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      The single-prop Cessna Supervan 900 shuddered in the humid air above the Caribbean. With the engine humming and the noise reduction from their Bose A20 aviation headsets, the pilots could not hear the thunder outside the cockpit, but in the night sky they could sure see the lightning. Bright white branches of plasma reaching out for miles, illuminating anvil-shaped thunderclouds.

      “Hijueputa, that one was close,” said the pilot. Marco saw him wipe beads of sweat from his forehead.

      “We’re almost at the last checkpoint,” Marco said. “Just a little longer.”

      “It was stupid to push it tonight. Weather like this...stupid...”

      “No work, no pay, man. Besides, you know how the boss is.” Marco looked at the GPS map on the center console. The distance to their next drop was under one mile. “Okay, man, slow down. I’m crawling back there. Let me know when it’s time.”

      The pilot didn’t say anything. He was leaning forward, peering up at the nearest line of storm cells through his night vision goggles. The NVGs were American military issue, the latest version.

      Marco removed his aviation headset and NVGs, unstrapped from his seat, and headed to the back of the aircraft. He used a red-light flashlight to see, holding it in his mouth while he muscled the rear side-cabin door aft, sliding it all the way open.

      The outside air whipped past at over one hundred knots. Another flash of lightning and he could make out the ocean waves several hundred feet below. A shiver went up Marco’s spine. He didn’t like being this close to the edge. Marco had heard stories about his current employers flinging a DEA informant out this very door.

      The cartels were great at messaging.

      Keeping one hand on a metal safety bar welded into the cabin, Marco used his free hand to reach down and hurl a plastic-wrapped bale of cocaine through the open doorway. He reached down again and jettisoned two more bales. The watertight containers had small parachutes streaming behind them, slowing their entry into the ocean. Once there, the bales of cocaine would float, dark-blue beacon buoys attached. A retrieval crew was already on its way, a fishing boat moored at the nearby US Virgin Islands. Each kilo of cocaine cost about 2,000 US dollars to make but could fetch nearly 30 times that upon reaching the tourist-rich islands. After subtracting the costs of the flight, boat retrieval, and local island distribution fees, his employer would still make over five million in profit for the delivery.

      Marco almost lost his balance as the plane went through a rough patch of turbulence. He slid the door shut, locked it, and then hobbled back up to the cockpit.

      The pilot was waving his hand, trying to get Marco’s attention.

      Marco put his headset back on as he sat down.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Engine oil pressure.” The pilot tapped on the master caution panel, where a single light was illuminated. The corresponding engine oil pressure reading was indeed low.

      The pilot cursed. “We should have taken the twin.” His employers had a Twin Otter aircraft with two engines. On a long, over-water flight like this, it would have been much safer. Their Cessna only had one engine. Low oil pressure in the plane's only engine was not good.

      Marco said, “I’ve got a can of engine oil in the back. If we can set down for a few minutes, I can pour it in and that would probably be enough to get us home, even if there’s a leak.”

      The pilot tapped his GPS screen a few times until he found the nearest airport. "Closest airfields are north. The Virgin Islands.”

      “You crazy, man? They’re probably already tracking us on radar. DEA or the Coast Guard would probably be waiting for us...” Marco tapped on the touchscreen map. “What about this island over here? Says it’s got a private air strip. Small, but we could go there.”

      The pilot squinted down at the GPS chart. “I know that one. Some rich guy owns it, I think. He’ll probably have security guards.”

      Marco tapped the map again, changing the layering to show the satellite image. “The buildings are all on the northwest side of the island. It would take people time to get to the runway, even if they knew we were there. It’s been storming hard so they won’t be outside. We can land on goggles, keep the lights off. We’ll cut the engine as soon as we touch down. We only need ten, fifteen minutes at the most. I’ll check the oil and top us off, then we’ll take off before anyone has time to reach us.”

      The aircraft jolted as they flew through more turbulence. More lightning in the distance.

      “Fine,” said the pilot.

      Marco tapped on the GPS display screen. “There. Your waypoint is in.”

      The aircraft banked slowly left as the pilot turned them toward the private island.

      A few minutes later they were making their approach for landing. As they flew in and out of rainsqualls, Marco could see the island’s outline through his night vision goggles. It was about ten kilometers across and twice that in length. The runway elevation said thirty feet above sea level. Lights from buildings on the northwest side of the island glowed green on his goggles.

      “You see the runway?” Marco asked.

      “Yes, I think so. I look lined up to you?”

      “Yeah, you look good.”

      Marco began calling out their altitude and airspeed to help the pilot with his approach. The windshield wipers were on, and rain was suddenly coming down in sheets, making it very difficult to see. The pilot was swearing. Marco could see him gripping the yoke. Both men were sweating profusely.

      “Two hundred feet.”

      The rain stopped and the runway was in front of them. A few hangar lights were on, giving the NVGs more than enough ambient light for them to see. The pilot whistled. “You see all of those trucks?”

      Marco glanced outside. Rows of what looked like military vehicles lined the runway.

      “One hundred feet. Fifty feet,” Marco said.

      He heard the engine wind down as the pilot pulled back power, bringing the nose back and beginning his gradual pitch up just prior to touchdown. Then a jolt as they landed, the nose sliding side to side as the pilot stepped on the brake pedals.

      “Cutting the engine,” the pilot said as they continued rolling down the wet runway.

      It happened fast.

      Through his night vision goggles, Marco saw the silhouette of a man sprinting across the runway, waving his arms.

      “Watch out!” Marco yelled.

      The pilot cursed and Marco felt the aircraft jerk to the right. They swerved into the grass, the aircraft bumping along for a few seconds before slamming to a halt.

      The pilot killed the engine and the cockpit was now deathly silent. Neither man spoke. Their chests heaving, the only sound between them was the anxious pull of breaths and the first droplets from another round of rain that was soon crashing in heavy sheets on the windscreen again.

      “What the hell just happened?” asked the pilot.

      “Come on, we need to hurry.” Marco removed the headset and night vision goggles, opened his door, and stepped down into wet grass. The rain soaked through his clothes before he even cleared the aircraft. Loud thunder rumbled in the distance, and Marco could see the approaching storm just offshore. It was about to get much worse.

      The pilot inspected the nose wheel with a red flashlight. “I think we can pull it out,” he said in a voice that did not inspire much confidence. “There’s a towbar in the cargo…”

      “Shh,” Marco hissed, his finger over his mouth. “Put out the flashlight.”

