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If the highest aim of a captain were to preserve his ship, he would keep it in port forever.

Thomas Aquinas

The nation that will insist upon drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking man is liable to find its fighting done by fools and its thinking by cowards.

Sir William F. Butler
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A hushed commotion fluttered outside Vice President Mark Dehart’s ceremonial office—like birds escaping the path of an oncoming truck. Dehart glanced toward the door, smiling broadly to show the young reporter who was sitting on the other side of the Roosevelt desk that he was still paying attention to her questions. Fresh out of Penn State journalism school with a new job at the Philadelphia Inquirer, she was still unjaded enough to be a little starry-eyed about Washington politics.

Poor kid.

Cub reporter or not, she’d had enough moxie to ask her editor if she could try for an interview with the vice president. That alone was enough to earn her points with Dehart.

He was tall and trim with just enough silver at the temples of his dark hair to make him look like that favorite uncle who showed up with interesting stories at Thanksgiving. His deep farmer’s tan must have been hereditary because he hadn’t had more than a few moments on his old John Deere for over a decade. Dehart wasn’t crazy about it, but being the kind of politician that journalists loved to photograph worked well for the man who held the office that was often described as the “spare tire” of the United States government.

Still smiling at the reporter, he cocked an ear toward the sounds outside—sotto voce whispers that virtually screamed to be heard, the telltale squeak of his secretary’s chair as she got to her feet to race whomever it was to the door.

The Eisenhower Executive Office Building was normally a sleepy place compared to the frenetic atmosphere of the West Wing just a short walk away across the White House campus. The wide tiled halls had a way of swallowing up the building’s inhabitants, where the White House felt as if it were about to burst at the seams.

Dehart pushed away from the Roosevelt desk. He’d signed his name inside the lap drawer like every vice president since Lyndon Johnson. And like every VPOTUS since the 1940s, he used his ceremonial digs in the EEOB when he needed a more picturesque backdrop than his utilitarian office in the West Wing for photo ops, greeting foreign officials, interviews with journalists, etc. As far as he could tell, this was going to be a complimentary piece from his home-state paper, easy, but devoid of much substance. Unlike most politicians, Dehart despised talking about himself and, frankly, would welcome the interruption.

He’d never wanted the job of vice president—or the one he’d had before it, for that matter. He and his wife, Dee, had lived in blissful happiness when he served as the senior United States senator from Pennsylvania, that is until Jack Ryan swooped in and asked him to be the secretary of homeland security.

Dehart liked to be ahead of the curve, so he stood abruptly as the noise at the door grew louder.

Startled, the reporter dropped her pen. “Is everything—”

Keenan Mulvaney, the special agent in charge of Dehart’s Secret Service detail, cut her off midsentence, bursting in with three other agents hot on his heels.

Dehart groaned. The Secret Service whisked him away to a secure location more frequently than he would have imagined before he got the job. Drones, inbound unidentified aircraft, crazy people with guns on Seventeenth Street—any number of “trip wires” triggered the arrival of a cadre of armed agents.

This time, they brought someone with them.

Arnie van Damm, President Ryan’s ever-rumpled chief of staff, trooped in with the agents.

Dehart offered the reporter an apologetic smile. “Please excuse me. I’m afraid I have to go.” He started around the desk, but Mulvaney raised a hand.

“I apologize, Mr. Vice President, but she’ll have to go. I’d ask you to stay put, sir.”

Van Damm said nothing, instead pacing back and forth in a tiny piece of real estate by the door. Eyes flashing, his jaw clenched like a trapped animal about to gnaw his own leg off.

Dehart’s secretary ushered the reporter out, promising to reschedule as soon as possible.

“The PEA-YOC?” Dehart asked as soon as they were gone, meaning, Are you taking me to the Presidential Emergency Operations Center? The PEOC was an underground bunker that served as a secure if starkly utilitarian situation room during a threat. Any visit there was a shock to the system, but some were worse than others. The look on van Damm’s face said this was going to be one of the latter.

Mulvaney nodded grimly. “We’ll go via the underground, Mr. Vice President.”

The area beneath the White House and the Eisenhower Executive Office Building had enough tunnels to stoke more than a few conspiracy theories, many of them Dehart had yet to explore.

Van Damm finished with the hangnail he’d been chewing on and flicked a hand toward the door. “We’ll take a breath here while your secretary clears the outer office.”

“Okay …” Dehart gave a shrug. “You want to fill me in, Arnie?”

“Panama is turning to shit as we speak,” van Damm said. “And at this moment, President Ryan is unaccounted for. The principals are coming in now.”

The “principals” were the principal members of the NSC, the National Security Council.

Mulvaney raised a hand, signaling that he was getting a message on his earpiece from an agent posted outside.

“We’re clear to move, sir,” he said.

Dehart stood fast, staring down the chief of staff.

“What does that mean exactly, ‘unaccounted for’?”

“It means what it means,” van Damm snapped. A pained look creased his face, like he was nursing a bad tooth. “The Secret Service can’t find the President. Incommunicado? Injured? Kidnapped …” He waved off the next logical thought. That was unimaginable. “It means that you are acting POTUS until we find Jack Ryan.”
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VENEZUELA

FOUR DAYS EARLIER

The Ground Branch operators tasked with hunting down and killing Joaquín Fernando Gorshkov were known as WINDWARD STATION.

The Office of the Director of National Intelligence at Liberty Crossing called this operation SUDDEN SQUALL. Whomever came up with the code names was apparently a weather buff. Maybe a sailor, CIA operations officer Adam Yao thought as he looked out the grimy bus window at the Venezuelan jungle and mulled over how he and his team had gotten to this spot.

