
        
            
                
            
        

    

 
Praise for John Gilstrap and His Thrillers
 
BLUE FIRE
 
“Engrossing. . . . Fans of doomsday military thrillers will delight in the resilience of Gilstrap’s family of preppers and their quest for survival on their terms. Readers will eagerly await the next installment.”
 
—Publishers Weekly
 
 

 
“A John Gilstrap thriller, crammed with violence and testing of the soul, might be the perfect work of fiction to sink into in a tough time for the real world.”
 
—New York Journal of Books
 
 

 
CRIMSON PHOENIX
 
“A nonstop roller coaster of suspense! Crimson Phoenix ticks every box for big-book thrillerdom.”
 
—Jeffery Deaver
 
 

 
“Don’t miss this powerful new series from a master thriller writer.”
 
—Jamie Freveletti
 
 

 
“A single mother’s smart, fierce determination to protect her sons turns this vivid day-after-tomorrow scenario into a gripping page-turner.”
 
—Taylor Stevens
 
 

 
“Crimson Phoenix snaps with action from the very first page. It’s certain to hit the 10-ring with old and new readers alike.”
 
—Marc Cameron
 
 

 
STEALTH ATTACK
 
A BookBub Top Thriller of Summer
 
 

 
“Nobody does pacing and suspense better than Gilstrap. And in Grave he continues to grow with each entry. Stealth Attack is riveting and relentless reading entertainment.”
 
—The Providence Journal
 
 

 
TOTAL MAYHEM
 
“Propulsive. . . . Not everyone survives the final confrontation, but series fans can rest assured that Grave will fight again. Straightforward plotting, amped-up action, and amusing banter keep the pages turning.”
 
—Publishers Weekly
 
 

 
SCORPION STRIKE
 
“Relentlessly paced as well as brilliantly told and constructed, this is as good as thrillers get.”
 
—The Providence Journal
 
 

 
“A sizzling beach read for military action fans . . . the perfect summer read for thriller fans.”
 
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
 
 

 
“The series deserves attention from anyone who enjoys plot-driven thrillers.... Grave is, as always, a solid series lead.”
 
—Booklist
 
 

 
FINAL TARGET
 
“Fast-paced and well plotted.”
 
—Booklist
 
 

 
“Exciting. . . . Fans of epic adventure stories will find plenty to like.”
 
—Publishers Weekly
 
 

 
FRIENDLY FIRE
 
“If you only read one book this summer, make sure it’s Friendly Fire, and be ready to be strapped in for the ride of your life.”
 
—Suspense Magazine
 
 

 
“A blistering thriller that grabs your attention and doesn’t let go for a second!”
 
—The Real Book Spy
 
 

 
NICK OF TIME
 
“A page-turning thriller with strong characters, exciting action, and a big heart.”
 
—Heather Graham
 
 

 
AGAINST ALL ENEMIES
 
WINNER OF THE INTERNATIONAL THRILLER WRITERS AWARD FOR BEST PAPERBACK ORIGINAL
 
 

 
“Any John Gilstrap novel packs the punch of a rocket-propelled grenade—on steroids! Gilstrap grabs the reader’s attention in a literary vise grip. A damn good read.”
 
—BookReporter.com
 
 

 
“Tense, clever. . . . Series enthusiasts are bound to enjoy this new thriller.”
 
—Library Journal
 
 

 
END GAME
 
AN AMAZON EDITORS’ FAVORITE BOOK OF THE YEAR
 
 

 
“Gilstrap’s new Jonathan Grave thriller is his best novel to date—even considering his enviable bibliography. End Game starts off explosively and keeps on rolling.”
 
—Joe Hartlaub, BookReporter.com
 
 

 
DAMAGE CONTROL
 
“Powerful and explosive, an unforgettable journey into the dark side of the human soul. Gilstrap is a master of action and drama. If you like Vince Flynn and Brad Thor, you’ll love John Gilstrap.”
 
—Gayle Lynds
 
 

 
“Rousing. . . . Readers will anxiously await the next installment.”
 
—Publishers Weekly
 
 

 
“It’s easy to see why John Gilstrap is the go-to guy among thriller writers, when it comes to weapons, ammunition, and explosives. His expertise is uncontested.”
 
—John Ramsey Miller
 
 

 
“A page-turning, near-perfect thriller, with engaging and believable characters . . . unputdownable!”
 
—Top Mystery Novels
 
 

 
“Takes you full force right away and doesn’t let go. The action is nonstop. Gilstrap knows his technology and weaponry. Damage Control will blow you away.”
 
—Suspense Magazine
 
 

 
THREAT WARNING
 
“Threat Warning is a character-driven work where the vehicle has four on the floor and horsepower to burn. From beginning to end, it is dripping with excitement.”
 
—Joe Hartlaub, BookReporter.com
 
 

 
“Threat Warning reconfirms Gilstrap as a master of jaw-dropping action and heart-squeezing suspense.”
 
—Austin Camacho, The Big Thrill
 
 

 
HOSTAGE ZERO
 
“Jonathan Grave, my favorite freelance peacemaker, problem-solver, and tough guy hero, is back—and in particularly fine form. Hostage Zero is classic Gilstrap: the people are utterly real, the action’s foot to the floor, and the writing’s fluid as a well-oiled machine gun. A tour de force!”
 
—Jeffery Deaver
 
 

 
“This addictively readable thriller marries a breakneck pace to a complex, multilayered plot.... A roller coaster ride of adrenaline-inducing plot twists leads to a riveting and highly satisfying conclusion. Exceptional characterization and an intricate, flawlessly crafted story line make this an absolute must read for thriller fans.”
 
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
 
 

 
NO MERCY
 
“No Mercy grabs hold of you on page one and doesn’t let go. Gilstrap’s new series is terrific. It will leave you breathless. I can’t wait to see what Jonathan Grave is up to next.”
 
—Harlan Coben
 
 

 
“John Gilstrap is one of the finest thriller writers on the planet. No Mercy showcases his work at its finest—taut, action-packed, and impossible to put down!”
 
—Tess Gerritsen
 
 

 
“A great hero, a pulse-pounding story—and the launch of a really exciting series.”
 
—Joseph Finder
 
“An entertaining, fast-paced tale of violence and revenge.”
 
—Publishers Weekly
 
 

 
“No other writer is better able to combine in a single novel both rocket-paced suspense and heartfelt looks at family and the human spirit. And what a pleasure to meet Jonathan Grave, a hero for our time . . . and for all time.”
 
—Jeffery Deaver
 
 

 
AT ALL COSTS
 
“Riveting . . . combines a great plot and realistic, likable characters with look-over-your-shoulder tension. A page-turner.”
 
—Kansas City Star
 
 

 
“Gilstrap builds tension . . . until the last page, a hallmark of great thriller writers. I almost called the paramedics before I finished At All Costs.”
 
—Tulsa World
 
 

 
“Gilstrap has ingeniously twisted his simple premise six ways from Sunday.”
 
—Kirkus Reviews
 
 

 
“Not-to-be-missed.”
 
—Rocky Mountain News
 
 

 
NATHAN’S RUN
 
“Gilstrap pushes every thriller button . . . a nail-biting denouement and strong characters.”
 
—San Francisco Chronicle
 
 

 
“Gilstrap has a shot at being the next John Grisham . . . one of the best books of the year.”
 
—Rocky Mountain News
 
 

 
“Emotionally charged . . . one of the year’s best.”
 
—Chicago Tribune
 
 

 
“Brilliantly calculated.... With the skill of a veteran pulp master, Gilstrap weaves a yarn that demands to be read in one sitting.”
 
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
 
 

 
“Like a roller coaster, the story races along on well-oiled wheels to an undeniably pulse-pounding conclusion.”
 
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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Chapter 1
 
Max Greenwich never should have let his baby brother talk him into this bullshit. He had enough problems in his own life without traveling a couple thousand miles to dig in the dirt to help strangers solve their problems. From what he could tell, the locals never asked for help, and even after help arrived, they weren’t particularly appreciative.
 
Here he was, pretending to be a devout Baptist when he wasn’t a devout anything, hunched over a hand-powered well auger while a cluster of locals watched, their faces showing a combination of confusion and amusement.
 
Max only went along with this goody-goody mission because his brother Mikey felt a need to hurt himself—to perform a physical act of contrition to get past the accident that killed their friend Charlie. It wasn’t that Max didn’t feel bad about everything that happened back in the summer, but come on. They were in their twenties, for God’s sake. Not all decisions were smart, and sometimes people got hurt. Sometimes people got killed.
 
Charlie Mathias drowned. He was as dead five minutes after he fell into the water as he still would be five hundred years from now. Nobody poured the bourbon down his throat, and nobody forced him to do that stupid-ass monkey climb up the mast. When you joust with gravity, sometimes gravity wins.
 
And digging holes for wells that people didn’t seem to want didn’t change anything.
 
A few feet away, the missionaries’ self-appointed leader, Janson McFee—a forty-something zealot who loved to give orders for people to work hard while he assessed their efforts—was lecturing five young men from the village of Sonrisa de Dios—Smile of God—who had formed a rough circle around the missionary team, on how to drill a well for water and wean themselves away from drinking and bathing in the river. Aged from fifteen to twenty-five, the men at least pretended to listen, while never asking why their village had been invaded by ten missionaries from the New World Baptist Ministry in Dallas, Texas.
 
“You see,” Janson explained in flawless Colombian-accented Spanish, “each turn of the T-handle digs the hole a little deeper and closer to the water.” He motioned for Max to lift the auger shaft out of the well. The blades were filled with dripping mud, so Max knocked them against a rock to break it free, and then he lowered the shaft back into the hole.
 
“You cannot expect us to drink that,” said Lupe, the youngest in the group. “That’s just mud.”
 
“We need to drill down farther than this,” Janson said. “You are correct. This is mud, but somewhere down in the ground, deeper than this, we will reach a sand layer, and that is the layer from which we will extract the water.”
 
“How deep?” asked Domingo, the oldest of the group—at least by appearance.
 
“We won’t know until we get there,” Janson said.
 
“But the river is on the surface. Doesn’t require digging,” said Eduardo.
 
They were all dressed more or less identically, including Max and the other missionaries. Chino shorts in various states of disrepair, T-shirts, and sandals.
 
Max smiled as Janson explained that surface water was inherently dangerous, contaminated with all manner of pollutants from farm chemicals to human waste. He explained about bacteria and viruses, but he never touched on what Max assumed to be the common unasked question: Why should we listen to a guy from Texas who presumes to be smarter than we are?
 
Max understood the underlying cynicism of the mission if only because he prided himself in being a master cynic. Janson McFee couldn’t say aloud that the real point of invading Venezuela was to wean these uneducated people away from their reliance on their strange mix of Catholicism, superstition, and paganism and to enjoy the embrace of the Lord God and His son, Jesus. Neither the US nor Venezuelan governments would tolerate purely religious interactions with indigenous peoples. Thus the ruse of well drilling to improve hygiene and provide lessons in first aid.
 
“We have talked about this,” Janson said. “Surface water can hurt you.”
 
“We have been using that for many generations,” said Miguel, whom Max believed to be Lupe’s older brother. “This is a lot of hard work.”
 
“You got that right,” Max said, earning himself a stern look from Janson. Thanks to a childhood spent as the token Anglos in a Hispanic neighborhood, Max and Mikey both spoke perfect Spanish.
 
“But it is the kind of hard work that makes the future better for you and your families,” Janson said. “When you are done learning from us, you will then be able to spread these skills to others. Imagine how wonderful—”
 
The growl of motors approaching through the rain forest stole the words from Janson’s mouth. They sounded far away at first but grew quickly in volume. Everything about the demeanor of the missionaries-in-training changed, their barely masked boredom replaced with obvious fear.
 
“What is that?” Janson asked.
 
“Motorbikes,” Lupe said. “The enforcers.”
 
“Whose enforcers?”
 
“Los Muertos,” Miguel clarified, while, in fact, clarifying nothing.
 
“Cocaine criminals,” Domingo said.
 
“Oh, shit,” Max said. He reached out and pulled Mikey closer. His spine burned with a sense of dread. The entire crew of missionaries pulled into a close bunch, and as the group got tighter, Max made sure that he and Mikey remained on the outer ring. If bad things happened, he wanted to be able to make a dash for the trees.
 
Over the course of the past two or three decades, Venezuela’s once-promising economy had devolved into a kind of socialist hell that had devalued their currency, the bolivar, to essentially zero value. Runaway inflation, combined with—some would say triggered by—government seizure of private assets had created a nightmare of poverty across all but the political class. The police had essentially joined forces with the drug cartels to turn the country into a narco-state, where human life meant little.
 
These were all reasons why the US State Department advised against travel to Venezuela, making clear to all who declined the advice that the American government under President Tony Darmond would do little to help if things went badly for the travelers.
 
Max had tried to explain these things to Mikey in an effort to get him to shift the focus of his penance, but his brother wouldn’t listen. This religious mission had seemed really important, so Max had backed off and gone along.
 
“Don’t worry,” Janson said through a quivering voice. “The Lord will protect us.”
 
“Amen to that,” Max mumbled.
 
Max surveyed the frightened faces that surrounded him. They were all men because, according to Janson McFee, celibacy was an important component of the personal growth that they all sought through this mission, and they aged in range from early twenties to old. The oldest guy was an overweight lawyerly-looking guy who was old enough to be Max and Mikey’s grandpa. His name was Donny something, and while he sweated buckets as he worked, his efforts didn’t seem to accomplish much.
 
Early on, McFee had made it clear that the missionaries were not to push their comrades for information dealing with their life situations—that’s what he’d called them. Everybody was escaping something, blah, blah, blah.
 
And that was fine with Max. Only two days into this nightmare, he knew that these were not going to be folks he’d hang out with in the future.
 
“What do the people on the bikes want?” Janson asked Domingo.
 
“Something we cannot give them.”
 
“Really?” Max said. “We’re speaking in riddles?”
 
“I’ve got this,” McFee said. “You keep your mouth shut.”
 
The first of the motorbikes emerged from the forest. Five more followed and surrounded everyone, villagers and missionaries alike. Each biker wore a T-shirt and blue jeans, though there was nothing uniform about them other than the matching black assault rifles and gunmetal gray ballistic vests, which were packed with extra ammunition. Two wore helmets, four did not.
 
Constructed of metal tubing and sporting comically fat tires, the motorbikes reminded Max of the cheap trail bikes that he used to ride as a kid. As such vehicles went, he was sure that they weighed almost nothing, making them simple to un-mire if they got stuck in the mud. As the riders brought their bikes to a halt, they unslung their rifles and pointed them at the group.
 
“Are they going to shoot?” Mikey whispered.
 
Max stepped in front of his brother to serve as a shield.
 
One of the helmeted riders dismounted, engaged the kickstand, and walked to Janson, whom he poked in the chest with the muzzle of his rifle. “You,” he said in Spanish. “You are American.”
 
“Yes, we are,” Janson replied, likewise in Spanish. “We are religious men on a missionary pilgrimage.”
 
The bikers all laughed at a joke that Max didn’t understand. “You are bringing God to the people of Sonrisa de Dios?” Another laugh. To Domingo, he said, “I thought you were friends with Satan.”
 
Domingo and the other villagers moved closer together. They looked terrified.
 
The leader turned to his gang and said, “Keep your eye on the gringos. If they try to run, shoot them.” He leaned in closer to Janson, till only a few inches separated their noses. “Do all of your religious friends understand enough Spanish to know what I just said?”
 
Janson looked terrified. He nodded quickly—more of a twitch, actually.
 
“It’s important that they do. Because I am speaking the truth.”
 
“I understand,” Janson squeaked.
 
“What are we going to do?” Mikey asked.
 
“I don’t know yet,” Max replied.
 
The biker shifted his attention to Domingo. “We tried to pick up the items you promised,” the biker said. “But nothing was there.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Domingo said.
 
The biker moved with startling speed as he shifted his rifle and fired without aiming, blowing a hole through Lupe’s skinny thigh. The boy howled in pain as the leg folded at the site of his shattered femur and he fell to the forest floor. Miguel yelled something that wasn’t a word and dropped to the ground to help the boy.
 
Reflexively, Max spun to run away with Mikey, but they hadn’t taken a step before he saw the other men’s rifles rise to their shoulders and he jerked them to a stop.
 
“Do you know what I’m talking about now?” the leader asked the villagers.
 
Color had drained from Domingo’s face. He looked like he might pass out.
 
Beyond him, Eduardo stood with his hands high over his head, his fingers splayed. As Lupe writhed on the ground crying and struggling to control massive bleeding, Eduardo said, “We don’t handle the deliveries. That is not our job. We are not permitted to do that job.”
 
“I see,” the gunman said. “Whose job is it if it is not yours?”
 
Eduardo started to answer but stopped himself.
 
“I can shoot his other leg.”
 
“No!” Miguel yelled. “Please no. That business is run by the men of the village.”
 
“Your fathers, perhaps?”
 
“Not ours,” Miguel said.
 
“Oh, no, not yours. Of course. How about yours?” That question went to Eduardo, who still stood tongue-tied.
 
Back to Miguel. “Are these fathers at the village now?”
 
“Some are.”
 
“Very good. Then I don’t need you, do I?” This time, he brought the rifle to his shoulder as he fired a bullet through Miguel’s face. Four seconds and as three bullets later, all of the villagers Janson had been training lay dead or wounded as blood puddled in the mulchy forest floor.
 
Max winced against the pressure of Mikey’s grip on his arm.
 
“Miguel!” Lupe wailed. “You killed Miguel!”
 
“And you, too,” the biker said. He fired into Lupe’s chest and the boy fell silent.
 
Max couldn’t comprehend the display of violence. He’d heard of such callousness, of course, but he’d never dreamed of witnessing it. He realized that all moisture had evaporated from his mouth and that his heart was racing at a suicidal rate. Two of the other missionaries had dropped to their knees and were covering their heads with their arms.
 
The gunman moved with what looked to be deliberate slowness as he turned his back on the carnage he’d created and addressed McFee. The man slung his rifle over his shoulder and removed his motorcycle helmet by spreading the sides with his thumbs and lifting the plastic away, revealing an unruly mat of black hair that he rubbed vigorously.
 
“Now, what do we do with you?” he asked. Incongruously, he offered Janson a handshake. “My name is Roberto Zamora. And yours is?”
 
McFee stared at the proffered hand but didn’t reach for it.
 
Zamora pulled the hand back and then offered it again. “It is an offer of friendship,” he said. With a glance at the bleeding bodies, he added, “I think you can see that it is better to be my friend than my enemy.”
 
McFee’s fingers trembled as he shook Zamora’s hand. “My name is Janson McFee. These other people are—”
 
“I don’t care who the others are,” Zamora said. “I won’t remember the names, anyway. Now, the question is, What do we do with you?”
 
“P-please don’t kill us,” McFee said. None of the other missionaries seemed interested in speaking for themselves. Max wasn’t sure that his voice would even work if he tried to use it.
 
“I am not a murderer,” Zamora said. “I am a businessman. And it is a business that sometimes brings uncomfortable consequences. I pray that you don’t become one of those.”
 
“We won’t tell anyone,” McFee said. “I promise. We promise, right?”
 
While some of the missionaries nodded, most just stared as Max did.
 
“Do not embarrass yourself like that,” Zamora said. “You are whining like a woman. If you do not cause me problems, I will present no problems to you.” He looked past McFee to his gathered posse. “Diego, use the paracord to tie these gentlemen’s hands. Izzy, I want you and Ramos to watch the road to make sure that we are not ambushed.”
 
None of this made sense to Max. Who would ambush them? And why? What was it that they tried to pick up? Was it drugs? In this part of the world, drugs were always a good guess, but not necessarily the correct one.
 
“What do we do?” Mikey asked.
 
“Exactly what they say,” Max replied. As the words left his lips, he sensed they were a mistake, but at this point, he didn’t see any other option. So, he stood still, slightly bent at the waist with his wrists crossed behind him as Zamora’s henchman used a length of thin cord to bind his wrists together.
 
“This is not too tight, is it?” the terrorist asked.
 
“No, it’s fine,” Max said. His captor did a thorough job with the bonds. While Max couldn’t see the details of what he was doing, he felt the cord pass around his wrists horizontally and then vertically. In five minutes, they were done.
 
“What now?” asked one of the posse.
 
“We take them with us as we conduct business.”
 
“And afterward?”
 
Roberto scowled as he considered the question. “And afterward, we will have decisions to make.”
 
* * *
 
The gunmen herded the missionaries into a tight group and marched them down the narrow road that led back to Sonrisa de Dios. Already, Max’s shoulders were beginning to ache from the tension of having his hands bound behind him, and his fingers had begun to swell. Perhaps the bonds were too tight, after all.
 
Max had no idea how old the village was and had never had reason to care. Most of the residents lived outside the village center in shacks constructed of what looked like leftovers from other construction sites. Corrugated metal roofs sat atop plywood walls, many of which had been painted in the pastels that were so common in Latin America. Doors and window coverings didn’t exist for most of the structures, those chores being covered by some variety of blankets, bed linens, and plastic. The hovels lined both sides of the road that led to the village center, where a squat adobe church marked the location of the town square.
 
Given the worthlessness of the bolivar and the expense of the US dollar, the real currency in the village was barter. The señora needing eggs might get them in trade for textiles or a trinket.
 
The bikers moved slowly for the benefit of their prisoners, but faster than Max was comfortable with. He’d been thirsty before this ordeal began. Now he felt parched, and the case of bottled water remained back at the well site. When someone got around to offering him water from the river, he’d have to choose between dehydration by water starvation or dehydration by intestinal catastrophe.
 
Zamora’s instructions to the missionaries had been specific and clear: They were to keep up and say nothing. He’d given no indication of what the upcoming activity might entail, but given the slaughter of Domingo and the others, Max feared that he knew more than he wanted to.
 
So did the villagers, it seemed. On a normal day at this hour, the road would be crowded with people heading into or out of the village center and the center itself would be teeming with locals who were engaged in some form of commerce or relaxation. The residents of Sonrisa de Dios were a friendly lot, overall. While they were not exactly welcoming of Janson’s missionaries or their mission to bring modernity to the Stone Age, they had not rejected them, either.
 
Now, there was not a single nose to be counted. The streets were deserted and the shops were closed.
 
The bikers herded Max and his colleagues into the square at the front door of the church and told them to sit down on the gravel roadway. The missionaries did exactly as they were told.
 
“Hello!” Zamora yelled in Spanish. “The empty streets tell me that you know why I am here! The empty streets tell me that all of you want to die, just as the young men named Domingo and Miguel and others decided to die. In one minute, if I do not see the village elder who can produce the products that have been stolen from me, I will kill every one of you that I see and I will burn this village to ashes. Your time starts now.”
 
Zamora’s demeanor belied the terror of his words. He did not seem angry, nor did he seem anxious. This was a business proposition, a deal in the making.
 
As the next sixty seconds progressed, Max watched as Zamora and his posse readied their weapons and off-loaded five-gallon saddle cans of what smelled like gasoline. Halfway through, Zamora yelled, “Thirty seconds are left. Understand that when your minute expires, the decision will be made. There will be no going back. In twenty seconds now, your fate will be sealed. Your death sentences will have been passed.”
 
Max’s heart raced. He heard whimpering among his fellows.
 
“You don’t think he’s serious, do you?” Mikey asked. “That he will kill everyone?”
 
Zamora clearly overheard and he turned to address Mikey directly. “Watch and see,” he said.
 
A few seconds later, Zamora yelled, “Your minute has expired! You are all fools.”
 
Then he released his terror.

 



Chapter 2
 
Jonathan Grave always thought that the Cathedral of St. Matthew the Apostle on Rhode Island Avenue in Washington, DC, tipped more toward ugly than pretty. It didn’t even look like a cathedral. Its red earthen tones and rounded shapes printed more as a museum than a place of worship. As he approached from the west, he remembered how much he hated coming downtown. He wasn’t a city guy. Never had been. Now that the crime rate was skyrocketing and businesses were fleeing, what little charm the place once had, had dwindled to Third World levels in places.
 
The only time he drove into town at all was to attend the annual gala he threw at the Kennedy Center for Resurrection House, the residential school that Jonathan had established for the children of incarcerated parents, or to attend a meeting like the one that lay ahead for him in a few minutes with Irene Rivers, the director of the FBI. A couple of presidential administrations ago, Director Rivers—aka Wolverine in Jonathan’s shop—had converted the Our Lady Chapel just inside St. Matthew’s grand doors to one of the most secure meeting spaces on the planet. The cathedral had been undergoing a renovation at the time, and Wolverine had pumped a couple million dollars of her discretionary fund into acoustic modifications that deadened sound and rendered electronic eavesdropping equipment useless.
 
The meeting was scheduled for ten, and as Jonathan entered at three minutes after, he knew that she’d be pissed. As he passed from daylight to the darkness of the interior, Jonathan turned to the right and walked toward the two nutcracker impersonators who doubled as the director’s security detail.
 
The stone-faced agents closed ranks in a kind of pincer movement. The one on the right said, “Sir, you can’t come this way.”
 
“Down, boy,” Jonathan said. “I’m here to see your master.” Jonathan didn’t have a lot of time for feds in general, and except for Wolverine, had a particular problem with the FBI. Too much ego and bombast from bureaucrats who carried pistols as belt decorations.
 
The security toad puffed up. “Look, asshole—”
 
“Let him through, Agent Malone.”
 
Jonathan would recognize that voice anywhere. So would much of the world. Irene was not only the director, and not only a woman, but she’d also started her career as a field agent. And even though television cameras were not friendly to her, Jonathan found her very attractive in person. They’d worked together for a very long time.
 
Agent Malone clearly was not pleased by his order, but he made room for Jonathan to pass.
 
“You need to thank her later,” Jonathan said. “She just saved you from weeks of recovery time.”
 
Malone puffed up again and Jonathan smiled.
 
He entered the Our Lady Chapel and found Irene Rivers standing at the threshold, hands at her waist, that look marring her features. Jonathan offered his hand. “You’ve got your mad face on,” he said.
 
“Why must you pick fights with my detail all the time?” she asked. There was a smirk behind the scowl as she shook his hand with both of hers.
 
“Because it’s easy and earned,” Jonathan said. “Do you think they practice their badass faces in the mirror every morning?”
 
“Come have a seat and behave yourself,” Irene said. She led him toward the front of the little chapel, closer to the altar than they usually sat.
 
Jonathan sensed the approach of bad news, and he straightened up his act. As he helped himself to one of the plain wooden chairs, Irene turned her seat so that they could look at each other from a much closer distance than usual. In the decades that they had known each other, Irene hadn’t changed much. If the strawberry blonde hair came out of a bottle, Jonathan wouldn’t have known anyway, but her eyes remained as hard and sharp as ever, and he’d always thought she had beautiful skin.
 
Jonathan kept his mouth shut and let her get to her point in her own time.
 
“I trust you’ve heard about the missionary kidnappings in Venezuela?” she said.
 
“Yeaaah?” Jonathan drew the word out to be two seconds long.
 
“Saying it that way makes me think you know what I’m going to ask you to do,” Irene said.
 
“I’ll let you tell me, anyway.”
 
Irene folded her arms and crossed her legs. It was her tell for bad waters churning ahead. “If you’ve been listening to the news, you know that bad guys snatched ten Baptist missionaries off a farm in northeast Venezuela and now they’re holding them for ransom.”
 
Jonathan had stopped watching the news and reading American newspapers ages ago, back when they stopped reporting and started banging drums for the politicians of their choice. But yes, he had heard of the kidnappings.
 
“The ransom part is odd,” Jonathan said. “Are they all wealthy?”
 
“The ransoms vary depending on the individual hostage,” Irene explained. “The terrorists did their research. The amounts are all painful, but still doable if the families reach out to their financial networks.”
 
“What about the church itself?”
 
Irene waved that away. “You’re too Catholic,” she said.
 
“I wager God would disagree,” Jonathan said. “I know Dom D’Angelo would.” Dom was the pastor of St. Katherine’s Catholic Church in Jonathan’s hometown of Fisherman’s Cove, Virginia. He was also the friend Jonathan had known longest, since their days as freshman year roommates at the College of William and Mary in Virginia.
 
“Be that as it may, Baptists don’t have a central church. Or so I’m told.”
 
“What happens if they don’t come up with the ransom?”
 
“I’m afraid that detail is not in the marketing packet,” Irene said. “I haven’t heard anything about an or else.”
 
“Who are the bad guys?” Jonathan asked.
 
“We don’t know. Something cartel related is always a good guess, but we’re not sure.”
 
“You’re the FBI,” Jonathan said. “How can you not know?”
 
“Thank you for the reminder. You may recall from older news that the Darmond administration is very keen on building great relations with countries south of the border.”
 
“I didn’t think we had a border anymore,” Jonathan said.
 
“Exactly. Well, so keen is the president on these relationships that we’ve been forced to pull most of our intel assets out, and the State Department is under orders not to cooperate with us.”
 
“Does Darmond have a thing against Baptists?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Darmond has trouble forming words. His motivation is not my concern.”
 
“Shouldn’t it be?” Jonathan asked. “Competence notwithstanding, he is president of the United States. Isn’t this his call?”
 
“Of course it’s his call. Which is why I can’t ask you to do what I’m about to ask you to do.”
 
“Rescue the missionaries?”
 
“Exactly.”
 
“Why? I mean, not to be hard-hearted, I imagine there are hostages taken all over the world. Not all of them are Baptists, but neither am I.”
 
Irene inhaled deeply and crossed her legs the other way. “I’m afraid this one’s more personal,” she said.
 
Jonathan scowled. He was the last guy to back away from a fight, but this didn’t feel right. “Every act of violence is personal to someone, Wolfie. You’re not telling me something.”
 
“One of the hostages in particular is very important to me,” she said.
 
“To you, Irene Rivers, or to you, the director of the FBI?”
 
“More the latter than the former,” Irene said. “I have the discretionary funds to pay you for your efforts.”
 
“Oh, I know you’ll pay me for my efforts,” Jonathan said with a scoff. “But that assumes I’ll say yes. You need to give me more information if you want me to invade a sovereign nation and wreak havoc without official sanction.”
 
“There doesn’t have to be havoc,” she said.
 
Jonathan gave her a look. Ops like this always wrought havoc. “Look,” he said, “you’ve got your HRT. Hostage. Rescue. Team. If you’re not asking them, yet asking me, there’s a twist you’re not sharing. C’mon. Give it up.”
 
“He’s a confidential informant,” Irene said. “He’s from the DC area and he’s been helping us with a very sensitive matter. We need to keep him happy.”
 
“You’re not answering my question,” Jonathan pressed. “Why not the HRT?”
 
She looked at him. Jonathan had known her long enough to read where her head was taking her. She knew she could trust Jonathan to take any and every secret to the grave with him, and they’d done enough off-the-record transactions like this that he could rest assured that she would protect his secrets. Still, she was hesitant to give him more details.
 
“This part’s not negotiable, Wolfie. I don’t need the money, but of course I’ll take it. What I really don’t need is to put myself and my team in mortal danger without a good reason.”
 
Irene closed her eyes, sighed, and gave herself up to the inevitable. “As you know, my team have been less than reliable keepers of secrets. I’ve had to choose my inner circle very carefully and by hand. The HRT is elite, and they know it. They are all careerists whose eyes are focused on the backside of the political appointee closest to them.”
 
The proverbial light bulb came on over Jonathan’s head. “So, your informant has dirt on a political appointee.”
 
“He doesn’t quite have it yet,” Irene said. “But he’s working on it.”
 
“What kind of dirt are we talking about?”
 
“Oh, come on, Digger.”
 
Jonathan waited for it. Irene wasn’t holding the strong hand, after all.
 
She growled a little as she sighed, and she lowered her voice even more. “It’s the kind of dirt that tells our enemies secrets they don’t need to hear.”
 
“Are we talking about naming spies, or is this political window peeping again?”
 
“This is the real deal, and it comes from a very high level.”
 
“How high?”
 
Irene waved off the question. “I’ve answered your question as well as I’m going to. But high enough to be asking you to help.”
 
Something about this still was not adding up for Jonathan. “Why don’t you just pay the ransom for your guy out of your slush fund and save the bucks you’ll be paying to me and my team?”
 
“The trail is too risky. With you, if some guy with an eyeshade decides to follow the money—which there’s really no way to do—the path leads to a lead-lined brick wall. With the kidnappers, any kind of trail gives them too much leverage against me and the slush fund as you so harshly put it.” She used finger quotes.
 
Jonathan supposed that made sense, in the unsettling, spooky kind of way that all transactions with Wolverine did.
 
“Do we get to use our badges and fake creds?” he asked. Not too long ago, when Irene had milked him for a different favor, she’d issued ersatz credentials to his team, complete with fake work histories and personal biographies.
 
“Absolutely not,” she said. “This one is one hundred percent OTR.”
 
“It’s not like we can fly commercial,” Jonathan said. “We’re going to need a few of your assets and some kind of cover just to not get shot down on final approach.”
 
“I can give you cover to land your plane,” Irene said, “but I’m telling you that all of our clandestine sites have been shut down.”
 
“How long ago?”
 
“Within the last year, I guess. That’s more the Agency’s domain than mine.”
 
“I need you to find out if the runways are still there.”
 
“You don’t understand, Scorpion,” Irene objected. “I can’t do that.”
 
“Then I won’t rescue your missionaries.”
 
She looked stunned.
 
Jonathan held up his hands and shrugged. “I stopped saluting to suicide missions a long time ago,” he said. “I’ll take this on, but you’ve got to have some skin in the game. You’ve got to get us some intel and some infrastructure. I don’t mind not carrying FBI creds, and I don’t mind planning the op, but when I say I need you, I expect you to be there.”
 
Now Irene looked hurt. “Have I ever left you twisting in the wind?”
 
“No, you have not,” Jonathan admitted. “But I’ve got to tell you that something about this doesn’t feel right. We’ve worked together for a long time, so if you tell me you’re being fully forthcoming, then I’ll believe you. But Venezuela isn’t Mexico. And it isn’t Colombia. These guys can be sophisticated, and I only go places where the odds are stacked wildly in my favor. You need to help me out.”
 
Truly, this was not a negotiable point.
 
“Okay,” Irene said softly. “I can pull some strings to get you in. I’ll send you the info on your precious cargo when—”
 
“Wait,” Jonathan said.
 
Irene’s ears turned red. She hated being interrupted.
 
“I’m not going in for just your guy. I’m going for all of them or none of them. And I want intel on every hostage.”
 
“Are you out of your mind?” Irene said at a whispered shout. “Rescuing ten people is a thousand times more difficult than rescuing just one.”
 
“It really isn’t,” Jonathan said. “It’s a lesson I’ve learned the hard way. I’ll grant your guy status as PC-One, as our primary precious cargo, but lives are lives, Wolfie. Plus, every hostage you don’t rescue becomes another enemy in the land of enemies. Your guy’s life isn’t any more valuable than the others just because he’s got details in his head you want to hear. Why the hell did you let him go in the first place if his brain is so important?”
 
Irene broke eye contact. “Being there is an important step in his overall mission,” she said.
 
“Do I gather that missionary work in Venezuela was not his first choice for vacation?”
 
“You can gather whatever you wish. He’s working directly for me, and I can be very persuasive.”
 
Jonathan issued a low whistle. “You’re running your own independent op? This one must be really special.”
 
“It is.”
 
“And it goes high up the ladder?”
 
“Can’t get a lot higher.”
 
“The White House?”
 
Irene stared back silently.
 
“Oh, wow,” Jonathan said. Political intrigue didn’t frighten him—in fact, it kind of excited his inner Eagle Scout—but there were levels of political intrigue that raised the stakes considerably.
 
Finally, Irene said, “I told you this is important. When you see the name I’m focused on—a name that has not been reported to the media, by the way, and who we don’t think the terrorists yet know they have—you’ll understand why court orders and the standard investigation protocols won’t work.”

 



Chapter 3
 
“Who the hell is Donny Williams?” Boxers asked.
 
“And why do you say his name like it should come with an organ chord?” Born to the world as Brian Van de Muelebroecke, Boxers had served with Jonathan in the Unit back in the days when Uncle Sam’s Army footed the bill for all their cool toys. Nearly seven feet tall and built like a linebacker, he somehow made the oversized teak conference table in the War Room look small.
 
Jonathan felt relieved that Big Guy had asked the question because he likewise had no idea who Donny Williams was.
 
The War Room—a high-tech conference room on the third floor of the firehouse that served as Jonathan’s home on the first two floors and the offices of Security Solutions Inc. above—was the comfort space for Venice Alexander, Jonathan’s longtime friend and a cyber savant. (She pronounced her name as “Ven-EE-chay,” by the way, and people were wise not to get it wrong more than once.) Irene Rivers had sent the list of kidnapped missionaries directly to her, being aware of Jonathan’s Luddite tendencies.
 
“You’ve heard of Tony Darmond, right?” Venice said without looking up from her screen. “President of the United States?”
 
“Not because I voted for him,” Boxers said.
 
“Duly noted.”
 
“Have you ever liked a president more than three weeks after he’s been in office?” asked Gail Bonneville. The fourth member of Jonathan’s door-kicking team, Gail’s résumé included a law degree, a stint on the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, and an another as the elected sheriff of a little burg in Indiana.
 
“I have a hard time thinking happy thoughts about know-nothings who send my ass out to fight their wars.”
 
“Bullshit,” Jonathan said. “You love fighting wars. It’s your thing.”
 
“No,” Boxers pushed back. “Shooting bad guys and blowing shit up is my thing. I’ve never enjoyed other people trying to return the favor. A man can get hurt that way.”
 
“Anywaaay,” Venice said, drawing the word out, “Tony Darmond has a son named Nicholas.”
 
“Whose ass we saved not that long ago,” Jonathan said.
 
“By invading Canada,” Boxers added.
 
“That’s the one,” Venice said.
 
“But he’s not his son,” Gail corrected. “He’s his stepson. Yelena Darmond’s son from her first marriage. Last name Mishin, if I remember right.”
 
“Goodness gracious!” Venice slammed her hand on the table. She went through phases where she regulated her language to the kind of cussing that one might read in a Regency romance. “Are you going to let me finish my point or not?”
 
Boxers looked to Jonathan. “What do you say, Digger? I’m kinda having fun here.”
 
Jonathan held up a hand to thwart whatever anger was ready to spew from Venice. “Pretend he didn’t say what he said.” To Boxers: “Pretend to unsay shit that pisses people off.”
 
Boxers smiled and offered a broad gesture for Venice to continue.
 
“All right, then,” Venice said. “The president’s stepson has had a recent history of suspected corruption.”
 
“Of the kind that made his mother and stepfather a lot of money,” Jonathan said. He couldn’t resist just one more interruption.
 
“There’s no proof, of course, but there are vivid rumors of Nicholas Mishin cashing in on his family’s notoriety in a very literal way.”
 
“Literal how?” Gail got away with interrupting when the others didn’t.
 
“The story is that he sells access. As in, people spiff him money—hundreds of thousands of dollars, if the rumors are true—to get special one-on-one time with Tony Darmond.”
 
“To what end?” Jonathan asked.
 
“That’s the point of an ongoing investigation,” Venice said.
 
“Which Darmond’s Justice Department is doing everything it can to slow down,” Boxers said. “Even the media is covering it up.”
 
“Of course the media is covering it up,” Gail said. “Darmond is their guy.”
 
“What does this have to do with William Donny?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Donny Williams,” Venice said, then realized that Jonathan already knew that. “Honestly, Digger, you never matured past twelve.”
 
“I like to think of my inner boy as fourteen,” Jonathan said.
 
“Donny Williams is Nicholas Mishin’s personal lawyer,” Venice explained. “And now he’s a hostage in Venezuela.”
 
Boxers’ face grew serious as he pivoted his head toward Jonathan. “For real, Dig,” he said. “How is this our business?”
 
“Wolverine asked us to do a solid for her,” Jonathan said. As far as he was concerned, given all the favors Irene Rivers had doled out for them over the years, the fact that she asked was plenty enough reason to agree. But he couldn’t do the mission alone. He filled them in on the part where the lawyer was part of an ongoing and secret FBI investigation.
 
Big Guy tilted his head back and laughed toward the ceiling. “So, Wolfie is gonna bring down Tony Shit-for-Brains all by herself? That’s beautiful! When do we leave? If I can even have a tiny part of a fingerprint on that plan, I’m all in.”
 
“That’s a pretty high-risk adventure,” Gail said. “Not only won’t we have Uncle Sam as a backup player, if the administration finds out about it, they’ll fire Wolverine and let us twist in the wind.”
 
“I can’t argue with any of that,” Jonathan said. “But Wolfie asked us.”
 
“We don’t work for her,” Venice reminded.
 
“No, we don’t,” Jonathan said. “Are you suggesting we turn our backs on the only friend we have in DC?”
 
Venice answered by breaking eye contact.
 
“What do we know about where they are?” Boxers asked. “Venezuela is a big place.”
 
“Funny you should ask that,” Venice said. “Would you like to know where I think he is?”
 
Jonathan sensed the approach of one of Venice’s Big Reveals. That meant he needed to dig in for a long story. “Is there a short version?”
 
“There’s the version I’m going to tell you.”
 
“Okey-dokey.”
 
“Once I knew that Donny Williams was Nicholas Mishin’s attorney, I got to thinking that Nicky would want to reach out to his friends and connections in government and industry to help the guy out. That only makes sense, right?”
 
She actually waited for an answer. “Right,” Jonathan said. Boxers made a growling sound.
 
“Of course it does,” Venice said. “So I tapped into Nicky’s phone and email records.”
 
“Seriously?” Gail said. Jonathan couldn’t tell if she was impressed or horrified. Maybe a little of both.
 
“The legacy of Derek Hallstrom,” Venice said. Derek and Venice were a thing a while back, and in an effort to impress her—and to worm his way onto the staff of Security Solutions—he’d shared programs from his real employer, the NSA, that could have gotten his ass thrown under a federal prison if he’d gotten caught. Unfortunately, he’d been killed while saving Venice’s life in a shoot-out. Whenever she mentioned Derek’s name in Jonathan’s presence, he always felt the burning glare that she launched his way.
 
“But he’s the president’s son-in-law,” Gail said. “Doesn’t he have thicker security walls, or whatever they’re called, around his electronic communications?”
 
“The NSA can listen to and read any communications that they want to,” Venice said.
 
“And now you can, too?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I’m sure there are limits,” Venice said. “But I haven’t yet found many. One of the first text messages that Nicky sent after the kidnappings was to a guy named Stephen Faber. He’s the president of US operations for a company called Starburst Adventures. Does that name ring a bell?”
 
Please don’t keep doing this, Jonathan thought. “Nope,” he said.
 
“It didn’t to me, either,” Venice confessed, “until I did a little more research. According to an article in the Washington Underground, Starburst Adventures is one of the companies that Nicholas Mishin used his influence on to get an audience with Tony Darmond. Nicky is now an investor in the company.”
 
“I’m not sure we want to risk our lives on reports from the likes of the Washington Underground,” Gail said. “It’s a rag.”
 
“It’s a news source,” Venice countered. “These days, it’s the hungry little start-ups that get the big stories right and it’s the legacy papers that get it wrong.”
 
“It’s because they don’t report news anymore,” Boxers said. “They make up shit that their readers want to hear.”
 
“You were saying,” Jonathan interrupted. He wanted to get things back on track.
 
“Right. So, Nicky Mishin reaches out to Stephen Faber and tells him, We need to talk about the Grand Starburst project.”
 
Clearly, Jonathan was supposed to have connected dots that he couldn’t yet see.
 
“That’s the big resort that Starburst Adventures is building on one of the islands off the coast of Venezuela. Tres Hermanas.”
 
“Three Sisters,” Jonathan translated.
 
“There’s literally no one in the room who didn’t know what that meant,” Big Guy said.
 
Jonathan ignored him. “So, what did Faber say in reply?”
 
“He told Nicky that he needed to contact Miguel Amada, who turns out to be the project manager for the construction. Nicky reached out to Amada and told him that he needed help for a friend on Tres Hermanas.” Venice leaned into the table. “He actually named the island.”
 
Jonathan thought he saw where Venice was going, but the linkage all seemed very fragile. Inconclusive. He was hoping for more.
 
Venice continued, “Less than five minutes later, Amada called Nicky on his cellphone. They talked for seventeen minutes.”
 
“About what?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I don’t know. I only have the records to work with from then. Now, in real time, I’m recording every call that comes and goes from Nicky’s phone, but I can’t go back in time. But the timing is pretty convincing.”
 
“I don’t see it,” Jonathan said. “I mean, I see the shadow of the triangulation I think you’re going for, but it’s really fragile.”
 
“What more do you need?” Venice asked. “There’s the timing of the contacts and the connection with Venezuela.” She shot a look to Gail, who was thumbing furiously on her phone. “Am I boring you?”
 
Gail smiled. “Suppose Miguel Amada had ties to the Los Muertos cartel?”
 
Venice looked crushed. “Did I miss that?”
 
“What kind of ties?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I just did a general search,” Gail confessed. “Miguel Amada brought up information and pictures of a nice-looking Hispanic man in his thirties who is in charge of the Grand Starburst Resort. When I added drugs to the search string, the returns were a lot smaller, but they featured the same good looking Hispanic man in his thirties. I haven’t had a chance to go any deeper than that.”
 
“Give me thirty minutes,” Venice said. “I’ll have everything that’s available on him.”
 
Jonathan felt that sense of excitement that comes with knowing that they were close to the truth of things. “I think that’s convincing enough to start coming up with travel plans. If I recall properly, Tres Hermanas is pretty far north of the northernmost shore of Venezuela.”
 
“Closer to Grenada than the mainland,” Boxers said. “Maybe that’s where we launch from.”
 
Jonathan felt a pull in his gut. Long prior to his time with the Unit, a previous generation of Special Forces operators had a bad day during the invasion of Grenada to rescue the students at an American medical school.
 
“I’ll poke around to see if we still have any OTR landing sites that we can use to get close,” he said. “That will put us within a hundred miles of the Venezuelan mainland. Only a few dozen miles from Tres Hermanas.”
 
“No viable landing sites on the mainland?” Venice asked. “Or on Tres Hermanas itself?”
 
“Nobody can know we’re there,” Jonathan said. “If only because of its tiny size, going directly to the island is out of the question. As for sneaking into Venezuela, that’d be tough.”
 
Boxers said, “Venezuela’s not Mexico. They’re way more corrupt, if that’s even possible, but they have a real military. The Russians have helped them build a robust air defense system.”
 
Venice’s posture straightened as if she’d been jolted with electricity. “Russians?”
 
“Yeah,” Jonathan said. “Ever since the socialism experiment started swirling Venezuela down the toilet, the Russians have been trying to leverage themselves into local politics.”
 
“Why don’t we stop them?” Gail asked.
 
“All idiocy circles back around to President Asshat,” Boxers said.
 
“The parent company of Starburst Adventures is Russian,” Venice said. She scrolled back through several screens on her computer and warmed up the projector. It took thirty seconds, but a logo in Cyrillic letters dissolved into view. “It means Hands Across The Ocean,” she said. She leaned back in her Aeron chair and folded her arms. “It seems to me that someone in this room is allergic to coincidences. Says that such things don’t exist in the real world.”
 
That person, of course, was Jonathan, and she was right. It was a principle of his life that when two related things happened in close proximity of time or space, causality was almost certainly involved.
 
“I’m liking it, Dig,” Boxers said. “The corrupt president’s corrupt kid dealing with a company no doubt run by a corrupt oligarch on a project being built in a corrupt country.” He smiled. “Now that I hear the words, I think I could just as well be talking about Chicago.”
 
“We still need to get into Venezuela,” Gail said. “And it sounds like flying is out of the question.”
 
“That’s where Grenada comes in,” Jonathan said. “We can get close. Sixty, seventy miles.”
 
“That’s a long swim, Boss,” Boxers said. “And let’s not forget that getting in is only half the equation. The easy half. If we end up taking a divot out of the world down there, we’ll still need to get out while sneaking around pissed off people.”
 
“What about flying commercial into a butt-scratch airport in Venezuela and loading up after you’re in-country?” Venice asked.
 
“Wolverine says that we had to shut down all of our assets,” Jonathan said. “I don’t think she knows anyone who could outfit us.”
 
“What about in Colombia?” Gail asked. “You’ve got pretty deep roots of destruction and mayhem there. Do any of your contacts survive?”
 
Jonathan had already considered that. “The narco politics in Colombia have shifted quite a bit over the past little while,” he said.
 
Boxers laughed. “And you’re welcome, world!” Jonathan and his team had two-handedly torn up huge swaths of Venezuela’s western neighbor over the years.
 
Jonathan continued, “The net effect of that is I don’t think we have any reliable contacts in Colombia anymore.”
 
“What about that Navy corpsman?” Venice asked. “Harvey Rodriguez?”
 
“I haven’t heard from him in a long time,” Jonathan said. “Last time we touched base, he was running a school-slash-shelter for orphaned kids.”
 
“I say we leave him be,” Boxers said. “If he’s found a peaceful place, let’s not disturb it.”
 
Jonathan agreed. Harvey had spent too many years as a tortured soul. A while back, Harvey Rodriguez had been a key player in rescuing a kid who had been taken from Resurrection House and spirited off to Colombia. That rescue and its aftermath had caused more harm in Jonathan’s life than he ever could have anticipated. Without much to come home for, Harvey had stayed behind in Colombia to lend aid and comfort to the locals.
 
“This cartel shit has to stop,” Jonathan said. “It just can’t be allowed to continue.”
 
“Tell President Asshat,” Boxers said. “It’s like he’s shilling for them. The cartels and the Chi-coms who are sending the fentanyl for them to distribute.”
 
“You’ve made that point before, Big Guy,” Venice said. There was an edge to her voice. She’d gone on the record some time ago about having voted for Darmond, and Boxers had a hard time not poking pins into her balloon.
 
“One last thing about not going through Colombia is the extra complication of another border.”
 
Gail said, “And one last thing about flying in commercial and making contact is the inability to get out with our guy, our precious cargo.”
 
Jonathan held up a finger. “That brings us to another one last thing. This time, it’s about the PC package. I told Wolverine that we’re not doing all of this just for the one guy, just for Williams.”
 
Boxers groaned. “Oh, Dig, I’m really not liking where I think this is going.”
 
“We’re bringing all ten of them out?” Gail asked.
 
“Exactly. How could we live with ourselves otherwise?”
 
“Apparently, Williams is getting a reprieve, right?” Gail said. “With White House intervention, maybe the whole mission will be scrubbed.”
 
“We can’t count on that,” Jonathan said. “The planning needs to move forward unless and until we get a recall from Wolfie.”
 
“And let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Boxers said. “We don’t know what the conversation with Amada was about. I need help with could just as readily been an order to put a bullet through his brain. Maybe he found out that Wolfie was squeezing him for information and ordered him to be killed.”
 
“Oh, come on, Big Guy,” Venice scoffed. “There’s a big step between political corruption and murder.”
 
“They’re already killing kids with the drugs they won’t stop,” Boxers said. Something had changed in his demeanor. Anger had invaded his eyes, and that was always at least a little bit scary. “And the open border makes kiddie prostitution easy while keeping the cartels rich. All of that adds to murder. What’s one more if you can keep the secret from getting out?”
 
The outburst had put the room on edge. Even Jonathan treaded carefully around Boxers when he got spun up.
 
“Sorry,” Boxers said. “I hate those sons of bitches.”
 
Jonathan didn’t ask for more specificity because he knew that the Darmond family and the cartel leaders occupied nearly the same levels on Big Guy’s hate-em scale.
 
“The challenge remains,” Jonathan said. “We have to get in, do what we have to do, and then get out again. Ideally, under the cover of darkness.”
 
“I still say it would be a lot easier just to grab Williams and let the others fend for themselves,” Boxers said.
 
“Not possible,” Jonathan said. “You know how these ops work when they go hot. The bad guys resist, bullets fly, and shit blows up. That leaves a lot of angry terrorists behind. If we don’t take everybody we can, whoever’s left behind is going to be subject to God only knows what kind of misery. That’s not fair.”
 
“But dragging us into war with Venezuela is fair?”
 
