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            The Setup

         
         
            Outskirts of Rocinha, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

         

         In the steaming lushness of the jungle, drug smugglers’ airstrips appear like vampires between midnight and dawn, then dissolve
            in gunfire or the rush of monsoons. This particular criminal enterprise was less like a runway, and more like a shaving scar.
         

         
         It was six hundred feet of flat umber earth, plowed and leveled by sweating cartel slaves after they’d hacked down kapok trees
            and hauled them aside. It broiled in the morning sun, silent except for the slithers of snakes and the howls of macaws. The
            only other things there were the carcass of an old Huey helicopter, the abandoned hut of a murdered cocaine boss, and a camouflage
            net laced with coca leaves that looked like mush from the sky. There was previously a fresh bomb crater in the middle of the
            strip, made by a Brazilian Tucano strike fighter, but it had just been repaired.
         

         
         The CIA had asked the Brazilian air force to please not bomb it again. At least for today.

         
         Twelve hard-looking men were standing under the net, surrounding three brown Land Rover Defenders parked nose to nose. They
            were the Package, operators from a US Army Special Forces Tier One unit, with untrimmed beards, Glock handguns under their
            bush shirts, and MK18 assault rifles racked in their rides. Off to one side were three CIA agents, two men and a striking
            woman. They were prepping a RMUS tactical surveillance drone, MBITR communications gear, and a battered white VW Kombi minibus.
            The woman was donning a long black frock and a pastel scarf to cover her face.
         

         
         The Package commander, a large captain with Sicilian features called Pacenza, was poring over a map on the hood of one Land Rover with the CIA team leader, a middle-aged, square-jawed blond man called Thane. They all turned their heads as an aircraft engine buzzed over the trees. 

         
         A purple-and-white Cessna 180 bounced down on the far end of the strip in a cloud of grit, disgorged a single man from the
            cockpit, then kept right on going and took off again as if the place was infected with a plague. The man trudged through the
            sun-flickered dust. He was bronze-skinned, like the darkest of Brazilians, with a straw gaucho hat, a baggy tunic over worn
            jeans, and sandals. He was hauling a bulging leather satchel on a shoulder strap and slipping what looked like a bracelet
            of prayer beads into one pocket. He was frail, skinny, and weathered, with the posture and gait of an old train conductor
            who’s seen too many rides. Not the kind of man you’d want standing next to you in a bar fight.
         

         
         Pacenza straightened up from the map and squinted at the intruder. Two of his men swept their bush shirts open and touched
            their Glocks.
         

         
         “Who the hell’s this vagrant?” Pacenza said to Thane.

         
         “Take it easy,” Thane said. “He’s mine.”

         
         The man walked under the camouflage net, but he remained outside the Package perimeter, just listening as Pacenza turned back
            to finish briefing his men.
         

         
         “Truck One,” Pacenza said. “Remember, your only objective is to wrap this guy up. Grab him and get out of Dodge. Two and Three,
            when we move, head straight for the choke point.” His men nodded and a few gave a thumbs-up. “Thane?”
         

         
         “This target’s elusive,” Thane said to the men. “He never shows his face.” He looked briefly at the stranger, then turned
            back again. “The asset will lead us right to him, but we’ll only get this one shot.”
         

         
         Again the operators nodded, while peering over at the weird interloper.

         
         Pacenza said, “All right, mount up,” and they began moving toward the Land Rovers. The man ambled up to Thane. They didn’t shake hands, and he ignored the glares of the operators and the smirks of the CIA agents. The expression on his mahogany features was indiscernible, though his deep, dark eyes beneath the floppy brim of his hat seemed to tell tales of pain. Thane made no small talk. There was something in the man’s demeanor he didn’t want to disturb. 

         
         “You ready?” Thane said.

         
         “I am,” said the man in a Portuguese accent. He glanced anxiously at the operators. “And are they?”

         
         “Pit bulls are always ready.”

         
         The man sighed, almost mournfully, and said, “May I ask about the bad ones?” He had a voice like gravel mixed with honey.

         
         “They’re about fourteen kilometers away. I’d say thirty minutes.”

         
         The man nodded, then looked over Thane’s shoulder at the CIA agents. They had already loaded the drone into an open-topped
            box that looked like a luggage carrier atop the minibus. They had the doors open, the woman was climbing into the rear cargo
            compartment, and the two male agents in civilian Brazilian garb were standing by. One of them smiled at the man and swept
            an inviting arm toward the bus like a chauffeur. The man didn’t smile back, but he crossed himself.
         

         
         He walked past Thane toward the Kombi, his gait still crooked as if one hip ached, and all the operators followed him with
            suspicious eyes. They were accustomed to working with some strange characters, but having an entire kinetic mission depend
            on one hobo seemed over the top. The man climbed into the cargo compartment beside the woman and slid the door shut. The other
            two CIA agents looked at Thane, who twirled a finger in the air, then they jumped in the front and the Kombi took off through
            the jungle in a tire spray of mud.
         

         
         Thane turned to the Package and barked, “We’re rolling. Now.”
         

         
         The operators turned over their Land Rovers and gunned the engines. Pacenza held back for a moment and gripped Thane’s arm.

         
         “Okay, Thane, spill it. Who is that dude?”
         

         
         Thane looked down at Pacenza’s grip, then up at his face.

         
         “They call him Perdido.”

         
         “What’s that mean?”

         
         “The Lost One,” said Thane.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         The Tri-Border Area of South America, where the fingers of Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil reach out to touch, is one of the
            most dangerous places on earth. And the mischief that flows out of the Tri-Border easily makes its way to Rio. 
         

         
         Cocaine is harvested there by the bushel, drug kingpins rule, and bandits and terrorists ply their trades while paying off
            policemen and politicians. Hezbollah, the notorious terror proxy of Iran, ships boatloads of mind-altering treats from Rio
            de Janeiro to Europe, earning their keep for Tehran. The Comando Vermelho, the vicious Brazilian gun-running and drug cartel,
            rules the streets of Rio with an iron fist.
         

         
         But there’s always room for good business. You can buy and sell nearly anything in the TBA, except for a nuclear warhead.
            Odds are, however, that’s coming soon.
         

         
         The Kombi minibus rumbled out from the jungle hills, where the muddy track became the broken lane of Rua Tenente Márcio Pinto
            and crooked mountain huts kissed the road, and it headed downslope for the favela called Rocinha. The CIA driver, a compact,
            rust-haired man called Spencer, kept his pace modest as he gripped the steering wheel in one hand and with the other used
            a controller to launch the rooftop drone. The agent in the passenger seat, a former recon marine named Jason, looked out the
            dirty windshield through a pair of cheap sunglasses and said nothing. The woman in the back, Neveah, twisted a bone mic deep
            in one ear, but she didn’t speak to the disheveled man sitting next to her either.
         

         
         They’d all been told to leave the man called Perdido alone. He was staring out his window, as if taking a moment to steel his heart. 

         
         Spencer picked up speed, skewing left, then right, until he was cruising due west along Estrada da Gávea. Then from the back
            Perdido muttered, “Um momento, por favor.” Spencer stopped the Kombi at an overlook, while Perdido rolled down his window and appeared to be taking in great gulps
            of air.
         