Barely forty, Yao was clean-shaven with a thick head of black hair that looked forever windblown unless he gooped it up with pomade—which he did not do. As well as English, he spoke Mandarin, Cantonese, and Spanish like a native, but he listened more than he spoke. Tall, but not overly so, he had the body of a decathlete—well muscled like a sprinter, but a shade on the lean side for endurance work. Had he worn a tank top or gone shirtless like half the men crammed on the creaking bus, his defined physique would have been apparent, but an Asian man dressed in chinos, desert boots, and a loose gray linen shirt was unremarkable—and, more important to him surviving the night, forgettable. As the saying went, if you were one in a million in China, there were three thousand more just like you. Yao didn’t exactly blend in with the local population, but Chinese, Japanese, and Middle Eastern surnames were not at all uncommon across South America. Yao wasn’t Latin, but he didn’t look like a yanqui, and in the broken nation of Venezuela, that was what mattered.

When boiled down to the basics, he and his team only had two objectives: Kill Joaquín Gorshkov and stay alive while they were doing it.

Having someone killed, Yao had learned over his fifteen years in the Agency, was a surprisingly complex endeavor. The same U.S. Code Title 50 that made his team covert and deniable gave the President and the National Security Council the authority to act as a sort of “star chamber,” deeming certain people a clear and present danger to the well-being of the United States and its citizens. At least that’s the way the lawyers interpreted it.

For the time being.

Contrary to spy novels and Hollywood action flicks, CIA officers didn’t make a habit of going around whacking their enemies. Intelligence work was, for the most part, mundane and plodding, playing the long game of winning hearts and minds by convincing people that your dogma was better than their dogma—or at the very least your dogma paid better. If anyone died on either side, something had gone terribly wrong. That said, such “active measures” weren’t unheard of, either, especially not lately. The threat board was chock-full of hostiles who wanted nothing more than to make Americans bleed. They had to be stopped.

Targeted killings made the news, but in reality, they were rarer than honest politicians. Such action required lengthy investigations, days of back-and-forth debate by the principals of the National Security Council, meticulously researched legal “spins” from White House lawyers—and a nod from the Commander in Chief.

After all that, the bureaucratic machine spat out a death warrant—though Yao had never heard it called that. Lawyers used all manner of obfuscation. Past administrations had called it by all sorts of different names—the A List, Remedies, Disposition Matrix, or even Kill List (though the last was only spoken and rarely written down). Everyone steered well away from anything remotely close to assassination—which remained illegal under U.S. law, no matter the spins.

In the psyche of American jurisprudence there was a bright line between assassination and targeted killing. But in the field, each required the one pulling the trigger to do things that normal, well-adjusted members of society found abhorrent—backstabbing, poisoning, or, as the Russians seemed to prefer, defenestration—throwing someone out a high window. An instructor at the Farm had told Adam Yao’s class that the Russians had learned through trial and error that six stories was the absolute minimum to get the job done. Yao had never pushed anyone out a window, but six stories sounded about right.

This would be his third tasking with a capture or kill order. Operations officers didn’t routinely get emails from the lofty realms of the director of national intelligence—essentially his boss’s boss’s boss—so when Mary Pat Foley put him on a secure video conference call with the President of the United States, Yao wasn’t about to say no. He was trusted, and in an agency where layers of lies and subterfuge obscured the truth, trust was a pearl to be guarded with great care. He had accepted the assignment to lead WINDWARD STATION on the spot—every bloody aspect of it.

And this guy was one of the bloodiest Adam Yao had ever heard of.

Yao and his team referred to their target as FRIAR, a nod to Gorshkov’s self-styled nickname, “Torquemada.” A Spanish priest, Tomás de Torquemada was a Dominican friar and the first grand inquisitor who oversaw the brutal torture and murder of thousands in both the Old and New Worlds. Few people realized it, but when they thought of the fifteenth-century Spanish Inquisition—iron maidens, breast rippers, joint-destroying racks—they were imagining the work of Tomás de Torquemada. Yao considered “FRIAR” too polite a code name, but they needed to call the bastard something when they referred to him on the radio. Whispering “murdering son of a bitch” out among the public would draw too much attention.

Yao’s handpicked team was comprised mainly of former military from Ground Branch—the pipe hitters of the Agency. WINDWARD STATION wasn’t made of the “pale and Yale” personnel stereotypical of the CIA. Almost all of them were from Latin-American families.

At this point, WINDWARD STATION had been in operation for eleven slogging months, two weeks, and six days. Before them, FBI, CIA, USSOCOM, and a half-dozen foreign intelligence services had been on the hunt for the elusive fugitive for over two years. Their target slinked back and forth between secret hidey-holes, eluding so much as a sighting, much less capture.

Three and a half years earlier, a liquid explosive bomb had detonated in the cafeteria of a Department of Defense elementary school on Aviano Air Base in northeastern Italy. The death toll would have been much worse but for an alert elementary school teacher who spotted a telltale wire protruding from under one of the tables. The twenty-six-year-old mother of two had time to usher most of her students to safety, but died along with a teacher’s aide and three second graders when the device detonated during the evacuation.

An unidentified subject known as Torquemada—a faceless “UNSUB” black silhouette in official reports up to this point—was already a person of interest to the FBI for the firebrand manifestos he posted online. His white-hot hatred for the United States boiled over in every vehement diatribe. Torquemada’s words carried the fervor of a religious zealot—his religion based on little but a burning hatred for capitalism, the hottest part of that reserved for the United States.

Analysts pointed out that phrases like “we reject and condemn human rights as Yankee imperialist bourgeois” and “we annihilate to create a vacuum” evoked the wording of similarly brutal manifestos written by leaders of the Shining Path two decades before—or a Guns N’ Roses song.

FBI agents traveled to Peru and conducted dozens of interviews. They opened old investigations into the militant movement and put together photo boards of every known member of the violent organization, including a thin stack of stapled papers from a Catholic orphanage that was supposed to have been a favorite cause of certain vocal Shining Path guerrillas. A yearbook of sorts, the papers contained given names and photographs of nineteen children, both girls and boys, from toddlers to their early teens. No particulars beyond their names were provided. Investigators found nothing noteworthy about any of the names.