Jonathan didn’t rise to that bait. This was what they did for a living. And he knew that despite his protests, Boxers lived for it.
 
Big Guy smiled and rubbed his face with both hands. “You know what all these other people do to the logistics of the op, right?”
 
“Magnifies it by times ten,” Venice said.
 
“Oh, it’s a lot more than that,” Jonathan said. “Adding nine souls to the PC list adds thousands of things that can go wrong and get everybody killed. We have to not let any of those things happen.”
 
“Circling back,” Gail said, “if we can’t fly in, that leaves only one option.”
 
“Two if by sea,” Venice said, alluding to the Longfellow poem about Paul Revere.
 
“Yup,” Jonathan said. “I hate boats.”
 
“Yet, you continue to live across from the marina,” Gail teased. In truth, she was living at the firehouse, too, while her house was being rebuilt following a fire that took it down to the foundation.
 
“Boats and water are different things,” Jonathan reminded.
 
“Oh, wait,” Boxers said. “It’s not just getting a boat. It’s getting a boat that’s big enough to hold ten hostages, the three of us, and a lot of gear.”
 
“At least if we leave from Grenada, the range won’t matter too much,” Jonathan said.
 
“A standard party boat on the river can handle thirteen people,” Venice said.
 
“Standard party boats don’t have to get away while under fire and returning fire,” Jonathan said.
 
“Aren’t you the optimist?” Gail said.
 
“Plan for the worst, be happy with the best,” Jonathan said. “We have friends in Grenada, and the locals are pro-American.”
 
“Want me to reach out to Chief and Torpedo?” Boxers asked. “See if they’re still in the business?” Davey Montgomery and his twenty-something ex-con son, Jesse, had worked some seaborne miracles for Jonathan’s team in the past. A retired senior chief in the US Navy, Davey was no stranger to covert ops, and Torpedo, his kid, had shown some real grit in his learning curve. Plus, the Montgomery family had ties to Wolfie’s trusted chief deputy that would help guarantee she didn’t lose concentration on whatever this mission turned out to be.
 
“I think that’s a good idea,” Jonathan said. “If nothing else, put them on alert that we might be needing them again.”
 
“Chief’s going to want to know what the pay is.”
 
“Tell him it will be more than a little and nowhere near what he’ll want.”
 
The phone rang at Venice’s command position at the end of the teak conference table. Jonathan’s flash of annoyance must have been obvious on his face because Mother Hen said, “Only a few people can get through when we’re meeting. One is Roman, who knows better than to call me during work, and”—she glanced at the caller ID—“Father Dom.” She pushed the connect button. “Hi, Dom. You’re on speaker. You’ve got all of us.”
 
Dom wasn’t just the pastor of St. Kate’s Catholic Church, which sat on the land between the firehouse and the mansion that served as headquarters for Resurrection House. Among his other duties, he was also the communications conduit between Irene Rivers and Jonathan. As director of the FBI, her call logs were public record, but conversations with her priest were clear exceptions to the rule. When Wolverine wanted to speak to Jonathan, or vice versa, Dom would make the arrangements.
 
“Ah, all four superheroes in the same room,” Dom said. “Must be something exciting in the offing. A certain woodland mammal placed a call to me. Said there’s a meeting at Site Foxtrot in ninety minutes. A certain stinging insect should come alone.” He laughed. “God, I love talking this way. Can I assume that makes sense to all of you?”
 
“Perfect sense, Man-of-the-Cloth,” Jonathan said.
 
They clicked off. The woodland mammal, of course, was Wolverine, and with the call sign Scorpion belonging to Jonathan, he was the stinging insect.
 
“Where’s Site Foxtrot again?” Gail asked.
 
“A little farm near George Washington’s Birthplace,” Jonathan said. “Not far from here at all.”
 
“She’s driving all the way down here from DC for a meeting?” Venice gasped.
 
Jonathan laughed. “She’s coming all the way from DC, but I doubt she’ll be driving.”

 



Chapter 4
 
Pushing Director Rivers’s wishes aside, Jonathan took the entire team with him to Site Foxtrot. It was so close to Fisherman’s Cove that it made sense for all of them to share the same audience with Wolverine.
 
Since he was a few minutes late to the previous meeting, Jonathan made a point to be in position fifteen minutes early. The farm was small by local standards, only about two hundred acres. It was owned by NoNeck Industries, which was a subsidiary of Alton Technologies, which itself was a third-level subsidiary of another cutout company that belonged to Jonathan. He’d bought it from a retired Agency guy for a premium that kept it off the market. He leased the land in fifty- and seventy-five-acre parcels to local farmers, who grew all kinds of crops.
 
Built in the 1950s and renovated half a dozen times since, the farmhouse itself needed less love than it appeared at first glance. In the years that he’d owned the place, Jonathan had had the basement deepened and reinforced on all sides. The Batcave under the firehouse in the Cove would always serve as Jonathan’s primary bunker and munitions storage area, but as recent events had proven out, some of the enemies that the Security Solutions team had collected over the years had discovered where Jonathan lived. It was a startling development, though one he had planned for.
 
In what Boxers had denigrated as a ridiculous waste of money, the basement of Site Foxtrot contained yet more arms and explosives, along with an escape tunnel that ran nearly half a mile to the basement of a neighboring property that Jonathan also owned through a different cutout company. Site Foxtrot, then, was Jonathan’s Alamo. If the shit hitting the fan reached crisis proportions, this would be the spot from which his future would be launched.
 
“Have you ever counted the number of acres you own?” Gail asked as she climbed out of the Batmobile’s back seat.
 
“Actually, no,” Jonathan said. “There’s RezHouse, the firehouse, the retreat in Charlottesville, and this place.” As he spoke, he shot a look to Venice as a warning to let the fib stand unchallenged. There were quite a few others, though Jonathan was telling the truth when he said he’d never bothered to count the acreage.
 
Site Foxtrot’s interior was comfortable, but far from fancy. Two bedrooms, two and a half baths, plus a kitchen and dining room, all on one level. The living room was little more than a big rectangle with a television on one end, a fireplace, and overstuffed furniture throughout. Jonathan wasn’t much on entertaining overnight guests, but when he had no choice, this was where he would put them. None would have any inkling of the weaponry that resided in the basement under the basement.
 
“I don’t think I’ve ever been here before,” Boxers said.
 
“If you were, it wasn’t with me.”
 
“Don’t you worry about crackheads and such breaking in?”
 
“Take a better look at the windows and the door, then ask me again,” Jonathan said. The latest renovation rendered the place essentially bulletproof. Big stuff could pierce the steel inner walls or penetrate the Lexan windows, but for the average burglar—or the average terrorist, for that matter—Foxtrot was a damn hard target.
 
“Any idea what this meetup is about?” Venice asked.
 
“Not a clue,” Jonathan confessed. “But I’m sure it’s relevant to the kidnappings.”
 
“As opposed to all those purely social calls she’s made over the years,” Boxers quipped.
 
“I can’t imagine having Wolverine’s job,” Gail said. “It must be exhausting being under attack from all sides all the time.”
 
Jonathan agreed. “It’d be tough being the only honest person in a place as sprawling as the Hoover Building.” For years, politically inspired leaks, benign incompetence, and flat-out betrayals of solemn oaths had diminished the reputation of the FBI as the world’s premier law enforcement agency. Somehow, Irene Rivers had found a way to stay above it all.
 
Jonathan cocked his ear to the sky. “I think I hear her chariot coming now.”
 
He stepped through the doorway and out into the front yard. Though the air pulsed with the whop-whop of rotor blades, another ten seconds passed before he could pick the chopper out of the sky. It looked like an old-school Bell Jet Ranger, but surely it was something more modern than that. The black-on-white paint job looked very ungovernmental, and the requisite FBI seal was absent.
 
“She’s being stealthy,” Boxers said.
 
“Are we sure it’s Wolverine?” Gail asked.
 
“It’d be an interesting twist to the day if it isn’t,” Jonathan said. He pressed his right elbow against his side and was rewarded with the comforting feel of his ever-present Colt 1911 .45 pistol, the very same firearm that had toured with him all through his years in the Unit.
 
They all held back while the chopper made its final approach. Jonathan had witnessed his share of helicopter crashes over the years—from both outside and inside the aircraft—and all but one occurred when something went wrong during that last flare to land. Okay, they were often under fire, as well, but if chopper parts went flying, he’d just as soon be far away.
 
He waited until the chopper’s skids were firmly set in the grass and the rotor disk had stopped spinning before he walked across the grass to greet his visitor. When he opened the starboard side door, Director Rivers was already reaching for the handle.
 
“Howdy,” he said. “How do your official records explain your presence here today?”
 
She shot him a glare, then tossed a glance to the seat next to her, where a terrified man in his thirties sat pressed against the far door. “I brought you a guest,” she said.
 
Jonathan scowled, but said nothing, interpreting Wolfie’s glare as a command for silence.
 
Irene looked beyond Jonathan and her scowl deepened. “You brought a crowd. I thought I told you to come alone.”
 
“You know my rules,” Jonathan said. “There’s nothing you can say to me that can’t be heard by the rest of my team.”
 
“Your team?” the frightened man said. “Director Rivers, where are we?”
 
“In good time,” Irene said. “Follow me.”
 
“Am I under arrest?”
 
“Not hardly.”
 
“Then I want to go home to my family.”
 
“I say again, in good time. The sooner we have this meeting, the sooner you get home.”
 
Jonathan felt clueless. He could only trust that Wolverine knew what she was doing. Uncharacteristically, she held out her hand for support as she disembarked from the aircraft. Jonathan obliged, and as their faces passed close to each other, she whispered, “No names. You are all FBI agents.”
 
“Okay. Do we need our IDs?”
 
“No, just follow my lead.”
 
When Irene was on terra firma, she turned back for her guest. “Follow me, please, Simon.”
 
The man bent low at the waist to move from his port side captain’s chair and cross in front of the one just occupied by Irene, then balanced himself at the edge of the open door. Reflexively, Jonathan offered a guiding hand, causing the visitor—Simon, he presumed—to recoil.
 
“Sorry,” Jonathan said, raising both hands. “No hurry. Take your time.”
 
Simon wore what appeared to be an olive drab scrub suit. His scruffy beard looked unintentional, and his eyes seemed set too far back in their sockets. He printed as unhealthy.
 
“Bring him over when he’s out,” Jonathan said. He walked to the rest of his team and relayed Irene’s instructions.
 
“I bet he’s one of the hostages,” Gail said.
 
That would explain the line about wanting to be taken back to his family.
 
“If that’s the case, he’s apparently had a rough time.” He made a point of glaring at Boxers. “Be sensitive.”
 
“As I always am,” Big Guy said.
 
Irene approached with her guest, and Jonathan stepped aside to let them enter the house first, then he led everyone into the living room.
 
“Simon Brainard, these people are agents from my team,” she said. “Together, we’re going to debrief you from your ordeal.”
 
Simon’s gaze went straight to Boxers. “Whoa.”
 
“I get that a lot,” Big Guy said. “Don’t worry about me, though. I’m sensitive.”
 
Simon looked confused, but he forced a smile and held out his hand to Gail. “Simon Brainard. Pleased to meet you.”
 
Gail shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, too.”
 
“What, no name?”
 
Gail looked to Irene.
 
“Simon, I think it’s best that you know as few details as possible about the team.”
 
“Why is that?”
 
“You don’t want to know that, either.”
 
“Who are you to tell me what I want to know?” Once Simon was out of the chopper, he started to grow a pair. Jonathan admired that.
 
Jonathan stepped forward and offered his hand.
 
Simon shook it.
 
To Irene, Jonathan said, “Just so I don’t guess wrong and get us all in trouble, can you tell us why Simon Brainard is here?”
 
“Oh, I thought it was obvious,” Irene said. “His family bailed him out of the prison camp in Venezuela. To the tune of thirty-seven thousand dollars.”
 
Boxers gave a low whistle.
 
“I thought he might be able to share some details that you would find pertinent and important.”
 
Simon seemed at once confused, frightened, and a little angry. Disoriented.
 
“Take the comfortable seat,” Jonathan said, pointing to an overstuffed brown leather chair angled away from the fireplace.
 
“Why am I really here?” Simon asked. He projected a demeanor that Jonathan had seen many times in recently liberated hostages. All trust was gone.
 
“To be debriefed,” Irene said.
 
“Why here in the middle of nowhere? Why are we tucked away in a place that offers no witnesses?”
 
“Both good questions,” Irene said. “Neither of which I can answer. For what it’s worth, I can assure you that you are in no danger. In fact, I can assure you that here, in the presence of these people, there has never been a time in your life when you were more insulated from danger than you are right now.”
 
Simon didn’t want to believe her. He didn’t want to be here. He looked like he wanted to bolt out the door. He also looked like he didn’t have the strength to stand much longer, let alone sprint away. He took the seat that Jonathan had offered him and crossed his legs, revealing white athletic socks and generic black tennis shoes.
 
“Did you confiscate his clothes?” Jonathan asked.
 
“There weren’t any to confiscate,” Irene said. “When he was dropped off at the newspaper office, he was wearing only a pair of boxer shorts.”
 
“Did you say newspaper?” Venice asked. She’d pulled a chair from the kitchen table across the entry hall into the living room.
 
Irene sat in the overstuffed chair next to Simon. “It’s your story to tell,” she said.
 
Simon scowled. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s all there is. When the guards came and got me, they put a hood over my head and stuffed me into a car. We drove for a long time—over an hour I’d bet—and when they stopped, they told me to sit on the ground and count to one hundred before taking the hood off.
 
“They drove away, and I’d only gotten to the mid-sixties when I felt a hand on my shoulder. Scared the shit out of me. I told him that I needed to finish counting before I could take the hood off.”
 
“Did you?” Gail asked. “Finish counting, I mean?”
 
“Damn straight I did. I figured I’d been given a gift. Last thing I wanted to do was screw that up.”
 
Jonathan sighed as he lowered himself onto the thick cushion of the sofa, next to Gail, who sat on his left. It was part of the human toll taken by kidnappers that they siphoned away any sense of free will.
 
“When I could see again, I was on the grass in front of a newspaper called Inteligensia.” He pronounced the word with the accent of a Spanish speaker. “The man who touched me was a journalist for the paper. He said he’d received a text message to pick up a hooded man outside in the lawn.”
 
“What was the reporter’s name?” Venice asked.
 
“Jose Garcia. Easy to remember.”
 
“Much like John Doe,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan’s thought exactly. He had roughly zero confidence that Jose Garcia was the guy’s name.
 
Venice leaned forward in her chair, her interest clearly piqued. “Did you see this newspaper office—the Inteligensia—yourself, or did the reporter just tell you that’s where you were?”
 
Jonathan recognized that look. Mother Hen smelled blood in the water.
 
“I saw the building,” Simon said. “I saw the sign over the door.”
 
“I don’t suppose you got the address?” Irene asked.
 
“No, I did not.”
 
Venice stood from her chair and strode back to the kitchen table, where her laptop awaited. “I don’t need an address,” she said. “How many Inteligensia offices can there be in Venezuela?” She started tapping on the keys.
 
“What’s going on?” Simon asked. Venice’s excitement had somehow put him on edge.
 
“What did the reporter do with you?” Jonathan asked. He didn’t want the conversation to wander.
 
“He drove me to a house in a field,” Simon said. “A lot like this house, actually, helicopter and all. Police were waiting there.”
 
“How many?” Jonathan asked. “Police, I mean.”
 
“I saw three of them, all in green uniforms.”
 
“Could they have been military?” Gail asked.
 
“They said they were policía. I took them at their word.”
 
“After that?” Irene prompted.
 
“After that, they flew me to a plane that was waiting out at another house in the middle of nowhere.”
 
“That was us,” Irene said. “Well, not us, exactly, but people who work with us.”
 
An ugly thought tugged at Jonathan’s brain. Wolverine had told him that her hands were tied and that he and his team were on their own. Now, she had assets on the ground.
 
“Don’t look so concerned,” Irene said, reading his expression for what it was. “I’ll explain later.”
 
Fair enough. “Tell me about where you were held.”
 
“What do you want to know?”
 
“Everything you can think of. What kind of facility? How many guards? That sort of thing.”
 
Something changed in Simon’s eyes. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. He looked like he’d just solved a puzzle. “Are you a rescue team?”
 
Jonathan deferred to Irene. She became very serious. “Mr. Brainard—Simon—along with questions I cannot answer, there are questions that you should not ask. That was one of them.”
 
Simon looked frightened, retreating back into his chair. “I didn’t mean—”
 
Irene waved the thought away, but her expression remained stern. “Your intentions don’t matter,” she said. “I am not confirming that anyone is mounting a rescue, but if they were, it’s not difficult to imagine the level of risk that such an operation would pose. Am I right?”
 
Simon nodded. “Yes, of course.”
 
“And it is equally easy to imagine how much more dangerous such an operation would become if word leaked out about it in advance.”
 
Simon squirmed in his seat and looked at the floor.
 
“You are free to think whatever you want,” Irene continued. “I can’t stop that. But . . . look at me.”
 
Simon raised his eyes.
 
“You will keep your opinions and your projections to yourself. Do you understand?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Boxers stepped from the wall he’d been leaning against and moved closer to the released hostage. “I frighten most people,” he said. “It’s my size, for the most part, but it’s also because that sense of malice and violence you feel coming from me is very real. Very justified. You don’t want to cross me or my friends. You need to understand that.”
 
“I don’t . . . ,” Simon said. His voice had reduced to a whine. “I don’t understand any of what is going on. Why are you speaking to me that way?”
 
Jonathan took over. “My friend is occasionally overbearing,” he said. “You do not need to be afraid of us. Not now, not ever. But if you find yourself telling a friend about this meeting, or about any of us, that will change like this.” He snapped his fingers. “We are what people call covert operators. We work in the shadows, as they say. On the side of the angels. We’re the good guys—as opposed to the bad guys—but I fully understand that you have no reason to believe me. You can’t ever tell anyone about this meeting. Ever. And if you do, your story will be denied by the very highest levels of government. Am I right, Director Rivers?”
 
“One hundred percent.”
 
“Imagine trying to get people to believe that you were whisked to a farm in the middle of nowhere by the director of the FBI to be debriefed by spies, only to have all of that vehemently denied. There is no proof that you were ever here, and even if you knew our names, they wouldn’t be real and you wouldn’t be able to find us. You’d look like a fool, no one would believe you, and my friend would take a personal interest in making you miserable.”
 
Jonathan tried to stay pleasant through his little speech, keeping a smile in place the whole time. This was a business matter, and the debriefing had only just begun.
 
“Am I under arrest?” Simon asked Irene.
 
“Only in the strictest sense,” she said. “You are not under suspicion for any wrongdoing, but you are also not free to leave. Not until we’ve had a chance to chat with you in more detail.”
 
“Can I have something to drink?”
 
Gail stood. “Of course. What do you have in mind?”
 
“Whiskey?”
 
Gail looked to Jonathan. “In the cabinet over the sink,” he said. “Johnnie Walker okay, Simon?”
 
“Sure.”
 
“Okay, then,” Jonathan said. “What can you tell us about the conditions where you were held captive?”

 



Chapter 5
 
“I’m sorry I got you into this,” Mikey said, as if reading Max’s thoughts. Only two years Max’s junior, Mikey acted much younger. Like, five years younger. He wasn’t stupid—in fact, he was smart as hell—but emotionally, there was a lot of little boy in him still. Max had long thought that their parents should have had him tested for some mental thing, but they were resistant. They said they didn’t want his life to be derailed by a label made up by some shrink.
 
Then, after Mom and Dad croaked in a car wreck when Max was a sophomore in college and Mikey was a senior in high school, he understood what they were worried about. Max was the default parent now, and life was tough enough in the world of road construction to have to deal with the stigma of having your only kin carrying a label that translated in people’s minds to feeble-mindedness.
 
“I don’t blame you, Mikey. You were trying to do the right thing by Charlie Mathias, and I was trying to do the right thing by you. Nobody could foresee this.” He shifted his position on the hard dirt floor in an effort to find a more comfortable spot for his left butt cheek.
 
“I thought caves were supposed to be cool,” Mikey said. “It’s hot as shit in here.”
 
After killing the villagers, Zamora had marched them through the jungle to a kind of underground structure that Max didn’t recognize. Made neither of concrete nor rock, the structure felt both natural and man-made. Maybe fifty feet square, the walls were impenetrable, but they looked like they were made of vines. The walls were also every bit of ten feet tall. The cell—that’s how Max thought of it—had a door that appeared to be made of the same vines At least two guards stood watch outside the door at all times, though the soldiers were boys rather than men. Their rifles, though, were very adult. Beyond the walls and the guards, the noise of equipment and vehicles had replaced the crushing silence that they’d first encountered.
 
The entire mission—all nine remaining missionaries—occupied the same space, sharing a hole in the far corner as a toilet. The ambient temperature had to be over ninety degrees, and the stench was beyond awful. Or at least it used to be. Max wondered if he’d maybe gotten used to it. It still stank, but it didn’t turn his stomach anymore.
 
Janson McFee and his closest disciples had stripped down to nearly nothing—only their undershorts—but Max thought that was a bad idea, and he kept his brother from doing the same. If the time came for them to escape, the opportunity would arise without warning, and he didn’t want to have to worry about finding clothes before taking off. Besides, out here, humans were nowhere near the top of the food chain. Only an idiot would wander around without shoes.
 
“What do you think they plan to do with us?” Mikey asked, not for the first time. Nor the tenth.
 
“What they plan isn’t important,” Max said. “The real question is, What do we plan to do to get out of here.”
 
“Don’t talk that way,” said Janson McFee from ten feet away. “Nobody’s trying to get out of anywhere. That’s a good way to get everybody killed.”
 
“Not if everybody follows a good plan at the same time,” Max said.
 
“They have guns.”
 
“Have you looked at those guards?” Max said. “They’re kids. If you throw them hard enough, you can land them in a tree.” He stood.
 
So did McFee.
 
“There’s a reason why they use kids as guards,” said the guy Max figured to be the oldest among them. He almost never spoke. He called himself Donny. If he’d ever mentioned his last name, Max hadn’t caught it. Donny had a useless, lawyerly look about him. “It’s because they have no consciences and they’ll do whatever they’re told. Adults hesitate.”
 
“And you know this how?” Max asked.
 
“I get around,” Donny said. “I know people and I read things.”
 
What a pompous prick. Did he assume that just because Max and Mikey were young and strong and blue collar, they didn’t know how to read?
 
“We can’t just stay here, Janson,” Max said. He took a step closer to McFee. Behind him, he more sensed than saw Mikey rising to his feet.
 
“Mr. McFee. Or Pastor McFee, if you’d prefer.” He held his ground.
 
“I prefer asshole,” Max said. “But Janson will do.”
 
McFee took a short step away and cheated his body toward the others. “It is that very attitude—that very disrespect for your elders—that will keep you from succeeding in life.”
 
“Is sitting naked, sweating like a pig feeling like a success to you?” Max scoffed. “Why should we just lie on our backs and offer our throats to these assholes?”
 
“Because they have guns, and we don’t,” Janson said. “And if you try to play the hero, you’re going to put the rest of us at risk.”
 
“Open your eyes, Janson,” Max said. “We are already at risk. We’ve allowed ourselves to get into this position where we’re one hundred percent dependent on the whims of terrorists. How can there possibly be more risk than that?”
 
“I have spoken with Roberto. We have an agreement. If we behave—”
 
“You have an agreement with a guy we watched kill an entire village. Jesus.”
 
“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, Maxwell. Our agreement states that if we behave ourselves and do what we’re told, then everyone will be set free.”
 
“They didn’t have the right to take us in the first place,” Mikey noted.
 
“What’s past is past,” Janson said. “We must deal with the situation as it is now. Wishing that it were something different accomplishes nothing. It just raises your stress levels.”
 
“Pastor McFee is right,” said Donny. “The only way to deal with madmen is to let them have their way. As long as they feel in power, they are less likely to cause harm.”
 
Max thought his head might explode. “Do you hear your own words? Less likely to cause harm? They’re murderers. Those people they killed weren’t doing anything wrong. They didn’t deserve—”
 
“They are not our problem,” Janson said. “They obviously had an ugly past with Roberto and his men. That attack on the villagers had the feel of a business transaction gone wrong.”
 
Mikey said, “What kind of business—”
 
“I’m sure they are part of the drug cartels,” Donny said. “This is pretty much their modus operandi. If I am right—and I’m sure I am—they are capable of unspeakable violence.”
 
“No shit,” Max said.
 
“Which is more to the point of why we need to cooperate with them.”
 
“So they can kill us whenever they want to?”
 
“What is it about young people,” Janson said, “that makes you so anxious to fight? Your machismo will get a lot of other people hurt.”
 
“Screw you. Machismo, my ass. It’s called survival.”
 
“Look at it from my point of view,” Donny said. “I believe that I’m the oldest among us. And it appears that you and your brother are the youngest. What is possible for you—running, fighting, throwing punches—is not something that I can do.”
 
“And it’s not something I am willing to do,” Janson added.
 
Max had had it with these people. If they wanted to die, let them die. He and Mikey were going to get out of here. He turned away from the old men and started the short walk to the other side of their cell. McFee and his gas bag friend could say and do whatever the hell they wanted, and Max wouldn’t give a shit. The Greenwiches were going to survive this thing.
 
“You need to understand something, Maxwell,” Janson said.
 
Max turned.
 
“I know what you’re thinking. It’s all over your face, as clearly as if you’d written it with Magic Marker. You think you can execute your own plan. You think that you and your brother are no longer part of our missionary team. You need to know that I cannot allow that to happen.”
 
Max felt a tug of dread. “Can’t allow what to happen?”
 
“Look around you, young man. You heard what Donny said about the physical abilities of those of us who are older and less athletic than you. We would have to pay the price for any foolishness that you started. Even if you got away, even if you go to safety, your success would leave the rest of us imperiled. You would have broken the promise that I made to Roberto, and he would be justified in taking his revenge out on the rest of us.”
 
“Whatever deal you made does not include my brother and me,” Mikey said.
 
“I’m afraid that it does, young man. As leader of the mission, I speak for the entire team, and I made my promise on behalf of all of us.”
 
Mikey’s voice raised. “You can’t—”
 
Max put his hand on his brother’s arm and squeezed. Shut up. Janson had just proclaimed himself to be the Greenwiches’ second enemy. And for all the reasons listed by Donny and Janson, Max was confident that fighting them to victory would be even less of a challenge than fighting their pubescent guards.
 
“You’d be wise not to press me on this,” Janson said. “I will do whatever it takes to protect my missionaries. If that means doing battle with you, so be it.”
 
Max turned to the rest of the captives, all of whom remained silent. Two appeared to be sleeping. “Is this really what you want?” he asked.
 
“Keep your voice down,” Janson said.
 
“Eat shit.” But he did lower his voice. On the off chance that the young guards spoke English, it was not in his best interest for them to know what they’d been talking about. “Are you willing to just surrender yourself to these people?”
 
“We are doing the Lord’s work,” said one of his fellow hostages. Max believed that his name was Josiah. Well into his fifties, the recent hard work had raised blisters on his hands. “I figure this is part of His plan for us. He will show us the way.”
 
Max rolled his eyes. “There’s an old joke about a priest who’s on his roof after a flood, so confident that God will save him that he turns down offers of help from a boat and a helicopter. This is the Lord’s will, he tells them. He will save me. Then, when the next wave of the tsunami comes by and sweeps him off to his death, he arrives at the Pearly Gates and is all pissed off. I am a man of deep faith, he says to Saint Peter. Why did the Lord allow me to drown? Saint Peter is pissed. He says, What do you want from us? We sent you a boat and a helicopter!” Max paused. “How do you know my plan isn’t your boat and helicopter?”
 
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Janson said. “You are not the type of young man through whom God would communicate.”
 
Max was done with this guy. “You do what you want,” he said.
 
Janson wasn’t done. “I want your word that you will not try to escape or attack our guards.”
 
Max allowed himself a smile. “It’s good to want things,” he said.
 
A few seconds later, Max and Mikey were sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor as far away from the rest as they could get. Mikey looked scared—even more scared than he had been since the day they were taken.
 
“Don’t worry, Mikey,” Max said at a whisper. “We’ll do what we need to do, and I guess that’s what Janson and the others will do. You just stay close to me, and when the time comes, when I say go, you go, okay?”
 
“Go where?”
 
“We’ll know when it’s time.”

 



Chapter 6
 
Jesse Montgomery thought he was done for the night. He’d changed into sweats and had poured himself a bourbon-rocks and was about to settle in to watch the four-thousandth entry of his favorite superhero franchise when he heard the rumble of a big engine outside his window. The shave-and-a-haircut beep of the horn confirmed his fears that the evening was about to take a bad turn. Only his father remained unhip enough to honk that way, and a visit from Davey Montgomery always meant a nasty twist to Jesse’s life.
 
An ex-con whose parole had somehow been nullified by power-wielders in Washington, Jesse had unwittingly sold his soul to Beltway power brokers. When they called, he was obliged to answer. So far, the only messenger to call him out for duty had been his father.
 
Davey, it turned out, was more than the neglectful retired Navy chief that Jesse had been raised to believe he was. It’s startling to find out that your old man can use a knife or a gun with equal grace to kill a person in seconds. Jesse told himself that it wasn’t murder if Uncle Sam told you to do it. He wasn’t sure that was true, but it brought him some measure of peace.
 
And now Davey was here honking.
 
As fathers went, Davey pretty much sucked. Always absent when Jesse was growing up—presumably doing Navy killing shit—he was no greater a presence after his retirement. The old man had a libido the size of an aircraft carrier and a liver that could process copious amounts of alcohol seemingly without consequence. It sucked when your single father got laid fifty times for every one of yours. Truth be told, it was even worse than that. Jesse lost much of his momentum and mojo while he was in the joint, and he ran away from any relationship that required more effort than showing up and chatting over beers.
 
Davey, on the other hand, loved to flash cash and trophy dates. Jesse suspected that the dates had a lot to do with the cash, but he’d long ago decided that he didn’t want to know the truth of that.
 
Part of Jesse wanted to ignore the horn and force Davey to come to the door, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that. The whole respect-your-elders thing had been driven hard by his mom, a philosophy reinforced with the liberal wielding of a wooden spoon that could leave a mark through denim.
 
Jesse opened the front door to the townhouse he never dreamed he could afford even two years ago. The instant his bare feet hit the smooth concrete of the stoop, he wished he’d thought to put on his fuzzy socks. Davey’s fire-engine red Corvette sat at the curb where no one was supposed to park, with the top down despite the chill.
 
“Evenin’, Jesse-boy!” he yelled, loudly enough for the neighbors to hear. “Let’s go for a ride. We need to talk.”
 
Yep, the night was definitely going to get worse before it got better. Leaving the door open, Jesse turned and retreated back into his living room and headed for the bourbon he’d left on the kitchen counter. If it was important enough, Davey would follow him inside. If it wasn’t, Jesse would close and lock the door in ten minutes. He figured that Davey would stew for about that length of time before surrendering the dick-knocking contest.
 
It only took about three minutes. The engine died, and then Davey appeared in the doorway. “That was rude,” he said.
 
“I learned from a master,” Jesse said. “I’m drinking Maker’s. Do you want any?”
 
“What scotch do you have?”
 
“Dewar’s.”
 
“Maker’s is fine.” Davey helped himself to the Lay-Z-Boy that Jesse considered his own, directly in front of the fifty-five-inch television that was currently tuned to a cable station that featured soft jazz. “Even your music selection is boring, Jesse-boy.”
 
“Always a pleasure to see you again, Davey.” Jesse poured three fingers of bourbon into a water glass and filled it with ice. As he handed it to his father, Davey scowled.
 
“Now you’re just being mean.”
 
“If you drink it fast enough, the ice won’t water anything down.”
 
Jesse considered telling his old man that he was sitting in the master’s chair but let it go. He took a seat on the sofa that sat kitty-corner and waited for whatever was coming.
 
“You don’t seem all that pleased to see me,” Davey said.
 
“Is this a social call, or are you going to get me shot at again?”
 
Davey made a show of placing his hand over his heart. “Your sharp tongue cuts deep.”
 
Jesse waited for it.
 
“We need to talk,” Davey said.
 
Jesse spread his hands out in front of him. Ta-da.
 
“Big Guy called me this afternoon,” Davey said.
 
“Oh, shit.” Scorpion and Big Guy were violence magnets.
 
“They need us to find a navy for them again.”
 
“Us?” Jesse said. “As in, we? Thanks, but no.”
 
“The money’s good.”
 
“I have enough money.”
 
“Nobody has enough money,” Davey scoffed. “What are you doing for a living these days, anyway?”
 
“I’m freelancing.”
 
“Burglars-R-Us?”
 
“Skilled security operations.” Jesse’s clients needed secure data that often resided only in physical file cabinets. It was shocking how much money companies were willing to part with when someone is willing to give the finger to the law and get shit done.
 
“Good for you if you like that better,” Davey said. “I need you on this op.” He downed the bourbon in one extended gulp and handed the glass back to Jesse. “Yes, please.”
 
Jesse hadn’t had a chance to take more than a single sip of his own. “Good God.” He took the glass and stood. “How about I bring you the bottle and a straw?”
 
“Next time,” Davey said. “We need to go to Grenada.”
 
Jesse stopped and turned. “That’s in Spain, right?”
 
“Almost. Missed it by three thousand miles. It’s south of Cuba. More to the point, it’s north of Venezuela.”
 
“Didn’t we go to war with Grenada?”
 
Davey’s smile seemed real. “I’m sure it felt that way to the Grenadians. Grenadiers? Shit, I don’t know what they call themselves. But we were actually liberating them.”
 
“Who from?” This time, Jesse dirtied a new glass and did it right. Only one ice cube in the glass.
 
“The Venezuelans.”
 
Jesse was about to dig deeper but decided he didn’t care.
 
“Grenada is our friend,” Davey said. “In case that helps.”
 
“Ours, as in Uncle Sam?”
 
“The one and only.”
 
“Do you plan to blow shit up in Grenada?”
 
“I never plan to blow shit up,” Davey said.
 
Jesse put his hands on his hips and stared.
 
“Okay, I rarely plan to blow shit up. But in this case, no. Nothing should blow up in Grenada.”
 
Jesse handed the refill to his father. “What’s the rest?”
 
“We’re probably going to blow shit up in Venezuela.”
 
“I have no ill will toward Venezuelans.”
 
Davey took a smaller yet substantial pull from his refill. “If you don’t, you should,” he said. “The place is a cesspool.”
 
“You sure do know how to sell a concept.”
 
“Don’t you want to know why we’re probably going to blow shit up in Venezuela?”
 
“You already mentioned Scorpion and Big Guy. I didn’t want you to have to repeat yourself.”
 
“This is a job sanctioned by the government,” Davey said. He made it sound like that made the decision easier.
 
“Bullshit. If Uncle sanctioned the operation, then Uncle would be carrying out the operation. When they call on Scorpion, everything becomes unspeakable.”
 
“Okay, fine, I’ll tell you why we’re going.”
 
“I didn’t say I was going, and I didn’t ask why.”
 
“Quit begging, Jesse-boy. Here it is: a bunch of Baptist missionaries have been kidnapped.”
 
“That’s a shame.”
 
“We’re going to rescue them.”
 
“We, as in you,” Jesse said. “Seriously, I don’t want to get into this shit again.” Two of two operations he’d gone on with Scorpion and Big Guy had ended up with a lot of blood being shed. Jesse didn’t like blood. The fact that none of it was his own made it a little better, but not much.
 
“You never have to go ashore,” Davey said.
 
“That’s what you told me last time.”
 
“And I was true to my word.”
 
“I still got shot at.”
 
“You didn’t get hit.”
 
Jesse didn’t bother to respond. This was beginning to get stupid.
 
“The FBI is the one asking,” Davey said.
 
Jesse felt a hitch in his gut. His Uncle Paul Boersky was a close associate of the FBI director, and Jesse suspected that he was the one who had pulled the strings to get his parole suspended. “Then why isn’t the FBI here making the pitch?”
 
“You know better. And before you ask, I don’t know any of the details, whys, or wherefores. Big Guy asked me, told me, that it was for the feebs and I said yes.”
 
“You can’t answer for me.”
 
“I didn’t answer for you. I just figured you wouldn’t want your old man to face down the grim reaper all alone.” Davey said that with a sideways grin.
 
“What does it pay?” Jesse asked. He’d learned a long time ago that money needed to be agreed to up front.
 
“Fifty apiece.”
 
“Fifty what?” Again, specificity was important.
 
Davey laughed. “I really did leave an impression on you, didn’t I? Thousand. Fifty thousand dollars apiece.”
 
“Whose money?”
 
Davey took a pull on the bourbon. “What difference does that make?”
 
“Is it Scorpion’s money or Uncle Sam’s money?”
 
“Again, what’s the difference? It all spends the same.”
 
“Uncle’s money is more traceable,” Jesse explained. “One of the things I get most nervous about in this clandestine crap is the clandestine crap. If something goes wrong, our bosses are going to take to cover, and we’ll be all alone. I don’t want to be buying a hot dog one day and get nabbed by the feds for spending a marked dollar bill.”
 
“We’re not going to be dealing in cash, Jesse-boy. Wire transfers.”
 
“The principle’s the same,” Jesse said. “Whatever is transferred in can always be transferred out. Everything leaves a footprint. Trust me. This is how I make my living.” Jesse was a thief for the good guys. By no means an expert in things cyber-related, he knew how to cover his tracks.
 
“I can always keep your share and let you work for free.”
 
“I don’t think so,” Jesse said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll send you the bank account I want to have the money deposited in. And it has to be in the account for a full twenty-four hours before I do anything.”
 
Davey grinned and crossed his legs. “Is my baby boy a money launderer now?”
 
“Your baby boy is cautious.” Davey didn’t need to know that that was exactly what Jesse had become, but only for his own funds. Attending classes in prison wasn’t exclusively about getting a GED or a degree. The older guys loved to tutor the younger ones on the technical aspects of surviving on the streets as a criminal.
 
“I don’t think we have twenty-four hours, though,” Davey said. “Apparently, time is of the essence.”
 
“We need to make flight arrangements.”
 
“Already done,” Davey said. “Take twenty minutes to pack, and then we’ve got to head to Manassas.”
 
“Jesus. What’s in Manassas?”
 
“Our waiting aircraft.”
 
* * *
 
Jonathan’s phone buzzed and he checked the screen. “Torpedo and Chief are on their way,” he said to Boxers and Gail. With the help of Quinn Parker and Matt Wacklowski, the mechanics he’d hired to keep his two-aircraft fleet airworthy at all times, they were loading the Beachcraft Hawker with supplies from the lockers in the hangar Jonathan rented for the fleet.
 
“Do you really trust the younger one?” Gail asked. “Torpedo? He gives me a strange vibe.”
 
“He’s always done well by us,” Jonathan said.
 
“He’s Chief’s son,” Boxers said. “That’s all I need to know. If Chief is okay with him, we all need to be okay with him.” He hefted a crate of M67 fragmentation grenades into the cargo hold.
 
“Are we taking everything?” Gail asked. To Quinn Parker, she asked, “Are we overloading the aircraft?”
 
Quinn smiled. Like Matt Wacklowski, she had been part of the 160th Special Operations Air Regiment during her active-duty years. “I wouldn’t let you overload anything, ma’am.”
 
Jonathan added, “Of course, with Big Guy on board, that’s one less Humvee we could transport.”
 
“Isn’t the little man funny this evening?” Boxers said.
 
“We’re taking one of everything,” Jonathan said, addressing Gail’s original question. One of the advantages of owning his own airplane was the ability to transport as many toys as he could reasonably expect to use. That meant M27 carbines for Jonathan and Gail, plus a HK 417 for Boxers and enough 5.56 and 7.62 millimeter ammo to feed them all for a long time. Jonathan always carried his beloved Colt 1911 .45 on his right hip, but when gearing up for conflict, he added an HK MP7 on his left thigh. That machine pistol ate 4.6 millimeter ammo at an astonishing rate.
 
After the weaponry, there were the body armor and NVGs (night vision goggles). Their load-out also included general-purpose charges (GPCs), which consisted of blocks of composition C4 with a tail of detonation cord for activation. As the name implied, GPCs were widely and wildly useful in the field for opening doors or for merely punching holes in solid surfaces. Boxers insisted on always having extra C4 and det cord on hand because he believed that there was no problem that could not be solved with the proper application of high explosives. It was hard to prove him wrong.
 
Their electronic gear included listening devices, cameras, and the newest iteration of Roxie, the latest in civilian drone technology. After long-standing resistance, Jonathan had caved against his better judgment and bought Boxers a drone that could drop munitions. On a philosophical level, Jonathan didn’t like the notion of remote-control killing. It didn’t feel right to him on the national level, and it certainly didn’t feel right in these OTR applications. Given the stakes when taking a life, he thought both sides should have skin in the game. That didn’t mean you didn’t do everything possible to stack the odds in your favor, but there should be danger to both sides.
 
It was a point of view that he couldn’t possibly explain to anyone else who was in harm’s way. Maybe it was the result of too many cowboy books and movies in his background. That said, Jonathan wouldn’t hesitate to shoot an enemy in the back if it meant achieving an objective.
 
“Hey, Boss,” Boxers said. “I just thought of something. We need to bring boom sticks for Chief and Torpedo, too.”
 
“Oh, shit,” Jonathan said. “You’re right.” This was the problem with launching an op with too little planning. If they could forget something as basic as bringing weapons for their entire team, who knew what else they’d forget?
 
“Are we bringing guns for the hostages, too?”
 
“No,” Jonathan said. He didn’t like the thought of arming untrained civilians in general, and something about arming untrained missionaries felt stupid to him. “If we go to guns and need more firepower, I’m sure that we’ll find some weapons on the ground whose owners don’t need them anymore.”

 



Chapter 7
 
An hour and twenty minutes later, Jonathan’s attention was drawn to a pair of headlights that were approaching their hangar at far too high a speed. The throaty growl of the engine screamed sports car.
 
Matt Wacklowski materialized at Jonathan’s right, his hand resting on his holstered Beretta M9 pistol. “Do you think this is a threat?”
 
“Hey, Big Guy,” Jonathan said. “Does Chief still drive a penis?” He didn’t like Corvettes.
 
“A big red one,” Boxers said.
 
“Okay, boys,” Gail groaned. “Keep it clean.”
 
“What, Chief’s penis?” Boxers said with a laugh. “I’m sure it’s clean. He gives it a good polishing every day.”
 
Jonathan and Matt both laughed. When Gail groaned, that made it even funnier.
 
The ’Vette slid to a stop in front of the hangar, square in the wash of the gooseneck floodlight that dangled over the doors.
 
Davey Montgomery had the ruddy, weathered look of a man who’d lived the crap out of life. His graying hair was trimmed to near baldness, and he sported a carefully coiffed beard that would have made Ernest Hemingway proud. By contrast, Jesse looked like he’d stepped out of a millennial fashion magazine. He’d grown a man bun since the last time Jonathan had seen him, and while he still had a gaunt look about him, he’d clearly put on some of the weight he’d needed to gain.
 
“Howdy, Scorpion!” Davey yelled, far too loudly for the circumstances. “Me and my boy are here to save the world for you.”
 
Jonathan couldn’t help but smile.
 
As Jesse opened the passenger door to climb out of the vehicle, Davey leveraged the top of the windshield to haul himself up and over the driver’s door without opening it.
 
“Torpedo,” Jonathan said as he shook the younger man’s hand. “Glad you could join us.”
 
“Exactly what I was thinking,” Jesse said. His tone made his irony clear.
 
Jonathan waited till Big Guy and Chief greeted each other, and then he went in for the handshake. “You’re lucky you didn’t get shot at driving like that,” he said, only half kidding. “You might want to notice the hangar next to us and the lack of tail numbers.”
 
“No shit?” Davey said. “You’ve got the Agency right next door? God damn. Do y’all, like, share secrets and stuff?”
 
“Only the nuclear launch codes,” Boxers said.
 
To Jesse, Gail said, “They’ll run through their repertoire soon enough, and then we can get to work.”
 
“I just spent two hours in a car with him,” Jesse said.
 
“Plus a couple of decades growing up,” Gail quipped.
 
Jesse coughed out a laugh. “Davey’s interest in parenting didn’t begin until I could drink beer with him. Legally. The ones he snuck me when I was eleven don’t count.”
 
Jonathan eavesdropped without comment. He’d had his own father issues growing up, and he didn’t care to wade into the middle of someone else’s.
 
But he’d had enough. “Okay, Chief,” he said. “Let’s all step inside for a briefing.” Turning to the maintenance team, he said, “Quinn, I’d like you and Matt to finish loading the hold. Make sure—”
 
“That charges and initiators are kept separate,” Matt interrupted. “And put the ballistic vests, rifles, and ammo inside the cabin, along with night vision in case you need them.”
 
Jonathan smiled. “Exactly that.” Apparently, his speeches were predictable. At least they’d listened.
 
He led the way back into the hangar, where he’d set up an office with a conference room and a kitchenette. Nowhere near as opulent as the Cave back in Fisherman’s Cove, the conference room had all the modern communications contraptions that were necessary to keep them in touch with Mother Hen, who would do the heavy lifting for all the technical stuff.
 
While the team grabbed sodas and waters from the fridge, Jonathan set up a teleconference with Venice back in the Cave. Within a couple of minutes, Venice’s face appeared on the wall-mounted fifty-inch LCD screen at the end of the conference table. As a last precaution, Jonathan closed the conference room door and took his seat in the chair opposite the webcam that was mounted on the base of the television.
 
“Okay, Mother Hen,” Jonathan said to start things off. “I think you know all the faces here.”
 
“I do,” she said. “Glad to see you again, Chief. You, too, Torpedo.”
 
“I don’t like that call sign,” Jesse said.
 
“Nobody likes their call sign,” Venice said. “That’s just Scorpion’s way of torturing all of us. Isn’t that right, Scorpion?”
 
“We were about to talk strategy,” Jonathan reminded. “Shall we get to it?”
 
The screen blinked and a map appeared. Jonathan recognized it as the island nation of Grenada, and to his eye, it looked a little like a pregnant tadpole—a fat body situated northeast-southwest, with a squatty little tail on the southern end that swung a few points south of due west.
 
“You recognize this, of course,” Venice said. “Big Guy, you say there’s an old clandestine airfield near the Lime, but I can’t find any reference to it.”
 
“It’s there,” Boxers said.
 
“As of when?” Jonathan asked.
 
“It’s there,” Boxers said again. “If you don’t believe me, then let’s scrub the mission and go get pizza.”
 
“Works for me,” Jesse said, and he stood.
 
“Sit down,” Jonathan commanded.
 
Jesse sat.
 
“If Big Guy says it’s there, it’s there. What about our boat?”
 
“Let’s talk about getting to your boat first,” Venice said. “I’m going to text you the coordinates of a guy who used to work for the Agency. He lives in the jungle, no street address, but he says he has a Toyota Land Cruiser that you can buy.”
 
“For how much?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Doesn’t matter,” Venice said. “You already own it. I wired the money about an hour ago. Not quite a Ferrari price tag, but way north of a Hummer. I figured since you’re spending Wolverine’s money, you wouldn’t mind.”
 
“You got a receipt, right?” Boxers asked with a wink.
 
“Oh, of course. Plus the extended warranty. But you’re going to have to walk to the guy’s house.”
 
“What’s his name?”
 
“He calls himself Alpha.”
 
“Oh, God,” Gail groaned. “He’s one of those.” “Is he still active with the Agency?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I’ll be honest with you, Scorpion,” Venice said. “I got this guy off of one of the spook boards that Derek had hacked into. I chose him because he lives in Grenada. He was one of one, from what I could tell, and he used to do wet work. He refused to talk by phone and insisted that all written comms be encrypted. I don’t have a good feeling about him.”
 
“Duly noted,” Jonathan said.
 
“A jungle hermit who used to kill people for a living,” Gail said. “What could possibly go wrong?”
 
“Does this hermit have a name?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Rosco DiNorio,” Venice said. “At least that’s what he told me.”
 
“He’s okay,” Boxers said. “We’ve worked with him before.”
 
Jonathan shot him a look. “We have?”
 
“Yeah, don’t you remember? Twitchy little guy we worked with on the Venezuela op a few years ago?”
 
“No,” Jonathan said. “But in all fairness, there’s a lot about the Venezuela op that I don’t remember.” He’d gotten his bell rung pretty loud when his Kevlar helmet stopped the bullet that otherwise would have separated his brain from his skull.
 
Venice continued, “I figure after you pick up the Land Cruiser, you can drive it back to the airfield that may or may not exist, pick up your gear, and then load the boat.”
 
“I’ll have Rosco bring the Land Cruiser with him while he sets up the landing strip,” Boxers said.
 
“The drunk assassin is the guy in charge of setting up a landing strip?” Jesse asked. He looked horrified.
 
“I doubt that he’s all that drunk,” Boxers said with a smile. “Too many summers of love and attitude adjustment have left him a little mumbly-mouthed and paranoid. He won’t let us down.”
 
Jonathan had learned over the years to accept Big Guy’s assessments of people. He was a little too overly inclined to steer into the skid of quirkiness in the land of spooky operatives, but given the weirdness of the work they did, quirk was a part of the game.
 
“Where is the boat going to be?” Davey asked.
 
“There’s a private marina near Grand Anse Beach,” Venice said. “I’ll send you the coordinates. This guy is a little crazy, too. I did speak with him on the phone. He does English okay, but he also clearly was drunk.”
 
“A little drunk or a lot drunk?” Jesse asked.
 
“Closer to a lot,” Venice said. “By the time you get there, he may well be completely toasted.”
 
“And so the fun continues,” Jesse said.
 
“The drunk boat owner is also the marina manager, so that’s one potential sticking point taken care of. His name is Jo-Jo. No last name provided.”
 
“Jo-Jo,” Davey said, as if tasting the name.
 
“Sounds like a dog’s name,” Jesse said.
 
“The boat’s name is Seventh Sin.” Venice said. “It will be parked in slot four in the marina. It will be ready to go. Jo-Jo doesn’t want to speak to you or be seen with you.”
 
“I feel snubbed,” Davey said.
 
“Okay, my turn,” Jonathan said. “Mother Hen, would you please pull up the map of Las Tres Hermanas?”
 
The picture blinked and the image of another island appeared. “This is Three Sisters Island,” Jonathan explained.
 
“This is the target?” Davey asked. “The island with the bad guys and the hostages?”
 
“We think so.”
 
“Think?” Jesse asked. “This seems like a lot of planning and effort for a think.”
 
“Would a pretty sure make you feel better?” Jonathan asked. “I can only do what I can do. This is where the resort construction is happening. The place isn’t that big. The entire island is a little over four hundred square miles, about fifteen by thirty-three.”
 
“That’s still pretty tough math,” Davey said. “There’s only a few of us.”
 
“This op isn’t a smash-and-grab,” Jonathan said. “We’re going to have to pound a little pavement and ask a few questions to figure out where the PCs are.”
 
Jesse raised his hand, as if in class. “PC is precious cargo, right?”
 
“Yes,” Gail said. “The good guys.”
 
“How many are there?” Davey asked. “Good guys, I mean.”
 
“We believe that number is ten. Well, now it’s nine.”
 
“How big is the boat?”
 
“It’s a small fishing trawler,” Venice said. “Sixty-five feet.”
 
“Holy crap,” Davey said. “That’s a lot of boat. How deep is the draft?”
 
“About ten feet.”
 
“So much for sailing up to the shore,” Jesse said. “You know I’ve never driven anything that big before, right?”
 
“Piece of cake,” Davey said. “Rowboat or destroyer, the principles are all the same. Just stay away from icebergs and try not to run into the dock.”
 
“Can we be serious for a second?” Jesse said. “I’m serious. That’s a lot of boat.”
 
“The channels are all marked,” Venice said. “I’ve rented you a deep-water slot at a commercial pier. Between you and Chief, you should be able to park it pretty easily.”
 
Jesse cocked his head. “So, we’re just driving into a marina like a regular boat? No hanging out beyond the horizon and taking fire?” Suddenly, he seemed less terrified.
 
“Well, yes and no,” Jonathan said. “Sooner or later, there’ll be the challenge of infil and exfil. In a perfect world, that will happen at night without lights. You’ve done it before.”
 