         
         From their perch, Rocinha looked as though God had squatted with his butt to the beach, scooped out a muddy trough between
            two enormous slabs of granite, then spilled pastel Legos all over the bowl. There were thousands of crooked houses piled atop
            one another, with winding streets and alleys and switchbacks, and every wall and storefront was splashed with some sort of
            rainbow graffiti. The favela echoed with motorbike engines, coughing old cars, and the wild twangs of samba. Yet despite its
            carefree daylight rhythms, it was no place to be after dark.
         

         
         “Avante,” Perdido whispered.
         

         
         Spencer gunned the Kombi and drove into the ruckus, weaving among fruit stalls, garbage bins, motor scooters, prostitutes,
            drug peddlers, and rough men in loose shirts that barely concealed their guns. Driving due west, he spotted the rendezvous
            point at last, a hotel called Nossa Senhora da Boa Viagem, which looked strangely like the Texas Alamo, except it was painted
            azure blue.
         

         
         “Aqui,” Perdido said when they were still three blocks from the hotel square. Spencer pulled over, Perdido unfolded himself from
            the van as if his old limbs were arthritic, and the Kombi kept on going and disappeared somewhere.
         

         
         Perdido walked toward the square, muttering to himself as if engaged in a conflict with his soul, the hunch of his back making
            him appear even shorter than before. As he neared the hotel, he could see the agent called Jason already seated at an outdoor
            café, sipping cafezinho and reading O Globo. The Kombi was parked a block farther down, where from inside the agent called Spencer was controlling the drone high in
            the sky. The woman, Neveah, was nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         “Dark Horse Two for Overwatch,” Jason murmured as he sipped from his coffee cup and glanced at Perdido. “Our guy is moving to contact.” A “Roger” from Thane crackled in the bone mic inside his ear. 

         
         Across from the blue hotel was the canopy of a carpet shop, with a black-and-silver Moto Guzzi California 1400 motorcycle
            parked in front, leaning on its kickstand. Perdido trudged past the bike and went inside. The shop was lined with shelves
            full of finely woven rugs, with the shop owner perched behind his teakwood counter at the far end, and the motorcycle rider
            standing close by.
         

         
         The rider was tall, with walnut-colored skin and short black hair. His hazel eyes were watchful, while his mouth was set in
            a relaxed smile above a square jaw. He wore a leather motorcycle jacket over broad shoulders, black jeans, and steel-tipped
            boots. He was the sort of man you would want next to you in a bar fight. He was slipping a wad of Brazilian reals into the shop owner’s hand.
         

         
         “Please watch the bike, my friend,” the rider said in a Portuguese baritone.

         
         “Take your time, irmão.” The shop owner placed the cash into an inlaid wooden box. Now the rider could leave his motorcycle in peace and it would
            not be touched.
         

         
         Perdido hung back, as if reluctant to intrude. The rider turned, grinned at the frail man, and said, “Bom dia, irmão.” Good morning, brother.
         

         
         “Bom dia, Senhor Marco,” said Perdido, but before he could say anything else, the rider took his elbow and walked him deeper into the rows of carpets.
            Perdido cringed as if the rider’s fingers were claws.
         

         
         “Do you have the microchip, Perdido?” The rider looked down at the smaller man. He was half a head taller, athletically built.

         
         “Yes, of course, Mr. Marco.”

         
         “You are sure?” The rider squeezed his arm a bit tighter. “These men are the Red Commando. They do not play games.”

         
         “Y-yes, I have it,” Perdido stammered.

         
         “Tell me again how you got it. And please don’t lie.”

         
         “I told you,” Perdido pleaded. “My cousin, Armando, he works for the American drug men in Panama. He is taking a terrible risk, but he badly needs the money, as do I.” 

         
         “Good.” The rider called Marco grinned. “We all like money.”

         
         “But . . . but what if they simply decide to kill me?” Perdido seemed panicky now. “And keep their money, and take the chip?”

         
         Marco moved his large hand to Perdido’s shoulder and squeezed. “Have no fear, Perdido. Their leader trusts me. That will not
            happen.”
         

         
         Perdido’s knees trembled. Marco glanced at his leather satchel.

         
         “What’s in that bag, Perdido?”

         
         “Clothes, for my journey.” Perdido’s eyes gleamed as if he might cry. “And food.”

         
         Marco laughed. “Well, after today you will have enough cash to buy a feast for the entire favela. Now come.” He slapped the
            smaller man’s back. “It is time to go to church.”
         

         
         He took Perdido’s elbow again and walked him out of the shop, and the agents in the square saw them exit and made their moves . . .

         
          

         The Igreja Santo Pedro was a small Catholic church three blocks south from the hotel square, surprising in its orderly cleanliness
            given the slum that filled the surrounding air with swill. Its interior walls were plaster white, the pews of rough-hewn candlewood,
            and the ceiling of wooden beams that looked like Kit Kat bars. There was a small office behind the church’s podium and gleaming
            crucifix, and the priest was hunkered down inside, reading a passage from James 2:13 about mercy. He’d been ordered by the
            Comando Vermelho, the Red Command, not to emerge until they were gone.
         

         
         Marco, the rider, rapped on the church’s heavy oak door, then pushed it open and led Perdido inside, gripping his neck as if he were a child. But Perdido saw none of the chapel’s quaint decor. He saw only the six frightening men of the Comando. They were spread out among the pews, wearing pricey kicks and slim jeans, their muscular arms bursting through leather vests or cutoff shirts. They had red bandanas over their faces, like bandits of the Old West, and backward ball caps. They gripped short-barreled Russian Krinkov submachine guns and had silver revolvers jammed in their leather belts. 

         
         Their leader, known only as Bruto, was a bear of a man with wild black hair like a member of Kiss. Wanted by six international
            police agencies, Bruto would emerge from hiding only for something of great value, and he now stood in the aisle like the
            wary captain of a pirate ship.
         

         
         Perdido froze where he’d entered with Marco. These men thought nothing of taking fortunes and lives. He knew they ran drugs
            and guns from the TBA and over the southern US border, and even the Mexican cartels gave them full quarter. The previous month,
            the Comando had captured an American DEA agent and his female partner outside Ciudad Juárez.
         

         
         Not only had they murdered the pair, but the way they’d done it could not be described.

         
         Perdido had told Marco that his microchip contained a list of all the DEA’s undercover agents in the TBA, and Marco had agreed
            that the Comando would pay a very high price for it. Yet despite Marco’s assurance that all would be well, Perdido now looked
            like he wanted to be anywhere else on earth but there.
         

         
         “Cristo sejalouvado.” Christ be praised, Bruto growled as he dipped his large head. “You have come, Marco.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Marco grinned. “I am a man of my word.”

         
         “We will see.” Bruto pulled his red kerchief down and spat on the church floor. He looked at Perdido. “Who is this scarecrow,
            Marco?”
         

         
         “My source,” Marco said.

         
         “Your source should eat more,” Bruto snarled. “A strong breeze would blow him away.” He glared at Perdido. “Show me the microchip.”

         
         Perdido reached into his tunic pocket and produced a small black plastic box. He opened it to reveal a micro thumb drive nestled in metallic clips, and held it out with both quivering hands as if it were a scorpion. 

         
         “Muito bom.” Very good, said Bruto. “Give it to me now.”
         

         
         “And . . . the money, Senhor Bruto?” Marco asked.

         
         Bruto’s smile was ugly, with gold-rimmed teeth. He dropped a canvas satchel onto the floor, then touched the butt of a heavy
            Browning pistol in his belt.
         

         
         “You can take it, Marco,” he said, as if it were a dare. “But I suggest you wait.”

