right behind. He was standing on the sidewalk buried in his phone when she sidled up beside him and dropped the pack of Dunhills at his feet, practically onto his shoes. She took a step back; with Russians you wanted to be in their face, with Chinese a little more distance was better. But not too much. There could be no misunderstandings.

   “I’m sorry,” she said in the majorly accented (but still acceptable) Mandarin she’d been learning, for the past two years, from a nice old Chinese lady in Rosslyn.

   It’s called a cold pitch because you’ve got no personal relationship with the target. It’s also got no room for softness or negotiation, even if you’ve got to be ready for mush out the other side: yeses that mean no and no’s that could mean anything.

   Gao smiled, stooped to pick up the pack, and held it out to her.

   “I know you like a secret smoke, Mr. Gao,” she said. “You keep it.”

   The fun left Gao’s face. He retracted the Dunhills but did not slide them into his pocket. He also didn’t drop them, nor hand them back. In her experience Chinese targets tended to crave directness because they were direct themselves, verging on being pretty rude in many contexts. In one stilted liaison meeting, an MSS officer had asked after her pretax salary, and if she carried a life insurance policy.

   “I’m Sybil,” she said. “I’ve arranged for us to meet like this because even though you are in my country, we know there are eyes inside your delegation, and I don’t want you to fall under suspicion. I will be direct because I know we are visible on cameras and do not have much time: My organization would like to work with you. We are prepared to offer two million pounds for copies of a few files that you can access back in Beijing. Inside the pack of cigarettes is the business card of a restaurant—”

   “Your organization?” Gao said. She felt he was listening, attuned to each word even as he stared out into the traffic, clearly trying to work out whether this was the real deal, a provocation, or—most dangerous of all—a loyalty test conducted by his own service. His first instinct would not be curiosity. It would be suspicion.

   “The British Secret Intelligence Service,” she said.

   He did not ask her to produce any identification, thank god.

   “You should not have approached me. Say what you came to say,” he said.

   “Let’s continue the discussion in private,” she said. “In that pack of cigarettes is a business card. Curry place here in London. The phone number will reach us, and we can arrange a meeting. The paper’s water-soluble if you need to be rid of it quick.”

   “Why are you pitching me?” Gao asked.

   “Because you have interesting access inside the MSS,” she said, now feeling that this was headed toward a firm no, he was asking the questions his superiors would put to him, already preparing the report. But she went on: “And we understand your desire for your daughter to continue her education here in the United Kingdom, perhaps at Oxford or Cambridge. We can help make this happen.”

   Now Gao turned his focus from the torrent of bikers and aimed it straight at her. He dropped the pack of Dunhills at her feet. “No,” he said. “I refuse. And I will report this.”

   Well, shit. In Gao’s world, not reporting was pretty much impossible. The question was how much he would say. She bent down to pick up the Dunhills, couldn’t just leave them there, and held the pack out again. “Here are your cigarettes,” she said. “Card’s in there. Next time you leave China, call us and we’ll arrange a meeting. A couple million for a few files. The chance to have an Oxbridge stamp on Fei-Fei’s future. Take it and think on it.” She pressed the pack into his chest, maybe a little too hard, and Gao did the same right back, but he was agitated, running to angry, and his hand sank into the cottony body padding, and as he realized this was not the beginnings of an ill-defined postmenopausal belly but a disguise, he made a weird noise.

   “What the hell?” he said in Mandarin. “Who are you?”

   She slapped the cigarettes back into his hand, said: “Two million pounds. Think of Fei-Fei’s future. Call us.”

   This time, when Gao shoved the pack into her chest, she tottered off the curb and into the road.

   She never saw it, just heard the whir of an e-bike as it barreled straight into her legs, throwing her down hard on her side, face slamming the curb. Moaning, she rolled over and noticed that Sybil’s guts were all twisted up. The breasts were growing from the right armpit, the belly lopsided. At first the screams had been because of the crash, but now the offending biker, who’d stepped down to help, seemed to be shouting on account of the pieces and parts of her face that had been blown clean off.

   Despite the thick application of spirit gum, her nose and jowls hung on to her skin by a thread, face peeling off like in a zombie flick. The e-bike guy wasn’t offering a hand anymore. He was backing away. Strewn across the bike lane was, far as she could see, a cheek and the forehead, and her nose was coming next.

   When she finally, painfully, rose to her feet, the wig ran down her backside and flopped into a hairy pile. She blinked, making eye contact with another pedestrian, who did the sensible thing when confronted by a suddenly bald woman with an armpit sprouting breasts.

   He hustled off.

   Most of the other bystanders had similar ideas, everyone wisely keeping their distance as she stumbled back up onto the sidewalk.

   Gao had disappeared. A policeman was hustling over. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

   “I’m cool,” she said. “I don’t think anything’s broken.”

   An odd thing to say, perhaps, when your face had dissolved across the pavement. The cop stood there gawking while she collected the contested pack of Dunhills and began picking up the pieces of the mask. The nose slid off and she snatched that up, too.

   Another guy arrived, hustling from somewhere across the street. He was wearing sneakers and jeans and a jacket, but he showed a card to the policeman. They spoke briefly, and the cop just walked away. Cop upgrade felt bad, especially when the guy was in streetclothes.

