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    Scott Conrad’s “A Brad Jacobs Thriller” Series takes retired Force Recon Marine Brad Jacobs and his fellow veterans on dangerous and thrilling international search, rescue and hostage retrieval expeditions. Their missions are to “Track Down” and retrieve innocent victims by facing off against fierce, powerful enemies and extremely challenging conditions.  
 
    Enjoy the non-stop action, adventure and mystery with the entire team as they always manage to keep their sense of humor even during the riskiest of operations. Each book is a complete story on its own. 
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     “A Marine is a Marine.  I set that policy two weeks ago - there's no such thing as a former Marine.   You're a Marine, just in a different uniform and you're in a different phase of your life.  But you'll always be a Marine because you went to Parris Island, San Diego or the hills of Quantico.  There's no such thing as a former Marine.” 
 
    General James F. Amos, 35th Commandant of the Marine Corps 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Central African Republic rests uneasily smack in the center of a lousy neighborhood. The country occupies some two hundred and forty thousand square miles. It is bounded by Chad and Sudan to the north, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Congo to the south, a long and war-torn border with southern Sudan to the east, and Cameroon to the west. More than four and a half million souls live in this landlocked country. Despite its substantial mineral deposits, uranium reserves, gold, diamonds, lumber, oil, hydroelectric power, and large quantities of rich farmland, it’s one of the world’s ten most destitute countries. 
 
    The period between 1960, when C.A.R. gained its independence from France, and 2003, when its first democratically elected president, Ange-Félix Patassé, was ousted by General François Bozizé, had been scarred by civil unrest under a series of extremely autocratic rulers. 
 
    A year after Bozizé seized power, the Central African Republic Bush War started, pitting the government, the Christian majority, and the fifteen percent of the population that is Muslim (the Séléka) against each other. Despite peace treaties in 2007 and 2011, fighting again broke out between the warring factions in 2012. The result has been massive population dislocation due to religious and ethnic cleansing. A Christian majority has banded together with ex-soldiers, Christians and animists (people who believe, among other things, that magic will protect them from bullets) to form militias known as anti-balaka, which in the local Sango language means “anti-machete”.  
 
    The political situation in C.A.R. remains both perilous and tenuous and can be described at best as very fluid. Conflicting reports come from the area daily, hinting at the possibility of an imminent solution to the troubles afflicting the beleaguered people of C.A.R. Experts remain skeptical. 
 
      
 
    MISSING   –  Day One 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was 2240 hours when Brad Jacobs stepped off the aircraft at Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, passed through the jetway and then checked his voicemail.  The retired Marine drew admiring glances from several female passersby, who noted his strong physical resemblance to movie actor Brad Pitt. The resemblance had been both a blessing and a curse over the years. 
 
    At the ripe old age of thirty-seven, Jacobs was as American as apple pie.  Six feet two inches tall, with a muscular build and a blond military style buzz cut, he had a lantern jaw and a look of self-confidence in his green eyes.  His unconscious military bearing showed a core of inner strength in the man, a core built from courage, from facing the toughest obstacles life could put in his way.   
 
    He had just returned from Las Vegas where he had tracked down and retrieved a bail jumper.  There was only one message in his voice mail, an urgent one from Jack Paul, his uncle.  The man sounded frantic, mumbling something nearly unintelligible about trouble with his daughter Jessica, Brad’s cousin. 
 
    His brow wrinkled with concern.  Brad considered Jessica to be his closest family member.  They grew up together, and she was more like a little sister than a cousin.  She was the only family member who had stayed in close contact with him during his fifteen years in the military, sending him cards on his birthdays and sending him letters liberally doused in outrageous perfumes with bright red lipstick kisses on the envelopes. She overheard him teasing a buddy once, about getting letters like that at mail call. She found it hilarious to imagine Brad’s embarrassment when he received one of his own. He had taken a great deal of good-natured ribbing from his buddies over the years. Jessica also sent him “care packages” with cookies and cakes to share with his friends when he had been deployed overseas. They were poignant reminders of home and normality, and they helped Brad and his buddies through the hard and lonely times. They had grown even closer during the four years since his discharge.  If she was really in some sort of trouble there was no question that he would drop everything to help her. 
 
    Brad Jacobs had grown up as a loner, an only child.  It seemed as if his father was continually being transferred to different bases.  There never seemed to be enough time to build many long-term friendships.  When his dad had been posted to what was to be his final deployment in Iraq, Brad and his mom went to live with wealthy Uncle Jack, his mom’s brother.   
 
    After Lou Jacobs died, they continued living with Jack Paul until Brad enlisted in the Marine Corps.  It was during the four years of living with his uncle that Brad had grown to love Jessica as if she were his sister, the little sister he’d never had.  Nothing was more important to him than protecting her. 
 
    Brad enlisted in the Corps at eighteen, immediately after his graduation from high school.  The career choice seemed to be a natural fit for the young man. His father, Lou Jacobs, had been a career Marine who’d died at the end of the First Gulf War during Operation Desert Storm while serving under Lt. General Walter E. Boomer, the Marine Force Commander for General Norman Schwarzkopf.  Brad was proud of his dad, and a proud, firm believer in what the Marines stood for. It was his pride, integrity, and desire to excel that led him to volunteer for Force Recon, the elite among the already elite Marine Corps. He’d spent the last ten years of his career as one of the best of the best. Three times he’d deployed to Iraq, fighting in the Second Battle at Fallujah and actively taking part in the search for Saddam Hussein. 
 
    Since his separation from the Corps, he’d worked as a private military contractor, which he’d hated, and then he’d changed his focus. He’d become a specialist in tracking down and locating missing persons who disappeared while in dangerous countries that traditional law enforcement tended to avoid.  He always enlisted help on these missions from a select pool of men he trusted and had previously served with. His reputation had grown over time. He’d eventually started working as a hostage retrieval expert for international corporations to retrieve high level executives who had been abducted in foreign countries. In between jobs, he used his skills as a bounty hunter to keep busy. 
 
      
 
    *           *           * 
 
      
 
    He called his uncle immediately as he exited the airport. Jack picked up on the first ring.  “What’s going with Jessica?” Brad asked.   
 
    "She’s three days late checking in with me."  
 
    Jessica was a treasure hunter, always looking to find a fortune.  At twenty-six she didn’t really need the money. Her father Jack was wealthy and had long before established a trust fund that left her quite comfortable after she came of age, though the fund had restrictions and conditions that limited how she could spend it. Jack was a devious man, a control freak who couldn’t bear the idea of Jessica’s natural independent nature. Although desperate to make her own fortune and get out from under Jack’s thumb, she wasn’t yet willing to relinquish the semi-lavish lifestyle Jack and his trust fund provided. There was one rule she never broke because compliance assured her father’s continued support in her efforts to make her own way—the weekly check-in call. 
 
    “Where is she this time?” Brad asked.   
 
    “The Central African Republic.”    
 
    “Jesus, what the hell is she doing in the C.A.R.?” Brad paused at the curb as he looked for a taxi in the freezing rain. Usually there was a line of the damned things waiting for recent arrivals, but the weather seemed to have generated a greater demand for them on this wintry night.  
 
    “Looking for a lost diamond mine,” Jack continued.   
 
    “You’ve gotta be kidding me, doesn’t she know that the Séléka Rebels control most of that country?”   
 
    “You know Jessica, not afraid of a damned thing.”   
 
    More like crazy, Brad thought to himself. You do everything you can to run her life, Uncle Jack, why in the HELL did you let her go to the C.A.R. of all places?  He knew there was no time for recriminations, so he cleared his mind and concentrated on what it would take to bring Jessica back. 
 
    Brad’s fifteen years as a Force Recon Marine and his vocation over the following four years had given him the skills needed to find people, and to deal with trouble. He knew he would need all of those skills to find Jessica.  He also knew from personal experience that the C.A.R. was one of the most dangerous places on the planet, and operations there were a logistical nightmare.  Getting Jessica out was going to be a serious challenge, even for him. 
 
    “So,” Brad asked, “where exactly was she in the C.A.R. the last time you spoke with her?”   
 
    “When she checked in last week,” Jack replied, “she was somewhere east of Bangui, in the southern prefecture of Kemo, following research on Henry Morton Stanley and his last African expedition in 1887.  Somewhere she read a legend of Stanley’s party stumbling onto an immense diamond mine hidden in the jungle near the Ubangi River.  She was trying to follow a map she discovered concealed in the binding of one of Stanley’s old diaries. She told me that the diary appeared to be in his handwriting. I tried to ask her if she’d had it authenticated, but she wouldn’t discuss it with me.” 
 
    Jack’s voice sounded strained as he continued.  “She sensed they were getting close to the location indicated on the map, but she felt like someone was tracking them.  Small rebel patrols harassed them a couple of times, but she wasn’t convinced they were the ones tracking her party.  She said they traveled so deeply into the jungle she thought they probably lost whoever was behind them.” 
 
    Shit! That frigging jungle is as bad as the Congo. I’ve known experienced trackers to get hopelessly lost in that hellhole! “OK, I’ll take care of it,” Brad replied.  “Let me know if you come up with any more information, Uncle Jack.  It’s gonna be a long night.”   
 
    Brad disconnected the call as he finally flagged down a taxi, his mind reeling.  He’d been exhausted when he’d landed at the airport, and waiting around for an hour for the cab had made it worse, but he knew there’d be no rest for him this night. The last thing he could afford to think about was sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    BAD THOUGHTS, BAD DREAMS 
 
      
 
    The news about Jessica’s disappearance was devastating.  Brad realized time would be critical in this situation.  Getting to the Central African Republic as quickly as possible was of paramount importance. He knew the C.A.R. far better than he wanted to and knew he could find Jessica. The real question was whether he would be able to find her before that fucking hell on earth killed her.   
 
    She could not have found a worse place to get into trouble.  There are a million ways to disappear in the middle of Africa, some voluntary, most of a far more sinister nature. There was no way to know if she had been injured, murdered, lost in the jungle, or kidnapped, either for ransom or because some religious fanatic or group didn’t like the way she dressed. The rape of a helpless woman was commonplace, and it was not unusual to find the bones of missing people scattered around the jungle floor, bearing the distinct marks of human teeth. Brad thought that being eaten was a thoroughly disgusting way to die and didn’t even want to think about that possibility. It was hard to get the mental image of Jessica being chopped up and cooked over an open fire out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. He felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    No question he needed backup if he planned on going into the dark heart of Africa. The Séléka was a collection of downright crazy bastards who would be eager to kill him on sight for literally no reason at all, and the anti-balaka resented and resisted any outside interference. Brad was a firm believer in peace through superior firepower and he needed a small but decidedly badass team to ensure that both he and Jessica got out of Africa alive. 
 
    As he climbed out of the taxi at his apartment near Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport, he pressed the speed dial number on his smartphone to connect him with his closest friend and associate, Mason Ving. Ving was a retired forty-seven-year-old Force Recon gunnery sergeant, a massive black man, six feet tall and two hundred and sixty pounds of muscle, tendons, and bones.   
 
    Ving had acquired a small beer gut since his retirement from the Corps, but it hadn’t slowed him down much.  He had skin so black it had blue highlights in the light of day and a bald head that glistened. His smiling brown eyes could turn deadly and reptilian when he got riled, and Brad learned over the years that when Ving’s eyes frosted over it was best to be somewhere else.  
 
    That’s not to say that Ving couldn’t be friendly. He had a deep, warm voice that wasn’t at all what one would expect to hear coming from the mouth of a Force Recon gunnery sergeant; he sounded like the actor James Earl Jones. When he did get upset, that same voice could sound as if it was issuing from the lungs of Lucifer himself, but that was a rare occurrence. His sheer size and commanding presence were intimidating enough to be more than adequate for most circumstances, even in the most extreme of combat situations. 
 
    Brad and Ving served together on many missions including Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and the Iraq War.  They fought together at the Second Battle of Fallujah, known as Operation Phantom Fury, which was the bloodiest confrontation of the entire Iraq War and the most intense urban warfare involving the Marines since the 1968 Battle of Hue City in Vietnam. Ving had been awarded the Navy Cross for his act of heroism in this battle. Brad had just been happy to come out of it with his ass in one piece. 
 
    After retiring from the Corps, the two men became closer than ever.  Brad relied on Ving’s support on several very heavy assignments in recent years and knew the man would respond to his request in this case.  Ving had eaten the lion’s share of the cookies and cakes Jessica had sent and he understood the depth of Brad’s relationship with his cousin. Brad smiled to himself, remembering Ving’s assistance in getting Jessica out of trouble on a couple of her previous escapades.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MOVING FORWARD 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ving barely had a chance to get the phone to his ear before he heard Brad’s voice, cold and hard. “Ving, I need your help.”   
 
    "Dude, it's zero dark thirty and you’re callin’ askin’ for help? What's up, man?"  
 
    “It's Jessica, Ving. She's three days late checking in with Uncle Jack.”  
 
    "I’m guessin’, ’cause you ain’t laughin’ that she ain’t laid up on some beach in the Caribbean with some male model," Ving grumbled. He knew that Jessica was a little prone to getting into a jam now and then, but it was easy to forgive her because she was pretty and she made some damned fine chocolate chip cookies… his favorite kind. Ving sat upright in his bed, fully awake and alert but speaking quietly so as not to disturb his wife, who was fast asleep on the bed beside him. "Where was she when she last made contact, Brad?"    
 
    “The C.A.R.,” Brad replied.   
 
    "Oh shit!  Couldn't she find a more dangerous place to play?" Ving grunted.  "What's the plan?"  
 
    “That's why I’m calling you, Ving. I need you to put together a search plan, work out logistics, and get us and a small team on the ground in Bangui by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “No fuckin’ way, Brad,” Ving barked.  “You know that the C.A.R. is one of the most difficult places in the entire damn world to get into.  Even with our contacts it could take at least three or four days just to get the visas.  And you can forget about trying to get permits to bring in weapons.  There ain’t no way.  And you’d have to be fuckin’ nuts to go into that country without weapons. Come to think of it, I must be crazy too, for even seriously considerin’ goin’ with you! Listen, why don't you start by contacting the local authorities over there and having them search for her?  It's seven hours later there; you can probably get someone on the phone right now.” 
 
    “What authorities?” Brad fumed.  “You know as well as I do that the local government there is dysfunctional.  Even the American Embassy in Bangui has suspended operations because of the security situation there.  The Séléka rebels are running roughshod over that country now and the anti-balaka are running around blowing up anything the rebels aren’t. The government is bunkered up and praying to last just one more day. I can't contact them; hell, they might even be the ones that have her.” 
 
    Ving felt the grave concern in Brad’s voice deep in the pit of his guts, but he wasn’t going to sugarcoat anything for his friend. It wouldn’t accomplish a damned thing and Brad would recognize it for the bullshit it was. “Sorry Brad, but hitting the ground tomorrow is not an option.  An operation like this takes time to set up.  I can get moving on it, and you know I’ll give it my best, but I’m gonna need more than just a few hours brother.” 
 
    The silence at the other end of the call made Ving hesitate for a moment before dropping the happy bomb on his best buddy. “You know there is one more option, but I’m reluctant to mention it, seein’ as how you’re always so all-fired insistent on following the rules and such as that.  We could go in black.  I’m pretty sure I could get us on the ground tomorrow with a shitload of ordnance if you don’t mind bendin’ a few major international laws and pissin’ off everybody from the Congo to the White House... You do realize how much risk that’s gonna add. And it's gonna cost a shitpot full of money.” 
 
    “Just do it, Mason,” Brad said firmly.  “I didn't want to make this a clandestine operation, but I have no intention of sitting here with my thumb up my ass when I know Jessica is in deep shit. I have a really bad feeling about this, my brother, and you and I both know that time is critical. I don’t give a fuck about the expense; Jack is loaded and I’m good for it even if Jack doesn’t pay.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know man. Look, how many men do you think we’re gonna need? You haven’t given me much to go on.”  
 
    “Just four of us,” Brad said immediately, “you, me, Pete and Jared.”   
 
    Pete and Jared were also former Recon Marines, men who served with Brad and Ving both separately and together.  Jared was a highly decorated sniper, probably the most skilled man with a Barrett .50 that Ving had ever seen … and he’d seen the best the Corps and the Army had to offer. Pete was a pilot who could fly just about anything, a freak with some C-4 and detonators, as well as a pretty damned good shooter.   
 
    Ving had expected Brad would want them along on this mission, but he was a little concerned that his buddy planned to waltz into the hellish nightmare of the C.A.R. with such a small team. It meant that the price of the small arms and explosives just went through the roof. He did recollect however, where he could get his hands on a couple of very expensive prototype M4A1s that had been supplied with heavy bull barrels and suppressors. “OK brother, I’m on it.  I’ll get back to you by 0600.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Brad said before he realized that Ving had already hung up. He shivered from the cold as he tucked the cell phone into his coat pocket, and as he bent to lift his duffel bag from the ground where the cab driver had dropped it, he noticed a dark car across the street. What made it so noticeable was a plume of exhaust smoke rising from the tailpipe. There appeared to be someone sitting inside it, but Brad couldn’t get a clear look. He turned, lifting the duffel bag, and walked in the front door of his apartment building. 
 
    Once inside where it was warmer, he glanced down at his wristwatch and noted that it was already 0200 hours. He fumbled in his pocket for the key to his apartment then unlocked door. Tossing the duffel bag to the floor in the kitchen to his left, Brad crossed the living room, picked up a pair of light sensitive Zeiss binoculars and hurried to his window. Parting the drapes, he looked out and spotted the dark car, still parked across the street with its motor running. 
 
    Brad had no idea who would be watching his apartment building, or why, but it made him uncomfortable as hell. He reached for a pad and pencil and scribbled down the license number. It was possible that the guy was just some poor dumb private eye keeping an eye on an errant wife or husband, but it wasn’t in Brad’s nature to be less than thorough. He tried to get a better look at the car’s occupant, but the binoculars were only so good. He couldn’t tell who or how many people were inside. He sighed, impatient to get on with his plans. He didn’t have time to be fucking around with some unfortunate private dick. He had more important things on his mind.   
 
    There was still one more call to make.  He desperately needed more information, preferably up to date, on Jessica and what she was doing in deepest, darkest Africa. There was one other person who might have that information, and if he was planning to head into central Africa to find her, Brad was going to have to wake her up despite the miserable hour.  If anyone had heard from Jessica it would be Sarah Parker, a diminutive brunette who was Jessica’s best friend. The two were thick as thieves. They usually spoke daily no matter where the hell Jessica had gone off to, and Jessica kept no secrets from her. Brad’s call would more than likely upset her, but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Brad fumbled through his personal telephone book until he found Sarah’s number. The clock on his wall said it was nearly 0230, but he dialed the number anyway. The phone rang five times and went to voicemail.  Frustrated, Brad left an urgent message for Sarah to call him regarding Jessica. 
 
    He took another look out the window.  The drizzling rain had stopped, but the car was gone.  His head ached and his eyes were raw and gritty from lack of sleep; he’d been up for more than three days chasing that sorry bastard in Vegas. Brad decided to unpack his duffel bag and start packing for the mission. He sat down in his recliner to make up a list of things he’d need.  
 
    The last time he’d been in central Africa he’d been dropped off in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where a terrorist group with the unlikely name of “The Lord’s Resistance Army,” led by a maniac named Joseph Krony, had been joyfully creating havoc, murdering, raping, pillaging, and abducting children. When his commander had briefed Brad’s platoon for the “Sting Ray”, or direct action, mission, he had warned them that elements of the LRA employed some rather grim methods in their efforts to drive people from their villages. “Don’t worry about waxing these geeks if they get in your way. They’re not human. They’ve been known to force the inhabitants of a village to watch them as they make a picnic of one of the smaller children. It takes a special kind of savage to eat a living child in front of its own mother.” Their mission had been to recover a codes specialist from the embassy in Kinshasa who had fallen prey to one of the bolder militia groups and been dragged through the jungles to a place near Buta in Orientale Province. Brad thought the lieutenant had been exaggerating. He had not. Of all the horrible sights his eyes had beheld, the actions of the LRA in the heart of the Democratic Republic of the Congo were the things that gave him nightmares. Every species of poisonous reptile, every poisonous insect, every deadly plant, every imaginable disease known to man not only existed in the D.R.C., it thrived. To Brad, if there had ever been a place on Earth that would have profited from being turned into a nuclear wasteland, it was the D.R.C. 
 
    The memories swept through his tired and tortured mind like wildfire, and after a few moments of fighting to clear the memories, Brad succumbed to his exhaustion. His eyes fluttered and then closed. He slept … and he dreamed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE MISSION  –  Day Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mason Ving sipped from his mug of steaming black coffee and glanced at the clock on his kitchen wall. It was 0500 and he’d been working steadily since Brad called. He was reminded of when he was just a kid and had to get up in the middle of the night to run his newspaper route.   
 
    Ving had grown up in a shotgun house in the Central City district of New Orleans, and his mom died when he was barely twelve years old.  The oldest of three brothers, he had taken the paper route to help his dad put food on the table. The Marine Corps seemed to be his salvation, so he left home at eighteen to escape the hard life of poverty and to help support his family. Those days were long behind him now. If someone had told him then that someday he might own his own home in a nice neighborhood in Fort Worth, Texas, be married to the woman of his dreams, and have two great kids, he would have laughed in their face. 
 
    Both Pete Sabrowski and Jared Smoot were on board. The moment Ving told them that Brad’s cousin Jessica was in trouble they jumped at the opportunity to help. Even when Ving mentioned that they would be heading for the C.A.R., neither flinched, although all three of them had been on the “Sting Ray” mission to the D.R.C. with Brad.  
 
    Working out the rest of the mission was proving more difficult.  He had run into a couple of dead ends attempting to secure immediate transportation into the area. At the moment, he was trying to reach Hank Guzman.  Hank was an old military intelligence and logistics buddy that Ving had known for over twenty years.  He had worked for the CIA and two other government agencies he was not allowed to talk about.  Hank kept busy doing freelance work these days but had all the right contacts in all the right places.  The man was the best Black Ops specialist Ving had ever known. 
 
    Ving was relieved when Hank finally answered the phone.  It had been quite a while since they’d last spoken, and Ving had been hoping against hope that the phone number he had for Hank was still good.  After apologizing for waking the man up so early in the morning, Ving explained exactly what they needed including transportation, weapons, and support, and why they needed it.  
 
    “I’ve got some bad news for you, my friend,” Hank said.  “There is no covert activity or any other activity of any kind in the C.A.R. right now. The place is off-limits. All we have are aerial photographs and satellite feeds to tell us what’s happening there. Hell, the C.I.A. has doubled the size of its C.A.R. section, because it got so hot there that they pulled all the spooks out of the country and put them to observing from Langley.   It’s official, my friend, the State Department has certified the entire damned country as a lunatic zone. I hear they’re keeping a super close eye on events in Bangui. Hell, the whole world is watching all of Central Africa right now. The instability in the region has a lot of countries very, very nervous.”  
 
    “The best I can do,” he continued, “is get you into the Democratic Republic of Congo (D.R.C.). From there you’d be on your own.” 
 
    “How close to the border and how soon?” Ving asked.   
 
    “If you’re serious about committing suicide brother, give me fifteen minutes and I’ll call you back,” Hank replied. 
 
    Ving’s house was a lot noisier in the early morning than Brad’s.  His family loved to get up early.  It was close to 0600 hours and he knew his boys would be getting up soon.  He wanted to get the mission plan nailed down before breakfast.  Right on schedule the phone rang. It was Hank. 
 
    “OK,” Hank said, “you’re good to go.  It’s going to cost you, though. Make sure to wire the funds to my offshore account before you leave.  Just in case.”   
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ving responded, “we got you covered.  Give me the account and bank routing numbers.” Hank read the numbers out slowly and clearly.  
 
    “You ready to copy?” Hank asked when he was through. 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “I managed to get you a ‘space available’ hop on a transport, a C-17 out of JRB (Naval Air Station Fort Worth Joint Reserve Carswell), departing at 1600 hours today,” Hank said.  “They are taking supplies to a Navy SEAL unit in Sudan. There are no other scheduled hitchhikers, so you don’t need to worry about getting bumped, there’s plenty of room. They agreed to make an unscheduled stop en route at a large airstrip in Gemena, D.R.C.  From there you’ll need to arrange local transport into the C.A.R., I don’t have any ground resources in Gemena.   You are cleared for four men, and I’ll have the weapons and other ordnance you requested already loaded on the plane.” He stopped as if to take a breath. 
 
    “Did you have any trouble getting those prototype M4A1s I asked about?” 
 
    “Hell no, but those fuckers are pricey, my friend. He was kinda glad to get rid of them.” 
 
    “We’re gonna be glad to have them.” 
 
    “I sure hope so, Ving. Say, you guys are taking enough stuff to start a small war. Are you sure this mission is worth the trouble?” 
 
    “It is to Brad, and that makes it important to me, Hank.” 
 
    “Well, good luck to you, and good hunting brother. Stay chilly!” 
 
    “Thanks Hank,” Ving replied. “I owe you.”   
 
    “Just send me the money.” Hank chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    SARA’S SECRET 
 
      
 
    At precisely 0600 the phone rang, jolting Brad from a deep sleep.  
 
    He shook his head, trying to clear the fog from his brain as he listened to Ving’s deep voice telling him that the arrangements had all been made for their departure. 
 
    “You sound kind of groggy, buddy,” Ving said. 
 
    “I am. I was sitting here making a list of what I needed to pack and I fell asleep.” 
 
    “From what you said about that Vegas job, I’m thinking you needed the rest, brother.” 
 
    “Didn’t do me much good, Ving. I had nightmares about the last time we were in the D.R.C.” 
 
    “That’s some bad stuff, brother man. I got over it, but sometimes Willona wakes me up in the night, says I’m yellin’ and cryin’. I’ve never really talked to her about it, but she’s a good woman, Brad. She’s got my back.” 
 
    “The best kind,” Brad said. Willona was five years Ving’s junior, and she had lived in the same neighborhood in Central City that he had grown up in. She was small and pretty but feisty as hell and one hundred percent loyal to her massive husband and their two boys. 
 
    “She’s cooking my bacon right now,” Ving said. “That woman knows I love me some bacon!” 
 
    “Everybody knows you love bacon, Ving!” Brad laughed. Ving’s hunger for bacon had been legendary in the Corps. It was a rare mess sergeant who wasn’t aware of Master Sergeant Mason Ving’s sincere desire to have the cured strips of pork loin for his morning repast and the ways he tended to manifest his extreme displeasure when none was made available to him. 
 
    They wasted no more time gabbing, and as soon as Brad hung up the phone, he picked it up again and dialed his Uncle Jack’s number. He really didn’t like his Uncle Jack very well, which made him a little ashamed of himself. Jack Paul might well be involved in some slightly shady business dealings, though Brad had never seen any proof, but he had treated Brad and his mother very kindly after Brad’s father died in Iraq. 
 
    “Are you awake?” he asked. 
 
    “I am now.” Jack sounded as if Brad had awakened him from a sound sleep, which would have pissed him off if he hadn’t fallen asleep himself. It was hard to fault a guy for doing what he himself had done. 
 
     “OK, Uncle Jack,” Brad said, “I need a hundred and forty grand wired into my account no later than 1500 today.  We’ll be wheels up at 1600 hours.” 
 
    “That much,” Jack replied. “That’s a lot more than I expected.  And that’s not much time.  My banks aren’t even open yet.  I may need a couple of days to get that much cash together.” 
 
    Brad was surprised and more than a little angry at Jack’s ridiculous response. Jack Paul started out in business with a small salvage yard that he turned into the largest supplier of used auto parts in the state of Texas. The operation had grown so vast over the years that there were branches from Arizona to Mississippi, and around the world, and they all did a huge cash business. Brad worked in one of the larger yards outside Fort Worth to make spending money as a kid, and he had never known that one yard to have less than a hundred thousand dollars in cash in the safe on premises. Jack even lectured him about it when he’d seen the open door of the big double door safe with the words “Trumbull Safe & Vault Co., Chicago U.S.” printed on the front in faded gold leaf. Jack also kept large bank accounts at various banks all over the world, particularly banks that weren’t subject to U.S. banking laws.  He used them to handle his international business transactions, and, Brad suspected strongly, as a place to hide unrecorded cash from the I.R.S. A guy like Jack could access a hundred and forty thousand dollars in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Brad raised his voice only slightly, the anger bleeding through his tone despite his determination to keep his temper in check for Jessica’s sake. “Just get it to me as soon as you can, Jack.” Brad hung up the phone without saying goodbye, thankful that he hadn’t lost his temper. There was no way he was going to let anyone or anything derail this mission. Not with Jessica’s life hanging in the balance.  
 
    Brad forced himself to take several deep breaths and calm down. He needed to stop being melodramatic and assuming the worst. There was no proof that anything terrible had happened to Jessica. There’s no proof that she hasn’t been eaten alive by the LRA either, a vicious voice inside his head argued. 
 
    Brad knew the C.A.R. from first-hand experience, and he knew it well. His last four years as a hostage retrieval specialist had been rewarding beyond his wildest dreams, and he had enough laid by to cover the hundred and forty thousand himself, if he accessed his line-of-credit account. He didn’t hesitate for even a second. He called Ving back and arranged for the funds transfer from his own account. There would be time to settle up with Jack Paul when Jessica was safe.  
 
    The phone rang just as he was breaking the connection with Ving. 
 
    It was Sarah Parker. “I got your message, Brad.”  
 
    “Sarah, God, I’m so glad you called! Listen, when was the last time you spoke to Jessica?” 
 
    “About six days ago, why?”  
 
    “I’ll explain in a minute, Sarah. Now what exactly did she tell you?” 
 
    “Just that she was trying to find a lost cave that contained a legendary diamond mine,” Sarah said. “She acquired some kind of map — she found it in a musty old diary that had been passed down to one of Henry Morton Stanley’s descendants. She told me she’d had the writing on the map authenticated by an expert over at SMU (Southern Methodist University). It was Stanley’s writing… Brad, what’s this all about? You’re scaring me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be patient with me, Sarah. What else did she say?”  
 
    “She said she’d experienced minor trouble with the local rebels but not to worry because she could handle it.”  
 
    Brad sensed that Sarah was holding something back; she was keeping something from him. The seconds were ticking down on the clock and he knew he had to get all the information he could before he got on that C-17. 
 
    “Sarah, this is not a time for secrets,” he said, his voice going a little harsh.  “Jessica missed her weekly check-in call to Uncle Jack and you’re apparently the last one here to speak with her. No one seems to be able to reach her.  She’s been off the grid for at least six days and I’m not sure why.  She could be lost or hurt, she may have been kidnapped for ransom or someone may be holding her because they think she actually discovered the location of this cockamamie diamond mine, and they want to learn what she knows.  I’m going after her and if you know something you’re not telling me I need you to spill it right now!” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sarah gasped. “She had another reason for being there, one she didn’t want me to tell anyone about, especially you.  She believes her father may have direct ties to the blood diamond trade in Africa.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Sarah?  She thinks Jack is in business with the Séléka rebels?”  Brad felt a leaden ball growing in the pit of his stomach. He was well aware of Jack Paul’s expanding international business dealings over the past few years, and he knew from experience that the man was capable of less than ethical business practices … but blood diamonds? His own blood ran cold at the thought. It was a despicable trade, plied by evil men even more ruthless than the drug barons of Central and South America. The blood diamond traders marched hand in hand with human traffickers and drug lords, scum of the earth. He didn’t want to believe his Uncle Jack could be involved in something like that. 
 
    Sarah’s voice quivered as she continued. “When Jess was doing her research on this project, she was poking around in her dad’s study and found correspondence from an address in the C.A.R.  It wasn’t too specific, and most of the information was numbers, but she did see several letters from a man named Ostrigamo.  She recognized his name from her earlier research on the C.A.R. as one of the leaders of the Séléka alliance.  She had proof that there were definitely some financial transactions between Ostrigamo and her father, but she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me the nature of them… Brad, what are you going to do? Now I’m really worried about her!” 
 
    “Sarah, this changes everything.  If what you’re telling me is the truth, there’s more to Jessica's disappearance than I can understand right now. Hell, Ostrigamo may be using her as leverage over Uncle Jack.” 
 
    “Yeah, that thought crossed my mind, but I didn’t want to believe it,” Sarah replied.  “But I’m thinking that maybe she found the diamond mine, Brad, and if she did, Ostrigamo knows she found it.  There could be more diamonds in that mine than they’ve been able to pull out of the local rivers in the last ten years.  She wouldn’t tell me everything, but I could tell from the excitement in her voice that she thought she had uncovered something — something really big.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WHEELS UP 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was 1300 hours by Brad’s wrist chronometer by the time he left for the air station, and his head was still spinning like a top.  His first thought had been that he should delay the mission so he could get a better picture of what was going on.  If Sarah had the right of it, Jack's procrastinating about financing the mission made a little more sense, but it put the man in a really bad light.  What the hell was Jessica up to over there?  Was she looking for treasure or trying to find out if her father was tied up in some international criminal activity with the Séléka rebels? 
 
    His combat instincts, honed over a lifetime, automatically assumed control of his brain. Things became clearer, his mind became more focused. He was in battle mode. 
 
    It didn’t matter what the reasons were. Jessica was in over her head, and there was a ninety percent chance she was in mortal danger … and those weren’t odds Brad was comfortable with. After thinking it over he felt glad he had decided early on to follow his instincts and push this search and rescue mission forward as quickly as possible. It was simply sound tactical decision making at work. 
 
    What he needed most was information, and for that he would need boots on the ground in the C.A.R. The only way to get and verify practical intelligence was to go get it himself. The mission was a go. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    The massive Boeing C-17 Globemaster III aircraft already sat on the runway like some rough beast when Brad arrived at the Carswell naval air station.  Ving, Jared, and Pete were already aboard by the time the base operations guy led Brad out onto the tarmac. The freezing rain had stopped, but a cold wind swept across the runway, and the hot jet blast was a welcome relief when Brad got close enough to feel it. The familiar smell of JP-4 hit his nostrils and he felt energized. Despite his hatred of the D.R.C. and the jeopardy his cousin was in, the promise of imminent combat made his blood sing. For a true warrior, it was a feeling akin to sex. 
 
    Ving had prepared an operations order, and he was eager to start the briefing. Only the inboard and outboard troop seats were installed. Brad had to walk around the pallets strapped to the deck of the huge aircraft as well as a couple of Humvees. 
 
    The crew chief, chattering into his headset, closed the personnel door and the noise from the four F117 Pratt & Whitney jet engines diminished slightly. Brad settled into the seat next to Ving, and Pete and Jared leaned forward in their own seats to maintain eye contact. Ving handed Brad a headset like the ones he and the other two were already wearing, and when he put it on, the engine noises muted to a dull whisper. Ving’s voice, however, was clear and deep.   
 
    “OK guys, our objective is obvious. We’re here to locate and recover Jessica Paul as safely and with as little fuss as possible while engaging hostiles the least we can manage.   
 
    “Our first big challenge will likely be at the airport.  The D.R.C. is basically a war zone… The Tutsi and the Hutu have been fighting each other for decades, and they’re the two biggest ethnic factions in this part of Africa.   
 
    “The best intel available is that one of the C.A.R. government’s top army colonels, a guy named Leupold Gicanda, has recently deserted with several hundred of his troops and joined the ranks of the M23 rebel group. M23 is Tutsi, and they now control the airport at Gemena.  Unconfirmed reports from civilian informants indicate that Gicanda has left only a skeleton force at Gemena and deployed to the town of Bumba, some eight hundred miles to the north.  We still need to hit the ground at Gemena Airport locked and loaded and ready for a battle because we have no firm idea of their strength or their will to fight. The C-17 won’t even come to a full halt; they’re going to land with the tailgate down. It’s up to us to unass the aircraft before the crew chief tells the pilots to throttle up and take off, which will be one second after our boots hit that tarmac. 
 
    “Gemena has a decent sized airport, and according to my sources there should be several helicopters on site. The only satellite photos I could obtain showed a half dozen Vietnam Era Hueys tied down outside the main hangar and a Bell Jet Ranger, so we should be able to get hold of one of them if we don’t see any other options. We’re either going to co-opt a friendly chopper pilot or Pete here is going to hijack us the best of the birds he can hot-wire. 
 
    “We will fly to Bangui, nap-of-the-earth the last twenty miles or so. We’ll land at an LZ I’ve selected on the outskirts of Bangui about a half a mile from Bangui M'Poko International Airport, near, oddly enough, one of Jack Paul’s salvage yards. Satellite reconnaissance shows an abundance of vehicles at the yard, but the truth is we have no idea how many of them are operable. Sorry I couldn’t do any better, but this was done on the fly and I gave it my best shot. We should be able to secure ground transport there, but we’ll need a bit of luck to pull this off. 
 
    “Once we reach the staging area, we will use ground transport to enter Bangui, get additional intel and an update on what we already know.  
 
    “The information I received from my source is that we need to meet up with another confidential informant in Bangui. The Defense Department currently uses this guy for reliable updates on the status of the local political situation.  His name is Carson and he can usually be found at a well-known bar called Madame Maboki’s.  He’s an information broker, collects information and sells to all sides. If anyone knows anything regarding Jessica’s whereabouts, Carson would have heard about it.” 
 
    “Jesus Ving, that sounds pretty thin,” Jared remarked. “Why the hell would anybody spread gossip concerning a lone woman?” 
 
    “A lone white woman, Jared, will be a hot conversation topic anywhere in central Africa. There’s no doubt in my mind that many people in Bangui have heard about her, maybe they’ve even heard where she’s at. Our problem is they’re not going to talk to us. The only thing these people hate more than they hate each other is the white man.” 
 
    “Surely they’d talk to you…” Pete said. 
 
    “Because I’m black? Dude, listen to yourself. I don’t speak a word of Sango or Kinyarwanda. In their book, I’m as white as you are.” 
 
    Brad was laughing. He’d been listening, and he could have explained it to Pete, but it was funny to watch Pete’s face as Ving set him straight. The Tutsi and the Hutu possessed a virulent hatred of each other, a hatred that had led to genocidal attacks on both sides … all because the Tutsi raised cattle for a living and the Hutu raised crops. It was a class war, pure and simple, but it was ferocious. And Ving was right; the only thing that incensed the Tutsi and the Hutu more than the sight of each other was the sight of a white man. 
 
    Ving finished the operations order, just as he would have on a true military operation. There followed a question and answer period that continued until Ving was satisfied that each man knew where he was supposed to be at all times, what his responsibilities were, what weapons and ordnance he was to have in his possession, and how they planned to exfiltrate the C.A.R. once Jessica had been recovered. An operations order was designed to cover every detail of an operation from start to finish and every imaginable contingency. Ving wrote a better op order than most.  
 
    As the briefing ended, the C-17 began to taxi towards the runway for takeoff, right on schedule at 1600 hours. After they had broken down the weapons and other ordnance and stowed them on and in their gear, Brad motioned for Ving to remove his headset and walk with him to the back of the cargo area. 
 
    Ving followed him, walking alongside the Humvees and the cargo pallets until they were standing between the last pallet and the broad, flat cargo door. 
 
    “Do we have clearance to use the communication system on this aircraft?”    
 
    “Think I can make that happen,” Ving replied with a smile. 
 
    “Good,” said Brad.  “I want you to check for any ties between Uncle Jack and the Séléka rebels’ blood diamond trade.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Ving was shocked. 
 
    “Dead serious.”  
 
    “Oh hell!” Ving muttered, clapping a broad, dark hand to his forehead.  “Why do I feel this mission just went to shit?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    GEMENA  –  Day Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ving confirmed a connection between Jack Paul and Ostrigamo just as they were approaching Gemena Airport.  It was day three and nearly 1300 hours local time as they circled the runway. 
 
    “Weapons check,” Brad said over the intercom as the massive aircraft banked to the left for the final descent.  He knew that the D.R.C. was just as dangerous and unstable as the C.A.R. and he had no idea how many men of M23 would be on the ground waiting for them. However many there might be, they would have been warned of the approach of the military cargo plane by the tower personnel at the airport … provided there was anyone manning the tower. This was, after all, Africa.  “Our plan is to get in and out of Gemena as quickly as possible,” Brad continued.  “Check out the choppers as we approach.  These guys aren’t going to leave this bird on the ground one second longer than they have to.”  They all heard the whine of the cargo door being lowered and felt the inrush of fresh air.  
 
    “As soon as it slows down enough to get off, do it. No time for the safety rules, guys, lock and load!” As soon as the giant craft touched down and the thrusters were reversed, the team moved towards the cargo door. 
 
    Brad and Ving had developed an unusual relationship over the years.  Throughout their time together on active duty, Ving was always the one in charge, the one issuing orders.  Since their retirement, however, on all the bounty hunting jobs and other assorted private missions, Brad had been in charge. Their mutual respect made the transition easy. Ving enjoyed helping Brad when he needed it. He liked the excitement of having a job to do and getting it done, and the work made it easier to deal with his boring retirement.   
 
    It was a smooth touchdown. The runway at Gemena was 6,549 feet long, and the big C-17 could land in as little as 3,500 feet. The pilots executed a combat landing, braking hard and running the thrust-reversed engines at maximum military power to slow the aircraft to a crawl as quickly as possible. Once Brad and his team stepped off the cargo ramp, the crew chief yelled for the pilots to take off and the door mechanism began to whine as the engines switched back to their normal configuration. Brad looked over his shoulder as the bird took off again, still at maximum military power. He always found it amazing that such a huge aircraft could take off in as little as 600 feet and then climb at such an incredibly steep angle.   
 
    Brad spotted four Hueys parked a few hundred yards to the east of the main runway. He ordered Jared to stay with the gear and led Ving and Pete towards the choppers. 
 
    “Two armed guards at the chopper line,” Pete barked as he scanned the field with his binoculars. 
 
    “Are they airport security or Tutsi?” Brad asked as they closed in. 
 
    “M23,” Pete responded. 
 
    At just that moment the two soldiers opened fire on them.  By the time the three of them had hit the ground, Jared had already picked off the Tutsi with a single head shot each.  He had been monitoring the situation through the sniper scope on his personal M40A5. He purchased the weapon after his separation from the Corps and he never went on one of Brad’s jobs without it. The kill shots had been made at a dead run, and there had been no hesitation. 
 
    Brad knew that the sound of gunfire would have alerted any other Tutsi at the airport, and they had only moments to clear the area before they would risk a confrontation with the remaining Tutsi of M23. The three of them sprinted towards the chopper line with Brad leading the way.   
 
    One chopper caught Pete’s eye.  It was an old Vietnam era UH-1F that had been remanufactured and labeled Huey II, parked at the end of the row.  The Huey was one of the most readily recognizable helicopters in the world. After the UH-60 Black Hawk had been adopted by the U.S. military, the UH-1 fleet had been sold or given away to every country in the known world. Thousands of them were produced for the Vietnam War, and the things were so incredibly durable that many were pressed into service without the benefit of refurbishment. There were even companies in the U.S. that specialized in airframe up restorations of the venerable craft. The Huey II was comparably inexpensive, totally reliable, and there was a massive inventory of spare parts. It became the “poor man’s” chopper and they were sold everywhere. The Huey became the helicopter equivalent of the Volkswagen Beetle. The one on the flight line had been dressed up and the seats covered with new vinyl; it was obviously the local commander’s bird. Pete went towards it at a dead run. He had learned to fly one of these even before he’d gone into the Corps. 
 