         
         Marco didn’t move. Sweat was starting to pop on his brow as he suddenly realized that Perdido might have been right. They
            might not be leaving there alive.
         

         
         One of Bruto’s men stepped up to take the chip from Perdido, but Bruto shoved the man back, walked to Perdido, and snatched
            the thumb drive himself. He snapped his fingers, another man handed him a small laptop, and he opened it next to Perdido on
            the back of a pew. He plugged the thumb drive in. Marco and Perdido held their breaths.
         

         
         After an endless minute, Bruto nodded, unplugged the drive, and dropped it into the pocket of his leather jacket. He tossed
            the laptop to one of his men, snarled a victorious grin, then reached for his pistol and started turning back to Marco and
            Perdido.
         

         
         All at once he was viciously spun around, yanked backward on his heels, barely able to grunt out with a gasp, “Babaca!” Bastard!
         

         
         The man called Perdido, who only seconds before had seemed about to pass out, had Bruto in a headlock. Perdido’s eyes were
            like a shark’s; he was choking Bruto with his sinewy left arm, and a .45-caliber Derringer pistol had sprung from his sleeve
            into his right hand. He was grinding the barrel into Bruto’s temple, and his left fist held a gleaming digital detonator.
            Perdido’s leather satchel was now on the floor, and he toed it over toward Bruto’s men.
         

         
         “Open it,” Perdido spat.

         
         Bruto’s men were cursing and waving their weapons, yet his second-in-command bent to the satchel, opened it, and blinked. It was packed with four bricks of Semtex high explosives, with a digital readout flashing in neon green. He jerked back from the satchel as if it contained a hissing cobra. 

         
         “We shall be leaving now with the chip,” said Perdido. “And the money.”

         
         “I . . . I have nothing to do with this!” Marco blurted.

         
         “Shut up, Marco,” said Perdido as he ground the pistol into Bruto’s skull and held the detonator up, thumb poised on the trigger.
            “You all know I have nothing to lose.”
         

         
         Bruto was choking in Perdido’s powerful armlock. His hands flailed toward his Browning, but it had fallen and skidded across
            the floor. “Sabaca!” he cursed again as he looked at his shocked men, who were training their weapons like a firing squad, but helpless to act.
         

         
         “Do it,” Bruto gasped. One of them kicked the money satchel over.
         

         
         “Pick it up, Marco,” Perdido snapped.

         
         Marco stared at Perdido in shock, but he picked up the money. The man who he’d thought was a submissive weakling was now calling
            the shots and in complete control.
         

         
         “Now,” said Perdido to the Comando as he backed up with Bruto toward the door, “if any of you move, you’ll be breaking bread
            with the devil tonight. So be wise, stay where you are, and count your blessings.”
         

         
         And then he, Bruto, and Marco were gone . . .

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         A brown Land Rover Defender screeched to a halt outside the church. Two operators jumped out as Perdido shoved Bruto toward
            the truck, and they grabbed Bruto by the hair, cranked his wrists up his spine, and slammed him face-first into the back.
            Then they jumped into the Defender and roared away south.
         

         
         Perdido grabbed Marco by his leather jacket and dragged him north on the run.

         
         Two minutes later, Perdido and Marco burst back into the carpet shop from the rear as the shopkeeper jolted and spilled his
            tea. Perdido hauled Marco outside to the Moto Guzzi, gripped the back of his belt, slung him onto the seat like a rag doll,
            and swung up behind him.
         

         
         “Drive,” Perdido barked as he jammed the money satchel between his thighs.

         
         “But Perdido,” Marco pleaded. “I just bought this machine!”

         
         Perdido conked Marco on the side of his skull with his Derringer butt. “Drive the damn bike. If they don’t kill you, I will.”
         

         
         “All right, all right,” Marco moaned, and he gunned the machine to life and they roared into the street, scattering cursing
            locals.
         

         
         Perdido could have made Marco drive south toward the beach and they’d have been gone from Rocinha in a flash. But instead
            he forced him to turn east, where in a few blocks they’d be plunging into the favela’s teeming warrens and alleyways. He bent
            low over Marco’s vibrating shoulder as his hat flew off and he barked in English, “Dark Horse Main, with the asset, running
            for the X.”
         

         
         “Roger, Main,” Thane’s voice said in his ear. “Make sure you keep him alive.”

         
         Back at the church, it had taken only a minute for the Comando Vermelho to understand they’d been had. The accursed bastard with the detonator was gone, and he could not possibly know if they’d moved or not. Bruto’s second-in-command peered into the bag of Semtex, saw that the detonators were wired to nothing, yelled, “It’s a fake!” and ran from the church with his men on his heels. 

         
         They burst out onto Rua Quatro, and as they piled into a maroon Toyota Tundra the second-in-command saw a small boy staring
            and shouted, “Men running?” The boy stabbed a finger north, and the driver spun the wheel and punched the gas and they roared
            off as the Tundra’s sunroof cranked open. A Comando popped up with his Krinkov and racked a round in its breech.
         

         
         “There!” The driver jabbed the windshield as the Tundra bounced onto Estrada da Gávea, just as a black-and-silver Moto Guzzi
            blurred through the intersection from west to east. Marco was perched in front, knees nearly touching his hunched-over chest,
            and that bastard Perdido was behind, gripping Marco’s jacket collar as if he were whipping a racehorse.
         

         
         “Where’s Bruto?” the driver exclaimed.

         
         “Never mind,” the second-in-command spat. “We get them, we get him.”
         

         
         Atop the bouncing Moto Guzzi, Marco also yelled “There!” as he spotted the onrushing Tundra in the bike’s side-view mirror.
            He saw the Comando perched on top with the horrid submachine gun and knew they were going to die. But Perdido only growled
            “Perfeito”—Perfect—and he yelled in Marco’s ear, “Faster.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t you just blow them up?” Marco cried over his shoulder.

         
         “There was nothing but clay in that bag,” Perdido replied.

         
         “God help us,” Marco keened.
         

         
         The first bullet cracked the air just beside Marco’s face, a pistol round fired from the Tundra’s left rear window. Next came a wicked burst from a Krinkov on the other side, and as Perdido yanked Marco’s arm and made him jink left, the bullets whipped past his back and pocked up the face of a stucco flat. The Tundra roared down Estrada da Gávea, only one block now behind the Moto Guzzi, and the Comando men fired wildly as Marco slalomed the bike among scattering vehicles and pedestrians. Shopkeepers came out to watch the melee, smoking their Brazilian pipes as if running gun battles in Rocinha were a daily occurrence. 

         
         “Dark Horse Main for Dark Horse Two,” Perdido barked, hoping his voice would be heard. “Now would be good.”

         
         “Dark Two for Main, gun it and trust us,” came the reply, and Perdido heard it loud and clear and prodded Marco with the pistol
            barrel in his back.
         

         
         The CIA team’s VW Kombi suddenly burst from a side street, just behind the bike and fifteen meters in front of the Tundra.
            The Comando driver slammed on his brakes and the rooftop gunner’s chin impacted with the Krinkov, drawing blood. Bruto’s second-in-command
            thrust his head from the front passenger window, waving his pistol and cursing the two men in the Kombi. They flipped him
            off and cursed back, but then they saw the pistol, raised their hands, and rolled the Kombi backward, stalling the Comando
            for another ten seconds. Then the Tundra burned rubber and raced onward, with its occupants screaming at the idiots in the
            car, but now they were two hundred meters behind the motorcycle.
         

