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			Chapter 1

			September 2023

			Her team had watched him for three days now – in the town, on the beaches, and in the breezy oceanfront bar and grill where he now sat alone in a booth for four, a nightly regular with his dirty martinis and the Philip Roth paperback he never opened.

			He kept to himself, an introvert who had been an extrovert, a nobody who’d been a somebody, hiding in plain sight on this tiny Caribbean island of Vieques, where visiting Americans liked to pretend they were abroad even though it was U.S. soil. Yet, even in eclipse, he sat before a backdrop that might as well have been staged by his former handlers and publicists – butterscotch sun melting into a darkening sea, palm trees in silhouette, perky waitress delivering his latest refill with a smile. 

			The drink was his third, which told Lauren Witt that his reflexes were suitably impaired for what they had in mind. In addition, the usual evening crowd of drunks and ne’er-do-wells would soon begin to gather, a complication she’d rather avoid. So, when Malone glanced in her direction from over by the entrance, Lauren nodded. It was time.

			Malone set out for the target. Their other colleague, Quint, who’d also been awaiting Lauren’s cue, slid off a bar stool and dropped a few bills to cover his tab. The two men converged, pincers of a carefully planned offensive. 

			The Agency had offered Lauren up to five people for this part of the job, but she preferred simplicity, especially when dealing with a dolt. And that was her assessment of the target, even though he’d been educated at an Ivy and, until recently, had been considered one of the brighter lights of both Hollywood and Congress.

			

			She doubted he’d make a fuss. He wasn’t the type, or not anymore. Her greater worry was more existential: Recruit a scoundrel to take down a scoundrel, and maybe you’ll wind up as one yourself, stained indelibly.

			Malone slid into the booth, sealing the target in place just as Quint occupied the facing bench. They immediately had his full attention. He set his martini aside, eyes suddenly alert, face more animated than at any time in the previous few days. And, oh, that face! Even on a crowded street, Lauren would have instantly recognized it – handsome but haunted, lively eyes framed by laugh lines that now seemed obsolete. In his late forties, his profile was a near-miss for the classic lines of a fading sports hero – a former quarterback or ace pitcher – marred only by a bump on the bridge of his nose. But the man’s signature feature was his mouth, appropriate considering all the catastrophic utterances that had crashed his career. It was wide and expressive, flexible, as if specifically engineered to mug for cameras and deliver outrageous punch lines. Although here on Vieques it had generally been as rigid as a death mask. 

			A little over two months earlier, this face – that of comedian, actor, filmmaker, and former U.S. Representative Harold C. ‘Hal’ Knight, Democrat of California – had popped up almost continuously for several days running on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Fox, CNN, and the websites of every major American newspaper.

			It began with the emergence of a video, shot with a phone, of a profane, sexist, demeaning (and possibly inebriated) verbal tirade by Hal on a film set. The clip was shocking enough for its language, but it went viral partly due to a brief moment of, well, indecent exposure. Or that was the most popular interpretation. Others weren’t so sure.

			By itself, the episode might not have sunk him, but its instant popularity had elicited further disclosures from half a dozen female co-stars and crew members from his recent professional past, who came forward in rapid succession with their own tales of unseemly things Knight had said or done. On a spectrum of bad male behavior that ran from, say, Al Franken at its tamest to Harvey Weinstein at its vilest extreme, Hal’s transgressions fell well toward the lower end, yet still within the vast middle ground where final judgment often depended on who was doing the judging. While none of his actions would ever land him on a criminal docket, they had been more than sufficient to immediately convict him in the court of public opinion.

			

			So, for several days he’d been a sensation, a story, a fable of instant infamy. Then, almost as quickly, he’d vanished from public view, presumably to either sink into obscurity or quietly plot a comeback. Ten days ago he had alighted here, walking ashore from the rocking deck of a ferry with only a roller bag and a fraying backpack, and now, in a seaside bar and grill in the village of Esperanza, he was within their grasp.

			As Lauren watched, Malone began to speak while Quint leaned closer across the table. Knight’s features twitched and tightened. He’d been cornered by two strong and capable strangers, and his eyes darted back and forth between them. His tongue emerged fleetingly to wet his upper lip, in the manner of a small reptile. He nodded rapidly at whatever Malone was saying, as if eager to please. His third martini remained untouched.

			Lauren supposed that, for some people, Knight’s predicament might inspire pity. Not from her. Never from her. And that’s when it occurred to her why they must’ve picked her for this job. Her lack of empathy. Because even at this crucial moment she perceived a hint of accommodation in the calming gestures of Malone and Quint. And while that was certainly reasonable, perhaps even necessary – We’re on your side, so you should be on ours – she also knew from her colleagues’ recent words and actions that both men felt a little sorry for Knight, particularly with regard to the pathetic way he had sought refuge in this tropical bolt hole, cowering in a small, stuffy room with a view of a chicken coop and a littered dirt lot, when obviously he could have afforded far better digs. 

			Quint had already referred to him several times as ‘the miserable bastard.’ Malone, the previous night over dinner, had fondly recalled a favorite scene from one of Knight’s movies, a crude gag which still made him laugh.

			

			‘He wrote his own stuff, you know,’ Malone had added, as if the blunt material in question had been the work of a sophisticated comedic genius.

			Both her colleagues were professionals, of course, trained to not let their emotions get in the way of whatever needed to be done. Yet, to her mind, their recent behavior carried an undercurrent of fellow feeling, of ‘there but for the grace of God go I.’ Enough so to make her wonder if prolonged exposure would further rally them to his cause, to the point of undermining the op. Go soft on an agent or asset and you lost control. You gave them license to hedge, procrastinate, shrink away from the objective, and even lie. Which brought her back to the reason they were here: Get Knight on board with the Agency’s plan – and do it fast, because the window was closing.

			It was also imperative that Quint and Malone be as fuzzy as possible about the inherent dangers that lay ahead if Knight accepted – death and dismemberment among them, she supposed – because their proposed destination was a country in Eastern Europe in which the security apparatus was even more unforgiving than social media. Compared to those goons, the bogeyman of cancel culture was a prankster with a whoopie cushion.

			Lauren and her colleagues would also be at risk, of course. Weren’t they always? Although at this point her greater worry was professional disgrace, especially if this op ever became public. And if it ever came down to a choice between saving Knight’s skin or her own reputation, she wasn’t yet sure which one she’d pick. Did that make her a bad person? Certainly no worse than Knight, although that was setting the bar low. A bad employee? Possibly, but it wouldn’t be the first time.

			Then a second reason occurred to Lauren for why she’d gotten this assignment. Maybe her superiors thought the whole setup was a little too loopy, risky, and unstable – not to mention a rush job by their usual standards – to foist onto one of their favorites. So, hey, give it to Lauren. 

			

			There was always the chance Knight would say no. Her team had discussed the possibility that morning over an early breakfast on her terrace while roosters crowed and sunlight crept down the hillside. 

			‘What if he won’t do it?’ Quint had asked.

			‘Why give him a choice?’ This from Malone, hardly surprising given his expertise in more forceful techniques.

