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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “The moment I wake up,” the crowd of men roared as Aretha blared through the speakers. “Before I put on my makeup.” They were at Trade, a new gay bar on 14th Street in D.C.’s reimagined Logan Circle neighborhood, a bar made to look seedy, but serving Grey Goose and Diet Cokes for $8 a watered-down pour to Washington’s “it” gay crowd. Thom pulled Jason into him and the two men kissed. They were drunk, but more drunk on happiness than bad cocktails. It was June 26, 2015, and nearly all the gays in Washington—nay, across the United States—were celebrating.  
 
    “I say a little prayer for you! Forever, and ever, you’ll stay in my heart and I will love you.” Around 11 o’clock that morning, the Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that states shall not infringe upon the right of same-sex couples to marry anywhere in the United States. In his opinion for the Court’s majority, Justice Kennedy wrote, “Marriage responds to the universal fear that a lonely person might call out only to find no one there.” Sure, Thom and Jason had their problems. Thom had taken the digital analyst post with the C.I.A., and Jason resented Thom for it, thinking his eyes might wander during the long hours out at Langley. And Thom, even if subconsciously, resented Jason’s resentment, the way he always held things over Thom’s head in passive-aggressive guilt, inviting him to parties with his D.O.J. lawyer colleagues with an obligatory and cutting, “You probably can’t come anyway, not that you’d want to.” Like every couple, they had their problems. But they were not lonely people calling out only to find no one there. And now the State recognized that calling, and promised to recognize these two men, these two federal employees, as lawfully-wed if they were to so choose. 
 
    Thom and Jason left Trade and walked up 14th, turning west on Swann Street when they reached the diner on the corner, Ted’s Bulletin, brightly lit even at 1:30 in the morning, serving up homemade hipster pop-tarts to the drunk boys out celebrating tonight. When they reached their first floor walk-up at the corner of Swann and New Hampshire Avenue, Thom reached for the keys in his pocket. When Thom turned back to ask Jason if he had their keys, Jason was down on one knee with a single tulip plucked from their neighbor’s flowerbox. 
 
    “Thomas Mackenzie Hodges, will you marry me?” Jason asked, grinning broadly, a smile that lit up his eyes and reminded Thom why he loved this man in the first place. As was his nervous tic, Thom broke into an endearing bout of hiccups, pulling his hand away from Jason in order to cover his mouth. Had he stopped to think about it just then, Thom might have said no. Or actually, “Maybe, *hiccup*, but not yet, *hiccup*, let’s wait another year.” But after the excitement of the day for Thom and Jason, for men and women around the country just like them, and in the humid, drunk heat of that Washington summer night, Thom said, emphatically, “Yes!” and then hiccupped a final time before Jason stood up and kissed him right there on the street in front of their house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Two-and-a-half years later, Thom stood behind Trey at Trey’s desk. They shared an office, one with a half-decent view of the foundation of a building being constructed ten feet from the one they currently occupied. They were analysts, trained in intelligence, sure, but the spying they did wasn’t on the streets of Dakar or in the bars of East Berlin. Rather, it was mostly from behind a computer terminal at Langley, where they sat safely sipping Starbucks coffee all day and planning happy hours for after work. But today they sat stunned. An agent had messaged in a video on the secure server. The footage was shaky, but the scene was still clear: men with burlap sacks over their heads being pushed off the tops of buildings in Kazan, Russia’s third-largest city. 
 
    Thom and Trey looped the video again and again, watching again and again three men fall from atop a seven-story building, the crack of their bones clear as they hit the pavement below, dying quickly, though not painlessly. Along with the video, the agent sent an encrypted message, which Thom printed out and placed in a leather portfolio, which he would deliver to his boss in their afternoon briefing. It read: “Homosexuals targeted and killed by state officials. Others sent to camps in eastern territories.” 
 
    As Thom lie in bed that night next to a snoring Jason, he stared up at the ceiling fan rotating above their bed. The whir, though off balance — they needed to replace one of the blades, which had fallen off one night when Jason threw a tumbler of scotch at fan above them during one of his more direct and hysterical outbreaks — was normally able to guide Thom to sleep. But when he closed his eyes, sleep alluded him. He could only see a man with a burlap sack over his head falling from a tall, plain building. And he could only hear the crack of the man’s skull as it hit the pavement below. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom pulled back the heavy brocade curtain. Yawning, he rubbed his right eye with the soft flank of his right hand and looked out on Revolution Square from the third floor of the Hotel Metropol. It was 2:47 am according to his Seiko Prospex Diver, a watch Jason had bought him two Christmases ago. A watch he only wore when Jason took him to the airport, as he had done 27 hours before, pulling into the cellphone waiting lot at Dulles International and pulling Thom’s neck until their lips pressed hard and dry and tired. They had been together in Washington for three years, one wonderful, one horrible, and one resigned. They had been married for two-and-a-half of these three years. 
 
    Thom pulled back the heavy brocade curtain, surprised, perhaps, to see such activity at 2:49 in the morning. A garbage man emptied black metal trash cans into a bright yellow rolling bin. Two women huddled in stilettos and short fur coats near him, laughing about something Thom could not make out from here. Though he could not see them, Thom knew red-coated guards stood flanking the main gates to the Kremlin, which even at this hour buzzed with some activity, like the low-wattage florescent in the bathroom adjoining this hotel room. Thom reached down and scratched himself through black Calvin Klein briefs. When the metal band of his watch ripped out a thick black hair from his inner thigh, Thom jumped awake. It was 2:53 on a Thursday morning, and Thom didn’t know how long this assignment in Moscow would last. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The U.S. Embassy in Moscow is 3.5 kilometers from the Hotel Metropol at Bolshoy Deviatinsky Pereulok No. 8. Since he couldn’t sleep, and didn’t want to, Thom left the hotel at six in the morning, even though he didn’t need to report to the Embassy until nine. He walked east on Mokhovya Street through the thick fog of early spring. Past the statue of Karl Marx in Revolution Square, and past the Four Seasons with a Starbucks and Apple store now built beside it. He walked slowly to a coffeeshop his friend Trey, another gay man in the C.I.A. who was stationed in Moscow a couple of years ago, told him he had to go to. Nude Coffee & Wine was a hip spot tucked in an alley behind a hospital. Scrapped concrete walls, vintage tile floors, Danish modern furniture upon which Russian and ex-pat hipsters sipped pour-over coffees with tasting notes of sunflower or bourbon or earth. Of course Trey would send me here, Thom thought, it’s just his type of place to sit with the New York Times and cruise men of a certain class, both financial and aesthetic. It was like any number of coffeeshops that dotted Mt. Pleasant or Columbia Heights back in D.C. 
 
    At the counter, Thom ordered “match cottage cheese with berries and caramel” (250 roubles, about four bucks) and a pour-over from Antigua, a varietal called “Summer Nude” and, at five bucks, what Thom viewed as an extravagance he could afford now, unlike the last time he drank coffee in Moscow, as a graduate student from Georgetown studying Russian for the summer and living in a muggy, not air conditioned dorm room he shared with five other boys from the States or Britain. Thom slid into a booth and read a report on crop subsidies from the thick dossier his new boss’s assistant had waiting for him at the hotel last night. At 9:16, a barista lightly shook his shoulder. “Excuse me, sir. I think you fell asleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Thom rushed out of the coffeeshop and ran the four blocks to the Embassy. He wasn’t out of shape, quite the contrary, but when the fog lifts in the Moscow morning, the air is heavy and humid. In a few months, it’d feel like wading through the thick mud on the bank of the Volga River, at the beach where Trey and Thom skinny dipped that summer they lived in the dorms here. But Thom didn’t have time for a stroll down memory lane this morning. He had to run. 
 
    By the time he reached the marine at the employee entrance gate, Thom’s forehead was slick with salty sweat. Beneath his slim cut, dark blue suit, perspiration began to soak through the armpits of his crisp white shirt, a custom-cut job Jason had given Thom for his birthday. Thom flashed his diplomatic I.D., Clearance A, and the marine waved him through. He walked through the back gardens and, upon reaching the building’s two-story glass and steel back entrance, the ambassador was there to meet him. 
 
    “Good morning, Thomas,” Ambassador Paul Anderson smiled, “Or what’s left of the morning that is.” 
 
    “Jet lag is worse than I remember!” Thom laughed, “I fell asleep inside a coffeeshop.” 
 
    “Only the best for America’s Central Intelligence Agency,” Ambassador Anderson snorted, and the two old friends laughed. They hugged tightly. The ambassador was not mad. He had been one of Thom’s first supervisors back at Langley, before Anderson left the C.I.A. for State under a presidency that wanted to keep a firmer watch on Russia under the administration of President Nicholai Vasily and his right-hand man, Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov. Anderson knew the last few years had been hard on Thom personally, and he cared about his mentee, his young friend. “How’s Jason?” the ambassador asked. 
 
    “He’s, uh, fine,” Thom deflected, “and seriously, sorry I’m late. You know it’s not like me.” 
 
    “It’s not, but that’s okay. Walk with me to your new office so we can talk.” Instead of going up the stairs, the two men walked down to a basement, and then further down to a sub-basement. “The only ones here who know you’re C.I.A. are me and Natalie, so she knows to bring you through no matter what’s going on inside my office. Not even the Deputy knows who you are or why you’re really here.” Thom smiled at the thought of Natalie, Anderson’s personal secretary who had been a mentor to Thom as well, sharing the personal ins and outs of the C.I.A., like where to get the best coffee and who was sleeping with whom. Thom was nervous, though. Why was his presence here such a secret, he wondered? As Anderson told Thom his wife insisted they plan a welcoming party for Thom soon, he began to hum to himself, drumming out the bass line of Dionne Warwick’s “Walk on By” along the hem of his suit pants with his middle and fore fingers. 
 
     They walked down a series of cinderblock halls that all looked the same, pale green paint sterile on the walls and tacky brown tile below their feet. Left, right, right, right, left, right. Thom was good with remembering, he was an intelligence officer, after all, but he knew he’d be getting lost down here for weeks. If he was here that long. The ambassador changed the subject back to Thom’s task here, and Thom slipped back into an active state of listening. “We’ve informed the staff you’re a contracted consultant with State here to install some new networking protocols to keep our cybersecurity up-to-date. And that they should just stay out of your way.” That wouldn’t be a problem. His office was buried so deep inside this buzzing city of an office complex, between boiler rooms and filing cabinets with records dating back to the 1950s, that nobody would know he was here. 
 
    They arrived at an unmarked door with an e-card entry. The ambassador swiped them in, then handed the card to Thom. “Let’s have dinner tonight. I have to get to a meeting with the other G-8 ambassadors, but that should give you the day to get settled in and on the network,” the ambassador said, pausing, then leaning in to give Thom a fatherly hug, “I’m glad you’re here, Thom.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Thom answered, “Me, too, sir,” and the ambassador left. 
 
    The office was dim and musty. Thom would need to pick up some candles after work; he was so sensitive to smells. He found a rag and some cleaning spray in the room’s lone closet, hung his jacket over the back of a chair, rolled up his sleeves, and set about spraying down every inch of desktop and floor and chair and trashcan and lamp.  
 
    Thom pulled out two small frames from his briefcase and placed them atop his metal desk, a dinosaur that had probably been in this basement since the days of the Russian K.G.B. As if those days were far behind them. As if those days had even passed. One frame held a photo of Thom and Jason on their first vacation together. In the small print, they’re shirtless and wearing sunglasses on the stern of Jason’s family’s sailboat, smiling ear-to-ear as they did the whole week they spent down on the Chesapeake Bay outside of Williamsburg, where Jason’s father was the Dean of Law at William & Mary and his mother kept up an old estate that had been in her family since the Revolution. After family dinners, Jason would grab Thom’s hand and tell his parents, “I want to show Thom some of our land.” Jason grabbed a flashlight and they waded down into a small tidal cove, the water reflecting moonlight, refracting it into every direction. Jason stripped off his clothes, and Thom stood there, “Are there snakes here?” Thom was scared of snakes. They hid under every dusty rock and bush, it seemed, back on the ranch he grew up on outside of Amarillo in the Texas panhandle. “No, Thom. Trust me.” Though Thom knew Jason was lying, even unknowingly, he stripped out of his clothes and jumped in the water. The boys splashed and laughed and then made out beneath the rising summer moon, just like boys had done for centuries in the hidden coves of this vast estate. 
 
    The other picture was older and over-exposed. A young Thom, probably six or seven, in the arms of his mother. They sat on the back of the old ranch pickup, a battered blue Chevrolet on which Thom, his father assured him, would learn to drive in a few years. But in the picture, Thom smiled wide enough to show three missing teeth. His mother buried her head in his scalp, obviously laughing, her right arm resting easy on the knee of her crisp blue jeans. Two years after this picture was snapped, Thom’s mother would be buried on the western ridge of the ranch, facing west towards New Mexico and Arizona and California and the Pacific, towards the sunset she would watch every night, and would watch, now, forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “Come here, Tommy.” 
 
    Thom watches his father from the cab of the pickup. He’s fifteen, and he’s asked his father to call him Thom, but his father ignores his request so many times Thom has stopped asking. At school he is Thom. On the ranch he is Tommy. Thom steps out of the pickup and walks seven yards or so along the rutted road to where his dad stands over a calf in the ditch. The calf is wheezing, struggling for breath, and its milky brown coat is matted. Flies are swarming around its head. 
 
    “Goddamn coyotes,” Thom’s father spits. This spring calf was Thom’s favorite. Its mother had died shortly after giving birth, and so Thom bottle fed the young steer every morning and every night. “What a damn mess,” his father says, lifting the calf’s tail with the toe of his boot. The calf was dying, bleeding out from his right side and his anus, a typical move for coyotes on young calves, bite them over and over again from behind. 
 
    Thom’s father unbuckles the Smith & Wesson pistol from his flank and hands it to his son. Thom hand shakes so hard though. Tears well in his eyes, but he holds them back. But he can’t find the pistol’s safety release. 
 
    Thom’s father snatches the gun from Thom’s hand, spits “What a goddamn mess,” and shoots the calf pointblank in the head. As he turns to walk back to the truck, the shot reverberates through the fields of freshly planted cotton. Thom does not follow him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson was already sitting at a courtyard table next to a kerosene heater when Thom arrived at the bistro. Moscow was beginning to warm into its short spring, but the nights and mornings could be chilly. Nearby, two plainclothes bodyguards sat with tiny Bluetooth headsets in their ears. As Thom sat down, a woman in a crisp black dress poured a bit of red wine for the ambassador to twirl, sniff, and sip. Anderson considered himself a sommelier, but wine was one of the few things he actually knew little about. “Wonderful oakiness here. This will be perfect.” She poured the men two glasses, and left them to their own devices. 
 
    “I love this place. The chef is an Australian I knew back when I was stationed in Kabul. He married a Russian and opened a restaurant. He’ll send out a few courses for us,” the ambassador explained, “I hope that’s alright.” 
 
    “Of course,” Thom laughed, “But really, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble.” 
 
    “Not at all! I consider you a son and it’s great to have you here. Plus,” Anderson paused, “I wanted us to have a quiet place to talk.” 
 
    Thom told his friend about his day, cleaning out the dusty office and setting himself up on a secure network line accessible only from his laptop and on a server back at Langley. “Lord, I miss The Company,” Anderson sighed as a plate of fish topped with a beet and cabbage puree arrived, “And I’m sorry we had to put you in a dungeon down there.” 
 
    “No, no, not at all,” Thom forked a piece of fish onto his plate, “It’s good to be out of the way.” 
 
    “True.” The ambassador circled his fork around a dollop of thick sour cream, then cleared his throat. “Thom, I need to tell you why I asked the C.I.A. to bring you here.” 
 
    Thom cleared his own throat. “Of course, sir.” He had little clue as to why he was here. The Deputy of Counter-Intelligence had told Thom she was sending him to Moscow, to work directly with Ambassador Anderson, who would brief him upon arrival. He had four days in D.C. to prepare for the trip, a trip for which he didn’t know the length or extent. The story he was to tell Jason, Trey, coworkers, friends, and his family (well, his father was his family, but Thom hadn’t spoken to his father in four years, so the point was moot) was that Thom, a digital systems expert, was working with State to secure a new operating network at the embassy in Moscow. 
 
    “Thom, I believe our Vice President is working for the Kremlin.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom dropped his fork. It clanked on the old terracotta floor of the courtyard and bounced towards the table where the bodyguards sat. In his scramble to pick up the fork, Thom knocked over his glass, spilling wine onto the lab of the American ambassador to Russia, who had just told Thom he believed the Vice President of the United States of America was working for the Kremlin. 
 
    “Oh Thom,” Anderson laughed, “for a Company man you’re awful with surprises.” 
 
    Thom laughed, too. The bodyguards busied themselves with picking up the utensils as the waitress returned with a warm damp towel for the ambassador and to pour new glasses of wine for Anderson and Thom. She placed a hand on Thom’s shoulder, “Your boss is an intimidating man, but remember, you are cuter.” Thom blushed as she walked away and again, Anderson laughed, “Someone’s got a crush on clumsy ol’ Thom!” 
 
    “If only she had met me in college,” Thom sat back down, “she might have had a chance.” Back at ease, the men continued their conversation. 
 
    “Thom, I know the Vice President seems like an outstanding guy. Former Marine comes home from heroic service in the worst part of Afghanistan. Goes to Duke Law School and becomes a selfless public defender. Marries his college sweetheart, an beautiful debutante from a well-healed, progressive, and monied Southern family. United States Congressman, then Senator. Hailed a rising star in the Republican Party and appointed Vice President. A shoe-in to become Mackenzie’s successor at the end of her two terms.” 
 
    “He certainly doesn’t fit the profile of a foreign agent,” Thom said, absent-mindedly fingering the wedding ring on his left hand. A bird flew into the courtyard, a beautiful, snowy white homing pigeon, and landed on a large topiary in a giant urn. For a brief moment, Thom thought of the photograph framed in the entryway to his and Jason’s condo: a giant black and white print of Nina Simone in a Parisian park feeding pigeons and smiling, a smile that betrayed her quickly deteriorating first marriage. Thom returned his attention to Ambassador Anderson, “Why do you think he might be compromised?” 
 
    “No, Vice President Adams doesn’t fit the profile,” the ambassador continued, “But on his last visit here I noticed he didn’t want us around. He kept his detail small and took long dinners at the Kremlin without anyone from the embassy. Very weird, I thought, so I had my Russian source dig around. When the VP left town, my source texted me.” 
 
    Anderson handed Thom his phone, open to a secure texting app. Thank god, Thom thought, he’s not using open SMS. The last message on the screen read “Found what you’re looking for. Meet me tomorrow at 1915. Usual spot.” 
 
    “What did he find?” Thom asked. 
 
    Anderson shook his head. “My source was found shot in the head before we could meet. A robbery, the news said.” But both men knew this was no pickpocketing gone awry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Vice President Grant Adams woke up at 5:45 in the morning, the same time every day, and every day he ran five miles through Rock Creek Park. Every day he returned to the Naval Observatory at 6:35 to shower, eat his everyday breakfast of half a grapefruit, a small cup of cottage cheese, and a single slice of toast with North Carolina strawberry preserves. After this breakfast, he said goodbye to his two children, and his wife in her dressing room, every day leaving the vice presidential mansion at 7:15, arriving at his office in the Eisenhower Old Executive Office Building (OEOB) by 7:27. 
 
    Today was no exception. Wednesday, April 14, the day before Americans’ taxes were due, was unseasonably warm in Washington. As his driver pulled out of the Naval Observatory at 7:16, Adams looked to the thermometer on his watch, a tenth anniversary present from his wife. The temperature was already 74 degrees, with an expected high of 85. Driving down Massachusetts Avenue, Adams watched early bird tourists snap pictures of blooming cherry trees in front of embassy after embassy. He smiled, remembering three years ago when he and his wife Abigail (Abigail Adams, yes, an unfortunate but politically opportune name) moved into the stately mansion on a hill above these embassies. How every night that first spring they sat on a flagstone patio and drank rosé. 
 
    Before, that is, he began sleeping with one of the children’s nannies, and before Abigail caught them in a gardening shed together. Grant and Abigail Adams had been in counseling ever since, discrete weekly meetings in one of the mansion’s overstuffed sitting rooms, this one decorated with giant, fading maritime maps framed in thick, weathered frames. It wasn’t that the Vice President’s heart wasn’t in his marriage. Quite the contrary. It was the case, however, that his thoughts were elsewhere. 
 
    As they turned left off Mass Ave into a garage below the O.E.O.B., Adams checked his watch again. 78 degrees. His chief of staff, Sullivan Andrews, greeted Adams as a Secret Service agent opened the S.U.V.’s door. “Good morning, sir,” Sullivan discretely handed Adam’s a stack of papers, the morning’s business. At the top an invitation to Moscow, the opening of a new children’s hospital, where he was to be the Russian President’s guest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    By the following Friday, Thom was set up in his new office and into his new routine. Every morning he stopped by Nude Coffee & Wine for breakfast, and the baristas vied for the attention of their handsome new American regular. He worked in the office from 9 until 6, checking in with the ambassador once in the morning and once in the afternoon. By 6:15 he was back in his hotel, working out in the gym, having dinner in the hotel bar, and watching Netflix on his iPad until he fell asleep on the sofa in his briefs and a hotel robe, waking up around 2 a.m. to a flashing light somewhere out the window overlooking Revolution Square. Thom and Jason texted a few times during the day, but not a ton. Given the seven hour time difference between D.C. and Moscow, Jason was getting to work as Thom was leaving it, or Jason was getting out of work as Thom was going to bed. Not that they wanted to talk more, not really, and keeping busy at work had been a great excuse during the last year of their marriage. A big time difference was even better. 
 
    Thom was beginning to enjoy this temporary life in Moscow, but there was a problem. He still didn’t know exactly what he was doing. 
 
    Ambassador Anderson gave Thom full access to the Embassy’s network, which held secure backup of all communications between U.S. officials and anyone in the Russian government. For his first week in Moscow, Thom spent all day pouring over these emails and creating algorithms to search for key phrases. Though he found some juicy tidbits — that the Deputy Ambassador for Arts & Cultural Outreach was sleeping with a married Russian socialite, for instance — Thom knew this was just prelim work and that he wouldn’t find what he was looking for in U.S. government secured email accounts. It wasn’t like the Vice President himself would be exchanging emails with Russian leaders with sign-offs like “Proud to be spying for you! -G. Adams.” It wasn’t like the Vice President wrote any of his emails himself. Even when he was traveling, the V.P. had a whole team of assistants and handlers and Secret Service agents and one asshole of a chief of staff, Thom had heard. 
 
    And it was towards the end of his sixth day of combing through emails that Thom found something strange: an email between Ambassador Anderson’s head scheduler and the V.P.’s chief of staff. “The ambassador would like to schedule a small dinner on the final night of Vice President Grant’s visit,” the scheduler wrote. The chief of staff responded immediately, “We have blocked that time out for a meeting.” 
 
    “But a meeting isn’t on the official agenda,” the scheduler wrote. 
 
    “It is not. And it will not be a State Department issue.” 
 
    As Thom looked for more emails in the thread, Anderson came into his office. “I’m going to a summit in Geneva for the rest of the weekend, but have Natalie patch you directly through to me if you need anything, okay?” 
 
    “Yessir,” Thom answered, barely looking up from his computer screen. 
 
    “And Thom,” the ambassador waited for his full attention, “Go out and have fun. Who knows how long we’ll need you here in Moscow. You can’t spend every night holed up in that hotel, no matter how expensive it is.” 
 
    Thom laughed, “Yessir. I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The treadmill thumped as Thom ran into his sixth mile. Though he listened to Smashing Pumpkins — a band the first boy on whom he had a crush at fifteen had introduced him to, a straight kid named Jeff who was the only other boy in his sixth period art class back at Amarillo South High School — at deafening levels, Thom could only think about that dead-end of an email between the embassy and the Vice President’s chief of staff. 
 
    Billy Corgan whined “Despite all my rage, I’m still just a rat in a cage” into Thom’s ears, but the chorus was cut off as a FaceTime call came through Thom’s iPhone. It was Jason, and Thom hit accept call when he meant to decline it. 
 
    “Hi hon! Are you working out?” Jason asked, walking to work and smiling ear-to-ear across his pale, well-bred face. 
 
    “Yea, sorry,” Thom said, annoyed at himself for hitting the wrong button and slowing from a sprint to a walk. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I like seeing you sweaty,” Jason laughed. Thom remembered how much he hated when Jason laughed at himself. How utterly fake it was. 
 
    “How are you? Busy day at work ahead?” Thom asked. 
 
    “Busy as hell!” Jason responded, launching into a complicated case he was working at D.O.J. as Thom struggled to catch his breath. Then suddenly, “Oh heyyyyy!” Thom yelled to someone off-screen, returning to Thom, “Honey I’m sorry but I’ll have to call you later. I’m meeting Steven for coffee and it’s hard to hear you…” The video call cut off as Jason walked into the Starbucks beside his office. Apparently, Jason was meeting his ex-boyfriend for coffee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Thom should have been angry. Or worried. Or devastated. Two years ago, right before he married Jason, Thom met his own ex-boyfriend for lunch at an Au Bon Pain in Union Station. His ex was in town for a meeting but catching the Amtrak back to Boston and texted Thom to see if he had time for lunch. They ate bland salads from plastic containers and caught up for 45 minutes as commuters rushed to trains all around them. That was it. But when Thom told Jason about it that evening, Jason flipped out. Broke a wine glass against the wall and yelled, “I would never meet up with an ex without telling you first.” The well-bred have a knack for hysteria, Thom realized then. And now Jason was making a show of meeting his own ex. Was it just coffee? Thom wondered. 
 
    And yet, Thom wasn’t angry. He was perplexed, sure, but mostly relieved. And perhaps a bit sad he felt resigned in this relief. 
 
    Thom wiped down the treadmill and took the elevator up to his room. He stripped out of his sweaty clothes and stepped into the shower. Do not cry, he told himself, you will not cry. And he didn’t. He cranked up the stereo as he toweled himself dry, dancing to Whitney Houston’s “It’s Not Right, But It’s Okay.” As he rubbed his thighs with the plush hotel towel, he looked in the mirror. Thom wasn’t a vain man, but admittedly he looked good. As his relationship with Jason imploded over the last year or so, he’d spent more time in the gym and  more time with his soccer league as he spent fewer evenings at home drinking wine on the couch with his husband. Yes, he looked good. His thighs pulsed as he flexed his legs and admired his own body in the mirror. He fought the urge to jack off. No, he’d go out tonight. His boss had ordered him to, after all. 
 
    Thom texted Trey, “Give me a gay bar to go to.” Trey, no doubt sitting in his cubicle back at Langley, waiting for 5:00 and happy hour himself, messaged back immediately, “Mono Bar. Kiss a hot Ruskie for me!” 
 
    Mono Bar was located on the northern edge of the Pokrovsky Boulevard Promenade, in an old warehouse where Peter the Great kept ice and curing meats for the royal palace. Just over two kilometers from the Metropol Hotel, Thom walked there in about fifteen minutes. He paid the cover, checked his coat, and walked to the bar, ordering a vodka soda with lime and taking in the scene around him. 
 
    Disco balls hung from old meat hooks above the crowded dance floor. It teemed with Russian men. Students from the engineering college down the street. Bankers and lawyers, hipsters and drag queens. Men with Oxford sleeves rolled up, and men who had shucked their t-shirts, tucking them into the backside of their pants. One guy smiled at Thom. Alexi, a barista from Nude. By Monday, Alexi’s female co-workers would be disappointed to find out Thom was, in fact, gay. 
 
    Alexi danced with a group of friends to the thump of bad Euro EDM. He waved Thom over and introduced him around. As EDM transitioned into a dance remix of a Justin Bieber song Thom was ashamed to admit he knew, Alexi’s friend Petrov asked Thom if he was ready for another drink. Petrov wore a threadbare t-shirt with the logo of a Russian Army basic training camp, tight across his pecs and a bit short, but charmingly so, on his biceps. His jeans were tight to match, with bright white Puma tennis shoes. But it was Petrov’s face that caught Thom off-guard. Boyishly handsome, buzzed head and square jaw with just the faintest of five o’clock shadows. His eyes were an icy blue Thom had only ever seen on Russian men. When he smiled, Thom could see Petrov had perfect teeth with one exception, the tiniest of chips at the bottom of one tooth that, somehow, made him even more sexy. 
 
    “Sure,” Thom said, and Petrov grabbed his hand, leading him to the bar. Petrov was exactly the distraction Thom needed tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in Russia now. We don’t mix our vodka,” Petrov said, leaning over the bar to catch the attention of a bartender. Throwing back the rest of his drink, Thom considered Petrov more closely. Thom was only 35, but people always assumed he was around 30. But Petrov, this boy Thom had just met, with whom he was so suddenly taken, no, Petrov couldn’t have been a day over 25. Petrov’s shoulders heaved with each breath as he leaned over the bar. Through his thin t-shirt, Thom could see how his back veered into a deep “v” just above the waist of his jeans, risen slightly to reveal Petrov wasn’t wearing underwear. Thom allowed himself to dream this musculature came from summers on a grandparents’ wheat farm south of the city towards the Black Sea. Summers of thick cut bread with blackberry jam for breakfast. Summers of cucumber soups and sweet lemon cakes for dinner, picnics beside a lake where Petrov and his cousins swam naked, the dimples in their asses flexing as they dove into the always chilly water and their laughs rising as they wrestled to become prince of the family. But this was just a scene from a painting Thom had seen years ago in the Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts. And if Petrov’s t-shirt was any indication, his muscles came from his stint in the Russian army, a stint Thom had yet to find out as past or present. 
 
    “Here, brother,” Petrov handed Thom a double shot of vodka with a pilsner back, “Ypa!” They clinked glasses and shot their vodka, followed by a long draw of beer. Thom coughed. Petrov handed him another shot glass, “Ypa!” and they repeated the minor ceremony. Thom coughed again. He had never been a frat boy back at Emory, had never been much of a drinker at all. A remix of Aretha’s “Chain of Fools” began to pulse from the D.J. booth high above them. Petrov grabbed Thom’s free hand, “I love this song! Now we’re ready to dance!” 
 
    Thom was an awkward dancer. Petrov wrapped one arm around Thom’s waist, pulled him in tight to his own body, and balanced his other arm, the one holding a beer, on Thom’s left shoulder. Thom’s cheek kept rubbing against Petrov’s bicep as they moved to the music. The Russian smelled of Irish Spring, the soap Thom had grown up using, all bright clover and the hint of a rushing waterway, or at least the commercials claimed. This smell made it almost like Thom was dancing with a ghost of his former self, before Jason had introduced him to more expensive soaps and lotions and deodorants. “It’s time for you not to smell like a farm boy,” Jason had told him once, before taking him to a cosmetics store on Wisconsin Avenue in Georgetown. But that was a world away. Absentmindedly and with eyes closed, Thom leaned his nose into Petrov’s arm pit and inhaled, forgetting where he was and who he was with. Petrov laughed, “You like it, brother? I’m glad.” Thom shook out of it, “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.” But Petrov, clearly, did not mind. 
 
    The song changed. Thom realized he was drunk. Petrov said, “No, no, I like that you like it,” and pulled Thom’s lips to his own. They made out on the dance floor at a gay bar in a country known for a less-than-stellar record of gay rights and where Thom was stationed as an agent of the C.I.A. Thom thought about this, all at once, but didn’t stop making out with Petrov, instead choosing to taste, to savor, the mint of the boy’s mouthwash as their tongues pulsed to the bad E.D.M. encasing them. And he did not think of Jason. 
 
    “Where are you staying?” Petrov finally asked. “Metropol,” Thom slurred, but beginning to sober up, “just off Revolution Square.” 
 
    “I’ll get us a taxi.” 
 
    “No,” Thom grabbed his wrist, “let’s walk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    It was warm for an April night in Moscow. Given the beer and vodka and their close bodies, neither Thom, nor Petrov, needed their jackets. It was 1:30 in the morning, and they walked down a series of avenues with shops well past closing time punctuated by the occasional bar or brightly-lit hotel lobby. But this part of the city was mostly a business district, so the clubs were now behind them.               
 
    Petrov talked easily as they walked. He had grown up in Samara, a city on the other end of the Volga River on what is considered to be the southeastern edge of European Russia. His father was a cosmonaut who retired early due to a leg injury he’d gotten while water skiing and then became a professor of some renown at Samara State Aerospace University. He drank a lot. Not in a mean way, Petrov explained, “My father never beat my mother or me,” but in a resigned, quiet way. Petrov’s mother was an accountant and, Petrov claimed, “The most beautiful woman in all of the Zhiguli Mountains.” When he finished school, Petrov came to Moscow to train with the army, though he was vague about what he did exactly. But he still went home to see his parents once in the summer and for three days at Christmas. As Petrov told Thom about their family home in the Volga River flats, they reached Thom’s hotel. 
 
    Alone on the elevator, Petrov stopped talking to kiss Thom, and they held hands the rest of the way to the room. When Thom opened the door, Petrov looked around the luxury suite, smiling. He brushed past Thom and walked into the bathroom. “I’d like to take a shower, if that’s okay?” Petrov asked, turning on the water and releasing a torrent of steam into the room all at once. With his back to Thom, Petrov lifted his t-shirt over his head and kicked off his tennis shoes. He unbuttoned the fly to his jeans and slid them down his strong, thick thighs bending over to release his feet and kicking the jeans onto the pile of clothes he’d just built. He hadn’t been wearing underwear, Thom was right, and as Thom stared at the most beautiful, chiseled ass he’d seen since his soccer days at Emory, Petrov looked over his shoulder, caught Thom staring, and laughed, “Join me, brother,” before stepping into the shower. 
 
    In that instant, Thom finally thought of Jason.  
 
    But he took off his clothes anyway, folding his shirt and jeans carefully on the counter, putting his socks into his shoes, and laying his black briefs on top of his other clothes. He slipped his wedding ring into the smallest pocket of his toiletries bag on the counter, but if Petrov had cared to notice it, he already had back at the bar. As Thom stepped into the shower and Petrov greeted him with a deep kiss under the hard, hot spray of water, his cock began to harden. Petrov, who was, in fact, only 27 Thom had learned on their walk, was already fully erect, with shower spray sliding off the tip of his penis and falling to the floor, where their feet began to explore one another, and the rest of their bodies followed suit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Paul Anderson left the conference room at an extremely high-end, yet understated Geneva hotel, walking beside his Russian colleague, the ambassador to the United States, Andrei Popov. “Paul,” Andrei began once they had entered the elevator, “I have some unfortunate news.” 
 
    “Yes?” Paul asked, “Do tell me.” Paul liked Andrei. They worked well together, seeing eye-to-eye politically, believing in the importance of a strong, perhaps too-all-knowing state, as they were both former intelligence officers, but also believing in the importance of their states being democratic leaders on the world stage. And more than that, the two colleagues had a shared love: sailing. It was not uncommon for the Anderson family to vacation at the Popov’s summer house down on the Black Sea, where the two men would take Andrei’s pristine Eagle 44, its hull shined to make the old wood as reflective as a bathroom mirror, out on the water early in the morning, before either of their wives had gotten out of bed. Yes, it is true, the two men had become good friends. 
 
    Andrei cleared his throat, “Paul, this is my last trip. This afternoon I got fired.” 
 
    “What?” Paul almost yelled, realizing quickly he needed to lower his voice, “What the fuck, Andrei?” Per usual, the men spoke casually to each other, a sign of their friendship. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Andrei repeated, “It wasn’t my choice. The administration feels I, I guess you could say, don’t share their vision. They want to return us to an old way of doing things, Paul, but we live in a new world now.” 
 
    The elevator reached Ambassador Popov’s floor, and the doors opened to his waiting security detail. “Don’t worry, Paul,” he took his friend’s hands into both of his, “We’ll talk more about this later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Thom awoke with less of a headache than he had imagined he would, but a slight hangover nonetheless. His stomach cramped and his muscles ached, but he couldn’t help to smile. After they did everything but make love in the hotel’s roomy steam shower, Petrov made Thom take three aspirin before they crawled into bed, slept, awoke to repeat the shower all over again, and then slept like two farm boys after a long day in the fields. When Thom awoke, Petrov was still asleep beside him, snoring a bit and letting out rancid morning breath. His thick leg was flung over Thom’s, and his uncut cock hung flaccid against his thigh. This man is beautiful, Thom thought, like the Abercrombie & Fitch models he used to jack off to every time he went to the Westgate Mall back in Amarillo. As Thom pondered taking a trip home to see his dad, Petrov began to stir. 
 
    “Good morning, brother,” the sleepy Russian said, wiping his eyes and reaching over to give Thom a kiss. Thom held up his hands, “Not before you brush your teeth!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Petrov got out of bed and headed to the bathroom. He used a finger to brush out his mouth with a bit of Thom’s Crest toothpaste and stood before the toilet to piss. “But after we shower, you’re taking me to breakfast.” 
 
    “Okay,” Thom said from the other room, surprised he agreed to breakfast when he had so much shit to do today, and surprised at himself for agreeing this wasn’t just a hookup, a one-night stand, a mistake. And what did that mean, that Petrov wanted to hang out with him, to linger, to not just fool around and then leave? What would he tell Jason? But as he began to fall down the rabbit hole of these thoughts, he heard the shower running. “Get your ass in here, Thom,” Petrov yelled. 
 
