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PART I
 



CHAPTER 1
South of Al-Raqqah, Northern Syria
 
It was almost midnight. The small group of men smoked Iranian cigarettes and drank strong black coffee. The wood stove kept the room comfortable in the cold night air. The leader of the group, a tall, thin man they all simply referred to as Qassim, stood by the doorway of the remote farmhouse. He had been watching the trucks’ headlights approaching for twenty minutes across the barren, dark desert. The headlights were the only source of light outside the farmhouse for almost a hundred kilometers.
North, up in Al-Raqqah, the ground was fertile and a river ran through the city. Here, further south, the land was a flat, desert wasteland. The trucks they were waiting for were the first vehicles in four hours. With ISIS patrols murdering civilians as they pleased, remote areas like this one were largely off-limits.
Qassim grunted and the men at the table rose and picked up their AK-47 assault rifles. The five of them walked outside the warmth of the cabin and spread out around the small compound. A moment later, the three trucks rolled in. Two pickup trucks, one with an unmanned machine gun mounted in the back, escorted the larger box truck.
Qassim stood and waited for the men to get out of the vehicles. The leader of their group gave Qassim a formal greeting and then introduced one of the men he was transporting. The man extended his hand and said hello in Spanish, introducing himself as Antonio Reynosa. Qassim and the man spoke Spanish for quite a while, surprising the men around them. Qassim’s own people didn’t know he spoke Spanish, and they certainly didn’t understand the conversation—except for one man, who spoke seven languages, the first of which was English. That man, who had been using the name Hussam for the purposes of this mission, was equally surprised at the conversation. A deep-cover CIA operative, Hussam was there to gather intelligence on ISIS. He hadn’t anticipated this turn of events.
Hussam feigned disinterest, like his cohorts who didn’t understand what was being said. But Hussam hung on every word. To hear the two men discussing “the deal” between ISIS and Las Zetas had made Hussam’s head spin. He kept his breathing and expression normal, even though the conversation he was eavesdropping on was a game changer.
Qassim ordered his men to guard the trucks, and the visitors were brought into the house to be fed and allowed to sleep for a few hours. Hussam maneuvered himself to guard the door of the house, where he hoped to listen further. The others were happy to sit inside the trucks where it might be a bit warmer. When one of them walked to the rear of the box truck, Qassim barked at him to stay away. He was to guard it—not look inside. Hussam wondered if he’d get the chance to look later if the others fell asleep.
 



CHAPTER 2
CIA Training Facility
 Langley, Virginia
 
The team had spent almost two months away from HQ and, for the most part, each other. After returning from their mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it was time for funerals, doctor visits, and soul searching. The mission in Africa had been costly. Ernie and Smitty had died together while fighting a delaying action to allow their team to escape. Jones died in the shantytown firefight. Cory had been double-crossed and set up at a meeting that cost him his life. Lance Woods, Jake Koches, and Eric Hodges had all been wounded seriously enough to require extended hospital stays—whether or not they’d be medically retired remained to be seen. When it was all said and done, the team had been cut in half.
Chris Mackey had said his goodbyes after the last of the funerals and disappeared. Chris Cascaes knew he’d eventually hear from his old friend, but it would most likely take some time. Mack was “headed south to buy a boat.” Whether that meant the Florida Keys, Mexico, or the Caribbean, Cascaes had no idea. Wherever it was, it would be some place quiet with a well-stocked bar. His days in the Company were over, and he’d be missed.
Julia and Cascaes continued their romance after they returned home, but as much as they were in love, they knew their relationship was doomed if things remained as they were. Julia had been CIA and was used to a “quieter” type of operational reality. Cascaes was a SEAL Team leader turned black ops leader and would be traveling with his men in continued combat capacities. There was no way a romance between the two of them could continue if they worked together in the field, and it didn’t look much more promising if they worked separately. Neither of them spoke about it much. Instead, they tried to enjoy perfect days together and ignored the elephant in the room. When it finally came up between them, Cascaes paid Dex a visit.
Dex was seated at his oversized desk behind two computer monitors, with three televisions running silently on the far wall. Fox, CNN, and Al Jazeera news all had crawls running beneath their latest stories. He was reading a briefing when Cascaes was led into the office.
Dex stood up and greeted Chris Cascaes with a firm handshake followed by a big hug. The two of them sat down in chairs near a coffee table.
“Coffee?” asked Dex.
“You buying?”
“Of course.” Dex poured two black coffees that were strong enough to wake up a corpse. They each took a sip and settled back into their chairs, waiting for one of them to start. They hadn’t seen each other since the last funeral and had spoken only briefly when Chris had asked Dex for a meeting.
“Thanks for meeting with me, Dex. I know you’re swamped. Listen—there’s no easy way for me to say it other than to just spit it out. I’m done, boss.”
Dex scowled. Although not shocked, it made him sick to hear it. “Chris—I get it. You’re burnt out. I’ve had you all over the globe. The last mission was too costly. It gets personal, I understand. But you have to understand my position. Mack is out. One of my top operators for decades—gone. If I lose you now, it really jams me up. How about you just take some time off? As much as you need. A leave of absence. Call it whatever you want. Just take some time—but don’t quit. Not now.”
“It’s complicated, Dex. I need to fill you in . . .”
“On you and Julia? Shit, Chris. I’m CIA. You don’t think I know?”
Chris half-smiled. “Yeah. I guess you would.”
Dex leaned forward on his knees, closer to Chris. “Look, Chris—we both know field agents can’t have romances for a million reasons. We also know it happens all the time. We’ll figure something out. We’ll find a work-around. But I can’t have you just quit. Wait—Julia? Is she quitting, too?”
Chris made a grimace. “Sorry, boss. We’ve got something really nice. First time for me, ever. I don’t want . . . we don’t want, to screw it up. I’m sorry.”
“Leave of absence. With pay. As long as you need. Check in with me in one month. I won’t call, I promise. One month. Julia doesn’t need to come in—you just tell her. Then we’ll talk again, okay?”
Chris let out a long, slow sigh. “Dex, I really can’t see changing my mind.”
“One month with pay for both of you. That’s decent money. We owe you that much anyway. If you walk, you keep the money, no harm, no foul. Meeting’s over. We talk in a month.” Dex stood up. The men shook hands and stared at each other for a second, then Chris turned and left.
“I’ll call you in a month—from someplace sunny.”
“You going to tell the team?”
Cascaes sighed again and stared at the ceiling. “I’ll call you from someplace sunny—after I tell my guys.”



CHAPTER 3
Syrian Desert
 
Twice during the night, Hussam, whose real name was Apo Yessayan—an American of Armenian decent by way of Lebanon—tried to casually move around toward the back of the box truck. The other guards were awake and eyed him suspiciously. Qassim had said no one was to look in the back, period. Apo finally gave up at 0400 and grabbed two hours of sleep. He would have a few big days ahead of him, or they might be his last on this Earth.
At first light, the door to the farmhouse opened and the smell of coffee and bread greeted the tired, cold guards. The men inside went back to their trucks, never exchanging greetings with the guards. They climbed in and started the engines, but remained where they were.
Apo and the others went inside and ate a quick meal of bread and local yogurt. Qassim spoke once they had finished their meal in silence.
“You will escort them west to Aleppo. There are many fighters there, but it isn’t safe from planes or Assad’s troops. In Aleppo, you will receive additional instructions. The truck and those men are your responsibility. Keep them safe. You will make one stop in Maskanah on the way to pick up an additional escort. They’ll be expecting you at the checkpoint outside the city. Keep this with you.” He handed Adnan, his second in command, an envelope. “These are your credentials if you are stopped anywhere along the way.”
Adnan shoved the papers into his bag and walked outside to the trucks, followed by the other three. He looked at Apo. “You drive with me. You two take the other truck.”
Apo climbed up into the driver’s seat and Adnan sat in the passenger seat of the Toyota pickup truck. The other two men took the older version of the same truck. Qassim waved goodbye and returned to the farmhouse to make satellite phone calls as the small convoy rolled out to the roads that led to Maskanah.
Maskanah was approximately seventy kilometers to the west through the arid plains. There were many small farms along the way, but the larger, more lucrative farming was around the town of Maskanah. That town, now with a population of almost fifteen thousand, had managed to survive ISIS occupation by supplying its fighters with locally grown produce and paying their “taxes” on time to the local ISIS warlords.
Apo was in the lead vehicle, taking driving directions from Adnan. For the first forty minutes of the drive, the only speaking was Adnan giving occasional directions. As the sun rose, the trucks picked up their pace with the better light. The road was narrow and windy, through rocky terrain. It was mostly brown in every direction, and they settled into their bumpy ride.
“You seemed extremely curious last night,” said Adnan, out of left field.
“How do you mean?” asked Apo.
“You looked like someone who was going to look inside the truck, if I wasn’t there watching.”
“No, sir. I was merely keeping watch. Qassim was very specific about not looking. I was just guarding as instructed.”
Adnan looked at him with a scowl. “Curiosity will get you killed, brother. Remember that.”
Apo said nothing.
They drove for another twenty minutes in silence until they reached the checkpoint outside Maskanah. Numerous black flags bearing the ISIS symbol in white calligraphy flapped in the breeze at the checkpoint. In a large show of force, sandbags had been piled around machine gun installations, and forty ISIS fighters walked about with their AK-47s at the ready. Several guards approached the truck, and Apo and Adnan got out of the vehicle. Adnan pulled his papers out of his bag and handed them to the guard, who barked orders at the other men. He pointed to a building further down the road.
They climbed back inside the truck and drove to a large farm storage building where all of the men got out of the trucks, except those guarding the box truck. The group of them followed Adnan inside to where several more ISIS fighters in black fatigues sat around on broken furniture.
Adnan handed the leader of the group his papers. The man smiled. “Adnan, you will be taking brides to our brothers in Aleppo. It’s good for their fighting spirit. You can get married here if you want, before you go.”
Adnan smiled. It was the first time Apo had seen the man’s brown teeth. Adnan bowed slightly and replied, “My men would appreciate the chance for some food and drink, and perhaps time for a marriage or two.”
The men began whispering among themselves, some smiling and patting each other on the back. An older man appeared from another room in cleric robes, and the group followed him into another room. There, a large group of girls ranging from six to sixteen sat on a cold cement floor in tattered clothes. The cleric pointed to the girls, mumbled a few things to the men, pronounced them married, and left. The girls began holding on to each other in terror, having been through the “marriage process” many times since being taken from their small villages. Their fathers and brothers had been beheaded in front of them, and their mothers had been sent to work as cooks and maids for ISIS. The young girls were destined to an abbreviated life of sexual slavery for the “morale” of the ISIS fighters.
Apo watched the other men eagerly begin grabbing young girls and dragging them off to empty rooms, where they would rape the helpless children. Apo would have killed them all if he could, but instead walked outside. One of the guards pointed his gun at Apo.
“You fuck boys?” he sneered. Homosexuality was punishable by execution in ISIS-controlled lands.
“I have a real wife at home, and my daughters are older than those girls. You do as you wish, but don’t question how I live.”
“Or what?” snapped the man.
“Or I’ll kill you with my bare hands right here in front of all your friends.”
The two of them stared at each other for what seemed like a very long time. One of the other guards yelled over, “Leave him alone,” breaking the standoff.
Apo walked outside and smoked a cigarette, a bad habit he had picked up on the last two missions in the shitholes of the world, and one that would be difficult to break if he lived another few days. He waited for almost an hour for the other men to finish raping and brutalizing the young girls. When they were finished, the group of them walked out leading the girls, who had all been tied together with ropes around their waists. One of the older girls carried a crying child in her arms, her own brown eyes vacant. Apo watched with sadness and disgust as the girls were hoarded into the back of a second box truck, a few of them with blood running down to their ankles.
Adnan walked back to the pickup and Apo drove again. As they left the city limits of Maskanah heading west, Adnan leaned back against the door and stared at Apo. “I am starting to wonder about you, Hussam. I don’t think I like you. And I don’t trust you.”
Apo stared straight ahead in silence as he drove.
“I heard one their guards ask you if you liked little boys. You have a boyfriend at home, maybe?” He sneered as he spoke.
Apo shot him a hateful glance. “I have a wife and small girls at home. I do not approve.”
“So you think you’re better than the rest of us?”
“I didn’t say that. I’m here to serve Allah and ISIS. I’m not here to marry five-year-olds.”
Adnan laughed. “You should try it some time. You might love it as much as I do.” He laughed at his own comment and sat back more relaxed. “Stay on this road. I’m going to take a nap.”
Apo continued driving in silence, reading every sign they passed to keep his bearings. The drive had gone from brown wasteland to green farmland. They would be in Aleppo in another hour, which would make things more complicated for Apo. He smiled as he saw the sky ahead turning a strange shade of yellow. Way out on the horizon, a brown wall of sand was forming and heading east. The sandstorm was coming their way, and Apo silently thanked God for his divine intervention.
He continued driving straight ahead as the storm approached, ignoring the trucks behind him who were flashing their lights, signaling him to stop and pull over.



CHAPTER 4
Tabasco, Mexico
 
Riccardo Moreno sat in his backyard near one of his swimming pools. This one, the largest of the four, included several waterfalls. Half a dozen beautiful women wearing scandalously small bikinis sunned themselves around the pool in oversized lounge chairs. A few bodyguards strolled the grounds further away, submachine guns in hand. A dog handler walked on the outside of the fence with his German shepherd.
Riccardo Moreno hadn’t been called by his real name in many years. He was now simply “El Gato”—a cat that was stealthy and had at least nine lives. El Gato was an ugly specimen of human being, both inside and out. His pockmarked face and bad teeth were the result of poverty and poor nutrition as a child. He was more than making up for that now.
As ugly as his face was, his heart was a thousand times worse. El Gato, head of the Las Zetas drug cartel, was responsible for tens of thousands of murders. His thugs didn’t think twice about murdering and dismembering hundreds of civilians at a time to simply prove a point. While most of the Mexican cartels used cash and drugs to bribe their way to what they wanted, Las Zetas took a more direct approach: “Do as you’re told or die.”
With the Mexican version of the war on drugs now in its tenth year, the death toll had crossed over six figures. El Gato took pride in the fact that his Zetas were responsible for maybe half of the 110,000 dead civilians, police, and federal agents.
El Gato puffed his Cuban cigar and sat back, admiring his harem sitting poolside. His encrypted satellite phone rang.
“Yes?”
“Everything is set. Two weeks. No problems,” said an echoing voice that sounded very far away, indeed.
“Excellent. Return safely to your reward.” He hung up and smiled. El Gato hated the idea of having to cooperate with anyone, anywhere—but to be forced to work with these Muslim fanatics was especially hard to swallow. It wasn’t long ago that some of his cartel competitors boasted to the newspapers and social media that they would wipe out ISIS for meddling with their drug trade, but everyone knew it was empty threats. While the cartels did indeed have huge, well-equipped armies, they weren’t capable of launching large-scale invasions or attacking outside of Mexico. That left only one possibility—cooperate with these animals.
El Gato stood up and walked to the marble balcony overlooking lush green fields and forests. From his mansion on the hilltop, he could see the beauty of Tabasco. Well, it was beautiful from where he sat, anyway. For the dirt-poor farmers and locals trying to survive, it wasn’t quite so enjoyable. El Gato relit his cigar, a cigar that cost as much as most of the locals would earn in two months, and thought about the possible consequences of working with ISIS. The last thing he needed was more pressure from the Mexican federal forces or, God forbid, the Americans. But what could he do? ISIS had cut off all supplies of heroin that ran from Afghanistan through Syria. Heroin demand in the US was at an all-time high. If he couldn’t supply it, the other cartels might find a source and cut in on his action. Business was business. Besides, the deal hadn’t been so terrible. He would pay a small tax of ten million US dollars, smuggle in much-needed ammunition to the ISIS fighters, and help transport a shipment for them to Mexico. In return, the heroin faucet would reopen, and no one would mess with his drug trade.
El Gato almost jumped when a pair of soft hands rubbed his shoulders. “You look tense, Papi. Let me help you relax.”
He turned to see one of his beautiful girls in her bikini and high heels. He smiled and took her by the hand to one of the small cabanas by the pool. It was, after all, why he had them at his villa.



CHAPTER 5
Northern Syria
 
Apo picked up speed, the trucks behind him flashing their headlights as if he didn’t already see the approaching sandstorm himself. He glanced over at Adnan, who was fast asleep. The yellow light of the storm filled the sky ahead. It was what the locals called a haboob—a wall of sand that appeared quickly with amazing ferocity, but often didn’t last too long. A Syrian sandstorm was terrifying to witness, and the sky seemed to grow into an angry monster right before his eyes. He gritted his teeth and pushed the accelerator harder.
The trucks behind him were falling behind, and the second truck, right behind him, finally began honking. They wanted to stop and find shelter, and their lead truck was speeding into the storm like a lunatic. The honking woke up Adnan, who blinked a few times and then saw the giant cloud of sand rolling toward them.
“What are you doing?” he screamed, his voice cracking in terror. “Slow down! We have to stop!”
“Are you tired from raping that little girl?” asked Apo.
Before Adnan could respond, Apo used the blade of his hand to chop Adnan’s throat so hard it crushed his windpipe. Adnan let out what sounded like a small bark, and his eyes went wide. Apo glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw the other trucks falling away behind him. He pulled his .38 from his shoulder holster and shoved the gun under Adnan’s chin.
“This is for those little girls,” he sneered and squeezed the round off. It blew Adnan’s brains all over the top of the cab.
Apo shoved the gun back into the holster and gunned the engine. The trucks continued to honk behind him, and pulled to the side of the road to look for buildings to park next to for shelter. Apo raced his truck as fast as it would go. Once over a small hill, the first of the sandstorm began to hit his windshield. He slowed down and went off road into a farm field. He dropped to a lower gear and followed the compass heading, now at ten miles an hour as the sandstorm overtook his vehicle. He hoped it wouldn’t choke off his engine.
Bouncing along the dirt, Apo stopped for a quick second and leaned across the dead body. He opened the passenger door, which wasn’t easy in the howling wind. It took all of his strength to push Adnan out of the truck. He took an extra second to wipe the brain and goo off the inside of the cab with a rag, and threw it out after the brain’s owner.
“The only good thing you’ll ever do in your life is fertilize this field,” yelled Apo into the wind. He spit and allowed the door to slam closed. It was now zero visibility, but Apo kept the truck moving at five miles an hour anyway, lest he get stuck in the sand. It was extremely risky, but he knew the area was mostly flat farmland. His car lurched and rocked in the howling desert winds, and sand seemed to magically find its way inside the closed cab. He pulled his scarf up over his mouth and nose and kept moving, always north, toward Turkey.
 
***
 
As fast as it had arrived, the sandstorm passed. Apo had been forced to stop the truck during the worst of it, and for a moment he was worried that the vehicle might be swept away or flipped over. As soon as the storm lightened slightly, he gunned the engine and bounced across a field until he was back on a road heading north. Turkey was an hour or so away, unless he ran across ISIS fighters, or hostile Kurdish forces, or American, French, or Russian air strikes—in which case it might just be forever away.
Apo continued due north and skirted around Marea, then Tilalyan and Sawran, without incident. At Al-Yaroubieh, the number of ISIS fighters and activity began to increase. He had kept Adnan’s paperwork, and the truck had ISIS markings on it, so he wasn’t overly worried about those gun-toting maniacs. It was the gun-toting Kurds just a few kilometers up the road that made him worry. The People’s Protection Unit, which translated as YPG, held the area in this part of northern Syria. Their Kurdish kin held the Turkish border on the other side of the fence as well. A group known as the Euphrates Volcano was operating in this sector, which consisted of both the YPG and Free Syrian Army. The YPG and FSA had pushed hard several times toward Al-Raqqah and displaced tens of thousands of Syrians to expand their Kurdish territory. While the YPG and FSA had different priorities, they both hated Daesh—the derogatory name for ISIS, ISIL, or IS.
Apo was on a long, straight dirt road that bisected hundreds of square kilometers of farmland. As he approached the small village ahead, he could see the ISIS flags and military trucks. He hadn’t been noticed yet, so he pulled off the road and drove slowly across the farm fields, bearing northwest. This was always the part of any mission that made him afraid. After surviving all types of harrowing ordeals, to be so close to exfiltration always worried him. He didn’t want to die with his escape route in sight.
A few mortar rounds landed just north of the village, which made the ISIS fighters run around and fire blindly at unseen foes to the north. Apo shook his head.
“This is going to be interesting,” he said quietly. He parked the truck in a stand of olive trees and killed the engine. It was time to wait for darkness and then start walking to freedom or death. The Turkish border was less than ten kilometers away, but it seemed much farther as he listened to the sounds of a war zone in the background. “If we could just fight one war at a time, I’d really appreciate it,” he mumbled as he contemplated the mind-numbing complexity of the region.
Apo had time to kill. It was at these quiet times when he’d allow himself to visit his parents in his head and see his little sister. His grandparents had been Armenians. The Armenian genocide, or Aghet, as they called it, began in 1915. His grandparents, children at that time, were rounded up by the Ottoman government and, like another million men, women, and children, forced from their homes. Many of the people they had grown up with were raped or murdered in front of them, and they themselves were separated from their families, never to been seen again. They were forced to march into the Syrian Desert without food and sometimes water for days. When the troops decided they were far enough away, they were left alone, to either die or fend for themselves in the desert.
His grandparents grew up in Syrian refugee camps as orphans, and eventually met each other and fell in love. They left Syria for Lebanon and had Apo’s parents in 1934. His parents lived in Lebanon until after the Second World War, when they emigrated to the US. Although Apo was born in the United States with his baby sister, he grew up in a household that spoke the languages of a family tree that had been on the run for three generations. Apo’s father preferred to speak Armenian. His mother more often spoke Arabic, or sometimes even French, as well as Armenian. Apo was blessed with having an ear for languages, and enjoyed being able to switch back and forth at will. His sister grew up in the same household and spoke almost exclusively English, slightly embarrassed by her parents’ foreign-sounding accents.
Apo was a small boy growing up. Constantly picked on for “sounding funny” and easy to push around because of his size, he sharpened his mind and, eventually, his self-defense skills. The moment he got his driver’s license, he joined a dojo and began studying martial arts. By the time he finished high school, the word had gotten out not to ever mess with the short kid.
When a tragic car accident took away his entire family in one flash of a moment, Apo was lost. He was a high school graduate and adult, but at nineteen, he was now alone in the world with no one to go to for advice. What would he do now? He was angry, depressed, and lost. He did what so many other lost boys do—he joined the army.
His army career didn’t last long. His intelligence and knowledge of foreign languages had him pulled from infantry, and he went from 11-Bravo to 35-Lima almost overnight, becoming a counterintelligence agent and quickly being promoted. Immediately after 9/11, he was visited by a man named Darren Davis, who made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. From that day forward, Staff Sergeant Yessayan was just “Apo”—or whatever name he needed to be for the day. Darren Davis recognized instantly that he had just recruited one of the best agents the CIA would ever have.
As Apo sat under the darkening sky, he looked up at the first stars and said hello to his parents and little sister, and somehow felt much closer to them here than in the United States, even though his sister had never seen this part of the world. The Syrian Desert was in his blood, in his family’s “trail of tears,” and he felt as if he could reach up and touch the stars and feel his mother’s hand again. He wiped a tear and said “Amen” to himself, and then exhaled all the sadness out of his body, refocusing on the matter at hand.



CHAPTER 6
Tabasco, Mexico
 
El Gato had given the order. A new chief of police had been sent to Puerto Ceiba, along the coast. It was a small, picturesque community of oystermen and those occasional tourists who were unafraid of traveling off the beaten path. This new police chief had arrested three Zetas transporting a boatload of drugs in from a larger ship a mile off shore. The drugs were to be transported inland, where a Zetas warehouse would be sending it out by plane to Florida.
El Gato made a few phone calls and learned that the chief was from a small village called Occidente located between El Gato’s fortress residence and Puerto Ceiba. A “message” had to be sent, and so fifty Las Zetas enforcers were dispatched to Occidente. As the large convoy of black SUVs rolled into the sleepy town, the locals began walking out to greet the visitors. They assumed it was a tour group or important visitors, and so the villagers gathered their fruits, vegetables, and local crafts and began assembling in the town square where the trucks were heading. Men, women, and children in bright-colored clothes smiled and waved at the passing trucks, which began parking all along the small streets of the quiet community.
The men inside the trucks waited a few minutes for the area around them to get more crowded. When the crowd had grown sufficiently, the first door opened, and one of Gato’s lieutenants stepped out and signaled the others. Instantly, the doors of the SUVs opened and the Zetas jumped out with machine guns. The roar of automatic weapon fire drowned out the screaming and chaos of the villagers, who were slaughtered as they tried to flee.
The mass murder completed, a few of the Zetas spray-painted warnings and gang tags on the walls and buildings that surrounded the massacre. The men climbed back into their trucks and took off in a cloud of dust along the rural roads that led further inland. The entire incident had lasted only five minutes, leaving sixty-four men, women, and children dead or dying in the middle of the small town. Three of the dead were related to the chief of police, who would be resigning the same day. Whoever replaced him would be very careful about who he allowed to be arrested.



CHAPTER 7
Night Crossing
 
Apo sat in the shade of the olive trees keeping watch in all directions. The farm fields seemed to go on forever in every direction—a patchwork of browns and greens that was bucolic and beautiful, and interrupted by slaughter and war. Apo wondered if the fields were so fertile from the blood and bones of his relatives a hundred years earlier, or the blood and bones of those newly slaughtered. At one point, a farmer walked in his direction and watched him for a while from a couple hundred meters away, but the truck bore the black marking of ISIS, so the farmer decided his best course of action was just to leave the stranger alone. Apo had drank the last of the bottled water and hadn’t eaten since the night before. He was tired, hungry, thirsty, and anxious to get out of the vulnerable spot he was in, but patience was required. He sat and waited.
The mortar barrage on the village was short lived, and the ISIS fighters pressed farther north to hold the line above the village. Occasional sniper fire popped in the distance, but it was otherwise fairly quiet. Once, two fighter jets at high altitude passed overhead, and everyone held their breath awaiting death to rain down on them, but they were bound for locations further west, and calm returned to Al-Yaroubieh. Both the Kurds and the Daesh fighters took occasional potshots, but neither side was making any offensive moves at the moment.
As the sun started to set, Apo grew more restless. There was one main dirt road that ran straight north from Al-Yaroubieh to the Turkish border, but that was in the middle of no-man’s-land. Apo would have to cross the dirt fields and use whatever local path he could find. He was only two and a half kilometers from the border, a short trip if he could just avoid land mines, IEDs, sniper fire, or a general assault. Most of the Syrian-Turkish border was guarded by regular Turkish Army. This particular sector was controlled by the Kurds, but since they were acting as a buffer between Daesh and Turkey, the Turkish government had decided not to make war on the Kurds for the moment. The entire area remained fluid, confusing, and violent.
Apo’s stomach grumbled. Somewhere, a few kilometers away, someone was cooking a lamb or goat. He could smell the food in the air with his empty stomach screaming for attention. He smiled and reminded himself that dead men don’t get hungry.
Apo turned the engine over in the truck, keeping the lights off, and slowly moved north. When he got close enough to the border to see tiny dots of light in the distance, he stopped the vehicle and got out. Apo stripped off his fatigue jacket and shoulder holster and removed the kaffiyeh from his head. It was getting colder, but without the jacket and kaffiyeh, he looked less like a combatant. He didn’t like being unarmed, but where he was going, he wasn’t going to be able to battle his way through the lines. He would talk his way through, or he would be killed—it was as simple as that.
When Apo was within the final kilometer, he slowed down. It was now completely dark, but it was quite possible that the Kurds had American-made night vision. He wished he did, as well. Apo walked in a crouch in the farmer’s tilled field. The farms of the Syrians and those of the Turks were separated only by a wide dirt road and barbed wire fencing. The possibility of mines and occasional patrols kept everyone on their own side, for the most part.
The furrows of the field provided cover for Apo as he crawled the final hundred yards toward the border. He was moving so slowly in the quiet night, the only noise was that of his heart pounding in his chest. When the farm field came to an abrupt end, he found himself in tall grass looking up at the road. The opposite side of the road ended at the fence, but he couldn’t see anyone. He sat and waited for several minutes, but there was no sound, no lights, no nothing.
“Fuck it,” he whispered to no one at all. Apo launched himself up out of the field and sprinted across the road to the base of the fence. He touched it gently to see if it was electrified, but there was no shock. It was an ancient barbed wire fence, and it had obviously been cut and repaired hundreds of times. Apo moved silently along the wire, doing his best in the dark to feel for an opening.
“Halt! Hands up!” commanded a voice in Kurmanji, a dialect of Kurdish spoken on both sides of the fence in this northern region. Three flashlights came on, aimed at Apo’s face. He couldn’t see much with the lights in his eyes, but he stood tall and raised his hands.
“Please do not shoot,” he said in Kurmanji. “I seek asylum in Turkey, and need to speak to local authorities.”
“You can speak to us, or you can get shot in the head,” came a terse reply.
“YPG? Syrian Free Army?” he asked.
“We are Kurdish, not Syrian,” said another voice, proudly. “The People’s Protection Unit controls this border. We kill all Daesh pigs who come here.”
“And you will receive a thousand blessings for it,” replied Apo, his hands still held high. “Please, I need to speak to local authorities. I need an officer.”
One of the men walked forward and pointed his M16 at Apo’s face. “Who do you think you are to demand anything? Get back to your side of the road.”
Apo took a deep breath and risked his life by switching to English. “I need to find American Special Forces.” The perfect English shocked the Kurd patrol. Apo switched back to Kurdish and spoke the lines he had memorized from what was commonly referred to as a “blood chit” in the service. “I am a citizen of the United States of America. Misfortune forces me to seek your assistance in obtaining food, shelter, and protection. Please take me to someone who will provide for my safety and see that I am returned to my people. My government will reward you.”
The Kurd with the rifle aimed at Apo’s face lowered his weapon suspiciously. “Who are you?”
“I’m an American here to help support the free people of Syria and your own people. I am formally requesting your assistance in finding American Special Forces.”
One of the other Kurds stepped forward, wearing proper camouflage fatigues and a beret. He was weighed down with lots of equipment. “Why do you think there are Americans here?” he asked cautiously.
“We’ve had ongoing support operations in this region for a year and a half. If you could take me to your officers, I am sure they would assist me.”
After a brief pause, the man moved the flashlight beam from Apo’s face. “Okay. You follow us. Stay close. Mines in this area.”
Apo let out a long, slow sigh of relief and began following the Kurds as they moved along the fence line to the opening that would take Apo to freedom.



PART II



CHAPTER 8
CIA Special Ops HQ
 The Gym
 
The SEALs had been working out quietly in the gym. Moose was spotting Ripper on the bench, where Ripper was pressing two hundred pounds for his third set of ten. Ray, Pete, Jon, and Ryan were shooting baskets in a two-on-two game that was as much rugby as basketball. The mood was sullen, and the gym seemed quite empty with only the six of them there. Any hope that the four SEALs on the court could sweat out their sorrow and anger was futile.
The original team had been comprised of three CIA operatives, two Marines, two Army Rangers, and seven SEALs, including their team leader, Chris Cascaes, who answered to Chris Mackey. Theresa and Julia, two CIA agents, had been added to their crew during their Amazon mission. With Mack now retired, Hodges, Woods, and Koches recovering from wounds, and Jones and the entire CIA team killed in action, they were down to the original SEAL team plus the two late additions from CIA. Neither Julia nor Theresa was in the gym at the moment.
The squeaking of sneakers on the basketball court and quiet grunts from Ripper as he finished his set were interrupted by the sound of the metal doors opening. Cascaes walked briskly through the doors and whistled at his men. He was in street clothes, something very unusual for him while “at work.” He was followed by CIA desk chief Darren Davis and his assistant, Dex Murphy. Last in the line was a short, dark Arab dressed in traditional robe and the small taqiyah skullcap of a cleric. He was a stranger to the men, and all eyes were on him as they turned their attention to the parade of heels on the wooden gym floor.
“Attention on deck!” barked Moose as he helped Ripper place the heavy weights back into the bench cradle. Ripper sat up and grabbed his towel, wiping his face and then standing up. Moose and Ripper were the two biggest men in the squad, and almost always worked together. They were best friends and had saved each other’s lives too many times to count.
The basketball game stopped instantly, and Jon placed the ball on the floor and stood back up at quasi-attention with his teammates.
“At ease,” replied Cascaes. “Huddle up.”
The six sweaty men walked over to the newcomers and stood casually, awaiting whatever was coming next. Their eyes kept darting back and forth between Cascaes and the small man with the very long brown beard and small round glasses.
“Morning, gentlemen,” said Cascaes quietly. Like his team, his mood had been dark and brooding since returning from Africa. “You all know Chief Davis and Assistant Chief Murphy. This is Apo Yessayan.”
The small man nodded, barely moving. He was maybe five foot seven, but wide at the shoulders. It was hard to assess his physique under his long robes.
“Apo will be joining you on your next mission. Apo—”
The short stranger began speaking a hundred miles an hour in Farsi. He stopped abruptly and switched to Arabic, looking from face to face to see if any of them understood anything he was saying. Seeing blank stares, he tried Pashtun, Kurmanji, and then finally French. In his five-minute monologue, none of the SEALs picked up more than a few words.
Cascaes held up a hand, and Apo stopped speaking. “Apo, these Frogmen aren’t very good with languages. You better try English.”
The man removed his small black spectacles. He then removed his head covering, which surprised the men, but not nearly as much as when he removed the long fake beard. He reached behind himself and unzipped the back of his robes, which he pulled off. Standing before them now was a short, dark man with a black goatee who looked Hispanic. He had blue jeans on under his robes, with a short-sleeve black shirt, unbuttoned enough to show a heavy silver chain with a large crucifix hanging from it. The stranger flashed a gang sign at them and began speaking quickly in Spanish.
All six of the SEALs stood in silence, their mouths all open in total awe. Slow smiles began to appear on their faces. The man was a chameleon. Apo continued in Spanish for a few more minutes and then stopped. He peeled off the goatee, which was harder to remove than the beard.
“I can also be an accountant,” he said, now sounding as if he had lived his entire life in the Bronx. “See what I’m sayin’? Not for nothin’, but if I walked into a bar and you guys were drinkin’, you wouldn’t even notice me. Am I right?”
They stood silently, mouths still agape.
Apo walked over to the blue floor mats and stood in the center of them. He looked over at Cascaes and nodded.
Cascaes looked at Moose. “You and Ripper put him down.”
Moose made a confused face. “Put him down?”
“Hard. Facedown on the mat. Now.”
“Aye, aye,” he said quietly. He looked at Ripper, his dive buddy on land or in the water, and chucked his head to follow him. The two of them walked over to the small man and stopped a little short. “Sorry, bud,” said Moose. He stepped forward with Ripper and extended his hand to take control of the man. Before his hand touched Apo’s shoulder, Apo kicked Moose in the solar plexus twice, then swept his feet before spinning back to Ripper and side-kicking his stomach. He flipped the giant man over his shoulders. Ripper landed with a loud thud on his back, with Apo kneeling next to him with his hand at his throat, ready to remove his larynx. He screamed at Ripper, something that sounded like “Keeeyyyaaaaah!” and then stood up and bowed quickly to the two stunned men. He helped Ripper quickly to his feet, and then ran over to help Moose up, who was still on his hands and knees, coughing profusely.
“I’m sorry, guys. That wasn’t nice. I’m sorry.” He pulled Moose to his feet, patted his shoulders, and fixed the bigger man’s T-shirt. “Dex made me. I’m sorry.”
Dex stepped forward and spoke with authority. “Gentlemen, meet Apo Yessayan. Or Bernard Goldberg. Or Eduardo Rodriguez, or whoever the hell he happens to be at the moment. Apo, the floor is yours.”
“Gentlemen. Again, I apologize for the harsh introduction. Dex and I spoke at great length, and he really wanted to drive home the point that appearances can be deceiving. You’re all a bunch of navy studs and look like you could play professional baseball, football, or fight in a steel cage. Me, on the other hand, not so much. James Bond convinced the world that secret agents are handsome and tall and suave and get all the chicks. While I do get all the chicks, I’m actually much more likely not to get noticed than Sean Connery or Daniel Craig, and therefore less likely to be captured and tortured to death.”
Apo paced back and forth a bit in front of the six men, lost in thought for a moment. He turned around and gave a fake smile to Dex and Darren. “Gentlemen, may I have the room?”
The SEALs were shocked. You didn’t just throw the boss out of the room. Dex and Darren both smiled and left in silence. Cascaes folded his arms and cocked his head as he watched the small man suddenly look larger as he took control of the entire gym.
When the door closed behind the two CIA officers, Apo walked over to the gym equipment. He motioned the men to follow him, which they did. They entered the area that had benches and chairs, and Apo took a seat on a weight bench and told the others to get comfortable. They all sat down, now quite close together.
“Gentlemen, with all due respect to our bosses, we have to chat candidly. While they probably agree with everything I’m going to say, they can’t verbalize it. No sense putting them on the hot seat.” He clapped his hands with one loud smack, then rubbed them together, very dramatically.
Leaning forward, with his hands now on his knees, he looked even shorter. Before he could speak, Moose interrupted. “I got beat up by Danny DeVito.”
Apo smiled and replied, “Don’t feel bad. I have black belts in three different art forms. When you’re five feet tall in high school, you either have to take a lot of shit or be prepared to defend yourself against larger opponents on a daily basis. I don’t take shit. Ever.”
He sat up straighter. “Now. What I’m about to talk about is, as usual, top secret. It’s also probably insubordinate. Here’s the deal—you and I have spent time in the field. We gather intelligence, we put our asses on the line, and we give vital information to our superiors to pass up the chain of command so ultimately, the president can make policy or take action based on the best information at hand. I have watched the current commander in chief ignore vital intelligence for seven years. Anything we give him that doesn’t fit his narrative gets ignored.
“Trust me, I understand my role in all this. I don’t get to make policy and decisions, and I don’t have to answer to the American public—but when we lose good friends in the field to gather intelligence, and then that information is ignored, I start to feel frustrated and angry, and that isn’t how it’s supposed to work.”
Cascaes leaned back in his chair, uncomfortable with Apo’s seemingly political speech. He remained silent, but wary.
“I spent almost two years in and out of Iran, Iraq, and Syria. These weren’t two comfortable years. I almost got killed a dozen times, and several good friends didn’t come home. I wrote extensive reports regarding Iran’s nuclear program and warned against signing any type of deal with those lying sacks of shit. So what do they do? They sign a deal that frees up tens of billions of dollars to a regime that we all know sells IEDs, weapons, and training to any terrorist outfit on the planet. With the war going on in Syria, Russia and Iran have plenty of new customers for their weapons and ammo. Russia and Syria are happy to sell to anyone who opposes the rebels we support, even if it means supplying to Daesh, who, in turn, shoots down a Russian plane.”
The members of the team listened in silence. They didn’t even know this guy, and here he was spouting off against the commander in chief. They agreed with everything he said, but still, it made them uncomfortable. It was way above their pay grade.
Apo stood up and began pacing as he spoke. He was getting himself wound up. “It used to be that ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ Forget that now. The enemy of your enemy is your enemy over there. There are no ‘good guys’ other than us. Every cut-throat in the Middle East is converging on the caliphate to try and grab land and power. And Russia views Iran and Syria as strategically vital for their own security and access to warm-water ports. Turkey, who has been a major obstacle in facing down Daesh because they keep buying their damn oil and funding their army, is needed to counterbalance Russian presence in the area. So we’re stuck with an ally who is funding our enemy in Syria. It’s interesting to note that Daesh also sells oil to the Free Syrian Army, their enemy. Can you imagine that back in Desert Storm? You’re fighting in Iraq, and you buy the fuel for your tanks from the Iraqis? True story. But I digress.”
He stopped and scanned the room of empty stares. “Just stay with me—my rambling has a point. I’m not sure how much of the Middle East current events you guys have been getting wherever the hell you just got back from. Where was I? Oh yeah. So Turkey, our ally, is supplying cash to Daesh. I assume you guys know that Daesh is what we call ISIS or ISIL over there, right? Those fuckers hate that name, so it’s the only one we use. Right. Good. So Turkey gives cash for oil to these guys, who then buy weapons from Iran and Russia. We know where these giant oil convoys are, but our president won’t dare bomb them because it’ll piss off the Turks, and we need our air base there. So while Turkey, Daesh, Iran, and Russia are all making millions, we’re dropping millions of dollars worth of taxpayer dollars on mud huts and stone houses, but ignoring the oil fields. We’re getting poorer, they’re getting richer, and Daesh grows stronger every day.”
“So far, this has been an extremely rosy picture, thanks,” said Cascaes.
“Wait, I’m winding up to the big, happy ending,” replied Apo. “So Daesh is grabbing up land and trying to act like a legitimate country. Syria and Iraq have both proven that the only thing worse than tyranny is anarchy. The locals would rather follow Sharia law and pay taxes to sociopathic lunatics than have no law at all. Daesh is getting much more organized over there. They even started their own version of schools. Now little Mohammed can learn to fieldstrip an AK-47 at the same time he learns his Koran and why he should hate Jews and Americans.
“You know Daesh doesn’t mind killing anyone that doesn’t go along with their version of the new world order. They’re happy to kill Syrians, Russians, Americans, Iraqis—they’re equal opportunity murderers. But they finally made a mistake. They pissed off the wrong people.”
A few members of the team exchanged glances as they started guessing silently who might have been brought into the fray.
“Turns out, the Mexican drug cartels have had their drug imports interrupted because of the civil war in Syria, and it’s because Daesh controls everything that moves in and out of that region. Who knew? Heroin imports from Afghanistan and Syria into Mexico pretty much came to a standstill. Now, Daesh can thumb their nose at the president of the United States and Russia all day long, but messing with Las Zetas or the Sinaloa drug cartels—tsk, tsk. That’ll get you killed.”
Apo smiled and slowed his pacing.
“You know how fucked up that is? I’m in eastern Syria, so deep undercover I don’t even know my real name anymore, and I start hearing Spanish. These guys don’t think I can understand them, so they’re just chatting away, and I’m thinking, ‘Holy shit, these guys are fucking gangbangers in the middle of World War III.’ I spent a lot of time with a small group of very dangerous men who were constantly trying to work their way up the chain of command to see who was who in the Daesh table of organization. When I tell you that I witnessed a meeting between Daesh and Las Zetas, my head just about exploded. The Zetas don’t exactly hang out with jihadists. At least, they didn’t before.”
Chris sat back and folded his arms. “Interesting world we live in. Wasn’t too long ago we worked on a case with jihadists in the tri-border region in South America. Welcome to globalization, brother.”
“No shit, huh?” said Apo. He began pacing back and forth again like a guy who had downed a dozen cups of coffee before a meeting. “I’ve been in and out of the Middle East more times than I can remember. Never in my wildest dreams did I think a Middle East gig would land me in Mexico. Quite frankly, I’m not sure which is more dangerous. I’m not talking sitting on a Cancun beach drinking a Corona—I’m talking real Mexico. Any of you ever do an assignment there?”
No one responded; they just exchanged a few glances. Cascaes spoke up. “Apo, my team has had limited experience in espionage. We used to just go kill bad guys like regular Frogmen. It’s gotten more complicated the last year and half. But no, we’ve never worked in Mexico.”
“Well, Mexico isn’t all beaches and waterskiing, gentlemen. It’s a failed state. All this talk about border security being national security isn’t bullshit. The damn politicians in Washington are too worried about Latino votes to get serious about the southern border—but mark my words, trouble’s coming, and there’s not so much as a speed bump on the way here from Mexico.
“A few years back, Mexican president Felipe Calderón started a real war on drugs. Not like the one we say we’re doing here. I mean a real war on drugs. At the end of 2006, the Mexican government started Operation Michoacán. They used over four thousand Mexican army and navy personnel and went to war. Killed a lot of dirtbags and rounded up and arrested a bunch more, including about thirty government officials all on the take. Since then, the war on drugs has killed over a hundred thousand people in Mexico. A hundred thousand. But every time the Mexican government takes down a cartel kingpin, another one pops up. They got a real problem. Cartel Whack-A-Mole.”
“What’s this got to do with us?” asked Moose, not used to speeches from strangers.
“I’m getting to it. Back in Syria, that Las Zetas gangbanger was working a deal. I’m not exactly sure what was going on. There was something in the back of a truck that Daesh was transporting for these guys.”
“Drugs?” asked Moose.
“No. If it was just drugs, they wouldn’t have been acting the way they were. The Daesh fighters are fanatic sociopaths, but they don’t take drugs or drink alcohol. Drugs have no value to them other than to generate cash for weapons and, more importantly right now, ammunition. When they haul drugs around, they don’t treat it like something special—it’s just bags of stuff they throw in the back of a truck. And it’s not like they ever worry about anyone stealing it. Everyone’s terrified of them. But like I said before, the cartels didn’t like their drug supply interrupted, which means they worked a deal.”
“But you don’t know what that deal is?” asked Ripper, his veins bulging out of his arms after power-lifting all morning.
“Right. I don’t. I failed that part of the mission. Quite frankly, if it wasn’t for a lucky sandstorm, I’m not sure I’d be here right now.”
“You did say you had a point. So where’s this all going?” asked Moose quietly.
“It’s going to Mexico. And it’s going to be complicated . . .”



CHAPTER 9
Baghdad, Iran
 Ministry of Intelligence
 
Director of Intelligence Ali Ahmadi was chain smoking as he listened to the briefing from his assistant director of foreign operations. That man, Vahid Turani, would mean the difference between Ali gaining in power and respect or being thrown out of his command position.
“The package arrived in Ras al-Bassit before dawn. It was transported by boat to a larger ship near Cyprus later this morning, and will change ships again when it reaches Morocco. That ship should arrive in Tabasco, Mexico, in eight days. Our new friends in Tabasco have guaranteed the container’s delivery across Mexico, where it will be put aboard another ship on the Pacific side bound for Los Angeles.”
Director Ahmadi lit a new cigarette off the old one. “I still can’t believe this was the most effective route and mode of transport.”
“It isn’t, merely the safest. The container will be untraceable, and the markings on the interior of the container are ISIS propaganda. If the Americans were to find it, they’d blame either the cartels or ISIS.”
“They will blame us. No one else other than the Russians or Chinese would have the technology for such a device.”
“They can blame us all they want. They will have zero proof. The cartels have access to billions. They could buy such a device . . .”
“Neither the Chinese nor the Russians would sell such a weapon to drug cartels. The Americans will blame us.”
“The Americans will be devastated, Director. With their economy collapsing around them, they can yell and scream at the UN all they want. They will have no proof. Every component of that device has been sanitized. There’s no way they could know where any piece of that weapon was manufactured.”
The director let out a long stream of blue smoke and leaned back in his chair. A smile slowly crossed his face and his mood lightened. “It is a wonder, isn’t it? Who would have thought we could have ever developed such a device.”
Vahid cleared his throat, quietly reminding the director that it was the Russians who sold them the technology for two billion euros.
Ali snapped at him. “Yes, yes, the Russians were helpful, but our scientists took it to a whole new level. The Americans will blame us, the Russians, the Chinese, the cartels—even the North Koreans! So what? In the end, they will be crushed, and with the money freed up from the treaty, we will emerge as the new superpower. Five years! That’s all we need. Five years and we will destroy Israel, take parts of Syria and Iraq, and then focus on the House of Saud. In twenty years, the map of the world will be a different picture.”
Vahid nodded. “Yes, and when oil prices go up again, there’s even more money to be made.”
“Don’t miss the bigger picture, Vahid. With lower oil prices, the Americans will suffer the most. Their people smile because gas is cheap for their cars, but their retirement portfolios collapse because big oil companies lose profit. And their entire fracking industry goes out of business if prices stay low. Their stock market loses money. Their entire economy is a house of cards. With the detonation of our weapon, their entire economy will collapse!” He smacked his hands down on the table so hard it made Vahid jump.
“Yes, sir.”
“What about the teams that transported the weapon?” asked the director.
“We leaked their location to Assad forces. They were rounded up and executed after the shipment left. All loose ends have been taken care of. The only people who know about the container are in this building, or with the cargo to detonate it.”
“Excellent. When the shipment arrives, I want to be notified at once.”
Vahid left the office feeling his stomach in knots. This was, without question, the riskiest operation in modern Iranian history. If it was successful, he would be a hero. If it was a failure, it might just get him hanged.