			‘He’s not that kind of target,’ Lauren said.

			‘Besides,’ Quint added, ‘an unwilling agent is a worthless agent.’

			‘Well, sure, but there are other forms of persuasion besides talk.’

			‘Don’t touch him, Malone. Not in any way that inflicts pain… Or not too much pain.’

			They’d all laughed, but they’d never really answered the initial question. If Hal Knight refused, she supposed she might even be relieved. Her superiors would deem it a failure, but would that be so bad? A week ago she’d fielded an offer from the outside with shorter hours and better pay. It was still on the table.

			But for now she was solid with the Agency, even if that meant betting her future on someone who had idiotically squandered his own. She frowned and raised her glass – a shot of single-malt Scotch, neat. She’d been holding it in reserve until everyone was in place, so she finally allowed herself an exploratory sip. Tasteless. That happened sometimes when she was focusing hard on a job, a sensory embargo that endured until the task was done. She set down the glass and watched as Knight reared back his head and, for a moment, looked poised to laugh, a sound she knew from far too many hours of watching his movies in preparation for this op. But the brief noise that emerged fell well short of his capabilities. Not a bang, but a whimper. He lowered his head while his mouth formed words she couldn’t hear.

			Malone nodded reassuringly while Quint leaned closer and spoke in a confiding manner. She knew firsthand the soothing effects of Quint’s baritone, so she wasn’t at all surprised to see Knight respond with a nod and a wry smile. So, yes, it was working. They were softening him up, wooing him gently, winning him over. Perhaps he was even easing toward submission.

			

			But don’t lay it on too thick, boys. Keep it professional, maintain your distance. He’s our instrument, not our colleague, and not our friend. Never our friend.

			Lauren pushed aside her drink. Bad idea to have even ordered it.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Hal Knight’s first thought was that they had come to beat him up, or spit in his face, or film some sort of humiliating video that they’d post immediately for the entertainment of millions. Yet another viral sensation at his expense.

			In that case he’d pack his bag tonight and hop the next ferry out of here. By sunrise tomorrow he’d be in San Juan, scouting maps and travel sites for his next possible hideaway. Or, if things got bad enough, he supposed there was always what he had begun calling Plan Z, an escape option of last resort involving the contents of a pill canister zipped into the smallest compartment of his backpack. But first he needed to deal with this intrusion as quickly as possible. Endure it and move on – the new mantra of his fucked-up life.

			‘Who are you? What do you want?’

			He spoke sidelong to the beefy fellow who had popped into the booth to his right. Hal didn’t even want to look him in the eye. The guy smelled like cheap aftershave and wore an Omega watch as big as a sand dollar. The second fellow, staring from across the table, was even taller but not as muscular, although his hands were huge. He was black, but not as threatening as the white guy. And as soon as that thought crossed Hal’s mind, he realized it was the very sort of observation that would only bring deeper embarrassment if it ever went public, which made him want to groan in despair. Maybe he was incurable.

			‘Actually, we’re here to help, long as you’ve got a few seconds to listen.’

			The beefy white guy had spoken first. Then, in a pattern they would repeat throughout the conversation, they spoke in turns.

			‘We’re here to present you with a modest proposal,’ the second guy said.

			‘With no obligation to buy.’

			

			‘Not that we’re selling anything.’

			‘Other than the possibility of a brighter future.’

			‘With you in charge of it.’

			That made him laugh, something he must have needed because he instantly felt better, although the strangled bark that emerged sounded rusty and unfamiliar, the rasp of a tool long abandoned in an outdoor shed.

			‘As if that were even possible,’ he said.

			This time the second guy began the verbal tag-teaming. 

			‘Hey, man. Everyone’s entitled to a second chance.’

			‘Or should be, if they only had the opportunity.’

			‘And that’s what we’re here to give you.’

			Hal shook his head. Maybe they were pitching a bogus investment scheme, or cryptocurrency, or some idiotic product they wanted him to endorse. Late one night on cable he’d seen a disgraced televangelist promoting two-gallon buckets of coffee for riding out the End Times, and he’d be damned if he ever stooped to anything like that. The most encouraging sign so far was that neither of them had yet gotten out a phone. Nor did anyone else here seem to be paying him the slightest bit of attention, because at this point he’d rather take a punch to the gut than be subjected to yet another round of mass abuse by a faceless, ravening public. Although as he scanned the room he suspected that the woman over at the bar, the slender one with a stern cast to her eyes, probably at least knew who he was, even though she was pretending she didn’t. He’d already encountered quite a few like her on his road to perdition.

			Hal’s main hope in coming to this small island had been that, at the very least, the herd of potential predators would be thinner, the opportunities for humiliation less frequent. The day before, he had stepped onto a half-mile-long beach populated by only two other people. Paradise, if only for a few hours, and he was apparently the lone lodger at the three-bedroom guesthouse where he was paying a mere eighty a night – understandable, given the mildewed shower stall and the occasional lizard, but still, it was genuine privacy. Besides, it wasn’t the bagain rate that had attracted him; it was his need for camouflage. Or maybe a lousy room was a form of self-punishment, like those religious nuts who flogged themselves with chains.

			

			Now the woman at the bar was gazing down at her drink, so maybe he’d imagined her interest. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d made that mistake.

			‘Okay, then. If you two have got some sort of pitch, go ahead. Make it.’

			He squeezed himself more tightly into the corner of the booth while he darted a glance at the beefy guy, who was now smiling. Hal considered taking a fortifying sip of his dirty martini, then decided against it. He was already tipsy, and had a feeling he’d need his clearest judgment in the moments ahead. Because whatever vibe these guys were trying to convey, the one they were projecting was of a trained, easy confidence. None of the barely disguised desperation that your typical sales jerks tended to emit. These two were almost military in their bearing, guys who wanted you to know they had all the time in the world to exploit their advantages, so you might as well settle in for the duration. Professionals. At first that was comforting, but then it was worrisome. Professionals at what, exactly?

			They again spoke in turns, as if from a script, although their delivery was assured and convincing.

			‘I’m Sal,’ the first guy said. 

			‘And I’m Chris.’

			‘We work for the U.S. government.’

			‘But not the IRS.’

			A brief moment of shared laughter ensued, but in Hal’s case it never quite bubbled to the surface.

			‘And not the FBI,’ Sal resumed.

			‘In fact,’ Chris said, ‘since this is U.S. territory, we’re technically not supposed to be operational here. So consider this entire conversation to be informal.’

			‘Strictly unofficial.’

			‘And off the record.’

			‘I see.’

			

			And he really did, because for a while Hal had served on the House Intelligence Committee, and he knew from his briefings there, plus a few classified background papers, that just about any government employees who made it a point to say they weren’t with the FBI and weren’t supposed to be working on U.S. soil probably worked for the CIA. He also knew they weren’t likely to ever admit that, but he decided to test them anyway.

			‘You fellas got any IDs to show me?’ He addressed the question to Chris because he seemed more approachable, although they again took it in turns to answer.

			‘Doesn’t work that way, my man.’

			‘You probably knew that, too, right?’