   “You’re all right, ma’am?” he asked.

   “Sure am,” she said. “No problems here.”

   He showed her a card, said he was from Special Branch, then he eye-checked the handful of silicone and the wig, still on the pavement. “You were wearing a disguise?”

   “Sure was.”

   “Why would you wear a disguise?”

   “I guess I just don’t like who I really am.”

   Passersby were staring. Cars slowing down for a look. A silence had gathered between them.

   “Do you have identification on you?” he asked.

   “What’s the problem? Is it illegal to wear a disguise?”

   “Answer the question,” he said, his tone hardening. “Driver’s license? Passport?”

   “I’d really just like to be on my way.”

   He took one step closer.

   She handed him the UK passport. For a few seconds his eyes danced between the photo, her maskless face, and the pieces and parts in her hand.

   “Sybil Flanagan,” he read aloud. “Not much of a resemblance.”

   “With who?” she said.

   “With you.”

   And thank god for that, she thought.

  

 
  
   2

   London

   She wanted to like London, she really did.

   Back in her drinking days, she had come to see the city as a monument to what committed alcoholics could accomplish through teamwork: in London’s case, the conquest of much of the planet.

   On top of this, it was an underrated spy town, a buffet of tasty targets: Russians, Chinese, Iranians, Africans, Pakistanis, Arabs. Plus an impressive roster of human rights violators, international businesses, City lawyers, and unmarked Mayfair town houses writhing with financiers who—helpfully, from the standpoint of a spy service—were absolute whores for money. Yes, in London there really was no shortage of scoundrels and rats—literally, for in London you were never more than six feet from a rodent. Also to London’s spy cred, present incarceration aside, the city was governed by a notionally friendly government, even if you’d prefer Whitehall a skosh on the weaker side, so CIA could run roughshod, make it an ask-for-forgiveness-not-permission kind of ops environment, always more of a hoot.

   But—con column—London was a ubiquitous technical surveillance powerhouse, with artificial intelligence capabilities connected to their vast camera network and cell phone infrastructure. London did boast some decent off-camera green spaces, suitable for operational acts, but in general she wished there weren’t so many goddamn cameras. The cell phone coverage was also too good, you wanted that spottier so it would be harder for the opposition to realize that sometimes you didn’t have your phone. Also, as a baseball girl, she hated the soccer fixation. And cricket? The word alone was agitating. And now she’d been arrested and thrown in a dank concrete holding room at Charing Cross Police Station.

   Welcome to London.

   After in-processing and declining legal representation, she stewed in her cell, waiting, consoled by the knowledge that however much this sucked, right now it sucked much worse to be inside the CIA’s London Station, dealing with the fallout of an officer violating a close ally’s National Security Act and committing a slew of other charges relating to Sybil’s fraudulent documents.

   Unlike some of the other places where she’d been incarcerated, she didn’t think the Brits were going to rough her up, or trot in a wacky cellmate to goose or shank her while she slept.

   But the CIA’s Chief of Station in London?

   She knew he would like to stab her himself.

   The custody sergeant collected her and led her through a maze of hallways into a room with a long table containing most of Sybil Flanagan’s earthly possessions, and even a few pieces of Sybil herself, numbered and organized into neat rows. She sat down across from a woman who introduced herself as Special Branch Detective Inspector Hills, and a man, Detective Sergeant Johnson. Hills had a bob of red hair and was smiling more than the woman thought appropriate for a law enforcement officer. Johnson had the baldest head she’d ever seen.

   “You do not have to say anything,” Johnson said, repeating the rote lines, “but it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. We are recording this interview.”

   “Peachy,” the woman said.

   Hills started with Sybil’s British passport. “This is a forgery,” she said.

   The woman said that was ridiculous.

   Then Hills tapped the green SIS badge. “As is this.”

   The woman asked if they had called Head Office at Vauxhall Cross, and neither responded.

   Johnson was wiggling the silicone forehead piece through the air. “Same for this.”

   “And thank god for that,” the woman said, feathering a hand across her own.

   That elicited from Hills something approaching a laugh. She tapped the laptop. “There is very little on this machine. I’ve never seen a laptop like this. It’s almost like it does not belong to a real person.”

   “Brand-new,” the woman said. “Haven’t futzed around with it much.”

   Hills passed over the body padding—did her nose wrinkle in disgust?—halting at Sybil’s American passport and driver’s license, which the authorities had excavated from the concealment device in her suitcase back in the hotel room. Along with the rest of the disguise kit, it was spread on the far corner of the table. “This American passport is real,” Hills said. “So here is what we know at this juncture about Mrs. Flanagan—”

   “Ms. Flanagan,” the woman corrected.

   At this, Hills, still smiling, clicked open her pen to scribble briefly in her notepad.

   The woman took the chance to fluff out her curly black hair, still flattened from the skullcap.