    There was no time to find a local pilot, and there was no need to. Pete slipped the catch on the right side door and was inside in the seat flipping switches and checking dials. “She’s been topped off,” he yelled, raising his right hand with his thumb extended upwards, “she’s ready to go!”  Ving and Brad slid the passenger compartment door back until it locked open and crawled in on the deck. Brad lay down on the aluminum deck and took up a firing position while Ving crawled over him to open the opposite door and take up a firing position of his own. Both men watched anxiously for more Tutsi to appear while Pete fired up the engines and the big rotors began to spin. It seemed to take forever before Brad felt the chopper go light on the skids, and then Pete worked the pitch and collective levers as he throttled up. The Huey’s ass end picked up first, and then the nose went down as Pete spun the chopper and began a short, low level run towards Jared and the team’s pile of gear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    BANGUI  –  1800 Hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bangui was hot, dirty, and, despite being the capital of the C.A.R., smelled like a third world sewer.  Brad knew the smell all too well.  He had been in at least a dozen cities just like Bangui—dangerous and barbaric, but also full of intrigue, and for the unwary or the unschooled, death. There was a permanent haze in the air.   
 
    Most of the buildings and houses were white with corrugated sheet metal roofs.  The only real color you could see was the color in the women’s clothes—bright, cheery fabric colors that lit up an otherwise dreary landscape.   They were here to get information and then get out as quickly as possible. Bangui was situated on the northern banks of the Ubangi River and was known as one of the most dangerous cities in the world. The Muslim Séléka and the nominally Christian Anti-Balaka had battered the inhabitants mercilessly over the past few years, and that was on top of the genocidal depredations of the Tutsi and the Hutu. Large portions of the capital city were in ruins. 
 
    As they entered the city Brad felt the old truck sputter and almost die.  It was a real heap that Jared had procured from Jack Paul’s salvage yard, but it had been the best of the ones they had managed to locate. From the information Ving’s research had turned up, they knew they were heading for a popular bar known as Madame Maboki’s.  Looking at the destruction in the streets, Brad privately wondered if the Muslim Séléka might have demolished the place in their religious fervor. If it was still standing, it would be here they would likely find Carson, the CIA confidential informant who could give them the much needed intel on the possible whereabouts of Jessica. 
 
    Fortunately, finding the bar was easy. It was one of the few places on the street that was untouched, speaking much for the influence of the owner and/or Carson. All they had to do now was locate Carson. The bar was a decidedly unsavory establishment.  As they walked through the door the patrons looked up from their drinks through the smoky air with hatred in their eyes, though the bleary eyes were quickly hooded as soon as they noticed the two M4A1s and Jared’s sniper rifle. Brad’s CAR-4 was too unspectacular to draw as much attention as the other weapons. Ving had gotten an excellent description of Carson, but it turned out to be unnecessary. The black eye patch and the brilliant white shirt and trousers were a dead giveaway. Ving spotted him as they cleared the doorway. 
 
    Carson was seated at a relatively clean table, surrounded by large, dark men who greatly resembled Ving himself. Tutsi, Brad thought, they tend to be on the tall side, considerably taller than the Hutu.   
 
    Ving approached Carson and quietly spoke the code-phrase he had been given. Carson nodded and waved his left hand expansively, indicating that Ving should sit down at the table across from him. He waved at the bartender and held up a single finger. The bartender, a short man in a dirty white shirt and pants, shuffled towards the table carrying two green glass bottles of Mocaf beer. Carson didn’t even acknowledge Brad or the other two men. 
 
    After exchanging a few pleasantries and accepting a stack of crisp, new hundred dollar bills with the bank bands still wrapped tightly around them, Carson got right to business. He told Ving that Jessica’s party had last been seen about two hundred miles east of Bangui. They were reportedly in the jungle near Mobaye, searching for a legendary lost diamond mine. Carson seemed to be amused, shaking his head at what he deemed to be Jessica’s folly. “This area happens to be deep in Séléka rebel territory,” he said. “Pity no one warned her about the dangers of a woman alone in the middle of the Dark Continent. Surely her father warned her.” 
 
    Ving gave the man a hard look. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Carson said with a broad white smile, “I know her father. He’s the only reason you and your friends are still alive and the only reason the fair Jessica wasn’t taken as a companion for some of our more prominent citizens.” 
 
    Ving bit his lip to keep from snarling at the snide son of a bitch, and he prayed Brad didn’t lose it either. Ving waited for Carson to continue. 
 
    “Anyone searching for diamonds goes through Mobaye,” Carson said. “All the diamonds from the C.A.R. come out through Mobaye.  I recommend you start there and see a man named Nuru. Nuru is a black marketeer and information broker who knows just about everything that goes on in his small part of the world.”  His eyes scanned the room before he continued in a lower voice. 
 
    “You might also want to talk to a man called Ostrigamo, if you can find him.  He is the top rebel leader in this part of the country and most likely the one responsible for the woman’s disappearance.  If not, he at least knows where she is. I have no idea if Mr. Paul’s influence extends that far.” 
 
    “What’s the best way to get to Mobaye?” 
 
    Carson raised his one good eye to the slowly spinning fan suspended from the ceiling. “There are no commercial flights over this region. Somehow the Séléka managed to acquire a shipment of old Russian SA-7 missiles, and since they figured out how to use them, they’ve had considerable success in taking out aircraft. They have proven extremely effective against most flights heading into Mobaye. 
 
    “That leaves you two ways to get there.  Road or river.  There's only one road and it has so many Séléka checkpoints that it’s really not an option.  That leaves the Ubangi River. 
 
    “The river has daytime patrols, so traveling on the river at night is your best choice. You are going upriver, so you will need a boat with an engine and a captain who knows the river; both are hard to find but absolutely necessary. Navigation in the dark is challenging on this river because there are several sets of rapids upriver from here.  And do remember it’s a hundred and fifty nautical miles. That’s at least a ten-hour trip at night by boat.”  
 
    Carson looked immensely pleased with himself as he lifted his beer bottle towards Ving in a mocking gesture. “I believe our business is concluded.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ving growled, leaving his own beer bottle untouched. “How the hell am I going to find a boat to go upriver this time of the evening?” 
 
    Carson’s smile grew even broader. “That is not my problem, American; boats were not included in our deal.” 
 
    “My question stands, Carson. Where the hell am I going to find a boat and a captain?” Ving looked as menacing as Brad had ever seen him, but Carson seemed unflappable. 
 
    “I suppose, if you could find another stack or two of those hundred dollar bills, I might be able to secure the necessary items for you.” When Carson saw the anger flash across Ving’s dark face he shrugged and raised his hands. “A man has to make a living.” 
 
    Brad stepped forward, lifting a single stack of new hundreds out of his pocket and tossing it on the table. “That’s ten grand. That’s enough to buy a fleet of boats and captains to drive them in this part of the world.” 
 
    Carson stared interestedly at the well-stuffed cargo pocket Brad had pulled the stack from. His eyes narrowed. “You are either bold or foolish, white man, to come into my place of business with so much cash and treat me so rudely. I might take offense and relieve you of your burden.” 
 
    “And I might blow you all to hell if you tried it,” Brad replied calmly, casually pulling out a small diameter green metal ball with the letters ‘U.S.’ stenciled on its smooth round sides. Ving picked up the hand grenade and quickly removed the ring with the pin through it, holding the firing lever tightly against the palm of his hand. 
 
    Carson checked Brad’s eyes for any sign of a bluff, but all he saw in those hard green eyes was death. His own eyes went to the tiny tattoo on Brad’s forearm where it peeked out from beneath his sleeve. It was the Marine Corps globe and fouled anchor emblem with the words “Force Recon” on a banner beneath it. He raised his eyes back to Brad’s. “I have seen your kind here before, soldier.” 
 
    “Not soldier, Carson,” Ving said. “Marine.” 
 
    Carson reached out, carefully avoiding Ving’s hand and the grenade in it. “I think I can accommodate you, gentlemen, but it will take me an hour or so.” 
 
      
 
    BOAT LAUNCH 
 
      
 
    When the little group reached the small river town of Badokwa, it was nearly 2100 hours. Carson, who had led the way in a battered old Volkswagen Thing, explained he had done the best that he could for them. Then he produced a hand-drawn map of the Ubangi, showing the approximate locations of navigation hazards. 
 
    Brad was pissed, but he was in a rush to get on the river so they could complete their journey under the cover of night. He followed Carson down to the side of the river and stared in astonishment. 
 
    “You’ve gotta be kidding me. Those look like freaking canoes.” 
 
    “They’re called pirogues,” said Carson.  “You’ve got two of them.  Each one has a small outboard on the back and a captain, a local guide, for each one.  Unfortunately, all the larger boats you see in this area are only good for heading downstream in the deeper water.  These pirogues are the only boats that can make it through the shallow rapids upstream from here.”   
 
    “Shit!” Brad cursed. “Ving and I can take the bigger one.  Let’s get the gear loaded.” 
 
    “OK, let’s go,” Ving barked. 
 
    Ving glared dubiously at the small, narrow boats. He wasn’t certain he could force his large frame into one. Then he hesitated as he stepped into the larger one.  “What swims in this river?” he asked. 
 
    “Just crocodiles, Ving,” Jared said, laughing. 
 
    “Not funny.” Ving scowled.  He carefully climbed in and they pushed off from the beach. The small outboards started easily, and the four-man team headed upriver. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    UBANGI RIVER – Day Four - 0600 hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had been traveling upriver through rough water for about eight hours with no major incidents when they hit the biggest section of rapids they had seen.  Large boulders stuck up out of the whitewater everywhere, creating narrow channels and swirling currents.   
 
    The two boats had remained fairly close together up until then, but the faster current and tricky navigation now forced the two boats several hundred yards apart.  Pete and Jared’s boat was furthest upstream. 
 
    Brad and Ving’s boat was sitting deeper in the water because Ving was so heavy, and that became a problem when they entered the rapids.  They started taking more water over the gunnels than they could bail out.   
 
    Brad yelled at Ving, “Bail faster.”  Just when they thought they were doomed to sink, they cleared the first rapids and entered a section of calmer water. 
 
    The current was still extremely fast in the smoother water, except for an occasional eddy near the river bank.  The guide headed towards the nearest eddy hoping to have time to clear all the water out of the boat. 
 
    Ving felt he was sitting too far back in the boat and tried to move a couple of feet forward.  Just as he was wiggling his rear end into a comfortable sitting position, a monstrous hippo exploded up out of the murky water, surprising the hell out of him.  
 
    The giant hippopotamus’s head struck the pirogue broadside with immense force, throwing Ving head first into the foul water of the river.  He surfaced next to the boat with his big eyes nearly popping out of his head as he yelled, “Shit!” He spluttered and thrashed in the water as Brad quickly reached out to grab Ving’s arm and pull him back into the boat.  
 
    The Ubangi River current was incredibly strong and Ving’s two hundred and sixty pounds of muscle acted like a sea anchor. The hippo circled around the pirogue to get at the infuriating human, which was a fortunate thing for Ving. If the brute had ignored the long wooden boat and surged forward Ving would have been a dead man.  Brad knew that hippos killed more people in Africa every year than all the other animals combined, and he was desperately afraid for his friend’s life. 
 
    For the first time in their twenty-year friendship Brad saw a look of unreasoning fear in Ving’s eyes. He reached out to grab him with both hands and pulled with every ounce of strength he had while trying to maintain his balance and not tip over the slim pirogue. 
 
    Their river guide was trying to maneuver the pirogue closer to Ving, doing his best to stay between Ving and the raging hippo, but the current was against him.  Just as Brad made headway, the current pitched their boat sideways and Brad had to release his friend or be dragged into the water.   
 
    The river dragged Ving downstream, and the hippo went after him, moving with astonishing speed through the current.  Splashes near the riverbanks alerted Brad, and he glanced up to see the long, sinister forms of several crocodiles slipping into the river … they sensed a free meal. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Brad yelled.  The absurdity of their situation struck him even as his body reacted quickly to take control of the chaos.  There was no way, after years of serving together on dangerous military missions all over the globe, that he would let a hippo do Ving in. Watching in helpless, abject horror as Ving got chewed was simply not his style. 
 
    Brad shoved the guide away from the tiller arm of the outboard, slamming it all the way to its furthest position. The pirogue nearly capsized as his quick and violent effort caused it to spin in place, but then it righted itself as Brad aimed the front of the slender boat directly at Ving’s bobbing head.  
 
    Despite his Marine Corps training, Ving had never been what someone would call a great swimmer. He had taken in a great deal of water and was rapidly losing the ability to keep his head above water. Fortunately for him, the strong current was sweeping them all towards the opposite bank and away from the crocodiles, which lay half submerged in the water, waiting patiently for the angry hippo to leave them a few bits and pieces of the large, dark man. Even crocs were wary of hippos. Unfortunately for Ving, the hippo seemed to be indifferent to the power of the current, and it was making a beeline for the struggling man. 
 
    When it caught up to Ving, they were only about twenty feet away from the bank, and Brad did something that astounded the unhappy boat captain; he dove into the water and grabbed Ving from behind.  Using the standard lifesaving and rescue technique of throwing his arm across Ving’s chest, Brad side stroked strongly towards the shoreline.  Even with all the adrenaline pumping through his heart it seemed to take forever before he was close enough to touch the bottom. Ving was screaming epithets and kicking at the head of the hippo with his large booted feet.  
 
    Brad tugged Ving up onto the beach as the angry hippo was swept downstream.  Ving was getting up in years.  In his prime he would have spotted the bank and made a swim for it with no problem.  But at his age, with the river current, the hippos, and everything else going on he had just been trying to stay afloat and close to the boat. 
 
    They lay panting on the sand, and it took a moment to realize that the immediate danger had passed. Ving raised his head to look at his friend. 
 
    “Are you out of your fucking mind?” 
 
    Brad exploded into laughter. He rolled over onto his back and laughed until his sides and belly hurt. Ving did the same. If the crocs had come ashore just then they could have had a real feast. 
 
    When the laughter died out, and they were lying weakly beside each other, Brad turned his head to Ving. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    The sardonic remark set them both off again, and the boat captain stared at them as if they were insane while he fended off the inquisitive crocodiles with the long pole he used to propel the pirogue when the water became too shallow to use the outboard.   
 
    Both men had missed the adrenaline rush they used to get on high-risk missions.  It had been several years since their active service and although they had been in hazardous circumstances together on several bounty hunting jobs, this was the first time since they’d fought together in combat that they’d felt the hopeful presence of the grim reaper. 
 
    As they sat up they could just see their guide as he turned the pirogue back downstream and disappeared around the bend.  “Where the hell is he going?” Brad asked. 
 
    “He’s abandoning us … hightailin’ it back to Bangui,” Ving growled. 
 
    Brad knew they had to reach their destination quickly if they were to have any chance to save Jessica.  But so far it seemed everything was going wrong.  After several days of devising strategy and making plans, they were stranded on a beach beside the Ubangi River in the middle of the fucking jungle, soaked to the bone, watching helplessly as their supplies, weapons, and everything else disappeared downstream.  They were truly screwed. Neither of them wanted to think about the parasites and bacteria they’d just been exposed to. Brad hoped the shots and pills they had taken before starting the trip would be effective. 
 
    Brad shook off the self-pity.  “Ving,” he said, “we’ve got to get our shit together.  We’ve turned into a couple of pansy-ass civilians. It’s been too long since we’ve mixed it up with some real bad guys on foreign soil.  It’s time to kick some serious ass.”   
 
    Ving said, “I’m with you, brother man. What’s next?” 
 
    “I wanna talk to the man in charge of this frigging jungle.  We gotta find this lunatic Ostrigamo.” 
 
    Ving smiled.  “You mean that wild rebel who’s recently risen to power?”   
 
    “Yeah,” Brad replied.  “What do you think is the quickest way to reach this guy?”   
 
    “That’s easy enough.  We just do something in his territory that he don’t like.”   
 
    “Now there’s something I can relate to.  Let’s do it!” 
 
    “What the hell, Brad? We’re stuck here on the bank of this fucking river, soakin’ wet, lost everything we brought with us, and the only son of a bitch that knew this river just went ridin’ down the Ubangi totin’ our shit with him,” Ving said as he stood up to shake the sand out of his pants.  
 
    “Don't worry about that,” Brad muttered. “It’s time to create a firestorm of feculence.  What’s Ostrigamo’s main source of income?” 
 
    “Blood diamonds,” Ving said.   
 
    Brad stood up. “OK, fine. Then we go steal some of them.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that might be the same mistake that Jessica made?” 
 
    “Can you think of a better way to find her?” 
 
    “No, definitely not.” Ving shook his head slowly. “OK, let’s do it.  But where the hell do we start?”   
 
    “We have to find some of his precious blood diamonds,” Brad replies.  “That Nuru guy should be able to help us with that.”  
 
    “It’s gonna be a long walk to Mobaye from here,” Ving muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, but not for us,” Brad said as the sound of an outboard motor drifted downstream. “Here come Pete and Jared downstream looking for us. I don’t imagine they’d mind us hitching a ride in their boat.” 
 
    “Yeah right.” Ving laughed.  “The good news is they loaded the extra weapons and gear in their boat to balance out the weight.  We can resupply.” 
 
    It was just about daybreak when Pete and Jared’s pirogue nosed into the beach.  
 
    “What the hell happened to you two?” Jared asked, staring at their dripping clothes. 
 
    “Ving wanted to play with the hippos,” Brad said with a straight face. “I can’t take this guy anywhere…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DIAMOND CITY OF MOBAYE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nearly 1000 hours before they reached Mobaye.  Ving had a private chat with their guide to ensure that they didn’t lose another boat. It must have worked because the man crawled meekly back into the pirogue with a terrified look on his face. 
 
    “How’d you manage that?” Brad asked, staring at the frightened guide. 
 
    “I told him I’d become good friends with the hippo. Then I told him the hippo promised to eat him if he came back downriver without me.” 
 
    According to Carson, Nuru owned a trading post near the river and could nearly always be found there. The place served primarily as a front for his black market dealings.  Brad was eager to question him, both about Jessica and about Ostrigamo. 
 
    They walked up to one of the small docks at the back of the shallow slough where they’d put ashore and asked a tired looking laborer where they might find Nuru, but the man didn’t understand English. Brad tried again in French, which was sort of the second language of the C.A.R. because of its earlier status as a French colony, but the man either truly didn’t understand or was waiting for Brad to cross his palm with silver. Sighing, Brad reached into his pocket and drew out a silver dollar he carried as a good luck piece. He had a pocket full of U.S. currency, but he didn’t know if it had any value in this remote village in the middle of the jungle. 
 
    “Nuru,” he said slowly, handing the man the coin. The man gradually lifted the silver coin to his mouth and bit into it, hard. He took it out of his mouth and stared at the dent his tooth had made, then looked back at Brad. “Nuru,” Brad said again. “Where… Nuru?” He sounded like he was talking to a simpleton. 
 
    The man smiled. “I presume you are referring to the esteemed proprietor of our local emporium of various articles of clothing and gastronomical delights. If memory serves me, his domicile is attached to the rear of his establishment and I rather think that at this time of day he will be in either one or the other. By the way—” he flashed a broad grin at the astonished Brad “—I would have been perfectly satisfied with one of those instead of this pretty silver coin.” He held out the hand with the silver coin and used his other callused hand to point at a hundred dollar bill peeking out of Brad’s pocket, dragged out by Brad’s effort to find the coin. The man looked expectantly at Brad, still holding out the silver coin. 
 
    Ving howled with laughter. “Pay the man, Brad! That’ll teach you to make assumptions.” The grinning laborer sounded as if he’d been educated at Harvard. 
 
    “Smart ass,” Brad muttered to his friend as he handed the laborer the hundred dollar bill. The laborer took the hundred and pocketed the silver dollar as well, which sent Ving off into another laughing fit. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Brad snarled, stalking off in the direction the laborer had indicated.  “Bring the damned gear.” 
 
    Mobaye appeared to be a small town.  From the river Brad could see that it only stretched out a short distance in each direction.  A few old buildings scattered here and there, some dwellings of whitewashed concrete block and corrugated roofs and what seemed to be a small airfield at the other end of the town, inland from the river’s edge. 
 
    As they walked along the edge of the slough, they came abreast of a small building that looked like some kind of restaurant, though there was no sign of any kind, not even a screen door over the entrance, but the smell of fresh cooked bacon wafted through the air. 
 
    “That’s makin’ me hungry.” 
 
    “Get your mind off that pot belly of yours, Ving. Let’s find Nuru first.” Brad smiled. “You can indulge your bacon fetish later!” 
 
    “It’s probably long pig anyway, Ving,” Pete chuckled. Ving made a face. Long pig was what the more backwards Congolese called human flesh when it was on the menu for supper. 
 
    They approached the long, low concrete block building the laborer had pointed to, and the word ‘Nuru’ was painted over the open doorway on top of a thin skim coat of whitewash in what looked like a child’s writing. From the description they got from Carson, they learned that Nuru was a small black man with a bald head and beady little reptilian eyes.  “Kind of like a snake,” was the description Carson had given. 
 
    Uncertain of what they might encounter, Brad muttered, “Let’s go in weapons ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Ving growled. 
 
    Brad entered first, followed immediately by Ving and the others. There was only one man in the building. “You must be Nuru?”  
 
    “I am,” he replied calmly.  “Who might you be?” 
 
    “I’m here looking for someone and I was told you might be able to help me locate her.” 
 
    “Aaaah, you must be referring to the white woman. You know most people who travel through here are only looking for diamonds,” Nuru said easily. 
 
    “That’s what my cousin Jessica was looking for,” Brad replied. “But why the hell would anyone search for a diamond mine in a place already notorious for the blood diamond trade?”  
 
    Nuru smiled. “Your cousin is a very smart woman.  You see, our diamonds are mined by placer or alluvial mining.  There were no glaciers here, so the diamonds are close to the surface.  In river sand vast numbers of workers sift through the sand by hand. We call them diamond-diggers.   
 
    “Artisanal diamond mining is used when there is a massive, low-cost workforce at hand and requires no expensive equipment.  That type of mining is ideal when everything is controlled by an oppressive government or a rebel force.  It takes lots of time and manpower to be profitable.  As you might say, it’s like looking for needles in haystacks.  The needles are there, you just need to have enough laborers looking for them. 
 
    “Your cousin Jessica was searching for the source of those diamonds.  Local legends tell of an open diamond pit in a large cave discovered by Henry Morton Stanley many years ago. The legend says that the cave is the source from which years of heavy rains and storms have swept the diamonds into the local river system.   
 
    “If one did find such a rare mine as this, an individual could scoop up more diamonds in a single afternoon than an entire workforce might find in weeks, maybe months, of sifting river sand.  
 
    “That is what your cousin Jessica has been looking for.  I can tell you right now that the rebels know why she is here. They allowed her to search around here quite freely, planning on stealing anything she might actually find. The trick would be finding the cave and then getting out of here alive with the diamonds.” 
 
    “Do you think she found it?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Nuru.  “I heard that she ran into trouble near the Kimberlite Hills at the Kotto River.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” 
 
    “I heard she had a run-in with Ostrigamo.” 
 
    “The Séléka leader? That Ostrigamo?” 
 
    “The very one.” 
 
    “Where can I find this Ostrigamo?” 
 
    “Usually where you least expect him,” Nuru said.  “He’s known for moving around a lot and routinely comes by here several times a week. He normally arrives at the airfield in a small military transport, a Caribou I think you’d call it.” 
 
    “Where does he keep his diamonds?” 
 
    “I’m sure I have no idea, I’m just a poor merchant.” Nuru laughed.  “All I can tell you is that most of the diamonds found in this part of the country get shipped out of here through the Mobaye airport.  The only planes the rebels don’t shoot down are the small military transport planes they have seized for their own use... They basically control the airspace around here, and the only thing that flies in or out are the rebels and their diamonds.” 
 
    Brad had given the wiry little storekeeper several of the wadded up hundred dollar bills from his pocket, and even though they were still damp, Nuru had accepted them as his due. As they left Nuru’s trading post, Brad’s intuition told him that he had finally gotten a valid new lead on where he might find Jessica, and, incidentally, where they might find Ostrigamo’s diamonds.  
 
    “OK, let’s go get Ving some bacon for his breakfast and make plans.  We need to check out the airport for any sign of Ostrigamo and also break out the map and GPS to plan a route to the Kotto River.  Pete and Jared, get over to the airstrip and keep under cover.  Nuru says Ostrigamo comes through there several times a week and I don’t want to miss him.” 
 
    Ving was already halfway to the eating establishment they had passed earlier.  “Hurry up, I’m starving,” he called over his shoulder as he raced back towards the smell of frying bacon.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CLOSING IN ON HER – Day Four - 1130 hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered the restaurant beneath a small awning which covered the porch at the front door. There were few tables inside, and they all appeared to be occupied by locals. Brad decided that either the place was really popular or this tiny town of three thousand souls had a limited choice of eating establishments. 
 
    Pete and Jared went ahead and ordered fried egg sandwiches and coffee from the wizened Congolese behind the crude wooden counter while Brad and Ving waited patiently for a table to open up. 
 
    Conversation had come to a complete halt when the four men had entered, and it wasn’t long before the customers started finishing up their meals and leaving. The sole waitress, a pretty young girl in a surprisingly clean dress and apron, brought them coffee without asking and asked what they’d like to order. 
 
    “Anything with eggs and bacon … and add a second order of bacon,” Ving said, flashing the girl a bright, broad smile. 
 
    Brad ordered bacon and eggs as well. The waitress, giving them a nervous smile, went back to give the little woman at the counter their order then hustled back through what passed for a kitchen and out the open back door. She had to get more eggs from the chicken coop. 
 
    Brad was sipping at his coffee and teasing Ving about flirting with the waitress when a white man strode through the door as if he owned the place. Brad did a double take and coffee spewed from his lips as he recognized the familiar voice greeting the old woman behind the counter. The old woman’s face lit up as he walked towards her. 
 
    Jack Paul bent over the counter to hug the old woman and they begin to chat together in what Brad recognized as French. 
 
     “What the hell are you doing here, Jack?”  
 
    Jack spun around, surprised, but not as much as Brad thought he should have been. His eyes narrowed as his uncle spoke. 
 
    “Same as you, Brad, trying to find my daughter,” Jack replied. “Stay where you’re at, I’ll be over there in just a second, as soon as I’m done saying hello to Jetta here. I need to update you on the situation.” 
 
    They heard the sound of more bacon being laid out to sizzle on the massive cast iron wood stove in the kitchen as Jack kept jabbering in French with the old woman. Soon the waitress came back with their plates, handing Ving one with an enviable mound of bacon stacked on it. There were no biscuits or toast with the meal, there was a small platter of flat bread that looked much like pancakes, which both Brad and Ving knew to be chapati. They looked much like a tortilla but were made with flour instead of cornmeal and were at least twice as thick as a tortilla. Both men knew they were eating enough food to feed a Congolese family for more than a day, but neither had the slightest feelings of guilt. This was not their first trip to the C.A.R. Their bill would be ten times higher than any Congolese would have had to pay. 
 
    They were almost through with their meal, and Ving was wiping the bacon grease and egg yolk off his plate with the last chapati, when Jack came over to sit with them. 
 
    “How did you get here so fast, Jack?” Brad asked, his face a blank mask. 
 
    “I have certain confidential connections in this part of the world,” Jack blustered. Brad saw through the bluster for what it was. 
 
    “Jack, you need to level with me.  I need to know everything you know about Jessica’s disappearance.” 
 
    “OK.” Jack hesitated.  “Apparently my daughter has actually found Stanley’s legendary diamond mine.  That’s the good news.  The bad news is that this rebel leader, Ostrigamo, has taken her captive. You guys know anything about this man?" 
 
    “A little,” Ving admitted through a full mouth. He was still chewing his chapati. 
 
    “What’s he want, Jack?” Brad asked impatiently. 
 
    “Well, at first he just wanted the location of the mine.  Jessica gave him that, but he still refused to let her go.  Now he wants to meet with me, to sort out some old business dealings we’ve had in the past.  I agreed to meet him about an hour from now at the north end of town at the airstrip hangar. Needless to say, I didn’t expect to see you two here.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I’m confident I can negotiate for her release.  Brad, I need you to back off and let me handle this.  I appreciate your efforts so far, but I want you to cancel your rescue mission and leave this to me... Believe me, I’m in a better position to handle this than you are.”   
 
    Brad had no reason to trust Ostrigamo and he had learned not to believe Jack. Whether his uncle liked it or not, the rescue mission was definitely still on.  A sudden thought struck him. 
 
    “Have you been keeping track of my progress on this mission, Jack?” A smile spread across Jack’s face, but it never reached his eyes. 
 
    “So that car parked outside my apartment the night before I left was one of your guys?”  Jack’s politician’s smile never faltered. 
 
    “I want to be at this meeting with Ostrigamo,” Brad said angrily. 
 
    “Not a good idea.  I’m trying to keep this from escalating into a firefight.” 
 
    “Better a firefight than an execution.  You need backup even if you’re too stupid to realize it, Jack. Ving and I will go with you.” 
 
    The smile finally faltered. Jack responded slowly, carefully selecting his words. 
 
    “OK, but I want you guys to hang back.  And try to keep the weapons out of sight, would you?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Jack.” 
 
    Brad and Ving finished their coffee, which, in contrast to everything else about the god-forsaken place, was absolutely wonderful, before walking outside and climbing into Jack’s vehicle, a brand new and conspicuously clean Jeep, for a ride to the airstrip.   
 
    “I’m fortunate that my business associate had this in his garage last night,” Jack said conversationally as he sped off towards the grass airstrip. “Somebody broke into my salvage yard last night outside Gemena and stole one of our better delivery trucks.” 
 
    “Imagine that!” Brad said, tongue in cheek. 
 
    “Yeah, people will steal just about anything that isn’t nailed down these days,” Ving said. “It’s a cryin’ damned shame!” 
 
    They spotted the small military transport, a C-7A Caribou, just as Nuru had said, as they approached the primitive grass airstrip. As they pulled up behind the main hangar, the transport aircraft touched down on the single runway and began to rumble slowly towards the hangar. 
 
    “That has to be Ostrigamo,” Jack said.  The road to the airstrip passed behind the main hangar before circling around to the front entrance. 
 
    “Just drop us off back here, Jack.” Relieved, Jack quickly stopped the shiny new Jeep.   
 
    “You’ll thank me later, Brad, you’ll see. This will go much smoother and easier if Ostrigamo doesn’t have to talk in front of strangers.” 
 
    Jack drove away as soon as they were out of the Jeep, hurrying away and not looking back, making his way around to the front of the hangar just as the small transport braked to a full stop.  
 
    Brad and Ving exchanged a knowing glance and moved quickly towards the tiny almost invisible access door to the hangar. As they ran, both men checked the belted boxes of ammunition suspended from the sides of the heavy M4A1s that Ving had scared up back in Texas. By longstanding habit, Brad’s was set on single fire while Ving’s was set for fully automatic. 
 
    Brad and Ving entered quietly through the back door.  They instinctively spread out, seeking the optimum vantage points from which to observe the meeting.  The large hangar seemed clear of personnel except for a small office near the front. There were two guards in the uniform of M23 there. Both looked as if the noise of the landing aircraft had just awakened them. 
 
    As Jack climbed out of the Jeep, the aircraft stopped just a hundred feet away.  When the door finally opened, the man Brad assumed was Ostrigamo exited with a small detachment of six men armed with AK47s, all wearing the same camouflaged uniforms worn by the guards inside.   
 
    Jack Paul was nervous as hell. He’d had many business dealings with Ostrigamo over the past couple of years, but he’d never met the man face-to-face. Ostrigamo was reputed to have a legendary temper, and Jack knew for a fact that he was no one’s fool. 
 
    Brad mentally reviewed what he had read about the man in the official Intelligence reports Ving had gathered before the mission. Ostrigamo was one of the founding members of the Séléka Alliance.  He was twenty-three years old, about six feet tall, so black that his skin, like Ving’s, appeared to be almost blue. He was ugly as sin. He’d grown up as an orphan living on the streets of Bangui and fighting with the other beggars for scraps of food from the refuse piles of the city.  
 
    He was rumored to be mentally unbalanced, fierce, and extremely violent … but also known to be resourceful and highly intelligent. Brad realized he was a formidable opponent. 
 
    Ostrigamo joined the Democratic Front of the Central African People, an anti-government militia, at the tender age of fourteen.  Instinctively he knew that was the only way to get off the streets.  He craved power and fame, and he learned that money was power.  He also understood that gaining control over a large slice of the blood diamond market would increase his fortune enough to buy his way into power and eventually become the supreme leader of the Central African Republic. 
 
    His weaknesses were greed, ego, and a massive case of overconfidence.  He wore green and brown military camouflage fatigues and a tagelmust, or turban, with a face veil to block the dust and sun.  With two ammo belts hanging over his shoulders and a rifle in his hands, he looked as if he had come to fight. 
 
     “Where’s my daughter?” Jack shouted with no preamble. 
 
    Ostrigamo approached Jack slowly. “Relax, Jack, she’s somewhere safe.  Let’s talk a little business before we address the matter of your daughter.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Not a lot, Jack, I’m a reasonable man. I want to modify our original business agreement. I need a bigger percentage of our ongoing trade. I have expenses.” 
 
    “Why do you even care? What the hell does it matter? Jessica handed you that diamond mine on a platinum platter!” 
 
    “Like I said, Jack, I have expenses. I also happen to have a very great need for capital. I have to be concerned about all of my income sources.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a damned thing until I see that Jessica is safe.” 
 
    “Not a good answer, Jack.” Ostrigamo’s face contorted into an expression of fury. “Perhaps it would be easier if I just killed you right now for your rudeness. Do you have any idea how far away from any kind of help you are right now, white man?” The lunatic side of his personality gleamed in his eyes, and his fingers tightened on the stock of his rifle.  
 
    Two of Ostrigamo’s men quickly raised their weapons and aimed them at Jack. They had seen Ostrigamo like this before, and they wanted to make damned sure that if their leader got angry and fired on this money man they could honestly say they shot him too. Failure to back up Ostrigamo’s actions, no matter how outrageous, was a death sentence. 
 
     Jack lost it. He panicked and started to run towards the rear of the hangar where he thought Brad and Ving were hiding.   
 
    Brad had no time to consider his options. Jack had proven to be an unworthy asshole, but he was still family. Just as Ostrigamo’s men were about kill Jack, Brad and Ving fired almost simultaneously.   
 
    Ostrigamo and the four guards he had left were promptly joined by the two rebels from the guard office. The blood-splattered remains of the two who had aimed at Jack were sprawled out on the concrete floor of the hangar. Now Brad’s team was outnumbered seven to two… Jack didn’t count; he was terrified and worthless. 
 
    Brad and Ving were able to take out two more of Ostrigamo’s men before they had a chance to scramble for cover behind some pallets of cargo near the hangar entrance.  The rebels and Ostrigamo were firing nonstop and seemed to have an unlimited supply of ammo. 
 
    Uncle Jack somehow found cover along the inside wall of the hangar about halfway back.  He was slowly making his way towards Brad.   
 
    Severely outgunned, Brad’s instincts told him to pull back at the first opportunity and find a battleground of his own choosing, somewhere that would give him an advantage over Ostrigamo’s superior numbers, but he refused to leave without Jack. 
 
    Ving was holding his own, but he knew that Brad would be making a quick exit as soon as Jack reached him.  Ostrigamo loudly ordered one of his men to circle around the outside of the hangar and seal off the rear exit. It was clear that he planned to finish them off in crossfire. 
 
    By the time Jack reached Brad, Ostrigamo’s soldier had already secured the sole rear exit from the hangar.  He started firing into the hangar at Ving from behind. 
 
    “We’re trapped!” Ving shouted to Brad.  Without hesitation Brad swung the barrel of his weapon away from a surprised Ostrigamo and aimed directly at the transport parked outside. Ostrigamo screamed at him as Brad placed three well-aimed shots into the fuel tank of the aircraft. With a roar, it exploded into a massive ball of fire. The blast knocked Ostrigamo to the ground even as Ving took out another rebel, but the odds were still stacked against them.   
 
    Brad had a bad feeling about this pitched battle, it hadn’t been part of the plan and he wasn’t sure they were going to get out of it alive.  He handed the M45 MEUSOC pistol he had been awarded on his separation from the Corps to a surprised Jack. “Here, use this!” he shouted. “Keep shooting until you run out of ammo.” The rebels were advancing slowly through the stacks of cargo crates.  The three of them were pinned down, beset from the front and the rear… There was nowhere to go.   
 
    Suddenly, the sound of gunfire from outside the hangar froze all of them for a second.  The rebels at the front of the hangar halted their advance and turned to see where the shots were coming from. 
 
    Brad turned and tried to pull back but saw the soldier at the backdoor standing up to take a shot at him. Brad flung his body towards the concrete floor, hitting it hard and waiting for the bullet to strike him. 
 
    Just at that moment a heavier-caliber shot rang out and the rebel’s head exploded in a shower of blood that reached almost to Brad’s outstretched hands.   Brad, Ving, and Jack sprang up and rushed for the open doorway, ignoring the shots coming from behind them.   
 
    The rebels unleashed a torrent of gunfire as the three of them fled out the backdoor, and Brad felt bullets tug at his pants leg. He had no idea if he’d been hit, and he was damned if he’d stop to look. 
 
    Immediately as they cleared the hangar they saw Pete and Jared.  It was Jared’s sniper shot that had taken out the soldier at the back of the hangar. Ving turned, flung himself to the ground, and began to rake the back wall of the hangar with automatic fire. 
 
    Jared and Pete had heard the gunfire and the explosion of the plane. There was no doubt that signaled trouble for Brad and Ving, so they busted guts running all the way from the other end of the airstrip where they had taken cover earlier.   
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Brad gasped as he checked his legs for wounds. No one had to explain to him that sometimes a round could hit you so hard you didn’t really feel it till later. He’d had that experience in Fallujah. 
 
    “I hate it when a party starts before I can get there,” Jared quipped.  
 
    Brad, not finding any damage to himself other than three holes in his trousers’ legs where the AK-47 rounds had passed through them, swiftly checked everyone’s ammo status. 
 
    As they regrouped Brad gave the order to retake the hangar. 
 
    “Keep Ostrigamo alive,” he shouted.  “We need to use him to find Jessica. He’s got her, I heard him tell Jack he did.” 
 
    Jack, red-faced and gripping the .45 tightly, asked if Brad had any other magazines for the weapon. Brad fumbled at his belt and removed two more loaded magazines from a pouch. “That’s all I’ve got. If it’s any consolation to you, there’s a river guide back in Badokwah that has three boxes of cartridges for it in a bag in his pirogue!” 
 
    The five of them spread out and rushed the hangar at Brad’s command, Ving firing three round bursts from his rifle. 
 
    Ostrigamo decided to make a run for it.  He only liked to fight when he had a distinct advantage and, like Brad, disliked bringing his enemy to bay on a battlefield not of his own choosing. Since his plane had been destroyed, he climbed behind the wheel of Jack’s Jeep, screaming at his guards to pile in. With a grinding of gears and a fantail of dirt spitting out from beneath the back wheels, the Jeep sped out of town in a hasty retreat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TRACK DOWN – Day Four - 1300 hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” Jack said angrily, stamping his feet and kicking at the dusty grass of the airstrip like a child throwing a tantrum.  “You’ve sealed Jessica’s fate.  Any chance we had of buying her freedom is gone.” 
 
    “Not true,” replied Brad calmly, his insides churning as he came down from his battle lust. “Jessica is valuable merchandise to him, and Ostrigamo is too greedy to pass up the opportunity to use her for leverage.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Jack asked. 
 
    “First, we gotta get us a ride.” 
 
    “But we’re not even sure where they’re headed...” 
 
    “Not to worry.  I have a plan.” 
 
    “You mind sharing?” 
 
    “He’s heading back to his base camp for reinforcements and to restock his ammo.  He likes much better odds and he’ll want to regain tactical advantage before he confronts us again.” 
 
    “So how do we find him?” 
 
    “We track him down.  I planted a GPS tracking device on your Jeep this morning after we left the restaurant.  Now all we gotta do is track him back to his base camp.  That’s probably where he’s holding Jessica.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Jack said, sighing, relief evident in his face.  
 
    Brad shook his head. He was starting to believe the duplicitous bastard actually did care about his daughter. 
 
    “Ving, check the tracker.  Which way are they headed?” Brad asked. 
 
    “Through the jungle towards the Kotto River,” Ving answered. 
 
    “Pete, take Jared and snatch us up a vehicle.” 
 
    “Roger that!” Pete replied.  “Let’s go, Jared.” 
 
    It only took twenty minutes for Pete and Jared to return with both a Jeep and a four-wheel drive pickup, but neither vehicle looked very reliable. 
 
    “OK, load up,” Brad commanded.  “We’re burning daylight.”  He jumped in to drive the old Jeep while Ving rode shotgun. Jack sat quietly in the backseat.  Pete and Jared took the pickup.  They headed towards the far side of the airstrip where they’d seen Ostrigamo roaring away in Jack’s new Jeep. They took the same dirt road, which quickly wound its way into the jungle.  The road was extremely rough and muddy, which made for very slow going.  Ving kept his eyes on the tracking unit.   
 
    After half an hour Ving said, “They’ve stopped about six miles ahead.  We’re closing in on them.” 
 
    “Jack, how much gas was in that Jeep of yours?” Brad asked. 
 
    “It had over half a tank.  But this road is a little rougher than even the Jeep was designed for. They could easily have had a mechanical breakdown,” Jack replied. 
 
    “We’re gonna find out soon enough.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they pulled up carefully behind Jack’s Jeep, looking for any sign of Ostrigamo or his soldiers.  It was instantly apparent why Ostrigamo had stopped there. 
 
    “Ain’t no more road,” Ving grunted.  What had been a rough dirt road had morphed into a narrow hiking trail through the jungle, far too narrow for any vehicle. 
 
    “Well, now we’re screwed,” Jack said.  “The GPS tracker is still in the Jeep.” 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith!” Brad said, chuckling.  “We’ll just track them down the old-fashioned way.”  Brad and his team were all trained and experienced trackers. 
 
    “Ving, you lead,” Brad commanded.  “Pete, you and Jared grab what gear we’ve got left and bring up the rear.  Jack, try to keep up.”  As they made their way up the trail the jungle seemed to close in around them.  The heat and humidity were stifling, and they were still moving slowly on foot. 
 
    “Let’s pick up the pace a little, Ving,” Brad barked. 
 
    “I was just thinking,” Ving responded, “this guy Ostrigamo is just the kind to set up an ambush.  And your Uncle Jack can barely keep up at this pace.” 
 