“And I swore that I’d never do it again.”
 
“Yet, here you are,” Davey said.
 
“Does this really pay fifty thousand?” Jesse asked.
 
“I thought the money already landed in your account,” Jonathan said.
 
“Yeah, but I haven’t had a chance to . . . redistribute it yet. I want your word that I’m not going to get screwed out of the cash.”
 
“You have it,” Jonathan said. “I am many things, not all of them complimentary, but I am not a thief.” As soon as he heard his own words, Jonathan remembered that thievery was the means by which Torpedo made his living. “No offense intended.”
 
Jesse rolled his eyes.
 
“You do that a lot,” Boxers said. “The eye roll thing. It’s annoying.”
 
Jesse stood. “That’s it, I’m done. I don’t need this shit. I don’t even need the fifty grand. Y’all have a nice trip.”
 
As Jesse opened the conference room door to walk back into the hangar, Matt Wacklowski turned away from his hold-loading duties and looked past Jesse to make eye contact with his boss.
 
Jonathan shook his head almost imperceptibly, and Matt moved to intercept, stepping into Jesse’s path.
 
“What?” Jesse yelled. “Really?” He turned and faced Jonathan and the team. “You’re going to keep me here against my will?”
 
Jonathan addressed the table as he said, “Let’s just pretend that the temper tantrum never happened, shall we? Come back and have a seat, Jesse. We need you, and you do, indeed, need the money.” Jonathan looked up. “Don’t you?”
 
“What, did you break into my bank account or something?”
 
“Or something.” Jonathan was playing a bluff here. He had no idea what Jesse’s finances looked like—though he was confident that Venice could give him a full report in mere minutes. He rolled the dice that after doing time behind bars and paying off lawyers, it took a while to build back a decent portfolio.
 
The rest of the meeting consisted mainly of closing the final details of the mission, most of which remained unknown.
 
“Which aliases are we using?” Gail asked.
 
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Jonathan said. “Wolverine couldn’t be clearer that we cannot flash FBI credentials on this one, but I don’t see a reason not to use those names. Gail, you’re Gerarda Culp, Big Guy, you’re—”
 
“I’m Con,” Big Guy said. His official FBI cover name, as assigned by Wolverine, was Xavier Contata. He despised the name, which, of course, was the point. “No first name.”
 
Jonathan didn’t argue. “And I’m Neil Bonner.”
 
“What about us?” Davey asked. “Me and Jesse?”
 
The younger Montgomery had slipped quietly back into his seat.
 
“Pick one,” Jonathan said. “I just advise against using your own, and use something you can remember under stress.”
 
Jonathan scanned the faces around the room and stood. “Thank you, Mother Hen.” He broke the connection and clapped his hands once. “All right, team. Let’s go to work.”

 



Chapter 8
 
The intercom in the passenger cabin popped. Boxers’ voice said, “Hey, Boss, can you come up here to the flight deck, please?”
 
Jonathan shared an oh shit glance with Gail and unclasped his seat belt.
 
“What is it?” Jesse asked.
 
“Not a clue,” Jonathan said. “But the good news is, I don’t smell smoke. How bad can it be?”
 
He got the terrified look that he had been hoping for.
 
Jonathan walked past the white leather appointments of the passenger cabin and rapped with his middle knuckle on the flight deck door. He opened it before he was invited. As he closed the door and faced forward, it occurred to him that the image he saw was oddly inspiring—beautiful in an odd way. Boxers’ huge silhouette dominated the foreground, and beyond him, the windscreen showed only blackness. The sole illumination within Jonathan’s view came from the strip of instrument lights that stretched from left to right.
 
“Please tell me we’re not crashing,” Jonathan quipped as he made his way to the shotgun seat. “That would ruin my day.”
 
“I haven’t made up my mind yet,” Boxers said. “I do need a bit of assistance, though. Strap in. You’ll be finishing your flight in the copilot’s chair.”
 
Jonathan was not a pilot, though he did know how to fly the plane in a rudimentary sort of way. When the weather got tough or there was a mechanical problem, he knew how to work the autopilot and how to fly straight and level and to follow a compass point. In a pinch, he could even land the beast.
 
“What do you need?”
 
“An airfield.”
 
Jonathan’s heart skipped. “Come again?” Now that he was settled in, he noticed that they were flying very low. A glance at the altimeter told they were at three hundred feet.
 
“I know that the air strip we need is within a mile or two of here, but flying this low, I can either scan for lights or I can keep us from drilling a hole in the world. Doing both is tricky.”
 
“Good to know,” Jonathan said. Not a fan of flying in the first place, he hated low-level flying. Low-level flying at high speed terrified him. He worked hard not to let it show, or else Big Guy would make it a point to drop another hundred feet closer to the ground. “What am I looking for?”
 
“Rosco DiNorio set up runway lights along the strip we’re going to use.”
 
“And when you say runway lights . . .”
 
“A strip of shit that’s on fire,” Boxers said. “This is going to be strictly VFR.” Visual flight rules.
 
Jonathan leaned closer to the windscreen, as if that would make any difference. “I know I should have asked this before, but this landing strip. Is it paved?”
 
“Used to be. According to Rosco, it still is.”
 
Jonathan sensed more.
 
“But that was as of seven or eight months ago. There used to be five thousand feet of it.”
 
“You’re shitting me, right?”
 
“If that makes you feel better, then yes.”
 
Big Guy was in a mood. Every now and then, he liked to crank up the heat on making people uncomfortable—something that came so naturally to him. Jonathan didn’t know at this point if he was being serious or talking one hundred percent bullshit, but he imagined it was somewhere in the middle. It didn’t matter because one way or another they were going to land.
 
“Keep sharp,” Big Guy said. “I’m on the right heading, and we’re about two miles out from where it should be.” Jonathan sensed movement in the darkness as Boxers reached for the flaps control and the aircraft vibrated. “Gear down, please.”
 
Jonathan worked the lever for the landing gear and tried not to worry about the vibration as the flaps and gear ruined the airfoil.
 
The countryside beyond the windscreen was largely black and invisible. The reflection in the glass from the instrument panel was the brightest thing Jonathan could see, other than an occasional light from what he figured to be someone’s house. They were miles away from any real civilization.
 
“You’re looking for lights in a straight line,” Boxers said.
 
“I figured as much,” Jonathan said. Then he caught something. Three flickering objects arranged more or less in a row peeked out of the darkness ahead and on the right, and then they disappeared. “There!” he said, pointing. “About five degrees on the right.”
 
Jonathan didn’t sense the aircraft turning, but the compass told him that they were. As the angle changed, the image of the lights became clearer. And there were more of them. A set of what appeared to be headlights flashed at the far end of the makeshift runway.
 
“That would be Rosco,” Boxers said. “At least we know we have the right place.”
 
“Do you want to do a pass just to be sure the runway is paved?” Jonathan asked.
 
“It’d only waste fuel,” Boxers replied. “We wouldn’t be able to see, anyway.” More rustling in the darkness. “I’m putting on the NVGs,” he said. He reached up to the ceiling panel and flipped a switch.
 
“You need landing lights?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Just turned them on,” he said. “They’re IR. Pretty cool, huh?”
 
The infrared landing lights—like IR lasers and flashlights—shined a beam that was visible only through NVGs.
 
“I’m killing the panel lights,” Boxers said. “Too much flare.”
 
After another click of a switch, the cabin transformed to a mass of blackness. Ahead, the flickering line of lights that still looked nothing like runway lights to Jonathan got progressively closer.
 
“You see everything that you need to?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Suppose the answer was no?”
 
“You’re being a dick.”
 
“You’re being a worrywart. I’ve never killed you before, have I? Give me a little credit.”
 
Not that there was much choice.
 
“Touchdown in ten seconds,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan counted it down in his head. Ten . . . nine ... When he got to zero, their wheels still hadn’t touched the ground. “Are we—”
 
They hit harder than most commercial landings, but it wasn’t too bad. Boxers engaged the reversers, filling the cockpit with the roar of engines, and pitching Jonathan against his seat belts. Twenty seconds later, they were stopped.
 
“Yes, it’s paved,” Boxers said. As he doffed his NVG array, he pressed the intercom button. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for flying Mayhem Airlines. Now that the safest part of your journey is over, I wish you nothing but the best in your future travels.”
 
* * *
 
When the hydraulic stairs touched down and Jonathan moved to the doorway, he saw Rosco DiNorio standing at the base of them, looking up into the cabin. Jonathan recognized him right away, though in that haven’t-I-seen-you-before kind of way. Rosco stood crookedly, as if his spine was curved. In the wash of light from the cabin, everything about him seemed soiled, from the flesh of his face to the clothing he wore.
 
“Scorpion!” the man called with a smile. “I never thought I’d see you again.”
 
Jonathan shifted his M27 so that it dangled more comfortably across the front of his ballistic vest and headed down the stairs. At the bottom, he shook hands with Rosco.
 
“God’s honest truth, I thought you was dead when I last saw you,” the crooked man continued.
 
“I can only hope that you’re pleased with the actual outcome?”
 
“Oh, hell yeah. Hell yeah. I liked workin’ with you two. You were the real deal. So, what are we blowin’ up in Grenada? You look loaded out for a war.”
 
“Make a hole,” Boxers said from the stairs behind Jonathan. “I’d hate to run over you little people.”
 
“Big Guy!” Rosco yelled. He moved forward to give Boxers a bro-hug but recoiled when it became clear that Big Guy was non-huggable. He settled for a handshake instead. “Nice to see you again. I been out of the game for way too long. So, what are we doing?”
 
Jonathan stepped off to the side of the stairs to make room for the rest of the team to squeeze by. When they were gathered, he made the introductions.
 
“You’re kinda skinny and girly to be an operator, ain’t you?” Rosco asked as he shook Jesse’s hand.
 
“Says the gnarly homeless-looking guy,” Jesse said.
 
He’d meant it as an insult, but Rosco didn’t take it that way. He laughed. “You got some grit,” he said. “Good for you. What’s your name again?”
 
“Jes—”
 
“Torpedo.” Jonathan, Boxers, and Davey all said it together.
 
Rosco laughed again. “Don’t worry, Torpedo. It takes time to get used to a call sign. Shit, back when I was with the Agency, I had three aliases and two call signs. I never used my real name, even in Langley. That shit got real confusing.”
 
Rosco turned his attention to Gail. “I wasted the girly line on Torpedo,” he said. “You’re the best-lookin’ killer I’ve ever seen.”
 
“I’m Gunslinger,” Gail said through a tight smile. “You’d be wise to keep that handle in mind.”
 
Rosco launched another guffaw. “Hoo-whee, you sure know how to pick ’em, Scorpion. Lots of sass. And not a bad—”
 
“Finish that sentence and I swear I’ll break your face,” Gail said.
 
The words seemed to startle Rosco at first, and then he laughed again. “Yessiree, it’s been way too long.”
 
“Okay, Rosco,” Jonathan said. “Focus for a second. Is that truck over there for me and mine?”
 
“It is. And I must say I appreciate you payin’ a premium for it.”
 
“Are the keys in it?”
 
“Yep.”
 
Jonathan addressed Gail. “Hey, ’Slinger, how about you and Chief and Torpedo off-load the hold and transfer everything to the truck?”
 
“Be happy to,” she said. The others seemed more than happy to follow.
 
Rosco produced a flashlight out of the front pocket of his filthy chinos. “You two come with me,” he said. “Let’s talk.”
 
Jonathan looked to Boxers, who made a face that said, I have no idea.
 
What the hell? Jonathan followed Rosco, and Boxers fell in behind Jonathan. They walked to a thrown-together structure that was a cross between a hut and a lean-to. Either way, it was built to fall down. Inside, five folding aluminum-and-lattice lawn chairs had been haphazardly distributed around what looked to be an old ammo crate.
 
“Help yourself,” Rosco said. From the shadows, he produced an old-school hurricane lamp and he put a match to it. The additional glow of light made everything seem dirtier.
 
Jonathan sat in one of the chairs, but Boxers chose to stand. Just as well, given the wobble in the seats.
 
Rosco sat on the other side of the crate, as if to mimic an office with a guest chair. “I won’t lie to you, Scorpion. Big Guy. Life ain’t been so good to me recently. When I heard that you was lookin’ for help on an oh-three-hundred op, I gotta tell you my heart soared.”
 
Jonathan heard a warning bell. “Who said it was an oh-three-hundred op?” That was the Unit’s designation for a hostage rescue.
 
“Don’t get all scared,” Rosco said. He punctuated his words with a laugh that Jonathan was getting tired of hearing. “Oh-three-hundreds is what you do, isn’t it? I thought they were your specialty. Am I wrong?”
 
“That’s none of your business,” Jonathan said.
 
“See, I thought so. Is it about them missionaries?”
 
The warning bell banged louder. “Don’t try to play me,” Jonathan said. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”
 
“It ain’t hard to figure out,” Rosco said. He seemed surprised by Jonathan’s surprise. “I mean, it’s been all over the news. They were taken in Venezuela, and Venezuela is only a little ways from here. You needed a boat. Where the hell else could you be going?”
 
“How do you know about the boat?”
 
“Jo-Jo told me. Isn’t he your boat contact?”
 
“Well, shit,” Jonathan said. “So much for op-sec.” Operational security.
 
“Grenada’s a pretty tiny place,” Rosco said. “What’s left of people who did what we do is even smaller. Word gets around.”
 
“How widely?” Boxers asked, his tone heavy with menace.
 
“Among the community? Pretty much balls-out if I’m telling the truth. But I think we’re pretty good at keeping the general audience down to the bare minimum.”
 
This was what happened when Uncle Sam spent dozens of years and hundreds of billions of dollars on an intel network that they then decide to abandon at the whim of whoever the current asshat in the White House was. Later, when it came time to do things that everybody knew would have to be done sooner or later, the infrastructure was broken.
 
“Does this inside knowledge network extend to players on the other side?” Jonathan asked. “To the bad guys?”
 
Rosco heaved a huge breath and let it go noisily. “I wish I could give you an enthusiastic hell no on that, but hard times have fallen on folks in our line of work. I imagine that there are some who follow the money instead of saluting the flag.”
 
“I’m not carrying a flag,” Jonathan said. “And I paid you a lot of money.”
 
“See?” Rosco said. “The system works.”
 
“I want a straight answer,” Jonathan said.
 
“What’s the question?”
 
“How many other people know that we are here?”
 
“From me? Nobody. Hand to God. There’s no upside in that.” He made a point of looking Boxers up and down. “And the downside is significant.”
 
“What about Jo-Jo?”
 
“I can’t speak to him or his intentions, but I never liked the son of a bitch when we worked together. These days, I just stay away. But if there’s a weak link in your chain, he’s not a bad place to start looking. You know he’s a kid-toucher, right?”
 
“Focus, Rosco. Imagine for a moment that you were one of those other people, the ones who didn’t care about flags and old ties. Who would be interested in buying this kind of information?”
 
“I’m not one of those,” Rosco said. “I couldn’t possibly know how to answer that question.”
 
“You’re not somebody with a dislocated jaw, either,” Boxers said. “Can you imagine what a broken jaw might feel like?”
 
Some of the amused edge receded from Rosco’s face. “You raise an interesting point, Big Guy. I suppose there’s no harm in exercising one’s imagination. Around here? On Grenada? I can’t imagine any interest beyond the local government’s concern about another American invasion, although this one is smaller and way more clandestine. Which is not to say less lethal. I remember.”
 
“Have you told any of the locals?”
 
Rosco scowled as he clearly considered saying something. Then, “You know, Scorpion, I think it’s lovely that you ask questions like that. My answer is, of course, no. But now what? You and I have trained our whole lives to lie convincingly. Frankly, I’m very good at it. Dollars to donuts, I’ll guess that you are, too.”
 
“What’s your point?” Boxers asked.
 
“My point is that you won’t believe any good news I share with you. You can’t afford to. As for Jo-Jo, well, you make up your own mind there.” Rosco clapped his hands together lightly. “So, now that the Three Musketeers are back together, what’s the plan? What are we doing?”
 
“We’re not doing anything,” Jonathan said. “Big Guy and my team have work to do. You, Rosco, have money to spend.”
 
“And a mouth to keep shut,” Boxers added.
 
Rosco’s head bobbed as he considered the warning. “Before I shut my mouth, do you want to hear about the Russians?”
 
That one felt like a slap. “What about them?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Oh, I don’t know, Scorpion. You don’t want people like me smacking their gums too much. Maybe I should—”
 
“Dislocated jaw,” Boxers said. “Broken teeth. Eating steak through a straw.”
 
“You’re good,” Rosco said. “You know, for such a little guy, you pull off that threatening stuff really well.”
 
As much as Rosco was a pain in the ass, Jonathan found himself liking the guy. Unfazability was a good trait to have.
 
“Okay, I get it,” Rosco said. “Jesus, you guys used to have a better sense of humor.” He put his elbows on the table and leaned in, drawing Jonathan and Boxers closer. “Of course, this is just idle talk, but it’s interesting idle talk. I hear that the FSB has boots on the ground at Three Sisters.”
 
Jonathan recognized the initials of the modern replacement for the KGB, the famed secret police organization of the Soviet era. “What are they doing there?”
 
“I don’t know. No one seems to. But there’s a lot of construction noise coming from there. Personally, I can’t think of a single thing under the purview of the FSB that I would not find concerning.”
 
Jonathan remembered the Russian ties Venice had uncovered in the ownership of Starburst Adventures. No coincidences.
 
“I guess you’ve heard of the Russian connection to the cartels, right?” Rosco said.
 
Jonathan had, but he wanted to hear Rosco’s version. “Tell me.”
 
“Word on the street is that the Ruskies are competing with the Chinese to provide the fentanyl that the cartels are walking across the border into Texas and New Mexico. Anything to kill American kids, you know? Blows my mind that nobody in Washington seems to give a shit.”
 
That was more or less the story that Jonathan had heard.
 
“My question,” Rosco said, “is, What interest could the Russian security arm have in the transport of drugs? That’s oligarch territory. The FSB could get its nuts cut off if it gets too close to the oligarchs’ pockets.”
 
“And what would the drug trade have to do with the construction of a resort?” Boxers asked. “Again, that’s the land of the billionaires to grab their graft.”
 
“These FSB agents,” Jonathan said. “Anybody we know?”
 
“Europe was never my thing,” Rosco said. “Couldn’t handle the language and I hate cold weather.”
 
There was an underlying assumption in Rosco’s words that simply was not true. Russians had been working their mayhem beyond their own borders for decades. Jonathan didn’t pursue the point.
 
“Thanks for the intel, Rosco,” Jonathan said. “One last thing. Please give me your word that you’re not going to go out and blab about this conversation or about our financial transaction.”
 
Rosco held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
 
“I hope you were a Scout and that means something to you,” Jonathan said. “Because I would take no pleasure in hunting you down and killing you.”
 
* * *
 
While everybody was absorbed in the final transfer of gear and equipment from the plane to the truck, Jonathan rummaged the satellite phone out of his rucksack and made a call back to Fisherman’s Cove. Venice answered on the second ring.
 
“Scorpion,” she said. “Is everything all right? It’s late. Or early, I guess, depending on how you look at it.”
 
“Sorry about the hour,” he said. “And we’re fine. I do need to put you to work, though. This Jo-Jo character might turn out to be a problem. Over the course of the next hour or so, I need to you to dig deeper into the guy. Find out if his freelancing extends into the territory of the bad guys.”
 
“Did something happen?”
 
“My Spidey-sense is twitching.”
 
“An hour isn’t much time,” Venice said. “I don’t know how much I’ll be able to find out about him.”
 
“There’s one question in particular that I want you to address,” Jonathan said. Then he gave her the details.

 



Chapter 9
 
Twenty minutes later, the Land Cruiser was packed with gear, the plane was locked down and secure, and the team was ready to go. Boxers drove because he always drove, and Jonathan rode shotgun. Jesse rode in the middle of the back seat, flanked by Gail on his left and Davey on his right. Boxers wanted to make the drive through the night with lights off, navigating by NVGs, but Jonathan vetoed that. First of all, it was a safety issue if two approaching vehicles could not see each other, and second, driving without headlights would make them policía bait. Jonathan did not want to have to explain to law enforcement personnel why he had an illegal arsenal in the cargo bed of a truck he didn’t have the title for.
 
The drive to the marina took less than thirty minutes and was entirely uneventful. “See there, Jesse-boy?” Davey said as they crossed through the gate to the piers, “Easy peasy. We’ve got a milk run ahead of us.”
 
“What the hell, Davey?” Jesse said. There was a panicky whine in his voice. “Don’t say shit like that. The gremlins will hear you.”
 
“Hey,” Jonathan admonished. “Call signs only for the whole time we’re in-country, understand?” He didn’t want to say anything, but Jesse was right. Comments like that drove Jonathan crazy, too. He wasn’t a believer in jinxes or Jonahs, but why piss off powers no one really understood? If there was a supernatural component to who won and who lost, he’d just as soon have the odds stacked in his favor.
 
“What did Mother Hen say?” Boxers asked no one in particular. “We’re looking for Seventh Sin, berthed in slip number four.”
 
“Not anymore, were not,” Jonathan said.
 
“Uh-oh.” Jonathan thought that came from Jesse, but he couldn’t be sure.
 
“I didn’t like the book on Jo-Jo,” Jonathan said. “I had Mother Hen do some more checking. Jo-Jo’s real name is John Joseph Campbell. His background file is locked down, so that probably means he was a wet worker back in the day, and if Rosco wasn’t flat-out lying, he plays both sides of the scrimmage line.”
 
“You’re saying you don’t trust him?” Gail asked.
 
“C’mon, Gail, you know me well enough to know that I don’t trust anybody. But this guy is worse than most.”
 
“So, what are we going to do?” Davey asked.
 
“Turns out that John Joseph Campbell doesn’t own the Seventh Sin anyway,” Jonathan said. “I think he was setting us up for a stolen boat charge.”
 
“Why would he do that?” Gail asked.
 
“Not a clue. To be an asshole, maybe? Could be a cartel operator for all I know.”
 
“You didn’t answer my question,” Davey said. “What’s the plan now?”
 
“It turns out that Jo-Jo does own a boat, and it is likewise parked here at the marina. It’s called the Stargazer and it’s in slip sixteen. It’s only a twenty-five footer, but I’m told it comes with lots of bells and whistles.”
 
“You’re going to steal it?” Jesse asked.
 
“Technically, that’s your department,” Jonathan said. “But yes, we will be traveling to Venezuela in a little better style than we’d originally planned.”
 
“Why won’t he just report that stolen?” Gail asked.
 
“Because Mother Hen is going to send him a text with a picture of him doing business with parties that would make his happy life here in Grenada very uncomfortable.”
 
“What does that mean?” Davey asked.
 
“He’s a kid toucher,” Jonathan said.
 
“Mother Hen’s trafficking in kiddie porn now?” Boxers asked.
 
“I doubt seriously that she’s sending pictures,” Gail said.
 
“All he needs to know is that we know,” Jonathan explained. “That gives us leverage.”
 
“To do what?” Davey asked.
 
Boxers laughed. “Whatever the hell we want.”
 
“About the boat,” Jesse said. “What kind is it?”
 
“A Yamaha two-five-two,” Jonathan said.
 
“That’s a nice boat,” Davey said. “Does it have the range? Last time we worked together—”
 
“I remember,” Jonathan said. “We shouldn’t run out of gas this time. The boat should hold everybody we need it to hold and get everybody where they need to go.”
 
* * *
 
Upon closer examination, the marina was little more than a parking spot for a wide variety of boats. The Seventh Sin was by far the largest of the twenty or so vessels that were moored to the piers. The smallest looked to be a bass boat, a two-seater with a tiny engine.
 
“It for sure would not have been a stealthy exit if we’d stayed with Seventh Sin,” Davey said.
 
“And on a night like this, when it’s so quiet, the engines would have ripped the air open,” Jesse added.
 
Jonathan pulled his NVGs out of his rucksack, slid the suspension rig over his head, and pressed the power switch. “Do me a favor, Big Guy, and kill the lights.”
 
The night turned into green-tinted daytime. Jonathan didn’t see any people, and he didn’t see any structures. Truly, this was just a parking spot for boats. The piers were closer together than the ones he looked out on every day from his window in the firehouse. Still, boats sat parked nose-to-nose on either side of the dock planking, leaving only a couple of feet from bow to bow. If two people approached each other, one would have to stop and turn sideways to let the other pass.
 
A service road that was the width of an American driveway allowed vehicle access to the four piers that extended out into the river. Slip 16 and the Yamaha 252 sat at the very end of the left side of the second pier.
 
“We’ve got a lot of shit to carry all the way down that dock,” Davey said.
 
“We’d best get started,” Jonathan said. “Torpedo, go down to the boat and make it useable. The rest of us will haul the gear down and put it on the boat. We’re in no particular hurry, but we don’t want to dawdle, either. The kiss of death would be noise. Try not to make any.”
 
Boxers kept the engine running and put the transmission in park as he left the cab to help with the gear. Keeping the engine running was a trick Jonathan had learned at the same time Big Guy did. When you’re dealing with equipment you don’t own and don’t maintain, consider the fact that it functions to be a gift. Once an engine is running, you don’t turn it off until you don’t need it anymore. Murphy and his law were catechism to the Special Forces. Anything that can go wrong will go wrong and at the worst possible time.
 
All told, they’d brought about four hundred pounds of equipment, three quarters of which was distributed among the rucksacks. The rest—mostly extra ammo and explosives—was packed in duffel bags that would remain in whatever means of transportation they settled on once they were feet dry on Three Sisters.
 
Working in the dark, Jonathan shrugged into his ruck and settled it just so over his ballistic vest. Then he reached in and slid a duffel off the back of the Land Cruiser. Then it was time to waddle between the parked boats on the way to Stargazer. He was about halfway down the dock when he saw Jesse standing awkwardly at the point of the bow, his hands hanging straight down both sides of his body.
 
Jonathan started to ask what was wrong, and then instinctively, he knew exactly what the problem was. The kid was being held at gunpoint by an attacker that Jonathan couldn’t see. He set the duffel on the planking and shrugged out of his ruck, letting it slide down to the planks as well.
 
“Is somebody threatening you?”
 
Jesse’s nod looked more like a tremble.
 
Jonathan raised his rifle to his shoulder. As he did, he heard the clatter of weapons behind him.
 
“Is he on the boat?”
 
Another trembling nod.
 
“Does he have a gun?”
 
Nod.
 
“Walk toward me, son,” Jonathan said.
 
“He said he’ll shoot.”
 
“If he was going to do that, he’d have done it already.” Or, maybe the whole point was to draw as many people into a trap as possible. Jonathan figured he’d know one way or the other very soon. “Just come at me slowly.”
 
Keeping his M27 at low-ready, Jonathan advanced toward Jesse. In a few more steps, they’d pass each other.
 
“Jo-Jo, is that you?”
 
“You’re not stealing my boat,” a voice said.
 
“Step out where I can see you,” Jonathan said.
 
“I’m fine right where I am. You’re not stealing my boat.”
 
His use of the personal possessive was enough to convince Jonathan that he was speaking with Jo-Jo. Behind him, he sensed and heard the others climbing over and across the other boats in an effort to get an angle.
 
“I’m not stealing anything,” Jonathan said. “I paid for that boat.”
 
“No, you didn’t. You paid for that piece of shit shrimp boat. This one is mine.”
 
Jonathan wished that they had established comms before starting down the dock. Every op sees one big mistake. May this be the one for this mission.
 
“For God’s sake, Jo-Jo, you’re making everybody nervous. Do us all a favor and make yourself visible.”
 
“So you can shoot me.”
 
Jonathan’s shoulders sagged. He heard the slur in the other man’s voice. Venice had warned them that he’d be drunk.
 
“Come on, man, think that through. You’ve been in this biz for a long time. You know we work in teams. Right now, you’ve got to know that at least two, probably three rifles are aimed at your ear. If either you or me were in murderous moods, we could have made that happen already. This shit is nerve-wracking.”
 
“That asshole who sent me the text message said that they would expose me as a pedophile,” Jo-Jo said.
 
“Not to put too fine a point on it, Jo-Jo, but you are, in fact, a pedophile. The threat to expose you is real only if you double-cross us. And to be honest, pointing a gun at one of my team members toes that line pretty closely.”
 
“But I like this boat.”
 
“I promise we’ll do our best to bring it back in good shape.”
 
“I want a guarantee.”
 
“I guarantee that we will do our best. That’s all I’ve got unless you want me to lie.”
 
From the darkness, Jonathan heard Boxers’ unmistakable growl. “This is growing old, Boss.”
 
“Did you hear that, Jo-Jo?” Jonathan called. “Patience is running thin out here.”
 
“You can’t tell people those things,” Jo-Jo said.
 
“We won’t have to if you just put down the gun and—”
 
A suppressed gunshot split the night, and Jonathan dropped to a knee, rifle up and ready.
 
“Oops,” Boxers said. “My bad.”
 
“Jesus!” Jesse exclaimed. “You killed him!”
 
“Hate to think I missed after all these years of training,” Big Guy said.
 
“That was murder!”
 
“The thought of justice just blew his mind,” Boxers said with a chuckle.
 
“That’s not funny,” Jesse said.
 
“It’s a little funny,” Davey said. “Don’t waste your tears on a child molester.” He stepped forward. “We need to get that body out of the boat. Torpedo, you take the feet.”
 
“Like hell I will.”
 
“Leave the body where it is,” Jonathan said. “Let’s load the boat and get out of here. We don’t know who or how many might have heard that shot, and we don’t want to have to answer those questions.”
 
“So, we’re just going to cruise out of here with a corpse on the deck?” Jesse asked. He seemed appalled.
 
“We’ll put a blanket or tarp on him until we’re out at sea, and then we’ll dump him in the deep water.”
 
Davey walked past them all on the way to the boat, evoking Queen as he said, “Bump, bump, bump, another perv bites the dust.”
 
“That’s sick, Davey,” Jesse said.
 
“Torpedo, do your job,” Jonathan said.
 
As Gail passed Jonathan, she said, “Is Chief stable?”
 
“All I know is last time we worked together, he was very good at his job. His attitude’s a little strange, but I suppose that could be said about all of us.”
 
“I think we should keep an eye on him.”
 
“Noted. With luck, this op will be over and done with fast enough that it won’t matter.”
 
“I wish you hadn’t said that out loud.”
 
Seven minutes later, the engines were running, and Stargazer was pulling away from its berth.
 
“How much gas do we have?” Jonathan asked.
 
“The gauge shows full,” Jesse said. I put our open water travel time at about two hours.” Jesse grew quiet for a few seconds, then said, “We can’t just murder people. You told me yourself once that you’re not assassins.”
 
Jonathan let it go. What happened back there was out of line, no doubt, but it felt more like justice than assassination, though he wasn’t sure he could articulate the difference. “Put that out of your mind and drive the boat.”
 
“I can get us to Three Sisters, but has Mother Hen gotten back with us on a place to park?”
 
“Not yet, but I have every confidence that she will.”

 



Chapter 10
 
Nicholas Mishin knew that 2:00 A.M. was way too late to be pulling up to the Seventeenth Street gate, but he had urgent matters to discuss, and the telephone wouldn’t do. As he turned his Range Rover into the barricaded driveway, he saw the tension rise among the uniformed Secret Service detail on duty. As two of them approached with their hands resting on their holstered pistols and heavy flashlights counterbalanced on their shoulders, a third hung back by the guard shack.
 
Nicholas pushed the button to lower his window. “Good evening, officer,” he said to the one on his left, at the window. The one on the right stayed near the front wheel well, presumably to be able to shoot him through the windshield. “You know who I am, right?”
 
“Why don’t you tell me.”
 
“I’m Nicky. Nicholas Mishin. The First Lady’s only son. I need to speak with the president immediately.”
 
“You got any ID?”
 
“I’ve got my driver’s license. It’s in the center console, though. Are you going to shoot me if I reach in there? I know how you cops all like to shoot people.”
 
“Shooting you or not shooting you is all in your court, sir.”
 
Nicholas didn’t like this guy’s attitude. “Okay, I take that as permission to reach into the center console. Right?”
 
The officer—his name tag said Ryan—remained stone-faced.
 
Egotistical bastard, Nicholas thought. Goddamn cops think they’re better than everybody else just because they have a badge. He opened the console, withdrew his billfold, and offered it to the cop. “It’s in here.”
 
“Take it out of the wallet, sir.”
 
Nicholas snorted a derisive chuckle. “This is so stupid. You know exactly who I am.” Three credit cards lay wedged in front of his driver’s license, so he had to peel those out of the slot first, and then he handed the license to the guard, who nodded to the cop on the right, who in turn nailed Nicholas in the eyes with the beam of his light.
 
“Hey!”
 
Ryan shined his beam on the license and spun around to take it into the guard shack. “I’ve got to call this in.”
 
“I can’t get in to see my own stepfather?”
 
Ryan was nearly back to the shack when he stopped and walked back to the Range Rover. “This license is expired, sir.”
 
“Yeah, well, it is what it is.”
 
“This is not valid identification. What else do you have?”
 
“Can you just call your handler or whoever you have to call and let me in to see my family?”
 
“I will call the interior team when I am convinced that you are who you say you are. To do that, I need to have valid identification. Do you have a passport on you, perhaps?”
 
“Who the hell carries a passport when they’re not traveling?”
 
“I’m afraid I don’t know, sir. But it’s a very interesting question.”
 
“Are you just screwing around with me? I don’t need this shit from you.”
 
Ryan handed the license back to Nicholas. “Have a nice evening, sir. Be careful backing out into the street.”
 
What an asshole. The guy was pulling down maybe a hundred grand a year—not enough to fund Nicholas’s cheapest hobby for more than a month—and he thought he had the right to treat the First Lady’s son this way.
 
“Okay, fine,” Nicholas said. “Want to be a jerk, I can do that, too.” He pressed the phone icon on his steering wheel, and then touched the picture of his mother as it popped up onto the dashboard screen. The speakers popped, and the sound of a ringing phone filled the space.
 
After four rings, a very groggy voice said, “Nicky? What’s wrong? It’s two in the morning.” The Russian accent was undeniably that of his mother, Yelena Darmond, née Mishin.
 
“Sorry, Mama, but I’m trying to get in to see you and this Secret Service asshole won’t let me in.”
 
“What? Why?”
 
“Ask him. He’s right here next to me. You’re on speaker.”
 
Ryan did not look the least bit concerned.
 
“What is the agent’s name?”
 
“It’s officer, ma’am, not agent. And it’s Ryan. We have procedures, and the procedures have to be followed. This man who claims to be the First Lady’s son also claims that you are the First Lady. I have no idea if any of this is true, and that’s why we have the procedures.”
 
“Doesn’t he have a driver’s license?”
 
“It’s expired.”
 
“Do you not recognize my voice?”
 
“For all I know, you could be that lady on SNL who impersonates the First Lady. She’s very good at that. Sir, I need you to back out of here and be on your way.”
 
The guy in the guard shack leaned out. “Hey, Ryan. The boss just called. Let him through.”
 
Ryan pressed his lips into a tight smile. “There you go. You’re in. Have a great night, and an even better tomorrow.”
 
At this hour, few of the parking spaces were taken, so Nicholas pulled his Range Rover into a spot close to the west entrance on the ground floor, no doubt in a spot reserved for some egomaniacal appointee who would be nothing without the patronage of Dear Old Dad-in-Law. What were they going to do, tow the SUV that belongs to the First Lady’s son?
 
As he opened his door to get out, it was nearly pulled out of his hand by a large, uniformed Secret Service officer. “Jesus! You scared the shit out of me.”
 
“I’m here to escort you to the door,” the officer said. Nicholas couldn’t see the name tag on this one.
 
“That’s all right. I know the way.”
 
“Rules are rules, Mr. Mishin,” the cop said. At least they understood who they were dealing with.
 
“Your rules don’t apply to me,” Nicholas said. “Really, I have this.”
 
Still, as Nicholas approached the door, the officer stayed with him step-for-step. Nicholas pulled to a stop. “Will you leave me alone, please?”
 
“You don’t have a card key to get in, sir,” the cop said.
 
Oh, so that was it. That was better, he supposed. For a while there, he thought he was being disrespected yet again.
 
They reached the door, the cop swiped a card, and the lock buzzed. The cop opened the door for Nicholas, and as he entered the west reception hall, he was greeted by yet another cop, this one a plainclothes Secret Service agent who introduced himself as Agent Kyle, the man in charge of Yelena Darmond’s detail this evening.
 
“I know my way to the elevator and the residence,” Nicholas said.
 
“I have very specific orders from the president that you are not to be left unescorted while in the White House,” Kyle said.
 
“Excuse me?”
 
Kyle pretended not to hear him.
 
“Agent Kyle, do you like your job? Do you wish to keep it? When I tell my mother about the disrespect I’ve been shown, your career will be over.”
 
Again, Kyle said nothing, but Nicholas could have sworn he saw the son of a bitch smile. What was it about politics and the political hangers-on that made them think their shit was somehow less smelly than everyone else’s? God, how he hated this place and these people.
 
Kyle led the way to one of the most exclusive elevators in the world, delivering Nicholas to the second-floor residence, where yet another Secret Service agent was waiting for him.
 
“I’m here to see my mother and stepfather,” Nicholas said.
 
“Your mother is waiting for you in the West Sitting Hall,” the agent said.
 
“Could I get you to bring me a little something to drink?”
 
“Absolutely not,” the agent said. “Your mother may ask for something and have the house staff deliver it. That’s up to her.” The agent walked Nicholas to the end of the hall and knocked on the heavy tall door.
 
“Come in.”
 
The agent opened the door for Nicholas and stepped out of the way. After Nicholas had passed, the door closed behind him.
 
His mother, Yelena Mishin Darmond, wore nightclothes under a heavy terry-cloth robe—perhaps the same one that he remembered from his childhood. There was nothing about her appearance at the moment that would be recorded for posterity. Still a beautiful woman, Nicholas thought—in a Slavic, Eastern European way—she wore her normally well-coiffed dark hair in a tight bun while sleeping, adding ten years to her appearance over the more famous images that the news media loved to hammer. Her heavy Russian accent made the effort of roasting her in the general media far too easy.
 
“Hello, Mama.”
 
Yelena made no effort to rise to greet him. Instead, she sat rod-stiff on the edge of a yellow satin love seat, her legs crossed and her laced fingers resting atop a knee. “Oh, Nicky,” she said, “why are you so trying all the time?”
 
“Those assholes treat me like I was dirt from their shoe. One even said that Tony told them to make sure that I was never left alone in the White House. Is that true?”
 
Yelena heaved a sigh and lowered her head. Perhaps it was just the hour and her fatigue. “Nicky, let’s not open all that up again.” She patted the cushion next to her. “What brings you here at so late an hour?”
 
“I really should be talking to Tony instead of to you,” Nicholas said. “I need for him to intercede and pull some strings for me.”
 
Yelena’s shoulders sagged. “I was afraid it was something like that,” she said. “You know he cannot do that for you. Not now. You read the reports in the Tribune. The FBI has opened a probe. Or so the news sources said.”
 
“They won’t be able to prove anything. Unless—”
 
“Of course they won’t,” Yelena agreed. “I told you that this was a foolish practice to begin with. If the president meets with you in any form, in any manner, then that will just—”
 
“If the president?” Nicholas said. “When did he stop being Tony?”
 
“Again, you are being difficult, Nicky. You understand how these situations work. You understand how rumors can get started and then spin out of control. The very fact that you are here is newsworthy for those who wish to bring harm to the administration.”
 
“For God’s sake, Mother, please be quiet for a moment and let me talk.”
 
But she wasn’t done. “You know how the other party is lurking everywhere, hoping to find an opportunity to bring the president down. This business you insisted on involving him in feels like a smoking gun if only one or two people decide to break their silence.”
 
“You act as if this is all my fault,” Nicholas objected. “You act as if I dragged Tony into the business dealings that will leave him a very rich man. He knew that he was lending assistance to a Russian-owned company with ties to our friends in the pharmaceutical business.”
 
Yelena stiffened as if shot with electricity, and she shot a glance toward closed door. “Nicky, how dare you?”
 
“I told you I wanted to meet in private.”
 
“You cannot accuse the president of the United States of influence peddling inside these walls.”
 
“Influence peddling is a phrase used by prosecutors and persecutors to take revenge against people they don’t like. It is exactly the same activity as meeting with friends if the prosecutors are aligned politically. Do you really think it’s pure happenstance when the House speaker’s wife makes a gazillion dollars when she sells all the family’s shares in a company that three days later loses a bid for a big government contract? The Tribune tried to stir shit on that, too, but the rest of the media crushed the story. It means everything that we’re on the right team.”
 
Yelena put her hand on Nicholas’s knee. “Oh, Nicky, you need to be more careful. You need to be less glib about all of this. You know the other side sees you as a means to get to your father.”
 
“I do know that. And we both know that all the media and the FBI needs is a plausible alibi, followed by a string of no comments and the story dies of its own weight. Nobody wants Tony to lose against those bastards.”
 
“Those bastards are roughly fifty percent of the country, Nicky. Sooner or later, they are going to be in a position to do real harm.”
 
“But they won’t, Mother. They never do. Even if they had the balls, our friends would rally and they would back down. If they ever win again, they won’t want the country talking about Tony Darmond and Nicholas Mishin. They’ll be wanting to talk about their own agenda.”
 
Nicholas let his words sink in for a few seconds and then said, “I really need to speak with Tony. I need to speak with the president.”
 
Yelena’s shoulder sagged as if someone had let air out of a balloon. “Nicky, you’re not listening.”
 
“No, Mama, you’re not listening. You’re not letting me make my point. Tony needs to know that Donny Williams has been kidnapped.”
 
Yelena brought her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my word,” she said. “How? What happened? Is he hurt? Is the FBI involved in getting him back?”
 
“It’s far more complicated than a regular kidnapping,” Nicolas said. “We have every reason to believe that the kidnappers don’t really know who he is. We need to get him back before someone connects those dots—someone like those jerks at the Tribune—and they start trading ransom money for damning testimony.”
 
Yelena’s eyebrows knitted together to form a single line. “He’s an attorney,” she said. “Whatever he knows is protected by attorney-client privilege.”
 
“I’m not suggesting that people are going to try to prosecute him, Mother. I’m not even suggesting that the FBI would try to squeeze him for information—although I don’t think that’s completely off the table, given the bitch that runs the place.”
 
“What are you suggesting?”
 
“I’m suggesting that half of the unnamed sources that the press uses are attorneys and psychiatrists and physicians who make extra scratch on the side by betraying their oaths to reporters who will go to their graves protecting the very people who deliberately hurt others. Donny Williams is in the perfect position to do exactly that, and, frankly, he’s the exact personality type to throw all of us under the bus.”
 
“What are you suggesting that the president do?” Yelena asked. “This is a conversation you should be having with law enforcement.”
 
“You know that’s a bad idea, Mama, for all the reasons we’ve already discussed.”
 
Nicholas paused to gather himself. He’d come to the part of this discussion that he’d been dreading. He needed to be careful. “Mama, I know who the kidnappers are.”
 
“So, why—”
 
“Jesus, just shut up and let me tell you!”
 
Yelena recoiled.
 
“Our aforementioned friends in the pharmaceutical business in South America.”
 
“No,” Yelena breathed. “Not the cartel.”
 
“Our pharmaceutical friends discovered that the residents of a tiny village had stolen money and product. I’ll leave it to you to imagine what the punishment for that turned out to be. Donny Williams was there at the village on some Christian bullshit mission, and he got sucked up with all the others in the kidnapping. Donny and all the others are being held for ransom.”
 
“Why doesn’t he just write a check for his own release?” Yelena asked. “Donny Williams is a rich man.”
 
“I don’t have an answer for that. But I imagine it has everything to do with either the cartel or the Venezuelan government making an example of him if they found out his real identity. That would be very bad for all of us.”
 
“So, why don’t you pay his ransom?” Yelena asked. “God knows you’ve made enough money through your business deals.”
 
“How would that look, Mother? Our pharmaceutical friends frequently shift loyalties. To give them that kind of leverage—complete with a paper trail—could be disastrous. Leaving Donny there could be equally disastrous.”
 
“You’re not suggesting some kind of rescue.”
 
“No, of course not. That would be too dangerous and call far too much attention to itself.”
 
“Well, what, then? It really is terribly late.”
 
“We get them to release Donny without ransom.”
 
“How?”
 
“That, Mother, is precisely what I need to speak to Tony about.”

 



Chapter 11
 
It was nearly dawn when Mother Hen finally came through with the news that she’d found a place to moor Stargazer, along with a place to hole up for as long as a week if things took that long. She’d rented a house on the water in a little cove that translated to Sheltered Bay. Rented on short notice, the fee for the week was astronomical in Venezuelan terms, but Venice assured Jonathan that the fee brought silence from the owner in addition to use of the vehicle that was parked in the garage. How she was able to pull off miracles like this on such short notice was a continuing source of wonderment.
 
As for Jo-Jo’s body, they’d dumped it at sea. Jonathan thought some words should be said, but at the time, he couldn’t think of much that was nice to say about a child diddler. He figured that Saint Peter or Satan had already had the important chat with him.
 
The vacation rental called itself Casa Grande—Big House—but the owners were either themselves deluded or they were actively attempting to delude others. Maybe fifteen hundred square feet, the advertisement said it slept six, but Jonathan figured that must assume not only the single double bed in the only bedroom but also every sofa and chair in the building.
 
After they’d parked the boat in the private slip and offloaded their equipment, Jonathan ordered six hours of rest for the team. These ops tended to run long, so the smart move was to catch forty winks whenever the occasion arose. Jonathan and Gail took the bed in the master—in part because Jonathan had a bad back, but mostly because he was the boss and Boxers wouldn’t have fit in it, anyway. Big Guy’s size was also the reason why Davey scored the sofa and Jesse got the Lay-Z-Boy. Boxers pulled up a bit of carpeted floor plus two pillows.
 
Much to his own surprise, Jonathan actually slept for a couple of hours—until restlessness drove Boxers to start rearranging and re-inventorying the contents of his rucksack. As Jonathan got out of bed, so did Gail, and then the noise brought Jesse and Davey awake, too. By ten o’clock, the house was buzzing with activity.
 
“What’s the next step?” Jesse asked. “How do we go about finding these hostages and getting them home?”
 
“There’s a downtown area,” Jonathan said. “Mother Hen sent me pictures and coordinates. I think we should drive down there and see what the lay of the land is. Maybe we can pick up some leads. Meanwhile, Mother Hen is milking cyberspace for anything useful.”
 
“What, we’re just going to ask people if they’ve seen any kidnapping victims?” Jesse asked.
 
“No, we’re going to hang out and listen to conversations. We’re going to buy cups of coffee and sit and listen.”
 
“I don’t speak Spanish,” Jesse said.
 
Jonathan chuckled. “Well, now, that would be a limiting factor, wouldn’t it? I guess that means you get to go back to sleep for a while.”
 
Jonathan’s cell phone pinged with a message. Mother Hen. It read, “Sat phone, ASAP.”
 
Maybe life just got interesting. He walked to his rucksack, which he’d propped against the kitchen wall, and pulled the satellite phone out of its pocket on the side. The sat phone provided additional encryption that made eavesdropping very difficult, but never impossible. He pressed the preset number, and Venice picked up right away.
 
“Good morning, Scorpion.”
 
“Hello, Mother. You’re on speaker.”
 
“Take me off, please.”
 
Jonathan shot a look to the others, pressed the speaker button, and stepped outside into the backyard. “Okay, you’re off.”
 
“Sorry about that,” Venice said, “but we’re going to get a little bit into means and methods, and I didn’t need for Chief and Torpedo to hear that.”
 
“I understand. What have you got?”
 
“I’ve been peeking into some of the darker corners of this thing, and I’ve pulled up something interesting. Nicholas Mishin has made several calls to a number in your neighborhood. It’s not listed, which itself is interesting. I don’t know who it is, of course, but in tracking the number, I see that the owner seems to favor a location that regular commercial satellite services recognize as the Riverside Tavern.”
 
“Anything significant about the place?”
 
“Nothing obvious from their website, but it’s always nice to have a common point of interest, don’t you think? A place where someone tied to the mission you’re on is pretty much guaranteed to be between one and two o’clock this afternoon?”
 
“Wow, it’s that regular?”
 
“It is.”
 
“Every day?”
 
“Every day is an absolute,” Venice said. “I can’t speak to that. But every day that I checked.”
 
“Fair enough. I guess I’ll be there at one. You’ll text me the number in case I want to call it?”
 
“I will, but you be careful.”
 
“You know I hate that word.” It had long been a hard part of Jonathan’s DNA that he hated the admonition to be careful. To do the kind of work he did required aggressive action. In his experience, those who concentrated on being careful ended up first in line for a spot in the morgue.
 
“Okay, fine. Then don’t be stupid. If you show your cards too early, you don’t have a backstop. You’ll be all on your own.”
 
“I’m all on my own without a backstop no matter what I do. Is there more? I know there is.” Once Venice got on a research roll, there was no stopping her.
 
“Actually, yes.” The smile in her voice was evident. “Since I was in the business of tracking phones, I decided to follow the movements of the First Stepson over the course of the past few days. Last night—early this morning, actually—that subject visited the White House.”
 
“Well, he is part of the family.”
 
“He visited at two in the morning. A recent Washington Tribune article said that the First Stepson was persona non grata there.”
 
The extent to which she twisted her language to prevent speaking Nicholas Mishin’s name amused him. “Well, if the Tribune reported it, I lean toward it being false information.” Jonathan had no time for politicians of any stripe and even less for the rumor mongers and online trolls who called themselves journalists.
 
“Fine, have it your way. That wasn’t even the point. The point is that at six thirty-eight this morning, the number I just told you about received a call from a two-oh-two area code.”
 
“That’s Washington, DC,” Jonathan said.
 
“Yes, it is. I refer back to your love of coincidences.”
 
“You’re suggesting that someone from the White House called our friend at the Riverside Tavern?”
 
“I’d say it’s a strong likelihood.”
 
“Because there aren’t, like, five million people with two-oh-two area code phones?”
 
“The dots all connect, Scorpion. The connections might be hashed lines instead of solid ones, but the connections are there.”
 
Jonathan couldn’t prove her wrong. It was for sure an interesting series of events within a small timeline.
 
“There’s still more,” Venice said. This time, the smile in her voice was closer to glee than amusement. “Immediately after clicking off from the Washington call, Mister Riverside Tavern called a Venezuelan number. I think this is where all traces of coincidence evaporates. Are you ready?”
 
“Please don’t play the make-me-beg game.”
 
“The Venezuelan number is one that is on the NSA list of suspected Los Muertos cartel members.”
 
“Holy shit.” This wasn’t a direct link between the White House and the cartels—a link that Jonathan knew for sure existed, but which he could never prove—but it was a strong implication.
 
“I’d have put it differently, but yes.”
 
“This is nice work, Mother Hen. Do you have anything else for me?”
 
“Isn’t that enough?”
 
“You know it is.”
 
“When you move out and do what you’re going to do, please remember to take the satellite radios,” Venice said. The radios worked differently than the phones—more like walkie-talkies than telephones. “I’d like to do a radio check on those, too.”
 
“Will do. We’ve got time.”
 
“Just not a lot of it,” Venice said.
 
* * *
 
Boxers’ height and girth made him impossible to hide in plain sight. While he was the perfect first choice if a door needed kicking or if a wall needed to be blown down, it didn’t work for him to be undercover. It was particularly counterproductive in Latin American countries where the average height of the locals was even less than that of North Americans.
 
So, Big Guy stayed with the car—a ten-year-old noisy Ford Explorer that ran as if it were missing a cylinder—while Jonathan and Gail walked down the block toward the Riverside Tavern (Taberna al Río), which was actually a block off of the river and looked more like an old house than a tavern. Painted the variety of pastel colors that defined South American architecture, the Riverside sported barred windows and a front opening with a drapery as a door.
 
“I wonder if Starburst Adventures knows how impressive their competition is,” Jonathan mumbled in Spanish.
 
