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It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.
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ONE



Morning sun warmed the rain-slick tin roofs, forming blankets of steam that rose in perceptible waves as they buffeted the sixteen-ounce quadcopter drone buzzing over the little town. Panajachel, Guatemala, stood at 5,200 feet of elevation, so the four tiny plastic rotors spun furiously in thin, moist air, the machine moving southeast at a steady pace, its camera taking in everything below.


The town lies on the northern shore of Lake Atitlán, a fifty-square-mile body of water in an immense volcanic crater in the Guatemalan Highlands. A strikingly beautiful place in the middle of a bitterly impoverished country, the town is a way-off-the-beaten-path tourist attraction for budget travelers from all over the globe. Cool in the mornings this time of year, even despite the sunshine, its air is many orders of magnitude cleaner and clearer than smoggy Guatemala City, a three-hour drive to the east.


Few people walked the cobblestone streets at seven in the morning on a Saturday—most visitors were sleeping off Friday night’s bar bill—but the drone’s camera locked on to a trio of young women pounding thick tortillas by a smoky kettle fire next to a tienda, registering their faces in a fraction of a second and then dismissing them as non-targets in a fraction more.


An old man pushing a vending cart took longer to evaluate, his cowboy hat obstructing the periocular region of his face where most biometric identification data was acquired, but in under a second and a half the man turned his head and then his features were registered by the eye in the sky. Almost instantly the drone’s onboard artificial intelligence image classifiers told the machine that he was not the subject it was hunting for.


The device then whirred over a small two-story red apartment building on Callejon Santa Elena, and here a blond woman in a green tank top and jean shorts stepped out onto a balcony and began hanging laundry over a clothesline.


The camera caught the movement, but it did not have the right angle to scan the face because the wet towels she hung to dry were in the way.


Drone Reconnaissance Nineteen, or RC19, kept going; there was no need for it to stop, because five identical airships crisscrossed the sky above Panajachel in search of their collective target, each on a coverage route determined by a pilot working in the back of a rented van below, and augmented by artificial intelligence. Sooner or later, RC23, RC29, or one of the others would pass by this street from a different trajectory and assess the face of the blond woman, just as they had been doing with everyone else in town this morning.


The target was here, the pilot knew it; it was just a matter of pinning down the target’s location.


RC19 flew on down Callejon Santa Elena, heading off in the direction of Calle Principal and the center of town, systematically scrutinizing unsuspecting faces from three hundred feet in the air.


The blonde on the balcony never saw or heard the copter. She finished hanging her towels and then took a moment more to look out over the town and sniff the fresh air. The smell of cooking fires, baking bread, and wet jungle flora were all pleasantly jumbled together.


She closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun. A cooler breeze drifting up from the lake caused goose bumps to form on her bare arms. She smiled a little. She liked it here. No, she loved it here. She could see herself staying a few weeks or more, although she knew that wasn’t the plan.


The plan was to keep moving. She didn’t like the plan, but the plan had kept her alive for four months, so she guessed she’d stick to it.


With a wistful sigh, Russian national Zoya Fyodorova Zakharova stepped back inside the second-story apartment, walking on bare feet through a small bedroom, past a pair of messy twin beds, each set up with blankets and backpacks under the covers to give the appearance of bodies at rest.


She stopped at the open closet door.


A dark-complected bearded man with tousled brown hair lay on the floor under a well-worn but still colorful poncho. He opened his eyes and looked up at her, his legs slightly bent to fit in the small space they both had shared the night before.


Zoya lowered herself down and lay with him, curling up to fit in the closet, tucking herself under the poncho. She rested her head on a pillow taken from one of the beds and faced the man lying there.


“Sleeping in?” she asked, sounding like an American from the Midwest, with no hint of Russia in her voice.


The man rubbed his bleary eyes before speaking. “What time is it?”


“Seven fifteen.”


“I was up for a . . . couple hours in the night.”


“Again?” The woman propped her head up on an elbow as she looked at him, no attempt to hide her concern. “How many is ‘a couple’?”


“Two a.m. till five.”


“Shit, Court.”


Courtland Gentry rubbed his eyes again. “I’m fine.”


“The insomnia is getting worse, isn’t it?”


“It’s not insomnia. Just having some trouble sleeping.”


“That’s literally the definition of insomnia. The last couple of months . . . it’s more and more.”


Still smiling, but more emphatically than before, he said, “I’m okay. Really. Just need some coffee.”


Zoya held his gaze. “What’s going on?”


Court sat up now, and she did the same. They put their backs to the wall of the otherwise empty closet, their feet sticking out into the bedroom. He said, “I don’t know. It’s just . . . everything’s great . . .”


“But?”


“But . . . doesn’t it kind of feel like the clock is running out on all this?”


“All what?”


“Peace and quiet. The walls are closing in. I can feel it.”


While Court seemed unsure, Zoya was resolute. “Well, I can’t. We’ve been smart. We’ve kept mobile. We’ve stayed off the radar.” Pointing a finger towards the balcony and the town beyond, she said, “We hunker down here a few more days, then we move on. Same as before. I was thinking we could head overland towards Honduras next. We’ll stay lost.”


Court nodded a little, but he seemed unconvinced.


“No?” she asked.


“Yeah, sure. But . . . but the enemy gets a vote, too. I’m not worried about our strategy, I’m worried about the adaptability of our adversaries.”


“Christ,” Zoya said with a little laugh. “You just woke up two minutes ago and you’re already talking about the adaptability of our adversaries. You remain one dialed-in son of a bitch.”


“It kind of seemed like you started this conversation.”


She put a hand on the side of his face. “We’re solid. We’re running nonstop countersurveillance, and we’ve had no problems. Not here, not in Bolivia, not in Ecuador. In Peru we spooked, we’ll never know if we were being overly cautious or not, but we got out of there, and since then we haven’t sensed anything. We’ve got nothing to worry about.”


“We have everything to worry about.”


She ignored the comment. “We’ll keep up the vigil, and if we do smell anything we don’t like, anything at all, even if the hairs on the back of one of our necks stand up like they did in Cusco . . . then we bolt.” She added, “What else can we do?”


Court nodded. “Okay.”


She eyed him another long moment. “There’s something else going on with you, isn’t there?” she asked.


His eyebrows furrowed. “No. Nothing.” He brightened suddenly and looked into her eyes. “I love you.”


She didn’t return the smile. Still, she replied, “I love you.”


They kissed, and then he asked, “What’s on the agenda?”


“There’s an agenda?” She said it jokingly, but she knew when Court was trying to change the subject. After a moment she let it go. “I have to run to the market. We should grab lunch after at that place by the lake we saw yesterday.” When he didn’t reply, she said, “It’s fine. They have a courtyard, masonry construction. We put our backs to the wall facing the entrance, we scan for trouble, we eat our lunch and enjoy our day.”


“Backs to the wall. Sounds like a plan.”


“Enjoying our day is the plan. ‘Backs to the wall’ is just a tactic.”


Court climbed to his feet, helped Zoya up, and kissed her again. His right hand brushed her left forearm, and she felt him run his fingers over a ragged gunshot wound there. He traced his fingers up to another scar on her arm and then felt around to two more small scars on the left side of her back.


“Four months ago tomorrow,” he said softly.


“Still get that nerve tingle in my elbow every now and then, but that’s to be expected. Doesn’t hurt. When I caught an AK round to my hip a few years ago, that sucked much worse.”


“Yeah.” He raised her forearm and looked at the wound there, then kissed it. “You really need to stop getting shot.”


She shrugged. “I’ve made it four months in a row. Shooting for five.”


“As long as no one is shooting back.” He brushed her hair back behind her left ear. Holding a strand and looking at it, he said, “I’m still not used to you as a blonde.”


“I’ll dye it purple next. See how that strikes you.”


Court smiled as he headed for the bathroom. He was shirtless and Zoya registered his lean but muscular back and arms, well pocked with scars—he had more blemishes than she did, but the way things had been going in the past couple of years, she wondered if she’d someday catch up.


He flashed a look back her way, gave a last little smile, then stepped into the bathroom. As he disappeared behind the closing door, the smile on Zoya’s face faded.


She felt absolutely certain he was keeping something from her, and almost certain that she knew what it was.










TWO



Between them, the foursome preparing to tee off at the eighth hole of Baylands Golf Links had a combined net worth of over six billion dollars, which necessitated the presence of three of the five bodyguards in the two carts parked near the eighth tee.


The other pair of bodyguards were Department of Defense employees, and while their protectee was a pauper when compared to the rest of the foursome, a meager government employee on a meager government salary, he was no less worthy of protection.


The weather in Palo Alto this May Saturday morning was characteristically exquisite, and the players had enjoyed nearly an hour of golf and conversation on the course within sight of the South Bay without any business creeping in.


And this was exactly the way Rick Watt liked it. The oldest of the players by nearly two decades, he’d invited the other three out for a relaxing morning, free of business. After golf, all four, plus their security, would head back to his office for a Saturday afternoon of meetings, and only then would he get down to the reasons he’d asked for this get-together.


And after work, the men and their wives would go to dinner at Taurus Steakhouse on the taxpayers’ dime, and here, again, no business would be discussed.


Richard Watt served as the director of the Defense Innovation Unit, a DOD initiative charged with obtaining and optimizing existing commercial technology for use by the military. Reporting directly to the Secretary of Defense, Watt had offices at the Pentagon, in Boston, in Austin, and here in Silicon Valley, and he had built a reputation in his tenure for being anywhere he needed to be to achieve the stated aims of his organization.


Today he found himself jovially golfing with the three young businessmen, not one of them yet forty, and all with advanced engineering or computer information degrees. The three also shared another trait: they ran companies racing up the ranks in the high-tech sector, specializing in the fields of automation, digital mapping, and videoconferencing.


And the director of the Defense Innovation Unit wanted their collaboration on multiple projects the DOD was undertaking.


But again, work would be this afternoon. Now it was play.


Rick Watt stepped up to the teeing area and placed his ball, and then he laughed off the digital mapping mogul when he asked if he wanted to put a grand on whether or not he’d keep it out of the nearby South Bay a few hundred yards away.