Then Torquemada posted another rant in which he fervently justified the Aviano school bombing. Like before, the IP address was spoofed and bounced all over the world, leaving it untraceable. But the contents provided a lead. He posted details, like where the device had been placed, that had never been released by law enforcement. He was clearly involved.

Authorities felt reasonably certain they had their man—they just had no idea who he was or how to find him.

Security video from the Aviano bombing showed a dark male leaving the base behind the wheel of a maintenance van five minutes before the bomb went off. The van had been stolen and the photo was so grainy, facial recognition was a bust.

Then a new FBI analyst decided to feed the nineteen photos from the Peruvian orphanage book into his computer and ask an AI program to “age” them and see what they would look like in present day. The idea got traction with the analyst’s supervisors. Rather than relying on just their own program, they asked the CIA to have a go at it, independent of the Bureau. Both agencies came up with remarkably similar renderings.

One of the photos showed a handsome boy with a bright smile and wide eyes, as if startled by the flash of the camera. His computer-aged photo bore a striking resemblance to the UNSUB in the van leaving the Aviano school bombing.

According to the orphanage book, his name was Joaquín.

It took almost a year of records searches and plodding interviews to piece together the evidence that the smiling young man in the photograph was a Venezuelan-Russian citizen named Joaquín Fernando Gorshkov and that he and the writer who called himself Torquemada could be one and the same person.

Eight months after the school bombing, a seven-member medical team from a U.S. NGO were brutally murdered outside the mountainous Bolivian village of Camargo. Eleven women and children who were waiting to receive care met the same fate. The brutality of the killings led Bolivian authorities to first believe the medical team had had a run-in with local narcos, until Torquemada, not knowing that he’d been identified, boasted of the attack in an online manifesto. Two months later, he attacked again at a Peruvian clinic funded by American missionaries, murdering everyone and then burning the building to the ground.

Nothing of value was stolen, no political target had been present. The thread that tied the incidents together was that all the victims were American or had received assistance from the United States. For that, volunteers, women, and children in both Bolivia and Peru had been killed with hatchets and claw hammers.

Torquemada struck and then melted into the ether, his manifestos rolling out like news releases shortly after each bloody act. Russia and Venezuela provided the perfect briar patches for him to hide in and remain anonymous. One of Yao’s in-place assets, an officer in the SVR (Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki), Russia’s counterpart to the CIA, believed Gorshkov acted from time to time as a contracted thug for the Kremlin. The asset’s code name was VICAR. The Russians had a file complete with contact information to be sure, but VICAR was unable to get his hands on it. As long as Gorshkov proved to be a useful thug, the people employing him kept it tucked away. Venezuela’s Bolivarian National Intelligence Service would rather see every WINDWARD STATION operative rotting in prison than catch a man who was essentially a serial killer hiding behind a political agenda. Yao’s team ran up against little but roadblocks and dead ends.

Then the terrorist-hunting gods smiled on WINDWARD STATION, as if they had finally paid their dues.

The new development came from VICAR.

Yao’s SVR asset provided a cell-phone number belonging to a Russian sushi chef, who was said to accompany Gorshkov virtually everywhere he went. For a man who hated capitalism, Torquemada/Gorshkov certainly enjoyed the finer things in life. The cell number was new and would likely only be active for a few days, but they used that window to trace it.

That was the thing about burner phones. The people who utilized them were paranoid, but the act of tossing a prepaid every two or three days gave them a false sense of security. Dimitri Chernoff was a sushi chef, not a trained intelligence operative. Once WINDWARD STATION knew the number of his burner, they were able to learn where he and his sushi-eating employer were within that two- or three-day window he kept the phone.

But time was of the essence.

A couple of CIA mandarins up the food chain at Langley balked at Yao’s “dangerous, spur-of-the-moment plan” for an incursion into a failed state like Venezuela. In their stolid estimation, a more measured approach was advised. They would wait, put locates out with border crossings and friendly intelligence organizations. Facial recognition and biometric readers would be a safer way to follow the sushi chef, catching him and Gorshkov somewhere between Venezuela and Russia.

Yao was a patient man, but waiting when a target clearly presented itself was not in his DNA. Too much could go haywire. The sushi chef might choke on a gob of rice. He might die in a car wreck. For that matter, Joaquín Gorshkov appeared to be just unstable enough to end the sushi chef with a claw hammer if he messed up on a crunch roll. No, it was better to strike at the first possible opportunity rather than bank on measured approaches.

Fortunately, the director of national intelligence shared Yao’s feelings.

Maybes were horseshit.
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With Director Foley’s blessing, WINDWARD STATION operatives stuffed their gear into inconspicuous backpacks and hustled off to Colombia. From there, they hitched rides across the border with Venezuelans who’d driven over with full tanks of cheap gasoline to sell, keeping just enough to return to their own country. Colombian border guards kept a watchful eye on who came in, but cared little about who left. The only papers Venezuelan guards appeared to be interested in were U.S. dollars.

Once across the border, it was a nine-hour bus ride to Barquisimeto, a city of just over a million souls in the northwestern state of Yaracuy. The team spent every endless mile hoping against hope that they’d arrive in time to find Joaquín Gorshkov at the Hotel Tiffany—the location where the sushi chef’s phone was last active before it went dark five hours earlier.

No joy.

Gorshkov had been at the Hotel Tiffany the night before, or, at least, someone important had, according to a prostitute who plied her trade out of a dusty eight-stool bar half a block down from the hotel.

Yao guessed the woman to be in her mid- to late thirties, but that was a difficult bet with someone who lived her life on the edge. Lourdes Ortiz might well have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five. Her thick black hair was pulled back in a plastic band, giving her face a tight, Botoxed look. Bright crimson lipstick did a poor job of covering an angry cold sore that crusted the corner of pouty lips. Not exactly the best advertisement for a date, but Yao supposed men who paid this woman for her services weren’t overly focused on a weeping mouth scab.