      The pilot did as commanded, then followed Marco’s gaze.

      Bright floodlights were coming on one at a time, illuminating the far end of the runway. Then a buzzing noise. Small, high horsepower engines. Like motorcycles or...

      A convoy of all-terrain vehicles appeared on the runway, seemingly out of nowhere.

      “Did they just come out of a tunnel?” the pilot asked incredulously.

      Marco didn’t respond. Their side of the runway was still dark, except for a few yellowish hangar lights about fifty meters away. Marco looked around, taking in their surroundings through the darkness and downpour. “You saw that guy, right? The man who was running?”

      “Marco, who cares? What are you doing? Come on, help me get this unstuck.” The pilot had retrieved the towbar and attached it to the front wheel. He was rocking and pulling in slow, forceful motions.

      Marco said, “Those ATVs look like they’re staying put.”

      The pilot stopped what he was doing and took a look. “They’re pretty far down there. Come on, man. Help me get this out of the mud and ready to take off before they spot us. We still need to fill up the engine oil...”

      They both heard a whistle. Marco saw movement in the shadows of the nearest hangar. A man in a white button-down shirt and khaki pants stood there, fear in his eyes.

      Marco was about to speak to him when another man’s yell echoed in the distance. All three pairs of eyes darted toward the convoy on the lit end of the runway.

      The ATVs began moving, heading toward the plane.

      Marco heard a buzzing overhead and saw a pair of blue dots hovering near the trees. He squinted, holding his hand above his forehead to keep the rain out. What were those lights...a drone?

      “I don’t like this, man,” said the pilot. “Let’s get back in the plane.”

      Marco didn’t reply. He was still looking at the man standing near the hangar. He looked frightened, shaking his head as he scanned the aircraft stuck in the muddy grass.

      The pilot had hopped up into the aircraft cabin. “There’s a gun in the back.”

      Marco could feel his heart racing as the ATV headlights grew closer. A feeling of dread filled his chest.

      And then the man near the hangar began sprinting toward the ATVs.

      The ATVs came to a stop, gathered in a half-circle beneath the drone’s blue dots about one hundred meters away.

      “Marco, get in here,” the pilot called from the plane. Marco shrugged. It felt futile, but he entered the cockpit and shut the door.

      Through the rainy windscreen, he could just barely make out a group of armed men illuminated by the ATV headlights. They had apprehended the man in the white shirt and were forcing him to walk toward the vehicles.

      “That’s a lot of guns,” the pilot said.

      “Shh,” Marco whispered. “Do you hear that?”

      More buzzing.

      Marco gingerly opened his cockpit door and peered into the night sky. The two blue LED lights hovered directly overhead. Marco could just barely make out the silhouette of the quadcopter rotors surrounding the lights.

      Commotion in the distance. Some of the armed men were running to their vehicles. The others were already driving toward their plane…

      “Shit. Shit…” the pilot said.

      Marco said a silent prayer as the ATVs surrounded them. The gunmen moved in unison. They were incredibly fast. Some of the men trained black rifles on Marco and the pilot as others opened the cockpit doors, gripped them by the collar, and flung them outside.

      Soon they were both kneeling on the runway, hands over their heads. Marco squinted in the headlights’ glare as they folded his arms behind his back and zip-tied his wrists.

      He recognized military precision.

      The armed men were like trained security dogs as they watched over their three prisoners. Their task accomplished, they waited quietly, their expressions calm and intense behind the sights of their weapons. One of them had a beard and was talking into an earpiece. Based on how the other men were fanned out around him, he looked to be the leader.

      Next to Marco, the pilot attempted to talk. He got out precisely two words before a rifle butt crunched into his cheekbone. Then he was on the ground, writhing in pain.

      The rain and wind were dying down. Marco could see the man who had been running now bound and gagged and sitting in the back of an ATV.

      Marco heard an automobile accelerating toward them from the far end of the runway. A sleek luxury SUV approached and parked behind the circle of ATVs.

      The driver’s side door opened, and Marco watched as a blond man of about forty got out and began walking toward them. He wore running shoes, athletic shorts, and a fitted polo shirt over hardened muscle. The bearded man joined the blond man as he walked, whispering something into his ear.

      Marco winced and straightened as one of the guards pressed a rifle muzzle against the small of his back. The blond man approached them and hunched over, placing his face a few feet from each of the prisoners.

      “Do you know who I am?” His voice was deep and strong.

      “No,” Marco’s pilot managed to whisper.

      “Were you sent here to spy on me?” the blond man asked.

      The pilot glanced up at him, confusion on his swollen face. “No.”

      The blond man walked a few paces and faced Marco. His eyes were an intense blue, and a slight scar garnished his forehead.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “No,” Marco replied.

      “Were you sent here to spy on me?”

      Marco shook his head quickly. “No.”

      The blond man stood up, folding his arms across his chest and nodding slowly. “One of you is lying. Let us find out who.”
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      Guy Hawkinson spun two fingers in a circular motion, and his security detail sprang into action. Kirby, his bearded head of security, barked orders. The guards nearest the prisoners jerked them up by the arms and shoved them into separate ATVs. Soon the convoy was racing over dirt paths, through the island’s tropical forest.

      They reached their destination, half a mile from the runway. The concrete building was almost empty of furniture and sat beside a gun range. Guy’s security team originally built it for close combat training, but today it would be used as a place to conduct interrogations.

      Each of the three prisoners was placed in a separate room with black cloths over their heads.

      Guy’s men questioned the Israeli scientist first.

      Hawkinson’s team had been watching the scientist for weeks now, ever since their cyber defense experts discovered that he had installed malware in one of the company systems. The malware was removed, but they didn’t confront him; instead, they tried to monitor his communications. They must have missed something. Guy’s men were all surprised by the airplane landing.

      Guy and some of the others observed Kirby while he conducted the interrogation. For the first thirty minutes, the conversation was frustratingly unproductive.

      “You want me to use the software?” Kirby asked when he came out for a break.

      Guy nodded. Kirby and the tech went back in, this time with the computer and cameras. An hour later, they were out again.

      Kirby was a physically imposing man who’d spent more than a decade in US Army special operations, where he and Guy had met. Kirby then spent another decade working private security for Hawk Security Group in some of the world’s most hostile environments, doing the types of jobs that militaries didn’t want to do themselves. Or rather...the types of jobs that the politicians didn’t want their militaries being liable for.

      Guy knew Kirby had seen a lot during those two decades. So the concerned look in his eyes was meaningful.