    And Thom got his ass to the bathroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    When Ambassador Anderson awoke the next morning, he stretched and walked across the plush gray carpet of his hotel suite to the entry hall to pick up the morning’s New York Times, which he requested to be waiting at every hotel in every country he traveled to. This, the only particular luxury he allowed himself under his ambassadorship. Even though he preferred staying in old bed-and-breakfasts, his security detail necessitated whole floors of hotels like this brand-new Four Seasons, hotels more accustomed to serving such needs than rickety old Victorians in London’s East End or squat but charming stucco apartment buildings in Madrid, where he’d be in a few weeks for the annual NATO summit. 
 
    Anderson stretched his arms to the sky, then bent down to pick up the Times. There was his president and friend, Meredith Myers, smiling on the lawn of the White House next to her damn dog on the front page above the fold in full color. America loved her, Anderson knew, but then again, he did, too. Anderson and Myers had met in law school at Yale several decades ago, working together ever since. 
 
    As Ambassador Anderson shook open his Times, a piece of a paper fell to the floor. A single card of fine, but unmarked stationary, it simply read: “Pull the thread, Paul, and the whole world unravels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    It was a beautiful day outside by the time Thom and Petrov left the Metropol Hotel and walked across Revolution Square at 10:15. The sun shone brightly, and Thom noticed Petrov didn’t reach for his hand as they passed by other couples in the park, beautiful couples holding hands and drinking coffees and eating toasts atop blankets strewn across the lawns spinning outward from the statue of Karl Marx at the park’s center. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Thom asked, but didn’t particularly care. He was used to Jason choosing everything. Where they ate, where they lived, where they vacationed. What soap they bought, what underwear they wore, what kind of wine they drank. Thom didn’t even like wine that much. He was a whiskey man through and through, true to his Texas roots. But Petrov, unlike Jason, didn’t come across as petulant or demanding of his own agenda. He was just confident, and even sexier in last night’s clothes than he had been. “You’ll see.”  
 
    They passed through a series of alleys behind the Youth Theater and came to a tiny store front, a café aptly named Kabinet. Petrov held the door for Thom and inside, they perched on stools by the window, waiting for one of the three small tables to vacate. They sat knee-to-knee. Petrov read the newspaper and Thom checked the secure messaging app on his phone. The ambassador had pinged him: Pick me up from the airport at four. Get one of the Jeeps from the embassy. We need to talk. Before Thom could dwell upon the reasons for this talk, an old man with a sweet face came over, leading the two boys to the table furthest in the back by the wall separating the tiny dining room from the tinier kitchen. 
 
    “I like this place because they serve food from the south,” Petrov said, meaning where he was from, “Do you care if I order for us?” Thom shook his head no and smiled. Petrov turned to the man who had seated them and ordered what was surely half their menu. The man returned quickly with coffees and a pitcher of thick cream. Thom added a small bit to his cup, but Petrov stirred in half the pitcher and added four packets of sugar. Thom smiled, and Petrov laughed, “What, I like sweet things,” squeezing Thom’s knee beneath the table. 
 
    Thom stopped smiling. “Petrov, I need to tell you something.” Petrov stopped smiling, too. “Yes?” he answered with trepidation. 
 
    Thom was nothing but honest with Petrov, and talked in an escalating, clipped pace. “I’m married, Petrov. To a wonderful man named Jason. He’s a lawyer in the civil rights division of the Department of Justice and we met in our last year of grad school at Georgetown. He’s sweet, if not more than a bit demanding, and has the loudest laugh you’ll ever hear. I love him. Or loved him. You see, we’re having problems. He wants to adopt a kid, and I don’t want to be a father. Or not yet. I don’t know. I think Jason is cheating on me, but I know I cheated on him, and I should have told you I was married, but…” 
 
    Petrov took his hand across the table, interrupting him, “I know you are, Thom.” 
 
    “But how?” Petrov didn’t have time to answer. He pulled his hand away as the waiter returned with a tray of food. A giant platter of syrniki, cottage cheese pancakes, with bowls of caramelized blueberries, sliced strawberries with mint, fresh goat’s milk sour cream, powdered sugar, a new pitcher of cream and a carafe of coffee. “Thank you,” both men said to the waiter, who nodded, spun slowly on his heels, and walked back into the kitchen. 
 
    “I knew you were married,” Petrov said, “But I also know you are a man of honor. That you wouldn’t cheat on your husband if it wasn’t already over.” 
 
    Thom realized Petrov was right. And this realization hit him in the stomach like a giant bale of cotton hits the bed of a pickup truck come harvest season. Thom didn’t love Jason, not anymore. And if Jason loved Thom, it was only a matter of time until he realized the point was moot. Thom heaped a stack of the tiny pancakes onto his plate, spooning the berry compote and sour cream on top. The subject of his marriage was tabled for now. “So,” he forked a thick piece of pancake into his mouth, “tell me about being in the army.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Jason wanted everything to be perfect for Thom’s birthday. Though they’d been married for six months, together for five years, Jason had never been able to win over Thom’s friends. Not really. Even though there were few of them. Thom kept his circle of close friends small. Trey, another homo who worked at the C.I.A.; Sally, Thom’s roommate from Emory who was now clerking for a Supreme Court justice; and Nick, a guy from Amarillo who played soccer with Thom every weekend and worked in nonprofit marketing over on K Street. Jason gathered the crew at Rosa’s on Capitol Hill, the newest luxury restaurant in D.C.’s burgeoning food scene that served Mexican food with a Thai twist. It had taken months to coordinate the group’s schedule, and a $250 deposit to secure a table on a prime Friday night. Jason, Trey, Sally, and Nick sat in a velvet booth drinking their second round of margaritas with crushed Thai basil. Nick was checking World Cup scores on his phone, while Trey and Sally ignored Jason completely and talked about summer vacation plans at Rehoboth Beach and St. Michael’s on Chesapeake, respectively. Jason had asked Thom if he wanted to go to his parent’s beach house in St. Martinique for Memorial Day weekend, but Thom was dead set on going to Rehoboth with Trey like he did every year. “He’s my best friend,” Thom had told his husband, “It’s a tradition.” 
 
    Thom didn’t know his friends were surprising him tonight with a birthday dinner. He thought he was just meeting Jason at the bar here. But as it stood, he was more than 45 minutes late. 
 
    Jason stepped away from the booth and locked himself in the bathroom. He called Thom, who didn’t pick up. Jason texted his husband — “Where are you? You were supposed to be here at 7. Pick up.” — and called again. “Jason, Jason, I’m sorry. I totally forgot about meeting you for birthday drinks.” In the background, Jason heard cheers, “Are you in a bar, Thom?” Thom hesitated, “Yea. Some of the guys from work wanted to catch the World Cup semifinals so we’re at Dave’s in Alexandria. I’m sorry. I totally forgot.” Jason hung up him. 
 
    When he returned to the booth, Jason told Thom’s friends Thom was sick and it’s probably his fault, he should never plan a surprise for his husband. But that they were welcome to stay for dinner. They already had the table, and it’s so hard to get a reservation in this place. “I should actually get going,” Sally said, “But thank you for the drinks, Jason.” Trey and Nick followed her out of the restaurant. Jason asked for another margarita and the check. He was in no hurry to get home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Petrov slowly stirred his coffee, measuring out the time between Thom’s revelation and what he would say next with the spoon around and around the rim of his simple white cup. He broke the silence with his smile. “Thom, I know you are married. But I also know you’re a man of honor, and that you wouldn’t cheat on your husband if it wasn’t already over,” he repeated himself. 
 
    Thom questioned this moral relativism, but also, “How did you know I was married?” 
 
    Petrov laughed. “Well, you did have a ring on when we walked back from the club last night, no? And where is it now?” They both laughed. Thom was right, Petrov had noticed. “But also, I have something I need to tell you, Thom. I’m in the army, yes, but I’m actually a digital analyst in the G.R.U.” 
 
    Now it was Thom’s turn to laugh. Petrov was essentially in the same position for the Russian intelligence service as Thom was at the C.I.A. But then Thom stopped laughing, dropping his fork with its berry and sour cream onto his plate with a quick, sharp clink. “Wait, have you been spying on me?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all. When a foreign agent registers to enter the country as you did last week, I run a background check on them. You came up, how do you say, squeaky clean. But I did notice that you were gay. And handsome. But married. I was surprised to see you at the bar. Sorry if I was too forward.” 
 
    Thom didn’t know exactly what to say. Petrov seemed to know a lot about him, more than he’d learn from a standard background check. But he was also flattered. And hungry. He decided to let the issue go for now. “Not at all. And these pancakes, fucking delicious!” 
 
    Thom forked a huge bite into his mouth as Petrov began a story. “They are good. Not as good as the ones my mother makes, but not bad. You see hers had fresh…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    When he was 14, Petrov ran a strawberry stand with his best friend Ivan. Petrov and Ivan lived in the Volga River flats, an upper-middle class part of the city filled mostly with lawyers, doctors, and professors from the university like Petrov’s father. Ivan’s father was a lawyer for the city, and his mother had died when Ivan was two. 
 
    The boys lived next door to each other and spent their summers picking wild strawberries on the river bank, washing and packing them in small plastic bowls to sell outside the row of shops at the end of their street. They sold enough to make money for the movie theater, sure, but the fun of it was in the strawberry picking. They’d wade, barefoot and shirtless under the hot southern Russian sun, along the banks of the river where other people rarely went, areas where black snakes nested and mosquitos swarmed thick, but the strawberries grew especially big and sweet. Some days they’d just swim and lay out naked on the edge of the forest to dry, eating what they’d picked instead of walking back to their neighborhood and talking for hours and hours, unselfconsciously, as only two boys on the edge of manhood are able. 
 
    But lately a strange thing had happened. Ivan had grown quiet, reserved, seemingly keeping something from his best friend. Finally, Petrov asked him about this. Ivan protested, “But if I tell you, you won’t want to be my friend anymore.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Petrov countered, “that could never happen.” 
 
    “I think I’m in love with you,” Ivan said quietly, and Petrov was surprised, though not mad. And as they lay there, his cock began to stiffen.  
 
    Petrov rolled over onto his stomach and looked Ivan in the eyes. “You are my brother, Ivan, and I will never not love you.” And just then, Petrov surprised himself, too. He leaned down and kissed Ivan. Not on the cheek, like some of the girls at school did when they greeted their friends, but on the mouth. Soon Petrov was on top of Ivan, their mouths open upon the other, their tongues exploring this new and salty cave, their cocks grinding against their stomachs and beginning to drip. 
 
    But soon Petrov was quickly jerked off Ivan, and when he spun around, he saw Ivan’s father standing over them. “Get your clothes, son,” Ivan’s father thundered, “Petrov, go home.” Petrov grabbed his clothes and ran in the opposite direction of their homes, however. And when he entered the forest, he turned to see the man hit his son over and over, his closed fist making contact with every part of Ivan’s chest and face. Ivan turned just then to his friend entering the forest, their eyes locked, and it was last time Petrov would see his friend, his brother, alive. 
 
    When Petrov finally came home that night, his father was waiting for him in the garden. Petrov slumped next to him on an old wooden swing and his father sighed, “Son, your mother and I don’t care who or what you are. We love you. But you should know there are people who will not love you. Who will want to kill you for who or what you are.” With this his father stood up from the swing, placed his hand on his son’s shoulder, and turned to walk into the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    In had been nearly a decade since Thom had driven in Moscow, but the quarter master at the embassy didn’t seem reluctant to check out the Range Rover to him. “It’s the only car we have available certified for the ambassador to ride in. Just watch your speed, cowboy.” Traffic was light on a Saturday afternoon, though, and as Thom got on the expressway to the airport, he remembered he was driving a luxury car with a V8 engine and diplomatic license plates. He floored it, topping out at 104 m.p.h., reaching the entrance to the executive airport, usually a 15 minute drive from the embassy, in eight minutes flat. He couldn’t drive back as quickly — the ambassador’s security detail would be tailing them in another Rover — so he enjoyed the car while he had the freedom. 
 
    Thom pulled up to the terminal and waited for Anderson, but he didn’t have to wait long. Anderson waved to Thom a few minutes later, pointed his guards to their own car, and climbed into the passenger seat next to his young friend. “God, am I glad to be home. Well. Whatever this country is.” They exited the terminal area and Anderson pointed to an empty cell phone waiting lot astride the tarmac. “Pull in there so we can talk.” 
 
    Thom put the Rover in park but left the engine running. “Is everything okay, sir?” 
 
    Anderson looked out the window at his diplomatic colleague’s jet on the tarmac, which had just landed, and sighed, “I’m not sure, Thom. You know my friend, Ambassador Popov?” 
 
    “Of course,” Thom answered. He’d met the Russian ambassador many times back in Washington. Anderson pointed out the window to a small jet on the tarmac. “He came back to Russia today. Fired from his diplomatic post over a disagreement with the administration.” Thom’s eyebrows raised, but Anderson continued before the analyst could ask, “That’s all I know, Thom, but I’ll need you to look into it because somehow I think this is all connected. This morning, this note was tucked into my newspaper.” Thom read it. Pull the thread, Paul, and the whole world unravels. Thom asked, “Do you have any idea who left this for you?” 
 
    Anderson didn’t have time to answer. On the tarmac, Ambassador Popov’s plane exploded, and flames shot high into the air followed by plumes of thick black smoke. “Jesus Christ!” Anderson cried out as the security detail wrangled both Anderson and Thom into the backseat of the Rover. The agents hightailed it out of the parking lot and onto the expressway, radioing into the embassy that they had the ambassador and were returning to base, which needed to be put on lockdown. 
 
    Thom and Anderson turned in their seats to look out the rear window. Nobody would survive such an explosion. No ambulance came to the jet, already burning to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Even on a Saturday morning, Vice President Adams was in his office by 8:30. Through the window beyond his desk, he could see a few tourists snapping pictures of the White House next door. But most of non-visiting D.C. was still sleeping off their Friday night hangovers, or taking a shower before heading to brunch, or making pancakes for their children, like his wife was doing back at the Naval Observatory. She’d stopped begging him to stay for Saturday morning breakfasts around October. 
 
    Now it was April, and Adams enjoyed his Saturday mornings at the office with his chief of staff and only a few others around. Today, he had to reduce some budgets for rarely-used military installations around the world, an attempt to please their Democratic caucaus in congress. He turned on the television atop the French Provencal buffet across from his desk. CNN was reporting live from Moscow, where the Russian ambassador to the United States’ plane had exploded on the tarmac just after landing. Adams knew Andrei Popov quite well. He and Abigail had invited the Popovs over for dinner several times. On most of these occasions, Grant and Andrei had drunk bourbon neats with an orange twist late into the night as Andrei poured over the maritime maps hanging on one of the Naval Observatory’s sitting room’s walls. Popov had been quite the sailor, first in the Russian Navy, and then for sport. Adams didn’t share this love, but did enjoy Andrei’s stories. The two got along surprisingly well, perhaps, for being so often at political odds given their respective countries’ longstanding distrust of the other. 
 
    It struck the Vice President as more than coincidental that Popov had been fired at the G8 summit. He picked up the phone atop his desk, thought again and hung the phone up, walking across the room to close his office door. When Adams got back to his desk, he opened the middle drawer with a key he kept on his person at all times and pulled out a slim cell phone. He dialed, waited a second, and then said to the Foreign Minister of Russia, “Gregor, it’s Grant. What the hell is going on over there?” 
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “I call this open session of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to order,” Senator Thomas of Ohio banged his gavel atop the desk, “The chairman recognizes the junior senator from North Carolina, Grant Adams.” 
 
    Six years ago, Adams national career began in what might otherwise have been a senate committee meeting watched by maybe a few hundred Capitol Hill staffers on CSPAN. But word had leaked that a new senator was about to expose grave human rights violations committed by one of America’s biggest allies in Eastern Europe. “Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” Adams cleared his throat. He almost didn’t continue. The intelligence he had found was not really found. It had landed in his lap.  
 
    Or in his proverbial lap. Three months prior, an unmarked envelope had appeared on Adams’ desk. He was new to the senate, new to Washington, with a new staff and so didn’t think much of it. It sat there for days, and when he finally opened it, the envelope held picture after picture of mass graves filled to the brim. Xeroxed memos stamped top secret explained the graves held dissidents to the Ukrainian government, which had executed thousands of its own citizens and put them in graves deep in the mountains. 
 
    Adams was stunned, and if the documents ended up true, he had to act. No matter where the envelope had come from. 
 
    “Mr. Chairman, I have been given evidence, now verified by our intelligence community, that the Ukrainian government has been at war with its own citizens for the last three years. Our sources estimate no fewer than 7,500 Ukrainians have died unlawfully at the hands of their own government. This atrocity must be brought before the world, judged accordingly, and stopped.” 
 
    Overnight, the junior senator from North Carolina became America’s darling. Though in a few months, he feared that fame came with a price. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Jason sat across from his ex-boyfriend, Steven, in a booth at Ted’s Bulletin on 14th Street. It was a lazy, humid Saturday morning, so they took breakfast slowly, splitting a giant platter called the Hangover Burrito, a side of biscuits and gravy, and two flavors of house-made pop-tarts, strawberry sundae and salted caramel. It was a federal holiday on the front end of tourist season, so D.C. wasn’t as busy as it normally was. Their server was glad to keep refilling Jason and Steven’s coffees as they poured over the New York Times crossword puzzle, filling it in with Jason’s monogrammed ballpoint, a sign the server took to mean a good tip was waiting if he was patient with the couple taking up one of his booths. 
 
    But Jason and Steven weren’t a couple. Jason was married to Thom, and Steven had a boyfriend who was a pharmaceutical lobbyist, so rarely in town. Jason and Steven had been a couple for two years before Steven turned down Jason’s marriage proposal. A month later, Steven planned on asking Jason back, to marry him, but when he showed up to the bar Jason went to every Friday, Manny’s Delicatessen in Georgetown, Jason was perched on the bar talking to a man he had just met. That man was Thom. 
 
    This was the third breakfast Jason and Steven had shared this week, in addition to one lunch and two dinners and a movie. But Jason had refused to go home with Steven, acting every bit the pious trust funder Steven knew him to be. Jason was honest with Steven. He wasn’t sure things would work out with Thom, on assignment in Moscow for the last few weeks but emotionally out of commission for the last 18 months. But he wasn’t ready to break his vow. Not yet. “Plus,” Jason told Steven as they puzzled over 17 across, a ten-letter word for a hilarious lion, “A few more weeks and you’ll want to sleep with me so badly the sex will be the best you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Better than the all-night marathon on the dock at your parent’s St. Martinique house?” 
 
    Jason laughed, filling in the spaces for 17 across, “U-P-R-O-A-R-I-O-U-S. Uproarious. From the Middle Dutch for comedic confusion, as in, you are an uproarious man, Steven Wesson.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The Russian foreign minister had been evasive, telling Vice President Adams, “Of course I know nothing about the Ambassador’s unfortunate death, Grant, and I am insulted you would insinuate otherwise.” But Adams had reason to believe the Kremlin might be behind Popov’s death. Adams knew he was beholden to many inside the Russian administration, but Popov had been his friend, however unlikely that seemed. “Before you go, Mr. Vice President, let me remind you how happy our leader is you’ve agreed to join him at the opening of the Russian National Children’s Hospital in a few weeks. I look forward to speaking with you in person. I must go now” The line went dead. 
 
    Adams hadn’t agreed to travel to Moscow for the ribbon cutting, but he knew the point was moot. 
 
    He put the cell phone back in the desk drawer, locked it, checked again to make sure it was locked, turned off the television, and walked out of his office, stopping only to tell his secretary, “I’m going for a walkabout. Be back in an hour.” His staff was used to this. When Adams had been a marine, he had long border patrols on base in Afghanistan, walking around and around for hours by himself in the middle of the night or under the high noon sun. Adams and the other grunts called these walkabouts, a term they’d picked up from an Australian contractor who’d been killed in Kandahar. And though his walkabouts here in Washington were quite different — it’s hard to be alone with a gaggle of Secret Service agents always tailing you — Grant still found them a small comfort. 
 
    He walked through the underground tunnel connecting the O.E.O.B. to the White House, waving cordially to the guards stationed every ten yards. When he came to a secure door, a marine buzzed him through and Adams walked up a stairwell into a back hallway on the outer reaches of the West Wing. From here he walked east, to another set of Marines flanking French doors leading out onto the lawn, which were opened for him so he could stroll the gardens, first rose, then vegetable, and finally wildflower, his favorite spot in Washington that felt more like the back reaches of his parent’s property in North Carolina if he squinted and was able to forget where he actually was. 
 
    As Adams walked the reverse path back to his office, he felt better. Or at least resigned to his situation, to the ill-feeling his phone call with the Kremlin had left in the pit of his stomach. He greeted his secretary warmly, “Hi again, Sally. Can you bring me those numbers for our Air Force base in Guam?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir.” He walked into his office and sat at his desk. The middle drawer, the one to which only he had a key and he had double-checked was locked when he left, was ajar. On top of his cell phone lay a simple, but expensive piece of square stationary. In a beautiful cursive it read, Pull the thread, Mr. Vice President, and the whole world unravels. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Jason asked their server for the check as Steven excused himself to the bathroom. His phone rang, a number with a Texas area code he didn’t recognize. “This is Jason Jefferson,” he answered, expecting it to be an F.B.I. field agent or some other D.O.J. business. “Mr. Jefferson, this is Dr. Paulson at Amarillo Memorial Hospital. We can’t seem to get ahold of your husband.” Jason responded, “He’s in Moscow for work. I haven’t spoken with him in a few days, and he might be impossible to reach. Can I help you with something?” The doctor paused, “Mr. Jefferson, I’m sorry to tell you this over the phone, but your father-in-law had a stroke sometime last night. He’s in a coma, and the prognosis doesn’t look good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    In the hands of Ambassador Anderson’s two security agents, the Range Rover careened at top speed away from the airport and onto the freeway, where they dodged cars eager to put some distance between them and the executive airport. After an explosion, people flee, generally, and especially in this age of terror attacks, when a single explosion often signals a beginning, not an end. Despite the chaos around them, Thom and the ambassador rode in silence on their way back to the embassy. From the console in the front seat, Thom’s cell phone rang again and again, but he dared not ask one of the agents to hand it to him. It was probably Trey or another C.I.A. coworker checking in to make sure he was okay. Maybe even Jason, if the news was reporting a terrorist attack in Moscow. But was it a terrorist attack? Beside Thom, Ambassador Anderson loosened his tie and sat with his eyes closed, clearly focusing on his breathing and rubbing his temples with his index and middle fingers. 
 
    “Can one of you have the office confirm Ambassador Popov was still on that plane?” Anderson finally asked. 
 
    The agent in the passenger seat radioed into the embassy, now just a few blocks away, through his ear piece. Even though he was a C.I.A. agent himself, though admittedly one trained specifically in The Company’s cybersecurity unit, Thom marveled at these security agents, how they kept calm in the most high-stakes situations, and all in trim deep navy suits that made them look less United States federal employee and more straight out of an ad in GQ or Esquire. Thom and his friend Nick played soccer with Drew, a State Department security agent such as these. One Saturday, as he pulled the team’s powder blue knee socks up his thick thighs on a bench in Malcolm X Park back in D.C., Drew told them how all agents are required to train with a Buddhist monk, who teaches them that all stress, all pain, all distraction is chosen, and how to meditate on-the-spot, anywhere and at any time, even if bullets are flying around you, so that you can have the laser focus of the Buddha. Thom had, for a brief three-week span during his sophomore year at Emory, dated a Buddhist, a white boy who was, oddly, a business major from Nashville. Thom fell in love with the boy on their first date, but the Buddhist broke off their fling because he had a laser focus that precluded fun and sex and pleasure altogether, a commitment, he told Thom, that just wasn’t fair to a boyfriend. 
 
    As they turned the corner and approached the compound gates, already swarming with activity, the agent nodded his head and turned to the backseat. “Sir, I’m sorry but CNN is reporting the ambassador was on board when the plane exploded.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Petrov sat at his computer terminal in the basement of an unmarked building near the American embassy, a covert office space used by the G.R.U.’s cybersecurity team, who went in and out of a series of doors using a variety of individual keycodes they had all committed to heart. A plane had just exploded at the executive airport, but their boss at the Kremlin had called immediately to tell Petrov’s team not to worry about it, that the Defense Minister and his staff would be investigating. Petrov thought this strange, but his mind was pondering other thoughts. He had lied to Thom, and though the lie about his job — just simple background checks — was justified, he still felt guilty. Petrov liked Thom. Petrov could see himself falling in love with Thom. 
 
    Petrov wanted to tell his closest friend at work, Demetri, the guy at the terminal next to him who was the same age and came from the same city as Petrov and with whom he always shared a Thursday afternoon beer at the bar down the street when they left the office, but Demetri didn’t know Petrov was gay. Nobody in the G.R.U. did. Or at least nobody that Petrov had told. It wasn’t easy to keep secrets around here. And though all the core departments of the Russian Federation frowned upon homosexuality — a euphemism if Petrov had ever heard of one, he’d heard of the camps, after all — if you were a good analyst and you pledged your loyalty to Mother Russia and didn’t flaunt your life outside of the bedroom, people turned their heads. But this gilded, circuit-boarded closet was not why Petrov had lied to Thom. He had lied to Thom because his unit was tasked with spying on the American embassy, and especially Thom’s friend and mentor, Ambassador Anderson. 
 
    It was a slow Saturday in the office, and after a long breakfast with Thom, then making out with him underneath a stairwell in an alley behind Thom’s hotel, Petrov came in to do some communications sweeps he’d fallen behind on. The process was fairly routine. One of his colleagues, Angelina, had been having an affair with an American embassy staffer, a Marine with a gorgeous set of glutes but lacking the sense to not leave his laptop on her nightstand when he went to take a morning shower. Angelina had installed a virus Petrov created on the computer that, once it connected to the secure embassy server, allowed Petrov an entry portal. The spyware worked so well Petrov was able to monitor everyone’s communications going in and out of the American embassy, from the low-level marine himself all the way up to the ambassador, who used not only his State Department email, but also a Yahoo account (mostly just to look at porn). As he worked, Petrov listened to the newest Beyoncé album, then switched to a Modest Mouse record that reminded him of his strawberry summer with Ivan. He allowed his thoughts to wander back there, to the banks of the Volga and the feel of Ivan’s fruit-sticky skin against his own under the blazing July sun. But then his computer emitted a quick, sharp error message.  
 
    Petrov was suddenly blocked from the communiqué of the embassy’s top-level staff. Someone had built a new firewall, one impenetrable by his spyware. He spent the next three hours trying to get through, launching new viruses into the system and trying every back door he knew of. Finally, he had to admit he was locked out. The firewall was just too strong. And he knew it was put there by Thom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Anderson and Thom sat across from each other in the ambassador’s grand office on the top floor of the embassy. Pine paneled walls enveloped them, walls made from trees felled in the Alaska territory, a strange land of neon lichens and aurora borealis and deep oil preserves that Russia had sold to the United States on March 30, 1867, giving up its desire to expand Mother Russia’s trade power on the Pacific Coast of North America. A great oil painting of William Seward, the Secretary of State who brokered the purchase of Alaska, hung high on the wall behind Anderson’s chair. Seward looked down on Thom and smiled, so it seemed. Thom wondered how Seward could fathom the mess, both digital and on the ground, these two super powers would make of their once cordial relationship. 
 
    The embassy compound was on lock down, but business on the inside hummed as usual. Visa applications were being processed. Agricultural loans were being negotiated. But none of the employees had been at the airport and seen the crash, save for Ambassador Anderson, Thom, and the two security agents who went everywhere with the diplomat, two men currently stationed outside the office doors as Anderson and Thom sipped coffee, but mostly, for the three hours of the lockdown, sat in silence. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend, Paul.” Thom finally said. Though the ambassador was Thom’s friend, he rarely called the man by his first name, preferring, or professionally requiring, the use of sir or Ambassador. Only in vulnerable moments did Thom use Anderson’s first name, and if watching the murder of one of his close friends on a tarmac mere yards away wasn’t one of these moments, Thom didn’t know what was. “Ambassador Popov was a good man. A patriot, but also a world citizen who wanted to see his country become a leader for peace and for good.” 
 
    “I know, I know, he was a good man of integrity and he didn’t deserve…” Just then the speaker on Anderson’s desk lit up and Natalie’s voice rang up, “Sir, I have Mrs. Popov on the phone for you.” Anderson had tried to call the Popovs as soon as they were safe in his office, but he had to leave a message with Mrs. Popov’s assistant. Naturally, she had been busy at the moment. Anderson picked up the phone and even from across the desk, Thom could hear her sobbing. 
 
    “Sylvia, Sylvia, I’m so sorry. I had just been with Andrei in Geneva and he was so happy to come home and spend more time with you down at the sea,” the ambassador told his friend’s wife. They spoke for another 15 minutes, though Thom could hear only one side of the conversation. 
 
    Thom remembered he had never checked his phone. When the agent handed it to him as they exited the Rover in the underground garage below the embassy, Thom had been so shocked he just stuck the phone in his blazer pocket as they rushed into the building. As the ambassador spoke to Popov’s wife, Thom pulled his iPhone out and saw he had missed nine calls, three from a Texas number — strange, he thought, though probably his dad with a new cell phone he didn’t know how to use, and wouldn’t use to call Thom on purpose anyway — one from Petrov, and five from Jason. This was odder. Jason had finally texted him, which he read as Anderson hung up the phone. Call me as soon as you get this, Thom. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anderson asked him. Thom looked up, “Probably nothing. Jason just needs to talk to me. Do you mind if I step out?” 
 
    “No,” the ambassador said, “Not at all. But I’d like you to go to Andrei’s funeral with me on Wednesday. His wife insisted we both be there when I told her you’d been with me as the plane exploded.” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir. I’d be honored,” Thom said, standing, then giving a shy little wave to the ambassador. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” The ambassador laughed, “Take all the time you need. It’s not liking we’re going golfing today,” sweeping his arms around him to the cage where they now found themselves. 
 
    Thom stepped into a small hallway connecting the ambassador’s office to the chamber where his deputies all had offices. The space only contained Natalie’s desk, and she must have stepped away to use the restroom or deliver something to another part of the embassy. He pulled out his phone again and dialed Jason. 
 
    “Hi Jason, I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy day and I was at the airport when the Russian ambassador’s plane exploded. But I’m okay. I’m sorry if I worried you,” Thom said. 
 
    “Thom, Thomas,” Jason interrupted him, using Thom’s proper name, which he did in a strangely sweet way from time to time. “I need to tell you something, and I’m sorry I’m not there to tell you in person. Your father died this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The last time Thom had seen his father, he’d taken Jason back to Amarillo to meet him right after they’d gotten married. He knew better than to ask the man to let Thom and Jason stay in his house, so Thom had booked a room for a weekend at the Hilton by the airport. “An airport Hilton?” Jason had asked, “Can’t we at least stay at a Sheraton or Intercontinental?” Thom laughed, “Honey, I don’t know what kind of place you think the Texas Panhandle is, but it’s not a place people vacation by choice. It’s either the Hilton or a Motel 6. Take your choice.” 
 
    When they arrived in Amarillo, Jason and Thom picked up a rental car, checked in at their hotel, showered, and then Thom showed Jason all his old haunts and the Amarillo sights. This tour took just over 45 minutes. But Thom had made reservations at a new steakhouse in town, one with cloth napkins and a wine list featuring wine from the Texas Hill country near Austin. “Wear a clean shirt,” he’d told his father on the phone last week, and his father had scoffed, “Always trying to make me what I’m not, Tommy.” 
 
    The dinner was uneventful. His father might have not liked the fact that Thom was gay, but he was a quiet ranch man of the Texas plains. Live and let live was his attitude, but don’t tell me all about it. Luckily, Jason knew this and asked Thom’s father about the history of the ranch after the server had taken their dinner orders, steaks all around, wine for Thom and Jason, well whiskey on ice for Thom’s father, whiskey, that is, with an orange twist. When asked about the ranch, the man could talk for an hour straight, and that he did. Through salads and steaks, dessert and a second round of drinks, he told the boys everything, from what tribe had originally inhabited the land to the yields of last season’s cotton crop. He kept talking as the server handed the bill to Thom, and to Jason’s credit, he listened intently, kindly even, asking questions when appropriate, even though farm life held not an iota of interest for him.  
 
    As they left the restaurant, Jason shook Thom’s father’s hand, “It was a pleasure to meet you, sir. We’d love to have you visit us in D.C. before harvest if you can.” 
 
    “Oh,” he answered, “I’m not much on cities. But thank you.” Jason went to the rental as Thom walked his father to his truck. 
 
    “Would it kill you to ask Jason a thing about his life? Or me, your son, a thing about mine? How’s work going? How long have you two known each other? How did you meet? Where have you been on vacation? I don’t know, any of the normal things a parent asks their kid? Especially a kid they talk to once, maybe twice a year?” 
 
    Thom’s father leaned against his truck, draping his arm over the side of its beat-up bed. “Tommy, I’ve never known how to talk to you. I’m sorry. I just don’t.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt you to try,” Thom said, tears welling up in his eyes, “but I guess some shit never changes.” He turned and walked back to the rental car before his father could see him cry, not shaking his hand, not giving him a hug. It was the last thing Thom said to his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Thom slipped his phone back into the breast pocket of his blazer. He stood against the wall, but as he stood there, his knees gave out. He slumped to the floor just outside the office of the American ambassador to the Russian Federation, and cried like he hadn’t cried in years, since his mom’s funeral when he was just a boy. Just then Natalie came back to see her young friend, and went to get the ambassador. Anderson came out and kneeled down to comfort Thom, who explained what had happened between sobs. A stroke. Then a coma. But he had a D.N.R. order on file, so when he had another stroke, and no next of kin they could get ahold of, Thom’s father had died, alone in a dim I.C.U. back in Amarillo, Texas. “He’d probably been planting cotton all week,” Thom said, sobering up, “It’s that time of year.” 
 
    The ambassador walked Thom to his private bathroom, “Take all the time you need. I’ll be waiting here. We can make arrangements to get you home.” 
 
    Thom looked at himself in the mirror, all red-faced. He’d acted like a child in front of his boss, an ambassador, no less, an ambassador on the verge of a potential international crisis. He splashed his face with water from the sink, drying it with the plush towel folded neatly on the vanity. There would be no need to rush back to Amarillo. All his father’s family was long-gone. He had few friends, and they could wait for a short graveside memorial at the ranch’s tiny cemetery. Thom would attend two funerals in the coming days, it struck him. A state funeral for an ambassador who had died under the most suspect and mysterious of circumstances. And a short little service for a man who had died on his ranch under the most typical of circumstances, and alone. 
 
    He pulled his phone out of his pocket, but he didn’t dial Jason. 
 
    “Petrov,” he said, “I’m sorry to bother you at work but…” and he told his new friend about what had happened. 
 
    “I’m going with you to Texas,” Petrov said, “and that is that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    The funeral of Andrei Popov was held at the Church of St. John the Warrior, a cathedral commissioned by Peter the Great on the banks of the Moskva River. The nave holds a strange mish-mash of relics and frescos from across the centuries of the Russian Orthodox Church. During the reign of the Soviet Union, when most religious art was stripped from churches across Russia as religion was deemed an anti-state endeavor, Communist leaders garnered an odd affection for the Church of St. John the Warrior, filling it with art pillaged from across the country and the Eastern Bloc. A menacing Christ with a square, abstract head adorned with a golden inlay crown of thorns looked down on Thom where he sat in the third pew. 
 
    Next to Thom was Ambassador Anderson and his wife. Andrei Popov had been a very renowned statesman, an anti-Communist held as a political prisoner in the late Soviet years, he had held numerous public positions and traveled the globe as a diplomat since the fall. Evidence of his illustrious career filled the pews. The prime ministers of Britain, Thailand, Israel, Germany, and Brazil. Members of the royal families from the Philippines, Sweden, and Saudi Arabia. The foreign ministers of Jordan, France, Columbia, and Japan. Practically all of the Kremlin. And in the second row, on the end of the pew next to the aisle where altar boys carried ornate sterling censers full of fragrant incense to the front of the church, sat the Vice President of the United States of America, Grant Adams. 
 
    Adams was appearing tomorrow at the opening of the new Russian National Children’s Hospital alongside the Russian president. He was at the funeral to represent the United States, Thom knew, but what Thom didn’t know, Adams was also in the second row of the Church of St. John the Warrior to mourn the death of his surprising friend, Andrei Popov. As the priest, dressed in the high tradition of the Orthodox Church, in robes of white and sashes of pure gold spun by hand for thousands of hours, delivered a practiced, steady sermon in a Russian accent Thom found hard to follow, Thom watched the Vice President. In his slim black suit and with his full head of chestnut hair and trim beard, Adams might have well been a basketball coach at some university, or a friendly hometown doctor in his native North Carolina, who frequented the local brewery but kept trim with five mornings a week at crossfit. He was not unattractive, Thom noticed for the first time, but he might be a traitor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams hated funerals, especially ones with all the pomp and circumstance of an official state funeral. Coming back from Afghanistan, he’d served as honor guard at no fewer than seven funerals for buddies from his unit. As a senator, then vice president, he’d attended so many funerals for people he barely knew, if he knew them at all, he’d lost count years ago. But this funeral was different. He knew Andrei Popov, knew the man better than most people suspected. Andrei had been a friend, and when Mrs. Popov entered the church, walking to the front row to sit directly in front of Grant, she turned around and took both his hands into hers before being seated, leaning in to whisper into Grant’s ear, “I need to talk to you before you return to the States.” 
 