Besides being a close talker, which set Yao’s teeth on edge, Lourdes gestured wildly as she spoke, pointing with nicotine-stained fingers and tossing her head with such verve Yao thought she might pop out of her stretchy blue polyester tube top. He bought her a bottle of Solera beer in hopes of calming her down.

It did not, but it did get her talking. She insisted that Yao join her at a small table in the back corner of the bar and in a voice that held all the charm of a rusty straight razor, explained there had been quite a fuss at the hotel the night before. A parade of fancy vehicles and angry-looking men with guns had scared away even her most devoted customers.

She leaned forward to impart a secret, driving her point home by brandishing the neck of the Solera bottle inches from Yao’s nose.

“Piratas,” she whispered. “Pirates. Narcos. Bad men.” A splash of beer ran down her hand, dripping onto doughy breasts where they mashed against the tabletop. She tilted her head to lick her hand without spilling any more beer and then fell back against her chair. Peering down her nose, as if to take a measure of what Yao was made of, she patted the table. “You should be careful. A pretty man like you does not look dangerous enough to go to war with pirates.” She finished off the beer in one long pull, never taking her eyes off Yao, then wiped her mouth with a forearm, wincing when she was too rough on the cold sore … or whatever the thing was. Still locked on, she slammed the empty bottle down on the table and gave a sleepy wag of her head, chest heaving. Yao wasn’t sure if she was flirting or throwing down a gauntlet in challenge. Probably both.

“So, my love.” She drummed her fingers on the table. For the first time, Yao noticed another weeping sore the size of a quarter where her thumb met the back of her hand. She’d tried to cover it with makeup. “Are you?”

Yao glanced quickly away from the sore. He affected a chuckle to hide a reflexive gag and then waved at the bartender. “Am I what?”

“A dangerous man.”

“Nothing like that.” He explained himself no further. This woman wouldn’t believe him anyway. Spies often employed prostitutes in the course of their duties. Life had jaded these women so completely that little in the world surprised them. They could spot a lie before a man even knew he was going to tell it.

The bartender sidled up to the table, apparently used to men ordering things for Lourdes. Yao bought her another beer and a shredded pork sandwich called a pepito. Needing to keep his head clear, he ordered himself a Pony Malta soft drink.

She leaned in close again after the bartender had gone. Mouth set in a tight line, she rested a hand on top of Yao’s—the hand with the weeping sore. He stilled himself, resisting the urge to pull away, and let her keep it there, meeting her eyes. Intelligence work had much more to do with social engineering than it did with capture or kill orders. If Hollywood gave an accurate portrayal of spies, Bond would have spent a lot more time in shabby bars chatting up poor souls like Lourdes than he did watching Ursula Andress emerge from a Caribbean lagoon. Though Yao had to admit, that image of Andress in a white bikini had a hell of a lot to do with him wanting to join the Central Intelligence Agency.

Lourdes studied his face for a time, head cocked to one side, and then stroked his hand as if she’d reached an important conclusion.

“I have changed my mind,” she said at length. “Maybe you are dangerous enough.”

“For … ?”

“For me to tell you that the men you are looking for have gone to Montaña de Sorte. Tonight is the festival of the blessed queen Santa Maria de la Onza. I would go, but I have to work.”

Lourdes spent half an hour giving Yao a quick tutorial, speaking reverently over her beer and sandwich. In the end, she admitted that it was too much for her to tell in one night. He would just have to see for himself.

She leaned over the table and gave his hand a slow pat, fluttering her lashes—surely not realizing that it made her look like she was about to pass out.

“You have some time before the bus departs,” she said. “If you wanted to, you know … have a serious date …”

“It is my loss,” Yao said. “But sadly, I have too much to do.”

He gave her forty dollars, twice what she normally made on a “date.”

She took it, and then fell against the back of her chair with a resigned sigh, eyeing Yao down the neck of her beer. “Be careful, my pretty man. Montaña de Sorte is full of spirits … and some of those spirits will surely side with the pirates.”
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A dusky haze settled over the countryside as the bus rattled away from the sleepy lights of Yaritagua for the twenty-mile trip to the jungles of Mount Sorte and the festival celebrating the cult of Maria Lionza.

According to legend, sometime around 1535, an Indigenous chief had a beautiful daughter named Yara, who was born with blue eyes. Light eyes were a bad omen, and according to the shaman, she had to be killed. Unable to murder his own daughter, the chief sent her to the jungle to hide—where she was promptly eaten by a giant anaconda. Yara was so pure that Mount Sorte took pity on her and caused the snake to swell and explode, freeing the young maiden. The mountain absorbed her into its very essence, where she began to act as intermediary between the living and spirits of the dead. Devotees held or attended channeling rituals throughout the year, but their main gathering occurred tonight, on the twelfth of October.

Venezuela was a Catholic nation, but an overwhelming majority—including the late president—also professed some level of belief in the cult of Maria Lionza, a mixture of Indigenous, African, and Catholic religions. A heroic statue near the Central University of Venezuela in Caracas depicted a twenty-foot-tall Maria Lionza, naked and extremely muscular, riding on a giant tapir, arms stretched aloft, holding a female pelvis. Few outside Venezuela had even heard of the “blessed queen.” Inside the country, Maria Lionza was considered by many to be a saint.

Yao and five of his team got the last seats on the bus. The remaining two WINDWARD STATION operators would follow as soon as they’d worked out how to procure some vehicles. Rental cars were impossible to come by in Yaritagua. The place wasn’t exactly a tourist mecca.

The bus rumbled along a rough dirt road, squeaking in concert with a shirtless man pounding a skin drum in the back. The passengers—there were easily fifty of them—listened intently to a young woman chanting and moaning two seats ahead of Yao. Without warning, the woman shot to her feet, eyes rolled back, head tilted skyward, elbows drawn against her sides, winglike.

Lourdes had explained that these las materias, or “oracles,” channeled the spirits who were in communication with the Indigenous goddess. Yao hadn’t expected it to happen until they reached the mountain.