      “You watch the whole thing?” Kirby asked.

      Guy sighed. “Yes.”

      “There any way he’s lying?”

      Both men looked at their technician, who had been running the computer. “I could give you a percent chance, but it would be really small. He was telling the truth.”

      Kirby turned to his boss. “What now?”

      “Let’s keep going with our aviators. Find out if they know more.”

      Kirby nodded. Guy’s security men brought one of the pilots into the interrogation room. This conversation went quick. The pilot was scared shitless and told them everything he knew, which wasn’t much. They used the software to check that he wasn’t lying. The pilot and his copilot worked for one of the cartels and were flying a route given to them about an hour before takeoff. Their job was to drop bales of narcotics at specific points over the ocean. Laughably, the pilot thought if he came clean about the drugs, he might get out of whatever shitstorm he was in.

      Guy pondered his story. He had trouble with the flight route. When Kirby came out for a break, Guy said, “Ask the pilot who programmed the flight route into the aircraft’s navigation system, him or the other guy? And ask him how long he’s known the other guy. His copilot.”

      Guy’s instincts were correct. The copilot had programmed the flight route, and had also signed off on the maintenance that morning. And he’d only been working with the smugglers for about six months.

      Six months. Had the Israelis been onto them that long?

      Time for the final interrogation. Guy decided he would lead the questions.
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      Strong hands pushed Marco into a seat, then removed his blindfold. The room was barren: concrete walls, a couple of portable LED lamps, a table in the middle. The bearded man stood in the corner. The blond man—the leader— sat directly across the table from Marco.

      Marco’s wrists were still bound behind his back, with his arms positioned behind the chair so that he couldn’t move without falling over.

      The blond man faced an open laptop and was tapping the keyboard, scrolling over the trackpad with his pointer finger. A third man was setting up a mobile phone on a tripod so that its multiple camera lenses faced Marco. When he was finished, he took over the computer and began tapping commands on the keyboard, occasionally stopping to adjust the tripod angle.

      Marco watched the camera lenses. Computerized black eyes, staring at him as he tried to remain calm. The third man stood, picked up the tripod-mounted phone, and began walking around the room, holding it so the lenses faced Marco.

      “Apologies for the wait,” the blond man said. “This will only take a moment. I’m curious, do you know what we are doing?”

      Marco shook his head.

      “Right now, we’re scanning your facial features. With our network of security companies and government agencies, we have access to the most extensive bank of facial recognition archives in the world.”

      Marco shifted in his seat.

      “Suffice it to say, we will know who you are very soon.”

      The laptop chimed, and the two men at the table looked over the results. The bearded man in the corner of the room walked over so he could see as well. He and the blond man exchanged looks, and then all eyes were back on Marco.

      The blond man spoke in a calm, determined tone. “Well, I’m afraid the mystery is over. As you must know, my name is Guy Hawkinson. And it appears that you, my friend, are working for Israeli intelligence.”

      Marco let out a snort. “Your program isn’t working right. Do I look like I’m Israeli? I’m Colombian. We landed here because we had engine trouble.”

      Guy shook his head, looking confident. “I don’t think so.” His chair creaked as he leaned forward, his eyes focused on Marco. “Let me tell you what we now know. We know that your aircraft departed from an uncontrolled airfield in Venezuela approximately ninety minutes ago. Your flight path took you within ten nautical miles of several Caribbean islands. From the conversation we had with your pilot, we know that you were smuggling cocaine. You dropped packages into the water, where they would later be picked up by fishing boats and brought to the distributors on each island. Is that accurate?”

      Marco frowned. “Are you DEA?”

      Guy shook his head. “No. And you know that.”

      Marco shrugged. “Whatever, man. What are you going to do with us? There are no drugs on that plane...”

      The bearded man said, “What were you doing flying in this area? We’re thirty miles from the nearest major island…”

      Guy held up a hand. “Kirby,” he said. His name uttered, the bearded man went silent. Guy looked back at Marco. “Let’s not pretend that I care about the drugs.”

      Marco looked confused.

      He turned the laptop around so Marco could see the screen. An image of Marco’s own face filled the left side, with a graph of blue lines connecting different points on his chin, forehead, nose, and other locations. On the right-hand side of the screen was his name, along with a summary of information.

      Some of the text was in Hebrew, along with thumbnail-sized images of him from a life long ago. The days before Mossad had sent him to work in Central and South America.

      Guy’s tone shifted. Now he sounded sympathetic. “I’ve worked with Mossad before, you know. I have the utmost respect for you guys. In another world, I think you and I would be fighting for the same cause.”

      Marco remained motionless.

      Guy turned the laptop around and slid it over to his assistant, nodding. The bearded man and his assistant began moving. One opened a suitcase and began taking out equipment while the other attached a series of patches and wires to Marco, including a clip over his fingers, probably to measure his pulse. Marco thought of resisting them when they attached the equipment, but the way he was restrained, and the bearded man’s muscles, made him think any fight he gave them would be short-lived.

      “These instruments will measure your biological response to our stimuli,” Guy said.

      “Stimuli?” Marco said.

      The assistant began typing in the laptop again. Guy turned back to Marco. “As much as I respect Mossad, in this instance, you are trespassing on my personal property. And more importantly, you are involved in an operation meant to harm me.”

      Marco began to object, but Guy quickly shook his head and spoke in a much more dangerous tone of voice. “Don’t.”

      Marco’s face flushed, but he didn’t speak.

      “It’s ready.” The assistant nodded toward the computer.

      Guy slid the laptop across the table and turned it so Marco could once again see.

      Marco couldn’t believe what was on the screen.

      The computer display cycled through color images of various people. Men. Women. Children. Most of them smiling or candid shots.

      Almost all of them were people he knew.

      Cousins. Friends. Family members back in Tel Aviv. A girlfriend from Bogota.

      Guy continued to speak in a soft, confident tone. “Do you recognize any of the faces here?”

      Marco forced himself to focus on his breathing. He needed to maintain control. He had been trained to beat lie detector machines. He needed to stick to his cover, not be thrown off by how much they had on him. But as the faces kept fading in and out on the screen, keeping his composure became harder and harder. This was impossible. They couldn’t have learned this much information about him. And so quickly...