Everyone laughed, the security officers on the cart path included, and then Rick cleared his mind, took a moment to settle his stance, and raised into his backswing. At the apex he paused a moment, and then the club began arcing back down towards the ball.


The face of the driver made contact with a satisfying crack, the ball rocketed high and straight, and then Rick Watt’s golf club left his hands, spinning off to his left. The digital mapping mogul leapt to the side to avoid being struck by the twirling driver, and then Watt himself spun around in the same direction as his club.


He dropped hard to his knees, and then his body slammed face-first into the tee box.


“What the fuck?” the videoconferencing CEO shouted in surprise.


A low report broke the still air over the golf course. None of the three men in the tee box understood what was happening, but all five security men on the cart path did, and they raced onto the green, handguns drawn and sweeping all around.


Three of them shuffled their principals back to two of the golf carts and sped off.


The pair of security officers left behind were the DOD men charged with protecting Watt, so they were now committed to covering the lifeless man with their bodies as they searched for the origin of fire.


A suburban neighborhood sat to the west, office buildings behind it; shimmering San Francisco Bay was to the north, and Palo Alto airport to the east and south. Neither of the men saw any boats on the water, so they concentrated on the other compass points, but only for a moment, because then they saw what looked like a fat exit wound on their protectee’s back. They rolled Watt over and saw a small entry wound right in the center of his chest.


He’d been facing west as he teed off, so the shot had come from that direction.


The two security men were young and fit, but hefting the obviously dead protectee and moving him off the greens and back to a golf cart, all while potentially under the gun of a skilled assassin, proved to be an exceptionally stressful chore.


“Director Watt? Director Watt? Sir?” the man holding Watt’s arms called to him over and over as they lumbered back to the path, though he had the medical training and the common sense to clearly determine that the director was wholly incapable of responding.


At the cart the men lowered to their knees, hopefully moving themselves out of the line of fire, and they rolled the body onto a seat. One crawled behind the wheel as the other climbed onto the back, holding Rick Watt’s body in place.


They launched forward towards the clubhouse as the passenger pulled out his phone and hit a button.


Before bringing it to his ear, he said, “Had to have been five hundred yards.”


The driver said, “Twice that. There was a good two seconds from impact to the sound reaching us. That’s a thousand yards. The shot must have come from one of the high buildings behind.”


“Jesus Christ,” the driver added. “A sniper? Here? In Palo Alto?”


“That’s the Gray Man, dude.”


“You don’t know if—”


“The fucking Gray Man!” the man in back shouted this time, and they rolled on, back to their Suburban in the clubhouse lot, as the man in back spoke to the 911 operator.


The driver stayed vigilant now, concentrating on his and his partner’s own survival, because they’d failed at the task of keeping their principal alive.


The assassination of Richard Watt had not, in fact, been carried out by the Gray Man.


Seven hundred twelve meters away, forty-seven-year-old Scott Patrick Kincaid folded the stock on his Ruger Precision Rifle and slipped it into a white laundry bag half filled with towels that he shouldered as he ran in a low crouch back towards the door to the emergency stairwell of the hospital.


Dressed in the uniform of Environmental Services—hospital-speak for sanitation—he wore a badge and key cards around his neck, a blue uniform, and an N95 mask over his face, all following the protocol of the facility.


He’d killed a man this morning to obtain the disguise, a worker in the hospital who, Kincaid had been told by the person controlling him, looked the most like him from internal hospital records.


Not that the person running the assassin knew what Kincaid looked like. His controller was a French woman who worked at an operations center, he did not know where, and she did not know his name. She called him Lancer and he had provided her with a general description, trusting himself to make any changes to his person necessary to resemble the face and build of the man behind the identity he would steal.


Once he had an address, he’d simply rung the Environmental Services employee’s front door, dealt with the person who answered it, and then found the orderly taking a shower. A bullet in the forehead, fired from a massive and suppressed 10-millimeter pistol, dispatched the hospital employee quickly and cleanly.


He’d dressed in the work clothes he found in the closet, and then, on his way through the apartment, he grabbed the dead man’s keys off the kitchen peninsula and headed for the door. Just before leaving, he stepped carefully over the body of a dead woman, herself dressed in hospital attire.


The orderly had a girlfriend; Kincaid had not been briefed on that, but she’d not put up a fight, and collateral damage was just one of those things that happened in Kincaid’s line of work.


Now, just two hours after the double homicide in Cupertino and ten minutes after the homicide in Palo Alto, Kincaid tossed his bag containing the rifle in the back of the stolen Nissan Murano parked in the covered hospital parking lot, climbed behind the wheel, and left the area.


Kincaid had to be on a private plane in forty-five minutes, and then he would have a few hours to clean up in flight and prepare for another time-sensitive operation, this time in Mexico City.


Kincaid was never late, and he never made mistakes. This he told himself with the utter unwaveringness employed by all true narcissists.


He’d been in the military, in an elite special operations force, and there he’d learned skills, yes, but more importantly, he’d learned the discipline he needed to do what he did, and to do it as well as he did it.


Scott Kincaid, known the world over as Lancer, one of the most infamous killers for hire on the planet, felt supreme satisfaction as he sipped a Diet Coke behind the wheel of the Murano. He’d had a tough few years, back when he got out of the military, dealing with the bullshit and the accusations and the backstabbing that was just the price a true American patriot had to pay for doing the right thing.


But since his trial ended, since his acquittal, and since he’d slipped out of the public eye and into the dark shadows of the contract killer lifestyle, everything, every thing, had been going his way.


He had no idea who he’d killed that morning on the golf course. He’d been given the GPS coordinates for a particular tee box in Palo Alto along with a description of the target and a general time of arrival, and disambiguation information—pictures of the others who would be in his foursome so that he didn’t accidentally put a .308 round through the chest of the wrong man.


It had all worked to plan. He was proud of and cocky about his success, and then he thought a moment as he pulled up to a light just before merging onto the highway.


All to plan, except for that dumb bitch who opened the orderly’s door.


Her fault, not mine, he told himself.


Lancer gave a little smile as the light turned red; he lowered his N95 again for another sip of Diet Coke, wholly unaware that a traffic camera caught a reasonable image of his face in the process.










THREE



Court Gentry and Zoya Zakharova stepped off the bustling Guatemalan lakeside street and into the quiet courtyard restaurant at eleven fifteen a.m., took a table facing the open entrance of the restaurant, and put their backs to a wall covered in red bougainvillea, surrounded by other colorful plants spilling out of pots and garden beds throughout the space.


They had a view to the entrance of the building, beyond which was the street and then beyond that the lake, placid and crystalline in the midday sun.


After they ordered coffee and juice, Court looked at the rooftops of the two buildings in sight over the courtyard walls, then up at the sky. Softly, almost to himself, he said, “The rains won’t start till midafternoon today.”


Zoya perused the menu as she spoke, a little giggle in her voice. “There’s my Central American meteorologist. I’ve been anxiously awaiting for your daily weather report.”


“Rainy season,” he said. “Get used to it, because it’s every damn day.”


“Just like your forecasts since the middle of May.”


When their drinks came they ordered their meals, pork tostadas for Court and jocón de pollo—green chicken stew—for Zoya. When the waiter left them, they sat in silence, still taking in their surroundings. Court was armed with a SIG Sauer P365XL that he’d purchased on the black market in Lima almost four months earlier. It was a small weapon, but it carried thirteen rounds of hollow-point ammunition, and on the slide it wore a red dot optic for faster target acquisition than iron sights.


The gun and a couple of spare magazines were tucked into his brown denim pants and hidden by his plain light gray T-shirt.


Zoya had a steel-framed Jericho 941 9-millimeter in the little daypack at her feet, purchased in Guadalajara and no doubt originally stolen from a Mexican police weapons locker, as it was the duty pistol of the state cops there. Her weapon carried seventeen rounds, and she had two extra sixteen-round mags of hollow-points.


A few more tables filled with lunch guests, and together Zoya and Court evaluated the new patrons. A group of three young hippies—they sounded American—sat by a fountain in the middle of the courtyard and chatted amiably. An older couple, well into their fifties and speaking German, sat a little closer.


A silver-haired woman was seated at a table by the ivy-covered masonry wall well to their left, and she immediately opened her laptop and then, in Dutch-accented Spanish, ordered a cup of coffee.


Court was in a contemplative mood and would have been fine sitting in silence, watching the comings and goings in the restaurant, but soon Zoya leaned closer to him.


“I’m worried about you.”


Here we go again, he thought. “Because of the insomnia?”


She shook her head. “I’m worried that you’re bored.”


Court looked at her quizzically. “Bored?”


“Four months without work. You’re more withdrawn, not sleeping. I think you miss it.”


He sipped his juice, saying nothing as his pork tostadas were placed in front of him. Once Zoya had her stew, he turned and leaned closer to her. “These have been the best four months of my life.”


Zoya did not smile. “But?”


With an exasperated look, he said, “There’s no ‘but,’ Carrie.”


In public she was Carrie and he was Sean, the names on their passports, created for them in Ottawa at great expense and declaring them to be Mr. and Mrs. Busby, a husband and wife from Hamilton, Ontario.


She shook her head. Speaking softly, she said, “You miss the work. You miss making an impact. It’s not a bad thing. You do it because you’re honorable.” She shook her head. “No. You’re a hero. But . . . I’m like most people. I’m not drawn to danger like you are. Not anymore. I just want to survive.”


“I’m not a hero, and you are, in no way, like most people.” Court took a bite of his tostada, a swig of juice, and then he asked, “Where’s all this coming from?”


“It’s coming from the fact that you’re growing more restless every day, and you can’t hide it from me.”


Court ate while he tried to think of something to say. Nothing came at first, but soon enough he looked back to Zoya. “Trouble finds us, we don’t have to go looking for it. There will come a time when we need to get back to work, and you know that as well as I do. And you can say all you want that you aren’t interested, but I’ve seen you motivated by causes before.”


“When my back is against the wall, yes, I’m motivated.”


“Well . . . half the planet wants me dead. And at least one country wants you dead. Don’t worry. We’ll find our backs to the wall sooner rather than later, then we can worry about getting back in the game.”