A low growl escaped the woman’s chest. She began to speak in short, barked sentences Yao took for one of Venezuela’s many Indigenous languages—or possibly some sort of tongue brought on by religious fervor.

The grandma sitting in the seat beside him gave a rattling whimper and crossed herself, clutching a set of beads against her belly with her free hand. Wanting to blend, he nodded in time with the beating drum. He pulled the backpack on his lap away from the swooning grandma to keep her from crushing its precious contents as she listed sideways.

Ahead, a man sprang from his seat to teeter and sway in the aisle behind the barking woman. He opened his hands behind her in case she toppled over on the swaying bus. Another man pulled a long knife and drew it across his chest, causing a superficial—but bloody—cut. He began to chant along with the drums.

This was going to be an interesting night.

No one on WINDWARD STATION was the sort to get spooked by a knife. All were experienced operators—former Special Forces, Delta, SEALs, Air Force Pararescue, and two females who, though they hadn’t held SOCOM positions, had served frontline tours in the CIA and proven themselves to be capable and steady under fire. The women certainly helped the team blend in, but they were far from just arm candy. Yao made certain of that. Neither was small, particularly shapely, or, for that matter, likely to win any beauty contest. They were, like the rest of the team members, fluent in Spanish and otherwise unremarkable. He needed a team of eight, not a team of six with two more whom everyone else would have to carry if things went to shit.

The Israelis put the optimum size of a hit team at eleven. Some operators preferred to work alone.

Yao thought eight was the Goldilocks number.

Eight allowed for contingencies, variables, the unknown unknowns that inevitably threatened to derail virtually every mission: commo that went tits up at the most inopportune moment, a weapon that malfed when the bad guy was smack in the crosshairs, or some kid that wandered into the field of fire to pick up a forgotten baby doll. Eight allowed for the human element if someone got the runs from drinking bad water or lost focus because of the death of a loved one at home. Operators were human, and a team of eight made it easier to complete the mission and still get all those humans home alive.

The bus hit a tire-eating pothole, throwing Yao against the window and the grandma against Yao. The chanting woman staggered forward while the driver chewed his way through the transmission searching for a lower gear. A collective groan ran through the passengers until the bus lurched forward again. It only had a short way to go up the mountain before they turned in to a wide gravel parking lot full of cars, motorbikes, and a half-dozen other buses. Hundreds of Maria Lionza devotees from all walks of life streamed like ants at a picnic toward a gap in the jungle that formed the trailhead. There were couples, families, farmers in dirt-stained shirts, people in pressed khaki shorts and breezy linen blouses. Some, like Yao and his team, carried only small daypacks, while others lugged bulky foam bedrolls, intending to make several nights of it.

Every devotee approaching the sacred mountain had to pass a motorcade of three dark Suburbans and a charcoal-gray BMW 7 Series sedan that was parked near the trailhead. Dressed in chinos and dark polo shirts, stone-faced men stood watch over the vehicles, all armed with holstered Glock pistols. At least one carried an SMG. Yao couldn’t make out the type because the shooter had it parked on a sling hanging over his right kidney.

“Pros,” he said to himself. “Pirates …”
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Yao followed the procession to the trailhead, drawn forward by the drums and rhythmic chants moaning from the dark tangle of trees and vines. He and the rest of his team had taken care to dress down, shorts and loose shirts against the heat. Nothing, not even his daypack, stood out.

Early in his career he’d learned it was important to be tactical rather than look tactical. Skill at your job could save your life. Acting a role—even one you were good at—put you first in line for a bullet. His powder-blue backpack had no MOLLE webbing or hanging carabiners. It looked like a book bag because it was a book bag, something a tourist might carry. There was certainly a place to wear web riggers’ belts or tactical khaki operator pants with integral magazine pouches—but that place was not Venezuela, nor anywhere in South America for that matter. Even a plain vanilla G-Shock wristwatch could earn an unpleasant encounter with Venezuela’s Bolivarian secret police. A 007 dive watch—an even cheaper brand that looked like a Rolex—simply drew too much attention. Yao went with an understated Timex Ironman on this kind of op—and left his Submariner at home.

He loved cool gear as much as the next guy, but in his line of work, EDC—everyday carry—was a couple hundred dollars in small bills and an open credit card.

A small footbridge lay just inside the tree line, some fifty feet from the parking lot. Stalls and carts peddled everything from fried plantains to wooden cross pendants and blue candles to show devotion to the goddess. A withered cob of a man stood at the end of the bridge, blowing cigar smoke in the devotees’ faces as they shuffled by. More smoke from campfires and tobacco rose through a forest canopy mingling with the blue evening haze. Periodic shrieks spilled through the foliage. At first, Yao took the cries to be human, but soon realized the racket came from a pair of black and yellow troupials over the restrooms in the clearing beyond the bridge. The national bird of Venezuela, troupials were brood parasitic, using nests built by other birds, often eating the eggs or young of the host before laying their own eggs.

The deeper Yao went into the trees, the more intense the drumbeats and chanting. A tiny device on his upper right rear molar buzzed slightly, sending the voice of Ben Ramos, the former Air Force PJ on the team, vibrating through his jawbone and into his ear. Yao felt as well as heard the message.

“Well, this is all creepy as hell,” Ramos said. The oldest member at forty-seven, he’d only just completed a hundred-mile endurance race in Leadville, Colorado.

In most situations they would have used a cell phone and earbuds to communicate. No one batted an eye at a mobile phone or the ubiquitous wires hanging from one’s ears, even in Venezuela, but a signal was iffy this far out of town and under thick cover. Instead, Yao fitted each member of the team with Sonitus Molar Mics, small vibrating devices that clipped to a rear tooth like a dental bridge. Even custom silicone earpieces grew tiresome after a short while. The longer he wore the Molar Mic, the more comfortable it became. Earlier versions had worked with near-field technology and a copper wire looped around the neck. These devices did away with that and connected via Bluetooth to a radio that looked like a mobile phone in Yao’s pocket.