Gail threw a gentle elbow into his arm. “Behave,” she said in English. While Jonathan had learned Spanish courtesy of immersion training funded by Uncle Sam during his days with the Unit, Gail had learned hers the hard way, via commercial training audio and video files. Jonathan’s accent skewed Colombian and hers skewed American Midwest. They’d agreed that he would do the talking when talking was necessary.
 
Jonathan wore his Colt high on his hip, concealed under a white guayabera, while Gail carried her Glock 19 in her purse. Jonathan didn’t know what the legal penalties were for carrying firearms in Venezuela—and didn’t care—but couldn’t imagine not being armed in a community where he had to assume that everyone was an enemy.
 
A menu mounted to the right side of the doorway listed a variety of foods that Jonathan didn’t believe could be produced in so small a space.
 
“I don’t know what any of these things are,” Gail said in Spanish.
 
“I’ll order a couple of arepas,” Jonathan said. “Think of them as fried corn dough sandwiches.”
 
“That sounds awful.”
 
“Not all are created equal, but when done well, they’re terrific. I’ll get two beers, too.”
 
“I’d rather have a soda.”
 
“Beer comes in bottles from sterile factories,” Jonathan said. “Sodas come out of filthy fountains powered by bacteria-laden water. Are you sure?”
 
“Beer sounds great.”
 
The transition from bright sunshine to near darkness was startling. The barred windows cast shadows, and the overhead fluorescents didn’t have the horsepower to cut through the gloom. About a dozen four-tops sat scattered around the room, with a long community table in the middle and a ten-stool bar extended from front to back along the left-hand wall. The place seemed underpopulated for midday, with only two of the tables taken by two men each and the bar stools empty. Gail was the sole female in the place.
 
The bartender offered a big smile. “Hello,” he said in Spanish. “Welcome to the Riverside Tavern. I have not seen you before.”
 
Jonathan flashed the smile that he knew from experience made people lower their guard. “I have not been here before. I kept looking for the Riverside Tavern along the river.”
 
The barkeep threw back his head and offered too hearty a laugh. “Who would patronize an establishment that calls itself the Middle of the Block Tavern?”
 
“Very good point,” Jonathan said. He ordered the arepas and beers. “Can you serve us outside? It’s such a nice day.” And the air doesn’t smell like burned cooking oil.
 
“Yes, of course.” The bartender opened a refrigerator on the back bar, popped the caps off two bottles of Tovar Pilsen beer and handed them over.
 
“Many thanks,” Jonathan said. He followed Gail as they headed back outside.
 
A concrete block knee wall separated the patio from the narrow sidewalk, beyond which traffic moved at a dangerous pace down the narrow, rutted, and potholed street. The white painted tables out here were small, maybe eighteen inches in diameter. Where the paint had rubbed away, rust had taken over. The folding seats were small and uncomfortable, more suited to an apartment balcony than an alfresco dining experience.
 
“Do you think this place was ever charming?” Gail asked.
 
“Probably,” Jonathan said. “It wasn’t that long ago that Venezuela was fat with cash and a prosperous place. Ever notice that every oppressive, failed regime in modern history has the word socialist in the title?”
 
For a minute or so, they watched in silence as the traffic passed, then Gail said, “There are a lot of construction vehicles.”
 
“Building the resort, I suppose,” Jonathan said.
 
“I guess, but that must be very tough on the roads. All that weight, all that vibration.”
 
“No one would argue that the roads are in anything but bad shape, I don’t think.” Jonathan checked his watch. “Coming up on one-thirty.”
 
“What if he skips today?”
 
Jonathan made a face. “I guess we go back to the house and sleep. Try again tomorrow.”
 
One of the things Jonathan missed most about his days with the Unit was his access to so many other branches of Uncle Sam’s governmental tree. His team had enjoyed the benefit of multiple layers of intel before they would put together a carefully orchestrated plan, not only for the 0300 rescue but also for the exfil and diversions. Back then, the standard 0300 team consisted of twenty or more operators, plus air assets as necessary to protect the operation.
 
The private affairs for which he and his team were so well compensated always felt like patchwork jobs, where collection of intel was haphazard at best.
 
Jonathan sensed in his gut that the actual rescue of these missionaries was going to be the easy part. The hard part would be to find them in the first place. Attending this meeting with the unknown phone holder felt like a significant event, but he’d have to witness it to know for sure, and in the process, he would have to risk exposing himself to a potential enemy who, in a perfect world, should have no idea who it was that left his ears ringing and his nose bloodied.
 
Within ten minutes, the proprietor of the Riverside Tavern delivered a latticed plastic basket containing their arepas atop red-and-white checkered paper. The fact that the fried dough had not already soaked the paper felt like a good omen. After the proprietor set the basket down, he reached to a nearby chair at another table and joined Jonathan and Gail at theirs.
 
“I’m always interested in meeting new people,” the man said. “My name is Diego, but the people here all call me the Beer Man.” He presented his hand.
 
Jonathan took it. “Manuel,” he said. “This is my girlfriend, Maria.” He didn’t want to poison the well for their official aliases in case they needed to use them later.
 
“What brings you here to Three Sisters?”
 
“Just seeing the world,” Jonathan said.
 
“And with everything there is to see, you choose this place at this hour? I can’t help but wonder why.”
 
Jonathan answered with silence and raised eyebrows. He lifted one of the arepas and took a bite. One old trick in dealing with a conversation you didn’t like was to put yourself in a position where you can’t answer.
 
“Tell me the truth,” Beer Man said. “You are Americans, am I correct?”
 
Jonathan took his time chewing and made a point of making a dramatic swallow. “What on earth would make you say such a thing?”
 
“Your mannerisms, for one. And your overall fitness.”
 
“I am Colombian,” Jonathan lied. “So you are right, I am not from around here.”
 
“You have blue eyes, my friend.”
 
“Ever since I was a little boy,” Jonathan replied. He couldn’t figure out what this guy’s endgame was, but the line of questioning made him uneasy. “Why is this important to you?”
 
“If you are not American, then I have nothing to discuss with you.”
 
“I am American,” Gail said in Spanish.
 
Beer Man beamed. “Now that I hear your accent, I understand why you have been sitting so quietly. You may speak English, if you’d like.”
 
Jonathan’s gut tensed. This was a classic ploy to break a cover. If she switched to English, Jonathan would either have to pretend to not understand or, more likely, would switch to English, but without the Spanish accent, which was very hard to mimic without sounding like Speedy Gonzales from the cartoons.
 
“No,” Gail said. “I would prefer to speak in Spanish. The only way to learn is to speak, right?”
 
Beer Man gave a thumbs up. “Absolutely. The same reason why I would like to try English.” He waited for a reaction, but when he didn’t get one, he changed tacks. “So, Miss Maria, are you on holiday here?”
 
“I was on holiday in Bogota,” she said with a glance toward Jonathan that came with a treacly smile. “That’s where I met Manuel, and, well, here we are.”
 
“I love a romantic story,” Beer Man said.
 
“You said there were things you want to discuss,” Gail reminded.
 
“Yes, of course. It’s the sudden increase in spies,” he said.
 
Jonathan hoped his poker face held as he leaned into the table. “Excuse me?”
 
Beer Man laughed. “That is what I call them. All the Russians. They think I am fooled by their Spanish, but Russian accents cannot be tamed.”
 
“You seem to know a lot about language,” Jonathan said.
 
“That is because I am a linguist. I use the English for that word because it is more precise than the equivalent in Spanish.”
 
“That makes your tavern a laboratory, I suppose,” Jonathan said.
 
“When you study language, the entire world is your laboratory,” Beer Man said. “Alas, the Riverside Tavern is merely my attempt to stay alive as the ship of state sinks around me.”
 
“That was a lot of words,” Jonathan said.
 
“What I mean is that I was a professor of linguistics until the Leftists flushed it down the toilet. When no one can pay for tuition, no one pays for professors. Certainly not those of us who teach the liberal arts.”
 
“I was noticing all the construction traffic,” Gail said. “Manuel thought it was all for the construction of the new resort.”
 
“You’re exactly right,” Beer Man said. “And it is the nature of the vehicles that gives me concern. I have never seen so many concrete trucks. They come fifteen, twenty a day. Sometimes more. It’s been like that for weeks.”
 
“They are building a resort,” Jonathan said. “Why is that disturbing to you?”
 
“You are thinking in straight lines,” Beer Man said. “By themselves, the number of concrete trucks is not all that concerning. But when you combine that with the Russian construction crews who are pretending to be something other than what they are, I do get very nervous.”
 
“I still don’t understand,” Jonathan said. “What do you think they are building?”
 
“Many, many tons of reinforced concrete,” Beer Man said. “I did not mention the many trucks whose beds were loaded down with steel reinforcement bars.”
 
Rebar was used in all kinds of construction, especially commercial construction, but it was expensive and in super-large amounts could indicate nefarious projects. Munitions operations, for example, required many tons of the stuff.
 
“All this concrete,” Jonathan said. “It is obviously a source of concern. But why?”
 
Beer Man gave Jonathan a long, hard look. “Perhaps I should not have said anything.”
 
“Yet, you have,” Gail said. “Words cannot be unspoken, so it makes the most sense to clarify the ones already hanging in the air.”
 
Beer Man sighed deeply. He clearly considered getting up and walking away, but then he leaned in and lowered his tone. “I choose to believe that you are both lying to me, I choose to believe that you are both Americans, and I pray that you are elements of the American CIA, because the things that are happening here should not be happening.”
 
Jonathan decided it was time to call an audible. “All right,” he said in English. “You are correct.”
 
A cloud fell over Beer Man’s expression. “Now I don’t know what to believe.”
 
“When your customers come into the tavern,” Jonathan said, switching back to Spanish in case people were listening, “do you ever listen to their conversations?”
 
“A man cannot turn off his ears,” Beer Man said. “So, if they speak loudly enough to be heard, I listen. Most of the time, the conversations are hushed and very private. The people buy enough food and drink to pay for their seats, but they do not buy a lot.”
 
“Those are the Russians?”
 
“Not all the time. Even when the Russians come here, they often meet with some of the local people—people that I have known for many years.”
 
“You don’t trust these people?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I trust no one who has done business with the cartel.”
 
“Are we talking about your friends now?” Jonathan asked. “The ones you have known for many years?”
 
“Yes, I am. The bastards. The cartel might offer the only real money to be had, but to earn money by killing people is no way to make a living, if you ask me.”
 
Jonathan found himself in an interesting spot. Beer Man impressed him as honest and truthful in his desire to undermine whatever nefarious things were happening on the island, but the man was entirely unvetted. Covert operators were carefully trained to project untruths as truths. By asking questions, Jonathan would inevitably reveal parts of his mission that could endanger his team. On the other hand, he didn’t want to walk away from a unique opportunity. He decided to trust his gut.
 
“What can you tell me about a man who comes here regularly between one and two o’clock in the afternoon?”
 
A smile formed on Beer Man’s lips. “He calls himself Esteban, but I think of him as Ivan. He is one of the worst Spanish speakers among the Russians, but he seems to be very proud of his language skills. What has he done wrong?”
 
“I don’t know that he’s done anything wrong,” Jonathan said. “Does he come alone, or does he meet with others?”
 
“Sometimes yes, sometimes no. He has told me that my pabellón criollo is an addiction. And if I may say so, he is correct.”
 
Jonathan recognized the national dish of Venezuela—essentially a rice, beans, and shredded steak dish that Jonathan didn’t understand. “When he meets with others, is it usually the same people?”
 
“That same two or three, but there are exceptions—people who come but don’t stay to eat, people who stay to eat but never return. One of the regulars is in there now. His name is Roberto Zamora, and you would be wise to stay away from him.”
 
“Why is that?”
 
“Because he is a cartel killer. He is, I believe, the leader of the cartel here on Three Sisters.”
 
Jonathan felt that twinge on the back of his neck that usually meant that he’d learned something significant. “This Zamora,” he said. “Is he involved with the construction as well?”
 
“I do not know. I think there is some connection— some conspiracy—between the Russians and the cartel, but I don’t know what it might be.”
 
Gail asked, “Does anything happen around here without the involvement of the cartel?”
 
“Not new business, no,” Beer Man said. “But for established businesses like mine, run by native Venezuelans, they leave us alone. In fact, I am ashamed to admit that they sometimes protect us from thieves. No one wants to endure the kind of misery that the cartel can cause through their tortures. I heard one time that they took a man’s—”
 
“I’d prefer not to hear the details,” Gail said.
 
“I understand. Such things can be quite gruesome.”
 
While Gail engaged their host, Jonathan tried to fit the pieces together in his head. They knew that the Russian they were waiting for had received a phone call from a Washington, DC, number after Nicholas Mishin—
 
No, he checked himself. He did not know that the Russian and the man who received the call were the same person. That’s what they suspected, but that’s not yet what they knew. They knew that Starburst Adventures had ties to Russia. It made sense, then, that Russian workers would be here to oversee the project. But if that were the case, why go through the charade of pretending to be not-Russian?
 
And if it played out that the man with the phone was a Russian and that he had met with Roberto Zamora, what might that mean? Why would Starburst Adventures be interested in the drug trade? Right away, Jonathan felt stupid for even allowing the thought to form in his mind. Drug money was the biggest money there was.
 
Beer Man’s face lit up as he locked in on something behind Jonathan. As Digger was turning, Beer Man said, “Here is my friend Esteban now. Pardon me, Manuel and Maria, but I must get back to work.”
 
Jonathan watched as Beer Man’s entire persona changed. He became obsequious, making a grand gesture to invite the man he didn’t trust into his place of business. Jonathan tried to keep his glance casual and disinterested as he looked at the incoming visitor, but he was nearly sure that he didn’t pull it off. He recognized this man at a single glance, and in those two seconds, he thought for sure that he saw reflected recognition in the Russian’s eyes.
 
Moving casually, Jonathan returned his eyes to Gail. “Well, shit,” he said. “Things are about to get interesting.”

 



Chapter 12
 
“That’s Ilya Kerensky,” Jonathan said, barely audibly. “He’s the senior FSB officer in this hemisphere. At least he used to be.”
 
“That’s the successor to the KGB, right?”
 
“One of several, but this one is still headquartered in the Lubyanka. Last I checked, Kerensky’s office was in Havana.”
 
“Don’t they travel a lot? They are spies, after all?”
 
“I don’t question that he travels,” Jonathan said. “I question why he’s here. If the FSB is involved with the construction of the Starburst Adventures resort, then Beer Man’s concerns about the concrete are well-earned.”
 
“As Big Guy would say, easy there, cowboy. We’re not here to settle world relations. We’re here to rescue some missionaries.”
 
“Who we suspect are being held by the cartel whose leader is now meeting with the top dog from the Russian spy agency.”
 
Jonathan watched as Gail got the significance. “Are you suggesting that the FSB is somehow involved in the kidnapping of Baptist missionaries?”
 
“Sounds pretty silly when you say it out loud, doesn’t it?”
 
“It sounds preposterous when I think it silently,” Gail said with a chuckle. “But that doesn’t mean that’s not exactly what’s happening.”
 
“I crossed paths with him a long time ago,” Jonathan said. “We were trying to rescue an asset out of Mexico City at the same time that Kerensky was trying to kill the guy. The PC’s partner had been tortured for hours, flaying the skin from his palms and soles of his feet—”
 
“Come on, Scorpion, I don’t need to know those details. You know I can’t stand that.”
 
“Sorry, but I think it helps to know the depths of the depravity we’re talking about with this guy. Anyway, I ended up killing Kerensky’s partner, and we got our PC out. Unfortunately, he’d been shot through the lungs and died, but at least it was fast, and his family got to bury him.”
 
“Which operation was that?” Gail asked.
 
“Long before you were with us,” Jonathan said. He winked. “And well beyond your need to know, I’m afraid.”
 
Secrets were fragile things, as breakable as a single telling. In this case, it was an op that saved the world, and the world never knew that it truly was seconds away from a missile launch that could not be taken back.
 
“You know,” Gail said, “if we could somehow listen in on their conversation, our lives could be much easier.”
 
“I think Kerensky already made me. I thought I saw that flash in his eye. He might not remember me exactly, but he knows we’ve seen each other before. I can’t risk sitting at the table next to him. He’s too smart for that sort of thing. He’s a head-on-a-swivel kind of guy.”
 
“I could try it solo.”
 
“Please don’t do that.”
 
“How will we know if these guys are associated with the kidnappings if we don’t listen in? We don’t have to hit them on the nose, but we need a place to start.”
 
Jonathan knew she was right, but he also knew that Kerensky would sense the intrusion instantly.
 
“Wait a second,” Jonathan said. “All we need to do is establish a link between them and Nicholas Mishin, right? I mean, he’s ultimately the reason we’re here, to bring the lawyer to Wolfie on a plate.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“Well, we’ve got Kerensky’s number, and we know that Kerensky called a local phone here after Mishin talked with him.”
 
Gail’s eyes got big. “We have Mother Hen call them both.”
 
Jonathan thought it was great to finally have a plan.
 
* * *
 
Ilya Kerensky didn’t like the way the guy outside looked at him. He seemed somehow predatory and maybe even a little frightened. Kerensky had the feeling that he’d met the guy before, but given his line of work, that was a feeling that came over him frequently. Of course, for many of the people he’d met over the years, Kerensky’s was the last face they ever saw, and they were happy to die.
 
“Who was that couple you were talking to out there?” Kerensky asked as they pushed through the blanket into the darkness of the tavern.
 
“New customers,” Beer Man said. “Tourists, I suppose.”
 
“You looked awfully friendly with them,” Kerensky said. “Surely you must have asked what brought them to Three Sisters.”
 
“I did. They were evasive. I figured if they did not want to share their situation with me, it was not my business to pry.”
 
“Of course,” Kerensky said, but he didn’t like the feeling he was getting from Beer Man. Something was afoot, and it was his business to be on top of everything. But now was not the time to press too hard. “Well, Beer Man, you know what I would like to order.”
 
“Yes, yes, I do,” Beer Man said. He disappeared behind the bar and into the kitchen.
 
Roberto Zamora sat at the table where they always met when they were together. He looked nervous, but then again, he always looked nervous. Punks like Zamora were wise to be nervous. They thought that because they had all the guns and they had all the swagger, they were somehow tougher than the average villager. The dragon tattoo that crawled up Zamora’s neck and onto his face in front of his left ear might have intimidated frightened farmers, but his narrow, undernourished shoulders and neck told the story of a man who would break like a dried stick under even the slightest pressure.
 
Kerensky ate punks like Zamora for a snack before breakfast. But not today. Not for the next few weeks. He needed the watchful eyes and ears of the Los Muertos cartel until the construction project was completed. When that was done, he could finally leave this country forever. Havana wasn’t much during these austere times, but on its worst day, Havana was paradise compared to this shithole.
 
“Good afternoon,” Zamora said. He sat straighter in his wooden chair, but he did not rise.
 
“I suppose it is,” Kerensky said.
 
“And your project is coming along well?”
 
“We will be finished soon enough. Of course, we are waiting on you and yours to deliver our . . . special items.”
 
“And I am anxious to be rid of them,” Zamora said. “Too many people know about the missiles, and they are getting more and more difficult to conceal. We are doing our part to keep mouths shut, but that is a bloody business.”
 
“Everything you do is a bloody business,” Kerensky said.
 
“Do not lecture me on violence, Comrade Esteban. Your secrets are not well kept either. The sooner your installation is complete, the sooner you can lock down security and life can go back to normal.”
 
Kerensky felt heat rising in his face. The insolence angered him. The truth of Zamora’s words made him angrier still. Time could not have been more of the essence than right now. The Kremlin had placed this burden on his shoulders, and they expected him to perform. And the penalties of nonperformance were more or less the same as when Josef Stalin helmed the ship of state.
 
Not since October of 1962 had Mother Russia had such an opportunity to project power in the Western Hemisphere. With the United States consuming itself over issues that would embarrass future historians, Kerensky knew in his heart that they were only moments away from waking up. They had turned their backs on their southern borders at the very time when Venezuela craved support and attention, allowing Starburst Adventures to buy up Three Sisters Island on behalf of the Kremlin for an amount that would make the ruling powers in Caracas among the wealthiest men in the Western Hemisphere.
 
With help from a member of the president’s own family, the Kremlin, through Kerensky, had secured forty-eight consecutive hours free from the prying eyes of spy satellites, during which time the missiles would be installed in their silos and disguised as architectural flourishes to the Grand Starburst Resort.
 
That forty-eight-hour window would commence tonight, so over the course of the next two days, Roberto Zamora, whose terrorist workers had been sheltering the missiles in areas scattered about the island, would deliver them to the launch sites, where they could then be installed and made operational.
 
When that was done, the installation would be permanent. The Americans no longer had the spine to threaten blockades and invasions, and President Darmond’s political closet contained far too much cartel filth for him to strongarm the Venezuelan leadership.
 
By the time the administration changed in Washington, the news cycle would have changed, and the gullible Americans would have moved on to important matters such as the price of lattes and the love lives of movie stars.
 
Having spent the entirety of his adult life in the intelligence business, Kerensky actually missed the days when most Americans loved their country and worked harder to protect her secrets. The fact that a lowly private in their Army could unleash a treasure trove of secrets from his laptop computer, or that senior intelligence officials willingly leaked critical secrets to influential newspapers merely for the purpose of embarrassing their political opponents, certainly made Kerensky’s job easier. But it was far less challenging than it used to be.
 
Stupidity, distraction, and hubris were all leverage points for spies because they all played on human weakness, yet somehow, over the past few years, weakness had become a virtue among Americans, and strength was largely vilified.
 
When they finally came to their senses and allowed themselves to assess the damage their inattention had caused to their national security, they would realize that their era as the world’s only superpower had ended, and they would have no choice but to do the bidding of the world’s new masters, the combined allegiance of Mother Russia and China.
 
“May I assume that you are on schedule for the transfer of our special items, beginning tonight?”
 
Zamora showed two thumbs up. “Absolutely. We could begin now if you would like.”
 
“No, we need to wait until after sundown and work through the night.”
 
“As you wish.”
 
Kerensky shifted in his seat, leaned into the table. “I have one more thing for you,” he said. “Are you holding hostages? Did I read that somewhere? Something about American missionaries?”
 
Zamora looked startled that word had leaked out. “Yes, I am.”
 
“May I ask why?”
 
“We are holding them for ransom.”
 
“Why would you do such a thing now, with everything else that is going on?”
 
Zamora inhaled as he closed his eyes, clearly embarrassed in advance of what he was about to say. “It was unintentional,” he explained.
 
“How does one take hostages accidentally?”
 
“There’s a village nearby,” Zamora explained. “Sonrisa de Dios. The villagers, I believe, took pictures of the missile that we are concealing nearby, and when they would not produce the pictures, we had to kill them. It happened that at the time, American missionaries were digging holes and preaching sermons there at the village. They witnessed our punishment of the villagers. To keep them quiet, I took them as prisoners.”
 
“Why didn’t you kill them?”
 
“Because they are Americans. And the American church knew where they were. If we killed them, I thought that would bring unnecessary attention to Three Sisters and the work you are doing here.”
 
“So, why call attention to it with a call for ransom?”
 
Zamora smiled. “Because it is what the Americans expect of a so-called drug cartel. The American government is so aligned with the political issue that we provide to them year after year that they will make speeches and condemn and beat their breasts, but they will keep their borders open to allow our product to flow. We all know that the weakling in the White House will do nothing meaningful to get the hostages back, so in the end it is a wash. The hostages remain silent, the politicians get to make noise, you continue to work in obscurity, and I might make some money on the side.”
 
“Has anyone made the ransom payment?” Kerensky asked.
 
“Only one.”
 
“Did you release the hostage?”
 
“Of course,” Zamora said. “Kidnapping is a business for us, as you know. And for the business model to work, we must never break the rules. We thought that the ransom demand was far too large to be met, but in that case, we were wrong.”
 
“Suppose that released hostage talks to the authorities in America?”
 
Zamora bobbed his head noncommittally. “I cannot imagine that they would not talk with him,” he said. “And if they do, he will tell of the Los Muertos cartel murdering villagers. It’s a calculated risk, but I don’t think he can cause harm to either of us. This reinforces the need for haste in finishing your installation.”
 
Kerensky found nothing to quibble with in Zamora’s words. In a perfect world, Kerensky would have counseled against releasing the hostage, irrespective of the ransom, but he also understood that Kerensky had a business to run and that the business did, indeed, have rules that needed to be followed.
 
“I wish you had told me about this,” Kerensky said. “I don’t like to be blindsided by news I didn’t anticipate.”
 
“It all happened very quickly,” Zamora said. “I do not see such things happening again. Once we stop hiding missiles, much of the pressure will be relieved.”
 
“I understand. Thank you for the update.”
 
“Are we finished?” Zamora asked. He started to stand.
 
“Not quite yet,” Kerensky said. “I need you to release one more hostage.” He fished a piece of paper out of his trousers pocket and read from it. “You’re holding an older man, a lawyer. His name is Donald Williams. He calls himself Donny.”
 
Zamora shrugged as if to say he didn’t know what any of the names were. “Where is his ransom?”
 
Kerensky had to laugh. “Just following the rules, right? Well, this one you need to release as a favor to me. More specifically, to important friends of mine.”
 
“How does this affect me?”
 
“This affects you because I am the one who is asking for the favor.”
 
“When do you need this man released?”
 
“As soon as possible. Tonight would be best.”
 
Zamora held out his hand. “May I have that piece of paper?”
 
Kerensky handed it over.
 
As Zamora gave it a look, his cell phone rang in his pocket. Three seconds later, Kerensky’s phone rang.
 
So few people had this number that he knew that urgent business was at stake. Kerensky connected the call and brought the phone to his ear. “Yes?”
 
He heard a click as the other party disconnected the call. Across from him, Zamora’s brow was deeply creased.
 
“Nobody there for you, either?” Kerensky asked.
 
Zamora shook his head.
 
Kerensky opened up his setting to see the number that had called him. It showed as blocked.
 
“Mine says it was blocked,” Zamora said.
 
“Yeah, mine, too.” Kerensky felt a sense of dread. His phone was set up to ignore calls from blocked numbers. That meant the incoming call was not recognized as such, which in turn meant that the incoming caller had access to cloaking technology and possessed the skill to use it.
 
His mind returned to his arrival with Beer Man and the nearly familiar face he saw as they entered the tavern. Who was he? Unrelated events did not happen in the same slice of time unless they were directly related to each other. To nearly recognize a face and then to receive a cloaked phone call was significant. That it happened simultaneously with the person he was meeting with was very significant.
 
“I think we need to end this meeting,” Kerensky said.
 
“What is going on?”
 
“I don’t know, but I sense that trouble is coming our way. Please move quickly tonight.”
 
“What time may I start?”
 
“The satellite blockade begins at seven-thirty this evening. Start then, and work continuously until it is done. The satellites get turned back on at seven thirty, two nights from now.”
 
“That should be no problem.”
 
Kerensky stood and Zamora followed. They shook hands.
 
“One more thing,” Zamora said. “I tell you this because you asked to know. After I release this”—he looked at the piece of paper again—“Donald Williams, I intend to kill the others. I realize now that they are too much of a liability.”
 
“Thank you,” Kerensky said. “It takes a certain edge off of the security risks, though it will bring additional attention to Los Muertos.”
 
“It is the kind of attention that breeds more fear,” Zamora said. “The kind of fear that is good for business. If Roberto Zamora is willing to kill American missionaries, who would he not be willing to kill?” He winked. “That fear makes my life so much easier.”
 
As he watched Zamora exit the tavern, Kerensky scoured his mind for the identity of the man he’d seen. The man on the patio. The man who seemed so engaged in conversation with Beer Man.
 
Kerensky kept his gait casual as he walked to the barred window and peered out. The man and woman were gone now, of course.
 
He pivoted on his axis and faced the bar and the kitchen beyond it. Surely, his pabellón criollo should be ready by now. He decided to go in and check with the chef personally to see what kinds of secrets the man would be willing to share.

 



Chapter 13
 
Once Jonathan heard the two phones ring, it was time to move on. He and Gail rose from their seats and walked down the length of the Riverside Tavern to duck into the alley on the left-hand side. He reached under his shirt and toggled the switch on his radio from PTT (push to talk) to VOX (voice-activated transmission). “Big Guy, you there?”
 
“Just down the street. I do not have eyes on you, but I see where you went. Very stealthy. Roxie is in the air to keep an eye on things.”
 
“I think the meeting is about to break up. The phone trick worked. The Venezuelan dude is our cartel guy. That’s the one we follow.”
 
“Did the guy arrive on foot or did he drive?”
 
“He was already inside when we got here.”
 
“Roger. I guess we’ll find out. He’s at the door now. Get low, he’s coming your way.”
 
Jonathan and Gail pressed themselves against the exterior wall of the tavern and crouched behind a dumpster that reeked of old fish and stale beans. Their plan, such as it was, was to follow Roberto Zamora in the hope that he would lead them to the hostages, and then they could get on with the meat of their mission.
 
Hiding like this bore risks of its own. For example, if seen, how could you possibly talk your way out of suspicion? Jonathan held his breath as he heard the footsteps approach and then fade away.
 
“You’re clear,” Boxers’ voice said in his ear. “Your target is getting into a black Mercedes about half a block away from where you are. I’m gonna lock Roxie onto it and let her do the heavy lifting on the tail.”
 
“I think it’s okay to stand up now,” Gail said. It took some effort, but she rose to her feet and stabilized herself against the wall for a few seconds.
 
“You okay?”
 
“I guess I don’t heal as fast as I used to,” she said. Not all that long ago, Gail had survived a vicious knife attack that had cost her a length of her colon. Jonathan had walked that walk himself, and he almost literally could feel her pain.
 
A crashing sound from inside the tavern drew their attention. The crash was followed by raised voices.
 
“Who was he?” a man yelled in heavily accented Spanish. Jonathan knew right away that it was Ilya Kerensky.
 
“I don’t know. I swear I don’t!”
 
Another crash.
 
“Do not lie to me, you pig. You talked with him for a long time. Who is he?”
 
“You’re hurting me!”
 
“Damn right I’m hurting you. But this is only the beginning unless you—”
 
“They are CIA!” Beer Man shouted. “They were here to talk about the work you are doing, but I swear that I did not tell them anything.”
 
The borrowed beater of a Ford showed up at the mouth of the alley, Boxers behind the wheel. “Time to go, Boss,” he said over the radio.
 
Jonathan switched off VOX. “Kerensky’s going to kill that man,” he said to Gail. “I need to—”
 
“We need to get to the truck and follow Zamora. He’s our target. Whatever the Russians are doing is none of our business. They are not our mission.”
 
The next crash was followed by an agonized scream.
 
Jonathan couldn’t stand it. A man was being tortured because of a lie that Jonathan told him. He had to go in and help.
 
“Scorpion, look at me,” Gail said. “We have a mission. We have PCs to rescue, and we all need to get home whole and healthy. Let this go. This is for Wolverine and the other feds to mop up. This is not—”
 
A gunshot from inside rendered the discussion moot.
 
In his ear, Boxers said, “I don’t know what the delay is, and I sure as hell don’t know who just got shot, but we need to be anywhere but here. Roxie’s range isn’t unlimited, you know.”
 
Jonathan did know. This was a fight for a later time.
 
* * *
 
Years of experience and practice in tradecraft had taught Kerensky many things and revealed many shortcuts to success, but he’d never been able to find the handle for his temper. He took no pride in killing people like Beer Man—in fact, he felt disgusted with himself that he had pulled the trigger. The proprietor of the Riverside Tavern was an otherwise honest man who no doubt was doing his best to provide for himself and his family.
 
But he had lied to Kerensky. He had lied repeatedly, despite the very real inevitability of what the result of his lying would be. Kerensky knew that the fat man was far too curious about matters that didn’t concern him and that he’d listened to conversations he never should have heard, but until today, he’d figured that his idle curiosity was a form of entertainment—in a part of the world where entertainment was difficult to find.
 
If Beer Man had told him right away that those two on his patio were American CIA agents, he could have ended the matter quickly and decisively. There might have been a gunfight and the Americans might have died, but the political fallout from such an event was for diplomats to work out. Field men like Kerensky had jobs that were fundamentally simple, yet in practicality were quite difficult.
 
His role of behalf of Mother Russia was to control information. What people knew, how they knew it, and to whom they communicated it. He’d been watching Beer Man from afar for quite some time, and this was the only occasion wherein the proprietor had stepped so far out of line.
 
So, what had he shared with the Americans? Beer Man had been in a position to know quite a lot. He might not have pieced it all together, but even if he had passed along random comments and observations, those things could cause great harm. The halls of the Central Intelligence Agency were filled with analysts whose sole existence was to stitch random bits of information into a coherent narrative. In fact, until very recently, they were the very best in the world at doing so.
 
There again, their internal politics and self-hatred had eroded the quality of their analysis. Kerensky had heard from one of his sources in Langley that when analysis by career professionals contradicted the prescribed narrative of the presidential administration or the majority in Congress, that information was quashed and the analyst transferred.
 
Kerensky had no choice but to assume the worst in all matters. He had to assume that the American agents knew every detail of Project Dragon and that everything they knew would soon be widely disseminated around the world. If that happened, this tiny, unique window in time would close and Kerensky would have failed.
 
That could not happen.
 
Kerensky needed to contact his superiors and alert them to the possible threat to the security of the project. They, in turn, could put into motion the wheels that would detect and interfere with the Americans’ plans, whatever they were. From there, he would receive orders on his next move.
 
But he wished it didn’t have to come to that. He’d much prefer to utilize local assets to find the two people he was looking for. Even now, at this very moment, while they could not have gotten very far, they had every compass point to choose from. If they were experienced tradecraft artists, they’d have split up to rendezvous at a different location. Maybe they had a third operator and that one had a car.
 
They had to have communications between them, but those would be scrambled and encrypted. The fact of the encrypted transmissions could be significant, but without the content of the communications, what good would that do?
 
There had to be a string to pull. That was always the case. Even the most meticulously planned operation had a hanging thread that could unravel the plan. Every one. The trick was to disguise the thread so well that it appeared to be part of the overall tapestry.
 
He heard movement in the restaurant and walked to the saloon-style doors that separated the dining room from the kitchen. Julio Vazquez, the local chief of police and the most bought-off official on the island, stood among the tables, his pistol in his hand, dangling from his side.
 
“I heard that someone got shot in here,” Vazquez said.
 
“Hello, Julio,” Kerensky said. “Yes, it seems that Beer Man has met with an unfortunate accident. He’s dead. His hand has been cut off. I would guess that this is the work of the cartel.”
 
Vazquez seemed appalled. “No, I don’t think so. Beer Man was a native. A local. And he was cooperative with the demands. I cannot imagine—” He saw something in Kerensky’s eyes that froze his words in his throat. “Of course, strange things happen all the time in life.”
 
Kerensky did not bother to be stealthy as he returned his Makarov pistol to its holster on his hip. “I presume there’s no reason to include in your report the fact that I was the one who found the body.”
 
“No, of course not.”
 
“Such a sad day for the community,” Kerensky said. Out of nowhere, it seemed, he saw what might be the solution to his American spy problem. “Please have a seat and chat with me for a few minutes.”
 
“But Beer Man . . .”
 
“He will still be dead when we are done talking.”
 
Vazquez sat. He looked both frightened and disgusted. Throw in a touch of anger, too.
 
“I need your help in finding some people. Americans, I believe. At least one man and one woman, neither of whom I have seen before.”
 
“Meaning no disrespect, sir, while this island is small, I’m certain there are many people you have not seen.”
 
“Americans?” Kerensky pressed. “Other than the missionaries that Roberto Zamora took hostage after he killed the people in Sonrisa de Dios.”
 
Vazquez now looked terrified as he reflexively turned to the blanketed opening, presumably to see who might be listening. “Mother of God, do not speak of such things.”
 
“I wanted you to know that I know more about what happens here on this island than you’d probably like me to.”
 
“But still. Suppose someone overheard us talking?”
 
“Those people would still be dead,” Kerensky said with a nonchalant smile. “Anyway, my point is that there are not so many Americans here, is that right?”
 
“Yes, that is correct.”
 
Kerensky thought about that answer. “If a flight arrived here on the island with Americans on board, you would know about it, yes?”
 
“Of course. The flights are few, but the manifests are all reviewed. Any American arrival would have to be reported to the ministry.”
 
“Why is that?”
 
Vazquez gave a look that said, Are you crazy? “Our relations with the United States are not the very best these days. They have said ugly things about our country, even as they steadfastly refuse to offer any financial aid during these times of great need.”
 
“Yet, two Americans were here just a little while ago, talking to Beer Man. Perhaps they are the ones who killed him. One never knows in these things. I would like for you to tell your police officers to keep an eye out for them. If they are seen, I need you to shoot them on sight.”
 
Vazquez recoiled from the words. “Just shoot them for being American? That is impossible.”
 
“No, it’s not. Not at all. Is that not what Roberto Zamora would do if I asked him to?”
 
“I am not him.”
 
“Oh, sure you are. You just don’t want to admit it. And I can’t say that I blame you. Allowing others to kill is not so much different than killing people yourself. In fact, the former is far more hard-hearted if you ask me.”
 
Vazquez stood. “I did not ask you. This meeting is over.”
 
“Are you going to arrest me for Beer Man’s murder?” Kerensky asked the question in as conversational a tone as he could muster.
 
“I may just do that.”
 
“Then why haven’t you already?”
 
Kerensky knew the answer. Law enforcement agencies all over northern South America and Central America had been neutered by the drug cartels. Police had become the strong-arm enforcers of cartel policies. Given Mother Russia’s investment in Three Sisters, to arrest Kerensky would be to commit suicide.
 
Kerensky softened his tone. “Please sit down again.”
 
Vazquez hesitated. He was fighting with the last semblance of machismo, but ultimately surrendered to his future and sat back down at the table.
 
“Here’s what I need from you,” Kerensky explained. “First of all, I want you to get on your radio and get every officer looking for a male and female American, perhaps in the company of other people. If encountered, they are to be considered armed and very, very dangerous.”
 
Vazquez nodded. He understood.
 
“Do it now,” Kerensky said. “We know that they’re nearby to the Riverside Tavern, so sooner is better than later.”
 
Kerensky waited while Vazquez relayed the instructions to his dispatcher, who then put it out on the air.
 
“Very well,” Kerensky said. “Well done. Next, I need you to work your intelligence sources to find out if any boats have arrived on the island within the past few days.”
 
Vazquez coughed out a laugh. “You must be kidding. We are an island. Of course there have been boats.”
 
“But with Americans onboard? This is the key to differentiating. We know that they had to get on the island from somewhere and that they did not fly in on an airplane. That leaves a very long swim or some kind of boat.”
 
“Construction barges come in and out of here all the time, as you know. What would stop them from stowing away on one of those?”
 
“That is not possible,” Kerensky said. He didn’t share with Vazquez that security on those vessels was so tight as to be absurd. Even if someone had tried to get on board illegally, Kerensky would have heard about it.
 
“Everything is possible,” Vazquez said, “but I will defer to your wisdom. Where would this vessel have been coming from?”
 
A little bell rang in Kerensky’s head. The origin of the mission to come to the island had to be someplace not on Venezuelan shores and reasonably close enough to make the trip in a relatively small boat. The options there were few. There were vacation islands, of course, but those governments would never risk muddying their reputation by being involved in some kind of covert activity.
 
He supposed that the trip could have originated in Guantanamo Bay, but that was still very far away.
 
The closest locale friendly enough to Americans to allow such a thing would have been Grenada—made even more likely by the fact of essentially shoving a finger into the eye of Venezuela. Plus, perhaps the Americans still had intelligence assets and operating locations there.
 
“I will look into the most likely launch locations. You take care of finding that boat and the people who brought it here.”
 
Vazquez continued to stare, as if to wait for more.
 
“That is all for now,” Kerensky said.
 
Vazquez stood. “May I care for the body of my friend, Beer Man?”
 
Kerensky stood as well. “Yes, of course, of course. This is your community to run. You don’t have to ask my permission for anything.”
 
As Kerensky walked back out into the sunshine, a plan had formed in his mind. If anybody would know about intelligence-related activities in Grenada, it would be a man whom Kerensky had known and worked with for many years.
 
Somehow, even after officially retiring from the intel world, the man he knew as Jo-Jo stayed dialed into everything that happened.

 



Chapter 14
 
Boxers drove and Gail sat in the center of the back seat while Jonathan rode shotgun with Big Guy’s computer on his lap, tracking Roxie’s course along the road. Zamora had a two-mile lead on them, but with Roxie flying at nearly five hundred feet, the signal was clear. In addition to perfectly clear images, she also projected GPS coordinates. If they got separated too far, the drone would continue to follow the target it was locked onto until the signal got too weak or until it got too low on power. At that point, she was trained to mark her last location and then fly back to her base, which sat behind them in the cargo area of their truck.
 
“Are you thinking that Zamora is going to lead us straight to the hostages?” Gail asked.
 
“Hoping is a better word,” Jonathan said.
 
“And then what?” Boxers asked. “I’m not keen on daylight ops.”
 
“I’m not keen on them, either,” Jonathan said. “But if this guy can take us to where he’s got them holed up, we can note the location, make an actual plan, and pull it off at night.”
 
“Wow, a real plan,” Boxers said wistfully. “Now you’re just teasing me.”
 
Jonathan couldn’t bring himself to smile or make a witty comeback. “What the hell is Ilya Kerensky up to?” he thought aloud. “What’s so important that he had to kill Beer Man?”
 
“Last time we saw him, he was an unhappy camper,” Boxers said. “Maybe he thought you boys were friends and he killed him just out of spite.”
 
“Kerensky doesn’t do anything that he hasn’t thought all the way through. It’s in his DNA.”
 
“Maybe Beer Man told him about our conversation,” Gail said. “That was a lot of crashing and yelling when we were crouched in the alley. Maybe he beat the information out of him.”
 
“We told him we were CIA,” Jonathan recalled.
 
“Why would you do that?” Boxers said. “God, I feel dirty enough pretending to be feebs. I draw the line at pretending to be Agency pukes.” The road here was narrow and bumpy. Jonathan had to hang tight to the laptop to keep from dropping it.
 
Boxers’ sense of humor did not always allow for the best timing.
 
“Riddle me this, Big Guy,” Jonathan said. “Why would the FSB send one of their top men to this lump in the ocean along with thousands of pounds of reinforced concrete?”
 
“Building a resort takes a lot of concrete, Boss. Maybe this time the cigar is just a cigar.”
 
“But why the Russian security apparatus for a hotel?” Gail asked. “How does that make sense?”
 
“It makes sense because those are the moving parts we’re left with. We know that it must make sense. We just need to figure out why.” Jonathan pointed to a spot beyond the windshield. “Zamora turned right up here about a mile. Looking at the map, I think it’s the only road we’ll pass.”
 
The structures on either side of the road looked like they might have been vacation rentals at one time. They sported the remnants of bright colors and yard ornaments, but now the colors all were faded and most of the yards were overgrown.
 
“Okay, I’ll be the one to state the obvious,” Big Guy said. “I’m an explosives guy. Whenever you talk large amounts of reinforced concrete, my head goes right away to lots of HE.” High explosives.
 
“You suspect that the Russians are funding cartel terrorism?” Gail asked.
 
“Why not?” Jonathan asked. “History can’t show a time in the last hundred, two hundred years when the Soviets and the Russians before and after them didn’t groove on terrorism. And torture. And invasion.”
 
“I just don’t see the upside for them,” Boxers said. “What do they get out of building bombs for drug dealers? I mean, we’re not talking just any random Ruskie here. We’re talking Ilya freakin’ Kerensky.”
 
“Maybe we’re thinking too hard,” Gail said. “I’ve heard in the news that Russia and Venezuela have been trying to develop some kind of cooperative agreement. Some oil cartel thing. Venezuela has a hell of a lot of oil, as does Russia. Maybe Kerensky is here for that, and the concrete is just for the hotel.”
 
That made sense, Jonathan supposed, but it didn’t feel right. He couldn’t argue against Big Guy’s Freudian observation about cigars, but years of experience had taught him that the proverbial cigars could be damned dangerous things. They could be feints, misdirections. Maybe the concrete and the Russian presence was just a ruse to pull attention away from something else that was more important.
 
No, that wasn’t right either. If this was all a feint, then the Russians would have made sure that the West knew about it. They’d have made it a point of distraction at the United Nations and in The Hague.
 
No, this had the feel of something they wanted to keep secret—something important enough to kill a tavern owner over, just on the off chance that he had passed information along to what he thought were Agency assets.
 
Sometimes a cigar is just a missile.
 
The thought hit him hard, causing him to lean back in his seat. “I think I’ve got it,” he said.
 
“Before you say anything else, where is my turn to follow Roxie?”
 
“About a hundred twenty-five meters ahead.”
 
“Got it,” Big Guy said. “I can see the intersection. Now, what do you think you’ve got?”
 
Gail said it first: “Missile silos.”
 
Boxers laughed. “Whoa! Where did that come from?”
 
“That’s exactly what I was going to say,” Jonathan said. “It certainly fits the facts.”
 
“Well, yeah,” Big Guy said through a grin. “But so does building a goddamn hotel. Occam’s razor.”
 
“Occam’s razor right back at you. The hotel is not the easiest, most logical answer,” Jonathan said. “Not with the FSB involved. That level of attention bumps this thing to a whole new level. And if not a missile launch facility, then a big-ass storage location for energetics.”
 
“I don’t think that works,” Gail said. “Explosives storage, I mean. You can store them here, but then what? You still have to move them to where you want to deploy them. Why not store them closer to where you want to use them? A hundred smaller depositories make more sense than one giant one.”
 
Boxers sat taller in his driver’s seat and adjusted his rearview mirror. “Well, shit. We’ve got cops on our tail.”
 
Jonathan turned in his seat to look out the back window. A little Jeep Renegade with a light bar over the roof of the cab was following, but not at a threatening distance. “Just obey the law,” he said as he turned to face forward again. He pulled down the visor to expose the mirror and adjusted it so he could watch the cops.
 
“What’s the plan if they pull us over?” Boxers asked.
 
This was always a tough call. While it was always a bad idea to pick a fight with local law enforcement personnel, to pull over would be to surrender any tactical advantage. Once stopped, the ability to maneuver and defend went away.
 
“You know the rules,” Big Guy reminded. “I don’t go to prison.”
 
That had been a long-standing agreement between the two of them. No matter what the cost, Boxers would not submit himself to a concrete room. Jonathan understood where he was coming from and even agreed. But killing a cop—which truly was the only way to avoid arrest and capture—crossed a serious line.
 
“I get it,” Jonathan said. “It’s possible that they’re just on their way somewhere. And we happen to be on the same road.”
 
“I’m sure that’s it,” Boxers said, but his ironic tone made clear that his true thought was exactly the opposite.
 
The cop car moved closer.
 
“Uh-oh,” Boxers said.
 
Something about the movement in the front seat of the cop car put Jonathan on even higher alert. It was the way they leaned to the side and then straightened again. “I think they’re drawing down,” he said. He drew his Colt.
 
As if on cue, the cop car sped up.
 
“Brace yourselves, folks,” Boxers said, and he slammed his foot on the brake, bringing the Explorer to a skidding stop.
 
The cop car couldn’t react quickly enough. It slammed into the cargo bed.
 
The impact spun both vehicles crosswise in the road, with Jonathan’s window directly opposite the driver’s window of the cop car. The cops’ airbags had deployed, leaving them a bit stunned, but the driver reacted quickly, bringing his pistol up to shooting position.
 
Moving more by instinct than by conscious thought, Jonathan shifted the Colt to his left hand, reached out his window, and popped the driver twice in his forehead.
 
As the cop in the shotgun seat got with the program and brought his weapon to bear, Jonathan yelled, “No! You don’t have to—”
 
That was all he had time for before he was forced to shoot. His first round hit the cop in his vest, knocking the air out of him, but his second traversed the man’s neck, severing both carotids and launching a disgusting fountain of blood that soaked the windshield and the headliner.
 
“Oh, my God!” Gail yelled from the back seat.
 
“They were going to shoot,” Jonathan said.
 
“Of course they were going to shoot. That was such an aggressive stop.”
 
“Made no sense to start a chase,” Boxers said. “This is their turf. They’d have all the advantage. The stop was the smart move.”
 
Boxers threw the transmission into reverse and gunned the Explorer.
 
“What are you doing?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I’m getting that vehicle off the road before someone else sees it.”
 
“We need to scrub the mission,” Gail said. “Get off the island and back to friendly territory.”
 
“Negative,” Jonathan said. “We came here to do a job, and we’re going to do it.” He turned to Boxers. “Go ahead, Big Guy.”
 
It took thirty seconds or so to position the Ford so that the front bumper rested against the Renegade’s door. “I want to push gently,” Big Guy said. “I don’t want to pop our airbags.”
 
Jonathan liked the logic.
 
Boxers shifted into four-wheel low gear and eased on the power. At first the tires just spun on the dirt road, but as he added more and more power, traction started to grab and the Jeep started to move sideways toward the drainage ditch.
 
“If I do this right, we can flip it and then cover it up.”
 
“This is so not-right,” Gail said.
 
“It’s the penalty for trying to kill me,” Jonathan said. He heard the tone of his voice, and he didn’t like it. There was cruelty in it, a lack of remorse, but it reflected his thoughts. He and his team had violated no laws, yet the police were ready not just to stop them but also to shoot them.
 
“In this part of the world,” Boxers said through gritted teeth, “if they’re public servants, that means they’re on the cartel payroll. Don’t cry any tears for those guys.”
 
“You can’t know that,” Gail said.
 
“Nope, but we can assume it,” Jonathan said. “And either way, those guys are both dead and I made them that way. The sooner we can get out of here, the sooner we’ll be safe again.”
 
Once the Jeep started to move, the rest went easily. The Explorer was able to push the Renegade to the edge of the roadway. It teetered a bit at first, but then when it finally overbalanced, it rolled quickly and noisily, cutting a swath through the dense undergrowth of bushes and ferns and trees. After five seconds, it was over. The Renegade was out of sight and the ruined vegetation seemed to cover itself with nearby growth.
 
“Hold what you’ve got,” Jonathan said. Balancing the laptop on the cushion of the center console, he opened his door and walked to the edge of the hill. The undercarriage looked back at him from fifty feet away. The bodies had stayed inside the vehicle, and there was no sign of leakage that could cause any problems.
 
Returning to the Ford, he resumed his place in the cab and moved the computer back to his lap. As Boxers repositioned the vehicle and pointed it back in the right direction, Jonathan said, “From here, it all depends on whether they were able to put out a radio call and how many pedestrians walk along this part of the road.”
 
“I think it’s fair to say that our cover is blown,” Boxers said.
 
“No, it’s not,” Gail said. “Not necessarily, anyway. Your Russian friend, Kerensky, thinks we’re CIA. Zamora doesn’t know us from Adam. Assuming that those cops we just killed were, in fact, on a mission to kill us, that would be at the behest of Kerensky, not Zamora.”
 
Jonathan liked where her logic was taking her. “But for Kerensky to have that kind of clout with the cartel, then they must be working together on something pretty big. Something lucrative.”
 
“That’s not going to be the ransom of hostages,” Boxers said.
 
“No, I agree,” Jonathan said. There was no reason to say it aloud and open up a new discussion, but Jonathan was convinced that the cartel was somehow working with the Russians to make some kinda launch platform.
 
“Speaking of the hostages,” Boxers said. “Where is Roxie now?”
 
Jonathan leaned into the screen on his lap and squinted to make out the detail. “I can’t tell,” he said. “The icon says she’s hovering.”
 
“She’s out of range,” Boxers said. His tone carried a twinge of remorse. “She’ll hover at the edge of the signal until her power levels drop too far, and then she’ll come home again.”
 
Gail groaned. “She’ll come home again? Good Lord, you’d think that robot was a person.”
 
“As far as I’m concerned, she’s more reliable and works a hell of a lot harder than most flesh and blood people I know.”
 
Boxers piloted the Ford to the turn that Jonathan had referenced before the wreck and made a right. “This is where you said, right?”
 
“Yes,” Jonathan confirmed, “but I don’t have anything on the screen now.”
 
This road was in even worse condition than the previous one. Narrow and muddy, with tire ruts that nearly bottomed the truck out.
 