    “Good points.  But if it starts to rain in this jungle these tracks are gonna be all but impossible to follow.”  Brad passed Ving to take the lead. “Jared, keep Jack on pace,” he called to the back. 
 
    The trail wound its way gradually upwards into the foothills.  The jungle was so thick that visibility was down to two or three meters. They trekked on for perhaps another two hours, going deeper into the jungle. 
 
    Brad came around a bend in the trail and came to a complete stop, his clenched fist in the air a signal for the others to stop. There was a small clearing in front of him, and standing in the center of it was an enormous bull elephant. Coming face-to-face with an elephant was enough of a shock, but what Brad saw sitting on the neck of the beast left him thunderstruck. 
 
    “I’m not fuckin’ believing this,” he muttered. 
 
    “What’s up, brother, what is it?” Ving asked from behind him. 
 
    “It’s a fuckin’ pygmy riding an elephant,” Brad said dryly. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Brad, this ain’t no time for jok…” 
 
    Ving’s mouth dropped, his jaw threatening to hit the ground when he looked up at the gray hulk of a beast with two giant curved ivory tusks sticking out of its face and a tiny, brown man with a bone through his nose sitting astride its wide neck. One of the elephant’s large floppy ears twitched as it eyed the puny humans standing before it. 
 
    Several more elephants emerged from the jungle, all ridden by the strange pygmies. The five-man patrol was completely surrounded.  
 
    Ving glanced up into the trees around them and counted at least thirty more pygmies scattered along the broad limbs before he stopped counting. They were positioned strategically in almost every large tree and they seemed to have appeared out of thin air. 
 
    Any disadvantage they might have had because of their small stature was more than made up for in their numbers and their elevation, not to mention the herd of elephants their ‘cavalry’ was riding. Small men, barely four feet tall, they were armed with blowguns or bows, and all were aimed at Brad and his men. 
 
    “No sudden moves,” Brad said quietly, primarily for Jack’s benefit.  The original bull elephant Brad had seen when he rounded the bend in the road, the one with the guy who appeared to be the leader on his back, took three slow, ponderous steps forward. The pygmy held out his hands, palms up, apparently to show that he bore no weapon.  It appeared that he wanted to talk.  Brad took a couple of slow steps forward to meet him. 
 
    “You are strangers in our jungle,” the pygmy said, his English slow, labored, and heavily accented. His face was dead solemn. 
 
    “Yes,” Brad replied.  “We mean you no harm.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am searching for a woman, a woman of my blood. We are following a man named Ostrigamo and his soldiers.” 
 
    “Ostrigamo is known to me. He is a bad man. You hunt these men?” 
 
    “Yes,” Brad replied. 
 
    “After you find this woman, you will leave our forest?” the pygmy leader asked. 
 
    “Yes, I promise. As soon as we find her.” 
 
    “Good luck on your hunt,” the pygmy leader replied.  He then turned his elephant and disappeared into the jungle.  
 
    They watched as the other elephants turned and marched after the largest one and the strange little man who was their leader. When Ving looked back up into the trees, there was nothing there but the leaves that grew there. He shivered. Those pygmies were fuckin’ spooky!  
 
     “What the hell?” Ving said as he finally let out his breath. 
 
    “Those men are of the Mbuti tribe,” said Jack, “also known as the forest people, and they’re sworn enemies of the Séléka. The Mbuti have lived in this jungle for hundreds of years. They’re the oldest indigenous people in this part of Africa.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about them?” Ving asked. 
 
    “It’s always wise to know the enemy of your enemy,” Jack replied.  “The Mbuti live off of the land.  Rebels have been destroying their rivers with widespread diamond mining.  The rebels have also enslaved many of the pygmies to work as diamond diggers. That’s led to an ongoing confrontation between the two.  The Mbuti consider this ancient rainforest their ancestral homeland and the Séléka as trespassers and rightly so.  They’ve lived here since the Stone Age.” 
 
    “That seems like an unfair match,” said Ving.  “The Séléka with AK-47s and the pygmies with blowguns and bows.” 
 
    “The Mbuti’s knowledge of the terrain, their stealth in the jungle, and the sheer power of those elephants have made them more than a worthy opponent for the rebels. On top of that, the elephants scare the hell out of the Séléka, who believe the pygmies possess great magic. You wouldn’t believe how accurate they are with those damned blowguns and their poison darts. The Séléka absolutely refuse to move out here in the darkness. The Mbuti sneak up on them and shoot those poison darts from high in the trees. Mbuti are flatly invisible at night, and, trust me, around here, they own it.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Brad said.  “Now, let’s get going, I want to narrow the gap with Ostrigamo before dark.”  Jack moaned. He’d been hoping for more time to catch his breath.   
 
    “Ving, how much farther to the Kotto River?” Brad asked. 
 
    Ving checked his GPS coordinates against the topographical map he’d stored in a waterproof bag inside the now much lighter rucksack he carried on his back. “It’s three more miles to the river, but then this trail turns and runs upriver to the Kimberlite Hills that Nuru told us about.” 
 
    “Let’s try to make it to the river where we can camp for the night,” Brad said. He didn’t want to stop. Jessica was close, he could sense her. He had no choice but to stop, though. Jack was at the end of his strength, and the team wouldn’t do Jessica any good if they were too tired to fight. There was no doubt in Brad’s mind that Ostrigamo was going to fight, no doubt at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CONFRONTATION – Day Five at 0500 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ving woke everyone before the crack of dawn. 
 
    “It’s still dark out,” Jack grumbled. 
 
    “We leave in ten minutes,” Brad said quietly. The insects were horrible; they’d kept the team from getting any real rest. 
 
    As they left their riverside camp Brad took the lead.  The tracks of Ostrigamo and his men were getting harder to follow along the riverbank and there were more side trails and footprints to examine.  It was slowing them down but they only had about four miles to go before they reached the Kimberlite Hills. Brad hoped that might be where Ostrigamo’s camp was located.  He had wanted to push on last night, but they’d been exhausted and traveling in the dark through this jungle was just too damned dangerous. 
 
    As they traveled upriver they came to a smaller tributary joining the Kotto from their left.  It was fifteen feet across, but fast and deep.  Brad looked for a good place to cross.  
 
    Ving checked his GPS and his map once more. “This is Gouda Creek.”  Roughly 50 yards up the Gouda they could see the creek coming over the ridge and dropping in a hundred-foot waterfall.  Brad was trying to find the spot where Ostrigamo and his men must have crossed, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Do you think they climbed the ridge and crossed above the falls?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Not sure,” said Brad. He turned and followed a well-worn path along the Gouda towards the falls. His head down looking for signs of passage, Brad almost missed the crossover point. There was a narrow gap over the creek where large boulders jutted out from both sides.  It was 50 feet from the base of the falls, and the rocks were wet and slippery as hell.  The gap appeared to be nearly eight feet across; Brad figured they could all jump it, even Jack. A misstep would see the jumper drop twenty feet into the fast rushing water of the creek below. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Brad said as he handed his rifle and rucksack to Ving.  He backed up a few steps and took a run at it.  He cleared the distance easily. 
 
    “Throw some of the gear over,” he shouted above the roar of the falls.  Pete and Jared began tossing gear over to him.  Pete backed up a few steps and made a quick run.  He cleared the gap by several feet and helped Brad catch the rest of the gear. 
 
    “Send Jack over next!” 
 
    Jack looked at the gap dubiously. Clearly nervous, he was the oldest and least physically fit of the group. “Fuck it,” he muttered. He backed away, twice as far as the others had to get a longer run at it.  But he backed into the hanging branches of the rainforest without looking, and suddenly he was staring into the flat, black eyes of a huge green snake nearly nine feet long. It was dangling just inches from his head. He froze. “Snake!” he whimpered in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Ving said, approaching Jack cautiously with Jared close on his heels.  
 
    “Is it poisonous?” Jack asked softly as the fear took him. He was shivering. 
 
    “It’s a mamba, a Jameson’s Mamba to be more precise,” Ving said as nonchalantly as he could manage. “Powerful neurotoxin. If he bites you’ll be dead in less than thirty minutes, so shut up and stay the fuck still.” 
 
    The snake had been startled by Jack’s intrusion into its domain and was hissing loudly.  It raised its narrow, elongated head; its round pupil locked on Jack.  It flattened its neck. It was preparing to strike and Ving knew it, though he couldn’t think of a damned thing he might do to stop it. Two shots went off right beside his ear, and Ving immediately clapped his hands over his ears. He turned and saw Jared standing beside him, an M45 pistol with its barrel smoking held loosely in his hand. The long, yellow-green snake dropped, slithered over Jack’s shoulder, and fell dead at his feet. Jack felt light-headed as if he was about to pass out.  He stumbled out of the overhanging branches and sat down on a large boulder near the creek. 
 
    Ving seemed surprised at how fast Jared had reacted to the threat, but at the same time he was irate. Guns going off in his ear tended to piss him off and he glared at the younger man.  
 
    “You looked like you were freaking out,” Jared said with a loud laugh.   
 
    “What the hell’s going on over there?” Brad yelled. 
 
    “Your Uncle Jack just had an up-close and personal encounter with a Jameson’s Mamba,” Ving yelled back. “It’s OK though, I’m only gonna be deaf in one ear!” 
 
    “OK guys, get the hell over here and let’s get going.  We’re wasting time.” 
 
    As they moved further up the trail, they reached a clearing where it appeared the rebels had spent the night.  Brad could tell from the freshness of the tracks leaving the campsite that they were gaining ground. 
 
    Pete found evidence that they were in one hell of a hurry. “I don’t know what these guys are eating, but I’m telling you right now I’ll starve before I let any of it pass my lips!” He was holding his nose and walking out of the foliage, his eyes locked on the ground as if he was looking for something. “They didn’t even stop to dig a hole, man. Whoever that was just dumped his load right on the ground and kept going.” He looked up at Brad. “And they’re nasty too. No sign of toilet paper, not even a crumpled up leaf with crap on it.” He reached around and tugged at the seat of his own pants, even though he was a fastidious man who never even walked around his own home town without a packet or two of military ration toilet paper in his pocket. “Nasty fuckers!” 
 
    The trail continued along the river, and there was a string of hills parallel to the river approximately a half mile to the left.  Their topographical map showed that these were the Kimberlite Hills.  The ridge of hills appeared to gradually draw closer to the river as they continued north. 
 
    As they advanced, the trail climbed higher and higher above the water as it got squeezed between the river and the encroaching hills.  There were occasional breaks in the ridgeline where narrow, deep canyons had been carved out by small tributaries that emptied into the Kotto River.   
 
    The trail got rough as they repeatedly dropped to cross these narrow side canyons and then clambered up the other side to a point high above the water level.   A series of caves began to appear near the base of the hills. 
 
    “These volcanic hills are riddled with caves,” Jack explained. “For every one we can see there are probably ten more hidden deep in the jungle. Most of them are very shallow, but a few of them are extremely deep. Due to the high concentration of kimberlite in the caves, the potential for diamonds is very promising.  The caves you can see from the trail have been searched many times over the years.  It’s the caves hidden deep in the rainforest that are the source of the ancient legends.” 
 
    Brad and Ving, tightly focused on tracking Ostrigamo and his men, had virtually tuned Jack out.   
 
    As they negotiated a large bend in the trail they viewed a smaller river joining the Kotto down in the valley below.  It was larger than any of the creeks they had encountered so far.  Brad had no idea how they were going to cross it.   
 
    Ving stopped and checked his map.  “This is the Bongou River, the largest tributary of the Kotto.” 
 
    “Let’s get down there and check it out,” Brad murmured.  “We’re closing in on these guys.” 
 
    As they reached the bottom of the small valley where the Bongou and the Kotto merged, they discovered two small pirogues that had been dragged up on the beach. 
 
    “Looks like they were left here by the locals for crossing the river,” said Jared. 
 
    “Yes, but the rebel tracks follow the smaller trail up this side of the Bongou,” Brad observed.  “We gotta keep moving.” 
 
    Jared did a little mental muttering. He wasn’t a wuss, but except for the snake and the little half-assed fracas at the airfield this mission had just been plain uncomfortable. Not that he really minded; Brad and Ving were both super guys and he owed them big time, but that didn’t keep him from being bored. 
 
    The jungle became denser along the Bongou and visibility became very limited.  After they traveled another two miles the river valley widened and Brad signaled a halt. 
 
    “What’s up?” Pete asked from behind. 
 
    “The tracks leave the trail here and head straight into the jungle,” Brad told him.  “We’re damned close. Heads up, everybody get ready. Remember to maintain noise discipline!” His voice had dropped to a stage whisper.  
 
    “Let’s go.” They formed into a single file at Brad’s hand signal and cautiously made their way into the dense jungle, following the faint tracks of Ostrigamo and his men along an ill-defined game trail.  There was no real trail here, just occasional footprints and disturbed vegetation. It would have been impossible to follow for any but the most experienced of trackers, but that was exactly what Brad’s team were. All four of them, were extremely good at their craft, and Brad was the best of them. He sensed that Jessica was near.   
 
    The ground sloped uphill and he could see what appeared to be a ridgeline up ahead. 
 
    Nearly a hundred yards shy of the ridgeline the jungle thinned out considerably and Brad saw a large cave at the base of a vertical rock face.  He squatted down and spread his arms, indicating that they should form a vee. Ving, Jared, and Pete spread out roughly fifteen feet apart, and Jack, confused by the hand signals that he did not understand and frustrated by Brad’s silence, crept up behind him. 
 
    All four Marines could feel the tension. None of them could have explained it to another living soul, but every combat veteran understands the mixture of exultation and abject fear that makes your heart pound hard enough that you think it’s going to explode — the feeling of impending contact with the enemy.  Ving was to his left, Pete to his right, then Jared to Pete’s right. Jack was right on Brad’s tail, but there was no time to move him away. The best Brad could hope for was that, when the shit hit the fan, Jack would have enough control left to keep him from accidentally shooting Brad in the back. As they crept carefully towards the cave, something went wrong and all hell broke loose. 
 
    Gunfire from at least a dozen AK-47s rained down on them and they all scrambled for cover.  After about 20 seconds the gunfire stopped and there was an uneasy silence. 
 
    “These guys are dug in good,” Ving whispered.  “They’re spread out across the entire base of that cliff, and a few of them are even in the trees.  What’s our move?” 
 
    Before Brad could respond, Ostrigamo appeared at the mouth of the cave, holding Jessica in front of him as a shield.  Brad could see the look of terror on Jessica’s face and he could see the bastard fondling her left breast as he held a pistol to her temple with his right hand. Ostrigamo was leering like the demonic pervert that he was. A cold feeling of grim determination swelled inside Brad’s chest. 
 
    “Jack, who are your friends?” Ostrigamo asked loudly.  “Tell them to drop their weapons or I will kill your daughter.”  Jack was frozen in fear, clinging to a tree and unable to speak.   
 
    Brad finally responded. “We’re just here for the girl.  Give her to us and we’re outta here.”   
 
    Ostrigamo backed into the cave, shouting to his men in Bantu and dragging Jessica with him. The soldiers cut loose, firing their weapons indiscriminately. Brad and the others were skilled. None of them had settled for just concealment, they had all sought cover, protection from flying lead.  Brad and his men had no choice but to return fire. 
 
    Battle drill, pounded into Brad’s head as a boot, kicked into overdrive.  He waved everyone ahead, weapons blazing in a full frontal assault.  The theory of “battle drill” was that when a small unit can’t disengage from an enemy in any direction without exposing their backs, the only intelligent thing to do is rush directly at the enemy, making as much noise as possible and putting as much lead into the air as can be managed. 
 
    With a little luck the enemy would be too surprised and shocked by the noise and fire, and the speed of the assault, to react effectively, and at least some members of the attacking unit would get behind the enemy lines before the defenders managed to take down the entire unit.  Once the enemy’s lines had been penetrated, the attackers would be able to mop up the defense, now caught between them.      
 
    This time the battle drill didn’t work. Brad and the others faced a true wall of lead, and their forward progress was halted. The rebels occupied the high ground and Brad’s team was vastly outnumbered. 
 
    Jared managed to take out a rebel twenty yards to the right, hiding in a tree.  Brad returned fire from behind a thick fallen log as he tried to assess the size of Ostrigamo’s force. As best he could tell, they were facing a minimum of fifteen men. Bullets streaked over his head and shredded the jungle foliage all around him.   
 
    Ving shot a rebel on the ground to the left of the cave entrance.  The firefight seemed to rage on forever, and Brad knew his team had to be getting low on ammo.  They were outmanned and outgunned, but he wasn’t ready to give up. 
 
    He was determined to get Jessica, and once more he urged everyone forward. Pete stood up and ran forward five paces then took up a new position behind another fallen log. As soon as he hit the ground he brought fire to bear on the soldiers directly to Brad’s twelve o’clock. Then it was Jared’s turn to move up, and as soon as he rose to a kneeling position in order to get his feet under him, Brad saw him go down, his face contorted with pain, his non-firing hand covering his bicep. He glanced over at Brad, his eyes filled with pain and shock, but he didn’t even call out. Brad scrambled on his belly to reach him. The wound was a “through and through,” - the bullet hat hit nothing solid. There was little damage to the muscle and no bone impact. At that moment Brad knew they had to find a way to fall back.  It hurt his very soul, so close to Jessica, but they were badly outnumbered and hopelessly outgunned.   
 
    Retreat was not an easy choice for the former Marines, but they had no option. There was no way they could help Jessica if they got themselves killed trying to get to her.  Brad hated the thought of leaving her behind.  “Pull back,” he shouted. “Peel!” ordering a diagonal retreat, a tactic that is effective for a small ground unit attempting to withdraw from a confrontation with a much larger force.  Brad’s earlier full frontal assault had confused and frightened the less experienced M23 troopers. They weren’t badly trained, but they had never been faced with anyone who fought with ferocity and courage the way these white men had. Most of their previous battles had been against the Mbuti or the Hutu. 
 
    Brad withdrew his team the way he had moved them forward, by leapfrogging one man while the others did their best to provide covering fire. Ostrigamo’s men were happy to let them go, even though the action could be fairly compared to letting go of a mamba one had accidentally grabbed by the tail. 
 
    Brad finally completed their disengagement when he remembered the hand grenades in his cargo pockets. He tossed two, one after the other in quick succession, and the team moved together in a concerted rush back to the banks of the Bongou River to reassess the situation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    REGROUP – Day Five - 1500 Hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad was furious over what he saw as his failure to rescue Jessica. 
 
    “Ving, take care of Jared’s shoulder,” he barked.  “Pete, check ammo.” 
 
    Jack could see that Brad was agitated and tried to stay out of his way, and he was afraid they might have lost their only chance to save Jessica, but it wasn’t Brad he blamed. He blamed himself. 
 
    “How is Jared?” Brad asked. 
 
    “He’ll live,” Ving replied.  “But he needs to take it easy.” 
 
    “What’s our ammo status, Pete?” Brad asked grimly. 
 
    “We’re down to eighty-five rounds total,” Pete said.  
 
    He sounded as dismal as Brad felt. With virtually no ammo and facing a superior force, their situation seemed hopeless. 
 
    “Do you think that cave they’re hiding in is the one full of diamonds that Jessica was looking for?” Ving asked. 
 
    “That’s a strong possibility considering the way they’re defending it,” Brad replied, “but to tell you the truth, Ving, I couldn’t give a shit about the diamonds right now.  I just want to get Jessica and get the fuck outta this country.” 
 
    “So what’s our next move?”  
 
    “We lost a good bit of our ammo when you decided to go for a swim with that hippo,” Brad said. 
 
    “You never let a little problem like ammo stop us before,” Ving retorted with a grin. 
 
    Brad knew Ving was right.  There was a solution to every problem. Sometimes finding the solution to the problem was a little more difficult, but there was always an answer. He just needed to figure out what it was.  He felt better knowing he could count on Ving to remind him that they had survived worse situations. 
 
    There was no sound from the direction of Ostrigamo’s troops, so Brad patted Ving on the shoulder and walked the few steps down to the river’s edge to wash his face and take a few minutes to clear his head.  He kept attacking their situation from different perspectives, searching for alternative solutions.  After cooling off some, he had a startling thought, one that should have come to him sooner. 
 
    “Wait here, Ving,” he called back to his friend, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Where the fuck are you going?”  
 
    “To get reinforcements!”   
 
    Ving wondered if his friend had lost his mind. 
 
    Brad had come to the obvious conclusion that, since he was outgunned and outnumbered, his team was doomed. They’d brought enough ordnance to handle a situation like this one; they’d anticipated it and had planned for this contingency. What they hadn’t planned for, what they hadn’t foreseen, was that damned hippo scaring their boat captain away. Without that extra ordnance, they were in no shape to take on Ostrigamo.  
 
    Without the ordnance, Brad needed help, and there was only one source of help that might be possible this deep in the jungle. Ostrigamo hadn’t proved to be the apex predator in this primeval hellhole. The Mbuti had. 
 
    He wasn’t even sure the Mbuti would help, but they were the only game in town. Brad set out down the trail at a steady lope, but he traveled less than a mile before his internal alarms went off. He stopped, his breathing well under control, and went to one knee. Someone was watching him.  
 
    After a brief rest, he moved on, but only made it about another mile down the trail before he came to a stop.  He had a feeling he was still being watched.  He hadn’t actually seen anyone.  It was just a feeling in his gut.  The jungle was thicker there and visibility was limited.  He took a long drink of water from his canteen and then he saw it. It was time to wait. 
 
    The colossal elephant emerged from the jungle right in front of him. How the hell do they do that? How in the hell can you keep a three-and-a-half-ton elephant from making noise when he walks through jungle so thick a man can barely move in it? Maybe these little fuckers really are magic! 
 
      
 
    The leader of the Mbuti looked down at him from his perch atop the enormous beast. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find you so soon,” Brad said. 
 
    “We have been following you. My name is Juma,” the little man said in his slow and tortured English. 
 
    “Why did you follow us?” 
 
    “You are a small band.  You are hunting a fierce enemy.  Your enemy is my enemy.  I think you might need my help.”  Juma then made a circling motion with his arm and a dozen more elephants with Mbuti on their backs emerged from the jungle. 
 
    “Yes, we could truly use your help,” Brad said, “but what I really need is ammunition for my weapons.” 
 
    Juma tapped the elephant’s shoulder with his staff and the creature knelt down, curling his forelegs beneath him. Effortlessly, Juma slid down off his elephant.  “Follow me.”   
 
    He led Brad on a nearly invisible trail a short way into the jungle where another elephant bearing two very large, heavy-looking crates knelt on the jungle floor. This one had all four legs under him. 
 
    Juma gestured regally towards the crates. “These are of little use to us,” he said, “but Ostrigamo covets them. He covets them so much that we felt it necessary to relieve him of the burden of guarding them. You are free to take them if they will help you against the crazy man.” 
 
    Brad recognized the Russian markings on the outside of the crates.  One crate had a dozen AK47 rifles and the other held matching ammo. 
 
    “No problem,” Brad said. 
 
    “Ostrigamo and his men are a problem,” Juma said, “a problem we would like to see go away and leave us alone. We will help you this one time, so we can bring an end to Ostrigamo,” he said sternly, “but then you must leave us.” 
 
    “No problem,” Brad said, echoing his last words. “We will leave as soon as we can.” He really was at a loss for words. He heard a rustling in the trees above him, and he followed Juma’s disapproving eyes up into the trees. At least fifty Mbuti were looking down on him, one of whom had a sheepish look on his face. He had been the one that made the leaves in the tree rustle. Brad could have sworn the others were smiling. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly 1800 hours by the time Brad and the Mbuti made it to the temporary camp. Brad used the short travel time to formulate a new plan of attack using Juma’s Mbuti and the weapons.  
 
    Thanks to Juma’s self-serving generosity, Brad now directed enough of a force to stomp a mudhole in Ostrigamo’s ass, literally, but he had to do it such a way as to keep Jessica from harm. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Ving exclaimed in awe. Pete, Jared, and Jack just stood, staring at the elephants with their mouths open. Brad understood how they felt. Even though the others had been this close to the beasts just the day before, they were impressive as hell when they stood in front of you. 
 
     “I told you I was bringing reinforcements,” Brad said with a wicked grin. He turned and beckoned to Juma to join them as he quickly went over his new plan to rescue Jessica. 
 
    The crates were offloaded shortly afterwards, and Juma led his people into the jungle for the night. The old man had appeared to be a little troubled when Brad insisted on waiting until morning to conduct the assault; the Mbuti were extraordinary night fighters. The trait was also a part of their mystique, or, as they referred to it, their magic. Convincing the elderly pygmy that Brad and his Recon Marines would provide the necessary magic since Juma had provided adequate weapons and ammunition was one of the most difficult tasks Brad had ever undertaken. Oddly enough, it was Jack who finally convinced the man. 
 
    After dark, Brad sent Pete back up to Ostrigamo’s camp to recon their objective and to observe any changes.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE SHOWDOWN – Day Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daybreak came swiftly and Brad was eager to get started. This time they knew their target. Since Jared was injured and Jack lacked any combat skills at all, Brad had them circle around and approach from the north, along the top of the cliff face above the cave.  From there, they were relatively safe but well able to bring firepower to bear on the soldiers Ostrigamo had posted on the outside of the cave. 
 
    Brad led Pete and Ving on a direct frontal assault at the cave entrance. 
 
    “Let’s get as close in as we can,” Brad whispered as they crawled on their bellies, moving from cover to cover. He waved them apart and then initiated the attack by firing the first shot directly into the forehead of the soldier closest to the cave entrance.  
 
    They inched their way towards the cave, exchanging heavy gunfire with the startled rebels. Brad kept an eye on his chronograph, and as the sweep second hand ticked towards five minutes, he readied himself for a mad dash inside the cave. He inserted a fresh thirty-round magazine into the magazine well of the AK-47 and took a deep breath. He hoped the cheap Timex Jack had given the Mbuti leader kept good time. 
 
    The elephants weren’t quiet this time as they thundered out of the jungle. The Mbuti warriors appeared almost magically in the upper tree branches and the air filled with tiny poison darts. Ostrigamo’s soldiers began to scream, and they began to die. It wasn’t pretty to watch.  
 
    Frantic rebels leaped up from covered positions, their terrified eyes wide, their hands slapping futilely at the miniscule darts stuck in their skin. Ving took precise aim at the heads popping up, squeezing off rounds carefully. The AK-47 was nowhere near as accurate as his M4A1, but, as close as he was, it didn’t make a great deal of difference. At that range, he could still keep the rounds within a four-inch circle, and that was adequate for head shots. The rebels dropped like flies. 
 
    “Right on cue,” Ving shouted. 
 
    “Cover me!” Brad yelled. He ran for the cave entrance, dodging the marauding elephants busily trampling the fleeing soldiers who had managed to avoid the darts as well as the careful aimed fire of Ving and Pete. 
 
    Jared and Jack fired into the backs of the firing positions of the rebel soldiers, and the whole scene was utter chaos. 
 
    Brad dove inside the cave entrance, crawling behind a large rock. “Jessica,” he shouted. The sound of rifle fire echoed in the cave as Ostrigamo and one of his guards opened up on him. Powdered rock and stone chips rained down on Brad. 
 
    “There are only two of them,” Jessica yelled. A brief lull in the rifle fire allowed Brad to hear the sound of a hard slap and a muffled cry. He slipped to one side of the rock and got off a shot. The guard dropped, his rifle clattering to the floor of the cave as his eyes rolled up in his head. Brad got a glimpse of Jessica as Ostrigamo knelt over her. Her hands and feet were tied, but she’d ripped out her gag. The bastard was holding her across his body, and the AK was unfamiliar enough that Brad was fearful of taking a chance at a headshot. He cursed the fact that his M4A1 was now worthless. If he had had it in his hands at that moment, Ostrigamo would already have been a memory.  
 
    “It’s just you and me now, Ostrigamo.” Brad yelled.  “Your men are running for the hills.  Let me have Jessica and you can go.”   
 
    He gingerly worked his way towards the back of the cave where Ostrigamo and Jessica were half standing. As he moved, he glanced down at the floor in amazement. The floor of the cave was littered with rough diamonds, hundreds of them.  
 
    “I’ve called for reinforcements,” Ostrigamo screamed.  “No one is taking my diamonds.” 
 
    “They’re my diamonds,” Jessica shouted, “I found them.” 
 
    Ving entered the cave, throwing himself to the rough floor a few feet away from Brad. He took up a prone firing position, sighting in on the portion of Ostrigamo’s head that 
 
    was clear of Jessica’s. He wasn’t confident enough to take the shot; the AK was just not familiar enough for him. 
 
    Accepting the inevitable, Ostrigamo threw Jessica towards Brad and Ving, turning and fleeing towards the back of the cave. From Ving’s vantage point, the cave appeared to gradually narrow into a small tunnel, which eventually led upwards to what he assumed was a rear exit behind the ridge. 
 
    As soon as Ostrigamo was out of sight, Brad rushed to Jessica’s side. She looked beautiful and defiant despite her dirty face and the angry red slap mark on her cheek.  Her long, blonde hair was matted and filthy. 
 
    “Hi cousin,” she said weakly, though with a big smile. “I thought you would never get here.  I told that bastard you’d be coming for me, but he still wouldn’t let me go.” Her face clouded. “He’s got something going on with my dad.” 
 
    “I know,” said Brad, “your dad is here.”  
 
    “My dad is here?” 
 
    “I hate to break up this party,” Ving said, standing over them and smiling. “But we need to run.  The soldiers that are left are trying to regroup and it sounds like Ostrigamo’s reinforcements are about to get here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving without some of these damned diamonds,” Jessica protested. 
 
    Before Brad could correct her thinking, Ostrigamo and four of his fresh troop reinforcements emerged from the tunnel at the back of the cave and opened fire. 
 
    “Then let’s go!” Brad yelled. The three of them raced out of the cave and out into the chaos out front.  Most of Ostrigamo’s original force was down, and there were smashed and broken bodies scattered all over, but reinforcements were closing in from both sides. The sound of gunfire was deafening. Brad saw the Mbuti and their elephants fleeing into the jungle. 
 
    Brad, Jessica and Ving ran for the river as fast as their feet would carry them, but it was a losing effort. A hail of bullets rained all around them and Brad did his best to keep his body between Jessica and the gunmen. 
 
    He imagined the feel of the bullets striking his back, preparing himself as best he could. The sight of Jared, Pete and Jack popping out of the jungle at the trailhead in front of them to provide covering fire filled him with relief. It was just the break they needed. 
 
    All six of them hit the Bongou River trail at a dead run with the rebel reinforcements and Ostrigamo hot on their heels.  The incoming fire continued, but Pete managed to keep their pursuers from getting close enough to aim well enough to hurt them.  
 
    “The pirogues!” Brad yelled as they raced away. Pete waved a hand at him and slipped into the jungle beside the trail. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m leaving without my diamonds,” Jessica gasped as she fled down the trail.  “That is my diamond mine, I discovered it.” 
 
    “Just be glad you’re getting out with your skin intact.” Brad wasn’t winded, but he wasn’t about to argue with his stubborn cousin until they were safe. He could hear the gunfire getting further behind them as Pete delayed the pursuing soldiers. 
 
    The plan was to reach the junction of the Bongou and the Kotto Rivers where they had seen the two pirogues pulled up on the beach.  When Brad explained what he intended to do, Ving had groaned aloud. Jack and Jessica had stared at them in confusion until Jared explained about Ving’s adventure with the hippo. The two chuckled with delight at Jared’s explanation, even though they were still in jeopardy. The anecdote lightened the mood and all of them felt a little better for the humor. 
 
    Brad only half listened as Jared spun his yarn. The six of them would be a tight fit in the two pirogues, but he needed to get them into the boats and head back down the Kotto to the Ubangi and then down the Ubangi through the rapids to Mobaye.   
 
    He planned to commandeer some type of aircraft in Mobaye, something that Pete could fly high enough and fast enough to avoid the SA-7 missiles the M23 had acquired from the Russians. The worst case scenario was that they’d recover the Huey II from all the way back at Jack’s salvage yard and make their escape. At normal cruising altitude the Huey would be a sitting duck for the small shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles, but if Pete flew nap-of-the-earth they had a chance. When a helicopter flew at treetop level, it was virtually impossible to tell which direction it was coming from or how fast it was flying. It reduced the likelihood of a missile hit to a very low percentage unless the pilot was foolish enough to hover or slowed down to make an insertion. It wasn’t the best of plans, but it was all he could come up with. The important thing was to keep his confidence level high so he could keep Jessica and Jack enthusiastic. Ving, Pete, and Jared would know how thin a thread the plan hung on. 
 
    They reached the Bongou-Kotto River junction in short order. “So far so good,” Brad exclaimed as they reached the two pirogues, still grounded on the beach.  They piled in and waited anxiously for Pete to catch up.  They heard him exchanging gunfire with their pursuers just up the trail.   
 
    Moments later, they watched as Pete approached them at a dead run, panting and red faced. 
 
    “Shove off!” Pete cried.   He caught up to the second boat in waist deep water just before it entered the swift current.  Jack and Jared dragged him over the gunnel and they were off.  They were out of range before the angry and disappointed rebels reached the beach. In a fury, they began firing wildly, but the rounds splashed uselessly into the water behind the pirogues.   
 
    Brad, Jessica, and Ving led the way in the first boat. The Kotto River was smaller than the Ubangi but the current was faster. The rebels, racing down the river trail on foot, were never able to get within range.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RUN FOR IT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad had no doubt that Ostrigamo had radioed ahead to his troops in Mobaye to be prepared for them, but he didn’t mention it to Jack and Jessica. He knew Ving, Pete, and Jared would have thought of it too, though. 
 
    They reached the Ubangi River faster than they expected and headed downstream towards Mobaye.  The rapids seemed rougher than Brad remembered, and the pirogues began to pitch about wildly.  Unlike the boats they came upstream in, these were propelled by paddle power and the current. Brad had his hands full trying to guide the long, slender boat through the rapids. 
 
    “Not again!” Ving bellowed, gripping the gunnels tightly with his huge hands.  “Keep to the right, it’s smoother there.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Brad snapped. 
 
    “This is fun!” Jessica yelled over the roar of the rushing water. Her mood had lightened considerably since the men had liberated her from Ostrigamo.  “What are you guys stressing about?” 
 
    “The hippos!” Brad laughed in spite of himself. Even while occupied with keeping the pirogue centered in the deepest part of the rapids, the image of a spluttering and terrified Ving being chased by a pissed off hippo was funny … now. 
 
    Pete was having just as much trouble controlling the second pirogue, but he was keeping up with them. Fifteen frantic minutes later, the two pirogues cleared the rapids and drifted smoothly into the swift, calm current.  
 
    They glided downriver, making good time. Their racing blood slowed and all of them felt the uneasy calm, certain it was temporary.  
 
    “Ving, check our position.  I want to go ashore about a mile above Mobaye.” 
 
    “What, and miss the rebel welcoming party?” 
 
    Brad chuckled at Ving’s warped sense of humor. “Absolutely! We want to slip around the perimeter of the town and get to the airstrip, hopefully without having to engage any of Ostrigamo’s buddies.” 
 
    Ving checked the grid coordinates on the GPS and compared them to the acetate-covered map he had unfolded and laid across his lap. “OK, we should be approaching a small slough about a mile from Mobaye just around that next bend up ahead.” 
 
    “Good, keep your eyes peeled for a nice sandy beach where we won’t have any trouble grounding the boats.” Ving grunted and focused on the riverbank. Brad’s request was much more difficult than it seemed; most of the time the jungle crowded up to the edge of the river and actually hung out over it. Bare spots were rare. 
 
    Ving spotted the short stretch of flat sandy beach at the same time Brad did, and he picked up a paddle from the floor of the boat to help him navigate out of the current. All of them were eager to get back on dry land, and they took no time at all to unass the pirogues and strike out for town. The vast majority of their gear had been left behind at the cave, so they were traveling light and moving fast. 
 
    Despite the time, the middle of the day, they encountered no natives. Skirting the small town warily, they approached the airstrip. The scorched wreckage of the Caribou had not been touched, the pieces scattered all over the ground in front of the damaged hangar. Brad was hoping against hope they’d find another transport, maybe even another Caribou, but deep inside he believed that was a pipe dream. He was mentally preparing himself for a wild chopper ride through jungle country jammed full of missile toting rebels. 
 
    He was astounded when they spotted a gleaming new CASA C-212 Aviocar tied down beside the hangar. The odd looking, flat bottomed, twin engine short takeoff and landing capable aircraft was ideal for remote jungle airstrips. The downside of the miracle was three armed guards posted around the aircraft, and they seemed to be alert. Brad grunted. Word had gotten out and they were expected. 
 
    “Can you fly that?” Brad asked. 
 
    “It’s got wings, don’t it?” Pete asked wryly. “If it’s got wings, brother, I can fly it.” He grinned. “Of course, it might be a little scary at first; I’ll have to get familiar with the controls while we’re flying. I’ve never even been inside one of those.” 
 
    
“Shit, maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll have left the keys and the flight manual on the driver’s seat,” Brad said. They shared a grin only men who had survived the totally unpredictable vagaries and dangers of war would understand. The bond and the sick humor were entirely incomprehensible to those who had never been there. 
 
    “Recon!” Brad said quietly, raising his hand palm outwards. 
 
    “Recon!” Pete parroted, meeting Brad’s palm with his own in a high five. 
 
     “OK guys, let’s keep this clean and simple,” Brad said to them as they gathered in a huddle beneath the canopy of the jungle.  “We need to take this aircraft quick and take off before all Ostrigamo’s people decide to show up. I don’t want any stray bullets hitting our plane.  Jack, you and Jared hang back here with Jessica.  Just wait for my signal.” He took a deep breath. “When we get into position, Ving, you take the man on the far left.  Pete, you take the guy on the far right, I’ll take the guy in the middle.” He looked around the huddle. “Everybody got it?” They all nodded, serious now. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They advanced silently, using the hangar for cover.  They tried to enter the hangar through the same rear entrance they had used before, but it was secured, a makeshift door and a heavy chain keeping them out. Undaunted, Brad gave hand signal instructions and Pete began to slowly circle around the right side of the hangar while Ving and Brad crept around the left side. 
 
    As soon as they were in position, Brad initiated the assault by taking the first shot. Pete and Ving responded to the signal when they heard Brad’s shot ring out.  The three guards were on the ground in a matter of seconds and Pete was inside the aircraft conducting a hasty preflight check and locating the controls while they were still bleeding.   
 
    Brad, in the meantime, was waving frantically towards the others, urging them to run to the plane while Ving kept an eye on the road from Mobaye. None of them harbored any doubt that the gunfire had been heard by the rebel forces there. 
 
    “We’ve got less than half a tank of fuel,” Pete reported when Brad boarded. 
 
    “Is that enough to get us to Gemena?”  
 
    “Multiple vehicles approaching from town,” Ving shouted through the entry door. 
 
    “It’s gonna have to be,” Pete yelled, flipping the switch for the port engine. He pushed a button and the engine sputtered to life, running roughly. He needed to wait for it to smooth out, but there was no time.  Flipping the switch for the starboard engine, he pressed the starter button. “Load ’em up!” he screamed to Brad over the roar of the engines as he moved the throttles toward the emergency power quadrant. The engines did their own screaming as they smoothed out and began to roar. 
 
    Jack, Jessica and Jared scrambled aboard as Ving chopped the tie downs with his fighting knife. He dove through the door and Jared, favoring his arm, pulled the entry door closed behind him. Before the door was even locked, Pete began to taxi towards the grassy runway. Rebel vehicles filled with troops drove off the road from town and onto the grass strip, the soldiers standing in the backs of the trucks firing wildly at the plane as it bounced down the airstrip. 
 
    Pete slammed the throttles all the way to the stops and began to pray as the craft gathered speed. Three rebel trucks were drawing closer and Brad felt more than heard the bullets piercing the fuselage.  
 
    “Get us the hell out of here, Pete!” 
 
    There wasn’t much life in the controls yet, but Pete yanked back on the yoke and the C-212 bounced twice and lifted off the ground. 
 
    “We’re lucky this is a short takeoff and landing (STOL) aircraft,” Pete snapped.  “A few more seconds on the ground and we would have been Swiss cheese.” 
 
    Their relief was short-lived. Pete caught sight of a trail of smoke out of the corner of his eye and jerked the yoke, sending the plane into a steep bank to the right to avoid the SA-7 missile. It exploded in the air several meters away from the aircraft. The burst almost sent the plane hurtling out of control towards the ground, but Pete’s quick response righted them again. 
 
    Several warhead fragments had hit the right engine and it started to smoke and sputter.  Pete feathered the prop and then shut the engine down. He had to make a correction to maintain a level flight path, but he managed it after a fashion. He banked the craft gently and guided them slowly towards the D.R.C. There were no more missiles. They crossed the Ubangi and entered D.R.C. airspace. 
 
    The remaining engine was running strong, and Pete believed they could reach Gemena if their fuel held out. He began to pray. 
 
    Ving contacted Hank Guzman with the last of the charge in his battered satellite phone and arranged for an emergency military transport out of Gemena and back to the U.S. while the others heaved a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    Two hours into their harrowing flight, while Pete was carefully beginning his approach to Gemena airport, Brad looked down at the floor of the plane and noticed a small package about the size of a baseball stuffed under Jessica’s seat.  He reached down to grab it. 
 
    “What’s that?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Brad replied as he began to tear the package open. 
 
    “Diamonds!” Jessica shrieked as the rough stones spilled out into Brad’s hand. 
 
    “I believe these are yours,” Brad said with a laugh as he handed them over to Jessica. 
 
    Jessica literally lunged for him and wrapped her arms around his neck. She squeezed him tightly, laughing ecstatically. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’m going to share them with you guys.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about your diamonds, Jess,” Brad whispered softly. “I’m just happy to have you back in one piece.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE – Day 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad let out a huge sigh of relief as the commercial jetliner landed smoothly at Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport.  The mission had gone relatively well. They’d accomplished their objective and made it back with only one minor injury and zero fatalities. For a half-assed, hurry-up plan, it had been a remarkable success.  
 
    He always enjoyed the feeling of satisfaction he got at the completion of a successful mission, but this one had been special.  This one had been personal, had been for family.  His cousin Jessica was the most important person in the world to him and it felt great to finally have her home safe.  His world was right again … and a share of Ostrigamo’s diamonds was just icing on the cake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    THE CRASH 
 
    18 April 1600 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Piper PA-18-180 Super Cub banked hard to the right as the engine sputtered and quit. The altimeter indicator needle spun wildly as the plane lost altitude, with no place in sight to set down.  
 
    Pete Sabrowski, a former Naval Aviator in the Marine Corps, glanced nervously down at the Alaskan forest below. It was going to be a tree landing, and that didn’t bode well for the passengers or the lightweight fabric and aluminum tube aircraft fuselage. Most pilots considered the Piper the perfect choice for flying in the Alaskan bush, in part because of its ability to take off and land in incredibly short distances.  
 