She said nothing, and then Court added, “I feel it, Carrie. Something’s coming. It’s closer every day.”


“When it comes . . . will you be happy or sad?”


He deflected a little. “All that matters is that we’re both ready. My brain is tuning up for it, that’s all you’re seeing.”


Zoya took a bite of the hot stew, and she focused on something out in the courtyard now. “Let’s talk about it more later.”


Court took this to mean she wanted privacy before they got deeper into the topic of the worldwide manhunt against them, and he was all too happy to table the conversation for now, here in a public place.


He followed her eyes and saw the hostess escorting an older man in a linen suit and a fedora through the space to a table by the fountain, seating him two tables from the three young Americans. The man spoke softly and was out of earshot, so Court couldn’t hear him, and then the man lifted his menu and put on reading glasses.


Zoya had already returned her attention to her lunch.


They ate, more or less in silence now, and then they paid, rose, and headed back through the courtyard. Past the Dutch woman with the laptop and the older couple and the hippie kids and the man in the linen suit and the fedora, who now sipped a margarita alone, although a second salt-rimmed margarita sat untouched across from him, as if he were waiting for a lunch companion who was running late.


Back on the street bordering the lake, Zoya took Court’s hand, pulled him to her, and kissed him. “If something is coming for us, like you say, I want you to know that these have been the best days of my life, too.”


Court softened, hugged her. He smiled. “Maybe I’m wrong. But if I’m not, we can only get through it if we work together.”


She nodded, a solemn expression on her face, and then they began walking back to their rented apartment. After less than a block, however, Zoya stopped and looked through her backpack. Retrieving her wallet, she said, “I have to go buy a sundress. Any chance you’ll come along with me?”


“Only at gunpoint.”


She lightened a little. “I won’t subject you to the horrors of shopping. I’ll meet you back at the flat.”


They kissed again and headed off in opposite directions.


The older man in the tropical beige linen suit sat alone in the courtyard of the café, sipping his margarita and pretending to take in the flowing bougainvillea, the heliconia, and the bird of paradise that grew all around the open space. He snatched his napkin from the table, pulled off his fedora, and wiped perspiration from his face and head.


A nervous glance at his watch added to the impression that he was agitated, but he sipped his drink and sat there, shifting a little in his chair.


As he began to look back towards the rear of the courtyard, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Someone had slipped in behind him and was now sitting down at his little table.


The man turned back, watching the beautiful blonde in the green tank top as she pulled the metal chair forward, and his eyes met hers.


The woman glared back at him. They sat in silence for some time, and then she spoke first.


In Russian.


“How much trouble am I in?”


The older man smiled wistfully now, and he answered back in Russian. “Surely, Zoyusha . . . you knew you could not hide forever.”


Zoya Zakharova made no reaction to the man using the diminutive of her name. Instead, she gave a little nod, took the margarita that had been sitting there waiting for her, and looked at it.


“Poison?”


“Seriously?”


She held it out for him.


“That hurts my feelings,” he said, and then, without breaking eye contact, he took the drink and downed a long sip.


She took the glass back but did not drink from it. “I knew I’d be found eventually, but I couldn’t have imagined in a million years it would be by you.”


The man gave a genuine smile now. “I didn’t find you, dear. But someone from the embassy in the capital saw you get on a bus to Panajachel. I learned about it through the grapevine, and then I rushed down to talk to you.”


“And now somebody is up in the hills with a rifle optic centered on my forehead?”


The man’s smile gave way slowly, and his face turned grave. “Would that keep you rooted in that seat long enough for me to tell you what I have to tell you?”


“Most likely, yeah.”


“Fine. There’s a rifle aimed at your head.”


Zoya shot the remnants of the margarita in one gulp, maintaining eye contact as she did so. “All right, then, Uncle Slava, what’s this all about?”


Three hundred twenty feet directly above the two Russians sitting at the table by the fountain in the restaurant courtyard within sight of Lake Atitlán, quadcopter RC25 hovered, its lens focused on the man’s face.


One and a half seconds later and nearly eleven thousand miles away, the images recorded were broadcast on a large wall monitor in an auditorium-style room on the top floor of Building Five, a glass-and-steel structure at the Singapore Science Park in Queenstown, Singapore.


It was past two thirty a.m. here, but looking at the image in the office were a team of nineteen men and women, assembled from around the world, most sitting at computer workstations and all with their eyes locked on the wall monitor and another large screen next to it.


This office had been designated Tactical Operations Center Gama; it had been acquired just six days earlier, and five days ago the team occupying the desks in the dark room had met, everyone’s first day on this job.


An instant after the image of the older man in the linen suit seated in the courtyard froze on the screen, a red bounding box superimposed around his face, and the deputy operations chief read information off the monitor in front of her.


With excitement in her voice, the middle-aged American said, “ID confirmed. Borislava Genrich.”


Clapping and cheering commenced in the auditorium.


The director of the operations center was a thirty-six-year-old Norwegian, and he kept his eyes on the image as he rose from his chair. Instead of celebrating with the others, he spoke over them. “Who’s the woman?”


The American quickly looked down at her monitor. “Scan is running now.” Two seconds later she answered his question. “ID coming in. Zakharova, Zoya F. Russian national. Thirty-four years old. Former officer in SVR. Spetsnaz trained. Currently wanted by the Russian government.”


“Wanted for what?”


“No information other than that there is a Russian national intelligence directive to capture or kill. Odessa code, their highest-level sanction.” She paused, then said, “The Kremlin really wants this chick.”


The director cocked his head. “So, Genrich flew to this little town in Guatemala last night to meet with a wanted Russian fugitive.”


“Why would he do that?” a Moroccan asked from his desk high at the rear of the room.


The Norwegian director shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. We’ll just wait on instructions from Cyrus.”


“Bet Cyrus has us call in hitters,” chimed in a young South African man near the front.


In the back row, a French woman said, “I bet Cyrus tasks Lancer. He’s in the air now, just leaving California, headed to Mexico City. If they reroute him, he could be in Panajachel by late afternoon.”


The director said, “Everyone stop speculating. Cyrus will make the determination.” He turned to a German woman in the back row of the auditorium. “Fourteen, contact the on-scene wrangler in Panajachel, make sure he has another platform overhead so we can trail them both if they split up.”


She replied quickly. “Yes, sir.”


A forty-year-old male analyst from Holland called out now. “Sir. Recon 29 passed over this restaurant thirty-two minutes ago on its AI pattern, well before Genrich arrived. I went back over its data and . . . and Zakharova was already there, having lunch with a Caucasian male.”


“Did the bot run an iden check on him?”


“It got nothing. I just manually input his image through the system to make sure. Still nothing. We’re designating him Unsub One.”


The director’s eyebrows furrowed. “Low-quality image or an invisible man?”


“The pic looks sharp enough, sir.”


After a moment, he waved a hand at the analyst. “Forget the unsub. If he links back up with these Russians, then we’ll give him some attention. If he doesn’t, then he’s not important to us.”


“Understood. The woman?”


“We stay on her.”


Fourteen spoke up again from the back row, her German accent strong, but her English flawless. “I’ll have Wrangler Zero One assign RC20 to the woman. It’s on a full charge.”


“Good.” The man from Norway running the OC in Singapore, staffed by men and women from around the world, looked at the wall monitor a second more. Softly to himself and inaudibly to the others in the room, he said, “What the hell are we even doing?”


They were going to be ordered to kill the Russian man and, quite possibly, the Russian woman. He was certain of that much, because they’d been killing people around the world for the last eight hours.


But the operations director in the office at Singapore Science Park had not the faintest clue as to why.


He cleared his head of his uncertainty; he was in charge here. “Okay, the rest of you, concentrate on Israel. We might not have movement till tomorrow morning there, but if our target flushes in the night, we’ll take him then.”


When eyes remained on him a moment more, he said, “That means now!”










FOUR



Court Gentry sat alone at the little table on the balcony of his rented flat in Panajachel, nursing a beer and looking out over the rooftops in the direction of the lake. He didn’t have a view of the water from here, but he didn’t care because he wasn’t looking at anything. His mind was lost in thought, and his eyes just gazed vacantly as distant thunder rumbled softly in the sunny afternoon sky.


He heard the main door to the flat open and someone enter, but he didn’t stand, and he didn’t reach for the pistol in his waistband. He knew Zoya from the sound and cadence of her footfalls, so he just sat there, his face all but expressionless.


Eventually she stepped out onto the balcony, kissed him on the cheek, then looked out at the buildings and the surrounding hills for a moment. She sat down across from him and slid her little daypack off her shoulder.


Zoya pulled out a light green sundress as she let her bag drop to the ground. “What do you think?”


Court glanced at it, then looked her in the eyes. “That’s a sundress, all right.”


She cocked her head, sensing something, but she said nothing.


He took a sip of his Gallo beer and put it back on the table in front of him.


“Drinking at one thirty? That’s not like you. That’s like me.”


“Safer than the water.”


“You’re right,” she replied, and then she went back inside, headed to the kitchen, and retrieved a Gallo for herself. She was back at the table in thirty seconds.


“Anything else happen while you were out?” he asked, his voice emotionless.


She looked him in the eyes for a moment, then said, “There was a band playing in a bar down on Rancho Grande, you could hear the music from the street. It was that song by that group you like . . . the old one.”


Court said nothing.


She remembered. “‘Have You Ever Seen the Rain?’”


“CCR.”


“Right. But these guys were playing it really fast, and singing it in Spanish. It was beautiful, actually.” When he made no comment, she added, “You would have loved it.”


“That and a sundress? Quite an eventful afternoon.”


A staring contest lasted twenty seconds.


A rooster crowed, and a poorly tuned bus engine backfired in the street below. Passing merchants hawked their wares loudly in the distance. A propane vendor in a truck spoke through a microphone, his voice amplified through a large speaker on the roof. “Zeta Gas! Zeta Gas!”


“What’s going on?” she finally asked.


“You tell me.”


Zoya slowly turned away from him and looked out over the street.


“You tell me . . .” Court repeated, then added, “while you are looking me in the face.”


Her eyes flitted back over to his. “Something . . . something else happened.”