      Guy said, “Are you familiar with the term micro expression? They are facial expressions—usually involuntary— that occur within a fraction of a second. These cues are hard to pick up with the human eye. Scientists think those who can read micro expressions better have higher levels of emotional intelligence, which is interesting when you break it down. Is emotional intelligence—one’s ability to read and understand the emotions of another person—simply just the human eye and brain working together to evaluate a pattern in facial muscle movement? And taking that thought further, if we know that micro expressions are excellent indicators of one’s emotional reaction to stimuli, could we then combine these indicators with other metrics such as your change in pulse, blood pressure, pupil dilation...”

      Marco was watching the computer screen, still rotating through hundreds of images of people he knew. Then he noticed something. He began to see certain images repeat more frequently...images of people he had been especially close with...

      Guy said, “...essentially to create a machine learning program that could read the emotions of a person magnitudes better than any lie detector. What would you need to achieve this? Well, you would need lots of data. Check. We have that. We’re scaling these sessions across the globe with our defense and security partners. We house the data and use it to train our deep learning algorithms. But we also need stimuli for each subject. Again, we can tap into our partner resources. Public and private archives. This is where we find pictures and social media accounts of the subjects that your face and biological metrics are reacting to the most right now...”

      The images on the screen began flipping between just two people. One was an ex-girlfriend. The other was a girl of about six. Their daughter.

      Guy craned his neck to see the images on the screen. The other two men saw it as well. They had found what mattered most to Marco.

      Guy said, “Listen carefully. You came here at the direction of Mossad. That means you know who I am. You know the kind of people I work with around the world. These images you are looking at were taken from social media and mobile phone cloud accounts. From geo-tagging their mobile devices, we are at this moment identifying their exact locations.”

      Marco felt sweat building on his palms.

      Kirby and the assistant were huddled over the computer. The assistant looked up at Guy. “We’re good. Same house. San Salvador. We have a team in Panama City. They can be there in a few hours.”

      Marco couldn’t help but look down, feeling more defeated than any point in his life.

      Guy said, “Sorry, my friend. You can’t beat the machine. And if these women are important to you, then I need you to answer a few questions.”

      Marco’s gaze was still on the floor. “What do you want to know?”

      "Let’s start with this. What does Mossad think we are doing here on this island?”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Guy stood outside the building, looking up at the night sky. The stars were so much brighter here, away from the light pollution of civilization. The door opened, briefly casting a yellow glow outside. Kirby stood in the doorway. Behind him, Guy’s men were power-washing blood stains from the concrete floor.

      “The engineers finished with the plane. It’ll take off in a moment.”

      Guy nodded. “Just make sure it’s far from here when it goes down.”

      “They know.”

      Guy said, “You think the Mossad guy told us everything?”

      Kirby said, “Everything he knew, anyway. Over 99 percent chance of that, if you believe the AI.”

      “We’re lucky they don’t know more.”

      “US agencies might follow the rules, boss, but Mossad won’t stop. Especially now that two of their agents are missing.”

      Guy said, “I know. I’m working on a mitigation strategy.”
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      Tel Aviv, Israel

      

      “The aircraft systems are back online. They’re taking off, sir,” a young woman from Israeli Naval Intelligence said from her console. She sat in the first of three short rows of computer stations, the glow of the monitor backlighting her profile.

      The operations manager could see the green air track representing Agent Gorian’s plane begin to move. He didn’t know how their agent did it, but he seemed to be in the process of evacuating their AI scientist from the island. With no comms for the past few hours, everyone in the operations center had been fearing the worst.

      Mossad’s technology department had placed an omnidirectional beacon inside one of the rear passenger seat cushions that relayed the aircraft’s navigation and avionics data via a line-of-sight encrypted radio signal.

      The signal was detected by a photonics mast protruding from the ocean’s surface ten kilometers west of the island. The mast belonged to one of the Israeli navy’s most closely guarded secrets: an autonomous underwater vehicle capable of high-quality ISR and electronic warfare.

      Half a world away, in an unmarked building in Tel Aviv, members of the Israeli Naval Intelligence and Mossad leadership watched the information their drone submarine was picking up.

      “The aircraft is descending, sir.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They’re descending.”

      “Are they landing?” Mossad’s head of this operation frowned.

      “Not according to the GPS. Puerto Rico is still more than twenty kilometers to their northwest.”

      “Five hundred feet above sea level, according to the barometric altimeter. The setting could be off.”

      “But why are they descending? That is still accurate, correct? Are we being spoofed?”

      “Two hundred feet,” the IDF woman monitoring the submarine’s data stream announced.

      “Unlikely, sir. Hold on. We’re getting another data packet upload. This one is bigger. Could be the video.”

      The woman who had been calling out the altitude spoke in a worried tone. “Signal is lost with the beacon. Last reported altitude was fifty feet MSL.”

      Some people in the room cursed. Others remained quiet. Their agent’s aircraft had most likely just crashed into the Caribbean Sea.

      “Sir…the packet finished uploading.”

      “On the screen, please.”

      The woman clicked her mouse a few times and the screen in the front of the room changed to display a black-and-white video image. A Mossad technician had installed a very small camera in the Cessna’s cockpit ceiling. It provided a fixed video feed of the aircraft’s nose, sending the data wirelessly to the beacon for transmission external to the aircraft.

      The screen displayed an image of the plane’s nose and propeller as it prepared to land on the island. Flashes of lightning whited out the image every few seconds. The aircraft touched down on the runway, then the silhouette of a man ran across the field of view and the aircraft veered into the grass. The angle changed but showed nothing else of interest. The woman rewound the video and froze it on the running man’s image.

      A moment later the face was enhanced and zoomed in, using the program to extrapolate features and add more detail. When finished, the screen showed the profile of an Israeli man, their computer scientist who had gone missing two months ago.

      “It’s him.”
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        London, England

      

      

      Ava sat in the black cab as it sped through the wet streets of London. A steady mist fell from the dreary gray sky.

      “Sorry, madam, but it looks like we’re going to have a slight delay,” the driver said over his shoulder.

      Ava felt the car slow and looked ahead. On the street, protesters held up a variety of signs, including one that read TRINITY IS REAL.

      Her driver honked his horn as he slowed the cab to a crawl and said, “The news said there would be protests today, but I didn’t think it would be this big. All these blokes angry at the tech companies, I guess. I don’t blame them, but I don’t see how blocking the intersection will help their cause much. Looks like the Bobbies are clearing it out anyway. Shouldn’t be too long.”

      Ava saw some London police officers clearing the streets ahead of them. Another sign caught her eye. THE CIA FRAMED JEFF KIM.