   Hills finished writing. “At present I know that Sybil Flanagan’s UK papers are forged, whilst her American documents seem to be authentic. She arrived at Heathrow on United Airlines Flight 918 just this morning. She went straight to her hotel—the same hotel housing a Chinese trade delegation, in fact. Here, our friend Sybil seems to have sought out a particular member of this delegation, a Mr. Gao Shiyan. Witnesses report that there was a spat over a pack of cigarettes… ah yes, here it is.” Hills gathered up the Dunhills, said they’d phoned the number on the business card inside. “Strange answering machine for a curry house.”

   “Where are we driving with this?”

   A thin smile spread on Hills’s face. “What is your name?”

   “Sybil Flanagan.”

   “But who, really, is Sybil Flanagan?” Hills said.

   “I’ve been trying to answer that question my entire life.”

   “We ran your intake photos through a handful of national databases, including some maintained by friends in the security services, and do you know what? I think we can put an end to your soul-searching.”

   “That would be a tremendous relief,” the woman said.

   “And here’s the answer,” Hills said. “Sybil Geraldine Flanagan is a CIA officer named Artemis Aphrodite Procter.” Onto the table she slid a copy of the photo from Procter’s diplomatic passport, which she’d used to enter the United Kingdom years earlier, on official and declared CIA business.

   “Ta-da,” Hills said. And sneezed.

   “Bless you,” Procter said.

  

 
  
   3

   London

   Late that same morning, inside London Station’s commo vault, Florence Barkley heard the click of the lock disengaging and those heavy footsteps marching her way. She blew out her cheeks and put her head in her hands, hoping he would walk right on by. She’d only just looked up when she saw a few of Randy Chatler’s bratwurst fingers wrapping around the cubicle partition. When he came into view he was slicking back the sides of his scraggly black hair and scratching at his beard. He frowned and nudged his chin toward the Pelican case spread across her workspace. “Oh come on. It was kind of a joke, wasn’t it? Right? It was, like, super late.”

   If she met his gaze she was going to fold, so Florence fixated on her computer screen and said, in too low of a voice, “We made a bet, Randy.”

   “Oh come on,” Randy said. “Who got you London Station?”

   “That’s definitely not fair.” Now she turned to face him, but her eyes veered off. There would’ve been a nice view of the Thames out there if the Station windows hadn’t been permanently curtained.

   He made a noise, shook his head. “I’m sorry. I know you got London because you kicked ass in Bangkok and Seoul. I only meant that… look, running the Chief’s off-site commo check is supposed to be my job.”

   Her cheeks were flush, she knew it, and there was probably a red stripe crawling across her neck, but when she raised her fingers to check she stopped herself and curled her hands in her lap. She was going to cave soon, she could feel it. “We had a bet,” she said again. “In the game I told you that lever wasn’t the one to pull, I said that if you did you’d end up yeeting that gnome.”

   “The lever said brake on it,” Randy said. He was now looking all longingly at the Pelican case. “But seriously. It’s tradition, Florence. The commo chief does the off-site package check. Plus I wasn’t in my right mind. It was four in the morning and I’d had like ten Red Bulls. And I initially suggested fifty pounds, remember? You were the one who upped the ante.”

   He slid bills from his wallet and held them out to her. The big nervous fingers on his other hand were rustling deep in his beard. “Let’s settle it this way. Come on. I’ll look like a dope.”

   You are a dope, she wanted to say. But, as always, she held her tongue.

   Florence shimmied into her jacket and pulled the Pelican case from the desk, Randy just blinking at her, the notes still flapping midair.

   “Fine,” he said, gathering a wad of bills from his wallet. “One hundred and twenty. Come on.”

   She glanced at the cash. It would have been very on-brand to back down, but the last three months had been so mind-bendingly awful, and just thinking about this afternoon… 

   Could she ever remember wanting something so badly?

   All she could muster was a jittery shake of her head, and then she felt a tear slide down her cheek. Then another. It was happening again. If she’d been capable of feeling, she’d have been mortified. Florence wiped her face.

   She couldn’t look at Randy, but he’d seen the waterworks, he must have, because the argument was over. He shoved the bills back in his wallet and stepped aside, whispering, “Look, Florence, when I was out in Yemen one of the commo girls got involved with the Chief and it was a big mess. All I’m saying. Just… be careful. I’m worried about you. You’ve been… I don’t know. It’s none of my business.”

   She gathered up the Pelican case and lugged it past Randy without another word. She was glad the visit was today, because the void was growing inside her, making the real world feel more and more distant, refracted through some strange, dishonest lens. What she was feeling wasn’t really sadness, it was more like nothing at all.

   For years the U.S. Embassy, London, had sat on Grosvenor Square in Mayfair and the Chief of Station’s home was still nearby, just north of Hyde Park in a three-story beige brick house with a grand drawing room, a garden with pear trees, and a bunch of other classy hocus pocus, including antique furniture, a wine cellar, and a room occupied only by a grand piano, which Florence had always wanted to play. The doorbell made a crazy vibrating noise that conjured fears of electrocution. When she saw Charlie’s face through the window she felt like she’d tipped over the first hill of a roller coaster.

   Charlie opened the door and said: “Where’s Randy?”

   “Couldn’t make it,” Florence said.

   “I bought a bunch of beer,” Charlie said. “Last year Randy drank all of it.”

   “I’ll do my best, Chief.” Florence gave a little salute, and instantly wished she hadn’t.