			‘From your days on the committee?’

			‘Yeah, well…’

			Hal was momentarily at a loss, but for the first time he was also a little interested, and as a comedian, or ex-comedian – because, of all his past roles, that was the one he still identified with the most closely – he couldn’t help but appreciate the inherent absurdity of this dynamic: Anyone who says he’s CIA is almost certainly an impostor. Only someone who cagily avoids mentioning CIA can really be an Agency employee. 

			Unless, of course, this was an elaborate practical joke, a brilliantly planned setup in which they would later spring the jaws of a trap and humiliate him even more grandly than he had humiliated himself to date. By nightfall this whole scene might be streaming online, with Hal starring once again in a role he’d never wanted. He again checked the room for any sign of someone filming with a phone. Still nothing, and this place didn’t seem to have any security cameras. Although the woman at the bar did glance away when he looked in her direction.

			Hal inhaled slowly to steady himself, then he finally reached for his drink. Dirty martini. Why had he ever decided that would be his regular tipple on Vieques? He really wasn’t fond of that splash of olive brine, and he suspected that this joint used a cheaper gin than the one on the label. Plus, whenever he drank more than two, he always woke up the next day with a headache that lasted till noon. Still, as remedies go, he supposed it was preferable to Plan Z, and certainly less final, so his sip turned into a full gulp, then another, before he set the glass down. Having decided he might as well try to relax and enjoy this – and, boy, did that ever sound like the beginning of a crudely tasteless remark that would only sink him deeper into trouble – he wiped a sleeve across his mouth in the manner of a cowpoke in a saloon.

			

			‘Do your worst, then. Long as I’m really free to go whenever I please.’ 

			Sal looked at Chris, as if checking to see if he did. Or maybe they were both surprised that things were going so smoothly. Had they really thought he might resist? Or lecture them, or make a scene? Understandable, he supposed. Making a scene was pretty much how he’d made a living for a couple of decades.

			Chris spoke first.

			‘You ever heard of Nikolai Horvatz?’

			‘Sure. The guy who’s, what, premier or something? Of Bolrovia, in Eastern Europe. The one all the Republicans love.’

			‘President is his official title. Has been for seven years now.’

			‘And, well, turns out he’s quite a fan of yours.’

			‘Has all your movies, all your stand-up routines.’

			‘And apparently watches ’em all the time.’

			‘Like, he’s almost obsessive about it.’

			‘Why am I not surprised?’ Hal said. ‘One dick to another, right?’

			Another interlude of laughter, but this time it was Sal and Chris who were forcing it. Chris lowered his head as if embarrassed for him. 

			‘Freely elected, I seem to remember. But hasn’t he turned into kind of a tinpot dictator?’

			‘Some people think so,’ Chris said. 

			‘And others don’t.’

			‘But, yeah, he’s tightened the screws on dissent, the media, universities. On foreigners and asylum seekers, gays, that kind of thing.’

			

			‘So of course he’d be a fan of mine, is that what you’re saying? Yet another crypto-fascist bro looking for cheap laughs at anybody’s expense other than his own?’

			Sal and Chris exchanged uncertain glances, which for Hal was unaccountably pleasing.

			‘What? Are you actually surprised I’d hold my core audience in contempt? So does he look like them, too? A geeky, pimply white guy who feels naturally entitled to the girl of his dreams? Frankly, I wouldn’t know him if he bit me in the ass.’

			‘Well, uh…’

			Sal looked mildly disappointed, but Chris seemed to be suppressing a laugh.

			‘I also doubt he’d be a big fan of my foreign policy positions,’ Hal added, although it felt like a desperate stab at virtue almost the moment the words left his mouth.

			‘I doubt he knows about those,’ Sal said, which began another round of tag-teaming.

			‘Even if he did, you never really took a public policy position on Bolrovia. We checked.’

			‘And now that you’re out of office, well…’

			‘Right. No, you’re absolutely right. Completely irrelevant. Which tends to be the case when you only hold office for six months. Shit, I’ve had scripts in development longer than that gig lasted.’

			‘But those comedy videos of yours,’ Chris said, ‘and your movies. He’s all over those, man. Can’t get enough of ’em.’

			‘And those will outlive us all, alas. Not that I won’t keep cashing the residuals.’

			‘Well, for him that seems to be a good thing. Like Sal said, he’s a fan.’

			‘A big one,’ Sal added.

			‘Which you’d already know if you followed him on Twitter.’

			‘Afraid I’m not much of a follower of anyone on social media these days. Don’t even have an account anymore, for which I plead self-defense.’

			‘Totally understandable, man,’ Sal said. 

			

			‘Yeah, brutal place.’

			‘Except for on Nikolai Horvatz’s feed. Tell him, Chris.’

			‘He tweeted out a thread a couple weeks ago where he was saying how much he’d love to have you over to his country.’

			‘It was an open invitation. Said he thought you’d been greatly wronged in your own country, so why not come visit his for a while, as his personal guest.’

			‘A place where he could guarantee that your work is still appreciated.’

			‘Oh, yeah? Great. The Jerry Lewis of Bolrovia.’

			‘He offered full hospitality. All expenses paid, for as long as you cared to stay.’

			‘Provided you performed some of your old routines for him.’

			‘A private show, for him and his buddies. A few of his favorites.’

			This time Hal’s laughter came easier, and felt almost therapeutic, like when you flexed a stiff knee a second time. Or maybe it was that the whole idea was genuinely funny, far better than the premise of some of his movies. And wasn’t it just his luck that the one prominent fellow advocating for his redemption was a would-be dictator, a leader well on his way to becoming an international pariah.

			‘Yeah, well, I’m out of that business now. Comedy, acting, screenplays, all of it. And truthfully? I have zero interest in getting close to somebody as retrograde as Nikolai Horvatz. Or Nicky. Okay if I call him Nicky, since we’re practically best buds?’

			Sal frowned and looked to Chris.

			‘You can call him Nick the Prick far as I care, but your interest isn’t really what counts. Because our interest, for a variety of reasons, is in placing somebody close to the man. Right, Sal?’

			‘Absolutely, Chris.’

			And that’s when it finally dawned on Hal what they really wanted, the whole reason for their pitch. Provided, of course, that this wasn’t an elaborate prank – a possibility that still seemed quite plausible.

			‘Oh, I see. You’re recruiting me. Our man in Bolrovia. Your break-through source to the Horvatz inner circle.’

			

			‘See, Chris. Told you he’s a quick one.’

			‘You nailed it, man. Picked up on it right away.’

			‘No, no. No way, guys. Because, well, you see the score here. Look at where you found me. Out of sight and, hopefully, out of mind, and that’s how I’d like to keep it. Even if I did want to step back out into the open, the last place would be in some benighted capital in Eastern Europe, as court jester to a wannabe dictator.’

			‘Except he’s okay with keeping it all on the down-low,’ Sal said, setting off another double-teamed pitch.

			‘Or so he’s letting it be known. Outside of Twitter, of course.’

			‘Meaning, if you wanted, you could keep the whole thing hushed up.’

			‘Completely under wraps.’