[image: image]
“I don’t mind it,” James “Sal” Salazar said. “Where else do we get paid to smoke fine Cuban cigars in order to blend in?” Sal came to Ground Branch from the Marine Corps. Not a Tier 1 operator like many on WINDWARD STATION, his Devil Dog tenacity and natural athleticism made him every bit as proficient as the others. Beyond that, the man was a beast, benching his body weight of a buck ninety until Yao’s arms got tired.

“I’m with Boomer,” a female voice said. “No matter how much you read about this, it is some whacked-out voodoo shit.”

It was Myrna Chaman, a seasoned case officer who’d spent most of her eleven years in the CIA bouncing back and forth between hot spots in Mexico and her parents’ home country of Peru. She called Ramos by the nickname the team had given him.

Yao used his tongue to flip a tiny switch on the device from receive to transmit.

“Cut them some slack,” Yao said. “Any religion can look odd if you start looking at it under a microscope.”

“No shit.” Eric “Ripper” Ward’s voice carried over the net. “My auntie was Pentecostal,” he said. “One of the finest women I ever met, but Sundays with her scared the hell out of me …”

New to Ground Branch, Ward had come over from Special Forces, the team sergeant with Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 0312, based in Fort Carson, Colorado. Apart from Yao, he was the only other non-Latin member of WINDWARD STATION. Ward’s father was Black and his mother a tall blond German, giving him the ambiguous ethnicity to work in any part of the world. His Spanish was flawless.

Yao stepped off the trail for a moment, checking out a group of men and women smoking cigars. They ignored him completely. Nothing Lourdes had said prepared Yao for the rituals that mixed cigar smoke, fire walking, and communing with the dead.

“How about we just focus on locating FRIAR,” he said, continuing up the trail.

The entire mountain was a hive of activity. A shirtless man squatted over three middle-aged women, their bodies outlined by dozens of votive candles like flaming crime scene chalk. Lourdes had warned that the mountains were so full of spirits that the roots of the trees were said to glow. The sea of lights flickering through the hanging vines made it easy to believe her.

The team spread out, looking interested without becoming too engrossed, searching for their target. Myrna Chaman sang out first, her voice coming in loud and clear inside Yao’s head.

“Tallyho,” she said. “If you head east, you’ll reach a small stream. FRIAR and his entourage are standing fifty feet to the north in front of a little tin hut along the water’s edge. Just follow the sound of the dude trying to cough up a chicken bone …”

Hyperalert, Yao picked his way through the trees, following the frenzied sounds of spits and coughs.

The Viking, or as some followers of Maria Lionza called him, Mr. Barbaro, was supposed to be the spirit of Erik the Red. Tonight, his la materia happened to be a shirtless, balding man with the oil-stained hands of a mechanic. This oracle staggered back and forth between a crowd of onlookers and a small lean-to hut made of rusted, corrugated tin. Two camp lanterns and countless candles threw eerie shadows across the dirt and against the surrounding jungle.

Yao stopped short at the edge of the trees, forcing himself not to stare. A subtle shift in the whites of the eyes could earn a man a slap for his wandering gaze—or a bullet in more dire circumstances.

Across the clearing, Joaquín Gorshkov, the man Yao had been hunting for months, stood in the flesh. A fat cigar clenched in a sadistic sneer. A short, boxy woman stood beside him in rapt concentration on the Viking. Her sleeveless white blouse seemed to glow against the inky backdrop of snaking vines and thick foliage. Her arms were folded over her belly. A moonish face glistened in candlelight. Though she was on the heavier side and erect to Gorshkov’s slender and slightly stooped frame, the woman shared the same piggish nose and deep-set eyes. There was little doubt that they were related, probably siblings, though Yao’s team had no intelligence indicating Gorshkov had a sister.

Yao counted six frowning members of the security team. A tall blond man stood behind and slightly to the left of the moonfaced woman. A scowling security man with a close-cropped black beard took up a similar spot behind Gorshkov. The entire team wore khaki slacks and navy-blue muscle-mapping polo shirts, displaying their physiques as a first-line intimidation tactic like a lion’s mane or a bull elk’s antlers.

Myrna Chaman’s voice came over the net. “Anyone else notice these shitbirds are running a diamond formation? Principal, flankers, right and left rear, advance, the works.”

Yao gave an inward groan. “Yeah, they’re professionals,” he said. “That’s apparent.”

“It gets worse,” Ward said from the shadows to Yao’s left. “Looks like our guy’s running a second team around the inner diamond, plugging any gaps. I’ve counted four for sure, but I’d bet on at least six or seven if they continue the same pattern on the side I can’t see through the trees.”

“I hear you.” Yao cursed under his breath. He avoided military-sounding words and phrases like copy, negative, or roger that. Too many listening ears.

He’d expected Gorshkov’s security to be a bunch of goons, hired by the pound and easily distracted by annoyances like drums and chanting spirit-talkers. These men were disciplined and well-armed hitters who saw the Maria Lionza devotees not as attractions but as threats. They were good—no, they were better than good. Absent a full-on assault that threatened to harm bystanders, the protective ring was virtually impenetrable. Gorshkov’s security made no attempt to cover holstered Glocks or the HK MP7s that hung on shoulder harnesses.

Another voice, this one deeply Southern, filled Yao’s head. It was Chris Nestor, a wiry former Delta operator from Brownsville, Texas. “Kind of alarming that all these guys are packing the same kit. My experience, these sicario types like their fancy pistols and cuerno de chivo, gold-plated AKs. They don’t normally give a shit about interoperability of their weapons.”

“Some of ’em look Slavic … like they could be Russian,” Myrna Chaman offered.

Yao felt a flutter of dread in his gut. Gorshkov’s entire team moved with a surety that said they were all pros. Gorshkov had no need to be covert, so it made sense that some of his team wasn’t Latin.