      Ava shook her head. Two years had passed since she last saw Jeff Kim. They had been sheltering in a concrete bunker in the California mountains while a forest fire eviscerated everything aboveground, including vital sections of Kim’s Pax AI Mountain Research Facility.

      The fire was started by Russian intelligence operatives as part of a covert mission to steal Kim’s technology. At least, that was what Ava knew to be true. Depending on who you asked, the fire was part of a global conspiracy known as Trinity.

      As Ava looked out the window at the protesters, she thought about how that forest fire was a perfect metaphor for the world today. People were furious at the big technology companies, their anger stemming from primal fear. Just like that fire, technology was changing the landscape at an unfathomable pace. An overwhelming force, moving faster than any human, transforming every bit of organic fuel in its path into hot gray ash.

      A policeman was blowing a whistle as a few of the protesters began pushing back. More police ran over, but as Ava’s car moved forward she lost sight of them. The scene made her nervous. If things kept going like this, violence would spill into the open. As of now, the conflict was still confined to the shadows. And that was where she roamed. An intelligence officer fighting in the new cold war. A fight for future supremacy.

      The cab made its way beyond the crowd and picked up speed. They drove a few more blocks before pulling over at the curb. Ava thanked the driver as she got out. He waved and drove away. A decade ago, she would have handed him cash in the local currency. Now the transaction was seamless, conducted by apps on their phones using cloud-based servers and GPS. With that transaction, information moved. Trackable information. This necessitated Ava’s employer, Mossad, to insert countersurveillance software onto all of her devices. If a foreign intelligence service was able to access the ride-share company’s computers, they would have a very hard time matching up the false identities the Mossad software created on her behalf. But in its own way, the use of these cybersecurity programs was evidence of her being a spy. So she only used them when she really had to hide her activities.

      Like today’s meeting.

      Ava headed toward a tall, modern-looking building with glass sides. Using her peripheral vision to scan for surveillance, she walked through the revolving door and took the elevator to the top floor. There she arrived at the front desk of one of London’s most exclusive private membership clubs.

      The man behind the desk recognized Ava on sight. He greeted her with a nod and guided her down a dark hallway and into one of the club’s most exclusive private rooms. Expensive leather chairs were scattered throughout the room, and high-end artwork adorned the walls.

      Ava’s Aunt Samantha sat at a table near the window. A man in a suit was walking around the room, waving a black wand along chairs and bookshelves. Countersurveillance. Ava embraced her aunt, kissing her on each cheek.

      Samantha gestured to the man scanning the room. “Sorry about this. He’s almost finished. Have a seat. I had them bring us a selection of teas and treats.”

      Ava looked at the spread on the table and smiled. The women sat down and didn’t speak until the man finished his work. Then he nodded to Samantha and departed the room, closing the door on his way out.

      “Still taking precautions?” Ava asked.

      “Old habits die hard.”

      Ava poured herself a cup of tea and let it brew, then took a sandwich from a plate. “They’re sending me to D.C.”

      “Really?” Her aunt tilted her head. “You’re concerned. I can see it in your eyes.”

      Ava sighed. “After everything that happened…”

      “You are worried about your cover.”

      Ava stirred sugar into her teacup and poured in some cream. “I didn’t think they would ask me to do this again, considering the way things ended with Pax AI.”

      Samantha sipped her tea. “Who will you be reporting to in Washington?”

      “The new head of the D.C. station. A man by the name of Katz.”

      A flicker of distaste appeared on Samantha’s face.

      “You know him?”

      “Only by reputation.”

      “And?”

      Samantha said, “Katz is a careerist. A man like him sees the D.C. post as a way to build his political network. A way to improve his standing. What’s the saying? If he’s patting you on the back, it’s because he’s looking for a spot to stick the knife.”

      Ava removed her tea bag and set it down on the saucer edge. “Good to know.”

      Samantha shook her head. “You know how things are done. When we place people in certain assignments, it is for a reason. I would assume that Katz already has friends in high places.”

      Ava noticed that Samantha used we. She obviously missed her old job. Samantha, Ava’s own handler for more than a decade, was forced to retire from Israel’s Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations after the debacle with Pax AI two years ago. Samantha had been running Israel’s largest operation on US soil in the history of Mossad, spying on Pax AI, America’s most advanced AI company. A company with US defense and intelligence contracts. Then everything fell apart.

      Samantha had been cast as Mossad’s fall guy. The ostensible “rogue officer.” Not since the days of Jonathan Pollard had such a breach of trust between Israel and the US been made public.

      Neither side’s intelligence service truly believed the claim that the operation was led by a single person. But if both nations pretended to believe, each government could save face and maintain good relations, which was strategically important. Ava’s punishment was unexpectedly light. She was assigned to Mossad headquarters, where she taught classes to trainees, and recently began working on active operations again. The US government had generously left her name off the persona non grata list. Only Samantha received that treatment.

      Ava’s aunt was understandably angry about the way things ended. But what really upset her, Ava knew, was being shut out of the game. Ava’s guilt over how everything had unfolded morphed into a desire to make her aunt feel needed. And if she was honest with herself, it was half the reason that Ava occasionally still sought her aunt’s counsel, the other reason being that after decades working for Mossad, Samantha was an excellent mentor.

      “So why are they suddenly sending you to D.C.?” Samantha asked.

      Ava paused. This was the awkward part. Knowing what to say and what to hold back. In all likelihood, she would get a slap on the wrist from Mossad’s counterintelligence division if they found out what was going on here. Samantha had served her country for over three decades. She knew more secrets than the current prime minister. She still held a clearance and did contract work for Israeli intelligence. If Ava had put in the proper request to consult with her as a subject matter expert, it would probably get approved. But she didn’t want Mossad to know that they were speaking regularly. As much as Ava didn’t like to admit it, she didn’t want her own career impacted any more than it already had been.

      Samantha studied her niece's face. “I can see your hesitation. How about this? Let me see if I can guess why they are sending you to Washington, D.C.? An Israeli scientist, one of our top experts in the field of artificial intelligence, went missing a few months ago. And you are being asked to look into it.”

      “Why do you think that?” Ava’s slight smile confirmed her aunt’s guess was correct.

      “I read the papers.” Samantha smirked.

      “I doubt that’s all you read...”

      “And I know your specialty.” Her aunt shot her a dark look. “You know our AI scientist wasn’t the only one to have gone missing in recent months.”

      “We know.”

      “My sources tell me that a certain American family may be involved. A family whose political clout is substantial.”