   He stepped aside and she walked in. “We might not have time to finish all the beer, though,” Charlie said. “I’m headed to D.C. tomorrow for the spring meetings, and I’ve still got to pack.”

   “But it’s January.”

   “SIS asked for time with the new Director tomorrow, pull everything forward. They’re nervous about the transition. When they get nervous they fly to Washington.”

   Charlie led her up into his second-floor office. She’d been inside his home for parties, always in big groups. Never alone. Florence wasn’t sure what she was feeling, but it was something, a connection to Charlie that felt like a validation of her decision to hold fast against Randy’s pressure tactics. She was supposed to be here.

   On the wall of the office was a trio of framed baseball bats and a television blaring the C-SPAN coverage of the final confirmation hearings for President Wood’s pick to be the new CIA Director, a businessman named Bobby Jerome. Florence knew nothing about him except that Charlie and most of the Station, just after the election, had muttered about Jerome being unfit to lead CIA. He runs a home-building company, he’s a political hack—Charlie had let slip once, and only once, when it was very late and everyone had been a bit drunk.

   Florence set the Pelican case on the floor and removed the off-site computer terminal.

   Then he handed her a beer while she logged in to his ThinClient package on the computer and waited for the satellite uplink, which often took its time, even in a place like London. Which ticked her off. Whole point of these off-site packages was to be able to do your work, quickly and remotely, if someone drove a truck bomb into the embassy.

   “If everyone at Headquarters dies,” Florence said, recalling one of the icebreaker questions she’d sketched out that morning, “which order are you in succession-wise?”

   Charlie sat down in his chair and drank his beer and seemed to think hard about that. His shoes were nice and Florence liked the deep lines on his face; she liked that he was a little older but didn’t wear those stupid old-guy pants with the high waists and zippers that could be two feet long. He could have been forty—at least that’s what Florence told herself. She actually had no idea how old he was, but she figured it was closer to fifty.

   “I think,” Charlie said, “that a good number of people have got to die before we’re running the show from London.” He pointed his beer at the computer. “Though it’ll be hard to run the place on something this slow.”

   “It’ll speed up soon.” Florence listened to the fan running madly, watched the dials spinning, started scratching her cheeks and running her tongue along her teeth. “Thing was full of beetles when I pulled it out of the commo shop this morning. Give it a few. New Director said anything interesting?”

   “He’s not the Director yet.”

   “You think they’re gonna vote no?”

   “No, no. Wood controls the Senate. Gonna happen today. It’s a done deal. It’s just not done.”

   Nobody at CIA—Florence included—liked talking politics at work. Fact was, Florence couldn’t really remember anyone doing it before, but when Dr. John Wood handily won the election in November there had been, for the first time in Florence’s admittedly not so long career, whispers inside London Station that Doc Wood was going to drop the fricking hammer on CIA. What that meant, no one quite knew.

   On CNN, one of the senators on the intel committee, a guy with white hair whose placard read mr. creech, vice chairman, and who evidently was not a fan, was asking Bobby Jerome how as a “businessman, with zero intelligence or national security experience, you might be qualified to run CIA. And, further, as you hinted in an interview back in… let’s see… December, yes, this December interview in which you said you would run the CIA as you’ve run B.J. Lenore. It’s—”

   Bobby Jerome, whose placard read hon. mr. jerome, clasped his hands on the table and leaned in to the microphone and said, “Senator Creech, is there a question in there? Because if there is, I do intend to answer it.”

   Poor Senator Creech moved papers around for a moment, then said, “My question is whether you intend to run the CIA as you have your family business.”

   “Bad recovery,” Charlie said to the television. “Bad angle.”

   “B.J. Lenore is the largest residential home builder in the United States,” Bobby said. “When I founded it there were three employees. One of them was me. Another was my wife, Lenore. The—”

   “First wife,” Charlie corrected the television.

   “What number’s he on now?” Florence asked.

   “Three, I think. Used to be an actress in Mexico.”

   “Pretty hot?” Florence asked, checking that the computer was finally booted up. She opened his email and a few of the cable databases to be sure.

   “Smoking,” Charlie said.

   “… we now have just over fifteen thousand employees. We are publicly traded. And we not only build enough housing stock every year to create brand-new cities of one hundred thousand citizens, we construct some of the most affordable homes so ordinary Americans can own property in the first place. So if you’re asking, Senator, if I wish to run a bloated, roguish government bureaucracy—one that is nevertheless critical to our national security—with the same commitment to excellence that I’ve brought to my company, then the answer is yes.”

   “He seems like a fun guy,” Florence said.

   Charlie muted the television. “Rumor is he’s bringing his whole team in with him. Going to give most of the senior slots to B.J. Lenore guys. And girls. That’s what the senator was asking about, even if he screwed up the question.”

   “Computer’s ready,” Florence said, turning it his way. “There’s a checklist here of tests for you to perform. Make sure it’s all squared away.”

   This had gone so fast. They’d gotten distracted by the hearing. How could she drag this out?

   “Can I have another beer?” she asked.

   “You’ve got to have like ten more beers to keep up with Randy’s tally from last year.”