    First generation Cubs were remarkable enough, but the modification that made it the current airplane of choice in the bush was the use of the Lycoming O-360 power plant. A high-lift wing placement design and the powerful one hundred and eighty horsepower engine made the Super Cub especially adaptable to use as either float plane or ski plane. This aircraft could take off in as little as two hundred feet. 
 
     “Mayday, Mayday!” Sam Henderson, the charter pilot, spoke calmly into the microphone. “I say again, Mayday! This is Snow Gopher.  Red Piper Super Cub. Engine failure, we’re going down. Visibility poor, overshot destination. Best guess is we’re just east of Mount Watana. Mayday, Mayday!”  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    In this part of Alaska, there were no air traffic controllers. Henderson checked to see if the emergency location transmitter (ELT) light was blinking. He thumped the switch once hard and the red light started flashing. There was an FAA monitoring station in Talkeetna, but if they were responding Henderson couldn’t hear them. There was no other response. 
 
    Normally bush pilots listen out for distress calls and respond or retransmit if they’re near enough to pick up the SOS. Sam Henderson mentally berated himself for his poor choice in not turning back to Talkeetna when the weather went bad so quickly. He had known better than to chance it, but the Stephan Lake Lodge hop was a short one and he had flown it a thousand times.  
 
    It had seemed to him at the time no more risky to continue on to the lodge than to try to return to Talkeetna. Besides, there was a sweet little redhead at the lodge who usually made room in her bed for him when he landed there. 
 
    Visibility had gotten progressively worse and his chronometer told him he had missed Stephan Lake. They had been flying too long. He explained to Pete Sabrowski that he had overshot their destination and began a slow turn back to the southeast, dropping to the lowest level he dared, looking for a familiar landmark. That’s when the carburetor had iced over and the engine sputtered to a stop. 
 
    “Shit, we’re going in!” he barked, and initiated the Mayday call. He didn’t bother to tell Pete to prepare for a hard landing. From their conversation earlier he had learned that Pete was an experienced pilot himself, though his experience in the Arctic seemed limited. He left it up to Pete to warn the other passenger, who was curled into the cramped rear seat behind them. 
 
    From the small makeshift third seat in the cargo area Charlie Dawkins began to sweat as he watched the trees getting closer at an alarming rate.  At under a thousand feet, he could clearly see the snow and ice everywhere.  And the trees, weird, thin trees and tall. There was no place between them to land the plane.  
 
    The only thing that looked remotely feasible was the frozen surface of a river, and it looked as if the pilot was trying to glide towards that. Charlie thought it unlikely that they would reach it based on their current glide path. He was partly right. 
 
    “This is it!” Sam called out just before all of them were slammed forward in the cockpit. 
 
    The plane clipped the tops of several of the thin fir trees and then skidded sideways as it slammed onto the frozen surface of the river. The ice held, and the aircraft seemed to slide forever on the ice. The left side landing gear collapsed with the force of the impact, and the wing broke off on that side when they slid into the river bank. The wing tank ruptured, exploding in an enormous fireball.  
 
    Charlie kept his head tucked down between his knees, and he didn’t see the billowing black smoke until it was all over. The aircraft finally came to rest on the right bank of the river. 
 
    Pete could smell the burning aviation fuel and knew immediately that there was no time to lose. They needed to get out of the craft as quickly as possible. 
 
    The only door in the small plane was on the passenger side, and it looked flimsy as hell, mostly shattered Plexiglas. Pete managed to get his seatbelt unfastened and slammed his back against the small access door, tumbling out on his back onto the ice. Charlie scrambled through headfirst and landed on his shoulder, wincing at the pain. It was Charlie’s first trip to the Arctic, and he was surprised at the consistency of the snow on top of the river ice. It felt dry and powdery, and he had the inane thought that making a snowball out of the stuff would be damned near impossible.  
 
    Pete didn’t bother to check on Charlie. The pilot was still in the plane, slumped forward and unconscious. He clambered back through the shattered frame of the door and fumbled for the pilot’s seat belt latch. Smoke billowed from the fire, and Pete choked on it, his eyes watering profusely as he maneuvered Sam Henderson’s inert body out of the cockpit and into the frigid air. Coughing and hacking, he dragged Henderson a safe distance away from the wreckage while Charlie helped as best he could, ignoring the pain in his shoulder. 
 
    Henderson was out cold, and Pete was concerned about the nasty red lump on the pilot’s forehead. 
 
    “Is he all right?” Charlie asked, his voice hoarse in the chill air. 
 
    “Can’t tell,” Pete answered. “He took a hell of a lick on the forehead when we hit. Last I saw he was still trying to manhandle the bird over those last trees. I don’t think he had time to brace himself before we hit.” There was respect in his voice. The pilot had put his aircraft and his passengers first, ignoring his own safety in the process. He glanced back at the wreckage, noticing that the fire had gone out … at least for the moment. 
 
    “Are you OK, Charlie?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m gonna be sore as hell for a few days.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave this guy, even for a minute, right now. How about you climb back in there and see if you can find his first aid kit, and then toss out any survival gear you can locate?” 
 
    “Will do,” Charlie said, slowly getting to his feet. His shoulder hurt like hell, but it didn’t feel like anything was broken. 
 
    The outer skin of the Super Cub was the heaviest weight Dacron fabric available, and even though it was coated with polyurethane it was highly flammable. There was extensive fire damage on the pilot’s side of the aircraft, but the rest seemed to be intact. It was apparent that the other wing tank had ruptured and the smell of aviation fuel sucked the oxygen out of their lungs. Pete didn’t have to tell him to be careful. It would only take one small spark to turn the wreckage into a funeral pyre for Charlie. 
 
    Pete watched Charlie crawl into the wreckage and then turned his attention back to Henderson. The pilot looked bad. His face had gone gray and there was that swollen red bump on his forehead. His breathing was shallow and rapid. Moving the man as little as possible, Pete began to treat him for shock, but as he loosened the pilot’s clothing the man gave a bubbly, rattling gasp and stopped breathing. 
 
    “You can stop looking for the first aid kit,” Pete called out. “He’s gone…” He sniffed at the frigid air. “You’d better toss out the guns and the survival gear. It smells like the fuel leak is getting worse.” 
 
    Pete’s rib cage hurt like hell, but necessity kept him going despite the pain. He stood slowly and walked towards the wreckage to take the gun cases Charlie passed through the gaping hole where the door had been. 
 
    “You sure he’s dead?” Charlie asked as he passed a small bag of ammunition through the opening. 
 
    Pete gave the man a strange look. “I’ve seen enough dead people that I can say with relative certainty that, yeah, he’s dead.” 
 
    Charlie tossed a duffel bag through the opening onto the ice, and Pete heard a muffled “Whooomp!” when a spark struck by the metal grommet on the duffel bag hit the thin film of gas on the ice beneath the wing. 
 
    “Get out!” he screamed, reaching through the opening for Charlie’s outstretched arm and dragging him to safety. 
 
    “Jesus, that was close,” Charlie panted. “Thanks buddy.” 
 
    Pete dragged the gun and ammunition cases away from the blaze as the flames licked at what remained of the fabric covering the plane. There was nothing they could do but watch, so he absently busied himself by taking out the specially modified M-14 that had always been his weapon of choice for hunting. He’d done the gunsmithing himself, and he was consistently making refinements to the weapon, which was already the finest hunting rifle he’d ever used. The lightweight composite stock and the bull barrel were the two most obvious modifications, but a closer examination of the weapon revealed a myriad of other changes. 
 
    Charlie unpacked and loaded his own rifle as the two of them watched the flames devour the rest of their gear. 
 
    Pete had already reached survival mode, and as he absently fiddled with his rifle his mind focused on their situation. There was no question in his mind that they were in deep shit. Henderson had overshot the area he was personally familiar with, and he had very little idea of where they were. He had no map, and he doubted that the aircraft radio would be in functioning condition when the fire finally went out. He didn’t know if anyone had received Henderson’s Mayday and he had no idea whether the emergency location transmitter had actually worked.  
 
    Nevertheless, he knew that it would be better to make themselves as comfortable as possible and stay by the wreckage until someone came for them. The guns would be essential to their survival. The predators in this neck of the woods were fearsome, and they were coming off a long, cold winter. They would be hungry. 
 
    He didn’t know how much of Charlie’s experience was firsthand and how much had come from a book. The hard core of Pete’s character was solidifying. Once a Marine, always a Marine. Semper Fidelis applied to being faithful to oneself as much as it meant being faithful to the Corps and to other Marines. He had work to do. There was firewood to be collected, a shelter to be built, and by the time those tasks were done, the wreckage should be cooled off enough to scrounge through it to see what they could scavenge. He didn’t have time to waste. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon and dark was fast approaching. The temperatures would drop by twenty degrees or more in this remote part of Alaska by nightfall. Pete shrugged off the pain and stood up to begin the numerous tasks he knew had to be accomplished.  
 
    

WITNESS 
 
      
 
    The man stood on a hillock in the Susitna River Valley, on land the U.S. Government claimed as the Nelchina Public Use Area. This part of the Nelchina area was controlled by the Order of Phineas, a splinter group of the Aryan Nations. The group was composed of several hundred men and women living in the Susitna River Valley. They had relocated here after being run out of Washington State a couple of years before by political infighting in the extremist organization.  
 
    The Order of Phineas disputed the revisionist policies of the new leadership within the Aryan Nations and refused to acknowledge the ZOG (Zionist Occupied Government) or its claim on the land.  There was gold here, and the man and his followers were collecting it by panning for it and by placer mining.  
 
    They followed the streams and rivers northward seeking the mother lode, the source of all the nuggets they’d found. The group had long since stopped collecting flakes and grains, and the nuggets were getting larger and more common.  
 
    The members of the Order of Phineas were tough, experienced people; many were former military, highly trained in weapons use and military maneuvers.  In addition to their work mining gold, they spent several hours a day maintaining their readiness and training. There was no place for slackers here. 
 
    If no one came snooping around, they would soon have accumulated enough gold to carry the war to the enemy, proponents of miscegenation, homosexuality, and desegregation—those who would pervert the natural order of things. Until they were ready, though, they needed to keep their presence and location secret as well as their purchases of weapons and future plans for nationwide expansion and terrorist attacks. 
 
    As if the heavens had read his thoughts, the man’s reverie was interrupted by a low flying bush plane, a red one, in the skies above him. His eyes narrowed as he focused on the aircraft. It was flying incredibly slowly and seemed to be losing altitude. Anger rose in him at the intrusion. The group could not afford to be spotted, and there were flumes scattered about the streams and rivers, work crews busily collecting gold nuggets from their beds. He hoped one of the sentries might have sense enough to shoot at the aircraft and chase it away. 
 
    As if fate were reading his mind, the man heard the engine sputter and watched the bush plane begin a steep descent. It was going to crash, though it would come down miles away. And it was far too near nightfall to mount an expedition, even though the man and his people knew the land well. He shrugged. If the passengers survived, they wouldn’t get very far, and if they did he had nothing to fear. His own people were expert skiers and they could locate any survivors the next day or the day after. 
 
    Just as he reached one of his security crews, he caught a distant muffled explosion and looked back over his shoulders to see a large plume of black smoke rising into the air. He smiled. Maybe the crash had done his work for him. It didn’t matter. A good leader leaves nothing to chance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    BAD NEWS 
 
    Dallas, Texas 19 April 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad Jacobs awoke from a deep sleep at 0230 Dallas time to the sound of his phone ringing. It was Mason Ving, his best friend and former Force Recon sergeant. 
 
    "What's up?" he asked in a voice sleep-laden and groggy. 
 
    "I've got some bad news," Ving said hesitantly.  "Pete and Charlie never made it to their destination." 
 
    Brad knew that Pete Sabrowski, another friend and former Force Recon Marine, was supposed to be at Stephan Lake Hunting Lodge in the Alaskan wilderness on his annual bear hunting trip, along with his cousin Jessica’s new boyfriend, Charlie Dawkins. 
 
    "What do you mean they didn't make it?" Brad asked, suddenly wide awake and more alert. 
 
    "They left Talkeetna on schedule and were due to arrive at the lodge at Stephan Lake at 1600 hours yesterday. Their plane never showed." 
 
    "Has there been any contact at all?" 
 
    "None from what I can tell so far. The lodge manager called me." 
 
    "Was Pete flying?" 
 
    "No.  They had a local pilot, a real hotshot with a helluva reputation as a bush pilot." 
 
    Brad remembered Pete talking about how much he enjoyed this trip every year.  He’d said it was as far off the map as you could get and still be in the good old US of A.  The Talkeetna Mountains and the Susitna River Valley lay approximately halfway between Anchorage to the south and Fairbanks to the north and nearly halfway between Denali National Park and Wrangell-St. Elias National Park to the east and west. If you wanted to get lost, you couldn't find a better place. 
 
    "Have they located a position from the ELT?" Brad asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. The manager didn’t have a lot of information yet. There’s no report of anyone locating the wreckage.” 
 
    Brad’s mind slipped into overdrive, evaluating what he knew for certain about the area. “What's the weather like?” 
 
    "Nasty right now, spring snow storm. That’s one reason why the manager was worried. He said it’s possible that the pilot just encountered rough weather and set it down somewhere to wait out the storm. He says those bush pilots know where all the cabins are up there, and it’s not uncommon for them to set down and wait out bad weather; but their last reported position put them over public lands. Nobody lives out that way." 
 
    “Any ranger stations?” 
 
    “Brad, I just don’t know. I called you as soon as I got off the phone with the manager of Stephan Lake Lodge.” 
 
    Brad understood the Arctic well, and he knew that anyone stranded and unprepared, even in early spring conditions, during which the temperatures usually ranged in the low teens to the mid-thirties in April, only lasted about forty-eight hours even if they were not injured. Pete was well trained in arctic survival, but Brad had no idea what kind of survival gear Pete might have had with him. The lodge generally provided the gear, including the baggy parkas that retained body heat even in the lowest of temperatures. Time would be critical if Pete was in a jam. 
 
    "Who's leading the search and rescue?" 
 
    "Alaska State Troopers," Ving replied sourly. They both knew the troopers were stretched far too thin in the wilds of Alaska. 
 
    “Did you call Jessica and tell her yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    "Prep a mission, Ving. How soon can we be wheels up?" 
 
    "Who do you want?" 
 
    “We’re going to need our own pilot, just in case. See if you can reach Tom Riggins.” He hesitated a moment. “Go ahead and get Jared and Jessica too." 
 
    “Jessica?” Ving asked. “Why in the hell do you want to take Jessica?” 
 
    Jessica was Brad's younger cousin and not someone he had ever wanted on a mission. It wasn’t that the slender blonde wasn’t competent; Ving knew for a fact that the beautiful, athletic woman was an adventuress with mad skills.  He’d seen her in action. Her beauty could distract from her capabilities, but it still seemed odd as hell that Brad would want to take her to Alaska, of all places. Ving had trained there extensively, and he hated the place.  It was damned pretty in the movies and on television, but it was no place for a sun-loving black man. 
 
    Since retiring as a Force Recon Marine four years before, Brad had made a living as a seeker. Even though he’d just turned thirty-eight he stayed in peak physical condition. He worked out religiously.  He possessed a forceful look of self-confidence in his piercing green eyes that came from his years of experience dealing with life-and-death situations.  With his short, blond hair, white skin, and square jaw, women often told him he looked like a handsome movie star, but he never took them seriously.  He enjoyed plenty of short-term girlfriends, but he never managed to stay at home long enough to form a long-term relationship even if he’d wanted one.   
 
    He was dedicated to his work.  Respect, honor, and hard work were more than just words to him; they were a way of life.  He liked the feeling of really making a difference.  He was known by his friends as someone with incredible resourcefulness and integrity, and he carried a well-known reputation for believing that justice was something everyone deserved. 
 
    Often he worked as a bounty hunter, and when the money was right, he tracked down and located missing persons who had vanished in dangerous countries that conventional law enforcement agencies shied away from. When he took one of these latter missions, he always enlisted the help of selected men he had previously served with and trusted. Ving was always first on his list, the two of them went way back, and they had been around the block with each other many times.  
 
    The others were professionals he knew – he could count on them.  Pete was one of those men, and the best all-around pilot Brad had ever met.  He recruited Pete frequently for his private operations.  Brad made a point of taking a pilot on every job, even if their basic plan didn't require one, and Pete could fly anything that moved through the air. Aside from being a handy fellow to have his back in a fight, he was good insurance. 
 
    Besides working as a bounty hunter, Brad had also worked recently as a hostage retrieval expert for international corporations, rescuing high level executives who had been abducted for ransom in foreign countries.  He was earning a worldwide reputation as a man who could track down anyone anywhere and bring them back in one piece.  It made no difference if it was a dangerous felon who skipped bail or an innocent victim who had been kidnapped halfway around the world, Brad put everything he had into every job he accepted.  That was something he learned at a very young age from his father.  It had served him well. 
 
    "Why Jessica?" Ving repeated. 
 
    "Because she’ll insist on showing up anyway," Brad responded.  "Charlie Dawkins is her newest flame, and I’d rather have her close by where I can keep an eye on her than have her running around the wilds of Alaska on her own... and you know as well as I do that she would do exactly that if I tried to exclude her from this. Hell, she might even be useful; she’s a better skier than I am." He thought for a moment. "On second thought, I'll call Jessica," he said quietly. “You call everybody else." 
 
    A woman with a spirit of adventure like Jessica was not likely to sit idly by and wait for someone to find her missing boyfriend.  Brad knew she would end up right in the middle of things if he didn’t take her along. If he told her to stay at home and wait for him to call, she’d be on the next commercial flight to Talkeetna and he’d have no way of stopping her. He’d rescued her enough times to anticipate her reactions. 
 
    "What kind of weapons and how many?"  Ving asked.  "We’re only talking Alaska this time.  It should be a little less rowdy than Africa was.  Do you just want me to take hunting rifles?" 
 
    "Ving, you know better than to ask me that."  
 
    Ving smiled. He already knew what Brad's response would be before he’d asked the question.  One thing they both learned as Marines was to always be prepared, to anticipate the unexpected, particularly when it came to challenges and potential adversaries.  Readiness was their stock in trade.  Brad never went looking for trouble, but somehow it always seemed to find him.  His standing rule was that he always went fully armed with military weapons on every mission, even if it was only a simple search and rescue on American soil. 
 
    "OK," Ving said.  "I’ll give you an update at 0600.  We should be ready to go wheels up by 0800, provided we can get the others up and moving by then." 
 
    “Ving?” 
 
    “Yeah, Brad?” 
 
    “Use the ‘War Chest’ credit card for whatever you need.” 
 
    “Roger that, Brad!”  
 
    The ‘War Chest’ credit card was for use in situations where Brad was footing the bill for an op or when they were awaiting funds from a client. It had come in handy on numerous occasions, and Ving carried one of the plastic cards in his wallet. It was a measure of how much Brad trusted him. 
 
    As Brad hung up the phone the enormity of the situation struck him like a ton of bricks.  Alaska was one of the most dangerous environments on Earth, even in the early spring.  Perilous terrain, extreme temperatures, and savage, hungry animals coming off a long cold winter were only the most obvious of perils. Even for an experienced arctic survivalist the risks were staggering.  
 
    Cold injuries such as frostbite were the norm rather than the exception, and while most people were not aware of it, heat stroke was more common than hypothermia, because people who didn’t know better tended to overdress for the cold. The secret to staying warm enough to survive in the Arctic was not the amount of clothes one wore but the amount of dead air space trapped in the clothing and keeping the dry, biting wind from one’s exposed skin.  
 
    Dehydration was another unexpected gift of the Arctic. Dry, cold air sucked the moisture from mouth, nostrils, and lungs at an alarming rate and people who tried to use snowmelt for water replenishment were in for a rude shock. A five-gallon bucket of dry, powdery snow yielded perhaps a half a teacup of drinkable water, and pure snowmelt leached the minerals from the body, which made it worthless, actually worse than worthless, for rehydration. Melting snow for water in the Arctic was an exercise in futility and frustration.  
 
    Brad had hated the U.S. Army’s Northern Warfare Training Course at Fort Greeley, Alaska, where the Corps had seen fit to send him, but he had gained an enormous amount of knowledge at the school, and he’d been provided the opportunity to put it into actual practice. It had come in handy before and it would come in doubly handy now. 
 
    Pete was not just a former Marine he had served with.  Pete was one of his best friends, and Brad was the kind of man who didn't hesitate to act when one of his friends was in trouble.  No matter what the cost, nothing could keep him from helping a friend in real trouble.  
 
    He knew less about Charles Dawkins.  From the time he had learned that Charlie was dating his favorite cousin Jessica Paul, it had been Brad’s intention to run a background check on the man, although he knew Jessica would be mad as hell when she found out about it. He’d never found the time, and it hadn’t seemed really important because Pete had taken to the man right away. Pete had good instincts, which Brad trusted almost as much as he trusted his own, but there was something about Charlie that bothered him, and he just couldn't put his finger on it. 
 
    

JESSICA 
 
    
Brad didn’t call Jessica. He dressed quickly, grabbed his arctic bag from the hall closet, and drove to her apartment. The lights were out in her apartment when he arrived at the plush Dallas building. He dreaded waking her up this time of the morning with bad news, but he dreaded trying to explain why he hadn’t woken her even more. If he waited until daylight to tell her, she’d probably take his scalp. He often thought of her as his little cousin, but at times like these he had to force himself to remember her facing the Séléka in the Congo with a rifle in her hand and an expression of cool professionalism on her pretty face. She was, in fact, one very cool, competent warrior in the face of hostile fire. 
 
    He forced himself to calm down and knocked firmly on her door. To his surprise, she answered it quickly, wearing an old, ratty looking terrycloth robe that she had worn as far back as he could remember. He knew she had plenty of money from a trust fund and that her father, his Uncle Jack, gave her an allowance as well, in addition to her income as a successful treasure hunter. She drove a brand new Porsche, and it seemed to him odd that she would keep wearing such a ratty old robe at home when she could afford anything she wanted. 
 
    “What are you doing here in the middle of the night?” she asked. She knew something was wrong and she stood in the doorway without moving or asking him inside. 
 
    “Jessica…” he started. 
 
    “It’s Charlie, isn’t it?” She wasn’t crying, but he could tell she was close to tears. 
 
    “Let me in, Jessica, and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    She seemed startled, and then she composed herself. She opened the door and indicated the kitchen table. “Sit down. I’ll make us some coffee and then you can tell me.” 
 
    He watched as she went through her coffee ritual carefully, rinsing the coffee pot with cold water, meticulously measuring out the proper amount of beans and grinding them thoroughly in a deluxe grinder that must have cost the equivalent of a month’s salary for a private in the Corps. She poured the water into a fancy copper coffee maker and removed delicate looking china cups and saucers from a cabinet while she waited for the brew to filter into the glass coffee pot. When it was done, she poured carefully and brought both cups and saucers to the table where she sat down across from him. She took a sip, as did he, and then clasped her hands in front of her. 
 
    “Please. Just tell me he isn’t dead.” Her eyes were pleading silently. 
 
    “The plane he and Pete were in went down in Alaska. They never reached Stephan Lake Lodge. Ving’s alerting a crew and trying to get more information right now. I know the Alaska State Troopers are in charge of rescue operations, Jessica, but I swear I don’t know anything else.” 
 
    “You’re going up there?” 
 
    “Of course I’m going up there, and I’ve come to pick you up and take you with me.” She was out of the chair and hugging him tightly before he could even take another sip of coffee. He hadn’t seen any tears, but he could feel the wetness on his neck. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” Brad said drily. “You’ll change your mind when we get there. It’s colder than a bucket of penguin poop up there right now.” 
 
    She pulled back from him, cool, calm and collected and with no tears visible. “I guess I’d better get to packing.” 
 
    “Don’t pack a lot and make sure everything is bulky and oversized. Remember that dead air space is the best insulator you can have. We’ll get parkas and vapor barrier boots up there.” 
 
    “I remember how to dress in the Arctic,” she said primly. “Remember? I had the best teacher in the world.” 
 
    He grinned. He’d taken her on a cruise to Alaska when she turned eighteen, and they visited a ski resort when the cruise ship had finally docked. Then something clicked inside his mind like the last tumbler settling into place in a lock. The robe she was wearing had been his gift to her, something to wear in the cabin on the cruise ship because the one she brought with her was a peignoir and he’d felt uncomfortable being around her when she was wearing the flimsy garment. 
 
    Jessica saw that he was staring at her robe. “Yeah, it’s the same old one.” 
 
    “My god, Jessica, you ought to throw that ratty old thing out and get yourself something decent to wear.” 
 
    “Nope,” she said with a brilliant smile. “I’m keeping this one. After all, someone I cherish gave it to me.” She bent to kiss his nose and then she turned and walked to her bedroom to pack. 
 
    Cherish. Brad felt a lump rise in his throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    MISSION PREP 
 
    Day 2 0330 hours CDST 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ving's first call when laying on a mission for Brad was usually to Hank Guzman, an old friend. Ving had known Hank for over twenty years, and knew that Hank had worked on mission logistics for the military, the CIA, and two other “didn’t exist” government agencies he was not allowed to talk about.  Hank was semi-retired, but he still had all the right contacts in all the right places.  The man was the best Black Ops logistics specialist Ving had ever known, and was still a tremendous resource.  
 
    Usually Ving preferred to work backwards, using completion of the mission as a starting point and planning everything back to the initial departure time so he could ensure that they had taken everything they would need along with them. This time, as so often before, he didn’t have that luxury so he relied on Brad’s S.O.P. (standard operating procedure). 
 
    When any military unit works together for any length of time, they develop  S.O.P.s, which they use as checklists to save time in getting an operation off the ground. There was an S.O.P. for air travel (including procedures for transporting weapons legally on commercial flights), another for waterborne operations, and so on. Ving only had the sketchiest outline in his head concerning this rescue mission, but he had multiple S.O.P.s that should cover almost anything, and he dove into his planning headfirst.  
 
    Ving reached for the phone and dialed Hank’s number. The phone rang three times and then he heard a click, followed by Hank’s voice. 
 
    “I’m unable to take your call right now, but your call is very important to me. At the sound of the tone, please leave your name and number and I will return your call as soon as I am able.” There was a click, then a beep. Ving left a terse message. After a few minutes, he dialed another number, Hank’s beeper, and then punched in his own phone number followed by “9-1-1.” That should get Hank off the dime. 
 
    Ving's next call was to Jared Smoot.  Jared was a highly decorated and retired Force Recon Marine sniper.  He was a member of Brad's regular team and had played a key role in most of their previous private missions. On their last mission to Africa he took a bullet in the shoulder.  It had been several months and Jared was fully healed but had not been on a mission since.  The phone rang four times and then went to voicemail.  Ving left him an urgent message and then did the same on Jared’s beeper, adding “9-1-1” at the end just as he had with Hank. 
 
    Two strikes, not a good omen. Ving turned his mind back to his planning. He knew that he and Brad both kept different duffel bags stashed in their homes, bags packed for different climates so that they could leave at a moment’s notice. Ving had labeled his bags A, B, C, and D. The A bag was for tropical climates, B for deserts, C for a temperate climate, and D was for cold weather. Clothing and cold weather gear settled, his mind turned to weapons.  
 
    He realized they would have to travel light in the likely event that they ended up on foot in the Alaska high country. He made a mental note to contact David Hansen at the Northern Warfare Training Center annex at Black Rapids, near Fort Greeley, about getting an ahkio — (ahkio is a Finnish word, derived from the Lappish word akja, for an open, canoe-shaped sled of Nordic design). The ahkio had been adopted by the military as a way of enabling ground troops to transport essential survival equipment too bulky or heavy to backpack in the extreme conditions of cold weather warfare. The ahkio currently in use was constructed of light wood, aluminum or fiberglass and weighed nearly twenty-five pounds. It could carry one to two hundred pounds of gear and could be pulled easily by a man on skis or snowshoes. 
 
    David was an old friend from the Special Operations community, and he not only had access to the equipment they would need, he’d be happy to help them. Pete had saved his ass a couple of times, extracting him from some pretty intense situations in Afghanistan and Iraq.  
 
    Ving decided that everyone could use their own personal weapons, prototype M4A1s equipped with bull barrels and suppressors. He’d picked them up through another friend when the team had gone to the Central African Republic to find Jessica and bring her home. Jared  carried his personal M40A5 sniper rifle and all of them carried M45 MEUSOC .45 caliber pistols. He made a note to bring three extra rifles from his personal collection, one for Jessica and a couple of spares. A handful of spare ordnance they probably would never need could be carried in a satchel. They were unlikely to need hand grenades, but flash-bangs might come in handy if they needed to chase away a grizzly or a pack of wolves that hunted in the interior. 
 
    The next item on his agenda was transportation.  Alaska was actually one of the easiest states to transport weapons into. They loved tourists and they absolutely welcomed hunters.  The easiest method of getting the weapons into Alaska was to have the team pack and register them as luggage. The ordnance satchel would be concealed in a crate with the gear they wouldn’t have time to acquire in Alaska.  
 
    They could fly from Dallas to Anchorage direct on a commercial flight or a charter, which would really make it easier to get everything up there if they happened to get lucky and find one headed there with empty seats. That would actually be easier than it sounded. Texas was full of avid hunters eager to hunt the wilds of Alaska. A connecting flight to the small town of Talkeetna should carry them through the next step of their journey.  He couldn't book transportation for the last leg of the trip until he knew for sure exactly who was going and acquired more information regarding where Pete’s plane had gone down.  
 
    He was keeping his fingers crossed that Hank would be able to arrange transport for the last leg. To Ving’s way of thinking, the last leg was a no-brainer. They needed a chopper because they had no idea where they might have to set down, but they could be pretty well assured there’d be no airfield. 
 
    Ving still hadn’t heard from Jared, so he decided to call Tom Riggins as Brad had requested. Riggins was another retired Force Recon Marine, not one of the guys that Brad used on a regular basis, but nevertheless he was an expert tracker and specially trained in cold weather survival. They’d used him a couple of times but it had been a while and Ving was not sure if he could reach him on such short notice. As Ving dialed Riggins’ number, he recalled that the man was also a qualified pilot, though he didn’t know if Riggins’ flight experience included time in the Arctic. 
 
    To Ving's surprise Tom picked up on the first ring. 
 
    "Hello Ving," he said with a welcoming voice. 
 
    "Hi Tom, I wasn’t sure if you’d pick up at this time of the morning," Ving replied. 
 
    "Are you kidding me?" Tom responded.  "There is only one reason you’d be calling me at this hour and we both know what that is. I’m bored, buddy, I’m bored as hell and I'm ready.  Just tell me when and where." 
 
    Ving laughed.  He understood that.  Most retired Marines were always looking for some excitement, and nothing got their blood pumping better than a mission with a purpose, even if it was just a search and rescue mission. 
 
    “Alaska, somewhere north of Talkeetna and southwest of Fort Greeley. How’re your skiing skills these days?” 
 
    “So-so,” Tom replied, “but I prefer the new style lightweight magnesium snowshoes when I’m pulling an ahkio.” Tom looked to be built like a bull and massively strong. Ving didn’t think the man ever laid hands on anything he couldn’t pick up. The new style snowshoes he was referring to were easier to use than the older model, and they possessed teeth on the bottom similar to the crampons used by ice climbers. 
 
    "I’ve still got to book a flight, but I expect we’ll depart out of DFW (Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport) around 0800. When I checked earlier, they still had quite a few seats open. I’ll call you back with the exact flight information -- and don’t forget your weapon." 
 
    "Affirmative, I'll be ready and waiting for your call." 
 
    Ving dialed Jared’s number again in the hopes of catching the man, but whatever Jared might be doing he either couldn’t or wouldn’t pick up the phone. He’d never had any trouble reaching the sniper before, and he was beginning to worry about him. 
 
    There was no time for that now, he’d promised to get the arrangements done and get back to Brad by 0600 and was running out of time. 
 
    The number to the Alaska State Troopers’ office in Talkeetna was scribbled on a scratch pad beside his desk phone, and Ving quickly punched in the numbers. Trooper Lieutenant Ben Robinson must have been sitting right next to his phone because he answered before the first ring finished. He was the same trooper who’d left a voicemail for Ving a few minutes earlier while he was on the phone with Tom. Apparently, Pete had listed Ving as an emergency contact on the waiver form he’d signed when he’d hired the charter to take him and Charlie to Stephan Lake Lodge.  
 
    “Robinson!” he barked. 
 
    “This is Mason Ving.  You called earlier regarding Pete Sabrowski. Can you give me an update on the status of your search and rescue mission?" Ving asked. 
 
    “We’re still waiting for sunrise,” Robinson replied. “We could put the search plane in the air, but it wouldn’t do us a hell of a lot of good."  
 
    Ving controlled his temper as best he could. Plane? One plane? 
 
    “We normally get thirteen to fourteen hours of sunshine a day up here this time of year, but we’ve got whiteout conditions up around Mount Watana and the weather has all aircraft grounded right now. We’re monitoring the weather situation very closely and we’ll have the plane up as soon as the weather permits.  The good news is that we’ve received an intermittent signal from their ELT; the bad news is that they appear to be way off their planned flight path.  The pings we did receive seem to be coming from up near Mount Watana.  That's at a much higher altitude than Stephan Lake and north and east of it as well.  With this weather front, that’s not encouraging." 
 
    “How could the ELT be sending out ‘intermittent’ signals? And why are you sending up just one plane?” Ving was trying to keep the exasperation he felt out of his voice, but he knew he wasn’t succeeding very well. 
 
    “Mr. Ving, this is Alaska. I have four troopers stationed here in Talkeetna to cover twenty-five thousand square miles. I’m one of those four troopers, and I have a single pilot to go with my single plane.” The lieutenant was trying to control his own temper, as much for his embarrassment at the scarcity of his resources as at the intemperance of this yokel from the lower forty-eight who simply did not understand the enormity of the task ahead of them. He took a deep breath and continued. “The bush pilots up here have a sort of loose association of their own, and they’ll be up and searching as soon as the weather permits. Every one of them knows that could be them out there waiting for help.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ving said, meaning it. He appreciated what it was like to be at the sharp end of the stick with inadequate resources and an inhuman task in front of him. It was a condition that Marines faced on a regular basis. 
 
    “There are a few other groups that will be helping as well, but it’s going to take time to get them here and get them deployed. They operate out of Anchorage, and that’s a hell of a long way from here.” 
 
    “Look, I was out of line and I’m sorry. Pete is an old Marine buddy and he’s saved my ass more times than I can count. I’m pretty stressed about being so helpless.” 
 
    “You guys are Marines?” 
 
    “Force Recon. Retired, now.” 
 
    “I was with the Third Battalion, Fifth Marines in Helmand Province back in 2010,” Robinson said. 
 
    “The Dark Horse,” Ving muttered approvingly. The 3/5th had seen some nasty action in Helmand Province that year, taking more than a few casualties. 
 
    “Get some!” Robinson responded automatically. The phrase was the unit’s motto. 
 
    “Once a Marine, always a Marine,” Ving said. There was a moment of silent bonding between the two men, separated physically by many miles but together in spirit at that moment. The bond between Marines is mysterious, incredibly strong, and only truly understood by other Marines. “Semper Fi, brother.” 
 
    “Listen,” Robinson said, “I swear I’ll have someone in the air as soon as the weather clears. I can even get him up before daylight if it’s possible because it will take him at least an hour to get up in the area. I’ve got to warn you, though, unless we get more transmissions from his ELT, it’s going to be hard as hell to find him.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how that could happen,” Ving said. “I thought those things were indestructible.” There was silence on the other end of the phone, and Ving had a gut feeling that something was being left unsaid. He let it go. 
 
    “We’ll be up there tomorrow,” Ving said. “I’ll call and let you know what time to expect us.” 
 
    “That’ll be great,” Robinson said, but the warmth was gone from his voice. “We’ll have the light on for you.” He hung up the phone and stared at the old-fashioned rotary device that was all he had to communicate with. Cell phones weren’t worth a damn in the North Country because there were no cell towers. Most communications were conducted over CB radios and aircraft radios. Robinson suspected that he knew very well why the ELT signal wasn’t getting out, and it wasn’t likely to be caused by damage to the device. There was something else that would keep the signal from broadcasting, something he didn’t really want to dwell on—electronic jamming. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Ving set his handset down than the phone rang.  
 
    “Ving! It’s me, Hank.” 
 
    “What do you know good, Hank?” 
 
    “Got a couple of things for you, Ving. First, none of the commercial airlines are gonna let you bring a combat load of ammunition in for ‘hunting’ so I’ve arranged to have your ammo delivered to Talkeetna as soon as the weather clears. All I need to get from you is the caliber and quantity.” 
 
    Ving answered him quickly, specifying the quantities of 5.56 mm rounds for the M4A1s, .45 caliber rounds for the pistols, and .50 caliber ammo for Jared’s Barrett. Hank repeated the calibers and quantities verbatim and Ving confirmed them. 
 
    “The other thing is that I can arrange transport from Talkeetna by chopper with no problem at all. Hell, I can rent one with a pilot familiar with the area as cheap as I can without. There’s a Bell 212 Twin available at a reasonable cost.” 
 
    Ving grinned at the phone. The Bell 212 Twin was based on the Bell 205 Iroquis, the civilian version of the classic “Huey,” but was powered by a pair of PT6 turbines driving a single gearbox, instead of the single engine of the 205. The second turbine gave the chopper the ability to fly at higher temperatures and at higher altitudes.  It was as familiar to Ving as his own pickup truck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    CURIOSITY 
 
    Day 2 0540 hours CDST 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad fidgeted irritably, going so far as to turn on his stereo to a country music station. Tim McGraw’s heartfelt voice was soulfully singing “If You’re Reading This”, which didn’t do much to lift Brad’s spirits at all. Unable to contain himself and wait until 0600, at 0540 he turned down the stereo and called Ving. Something about this mission troubled him, but he only had part of an idea what it might be. 
 
    Ving picked upon the first ring. "I was just getting ready to call you," he said. 
 
    "There’s one more thing I need you to do." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Run a full background check on Charlie Dawkins." 
 
    "Why?" Ving asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure, Ving.  Just do it, OK?" 
 
    Ving recognized the determined tone in Brad’s voice. It was a tone that he only heard when Brad was determined to have his way, and his friend would either explain the reason why later or he wouldn’t.  
 
    "OK, but I may not have the results you want before we go wheels-up." 
 
    “Just do what you can, buddy.” There was a brief pause. “How’s the mission shaping up?" 
 
    "I haven’t been able to reach Jared yet. I’ve left two messages, but he hasn't returned my calls." 
 
    “I’ll run him down,” Brad replied. “Jessica’s ready to go. What about the rest of the team and transport?” 
 
    “We’re good to go.  Commercial flight out of Dallas-Fort Worth at 0815 hours. We’ve got a short one-hour layover in Seattle and then it’s on to Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport. We should arrive at around 1300 hours local time. From there we’ll catch a connector flight from Anchorage to Talkeetna. I went ahead and booked a seat for Jared, and I caught up with Tom Riggins in case I couldn’t reach Jared.” 
 
    “That’s just as well. Tom went through N.W.T.C. with me. He’s good in the cold and he’s a hell of a tracker. Good man in a firefight too.” Brad paused again. “And then what?” 
 
    “I'm still working on that, Brad, but Hank said it's just as cheap to rent a chopper with a pilot in Talkeetna as it is to rent a chopper by itself.  It seems they don't want to rent out their choppers to pilots that don't have local experience.  Hank is making a few calls and I should have something set up before we leave.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me, brother. I’ll meet you at the airport at 0730.” 
 
    Brad hung up the phone without waiting for Ving’s response. They’d been close friends for so long that they had developed a kind of mental link that enabled them to finish each other’s sentences. People who overheard their conversations were frequently confused because they had to say so little to each other to communicate their thoughts. The resultant conversations were often indecipherable to anyone else. 
 
    One thing he always counted on was knowing everything possible concerning all the people involved in a mission before it began. That was the main reason he always used former Marines to form his teams, men he served with.  He and Ving had saved each other’s lives more times than he could remember. Their shared memories were etched in blood, blood they had spilled in the deserts and mountains of Iraq and Afghanistan, especially during the infamous Second Battle of Fallujah.  In those days, Ving had been his gunny and had always been the one in command.  Now that Brad was in charge, Ving tendered him the same cooperation and respect that Brad had previously shown Ving. They were the closest of friends, both on and off the battlefield. 
 
    Brad poured another mug of the steaming fragrant coffee from Jessica’s pot as he stared at her. She had everything packed and she was fully dressed, lying on the sofa with one hand flung over her eyes, her hair spilling over a pillow onto one of the sofa cushions. 
 
    She had always been more than just a cousin to Brad. Jessica was more like the little sister he’d never had—a sister who always seemed to get herself into trouble. With her long, blonde hair, brilliant blue eyes, and firm, athletic body, she looked like a swimsuit model, but she packed a great deal of muscle into that slender figure. He grinned. She was an adventure junkie, couldn't get enough of it.  Treasure hunts were her weakness as well as her business, and Brad had bailed her out of trouble in some of the most dangerous places in the world on many occasions. Her appearance, her youthfulness, and her gender tended to make people underestimate her, but she never passed up an opportunity to prove them wrong. 
 
    His thoughts abruptly turned to the team. Pete Sabrowski was a good friend who also served with Brad in Afghanistan, and the man was one of the best pilots he knew. The guy could fly anything that could be flown. He was a vital part of Brad's team on most of their missions. Like Brad, Pete was single and always ready for the next big adventure.  Whether he was working with Brad or enjoying a little recreational pastime he had an unceasing thirst for action. Hunting grizzly bear in the wilds of Alaska was right up his alley. 
 
    Jared Smoot, whom he needed to go find very shortly, was another member of Force Recon Brad had served with.  He had graduated with distinction at the top of his class at both the Scout Sniper basic course and the Scout Snipers Team Leader course at Marine Corps Base Quantico, Virginia. These schools were generally considered to be the most difficult and challenging courses offered by the Corps.   
 
    Jared possessed an uncanny ability to make shots with his M40A5 well beyond its design capabilities. The rifle had started out its life as a bolt action Remington 700, but by the time the USMC armorers at Marine Corps Base Quantico were through with it, the stock rifle was no longer recognizable; it was in fact one of the finest sniper rifles in the world. Jared was just as at home with the legendary .50 caliber Barrett M107, and, unless Brad missed his guess, it was the Barrett that Ving would specify for this trip.  
 
    Grizzly bears could weigh up to nine hundred pounds and there were records of the animals reaching a height of over nine feet. Shooting one in full charge with the M40A5’s 7.62mm NATO match round would do little more than piss the monster off unless the bullet placement was very precise AND very lucky. The Barrett might at least slow it down enough to enable the shooter to get off a second shot. A charging grizzly bear tends to make even the iron nerves of a professional sniper a little shaky.  
 