      Ava didn’t respond. But her aunt still smiled, knowing she’d hit home. Ava wondered how her aunt still had such high-level information.

      Ava steered the conversation to other topics. They spoke about the anti-technology protests in London and New York. The AI regulatory hearings scheduled for the US Senate. Ava was considered an expert on AI capabilities and policy, but keeping up was hard, even for her. The field was changing daily.

      After a while, Ava checked her watch. “I need to head to Heathrow.” She placed her napkin on the table and stood. Samantha did as well, and they embraced.

      “Ava, one thing to be very aware of. If you are going back to America, it’s not your cover that I would worry about. The CIA will be watching you from the moment you enter the country. You may not have been placed on their diplomatic expulsion list…but they know what type of work you do.”

      “I know this,” Ava said, trying not to sound nervous.

      Her aunt gave her a look. “Your new bosses know this, too. I would think very carefully about why they are still sending you there.”

      Ava smiled. “I have my theories.”

      “And?”

      Ava put on her coat. “I can think of two reasons. One, I am to be a distraction.”

      “And the other?”

      “I’m to be bait.”
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        Langley, Virginia

      

      

      Colt walked down the sixth-floor hallway of the CIA headquarters, sheepishly looking at the signs and numbered conference rooms to help him navigate the maze.

      “You meeting with the DDO?” asked a slightly balding man of about fifty.

      “Yeah, actually. You know where it is?”

      “Sure.” He held a Yeti coffee mug with a clear plastic cap in his left hand. The right hand shot out for a handshake. “Name’s Fred. Fred Ford.”

      “Colt McShane.” Strong grip. Thick, meaty hand. Ford had a wide frame that made him look like an ex-football player.

      “I know your name. I’m headed to the same meeting; you can follow me. Right this way.”

      Colt began walking with Ford, who took several quick turns.

      “I thought the title was Director of NCS now?”

      Ford waved away the comment. “Ah, everyone here still says DDO. Let the bureaucrats keep changing titles. It’s the same job.”

      As they passed rows of cubicles, Ford greeted some of the workers, who smiled when they saw him.

      Ford slowed to a stop at a blonde woman’s cubicle. “Hey, Leslie, I saw your husband in that park again in Vienna. Kinda weird, though. He was taping some manila envelopes to the bottom of a park bench. It’s probably nothing, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      The woman let out a laugh. “Hey, Fred.”

      “Hubby looked really relaxed, though, so tell him all those free Asian massages he’s been getting are really paying off. Tit for tat, am I right?”

      She shook her head. “You’re terrible.”

      “Anyway, have a good one.” Ford played it straight, tapping the top of her desk wall before walking way. Chuckles rang out from some of the surrounding cubicles.

      Colt smiled. “You’re the entertainment around here?”

      “It’s a tough job but somebody’s got to do it,” Ford said. They walked a bit longer before stopping in front of a closed door. Ford took a breath. “Well, here we are.” He opened the door and held it for Colt. “After you.”

      Colt walked into a half-full conference room. He counted six people, two in military uniforms. Wilcox, Colt’s former handler, was standing at the head of the long table. He had recently been promoted to the CIA’s newest Director of National Clandestine Service. It was an unusual pick considering that he had been the Vancouver station chief. Lower on the totem pole than normal, but the CIA’s rank and file were thrilled.

      “Colt, good to see you. Thanks for flying in,” Wilcox said. All eyes shifted to Colt.

      “Thank you for the invite. Congratulations again, sir.”

      Wilcox nodded humbly and waved thanks. “All right, folks, let’s take a seat and get started. Mr. Thorpe, if you would.” He gestured to a tall, wiry man standing to the right of the room’s main display screen. The man typed on a laptop connected to the screen. Both devices were adorned with purple TOP SECRET stickers.

      “Director Wilcox, ladies and gentlemen, good morning. My name is Special Agent Will Thorpe, and for those of you who don’t already know”—his eyes met Colt’s— “I’ve been assigned by the FBI and DNI to be the new supervisor at the NTCU.”

      “So many acronyms,” said Ford, shaking his head. Thorpe frowned.

      The National Technology Counterintelligence Unit was a relatively new joint program that combined several federal agencies and the department of defense. Its mission was to monitor and respond to the rapidly accelerating national security threats posed by new technologies. The NTCU’s focus was on artificial intelligence and quantum computing programs.

      A series of images appeared on the screen. Thorpe said, “The island you see here is located about forty miles from the US Virgin Islands and privately owned by Hawk Security Group. HSG is owned and operated by CEO Guy Hawkinson, brother to venture capitalist Sheryl Hawkinson, and nephew to the distinguished Senator Hawkinson of Wyoming⁠—”

      “Who is on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence,” Ford interrupted.

      Thorpe shot him a look before continuing. “Correct. The DOD, State Department, and CIA have each used Hawkinson Security Group extensively over the past fifteen years. This private island is something else. It has its own combat range, a runway large enough for a Gulfstream to land on, and my understanding is that prior to the family purchasing the island, it was used as a five-star resort.”

      A woman in a business suit at the far end of the table nodded. She was Gretchen Harlowe, Thorpe’s number two. “That’s right. The Hawkinsons have used the location to wine and dine prospective clients while demonstrating company capabilities. The family also uses it for personal retreats.”

      The image on the screen changed from pools and beach huts to a modern-looking office building built near the shoreline. Angular stone construction jutted out from the ground, forming multiple floors of panoramic tinted-glass windows.

      Thorpe said, “But recently, we believe Hawk Security Group has been using the island for another purpose. And whatever they’re doing there, it was deemed of the highest priority by Israeli intelligence.”

      Thorpe turned to a woman in a Navy uniform. A lieutenant commander, Colt saw. She also wore a gold pin on her chest signifying she was an Information Warfare Officer. The image on the screen changed to a submarine, and she said, “This is the most recent picture we have of Israel’s new Unmanned Underwater Vehicle.”

      “A drone submarine?” Ford whistled.

      “That’s right,” the naval officer replied. “Our underwater sonar arrays in the Caribbean picked up its acoustic signature over the past week. We’ve been passively tracking it ever since. The NSA then matched ELINT in the vicinity of this island to the same type of model of underwater vehicle.”

      Colt said, “The Israelis are spying on Guy Hawkinson’s private island?”

      “That’s what we think.” Thorpe turned to a man across the table. “The CIA’s Israeli Division representative has joined us. Could you weigh in, please?”