“Huh,” he muttered, taking another sip of his beer. “Obviously something less important than buying a dress or hearing a cover band butcher a classic, or else you would have led with it.”


Zoya stiffened, fixed her gaze on his. “I’m not loving your tone right now.”


“What happened today?”


She looked away. “It sounds like you somehow already know what happened.” When he did not reply, she spoke with a touch of outrage in her voice, but it sounded forced. She wasn’t mad; she was defensive. “Have you been spying on me?”


“It’s kind of my thing . . . so.”


“You’re not a spy. You’re Sean Busby, from Hamilton, Ontario.”


“You lied to me, and I want to know why.”


Now Zoya’s jaw tensed, and the rippling muscles in her fit neck and shoulders twitched. “Don’t act tough with me. I don’t believe it, so I don’t feel the threat you’re implying.”


“There’s no threat implied other than the threat that I get up from this table, grab my bug-out bag, and bug the fuck out of here. Right now.”


She reached across the table, grabbed the wrist of the hand holding the beer. Softly, she said, “No. I can explain.”


Court went silent. His face was stone, but hers reddened, her eyes misted. “I hate that you don’t trust me,” she finally said.


He pulled his hand back to his lap. “And I hate that not trusting you turns out to have been the prudent thing to do. If we’re going to live this life together, we have to be open and honest with one another. If you have a good reason you lied, then I’d like to hear it, because right now I don’t have any idea what is going on.”


“You saw me in the café.”


“I did.”


In the near distance, the gas truck had moved on, but the speaker on the roof continued squawking from a distance. “Zeta Gas! Zeta Gas!”


Zoya could almost see the walls going up around Court; he was angry and hurt and confused, and it uneased her more than she was letting on. She was ashamed. Court was not a trusting person; she might have been the only one on earth he really put his trust in, and she’d violated it. Her voice quivered when she said, “I was going to tell you. I was just trying to figure out what to say.”


“Maybe try the facts on, see how they feel. What happened?”


“What you already know. At lunch today I saw a man that I recognized.”


“Linen suit, hat. Sixty-five?”


“He’s not sixty-five. He’s a healthy seventy or so. His name is Borislava Genrich.”


“A Russian. Wow. This day keeps gettin’ better.”


Zoya heaved her shoulders a little, and then they sagged. “My brother and I called him Dyadya Slava.”


Court bolted upright now. “Dyadya? He’s your fucking uncle?”


She shook her head. “A friend of my father’s. He was always around growing up, he was just Dyadya Slava, his wife we called Tetya Olga. I haven’t spoken to him in over a decade.”


“Why is he in Guatemala, and why was he three tables away from us at lunch?”


“I didn’t say anything to you at the time because I wanted to handle it. To see what was going on. I didn’t think it was a coincid—”


“Of course it wasn’t a coincidence.”


“That’s what I just said! Jesus! This doesn’t have to be an interrogation. I’m going to tell you everything.”


Court’s fight-or-flight reflexes were amping him up. She understood. She took a sip of cold beer, wished like hell she had a shot of tequila in front of her instead, and then she began talking.


In the café courtyard, Zoya Zakharova shot the remnants of her margarita in one gulp, thankful for the tequila right now as she maintained eye contact with the older man across the table. “All right, then, Uncle Slava, what’s this all about?”


Borislava Genrich leaned closer and spoke slowly, his voice masked by the gentle bustle from the other patrons, the sounds from the street behind them, the chirping and singing of birds in the foliage of the courtyard. “You and I have always had a good relationship. Since you were a child. Your brother, too.”


Zoya did not disagree.


“I knew the charges against you were fabricated. I knew you wouldn’t turn on your nation.”


To this, she said, “I did turn on my nation, Dyadya.”


He looked at her a moment. “Extenuating circumstances, I’m sure.”


Zoya had been framed to take the fall for an operation gone wrong, and a kill order had been placed on her head by the Russian government. She then shot a senior Russian foreign intelligence operative who’d tried to kill her, and she defected to the Americans.


“All sorts of extenuating circumstances,” she said softly, thinking about everything that had happened to her in the past few years.


The older man in the fedora said, “That’s not why I’m here. No one is here but me. You have my word . . . over the grave of your dear father who, as you know, I loved like my own brother.” Zoya’s father had been head of the GRU, Russian military intelligence, and Borislava Genrich’s close friend.


Zoya looked around again. “If Moscow knows where I am, why aren’t they here?”


“I’m sure you watch television. Russian foreign intelligence operations have been crippled by the release of financial records from a Swiss bank. Everything is a shambles now for Moscow.”


Zoya didn’t have to watch TV to know something about this, because she had been one of the people who had safeguarded the information so that it could see the light of day to damage Russian intelligence.


But she made no mention of her involvement. Instead she said, “If foreign ops are crippled, then why are you here?”


“Because I’m not from the intelligence services. I was army: plain, vanilla, army. Not like your father. I retired, then started a private company. I’ve been working on certain . . . commercial endeavors.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning I work in the private sector, helping acquire technology.”


“Military technology?”


“Not necessarily . . . but sometimes.”


“And you sell it to Russia?”


“Not necessarily . . . but sometimes.”


Zoya gave him an icy stare. “And you live with yourself? What does Olga think about what you are doing?” She ordered another margarita from a passing server, then looked back to the Russian man.


Calmly, he said, “Olga died nine years ago. Cancer of the liver.”


Zoya exhaled a little. “I’m sorry. She was . . . she was always nice to me. You both were.”


Slava shrugged. “And as to my sleep . . . my sleep is troubled, but it is troubled from what I did in Afghanistan, in Chechnya, in Dagestan. Not for what’s happening now. I did no fighting in Ukraine. I did no planning for this terrible war. I live in the West. I find out what new tech is being developed by private industry all over the world, and then I find ways to get the plans, the blueprints . . . sometimes even the brainpower itself, and I sell it to other companies, occasionally to private concerns in Russia, but often to other third parties.”


She rolled her eyes. “Look, you might not be in the intelligence services, but what you’re doing sounds a lot like espionage.”


“Industrial espionage,” he corrected with a wave of his hand.


“And this brings us to what you want from me.”


“It does.”










FIVE



Borislava Genrich leaned forward even closer, his linen suit straining with the movement, and he spoke so softly Zoya could barely hear him.


“A Russian computer software engineer is holed up in an apartment in Mexico City. He claims to have information about a new artificial intelligence weapon that’s about to go live.”


“What kind of artificial intelligence weapon?”


“He only knows coding. He’s a software guy, as I said. He doesn’t know the platform the software is going to be used on. It could be a pilotless aircraft, a missile with the capability to learn about its target’s defenses while in flight, a robotic tank. Whatever it is, he’s stolen a portion of the code, and he’s certain the weapon is just weeks, or maybe days, away from going online.”


“So . . . what’s the problem? Go to Mexico. Bring him in. Ask him what he knows.”


Genrich shook his head. “He’s being watched. He doesn’t know who they are. They’ve pinned him down, or at least they know the neighborhood he’s in. Surveillance is all over the place; he’s spotted men in the street who don’t belong; he thinks he heard a drone fly overhead. He’s terrified, and he’s got every right to be. He wants SVR or GRU to personally retrieve him and get him out of the country, but I can’t get SVR or GRU there to do it, because Russia doesn’t have intelligence officers who can travel without being uncovered thanks to the revelations from Switzerland about the Kremlin’s ops.”


“A Russian intelligence officer saw me down here, or so you said.”


“A Russian who was aware of the Odessa order saw you. An intelligence operative, but one tied to the embassy here, known by the local government. A pencil pusher, I’m sure. Not someone who could pose any threat to you. And not someone who could extract a man out from under a kill team in Mexico City and bring him to safety.”


Zoya sipped her drink. “Then it sounds like your engineer is fucked.”


Genrich shook his head. “Not if you go, Zoyusha. I will tell him I’ll have the best operator in Russian foreign intelligence spirit him out of the city. He’ll comply. You can do it, too. Slip in, disguise yourself and him, and then get out. There’s an airport fifty kilometers outside the capital, Felipe Ángeles International. I’ll have a private jet there waiting for you both.”


“I’m no longer a Russian intelligence officer.”


“Yes, well, we won’t be mentioning that to him, will we?” He paused, then said, “Name your price.”


“You’re going to give this stolen code to Russia?”


Genrich did not respond, but Zoya took that as an answer.


She leaned back, spoke a little louder now. “You can’t pay me enough to help Russia. Not after what’s happened in the past two years.”


Genrich kept his voice low. “Don’t think of it as helping Russia. You are stopping, slowing down, at least, the development of a revolutionary weapon.”


“So says this nameless, faceless Russian engineer.”


“If it weren’t true, why would there be a kill team after him?”


Zoya still didn’t get the urgency. “Artificial intelligence . . . some new tech. I’m sure there are developments all the time. What’s so special about—”


He barked out a quick whisper. “Because what the engineer is describing is a lethal autonomous weapon that can operate at machine speed.”


“What does that mean?”


“The human is totally taken out of the process. The weapon, whatever it is, works on its own. It can destroy anything in its path because its algorithm takes nanoseconds to decide who or what to attack. It would be almost impossible to defeat. The technology itself, no matter the platform it’s applied to, will make war infinitely more deadly, and humans, all humans, unable to combat it.”


Zoya wasn’t buying it. “Russia doesn’t want this guy so they can make the technology disappear. They want this guy so they can have it for themselves.”


To this Genrich nodded, almost apologetically. “That is true, of course. But if both sides have the same technology, the technology won’t be employed. The West loses its advantage. The world is made a safer place. You do remember that the U.S. and the Soviets both having a nuclear arsenal ensured the state of mutually assured destruction, so that neither dared use their weapons, don’t you?


“You can do some good. We all can.”


Sarcastically, Zoya replied, “Right. This is just one big humanitarian operation. A peace mission. For the Kremlin. I wasn’t stupid twenty years ago when you knew me, and I’m not stupid now.”


Genrich put his palms on the table. “I don’t have time to explain the specific dangers of this technology. I only understand how destabilizing it will be in a general sense. Once you get the engineer, he’ll tell you everything on your drive to the airport, and then you will see what I already see. The act of leveling the playing field by obtaining what he knows will be a net benefit for everyone on the planet.”