    Charlie Dawkins, Jessica’s newest boyfriend, was the unknown quantity in the equation, and Brad hated unknowns on a mission. In truth, the unknown was only the second factor in his instinctive mistrust of the man. The first factor was that Brad was really uncomfortable with the idea of anyone sleeping with his cousin. It wasn’t jealousy or anything like that, just that she had always been his “little” cousin and he was probably overprotective of her. Even if his dislike of the man was partly personal, unknown factors increased the risks to his men.  
 
    Brad recognized that Pete was a good judge of character. If Charlie had become good friends with Pete, that was a little reassuring, but there was still something off about the guy. Brad felt anxious to get a full background on him before they reached their destination. He wasn’t sure there was anything at all wrong with the man, but he felt absolutely convinced of one thing: Charlie Dawkins was hiding something, and that, Brad decided, wasn’t good. 
 
    Where the hell did Charlie come from? Jessica had been pretty vague about his background. The only thing she would say was that she’d met him at Uncle Jack’s country club. Had Jack introduced them? Wondering whether Jack had introduced the couple sent Brad’s mind into a few places he really didn’t want to go. 
 
    Brad drained his coffee and stood up, stretching and yawning. He was sleepy, but he could sleep on the plane. Glancing down at his watch, he figured he had saved just enough time to run by Jared’s house and wake him up. He knew the man had been fighting insomnia since their return from Africa, a side effect of the medications and antibiotics the doctors had given him for the bullet wound he’d suffered in the Central African Republic. The fact that Jared had gotten river water in the wound while helping Brad rescue Jessica from a band of blood diamond-trafficking rebels had sent the docs into near apoplexy when they got back, and they loaded his system up with the latest drugs. Jared was fully recovered from his wound, but he was still experiencing side effects from the meds. More than likely he was fast asleep and hadn't heard the phone or his beeper. A man slept hard when he finally managed to get some sleep. 
 
    Brad bent over and shook Jessica awake. “Time to go, sunshine,” he said with a smile as she uncovered her sleepy face. God, she was beautiful. If that bastard Charlie did anything to hurt her, he’d pay. He’d pay big time.  
 
    

JARED 
 
      
 
    Brad parked his pickup in Jared’s driveway and looked over at Jessica’s sleeping face. She hadn’t wasted a moment’s time falling asleep when he’d closed the door after loading her gear in the bed of the big four-door pickup truck. He climbed out of the cab and walked quickly up to the door of Jared’s three-bedroom ranch house. The lights were on in the living room, so he only knocked once before opening the door and going inside. 
 
    Jared was on the sofa, fast asleep. A half empty cup of hot chocolate sat on the coffee table beside him and his left arm was hanging off the sofa, dangling down to the carpet. 
 
    Brad grinned. Jared’s near fetish for hot cocoa was legendary among his friends. The big rangy Texan managed to carry what he called his “makin’s” wherever he went, and he drank hot cocoa before he settled down to sleep no matter how damned hard it was to prepare it. Brad had watched him scoop a hole in the desert floor near Fallujah, under the very eyes of Taliban troops they were surveilling on a long range reconnaissance. Jared had dug deep into the sand behind a shallow dune and made a stove out of a tin can, perforating top and bottom with the tip of his custom knife. He placed a heat tab inside the can and carefully struck a match from one of his MRE accessory packs to the blue tablet, ensuring that any possible light from the flame would not be visible to the people they were watching. 
 
    He had judiciously measured a quantity of water into his canteen cup, and then he removed the clear plastic bag of his “makin’s” from his rucksack and meticulously added just the exact amount of the powdery substance into the water, stirring it with a plastic spoon. He had explained to Brad a thousand times that the mixture had to be stirred in after the cup was placed on the flames but before the water began to heat. Then he slowly stirred the drink until the steam began to rise from the cup, which had to be removed from the flames before the cocoa began to boil. Nothing short of an assault by the Taliban would have made the man deviate from his ritual. Brad had only seen that happen once, and Jared’s wrath had been an awesome thing to behold. 
 
    “Wake up, brother,” he said, gently shaking the rangy Texan’s shoulder. Noise hadn’t wakened him, but Brad’s touch tore him from sleep instantly. 
 
    Jared looked confused as he sat up, and then he glanced down at the watch on his wrist. “Jesus Christ, Brad, I just now finally got to sleep!” 
 
    “You’ve been out at least three hours, my brother,” Brad said with a grin as he pointed to Jared’s cell phone. “You’ve got two voice mails from Ving on your phone and your beeper is going off in your bedroom.” 
 
    Jared cocked his head, and he could faintly hear the sound of his beeper coming from the master bedroom. “Shit!” he said, getting up and stumbling to his bedroom to grab the device. 
 
    “What’s so important you had to wake me up this early in the morning?” he asked as he came back into the living room in his stocking feet. 
 
    “Pete’s plane went down somewhere around Stephan Lake Lodge above Talkeetna. We’re going to go find him and bring him home,” Brad said soberly. 
 
    Jared was instantly wide awake, putting on his boots and going to his closet for his “D” bag. “What are you waiting for?” he called out as he opened the gun safe in his closet. His hand came out with a web belt and holster with the .45 in it, which he tossed over his shoulder. He reached back inside for his M40A5, but Brad stayed his hand. 
 
    “You’re going to need the Barrett,” he said. “Remember? The grizzlies?” 
 
    “Shit! I hope we don’t run into one of those bastards up there. They’re mean as hell and hard to kill.” He lifted the big Barrett out of the safe and put it in a hard-shell case along with the .45. He reached for a second case, much smaller, and added half a box of .45 ammo and a dozen rounds for the Barrett. “We got ammo resupply up there?”  
 
    Brad nodded. “Hank’s got it all set up.” 
 
    “Good,” Jared said, shouldering his bag and carrying the hard-shell case as if it were empty. “Time’s a wastin’. Let’s get this show on the road!” He strode out the door, leaving it to Brad to close and lock the front door. 
 
    Jared set the gun case and his bag into the back of the truck beside Brad’s and Jessica’s. “What’s up with that?” he asked, jerking a thumb in Jessica’s direction as he opened the back door of the truck and climbed in. 
 
    “That,” Jessica mumbled, her eyes still closed, “is me going to Alaska with you.” 
 
    “Jesus, girl, do you know how freakin’ cold it gets up there?” 
 
    “Yes Jared,” Jessica replied, mildly sarcastic. She liked the big Texan, but his overprotectiveness galled her. 
 
    “Charlie’s with Pete, Jared,” Brad said. 
 
    “Oh shit, I forgot about that!” 
 
    “She would have gone whether we took her or not. I figured it’s better if I’m able to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Hey guys,” Jessica yelled, “I’m sitting right here, I can hear every word you’re saying!” 
 
    The two men laughed, knowing she was irate and knowing just as well that she’d get over it quickly. 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Brad said, grinning. 
 
    “Shut up and drive,” Jessica muttered, her eyes closed. But she was grinning too. 
 
    

JESSICA AND CHARLIE 
 
      
 
    Jessica was concerned for Charlie’s safety, and Pete’s as well, because he was a good friend. She adored all of her cousin’s friends and they felt the same about her. Charlie was different though. Charlie made her heart race and the blood pound in her veins. He was handsome, intelligent, mysterious, and there was a bad boy quality to him that made him irresistible. 
 
    She had met him at her daddy’s country club, some kind of political thing that Jack Paul wanted her to attend. She hadn’t really wanted to go, but Daddy had been insistent and she had finally given in. Jack Paul was rich, vain, and self-centered, but he was her father and he did give her money every month. The money, combined with what she earned with the principal of her trust fund, enabled her to do the research so necessary to continue doing what she loved so much. Jessica was a treasure hunter, and a moderately successful one at that. 
 
    In the past six years she actually made money in her hunt for treasure, though she had wisely invested most of it, something neither her daddy Jack nor her cousin Brad knew. It wouldn’t be long before she could tell her father that she didn’t need his monthly check anymore, and she was looking forward to that day. Maybe then Jack would take her a little more seriously. 
 
    The last few months she had been researching a story she uncovered of a lost gold mine in Alaska. The story had been recorded in a handwritten journal she picked up at, oddly enough, a garage sale in Dallas. The seller, an older woman who had just moved to the Dallas-Fort Worth area from Seattle, let the musty old journal go for five dollars, but only after regaling her with a tale of her great-grandfather’s disappearance shortly after he sent word to his family that he had struck the mother lode. Apparently, he disappeared before he ever managed to return home and had never been heard from again.  
 
    Jessica had been surprised that the woman would let such a keepsake go, but the woman confessed that she was glad to be rid of it. “I could tell you stories that would curl your hair,” the woman had said with a bitter, distant stare in her eyes. “I’ve lost uncles and cousins who couldn’t resist the lure of that legend. It’s a curse on my family and I’ll be glad to be rid of it.” Jessica had been transfixed, and she had gladly paid the money. 
 
    She shivered deliciously. Charlie took her seriously. He was genuinely interested in her work, and he seemed to really enjoy helping her in her research. After Jack had introduced them at the club, Charlie had politely asked what she did for a living over a pair of mint juleps that she barely tasted. He was so good looking and he seemed very interested in her. When she first told him what she did, he didn’t seem interested. She had nearly come to the conclusion that he was showing polite interest only because he had designs on her body, and for once that didn’t truly offend her. She was no shrinking violet and she had no objections to an occasional tumble with the right man. It was when she mentioned the lost mine near Mount Watana that he had perked up and started to show a sincere interest in her work. 
 
    After the drinks they had made their exit from the gathering, Jack having long since disappeared into one of the club rooms. He liked to smoke smuggled Cuban cigars and drink from the very expensive bottle of fifty-year-old Macallan single malt scotch the club kept for him.  
 
    Charlie had driven her home, asking questions about her research into the old mine legend, and when she invited him in to see the journal, he had happily agreed. The evening seemed to stretch on forever, and, by sunrise, Charlie had joined the very select and extremely small group of men who had been privileged to share her bed. 
 
    What she thought of as a once-in-a-lifetime lark turned into something more, and they had since spent a good deal of time with their heads together, poring over her research. He had never honestly come right out and told her what he did for a living, he had just hinted at being on sabbatical. His interest in her work somewhat gave her the impression that he might be a college professor or an archaeologist, and in truth he reminded her of her favorite movie character, Indiana Jones. Charlie even looked a little like the movie actor who had played the character. 
 
    She had introduced him to Pete, and Pete had taken a real shine to him right away. When the three of them got to talking about Alaska and Pete had mentioned going grizzly hunting at Stephan Lake Lodge, Charlie had been fascinated, and before Jessica knew it, Pete had invited him along on his hunting trip. She’d had no desire to kill a grizzly, and she’d demurred when they’d asked her along. There was a lot more she wanted to know before she made the trip up to Alaska. 
 
    She wasn’t really worried about Charlie. Pete was an incredibly resourceful man and she knew he was an expert at cold weather survival, but if either of them was truly hurt, she wanted to be there for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    LEWIS HOSTBACK 
 
    Day 2 0630 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lewis awakened early in the morning, as was his habit. His personal routine never varied. Up at 0430, he did an hour of calisthenics, and then he either ran or skied, depending on the weather, for two miles at the fastest pace he could manage under the circumstances. He followed his exercise routine with a half hour in his personal wood-fired sauna, hand built from a diagram out of a Finnish Army manual. He followed this by rolling naked in the snow, or, in the late spring and summer, a quick dip in the frigid snowmelt waters of the stream at the bottom of the hill behind his hut. 
 
    The low flying Piper that had passed directly over their compound the night before troubled him. The fact that it crashed just afterwards provided no consolation. He knew that whoever was in that plane might have gotten an up-close-and-personal look at their mining operation. Familiar enough with the area, he realized if there were survivors they would be unable to communicate with anyone from the outside.  
 
    The very first item the Order of Phineas had purchased with their initial gold nuggets was an extraordinarily expensive piece of electronic equipment that the salesman had assured him would jam any frequencies used by cell phones, radios, satellite phones, or any other commonly available communications equipment. There was even an adjustment that allowed him to unblock a certain bandwidth for the Order’s private use and then close it up again when they no longer needed it. It had been incredibly expensive to buy and transport to their base camp, and the building that housed it was costly to build as well.   
 
    Any survivors, however, would be eager to tell anyone who came to rescue them about what they might have seen, and that was not something he was prepared to live with. 
 
    Lewis Hostback was an arrogant man, a supreme egotist. He had been chosen by the people of this Aryan Nations splinter group as their leader, but he was ill-equipped for the role. The only things he truly brought to the Order aside from his very obvious physical prowess were his charisma and his determination.  
 
    Lewis was an imposing figure of a man, well over six feet tall and possessing the massive chest, shoulders, and arms of an old-time lumberjack. In fact, he had played inside linebacker for part of a season with the Packers in Green Bay until he permitted his personal prejudices to alienate him from his non-white teammates. Despite his superior abilities on the field, he had been ostracized for his comments, his contract terminated.  
 
    A sympathetic friend convinced him to move to Coeur d'Alene, Idaho, where he’d used the generous severance package the team had paid him to abrogate his contract to buy a cabin on the lake in a wooded region outside the town. His friend introduced him to the Aryan Brotherhood, and he had been welcomed with open arms for what they considered to be his “stand for the superiority and purity of the white race.”  
 
    His progress up through the ranks had been meteoric. The Brotherhood needed all the favorable press it could get, and Lewis Hostback represented a poster-boy “Mr. Clean”. He didn’t drink, smoke or even swear, and he never missed a Sunday sermon in church. He also possessed a deep bass voice that made him a welcome addition to church choirs wherever he went.  
 
    What the Brotherhood did not know was that he maintained the “Mr. Clean” façade to cover a violent temper and dangerous psychotic tendencies, tendencies that often exploded into intensely violent acts that he was very careful to cover up. He never left a witness to one of his explosions … at least he’d never left a living witness. 
 
    When August B. Kreis III had stepped down from the leadership of the Tabernacle of the Phineas Priesthood-Aryan Nations, the whole of Aryan Nations had been thrown into turmoil. The members of the Coeur d'Alene chapter rebelled and separated from the splinter group and selected Hostback as their spiritual leader.  
 
    Hostback named their group The Order of Phineas. Phineas was a character in the Book of Hebrews who slew an Israelite man and a Midianite woman while they engaged in intercourse in the man's tent, running a javelin through the man’s back and the belly of the woman. The Bible story is often used by white supremacist groups to justify acts of cruel violence against people who practice miscegenation – the mixing of two races.  
 
    The Order had been run out of Coeur d'Alene two years before, and Hostback led his followers to sanctuary in the Nelchina Public Use Area. He had heard legends of riches in gold being found in the region, and he convinced his followers they were entitled to live on public land.  After all, they were citizens, and the ZOG maintained no right to deny them access to land owned by citizens. He paid for most of the migration out of his own pocket. 
 
    Hostback thought that Nelchina would be perfect for them for a number of reasons.  Its immense size and low population density was the most obvious attraction. There were damned few neighbors in Alaska once you got outside the main cities, and what neighbors there were tended to mind their own business. The Nelchina Public Use Area was even better. There were no neighbors because the government didn’t permit anyone to build there. Another reason Nelchina seemed perfect was that the people in Alaska loved guns, depended on them. Going around armed seemed as natural as breathing. Nelchina, Alaska was a perfect fit for Lewis Hostback and the Order of Phineas. 
 
    Now, just as their placer mining operations were beginning to produce some real money, they were in danger of exposure. Lewis knew that he was being paranoid, but he felt certain that when the red Piper had buzzed over their compound it had to have been on some kind of reconnaissance mission for the ZOG.  He truly believed that if there were in fact survivors of the crash, it was only a matter of time until the Feds came after them.  
 
    He was determined to keep their sanctuary a secret from the outside world and was prepared to do whatever it took to ensure that the secret remained unbroken. If it was necessary to hunt down and kill the interlopers then that was just too bad for them. My will be done. The unconscious blasphemy didn’t register with him. Lewis Hostback was a bona fide psychopath. 
 
      
 
    CRASH SITE 
 
      
 
    They came across the wreckage late in the afternoon, approximately twenty miles from their base camp. Lewis, as usual, insisted on using cross-country skis to hunt for the site. The noise of snowmobiles would echo through the valleys and mountains, and sound carried a long way in the frigid air. There was no need to draw attention to themselves from the rare hunter or trapper in the deserted territory. Motorized vehicles were forbidden and therefore objects of curiosity. Hostback led a team of a dozen armed men spread out in a line, each just far enough apart to maintain visual contact with the next man. 
 
    Hostback had seen the smoke rising from a fire not far from the wreckage and called in his team using hand signals so that the survivors wouldn’t be alerted to their presence. Lewis lay down in the snow and eyed the crash site with an objective eye through a pair of excellent high-powered Zeiss binoculars. 
 
    The Piper had come down at the bottom of the south slope of Mount Watana, almost reaching the surface of the narrow river at its foot. From what Lewis could see, the plane had failed to clear the last of the tall, narrow firs and had lost a wing before coming down hard on its side and sliding for several hundred feet. He winced. That had to have hurt. There was a body covered with a silver thermal blanket next to the shattered and burned fuselage.  
 
    It looked as if the survivors, two men whose features were impossible to make out due to their arctic clothing, had dragged the body back over the ice to the fuselage after the fire burned out. The survivors built a sort of reflector wall of green logs to build their fire behind, just up the bank from the ice, and they huddled behind it. Whoever they were, their fieldcraft was impressive. 
 
    “Get as close as you can before opening up on them. If they think we’re a rescue party it should be easy enough to eliminate them.” If anyone in the hunter team had an objection to killing the interlopers, they kept it to themselves. Lewis Hostback was the leader, the pastor of their Order, and his word was law. 
 
    As with any military type mission, anything that can possibly go wrong will go wrong; soldiers are quite familiar with Murphy’s Law. Everett Samples, at sixteen the youngest member of the Order of Phineas, became overexcited when one of the survivors stood up with a rifle in his hands. He quickly lifted his M-16, which was slung across his chest the way he had seen the soldiers and SWAT team guys on TV do it before they had left the lower forty-eight, and let loose a long burst from the rifle.  
 
    It only takes one point seven seconds to empty an M-16’s thirty round magazine, and Everett sprayed most of his magazine into the air above the survivors’ heads. His first round struck the wooden heat reflector, but muzzle hop had thrown the rest of the burst high. 
 
    The standing survivor reacted immediately, throwing himself to the ground behind the logs. The one who hadn’t stood up aimed carefully from behind the logs and shot Everett center mass, dropping him like a sack of grain. The other members of the Order had begun firing furiously as soon as Everett had screwed up, and Lewis frantically signaled them to break into two teams and flank the survivors as he had trained them.  
 
    Two more members of the Order fell before the two teams arranged themselves and began to advance on the defensive position by fire and maneuver. 
 
    

PETE AND CHARLIE 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be damned!” Charlie shouted, standing up. “Here comes the cavalry!” 
 
    Pete glanced up in the direction Charlie was staring just in time to see one of the advancing party lift the muzzle of an M-16 slung around his neck and open up on them. Instinctively, he dove for his M-14 and rolled into a kneeling position behind the reflector they’d built to keep themselves warm and returned fire. The guy firing the M-16 full auto went down, but by then the whole damned group was shooting at them. 
 
    “Grab whatever you can and let’s get the hell outta here!” he roared, frantically stuffing his feet into the bindings of his newfangled snowshoes. He had no idea who the hell these trigger-happy maniacs were and no intention of sticking around to find out. These guys looked serious! Pete glanced over the reflector once more and noticed that the group had separated into two fire teams.  
 
    They were doing a pretty damned reasonable facsimile of fire and maneuver, a military tactic where one team laid down covering fire while the other team rushed a few yards and fell down into prone firing positions so they could in turn provide covering fire for the other team to advance. It looked pretty well practiced to him. “Run!” he screamed at Charlie.  
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Lewis was coldly furious with his men for screwing up what should have been an easy capture, but the kid who screwed it up had already paid the ultimate price for his impatience. Lewis poked through the wreckage and around the still burning fire, but there was little there except for the dead body. He ordered his men onwards. “These guys aren’t amateurs,” he shouted, convinced more than ever that the survivors were from the ZOG, sent to spy on the Order of Phineas.  
 
    “Watch what you’re doing and remember your training.” He didn’t waste any more breath. Lewis knew that their very survival was dependent on keeping their existence a secret from the outside world. 
 
    Pete and Charlie ran as if all the hounds of hell were after them. They had a halfway decent head start, and they couldn’t see any sign of the pursuit. From time to time Pete raised his hand for them to halt so that he could listen, and usually he could hear a few sounds of their pursuers. The snow was deep and the going unbelievably rugged, but Charlie seemed no more winded than Pete. Pete’s respect for the younger man went up a notch. There was more to the kid than he’d suspected.  
 
    Pete looked up at the sky and saw that the weather appeared to be worsening and darkness would come early. Both those facts gave him a tactical advantage over their pursuers, and he fully intended to take advantage of them. He patted the claymore bag strapped to his side. He needed to put a little more distance between himself and Charlie and their pursuers, but, as soon as he did, Pete was certain he’d be able to even the odds up a bit. Whoever these fruitcakes might be, they were about to discover that fucking with one of Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children was a damned serious tactical error—a fatal one.  
 
    What the fuck is wrong with them? Why the fuck are they trying to kill us? Pete kept too busy moving to articulate his thoughts. Charlie was keeping up and showing no signs of flagging. He didn’t even seem surprised. Does this kid know something I don’t?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    TALKEETNA 
 
    Day 2 1500 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Talkeetna.  Where the road ends and life begins." 
 
    Talkeetna, Alaska can be found at the convergence of three rivers, the Susitna, Chulitna and Talkeetna. In 2010, the U.S. census measured the population at a little under nine hundred souls. The local economy is based principally on tourism and the associated activities of flightseeing, rafting, mountain biking, hiking, camping, fishing and hunting. Approximately midway between Anchorage and the entrance to Denali National Park, the population of the little town grows enormously from April through July as mountain climbers assemble to prepare to scale Mount McKinley.  
 
      
 
    It had taken a good deal of arguing and a hefty bonus to get the pilot of the DeHavilland Beaver to make the flight to Talkeetna from Anchorage because the weather situation was still dicey. The man only agreed to take the flight after Brad explained the circumstances to him, and even then he only took them because his brother was a Marine Lance Corporal at Camp Pendleton. The Corps family is large and it sticks together. 
 
    All of them breathed a sigh of relief when the aircraft settled to the earth of the primitive airfield in Talkeetna with a firm thump after skittering sideways on its final approach. It had been a rough one-hundred-odd-mile flight. 
 
     Brad intended to utilize their time as efficiently as possible. He was fully aware that in a survival situation, every minute counts. He had no intention of leaving Pete and Charlie exposed any longer than absolutely necessary. When he exited the plane, his mind had already shifted into what he thought of, for lack of a better description, as combat mode.  
 
    He motioned for Jared to stick with the pilot and see to the offloading of their luggage and gear. Then he waved Tom over to the Tamsco hangar where he spotted a pristine Bell 212 Twin painted a startling red with brilliant white trim. “That’s the only chopper I see, Tom; check and verify that’s the one Hank’s laid on for us.” Tom set out at a brisk pace, almost a jog, towards the open hangar door. A small motorized luggage cart chugged towards the Beaver. Brad, Ving, and Jessica walked toward the Quonset hut that served as a terminal at the tiny airport. 
 
    "The troopers have an office inside the terminal," Ving said. "We’re supposed to meet Lieutenant Ben Robinson in there; he’s the guy in charge of the search and rescue op." 
 
    "How many men do they have on this operation?" Brad asked. 
 
    "I couldn't get a straight answer to that question on the phone." Ving sounded aggravated, but Brad wondered if it might just have been the man’s reaction to the rough flight. 
 
    Brad grunted. “Did Hank say he had everything set for us up here?” 
 
    Ving had called the logistics expert when they’d landed in Anchorage. 
 
    “Yeah, he said the chopper’s confirmed and the package David Henderson sent from Fort Greeley had been picked up by the troopers. He said it was a crate and that Lieutenant Robinson already signed for it. The ammo’s in the crate with the rest of the gear.” Brad nodded, continuing his walk to the Quonset hut with Jessica and Ving trailing him. 
 
    The Quonset hut was nothing more than several semicircular sections of corrugated galvanized steel assembled in a series. From outside it looked like the top half of a large piece of pipe just lying on the ground with a door and a window on one end of it.  Brad was a bit surprised that the terminal was so small. 
 
    As they entered the front door, Brad felt a blast of heat hit him in the face.  There were only two people inside that he could see. One, apparently an airline employee, was working at a makeshift ticket counter.  The other, in the blue two-tone uniform of the Alaska State Troopers, remained seated in a swivel chair at a desk near the back of the building under an Alaska State Troopers emblem on the wall.   
 
    Brad was a little taken aback. He had been expecting to see some kind of command center with at least three or four troopers coordinating the search operation. Ving had told him how short-handed Robinson was, but he’d expected the man would call in reinforcements for an emergency. Apparently things were significantly different here than in the lower forty-eight.  
 
    They approached the trooper who was staring at them with frank interest; he looked to be paying particular attention to Jessica. 
 
    “I’m Brad Jacobs,” he said, holding out his hand. The lieutenant was a large man, and he unleashed a hell of a strong grip. 
 
    “Ben Robinson. I’m surprised you got that guy to fly up here in this weather. I expected you would be stuck in Anchorage until the weather let up some.” 
 
    Brad made a non-committal gesture with his free hand. “We don’t stand down because of weather conditions.” 
 
    Robinson gave him a hard look. “I checked on you after your man Ving there called me. You’ve got a reputation as a hardass in the Corps, and Henderson up at Fort Greeley says you did really well at N.W.T.C.”  
 
    The big trooper put his hands on his hips. “Except for my time in the Corps, I’ve lived up here all my life. “I’ve hunted, fished, and trapped this country since I was old enough to strap on a pair of skis. Since I got back from the big sandbox, I’ve had to read a page from the Good Book to some pretty hard men that made the Taliban look like Boy Scouts. 
 
    “I’ve also hauled the remains of some hardheads who wouldn’t listen to reason out of the backcountry on an ahkio, too. I don’t want to have to do that with your friends and I don’t want to do that with you either.” 
 
    Brad knew he was antagonizing the only real help available in the frozen northland, but his stubborn pride wouldn’t permit him to acknowledge it. 
 
    “Can you give me an update on the rescue mission status?” 
 
    Robinson’s eyes turned stone cold. “Until this blackbird storm lets up, there’s not much I can tell you. From what I’ve seen of the latest satellite imagery from N.O.A.A (the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration operates a public access website publishing the latest satellite imagery, updated every few hours), when this one lets up, we’re going to have no more than a twenty-four hour  window before the next one hits. I’ll have eyes in the air the minute it’s safe to fly.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Brad was unable to keep the irritation out of his voice. 
 
    “Easy Brad,” Ving said, touching his friend on the shoulder, trying to calm him down. 
 
    “I don’t believe this!” Brad exclaimed, shaking Ving’s hand off and giving the big trooper a hard look. 
 
    "Let me explain a few things to you, Tex. Alaska is like another country, maybe even a whole other world from the one you live in. We have damned little government or regulation and no budget to speak of. I’ve only got three other troopers to patrol an area of over twenty-five thousand square miles of the most rugged terrain in the world. Most of our patrolling has to be done by dog sled teams or by helicopter.   
 
    “Motorized vehicles including snow mobiles are prohibited in most of the wilderness areas except for emergencies or special projects. We have an Arctic Cat, but I have to get permission from the trooper commander down in Fairbanks before I’m allowed to take it out into the back country.  
 
    “This part of Alaska is known as no man’s land.  In the areas around the perimeter of Anchorage we have plenty of resources, but out here we have to rely primarily on air search by cooperative bush pilots and volunteer groups.” 
 
    “Down here in Talkeetna the weather might be acceptable for flying, but we’re at three hundred feet elevation. Up around Mount Watana, where we initially picked up your friends’ ELT signal, it’s over six thousand feet.  They’ve got blizzard conditions and the weather is much worse than it is here. There’s no way I can get air search moving up there until the weather clears." 
 
    "How many were on board the aircraft?" Brad asked. He knew the man was telling the truth, but frustration began building inside him. He felt like a pressure cooker about to explode. 
 
    "Just your two guys and the pilot ... a good man, Sam Henderson." 
 
    "We’re gonna go now," Brad said firmly. 
 
    "You’ll go by yourselves, provided you can get Tamsco to fly in this crap. It’s let up a little, but, like I said, my nose tells me you’ve got twenty-four hours, probably much less, before you get socked in again. I'd advise against it." 
 
    Brad turned to face Ving, whose face showed no emotion at all. "Check with Tom and see if our charter pilot is ready to go.  If he won’t fly tell Tom to get familiar with the chopper.  While you’re at it, make sure the ammo Henderson sent is correct and onboard." 
 
    "On it," Ving said tightly. He didn’t like it, but he wasn’t about to upbraid Brad at this point. His friend was wrapped as tight as Ving had ever seen him, and pissing him off would serve no good purpose. Ving was straight up New Orleans born and bred, and even though he’d passed the N.W.T.C. course he hated Alaska and the cold with a passion. The only reason he’d come on this mission was his loyalty to Brad and his friend Pete. 
 
    "You guys are crazy," Robinson exclaimed. "If you guys go up there you’re on your own. Hell, I don't need two groups of people to find and rescue." 
 
    "Don't worry," Brad replied.  "I don’t plan on getting lost." 
 
    Robinson seemed as if he had something else to say, but he bit it back and sat back down in his desk chair, fuming. 
 
    Brad realized the man was right, but he also knew some things that Robinson did not. Brad and his team were expert trackers and survivalists, trained and experienced in extreme cold weather operations. Despite Robinson’s assertions about the harshness of the Alaskan wilderness, Brad and his men had fought and survived in the wild and rugged mountains of Nuristan Province in Afghanistan. The team thrived in hostile environments where most men couldn’t survive and it was Holy Writ that they never left a man behind. 
 
      
 
    "Show me on this map exactly where you picked up the ELT signal," Brad said, unfolding an acetate-covered U.S. military topographical map and spreading it on top of Robinson’s desk. 
 
    "That’s another part of the problem you aren’t taking into consideration," the now surly Trooper said. "I can give you the exact coordinates of the signal we received, but I can’t be certain that the coordinates are accurate. We received only a short, intermittent signal from their ELT after they dropped off of local radar. Radar works ‘line of sight’. As soon as they dropped lower than the mountaintops, radar lost contact with them. I have no way of knowing how far they glided after we lost contact; all I can give you is their last known location and their flight bearing.” 
 
    “But the ELT should still be transmitting…” 
 
    “The ELT may have been damaged on impact.  These small plane ELTs are not as powerful as the big ones they use in commercial airliners.  And there’s still the problem of the mountains blocking the signals. The ELT might be working just fine, but you’ll never receive the signal until there’s nothing between you but air. That’s a common problem up here and we deal with it every day." 
 
    "No radio contact?" Brad asked. 
 
    "Same problem." 
 
    "Just what type of support can I count on from you?" Brad asked. He was exasperated and reaching the ragged edge limits of his patience. He was tired of being nice and wanted answers. 
 
    "I don't have any troopers to put on the ground.  Air search is ready to go as soon as the weather clears on the mountain.  I’ve also alerted our two best volunteer groups to assist with the ground search and they are mobilizing as we speak. They can leave as soon as we get a break in the weather.   The Alaska Mountain Rescue Group (AMRG) and the Alaska Search and Rescue Association (ASARA) should both have support up here in the next few hours, but neither one of them is going to send men up there before the weather clears." 
 
    "That's the best you can do?" Brad asked. 
 
    "Don't underestimate the capabilities of these organizations, Jacobs. They’re both extremely effective at this type of search and rescue operation. They work with us on dozens of searches every year." 
 
    “What's the nearest town or village to the last ELT coordinates you got?” 
 
    “You’re standing in it,” the trooper replied evenly, his own temper fraying. “Talkeetna is the only real town for hundreds of miles. If your friends are able to hike out, the closest place with a small airstrip and year-round basic facilities is their original destination, the hunting lodge on Stephan Lake. It's roughly twenty miles of god awful rugged terrain from the area we think they went down to the lodge.” 
 
    “Any local residents living anywhere in the vicinity we might be able to contact if we need to?” 
 
    Ben Robinson started to open his mouth, but it snapped shut quickly. "None that I can recommend." His eyes told Brad it would be useless to press him further on the subject. 
 
    That seemed like an odd response to Brad, but his intuition told him he was wasting his time. 
 
    “We’re going anyway,” Brad said shortly. “We’ll maintain radio contact or call on the satellite phone every hour with an update on our status, at least as long as we can maintain satellite service. I don’t imagine the mountains will interfere with that.” Disgusted, he turned and headed out the front door towards the Tamsco hangar followed by Jessica. 
 
    

ROBINSON 
 
    
Ben Robinson leaned the back of his chair towards the wall and raised his hands, clasping them behind his head. No, the mountains won’t screw up your satellite transmissions, but mountains ain’t the only problems you’re going to run into, Tex. You may not be a cheechako, but you ain’t ready for what I’m afraid those mountains are hiding. This country isn’t kind to tenderfoots.  
 
    Now I can’t say for sure, but the old timers and the poachers and the illegal prospectors talk when they get liquored up down at the Trading Post, and I’m hearing some ugly rumors that I hope to God ain’t true. 
 
    They’re saying there’s a passel of men out there in the valley, armed men, men that don’t like anybody poking around in their business. Amos Flagg, that old degenerate, says there’s a bunch of the old poachers have come up missing. He’s hinted that they ain’t ever coming back and that Old Man Winter didn’t get them, these men did. 
 
    I haven’t found any proof, but I’m afraid old Amos is right. The Air Force says they’ve had instances where their communications were jammed, and that takes some serious electronic equipment and knowhow. I wish they could have pinpointed it, but they couldn’t. Yep, there’s something going on up the valley, but I don’t have the time or the resources to take care of the responsibilities I already have. I didn’t have the heart to tell old Tex that there are three other groups of hunters that have been reported missing, and I’ve got to hunt all three of them.  
 
    Fortunately for Tex, none of those other groups have the training, the experience or the equipment that he has. I can keep an ear open for his “updates”, but I’m afraid that, Marine or not, Tex is going to be pretty much on his own. I hope he’s as good as he thinks he is. That was one fine looking woman he had with him. Wish she was going to be keeping me warm tonight! 
 
    Ben smiled ruefully. He lived at home with his mother, a full blood Inuit. He had taken her in when his father died, and she would raise holy hell if he brought home a fancy blonde from the lower forty-eight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    GREEN LIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    
There was a crate beside the chopper bearing a stencil identifying it as property of the U.S. Government with the return address of the N.W.T.C. Annex at Black Rapids. As Ving approached the chopper, he could see the pilot performing a preflight check. 
 
    “Your partner is in the office, taking care of the paperwork,” the pilot called out without taking his eyes off the bird. 
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Ving asked smiling, though he wasn’t happy about this mission. There was a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach, something he ordinarily paid a great deal of attention to. Ben Robinson had been so friendly on the phone after he’d identified himself and Brad as former members of Force Recon, but there was something definitely off-kilter about the man in person. He wished Brad hadn’t gotten off on the wrong foot with the big lieutenant. Ving was willing to bet there were important facts the man was not telling them.  
 
    Shit! It wasn’t bad enough Mama Ving’s little boy Mason had to be running around in the ice and snow freezing his ass off looking for Pete; nope, the big state trooper, a half-assed Eskimo himself by the look of him, had to go piling mystery on top of it all. Ving shook his head. He had to do this, Pete was in trouble. In the end, that was all that mattered. Semper Fi! 
 
    “I doubt it,” the pilot said laconically. “Weather’s still dicey and it doesn’t appear as if it’s getting better anytime soon. Even if we get a break it ain’t likely to last.” 
 
    “Come on, man, I know Hank told you guys this was an emergency. We’ve got friends down out there!” 
 
    “You can’t help ’em none if we get ourselves killed tryin’ to get there!” 
 
    “I know damned well this bird can fly in this crap! I’ve ridden through worse than this…” 
 
    “In a 212 Twin?” the pilot asked skeptically. 
 
    “A UH-1N, and that’s the same damned thing!” 
 
    The pilot’s eyes clouded over. “Where’d you ride a UH-1N?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Nuristan Province, Afghanistan,” Ving answered evenly. “They had to use the UH-1N for the altitude. We needed to get up around seventeen thousand feet with a full load to take it to the Taliban.” 
 
    “Army?” 
 
    “Force Recon.” 
 
    The pilot worked his jaws almost as if he was chewing tobacco for a minute, and Ving could practically see the wheels spinning in the man’s head. 
 
    “Fuck it; load your shit up, brother. Never let it be said that Harvey Messer let down the Marines, but I’m tellin’ you now, if the weather takes a turn for the worse, I’m hightailin’ my ass right back here. I ain’t no hero.” The man stepped forward and they shook hands. Ving walked over to the crate and started prying the top off.  Messer helped. 
 
    They had the ahkio out and on the ground beside the chopper by the time Jared arrived riding on the baggage cart with their gear. Tom walked out of the office a moment later. The four of them got it all unloaded by the time Brad and Jessica walked into the hangar. 
 
    Ving motioned Brad to one side for a quiet conference, and Jessica went straight to the weapons cases, lifting out the one Ving had marked with her name. As Ving explained the pilot’s reluctant acceptance of the charter to Brad, he kept an eye on the slender young blonde. She looked comfortable with the odd looking M4A1, her nimble fingers skimming gracefully over the weapon checking for dust or damage. Her movements were swift and sure, and when she inserted the loaded magazine in the well and tapped the bottom with the heel of her hand to ensure it was seated, she did it with the confidence and skill of an expert. It would be easy to mistake her for an empty-headed swimsuit model because of her appearance, but Ving knew her to be an expert marksman and a cool head in tight situations. She was one of the most positive, confident people he had ever known, a trait she inherited from her father Jack.  
 
    Nevertheless, he knew the treacherous country they were about to venture into, and he realized the dangers that lurked there. He would have to keep an eye on the young adventuress. 
 
    Ving’s focus returned to the conversation he was having with Brad. “What’s that?” he asked. “My mind was wandering, Brad, and I didn’t catch that.” 
 
    Brad grimaced. He had seen Ving watching Jessica and his temper had gotten the better of him. “I said something’s going on up here and I don’t like the smell of it. That trooper may be a former Marine, and I don’t think he’s lying to us, but I’m pretty damned sure he’s leaving something out, something important, something he doesn’t want us to know.” 
 
    “I’m getting the same vibe from this pilot, Brad.” 
 
    Brad shook his head. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, buddy, but I’m not going to let it stop me from doing my damnedest to save Pete and Charlie. Don’t let the pilot notice, but make sure everyone is locked and loaded when we take off and ready for anything … and make sure mine is locked and loaded too. I’m going to see if I can get anything more out of the guy at the ticket counter.” 
 
    “You’re not going to like this worth a damn, brother, but I wouldn’t do that if I was you.” 
 
    “We need more intel, Ving.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you ain’t gonna get it from that guy.” 
 
    “So how do you propose we try to find out what we need to know, smart guy?” 
 
    “When you go fishing, brother, you got to use the right bait.” Ving stared pointedly at Jessica, who was slipping into her cold weather parka and vapor barrier (VB) boots. The VB boots were essential equipment in the Arctic. There were one-way vents inside the arch in each boot to let moisture out while keeping heat in, and there were lugs for ski and snowshoe bindings built onto the heels. 
 
    Brad looked over at the makeshift ticket counter and noticed that the man was ogling Jessica for all he was worth. Brad nodded his acquiescence and, while Ving went over to whisper in Jessica’s ear, he walked over to talk with the pilot. 
 
    “What’s the terrain like up there where we’re headed?” he asked. 
 
    “Robinson showed me the territory on the map…” 
 
    “I’ve got one,” Brad said hurriedly, taking the acetate-covered map from the cargo pocket of his baggy arctic pants and laying it atop a nearby workbench. He weighted the edges down with two wrenches and a socket from the bench top and Messer pointed to the area Brad had already marked with a red grease pencil. 
 
    “Rugged is too nice a word for this region right here,” Messer said, wiggling his index finger in a loose circle around the small “x”. “It’s a nightmare, a frozen hell up here.” The contour marker showed the elevation to be nearly 5100 feet. “Depending on their altitude when the ELT started going off, they could have glided anywhere in this circle.” Messer spread his fingers wide and scribed a circle roughly a mile and a half in diameter. 
 
    “That’s something else I don’t understand. I thought ELTs went off automatically when an aircraft impacted the ground.” 
 
    Messer gave him a scornful look. “That’s the way it works in the lower forty-eight, my friend. Up here, the bush pilots know the ELT signal will be shielded by the mountain peaks. As soon as they have an indication that they’re in trouble, they thump the switch and set the ELT off. We’ll find out for sure when we get there. If they went down so fast that the ground impact set off the ELT, there’s not going to be much left of your friends.” Messer’s grim face told Brad that he had found wreckage from such a circumstance before.  
 
    “What about people? Are there any people or hunting cabins we can reach up there?” 
 
    Messer’s face simply closed as if a curtain had been dropped across it. “Don’t know nothin’ about that.” 
 
    Try as he might, Brad couldn’t get the pilot to say another word on the subject. Irritated, he folded the map and put it in his pocket. He turned to face his team. “Saddle up! I want to get up there before dark.” According to the times Robinson had given him, it shouldn’t be dark until 2130 hours, but the bad weather might make it come a little earlier. The temperature was already dropping, Jessica had been unsuccessful in getting any additional information and they had no more time to waste. 
 
    

OUTBOUND FROM TALKEETNA 
 
    Day 2 1530 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
    The Bell 212 Twin Huey was painted a bold red and white, which stood out against the bright green background of the forest that surrounded the airport.  With the gear and team loaded, the chopper took off and headed east, following the Susitna River.  It measured seventy-eight miles from the Talkeetna Airport to the coordinates Robinson had given them.   
 
    After approximately fifteen minutes Brad could see the majestic peaks of the Talkeetna Mountains poking through the top of the massive cloud layer that concealed the blackbird storm. He knew it was going to be a rough ride.   
 
    Brad put his head close to Ving’s, keeping an eye on Jessica, who was sitting on the jump seat behind and between Messer and Tom, who was sitting in the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
    “What did you find out on the background check?” He didn’t have to mention Charlie by name; Ving knew who he was asking about. 
 
    “I called from the terminal building, Brad. He checks out clean, but there’s something about it that’s weird as hell.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “He’s got a detailed history, archaeology professor at Florida State.” 
 
    “What’s so weird about that?” 
 
    “His history only goes back around five years. Before that, I can’t find a single mention of his existence.” 
 
    "What do you make of that?" Brad knew damned well what it sounded like to him. It sounded like Charlie boy had been sent undercover in a hell of a hurry, and somebody in the department of obfuscation in whatever agency employed him dropped the ball. 
 
    "I think he's either one of the really good guys or one of the really bad guys. He knows somebody with good enough connections to construct a fairly solid cover identity.  My guess is he’s either a Fed or connected with organized crime," Ving said. 
 