      The man said, “We know that an encrypted burst transmission was picked up by an Israeli satellite at approximately 2300 hours local time the day before yesterday. Within two hours of that transmission, the Israeli prime minister received a call from the head of Mossad. Within three hours of that phone call, an Israeli intelligence officer had orders to Washington, D.C. She made a stop in London and is currently on a plane to the US.”

      Thorpe said, “Would you mind telling us the name of the Mossad officer?”

      The CIA Israeli desk representative said, “Her name is Ava Klein. We almost PNG’d her after the Pax AI incident. We were pretty sure that she was an Israeli intelligence officer operating without diplomatic cover.”

      Colt felt his face heat up as Wilcox glanced in his direction. Wilcox said, “You said almost PNG’d her. What happened?”

      The Israeli expert said, “My understanding is that it was a State Department agreement. Both the US and Israel wanted as little fallout as possible, so her involvement got classified and... well, swept under the rug.”

      Wilcox said, “Mr. Thorpe, what does all of this mean?”

      “We have several hypotheses. We think Miss Klein may be advising Mossad on an operation involving AI. It looks like they may have their own version of STONEBRIDGE, sir.”

      Colt shot a confused look at Wilcox. What was STONEBRIDGE?

      Wilcox said, “It seems the Israelis have one hell of an operation going. Sending some of their most secret naval technology halfway around the world to get intelligence is quite a big deal for them, correct?”

      Both the Naval intelligence officer and the Israeli expert were nodding. “That’s right, sir.”

      The Navy officer said, “Absolutely. They never send anything across the Atlantic. It must have been a massive undertaking.”

      The CIA Israeli expert said, “Which would imply this is of the highest priority to Mossad.”

      Wilcox turned to Colt. “What do you think?”

      Colt said, “The last time Mossad was involved in an AI-related operation in this part of the world, their primary concern was that dangerous technology might fall into the wrong hands. Israel is known for taking preemptive action. Israeli intelligence seeks out and eliminates what it considers existential threats. If they are taking this much interest in the Hawkinsons’ island, I would suggest we look closely at why that is.”

      Wilcox nodded. “I agree.”

      Thorpe said, “Another notable event occurred on the same evening. An unidentified aircraft was detected by radar, flying in the vicinity of the island in question. It did not have an active transponder, which is unusual. No flight plan was filed. Also unusual. Radar records show that the aircraft flew near the US Virgin Islands and then detoured to the Hawkinsons’ island. Radar contact was then lost at about midnight local time. An emergency locator transmitter began emitting at about zero-four hundred local early the next morning. US Coast Guard commenced a search for survivors shortly thereafter. None were found. No sign of plane wreckage other than the floating beacon. There were heavy storms in the area so the aircraft may have gone down in a microburst. But the weird thing is that the ELT beacon didn’t go off until several hours after radar contact was lost.”

      Wilcox shook his head. “What are you getting at?”

      The Naval intelligence officer said, “A small aircraft flying around the Caribbean at night with no transponder and no flight plan is typical of drug-smuggling activity. They drop bales of cocaine into the sea, which are later picked up by local distributors.”

      Colt said, “But if the aircraft went down in a storm, one would expect the emergency beacon to begin chirping immediately.”

      Thorpe pointed at Ford. “Exactly.”

      Ford said, “You think the aircraft landed on Guy Hawkinson’s island.”

      Thorpe held his palms open. “We need to consider that as a possibility.”

      Wilcox said, “And then the aircraft crashed after it landed on the island?”

      “Or they dumped the beacon in the water to make it look that way,” Thorpe said.

      “Why would they do that?” Wilcox asked.

      Thorpe shrugged. “A fake crash. Maybe the aircraft was part of a Mossad operation. Maybe it was successful, and the downed aircraft was a ruse. Or maybe it was not a successful op, and Hawk Enterprises didn’t want any evidence.”

      The room was quiet for a moment.

      Wilcox looked at Thorpe. “Has the intel we’re getting from STONEBRIDGE gotten any better?”

      Thorpe glanced around the room. “It’s improving. But we’ll need to discuss that in a smaller group. For opsec.”

      Wilcox turned to the others in the room. “McShane, Ford, and Thorpe, please stay. Everyone else, thank you for your time.”

      Half the group stood and departed.

      When the door closed, Thorpe narrowed his eyes. “Director Wilcox, respectfully, these two can’t be here if we’re going to discuss…”

      Wilcox raised his chin. “They’re being read into STONEBRIDGE.”

      Thorpe let out a huff of disapproval. “I see. I would like to speak with the DNI about this…”

      “I already did.”

      Thorpe’s face turned a shade redder.

      Wilcox said, “Mr. Thorpe, if you wouldn’t mind, please give them the background.”

      Thorpe composed himself and began. “Gentlemen, the National Technology Counterintelligence Unit is running an operation code-named STONEBRIDGE. In all my years at the Bureau, this is the most sensitive, high-stakes counterintelligence operation I have been a part of. Our target is the very well-connected private business, Hawk Security Group, and their newly founded computer research firm, Hawk Technologies. The businesses are owned and operated by members of the Hawkinson family.”

      Colt said, “Please excuse the question, but I thought the Hawkinsons were cleared of wrongdoing after the Pax AI investigations.”

      “Not having enough information to prosecute is different than declaring them innocent,” Thorpe said.

      Colt narrowed his eyes. “Sure, but why didn’t the FBI keep going? This STONEBRIDGE is a Tech Counterintelligence unit operation, right? Why did the NTCU get this?”

      Thorpe shot an annoyed look at Wilcox, who nodded back patiently. Thorpe said, “A few things to think about. Let’s say that the DOJ was reasonably sure the Hawkinsons had been involved in wrongdoing but weren't sure they could prove anything in the court of law. They could bring it to trial and try to prove it. But that would have two very undesirable results.”

      “The senator uncle?” Ford said.

      “Yes, for one, the senator uncle,” replied Thorpe. “Going after his dead brother’s niece and nephew—from what we can tell, two people he is very close with—would create a political firestorm from Senator Hawkinson’s allies. Things don’t work the way they used to. People aren’t held accountable by members of their own team anymore. Not unless it’s child molestation or something...”

      “Treason seems pretty bad,” replied Colt.

      “Yes, that would qualify. But the point is, the DOJ would have to prove it. They can’t miss. And if it's not proven, then it’s not treason in the public eye. It becomes a partisan attack. DOJ doesn’t want to be seen as partisan. And the DOJ’s political bosses don’t want them to miss.” Thorpe took a breath, clearly annoyed that he had to explain himself to Colt and Ford. “Furthermore, if we think the Hawkinsons were working with the SVR and we go public with what we know, it would expose a Russian intelligence apparatus operating inside the US, which is not something the CIA wants us to do.”