CHAPTER 10
CIA Special Ops HQ
 The Gym
 
Apo had been on a roll, talking for over ten minutes straight, but there was still so much more to discuss.
“It’s the tip of the iceberg, gentlemen.” He stood up. “You’re SEALs. I’m sure you’ve been in situations where you’re outnumbered and outgunned, am I right?”
They exchanged glances and smirks. “A time or two,” responded Cascaes sarcastically.
“Well, you have an advantage that doesn’t exist in Mexico. The bonds between all of you mean that you’re more than the sum of your parts. The trust—the brotherhood—the esprit de corps—this doesn’t exist in Mexico. Because of your loyalty to each other, you become something bigger and fiercer than most people will ever understand. It’s almost the exact opposite in Mexico. No one can trust anyone. Ever. It’s a huge problem. Half the government and police are on the take.
“The very first drug cartel started with a Mexican Federal Police agent named Miguel Gallardo. He’s supposed to be a lawman, right? Instead, he’s running all the coke and grass in and out of Mexico. And we, the CIA, knew about it and didn’t care because he was helping us with the Contras in Nicaragua. I’m not here to give you a history lesson; I just want you to understand, everywhere you look in Mexico, you find corruption. And, when someone is occasionally brave enough to stand up to the cartels, you usually find his head in a bag along with his family and friends.”
“Sounds to me like the Mexicans don’t have the exclusive on corruption,” said Ryan O’Conner quietly, referring to the Iran-Contra scandal that Apo had glided over.
“CIA’s motives were strategic. Amoral just the same, but it wasn’t for personal profit. In the end, they arrested Gallardo for killing a couple of US agents. My point is, just as your trust for each other makes your team stronger, the total lack of trust in Mexico makes their ability to combat the cartels impossible. At every level of government, someone is on the take. It makes for a very bad environment to run operations.”
“Do you ever have any good news?” asked Ripper.
“Afraid not,” said Apo with a shrug.
Moose looked at Cascaes. “So you’re telling us we’re going to Mexico?”
“It would appear to be the location of the next mission.” Chris hesitated, and then painfully said, “But I’m not going with you.”
That brought a lot of scowling, confused faces.
Chris took a deep breath. “Gentlemen, I apologize to each and every one of you, but I’m retiring.”
They stared in disbelief.
“Julia is also retiring.”
The faces of his men softened. Jon finally broke the awkward silence. “Oh man, Skipper’s in love . . .”
The SEALs laughed out loud. “That it, Skipper?” asked Moose.
Chris’s face turned bright red. He shrugged. “Guilty as charged. I’m sorry, guys. I stay single any longer, McCoy’s going to start looking good. It’s time I bailed out. It wasn’t an easy decision, trust me.”
“Yeah, choosing between McCoy and Julia must have been rough,” answered Ripper with a big smile. He stood up and walked over to Cascaes, extending his hand. “Congratulations, Skipper.”
The rest of the team stood up and surrounded Chris, showering him with smacks and handshakes and bro hugs. Chris wiped his eyes quickly before anyone could see. He cleared his throat. “Apo is going to be running this operation. I wanted to be here for the change in command. With Mack and me gone, Moose and Ripper are team leaders. I spoke to Dex. You two will be getting promoted. Congratulations, Senior Chiefs. The rest of you, try and stay out of the brig, please. Gentlemen, I’m taking my leave. You all have my cell phone and e-mail, I expect you to stay in touch. That’s an order. I’m buying beers when you get back. Alpha Mike Foxtrot.”
Cascaes turned and walked out of the gym, lest his men see his eyes watering again.
Apo waited a few minutes out of respect, and then asked everyone to be seated. When they had returned their attention to him, he spoke softly. “Tomorrow at 0900, we’ll meet and discuss the operation in detail. I know you and the skipper are tight. I respect that, and I know I’m not him. I’m going to leave you all to discuss the new situation amongst yourselves. You can talk to me or Dex tomorrow if this is a problem. The mission will be dangerous, as they always are. And we will need to trust and rely on each other. You’re either one hundred percent in with me, or you’re out. Simple as that. And I’ll understand either way. See you tomorrow at nine, or I won’t.”
Apo stood and walked out, leaving the remaining six SEALs feeling very small in the large gym.



CHAPTER 11
Tabasco, Mexico
 Puerto Ceiba
 
The new police chief had closed the road that led to the dock. He personally watched the unloading of the marijuana into the convoy of trucks to make sure no one would interfere. His officers were spread out along the route to make sure cars and pedestrians were kept out of sight. The unloading of the ship took over an hour, even with six men working continuously. The ship, an eighty-foot commercial fishing vessel, had been filled with eleven tons of pot grown in Panama and shipped to El Gato.
El Gato’s lieutenant on the scene, Felix Espinosa, watched the unloading while leaning against his black SUV. “Such a pain in the ass. Heroin is so much easier,” he complained.
“Twice the work for half the money,” grumbled Marco. “We should make the pigs unload it for us.”
Felix laughed, and watched the sheriff. “They have been very cooperative lately, huh?”
Marco smiled, showing his gold tooth. “Funny how that works.”
“It annoys me to have to give him anything,” said Felix.
“So don’t! We’ll split it.”
Felix shot him a nasty look. “El Gato says we give it to him, we give it to him.”
Marco’s face fell. “Hey, man, I was just kidding. You know I wouldn’t take El Gato’s money. Just a joke.”
Felix walked down the road to the new chief of police and handed him an envelope. “El Gato thanks you for your cooperation.”
The chief looked scared. “I can’t accept this. I’m just happy to help Señor Gato.”
“Keep it. You don’t want to offend him.”
The chief bowed ever so slightly. “Thank you very much.”
Felix patted him on the shoulder. “Always better to cooperate, right?”
“Yes, sir. Of course.”
Felix watched his men close the back of the tractor-trailer and get into the truck. The chief hustled off to his car to give the truck an escort to the warehouse where the shipment would be stored until being sent to its final destination.
Felix and Marco hopped into their SUV and drove back to El Gato’s mansion. It was payday for them, too.



CHAPTER 12
CIA HQ
 
Moose and Ripper sat on the grass under a tree and caught their breath. They had just finished a three-mile run, during which Moose confided to Ripper that Theresa had ended their brief romance. They had arrived early for the meeting with Apo and the team.
“So that’s it? She’s gone?”
“Yeah. Africa freaked her out a little, I think. She said she wanted to work at a hospital or something. Just wants to help people now—not kill them.”
“What about you?” asked Ripper.
“I’m good at killing people.” He shrugged.
Ripper gave him a fist bump. “That you are, Frogman.” He leaned his head back against the tree. “Man, sometimes I think, by the time we’re old enough to enjoy retirement, we’ll be way too fucked up to enjoy retirement.”
“Damaged goods,” replied Ripper, making a face.
During the R&R, after Theresa gave him the ax, Moose used some of his time to visit his family. One of his sisters had just had her second baby boy, who Moose held for the first time on his visit.
“I saw Maggy and Pat last week when I was back in Jersey. Her little guy’s name is Alfonzo. Little Moose.”
Ripper smiled. “That’s cool!” He gave Moose a fist bump. “All right, man! Way cool. He going to be a Frogman like Uncle Moose?”
“No fucking way. Don’t get me wrong, I love what we do. Couldn’t see myself doing anything else, ever. But shit, man—let the little dude grow up and be a doctor or something. Have a wife and ten kids and be normal.”
“Yeah, we sure ain’t normal,” said Ripper. “I’m not sure our particular job skills have set us up for a life after the navy, either.”
“Sure they have—right here with the CIA,” joked Moose.
“True. There’s that. We can hang out with Apo. What do you think of the little dude?”
“The little dude that kicked our ass?”
Ripper smiled. “Yeah, that little Danny DeVito–lookin’ motherfucker.”
“It’s going to be weird going in without Mack and the chief, that’s for sure. But he seems legit. He says exactly what he’s thinking.”
Ripper nodded. “True. I’m not used to the brass being so chatty. Kind of refreshing to have someone tell it like it is.”
“You talk to the other guys yet?”
“No. I was giving everyone time to come to their own conclusions.”
Moose smiled and smacked Ripper’s leg. “Look who it is!” He hopped to his feet.
Ripper saw Eric Hodges walking in their direction. He was their Marine Recon sniper and had been on medical leave since their last mission in Africa. A lanky Oklahoma boy, Eric could shoot the wings off a gnat. Hodges smiled and waved as he walked over. Ripper and Moose both walked over to give him hugs and welcome him back.
“How you doing, E?”
“Doc cleared me. I’m good to go.” His face darkened slightly. “I spoke to the skipper yesterday and he told me he was out. He also said y’all were getting a new assignment. Said we got a new team leader named Alpo?”
Moose belly laughed. “That’s dog food, you jarhead. His name is Apo. A little dude who’s a badass and speaks like a hundred different languages.”
Ripper smiled. “He’s what James Bond would be if he was played by Danny DeVito.”
“What’s with you and Danny DeVito?” asked Moose.
“I just can’t get over how he kicked our ass, man. Little fucker.”
Eric’s face showed his surprise. “He really kick your ass?” Moose and Ripper were both ridiculously strong, and Eric couldn’t imagine anyone ever getting the best of them.
“In all fairness, it was a setup. We weren’t ready,” said Ripper.
“Pussy,” said Eric quietly.
Moose laughed. “Just wait. I’ll make sure you get a turn.”
The three of them starting walking back to the main building where they’d be meeting Apo and the team.
“So really—how ya doing?” asked Moose quietly as they walked.
Eric knew exactly what he was referring to. Eric’s best friend on the team had been Earl Jones, the other Marine. Eric had carried him out of the last firefight on his back before an RPG round took out a brick wall and downed both of them. Eric had made it out of the fight. Jones hadn’t.
Eric let out a long sigh. “I’m all right. Sucks, ya know?”
“It was a clusterfuck, E. Africa cut us in half. I’m glad you’re back, though.”
“Thanks, Moose. It’s good to see you guys.”



CHAPTER 13
Moroccan Freighter Hassani
 
The four men that accompanied the container aboard the Hassani had eaten dinner and settled down near the container to relax. At least two of them stayed with their precious cargo twenty-four hours a day. The sea had been gentle so far, and the voyage hadn’t been nearly as terrifying as they expected. None of the foursome had ever been aboard a ship before.
The ship’s captain had been well paid to transport the mystery container, and didn’t ask or care what was inside. It wasn’t his first time smuggling drugs or stolen merchandise across the Atlantic, and his crew had been told to leave the men and container alone. Other than when being fed in the ship’s galley, the men had very little contact with the crew, who were a rough-looking bunch.
Hamid was the leader of the group, and had been given the instructions on how to complete the mission. The others had been kept in the dark until this moment. Now, being at sea without communication to the outside world, it was safe to entrust the others with the details of their mission.
“My brothers, I know you have been wondering about the contents of the container and our mission. We have been chosen, God willing, to attack the Great Satan with a weapon so powerful it will destroy them.”
“A nuclear weapon?” asked Mohammed. He had been picturing mushroom clouds since the day he was selected for the operation. His family had been killed by bombs dropped from what he assumed were American planes, and his hatred of the West permeated his soul. The fact that it had been Russian jets was irrelevant.
“No. It’s something very new called an electromagnetic pulse bomb. The Americans are powerful because of their computers and weapons. But when this bomb is set off, it will destroy much of their electric grid. The weapon is so potent, it will destroy everything that uses electricity. Every phone, television, and computer will stop working forever. Every plane will fall out of the sky. They will have no lights, no way to get water, their food will spoil, and they will starve and riot and kill each other like animals. They will know true suffering, and their empire will collapse. American arrogance is about to end.”
“How does it work? Will it make a huge explosion?” asked Mustafa.
“No, Mustafa. There is no explosion. We will not be martyred when we use the weapon. The target is Los Angeles. We get close and then turn it on. We will watch their city go dark forever.”
The men were surprised. They had all accepted the fact that they were to be martyrs. “What will happen to us after we detonate the bomb?”
“After we set off the device, we will escape to Mexico and then go home as heroes. The caliphate will grow and the Americans will finally be gone from our lands. They will never recover from the destruction of their electrical system. They are dependent on it for everything! They will be destroyed!”
The men looked at each with huge smiles on their faces. “We will go home heroes!” exclaimed Mohammed.
Marwan silently thanked God that he wouldn’t be blown up in a suicide mission, which is what he had assumed for himself, like the others. Although he had boasted and acted fierce while in Syria, he was nothing less than terrified of being captured by the Americans. Knowing what he had done to his own prisoners, he imagined being captured at the hands of the Great Satan would be no better.



CHAPTER 14
CIA Training Facility
 
The team ran the confidence course together for the first time since returning from Africa. It wasn’t their best time by any means, but they could still haul ass. Eric Hodges was the slowest of the team, having missed almost a month of physical activity as he recovered from multiple injuries. No one said a word; they simply slowed down enough to keep the team together in a small column of twos at all times. It was good to have the family back together again.
When they finished the course, they hydrated and sat in the grass, cooling down in the morning sun. It was May, and the weather in Virginia was just about perfect.
“Sorry I held y’all up this morning. I’m working on it,” said Eric quietly in his thick drawl.
“It’s good to have you back, E. Two weeks from now you’ll be one hundred percent. You been out to the range since you’ve been back?” asked Moose. Eric was constantly shooting to keep his skills honed.
“Hell, yes. Nothing changed there,” he replied.
“I’d rather have you shooting than running, anyway,” interjected Ripper.
“Seemed weird this morning, huh?” said Jon. They’d all been thinking it, but no one had wanted to talk about it.
Eric’s eyes filled up a little and he looked down at the grass.
Ryan O’Conner, Ray Jensen, and Pete McCoy exchanged silent glances. The team had been such a tight-knit group, and the holes left by their brothers were gigantic.
“Anyway, how’s Lance and Jake doing? Anyone talk to them this week?” asked Jon, trying to change the subject he had brought up.
Moose cleared his throat. “They’re both home visiting family. Neither of them will make this mission. Short squad this trip. Just us seven and Apo.”
Jon nodded. “Glad they got a chance to get home for a while.”
Moose looked at the face of each of the men. “Listen up. All of you. Africa was tough. Everyone’s hurting. If any of you think you need some more time before we gear up again, I want you to come see me, understand? No one is going to think less of you if you’re burnt out. But if you come on this mission, you need to be one hundred percent, understood? You’re either good to go, or you stay home, capisce?”
The men nodded silently.
“Bullshit. We good to go?”
They all sounded off with more confidence. “Good to go!”
“Apo knows his shit. Ripper and I talked about it. We like him and we have confidence in him. Any questions or comments come up, you bring it to us, understood? We have a briefing in forty minutes. Shower up and change, and we meet in 214. Get a move on.”
The team reassembled in the large meeting room after their showers. After a few minutes, Apo entered the room wearing a business suit and black glasses. He looked like an accountant or lawyer or something—certainly not like the Arab cleric or the Mexican gangbanger he had shown them the first time they met. The men actually laughed when he walked in.
Ripper couldn’t contain himself. “So Apo—which one is actually you? Is this the real you, or are you going to come back wearing a dress later on?”
“Around you animals? No way. And the real me? I don’t have an answer for you, I’m afraid. It changes daily. Sometimes I wear disguises in my own building to get in and out just to see if I can do it. If I were four inches taller it would be easier. My apartment building just thinks there’s a lot of short guys living there.”
The guys laughed again.
“Looks like you all actually showed up. Thank you for that. And Mr. Hodges, welcome back. I’ve watched you shoot. Quite a talent you have.”
“When did you watch me shoot?” he asked quizzically.
Apo smiled. “Like I said, I like to sneak around just for practice. It’s a skill, just like shooting and languages.”
Apo faced the rest of the group. “Today begins your mission briefing. We’re still gathering intelligence out in the field and working our foreign assets. The container is out there somewhere, and we have no idea what’s in it or where it’s headed. In the meantime, we’re heading to Mexico. Maybe we get lucky and get some good information on the container and track it down to Las Zetas, or maybe we just get to fuck up the biggest drug cartel in Mexico. Either way, we’re going to war, gentlemen.”
Moose’s thoughts flashed to Theresa, and he was happy she had dumped him and moved on to her medical career. Another war zone wasn’t what he wished for her, no matter how much he liked her.
Apo walked to a laptop and began typing. On a large screen behind him, a very ugly Hispanic face appeared. “This beauty is Riccardo Moreno. No one calls him that. He is simply El Gato. The Sinaloas had El Chapo, Las Zetas have El Gato.”
“El Gato, like ‘cat’?” asked Jon.
“Bingo. The man has nine lives. After the third attempt on his life, which left a whole lot of dead bodies except his, he earned the nickname. He’s now the most powerful man in Mexico. There’s not a government official in the entire country that doesn’t worry about being contacted by El Gato and asked for a favor. No one says no to this man. If you do, they find your head in a duffle bag along with the heads of most of your family and friends. You’ve all been in war zones, and you’ve seen some brutal shit. These guys are right up there with the nastiest of them.”
Apo hit the keyboard and changed slides. The scene was hideous. Twenty or so dismembered torsos were shown on the ground. All of the bodies were without heads, arms, or legs. “People, this isn’t even classified. You can Google this shit all day long. These guys do not mess around. When they want to send a message, intimidate the local population, or punish law enforcement, they do so in a loud and dramatic fashion. I can only pray that these folks were dead before they started hacking them to pieces, but based on my experience with these animals, I’m guessing they were very much alive at the beginning. You’re a local cop making twenty bucks a month. Even if you hate drugs and the cartels, are you going to go against this kind of shit? Like I was telling you before, the Mexican authorities lack the trust in each other to face these guys. Except for the occasional major invasion by Mexican troops, there’s no way to touch Las Zetas. And half the time when the troops are being sent in, El Gato gets tipped off before they arrive, anyway.”
Apo changed slides to a beautiful mansion on a hilltop overlooking lush green forest with the ocean far in the distance. “This is El Gato’s humble abode. Maybe fifteen thousand square feet of marble and imported furniture. A few swimming pools and waterfalls, and hot and cold running chiquitas.”
“Nice place,” said McCoy.
Apo pointed at McCoy and smiled. “Glad you like it, because you get to go visit. I left out the part about the K9 units, guards with machine guns, security cameras, fences with concertina wire, and maybe a few land mines here or there.”
Apo popped up the picture of El Gato again. “The president of Mexico has authorized us to kill or capture El Gato and extradite him to the United States. Only the very highest of the Mexican authorities will know we are there. Quite frankly, the Mexican president doesn’t trust his people any more than we do. The good news is, we won’t have double-crossing federales to deal with on our team. The bad news is we’ll have zero support locally until the last minute when their president sends in Mexican Marines to help us out, once we’re in position.
“Because of the sensitive nature of working in Mexico with folks we don’t know very well, there will not be any direct coordination on the ground.”
That got a few strange looks from the men.
“I know. It’s a crazy way to run an op. But we’ll coordinate through Langley, and Dex will communicate directly with their people on the ground at the appropriate time. President Pena Nieto is new. He’s trying to attack the corruption problem, but he’s learning early on that it’s extremely difficult. He trusts General Hernando Ortega, who trained here in the US several times, to run the mission on their side. General Ortega’s best man, Colonel Rafael Lozano, is personally running the assault from their end.”
“How do we get in and out?” asked Moose.
“We means two different things. I’ll be flying in alone as a United States citizen. Check this out,” he said with a smile as he pressed a button on the laptop.
On the screen, an FBI Most Wanted page popped up. There was Apo’s face, with a $50,000 bounty. It said he was wanted for drug trafficking and unlawful flight to avoid persecution.
“Holy shit,” blurted out Jon Cohen. The usually quiet SEAL turned red after he said it.
“Looks good, right?” said Apo proudly. “I got me some street cred,” he said with a Cuban accent. His name on the wanted poster was Alex Ferdinando. He then went on for thirty seconds in rapid-fire Spanish. The chameleon was back in the room.
He stopped abruptly and returned to his perfect English, making everyone laugh.
“Yes, so anyway, I will be landing by private plane out of Florida and meeting with one of El Gato’s captains. I’m going to try and convince him to do some business with my people in Florida—big business. Heroin. I’ll be flying down with two million in cash, compliments of the CIA.”
“Or maybe just flying to a villa to live for ten years?” asked Ryan with a grin. O’Conner was usually serious, so everyone grinned at his slight joke. He wasn’t much of a joker, and typically served as the team’s medic and clergy.
“Not a bad idea, but I’d need more money. I like to live large,” replied Apo. “So anyway, while Alex Ferdinando is arriving in great comfort and luxury . . .”
“Here it comes,” whispered Ripper.
“Exactly!” replied Apo. “You will be deploying out of a submarine at night to hit the beach near El Gato’s fortress mansion on the hilltop. From there, you will hump full combat packs into the jungle, where you will set up camp, undetected, until we’re ready to move. You’ll need food and water for a week, as well as your choice of weapons and breaching explosives. There’s no way to get you into Mexico with your combat equipment and not have El Gato find out unless it’s totally covert. You’ll have control communications here with Dex Murphy. He’ll be coordinating with the Mexican Marines as well as keeping tabs on me, hopefully. If they smell a rat, you’ll be looking at pictures of me on Google next.”
Moose made a face. “So why go in that way? They may kill you for a hundred reasons, including their own entertainment. Why not just come with us?”
“While I appreciate your concern, it’s what I do. You’re good at combat, I’m good at spying and bullshitting. I was tops in my bullshitting class at Fictional University, and it had excellent students. Part of the deal with Mexico was grabbing El Gato. We need him alive if at all possible. If we just assault the house, we’ll never get him. Just like El Chapo had a mile-long tunnel out of jail, you can be sure that El Gato has tunnels, helicopters, and maybe a spaceship to avoid capture. I need to get in close before you hit the house. It won’t be any worse than half the shit I’ve done.”
Apo’s tone became more serious. “Besides, capturing El Gato is only half the mission. We’re not going to Mexico just to be part of their war on drugs. We need to find that package. I have more intel on that, and it isn’t good news.”
Apo changed the slide on the screen. A large object appeared, but no one knew what they were looking at. It was the size of large, rectangular truck engine, with coils of thick metal wire wrapped around it, like wire around a pencil.
Jon took a guess. “Transformer?”
“You’re close. Anyone else?”
They all studied it in silence. It looked like it was part electronic, part computer, and part engine.
“This is an electromagnetic pulse weapon, or EMP. This one here is ours. It’s called CHAMP. Stands for Counter-electronics High Power Microwave Advanced Missile Project. We’ve been working on it for years, just like the Russians, Israelis, and Chinese. The air force admitted to having one in May last year. Basically, you can destroy your enemy’s electronic equipment instantaneously without any collateral damage. The way the air force intends to use it is against military targets—planes, communications, radar installations, you name it. But if used against a city, it would cause massive power failures on the grid and destroy everything from phones to computers. Basically, it would move a civilization back a couple hundred years.”
“Unless you’re Amish,” said Ray Jensen quietly. He had grown up in rural Pennsylvania not far from “Amish Country” in Lancaster. “They probably wouldn’t even notice.”
Apo chuckled. “Excellent point. We should bring them in on this for post-electro-apocalypse lessons. So anyway, we received a tip from the Mossad. One of their agents in Iran says the Iranians shipped one of these to Syria for an attack on the US. It obviously coincides with my firsthand observation while in Syria. Now, the president doesn’t want anything to derail his new treaty with Iran, and he says Israel is fabricating the story because they have their own reasons for wrecking the treaty. I have been adamant in my recommendation to listen to the Israeli intelligence, based on my own experiences in Syria, and have been told to stand down. The president heard my report and chose to ignore it.”
“Doesn’t that give you a warm fuzzy?” asked Ripper sarcastically.
Apo paused for a long exhale. “Look guys—I know we don’t do politics, and this is above our pay grade, but I had friends die to gather what I consider to be important intelligence. This isn’t the first time my facts have been ignored. I know I don’t get to see the big picture, whatever that may be, but when I know that vital intelligence is being ignored because it doesn’t fit some bullshit narrative, I get a little pissed, yeah.”
“You are so politically incorrect I think I really like you,” said Pete McCoy. “No disrespect to Mack or Cascaes, but we never had these kinds of conversations before you showed up.”
Moose stood up, looking angry. “Because these kinds of conversations aren’t good to have. Apo, I understand your aggravation—I really do. But bashing the commander in chief runs counter to how we operate. SEALs follow the chain of command to our death, period. This is counterproductive, dangerous, and smells like insubordination.” He looked at his men, one at a time. “I hear any of you bad-mouthing anyone, you answer to me, capisce?”
Apo’s face turned red. “Moose, I apologize if it seemed like insubordination. I have my people to answer to, just like you. The difference is, my people work alone out there without a net. And when we risk our lives to gather intel, and it’s ignored, it gets personal. I’ll try and keep my comments more objective, but remember who really has your six when the shit hits the fan.”
“Every man here has my six,” said Moose, stone faced.
“Including me. Moving on . . .” replied Apo coldly.



CHAPTER 15
El Gato’s Estate
 
Felix and Marco drove back to El Gato’s compound. At the front entrance, the bodyguards pressed the electronic wrought-iron gates, which rolled open to allow their black SUV to proceed on to the manicured grounds. The long cobblestone driveway led through English-style gardens, with manicured hedges and rose gardens. For a murdering sociopath, El Gato had excellent taste.
The SUV stopped at the tremendous oak and stained-glass front doors. There, another bodyguard stood with his Uzi. He nodded at Felix and Marco, who he recognized immediately from their almost daily visits.
The two men walked inside and followed the white marble center hallway to the rear of the house. The back of the house was all glass, with a breathtaking view of the countryside behind them. At twelve hundred feet, the hilltop mansion overlooked the flat jungle all the way to the ocean, miles in the distance. The shantytowns below weren’t visible through the thick canopy of trees.
“Marco! Felix!” El Gato greeted them warmly. One was never sure how his mood would be, and they smiled and relaxed at his demeanor.
“Good afternoon, Jefe,” they replied. Jefe, which translates to “chief” or “boss” in English, was how all the men addressed El Gato.
“Cold beer?” He snapped his fingers, and one of the beautiful young women walked swiftly in her high heels to get two beers from the fridge, her heels clicking on the marble tile. Marco’s eyes never left her legs and butt as she walked. “Yes, she’s something. You can borrow her if you wish. Good work today.”
Marco grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, sir.” He accepted the bottle from the girl and gave her such an evil smile he terrified her. She handed the other bottle to Felix and quickly retreated to the kitchen to act busy.
“Come. I’ll show you your next project,” said El Gato.
He led the men back inside, and then down several very long flights of stairs. They walked a long hallway, lined with limestone blocks like a medieval castle. Two guards stood by a large wooden door that also looked as if it belonged in an ancient castle stronghold. They pulled the heavy oak door open for their boss. It moved slowly under its own weight, like the door of a vault.
The men walked inside a cavernous room, where pallets of shrink-wrapped bricks of cash were piled to the ceiling along the wall on the left. El Gato wasn’t even sure how much money he had anymore. It was more than five hundred million, almost all in American cash, although he did have a few pallets of euros and Swiss francs as well. In another room, in a vault, were thousands of kilos of gold bars. To the right side of the room were more shrink-wrapped bricks, but these were heroin and cocaine. Several tons of it. Felix and Marco had been in the room several times, and were always amazed at the sight.
El Gato pointed to a pallet of cash that was separate from the others. It was a perfect cube of hundred dollar bills, all neatly shrink-wrapped into bricks.
“Tomorrow, I will have this transported to a truck. You’ll take a dozen men. I’ll give you a route to follow, heading west. There are multiple stops along the way where you will spread good will. It’s a long list. Maybe a two-day trip with all of the stops. You’ll be paying the tolls for the next package that has to go next week along the same route. You’ll have to talk to Sinaloa and Mazatlecos representatives. Their leaders know you’re coming and you shouldn’t have any problems, but you’ll have plenty of men with you just in case. Bring as much firepower as you want, but no shooting unless you get ambushed. Your instructions for the amounts of cash at each stop will be specific, as well as locations and the names of your contacts. I don’t want any problems. You understand?”
Felix cocked his head. “You want us heading through Sinaloa and Mazatlecos territory with twenty million dollars in cash?” His face showed his surprise and worry.
“Don’t worry. I’ve spoken to the cartel leaders personally. We have a treaty and the prices were agreed upon with each of them. No one will bother you. You’ll simply make a down payment for the tolls in advance for next week and return. When you go back, you give them the rest of the money.” El Gato walked to a table where a brick of cash was open. He grabbed two bundles so large he could barely get each hand around them. He walked back to his two men and handed them each one of the bricks. “This should take away your worries. Now go have some fun and be here tomorrow morning at nine for your drive through the countryside.”
Felix and Marco looked at each other with wide eyes and large smiles. Payday, indeed.



CHAPTER 16
CIA Briefing Room
 
The mood had gotten more serious after Moose’s rebuke of Apo’s comments. The men were now all focused on mission details.
Apo was clicking through slides as he briefed the team. “The USS Greeneville will take you to the Mexican coast off the state of Tabasco, where you’ll transfer to the Advanced SEAL Delivery System. The ASDS can get you about a half-mile from the mouth of this small river, here. There are some oil rigs out there and it gets shallow. At 0200 on Friday, 27 May, under cover of darkness, you’ll deploy an F470 Combat Rubber Raiding Craft with a silent electric motor and head upstream to this point here. The CRRC will bring you up the small river into this lagoon. It’s big, but very shallow. Laguna de Michoacán. You’ll travel four miles across the lagoon to this point here. There, you ditch the boat and head towards Libertad. It’s about two miles through some thick jungle and mangrove swamps. You need to be here before 0600 when the sun breaks. Is it doable?”
Moose and Ripper looked at each other, thinking about the weight of their full packs. They then glanced at their team. “No problem.”
“You’ll spend Saturday daylight hours out of sight near Libertad. There are farms farther south, so you need to overnight in the shit. When it gets dark on day two, Saturday night, you hump west-southwest to this point here. Almost six miles through farmland and some small villages, which means you go after 0200 and arrive again before 0600. If you follow the hedgerows you should be able to move undetected. This will put you in the forest right below El Gato’s estate up here on this hill for Sunday morning.”
“We gonna storm the castle?” asked Jon.
“Shooting up ain’t exactly ideal,” said Hodges, their sniper.
Apo ignored the comments. “El Gato’s estate is going to be crawling with security. He’s paranoid, and has every right to be. The Sinaloa cartel would love to whack this guy and take his turf. This has to be meticulous. Slow and quiet, one guard at a time. You can’t call in air support, and help isn’t coming anytime soon. You’re supposed to get inside after you take out the guards and we grab El Gato. Once he’s secure, you’ll make the call for the Mexican Marines. Remember, if El Gato gets tipped off, he’ll be long gone when you get there.
“If I’m able to get inside ahead of you, that will help. I may end up rendezvousing with you outside before the attack starts if I can’t smooth-talk my way into an overnight visit. My plan is a Saturday night party at his compound that goes very late, and I’m invited to stay over. He has some pretty large parties.”
“Hardship assignment, huh?” said Ripper sarcastically.
“If they end up using me as the piñata, yes.”
“Any civilians inside? Rules of engagement?” asked Moose.
“There may be a few unarmed females. Gato has a taste for the finer things in life now that he’s a billionaire, including women, who he pays for. He has no family inside—was never married, no kids. Try not to hurt the female civilians, but anything else that moves inside that compound is armed and dangerous. You aren’t cops here to arrest someone—you’re special ops. Kill everyone you see. Except me. Don’t kill me. We want Gato alive, though. He’s our only solid lead on the container. We good?”
“If you can get us those pictures of the compound to study, that will help. And better maps.”
“We’ll have to retool our kits for silence,” added Ripper. “What about you, Hodges? Can you provide overwatch without any noise?”
Hodges shrugged. “Sound suppressor on the M40A5 definitely will help, but if it’s dead silence out there, they gonna hear some pops. Biggest problem I see is a good location. House is on the hilltop. Until I can get up there, it’s gonna be tough. I can help in the approach where it’s flat, but the woods look pretty thick. Not sure what the range will be. Vision will be hampered with the foliage. We’re going in before sunup, so maybe night viz will help. Might be easier to see heat signatures than bodies in the woods.”
Moose thought about it. “Okay. Sounds like we stay together until we clear a route up to the hilltop.” He pointed to the satellite picture of the compound. “Looks like masonry walls here and some decorative towers. Maybe you can find a perch up there.”
“Aye, aye, chief,” replied Hodges. He was staring at the map, using his hands to mimic an imaginary route in his head. The boy was always thinking.
Moose looked around the room. “Ray, can you be spotter and security?” Earl Jones, Hodges’ spotter for many years, had been killed on their last mission and left one of the holes in their team.
Ray nodded. “Aye, aye, chief. I’ll watch his six and look for targets.” He smacked Hodges in the arm. “I got you, baby.”
Eric forced a smile, thinking about his friend Jonesy.
“Okay, so Ray and Big E are overwatch when we get topside. Ripper, Ryan, and I will be point coming from the side of the house. Jon and Pete, right flank over there in what looks like the backyard. Looks like these are cabanas or pool houses. Hopefully, we’ll have better pictures. Secure that area, and then we’ll all move on the house together. K9 units will have to be taken out first. The dogs start barking, we’re screwed. We have no idea how many guards this guy has, but you can bet we’ll be outnumbered as per usual. Silence and surprise, gentlemen.”
Ripper turned to his team and leaned forward on his knees. His arms were over-muscled like a bodybuilder’s. “Remember those pictures of the dismembered bodies. These guys don’t take prisoners, and if they do, you’ll wish they hadn’t. Stay alert and stay alive. Make sure your KA-BARs are sharp and your sidearms have new silencers. We got our asses kicked in the Congo. That shit’s never going to happen again, clear?”
It was answered with a singular “Aye, aye!” from the team.



CHAPTER 17
Office of Desk Chief Darren Davis
 
Dex Murphy was sitting with Darren Davis. The two of them had just returned from the White House Situation Room where they had participated in a briefing with the Joint Chiefs, Homeland Security, the Joint Interagency Task Force South Coast Guard admiral, SOUTHCOM, and the NSA, as well as a few of their own top people.
Darren Davis, a desk chief who had served under three presidents, was beyond irate. “Why don’t we just close for the weekend? Maybe give everyone the weekend off. Hell, let’s take the rest of the month off. Fuck it. Let’s just close altogether. Why are we here again?”
Dex had never seen his boss lose his cool, but then again, he wasn’t feeling any differently. “We’re here to keep Americans safe in their beds,” he said softly, in an attempt to soothe his boss. “Are we out of loop? Maybe there’s some bigger picture we aren’t being brought in on?”
Darren stood up and started pacing around his office. “If there is, they sure as shit haven’t told me about it! I spoke to General Blackstone on the QT. Just him and me. No bullshit. I asked him what the fuck was going on. Everyone in the room knew the locations of the oil fields and the truck convoys. We should be annihilating them, and instead, we sit back and let them pump a few million dollars a day worth of oil to fund their war. Know what he said to me?”
Dex stared and waited.
“We need the Turks. We need the Turks? We need the Kurds! At least they know how to fight! Fuck Turkey. Give the Kurds their own country and move our air base there. They’d be thrilled to have us.”
Dex made a face. “You know we need Turkey.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know.” He took a deep breath. “I’m just sick of the bullshit! The Turks look you right in the eye and swear to you that they aren’t buying oil from ISIS, and we watch the trucks roll right into Turkey on live satellite. They’re full of shit, we know they’re full of shit, they know we know they’re full of shit, and the president just lets it happen. He should have given the order three months ago!”
“He’s in a tough spot. And now with Putin moving in the new fighters . . .”
“Oh, please, Dex. Don’t make excuses for him. The Russians have the balls to move their squadron in because they know the president ain’t gonna do shit!”
“Well, we don’t need a full-blown war with Russia.”
The phone rang and Darren punched the speakerphone button. “Davis,” he said curtly.
“Mr. Yessayan to see you, sir.”
“Send him in.”
Apo walked in and looked at the faces of his two bosses. “Everything okay?”
“Just fucking peachy. What’s up?” replied the desk chief.
“Team’s ready. We need some better satellite pictures if you can get them for me. Any word back about the shipment?”
“You’d be the first to know.”
“Let me rephrase. You were at the White House today. Did you bring up the Israeli intelligence again?”
Darren’s eyes shot daggers. “It wasn’t a good day at the White House. Anything else?”
Apo looked uncomfortable. “No, sir. We could just use the images. We’ll be heading out tomorrow morning.”
Dex stood up. “Follow me down to the toy store. I’ve got something new that may help. We done here, boss?”
“Go,” said Darren, sounding defeated.
Dex led Apo down the hall to the elevators, where they took one to the subbasement. Apo tried to lighten the mood. “I always feel like James Bond right about now, except you still haven’t gotten me one of those really cool cars.”
“Don’t hold your breath. Besides, you need to blend. Maybe I’ll set you up with a donkey and cart.”
They arrived at the subbasement and walked down to another secure room. Inside, one of their people was busy at a computer, while three others sat at a table discussing one of their ideas.
“Rachael!” called Dex as he walked in. “I have a customer for you!”
The woman at the computer stood up and smiled. “Double oh-seven,” she said to Apo.
“Q.”
The two of them knew each other well, and always greeted each other with their James Bond references.
Dex said, “Apo needs a little help with surveillance. While we await new photos, I wanted to show him that little ‘Dr. Who’ you were showing me last week. Is it ready for the field?”
“Yes, sir. Ran it all week with zero issues. Well, one issue, but it shouldn’t be a real problem. It’s over here.” Rachael walked them over to a table where a beautiful dragonfly was sitting. Apo stared at it.
“Is it real?” he asked, squinting at it.
“Well, that was the one issue we had. Another dragonfly tried to mate with it in the middle of a flight. But no, it’s a drone.”
Apo stared and smiled. “Seriously? It has a camera?”
“Yup. Two.” Rachael smiled proudly. “We call him Doctor Who. ‘Doctor’—D.R.—is for digital robot. ‘Who’ is because no one will see him. This little guy runs remotely from your laptop or tablet. You’ll get live feed from his cameras. Once you get over the target area, you hit the ‘fly’ button, and this little guy will fly a natural dragonfly pattern so he won’t be noticed. The pattern is based on real insect behavior. The beauty is that the camera will adjust for his flight so it won’t be jittery. That was the tough part, but it’s perfect now. Maybe my all-time masterpiece. Well, our masterpiece. I had plenty of help. But he’s amazing.”
“Wow,” was the best Apo could muster. “Can I pick it up?”
“Sure. It’s not as fragile as it looks. It’s a silicon-polymer blend. Wings look perfect, don’t they? But as thin as they are, they bend, they don’t break.”
Apo picked up the long green insect. Its double wings were colorless, with perfect black veins. The body was green and black with six tiny legs. It was an exact replica in every detail.
“Amazing. How long can it fly and send images?”
“He’s almost weightless, so even with his tiny battery, he can go almost three hours, nonstop. Each eye is a separate camera. One is regular vision, one is night viz. He flies day or night.”
Apo shook his head. “Do you have a sample of his feed?”
Rachael walked over and typed in her computer. On the screen, a video feed of their headquarters appeared. The image clarity was like watching a high-end television.
“Holy shit,” Apo whispered without even meaning to speak.
“Wait. I zoomed in a few times.”
They watched and eventually the video changed to the SEALs running the confidence course out in the field behind HQ. At one point, the drone focused on each face, one at a time. Apo could clearly see the faces of every team member. None of them had a clue they were under observation.
“Absolutely incredible. You have audio?”
Rachael folded her arms. “Jeez, Apo.”
“Just asking.”
“No, we don’t have audio. It’s hard enough miniaturizing everything else in there already.”
“Okay, okay, sorry. So you just press ‘fly’ or something and off he goes?”
She took the dragonfly from his hands. “Actually, you spread the legs into their natural position during flight and just throw it up into the air. The wings will activate and off he goes. Then you use the computer to give him the target. Once there, he’ll start flying his pattern. If you want to key on an image, you just tap the image on your screen, and he’ll zoom in on it. To remove zoom, tap again and off he goes.”
“Well, I think you just solved our recon problems. You rock.”
“Yes I do. Tell the boss to give me a raise. Try and bring Dr. Who back in one piece. You break it you bought it. Anything else?”
“Just the latest and greatest communication equipment, and then I’ve got to go see the armorer.”
“No problem. Just tell Maurice what you need and he’ll hook you up. While you do that, I’ll get Dr. Who installed on a tablet that you can take with you to practice with.”
Apo smiled. Moose was going to like his new toy.
“Oh, and we need to get you wired,” said Rachael, walking to a medical cabinet.
“I hate this part,” said Apo. He unbuttoned his shirt and sat in a chair while Dex stood and watched. Rachael returned with a cotton ball and swabbed his chest with alcohol. She gave him a shot of local anesthetic in his right pectoral muscle, then rubbed it with her gloved hand.
“It would feel better with the glove off,” said Apo with his best fake smile and wiggle of his thick black eyebrows.
Rachael turned to Dex. “Sexual harassment. I have a witness.” She looked back at Apo. “No glove, no love, baby. I’ll try and make it hurt for you.”
She picked up a small instrument that looked like a gun, placed it against the same right pectoral muscle, and pulled the trigger. There was a small pop, and she was finished. She grabbed a gauze pad and pressed it against the small hole to stop any bleeding. After a moment, she let go and looked at his chest. Other than a tiny red dot, there was nothing to see.
“Okay, you big baby. We can now find you anywhere on planet Earth for the next thirty days or so.”
“Shit. I was hoping to fly down with two million in cash and just go to Cancun and tell you I was working.”
“No shot,” said Dex.
Rachael walked to a laptop and started typing. “Yup. You’re five by five. GPS is fully operational. All set.”
Apo stood up and buttoned his shirt. “Always a pleasure, Rachael.”



CHAPTER 18
Mexico City
 Agencia Federal de Investigación
 
General Hernando Ortega of the Agencia Federal de Investigación sat in the conference room with his right-hand man, Colonel Rafael Lozano. Lozano was the only man the general trusted completely, and no one else from the AFI had been brought in for the operation briefing. Lozano’s face showed his surprise as the general went over the details.
“President Nieto is aware of the operation?” he asked, looking worried.
“It was his concept, along with the Americans. The order came directly from him.”
“And when do the American forces arrive?”
“Soon.”
“And doesn’t the president understand that this makes him look weak? It makes us look weak! We can take care of our own problems. It’s practically a foreign invasion.”
The general scowled. “You’re overreacting. It’s a very small force, not an invasion. It’s my understanding that El Gato’s capture is only the goal because of something else that’s going on. The president was vague on that.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I, fully. The president is being very tight-lipped, even with me.”
“That’s yet another insult. He’s been in office for five minutes and he’s already undermining our operations, and now insulting us to our face. You’re the commanding general of the entire drug task force, and he doesn’t trust you with the details?”
The general shrugged casually. “I’m not as sensitive as you are. The last operation got two American DEA agents killed. It caused problems for the president. He can’t have this turn into another disaster.”
“Well, I don’t see how we’re supposed to do our job with only half the information.”
“I’m sure more will be given in due time. Now, do your job and prepare the Marine assault force. They’ll be flown into Villahermosa. You have less than seventy-two hours to organize three hundred men, but you’ll have everything you need. If you run into any obstacles whatsoever, you call me directly.”
“Yes, sir,” said the colonel, rising from his chair. He snapped a salute and walked briskly out of the building to his Mercedes in the underground garage, and then roared out into the impossible traffic of Mexico City. The smog was so thick the sky was greyish-brown.
He wasn’t driving for two minutes when he made his first phone call from his burner phone. “I have information you’re going to want . . .”



CHAPTER 19
Moroccan Freighter Hassani
 
The four of them had just finished fajr, the morning prayer. The sun was breaking the horizon, and it was already getting very warm. They now turned their attention to the coastline off the port side. They remained at the stern, with the container, but could hardly contain their excitement at the sight of land. The journey had been mostly smooth sailing, except for the night before, and they were all very anxious to get on land and rid themselves of the constant queasiness in their bellies.
Hamid spoke quietly to his men. “When we arrive at the port, that is the most dangerous moment. The captain of this boat has been given enough money to take care of the customs official, and then the container will be off-loaded to a tractor-trailer. We will drive the truck ourselves across Mexico, where we will get aboard another ship for the final part of our mission. Nothing is to stop us. If there is a problem at the port, we will kill everyone we see. For now, keep your weapons out of sight in the duffle bags, but have them with you at all times. Try to act casual.”
Mohammed, Mustafa, and Marwan smiled. Marwan said, “Look casual?” He started laughing, which made everyone else laugh.
“That’s good. Keep smiling. Just four seasick passengers happy to see land,” said Hamid.
“That’s not even a lie,” said Marwan, still smiling broadly.
They watched in silence, staying out of the way as the crew moved into action preparing the ship for docking. A small tugboat came alongside and helped the captain guide the large freighter next to the dock. There, the crew moved rapidly, throwing lines and tying them off as the freighter was docked. The captain blew the horn and cut the engines, and the men each said silent prayers of thanks as the deck beneath them finally stopped moving.