         
         “Dark Two for Main, you got breathing space now,” said the Kombi driver through a grin.

         
         It was Jason driving, while beside him Spencer worked the drone. He squinted at its feed on his tablet and spoke to Thane.
            “Dark Two Bravo for Overwatch. Route looks clear, three more mikes and they’re out of the sugar cubes.”
         

         
         “Roger,” Thane answered from somewhere else.

         
         Perdido pushed Marco eastward and upward. They weaved among cars and bicycles as behind them vehicles honked madly and he could feel the Tundra closing. He knew Marco couldn’t handle the rest of it, so he jammed the Derringer in his belt, leaned hard into Marco’s back, kicked his boot off the clutch, swatted his hands from the throttle and brake, and took over as Marco grabbed the headlight to keep from flying off. Perdido took a hard banking right as if he were heading south for the Zuzu Angel Tunnel, then whipped the bike hard to the left as Marco screamed, then straightened up and flew north again on Estrada da Gávea, full throttle. 

         
         On the outskirts of the favela, just outside the Café Pingado on da Gávea, the woman Neveah was standing in her black frock
            and scarf. She watched as Perdido and Marco blurred by and waited until the roaring Tundra appeared and raced after them.
            She held her position for ten seconds, her jade green eyes scanning the streets from which the bike and the Comando had emerged,
            then muttered as if to no one.
         

         
         “Dark Horse Three for Overwatch, no more follows. They’re clear.”

         
         “Overwatch for Dark Three, good copy,” said Thane in her ear.

         
         Perdido jinked right at the hairpin overlook, gunned it flat out where the traffic was clear and quick, and glanced in the
            bike’s rearview mirror to make sure the Tundra was there. It was closing fast, and he cut across traffic as oncoming drivers
            skidded and he sped north onto Rua Tenente Márcio Pinto, where there was no more urban cover, only the crumbling mountain
            huts at the foot of the jungle.
         

         
         The Tundra followed, spitting up mud from its tires, and Perdido knew there was nothing to stop them now from opening fire
            on full auto. He hunched over Marco’s cringing form and ducked as low as he could, and sure enough he heard the Krinkovs behind
            him, like jackhammers on anvils, and bullets cracked the air on both sides of the bike and kicked up dirt from the shoulders.
            He felt a blow like an ice pick on his spine and another right after that, but he kept on cranking the throttle to the end
            of its twist and Marco didn’t hear his grunts.
         

         
         The Moto Guzzi dived into the jungle, running fast on a hard-packed track for half a klick, then its wheels left the earth at the top of a rise. It arced into the air, then crashed down hard on the other side. Marco gasped, because there on both flanks were two brown Land Rover Defenders poking from the trees with bearded, wild-looking men crouching behind them with long black guns. But Perdido kept on driving, right through the Package’s ambush and out the other side, as the Comando’s Tundra also crested the rise and bounced back down onto the track, with the men inside firing madly from its rooftop and all its windows. 

         
         The Package had no other option. The Tundra exploded with the impact of a LAW rocket as the operators opened up on it with
            everything they had. Its nose rose up as if it had been kicked in its guts, yellow flames burst from the splintering windshield,
            and the rooftop gunner cartwheeled in the air as the Tundra rolled over on its side, skidded ten feet, and stopped, a smoking
            wreck full of corpses.
         

         
         Thane got out of one of the Defenders, walked to the wreck, and stood there with his hands on his hips as an operator put
            out the flames with a fire extinguisher and some ammunition cooked off. Pacenza walked up beside Thane as he switched the
            magazine in his MK18 for a fresh one.
         

         
         “Well, that worked pretty good,” Pacenza said, though he didn’t seem pleased.

         
         “Yes it did,” Thane said as the third Land Rover with Bruto inside rolled out from the jungle on the other side and stopped.
            “We’ve got Bruto. The rest of them didn’t leave you much choice.” He thrust his chin at the smoldering mess. “And we’ll still
            want everything they have.”
         

         
         “Roger.” Pacenza called to two of his operators while the rest held security at both ends of the ambush site. From the favela
            side, the VW Kombi cruised over the rise, pulled to one side, and Neveah, Jason, and Spencer got out. A white drone with four
            silver propellers appeared over the trees and landed with grace at Spencer’s feet, as if the pilot were a falconer.
         

         
         Perdido returned on the Moto Guzzi with Marco, who was muttering and dripping sweat. Neveah pulled off her scarf, helped Marco
            to the ground, and walked him over to one of the Land Rovers as he stared at her and blathered nonsensical epithets.
         

         
         Perdido dismounted the bike, walked to Thane, and gave him the microchip and the satchel full of illicit cash.

         
         “Give me a hand,” he said in a normal American accent as he pulled off his tunic. He was wearing a plate carrier, and the
            rear ceramic had two bullet punctures, one on each side of the center. Thane unstrapped the carrier, lifted it over Perdido’s
            head, dropped it onto the track, and handed him a bottle of water. Pacenza was standing close by, but he simply stared at
            the man who he’d thought was no more than a CIA asset.
         

         
         “You were lucky.” Thane smiled up at Perdido. “They could have hit you in that thick skull of yours.”

         
         “It wasn’t luck,” Perdido said as he put his tunic back on and remounted the bike.

         
         “Right,” said Thane. “See you in Virginia.”

         
         Perdido nodded, turned the motorcycle around, and drove off north into the jungle.

         
         Pacenza walked back over to Thane as both men watched Perdido disappear. The Package commander’s expression was stormy.

         
         “All right, Thane, so who is that dude?” Pacenza demanded. “I thought you said he was an asset!”
         

         
         “When did I say that?”

         
         “When you briefed my men.” Pacenza was fuming. “You looked at him and said he’s the asset leading us to the target!”

         
         “Wow, easy, tiger. I admit I looked his way, but that doesn’t mean I was talking about him. I was talking about Marco.” Thane
            shrugged. “You assumed. And you know what they say about people who assume.”
         

         
         “Screw you, Thane,” Pacenza snapped. “Who the hell is he? Better tell me now, or I’ll ensure my men never support another
            one of your freak shows.”
         

         
         Thane smiled.

         
         “He’s the key that turns the lock,” he said. “His name’s Kali Kent.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Hog Island, Virginia

         

         The cold cuts hard on the Atlantic Ocean at midnight in March, when even a spitting drizzle can feel like ice needles stabbing
            your skin. The Boston Whaler Dauntless cruiser, a sleek twenty-seven-foot craft, had twin 600 horsepower Mercury outboards
            driving it west through four-foot waves. But a headwind was making the vessel bounce like a sumo wrestler on a trampoline,
            and the rain felt like hail.
         

         
         That didn’t bother the pilot much. He was hunkered behind the console’s windshield with a Plexiglas roof over his head. A
            big man, he was thick through the chest and shoulders, warmed by a fisherman’s roll-neck sweater, a woolen watch cap, and
            his bushy beard. Mother Nature didn’t faze him, and neither did the threats of men. He had an unlit cigar clamped in his teeth
            and an MP5K submachine gun clamped in the cockpit.
         

         
         The other four men and one woman in the Whaler were soaking wet. They’d waded out to the boat through the surf from Hog Island’s
            ugly west beach, where vacationers never appeared and the only beachcombers were wild dogs. A lone agent was there to collect
            their cell phones, but none of them had grumbled about the lack of marina amenities. These sorts of clandestine pickups were
            standard procedure in their world.
         