			‘And, trust us, he’s got the security capability to pull that off.’

			‘And if you were willing to go over there – for us, we mean – we’d also want to keep everything under wraps.’

			‘Especially our role in it.’

			‘Completely so. Out of his sight, out of the public’s sight, and, most important for you, out of sight of his security people.’

			‘Which would free you up to, well, give him whatever sort of private audience he wanted.’

			‘With no cameras, no publicity.’

			A brief pause followed. Hal had the idea that they had just expended their most important rounds of ammunition, the part they must have rehearsed the most. Both men looked a little anxious and out of breath. 

			‘C’mon, guys, you know how this kind of shit works, even in a country like his. Word would still get out. And with an ego like Horvatz’s, he’d probably be the first one to leak it.’

			Sal frowned and looked at Chris, who’d obviously been designated to handle this line of resistance.

			‘Maybe. You might have a point there. But even if word did get out, that would cause, what, a few days of further embarrassment? But eventually, well. Tell him, Sal.’

			‘Eventually, after you were back home, safe and sound, the real story would come out. It might take a year, maybe longer. But it could be sooner, too.’

			

			‘About how you’d done your country a real service.’

			‘With no small amount of sacrifice.’

			‘It’s not like we’d be in a position to officially confirm or deny anything, but we have ways of leaking these things so that the right people in media know it and publicize it. And they’d say that you’d been in on this operation of ours from the very beginning.’

			‘And, hey, once that happened?’

			‘It would be worth a book deal at the very least, right?’

			‘Maybe even film rights. With you doing the script.’

			Now they were pissing him off, because now they were sounding as insincere and overpromising as every hack rep and studio executive he had ever met in Hollywood, especially early in his career, when the pitch meetings had almost always worked this way, and had almost always failed to deliver afterward. In those godawful sessions, just as with this one, you were always the most important person in the room, maybe even in the world – hell, the universe! – until the moment you departed. Afterward, if you’d happened to bump into any of them out on the street a half hour later, or even in the elevator on the way down, it’s doubtful they would have given you a second look.

			He held up a hand to halt the flow of words. 

			‘You guys are full of shit.’

			Sal’s mouth dropped open, and nothing further came out. 

			‘Maybe,’ Chris said, with a smile that this time looked genuine. ‘You know that world better than we ever will, so, yeah, maybe you’re right. But we’re totally for real about this Horvatz thing, and from everything we’ve picked up on the ground over there, so is he.’

			‘And we’re totally for real about our interest in him. Which you could really help us with.’

			‘Especially if you could put us closer to his team. His inner circle, like you said. Even in ways that might seem totally insignificant to you, you could really do us a solid. Then, even if all this public vindication bullshit never went down, well, you’d know, wouldn’t you? And you’d always have that, right?’

			And that, when Hal thought about it much later, after it was far too late to back out, much less go home, was the line that hooked him. It was convincing partly because Chris seemed to have come up with it spontaneously, but more so for its ring of truth. Because, while the whole world had become a tough audience for Hal Knight, in some ways he had become his own harshest critic, the least forgiving of them all. Even after three or four drinks every night, and after reading and rereading the highlighted passages in his Roth paperback before bed, he was still the person who most needed to be sold on any possibility of redemption. 

			

			And if doing what these fellows were asking offered a slim – okay, very slim – chance for that, well, didn’t he owe it to himself to at least consider their offer? Not to mention that, if things worked out even remotely like they said, there was one other person who might yet be convinced of his value. And that possibility, however small, was also a great motivator, because up to now he had harbored zero hope on that front.

			Hal sighed – a bit theatrically, perhaps, as if he were already slipping into a scripted role. He picked up his drink, then set it back down. He looked first at Sal – the Boxer, as Hal now thought of him – and then at Chris, who he already thought of as the Luther Vandross Dude, partly for the calm wisdom radiating from his eyes, but more for the silky voice that had just talked him to the precipice of yes.

			‘Okay, then. I’m willing to keep listening. Lay out your pitch for me. Tell me what would be involved, and tonight I’ll think it over. You’ve got fifteen minutes.’

			He looked at his wrist to check the time, only to be reminded that he no longer wore a watch. But they did, so just as well.

			Sal nodded at Chris, who spoke next.

			‘For the real pitch we’ve got to go somewhere more secure.’

			‘But it’s right around the corner.’

			‘And somebody else will be doing the pitching.’

			‘And I’ll tell you right now,’ Sal said, smiling and shaking his head as if marveling at the whole idea, ‘she doesn’t like you one bit.’

			‘But she’s good, and she runs a tight op.’

			

			‘And for you, that’s the most important thing.’

			‘Because she’ll keep you safe, and will get the most out of you. And we’ll be there, too. Even though you probably won’t see us.’

			‘Yeah, every step of the way, wherever this leads.’

			‘Just don’t expect her to sweet-talk you. And you sure as hell better not try to sweet-talk her.’

			Sal chuckled and slid out of the booth. Chris joined him.

			Hal, who hadn’t yet budged, watched for a few seconds, wondering again if he should just bring this to an end, here and now. Walk back up the hill to his room. Read a little, make an early night of it.

			Then, that tiny glimmer of hope flickered again, dim but unmistakable, so he pushed himself to the end of the booth and stood, feeling all three of the martinis as he waited for the floor to stop rolling like the deck of the ferry. He saw that the woman from the bar had left her seat and was halfway to the exit.

			Deep breath. Last chance. Go home or keep going? 

			‘Okay, then. Lead the way.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3 

			Pavel Lukov stood from his desk, cracked his knuckles, and stepped to the window of his fifth-floor office in the Presidential Palace. It was already midmorning in the capital city of Blatsk, yet all he’d managed to accomplish was stare at a phone for nearly two hours, waiting in vain for it to ring. The phone was encrypted, and had been delivered overnight by the Interior Ministry. It sat on his desk like a grenade with the pin removed.

			Pavel checked his watch and again calculated the time difference between here and the island of… what was it called? Vikos? Keevis? No, Vieques. Barely four a.m. there, the dead of night. But shouldn’t he have heard something by now? Maybe the silence was a snub, Branko Sarič’s way of keeping him out of the loop, yet again, while initiating some reckless action which, if it failed, Pavel would be blamed for.

			His two predecessors – both fired after only a few months on the job – had been no match for Sarič, and Pavel wasn’t at all certain that he was. One needed only to glance at the organizational chart of the presidential staff to see that his position as chief administrative aide was a natural choke point for blame, disinformation, and thankless drudgery. But if, at age twenty-eight, he was now perched in the most precarious spot of his professional life, it was also by far the loftiest, and after barely more than a month on the job he was still getting used to the heady feeling of being there at all.

			Pavel again glanced back toward the phone on his desk. Just beyond it was a framed photo of his wife, Jana, their five-year-old son, Tomas, and infant daughter, Ava. Their pleasant smiles now seemed forced, as if they were holding their breath over how badly Dad might screw things up. He turned back toward the window and drummed his fingers on the sill.