“The engineer is in Mexico because . . .”


“Because he slipped out of a nearby country and went there to hide. Somehow he was found.”


“A nearby country? You obviously mean the USA.”


“Look. There are details . . . matters that don’t pertain to your operational exigencies, that I’m not at liberty to discuss. On top of that, there are things the engineer has not yet revealed, even to me. He knows his information is valuable, and he’s using it to buy his way to safety.”


Zoya was neither surprised nor annoyed. All operations worked thusly. “What do you know about the people after him?”


“Some local hit men, plus the surveillance detected near the safe house. We’ve picked up information that a well-known American asset code-named Lancer is involved, as well, but he hasn’t been spotted in the area.”


“Never heard of him.”


“You know his work. He’s one of the most sought-after killers for hire in the world, perhaps second only to the one they call the Gray Man.”


Zoya didn’t miss a beat. “You buy into the Gray Man story? Sorry, Dyadya Slava, but I don’t believe in ghosts.”


The man smiled. “I know people. In Moscow, in Murmansk, in Kiev. People who believe, because they were there when he was there, and they saw his wrath. Lancer is not the Gray Man, but he is a capable operator. He was responsible for the events in Utrecht last year. The killings in Bucharest a few years back.”


Zoya raised an eyebrow. She knew the incidents he was referring to. “You’re really not selling me on this mission by telling me that.”


He smiled a tired smile. “I’m torn being here. I love you, Zoyusha, always have, and I worry about sending you into this.” He finished the remainder of the drink he’d been ignoring for the past ten minutes. “But this is too important. Forget about Russia. I need you. The world needs you.”


She looked away for a moment, lost in thought.


Genrich used the opportunity to ask her a question. “Who was the man with the beard?”


Zoya took another sip and looked his way. “Just some guy I met down in Honduras. We’re traveling together.” She shrugged. “For a while. We’ll grow bored of each other soon enough.”


“You could be back with him the day after tomorrow. One day for threat assessment, to plan the exfiltration, and then a few hours operational.” He added, “You are the most beautiful woman in the world. This man will wait for you, I promise.”


Zoya drank in silence a moment, then asked, “How can I reach you?”


“Reach me? You have to go with me to Mexico. Now. I don’t have time for you to think—”


“Tonight. I’ll call you back tonight. If I go, I’ll be there before dawn to work up a threat assessment and an operational plan.”


Reluctantly, Genrich reached into his pocket. “I’m heading back to Mexico City immediately. I’ll fly commercial, leave my aircraft here at the capital for you.” Pushing a business card across the table, he said, “If you turn me down tonight, I’m going to have to try to do it myself.”


“Slava, that’s nuts. You’re seventy years old.”


“I can’t hire anyone the man will trust, not in the time frame I have. Lancer and his colleagues will have him before I can put anything together. You, down here, a two-hour flight from Mexico City . . . you’re my only hope.”


Zoya pocketed the business card, stood, leaned over, and kissed the man on the cheek. “Tonight. I’ll call. I promise.”


She left the café as the man at the table reached back into his pocket and pulled out his phone.


Thick, low clouds had formed over the apartment balcony in the ten minutes Zoya had been talking. Court looked up at them for the first time as she finished her story.


“Rain,” he said. “Any minute.”


On cue, a low clap of thunder rolled in over the lake, momentarily drowning out the din from the streets of the little town.


Zoya said, “I couldn’t have told you in the restaurant that we’d been blown. You’d have grabbed my arm and walked me out through the kitchen, and we’d be out of town in fifteen minutes.”


“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


“There was no way I could assure you, not right then and there, that Slava coming to Panajachel like that, waiting patiently for me, was no threat to us. I know him, I trust him. I had to find out for myself what he wanted.”


Court did not respond to this. Instead, as another rumble of thunder filled the air, he said, “I’m not going to Mexico City.”


“But . . . what if what he said was true?”


“That Russia wants to steal American technology? Whose fucking side are you on?”


The conversation was going downhill, Court knew, and he also sensed that he was the one causing it. Still, he was furious, hurt, destabilized by her deception, no matter her justifications for it.


She repeated herself from earlier. “I trust Slava. He is a kind man. If I can protect him from harm, then I think I should.”


“You don’t even know what this weapon he’s talking about is, and you’re smarter than me, so I sure as hell don’t understand it. We can’t just go to Mexico to help the Russian government take possession of something we can’t even comprehend.”


Zoya looked away without responding.


“Two hours ago you were telling me you were scared that I was bored and wanted to get back into the field. You said it like it could ruin us. Now you’ve done a one-eighty, and you’re the one that wants to go back out.”


“I . . . If it were anyone else asking . . .”


“My answer is no, Zoya, and I really hope yours is, too. I know Lancer. I worked with him. I’ve really got no desire to get on the man’s bad side. If you haven’t noticed, we aren’t exactly in the best operational shape of our lives. Either of us.”


She cocked her head. “You worked with the assassin?”


“Years ago. Trust me . . . Lancer sucks.” Court added, “To him, collateral damage is a feature of his work, not a glitch.”


“So I just let this guy find and kill Uncle Slava?”


Court leaned back in his chair. “He’s not your uncle! And he’s not mine, either.” He stood up suddenly. “We should have bugged out two hours ago. I’m leaving town as soon as I have the cover of darkness. You need to figure out what you want to do.”


As he headed off the balcony and into the flat, Zoya called out for him.


“I love you.”


“Then you will listen to me. If just this once. Let’s just keep running.”


The sky opened up, Court went inside, and Zoya just sat there looking up into the black clouds as it rained down, unaware of the unblinking eye above looking right back at her.










SIX



At Tactical Operations Center Gama in Singapore, the Norwegian director turned away from the large monitor showing the apartment balcony from above, and towards a technician from South Africa. “Still nothing on the male?”


“He’s a ghost, sir.”


Martina Sommer, the forty-three-year-old German communications specialist known here in the room as “Fourteen,” called out, “Sir, the weather has started. Forecast says four or five hours of gusting winds and precipitation. Suggest we contact the on-scene wrangler and have him pull aerial coverage.”


Before he could acknowledge her request, the director heard a beep on his laptop, and he looked down at it. “It’s the boss. Stand by.”


Words popped up in the instant message box soon after.


This is Cyrus. Be advised, the Mexico City tasking is on hold. Cyrus is now designating Genrich, Borislava I, as target Gama 17, and Zakharova, Zoya F, as target Gama 18. Tasking asset “Lancer” into AO. Local support en route.


Lars typed a response quickly on his keyboard.


Understood. Be advised; halting ISR mission over Panajachel until weather clears.


ISR was intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, the quadcopters beaming images of the area. The expected afternoon rains and wind could easily send the devices crashing to the ground, so an immediate recall was warranted.


Cyrus replied.


Unfortunate, but understand conditions not conducive to ISR at this time. Resume coverage at earliest possible opportunity.


The director finished his instant message conversation, then stood up and addressed his team. “Physical assets are moving in.” He turned to Martina. “Fourteen. Contact the wrangler in Panajachel and have him recall all drones. I want them charged and ready for when Lancer and his team arrive. We will be providing eyes for the assault force.”


“Yes, sir,” the woman replied.


Just after relaying the order to the drone pilot in Guatemala, Martina Sommer took off her headset, dropped it onto the desk in front of her, and ran her fingers through her thick copper red hair. She rubbed the dark circles under her eyes, closed her eyes a moment, and wondered how the fuck her life had managed to come to this.


What was she doing here?


A wanted Russian spy is a target, a Russian businessman is a target, a Russian engineer is a target. Fine. Someone is killing Russians. But what about the American Defense Department employee in California or the Japanese artificial intelligence expert in Osaka? And what about the hits in Sydney and Bangkok, and the other assassinations they had planned? None of these targets are, or were, Russian.


Martina Sommer had worked for the Bundespolizei, Germany’s federal police, as a communications officer after serving ten years in military counterintelligence. She’d lost her job the year prior because of a drinking habit that seemed to grow more serious the older she got, and then her husband had been removed from his senior position at a Berlin bank after a series of loans he made went bad.


The couple’s life had been in a shambles for the past six months; they’d moved with their two small children back to her little hometown outside Bonn to live with her aging parents in their small cottage, and neither she nor her husband had been able to secure gainful employment. He had managed to find an assistant manager position at a local hardware store, but he spent his nights in fits of depression while Martina had resorted to delivering groceries when she was sober enough to do so.


And then one morning while she was searching her family’s cramped room for her car keys, the pounding headache that came with last night’s vodka and schnapps doing nothing for her mood, the email had arrived in her inbox.


A man named Jack Tudor ran a company called Lighthouse Risk Control Ltd., and he reached out to her about a job. She’d known him for nearly two decades; they’d even dated for a short while when she was young. She’d appealed to him for work in the security industry, and now he was coming through.


The message was cryptic in many ways, offering a temporary position using her skills in communications and intelligence to work for a private concern in Asia.


Soon she entered into a text conversation with Tudor, and he told her she would be supporting an intelligence operation that would lead to the deaths of several “terrorists” around the world for the benefit of an undisclosed national actor and humankind itself.


Martina Sommer didn’t really believe she’d be doing good with all this; she assumed this was some sort of sub rosa proxy mission being run by Russia, China, Israel, or some other nation. But she did believe she had to save her family from the downward spiral they were in, so after only a few clarifications as to what her role would be, and after the assurances from Jack Tudor that she would sit at a desk thousands of miles from danger and only be part of the surveillance arm of the operation, she had accepted the position.


She felt like shit for doing so, but to Tudor she had portrayed her mood as utterly enthusiastic.


Now she lived and worked in some office complex in Singapore, she hadn’t left the building since she’d arrived five days earlier, and the killing that seemed so remote a few days ago had now begun in earnest.


The building was crawling with security—locals, as far as she knew—and they seemed to be as interested in keeping the nineteen in as they were in keeping anyone else out.


Martina knew she couldn’t get up and leave, even if she wanted to, and this kept her at her desk and focused on her assignment, but her feelings of regret and remorse also made stomach acid tear up her insides.