    "Either way I don't like it," Brad scowled.  "He’s a liar. He’s lied to us and he’s lied to Jessica." 
 
    “If he's a Fed, he might not have a choice.” 
 
    "You think he could be on a mission that involves us?" 
 
    "I'd say that's a high probability." 
 
    Brad thought about that for a second. "What in the hell would the Feds want with us?" 
 
    "Something tells me we will soon find out." 
 
    "I think it's more likely he’s some kind of crook." 
 
    "That doesn’t make much sense. What could he want from us?" 
 
    "I'm not sure yet. Maybe he’s trying to get to Jack through Jessica. Did you find anything to connect him to Uncle Jack? That’s who introduced him to Jessica." 
 
    The chopper suddenly dropped almost thirty feet and began to crab sideways against a vicious headwind. Brad had been in worse conditions than this, and he had faith in the rugged chopper. He was less certain about Messer. They were getting damned close to Mount Watana, but the weather conditions were continuing to deteriorate. 
 
    Brad glanced down at the map in his hands. The location they were headed for was way off the course between Talkeetna and Stephan Lake Lodge. What the hell had Pete and Charlie been doing way up here? 
 
    Visibility started to drop even more rapidly and high winds began buffeting the chopper as they approached their destination.  Despite the poor conditions, Messer began a standard search pattern around the coordinates last received from the downed plane’s ELT. The wind and the snow flurries made it difficult to see the ground. The ELT had broadcast a position that was at nearly 5100 feet in elevation towards the east side of the mountain.  
 
    Messer dropped the bird down lower to try to get a better look at the ground. That meant they were flying well below the summit of Mount Watana, and visibility had gotten so poor they could no longer see the peak. Messer was a pretty damned good chopper jockey, but Brad knew they were at serious risk of crashing into the mountainside.   
 
    Ving was starting to turn green, and Brad was beginning to understand why the Alaska State Troopers had not yet started their search.  This was flying blind.   
 
    “I’m gonna give this another fifteen minutes and then I’ve gotta get back to Talkeetna. I’m havin’ a helluva time keepin’ her in the air.” 
 
    Brad had no intentions of giving up; they were too damned close. He could see bits and pieces of the mountain through the snow and fog. He really wanted a visual confirmation of the crash site before putting his team on the ground, but time was running out on them. Going back to Talkeetna empty-handed was not an option. 
 
    He made a command decision. “Put us down here!” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Messer screeched. 
 
    “Right fucking here, right fucking now,” Brad repeated. 
 
    There was a small hole in the clouds where they could see a fairly level area on the side of the mountain that was larger than the thirty-five meters required to set the chopper down. It was just about the right altitude within about a quarter mile of the intermittent signal that had last been broadcast. 
 
    "Are you sure, man?" Messer asked. 
 
    "If you can do it without bending the bird, set us down here. We can handle the rest," Brad responded. 
 
    “I can do it, but it's going to be a touch and go insertion. I don’t dare set her down, and you’re going to have to offload the way you did in combat. This wind catches my bird just right and we’re all dead. I’m only gonna be able to hold a hover for a couple of seconds and you’re gonna have to get out and get down. The rotors can flex about four feet either way in this shit.” 
 
    “Good enough man, and thanks,” Brad replied. 
 
    Jessica smiled at her cousin. She was scared but exhilarated at the same time. She could see him enjoying the sensation of fear and adrenaline as much as she was and she was just as determined as Brad to find Pete and Charlie. She could hardly wait to get on the ground. 
 
    Messer swooped down and put the chopper into a tenuous ground hover and yelled, “Go!” at the top of his lungs. The five of them shoved their gear out the doors and leapt from the bird to the snow, covering the exposed area of their skins with their arms to keep the rotor wash from causing frostbite. They landed hard within feet of their equipment. The chopper popped up and roared away, leaving only the howling of the wind in their ears. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    ON THE SITE 
 
    Day 2 1720 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
    

A gust of wind cleared the air for a moment shortly after the team hit their LZ. It was eagle-eyed Jared who spotted the wrecked fuselage of the Piper far down below them on the frozen surface of the river, perhaps a hundred meters from the lake that fed the river. The craft had managed to glide only a short distance from where the ELT had been able to send out its last signal, on the east side of Mount Watana.  
 
    The snow was still blowing hard, and visibility was extremely limited. They couldn’t even shoot a compass bearing to the wreckage. This close to the North Pole, the compass proved useless. 
 
    Even with Jared’s sighting it was a hard forty-five minute hike to the wreckage. The terrain was not conducive to walking, and there were patches of deep snow between cracks in the base rock of the mountain. It would have been a difficult trek even in summer conditions. 
 
    “Spread out and do a three-sixty search,” Brad ordered, sending Jessica, Tom, and Jared out in a cloverleaf pattern. 
 
    “I hope to hell they got out of this thing before it burned,” he muttered, more to himself than to Ving. That was the real reason he’d sent the team searching; if Charlie was in that mess he didn’t want Jessica to be the one who found him. 
 
    Jessica, Tom, and Jared obediently spread out and commenced to execute the familiar cloverleaf pattern. 
 
    Brad and Ving approached the blackened and half-melted struts that were all that was left of the fuselage, looking for any sign of life … or death, whichever the case might be. 
 
    There was no sign of Pete or Charlie, but there were empty cartridge cases scattered everywhere, evidence of a major firefight. “What the fuck happened here?” Brad grumbled.  There was a body up close to the fuselage. 
 
    "Ving, check his ID," Brad commanded. 
 
    "Sam Henderson, definitely the pilot," Ving replied, kneeling by the frozen body.  "Looks like he was badly injured in the crash, but he got out before it burned. No bullet wounds." 
 
    There were a lot of tracks, mostly from skis though there were at least two sets of snowshoes. 
 
    "I don't like the looks of this," Brad sighed.  "What did Pete and Charlie stumble into?" He paused for a second, his mind registering the pattern of the tracks and totaling up the number of personnel who had been there. "Someone came after them," he said finally.   
 
    "Yes, and it looks to be a whole damned army," Ving replied. “This just turned into a whole other ball of wax than a search and rescue mission."   
 
    "Who were these guys?" Brad asked rhetorically. 
 
    "And why were they after Pete and Charlie?"  Ving wondered aloud. 
 
    "Brad, come and check this out," Jessica yelled. 
 
    The team quickly converged on her position to see what she had discovered. 
 
    "Blood in the snow," she said anxiously, "lots of blood." 
 
    Jared shouted, "I've got a body over here." 
 
    Jessica, Brad, and Ving followed a bloody frozen trail and three sets of tracks nearly forty yards to their left to Jared's position.  There lay a body face planted, half buried in the snow. There were white cross-country skis on his feet. 
 
    Brad reached under and rolled him over. There was an M-16 slung around his neck. 
 
    “He’s just a kid,” Brad muttered in disbelief. 
 
    "Thank God it's not Charlie or Pete," Jessica said with relief. 
 
    “I found two more over there,” Tom said as he trudged over the ice to join the group. “They’re older than this guy, and they’re armed with M-16s.  Not AR-15s, M-16s with selector switches for full auto. There are two sets of snowshoe tracks with roughly a dozen or so sets of ski tracks heading from here to the northwest.  
 
    “Whoever they were, they were in a hell of a hurry. The dead guys not only still had their weapons, but they had a full load of magazines too. The attackers just left them lying there in the snow.”  
 
    “Most likely Pete and Charlie are the ones on snowshoes,” Jessica replied. “Charlie hates to ski.” 
 
    "Ving, try to get Robinson on the radio,” Brad ordered.  “I want to talk to him." He wanted to speak to the man personally, not just to update him on their status but to demand some immediate support.  Weather be damned. 
 
    Ving knelt down out of the wind and began to fiddle with the radio.  
 
    "Tom, we’re all good trackers, but you’ve got far more experience tracking in the snow than the rest of us.  Give me your assessment of this site." 
 
    Tom recited pretty much the same conclusions Brad had already reached. “It looks like someone considered them a serious threat, Brad. I think Pete and Charlie headed northwest around the peak of Mount Watana towards Fog Lakes.” Tom indicated the possible route with his index finger on Brad’s map. “They’re either navigating by terrain association, if they have a map, or they’re going on dead reckoning.  
 
    “Either way, if they can find Fog Lakes the terrain will be a lot easier than the mountains, and it’s pretty much a straight shot down the valley here to Stephan Lake Lodge. Pete would be somewhat familiar with the land between Fog Lakes and Stephan Lake Lodge; he’s hunted that country for years.” 
 
    Brad remembered what Robinson had said regarding the closest place of support near the ELT coordinates being east of Fog Lakes at Stephan Lake, their original destination. He did some measuring with his fingers on the map and estimated approximately eight miles of high country between where they were on Mount Watana down to Fog Lakes, and then another eleven miles of rough country from Fog Lakes to Stephan Lake Lodge.  At least Pete and Charlie seemed to be headed in the right direction.  
 
    There was another path they might have followed, but Brad knew damned well Pete would never trade ease of travel for shorter distance, especially when being pursued by armed hostiles. He had little choice but to agree with Tom’s assessment. A quick glance at Jared, who usually performed the tracking function for the team, showed him that Jared was in full agreement with Tom. 
 
    

THE TRAIL 
 
    
“Brad, I'm having serious problems with the ALM radio. I can’t reach the trooper office or anyone else.  The sat-phone isn’t working either. It's almost as if someone is jamming the frequencies.” Ving scratched his head. “We’re talking some fairly sophisticated equipment here, buddy. What the hell have we walked into?” 
 
    Alaska Land Mobile Radio (ALMR) is a statewide system that connects over one hundred federal, state, and municipal government organizations and first responder entities. The system provides the entities with day-to-day communications and the ability to quickly switch to a communications method that allows them to talk with each other so they can more efficiently communicate in an emergency. Most of the remotely located agencies rely totally on the ALMR as their principal network for daily operations.  
 
    A group with the ability to disrupt that network was a disaster in the making. CB radio might still function if those frequencies weren’t targeted by the countermeasures, but they would be sorely limited by power constraints. The CB is popular with bush pilots because they operate at such a great height. 
 
    "Maybe we just need to move to a different location to get a clear signal. If someone is jamming both of those devices we’ve got big troubles. If the hostiles have equipment advanced enough to employ electronic warfare countermeasures out here in the Alaskan wilderness then we could be in deep shit for sure." 
 
    “We could check the GPS for a shorter route so we might cut them off, but if the sat-phone is jammed I doubt we will pick up the signal from that satellite either,” Ving said doubtfully. 
 
    Brad stared up into the snow-laden clouds and detected no sign that the increasingly heavy snowfall was going to let up anytime soon. The trail left by Pete, Charlie, and their unknown pursuers appeared glaringly obvious, but he knew that he couldn’t afford to tarry too long before following them. The wind was gusting fiercely and the tracks would be obscured by the drifting flakes in short order.  
 
    He estimated that they had four to five hours of limited visibility left before the sun gave up and left them in darkness. There was little chance that the moon would be able to peak through the cloud cover, eliminating any possibility of continuing to track them at night. 
 
    Making a snap decision, he turned to face his team. “Check your weapons; make certain your magazines are topped off. We’re moving out.” Despite the obvious hazards, he was determined to track them down. Pete was a hell of a man when it came to a firefight, but Charlie was an unknown variable. A dozen men would be too much for Pete to handle alone, especially since he was only carrying his hunting rifle.   
 
    Brad took the lead and let Jared, who normally would have been the lead tracker, take the rear. Jessica followed right behind him.  Ving trailed behind Jessica followed by Tom, pulling the ahkio. Stout as Tom was, he was grateful to have three people breaking trail for him. It made the ahkio much easier to pull.  
 
    Jared followed as far back from Tom and the flat sled as possible, the better to listen for sounds of anyone who might try to track them. There were only five of them, but they were literally loaded for bear. Brad had complete faith that his team, with their training and firepower, could handle the force chasing his friends.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    DISASTER AND DELAY 
 
    Day 2 2000 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Piper had crashed on the frozen river, and when Pete fled he made a beeline southeast, obviously headed for the saddle between Mount Watana and the peak immediately southwest of it. Navigating the terrain proved a grueling task; Pete hadn’t made it easy for the men chasing him.  
 
    Brad had been setting a frantic pace for over three hours but made little headway, and he realized without having to glance at his wrist chronometer they had little light left. He followed the trail up over the saddle and started the treacherous descent down a steep draw with a sharp southwest dogleg that would lead to relatively flatter terrain all the way to Fog Lakes. That would then leave them a straight and very familiar trek to Stephan Lake Lodge.  
 
    For Brad and company, the path became increasingly difficult. Snow had drifted into the cracks in the stone face of the mountain, and Brad often stopped himself just in time to keep from toppling into a crevice filled with solid appearing snow. He’d warned Jessica repeatedly to stay directly behind him. One wrong step could lead to disaster. 
 
    The steep draw turned into a narrow side canyon, and by then Brad could barely make out the outline of a frozen creek at the bottom.  The trail led straight down to the creek bank. He called a halt for a short break at a rise in the draw, exhausted from breaking trail but unwilling to admit it. 
 
    Ving knew him better than any man alive, and he knew damned well that Brad was flagging and needed a break. “Hey, Tom,” he called out, “why don’t you let me pull that ahkio for a while?”  
 
    Tom squinted ahead and saw that the snow had been blown away from the ground, leaving large rocky bare patches in the snow. He was younger than either Brad or Ving and still felt fairly fresh. It crossed his mind that Ving might be trying to give Brad a rest more than trading off the work, but it didn’t matter to him. When Brad was ready to move out again, he would take point for a while. He was a damned good tracker and he knew it.  
 
    “I’ll take point for a while, Brad, there’s not much trail to break, and Ving here is going to play sled dog for a while.” Brad acknowledged Tom’s suggestion with a nod. It would be a relief to stop breaking trail for a while. He told himself it wasn’t so much the physical effort that was sapping his strength but rather the stress of watching for crevices and crannies that were sitting calmly beneath the snow, waiting to trap the unwary trekker.  
 
    Brad moved his clenched fist in a circle over his head and then pointed it in the direction he wanted to move. Ving shrugged on the ahkio harness and leaned into it, following Brad and Jessica, who in turn followed around twenty meters behind Tom. 
 
    As they reached the bottom of the draw, Brad faced a decision. The banks of the frozen creek looked rugged and lined with large, sharp-edged boulders that had broken off the mountain above them and tumbled down to the creek bed. The ice surface of the creek appeared smooth and flat, relatively unobstructed by the big rocks. He knew they carried a risk in taking the easier way, but time appeared short and there was an urgent need to catch up with Pete and Charlie and the men pursuing them.   
 
    He took a deep breath and signaled for Tom to follow the frozen surface of the creek the next time the younger man looked back at him. The ice felt solid enough, and it measured almost fifteen feet wide, so when Tom glanced back once more, Brad raised his fist and pumped it up and down, the signal to pick up the pace. Tom moved onto the ice and began moving a hell of a lot faster as the going became easier. The trail seemed to be noticeably fresher, Brad noticed smugly. They were catching up. 
 
    A little more than twenty minutes after walking onto the ice, Brad heard the unmistakable sound of cracking. He looked up just in time to see Tom break through the ice and plunge into the icy water beneath. Before he could even begin to run towards Tom, Jessica flashed past him and dove towards the hole in the ice. Tom was spluttering and splashing in the frigid water, and it was clear that the current was trying to drag him under. As Brad launched his body towards the hole, he knew that, short of a miracle, Tom would be sucked under the surface and trapped beneath the ice. He would be lost forever. 
 
    Luck was with him, and it was Jessica who provided the miracle. She plunged her arm into the frigid water and managed to tangle her fingers in the straps on the back of Tom's pack. It took every ounce of strength she possessed to maintain her grip on the spluttering Tom, and she was terrified that she would be dragged into the water after him—there was nothing for her to hold on to. 
 
    She felt Brad’s iron grip on her ankles as he caught her, just as she was about to slip into the water herself. Freed from the moment of the fear she would be dragged in as well, Jessica fearlessly stretched out her other hand and got a handful of Tom’s short hair. She was trusting Brad to keep the three of them from slipping into the water. She held onto Tom with all her strength, but she could still feel him starting to slip away from her.  The force of the current was hellishly strong and the cold was numbing. 
 
    Ving and Jared saved the three of them by the simple expedient of tossing a climbing rope from the ahkio to them. Tom grabbed the very end of it, and then Jessica and Brad grabbed it as well. Ving and Jared raced for the creek bank, selecting a slender fir to run the rope behind, and then, using the tree as an anchor, they slowly hauled the three clear of the hole in the ice. Tom was soaked clear through, and the arms of Jessica’s parka were soaking wet as well. 
 
    The entire team was aware that one of the greatest dangers in traveling across the wild country of the Alaskan interior was the risk of falling into open water. Getting wet in sub-zero temperatures was extremely dangerous. Tom had been immersed in the water for less than a minute, but that had been long enough to drop his core body temperature to a life-threatening level.  Everyone understood, almost instinctively, what had to be done; it was basic arctic first aid and their training had been the best available. 
 
    Jared collected firewood without having to be told, while Jessica broke out one of the silver thermal emergency blankets and wrapped it around Tom’s body as he shivered and tried to keep his arms and feet moving. Jessica tore at his wet clothes, knowing he would be better off without them underneath the thermal blanket. 
 
    Brad and Ving promptly removed the arctic tent from the ahkio and set it up as Jared knelt in the snow to start a fire with the wood he had collected. Their efforts were smooth and coordinated, each of them aware that there was little time before Tom would start showing signs of hypothermia. 
 
    Tom stood over the small fire as Jessica dug through the waterproof bag inside Tom’s rucksack for dry clothes. In no time she slipped his wool trousers and shirt on him, not bothering to scrabble in the growing darkness for his spare long johns. The wool socks were harder to get on him, and he had to use one of his own hands to steady himself on her shoulder as she tussled to get them over his stiff, near frozen feet.  
 
    His VB boots were wet inside but not soaked. Jessica didn’t try to get him to put them on, she simply shed her own parka and stepped close to the shivering Tom and pulled the silver blanket around them both, her body heat helping to warm him. 
 
    Darkness fell like a heavy curtain. One second there was minimal visibility, the next second there was none. Brad hated having to stop the pursuit, especially since they’d obviously been gaining ground, but reaching Pete and Charlie before dark was now clearly impossible, and probably had been all along.  Getting lost or losing the trail in the darkness wouldn’t help Pete and Charlie in the least.  His only consolation was that he knew Pete’s pursuers had to stop too. Traveling after dark with no moon in these conditions was suicide. 
 
    They would stay on the creek bank for the night. It was far from an ideal location, but the team had no better options.  Brad was concerned that the trail might disappear overnight, but he knew that Tom would need to bring his body heat back up, and for that they would need shelter.  
 
    Getting an early start in the morning was now even more important. They would have to break camp in the dark and get moving at daybreak. The longer it took to catch up the worse their chances for success would be.  They had been so close! This major setback was a huge disappointment. 
 
    Jared built a huge fire, and he and Ving had been busy collecting enough firewood to last through the night. 
 
    The three of them huddled around the fire as Jessica took Tom inside the arctic tent and rolled out the thick down sleeping bag. 
 
     “There,” she said, “is that better?”  
 
    Tom, his face blue, his body still shivering and his teeth still chattering, tried to answer her, but he couldn’t get the words out. Jessica frowned down at the man she had known for far less time than she’d known either Ving or Jared and made a decision.  
 
    She peeled off her outer clothes, down to her wool long johns, and crawled into the sleeping bag with the muscular Tom, wrapping her arms around him and sharing her body warmth.  “If you get a hard-on I’m climbing out of this sleeping bag, damn you!” she whispered. She couldn’t see it in the darkness inside the tent, but Tom’s grin spread all the way across his face. 
 
    “I want to be moving at first light,” Brad said, the light from the fire flickering and casting shadows on his face. “They have to be stopped for the night, too, there’s no way they could move in this shit at night.” 
 
     Ving said nothing. He knew they would have to find Pete and Charlie as soon as possible. Pete was a hell of a warrior, but Charlie remained an unknown, and Ving wasn’t any more comfortable with that than Brad. Wordlessly, he and Jared prepared a meal from the MREs in the ahkio. There was plenty for all of them. When it was hot, Brad carried two of them inside the squad tent to give to Tom and Jessica, though the tin cup of coffee Ving had made so carefully was rather cold by the time he got inside. 
 
    “Caught you in bed with my cousin, didn’t I?” he teased. 
 
    Tom clawed at the zipper on the sleeping bag, struggling to escape, but Jessica stopped him. “He’s just teasing you,” she said quietly, just before she turned to face Brad and sat up. “That was mean.” 
 
    Brad just grinned at her and passed her the two meals. 
 
    Ving kept trying to raise someone on the radio and the sat-phone, but he had no luck at all. In a few minutes, he sent Jared inside, taking the first watch himself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    SHOOTER 
 
    Day 3 0500 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad had the last watch, and it fell to him to go inside the tent to wake the others. He fumbled around in the darkness and finally found a shoulder to shake, whereupon he spoke in a loud voice, startling all of them out of a sound sleep. “Let’s get a move on, people! Time to saddle up and move out.” His chronometer said 0500 sharp, and he was eager to get moving.  
 
    Knowing he wouldn’t need to tell them twice, Brad moved out of the tent and back to the fire, where the tin cup holding his instant coffee water was bubbling merrily in the freezing cold. It was still about an hour and a half before sunrise, but they needed to break camp and repack the ahkio. We’ll catch those bastards today! 
 
    Tom awakened warm and cozy and immediately turned onto his side in the futile hope that Jessica had not noticed the rigid lump in his wool trousers. 
 
    Jessica smiled in the darkness. It was not the first time a man had reacted to her that way, and even though she really believed that her heart belonged to Charlie Dawkins, she was flattered. Don’t get too cocky, girl. He’s a man, and they’re all like that. You could have been a ninety-year-old hag and he still would have been like that when he woke up! She liked Tom, and she didn’t want to embarrass him, so she crawled out of the sleeping bag and got dressed quickly without saying a word. 
 
    They moved out almost immediately, continuing down the narrow river canyon, sticking to the banks to avoid risking another breakthrough on the icy creek. It was slower going, but there had been little additional snowfall during the night and Brad felt relieved that they were still able to follow the trail. The canyon widened as they dropped in elevation and the frozen creek got bigger as several feeder streams from small side canyons and draws fed into the main flow. 
 
    As the canyon grew wider, they encountered more and more level ground. The forest became a little denser, but there was still plenty of snow on the ground. Despite the forecasts they had received from the Weather Service and from Ben Robinson, the weather cleared and they could actually see the majestic peak of Mount Watana rising up behind them. 
 
    As they continued to follow the trail, Brad spotted a dog sled team and a lone man emerging from one of the larger side canyons, making straight for them. The man appeared alone and he didn’t look dangerous, but Brad was taking no chances. He ordered the team to move into defensive positions while he remained standing, his rifle draped over his forearm. He had no way of knowing if the man was affiliated with the men chasing Pete and Charlie, but he was going to play it safe. 
 
    “Keep an eye on him, Ving,” Brad muttered, just loud enough to be heard. He put a smile on his face and waited patiently for the man to draw closer. 
 
    All of them could hear the sled driver calling out commands to his dogs, and the animals were barking loudly. Brad didn’t know if they always did that or if they were happy to see him. 
 
    The sled seemed to move almost recklessly fast as it approached, but the man obviously retained tight control over the dogs. 
 
    "Hello the camp!"  
 
    Brad could not even make a guess at the man’s age, covered as he was in shapeless but very colorful arctic clothing. Brad raised a hand in greeting, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    "Gee! Whoa!" The man stopped the dogs, and they suddenly came to a complete standstill roughly fifty feet from where Brad was standing. The runners on the sled threw up a rooster tail of fine powdered snow as the musher skidded it to a stop.  
 
    There was a rifle resting in a scabbard strapped to one handle on the sled, but it was strictly a sporting rifle, not one of military design. The musher made no effort to reach for the weapon. He didn’t seem offended or surprised that Brad hadn’t spoken to him. He simply stepped off the runners of the sled and walked up to kneel by his lead dog, patting it affectionately and talking to it as if the animal was human. 
 
    Sensing no immediate threat from the peculiar stranger, Brad approached the man. The musher looked massive. Brad guessed him to be at least seven feet tall, and his shoulders had to be as wide as an axe handle. A long beard, grizzly brown with touches of gray, covered most of his face and the skin that was exposed had the leathery look of a hard living mountain man in his fifties. 
 
    Brad offered his hand. "I’m Brad Jacobs." 
 
    “You fellers from the outside?” the man asked as he extended his enormous hand. 
 
    "Outside?" 
 
    The man laughed a deep, chesty laugh. "You ain’t from around these parts. Look to be from the lower forty-eight." 
 
    “That's right. We’re from Texas.” 
 
    “They call me Shooter. Franklin ‘Shooter’ Hall to put a point to it.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Shooter?” 
 
    The big, rough man gave Brad an appraising look and then took in the tense faces of the rest of the team. 
 
    “I spotted you when I came outta Spook Canyon back there an’ I thought I’d best stop by to warn you.” Brad could detect no guile in the big man’s eyes, but he got the distinct impression that, despite his country bumpkin manner, Franklin “Shooter” Hall was a very intelligent man. 
 
    “Warn us about what?” 
 
    “I'll get to that in a minute,” Shooter said, eying the ahkio. “I’m feelin’ kinda wolfish, you boys got any grub? I ain’t et since day before yesterday, been holed up at the north end of Spook Canyon, cussin’ myself for getting surprised by that blackbird storm like some kinda durned cheechako." 
 
    Brad was in a hurry, but he sensed that whatever this man had to say was important and he couldn’t afford to ignore him. He knew little about the mountain men who chose to live their lives away from civilization except that they tended to fall into two categories: men who simply couldn’t abide by the restrictions and trappings of society, and men who had a problem coexisting with the law. He was wise enough to recognize that there were also men who had simply slipped between the cracks, men who fit messily into both categories.  
 
    In either case, solitary men were apt to be garrulous when they crossed paths with another human being; the coin of exchange was pleasant conversation, and, of course, the sharing of food. Even the crustiest of old curmudgeons up here would share whatever they had with a stranger. They possessed a real appreciation of life on the jagged edge, and they never knew when they might depend on the generosity of others. It was an unwritten code based on the concept of karma that boiled down to a simple sophomoric expression: What goes around comes around.   
 
    They had broken camp in the cold predawn, munching energy bars and drinking hot instant coffee. Despite his impatience to keep after Pete and Charlie, Brad sensed that this mountain man knew something … something of vital importance to the mission. First Robinson and then Messer had clammed up about something in these mountains, something they really didn’t seem to want any outsider to know. In all likelihood, Shooter was going to tell him all about it. He turned and waved in the team, introducing them each in turn. Shooter was astonished to find that Jessica was a woman, and the mountain man seemed mightily impressed with her. 
 
    “We’re going to stop and have a little breakfast,” Brad explained, “and Shooter here will be our guest. I thought we’d break out some of the good stuff because our friend here is feeling, as he puts it, ‘wolfish’.” 
 
    Jessica knew the urgency of their pursuit, and she understood her cousin well enough to know that he needed something from this older man or they wouldn’t be taking this precious time to gab with Shooter and share food with him. She forced herself to curb her impatience and gave Shooter her most dazzling smile. She was a team player and she would use any weapon in her arsenal to get Pete and Charlie back. 
 
    “I think I can rustle something up, if Jared will help me. We don’t have much other than MREs, but I know a few tricks to make them taste a little better.” 
 
    Shooter laughed a big, booming sound that echoed through the valley. “I’ll just bet you do!” 
 
    Ving and Tom set out gathering firewood as Jessica and Jared rummaged through the ahkio for the rations and water. 
 
    "It’s gonna be a crimpy day," Shooter said, his eyes still on the golden hair Jessica had freed from the confines of her parka.  "We allus git these really cold days after a blackbird storm like we had last night." He turned his eyes back to Brad and the shrewd look in them told Brad that Shooter was doing a little internal evaluation of his own. “You boys look to be pretty well prepared for this country. You got the look of some kind of soldiers, except for the lady of course. You military or ex-military?" The question was within the bounds of propriety, but Brad sensed that the time for games was over. 
 
    “Most of us are retired Marines,” Brad answered. Despite his need to be candid, he was reluctant to tell this man they had been Special Operators in Force Recon. 
 
    “What's your business out here?” 
 
    “We’re on a search and rescue mission for two friends of ours.  Their plane crashed on the east side of the mountain day before yesterday.”  
 
    Shooter frowned. “You boys are on the wrong side of the mountain.” 
 
    “I know that,” Brad said patiently. “We tracked them here along with a force of nearly a dozen men we think are pursuing them.  You wouldn't happen to have any idea who they might be, would you?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, that's what I stopped to warn you about. You fellers are about to enter Aryan territory. If I was you, I’d turn around and go back the way you came.” 
 
    “We won’t be leaving without our friends,” Brad said with a look of grim determination. “What do you mean Aryan territory?” 
 
    "Aryan Nations. They control the territory from this mountain to the west end of Fog Lakes where Fog Creek enters the Susitna River. And they don't cotton to strangers." 
 
    “I thought this was a state wilderness area.” 
 
    “Alaska’s a big place, fella. Lots of oddball people living here that think they have a better claim on the land they live on than the gov’ment does. They ain’t enough troopers to do anything about it … and the gov’ner, well, he ain’t about to call out the National Guard unless them folks gets too far outta line.” 
 
    “How well do you know these people?” 
 
    “Well enough to stay outta their territory and mind my own bi’ness.  We kinda got an agreement.  I don't go any further west than this mountain and they leave me the hell alone to trap, hunt or do whatever I please.  I got a feeling they’re hiding something big down in that valley and they’re the type that don’t mind a little killing if it suits their purposes. I’ve only spoken with them a few times, but they definitely seem to be a paranoid bunch.  If they think your friends mighta seen whatever they’re hiding from that plane before it crashed, I ’spect they would hunt them down to protect their secret.” 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me, friend?” Brad’s voice took on the tone of a poker player about to lay his hand out on the table face up. 
 
    Shooter had obviously made up his mind concerning the little group. 
 
    “From what I can tell, they’re a white supremacist neo-Nazi militant group that got run out of Idaho a couple of years ago. Call themselves the Order of Phineas or some such outlandish thing.  A bunch of domestic terrorists if you ask me.  They're led by a man name of Lewis Hostback. He claims to be the last living ordained pastor of the Aryan Nations." 
 
    Brad's mind was reeling.  His background had prepared him to expect surprises, but this was definitely a much bigger problem than he’d anticipated. 
 
    "Word is there's a bunch of ’em living down in that valley.  Nobody knows for sure exactly how many, at least nobody that lived to talk about it. But rumor is a couple hundred." 
 
    Brad recalled his conversation with Ben Robinson in Talkeetna, when he asked for the names of any local residents in the search area who might be willing to lend assistance. He had known it was a remote region, but he’d definitely felt something was amiss when Robinson said he could not recommend even a single person. Combined with the information Shooter had just given him, it was all starting to make sense. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    PUSHING ON 
 
    Day 3 0830 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Shooter had eaten and bid them farewell, the realization of their situation smacked Brad in the face.  He was a confident and well-trained man, accustomed to dealing with whatever obstacles or enemies he encountered, but this was so far beyond the scope of his capability and that of his little team that he was staggered. He had entered his trusted friends into a game where the opposition had morphed from a dozen or so players into an army—a well-armed, organized army with experienced soldiers of its own.  
 
    He had read about Aryan Nations and other white-supremacist groups, just as he had read up on every radical militant group the media wrote about. Despite their nutcase cause, Aryan Nations was no collection of fly-by-night lunatics. Among their ranks could be found special operators and disenchanted military types, men and women who had a working knowledge of real combat, strategy, communications, demolitions, and a host of other skills required to become proficient in the arts of war.  
 
    He found himself suddenly and deeply concerned regarding the safety of his team. There was still no question that he would continue the rescue operation for Pete and Charlie. They were his responsibility, one his character would not permit him to shirk. The game had changed, though.  He was facing a far larger and more capable force than he had imagined, and the team he had brought with him was only prepared for search and rescue. He wondered if he should send them home and continue alone.  
 
    No matter how it was handled, Brad could see only a thin sliver of possibility he might survive this mission, and the others, especially Jessica, hadn’t signed on for that. He pulled Ving aside to get some feedback from his trusted friend. 
 
    Ving had finished repacking the ahkio and was fastening the bindings on his snowshoes. Jessica, Tom, and Jared were laughing and joking quietly almost twenty-five feet away, kicking snow over the flames of the fire. 
 
    “You had any luck reaching the troopers with the radio?” 
 
    “Nope,” Ving responded sourly. “Still jammed.” 
 
    Now that he had a better idea of what they were facing, Brad was forced to agree with Ving’s assumption that electronic signal jamming countermeasures were being employed in this desolate but beautiful part of Alaska. 
 
    “We could certainly use their support right now,” Brad said, a worried look on his face. “The storm has passed and the weather is clearing up. They should be looking for us by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, they probably are, but we’re quite a ways from the ELT coordinates.  They’ve got a hell of an area to cover and unless the trail miraculously remains up there on that windswept plateau, they ain’t gonna have any idea which way we’ve gone.”  
 
    “I agree, buddy. We need to back up and regroup, reconsider our plan of attack … if we even need one anymore.” 
 
    There was something Ving detected in Brad’s voice he’d never heard before, and they had waded through some seriously deep shit together many times in the past. 
 
    “Reorganize and regroup” was a military principle that was the cornerstone of Brad and Ving's success, both in the military and on their private missions since.   
 
    “We are a force of five, well-armed but with a very limited supply of ammo. We’re facing a well-armed force of around a dozen, but who we have now learned have considerable reinforcement assets down in that valley.” Brad’s finger pointed in the direction they had been headed. 
 
    “As I see it, we have two options. We can maintain our pursuit or pull back to the crash site where we can hopefully make contact with the state troopers for additional support. After talking with Shooter, I’m pretty well convinced that the first option is going to send us all to a frozen and unmarked grave.” He gave Ving a frank stare. “What do you think?” Brad asked. 
 
    "My gut says we need to keep pushing on, Brad, but my head says you don't want to lead your entire team into a suicide mission." 
 
    “That's my concern. We both know that the longer it takes to find Pete and Charlie the worse their chance of survival.  I'm not sure we can risk wasting any time trying to get help … I’m not even sure anybody will help. From what Ben Robinson said in Talkeetna, most of their manpower out here is from volunteer search groups. Those volunteer groups will not be prepared to help us on an armed assault mission.” 
 
    "So, what’s your question?" Ving asked with a wide grin. He had no intention of abandoning the rescue effort. Leaving Pete and Charlie was not to be considered, whatever the cost, personal danger be damned. He would walk into hell for Pete or anyone else on the team … they had done it for him. 
 
    Brad smiled. He’d known Ving’s answer before he’d asked. He’d just wanted to make sure they were both on the same page.  He knew the clock was ticking and they had to reach Pete fast if he was to have any chance of making it out alive.  While waiting for reinforcements seemed prudent, it just wasn't going to work in this situation.  
 
    His biggest concern was Jessica.  The rest of his team were trained veterans who knew the risks, or would when they were explained to them, and would accept them or pull out.  But even though Jessica's own exploits routinely put her at risk, this was different.  Brad felt responsible for her.  When he had agreed to let her come along, this was only supposed to be a search and rescue mission involving her boyfriend, hazardous but not unreasonable.  
 
    Unfortunately for all of them, the search and rescue mission had ballooned into something entirely different and now he was regretting his decision to bring her along, but there was no way to exclude her at this point. There was, simply, no safe place to send her.  Their chance for a successful search and rescue had been greatly compromised. Brad knew what he had to do. He didn’t like it, but there was a chance that, with his team’s help, there might be a way to survive this disaster. 
 
      
 
    DAY 3  1030 hours AKDT
  
 
    Taking point once more, Brad set a blistering pace following the trail down the canyon. They dropped over a thousand feet in elevation and the snow gave way to large open areas of stone and soil. The terrain changed dramatically from the wide open spaces on the mountain top to a thick forest canopy. 
 
    They still traveled single file with Jessica right on Brad's heels. Because of the added concealment afforded by the forest, his instincts and training forced him to consider the likelihood of an ambush. 
 
     "Tom, take Jessica to the rear," Brad commanded. "Ving and Jared, move up on my six." 
 
    Less than half an hour later, gunfire erupted around them, forcing them all to hit the ground and search for cover that would stop the bullets now coming at them. Instead of just concealment, cover blocks bullets, concealment only hides you. The team scrambled desperately for good cover as the incoming gunfire increased in intensity from several enemies and multiple vantage points. 
 
    Brad went to ground behind a large fallen tree. The adrenaline rush from the firefight was a familiar sensation, and he was acutely aware of elation rising inside him. They had caught up with the people who were chasing Pete and Charlie! He had total confidence in his team’s ability to handle this ambush, but he was a little puzzled at the size of it. As best he could figure, they were taking fire from perhaps six shooters, and there should be more. They had been following a trail made by a dozen men, at least.  He stopped thinking about the mystery and returned fire, all the while looking for any sign of Pete and Charlie. 
 
    Ving and Jared were firing methodically at muzzle flashes and smoke. Brad glanced back up the trail for Jessica and spotted her as she peeked over a large boulder, taking carefully placed shots. 
 
    “Easy on the ammo!” Tom called out just as Jessica’s last shot struck home and elicited a blood-curdling yell from the man she’d hit. 
 
    "Nice shot," Tom remarked as he caught sight of a shadowy figure who hadn’t fully considered the difference between cover, which stopped bullets, and concealment, which didn’t. In this case, the difference got him killed. 
 
    Jared grunted as his first shot struck home, taking off the top of one attacker’s head. The boom of the big Barrett sounded like thunder in the forest, and the sound of the shot overshadowed the “pop, pop, pop” of the 5.56mm rounds from the ambushers’ M-16s and the team’s M4A1s.. 
 
    The firefight continued for the next ten minutes, sporadic gunfire breaking out followed by several seconds of silence. Ving low crawled over to Brad’s log. 
 
    "Something’s not right about this," Brad whispered when Ving crawled up beside him. 
 
    “What? That we’re winning?” Ving asked with a vicious grin spread over his lips. 
 
    "It's too easy. I only count three more enemy weapons firing on us and we’ve been tracking a force of at least a dozen men.  I think their leader got smart; this is a delaying force pure and simple. I’ll bet you anything you want to bet that these guys disengage in a minute or two and leave us hiding behind cover. I’d guess that son of a bitch is going for reinforcements. He may be hoping these guys take us out, but if not he’ll be ready for us." 
 
    The initial adrenaline rush at finally catching up to these men and possibly rescuing their friends was slowly replaced with the bitter realization that this mission just continued to get harder and harder with no end in sight.  
 
    They finished off the remaining shooters, Jared taking out the last one with a clean head shot. The shooter’s head popped up to check on them, just like a turkey in a box at a turkey shoot back home. Jared’s aim was slightly off. The massive .50 caliber round missed the bridge of the man’s nose and entered his left eye, leaving a gaping crater in the back of his skull, though his face seemed unscathed.  
 
    One shooter was still alive, squirming on the ground trying to hold his entrails in with his hands. A three-round burst had caught him in the belly and there was nothing anyone could do for him. Jessica, out of pity, removed an ampule of morphine from the first aid kit and injected it into the man’s vein. The man was actually still a kid, and when she uncovered her hair and held his hand, the kid confirmed that Pete and Charlie had indeed been captured.   
 
    

CAUGHT! 
 
    Day 3 1100 hours  AKDT 
 
      
 
    Lewis Hostback and his remaining six men surrounded Pete and Charlie as they rushed for one of the Order’s small guard outposts at the bottom of Mount Watana.  Lewis’s rear guard had discovered Brad’s team when the forest first thickened south of the frozen creek. When they reached a site suitable for an ambush, Lewis had signaled for the last six men to set it up.  
 
    He pushed his men down the mountain as fast as humanly possible. He heard the gun battle start well behind him, and he hoped his hasty ambush would either stop or slow down whoever was chasing him long enough for him to get reinforcements.  He hadn't expected a search and rescue team to show up so quickly after the storm.  He definitely hadn’t expected them to be armed or well trained. It was clear from the speed and tenacity of his pursuers that they meant business … and Lewis felt the first tendrils of fear clutch at his heart.  
 
    The Order had come so far and they were finally beginning to see real profits from their illegal mining enterprise. They were actually within sight of attaining their first goal—amassing enough capital to fund their ultimate mission. In a year, perhaps less, they would have enough funds to take the Order back to the lower forty-eight, where they could reassert their dominance over the Aryan Brotherhood and begin to take their holy message to the masses. 
 
    Lewis believed that if he could just reach the small guard outpost at the bottom of the mountain he would be able to set up another road block, leaving a couple more men with the two guards there to slow down his stalkers long enough for him to reach reinforcements. Based on the controlled, steady fire he heard behind him, it was a good assumption that the men he left behind at the lower guard shack would be a human sacrifice.  
 
    That was OK with him, provided he himself survived to continue the Order’s mission. He was completely convinced that without him to lead them, the Order of Phineas would crumble immediately. God himself had anointed Lewis Hostback to lead it. Lewis knew that because God had told him so. 
 
    The gunfire eventually faded as he put more distance between them as fast as he could. Pete and Charlie had been bound and thrown into a small closet inside the guard station when they finally reached the lower guard shack. They could hear Lewis briefing his men.  The guy sounded like some kind of Holy Roller preacher as he spoke, calling down the wrath of God Almighty on Pete, Charlie, and their friends. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Pete knew that these skinheads had no plans to let them leave this place alive. The only reason they had been left alive this long was because the lunatic leader either believed they possessed useful information or wanted to discover if they had informed anyone about whatever the hell operation they were running up here. Which was a total joke because neither Pete nor Charlie had a clue. He forced himself to disassociate from the cold and the pain of his bonds and began desperately trying to come up with an escape plan. 
 
    Charlie leaned back against the rough wooden planks of the back wall of the shack, listening intently to Lewis’s preaching in the front room. Unlike Pete, Charlie knew precisely who Lewis Hostback was, and he had a good idea what Lewis was doing up here in the Alaskan interior. What he didn’t know was the mechanism that Hostback was employing to achieve his goal of taking the Order of Phineas back to Coeur d'Alene or how they intended to pay for it. 
 
    He felt bad about deceiving Jessica, her cousin Brad, and Brad’s team; they were good people, the best. Something had happened between himself and Jessica, something he neither intended nor planned on. Now his own heart hurt because of his deceit. He could only hope he survived this so he could tell her the truth, but first he had a mission. He forced his mind back to the words Lewis was saying. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    “I think we should kill them right now, Pastor.” 
 