			He needed a distraction to make time move faster, so he looked out at the view that, so far, had never failed to transport him. Stretching off to the right, just beyond the palace grounds, was a wide cobbled alley that angled away for a hundred yards toward the city center. Its far end opened onto the main square like the eyepiece of a telescope. For Pavel, it was like gazing back through history – his country’s and his own.

			

			In the foreground this morning were the alley’s usual food vendors, steaming carts all in a row. Old Rudi was already hard at work at the third one down, preparing his chimney cakes. Pavel watched him wrap a strip of yeasty dough around an iron cylinder, then roll it in sugar before placing the cylinder on a spit to rotate above charcoal embers. He would baste it with butter until the pastry turned a flaky golden brown and the sugar caramelized into a sweet crust. Pavel’s mouth watered.

			Rudi had worked that spot for ages, and if Pavel squinted he could easily imagine his grandfather down there with him, hands on the shoulders of a younger, skinnier Pavel as the old man, his Poppy, placed their order.

			‘One for me with walnuts, Rudi. And one for the boy, with cinnamon.’

			And, just like that, Pavel might as well have had a warm pastry in his right hand as Poppy led him toward the square, where people were crossing in all directions on a beautiful Monday in late September, headed to work, to school, to market. There were pigeons, too, of course, a few of them breaking from the flock to stalk the young Pavel in case he dropped even a crumb of the chimney cake, while the rest took wing in a fluttery orbit of the vast cobblestoned plaza.

			It was a grand and glorious space, bordered by a gilded town hall, a massive cathedral, an imposing clock tower that rang out the time every quarter hour, and, along every side, neat rows of charming timbered buildings with sloping tile rooftops – enough hotels, restaurants, bars, and souvenir shops to house, feed, water, and bilk more than three million tourists a year, all of whom came to gape at one of Europe’s best-preserved medieval squares.

			Tour groups large and small would already be on the prowl this morning, casting their eyes up to the saints and gargoyles that presided over the space from pedestals and rooftops. Pavel could recite the guides’ patter from memory, having heard it in passing a zillion times since he’d tasted his first chimney cake.

			

			‘King Viktor Square is a showcase of beautifully preserved Gothic and Romanesque architecture from the thirteenth through the eighteenth centuries.’

			What the guides never mentioned was that all of this Old World charm had survived the ravages of the twentieth century only because local leaders had twice capitulated to murderous tyrants without firing a shot – first to Hitler in 1939, then to Stalin in 1945.

			At some point the guides always herded their wards to the center of the plaza, where Bolrovia’s very own murderous tyrant – and the square’s namesake – King Viktor IV, reared up on a bronze horse atop a huge block of marble. Viktor eternally held aloft the legendary sword that had cleaved the skulls of Mongol invaders and, less celebrated, brained quite a few of his fellow Bolrovians, including the entire family of his rebellious eldest son, Rogov. Yet, without Viktor IV, perhaps no one else ever would have united the region’s warring fiefdoms into a single country, back in a wobbly era when colorful rivals like Frederick the Quarrelsome and Boleslaw the Chaste might otherwise have held on to their own slices of land and power.

			The square’s other dirty little secret was its scattered array of sewer grates, which exhaled a sour stench of rot from below, as if the ghosts of all the previous centuries still lurked down in the slime of those dripping, brick-walled tunnels.

			But it was history of a more recent vintage that Pavel had in mind as he gazed up the alley, and he again thought of his grandfather, remembering the day Poppy had gestured toward an opening on the opposite side of the square – the entry to Prince Boromir Boulevard, which led to the splendor of the Saint Astrik Bridge across the turbid River Volty. 

			‘That, my boy, is where the Russian tanks rolled in, guns firing at all of us, in 1958, not long after your father was born. We’d tasted freedom for three glorious days up to then. It was a peaceful uprising, with flowers, leaflets, and high-minded proclamations. But they answered us with bullets, of course, just like they’d done in Hungary. That was the way it worked in those days. Life behind the Iron Curtain. They fired without discretion, without a care in the world for anyone who might have simply come out to watch on a fine afternoon. Your grandmother had come with me and, well…’

			

			At that point Poppy’s voice had faltered, and when Pavel turned to see why, he’d been shocked to see tears streaming down the creases of the old man’s face.

			Years later, in almost exactly the same spot, Pavel’s mother and father had showed him where they’d stood on a sunny day in 1989, when the Russian soldiers of a later generation had merely lolled and milled, guns slung lazily over their shoulders, benign witnesses to yet another crowd of restive Bolrovians as it toppled a statue of Lenin. Those actions had ushered in a new era of freedom, of governance by and for Bolrovians, and they had climaxed with an afternoon of stirring speeches in which a young firebrand named Nikolai Horvatz had especially impressed everyone with his impassioned but reasoned eloquence. As in 1939 and 1945, no one had fired a shot.

			Pavel supposed that he had now climbed aboard the lead car of this lurching train of Bolrovian history, even if he still felt like a stowaway. Just over five weeks ago he had been working as the press spokesman for a parliamentary nobody. Now, thanks to a chance acquaintance, a few valuable connections, a couple of firings, and a whole lot of luck, he was working just down the hall from the president, and he spoke personally with Nikolai Horvatz nearly every day. It was thrilling, yet daunting. And all of it still felt fragile, a scaffolding of chimney cakes that could crumble with the merest flick of a presidential wrist. Unlike Viktor IV, Horvatz did not wield a sword, but he did have Branko Sarič, whose security service within the Interior Ministry grew more ruthlessly efficient by the day.

			Pavel again glanced at his watch. The radio silence had lasted far too long, even by Sarič’s standards. He stepped toward his open doorway and called out to his secretary in the anteroom.

			

			‘Marika?’

			‘Yes?’

			She was out of sight but within earshot, because he had positioned her desk so it would not block his view of the hallway beyond. His most recent predecessor had been blindsided by an office coup, which he might have foreseen simply by monitoring the comings and goings of the aides who’d plotted to dump him. All visitors to Horvatz passed in this corridor, and when Pavel couldn’t watch the traffic, he had instructed Marika to do so. He eased into her line of sight.

			‘Has, um, he been in touch yet this morning?’ 

			Marika arched her heavily penciled eyebrows. 

			‘The president?’

			‘No. I was referring to, um, well…’

			‘Mr. Sarič?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Not a word.’

			‘And no sign of him in the corridor?’

			‘No, sir. Only two people have passed in the last two hours.’ She consulted a pad. ‘The Minister for Trade. And Wally.’ Wally was Hugo ‘Wally’ Wallek, chief political adviser and all-around fixer. His presence could mean just about anything.

			‘Did you remember to switch on the special phone?’ she asked. ‘Is it online and fully charged?’

			The special phone. She made it sound like a device for communicating with a superhero. Pavel’s bat phone. Then, as if her words had summoned it to life, the damn thing began to ring back on his desk before he could even reply.

			In addition to the shrill ringtone, it was vibrating as vigorously as an electric shaver, making it shimmy and slide toward the edge of the desk. Pavel stepped quickly toward it, grabbing it just as it was about to plunge to its death. He fumbled for the right button as the ringtone shrieked again, and was nearly out of breath by the time he answered.