She was supporting the murder of civilians around the world on behalf of some bad actor, and she saw no way out.


Slowly, reluctantly, she shook away the welling panic and reached again for her headset because she had work to do. A mission was under way in Guatemala, and it was her job to coordinate the on-site surveillance.


She told herself not to think about the work but to think about the money, about moving back to Berlin, about saving her husband from his depression and the children from sharing a bed at their grandparents’ house, and these images served to get her back on task.


For now, anyway.


The whirr of jet engines grew softly, the sound emanating from the southwest, steadily rising over the insistent noise of the bustling city of Quetzaltenango, Guatemala. Impossibly low gray clouds hid the origin of the noise until a sleek white Embraer Legacy 500 private jet appeared in the sky just a quarter mile from the airport, emerging from the vapor just four hundred feet above the Earth on short final. The landing gear had already lowered, and the aircraft, sleek and shiny-slick after passing through wet blankets of cloud cover, lined up its nose on runway 05, and then it flared before touching down, a spray of water kicking up from the tires as it did so.


The Legacy taxied to the terminal of Aeropuerto Internacional de los Altos, then parked on the tarmac a few dozen yards away. As the door opened, a single black Chevy Tahoe SUV pulled up next to it, and a door opened.


A man climbed out of the back seat and, ignoring the heavy drizzle, walked towards the Legacy just as the hatch opened and a single passenger emerged.


The man from the Chevy was local, but the new arrival appeared to be a typical gringo: a white male wearing a denim shirt and khakis, a bald head contrasting with a thick brown beard. He looked out at the airfield, then up at the sky.


The foreigner appeared to be in his forties; his only luggage was a large black backpack, and Tom Ford sunglasses hung from his open collar, unnecessary in the gray Central American afternoon.


The gringo stepped down the jet stairs, shook hands perfunctorily with the local, and then they both walked back to the Chevy without exchanging a single word.


Once in the back of the SUV, the traveler spoke English. “I’m Lancer.” His accent was American, the local immediately discerned.


“Bernadino.” The local then motioned to the driver and the front passenger. “Chico and Alfredo.”


All three locals were in their twenties or thirties; they were short but hard-edged, dressed in casual civilian attire, with rain ponchos crammed into the door pockets next to them.


The man called Lancer looked over the locals carefully, and he made a few deductions because this wasn’t his first rodeo. The Hispanic men’s names began with the letters A, B, and C, so they were likely as made up as Lancer’s code name was, but he saw this as prudent tradecraft and therefore a positive sign.


They were all former military, he could tell. They’d all killed before.


He could tell this, too.


“What training do you have?” he asked Bernadino.


“Kaibiles,” came the reply, and then the Guatemalan looked deep into the man’s face to see if there was any sign of recognition of the word.


The American knew the Kaibiles were the Guatemalan Armed Forces special operations wing, and he confirmed his understanding by asking, “How long since active duty?”


Bernadino spoke in Spanish to the pair up front, and after they answered him, he said, “I’ve been out a year. Chico, the driver, four years. Alfredo has been out about two years.”


“You’ve all been working since?”


To this Bernadino flashed a smile. “Every day, señor.”


The American didn’t ask what they’d been doing. He could deduce they worked for organized crime, most likely in Guatemala City.


“Weapons?” Lancer next asked.


Bernadino said something else in Spanish, and the man in the front passenger seat reached into a duffel between his feet and pulled out a squat Heckler & Koch MP5 9-millimeter submachine gun with a collapsed stock. He handed it back to the foreigner, and Lancer looked it over. It had simple iron sights instead of a more advanced red dot optic, but the weapon appeared to be in decent condition.


Bernadino said, “We each have one of these. We were told you’d have your own gun.”


“I do,” Lancer said as he continued inspecting the HK in his hand. He ejected the magazine, looked over the ammo. It was full metal jacket, a relatively cheap brand, but the gun would fire and the bullets would kill, so he handed the weapon back up front to Antonio before looking again at Bernadino.


“You three are my ground support element. We’ll have ISR support, as well.” With a hard look, he said, “I will prosecute the assassinations of Zakharova and Genrich myself.”


The Guatemalan relayed this to the others, and the Tahoe drove through the rain, closing steadily on their target.










SEVEN



Shvedya Street snakes through the posh Denia neighborhood in the northern Israeli city of Haifa, a hilly and high-dollar area three miles inland from the Mediterranean. The homes were ornate, the lawns and gardens well kept, and the cars winding through the tree-lined streets were Mercedes, BMWs, Maseratis, and Range Rovers.


A modern split-level home rested on a hill on Shvedya, its front garden walled and dotted with eucalyptus, juniper, and palm trees growing out of the ground between tiers of ornamental stone. Belying the placid landscaping in the front yard, however, inside the home was the hustle and bustle of a family of four cleaning up after dinner on a Saturday evening.


This family was wealthy, even for Denia, but otherwise typical. Tomer Basch was forty-six years old, a former Israeli Defense Force captain in the Intelligence Corps before moving to the United States, where he attended MIT to obtain a master’s of science in intelligent information systems.


After college he’d been immediately snatched up by the robotics division of Boston Dynamics, and he eventually started his own lab with partners back in Tel Aviv. Specializing in military robotics software, Basch and his team of coders and engineers were considered pioneers in the field of creating artificial intelligence for prototype military combat platforms.


After more than a decade, Basch sold his company, and he now worked as the director of intelligent systems at the Israel Institute of Technology here in Haifa, where he continued to advance programs involving artificial intelligence to be used in all types of military equipment, from armed drones to autonomous sentry guns.


Tomer sipped a glass of Netofa Tel Qasser, a crisp white from a popular Israeli winery, and he poured another glass for his wife before they both headed out of the kitchen and into the den to turn on a movie with the kids.


Halfway to his sofa, however, Tomer’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket.


He put the bottle down on the coffee table, then checked the phone. It was a name he recognized, but someone who never called on a Saturday night, so Tomer quickly excused himself and stepped back into the kitchen.


“Evening, Ami. Everything okay?”


Ami Madar was the director of security at the Israel Institute of Technology, a former Mossad officer, and a good friend of Basch’s, because the work Basch and his team did at the institute was government classified, and therefore Ami was intimately involved with the lab’s security.


Ami was always serious, but he seemed even more urgently so this evening. “Everything okay with you, Tomer? No issues?”


“Everything’s fine. What’s going on?”


“Richard Watt was killed this morning in America. Murdered.”


Tomer put his wineglass down on the kitchen island. “Rick? My God. By who?”


“Unknown. A sniper got him on a golf course. The shooter got away.”


Tomer Basch cocked his head now. He knew Watt, but not closely, so he didn’t understand what this had to do with him. “And you think . . . you think what?”


“Dr. Kotana Ishikawa was killed six hours ago in Osaka. She was run over in a parking lot after leaving her mother’s retirement home. A witness said it was no accident.”


“That’s terrible.”


“Ethan Edgar’s car ran off the road in Sydney this morning, and Montri Churat was shot dead in his home in Bangkok. All four of them died in the past twelve hours.”


Now the Israeli understood. Kotana Ishikawa was, like Tomer Basch himself, one of the top two dozen or so pioneers of weaponized AI in the entire world. And Rick Watt, while not a developer himself, had been at the very forefront of acquisition of the technology that Ishikawa and Tomer had created. He knew as much as if not more than they did about which research labs in which countries were developing which AI initiatives, at least as far as military applications were concerned.


Ethan Edgar and Montri Churat were also leading AI pioneers and acquaintances of Tomer Basch.


“Are you saying I might be in danger?” Basch asked, but this was Ami, the security chief and a very serious man, so Tomer knew that was exactly what he was saying.


“Your officers are in place?”


Basch looked out the window over his kitchen sink. A private security car sat parked in the driveway. Two men armed with rifles leaned against it, their eyes out to the street ahead.


“Yeah. I’m looking at them now. No issues.”


Even though this entire community was regularly patrolled, covered with cameras, and as safe a neighborhood as one could find in all of northern Israel, he always had guards on his property during the nighttime hours, just to ensure his family’s safety.


Ami said, “Okay. I’m sending an extra team of our guys from the institute, just to watch over you.”


Basch thought a moment. “Okay, get them here for my family, but I’m coming in to work.”


“On a Saturday night?”


“If someone is targeting me, I’m going to figure out who it is. I can’t do that from home. I have to get to the office.”


Ami protested. “Tomer, we don’t have to figure out who’s doing this because we know. It’s the Chinese, obviously. They’ve been amping up their efforts to win the AI arms race. This could just be the next phase. Killing their competition.”


Basch said, “You may be right, but there might be something else going on here. I need to get in there and make some calls.”


Ami Madar breathed into the phone a moment. “All right. I’ll meet you there. Take your weapon with you for the drive.”


Tomer’s heart was pounding in his chest. He suddenly felt like he was back in the IDF, a young man facing the threat of death every day.


He turned away from his kitchen, looked back into his den at his family. “Ami, I’m not going to say anything to Lior about this. She’d just get upset. But get your guys here as soon as possible.”


Ten minutes later he climbed into his blue Mercedes AMG E63, fired the throaty engine, and pulled out onto Shvedya Street.


As his AMG wound through the beautiful neighborhood for a few blocks, he turned to a classical station on his satellite radio to calm himself, then made a left turn onto Abba Khoushy Avenue.


Basch had helped design both hardware and software for many different autonomous platforms, including drones, and he therefore had the ability to recognize the distinctive buzzing of a UAV, even a small one, when he heard it. But his brain’s total absorption on getting to the office while thinking about the puzzle he was facing, plus the powerful strings and horns of Rachmaninoff’s Second Symphony’s Allegro molto coming from his Bowers & Wilkins speakers, made it impossible for him to detect the tiny quadcopter following his every move from above.


Not long after the turn onto Abba Khoushy he did notice, however, a black cargo van ahead of him in traffic. It bore the emblem of a local heating and air conditioning service, and didn’t seem in any way out of place, but it slowed in his lane, so he flipped his blinker to pass it on the right, then waited a moment because a scooter with both a rider and a passenger was coming up the lane quickly.