“You’d better slow it down,” Jonathan said. “We get stranded out here and nobody will ever find our bodies.”
 
“Roxie’s power is not infinite,” Big Guy said. “If she goes down, we’ll be completely blind.”
 
A valid point, Jonathan thought. But this ride was killing his back, and he was sure it had to be hurting Gail as well.
 
The laptop screen blinked, and a picture returned. “She’s back,” Jonathan said.
 
“Tell me what you see.”
 
“Give me a second to orient myself,” Jonathan said. The screen was divided into two parts. The top three-quarters showed a video feed from Roxie’s camera, and the bottom quarter on the left showed a map and GPS coordinates. By pushing a function key, Jonathan could reverse the proportions, emphasizing the map.
 
“I think she’s hovering about three-quarters of a mile from here,” Jonathan said. “Though the map doesn’t show a road where her icon is hovering.”
 
Boxers accelerated.
 
“Whoa, easy there, Big Guy,” Gail said. “Some of us want to be able to walk in the morning.”
 
“Dawdling doesn’t help anyone,” Boxers said. Ultimately, though, the road conditions declined to the point where he had no choice but to slow to a crawl.
 
“We’re really close,” Jonathan said. “Find a place to pull over and off the road. We’ll want to be able to get out of here eventually.”
 
“Just a bit farther,” Boxers said.
 
“That wasn’t a request,” Jonathan said.
 
Boxers looked offended when he said, “Yes, sir.” He stopped the Ford in the middle of the tracked road, shifted to REVERSE, and cranked the wheel hard to the right. “It’ll be a bit bumpy,” he said.
 
They all slammed into the doors and then the center console as the truck navigated the ruts perpendicularly. Eventually, Boxers was able to back the truck into a makeshift parking slot in the trees. “Not as hidden as I’d like, but at least we’re out of the way.” He held out his hand to Jonathan. “Let me see the computer.”
 
Jonathan handed it over.
 
“Oh, damn,” Boxers said. “We’re really very close.”
 
“I think I said that.”
 
“Yeah, but you’ve always sucked at reading maps.”
 
“Talk to me, Scorpion,” Gail said. “How are we going from here?”
 
“Let’s see what Roxie shows us.”
 
Boxers placed the laptop precariously on the center console so that everyone could see the action. He toggled the camera view to fill the whole screen. “One of the nice things about this version of Roxie is the auto-hover and zoom controls,” Big Guy said. “From five hundred feet, she can zoom in to count buttons on people’s shirts.”
 
They watched as the Mercedes drove into what appeared to be another construction site. Much of the vegetation had been cleared, but where there should have been buildings—or at least the beginnings of buildings in progress—large foliage-covered tents had been erected, twenty-five, thirty feet long.
 
“What the heck is that?” Gail asked.
 
“I have no idea,” Jonathan said. “But if I were going to store some missiles . . .” He didn’t feel a need to finish that sentence.
 
“I’ll add a point to your side of the argument,” Boxers said. “Look at the camouflage on top.”
 
“They’re hiding from satellites,” Jonathan said.
 
“So, how come Roxie could find what Space Command couldn’t?” Gail asked.
 
“To find it,” Boxers said, “you have to be looking for it first.”
 
It had been a long time since Jonathan had been dialed into the satellite-based intel, but he knew that several layers existed. The world is a big place, and while there are slices of it that were monitored 24-7-365, the vast majority of that surface went unnoticed unless something unusual happened or the artificial intelligence detected items on the periphery that posed a threat. Perhaps this camouflage was enough to avoid such a trigger. Certainly, Three Sisters was not on the hot list of surveillance targets.
 
As Jonathan watched the screen, Zamora climbed out of the driver’s door and walked casually into a concrete block building that measured maybe fifteen feet square.
 
“That building’s got air conditioning,” Jonathan observed. “That means power and some level of permanence.” He pointed to the edge of the screen. “Watching the building doesn’t tell us anything. Give us a tour of the grounds.”
 
“I’ll even record what we see,” Boxers said. He clicked a button, and a red dot started to blink at the bottom of the screen.
 
The image pulled back to a one-hundred-foot overlook, where they could see more tents, all of the same design. “I count twelve,” Gail said.
 
“That’s what I get, too,” Jonathan concurred.
 
“Look down there,” Gail said, pointing to the lower right-hand corner. “Zoom in there.”
 
Boxers made it happen. The screen filled with the image of an earthen structure of some sort, likewise covered with camouflage.
 
“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Big Guy said.
 
“Sort of looks like a short-term storage magazine,” Jonathan said. “But not really. I don’t see any concrete.” Known in the field as igloo magazines because of their shape—but typically many times larger than the Eskimo versions—such structures provided safety for storing munitions away from the occupied portions of a camp or forward operating base.
 
Gail pointed again at the screen. “Look at the guards. That’s the only building on the whole site that’s guarded.”
 
“Warheads for your missiles, maybe?” Boxers guessed.
 
“Or people being held hostage,” Jonathan said.
 
“I don’t see evidence of that,” Boxers said.
 
Gail added, “I’m with Big Guy.”
 
“We haven’t looked for any evidence yet,” Jonathan said. He knew that his conclusion was a stretch, but he wanted this mystery to be solved, and so far, this solution was as good as any.
 
And sometimes, luck just happens. As they were watching, two people—they looked like kids, actually—approached the structure carrying trays.
 
“There!” Jonathan said. “Zoom in. Are they delivering food?”
 
The kids grew large on the screen.
 
“Looks like it to me,” Gail said.
 
“I won’t call it conclusive,” Big Guy said, “but it feels like enough to act on.”
 
“I concur,” Jonathan said.
 
“But after the sun goes down?” Gail asked.
 
“Oh, yeah,” Jonathan said. “Now, bring Roxie back up to altitude and let’s come up with a plan.”
 
Jonathan’s earbud popped, and Venice’s voice said, “Scorpion, Scorpion, Mother Hen.”
 
Jonathan reached to his belt and keyed the transmit button. “Go ahead.”
 
“I think I have bad news,” she said. “The number that the First Stepson called just placed a call to your old friend Jo-Jo.”
 
The entire team was on the same channel, and they shared the same look of dread. Jonathan said, “Unfortunately, he’s not with us anymore. He’s dead.”
 
“Condolences and that’s a shame, but his phone didn’t die with him. It pings off the tower that is within half a mile of the house you’re holed up in.”
 
“This day just gets shittier and shittier,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan keyed his mic again. “Chief, this is Scorpion. Are you on the channel?”
 
Nothing.
 
“Torpedo, are you on the channel?”
 
A few seconds passed, and then Jesse’s voice said. “Torpedo here.”
 
“Where’s Chief?”
 
“I think he’s sleeping. Want me to get him?”
 
“I’m here, I’m here,” Davey said. His voice sounded like he’d been gargling with glass. “What do you need?”
 
Jonathan said, “Jo-Jo left a phone on the boat somewhere. I need you to find it and kill the SIM card.”
 
“Aye-aye.”
 
Once a squid, always a squid, Jonathan thought. “And while we’re all together, let me catch y’all up on recent developments.” He gave an overview of the successful trap of calling the two phones and then revealed the presence of an FSB colonel in the body of Ilya Kerensky. He closed with the fact that they’d “had to eliminate some local LEOs.” Law enforcement officers.
 
The channel was silent for long enough for Jonathan to wonder if maybe they’d lost signal. “Okay,” Davey said. “I’ll be first to put it on the record. Holy shit.”
 
“My turn,” Jesse said. “Why do I care about Russian agents when I’m only here to bring some Baptists back to safety?”
 
Jonathan didn’t want to go there. This was neither the time nor the communications medium to engage in debate. Instead, he said, “Torpedo and Chief, you have your orders. We’re going to recon what we have up here, and then we’ll get back to you.”

 



Chapter 15
 
The construction office of the Grand Starburst Resort would one day be part of the conference center. Essentially a wide expanse of tiled concrete, it had been divided up for the time being into various smaller offices and apartments. Kerensky’s apartment was larger than the others and sat on the third floor, overlooking what one day would be a picturesque view of the jungle on one side and the ocean on the other. Right now, the view afforded him oversight of the storage and deployment silos.
 
That stage of the construction cycle was nearly complete. The last big step was the installation of the launch command and control hardware and software. The missiles themselves would be stored without warheads until construction was one hundred percent complete, and perhaps even for a time after that. Kerensky’s job began and ended with the construction of the facilities themselves and the installation of the launch platforms. When that was done, operational responsibility would pass to scientists and weapons experts.
 
When all was finished, no one would know what secrets were housed beneath and alongside the Grand Starburst Resort. The only way for anyone to learn would be in the event of a war.
 
Or, in the event that spies somehow discover the secret and leak it to the world.
 
Kerensky tried a third time to reach the man who called himself Jo-Jo. This time was different. Instead of the phone ringing through to voice mail, he received a message that this was no longer a working number. He tried again.
 
Not a working number.
 
The coincidence was not lost on him that his phone and Zamora’s phone rang at the same time with the result that no one was on the line. He didn’t know what the coincidence meant, but to recognize it was a significant first step toward something.
 
Kerensky turned to his computer and found the number of a technical genius with whom he often worked. The man went by the name of Boris, and he never failed to answer his phone, no matter what time of day or night Kerensky called. The number was untraceable, scrubbed so many times as to be invisible.
 
“This is Boris,” the man said in French-accented Russian. “Hello, Ilya.”
 
“You know better than to use my name.”
 
“Of course. How can I be of service?”
 
Kerensky explained the business of Jo-Jo’s phone going from voice mail to unknown number.
 
“Usually, that means that the SIM card has been destroyed,” Boris said. “Once that happens, the number ceases to exist as a practical matter.”
 
It was more or less what Kerensky had been expecting. “If I give you the number, can you tell me where the phone was when it last received a call?”
 
“There’s a chance,” Boris said. “There are a number of variables, but it’s worth taking the chance to find out. What is the number?”
 
Kerensky gave it to him.
 
“That is an American exchange,” Boris said. Kerensky could hear the sound of keys tapping in the background. “Houston area code.”
 
“So, the phone was in Houston, Texas?”
 
“That’s not what I said. That’s where the number originated. The phone itself could be anywhere. The number, of course follows it wherever it goes.”
 
“And where did it go most recently?”
 
“I’m working on that, Ilya. “May I ask where you are now?”
 
“If you’re good at your job, then you must already know.”
 
“Very well. If you are where I think you are, the phone you’re searching for was only a short distance away when it last rang.”
 
“How short a distance?”
 
Boris relayed a string of code that made no sense to Kerensky at all. “What was that?”
 
“Those are the coordinates of the cell tower that last received a call. Give me a moment.”
 
Kerensky heard more typing.
 
“All right, I have an address for the tower.” He gave it.
 
“You’re right,” Kerensky said. “That location is very close. But you say that’s the tower. Can you get me closer than that? Tell me where, exactly the phone itself is?”
 
“If it were still active, I’d be able to do that,” Boris said. “But as we stated at the beginning, that phone number has ceased to exist. When something no longer exists, it is no longer traceable.”
 
“Got it. Thank you.” Kerensky clicked off.
 
This was all very confusing. At what point did Jo-Jo go back to work for the Central Intelligence Agency? Kerensky had heard that Jo-Jo was persona non grata with all the American intel groups. Could it be that the American agents who met with Beer Man had somehow recruited Jo-Jo to come along with them?
 
But who would do that? Jo-Jo hadn’t been sober in years.
 
“Slow down, Ilya,” Kerensky said aloud to himself. “What do you actually know?” As opposed to what he merely thought or assumed.
 
First, the man and the woman. The CIA operatives. He didn’t know them to be such. He knew that Beer Man had told him that, and knowing Beer Man, it was safe to assume that the man and the woman had told him that they worked for the Agency, but anyone could say such things. They could have told Beer Man that they worked with Kerensky at the FSB.
 
Kerensky knew that Jo-Jo was a child abuser, and the evidence all pointed to him having been fired from all US government projects as a result. Could they have brought him back? Yes, they could, but why would they? It wasn’t as if the United States security apparatus suffered from a dearth of covert operators. When they ran out of career assets, they would hire independent—
 
The man at the table. Now that he thought about it, he realized that he recognized that man. He had been an opponent some years ago in an operation that involved the interrogation of an American diplomat and his family in Mexico City. Yes, now he remembered it well. Back then, the operator worked alongside a giant of a man, and between them, the destruction was nearly total. Kerensky had lost his entire team, and as the family was taken to safety, the interrogation facility was leveled.
 
That attack team had worn balaclavas, but during a final hand-to-hand combat encounter with one of the Mexican security forces, the one man had had his mask torn off, and Kerensky had gotten a look at his face. It was only for a few seconds, but he would never forget the blueness of the operator’s eyes. They were the same blue eyes as those of the man who was talking to Beer Man.
 
In the immediate aftermath of that incident in Mexico, Kerensky pulled every string he could find to determine the operator’s identity, but the man did not exist in any personnel records. The man was not an employee of the CIA or the FBI.
 
The man was an independent contractor. And he was here on Three Sisters.
 
Why was he here and for whom was he working?
 
And that still left the question of Jo-Jo’s involvement.
 
Kerensky opened his computer and typed in the number of the cell phone tower that Boris had given him. A satellite picture bloomed on his screen, with the various cell towers overlaid on the image of the ground. He toggled from satellite view to map view, and now he could see the street names.
 
The tower he was looking for sat near an inlet that Kerensky knew to be populated with tiny vacation bungalows, many of which had docks for water access.
 
His head snapped up from the screen. Of course. “You couldn’t fly in, and you couldn’t walk in. That leaves coming by boat.”
 
From beyond the door to his office, someone called out in Spanish, “Are you speaking to me, Esteban?”
 
Kerensky got up from his chair, walked to the door, and closed it.
 
Yes, he talked to himself sometimes, and no, he was not always aware when he did it. It was the way he worked through problems, and he did not need eavesdroppers. He also did not need to reply to eavesdroppers who asked questions about that which they should not have heard anything in the first place.
 
As he walked back to his desk, he stopped in the middle of the bare floor and mimed a golf swing. “They would need a place to moor a boat,” he said to himself. “And what better place than along the water?”
 
Could it be that one of the residents along the water was a spy working against Kerensky and his construction project? They would have to be a spy if they were to harbor an illicit team of . . . whatever they were. Saboteurs, perhaps.
 
Kerensky repositioned for another fake golf shot but stopped in the middle of his backswing. In truth, he didn’t know that they were here to interfere with his construction project. He assumed that they were because it was the only safe assumption to make under the circumstances—and he had no choice but to kill them as a result—but he didn’t know that to be the case.
 
He set up before his invisible tee again, concentrating on the interlacing of his left forefinger and his right pinky as he slowly drew back for a slow-motion shot this time. He wished he had a mirror to confirm his suspicions that his form was perfect.
 
Extreme similarities existed between current events and the events surrounding his last clash with the American. In Mexico City, he rescued the American diplomat and his family. Here, on Three Sisters, Roberto Zamora had kidnapped a bunch of Americans. Perhaps that was what they were here to accomplish.
 
Perhaps they weren’t CIA at all and, in fact, had lied to Beer Man, costing him his life.
 
If such was the case, then Kerensky’s situation was not as dire as he had feared. Perhaps word of his construction project had not, in fact, leaked to the American government, after all. Perhaps the ability still existed to get his missiles in place in time to eliminate the American government’s options to remove them by force.
 
To kill the operators, though, he would first have to find the operators. He knew in general terms where they were located, but he needed to know more specifically.
 
“Nora Sinclair would know,” he told himself. Nora was the real estate mogul on Three Sisters. In too small a market to support many competitors, Nora had worked for years to make sure that her fingerprints were on nearly every real estate deal that closed on the island.
 
He found her number via the internet and placed the call.
 
“Hello, Esteban,” she said as she answered. “To what do I owe the honor?”
 
“I call you because I know that you are the queen of all real estate transactions.”
 
“Are you calling about the Americans?” she asked. A smile was evident in her tone.
 
“Why would you ask me that?”
 
“Come, come, Esteban. First of all, we both know that Esteban is not your name, and I have noted the interest you show in who comes and goes off of Three Sisters. When I got the call last night pressing me for a real estate deal with water access, and the willingness to pay at least twice what it is worth, I figured that it wouldn’t be long before I heard from you.”
 
Kerensky sat at his desk, leaned back, and crossed his legs. “And how long would you have waited before calling me?” he asked.
 
“To be honest—and life is far too short to be anything but honest—I likely never would have called you. My business transactions are private matters.”
 
“Except with Americans?”
 
“Not just with Americans,” she said. “I don’t like the French or the Canadians, either. And if we can keep the Muslims away, I believe we will have performed a public service.”
 
“I see. So, tell me about this call with the Americans.”
 
“Just one American,” Nora said. “She had an American Southern accent and she called me from a blocked number. She asked her questions, I gave my answers, and she wired me the necessary funds.”
 
“What is the address of the house you sold them?”
 
“Alas, it was only a rental. For two weeks. She asked for only three nights, but I told her that the minimum rental was two weeks.”
 
“That’s robbery,” Kerensky said.
 
“I call it smart business.”
 
“I need you to give me the address,” Kerensky said.
 
“That will cost you two hundred American dollars.”
 
Kerensky’s ears turned hot. “Listen carefully to me, Nora, because I never want to repeat this to you. You will give me the address one way or the other. You will give it to me free of charge, or I will extract it from you as you bleed.”
 
Silence.
 
“Nora, are you there?”
 
She gave him the address. It spilled out of her so fast that he asked her to repeat it.
 
“One moment,” Kerensky said, and he entered the address onto his satellite map. Yes, this was it. The house sat on the river, only half a kilometer away from the cell tower.
 
“Very well, Nora,” he said. “Thank you. Now, go to bed and sleep well tonight.”
 
He smiled as he clicked off, knowing that he’d frightened her. He imagined it would be a very long time before she truly slept well again.

 



Chapter 16
 
Darkness could not fall quickly enough for Jonathan. He’d give it another half hour, and then it would be time to head out. Back at the house now, he’d caught Chief and Torpedo up on the events of the afternoon, and they’d laid out their plan to make a water-based landing at a dock that was located a quarter mile away from the site they were betting contained the hostages.
 
“Suppose we’re wrong?” Jesse asked. “I mean, we take all this risk, drive out there, expose ourselves, shoot people, and get shot at. What happens if the hostages aren’t there?”
 
“They’ll be there,” Jonathan said.
 
“You can’t know that.”
 
“Can’t know but can feel very strongly.”
 
“That’s a lot of guesswork and a lot of risk.”
 
“Give it a rest, Jesse-boy,” Davey said.
 
“No real names,” Jonathan admonished.
 
“Give it a rest, Torpedo-boy,” Davey said with an eye roll. “We’re in this deep, and we need you to drive the boat.”
 
“Next time, leave me out,” Jesse said. “Drive your own damn boat.”
 
“Stop it, both of you,” Gail said. “This is a time to focus, not to bicker. Good Lord.”
 
“Torpedo, listen to me,” Jonathan said. “I know this is nerve-wracking, and I know that you’d rather be just about any place than here. Yet, here you are. You frankly don’t have a lot to do on this op, but what you do have to do is really important shit.”
 
Jesse made a dismissive motion with his hand. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it.”
 
“I’m not blowing sunshine up your ass, kid. I’m trying to impress upon you the fact that if you can’t keep your head in the game, there’s a good chance that all of us go home dead. You need to understand that.”
 
“Okay, I get it!”
 
“When was the last time you used NVGs? Night vision goggles?”
 
Jesse scowled. “Last time I was with you.”
 
“Okay, well, we’ve upgraded our equipment since then. This is not a kiss-off, but it is an order. I want you to take your NVGs array outside on the deck and get used to them here on terra firma before we wade into the shit.”
 
Jesse looked like his feelings were hurt. He wanted to say something but opted not to. Instead, he opened the carrying case for the four-tube night vision array and turned it over in his hands.
 
“You’re holding about seventy thousand dollars right there,” Jonathan said. “Please try not to drop them.”
 
As Jesse headed out the sliding back door to walk out onto the deck, Jonathan turned back to the others. “Let’s go through the equipment check one more time.”
 
“Nothing’s changed and nothing’s moved since last time, Boss,” Boxers said.
 
“Equipment check,” Jonathan said.
 
With limited resources, it was important for everyone to remember what everyone else’s job was. Big Guy was the Sherpa of the group, carrying significantly more weight than anyone else. If it came to needing explosives, he would be their man, with several pounds each of C4 and det cord, along with the necessary initiators. Everybody else on the ground team carried their own GPC, along with spare ammo, trauma kits, NVGs, and extra batteries. Hydration would come from the CamelBaks beneath their rucksacks.
 
* * *
 
Jesse’s job was to be a single point in space in case the others got into deeper shit than they anticipated and they needed more of anything from the boat. To protect himself, Jesse had an M4 carbine and two hundred rounds of ammo.
 
These NVGs were a lot different than the ones he’d used previously. Most significantly, the ones he’d used in the past were only a two-tube array, which made him feel dizzy and somehow reduced the world to only two dimensions. He’d learned to deal with it, but it was not easy. Also, there was an odd image quality to the former array. He could see shapes and discern people from animals, but nothing ever looked truly in focus.
 
What a difference! This four-tube array provided a much wider field of view and focused with much greater detail. Standing out on the deck, with the sun fully below the horizon, it was like staring out into an altered version of daylight. Colors were gone but were still somehow discernable as different shades of monochrome.
 
He walked around the corner of the wrap-around deck to be in a spot with less projected light from the house and leaned heavily on the rail. To his left, he saw their boat bobbing on the waves, creaking against the wood of the dock. Straight ahead, the river gave way to the jungle. Even out there, among the leaves and the bushes, he had a clear view of the forest floor. He could count the deadfalls and rocks. Even the insects were visible—at least the large ones, and in this part of the world, it seemed that every insect was huge.
 
Something moved over to the right. It sounded like a wandering animal. He wasn’t sure what the indigenous wildlife was around here, but he was reasonably sure that whatever it was, it could consume him without much effort.
 
He strained to see more detail but realized that that was silly. The image was an electronic one. Nothing he could do would make it stronger or weaker.
 
It moved again, but just a little—enough for Jesse to see where the animal was. It was moving closer, and it was trying not to be noticed.
 
As he watched that one, he saw something else move that was very near the first animal. It was a pack.
 
When he saw the third member of the pack, he noticed that it was carrying a rifle.
 
They were all carrying rifles.
 
Oh, shit!
 
* * *
 
Jonathan jumped when Jesse came tumbling in from out on the deck. “Soldiers,” he said. “Soldiers are coming. There’s a bunch of them in the woods.”
 
“Shit,” Jonathan said. “Lights out, NVGs on. We’ve been made.” In his gut, he knew that Kerensky had somehow tracked down the cell phone to this location. This was a wrinkle that he hadn’t considered.
 
As Jesse reached up under a lampshade to turn the switch on the light, Gail rushed toward him. He had to duck out of the way to keep from being hit as she used the barrel shroud of her M27 like a hammer to shatter the light bulb. “No time to be dainty,” she said.
 
Within five seconds, they were embraced in total darkness. The idea was to deny the enemy a shot through the windows. The next step would be to deploy night vision to turn the night into day and do battle with a blind enemy.
 
First, though, Jonathan needed to find his rucksack in the dark, pull his NVGs out of their designated pocket, and fit the harness over his head.
 
Fifteen seconds later, he was ready to go. He scanned the living room, taking inventory of the others. All had eyes on, and all but Jesse had rifles in their hands.
 
“Arm up, Torpedo,” Jonathan said. “You’re in this fight, too. And thanks for the early warning.”
 
Sensing no time to develop a strategy, Jonathan had to wing it. “’Slinger, you and I are gonna go out hunting for bad guys. Big Guy, I want you out back on the deck sniping on what Torpedo saw. Torpedo, you and your old man hold the interior against bad guys. Keep an eye out for IR patches.”
 
As part of their overall kit, their camouflage gear featured patches that were reflective to infrared light. There was a patch that displayed the logo for Security Solutions, and the uniforms also carried patches of Old Glory. Under different circumstances, the Velcro patches could have featured FBI or POLICE. It depended on what cover they were using.
 
Jonathan didn’t wait for answers. There wasn’t time for that. He turned to Gail. “You set?”
 
“As I’ll ever be.”
 
Jonathan moved to the front window and peered out through the glass to make sure no one was poised on the front porch to hit them as soon as they opened the door. He saw nothing. Switching his radio to VOX, he said, “’Slinger and I are out the door.”
 
“You stay low, I’ll go high,” Jonathan said. Then he pulled the door open and let her go first, with him only half a step behind her. The goal here was to allow for clear lanes of fire and less risk of shooting each other.
 
Behind them, from the back side of the building, the night air pulsed with the suppressed reports of Boxers’ rifle fire.
 
“That should bring us some targets,” Jonathan whispered.
 
And it did. No doubt startled by the incoming fire and the sudden darkness, the forest came alive with yelling, running men. Jonathan beheld a scene of total disorganization as the would-be attackers fired round after round into the night as they tried to make their escape.
 
With his M27 pressed into his shoulder and the selector set on single shots, Jonathan’s infrared laser sight augmented his four-power scope, allowing him to score three single-shot kills in twice as many seconds while Gail took out at least that many.
 
As quickly as the forest had erupted in violence, quiet returned. Except for the sound of moaning. Jonathan had thought that one of his shots had clipped more shoulder than lung, and he imagined that was the source of the moaning.
 
“I don’t see any more targets,” Boxers said over the air.
 
“I’m moving out into the tree line,” Jonathan said. “We’ve got one wounded. I want to see who’s been shooting at me.”
 
“I’m coming along,” Gail said.
 
“I copy two people not to shoot,” Boxers said. “Got it. I’ll let you know if any of the others come back to life.”
 
“Appreciate it,” Jonathan said. He shifted his radio to PTT and looked to Gail. “You okay?”
 
“Hale and hearty,” she said.
 
Jonathan had to chuckle at the image he saw. The four-tube NVG array gave her a prehistoric raptor-like appearance, as he was sure his did as well. “Looking hot tonight, kid,” he said.
 
“One day I’m going to write a memoir,” she said, likewise off the air now. “Nobody would ever believe it, but I think I’m going to write it, anyway. I’m going to call it Private Sector Commando: Romance in the Twenty-First Century.”
 
Together, they followed the sound of the moaning and came up on a shirtless teenager with a high-end P90 bullpup carbine slung over a shoulder that now looked like an explosion of tissue and bone.
 
“He’s so young,” Gail said in English.
 
Jonathan didn’t respond. He hated that this had to be done, but he forced himself to keep perspective. The cartels didn’t give a shit who they put in harm’s way as they fought to bring death to other people’s children, and Jonathan didn’t start this fight. Nor was this the first teenager he’d killed. If this kid was anywhere north of sixteen, he was the average age of every bad guy the world over.
 
“Please help me,” the kid said in Spanish.
 
Jonathan knelt at his side. “What’s your name, son?”
 
“Emiliano,” he said. “Please help me.”
 
“Why did you come here to kill me?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Please help. I’m bleeding to death.”
 
“Yes, you are,” Jonathan said. He hoped his tone sounded businesslike. Direct, yet not disrespectful. “That’s why you should answer my questions.” As blood frothed out of the mangled flesh, Jonathan knew that the wound was fatal. He’d nicked the lung, and given the flow of blood, he’d likely nicked an artery as well.
 
“I was just following orders.”
 
“Whose orders?”
 
“The chief.” He pronounced it as el Jefe.
 
“And who is the chief?”
 
The kid coughed and blew a blood bubble out of his nose.
 
“Jesus Christ, this hurts.”
 
“I know it does,” Jonathan said. “But it won’t hurt for long. Who is the chief? I need a name.”
 
The boy stared at Jonathan. “I cannot see you,” he said.
 
“I’m here,” Jonathan said. “I’ll stay here till the end for you. What is the name of your chief?”
 
Bless him, the boy was going to stay loyal to his cause. Jonathan admired that kind of courage, even from an adversary.
 
“Was it Roberto Zamora?” Jonathan asked, hoping to take some of the pressure off of breaking a confidence.
 
Emiliano nodded.
 
“Did Roberto Zamora take a bunch of Americans prisoner?”
 
The kid winced against the pain but neither confirmed nor denied. “Please don’t hurt me,” he said.
 
“I’m not in the business of torture,” Jonathan said.
 
Behind and above, Gail said, “Emiliano, my name is Gail.” She squeezed Jonathan’s shoulder as she spoke, her acknowledgment that her revelation broke the rules. She pushed Jonathan out of the way and took his place next to the dying young man. She stroked his head.
 
Boxers broke squelch. “How ’bout a sitrep?” Situation report.
 
Jonathan keyed his mic. “We’re all good. Details in a few.”
 
Gail continued with Emiliano as if they had not been interrupted. “I know you’re in pain, and I wish there was something I could do to help,” she said. “I need you to tell me about those prisoners, Emiliano. You will probably die tonight. You realize that, yes?”
 
The young man’s grimace turned into a mask of grief. He started to cry.
 
“You don’t want to face God with that kind of sin on your soul, Emiliano. I know you know that.”
 
“I need a doctor.”
 
“Yes, you do. And I’m sorry. Are the prisoners being held at the place where the missiles are being stored?”
 
His look of surprise answered the question without words. Still, he nodded again. “Yes.”
 
“And do the missiles belong to the Russians?”
 
Emiliano coughed again, and this time blood launched simultaneously from the shoulder wound and his nose and mouth. His features sagged as the pupils of his eyes dilated. He was dead.
 
Jonathan keyed his mic. “Nothing but KIAs,” he said. “And we got confirmation on the missiles.”
 
He held out his hand as assistance for Gail to stand. After she rose to her feet, he said, “That was nice work, ’Slinger.”
 
She pulled her NVG array from her head and fixed him with a glare. “There’s nothing nice about prying information out of a dying child.”
 
The tone and words both startled Jonathan. “Oh, come on,” he said. “You know better than that. We needed—”
 
“I don’t need the platitudes, Scorpion,” she snapped. “I know exactly what we need, and I know exactly what Emiliano did to earn his fate. None of that changes the fact that I did, in fact, milk a dying teenager for information. There’s no victory in that, and there’s no cause for pride.”
 
She turned and headed back toward the house.
 
Jonathan said nothing. Everything she said was one hundred percent correct, even as it was one hundred percent out of line. Their profession brought unfortunate collateral damage, and that damage often manifested itself in the loss of life. Most of the time, Gail dealt with that well. Sometimes she didn’t.
 
Did it bruise Jonathan’s heart that he’d had to kill people tonight? Of course it did. But he enjoyed his own life too much to surrender it to the alternative, which would have been to be killed by the people he killed instead.
 
Jonathan didn’t send a hit squad to his hidey-hole. That was Roberto Zamora who did that—and Zamora didn’t even have the cojones to do the work himself. No, he sent a teenager in his place. He’s the one who sent the child to die. Jonathan’s bullet had merely been the vector to allow that to come true.
 
He pulled his NVGs off his head and rubbed his fingertips through his hair. He felt something dangerous brewing in his gut. Between the Russian involvement and the brutality of the drug cartel, Jonathan felt his view of the mission growing. He was here to rescue precious cargo and go home. He was not here to solve any other problem.
 
He hoped he would have the strength to remember that over the course of the next few hours.

 



Chapter 17
 
Max Greenwich lay on the ground, in the dark, wishing that he didn’t need to piss so bad. Ever since they’d been taken captive, he’d felt perpetually exhausted, despite having nothing to do. He’d slept more in the past week—he thought it had been six days, but he could be way, way off. The mind atrophies just as muscles do, he’d learned. This shit had to end. And soon.
 
He rolled to his side and crawled on hands and knees to the bucket that served as their toilet. The darkness in here was near-absolute, and he didn’t want to step on anyone or, worse yet, step into the bucket that served as their toilet.
 
It had been emptied recently, so the stench wasn’t as bad as it had been previously, but there was still enough unpleasant odor to guide him in. Since aim was at best unreliable in these conditions, he stayed on his knees to do his business.
 
Something big seemed to be happening on the other side of the front wall to their cell. The ground shook with the sounds of big engines, and the normally quiet night was filled with the sound of clanking metal and shouted orders. Most of the shouting was in Spanish, but there was another language, too. Something Eastern European—Russian to Max’s ear, but all Eastern European accents sounded Russian to Max.
 
As he was crawling back to his spot next to Mikey, a different kind of commotion drew his attention toward the door. He picked up his pace and smacked his brother on the leg. “Hey, wake up,” he whispered. “Something’s happening.”
 
Groggy, Mikey said something that might have meant “Leave me alone.”
 
Impossibly bright flashlight beams ripped the darkness.
 
“Donny Williams, stand up!” a voice yelled in heavily accented Spanish. He thought it was that Zamora guy, the one who took them captive in the first place.
 
People stirred, but no one responded.
 
The flashlight beam swept to the side opposite where Max and Mikey holed up. Acting on impulse, Max grabbed his brother by his T-shirt and said, “This way.”
 
Max wasn’t sure his brother was even awake as he led the scramble to a protected niche within the ersatz prison cell. From here, they could be out of sight. Max didn’t know what was coming, but he knew that he didn’t want to be a part of it.
 
“Donny Williams!” the man yelled again. “Stand and be seen. You are going home.” Yes, it definitely was Zamora.
 
A shadow moved and the beam swung around to nail the old lawyer as he struggled to find his feet. “What did I do?” he asked through a raspy voice.
 
“Your ransom has been paid,” Zamora said. “You are free to go. Come with us.” He left the cell, deferring the rest to one of his minions.
 
This is bullshit, Max thought. Who releases hostages in the dead of night? Why not do it in the daytime when everyone can see? If Max had any money to bet, he’d put it all on them taking the guy out to shoot him.
 
“Come, come, come,” the guard with the flashlight said. “This is your lucky day. Go on home and hug your family.”
 
As Donny Williams found his pants and shirt and pulled them on, Janson McFee stood as well. “Just him?” he asked. There was an edge of panic to his voice. “What about the rest of us?”
 
“You will be moving, too,” the guard said.
 
“All of us?”
 
“Yes, all of you. It will be a minute or two. We need to take care of Mr. Williams first.”
 
Donny Williams’s look of dread hurt Max’s heart. It looked like the old lawyer had drawn the same conclusions as Max had about his fate. He looked like he wanted to say something, but in the end, he just followed a different guard—not the one with the flashlight—out the door and into the night.
 
The light beam followed him as he crossed the threshold into the darkness, and then the beam whipped back around to the rest of the prisoners.
 
“Now,” the guard said, much more loudly than was necessary. He switched back to Spanish. “The rest of you go back to sleep for a while. Just thirty minutes, maybe more. And then you will be leaving, as well.”
 
“Where are we going?” Janson asked.
 
The guard did not answer. Instead, he turned and walked back into the night, rendering the cell completely dark once again.
 
* * *
 
Back inside the house, Jonathan told his team, “We know where the hostages are, and we confirmed that the Russians are present because of missiles.”
 
Gail cleared her throat and shifted her stance from one foot to the other.
 
“Say what’s on your mind,” Jonathan said. He hated all things passive-aggressive. If people had something to say, they needed to spit it out.
 
“Not denying the presence of missiles is not the same thing as confirming it,” she said. “That boy was in pain and he was dying. I saw the same look in his face as you did, and I understand where you’re coming from, but it’s important that we don’t get too far out over our skis.”
 
“Why do we give a shit about the Russians and their missiles in the first place?” Jesse asked.
 
“I’m with the kid on this one, Scorpion,” Davey said. “I’ve seen too many people get killed by mission creep. Let’s grab our PCs and get the hell out of here.”
 
“Chief has a point, Boss,” Boxers said.
 
“I’m not arguing with anyone,” Jonathan said. “I agree that the PCs are our prime objective.”
 
“There’s that word, prime,” Gail said. “That sounds like a mission asterisk.”
 
“Targets of opportunity,” Jonathan said. “If we get a chance—”
 
“We leave it alone,” Davey said. “I signed on to fight cartel assholes. I have no interest in fighting Russian assholes, too.”
 
Jonathan didn’t push the point. This wasn’t the time. But if the Russians were in the midst of recreating the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, he didn’t know if he could look the other way.
 
“If you’re that concerned, tell your friend Wolverine,” Jesse said. “She can talk to her friend the president, and he can launch a bombing campaign.”
 
“Spoken like a true civilian,” Boxers said with a chuckle. In all of history, nothing ever happened quickly in Washington, DC. No one thought quickly, and after thinking slowly, no one acted quickly. By the time anyone got President Darmond’s attention, the missiles would be installed, programmed, and launched.
 
“We need to move out,” Jonathan said. “Grab all your stuff and get it down to the boat. We will not be coming back here.”
 
“I think we just kicked a sleeping tiger,” Gail said. “Kerensky and Zamora will not be pleased that we killed their little army.”
 
“They should have sent better people,” Boxers said. “It was hardly any fun at all shooting those guys. They might as well have been tied to stakes.”
 
“Less talk, more movement,” Jonathan said. He turned to Jesse. “Hey, Torpedo, are we good?”
 
“Good at what?”
 
“Are you good at navigating to the infil spot and dropping us off?”
 
“If your GPS coordinates are good, then I can get you anywhere.”
 
“Good to know. Let’s get this thing done.”
 
* * *
 
Kerensky poured two fingers of Famous Grouse into a highball glass and handed it to Roberto Zamora. “Here’s to nearly the end.” As his guest accepted the offer, Kerensky moved around to his side of the desk and sat.
 
“I thought Russians only drank vodka,” Zamora said with a smile.
 
“Is my cover really that bad?”
 
“It is not your cover that is bad,” Zamora said. “It is your accent. The words are all there, and you have a fine command for our grammar, but it doesn’t fool anyone.”
 
Kerensky eyed the man carefully, searching for clues that he might turn out to be disloyal. He saw nothing, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t missing something. “When do you expect a report from your team?” he asked.
 
Zamora checked his watch. “They should be making their strike just about now,” he said. “So, I should hear from them shortly.”
 
“And what about the matter of the hostages?” Kerensky asked.
 
Zamora sipped his scotch. “You know, Esteban, perhaps if you want things done your way, you should do them yourself. Or, perhaps with people who work for you.”
 
“That is not our agreement,” Kerensky reminded. “You provide security. My people build the structures.”
 
“The prisoners are not a security issue,” Zamora said. “They are my business. As a favor to you, we have released one of them. Donny Williams will be heading your way soon. I believe that he has already been released.”
 
“How can you be sure?”
 
“Because my people have told me. Once Williams is safely on his way, we will take care of the rest of the prisoners.”
 
Sometimes, the indirectness of the language became confusing and annoying. “And by taking care, you mean what, exactly?”
 
“Exactly what you think I mean. We will kill them.”
 
“Very well,” Kerensky said. “I know this is costing you money, Roberto. I wish there was another way.”
 
“May I ask you an impertinent question?” Zamora asked.
 
Kerensky had no desire to hear any questions from this drug dealer, but he could not think of a diplomatic way to deny him. “That’s difficult to answer in full candor without knowing what it is, but certainly.”
 
“Why did our president agree to allow your president to place missiles here in Venezuela?”
 
“Perhaps you should ask your president,” Kerensky said.
 
“Perhaps I phrased that wrong,” Zamora said. “Why does no one seem concerned about the results of this installation? When the Americans find out about them—”
 
“They will do nothing.”
 
“How can that be?”
 
Kerensky took a pull on his scotch. “Because by the time they find out—if they find out—the missiles will be fully operational. Once that happens, the Americans will lose all of their leverage. They have already lost their political will to project capitalism abroad. That was the backbone of their menace during the Cold War. The public was willing to die for the cause of democracy, but now they are a nation of frightened sheep, led by a political puppet who seems to hate his own people.”
 
“You’re putting a lot of faith in political theory,” Zamora said.
 
“I’m not putting faith in anything. I am merely doing my job. Your president seems pleased that he will have a nuclear deterrent in his arsenal. Everybody wins.”
 
“Except all of the people who will be fried under the nuclear fireballs.”
 
Kerensky laughed. “You are an ironic man, Roberto. Killing by poison does not seem to bother you, yet killing in defense of our hemisphere makes you uncomfortable. You are an interesting—”
 
Zamora’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he held up a hand for silence. “My apologies. I’m waiting to hear of the results of the business with your CIA agents.”
 
Kerensky watched as the drug dealer answer with a terse, “Yes.” Almost immediately, Zamora’s face grew concerned. He rose from his seat, turned his back, and retreated to a far corner of the office while he spoke in a hushed tone. The entire conversation took less than one minute, but when it was done, Zamora looked upset.
 
“Is something wrong?” Kerensky asked.
 
“I’m not sure,” Zamora replied. “We have not yet received a report back from our operating team. They should have reported in by now.”
 
“Who were you speaking to just now?”
 
“His identity doesn’t matter, but he is a lieutenant. I sent him to check out the situation. I will know more when he calls back in.”
 
Kerensky felt a twinge of dread. “These operators you sent,” he said, “are they competent?”
 
“All of my people are competent,” Zamora said. The question seemed to anger him.
 
“What I meant to ask is, Are they experienced in tactical situations?”
 
“Tactical situation is not a phrase we use,” Zamora explained. “My people are well experienced in enforcing the rules of the cartel. They have killed their share of people who have crossed us. They are not cowards.”
 
Kerensky sensed that he, Kerensky, knew exactly what had happened, and he recognized that it was at least partially his fault. In light of recent weaknesses and stumbles from the government of the United States, it was often too easy to lose respect in the effectiveness of American operators. The Border Patrol and the Drug Enforcement Administration had both been thoroughly neutered by President Darmond’s political henchmen, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation had neutered itself with political infighting, but the CIA was a different animal. Or so it seemed. That agency often utilized independent contractors as its paramilitary arm, and those contractors more often than not were mavericks in all the worst senses of the term.
 
Kerensky should have shared these observations with Zamora before launching him off to engage.
 
But fundamentally, this was not his problem.
 
“I need to go,” Zamora said. “If the hit has gone badly—”
 
“I understand,” Kerensky said. “Go do what you need to do. And good luck.” He didn’t mention his suspicion that the team at the river house would try to rescue the missionaries. On the one hand, it wouldn’t matter in a very short while, after the hostages had all been killed. On the other, he didn’t want to distract Zamora from the most important mission of the night, which was to manage the transfer of missiles from their various storage locations to the launch facility.

 



Chapter 18
 
At Jonathan’s order, Jesse idled Stargazer’s engines about a half mile offshore to review where they were and what was going on around them. Lights burned along the shore, where activity buzzed. They could hear the sound of voices but no words, and the calm sea brought signs of heavy equipment operating.
 
They floated in silence while Boxers launched Roxie on her next mission. She rose vertically to five hundred feet, at which point Big Guy manipulated the controls to take her inland. Thanks to the infrared cameras, the sea and then the coastline were literally clear as day. They’d switched their radios to VOX so that Venice could listen in on operations and to enable them all to whisper. They were coming in at low tide on a sea that was unusually calm. Conditions were perfect for transmitting sound across wide spaces. It helped that their target was making so much noise, but the last few minutes before an op went hot were among the most perilous.
 
They’d draped blankets and a tarp around the seats just behind the cockpit so the light from the computer screen would not act as a beacon to the people on the shore. Jonathan had to assume that they would have some form of shore watchers as security along the water’s edge, but the feed from Roxie did not show any such precaution.
 
“Whatever they’re doing out there, they seem pretty confident,” Davey said.
 
“Maybe they’re just building a hotel,” Jesse said. “There’d be no need for heightened security.”
 
“I don’t think so,” Jonathan said. “Why work construction so late into the night if you’re not trying to hide something?”
 
Boxers said, “I’m going to go back to where we think the hostages are.” As he spoke, the ground swooped away in the image on the screen. Boxers had commanded Roxie to mark the coordinates of her last flight, so it was a simple matter to return her to the same spot. The screen blurred as the ground swooped by. Trees, mostly, but a lot of torn-up ground as well. Flashes of construction equipment, but also of transport vehicles and trailers.
 
“Wait,” Jonathan said. “Have Roxie stop and go back. I want to see what those vehicles are all about.”
 
“Let’s just stick with the mission at hand,” Davey said.
 
“When you build your own team, you can command it,” Jonathan said. “Big Guy, you heard me.”
 
Body language told Jonathan that Boxers was not happy with the command. Jonathan suspected that it was because he, like Jonathan, knew what those vehicles were.
 
The image on the screen stopped, then blurred as Roxie reversed direction and headed back along the route it had already flown.
 
“What did you see?” Gail asked.
 
“In your words, I don’t want to get too far out over my skis yet,” Jonathan replied. To Boxers, he said, “Come on, Big Guy, you know what I’m looking for.”
 
“I do,” Boxers said. “But I don’t need to hear your I-told-you-so.”
 
As Roxie slowed, the image of the ground clarified once again. What appeared to be a tree-covered mound of earth had been torn open, leaving a gash in what would otherwise have been a canopy of leaves, indistinguishable from the surrounding foliage. Boxers hovered Roxie over the site, then spun her three hundred sixty degrees on her own axis.
 
“Are those tire tracks?” Gail asked.
 
“I’ve already told you that I have no interest in fighting Russians,” Davey said.
 
Gail shot him a look. “Where did that come from?”
 
“That looks like a munitions storage magazine to me,” Davey said. “One that has been torn open to remove its contents.”
 
“You’ve seen these before?” Jonathan asked.
 
“I’ve blown up a few,” Davey replied. “I didn’t enjoy it then, and I’m not doing it now.”
 
“On the positive side,” Boxers quipped, “It doesn’t appear that there’s anything left in there to blow up.”
 
Roxie zoomed out a couple hundred feet and then zoomed back in on a tractor trailer rig with a ballistic missile as its cargo.
 
“Well, shit,” Boxers said.
 
“Is nobody listening to me?” Davey said. “I am not—”
 
“Give it a rest, Chief,” Jonathan snapped. “You’ve made your point. Once is enough. I only need to hear from you on this subject if you change your mind.”
 
“Have you made up your mind?” Gail asked. “Is it your plan to go to war with Russia in your spare time? Because if it is, I submit that that would be a bad idea.”
 
Zooming out again, Roxie caught sight of five more missiles in transport.
 
“Mother Hen, you’re on the net, yes?”
 
“Affirmative.”
 
“Are you monitoring the images from Roxie?”
 
“I’ve got images, but they’re not very clear.”
 
“Do you see the cargo on those trailers?”
 
“I do.”
 
“Work your magic and tell me what we’re looking at.”
 
Venice said, “If you’re taking votes, I’m with Chief and Gunslinger. This is way beyond the mission parameters.”
 
“If I’m taking votes, you’ll be the first to know,” Jonathan said. Then, to Boxers: “Now let’s go find our hostages.”
 
“Yep.”
 
The screen blurred again and the images pixilated as Roxie swooped back to the spot where they last saw Roberto Zamora. As the image stabilized and Jonathan reoriented himself to the scene, he noticed an increase in the number of guards outside the mound that he now recognized as another storage bunker.
 
“I count eight soldiers with guns,” Jonathan said.
 
“Count again,” Gail said. “You missed those three.” She pointed to a spot in the top left-hand corner of the screen, where three people appeared to be chatting, their rifles slung casually down the front of their bodies.
 
“You missed those three, you probably missed others,” Davey said.
 
“I wish there was a way to confirm that this is the location for the missionaries,” Gail said.
 
“We saw the delivery of food before,” Jonathan said. “Under the circumstances, I think that’s enough to go on.”
 
“We’ve gone hot on less evidence than that,” Boxers said.
 
Gail chuckled. “As well I know.”
 
From the boat’s cockpit, Jesse asked, “How long are we idling here? I’m afraid we’re going to get spotted. We are out in the open, after all.”
 
“Won’t be long,” Jonathan said. “Hey, Big Guy, find me their power source. Are they on a generator, or are they getting power from a pole somewhere?”
 
Big Guy piloted Roxie in a circle and zoomed tight on the power connection to the building they’d seen Zamora enter. “Let’s trace this to its source,” he said, perhaps to himself. “See where it takes us.” He tapped keys to adjust the image, turning the dropping power-line from white against a black background to black against a white background before it disappeared into the canopy of leaves.
 
“Dammit,” Jonathan said.
 
“Don’t lose hope yet,” Boxers said. “It’s got to come out of there somewhere.” Thirty seconds of hovering and scanning later, the line emerged from the forest and dead-ended at a power pole. From there, other lines led to other locations. “I think that’s our connection,” Boxers said. “Nothing fancy, just a wooden pole. Should be easy to take out.”
 
“The problem is the location,” Davey said. “We’re going to infil from the south, and that bastard is on the far northern edge of the camp—or whatever we’re going to call this place.”
 
“Camp works,” Jonathan said.
 
“And not to worry,” Big Guy said. “Roxie can bomb targets now, remember?”
 
Davey looked surprised. “Have you ever used her as a bomber before?”
 
“I’ve practiced with bricks and such. No reason she couldn’t drop a GPC on a telephone pole.”
 
“How would you detonate it?”
 
“I’ll use a timed fuse,” Big Guy said. “Arm it, launch it, and then let it drop over the target. When it blows, the world goes dark, and we go to work.”
 
“The timing of that would be tough,” Gail said. “We’ll put ourselves in a tight box, scheduling-wise.”
 
“What about an electronic initiator?” Jonathan asked. “Make like a jihadi. Drop the GPC and then detonate it with a signal from your cell phone.”
 
Big Guy looked up and made a growling noise. “I hate it when you have a good idea. It makes you uppity.”
 
“That’s one source of power,” Gail said. “It’s safe to assume that the line from the pole goes to that building, but what about the exterior lights? That’s a big draw from a single source.”
 
“I’m even less pleased when you have a good idea,” Boxers said. Ninety seconds later, they’d identified two electric transformers from their heat signatures. Both sat in the center of the camp.
 
“How many bombs can Roxie carry?” Davey asked.
 
“Only one, I’m afraid.”
 
“What do you estimate the distance between the transformers to be?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Too far to kill them both with one blast,” Boxers said. “Looks like fifty, sixty yards to me.”
 
“We can do it the old-fashioned way and shoot them out,” Gail said. “Go back to the prison cell place, Big Guy. It’s pretty high and it’s accessible from the road we went down today. If I can climb on top of that, it looks like I’ll have an easy shot at both transformers. We time it so that when Roxie’s GPC blows, I’ll take out the transformers and the rest of you can pound the ground and make the snatches. By the time you have hands on the PCs, I’ll be off the roof and on my way with you to the boat.”
 
Jonathan didn’t hate the plan, but the details concerned him. “Okay, ’Slinger, honest assessment time. Are you in good enough condition to be climbing and—”
 
“Don’t you even,” she said.
 
He got it. And he shut up. If she didn’t think she was capable of doing the job, she wouldn’t have volunteered.
 
“Noted,” Jonathan said. “So, now we need to find a spot to park the boat for infil.”
 
“Already done,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan’s earbud popped. “Scorpion, Mother Hen. Sorry to interrupt, but I have the info you wanted on the image you wanted me to identify.” He could tell by her tone that the news was grim.
 
“Go ahead.”
 
“It’s an RS-26 intercontinental ballistic missile. Russian. Has a range of fifty-five hundred kilometers, thirty-five hundred miles.”
 
Davey gave a low whistle. “I know that bastard as the Yars-M. That range gives them pretty much the entire continental United States. Solid fuel, road-mobile. MIRV-capable. Bad news.”
 
MIRVs were multiple independent reentry vehicles, which was tech speak for several bombs in one. Once the missile reached low orbit, the warheads could be dropped one at a time on various targets along the way. Bad news, indeed.
 
“The news only gets worse,” Venice said. “I’ve done a quick scour of my special databases, and there’s nothing about this anywhere. Assuming this is good guys versus bad guys, the good guys don’t seem to have a clue what’s here. And I don’t know how to tell them without revealing details we don’t want anyone to know.”
 
“What about Wolverine?” Jesse asked.
 
“Just steer the boat, Torpedo-boy,” Davey said.
 
“Be nice,” Jonathan snapped. He didn’t know what was going on between those two, but he didn’t want bickering to get in the way of anything. “We can’t reach out to Wolfie,” he said. “For all the same reasons. We’re not here, remember?”
 