			‘Yes?’

			

			‘We have confirmed and isolated the location of the target, and my men are in place. They await your authorization.’

			Pavel hated the way Sarič talked. The man could make a stroll on the beach sound like an amphibious assault.

			‘Authorization to do what, exactly?’

			He also hated what his own voice did whenever he spoke to Sarič. It rose like that of a choirboy soprano, making him sound much younger and a little timid, probably because Sarič reminded him of those bigger boys at school who’d shoved him up against walls and lockers, usually after they’d been caught smoking weed or had flunked a math test that he had passed. And if, like them, Sarič wasn’t particularly book smart, he was, also like them, quite sophisticated in the arts of sensing and exploiting weakness. His additional skill was in knowing how to massage and manipulate power. He had a knack for detecting hidden pools of influence, like one of those old fellows with a dowsing stick who told farmers where to dig their wells.

			‘Authorization to launch the action that will achieve our objective.’

			‘At this hour? Shouldn’t we at least wait until sunrise, or until the man is up and about?’

			‘Of course. I said nothing about immediate movement. But we might as well give my team the go-ahead in case unforeseen circumstances arise.’

			‘You make it sound like a snatch-and-grab. I thought this was going to be a friendly approach. We want to make him like us, not scare him to death.’

			‘Obviously. But there is always value in the element of surprise. And who’s to say he’ll accept if we aren’t at least somewhat… emphatic in our approach.’

			‘There’s emphatic, then there’s overkill.’

			‘I discussed all this with the president. He is in agreement.’

			Did Pavel believe that? Not really, but he had no basis for rebuttal, so he didn’t argue the point. He heard a slurping noise – Sarič, sipping from his hundred-euro water bottle, a brand that supposedly filtered out every known pathogen, because, well, that was also his nature, ever alert to all possible threats, including ones that existed only in his head. But the most infuriating thing about the man was the way he almost always managed to gain the upper hand, even when he was supposedly reporting to you.

			

			‘Okay, then. Just tell them to keep their actions within reason.’

			‘Is that your authorization?’

			Covering his ass, like always. 

			‘Yes. But keep me updated.’

			‘I always do.’

			Another lie, this one provable, but not worth disputing. Sarič disconnected before Pavel could say anything further. The phone went dead in his hand like a small bird shot from the sky.

			Pavel put it back on the desk and again looked out toward the square. He had just set something in motion, but wasn’t exactly sure what it was. State resources of no small consequence were being expended over a matter that, to him, felt like a vanity project, an elaborate stroking of the president’s ego. But it had been approved at the highest level, so he could hardly say no.

			And if something went wrong? Pavel shook his head. Maybe one of Rudi’s chimney cakes would set his mind at ease. He grabbed his jacket, dropped the fucking bat phone into his pocket, and breezed out the door.

			‘Back in an hour,’ he said over his shoulder.

			‘Yes, sir,’ Marika answered, with a knowing tone that told Pavel he should have shut his door before speaking to Sarič.

			By the time he reached the elevators, he had changed his mind. A chimney cake would not suffice. Midmorning or not, what Pavel needed now was a drink.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4 

			Spies do not sleep like you and me. Even as they dream, their minds creep along deeper channels of awareness – probing the darker corners of their rooms, perhaps, or assessing noises from the corridor. If all is quiet, maybe they review the details of their latest cover identity, once more for good measure. In this kind of existence, arising refreshed can feel like an operational failure, as if they’d squandered an opportunity to get ahead while the rest of the world slumbered.

			Lauren Witt had no such qualms when her phone awakened her an hour before sunrise, mostly because, somehow, she’d already sensed that events were moving beyond her control out there on the quiet streets of Esperanza.

			Reaching across the bedside table, she grabbed the phone, hit the right button on the first try, and answered before it could ring a second time. It was Quint. He was whispering.

			‘Something’s about to go down over here, and it’s not good.’

			She sat up, already alert. There was a skittering noise from the far corner of her room, but it was only a lizard. This goddamned island.

			‘They’re here?’

			‘Four of them. Must have come in on the last ferry while we were pitching him. Three are in tactical gear, so not exactly a welcoming committee.’

			‘Jesus, they’re going to kidnap him?’

			‘No idea. But everyone’s in place and they’re ready to rock and roll. Two in the hall, two downstairs.’

			‘Armed?’

			‘Oh, yeah.’

			‘Is he awake?’

			‘Doubtful. His lights are off and I can hear his breathing on the mikes. Slow and steady.’

			

			‘Good thing we told him they might make an approach.’

			‘We also told him they weren’t here yet. We should’ve sent Malone to check the last boat.’

			‘Nothing we can do about that now. Hopefully he’ll keep his head. I’ll wake Malone. We’ll see you in ten.’

			‘Travel on foot. Come in from the east.’

			‘Got it. Putting my phone on silent for any updates.’

			They ended the call. Lauren swung her feet to the floor and reached for her clothes.

			‘Fuck!’

			Quint had pissed her off a little by second-guessing the way she’d deployed them last night, but it rankled mostly because he was right. She should’ve sent Malone to the ferry port in Isabel to watch the day’s last arrivals. They’d been tracking incoming air passengers by monitoring a video feed from a security cam at the tiny local airport, but the cameras at the ferry terminal were unreliable, so they’d had to watch those unloadings in person and had missed a few incoming boats. Maybe the Agency had been right to offer her five people. The kicker was that, based on signals intel from Blatsk, they’d had no reason to expect anyone to get here so soon. Even so, she had underestimated the opposition, always a dangerous mistake. Or had she, perhaps, wanted this to fail, out of a subconscious desire to sabotage either Knight or her job?

			Worrisome, but a moot point now. She banged on the wall three times, a prearranged signal to Malone next door. The walls were so thin that she heard him groan in response. He then answered with a double knock and the thud of his feet on the floor. As she dressed, the lizard scurried into the bathroom. She slipped on her shoes, ran her fingers through her hair, then followed the lizard into the bathroom for a pee and a splash of water on her face.

			She grabbed her phone, then stepped into the corridor. Malone emerged from his room a few seconds later, looking bleary and out of sorts.

			‘Trouble?’

			

			‘Four of them. Armed. Must have come in late. Quint said to approach from the east.’

			Malone nodded and followed her downstairs. They were already moving stealthily, like nocturnal hunters – an owl and a puma. It was nearly four thirty a.m. First light was only half an hour away, but for now even the roosters were quiet. She supposed that by the time they got there the whole thing might be over, so she picked up the pace, and Malone followed. Three more blocks – or, no, make that five, since they’d be taking a roundabout route to avoid detection.

			Lauren again cursed beneath her breath, already second-guessing everything about herself and this op.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			At the epicenter of all this movement in the dark, Hal Knight lay awake in bed, restless and unaware as he stared up at the rotating blades of a ceiling fan. The moon had risen, and the shadows of palm fronds played across the far wall. Having just been recruited only a few hours earlier for a clandestine mission abroad, Hal supposed that he should be feeling like a man of action, a Humphrey Bogart in a languid noir universe of exotic cocktails and slow-moving fans. Why, then, did he instead feel like Peter Lorre, weaselly and cornered, doomed to be erased before the end of the script?