CHAPTER 20
Send-Off
 
Apo stood at the pier to see the team off to the USS Forrest Sherman, an Arleigh Burke–class guided missile destroyer. The ship was a thing of beauty, sleek and low in the water, with light grey lines. With her five-inch gun at the bow, machine guns and torpedo tubes, and full array of missiles, she was a graceful warrior. The ship had been in Virginia for a brief stop before crossing the Atlantic again, and the team would be grabbing a quick lift to rendezvous with their other ride, the USS Greeneville, a Los Angeles–class submarine.
The team members shook hands with Apo and wished each other good luck before walking to the gangway. Their combat packs were heavy with food, weapons, equipment, and a small dragonfly. Moose was the last to shake hands. “Alpha Mike Foxtrot,” he said. Adios, motherfucker.
Apo smiled. “Golf Foxtrot Yankee.” Go fuck yourself.
Moose laughed. “Ah, you knew that one!”
“I told you, I speak several languages, including profanity. I learned profanity just so I could communicate with Frogmen. Safe travels, my friend. See you down range.”
They shook hands again, with serious faces the second time.
Would it be the last time they ever saw each other?
Just another day at work.
Apo drove back to CIA’s small, private airport, where he’d be hitching a ride to Florida, waiting a few days, and then changing to another small, private jet to arrive in style in Mexico as Cuban kingpin Alex Ferdinando of the Havana Tiburón, a new gang in the Miami area that put him on the FBI’s Most Wanted List.
Apo and the SEAL team would be having two very different trips.
The team was treated like VIPs by the ship’s captain, and given two four-man rooms next to each other. Understanding that their mission was rated as top secret, he also gave them access to his private briefing room. The men sat there now, drinking coffee after a surprisingly good meal.
“Man, I’ve been on plenty of boats, but none of them ever had grub that good,” said Jon, leaning back in his chair.
Moose laughed. “I hope you can still fit in your wetsuit.”
The group of them chatted about nothing in particular for a long time, just enjoying the downtime with each other. They were at sea, on their way to a mission, and could feel the ocean under them. For a Frogman, it just didn’t get any better.
The conversation randomly came round to “What’s the weirdest thing you ever saw?” It started funny, with answers ranging from various bad tattoos placed in anatomically interesting locations, to insects that they’d watched their Ranger friends eat. Eventually, Eric changed the conversation to combat.
“Once, I’d been watching this dude for a while through my scope. An Iraqi officer. I was waiting for clearance to take the shot, so I just kept scopin’ him. Right before I get the call, he starts picking his nose, all nasty-like. Then the fucker eats it. Then I blew his head off. His last meal was a bugger.”
That got a few groans and laughs. Eric looked at Moose. “What’s the weirdest thing you ever saw in combat?”
Moose looked at Ripper. They both said “Fallujah” at the same time. “You tell him,” said Moose. He didn’t look happy to think about it.
Everyone quietly waited for Ripper to speak. He wiped his front teeth with his tongue and made a little scowl, then began. “Well, you remember what a clusterfuck that was. Moose and I were going door to door through this building, clearing it, you know? We kick in a door and find two guys sitting at a table next to a hole in the wall. Neither dude had a head. Looked like a TOW maybe came through the wall in a perfect shot and simply decapitated the two of them, and went straight through a few more walls before it took out the back of the building. They were just politely sitting there, like they were drinking tea or something. They just didn’t have a head to pour it into. Just sitting there, totally normal. Except the head part.”
The room remained silent.
Ripper looked at Jon. “You?”
“Off the record, right?”
Ripper nodded.
“A different shithole in Iraq. Found a basement where some locals had been captured and tortured by Shiite insurgents. It was like some kind of horror movie. Totally surreal. These animals had been cutting off body parts, using power drills on skulls, ankles, and elbows—you name it. There were at least twenty mutilated corpses down there and another four guys hanging on by a thread. We killed almost all of them outright when we hit the basement, but the leader and a couple of thugs ended up being taken alive.”
“What happened to him?”
“Man, you don’t want to know.”
Ripper stared at him and waited.
“Lieutenant Commander Evans was in charge. He was one hundred percent badass. A great commander, and always cool. But he lost his shit that day. He personally shot every single one of those animals in the head except their leader, who the others were hasty to give up when questioned. Evans put that guy’s head in the same vise we found a corpse in. Then he picked up the drill. No one said a word. I mean, we looked at each other, like, maybe someone should tell him not to do it, you know? But fuck it. We just stood there and watched him drill holes in this fucker until he was dead. When we left, Evans called in an air strike and flattened the whole block. No one said a word about it afterwards. Just one of those fucked-up days.”
“I love hanging out with you guys. It’s always so uplifting,” said Ryan quietly.
Ripper shrugged and pointed at Eric. “He asked.”
“Here’s a funny one for you,” said Ray, trying to lighten the mood. “I was doing an overnight at a forward operating base in Iraq after finishing up a two-day op. We were staying with the Brits. These guys were supposed to make a fuel run the next morning, but their CO declined, saying it was ‘too hot’ along that route. So, the 119th Corps Support Battalion gets volunteered to make the run instead. Our guys show up before dawn and take the fuel trucks for the run up to the Abrams tanks. When the Brits woke up later that morning, they see that one of the dudes from the 119th had climbed their water tower and painted the unit insignia on it—this big red flame. And under it, in huge letters, he had spray-painted, ‘We Roll ‘Cause You Won’t.’ It was classic, man. Their CO was so pissed! I couldn’t stop laughing all morning. When I rolled out that day, I said goodbye to their CO and whispered, ‘Nice tower.’”
“Oh man, that must have gone over big.”
“He told me to go fuck myself.”
Moose laughed and stood up. “Okay, enough. Time to go over this one more time.”
They groaned, but together they began reciting the timetable for their mission before retiring to their bunks.



CHAPTER 21
Friday, 1350
 Ciudad Pemex Airport, Tabasco
 
The Beechcraft Premier touched down gently on the hot tarmac. At six million dollars, the jet was just about as luxurious a six-person aircraft as had ever landed at Ciudad Pemex. Apo, now “Alex,” had wanted to arrive in style and make a statement, and that he had.
Two black SUVs were waiting for him. The CIA had been working with the FBI and DEA for several months setting up the introduction between El Gato and their fictitious Cuban drug lord. Up until a few weeks earlier, they didn’t even know which agent would be sent to portray Alex Ferdinando, an FBI Most Wanted criminal and leader of this new gang called the Havana Sharks—tiburon in Spanish. After a lot of work and worry, the meeting was about to go down.
Apo stepped off the jet into the hot Mexican sun and smiled. He looked up at the blue skies and sunshine, and then turned around to accept the bags from the copilot. It was a six-seat luxury jet, but only the pilot, copilot, and Apo were aboard. One duffle bag contained a change of clothes, the other contained two million in cash.
The doors of the black SUVs opened and Marco and Felix stepped out of the rear vehicle. Three other men with Uzis stepped out of the lead vehicle. Felix walked over to Apo to greet the new business associate. He was exhausted. He and Marco had just returned from a cross-country trip where they had partially paid off the other cartels for safe passage of a truck. While it wasn’t unheard of to pay a tax or toll for such special circumstances, it was still extremely dangerous. They could have been double-crossed at every stop, or simply attacked and robbed of their cash. Their stress levels had been high, and they hadn’t slept more than a couple of hours in two days. They had returned the night before and crashed out for a few hours before going to the airport to pick up this VIP stranger.
Felix extended his hand. “Welcome to Mexico, Señor Alex. I’m Felix. El Gato extends his warm welcome and is waiting for you.”
Apo placed the bag of clothes down and shook hands. “Thank you.”
“This is Marco. He can take your bags.”
Apo smiled and handed him both duffle bags.
Marco smiled. “This one’s heavy.”
“Yes it is, isn’t it?” replied Apo with his best evil smile. While Felix’s and Marco’s Spanish accents were pure Mexico, Apo made sure his was Cuban. A subtle difference, but mastered, nonetheless.
Felix apologized, and then searched Apo. He was thorough, looking for weapons or a wire, but unless he had an X-ray machine, they weren’t going to find the seed-sized GPS locator in his chest muscle.
They drove through pretty countryside, meandering through narrow roads that seemed to wind back and forth through endless farm fields and tiny villages. Occasionally, Apo noticed spray-painted graffiti where Las Zetas tags had been marked.
Felix had been thoughtful enough to bring a cooler of beers for the ride, and each of them drank one as they made their way west. When they reached the city of Comalcalco, Felix announced, “We’re getting close.”
Comalcalco was the third largest city in Tabasco, and completely controlled by the Zetas. The Mayan ruins there were in excellent condition, and tourists often visited from around the world. There were a few decent hotels and many restaurants in the city of almost forty thousand. Apo was able to see a couple of the Mayan temples as they drove, and commented on their beauty.
“One day you’ll come back and spend more time, Señor Alex,” said Felix.
Apo smiled and kept his thoughts to himself.
Twenty minutes later, Apo spotted the mansion on a hill. It was the only hill for miles of flat farmland. Its slopes were covered in thick forest, and Apo was glad the assaulting team would have the cover of the vegetation. It looked much thicker than it had in the pictures. The SUVs began their trek up the windy road to the mansion.
“El Gato’s hacienda welcomes you,” said Felix as they arrived at the wrought-iron gates.
A guard in the small tower recognized Marco behind the wheel and the gates opened. The SUV rolled across the spotless cobblestone driveway and stopped in front of the massive wooden front doors. The estate was magnificent, and Apo admired the perfectly pruned hedges and beds full of Mexican gladiolas and sunflowers. A square flower bed featured Laelia orchids, in their beautiful lavender. Hummingbirds and butterflies added to the quiet beauty. El Gato was responsible for the murder of tens of thousands of fellow Mexicans, yet lived in one of the most beautiful estates Apo had ever seen.
Apo followed Felix and Marco through the mansion to the back of the house, doing his best to memorize every step. Marco carried both bags, and readjusted the shoulder strap on the cash several times as he walked. Two million dollars was a little over forty pounds.
The rear of the house was mostly glass—a series of repeating arching glass doors, with wrought-iron decorations that also served as security. From the rear rooms, one could see out to the pools and fountains, and the view of the lush green countryside was incredible. Out on the horizon, at the very edge of vision, was the Gulf of Mexico.
In the rear of the house, Gato’s people had set up a little welcome party for their new guest. A buffet table had been prepared with everything from split-broiled lobsters to empanadas and fruit. Music was being piped in from the house’s sound system, and fresh flowers were all over the rear yard. Eight of the most beautiful women Apo had ever seen were lounging with cocktails by the artificial waterfall near the large pool. A small pig was slowly rotating over hot coals off to the side, as much to impress as to eat. Several bottles of Dom Pérignon were sitting in sterling silver ice buckets.
Apo’s eyes went from one item of beauty to another, until his eyes came to rest on one of the ugliest faces he had ever seen. El Gato. The pug-faced, crater-skinned man who wasn’t much taller than Apo himself. El Gato saw him and smiled broadly. His horrid teeth made Apo wretch inside.
“Mr. Alexandro!” he announced with open arms when he saw his new guest. El Gato walked towards Apo and shook his hand with two of his own. Both of his hands were covered in tattoos. “Welcome! I hope you had an easy journey.”
“Thank you, Señor Gato. Your estate is fantastic. The most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. Just amazing.”
El Gato smiled proudly. “This way, come.” He eyed Marco and Felix. “Put the bags in the rear study for now. Señor Alex must be hungry and hot.” He led Apo to the table and spread his hands wide. “I hope you will find something here to eat that pleases you.” He looked over at the women who lounged under the umbrellas. “Or maybe there.” He laughed at his joke.
“I’ve been waiting to eat lunch myself. Come. Fix yourself a plate and we’ll sit. Do you prefer champagne or cold beer? Or both perhaps? Or, I have the finest tequila in the world, if you wish, but maybe it’s better to save that for after business.” He laughed again at his own commentary.
“The feast looks amazing, thank you.” Apo picked up a plate and tried a few things that looked delicious to him. He was actually hungry. His mind went to the team and wondered what they’d be eating.
When the two men had piled up food on their large platters, they sat at a table under a large umbrella. It was just the two of them. El Gato picked up a tortilla and took a bite. Grease ran down his chin, and the disgusting man chomped through it like a rabid dog. Apo looked at his food to avoid watching the man eat. He pulled a lobster tail from its shell and smiled.
El Gato began speaking with a mouth full of food. Billions had bought him everything except couth. “So your government is looking for you. Does that worry you? You took quite a risk flying here and then having to return, no?”
“Not really. My private jet is registered to a shell company out of the Caymans. I’ve been using it for years without a problem.”
“You and your people, the Havana Sharks, you seem to have appeared out of thin air.”
Apo smiled and sipped the champagne. Damn, it was good. “We managed to stay under the radar for several years. I wasn’t looking to make headlines. We’re businessmen, no? It’s easier to conduct our type of business when no one knows who you are.”
“In the United States, perhaps. Here in Mexico, Alex, it’s much better if everyone knows who you are. I go out of my way to make sure everyone knows exactly who I am. And what I am capable of.” He looked into Apo’s eyes, and Apo realized he was looking into the eyes of death. The man was a soulless sociopath, no matter what cologne he wore.
“Yes, I suppose here, things are much different. You can run the whole country here. Back in the US, if you catch the attention of the government, it gets more complicated.”
“Exactly. Which is what worries me a bit about you. About doing business with you.” El Gato reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a folded-up piece of paper, which he opened and smoothed out. It was Apo’s face on the fake FBI Most Wanted page, printed off the Internet. “Even here in the countryside, we have Internet. The FBI has a price on your head.”
“Yes, I know. I was insulted at the amount.”
El Gato laughed loudly and slapped his hand down on the paper. “Exactly! You’re worth much more than that, no?” He laughed again, food still in his broken teeth. He drank his champagne with a quick chug and poured more sloppily. Then he leaned forward and looked very serious. “I don’t want your FBI or DEA coming to visit me, you understand?”
“Of course. Nor do I want them visiting me. But I am prepared to move one hundred kilos of heroin a week. I can have the flights in and out of the same airport I came in on today. It won’t be me in the future, but my people are professional. Cash in, heroin out. I brought you a two million dollar security deposit so you know I’m serious.”
El Gato smiled and sat back. He stared for a moment, making Apo nervous inside, but then El Gato roared with laughter and refilled both their champagne glasses, pouring almost as much onto the table as in the glass as it exploded into tiny bubbles—a 2004 vintage worth a couple hundred dollars a bottle, treated like spring water. He raised his glass. “Here’s to our new venture. You’re going to like it here, Señor Alex!”
They clinked glasses and drank their champagne. Apo averted his eyes when El Gato ripped off the lobster tail and crammed it into his mouth.
Felix walked over to his boss. “Excuse me, Jefe. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need a word, please.”
El Gato excused himself and the two of them moved across the patio. Apo was watching their mouths, trying his best to lip-read, a skill he had worked on for many years.
“I got the call. The package has arrived. Marco and I will be leading them along the same route we took before. We need to leave now.”
“Excellent. It’s a lousy chore, I know, but it will reopen our heroin traffic, and we have a new customer who wants large, steady quantity. You’ll be rewarded for your drive.”
“You’ve already been most generous, Jefe. We leave now.” He bowed slightly and hustled off. Marco, who had been standing by the rear door, followed him back through the house to their waiting SUVs.
“Everything okay?” asked Apo when Gato returned to his seat. He had lip-read the word “package” and understood Felix and Marco were leaving in a hurry. He wondered if it was drugs, or the package he was really looking for.
“Oh, yes. Good news, actually. Just ensuring the quality and quantity of your shipments. How long are you staying?”
Apo made a big show of looking at the girls. “Well, I was going to fly back out today after our business was concluded, but I could easily be persuaded to stay longer.” He smiled.
“Ha! That’s the spirit, Señor Alex!” said El Gato with another of his obnoxious laughs. “Yes, my new friend. You’ll stay the weekend and enjoy yourself! You might not want to go home!”
“That sounds perfect,” replied Apo. Because it did.



CHAPTER 22
Sierra Madre de Chiapas Mountains
 
The truck groaned as it chugged along up the steep incline. The weight of the EMP was straining the old tractor-trailer. Hamid and his men were cramped in the cab without air-conditioning and had been driving for two hours, heading south to the Pacific Ocean. A small town called Puerto Arista would be their final destination, where the truck would be loaded aboard a ship heading north to the American coast. It was only about 175 miles in a straight line, but like most parts of rural Mexico, there were no straight lines. The country roads meandered up and down the Sierra Madres, sometimes turning to gravel or dirt. More than once, they had to wait for cows to move out of their way.
Two black SUVs accompanied the truck, one in front, the other tailing. Felix rode shotgun in the front vehicle with Marco driving, while the second SUV drove behind the truck with four of their men, all heavily armed. They had left the state of Tabasco and passed the city of Chiapas with its five and a half million people. They were now in a poor rural part of Mexico, where tens of thousands of indigenous people lived. These were the descendants of the Mayans, Zoques, and Chiapa. The roads were extremely poor here, and the trucks were down to ten kilometers per hour as they bumped along the gravel path.
As the convoy rolled into a small village south of the city, half a dozen men with guns walked out in front of their trucks. They were a scary-looking bunch, covered from head to toe in gang tattoos. One of the men held up his hand, and the SUV came to a stop. Felix opened his door and stepped out with his hands up about chest high to show he was unarmed. They recognized each other from the last visit.
“El Gato sends his respects to El Mazatlecos. I brought you the other half of the tax.”
The man approached Felix and stared at him, stone cold—just as happy to slaughter them all without a second thought. The man’s facial tattoos included small stars across his cheeks for each confirmed kill. He had a small galaxy on his face. He held out his hand.
Felix pulled a large, thick envelope from his waistband and handed it to the man. He looked inside briefly and yelled over to one of the others, who hopped up on the running board of the SVU. At first, Felix was afraid something bad was about to happen, but the man simply tied a large yellow cloth to their side mirror. It was covered in gang symbols of the Mazatlecos. Similar yellow flags were tied to the other two vehicles as well.
“You’ll be fine to Arriaga. Then you can deal with the Sinaloa pigs.” It was no secret that the Mazatlecos and the Sinaloas were in a turf war. El Gato had managed to stay out of it, and was happy to avoid conflict with both of them, for now. In another year, he’d be even stronger, and then he’d finish the Mazatlecos thugs once and for all.
The Mazatlecos enforcers disappeared into the side streets, and the small convoy continued rumbling south toward the Pacific, bumping along the rutted gravel road.



CHAPTER 23
USS Forrest Sherman
 
The guided missile destroyer slowed to a stop. Many of the 380 sailors were topside at the rails to watch the morning’s excitement. The USS Greeneville gently broke the surface less than two hundred meters off the starboard, like a giant black whale. It was astounding to witness a massive 362-foot Los Angeles–class submarine just appear on the surface of the ocean. One minute, empty ocean—and the next, one of the deadliest instruments of war known to man just sitting there with another smaller submarine on its deck.
The team watched from the stern of the ship, where a small ferrying craft was in the water with four sailors ready to move out.
Jon smacked Pete. “You call Uber?”
“That’s it, Frogmen! Get it in gear!” barked Moose. The seven of them climbed down a ladder to the waiting vessel, which bobbed up and down next to the hull of the destroyer. Each man carried a sixty-pound pack, plus weapons. They were armed with HK416 assault rifles with suppressors and laser red-dot sights, except for Hodges, who carried his M40A5 sniper rifle. The team had ditched the ceramic chest plates in their Kevlar vests to save the weight, and wore OD green digi-camo uniforms to blend better into the dark green Mexican forest.
They helped each other into the boat, which then took off like a cannon shot across the water toward the sub. The skipper of the submarine held the deck just above water, with the bow raised and the stern slightly submerged, forming an underwater boat ramp. When the small boat reached the rear of the sub, the captain killed the engine, and then he and his assistant pulled up the outboard motor. The raft then slid straight up to the aft deck of the submarine until it came to rest on the steel hull.
The SEALs hopped off the raft onto the black hull of the sub, directly behind their Advanced SEAL Delivery System—the smaller submarine piggybacked on the Greeneville. They said a thank-you to the sailors, who pushed off the sub and roared back toward their ship. The SEAL team then moved quickly toward the conning tower of the submarine, where the hatch popped open and another sailor appeared.
Moose snapped a salute. “Request permission to come aboard!”
The XO smiled. “Well if I said no, I guess you’re fucked. Welcome aboard.”
Moose smiled, not expecting such a casual response, but the man had a point. They were sixteen hundred miles from Virginia, and even SEALs couldn’t swim that far. Probably.
The team members climbed up the ladder and down into the hatch. The XO introduced them to the skipper of the boat, who was cordial, before taking them aft to their small rooms where they’d bunk up for some sleep before starting their mission. Each of them took the Ambien in their kits and caught some serious sack time. They’d have long days ahead.
 
***
 
Ten hours later, the team was up and fed, and ready to move out. They were ten miles out to sea in the Gulf of Mexico, and at midnight, it was pitch-black topside. The submarine had surfaced again, and the sailors aboard the Greeneville were extremely busy preparing the Advanced SEAL Delivery System for launch. A crew of two would be onboard the small submarine that would bring the SEALs in close to shore.
The special operations officer led them to the sixty-five-foot midget sub that sat on top of the Greeneville. The team climbed in while other sailors removed the locking assembly. If the inside of the Greeneville was cramped, the inside of the ASDS was slightly more spacious than a coffin. The men sat in a small compartment on two benches that faced each other, with their gear at their feet between them. The Greeneville submerged and the two operators of the ASDS went to work clearing the larger submarine. In the smaller sub, the movements of the ocean were much more noticeable, and the men sat back and smiled, enjoying the ride.
Frogmen, moving silently underwater. Pure joy.
Twenty minutes later, the sub slowed and surfaced, its top hatch barely breaking the surface of the black ocean on a moonless night. Ripper and Moose were the first up and out. They walked in ankle-deep water to a rear compartment, which they unlocked and pulled open. The two of them pulled out the deflated F470 Combat Rubber Raiding Craft and laid it out on the deck. Ripper pressed the launch button, and the craft began rapidly self-inflating. As soon as the black rubber raft was rigid, Moose shot a thumbs-up to McCoy, who was helping the others silently pull out their gear and weapons. They put the gear on the rubber deck in the center of the raft and then took their places straddling the gunwales.
Once in position, Pete McCoy took his place at the engine and turned on the electric outboard motor. Ray Jensen sat on his right and turned on his GPS guidance system, strapped to his left arm. With the other five straddling the gunwales, the seven of them took off silently at twenty knots.
The CRRC skipped silently along the swells until it arrived at the mouth of the river that led into the lagoon. It was now almost 0400 and they were hustling to stay on schedule, but when they reached the lagoon, they had to slow down.
As the boat slowed, Moose looked over at Pete, who explained in hand signals that the depth was approximately one meter. With occasional flotsam and mangrove stumps in the water, they had to be cautious about getting stuck. During the day, the lagoon was a busy place, with lots of oystermen out in boats. Now, still several hours before dawn, there was no sign of any human activity whatsoever on the water.
They reached the far side of the lagoon and the water turned to grassy swamp. Immense mangrove trees bordered the lagoon, and their giant root systems made navigation extremely difficult. When the raft bottomed out and they had gone as far as they could go, the team slid off the gunwales into the knee-deep muddy water. They pulled the raft along as they slogged through the swamp into the mangroves. When the trees became too thick to allow the raft further, Moose turned to Pete and signaled a slice under his chin from ear to ear. The men pulled their KA-BAR knives as Pete hit the scuttle button on the raft, which began emptying out the bladders. The men speeded the process by puncturing their raft with multiple stabs, and the black rubber boat deflated. When it was fully deflated, the team pushed it under the water and wedged it under a mangrove. Their very expensive electric engine was jammed in behind the rubber, where it would rust for the next few hundred years.
They had just purchased their one-way ticket.



CHAPTER 24
El Gato’s Estate
 Friday Night
 
Six miles west of where the team was setting up a security perimeter in a dark, mosquito-infested swamp, Apo, now “Alex,” was sleeping in a king-sized featherbed in the mansion of one of the world’s most notorious drug kingpins. El Gato had offered his guest whichever women he wanted for the evening, but Apo explained that he was tired and drunk, and would prefer to just sleep. The ugly host didn’t understand such an answer, and took two of the women to his own room, as he stumbled along the hallway, drunk on tequila and champagne.
As soon as Apo was alone, he locked his door and stripped down to his underwear, then climbed into the large featherbed. He assumed, for safety’s sake, that he was under surveillance, and was very careful about using his specially encrypted phone to send a secure text to the team.
Under the covers, he simply typed:
Inside villa. Will try and remain for Sunday AM.
After he hit “send,” he placed the phone under his pillow and slept, feeling slightly guilty about just how wonderful the featherbed felt. He was asleep in minutes.
 
***
 
Moose’s wrist vibrated and he tapped the small screen of his watch. Apo’s message scrolled across the tiny screen.
“He’s in,” he whispered to the team. His men had found a dry location deep in the woods, a kilometer west of the swampland at the lagoon’s border. It was an area of cypress trees, and the men piled up pine needles to make a dry, comfortable floor beneath their ponchos.
Ray took first watch, and the rest of the men crashed for the night. The sun was up two hours later, but the men continued to sleep, taking shifts every two hours. Saturday would be a long, boring day of trying to remain invisible as they waited for night to come again. They ate cold MREs and tried their best to sleep.
A rustling in the canopy above him roused Jon. He opened his eyes and looked up into the trees. He spoke very slowly and quietly. “What the actual fuck is that?”
“Flying German shepherd?” joked Pete.
“Damn. I’ve never seen bats that big. Not even in the Amazon or Africa. That’s insane,” whispered Jon. “Maybe they’ll eat some of these damn mosquitos.”
“Not those. Vampire bats, baby. Spectral bats are meat eaters,” whispered Eric.
“And why the fuck would you even know that?” asked Jon.
Eric shrugged. “When I get bored I Google shit. Ugliest things on the planet.”
“I think this dude El Gato may have them beat,” said Jon.
They remained on their backs, staring up at the bats. Eric broke the silence with his random whisper. “You up?”
“Yeah,” said Jon, his eyes closed.
“Before we left, I’m talking to Apo about how he’d been watching me shoot. Sneaky little fucker. And out of nowhere, he asks me, ‘You got a laptop?’ Just totally random, you know?”
“So?”
“So he asks me if I got a video camera on mine so I can Skype and shit. And I said no, and he says, ‘Good,’ just like that.”
There was silence for a moment.
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” asked Jon, his eyes now open.
“I don’t know. I think these spies do some shit with our computers that people don’t think about.”
“Yeah, no shit,” said Jon.
“Okay, ladies, keep it down to a roar,” whispered Ripper. “Get some sleep. We have a long hump when it gets dark again, followed by World War III. You’ll need your beauty sleep when the shit hits the fan.” He slid his boonie hat down over his eyes and attempted to go back to sleep, trying very hard to erase the image of the giant bat’s face.
The plop noise of bat excrement landing near Ripper’s foot made him raise his boonie hat and shake his head. Moose opened his eyes and grinned at his friend.
“We do get to visit some interesting parts of the world, don’t we?”
Ripper scowled and spoke so quietly Moose could barely hear him. “Man, I just keep wondering what the fuck we’re doing nowadays. Couple of years ago, you and me were kicking Taliban ass and fighting a war. Now we’re fucking rent-a-cops walking through Mexico to arrest a drug pusher. It ain’t what we signed up for, man. This is bullshit, bro.”
Moose leaned up on his elbows and scanned around to make sure no one could hear them. “Vinny,” he began—that got Ripper’s attention. Moose only called Ripper “Vinny” a few times a year. “Not only is this not a bullshit assignment, it might be the most important thing we ever do.”
“Arresting a drug lord is more important than capturing Saddam, killing bin Laden, or wasting Afghans who want to turn the clocks back a thousand years? How you figure?”
“Remember Rear Admiral Puckett?”
“Sure. He was a righteous officer.”
“Know why he retired?”
Ripper scowled. “Nope.”
“He retired because his sixteen-year-old son ODed on heroin and his wife lost her fucking mind. Navy lost a great officer and that whole family is fucked. And it happens every day, bro. Every
day, in every city. Rich kids, poor kids, every color kid, smart kids, dumb kids. All doing heroin and dropping dead. Al-Qaeda doesn’t have to invade the US, they can just keep supplying cheap smack to little kids who are too stupid to say no. Last time I was home I heard no less than five stories about local kids all either in rehab or dead from that shit. These ain’t hard-core hoodlums who’ve been doing drugs for years; these are regular old schoolkids trying heroin the way you’d try a beer in high school. And they end up dead.
“The shit we did in Iraq and Afghanistan and Africa and all over the fucking world, I’m not saying it wasn’t important—but this? This is every bit as important as anything we’ve ever done. Next time you feel like you’re wasting your time because we ain’t standing toe to toe with the hajis or some Russian tank division, just think about Admiral Puckett watching his son lowered into the ground because some Taliban fuck in Afghanistan managed to get his shit into the US. Every mission we’ve ever been on has been personal in one way or another. But this one? This one’s way closer to home than you think it is. We ain’t going to stop drugs coming into the US, but maybe, just maybe, we help Mexico get its shit together and save a couple of little kids.”
Moose lowered his hat and closed his eyes. Ripper sat with his hands folded across his chest for a full minute before finally quietly saying, “Okay. Thanks.”



CHAPTER 25
Puerto Arista, Pacific Coast
 Saturday
 
The convoy crossed into Sinaloa territory near Buenavista and removed the yellow flags from their side mirrors. They arrived at their next scheduled “toll,” where several Sinaloa enforcers waited by their pickup trucks. They wore ratty jeans and were shirtless to show off their gang tats, scars, and muscles. Most of them wore multiple heavy gold or silver chains, most with giant crosses—the irony of “religion” lost on them. A few of them carried assault rifles.
One of them approached the lead car and recognized Felix from the previous trip. Felix handed him a thick envelope. The man took it and shoved it in his waistband, then leaned close and sneered at Felix.
“Jefe says to take your money and let you pass, so I let you pass. And I’ll let you pass through again to go home. But if I ever see you drive through here again, I’m going to cut your throat and pull out your tongue like a necktie.” He spit on the ground and walked away, his eyes never leaving Felix.
The vehicles moved forward again and headed to the coast. An hour later they were in Arista on the Pacific Ocean. The three vehicles drove to a nondescript warehousing district near a small pier. Arista wasn’t a major shipping center, by any means—just a tiny town with nice beaches. They were simply to wait for the arrival of the ship that would transfer their cargo. A commercial fishing trawler, El Pescador Feliz, was still a day away. With its large stern deck, the trawler would be large enough to ship the EMP and small enough to go unnoticed as it traveled north to the California coast.
Felix spoke with his contacts at the warehouse, and they opened the rusty garage doors so the truck could be backed in for the overnight wait. Watching the four Arabs screaming at each other as they tried to back up the tractor-trailer was a cross between comedic entertainment and outrage.
Marco was getting antsy watching them jockey the tractor-trailer back and forth in an attempt to line up the vehicle with the doors. “These idiots are going to wipe out the whole building. Should I go drive it for them?”
Felix shook his head. “No, let them figure it out. Whatever they’re shipping, it’s their problem. El Gato told me to stay out of it.” He took out a cigarette and handed the pack to Marco, who took one and then held the Zippo for his boss. They smoked and watched in silence as the four Arabs eventually backed the truck into the garage. When they finished, they got out and continued to argue with each other.
The one in charge, Hamid, walked to Felix and pulled out a ratty piece of paper. The paper contained phonetic pronunciations from Arabic to Spanish. He held it up to Felix, who pulled out his own piece of paper.
Marco watched and listened as the two men butchered each other’s languages. “Mañana” sounded nothing like “tomorrow” to the Arab, and they went round and round, each showing his frustration with the other’s lack of communicative skills. Finally, Marco walked over and pointed to his watch, then made a gesture of the hands going round and round to signify twenty-four hours. The Arabs all began talking at once, clearly upset that the boat wasn’t ready yet. Marco told them to go fuck themselves in Spanish, and watched with great enjoyment as the men checked their sheet for a translation that didn’t appear.
Felix called over a couple of young boys and told them to bring cold beers and food, and asked about a nearby hotel. It was late on Friday and they were hungry for dinner. The boys were more than happy to help for a few pesos. Hamid and his men had to wait with the trucks in the dirty warehouse, and when food and beer arrived, the four men made a great show about not drinking alcohol. Felix had the boy go fetch a few bottles of water, which ended the drama. Hamid and his men then began ranting about the food, which Felix didn’t understand, but he ended the conversation by leaning in close and saying in Spanish, “Eat it or starve. I don’t give a shit.”
Felix and his men walked to the small hotel the boy had recommended and checked in. They would eat, drink, and stay in comfortable beds. Guarding the truck was not his responsibility. His only remaining task was to see the cargo moved to the ship, and then to return to El Gato with news of their departure—mission completed. The six Zetas sat in a back corner of the hotel’s restaurant and ate and drank late into the night.
The four Arabs sat in the dirty, hot warehouse, arguing about whether the food was halal. One of the men tasted a tiny piece of the meat in one of the wraps and made a questioning face. It was very spicy, but he wasn’t sure what it was. What if it was pork? Their argument continued for a few minutes until Hamid, who was starving, announced that all the food was halal and they could eat it. The men exchanged worried glances, but were also starving. They ate in total silence, praying as they ate from wrappers that announced “Mejor Barbacoa de Cerdo”—Arista’s best pork barbeque.



CHAPTER 26
CIA HQ
 Saturday
 
Darren Davis walked into Dex’s office with coffee. “How’s it going?”
Dex took the coffee with two hands, like he’d been presented with a precious artifact. “Thanks, boss. Team’s ashore.”
“Everything going okay?”
“Fine. Go home. I’ll call you tomorrow when it’s closer to zero hour. They made it up river into the lagoon without incident, and humped it into the woods. Pretty swampy terrain.”
“They check in?”
“Yeah. ‘Bats, rats, and gnats’ was the last sit-rep. Sounds like they’re having fun.”
“You’d be surprised what these guys think of as fun. Frogmen probably love being up to their ass in swamp water. I think they’re amphibian.”
“Apo definitely got the better of the deal.”
Darren nodded. “He check in?”
“Yes. Just a quick burst to let me know he was inside.”
“What’s he doing now?”
“If he’s smart? Eating, drinking, and sleeping. Go on. I’m watching. Anything important happens, I’ll wake you up.”
Darren walked over to Dex’s couch. “Tell you what—I’ll close my eyes for a couple and you won’t have to pick up the phone to call me.” He laid down across the couch, wrinkling his Brooks Brothers suit, and was asleep in under a few minutes. Like the rest of the folks who worked in CIA and the military, Darren was trained to grab sleep when it was available, because sometimes it just wasn’t.
Dex leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee, his eyes constantly on the little dots that were west of Gato’s mansion.
 
***
 
The team had made their daytime camp in the driest area they could find among the cypress trees. Using pine needles for a camp floor, they set up a perimeter and took turns on scout patrol while the others tried to sleep or at least relax and grab some chow. The shade of the trees helped with the heat, but it was still humid and steamy in the woods.
Pete McCoy, their best “cook,” went from SEAL to SEAL to collect the ingredients for his recipe. “Ripper, you got a number four?” Ripper tossed him his “meal four,” which consisted of cheese tortellini as the main course. He collected two fives, the beef ravioli in meat sauce, and a number seven, the meatballs in marinara. Mixing everything together, he added some premixed spices he kept in his combat pack. The guys watched nonchalantly until he started mixing in mushrooms he had been collecting from the forest.
“Yo, man! You gonna kill us? That shit’s probably poisonous, dude,” said Jon quietly.
“Relax, bro, they’re morel mushrooms.”
“Looks nasty, man.”
“Are you doubting my culinary wizardry?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.
Jon shook his head. “Okay, I yield to the great chef. You’re the only guy I know that can mix up a bunch of Meals Rejected by Ethiopians and turn them into something edible. But if we all start hallucinating, it’s gonna be bad.”
Moose rolled over and looked at the concoction Pete was mixing in a small pan. “Hey. You sure you ain’t going to kill us or get us high?”
“Hundred percent, skipper. Morels. Look nasty, taste great. And this shit needs the flavor.”
Moose rolled back over and closed his eyes, and Pete lit his small Sterno to heat the MRE banquet he was working on. Ripper spoke quietly. “Pete eats it first. If he dies, then we only eat a small portion.”
The men ate and spent the day being invisible. They hunkered down, kept watch, and listened for any intruders. In the distance, occasional farmers could be seen in the fields, but no one ever got anywhere close to their location. The men were restless, waiting for nightfall and the beginning of the real operation.



CHAPTER 27
Arista
 
Rafael sat outside the small hotel where the Zetas were holed up keeping watch from the tailgate of an old pickup truck. He smoked a cigarette and drank a cold Bohemia beer, his Uzi across his lap, right out in the open. The gang tats on his face screamed Sinaloa, and no local cop was going to say a word to him.
He’d been sitting there all morning, and it was hot and boring. While he did expect to be relieved, he was surprised when not one, but five cars and trucks pulled up next to his old pickup truck. Doors began opening all at once and the gangbangers piled out of the vehicles brandishing a wide assortment of weapons.
Rafael flicked his cigarette and put down his beer, then hopped down and walked hastily to Diego, one of the local bosses. “What’s up?” he asked.
“Got a call from the big boss.” The “big boss” meant Joaquin Salazar, who was now in charge after the capture of El Chapo.
“Yeah? Jefe called you himself?” Rafael meant no disrespect by the question, but he was shocked that Salazar would call directly to the sleepy little town of Arista.
“Yeah. No shit, huh? Some shit’s going down, bro. Fucking Marines heading to Occidente.”
Rafael had to process that for a minute. “Occidente? In Tabasco? They going after El Gato?”
“Yeah, man. And those fuckers inside just lost their passport.”
Rafael smiled, showing a few cheap silver caps. “No shit, eh? We just going to take them out?”
“That’s it. They in their rooms?”
“I’m not sure if they’re in their rooms or downstairs, but they haven’t been outside all day. Been sitting here. It’s been quiet.”
Diego nodded and started walking toward the hotel, followed by the entourage of eighteen very dangerous-looking individuals.
“Not gonna be quiet much longer.”
 
***
 
“Felix! Come take a look! We got a problem!”
Felix and Marco got up from the small table of the downstairs cantina and walked to the window. The instant they saw the heavily armed crew walking toward them, they dropped their beers and sprinted upstairs to their second-floor room and began pulling out their weapons.
“What the fuck?” screamed Marco as he pulled the charging handle of his MP5 and flicked the gun from safe to fire.
Felix hit the speed dial on his phone for El Gato and cursed as it rang and rang. The rest of his men stumbled through the door taking up positions in the small hallway that looked down the wide stairwell at the end of the hall.
El Gato finally answered. “Yes?”
“Fucking Sinaloa, man! They’re coming! We’ve been fucked!”
“What? Slow down! What’s going on?”
The men could hear the door smashing open down below on the first floor, and the few hotel patrons screamed for mercy and ran out into the street. There was screaming and plenty of threats, and the hotel’s front desk employee quickly screamed “second floor.”
“They’re coming!” screamed one of Felix’s men.
“Sinaloas! They sent a fucking crew! We can’t get out!” The first blast of a shotgun out in the hallway was deafening, and Felix jammed the phone in his pocket without hanging up. El Gato listened, stunned, as he heard gunfire and chaos on the phone.
The six of them were moving quickly around the open hallway that looked down on the stairs. It was hard to acquire a target with the attackers moving so fast. The first couple of shots had been fired blindly at Felix’s men as the Sinaloas moved to take up positions at the other end of the hallway.
Felix kicked in a door and took cover in a room as he peered down the hallway. At the end of the stairs, a head peered up over the edge of the top stair and Felix took a shot. He missed, and the intruder returned automatic weapon fire that riddled the walls with bullets. One of the light fixtures outside the door exploded into a shower of glass and rained down outside Felix’s door.
One of Felix’s men ran across the hallway to take up a position on the other side. He kicked the door, but it was dead-bolted from the inside and didn’t open. A barrage of heavy gunfire hit the man, who spun around twice, spraying the hallway walls with blood as he was cut down.
“Hector!” screamed Felix. “Shit. We’re so fucked!” He looked back into the room. There was a window at the back. Better to risk a broken leg than to die where he was. He took a few shots blindly down the hall and screamed at his men to shoot. They stuck their weapons out from behind doorways and fired blindly, not hitting anyone. Felix quietly slipped inside his room and ran to the window. He peered over the sill and saw he was facing an empty back alley. He quietly opened the window and climbed outside, hanging from the sill, and then dropped to the gravel road below. He landed with a roll, and shoved his back against the wall. He wanted to tell Marco to come, too, but it was too risky. They’d have to cover his escape. He moved swiftly and quietly down the alley, hiding behind trash bins as he went.
Inside, his men kept returning fire, but the Sinaloas had them outgunned. Every time they fired a shot, fifty were returned. Marco stuck his gun out and pulled the trigger until he emptied the twenty-five-round magazine. At the click of the empty weapon, a fusillade of fire was returned, one of the rounds hitting his own weapon and knocking it out of his hand.
“Felix!” he screamed as he fell back inside the room. There was no answer.
One of his men across the hall leaned out to take a shot and was hit right in the face, dead before he hit the floor.
Marco saw the man’s head explode only a few feet away. “Felix!” he screamed again. He wondered if his boss had been hit. “Shit!” he screamed, and decided to check on Felix himself. He ran out of his room down the hall without a weapon toward the door Felix had kicked in. A shotgun blast took him right off his feet and he landed on his back as the last gurgle left his lungs.
The remaining three Zetas kept up their fire, now panicking. With Marco dead and Felix not responding, they were starting to come apart at the seams, screaming at each other hysterically. The Sinaloas began moving closer, taking one room at a time as they leapfrogged down the hall.
From down below on the street, Felix heard the gunfire becoming steadier and started running as fast as he could toward the warehouse, where he knew he would find the truck.



CHAPTER 28
El Gato’s Estate
 
Apo watched El Gato’s face nervously as the cartel leader listened on his phone. After a while, he pressed “end” and put it back into the holster on his belt. His face looked even uglier than usual.
“Everything all right?” asked Apo sheepishly. The two of them had been sitting outside smoking cigars and drinking fine cognac as Apo listened to the ramblings of a sociopathic murderer.
“No, Alex. Everything is not all right,” sneered El Gato. “I had a deal with the Sinaloa and they double-crossed me. No one double-crosses El Gato, not even the Sinaloa.” He stood up and began pacing. “I’m afraid your visit will be cut short. I’ll have some business to take care of.”
“Is there nothing I can do to help?” asked Apo, feeling panicked that this event would screw up their plans.
“Sure. Call your president and have him fire some missiles at these Sinaloa dogs.” He was about to go on a tirade when his phone rang again. Felix’s number flashed on his screen. He answered it quickly. “What’s happening?”
Felix was out of breath. “I escaped for now, but I think they got everyone else. They came out of nowhere! I need help.”
Gato thought for a second. There wasn’t much he could do at the moment. “Did they take the shipment?”
“I don’t know. I’m trying to get over to the warehouse, but there’s Sinaloa everywhere. More and more of them keep showing up. I can still hear shooting from the hotel. Marco is still in there,” he said, feeling slightly guilty about running out on his friend.
El Gato kicked a chair over. If the shipment was lost, his heroin supply could be affected. He looked at the American and thought about the lost revenue and new opportunity and cursed. He picked up a vase of fresh-cut flowers from a table and threw it across the patio.
“You need to get to the warehouse and move the truck. Now! They can’t get the shipment.”
“I’ll try,” he said quietly, feeling scared for the first time in many years.
“Just get it done!” El Gato hit “end” and began cursing again. He looked at Apo. “To get to the Sinaloa, I have to go through the Mazatlecos. I can’t just drive a hundred cars through there without starting a war!”
Apo tried to soothe El Gato. “Listen, I can wait a week or two if you need more time. We’ll be partners for many years to come. One little problem shouldn’t ruin everything.”
El Gato could feel his face getting red, but understood the man meant well. He couldn’t tell his new customer that a shipment from Syria might affect the supply of heroin they both needed. “Most generous of you, Alex. Hopefully, this will sort itself out. If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have a phone call to make. Finish your drink and admire the sights.” He motioned toward the girls by the pool.
El Gato walked inside his mansion and pulled out his phone. He called Antonio Reynosa, who picked up immediately. “Yes, Jefe?”
“Where are you?” asked El Gato.
“In Greece. I should be home in a few days.”
“The Sinaloa double-crossed me. The shipment could be a problem. I don’t want it interfering with my heroin.”
Antonio’s face fell. “Jefe, those animals in Syria won’t release the heroin until their people call in from the boat to say they’ve made it. These aren’t easy people to deal with. Anything happens to that shipment and I can’t go back there. They’ll kill me and that’ll be the end of it. You have to get that container to the ship.” Antonio was sweating. Telling El Gato to do anything was dangerous. He wasn’t a man to whom anyone gave instructions. Antonio looked around at the beautiful Greek countryside and thought maybe he’d be better off staying where he was.
“Damn it! We had a deal!” He hung up on Antonio and began pacing around his office. Who could he call? Someone had to know something.



CHAPTER 29
Mexico City
 Saturday Evening
 
Colonel Rafael Lozano was watching from the tarmac as three hundred Mexican Marines in combat gear and four small transport trucks loaded up into three American-made C-130 Hercules transport planes. His personal phone rang, and he broke a sweat instantly when he saw it was El Gato’s number. He pressed the “end” button to ignore the call and shoved it back into his chest pocket.
When the planes were loaded, he walked up the rear ramp of the lead aircraft. His men cheered when he walked into the plane, and cheered louder when he pumped his fist into the air.
He sat in one of the uncomfortable strap seats with his men and wondered what was happening in Mexico. When he had called Joaquin Salazar to tip him off about the impending assault on the Las Zetas operation, he was just scoring some points with the new boss of the Sinaloa.
Why would El Gato be calling him?
Salazar wouldn’t have tipped off El Gato, would he?
Who was to be trusted? The colonel leaned his head back and made a sour face.
The planes taxied and took off, one after the other, heading north. At the insistence of General Ortega, the Marines would fly north toward the US border, then head east out to sea in the Gulf of Mexico, and finally, loop all the way around to arrive at the Ciudad Pemex Airport from the north. Anyone watching the Marines load up and fly out would think the troops were heading to America for training, or going after a target up north. It was hours out of the way, but no informant on the ground would have any reason to tip off the cartels east of Mexico City, which included the Sinaloa, Mazatlecos, and Las Zetas. The general wondered if he was being overly cautious, but in the end decided it was worth the extra fuel. The cartels had eyes and ears everywhere.
Instead of a thirty-minute flight, the Marines would be flying for almost four hours in their looped flight plan. They would arrive at the Ciudad Pemex Airport at midnight. If all went well, they’d be able to secure the airport and surrounding countryside without much of a fight. Most of the force would remain at the airport. One platoon of his best men, three squads totaling thirty-six Marines, would use the four transports to rapidly move in the night to assault El Gato’s estate along with the American commandos before daylight. The general’s instructions were very clear: Reinforce the American lead assault team. Capture or kill as many Las Zetas as possible during the assault. Capture El Gato alive and turn him over to the Americans.
Colonel Lozano’s plans were slightly different. Kill everything that moved, especially El Gato. El Gato couldn’t be taken alive and turned over to General Ortega or the Americans for the simple reason that he would implicate the colonel as one of his informants and “cooperating government officials.” While there was a possibility that the colonel could convince General Ortega that El Gato was lying to save his own skin, he simply couldn’t risk it. El Gato had to die in the assault, period.
The planes reached cruising altitude and leveled off. It was now time to waste a few hours flying in a circle. The colonel closed his eyes and tried his best to relax. It was a complicated situation.
El Gato paid him.
Salazar now paid him for the Sinaloa, with El Chapo back in custody.
The Mazatlecos paid him.
The New South People paid him.
The Office cartel paid him.
Everyone paid him.
No self-righteous general or American strike force was going to end a very lucrative business. In a few years, he’d be retired and living very comfortably for the rest of his life. Hopefully, in the safety of the United States.