“All the better,” Davey said. “Let’s get the PCs, kill a few cartel assholes, and get back home. You can tell her all about the nuclear hornet’s nest during your debrief.”
 
“There’s more,” Venice said.
 
Of course there was. “Go ahead,” Jonathan said.
 
“There’s no satellite coverage of your area right now.”
 
“Aren’t we talking on satellite phones?” Jesse asked.
 
“Different satellites, different missions,” Venice said. “I did some more checking, and that part of the world went dark to Uncle Sam just a couple of hours ago. Normally, that’s a part of the world that is pretty closely watched.”
 
“Mechanical glitch?” Gail asked.
 
“I don’t know that,” Venice replied. “I’m not even sure that satellite images are actually watched in real time, outside of active war zones. I think the images are saved and reviewed by artificial intelligence, and threat assessments are made from there. If Uncle is aware of the current image losses, I don’t see any chatter about it.”
 
Jonathan looked to his team. “You get the significance, right? To lose sat coverage in the exact sleeve of time when the missiles are being moved can’t possibly be a coincidence.”
 
Davey sighed loudly. “I’m sorry, Scorpion, but I just don’t get it. You clearly want to fight these assholes, but we’re not prepared for that.”
 
“I don’t think we have the time not to,” Jonathan said. “If they get the missiles in place and launch-ready, the world is screwed. When you want to stop someone from setting up an existential threat, you have to do it before they can launch the threat. Once the missiles are set and the threat is real, that window closes. Once they’re launch-ready, that’s a huge shift in the balance of power in this hemisphere. Add the fact that their leaders are crazy and ours are incompetent, and glowing in the dark becomes a real possibility.”
 
“What about the PCs?” Boxers asked.
 
“They’re seeming a lot less important all of a sudden,” Jonathan said.
 
“Don’t cross that line, Scorpion,” Gail said. “We signed on for a mission. We’re honor bound to take care of that mission. That’s our priority. You start getting distracted by shiny new missions and a lot of things go to hell all at the same time. We need to stay focused.”
 
Jonathan wasn’t convinced. When you weigh building a case against the president and his stepson against saving the world from nuclear annihilation, the right choice seemed clear.
 
“Don’t look like that,” Gail said. “We’re parroting what you have preached since the beginning. Foreign policy is not our bailiwick. For all we know, interfering with the missiles could cause a war instead of stopping it.”
 
Jonathan was ready to move on to a different topic. Everyone had said their piece, and their opinions had been made known. Gail was right. The PCs needed to be their first priority. Once they were secure, it might become time to reassess the whole missile thing.

 



Chapter 19
 
Ilya Kerensky listened to the man on the other side of his phone, and then clicked off without saying a word. The team that Zamora sent to eliminate the CIA agents were all dead. The safe house showed some signs of battle, but apparently, it had been an imbalanced fight. While a few bullet holes marred the walls of the house, there were no blood stains in the interior. That meant that the CIA agents were not harmed.
 
His informant—a lieutenant in Zamora’s hierarchy—also told him that the distribution of spent shell casings told a story of more than just two shooters. Perhaps as many as four or five. And now they were not only on the loose but also aware that their covers had been blown. Already dangerous enemies became exponentially more dangerous when they knew they were being hunted.
 
Leaning back in his desk chair, Kerensky closed his eyes and settled himself with a long, deep breath. It made no sense to get angry at the incompetence, and it made no sense to lament past decisions, already made. When his mind tried to take him back to the conversations he’d had with his handlers back in Moscow, he pushed the thoughts away. He’d told them that he needed more Russian nationals involved in the security of the construction, but they had refused his requests, insisting that the Los Muertos cartel had developed an impressive security operation all on their own. The fewer Russians on the ground, the better. It was one thing to devise cover stories for Russian construction workers, but something else entirely to explain the existence of what would essentially be an occupying army.
 
What the Kremlin handlers may or may not have known was that eight of his construction workers were also paramilitary contractors. Kerensky had made it a priority for Alexander Prokov, his site manager, to find and hire mercenaries with construction skills. The point was not to subvert the security efforts of the Los Muertos operators—or even to bolster them—but rather to have a security force there at the construction site. One never knew these days when disruptors would interfere with operations, and if it came to that, Kerensky was confident that the cartel thugs would be of no use to him. He needed fighters who knew how to fight and fought for a living.
 
Among the decisions he refused to second-guess was the one to allow Zamora to take care of the Americans. The decision not to use his own muscle was driven at least in part by the desire to keep the fact of his own security forces a secret from Los Muertos operators.
 
He hadn’t considered the fact that any group of operators could be eliminated in their entirety by an unsuspecting enemy during an ambush.
 
The worst news of all among the deluge of awful news was the fact that the boat was missing. He wanted to believe that was evidence that the invaders had abandoned their mission and retreated back to wherever they came from, but in his heart, he knew better.
 
Zamora’s failure had forced the Americans’ hand. If they’d been waiting for a specific time to perform their mayhem, that time had been moved up to right now. And because they were Americans, so proud of their ability to own the night as they liked to say, referring to their reliance on night vision during tactical operations, they would make their move before dawn.
 
But where?
 
Kerensky stood and walked across his office to a waist-high table on which the dozens of pages of construction plans lay curled from the humidity and smudged from months of contacts by dirty hands. He wasn’t interested in the blueprints now but rather the map of the island that he knew resided somewhere under all the mess.
 
Predictably, he supposed, it was at the bottom of the stack. He slid it out and placed it on top of the rest.
 
“What do I know?” he asked himself aloud. “There are two possibilities. Either they are here to interfere with the installation of the missiles or they are here to rescue the hostages.” If it was the latter, they would soon be greatly disappointed when they learned that the hostages were all dead.
 
“Where is their exfiltration site?” That would be key. Wherever they were going, whatever their mission was, it would be of the utmost importance to break free of the mayhem they cause with as much speed as possible.
 
“The boat is key,” Kerensky said. “They came by boat, they will leave by boat. They will need to stage the boat.”
 
Kerensky thumbed the switch on the bright gooseneck lamp that hovered over the drafting table, bringing the papers to vivid clarity.
 
Three Sisters was not a large island. There were only so many places to moor a boat.
 
Yet, there were still hundreds of potential spots. An infinite number of potential spots if they are able to do without a dock.
 
“Time to make some assumptions, Ilya.”
 
The first would be that the Americans knew where the hostages were being held. Alternatively, they would know where the missiles were being installed.
 
The island map on the table before him was large, two meters by one meter, at least. Kerensky pulled the sheet lower on the table to give himself a better view of the northern shore. Then he employed the gooseneck magnifying ring so that he could better see the details of the various inlets that led to the interior of the island.
 
It didn’t make sense to Kerensky that the Americans would moor on the ocean shore. That would leave them too exposed and too far away from either objective.
 
No, they would want to be stealthier than that. They would want another place like the one they occupied in their safe house, nestled in trees and largely invisible to anyone who wasn’t looking for them.
 
For a few seconds, it occurred to Kerensky that the smart move would be to postpose the movement and installation of the missiles. By keeping them under cover, he could keep them and the secret they comprised safe. But that was not possible. Tonight was the night they’d arranged for the satellite blackout. They had pulled many strings, bribed many officials in the American government, and even employed a member of the president’s family to make this happen. Each of those players needed to devise stories to cover their tracks.
 
Anchoring his search by the two locations that drove his assumptions about the Americans’ possible missions, he focused on the geography and terrain closest to the construction site. That was, after all, what he cared most about. His finger looked huge in the ten-power magnification as he traced the shoreline from the location of the safe house west toward the location of the construction project.
 
And there it was. The most logical place for a boat to moor, irrespective of which mayhem the Americans planned to cause.
 
Kerensky pressed a speed-dial number on his phone. Alexander Prokov picked up on the second ring. “Yes, sir?”
 
“How is the installation going?”
 
“As planned.”
 
“Can you spare some of your special employees for a mission? It should not take long. Perhaps one hour.”
 
“I don’t know how to answer that, sir. We have much to do and a short time in which to do it. Every man I take off the job—”
 
“I need to spare five of your special employees,” Kerensky said. “We have no choice. I need you to find and destroy a boat and everyone who is on it.”
 
“What kind of boat?”
 
“I am not sure. Nothing too large.”
 
Kerensky took two minutes to explain in detail where he believed the boat could be found and what he expected to be done with it.
 
“I understand,” Prokov said. “So long as you understand that with the diminished manpower—”
 
“You will accomplish all of your goals, Alexander,” Kerensky said. “That is your job, and you will do your job. Could I be more clear?”
 
“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.”
 
“Very well. I have every confidence in you.”
 
A knock on Kerensky’s door annoyed him. “Go away.”
 
Another knock was followed by the sound of the door opening. One of the construction workers stood in the opening with his hand on the biceps of an older gentleman who looked like he’d been through hell.
 
“Excuse me, Colonel,” the worker said in Russian. “I was told—”
 
“You must be Donny Williams,” Kerensky said in English.
 
The man’s chin bobbed slightly. “Yes, I am.”
 
“Please come in,” Kerensky said. He approached the visitor and offered his hand as he instructed the worker in Russian to leave them alone.
 
Williams looked terrified as he accepted the handshake.
 
Kerensky switched back to English. “You probably want to sit down.”
 
“Why am I here?” Williams asked.
 
“Please sit,” Kerensky said. He pointed to the guest chair that had recently been occupied by Roberto Zamora.
 
Williams hesitated. He seemed embarrassed by his filthy clothes and bare feet, as well he should have been. Kerensky thought the man smelled like an outhouse. When Williams was in the seat, Kerensky walked to the short refrigerator in the corner and brought him a bottle of water. “You must be thirsty.”
 
Williams took the bottle but stared at it rather than opening it.
 
“It cannot be poisoned,” Kerensky said. “The cap is sealed.”
 
“I hadn’t considered that it might be poisoned,” Williams said. “I’m just trying to figure out the sudden burst of kindness and the presence of Russians in my life.”
 
Kerensky took his time settling into the chair on his side of the desk. “I’d like to chat with you for a few minutes before I send you on your way,” he said. “But before we begin, I’d like for us to reach an agreement. One that is based in mutual respect. Is that all right with you?”
 
Williams still hadn’t opened his water. “I suppose.”
 
“Good. Very good.” Kerensky slammed his open hand on the desk, creating a boom that made Williams nearly jump out of his seat. “Don’t lie to me!” he shouted.
 
Williams looked terrified. He leaned back in his chair as if to create space between them. “Good God!”
 
“You should hope that God is good,” Kerensky said. “Because if you lie to me again, you will meet him very soon.” To emphasize his point, he drew his Makarov from its holster and placed it on his desk.
 
Williams gaped.
 
“Very well,” Kerensky said. “Silence is, after all, better than a lie. Now, tell me why you are here on the island of Three Sisters.”
 
Williams inhaled to answer, but Kerensky stopped him with a raised hand.
 
“Remember what I told you,” Kerensky said. “This conversation and your life will both end abruptly if you tell me about your religious mission to help the poor people of Venezuela. Consider your words carefully.”
 
Williams’s hands shook as he fumbled with the bottle cap and downed half the contents in an extended guzzle. “I-I don’t know what you want to hear.”
 
“Yes, you do,” Kerensky said. “The truth is that easy. One always knows what to say when one tells the truth.”
 
Watching Williams’s face as he evaluated the thoughts coursing through his mind was an interesting exercise. The terror was front and center, right where Kerensky wanted it to be, but there was more. Was he weighing options to give a strategic answer? One that would satisfy his handlers?
 
“I’m waiting,” Kerensky prompted.
 
Silence.
 
“Let me help put your reply on the correct footing,” Kerensky said. “When the stepson of the president of the United States reaches out to me with instructions to interfere with someone else’s kidnapping to select one hostage to be segregated and freed, I ask myself certain questions. The first question, of course, is, Who is this Donald Williams to be so important to so public a person? Answer that question for me, Donny. How do you know Nicholas Mishin?”
 
“I am his attorney.”
 
“Very good! I knew that to be the case, and that was your first test. Very well done, Donny.”
 
Williams grew more uncomfortable, as if trying to decide whether or not he should feel proud of himself.
 
“Which brings me to my second question. According to multiple records—not the least of which is your own social media posting—you are Roman Catholic, not Baptist. So, what would bring a good Catholic man to Three Sisters on a Baptist mission—if, in fact, I believed that the Baptist mission was truly the reason you are here. I will answer that one myself. Nothing would bring you to do that. From what my sources have been able to tell me, you are not famous for your charitable, religious activities. Is it safe for me to assume that this is, in fact, your first charitable, religious mission?”
 
Williams nodded. He looked like he might cry.
 
“I’d like you to answer, please.”
 
“Yes, this is my first.”
 
“And how old are you?”
 
“Sixty-four.” He cast his eyes downward as he answered.
 
“Not many find the missionary spirit so late in life,” Kerensky said with a laugh. “I will not embarrass you by asking you to fumble for an answer there. Questions like these lead me toward conclusions that anger me. As Nicholas Mishin’s attorney, you must be aware that he and his stepfather are major investors in Starburst Adventures. Am I correct?”
 
This was an important moment in Donny Williams’s future, whether he knew it or not. It was clear from the look in the lawyer’s face that people were not supposed to know about the Starburst Adventures deal.
 
“Before you say something suicidal, I’ll remind you that they invested under the guise of Peregrine Investment Corporation. Feel free to confirm that I am correct.”
 
Williams seemed to shrink in his chair. “I can confirm that,” he said.
 
“Very well, Counselor,” Kerensky said. “You see, no one has to die tonight. What is it that your Bible tells you? The truth will free you. Or something like that. Would you like something a little stronger than water, Donny? You’re looking a little pale.”
 
“N-no thank you.”
 
“Were Nicholas and his stepfather concerned about their investment here on Three Sisters? Is that why they sent you down here? Were you spying on us, Donny?”
 
Kerensky nearly laughed out loud at the look on Donny Williams’s face. Here was a man who should never sit at a poker table. Certainly, he was a man who should never again try to be a spy.
 
Williams gathered himself and sat tall again. Apparently, he’d just made a decision. “I think it’s time for you and I to negotiate,” he said.
 
This time, Kerensky couldn’t contain the laugh. “Oh, is that so? Getting to live seems to me to be a desirable reward. Better than getting shot to death, I would think.”
 
Williams had found his game face. “You want information from me,” he said. “If I’m dead, the information will die along with me.”
 
“I already have the information, Donny. That’s what you don’t understand. I’m asking you merely to confirm.”
 
Williams kept his features firm. He was nervous, but he also seemed committed. “Ask me your question again.”
 
Kerensky felt his smile fade. This wasn’t going as he’d expected. “All right. Are you here to spy on us?”
 
Williams made a rotating motion with his fingers. “The question before that. The one about who sent me. What you asked me to confirm.”
 
Kerensky didn’t like this new attitude. He preferred his lawyers to be sniveling. “Did President Darmond and/or Nicholas Mishin send you here to spy?”
 
“No, they did not,” Williams said.
 
Kerensky considered picking up the Makarov to shake Williams up but decided against it. He believed that the man was telling the truth. “Then who did?”
 
Williams folded his hands across his chest and crossed his legs. He pressed his lips into a smug smile.
 
Kerensky’s curiosity was piqued. “Ah, the negotiation. What are the stakes?”
 
“For me, the stakes are safe passage back to the United States and total anonymity from you about who gave you the information I will provide.”
 
Kerensky started to agree, then realized that Williams wasn’t done yet.
 
“For my client, no record, no discussion, no rumor about anything I say. And for you, in addition to learning what I will tell you, I also promise that I won’t reveal any observations I’ve made of what you are doing here.”
 
“A promise? You work in Washington, DC, with politicians as your clientele. You know better than anyone that a promise carries no weight whatsoever.”
 
“Yet, you have the pistol, sir,” Williams said. “I must accept on faith that you will not shoot me after you hear me speak. What is that if not a promise?”
 
Kerensky leaned his forearms on his desk as he considered his next move. He understood now why Donny Williams was considered to be a good lawyer. “Very well, then,” he said. “Who sent you?”
 
“The short answer is the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” Williams said.
 
Kerensky bolted upright, truly startled by the answer. It was not at all what he’d been expecting. “The FBI?” he asked. Somehow, by hearing it in his own words, maybe they’d be more believable.
 
“Now for the longer answer,” Williams said. “The FBI knows about Peregrine Investment Corporation being a cover for President Darmond and his family, and they know about their investment in Starburst Adventures. They know that Russian entities are also heavily invested in the company. They suspect that Nicholas Mishin has been selling access to the president, but as far as I know, they cannot prove that. The FBI sent me here to dig up what I can and to report back on what I find.”
 
“But you are Nicholas Mishin’s lawyer.”
 
“Clearly, I won’t be for long,” Williams said. “In fact, it is a certainty that I will be disbarred. In America, that means—”
 
“I know what it means. Why would you do such a thing?”
 
Williams scowled as he struggled through how he should answer. “Let’s just say that some of my business dealings have been determined to be less than completely lawful. If I can hand the FBI dirt on the Darmonds, they will close my file and move on to other things.”
 
“What kind of information were you looking to find?”
 
“Anything and everything that could be damning. Even unsubstantiated rumors would work. When the FBI wants to nail a hide to the wall, they’ll create the evidence they need through rumors that they hear.”
 
Kerensky didn’t know what to say. All of this was so unexpected that he felt unable to form coherent questions.
 
“My turn to ask a question,” Williams said. “Were you behind us being kidnapped?”
 
“I had nothing to do with that,” Kerensky said, telling the truth, though Williams had no way to know that. “When Los Muertos find an opportunity to make money, they often act . . . impulsively.” He stood and walked to the window. “You spoke of not revealing observations. What did you mean by that?”
 
“If you’ve read about my background, then you know that I spent time in the United States Air Force.” Williams spoke the sentence in a manner that indicated that he believed he’d answered the question.
 
Kerensky turned to face him again. “So?”
 
Williams grew uncomfortable again. “Do I have to say it?”
 
“Please.”
 
“I know what a ballistic missile looks like. And I’ve seen a good few of them here. Your people walked me right past them. I realize now that our prison cell was, in fact, a kind of short-term storage magazine.”
 
Kerensky sighed. He didn’t want to have to kill this man. His ties—even his indirect ties—to the United States government made bringing harm to him a risky endeavor. On the other hand, secrets needed to be protected. “Given the purpose of your presence here, are you at all concerned that Nicholas Mishin himself asked for your release?”
 
“You mean, Do I think he’s going to have me killed when I arrive back on US soil?”
 
“It would be the smart move,” Kerensky said. “It’s what I would do if I were in his position.”
 
“Nicholas Mishin is many things that are uncomplimentary,” Williams said, “but he is not homicidal. First of all, I’m not at all certain that he is even aware of the munitions installations, so that is not a factor. He also, presumably, is not aware of the FBI investigation into his business dealings. In my interactions with him, he is so encouraged by the media’s refusal to report on the rumors that have been circulating for so long that I believe he’s either unaware or in denial about the corruption investigation.”
 
“Does the FBI not work for his father?” Kerensky asked.
 
“Officially, yes, in the sense that the director reports to the attorney general, who reports to the president. History has been unkind to presidents who attempt to manipulate the FBI, however. What will happen to my fellow hostages? I feel bad about getting released when they have not.”
 
“You are not released yet, Mr. Williams,” Kerensky said, walking back to sit at his desk. “As for their fates, I don’t want to burden you with the need to keep even more secrets.”
 
“I am not released? I thought that was the whole purpose of being summoned here.”
 
“Close,” Kerensky said. He didn’t want to share that the real reason was to separate Williams from the ones who were destined to be shot. “Nicholas didn’t want you to suffer the hardships that come with being held captive by the Los Muertos cartel. As for sending you home, there are other variables to be considered, not the least of which is your knowledge of our special operations. At a minimum, you will need to stay on as my guest for the next few days. Promises being the fragile things that they are, I cannot risk having you speak out of turn until our situation here is stabilized.”

 



Chapter 20
 
In the hour or so that had passed since Donny Williams had won his freedom ticket, the area outside Max’s earthen cell had erupted with some kind of industrial activity. Heavy engines revved and backup alarms chirped. People shouted orders, the general spin of which was to hurry up. There was a deadline associated with what they needed to do, and apparently, it was an unforgiving one.
 
The air inside the cell had turned murky with the stench of diesel smoke. Max and Mikey stayed holed away in their out-of-the-way alcove and remained silent as the other hostages speculated on what all the activity was about.
 
“We’ll all see soon enough,” said Janson McFee. “We’ll all be going home soon.”
 
“You can’t know that,” one of the hostages said.
 
“You heard Mr. Zamora before. He is a man of his word.”
 
“He’s a goddamn drug dealer,” a voice said.
 
“And he’s a businessman,” Janson said. “I’ve spoken with him. I’ve seen his eyes. There’s honor in his eyes.”
 
Max couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Together, they’d all watched that honorable man murder an entire village in cold blood. The guy didn’t even break a sweat doing it. “Honor my ass,” Max grumbled.
 
Mikey grunted, “Huh?”
 
“Nothing.” Maybe these other sheep were going to follow Janson to the slaughter, but Max wasn’t going to go along. He wasn’t going to let Mikey go along, either.
 
Max jumped as two guards stormed back into their cell. Both carried rifles and eye-splitting flashlights. “Hello, gentlemen,” one of them said in Spanish. “You, too, have all been freed. Your ransoms have been paid.”
 
“Bullshit,” one of the hostages said from the darkness. “My family doesn’t have any money to pay my ransom.”
 
Max squeezed Mikey’s wrist and pressed him down into the dirt floor. So softly as to be nearly inaudible, he hissed, “Shhh . . .” There was no way the Greenwiches were going to leave this place with these people. It sucked, but at least they were alive. If they left, he didn’t expect that to remain the case.
 
“Please do not argue with me,” the guard said. “This is the moment you have been praying for.”
 
Max noted that the guards were adults, not the kids who had been guarding them up to this point.
 
“How do I know we can believe you?” Janson asked.
 
“That is a very good question,” the guard said with humor in his tone. “My question for you in return is, What choice do you have?” Other men laughed from behind the guard. “This should be easy. Please do not make it difficult.”
 
The other prisoners stirred and rose to their feet. They didn’t say anything as they shuffled to the door—or if they did, Max couldn’t hear it.
 
Janson let them all pass, and he was nearly ready to step through the threshold when he stopped. “Wait!” he called. “We’re missing two people. The brothers. Max and Michael, you come, too.”
 
Max froze. “That asshole,” he whispered. Maybe if he stayed put—
 
A guard swung back into the cell and nailed the brothers with the beam of his flashlight. “You heard me!” the guard yelled, striding over to them. He was angry now, and he kicked Max in the ribs, hard enough to hurt but not enough to do damage.
 
They both rose their feet. Max brushed himself off and let his brother go first. Janson was holding back, waiting for them to go by. As he passed, Max whirled on Janson and yelled, “Asshole!” He threw a closed-fist punch that connected with the missionary’s cheekbone and sent him spiraling down to the ground.
 
The guard responded without hesitation, slamming the heavy flashlight into Max’s testicles. An explosion of pain launched through Max’s gut, crumpling his knees and collapsing him onto the ground. As Mikey dropped to his knees to help his brother, the guard swung back to deliver a second blow, this one across Max’s head, but Janson intervened, grabbing the guard’s arm on the downswing and pulling it to the side.
 
“No, don’t,” Janson said. “Please don’t. He’s angry and he’s young. In his position I might have done the same thing. He’s been punished enough.”
 
The guard seemed unconvinced. Mikey raised his hands up, as if to halt another blow. “No, no, please don’t hurt him. He’s my brother. He’s all I’ve got.”
 
The guard pulled his arm out of Janson’s grasp and shined the beam directly into Mikey’s eyes. “Your brother is stupid,” he said. “Get him up and get him out of here.”
 
Max felt hands under his arms, but he shrugged them away. His nuts screamed and the ache was spreading deep into his gut, but he was not going to give these assholes the pleasure of seeing how badly they had hurt him.
 
He settled himself for a few seconds before daring to rise, allowing his balls to settle down. When he got to his full height, Janson McFee was there in his face.
 
“The guard was right,” he seethed. “You damn near got us all killed.”
 
“They’re going to kill us anyway, you coward.” He feinted a head butt and got the recoil that he’d been hoping for. “Come on, leader man. Let’s all go out and get killed together.”
 
As they cleared the opening and stepped out into the coolness of the night, Mikey said, “Do you really think they’re going to kill us?”
 
“I really think they’re going to try. Our job is to not let them do it.”
 
“How?”
 
“I have no idea.”
 
Outside now, Max took in the awesome images of huge trucks hauling huge trailers through the glare of artificial lights. Out here, the stench of diesel was nearly overwhelming, and it combined with dust and humidity to form a cloud that tasted toxic as hell. One of the trucks was backed up to an earthen structure that looked like a tree-covered hill, but with the front of the hill torn open to reveal what looked to Max to be a rocket of some sort.
 
“What the hell is that?” Mikey asked.
 
“It’s a missile,” Max said. “And another reason to kill us now that we’ve seen it.” There was no way that this was an operation that people would be allowed to see. The fact that it was all happening at night was one clue to the secrecy of it. The fact that the guards seemed okay with their hostages seeing it confirmed in Max’s mind that the guards intended to kill them all.
 
Including the armed children, Max counted a team of seven guards escorting them through the frenzy of heavy equipment on the way to a narrow path that led them into the jungle. Soon, the light dimmed to utter darkness, and the stench of diesel was replaced by the stench of rot and humidity. Only about half of the guards carried lights, but every one of them carried at least one gun—a rifle—and some carried pistols as well.
 
The guard closest to Max during the march through the jungle was one of the kids. Bigger than some of the others, he was still a boy. Max noted the thinness of his neck and the narrowness of his shoulders. He also noted the confidence with which the boy wielded the machine gun that he carried on a short sling across his chest. Max had interacted with this kid once before, early in their imprisonment when he dared to peek outside the opening of their cell, trying to get the lay of the land. Trying to breathe some fresh air. The kid had barked at him, “Get your face inside before you lose it.”
 
The kid wasn’t bluffing.
 
The sheer number of guards confirmed Max’s worst fears about their future. What would be the point of dedicating this much manpower to watch over people who were destined to be set free?
 
This was an execution squad, pure and simple.
 
Max was reminded of the black-and-white photos he’d seen of townspeople in World War Two being escorted with their hands on their heads toward the pit that had been dug for them and was piled with corpses. He’d wondered why they didn’t fight back—do something to prevent the obvious outcome of going along.
 
Now, he realized why. It was a delusional form of panic. When you’re faced with a nightmare outcome, you think maybe they’ll change their minds. You think maybe their cover story is true and there’s kindness to be found amid the cruelty. You tell yourself all kinds of crazy rationalizations because of the hopelessness of the situation.
 
But really, the situation is only as hopeless as you allow it to be. Every human is capable of independent thought and independent action. Every one of us has an opportunity to fight our way out of mortal danger. You might die in the struggle, but at least you’d die on your own terms. When the result of remaining passive is ordained to be death, dying on your own terms could be considered a form of victory.
 
But how do you know when the time is right to fight back? With this many people and this many guns, even if he could overpower one guard, Max thought, the others would just mow him down. He needed to pick his time carefully. The same way he needed to pick which of the guards to target.
 
In truth, he’d already picked which guard. The one with the toxic attitude and the skinny neck. Over the years, Max had won more fights than he’d lost, and he liked the odds of mixing it up with someone who was twelve inches shorter and eighty pounds lighter. If he could take the guns out of the equation, he was confident that he could snap this kid in half.
 
But again, the timing mattered.
 
“This isn’t the way to the ocean,” Janson called to the guard in the lead. “Where are you taking us?”
 
“You’ll know when we get there,” the guard said. “It won’t be long.”
 
Max squeezed Mikey’s wrist and slowed his pace a little. Just a half step or so. Nothing that looked obvious. He wanted to create distance between them and the rest of the hostages. He could feel Mikey’s gaze as he tried to ask silently what they were doing, but Max avoided returning it. He didn’t know what they were going to do exactly, but he knew it had to happen in the next couple of minutes. When you’re a hostage, the schedule belongs entirely to the people with the guns.
 
Max scanned the others in their parade, noted how dutifully they stayed in a straight line, almost in lockstep, as they fought the vegetation that squeezed closer as they walked farther. He and Mikey were second to last, with Janson McFee behind them. Mr. Asshole Tattletale. He had to get behind Janson. He couldn’t do anything if the preacher was going to rat him out to the others.
 
He squeezed his brother’s wrist again and dropped to a knee.
 
“Get up!” the child guard said.
 
“I have to tie my shoe,” Max said. “Go ahead, I’ll catch up.”
 
“Mr. Greenwich, keep moving,” Janson said.
 
To the guard, Max said, “I’m going to tie my shoe. If you’re going to shoot me for that, then shoot me for that.”
 
The kid stared back at him, obviously angry. But he didn’t shoot. In that instant, Max realized that the kid couldn’t act without permission. He was authorized to threaten but not to kill. That’s what he told himself, anyway.
 
The kid turned his attention to Janson. “You,” he said. “You keep up with the others.”
 
Janson made a growling sound as he skirted past the Greenwiches. “Maybe I should have let them hit you again. Maybe that would beat some sense into you.”
 
“Happy dying,” Max grumbled in English.
 
Five seconds later, he and Mikey owned the last place in line and a chance at survival.
 
Still, timing mattered. He’d opened up space, but not enough to matter if it took more than a few seconds to disarm the young guard and escape.
 
“What are you doing?” Mikey whispered in English.
 
“I’m not sure yet. But when I do it, you do it, too. These guys are going to shoot us.”
 
“No talking!” the boy guard shouted in Spanish. “No English!”
 
There was another data point. The kid didn’t understand English. Or he was faking ignorance.
 
Max fiddled with his shoelaces until the jungle had swallowed Janson McFee entirely, leaving him and Mikey alone with the skinny guard.
 
This is it, Max told himself. If he could grab the kid just right—
 
A light shined back at them from up ahead. “What’s wrong, Jose?” a guard asked in Spanish. Max recognized him as the one who’d whacked him in the nuts.
 
Max stood up again. “I’m good,” he said in Spanish. “Had to fix my shoe.”
 
“Keep them moving,” the command guard said to the kid. “Don’t let them fall behind.”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
The kid poked Max in the ribs with the muzzle of his rifle. “I will shoot you next time.”
 
Once they were walking again, the command guard turned and headed back for the rest of the parade of hostages.
 
“Move faster,” the kid said, and he poked Max again.
 
Max moved like lightning. He grabbed the front of the kid’s rifle with both hands and twisted it hard to the outside, trapping the guard’s finger in the trigger guard. He yelled in pain and surprise. Max fired a massive punch to the middle of the kid’s face, and as the boy was falling, Max grabbed his head with both hands and used it to leverage the guard’s body in a wide arc that ended with him crashing onto the forest floor, unconscious. The move was intended to break the kid’s neck. Whether it did or not was of no concern. He was out of the fight.
 
“Holy shit,” Mikey said.
 
Movement from up ahead told Max that the noise had attracted attention. He grabbed the guard’s rifle to defend himself, but it was still slung around the boy’s body.
 
“What is happening back there?” the command guard yelled.
 
Screw it. “Move into the trees,” Max commanded. He grabbed the rifle and dragged it into the woods with it still attached to its former owner.
 
“Jose!” the command guard called. “What the hell!”
 
The kid could not have been limper even if he’d had no bones as Max fought to separate his body from the rifle. It was like the kid had tied himself to the weapon.
 
“Let it go,” Mikey whispered.
 
“You go ahead,” Max said. “I’ll catch up.” There was no way in the world he was going to be left defenseless while running through the jungle. In the blackness of the night, they’d have a chance of surviving as they avoided the search parties that were guaranteed to come, but once the sun rose, they were going to need to be able to shoot back.
 
“Jose! Where are you? The prisoners have escaped!”
 
The jungle exploded with the sound of shouting, a combination of English and Spanish.
 
“Goddammit, Max, just leave the gun.”
 
Working by feel, Max freed the sling from the kid’s shoulder, and from there, it was easy to pull it off his head.
 
“Got it,” he said.
 
And then the sound of shouting was replaced by the sound of gunfire.
 
* * *
 
“We’re too late,” Boxers said, pointing to the computer screen. They’d moored the boat on a dilapidated pier behind a collapsing shanty along the river and had already launched Roxie with her payload of C4 and det cord for the power pole. The camera showed a line of hostages being escorted out of the bunker they’d assumed to be their prison.
 
“Where are they going?” Gail asked.
 
“To their deaths, if you ask me,” Davey said. “Look at all the shit they’ve seen.”
 
“Dammit,” Jonathan said. “Okay, we gotta go.”
 
“To do what?” Davey asked. “They’ll be gone before we even get to them.”
 
“We’ve gotta try,” Boxers said.
 
“I concur,” Gail said.
 
Jonathan said, “I get where you’re coming from, Chief. I do. There’s no shame if you want to stay back with Torpedo.”
 
“Bullshit,” Davey said. “If there’s a fight, I want to be part of it.”
 
“Big Guy, can you lock Roxie on the hostages so we can follow them?”
 
“I can lock her on one of them, but not all.”
 
“Can you find our boy Donny Williams?”
 
“It’d take more time than we probably have.”
 
“Pick one in the middle of the pack then. We’ll follow him.”
 
“Are you taking the laptop with you into the jungle?” Jesse asked.
 
Boxers didn’t answer, instead concentrating on his task at hand.
 
“He can monitor it from his phone,” Gail explained.
 
Mother Hen added, “And I’ll be monitoring from home base, as well.”
 
“That’s some cool technology,” Jesse said. “If you’re leaving the computer here, can you keep it open so I can monitor things, too?”
 
“That’s not a bad idea,” Jonathan said. “Just remember that your job is to be here when we get back.”
 
“Where would I go?”
 
The kid had a point. “You heard what I said.”
 
“Aye-aye.”
 
They’d already plotted their infiltration route via a narrow trail that was accessible from the top of the hill near where they were moored. Jonathan saw no reason to change any of that, but the overall strategy was shot. With the hostages on their way to wherever they were going, it no longer made sense for Roxie to hover over the power pole or for Gail to split off to shoot the transformers.
 
“Let’s head out,” Jonathan said. “We stay together as a unit.”
 
Venice said, “Scorpion, Mother Hen. It appears that the hostages are being walked in your direction. If I read the scale correctly, you’re separated by only a half mile or so, and that distance is shrinking.”
 
“Copy,” Jonathan said, and he looked back at the computer screen. “The trail they’re on will intersect the trail we’re about to get on. If we can get to that intersection first—”
 
“It’s ambush time,” Boxers said.
 
But they would have to hustle. Jonathan took the lead, jogging up the steep slope to the trail, where he turned and made sure the others were following. The quarter moon provided enough light for him to see clearly through the NVGs. Big Guy was next up the hill, with Davey close behind, and Gail in the rear.
 
“Don’t you dare wait for me,” Gail said over the air. “I’m fine.”
 
Jonathan took her at her word. Everybody knew their mission, and everybody knew where they were going. He’d take point, and if something went wrong, he could always bring the column to a stop. It was important, though, to establish a presence at the ambush site, and the earlier the better.
 
A half mile should take about five minutes at a jog, give it eight minutes to correct for the tropical terrain and the heavy gear.
 
He was only two minutes into that jog when the jungle erupted in gunfire.

 



Chapter 21
 
The sound of gunfire in the distance startled Kerensky and made Donny Williams nearly jump clear of his chair. “Holy shit!” Williams yelled in English.
 
Kerensky tried not to look concerned, but the timing didn’t seem right to him. It was too close to be the team he’d dispatched to the boat, and it was too early to be the assassination of the hostages.
 
“Who’s shooting?” Williams demanded, switching back to Spanish.
 
Kerensky didn’t answer. No words could make it any better, and frankly, none of this was any of Williams’s business.
 
The shooting continued.
 
Something was very, very wrong. A firing squad is a single event—one volley, maybe two, and then it was over. This sounded more like the firing line of a shooting range, with long rips of automatic fire. At best, that was a worrisome waste of ammunition. At worst, it was a sign of panic. The smart bet would be to assume a bit of both.
 
“Is this why I was separated from the others?” Williams demanded. “Are you executing them?”
 
“Why would I do such a thing?” Kerensky asked. He could have lied outright, but Williams would not have believed him.
 
“This is outrageous!” Williams said. He jumped to his feet.
 
“Sit down,” Kerensky commanded. “If what you’re suggesting is correct, perhaps you should feel gratitude that you are not among them.”
 
Williams darted to the window.
 
“I said, Sit down!” Kerensky bellowed.
 
Williams jumped again. When he turned around, he looked pale. “Those were good people.”
 
“All people are good people,” Kerensky said. “Some of them just get in the way. You would be wise to avoid becoming one of those. I will work hard to satisfy your friends in Washington, but I will not endanger my interests here. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
Williams stared back silently.
 
Kerensky took the look of terror as confirmation that, yes, he did understand.
 
As Williams returned to his chair, Kerensky took his place at the window. The shooting had reduced significantly, down to short bursts and single shots.
 
He considered calling Zamora to get a report but decided against it. Whatever was happening was still clearly an ongoing battle, and no one needed to be distracted.
 
Soon, there would be more shooting as Alexander Prokov and his men closed in on the boat with the Americans and sent them to hell.
 
Unless, of course, the Americans were not aboard the boat. Unless the Americans were engaging with Roberto Zamora and disrupting the execution of the missionaries.
 
* * *
 
Max had no idea who was shooting whom, and he had no intention of sticking around to find out. “Mikey, you good?” he whispered. The woods sparkled with the beams of flashlights sweeping through the foliage and vibrated with the sound of people running and shouting.
 
“Did you kill that boy?”
 
“I hope so. Are you okay?”
 
“What do we do now?”
 
Max decided to take that as confirmation that his brother was unhurt. And what the hell? If he was hurt, there wasn’t a lot he could do to help. “We need to get as far away from here as we can.”
 
“Then what?”
 
“Then we check to see if we still have pulses. If we do, we come up with more of an idea.”
 
As he spoke, he stood to a half crouch and set out into the woods. He couldn’t see Mikey in the dark, but the sound of movement close by reassured him that they were still together.
 
“Where are you?” the command guard yelled. He followed his question with a sustained rip of machine-gun fire. As the gunshots pulsed their heavy staccato beat, Max cringed at the sound of bullets ripping through the leaves over their heads.
 
The brothers had dropped to the ground simultaneously as the bullets screamed past. They weren’t all that close, but they were nowhere near far enough away.
 
Farther down the path, out of view, the gunfire was accompanied by screams and yells, whether of fear or pain, Max didn’t know. They couldn’t stay here.
 
“We’ve got to keep going, Mikey.”
 
“Why don’t we stay and shoot back?”
 
“Because we still have time to run.” He didn’t mention that he wasn’t entirely sure he knew how to shoot the rifle in his hands. It was an assault rifle just like the ones people in America liked to shoot up schools with. He knew how to point it and aim it, and everybody knows how to pull a trigger, but what he didn’t know was how to load it or take the safety off. In the darkness, his fingers felt a bunch of different levers and buttons, but without knowing what they did, he didn’t want to mess with them. If it had to come down to a gunfight, he’d have to trust that the young guard had set everything up right for him.
 
The shooting continued without letup. It was nonstop for what must have been a whole minute, and then it stopped. Then it would start up again in short bursts and single shots. The command guard who was hunting the Greenwich brothers had gone silent. Whether he’d quit or gotten bored or was lying in wait for them to do something stupid, Max had no idea.
 
Mikey made a move to dart off into the night again, but Max stopped him. “No,” he said. “I think you had the right idea. Let’s stay here for a while longer. And not move.”
 
“I think I’ll pray, too,” Mikey said.
 
“That’s a great idea. Just do it silently.”
 
* * *
 
“Shots fired, shots fired,” Jonathan said, as if the others hadn’t already heard the gunfire for themselves. “I’m advancing on the sound. I’ll advise if I engage.”
 
This op was turning into a tactical nightmare. By starting the war before Jonathan’s team was in place and ready to go, their enemy had stolen the advantage of timing. Team Good Guys was being forced into fighting on unfamiliar terrain and in an environment chosen not by themselves but by the enemy—though the enemy likely had little knowledge of what they’d done. The good guys still had the advantage of night vision and battle experience, but those advantages were heavily mitigated by the introduction of pure dumb luck as a significant factor.
 
“Mother Hen, Scorpion. What do you see?”
 
“Your team is approaching from the south, is that correct? I see a line of IR reflections.”
 
“That’s affirmative.”
 
“Much of what’s happening is under the tree cover, but I see a lot of what I assume to be muzzle flashes.”
 
“How far from our column and in what direction?”
 
“Distance is hard to determine, but close. There’s a wide line that parallels the southern part of the trail you’re on. To your right.”
 
As if the enemy had overheard Venice’s words, the forest to Jonathan’s right lit up with the sound of running, shouting people and gunfire. He spun to face the noise, pressed himself against a tree, and dropped to a knee to make himself small. “Contact, contact, contact.”
 
To his right, IR laser beams painted stripes through the night as they all searched for targets.
 
“Pick your targets carefully. There’ll be PCs in the crowd. Let’s try not to hit the good guys.”
 
“Don’t make mistakes,” Boxers said. “Got it. Truly inspiring words, Boss.”
 
Jonathan ignored him.
 
“Are we going after the enemy, or are we just going to wait?” Davey asked over the air.
 
“We’re holding where we are,” Jonathan said. With the situations spinning out of control like this, they needed to limit the number of moving parts. For his team to be wandering among targets and PCs would serve only to make the nightmare worse than it already was. “Kill anybody who has a gun and is not us.”
 
“Suppose a PC picked up a weapon?” Gail asked.
 
“Then they chose poorly,” Boxers said. “I’m not gonna interview the sonsabitches.”
 
The shooting stopped.
 
“Find them!” a voice yelled in Spanish. “Find them and kill them!”
 
The running stopped, too. Jonathan couldn’t see any targets yet—any people at all for that matter—but the voices seemed very close.
 
This was a critical time, requiring a critical choice. He had to assume that at least some of the PCs were still alive and that Donny Williams was among them. If the enemy found them, they’d be killed on sight, so it was important that Jonathan’s team engage the enemy before that happened. With the action in the jungle less frenetic, it was time to make a move.
 
“Mother Hen, any updates?” he whispered.
 
“Negative. The shooting appears to have stopped.”
 
“Can you see individual people?”
 
“Quick glimpses through the canopy. Nothing definitive.”
 
“Copy.”
 
“I could have Roxie drop on them,” Boxers said.
 
“Negative. We don’t know the good guys from the bad guys.”
 
But doing nothing was no longer an option.
 
“We’ll advance,” Jonathan said. “Try to keep an eye on each other and keep the line as straight as possible. Rules of engagement are the same.”
 
Jonathan stood and stepped out from behind his tree. Bending low at the waist, he pressed the buttstock of his M27 into his shoulder and verified by a touch of his thumb that the selector switch was set to single fire.
 
He was in no hurry. Whatever was going on out of his range of sight seemed to have stabilized, so stealth was more important than speed. The chatter among the enemy helped to cover the sounds of his feet moving across the forest floor and was a clear indicator that they were not expecting any kind of armed encounter.
 
He scanned constantly, left to right, pivoting at his waist, his laser painting trees and leaves and air, but no people.
 
The sound of chatter and threats got continually closer.
 
“You’d better stay hidden if you are hiding,” a voice called. This one sounded young. Or maybe it was a female. “Because if I see you, I will kill you.”
 
Jonathan’s NVGs flared for just an instant as a flashlight beam passed over him. He slammed his eyes shut in time to preserve his night vision, and when he opened them again, he saw a young man and a rifle, maybe ten yards away. He settled his laser on the target and killed him with a single suppressed gunshot. “One down,” Jonathan whispered to his team.
 
“What was that?” someone yelled in Spanish. “Was that a gunshot? It sounded different.”
 
“I don’t think so,” another voice said.
 
It is the nature of suppressors to muffle the sound of a gunshot but not to eliminate it entirely. Muzzle flashes, on the other hand, are nearly nonexistent.
 
The enemy was back on point, their flashlights painting streaks through the heavy underbrush.
 
Jonathan heard a suppressed shot from his right and then another. This time, the target yelled, in Spanish, “Oh, shit! I’m shot! I’m shot!”
 
That’s when the panic set in, and the enemy started firing randomly into the night, each muzzle flash providing a gift to Team Good Guys.
 
While the cartel soldiers sprayed God knew how many rounds toward targets they could not see, Jonathan and his team dropped them one at a time with single shots, precisely aimed. Ten seconds into the battle, the enemy’s guns fell silent.
 
The jungle took on an eerie glow from the dropped flashlights, which cast their beams in every conceivable direction, the light mottled by the leaves of ferns and trees.
 
Jonathan held his position and his aim, listening for sounds of movement. “’Slinger, you okay?”
 
“Gunslinger is fine,” she said. “I believe I dropped two tangos.”
 
“Chief here. Hale and hearty. I know I sent at least one of those bastards to hell.”
 
“Big Guy’s good,” Boxers said. “Three tangos on me.”
 
“And I took three,” Jonathan said.
 
He switched his radio back to PTT and called out in a loud voice, in English, “We are Americans, here to rescue the Baptist missionaries. If you are one of the hostages, stay on the ground until I tell you that it’s time to rise. Do not stand until you are told to do so!”
 
Then in Spanish, he yelled, “We are American commandos. We are here to rescue the men you kidnapped and have been holding for ransom. If you are one of the kidnappers, this is your only time to surrender peacefully. We are not here to arrest you, and we are not here to harm you. Stand with your hands raised. Make sure your hands are not holding a weapon. We can see in the night, and you cannot. When I count to three, it will be time for you to rise slowly with your hands up. If you do not surrender and we find you with a weapon, we will kill you.
 
“Now, I will count to three. One . . . two . . . three!”
 
He switched back to VOX. “Okay, team. Let’s advance carefully. Call out what you see.”
 
Jonathan fought the temptation to switch back to white light as they scanned for survivors. There was no replacing the detail of bright light with NVGs, but the risk of providing such an easy target was another consideration.
 
Ahead about twenty feet and off to Jonathan’s right, the bushes stirred and a boy stood to his full height, an M4 carbine in his hands.
 
“Drop the rifle!” Jonathan yelled in Spanish.
 
. The beams of four IR lasers lit up the kid’s face and chest. “Drop it!” In a softer tone, he said to his team, “I’ve got him. You keep your eyes out for others.”
 
The boy stood perfectly still, his eyes wide. Clearly confused.
 
“You cannot see me,” Jonathan called. “But I can see you. Put your rifle down and keep your hands where I can see them.”
 
Far to Jonathan’s right, Boxers’ voice boomed. “Stop! You! Put your weapon—” The night pulsed with three suppressed shots, unmistakably from Big Guy’s HK 417 cannon. “Goddammit,” he said over the air. “They’re using children to do their dirty work.”
 
Jonathan stayed focused on the boy in front of him. “Listen, boy,” he said in Spanish. “You don’t have to die tonight. You can put your gun down and live to be an old man. It’s that easy. Okay? Listen to me. All you have—”
 
The boy snapped his rifle up to his shoulder with remarkable speed, and he’d done a good job triangulating on the sound of Jonathan’s voice.
 
The kid dropped straight down as Jonathan’s bullet drilled him through his forehead.

 



Chapter 22
 
“My God, what did we do?” Gail asked over the Mair.
 
“We killed murderin’ drug dealers,” Boxers said.
 
“Children,” Gail said.
 
“Yes,” Boxers agreed. “Children who would have been happy to kill you and me if we hadn’t off’d them first.”
 
“Enough of that,” Jonathan said. “We need to pick up the pace here before we have the whole Russian military industrial complex down on us.” He raised his voice. In English, he yelled, “American missionaries! We’re here to bring you home. Stand now and make yourselves visible.”
 
After five seconds passed without movement, he yelled, “If you are wounded or injured, shout out and we will come and get you.”
 
Still nothing.
 
“Shit,” Jonathan said. “We’re going to have to search for them.”
 
“We don’t have time for that,” Davey said.
 
“That’s all we have time for,” Jonathan countered. “That’s what we’re here for. We don’t leave hostages behind.”
 
“Even the dead ones?”
 
“Especially the dead ones,” Gail said. “Their families deserve at least that much.”
 
The bud in Jonathan’s ear broke squelch, and a whispered voice joined the conversation. “Um, Scorpion? This is Torpedo. I think people are about to attack the boat.”
 
* * *
 
Jesse heard Scorpion’s voice in his ear: “Mother Hen, redirect Roxie to put eyes on Torpedo and the boat.”
 
Jesse didn’t see people yet—not with heads and hands and feet—but he sensed that they were out there. He could hear them moving. He thought he could hear them talking, but he couldn’t be sure. Even if his instincts were correct and the movement he sensed was caused by people, he couldn’t be sure that they had anything to do with him or the boat or their mission in the jungle.
 
The NVGs didn’t seem to get along very well with his eyes. He couldn’t make out the difference between leaves and animals and—perhaps—people. When a moth flew in front of his lenses, he’d damn near shit himself.
 
“Tell me what you see,” Scorpion said.
 
“Just movement,” Jesse whispered. Now he wished he hadn’t said anything at all. “I think people are coming down the hill toward the water.”
 
“I’m coming back your way,” Davey said.
 
“You can’t lose the boat, Torpedo,” Scorpion said. “That’s our ride home. Life gets really difficult if we can’t get out of here.”
 
See, this was exactly why Jesse didn’t want to come on this damn trip in the first place. He never should have allowed his old man to talk him into it. Fifty thousand dollars wouldn’t buy him a new life—or worse yet, a new spinal cord if that got clipped and left him in a wheelchair for the rest of his life.
 
Even as that last thought passed through his mind, he thought it was a strange one to have. He’d always been terrified of paralysis and blindness.
 
“I’m going to back away from the dock,” Jesse said. “Go out in the middle of the river.”
 
That was a plan, not a question. He didn’t care what Scorpion thought of the plan. It was what he was going to do.
 
But first, he had to lose the lines that tied him—
 
There they were! Two of them, and they both had rifles.
 
Oh, shit. Three more.
 
He ducked down behind the boat’s cockpit.
 
“I see six people with guns moving in on Torpedo’s position,” Mother Hen said from the safety of Fisherman’s Cove.
 
“Shoot what you can see,” Jonathan instructed.
 
“Bullshit. They’ll shoot back.” I’m not a goddamn soldier, goddammit.
 
“Then pull away from the dock like you said.”
 
“I’m still tied to the dock.”
 
“Torpedo, listen to me,” Davey’s voice said. “You’ve got to get in the fight, son. You can’t just wait to be taken. Nothing good can come from that, and everything bad is almost guaranteed to come from that. You know how to shoot, and you’ve got the best equipment money can buy.”
 
Shit, shit, shit. Jesse had shot a gun, even shot at people, but he didn’t know if he’d hit anything. These guys were, like, close and getting closer.
 
“The closest of them is about fifty yards away now,” Mother Hen said. “It looks like they have night vision.”
 
“Torpedo, do not use your IR laser. Do not turn it on. Do you copy?”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because the beam will tell them exactly where you are. Use your scope.”
 
“Drop the GPC on them,” Davey said. “If Roxie can see them, she can kill them.”
 
“I can’t do that from here,” Mother Hen said. “Only Big Guy has that capability.”
 
“Drop, Big Guy,” Davey said. “Drop, drop, drop.”
 
Big Guy said nothing.
 
Jesse peeked his head up to see over the lip of the cockpit.
 
“Goddammit,” Davey said over the air. “Somebody do something.” It was clear from the sound of his voice that Davey was running as he spoke.
 
Jesse’s hands shook as he raised his M4 carbine and pressed it into his shoulder, just as he’d been trained to do. Resting the barrel shroud on the bobbing edge of the windshield, he tried to settle the crosshairs of his four-power sight on the closest of the approaching men.
 
He was almost ready to press the trigger when the surface of the boat’s deck erupted in shards of wood and plexiglass and the reports of heavy gunfire pounded the night.
 