    Adams nodded, “Yes ma’m.” He couldn’t shake his last dinner with Popov, the week before Popov traveled to Geneva to meet with other G8 ambassadors. “My friend,” Andrei had said to Grant as they clinked heavy leaded glass tumblers of whiskey, “I have to be honest with you. I’m worried for my country, yes, but worried, too, for my life.” 
 
    Adams had laughed it off, telling Popov he was being paranoid, the phantom limb of his imprisoned life under the Communists. “We shall see,” Popov had said, “we shall see. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    After the funeral, a man — tall and so stereotypical Russian with his blond hair and deep blue green eyes, stoic, though his face betrayed him, as he had been crying — approached Thom and Anderson. Thom recognized the man as Vanya Sutnivik, Popov’s chief of staff for the last decade plus, the man always at his side and most trusted advisor. Sutnivik spoke softly to them, “Good afternoon, gentleman. Ambassador Anderson, Mrs. Popov has requested a private audience with you before the family rides with the body back to the summer home.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Anderson replied, “Thom, if you’ll wait for me here I’m sure this won’t take long.” 
 
    Anderson followed Sutnivik from the foyer back through the church’s vast sanctuary. Bells tolled as dignitaries from all over the world left the cathedral, most of whom would head straight to the executive airport where Popov had been killed a mere five days prior. Sutnivik opened a simple, unmarked door to the left side of the altar, where Mrs. Popov and her assistant waited in a small area used by the priests to dress for services. “Sylvia,” Ambassador Anderson said, walking over to hug his late friend’s wife, “That was such a beautiful service. Your son delivered a eulogy fit for the king Andrei was.” 
 
    “Thank you, Paul. And thank you for all the help you’ve been in the last few days. It is such a comfort to me and the children.” She paused, “Vanya, Rebekah, will you give the ambassador and I a few minutes?” The two left the room, leaving Ambassador Anderson and Mrs. Popov alone. 
 
    She opened the small black purse hanging from her arm, withdrew something Anderson could not yet see into her hand, and snapped the purse shut. Popov’s widow sighed, wiped a single tear from the corner of her eye, and looked Anderson dead in the eyes. “Paul, you know how much Andrei trusted you, yes?” The ambassador nodded. “Not only as a friend,” she continued, “but as a man committed to good.” She began to choke up upon uttering this statement, which could be just as easily applied to her late husband as to his dear friend Ambassador Paul Anderson. Perhaps more so. Sylvia Popov regained her composure and continued, “We don’t have time to, how do you say, beat around the bush, Paul. Neither of us thinks Andrei died because of whatever terrorist group the Russian government will try to pin his death on.” Again, Anderson nodded.  
 
    “Paul, before Andrei left for Geneva, he told me if anything were to happen to him to give you, and only you, this.” She handed Anderson a small, titanium encased flash drive. “Paul, I have no idea what is on this, and I’m not sure I want to know, but Andrei wanted you to have it. I only pray it doesn’t put you in danger.” A quick series of three knocks came from the door Anderson had entered through. “Darling,” Sylvia said, “I’m sorry we don’t have more time to talk, but I have told you everything I know, which is quite nothing. I must hurry to say thank you to a few more friends before we go back home. I trust you understand?” Through the small receiver in his ear, Petrov heard and recorded their entire conversation back in his unmarked office across town. 
 
    “Of course,” Anderson said, opening the door, “And Sylvia, I will keep you posted.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mrs. Popov said, then speaking to the man on the other side of the doorway. “Mr. Vice President, please, come in, friend.” 
 
    As Ambassador Anderson left the chamber, he nodded to the vice president, who nodded back. Hell, Anderson thought to himself, that man is no friend at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Vice President Adams held the door for Ambassador Anderson, who nodded curtly. The two men had never gotten along. Anderson was a career diplomat, Ivy League educated and blue blooded. Adams was a military man, who got his bachelor’s degree at a state school and then joined the Marines so he could send money back to his single mother in rural North Carolina. Their ideologies, like their lineages, could not have been more opposite, even if they were both members of the democratic party. 
 
    Adams closed the door and walked over to Mrs. Popov. “My wife and I are so sorry for your loss. Abigail is sorry she couldn’t join me today.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Vice President. You mean a great deal to me and my family. Forgive my brevity, but we must take my husband back to the sea. You know how much he loved it.” Grant Adams nodded, “Of course. I understand, Mrs. Popov.” She smiled. “Grant, I have just given some digital information to Ambassador Anderson that Andrei had been collecting over the last few years. I have no idea what it is or what it means or what it might necessitate, but Andrei trusted you and Paul more than anyone else in the United States. And sadly, as of late, more than anyone at all at the Kremlin. Before he left for the G8, he instructed me to give Anderson the drive in the case anything happened to him. I think Andrei knew he was in danger, Grant. Can you work with Paul on this, Mr. Vice President?” 
 
    What could Adams say? He took her hand, “Of course I can, Mrs. Popov. For Andrei.” Sylvia’s beautiful, young assistant came back in the room, and Mrs. Popov bid the Vice President farewell. 
 
    As Adams walked back through the nave flanked by two Secret Service agents, he worried over this information. What it might mean for him and his family. And how he could work both with and against Ambassador Anderson. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Thom and the ambassador climbed into the backseat of the embassy’s Range Rover. As soon as they pulled away from the church, its spires disappearing behind a row of ancient pines behind them, Anderson pushed a button to raise the sound-proof glass barrier between the front and back seats. He didn’t need to offer an explanation to the agents in the front, used to the glass going up and down at will as the ambassador needed to speak in private with a passenger or on his telephone. 
 
    The ambassador pulled a small flash drive from the breast pocket of his suit. “Sylvia Popov just gave me this, Thom. Andrei suspected he was in danger. And he told her to give me this in the case he was to succumb to that danger.” Anderson handed the flash drive to Thom, who turned it over in his hand. “Not an official communique holder,” Thom said, “There’s no Russian Foreign Service stamp or external lock on it. I’ll have to run it and see what we have on our hands.” 
 
    Anderson wasn’t surprised his friend was using a personal drive to store information, especially if he suspected he was vulnerable at the hands of his own government. He took the drive back from Thom and slipped it back into his blazer. “Let’s worry about his when you get back from Texas, Thom. Andrei is dead, and whatever is on here won’t bring him back.” 
 
    Thom thought this nonchalance odd, but his friend was right. The information would likely be highly encrypted anyway, and he couldn’t make much progress before he left for Amarillo the next day. Jason would meet him there, having booked two rooms at the Hilton, saying he wanted to be there for Thom, of course, but it had been a long time since they’d slept soundly next to each other. Thom pulled out his phone and checked for a message from Petrov. On the day four days prior that both Andrei Popov and Thom’s father had died, Petrov sweetly demanded to go to Texas with Thom. 
 
    And yet, Thom’s text messages and phone calls to Petrov had gone unanswered ever since. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom was, quite literally, travelling back in time.  
 
    He boarded a flight at Moscow’s Sheremetyevo International Airport at 4:30 on Thursday morning, the day after Popov’s funeral. Thom had tried to sleep after the service, but to no avail. Like the younger college lad he had been, he was nervous about going home. Or about going to the place that had once been home. He arrived in Amsterdam at 4: 15 in the morning local time, with just enough time to catch his long-haul flight to Dallas. At ten hours and thirty-five minutes, Thom was glad Natalie had bucked State Department protocol and booked him in first class. He would need to thank her for this kindness. Natalie had been with the ambassador for 15 years. She had started as his scheduler and risen with him through the ranks of the C.I.A. When he left The Company for State, she left, too. She traveled everywhere with Anderson, taking care of every detail of every one of his days seamlessly, and caring, too, for the people Anderson cared about. Natalie, who never married and never had children and whose personal life was rather a mystery, had a soft spot for Thom, viewing him like a beloved son, just like Ambassador Anderson viewed him. 
 
    As Thom sat in his plush first class seat, he took out the small notebook from his pocket, the place he kept copious to-do lists, often in code, and wrote down “thank Natalie.” A flight attendant brought Thom a cashmere blanket and fresh pillow, and he asked her not for coffee or tea, but for a whiskey neat, orange twist. “Are you sure, sir?” she asked him, “It’s only 5:20 in the morning.” He smiled, “I’m sure. I’m trying to sleep and the drink will help.” She smiled back at him, took another passenger’s drink order, and left for the galley. Thom reached into the small backpack at his feet, unzipping the front pocket and retrieving a prescription bottle. Clonazepam, the anti-anxiety medicine Thom rarely took, and hid ever taking from his doctors at the C.I.A. He opened the bottle, dry-swallowed two of the small pink pills, sat back, closed his eyes, and waited for the flight attendant to return with his whiskey. As he drifted towards a tenuous sleep, Thom hummed Ottis Redding’s smash “(Sittin' On) The Dock of the Bay,” snoring lightly by the time he reached the line “Looks like nothin's gonna come my way.” 
 
    By the time the flight attendant did return, Thom was dead to the world. She reached over to close the window shade and pulled the blanket up to his chest. Thom didn’t wake up until they began their final descent into Dallas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The room where Petrov sat was not cold, or damp, or any of the things one would expect for a room used for interrogations and coercions. He sat, not handcuffed or blindfolded, but without his cellphone or laptop or any communications device for the fifth day in a row, on a down-filled sofa slip covered in clean, soft white linen. The sofa was flanked by two buttery leather club chairs and faced a flat-screen television with thousands of international stations. In Russia, Rossyia-1 was reporting on the conclusion of the investigation into the terrorist bombing of Ambassador Andrei Popov’s foreign ministry plane. Chechnyan extremists, the correspondent told the camera, posed beside the tarmac at the executive airport, where planes of foreign dignitaries in town for Popov’s funeral were already taking off. Petrov thought Popov an odd target for Chechnyans, but he changed the channel without thinking twice. The BBC was reporting on protests outside the Queen’s residence in Edinburgh. CNN covered midterm congressional elections in the United States, and Japanese InfoNews featured an interview with an engineer designing metal trusses able to withstand an earthquake measuring an eight on the Richter Scale. 
 
    Five days ago, right after the phone call during which Thom told Petrov about his father’s death back in Texas, G.R.U. agents entered Petrov’s office and asked he come with them peacefully. They drove him to another unmarked building beside a small lake on Moscow’s southern edge, brought him to this room. Once there they asked Petrov to spy on his new boyfriend. They asked this quite calmly, and without much hint of asking, but rather telling. Petrov protested at the label of boyfriend, and the agents laid out a series of photographs before him. Petrov and Thom having breakfast at Kabinet. Walking through the park on a bright Saturday morning. Kissing in an alley. Lying together, naked, in a bed at the Metropol Hotel. 
 
    Petrov lowered his head. One of the agents cleared his throat, “We will give you some time to think about your decision.” Petrov knew they wouldn’t let him leave this place unless he agreed to spy on Thom, to use him on behalf of Mother Russia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    When Thom landed in Dallas, he was in no rush to get off the plane. He was in no rush to pass through customs and in no rush to collect his single suitcase from baggage claim. He was in no rush to get Amarillo, and that is why he had told Natalie not to book a final connecting flight into his hometown. He would rent a car in Dallas and drive the six hours west. 
 
    Which is what he did now. He walked to the Alamo counter and asked for a Jeep Wrangler. As soon as he asked for this car, he laughed, remembering the Jeep he’d driven away from the ranch all the way to Atlanta for college and then north to D.C. for graduate school, a Jeep he’d poured so much money into fixing over the years and only gave up when Jason complained the Wrangler guzzled too much gas and was both irresponsible and juvenile on so many levels, eventually guilting Thom into selling it to some teenager way out in Chantilly, Virginia. But he was asking for the car to go meet Jason now and to bury his father, events he wondered if were leading to an early-onset mid-life crisis. The agent gave Thom a series of forms to fill out, took his credit card and drivers license, returned with the keys, and wished Thom a safe and fun trip. 
 
    In the parking lot, Jason threw his bags down next to the slick black Jeep Wrangler, much fancier than the model from his youth he had been fanaticizing about. He worked his way around the car, taking off its hard-shell top and placing the pieces in their built-in compartment. Into the passenger seat he flung his backpack, and in the backseat his suitcase. He pulled out of the airport, and within twenty minutes he was on Highway 287, the two-laner that would take him from DFW all the way to Amarillo.  
 
    Thom tuned the radio to a station playing all hits from his teen years in the 1990s. Third Eye Blind, Goo Goo Dolls, No Doubt, Matchbox 20, Green Day. This playlist was pure nostalgia, perfect for his drive home, reminding Thom of the hours he spent in his bedroom at the ranch, listening to the radio and thinking, like every teenager thinks, but especially a young gay one on the plains of West Texas, that nobody understood him. It was a parade of songs he hadn’t listened to in years, but songs, it struck him now, he knew every word to. Thom was thankful for the time he had to drive and think before he went back to Moscow. He glanced at his phone. Still no message from Petrov. Why was he so concerned? They’d spent one night together. But it had been the best night he could remember in years, and that didn’t bode well for what he had to think through.  
 
    As Weezer broke into chorus — “Say it ain’t so, your drug is a heartbreaker. Say it ain’t so, my love is a life-taker” — Thom’s thoughts turned to Jason. And as he drove for the next five hours, he went back and forth on the likelihood he would leave Texas still blissfully married. When he pulled into the parking lot of the Amarillo Hilton around 6:30 that night, he still wasn’t sure he could fix his marriage. Or that he wanted to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    There were two safes in Ambassador Anderson’s office, both hidden from plain sight. The first, for official State business, was as big as a small refrigerator and installed behind the painting of William Henry Seward overlooking the expansive mahogany desk. It required an elaborate nine-digit code be entered on a keypad and a retina scan. Those with top security clearance with the State Department, mostly Anderson and his deputy ambassadors, had access to this safe, which held mostly correspondence, gathered intelligence information, and diplomatic passports. 
 
    The other safe was even more cleverly hidden, as it was placed in direct sight of everyone who entered the ambassador’s office. A large urn placed in the middle of a bookcase was thought, so the plaque upon its base proclaimed, to contain the ashes of Anderson’s dear mother. In reality, Mrs. Jaqueline Roosevelt-Anderson was buried on her family’s estate, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean in Newport, Rhode Island. A painting of her hung in a building she’d commissioned at Brown University, and a bust of her sat atop a marble obelisk in the lobby of the Daughters of the American Revolution headquarters in Washington, D.C. But none of her ashes were Moscow, and in fact, she had not been cremated at all. If one were to slide off the false front of one of the square urn’s sides, one would find a panel with a keypad requiring a sixteen-digit code and an infrared scanner upon which one placed their thumb. The only ones who knew about this safe, the only ones who had the sixteen-digit code and the totally unique thumb prints that allowed entry, were Ambassador Paul Anderson and his trusted assistant, Natalie Simpson. 
 
    Anderson walked over to the bookcase and performed his liturgy of secrets. “Hi, mom,” he said, laughing at himself like he always did. Then he looked over his shoulder to make sure no one else was in the room, as if he didn’t already know this, and slid the false side off of the heavy urn. Anderson keyed in the code, a combination of his children’s Social Security numbers and the latitudinal coordinates of his cabin on the coast of Maryland. He then placed his thumb lightly on the sensor beside the keypad. A tiny light flashed once, then twice, in quick succession, followed by the infinitesimal sound of gears unlocking just below the cool marble surface of the container. When the sound stopped, Anderson popped the top off the urn, lifted a graphite colored interior shell up, and carried this to his desk. 
 
    Placing the box on his desk, Anderson continued the ritual only he had ever performed. He checked the contents of the box one by one. Two passports bearing his photo but pseudonyms. $10,000 in American dollars, and half as much in Russian Rubles, Japanese Yen, and Euros, all in tight clips ready to be slipped into a coat pocket or briefcase with ease. A 19mm SIG-Sauer P228, standard issue sidearm for C.I.A. agents from 1992 until 1998, and still Anderson favorite weapon in Company history. He placed these items back in the box one by one, and on top of it all, now placed the flash drive Sylvia Popov had given him at her husband’s funeral. Anderson walked the box back over to the bookcase and reversed the process to secure it back into place. “Bye, mom,” he said, slipping the false side back onto the urn. 
 
    The speaker on his desk lit up, then Natalie’s voice came through, “Sir, the Vice President is here to see you.” 
 
    Adams was in town for the funeral and the opening of a new children’s hospital. It wasn’t so strange, this visit. When he was in congress, children’s health had been Adams’ pet issue. But it was strange the embassy hadn’t been formally notified of an administration official’s visit. Such a supposed coincidence only served to strengthen Anderson’ suspension that Adams was working for the Russians. But he couldn’t turn the V.P. away. “Bring him in,” Anderson said to Natalie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Jason was waiting for Thom at the bar just off the lobby of the Amarillo Hilton, a combination sports and western-themed bar serving cheap beer and wine and nachos and chicken strips, a bar simply called Reggie’s. He sat at a high-top table with two barstools and a giant glass of red wine the bartender had poured from a box below the counter. Outside the window beside Jason, a few children splashed in the outdoor pool as a man whom Jason took to be their father read a paperback in a plastic white lounger. Thom put his hand on Jason’s shoulder as he approached from behind. 
 
    Startled, Jason slipped off his barstool to embrace Thom, though he didn’t kiss him. Thom didn’t kiss Jason either, and neither of them knew if the kiss was missing because of where they were or how they were. “You have to be exhausted,” Jason told his husband, asking, “What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “Thank you, Jace,” Thom said, “I’ll have a BudLight.” Jason sighed, “You can take the homo out of Texas, but you can’t take the Texas…” and walked to the bar. When he returned with a bottle for Thom, and a new glass of wine for himself, Jason asked Thom about work, which Thom shrugged off, saying, “Oh, you don’t want to hear about boring analyst shit,” and smiling. Jason didn’t, and he was just being nice. Or stalling. “I haven’t gotten to tell you,” he said to Thom, “Or not really, at least. I know your relationship with your father was strained, to say the least, but I’m sorry he passed before you could see him again. Before you could make things right.” Thom sipped his beer, then snorted, “I’m not sure time would have helped us.” Jason reached across the table and took Thom’s free hand into his. “Are you okay?” 
 
    As their fingers laced, Thom suddenly remembered a thing he loved about Jason. How he could push you so far away or hold onto you too tightly, how he’d be so self-centered and unaware he moved through the world in a way very few people were able to, how he’d drive you to the edge of asking for a divorce and then lightly hold your hand and ask if you were okay and you would know in that moment how much you loved him, have always loved him, will always love him. It drove Thom crazy, but it worked. “I haven’t been letting myself think about it, to be honest,” Thom said, beginning to cry for the first time since collapsing outside the ambassador’s office. 
 
    Jason scooted off of his barstool and walked around the table to Thom, taking his husband into his arms and holding him tightly as the man sobbed. If anyone in the bar was looking, neither Jason, nor Thom cared. Thom just pressed his face into Jason’s chest and cried until he was done crying. A few minutes later, Thom looked up at his husband, the man whom he’d been with for the last eight years—many of them happy, even if not all—and kissed Jason, a kiss that caught Jason off-guard, but was returned with a fervor neither of them had felt in a year, maybe even two. Grief does that, and this fact is sickening, maybe, but also honest. 
 
    They would not make out in this hotel bar, they were not that kind of couple, so Thom broke the kiss and laughed, “You’re sweet when you want to be.” Jason returned to his seat and took a sip of wine. Thom turned to wipe his eyes and looked out the window towards the pool. A man was dangling his legs into the water, perched on the pool’s edge checking his cellphone. Thom looked up to his face, and his breath caught in his throat. It was Steven, Jason’s ex-boyfriend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom didn’t give Jason a chance to answer. 
 
    He jumped up from the table and ran out of the bar, tearing through the lobby and turning a corner so fast he smacked hard into the double glass doors leading out to the pool. “What the hell are you doing here, Steven?” Thom yelled, his normal soft baritone both booming and half an octave higher in pitch. Steven looked up from his phone as Thom jumped into the pool. Jason had now joined them in the courtyard, and just as Steven looked to him with a what-the-hell-you-told-me-you-were-taking-him-out-for-a-drink raise of the eyebrows, Thom reached Steven on the opposite side of the pool. He pulled his husband’s ex-boyfriend, inexplicably here in the city where the couple was to bury Thom’s father, inexplicably with Jason in this dusty city in the Texas Panhandle, into the pool, wrestled him to the bottom, and pinned his shoulders against the concrete three feet below the water’s surface.  
 
    “Why are you hereeeee, mother fuckerrrrr?” Thom’s voice reverberated through the soft green glow of the heavily chlorinated pool water, glowing oddly in the dusty Texan dusk. 
 
    Jason kicked off his soft leather loafers and laid his cell phone, wallet, and keys on a white plastic lounge chair. For a split second, he moved to take off his watch, too, but remembered it was a diving model safe to 3,000 meters below the sea’s surface. (Jason was not a diver. He just liked the look of the watch, which his father bought him last Christmas.) Only then did Jason jump into the pool, paddle to the other side, and yank his husband off of his ex-boyfriend. Or his boyfriend. Jason hadn’t spent much time thinking about who Steven was to him now. When they had broken up the first time, it was true Jason had never quite gotten over Steven, even though he fell for Thom fast and hard. It was tough to not fall in love with Thom. He was funny, without trying too hard, successful, self-confident without being cocky, and beautiful. Even as he shook Steven beneath the water, Thom struck Jason as the most understatedly sexy man he’d ever known, or likely ever would, his swollen trap muscles pulsing underneath his wet t-shirt as he bounced in and out of the water. But even if he couldn’t admit it then, Jason knew things were over with Thom the second he asked Steven to breakfast just a couple of weeks ago.  
 
    And even more so when Thom’s father had died. Jason should have come to Amarillo alone to be with his husband, even if in name only, but instead he booked two rooms at the Hilton and asked Steven to come with him. Sure, he had asked Steven to stay out of sight until Jason and Thom could arrange the funeral and have the talk they needed to have. But that hadn’t happened, so here Jason was, grabbing Thom’s shoulders in a pool he’d normally never step foot in and pulling him off of Steven. 
 
    “Thom, Thom, get ahold of yourself!” Jason yelled, pulling his husband out of the water. Steven surfaced, too, gasping for air. “What the hell, Thom!” he yelled in between breaths. Thom shrugged off Jason’s hand lingering on his shoulder, “Why did you bring him here, Jason? I know things have been rough between us…” 
 
    Steven interrupted, “That’s an understatement,” but Jason shot him a look that made him shut up. Steven swam to the other end of the pool, got out, and perched on a chair so Thom and Jason could talk. Thom rolled his eyes, then continued, “I know things have been rough between us, that we were both thinking about ending it, but did you have to bring him here to Texas? To my goddamn father’s funeral?” Jason sighed, then shrugged, “I don’t know why I did it Thom. I’m sorry.”  
 
    For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Thom coughed, then asked, “It’s over, isn’t it? Us, I mean.” Jason nodded. Neither of them cried.  
 
    Thom said, “I need to take care of things here, but when you get back to Washington tomorrow, just call the movers, give them my credit card, and have them put my stuff in storage. I’ll find a place to live when I get back.” He paused. “And I don’t know when I’ll be back,” Thom said, as much a realization as a statement of fact. “You don’t want me to stay and help with the funeral?” Jason asked. Thom shook his head, gave his husband a hug, turned, and lifted himself out of the pool. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Thom’s shoes burped up a puddle of pool water with every step as he crossed the lobby of the Hilton. He took the elevator to the third floor where, naturally, his room was at the opposite end of the long hallway. He slid off his shoes and walked the length of the hotel, his bare feet leaving damp footprints on the gaudy carpet, deep red and patterned with creeping green ivy and gold ropes. When he reached room 347, Thom pulled the room card out of his front pocket and realized his phone, also in his pocket, was soaked. “Shit,” he muttered, letting himself into the room and tossing the phone onto the bed. 
 
    Thom stripped and stood naked in front of the room’s AC unit, staring out the window at the Amarillo airport. On the edge of a town like Amarillo, even from a third story you have  pretty much an unobstructed view for miles and miles. Thom’s room faced east, and he watched an airplane take off, probably to Dallas or Denver, maybe Chicago. As he watched the jet climb, Thom had an idea. He pulled his laptop out of his backpack and connected to the hotel’s wi-fi. Opening Skype, he messaged Trey, Call me on here. No more than three minutes later, Skype lit up and suddenly Trey was on Thom’s computer screen, laughing, “Oh honey! Am I getting a show tonight, or what?” Thom blushed. He’d forgotten he was naked. “Sorry!” he yelled, holding the laptop up and lying down on the bed so just his face showed. “You know I don’t mind, cowboy,” Trey replied. It was good to see his old friend. It was exactly what Thom needed. 
 
    Thom told Trey about the last few hours, and when he finished, Trey reacted as expected. “Good riddance to that bitchy queen,” he told Thom, who knew Trey had never liked Jason, “Now I get you all to myself.” Thom laughed as Trey became distracted on his end of the Skype call. For a few minutes they sat in silence, which was fine. Trey was one of the most nimble C.I.A. digital analysts Thom knew, and he had no doubt Trey was designing some spyware virus that would ruin Jason’s social life in a matter of hours. “Okay,” Trey finally said, “I have to get out to Dulles now. I’ll catch the red-eye to Dallas and then the first connecting flight to Amarillo, landing at 7:45 in the morning. You better be there to pick up.” 
 
    “Trey!” Thom exclaimed, “You don’t have to come all the way out here. I’m fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” his old friend replied, “Your husband cheated on you, your father dropped dead, and I haven’t slept with a cowboy in far too long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Petrov decided to walk back to his apartment. It was a long walk — probably 10 kilometers — but he needed the time to think. He’d been cooped up in the building for five days straight, too, and it felt good to walk underneath a bright, late April sun. Petrov left the building and headed north along the bike paths next to the river. Finally alone, he pulled out his phone. A few missed calls from various friends and a couple from his parents, who wanted to make plans for his summer visit, Petrov also had no fewer than 17 missed calls and 20 increasingly panicked text messages from Thom. His heart sank. Even though Petrov had told him he wanted to go back to Texas with him, Thom probably thought Petrov was ghosting him, that he wanted their fling to be a one-night stand and was avoiding him. Quite the contrary, and as he walked, Petrov hoped Thom had reasoned there was a G.R.U. emergency that took him off the grid, which he supposed was the truth, and the story Petrov would have to tell Thom. Given his own job in the C.I.A., Thom would understand, Petrov hoped, and not ask too many questions. 
 
    He came to a bend in the river where a mother watched two young boys splash in a small tidal pool. Petrov dialed Thom’s number, but the call went straight to voicemail. Or Thom had blocked his number. He wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “Darling, I’m so incredibly sorry,” Petrov said, “Please call me and I can explain everything to you.” Even though he knew he couldn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    At 7:45 in the morning, after a night of a single Clonazepam and sleeping soundly in the hard-as-a-rock bed, Thom was idling in the Jeep Wrangler outside of the Amarillo Airport baggage claim. He felt better, even surprisingly so, now that he was, for all intents and purposes, a single man. He’d gotten up early, ran five miles, then done as many pushups as he could before collapsing on the floor beside his bed. He showered, shaved, and dressed in dark denim jeans that hugged his thighs and ass perfectly, with a vintage Dallas Cowboys t-shirt Trey had given him years ago. “I hate football,” he’d told his friend, rejecting the national sport of his native Texas. “It doesn’t matter,” Trey had told him, “It’ll look hella cute on you.” 
 
    “Girl, you are ten years too early to be driving a mid-life crisis like this,” Thom heard from behind him. Trey dropped his small suitcase in the backseat of the Jeep, and Thom jumped out of the car to hug his friend. “Thank you for coming,” he held Trey tightly, “Really, it means the world to me.” Trey pushed him off, “I am not going to blow you, Thom, so don’t even ask.” They laughed, climbed into the car, and drove away from the airport. 
 
    “So this is Am-a-ril-lllll-o?” Trey asked, trilling the “L” in the city’s name like a cartoon songbird. “This is it,” Thom answered, “Welcome to the Wild West. I figured we’d get the stuff with my dad over with this morning, if that’s okay?” Trey looked at him, “Honey, I’m not dressed for a funeral. And neither are you. What time do we need to be there?” 
 
    Thom explained there would be no funeral. They just needed to pick up his father’s ashes at the crematory and meet the lawyer out at the ranch at 11:00. “Okay,” Trey said, unsure if this was actually okay, or just Thom’s typical evasion of the tragedy before him, “Okay, well take me out for a real Texas breakfast first then.” 
 
    “Just what I was thinking,” Thom said, turning up some country song neither of them knew. They drove to the other edge of the city out by the stockyards, where a small café, Circle S Feedlot, was perched between a slaughter house and a cotton field. “Well, it doesn’t get more Texas than this,” Trey laughed as they walked in, though he ate every bite of the giant meal they shared: sweet potato pancakes, eggs fried in bacon grease, a double serving of biscuits-n-gravy, cheddar cheese grits, and black coffee they made drinkable with heavy doses of cream and sugar. “This coffee reminds me of Petrov,” Thom suddenly said, “He likes it too sweet.” 
 
    “Oh yes! Show me a picture of this Ruskie. I can’t believe he doesn’t have Facebook and his official G.R.U. photo was blurry.” 
 
    “You looked him up?” Thom asked, laughing, though not at all surprised that Trey had looked into the man Thom was sleeping with. Then he remembered, “Shit, my phone is back in the room. Drying out in rice, remember?” Trey laughed, too. “To be honest, I’m mourning more the potential loss of your phone than the end of your marriage. Does that make me a bad friend?” 
 
    Thom had no idea that Petrov was the one now desperately trying to call him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Ambassador,” Vice President Adams tried to speak cordially as he strode across the office to shake Anderson’s hand, but lying, “It’s good to see you. I wish it were under happier circumstances.” 
 
    Now it was Anderson’s turn to lie, “It’s very good to see you, too, Grant. Shall we?” He swept his arm to the seating area at one end of the room, a grouping of deep, mossy green leather couches with an antique gold-leaf coffee table between them. Adams didn’t care that Anderson always used his first name, but it irked him that the ambassador was so capable of making him feel like a child. The men sat, though neither spoke for a minute, maybe two. “So,” Anderson finally said, “You’re in town to help open the new children’s hospital? That’s wonderful. How can I help you?” 
 
    Adams knew Anderson thought the visit odd, though he couldn’t quite pinpoint why. “Actually,” the Vice President said, “That’s not why I came to see you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Anderson didn’t know where this was going, and he didn’t particularly care. Anderson thought of Grant Adams as an incapable hillbilly who had gotten high in the party based on his good looks and good luck alone, certainly not on his brains or pedigree. Anderson despised Adams, truth be told, and men like him. 
 
    “Yessir,” Adams said, “We were both close to Andrei, as you know.” Anderson had always found his friend’s affections for the American vice president odd, even frustrating, but he nodded, so Adams pushed forward. “Well, Mrs. Popov told me she had given you some information Andrei had been collecting, and that she wanted me to work with you on investigating what it was, and if it had possibly led to his murder.” 
 
    Anderson was shocked, though he knew better than to let it show. Why would Sylvia tell the vice president this? She knew they didn’t get along, and that he thought very lowly, if he thought anything at all, about Grant Adams. And now he was supposed to work with this military grunt on an intelligence issue? Anderson thought not. 
 
    “Oh Sylvia, she must be so upset. Andrei gave me some documents by mistake a few weeks ago. Not anything sensitive, just standard issue oil drilling reports from Russian researchers near Alaska. But I gave them back to him before he died. Nothing out of the ordinary.” Anderson would sooner vacation in Siberia than bring Adams in on his suspicions, suspicions which largely centered upon the vice president himself and possible treason. 
 
    “Yes,” Adams stared deadly at Anderson, “She must have been mistaken.” The vice president stood, straightened his suit pants with the palms of his hands, “Well, I won’t take up any more of your time. And I don’t want to be late to the hospital ceremony.” 
 
    “You certainly don’t,” Anderson stood, shaking Adams’ hand once more and ushering him to the door. Both men knew the other was lying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    By the time Petrov walked for nearly two hours back to his apartment, he had called Thom five times. Each of these five times, the call went straight to voicemail. “This,” Petrov said aloud as he unlocked the door to his apartment, “is the clinical definition of insanity: repeating an action and then expecting different results.” After leaving a fifth message, a fifth apology and fifth plead for Thom to return his call as soon as he could, Petrov was deeply disgusted with himself. He paced around his apartment as his cat, an orange tabby named Jinx, purred in pursuit. Petrov leaned down and scratched Jinx between the ears. “I’m sorry, comrade,” he told the cat, and poured a large scoop of dry kitty kibble into the bowl on the kitchen counter. He hummed Aretha Franklin’s “I Say a Little Prayer,” Thom’s favorite song, and when he realized what he was doing, a tear came to his eye. Petrov watched the cat eat like he hadn’t eaten in days, which of course he hadn’t, and then, once full, pounce off the counter and pad off to the bathroom, where he would drink from the leaky faucet in the bathtub, a leak neither Petrov, nor his building’s superintendent, was ever able to keep fixed. 
 
    Petrov knew he would be useless at work today, and that the agents who took him had told his unit that Petrov had taken off to Samara for a cousin’s funeral. Even though he had just walked for hours, he was also restless, and didn’t know when he’d hear from Thom. Petrov changed out of his jeans and shirt, tossing them in the corner after smelling how badly they reeked from five days of wear. He slipped on a pair of bright blue Adidas compression shorts, a white tank top, and red shorts tight on his thighs. Petrov slipped out of his apartment, locking the door behind him, and began jogging as soon as he hit the building’s central stairwell. 
 
    Drago was surprised to see Petrov when he jogged into Drago’s Boxing Gym, at the corner of Runovskiy and Ulitsa Streets. Normally, Petrov trained with Drago every morning before work, showering in the gym’s tiny locker room before walking across the street and down the block to his own unmarked office. “I was worried you had died on me, kid! It’s good to see you,” Drago said, patting his favorite trainee on the back and leading him to an empty ring on the other side of the gym, “Is everything okay?” Petrov was glad his coach was only asking as a courtesy, “Ja, ja. My cousin died and my parents asked that I come home for a few days. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before skipping town.” Drago shrugged, “It’s fine, brother, I was just worried. Are you ready to sweat?” Petrov smiled, and nodded his head. His coach slapped his ass, “Grab a rope and let’s get to it.” 
 
    It was already hot in the ill-ventilated room, a room Moscow’s brightest young boxers had been sparring in since five in the morning so that it now smelled of musk and exhaustion. And even though Petrov had been off his training regimen for nearly a week, Drago took him through the ringer. Two minutes jumping rope, two minutes speed bag, two minutes jumping rope, two minutes speed bag, without a break for a solid half hour. Then Drago spotted Petrov on the bench press, working the boy up to 325 pounds, when Petrov thought his arms might give up. And though Petrov hoped they were done for the day, Drago put him in the ring with a sparring partner, yelling his young boxers around and around the ring for another 20 minutes. When Drago finally yelled, “That’s enough, boys!” Petrov collapsed against the ropes and laughed at his friend, “Christ, coach! You went full Soviet on me today, didn’t you?” Drago laughed, “You’d never survive in one of the camps, kiddo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    As Thom drove them to the crematory, Trey answered a few work emails on his phone and Thom listened to NPR. No major news from Russia, and the world seemed relatively quiet this morning. An earthquake in Argentina had damaged some buildings on the south side of Buenos Aires, but nobody was seriously injured. In Ethiopia, a new president was being sworn in, the country’s first female head of state, who had the backing of opposing factions and hoped to bring peace and economic stability to the region. Whitney Houston was being sworn in to the Rock-n-Roll Hall of Fame, a ceremony with a tribute performance of her hits sung by Beyoncé. Trey grunted, “Damn idiot,” and then dictated a reply email to his supervisor, whom no one on the cybersecurity team enjoyed working for. He turned to Thom, “You’re lucky to be on special assignment. Gerald’s been a real shit show these past few weeks.” 
 
    It was strange to be without his phone, disconnected from his job, even for a few hours. Always duty-bound, Thom had emailed Ambassador Anderson last night to let him know his phone was drying out, but that’d he check his email when he could. Anderson had responded almost immediately, telling Thom that Vice President Adams had stopped by his office, but that they could talk about it when Thom got back that weekend. He ordered Thom to enjoy his time with Jason and to focus on being home, not asking, Thom was thankful, what had happened to his phone. Thom replied, thanking his boss, his dear friend, for his kindness, and leaving the story about his trip home so far for when he returned to Moscow. When he pulled the Jeep into the lot beside the crematory, he parked and sighed, not turning to his friend or taking off his sunglasses quite yet. “This is strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What?” Trey asked, “Picking up the ashes of your estranged father while you’re home for a couple of days from a mysterious assignment in Moscow? Not strange at all.” This made Thom laugh. Of course Trey hadn’t believed the story about a new network install in the embassy. They’d never send such a high-level cyber agent for that kind of job. “Let’s go pick up Dad,” Thom said before he lost the nerve and gave in to his urge to drive straight to the airport and never deal with any of this, never look back on Amarillo again. 
 