         
         One of the men was Thane, who sat in the stern on a slick leather bench and was dressed like the pilot, except that his jeans were heavy with seawater and he was packing a Glock 19. The man beside him was Kali Browder Kent, wearing a black Arc’teryx jacket, a backpack, and a balaclava that showed only his eyes. Up forward in the bow, Jason, Spencer, and Neveah, also wearing parkas and balaclavas, hunched with their backs to the wind, grunting as every bounce smacked their spines. 

         
         None of them spoke, and the balaclavas were not for disguise. It was going to be a long, cold ride.

         
         At six nautical miles from the beach, the pilot eased back on the throttle and held his azimuth at 94 degrees—you didn’t race
            through this entry control point or you’d get a Javelin missile up your ass. A flash of heat lightning fringed the purple
            clouds in the starless sky, and he glimpsed the prows of two fast-attack craft off his port and starboard, a hundred meters
            ahead. They were heavily armed boats manned by members of Navy’s Special Warfare Combatant-Craft Crewmen, SBT-2. He knew they
            were watching him with night-vision goggles. You didn’t play with those dudes.
         

         
         The pilot pressed a console button and above his head a trio of amber, green, and blue beacons flashed in a pattern that was
            preset each night. He received a double flash from each boat in return and passed through the cordon.
         

         
         Half a mile later a large ship appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. It was six hundred feet from bow to stern, an old World
            War II–era oiler-refueler that had long been retired, then quietly revived. It had a three-story superstructure topped by
            the bridge near the stern, and a long steel catwalk shot forward above the main deck and its eight sunken fuel-storage tanks.
            The catwalk ended at a hulking box bristling with antennas just aft of the bow. The ship was an ugly old scow, painted charcoal
            black, with rust dripping from the gunwales and the name Saugatuck stenciled on its flank. It flew no flag.
         

         
         The Whaler pilot eased his boat alongside. A rope-and-plank gangway winched down from the gunwale above, its bottom sinking
            into the roiling waves. Thane got up, nodded at the pilot, and he and his team leaped from the rocking Whaler to the gangway
            and climbed. They all got soaked to their knees again, while the pilot backed off and dropped anchor.
         

         
         Two armed men slinging M4 rifles were waiting topside. Thane showed them his CIA CAC card, and they nodded and said, “Welcome aboard, sir.” They hauled on a heavy steel hatch and Thane led his team into the superstructure. 

         
         Once inside, everything changed. It was as if the Saugatuck were a crusty old oyster concealing a pearl. The bulkheads were painted cream white, heat blew gently from stainless steel
            vents, and recessed lighting spread a comfortable glow. They tramped down a steel gangway to a three-hundred-foot corridor
            that lanced forward between the silo-size fuel storage tanks, four on each side.
         

         
         The tanks had been emptied, detoxified, insulated, and also painted cream white, each with a heavy steel doorway above which
            a green light would signal “Come on in,” or a red light would warn “Stay the hell out.” One tank was the TOC, the ship’s tactical
            operations center; another was the communications cell. A third tank served as the armory, and another was the intel shop.
            The rest were a documentation center; a gym; a tank for co-ed quarters, where sixty-two personnel bunked in shifts; and a
            brig for prisoners, pending their transfer to a maximum-security, ultrasecret black site. The whole ship buzzed with low-frequency
            vibrations because the hull was lined with an electronic countermeasures shield. The vessel was a floating sensitive compartmentalized
            information facility, or SCIF, through which nothing could penetrate. Not even the most sophisticated Russian or Chinese satellites
            could hear what was going on inside.
         

         
         If you’d ever served on a nuclear sub, the Saugatuck was like home. If you hadn’t, it was a claustrophobic’s bad dream.
         

         
         Thane and his crew walked down the corridor on their squishy soles, nodding at a few young folks passing from tank to tank
            with classified folders under their arms and steaming coffee mugs in their hands. They were all dressed casually, in jeans,
            rubber-soled deck shoes, and various sweaters, but each carried a SIG Sauer P220 in a waistband holster. This wasn’t Langley,
            where heavily armed federal agents guarded the perimeter and grounds. At Black Box headquarters in the middle of the ocean,
            they were on their own.
         

         
         At the end of the corridor a young man seated behind a metal desk logged Thane and his people in and asked for sidearms. Thane turned over his Glock. Then the team walked up another steel stairwell, where a sentry wearing a Kevlar vest and slinging an MP5 was guarding an armored door. He rapped on it twice, then hauled on the latch and waved them inside. 

         
         In the course of the Saugatuck’s seaborne history, many old salts had captained the ship from the wood-paneled cabin filled with nautical charts, brass
            sextants, and collections of liquor, pipes, and cigars. But it was nothing like that anymore. The director of Black Box, a
            handsome, fiftyish Asian American man called Ando, sat behind a semicircular Steelcase desk with two Asus desktop PCs, in
            front of a ninety-inch flat-screen on the wall. The cabin’s paint scheme was azure blue with recessed pale yellow lighting,
            and besides the array of thick leather chairs that faced Ando’s workstation, there were no paintings, family photographs,
            diplomas, government trophies, or anything else.
         

         
         Ando was all business. He didn’t even miss home. If he had one.

         
         “Evening, boss,” Thane said as the guard locked the door from outside.

         
         Ando just grunted. He was reading a file in a red folder with q clearance only stamped on its face. Behind his head a digital map on the flat-screen showed animated Russian troops and armored columns
            lining what was once the entire Ukraine border. In the center of the land border lay the text “New Russia.” Ando turned and
            looked at the flat-screen for a moment. He sighed, shook his head in frustration, then returned to reading the file.
         

         
         There were only four guest chairs, so Thane had his people sit and stood behind them with his arms folded while they pulled
            off their damp balaclavas. Kali Kent, placid and unreadable, sat there patiently waiting. Jason, the six-foot former Force
            Recon marine, rubbed his scruffy beard. Neveah, always the poised professional, pulled a waterproof notebook and pen from
            a pocket. Spencer, the smaller man with reddish curls whose favorite cocktail was Red Bull, looked around at the Star Trek decor. It was his first time inside Ando’s recently renovated lair.
         

         
         None of them spoke, and they wouldn’t until Ando spoke first. As the director of Black Box, he held a rank equivalent to brigadier
            general, while they were mere first lieutenants and Thane the equivalent of a field-grade major.
         

         
         The CIA’s Black Box initiative was one of the most highly classified special access programs, or SAPs, in the entire intel
            community. Devised by a forward thinker in Clandestine Services, each BB team was composed of carefully selected special operators,
            trained for their particular tasks for a minimum of two years. Small in terms of personnel, yet large in terms of talents,
            each team had a commander, or Overwatch, like Thane. The operators consisted of Chameleons, like Kali Kent and Jason, who
            were multilingual, tactically trained, and able to become whomever they needed to be, depending on the mission. In support
            were Ghosts, like Neveah, essentially surveillance and breaking-and-entry experts, and Wind agents like Spencer, who were
            hotshot pilots, NASCAR-level drivers, motorcyclists, and drone jockeys, who could operate any machine that moved. Each team
            was also linked to Aberration agents, deep-cover operators who could infiltrate a target area and remain undercover for extended
            periods, but they never appeared at HQ.
         