He fell to the deck just as something heavy and hot ripped through his left thigh and another pounded him in the chest in the center of his body armor.
 
“I’m hit!” he yelled. “They shot me!”
 
The attackers probably heard him because they doubled their rate of fire. And the bow of Stargazer came apart in large chunks. The whole craft vibrated with every impact. Water erupted all around him, and the wooden dock also shredded under the assault.
 
Jesse couldn’t stay here. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to engage with people who had all the advantage.
 
A charley horse the size of Montana seized his wounded thigh as he crawled to the starboard gunwale. The plan was to haul himself over the side and into the water, but as bullets chewed the boat to pieces, he couldn’t get up off his belly without getting chewed up along with it.
 
“Stop!” he yelled. “Please stop! I surrender!” Water poured into the vessel from the shattered deck. There would be no way to salvage Stargazer. Within five minutes, ten at the most, it would rest at the bottom of the riverbed.
 
The rate of fire slowed but didn’t stop as he heard the sound of approaching footsteps. People yelled at him in a language he didn’t understand. It wasn’t English and it wasn’t Spanish. He supposed that left only Russian.
 
The boat rocked violently as people boarded it and grabbed him by the back of his vest. They kept yelling at him.
 
“I don’t understand! I surrender!”
 
“Stall them, Jesse-boy,” Davey said in his ear. “We’re on our way to you. All of us.”
 
His leg erupted in agony as his vest came tight against his chest and he was lifted to his feet. His leg wouldn’t hold him, and the bullet bruise through his vest surely had broken a rib.
 
“Ow! Ow! Please don’t!”
 
“We need five minutes,” Davey said.
 
“More like seven,” Scorpion countered. He was running, too.
 
When his captor pushed him to get him to the side of the boat, his leg went out from under him.
 
“I’m shot, goddammit. I can’t stand!”
 
The gunman said something in Russian that almost certainly was a curse. He lifted Jesse off the deck by the armholes in his vest, and when Jesse was nearly standing, the gunman slammed the crook of his elbow between Jesse’s legs and hefted him into a kind of fireman’s carry. From there, he half-handed, half-tossed Jesse to someone on the dock, who gave him a hard shove onto the shredded wood of the dock.
 
“Please don’t hurt me,” Jesse pleaded. If they could understand him, they made no indication.
 
The gunman who’d pulled him out of the boat bent back down and hefted the duffels and rucks filled with equipment up and onto the dock next to Jesse.
 
Come on, Davey. Come on, Scorpion. Don’t let them take me like this.
 
“You American?” one of the attackers asked. Hearing the man speak English convinced Jesse that the guy was definitely Russian. He sounded like that bad guy from the reruns he’d watched from Rocky and Bullwinkle.
 
Jesse nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. Yes, American. Please don’t hurt me.”
 
“Up, up, up,” the captor said, making lifting motions with his hands.
 
Jesse pointed to the blood-soaked fabric of his jeans. “I can’t. I’ve been shot.”
 
“Up!”
 
“Go with them,” Scorpion said. “We’ll come and get you. We’re going off VOX but stay on the air as long as they’ll let you. Mother Hen, set channel two as tactical and encrypt it.”
 
“Up!” The gunman emphasized the need to stand by kicking Jesse in the thigh of his good leg.
 
“Do what they tell you, son,” Davey said. “Pay attention to which one of those sonsabitches I need to kill first.”
 
* * *
 
Jonathan reached behind his left shoulder to the radio that was secured in a pouch on the reverse side of his vest and thumbed the channel selector to CHANNEL TWO. He pressed the mic button at his chest. “Mother Hen, Scorpion, channel two.”
 
“Go ahead, Scorpion.”
 
“Keep Roxie focused on Torpedo. Follow him to wherever they take him and mark the coordinates. We’re going back to search for PCs.”
 
“The hell we are,” Davey said off the air. “We’re going to go and rescue my boy.”
 
Jonathan held up a finger for silence, then said over the air, “Once we have PCs secure, we’ll come back and do what has to be done to get Torpedo back home.”
 
“Copy that,” Venice said.
 
Davey grabbed Jonathan’s biceps and squeezed. “We’re not abandoning my son.”
 
Boxers grabbed Davey’s wrist in his fist. “You are taking your goddamn hand off the boss.”
 
“Let’s not do this,” Gail said.
 
Jonathan said nothing as the crisis played itself out. Davey hadn’t yet moved, and Jonathan could see the muscles in Big Guy’s forearm flex.
 
“I’ll break it if I have to,” Boxers said.
 
Davey let go. “I’m getting my son back.”
 
Boxers said, “I don’t know how you squids operated, but in this outfit, there’s only one guy in charge, and we don’t threaten him. Am I clear?”
 
It was time to defuse things. Jonathan said, “I get where you’re coming from, Chief. If he were my boy, I’d probably feel the same way. And we are going to go get him.”
 
“Suppose they kill him in the meantime?”
 
“If they were going to kill him, he’d be dead,” Jonathan said. “I know the guy they’re taking him to. Ilya Kerensky will want to press him for information. That gives us time.”
 
“Jesse’ll break on the first question,” Davey said. “He’ll reveal everything.”
 
“Torpedo—let’s not forget discipline—is free to do whatever he thinks is necessary,” Jonathan said. “Kerensky might have brought a few operators with him, but it looks to me like he’s leaning on a bunch of drug dealers to supply him with security services. We’ve shown him how well that’s gone for him.”
 
“I’ve got to go for him,” Davey said.
 
“You’ve got to stay with the team,” Gail said. “Together, we’re strong. Alone, we’re just more targets.”
 
“It’s about priorities,” Jonathan said. “If there are PCs up there and they’re alive, we need to get them secured first. We need to keep them close while we take care of the next phase.”
 
“Torpedo said the boat sunk,” Boxers said. “Exfil just got complicated.”
 
“When God closes a door, he opens a window,” Jonathan said through a smile. “We’ll find an alternative route somewhere.” He faced Davey. “You okay, Chief?”
 
“I never thought something like this would happen,” Davey said.
 
“That wasn’t the question,” Jonathan reminded.
 
“Huh? Yeah, I’m good. Let’s just not dawdle.”
 
Jonathan turned and started to lead the team back toward the confrontation with the guards. As he passed Gail, she said, “I’m not sure we’ve ever had one go this sideways.” It sounded more like an observation than a complaint.
 
“Think of all the good stories we’ll have to tell,” Jonathan said. He pressed the transmit button. “Mother Hen, Scorpion.”
 
“Go.”
 
“The boat is out of play. I need you and Roxie to find us an alternative exfil strategy.”

 



Chapter 23
 
Max didn’t know what to do. The shooting seemed to be everywhere at the same time, some of it nearby and some of it far away. He heard the commands from the guy claiming to be American to stay down, and then he heard the order to stand up, but it sounded like a trick. For now, as long as Mikey and he kept their faces pressed into the mulchy forest floor, they were alive. For all he knew, the guard who’d chased and engaged them was still there, waiting for Max and Mikey to show themselves so he could mow them down.
 
But what if the rescue wasn’t a trick? What if people really had come to take them home and killed some or all of their guards in the process?
 
What if the rescuers left without them, leaving Max and Mikey stranded out here on this stinking island among a bunch of people whose friends had been killed? Nothing good could come from that.
 
“I think we need to get up,” Max whispered.
 
Mikey didn’t respond.
 
“Mikey, are you okay?”
 
“I’m okay,” his brother said. “I’m just trying to decide if I agree with you. I don’t want to get shot.”
 
“I have a gun,” Max said.
 
“So do they. And they know how to shoot them. Do you know how to shoot that?”
 
Max didn’t want to go there.
 
“I think you should leave the gun,” Mikey said. “Even if you could shoot it and hit what you’re shooting at, you don’t have enough bullets to kill everybody. If you’re holding a gun, people will just want to shoot you first.”
 
Max was impressed. Not only was that a lot of words all at one time from his brother, the words were damned smart ones, too. He didn’t want to have the rifle, anyway. He took it so that the shithead guard wouldn’t have it.
 
“Okay,” Max said. “No rifle. But we do need to stand. We need to find those people who called themselves Americans.”
 
“I’m scared,” Mikey said.
 
“Me, too. Shitlessly so. But we have to. I’ll go first.”
 
“We’ll go at the same time.”
 
Moving as slowly as he knew how, Max raised to his hands and knees, then froze.
 
“What?” Mikey asked, still pressed to the ground. “Do you see something?”
 
“No. I just want to make sure there’s nothing to see.” Light beams shown up from the foliage at odd angles from the flashlights that had been dropped, casting weird stripes in the dusty air.
 
Continuing at the same impossibly slow rate, Max raised his torso so that it was erect, his knees still on the wet ground. The sky behind him on the right glowed amber from the generator-powered lights, and if he concentrated, he could hear the sounds of equipment and workers back there, but nothing moved near him except the foliage in the breeze.
 
“I think it’s safe to stand up,” he said. Together, he and Mikey did exactly that.
 
The eeriness of the silence made Max’s heart rate double. He felt sick to his stomach. Something about all those unmoving lights creeped him out.
 
“What do we do now?” Mikey asked.
 
“I don’t know.” He needed to see the lights. At least one of them. He stepped forward.
 
Mikey grabbed his wrist. “Where are you going?”
 
“We can’t just stand here,” Max said. “I don’t know where we should go or where we will go, but standing here isn’t a solution.”
 
Mikey followed as Max walked slowly—carefully, really—toward the closest light.
 
“Are those flashlights?” Mikey asked.
 
“I think so, yes.”
 
“But only the guards had flashlights.”
 
“Exactly.” If only the guards had the flashlights and all the flashlights were in the grass, didn’t that have to mean that the guards were all dead? Or that they’d all run away?
 
As he closed to within a few yards of the light, his foot landed on a lump in the underbrush that made him jump and make a noise that sounded like a squeak.
 
Mikey jumped, too. “What is it?”
 
“I just stepped on something.” In the darkness, Max couldn’t make out what it was, but in his heart, he knew it was a body. Or at least a part of one.
 
“Oh, shit, I did, too. I think it’s a person.”
 
Ex-person, Max thought, but he saw no reason to say it. When he arrived at the flashlight, he bent at the waist to pick it up. He pointed the beam away from his face and scanned the ground with it. He started with the thing he’d stepped on, and sure enough, it was a body with much of its head blown away.
 
Max gasped at the sight and shifted the light away.
 
“Oh, shit,” Mikey said. “We’ve got to get out of here. Are they all dead?”
 
“I don’t know. I don’t think I want to know.” But he still needed to check, didn’t he? Suppose one of the missionaries was wounded and needed help? At a loud whisper, he said, “Is anybody alive?”
 
Mikey had picked up another one of the flashlights. “This is another dead guard,” he said.
 
“Janson!” Max whisper-shouted. “Janson McFee! Are you out there? Carlo!”
 
The next body that Max stepped on didn’t have a light near it. Of course not, right? Even before he looked down, he knew that he was going to see the corpse of one of his fellow missionaries. Sure enough, it was Janson McFee himself. His eyes were open but the lids were drooping to different levels. There wasn’t a lot of blood—just a smear of it around the collar or his T-shirt—but he was very dead.
 
“Are we the only survivors?” Mikey asked from ten yards away. “I found another one of ours.” His light pointed at his feet.
 
Max couldn’t wrap his mind around what he saw. This was a slaughterhouse. A killing field. But who did it? Who killed who?
 
“You there!” someone yelled from the darkness. “Don’t move!” Then the speaker repeated himself in Spanish.
 
Mikey reflexively dropped to his knees.
 
“No! Don’t!” Max shouted. “We’re Americans!”
 
“Drop those lights and let me see your hands! You on my right, stand up!”
 
“That’s you, Mikey,” Max said.
 
“Act quickly,” the voice commanded.
 
Mikey stood up to his full height.
 
“Now, turn your backs away from my voice.”
 
“Who are you?” Max asked.
 
“I’ll answer questions later. For now, do what you’re told. Turn away.”
 
Max waited until he was sure that his brother had obeyed the command, and then he did likewise. Chills running the length of his spine and down the backs of his legs were testimony to his realization that if these people were about to shoot them, now would be the time.
 
As he heard footsteps approaching from behind, he fought the urge to turn and look. From much closer and what felt to be equidistant, the same voice asked, “What are your names?”
 
“I’m Max Greenwich. Maxwell. That’s my brother Mikey. Michael.”
 
* * *
 
Procedures were procedures for a reason. Jonathan knew in his heart that these two were among the missionaries, but he needed to be sure. “Why are you here in this country?”
 
“We’re missionaries,” said the one on the left—Max.
 
“Are you armed?”
 
“No. I was, but I’m not now.”
 
“Guys, we’re going to pat you down to be sure, so don’t be alarmed.”
 
Jonathan took Max while Gail handled the other one, Mikey. Boxers and Davey held cover. The way the boys were dressed, frisking didn’t take long.
 
“Mine’s okay,” Gail said.
 
“Mine, too. Okay, you can turn around.” Jonathan lifted his NVGs out of the way so he wouldn’t startle the PCs. He kept the balaclava in place, though, so all that showed were his eyes. And in the darkness of the night, there wasn’t much to see.
 
“How many of you are there?” Jonathan asked.
 
“We started with eight, I think.”
 
“I thought there were nine of you,” Jonathan said.
 
“There was. But one of us got sprung earlier today. He was a lawyer, I think. Older guy. His name is Donny.”
 
Jonathan felt his shoulders sag. At least the luck of the day was continuing on track. “Donny Williams?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“How long ago was he released?”
 
“A couple of hours, maybe. Sometime after dark tonight.”
 
“What about the others?”
 
Jonathan listened while Max told a story of being marched out of their holding cell to be executed. He finished with, “It sounded like the whole world was shooting at each other. There was like an ebb and flow to it. And then there was another big bunch of shooting. Then I heard someone telling us it was safe to come out. Was that you?”
 
“Yes. Why didn’t you stand up then?”
 
“I didn’t know whether or not it was a trap. Who are you guys, anyway?”
 
Jonathan turned to Gail. “’Slinger, take charge of these two, please. Big Guy?”
 
Max and Mikey jumped in unison as they saw a giant wrapped in camouflage step into view. “Holy shit.”
 
“I get that a lot,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan said, “Search for survivors. Dead or alive, clear their pockets. Give weapons to Max and Mikey in case we need them, and teach them the rudiments. We’re outta here in five minutes, tops.”
 
Jonathan turned away from the group and pressed his transmit button. “Mother Hen, Scorpion. Be advised that we have two PCs secured. PC-One in not among them. Repeat, PC-One is not secured. We have reason to believe he’s alive, but we don’t know where he’s located.”
 
After a pause, Venice said, “What about the other PCs?”
 
“It appears that they are all KIA. We’ll verify, but it does not look hopeful.”
 
“In other news, I have the location where Torpedo was taken. I have already sent the grid location to you. Be advised, there are a lot of people around there.”
 
“Take photos,” Jonathan said. “You can control that function on Roxie?”
 
“Affirmative. What am I taking photos of?”
 
“All of it. The missiles, the people. I’m going to want as much intel as we can muster in the next half hour or so.”
 
After ten seconds of dead air, Jonathan asked, “Are you still on?”
 
“I’m right here,” Venice said. “And I just got an idea. If you don’t need more, I want to get off and pursue it.”
 
“Don’t forget to find us a ride home.”
 
“Oh, right. There’s a helicopter on a pad,” Venice said. “That seems as though it might help.”
 
“Assuming it can run and it has gas in the tank, I think that would be a fine thing. Big Guy tells me all the time that he can fly anything. He’s never let me down.”
 
“There’s only one complication,” Venice said. “The helipad is about a quarter mile away from the building where they took Torpedo.”
 
“Copy,” Jonathan said. “Talk to you again in a few.” This was concerning. A quarter of a mile is a long damn way when one of your party is wounded. It’s even worse when pissed off people are no doubt going to be hell-bent on making you dead.

 



Chapter 24
 
Ilya Kerensky cringed as Alexander Prokov and two of his men half dragged, half carried a wounded young man into his office. The leg wound bled profusely, leaving a trail of heavy crimson star-shaped dots across the floor.
 
“For God’s sake,” he said in Russian. “You didn’t care for his wounds?”
 
“I didn’t know that there was time for that, Colonel,” Prokov said. Tall and skinny, Prokov had the look of a raptor, complete with the beak-like nose.
 
“How am I to question him if he bleeds to death?”
 
“I’m sorry, Colonel. I thought—”
 
“Don’t, Alexander. Don’t think. Follow your orders. What about the others? Where are they?”
 
“I don’t know. We did not see any others.”
 
“This is not one of the Americans I was looking for.”
 
“He is the only one we found. We also found these.” He stepped aside as two of his fellow mercenaries hefted duffel bags through the door and deposited them on the floor. “These contain explosives and ammunition. A great deal of both.”
 
As the wounded young man continued to bleed, Kerensky stooped to unzip the bags and examine their content. The assortment of bullets and magazines did not concern him, but the variety of explosives did.
 
He stood and returned his attention to the wounded young man. He looked pale and he looked terrified, but he did not look close to death. Of course, Kerensky had seen that status change in many people with startling speed. He walked to the first aid cabinet that was mounted on the wall to deal with workplace injuries and pulled open the double doors. He grabbed a fistful of four-by-four gauze dressings, a roll of Kling gauze, and a tourniquet. As an afterthought, he pulled out a pair of blunt-nosed scissors.
 
“Out of my way,” he said as he approached the young man.
 
Prokov stepped away.
 
“Go back to work now,” Kerensky said.
 
“What about the other Americans?”
 
“They will do what they will do,” Kerensky said. “With their boat sunk, they have nowhere to go. We have most of their weapons. Time is on our side to find them.”
 
“But if we—”
 
“Time is not on our side to finish the mission of placing the missiles and getting them camouflaged.” Kerensky did not appreciate being second-guessed. “Now, as before, follow your orders.”
 
As Prokov left the office with his men, Kerensky kneeled in front of the bleeding young man. “How badly do you think you are hurt?” he asked in English.
 
“It hurts like hell.”
 
“Ah, so you are American. I thought that might be the case. What is your name? I am Colonel Kerensky.”
 
He hesitated.
 
Kerensky cocked his head and waited. This youngster exuded weakness and fear. He was not one to hold out on some lofty notion of nobility.
 
“Jesse Montgomery. Please be careful with my leg.”
 
“I will do my best not to hurt you,” Kerensky said. He lifted the wounded leg by the fabric of the cuff and inserted the blunted blade of the scissors into the gap. The fabric split and fell away to reveal blood-smeared leg hair and then, above the knee, a round bullet wound that displayed avulsed fatty tissue like a grotesque flower. The wound bled freely, but the rate was controllable and the color was dark, indicating that the artery had been spared.
 
“This is a minor wound,” Kerensky said. “I’ll get it patched up for you, and then we can talk.” Using both hands, he placed a wad of four-by-fours on both the entrance wound and the exit wound. “Hold those for me,” he said.
 
Jesse replaced Kerensky’s hands with his own and held the dressings in place while Kerensky wrapped the Kling around the gauze pads eight or nine times before cutting the Kling and tying it off with a square knot. It wasn’t the prettiest bandage, but the pressure should tamponade the bleeding.
 
“There you go, young Jesse Montgomery,” Kerensky said. “It will hurt like crazy for a week or two, but you will live to be an old man.” He lowered his tone. “Unless you make poor choices in the next few hours.”
 
Jesse scowled, and then his eyes grew wide as he took in his surroundings. “Are you Donny Williams?” he asked the man in the chair opposite Kerensky’s desk.
 
“Do I know you?” Williams asked.
 
Jesse pressed his lips tight and blushed.
 
Kerensky said, “That’s exactly who that is. How did you know that?”
 
Jesse’s look of terror deepened. He cast his eyes down.
 
Kerensky placed his hand on the wounded man’s exposed knee, causing him to jump and then yelp. “I don’t want to hurt you, Jesse Montgomery. But please don’t think that I won’t. I need you to answer my questions.” He squeezed the leg just hard enough to telegraph how uncomfortable everything would become if Jesse held out on information. “Do I need to ask that question again?”
 
Jesse either shook his head or endured a shiver. “No. Sir.”
 
Seconds passed. Kerensky squeezed a little harder this time, triggering a sharp inhalation. “This is your time to answer me.”
 
“I just recognize him, is all.”
 
“Okay, we can play that game if you wish. How is it that you would recognize one man out of the billions of men who populate the earth?”
 
Kerensky could see the panic attack blooming behind the young man’s eyes. He enjoyed the image and he did nothing to derail it. Instead, he thought he might be able to speed it along. “Is he the reason you and the rest of your team from the Central Intelligence Agency are here on Three Sisters?”
 
Jesse Montgomery said nothing. Instead, he pressed his palms to his eyes and bowed his head.
 
* * *
 
Jesse knew in that instant that he’d let everyone down. After thirty seconds of captivity, he’d blown the entire mission. How could he be so stupid? How was he going to cover for this? How was he going to undig the hole he’d dug for himself?
 
Jesse wasn’t a warrior. He wasn’t prepared to stand up under torture. He didn’t have a cover story for what they were doing because it had never occurred to him that he would need one.
 
“Just tell them the truth.” The sound of Davey’s voice in his ear startled him.
 
“What was that?” Kerensky asked. There was urgency to his tone.
 
Jesse gaped. He didn’t know what to say.
 
Kerensky slapped him. Hard. “Answer me! Are you communicating with others?”
 
The colonel drew back for another slap, and Jesse shouted, “Yes! I have a radio. There’s a transmitter in my right ear.”
 
Kerensky produced a wicked looking folding blade and flicked it open. “Take it out and give it to me, or I will cut it out of your head.”
 
Jesse didn’t hesitate. With his right hand, he pulled the bud out of his ear, and with his left, he pulled off the radio that had been clipped to his belt. He handed them both to the colonel. “I wasn’t hiding them, I swear,” Jesse said. “Nobody asked me about a radio, and I kind of forgot about it.”
 
Kerensky stared at the electronics in his hands. He brought the earbud to his ear and listened. “What did they just tell you?”
 
“To tell the truth.”
 
“Who was it?”
 
“My father.”
 
“What is his name?”
 
“David Montgomery. He prefers to be called Davey.”
 
The colonel pressed the transmit button on the radio and held both the radio and the earbud close to his mouth. “Listen to me, David Davey Montgomery. If you can hear this, and I know you can, you need to know that if I even have a sense that you are near me, I will cut your son’s throat and watch him choke on his own blood.”
 
The colonel stared straight through Jesse as he spoke those words, and Jesse felt his insides melt.
 
“Is that really called for?” Williams asked. “Look at him, for God’s sake. He’s terrified.”
 
“As you should also be, Donny Williams,” Kerensky said.
 
Jesse had never felt this level of fear. He didn’t know that a heart could beat this fast or that he could breathe this fast and still not get enough air to stop his head from spinning.
 
“They won’t answer you,” Jesse said.
 
“They don’t need to answer me. Will they hear me?”
 
“Probably. I really don’t know. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”
 
The colonel seemed to struggle with his emotions as he settled himself and formed his next questions. He turned the radio off, then turned it over and removed the battery and the rest of the electronic guts. Then he walked to the window, opened it, and threw the whole mess out into the night.
 
“They certainly will not be listening to us now,” he said. “Now, remember what David Davey Montgomery told you about telling the truth and perhaps we can get back on friendly terms, you and I. Why is the Central Intelligence Agency interested in Donny Williams?”
 
“I am not with the CIA,” Jesse said. “I swear to God I’m not.”
 
“What agency are you with, then?”
 
“I’m not with an agency. I am a freelancer. I work for myself.”
 
“Yet, you are with a team.”
 
“Yes, the team hired me. I am a professional thief.”
 
Kerensky recoiled at the words, then laughed. “Are you serious?”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“What do you steal?”
 
“Whatever people hire me to steal. In this case, it was a boat.”
 
Kerensky stood taller, as if he’d just solved a problem in his head. “Did you steal it from a man named Jo-Jo?”
 
Whoa. That was a deep dive. “How did you know that?” Jesse asked.
 
“Is Jo-Jo with you?”
 
“No, sir.”
 
“Where is he?”
 
Jesse’s inner filter fell into place hard. Nothing good could possibly come from telling the truth about Jo-Jo. “I don’t know. I stole his boat. I didn’t ask his permission.”
 
“Why his boat?”
 
“Because that was the one I was told to steal.” When Kerensky took an angry step forward, Jesse held up his hands. “I’m telling you the truth. I’m not in charge of anything. I just do what I’m told.”
 
“Where is the rest of your team?”
 
“I don’t know that, either. My job was to stay with the boat and drive them away from the island after they’d finished with their mission.”
 
“And what was their mission?”
 
“To rescue the men who had been taken prisoner by the Los Muertos cartel.”
 
“All of us or just me?” Williams asked.
 
Jesse sensed a test in the air. “Everybody,” he said. He didn’t see a way for that lie to be revealed.
 
“If it’s everybody, then how do you know my name?”
 
“We were briefed on everybody’s names.” Now he saw where his story could fray. They were going to ask—
 
“What are the other hostages’ names, then?” Kerensky asked.
 
“I don’t know off the top of my head. I know there were a couple of brothers with the same letters in their names. Mark and Mike, maybe? I remembered your name, Mr. Williams, because—excuse me—you’re the oldest of the group and we were afraid that you wouldn’t hold up as well as the others.”
 
Kerensky laughed as Williams looked insulted.
 
“You are probably correct in that,” Kerensky said. “If you don’t work for the CIA, then which agency hired you?”
 
“No agency hired me,” Jesse said. He felt like he was getting into the groove now. “I was hired by a group of mercenaries. If a government agency was involved, they’d be the ones to know, not me. Nobody tells me anything.”
 
“These mercenaries,” Kerensky said, “what do they call themselves?”
 
“Everybody’s got code names. Mine is Torpedo. My father is Chief. Like that.”
 
“How many of you are there?”
 
Jesse hesitated. That felt like a step too far.
 
Kerensky placed his hand back on Jesse’s knee.
 
“There were five of us,” he said. “Now, there’s only four.”
 
“Is there a monster of a man on your team? Close to two meters tall?”
 
“Yes, sir. His code name is Big Guy. Then there’s Gunslinger. The boss calls himself Scorpion.”
 
“Tell me about your plan.”
 
“My job was to hold the boat where it was—or at least have the boat to where it was—after the hostages were rescued and drive everybody back to a spot that they’d reveal to me after we were back out on the water. They literally told me nothing else.” This felt like a comfortable lie—an unbreakable lie.
 
“Were there any other targets to their mission? Any other goals?”
 
“Not that they told me.” Jesse pivoted in his chair to face Williams. “I thought you got ransomed out. Why are you still here?”
 
Kerensky thumped his head with a knuckle. “Don’t talk to him.”
 
As Jesse watched, Kerensky pulled his phone from his pocket and pressed a button. After a few seconds passed, Kerensky had a conversation with someone in Russian. Jesse didn’t understand the words, but the attitude carried some urgency. The conversation ended with very sharp words from Kerensky, followed by a dramatic punch of his finger on his phone to disconnect.
 
Kerensky bowed his head and settled his shoulders. When he looked up again, his ears and cheeks were red.
 
“Let me ask you this, Jesse Montgomery. Why does a mission to rescue a few hostages require so many explosives and guns?”
 
“You’re clearly not believing me when I tell you that I am not and was not involved in the planning of anything. I don’t know why they have so much stuff.”
 
“But you’re aware that they had it.”
 
“Well, sure. I loaded it onto the boat. I had to make sure it was kept amidships so that the boat would drive correctly.” Jesse hadn’t done any of that, of course, but he thought it sounded good.
 
Kerensky reached into the duffel closest to him and withdrew what could have been a block of white modeling clay with a tail of white plastic. “What is this?”
 
Jesse tried not answering, just to keep from saying the same thing over and over again. But when he got an angry glare from Kerensky, he said, “I don’t know.” Of course, he knew it to be one of the team’s GPCs.
 
“This looks like a bomb to me,” Kerensky said. “Why would one need bombs to effect a rescue of hostages?”
 
“Is that real question?” Williams asked, startling Jesse. He kept forgetting that the lawyer was in the room. “If so, I think it makes perfect sense. One never knows what one will encounter in a situation like this, am I right? Doesn’t it make sense to bring as much materiel as one can as a hedge against the unknown?”
 
Kerensky scowled and cocked his head. “I didn’t know you were familiar with tactical matters, Donny Williams.”
 
“I wasn’t always a lawyer, Colonel. I did my time in service to Uncle Sam.”
 
Kerensky’s eyebrows bounced, but he said nothing more as he put the GPC back into the bag.
 
“Just so we understand each other,” he said as he stood to his full height and walked back to his desk, “I was entirely serious in what I said over the radio. If your friends bring violence to my operations, you two will be the first to die.”
 
Jesse’s breath caught in his throat. The stone-hard look in Kerensky’s eyes sold his point.
 
“Perhaps I should just kill you now and remove the frustration.”
 
Jesse’s heart jumped at that. “I, uh, I . . .” He didn’t know how to complete the sentence.

 



Chapter 25
 
“It’s just the brothers,” Gail said as she emerged from the darkness to join Jonathan. “I don’t know if we’ve accounted for all the bodies, but all we found were bodies. Six missionaries and nine guards.” That must mean that the hostages had all been shot before Jonathan and his team got on the scene.
 
Jonathan keyed his mic. “Big Guy and Chief, bring the PCs and join up on ’Slinger and me.”
 
The brothers emerged first, each of them armed with a rifle that made them seem uncomfortable. They carried the firearms awkwardly slung down the front of their bodies, but Jonathan noted that the muzzles were down and their fingers were out of the trigger guards. Those were good first steps. He was confident that Boxers had beaten them to death with warnings about keeping the safety engaged.
 
Big Guy and Chief were right on their heels.
 
“Do you feel ready to shoot if you need to?” Jonathan asked Max.
 
“I know how the gun works now, anyway. I hope I don’t have to use it.”
 
“I hope the same thing,” Jonathan said. “Did Big Guy teach you about the safety switch?”
 
Boxers said, “Seriously?”
 
“That and the red dot,” Mikey said. The carbines Boxers had lifted from dead shooters came equipped with red dot sights—a clear indicator that the cartels were embracing modern fighting technology, which was not a good thing for Jonathan and his team. The red dot sights made hitting what they were shooting at much more likely, provided the mechanics of their trigger pulls were reasonably sound.
 
Jonathan hated giving the weapons to the PCs, but there would be a period when they’d have to be left to fend for themselves, and he didn’t want to leave them defenseless.
 
He pressed his mic mutton. “Mother Hen, Scorpion. Looks like we’ve got nine tangos sleeping, six good guys. That gives us three surviving PCs plus Torpedo. I don’t know if Torpedo and PC-One are in the same location.”
 
“I do and they are,” Venice said.
 
Jonathan sensed that he was about to be amazed. “How can you know that?”
 
“Roxie followed Torpedo and his captors into the construction site, into what looks like it’s later going to be part of the hotel. Once I had the location, I was able to do a quick scan and found a cheap, old-school wireless router. Working back from there, I found their security cameras. Both Torpedo and PC-One are in the same room inside the building. It looks like an office, and the other occupant of the office is the same fellow you saw at the Riverside Tavern.”
 
“Kerensky?”
 
“The one and only,” Venice said. “I haven’t had a chance to dig a lot deeper yet, but I see some computers hooked up to the same router. With a little time and a lot of imagination, I think I can tap into one of them to see what I can see.”
 
Venice’s skills with ones and zeroes never failed to amaze Jonathan.
 
Over the air, Gail asked, “If you can break into the computer, do you think you’ll be able to navigate to the infrastructure of the place?”
 
“What does that mean?” Venice asked.
 
“Do you think you’ll be able to break into the power grid and turn the lights off?”
 
That’s a great idea, Jonathan thought.
 
“Probably not through that particular computer,” Venice said, “but I’m confident I can get in through other doors. The problem will be doing both at the same time.”
 
“Concentrate on finding a way to knock the power out,” Jonathan said. “Don’t pull the trigger on that until I tell you to, but try to find a way.”
 
“Mother Hen, Big Guy,” Boxers said over the air. “Can you route the interior images to our phones?”
 
“Affirmative. That’s not hard at all.”
 
Boxers was watching his screen. Jonathan saw a flicker of light from Big Guy’s phone and the fact that he smiled. “Thanks for that,” he said.
 
Jonathan saw Davey striding toward him and knew what he was about to say. “I know, Chief,” Jonathan said to get ahead of it. “It’s time to go get your boy.”
 
He gathered the team together at the base of a tree, among a thicket of bushes and ferns, where he hoped that there’d be little leakage of light. Boxers pulled his laptop from his ruck and pulled up the images Roxie was broadcasting.
 
“Mother Hen, Big Guy. I’ve got the controls.”
 
“Roger,” Venice said. “Be advised the audio from Kerensky’s office indicates that he’s getting very nervous. He’s got your duffel bags from the boat. He knows that you’re heavily armed, and he’s pressing Torpedo for details of why you’re really in the country. They’re not buying that it’s an oh-three-hundred mission.”
 
“That means they’ll be hunting for us,” Jonathan said.
 
“Not necessarily,” Venice said. “I mean, you’d think they would be, but I’ve been watching the live feed for a while, and I haven’t seen any evidence of that.”
 
“Maybe they know that the boat was our only way out,” Gail said. “They know we’re stranded, so what’s the hurry?”
 
“We’re stranded?” Max asked. His tone carried the first twinge of panic that Jonathan had heard from him.
 
“We’re never stranded, kid,” Boxers said. “We don’t always know how we’re going to get home, but we’re never stranded.” Big Guy was the only one who laughed.
 
Jonathan would not reveal the existence of the helicopter to the brothers until the last minute. If they did something stupid and got themselves recaptured, he didn’t want them to know damning details that could get all of them killed.
 
Jonathan said, “Max, I want you and Mikey to remember something. I mean, really drill it into your psyches. The events you see tonight—what happens and how it happens—never actually occurred. They never happened. You may not speak of the events to anyone, ever. You can tell your family and friends that you were rescued, but you may never say anything more than that. I know you’ve watched movies and maybe read books about supersecret organizations. Well, now you’re part of one.”
 
Boxers added, “If you spoke of any of this, I would get very angry at you. Cemeteries and orthopedic wards are filled with people who’ve angered me. Are you clear on these points?”
 
“Yes, sir.” They spoke in unison.
 
It was typical of Big Guy to lay on the warnings with a heavy coat, but they always worked. The Security Solutions team had been betrayed only a couple of times, and in each of those cases, life did not end well for the betrayers. Such was the nature of the work they did.
 
Jonathan turned his attention to the computer screen. “Take us to two hundred feet,” he said.
 
Boxers worked the controls and the picture zoomed out. The worksite was a hive of activity. Heavy vehicles towed a line of missiles toward a carved-out section of the future hotel complex. “I don’t get how this is going to work,” Gail said. “How do you launch missiles through all that concrete?”
 
“You don’t launch them through the concrete,” Davey said. “Those are mobile launchers. All they have to do is park them there and seal them in. I’m sure there’ll be camouflaged blast doors that can be opened when the balloon goes up.”
 
Jonathan knew, yet didn’t share his knowledge, that hiding secrets in hotels was nothing new. There was a place in West Virginia called the Hilltop Manor Resort that housed a supersecret government facility that only a handful of people knew existed.
 
“It’s the presence of the missiles that matters,” Jonathan said. “That’s what changes the political calculus. There’s no way that Darmond would risk a war by demanding their removal, so just like that, the Russians will have a nuclear presence in the Western Hemisphere.”
 
“Is that the same building where they’re holding Torpedo?” Davey asked.
 
“Unfortunately, yes,” Jonathan said.
 
“We need to pull people’s attention away from there,” Gail said. “If we can trigger a diversion—”
 
“No,” Davey said. “The Russian—what’s his name?”
 
“Kerensky,” Jonathan said. “Ilya Kerensky.”
 
“Kerensky said that he’d kill my boy at the first sign of trouble. We need to take him out first.”
 
Jonathan said, “Pull back out, Big Guy. Is there a spot high enough to fire a rifle shot through the window and take Kerensky out?”
 
They watched together as Roxie scanned the complex.
 
“I don’t see a thing,” Gail said. “Kerensky has to be on or above the second floor, and all we’ve got out front is ocean.”
 
“There’s a boom crane,” Max said, pointing to the screen. “Can you maybe climb up there and take the shot?”
 
The interruption annoyed Jonathan, but he admired the kid’s guts to chime in. “There are at least three parts to a sniper shot,” Jonathan said. “First, you’ve got to get in position without being seen, second, you need to take the shot without being seen, and third, you’ve got to get away after taking the shot without being seen.”
 
“And you can’t be so heavy that you’ll bend the boom on the crane,” Davey said, earning a growl from Boxers and a chuckle from Jonathan.
 
“Chief’s point is well taken,” Jonathan said. “The first shots fired have to be dedicated to taking Kerensky out. We’ll need to do it from the inside.” He keyed his mic. “Mother Hen, Scorpion.”
 
“Go.”
 
“What are the chances that you can get us a floor plan to the hotel building?”
 
“I’ve already pulled up what Starburst Adventures posted publicly when they were first touting the project. But other than that, I don’t have anything. It’s not like they’re pulling permits and making public filings. I’m looking at them now. There’s nothing detailed or complex. The stairwells are at the ends of the buildings, and the elevator shafts are in the middle.”
 
Do this work long enough, and you get a sense for how buildings are laid out. The fittings and finishes vary, but there are only so many ways to lay out a rectangle with rooms in it. They knew that they were looking for the northeast corner room on the second floor—or maybe the third. Discounting for complications like locked doors and other physical barriers—which were much more likely to be encountered in a finished structure than in one under construction—ingress and egress should be uncomplicated.
 
Of course, they didn’t know how many guards or other protectors they would encounter along the way, but Jonathan saw those as constants, not as variables, and they were always to be handled the same way. The rules of engagement in this part of the op would shift a bit. Anyone who resisted or attempted to get in their way would die, whether or not they were armed. When a team member was in harm’s way, the operational algebra all changed. The world now existed strictly of two classes of people—good guys and bad guys. Until Torpedo and PC-One were secured, the rest of the world was expendable.
 
“We’ve got a lot of moving parts, Boss,” Boxers said. “It’d be a hell of a lot safer in the dark.”
 
Jonathan keyed his mic. “Mother Hen, Scorpion. How are we coming on finding the electricals?”
 
“You’ll know when I know,” she replied. “Now, stop interrupting my concentration.”
 
“I liked it better when she was a little afraid of you,” Boxers said.
 
“She’s never been afraid of me,” Jonathan said. “If anything, it’s the other way around. Tell you what, let’s go old school here. Have Roxie orbit the hotel and see if we can find where they’re getting the electricity for the building.”
 
On the computer screen, the ground dropped away as Roxie zoomed out and repositioned herself for more of an oblique view of the sides of the building.
 
“What’s her actual altitude?” Gail asked.
 
“Still at four hundred feet,” Boxers said. “She should be undetectable from the ground.”
 
The imagery was stunning. With the help of the exterior lights, she saw individual nails and screws with sharp, crisp detail.
 
“There!” Gail said, pointing at the screen. “What is that, the western side of the hotel? That’s an electrical meter, isn’t it?”
 
Boxers worked the controls and piloted Roxie to that point in space. Sure enough, the glass blister on that side of the building looked exactly like an electric meter, which is essentially a big fuse that allows power to be transmitted into a structure.
 
“Good eye,” Jonathan said. “If we take that out, we should be able to bring darkness to the building.”
 
“They’ll kill Torpedo,” Davey said. “We can’t risk that.”
 
“It’s all in the timing,” Jonathan said. “We could set a charge before entering and then blow it just as we’re about to make entry.”
 
“That’s fine for the entry team,” Boxers said, “but the rest of the team needs darkness, too.”
 
Too many moving parts with too many unknowns, too few people, and not enough equipment. Jonathan had lost track of the number of times he’d found himself in this kind of spot. There was no adrenaline rush quite like it, but these were the times that made retirement look very, very attractive.
 
“We need to inventory our rucks,” Jonathan said. “How much boom-boom do we actually have?”
 
“Boom-boom?” Boxers said. “Seriously?”
 
It was better than he’d feared. Between them, they shared seven GPCs and two thermite grenades, plus plenty of spare ammo.
 
The seeds of a plan began to bloom in Jonathan’s mind. “Now zoom out to find the chopper that Mother Hen located. It should be about a quarter mile from the hotel.”
 
“I’ve already noted the location,” Boxers said. The image swooped across the landscape to reveal a helicopter on a pad near the edge of the jungle.
 
“Ever flown one of those before?” Davey asked.
 
“If it’s got wings or rotors, I can get it off the ground,” Boxers said. “Gravity takes care of all landings. The only variable is how soft that landing is.”
 
“Is he serious?” Mikey asked. He sounded horrified.
 
“He’s serious that he can fly the helicopter,” Gail said. “The rest is just Big Guy being Big Guy.” She threw an angry glare toward Boxers, who responded with an air kiss.
 
“Okay,” Jonathan said. “Here’s the plan.”
 
“Suppose he crashes?” Mikey said.
 
“I’ve never crashed,” Boxers said—an abject lie in Jonathan’s experience. He had chronic back issues as a result of one of them. “But I’ve landed heavy a couple of times.”
 
Jonathan didn’t appreciate that kind of humor in the presence of PCs, who were naturally already scared out of their heads, but Big Guy would forever be Big Guy, and there wasn’t much that anyone would be able to do about it. If push came to shove, if the Greenwich boys wanted to stay behind, Jonathan wouldn’t have a hard time with it. They were, after all, not part of his official PC package.
 
“Here’s how it will go,” Jonathan said. “Step one will be to make sure Big Guy gets to the chopper. Without that, the rest of this is a bit of a nightmare.”
 
“I’m not letting you go in alone,” Big Guy objected.
 
“I’ll have ’Slinger with me,” Jonathan said. “We’ll get close enough to put a charge on the meter with a remote initiator. When we’re stacked up at the door—”
 
“Whoa, wait,” Davey objected. “I’m going in to get my boy.”
 
“No, you’re not,” Jonathan said. “And we’re not negotiating that point. You’re too close to the PC and that makes you a liability—exactly the wrong person to make the entry.”
 
“But I—”
 
“It’s the way it will be, Chief. Hard stop. I’m not going to let your emotions screw everything up. You’ve trusted me and the team enough to come along. Now, you need to trust enough to bring Torpedo home.”
 
“So, what do you expect me to do?”
 
“You need to set up the diversion that’s going to let everybody get to the getaway chopper.”
 
“Why can’t Gunslinger do that?”
 
“Because I need two for the oh-three-hundred, and you’re not going to be one of them.”
 
Whether Chief agreed or not, Jonathan couldn’t tell, but he stopped pushing the point.
 
Jonathan continued, “When ’Slinger and I are on our way with the PCs, we’ll hopefully have the other duffels, which will give us more options, but at the minimum, I figure we’ll stop long enough to put a thermite grenade on one of the missile motor cases.”
 
“Holy shit,” Boxers said. “That’s my kind of fire. You know they’re likely to go propulsive, right?”
 
“At least they’ll be pointed in the right direction.” Solid fuel rocket motors were essentially heavy-duty tubes filled with highly energetic rubberized low-order explosives called propellant. Under controlled circumstances, the propellant burned in a predictable manner that directed all of the energy longitudinally through a nozzle that was specifically designed to provide linear thrust. But Jonathan’s attached thermite charge would first consume the motor case that was designed to contain the high pressures, and then it would ignite the fuel in precisely the spot where it was not designed to be ignited. If the superheated gases escaped at a force that was greater than the weight the motor, the assembly would launch . . . somewhere.
 
As an alternative, it was entirely possible that the motor would go high-order and leave an impressive crater in the spot where there used to be a hotel.
 
“You sure you want to go with thermite for that?” Boxers asked. “I hate the fuses on those damn grenades. Too unpredictable.”
 
“I’ll set the fuse for ninety seconds,” Jonathan explained. “I figure I’ll have at least five seconds before it starts to burn and another four or five before the thermite gets through the case to the propellant. If I put the building between me and the fire, I’ll have a good chance.”
 
“I’m not liking this plan,” Davey said.
 
“I didn’t ask you,” Jonathan replied. “It’s the plan we’re going with. And you know what? You’re going to be planting a line of det cord down one of the other motor cases, and that one’s going to blow first. I want these asshats to have no idea what the difference is between up and down. While they’re trying to remember what their names are, we all join Big Guy at the escape chopper and we’ll be home in time for breakfast.”
 
“What about Mikey and me?” Max asked. “What do we do?”
 
“You stay glued to Big Guy,” Jonathan said. He turned to Boxers. “You’re the first step in all of this. When you and the PCs are in place at the chopper, you let us know, and we’ll put the plan in operation. When you give the word, ’Slinger and I will make entry and kill the power. When Torpedo and PC-One are in the grasp, I’ll give the word, and Chief, you make your crater. I’ll send ’Slinger and our PCs on their way to the chopper, and then I’ll make my crater and join you. Easy peasy.”
 
When he was done, the others all stared at him. They thought he was crazy.
 
“I’m open to other suggestions,” Jonathan said. “Just make them quickly because we need to go to work now.”
 
“Why can’t we have Roxie drop her charge on the motor you want to hit with thermite?” Boxers asked.
 
“Because a GPC is the wrong charge for that,” Jonathan replied. “You know that as well as I do. If it doesn’t blow the motor, then it’s a wasted opportunity.”
 
Boxers cocked his head. “Is this really about supporting our exfil, or is it about ruining a Russian launch facility?”
 
Jonathan smiled. “Several things can be true at once,” he said.

 



Chapter 26
 
After Scorpion finished his instructions, everybody split, leaving Max and Mikey with Big Guy. Never in the history of time had anyone been more aptly named. Max had never seen a man of his proportions before.
 
They’d relocated from the relative safety of the jungle to a spot nearly at the construction site, barely still in the tree line. The noise of the equipment was overwhelming from this distance. The ground shook with it, and the air tasted like a mix of dust, concrete, and diesel fumes.
 
“You two listen to me,” Big Guy said. His voice easily cut through the background noise without being loud. “I’d prefer to bring you two home alive, but if it has to be dead, I’m good with that. You are to be my shadow. When I run, you run. When I stop, you stop. Do not touch the triggers on those weapons unless I tell you to. If I start shooting, you get down flat on your bellies and pretend that you’re dirt. Are we clear with each other?”
 
Max nodded.
 
“I need you to say the words.”
 
“I’m clear,” Max said.
 
“Me, too,” Mikey added.
 
“All you have to do is keep up. I don’t care if you’re scared, and I don’t care if you think I’m going too slow or too fast. We are on the way to that chopper, way over there. Do you see it?”
 
At first, Max could not, but then when he lifted his eyes a little, he saw the outline of a helicopter—much farther away than he thought it was going to be. “That’s really far,” Max said.
 
“It’s where it is. Every step we take brings it closer.”
 
“How are we going to get there?” Mikey asked.
 
“The old-fashioned way—on our feet. We’re going to stay on the edge of the light but not in the light. You need to see where you’re putting your feet. Do not run unless I do. Running people get noticed, walking people less so. Keep your muzzles down, your eyes on me. If you fall or something important goes wrong, let me know. Do you speak Spanish?”
 
“Sí,” Max said. He was trying to lighten the mood, but Big Guy wasn’t into lightened moods. “We both do.”
 
“Okay, so if you need to say anything, speak softly and in Spanish.”
 
“So they can understand us?” Mikey seemed appalled.
 
“Nobody’s going to be eavesdropping. But if they hear a language they don’t understand, it’ll stand out. And don’t question me again. Your only response is yes or okay.”
 
Max didn’t know what to say to that, so he stayed silent.
 
“Show me the shot selector on your rifle,” Big Guy said.
 
Max and Mikey moved more or less in unison to display the left-hand side of their rifles. Both switches were set to SAFE. The other options were SINGLE and AUTO.
 
“If you have to shoot, which setting do you change to?”
 
“Single,” Mikey said.
 
“Right, and which setting is not even there, as far as you’re concerned?”
 
“Auto,” Max said.
 
“Why?”
 
“Because it wastes bullets.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because the first shot is the only aimed shot,” Mikey said.
 
Big Guy smiled for the first time. “You were listening. Good for you. Point to the mag release.”
 
They showed the right-hand side of their rifles and touched the mag release button.
 
“Where’s the charging handle?”
 
They displayed the T-shaped handle at the rear of the receiver.
 
“Bolt release?”
 
They touched the button on the carbine’s left side near the magazine well.
 
“Where’s your spare magazine?”
 
“In my back pocket,” Max said.
 
“Same,” Mikey said.
 
“How many rounds in each magazine?”
 
Max hesitated. “Twenty?”
 
“Thirty,” Big Guy corrected. “Sixty bullets total. Who had you better not shoot?”
 
“You,” Mikey said.
 
“Or each other,” Max said.
 
“Okay, then,” Big Guy said. “We’re ready. Keep up.”
 
With that, he turned his back on them and started walking out into the night.
 
“This is crazy,” Mikey whispered. In Spanish. “What happens if people start shooting at us?”
 
“We fall down on our bellies,” Max replied, also in Spanish, parroting what he’d just been told. “Or, we start shooting when he says to.
 
“But if—”
 
“Stop it,” Max said, cutting his brother off. “We have to do this. If we don’t, we’ll die. There’s no other choice. What happens, happens. Talking about it or worrying about what might happen is stupid. It just makes things scarier.”
 
Mikey looked unconvinced. “I don’t like him.”
 
“I’m sure he doesn’t care.” He tried to sell it with a smile, and he urged Mikey forward. “He’s getting too far ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
Big Guy led the way out of the tree line into the expanse of torn-up dirt and heavy equipment. Max thought it was a crazy thing to do. First, there was the fact of Gigantor. Staying inconspicuous when you’re eleven feet tall is difficult under any circumstances, but when you combine the size with the military camouflage clothing, a heavy backpack, and at least three guns, you’d think you’d be noticed.
 
Now, throw in two guys in ratty shorts and T-shirts, you’d think the entire image would draw attention. But so far, so good.
 
Max brought up the rear. He felt responsible for Mikey, and by keeping him in sight, he felt that he could keep better tabs on him. His little brother kept his head pointing almost straight down, making him look like he was being punished, but he kept to the straight line behind Big Guy, so he was doing everything he was told to do.
 
Keeping his own eyes focused straight ahead was a challenge, the temptation to look right and take in all the swirling activity was nearly overwhelming.
 
But Max did it. At this rate, he figured it would take five minutes at the most to arrive at the chopper. He had no idea what they were supposed to do after that, but he figured that one step at a time was the only worthwhile strategy for now.
 
“You there!” someone called in Spanish from behind and to Max’s right.
 
Shitshitshit. Max kept walking, pretending not to hear, praying that Big Guy would hear and somehow tell him what to do.
 
“Hey!” the guy yelled. “You three! Stop!”
 
Max didn’t think he had a choice. Instead of stopping, though, he turned and walked backward, progressing in the same direction as before. “Me?”
 
“Yes, you.”
 
“What?”
 
“I told you to stop.” The man challenging him looked to be about thirty years old, and he was filthy with construction dirt.
 
Again, Max didn’t think that he had any choice but to comply with the command and take things from there. If the guy made a lot more noise, then the whole construction site would see what was going on, and that couldn’t possibly end well. So, he stopped.
 
“Who are you?” the man asked. “And what are you doing with a rifle?”
 
Max turned to get help from Big Guy, but he was gone. What the hell? Mikey stopped, too, and he looked terrified.
 
“You don’t belong here,” the man said. “You need to come with me.”
 
“Of course I belong here,” Max said. “Who are you to tell me that I don’t?” At what point was he allowed to shoot? He sure as hell wasn’t going to—
 
The foliage to Max’s immediate right churned with movement, and then Big Guy launched from the undergrowth into view. Moving with more speed than Max could ever imagine that so large a man could generate, Big Guy grabbed the man by the front of his shirt collar—or maybe it was by his neck (hard to tell)—and heaved him back into the tree line, out of sight.
 
The struggle lasted only a couple of seconds, and then silence returned.
 