    Thom and Trey entered the lobby of Potter County Crematory Services, LLC, and were promptly led to a smaller room set aside for folks picking up the burnt bodies of their loved ones. This room was clearly decorated by a woman with a penchant for sheep and the Psalms and a credit card to Hobby Lobby. The edges of the room were lined with fake ficus trees uplit by white can lights plugged into a series of power strips. One wall was covered by a mural of a lush Middle Eastern canyon where a white shepherd perched among his flock. Thom and Trey turned in a circle to read the hand-painted border lining the top of every wall. “The Lord is my Shepherd” over and over and over.  
 
    As they fought the urge to laugh, Thom and Trey turned their attention to the circular table at the center of the room, where a black plastic box held the ashes of Thom’s father. This was the first time Thom and his father had seen each other in nearly three years. Thom thought, too bad his father wasn’t really here to enjoy their reunion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Vice President Grant Adams was driven from the American Embassy to the beautiful new hospital on the bank of Moskva just north of the Church of St. John the Warrior, where’d he’d been the previous afternoon. A cathedral to the new Russia—a Russia of innovation and progress made of steel and glass punctuated by bright solar panels—the hospital glittered in the sun and had drawn quite a crowd for its grand opening. Adams Secret Service agents were so accustomed to the streets of Moscow at this point that they knew the best routes to every major point in the city. Within 15 minutes, they were passing through a series of gates and the gathered crowds to the underground garage below the hospital’s emergency ward. 
 
    Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov was there to greet the vice president’s small motorcade upon arrival. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Vice President!” Plankov said as Adams’ limousine door was opened to where he stood on the sidewalk. “Before we go upstairs, may I have a word?” Adams couldn’t refuse. In a throwback to Cold War espionage tactics, Adams had succumb to a plot pulled straight from a K.G.B. textbook. The nanny with whom Adams had carried on an affair for his first year in the vice presidency was a Russian mole. An affair for a vice president with a conservative base was bad enough, especially an affair with his children’s nanny. But the Russians held a deeper secret about the vice president’s affair. The honeypot had worked because the nanny presented herself to Adams as a closet dominatrix. A closet submissive, Adams was putty in her hands. The Russians had audio, video, and a whole catalog of pictures that could ruin Adams life in the public sector altogether: the vice president tied to a bed, a ball-gag in his mouth and blindfold across his face as the younger nanny whipped him with a cat of nine tails. 
 
    In short, the Russians now had a hold over Vice President Grant Adams, a hold Plankov was all-too-ready to exploit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive so you can hold your dad?” Trey asked from the passenger seat, the black box containing Thom’s father’s ashes held snuggly between his legs. Thom turned on the Jeep and pulled out of the parking lot, navigating to the highway that headed south out of town. “Nah,” he laughed, “I’m good.” 
 
    The last time Thom had been on his father’s ranch, he was 18 years old and preparing to leave for Emory. A few months later, when Thom wondered aloud if he needed to come home for Christmas on one of their monthly phone calls, his father had said, “If you need to save the money, don’t worry about it.” Those monthly phone calls had then become every few months, and from there, Thom could remember six month stretches he didn’t communicate with his only living relative. Thom and Trey drove mostly in silence, and when they hit the highway, it was hard to hear the soft voices of NPR as the strong winds circled about them in the topless Jeep. Thom switched the radio off and drove 14 miles south out of the city, if Amarillo can be called that, exiting amidst a billboard for Palo Duro Canyon and beside a single Phillips-66 gas station, where he had pumped gas and bought beer countless times as a teenager. 
 
    From the highway, they turned onto Farm Road 7429 and drove west another two miles. Then Thom stopped the Jeep at a packed dirt road with a cattleguard and a small gate, Triple T Ranch emblazoned in a rusty steel logo overhead. They looked around them for a bit. The ranch was big, though smaller than it once had been. About 75 acres now. This dirt road separated, too, his father’s two endeavors: grazing fields for longhorns to the east, cotton fields beginning to sprout to the west, long irrigation ditches torn like veins in the earth. Thom drove the Jeep down the dirt road, where a simple wooden farmhouse in need of painting stood a half-mile down. Someone will have to harvest that cotton, he thought, or it’ll go to waste. “So,” Trey said finally, “This is where you grew up.” Thom snorted, “This is it, the homestead my father inherited from his father, who inherited it from his father, who probably stole it from somebody else. What a legacy!” They laughed, parking beside the lawyer’s sedan, who had beat them to the ranch. 
 
    She stood on the front porch, wearing a smart suit with a pencil skirt and her hair pulled back into a low pony tail. She couldn’t have been much older than Thom, mid-thirties at most, and her whole person surprised Thom somehow. She wasn’t who Thom expected to be his father’s lawyer, not for the least of the things that she was a she. She walked over as Thom and Trey got out of the Jeep. “You must be Thom,” she extended her hand, “You look just like your father.” But she had extended her hand to Trey, who pointed to Thom, and the two men laughed. Thom smiled broadly, “I look like my mother. This is my friend Trey.” She apologized, and the trio headed to the porch. 
 
    “Thom, I know you said you don’t have any interest in keeping the ranch. I don’t imagine we’ll have trouble finding a buyer, and,” she flipped to a page in the portfolio she held and scanned it with her finger, “the last time it was appraised, three years ago, it was valued at $4.2 million.” Thom was shocked, and Trey joked, “I know who’s buying dinner tonight!” Thom shot him a look and asked, “How is that possible? My grandfather had sold off most of the land by the time I was born.” The lawyer looked through her records, “Yes, but about 17 years ago,” about the time Thom left for college, “your father began buying back the land of the original ranch. He told me he wanted you and your husband, and any kids you might have, to get a better inheritance someday.”  
 
    Thom didn’t know the man of whom she spoke. It certainly was not his father. The lawyer took Thom through a series of paperwork he needed to sign, mostly papers turning over responsibility for the sale of the estate to her and her team, which Thom was glad to do. When they were finished, she slipped the portfolio into her slim briefcase, “Your father kept a pretty sparse house, I know, but if you want to go through the house and take anything you want, and if y’all want to look around the ranch for a bit, I’ll give you some privacy. Just lock the gate behind you when you leave.” 
 
    Thom thanked her. As she left up the long driveway, he turned to Trey, “Want to see if my old weed stash is still upstairs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson shut the office door swiftly behind the vice president, and asked Natalie to hold all his calls for the rest of the afternoon. Back in his office, he called a friend he had on the inside of the G.R.U., asking about the Russian president and foreign minister’s schedules following the hospital opening. “They’re having dinner with your vice president before he returns to Washington,” the woman told Anderson, who checked the official schedule Adams’ team had finally sent to his office. The dinner was not on it. “Paul,” his friend continued, “I need to meet you. Our usual bar, one hour?” she asked. “See you there, thank you,” he said, terminating the call. 
 
    Anderson walked over to the urn on his bookcase, bringing its contents back over to his desk. He slipped one of the passports and the gun into the interior pocket of his overcoat, returned the box and secured it in the urn, and left, telling Natalie, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a great night.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov held Vice President Adams’ elbow and guided him to a yellow-lit loading dock 15 yards away from both of their security details. The two men hated each other, and both men found that hatred to be potentially useful, especially Plankov in moments like this. “Mr. Adams you are representing your country at the NATO summit next month in Madrid?” Plankov asked, a rhetorical question Adams knew simply to nod in affirmation to, given that Plankov already knew this to be true and surely planned to exploit it.  
 
    “We need you to do us a little favor.” Adams knew the favor would not be little. The Russians had made it clear early on after revealing their knowledge of his carnal secret that they would be calling on him. And yet, in the nearly three years since they had only called on him to attend events in Moscow, not for him to pull any strings or, as Adams expected they might, for him to commit treason. But that was all about to change.  
 
    “The Czechs are going to introduce a measure to repeal Article 5.” Article 5 of the NATO charter was the central consequence of membership in the alliance of nations. Ratified on April 4, 1949, the article was in direct response to the Cold War in the immediate aftermath of World War II, the former a war of ideologies and nation-building which pitted the United States and her allies against the Soviet Union and her allies in a battle for reshaping the globe. It read: “The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all.” Collective defense meant that if one NATO nation was attacked, the rest agreed to intervene militarily on that nation’s behalf against the attacker. If the Russians had gotten the Czechs to propose a repeal of Article 5, a measure that would only pass if the United States backed it, then it meant only one thing: Russia planned on attacking a NATO nation. 
 
    “Mr. Vice President,” Plankov continued, “You need to speak out for this repeal and to ensure it passes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    His father’s house was hazily dark. Not a single light on, but the West Texas sun streaking through plain and tall white cotton curtains blowing lightly in the open windows. Thom recognized every piece of furniture exactly as it had been more than a decade ago. A tufted blue sofa his mother had bought before she died facing the fireplace, flanked by two straight-back chairs with cane seats, chairs that had been on the ranch for generations. At the other end of the room, the television sat in a cabinet otherwise crowded by the novels his father devoured: some Westerns, but mostly spy thrillers set during World War II. If only his father could see what Thom was doing now. Would he be proud? Thom doubted it. He was never a real spy, it seemed, just a computer nerd with a deep knowledge of global politics, mostly. Across from the television cabinet was his father’s recliner. A heavy-grain leather Laz-Y-Boy, the only expensive thing Thom ever saw his father buy for himself. 
 
    Thom walked to the recliner, rubbed one of its arms with his open palm, then turned to Trey, “Come see my room.” The boys bounded up the stairs as if they were teenagers sneaking away from dinner to go smoke weed, which was the hope. Thom’s room was at the end of the hall to the right, past the guest room and opposite his parents’ bedroom. All the doors were closed, and Thom tiptoed down the hall like he had so many times so many years ago until he reached his room. He turned the knob three quarters to the left so it wouldn’t creak as he opened the door, a muscle memory that surprised him, somehow, but shouldn’t have. 
 
    The room was exactly as Thom had left it. A pair of Converse All-Stars perched at the foot of the bed, shoes covered in anarchy symbols he’d used a Sharpie to draw on during art class one day. When his father saw them, he’d told Thom he would buy his own shoes from now on. And yet, here they still were. Three posters hung above the bed: Nirvana, Elliot Smith, and one he’d gotten for a donation to People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, no doubt a poster he’d hung to piss off his rancher dad. Trey marveled at the Power Rangers bedspread Thom had kept using ironically through high school and Thom walked over to the dresser, opening the top drawer, pushing aside a pile of white gym socks and pulling out an old wooden cigar box. He opened it. Inside was an old pipe and small Ziploc of weed. 
 
    “Ohmygod let’s get baked on your dead dad’s ranch!” Trey screamed and they collapsed on the bed laughing. “This was never great weed,” Thom said, and it certainly wouldn’t be any better now. “Who gives a shit?” Trey said as Thom packed the bowl and dug a lighter from the nightstand beside the bed. They passed the pipe back and forth between them, coughing and remembering times they’d smoked with straight boys in high school and college until the bowl was spent. They looked at each other, staring into one another’s eyes, precipitously bloodshot, and smiled. 
 
    “Well I’ll be,” Thom said in a thick Texan accent all of a sudden, “I think we are mighty high, buddy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to help topple one of the foundations of Western democracy?” Grant Adams whispered sharply, “I don’t think so!” 
 
    Plankov shook his head, and a soft whistle of breath escaped between his thin, pursed lips. “Mr. Vice President, need I remind you that any number of American or British newspapers would be glad to receive a large bundle of evidence about your affair with the nanny, and especially the details of that affair?” Just then, one of Plankov’s assistants approached the men. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but the president is requesting the honor of your presence on the stage with him immediately.” Plankov smiled, “Da, da, of course,” and turned away from Adams to follow the aide. 
 
    Adams grabbed the foreign minister’s arm, “Leak it. I don’t give a damn.” Plankov clicked his tongue three times and shook his head, “We shall continue this conversation tonight at dinner,” before turning and walking away from the American vice president. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson left his office with his gun and fake passport tucked safely into the inside pocket of his light overcoat. He walked down the back stairwell to the security office, where the lead agent of his security detail, Andrew McKesson, sat filing security briefings at his desktop computer. “McKesson,” Anderson said, “Let’s go for a ride.” When Anderson said this, McKesson knew it meant Anderson needed to fly below radar, to be driven to a bar across the river to meet his G.R.U. asset and to not have the trip logged into the official embassy log. McKesson grabbed the keys to the ambassador’s armored Range Rover, walked beside Anderson to the underground garage just outside his office, and drove them through the rear security gate. As they pulled out onto Bolshoy Devyantinsky Lane, little more than an alley, McKesson checked the rearview mirror to ensure they weren’t being tailed, by either Russians or U.S. embassy personnel. 
 
    Kamchatka was a non-descript dive bar on the edge of the old warehouse district, buildings that had long ago lost their industries and been converted into lofts for Moscow’s burgeoning bourgeoise, a middle class of freelance graphic designers and web developers and language tutors. Kamchatka was a flight of stairs down from street level in an alley on the backside of one of these buildings, and since they were driving in central Moscow’s rush hour commute, they arrived 45 minutes after leaving the embassy. McKesson parked the Rover down the block and Anderson walked to the bar’s entrance, hoping his G.R.U. friend would still be waiting for him. When he walked into the bar, he glanced down the counter and saw just her hand lift above the booth in front of her, waving him over with a flick of the wrist. 
 
    Anderson walked to the last booth, tucked into a corner by the backdoor, which led up a few steps and into a small interior courtyard filled with garbage bins for residents from the lofts above. “Vanessa,” he smiled, “To what do I owe this distinct pleasure?” 
 
    “Sit down, you old flirt,” she smiled back as Anderson slid into the vinyl booth across from her. Vanessa Striknovik sat with a small glass of wheat-colored before her. Like her friend Andrei Popov, she was an anti-Communist who, perhaps surprisingly, ended up working in the Russian intelligence service in hopes of preventing the agency from returning to the ways of the K.G.B. Under the Vasily administration, this hope had become increasingly hopeless. Popov had introduced Paul and Vanessa years ago. When Anderson was sent to Moscow as the new American ambassador, Vanessa approached him, offering intelligence. She was beautiful, but in an unassuming way, deep chestnut hair that reached down to her shoulders, unlike so many of the blonde women who populated Russia’s brightest city. She always wore stylish clothes, blazers over threadbare but expensive t-shirts, dark jeans and sleek American motorcycle boots. When she retired, Vanessa dreamed of riding a motorcycle across India. 
 
    “Paul, do you recognize this man?” she pulled a photograph from her red leather bag and slid it to Anderson. A young man in tight jeans and a leather jacket going into a bar. He squinted, and thought, “No, I don’t recognize him.” She slid another photograph to him, the same man, but this time leaving the bar with his arm around Thom, the C.I.A. agent whom Anderson had brought to Moscow. Vanessa knew this, and continued, “The boy with Thom is Petrov Lubyanka. He’s one of ours, Paul,” meaning an G.R.U. agent.  
 
    Anderson was shocked. “They’re already tailing him? Jesus. I thought I’d at least get a few months before y’all figured out he wasn’t just here to install network cables.” Vanessa shook her head, “Honest to god, Paul, this was a happy accident. They were actually tailing Petrov. One of the asshole G.R.U. agents had found out Petrov was gay and ordered he be followed, to see if he was doing anything that could embarrass the bureau.” They both sighed, and Vanessa continued, “I know Paul, I know. Our president and his ministers can fuck any girl in sight, but the second someone with the least bit of power in this country is gay. Well, I don’t have to tell you.” She paused. “Petrov is a good man, Paul, a boy who is the son of intellectuals and who believes in the future of this country, not in returning Russia to its past. I don’t know everything, but I’ll keep digging. I know they’ve asked him to use his relationship with Thom, whatever it is, to undermine your operation. And my guess is he had no choice but to say yes.” 
 
    Anderson’s shock turned quickly into worry. He coughed, “This is news, Vanessa. I care for Thom very deeply. If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the restroom.” Anderson stepped into the bar’s grungy restroom and used a paper towel to turn on the sink, splashing his face with water. He didn’t know why Thom would cheat on his husband, but more than that, the ambassador was concerned he’d put his friend, the young man he viewed quite like a son, in harm’s way by bringing him here in the first place. He looked at himself in the mirror. He steeled himself. They had to figure this out. He would return to the table, take off his coat, order drinks for himself and Vanessa, and they would come up with a plan. Vanessa shared Paul and Popov’s concern over the American vice president’s coziness with the Kremlin. But now Popov was dead. Vanessa and Paul had to see this operation through. 
 
    Anderson returned to the booth, where Vanessa had finished her beer. She lay slumped over the table though, and he rushed to check her pulse. Vanessa Striknovik was already dead. 
 
    Anderson’s years in the C.I.A. had trained him to immediately move to safety in the face of danger. He quickly glanced around the bar. It had not been busy when he came in, but now it was completely empty. Even the bartender was gone. A note was sticking out from underneath Vanessa’s glass. He picked the note up and read it. Pull the thread, Mr. Ambassador, and the whole world unravels. Anderson knew he was in trouble, and that he needed to get back to the security of the embassy now. 
 
    He turned, pushing open the back door and rushing out with his hand on the pistol in his pocket. As soon as he cleared the doorway, a two-by-four struck the ambassador square in the shoulders, and he slumped forward, just in time to be sucker punched in the kidney as he fell to the ground. As he fell he managed to pull the gun out of his pocket and twist around. Pointing the pistol at his attacker, he asked, “Who the hell are you?” The man was not a typical bodyguard type, but a slim man of northern Russian origin, with pale, almost translucent blond hair and pupils so large his eyes looked like black marbles staring down at the ambassador. He didn’t answer Anderson’s question, but went straight for his own gun. 
 
    Paul Anderson fired six shots in quick succession. They hit the man square in the face and neck, killing him instantly. The shots reverberated off the brick walls all the way up the interior façade of the building, and soon, Anderson knew, the police would be there. Blood was spewing everywhere, covering the ground in a wide circumference and saturating the concrete and brick. 
 
    Anderson’s attacker had fallen down upon him, so he threw the man off as quickly as he could and stood to run. The ambassador was covered in blood, dripping from the tips of his overcoat and clogging in his already thick red hair. He lifted his right foot and jumped a bit to loosen his shoe from the concrete, landing in another puddle of the mystery man’s blood. “Fuck!” Anderson yelled. But there was nothing he could do about it now. Before running back through the bar and out to the Range Rover down the block, Anderson reached down into the man’s back pocket and pulled out his cellphone, taking it back to the embassy for Thom to sweep for information. He would have to bring Thom back to Moscow tonight, and bring him in on how dangerous this whole mess had just become. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Trey’s cell phone rang as they finally began to come down off their high, sitting cross-legged on Thom’s childhood bed playing Uno and eating long-expired Ritz crackers they’d found in the pantry alongside a can of spray cheese. Trey glanced at the phone and picked it up, “It’s Langley,” he said quickly, “Put on your serious face,” and they both giggled. 
 
    After a brief pause, Trey handed the phone to Thom. “Thom, are you there?” Ambassador Anderson asked. He’d tracked Trey and Thom down all the way out at his father’s ranch through Langley, so Thom knew this was serious, and he sobered up quickly. He’d never heard Anderson sound so worried before. “Yessir,” Thom answered. 
 
    “I’m sorry to do this under the circumstances, Thom, but I need to get you back to Moscow stat. How soon can you get to the airport?” 
 
    “In Amarillo, sir?” 
 
    “Yes,” the ambassador replied, and Thom told him in just under an hour, that he’d need to get his stuff at the hotel but that it was on the way. “Good,” Anderson said flatly, “A Learjet will be waiting for you.” 
 
    Thom and Trey hightailed it to the airport, stopping at the Hilton only to throw Thom’s stuff in the backseat and then using the airport’s valet to return the rental Jeep. They were escorted to a private hanger and onto a Learjet stamped United States Department of State on above the eastern facing wing. An Air Force captain greeted them, “Hello gentlemen. Thom, I’m taking you all the way to Moscow. We’ll stop in D.C. to refuel and drop Trey off. Buckle in.” 
 
    They followed the captain’s directions and were leveling out at cruising altitude less than 15 minutes later. Trey unbuckled his seatbelt, “You look like I need a drink,” and walked over to the jet’s small bar. He pulled out a bottle of vodka and mixed double shots in two glasses, then stirring ginger beer atop. Finally, he squeezed a lime wedge into each and walked back over to his friend, still gazing out the window. Trey handed Thom one of the drinks the men clinked glasses. “A Moscow mule for my Moscow mule,” Trey said, and Thom smiled, although the smile was clearly panicked. 
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom landed in Moscow as the sun began to rise at the end of executive airport’s landing strip. He had slept on the long flight, Amarillo to Washington for refueling, where he briefly stood to hug Trey and thank him for everything, then onward to Russia, though he’d only slept in starts and fits. He was worried, and now carried around a box with his father’s ashes, his father who had left him upwards of four million dollars when he died. But the money and his father were the least of Thom’s worries right now. Who knew what awaited him back at the embassy. 
 
    Before leaving Amarillo, Thom had picked up his bag and cellphone at the Hilton. After drying out in an ice bucket of rice overnight, his iPhone came on, though the coloring on the screen was all screwed up. He’d missed several increasingly frantic calls and texts from Petrov, and though he wanted to ignore these — it was Petrov who had ghosted him for the last week, after all — he texted him. Sorry. Dropped phone in pool. Be back in Moscow tomorrow. Petrov replied, When do you land? But Thom ignored this text and boarded the Learjet. 
 
    As Thom disembarked the jet to a very unseasonably warm and humid morning, Petrov waited for him at the base of the plane’s stairs. He smiled, and Thom wanted to give him a what-the-hell death stare, but couldn’t help but to smile back. The two met halfway and Petrov kissed Thom like Thom hadn’t been kissed in years, full and deep on the lips without any hint of pulling away. “How did you know when I’d get here?” Thom asked. Petrov cocked his head and laughed at the question. Of course Petrov easily found the flight plans. “I owe you an explanation,” he told Thom, “Let me drive you to the embassy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    At a round table in a minor dining room of the Grand Kremlin Palace, built originally for the czar and czarina to take their breakfast, a room overlooking a courtyard with a minor orthodox cathedral built for the private use of the royal family, sat three men: Russian President Nicholai Vasily, Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov, and American Vice President Grant Adams. A trio of servants mirrored the three, serving the leaders lemony filets of salmon caught by the president himself alongside chilled beets and a salad of wild greens and pine nuts. Adams knew the Russian president, unlike many heads of state, preferred rustic meals. But as he followed the president’s lead and took his first bite of fish, he wondered if being a man of the people was lost when eating in a dining room flanked by three servants and overlooking a private, even if minor, cathedral. He wondered, too, if President Vasily wanted to return Russia to the age of empire, and to install himself, quite naturally, as the empire’s king. 
 
    As if he sensed Adams’ thoughts, President Vasily dismissed the servants, “That will be all, gentlemen. We will ring if we need you.” Vasily, Plankov, and Adams ate in silence for what seemed like an hour, but was actually less than two minutes. The president, Adams knew, would have to speak first. Finally, Vasily sat down his fork, wiped the corners of his mouth with the soft linen napkin, and cleared his throat. “Grant, if I may?” he asked. Adams nodded, and the president continued, “Minister Plankov informs me you are resistant to back a Czech call for a repeal to Article 5 of the NATO charter?” A Czech plan, Adams thought without speaking, that’s rich; the plan, he knew, was coming straight from the men in this room. “Mr. President,” Adams began to speak, but was interrupted, “Please, call me Nicholai.” 
 
    This was strategic. Just like the classic bad-cop-good-cop they had played in the marines with prisoners back in Afghanistan. Here, though, Plankov was the bad cop and Vasily was the good cop, asking Adams to call him by his first name. And Adams was the prisoner, a mule whipped to do the Kremlin’s bidding. A Moscow mule. “Sir,” Adams continued, “We are not friends and I would rather use your title. Mr. President, even if I wanted to see Article 5 repealed, which I don’t, President Myers and the American people would never go for it. Let alone the other NATO nations, who will think the amendment is a joke the Czech delegation is trying to play on them. And not a very funny one.” 
 
    Vasily slowly chewed a chunk of salmon, reaching his thumb and forefinger into his mouth and pulling out a frail, long, thin bone. He held the bone in the flame of a candle at the center of the table, and it quickly burned to a pinch of ash and fell to the melted wax pooled below. He cleared his throat, and Adams wasn’t sure what the president was about to say. But instead of speaking, he rang the bell beside his table setting. The servants returned to clear their dirty plates with the precision of a synchronized swimmers. The plates cleared, they returned with thin slices of strawberry cake and small pitchers of fresh cream for each man, which they placed in silence and left. 
 
    President Vasily poured a heavy portion of the cream onto the cake, and sighed, “Grant, we are not stupid. We know your president, your people, and the other NATO nations will not want to repeal Article 5. But as we see it, you don’t have a choice but to convince them otherwise.” He took a bite of the cake and licked his full lips, the faintest “mmmmmm” escaping them. 
 
    “Sir,” Adams finally said, “As I told the foreign minister, release the information about my affair if you must.” Adams knew the leak would be hard for his family, and his approval ratings would drop. But he’d been thinking about it all day. Plenty of men in power had survived such revelations. And given the nature of his affair, the BDSM, the dom/sub play, the piss fetish, he might even win over young progressives, a demographic he’d always struggled to connect with. He smiled, and took a bite of the cake dripping with the sweetest cream. Even if there would be horrible days ahead, it felt good to be released of his duties to an enemy state. 
 
    Vasily didn’t seem phased, however, and he swallowed another bite of cake before instructing simply, “Minister?” Plankov pulled a thick file from his briefcase and laid it in front of Adams. Adams didn’t want to open it, but after a minute curiosity won over. He opened the front flap and found a sheath of correspondence between himself and the Kremlin. It began with the Kremlin providing the information of the Ukrainian genocide to Adams senate office, “That foreign relations hearing made you famous, it gave you real power,” Vasily said quietly, “We gave you real power.” 
 
    The dossier moved forward in time, ending in correspondence from just yesterday, an email between Vasily and Adams where Adams agreed to push forward the Russian agenda at the NATO summit. “But none of this is real. No one will believe you!” Adams protested. Again, Vasily wiped his mouth calmly and set his fork down, having finished his dessert. “Will they not?” he asked, “After all, the information you presented to the C.I.A. and State Department regarding our Ukrainian neighbors has always been a mystery. And if you were willing to sleep with a young Russian dominatrix, would it be so hard to believe that you’ve been working with us as well? Honestly, Grant.” 
 
    Vice President Adams swallowed. He knew it would not be so hard to believe he’d committed treason. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Thom thanked Agent McKesson, who was waiting at the side of the runway in a Range Rover to take Thom to the ambassador. “He wants you there right away,” McKesson reminded Thom, who replied, “I know. This won’t take long.” 
 
    Petrov led Thom to an S.U.V. parked about fifty yards down. As soon as they were safely inside, Petrov tore down a road parallel to the runway and stopped only briefly at the security gate to flash his G.R.U. badge. He pulled onto the expressway, but instead of heading east into Moscow, he turned west. “Petrov,” Thom said, “the ambassador needs me back at the office.” Petrov frowned, “I know, I know. There’s a beautiful bend at the river two exits down and I want to talk to you. We will hurry.” Soon Petrov was pulling off the highway and into a small nature preserve. At this hour, nobody was There yet. He parked, “Walk with me,” and they got out of the car. 
 
    “Thom, I’m sorry,” he said as they exited the parking lot onto a wooded trail leading down to the riverbank. “I tried to get ahold of you, and I can’t offer much in way of an explanation, though I hope you understand. You see, you and I are both in the intelligence business, and sometimes our countries call upon us and we must go. Last week, I had to go. I can’t say much more than that, but…”  
 
    Thom put up his hand to stop him, “I understand, Petrov. I do. All too well.” He paused, “And though it was sweet of you to want to go home with me, it might have been better you weren’t there.” Petrov asked him about his trip, and Thom wondered how much he should tell him, deciding, “Complicated. But you should know I’m single now.” Petrov smiled, then frowned, “I’m sorry. Are you okay?” Thom smiled, too, and nodded, then Petrov asked, “And are we okay?” 
 
    They had reached the last bend of the trail and now walked out onto a wide, sandy river bank shaded by towering willows filtering the morning sun beautifully onto them. Thom didn’t answer. He pulled Petrov into him and kissed him. 
 
    Soon, they unbuttoned each other’s shirts and dropped these to the ground behind them. Petrov kneeled and traced his tongue alongside the waistband of Thom’s jeans, sending shivers up Thom’s spine. Petrov kissed his oblique muscles lightly, tenderly, passionately, then faintly licked up Thom’s happy trail and a small circle around his belly button. He worked his way up Thom’s torso to his chest, playfully, but sensually teasing Thom’s erect nipples with the very tip of his front teeth. When he reached Thom’s neck, then earlobes, they unzipped other’s pants and pushed them to the ground, followed by their briefs. The two boys stood there on the riverbank naked and hard like they were teenagers again, back in Samara or Amarillo. 
 
    But as they made love, both boys were glad they were men now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The vice president left the Grand Kremlin Palace in his motorcade after what had been, thus far, the most consequential dinner of his life. They drove along the Moskva River to the airport, where Adams would return to Washington and prepare for the NATO summit. As he watched barges move up and down the river, Adams wasn’t sure what he would do. He wasn’t sure if he was heading towards or away from the death of his career, of his literal death, or both. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, and dialed Abigail. It was just after lunchtime in Washington, and she was leaving a luncheon for an architectural restoration society. “Hi Grant,” she said, “I’m so happy to hear from you,” and genuinely, she was. Adams thought about how his wife was too good for him, too loving to him and the children and the country, and how he didn’t deserve her. “Hi babe,” he said, “I was thinking, why don’t you take the kids down to the Outer Banks for a few days? I’ll join you on Thursday after my NATO prep is done, and we can spend the weekend on the beach.” She loved the idea. Adams loved his family, and thought this might be the last vacation they took together.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Thom headed straight for the ambassador’s office when Petrov dropped him off at the embassy. Natalie was on the phone when Thom reached the fifth floor, and waved him inside. Anderson sat at his desk, changing the bandages on his right hand. His head was banged up badly, and a set of stitches shown just below his right eye. “What the hell happened?” Thom asked, suddenly panicked. Anderson had to come clean with him. 
 
    “Vanessa Striknovik has been my G.R.U. asset since I left the C.I.A. for this post three years ago. She was a friend, Thom, a good friend Popov had introduced me to when I first came to Moscow for The Company right after the Soviet fall back in the ‘90s. Like me, like Popov, she shared a hope for Russia at the end of the Cold War: that our two nations might work together to build a more peaceful world. But I don’t have to tell you President Vasily and his cabinet have made this dream nearly impossible. And like me and Popov, Vanessa thought our Vice President was colluding with her government.” 
 
    The ambassador paused, wiping a tear from his eye, then continued, “Last night I met Vanessa at a bar at her request. When I got up to use the bathroom, Thom, she was assassinated. I left through the back door, and was attacked.” Anderson gestured to his eye, “Banged up pretty bad, but I’m okay.” Again, the ambassador paused. Thom asked, “And your attacker?” Anderson shook his head, “Neutralized,” handing a cellphone to Thom. “It’s locked, but I figure you can sweep it. Probably not much there, but who knows. I don’t think the guy expected anyone to come out of that bar, and he didn’t look like a typical field agent.” 
 
    Thom turned the cellphone over in his hands, nodding. Anderson cleared his throat, “Thom, I’m sorry for whatever is about to happen. This all appears, this all is, dangerous, and I understand if you want to leave.” Thom thought for a second. Back in Washington, nothing awaited him except divorce papers and the hunt for a new apartment. And more than that, Anderson trusted him, and it looked like an international crisis might be slowly imploding right under theor noses. He hoped it wasn’t too late to stop it, and that he could help. Thom shook his head no, “Paul, I’m not going anywhere. We’ll figure this out together.” 
 
    Thom didn’t tell the ambassador he’d just slept with a Russian agent, not yet. 
 
    Ambassador Anderson smiled. He didn’t tell Thom he know Thom was dating a G.R.U. agent, potentially compromised, not yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get you anything else, Mr. Vice President?” the steward asked as Air Force Two leveled out at 50,000 feet somewhere over Romania. She sat a heavy, cut crystal tumbler — three ice cubes, and a four finger pour of North Carolina whiskey — on the desk before Grant Adams. “No thank you, Rebekah,” Adams replied, and she turned to leave the Boeing C-32’s office cabin. On the far wall, Sullivan Andrews, Adams’ chief of staff, reclined on a leather sofa reading a briefing on United Nations aide for the drought-stricken southern Balkans. Adams took a long pull of the whiskey and sat the glass back down with a thud. 
 
    “Have I ever told you,” he asked Andrews, “about the time my buddy Brody and I holed up in a goat barn in Kandahar while we waited…” 
 
    Andrews cut him off, “Yes, sir. Several times in fact.” Andrews’ honest indignation turned some people off, but Adams found it refreshing. His chief of staff never bull shit him because he was the Vice President of the United States. “Oh,” Adams said, taking another pull of the whiskey and forming a perfect “o” with the rim of his lips, an “o” squeezed out at the center of the beard that he was grooming on the bottom half of his face. Truth be told, it was a story he had told countless times on the campaign trail and at fundraisers over the last seven years, first as he ran for senate, then as he was the vice presidential nominee under Governor Meredith Myers. But truth be told, it was a story he never divulged quite right. 
 
    United States Marine Corps First Lieutenant Grant Adams was elected to the United States Senate after serving as a district attorney in Charlotte, North Carolina, a job he worked his way up to after attending law school at Duke, a law school he attended after becoming a war hero in Afghanistan. Stationed with the marine’s second battalion in southeastern Kandahar Province, in a tiny checkpoint village on the border with Pakistan, Adams’ unit hadn’t seen much action since the president had delivered a victory speech aboard the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln before a banner reading “Mission Accomplished.” Then in a single night, all hell broke loose. 
 
    Grant Adams was patrolling the eastern edge of his unit’s base when a firefight broke out behind him. He turned just in time to see their barracks explode, to see the few of his fellow marines not asleep in the barracks rush out of the admin office or storage depot with their weapons drawn, only to be gunned down by an ambush of Taliban forces. Adams ducked behind a cropping of boulders and called in the attack on the sat phone all patrolmen keep strapped to their Kevlar vest. “We’ll be there in 15 minutes,” the commander on the other end of the line said, “Save who you can, Lieutenant Adams.” 
 
    Just before the former president pinned the Medal of Honor to the lapel of Adams’ dress uniform, he spoke to the crowd gathered in the White House rose garden, including Adams’ mother and fiancé Abigail. “First Lieutenant Grant Adams was the sole survivor of a surprise Taliban attack on Camp Losano. And yet, as hell rained down upon his unit, Adams ran into the danger, representing the heart of semper fidelis, always faithful.” At his debriefing after the attack, when he was lifted out of Kandahar to Bagram Airfield, nobody asked Adams if he had tried to save anyone in his unit. They had assumed he had run towards the danger, not hidden behind a rock. And maybe this assumption was enough, Adams had concluded, but the weight of the lie had been his alone to grunt ever since. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The shooting outside the bar Kamchatka that Ambassador Anderson had fled had yet to hit the news. No report of it appeared on television, in newspapers, or online. Anderson and Thom both suspected the story of the murdered G.R.U. agent Vanessa Striknovik and the unknown assailant would vanish. And for now, they thought, perhaps this was best. 
 
    It didn’t take Thom long to unlock the phone Ambassador Anderson had given him. It was no agent’s phone, but the device used by Sergei Lindstrum, one of Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov’s personal assistants and most trusted aides. And though Thom wasn’t surprised he was able to unlock it in tact, naturally the phone held little to no evidence of the foreign minister’s dive into the dark web of international espionage. It did, however, reveal how Lindstrum was tasked with much of Plankov’s mundane daily business. Scheduling meetings, editing speeches and correspondence, and occasionally picking up dry cleaning. But what shocked Thom was a primary function of the phone he had never suspected. 
 
    One of Lindstrum’s duties, it became quickly apparent, was using the app Grindr to arrange for escorts to be brought to the foreign minister. Very young and exclusively male escorts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams had dozed off and on as Air Force Two zoomed far above the Atlantic Ocean during the night, dreaming of exploding poppy fields in Afghanistan and waking with a start as they began their final descent into Washington. He glanced at his watch, 5:27 a.m. If he hurried up his detail, Adams hoped he could get home to crawl into bed with Abigail before she woke up and took the children down to the Outer Banks on the North Carolina coast, to the beautiful beach house he’d renovated after inheriting it from his grandmother. 
 
    A knock came on the vice president’s private cabin’s door. “Sir,” Sullivan Andrews said, opening the door slowly, “Would you like to go over the morning’s schedule?” 
 
    Groggily, Adams replied, “Sully, I’d like to clear the morning until 10. I need to see Abi and the kids before they leave.” Sullivan frowned, “I’m sorry. That’s not possible. We have a debrief at State as soon as we land, then prep for your meeting on the NATO summit in the West Wing. That meeting’s on the books for 9:30, and I’ve already spoken with the president’s scheduler; we can’t push it back.” 
 
    Sullivan was a bachelor in his late thirties and a stickler for schedules. He’d been adopted as a young boy, raised an only child on the upper peninsula of Michigan. And Sullivan rarely spoke of his adoptive parents, a wealthy older couple, who died in a car accident during his freshman year at Dartmouth. Adams always felt bad pushing Sullivan for family time to be put on his schedule, and even when he did, Sullivan was not apt to grant it. Perhaps this was one of the reasons he was such an effective chief of staff. But Adams, slightly hungover and completely wrecked with worry, was not in the mood today. “I’m not asking, Sully, I’m informing you.” 
 