   “I’m less charming on ten beers,” Florence said.

   “You’re always charming,” Charlie said, not looking at her, fiddling with the computer.

   There was heat spreading all through her face and neck and Florence knew she was turning brick-red. You don’t have to be such a wimp, she thought, like always. You’re a chick with auburn hair same as his dead wife’s and you’re pretty sure he was happy to see you on his doorstep and you can’t even flirt with him and… well, shoot. Now he’s looking right at you.

   There was definitely amusement working in those blue eyes. Like he knew how much of a weird mess she was, and he was just going to let her be weird.

   Then his cell phone rang, and the spell snapped. “Who?” she heard him say, then: “No… What? Artemis?”

   There was a brief silence as Charlie listened, then, right before he unleashed a torrent of profanity, he said: “In disguise? Is this a joke?”

  

 
  
   4

   Tehran

   The next evening an algorithm, coded six months earlier by a techie in the depths of Q Branch, silently scanned the comments section of a spelling bee app, searching for this phrase from username EsteghlalBlue7834: can’t believe I missed this one, and on my birthday!!..!

   When the algorithm—for the first time ever—found a match, it dispatched an urgent telegram to a small distribution list inside SIS.

   One of those recipients was sitting inside Tehran Station.

   Ollie Welch, H/TEHRAN, read the message in real time because he was staying late, some fire drill for the ambassador, the prick.

   What disaster had befallen WINSTON to fly the signal for an emergency meeting?

   The secure phone was ringing now, the Watch Desk at Head Office, and to each of their questions Ollie said he had no bloody clue, until the duty officer, at last, said keep us informed soon as you’ve got anything. Ollie jammed the phone back into the receiver with gusto. Fucking hell. It wasn’t as if Vauxhall had many star batsmen in Tehran, and now one of them had gotten into something dodgy.

   The commo plan, the one they’d just reviewed in Istanbul, called for emergency meetings to take place on a bench in Saei Park. The location had been selected because of its proximity to WINSTON’s apartment. And also because, despite all the cameras, installed in large part to detect women flouting modesty laws—AI was pretty good at detecting when someone’s hair was uncovered—there were still a number of camera breaks inside the park, offering ample space for clandestine chats.

   Ollie reviewed the routes and the interactive map depicting the known cameras around Tehran, a product gifted by the Americans, who had leaned on it for targeting purposes during the early days of the war. Ollie knew it had been instrumental in building the pattern-of-life material supporting the assassination of the Supreme Leader.

   His tunnel vision had set in. He was picking so madly at the calluses on his left hand that bits of skin ribbon snowed on the keyboard.

   Ollie was the last one in Station, so he quickly checked that all desks were clear, that every hard drive had been ejected and was accounted for inside the safe. Shutting the safe, he noticed a smear of fresh blood on the handle. Ollie blinked, turned over his hand. He’d picked himself raw. He wiped the handle and finished shutting off the lights with his other hand. Then he set the alarm and spun the lock on the Station’s steel Oxford door before ducking into the bathroom to clean off the blood.

   Upstairs, Ollie found Marnie in her office, hunched over her desk. There were still a few members of the Pol Section here, and though he would have preferred to talk in the ambassador’s conference room SSR, the Safe Speech Room, he did not want anyone to think he was about to be operational. He shut Marnie’s office door behind him and said: “I need your help and we’ve got to go. Now.”

   Marnie was in her own tunnel, buried in her computer. “Can’t,” she said. “Still slammed. You can take the car home. I’ll hitch a ride.”

   “Marn,” Ollie said. And after she’d seen his face, she nodded, and he took a piece of paper from her printer tray. The pen from her desk.

   “I love you,” Ollie said.

   “The ambassador’s going to blow his lid, me walking out like this.”

   “I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” Ollie said.

   “That’ll make it worse,” Marnie said.

   “I love you.”

   “Oh, cut it out.”

   Ollie began drawing the route.

   After Marnie had made her flimsy excuses for leaving her team in the lurch, and Ollie had torn his drawing to confetti and flushed it down the loo, they were in their Mercedes, heads locked straightaway, their eyes scanning for signs of trailing vehicular surveillance. It was a Wednesday, and Ollie had come to believe that somewhere inside the bureaucratic machinery that planned and resourced the surveillance of British diplomats, they didn’t cover him most Wednesdays. So as they drove south, Ollie had good reason to suspect that today wasn’t the day the Iranians put him under the microscope. But he still had to be sure.

   In the not-so-distant past, before the world had become clogged with phones, biometrics, cameras, and sensors, before it had cost nothing to store gobs of data, and before you could buy the analytics to make sense of it for a few quid, Marnie would have driven them in a circuitous, zigzagging route, each turn providing opportunities to check for watchers. But now the bloody phones were human appendages. Who didn’t carry them everywhere? Infants, criminals, and spies. That’s who. And in Tehran, Ollie didn’t want to look like any of those things. Because who drove in circuitous, zigzagging routes? Spies. Spies, checking for surveillance.

   So Marnie piloted them along the route Ollie had drawn up in her office, rolling in a clean line southward, heading for a hole-in-the-wall place with terrific kaleh pacheh. Marnie’s pregnancy cravings had in recent months provided natural cover for a variety of excursions, including a foot emplacement for an agent jointly handled with the Americans.