CHAPTER 30
Saturday Night in the Woods
 
“There’s more than one way to skin a Gato,” said Moose quietly. He was sitting on the ground, applying black and dark-green camouflage stick to his face.
“Everybody’s a comedian lately,” replied Ripper quietly.
Ripper was painting his own face as well. It was getting dark and the team would be moving west soon. The route they had to take went through a mile of farmland, which meant following the patchwork of hedgerows and tree lines. The farmland was bordered on both the north and south with roads and small homes, where they might be spotted. Moving right through the middle was their only real option. They would rely on their speed in the dark to get through the farmland and into the woods at the base of the hill where El Gato’s estate sat perched like the king’s castle.
Eric and Ray moved silently back into camp. They’d been out on a scout patrol for over an hour.
Eric spoke softly. “It’s quiet. A few farmers about a klick out to the west, but they were heading home for the day. Should be a fast route to the hill. Once we get there, we can deploy your toy and take a look around.”
“Roger that,” said Moose.
Pete held up a small can of fuel lovingly known as a Rip It. “High octane, baby.”
The team hadn’t made coffee to avoid the smell being detected. Instead, they drank the cans of Rip It that ran American special operations. One hundred milligrams of caffeine that could be knocked back instantly. Each of them drank one and crushed the cans, which they buried deep in the earth. Moose looked at his watch.
“One hour. Eat, sleep, or dig a latrine. Check weapons and comms. In one hour we hit the ground running.”
Jon was sitting cross-legged with his M16 across his lap. His rifle had an M203 grenade launcher mounted under the barrel. Jon was the team’s grenadier, and he would be their only artillery support during the raid. He loaded the M203 with an M576 grenade instead of the usual high-explosive round. The M576 was filled with buckshot and was designed for thick vegetation and room clearing. With the approach to the estate so thickly forested, he figured the buckshot would be a more logical choice.
Pete spotted the rounds Jon was using and laughed. “I remember the first time I saw Mack carrying a sawed-off shotgun. I was laughing like, old-school, huh? He said something like, ‘You ain’t going to be laughing when the shit hits the fan and this baby starts barking.’ He was right, too. Old-school shotgun still does the job close quarters when it’s thick.”
“Roger that. Twenty pellets in a meter-and-a-half radius at forty meters. I’ll make us a path, the time comes,” said Jon with a small grin.



CHAPTER 31
Arista
 
Felix had sprinted from building to alley to building for twenty minutes, avoiding the cars and trucks that zoomed by with more Sinaloa gangbangers. He was drenched in sweat and trying his best not to panic and make a mistake. The warehouse where the Arabs were holed up with their truck was nearby, but Felix couldn’t walk straight down the street to get there with so many Sinaloa soldiers around. He was running through the maze of back alleyways like a mouse looking for the cheese.
When he got to the corner across from the warehouse, he squatted behind a small Dumpster and scanned the street. Did the Sinaloa know where the truck was? El Gato had been very specific about not allowing the Sinaloa to get the shipment, whatever it was. Felix took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. He was shaking. Two choices—murdered by the Sinaloa, or murdered by El Gato. Neither would be quick or merciful.
A long burst of automatic weapons fire snapped him out of his hesitation. The firefight back at the hotel couldn’t last much longer. Felix ran across the street and pulled open a side door to the warehouse. He ran inside and faced the barrel of an assault rifle. He froze.
Throwing his hands up, he said, “Don’t shoot!”
The Arab at the other end of the rifle looked just as scared as he did. The man began speaking fast in Arabic, which Felix didn’t understand. Hamid ran up behind him, also speaking quickly, and the man slowly lowered his weapon.
Hamid looked terrified. He screamed at Felix in Arabic. “What’s happening? Who’s shooting?”
Felix didn’t understand what he was saying, but recognized the man’s fear. He replied in Spanish, “We need to go! Now!”
The four Arabs began speaking rapidly to each other, and occasionally screamed at Felix, but they had no way to communicate across the language barrier. Hamid pulled out his scrap of paper with phonetic words written on it and tried to ask what was happening. The vocabulary on the paper was too basic to convey any real sense of the message. Felix understood the word barco, “boat,” in Spanish and shook his head.
“No, no! No boat! We have to leave!” He pointed at the truck and motioned for them to leave.
The Arabs didn’t understand, and scanned the paper for the word “rapido.” The conversation was getting faster and louder out of frustration, and Felix was starting to panic. How long before the Sinaloa figured out where they were?
“Now! We have to go now!” he screamed. He ran to the truck and pointed, screaming at them to hurry. The Arabs repeated the word “barco” several times, and Felix finally screamed barco back to them just to get them moving.
One of the men walked to the switch by the large aluminum garage door to open it up and Felix screamed at him. “No! Not yet! Get in the truck first!”
This explanation was also futile, and Felix pointed to Hamid’s gun and then outside to where they could still hear gunfire. The men were as frustrated as Felix was, but got into the truck and started the engine with the garage door closed. As soon as the truck was started, Felix ran to the door switch and hit the green “up” button. He ran back to the truck and climbed up to the driver’s side of the cab. The man in the driver’s seat reluctantly moved to the rear bench with the two others. The three in the back were crowded, angry, and worried. Hamid was in the passenger seat, asking questions that Felix couldn’t understand and didn’t have time to try and figure out. He shoved the gearshift into first and floored the gas pedal. The old truck groaned and shook as it slid into gear and lurched out of the garage. Felix moved through the gears and pulled out into the narrow street. Where he was going, he had no idea, but wherever it was, it was better than here . . .



CHAPTER 32
El Gato’s Estate
 
Apo was sitting outside by a large fire pit, listening to music and quietly observing his surroundings for cameras, lights, and guards. El Gato had been distracted with a dozen phone calls and had forgotten about his guest. It was obvious he wasn’t getting the answers he wanted on his calls, and he had several tantrums inside the house that Apo could see and hear from outside the large glass windows and doors. He was hoping not to get thrown out before sunup when the team would be hitting the house.
Apo remained quiet in the same chair for almost two hours, trying very hard to be invisible. Eventually, El Gato remembered he had a guest and walked back outside.
“My apologies, Señor Alex. Complications. Always complications.”
Apo stood up. “It is I who am sorry. I came at a bad time. I’ve enjoyed every minute here at your beautiful estate. It’s very difficult for me to ever get away, you know? I’m always worried about being under the radar. No vacations, no big fun. The last two days here have been a beautiful vacation for me. Thank you for your hospitality. I can go to a motel by the airport if I’ve overstayed my welcome.” He bowed.
El Gato forced a smile. He wanted the man gone so he could focus on his problem, but he couldn’t offend his honored guest.
“Señor Alex, I appreciate you being so understanding. I have business this evening that will interrupt our good time, but by all means, you are welcome to stay the night and leave in the morning. I’m afraid I will have a very full day tomorrow and wouldn’t be much of a host.”
Apo smiled and thought, “You have no idea how full your day’s going to be,” but instead said, “I’ll leave first thing in the morning and let you get back to your business. I look forward to our next visit together.”
El Gato barked some orders to his people, and two of his beautiful female hostesses appeared with champagne and a silver tray of hors d’oeuvres. “Show my friend a good evening. I’m afraid I have some calls to make.” He shook hands with Apo and disappeared back into the house.
Apo felt tight in his stomach, worried that El Gato might be leaving without telling him. That would ruin everything. Once El Gato was out of sight, Apo asked the woman with the bottle of champagne, “Will Jefe be leaving the estate?”
“So late? No, I don’t believe so. But don’t worry, we’ll make sure you enjoy your evening.” She stroked his arm and smiled.
“Perhaps we can go sit inside? The mosquitos are starting to bother me,” he lied.
“Whatever you wish, Señor Alex. We’re here to make sure you have a perfect evening.”
Apo walked inside with a woman on each arm, and allowed them to lead him to a large room that had a fireplace that was probably never used and plush, oversized furniture. He sat on the giant sofa and allowed the women to rub his arms and lie to him about how handsome he was. He listened as hard as he could past their practiced bullshit for El Gato’s voice.
Where was he?
He couldn’t leave!



CHAPTER 33
Arista
 
The truck belched black diesel smoke from its stack and shuddered as it groaned up a small incline. Felix gripped the wheel tightly with both hands, ignoring the four men yelling at him. The Arabs were beyond annoying, with their nonstop screaming that he couldn’t decipher. Although they couldn’t understand each other, the Arabs knew that something had gone terribly wrong. The other men must have been the ones in the shootout, and this man Felix was the only one who had escaped—but now what? They needed to get to their ship, but that wasn’t supposed to arrive until the next morning.
Felix drove as fast as he could through the narrow streets. Dozens of locals were all running away from the sound of gunfire, occasionally making him slam on the brakes when they ran out in front of his truck. He cursed and screamed at the fleeing pedestrians, driving as fast as he could. He slowed down to take a hard corner and went wide-eyed as he came around the turn. Three pickup trucks had stopped in the middle of the road and a dozen Sinaloa soldiers were waiting for them. The Arabs began screaming again, and Felix just screamed back at them.
“Shoot them! Shoot them!” he roared as he stepped on the gas.
The truck picked up speed as Hamid leaned out the passenger window with his rifle. Everything happened in an instant.
As the men in back tried to get their weapons up, the windshield exploded. All twelve of the Sinaloa gangbangers opened up on full auto, and hundreds of rounds went through the glass and metal of the truck cab. Both Felix and Hamid were killed instantly by multiple bullet wounds to their heads and upper torsos. The men in the back were all hit by bullets and ricocheted bullet fragments, and screamed as they tried to shield themselves with each other’s bodies.
The truck slowed with the engine smoking from multiple holes through hoses and the radiator up front. After a few more yards, the truck’s engine died with a wheeze and came to a complete halt. The torrent of bullets continued for a full minute after the truck had stopped.
Out in the street, the locals had sprinted away screaming. Inside the cab, four of the men were dead. Only Mustafa was alive, but he’d been hit three times—twice in his upper left arm and once through his left kneecap by a ricochet. He was on the floor of the cab, with Mohammed’s dead body leaking blood all over him. He was crying out in pain, horrified by the blood that was pouring all over him, not knowing how much was his and how much was that of his friends. He called out to them quietly, but there was only the ringing deafness in his ears, the smoke in his nose, and the iron taste of blood. He sobbed quietly, waiting for death.
The Sinaloas began running toward the cab and pulling at the doors. Hamid’s body fell out into the street, where one of the Sinaloas put another two rounds through his face. The man was quite obviously already dead, but the shooter was high on meth and out of his mind on adrenaline. Adding a few more holes to the man’s face just added to his excitement.
The men began pulling the bodies out of the truck one at a time, the blood flowing everywhere. Mustafa screamed when they pulled his broken arm. The Sinaloa that grabbed him pulled harder and yanked him partly out of the cab, where his friends helped pull him out until he fell all the way down to the street below. He hit the asphalt and screamed, bleeding heavily from his broken arm and knee. One of the men pulled out a huge knife and leaned in for the kill.
One of the crew’s leaders yelled at him. “Wait! Don’t kill him. Joaquin wants him. Keep him alive.”
The man was obviously disappointed. He tore off the bleeding man’s shirt and tied it tightly around his upper arm to slow the bleeding, the wounded man screaming in pain the entire time he tied off the makeshift tourniquet.
“What the fuck’s he saying?” asked the man who had tied the tourniquet.
A few of the others screamed at him in Spanish, but the blubbering man’s speech was unintelligible.
The crew’s leader walked to the back of the truck and opened the double doors. Inside, there was a large engine sitting on a wooden pallet so it could be taken on and off by forklift. The man stared at it, cocking his head in confusion. He took out his phone and took a picture of it, which he sent directly to Joaquin Salazar. He texted a message after the picture:
No drugs. No cash. Just this. Whatever it is.
He screamed at his men to get one of their pickup trucks and back it up to the rear of the truck. With a dozen strong men, they’d be able to drag it out of the back of the tractor-trailer and slide it into the bed of the pickup truck.
One of his men stared at the EMP bomb and made a face. “What is it?”
He shrugged. “No idea. But I bet Joaquin’s going to want it, whatever it is. We find out what language that asshole is speaking and we’ll beat it out of him.”
“Arabic, man. Guy’s definitely an Arab.”
He nodded. “Yeah. Maybe. I guess he could be an Arab.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “What the fuck’s an Arab doing here with this thing and some Zetas?”
The guy shrugged. “We got to find us another Arab.”
The boss whistled and his men began hopping up on the tractor-trailer. Whatever the device was, it was a lot heavier than it looked. It took all of them, using all of their strength, to push it from the tractor-trailer into the back of the pickup. As the EMP dropped the three inches into the truck, the pickup creaked and dropped an inch onto its leaf springs. By the time it was sitting in the back of the pickup, all of the men were drenched with sweat.
“Keep that fucker alive,” sneered the boss to his men. “We’re going to need to find out what he knows about this thing. Let’s go . . .”



CHAPTER 34
Touchdown
 
The first plane touched down at the Ciudad Pemex airport just after midnight. With a smoky chirp and a few bounces, the heavy plane rolled to the very end of the small airport’s longest runway, then taxied into the grass to make room for the second plane that repeated the process for the third. The airport never had activity after eight or so, and there was no one in the tower or terminal.
The ramps lowered and out stormed three hundred Mexican Marines in combat gear, ready for business. They fanned out across the airport and secured the buildings. It was empty and anticlimactic for the assaulting troops. The four trucks drove out of the bellies of the C-130s and roared across the tarmac to where the colonel was waiting with his platoon. The thirty-six troopers piled into the trucks and the colonel snapped a salute to his second in command, Major Garcia, who would be holding the airport and surrounding area. The chances of any Las Zetas seeing armed troops and attacking was slim to none, but they’d be ready for anything.
Colonel Lozano got into the front passenger seat of the lead vehicle and ordered his driver to move out. The four trucks rumbled out of the airport onto the small road that would lead them to Highway 186, which would take them west toward El Gato’s estate. Even driving in the dark on winding roads, they’d arrive well before the planned assault at first light.



CHAPTER 35
Zero Hour
 
The team fanned out into their assigned positions. They were finally beginning the real mission and they were focused and wired. When not “working,” they were a loose bunch that didn’t follow military formalities. The closest they ever came to referencing a rank was calling their CO “skipper.” Now that it was game time, the smiles disappeared and each man disappeared into his own brain, totally alert with full situational awareness.
Moose, Ripper, and Ryan formed in a small spearhead at the front of the group. The others followed single file, moving in total silence. Unlike moving in Iraq, Afghanistan, or some other full-blown war zone, their chances of hitting an IED, trip wire, or mine were almost zero. Same with getting shot at by snipers or hidden enemy bunkers. Their biggest risk on this march was being seen by anyone—even civilian. If anyone tipped off El Gato that they were on their way, he’d be gone and their mission would fail.
Moose checked his watch. 0300. They moved to the edge of the woods and squatted in the tall grass. It was a hundred yards across open farm field to get to the hedgerow on the other side that would serve as their cover for almost a mile as it meandered around the tilled squares of land. Eric took off on point, slow and low to the ground. When he had gone ten yards, his own men could barely see him in the darkness, even with night vision. When he reached the hedgerow, he spoke quietly into his throat mic.
“All clear.”
The rest of the team went after him, one at a time. Moving quickly and quietly, they covered the hundred yards in about thirty seconds each. They weren’t going to break any records, but they each carried about sixty pounds and were running with night-vision goggles on. Once across the field, they melted into the tall grass and weeds and moved as hastily as they could, heading due north toward the hill in the distance.
They had six miles to cover, which would mean about two hours at walking speed. They walked in total silence, ever alert for any movement. It was a farming community, and the local hardworking people would all be asleep at this hour, waking up right before the sun to start another day. By the time the locals awoke, they’d be in position at the base of the hill.
Two silent hours went without incident, and the team arrived at the woods where the farmland ended and the slope began.
“Cover and take ten,” whispered Moose.
The team spread out in a defensive perimeter and drank some water.
Ray spoke very quietly into his throat mic. “Eighteen. Wait. No. Nineteen.”
The group crouched lower into the vegetation. “You see tangos?” asked Moose.
“Negative. Mosquito bites on my left arm. Confirm, nineteen.”
“Alpha Hotel,” whispered Ripper. The men were smiling under their face paint. Alpha Hotel, “asshole,” was the official reprimand.
Jon whispered, “If you get Zika, it can affect your baby.”
Ripper put a stop to the jabber. “If the comedy tour is over, move into position at the tree line on top of the hill.”
The team moved through the brush using their night vision. The only noise was the sound of soft ferns grazing their woodland-green BDUs. The hill got steeper as they climbed, but there was still no sign of any protection force. They paused as they neared the top.
“Too quiet?” asked Ripper.
Moose shook his head. “Nah. We’re used to being in combat zones. These guys are just thugs, not special operators. Dex should have sent a few cops, not us.”
“Cops would have to arrest these guys. The boss just wants them dead.”
“Except El Gato.”
“Except El Gato,” repeated Ripper.
Moose looked at his watch. “It’s 0500. The Mexican Marines should be here in thirty mikes. We do this right and there’ll be nothing for them to do.”
Eric had inched forward to the edge of the tree line and looked across to the walled estate fifty meters out. He took out his night-vision binoculars and scanned slowly across lavish landscape. His voice was so quiet it was barely audible. “Two tangos at the front gate. I can’t see anyone else. No K9. No patrols. Nothing. Looks real quiet.”
“Doesn’t seem right,” said Ripper. “What about all this security he was supposed to have?”
Moose made a face. “I don’t like it, either. You know what Murphy says. ‘If your attack is going well, you’ve walked into an ambush.’”
“No shit,” said Ripper. “He also says professionals are predictable; it’s the amateurs you got to watch out for.”
Moose looked out at the horizon. There was perhaps the first hint of blush in the darkness. “If it was up to me, we’d hit them now before sunup.”
“You’re the new CO, Skipper. It is up to you.”
“Negative. Dex told me to get into position and wait for the Marines to get closer. We’re supposed to be breach, and they’re supposed to reinforce immediately. We do it all by ourselves, we might offend our hosts and steal their glory.”



CHAPTER 36
Late Night Snack
 
Apo took the two young women back to his room, where he did an Oscar-winning performance as “the man who drank too much.” The two women pulled at his clothes and kissed him, and they eventually pulled him into bed with them, ready to please him however he requested. He simply rolled over, mumbled that he was too drunk, and faked falling asleep.
The two women laughed, and were quite happy just to sleep in his fine sheets and feather bed with him. Apo lay there without moving for an hour, until he could hear their breathing slow into a gentle rhythm. When he was sure they were asleep, he very carefully extracted himself from the tangle of arms and silky legs.
He checked his watch. 0322. Apo changed into a pair of jeans and pulled on a black shirt. He slid his feet into the black sneakers, which would keep his footsteps quiet, then walked across the room to where his duffle bag was thrown. He looked over at the women, waited for them to continue their breathing pattern to be sure they were asleep, and then opened his bag. He pulled up the canvass inside and revealed the false sidewall. Inside, he had a half-dozen zip ties and a weapon he had adopted from the French Foreign Legion when he had trained with some of them. Their version of the garrote, called la loupe, was a double coil of wire cable with small wooden ends for handles. When dropped around a person’s neck and cinched, it would tighten immediately, and even if the person managed to get a few fingers under one of the cables and pull, all they’d do was tighten the other one. Silent and deadly.
Lastly, Apo shoved a small earbud into his pants pocket. The device was a miniaturized version of the SEALs comm system, and worked with a bone mic. He patted himself down to make sure everything was hidden and he looked totally normal, and then he slipped out of his room.
Apo walked quietly down the long hallway, listening every few steps for any sign of El Gato or his men. He had two hours before the assault, but it was imperative that he knew where El Gato was when the team hit the house.
Apo moved from the far wing where his bedroom was located, back toward the main part of the mansion. When he walked into the large room in the center of the house, he froze. Twenty of El Gato’s men stood around or sat, armed to the teeth. Apo’s face fell. The room was only dimly lit, and the men were silent. He was totally busted. One of them spotted him and stood up.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. His face didn’t look friendly.
Apo faked a big smile and slurred his response just enough to sound drunk. “Those two girls fucked me until I was ready to die. Now I’m starving! I was looking for the kitchen!”
The other men in the room laughed and nudged each other.
“You should be in your room,” the man replied coldly.
Apo walked into the room, holding the walls and furniture as he continued his act. “Where’s El Gato? I should have another drink with him.”
The man stepped out in front of him. “You should go back to your room, Señor Alex,” he repeated, this time sounding more threatening.
Apo threw his head back and laughed, then patted the man on his shoulder. “I told you, I’m starving! Where’s El Gato? I need to have a drink with him.”
The man pulled out a .45 and put it under Apo’s chin. “I don’t want to have to tell you again.”
“Hey! That’s no way to treat a guest!” slurred Apo.
El Gato appeared from the shadows and snapped at his guard. “Enough!”
He walked across the room and faced his guest. “Pardon the extra security, it’s been a strange day. I’m afraid I can’t drink with you now, my friend. You’ll need to go back to bed.”
“Is everything okay?” Apo asked. He leaned forward and, with his best scared, drunk expression, he asked, “Cops?”
“No. Everything’s fine, Alex. Go back to bed. I’ll see you get a nice breakfast before you head out. It’s only a few hours until sunup—you should get some sleep anyway. Go.”
Apo raised his hands and mumbled, “Okay, okay, sorry. That tequila was too good. I think I drank too much.” He burped and bumped against the wall, then shuffled back toward his room with one of El Gatos’ guards slowly walking behind him. The guard tailed him all the way back to his room and watched Apo slip back inside.
The two young girls were still sleeping in his bed, and Apo stood for a moment to be sure they were both really out. When he was satisfied, he grabbed his sat-phone from his bag and tapped out a message:
Gato on alert. Minimum 20 tangos inside waiting. Abort. Something’s wrong.
Apo hit “send,” deleted the message, and sat in a chair with his phone.
 
***
 
Less than a half mile from where Apo sat in his chair, the team was hunkered down in the thick foliage scanning for sentries. Moose’s wrist buzzed and he tapped it for a message.
“Shit.” He looked at Ripper. “We’re compromised. Apo says abort.”
“Abort? We’re practically in his fucking living room!”
“He says Gato has a security force inside. They’re on alert.”
Ripper’s face showed his anger. “I thought only a couple of people at the very top knew about this op?”
“Welcome to Mexico. Now what?”
They sat in silence for a moment, then Ripper called to Pete. “Papa Mike. Bring the sat.”
Pete McCoy moved silently through the woods and squatted next to Moose, handing him the satellite phone. He opened the small umbrella-shaped antenna and aimed it at the heavens.
Moose pressed the number for HQ and hit the “send” button, which rang in Langley. A surprised Dex Murphy picked it up.
“Dex here.”
“Problem. Apo’s inside. He sent a warning. Gato’s expecting us. Has his security force inside waiting. Mexican Marines should arrive soon, which will tip them off. If we hit it now, Gato either escapes or dies in a firefight. We’re also outgunned until the Marines show up. What do you want me to do?”
Dex exhaled slowly. “Fuck.”
“Roger. That’s affirmative.”
“We need Gato, Moose. The package could be anywhere.”
“Roger. We’ll Charlie Mike. Out.”
Moose handed the phone back to Pete, who secured it back in his pack along with the folded-up antenna.
“Okay, team. Surprise is partly blown, but Langley needs that package. We continue mission. Big E. Need you and Ray to find your perch that gives you eyes inside the house. Rear of the house is glass. Start moving around back. I’m deploying the drone. Should have a sit-rep for you by the time you find a spot.”
“Aye, aye,” whispered Eric. He and Ray began moving forward through the thick foliage using their night-vision goggles in the total darkness. Moose unzipped his pack and pulled out the dragonfly that Apo had given him back in Langley. He positioned the legs to the “on” position and turned on his small handheld tablet, marking the rear section of the house for recon. He threw the bug gently into the air, and it miraculously began flying, taking off toward the house.
Moose and Ripper smiled at each other. Moose leaned closer. “I feel like James fucking Bond.”
“Gucci gear. I love it. Maybe we’ll get laid at the end of the movie?” said Ripper.
“If we ain’t dead,” replied Moose. They sat and watched the screen as the mini drone zipped over the rear yard and began scanning with its night vision. In the darkness, bodies began lighting up in green, hidden around the pool and landscaping.
“Son of a bitch, greeting committee is all over the yard.” Moose tapped the house on the screen, and the dragonfly began buzzing closer to the building. It dropped a few feet and began looking inside the rear of the house.
“Shit. Apo wasn’t kidding. They’ve got an army in there all right.”
“Now what?” asked Ripper.
“The only easy day was yesterday,” said Moose with a smile. “Big E, you copy?”
“Five by five, Skipper.”
“A dozen tangos in the rear yard. Mostly in the landscaping around the perimeter. How’s the approach?”
“Approach all clear to the rear yard.”
“Roger. We’re moving up. Keep your eyes open. We’ll get in position and get back to you. We’ll take them nice and quiet, one at a time. Can you see inside the house?”
“Negative. Not close enough yet. Too many trees. Working our way up. When I get eyes on the rear of the house, I’ll let you know.”
While Ray and Eric were working their way to the rear of the house, Moose, Ripper, Pete, Jon, and Ryan fanned out and moved up the wooded slope. The grade wasn’t too steep, and the foliage provided plenty of cover. Moose kept checking the tablet as he moved through the woods. He squatted and, through the dragonfly’s camera, looked through the rear windows at a couple dozen bodies that lit up in the dark. They were moving about slowly and had weapons.
“Listen up. Remember, we need Gato alive. Kill everything you see, but we have to capture him alive. Kneecap him if you have to, but keep him breathing. Let’s take the targets outside first, real quiet. When we hit the house, it’s gonna go loud, and the Mexi Marines will be right behind us. When it gets loud, get inside and take this place down fast. Out.”
Moose and his men moved up to the edge of the woods and stopped. They dropped their packs and pulled out only what they needed for the assault. Two guards were seated on a large, decorative boulder near the pool. The team began scanning around the yard for a place to hop the fence. Jon belly-crawled twenty yards along the fence line with Pete right behind him. Jon climbed up Pete’s back at the base of the fence and used cutters to get through the concertina wire. Every snip of the cutters made them freeze, waiting for someone to come running, but they were out of earshot. Once he had a small section cleared, Jon clambered over the top and dropped down into the grass. Pete hoisted himself up the black wrought-iron fence and followed him over, and then the two of them belly-crawled toward the two guards. They pulled their black KA-BARs and moved in for the kill.
Moose looked over at Jon. “When it gets loud, grab the blooper and put some deadly accurate fire on those fuckers, but remember, we need Gato alive.”
“Wilco,” Jon whispered.
 



CHAPTER 37
Arista
 
Mustafa was tied to a chair, completely naked. He was covered in sweat and blood. The Sinaloas had given him a good beating just to let him know they meant business. None of them could understand a word he said, anyway. It took three hours for them to find a translator and drive him back to the warehouse where Mustafa was being held.
The interpreter, a Jordanian man who ran a small grocery store a few towns over in Arriaga, arrived at the same time as Joaquin Salazar himself. The old man, who didn’t want to join the Sinaloas as their Arab speaker, had been coerced to go along when they threatened to kill his wife. He took the ride with the Sinaloas, leaving his crying wife wondering what was happening.
The truck arrived at the warehouse after midnight. The Sinaloas climbed out with their interpreter in tow. The old man, Yaseem, recognized Joaquin Salazar as soon as he saw him, and turned white. Everyone in Mexico recognized Joaquin Salazar, but very few people ever laid eyes on him and lived to tell about it. Yaseem put his hands together in prayer and bowed to the Sinaloa kingpin.
Salazar spoke slowly in Spanish to Yaseem. “Relax, old man. We need someone who speaks Arabic. You were the closest person we could find. Just translate everything you hear, and you’ll go home with a pile of cash.”
They walked inside the warehouse and saw the Sinaloas gathered around a very sick-looking naked man who was tied to a chair. Joaquin walked to the man and squatted down so they were eye to eye. He looked up at Yaseem, then back to the man.
“Do you know who I am?” asked Joaquin. Yaseem repeated it.
The young man shook his head, squinting through his one open eye. The left was purple and swollen almost shut.
“Sinaloa. I know you know that name.” Yaseem repeated in Arabic.
The man shook his head.
Joaquin took a long knife out of a leather sheath under his shoulder. He tapped the flat part of the blade against the man’s thigh. “I’m going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to tell me the truth, or I’m going to cut off your dick and feed it to you before I peel your skin off. You’ll beg me to kill you, but I won’t. You only get one chance to avoid all of this.”
The man began sobbing after Yaseem translated.
“Who are you, what are you doing here, and what is that thing you were transporting? Think carefully when you answer. One chance only.” He slid the sharp end of the blade across the man’s naked thigh, leaving a thin red line.
Through slow sobs, the man answered. “My name is Mustafa Ali. I was born in Yemen and was living in Syria. I was chosen for a mission to attack the United States, not Mexico. The Zetas helped us get here, and they told us they had worked a deal with you for a safe trip here. They said we had permission to come here.”
Joaquin listened as Yaseem translated, then said, “Continue. The Zetas paid to allow you to come here. Things change. What’s in the truck?”
“It’s a weapon. To be used against the Great Satan. There’s a boat coming. I swear, it wasn’t to be used here.”
Joaquin stood up and folded his arms. He paced slowly back and forth. “Why would the Zetas help you attack the United States?” As soon as he asked, he knew why. “Ahhh. Heroin.”
The man nodded.
“So you attack the United States, and the Zetas get their supply of heroin through you?”
The man nodded.
“Maybe now we make a new deal. Maybe now you send the heroin here. To me.”
“I’m just a soldier. I can’t make deals. You have to speak to the ones in charge.”
“For your sake, I hope you know how to reach them by phone. Quickly.”



CHAPTER 38
Assault
 
The team had moved into position. Ray and Eric were inside the fence line, invisible in a bed of flowers and plants that gave them a view of the immense rear yard. The tower they had originally planned on using as their perch had too many sentries walking around it. Moose, Ripper, and Jon had moved to the edge of the forest vegetation and looked across a small lawn to the side of the rear yard. Pete and Ryan had crawled around the front to set a few claymore mines near the front door in case any of them tried to escape that way. After setting the mines, they joined the others at the edge of the woods.
Eric’s voice whispered into everyone’s earpiece. “Just spotted the K9 unit. Sneaky. In the tall grass on the far side of the yard. You know I love dogs.”
“And when he barks, we’re all dead. K9 and handler go first. We’re moving in from the near side,” Moose replied. It was strange fact—they could kill a hundred enemy human beings and not think twice, but kill a dog? That was a heartbreaker. Unless it was trying to eat your throat.
Moose and the others moved rapidly across the yard to the fence and stopped. Moose gave an “okay” sign, which was repeated by the others. He whispered, “Silent assault.”
In an instant, they were over the fence and in firing positions. With their night vision, they easily found the enemy positions, exactly where they had spotted them from their Dr. Who drone. Eric took out the K9 and his handler in rapid succession, only a second before the dog was about to alert to new smells. He then began finding targets all over the yard. The guards sensed something was wrong without actually hearing or seeing anything specific. The pops were quiet, but loud enough to cause the guards to start looking for intruders. As they began moving from their locations to investigate the noises, they were quickly taken out with very well-placed marksmanship. The yard fell silent.
“Clear,” whispered Eric.
The seven of them froze and waited a few seconds in total silence, making sure no one else was in the rear yard.
Moose began crawling across the yard toward the house. “Take up positions near the rear of the house and hold. Checking drone.” He took out the small tablet and tapped the rear of the house. Dr. Who began buzzing around the yard over their heads, moving closer to the rear windows. Moose could see images inside the house with its night vision. There were a lot of people in the rear of the house, some of them moving around, probably looking out into the yard.
Moose tapped a message to Apo. “10-20?”
Apo replied quickly. “Bedroom. Waiting for assault.”
“Danger close.”
Moose and Ripper crawled next to each other behind a few large concrete pots filled with flowers. Ripper looked at Moose and asked, “Where the hell are the Marines?”
“Maybe them boys is Lima Lima Mike,” replied Moose. Lima Lima Mike: lost like a muthafucker.
“Real comforting. When we go loud, El Gato is either gonna be in the breeze with some secret tunnel or filled with lead. Maybe Apo can get to him?”
Moose considered that. “Dangerous, but maybe he can sweet-talk his way to Gato once we send a few downrange.” Moose tapped out a message to Apo.
Outside secure. Breech in two mikes. Get Gato when the shooting starts.
Moose spoke to his team. “Hodges, you got eyes on the back room?”
“Affirmative. Good angle. Count about twenty tangos, but there may be more. They’re moving around. Negative ID on Gato, over.”
“Ninety seconds. You start working that room. If you ID El Gato you sing out. Jon, move up with the blooper. Apo will be in there somewhere. Don’t hit our friendly. Stay alert, stay alive. Out.”
The team crawled slowly toward the house. Moose sent the drone out to the road that led to their position looking for the Marines, who he knew would be arriving by truck. He watched the image on the tablet, looking down on the road. The drone was flying over the road, following the map line east when the image went crazy. One second he was looking at the road, then the sky, then the image went black and flickering, and for a split second, a hideous face appeared before he lost the image.
“Fuck! Dr. Who just passed the realism test. A fuckin’ bat just ate him. Drone is KIA. No more eye in the sky. Marines can come get their picture taken with El Gato whenever they get here. Prepare to assault.”
The team members were scattered around the yard, all of them now scoping and acquiring targets inside the house.
“Go!” snapped Moose. Eric’s sniper rifle popped first, and a sentry holding an AK-47 near the rear door lost most of his head. Jon fired the grenade launcher, using the buckshot rounds to take out the glass at the back of the house. As the men inside dove for cover and tried to shield their faces from the shattering glass all over the room, the team began taking out targets with exceptionally accurate fire.
 
***
 
When the shooting erupted, El Gato dove for cover and began crawling away from the rear of the house. Apo used the noise as a signal to look for Gato and began moving down the hallway toward the sound of the gunfire.
Two of El Gato’s men ran out the front door toward the SUVs to escape the fusillade at the back of the house. The claymore mines detonated as the men crossed the trip wires, and the front of the house exploded in fire and a cloud of ball bearings moving at the speed of sound.
El Gato heard the explosion from the front of the house and ran down a hallway that led to the basement. Apo turned into that same hallway from the other end and screamed at El Gato, “What’s going on?”
El Gato saw his guest and screamed back at him. “Follow me! There’s a tunnel! Hurry!”
Two of El Gato’s bodyguards were with him, escorting him as he headed for the basement door. Apo ran to catch up. One of the bodyguards pulled open the door and held it for El Gato, who ran down the steps with the other guard right behind him. The one holding the door screamed at Apo, “Hurry up!”
Apo ran as fast as he could. As soon as he got to the door, the man holding it open for him looked past him to see if anyone else was coming. Apo throat-punched the guard, then kicked him as hard as he could in the crotch. The man dropped silently and Apo wrenched his head, instantly breaking his neck. He pulled out his garrote and ran down the steps after the other two. El Gato was out in front, his footsteps echoing on the stone floor. The guard was behind him, a bit fat and out of shape, and was having trouble keeping up. That man turned and yelled back, “Hurry up, you two! Move faster!”
He then turned back around and did his best to keep up with El Gato, who was moving much faster, fear being an excellent motivator. Apo eventually caught up to the guard, who put his hands on his knees and bent over to catch his breath. He was about to ask where the other guard was when Apo dropped la loupe around his neck and yanked as hard as he could. The man’s face turned crimson and his eyes bulged as they searched for oxygen. Apo held on as hard as he could as the big man tried his best to get the wire cables off his throat. He managed to get two fingers under one of them and tried to pull, but the device worked just how it was supposed to, and as he struggled, he only tightened the other cable. Apo and the guard went to the floor together, with Apo pulling tighter and tighter until the man choked to death. When Apo was sure the man was dead, he ran after El Gato, whose footsteps were receding farther away down the long stone hallway.



CHAPTER 39
CIA HQ
 
Dex Murphy and Darren Davis were four coffees past midnight, and were sitting in front of multiple screens watching the team from a satellite as well as a drone they had put on station, without permission, in violation of Mexican airspace.
Kim Elton rushed into the room, coffee mug in hand as well. “I came as soon as I got your text. They hit the house yet?”
“Just now,” said Dex.
Kim Elton was currently the desk chief of their Mexico desk, but hadn’t been brought into the loop until late in the game because she had her own projects going on in Mexico at the moment. She sipped her coffee and watched the green figures on the screen captured by the drone’s night-vision camera. Several people were outside the house, lighting up as they fired their weapons. Light flashes from the edge of the house indicated return fire.
“When was last communication from the team?”
“Ten minutes ago, right before they began the assault. Hey—there’s the Mexican convoy.”
Dex pointed to the satellite image, which was a larger field of vision, although not quite as clear. Four vehicles could be seen snaking their way up the hill toward the house. Dex grabbed his sat-phone and tried to reach Moose.
“Sierra One, you copy?”
“Good copy, in contact.” Gunfire popped off in the background as he spoke.
“Marines arriving on station. ETA less than two minutes.”
“Roger. Out.”
Moose was a little too busy to chat. The team had blown out the back of the house and was taking heavy, although not well-aimed, suppressing fire from the mansion. Unlike the team outside, the guards inside had no night vision. They fired in the general direction of the muzzle flashes, but it was ineffective. Meanwhile, Eric Hodges was twelve for twelve with his sniper rifle, and was acquiring new targets every few seconds.
“Any confirmation on El Gato?” asked Kim.
“Apo’s in the house, Gato’s in the house—that’s all we know. Something else, Kim. They knew we were coming.” He let that hang out there.
“You were dealing directly with General Ortega, right?”
“Ortega and President Pena Nieto. Directly. Ortega’s been helpful in the past, always trustworthy. The president is too new to make an assessment, but it was his idea to go after El Gato. Not sure how word leaked.”
“Mexico,” said Kim, sounding exasperated. “Operation FUBAR. About the only thing you can count on down there.”
She took a seat next to Dex and Darren and watched on the monitors as the firefight continued. Strange, to sit and sip hot coffee while your team fought for their lives. Or maybe, just typical.



CHAPTER 40
Alex and Apo
 
Apo ran after El Gato, down a descending hallway that seemed to go on forever. They were getting deeper and deeper below the house, reminiscent of an ancient castle. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all made of stone. He turned a corner and found El Gato dialing the combination to a giant vault door that sealed off the end of the hallway.
El Gato looked up from the dial with surprise. “Alex! Where’s Ramon and Cesare?”
“They’ll be here in a second. They’re just making sure no one was following us. Why are you bothering with a safe now? The cops are shooting at us!”
“This isn’t a safe. This door opens to a passage. No one gets in from the outside through here, even with dynamite. I had this door made in Germany. Once we get through here, there’s a car on the other side. Takes us out through a tunnel on the other side of the hill. We can get out of here and find out what the fuck’s going on. Those aren’t cops or Sinaloa shooting at us.”
He went back to dialing the door’s combination, and then spun the large wheel in the center when the combination was entered. The massive steel door unlocked, and El Gato began pulling it open. Apo walked up behind El Gato and, using the blade of his hand, chopped the side of his neck. El Gato’s forehead bounced off the steel door, and he dropped like a stone to the floor.
Apo pulled the plastic zip ties from his pocket and dropped his knee into El Gato’s back. He quickly zip-tied Gato’s wrists behind his back, then snapped on a second one to make it impossible to break out of. He hoisted the dazed man to his feet and pushed his back against the stone wall.
El Gato blinked his eyes repeatedly, trying to focus on Apo’s face. “You? You fucking traitor! You’re a dead man!” El Gato was working himself up into a rage. That ended when Apo kneed him in the crotch hard enough to drop him again. El Gato remained on his knees, coughing and spitting. Apo pulled him back up to his feet and shoved him again.
“Listen, Cat Boy. You either behave yourself, or you’re going to use up all nine lives right here in your basement.”
“You’re a fucking dead man,” El Gato hissed. He looked even uglier than usual as he sneered at Apo.
Apo grabbed him by his arm and began walking back up the long incline. His communication equipment didn’t work so far below ground, surrounded by stone. When he got back to Ramon’s body, he picked up the man’s Uzi. Likewise, he took a .45 ACP from Cesare’s corpse.
“Ahh, I feel dressed again,” he said with a smile to El Gato. The man didn’t find any humor in his guest’s comments.
El Gato asked, “Who are you? Sinaloa? Who put you up to this?”
Apo smiled. “You have a really nice house. I mean that. Really nice. I don’t think you’re going to like your next accommodations nearly as much.”
“No way. You’re no cop.” El Gato was horrified at the idea of being totally duped by law enforcement. On the other hand, a cop would arrest him. A rival cartel would cut him into little pieces.
“Move.” Apo gave him a shove and they continued their walk back up to the main part of the house.
 
***
 
Jon had moved closer to the rear of the house and then sprinted across the open patio to a large fountain for cover. From his new position he had a better angle on the back of the house. The large glass windows and doors had been blown into the house, and several bodies leaked blood all over Gato’s very expensive pecan hardwood floors, imported marble, and Persian rugs. The sun broke behind Jon as a new day began—the last day for many of the men now faced off against each other.
Moose called Apo several times, but got no response. He then called out to his team. “We need to get inside. Backup arriving on scene up front. Boomer, give us some cover.”
Jon pushed an HE grenade into his M203. His first shot exploded inside the room, sending fiery shrapnel all over the house. Jon sprinted forward, followed by the rest of his team except for Hodges, who tried to find targets in the smoke and dust from his concealed position. As soon as Jon stepped into the house, he fired off several shotgun pellet grenades that sent furniture and bodies flying. The SEALs behind him assaulted into the room and killed everything that moved.
“Clear! Cease fire!” barked Moose.
The men found cover and went silent, waiting for any enemy movement. It was so smoky they could barely see across the large room. What had recently been a magnificent room full of antiques and fine furniture was now utterly destroyed. The team checked bodies. Twenty-two enemy KIA. The adrenaline in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife.
Moose’s earpiece crackled. “Alpha to Moose, you copy?”
“Copy. All clear. Do you have the package?”
“Affirmative. Below deck, working back. Out.”
Moose and the others began slowly moving through the house making sure there were no more enemy soldiers hiding anywhere as they tried to get to Apo.
Outside, four large military vehicles roared up the winding road to El Gato’s mansion.



CHAPTER 41
Friendly Fire
 
“Move it!” screamed the colonel to his driver. Colonel Lozano was in the lead vehicle, nervously chewing an unlit cigar as they headed up toward El Gato’s estate. The four trucks thundered up the road and arrived at the iron gates and small guardhouses at the entrance to the compound’s private driveway.
Two sentries at the gate stood inside their guardhouses, amped up about the shooting and explosions back at the house. They wanted to run back and help, or at least see what was happening, but followed their standing orders and remained at their posts. Their calls to their boss went unanswered. When the Mexican Marines blew through the front gates and sent the large wrought-iron gates flying across the cobblestones, the guards simply ducked down and hid. They were loyal to El Gato, but not suicidal. They remained hidden until the trucks rumbled past, then left their weapons and ran from their posts as fast as their legs would take them.
The Marines pulled up in front of the house where the front doors and stained glass were blown out from the claymore mines. The colonel began shouting orders to attack, and his men leapt from the vehicles, guns out. As soon as they hit the ground, they began emptying magazine after magazine blindly into the estate. Thousands of rounds ricocheted through the house, glass exploding and paintings and artwork shattering and falling off the walls. In the rear of the house, the team dropped and took cover as the house began coming apart all around them.
Moose grabbed his sat-phone and punched in the number for Dex, who picked up right away. “Tell those idiots to cease fire! Cease fire! El Gato is secure!”
Dex Murphy grabbed a different phone, which rang at General Ortega’s office in Mexico City, where he was waiting for news on El Gato. “General! It’s Dex Murphy. Call Colonel Lozano and tell him to cease fire! My men are in there and the building’s secure! Cease fire!”
The general just barked a quick si and hung up, then called in to the colonel and repeated the instructions. An annoyed Colonel Lozano said he would comply, and after waiting a full minute, ordered the cease fire. Once his men stopped shooting, they moved in through the front door.
Colonel Lozano shouted inside the house in Spanish. “Mexican Marines! El Gato! Come out with your hands up!”
Moose shook his head. “Hold your fire! United States special operations! Building is secure! Hold your fire!” Jon Cohen, who spoke decent Spanish, did his best to repeat it in Spanish.
Up in the front of the house, the colonel and a squad of his men walked quickly through the rooms, their boots crunching on broken glass and worthless artwork that had been worth hundreds of thousands of dollars a few minutes before.
“We want El Gato!” screamed the colonel. He pulled out his own weapon, an M9 Beretta, and advanced into the house.
Moose and his men cautiously approached the Mexican Marines from across the huge room, guns at the ready. Eric and Ray entered the rear of the house and took up positions behind the team for support. Apo spoke into Moose’s earpiece. “Coming up, hold your fire.”
Apo pushed open a door at the end of another hallway and stuck his Uzi out, scanning the area. He saw the team down the hall in the destroyed main room and called out.
“Moose! Friendlies!”
Apo came through the door with El Gato shuffling along at his side with his hands zip-tied behind his back. The team saw them and moved quickly across the room toward their friend and the target. Colonel Lozano and his men pushed hurriedly from the front of the house at the sound of Apo’s voice as well. As Apo and El Gato made it to the end of the hallway, the team and the Mexican Marines all converged in the same area, guns pointed.
“Relax!” yelled Moose. “We’re all on the same side.”
“Put your guns down,” said the colonel in English. “You’re on Mexican soil. The prisoner is mine. I’m in charge here!”
Moose’s face showed his anger and confusion. “My orders are very specific. They come from your general. Get him on the horn and we’ll sort this out right now. El Gato comes with us. He’s going to the US for trial.”
“There has been a change of plans. I spoke with the general already. Put down your weapons. We have the authority of the president of Mexico.”
“Bullshit,” said Moose. “Ripper, get on the horn to Langley.”
The colonel’s face turned red. “That is a direct order.”
El Gato, who had been silent as he watched what was unfolding, finally spoke. “What’s the matter, Rafael? My money isn’t good anymore? Or those Sinaloa pigs pay better than I do?”
“Oh shit,” whispered Jon to no one in particular. He pointed his thumper at the colonel.
The colonel barked out some more orders in Spanish, and the house began to fill up with more of his men. The team was slowly moving around the room, trying to put objects between themselves and the Mexicans that might be able to provide cover in case a firefight broke out.
Ripper moved away slowly behind a decorative bureau and spoke quietly into the phone. “Dex, it’s Ripper. We have a situation.”
“Sit-rep?”
“Mexican standoff.”
“Say again?”
“Mexican standoff. Like, a real one. This colonel here thinks El Gato is going with him. Looks like they’ve done some business together. Big fucking problem here. Get Ortega on the horn pronto.”
Colonel Lozano pointed his gun at Apo and El Gato. “He’s coming with us.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” said Jon, his finger on the trigger of the M203.
It was, in fact, a Mexican standoff.