    Sullivan and the vice president came to a head over the daily schedule from time to time, but today Sullivan was resolved to not let his acquiescence to Adams’ whim lead to their détente. The chief of staff softly closed the door behind him, and walked over to the couch where Adams sprawled on a long sofa, barefoot with his suit jacket balled up on the floor. He picked up his boss’s blazer, shaking out the wrinkles and smoothing the jacket’s back with the open palm of his hand. “Sir,” he began, “With all due respect, given the nature of your dinner with the Russians, do you think it wise to cancel your meeting with the president this morning?” Adams squinted at Sullivan, searching his eyes for their motivation, and found nothing but a blank stare. The vice president let out a quick exhale, sitting up on the sofa and taking the blazer from his chief of staff. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, standing up and slipping on the jacket, then his loafers, “Keep the schedule as is. That will be all for now, Sully.” Sullivan left the vice president. The vice president sat at his desk as the plane let down its landing gear, thinking back to his conversations with Sullivan from the last ten hours, and wondering what he had told him about his dinner with Vasily and Plankov: if he had let his drunken tongue slur to a grave slip, or whether the knowledge came from some other place altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “Natalie!” Ambassador Anderson yelled into the speaker on his desk, “A word, please.” From the other end, “Mr. Ambassador, I’m on the other line with the Eurasia chief back in D.C. and she wants…” but Anderson interrupted her, “Now!” 
 
    Exactly three seconds later, Natalie Paulson opened the door to the ambassador’s interior office. He was perched on the edge of his desk with the day’s schedule in its leather dossier gripped tightly in his hands. They looked at each other, and it was clear, if it hadn’t been already, he was fuming. “Why is Foreign Minister Plankov on my schedule tomorrow afternoon, Natalie, when I am supposed to be traveling to Anapa to help Sylvia Popov bury her husband?” Per Orthodox custom, his friend’s body had been lying in state following his funeral in the small chapel on his estate on the Black Sea. Natalie knew Anderson’ fondness for the Popovs. And she knew, too, how on edge he’d been since his friend’s death. Even more so following his trip on the way from bed to the bathroom the other night, which had landed him the row of four stitches below his right eye, he’d told her the next day, given that not even Natalie knew of his friend at G.R.U. and their frequent meetings, the last of which had ended badly for all parties involved. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Ambassador,” Natalie replied, “But the foreign minister requested an audience today. I have scheduled a helicopter to take you to the Popovs straight from your meeting, and Mrs. Popov has agreed to delay the burial until you arrive at 7:30.” 
 
    Anderson fumed. “You asked Sylvia to postpone the burial so that I could meet with that snake?” The ambassador and Russia’s foreign minister had long been at odds. Paul Anderson had been C.I.A., and Dimitri Plankov had been K.G.B. before the Soviet fall; that they could peacefully work together now would have been a bigger surprise to anyone who knew anything about the two nations’ histories than the rivalry and animosity that marked the two men’s relationship. And Natalie knew this more than anyone. “Natalie, I don’t know what the hell has gotten…” 
 
    But Natalie interrupted her boss, the man she’d known for the better part of two decades. “Sir, he sent over this.” She handed him a picture. He looked down at himself, chatting with Vanessa Striknovik in a booth at a dimly lit bar just three days prior, a picture that must have been snapped just before Vanessa was assassinated. “That will be all, Natalie,” he said quietly, but keeping the picture. 
 
    She walked to the door, but before she could leave, the ambassador said, “And Natalie,” Natalie turned around to hear him say in a choked whisper, “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Like any gay man, Thom had seen his share of porn staring Russian men in college. Movies of twenty year olds meeting in the showers at their dormitories, or in strangely abandoned soccer fields where they kicked the ball back and forth before quickly abandoning it for each other’s bodies. According to the premium Grindr account his assistant had apparently run for him, these were exactly the type of young men Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov enjoyed. And conversely, exactly the type of young men Plankov had sent to camps deep in Siberia if their homosexuality was acted out publicly in any way the government labled as inappropriate. As he scrolled through the Grindr account, Thom pondered this paradox, humming a few bars of Aretha’s “Ain’t No Way” over and over. “Oh but how can I, how can I, how can I give you all the things I can if you're tying both of my hands?” 
 
    Thom finished his sweep of the phone, more perplexed than he’d ever been. But before he reported back to Anderson what he had found, he sat down at his computer terminal in the basement to sweep the embassy’s communications from the last few days. The algorithms Thom had created made this largely an automated task, and within a few minutes, the sweep returned a single anomaly. A proxy email had been set up, originating in the ambassador’s office. Like a shadow, these emails were able to be sent through secure servers, but provided both sender and recipient a large amount of guaranteed privacy, or anonymity, given how they traveled as embedded attachments in other emails, attachments most sweeps would not know to open. Very few analysts knew a solution to this, but one of the algorithms Thom had designed was able to look simultaneously through both the text and any embedded attachment of a particular email account in a matter of milli-seconds. 
 
    Thom looked at the unzipped attachment of the single flagged email on the monitor in front of him. It was a file containing a series of hypertext code. Thom copied this over to a separate program, which decoded the series quickly. The file was from Ambassador Anderson to Foreign Minister Plankov. 
 
    “I trust,” the ambassador had written his supposed foe, “your dinner with Vice President Adams went according to plan.” 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “Again!” Drago yelled, resetting the countdown clock on the wall for three minutes. Petrov attacked the speed bag before him with a vengeance. But as Drago watched the kid, he knew Petrov’s concentration was off. He kept missing the bag every fourth punch; the second in rotation with his right fast hook was a millisecond too slow. And now that he thought about, Drago sensed that Petrov’s concentration had been off all week, since he returned from his cousin’s funeral in Samra. The clock buzzed. Drago waved Petrov over to the bench where he sat, patting the spot beside him and handing his athlete a water bottle. 
 
    “Kid, I’m worried about you. Where are you?” Drago took the pointer finger on his left hand and tapped Petrov’s skull, “You’re certainly stuck here.” He swept his arms around him, to the gym where every ring was filled with early morning students, “But not present here.” 
 
    Petrov squirted water onto his face. As drops fell onto his bare shoulder blades, he shook his head wildly from side to side, sending a mixture of water and sweat all over his coach’s left flank. Then he smiled, and Drago smiled, too. “Truth is, it’s been a rough couple of weeks at work.” This was the understatement of the decade. His own government had kidnapped Petrov, and was now trying to blackmail him into spying on Thom. And even if he had wanted to cooperate, Thom wasn’t offering up any information of consequence. Thom was C.I.A.; Petrov was G.R.U.; they had a mutually understanding, even if unstated, agreement that they wouldn’t pressure each other to talk about work. That didn’t mean his handlers would get off Petrov’s back, however. Quite the contrary. But for now, Petrov smiled, “I’m sorry, Drago. Keep kicking my ass and I’ll snap out of it.” Drago laughed, and Petrov padded off to the locker room. He had just enough time to shower before meeting Thom for breakfast, a sweet routine they’d fallen into, a routine that made Petrov simultaneously happy, but worry even more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    A small portrait of Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov’s dead wife hung above the nightstand on the side of the bed on which he slept. It was an oil painting she sat for the week before their wedding; the corresponding portrait of Plankov hung above the opposite nightstand, and thus he rarely saw it except in passing. They had married young. She was only 18, and Plankov, a recent graduate of the military academy in Leningrad, only 22. Her father, like his father, was an intelligence officer in the K.G.B. Two weeks after their wedding, the brakes faulted on the car the young bride was driving, and she careened off a bridge and into the freezing Fontanka River. Her body was never found, likely eaten by bears who happened upon in it as they came out of winter hibernation. 
 
    Plankov awoke with a start. He’d been dreaming of his dead wife again, the girl, if he was being honest, he barely knew. But in his dream, her face was crystal clear, somehow moving towards him though encased in ice. He got out of bed and walked over to the window, opening the heavy velvet drapes and letting in the first break of morning sun. It was almost 6:15, and the boy knew he needed to leave the compound by 6:30, so he was already in the shower. He’d left the door from the bathroom to the bedroom open just a crack, and steam rose into the room where Plankov stood at the window. The boy had been raised poor, one of seven children on a farm south of Moscow, and long, hot showers were a luxury to him now. His name was Alexander Hungravich. He would turn 20 next week, and expected an expensive present. For the last three months, he’d been spending several nights a week here. For the last three months, he’d been sleeping with Russian Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov. 
 
    Plankov walked over to the nightstand where, below his portrait, Alexander’s wallet and cellphone lay waiting for the boy. He liked to slip some rubles in Alexander’s wallet, which he went to do now, because he worried the boy wasn’t eating enough, knowing Alexander was barely able to afford his room at the technological university near the Kremlin. Alexander was skinny, and not from hours in the gym. No, he did have the sinewy muscles of a boy who had known a rough life, and a single tattoo of a tiny star above the perfect dimple of his right ass cheek, a tattoo Plankov liked to trace again and again after they’d made love and Alexander slept on his stomach beside him. As Petrov opened the boy’s wallet, a slip of paper fell to the floor. Petrov bent to pick it up, and turned the paper over to read an address. Bolshoy Devyatinsky Lane 8. The address of the United States Embassy in Moscow. 
 
    Alexander turned off the shower and shook himself dry. He stepped out and grabbed a fresh towel from the cabinet beside the sinks, and as he opened the door said sweetly, “Good morning, Dimitri! Did you sleep well?” The Foreign Minister sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Alexander into him, “Da, da,” kissing his bare chest. Alexander twisted to see a clock on the nightstand next to his wallet and cellphone. 6:22. “Dimitri,” he kissed the top of Plankov’s head, “I must hurry.” Plankov let him go, and Alexander pulled a jumpsuit from the bottom drawer of a gilded dresser taking up the entirety of one of the room’s walls. It was the jumpsuit worn by all of Moscow’s sanitation workers, a jump suit that allowed him to slip out of the Foreign Minister’s house every morning unnoticed just as the garbage was picked up at precisely 6:31 a.m. every day. 
 
    Plankov kissed Alexander as the boy put his hand on the room’s doorknob. It was, he knew, the last time they would kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Thom fidgeted nervously in his chair, sitting outside the ambassador’s office waiting for him to finish a call with the secretary of state. “Honey,” Natalie asked him, “are you okay?” Thom smiled, and nodded, though he knew he couldn’t fool Natalie, who’d known him too long by this point. He had to confront Anderson about the email he’d found. “Just not looking forward to this conversation,” Thom answered, and Natalie smiled knowingly as the ambassador opened his office door. “Thom, Thom, come in. Natalie, hold all calls, please.” Anderson smiled at Natalie, and closed the door behind Thom. 
 
    It was still early in the day. Anderson had yet to move from the couches to his grand desk, and a splattering of newspapers, a plate with half-eaten toast smeared with strawberry jam, and a carafe of coffee littered the coffee table. The ambassador’s iPad sat on the sofa, and he moved it so Thom could sit next to him. “Coffee?” he asked Thom, and when Thom nodded, the ambassador poured him a cup. “There’s sugar and cream on the cart if you want it. So,” Anderson said, strangely perky this morning, “what do you need to talk me about?” 
 
    Since discovering the email, Thom had gone around and around on how to broach the topic with the ambassador. He had finally decided directness was the best approach with his friend, but as he began to speak, he felt as if his stomach was rising into his throat. Thom hiccuped once, then twice, then three times in quick succession. Anderson knew Thom was nervous, and rushed over to the cart beside the lounge area, pouring a glass of water and handing it to his friend. Thom gulped the water, then cleared his throat, setting the glass down on the coffee table and handing Anderson a printout of the embedded email attachment. “Paul, I’m just going to ask, are you trying to frame the vice president?” 
 
    Anderson looked at Thom curiously, though not with anger, and then read the paper Thom had handed him. “I trust your dinner with Vice President Adams went according to plan,” the message read simply, and in the message’s header fields, his own email address appeared as the message’s sender, with Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov its recipient. Anderson, bewildered, shook his head, “Thom, I swear I never sent this email. You have to believe me. You know how much I despise Plankov, and though I am no fan of Grant Adams, I couldn’t imagine…” The ambassador’s iPad dinged on the sofa between them, alerting him to a new email. Thom believed his friend, his mentor, his boss, and suddenly made an observation that had escaped him all night. 
 
    “I believe you, Paul. I do. But that means you’ve been hacked, and the hacker knows what they’re doing. And they’re playing a long game.” Thom paused. “Building up evidence for something.” Thom picked up Anderson’s iPad. He had a suspicion of how the hacker had breached the American ambassador’s secure email. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Thom texted Petrov, “Gotta work late tonight. Sorry. XOXO,” cancelling their dinner date and inevitable sleepover. This was just as well, the Russian thought, and Petrov texted back, “Not a problem! Fight the good fight. XOXO.” All day, all week, he’d been exhausted. Staying up late with Thom, getting up early to workout with Drago, then heading to a job he now dreaded. He could use the night alone. 
 
    Petrov made a smoothie for dinner, not wanting to cook or venture out. He poured Jinx a bowl of kibble and then threw strawberries, spinach, protein powder, and oat milk into the blender. As he sipped his smoothie, he and Jinx watched a badly dubbed and old episode of Grey’s Anatomy. The surgeons worked on a man who’d been brought in, a man who’d been tortured until he’d given up his company’s bank account information to some high-level thieves. They had tied the man to a chair in a warehouse, Petrov learned, and taken out his non-vital organs one by one. Petrov looked back to his text from Thom. Thom had been working on something he had to hide from Petrov, and suddenly, Petrov knew what he had to do. 
 
    Petrov pulled Jinx from his lap, grabbed his keys, and ran down the stairs to the parking garage below his building. He’d drive to the embassy, and surprise Thom. “I know you can’t spend the night,” he’d say through the phone at the embassy guard gate, “But surely you need to have dinner? I know a great café just a few blocks away.” Thom would relent, and when he slid into Petrov’s car, Petrov would lean in for a kiss but hold the chloroform-soaked rag to Thom’s mouth and nose. He’d take him to a warehouse, tie him up, and get the information the G.R.U. wanted him to get, a series of scalpels laid out on the table beside the chair where Thom would sit, panic-stricken and having a crisis of enormous proportions, all at the hands of his new lover. 
 
    A loud bang woke Petrov up, and he jumped from his chair, sending Jinx flying across the small living room. On the television, a late-night thriller now played, and a crooked cop had just shot an innocent man. Grey’s Anatomy was long over, and the gunfire had startled Petrov awake. Petrov looked at his watch. 1:14 in the morning. He’d been dreaming for hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    It was just past one in the morning when Alexander Hungravich left the university library. He’d been studying for a petroleum engineering final, but Dimitri had messaged him, “Come over.” A few weeks into their affair, Dimitri, or his assistant rather, had bought Alexander a car, saying “So you’re not using public transportation to come back and forth to the residence. Park down the block.” Alexander had been elated, jumping up and down on the bed that night as he told Dimitri how fast the small BMW could go, and Dimitri grinned from ear to ear, “But please, my darling, be careful.” Alexander pulled away from the library and headed east, opting for the expressway so he could drive fast and hard. 
 
    The Central Moscow Expressway crisscrosses the Volga River as it unwinds through the city’s heart. It was late, and had been raining, and though Alexander drove fast, faster than he should, he knew to slow at the sharp bend in the highway, mirroring a sharp bend in the river, ahead. As he approached the bridge, he tapped the car’s breaks, but they didn’t seem to slow him down. He pumped harder, then frantically, pulled on the BMW’s emergency brake beside him. This, too, had no effect. 
 
    The police told Alexander Hungravich’s family their son had died upon impact with the bridge’s concrete embankment, though they certainly couldn’t know if he died then, or when his body was tossed through the windshield, crushed under the weight of the car as it landed atop him at the bottom of the freezing river, where it bended west and ran especially shallow. His parents believed this story, they had no reason not to, but they wondered how their son had afforded such a nice car in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Since Thom had been back in Moscow, he and Petrov had slipped into a comfortable routine. They met every morning at Nude Coffee for breakfast after Thom had run his requisite five miles and Petrov had boxed with Drago. Most nights — well, every night until last night, when Thom had to work late — the two had dinner after work, fed Petrov’s cat Jinx, and then slept at the Metropol Hotel. Thom was beginning to see his work here would not soon be over, and to think maybe he should find an apartment. But for now the ambassador seemed fine with paying for the luxury hotel, so he and Petrov took advantage of the huge bed and steam shower as much as they could. 
 
    Thom waited in a booth by the window, sipping his coffee and eating oatmeal with sliced strawberries and peanut butter, which was hard to find in Russia. Before him lay a stack of papers, which his father’s lawyer back in Texas had emailed late last night. Upon final survey of his family’s ranch — well, his ranch — oil deposits were found on a large parcel his father had re-acquired. “Thom,” she had written, “The attached offer is a good one. Oil prices are low right now, and you could get more in a few years, maybe, but that’s a big maybe. The highest bid is $10.5 million. Let me know how you want to proceed.” Jesus H. Christ, Thom thought, ten-and-a-half million for a ranch he’d loathed for most of his life. He pulled up some pictures of him and his mother around the main house on his phone. Yes, he’d sell the ranch. It’d be a good retirement fund, more than enough. But he wanted to go see it one last time when this mess in Moscow was over, and he hoped, or allowed himself to hope, that Petrov might go with him. 
 
    Thom checked the time on his phone. 7:04 a.m. Petrov was usually there by 7:00, but Thom went back to the New York Times sitting beside the contracts the lawyer had sent. He read a report on the upcoming NATO summit in Madrid. The summit itself was of little import, it seemed, but at the end of the article, the Times explained how President Vasily and representatives of the Russian Federation were planning a visit to Madrid to meet with their “dear friends in NATO,” an organization largely existing in opposition to Russia’s historical bids for power, at the conclusion of their summit. The Times reporter seemed not to think this a big deal, and maybe it wasn’t, but in the very least it struck Thom as odd. 
 
    A barista came over and asked, “Is your friend not joining you this morning?” Thom looked up from his newspaper, said “Hmmmmm,” and checked his phone, 7:16. “I think so, but he should be here by now.” The barista shrugged and cleared a nearby table. Thom texted Petrov, “Not coming to breakfast?” Almost immediately, he received a reply, “Sorry. I forgot about a meeting at work this morning.” It was an odd reply, strangely matter-of-fact, and Thom hoped Petrov wasn’t upset with him for cancelling their sleepover last night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “Mickey!” the president of the United States of America yelled as her beloved French bulldog humped the leg of Vice President Grant Adams, “Down boy, down!” Adams smiled politely, trying to get the damn dog off of his leg. The president waved over an aide, who took Mickey and left the room, closing the door behind him. At the center of the Oval Office, two long sofas held four people. President Meredith Myers and her chief of staff, Thomas Wilson, sat opposite Vice President Grant Adams and his chief of staff, Sullivan Andrews. Normally, any of these three men held their own amongst world leaders or captains of industry or military chiefs of the most powerful nations. But President Meredith Myers commanded the attention of any room she entered. 
 
    Myers had been the first democratic majority leader in the United States Senate since the turn of the century, and the first woman from either political party to hold this position since that body’s formation in the late eighteenth century. Before the senate, Myers had taken her father’s local hardware store and franchised it across their home state of Minnesota. From there the business expanded across the Upper Midwest, then across the nation, and was now growing steadily in overseas markets. Under Myers’s leadership, the business grew from one location to more than 3,000. Myers and her daughter, now C.E.O. of Myers Stores International, built their business by employing single mothers and the formerly incarcerated, offering job training and educational benefits and childcare for all employees at every level. As Myers became mayor of Minneapolis, then a United States Congresswoman, then a United States Senator, then Secretary of Treasury, and now the 52nd President of the United States of America, she carried with her the progressive and populist politics coupled with an unmatched and unwavering tenacity which had made her known since her earliest days working in that first hardware store. 
 
    Vice President Grant Adams was a rare breed: a Southern democrat who had served in the Marine Corps and believed, above all else, in personal responsibility. And he viewed President Myers, to whom he’d lost a bitter primary battle, as what she unapologetically was: a bleeding heart liberal who believed in the social good.  
 
    Russia had a horrible human rights record, from forced sterilization of women and imprisonment of the nation’s gay populations, to blatant infringement on the sovereignty of independent nations. Myers sat shocked by what Adams was proposing. “Let me get this straight, Grant,” she said, “You want us to back a Czech proposal to repeal the central amendment of the organization charged with protecting us and our allies from our primary foe for over the last 75 years?” Myers turned to Wilson beside her, and they both laughed as Adams and Andrews sat stone-faced across from them. She continued, “Buddy, I don’t know what you’re thinking with this, but enlighten me.” 
 
    Adams, however, also did not know what he was thinking. On the one hand, he faced false but plausible charges of treason by refusing to help Vasily’s government. On the other, he faced committing actual treason on behalf of America’s most storied enemy, treason that could trigger any number of atrocities across Europe, then across the world, but treason that would likely never see the light of day. On the first day of his officer training in the Marine Corps, a sergeant had begun his lecture to Adams and the other cadets by explaining, “The definition of character is doing the right thing when nobody’s looking. As an officer in the Marines, there will be many times nobody is looking. But the question is: do you possess character?” Adams wasn’t sure he did, or even that he had for a long time. “Madame President, I think our European allies are largely mistaken when they claim…” 
 
    A knock rang from the door to the Oval Office, and the Secretary of Defense soon appeared as the in the doorway. “Excuse me, ma’am, but we need you in the situation room.” Myers stood, followed by the three men gathered around the sofas in her office. “Grant, I look forward to continuing this conversation. For now, you must excuse me,” she said, and turned to leave, giving the vice president another chance to find his character, or to move the world towards war. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Natalie brought a tray of tea and small cookies into the office of Ambassador Paul Anderson, where he sat in silence across from Russian Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov. The tea service was a gift from Czar Alexander II to President Andrew Johnson upon the American purchase of the Alaska territories on October 18, 1867. It was the finest and thinnest Russian porcelain, gilded in gold around the rim, gold likely stolen from the Russian pillaging of Mongolia just prior to the sale of its North American acquisition. She poured each man a cup and served them. Ambassador Anderson took his tea like his coffee, black. Foreign Minister Plankov took his tea with cream and four cubes of sugar, she knew well, but she did not prepare his tea for him; she simply set the cream pitcher and sugar bowl beside his tea cup, gave a quick smile and nod to the ambassador, and left the two men to their own devices. 
 
    “Mr. Ambassador, I want to thank you for entertaining my meeting today,” Plankov broke the silence. Anderson forced a quick laugh, “Did I have a choice?” Plankov ignored this question; both men knew the assassinations of neither Vanessa Striknovik, nor Andrei Popov would be on the agenda, though Plankov counted on their deaths underlying what he was about to request of the American ambassador. “Your feelings about me and my government aside, I would like to work with you on a peace initiative, Mr. Ambassador, an initiative to strengthen the United Nations and bring the world together on projects of mutual benefit.” The ambassador sipped his tea, but he had to admit, his interest was piqued. “I must say this surprises me, Mr. Plankov, but I’m intrigued.” Plankov handed a dossier of the Russian’s peace plan to Anderson, and stood, “Mr. Ambassador, I look forward to discussing this with you very soon.” They shook hands, and Plankov excused himself. Per usual, Plankov had demanded an audience at an inconvenient time, and an audience that lasted only minutes before he excused himself. Anderson sighed, and carried the dossier to his desk, gathering his things for the flight to the Popov’s seaside estate. 
 
    If there was a way to guarantee peace between Russia and the West, Anderson wanted to explore it. But he also questioned Plankov’s motives, and knew before he could move forward in favor of such a plan, he needed to know more about the data Popov had been collecting over the last few years. This, too, presented risks; Anderson knew that once he and Thom found out what was on that flash drive, they couldn’t back down from it. He walked over to his bookcase, said “Hello, mother,” and went through his routine of opening the safe tucked inside the urn. He walked the inner chamber to his desk, and took out the items one by one. The passports, the money, the gun. The flash drive, however, was missing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Thom had asked the ambassador to take his iPad for the time being, suspecting the virus at play was originally snaked through the device, which Anderson always took with him to meetings at the Kremlin or anywhere else in Russia. But also to meetings in Washington and around the world given his position, so Thom knew that if the Russians were playing the long game of espionage and digital surveillance he thought they were playing, the roots of the virus might be too thick or too deep to find. Anderson complained the iPad had been running more slowly since he came back from the G8 meeting in Geneva a few weeks prior, so Thom started there. He hooked the iPad up to his mainframe terminal and scrolled through the device’s memory board to the dates in Geneva. There was a jump in time between activity, a strange hour lapse during working hours when the iPad went dark, but should have been in use. Since Natalie had been in Geneva with the ambassador, and since she kept detailed schedules of his comings and goings, Thom made a note to ask her about this hour. 
 
    As Thom jotted this reminder down in his tiny notebook, he received an email alert from his own account. He clicked to delete what appeared to be a message from a spam bot, but then stopped when he glanced at the subject line: Pull the thread and the whole world unravels. Per usual, he hiccupped loudly, bringing his hand to cover his open mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    The agents snagged Petrov as he rounded the corner from Drago’s gym on his way to Nude Coffee & Wine, where they knew he would meet Thom and the two would eat oatmeal and sip coffee and read their respective newspapers. Petrov shouldn’t have been walking around the city with his guard down, but he was surprised when the white van pulled up next to him and two agents in ski masks pulled him inside. Luckily, Petrov was trained for this type of situation. He knew to cooperate, to not fight, and to remember the path the van was about to travel, which his training had prepared him to do even when blindfolded as he was now. Unfortunately, these men were trained for this type of situation, too. After they blindfolded Petrov, they injected his arm. Before they reached the next block, Petrov was passed out cold. 
 
    The agents took Petrov’s cellphone out of his jeans pocket, using his thumbprint to unlock its screen. “Sorry,” an agent typed in response to a missed text from Thom, “I forgot about a meeting at work this morning.” He shut down the cellphone so it couldn’t be tracked. The van drove east out of the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Three British agents listened to Manchester United play the Liverpool Reds on the radio as they drove the van east out of Moscow on Interstate M7 towards a series of lakes. Lakes where, once upon a time, the czars and czarinas and their dukes and duchesses had summer dachas, lake houses where they would swim and eat strawberries and make love on docks above the clear, deep water as the moon rose above their heads. Where the czars would write poetry for the czarinas over thin, tall rosewater vodka lemonades. During the Soviet era, the great villas were leveled to make way for factories running off the lake’s steam energy. After the fall of the Soviet empire, the area had largely been abandoned, and it lay now in both literal and figurative waste. 
 
    After 45 minutes, the van turned south off the highway and drove alongside one such lake. Near the Biserovo Campground, the van pulled into the parking lot of a long-abandoned laundromat. Two more agents walked to the van, and the lot of them carried Petrov’s still body inside, stripped him of his clothes, and laid him flat on a metal table once used for folding the uniforms of nearby factory workers. The agents looked almost like medical students, and they were here to examine Petrov, who looked like the most pristine and beautiful cadaver. They carefully combed over his body, none of them speaking, as if in prayer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “The mess makes this chicken salad from my mother’s recipe,” Ambassador Anderson told Thom and Natalie. They were sitting on a small but private balcony off of the ambassador’s office overlooking the gardens of the British embassy next door. Thom had requested the meeting, but Anderson had invited Natalie to join them. This made Thom nervous — even though he trusted Natalie, he couldn’t ask the ambassador about the iPad’s dark hour, or update him on the progress of his search for the virus’s origin, or, perhaps most importantly, tell the ambassador that he, too, had received the message about pulling the thread with Natalie, or anyone else for that matter, in the room with them. Something was off about the ambassador, too. Anderson was waxing nostalgic as they ate his mother’s recipe for chicken salad sandwiches with strawberry salads and sweating glasses of iced tea. It was unseasonably warm for late April in Moscow, and the ambassador had shucked his coat. He wiped sweat from his brow with a cloth napkin and continued. 
 
    “Though I doubt my mother made it herself more than once, if she ever made it all. We had a cook named Elsa whose twin sister Hillary was our housekeeper. Elsa and Hillary raised me in many ways. When I was a boy, I would sit at the kitchen table after school and do my homework while Elsa quizzed me. Before the war, her husband had been a professor and she a pastry chef at a famous Berlin hotel. He died. Elsa and Hillary came to live with us, and unlike my mother’s sisters, whom my mother fought with constantly, Elsa, Hillary, and Mother laughed all the time. They taught me to play bridge on the summer porch as we ate chicken salad sandwiches. Elsa and Hillary looked so much alike, they’d often try to trick me, trading places for whole days. But when I ate what Hillary cooked masquerading as her twin sister, I always knew and the gig was up. She couldn’t get Elsa’s chicken salad just right, for instance. She always put too much lemon juice in it so that the mayonnaise soured.” The ambassador took a gulp of his tea and cleared his throat. “But they do a good job here. Better than Hillary’s, but not quite as good as Elsa’s.”  
 
    The ambassador stared out over the British gardens to the south. Thom wondered when he’d get to tell Anderson what he needed to tell him. Natalie checked something on her phone, “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I need to call the Vice President’s office to confirm your conference call for this afternoon.” Natalie left, and before Thom could tell the ambassador all of his news, the ambassador spoke quietly, never braking his gaze over the gardens: “Thom, the flash drive with Popov’s intelligence is gone. And I don’t know how it could have been stolen, but I’m afraid we might have a mole here in the embassy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson waited at his desk with the secure phone pressed against his ear. He dreaded the conversation ahead, as he dreaded every encounter with Vice President Grant Adams. But in a surprising turn, Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov had presented Anderson with a plan for reorganizing the world’s peace-keeping organizations by strengthening the United Nations. He flipped through the dossier containing the Russian proposal, which he planned to discuss with Adams. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ambassador Anderson,” Adams came on the line, “Are we alone?” 
 
    “We are, Grant.” Anderson had considered the possibility that Vice President Adams, if he really was working for the Russians, had coordinated the heist of Popov’s flash drive. But how could he have pulled off such a thing? Nobody but Natalie knew of the safe’s existence in his knowledge, and he trusted her wholeheartedly. Anderson knew the Russians lifted the memory stick, and though he didn’t know how since it had been kept in a very secure box in a very secure room in a seemingly very secure American embassy, he knew he had to inform the vice president as to its theft, especially since Sylvia Popov herself had asked them to work together to bring her husband some justice, and hopefully, her country some peace. “Grant, I need to tell you something, and this isn’t easy to admit. As you were told, Sylvia Popov did give me a flash drive with intelligence information gathered by her husband.” 
 
    Adams felt immediately vindicated, but voicing this would do no good, not now, “Thank you for telling me, Paul.” The ambassador continued, “Don’t thank me yet. The flash drive is missing, Grant. Stolen from a very secure safe only my assistant and I have access to.” On the other end of the line in Washington, Adams gritted his teach. Goddamn it, Paul, he wanted to yell, how the hell could you let this happen? But he didn’t.  
 
    He took a deep breath and asked, “The Russians took it, didn’t they?” Anderson sighed, “I think so, Grant. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry to ask, but I know you have friends in the Kremlin,” a statement at which both men silently cringed, “Do you think you could do some digging?” Adams knew he couldn’t, or that he wouldn’t, but also that he couldn’t flat-out refuse the request, lest Anderson begin to suspect how deep into the Kremlin Adams actually was. Or, perhaps better said, how deep into Adams the Kremlin was. “Of course,” the vice president replied, “I’ll see what I can find out and report back directly to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grant. I wanted to let you know as you prepare for the NATO summit next week,” Anderson said, flipping through the dossier in his lap, “that Plankov presented me with a plan for uniting the world’s peace-keeping efforts under the single arm of the United Nations. I was skeptical at first, as it calls for dismantling the African Union, the League of Arab Nations, the Pan-Asian Partnership, and, biggest news for us, NATO itself. But I find the case compelling, and one that could move us towards a more peaceful, demilitarized and economically-thriving, world. I’d like to sit down after the summit and discuss it with you and Plankov. He’s going to be in Madrid, too, you know?” 
 
    The vice president dry-swallowed a gulp of air stuck in his throat. “Oh yes,” he managed to say, “His people have already insisted we meet.” Sitting in his office at the O.E.O.B., Adams felt the onset of a heart attack or panic attack or complete and utter breakdown. Again, he cleared his throat, “Mr. Ambassador, if you’ll excuse me, I must go now.” Panicked, Adams hung up the phone. The Russians had found a way to sell the gutting of NATO as a move towards peace, but Adams knew, better than anyone else perhaps, that peace wasn’t the agenda the Russians planned to pursue. 
 
    “Grant, Grant, are you there?” Anderson said, but the vice president had already hung up. Before he hung up his phone, too, Anderson noticed something strange. When one end of a secure call is terminated, an automated message usually informs the remaining party they alone are on the line. Anderson waited for the message, but it didn’t come. And for the briefest of seconds, he could swear he heard breathing on the other end of the call. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Petrov woke, frantically checking his surroundings. He was naked, in a soft bed. He forced his eyes to focus. Petrov was in Thom’s bed at the Metropol Hotel, but how long had he been there? His clothes were in a pile beside the bed on the floor. His keys, wallet, and cellphone were on the nightstand, beside the clock reading only 7:30 in the evening. The shower shut off in the other room, and Thom walked in, toweling off his naked body. “Oh!” Thom said, “I’m sorry if I woke you.” 
 
    Petrov forced a smile, though he was terrified. “You didn’t.” Thom walked over and sat down on Petrov’s side of the bed, leaning in to give him a kiss. Petrov kissed him back, but pulled away quickly. “Thom, this might be an odd question.” Petrov paused. “How long have I been here?”  
 
    Thom laughed, “Jesus, you must be tired! I got back from work at 5:45 and you were out cold. I went for a run, got back about 15 minutes ago, and you were still asleep. After you cancelled our breakfast for a meeting this morning, I figured you needed the rest.” Petrov couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He hadn’t cancelled breakfast with Thom. He’d been kidnapped. But by whom? And had he dreamed it all? Or blacked out? And if so, how did he get here to the hotel? 
 
    As he began to doubt his memory, Thom looked behind Petrov. “Are you bleeding?” Thom asked, and Petrov turned to see what Thom saw: the tiniest spot of blood on the pillow where he’d been sleeping. Thom turned Petrov’s head to look behind his ear as Petrov reached up to finger the spot. Thom leaned closer and saw it as Petrov felt it: the tiniest scar where a thin, clean incision had been made. Immediately, they both knew a tracker had been implanted into Petrov’s head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams walked through an interior door leading to his chief of staff’s office. “Sully,” he said, “I’ll debrief you later today on my call with Ambassador Anderson, but for now I need to lie down. Can you intercept any calls or visitors for the next hour or so? I think I’m getting a migraine.” 
 
    Sullivan thought this strange, as he never knew his boss to take a migraine before, but he nodded, “Of course, sir,” and Adams left him to his work. Sullivan hit the reply button on the top email in his inbox. In his hand, he rubbed the casing of a flash drive, the flash drive Sylvia Popov had given Ambassador Paul Anderson, which had been delivered to his office first thing that morning.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “You must have hit your head at the gym this morning,” Thom said, holding his right index finger up to his lips, cueing Petrov not to say anything, “But it’s just a small scratch, so don’t worry.” Thom opened the nightstand beside them, moved aside the half-used bottle of strawberry lube he’d bought at the lingerie shop on the other side of Revolution Square, and pulled out the notepad of Metropol Hotel stationary. We need to sweep the room, he wrote, turning the notepad to Petrov, who nodded. 
 
    “Turn on CNN,” Thom said, a little too loudly, and Petrov flipped to the right channel, turning the volume way up. In more ways than one, the two were in over their heads. Sure, Thom and Petrov were both intelligence agents, but they largely hid behind computer terminals, where the dangers of terrorism and international plotting were mostly just a series of ones and zeros. They had programmed and wired the bugs field agents put in hotel rooms, sure, but they had never installed them, let alone been the target of such surveillance. As a CNN correspondent reported on a special election in Mississippi and the development of a new “peace” drone by Apple in Silicon Valley, Thom and Petrov tore apart the hotel suite. 
 
    Under the cushions of the sofa, they found Thom’s Wells Fargo debit card, which had been missing since his first night in Moscow. Tucked into the pages of a book on the coffee table, a flyer for another underground gay bar, and in the pages of another book, a picture of Thom and Jason on the beach last New Years. All things Thom had tucked away, he knew now, in those first, insomnia-filled nights here. Petrov felt around the lip on the lid to the toilet tank in the bathroom. As he reached the edge beside the shower, where he and Thom had made love that first night together, and many nights since, Petrov pulled a tiny disc from the porcelain, and showed it to Thom. Thom grabbed a glass tumbler from beside the sink and they continued their search. Beneath the lip of the nightstand, they found another listening device, this one, Thom was able to ascertain, with a British serial number. On the bed, they found two more, one American and one Russian, tucked behind either end of the headboard. The headboard where for the last few weeks, Petrov had held down Thom’s wrists as they sweated onto each other until the sheets needed changing. They had put on a good show for whomever was listening, but the performers only now understood their relationship, even in these early stages, had never been theirs alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Sullivan Andrews knocked quietly on the door leading directly from his office into Vice President Grant Adams’. “Come in, Sully,” Adams said. Sullivan entered and asked, “How did you sleep?” The vice president shook his head, “I didn’t,” and sat up on the sofa. He looked exhausted, dark bags forming under his eyes and his sleeves rolled up, his tie askew. It was 11:30 in the morning, but on the coffee table before his boss, Sullivan spied a near empty tumbler and the decanter of North Carolina whiskey open beside it. Adams straightened his hair, then his tie, and reached down for his shoes on the floor. “Sully, you saw the president laugh at the prospect of repealing Article 5. I say we chalk it up to naïve thinking and move on. What was the French request for aide in Tangiers?” 
 