         
         None of them were “volunteers” who’d walked into the CIA looking to serve. They’d all been recruited by talent spotters. Thane
            had been an Off-Broadway theater director in Manhattan when the twin towers came down on 9/11, killing his beloved wife, who
            was working that day for Cantor Fitzgerald. Desperate for revenge, he’d turned to the CIA, which had occasionally contracted
            his services to train clandestine agents in Method acting. While serving as a full-time instructor, he had impressed Ando’s
            spotters, and he’d been recruited as a Chameleon. From there he’d excelled in his tradecraft and tactics training to become
            a deep-cover Aberration agent, serving overseas for seven years, until Ando had pulled him back in, assigned him to train
            other Chameleons, and eventually promoted him to Overwatch status.
         

         
         Aside from Ando and the Overwatch team leaders like Thane, no one in the agency was privy to the files or faces of Black Box agents, except for those personnel who served aboard the Saugatuck. Most of those folks were young, big fans of Tony Stark, and loved keeping secrets.
         

         
         “All right,” said Ando as he dropped the red file onto his desk and tapped it with a CIA fountain pen from the Langley gift
            shop. “You people did a respectable job on the Rio affair.” Ando had a PhD in strategic studies from Yale, still spoke in
            those nasal Yalie tones, and was stingy with compliments. “The Package boys relayed the results to USASOC at Bragg, and the
            DEA is pleased. Of course they’ll deny any knowledge of our actions, but those Comando animals won’t be bleeding us anymore.”
            He glanced at the file again, then looked up from under his brows at Kali Kent. “You actually picked up Portuguese in four
            weeks at Monterey?” He meant the DoD’s intensive language school. “And dropped thirty pounds?”
         

         
         Kali Kent just said, “Yes, sir,” as if such efforts were unexceptional.

         
         Thane said, “I’ve got him on protein shakes, sir. He’ll be back to normal soon.”

         
         Ando grunted and leaned back in his chair.

         
         “There’s an interesting issue here, Thane. After you people withdrew from the Rio hit, a Package forensics specialist did
            a complete SSE.” He meant a sensitive site exploration conducted by a Tier One support technician, which consisted of gleaning
            intelligence from devices, vehicles, abodes, or corpses left behind. “Apparently, even as the Package were still emptying
            their guns, all of the bad guys’ cell phones and comms devices, including the computer engine module on their Tundra, were remotely wiped clean by some outside source. And when I say wiped, I mean
            even Apple wouldn’t be able to recover the material . . . not that they’d help if we asked.”
         

         
         Kali Kent looked over at Thane and raised an eyebrow, then leaned forward over his knees.

         
         “We’re talking substantial funds, sir, for something like that,” Kali said.

         
         “That’s right,” said Ando. “Big tech support and probably access to a satellite array of some sort. Plus, one of those Comandos, though deceased, was thrown clear of the vehicle, and another one wasn’t totally immolated. The faces of those men rang no bells on any facial recognition software, anywhere, including all our databases and INTERPOL, which is odd because DEA had images of them from ops in Mexico. They also had no fingerprints. Surgically removed.” 

         
         Jason whistled softly. “Somebody pulled their biometrics, and their fingertips?”
         

         
         Thane said, “You sure about that, boss? Might have happened in the vehicle fire.”

         
         “It didn’t burn long enough to melt their fingers, Thane. I watched it all on a Predator feed.” Ando folded his arms. “Your
            source in Rio . . . this fellow Marco . . . is currently having a conversation with the DEA in Panama. Bruto, however, is
            right here in the brig.” He looked at Kali. “Think you can get something out of him?”
         

         
         “I’ll do my best, sir,” Kali said.

         
         “Have at it.” Ando pressed a button on a desktop audio feed. “I’ll be recording here for later review.”

         
         Kali took his backpack, left Ando’s office, and went down the gangway to the ship’s centerline corridor. The brig was located
            close to the forward superstructure, with a standard barred cell door and a hefty guard standing by. Kali slipped into a latrine
            marked males.
         

         
         Inside the small bathroom, he opened the backpack and switched his Arc’teryx jacket for the same baggy tunic he’d worn as
            Perdido. He changed his damp jeans for Perdido’s worn ones as well, though he dispensed with the sandals or anything further.
            Bruto would certainly recognize the withered man who had violently snatched him from the church.
         

         
         Kali left the backpack on the floor as he slipped his bracelet of prayer beads from his pocket. This was a Chameleon’s amulet of transition, something all of them had learned from Thane, a technique for getting into character. As he focused on his image in the bathroom mirror, he wrapped the bracelet around his hand, as though the beads were a timer, and used his thumb to cycle through each one. His voice emerged and began shifting in tone, as he recited in Portuguese the words of the Brazilian poet Manuel Bandeira. 

         
         “When the undesirable of the people comes, I do not know if tough or gentle, maybe I will be scared. Maybe I will smile, or
            say, ‘Hello, uncheatable.’”
         

         
         More of the beads clicked across his palm, and his voice once again became honey mixed with gravel.

         
         “My day was good, the night can fall, the night with its maledictions. It will find the field plowed, the house cleaned, the
            table ready. With everything in its place.”
         

         
         And gradually, as he recited this secret mantra, he became Perdido. He pocketed the beads and walked back out into the corridor,
            still murmuring the stanzas that fueled his disguise, and nodded at the guard. The man turned an old-style key in the door
            lock and pulled it open on creaking hinges. Kali entered the cell.
         

         
         Bruto was dressed in oversize flannel pajamas patterned in small blue flowers. He was barefoot and the front of his top was
            missing some buttons. It was a technique to make him feel small and unmanly. His left wrist was manacled to the upright of
            a steel bed that was bolted to the floor, and he sat on the worn mattress. His long black hair was oily and unwashed and he
            had a few days’ growth of beard. He looked up at Kali and squinted as the guard closed the door behind him.
         

         
         “It is you, sabaca,” Bruto snarled in Portuguese.
         

         
         “Yes, Bruto, it is I, Perdido . . . the man who has changed your life.”

         
         “I should have shot you as soon as I saw you. You and that bastard, Marco.”

         
         “Perhaps, but you didn’t,” Kali said. “We grow careless with age.”

         
         Bruto leaned back on the bunk, an arrogant posture against the concrete wall.

         
         “Careless, Perdido?” he said. “It is you who was careless. I had done nothing to you when you and those American criminals kidnapped me. You have nothing on me.”
         

         
         Kali leaned against the cell door and laced his fingers together in front of his waist, as if he had all the time in the world.

         
         “Yes, nothing, Bruto,” Kali stated. “Nothing more than the killing of two American agents in Ciudad Juárez.”

         
         Bruto flicked his free hand in the air as if swatting a fly.

         
         “I was not there, Perdido. You are bluffing.”

         
         Kali looked up at the cell’s ceiling, as if summoning a memory.

         
         “And nothing more than the murders of attorney Juan Ortega,” he said, “and his wife and four-year-old daughter, in Mexico
            City. Isn’t that right, Bruto?”
         

         
         “Besteiro!” Bullshit, Bruto exclaimed. “I had nothing to do with that!”
         

         
         Kali looked down again, examining his fingernails.

         
         “November 7, 2015, Bruto. We have bloody fingerprints from all over their house. And now, we have yours. Will they match?”
            He shrugged. “We shall see.”
         

         
         Bruto’s defiant expression collapsed and his thick cheeks paled. He lurched forward from the wall and his manacles rattled.