CHAPTER 42
Arista
 
Mustafa was exhausted and barely coherent. He’d been given a thorough beating, but as the reluctant interpreter Yaseem explained in Spanish, the man had no way of contacting the ISIS leaders in Syria. Hamid, who was full of bullet holes and quite dead, was their leader and was the only one who had direct access to them. His phone might help, if they could find it and it still worked—but only Hamid had the password, and he wasn’t talking to anyone.
Joaquin sent a few of his men back to the warehouse district where the bodies were still in the street as a warning to anyone else who might have thoughts about meddling with the Sinaloa. The instructions were simple: find Hamid’s phone and bring it back with his hands. Just the hands.
Mustafa was given some water and allowed to catch his breath. Yaseem explained to him that Señor Salazar would be bringing him the phone, and it was up to him to figure something out. If he couldn’t get through to ISIS in Syria, they would have no use for him, and his end would come slowly.
Mustafa prayed quietly that his martyrdom would be swift and painless. He wondered to himself if he would still be allowed into Paradise without completing his mission against the infidels.
Joaquin’s soldiers weren’t happy about having to search for the phone among the bodies. When they arrived back at the location of the shootout, the truck and bodies were still all over the otherwise empty street. The locals, including the police, wanted nothing to do with any of that. To make things even more complicated, Joaquin’s men didn’t know which one was actually Hamid.
The bodies were a disgusting mess, attracting flies in the hot sun. All of the corpses leaked blood and bodily fluids from just about every orifice, and the smell was intolerable. Having to go through pockets that were wet with leaked urine, feces, and blood was not how any of Joaquin’s men wanted to spend their time.
After fifteen very long minutes, the men had recovered three phones that worked and one that had a bullet hole straight through the center. Then came the grisly task of hacking off the hands of all the men, since there was no way to know which set of hands belonged to Hamid. After much machete and knife work, the hands were thrown into the back of their pickup truck and the men returned to the building where Mustafa was being held. The leader of the search party, a skinny man of maybe twenty-five who was covered from head to toe in gang tats, walked in and handed Joaquin the three phones.
“The hands are outside, Jefe. We, uh . . . we didn’t know which ones were which, so we brought them all.”
“Well don’t just stand there! Bring them in!” he snapped.
The crew went outside to the truck, which was now attracting its own cloud of flies, and returned with the severed hands. Joaquin held up the three phones to Mustafa.
“Which one was Hamid’s?” he demanded.
Mustafa looked at the phones through swollen eyes. He motioned to one of them with his chin. “That one, I think. It was in a case like that.”
Joaquin checked the phone and sure enough, it still had power but was locked. He handed it to one of his men. “Try the index fingers and thumbs of every hand until the phone comes on.” He looked at Mustafa and warned, “You better hope this works or we’ll cut off your hands, too—except you’ll be alive.”
The terrified old grocer translated, and Mustafa’s eyes filled with water.
It took seven hands. Seven hands, seven index fingers, and seven thumbs to be precise, and finally the phone recognized the thumbprint of Hamid’s right hand and unlocked. Joaquin smiled and walked slowly to his prisoner, whom he ordered untied.
Joaquin handed him the phone and spoke slowly and quietly, staring through the dark eyes of Mustafa right into his brain. The old man translated as Joaquin spoke. “You will find an e-mail address or a phone number. You will tell your people in Syria that you are a guest of the Sinaloa cartel in Mexico, and Las Zetas no longer exists. We run this country. No one else. Sinaloa! And they will deal directly with me, Joaquin Salazar. I have their weapon. If they want it used against the Americans, they will ship heroin to me, no one else.”
Mustafa went through Hamid’s phone. There were no phone numbers that he recognized or flagged to appear as their ISIS contacts. It was when he went through e-mails that he found several back and forth between Hamid and an unknown contact addressed simply as “Q” that referenced the package—its location, its security, and a timetable.
Mustafa breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t care who received the heroin; he only wanted to deliver the final blow to the Great Satan and return home as a hero. “This is it,” he said, trying to sound confident. “Q. This is the contact at home.”
Joaquin stared at the man for a moment, trying to read him. He nodded. “Okay. You breathe another day. We’ll wait and see what your friends have to say. Give him food and water and let him get dressed. I’ll send a message to these people myself.” Joaquin took the phone from Mustafa and began typing his e-mail.



CHAPTER 43
Blurred Lines
 
It was a moment frozen in time. Two opposing forces with guns drawn, staring at each other from across one large room. Apo and El Gato were still down the hallway off the main room, inching backwards toward the doorway from which they had just emerged. Twenty-four Mexican Marines, two full squads, were inside the house across the room from the team, while the other squad of twelve Marines secured the outside of the house.
Moose’s earpiece crackled. Eric Hodges’ voice was very calm and quiet. “Say the word and I have that officer.”
“Hold.” Moose’s gun was still aimed at Colonel Lozano. “Colonel, we don’t want to start World War III right here in this house, but that man is our prisoner, and we’re authorized by your government to take him. I’m asking you very respectfully to put your weapons down immediately before someone gets hurt.”
The colonel’s eyes flashed back and forth between Moose and El Gato. “I have three squads of Marines here, soldier. Don’t be an idiot.”
“I’m a sailor, not a soldier. Now I’m giving you five seconds to holster your weapon.” Moose knew Hodges had the colonel in the sights of his M40A5, and that the Recon Marine never missed. Ever.
“Or what? You’re going to declare war on Mexico? Lieutenant! Take that man’s weapon!”
The young officer in combat gear was wearing a balaclava to cover his face, as was common practice in Mexico in its war on drugs. No one wanted to be recognized in a photo for fear of reprisals against family members, but even with the mask covering his face, Moose could read the fear in the man’s eyes.
“Don’t do it, LT,” Moose said quietly. He tightened his grip on his weapon, the red laser dot now on the colonel’s face.
Jon spoke in Spanish as best he could to the officer who had taken a step toward Moose. “Stop. Put down your weapon before someone gets killed. We’re all on the same side here. Just be calm, okay?”
El Gato screamed from down the hall. “Rafael! Maybe you should tell them about the bank accounts in the Caymans! Or the beach house in Casitas! Or your new Mercedes!”
“Lies! Lies from a drug dealer!” The colonel turned his gun toward Apo and El Gato.
Eric Hodges held the colonel’s eyeball in his scope. Ray, his spotter, watched through his spotter scope as the colonel’s hand tensed around his Beretta. His arm came up and the elbow straightened, one eye narrowing as he took aim at El Gato.
“He’s gonna fire,” whispered Ray.
Hodges took up the slack on his trigger. “Moose?”
“Take him,” said Moose quietly.
The next few seconds happened in slow motion. A 7.62x51mm round left Hodges’ rifle barrel and traveled through the air, where it entered Colonel Rafael Lozano’s left eye and exited out the back of his head, taking most of his skull with it. As soon as the sniper rifle fired, Moose double-tapped the lieutenant in front of him, also in the face, as the man was wearing body armor.
There was a brief pause, perhaps only a second, when the Mexican Marines watched in shock as their two officers were almost decapitated before their eyes. They were all supposed to be on the same side, attacking Las Zetas, not each other—but as soon as the first shots were fired and the Mexican Marines saw their leaders shot dead, they all opened fire.
In a tremendous roar of gunfire, the room filled with smoke, and tracer rounds lit up the gunpowder smog. Jon fired his M203 at the Marines closest to Moose, and the shotgun pellets blew three men off their feet as Moose and the others hit the deck. Ripper began screaming at the top of his lungs, “Cease fire! Cease fire!” but it was too late, the battle was on, and no one was going to stop shooting as long as the other side was still firing.
At such close range, the furniture didn’t provide much cover, and bullets went straight through chairs and sofas. The Marines were well trained, but they were no match for the training and weapons of the SEALs. With adrenaline pumping and frantic fear overtaking the surprised Marines, most of them just sprayed their weapons blindly in the general direction across the room. The SEALs were moving quickly, taking controlled shots two at a time, moving, reassessing, firing, moving, and remaining under impossible calm. Eric continued his sniper fire from the rear of the house, dropping one Marine after the other until the amount of gunfire slowed down.
“Cease fire!” yelled Moose at the Mexicans. “Stop shooting! We’re on the same side!” Jon joined him, in Spanish, trying to get the Mexicans to stop shooting, but it was pointless. The noise was deafening, and the Marines had fallen into complete panic.
As the house filled with smoke, Apo grabbed El Gato and pulled him into the hallway, slamming the door behind him. “Go!” he screamed at his prisoner, and the two of them sprinted back down the long hall from which they’d just emerged. There was a tunnel and an escape route. Apo would bring in El Gato, even if he had to do it by himself.
“Cut me loose!” screamed El Gato as he ran. “You cut me loose and I’ll let you live. If my men don’t get you, the Mexican Marines will. Don’t you get it, gringo? You’re not in the US! You’ll never get out of here alive unless you cut me loose.”
Apo grabbed him by his upper arm and squeezed. “Shut the fuck up and keep moving before I shoot you right here.”
“If you wanted to shoot me, I’d be dead already. You’re in Las Zetas country. My people are everywhere. You won’t get off this hill without my help.”
Apo shoved him against the wall and got in his face. “I told you to shut up. Now keep moving!” He pulled El Gato along, the two men running awkwardly down the stone corridor toward El Gato’s escape tunnel.
Ripper yelled at Moose over the roar of gunfire. “Package went out the door!”
Moose let go a string of profanity that would have made his mother reach for the soap dish to wash out his mouth. He pulled a grenade from his belt and yelled at his men: “End this right now! We need Gato! Frag out!”
Jon pumped another grenade into his M203, also cursing. He was going to be killing men who were supposed to be on the same side, but with rounds impacting over his head every second, it didn’t seem like the right time to try and reason things out.
“Take cover!” he warned, and then rapidly fired three grenades inside the once exquisite room. The explosions were deafening and lethal, and as soon as the walls and ceiling tiles stopped raining down, the room went silent except for the groans of wounded men.
“Ripper!” screamed Moose.
“I’m on it!” he replied. “McCoy! Cohen! On me!” The three of them sprinted across the smoke-filled room and raced after Apo and El Gato. Moose and Ryan moved toward the dead and wounded Marines. Eric shouldered his sniper rifle and moved forward with Ray, coming up behind Moose.
A Mexican Marine was on his back, bleeding from a wound in his thigh and trying to pull his sidearm. Ryan leapt over another body and grabbed the man’s arms. “Stop! Stop! It’s over!” he screamed. He pulled the weapon from its holster and threw it across the room, then pulled a pressure bandage from his own thigh pocket.
“Be cool, okay? Be cool,” he said to the confused Marine. Ryan pulled off the man’s face mask and felt his heart sink. He was a lousy judge of age, but this kid looked sixteen. “Shit—just stay cool. You’re going to be okay.”
A few feet away, a Las Zetas soldier crawled to an MP5 and tried to pick it up. Moose double-tapped him and made everyone jump. “Stay alert! Stay alive!”
Ryan pulled the bandage tight around the kid’s thigh and began loosening his Kevlar vest and collar. “You speak any English, kid?”
The kid’s eyes were filling with tears as adrenaline was slowly replaced with real pain. “A little,” he replied.
“You get on your radio and tell your people that your colonel was in on this with the Zetas. We’re not your enemy, you comprende? Same side, okay? Tell your guys outside to stand down. Stop shooting!”
The kid began looking around the room at so many dead bodies and started going into shock. Tears flowed freely down his face. “No comprendo,” he whispered, and closed his eyes. Ryan popped a morphine syringe into the kid’s good thigh and patted his hand. Across the room, Moose, Eric, and Ray were moving from man to man trying to help the wounded and making sure no one had access to a weapon.
Moose spoke into his bone mic. “Apo you read?” Nothing. “Apo? Ripper? Anyone? Come in, over.” The descending stone escape tunnel didn’t allow for radio signals, and Moose was getting stressed. He pulled the sat-phone and called Dex in Langley, who picked up right away.
“Dex here, go!”
“Situation FUBARed. We’ve got multiple dead and wounded friendlies who weren’t so friendly. I need to get after the package, but have zero comms. We may be out of comms for a while, but we’re making a move. Try and get the Mexis to stand down. They ain’t too happy with us right now. We need to beat feet. Out.”
“Time to unass this house! Let’s move!” Moose was up and reloading, with his men close behind. Ryan had moved two other wounded Marines next to the first one he had assisted so they could look after each other until more help arrived. The sounds of shouting, occasional shooting, and screaming from outside the house hinted it wouldn’t be long. The four of them sprinted through the haze and began their descent down the stone escape tunnel into the unknown.



CHAPTER 44
Langley
 
“What the hell’s going on down there?” snapped Darren, his eyes glued to a satellite monitor on the wall.
Dex was punching computer keys and trying to get better images of the compound. Kim was on the phone with General Ortega, trying to calm down an impossible situation. She was mostly just listening to screaming, while trying to get a word in.
“Get him on speaker phone!” shouted Darren. As soon as the general’s screaming went audible for the room, Darren tried to interrupt. It was useless.
“. . . verified! You understand? Verified! Your men murdered Colonel Rafael Lozano and several of my officers! You’ve killed Mexican Marines! Call your men and tell them to put down their weapons!”
“General! This is Chief Davis! My men were attacked by your Marines and that colonel of yours was on the take from El Gato! Tell your men to cease fire!”
“Colonel Lozano is my best officer! You tell your men to put down their weapons or I’ll have my entire Marine force assault that house! This is Mexico, not Afghanistan! You can’t just come into my country and start killing my men! You tell your men to surrender before they end up dead!”
“Negative! With all due respect, General, my men are taking El Gato back to the United States as agreed upon by your president. Now I suggest that you get on the phone with your president and straighten this mess out. There’s still a container down there we need to find and we need your help finding it! You’re either going to help my men, or you’re going to get more of your own people hurt!” Darren hit the mute button and screamed over at Kim. “Get the president on the horn. We’re going to need this sorted out from the very top.”
Kim grabbed another phone and dialed. When the inside line was picked up, she spoke quickly to the executive secretary. “This is a code red message from the office of Darren Davis. I need the president immediately.”



CHAPTER 45
SERE School Revisited
 
Apo and El Gato made it to the vault door, which was closed but still unlocked. They waited a moment and caught their breath, both of them leaning against the stone wall, heads back as they tried to breathe.
El Gato stared at his captor for a moment, his dark brown eyes filling with rage. “You just let me go through that door. That simple. Then you go find your friends and go home. Otherwise, you’re a dead man. You think that piece of shit colonel is the only one I own? I own them all. Generals, judges, entire police departments. You won’t get one kilometer. Cut me loose and I’ll let you and your friends live.”
Apo smiled. “Where’s the package from Syria?”
El Gato’s facial expression gave him away.
“Yeah. You know where it is. You think anyone really cares about you and your drugs? You made a deal with the devil, you dumbass. And now you’ve brought the weight of the entire United States armed forces down on your little kingdom. Where is it?”
El Gato’s mind was racing. Maybe there was still a deal to be made. “I don’t know what was in it.”
“I didn’t ask you that. Where is it?”
El Gato licked his lips. “I tell you where it went—you let me go.”
Apo smiled, but not the kind of smile that would make anyone feel cheerful. El Gato’s skin crawled. Apo reached over and pinched El Gato at the end of his triceps muscle in such a way that pain shot from his shoulder to his elbow in mind-numbing agony. “Let’s understand each other real clear. There is zero negotiation. There’s just you telling me where that package is the easy way or the hard way, and the hard way is going to make you pray for death.” He twisted the bottom of the muscle harder and snapped his fingers as he released, and El Gato cried out in pain.
The snap of Apo’s knife blade locking made El Gato’s eyes open again, and Apo held the blade under the man’s nose. “It’ll be real easy to breathe with just one hole in your face. Noses are overrated, and yours is ugly as fuck anyway. Where’s the package?”
The edge of the blade touched El Gato’s nostrils and the pressure made the man move to his toes to get taller. “Okay . . . wait.”
Apo lowered the knife.
“It was a deal with those Arabs. The heroin supply was being interrupted. We gave them cash and ammunition, they gave us the horse and a package to deliver.”
“Right—now where’s the package?”
“We made a deal with the Mazatlecos and the Sinaloa. Paid them to allow the shipment to Arista. That’s it. It wasn’t my problem after that.”
“Who delivered the package? How big was it?”
“Four Arabs came with a truck. They drove it to Arista. Supposed to put it on a boat.”
“And?”
“And that’s all I know. Except the Sinaloas double-crossed us because of Lozano. That colonel’s been on my payroll since he was a lieutenant. I told you—I own Mexico.”
“Yeah—how’s that working out for you?”
The sound of boots on stone approaching made Apo push El Gato to the floor and shoulder his weapon.
“Friendlies!” came a familiar voice from the long hallway, and Apo breathed a long sigh of relief.
“Down here!” yelled Apo. He looked at El Gato and leaned closer. “You own Mexico, huh? We’ll see who owns what real soon.”
A few minutes later, the entire team had reassembled at the vault door. McCoy wrapped Ripper’s upper arm, which had taken a ricochet off his bicep muscle, but with all the adrenaline, he hadn’t even noticed. Most of the men were bleeding from multiple small scrapes and were covered in bruises, but somehow had managed to escape serious injury. Moose unceremoniously used his KA-Bar knife to pull a slug out of his Kevlar vest. The vest had most certainly saved his life.
He dropped the slug on the stone floor and looked at his men. “We all good to go?”
“Aye, aye, Skipper,” came the response in unison.
“We’re going back to SERE school, boys. Survive, evade, resist, and escape,” said Moose. He pulled the hose from his Monkey Pak and drank. “Hydrate.”
Apo spoke up. “El Gato says the package went south to Arista. Sinaloas double-crossed him, but that’s where the package was headed.”
“What’s in it?” asked Moose.
El Gato shrugged. “Not my business. Just helping make a delivery.”
Moose leaned in close. “Well if it’s a weapon to be used against the United States, it’s my business. And that just made it your business.”
“You won’t get one kilometer,” sneered El Gato.
Moose took a deep breath. “You’re a lucky man, El Gato. You just saved another one of your lives. A few years ago, I wasn’t as calm as I am now, and I would have beaten the living shit out of you. But you’re cuffed and it wouldn’t be very fair, would it?”
“Uncuff me,” he said, and spit at Moose, catching the front of his Kevlar.
Moose open-hand ear-smacked El Gato so hard the man dropped to his knees with his head ringing. He was temporarily deaf in his left ear, which was excruciatingly painful. Moose pulled him back up and shoved him against the wall.
“Okay, people. We need to keep this piece of shit alive. Ripper and Jon on point. Stay frosty. I don’t think we have any friends in this whole damn country. We need to get to Arista, due south, straight through two cartels, the Mexican Marines, and whatever the hell else comes up. Until we hear otherwise, we’re on our own.”
“I think Cancun is only like a couple of hours away. Beach sounds pretty nice right now,” said Jon quietly as he pushed a shotgun pellet grenade into his M203. He looked at Moose. “Getting low on buckshot rounds.”
“Then don’t miss. What’s on the other side of this door, Gato?” asked Moose.
“Thousands of Las Zetas who are going to skin you alive.”
“Before this is all over, you and me and are gonna go round and round. All right—move out.”
Ripper and Jon readied their weapons and McCoy slowly pulled open the huge vault door. They expected to see the outside, but it was just more tunnel, descending even further. With Jon and Ripper on point, the team slowly began moving along the tunnel. Moose pulled out a bandana, tied a knot in the center of it, and gagged El Gato with it to keep him quiet as they moved. Low-voltage bulbs hung from a primitive wire, and the team cast menacing shadows in the yellowish-orange light.
Ray pulled a claymore out of his pack and pointed to the vault door. “What do you think, Moose?”
“Outstanding. Close the door and make sure if anyone follows us they get a proper greeting.”
Ray quickly rigged the door, then caught up to the team as they moved cautiously down the tunnel to escape the ruined hilltop mansion.



CHAPTER 46
Unlikely Heroes
 
The team eventually came to another door, this one rusty and unimpressive. It was hard to push open, as the outside was overgrown with vines and thorny plants. When they managed to get the door open, vines and leaves came down on them, and hot, humid air filtered into the cool tunnel.
The men took a knee and scanned the area, allowing their eyes to adjust to the bright sunshine. They were all sweating in seconds in heat that was already over eighty degrees and so humid it looked hazy outside.
Ripper pushed through the thick vegetation and stopped where the overgrowth ended and cleared farmland began. He pulled binoculars and scanned in all directions, then pushed back to the group at the tunnel entrance.
“Mostly open farmland. A few farm houses maybe half a klick ahead. Looks like maybe a vehicle. Not much cover other than the hedgerows along the fields.”
Moose pondered it a moment. They’d be spotted, if there were Zetas looking for them out that way. Or Marines. Or who knows who else.
Apo spoke up. “Let’s see if we can get a signal.”
He pulled out the sat-phone and opened the small umbrella-shaped antenna. “Ghost to base, you copy?”
Dex answered instantly. “Good copy. Sit-rep?”
“Package secure and we’re on the move. Need extraction for the package. Current position is wide open. Any chance of air extraction?”
“Negative at this time. Highest levels are arguing over your current situation. If push comes to shove, we may violate their airspace and come in, but POTUS is seeking a diplomatic solution. The firefight with the Marines has totally complicated the whole situation. Your men okay? Any injuries?”
“We’re good to go, but ammo will become an issue. The package is in Arista. We can go after it, but getting there is going to be tough overland. Any other assets you can use?”
“Negative. You’re it. We’re working as fast as we can. I know it’s a clusterfuck. Did you confirm the contents of the package?”
“Negative. Cat Face says he doesn’t know what was in it. He was just supposed to get it to Arista to be placed on a boat. Now the Sinaloa have the package and it looks like the colonel was working some deal with all sides.”
“Understood. General Ortega still doesn’t believe his best man was dirty. We’re trying to find proof for him, but he’s demanding your surrender, which of course, we will not agree to.”
“So how about sending in a few Warthogs and taking this whole area apart so we can get our asses home in one piece?”
Dex actually cracked a smile. “World War III in Mexico wasn’t on the president’s agenda today. For now, keep moving towards Arista. We can supply drone surveillance to assist and I’m trying to work out some support on the west coast when you get to Arista. Our foreign intel still insists the package is an EMP from Iran. You can’t allow that thing to get anywhere close to the US coastline.”
“Boss, if you’ve got intel that it’s an EMP, and you know it’s in Arista, why the fuck doesn’t the president just drop in a few thousand airborne and secure the whole area? At least send in a naval blockade to the area. What am I missing?”
“Election season, my friend. The US sending in an invasion force to a friendly neighbor against the wishes of that government is not going to play well with the Latino voters. Not to mention that the peace deal with Iran is still being worked out, and if that package is in fact one of theirs, that’s a whole other can of worms. By the way, the Iranians just test-fired three missiles this morning in violation of the treaty proposals. Isn’t this fun?”
Apo’s face was turning red. “Your feeble attempt at humor is a little flat this morning. I might just be cranky from being shot at and ignored by my boss.”
“Not your boss. Your boss’s boss’s boss. Listen—one thing at a time. Get safely to Arista. Find the package. Avoid the Mexican Marines and police, but the Sinaloa and Mazatlecos are fair game. You keep your people safe, you keep El Gato alive, and you find that package. You get the package and prove its source, then you get to say ‘I told you so’ to the CIC. I’m going to start working with anyone we have in your AO who might be friendly. Tough place to find reliable assets. Watch your six. I’m sorry I can’t offer you more help right now. Check in in two hours and I’ll see what we have for you. Out.”
Apo put away the phone and antenna and faced his men. “Here’s the deal. We’re going to Arista to find the package. The Company’s source still insists it’s an EMP, which the CIC refuses to believe because it’s going to wreck his nuke deal. We need to verify the origin of that weapon. We also need to get there fast before it disappears onto some ship somewhere and heads to the US coast.”
Eric was looking through his powerful spotting scope toward a small farmhouse less than a kilometer from where they were currently hiding. “Moose, I see one little old lady and a couple of kids down at that house. Everyone else must be out working, but I can’t see anyone else in any direction. Don’t see power lines, so unless she’s packing a cell phone, we can get there, grab whatever transportation they have, and try to unass this drug lord Hilton.”
Moose moved up to Eric and took a peek. There was a very old pickup truck, a few tractors, and several very skinny horses. “Not sure what has a better chance of travelling more than a mile, those half-dead horses or that truck.”
“I’m thinking the grandma can probably carry us faster than the horses. She looks tough.”
Moose wiped the sweat off his face and scanned the area. “All right, Frogmen. We have very few options, which all suck. Any minute, the rest of the Mexican Marines are going to come hauling ass through here and we’re not supposed to engage with them unless we have to. Poor fuckers have no clue whose side they’re on at the moment. We’re going to have to get across this field following that hedgerow and see if we can steal a truck until we get a better option.”
Ryan looked around at his friends, made a quick cross over his chest, and quickly paraphrased. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”
“And I got your six, brother,” said Ray. “And we’re the meanest motherfuckers in the valley. Now let’s unass and steal us a taxi.”
Ripper took point and moved quickly and silently through the brush, working his way to the left flank where the old farmer’s tree line and hedgerow would offer some concealment along the farm field. El Gato slowed them down a little, but they took turns holding him under his armpits, half dragging and lifting him as they raced toward the farmhouse.
When they made it across the field, they stopped at the tree line to observe the small homestead. It was obviously the farmhouse of the family who worked the area, and the house looked to be at least a hundred years old, although in truth it was probably no more than twenty or thirty years old with multiple additions and “improvements” added over the years. What was probably a one-room home had expanded into several extra “wings” for extra bedrooms as the family grew over the years. The home was mostly wood, with some corrugated metal and even a few tree limbs.
Jon closed his eyes and inhaled slowly and deeply. “Damn, that smells good,” he said to himself. The other men could feel their own stomachs grumble. Whatever was cooking inside the house was permeating out through the chimney in a white smoke, and it was heavenly.
The sounds of children’s laughter made the team go prone into the grass and weeds. Two tiny boys and a girl, maybe between five and eight years old, ran out of the front door, chased by a small dog. They were laughing and playing as they headed over to the pump, where they helped each other fill two large pails with water.
The dog sniffed the air and began barking, then began walking toward the team.
“Shit. He’s downwind,” said Moose.
Apo grabbed Moose’s arm. “Let me give this a try. I’m in street clothes. You guys will scare the shit out of these people. Just babysit the asshole.”
Apo stood up and very slowly walked out of the woods, his hands up, with a big smile on his face. “Hola!” he said cheerfully to the children, who froze and stared at the stranger. Their expression was more curiosity than fear. The man wasn’t local. In a farm community of a few hundred people who were all dirt poor, a stranger in nice slacks and a new T-shirt was fairly big news. The little girl ran back to the house, and the two boys just stood and smiled as the man approached them.
Apo was almost to the boys when the front door opened and an ancient woman walked out. She was one of the few people on the planet shorter than Apo, and her brown skin was lined from decades of sun, impossibly hard work, and countless warm, grandmotherly smiles.
Apo greeted her in perfect Spanish, but the Spanish of a highly educated man, not some local thug. “I’m sorry if I frightened you. Please excuse the intrusion. I mean you no harm, but I have a problem.”
The woman cocked her head and looked at him. Her light brown eyes were still crystal clear, beneath drooping lids. “If your problem is breakfast, I have the solution,” she said with a smile. “Fresh tortillas.”
Apo closed his eyes and inhaled. “You must be the most popular woman in Mexico,” he said. He extended his hand. “Alejandro.”
“Maria,” she replied, shaking his hand with a grip that surprised him, but shouldn’t have. A life of hard work had forged the small woman into a piece of iron.
Apo eyed her and chose his words carefully. “Señora Maria, do you know who lives up on that hill?”
Her face darkened, and her cheerful expression disappeared in an instant. “We all know who lives there,” she replied coldly.
“He’s not a friend of yours, I assume.”
She stared through him, her face now hard. “What do you want?”
“I want to talk to you with one hundred percent honesty. I want to talk to a woman that wants a better country for her grandchildren. I need to talk to the brave woman I see in front of me, but it’s dangerous.”
“I think you should go,” she said softly. “If you’re hungry, I’ll give you food to take with you.”
“Maria, I am with some men. Good men. From America. We’re here for that man on the hill. We’re going to take him away from here and put him in jail forever.”
“You’ll never get him. Go now before you get yourself killed.”
Apo smiled. “We already have him. But there’s a little problem of transportation. I can pay you a lot of money, but I need your truck.”
She stared at him with disbelief. “You have him? You have El Gato?” Saying the words gave her goose bumps and she rubbed her arms, now chilled in the extreme heat.
“We do. And we’re going to take him away from here. But I need your help. Please. Let your grandchildren grow up without all this violence.”
“You have El Gato,” she repeated in a whisper, this time to herself without even realizing it. “Those children, my grandchildren . . .” her voice broke, and tears flowed freely down her cheeks. “Their father was a police officer in Puerto Ceiba. He was a good man. A good man! He went to work there because it paid better than farming here. And Las Zetas killed everyone. They massacred my son. Made my grandchildren fatherless. You have El Gato?”
“We do. And I want him in jail for the rest of his life. But I need your help.”
She nodded and called loudly to her grandchildren, who all came running, followed by their skinny puppy. She leaned down and spoke calmly to the children, who could see the seriousness in their grandma’s eyes. “You boys fill the truck with gasoline from the barn. Use all of it. Be very careful not to spill it. Lola, finish the tortillas.”
She stared hard at Apo. “I want to see him.”
Apo pulled his throat mic up from under his shirt and slipped it around his ear. “We’re good. Bring up the team. Friendlies.”
Maria watched in shock as seven American commandos emerged from the woods in full battle gear, dragging along one of the most feared men in Mexico. The men moved across the yard quickly to the porch of the house where she stood with Apo. El Gato did his best to stare the woman down and intimidate her with his cold eyes. The woman walked closer to him, stared back just as hard, and then smacked his face so hard his skin turned pink. She cursed him to eternity in hell and walked into the house.
Jon, who was holding El Gato by one arm, whispered, “You got beat up by a girl. And if I untie you and let you fight her, she’ll fucking kill you, dude.”



CHAPTER 47
Langley
 
Kim Elton ran into Dex’s office so fast she almost crashed into Darren Davis, who was on his way out. “We got a break!”
It was the first good news in a long time and Dex stood up without even realizing it. “What’ve you got?” asked Darren.
She looked back and forth at the two of them, obviously uncomfortable. “Look, this is a little tricky.”
“What exactly does that mean?” asked Dex.
“Source issue,” she replied.
Darren’s face turned pink. “Kim. Is this your Israeli guy again?”
“He’s not my guy. Apo introduced me to him a few weeks ago, that’s all. It’s a possible break . . .”
Darren snapped at her. “Did you miss the part about us getting our asses chewed off at the White House? The Israelis have their own agenda with the Iran deal. The president doesn’t want some Israeli conspiracy theory screwing up his nuke treaty. Unless you have something ironclad, it’s useless.”
“The Israelis cracked an e-mail account in Syria, chief. E-mails from Syria to Mexico, today. Mossad has been trying to find the same ISIS tables of organization we have for the past year, and we’re stepping all over each other. Listen, they have an e-mail account that they say they’re sure is a high-level ISIS commander in Syria. They want to talk to us about it.”
“So they want to trade something . . .” said Dex suspiciously.
Kim shrugged. “I’m not sure what they want. So far, just a face-to-face meeting with senior staff, meaning you, Darren. The president refuses to meet with the prime minister because the PM is being ‘inflammatory.’ This Mossad source has been reliable in the past, according to Apo. But this is real-time intelligence. We need to move now, and he’ll only agree to talk to you or Director Holstrum himself.”
“The president has already instructed Holstrum to cut the Israelis out of the loop. If I meet with this guy, it’s unofficial.”
“No good. He says it’s solid, and he wants the president to know it comes from them. It’s their intel, it’s good, and they want to shove it up the president’s ass. Sir.”
Darren began pacing around the office. “That’s great. Just great.”
Dex stared at the satellite monitor. “Chief, with all due respect, we’ve got a team on the ground with zero support—zero! And they’re supposed to track down a possible weapon of mass destruction that’s a hundred and sixty miles away from their current location with two drug cartels and the Mexican Marine Corps after them. Do you think that maybe we could offer them just a little information that might make their fucking job a little easier? Jesus Christ! I don’t give a shit about the nuke treaty. These Iranian fucks just got a few hundred billion dollars out of this bullshit treaty! They’re going to keep us busy for the next hundred years! How about we just try and find this one package? Meet with this Mossad agent, see what he knows, and go from there. We’re running out of time!”
Darren Davis wasn’t used to being reprimanded by his second in command, but he knew Dex was right. They were all tired and stressed, and being pulled in two directions.
Darren looked at Kim. “Set it up. We keep it out of this building, though. Have him pick a place.”
Kim made a few calls and fifteen minutes later Darren Davis and Kim Elton were in a car speeding to a brownstone apartment building in Washington, DC. It was a quiet neighborhood with tree-lined streets and plenty of small coffee shops for yuppies, college students, high-powered white-collar types, and international spies. Kim parked in a small lot, paid the attendant, and walked across the street to the brownstone, where a doorman greeted them. Darren and Kim made quick eye contact. The doorman was no accident—the Israelis probably owned the whole building and ran security for their people.
Darren and Kim walked to the second floor and knocked on a paneled wooden door. The building was old DC money, with masterpieces hanging in the public hallways like a museum. Theft was obviously not an issue in this building.
The door opened and a surprisingly young man opened it, greeting his guests with a big smile and bright blue eyes. He wore old jeans and a Warren Zevon concert T-shirt that was probably older than him. His hair was cropped so short he was almost bald. “Come in, come in!” he said, holding the door wide open. “Shimon!” he called to the back of the apartment.
A tall, slim man walked out from the back of the apartment, perhaps sixty years old. He was wearing orange reading glasses that matched his orange sneakers. Yellow jeans and a black T-shirt rounded out his rock star/secret agent outfit. His black hair, hinting at threads of white, was gelled and spiked—the man definitely rocked his own style.
“Thanks for coming,” Shimon said. He extended his hand and shook hands warmly with Kim and Darren, then ushered them into the small kitchen. “Come, sit,” he offered, pulling barstools out from the high-top kitchen table. “Do you know who I am?”
“I’m guessing Shimon?” said Kim.
“Shimon. Or ‘Simon’ in America. Simon Dori. This is Yehuda. We’ve spent some time with one of your people.”
“So we hear,” said Darren.
“We’ve given him very important information.” He stared at Darren and waited for a reaction.
Darren remained poker-faced.
“You have to understand, your president’s new approach to the Middle East and to Israel is going to cause problems for decades. Giving the Iranians billions of dollars to spread around the Shia Muslim world is a game changer. Iran will be funneling weapons to Hamas, Hezbollah, and a dozen other terrorist organizations. My government doesn’t understand the logic. By the time the Iranians finish their spending spree with the Russians and Chinese, they’ll have the most sophisticated radar, air force, and missile defense system in the entire Middle East. Maybe as good as ours.”
“Shimon, I didn’t race across town to get a lecture on foreign policy. I don’t make those decisions, I just run field operations.”
“I understand. Me, too. And one of those field operations I ran crossed over with one of your best people. Apo Yessayan. We call him the Chameleon.”
Darren tried not to allow his face to show his surprise that Shimon knew Apo’s real name. That was a problem.
Shimon read his mind. “Oh, it’s okay. His name today isn’t his name tomorrow. I know where he lives. He knows where I live. We respect each other, Mr. Davis. Unlike so many of the people we deal with, Apo and I speak exactly the same language and logic. It’s my deep respect for him, and I dare say, my love of that man, that I reach out to you now, in this way. Coffee?”
Kim and Darren smiled and Yehuda began pouring them all mugs of fresh-brewed coffee.
“Do you know who lives next door? Next building—not next apartment,” asked Shimon.
Darren shook his head.
Shimon smiled, the kind of disarmingly warm smile that would always make him the center of a dinner party. He pointed with his thumb. “Building on the left is home to at least three Russian spies. But the GRU is in turmoil with the changes to their leadership after the director died suddenly, so who knows who’s actually in charge anymore. The building two over on the right is home to two BND German spies, including one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. I love keeping track of her. Heidi. I want to follow her full-time. And across the street in number 1255 is an Indian spy. The IB—Intelligence Bureau of India—only has one agent living there, so far as we know. He looks fifteen, but probably can write computer codes to get a missile to Mars. This might be the busiest neighborhood in DC outside the Pentagon.”
“And I suppose you all meet for coffee on Sunday mornings?” asked Darren, reaching for his coffee from Yehuda.
Shimon stood and leaned back against the counter in the small kitchen. “Don’t laugh. We have this little group of friendly enemies that works better than the UN. Every time the UN condemns Israel for defending herself against Hezbollah or Hamas or any number of these terrorist organizations, almost every government in the UN votes against us by resolution. Then, we meet privately with our friends in this neighborhood to discuss real solutions.
“Last November, the UN adopted six resolutions against Israel. Apparently, it’s the fault of the Israeli population that Palestinians keep shoving knives into our citizens. I wish I could tell you that it was only the Syrians and Arab nations that take that stance, but the resolutions number over a hundred in favor to six opposed. Only Israel, the US, Canada, Australia, and a few tiny islands in the Pacific defend us against charges so ridiculous they should be laughed out of the building! So—after Israel has to stand there in the UN and listen to hours of anti-Semitism and hate speech, a few of us meet for coffee and try to find real solutions.”
Darren was intrigued. “Such as?”
“Well, in theory only, of course?” hinted Shimon.
“Of course.”
“Shortly after Israel was condemned for taking out some Palestinian leadership that resulted in civilian casualties, because the coward was hiding in a school, one of our friends—I can’t say who, but I will hint she is stunning and blonde with blue eyes and a perfect body and should marry me—anyway, that friend of ours gave me the address and meeting time of the man’s replacement. They had just assembled a suicide vest–making factory in the basement of a mosque. We destroyed it, took another round of insults and accusations of crimes against humanity, and then sent flowers to our beautiful friend as a thank-you.”
Darren sighed with frustration and looked at Kim. “Maybe we should just overthrow all of our governments and start over with the folks who actually know how the world works?”
Shimon smiled. “Israel is one-tenth of one percent of the Middle East. Eight million citizens surrounded by half a billion Arabs who keep telling us they want us dead. Political correctness doesn’t exist in Israel, my friend. We’d all have been dead a long time ago. This president’s ‘evenhanded’ approach to the Middle East is naïve. He scolds both sides like he’s handling two children in a fight over toys. Your president thinks being evenhanded is a signal that peace can be worked out by being ‘fair’ to both sides. The problem is, all we want is to be left alone, and the other side wants our total annihilation. We’ve never been so alone in the world as we are right now. We need a stronger friend.”
“Shimon. I am a friend. But I’m also just a middle manager who answers to my boss. I’m here because you have something important for our national security, I assume. Let’s get to the point.”
“This isn’t a quid pro quo. My government doesn’t expect instant changes from your president because we’re going to help you right now. But what I’m offering is something big, you understand? It’s worth something.”
“My government gives your government billions of dollars every year, even with plenty of anti-Israel sentiment at home. If you can help us, don’t you think it’s your moral obligation, or at the very least, just good business sense?”
“Of course. But in explaining what we have for you, it opens another can of worms. Your government is currently fighting with the world’s biggest phone maker over security. What I am offering you reveals the fact that we’ve overcome that obstacle.” He shrugged. “Our people are good.”
“Shimon. Enough bullshit. I have men in the field right now, maybe fighting for their survival because two presidents can’t agree on who’s in charge of a screwed-up operation. What have you got?”
“Yehuda, bring . . .”
Yehuda disappeared into a room and returned with a laptop, which he opened and placed on the kitchen table. “The prime minister himself cleared us to show you this technology. This is our most classified level of secrecy. We’ve been inside Daesh phone calls and e-mails for almost a year. Their table of organization has been mapped out carefully for months, although it keeps changing because of your successful drone strikes. But you’re president isn’t going to like what he finds.”
“We’re listening,” said Darren quietly.



CHAPTER 48
Charlie Mike
 
Dex Murphy watched the overhead image of his team from the newly arrived drone as he spoke to Moose via sat-phone. “Moose, you’ve got multiple vehicles heading from the airport towards your position. You’ll have maybe an hour tops before a few hundred Mexican Marines arrive on station. We still can’t convince General Ortega to stand down, and Ortega has President Nieto convinced that your people just declared war on Mexico. Have you secured transportation yet?”
Moose looked at the eight-year-boy old cranking the engine on the rusted-out orange pickup truck. “Affirmative. We should be able to break three knots if we’re going downhill and pushing.” He looked around and shook his head. Continuing the mission was the only option. “We’re Charlie Mike. Out.”
The back of the pickup truck had homemade wooden sides built up to allow larger loads of produce to be hauled. The tires were so bald they were actually shiny in the morning sun. The little boy pushed the door open with a long, whining creak, and stepped down off the running board to the ground. His beautiful smile made Moose laugh out loud, and he walked over to the child and took a knee.
“Nice truck,” he said. Apo translated in Spanish and the boy laughed.
“Noooo!” he responded, hysterically laughing. He was young and uneducated, but he knew a piece of shit when he saw one. “It’s older than nana!” he said in Spanish. “But it goes!”
Eric Hodges walked over to Moose and pointed to the horses nearby. “Skipper, I could ride before I could walk. What do you say I take a horse and scout out ahead? I can stay off the road and try and find us a clear path.”
Moose looked over at the skinny horses. “Ray! You know how to ride a horse?”
Ray shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.”
Jon piped up. “I can ride. I’ll go with Big E.”
Moose grunted. “Okay. That’s it, then. You two head south towards Comalcalco and we’ll follow. Once we get there, we’ll steal better transportation. Apo, you got cash on you?”
Apo pulled out what he had, a few hundred dollars in US currency. Moose chucked his chin at the house, and Apo walked inside to where the old woman was making tortillas for everyone. Apo busted out laughing. They were potentially in the middle of all-out combat any second, and momma was making everyone brunch.
“Señora Maria, what are you doing?” he laughed.
“You’ll need your strength. I made enough for everyone except that animal you captured. He goes hungry.” She and her granddaughter began placing the fresh, hot tortillas in a sack.
Apo handed her almost four hundred dollars in cash. “This is for the use of your truck and horses. We’ll leave them in Comalcalco.”
She raised her hands. “I don’t want your money. Just take that animal away to jail.”
Apo forced it into her hands. “Please. Please. You take care of those beautiful babies. And hide the cash. If anyone comes after us asking questions, you just say we stole your truck and horses.” He gave the woman a quick hug, a surprise peck on the cheek, and then bent down to squeeze the little girl. “You take care of your nana!” he said, pinching her cheek. She squealed with a little girl sound that made Apo feel warm inside. It was good to remember why you risked your life once in a while.
Apo ran outside as the team piled into the pickup truck. Eric and Jon had already trotted off across the field toward the dirt road that disappeared into the forest heading south on two grey horses that had seen better days. Ripper took the driver’s seat of the ancient four-speed with Moose riding shotgun, and Pete, Ryan, Ray, Apo, and El Gato climbed up into the back. With the raised wooden sides and piles of hay, wooden pallets, straw baskets, and garbage thrown in the back of the truck, a quick glance didn’t reveal a very cramped team of American special operators.
The little boys waved goodbye, chasing after the truck until they were called back inside by their grandmother, who made them wash and sit down to eat. As the pickup truck lurched and whined through its gears, the men aboard ate the best homemade tortillas they ever tasted, except El Gato, who remained gagged, zip-tied, and furious.
Eric Hodges gave his horse a little kick, and the grey and black mare picked up her pace with Jon close behind. “Cavalry, dude! We’re cavalry!” yelled Eric with a laugh, and then he smacked his horse into a faster gallop. The two of them rode out ahead of the smoke-belching truck, looking somewhat comical in their state-of-the-art combat gear, mounted on two horses that looked like they were originally owned by Apaches a few hundred years earlier.