    Adams put on his shoes, and Sullivan didn’t speak. He was trying to think of how to play this until finally the vice president finished tying his loafers and asked, “Sully? Hello?” Sullivan sighed, “Sir, I don’t think you should let the president, or anyone for that matter, steamroll over you. I’ve spent the last few hours poring over the Russian plan for U.N. expansion that Ambassador Anderson sent over.” 
 
    The vice president looked up, cocking his head, “Paul sent that over already?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sullivan continued, “Dismantling NATO, however slowly, might seem insane, but imagine: your legacy becomes a peaceful world through a centralized United Nations. And all as vice president! Let’s not pretend like it doesn’t set you up to become the defacto nominee when Meredith is done.” Adams knew his chief of staff was right, but also that his chief of staff didn’t know the whole story. Adams’ secretary knocked on the door to his office, “Mr. Vice President, the car is ready to take you to the Capitol.” He had a long afternoon of meetings ahead, and grabbed an apple off of his desk and put on his blazer, “Sully, let’s talk about this later. You’ve given me a lot to think about. Can I take the plan Anderson sent over with me?” 
 
    What a fucking mistake, Sullivan thought. He didn’t have the plan because Ambassador Anderson hadn’t sent it over. The Kremlin had personally briefed Sullivan on the plan. “It can’t leave the premises, but I’ll write up an executive summary for you and send it to your phone.” The vice president nodded and left. Sullivan breathed a sigh of relief and returned to his desk, where the information from the flash drive was nearly finished being uploaded to an off-site server. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Thom and Petrov couldn’t destroy the listening devices. They dropped the three they found in the bedroom into the tumbler with the one from the bathroom, setting the glass beside the television. Thom picked up the notepad and scribbled, We have to talk. Not here. They couldn’t talk openly anywhere at the hotel, in Petrov’s apartment, which they’d also have to sweep for bugs, or even in their morning breakfast spot, Nude Coffee & Wine. Petrov took the pad and wrote, I know a place. 
 
    They hailed a taxi from the side entrance of the Metropol. Petrov held the door for Thom, who slid across the sedan’s back seat and made room. After he closed the door, Petrov spoke in Russian to the taxi driver so quickly that Thom only picked up an address: 13 Pereulok Building 2. Petrov turned to Thom, “I told him to take the, what do you call it, scenic route.” They drove in a large circle to their destination, following the great bend in the river at the heart of Russia’s capital city. When they pulled into an alley to reach building 2 of the address, no car was tailing them. The taxi stopped. Thom looked up to see a small sign beside a door buzzer reading Mayakovka Spa. 
 
    “Are you taking me to a gay bathhouse?” Thom asked, laughing. Petrov handed their driver his fare plus a sizable tip. “Da, da,” he said, though it was unclear if he spoke to the taxi driver or Thom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    President Vasily sat on a bench beside the tennis court surrounded by high brick walls crawling with ivy. He was not winded, but Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov sat beside him, struggling to catch his breath. “Nicholai,” Plankov finally heaved, “How do you play as if we were still at the academy?” The two had long been friends: in childhood, the sons of K.G.B. colleagues and neighbors, then at the military academy in Leningrad, roommates. Plankov had been the best man at Vasily’s wedding, and vice versa. In a small window on the wall high above them, Maria Vasily, Russia’s first lady, waved to them. Vasily laughed and clapped his friend on the back, “You need to lay off the desert, comrade. You’ll never get a woman to love you again if you don’t.” 
 
    Vasily knew Plankov had no desire to marry again. That his friend was a homosexual, in fact. And though he did not care his friend was gay, men like Vasily, and even men like Plankov himself, pretended otherwise. Plankov’s masculine vibrato rang strongly when he appeared on state television or spoke at a banquet, telling stories from the Soviet era on a fishing expedition with the President or drunk around a domino’s table with their friends. Vasily never inquired into Plankov’s love life, though he knew, of course, his friend regularly took lovers, lovers of a certain age. Such behavior would get any other man sent to the camps or shot on the spot. Any other man, that is, except the president’s best friend. Vasily stood and Plankov followed suit. “Dimitri, we need Adams to get the Americans behind the NATO repeal,” the president sighed, “And I don’t know we can count on him.” 
 
    Plankov took a gulp of water from the bottle in his hand. “Don’t worry, Nicholai. I’ve started working another angle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Petrov pushed a button for the intercom on the panel next to the door. Without speaking, someone buzzed them inside. Petrov and Thom found themselves in a small hallway with a thick glass window, behind which sat a bored looking young man. Petrov paid him, and they were buzzed through another door, where another bored twink handed them each a towel, a locker key, and a small plastic pouch holding a condom and a single-use package of off-brand lube. The place smelled of the lube, Thom thought, and faintly of sweat and disinfectant. Thom was not passing judgement. Back in Washington, Thom and Jason had visited the Crew Club, a bathhouse on 14th Street, together several times early in their relationship. They would get a private room, find a third, and have their fun. Eventually, however, their fun became not being together at all.  
 
    Men came and went in the locker room around Petrov and Thom, men wrapped in thin white towels who looked the couple up and down before stopping at their faces, attempting to discern if they held any interest for Petrov and Thom to follow. Petrov and Thom undressed, put their clothes in a locker and wrapped towels around their own waists. “Follow me,” Petrov said, and Thom followed. Clearly, Petrov had been here before. He led them through a maze of private rooms and dark corners. Past open spaces with a single, dim light over a leather swing hanging from the ceiling and doors open to private rooms where naked men lay, ass up, waiting for a stranger to penetrate them. They passed all different types of men: older and younger, thinner and fatter, hairy and hairless, muscled and twink. Finally, they came to a door which Petrov opened, and they were suddenly in the bathhouse’s interior courtyard, where a man sat smoking a cigarette on a lounge chair and stroking his cock, watching another man give yet another a blow job not three feet away under the rising Russian moon. 
 
    Petrov took Thom’s hand and walked him to the far corner of the courtyard. “Thom,” he said, “We have much to tell each other. I was kidnapped this morning, and I don’t know who put the tracker in me, but it was the second time I’ve been kidnapped. When I disappeared last week, it was because the G.R.U. got a hold of me. They know about you, and what you’re here to do. They want me to turn you.” 
 
    Another man in another white towel entered the courtyard. Petrov and Thom glanced at him. He was attractive, but they weren’t here to pick up a third. They turned back to their conversation. “Petrov, the truth is I’m not here to install new networks at the embassy, but you probably…” Just then, a series of gun shots rang out from the other side of the courtyard. Thom and Petrov turned to see three bodies bleeding out on the ground, the men struggling to breathe. Petrov jumped to his feet, and the towel fell from around his waist. Thom picked it up and slowly stood, handing the towel back to Petrov. The attractive man who had just entered the courtyard held a gun, now pointed straight at them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “Thom, please come stand with me,” the man said.  
 
    He spoke English, though not surprisingly, with the slightest Russian accent. But it was so slight and so nuanced that Petrov couldn’t place it, which meant, Petrov thought, this man was likely a covert G.R.U. agent. Petrov knew some of the agency’s training programs at the deepest levels stripped agents of their identities, such as regional accents. Neither Petrov, nor Thom knew who the man planned to shoot, but when Thom reached his side, they didn’t have to wonder much longer. 
 
    “You are going to come with me, Thom. Petrov, you are going to wait here and…” but Petrov interrupted him. “No. No, comrade, you are not taking Thom. He is an American diplomat and you cannot hurt him.” The man grabbed Thom’s arm, and held the pistol up to Thom’s temple, “Can’t I though?” The man laughed. He turned the gun as if to put it in the holster now visible on his thigh beneath the white towel and crossed the courtyard towards Petrov. “As I was saying, Thom you are coming with me. Petrov you are going to wait here. And don’t try to run.” Quickly, he raised the gun and brought it down across the base of Petrov’s neck, who passed out and became the fourth body lying on the courtyard’s floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “Paul, you need to know this plan isn’t what you think it is,” Vice President Adams told Ambassador Anderson regarding the plan the ambassador had received from Russian Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov. Anderson twirled an ink pen in his free hand, a habit he’d picked up while onboard a naval destroyer, where, a tech-trained officer, he’d spent a year surveying sonar patterns in the north Atlantic before being recruited by the C.I.A. On the surface, the plan played to Anderson’s diplomatic idealism; the Russians proposed simultaneously weakening regionally-focused governing bodies and strengthening the peacekeeping mission of the United Nations. “I don’t have to tell you,” Adams continued, “that the Russians seem to be planning a total…” 
 
    A quick, sharp pop filled the phoneline, and the lights went out in the ambassador’s office. Power surges were not uncommon, but a backup power system independent to the embassy protected calls on the secure phoneline, which was now dead. Anderson knew this was no ordinary outage. He ran to the office’s doorway to release the manual security gate, a fireproof steel frame that locked the ambassador inside his own office and prevented anyone else from entering. Despite this, Anderson walked over to the safe hidden in the urn perched on the bookcase; he opened it and took out the pistol, holding it flat to his side. Someone had cut all power and communications. It was 8:47 in the evening. The American Embassy in Moscow was now dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Police sirens rang in the distance but grew closer and closer as Petrov woke. He rubbed the throbbing pain in his neck and, for the briefest of seconds, struggled to remember where he was. The towel around his waist had fallen open and as he reached down to close it, Petrov remembered. He shot up and looked around the courtyard for Thom, but he wasn’t there. Three dead bodies laid to one side of the space, their own white towels flapping lightly in the breeze like broken wings where they weren’t held to the brick of the courtyard’s floor by thick, congealed blood. 
 
    Petrov looked to his right hand and realized he was holding a gun. Sirens stopped outside building, car doors opened, then closed, and it would only be a matter of minutes before the police would make their way through the maze of the bathhouse to the courtyard where a triple homicide had just occurred. The police would think, and think they knew, Petrov was the assailant. He knew Thom wasn’t there, and that the agent who kidnapped him would keep the American alive, but for a reason Petrov couldn’t quite pinpoint yet. He knew, too, however, that he had to get the hell out of there.  
 
    Petrov glanced around the courtyard. In one corner, a cement planter holding a dying pear tree and a ring of cigarette butts half covered a sewer grate. He placed the gun in the dirt with the cigarettes and heaved the planter three feet to the right. Thankfully, the sewer grate, like many in Moscow, wasn’t bolted down and Petrov lifted it easily. He peered down inside. Water ran below, and he hoped not too deeply. Petrov tightened the towel around his waist, grabbed the gun, started down the ladder, and reached back into the courtyard to pull the sewer grate back over the hole. He reached the bottom of the ladder and sloshed off through knee-deep sewage, which pointed him in the direction of the Volga River. 
 
    Petrov, nearly naked and holding the gun just used to murder three innocent men at a bathhouse, began to run. It would only be a matter of time until the police figured out he’d hit the sewer and was fleeing underground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The only way for the intruding agent to cut power at the embassy in totality was from within. They had accomplished the first of their tasks, but knew the second, the crucial objective of this assignment, was far more important and that at any moment, a squadron of Marines would be combing the building in night-vision goggles. The agent made their way from the room holding the power grid in the second subterranean basement. They took a series of turns, two rights, then a left, and came to an unmarked door. It was locked. But the agent merely took a key from their pocket and let themselves in. Seven minutes, tops, they thought, until the Marines arrive down here. The agent knew the marines would first sweep the building, ensuring the ambassador, his deputies, and everyone down the chain of command was safe in their offices. 
 
    The agent was in Thom’s office, a small room with no windows hidden deep below the everyday buzz of the embassy. It held little furniture and equipment, save for a computer networking station set up in one corner, a maze of cords and monitors and CPUs. The agent knew these servers were secure, so they didn’t try anything of their own volition. They had never been very good at digital espionage anyhow. From their pocket the agent pulled a flash drive, which their handlers instructed them to simply plug into the main computer terminal. The agent did as they had been instructed. The flash drive simply blinked to life. It stole all the server’s stored data in less than a minute. Then, it crashed the entire system in 47 seconds flat. 
 
    The agent repocketed the flash drive, shut off the lights, and let themselves out of the door just as a small group of Marines made their way into the second subterranean basement. Instead of heading towards the soldiers in the central stairwell, the agent turned right, then left, and let themselves into a secondary set of stairs. They headed up to the main part of the embassy, unnoticed, as if they belonged there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    The dew was crisp on Thom’s bare toes. A man stood over him in a light quilted jacket stroking his beard. Thom was passed out, and beaten quite badly. He was also naked, except for the cardboard sign hung around his neck. On it, someone had used a marker to write pedik pedik pedik (faggot faggot faggot) in thick, child-like lettering. The man took Thom into his arms and carried him back to his home across the field, set back from the road where his family had begun to stir awake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    For a brief moment, Thom thought he was floating inside the softest cloud. He was warm and enveloped in more warmth, floating through space in a light so soft it did not blind him, but reached every part of his body. But when he reached up and felt the throb in his temple, Thom jolted up and immediately regretted this jolt. His body ached everywhere, and his arms were cut up, covered in scabs and bruises where they weren’t bandaged. Where am I? he wondered, and looked around the room in which he found himself. 
 
    He was in a very old house made of thick pine logs, this much he knew. And the wooden floors gleamed, reflecting the morning sun pouring through the window onto the bed where he lay. Underneath a thick down blanket and atop a fluffy white mattress, Thom was naked. Thom’s eyes fixed on a small gilded painting of St. Phanourios, the only art hung on the roughhewn log walls. Phanourios had been a teenage soldier on the Isle of Rhodes who delivered an order of exiled priests to safety. Confronted by the Roman authorities for his crime, Phanourios refused to denounce his faith and protested with silence in reaction to Rome’s demands. Upon execution, Phanourios became a martyred saint, the patron of lost things in the Orthodox church. Beside the bed sat a simple chair, atop which was a glass of water and, hanging over the chair’s back, a simple white nightgown. Thom took the glass off of the chair beside the bed and gulped, then came up for air. As he gulped the second half of cool water from the glass, he heard the floor creak just beyond the closed door. 
 
    “Hello,” Thom said weakly, and the door opened. A stone-faced Russian man now filled the frame. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Not 20 minutes after seeing his wife and children off to North Carolina and being cut off from his call with Ambassador Anderson, Vice President Grant Adams’ security detail rushed into his office at the Naval Observatory. “Sir,” the lead agent said, “You need to come with us. We need to get you to the bunker.” Adams waved him off, “I don’t have time for a drill right now.” The agent walked around the desk to where the vice president sat staring out the window. He grabbed Adams’ arm firmly, leaning down, “This isn’t a drill, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The embassy was now completely dark, which meant the building was on lockdown and the ambassador was sealed inside his own office with just a personal and unsecure cellphone. He wondered why the vice president was so hell-bent against a peace plan offered by the Russians, especially since Anderson had a growing suspicion Adams was actually working on behalf of the Russian Federation. But the ambassador’s thoughts were elsewhere. Thom had not shown up to the embassy for work that morning. This would have been concerning enough, but when lunch went by and Ambassador Anderson still hadn’t heard from his young friend, he grew increasingly worried. Hesitantly, and perhaps carelessly, he pulled out the cellphone from his blazer and called another friend at the G.R.U., the only mole Anderson had left after the deaths of Andrei and Vanessa. And after what Vanessa had shown Anderson right before she died, he had reason not to trust Thom’s new beau, Petrov, even though the level-headed Thom seemed quite smitten by the Russian agent. 
 
    “Looks like you are in the dark, Paul,” the mole said quietly over the telephone, “What’s going on over at your embassy?” The ambassador laughed, “Your guess is as good as mine, but that’s not why I called. I need you to see if an agent of yours is at work today. Petrov Lubyanka.” 
 
    “Petrov Lubyanka,” she said, obviously scanning a computer screen for Petrov’s name, “Petrov Lubyanka, Petrov Lubyanka, da, yes, here he is.” She paused. “His status has been changed to Administrative Leave F3.” Anderson asked what this meant, and his mole laughed, “Well, the only time I’ve seen this designation is for a wanted man inside our ranks. And if that’s true, your boy Petrov is on the run.” Anderson thanked her, hung up, and failed to swallow the worry rising higher in his throat. 
 
    Anderson tapped the cellphone on the edge of his desk but knew what he had to do. He opened the phone, dialed a number few people had, and spoke softly, “Foreign Minister Plankov, I am calling to demand you tell me where you have taken my staffer, Thomas Herschel.” 
 
    “Your staffer,” Plankov laughed at the title, “is missing? I’m sorry to hear this, Paul, but I have no idea where he might be. You might check the gay sex clubs. I hear he likes them. Now if you’ll excuse me, I am very busy today.” 
 
    The line went dead. Plankov knew everything, Anderson suspected. Where Thom was, and Petrov, too, and why the embassy’s infrastructure was currently under attack. But before he could wonder much longer, the lights flickered back on. The generator had been fixed. The ambassador walked over and unfastened the steel security wall locking him in his office. He opened the outer door and was greeted by a small battalion of Marines and his deputy at their center. “Mr. Ambassador,” the man said, “Something has happened in Washington.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams was rushed into the bunker three floors below the Naval Observatory, second in security only to the one five stories below the White House. A few of the vice president’s staff were already seated at the conference table in the bunker’s central zone, a room lined with screens showing satellite footage of the White House and the Washington metro area, as well as radar screens of jets already scrambling up and down the Eastern Seaboard. The agents closed the door behind Adams, who barked, “What the hell is going on?” The two men and two women around the table — chief of staff Sullivan Andrews, as well as the vice president’s military, national security, and communications advisors — stood, and the vice president waved them to be seated, “Someone better tell me the status of my family.” 
 
    The communications advisor pointed to a small screen behind her, “They’re safe, sir. We’ve grounded their plane at the Norfolk Naval Station for the time being, but they were well on their way to North Carolina before the White House was attacked.” 
 
    “The White House was attacked!” Adams raised his voice, “What the hell is going on? Is the president safe?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the national security advisor to the vice president spoke, and Adams gestured for her to continue. “Approximately 26 minutes ago, a group of foreign agents entered the residence of the White House disguised as contractors. They ambushed the First Family’s core detail and entered the First Couple’s bedroom. Fortunately, President Myers had been taken to the Situation Room unexpectedly. Apparently, our embassy in Russia was also attacked, though we’re unsure if the two events are related. But the president is safe.” 
 
    Adams sighed in relief. “Were any of our agents killed?” Sullivan shook his head, “No, sir. Only wounded, and not fatally, but…” 
 
    The vice president interrupted his chief of staff, “Well that’s good. What’s our plan of action? When can I get to the White House?” Adams’ chief of staff and advisors hung their heads. “What?” Adams asked, and Sullivan lifted his eyes to face him. “President Myers’ husband was killed,” Sullivan said, “The assailants thought they were getting to Myers herself, but only the First Gentleman was in the room. He died on the bedroom floor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    The Russian filling the doorway nodded at Thom, opening his mouth slowly, “Hello.” His voice betrayed his physical presence. It was filled with genuine care. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    “Where am I?” Thom ignored his question. Thom felt like shit, but wondered if he was about to die in this stranger’s house. The man forced a smile, “You are on my farm. The closest town is Kashira.” Thom closed his eyes to conjure the Russian map. The Company once had an agent in Kashira, a tiny village on the Oka River about 95 miles southeast of Moscow, who’d been found in the river, tied to a large rock and drowned. Thom opened his eyes again, and the man carried a tray towards him. “Some soup my wife made. You need to eat.” He handed the tray to Thom, and beside the bowl was the cardboard sign reading pedik pedik pedik (faggot faggot faggot). Thom stared at it, horrified at what it said. “This was around your neck,” the man said, “when I found you in my wheat field.” 
 
    A glance passed between them, and Thom knew this man would not kill him. The man smiled at Thom, “Eat. You need your strength if we’re going to sneak you back to your embassy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “Please, sit,” Ambassador Anderson said to his deputy, Howard Walton, sweeping his arms to the set of sofas at one end of his office. Natalie, out of breath, followed Walton, and Anderson cocked his head as if he was about to ask if she was okay. “Just a lot going on today,” she said, anticipating his question and taking her seat beside the ambassador with her notebook at the ready for the meeting about to unfold. 
 
    “Tell me,” Anderson told Walton, who sighed. “Unfortunately, sir, we know very little about what has transpired over the last few hours. Just after noon in Washington, a group of terrorists entered the residence. We believe they were trying to assassinate the president, but she was in the situation room given the attack on our own infrastructure here in Moscow. Secret Service stopped the terrorists before they could spread out to other parts of the White House, but not before Mr. Myers was fatally shot.”  
 
    The ambassador was visibly shaken, but he managed to ask, “Is this connected to our own attack?” 
 
    “The simultaneity would point to yes, but we’ve been unable to find any evidence of break-in here,” Walton explained. “Our best guess thus far is that some Russian hackers wanted to annoy us, sir, nothing more. Plus, we’ve identified the terrorists in Washington. They were Venezuelan agents.” 
 
    The United States and Russian Federation agreed on very little. But over the last decade, Venezuela had become a common foe. To the United States and her NATO allies, Venezuela represented some of the greatest human rights violations in recent memory; the government regularly blocked foreign aid and openly shot political dissidents in the streets. To Russia, Venezuela represented a continued economic strain; the country purposefully under-valued its oil exports in order to undercut other oil rich nations, and in particular, the Russian Federation, who for the last quarter century had provided the Western world with one of the most stable oil supplies. 
 
    The Russians explicitly supported their plan for a stronger United Nations by evoking the danger of rogue, but wealthy nations like Venezuela. But Venezuela, Anderson wondered, why would they want to provoke the United States? 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    When Thom woke again, his body still ached, but he felt, too, as if he could bolt straight out of this farmhouse and run the 95 miles back to Moscow. The man sat in the chair beside Thom’s bed and laughed at the brightness in the American’s eyes. “I do not know how my wife makes that soup. I know it’s mostly goat marrow and the root of some weed she grows in the garden. She only gives it to me when I am sick or when I get bucked from a horse. It always makes me sleep like the dead and then rise like a king.” 
 
    Thom laughed, but moaned when the laugh hit one of his ribs. It was likely broken. “I’m not sure I feel like a king yet,” he said, rubbing the sore spot on the side of his chest where a bruise was blossoming like a cotton plant on his father’s ranch. “I need to get back to Moscow tonight.” 
 
    “Da, da. I figured as much. And if you are a wanted man, as I suspect a naked American turning up in my wheat field might be, it would be best to not endanger my children longer than necessary. I have a work van that I take into Moscow every weekend to supply a baker with flour. I will make my run in a few hours. You should rest until we go.” 
 
    The man handed Thom a cup of tea, and left the American to rest for the journey ahead of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dawn by the time Petrov reached the drain pipe dumping out onto a field 14 miles from Moscow’s city center. For 14 miles, he had trudged naked through a steady flow of the city’s piss and shit and garbage, holding a gun in one hand but quickly abandoning the towel he’d been wearing at the bathhouse. For 14 miles, he had stopped at every turn in the shit tunnel to peak around the corner to make sure it was clear. After 14 miles of drudgery, he was cold, covered in that shit, and more of a wanted man than he’d ever been before. As he stood under the corroding lip of the giant drain pipe, Petrov couldn’t help but laugh at himself, at his whole situation, and whipped a laughter tear away from the edge of his right eye, smearing a splattering of shit stuck to his face. Petrov stepped up into the field and saw a nearby pond on the edge of a farm. 
 
    He jumped into the clear, cold water and stayed below the surface until he couldn’t hold his breath any longer. When Petrov swam to the pond’s shallow edge, he rubbed his skin raw with gritty dirt from the pond’s floor, all he could do to wash off the journey he’d just taken.  
 
    As it was ever nearer dawn, Petrov knew he had to be quick. He slunk to a barn, beyond which was a still-dark house. Perhaps, he hoped, this was the homestead of an elderly couple who no longer rose early to tend to their fields and animals. The barn gave evidence to this hope. No horses neighed, no cows mooed, no sheep moaned as they rose with the sun. In a dusty cupboard of the barn, Petrov found a farm hand’s summer uniform: faded chinos and a pale blue linen shirt. He threw these on, glad they somehow fit, and when he went to close the cabinet, his hand came across something else: a pair of keys. 
 
    Just outside the barn, Petrov found the old truck, a Soviet model long out of production. But it turned on with just a little coaxing, and soon Petrov was heading slowly down the farm’s long dirt driveway, so as not to kick up dust or make too much noise. When he came to a paved road, he turned right, not towards Moscow, but further away from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll give me the room,” Vice President Adams said to his top-level staffers gathered around the bunker’s conference table, “I need to call the president.” The advisors excused themselves but chief of staff Sullivan Andrews remained. “Sully,” Adams said, “I should make this call in private.” 
 
    “Before you call Meredith, sir,” Sully said, but Adams erupted, “Goddamn it, Sully! She is the president of the United States and you will show her the respect her office demands.”  
 
    Normally Sullivan would have turned his head and rolled his eyes. Adams hated when he disrespected the president. But now was not the moment to push his boss. He had another agenda to pursue, and having the vice president on his side was crucial. “Yes, sir. I apologize.” Adams nodded, and Sullivan continued, “Sir, if this was the Venezuelans, as inexplicable and unexpected as that may be, now is the opportune time to convince the president to back the Russian plan. Our countries share a distrust for Venezuela, and this may be just the action the president needs to see to understand a more peaceful world is worth making strange bedfellows.” 
 
    “Opportune time?” Adams cocked his head, “I think you mean opportunistic. Her husband was just murdered! I’m not taking that to the president now, Sully, and I’m ashamed you’d suggest it. What has gotten into you?” 
 
    Sullivan Andrews rapped his knuckles twice in quick succession on the tabletop before them. “Sir, sometimes you have to pull the thread. It’s not always so bad if the whole world unravels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    For nearly three hours, on a journey that normally took under two, Thom felt every bump on every back road between Kashira and Moscow. He’d instructed the farmer to a safe house two blocks from the embassy, connected to the subterranean basement where his office was by a series of key-coded tunnels running alongside Moscow’s sewer and subway systems. When they reached the safe house, a plain looking apartment building with a side entrance facing the alley way, the man got out of the driver seat and opened the back door of the old van, as if he was making a routine delivery, which in a way he was, though this was in no way routine. He lifted the sacks of flour he’d laid atop the van’s floor, then opened a simple hatch, out of which Thom stumbled free. 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you,” Thom said, and the man flashed the kind smile that had betrayed him from the beginning, a smile that started in the left side of his face and moved right until he was beaming. “Must the Levite thank the Samaritan?” the man asked, reaching out his giant hand to shake Thom’s. 
 
    Thom made his way through the safehouse and below the surface of Moscow. The ambassador had only shown him this path once, but Thom was C.I.A. He had committed the turns and key codes to memory on the spot. When he finally entered the embassy two floors below where he’d be noticed, he walked to his office. The door was open, and inside, Thom found his mainframe and network completely wrecked. Who the hell knows I’m even working down here? Thom wondered, and assembled a list in his head: the ambassador, his assistant Natalie, and his security chief McKesson. Thom quickly reconnected the central CPU and as he waited for the system to boot, he noticed a picture propped up beside him. 
 
    It was of himself and Petrov walking down an alley on the second day of whatever their relationship was now. Someone had taken a tiny point, a needle or a safety pin, perhaps, and scratched the words The thread is loose, Thom. Beside the picture was Petrov’s watch, a aerospace model his father had given him, plated now with blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    Thom held the watch in his hands and began to cry.  
 
    The torrent and force of the tears escaping his eyes surprised Thom. They landed on the clothes he had borrowed from the farmer cum savior: jeans far too big for him, a deep blue, light weight and perfectly knit sweater with a thick white stripe across his chest, old leather boots caked forever with Russian river mud. As the computer finally hummed to life, Thom wiped his red eyes on the sleeve of the sweater. He should have known, but he knew as soon as he logged into his administrative account. The hard drive had been wiped completely clean. And not only this, the network had been compromised. Whatever evidence he’d been collecting over the last month was gone, and there was no way to retrieve it. 
 
    Even worse: whoever had carried out this job knew exactly what Thom had been up to. As he shut down the computer and closed the office behind him, heading straight to the ambassador’s office hoping Anderson was still there at this late hour, Thom wasn’t sure who they, or he, could trust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams did not have time to respond to his chief of staff because there was a knock on the door. “Sir,” his lead agent said, “President Myers has summoned you to the White House stat.” But he couldn’t let it go. “This conversation isn’t over, Sully,” he said, though if what he suspected was true — that Sullivan Andrews, one of his most trusted advisors and friends, had been compromised — Adams wasn’t sure what he could do. 
 
    When the vice president and his team arrived at the White House, it was, naturally, simultaneously on lock down and in chaos. The attack had happened not three hours before, and the residence hummed with both F.B.I. and C.I.A. agents, agents snapping pictures and agents taking notes, agents guarding every doorway and hallway cordoned off with yellow tape, and agents stationed at laptops set up in the residence’s living room monitoring everything from traffic patterns along the Eastern Seaboard to Venezuelan chatrooms and message boards. Grant Adams and his staff were led not to the crime scene, however, but five stories below to the secure bunker deep beneath the White House. When the vice president stepped off of the elevator and through a secure doorway, through which even his top-level advisors were not allowed to follow, President Myers was there to greet him. 
 
    “Madame President,” he took hold of both of her hands, “I’m so incredibly sorry for what happened to Maxwell. Tell me: what can I do for you?” Adams noticed she’d been crying, but if he knew anything about the president for whom he worked, it was that she was strong, not easily shaken, and more than sometimes, quick to anger. His knowledge of her did not betray him now. 
 
    “Grant,” she spat, “Thank you. Really, thank you. But I’m mad as hell and want to know how this happened. And what we can do about it, which is why I asked you here so quickly. Forgive my brevity.” He nodded, and they walked to a set of chairs in this subterranean office that looked more like a hip loft in Seattle or London than a basement in America’s capital. They sat, and Myers continued, “You had brought that Russian plan to me, and it seemed ridiculous at the time, but we have to fight common enemies like the Venezuelans. I want you to push for the repeal of Article 5 in Madrid, Grant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The clock on the ambassador’s desk read 1:15 in the morning, but Anderson was still going over the initial report of the attack on the embassy’s infrastructure. The Venezuelan assassination of the president’s husband was, naturally, taking precedence for American security forces. And though the report pointed to a likely over-zealous but routine hacker, Anderson couldn’t help but feel that the events in Washington and the events in Moscow were somehow related. 
 
    “Sir?” Thom said meekly, knocking on the ambassador’s open door. Anderson jumped up, “Thom! Thom! Where have you been?” He ran to the doorway from behind his desk and, upon reaching his young friend, paused, looking him up, then down, then up again, “And what the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    In his left hand, Thom held Petrov’s watch. “Sir, there are some things I need to tell you. Can we sit?” 
 
    And they sat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    The vice president was rarely a man rendered speechless, but as President Myers laid out her desire to back the Russians in neutering NATO in the immediate wake of her husband’s murder, he found himself dumbfounded. He couldn’t easily reveal his knowledge of Russia’s true desire. President Vasily and Foreign Minister Plankov were mad men. They wanted a weak and un-allied Europe and North America not for greater peace across the globe, but in order to restore Russia to the country’s imperialist past: building the empire back to what it once was by taking over Balkan states now independent. And who knew, Adams thought, if they would stop there? 
 
    “Grant?” President Myers asked. Adams realized his mind had wandered and he hadn’t heard a word the president had spoken for the last several minutes. “I’m sorry, Meredith,” he said, “This is all just so much to take in. Do you think we would be wise to gather the team first thing tomorrow morning and hash out a plan to…” 
 
    “Grant,” the president interrupted him, “I think you either misunderstand or didn’t hear me clearly. I want you to take the lead in Madrid next week, but I will be joining you at the end of the summit. President Vasily and I will speak together. We will call for a total end to NATO and all regional alliances in favor of a stronger United Nations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson and Thom laid bare everything that had happened, and everything they had kept from each other, over the past month. 
 
    “I’m sorry you and Jason are getting a divorce,” Anderson said, “But you should know: I’ve always thought you were too good for him.” They laughed, despite the circumstances. The end of a relationship, at best, and at worst, a steady march toward global Armageddon. “Thom, just before you came in, the president called to say she’d be appearing alongside Vasily to back his peace plan next week in Madrid. You and I know now this isn’t the plan Myers thinks it is, or she would never agree to it. We have to find a way to stop it. And like you, I don’t know who we can trust.” 
 
    As they reached a tired, worried lull in the conversation, Natalie brought in a tray. “A nightcap, gentlemen?” she asked, and they nodded. They each took a scotch and soda from the tray and lifted their glasses in salute to one another. The three were headed to Madrid together, and had only each other to rely upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART THREE


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “R-E-S-P-E-C-T, find out what it means to me,” Thom belted in the shower at the Metropol Hotel. The situation was bleak, but perhaps the NATO Summit would give him and Anderson the chance to blow apart the Russian plan and to confront the situation with the American Vice President Grant Adams head-on. It struck him, too, that the summit was in Madrid, one of his favorite cities in the world. 
 
    When Thom and Jason had honeymooned there, Thom had met a world-renowned dealer of antique crystal gas lamps. He would have to call on the man now that he had an apartment to furnish in Washington, though an apartment he’d had little time to dream about, much less find. As Thom thought about the honeymoon in Madrid, he remembered, too, a bathhouse he and Jason had visited there. They’d met a Moroccan model who was in Madrid to shoot a new campaign for Calvin Klein underwear. Suffice it to say that that night had been the best threesome Thom had ever participated in, even if Jason was expendable in hindsight, just as he had been as Thom bent over in front of the model whose name escaped him. As Thom thought about that night, he began to get hard, but ignored his dick. He had to meet the ambassador downstairs in ten minutes. They were headed to the airport, where they’d fly to Madrid. 
 
    “Sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me,” Thom sang as he walked into the bedroom, his dick still half-hard as he dried his hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry to surprise you, Thom,” Ambassador Anderson said suddenly from the couch beside the great window overlooking Revolution Square. Agent McKesson coughed, turning his gaze away from the naked Thom, who gasped and dropped his towel, quickly picking it up and tying it around his waist. “No, no, sir. Now I’m embarrassed. But I thought we were meeting downstairs?” Thom asked. 
 
    Anderson looked at his own lap, avoiding Thom’s eyes. “Son, you need to sit down, I think.” Thom sat. “We just received word that Petrov was found at the bathhouse where you were kidnapped. They’re saying he murdered three men there, Thom. And then killed himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “A closet full of clothes, and not a stitch to wear,” Foreign Minister Plankov laughed to himself, sitting on the floor of his personal closet surrounded by row after row of smartly tailored suits all bought not in Moscow, but secretly on London’s Seville Row. He’d been invited to the NATO Summit as an official guest of the Czech delegation, who wanted him on hand to address any questions of their proposal to repeal Article 5 of the organization’s charter. But as he sat down to pack, Plankov found himself overwhelmed with the speed at which their plan was advancing. 
 
    His friend and leader, President Nicholai Vasily, had been elected three years prior on a campaign comprised of pure Russian nostalgia. No, not for the good old days of the Soviet Union, which both Plankov and Vasily knew were not that good at all. But rather, a campaign that conjured up Old Russia, the Russia of Czars and Czarinas, Imperialist Mother Russia, the Russia of Ever-Expanding Empire. More than a president, more than a comrade, Vasily viewed himself as a direct descendent of the Russian monarchs. Entitled, powerful, a king by brain, brawn, and blood. Depending on the day, and sometimes even the hour, Plankov viewed himself as either Vasily’s duke or his court jester, a joke kept around to do the king’s bidding. And as the summit approached, Plankov knew he should be excited. The Americans were ready to partner with the Russians in toppling NATO under false pretenses. Russia would soon be able to expand its reach into Europe, taking in countries that had once been theirs. But he wondered, too, if he’d be pushed out of the king’s good graces, and fall from the empire just as it came to be reborn. 
 
    Plankov was tired of the suits he wore every day. He reached into a trifling chest beside him on the floor and pulled out a small photo album. He turned to the first picture. He had been three when it was taken, and his beloved older sister, five. They were outside the train station, where his sister would be taken to summer camp, he was told then. But he knew now this wasn’t true. His sister entered training and became a spy for Mother Russia, planted in the United States and adopting to life as a child of the Hungry Beast of the West, where she would simply live until called upon. How Plankov wished he could call upon her now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Maxwell Myers’ funeral had been a small graveside service in Arlington National Cemetery at the president’s request. Grant and Abigail Adams had attended, and Adams, also at the president’s request, had said a few words about Maxwell’s long career in public service. From being drafted into the war in Vietnam, to serving as his wife’s ambassador to the United Nations, Maxwell Myers had been long been an anti-war diplomat committed to recovering the United States’ image as a bearer of peace. 
 
    From Arlington, the Adams had been driven straight to Andrews Air Force Base and boarded Air Force Two. They were now bound for Madrid. Abigail slept in the bedroom at the back of the plane. Grant and Sullivan Andrews sat in the vice president’s mobile office, reading over the summit’s schedule. Adams buzzed his attendant for another whiskey, which he downed in a single gulp. 
 