   They shot southward from the embassy headed directly opposite their apartment. The move was called a bubble collapse, so named because the combination of speed and unanticipated direction would break through the outer limits of the surveillance “bubble,” forcing the Iranians’ mobile teams to make hasty adjustments, and in their haste they might make mistakes. The squelch of brakes. A double-take at an inopportune moment. A repeat sighting of one of the dozens of possibles, the men on motorbikes that he’d mentally logged on the drive so far, any of whom in theory might be the eye of a mobile surveillance crew. Minor mistakes that would signal Ollie had a major problem. He saw nothing.

   Marnie went inside for the takeaway kaleh pacheh, and Ollie fixed himself a cigarette while he waited. He left his phone in the car and trudged down the sidewalk, hoping that if he was covered, they might see him wandering, get jumpy, and cock up. He felt clean, but this surveillance detection route wasn’t going to be nearly as long as he’d like, and so, just to be sure, he walked another block down the road, tossed the cigarette, and darted quickly into an alley. There was absolutely no reason for Ollie to be there, and any surveillance team lead wanting to keep his job would be forced to investigate.

   Or, as WINSTON liked to say in his thickly accented English, “make investigation.” That was WINSTON’s job: As a counterintelligence officer he made investigation.

   Ollie exited the alley and turned the corner at a full sprint. He’d gained a stone of sympathy weight, tracking right along with Marnie, and now put his hands on his head to catch his breath as he walked back toward the restaurant.

   Marnie was in the driver’s seat, Styrofoam container spread open, picking away at the kaleh pacheh. The smell of boiled sheep brains swallowed Ollie’s sour smoky stink as he eased inside.

   “We talked about the smoking,” she said.

   “Extenuating circumstances,” he said.

   They made eye contact, and Marnie wordlessly pushed the container in Ollie’s lap, the ripple of energy in her shove saying, Here we are again, your life more important than mine.

   She started driving north.

   Ollie had chosen the pharmacy off Karim Khan Zand. The street out front was off-camera, for one. And Marnie had an anti-nausea medication to refill there, which was not ready, and the power was out, which would mean a wait. The wait was critical, because while idling outside, their phones would remain in the car, even if Ollie did not. Even though Ollie felt he was clear of surveillance, the phones still had to tell the right story, because you never did know when it was your turn, when some Iranian intelligence officer was going to pull all your phone records, run your picture through facial rec, your body through person rec, see where you’ve been. Make investigation.

   Marnie went inside. Ollie unzipped his backpack. He donned a green Barbour, a gray ball cap, and thick disguise eyeglasses. He struggled out of his slacks and replaced them with khakis. This light disguise would be sufficient to defeat the facial and person recognition software used by the Iranian services. And it meant that the version of Ollie Welch who’d left the embassy an hour before would never be seen with WINSTON. When Marnie returned, she said, “Probably forty-five minutes.”

   He checked his watch. “Give me an hour and fifteen,” he said. “And if I’m a no-show we’ll do the backup.”

   “How bad is it?” she asked.

   “I don’t know yet.”

   She held out her hand. He gave her his phone, kissed her cheek, and headed to meet WINSTON.

  

 
  
   5

   Langley

   Harry Kellman was in his new Langley office half listening to one of his personal lawyers on the speakerphone, half glancing at one of those Support guys out in the anteroom, slapping a yellow sticker on a cabinet so ratty it looked like it’d been dragged here under a bus. Wait, was he leaving? Put a sticker on it, leave it there, make it someone else’s problem?

   “Hold on, Lee,” Kellman said, muting the phone.

   “Hey,” Kellman shouted, walking out there, “what’re you doing? I want this out.” Kellman tapped the cabinet top. Guy looked him over, some cross of laziness and disdain.

   “There’s another crew coming by tomorrow to haul the rest off, Mr. Kellman, I can pull it into the hall, we’re just doing the—”

   “Put it in the hall? Where it’s a fire hazard? Let’s have an ownership mindset, shall we? Solve the problem. Thank you.”

   Kellman was on his way back to his desk when the guy said, “We don’t typically do moving jobs, Mr. Kellman. Highly unusual for someone to come in and bring his own furniture along, move everything else out. Got a full team up in the Director’s office now, doing the same thing. I’ll handle this one soon as we can—”

   “Handle it now,” Kellman said, and shut the door. He sat back down at the desk, the one he’d carted up here from the Dallas offices of B.J. Lenore. Fifteen feet long, ten feet deep, fashioned from ties pulled from a patch of old Union Pacific rail between Marfa and Marathon, the legs made from longhorn sheds. Kellman had had some wild times on the desk, but he wasn’t some eighties finance bro, it’d been with his wife, and those memories were… well, he couldn’t leave this thing behind in Dallas. Running his hand on the gnarled wood, he picked up the phone. “Lee, you still there?”

   “I’m here, Harry.”

   “I was saying, the nineteen mil the lawyers are saying that I need to move into a blind trust. What’re the options there?”

   “The options to…”

   “To not do that.”