			He got up to shut off the fan. Maybe now he could fall back to sleep. The martinis had dragged him beneath the waves for several hours, as they always did, but a few minutes ago a vivid dream had floated him back to the surface. The subject had been the usual one, except this time she had been happy, approving. They were coexisting peacefully, even lovingly, in a rosy world where he hadn’t yet done anything horrible. Or not publicly horrible, anyway. He’d awakened with a lightness in his chest that he hadn’t felt in ages, only to immediately realize where he was, and why.

			Bad dreams were so much easier to deal with. When you woke up, you got to feel happy just to be alive and unharmed. All he felt now was regret, yearning, a desire to curl back up inside his pleasing fantasy like a wet dog on a warm hearth. A day earlier and this sort of comedown might have triggered further contemplation of Plan Z – that tiny pill bottle, beckoning from inside his backpack in the darkest corner of this sad little room. Fast-acting, mostly painless. And virtually untraceable in an autopsy, or so he’d been assured by a friend with enough experience in exotic pharmaceuticals to qualify as an expert. Although Hal supposed that to really baffle the paparazzi with that kind of exit, he’d first need to dispose of the canister.

			

			Instead, because of what had happened last night, he contemplated what might lie ahead for him in Bolrovia. Not his first choice for international travel, or even top ten. And surely his presence would quickly go public, a prospect that made his stomach rumble. It also sounded, well, a little iffy, maybe even dangerous. Had he actually said yes? Apparently so, although that entire scene still felt subject to revision, or to being slashed from the script altogether.

			From the bar they had taken him to a rental car parked around the corner, a four-door Jeep Wrangler. Sal and Chris sat up front while he climbed into the back with the woman, Susan. None of their names were real, he supposed. Spying already seemed a little bit like Hollywood – a world of constant fakery where you could never afford to be yourself.

			‘This isn’t the kind of car I think of you guys as driving.’

			‘Pretty much the only wheels available on the island,’ Chris said. ‘Unless you want to ride around in a golf cart.’

			That’s what Hal had been driving here, like many tourists on Vieques, a flimsy open-air crate that topped out at twenty-five miles per hour and always verged on calamity when careening down steep hills. Throw in the island’s wandering population of wild horses, which sometimes clopped alongside you or, more often, grazed on the shoulder, and it made driving here feel like a thrill ride at a shabby amusement park, a liability lawsuit waiting to happen. The Jeep was luxurious by comparison, with air-conditioning and the reassuring glow of a dashboard display.

			Susan pitched him while they drove along the shoreline and up into the darkening hills. He immediately sensed a greater distance in her manner than he had with either Chris or Sal. At first, he attributed it to heightened professionalism. She was the team leader, the closer. But gradually, as he watched the flash of her eyes, the set of her mouth, he realized it was hostility. He found it easy to imagine her seated before a laptop several months earlier, seething as she read the various accounts of his misdeeds. Maybe she was one of those millions who had eagerly clicked ‘like’ on tweet after tweet that had skewered him to the wall. Or were the CIA’s covert employees even allowed to participate in such things? If he’d still been on the committee, it would have been a decent question to ask.

			

			She nonetheless exuded capability and was quite efficient in laying out the task at hand. It took only about ten minutes before she began wrapping things up.

			‘It’s pretty simple, really. Just accept Horvath’s hospitality and do your shtick, or whatever else he wants from you. Entertain the man and make nice with his friends. All you have to do on our behalf is keep your eyes and ears open.’

			‘That’s it? Just look and listen?’

			‘While reporting to us, of course.’

			‘How?’

			‘We’ll set up a channel of communications. Rudimentary stuff, mostly. Everything analog. Minimal risk.’

			‘How small is minimal?’

			‘Well, if anything feels too hazardous, you can just bag it and wait to tell us after you’re out of the country. Is that minimal enough for you?’

			While her disdain was hardly unexpected, it was a little unnerving. If he got into trouble, how hard would she work to extract him? Or maybe that would be up to Sal and Chris, which made him feel better. Still, he felt a need to defend himself.

			‘I’m not saying I’m unwilling to take risks. Especially if, well, this is important enough. Is it?’

			The three of them exchanged a look. Sal, who was driving, looked at Susan in the mirror. Chris turned for a glance.

			‘It is. But there isn’t much more we can tell you, for your own protection. We know the stakes, and they’re high. We know what we’re after, and, yes, it’s important.’

			‘But what if I don’t really find out much, or get close to anyone?’

			‘Anything you get from the inside will be a plus, even if it’s only general impressions,’ Chris said, ‘even if you’re only there a few days.’

			‘Sometimes even the most seemingly insignificant stuff can help us leverage information from other places,’ Susan said. ‘And there are some other considerations, which aren’t anything you need to know. Nor do you want to, if you know what’s good for you.’

			

			‘Yeah, I can see the logic in that. Still…’

			Sal braked suddenly on a curve. The Jeep swerved sharply, tossing everyone from side to side. Some horses had loomed up in the darkness, and he’d barely avoided a collision. The car crept along until it cleared the last one, and then Sal accelerated smoothly. The roads here at night were pretty spooky.

			‘When would you show me how to get in touch and all that stuff?’

			‘Tomorrow. It’ll only take a few hours. But first we have to know you’re in.’

			Was he? If not, then what the hell else was he going to do for the next few months, other than keep wandering from one isolated stopover to the next while drinking himself to sleep every night. Was a lack of options a good enough reason to say yes?

			His lengthening silence seemed to make the others restless. Chris glanced back over his shoulder. Susan stared from her corner. Their salesmanship – and their professed confidence in managing any possible problems he might face – reminded him with some irritation of his final meeting with his agent and publicist, who had converged on his house in Malibu only a few hours after the dam had burst on social media. A ‘crisis meeting,’ as Jill, his publicist, had called it. Lisa, his agent, had nodded emphatically in agreement while watching him over the edge of her iPad, an item that was as much a part of her as her fingers and toes. 

			Jill and Lisa had appeared on his doorstep as if summoned by a 9-1-1 dispatcher, their black BMWs arriving in tandem, like the vanguard of a motorcade. As if to convey their urgency, they had entered talking, immediately spouting phrases like ‘crafting an appropriate response’ and ‘your need to get out in front of the information curve.’

			He’d seated them on the couch and offered coffee, which they had declined. Both had brought their own bottles of overpriced mineral water. Then, just as Chris and Sal had done earlier that evening at the bar, the two women had tag-teamed their pitch, with Jill leading off.

			

			‘The first thing we need to do is seize control of the narrative.’

			‘But with humility, of course.’

			‘And the appropriate amount of contrition.’

			‘And remorse.’

			‘Yes, but without overdoing it.’

			‘Absolutely. No need to give away the store.’

			‘Not when the real need here is for you, in your own subtle way…’

			‘Or not so subtle.’

			‘Okay, no. Maybe not subtle, that’s not your style. But with skill.’