      Wilcox smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Thorpe. That is correct. The CIA would much rather identify agents and use that knowledge to their advantage. Flipping the agents to get higher in the food chain, or providing the agents with misinformation. Influencing their decisions.”

      “Hence, STONEBRIDGE,” said Colt.

      Wilcox nodded. “Correct. If the NTCU can get STONEBRIDGE inside the Hawkinsons’ inner circle, then we have an agent who can not only report on the Hawkinsons’ actions, but also could potentially expose Russian intelligence operations to infiltrate our technology sector.”

      Colt said, “That assumes the Hawkinsons are still involved with the Russians. I can’t see that being the case. Even if they were working with them two years ago, they must have cut ties after Pax AI.”

      Wilcox motioned to Thorpe, who said, “For the past year, we have been monitoring Hawk Technologies’ expansion into the AI sector. Various intel reports have them covertly recruiting world-class machine learning scientists to help with this expansion. Because of their past ties to questionable foreign entities—especially those involved in the Pax AI espionage incident—we began checking the details of this technology-focused expansion. From information gathered during this investigation, we now believe that two members of the Hawkinson family, Guy and Sheryl Hawkinson, were both involved in a conspiracy to commit industrial espionage against the US company, Pax AI. We know that the SVR penetrated our own ranks when they recruited Special Agent Rinaldi, and that Rinaldi was involved with the SVR’s multiple violent attempts to steal from Pax AI. If the Hawkinsons did indeed steal Pax AI technology, that means they likely aided the SVR in the Pax AI incident. I can think of few crimes more reprehensible than colluding with an adversarial foreign government. Rinaldi was a colleague. Now he is a national embarrassment. A source of shame for the Bureau and for the NTCU, which he was a part of.”

      Colt saw Wilcox shift in his seat.

      Thorpe said, “Rinaldi was killed before he could be apprehended, so we can only guess at his motives, but what is clear is that he was on Russia’s payroll.” Thorpe paused a moment to study the room.

      Colt tensed at Rinaldi’s mention. He’d known the man too, and Rinaldi was supposedly there during the murder of one of Colt’s CIA friends. Colt had spoken to him in the last minutes of his life, before a raging forest fire burned him to ashes.

      Thorpe continued, “As I stated, STONEBRIDGE is an exceptionally sensitive operation. The Hawkinsons run an elite private security firm that the Defense Department, the State Department, the Intelligence Community—as well as many foreign entities—have relied on for world-class training, diplomatic security, intelligence and surveillance support, and direct action. They know their craft well, and they are a formidable opponent. Senator Preston Hawkinson of Wyoming sits on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. We do not know if the senator was complicit in, or had knowledge of, any crime. But our reports on Guy and Sheryl Hawkinson suggest that the family is very close, and that family loyalty comes above everything else. We must assume that Senator Hawkinson might be aware of his niece and nephew’s possible illicit activities. So not only do the Hawkinsons have a deep understanding of the space they are playing in—national security, countersurveillance, and counterintelligence—but they also have potential cover from very high above. We need to be very careful with whom these intelligence reports get shared. This is as hard a target as they come.”

      Wilcox said, “Thank you for the background, Will. Please provide Mr. McShane and Mr. Ford with the required reading materials so they can catch up with the details of the operation.”

      Thorpe said, “Respectfully, may I ask why you think this is necessary?”

      Wilcox considered the question for a moment. “Mr. McShane, you served with the CIA under a nonofficial cover for over ten years. Much of your work involved technology and defense companies in foreign nations. Hypothetically speaking, if you were going to handle an agent inside Hawk Technologies, how would you do it?”

      Colt looked around the table for a moment, then straightened in his seat. “Hawk Security Group has classified government contracts all over the world. Some of them are black bag jobs with us, and other three-letter agencies. That means we’ve ensured they are held to the highest standard of counterespionage measures. Anyone who worked there would have to be squeaky clean⁠—”

      “But that wouldn’t be enough,” Wilcox said.

      “No, sir, I don’t think so. If the goal is to monitor and report on Hawk’s technology development programs, I would want to recruit an agent who is an expert in a niche field of AI. Someone with a unique talent Hawk needs to hire.”

      “Why?” Wilcox asked. “Why not just a finance or marketing guy?”

      Colt gave a sheepish smile. “Speaking from experience, these cutting-edge technology companies keep their dev programs close to the vest. Only the people working on the tech get read in.”

      Wilcox nodded. “Mr. Thorpe, what is your agent’s corporate function? Do they have a background in artificial intelligence? Or quantum computing?”

      Thorpe cocked his head. “Sir, our agent is quite capable of gaining access to hard⁠—”

      “That’s a no,” Ford said to Colt.

      “Go to hell, Ford. I’ve already seen you wreck one operation and I’m not about to⁠—”

      “That’s enough. Both of you,” Wilcox said in an ice-cutter tone. “This operation is too important for your personal history to come in the way of performance. Sort it out. Find a way to work together or I’ll have both of you reassigned.”

      Both Ford and Thorpe nodded begrudgingly.

      Wilcox said, “Now my best analysis of the situation is that Mossad is about to accelerate what must already be a priority operation for them. This is a race, gentlemen. Make no mistake, Mossad is going after Hawk Technologies. And if they get there first, there may not be anything left for us to investigate. No espionage case for the FBI to prosecute. No Russian spy ring for the CIA to take advantage of. Not to mention that we’ll look pretty bad if Israel acquires the most powerful AI technology on the planet because we couldn’t do our jobs. So we need to improve our intel collection efforts, and fast.” Wilcox again turned to Colt. “Two agents, Colt. What are your thoughts?”

      Colt raised his eyebrows and blew a breath out of thinly parted lips. “If they already have an agent in place, but that agent doesn’t have expertise in AI, I do think you’ll need to add another. If you have two agents, you will obviously need to compartmentalize information flows. A second handler. Neither agent should know about the other’s existence. Neither handler contacts the other’s agent. This reduces the threat of capture and interrogation. Any legend trails would need to lead to different sources. Both agents would have to blend into the company and handle intense security sweeps. There’s a risk that they’ll bump into each other, but...”

      Wilcox said, “But...”

      “The pros are that you’ll get multiple independent intelligence streams. The AI expert will
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