   “To just keep it rolling? Manage seventeen mil while you’re inside Langley?”

   “Nineteen mil,” he corrected. “I wouldn’t manage it, Lee, for god’s sake. The team would keep doing what they’re doing. A bunch of it’s tied up anyhow.”

   “But you’d be offering up commander’s guidance and all that? Strategic direction.”

   “That’d be the idea. Look, I’m calling now because I just sent the government lawyers away. They were in here with documents for me to sign, and I said look, guys, I need someone to look at these, I’m gonna be sloughing millions into a tomb for a couple of years. They said nobody could look at the papers, at least not anyone outside. And I said, I’m going to change that. And maybe I’m not gonna put it all in the tomb to begin with. Maybe I’ve got options.”

   “I’ll look into it,” Lee said. “Give me a few days.”

   When Kellman looked up, newly appointed Special Assistant Stu Bricker was standing in the doorway. Like the desk, the art, the Mies van de Rohe chair, the lamps… like pretty much everything, Bricker had also come from B.J. Lenore, where he’d been Harry’s most go-getting VP. The upward feedback reports from Bricker’s subordinates cast him as a slave-driving workaholic, which, in the world of B.J. Lenore performance reviews, put you on a fast track for promotion.

   Bricker was also dependable—onside, in his boss and father-in-law Bobby’s vocabulary. When Kellman asked if he wanted to join the campaign, Bricker hadn’t taken a moment to think, he’d just said yes, right then and there. A loyalist with the gumption to schedule Teams calls with his subordinates on Christmas Eve? Upper management material right there, even if he was creepily, lurchingly tall—Bobby’s spell in the nuclear Navy had made him uncomfortable around tall people, and Bricker must have been six-foot-seven. Despite the height, Bobby liked the guy, hadn’t even batted an eye when Kellman had suggested Bricker join them at Langley.

   “The head guy from London’s here for the meeting,” Bricker said, reading off a note card that had been prepared for him by god knew who.

   “The Brit?” Kellman asked.

   “No,” Bricker said, “our guy in London. There is apparently a pre-brief on the books. But don’t shoot the messenger, sir. I inherited this calendar.”

   Kellman checked the ridiculous index card they used for the schedules around here. One of the first things he’d done, a few hours before, was tell Bricker to work with the IT people on getting him and Bobby and the other appointees squared away with phones they could use in Langley, plus laptops with the CIA system he’d need to run the place. What are we gonna use, carrier pigeons, he’d said, and Bobby had laughed, liking that one. Bricker said it was gonna be a few days, maybe a week. What did you expect from the government?

   Kellman looked at the stupid card, which said they had a half hour with “COS London” and then an hour with the Brits. Then lunch.

   Kellman walked down the hall, through the one nice wooden door in this whole place, past the security guys, and into Bobby’s office, which was already put together, the Support teams having spent their fuel in here, instead of with him in the DDO shop. The Deputy Director for Operations, it had a smart ring, Kellman thought, though not as smart as his title down in Dallas: Executive Vice President.

   Kellman sat down at the table, and Bobby, in his way of running meetings, looked right at Kellman and said, “So the briefing stuff said the chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service is called C. I don’t have to call this Theresa lady C when I meet her, do I? That’d make me a dipshit, doing that, wouldn’t it, now?”

   “Probably just call her ma’am,” Kellman said.

   The door opened, and one of Bobby’s aides ushered in Charlie Claire.

   Kellman remembered the face and the name because once Bobby had found out he was going to run Langley, he’d dispatched what the campaign had called a “landing team,” tasked to pull together files on which senior folks were onside.

   This Charlie Claire definitely wasn’t on the team… and that was a little disappointing, because he looked like a first round pick. Charlie was middle-age handsome, lean and tall, with a big smile and gravitational pull. He shook everyone’s hands and took a seat at the table and Bobby never did unfasten his attention from the guy.

   “Thanks for your patience,” Charlie said. “I came straight here from the airport. Plane was delayed two hours on the ground at Heathrow.

   “You were flying commercial?” Kellman asked.

   A disturbance flickered in the back of Charlie’s eyes, and he blinked, and Kellman realized that he, not Charlie, was the ass.

   “CIA doesn’t actually have that many planes, it’s—”

   Kellman raised a hand. “I get it. Forget it.”

   Bobby slapped the readbook, said: “I’ve read this. I’ve read your note about what happened in London with this woman in disguise. And I don’t like meetings to prepare for other meetings. What else do I need to know?”

   “I was only able to connect with Theresa briefly before I left,” Charlie said, “and it was by phone. But they are livid about this incident with Artemis Procter. That’s the headline. Her message to me was: This is a violation of the letter and spirit of the Five Eyes partnership.”

   “Five Eyes,” Bobby said. “This is the deal with us and them plus the Canadians and Australians and…”

   That hung there for a little too long.

   “The Kiwis,” Charlie said.

   “Kiwis?” Kellman said.

   “New Zealand,” Charlie said.

   “Ah, the sheepfuckers,” Bobby said, smiling to himself, sitting back in the seat. “Forgot about them.”

   Charlie had forced out a half smile and Kellman thought he was blinking a little too much.

   “That’s ten eyes,” Bricker said.