“More bad news,” Nestor said from his vantage point on the far side of the Viking’s candlelit clearing. “I recognize the guy with the dark beard directly behind FRIAR. Chilean Special Forces, or at least he was three years ago. Manny Ramirez. That guy knows his shit.”

“Manuel Ramirez?” Chaman said. “We got a cable on him last month. He’s supposed to be affiliated with the Camarilla?”

“Right,” Yao said.

The Camarilla was a mystery, much of what the CIA knew about it little more than a theory. They were thought to be a small but well-funded private army with intelligence capability that was for sale to the highest bidder. As ruthless as Russia’s Wagner Group, they were thought to be comprised of more elite former operators and therefore much more lethal. A group of Camarilla employed by an Indian billionaire had kidnapped the First Lady and murdered her Secret Service protection detail in San Antonio. All but one of them had been killed during the First Lady’s rescue. The FBI and Secret Service Protective Intelligence Division had worked together to build a thumbnail profile from the dead operatives, eventually using link analysis to connect them to seven other former special operators. Their connections with the dead Texas operators and the fact that these seven had dropped completely off the grid after separating from the military was prima facie evidence that they’d been folded into the Camarilla.

Yao scanned the thick foliage, looking for escape routes. If one of Gorshkov’s team was Camarilla, there was a better-than-average chance all of them were.

“Would Ramirez recognize you?” he asked Nestor.

“We had a few beers together,” Nestor said. “But we weren’t buds or anything.”

“Stay back so he doesn’t see you.”

“He may already have. He just hasn’t figured out how he knows me yet.”

“Okay.” Yao said what everyone else was thinking. “Listen up. We need to get as many of this security team on camera as possible. Sal, you and I will deploy on my mark. Nestor, fade back and cover Sal. Chaman, get ready with the sat link.”

After collective okays over his Molar Mic, Yao drifted behind a vine-covered tree and unzipped his pack.

“I’ve got your back, brother,” Boomer said.

“As do I,” Ward added.

“Many thanks,” Yao said. “This Viking dude is working up to a crescendo. Hopefully that’ll give us enough of a diversion that Sal and I can deploy our little honeybees …”

The Viking la materia held a bottle of rum by the neck in one hand and a small razor blade in the other. A man from the crowd sat upright in a chair in front of him, listening intently. Groaning, the oracle staggered, channeling a resonant voice, at first in broken English—as if that were the language of Erik the Red, and then in Spanish. In a flash of movement, he reached up and sliced his own tongue with the blade. A fresh splash of crimson arced across a chest that was already glistening with alcohol and sweat. Blood and spittle hung in ropy lines from his sagging lips. He gagged, as Myrna described it, like he was coughing up a chicken bone, before coughing answers to questions that apparently had to do with the seated man’s dead father. Hacking and gagging, he took a swig of rum and then spewed it into the air, as if to put an exclamation point on the Viking’s words.

Even most of Gorshkov’s security detail appeared transfixed by the smoky, bloody, contorted spectacle of it all.

“Set!” Yao said.

Salazar responded instantly from beyond the thick foliage to Yao’s right. “Set.”

“Lift!” Yao said.

The “honeybee” rose from Yao’s open palm with a whispered whir less than five seconds after he’d removed it from his daypack.

The micro drone’s cameras fed video not only to the operators’ cell phones but to a satellite link Myrna Chaman had retrieved from her daypack and set up in the shadows.

The coded transmission gave a front-row seat to those gathered in the White House and a secure anteroom at Buckingham Palace.
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LONDON

President of the United States Jack Ryan leaned forward in a nineteenth-century mahogany library chair and studied the glowing green images on the open laptop on the table in front of him. His director of national intelligence, Mary Pat Foley, sat in a matching chair beside him, hunched over, blue reading glasses perched on the end of her nose as she watched the same video.

It was late, a few minutes before midnight, and Ryan’s hair was mussed in front as if he’d just sat through the LSAT. A black wool suit jacket hung over the back of the chair. A matching silk tie was slightly crooked and loose along with the top button of a once crisp white shirt. He was tall and runner-fit, some might even say gaunt, with more salt in his hair than pepper these days. His longish face held the resigned expression of someone who had predicted doom and was now deeply saddened to be proven right.

A video conference this sensitive should have taken place in the SCIF at Winfield House, the U.S. ambassador’s home in Regent’s Park. If he’d been newer in this job, or slightly less patient, Ryan might have groused about the timing of it all. He’d been around the block enough to know that field operations could rarely be scheduled. And even when they were, it was for safety’s sake, not to coincide with his visit to Buckingham Palace. The royal family had befriended him decades before and he’d come to London to pay his respects after the recent passing of Her Majesty the Queen.

Mary Pat had approached Ryan during brandy and cigars with news of the pending action in Venezuela. With no time to make the trip to the U.S. embassy or the ambassador’s residence, the king’s private secretary had worked with a butler to secure a small anteroom adjacent to the Blue Drawing Room. United States Navy Commander Robert Forrestal, the deputy national security adviser traveling with Ryan, worked with Mary Pat’s people to do a quick TSCM (technical surveillance countermeasures) sweep as unobtrusive as possible so as not to offend.

The U.S. and the UK enjoyed a special relationship when it came to intelligence matters, meaning (in theory) that they shared everything. Still, even trusted friends kept tabs on one another. Ryan routinely received intelligence reports regarding Britain, Canada, Germany, and a host of friendly nations during the President’s Daily Brief. He was certain they got reports on him as well. It was expected as long as no one got caught doing it.

The prime minister had come with him to the palace, so Ryan invited him to take part in the observation. When he found out exactly what sort of operation they planned to observe, the PM opted to wait outside.

It was probably for the best.

Ryan marveled at the clarity of the images on the laptop. Modern technology rendered them incredibly vivid, even in low light. Too vivid, Ryan often thought when he woke up in the middle of the night and replayed past scenes he’d watched over and over in his mind.