         
         “What do you want?” the Comando leader snapped. “First you are my kidnapper, and now you are to be my tormentor?” He tried
            to snarl, but the corners of his mouth trembled. “Or perhaps my bloodsucking attorney?”
         

         
         “I am the man who will decide your fate, Bruto,” Kali said. “All of your men are dead. All of them, and you, were being controlled
            by someone else. Shall we call that someone a higher power?”
         

         
         Bruto waved his free hand again as if Perdido’s claim was nonsense.

         
         “I know nothing more.”

         
         “Well, I do know more,” Kali said. “I know that you and your men murdered American agents and innocents in Mexico. I know that you can
            hang for that. I know that you can speak to me here and now, or speak to other men in a prison in Cuba, where you are also
            wanted, and no one will hear you scream, for the rest of your life.”
         

         
         Bruto considered this. He hunched over his knees, and at last looked up at Kali.

         
         “I do not know much. There were always cutouts. If I tell you what I do know, what will happen?”

         
         “You will still be our guest, but in a much more pleasant place. And perhaps, someday, you will walk the streets of Rio again.”

         
         Bruto sighed. “You are a bad man, Perdido.”

         
         “More than you know, Bruto,” Kali said. “But if a man is truthful with me, it makes me gentler.”

         
         “All right,” Bruto said. “All right.” And he began to talk . . .

         
          

         Kali left the cell after a few minutes. The guard locked the door again as he returned to the latrine and emerged once more
            as himself. He climbed the gangway, went back into Ando’s office, and sat down.
         

         
         “Well?” Ando said as he switched off the recording. “My Portuguese is primitive, but that sounded rather civilized.”

         
         “It didn’t require much pressure, sir,” Kali said. “He’s already been broken inside his own head. Just needed a nudge.”

         
         “What does he know?”

         
         “Not very much. These Comando operators have been working as side contractors for someone else. A cutout schedules them for
            a job, they pull it off as ordered, and collect a percentage of whatever the take is. It appears they had some sort of project
            scheduled for a week from now, but hadn’t yet been briefed on the details. It might be nothing more than a drug deal, but
            Bruto has no idea. It also might be something kinetic, like a hit.”
         

         
         “And where is this supposed to take place?” Thane asked.

         
         “At a private celebration,” Kali said, “being held at a very large mansion and estate in northern Italy, on the shores of
            Lake Como. Belongs to a wealthy businessman named Vittorio Sietto.”
         

         
         Thane turned to Ando. “Okay, boss, what would you like us to do?”

         
         “Get yourselves invited.” Ando raised a black eyebrow. “But try not to ruin the party.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         
            
               
                  Genesis

                  Kali Kent did not feel the damp or the cold on the thundering boat ride back to Hog Island. The purple clouds had been swept
                     by the wind from the postmidnight sky, but he did not see the jeweled stars above, or the gleam of the moon on the waves.
                  

                  
                  He was seeing a different kind of social gathering than the one Ando had just assigned him to, and he remembered . . .

                  
                  He was seven years old, walking down to the beach in Lagos, Nigeria, his small hand grasped in that of his best friend, Adejare,
                     whom everyone called Jare. On either side of the boys, Kali’s father, George Adeyemi, and his mother, Yvonne, also grasped
                     the boys’ hands. It was a pleasant day in the spring, with the towering palm fronds waving like great birds’ wings in the
                     warm breeze and Kali’s bare toes curling in the sand. He was always happy whenever his parents surprised him with a family
                     outing.
                  

                  
                  There were so many people at the shore, tall men in colorful shirts, pretty ladies all wearing headscarves as if they were
                     going to the church, though it was Saturday, not Sunday. They all had such stern expressions, and although the sea was gentle
                     and blue and pretty, and the waves were softly kissing the beach, no one seemed to be swimming or enjoying the party.
                  

                  
                  Why are there so many policemen in their light blue uniform shirts and peaked caps? Kali wondered. Why are there so many soldiers in their thick green uniforms and orange berets?

                  
                  Some of the mounted policemen pulled on the reins to hold back their snorting horses, and many of them had fierce-looking
                     guns.
                  

                  
                  Kali looked at Jare curiously, but Jare only shrugged. The little boy had a tribal marking on his cheek below his right eye. Usually those double-slash markings were beneath both eyes, but Jare had wailed such bloodcurdling screams during the ritual that the witch doctor had refused to go on. 

                  
                  Will there be fireworks? Kali thought. No, it is daytime. But maybe a sailing regatta? Kali’s father liked big boats.
                  

                  
                  They stopped at the edge of the large, murmuring crowd, facing the beach, where down near the water a great pyramid of blue
                     and white oil drums was piled, and before that was some sort of wooden stage with stairs leading up to the cone of drums.
                     There was also a large truck parked down there, with a stencil that said lagos state government free cinema unit on its side. Kali was proud that he could read that and smiled.
                  

                  
                  “Is there going to be ice cream, Mum?” he asked his stunningly beautiful mother. With a smile, she arced her elegant neck
                     toward him, stroked his short hair, but didn’t answer.
                  

                  
                  “No, my son,” his father said. “But there will be a lesson.” He was holding a bracelet of prayer beads in his palm and moving
                     them with his thumb. The beads made a soft clicking sound. They had once belonged to Kali’s grandfather. Someday they would
                     be Kali’s.
                  

                  
                  It was then that Kali saw the wooden coffin. It lay to one side in the sand, a shape like one of those Egyptian mummies he’d
                     seen in books, but its cover was off and there was no one inside.
                  

                  
                  That part is good, Kali thought. I don’t like funerals, because the adults always cry. Maybe it’s a tribal ritual of some kind. Maybe there will be ice cream
                        afterward.

                  
                  A group of policemen appeared, leading a man by his elbows. His hands were tied in front of his waist with rope. He was a
                     portly man with a kind, full face and a soft mustache. Kali frowned because the man looked familiar, but he did not seem frightened.
                  

                  
                  Maybe the celebration is some sort of game?

                  
                  The policemen walked the man up the wooden stairs, then turned him around to face the crowd. Kali looked on intently as they started to tie him with long white ropes to the oil drum tower behind him. The ropes looked very tight and made bulges in his loose gray shirt. A lady in the crowd wailed something and almost fell to her knees, but two other men who looked like officials held her up. 

                  
                  Someone held a silver microphone to the man’s mouth. He smiled and spoke, though with the breeze and the licking of the waves
                     Kali could barely hear him. He said something about God. He said something about judgment. He said something about forgiveness.
                  

                  
                  That sounds familiar. Dad always says that forgiveness is very important, because no one is without sin in this world.

                  
                  The policemen left the man alone now. A priest in flowing white robes walked up the stairs and spoke to him. Their foreheads
                     were nearly touching, and still the man smiled.
                  

                  
                  This is not going to be a bad thing, is it? Kali hoped, but he squeezed Jare’s hand tighter.
                  

                  
                  There was a very large circle of sand between Kali’s bare toes and the man and the oil drums, and all at once it was empty.
                     Except someone, a soldier officer, was barking something, and three other soldiers marched into the circle with big, shiny
                     rifles. They stopped and stomped in the sand, like the British soldiers of old, then turned toward the man, raised their rifles,
                     and aimed.
                  

                  
                  Bang!

                  
                  The gunshots made Kali and Jare flinch in unison. Kali’s mouth fell open. His eyes went wide. The man jerked there where he
                     was tied, but he could not fall, because of the ropes, and after a moment his hands twitched and started to rise.
                  