   “What?” Charlie replied.

   “Five people have ten eyes,” Bricker said.

   Charlie got half his mouth open but he didn’t get any words out before Bobby started chuckling.

   “I guess it’s only one eye apiece,” Kellman said. “Everyone’s wearing eye patches.”

   “Or a partnership of cyclops,” Bobby said. “But your point, Mr. Claire, is that Theresa, C, whatever, is going to flutter in all butthurt about what this Procter woman did? They flew over here to scold me for an operation I didn’t even approve. That right?”

   “You can call her Theresa in the meeting,” Charlie said. “And no, mostly she wants to discuss Russia, China, and several higher profile joint operations between both services. But this… unfortunate incident just happened yesterday, and I’ve not had a chance to try and smooth it all over, so it will be top-of-mind.”

   Bobby had flapped open the readbook. “Theresa… Harrington-Cole. Good lord. The hyphens. Everyone and their goat’s got hyphens these days, doesn’t it seem?”

   Kellman said, “It’s how it is now.”

   Bobby said, “So where the hell does the C thing come from, that short for Chief?”

   “No,” Charlie said. “It stands for Cumming. First head of the Service’s last name. He signed everything ‘C,’ in green ink. It’s stuck.”

   “This version of C ever smile?” Bobby said. “I saw the little picture in here. She’s got one of those shoulder-length bobs of brown hair. My first wife, Lenore, who helped me found the company. She got her hair butchered like that around the time she stopped smiling, God rest her soul.”

   “Theresa’s not really a smiler,” Charlie said. “But she’s effective. Rose through their Middle East Directorate. A very, very good case officer. Knows her stuff. A solid partner.”

   “A solid partner,” Bobby murmured, “but she’s here to rake my ass over the coals about the Procter thing?”

   “The Brits told us not to pitch this Chinese target in London,” Charlie said. “And we sent a case officer, in alias, and under a false flag, to cold-pitch him. And I was totally in the dark. Theresa is going to want to know what you plan to do about Procter.”

   Kellman watched Charlie and Bobby size each other up like sumo wrestlers circling the ring, the buffalo stare-down stretching on long enough for Kellman to peruse a few pages in the readbook. This kind of treatment was uncomfortable for first-timers, but Kellman had seen it a hundred times at B.J. Lenore. Hell, he’d felt it himself, a long time ago. What, to Charlie, probably burned like the heat off a blast furnace, well, to Kellman by this point it felt mild as a splash of sunshine.

   At last Bobby said, “We’re all going to have a big problem if that’s the point of this meeting.” He flapped his tie on his shirt but kept his eyes trained on Charlie. “Where is this Procter woman now?”

   “Probably almost back here,” Charlie said, bits of the tension releasing, but not nearly enough. “I had one of my people put her on a flight out of London this morning.”

   “How big are the Brits, sizewise?” Bobby asked. “Nothing on that in this little readbook. On why they matter. I’m curious.”

   “I don’t know the precise—”

   “Rough numbers,” Kellman said. “Eighty/twenty it.”

   “Maybe ten, fifteen times smaller,” Charlie said. “From a budgetary standpoint.”

   “So they’re small, but also soft?” Bobby asked.

   “Soft?” Charlie said.

   “Yeah,” Bobby said. “We get a bead on a Chinese guy and they want to call us off. Did they go after him?”

   “No,” Charlie said, “they did not.”

   “Trading off the Bond mystique,” Kellman offered.

   “Residue of empire,” Bobby said, speed-reading a few of the documents from the back end of the readbook. Kellman’s father-in-law talked with a twang and wandered off-topic easily, which made people think he couldn’t read so well, maybe more of a charts-and-maps guy, but he actually did digest everything, much faster than you’d think. And if you asked him about it later he’d throw details back at you.

   “You know Ximena and I spent a few nights in London a couple years back?” Bobby said, now turning to Kellman, who recognized this as the predictable part of the group chat where Bobby had dismissed Charlie without telling him. “She wanted to take in a show, have one of those fancy four-hour teas, see those guards in the furry hats.”

   “This was on the way out to the big Greece trip?” Kellman asked, noticing that Charlie was managing to both seethe and also to melt into the furniture.

   “That’s the one. We passed through London on the way,” Bobby said. “But to make the show we had to leave Dallas on Sunday morning. Wi-Fi was busted on the G7 we had back then, the one with the blue leather seats and the aquamarine trim. So I wind up missing the final round of the Masters, floating somewhere over the Atlantic. Shit. Forgot about this. We land and get to the hotel and I find out Ximena’s on her period. And it rained, Harry. Never saw the sun once. Rained the whole goddamn time. Don’t think any of these English people ever see the sun, and I’ll tell you these photos in here”—he smacked the readbook shut—“make the same damn case. These English people are born umbrella in hand. Now, let’s go get this over with.”

   They all stood, Bobby walked out first, followed by Bricker.

   Charlie looked confused; he was shaking his head. They were going to have a problem, Kellman saw, sooner rather than later. He said, “I’ll tell you, Charlie, this meeting with the Brits isn’t going to go like you think it is. Meetings with Bobby don’t go like any meetings you’re used to.”
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