    “I know you don’t think so now, sir, but you’re making the right decision,” Sullivan told him. The vice president sighed, “I hope you’re right, Sully. I pray you’re right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “Damn you,” Thom muttered under his breath, “Damn you, Petrov.” He had not cried when the ambassador told him the man he was quickly falling in love with, however improbable that love was, was dead at the hands of his own government. He had not cried as he got dressed and rode to the airport in the back of a Range Rover next to the ambassador, or when they bordered the private Learjet bound for Madrid. He had not cried until the ambassador and Natalie were asleep, and the jet was safely over the dark of sleeping Slovenia below. But in that moment, he laid his head against the thick glass of the jet’s window and muttered, “Damn you. Damn you, Petrov,” and cried quietly until he’d fallen asleep, feeling more alone than he could remember ever feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Petrov navigated the small fishing boat due west across an especially bright and blue expanse of the Baltic Sea. He was still a hundred miles from the coast of Denmark, and he was tired of eating stale crackers and beef jerky, as he’d done for every meal over the past week as he made his way towards the Atlantic.  
 
    From the farm outside Moscow, Petrov had driven west towards Latvia, whose border with Russia had always been especially porous, letting people in all sorts of exile come and go with just a little know how. He snuck across the border through a forest on foot in the middle of the night, stealing himself to another farm gone mostly to dust and lifting another truck. This truck, another Soviet model but one outfitted with Latvian plates, he drove to the coast, where he knew an ex-G.R.U. officer outside of Riga. This old friend, who had left Moscow under a cloud of suspicion for being gay himself, didn’t ask why when Petrov asked him to help find a sound fishing boat and enough food to sail to Spain. 
 
    Petrov checked his compass, then took a drink from one of the jugs of water his friend had provided, pushing him off of a dock in the middle of another night and wishing him “Safe passage, Petrov, always.” He tuned the small ship’s radio to a static-filled BBC broadcast. They reported from Madrid, where preparations were underway for the annual NATO Summit. After the reporter spoke of heightened security measures in the wake of the attack in Washington, the broadcast popped, then went dead. This far out in the middle of the Baltic Sea, such radio failures weren’t uncommon. Petrov turned the radio off, and whistled an old sailing song he remembered from the musical South Pacific. He could almost hear the Moscow cast of the show he’d seen as a boy struggle through the number “There is Nothing Like a Dame,” a call and response of “What don’t we feel? We don’t feel good.” 
 
    Petrov didn’t hear that the American president would appear with the leader of the Russian Federation at the summit’s close to make a historic announcement. Nor did he hear what followed the report from Madrid: that a mid-level Russian G.R.U. analyst had been found dead following a triple homicide at an illegal gay bathhouse in Moscow, and that his name was Petrov Lubyanka. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    What the hell was I dreaming about? Thom wondered as the Learjet touched down roughly in Madrid. What the hell had he been dreaming about, indeed. Thom was simultaneously half-hard and felt like he might throw up. But as he jolted awake when the plane’s wheels hit the runway, his body gave in to neither desire, thankfully. Instead he let out a quick, high-pitched screech, followed by a quick, nervous hiccup. “I’m sorry,” he said to Ambassador Anderson and Natalie, who were going over the summit’s schedule in a nearby pair of captain’s chairs. 
 
    They laughed at Thom, the man they’d both known for years, since Thom was a newbie at the C.I.A. They laughed because Thom was the man who had it so together professionally, and yet would always succumb to nervous tics in high stress situations. Thankfully Thom knew they laughed out of love, and he joined them as the jet taxied towards the terminal at Madrid’s executive airfield. Through the window beside his seat, Thom watched the stairs descend from another jet. Russian Foreign Minister Plankov walked down them, followed closely by a twink carrying two suitcases, one under each arm. Plankov’s boy toys were Moscow’s worst-kept secret. Thom laughed to himself again, but was struck by the thought: though he could only see the boy’s body in a general sense — the boy was wearing a hooded sweatshirt and big aviator glasses — he looked oddly familiar. But the boy and his keeper were far away, so Thom dismissed the thought as a bit of déjà vu. “Did you think I'd crumble? Did you think I'd lay down and die?” Thom hummed to himself quietly, “Oh no not I, I will survive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The balcony of their room at the Hotel Palacio Del Retiro overlooked a tree-filled park and the Prado Museum. Plankov hoped to take in a recently restored fifteenth century Messina painting, “The Dead Christ Supported by an Angel,” though as he opened the doors leading out onto the balcony from their room on the hotel’s top floor, Plankov doubted he’d get much pleasure on this trip outside of his hotel room. 
 
    Trey came up behind Plankov, reaching around to slip his hand up the foreign minister’s chest. Plankov sighed in lust, and Trey nibbled on his ear, “No, no, not yet, Admiral. You have a dinner meeting with my vice president.” In truth, Trey was an anomaly when it came to Plankov’s boys. He wasn’t a Russian farm boy come to the crowning jewel of Moscow. He was a graduate student in aerospace engineering at the Russian Academy of Sciences. And most oddly, Trey was an American. “I’ll be waiting for you, naked and ready in our bed,” Trey said, and Plankov turned to kiss him, less worried, perhaps too unconcerned, to kiss his newest lover on a hotel balcony overlooking a public park. 
 
    Plankov dressed, but Trey remained in his briefs, sprawled out on the bed reading a thick paperback novel. After the foreign minister kissed Trey on the forehead and left him alone in the hotel suite, Trey went to the bathroom, threw up in the gleaming toilet, and then washed his mouth out three times with the strongest mint mouthwash he’d ever tasted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    A siren sounded to Petrov’s starboard side. And though it was far off at first, it grew increasingly closer until Petrov could hear a voice through a loudspeaker coming from the approaching ship, “Turn off your engine and come to your deck with your hands clearly in the air, please.” Petrov had sailed from Latvia, by the coasts of Lithuania and Poland, along the southern edge of Sweden and through the straights of Denmark until he hit the open North Sea well above Germany. But as soon as he crossed into the English Channel due east of Brighton, he was being stopped by the British Coast Guard. 
 
    Petrov shut off his borrowed engine and walked to the boat’s deck, the path of least resistance, the only path that would get him out of this situation alive. Of course, he’d worried this might happen ever since leaving Riga earlier that week. And in this worry, he’d come up with a plan. 
 
    With his hands raised and the British boat now within shouting distance, Petrov yelled, “My name is Petrov Lubyanka. I am a Russian intelligence officer and I seek political asylum because my government poses an immediate threat to my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Air Force Two landed in Madrid at 11:27 p.m. local time. The vice president walked to the back of the plane, where his wife slept through the rough landing. He was drunk. She was passed out on Ambien. In short: their relationship was going great. 
 
    “Abi, Abigail,” Adams shook his wife’s shoulder until she opened her eyes, “We’re here. The team will take us straight to the hotel.” He smiled, and Abi cocked her head looking up at him. “What?” she asked, taken by his sudden and palpable, even if slurred, warmth. “I asked them to put us at the Barceló Emperatriz,” he said. 
 
    The last time the Adams had been in Madrid, Grant had been the junior senator from North Carolina. Abigail’s parents had chosen the city to renew their vows, and for five stressful days, Grant and Abigail traveled the countryside with her parents and two brothers’ families in a bus with less-than-reliable air conditioning, stopping at every shrine and every plaza in every small town. Abigail’s relationship was always vexed with her parents, conservatives with old money who never approved of her liberal upstart of a husband, even if he was a United States Senator. So at the end of the trip, Grant rearranged their travel plans home and booked them two nights at the five-star Barceló Emperatriz. They slept straight through the first night and didn’t leave the hotel pool the following day. On the second night, before their flight back to Washington, the Adams’ first child was conceived in a room overlooking the lush gardens of the Lázaro Galdiano Museum. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Three British sailors boarded the deck of Petrov’s ship. They patted him down and then handcuffed him. “That’s absolutely unnecessary,” Petrov told them, but they just shrugged and led him aboard the boat bearing the seal of the British Coast Guard. When they reached a cabin just below the ship’s deck, Petrov was led into a room with just a table and two chairs. The sailors removed his handcuffs, turned and left, closing the door through which they’d entered behind them. 
 
    The room was without a porthole and smelled of disinfectant. As Petrov glanced around himself, a man in a tailored suit walked in a door opposite the one through which Petrov had been just led. “Please, sit down, Mr. Lubyanka.” 
 
    Petrov remained standing, “My name is Petrov Lubyanka. I am a Russian intelligence officer and I seek political asylum because my government poses an immediate threat to my life.” The British man laughed, “Yes, yes Petrov. We know quite a bit about you. And don’t worry. We don’t plan to send you back to Moscow, where you’re supposedly dead at a sex club. Please,” the man pointed to the chair, “sit.” 
 
    Petrov sat, and the man sat across the table from him. “You don’t recognize me, do you Petrov? Well, I guess you wouldn’t. My name is Agent Brockton, and like you, I’m an intelligence officer. Just under a week ago, I placed a global GPS tracker just behind your right ear.” Petrov reached up and rubbed the tiny spot he and Thom had found what seemed like ages ago. Brockton continued, “Sorry about that. But I’m sure you’ll be glad we were tracking you. Did you think you could get into Madrid without some help? Please. We’ve been working with the Americans, Petrov. We will get you back to your boyfriend, but for the present, he must continue to think you are dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    After a long swim in the pool, Thom lingered over his egg whites with spinach, drinking coffee and reading The New York Times in the hotel’s quiet, sun-filled courtyard. He was determined, after the dissolution of a relationship and the literal death of another, to be the most ripped bitch he could be come Memorial Day on Fire Island. No bread and no pasta for the next few weeks until the onset of summer seemed a small sacrifice as he found himself, for the first time in a long time, completely single. 
 
    He found himself, too, with strangely little to do in Madrid. Ambassador Anderson and Natalie were in meetings all day as the summit began tomorrow. And though a great deal faced Thom, there was relatively little he could do until he and Anderson came up with a more solid plan to confront Vice President Grant Adams and to thwart the Russian plan. So he waited. He emailed Jason, who had moved Thom’s things into a storage unit but refused to let Thom pay for it. Jason had also sent him the links to several condos for rent in their neighborhood, which Thom perused and thanked Jason for sending. He didn’t tell Jason, however, that he would not be renting, that he would be buying, or of the sudden rush of income coming his way from the sale of the ranch. Thom wasn’t even sure he wanted to be in Washington for a while, so he simply emailed Jason a kind, if not also a little curt, email thanking him for his help.  
 
    After breakfast, Thom meandered through the Parque de El Retiro, stopping to buy Trey a postcard at the Palacio de Cristal and to sit in the cool air of one of the greenhouse’s many rooms filled tiled floor to glass ceiling with plants from every part of the world. He bought a coffee at a small café bordering the park and continued strolling east into the Estrella neighborhood, home to several of Madrid’s most reputable antiques dealers. His destination was a small shop in an alley behind the Hospital Beata Maria Ana. On a plain, frosted glass door, small, but perfect gold filigree letters read Alcocer Anticuarios. 
 
    Señor Alcocer opened his small shop in 1930, now run by his great-grandson, also Señor Alcocer. Thom entered the shop and Alcocer was sitting behind his great wooden counter, bent over a small brass set of mechanisms surely meant for one of the gas lamps in which he specialized. “Thom,” he yelled, “Hello friend, hello! I had a feeling you would be coming by. A woman dropped this off and asked me to give it to you, about half an hour ago.” 
 
    The antique dealer handed Thom a small envelope, which contained just a card of heavy, but fine cardstock inside. Thom didn’t have to read it to know what it said. Pull the thread, and the whole world unravels. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The master bedroom of the presidential suite at the Barceló Emperatriz was slanted by morning sun. Mrs. Adams slept in the massive king bed, in a mess of Egyptian cotton sheets twisted around her body. She would sleep until ten, at least, Vice President Grant Adams knew. His wife had barely woken up to be driven to the hotel, where she’d fallen into the bed as soon as they walked into the suite with massive floor-to-ceiling windows and slick modern furniture. On trans-Atlantic flights she upped her Ambien dose, just as he upped his whiskey dose. But where his wife was dead to the world, Grant Adams had gotten up at 5:45 in the morning, having slept fitfully as it was, to sweat out the tumblers of North Carolina bourbon he’d thrown back on the plane. After running five miles through the sleeping streets of central Madrid alongside his small Secret Service detail, the vice president was back to their hotel and showered by seven. 
 
    “Abi,” he sat beside her on the bed tying his loafers, then touching her shoulder gently, “Want to get up and have breakfast with me?” She groaned, pulling a pillow over her head, and waved off her husband. He couldn’t blame her. She needed this vacation, perhaps more than he did, to be away from their gilded prison and the busy schedule of dull appearances and obligations that dogged every vice presidential couple. She needed to be away from their children, even, and every reminder that he’d cheated on her. Grant Adams leaned down and pulled the pillow away from his wife, kissing her forehead and adding, “Don’t sleep the whole day away. Get out and take in a museum. You love Madrid.” She smiled up at him, and Grant knew that, whatever else happened, they would be okay. 
 
    Adams walked into the suite’s living room, where Sullivan, Ambassador Anderson, and Natalie were waiting for him. Anderson rose to greet him, “Good morning, Mr. Vice President. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m early to our briefing. I thought we might have breakfast at the rooftop pool?” Anderson was being especially chipper, which piqued Adams’ curiosity. The vice president turned to the head of his detail, who nodded, “We’ve cleared the area, sir.” 
 
    The foursome made their way up to the rooftop deck of the five-star hotel, an eighteenth century manor that had been converted into more of a lush resort in the middle of Madrid than just your run-of-the-mill luxury hotel. As they stepped into the sun, Anderson said, “Natalie, Sullivan, I would appreciate having breakfast with the vice president alone.” He led Adams by the elbow to a table set with flowers and coffee, croissants and eggs, fruit and orange juice, on the opposite side of the expansive rooftop, beyond the infinity pool overlooking Spain’s Baroque parliament building, and beside a giant potted palm tree. Natalie and Sullivan sat in a lounge area near the elevator they’d just exited, mostly ignoring each other, nibbling on croissants and becoming engrossed in their respective cellphones. Before Sullivan even finished half of his first cup of coffee, Natalie got up, saying, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to take care of some scheduling issues.” She seemed frustrated, or something close to it, though Sullivan only looked up and smiled as she left. 
 
    Back across the rooftop, Anderson dropped the niceties he had deployed for the morning thus far. “Grant,” he asked the vice president, “I’m just going to come out and ask you: are you working for the Russians?” 
 
    Adams coughed, choking up a small piece of bright orange cantaloupe he was forced to spit into his hand. But he did not laugh at the incredulousness of his colleague’s question, for there was, he feared, much evidence to the contrary if Anderson was willing to risk this confrontation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Just as Adams coughed up a piece of melon, two photographers appeared on the rooftop opposite the Barceló Emperatriz. This was not unusual. Madrid, especially before the day’s smog settled in, was particularly picturesque in the golden morning light. Between the hours of seven and nine, photographers from the local art school or working for any number of travel magazines could be seen on all the best roofs across the city’s center. But these were no ordinary photographers. They held no camera, but a listening device pointed at Ambassador Anderson and Vice President Adams. And they knew, somehow, that their meeting had been moved last minute from Adams’ suite to the rooftop pool. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    British Foreign Minister Kelly Franklin landed at the small executive airport north of downtown Madrid at 7:45 in the morning, just as Anderson and Adams sat down for their awkward rooftop breakfast. Her jet held a small army of staff and security agents, including one brand new agent. Dressed in a trim black suit and large reflective aviator sunglasses, he was a quiet man who spoke even less than the rest of the foreign minister’s security detail. Franklin had been told his name was Mackenzie Jones, but in reality, his name was Petrov Lubyanka. M.I.6 had snuck him into Madrid under the nose of their own foreign minister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson waved over a waiter, who brought Vice President Adams a glass of water. Adams drank, coughed again, took another gulp of the water, and then finally cleared his throat. “Paul,” he said weakly, “I know it looks like I have cozied up to Vasily’s Kremlin.” The ambassador nodded, but said nothing. “But I am not a traitor. The Russians set me up and are holding an affair over my head, trying to get me to…” 
 
    Adams grabbed his throat and started coughing violently again. Anderson knew something was wrong, and yelled across the pool, “Sullivan, get a doctor!” The Secret Service agents rushed over as Anderson helped the vice president stand up. But then Adams stopped choking and collapsed, his eyes rolling towards the back of his skull. They laid him out flat on the rooftop. Almost immediately, the Vice President of the United States of America was not breathing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    A medical team always traveled with the vice president, and they rushed to the rooftop under the direction of an Army doctor who had cut her teeth on the battlefields of Kandahar province, just like Grant Adams himself. She found a faint heart beat and performed mouth-to-mouth resuscitation as the ambulance was called to the Barceló Emperatriz. The ambassador and Sullivan were rejoined by Natalie, and they gave the medical team room to work.  
 
    In just under a minute, the doctor let one of her deputies take over on-sight care as she spoke to Anderson, “Sir, his heart beat is extremely slow and his breathing is constricted. We need to get him to the hospital and into an O.R. before the lack of oxygen gives him brain damage, if it hasn’t already. Call the White House. The vice president has had a stroke.” 
 
    Vice President Grant Adams was loaded in an ambulance with his medical team and chief of staff in tow. As they drove to the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela, Ambassador Anderson and Natalie ran to the presidential suite, where Abigail Adams was in the shower when her husband collapsed. His sweetness had moved her out of bed, and she had planned to take in a museum and find him a gift before lunch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Señor Alcocer brought Thom, who had slipped into an attack of quick successive hiccups upon receiving the note, a glass of water from the backroom. Thom sat on the man’s workbench and drank, then laid his head between his legs until the hiccups subsided. He took a nearby notepad and pencil to hand, and scribbled, “Did she look at anything while she was here?” Alcocer glanced around and pointed to a lamp on a table opposite the register, a model from 1870s France painted with purple irises and red poppies. 
 
    Thom walked over to the lamp and felt around the lip of its heavy brass base, stopping when his finger hit a bump at one corner. He pulled on the bump with his fingers, walked back to Alcocer and showed him a small listening device before heading into the water closet just behind the workbench, where he flushed the bug down the toilet. “¿Qué cojones?” Alcocer exclaimed, “Thom, what is going on?” 
 
    Thom didn’t want to tell his friend about the deep shit in which he had found himself, an international triangulation that started with digital spying but had escalated to the assassination of an ambassador and who knew who else. He sighed. “I can’t tell you,” Thom said truthfully, “But I’m being followed, and I’m sorry to have brought this into your shop, friend.” Alcocer shook his head, “No, no, my friend is in danger.” He walked over and gave Thom a big hug, “I don’t know what I can do, but if I can help…” 
 
    A brick crashed through the shop’s glass door. Thom and Alcocer fell to the ground, covering their heads. Alcocer reached up to grab a pistol from a drawer underneath his workbench. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The Army doctor was barely able to stabilize the vice president in the ambulance on the drive to the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela, where he was immediately prepped upon arrival and taken into surgery. Grant Adams had, indeed, suffered a sudden stroke during breakfast, and the swelling on his brain stem threatened to shut down his nervous system entirely. 
 
    Led by a police escort, Abi Adams rode with Ambassador Anderson and Natalie to the hospital as surgeons began to operate on her husband. They rode mostly in silence. Abi had herself collapsed in shock upon leaving the bathroom in her robe and Natalie telling her the news. Natalie and the ambassador were able, with the aid of a Secret Service agent, to bring Abi to her feet, and Natalie helped her get dressed in a linen pant suit with simple white blouse, though her hair was still wet from the shower. Abi looked beautiful, striking as ever despite this hurry. She may have to appear before the press later, once her husband was brought out of surgery. She hoped she had to appear before the press. It would mean her husband had survived. 
 
    An entire wing of the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela’s expansive surgery center was coordained off. Sullivan Andrews and a doctor greeted them at the entrance to the surgery center, and the doctor quickly updated Mrs. Adams, explaining how the surgery team was currently relieving the pressure that had built up on the vice president’s brain stem as a result of his stroke, and that they should have more news within the hour. Secret Service agents led Abi, Sullivan, Natalie, and Anderson into a quiet waiting room, where they sat on buttery leather sofas and ignored the cookies and coffee someone had laid out for them. Absentmindedly, Abi clicked her heel on the white marble floor to the faint click of the clock’s second hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    As planned, Petrov was sent to scout security for a place Britain’s Foreign Minister would never actually visit: a restaurant near the conference center where the NATO Summit was set to begin the following day. This only served to get him away from the other agents and Franklin’s staff. He headed straight to Chueca, Madrid’s gay neighborhood, and into a salon named, appropriately enough, Romeo Y Julius. 
 
    Once on leave in Madrid, Petrov had gotten the best haircut of his young Russian life here, and he hoped they could help him now. As he walked in the door, a Spanish club remix of the Spice Girls’ “Wannabe” thumped from the speakers mounted above the styling stations. Even though it was just before nine in the morning, Andre, the only stylist in the shop, offered Petrov a rebujito, a cocktail the salon made with cheap sherry and Sprite, and guided him to the chair. As he sat, Petrov clinked glasses with Andre. They threw back their drinks and Andre asked him, “What are we doing this morning, darling?”  
 
    In the mirror, Petrov smiled. “I want to look like someone else entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    The vice president’s surgery was a success, though the damage his stroke had done would not be known for a few hours still. The lead Spanish surgeon and the American Army doctor came into the waiting room. The latter said, “We’d like to speak with Mrs. Adams and Ambassador Anderson alone, please,” so Natalie, Sullivan, and the rest of the staff who had gathered over the past hour gave them the room. 
 
    Abi took the Spanish surgeon’s hands into her own, “Thank you for saving my husband.” She then did the same for the American, and tears came to Abi’s eyes for the first time that morning. Anderson put his arm around Abi’s shoulders, and the American doctor cleared her throat, “Mrs. Adams, Ambassador Anderson, indeed the surgery was a success. But there’s something that became clear as we operated. The typical signs of stroke were not present. No other damage on the frontal lobe or in the spinal column. Nothing. Just an acute swelling at the base of the brain stem.” 
 
    She paused. “We believe the vice president was given an acute dose of serum albumin, which caused his brain stem to swell on the spot so that he collapsed in a stroke. In short, we believe this was an attempted assassination.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Adams, Mr. Ambassador, if you’ll excuse us,” the Army doctor said, “we need to get back to Vice President Adams. I’ll come get you when we’re able to wake him up.” Abi Adams’ mouth was agape, and Ambassador Anderson squeezed her shoulder and then spoke to the surgeons, “Thank you, doctors. And please, not a word of this to anyone.” 
 
    The doctors nodded and turned to leave, to return to their patient, the Vice President of the United States of America, who had just suffered a strange stroke which reeked of an attempted assassination. At the very least, they all knew, this was a warning shot. 
 
    Anderson stared at Abi, waiting for her to speak. She avoided his gaze, picking at a small pull in the hem of her linen blazer, which seemed, at this second, to bother her more than the situation in which they found themselves, though the ambassador knew this wasn’t true, just a coping mechanism. “My mother hates linen,” Mrs. Adams finally said, giving up on her jacket and making eye contact with the ambassador for the first time since the surgeons left the room, “And I guess I should know better than to travel in it. It wrinkles so easily and snags on everything.” She paused. Ambassador Anderson had never been her husband’s biggest fan — and vice versa — but the two shared a larger political ideology and patriotism, even if little else, and Anderson was being genuinely kind to her now. “Paul, if I may,” she said, and Anderson nodded, “Of course, Mrs. Adams.” 
 
    “Please,” she said, “Call me Abi.” She walked over to a window overlooking a sculpture garden between the surgical ward and the back of the emergency room. Anderson followed her, and as they took in a young girl pulling an oxygen tank beside her, holding the hand of a woman that might be her grandmother or aunt or a volunteer, Abi continued, “I’m worried about Grant, Paul. He’s been under a lot of pressure the last six months, more than normal. And for the first time in a long time,” she paused as the girl looked up at them from the courtyard, then waved, “I think he’s hiding something from me.” The girl waved back, and the vice president’s wife sighed, “Something big, Paul. Something very big.” 
 
    Abi Adams straightened the front of her jacket and walked back to a large white leather sofa in the corner. She picked up a three-month old copy of People magazine. All they could do in this moment was wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Behind the counter, Thom hyperventilated with his head between his knees as Señor Alcocer brandished the pistol and pulled a curtain just a few inches towards him so that he could peek out onto the street. Alcocer saw no one, and he shook his head, “This is not the first time this has happened, dear Thomas. I imagine it was just some kids looking for a thrill, which I admit is quite the coincidence. Are you okay, friend?” 
 
    Thom lifted his head from between his knees and nodded, though he didn’t open his eyes. “It is a great irony,” Alcocer said softly, and Thom asked, “What is?” The shopkeeper laughed sweetly, “That you are a C.I.A. agent having a panic attack and I am an antiques dealer with a pistol in his hand.” Thom couldn’t help but laugh then, too, and the men stood up, dusting off the asses of their pants, though Alcocer didn’t put the gun away, not yet. Thom pulled his cellphone out of his pocket. A message from Ambassador Anderson waited for him: “Adams has had a stroke and we’re at the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela. Stay safe, Thom. Something doesn’t feel right about this. I will call you when I know more.” Something wasn’t right about the healthy-as-a-buck American vice president’s stroke, indeed, and something wasn’t right where Thom and Alcocer stood now.  
 
    They walked around the counter and Alcocer sighed, “Ay, ay, ay. I had just had it repainted, too.” Thom picked up a large piece of the broken door and held it up to the light pouring in off of the street. It was beautiful glass, thin and flat with no bubbles rising to the surface. Alcocer, a lamp man, did not skimp on his shop, as it would send the wrong message to his customers, many of whom came to him from all over the world to decorate homes all over, from Sydney and Hong Kong, to Miami and Havana. Suddenly, Thom had an idea. 
 
    “Señor Alcocer,” he said, “Can you take me to the man who made this door?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Grant Adams navigated the small Cessna 140, a pearly white single-engine two-seater, due east from Greenville, North Carolina, a small city lying 90 miles inland from the Atlantic Ocean. Though now the Vice President of the United States, his wealth was largely through marriage. He came from poor white trash generations back on his father’s side; his maternal grandfather had been an infamous drunk and gambler who had swindled away most of his family’s money. But his mother’s mother had inherited a modest, but beautiful beach house on Hatteras Island, and he liked to fly there when he could. Hatteras was a toddy community at the eastern most point of North Carolina’s Outer Banks, known mostly for its wine bars and lighthouse straight from a postcard. Cape Hatteras Light is the tallest brick lighthouse in the United States (and second in the world) with a classic black-and-white pattern snaking around from its base to its tip, not unlike a giant, monochrome barber pole. Sometimes Adams would pick up a small plane in Greenville or further up the coast in Norfolk and fly around the Outer Banks just to see the lighthouse, not even landing at the beach house where his family took respite any time they could. 
 
    As a boy, Adams spent summers at this house with his grandmother. His dad died when he was 7, and his mom worked whatever hours she could at a Peter Pan Peanut Butter plant between Greenville and Raleigh. As soon as school was out in May, Adams’ grandmother, Opal, drove her huge and ancient Chrysler to her daughter’s house and picked up her grandson. When they returned to the beach, they slipped into a routine of early morning walks down the shore, then reading thick novels of all types — trashy romances and greats like Austen or Joyce alike — until lunch of peanut butter sandwiches and sour lemonade cookies, then an afternoon nap and time to explore their lives separately until dinner. Adams’ mother joined them on weekends when she could, which wasn’t often, but as a boy he didn’t mind these months on end with just his grandmother. She died Adams’ first year of college at Chapel Hill, and he almost quit from the sorrow. When he told his mother he wanted to come home, though, she reached across the dinner table between them and grabbed her son’s arm, spitting, “Like hell you will. Your grandmother didn’t work so hard, and I sure as shit didn’t work so hard, for you to quit and come running home because she’s gone. People die, Grant. I won’t let you do this to me, to her memory, or to yourself.” And that was that. 
 
    As he adjusted the plane south, as he wished for one of his grandmother’s lemonade cookies, the radio in Adams’ Cessna crackled to life. “Attention all flights hugging the coast between Virginia Beach and Charleston.” The vice president turned up the volume, “Hurricane Jackson has turned inland and is heading to shore at 120 miles per hour. Please ground your plane A.S.A.P. Over and out.” The Coast Guard was calling all planes home, or rather, to the closest airstrip where they could land. But Adams had flown in far worse than the edge of a hurricane, if it even edged in that far, and he was only four minutes from the lighthouse. He felt the increasing need to see it before he turned around and hightailed it back to Greenville. 
 
    He increased his ground speed and banked a hard southward turn. As he did, the hurricane blossomed before him like he’d never seen a storm do before. As he moved his controls forward in attempt to get under the cloudbank, a jet stream caught him off guard and looped him down, as if his plane was a toy and God was merely an angry child, throwing him towards the sea faster than Adams could recover control. 
 
    But then the vice president shook awake and gasped for air. He wasn’t in a plane, but in a hospital bed, with a tube running up his nose and an I.V. dripping into his right arm. An Army nurse jumped to his feet and stood stiffly. “Welcome back, Mr. Vice President. You’ve had a stroke and you’re in a room at the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela in Madrid, sir. Let me go get your lead doctor and surgeon.” Adams reached out his arm to stay the young soldier. “No, son. First bring me my wife and Ambassador Paul Anderson.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    When Petrov emerged from the Romeo Y Julius salon, he was, indeed, a different man altogether. His short brown hair had been bleached, rinsed, then bleached and rinsed again until it was so blonde it was almost translucent. He allowed the stylist to dress him, too, so Petrov walked out onto the street in a now-vintage concert tee from Madonna’s 1993 Erotica world tour and the skinniest pair of black jeans he’d ever worn, complete with a wallet chain and ripped ridges on each knee. He left the salon and walked nine blocks east to the Hotel Palacio Del Retiro, entering through a back entrance into the hotel kitchen, where he grabbed a bellman’s uniform off a shelf and changed in a locker room where nobody paid him any mind. The small British pistol Petrov tucked into the back of his pants near his ass crack, covering the top of the gun’s grip with the thick band of an apron monogrammed with the hotel’s initials. 
 
    From the kitchen he took a service elevator to the top floor. The hallway was empty. No guests were on this floor but the Russian Foreign Minister and his security detail, all of whom were out for the Foreign Minister’s busy day of meeting’s. One of Plankov’s staffers rushed out of a hotel room and past Petrov, but she didn’t pay the man in a hotel uniform any mind. When he reached Plankov’s room, Petrov used the master key he’d lifted from the kitchen to let himself in. He expected it to be empty, but lying on the sofa cleaning his own gun in just a pair of tiny briefs was Trey, Plankov’s latest boy toy, but really, the C.I.A. analyst the agency’s director had sent here herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Abi rushed into her husband’s room, leaning over and into his arms outstretched from the hospital bed where he lay. “If you ever scare me like that again,” she said, and then began to sob. “Come on now, Abi, don’t get my gown all wet,” Grant Adams laughed, but the truth was he found himself crying, too. Ambassador Anderson stood awkwardly in the doorway and after a minute or two, coughed nervously. Adams looked up, “Paul, it’s good to see you.” Anderson walked over and shook the vice president’s hand, “It’s good to see you, too, Grant.” Abi stood up straight and pulled a piece of her long red hair out of her face, “Honey, shouldn’t I get one of the doctors in here to explain to us what happened and what happens next?” 
 
    Adams shook his head, “In a few minutes, Abi, but first, I need to tell you both something.” To his wife and his colleague, Vice President Grant Adams \ came clean about everything in a flurry of a timeline. How the nanny he’d had an affair with was a Russian agent. How the Kremlin was trying to blackmail him. How the plan to usurp NATO was nefarious, and how he found himself an unwilling pawn in Russia’s bid for domination, a bid that loomed ever-more possible now that President Myers was on her way to Madrid to announce the new dawn of American-Russian relations. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for Adams to say, and it wasn’t easy for Abi or Anderson to hear. But then again, it at least cleared Adams in Anderson’s mind. The vice president wasn’t a traitor. He was just compromised. Anderson nodded, and Abi held her hand over her open mouth. Finally, Adams spoke, perhaps just to break the pointed silence chilling the room. “So, what do we do now?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    As Trey leapt to his feet in the finest suite at the Hotel Palacio Del Retiro, he almost dropped his gun, but managed to point the pistol right at Petrov, who managed to grab his own pistol from the back of his pants and point it back at Trey, who stood before him, a single testicle hanging out from leg of his briefs. 
 
    Keeping his left hand holding the pistol, Trey reached down and adjusted his package, pulling the leg of his briefs down to re-encompass the ball that had escaped. “Who-who-who are you?” he stuttered, but before Petrov could answer, Trey cocked his head and squinted, “Wait. I’ve seen you before.” The recognition was blossoming slowly on his face like a cactus flower turns to the sun. “You’re Petrov Lubyanka. Except, except,” despite the two guns pointed at the two men, Trey broke out in a fit of hysterical laughter, “you look ridiculous, honey. Let’s put our guns down.” Trey sat his pistol on the coffee table before the sofa, and Petrov lowered his to his side. 
 
    “You know who I am?” Petrov asked, and Trey nodded, “Let me get dressed. We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    If you would have asked Vice President Grant Adams just six months ago to list the people whom he trusted most, Ambassador Anderson would not have cracked the top 100. But that was before the Russians’ plan for global chaos became clear; before the assassination of a Russian ambassador, G.R.U. agent, and the First Gentleman of the United States; before his own attempted assassination at the hands of the Kremlin, what he suspected as he came to in his hospital room, in their desire to keep him under their control. Nobody was more shocked that Grant Adams had just come completely clean to not only his wife, but also the American ambassador to Russia, than Grant Adams himself. 
 
    Abi was in shock, and though she said nothing, she sat in the chair beside her husband’s bed and took his hand into her own. Anderson remained standing and after a silence that felt not icy, but charged with the electricity of a thunderstorm, cleared his throat. “Well Grant,” Anderson said, managing to crack a smile, “This explains a lot, and I appreciate you telling me. To be quite honest with you, we’re in deep shit.” Both men laughed at the uncharacteristic turn of phrasing leaving the WASP-y ambassador’s mouth. Anderson continued, “But if we can work together, there might be a way out.” 
 
    With his free hand, Adams reached for the cup of water on a tray beside his bed, “I don’t see how, Paul,” he said, “But we have to try.” Abi squeezed his hand a little harder just then, and the doctors entered the room, confirming the vice president hadn’t suffered from a natural stroke, but one brought about by a chemical they suspected was planted in his water at breakfast on the hotel’s rooftop. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Señor Alcocer’s mint condition 1967 Renault 4 was parked in a slim space behind the shop. The hatchback was glossy black with high-polished chrome wheels and even given the circumstances, it was clear Alcocer couldn’t help but take pride in his pristine vintage car. “Be careful opening the door,” he bid Thom, “There’s not much room between the car and that brick wall.” 
 
    They climbed into the car and as Alcocer started the engine to a purr, Thom turned to him, “We need to make a stop first,” he said, and Alcocer nodded. Thom showed him the screen of his phone, opened to the map with a pin dropped beside the address 11 Paseo de la Virgen del Puerto. Alcocer knew the block, a busy street of shops on the south side of the Campo del Moro gardens, and drove them there in silence, for which Thom was thankful. He needed the time to think. Alcocer parked in front of Hiper Antena and Thom ran inside the small electronics store. He knew exactly what he wanted and hoped the store had it in stock. He showed the clerk, a bored looking college student with a Radiohead t-shirt, two pictures on his phone, and the boy quickly returned with two small boxes. Thom handed him a credit card, signed the tablet screen the clerk turned towards him, and ran out the door saying, “Gracias! No necesito un recibo.” 
 
    Alcocer drove them south out of the city on Autovía A-42, a six-lane highway that looked just like any six-lane highway in almost any large city, be it Atlanta or Sydney, Cape Town or Madrid. They exited in Getafe, a once-industrial center turned middle class suburb of refurbished lofts, automobile dealerships, and Starbucks coffeeshops. After a series of turns, Alcocer drove the Renault underneath a building that looked grittier than the others, parking next to a freight elevator, which he and Thom took to the building’s fourth floor. After they turned right, then left in a dimly lit but clean hallway, Alcocer knocked on a door, and a voice yelled, “Come in, come in!” 
 
    They entered what Thom took to be the workshop of a mad genius, a craftsman so devoted to his art he had no time for tidying up. Kilns, large metal rods, buckets of hammers of every size, torches, metal files, and stack after stack of thin, perfect glass lined every surface, every square inch of floor and every shelf from top to bottom. Alcocer greeted his friend, who pulled a pair of thick leather gloves off of his hands and extended his arm to shake Thom’s hand, “I’m Paco, pleased to meet you.” Paco was tall and skinny, a man of about 45 with a thick Basque accent. “I’m Thom,” the American said, shaking Paco’s hand, “Thank you so much for letting us stop by. I’m sorry we’re in such a rush.” Paco waved him off, “No, no. Any friend of our lamp dealer here is a friend of mine. Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    Thom handed Paco the two tiny boxes he’d bought at the electronics store, and the trio walked over to one of the great work benches before a wall of old, thick factory windows. Paco opened the boxes to reveal a tiny microphone and an even tinier audio transmitter. Thom smiled, “If you’re up for the challenge, I’d like to see if you can get these set in a glass toothpick?” 
 