CHAPTER 49
Shimon
 
The four of them sat in the small kitchen at the high-top table. Shimon sat with Kim and Darren seated behind him so they could watch the monitor over his shoulder. Yehuda stood casually against the wall, taking it all in, reading the faces and body language of their guests.
Shimon’s fingers began flying over the keyboard. The man could seriously type. Several screens began opening up, stacking up behind each other, so Shimon could flip back and forth and show Darren and Kim what he was working on. While the Mossad and the CIA often assisted each other and shared information, to sit and show each other actual live operations and classified technologies was pretty much unheard of. The significance of this “big reveal” wasn’t lost on Darren or Kim. Two Mossad agents had more or less admitted that they were foreign spies, operating on US soil, and if Darren Davis made a phone call, FBI agents would be swarming the house arresting them and seizing everything in the apartment.
Shimon pulled up an e-mail account written in Arabic. He looked at Kim and Darren. “Can you read it?” Darren understood a little Arabic, but reading and writing the language wasn’t his strong suit.
“Translate, please,” asked Darren.
“This is a phone we hacked into a few months ago. The big US news story of the moment is about the ‘right to privacy’ versus protecting the world’s largest phone manufacturer’s customers. Well—the codes your FBI wants to get into these phones—the ones that supposedly don’t exist? We have access to whatever we need.”
That was a small bombshell that would have to later be revisited by the CIA, NSA, FBI, DOD, and whoever else in Homeland Security that would be clamoring for a chance to grab those codes from the Mossad. The fact that the Mossad had cracked and hacked their way into phone technology without anyone in the world, including the phone manufacturer, knowing it was big news. If they were willing to share it with the US, it would be a game changer in the war on terror as well as a new revolution about rights to privacy.
Shimon studied the faces of his American guests. They were cool customers, but he was confident he’d already blown their minds, and would continue to do so for quite a while yet. “There are e-mail exchanges between Daesh and Las Zetas in Mexico from this and other phones we’re monitoring. We’re inside their e-mails and texts as well. We’ve got IP addresses in Mexico in contact with IP addresses in Syria. They’re bouncing them all over the globe, but we can follow them every step of the way. Some of these e-mails ended up in Iran.”
Kim held up her hand. “Wait—Las Zetas is communicating with Iran?”
“Not directly, no. And I want to be one hundred percent accurate in my information to you, without any ‘interpretation’ of what I think I found. I will re-explain as clearly as possible—just the hard data. You’ll draw your own conclusions and conduct your own investigation, of course. We’ve been putting together the table of organization of Daesh, same as you.
“And, while Iran is fighting ISIS and supports Iraq in their fight against the regional ISIS threat, there has been direct communication between the highest levels of ISIS and Iran.”
That was another surprise. Darren’s face couldn’t hide his frustration. “You’re saying Iran is cooperating with ISIS? That runs counter to every piece of information and accepted knowledge of the regional situation. I’m sorry, but I call bullshit.”
Shimon nodded. “I told you, this is chaos. These same IP addresses have had contact with servers in Mexico, Syria—that’s both western and eastern Syria with rebels and government forces. And while the computer signals are using sophisticated programs to bounce their signals, our software can follow them, as I said before. To the best of our knowledge, they have no idea that we’re reading everything they’re sending.”
Shimon took a breath and continued. “The Russians are obviously supporting Bashar al-Assad, but we have them communicating with rebel forces as well.”
Darren made a face. “The Kremlin is in contact with the rebels opposing Assad?”
Shimon leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Don’t you miss the Cold War? I liked it better when there were only two sides.” He chose his words carefully. “It’s chaos, my friend. Russia backs Assad against the US-backed rebels. For the most part, the US-backed rebels fight the Russian-backed Assad troops, and the ISIS troops just kill everything they see. And then, of course, you have the Kurds, who are backed by the US against the wishes of the Turks. And while you’d think the Russians would be opposed to the Kurds for the mere fact that the US supports them, a Kurdish separatist movement that weakens Turkey makes the Kremlin happy purely because it complicates NATO.
“The war being fought at the moment isn’t some organized campaign of battles. It’s endless battles that may or may not have anything to do with an overall clear picture of any war, per se. Every battle . . . every bomb . . . every complication—they change the overall strategy daily to the point that there can be no overall long-range plan. To try and think past a week’s worth of outcomes is almost impossible.”
Kim snapped at him. “Oh come on, Shimon! That’s ridiculous! Of course we need long-range plans. Long-range strategy, and diplomacy, and the cooperation of every country in the region.”
“What you say is logical, of course. And yet . . .” his voice trailed off and he threw out a new fact. “Yesterday, Putin pulled out almost all of his troops without warning. Do you know why?”
Kim and Darren looked at each other. “It’s being assessed now.”
“There’s nothing to assess,” Shimon said flatly. “He pulled out because he knows it’s expensive to stay and it’s not worth it. For now. And next month, if oil prices go up a hundred dollars a barrel, all of a sudden Russia will decide that Assad needs more help again. But that’s such a tiny piece of this whole mess. Who cares? Russia can get plenty of cheap oil from ISIS at the moment. ISIS, who, by the way is supplying the Syrian rebels—their own enemy—with oil. They’re also selling oil to the Kurds. And the Turks.”
Shimon shook his head at his own comments. “Quite honestly, this may be the single most hysterically funny war in the history of the world, except for the parts about a small genocide being carried out and tortures coming back into fashion that haven’t been around since the Spanish Inquisition. A bunch of thugs sitting around saying ‘business is business,’ swapping cash and weapons and oil, and then annihilating each other. Quite frankly, the Syrian civil war and development of ISIS as a regional power is probably good for Israeli security.”
Darren folded his arms and waited. “How do you figure that?”
“Well, with everyone killing everyone everywhere, a lot of the Arab nations tend to forget about us. The Palestinian problems are the same ones every year. We can deal with them. It’s finally occurring to the Sunni world that Israel poses no threat to them. If your president can put together a coalition of Arab nations like in the first Gulf War, you can have the whole thing sorted out within a year. Of course, the downside would be a redrawing of the Middle East maps, which won’t be very popular with anyone except maybe the Kurds, who deserve their own country.”
Darren crossed his legs. “Shimon, we came over because you have information that can help our team on the ground. We aren’t here to come up with some geopolitical solution to the Middle East at the moment. I appreciate the risk you’ve taken in being so forthcoming—I really do. You’ve got balls. I’m pretty sure if I went to the White House with this conversation, you’d be in jail awaiting deportation if you were lucky, firing squad if you weren’t so lucky. Now—we need what you have in those e-mails.”
“Of course. And understand, our candor—the risk we have taken with this meeting—is a gesture of our willingness and ability to help the Unites States. The prime minister’s instructions to me were very specific. I was to use this time together to emphasize some of the issues that your president refuses to discuss with him. I’m not asking for favors; I’m asking for an ear that listens and understands. I’m afraid the president and secretary of state have left Israel in an impossible position, and I see no signs of improvement.”
“You’re referring to the Iran treaty again, I assume?” asked Darren.
“Naturally. Your president is so determined to leave a legacy behind to show he brokered an important peace deal that he’s going to ensure a nuclear Iran which we will have to deal with. And quite frankly, in another year, I’m not so sure how successful we’ll be in knocking out Iranian nuclear targets.”
Kim finished his thought. “Because of the new radar and missile defense systems they’ll be purchasing from Russia with the cash they now have access to.”
Shimon bowed slightly. “Thank you for listening and understanding. This is the message I was to deliver. And as for your unwillingness to accept the idea of Iran and ISIS working together, you have to ask yourself the all-important question: Why? Why would two enemies communicate with each other and work together? The obvious answer is because they have a mutual enemy that they’d both like to see destroyed. Your president doesn’t have a love affair with the Kremlin, and yet you’ll both occasionally attack the same ISIS targets. And then a day later, you supply anti-Assad rebels and the Kremlin supplies pro-Assad troops. You keep trying to see a ‘big picture’ that looks like two armies lined up two to toe with a long list of allies on each side. Forget that. It doesn’t exist in the Middle East.
“These aren’t two armies made up of staunch allies. Instead, think of them as two American baseball teams that play against each other every day. The two teams trade players every other day, based only on finances. The game remains the same but the players are different every game. After a while, it kills the excitement over the game, doesn’t it? You still play the game, but you start to wonder why. There’s certainly nothing to cheer about no matter who wins or loses because the players have zero allegiance to their team, anyway.
“And now back to the matter at hand.” He began typing again.
“Rather than read each e-mail, I will paraphrase and then give you the actual e-mails and phone recordings for your own people to listen to later on. Your people can verify all of this information when you return to Langley.”
“Thank you,” said Darren.
“In Syria, one of the officers in the Daesh chain of command is a man named Qassim Bayazid. Your man Apo Yessayan made contact with him.”
Darren stared at Shimon, wondering if Apo would have divulged such information. “I can’t comment on what Apo was doing if he was ever in Syria.”
“Stop wasting time. Apo was there, and I know he was there because we had one of our own people there as well. They never knew each other at the time. But what they did find out was that a Las Zetas captain named Antonio Reynosa travelled from Mexico to Syria to meet with Daesh and secure their heroin shipments. Your man escaped through Kurdish lines into Turkey. Our man was Ori Levy—may his memory be a blessing. He was killed in a firefight between Daesh fighters and Syrian rebels. But not before he got to Qassim’s phone. Ori died getting inside their network, a network which proves a shipment moved from Iran to Syria to Mexico, and we can’t get your president to even talk to us about it!”
Shimon took another deep breath. He leaned forward, looked at Kim and Darren and then spoke barely above a whisper. “We’re just middle managers, you and us. But why is it we know what’s going on and the people who are running the show seem to be oblivious to the obvious? I knew Ori. Tough as nails. He had a saying nailed over his locker. It read, ‘Someday, someone may kill you with your own weapon, but they should have to beat you to death with it because it’s empty.’ That boy was a lion.”
“The clock is ticking, Shimon,” said Kim. “We have our people out in the field, too.”
“This morning, e-mails and phone calls were attempted from Arista, Mexico, to Qassim’s phone in northeastern Syria. Qassim doesn’t know his phone and e-mail have been compromised. He doesn’t even know that anyone tried to call or e-mail him, because we cloned his phone and IP address. You understand? With the phone we have—or maybe that we don’t have because such a phone doesn’t exist—anyone can be Qassim on that end of the phone. When someone calls Qassim’s phone or e-mails him, they get us. Qassim’s phone doesn’t ring—you understand? Ours does. His e-mail doesn’t arrive at his phone or computer, it arrives at ours.”
Darren’s stomach did a small flip and he shot a glance at Kim. “So you’re offering to let us borrow such a phone, if it exists, and you would allow us to make contact directly with whoever’s at the other end of that phone.”
“I can even tell you who it is,” said Shimon, looking so serious he appeared angry. “Some low-level Daesh trash called Mustafa is currently with the Sinaloas in Arista. The Sinaloas have gotten ahold of that shipment from Syria, which originated in Iran, and are looking to renegotiate with Daesh in Syria for their heroin supply. We had understood the contact to be Las Zetas, but something changed.”
Darren decided to shoot straight with Shimon. “It was Las Zetas. The US was running a joint operation with the Mexican Marines to grab El Gato, head of the Zetas. We were supposed to help the Mexican government knock out one of their biggest drug cartels in exchange for their assistance in tracking down that package, which could potentially contain a WMD. The plan went to shit because the second in command in Mexico ended up being on the take. Fast-forward a day or two, and now we’ve got the Mexican Marines and the cartels fighting over who gets to kill my team.”
“Is Apo with your team in Mexico?” asked Shimon.
Darren’s face was blank. “You know I can’t answer that question.”
“Apo is a very talented man. We don’t call him the Chameleon for nothing. I’ve been around the best operatives in the world, Mr. Davis. The best. And although I’d love to spend a very long assignment with Heidi from the BND, there is no one I’d rather go to war with than Apo Yessayan. If he’s with your team, you get him this phone. He’ll get to your package and solve your problem.”
“Even if Apo was in Mexico,” Darren replied, “I can’t exactly FedEx him your most secret piece of technology so he can give ISIS a ring and see if they want to meet for a goat barbeque.”
“Of course you can,” said Shimon with his charming smile. “And we’ll even help you get it done.”
Darren studied the man. “Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that everything goes according to whatever new plan we draw up. A big, happy ending. Then what?”
“Your president sits down with the prime minister for a real conversation about Iran behind closed doors. No posturing. No politics. Just a plan to ensure that Iran’s nuclear facilities are destroyed before they can be defended so well that Iran becomes the newest member of the world nuclear powers.”
Darren sighed. “You know I can’t guarantee a meeting with the president. All I can do is explain Israel’s immense cooperation and assistance, and ask. That’s it. I can ask.”
“Understood. If the information on the EMP from Iran is accurate, which we obviously believe it is, your president will have no choice but to reconsider his current position. Well, we should hope so, anyway.”



CHAPTER 50
A Most Interesting Military Convoy
 
The truck rattled and bounced so badly, Ripper couldn’t drive faster than thirty miles per hour. The truck was an American Ford, the particular model being the topic of discussion for the first ten minutes of the trip. It was finally decided by general vote that it was an F-100, circa 1975, which made it older than everyone on the team. The age of the two horses that had disappeared over the ridge came up next, which were also estimated to be about forty, and finally, the age of the grandmother at the farmhouse, which was estimated to be closer to a hundred and fifty. It was unanimously decided upon, after eating her homemade tortillas, that a hundred years should be deducted because it was rude to call a woman out on her age. Especially when she fed you something so damn good.
They were headed south along a country road that would bring them toward Comalcalco and a real highway. They hoped to be able to steal a vehicle there and use Highway 187 as far as it went toward Arista.
Ripper held the wobbly steering wheel with two hands as they rock and rolled along the dirt road. Moose’s earpiece came on with Eric’s voice.
“Scout One to large bovine animal, come in, over.”
“I don’t think a moose is a bovine animal, so Golf Foxtrot Yankee. Give me a sit-rep, wiseass.”
“We’re a few klicks south of you in the woods on top of a little hill. I can see the outskirts of the town from here. Not sure what I was expecting, but it’s not a big city—more like a little town, spreads out pretty far. Clipping a truck might be a little trickier than we thought. Everything is pretty wide open. I can see you guys coming down the road. Clean and green.”
“Any signs of Mexican Marines or gangbangers? Civilians around?”
“Negative. Not here, anyway. Lots of farms, just like where we came from. If Jon and I go any farther, we’ll be out in farmland and someone will see us. We’ll need to wait here until you catch up. Couple of dudes in BDUs on horseback might be the most exciting thing that happened here since the Spanish invaded.”
“I’m impressed with your knowledge of local history. Maybe we can get you on Jeopardy. Sit tight and we’ll catch up. Out.”
Moose leaned back and spoke through the tiny slide window at the rear of the cab that opened into the bed of the truck, where the team was jammed in with all their gear and miscellaneous farming garbage. “Hey, Frogmen. Jarhead just called in. Gonna have to make room to squeeze them in back there with ya.”
“How about we make Cat Woman run alongside the truck to make more room?” asked Ray.
“Quit your bitching. Pretend you’re in a mini sub,” said Ripper.
“Easy for you to say, you two are up front in the lap of luxury,” replied Ryan.
“Yeah, lap of luxury,” said Moose. “I’m looking between my feet and watching the road through the hole in the floor with a spring shoving its way through my Kevlar into my spine. I just hope the whole fucking seat doesn’t drop out the bottom.”
McCoy piped up from his crowded corner of the truck. “Hey, I got an incoming on the sat-phone!” He pulled out the handset, which had a green indicator light flashing on it. He fumbled with his pack and pulled out the small umbrella-shaped antenna, which he opened and handed to Ray, who pointed it skyward.
“Papa Mike here. Go.”
Dex placed his hand over the mouthpiece and spoke to Darren Davis. “I’ve got Pete McCoy on the horn.”
“Give him the deal.”
“Papa Mike, what’s your current sit-rep?”
“One hundred percent good to go. En route, but moving slowly. No tangos since leaving the cathouse, over.”
“Roger, good copy. We have equipment being brought to you. Is Alpha Yankee with you?”
“Yes, sir. Wait one.” Pete handed the phone to Apo.
“Go,” he said.
“Friends of yours have been helpful. They took a big risk for us. I have a phone of theirs that’s cloned to appear as though it’s across the pond. You’ll use that phone to contact a man named Mustafa. He’ll think you’re Qassim Bayazid. They will negotiate a deal with you on behalf of the Sinaloas, you copy?”
Apo’s face showed his surprise. He was thinking in hyperdrive. He remembered Qassim from his time in Syria. The man was fairly high up the food chain. Dex must have been referring to the Mossad when he said “friends,” as he’d worked with them a few times before. But for them to give the CIA a cloned phone was nothing short of shocking. “This phone, how is it going to get to us?”
“That’s the fun part. It’s currently on an F-18 Super Hornet heading south to deliver it to a flattop. Once there, the phone will be put on a small drone and sent to you, wherever you are at that time, over.”
Apo looked at his teammates, thinking, “Holy shit. They’re sending me a drone phone.” He spoke back into the sat-phone. “Good copy. Will wait for your drone phone. Anything else?”
“That’s it for now. Stay healthy. Out.”
He handed the phone back to Pete and moved up the bed of the truck to the cab, climbing over his crammed teammates. Apo leaned into the window and whispered to Moose so El Gato couldn’t hear anything. “Mossad rigged a phone. The Company’s sending it to us by drone. I’m going to fake being Qassim Bayazid, an ISIS commander in Syria, and set up some sort of deal to try and get to the package.”
Moose nodded. “Okay.”
“Okay? That’s it? No ‘Holy shit, the Mossad is sending us a phone by drone to try and contact the Sinaloas and fake being ISIS?’ You took that right in stride.”
“Dude, after being around you for a few weeks, nothing is going to surprise me anymore.”
Moose’s earpiece came back on again. “Moose, it’s Echo, you copy?”
“Good copy, go.”
“Just spotted two Mexican Marine Humvees hauling ass from Comalcalco. They must have come through there from that airport. They’re flying, man. Should be on you in a few minutes. Find some cover.”
“Cover hell, we just found our better transportation. Work your way back to us. We’ll ditch the truck and set up an ambush. They have mounted machine guns?”
“Negative. Looks like four Marines per vehicle. Troop transport only, old models, no up-armor. We’ll start following. Moose, we gonna take them out? We’re supposed to be on the same side.”
“We’re going to try and play nice, but we need those Humvees. Get off the horn and beat feet. Out.”
Moose pointed to a spot where there were large trees and boulders on both sides of the narrow dirt road. “Stop the truck at that chokepoint. Leave it right there in the middle of the road so they can’t go around you. Apo, you try and get the Mexis to stop and get out, and we’ll come in from the sides. No shooting unless we have to. Unass this truck! Let’s move, people, they’re coming fast!”
Ripper stopped the truck between a large boulder and the trees and cut the engine. There was no way even large Humvees could knock over the trees to go around the “disabled” vehicle. While they could push the truck out of the way with their vehicles, that would require stopping and at least a couple of them getting out to investigate the situation.
The team jumped off the back of the truck and pulled El Gato into the trees, where they pushed him to the ground facedown on his stomach and zip-tied his hands to a large, low branch that pinned him uncomfortably in place. He wasn’t going anywhere, and he still had the gag in his mouth.
Ripper leaned down and whispered into his ear. “One fucking peep out of you and I will end you with my knife from your balls to your face. You copy, muthafucker?” El Gato’s expression became even uglier than his regular face, but he couldn’t speak to curse at Ripper.
The team disappeared instantly into the foliage on both sides of the road while Apo popped the hood of the pickup truck and stood there waiting. Although Apo couldn’t see them, he knew they were in their ambush positions. He casually announced, “It’s a wonderful feeling, standing in the road by yourself, while eight hostile troops in two Humvees roar in on your location with fully automatic weapons, said no one ever.”
Eric and Jon had their horses at full-out run until they emerged from cover, then dismounted and ran on foot to catch up to their friends’ ambush location. Once they were within sniper range, Eric pulled his rifle from its padded sheath and set up behind a rock, which he could use for some extra stability and cover. Jon quickly set up the spotter scope and began scanning in all directions for any other possible incoming threats.
“Clear as far as I can see,” said Jon quietly. Eric was one hundred percent focused on the two Humvees that were slowing down as they approached the truck that was blocking the road. Apo, a short, dark man in slacks and a black shirt, could have been any Mexican with a disabled vehicle, and looked very nonthreatening, although very annoying to the Marines trying to make top speed to reinforce their team at El Gato’s mansion.
The trucks came to a stop, and the passenger door of the lead vehicle opened. A lieutenant jumped out and began screaming at the top of his lungs at Apo, who just stood and opened his arms as if to say, “What am I supposed to do?”
The man stomped over and kept up his screaming. “Move that truck! This is official business! Move it or I’ll have you arrested!”
“Arrested for what? The truck broke down! It’s old, like me!”
“Push it off the road!”
“I can’t. I have back problems. Maybe your men can help me? Can you call someone for me? Maybe give me a lift?”
“Do we look like fucking taxis? Mother of God!” He turned and began screaming at his men, and the doors of the green-and-tan camouflaged Humvees began opening. “Get this piece of shit off the road!”
All eight men hopped out of their trucks and jogged up to the pickup truck. Apo casually said, “It’s out of gear. You can just roll it back a few feet and then you can drive around it.”
The lieutenant didn’t like listening to any suggestions from the man who was slowing him down and told him to get out of the way. Apo quietly backed away as the men all put their hands on the truck waiting for the order to push. As soon as their hands were on the truck, five commandos stepped out of the brush from all sides with assault weapons out and shouldered.
In Spanish, Apo sternly commanded, “Nobody move and nobody gets hurt! We are United States commandos here on an international mission to take down the Las Zetas drug cartel! We are working with the permission of your president and General Hernando Ortega. Your colonel, Rafael Lozano, double-crossed us at El Gato’s estate and was killed in the fighting. We are not your enemy! But if you make a move against us, so help me God, we will kill every last one of you. We have snipers covering you as well. Please don’t do anything stupid. Hands on your heads, now!”
The entire time he was speaking, the team was moving in on the surprised Mexicans. They glanced at their lieutenant, but Ripper was already on him, removing the Colt .45 from the officer’s holster and jamming into his own waistband.
“You speak English?” Moose barked from the other side of the truck.
“Enough to say ‘Go fuck yourself,’” the lieutenant replied, his face twisted in anger and embarrassment.
“You listen up real good. We came here to help and your colonel fucked us over and almost got us killed. We’ve got no beef with you, but we’ve got a mission to finish. We’re taking your trucks. That’s not a request, you capisce?”
Apo repeated the entire thing in Spanish so every Marine understood what was happening.
“These trucks are the property of the Mexican government. If you touch them you’ll be arrested—”
Before he could finish, Moose scoped his FN SCAR at eye level on the lieutenant. “I’d much prefer to borrow these vehicles and leave with a handshake then blow your head off and take them. Either way, they’re ours.”
Moose’s earpiece filled with Eric Hodges’ Oklahoma twang. “Echo to Big Mike, you have beaucoup vehicles coming up the road behind you. Guessing from the all-black SUVs with chrome rims shining so bright that I can see from here, El Gato’s boys are coming to look for the boss. Maybe three klicks to your location. Please advise, over.”
Moose’s command voice filled the air. “Listen up! We’ve got several vehicles full of Las Zetas gangbangers coming up the road to rescue their boss. You’re either going to be left here without weapons to deal with them by yourselves, or you’re going to take them out with us. You have about ten seconds to decide who you trust, and then I’m taking your trucks and leaving your asses here to be used as target practice for those animals.” Apo repeated everything in Spanish.
Ripper moved closer to Moose. “Skipper, you sure? I don’t trust these fuckers any more than that colonel. Why not take the trucks and beat feet?”
“Because on the outside chance that some of these young men would actually like their country back, I’d like to think we did the right thing.”
Apo began speaking in Spanish at a hundred miles an hour, giving something of a pep talk to eight very confused and scared-looking Marines, along with one still very pissed-off officer.
Eric’s voice again filled Moose’s earpiece. “One and a half klicks, Skipper. Four SUVs. Tinted windows—I don’t know how many tangos. You say the word and I’ll start changing the odds. The road’s narrow. I stop the lead vehicle, they’ll have to dismount or work their way around off-road, which will make them easy targets, over.”
Moose turned back to the Mexican officer. “Lieutenant, you have a decision to make. You can fight a drug cartel that’s ruining your country, or surrender to them when they arrive, at which point you’ll have no weapons or trucks. I’m sure they’ll treat you very well.”
The lieutenant extended his open hand and stared at Moose, who was still eye level with his FN SCAR. Moose lowered his weapon, pulled the Colt from his web belt, and handed it back to the lieutenant, who holstered it.
Moose surprised the man with an offer of a handshake. “Senior Chief Al Carlogio. This is my team along with my second, Senior Chief Colgan. Only my mom calls me Al. Moose and Ripper are fine.”
“Lieutenant Ramon Santiago, Mexican Marines, Batallones de Comandos Anfibios, Sixth Platoon. Colonel Lozano?”
“Colonel Lozano was on the take. Corrupt. Working with the drug cartels, you capisce? Comprende?”
Apo explained in Spanish hastily that El Gato recognized the colonel and that’s why the colonel tried to kill him.
“What happened to El Gato?” asked Lieutenant Santiago.
“He’s sitting right over there with his panties in a bunch,” replied Moose. Apo didn’t bother trying to translate that verbatim.
“Skipper?” It was Eric again, in Moose’s earpiece.
“Okay, get your weapons and fan out. Eric’s gonna take out the lead vehicle and shit’s gonna get real. Get ready to be meat eaters! Move up! LT Santiago! Get your men armed and follow us up into the woods, half on each side of the road.” He reached back and grabbed the lieutenant by his lapel. “I’m putting our asses on the line by trusting you, mister. You fuck me and I swear to God I’ll gut you like a fish.” Apo translated quickly, then pulled an assault rifle out of the back of the old pickup truck that was buried in the straw.
The Mexican Marines grabbed their weapons from their vehicles and followed the team into the woods on both sides of the road. They could see the cloud of dust being kicked up by four fast-moving incoming SUVs.
“Moose to overwatch, you’re cleared to fire at will. We have Mexican Marines with us. They’re friendlies, you copy?”
“Affirmative. Jon reports you and the Marines fanning out in the woods. I’m guessing the tangos will not be in BDUs. First shot going downrange in five seconds. Out.”
The team and Marines continued moving up and spreading out, finding cover behind the trees and shrubs on both sides of the road. A few large boulders provided cover as well. As soon as the first black SUV came into clear view, the 7.62mm sniper rifle cracked and the windshield exploded, along with the head of the driver. The truck veered left off the road and crashed into a thick oak tree that barely lost a leaf, even as the SUV folded up like an accordion. A second shot took out the second vehicle’s driver as well, and that vehicle picked up speed and rear-ended the first one, making them both spin across the narrow road. The third truck slammed on its brakes, but it didn’t help. Hodges put a round through the driver’s chest. Truck four also slammed on its brakes, and the doors flew open as the occupants jumped out and tried to take cover behind the vehicle. The last truck was stopped in a spot that offered no cover on either side of the road, only farmland, and the Zetas hit men were forced to hide behind the back of the truck as rounds began impacting around them.
Moose, Ripper, Ray, and four Mexican Marines began moving forward to the right flank, running at full speed to reach the two crashed SUVs before the occupants could recover and get back on offense. By the time they reached the smoldering trucks, the occupants who were still alive began trying to open doors. The team never hesitated, killing everything that moved inside both vehicles. The third truck’s rear right door opened and the only surviving Zeta jumped out, weapon in hand. He managed to level the weapon in the direction of the attackers, but that was as far as he got. Ripper double-tapped him in the forehead from twenty yards.
From the fourth truck, a sudden, steady rain of incoming fire began. It was an attempt at suppressing fire, but was wildly aimed and ineffective. Hodges began firing 7.62-caliber rounds at the truck, which began coming apart in dramatic fashion. The Zetas scrambled away from the SUV into the fields on both sides of the truck, occasionally firing in the general direction of the team.
Lieutenant Santiago and three of his men had moved up the left flank and began returning fire at the men in the field. As they traded gunfire, Ryan moved up the middle with Pete, scrambling past the destroyed SUVs and mangled bodies to the third truck where Moose, Ripper, and Ray were maneuvering around to outflank the Zetas with their four Marines.
Hodges hit another target in the field, knocking the man to the ground. At that point, the two men next to him sprinted in retreat. Once up and running, the Mexican Marines opened fire and finished them off.
Ryan and Pete immediately sprinted back to El Gato to make sure he was where they left him. He was still there, now in the fetal position with his hands behind him hooked to the tree branch, looking absolutely terrified.
The two teams went vehicle to vehicle, checking every Zeta body as they went. Zero survivors, zero friendly casualties.
Moose called back to Hodges. “Skipper to Big E—outstanding. You two check the area for any other activity and come in ASAP. Out.” Moose looked at the carnage and then at Ripper. “That jarhead can shoot. God damn. I’m glad he’s on our side.”
Ripper whispered to Moose, “And now that our friends are all armed, how ya think that truck rental’s gonna go?”
Moose nodded. “We’re about to find out . . .”



CHAPTER 51
Truck Rentals
 
Moose extended his hand to the Mexican commanding officer. “Lieutenant Santiago, my compliments. You and your men performed extremely well.”
The lieutenant stared at the man in front of him and took in his size. “Moose. I understand the name. You are special forces, no?”
“We’re a mixed unit. SEALs and a Marine Recon sniper who can shoot the balls off a housefly from a mile out. Plus that guy,” he said pointing to Apo. “He’s a ninja or some shit.”
Apo heard the conversation and laughed.
Moose looked back to Santiago. “Lieutenant, we still have a situation here. We need your vehicles. You also have some wounded and KIA up at El Gato’s house. We tried to stabilize your wounded, but we were in a hurry. I sincerely apologize for that exchange of gunfire, but that’s on Colonel Lozano, not us.”
“I’d like to contact my people up there.”
“Of course.”
Santiago barked at his radio operator, who jogged back to the Humvee and returned with an older model radio. He handed it to his lieutenant, who began a long conversation with one of the men up at the house—a conversation that became excited more than once.
The lieutenant ended the transmission and stared at the ground for a moment before speaking. “It’s a difficult situation,” he said quietly.
“I understand,” replied Moose. “We’re not your enemy, Lieutenant. And not all of your casualties were from us. The Zetas put up a fight, too. We need your vehicles. Quite frankly, I wouldn’t mind having you and your men with us either, if you’re willing to fight alongside with us. We’ve got two cartels to deal with, a package to find, and a clock that’s running down.”
“Package?”
“Yeah. That’s the tricky part. We’re not sure exactly what we’re looking for, but it came from Syria and it’s not a housewarming gift, you capisce?”
“Not exactly.”
“You know what ISIS is?”
“I’m in Mexico, not the South Pole. Of course I know what ISIS is.”
“Well, they worked out a deal with the Zetas—drugs for help getting a package here, then getting that package on to the United States.”
The lieutenant’s face showed his mind racing. “You think they sent a weapon? Nuclear, biological, chemical—something big?”
“Bingo. And we’ve got to find it pronto. We were hoping El Gato could lead us to it, but apparently your colonel double-crossed us, and the Sinaloas now have that weapon.”
“So you need to get to the Sinaloas—where, exactly?”
“Arista.”
“Driving will take too long. I will try and make other arrangements. It will require me getting authorization from General Ortega, who isn’t very happy with you right now, but I will explain the situation. It’s complicated. Lozano was his son-in-law.”
“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” groaned Moose. “Holy shit. This keeps getting better and better.”
“I’ll make a call. Give me ten minutes.”
“You think you can get us to Arista by air?”
“The Mexican Marines are professionals, Senior Chief Moose. We do have helicopters.”
“Hey, man, no offense.” He pointed to the radio the lieutenant had just used to call up to the estate. “That radio was made in the seventies and those Humvees are leftovers from Gulf War One.”
Santiago shrugged. “Give me ten minutes.”
Moose was relieved to see Eric and Jon jog in from the woods. “Sit-rep?” asked Eric.
“Trying to acquire air mobile at the moment,” replied Moose. He stuck out his fist and Eric gave him a fist bump. “I’ll go to war with you any day, Marine. Damn fine shooting.”
“These guys cool? I mean, about the house. You know . . .”
“Trying to smooth things over. That colonel that fucked this whole mission was the general’s fucking son-in-law. Someone might have mentioned that to us.”
“Would it have mattered?” asked Jon.
“Guess not. Apo, get on the sat with Langley. Update Dex and get the location of your drone phone.”
“Admit it, you like saying that, don’t you,” said Apo with a big smile.
“James fucking Bond. With his drone phone. Maybe when it arrives you can call us in a few pizzas.”
“Hey, that doesn’t sound half bad,” said Jon.
Eric wasn’t smiling.
“What, you don’t like pizza?” asked Jon.
“You see what I just did?” Eric asked, referring to the carnage all around them. “Sorry—it don’t make me feel all hilarious and shit afterwards.”
Moose smacked his shoulder. “Understood. You kept your friends alive. Now ruck the fuck up, check on our peeps—ammo, comms, hydrate, give the cat puke some water, too, then reassemble on me. Jon, set up security with the scope and look out for any more visitors.”
Ripper listened to his partner with admiration. Moose was going to keep Eric busy and focused. After any firefight, the adrenaline wore off, the body started shaking beyond control, and the mind started working in hyperdrive. After-action was the worst part of anybody’s military life—those moments when you saw everything all over again in slow motion and had time to think. Eric had the extreme stress of watching his kills in high definition, magnified in his scope, as his large-caliber bullets took apart human beings, one after the other. Enemy soldiers or not, he literally blew them apart. It wasn’t easy on the human psyche no matter how hard-core or seasoned you were. This was Moose’s first time as team leader, and he was already instinctively taking care of his people without even having to think about what needed to be done.
Ripper made eye contact with his friend, gave him a nod of admiration, and then began pulling apart his weapon to perform a rapid clean and reload.
Lieutenant Santiago walked back to Moose. “The general is trying to accept the facts such as they are. You can understand the difficulty. He has two grandchildren by that man who are now fatherless, and a daughter who is about to get bad news and worse news.”
“I understand,” Moose said quietly. “And?”
“I think he’s trying to be objective and professional. Our wounded casualties are being medevac’d right now. Third squad has secured the estate and the Zetas have taken off for the moment. He’s ordered air transportation for us, much to my surprise. The helicopters are twenty-five minutes out. Best I could do.”
“You did great. I mean it—thanks, Lieutenant. We owe you one.”
“No, sir. You got rid of another corrupt officer and helped take out the Las Zetas crime boss, as well as a number of their soldiers. They’re murderers. The worst kind of murderers. They killed so many police officers and government officials that no one will stand up to them. An operation like this makes them look beatable. It makes other men step up and find courage to take them on. Without this kind of inspiration, my country is lost forever. You don’t owe me anything. You have my sincere thanks, and my apologies for the way our meeting began.”
“Never apologize to a man who tries to steal your truck. We’ll call it even.” They shook hands.
Apo walked back over. “How long we have at this location?”
“Twenty-five minutes, maybe,” said Moose.
“That’ll work. Drone phone is in the air, headed right to me. The shop has my GPS in their hard drive. That drone will find me and literally land right on me with the phone. Then we make a call or send an e-mail or something, and the mission really starts.”
“Our friends here will be joining us. We get to fly over the Mazatlecos and avoid at least one small war before going into World War III.”
“Isn’t it like World War IV or V by now?” asked McCoy.
The lieutenant shrugged. “The Mazatlecos usually bribe their way to get what they need. They’d rather pay than fight. They don’t usually use extreme violence. Or if they do, it’s against the other cartels. The Zetas and Sinaloas—they’re a different story. They like giant public displays of horror. They’re terrorists—no better than ISIS. They like to leave bodies everywhere. They torture my soldiers before they kill them. If we find them, there’s no mercy either way, you understand?” His faced looked hard and pained.
He continued, “When we get to Arista, if we’re going after Joaquin Salazar, he’s going to have a lot of muscle. We might need to arrange for another few hundred men. I’m not kidding. Arista will be crawling with his people. They have no fear of cops or federales. It will be all-out war, and they have better weapons than we do.”
Moose made a face. “They haven’t met us yet. Don’t you worry about numbers. Sit tight and just wait. We’ll get something set up with your friend Joaquin, and then we’ll clean house for you.”
Santiago looked at Moose and nodded. “Okay, my new friend. I’ve seen what you and your men can do. We have an expression here in the Mexican Marines. ‘I’ll go to war with you.’ You know what I mean?”
Moose smacked his shoulder. “Same exact expression in the States, bro. My men are very good at what they do. Trust me, okay? I mean, really trust me.”
“I just made a call to the general on your behalf, after you killed his son-in-law. Does that earn your trust?”
“Right on. Talk to your men. Get your weapons and comms checked and good to go. When the shit hits the fan, we need to be ready.”
“We will be ready, Senior Chief. We want our country back.”



CHAPTER 52
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The sat-phone began blinking and McCoy pulled it out and deployed the antenna. He handed the phone to Moose.
“Moose here, over,” he said.
“It’s Dex. You guys staying healthy?”
“We’re all good to go, boss. Just finished a little meet and greet with some Zetas. They’re all done. Local Mexican Marine lieutenant is a standup guy. He’s trying to get us some birds to Arista where the Sinaloa’s boss has his HQ. Joaquin Salazar. Apparently another sociopathic drug lord. What do we do with El Gato now that he’s useless?”
“Keep babysitting him for now. The Mexican president wants him extradited to the US for trial and prison. They’ll never be able to hold him in Mexico. That said, POTUS and their president ain’t exactly having a lovefest at the moment.”
“Yeah, well, did you know that Colonel Lozano was General Ortega’s son-in-law?”
The silence was deafening.
“Seriously, boss? You’re the fucking CIA. No one noticed that fact?”
“Shit. I’ll speak with Kim. But no, we didn’t know. Maybe they hid it for family safety reasons.”
“You’re the fucking CIA!”
“Yeah, well, we miss stuff sometimes. Shit. General Ortega is getting you air?”
“That’s what the local Marine lieutenant said.”
“And you trust him?”
“Anything you want to tell me, boss?”
“General Ortega was beyond pissed, Moose. I just don’t want five hundred Mexican Marines showing up to arrest you and the team.”
Moose looked up to God. “Shit. Look, Dex, the local LT seems legit. He wants the cartels broken up. He seems like a solid guy.”
“It’s your call. Listen, I called you to tell you that the drone is almost to your location. Apo’s GPS locator has the drone about ten minutes out from you. Once he gets it, it’s up to you to make contact with this Mustafa character. He has to believe Apo is ISIS. Then Apo cuts a deal with Joaquin Salazar that requires a face-to-face meeting. You’ll be in Sinaloa Central. I’m working on getting you a backup team, but I’m not sure if that’s solid yet.”
“Roger. We have the Mexican Marines with us. Eight marines. They’re not spec ops, but they seemed to perform well under fire so far. It should help a little. We’ll wait for the phone and hope the incoming birds are for transport and not assault. You watching by satellite?”
“Affirmative.”
“Well, if you see a few hundred Mexicans try to kill us, feel free to send a Tomahawk or something. In the meantime, we’re here waiting for the Bat Phone. Anything else?”
“Just my good wishes. And look, El Gato’s value was in getting the package. That value has disappeared. If you need to trade him to the Sinaloas in exchange for the package, I don’t give a shit if they skin him alive on pay-per-view. You keep your team safe. You find that package. If you get El Gato back to the US, great. If he doesn’t make it, no one here is going to cry about it. He has nothing to offer us anymore.”
“Understood. Out.”
Moose handed McCoy the phone and sat down in the grass. El Gato was a piece of shit responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of civilians in Mexico and the Unites States, either from executions or the distribution of heroin. And his boss had just green-lighted his death. Just one more piece of an ever-changing operation.
Moose called Ripper over and briefed him on the conversation. Ripper mulled it over.
“The LT seemed solid. You think it’s a setup?” he asked.
“Shit, man, I don’t know. Their LT seems legit. But you know the Company didn’t even know the colonel was the general’s son-in-law? How the fuck does that happen? What if General Grandpa decides the guys that whacked the father of his grandkids need to be hosed? I don’t know what to think. I like Santiago. But shit, do we bet our lives on it?”
“Holy shit,” said Eric from across the road. He had been sitting cleaning his sniper rifle when his eagle eyes spotting the incoming drone. “That’s some crazy shit there, son.”
A very small, black drone was whizzing across the sky right at them. It slowed and hovered over them, then slowly dropped to the ground where it gently landed in the grass. Apo smiled and walked over to the latest toy in the CIA arsenal. In the center of the black four-rotor drone was a compartment that had been duct-taped. The entire drone was no bigger than a flat-screen TV.
“Duct tape,” Apo announced. “Probably a six-figure drone designed by some super-genius—and they made sure the phone would be safe with some three-dollar duct tape.”
Ripper walked over and handed Apo his KA-BAR knife. Apo carefully cut the tape and unsnapped the center compartment, where he found the black iPhone. There was a sticky note on it that read:
Password: birthday year and day, six numbers
Apo dialed in 197509, and the phone came to life.
Jon had been watching. “Hey, man, before you get really busy with that shit, can I play Candy Crush for a while?”
The team cracked up. Apo shook his head. “I love working with professionals.” He went to the e-mail, which had multiple messages. There was also a voice mail, which he played first. A very shaky voice spoke in Arabic.
“This is Mustafa. The others are dead. El Gato and Las Zetas are no longer in control of the package. I need you to contact the Sinaloa chief. Joaquin Salazar is waiting to hear from you. This is a new deal. Urgent. Please respond immediately or I’m dead and the package is destroyed.”
Apo opened the e-mail and read the Arabic message, which was almost identical. It requested immediate response. Apo relayed the information to Moose and Ripper.
Moose shrugged. “Well, this was the new plan, right? You’re the secret agent James Bond type. My guys just kill bad guys. Your call.”
Apo thought for a moment. “When I was in Syria, I met this Qassim character. He’s like a colonel or a major, maybe. Not a general, but definitely in a power position. The package to Mexico and the deal with the Las Zetas started with him. I don’t think Mustafa would know his voice, but I’m not sure. I don’t know if they ever met. If we meet face-to-face and he knows I’m not Qassim, we’re blown.”
Ripper pursed his lips in thought and then came up with an idea off the top of his head. “Hey—we kill those fuckers every day with drone strikes. What if Qassim is dead? You’re the new boss—make up a name. How would he know? You say you’ve replaced Qassim and you need to make a new deal. You can say you’re flying to Mexico to make the deal and demand to meet Salazar in person. Set up the meet, and we grab him.”
Apo stared at him.
“What? Bad idea?”
“No, it’s such a great idea I’m pissed that I didn’t think of it myself. You’re right. We hit those fuckers every day. Of course they have new personnel. Being wary of a new player like Salazar makes sense. Wanting to meet him in person is believable. We might make a CIA operator out of you yet.”
“So now what?” asked Moose.
“Now we wait to see if we have a ride to Arista or an air strike on our position, and then I call the goat fucker and make a deal.”
Apo was smiling so big that Moose and Ripper stared at each other and then back at Apo.
“What?” asked Moose.
He leaned forward and whispered, “I love my job!”



CHAPTER 53
First Communication
 
Mustafa was sitting in a small bodega that was serving as the acting headquarters of the single most powerful man in western Mexico. With El Gato now captured or dead, Joaquin Salazar would emerge as not only the head of the Sinaloa cartel, but his group would swallow up the Las Zetas almost instantly, followed by the smaller cartels who would quickly fall in line. The sheer size and power of the Sinaloa army would be enough to negotiate any deal, with any person—government or private citizen, anyplace, anytime.
Joaquin sat sipping a coffee, staring at his Arab guest. Mustafa had been allowed to clean up, was fed and given medical attention, and was then given decent, clean clothing. The young man was a low-level jihadist, not some well-educated soldier of ISIS. To be treated as anything better than dirt was a step up for him, and he responded to Joaquin’s sudden change in attitude by acting more like an emissary of ISIS and less like a terrified thug.
Mustafa had taken the mission to America because it meant better treatment for his family after his martyrdom, as well as the promise of Paradise with his virgins awaiting him. He was now some sort of important person, about to act as an intermediary between ISIS and the most powerful man in Mexico. All it required was a phone call or e-mail, and he would be a new jihadist hero.
No phone call or e-mail meant a most grisly death and eternal anonymity.
Joaquin stared at him and then lit a cigar. He held it up and asked if Mustafa would like one. The acting translator, the old grocer who had asked about being allowed to go home many times and was warned not to ask again, translated to Mustafa.
Mustafa had smoked water pipes before, but somehow this seemed inappropriate to him. To do anything that could cost him eternity in Paradise was terrifying. He declined. Joaquin blew a long stream of blue smoke over Mustafa’s head. There was something about it which seemed terrifyingly threatening.
And then the phone in the center of the table buzzed and moved from the vibration. Mustafa stared at it, horrified. He looked up at Joaquin who raised his eyebrows, as if to say, “Well?”
Mustafa picked up the phone and pressed the button to take the call, his hands shaking so badly he almost dropped it. When he tried to speak, a dry croak came out that sounded like a greeting in Arabic, but just barely.
“Who is this?” asked a voice in Arabic.
“This is Mustafa. Qassim? Is it you?”
“Qassim is dead,” said Apo. “This is Ali, his replacement. Where are you and the others? Where is the package?”
“Qassim is dead? When? How?”
“Americans drones, the cowards. They still refuse to meet us on the battlefield, but they will have to come soon enough. Tell me where you are and what is happening? We haven’t heard from you. I was ordered to Mexico in person. What’s going on? I’m hearing lots of rumors about El Gato.”
“Ali, they aren’t rumors. El Gato is no longer in charge of anything here. The Mexican police arrested or killed him. Our entire team is dead except for me. I’m now in a town called Arista with the chief of the Sinaloa cartel. They own the package now. They want a new deal directly with our commanders at home. Same as before—drugs for money and weapons and ammunition, but the drugs come here now, to the Sinaloas in Arista, not to Tabasco and the Zetas.”
“How do we know we can trust this Sinaloa chief?”
“He is very powerful. I think maybe more powerful than the Mexican president. When are you coming to Mexico?”
“I am in Mexico! Do you think the ISIS leaders would allow you and the package to simply disappear without sending more soldiers for our mission?”
“I’ve been without communication for days! Everyone is dead! I had no idea what was happening.”
“Well, you tell this Sinaloa chief that I will meet him face-to-face, and I speak for the highest levels of ISIS command. If he wants the heroin, he can have it. But we have a mission to finish.”
“He is here. Right here with me. They have a translator. You can speak with him yourself if you like.”
“I don’t need a translator. Put him on the phone.”
“He only speaks Spanish,” said Mustafa, slightly confused.
“I’m an ISIS commander! Do you think they assigned me for this mission without me being able to speak Spanish? Get him on the phone!”
Mustafa handed the phone across the table to Joaquin, who had been getting half of the conversation translated by the grocer. He took the phone warily.
“This is Joaquin Salazar. Who is this?” he asked in a voice that blended command authority and arrogance.
“This is Ali bin-Salud, a commander under the direct authority of the Islamic State. I speak your language, and I am authorized to negotiate directly with you on behalf of the leadership of the Islamic State. I have just arrived in Mexico, as a result of the failure of the others to complete their mission.”
“Your Spanish is excellent, Señor bin-Salud.”
“You can call me Ali. And yes, I was chosen for my ability to speak your language. Do you still have the package that was sent from Syria?”
“I do.”
“And you’re willing to negotiate with us?”
“I am. It’s quite simple. Las Zetas no longer exists. With the capture or death of their leadership—which one we’re not sure of yet—they will fight among themselves to decide who their new leader is. While they fight, we will destroy them all. Every single one of them will either join us or die, it’s that simple. We need the supply of heroin you promised them.”
“And you can have all of it. Heroin has no value to us, other than as currency for what we need. And what we need is ammunition, weapons, and an ally in Mexico. There will be times ahead when we’ll need help with border crossings. For now, we need that package secured until I can get there and continue the mission with new people.”
“I can assure you it’s quite safe at the moment, as is your man, Mustafa.”
“I can be in Arista in a day or two. I need to speak with leadership in Syria. You and I will meet face-to-face, and then we will all move forward with a profitable alliance. Is this agreeable to you?”
“You have balls coming to Mexico. The authorities have been very aggressive with their attack against Las Zetas.”
“I fear nothing. God willing, I will carry out my mission and you will have all the heroin you need.”
“We will meet here in Arista as soon as you can get here. Keep this phone with you. In the meantime, Mustafa and your package safely await your arrival.”
“Excellent. I will be in touch.”
 
***
 
Apo hung up the phone and looked over at Moose, who along with the rest of the team had been providing security in all directions as they listened to their friend speak in Arabic, wondering what was being said. “Assuming the entire Mexican Marine Corps doesn’t arrive here and kill us all in the next few hours, we have a scheduled meeting with Joaquin Salazar, head of the Sinaloa drug cartel and the man in possession of whatever is in that package from Syria.”