The forty-six-year-old waited for the scooter to pass him by, but once it came level with him on the right, it slowed to match his speed. He saw two helmeted figures on board; neither was paying any attention to him, but he was stuck there until they moved on.


At forty kilometers an hour he waited for either the van to turn off or change lanes, or for the little bike on his right to get out of his way, but as he listened to Rachmaninoff, he noticed movement from the man on the back of the scooter.


Basch looked back to the van in front of him; it had slowed further, but when he shifted to his right again, he saw the scooter still there, keeping level with his rear passenger door.


“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. Basch didn’t have a perfect angle looking through the mirror, so he turned and glanced back through the window, and just as he did so, he saw the passenger on the bike swing something, a rope with a large pack on the end of it, over his head and down towards the Mercedes. Before he could react, he heard a loud impact on the roof of his vehicle, just above and behind the driver’s seat, and then the scooter peeled off abruptly to the right.


The passenger no longer had the pack in his hand.


Tomer shouted in surprise, and then he slammed on his brakes, desperate to get out of his sedan because he knew what was happening.


The scooter passenger had just affixed explosives to the roof of his car.


The van revved off, Tomer Basch threw open the door of his now stopped AMG E63, and he unfastened his seat belt as fast as he could.


He was not fast enough. The bomb on the roof detonated, sending shrapnel and flame through the vehicle; the gas tank erupted, and Tomer Basch’s body was ripped to shreds in a ball of fire.


Operations Center Gama in Singapore tracked the images from the recon drone high over Haifa Street on a large wall monitor.


The American woman who served as second-in-command spoke loud enough to be heard around the room. “That’s a kill.”


Men and women high-fived, bumped fists, and shook hands.


In the back of the room, however, Martina Sommer rubbed her temples with her fingers, a show of stress she hid from the others by leaning down behind her monitor.


After the rest of the group spent a few seconds of rapt fascination watching the wreckage on the street in far-off Haifa, the Norwegian director turned to a Dutch technician who sat two cubes down from Martina. “Number Nine, stand down the assets in Tel Aviv; I’ll have Cyrus wire them the rest of the money.”


“Yes, sir.”


He turned to an Indian woman seated to Martina’s right. “Thirteen, contact the on-scene wrangler. Have him recall the drone and report in when he is clear.”


“Yes, sir.” She tapped the talk button on her headset and spoke directly with the person on the ground in Haifa working the aerial surveillance coverage mission.


Martina thought she was going to be sick.


The director sat down at his own workstation, positioned behind a glass partition at the front of the small theater, then opened a chat window with the title Cyrus on the top bar.


He began typing. This is Gama Leader. The elimination of target Gama Five is confirmed.


In under one second a reply window opened, and after a few more seconds a response came. Message received by Cyrus. Excellent news. You have forty-five hours to prosecute the remaining thirteen targets.


The Norwegian smiled as he typed. We will complete our directives. Don’t worry.


I don’t worry. Good job today. Cyrus out.


He sat back in his chair a moment, running his hands through his brown hair. The job in Israel was done, but that only meant it was time to set up for the next one. To the room the operations chief said, “We begin coverage in the United Kingdom in one hour.”


A British woman spoke up now. “Wrangler Zero Three is on station near the target and awaiting our launch order.”


“Very well.” The director looked at the clock on the wall. Thirteen people left to eliminate. A professional challenge, to be sure, but he told himself that it was nothing he couldn’t handle.


He had assets all over the world, he had an employer who was always available and more than willing to throw massive amounts of money at any problem, and the hits were all taking place so quickly that he and his team retained the element of surprise, though with every death and with every hour, that would slip away more and more.


He had nothing against his targets, but what he did have was both a drug addiction and a gambling addiction, and overseeing operations against several people in other countries he didn’t even know, operations that involved murder, but murders committed by others, was a small price to pay for him to reboot his life and try to get himself sorted out.


If people had to die to make this happen, the director reasoned, then so be it.


He assumed that his unique lack of empathy was shared by everyone else here in Operations Center Gama, and he was right, for the most part.


But, unbeknownst to him, German national Martina Sommer was now on her knees in the bathroom, vomiting into a toilet.










EIGHT



The Chevy Tahoe carrying the American assassin and his three Guatemalan support assets rolled into Panajachel a few minutes after six under heavy rain showers, persistent thunder, and lightning. The streets were mostly empty because of the weather; locals and experienced tourists knew to wait out the evening Central American storms and resume any outdoor activities once they passed.


But the men were on a schedule, so they pulled into a graveled parking lot surrounded by a rusted tin wall on Calle de los Arboles, then began walking to the southwest, all four now wearing ponchos to ward off the rain.


They made it to within three blocks of their target location, and then Lancer put an earpiece in his right ear and tapped it with a fingertip. “Control, Lancer. I’m on sight.”


“Lancer, Control. Be advised. Genrich has returned to the capitol. We think he is going to the airport to return to Mexico. Zakharova is your target in Panajachel.”


“Roger that. Update on the weather and ISR.”


The woman with the French accent said, “Overhead ISR will resume as soon as able. Recommend you hold position until coverage returns.”


Lancer made his decision quickly. “Negative. Moving to location now and will act at first opportunity. I’m on scene and the weather is breaking. Find a way to get me overhead eyes.”


He again tapped the earpiece, this time ending the call, and then he and the three locals headed out through the storm.


Five minutes later they stood in sight of the apartment building. Lancer put his hand on Bernadino’s shoulder and turned him into a little cobblestone driveway that led to a small hotel, and the other two shuffled quickly behind.


Here they were out of view of the target location, hidden by a stone wall and thick foliage, even though they were only thirty yards away from the front of the two-story apartment building.


A corrugated tin roof hung over part of the drive, apparently to provide shelter for a security guard at the gate, but the gate was open and there was no guard. Lancer led the others under it. The wind had picked up just in the few minutes they’d been out of the vehicle, and light rain pelted their faces, even here under the roof. Lancer said, “Chico will get the SUV and bring it one block to the south. Tell him to park on the street in front of the post office, facing away from the target location.”


Bernadino translated and Chico acknowledged.


Lancer continued. “Alfredo will go around back, cut off any escape route. Find some good cover and be ready.” This was also acknowledged after the translation. To Bernadino he said, “You will go into the lobby and take the stairs. Get in the hallway outside their door and cover. I’ll make entry through the balcony.” He reached into his raincoat and pulled his pistol, holding it up in front of his face.


“I’m suppressed and the ammunition is subsonic, but it’s still going to sound like someone slamming a car door.”


From the gawking expressions, it was clear none of the Guatemalans had ever seen anything like the weapon in the American’s hand. It appeared to be a very large Colt 1911 but was in fact a Republic Forge Longslide in the relatively unique 10-millimeter caliber. It wore a large, boxy, Aimpoint optic on a mount on the top of the slide, and its six-inch barrel was affixed with a stubby suppressor, elongating the weapon even further. The pistol’s magazine extended several inches out of the mag well, and the grip’s texture was deeply knurled.


The handgun was one hundred percent custom-made to Lancer’s specifications. Big, bulky, and hard to conceal, but a powerful battle weapon in the hands of an expert.


Lancer, the expert, reholstered under his rain poncho, then drew a knife from a sheath at the small of his back. “If you don’t hear anything, this is why.”


He popped open the stiletto, its blade coated in black.


The men separated at six thirty p.m., but Lancer didn’t go far. He crossed the street in the diminishing rain, then stood in an alcove in front of a language school, giving Chico a few minutes to get to the SUV and Alfredo time to find a hiding place around back.


Eight blocks from the target location, twenty-five-year-old Carlos Contreras sat in the rear of a white Ford Econoline van, his hands laced behind his head and his feet resting on the swivel chair next to him. This chair, like the one he now sat in, was bungee-corded to a hook in the wall behind him so it wouldn’t slide away while the van was moving.


In front of him was a table that folded down from the wall, and on the table a pair of closed laptop computers sat, placed in slight recesses so they would remain in place even if the vehicle was on the move. Also in the van with him was a bungeed-together stack of hardshell cases, closer to the driver’s and front passenger seats.


Each case contained a small quadcopter, and all the cases were filled, because the weather presently made operating a drone over Panajachel a risky endeavor for the devices.


Light showers and strong winds continued to buffet the vehicle, and although it seemed the rain was definitely letting up, the wind was definitely not.


Contreras was code-named Wrangler Zero One for this operation, and drones were his life. A hobbyist since he was a boy in Monterrey, Mexico, he’d taken a job at fifteen flying for a photographic mapping company in Houston, and then he was headhunted by a drug cartel in Jalisco. Still officially in the employ of the cartel, he was known as their best operator and even one of the best pilots in the industry, but a brutal cartel war had made his job with Jalisco less enticing than it once had been, so when he received a message in his inbox inquiring about his services for an operation in the capital hunting a Russian engineer, he took the job immediately.


After a couple of days in Mexico City he was told he was being replaced by another wrangler there, and he needed to get down to a small lakeside village in Guatemala and locate a Russian businessman on an urgent mission.


Hispanic and only five foot six, Contreras could pass as a local, so he blended in well here in Guatemala, as long as he didn’t have to talk, because he was Mexican and his accent would be instantly identifiable to a local as such.


After he rubbed his tired eyes, then glanced at his watch, a voice entered his right ear. It was the German woman at the TOC he’d been speaking with since he’d arrived here late last night. “Wrangler Zero One, this is Control. I’m showing the weather at the target location has passed. How long till ISR is back online?”


Contreras looked out the window of the van. A palm tree in the courtyard of a tiny vacation rental whipped around wildly. “Too much wind.”


“Wait one,” came the reply.


Contreras opened a can of mango juice that he’d pulled from a little cooler, then looked down at his watch. He didn’t think he’d get any of his copters back in the air tonight, rain or no rain.


The German woman spoke again; her voice sounded a little meek and unsure. “We need eyes, Wrangler. The operation is about to begin. Can you get one platform on station over the target location in the next five minutes?”


Contreras sighed. He’d already told them he couldn’t do it. “Not without risking losing equipment.”