    Paco laughed, “I love a challenge. Be back at 3 o’clock. Bring a bottle of wine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    As Grant and Abi Adams and Ambassador Anderson brainstormed, or failed to brainstorm, a plan; as Foreign Minister Plankov left a meeting to greet President Vasily as the Russian leader arrived at the Hotel Palacio Del Retiro; as Trey and Petrov made their way to a dive bar in order to talk privately; and as Thom and Alcocer scoured an antique linens shop in Getafe waiting for 3 o’clock to roll around, the President of the United States of America, Meredith Myers, landed on Air Force One at the Adolfo Suárez Madrid–Barajas Airport, just to the northeast of Madrid’s city center. 
 
    Security was tight, but a large crowd was gathered to greet President Myers, waving tiny American and Spanish flags in the hot midday sun directly over their heads. As she disembarked the jet, she couldn’t help but sigh. Her husband loved Spain, especially in the springtime. Myers didn’t have time to wax nostalgic just then, though. If she were to honor her husband’s memory, the best thing she could do was guarantee peace through working alongside the Russians, an unlikely bond, sure, but an important partnership nonetheless, and one that could change the world forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Foreign Minister Plankov fetched Sullivan Andrews from the hospital. “Get in, Sully,” Plankov said, using the nickname he knew Sullivan hated. “Ride back to my hotel with me. We need to talk.” Sullivan slid into the backseat of the black Mercedes and closed the door. He had dreaded this moment, and that dread caught now in his throat. 
 
    “Mr. Foreign Minister,” Sullivan choked out, “I don’t know what you think I can do, but the vice president seems hell bent on stopping…” Plankov held his oily finger to Sullivan’s lips, “Shhhh, my boy, shhhhh. You can do much more than you think you can.” He paused, looked out the window as they passed through a busy plaza, alive with business people and tourists alike grabbing lunch at the beautiful cafés lining each side of the square. A group of pigeons took off from the fountain, and Plankov turned back to Sullivan. “Plus, what do you think will happen when the vice president finds out you’ve been sleeping with his wife?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    The black Mercedes with Russian diplomatic plates pulled up to the entrance of the Hotel Palacio Del Retiro. Foreign Minister Plankov rolled down the glass between the front and back seats a tiny bit, saying calmly to the driver, “We’ll be just a minute.” He rolled the glass back up and looked to Sullivan Andrews, the American vice president’s chief of staff. He didn’t have to say anything, because Sullivan knew Plankov was waiting for a confirmation. A commitment he would help the Russians strong arm the American executive branch, a branch that would crumble if the Russians revealed not only what they had on Vice President Adams himself, but also his chief of staff’s affair with Abi Adams. 
 
    Sullivan was between a rock and a hard place, an igloo formed by steely Russian ice. And now he was being made to make a loyalty pledge, something worth more than any bank account filled with Rubles to the Russian heads of state. He sighed. Plankov laughed lightly, picking at a hangnail, “If you refuse, Sully, I will make sure people die. Your dear Abi Adams, for instance. And you know your boss’s political career will be dead, too.” Sullivan nodded, “Yes, sir,” but this wasn’t enough for Plankov. “Yes, what, Sully?” 
 
    “I will make sure America backs your plan to neuter NATO,” Sullivan said flatly, quietly, without trepidation but with resign in his voice. He was only 35 years old, and about to become a traitor to the country he’d sworn to serve. Plankov reached out his hand to shake Sullivan’s, but the American ignored it. As Plankov got out of the car, he instructed the driver to take their passenger back to the hospital. When the car pulled away, Sullivan pulled his phone from out of his back pocket. As it had done a thousand times before, it had butt-dialed someone. And though no one appeared to be on the other end of the line, the call was still active. Abi Adam’s voicemail had been recording the conversation between Plankov and Sullivan for the last 15 minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    As Sullivan drove back to the hospital, Trey and Petrov slid into a booth in the back of a small, dark bar in the Calle San Bernardo neighborhood on central Madrid’s north side. Tucked in an alley beside a Franciscan monastery, it had only two other patrons: both old men perched upon stools at the bar, playing Keno with two empty glasses of beer in front of each of them, even though it was only one in the afternoon. As they nursed their third beers, a TV above the bar aired coverage from the upcoming NATO summit, but the volume was so low nobody could hear it. The barkeep walked over to their booth. Petrov ordered them two beers, and they didn’t speak until the barkeep dropped off their drinks and told them to wave if they wanted more. 
 
    Trey took a drink of his beer and sat it down. “We thought you were dead.” Petrov cocked his head a bit. He knew Trey was American, and that he had no choice but to trust him, but, “Who are you even?” Trey laughed, “Fair question. I’m Trey Stevenson, and like your boyfriend, I work for the C.I.A. Thom is my best friend.” Recognition flashed across Petrov’s face, and Trey continued, “I’ve been in Moscow for the last week under the cover of an astrophysics graduate student in his second year of studies, but running espionage for the C.I.A. director back in Washington.” Trey took a sip of his beer, “Neither Thom, nor Ambassador Anderson know. When Anderson told the director he thought the embassay had a mole, she sent me in to find out who using an off-site server at one of our safe houses. Turned out, they needed me to be a honeypot in order to find a new angle on Foreign Minister Plankov.” 
 
    The barkeep dropped a bowl of cashews off at their table and then went back to scrolling through his phone behind the bar. One of the old men at the bar yelped jubilantly, holding a Keno ticket up in the air. Nobody paid Petrov and Thom any mind, so Petrov finished his beer and Trey continued, “I worked my way into Plankov’s bedroom, and well, here we are.” Petrov spit some of his beer through his nose, and it stung like hell. Trey laughed, “I know, I know. After this assignment, the Agency owes me. You haven’t known serving your country until you’ve had that goat’s cock in your mouth.” 
 
    Despite themselves, they laughed, laughed until they were both crying. Gaining composure, Petrov said, “I can’t believe Thom doesn’t know you’re here! Or that you’ve been in the same city as him for the last week.” Petrov narrowed his brows, “I need to get to Ambassador Anderson. How are we going to pull this off?” It was a good question, and Trey had been giving it every thought since Petrov had stumbled into his hotel suite and he had recognized the Russian, presumed dead, but here in Madrid, very much alive. “Tomorrow night there’s a costume ball at the Edificio Carrión for the NATO delegates. If we can keep you under wraps until then, I think, I pray, we can get you to the ambassador.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Alcocer pushed the button to take them to the fourth floor of the warehouse, and Thom fidgeted nervously. He had reason to be nervous, as he, as the world, needed this plan to work. And the plan wasn’t one of the new intelligence gathering, all networked and accomplished from behind a computer at Langley or in Moscow or London. No, this plan was rather old-fashioned spy craft. As the elevator came to a stop and its doors opened, Thom suddenly let out a cute hiccup, like that of a toddler, and began singing “Baby love, my baby love, I need you oh how I need you. But all you do is treat me bad. Break my heart and leave me sad.” At this, Señor Alcocer doubled over he was laughing so hard. “I can’t help it!” Thom complained, and they made their way to Paco’s door. 
 
    Paco was bent over the same bench where they had left him, and as they walked in, the craftsman turned on his stool and held the thinnest, finest piece of glass above his head. Thom walked closer and Paco gave it to him. Thom twirled the expensive toothpick between his thumb and pointer finger, and suddenly gasped, “It’s beautiful.” Paco smiled and nodded knowingly. He knew he’d done good work. “Gracias, gracias.” What Thom held in his hand resembled, nay, was just like the finest toothpicks the finest bars use in their drinks. He could barely see the wiring on the inside, and if you didn’t know what it was, you would think it was merely some ridiculous piece of functional modern art. Paco raised a finger in the air, and turned back around. “I thought it might look odd if only one of the toothpicks looked like this, so I made you more.” He handed Thom a small box, full of beautiful glass toothpicks with pieces of thin wire inside of them, exact, even if non-functioning, replicas of the one containing the audio surveillance equipment. 
 
    Thom’s eyes watered, and he threw his arms around Paco’s neck. “I can never thank you enough, my friend. You may have just saved the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    After the doctors examined her husband, checking his vitals and explaining that should his condition continue to improve he would be free to leave the hospital the following morning, Abi Adams excused herself, realizing suddenly that in the rush of the morning she’d not stopped to pee. In a spotless and bright white marble bathroom just down the hall, Abi pulled her phone out of the slim orange leather clutch she carried. She had several voicemails, but her eyes zeroed in on the one from Sullivan Andrews first. Why would he call her when he was still in this very hospital, she presumed? Surely he wasn’t proposing a tryst while her husband and his best friend woke up from the anesthesia? With the tip of her simply, but impeccably manicured finger, Abi pressed the message and held the phone up to her ear. 
 
    She recognized immediately the two voices on the message, of course. Her husband’s chief of staff, Sullivan Andrews, with whom she’d had a silly and stupid affair. And the other man, Dimitri Plankov, the foreign minister of Russia, who had visited her house in Washington so many times and who, she had just found out, was trying to blackmail her husband into treason. As she listened to their conversation, she realized Grant Adams wasn’t the only man the Kremlin was trying to use. And it became quickly, shockingly clear to her how they were trying to blackmail Sullivan. What could she do? 
 
    She almost dropped her phone in the sink as the door opened to the ladies’ room behind her, startling Abi. “Hello, Mrs. Adams,” Natalie Summers, Ambassador Anderson’ long-time personal aide, said to her, entering the restroom, “How are you holding up?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    “He-, hello, Natalie.” Abi slipped the phone back into her bag and washed her hands, “Grant is doing well, thank you. He should be released tomorrow.” As Abi took a paper towel from the wicker basket beside the sink, Natalie smiled, “I’m so glad to hear that, Mrs. Adams.” Abi thought to give the woman a hug, but decided against it, smiling and nodding her head in thanks on her way out the door. 
 
    Natalie reached into the pocket of her slacks and pulled out not her official State Department iPhone, but a secondary phone, unmarked and containing only one phone number in its contact book. She pressed call and held the phone up to her ear. “Mr. President,” she said, “They’re suspicious Adams was poisoned. If we’re going to make a move, we need to do it now.” There was a pause as Natalie listened. “Da, da, anything for Mother Russia.” She snapped the phone shut and slipped it back into her pocket. Natalie Summers was a Russian spy, as she had been since the age of 7, when she left the name Antonina Plankov on a train platform next to her parents and brother, Dimitri Plankov. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    President Meredith Myers perched on the edge of a bed in her bedroom at the great La Moncloa Palace, the residence of Spain’s prime minister. Myers and Prime Minister Antonoli were friends, and though she lived in the White House, after all, her stays at the Palace never ceased to amaze her. In her bed, kings and queens, prime ministers and presidents had all slept for centuries. Her husband, too, had loved visiting Madrid, and for the first time since his death, since this was the first time she was alone, really, President Myers put her head in her hands and allowed herself to weep. 
 
    Allowed herself to weep, that is, for exactly 45 seconds. “Pull it together,” she puffed to herself, “You can’t do this. Not here. Not now.” And she did. Myers straightened out a wrinkle in her trousers with the palm of her hand and stood up. Outside of the palace, her motorcade was waiting to take her to the hospital where her vice president was recovering from a stroke. She knew he’d be fine, but something about the whole ordeal unnerved Myers in a manner she could not yet pinpoint. 
 
    Abi Adams was waiting to greet the president when the motorcade pulled up to the hospital’s side entrance, where the whole of the surgical ward was now cordoned off in preparation for President Myer’s impending arrival. “Good afternoon, Madame President. Thank you for coming early, it means the world to Grant and me.” The women hugged, and Myers said, “Please, Abi, today of all days, call me Maddy.” The two had known each other for a long time. Though of different generations, they were both sisters from Harvard’s illustrious Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority, both went to law school at Duke and both went into public service. Though Abi was of a Southern aristocratic family and Myers of middle class Midwestern stock, there had always been a fondness between the two women rare in the upper echelons of federal government. 
 
    “Okay, Maddy,” Abi smiled and wrapped her arm through the president’s. They walked into the hospital, both unsure of what was about to unfold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “Maddy,” Vice President Grant Adams said, rising up in his bed and taking the president’s hands into his own, “Thank you for coming. And please, forgive my forgoing the normal formalities, but we have a crisis on our hands and I need to tell you about it right away.” The president looked at him credulously. Maybe, she thought, it was the drugs still wearing off. But his speech was clear, even if rushed and filled with worry. “Abi, can you get Ambassador Anderson and Sully,” Adams asked, and Abi left the room, quickly returning with the two men behind her. 
 
    “What I have to tell you isn’t easy, Madame President. But the air needs to be cleared. We have reason to believe the Russians caused my stroke this morning.” Again, she looked at him in shock, but this time spoke, “Grant, I think you’re very tired because as you know, we’re about to announce a new peace strategy with…” He held up his hand to stop her, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’re wrong. Let me explain.” 
 
    Grant Adams told President Meredith Myers everything. About the affair with his nanny, about how the Russians were holding it over his head to blackmail him, and how the blackmail seemed harmless until they needed to put the mechanisms in place to take back over the countries of the former Eastern Bloc. He told her how the Kremlin had assassinated their own ambassador to the United States, and then an G.R.U. agent who was working with Ambassador Anderson, both of who had suspected Adams was compromised. Anderson nodded, and Adams continued, “You see, Maddy, the Russians are trying to gut NATO so they can invade the nations on their eastern border. Vasily and Plankov have wanted this ever since they stepped foot inside the Kremlin. Probably before. And who knows if they’ll stop there.” Myers sat on the edge of her vice president’s hospital bed, clearly taken aback, as anyone would be. 
 
    Abi Adams cleared her throat. “Honey.” She paused. “And Maddy. Sullivan and I have something to share, too.” Sullivan turned as white as the starched sheets on the hospital bed. Abi told them all about her own affair with her husband’s chief of staff, and how the Russians were trying to use him now, too, but he was only acting in order to protect her and the administration. Adams glared at his friend and most trusted advisor, “Sully,” he asked, “Is it true?” Sullivan nodded, though he didn’t need to. Adams knew it was true, and though he’d been through hell and back already over the last few hours, his heart threatened to break into a billion tiny pieces. But just then, Abi squeezed his hand, which she hadn’t let go of all while telling her story. He looked up at her through his moistening eyes and saw in her both the greatest love and the deepest regret. They had both cheated. And their dalliances had been disastrous for reasons they could have never foretold. But they — Vice President Grant Adams and his beloved wife Abigail — they would be okay. 
 
    The state of the free world, however, was much more tenuous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The Museo Nacional Del Prado is a crowning jewel of Madrid, a museum rivaling the Louvre in Paris or the Met in New York, but even more beautiful, perhaps, for the views it afforded of the Parque de El Retiro, often cited as the most pristine of city parks in the entire world. The Prado was also host, at this moment in time, to a grand costume ball welcoming the delegations of the NATO summit. Plus Russian President Vasily and Foreign Minister Plankov, who had, despite their resolute non-membership in that organization of independent but allied states, strong armed an invitation alongside an audience with many of the NATO leaders themselves. 
 
    Given the mission of NATO to ensure peace and the current exhibition of the Prado’s finest early church works depicting Genesis, the theme of the evening was “Eden.” And in the grant tradition of Spanish costume balls dating back to the twelfth century, everyone was in costume. Security agents and waitstaff, dignitaries and their partners walked the halls of the museum masked as every animal imaginable. Though Grant Adams was still in the hospital, his wife Abi, a gazelle, stayed close to Ambassador Anderson, a puma, and President Myers, a grand lioness. “Look,” Myers whispered to Anderson and Abi, pointing at Vasily and Plankov, who held court on the other side of the gallery dressed as a bear and a warthog, respectively, “I’m surprised they’re not snakes.” 
 
    One story below the gallery, Thom and Alcocer were disguised as waiters. Or rather, waiters in tuxedos with tiger masks covering their faces. They snuck a tray of drinks into the restroom and began placing their finely-tuned glass toothpicks into each cocktail. For Foreign Minister Plankov, they had requested a double vodka martini with extra olives, just as he always ordered, and now slipped the olives onto the toothpick with the microphone in its core. Just as Thom slipped the toothpick into the martini glass, another pair of waiters walked in and the two duos startled one another. Thom stared hard at the taller of the entering pair, a man in an ill-fitting tuxedo that still was able to show off his chiseled physique. As Thom’s gaze made its way up the man’s body, it came upon the face, masked behind the face of a koala, but still the icy blue eyes were visible, vivid even, even in the dim wattage of this basement bathroom. 
 
    “Pe-,” Thom shook his head, then hiccupped, “Petrov, is that you?” The man lifted the mask from his face, and Thom could see clearly now that it was Petrov, quite risen from the dead. Thom smiled, but the smile quickly faded, and he lifted his hand, slapping Petrov hard across the face. “How dare you?” he spat as his hand made stinging contact with Petrov’s cheek, “How dare you run away and leave me thinking you were dead.” 
 
    Instead of hitting back, Petrov brought his hand to his face, holding his cheek, and then the other to Thom’s face, where he lifted the American’s mask and leaned in to kiss him. And Thom, without hesitation, allowed the kiss, kissing Petrov back more deeply, more passionately than he’d ever kissed anyone before. Señor Alcocer and Trey, who had entered with Petrov, each turned away, allowing the two lovers this sweet, albeit brief, reunion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson, per the protocol of courtesy, walked over to greet President Vasily and Foreign Minister Plankov, though of course every step laid his heart heavy with disgust. Here were two men plotting the upheaval of international peace as the world knew it, and here he was about to greet them warmly. He was in Eden, after all, so he had to greet the snake of Satan without allowing the reptile to bite. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Ambassador,” President Vasily said, extending his hand. Taking it, Anderson replied, “Good evening, gentlemen,” nodding, too, to Vasily’s wretched henchman, Plankov, who nodded back not unkindly, but bemusedly. A waiter approached and offered each man a drink. He wore a tiger mask, and Anderson looked at him quizzically, but it was hard to see in the soft light of the main gallery. Anderson and Vasily each took a minty Spanish pisco sour, one of their host’s county’s most beloved springtime cocktails. Mint breaks through the icy ground of winter, and signals the coming spring. As Foreign Minister Plankov reached for his own pisco sour, the waiter spoke softly in a horribly imitative Spanish accent, thankfully unnoticed by the Russian leaders, “Excuse me, Señor Plankov, but the chef asked us to bring you a vodka martini with extra olives.” Plankov smiled, “Just as I like,” took the martini and raised his glass first to the waiter, then to Vasily and Anderson. When the waiter smiled and turned to leave, recognition flashed across the ambassador’s face like a jolt of sudden energy. 
 
    Anderson returned to Abi and President Myers, leaning in close to whisper, “Thom is here. I don’t know what he’s up to, but something’s afoot.” Anderson’s excitement manifested in his slip into an antiquated form of speech, a holdover from his blue blood mother, without a doubt, which did not escape him now. One of Myers’ aides came over and leaned into the president’s other ear. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said, “It appears I need to run to the embassy to take a secure call with China.” Anderson gave Myers, one of his oldest friends, a hug and Abi said, “Would you have time to drop me by the hospital? I’m afraid I won’t be of much help here tonight and Grant and I could really use some time to talk.” Myers smiled, “Of course, Abi.” Abi, too, gave Anderson a hug and the two women walked toward the gallery’s central stairwell, flanked by Secret Service agents. 
 
    Plankov and Vasily perched in a corner of the gallery taking in the scene as President Myers left the ball. No one approached them, as no one was too keen to cozy up to the Russians, who were seen as an odd presence at NATO, an organization founded on the principle of fighting Russian over-aggression. Plankov stirred his martini and sipped it slowly. “Damn,” he said, “This is good. Is everything in place?” Vasily nodded. He had insisted on planning tonight himself. “The Venezuelan should make his appearance in five minutes. And with any luck, Ambassador Anderson will be dead shortly thereafter. Then the world will think Myers a fool if she doesn’t join with us in seeking peace.” Vasily smiled at his minion, who smiled back at him then finished his martini, setting the glass on a cornice from a column dating back to the third century B.C.E. 
 
    From a storage closet a story below, Thom, Petrov, Alcocer, and Trey heard the entire conversation via the toothpick in the martini Plankov loved so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Thom immediately let out a hiccup into Petrov’s ear and, started softly humming the chorus of “Bridge Over Troubled Water,” the March 1971 Aretha Franklin version, naturally, not the original Simon & Garfunkel. The four men looked to each other, and then at their feet. If they ran upstairs and sounded some alarm, it would cause mass chaos and send the Russians backpedaling without penance. But if they let the scene play out, Ambassador Anderson would surely die at the hands of a Venezuelan assassin hired by the Russians. Trey spoke first. 
 
    “We need to do two things. First, block the only entrance to the main gallery without alerting the other guests. Second, protect the ambassador. Alcocer, you come with me. We’ll wait for the Venezuelan in the doorway to the gallery. Thom, Petrov, you guard Anderson.” The four made their way upstairs, Thom hiccupping into his clenched fist every few steps. At the top of the stairway, as the marble steps gave way to the grand gallery, Trey and Alcocer perched to one side, coincidentally near Vasily and Plankov, though Plankov would never recognize Trey in the mask that covered his entire face. Thom and Petrov surveyed the room as they entered, spotting the ambassador and walking calmly, or attempting to walk calmly, across the crowd towards him. 
 
    As they approached the ambassador, two shots rang out behind them, and the crowd roared in fright, screams that bounced off every marble floor and every marble column and every marble statue flanking the gallery. Petrov dove for the ambassador and tackled him to the floor, guarding the American diplomat’s body with his own. A gunman masked as a peacock made his way through the crowd and pushed aside Thom to shoot Petrov in the back, before a security agent was able to take down the peacock himself. 
 
    Guests from all the European and North American powers fled the scene, and Thom gasped in horror and pulled his lover off of the ambassador. “Petrov, Petrov,” he lightly slapped his face, “Petrov don’t do this to me again, not again, do you hear me?” But the Russian was already unconscious. 
 
    Vasily and Plankov fled the scene, but as they turned to go down the stairs, they saw the two men who had first been shot as they tried to apprehend the hired Venezuelan. Both lay unmasked now, bleeding bright red onto the pure white marble floor. The first shot, Alcocer, the antique glass lamp expert who had no business being here but for the love of a friend in need, lay already dead, terribly still with his eyes closed. Plankov looked at the other and recognized him immediately. His lover, the American graduate student, so smart and so lithe and so worldly, was gasping for air and spitting up blood. Plankov knelt to take the boy into his arms, not questioning why he was there, in that spot, not yet. Just wanting to hold his new lover for perhaps the last time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    At opposite ends of the Prado’s central gallery, two men lie dead — Señor Alcocer, the antique gas lamp expert, and an unknown Venezuelan assassin. Also at opposite ends of the Prado’s central gallery, two pietàs came to life as paramedics rushed into the room. 
 
    Thom held Petrov in his arms, trying to stop the flow of blood coming from the upper left side of his lover’s back. It wasn’t unusual that Petrov would be unconscious given the circumstances, but Thom knew that if the bullet was lodged not in Petrov’s heart, it was somewhere dangerously close. Paramedics pulled the two apart and placed Petrov’s body on a stretcher, rushing it down the stairs and to the ambulance waiting outside. Across the gallery, Foreign Minister Plankov held Trey in his arms as the life left his young lover. The Russian cried, and though his president tried to pull him away, to get them out of there, Plankov was drawing more and more attention. 
 
    Two paramedics pulled the two apart with the help of Vasily. With Trey laid out flatly on the floor, they were able to assess his condition. But a full assessment was not necessary. He was dead, and one of them closed the young agent’s eyes as Plankov wailed even more loudly. The grand gallery was oddly still, this young man dead and the triaging Petrov being driven to the same hospital where the American vice president sat in recovery. A sudden surge of raged adrenaline filled Thom’s body, and he leapt to his feet, almost falling backwards in the blood on the slick marble floor but catching his footing just in time. His lover might die, and his best friend, who shouldn’t have been here at all, was dead on the floor. 
 
    “You!” Thom screamed, rushing over to the Russian president and foreign minister, “Both of you devils! This man is dead because of you! And if Petrov Lubyanka dies tonight,” he screamed between tears and the ever-present nervous hiccups that overtook him at the most inopportune of times, “I will kill you both myself.” Two security agents came over and cuffed the hysterical American, who had just threatened to kill the Russian head of state and his top cabinet official. But President Vasily didn’t want to cause more of a scene than was already unfolding, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he told the guards, “take him to the hospital.” Vasily grabbed his foreign minister and brought the man to his feet, slapping him across the face. “Get it together, comrade,” he spat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    For the second time in less than 24 hours, the surgical ward at the Hospital Central de la Cruz Roja San José y Santa Adela was thrown into chaos. Petrov was wheeled straight into surgery upon arrival, but there were so many unknowns. Who was this man? Was he an accomplice to the assailant now covered by a police sheet back at the Prado? Were more terrorist attacks about to unfold across the city that night? Across the world? 
 
    Ambassador Anderson and Thom arrived at the hospital not long after Petrov entered surgery. And though they could certainly answer some of the questions surrounding Petrov’s mysterious role during the shooting at the Prado, they didn’t yet know how much was prudent to reveal, to either hospital staff or Spanish authorities. They made their way to Vice President Grant Adams’ room to convene with President Myers, Abi Adams, and Sullivan Andrews. 
 
    But before they could reach the room, a scream rang out in the quiet hospital hallway. Anderson and Thom rushed over to where a nurse stood in the doorway to a linen closet. They looked over her shoulder to see a woman lying still on the floor. It was Natalie, Anderson’s beloved and long-time aide, and she was already dead. 
 
    The nurse stepped aside and Thom placed his hand over his mouth, hiccupping in shock. Ambassador Anderson crouched down and checked Natalie’s pulse, but he felt nothing. She had clearly taken a fast-acting poison, as in her hand was a small, empty vile and a sealed envelope. Anderson opened the latter and read: 
 
      
 
    To Whom It May Concern: my name is not Natalie Peterson. It is Antonina Plankov. I came to America when I was a very young girl, but I was always a spy, groomed to serve my Mother Russia. Let it be known I died serving her and praying for the restoration of her former glory. In arms, A. Plankov. 
 
      
 
    Anderson collapsed against the wall. Not only was Natalie not his trusted ally, and not only was she a traitor to the United States and his personal mission to see her as a beacon of peace in a troubled world, but she was also the sister, long-presumed dead, of Foreign Minister Dimitri Plankov. The pieces were falling into place, just as the heart began to shatter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    In the car, President Vasily sat quietly, staring out the window at moonlit Madrid as Foreign Minister Plankov cried into his shoulder. Much was on the president’s mind. His plan had not been ruined. Surely the Americans would be even more resolved to go along with his façade of peace in the world. But his closest friend, the man crying on his shoulder, had become a nuisance, a thorn in his side, a public embarrassment. And in his heart of hearts, Nicholai Vasily was a cold-blooded man who thought of himself as flowing with royal blood. “Comrade,” he said softly, not looking at his friend, “I am sending you to oversee operations at our communications center in Vladivostok,” a Russian outpost on the North Korean border, “an assignment effective immediately.” 
 
    Plankov didn’t have to ask why his friend was sending him to the middle of quite literally nowhere, because he already knew: he had embarrassed the Kremlin, the whole of Russia, by holding his dead lover, his dead male lover, in his arms in a spectacle of queer emotion made public. Vasily’s phone beeped, and he read a message from his agent stationed at the hospital. He turned to Plankov, “And your sister, Antonia, is dead for shame.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    Ambassador Anderson slipped Antonia Plankov’s note into the breast pocket of his jacket and, though in shock, led Thom on to Adams’ hospital room. In time they would mourn, but for now, they had to keep moving. A Secret Service agent let them into the hospital suite, where Myers, Adams, Abi, and Sullivan were gathered. Myers hugged Anderson as Abi hugged Thom. Mrs. Adams asked, “Are y’all okay?” and pulled up two chairs for them beside the vice president’s bed. They both nodded, and Anderson said, “Shocked. In shock. But okay.” 
 
    President Myers spoke, “Grant has filled me in on your relationship with Petrov, Thom, and I’m very sorry.” She took Thom’s hand, “I’m giving him permanent asylum and sending in a team to extract his parents as we sit here.” Thom smiled, wiping the tears from his eyes, and giving one of his little hiccups. “Excuse me, Madame President, and thank you. I don’t know how I can thank you enough.” She shook her head and wiped away her own tear at the corner of her right eye with the back of her hand, “You’ve already given our country more than enough, Thom. We owe this to you, and to Petrov. But you understand we can’t reveal his identity? Not yet, at least.” 
 
    Thom nodded, “Madame President, Mr. Vice President, Ambassador, I have something you need to hear.” He pulled his iPhone out from his tuxedo pants pocket. Blood had dried on one corner of the screen, but otherwise, it was intact. He clicked through a series of prompts and turned up the volume so that everyone could hear. They listened to the conversation between Vasily and Plankov back at the Prado, about their plan to frame Venezuela for assassinating Ambassador Anderson. The recording ended as shots erupted, and Thom pushed stop. For a moment, the people gathered in that hospital room, perhaps the most powerful group of people in the world, fell completely silent. Then President Myers cleared her throat. 
 
    “This is unconscionable,” she said quietly, but sternly, “Of course we’ll gather more evidence, but we can presume they not only planned on killing you, Paul,” she said, pointing to Ambassador Anderson, “but that they also killed Andrei Popov and Vanessa Striknovik.” She paused. “And they killed my husband, too.” 
 
    A knock came on the door, and two Spanish doctors entered. They didn’t seem to know whom to address in the bewildered group of Americans before them, so they focused on President Myers. “Madame President, we’re very happy to inform you that your young friend is going to be just fine. The bullet missed his heart and hit an artery, which caused the excess of blood. But it looked much worse than it actually was. He should be awake in an hour or so.” Everyone smiled, though wearily. Myers turned to Thom and forced her smile wider, even though her grief was growing, too. “Go,” she told him, “Be with him.” Thom followed the doctors out of the room, and the president stood. She was still wearing the evening gown she’d been dressed in for the costume ball, and the beaded bottom of her dress rapped lightly against the tile floor. She turned to Sullivan Andrews. 
 
    “Sully, if you don’t mind helping me,” she said, “Gather the press outside. I want to address the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    “We have seen another instance of hate in the name of power,” President Myers said, wearing a beautiful brown beaded evening gown and perched behind a podium the hospital was able to procure from a conference room. Reporters had been perched outside the surgical ward all day, journalists from every major news network and website and newspaper around the world, and now they reported live a surprise address by the leader of the Free World. 
 
    “Tonight, I have received convincing evidence that the Russian Federation, under the leadership of President Vasily and Foreign Minister Plankov, failed in their plot to assassinate the American ambassador to Russia, Paul Anderson. We also believe they murdered their own ambassador to the United States, a high-ranking intelligence officer, and my husband.” She paused, steeling her breath. “All in a bid to undo NATO, and to, we fear, attack sovereign nations across Europe. I plan to take our evidence directly to the International Court of Justice at The Hague. Right now I ask people the world over to recommit to peace in times of great trouble. My country, like the Russian people, have lost a great deal in this unhinged bid for too much power. We must come together, perhaps now more than ever before. Thank you.” 
 
    As the president stepped back into the hospital, Spanish authorities entered the presidential suite at the grand Hotel Palacio Del Retiro. Ten minutes later, President Vasily and Foreign Minister Plankov were the first to be led out in handcuffs under the glares of countless camera’s flashbulbs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
    The lobby of the George Bush Center for Intelligence, the C.I.A.’s headquarters on the Potomac River just outside of Washington, D.C., shone brightly in the early July sun on an otherwise unremarkable Thursday morning. Staffers of all levels walked around the group standing to one side of the cavernous lobby, going about the business of their day, intercepting terrorist threats and preventing financial meltdowns, and many, if not most of them, mentally preparing for the weekend ahead, a weekend full of Fourth of July BBQs on quiet suburban streets or dance parties in Washington’s many gay bars along 14th Street in Logan Circle. 
 
    Thom wore a new linen suit, crisp khaki with a light blue shirt underneath. Both were Italian, and finely cut but a tailor in Georgetown. Since selling his father’s ranch in Amarillo, Thom didn’t splurge on much, save for this suit and a restored firehouse turned luxury condo overlooking all of Washington from the southern edge of Columbia Heights. His sky blue shirt was open a button lower than he would normally wear it, but from Langley he and Petrov were headed straight to Dulles, straight to a few weeks on a beach with no cell phones and plenty of drinks served in coconuts. (He hadn’t yet told Petrov the resort hosted the finest Supremes cover band in all of the Caribbean, a group of women who played guitar and keys and sang, if you closed your eyes, just like Miss Diana Ross herself.) Beside Thom stood Petrov, his arm in a sling, but otherwise back to his normal boyish, devilishly handsome and muscled self. Under his own blazer he wore one of Thom’s old Emory University t-shirts, but even after two months with no gym — doctor’s orders — his biceps were too big for the sleeves, and the fabric stretched to cover his bulge. Back at their condo, Petrov’s parents would stay while Thom and Petrov were on vacation, hunting for their own place in one of D.C.’s Maryland suburbs, somewhere close to the university where both his father and mother would be lecturing now. On the other side of Thom stood Ambassador Anderson, wearing a thin black ribbon on the lapel of his expensive suit, and beside Anderson stood Vice President Grant and Abi Adams, both with thin black ribbons of their own.  
 
    The group stood in silence, looking up at the Memorial Wall, 130 unmarked stars for every agent who had fallen during service to the C.I.A. since the agency’s founding in September of 1947. The newest star had been placed there this morning, and though unmarked, they knew it was for Trey Stevenson, who had died in Russian Foreign Minister Plankov’s arms that night at the Prado in Madrid. Trey had been Thom’s best friend, and Thom sighed now, missing him. “Ain’t no mountain high, ain’t no valley low,” Thom sang softly, and when the others looked at him, he explained, “It was Trey’s favorite song. He always sang it at karaoke.” He tried not to cry, “God, I miss him.” 
 
    Anderson put his hand on Thom’s shoulder, and Thom nodded. Anderson turned to Grant and Abi Adams. “We should head to Andrews,” he said, as the three were due to board Air Force Two and fly to the Netherlands, where they’d testify against Vasily and Plankov at The Hague. The new government in Russia had fully cooperated with the investigation, and the media all reported a swift and resolute verdict and punishment to be rolled out in the coming days. 
 
    Abi Adams hugged both Thom and Petrov. Taking each of their hands, she said, “Relationships are hell sometimes.” They all, including her own husband, laughed. “But you two have something special. Don’t forget that, and don’t forget each other. Have fun in St. Martinique, and Thom.” He looked at her, “Yes?” She smiled broadly, “Make your pasty Russian boyfriend get a tan.” 
 
    When the group left Langley in two S.U.V.s, one bound for Andrews Air Force Base, one bound for Dulles International Airport, Grant Adams held his wife’s hand, the hand he’d barely let go of over the last two months. As they pulled onto the highway, Paul Anderson turned his head to look out over the Potomac, and Abi leaned in to kiss her husband Grant, full, and on the lips, like she had never kissed him before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    By seven o’clock that evening, Thom and Petrov were checking into their room at the Hotel Riu Palace, on the southern end of the island city’s coastline. “Oh, I see we have you in one of our honeymoon villas, gentlemen,” the resort’s clerk told the two, who looked back at her quizzically. “It was, let me see, requested and paid for by a Mr. Paul Anderson,” she said, reading further down her screen, “Zut alors! He requested that we not tell you that. I apologize, gentlemen.” They laughed, and Thom told her not to worry, that the secret was safe with the two of them. 
 
    Their villa sat on a private cove and had its own beach. They threw their bags onto the large bed and ran straight down the sand, leaving pieces of clothing in their wake. When they reached the water, naked, they dove in and swam until they were forced to come up for air. Just a few feet from each other, they looked up to the sky, to the sun setting in front of them, and breathed for what felt like the first time since Petrov had fled Moscow and Thom had gone to Madrid thinking Petrov was dead. Even though his arm wasn’t fully healed, Petrov pulled Thom to the shore and laid him on the sand, kissing him full and hard on the lips, tasting the salt on Thom’s tongue until neither of them could stand it any longer. They made love right there on the beach in that cove, and then, in quick succession, fucked again. Petrov panted, his chest sticky with Thom’s cum, and Thom frowned, afraid he’d hurt his recovering lover. But Petrov just laughed, and smiled, and kissed Thom again, “You’ve not hurt me, don’t worry, but I don’t have another round in me just yet.”  
 
    Afterward, they lay in the shallow of the water and held each other. “I don’t want to lose you again,” Thom said, and Petrov smiled at him, “You’re not going to. But right now you’re going to take me out for oysters and all the Moscow mules we can drink. Why do you call it that anyhow? We’d never drink that back home.” Beyond the villas and from the open patio of a bar, a woman began to sing, “I lost him once through friends' advice. Ohhh ahhh. But it's not gonna happen twice.” Petrov rolled his eyes, “Am I to take it as a coincidence that this band is singing The Supremes? I know where we’re having dinner tonight.” 
 
    Thom laughed and stood, holding Petrov close to him as they walked to the villa naked in the setting sun, singing together, “I got him back in my arms again, right by my side. Ohhhh, back in my arms again, so satisfied.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
OWEN CHANZCE