CHAPTER 54
Who Do You Trust?
 
The team and the Mexican Marines had made a secure perimeter and sat waiting for helicopters and further instructions. It was an area of dry, tall grass, and the sun was out, making for a pretty day after a brief massacre.
Apo called Dex on the sat-phone. “Initial contact with Salazar went well. Awaiting air transport to Arista, but we’ll have to be dropped far enough away to get in unnoticed by his people. Any progress on relations between the boss and General Ortega?”
Dex was in his office, having just changed one white shirt for a fresh one. His secretary had reminded him earlier that he was getting ripe after not being home in forty-eight hours. He had stopped tying his necktie when the sat-phone had rang, and the half-tied neckwear hung ridiculously around his neck at the moment.
“Hard to assess the relations at the moment. Their president wants a formal apology to General Ortega and Mexico for what they’re calling a ‘friendly fire incident,’ even though he believes that Colonel Rafael Lozano may be dirty after all. They’ve been doing some investigating into Lozano’s banking, with the help of our NSA, and it seems the man is worth a hell of a lot more money than a colonel’s salary would allow. Hard pill for the general to swallow, but I think he swallowed it—bitter or not. The other deaths during the firefight at the house seem to be as much of an issue as the colonel’s.
“In the meantime, we’re watching six Black Hawks on satellite monitors heading straight for you. Nice, single-file line of US-made birds sold to our southern neighbors. I’m really hoping they don’t use them to kill you.”
“Gee, thanks, boss. That gives me such confidence. So potentially six squads of Mexicans dropping on our position. Sixty-six troops can fit in six birds and you’re telling me you still don’t know if they’re coming to help us or arrest us?”
“That would be affirmative. It’s either SERE or UBER.”
That took Apo a second to comprehend. SERE was the US Navy’s survival, evasion, resistance, and escape training school. But UBER was an acronym he didn’t get at first—then he realized Dex meant the nation’s newest private taxi service. “You’re really hilarious today, boss, thanks. If these guys come in hot, what’s our ROE?”
The rules of engagement would be an interesting decision made at the White House. An elite team of American special operators had already killed a Mexican colonel and several of his troops, as well as wounded several others. To engage the Mexicans now in open conflict would be an act of war against an ally and neighbor. This was not business as usual.
“Apo, this is Darren.” Chief Davis had walked into the office and was listening in on the call without Apo knowing, not that it would have made a difference. Apo spoke to every level of command pretty much the same way—with total cavalier confidence. “Special Activities Division Director Norman met with the president twenty minutes ago. Your ROE is to stand down. That’s a direct order from SAD, which came from the CIC. The president has been on face-to-face via live feed with the Mexican president for over an hour. We believe the NSA came up with enough solid evidence to convince General Ortega that Colonel Lozano was dirty. We’re anticipating their cooperation and a ferry ride towards Arista. If, however, it doesn’t go down that way, you’re to surrender. The White House will have you back home quickly and quietly if things go south, but you are not to engage the Mexicans, understood?”
Well that sucked. SAD ran SOG, and the Special Operations Group was technically in charge of the team, even though the team didn’t appear on any SOG roster because it was so secret even most of the CIA didn’t know it existed. If SAD met with the president and the president said surrender to an opposing force, then that’s what you did. The only problem with that was the men in this little team hadn’t ever done that in their history, and having them swallow down that bile might be insurmountable.
“Understood. Will advise when the birds arrive. Unless they just strafe the area and massacre all of us. Thanks for watching my six. Out.”
Apo turned off the sat-phone and looked at Moose, who saw Apo’s expression and knew something was wrong.
“News?” asked Moose.
“This comes from the top. ROE is to surrender if the Mexicans come in hot. Nonnegotiable. POTUS promises to have us back home after a brief stay in some shithole Mexican prison where you will be treated to the finest water and tamales. No shit. We’re not to fire a round. They come in and demand our surrender, and we hand over all weapons. Everyone needs to understand that.”
Moose blinked a few times. “So if we’d gotten that news an hour ago, we’d have surrendered to those eight elite warriors with the 1980s equipment and have been wasted by the Zetas. You shittin’ me? We surrender?”
“That is a direct order from the president of the United States of America.”
Even under the remnants of face paint, Moose’s face changed color. “So they land and say ‘surrender’ and we hand over our weapons and go visit a Mexican prison?”
Apo shrugged. “We don’t have to like it, but sometimes even I have to follow orders.”
Eric, ever the eagle eye, called out to Moose. “Birds coming in at three o’clock. Looks like a few of ‘em.”
Moose stood and walked to the center of his team. He took a deep breath and then used his larger-than-life command voice. “Listen up! If the incoming birds ain’t friendly, we have direct orders to surrender to the Mexican authorities. There will be no fight. Weapons on safe and nonthreatening postures. We’ll be standing with our new friends, so I’m not guessing they’re gonna come in and hose us all. But if they step out with weapons up, you raise your hands nice and high and await instructions. Do I make myself clear?”
There was stunned silence.
“Team! Weapons on safe. If threatened, you will surrender. Did I fucking stutter the first time?”
There were a few lackluster aye, ayes.
The SEALs and lone Marine secured their weapons and stood at ease with the Mexican Marines, watching the line of Black Hawks get closer. The field was flat and wide open—a fallow farm field—and the large birds began landing one at a time, making the tall grass ripple like waves in the sea.
When the birds were all on the ground, the rotors slowed and stopped, which was a bit surprising. It meant the incoming taxi service planned on being there for a while. Squad after squad of Mexican commandos began jumping from the helicopters and fanning out. They weren’t aiming their weapons at the team, but they were certainly geared up for business, and had much better equipment than the Marines currently with the team.
One of the last men to jump out wore a shiny dress helmet with four stars across the top. His uniform was crisp and covered with ribbons, with bloused uniform pants tucked into highly polished black jump boots. General Hernando Ortega himself. He was a tall man, and his face looked hard. He didn’t walk toward the Americans, he marched, with six men on each side holding their assault rifles across their chests at a ready but nonthreatening position.
The Mexican Marines with the Americans snapped to attention and held salutes as the general approached. He snapped a quick salute in return and the Marines lowered theirs but remained at attention.
“Which one of you is in charge?” he said in English. His accent indicated an educated man.
Moose stepped forward and snapped a salute. “Senior Chief Petty Officer Alfonzo Carlogio, United States Navy.”
The other men’s faces showed their surprise. For as long as they’d known Moose, not one of them knew his full first name was really Alfonzo. Moose was occasionally Al, or maybe even Alfred. But Alfonzo? This was big news.
“And which one of you shot and killed Colonel Lozano?” he asked curtly.
Moose answered immediately before anyone else could reply. “I’m the commanding officer of this team and all responsibility is on me.”
The general sized up Moose, who was a bit shorter, but a body and half wider. “I understand your position, and admire your professionalism and loyalty to your men. Still, I want to know who killed Colonel Lozano.”
“No one answer that,” snapped Moose. Another Mexican standoff.
“You misunderstand me, I believe,” said the general in a softer voice. “Certain information has been brought to the surface. Rafael Lozano was my son-in-law. He was the husband of my only daughter and the father of my grandchildren. And he has disgraced my family. I simply want to know how he died.”
Moose held up a hand for silence before Eric could open his mouth. “Your son-in-law, the colonel, compromised our mission to capture El Gato because he was taking money from him. When the colonel attempted to kill El Gato to prevent him from implicating the colonel, one of my team members shot him once, in the head. I personally shot and killed the lieutenant, and for that, I am truly sorry. If I hadn’t, he would have killed me. It’s that simple. There was a brief firefight and additional casualties. We attempted to stabilize your wounded before escaping with El Gato before his Las Zetas soldiers returned, as well as your Marines. It was a very unfortunate situation, General Ortega, but not one that we wanted or started. I have been instructed by my commander in chief to surrender to you and your men if that is your order. I’d much prefer to continue our mission and find a potential weapon of mass destruction before it leaves Mexico and strikes the United States.”
The general stared at Moose for a moment and then quietly said, “Walk with me, Alfonzo. Please.”
The general began walked, not marching, away from the group, with Moose following. They walked twenty yards or so, where they stood in complete privacy. The general reached into his chest pocket and withdrew a cigarillo. He offered one to Moose.
“Thanks, no. One of life’s bad habits I missed.”
The general lit it with a large silver Zippo and returned the lighter to his pocket. He puffed the thin cigar and tried to find the right words.
“I love my daughter and my grandchildren more than my own life. You have children?”
“No, sir. Lousy job for relationships at my grade.”
“Very true. Real soldiers are never home.” He puffed more blue smoke. “I loved Rafael because he was a good father. An excellent provider. I think I allowed the love of my family to make me blind. I should have known something was wrong. He lived a little too well for a colonel. It wasn’t my place to interfere with how he spent his money, but I always worried he was spending every penny he was making. But it was always on his children. I let that get in the way.”
“I think I understand,” said Moose quietly.
“I love my country, Senior Chief. I would die for Mexico. And before I was a general with a desk, I carried a gun in the hot sun, just like you. A few of us want our country back, but it’s very, very difficult. The budget for the Mexican military is about twelve billion dollars a year. A little less than your six hundred billion a year, no? The problem is, the cartels are making maybe twenty billion a year. Their armies are legitimate fighting forces, with no rules of engagement. No rules of humanity! They massacre entire villages. They wipe out whole police departments. Everyone is terrified. Mexico is close to becoming a failed state, Senior Chief. There are so few of us left who are willing to risk it all for our country’s future. And it’s hard to blame the local police for looking the other way. They have no tools against these cartels, and can’t trust anyone they work with. My own son-in-law! Do you know what that will do to the country’s morale if that becomes public?”
Moose’s light bulb went off. The general wanted the embarrassment kept quiet.
As if the general read his mind, he blurted out, “It’s not about the shame for my family! That would be terrible enough, but no—I could deal with that. It’s the fact that if the highest-ranking officer in the land’s own son-in-law can’t be trusted, then what chance do we have? What chance? Ever? The people of my country are terrified. They need hope. They need someone to fight for them. They deserve justice, and safety, and rule of law. And so, I now ask you . . .”
Moose raised a hand. “General Ortega, I believe you to be an honorable man. This conversation, between a general and an enlisted man, doesn’t happen but maybe once every hundred years. My team and I were never here. Your son-in-law was killed in the line of duty while taking down El Gato and Las Zetas. No one ever has to know anything else. Let him be a hero to your people. It doesn’t matter to us. But we do need your help, General. The ISIS terrorists have most likely planned a major attack against the US. We need to get to the Sinaloas and find Joaquin Salazar and whatever is in that package from Syria. You have air mobile and what looks to be well-trained men with you. We can do this together, sir.”
The general extended his hand to Moose. “Senior Chief, I appreciate your understanding of the situation, both personally and professionally. You shall have whatever you need.”
The two of them returned to where the others waited, hunkered down in the tall grass. Moose barked out to his men. “On me!”
The team gathered around the general and their skipper and listened to his briefing. “The general has been kind enough to offer us air and reinforcements. Apo, put together a plan and we’ll discuss how this is going to work. You have thirty minutes to eat, shit, and gear up; then we’re heading south to find that package and kick some more ass. Hooyah?”
There was a speedy “Hooyah!” and the team began taking apart combat packs to find MREs, which would be given to McCoy, their amateur chef, to turn into something edible. Once they settled into their routines, Apo got back on the sat-phone to Langley for a sit-rep.
The guys on the team began throwing their MRE packets at McCoy, who made his usual announcement about “Meals Rejected by Ethiopians.” He and Jon Cohen were ripping open MRE packets and combining them into something almost edible to feed the team while they had thirty minutes to kill. Eat when you can, sleep when you can—the life of a warrior.
Jon had been acting as “sous chef,” opening up the packets and handing them to Pete, who was mixing them together and throwing in the small packet of spices he always carried around with him. The other men were taking apart weapons and checking gear. While McCoy mixed and invented some new food product, he randomly asked Jon, “Hey, man, can I ask you something personal?”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“You’re like the only Jewish guy I ever knew in the SEALs. How’d you end up in the navy?”
Jon laughed. “I’m not the only Jewish guy I ever knew in the navy, but I think they probably always sought me out because my last name’s Cohen, and that made me easy to find. There aren’t a lot of Jewish SEALs because there aren’t a lot of SEALs, period. But to answer your question, it’s a long story.”
McCoy kept cooking up his mess. “We got time to kill, bro.”
“Fine. My mother was the all-time biggest pacifist. She hated violence and fighting, and I grew up in a very mellow, middle-class house where no one ever raised their voice or a hand. Everyone just talked to each other. As a little kid, like second grade, I was about the same size as everyone else, but I was a total geek. More into drawing than sports, and definitely not a tough guy.
“There were these four guys that always hung out together and were the typical class bullies. They took great joy in tormenting me—always just pushing me around. Playground, sidewalk, hallway, wherever. I was taught not to fight back, so for like three years, this little group of assholes just picked on me whenever they felt like it, and I never said anything about it. Some days, I just wanted to cry because I felt helpless and scared. Four on one was intimidating when you came from a home where no one even yelled at you.
“Then one day, maybe fifth grade, I was at this girl’s house that I had my first crush on. And I’m standing there talking to this beautiful little girl and the main asshole shows up. We’re outside her house, just talking, playing, whatever it is fifth graders do, I don’t know, and this asshole picks up a wet newspaper—it had just rained that morning—and whips it at me for no reason. It hit me and exploded with vile wet newspaper shit all over me, which he thought was hilarious. On any other day, I probably would have run home. But on that day, Tracy was there watching, and I was humiliated. Something inside the little brain clicked, and my four fingers made a little ball with my thumb covering them up real tight, and I ran to that little prick and punched him square in the nose and knocked him on his ass. I’m not sure which of us was more shocked, really. When he got up, his nose was bleeding all over the place. I remember I was shaking like a leaf, the way we do after combat, you know? And he just got up, started crying, and hopped on his bike and took off. It was maybe one of the finest moments of my entire life. I’d taken a lot of shit from that asshole for years.”
“Nice,” said McCoy, quietly.
“Yeah, well, next day at school, the four of them catch me alone in the hallway and say, ‘Meet us at the park after school.’ And now I know I’m going to get my ass kicked. I tell my best friend, who comes with me to the park around the corner. He was tougher than me and gave me a pep talk the whole way walking over to my certain death. When we get there, asshole number two of the group says something like I sucker-punched his friend and he’s gonna kick my ass. So I asked if it was going to just be me and him, or all four of them against me, and he said he didn’t need his friends. So he steps forward and takes this giant right hook at me—like a totally wild, ‘close your eyes and hope to hit a home run’ swing. And I ducked. And then I stepped forward and did exactly the same thing as I’d done the day before, right in his nose. Knocked him on his ass, too.
“He stand up and screams ‘You got a rock in your hand!’ as he’s bleeding all over the place. Like he was trying to justify it to his friends, who were all equally shocked. I opened both hands to show they were empty and said something like, ‘There’s nothing in my hands, but if you ever touch me again, I’m going to keep punching you until your face explodes.’ Some version of that. Anyway, the four of them just left. And that was it. They never said another word to me after that day. Not one of them. We even ended up at the same high school and eventually acknowledged each other’s existence, although we were never friends. They all ended up losers.
“The experience taught me a few things. First, that my mom had been wrong for years. This whole ‘turn the other cheek’ thing was bullshit. You have to stand up for yourself. And second, that if you have the courage and balls to stand up to anyone, anywhere, at any time, no one will ever give you shit. I took karate after that and by the time I got to high school, had very quietly become a lethal weapon. I didn’t talk about it, didn’t look for fights—nothing like that. But anytime any asshole ever made a comment about me being Jewish, I took great joy in taking that muthafucker apart.”
“People gave you shit about being Jewish, huh?” asked McCoy.
“Does my nose look big to you?”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“Not particularly, no.”
“Exactly. Except that Jews are supposedly all big-nosed or something. And some asshole in high school tries to be funny at the big lunch table and says, really loud so everyone can hear him, ‘Why do all Jews have big noses? Because air is free!’ Because we’re all cheap, too, apparently. And I wrist-locked him, swept him off his seat, and took him to the floor in about two seconds. Still had his wrist in one hand and his long hair in the other and I whispered into his ear, ‘How about I bounce your face against the floor so many times you never breathe through your nose again?’ And then I got back up and quietly ate my lunch. No one said a word for the rest of lunch. Just silence. I felt like fucking Superman.
“Somewhere around that time, I decided that there would always be assholes around the world that needed to be dealt with, and the world needed some folks to stand up and take them on. I know it sounds corny, but it’s the truth. My mom shit when I told her I was joining the navy and wanted to become a SEAL. But once I focused on it, it’s all I worked for every day. And now here I am ten years later, kickin’ ass with my bros all over the world, and loving every minute of it.”
McCoy nodded and gave an approving smile. “You’re one hundred percent bad-ass, Frogman. Most guys are like ninety-five, ninety-six percent, tops. You’re one hundred percent.”
Jon laughed. “Every man on this team is one hundred percent. Even that little dude Apo. Maybe especially him.”
McCoy laughed. “Yeah, no shit. Little dude’s got big brass ones. I like him. You see him standing there in the road when the Mexis rolled up on him? He was cool as a cucumber, man. I’ll share a foxhole with him. And with you, too, bro. Any day.”
Jon and Pete exchanged a complicated fist-bumping, hand-slapping handshake. Jon quietly said, “I miss Jonesy.” Earl Jones was the Harlem-born Marine who had taught them various stylish handshakes, and had been KIA on their last mission. Pete nodded and gave Jones an “Ooo-Rah” up in Heaven.



CHAPTER 55
Operation Mailman
 
Apo hung up the sat-phone and walked to Moose, who was sitting with Ripper cleaning their weapons and eating McCoy’s newly invented cuisine, which wasn’t actually too bad.
“We have a green light on Operation Mailman.”
“Operation Mailman?” asked Ripper, his mouth full of food.
“Yeah, as in, we go pick up a package. I think the CIA’s secret-code-naming guys were off for the weekend, so this is the best they could come up with. Apo opened a tablet and showed the others a map. Here’s the deal—you’ll grab a ride with the general to this point here. It’s mountainous and if you ride nap-of-the-earth at dusk, you can get to this point here, just north of Tonala. That’s where I’ll be meeting Salazar, if all goes according to plan. There’s a small airstrip there. Not really an airport, just a tiny strip that Salazar and his drug runners use. I’ll tell him to meet me there and have the package and Mustafa with him. If he agrees, we’ll meet face-to-face and Hodges will remove the man’s head from his shoulders before he can kill me. You bring in the cavalry, we grab the weapon, and everyone goes home.”
“Too easy,” said Moose.
“Always is. ‘Til the plan turns to shit. I haven’t gotten Salazar on the horn yet. Not even sure he’ll go along with it. But he knows I’m in Mexico and it makes sense that I’d take a small private jet from Tabasco to Sinaloa territory.”
“Where’s the jet coming from? We stealing that, too?” asked Moose.
“Actually, it’s in the air. Langley was kind enough to send us a wet-work team I’ve been around before. They’re so classified they just have a nickname called the MOP.”
“The MOP? What’s that stand for?” asked Ripper.
“Not the M-O-P. Just the MOP. As in, they clean up messes. A very small group of very dangerous men that make me look like a Girl Scout.”
“I find that hard to believe,” replied Moose.
“One of them is fifty-five years old,” said Apo.
“So? He retiring soon or something?”
“No. There’s an old saying: ‘Beware the old man in a profession where most die young.’ Something like that, anyway. Each of these guys has done more missions than they can count. Only reason I know about them is because they saved my ass more than once, and now they better save it again. You’re about to meet them, so it just became ‘need to know.’ Two pilots will be flying in from parts unknown on a fancy Learjet. Carl and Duane. Carl will be flying a Learjet 60XR. It’s a sweet plane owned by the Company that I’ve actually been on before. It’s an eight-passenger luxury jet, and if you’re real good and don’t get me killed, I’ll probably get us all rides home in it. Carl can actually fly; Duane will be faking it as a copilot. I’ll be the rich Arab psychopath in the back. They’re bringing me some appropriate clothing.”
“Hey, the good news is, you smell like you haven’t bathed in a week, so you’ll pass for a goat fucker no problem,” said Ripper.
“You, sir, need sensitivity training. What people in foreign countries do with their goats is their business.”
“I was in Ass-Crackistan, and I’ve seen what they do with their goats,” said Ripper.
“When do these mercs get here? And where?” asked Moose.
“They’re not mercenaries. They’re just not regular employees. The big boss keeps them in the closet unless something really messy needs cleaning up. Then he takes out the MOP, you get it?”
“Okay, so where and when?”
“There’s an airfield ten klicks from here to the east. The general will give me a ride in one of the birds and I’ll change to the jet. From there, I fly to Tonala and meet the jefe.”
“And how will we coordinate the time to reinforce?” asked Moose. “We coming in by air cavalry or are you thinking we’ve already dismounted and worked our way over to your location?”
“I’m thinking our team gets in early and gets in position to cover me. When the shit hits the fan, we call in the air cav and let the Black Hawk gunners earn their pay.”
Moose pondered the whole plan. “You know this is the second time you’re going to be going in alone, ass in the breeze.”
“Third, but who’s counting? You made me stand in the fucking road while the two Humvees almost ran me over.”
“Okay, three. Your lucky number. Let’s talk to the general about logistics and make sure he’s on board.”
Apo asked Moose, “What did you say to him over there? I was pretty sure we were all going to be rounded up to spend a few days or weeks in some Mexican shithole while the State Department maybe got around to getting us.”
“That the same State Department that was taking care of Benghazi? Gee, that’s a confidence booster,” mumbled Ripper.
Moose ignored Ripper. “He’s all right, actually. Considering we just killed the father of his grandkids, he’s being very level-headed. I think the guy’s one of the few patriots I’ve met outside the US.”
“What, like the jihadists aren’t dedicated enough for you?” asked Ripper.
“I said patriot, not psychopath. This guy wants to help rebuild a nation, not destroy civilization—there’s a big difference. Guy’s a fuckin’ four-star general and he talked to me man to man. That counts for something. Plus, he didn’t fire rockets at us.”
“So there’s that,” said Ripper.
Apo looked at the two of them. “You guys can get a comedy show or something when you retire. I’ll just assume you trust him. I’ll go talk to the Man.”



CHAPTER 56
Wheels in Motion
 
It took an hour for Apo to reach Joaquin Salazar and set up the meeting with him at the small town of Tonala, and then explain the plan to General Ortega in detail. Once the details had been worked out, the general instructed one of his Black Hawk pilots to take Apo to the airfield as requested. The rest of them would wait another few hours on location until dusk, and then head south over the mountains to a drop-off point. The team would then work their way into position behind the rendezvous point that Apo would be supplying either by text, phone, or simply with his GPS locator that was implanted in his chest. Once Apo met with the Sinaloa boss, they would wait until they were sure they had the package, at which time Hodges would impress Señor Salazar with his sharpshooting abilities.
Once Salazar was taken out, the plan was to reinforce Apo as quickly as possible, who would be receiving more immediate help from the two fake pilots that brought him in. Carl and Duane would cover Apo’s retreat while the team worked their way up to reinforce, and finally, the general’s gunships would come in like the cavalry and take out as many Sinaloa enforcers as possible. They wouldn’t be treated as criminals being arrested; they were enemy soldiers that were to be killed on the battlefield.
Apo said his quick goodbyes and good lucks, and then gave radio frequencies and sat-phone numbers and IP addresses to contact Duane and Carl. Each man on the team studied Salazar’s face for a few seconds on Apo’s tablet so they’d recognize their target. He was younger than they would have guessed, with thick black hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. A few tattoos were visible on his neck, but unlike most of his goons, his face was free of ink. The jet would be reaching Apo’s location within the hour. As it happened, the MOP team was investigating another suspected Mexican drug trafficker that had nothing to do with their operation, but conveniently had them on location in Mexico City with their jet. It meant a quick hop to grab Apo and get to Tonala, which was about seventeen kilometers away from Arista. The team would only have to cover a couple of kilometers on foot to be in position for the meeting.
Fifteen minutes after he left the team, Apo arrived at the remote airstrip on the Black Hawk. The Mexican commandos were very impressed with his perfect Spanish, and chatted with him the whole ride out. These guys were the real deal, just like his own team. They were hardened professionals who had tangled with the cartels many times before. It was reassuring to Apo to know the teams backing him up were the best of what Mexico had to offer. These men wanted their country back just like their general.
Mexico, like so many places in the world, had not only tremendous natural resources, but a country of people who knew how to work hard. Like African and South and Central American countries, the people lived in poverty for the simple reason that their governments were so corrupt that the people never seemed to improve their personal situations, no matter how hard they worked. Mexico looked to the United States not only as a place to flee to from despair, violence, and poverty, but also as a model of what a free country was supposed to look like. All these people wanted was an opportunity and a fair shake—and that was hard to come by when your region was run by drug cartels of organized gangsters who had no problem killing men, women, and children. By the time the Black Hawk touched down, Apo was pumped up for his mission, feeling appreciated and prepared to make a contribution to a country that needed some help—not to mention stopping a possible weapon of mass destruction, assuming the Mossad intel was correct.
The Learjet arrived not long after Apo’s Black Hawk, and taxied back from the end of the runway toward the small, unmanned building that acted as both gas station and a place to log your flights. If there were workers that ran the gas station, today was apparently their day off. Upon closer inspection of the pumps, it looked as if they may have been off for a few years. The last log entry, still sitting on the small plywood counter inside, was written in pen from four years earlier. Newark Liberty International Airport this was not.
The jet came to a stop and the door slowly opened downward, where it served as the stairs for disembarking. The engines came to a stop, and after a brief wait, two men walked down dressed as private pilots, complete with tacky blue pants, white shirts with epaulettes, captain’s caps, and black aviator sunglasses. It was as though Duane and Carl had called central casting in Hollywood and asked for pilot costumes.
The two of them walked down the ramp and approached Apo, who they knew, but extended handshakes one at a time and introduced themselves in front of the Mexican commandos.
“We’re ready to take you whenever you’re ready, sir. The jet’s fueled and a flight plan to Tonala is prepared,” said Captain Stone.
Apo smiled at Carl and said thank you, then thanked the commandos for the ride. They took off immediately to rendezvous with the other birds, which would be on the ground by the time they got there, awaiting the signal to assault.
Once inside the jet, the fake copilot, Duane, closed the door and locked it. He pointed to a closet made of burled pecan wood built into the sidewall of the jet. “Good to see you, Apo. Change of clothes is inside the closet and a variety of weapons is under the rear bench seats. The other bench seat has the duffle bag in it. Two million cash, less whatever Carl stole when I wasn’t looking.”
Apo smiled. “Thanks for dropping everything and coming here on a moment’s notice. You know I wouldn’t have pressed the panic button if this wasn’t big.”
“No problem. We were just up the road a piece, being bored to death. Carl’s gonna get soft if he doesn’t get to kill someone with his bare hands soon,” said Duane, only half joking. Like Apo, Carl and Duane spoke several languages and could change demeanor and appearances easily, but unlike Apo, their natural state of being was stone-cold killer.
Carl had the engines back on and spoke over the intercom. “Apo, welcome aboard Kill-’Em-All Airlines. Extra bags are a million dollars each and I see you have two bags. We’ll call it even. Also, there’s no movie on this flight. There are, however, secure comms aboard and Director Holstrum is awaiting your call. I’m taking off in two minutes after my checklist, so buckle up.”
Apo was surprised. Director Holstrum was his boss’s boss’s boss. He didn’t usually deal with him directly. After he thought about it, it dawned on him—it was because he was with the MOP team, and they only reported to the director himself, no one else.
Apo sat in the beautiful Italian leather chair and picked up the phone. It rang directly to Holstrum’s secure phone without even dialing. As Apo leaned back in the chair, his body sank into the soft leather, and he wished he could always fly this way.
“Good afternoon, Mister Yessayan,” said Director Holstrum.
“And to you, Mister Director.”
“I understand you’ve made your arrangements with Joaquin Salazar. What’s your confidence that he actually has the package?”
“I’m as certain as I can be under the circumstances. From what El Gato told us, he had paid to have the package delivered safely through Sinaloa and Mazatlecos territories. It’s not business as usual, but they occasionally cut deals with each other. In exchange for moving the package and sending over a few hundred thousand rounds of ammo and some cash, Daesh was going to open the floodgates of snow to Mexico. It all makes sense based on what I heard in Syria. It looks like Colonel Rafael Lozano tipped off the Sinaloas, who grabbed up the package. Then the colonel tried to execute El Gato to cover his ass. His father-in-law, General Ortega, now understands the situation and is on board with our operation.”
“Yes, that lines up with my last conversation with the president, who spoke to the Mexican president maybe an hour ago. Your operation is green-light on ROEs, including Salazar, El Gato, and anyone else shoveling snow.”
“Yes, sir, that was my understanding. I appreciate hearing it directly from you.”
“Apo, you understand, when I take out the MOP, you are dealing directly with me now?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And your team now deals directly with me as well. You’ll keep Murphy and Davis in the loop, as per usual, but your operation is now under my direct supervision. You know SOUTHCOM usually runs these ops when we’re headed south of the border, but when I take out the MOP, the mission becomes compartmentalized to me.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Duane and Carl aren’t as discreet as you are, if you get my meaning. I don’t care. The Mexican president wants to make a bold statement to every cartel. If he can bag El Gato and Joaquin Salazar in the same week, his country can make some real changes. Going after Salazar is going to be real warfare, as I discussed with both presidents. The MOP and your team have full authorization for the use of all weapons at your disposal, but remember that finding that package remains the central part of the mission. Let the Mexican commandos duke it out with the Sinaloas. Your job is to get to Mustafa and the package. If you can keep Mustafa alive, he may be able to help us defuse the thing, depending on what it is. If not, then you waste him, get the package out to sea, and we’ll get an EOD team to you ASAP. We already have one underway towards your location by Coast Guard cutter. The Joint Interagency Task Force South has been partly in the loop. They were the closest and fastest. I can also call in air support if you need it. I’m watching from the satellite, but we’re afraid to use drones. They get spotted and you’re cooked. Anything else you need from me?”
“Negative, sir. We’ll be as ready as we can. I’ll be in touch. Out.”
Apo hung up and waited for the plane to level off. Then he washed up in the luxurious bathroom. He didn’t shave, as beards were common in the Middle East, but he washed off a few days of grime and changed into a cream-colored silk shirt and black slacks with Armani shoes that had been provided for him by the MOP. The Rolex band was a little big on him, but a lot of rich guys liked them dangling to make sure you saw them. He slipped on the 22K rings made in Saudi Arabia to complete his look. To anyone on the planet, he looked like a fairly wealthy Middle Eastern businessman. While Daesh operators in the Middle East would be wearing traditional robes and head coverings, or, more likely, military fatigues, no Arab on a secret mission would dress like they were directly from an ISIS training video. In this outfit, Mustafa would view him as a man of importance, and that’s all that mattered. Joaquin Salazar wouldn’t know a Qatari from a Yemeni, and Apo was less concerned about him looking him over.
When he was finished dressing, he took his old clothes and put them in a bag that was secured in a locked hidden compartment inside the wall of the aircraft. Should the plane be searched, the Mexican drug lord would find nothing unless they literally took the jet apart, which was very unlikely. The jet banked hard and headed for Tabasco, where it would touch down briefly, then take off after filing a flight plan to the small airport in Tonala. If any of the Sinaloas were smart enough to check out the jet, they’d see it coming from a small airport in Las Zetas–controlled territory. It would also kill some time and allow the team to get into position before Apo arrived.
Meanwhile, as the Learjet headed north, the line of Black Hawks flew south, fast and low through the scarcely populated mountainous regions of the Sierra Madre de Chiapas. The view from the helicopters was nothing short of magnificent as they blew over the jungles, rivers, waterfalls, and mountain ravines at 150 knots. As they crossed over the crest of the mountains, they slowed down a bit and kept low. Ahead of them, less than eight kilometers away, lay the city of Tonala, home to almost 375,000 people, where the Sinaloa army would be waiting to make their new deal.
Fortunately for the team, Apo had gotten Joaquin Salazar to agree to meet him at the northern end of the city where the airstrip was. This made it a much shorter trip for the team, and easier for them to get into position without being spotted. They’d have to move at night to the edge of the city where the airstrip was and use a neighboring orchard for cover when the meeting went down. The orchard ran almost to the edge of the airport, and it had a high point at the east side where Hodges would set up to cover Apo and possibly take out the drug lord.
According to the deal Apo has made with Salazar, Salazar would bring the truck and Mustafa, and Apo would bring a two million dollar deposit in cash, the same deal that had been offered to El Gato.
Carl’s headset, which was tuned into a previously set channel with the team, came to life. It was Moose’s voice, a man whose dossier Carl had read, but had never actually met.
“Hunter, this is Postman One Actual for comms check, over.”
“Postman One, good copy. This is Hunter Six. We have you five by five. Alpha Yankee is heading south to pick up the mail. Estimated time to arrival is 1800 hours for meet and greet with Juliet Sierra and his flying monkeys, over.”
Moose smiled. At least the guy had some sense of humor. Juliet Sierra was Joaquin Salazar. The flying monkeys was just some bullshit name for his army of henchmen. “It’s the flying monkeys we’ll be worrying about. My Mike One will have eyes on Juliet Sierra, but the number of monkeys is unknown, over.”
“We are tasked for backup with the locals. All we need is for that package to be there. Will advise when we are on station. Good hunting, Postman One. Out.”
The wheels were in motion, and the plan was set. And a plan was always a plan until it started and something went wrong.



CHAPTER 57
Tonala
 
At a little past 1700 hours, the Black Hawks set down in a small valley just north of Tonala. They were far enough away that they couldn’t have been spotted or heard, in a clearing surrounded by thick forest and high mountain walls. With his spotter scope, Hodges could see the outskirts of Tonala due south. El Gato remained handcuffed inside one of the Black Hawks, where he would remain until this whole operation was over.
“Looks like about one and a half klicks to the orchard. I can’t see the airstrip from here, but it should be just on the other side. A quick hump and we’ll be in position,” said Hodges to Moose.
“Roger that. Ruck up. We beat feet, nice and quiet, but we don’t have extra time. Let’s move, people. I want to be at the other end of that orchard in twenty minutes,” said Moose.
That didn’t require a run, but it meant a good pace with the weight of full battle-rattle. His men loaded up their gear as Moose walked over to the general and snapped a salute. “General Ortega, thank you for your assistance. We wouldn’t be able to pull this off without you. We’ll radio in when the time comes, and when that time does come, make it fast and have your door gunners hose everything that ain’t us. Most targets will most likely be south of our position. We’ll correct your fire from the ground.”
The general returned the salute. “Good luck, gentlemen.”
With that, Ripper took point, and the team began its fast hike down the valley toward the orchard. McCoy looked up at the mountains on both sides and smiled. “Hey, boys, I can finally say it for real. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil’ . . .”
Every man on the team finished it for him: “. . . because I am the meanest muthafucker in the valley.”
“Very good, ladies, now shut up and keep humpin’,” said Moose from the rear guard position.
The men smiled to themselves, adrenaline now pumping as they each got lost in their own thoughts ranging from weapons checks, to prayers, to singing silently in their heads. The closer they got to the orchard, the faster they moved. The sun had set into the Pacific Ocean, their right flank, behind the town. By the time Apo and his jet arrived, it would be dark. They had thermal sights and night vision if needed, but most likely, the lights around the airstrip would be enough. In any event, as usual, they were prepared for anything.
McCoy, the radio operator, held up a hand and signaled Moose that he had incoming traffic.
“Postman, this is Hunter Six, do you copy?”
“Hunter Six, this is Postman Bravo, good copy.”
“We took the scenic route. Are you in position? Over.”
“Will be in position in five mikes, over.”
“Perfect. Juliet Sierra confirmed by phone that he and the package will be there on time. Touchdown in ten mikes. Happy hunting, Postman. Out.”
Moose had moved up the line to McCoy. As soon as McCoy signed off, he whispered into his throat mic so the entire team could hear him. “Apo is ten minutes out. Salazar confirmed he’ll be there.”
Moose began jogging up to Ripper, who had just entered the orchard. Long neat rows of what looked like apple trees seemed to go on for acres. “Okay, gentlemen, move all the way up to the edge of the orchard. Airstrip is just over there where the lights are. Hodges, you go find your perch. Ray, go with him.” He looked over at Jon. “Boomer, how many grenades you have left?”
“Out of buckshot rounds, but between all of us we’ve got twenty HE rounds. Should be plenty to put a hurting on.”
“Okay, to the edge of the orchard, silent and patient. Hodges, you have green light on Salazar once the package is in sight or Apo makes a move. Until then, nobody makes a move. Move into position.”
The team fanned out to the edge of the orchard, each man picking cover behind trees, boulders, or piles of cut wood as they formed a line of fire twenty-five yards wide. Hodges had moved out to their right flank, at the highest elevation in the field, which gave him a good view of the airstrip below. He took out his sniper rifle and adjusted the scope as he and Ray scanned the field.
Through the spotter scope, Ray saw the line of approaching headlights and whispered into his throat mic. “Inbound vehicles, I count five. Last one looks like a box truck. Could be our package, over.”
The trucks slowly came into view to the rest of the team as they drove slowly along the side of the airplane hangar, which was open to the field. The box truck pulled into the hangar and the other vehicles parked outside, their headlights on, aimed at the airstrip. While the small airfield did have landing lights and some overhead pole lighting, the addition of the headlights made the strip glow like daylight in the surrounding darkness. The team members adjusted their sights and began scanning for vehicle doors to open. With the tinted windows, there was no way to know how many gangbangers were in each SUV.
In the silence of the orchard, the sound of the Learjet approaching got everyone’s attention. No one had to be told to pay attention—every nerve fiber was wide awake in each man’s body. The small luxury jet circled around and made its approach, the wheels gently chirping once as the pilot gently put the plane down. It rolled to a stop at the far end of the runway, then turned around and taxied back toward the hanger, where it came to a stop.
Pete McCoy spoke into the radio. “North Star, this is Postman Bravo. Target has landed. Will advise, out.”
The radio transmission was returned in English, with a thick Mexican accent. “Postman, this is North Star, good copy. Birds will be ready for your call. Out.”
The door of the plane opened and gracefully glided down to a few inches over the tarmac. The copilot, Duane, walked down first and stood at attention at the bottom of the stairs, holding a large duffle bag which contained two million dollars in cash. Apo, in his guise as Ali bin-Salud, walked down the steps of the jet and stopped, waiting to be formally greeted.
The doors of the trucks began opening and thumping closed, as Sinaloa strongmen emerged with a wide variety of weapons. Uzis and MP5s seemed to be the weapons of choice, always good for close-quarters “spray and pray.” The MP5 was known as a “room broom” for a reason.
Joaquin Salazar stepped out of the front passenger seat of the second vehicle. He was six feet tall, maybe 180 pounds, with his ponytail tied back over a collared shirt. He wore American designer jeans and rattlesnake cowboy boots. With the sleeves of his shirt rolled up, his Sinaloa tattoos were evident, as were the markings on his neck. His chiseled face looked to be under thirty—young for perhaps the most powerful man in Mexico. He had climbed the ladder to the top in under three years, leaving almost thirty thousand dead Mexican soldiers, policemen, and civilians in his wake. For a sociopath, his face looked calm and businesslike. He didn’t smoke, snort, or shoot the poison he sold. His preference was good tequila, which he allowed himself only on occasions of real partying, which he did sparingly. For the most part, the man was all business.
Joaquin walked out toward the plane with two bodyguards following at a respectful distance. Unlike the boss, his bodyguards were huge and covered in tattoos, including most of their faces and shaved heads. They were nothing short of terrifying to look at, which was their point.
“Welcome to Mexico, Señor bin-Salud,” said Joaquin with a small smile and open arms.
“Thank you,” replied Apo. “And please, call me Ali. We are partners now, yes?”
“I certainly hope so. Come, I will take you to a more comfortable place to chat.”
Apo bowed slightly. “I can’t stay long. This whole trip was an inconvenience, you might say. I don’t care that our trading partners have changed, but the timing was bad. There’s the business of that package that needs to be addressed immediately, I’m afraid, with all due respect. Even I have people to answer to, and we are on a strict timeline. I did bring you a small token of our appreciation.”
Apo snapped his fingers, and Duane walked briskly up behind his passenger, duffle bag in hand. He handed it to Apo, who in turn handed it to Joaquin. The copilot stepped back a few feet.
“Two million dollars. Our way of saying thank you for babysitting our package, and a beginning to what is hopefully a long business relationship,” said Apo.
“Longer than that last one, eh?” said Joaquin, laughing at his own poor joke.
Apo didn’t smile. “I would hope so. As I said, this has been a matter of inconvenience and some risk. Even flying to Mexico, we have to worry about the Americans.”
“You have nothing to worry about here, Ali. I own the police, the judges, the army—you name it. Your two million is a respectable present. I imagine we will be giving it back to you shortly when the snow arrives, eh? When can you ship us the smack, and how much can you get us per month?”
“As much as you want, I would think. There is so much sitting in warehouses now from Afghanistan we’re running out of rooms to keep it in. What we need is ammunition. We have money, we even have decent weapons—mostly from the Iraqis, who got them from the Americans. But what we don’t have is bullets. We need ammunition and explosives. But again, I must ask—did you bring the package with you? Is it still safe—undamaged?”
“Come see for yourself. I have to ask you, though: What is it? I looked at it a long time. It doesn’t look like a bomb.” Salazar turned and started to walk into the hangar. “This way.”
From 150 yards away, Hodges whispered into his throat mic. “Target and Apo are walking into the hangar. If they go inside, I lose my shot.”
“Hold,” said Moose. Apo hadn’t signaled, and they needed to know if the package was indeed inside that truck.
Joaquin led Apo deeper inside the hangar. Duane stayed where he was, halfway between the plane and the hangar. Inside the plane, Carl had his own M4A1 SOPMOD assault rifle. Even with its rather short barrel, its 5.56mm round could penetrate body armor at a fair distance. With the mini night-vision sight mounted, Carl would have an easy shot against anyone inside the hangar or out on the tarmac the minute he moved to the door of the jet. He stayed where he was in the cockpit, looking unassuming with the gun out of sight in his lap.
Duane waited for Apo and the others to walk into the hangar, and then he walked back to the jet, which would be a normal thing for the copilot to do. He wasn’t armed, in case they searched him, and was a sitting duck standing where he was. The moment he was up the stairs, he pressed a panel on the wall, and it popped open revealing the hidden cabinet inside. He pulled out his own M4A1 SOPMOD and stayed to the side of the door talking to Carl quietly.
“Apo went inside the hangar to check out the package. I couldn’t stand around outside. You got eyes on him?”
“Roger that. Let’s keep it cool until he gets back out of there. Anything goes down now, he’s a dead man.”
Inside the hangar, Apo and Joaquin walked toward the box truck. As they got close, one of Salazar’s thugs pushed Mustafa out from behind the truck. Mustafa saw Ali bin-Salud and clasped his hands together in a prayer of thanks.
Mustafa greeted Apo in Arabic, showering him with blessings and thanks. Apo returned the blessings and told him to calm down, but Mustafa talked a hundred miles an hour, telling Apo about the double-cross, the murder of his team, and the beating he took at the hands of these men. Apo raised his hands and told him to be silent, and Mustafa complied.
Apo smiled courteously at Salazar. “Mustafa is a bit afraid, I think.”
Joaquin shrugged. “We didn’t meet under the best circumstances. You still haven’t told me what this thing is, Ali. Is it a bomb? I found no explosives when I looked at it. It looks like an electric generator.”
Apo pointed to the truck. “May I see it?”
Joaquin gave him a hard look. “In my country, when I ask a question, people give me an answer.”
“Does it matter?” asked Apo. “If it makes electricity or purifies water—would it make a difference?”
“If anything you do comes back to cause me a problem with the American DEA, FBI, or ICE, then yes, it matters.”
“There is nothing about this package that can be traced to you or anyone else in Mexico. It is the work of the Salafi Jihad, from the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham! Our business together is contingent on this mission against America being carried out. When the Americans are busy fighting in Iraq and Syria, there will be less of them to bother you at the border. Now—I need to see what’s in the truck.”
“We’ll need to take a ride,” replied Joaquin.
Apo spoke in Arabic to Mustafa. “Is the weapon in this truck?”
“I don’t know. We tried to get it to the boat in Arista, but these people killed everyone! They had me in a room until they put me in a car and drove me here. That’s not the truck we used when we brought it from the ship.”
Joaquin didn’t like the two communicating in Arabic. “Enough. We need to go.”
“I told you I need to see the package first,” said Apo firmly. They stared at each other.
“And we’ll take a ride to go see it. It isn’t here. I needed to make sure I could trust you first. This new president went after El Gato in his home. I had to make sure you weren’t here to double-cross me.”
“And where are we going? How am I to know you aren’t double-crossing me? This is not what we agreed to.”
“We’re going to a more secure area. I didn’t know what that thing was, and I still don’t. If it’s a nuclear weapon, the deal is off.”
“Why would you care what it is?” asked Apo.
“I told you! I’m not getting into a war with the Americans. Now I’m asking you for the last time, what is that thing? You’ll tell me or you can get back on that plane and go home. We’ll keep the two million as a fine for wasting my time.”
“Do you know what an electromagnetic pulse weapon is?”
“Explain.”
“The device will cause a large-scale blackout. It will damage computers and phones. It will cause panic and pressure the Americans to fight us in the Middle East.”
“You want the Americans to go to the Middle East and fight?” Joaquin was shocked.
“Of course. So we can destroy them. And so now you know what it is. And now I need to see it transported to California. As I told you before, it will come from the Salafi Jihadists, not from the Sinaloa drug cartel. There will be nothing to implicate you at all. And once my mission is complete, I will return to Syria and your heroin supply will be larger than you can possibly use.”
Joaquin smiled at that thought. “Well, you let me worry about having too much. Come. It’s a short ride.”
Although Joaquin couldn’t understand why anyone would intentionally get into a war with the Americans, he could care less. He needed the heroin supply, and the Islamic sociopaths had it. He’d deal with the devil himself to get what he needed, which was ironic, because he wore a large cross and saint medals around his neck on a long chain. No matter what he wore around his neck, if there was a Heaven, he wasn’t going there. As long as the weapon wasn’t a nuke, Joaquin was fine with it. A nuke would change everything, and although he was responsible for almost as many deaths as Fat Man or Little Boy, his kill orders were “strictly business, nothing personal.” With these Islamists, it seemed very personal. Whatever the case—he would have his snow in the desert soon enough.
They walked to the black SUVs and Joaquin opened the rear door for his guest. Apo got in, trying to keep cool, and wondering what the MOP and his team would think watching all this go down. They had his back, no doubt, but could they get to him in time if something went south? Joaquin walked around the back and got in next to Apo. Mustafa was put into a different vehicle so they couldn’t communicate in Arabic.
 