As Big Guy emerged again, he moved normally again. His hands and the cuffs of his shirt shimmered red as he swiped the flat of his knife blade across the thigh of his trousers, leaving crimson stripes across the fabric. He winked as he slid the blade into a sheath that had been sewn into his vest.
 
“We need to keep walking, boys. We’ll pretend that nothing happened there.” He gave Max’s butt a pat as he passed on his way to retake the lead. “Good call there,” he said.
 
* * *
 
The scale of the Grand Starburst was far less grand up close than it appeared in the marketing literature and even in the views provided by Roxie. Jonathan and Gail approached from the beach side of the building because it appeared to have the fewest people and the most cover, certainly until they were within twenty or thirty yards. From here, Jonathan noted how cluttered and filthy the construction site was, littered with everything from discarded drink bottles to old power tools.
 
The building itself looked stout enough, built as it was from rebar and concrete block, but the fit and finish on the section that appeared to be the most complete was all wrong. Joints didn’t quite meet. Already, the foundation showed signs of settlement cracks. Jonathan wasn’t much of a judge of stucco finishes, but where it had been applied, it was uneven to his eye. There was always a chance, he supposed, that the finishes would be redone after construction was completed, but the smart money said that the winning bidders used unqualified and underpaid workers to maximize their profits.
 
In stark contrast to the western side, where construction was shoddy, the eastern side, which he now knew would soon house intercontinental ballistic missiles, appeared to be constructed of well-engineered poured reinforced concrete.
 
The camouflage they’d engineered to hide the true purpose of the building was impressive. The entirety of the ground level in the rear looked like a series of giant garage doors. They may have been functional on the western side, but if so, they were all closed. Here on the eastern side, however, it was clear now that they would, in fact, be functional, and the large paved apron area was large enough to accommodate the removal and movement of the RS-26s and their twelve-wheel mobile launchers. He didn’t yet see a place beyond the apron where they could be driven to in order to launch, but if it came to that kind of a shooting war, he supposed the hotel’s future as a vacation property would be rendered moot.
 
He couldn’t tell from their vantage point atop a mountain of construction dirt, but if the designers had been really smart, they’d have dug a sub-basement or tunnel system that would allow the birds to be stored underground while they were not in use.
 
“Would they store the warheads here, too?” Gail asked at a whisper.
 
“I hope not,” Jonathan said. “Certainly not in the same structure as the launch motors. That’d be three clicks too risky. They’d be close, though. They’d have to be if they’re going to be of any use—offensively or defensively.” Just as Jonathan’s team kept explosives and initiators separate until it was time to deploy them, general safety precautions required separate storage for warheads and delivery vehicles. Even though it would be impossible to trigger a nuclear explosion through exposure to fire, you could still get a hell of a bang.
 
“We need to get into position,” Jonathan said. By staying on the dark side of Mount Dirt, they could scoot to within ten yards or so of the base of the building, but from there, they would be out in the open. The lighting back there was spotty, but there was plenty enough to detect movement and project shadows.
 
As they got to the bottom of the dirt pile, Jonathan dropped to his knee while Gail stayed standing, and together they peeked around to search for people. Here on this end, they were all alone, but the eastern end was buzzing and moving like a hive. One of the missiles and its launcher had arrived, and workers were toiling to get it inside its concrete home.
 
In his mind, Jonathan could already see the crater he was going to create.
 
“You’re drooling, Scorpion,” Gail whispered. “Big Guy’s going to be so jealous.”
 
“I heard that,” Boxers said over the air. “Be advised we’ve already had to kill one. He got too curious.”
 
“How close are you to your objective?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Nearly there. We’re going to be very exposed, so do us all a favor and don’t drag your feet on your end.”
 
“How are you, Chief?”
 
“I’m in position, the shaped charges are formed, but the tangos aren’t leaving the motors unattended. There’s gonna be some shooting before I can blast the motor. That’s going to expose Torpedo to execution. We need to change the order of battle. You need to secure the PCs first, before any diversions. When we go hot, I’m going to need thirty seconds to get the charge set and then at least another fifteen to get away.”
 
Shit. Forty-five seconds was an eternity when you’re taking on an enemy that is so much bigger than your team.
 
“Looks like it’s all on you, Boss,” Boxers said.
 
“Let’s review the order,” Jonathan said. He hated last minute changes on a plan that was already so under-planned. “’Slinger and I set the charges on the electricals. We stack up, blow the power. As soon as you hear that blast, Chief, you go to work. Big Guy, you get our chariot fired up and get us all home. Everybody copy?”
 
He got confirmations from everyone.
 
“It’s you and me, ’Slinger,” Jonathan said.
 
He held aim on the workers at the other end of the building while she scooted across the street, and then he followed.
 
The electrical room was still a work in progress. The concrete block room lay wide open, its door not even installed yet.
 
It felt good to be working in the dark again.
 
“Cover the door,” Jonathan said. “I’ll set the GPCs.” Three enormous electrical boxes had been installed on the far wall of the tiny room, but only one had been hooked up to power, and at that only a few circuits appeared to be hot. This should be easy stuff. He dropped his rucksack, and then, working mostly by feel, he fished out one of the four GPCs he’d prepared. He liked his to be about one pound of C4, with a four-inch tail of det cord. If Boxers were here, his block of C4 would be closer to a pound and a half, but that was the way Boxers rolled.
 
He pressed the malleable C4 on top of the working breakers, then fished out two electronic detonators, which he attached to different spots on the det cord. Both were set to the same frequency, so one push of a button should set them both off simultaneously. He used two for the redundancy. Given the stakes, and the prevalence of Murphy’s Law, he wanted his bang to happen as soon as he needed it.
 
“Okay, we’re set here,” he said. “Let’s make our way inside.”
 
The stairwell door sat directly across from the electrical room door. It was unlocked and propped open.
 
Jonathan felt his first pang of real nerves. He had an odd, inverse relationship with good fortune. When things went smoothly during a hot operation, it almost always meant that bad shit was soon going to flow like a tsunami.
 
But you play the hand you’re dealt.
 
Once inside, a small vestibule led to poured concrete steps. The railings hadn’t yet been installed, and that gave him the willies. The prospect of a long fall onto concrete curdled his stomach.
 
“I’ll lead, you follow,” Jonathan said.
 
They only needed to climb one floor—two flights of ten steps each—to access the second floor, and then another two flights of eight steps each to get to the third floor, where the PCs were supposed to be holed up.
 
The stairwell door up here was closed.
 
“For God’s sake, don’t step backwards,” Gail said. She was pressed against the wall, her IR laser painting the floor below as she watched for visitors who could ruin their day.
 
The doorknob was a lever design, and here again, they were in luck. Not only was the door not locked, it also opened easily.
 
“We’re accessing the third floor now,” he whispered over the air. “We’ll be going hot momentarily.”
 
“Big Guy and the PCs are in position.”
 
“Can you verify that we have fuel?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Not until I kill a couple of guys and turn on the ignition,” Boxers replied. “Does it matter at this point?”
 
No, it did not matter. Not a bit.
 
Mother Hen told them that the PCs were located on the far eastern end of the hallway, on the ocean side. That would put them at the far left-hand corner—down at the far end, where the lights were all on and people milled around in an area that looked like a worker’s locker room.
 
This made up for the easy access so far.
 
He crouched to his knees and beckoned for Gail to join him. He moved his arm in an ostentatious arc as he reached to the radio on the back shoulder of his vest to switch from VOX to PTT. Gail did likewise.
 
Jonathan kept his eyes on the workers down the hall as he said, “We need to take them out on our way to get the PCs.”
 
“Agreed,” Gail said.
 
“That means we’ve got to blow the power before we’re ready to enter the room.”
 
“Chief’s gonna kill you if something happens to his boy,” Gail said, no doubt stating fact.
 
“Every now and then, a PC has to play a role in his own rescue,” Jonathan said. “Here’s hoping Torpedo can keep his head down.”
 
They switched back to VOX.
 
Keeping his rifle trained on the targets downrange—he now counted eight of them milling about—he fished his phone out of his left front pocket and pressed SEND.
 
An explosion shook the whole building, and darkness came instantly.

 



Chapter 27
 
Jesse didn’t understand a word that Colonel Kerensky was saying on the phone, but he clearly saw the growing frustration. The volume of his voice raised and lowered as he paced a circle around his desk. Occasionally, he’d cast a look in Jesse’s direction that would stop his heart for an instant.
 
Maybe Kerensky knew what Jesse knew—that Scorpion and the others would soon be here to rescue Donny Williams and him—and he wanted to get ahead of it and stop them. Lord knew that the numbers were in Kerensky’s favor.
 
But Jesse had seen Scorpion and Big Guy in action before. They were an army unto themselves.
 
At one point, Kerensky drew his pistol from its holster, and he gesticulated with it while speaking harshly on his phone. At another, he placed the pistol on the desk and spun it on its side as if playing a lethal version of spin the bottle. The pistol made Jesse nervous. The fact that Kerensky seemed oblivious to his motions only increased the sense of dread.
 
Jesse didn’t understand why he was still alive—why Kerensky hadn’t killed him already. He tried to push such thoughts away, but they wouldn’t leave his head. Maybe it was because Kerensky thought Jesse was with the CIA and he didn’t have permission from his superiors to commit an act of war.
 
Maybe Jesse shouldn’t have pushed back so hard when Kerensky made his accusation.
 
“I don’t understand why you’re keeping me here,” Donny Williams said. The suddenness of the statement startled Jesse, making him jump in his chair. “As I understand it, you’ve received instructions—”
 
Kerensky lifted the pistol and pointed it at the lawyer’s face.
 
Williams blanched and fell silent.
 
Jesse tried to clear his mind by concentrating on the zip ties on his wrists. He wished they’d cinched them a little less tightly. He could feel his fingers swelling. He closed his eyes and focused his brain on making the tips of his fingers touch the tips of his thumbs one at a time. He hoped the movement would lessen the swelling and the concentration would move his brain away from the dark stuff.
 
He wondered what would happen if—
 
An explosion sent ripples of energy through the floor beneath him. It vibrated his feet and knocked the chair out from under him. In that same instant, the lights went out.
 
Then the shooting started.
 
* * *
 
Jonathan and Gail went to work the instant the world turned black. With his NVGs in place, Jonathan saw the confusion and panic in the gathering of workers down the hall. Through his four-power scope, the startled workers were plainly visible.
 
He’d just settled his reticle on the ear on one of them when the target’s head blew apart from the impact to Gail’s bullet. He picked another and shot the man in his forehead. Even before that target dropped, he selected another and shot him in the eye.
 
To the targets, the suppressed gunshots must have sounded like they were coming from everywhere at once. Blinded by the darkness, no one could figure out where to run. The result was a near-comical series of collisions, trips, and falls.
 
“Advancing,” Jonathan said.
 
He heard a gunshot from down the hall. From the area of the offices where they were holding Torpedo and PC-One.
 
He and Gail moved in unison, advancing down the dark hall with their rifles up and their laser sights painting stripes that only they could see through the dusty blackness. After seven seconds, the battle for the hallway was over, with all eight of the workers dead or dying.
 
The area at the eastern end of the hallway was a bullpen of sorts—a break area, perhaps—with folding chairs arranged in a loose circle around a coffee pot sitting atop a dorm-size refrigerator. The tile floor was slick with blood.
 
They heard another gunshot.
 
To the left, Jonathan encountered two doors, both of which were closed. He heard scuffling on the far side of the door on the right. He pointed to it. In a perfect world, he’d open the door with another GPC, but they’d already lost precious seconds and the office door appeared to be of hollow-core construction, easily taken with a kick.
 
“You’re low-left, I’m high-right,” he said, meaning that Gail should stay low and below his line of fire. She’d drop all targets on the left-hand side of the room, and he’d drop the targets on the right.
 
Gail positioned herself.
 
“In three,” Jonathan said. “Two . . .”
 
A third gunshot. And a fourth.
 
* * *
 
Jesse hit the floor hard after the explosion bounced him out of his chair. With his hands tied behind him, he couldn’t catch himself. He hit the tile floor forehead first.
 
Beyond the door, he heard people yelling and falling amid the pop-pop-pop of suppressed gunshots.
 
This was it. They were coming to get him.
 
To his left, over by the desk, Colonel Kerensky scrambled about the surface, where he slapped his hand down on his pistol and brought it around to where Jesse had been sitting and fired a shot.
 
Using just his legs, Jesse propelled himself along the floor to get as close to the desk as he could, putting the big slab of wood between himself and the man who would kill him.
 
* * *
 
Where did he go? Kerensky thought. He’d made a promise, dammit, and he was going to fulfill it with a gunshot through Jesse Montgomery’s brain. It wasn’t until after he’d pulled the trigger on his Makarov that he realized his target was no longer in his chair.
 
The explosion and the sudden darkness unnerved him, but thanks to the light from outside, he could still see shapes.
 
One of those shapes was slithering along the floor like a snake or maybe a grounded fish. It was Jesse Montgomery. Kerensky shifted his aim to fire at the floor, but then the image was gone, disappeared under the desktop.
 
Kerensky fired one round through the desk but knew right away that it was a stupid thing to do. If he was going to kill the man, he would have to be able to see the man.
 
Knowing that a rescue team would be crashing through the door within the next few seconds, Kerensky darted around the right-hand side of the desk—the side that would put him farthest away from the door. As he crossed to the front of his desk, he saw a shadow moving toward him from the opposite wall.
 
Donny Williams yelled “Don’t!” and charged at him.
 
Kerensky fired reflexively. The shadow faltered but did not fall. He fired again, just as Williams’s arms closed around him in a bear hug. He had no idea if he’d hit his target.
 
He squirmed in the lawyer’s grasp and the grip loosened.
 
He’d just broken free when the door to his office burst open to reveal two silhouettes in the opening.
 
A voice yelled, “Down! Down! Down!”
 
* * *
 
Jonathan slammed the sole of his boot in exactly the spot he’d wanted to, just below and behind the doorknob. The hollow door slammed open hard and then rebounded off the wall. The first thing he noticed was the acrid smell of gun smoke. It hung in the air like dust.
 
“Down! Down! Down!”
 
A second or two passed before Jonathan got his bearings through the dust and the mottled light coming in through the windows, but then he saw the man he recognized as Donny Williams being held as a human shield by the man he recognized to be Ilya Kerensky.
 
“I’m here on the floor!” Jesse yelled.
 
“Stay there,” Jonathan commanded.
 
“I’m moving left,” Gail said. As she pivoted around to the target’s right side, Jonathan watched her laser trying to get a useable bead.
 
“I don’t have an angle,” Jonathan whispered. To Kerensky: “You’re done, Ilya.” He did the math in his head. If Kerensky took a shot, Jonathan’s chance of hitting anything with a return shot was miniscule with the Russian wearing that lawyer like a necklace.
 
Kerensky said nothing. In the NVGs, the pupils of his eyes glowed as they shifted from Jonathan to Gail.
 
“I’ll have a shot in about three seconds,” Gail said. She moved through the shadows to keep from presenting a clear—
 
The world beyond Kerensky’s windows erupted in fire and light, flaring Jonathan’s NVGs. He pulled the array up and out of the way just as the pressure wave of Davey’s handiwork blew the glass out of the windows.
 
In that instant, Kerensky lost his grip on Williams, allowing the lawyer to drop to the floor and leaving himself totally exposed.
 
Jonathan shot him twice in the chest, and Gail’s bullet sheared off the top of his head.
 
“Torpedo, are you okay?”
 
“I’m here on the floor,” Jesse said. “I’m okay.”
 
For the benefit of everyone else on the net, Jonathan said, “Be advised that Torpedo is okay and in the grasp.” With the scene secure, he switched his radio back to PTT.
 
He stooped to tend to Jesse’s bound hands. “’Slinger, PC-One is yours.” With his NVG array back in place, he took a couple of seconds to assess how they’d zip-tied Jesse. It was just a single loop around his crossed wrists.
 
“Hold still, kid.” Jonathan withdrew his KA-BAR knife from its scabbard on his left shoulder and slid it under the plastic loop of the zip tie. It fell away with little resistance.
 
“What the hell blew up?” Jesse asked.
 
“That was your old man making Big Guy jealous as hell,” Jonathan said.
 
“Scorpion,” Gail said, off the air.
 
He looked at her and saw it right away. The front of Donny Williams’s shirt glistened with blood. “How bad is it?”
 
“Liver.”
 
“Shit. Is he conscious?”
 
“Negative. He’s bleeding out.”
 
“Damn,” Jonathan said. “Go see if there’s something we can carry him on.”
 
“Come on, Scorpion,” she said. “We have to leave him.”
 
“That’s not what we do. He’s PC-One, for God’s sake.” Jonathan had been around the block too many times to throw himself onto swords, but there had to be unbreakable rules, and this was one of them. You don’t leave your own behind if there’s still a chance.
 
“He tried to save my life,” Jesse said.
 
“We’ve got to move fast,” Jonathan said. He keyed his mic. “PC-One is hit. Looks bad.”
 
“Break, break,” Gail said over the air. “Correction. PC-One is KIA.”
 
Jonathan looked back again.
 
“Just now,” she said.
 
“What’s your call, Scorpion?” Boxers asked. “We’ve got a lot of shit going on out here.”
 
Jonathan’s rules called for bringing PCs home, whether they were dead or alive. Families deserved that. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d risked his life and those of the men he commanded to make sure that fallen soldiers were returned to their families.
 
But this was different, wasn’t it? This wasn’t a rescue so much as it was a political play to make sure that Wolverine got the information she needed. With Williams dead, that was a moot point. And as Big Guy so aptly put it, they had a lot of shit going on.
 
He keyed his mic. “We leave him.” To Gail and Jesse: “Let’s go.”
 
“What about all the gear?” Jesse asked. “The bags are right over there.” He pointed to the duffels stacked along the wall opposite the desk.
 
“We leave that, too,” Jonathan said. “Grab a rifle and some ammo, and we’re out of here.”
 
* * *
 
Max watched from where they were crouched down in the woods off to the side of the helicopter as Chief ran out of his cover and opened fire on the four men who were standing next to the big rocket motor. They seemed oblivious, staring back at the building where the explosion happened. He shot the first three while they were still turned away and the fourth as he was turning to see what was happening.
 
In the yellow glare of the giant lights, it seemed that all activity at the construction site stopped at the sound of the explosion. Some people started to run, others dropped to the ground, but no one seemed to know what to do.
 
Chief moved quickly as he climbed up on one of the giant tires on the trailer that held the rocket motor. Max couldn’t see what he was doing exactly, but he was up there for a good thirty seconds before he jumped back down to the ground and started running toward the helicopter. Max was impressed that a man that old could run so fast.
 
“Don’t watch Chief,” Big Guy instructed. “Watch everybody else to make sure they’re not watching Chief.”
 
He supposed that made sense.
 
Max was looking straight at the rocket motor when it exploded. It seemed to happen in several parts. First, there was an explosion along the top of the motor, where Chief had put his charges, and then that was followed by a jet of flame through the opening he’d made, and then the whole motor blew, creating a fireball that consumed everything in a fifty-foot radius. One second later, the fireball was the only thing he could see.
 
Without thinking, Max pressed himself into the ground, which itself seemed to vibrate with the sound of the explosion. A blast of heat came next.
 
“That’s our cue!” Big Guy yelled, and he jumped to his feet. “Get up! The excitement’s just beginning.”
 
Max and Mikey gaped in unison.
 
“Now!” Big Guy yelled. “Get off your asses now! You’re fine. If you know you heard the explosion, you know you’re not dead.”
 
As Big Guy took off at a run for the helicopter, Max grabbed his brother by the collar, and they both followed.
 
By the time they got to the chopper, Chief had already arrived. He was standing next to the open door to the passenger compartment, making broad circular motions with his arm. “Get in!”
 
Max tried to leap into the chopper without slowing, but he got the timing wrong. His foot hit the step, but his hands missed the sides of the door. He fell backward into the dirt.
 
“Way to go, Grace,” Big Guy said as he opened the door to the cockpit.
 
Max let Mikey go first, and then he followed. By the time his butt hit the leather seat, the rotor had already begun to turn.

 



Chapter 28
 
Jonathan led the way down the unfinished stairwell on the eastern side of the building, Jesse limping behind, while Gail took up the rear. Given the glare from the exterior lights, they’d tilted their NVGs up and out of the way. At the base of the stairs, as he was reaching for the crash bar that would lead them to a world on fire, the door opened to reveal a man in construction clothes and body armor. The man’s hand rested on the grip of a slung AK-47, and he reflexively yelled something in Russian.
 
Jonathan jumped back a step and then jumped forward to engage. They were too close to each other to bring rifles to bear, so this fight was going to be old-school. As Jonathan lunged, he led with his thumbs, thrusting them into to other man’s eye sockets. The Russian screamed and tumbled backward, and they both hit the ground hard.
 
“Scorpion, stay down!” Gail yelled.
 
Jonathan never let up on the pressure from his thumbs as he tried to make himself as small as possible while Gail fired three shots at people he couldn’t see.
 
When she was done, he rolled to his right, off the Russian, and raised himself to a sitting shooter’s stance to fire a single bullet through his attacker’s brain pan. Two more construction workers in body armor littered the ground.
 
“Nice shooting,” Jonathan said.
 
“Those are some of the guys who captured me!” Jesse declared.
 
“Where there’s three, there’s likely to be twenty,” Jonathan said. “Big guy will have the chopper spinning up. Keep your head on a swivel and run like hell. I’ll join you in a minute.”
 
Gail grabbed Jonathan’s arm. “Let it go, Digger. We’ve already hurt them.”
 
He winked. “Not enough yet,” he said. “I’ll be fine. Get Jesse to the chopper.”
 
With that, he turned and headed toward the northern side of the building and its giant storage bays. More specifically, toward the two launch vehicles that rested nose-to-tail just outside the bays.
 
Blowing up a rocket motor of that size was tricky business. The steel motor cases were designed to withstand enormous amounts of pressure. They were thick, and the interior diameters were well insulated. A GPC—even a big one—created an omnidirectional blast wave, which meant that much of the destructive energy would blow up and out, making it unreliable for the task at hand. Davey’s shaped charge, on the other hand, directed most of the energy in a single direction, effectively serving as a superhot knife to cut through the steel as if it were paper. Jonathan thought those results were impressive.
 
But he didn’t have enough time to physically form the charge, and having left the duffels upstairs in Kerensky’s office, he likely didn’t have enough C4 either.
 
Thus, the beauty of thermite. Little more than a combination of iron oxide and aluminum powder, thermite burned at about four thousand degrees Fahrenheit and would eat right through the motor cases. Fuses were tricky, though, and the ones in Jonathan’s rucksack were handmade by Boxers out of a mixture of potassium permanganate and glycerin. That meant they were by-God guaranteed to ignite and unlikely to do so before the ninety-second timer ended its cycle.
 
The key word there was unlikely.
 
But, hey, life was just one big gamble, right?
 
Jonathan fought the urge to hurry. He didn’t dawdle, but he knew that armed resistance had to be on its way. He kept his M27 to his shoulder, his eyes constantly scanning for targets as he advanced down the hill to the northern side of the building at its eastern end.
 
And there they were. Roughly six feet in diameter and forty feet long, each rocket weighed about eighty thousand pounds. Much of that weight was the motor case itself, but a good proportion was also the weight of the solid fuel propellant inside. Of the two rockets near him, one had been wheeled into the interior of the bay. Tools on the floor indicated that people had been working on the installation until the world started to come unzipped.
 
The twelve wheels of the transport vehicle were taller than Jonathan, requiring him to use the ladder that had been welded to the edge of the support bed to reach the bottom of the resting motor case and then use the heads of bolts around the circumference at the end of the case to climb to the top, where he straddled the motor like it was a horse.
 
He felt woefully overexposed up here, so he scanned all compass points one more time with his muzzle before unslinging his ruck and opening the flap. Reaching inside, his hand found the thermite grenade, and he pulled it out. It looked a lot like a soda can, but taller and wider in diameter. Next, he reached in for a GPC, snagged it, and let his ruck drop to the bed of the transport.
 
He slapped the GPC down onto the steel motor case, then used the palm of his free hand to smear the C4 like a block of clay to form a surface about an inch thick, into which he could put the thermite grenade without fear of it rolling off.
 
His earbud popped. “Break, break, break. Scorpion, Mother Hen. Roxie shows three armed tangos coming your way.”
 
He pressed his transmit button. “Which direction?”
 
“From the east. Same path that you traveled.”
 
“Copy. Shit.”
 
This explosion was going to leave a very large hole in the world. That would have to happen after the gunfight was over.
 
* * *
 
Inside the chopper, Chief asked, “Is it a good idea to just sit here with the rotors churning? Seems like an awfully inviting target.”
 
“This ain’t a sports car,” Big Guy replied. “You can’t just start it and hit the gas. I want to get the oil pressure up and make sure—”
 
As if someone had been eavesdropping, a bullet tore through the glass of the sliding door, leaving a starburst hole about six inches from Max’s head. Two more slammed into the body of the aircraft.
 
“Hang on, everybody,” Big Guy shouted. “We’re taking off.” Those last words were nearly lost in the roar of the engine.
 
As Max’s hands locked around the leather armrests, the chopper lifted like a rocket ship, straight up.
 
“What about the others?” Mikey yelled.
 
“We’ll get them,” Big Guy said.
 
Chief added, “If this chopper bites the dust, we’re all dead.” He shifted to stand in the open door on the right-hand side, his rifle up to his shoulder.
 
“Greenwich boys!” Big Guy yelled. “Time to earn your keep. Get to the port-side door and use those rifles to shoot anybody who has a gun and isn’t one of us.”
 
* * *
 
Jesse couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “They’re leaving without us!”
 
“No,” Gail said. “They’re just making themselves a harder target. They’re going to give us cover, too.”
 
“So where are we supposed to go now?”
 
Gail scowled as she listened to something he couldn’t hear. Then she said, “They’re swinging by to pick us up.”
 
* * *
 
Jonathan dismounted the rocket motor as if it were a horse, and once down on the carrier bed, he jumped to the ground. He landed in a crouch and shouldered his M27. It made no sense to move toward a moving target you couldn’t see. Instead, he’d wait until they crossed into view and he’d take them out.
 
In his ear, Boxers said, “We’re taking fire and need to di di mau.” Jonathan recognized the ancient Vietnam War shorthand for “get the hell out.” “I’ll pick you up where you are.”
 
“Scorpion, Mother Hen. You should have targets in about three seconds.”
 
She was damn near spot-on. First, one armed man entered his field of view, and then a second or two later, two more followed, walking together. Each carried their weapons at low-ready, and their heads pivoted as they walked. They seemed to be expecting trouble, but not really.
 
This needed to happen quickly. Three against one was bad odds no matter what the circumstances, and a two-way gun battle in the presence of high explosives was a recipe for epic disaster.
 
He thumbed his shot selector to AUTO and rested his reticle on the pair of Russians who’d made the mistake of clustering together. He took them down with a four-round burst. As the leader reacted and spun on his own axis, a second four-round burst snuffed him.
 
He keyed his mic. “Mother Hen, Scorpion. Three tangos down. Any other targets for me to worry about?”
 
“Not for you. Gunslinger, do you see the men approaching you from your four o’clock?”
 
* * *
 
Jesse jumped as Gail struck her hand out to his shoulder and pushed him into the dirt. She followed, setting her rifle at her shoulder. “Negative,” she said. “All I see is equipment.”
 
Jesse followed her gaze. “What are we looking for?”
 
* * *
 
“Max and Mikey!” Big Guy yelled. “You’re up! Four men with rifles are moving up on ’Slinger and Torpedo. Take ’em out. Full auto!”
 
Max’s heart skipped. “Seriously?”
 
“Take my door,” Chief said as he pulled Max out of the way.
 
“Hey!” If he’d lost his balance, Max might have fallen out the door.
 
Steadying himself and then looking over Chief’s shoulder, Max could now see Gunslinger and Torpedo cowering on the ground.
 
Chief opened fire with a long string of auto fire, and the dirt behind their team members churned from the impact of a full magazine of ammunition. Thirty rounds. The jets of brown dirt were highlighted by jets of crimson.
 
* * *
 
Jonathan keyed his mic. “Big Guy, Scorpion. I’m only gonna have a ninety-second clock when I pull the pin down here. I’m gonna hold off till you’ve got everyone else in the grasp, then I’m gonna do my deed and run like a bunny rabbit.”
 
“You can’t run for shit,” Boxers said. Jonathan could hear machine gun fire in the background. “I’ll pick you up at the door on the eastern end of the building. The door you came out of.”
 
“Roger that. Just tell me when the others are set.”
 
* * *
 
“Don’t stand up till I say it’s time,” Gail said.
 
To Jesse’s eye, the helicopter wasn’t flying so much as it was driving. Only three feet off the ground, it approached at an impossible speed and then flared to a stop twenty feet away. Two guys he’d never seen were standing side-by-side in the doorway, shooting rifles at targets Jesse couldn’t see.
 
“This is it,” Gail said. “You first.”
 
Jesse hopped to his feet and hobbled toward the door. He didn’t look back because he didn’t want to know what was back there. He just wanted to be not-here. And with his wounded leg screaming at him, he felt as if he’d never close the distance.
 
As he got to the door, the chopper rocked as he planted his foot in the expanded metal step and then leveraged the side of the door panel to pull himself in.
 
Davey stood in the door on the other side, firing into the nighttime. “Welcome aboard,” he said. “Glad you’re not dead.”
 
“Move out of the way!” Gail yelled from behind him, and then she hurled herself through the door. “Go! Go! Go!”
 
* * *
 
“Okay, Scorpion, it’s your turn,” Boxers said in Jonathan’s ear. He’d climbed back on top of the rocket motor, straddling it with the thermite grenade between his legs.
 
“Okay, Big Guy. Here’s hoping you make reliable fuses.” Jonathan pulled the pin and let the safety spoon fly. “Fire in the hole.” There was no stopping it now. For him and maybe the rest of his team, chemistry and physics would decide whether or not they’d see tomorrow.
 
He threw his leg over the motor and dropped first to the trailer bed and then to the concrete floor.
 
He left his rucksack where it was on top of the motor. It was too heavy and too bulky to run with.
 
“Break, break. Scorpion, Mother Hen. You’ve got tangos coming your way. Five of them.”
 
“Where?”
 
“East side. Just like the others.”
 
“How close?”
 
“Too close.”
 
“Big Guy, Scorpion. I’ve got a thing about to happen here. Do you see them?”
 
“I do, but I don’t have a shot. Well, I do have a shot, but you’re likely to be in the same sight picture.”
 
They really didn’t have time for this. There had to be a solution because there was always a solution. “How clustered are they?” Jonathan asked.
 
“Close enough that I’d yell at them if they were mine,” Boxers said.
 
Jonathan saw the solution. “Drop Roxie on them. The GPC might not kill them all, but it’ll sure ring their bells.”
 
“Mother Hen, Big Guy. I’m taking control. And flying the rescue chopper. All at the same time. I hope you’re all pretty damned impressed.”
 
“Ticktock, Big Guy,” Jonathan said.
 
“Keep your head down, Scorpion,” Boxers said. “Seems like a shameful waste of fine technology. Bombs away.”
 
Jonathan crouched and got small. Two seconds later, the GPC detonated.
 
“Good shot,” Boxers said. “I’m ready for you, little man. In case you’re interested, we’re down to forty-five seconds.”
 
Stealth didn’t matter anymore. Caution, sight pictures, target acquisition, all of that shit was irrelevant. Jonathan sprinted back up the hill, his NVG array bouncing on his head and his rifle slapping his chest and legs.
 
The hill hadn’t seemed this steep on the way down, but now it seemed impossibly steep—and long.
 
“Thirty-five seconds to crater and you’re still strolling,” Boxers said. “Can you pick it up a little?”
 
Jonathan felt the rotor wash before he saw the aircraft. Then he looked up and it was right there. The rotor disk couldn’t have been more than four feet from the wall, and the skids were nearly on the ground.
 
Gail was in the door, waving him on. He dove for the opening. He swore that he was still airborne when Boxers heaved on the collective pitch lever and slammed the floorboards into his belly.
 
“Everybody grab something!” Jonathan yelled. “This is going to be huge!”
 
They pulled serious Gs as Big Guy raced them away from ground zero to somewhere that might feel like safety.
 
Five seconds remained on the countdown clock when night became day, like a flash strobe that kept getting brighter.
 
When the pressure wave hit, it hit hard, causing the aircraft to jump in the sky and then lose altitude. Up ahead, in the cockpit, alarms sounded.
 
“Are we crashing?” Mikey yelled.
 
“Ask me again in a couple of minutes,” Boxers said. “Meanwhile, if you feel water around your ankles, you’ll know we have a problem.”

 



Chapter 29
 
“Your guy died trying to be a hero,” Jonathan said to Irene Rivers as they sat across from each other at a back corner table in the Maple Inn, a longin-the-tooth tavern nestled in the tiny town of Vienna, Virginia. Located just a few miles from CIA headquarters in Langley, it was one of the spookiest places in Northern Virginia. And a hell of a lot closer to Fisherman’s Cove than St. Matthew’s Cathedral. The place was famous for its chili cheese dogs, which might explain why it had been the traditional meetup spot for spies since the days of the Cold War.
 
“Dead is dead,” Irene said through a mouthful as she dabbed a smear of chili from the corner of her mouth. “I needed a living person, not a tombstone inscription.”
 
“I brought you at least two living hostages.”
 
“Not the ones I wanted.”
 
“I think their mothers would not approve of your sentiments,” Jonathan said. He took a pull on his mug of Budweiser. “And let’s not forget the detail of saving the United States from a nuclear threat in our backyard.”
 
“I have no evidence of that,” Irene said.
 
“What about that huge, charred hole in the ground on Three Sisters Island?”
 
“Starburst Adventures says it was a workplace disaster, and the Venezuelan government confirms the story.”
 
“What kind of workplace explosion matches that kind of damage?” He had to open wide to bite his dog. He liked to stack the top with onions and relish.
 
“They have a funny idea that that’s none of our business. And before you ask, our back-channel Russian contacts all deny your version of events. One called you a damn liar.”
 
“What do you think?” Jonathan asked through his mouthful.
 
“What I think doesn’t matter, Dig. I’m in the prove-it business.”
 
“Why were the satellites offline while they were moving the missiles?” Jonathan asked.
 
“You mean, why were the satellites down at the time of the workplace disaster? I have no idea because I have no one to pressure into giving me answers. That person—how did you put it?—died trying to be a hero.”
 
Jonathan swallowed, then washed his mouthful down with another slug of Bud. “You know, Wolfie, there’s one thing about this whole shit show of an op that troubles me.”
 
“Just one?”
 
“One in particular,” Jonathan said. “You know how I feel about coincidences. Why don’t you tell me why Donny Williams was really in Venezuela. And please save the missionary crap for someone who’ll believe it.”
 
The rhythm of Irene’s chewing hitched for just an instant, but her face remained impassive.
 
Jonathan waited for it. He could be patient when he needed to be.
 
“I’m the director of the FB friggin’ I,” Irene said. “If I misled you—and I’m not saying that I did—you can rest assured that it was for a very good reason.”
 
“Fair enough,” Jonathan said. “Want me to tell you what I think?”
 
“Not especially.”
 
“You sent him there.”
 
Irene kept her eyes focused at a spot behind Jonathan as she sipped her Coors Light. “Why on earth would I do that?”
 
“Because he’s Nicholas Mishin’s lawyer and you wanted him to dig up dirt.”
 
“Nicholas who?”
 
“Oh, please.”
 
“You mean the president’s stepson?”
 
“That very one.”
 
“You’ve been reading too many tabloids,” Irene said. “The White House has been loud and unequivocal in their denial of influence peddling. None of the real news sources have found anything to corroborate those wild stories that the president’s family invested heavily into Starburst Adventures or that they siphoned millions of US tax dollars to the Venezuelan government to allow them to construct the resort. Who am I to suspect otherwise?”
 
The sparkle in her eyes told Jonathan that the game was on. “Did anyone in Washington know about the missile installation?”
 
“Who’s to say? But it occurs to me that it takes a lot of clout to turn off a satellite. That authority is way beyond the stratosphere. Into the stars, you might say.” She took the last bite of her dog and licked her fingertips before reaching for her napkin.
 
“Four stars, specifically?”
 
“Mmm.”
 
Jonathan couldn’t wrap his head around this. He expected politicians to be corrupt shitheads, but he’d always thought that career military officers—flag officers, no less—would default to patriotism. “Did they know why they were doing it?”
 
“Doing what?” Irene asked. “We’re just talking hypotheticals here.”
 
Jonathan lowered his voice to an urgent whisper. “Jesus, Wolfie, we’re talking about changing the balance of power in the entire hemisphere. We’re talking nuclear Armageddon.”
 
“No, we’re not,” she said. “We’re talking about silly hypotheticals. I’d be more concerned if you had actually seen what you thought you saw. But of course, you didn’t, and because you didn’t, there’s no threat to anyone. Hypothetical or otherwise.”
 
Jonathan stared at her.
 
“It’s impossible to be too cynical these days,” Irene said. “The structure of the United States government is an interesting thing. The higher you climb up the career ladder, the closer you come to the single source of all power. Every federal bureaucrat and every military commander ultimately reports to the president. And in a charming fit of optimism, the founding fathers deluded themselves into believing that the president would be honest and capable of clear thought. As a check against irresponsible leadership, they allowed for cabinet secretaries who would advise sanity, without envisioning the installation of career toadies who use their federal service to make millions as consultants and lobbyists on their way out the door.”
 
“We’re talking treason,” Jonathan said.
 
Her eyes turned hot and hard. “No, Digger, we’re not. We’re talking hypotheticals because treason is a felony punishable by death, and that pesky third branch of government—the judiciary—requires proof to levy charges. When a crime is suspected, my job is to determine whether there’s enough implied evidence to develop a triable case.”
 
Irene settled herself with a deep breath. “Sometimes, though, things just don’t pan out.”
 
Jonathan hadn’t thought it was possible for him to think less of government pukes than he already did.
 
“There’s another side, though,” Irene continued. “It’s reasonable to ask why someone in my position wouldn’t resign—hypothetically—in the face of such dishonesty.” She shifted her gaze to Jonathan. “Am I right?”
 
“The thought occurred to me.”
 
“I figured as much. I saw it in your eyes. I stay because I am one of the last dinosaurs of my era. Wherever I look, I see self-serving careerists. The ones in front of me are all politicians whose moral codes dissolved after their first fundraiser. Behind me, I see a generation of agents and supervisors who’ve spent their whole lives learning that political expediency and the rule of law are interchangeable. Something can’t be wrong if all the cool kids are doing it.”
 
Irene fell silent as she spun her beer mug in its sweat ring on the table.
 
“Feeling a little like the last Knight Templar?” Jonathan asked.
 
She gave a wan smile. “I’m not sure how much longer I can do this,” she said. “But before I leave my office and turn off the light for the last time, I want to make a mark that’ll stick.”
 
“Donny Williams?” Jonathan asked.
 
Irene sighed. “We were so close. I just needed that final link that would tie the president and his stepson to the Russians, and then I’d have cleared out that end of Pennsylvania Avenue.”
 
Jonathan leaned back in his seat. “You think that would’ve worked? They’d’ve come at you hard.”
 
“Woulda coulda.” She shifted in her chair. “About those brothers you rescued,” she said. “I presume they saw everything?”
 
“They were in the thick of it.”
 
“You gave your standard talk about keeping their mouths closed?”
 
“We did. Big Guy was especially menacing.” He saw something he didn’t like. “Why do you ask?”
 
“It seems it didn’t take,” Irene said. “Their parents tried to sell a story about Russian missiles blowing up in Venezuela.”
 
“Shit,” Jonathan said. “From what you’ve told me, it can’t go anywhere because there’s no evidence.”
 
Irene scowled. “Not everyone needs evidence,” she said. She lifted her phone from its spot on the table and tapped the screen a few times. “Check the link I just sent you.”
 
With a growing sense of dread, Jonathan retrieved his phone from the front pocket of his jeans and opened the email Irene sent him. The link sent him to an article with the headline, “FAMILY OF FOUR KILLED IN EARLY MORNING BLAZE.”
 
Jonathan didn’t bother to read the first paragraph. “Max and Mikey?”
 
“I’m afraid so,” Irene said. “And their parents.”
 
Jonathan’s heart hurt. “Foul play?”
 
“Apparently not.”
 
“Do you believe that?”
 
“Definitely not.”
 
Jonathan sighed. “Son of a bitch.”
 
“More than one,” Irene said. “We’re up to our eyeballs in sons of bitches.”
 
“This can’t stand,” Jonathan said. “We can’t allow this to stand.”
 
Irene smiled. “Is that a commitment to do business together?”
 
“What do you have in mind?”
 
“Nothing, yet,” Irene said. “But I’m confident that we can come up with something.”
 
They shook on it.
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Chapter 1
 
JoeDog growled.
 
Jonathan snapped awake. His right hand found the cocked and locked Colt 1911 .45 right where he’d left it—right where it always was—on the edge of the nightstand. His left thumb found the switch for the muzzle light and an 800-lumen disk revealed the entirety of his bedroom.
 
If there’d been an intruder, said intruder would have been dead now. But the room was empty, save for him and the ever-flatulent 65-pound Labrador retriever that shared his bed tonight.
 
“What’s wrong, girl?”
 
JoeDog just stood there atop the mattress, her head cocked, staring back at him. She whined.
 
Over the course of the next few seconds, as his heart-rate slowed, Jonathan became aware that the lighting was all wrong. Deflected red, white, and blue strobes flashed through the windows on the Church Street side, painting odd shadows across the ceiling.
 
“Good eye, JoeDog. What’s going on?”
 
She whined again.
 
Jonathan returned the pistol to its resting spot and swung his feet to the floor. He hadn’t yet stood to his full height when his cell phone rang. The caller ID told him it was Venice Alexander. (It’s pronounced “Ven-EE-chay,” and don’t ask why.)
 
Jonathan punched the connect button. “Yeah, Ven. What’s going on?”
 
Her tone was urgent. “Digger, you need to come to RezHouse.” Resurrection House was a residential school for children of incarcerated parents. No one paid tuition because Jonathan paid all the bills.
 
“What’s going on?”
 
“Not on the phone. You need to come up.”
 
“Don’t toy with me, Ven. It’s late.” Actually, he supposed that 02:43 was technically early.
 
“A student died,” Venice said. “Overdose.”
 
Jonathan’s stomach flipped. “Ten minutes.”
 
* * *
 
Somehow, JoeDog knew to hang back as Jonathan strode up the hill from the converted firehouse that served as his home and the offices for his business toward the Fisherman’s Cove police cruiser that was blocking access to RezHouse. The first floor of the sprawling mansion that once served as Jonathan’s childhood home now served as the administrative headquarters for the school, while Venice and her family lived on the upper floors.
 
A skinny teenager with a badge and a ballistic vest that weighed as much as he did stepped away from the vehicle to block Jonathan’s path.
 
“I’m sorry sir, but—”
 
Jonathan slowed but he did not stop. “Out of my way.”
 
The cop winced a little as he prepared to physically intervene.
 
Jonathan cut him a break and pulled up short. “Officer, do you know who I am?”
 
“Yes, sir. You’re Jonathan Grave, sir. But I have specific instructions to tell you that I can’t let you pass.”
 
“And so you did. Well done.” He pressed past the kid.
 
“I’ll tase you if I have to.”
 
Jonathan spun on him, causing the young cop to take a step back.
 
“What’s your name, officer?”
 
“Hoffman, sir. Kurt Hoffman.”
 
“Are you really going to tase me, Officer Hoffman? What’s your play after that? Are you going to arrest me and put me in jail? All for trying to help people who are grieving inside that house that I donated to the church? How do you think that’s going to play?”
 
Hoffman gaped. He looked like he didn’t want to be here anymore.
 
Jonathan turned away from him and started walking again. “You do whatever you think is the right thing,” he said. As he continued up the hill toward the mansion and the dormitories that lay beyond it, he wondered what it was going to feel like when he rode the lightning bolt from Officer Hoffman’s Taser.
 
Ultimately, it wasn’t an issue.
 
* * *
 
Jonathan skirted the mansion and walked straight toward the dormitory farther up the hill, where the presence of an ambulance told him that that was where the action was. He was barely to the halfway mark when he was greeted by a fireplug of a man in a police uniform and gold badge. He was walking quickly, presumably to intercept Jonathan.
 
“Digger, you need to stop,” the approaching cop said. Jonathan recognized him by silhouette alone. He’d known Police Chief Doug Kramer since their shared boyhoods. Kramer held his hands to his sides, cruciform, to block the pathway.
 
“Officer Hoffman already threatened to shoot me,” Jonathan said. “Who the hell do you think you’re dealing with?” He stopped when he came nose-to-nose with Kramer.
 
“I’m the friend who’s going to stop you from committing a felony,” Kramer said. “You need to calm down.”
 
“I’m not spun up,” Jonathan said. “Not yet, anyway, unless you keep pissing me off. Venice said somebody died.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“A student.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Then get out of my way.”
 
“Please, Dig. Just wait, will you?”
 
Jonathan took a step back and crossed his arms.
 
Kramer inhaled noisily and stuffed his thumbs into the top of his Sam Browne belt. “The patient is, indeed, a student. Was. Her name was Magdalena LoCicero, and she was nine years old.”
 
Jonathan’s heart sagged. “Nine?”
 
Kramer nodded.
 
“How the hell does a nine-year-old overdose in a secure facility?”
 
“How did you know about the overdose?”
 
“Venice told me. She left out the part about the age. What happened?”
 
“We’re still—”
 
Jonathan held up a hand. “It’s me, Doug. You’re not on the record. Nobody’s going to quote you.”
 
Kramer shifted his weight from his right foot to his left. He had something to say that he didn’t want to articulate.
 
“Screw it,” Jonathan said. “I’m not doing this.” He moved to push past the chief.
 
Kramer grabbed his biceps.
 
“Be careful, Doug. We haven’t exchanged blows since we were twelve. I’ve gotten a lot better at it since then.”
 
“You can’t go all vigilante on me,” Kramer said.
 
“I don’t even know what that means.”
 
The chief took a few seconds to sort his thoughts, then he set his shoulders. “It was fentanyl,” he said. “Disguised as candy.”
 
Jonathan felt heat rising in his ears. “So . . . What was her name again?”
 
“Magdalena LoCicero.” Doug spoke to his feet.
 
“So, Magdalena died for eating what she thought was Pez?”
 
“I can’t know what she was thinking, or what was in her heart.”
 
Jonathan felt the kind of anger building that was never helpful and often harmful. Fentanyl was a profitable product of the Chinese Communist Party. It found unlimited distribution throughout the United States courtesy of President Tony Darmond’s mandate to keep the southern borders wide open.
 
Jonathan knew—yet couldn’t yet prove—that Darmond and his family had close financial ties to the cartels that killed tens of thousands of Americans every year.
 
“Who were Magdalena’s parents?” Jonathan asked. The residents of Resurrection House were all products of criminal households where violence was often the rule. Harm to one always posed a threat to all.
 
“Robert LoCicero will never see freedom again,” Kramer said. “Among other crimes, he’s serving a life sentence for killing Priscila LoCicero, Magdalena’s mother.”
 
“Is Robert connected to the mob?”
 
“I don’t know that yet. Why?”
 
“There’s always a chance that something like this is retribution for something else. It’s not just the mob. Happens with gang bangers, too. Where are Mama and Venice?”
 
Kramer pointed up the hill with his forehead. “In the dorm.”
 
“How are they?”
 
“About like you’d expect. Distraught.”
 
“I need to go and be with them.”
 
As he moved to pass Kramer, the chief grabbed his biceps again.
 
“I thought we already had this conversation,” Jonathan said.
 
“Dig, this is a police matter. You need to understand that. You need to accept that.”
 
Jonathan cocked his head. “What’s the alternative? What are you suggesting?” He had long suspected that Kramer knew more about the clandestine side of Jonathan’s business dealings than he had a right to know. Jonathan and his team were not, and had never been, vigilantes. But they did have a history of bringing justice to people who had hurt others. He waited for Kramer to make the rest of his point.
 
“You know exactly what I’m talking about, Digger. I’ve seen how you react when violence cuts too close to home. You run a private detective agency and you have more money than any three police forces within a hundred miles. You need to stay out of the way and let us do our jobs.”
 
“Duly noted. Now, either arrest me or let go of my arm.”
 
Kramer released his grip and Jonathan resumed his walk up the hill.
 
As far as Jonathan was concerned, Kramer had no worries about him getting in the way of the chief’s official investigation, which would inevitably drag on at a glacial pace while making sure that the perpetrators’ Constitutional rights were carefully protected. Kramer would have no idea when Jonathan and his team would be running high speed circles around him.
 
Kramer stayed with Jonathan step-for-step, but three paces behind. The police officer standing guard at the dorm’s main entrance seemed confused by what he saw. As Jonathan approached, the guard’s eyes focused on the chief. Whatever transpired in the silence prompted the cop to step aside.
 
“Thank you, officer,” Jonathan said as he passed. He wouldn’t swear to it, but he was pretty sure that this was the same cop he’d seen cowering behind the front wheel well of his cruiser not too long ago as Resurrection House was under fire. The young cop was the personification of what politicians had forced police officers to become—armed eunuchs in uniforms.
 
The activity in the dormitory’s foyer was a study in useless, unfocused meandering. Uniformed cops and plain-clothed detectives postured and chatted among themselves as the house mother and the senior students, all in the same issued pale blue pajamas, tried to corral and comfort the younger children and themselves.
 
Somewhere in the swirl of activity, Jonathan was confident that he would find Father Dom D’Angelo, the pastor of St. Katherine’s Catholic Church. In addition to his doctor of divinity diploma, Dom also carried a PhD in psychology, which allowed him to provide counsel and comfort to the traumatized children of RezHouse.
 
“Where are Venice and Mama?” Jonathan asked the first non-cop he saw.
 
The woman he presumed to be the house mother pointed to a closed door along the foyer’s right-hand wall.
 
He pushed it open and there they were. When Jonathan saw the distress in their eyes, he found himself transplanted back decades. Jonathan’s mother died when he was just a little boy, and Mama Alexander—the family’s housekeeper—had stepped in as his chief disciplinarian and soother of wounds. Venice was Mama’s daughter. Jonathan had known her as a cranky baby and toddler long before she became one of the most feared hackers to haunt cyberspace.
 
The ladies stood together from the cramped loveseat they’d been sharing. Mama got to him first and encased him in a massive hug. As soon as they made physical contact, she started to sob.
 
“Oh, Jonny, this is awful.” Exactly one person in the world still called him by that name. “I saw her there in the hallway. So tiny, so young. Lordy, it tore my heart out.”
 
Jonathan wasn’t much of a hugger. He’d hang in there in a pinch—and this was a pinch—but he’d rather be putting a fork in his eye. He shot a plaintive look to Venice, who was only a click and a half more composed than her mother.
 
After thirty seconds or so, Jonathan lightened his embrace and eased Mama away. “We’ll get through this,” he said. “You’ll get through this.” He kissed her forehead and accompanied her back to the sofa and helped her sit back down. Venice joined her.
 
Jonathan pulled the Ottoman away from the overstuffed chair on the other side of the room so he could sit directly in front. “Tell me what happened.”
 
Venice recapped what he already knew about the fentanyl disguised as candy. “There were only a few in the bag,” she finished. Then, her voice caught in her throat when she added, “Roman nearly took one.”
 
Roman was Venice’s fourteen-year-old son, and a resident of RezHouse, placed there not because of his parent’s indiscretions, but for security concerns.
 
“Is he all right?” As soon as he asked the question, he knew it was stupid. If Roman had taken the drug, that would have been the lede.
 
“Yes. But he said he had a piece of it in his hand. He was ready to eat it when he saw Magdalena collapse.”
 
“Thank God he’s okay,” Jonathan said. “I’ll take dumb luck and good timing any day of the week.”
 
Mama reached over and grabbed her daughter’s thigh. Gave it a little squeeze. “Go ahead and tell him the rest, Venny.”
 
Jonathan cocked his head. “What’s the rest?”
 
Venice cast her gaze to the floor. “Roman says he knows where the drugs came from.”
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