                  
                  Bang! Bang! Bang!

                  
                  There were more horrible gunshots. Kali turned to his father, burying his small face in George’s belly, and Jare did the same
                     thing from the other side. His father petted both their heads.
                  

                  
                  “There is a price for doing bad things, Kalief,” he whispered as the echoes of the rifles faded, and there were no other sounds
                     but the waves. “A heavy price, my son.”
                  

                  
                  Kali’s mother was weeping . . .
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            Lake Como, Northern Italy

         

         Kali Kent stepped from a black BMW M5, while slipping a bracelet of prayer beads into his suit pocket. He seemed to have gained
            more weight as he filled out his Brunello Cucinelli charcoal suit with a white silk shirt, no tie, and Christian Louboutin
            black oxford shoes. The shoes were expensive, but also suitable for running—if you had to.
         

         
         And the man who was driving the luxury car also seemed to be different in his persona. It was Spencer, but he now appeared
            to be a faithful chauffeur. An Italian parking attendant motioned to where he should park the vehicle among a row of Mercedes
            and Ferraris, and said, “Attenzione, per favore.” Carefully, please. Spencer would be staying with the car.
         

         
         Kali strode toward the lakeside villa, joining a throng of other arriving guests, all dressed in bespoke suits and gowns.
            The evening was warm, with breezes drifting off the water and the lights of Varenna across the lake making the tree leaves
            sparkle like jewels. He paid no mind to the arriving royal blue Mercedes-Benz S-Class sedan that contained Jason and Neveah.
            They were posing as a couple, James and Maggie Corse, the American heirs to an Italian publishing magnate.
         

         
         “Dark Horse Two, on the X.”

         
         It was Jason’s voice and it sounded to Kent like it was inside his head. He was wearing a subminiature receiver buried deep
            in his ear, as well as a miniature mic disguised as a lapel button.
         

         
         Vittorio Sietto’s villa was an enormous multistory rectangle of pink Pompeii granite with cornice towers and archers’ battlements like a medieval castle. There were too many windows to count, with vines and flowers dripping from balcony boxes, and the faux Corinthian columns on the wide entrance portico all had bolted iron arms gripping torches like the Statue of Liberty. The strains of a classical string quartet wafted from the grand entrance, and as Kali walked up one of two curving marble stairways, he could see past the villa’s southern corner to the rear of the estate. 

         
         There was a wide, semicircular veranda jutting out above an Olympic-size heated swimming pool—the water was steaming like
            an Icelandic hot spring. Two stone staircases led from either side of the veranda down to the pool, where Kali spotted two
            large men in dark suits—armed security, no doubt—patrolling the grounds. He assumed there were more of them, inside and out.
         

         
         Vittorio Sietto was a man of means, the founder and CEO of a publicly traded business advisory corporation, Franco International,
            based in Milan. His friends and associates were international bankers, movie stars, and politicians. Tonight’s celebration
            was for the fiftieth birthday of his beloved wife, Sophia. Kali guessed that with her kind of wealth and a no-stress life,
            she probably looked forty.
         

         
         Still, none of those personal details about the Siettos hinted at why Bruto and the Comando Vermelho had been given a “warning
            order” about the event. Maybe Kali and his Black Box team would find out, or maybe they’d all just go back to their safe house
            at midnight, call it a dry hole, and get drunk.
         

         
         Thane was over at the safe house now, an Airbnb rented in Menaggio just a few hundred meters up the coast. He’d be sitting
            somewhere on the top floor, using a Micom single-sideband transceiver to monitor the transmissions of his team. He wouldn’t
            interfere, and he didn’t really expect much to happen at the party. It was more of a recon mission, and certainly Bruto’s
            Comando faction couldn’t cause any problems here. Bruto was still locked aboard ship in the Black Box brig, and the rest of
            them were dead.
         

         
         Kali was surprised to see that at the top of the entrance stairs, Vittorio Sietto and his wife were greeting the arriving guests themselves. He’d expected a pair of stern-faced butlers, so this said something about their gracious characters. 

         
         Sietto was tall, with a full head of thick gray hair like an Italian film star, an impeccable powder blue suit, and a perpetual
            tan. He looked to be somewhere in his sixties, and his wife, a raven-haired beauty in a magnificent red Portia and Scarlett
            cocktail gown, looked considerably younger, just as Kali had predicted. As he arrived at the head of the line, he bowed to
            Signora Sietto, kissed her hand, then offered his business card to Vittorio.
         

         
         “Ah! Signor Goodson, what an absolute pleasure,” Vittorio said as he shook Kali’s hand. Kali had become Chester Cecil Goodson III,
            a handsome and rather arrogant British banker, managing director of mergers and acquisitions at Barclays on Artillery Row
            in London. That’s what his ivory business card said, as well as his profile on the bank’s website, which was why Vittorio
            referred to him as such. “The ambassador insisted we should meet, that we might have interests in common.”
         

         
         “Well, Ambassador Pennright is terribly kind,” Kent said in a pure British Cambridge accent. “I’m only dismayed we didn’t
            meet prior to your recommendations to Avio aerospace and all that business with Virgin Galactic.”
         

         
         Sietto cocked his head. “Do you think that might not have been a good bet for Avio?”

         
         “Frankly, I think it’s a lark,” Kali said. “Galactic’s market cap is hovering around two-point-five billion, with a seventy-five
            percent share loss over the past twelve months, and only a recent uptick of five-point-four-five percent for a paltry share
            price of less than ten dollars. Seems to me Richard Branson’s selling fantasies, wouldn’t you say?”
         

         
         Sietto laughed, impressed. “I think he’s selling bucket-list rides on rocket ships, and Avio believes he’ll make a healthy
            profit and wants in on the bottom.”
         

         
         “I agree, sir,” Kali said, “if that bottom doesn’t fall out! However, I shan’t worry too much about Avio. Their revenue’s at nine hundred and seventy-four million. They’ll be just fine.” Kali touched his own chest. “I trust I haven’t offended?” 

         
         “Not at all,” Sietto said. “It’s always a pleasure to chat with a man of knowledge. And how do you know the ambassador, Signore Goodson?”
         

         
         “He invites me to hunt on occasion, although I frankly prefer to take my nourishment from Hawksmoor.” Kali’s mention of the
            high-end steak restaurant in London wasn’t off the cuff. He knew that Sietto favored the place, because he’d been researching
            him for days, nonstop.
         

         
         Sietto smiled. “We should dine there together on a mutually convenient occasion. In the meantime, I hope you will enjoy my
            little soiree.”
         

         
         “I certainly shall.” Kent then charmed Signora Sietto with a smile. “I trust you shall have a memorable thirtieth, signora.
            And please know that my firm has made a donation to your favorite charitable cause.”
         

         
         “Grazie!” Signora Sietto laughed at the age compliment, squeezed Kent’s arm, and then he was off and dived into the throng.
         

         
         There were already more than a hundred people milling about the ground-floor salon, with waistcoated waiters carrying silver
            trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne. Streamers, balloons, and birthday tinsel were hanging from crystal chandeliers, and
            the classical quartet in their tuxes and gowns were sitting off to one side in a recessed music alcove that included a grand
            piano.
         

         
         Directly across the crowd, at the west side of the villa, a four-door exit opened onto the rear veranda. Lace
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