			‘Of course. And sophistication.’

			‘Exactly.’

			They’d paused for a moment, having lost the thread, so he’d prompted Jill.

			‘You were about to tell me the real need.’

			‘Right.’

			‘The real need here, Hal, is to begin resetting the narrative.’

			Before Jill could speak next, Hal had raised both hands to halt the flow of words. Or maybe just to surrender.

			‘First off, both of you should know that, right before you got here, I posted a public apology.’

			The two women exchanged horrified glances. 

			‘Posted where?’ Jill asked.

			‘On Twitter. Then I closed my account. And if it makes you feel any better, I also didn’t consult anyone on my congressional staff before doing this. This was my action, and mine alone.’

			Lisa was already hunting it down on her iPad. She found it within seconds. Jill sidled up to view her screen, and he watched their lips move as they read. The glow of his words on the screen reflected on their reading glasses, although he could have recited them by heart.

			My words and actions, as described so well by so many in recent revelations, were reprehensible and wrong. I apologize unconditionally. I also announce that, effective immediately, I am resigning from Congress and, not to be redundant, from the entertainment industry as well. Henceforth I will absent myself from public life. No follow-up questions, please, and no interviews.

			

			Their snap assessments, like their BMWs, arrived in tandem: ‘Oh, shit.’

			Jill was the first one to get back on track. 

			‘We can still salvage this.’

			‘Salvage? What’s left to salvage?’

			‘Your career.’

			‘Finished. Done.’

			‘Okay, then. I understand why you’d feel that way at the moment. Especially about Washington. But nothing is ever final in this town – you should know that by now. So maybe if we all took a breather…’

			‘A breather?’

			Lisa joined in.

			‘Sure. And then we could all reassess in a few days. Or even a few weeks. Start off slowly, but with a positive statement.’

			‘I’ve made my statement. You just read it.’

			‘A statement you’d make with your actions, I mean.’ 

			Jill took up the thread.

			‘Lisa’s right. You could check into a rehab clinic. Go for that whole nine-step thing.’

			‘I think it’s twelve,’ Hal said wearily.

			‘Whatever. Just get into a program. We’ve drawn up a list of options.’ 

			Lisa reached into her purse.

			‘Stop. I’m a drinker, not a drunk. This isn’t a substance-abuse problem. The problem is me. The person I’ve become.’

			‘Maybe you’re right. But Jill’s right, too, okay? Because we’re talking about public perception. There are always mitigating circumstances, and your fans will want to hear them.’

			Jill nodded rapidly and doubled down.

			‘Absolutely. In fact, most of your fans are probably far more upset by the idea you won’t be making any more movies than by anything you said or did to those women.’

			

			‘Exactly,’ Hal said. ‘You’ve outlined the problem perfectly, the whole goddamn syndrome of codependence and my willingness to make a buck from it, which is yet another reason for me to quit. Who needs twelve steps when you can fix it with one? So go. Now. Both of you. Your services are no longer needed, although you’ll of course be paid through the duration of your contracts.’

			Their mouths had dropped open in unison. If Hal had still been making movies, he would have wanted to capture the moment on camera, for its perfect comic synchronicity.

			Neither of them was accustomed to being ordered from a room, especially not by a client with such an obvious and urgent need for their services. Yet, when Hal stood, they stood. When he walked to the door, they followed in lockstep, and they remained dumbstruck as he waved them through. Although Lisa did pause just beyond the threshold, where she turned to make a final plea, waving her iPad like a preacher with a well-thumped Bible.

			‘Hal, really. Seriously. This doesn’t have to be the end of things. The whole MeToo thing is losing momentum, anyway. Everyone is aware of that, and we can do better for you. You can do better for you. And it’s not about the money.’

			‘It’s always about the money, Lisa.’ 

			Then he shut the door in their faces.

			Disentangling himself from his seat in Congress had been more cumbersome, mostly because other people’s livelihoods and interests were at stake – the jobs of his staff, the leftover contributions of donors, the pressing needs of constituents. Fortunately, most of his staffers were holdovers from the previous member, rather than his own hires – hell, they pretty much ran the place anyway; not just his office but all of Congress – but the paperwork and other chores needed to cut himself loose had required him to duck in and out of places where cameras always seemed to be waiting in ambush. Thankfully, California law required the governor to act within two weeks to set a date for a special election to fill his seat, an action which had instantly diverted attention to the seven men and women who had eagerly lined up to replace him. Four were Democrats, and each had furtively approached him to request that he not endorse them, which had been good for a few private laughs. 

			

			And here he was now, enduring another pitch, only this time as a more interested and engaged listener, and maybe the only thing still holding him back from saying yes was knowing that it was definitely what Lisa and Jill would want him to do. An extreme version of career rehab, and by working for a shadowy organization which, when he was younger, he had deeply mistrusted. The CIA had always seemed to Hal to be an unchecked instigator of all sorts of undemocratic activities. Although, in his brief time on the Intelligence Committee, he had developed a grudging respect for the Agency’s rank and file, if only for the way they’d stood up to the whims and ‘Deep State’ bluster of the recent ex-president.

			As he hesitated further, it also hit him that in Bolrovia he would once again be performing for people who would be predisposed to laugh at anything he said, a debilitating syndrome that had cheapened each successive triumph in the arc of his comedy career. He supposed that the venture might be dangerous, too. Although how risky could a little spying be when the alternatives still included Plan Z, which for weeks had hovered at his periphery like a black helicopter awaiting orders to open fire? This spy scheme, no matter how foolhardy, might be his last, best opportunity to shoot that chopper down.

			Why not say yes, then? Maybe because his vanity – or what was left of it – was enjoying the idea of being courted again, even though he knew Susan would never have accepted that characterization. So he put them off one more time.

			‘I dunno,’ he said at last. ‘I’ve still got a few questions.’

			Up front, Sal sighed and mashed the accelerator a little harder. Chris kept his eyes on the road. Susan just nodded.

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Ask away.’

			‘Apart from the watching and listening, will you be making any special requests of me?’

			Sal and Chris exchanged another glance up front. 

			

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, like maybe, “Here’s a pill, we want you to drop it in the president’s coffee.”’

			‘You’re an asset, not an assassin.’

			‘Okay, then. How ’bout something you guys would think of as really easy, but I might not. Like, “Next time you’re in his office, grab a few items out of the trash can.” Isn’t that how these assignments work? Once somebody’s comfortable doing one kind of thing, you start upping the ante?’

			For a moment the only sound was the thrum of the tires on the road, so Hal pressed the point.

			‘Well? Am I right or not, guys? And gal.’

			Even in the dark he could tell that she hadn’t liked the ‘And gal’ part, and in retrospect he realized that was half the reason he’d said it – to provoke her, to piss her off. But it bothered him that they already seemed to be holding out on him. Because once he was ‘in place,’ as they kept saying, he was almost certain that a CIA version of mission creep would occur, and he’d feel obligated to go along with every increment if he ever wanted to return home.

			Susan, to her credit, had tried to address his concern.

			‘Look. There will never be a moment
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