    Lewis looked at Simon Killian with veiled contempt. He needed this moron and the thugs he had brought with him from Coeur d'Alene. He used them as his own ‘Gestapo,’ an organization he had studied and admired for years. He had very skillfully employed the Gestapo’s tactics over the past two years to preserve the secrets of the Order of Phineas and subtly keep the membership in line. 
 
    “We need them, Simon,” Lewis said firmly. “These men are Feds, and we can’t afford to kill them until we know what they’ve passed on to their ZOG masters. It’s also possible that we might need them as hostages if they’ve alerted anyone to what we’re doing up here. I don’t have to tell you what would happen if the ZOG discovered our mining operation on these ‘public’ lands.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement among the men Lewis had gathered in the relative warmth of the log hut, and Lewis knew he had won, at least for the moment. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Bingo! There’s only one resource up here they could be mining and that’s gold. There’ve been rumors up here of a lost mine, a pure vein up here worth millions. The Department of the Interior has been trying to quash those rumors for years! 
 
    Charlie began to work his hands, loosening the bonds the Phineas creeps had tied him with. He had employed an old yoga trick to keep them from binding him as tightly as they thought they had. There was no time to spare. He had to get loose and make his way to Fog Lakes.  
 
    There was a decommissioned satellite station for the Extremely Low Frequency radio facility on Adak Island there, and he planned to use it to contact his superiors, since ELF radio transmissions are almost impossible to jam.  
 
    The ELF equipment required massive amounts of electricity, and there was no longer power to the abandoned facility, but his mission briefing had included the secrets of a simple device called a discharge capacitor, and there were discharge capacitors at Fog Lakes which collected static electricity from the atmosphere and could power the ELF gear.  Normally, the Navy sent a team of engineers up to Fog Lakes every couple of years to release the charge so the damned things didn’t self-destruct. They hadn’t been sent this year. The agency had some very long arms. 
 
    “Pete!” Charlie hissed. 
 
    “Yeah?” Pete answered, very quietly. He didn’t fancy being slapped around anymore by Simon and his thugs. 
 
    “I’ve just about gotten my hands free, but I don’t think it makes any sense to do it here. I’m pretty sure the leader’s going to take us with him when he leaves those poor suckers here. I think we’ll have a better chance when we’ve got less people watching us.” 
 
    “Cool! I’m sure it’s Brad and Ving tracking these bastards down. I swear I recognized the sound of Jared’s Barrett in that firefight.” 
 
    That sounded rather farfetched to Charlie, but there was no time to argue, and, besides, Pete had a way of knowing certain things that was downright spooky. If it helped him to believe Brad and company were coming to their rescue, Charlie was all for it. As for himself, he was determined to get to Fog Lakes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    CLOSING IN 
 
    Day 3 1800 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
    
There were still two hours of daylight left when Jared, still running point, came rushing back to Brad and the others with his hand raised in the sign for a halt. He had been searching nearly a hundred meters in front of the team when he spotted the smoke coming from the chimney of the log cabin. A few meters later, he saw the cabin itself. He had hidden behind a half-submerged boulder and watched the sole sentry, armed with an M-16, for just a few minutes before the cabin door opened and a replacement came out. He could see only one other man through the open door, and the cabin was really just one room with a kind of lean-to shack of rough planks built against the back wall, probably storage for supplies. 
 
    Jared knelt close to Brad, who had also taken a knee, and quickly explained what he had found. Brad moved off to one side behind a stand of firs and beckoned to Ving, Tom, and Jessica to join them. 
 
    “Ordinarily I’d just bypass these guys, but we have no way of knowing whether they’ve got Pete and Charlie inside or not. What we’re going to do is have Jared create a diversion and try to draw the men in the cabin outside. It isn’t much of a plan, but it’s the best we can do at the moment. Any questions?” There were none, and they spread out and began to move towards the cabin. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    “Hello the camp!” Jared called out, unconsciously mimicking Shooter’s earlier greeting. He was hobbling pitifully and holding his hand against the front of his parka, inside which he concealed Ving’s M4A1, which was much easier to hide. Ving had temporary custody of his Barrett. Brad, watching from approximately fifty meters away, was impressed with Jared’s acting ability. 
 
    “I’m hurt… Please … help me!” Jared allowed his voice to trail off, and the sentry rapidly came to port arms and moved closer, though he maintained a suspicious distance. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” the sentry called out. 
 
    “Grizzly,” Jared sobbed. “Big one… Killed all of my friends… Help me! I think my ribs are crushed…” Jared fell forward into the snow, facing away from the sentry. Brad could clearly see him taking the M4A1 out of his open parka and readying it. 
 
    “Dillon, Max!” the sentry shouted over his shoulder. “Get Ron and bring the first aid kit, we’ve got a man down out here!” It was a rookie mistake, but anyone might have fallen for it. The sentry rushed towards Jared’s prone figure. 
 
    The sentry reached Jared just as the cabin door burst open and three men came running out, weapons at the ready. “No!” one of them screamed at the sentry, raising his rifle and taking aim at Jared. 
 
    The massive boom of Jared’s Barrett broke the still, frigid air, and all hell broke loose. The man who had aimed at Jared toppled to the ground, his chest a bloody mess, and the startled sentry tried to bring his M-16 to bear on Jared. A burst from the M4A1 in Jared’s hands stopped him cold. The other two fell just as swiftly. Brad ran to see if Jared was all right as Tom and Jessica entered the open door of the cabin, rifles at the ready. A few seconds later, the two of them came slowly back out. Jessica looked extremely disappointed. 
 
    Brad, after checking to see that Jared was OK, glanced up at Tom and Jessica. “You two should have secured the outside of the cabin and waited for us,” he said sternly. Jessica gave him a rebellious look, but Tom quickly smoothed things over. 
 
    “We might have, but Lara Croft here rushed past me like gangbusters. I think she would have wiped out anything still alive in that cabin!” The others laughed, mostly at Tom’s apt description of Jessica as Lara Croft, but Brad merely smiled. Inside he was having a worrisome thought. 
 
    Yeah, including Pete and Charlie. Who are you really pissed at, Brad? If you’re thinking it might be your fault she rushed in there like a maniac you’d be right. You’re the leader, you’re the one responsible. Did you go over the plan thoroughly, the way you were trained, or did you maybe get lazy and just assume she’d know how to search a building properly? What happened isn’t her fault, buddy boy; it’s yours and yours alone. 
 
    Brad sighed, smiled, and gave Jessica a hug. He looked at Ving, his arm still around his beautiful cousin. “Remind me next time to go over the whole plan, will you?” There was group laughter, and then Brad had them moving again, Jared easily picking up the trail. Now there were clearly five men on skis and two on snowshoes. The odds were evening up. 
 
    

WOLVES AND GRIZZLIES 
 
    Day 3 2200 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
    They kept moving until a little after full dark, when Brad finally called a halt. They had been on the move since early in the morning and had fought a minor battle. The team was tapped out; though, to Brad’s surprise, Jessica appeared unfazed by the long hours and strenuous activity. Tom, who pulled the ahkio most of the time, looked fresh as well. 
 
    They stopped in a small clearing and made camp, each comfortable with their part in the routine, the whole group working in unison to get set up. When all was in readiness, Brad set a schedule for the watch and sent them all to their sleeping bags. He took the first watch himself. 
 
      
 
    
DAY 4  0300 hours AKDT 
 
      
 
    Tom, sitting by the fire and staring into the coals, thinking very pleasant thoughts about the night before, heard a noise in the brush thirty yards to his left. Cursing himself for destroying his night vision by staring into the fire, he sensed that someone or something was moving through the brush towards him. The noise continued to get louder and closer. He readied his weapon, looking away from the fire and blinking his eyes rapidly in an effort to recover his night sight. He heard a rustling sound roughly twenty yards behind him and whirled around, crouching low and pointing his M4A1 towards the noise. His heart pounded and he braced for the expected attack. 
 
    The rustling changed to a sound that curdled Tom’s blood … It became a low, menacing snarl and, seconds later, Tom was forced to jump back as a large, emaciated black wolf leapt out of the brush, baring its teeth and snarling.  Simultaneously three gray wolves swarmed out of the brush behind him, slavering and eyeing him as if he was a steak dinner. There was no mistaking their intent. From the look of them they had been through a harsh winter, and they had every intention of inviting him to be dinner.  
 
    Apparently, the smell of the MREs they had eaten had drawn the creatures. Someone had dropped the ball and the wrappers and papers from the MREs had not been tossed into the fire; they had just been stuffed into a box which now sat beside the small blaze. Dominating his fear, he raised his rifle and fired several rounds into the air, causing the hungry wolves to tuck their tails between their legs and slink away … not that it made him feel any safer. The animals were starving, so they would be back. 
 
    The rest of the team was jolted awake by the gunfire.  They scrambled for their weapons and crawled out of the squad tent before Tom could explain what happened. It took several minutes for their relieved laughter to die down. 
 
    Brad offered the first sobering thought. “If the guys we’re chasing heard those shots they might backtrack and come after us.  Tom, stay on your toes, and let the fire burn down to just coals.” He didn't feel much like going back to sleep, so he decided to stay up and keep Tom company. Wakeup was in two more hours, and Brad didn’t want to deprive any of the others of their rest. 
 
    A few minutes later, they heard the wolves begin to howl nearby and soon the whole team crawled back out of the tent to sit uneasily by the fire. The unmistakable sound of the wolves snarling and fighting filled the predawn blackness. 
 
    “What the hell is that all about?” Tom wondered aloud. 
 
    “Sounds like they’ve found something to eat and none of them want to share,” Ving said. He hated wolves. 
 
    “I hope they found one of those guys who took Pete and Charlie and are ripping them to shreds with those nasty teeth,” Jessica remarked, earning her a surprised stare from everyone else. She was normally the most even-tempered one of the bunch. Jessica saw their stares, but she wasn’t swayed one little bit. “And I hope they crunch his bones too!” 
 
    “Whoever or whatever they’re fighting over obviously wasn’t alive when they found it or we’d have heard the screams. Being eaten alive by wolves would be painful as hell,” Tom remarked. 
 
    “Good!” Jessica said, staring in the wolves’ direction. Tom began to feel a lot less smug for having shared a sleeping bag with her the night before. He was suddenly very glad that he had rolled over that morning before he’d been able to offend her. 
 
    “Now you’ve got my curiosity up,” Brad said, “but I believe I’ll wait for daybreak to go look.” 
 
    An hour later, the wolves had gone silent and the team began to break camp.  They had a routine now; it was quick and efficient. When the first rays of sunlight peeked above the horizon, Brad led the group to the area where the sounds had come from the night before. 
 
    Perhaps forty yards from where their tent had been set up they found a small clearing with clotted blood and bits of flesh and fur scattered around it. In the center lay the tattered remains of a large grizzly bear, which Ving estimated to be eight feet tall and around seven hundred and fifty pounds. All of them were awestruck by the size of the beast. 
 
    “The wolves killed that thing?” Jessica whispered in astonishment. 
 
    “No,” Ving said, kneeling beside the carcass and turning the massive head to one side. The back of the creature’s skull was cracked open and the empty cranial cavity was exposed for all to see. “This bear was dead before the wolves found him. My guess is he was killed by another grizzly, probably a much larger and younger one.” 
 
    “Larger than this?” Jessica gasped. 
 
    “Oh yeah. There are reports from up here of grizzlies ten feet tall and weighing around a thousand pounds. That’s one reason Pete loves to hunt up here. There’s a record number of grizzlies in Alaska right now, and there have been a lot of trophy records set in the last three or four years.” 
 
    Jessica shivered. “No thank you,” she said. She turned and quietly walked back to the ahkio, and Tom stared after her, confused. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    "Today is the day we catch them," Brad said boldly as they began to move down the trail again. He waved Jessica up to his side. "I want you to hang towards the back of the team today." 
 
    "That's not my style," Jessica retorted. 
 
    "I know. That's why we’re having this conversation.  When I agreed to bring you on this mission, I was planning a search and rescue operation. This has developed into something entirely different. I know you can take care of yourself, but you’re more than just a cousin to me. You’re more like my little sister, and I’d never be able to forgive myself if something happened to you.  These guys we’re chasing are dangerous and unpredictable." 
 
    Jessica smiled. "I’m used to dealing with men who are dangerous and unpredictable." 
 
    "I know, but my men are better trained for it. I’m not asking you this time, Jess, I’m telling you. Just let them take the front." 
 
    "Sure cuz," she replied, wearing a big smile and checking her weapon. 
 
    Brad didn't return her smile. 
 
    He made his way over to Ving. "Any luck with communications?" 
 
    "Still jammed," Ving replied. "These guys must have some serious toys up here. I’m certain they’re jamming all the signals." 
 
    "I think we are about to find out, buddy." 
 
    "Let's move out," Brad hissed. "We're burning daylight." 
 
    They continued following the trail along the banks of Fog Creek. 
 
    Brad took point, some inner instinct prompting him, telling him that contact was imminent. Ving followed close behind him, trying to keep up with Brad's blistering pace. 
 
    Brad caught a flash of movement under the trees to their right flank.  It was the black wolf again, leading his pack and stalking the team. Unwilling to give away their position, he refrained from firing his weapon to scare them off. The wolves had eaten their fill of bear meat the night before, they weren’t about to tackle the team in broad daylight. Wolves were smart and territorial; this pack was just curious.  
 
    It was then he realized he’d ordered Jessica to stay at the rear of the team. Wolves were also cowards; they preyed on stragglers at the back of a group as a weak target and a prime opportunity. Brad stopped to let the team close up. 
 
    “It's bad enough we’re chasing these crazy psychos through the wilderness, but now we’re being stalked by a pack of predatory wolves! Stay tight.” Disgusted, he signaled for the team to move out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    GOLD CAMP STRONGHOLD 
 
    Day 4 1300 hours  AKDT 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they reached the lower section of Fog Creek it continued to widen. According to the topographical map they were now four miles east of Fog Lakes. Pete and Charlie’s captors had been in a hurry, wasting no time trying to cover or hide their tracks. Brad suspected they were in a rush to reach their base of operations, and that was why he kept pushing his team so hard. 
 
    The weather was warming up, and the forest appeared thicker as the canyon widened into a broad valley. Along the creek bank there remained quite a bit of open ground and visibility was pretty good.  He constantly checked the tree line on both sides of the creek bed, expecting a possible ambush from either side. It's what he would have done in their situation. 
 
    As they came around a bend in the creek, they found themselves at the top of a waterfall fifty feet above the valley floor, and Brad was shocked at what he saw down below.   
 
    He took cover behind a large group of boulders and grabbed his binoculars for a closer look. The team clustered around him, staring in wonder at the scene beneath them. 
 
    There, in a huge clearing, appeared to be some type of crude mining operation. There was a piece of heavy equipment, a big excavator, sitting beside the creek where the water spilled out of the pool below the waterfall, headed for Fog Lakes.   
 
    Tom whispered, "I recognize the excavator, but what the hell is that?" 
 
    "That's a trommel," Jessica whispered in reply. "It’s used to separate gold from all the other rock in the creek bed. The excavator is used to feed it.  It's a gold mining operation." 
 
    "Jessica’s been hunting treasure since she was a teenager and she's somewhat of an expert on anything to do with finding it," Brad added dryly. 
 
    "They're placer mining for alluvial deposits," Jessica continued, ignoring Brad’s comment. "There are hundreds of small placer mining operations in Alaska, but this is a designated wilderness area. The state would never issue permits for this." 
 
    "So this is what they have been trying to hide," Brad says.  "An illegal gold mining operation, probably used to fund whatever crazy plans Hostback and his Order of Phineas have up their sleeve." 
 
    The mining operation was surprising enough, but it was what lay just beyond it that fascinated Brad and Ving—a regular frontier fortress made of massive log walls, an inner and an outer one. The entrances were staggered to make entry akin to entering a maze, and to keep a heavy vehicle from crashing the gate. There were a lot of rustic cabins inside, all made from sawn planks from a sawmill located further down the creek towards Fog Lakes.  
 
    "This is undoubtedly where they were heading. I’m betting they have a welcome party waiting for us." Brad shook his head. 
 
    “Yep, this feels like a trap for sure.  They’re probably holding Pete and Charlie in one of those cabins.” Ving scratched his noggin. “What the hell are we going to do now?” 
 
    

UNDER COVER OF DARKNESS 
 
    Day 4 2100 hours AKDT 
 
    
"OK, here’s the plan," Brad said. They’d spent the early evening concealed in a cave not far from the waterfall, waiting for dark and developing a plan of attack. He’d had plenty of time to study the drawing he’d made of the fortress from his vantage point at the falls. He spent a little time wondering why a group that was paranoid enough to build such a massive fortress in the wilds of Alaska wouldn’t expend the effort and manpower to keep a watch at the waterfall, especially when it held such a fantastic strategic view of the place. He’d been unable to figure it out, and he had found no indications that they mounted any kind of outpost around the falls. It seemed curious. 
 
    “Jared, you set up here with your sniper rifle at the falls to provide cover. Your night vision scope should make everything stand out clearly at this range. We’ll stop and raise our left hands every twenty meters or so and wave them back and forth so you’ll recognize who the friendlies are. Any chance your suppressor will permit the kind of accuracy you need at this range?” The distance to the fortress looked about two hundred and fifty meters, and the Order had cleared the ground of trees and brush for nearly a hundred meters more in every direction. 
 
    “The suppressor affects my accuracy too much. If I have to shoot, there’s going to be some sound, but it can’t be helped. The rocks up here should give me enough cover, and if the dummies come after me I can pick off quite a few of them in the open before they get up here. By the time they do I’ll be long gone. 
 
    “This is just a recon, guys, and hopefully there’ll be no shooting. Jessica, you’ll be coming with me. We’ll move up the tree line to the right of the creek. Ving, you and Tom move up the tree line on the left.  Don't get too far ahead of us. We meet back at the base of the waterfall at—” he glanced down at his chronometer “— 0300 hours.  Let's move out." 
 
    Jared set up his Barrett at the top of the falls and monitored the two teams creeping through the darkness. There appeared no sign of other movement inside the compound or out. The only people moving below the falls were the four other members of the team—and there was something unsettling about that. 
 
    Ving and Tom did a little boulder hopping to get across the creek and reach the tree line on the left bank. Brad and Jessica reached their tree line first and waited, listening for any sounds that might be out of place. "Are you ready for this, Jess?" Brad asked. 
 
    "You know I am. I was born ready. Let's kick some ass." 
 
    “We aren’t here to kick ass yet. Remember, this is a reconnaissance, we’re probing for a weak spot, some way to get in and get Pete and Charlie.” He didn’t have the heart to point out that, as far as he could tell, the task looked impossible. The fortress appeared too solid and well designed. It would take a miracle to breach those thick walls … or an army.  
 
    He had a few toys that would make it almost possible, but they were four-thousand miles away, in a warehouse in Texas. This was supposed to have been a simple rescue mission. As they moved up the valley, Brad’s combat senses began screaming—something wasn’t right. He spotted the tripwire just as he was about to step on it and he froze. “Freeze!” he whispered hoarsely to Jessica.  
 
    "This looks like a primitive form of booby trap," Brad whispered as he bent down to take a closer look.  "Jessica, retrace your exact steps back twenty meters and wait for me. Don’t forget to wave your left arm!"  After careful examination Brad decided to leave it untouched. These guys play dirty! 
 
    Grimly, he realized that he had no choice. He would have to retrace his steps and take Jessica back to safety. Brad hoped against hope that he wouldn’t hear a muffled explosion from the other side of the river. He would have to come up with another plan. Saving Pete and Charlie had become only half the battle. There was no way he could live with himself if he left these terrorists—and that’s what they were no matter what they called themselves—still operating on American soil. They not only needed to rescue their friends, but they also had to find a way to destroy the Order of Phineas. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Across the creek, Ving discovered a tripwire of his own, and came to the same conclusion as Brad. “This fucking place is saturated with booby traps,” he whispered. “We gotta go back and figure something else out. Jesus, I hope Brad doesn’t trip one of these fuckin’ things!” He had just managed to get Tom turned around and started to retrace their tracks back to the waterfall when he heard the voice ahead of him. He raised his left hand and waved it back and forth hoping Jared could see him, though he doubted it. Then he and Tom knelt down. The voice was coming directly towards him and getting louder. 
 
      
 
    SIMON KILLIAN 
 
    
Pastor Lewis Hostback had called everyone in the Order into the huge meeting hall in the center of the vast compound and they’d been there for hours.  
 
    The fortress design had been taken from a drawing that had been posted on an internet website operated by one of the brothers from Alabama. Political in-fighting among the various groups of Aryan Nations made the brother a non-entity for the time being, but Lewis glommed on to the citadel design and the man’s dream and had made it become reality.  
 
    The major differences were the materials used for construction and Hostback’s idea of locating the business part of the fortress outside the gates. Since they were mining the creek for gold, putting the business inside the walls would have been impossible. Simon Killian had been opposed to the idea of wasting all that time and energy on the walls anyway. Who the hell was going to bother them up here in this godforsaken wilderness? 
 
    He shuffled his feet, uncomfortable with all the rhetoric and discussions. Pastor Hostback was talking like a damned coward, worried about a handful of people coming after those two spies from the plane crash. The bastards had killed several good men, friends of Simon’s, and he knew in his heart that they should have been executed and left for the wolves. If the pastor had done it his way, there wouldn’t be a threat right now. He knew he was right, it said right there in the Good Book, “An eye for an eye.” Furious, Killian crept unnoticed from the meeting hall. 
 
    It wasn’t conscious thought that guided Killian’s feet to the guardhouse, but it would be a lie to say he hadn’t been focused on the prisoners—he was, and he was furious. Pastor Hostback was selling out, worrying about the agents of the ZOG instead of defying them the way he ought to have done. The agents of the ZOG were traitors to their race, and they deserved to die. Killian had been forced to leave the two alive, against every principle he clung to. It was wrong, and it was Pastor Hostback’s doing. The next thought that crossed Killian’s mind was that it was a pure sin to have led those devils to the fortress, and he had helped make that happen. He wondered if God would forgive him. 
 
    By the time Killian looked up and found himself in front of the cell housing the two ZOG agents, his somewhat addled mind had seized on the idea of atonement. He could pay for his sin. He could make it right. 
 
    “What are you doing down here?” The cell was guarded by a stocky young man sitting at a rough desk reading one of the Order’s pamphlets explaining why miscegenation was an abomination before God. “Everyone’s supposed to be in the meeting hall.” 
 
    “I came down here to relieve you so you could go hear what the pastor is sharing.” The answer had come off the top of his head, and even in his mental state it sounded lame to Killian. 
 
    Fortunately, the young man bought it. He had been down there for hours and he was bored to death. He stood up, tossed his keys on the desk, and hurried towards the meeting hall. There were girls there. Good, decent white girls. 
 
    Killian’s eyes rose in his head and he gave thanks aloud. It was a sign that the act of atonement he had been subconsciously planning for the last half hour was the right thing, the proper thing to do. He lifted the keys to the cell and walked to the steel door to unlock it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    DEATH WALK 
 
    DAY 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My fuckin’ hands are numb!” Pete complained.  
 
    Killian poked him in the back, almost missing him in the darkness. 
 
    Charlie walked ahead of Pete on the narrow path. Killian warned them not to run, telling them that the woods were overloaded with trip wires and hidden traps. They believed him. 
 
    For his part, Killian didn’t want one of them to set off a booby trap so close to the citadel for two reasons. The first was that it might alert the Order and bring them outside. The second was that he had made a pledge to the Lord to kill these sinners himself to atone for his sin in not killing them earlier, before Pastor Hostback had brought them to the sanctuary of the fortress. 
 
    Pete couldn’t see Charlie’s hands very well in the darkness, but he could tell the man’s shoulders were moving like two puppies inside a croaker sack. The bonds finally parted with an audible snap and Charlie shouted “NOW!” Pete couldn’t go forward or backward, so he went the only direction he could, intuiting what Charlie wanted. Pete went limp and fell to the ground as Charlie spun around and caught Killian by the throat with both hands. The two of them fell backwards, Charlie sitting astride Killian. 
 
    Killian was snarling and biting like a madman, and Charlie’s hands were weak and numb from being tied for so long. 
 
    “Help, Pete… I can’t hold him much longer!” Charlie gasped and dropped his forearm across Killian’s throat, but the smaller man tucked his chin in, partially blocking the blow. 
 
    Pete scrabbled his way to his knees, helpless, his hands still firmly behind his back. Grunting and straining, he made it to his feet and shook his head. Just at that moment the moon poked its face out from behind the overcast and Pete caught a momentary glimpse of Charlie sitting astride the lunatic, who had moments before been preaching at them about “atonement” and “obeying God’s will.” Seeing his opening, Pete lifted his booted foot and stomped down with all his might, the hard heel of his boot finding its target. Killian screamed as his testicles exploded—literally. 
 
    Charlie silenced the screaming man by smashing his head against the ground rendering him unconscious.  Pete heard the sound of footsteps running down the path behind him. 
 
    “Pete!” a familiar voice hissed. “Is that you?” 
 
    It was Ving. 
 
    
LIFE WALK 
 
    
Jessica was clinging to his neck and Ving and Tom were clapping him and Pete on the back. Brad was the only one who remained silent and Charlie knew he was waiting for an explanation he really didn’t want to give in front of Jessica … but he also knew he had no choice. He had a job to do, and he needed Brad and his team to help him do it. 
 
    “I’m going to make this short and sweet,” Charlie said. “I work for the Department of State and I’m a federal law enforcement agent. I got involved in all this because my superiors were concerned about a series of Jack Paul’s dealings across international borders – and, frankly, they’re concerned regarding your team’s involvement with Jack Paul. I learned of a possible lead on the Order of Phineas when I overheard Jack and one of his pals talking about Jessica’s interest in a lost gold mine up here.  
 
    “The pal mentioned that he heard that Lewis Hostback was having tremendous luck pulling gold out of the Nelchina Public Use Area. When I learned that Pete here planned to go hunting at Stephan Lake Lodge, I asked him if I could come with him. That’s pretty much the whole story.” 
 
    Jessica was staring at him in disbelief, but Brad wasn’t letting him off the hook. “Pretty much isn’t going to be good enough, Charlie. There’s something more you’re not telling us and I want to know what.” 
 
    Charlie looked down at the dirt floor of the cave. “Look, I understand that you guys are never going to trust me, and I’m not going to apologize for doing my job. When I started this assignment, I was told you guys were just a bunch of cowboys with no respect for the law and no regard for right or wrong. But I’ve learned that you have as much respect for this country and for the American justice system as I do. Hell, I was even told you guys started your own private war in Central Africa last summer," Charlie said.  "With all of your international expeditions, you must have known you would eventually gain the attention of the State Department." 
 
    "I figured they had bigger things to worry about," Brad replied. 
 
    “I don’t have much time, and if I don’t get moving pretty quickly those guys will have time to mount a counter offensive. I have what I need now. I know what Hostback and the Order are doing, and I know exactly where they’re doing it. I’ve got to get a message to my superiors so they can get a force up here to deal with this mess quietly. You do know that it’s illegal to use U.S. military forces against a foe inside the U.S., right?” 
 
    “Posse Comitatus. Yeah, we’re aware of that,” Brad said dryly. The others, shocked, were listening to the exchange in morbid fascination. Charlie had been accepted, almost one of them, and now he was exposed as a changeling, like an alien left in the crib of a human baby.  
 
    “There’s a decommissioned ELF facility at Fog Lakes, you know what that is?” Brad nodded, as did the other former Marines. They all knew the Navy had used ELF communications to keep in contact with submarines, and they knew the low frequencies remained virtually impossible to jam. 
 
    “I’ve got to get there and get the word out to the State Department about Hostback and the Order of Phineas. Thanks to a former secretary of state, we have access to a mercenary force well enough equipped to clean this mess up on the q.t. They’re on standby up at Fort Greeley.” Greeley was a little over a hundred and fifty miles northeast of them. 
 
    “What about the women and children?” Brad asked evenly. They all knew there were women and children down in the fortress now. 
 
    “I can only guarantee that the mercs won’t harm the non-combatants. You can’t blame a guy for taking out someone who’s pointing a loaded weapon at him,” Charlie said unhappily. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Brad said quietly. 
 
    “I’m not asking you or your team to participate, Brad. I just need to get past that fortress and down the creek to Fog Lakes and if you can’t find it in yourself to help with that, I’ll understand.” 
 
    Brad glanced at the others, and all of them met his eyes. One by one they nodded solemnly. They would help in any way they could. 
 
    Brad glanced up into Charlie’s green eyes once again. “Tell me your plan.” Brad closed his eyes and tried to focus on what Charlie was saying, knowing that Ving, Tom, and Jared were listening too. As for Brad, his mind conjured up visions of the disasters at Waco and Ruby Ridge, and he wondered if he had just agreed to help create another ugly mess. He sighed inwardly.  
 
    In the final analysis, he had sworn an oath to defend the United States from all enemies, foreign and domestic, and Lewis Hostback and the Order of Phineas fit the latter category to a tee. As far as Brad was concerned, even though he was no longer in the Corps, no one had ever relieved him of his solemn oath. 
 
    

STANDOFF 
 
    

They were lined up across the forward edge of the plateau in the predawn twilight. The range to the fortress was only about two hundred and fifty meters, well within the range of their M4A1s. All of them were capable of maintaining a six-inch shot group at that range, and a couple of them were capable of a much tighter group. Jared, with the big Barrett, could make a group the size of a quarter at that range on a good day. Only Brad and Tom were not in firing positions. They were down below the falls, helping Charlie force his way into one of the equipment sheds. 
 
    “The woods are filled with booby traps according to you guys,” Charlie grunted as they forced the second shed door open. “That only leaves the air or the creek, and I can’t fly even if they had an aircraft.” 
 
    “I can fly,” Tom said. He wasn’t bragging, just stating a fact. 
 
    “The ELF site is three miles down the creek,” Charlie said. “I can do this; I just need to find something that will get me downstream past the damned traps.” 
 
    “How about one of those?” Brad asked. He was pointing at a rack filled with kayaks, stacked four high. 
 
    “I think I like that a lot better,” Charlie said, pointing his own finger at a trailer that held a twenty-foot johnboat. A gleaming brand new Mercury outboard was mounted on the stern. The three of them raced to the back door of the shed, which opened onto the pool beneath the waterfall. They struggled with the massive bar that held the big double door closed and then pushed the doors wide open. Charlie ran around the side of the shed and glanced toward the citadel. There were armed men swarming the fortress in confusion, and small groups of them running here and there shouting excitedly. 
 
    “Shit!” Charlie exclaimed as he ran back inside to help them wrestle the boat trailer down the short ramp to the pond. “They’re excited as hell and running around with guns. Apparently, they haven’t found Killian’s body yet, but they’re looking. I’m wondering why they aren’t down here searching the mine sheds.” 
 
    “Maybe they already did that,” Tom muttered as the boat slipped off the trailer and into the water. Brad was holding the dock line, so the boat didn’t get away. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I’m out of here,” Charlie said, hopping into the johnboat and lying down in the last well by the outboard motor. “Wish me luck!” He pulled the line out of Brad’s hand and pushed off the bank towards the rapid outflow from the pond. The water was rough and fast moving, and the lightweight aluminum boat sped out of sight. 
 
    “If they’re in those woods when he floats past, he’s a sitting duck,” Tom said. 
 
    “I’m not worried about him anymore. If we stay here in this shed any longer we’re liable to get an unfriendly visitor ourselves. I’d rather sit this one out behind the rocks at the top of the falls.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for, boss man?” Tom asked with a grin. That was just before a wild-eyed man in his mid-thirties stepped through the front door they had forced open and emptied both barrels of a twelve gauge side-by-side into his belly. Tom was dead before his body hit the floor.  
 
    Brad reacted without conscious thought. He flung up his left arm as a distracter and drew his custom knife from his belt with his right at the same moment, thrusting the point up beneath the wild-eyed man’s sternum and into his heart. Brad didn’t even bother to check him; he turned and scooped up Tom’s lifeless body in his arms and ran out the back door.  
 
    There was a lot of blood, but Brad paid it no mind. He put his grief on a back burner and concentrated on getting to the pathway to the top of the falls. His lungs were already burning when he heard the shots from behind him and saw the slugs splashing in the water beside him. The sound of the big Barrett firing from the rocks above him was one of the most beautiful sounds he’d ever heard. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    The members of the Order weren’t all lunatics, and there were a number of serious marksmen among them. The whole team was maintaining their cover and total fire discipline. Brad couldn’t remember how long it had been since he had laid Tom’s lifeless body on the ground and joined in the firefight, but he knew how much ammo he still had left, and it was not a hell of a lot.  
 
    He glanced up at the sky, wondering if Charlie had made it, wondering when the choppers full of mercenaries would arrive from Fort Greeley and if they would make it in time. The path up from the waterfall was narrow and steep, and so far none of the Order had managed to climb it. The path was the only way up to the top of the plateau other than flying or free-climbing, and it was only a matter of time before a few of Hostback’s men tried it.  
 
    Brad sighed loudly and turned back to the task at hand. Get a good sight picture. Take in a full breath and let half of it out. Squeeze the trigger gently, letting the actual detonation of the round come as a surprise. Find another target, repeat the procedure. There were damned few cartridges left in his last magazine. He wondered if he should pray. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Jared counted the remaining .50 caliber rounds for the Barrett. There were not enough to fully recharge his magazine. When he ran out, he would be reduced to standing at the head of the path up from the bottom of the waterfall. He wondered if he’d have a chance to use the beautiful handcrafted fighting knife he’d spent so much money on or whether he’d go down trying to butt stroke one of these backward-ass hillbillies.  
 
    He didn’t even bother looking up at the sky and doubted that Charlie ever made it past the citadel in that damned aluminum boat. He had seen more than Brad had been able to. He saw Charlie sit up in the boat when people on the bank spotted him and started shooting at him; Charlie pulled the rope on the black outboard a couple of times before Jared had been forced to start shooting. He’d lost sight of Charlie in the ensuing firefight.  
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Ving was doggedly firing, conserving his ammo, taking care to aim only at targets carrying weapons. For a group of extremists that supposedly had a large percentage of ex-military in their ranks, they were sure careless about taking cover. He grunted as he fired the last round in his magazine. He laid the M4A1 on the ground beside his firing position and prepared himself for the hand-to-hand he knew was coming. The firing from the rocks paused as the team checked their ammo, and in the lull, he heard the Blackhawks. 
 
    *                 *                 * 
 
    Jessica watched as the group of U.S. Army helicopters swooped in nose first, flared out, and then settled to the ground. Men in black came pouring out of the open doors. One of the first choppers to land, empty within seconds, burst into flames and exploded. Pieces of the helicopter flew into the air and Jessica winced as the shrapnel from the blast rained down on the combatants indiscriminately. Men in black fell, as did members of the Order. Jessica could no longer see any of Hostback’s army outside the walls of the citadel.  
 
    The mercenary force swarmed the fortress killing dozens of Hostback’s armed men while trying to spare the women and children. It was still ugly, and it was made even worse by the fact that she was watching it all through a flood of tears. Even if Charlie had not lied to her directly, he had lied by omission. The worst part was that she didn’t have any idea whether she truly meant anything to him or if she was just another part of his job.  
 
    Adding in this hellacious battle and the gruesome death of a man she had recently shared a sleeping bag with, there was no question in her mind that this was the worst day of her life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I smell bacon,” Ving said with excitement as they approached the lodge at Stephan Lake. He walked up onto the front porch of the rustic lodge with Pete and Jared, and took a seat next to Jessica, whose face was still a mournful study in grief. He reached out and touched the top of her hand as Brad sat down in the chair on the other side of the slender blonde. “Is that bacon I smell?” he asked teasingly. 
 
    Jessica sniffed and blinked back her tears. “Yeah, I told the chef how much you loved bacon and he’s making BLTs for dinner.” 
 
    Brad reached down into the steel tub of ice on the deck of the porch and pulled out five bottles of icy-cold craft beer. He yanked out a handkerchief and unscrewed the caps on the bottles, carefully wiping the necks before handing a bottle to each of them. When he was finished, he raised his bottle up. “To Tom,” he said softly. The five solemnly clicked the necks together and then took a long sip from their bottles. There was nothing more to say. 
 
    When the beer was gone, Jessica uttered a little sound that could have been a giggle or the sound of her choking. 
 
    Brad patted her on the back. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “I was thinking about our last ‘mission’ together.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “On the flight home you dumped a handful of diamonds in my hands and called them a souvenir. I just remembered I haven’t collected anything as a remembrance for this trip. I should have picked up a stone from Mount Watana or maybe one from the creek there at the fortress.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that if I was you,” Ving said smugly. “I picked up a little something for you when we were waiting by the fortress for Charlie to come back.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold nugget about the size and shape of a half dollar, dropping it into her open palm. 
 
    Jessica struggled with her emotions, finally managing a broken smile, but she couldn’t stop the tears. She had said her goodbyes to Charlie at the foot of the waterfall. He had said it was all real, but she hadn’t been able to make herself believe him.  Maybe she just needed more time. 
 
    “Damn,” said Ving, staring at Brad in mock dismay, “even when I give ’em gold they don’t love me.” 
 
    Jessica turned and hugged Ving, crying into his shoulder, her golden hair glowing lustrously against his blue-black skin as he patted her back. 
 
    Brad just watched the spectacular display of Northern Lights in the sky and opened another beer. 
 
    THE END. 
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    “There are only two kinds of people that understand Marines:  Marines and the enemy.  Everyone else has a second-hand opinion.” 
 
    Gen. William Thornson, U.S. Army 
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    He splashed to a dead stop, his feet tangled in the submerged roots of yet another mangrove tree. He was wet, filthy and out of breath, and he was exhausted. Listening to the sounds of the swamp and its creatures around him, he could no longer hear any sounds of pursuing humans, and for that he felt profoundly grateful. 
 
    Having to run through the damned swamps was bad enough with its freaking carnivorous fish and various venomous, fanged, and toothed critters without insane men with guns chasing him. Delroy was not as outdoorsy as his brother, a career Marine, and he sure as hell didn’t relish wading around in this dismal swamp. Frankly, the place scared the shit out of him.  
 
    Damned roots and “gotcha” vines seemed almost alive, grasping at him every step of the way, and when they weren’t clutching at him, he was up to his ass in either alligators (he’d read somewhere that the creatures in the Amazon were Black Caimans but the bastards looked like alligators to him) or quicksand. 
 
    As if the critters weren’t enough, Rodolfo Abimael Guzmán and his Senderistas wanted him … and he knew very well what a bloodthirsty pack of savages they were. Guzmán was the grandson of the first leader of the Shining Path and head of the splinter group in Iquitos. 
 
    Delroy shuddered at the memories of the horrendous ritual murders and executions he observed while undercover in Iquitos. Even though he understood that his mission was truly vital in the most literal sense, his courage had faltered more than once during the last year. He had stayed, enduring the night sweats and the incredible fear, until twenty-four hours ago when his cover had been blown by a civilian who had known Delroy and his brother since their childhood. 
 
    Guzman himself had gone into a rage, sending his inner cadre after him with instructions to catch Delroy and bring him back and not to return without him on pain of death. It was unclear to Delroy whether he was to be brought back dead or alive or if Guzman didn’t care.  
 
    Delroy hadn’t waited around to find out. He escaped into the swamps north of Iquitos seconds ahead of the cadre and he had barely managed to stay ahead of them … so far. He couldn’t hear them any longer, and he assumed he had finally managed to elude them. He was wrong. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1. CABO SAN LUCAS 
 
      
 
    RETROSPECTIVE 
 
    DAY 0 
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran his fingers through his short, military style buzz cut and then bent over his desk and rested his head in his hands. The mission in Alaska had cost him a trusted friend, a Marine brother, and Tom Riggins’ death hit him hard. “Combat losses” had always been hard on Brad, but losing someone on a civilian mission felt somehow worse, despite the personal nature of the job.  
 
    The light plane Pete had been flying was reported as missing. Pete Sabrowski was a brother, and brothers, especially Marine brothers, put their lives on the line for each other because that bond is as strong as blood. They had all known the risks when they found out about The Order, but not one of them had been willing to back down. Tom paid the ultimate price, and he would be missed. Brad sighed, accepting the loss and the responsibility. 
 
    He sat down in his desk chair and leaned back, staring at the ceiling. The penetrating cold of the Arctic was still with him. He felt as if he’d never be warm again, even though he was back in his Texas home.  
 
    Suddenly, he wanted to be someplace warm and sunny, someplace where he could enjoy tropical drinks and the coldest thing he’d have to worry about would be the condensation on the outside of a beer. Someplace with palm trees, warm breezes, and attractive women in tiny swimsuits. 
 
    The front door opened and Jessica strode in, arm in arm with Charlie. After many long conversations she finally understood his actions in Alaska and realized he really had feelings for her.  They were rarely apart since the team had returned, and they were obviously in love. Brad made a spontaneous decision. 
 
    “Hi Jess! How would you two like to go to Cabo with me?” 
 
    “Cabo San Lucas?” she asked eagerly, delight clear on her face. 
 
    Brad chuckled. “Do you know of another Cabo?” 
 
      
 
    HACIENDA BEACH CLUB 
 
      
 
    Brad Jacobs lay back in the lounge chair, soaking up the warm rays of the sun as he took a sip of the icy brew that one of the pool waitresses had just delivered. The six-foot-two-inch blonde’s green eyes remained hidden by the same Oakley sunglasses he had worn in Alaska so recently, which seemed just as well because he was enjoying the many delightful women who were basking in the sun around the pool and didn’t want them to know he was doing so.  
 
    Whatever it was that made women wear such skimpy swimsuits in Mexico, he approved of it. His eyes shifted over to where his cousin Jessica was sitting in Charlie Dawkins’ lap and grimaced. Well, mostly he liked it. He liked Charlie, and what was more he trusted the State Department special agent, but the idea of his gorgeous treasure-hunting cousin making the beast with two backs with the man still left him queasy.  
 
    It was hard to watch the cousin he had known since she was “knee high to a grasshopper” strutting around in a tiny bikini and climbing all over Dawkins. Fortunately, there were several distractions lolling around the pool to take his mind off Jessica. 
 
    One such distraction was wending her way towards the pool area at that very moment. She knew damned well every man near the pool was watching her, and it looked obvious that she was enjoying the attention. “Jesus,” Brad heard Charlie say. “That bikini is made out of Band-Aids and dental floss!” 
 
    There was the sound of a playful slap and Jessica’s low voice saying, “Put your eyes back in your head, Charlie Dawkins.” Brad grinned and then turned his attention back to the slender redhead. 
 
    She was tall and lithe, with amazingly long legs and high, firm breasts. The bikini she wore was in fact incredibly tiny, concealing only enough of her to keep from being arrested. Once she had selected a lounge chair near Brad’s, she slid her large sunglasses down her nose and gave him an appraising glance that sent tingles all the way down to his toes. She had luminous jade-green eyes and fabulously long lashes. Her mouth curved into a smile that promised everything.  
 
    “You should take a picture, sailor, it would last longer.” Her voice was silky, sultry even. 
 