Suddenly, a new voice spoke in his ear, this time in a European accent, a man who sounded at once authoritative and angry. “Risk it, then! Get a drone overhead to watch for anyone trying to squirt. This target must be prosecuted tonight!”


The man was well educated, in charge, and pissed off; all of this Contreras could instantly discern.


Still, he was the wrangler in the field, not this asshole European. “Who is this?”


“This is Gama director. I’m giving you an order.”


“But the wind—”


“You were sent because you are supposedly the best drone operator in the Americas. Now is your chance to prove it.”


Carlos Contreras looked out the front window; foliage rising over the wall of an automotive engine repair training center thrashed as a gust blasted up the street from the lake. He said, “It is my professional opinion that any attempt to fly right now at this altitude and in this weather will result in the crash of the platform.”


“Those aren’t your platforms, Zero One. Those aren’t my platforms, either. If it crashes, it crashes, but I need to tell the assets we at least tried to get eyes on. They are demanding it.”


Contreras’s jaw fixed in anger. “I don’t tell the assets how to do their jobs, and they probably shouldn’t tell me how—”


The European interrupted again. “I expect coverage over the target within five minutes. Gama out.” The transmission ended.


He sighed loudly, almost a groan, then put down his juice and scooted over to the cases. All his units had been recharged in the four-and-a-half-hour halt of flight ops, so he grabbed the top case and popped it open, then removed a dark gray rectangular device only four inches by eight inches. He extended four arms, spun the propellers on the top of each one to make sure they hadn’t been damaged in the case, then turned the device on by holding down a button on its belly with his right hand, just aft of the bulbous camera lens shield.


With his left hand he opened the laptop in front of him and tapped a few keys, and a soft blue light flickered on the roof of the device.


Another series of inputs and the propellers began to spin.


Contreras rose to a crouch, made his way past the cases to the back door of the van, and looked out through the smoked-glass windows. Seeing no one around in the little parking lot, he opened the door and stepped out.


The wind had lessened for the time being, but he wasn’t hopeful about any of this.


The Mexican said a quick little prayer as he always did when he sent one of his devices on a mission, then gently tossed it into the air.


Instantly the quadcopter rose and disappeared over the top of the van into the night, its buzzing rotor noise fading in no more than three or four seconds.


Contreras ducked back into the van and closed the door. Still praying the wind didn’t gust too hard, he opened his other laptop and put his hands on the pair of joysticks in front of it.


The quadcopter was on autopilot, racing to the target location, but he knew that if enough wind hit it to where it spun out of control, then the autopilot might disengage automatically and he’d have to try to recover it himself before it crashed.


He concentrated on the feed in front of him, willing the device onwards towards the action that was about to start one quarter mile to the northwest.










NINE



Court Gentry looked out the window next to the balcony door, his eyes on the darkened street below. The precipitation had mostly stopped, but he could tell there were occasional blasts of wind from the off-and-on-again buffeting of the window glass, and rainwater ran deep in the gullies below him. TukTuks and small vehicles passed by from time to time, moving down the middle of the two-lane street to avoid being caught up in the small rivers on each side of the road heading down towards the lake.


But he saw no one on foot at all.


He wore a black hooded raincoat and his backpack; his SIG pistol was jammed into his belt in the small of his back, with extra mags in his pocket, positioned for quick reloads.


As he continued looking at the scene outside, he heard Zoya step up behind him.


“He’s not answering his phone.”


“Genrich?”


“Yes. He could be in the air. Flying back to Mexico City. He had to go commercial.”


Court turned to her. “Yeah, he could be a lot of things.” Looking her up and down, he saw she wore a raincoat, and her large gray backpack was over a shoulder, with her smaller daypack on her chest. “You going somewhere?”


She looked sad and, for the first time today, he felt for her. He was mad and hurt that she’d kept Genrich’s appearance a secret from him, but he could now plainly see this man meant something to her.


She sniffed a little, holding back tears. “I am coming with you.”


His heart lifted, but he tried to remain stone-faced. “You sure?”


“I guess the question is, do you want me to come with you?”


“I do. But I want you to do it because you know it’s the right thing.”


She looked down. He could see the confliction on her face. “I would help Uncle Slava if he was working for another cause, but I can’t support Russia. Not now.” She looked back up at him. “Just answer me this. How did you know I went back to the café?”


“Microexpressions.”


“When I saw him?”


“Your face transmitted the fact that you knew him. You covered it so fast I was certain this was important. I waited for some sign from you . . . but nothing came.”


Zoya finished the explanation for him. “So when I left you on the street, you doubled back to the café because you knew where I was going.”


“Went through the kitchen. Watched you through a window. You couldn’t see me because of the reflection.”


Zoya nodded. “What now?”


“We take a bus to Guatemala City. We stay there tonight and leave for Belize in the morning via private car.”


She nodded. “I know you think we might be under surveillance, but I swear to you, Dyadya Slava would not lie to me.”


Court just looked back out the window. His silence spoke volumes.


After a time she said, “There’s no one out there.”


Turning to head for the door, Court passed her by. Without looking at her, he said, “Humor me while we run an SDR anyway.”


A surveillance detection route was tradecraft-speak for moving in irregular patterns around an area to identify anyone who might be following. Both Zoya and Court had conducted thousands of these in their years of work in the shadows, and tonight would be . . . should be . . . no different.


Zoya didn’t respond to the American’s curt comment; she just followed him out the door.


They stepped into the hallway, then stopped next to a window overlooking the small rear parking court.


Court knelt down next to it. Carefully peering around the side, he saw that a milky white mist now hung in the cool highland air.


He scanned left to right over the space, taking in shapes, hunting for movement. The idling engine of a parked car, the glint of light from a flashlight, even an illuminated watch face, anything that stood out.


He saw nothing at first, but then he began to rise, revealing more of his body to the window, and suddenly he detected a shift in the darkness, possibly the wind but possibly something else.


Softly, he said, “Hold.”


Zoya reached into the daypack on her chest, put her right hand around the grip of the 9-millimeter Jericho she’d packed there. Court held a hand out to calm her, but his eyes remained focused on the rear parking area. A row of colorful bushes hung over a tin fence, casting shadows from the light on the pole above it. Finally, he said, “Got a figure in a black poncho back here. He’s mostly behind a tree, under the bushes by the fence. Can’t tell if he’s armed.”


Zoya hesitated, then asked, “A Guatemalan?”


“I don’t know.”


“Uncle Slava wouldn’t turn on me.”


Court said nothing to this. After a moment he said, “If this guy is a rear blocking force, that means others will be coming up the stairs, or via the balcony back in the room.”


She shook her head. “Or maybe he’s just a security guard, or a guy talking on his cell phone to his girlfriend outside his flat so his wife doesn’t hear.”


“Maybe,” he said softly.


He dropped low, took off his backpack, and scooted under the window. As Zoya did the same, Court pulled out his lock pick set and began working on the door to the apartment there. He’d noticed that the place was unoccupied when they arrived the other day, and he’d neither heard movement nor seen anyone coming or going since then.


In seconds he had the door open.


The unit was dark and empty—good news—and he quickly moved across to the balcony there. Looking out over the little buildings on the opposite side of Callejon Santa Elena, he went outside, then peered down to the street.


Zoya appeared behind him. “There’s movement in the stairwell, one pax, heading up. Probably just a neighbor,” she added.


It was not a neighbor, Court was certain, and he wondered if Zoya even believed what she was saying, or if she was simply trying to manifest the fact that nothing was amiss, because if something was amiss, then it likely meant Genrich had double-crossed her.


Without a word he rose and moved to the northern corner of the balcony; there was no lighting here, either from the building or on the street below. He kicked a leg over the low iron railing, then hung down. Dropping the last three feet to the sidewalk, he collapsed his body as he landed, then rolled onto his backpack to blunt the impact.


Court pulled his weapon and kept it down behind his leg as he stood up, looking around.


Quickly he clocked a black SUV parked a couple blocks down the street in front of a post office; its engine was off, its lights off, as well, its grille facing in the opposite direction.


But steam rose from the hood, as if the engine was warm.


The SUV must have just arrived.


It wasn’t far away, but it wasn’t right up on the apartment building, either. It was, in Court’s estimation, exactly where the wheelman for an assassination force might park his ride.


He whistled softly, his way of telling Zoya, still on the balcony, to look around. The wind swirled in the street, then blew hard; torn-away palm fronds skittered past, along with water picked up from the gutters.


Twenty seconds later Zoya dropped down next to him in the near pitch-black night, and then she rose and leaned into his ear. “The Tahoe?”


“Yeah. Not close enough to be part of the assault, but close enough for the exfil.”


Zoya said, “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. We don’t know—”


Court turned to her. Angrily, he said, “We don’t know, that’s the problem.”


Zoya sighed audibly. “Okay. Bus depot still?”


He shook his head. “Let’s go to the dock, get a boat to San Juan la Laguna, across the lake. The village is tiny, just one hotel. If anyone is after us we’ll know it instantly, and tomorrow we can get on a chicken bus to the capital.”


“The lake is that way.” She nodded towards the Tahoe. “You want to bypass the vehicle?”


Court said, “No. We’re running an SDR. Let’s see if the Tahoe is here for us. We move past it with our hoods over our heads. If they’re a bad actor, they won’t know it’s us, but they also won’t be able to rule out the possibility. They’ll have to follow. If they do, we slip away.”


The two of them began walking through the darkness as another gust of wind blew hard into their faces, causing them to hold on to their hoods.


Carlos Contreras sat in the back of his Econoline, eyes riveted to the monitor in front of him that showed the image from his UAV, just now arriving over the target building. The feed wasn’t clear at all, this he saw instantly, so he switched to infrared.


He didn’t love his view. Between the water vapor gathering around the lens of the camera and the buffeting air at three hundred feet, the image from the drone was little more than a blur.


Still, he was up, and every few seconds the picture would focus for an instant and he could see the area below with some clarity.


Seconds later Contreras peered closer to the screen. He tapped a button on his keyboard, and the drone began broadcasting thermal images. He said, “Control, Zero One. I have two subjects moving southwest. Can’t fix facial recog on them because I’m on infrared. Plus, they’re wearing hooded raincoats.”
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