He took a deep breath, memorizing the frenetic details on the screen—a woman’s smile that revealed a missing front tooth, the rip in the neck of a man’s Nike T-shirt, as if someone had grabbed him by the collar. People milled in small groups, bathed in firelight, transfixed by someone or something off-screen, oblivious to the fact that a man was about to die in front of their noses.

Ryan glanced sideways, lowering his reading glasses to catch the eye of his most trusted adviser. He and Mary Pat Foley went back further than either of them cared to admit.

Arnie van Damm, Ryan’s chief of staff, along with most of the principals of the National Security Council, were on a secure line, watching the same video feed from the White House Situation Room. Van Damm sounded rumpled and exhausted, though it was not even seven p.m. where he was.

“Walk me through what we’re seeing here, Mary Pat,” Ryan said.

She’d briefed Ryan daily on the generalities of WINDWARD STATION, specifically Operation SUDDEN SQUALL, but events in Venezuela were unfolding faster than anyone had expected. He was getting this latest information in real time, just like everyone else.

Foley rested her elbows on the thighs of a worsted wool skirt, dark like Ryan’s suit to match the occasion. Chin balanced on her fists, she nodded slightly at the screen as she explained.

“The images are coming from a micro drone we call Arista,” Foley said. “Actually, a pair of them. The drone with the lower angle is primary. It will take the shot. The one providing us the higher-angle view provides redundancy. Two is one and one is none … We may not get another chance at Torquemada/Gorshkov for some time.”

“Good thinking,” Ryan said. “Arista. Short for Aristaeus, Greek god of beekeepers.”

Foley shook her head in dismay. “Jack, if only they allowed presidents to be on Jeopardy! …”

The two had bled together and were dear enough friends that Foley called him by his given name when they were outside the Oval Office.

“At any rate,” Foley continued, “you are correct. We call this little bird Arista because, like the venerable honeybee, she has a sting, but in order to use that sting, she herself dies.”

“Got it,” van Damm said over the phone line. “A kamikaze.”

Ryan pushed up his glasses again, following the images as both micro drones scanned the crowd face by face, hunting. Another quick side-eye to Foley and then back to the screen.

“Hell of a lot of Slavic-looking people for Venezuela,” van Damm offered.

“Well spotted,” Foley said. “The team suspects FRIAR’s security detail is a grab bag of former Russian Spetsnaz and special forces from various Latin America countries.”

“That makes sense,” Ryan said, “considering his movements.” He cocked his head, mesmerized. “Arista must be awfully quiet to get this close and not be heard.”

The image settled on a round female face, Arista hovering slightly above and out of her eyeline.

“They are extremely quiet,” Foley said. She paused and bit her bottom lip, the way she did when she was nervous—a rare occurrence.

Ryan glanced from his friend to the screen, then back to his friend again. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Foley said. “Probably that woman in the frame is a new actor … The one standing beside Gorshkov. She’s someone we’ve not seen until now.”

“No matches with the age-enhanced photos from the Peruvian orphanage?” Ryan asked.

“I don’t believe so, sir,” Foley said, throwing him a little smile, happy he’d waded that deeply into the reports.

Lexi Glazier, the CIA’s Latin America division chief, spoke up, introducing herself before she said, “We’re comparing the data in real time, Mr. President. Eleven of the nine children in the photographs are female, but none of them appear to be a match for this woman.”

Van Damm gave a low grunt, barely audible over the phone connection. “Does Gorshkov have a sister?”

“That’s my guess,” Foley whispered. “She shares so many similarities, there is an outside chance Arista’s facial recognition system will mistake the two.”

Ryan frowned at that. “Might the weapon take her out instead?”

Foley shook her head, as if coming out of a trance. “Highly doubtful,” she said. “I’ve seen the tests on this bird in person—and I trust the tech. If Arista believed this was FRIAR she would have already deployed her weapon. Gorshkov is probably lined up behind one of his security men. The drone is just loitering, waiting for a clear shot. The biggest danger here is that Arista may not reacquire before someone notices and takes measures to avoid her. Beyond that, she’s small, so battery life is just shy of a half hour.”

The lower image wobbled slightly, as if Arista was attempting to make a decision.

Foley continued her play-by-play.

“The EFP, or explosively formed penetrator, in Arista’s nose is extremely small, a copper disk shaped into an inverted cone … with the open end toward the enemy. Once the target is acquired and confirmed, three grams of explosive in a tube behind the point of the cone will detonate, turning the copper inside out and into a molten stream of metal able to penetrate a quarter inch of steel plating—or more depending on the angle and standoff from the target. The body of the device is frangible polymer, just heavy enough to counter the weight of the copper projectile and send it downrange. The electric motor, batteries, and rotors will likely remain intact, but the fuselage will all but disintegrate. When one Arista makes a clean shot, the other unit will destroy itself. There will be theories, but no identifying markers to tie the honeybee to us.”

“Frangible …” Ryan mused.

“Yes, Mr. President,” Foley said. “This is about as surgical as one of these operations can get, but someone may well end up with debris in their eyes.”

Ryan nodded, taking it all in. EFPs made of copper disks were not uncommon in U.S. ordnance. Iraqi insurgents used the principle with great effect in their IEDs.

A balding Latin man with a wide jaw crossed the camera view. The scowl on his face was clearly visible, even in the ghostly green of the display. Arista rotated a hair to the left as the man passed—bringing a new face to center screen. Foley’s assumption had been correct. Joaquín Fernando Gorshkov—FRIAR—stood slightly behind his twin’s left shoulder, nearly eclipsed from view until Arista moved into the correct angle.

If this was going to happen, it would be now.

Ryan held his breath.

“Well, shit,” Foley whispered.

The woman, Joaquín Gorshkov’s twin, suddenly glanced up and peered directly at the screen, as if, there in the jungles of Venezuela, she’d locked eyes with the President of the United States.
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