***
 
Carl could barely see what was happening inside. One of the SUVs outside the hangar drove inside. Then a second, then a third, and finally a fourth, leaving only one outside by the tarmac with four Sinaloa enforcers standing around outside it.
“Shit. Something’s up,” said Carl, still watching from the cockpit.
Out in the orchard, Ray was seeing the same thing through the spotter scope. “Skipper, hard to make out, but it looks like Apo’s taking a ride with these guys.”
“Did he see the truck? No signal?”
“Couldn’t see from here. They’re going to be on the move in a second. If we’re going to hit the hangar, we need to move now.”
“Negative! If we move in now, Apo’s a dead man. Stand down.” Moose changed the channel on his radio and spoke to Carl inside the plane. “Postman Actual to Hunter One, come in.”
“Hunter One, good copy. I have eyes on Apo; they’re in their vehicles about to head out. Plan changed. I’ll be tracking Apo through his GPS locator but we’ll have to find wheels. Looks like they’re leaving one of the trucks to watch us. If they do, we’ll take it down, over.”
“If they take off and leave a truck behind, wait for them to clear the area first and my sniper will assist, over.”
“We’ll take all the help we can get. They’re rolling. Out.”
 
***
 
The convoy pulled out of the hangar and headed south toward Arista on the main road through Tonala. Once they left Tonala, the roads would be small country roads that traversed farmland all the way to Arista. They roared off, leaving the fifth truck near the jet just to keep an eye on things—Salazar was a cautious and smart man. He didn’t get to be the number one crime lord by accident.
As soon as the trucks were out of sight, the four Sinaloas by the remaining truck opened the rear hatch and took out a cooler. They pulled out cold beers in ice and smoked cigarettes. They’d be babysitting a jet for hours, and it would be boring. Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.
Eric spoke into his throat mic. “Hitting the tangos in ten seconds.”
McCoy dialed in the MOP inside the jet. “Hunter Six, this is Postman Bravo. Sniper will hit in five to ten seconds. After the first drops, hit what you can. We’ll assist from our position. Out.”
“Good copy,” said Carl, who rolled out of his pilot’s seat and slowly raised his weapon. Duane saw him and raised an eyebrow. “Showtime in a couple seconds.”
Duane and Carl squatted in the jet near the open gangway and waited. The first shot from the M40A5 was silenced, but still could be heard. The impact was definitely something that wouldn’t be missed, as the man spun hard, spraying blood as he went down. It took the other three men a split second for their brains to comprehend what they witnessed. By the time they jumped to their feet, Carl had leaned out low and Duane had leaned out high, over the top of him, and the two of them opened fire, two well-aimed double taps at a time, the way they had trained for many years. Each burst found its mark, and before Hodges had time for his second shot, all four men were dead without so much as a scratch on the truck.
Carl grabbed the radio and yelled to Moose. “Postman One, Hunter Six. You have your wheels!” Carl and Duane sprinted across the tarmac and ran inside the hangar, searching carefully for any hidden guards. There were none. By the time they came out of the hangar, the entire team had assembled at the truck.
“We ain’t all gonna fit,” said Moose.
“Pick your five and cram in. We’ll wait to see where’s he’s going and either fly there, or await the Black Hawks. Call them in,” said Carl.
“Roger that,” replied Moose. “McCoy! Get on the horn! Black Hawks in the air now. Get me the general!”



CHAPTER 58
Change of Plans
 
“North Star, this is Postman Bravo, come in, over.”
The English-speaking radioman on the other end of the horn replied instantly. “Postman, this is North Star, good copy. Go.”
“Target has our friendly in a caravan of four black SUVs, heading south towards Tonala. We have team ready to pursue in one vehicle, but can’t all fit. Request immediate air support for transport to follow target, over.”
“Good copy. Birds will be in the air immediately.”
“Postman One requests direct coms with North Star One, over.”
The radioman screamed in Spanish to General Ortega, who was standing nearby smoking a small cigar. The general dropped it and ran to the Black Hawk, the rotors already starting to whine as the big engines turned on. The radioman handed the phone to him. “It’s the team,” he said in Spanish to the general. “One of their men is with Salazar in four trucks heading south to Tonala.”
Ortega grabbed the phone and spoke in English. “North Star One here, come in.”
“Request immediate air support,” snapped Moose. “They have one of our men in a vehicle and took off towards Tonala, over.”
“That’s not where they’ll be going,” said the general. “Salazar has a place just like El Gato. It’s right outside Arista. Another fortress with plenty of men. But they won’t be ready for a full invasion from the air. We’re on our way! Be at that airstrip in five minutes! Out!”
Moose looked at Ripper. “What do you think? We can split up and five of us follow by truck, and the other half can go by air, or we can all go by air.”
Ripper pointed with his thumb at Carl and Duane. “Didn’t those guys say they have Apo’s GPS in their handhelds?”
Moose yelled to Carl, who trotted over. “You tracking Apo?”
“Yeah. Just off the horn with my boss at the company store. We’re all watching Apo via GPS tracker and satellite. There’s also a Coast Guard cutter bookin’ full speed south that has a Cobra on it. They get close enough, the Cobra will be handy to back up the Black Hawks. This went from covert ops to full-out warfare.”
“We’re better at warfare, anyway,” said Moose. “I think we should forget about taking their truck and wait for the birds. Keep the team together and just follow them from above until they get wherever they’re going. Where’s Duane?”
Duane appeared from the hangar as if Moose had summoned him magically. “Did none of you Frogmen notice that the SUVs took off without the box truck?”
Moose’s face turned bright red. He was so worried about Apo, he had lost focus. “Fuck!”
“Relax, I was inside breaking the lock. The fuckin’ thing is empty. That’s where they’re going. I’d bet my life on it. They’re taking Apo to the package.”
“You’re betting Apo’s life on it—but you’re probably right.”
“Think about it. Salazar just found out El Gato got hit and Las Zetas are busted up pretty good. He’s going to be super cautious, and also very excited to get that heroin supply. He’ll do business with ISIS or anybody else. But he wouldn’t be careless enough to bring that package to a first meeting with anyone, right?”
“Okay, makes sense,” said Moose. He used his command voice and barked out loud enough for the entire team to hear him no matter where they were. “Okay! On me! Birds inbound. We’re hitching a ride and tracking Apo. He should lead us to the package, which is most likely at Salazar’s fortress. We have zero plans for the building, but I’m hoping the general can get us something. Carl, can your spook bosses get us a picture of Salazar’s house?”
Carl snapped a finger at Duane, who replied, “On it!” and ran to the jet to call into Holstrum.
Moose continued. “Okay! So that’s it. We get in the birds and try and put together a plan of attack to assault the Salazar compound without killing Apo. And we still have to find that weapon. Gear up, take a drink or a piss, and be ready to move when the birds get here. Should be any minute!”
The team members for the most part just took a knee. Their weapons hadn’t been fired since arriving at the airstrip, and they were ready to go to war. Having Black Hawks with door gunners definitely evened up the odds. The only problem was Apo. He needed to get clear when the shit hit the fan.
Hodges called out. “Birds inbound from the north!”
Sure enough, a string of helicopters moved into the airstrip and set down single file along the runway. The team started running toward the first bird where a door gunner was flashing a green light to signal them. Other than the flight crew, the bird contained only the general and the radioman. There was room for the entire team plus the MOP crew in the eleven-man aircraft. Duane and Carl secured the jet and then chased the team to the helicopter with their weapons. The door gunner moved out of the way as the team members piled in. His M60D machine gun was mounted on the M23 subsystem, and looked like the ominous advantage that it was. The second the last man was inside, the bird began moving forward and up.
Moose snapped a salute to General Ortega and asked him about Salazar’s compound. While the general began talking about the estate, Duane pulled a tablet out and opened up a satellite image. He showed it to Moose and the general, who smiled.
“Isn’t it nice to have everything at the touch of a button? We’re trying to catch up to you. A slight difference in budgets.” He pointed to the house with the walls around it, set back away from the small town. “This lake, La Joya, just east of his estate, can be our inbound route. From this direction, Salazar will have no warning from any of his soldiers. His estate is like El Gato’s, just in a flatter geography. He has walls and plenty of guards, but it won’t matter. Your team can be placed inside the walls by these helos.”
“Right. We just have to know what’s up with Apo first,” replied Moose. “We show up too soon, and he might be a dead man. We also need to confirm that’s where the package is.”
Duane asked Moose, “Doesn’t he have a phone?”
“Who? Apo?”
“Yeah. A regular phone.”
“Yeah, but you think I can just call and ask him if it’s okay to assault the Salazar compound while he’s sitting next to the dude in a car?”
“Well, no—you can’t. But what if Langley can make a call and have it look like it’s coming in from Syria? International number, Arab speaker—act like it’s ISIS command checking in. That person could speak with Apo in Arabic and these fuckers wouldn’t know what he was saying.”
Moose scowled. “Look, man. You’re the professional spooks. We just break stuff and kill people. I mean, it doesn’t sound outrageous that he’d get a call, right?”
“Exactly. Let me make a call to the boss.” Duane pulled his encrypted phone and dialed into Director Holstrum while the general and Moose went over the pictures of the estate and layout of the property. While they discussed the assault, they also discussed the possibilities that the package might not be an EMP weapon. What if it was, in fact, explosives, a dirty bomb, or chemical or biological weapon? There was no way to be sure until Apo actually saw it.
Duane handed his phone to Carl. “Hey, man, your Arabic’s better than mine. You listen in, in case they start talking fast.”
Carl put on headphones that he attached to the encrypted phone to be able to hear better with the Black Hawk’s rotors beating over their heads. He wouldn’t be able to talk, but he was being patched in to listen to the call being made from Virginia, and bounced off a tower in Syria in case anyone next to Apo could see the incoming area code.
“It’s ringing!” announced Carl.
 
***
 
Apo’s voice said hello in Arabic. If he was shocked or nervous, it couldn’t be heard in his voice. An unfamiliar voice said, “As salaam alaikum, Ali. It’s Adnan, in Syria, my brother.”
Adnan was the name of the man Apo had killed in Syria. Director Holstrum knew that from Apo’s report, and he knew Apo would understand it was a friend on the other end of the line.
Apo returned blessings and greetings, then said in Spanish so the caller could hear, “It’s my commander in Syria. They’re worried about our mission.”
Joaquin nodded. “Tell them they have nothing to worry about. I’ll talk to him myself if you wish.”
“He doesn’t speak Spanish. None of them do. It’s why I was chosen. Can any of you speak Arabic?”
Joaquin admitted that none of them could.
“Let me discuss this with him for a moment, excuse me.” He spoke back into the phone in Arabic. “I’m currently heading to an unknown location, supposedly to see the package for myself. I don’t know if anyone knows my location.” While Apo didn’t believe that any of the Sinaloas could speak Arabic, he was very careful in his words, as was the CIA interpreter on the other end of the phone sitting next to Director Holstrum.
“The eyes of God are upon you, my brother, from the east, as always, just as the sun rises over the water.”
“That is comforting, thank you.”
“You are most likely heading to this man’s estate, just like the cat’s. The black birds can always find a way to overcome any obstacle, can’t they?”
“Yes, I understand.”
“We need you to confirm the package, what’s in it, and then find safety.”
“I understand.”
“Use whatever means necessary to send your location. You’re a smart man. You’ll think of something. You can dial back to this same number should you be able. God’s speed, brother.”
Ali bin-Salud hung up and turned to Joaquin. “They’re prepared to send the heroin immediately after my mission is completed. How much farther?”
“Not far. The roads make it a longer ride than it should be. Fifteen kilometers can take forever in this part of Mexico. I’m thinking of paying for a highway myself. It would be good for everyone, and speed up my deliveries. The locals would be happy, too.”
“As in Syria, we provide what the government does not, and win the support of the people. Most people are sheep. They prefer tyranny to anarchy.”
Joaquin smiled and laughed out loud. “I love that one! I will use it again myself! We keep the locals in line here as well.” He looked out and saw lights in the distance. “Not much farther, my friend. I can see my villa from here. There,” he said, pointing outside the window. “The only lights around for a few kilometers. I prefer the company of poor farmers than the big city. I can see visitors from a long way off, which is good in my line of work.”
Apo casually tried to look around at his surroundings. It was impossible—the windows were tinted and it was pitch black outside. The only thing he could see was the twinkling of lights in the distance, all centered around one area—Salazar’s compound. He could see the driver’s console and knew they were still heading south, but had no real idea of where they were. He was hoping the GPS in his chest was still transmitting to Langley, and the team and MOP somehow knew where he was. He’d been in plenty of jams before, but this was going to be tight. Salazar would have no reason to believe he was an American spy, but would probably blame him for any government action against the Sinaloa and kill him anyway. Apo leaned back against the headrest and thought to himself, “Embrace the suck.”



CHAPTER 59
Operation Postman
 
McCoy’s radio came to life.
“Postman One, this is Company Overwatch, come in.”
McCoy handed the radio to Moose. “Sounds like the big boss.”
“Postman One, here.”
Holstrum recognized Moose’s voice. “Postman One, this is Company Overwatch. We’re tracking you, Mike Oscar Papa, and our Alpha in transit by eye in the sky, you copy?’
“Good copy.”
“Moving assets to your location ASAP. Alpha Hotel One Zulu will be on station by the time you arrive at target location. It will bring heavy assets to bear. Call sign Roz will supply fire support. Cutter nearby if the package goes to sea. Alpha in transit is heading south.”
“Alpha Hotel One Zulu,” Moose thought. “Great.” They were sending an AH-1Z attack helicopter known as a Viper, based on the older model SuperCobra. The Viper looked similar to the SuperCobra, but had four blades instead of two, and packed a punch with its M197 three-barreled Gatling gun. It also packed rockets and surface-to-air missiles. When close-air support was needed, nothing made a ground unit under heavy contact happier than the sound of either a Viper or a Warthog. It had been on the Coast Guard cutter and was now within range.
“Affirmative. North Star predicts location to be the boss’s HQ. We’re taking it slow to allow them to get there first. Need to get Alpha secure and confirm package, then planning on full assault.”
“Understood. We’re watching close. Good hunting. Out.”
Moose handed McCoy the radio. “Sounds like we’re on TV at the company store. They’re probably all sitting around drinking coffee, watching us like it’s the Super Bowl.” He happened to be one hundred percent correct.
The other members of the team nodded. They’d been here before—those moments before an assault, where the adrenaline was starting to pump, and it took everything inside to keep it controlled. Something about being inside the helo, with that whump-whump noise of the blades, that made it all very real. The team shared face paint as they started getting ready for a night assault.
 
***
 
Salazar’s SUVs began turning into a private road. A car parked at the side of the road in the grass served as the watchdog, with four gangbangers sitting in it hanging out—not that anyone would dare drive up that road uninvited. Not even the cops. They recognized the SUVs and just waved casually as Salazar’s convoy roared past, heading toward the front gate.
By the time they reached the gate, it was rolling open, having been activated by the remote in the lead vehicle. The SUVs slowed down and drove up the cobblestone driveway to the front of the villa. Like El Gato, Joaquin Salazar made it a point to have a castle in a land of corrugated steel huts. A king among serfs.
The house was sprawling, a ranch-style hacienda of stone and stucco, with immaculate landscaping, just like El Gato’s estate. They must have all tried to copy and outdo each other like some Hollywood stars. Somewhere, some architect in Mexico specialized in “cartel kingpin-style homes.” There was a carport attached by a covered breezeway to the house. It could hold seven cars, and the vehicle occupants didn’t need to walk outside to get to the house; they merely walked through the connecting hallway.
The carport doors began opening. Inside, there were spaces for three vehicles, next to the Maserati GranTurismo Sport Coupe, a large yellow Hummer H1, just because it looked Hollywood and could play off-road, and a Mercedes-Maybach S600. A sweet ride at a little over two hundred thousand, less than a day’s pay for Salazar. The fourth spot was filled to maximum capacity by an old box truck that didn’t fit with the other vehicles. Apo saw it but ignored it.
Lights inside the carport were very bright in the dark sky, and Salazar’s small collection of vehicles gleamed next to the dirty truck.
“Can you guess which one is yours?” asked Joaquin.
“Well, if I was at home, I’d say the Mercedes, but today, most likely that piece of shit truck.”
“Very good. You are welcome to stay the evening at my home and drive it to your destination in the morning.”
Apo contemplated the best plan of action, unsure of the status of his backup. “It’s kind of you to offer, but I must get this truck to its destination immediately and call in to command to let them know the deal is on. There will be logistics to work out as well, of course. Where you would like the shipments to go, for instance. Landing on the opposite coast is much easier.”
“And won’t be a problem with Las Zetas out of business. We’ll start finishing them off in a day or two, before they reorganize. As far as you leaving tonight, I’d advise against it. The roads are dark and not well marked. It’s easy to get lost. You are taking the truck to the coast, yes?”
“Arista,” replied Apo, assuming that Mustafa had probably divulged the plan under questioning.
Joaquin nodded. “If you insist on leaving this evening, I can have my men escort you. No one will bother you, and they can guide you to the small dock.”
“That is most accommodating of you,” said Apo. In his head, he was thinking, “Perfect!”
“I’ll have my men take you at once, or if you prefer, I can have a meal prepared.”
“Again, very kind of you. I ate well on the plane. It’s urgent I get on the road.”
“As you wish.”
Salazar’s men opened the doors for Apo and Joaquin, and they stepped out into the light of the garage. Mustafa came up behind them from another vehicle.
Apo turned to Mustafa. “We’ll be leaving immediately. I’ll inspect the package, and then we are driving to Arista tonight.”
Mustafa looked instantly relieved. “I’ll be very happy to get out of here and away from these men.”
“They’ll escort us and show us the way, but we’re safe. The mission goes on.” Apo turned to Joaquin. “Can I see the package now?”
“As you wish, of course.” He yelled over to his men, who walked over to the truck and unlocked the back, then pulled open the double doors. Sitting inside on a large pallet was the strange-looking device.
Apo walked over with Mustafa close behind. His mind was racing. He had seen prototypes before and studied these weapons before the mission, but this one was slightly different in design. Definitely not a US model. He walked to the rear of the truck and looked closer, examining it as best he could without appearing too suspicious.
“It looks to be in good working order,” he said to Joaquin. “I extend my thanks, once again, I or my people will be in contact with you shortly. If you give me your phone number or e-mail address, I will put it on my own phone.” Apo handed his phone to Joaquin, who took it and opened Apo’s contacts.
“They use iPhones in Syria, too? I had no idea, Ali.”
“The weapon of choice for drug cartels and armies around the world,” replied Apo with a smile. “Enter your information and call me, and my information will appear on your phone.” (“As well as the CIA’s instant tracking system virus,” he thought.)
Joaquin entered his information and called himself so it would appear on Apo’s phone. “There. Now you have my information. I’d like to get the shipments started as soon as possible. As far as ammunition goes, I can get plenty. We’ll just need to be careful about sending. Container ship, disguised as something else, usually works.”
“Excellent. When I get to Arista, the boat should be nearby. My mission will be completed, and the business can begin. Your first shipment can be here within ten days, I would think. We can make sure it’s a large enough shipment to make you happy, and show our sincerity and ability to work together.”
Joaquin Salazar smiled, a genuine smile of happiness. He was going to control the biggest supply of heroin in all of Mexico—perhaps the world. “This is very good news!”



CHAPTER 60
Langley
 
“Holy shit,” said Director Holstrum with a smile. “Sonofabitch is good.”
Dex Murphy was in the room, along with Darren Davis, watching the satellite images from Mexico in real time.
“Apo got Salazar to give him his fucking phone number! Son of a bitch called it to store his information. We can track the GPS coordinates of Salazar and Apo in real time. It looks like Apo is on the move, away from the compound. Salazar is stationary at his house.”
Holstrum was getting excited. It was almost time to spring the assault. Apo just needed to get a little further. The director was the only person in the CIA who had actual knowledge of the MOP. The fact that two of his MOP team were now with the special ops team made things a little complicated, but Darren and Dex were wise enough to know when to ask questions and when not to. Holstrum decided it was time to let them in on the additional manpower.
“Listen up. Just so you know, the two pilots that brought Apo are mine.”
“Of course,” said Darren. He was slightly confused by the comment. Of course they’d be CIA or special operators and not just some private pilots for a mission like this.
“No. I mean, they’re mine. That’s all I can say about that, but the team has two very able-bodied additions to assist with any assault on the compound.”
Darren and Dex knew it meant contract killers, and didn’t push the issue.
“Good, we’ll need all the firepower we can get,” said Darren.
“I spoke to General Ortega a little while ago. We discussed the arrest of Salazar.”
“And?”
The general’s comment, and this is a quote, in perfect English, by the way: “Fuck him.”
“So no arrest?”
“I’m instructing the team to treat this as an assault on an enemy target. They’re terrorists and mass murderers. There shouldn’t be much left to arrest. The Mexican Special Forces will get full credit for the op. We were never there.”
“Roger that,” said Darren. “We’re never anywhere.” He smiled.
Director Holstrum continued to watch the two small dots on his electronic map continue to separate. When he calculated that they were three kilometers away from each other, and Apo was halfway to Arista, he got his interpreter on the phone and called Apo’s number, which was bounced off a Syrian tower again.
Apo’s phone vibrated on his belt as Mustafa drove the old truck behind the SUV. He picked up the phone and answered in Arabic.
The CIA interpreter was in another room and was relaying messages from Holstrum, who couldn’t be heard on the call, so there were gaps in the call. More or less, it just sounded like a lousy connection, not unlikely when calling from an ISIS war zone.
“Greetings from command,” said the voice.
“We are almost at Arista to continue our mission, God willing. We have one vehicle in front of us escorting us to the pier. We’re following in a truck with the package. Everything appears in working order,” replied Apo.
The interpreter repeated it back to Holstrum quickly in English. Holstrum was beaming, and replied quickly.
“Excellent news. We will have a friend to greet your escort. Keep a safe distance. Special delivery will arrive for Sinaloas very shortly.”
Apo understood. “Very well. I will keep a sharp eye. We will speak again.” He hung up.
“A sharp eye for what?” asked the nervous Mustafa, who had heard Apo’s half of the conversation. “Is everything okay?”
“Everything is perfect. Just stay back a little farther. The package is very heavy. If they stop short, we’ll hit them. This truck is old and its brakes are shit.”
“It drives okay . . .”
“I said stay a safe distance,” snapped Apo. Mustafa complied and the truck slowed down.
 
***
 
Holstrum pointed to Darren Davis. “Make the call to Roz.”
Roz was the call sign of the pilot on the Viper. Actually a US Navy pilot, she had been tasked with the Coast Guard for this mission because the cutter was the closest ship that had a landing pad. She had flown from another task force within range.
Darren called the pilot, Nicole Rozman, on her radio inside the cockpit. “Company Overwatch to Voodoo One, come in, over.”
“This is Voodoo One. Good copy.”
“Sending you uplink to target. Two vehicles. Friendly vehicle will be lit up, in the rear position. It’s a truck. Escort should be in front and won’t light your GPS. You are cleared to eliminate target. Out.”
“Good copy, Overwatch. We are five minutes to target, coming in hot. Friendly now appearing on my computer. Out.”
She repeated the instructions to her gunner sitting in front of her, and Kevin “TK” Black, who had already heard it once, reaffirmed the target and the friendly. She dropped down slightly in altitude and raced the engines to full thrust, hitting two hundred knots.
“Time to target, less than five mikes.”
Back in Langley, the director called into his team aboard the Mexican Black Hawks.
McCoy handed the radio to Moose when the call came in.
“Postman One,” said Moose.
“This is Company Overwatch. Viper inbound to eliminate Apo’s escort. He will have to take care of whoever’s with him by himself, and we’ll pick him up after-action. You are green light to Operation Mailman. ROE are clear: kill everything you see inside that compound. There are no friendlies inside. We have confirmed Apo’s location. Repeat. No friendlies inside. Out.”
Moose handed the radio to McCoy and gave his men a thumbs-up. “We are green light. Apo is not in the location and there are no friendlies inside the compound. Assume all targets inside are threats and you are cleared to fire. That sound correct to you, general?”
“Affirmative. We will soften the target first, and you and my men will be placed inside the walls. The capture of Salazar or his men is not important to Mexico.” General Ortega spoke to his own radioman in Spanish, who made the call to the other pilots. The birds banked right and fanned out in attack formation, a slight V, with the general’s bird second from center on the right. Everyone could feel the Black Hawks increase speed as they started to drop in altitude. The attack was on.
Ripper leaned forward and smacked Jon in his vest. “We’re meat eaters! Get some!”
Jon held up his grenade launcher and gritted his teeth. “I’ll make an impression.”
“You hear that, people? It’s on! Almost time to rock and roll. Black Hawks make a gun run and then we unass this bird inside their perimeter. All targets are hostile.”
“Oooo-Rrraaaah!” shouted Hodges, the only United States Marine aboard. He had kept the sniper rifle in its cover and pulled his close-quarters MP5. He would be joining in a rapid assault, not providing sniper cover.
The pilot’s voice came over their headsets. “Time to target, sixty seconds.”
The team members began taking safeties off and chambering rounds. “Oh it’s on, motherfuckers!” shouted McCoy to no one in particular. They were all too pumped up to remain quiet.
The pilot turned off all inside lights in the helicopter. Only the panel of the cockpit emitted any light, which was invisible from outside the bird. They picked up speed and dropped even lower.



CHAPTER 61
Contact
 
“Mustafa, do you know the name of the boat that’s coming to get us?”
“They didn’t tell you?” he asked, surprised. “It’s called El Pescador Feliz. A fishing boat.”
“Excellent. When we get closer I’ll call our commanders at home and tell them to contact the ship for pick-up.”
Mustafa smiled. He was almost finished with his mission. A correct thought.
 
***
 
“I have visual on the target,” said TK to Roz in his headset. He was wearing a head-up display helmet that was attached to the triple Gatling gun’s aiming system. He didn’t need to use a joystick; he merely had to move his head and look at the target, then press the trigger.
“Reducing speed. You’re cleared to fire. Just remember we have friendlies behind lead vehicle in that truck.”
“Roger that.”
TK lined up the SUV in his right eye with the HUD system in his helmet. When he pressed the trigger and held it down, four hundred rounds hit the SUV in less than a few seconds, each incendiary round instantly taking the vehicle apart, sending metal and body parts in every direction.
 
***
 
As the vehicle in front of him exploded into pieces, Mustafa slammed on the brakes and screamed.
Apo grabbed the dashboard and held on as Mustafa fought to control the truck. They veered off the road and came to a stop in the soft earth. The Viper picked up speed and kept flying, heading due north at full speed.
“What was that?” screamed Mustafa.
Apo opened his door and got out. “Quickly! Come around back!”
Mustafa didn’t question him; he opened his door and ran to the rear of the truck. As he came around the corner, Apo throat-punched him and dropped him like a rock. Before Mustafa hit the ground on his knees, Apo had his head and, in a split second, broke the man’s neck. It was all over in an instant. Apo ran to the driver’s side, hopped back in, and started driving toward the coast. He pulled his phone, which rang in Langley.
“It’s me!” he barked into the phone, swerving around the burning wreckage.
“I have you loud and clear. Was watching by satellite. Looks like a good kill. You okay?”
“Roger that. Good shooting, whoever that was. I’m heading south. We have any assets near Arista?”
“Negative. Not at this time. Stay out of sight until the team finishes their operation, and we’ll send you a taxi. Did you see the package?”
“Yes. Our friends were correct. It’s an EMP. Definitely not ours.”
“Okay, understood. Do you think it’s on a timer or armed at this point?”
“Negative. I only saw it briefly, but there wasn’t anything that looked like it was activated. I think it’s manually detonated and needed to be closer to the US to deploy. The ship is a fishing vessel, El Pescador Feliz.”
“Confirmed, El Pescador Feliz. We have a Coast Guard cutter in your AO. Will advise. Stay alert, stay alive. We’ll send help ASAP. Out!”
Apo hung up and kept driving as fast as he dared on the dark dirt road. “Fuckin’ A,” he said to no one in particular. Bad guys dead, and he had the package and all of his limbs. It was a good day so far.
 
***
 
A few kilometers to the north, the squadron of Black Hawks raced over the surface of the Mexican farmland, headed straight for the lights of the Sinaloa drug lord’s estate. The door gunners double-checked their M60 machine guns and leaned out against their harnesses.
As the helicopters reached the estate, a few of Salazar’s guards began shouting and alerting the others. Salazar, no stranger to the Mexican Marines, had RPGs in his house and was screaming at his men to do something about the incoming helicopters. When the door gunners on all five gunships opened up, the guards below began coming apart in pieces along with the roof of the house. The Black Hawks slowed down and poured fire on the house and cars and anyone that moved in the compound. The birds dropped a few inches over the ground and hovered, and the troops began unloading.
Between the team, the Mexican Special Forces, and the MOP, they had a platoon-sized element of well-trained warriors. Duane and Carl were still wearing private pilot’s uniforms, but had been given Kevlar to wear over their white shirts. The Mexicans had also supplied them with Kevlar helmets. Still, with their blue slacks and dress shoes, they looked pretty ridiculous next to the other assault troops.
For the first sixty seconds of the assault, it was simply a fusillade of machine gun fire from the M60s. When the soldiers hit the ground, the birds took off and began circling slowly, looking for targets on the ground far enough away from the troops that there wouldn’t be any friendly fire incidents. For the most part, the gunners took apart the house until the assaulting troops got closer to the front door.
Inside, Joaquin Salazar and his bodyguards were panicking. Typically, the federales would arrive in large numbers and shoot and threaten, but he’d never heard of an all-out attack. His house was being destroyed by gunfire and now he could see movement outside with incoming fire through the windows. If not for the walls being made of stone and stucco, they’d probably all be dead already.
“Do something!” he was screaming at his men. One of them was on his phone screaming for help from other Sinaloa soldiers, scattered all over the region. Another one appeared with an RPG and stumbled through the house as rounds came through the roof. The clay shingles were literally exploding into dust, and the bullets were coming through and bouncing all over the marble floors and granite countertops, ricocheting everywhere.
The man with the RPG snaked his way through the house to the front window, which had been blown open. From where he was, he could see several of the helicopters. He shouldered the weapon and took aim out the window.
“Got him!” said Ripper, seeing the tip of the RPG extend out the window. He began firing at the target, his night-vision scope making the man appear super bright against the remaining faint lights of the house. Ripper fired several controlled bursts as the man tried to fire. The Sinaloa managed to get the shot off before Ripper killed him, but it went wild, firing off into the field outside the compound and hitting nothing but dirt.
The other soldiers, seeing the RPG round come out of the house, hit the deck and began to slow their assault. Their enemy had heavier weapons than expected, and they moved more cautiously. Jon moved up along a line of shrubbery and got close to the front of the house.
“Fire in the hole!” he yelled, and began firing his M203 at the front door and any window he could see. The grenades began exploding inside the house, taking out almost all of the Sinaloa guards inside. Only Joaquin and his two bodyguards were alive, because they had stayed closer to the rear of the house. Unlike El Gato, Salazar didn’t have a fancy escape tunnel. At his elevation, a tunnel would flood during the wet season. All he had was a back door that led to a rear yard and not much chance of escape.
The guards grabbed their boss by the arms and pulled him along as they raced through the house, holding their free hands above their heads to shield themselves from falling debris and incoming M60 rounds. When they reached the back door, one of the bodyguards grabbed his phone that was ringing.
Joaquin heard his man screaming, “Hurry the fuck up!” The man turned to his boss. “Enrique is trying to get here, but those fucking helicopters are killing everyone! Two trucks tried to get here already and didn’t make it!”
Joaquin was starting to come apart and just kept repeating, “Do something! Shoot them!”
One his bodyguards crawled ahead to the back door and pulled it open. The rear yard was clear, the Black Hawks having landed in the front courtyard. The man ran outside and tried to get around the back of the house to where one of the SUVs had been parked after Ali bin-Salud had left. He sprinted to the truck and started the engine, then floored it toward the rear door. Joaquin saw him pull up outside and froze. To stay inside meant almost certain death. To go outside didn’t look much better. The bodyguard dropped his window and screamed at Joaquin and the other bodyguard. “Hurry! Now! Before it’s too late!”
Joaquin couldn’t move. He just stared at his bodyguard in the SUV and froze. Thousands of rounds had hit the house and parts of it were burning. Tracer rounds occasionally flared through the house, lighting up furniture and interior walls. His bodyguard in the house with him attempted to pick his boss up from the ground.
“Come on, Jefe! We have to go now!”
As he picked up his boss, the SUV outside the door exploded into a shower of sparks and exploding light. The Viper had arrived on station to assist with air support. TK had seen the vehicle move around the house to the rear door and opened up with the Gatling gun. The SUV began to come apart. TK fired a rocket for good measure, and the SUV came off the ground for a moment before settling down in burning pieces.
The big man who had tried to pick up Joaquin was knocked off his feet, directly on top of his boss, and they both went down in a pile. Outside, the Viper continued to sweep around the rear yard, trying to acquire targets.
The two of them heard the front door blow apart. They scrambled across the floor on their hands and knees. The bodyguard opened a cabinet while still on the floor and pulled out a sawed-off shotgun. He handed it to Joaquin, and then retrieved a Beretta M9 for himself. They crawled around the island in the kitchen, away from the back door and burning SUV.
“We have to get to the garage!” screamed his bodyguard. “We’ll take the Maserati! They’ll never catch us in that car!”
They both knew it was wishful thinking, but it was their best, and really only chance. They kept crawling through the house, the Black Hawks and Viper still raining fire on the house while soldiers outside continued to shoot through windows. They could hear footsteps inside the front of the house.
Jon fired his blooper as he came through the front door and a high-explosive round blew through the front of the house, taking down part of a wall. Assault weapons occasionally popped off as soldiers moved through the house finishing off anyone who still had a weapon in his hand.
“Now, Jefe!” yelled the bodyguard. He got up and ran for the breezeway that led to the garage with Joaquin behind him. As they came through the door to the carport, the bodyguard’s head partly exploded from a large-caliber round through his skull. He dropped like a rock, leaving Joaquin Salazar facing a man he recognized but couldn’t place. He stood there, in shock, staring.
“You? The pilot from the plane?”
Duane smiled, the red dot of his M4A1 SOPMOD now on Salazar’s face. “Good memory.”
Joaquin dropped his gun and raised his hands.
“Sorry, bud, not an option.” Duane squeezed the trigger and blew the drug lord’s brains out the back of his head.
Duane heard footsteps from inside and yelled into the house, “Identify yourself!”
“It’s Jon and Moose! Friendlies!”
Duane lowered his weapon. “Someone get on the horn to air support and tell them to shut it down before this whole fuckin’ house comes down on us.”
“Roger that,” said Moose. He spoke into his throat mic. “McCoy, tell air support to cease fire. Prepare for dust-off out front. Pop green smoke. Salazar is confirmed dead. Out.”
Moose walked over and pulled his phone from an inside pocket and took a quick picture of what was left of Joaquin Salazar’s face. He sent it off to CIA HQ for confirmation. He looked up at Duane. “Good shooting. Let’s roll.”
Duane shrugged. “Not really good shooting,” he thought to himself. He’d done some fine shooting in his life. This was more like a mob hit. Whatever. The drug lord was dead and heroin would be interrupted for five minutes.
They both jogged out the front of the open garage doors to where green smoke was swirling under the incoming rotors. The thump of the birds was always a happy sound at the end of the op, provided it wasn’t a medevac.



CHAPTER 62
Apo and the Hard Facts
 
While all hell was breaking loose at Joaquin Salazar’s compound, Apo pulled off the road in a quiet stand of trees not too far outside Arista. He scouted around on foot to make sure he was alone, and then returned to the truck and opened the rear doors.
Apo used the light on his phone to begin inspecting the weapon closer. It was large, sitting on an old wooden pallet so someone could use a forklift to move it later. He took his time, starting at one end of the weapon, and examined every part. Mostly, it looked like a large metal cylinder with very thick wires coiled around it, mounted on a huge battery box. The cylinder was bronze colored and thick, and inside, Apo could see lots of wires and electronics.
There was a control panel, but someone had been very careful about not writing any instructions on it. Not Arabic, not Cyrillic, not Chinese, not English. It was clean.
Apo stood and stared, annoyed that he couldn’t find numbers or markings of any kind. The damn thing was made somewhere, and they had to have left a clue. He started over again, this time pulling wires and taking things apart. He looked at each piece he pulled off for any type of number or letter or symbol. Somewhere on this thing there had to be a key to its source. He was on his hands and knees looking when his hand slid across the pallet and gave him a nice splinter.
“Fucker!” he cursed, pulling his hand away and pulling out the piece of wood. He shined his light on the pallet that had hurt his hand. “Sonnnnofabitch . . .”
Perso-Arabic script is a writing system based on Arabic script and used by speakers of the Persian language, typically known as Farsi. Had anyone other than an Arab-speaker like Apo seen the squiggles in the wood, they wouldn’t have looked twice. Farsi letters are script, and letters connect to each other almost exclusively to form words. In this case, after making sure that they had filed off every serial number and letter to “scrub” the weapon of its origins, it was the dumbest oversight ever that blew their cover.
The wood had been stamped with a simple seal, showing its official status, lest a pile of unguarded pallets be stolen by someone needing firewood or building materials for a modest home in Iran. “Ministry of Defense Armed Forces Logistics” was clearly marked on the wood next to Apo’s splinter.
Apo just stared. He turned on the camera on his phone and took a clear picture of the stamp, then began looking over every inch of the pallet. He found the same seal had been stamped on six other pieces of the wood, your basic “do not touch” warning if found outside a building. Apo took pictures of the others as well.
He wrote a quick note to Director Holstrum:
Definitive proof of origin. The Ministry of Defense Armed Forces Logistics is stamped in six places on the transportation pallet in Farsi. This weapon came from Iran. I am quite certain of this. The weapon had been carefully scrubbed to remove all markings. This was a simple oversight. They’re cold busted. IRAN.
He attached the pictures and hit “send.” He sat in the truck steaming, thinking, “Stupidest fucking treaty in the history of the US. Well this oughta blow that shit up real quick.”
Holstrum responded quickly: Stay where you are. MOP will pick you up within the hour.
Apo hopped down from the truck and took another patrol to make sure he was safe. There wasn’t even a goat around. He hunkered down and waited.
 
***
 
Duane and Carl jogged over to Moose. Carl looked stressed. “We gotta go. Apo has the package. The boss wants us there now.”
“Okay, let’s get back in the bird,” said Moose.
“No. Just us. You guys will go back with the general. They’re going to give us a ride back to the jet, and we’re heading over to a small airfield near Arista where we’ll link up with Apo. He gets to ride home in style with us. You guys will catch a C-130 or some shitbird, as per usual. Sorry, wasn’t my call.”
“Apo okay?” asked Moose.
“Yes, sir. Superman saves the day again. We’ll get him home in one piece. See you in Virginia, or never. Never know in our line of work.” He extended a handshake. “You and your guys are tip-top. I’ll go to war with you any day.”
“Thanks,” said Moose. He looked at Duane. “You, too. You bagged the prize.”
Duane shrugged. “It was a cheap kill, but I’ll sleep just fine. Guy was a sociopathic, mass-murdering drug pusher killing kids in the States. Fuck ‘em.”
Moose nodded. “Fuck ‘em.”
The MOP jogged off to a waiting bird, where the general had ordered the crew to take them back to their jet. The rest of the team piled back in a more crowded helicopter, now that they were one bird short, and headed west to Mexico City, where they’d catch a flight home in the morning.
 
***
 
Carl and Duane made it to their jet in thirty minutes, and then went max speed to the small airstrip in Arista. Carl spent the entire ride speaking with Director Holstrum. When they landed, they checked Apo’s GPS locator on their handheld tablet and called him.
“Your taxi’s here. We see you. Less than a klick from where we are. Drive here. Take the road in front of you and just go straight, due south towards Arista. The airfield is a right turn. There’s a few lights out here, the only ones around. You shouldn’t have a hard time finding us. Not too many three-million-dollar jets out here, either.”
Apo replied, “Wilco,” and hung up. He started up the old truck and bounced along the road, hoping he’d get a chance to brief the president in person, or at least the Joint Chiefs—anyone with whom he’d spoken at least a dozen times before being told his intelligence wasn’t reliable. By the time he made his turn at the lights, he was pumped up and pissed off. He was about to make a left into the airfield when Carl and Duane stepped out in front of his truck waving. He stopped short and put it in park.
Apo jumped down from the truck and yelled to Duane. “Jesus, dude! I almost ran you over—it’s dark as shit out here.”
“Sorry. We’re good to go. Leave the truck there.”
Apo was confused. “Leave it here? Who’s coming for it?”
“You’ll see, later on. We gotta move now—let’s go.”
“What the fuck, man?”
“You know I don’t make the rules. We gotta go. Right this second.”
Apo followed Duane as they walked back toward the only jet sitting out on the small tarmac. Carl reached into his pocket and pulled out a small strobe, turned it on, and gently tossed it up on top of the truck, where it would illuminate on the HUD helmet of the Viper that Director Holstrum had called in on the president’s orders.
By the time the three of them got to the jet and taxied down the runway, the Viper was almost on station. As the nose of the MOP jet lifted off, Roz spoke to her gunner, TK.
“Positive visual on the strobe. Direct orders are overkill. We’re to return without ammunition, you copy?”
“Without ammunition?” asked TK. “You mean, everything? Like, everything?”
“Copy that. Every bullet, rocket, and missile is to hit that target. We’re to leave a large crater with no trace of what was there. Do you copy?”
“Affirmative. Seems like a waste of taxpayer dollars.”
“I say again, do you copy?”
“Roger that. Strobe identified. Target acquired. Switching to missiles.”
For the next four minutes, the Viper hovered and emptied its weapons systems into what had been a truck with a large metal weapon in the back. The explosions were large enough to be seen from the jet as they took off, and the shock waves actually bumped the jet as it climbed to cruising altitude. Apo unbuckled his seatbelt and jumped across the cabin to the opposite window.
“Are you fucking kidding me? We had proof of Iranian intentions to attack our fucking country! Why the fuck would you destroy it?” Apo watched in anger as the tracers made beautiful fireworks from the nose of the Viper to the exploding ground below. The Viper seemed quite intent on making sure nothing would be left but a large crater.
“Not our call,” said Carl. “Sit back and enjoy the flight.”
Apo stood up and held the seat, his hand squeezing it so hard the leather was close to tearing. He yelled up front, “You got any fucking booze on this bird?”
“Always. Rear cabinet. Open it and bring glasses up front, too. You ain’t the only one who’s pissed, brother. But we don’t make policy, do we?”



EPILOGUE
 
Apo was debriefed at length by Director Holstrum in private. The conversation was an ugly shouting match at times, but in the end, Apo signed the typical documents swearing him to secrecy lest he be charged with espionage or treason against his own country. He was beyond outraged, and considered telling the Company to shove it up its ass and just quit, but then what? Who was going to do what he could do? His country needed him, now more than ever.
“This isn’t over,” he sneered at the director.
“It’s over.”
“Yeah? We’ll see how over it is when you need me to go to fucking Iran and blow up a nuke facility or kill a couple of physicists. Commander in chief is fucking wrong, and you know it.”
“I only know that shit rolls downhill. The current CIC gives me an order and I follow it. And so do you. We don’t always get to see the big picture.”
“The big picture is going to be the front page of a newspaper one day with a photo of an Iranian ICBM leaving its launch site.”
The director shrugged. “Look at this way, we’ll always have job security.”
“Not funny. I’m not here for my job security, I’m here for fucking national security! And you better remember that, too! Does the team know what you did?”
“As you know, the MOP answers only to me. The team goes through Davis and Murphy. Misters Davis and Murphy are aware that the situation was handled at the highest levels, and the case is closed. The mission is over, deemed successful, and everyone gets a few weeks off. Go get drunk or laid or something. Go watch the news. Lots of good news coming out of Mexico. Apparently, the Mexican government finally had some success against the cartels. Drug lords Salazar and El Gato were both killed, and their gangs heavily damaged.”
“El Gato?” asked Apo, surprised.
“Things change. President Pena Nieto decided he didn’t trust anyone to handle a trial. El Gato was too scary and powerful. Too many judges and cops on the take, including the general’s own son-in-law. El Gato was killed while trying to escape.” He shrugged. “Fuck ‘em.”
Apo nodded. “Yeah. Fuck ’em. And fuck you, too.”
He walked out, slamming the door behind him.
Director Holstrum stared down at the intelligence briefing on his desk and wondered if he should have told Apo. Iran’s director of intelligence, Ali Ahmadi, had died suddenly of unknown causes. Either a myocardial infarction or a hollow-point round behind his right ear.
The director picked up his phone and called Moose. “Just calling to congratulate you on a job well done. You and your men bought yourselves two weeks of R&R. Call me in two weeks. Until then, you’re off duty.”
Moose was surprised. “That’s it? Don’t you need us to come in for a briefing or something? After-action report? Something?”
“Nope. I’ve got everything I need. Fine work by you and your men. Mission was a success. Everyone’s happy. Drug dealers are dead and a little heroin is off the streets for a while.”
“I haven’t been able to contact Duane, Carl, or Apo since we got back.”
“And you won’t, until we need them again. They’re just fine. Nothing for you to worry about.”
“Nothing for me to worry about . . .”
“Nope. Like I said, when I need them, I’ll call them. Until then, you and your men can go have some fun. Duane, Carl, and Apo will go off and do whatever it is that they do. Their contact information is changed. Apo is off your team for now. Sorry. That’s just how it is. You have a good day, Senior Chief. Enjoy R&R, you’ve earned it.”
The phone went dead.
Ripper and the others were sitting around in their blue and grey utility uniforms back at the mess hall in the Langley base, where they had been awaiting a call to go up and debrief with Dex or Darren. They had eaten breakfast together and recapped the events of the trip. They’d all returned safely, and were thankful for that.
Moose turned to his men and shrugged. “That’s it. Two weeks off. R&R, gentlemen. No briefing, no paperwork, no nothing.”
“I guess that’s because we were never there,” said Jon.
Ripper nodded. “Kid’s catching on. Must be how the spooks do it. After-action report my ass. Let’s go. Pizza and beers on me tonight at that pub downtown.”
Jon started laughing. “I ever tell you my Jersey joke?”
“What’s that mean?” asked Moose.
“This Staten Island guy gets set up on a dating website. The New Jersey chick gets all dolled up for a night on the town—you know, dress and heels and hair and shit, all good to go. The dude knocks on the door and he’s standing there in ripped-up jeans and a wife-beater T-shirt, and she’s kinda shocked, ya know? And then he just says, ‘Heyyyyy, how you doin’? Wanna go out for pizza and a fuck?’ And this chick is horrified, and she screams, ‘What did you just say to me?’ And the guy looks at her and says, ‘What? You don’t like pizza?’”
The team broke up laughing.
Moose looked at Ripper. “Did I hear that right? You’re buying? On your feet, gentlemen! We are out of here! By the time we get changed into civvies and get to DC, it’ll be time to get hammered and eat pizza. And I love pizza! Alpha Mike Foxtrot!”
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