    “If I had a camera I would,” Brad said, unabashed. “But I should warn you … never call a Marine a sailor.” 
 
    “You’re a Marine?”  
 
    “Excuse me, retired Marine,” he said lightly. 
 
    She stood up from the chair she had just sat down in and walked towards him. Brad was not the only person by the pool who watched her walk in his direction; the play of muscles in her trim body as she moved was mesmerizing. 
 
    Brad had always been an old-school gentleman around the fairer sex, but as he tried to stand up to meet her he realized too late that he was about to be embarrassed and had to grab a towel from his chair to hide his perfectly normal reaction to this Delilah. His face turned beet-red, but she extended her hand to him. 
 
    “Once a Marine, always a Marine,” she said. Her hand was soft in his and the physiological manifestation of his gender assumed an even more embarrassing prominence, causing him to become tongue-tied. The woman’s eyes cut down to the towel and lingered there, but Brad was saved by a peal of laughter from Jessica, who appeared totally delighted by his discomfort. 
 
    Jessica stood up and walked over to the two, her own hand extended. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen my cousin struck dumb before and I’d love to shake the hand of the woman who managed it!” 
 
    The redhead turned and smiled warmly at Jessica. The handshake turned to an exuberant hug, and the two laughed uproariously. 
 
    “Vicky Chance,” the redhead said, still smiling. 
 
    “Jessica Paul,” Jess said. “The Marine standing here impersonating a beet is my cousin Brad Jacobs, and he was not only a Marine, he was something of a legend in Force Recon.” 
 
    Vicky turned and gazed at Brad with even more genuine interest on her pretty face. She offered her hand again, and Brad took it, the towel in his free hand forgotten.  
 
    “2nd Marines,” she said. Her grip was firm and strong. “When did you get out? I spent eight years there, and if you’ve been at Lejeune in the last five or six years we’ve probably walked right past each other.” 
 
    Brad finally regained control of his tongue. “I got out six years ago.” His mouth was dry as hell and he felt awkward, like a teenager about to ask a girl out for the first time. It was Charlie who got him off the hook. 
 
    “Cerveza for everybody!” Charlie called out. He ordered Coronas for all of them and the pool waitress brought the icy bottles out on a round tray she carried the way carhops had in the olden days at drive-in restaurants. 
 
    There was a comfortable silence as the four of them took their first sips of the icy brews. Brad sensed a very definite spark of some kind between himself and Vicky Chance, and it was much deeper than their shared experience as Marines. The closest he could come to describing the connection was chemistry, a catch-all term that laymen used to describe what a psychologist would call infatuation. 
 
    After they finished their beer, Jessica elbowed Charlie, who, in her opinion, was paying entirely too much attention to Vicky’s bikini, and the two of them gave a lame excuse about going back to the residence Brad had booked to change before going sightseeing. They didn’t fool either Brad or Vicky. 
 
      
 
    VICKY 
 
      
 
    Brad donned a brightly colored guayabera shirt and Vicky had thrown on a see-through cover-up that looked as exciting as the swimsuit beneath it, and the two of them wandered down to the Hacienda Cocina & Cantina terrace for a late afternoon snack. The terrace seemed quieter than the pool area, and it was easier to talk without the distractions at the pool. Brad was no longer thinking about Jessica and what she might be doing; his attention was focused on the spectacular redhead. 
 
    “So you were with Force Recon?” Vicky said, her hand toying with the water glass the waitress had placed in front of her when they sat down. 
 
    Brad opened his mouth to speak but stopped as the waitress set a coffee cup in front of him and filled it from a stainless carafe. He never even looked at her; he was totally absorbed in Vicky. 
 
    “Yes, I was with Force Recon for ten years.” 
 
    “Those boys were a pretty tight-knit group,” Vicky observed, sipping at her water glass. 
 
    Brad watched her upper lip curve over the rim of the glass in what was as much a caress as it was a touch. He had to shake his head and clear it before he could resume their conversation. 
 
    Easy buddy… This one’s dynamite. 
 
    “Like brothers,” Brad agreed. He cocked his head to one side. “So what did the Crotch have you doing?” (A popular, if irreverent, definition of the acronym USMC is Uncle Sam’s Moldy Crotch. The definition is safe enough to share with other Marines, but it has been known to start fistfights when used by lesser beings.) 
 
    “Oh, nothing exciting,” she said dismissively, “at least nothing like you were doing. I was with the 2nd Law Enforcement Battalion.” 
 
    Brad was ready to ask her what she did as an M.P. when he felt her hand on his thigh. “How do you feel about moonlight swims?” she asked in a sultry voice that sent shivers up his spine. He could only nod his head. “Then meet me on the beach in an hour… I’ve promised to phone home this afternoon and I haven’t yet.”  
 
    Brad watched, stupefied, as she walked away from their table. He wasn’t the only one; men all around the restaurant noticed her too. More than one of them had to deal with frosty stares from their own female companions. 
 
    As he walked back to his room, it occurred to him that she had been a little evasive regarding her work in the Corps, but the memory of how she looked in her bikini soon crushed any curiosity he might have had about her military occupational specialty.  
 
      
 
    MOONLIGHT 
 
      
 
    If anything, the swimsuit she wore on the beach that night looked even smaller than the one she had worn to the pool that afternoon. She grabbed his hand and tugged him into the crashing waves until they were waist deep, and then she turned to face him.  
 
    A master wave shoved her into his arms and their lips met, and Brad, never a fast mover when it came to women, didn’t want to let her go. The sound of the waves and the extraordinary bundle of woman in his arms kept him from seeing Jessica and Charlie on the beach spying on them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. GRIM NEWS 
 
      
 
    MASON 
 
    Day 1, 1807 Hours Local Time 
 
      
 
    
Mason Ving grew up in a ghetto in New Orleans and his mother passed away when he was just twelve years old.  He was the oldest of three brothers, and he had taken a paper route to help his father put food on the table.  He’d joined the Marine Corps when he reached his eighteenth birthday to escape the poverty of the ghetto and to help support his family. 
 
    That had been a hell of a long time ago.  He’d never dreamed that someday he would own his own home in a nice neighborhood in Fort Worth, Texas, much less be married to the woman of his dreams and have two great kids of his own. 
 
    Mason’s retirement pay, augmented by the generous income provided by his work with his closest friend, Brad Jacobs, enabled him to keep his father in a local nursing home. Both of his brothers had also joined the Corps: one was still on active duty and the other had done a single tour, gone back to college on the G.I. Bill, and then joined the ranks of the Drug Enforcement Administration as a Special Agent. His income also enabled him to keep his wife and his own two children in comfortable style in a well-to-do suburb of Fort Worth.  
 
    Ving was a proud and arrogant man, but when he was at home with his beautiful wife and children, he felt humbled by his good fortune. As a matter of fact, his closest friends would have hardly recognized him at home; his wife Willona quietly ruled the house and the two children, Jordan and Nathaniel.  
 
    Willona had been the one who squirreled away a portion of their money every month, eking it out of their tight budget on a regular basis. She had taken college level classes everywhere they had been stationed, and she learned to invest the money wisely. She never told Mason what she did with the money and he never asked; he was far too busy keeping himself alive in the hellholes the Corps had sent him to.  
 
    One of her professors put her on to a couple of stocks that really turned out to be winners, Microsoft and Oracle. Mason had been truly astonished to find out when he retired that the expensive house in Fort Worth was not only within his price range but that he could pay cash for it. He was further astounded when Willona presented him with a brand new Ford Expedition when they moved in, as well as a new Ford Explorer for herself. 
 
    Willona had fantastic taste in furnishings and over the years managed to acquire an impressive collection. After moving into the new house, she’d used her acumen to start a rather profitable side business buying and selling antiques. The four-bedroom Colonial in Fort Worth quickly filled up with fine furnishings, and Mason had moved his trophies and mementos to a room he’d added onto the back of the garage. He called it his office, but it was also where he stored his personal weapons. 
 
    Mason and the kids had just sat down at the table, and Willona had just brought out a platter of crispy fried bacon and a tray of lettuce, tomatoes, and bread, when the doorbell rang. Mason ignored it; few things on Earth could distract him from his bacon. Willona, exasperated and amused at the same time, went to answer the doorbell. 
 
    “Bacon!” Mason growled gleefully as he dug into the pile on the platter. Jordan and Nathaniel laughed at his antics; his love of bacon was familiar and funny to them, though Nathaniel shared his dad’s love of the breakfast meat. 
 
    “Mason,” Willona called from the foyer. 
 
    “What is it, woman? Don’t you realize I’m ‘baconating’?” he asked. The kids cracked up, their playful laughter filling the formal dining room. 
 
    “Mason,” Willona said, walking into the room, “Come here!” 
 
    Mason looked up at Willona’s stricken face and immediately his demeanor changed. She had been smiling only moments before, but she looked fearful now. Whatever the problem was, it was serious. He glanced down the table at his son. “Don’t mess with my bacon, son,” he said mock seriously. Whatever was wrong, he wouldn’t let it touch his children. 
 
    Mason Ving, all 275 pounds of him, strode through the dining room and into the foyer like the six-foot bruiser he was. His normally friendly brown eyes were in deadly focus and his eyebrows were shaped into a fierce scowl. His bald pate shone in the bright light of the foyer, the chandelier there had been one of Willona’s most prized acquisitions.  
 
    He marched over to where his wife stood with a solemn-faced man who possessed the look of a mid-level government bureaucrat from one of the alphabet agencies—C.I.A., F.B.I., I.C.E. or maybe Homeland Security. He wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Mason,” Willona said, “It’s Delroy.” 
 
    Ving felt as if a sledgehammer had hit him in the chest. Delroy Ving was the brother who joined the D.E.A., and Ving knew that he was working undercover somewhere in South America, but he didn’t know the specifics of his brother’s assignment. 
 
    His eyes went to the man in the expensive suit. “What’s wrong? What’s happened to my brother?” 
 
    “Mr. Ving, I’m Chance Sutton with the D.E.A. and I work with Delroy. Is there somewhere we can talk?” Sutton glanced nervously at Willona and then back at Mason. “We really need to do this in private, and then you can choose what to discuss with your wife afterwards. I’m truly taking a chance by even being here.” 
 
    Mason studied the man closely. He didn’t like the idea of excluding Willona, but he realized the D.E.A. guy was scared of something, so he motioned for the man to follow him. Mason gave Willona a reassuring kiss and a knowing glance, letting her know subliminally that he would tell her everything afterwards. 
 
    She understood her husband all too well, and she kept her face calm. “Do you want me to bring you a pot of coffee?” 
 
    “No baby,” Ving said, “I’ll make a fresh pot in the office.” He led the way through the kitchen to the back door and out to the office behind the garage with Sutton in tow. 
 
    He unlocked the office door with a high tech secure key from his dog tag chain and held the door open for the D.E.A. man. “Sit,” he said not unkindly to the bureaucrat as he pointed at a green leather-covered wingback chair in front of his polished mahogany desk. Even his private office hadn’t escaped Willona’s attention, and it looked more as if it belonged in a law firm than it did to the battle-scarred Mason Ving. 
 
    Mason stepped over to a mahogany credenza that matched the desk and prepared a pot of coffee. While it was brewing, he opened a door in the center of the credenza and withdrew two china mugs and a plate with sugar and creamer packets and set them on top of the cabinet. His mind was racing as he performed his tasks perfunctorily, and by the time the coffee was ready, he had prepared himself for the worst.  
 
    He set the tray with the steaming mugs atop his desk and set a spoon next to the tray before sitting down in his own desk chair, which was elevated about four inches higher than the wingback. The height difference meant that Mason was looking down at his visitor and Sutton had to look up to talk to him. It was a subtle psychological toy, and one that Ving used to his advantage on many occasions. 
 
    “Give it to me without the window dressing,” he said, staring down at Sutton. “What’s happened to Delroy?” 
 
    “Mr. Ving—” Sutton started. 
 
    Ving raised his hand for Sutton to stop. “Belay the mister shit, just call me Ving.” 
 
    “Alright, Ving, as far as we know, Delroy is still alive.” 
 
    “Who is ‘we’?” Ving asked, his voice filled with ice. 
 
    “As I said, I’m with the D.E.A.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that, but who is ‘we’? And what the hell does ‘as far as we know’ mean? Are you his supervisor, his department head? Just who the hell are you?” Ving’s concern about his brother was making him impatient, and he understood he would have to stay calm or this feather merchant was not going to tell him anything at all. 
 
    “Ving, I’m not Delroy’s supervisor, I’m just one of the field agents… I’m a friend. The reason I’m here is that Delroy is my friend and the agency is hanging him out to dry.” 
 
      
 
    DELROY SITUATION  
 
      
 
    Delroy Ving was a special agent for the Justice Department’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), under special assignment to the secretary of state to assist both D.E.A. agents and their law enforcement counterparts in Peru, specifically in the Amazon basin, headwaters of the Amazon River.  
 
    His mission was to gather tactical and strategic intelligence on the current cocaine drug trafficking from cultivation to distribution. The information was vital to the U.S. Government for use in making decisions on resource allocation and deployment and on immediate enforcement actions.  
 
    Delroy’s mission had gone south, and he had been taken prisoner in the jungle around Iquitos, Peru by members of a local unit of the Shining Path, a Maoist guerrilla group led by Rodolfo Abimael Guzmán. One of Guzmán’s lieutenants, a man the D.E.A. previously identified as Rafael Fernandez, contacted the D.E.A. office in Iquitos via Delroy’s satellite phone and demanded a ransom for Delroy’s safe return. The supervisory special agent (SSA) bumped the demand upstairs after negotiating a seven-day ‘waiting period’ to acquire the two million dollars in cash the lieutenant had specified.  
 
    An indignant department head working at the Southern Cone Desk in D.E.A. headquarters had immediately rebuffed the SSA, stating that the U.S. maintained a policy of not negotiating with terrorists, and ordered a blackout on all other communications or actions concerning one Delroy Ving. The SSA argued rather weakly with the department head and then meekly agreed to do as he was ordered. 
 
    “Ving, it’s true we don’t negotiate with terrorists, but this is the first time in my career that I’m aware of the Agency just keeping a lid on such a circumstance. Jesus, when something like this happens they call in Delta Force or Special Forces or the Rangers and those guys come in and kick the shit out of whoever is fucking with us.” 
 
    “Or Force Recon,” Ving said thoughtfully. He had been on a few clandestine operations himself, though he’d been utilized in Africa and the Middle East. The Southern Cone required a whole different set of language and cultural skills, and the Force Recon guys at Pendleton handled that area of operations. The assignments came out of Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) in Dam Neck, Virginia. 
 
    Ving sipped at his coffee, giving himself a chance to think, reviewing what he remembered about the Shining Path movement. He knew it was a Maoist guerrilla insurgent group in Peru and that when it first appeared in Peru, in 1980, its goal was to replace what it perceived as “bourgeois democracy” with “New Democracy”. The Shining Path or Sendero Luminoso movement felt it could create a dictatorship of the proletariat, induce a cultural revolution, and ultimately provide the catalyst for a world revolution resulting in pure communism.  
 
    Their leaders claimed that the existing socialist governments were revisionist and they claimed to have taken the mantle of leadership of the world communist movement. The Shining Path's methods and ideology had been copied by other Maoist insurgent groups and other revolutionary internationalist movement-related parties. 
 
    Widely condemned for its brutality against peasants, popularly elected officials, trade union organizers and the general civilian population, the Shining Path had been classified as a terrorist organization by the U.S., the European Union, Canada, and the Peruvian government. After the capture of Abimael Guzmán (cousin to Rodolfo) in 1992, the Shining Path almost faded away, but splinter groups and offshoots of the Shining Path movement transitioned to very efficient cocaine-smuggling operations, as well as human trafficking organizations. From what Ving had read, the left-wing rebels still maintained three hundred fifty odd members and roughly eighty fighters. 
 
    The Shining Path guerillas conducted a bloody insurrection in Peru from 1980 onwards. After their leader, the man known as Comrade Artemio, had been captured in 2012, President Ollanta Humala announced the Shining Path had been defeated and called off the Peruvian Army. According to the reports Ving read, the remnants were supposed to be centered on the Apurimac-Ene and the Mantaro River Valley, an area most often referred to by its Spanish acronym, VRAEM. He had not been aware of any splinter groups as far north as Iquitos. 
 
    Frustrated, Ving’s temper flared as he glowered at Sutton. “There’s something you ain’t tellin’ me and I’m just about to tear you a new one unless you come clean.” The D.E.A. operative was clearly scared, and his hand went to the opening of his suit coat, but Ving had the jump on him. His own hand came out from beneath the desk and it held a massive custom M-1911 with a brown parkerized finish, Pachmayr grips, and adjustable micro sights with tritium dots on the blade and sight aperture. He set the big automatic on the desk within reach of his outstretched hand, almost daring the D.E.A. man to go for his own weapon. 
 
    Sutton shrugged and then heaved a deep sigh. “Look man, I came here to help my friend, not start a fight.” 
 
    Ving was hot. “The only thing I give a rat’s ass about is the truth, Sutton. What the fuck is goin’ on with the D.E.A. down in that hellhole that you’re not tellin’ me?” 
 
    Sutton stared down at his shoes. “I don’t think this op is sanctioned.” He waited as if he fully expected Ving to shoot him. 
 
    “Not sanctioned?” Ving asked, his voice as cold as death. 
 
    “I think this is something Renfroe, the Peru Ops Department head, dreamed up to get some brownie points or maybe a promotion. I hear the guy who runs the Southern Cone Desk is retiring.” 
 
    “And you think now this Renfroe asshole is gonna leave my baby brother to the mercy of this Guzman character to keep from getting his ass in a crack and losing his shot at a promotion?” 
 
    The look on Sutton’s face told Ving he was spot on in his assessment. He sat back in his desk chair, ignoring Sutton for a moment. The hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach was not going to go away until he found out more about Delroy. Hostage dealings with terrorists were generally a losing proposition, and he couldn’t honestly assess Delroy’s chances of still being alive at better than fifty/fifty.  
 
    The Shining Path’s Senderistas were no longer a viable political entity, if indeed they ever had been. They were a ragtag collection of ruthless cutthroats, thieves, and kidnappers, and, if the truth were told, the U.S. State Department retained circumstantial evidence that they were deeply involved in human trafficking, mostly underage girls for the sex trade.  
 
    Delroy was a black man and a U.S. Federal agent. The Senderistas would not be inclined towards being nice to him. There was a slim chance that they might need the money bad enough to keep him alive to get the ransom, and Ving knew he had to give it a shot. 
 
    He sought Sutton’s eyes, and when he made contact, he asked the question that had been bugging him since the man first told him Delroy’s situation. “Why did you come to me, why didn’t you stay in-house with the D.E.A.? Don’t you have an internal affairs unit?” 
 
    Sutton met his gaze. “You’re Delroy’s brother, he idolizes you…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Sutton dropped his glance and stared at his lap. “We have an internal board of review. Renfroe is the acting chairman.” His eyes rose to meet Ving’s once more and his voice was clearer and more distinct. “I didn’t take it before the review board because I believe Renfroe will shrug this off as unimportant. I’d get the rote answer—the U.S. doesn’t negotiate with terrorists. The man doesn’t give a shit about anything but covering his own ass and I believe he will leave Delroy swinging in the breeze. Whatever Renfroe has got going on down there, he doesn’t want anyone to pay any attention to it.” 
 
      
 
    THE BIG GUNS 
 
    Day 1 2013 Hours Local Time 
 
      
 
    Ving remained in his garage office long after Sutton left. He removed a yellow legal pad from the top left drawer of the desk and then took a plain black ball-point pen that displayed “U.S. Government” stamped on the side of it from the top center drawer. He clicked the top of the pen several times as he thought and then began to list everything he knew about the Shining Path movement on the top sheet, leaving at least three inches of space between each fact. When he was finished, he had seven sheets of paper. 
 
    He twisted around in his desk chair and booted up the PC on top of his desk and began to Google references to the facts on his pad. After adding two more yellow sheets to his growing pile and then filling them both up, he pulled up a detailed map of Peru on his flat screen computer monitor and zoomed in on Iquitos. With a click of his mouse, he changed the image on the screen from a cartographic map to an aerial photographic map. A detailed analysis of the area surrounding Iquitos gave him no sense of where the Senderistas might be hiding out; there simply was nothing, no structures of any kind visible in the aerial photographs.  
 
    There was little public information about Rodolfo Abimael Guzmán other than that he was a distant cousin of the philosophy professor Abimael Guzmán who originally founded the Shining Path movement. After two hours of intensive effort, Ving tossed his pen down on the desktop and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    He realized what he must do. Even though Brad Jacobs was his closest friend, he hadn’t wanted to drag him into a mess like this, but Brad was like family and Delroy was blood. He had no choice. Ving reached for the telephone, pressing the speed dial number for Brad’s satellite phone.  
 
    Willona would be pissed; he had just come back from Alaska. She would forgive him because she loved Delroy, too, but she would make Ving pay, no doubt about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. MISSION: GO 
 
    
ALERT 
 
    Day 1 2327 Hours, Local Time 
 
    
  
 
    The raucous chirps from his satellite phone on the dresser in the bedroom stirred Brad from the relaxed state he was in following his evening romp with Vicky and brought him to an immediate state of alert. The satellite phone number had only been given to a very few people, and none of them would use it except in an emergency. 
 
    He padded naked across the deep pile carpet to the dresser and lifted the phone, then slipped into the adjoining room so as not to wake Vicky. It was Ving, and it was indeed an emergency. Brad listened quietly as Ving described Delroy’s situation in terse, concise terms. 
 
    When Ving was through with his recitation, Brad took a single moment to evaluate the problem and make a decision. “Okay Ving, got a pen and paper handy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ving said, reaching for the black pen he’d just put down and folding back a clean sheet of yellow legal paper on the pad. 
 
    “Good, write this down. Use the war chest credit card for all this.” The war chest credit card was an American Express card with no limit, a card which Brad paid off religiously at the end of every month. Ving remained the only authorized user besides Brad. 
 
    “Alert Jared and Pete, pick them up, and get your asses to the airport. I’ll call as soon as I’m off here and arrange a charter on a small jet.” 
 
    “Since it’s a charter, Brad, should we bring weapons?” 
 
    “No way, Ving. The Federales are inspecting everything, even private charters, coming into Cabo from the U.S. They’re checking everything with a fine-toothed comb and as far as I can tell nothing is getting by them. We’ll pick up weapons in Columbia… I know a guy. I’m hiring the charter because we don’t have much time and I need to get you here ASAP. I also plan to use the same aircraft to get us all from here to Columbia.” 
 
    “Columbia?” Ving repeated. 
 
    “Just do it, brother. I know you’re hurting, Delroy is your baby brother and you’re just not all there right now. Just remember, your family is my family, man, you’re my brother.” It was said without drama; the bond between the two former Marines was forged in combat and annealed in blood. There was nothing the two men would not do for each other. 
 
    Ving hung up as he was bid without further questions and Brad immediately dialed the home number of the owner of a charter jet company in Dallas he had used before on a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Jeff, this is Brad.”  
 
    The owner responded in a sleepy voice. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry to wake you, but how fast can you get wheels up in the G 280?”  
 
    Jeff sounded fully awake on the other end by this time and gave a short answer. 
 
    “Yeah, the 450 will do if the 280 isn’t available. Wind up the rubber bands and get it out on the tarmac. Ving and a couple of others are en route now, should be there within the hour.”  
 
    Jeff’s response was short and sweet.  
 
    Brad laughed. “No, Jeff, no contraband, no weapons, just a hop to Cabo and then on to Cali a few hours later.” Jeff said something and Brad laughed drily and hung up. He had a plan to formulate and at most three hours to get it done. 
 
    
PLANNING 
 
      
 
    Brad started to knock on Jessica’s door and then thought better of it. She was a grown woman and well over twenty-one, so he held no right to judge her on whom she might or might not take into her bed. He resolved the problem by calling her on her satellite phone. 
 
    “Jess, I need you to get up and get out here… We got a mission and I need some help in a hurry.” 
 
    Jessica’s laughter trilled over the phone. “I don’t have to get up, Brad. Didn’t you check my room? Charlie and I are out at the Cantina having a nightcap. We’ll be there in a second.” She disconnected, leaving Brad staring first at the sat phone in his hand and then at Jessica’s bedroom door. He gave his head a wry shake… He had made assumptions based on facts not on evidence, a rookie mistake. If he wanted to get Delroy out of his predicament he would have to get his head in the game. 
 
    By the time the coffee he’d ordered from room service arrived, Brad had forced his mind back into the groove and sent Jessica and Charlie out to collect aviation charts for South America. The decision to include Charlie was easily made. He’d earned a little time off after his Alaska assignment, and Jessica appeared determined to take him along. Jess had proven herself to be one of the team over the last two missions, and Brad wasn’t about to start second-guessing her at this point. 
 
    He sat down at the huge dining table in the three-bedroom residence with a mug of coffee and his sat phone and booted up his laptop. Waiting for Jess and Charlie, he analyzed the problem Ving had outlined for him. 
 
    Delroy had been taken captive by a splinter group from the Shining Path movement, a former Maoist organization that he understood was now far more involved in the drug trade than in politics. The drug lords of Peru and Ecuador had surged to the forefront of the trade once the Columbians had been battered into submission, and they were every bit as savage and ruthless as their predecessors … some said they were worse.  
 
    Brad was painfully aware that Delroy was probably already dead; the Senderistas were notorious for demanding ransom money and then failing to hold up their end of the bargain. Often as not they would show up at the designated rendezvous point with overwhelming force, leaving the payees with a dead body or nothing for their money and efforts. Unfortunately, failing to meet their demands usually resulted in the death, often ugly and painful, of the victim. 
 
    Brad had absolutely no intention of paying the ransom. He would make up a dummy bag with just enough cash salted across the top to fool the damned Senderistas and stall until the Shining Path headquarters in Iquitos could be located. Once they found where Delroy was being held, the team would take the site with a concentrated excess of force and wreak as much havoc on the small handful of Senderistas in the splinter group as his little band of outlaws was capable of—and their particular skill set made them capable of creating a great deal of havoc. 
 
    It wasn’t a very imaginative plan, but it worked time and again for Force Recon teams seeking to confuse and demoralize a force of superior numbers. Under the circumstances, it would have to do; there wasn’t time for anything more elaborate and there were no more resources in the area that he could count on.  
 
    The D.E.A. had decided to feed Delroy to the wolves; there would be no help from that quarter, according to Ving. On the positive side, Brad knew he had a superlative collection of some of the best shooters that Force Recon ever produced on his team.  
 
    Ving and Pete were regular artists with automatic weapons, and Jared remained legendary with his Barrett .50 sniper rifle. Jessica proved to be rock steady under fire, and Charlie appeared plenty smart, having acquitted himself well in the firefight at the cliffs in Alaska. Brad maintained no illusions about his own abilities; he had proven them time and again in hairy situations over the past twenty years. 
 
    With a very basic idea of a plan set in his head, Brad turned to his laptop. There was a retired Army warrant officer running an aviation leasing company out of Cali, Columbia that he needed to locate and talk with right away. CW5 Samuel Eggers had flown MH-6 Little Bird helicopters for the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR), the Night Stalkers, in Afghanistan, and he enjoyed extracting Brad and Ving both from a number of very hairy situations over the years.  
 
    Marines were famous for their loyalty and allegiance to each other, but certain men in other branches were occasionally admitted into the bond of the brotherhood. Eggers was one of those special individuals. It only took a few minutes for Brad to locate the company website and get the listing. 
 
    Brad scanned through the website, getting a feel for Eggers’ company. According to the site A & E Aviation, Eggers appeared to be partnered with a retired Marine lieutenant colonel named Richard Ackerman. This helicopter leasing company serviced oil fields and oil exploration teams in the Amazon Basin and maintained branch offices in Ecuador, Peru and Brazil. 
 
    Even though it happened to be late at night, there remained a switchboard operator to handle emergency calls. It took all of Brad’s persuasive powers plus the promise of a premium charter to get her to pass him through to Eggers’ personal phone. 
 
    Eggers recognized his voice immediately, even though he had been awakened from a sound sleep. “Brad! How the hell are you, buddy?” 
 
    “I’m great, Chief. How’s retired life treating you?” 
 
    “I’m loving every minute of it, buddy, but to tell you the truth, sometimes I miss the regiment.” 
 
    Brad laughed into the phone. “At least you’re getting woken up at all hours of the day and night for other people’s emergencies.” 
 
    “True,” Eggers said, chuckling. His tone suddenly changed. “Brad, you in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Not me, Chief, Ving.” 
 
    “What’s up with Ving?” The concern appeared evident in Eggers’ voice. Ving had dragged him out of the flaming wreckage of a Little Bird once in the mountains north of Jalalabad. Ving and Brad had guarded the badly injured Eggers until a Medevac chopper could get to them.  
 
    A team of six AH-6 helicopters, the assault version of the MH-6 Little Bird, provided covering fire for the Medevac chopper and the men on the ground. The three of them spent most of a day in a rock-strewn stream behind a boulder waiting for their extraction. Ving and Brad had been decorated for the action and Eggers enjoyed being a blood brother ever since. 
 
    “It’s not really Ving, Chief, it’s his little brother Delroy. To make a long story short, he’s a D.E.A. agent and he’s been taken captive by a splinter group of the Shining Path in Iquitos. The D.E.A., for reasons we don’t know for sure, are leaving him swinging in the wind.” 
 
    “Fucking politicians!” Eggers’ voice resonated bitter. “Tell me what you need, Brad.” 
 
    Brad gave the man a rough outline of the mission and a sketchy list of his needs—including weapons. 
 
    Eggers didn’t hesitate. “We don’t normally handle ordnance requirements, but from time to time we do special favors for the ‘company’.” He was, of course, referring to the C.I.A. and its ‘Wet Teams’ operations. ‘Wet Teams’ handled situations and missions that could not be acknowledged by the State Department. “How long before you arrive?” 
 
    Brad glanced down at his chronograph and did a few mental calculations. “About twenty-four hours, give or take,” he said. “Ving’s on his way here and we’ll be in the air as soon as we come up with a rough operations order and collect a little more intelligence.” 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and reach out to my contact. I’m thinking he’s going to have everything you need in stock. You can give me a specific list of your requirements when you get here and we can pick them up.” 
 
    “Any chance my guys can do a little hands-on shopping, Chief? They’re the best in the business and sometimes they’re a bit picky about their weapons.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check, Brad. He keeps his warehouse location a secret for obvious reasons, but I imagine he’ll let you in if I vouch for you.”  
 
    “Thanks Chief, I owe you.” 
 
    “Anything you might have owed me was paid in full at Jalalabad, brother. Looking forward to seeing you again.” 
 
      
 
    RESPITE 
 
    
Brad found that he had done all he could do for the time being, but his work ethic demanded he do something concerned with the mission. It prevailed as a mindset that made him the superior warrior that he was. He sighed and brought up the satellite images of Iquitos and the surrounding areas once more.  
 
    There had to be something there that would spark his imagination, enable him to piece together some tidbit of intelligence he had missed. After several minutes studying the images, he reviewed all the information he possessed on the Shining Path and the splinter group in Iquitos, especially on Rodolfo Abimael Guzman. 
 
    After his third cup of coffee, his mind drifted back to Vicky despite his efforts to focus on Delroy Ving. Over the years he had been in several relationships. He never lacked for feminine companionship, but the Corps and his profession hadn’t allowed for a serious relationship. Vicky was something different in his life.  
 
    First, she appeared drop dead gorgeous, which in itself seemed reason enough to dwell on her in his mind from time to time. Second, she looked to be some kind of an exhibitionist, which was not really a character trait that Brad sought in a woman friend, but Vicky seemed to make it a game and Brad felt secretly thrilled by it. Third, but by no means last, she was something of an enigma. He knew she had been in a law enforcement battalion, which in his mind translated to her being a military police officer, but whenever he asked her about it, she quickly changed the subject.  
 
    Even more curious, she deflected any questions about what she did for a living once she got out of the Corps. She did tell him she lived in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina with her mother, that her father died years before, and that she had no siblings. Vicky had attended Duke University and graduated with a degree in psychology. She appeared intelligent, well-read, witty, and, Brad had discovered to his pleasure, very passionate.  
 
    They become close, and she even spent the night in his room. No one ever penetrated his natural reserve so quickly or completely, and he felt more than a little surprised at the feelings she engendered in him. It seemed entirely out of character for him to be distracted when he was planning a mission. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. VICKY CHANCE 
 
      
 
    ARRIVAL 
 
    Day 2, 0500 Hours Local Time 
 
      
 
    
Big Pete Sabrowski was the first one off the charter jet, dwarfing the exit door. Oddly enough, the big bear of a man was an incredible pilot. He could fly anything that would stay in the air … and that he could fit his big frame in.  
 
    Jared Smoot, the lanky, raw-boned Texan, was the next one down the fold-down stairs. If there existed a better sniper than Smoot Brad had never met him, and he was mean as a snake in a firefight.  
 
    Ving came last, and as soon as Brad caught sight of his face, he was worried about his friend’s state of mind. Absolute faith in Ving was the foundation of their relationship, but the tiniest smidgen of doubt entered Brad’s mind as he watched his closest friend debark from the jet. His heart rejected the idea out of hand, but Brad’s tactician’s mind considered the possibility that his old friend might have to sit this mission out.  
 
    Before he could take Ving on this mission, Brad would have to determine whether the man was too close to this one because the man whose life depended on them was Ving’s baby brother. 
 
    Brad had driven the rental Suburban out onto the tarmac next to the private terminal. Cabo remained a very popular destination for the wealthy and famous, and there were several new Learjets and Gulfstreams parked by the building. There was also a gleaming new HondaJet, a model Pete had never seen before. Only Ving’s low growl kept Pete moving towards Brad and the Suburban. 
 
    The tension among the three travelers appeared obvious as Brad drove the rental SUV back to the Hacienda Beach Club, and none of them spoke. Brad decided that it was going to be necessary to break one of his strictest rules, and he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
    FACEDOWN 
 
      
 
    Jessica welcomed the travelers in her typical exuberant fashion, wrapping her arms first around Pete and then Jared, giving them a big smack on the cheek. She hugged Ving, but the massive black man didn’t even smile in response. Chuck simply stood there looking uncomfortable. 
 
    Brad gave Chuck a glance and said, “Start without us.” He turned to Ving and motioned for his friend to follow him. Ving complied humorlessly. When they entered Brad’s bedroom, Brad closed the door behind them and walked over to the carved wooden armoire that served to enclose a television set. It also contained a bottle of Russell’s Reserve Rye Whiskey and a couple of real glass tumblers, as opposed to the wrapped plastic tumblers usually found in hotels. 
 
    Brad carried the bottle and glasses over to the king-sized bed and set them down on the bedside table before motioning for Ving to join him. The heavily muscled, bald black man moved expressionlessly to the bed and sat down; then he mutely accepted the tumblerful of rye that Brad poured for him and gulped it down in one swallow. Brad swallowed his own drink and poured another for both of them, making a show of capping the bottle and putting it away. 
 
    Ving swallowed the second drink and watched as Brad finished his own. “You’ve never permitted us a drink once we’ve been alerted for a mission,” Ving said evenly. “Why now? Why just me?” 
 
    Brad kept the emotion off his face. “Because I have to know, brother. Is this mission too close to your heart? I’m afraid I’m going to have to bench you because you’re so emotionally involved in this one. I realize I’m risking the lives of the whole team by letting you make this decision yourself, but I owe you, brother. It’s your call.” 
 
    To his credit, Ving didn’t answer right away. His face screwed up in a mask of concentration, and for an instant, Brad thought he might see the man cry for the first time ever. The cycle of emotions ravaged Ving’s face, changing every fifteen seconds or so… Brad didn’t time them. When Ving finally came to a decision, his face transitioned into his mission face and there was no trace of emotion in his voice. “I’m in, Brad.” 
 
    There was no way Brad could keep the emotion out of his own voice, so he simply clapped the big man on his shoulder. He would take Ving at his word. It was a testament to the depth of the relationship between the two men. Brad no longer held any doubts. Ving would maintain. 
 
      
 
    THE INTERLOPER 
 
      
 
    Brad and Ving re-entered the great room and walked into an awkward situation. Vicky was standing near the table covered with Brad’s maps and notes, and the computer map with Iquitos magnified was still on the screen of his open laptop. 
 
    Vicky was dressed in a skimpy swimsuit and sandals, having decided to come over and invade Brad’s bed once more. Pete and Jared were staring at the redhead open-mouthed, and Charlie was loyally cuddled up to Jessica and trying desperately (and unsuccessfully) not to stare at the incredible expanse of tanned skin Vicky was showing. Jessica, totally self-confident, looked amused by the mens’ reaction. 
 
    Brad was not concerned that the mission might be compromised, but he wasn’t sure he felt comfortable with Vicky knowing what they were about to get up to. The sudden silence in the room was deafening.  
 
    Vicky had taken in the maps, the notes, the charts, and the photo of Rudolfo Abimael Guzman Brad had pulled up on split screen and superimposed over the Google Earth map of Iquitos at a single glance. 
 
    “Well, well,” she said with a wry smile. Her eyes lingered on Ving, Pete, and Jared, recognizing them for the shooters they were just by the way they carried themselves and their demeanor. “If I was a suspicious woman I would just about have to believe that my newfound playmate has a hard-on for a chickenshit, child stealing, pedophile sonofabitch.” 
 
    Everyone in the room did a double take. “Huh?” Brad was completely floored. 
 
    “Guzman,” Vicky said, pointing at the photo on Brad’s laptop. “Don’t try to tell me you didn’t know the guy was heavy into human trafficking. I’ve been hunting that bastard all over the Southern Cone. How the hell did you find him in—” she stared at the map again “—Iquitos, Peru?” 
 
    Brad stared at her open-mouthed, but it was Ving who spoke first. 
 
    “The only trafficking we know he’s into is cocaine … and I’ve got a hard-on for him because he’s kidnapped my brother. I’m gonna kill the sonofabitch.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know about Guzman, Vicky?” Brad sputtered. 
 
    Vicky had the good grace to blush. “I haven’t lied to you, Brad; I just haven’t told you the whole truth about myself. I had no idea you were down here getting ready to set up a mission to go after Guzman. I did know about your hostage rescue business and your bounty hunting. I’m careful regarding who I associate with so I ran a background check on you before I invited you down to the beach the other night.” 
 
    Jessica chuckled and both Vicky and Brad turned towards her. Chuck was red-faced and squirming next to her. 
 
    “Chuck and I saw you down at the beach,” Jessica explained. “I was going to stay and watch, but Chuck here is kind of bashful.” She draped her arm over Chuck’s shoulders, and he turned an even brighter red than he had been a moment earlier. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t embarrass your boyfriend,” Vicky said wryly. 
 
    “Not at all. He turned his head when he saw you untie the top of your swimsuit.” Jessica was enjoying Brad and Chuck’s discomfort. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you ran a background check on me?” Brad demanded. 
 
    “I told you I haven’t told you everything about me,” Vicky said calmly. “I was a CWO-4 in the Marine Corps, and I was a C.I.D. special agent assigned to the 2nd Law Enforcement Battalion at Lejeune. When I got out, I applied for a job as a special agent with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (I.C.E.). I was assigned to the human trafficking team, and I’ve been chasing Guzman for almost a year now.” 
 
    Brad abruptly took a seat as he tried to assimilate what Vicky had just told them. It all seemed to make sense now, her evasiveness concerning what she had done in the Corps, her deflection of his questions regarding her job. All eyes in the room were on her now. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not here to rain on your parade,” Vicky said, holding her hands out defensively, her palms facing them. “My op has nothing to do with yours. I just walked in here because I was expecting to have a little playtime with your fearless leader.” 
 
    It was Jared who started it with a deep chuckle, and Jessica made it worse by giggling. It was contagious, and soon everyone in the room was roaring with laughter except Brad and Ving. Brad wore an embarrassed grin, and Ving kept a straight face. When the laughter stopped, it was Ving who spoke, though he did it without rancor. 
 
    “I understand you have a job to do, ma’am, but I’m still gonna kill the sonofabitch.” 
 
    Vicky cocked her head to one side, a puzzled expression on her pretty face. “You guys don’t even know, do you?” she asked. 
 
    “Know what?” Brad retorted impatiently. 
 
    “There’s a black warrant out on Guzman,” she said, as if her statement explained everything. 
 
    “What the hell is a black warrant?” Jared asked. 
 
    “You really don’t know,” Vicky said wonderingly. It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    “I know,” Brad said, his face ashen. “I don’t take those kinds of contracts, no matter who the sonofabitch is.” He turned to his team. “The Company, the C.I.A., has a ‘Wet Work’ section. In short, they kill people who, for one reason or another, the government can’t bring to trial. It’s illegal as hell, but a number of very influential people believe it’s important. I have a hard time agreeing with their methods, but I understand the necessity. I just don’t do that kind of work. I’m a warrior, not a damned executioner.” 
 
    Ving stared at Vicky. “You mean to say that if we off this guy the C.I.A. is willing to pay us for it?” 
 
    Vicky nodded. “Last I heard the bounty reached upwards of a million dollars.” 
 
    “We’re not contract killers, Ving,” Brad said harshly. 
 
    “But she said the guy is trafficking in humans and by that I assume she means kids since she called him a pedophile,” Jared said. 
 
    “If we have to take him out to get Delroy back I’m not going to lose any sleep over it,” Brad retorted, “but we won’t be taking money for it. If I have to repeat myself, we’re not contract killers.” 
 
    “I’m not either,” Vicky said, “but I would give my eye teeth to catch the guy with evidence that might stand up in court so I could get a conviction. The government won’t fry him, but I can get him put away for life without parole for kidnapping.” 
 
    “There isn’t a stiffer penalty for human trafficking?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Uh-uh,” Vicky said. “The human trafficking laws are all but unenforceable in a lot of countries, especially in the Southern Cone. The kidnapping statutes are much clearer, and the State Department pushes hard for extradition in kidnapping cases.” 
 
    “What if they didn’t have to get him extradited?” Brad asked, a new light in his eyes. “What if he showed up in, say, Dallas or Fort Worth?” 
 
    “Then I could nail his ass,” Vicky said. “I’ve already got enough to make a case in a U.S. court.” She cocked her head to one side again inquisitively. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that if we can find Delroy and he’s still alive and well we should bring an extra guest along for the ride when we return to the States,” Brad said. His mission face was back in place, and he met Vicky’s luminous green eyes with a steady gaze. “Would you mind giving us just a minute?” he asked. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    DECISION 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to beat around the bush, guys. I like the idea of bring that bastard Guzman back to the States to stand trial. I know Ving here wants to kill the guy for kidnapping Delroy, but I don’t want to kill him if I don’t have to, I’d much rather send him to ADMAX for life.” The United States Penitentiary, Administrative Maximum Facility (ADMAX) is the Federal maximum security prison for male inmates located in Fremont County, Colorado. It is the most secure facility in the continental U.S. 
 
    “What I want to know is whether you’re willing to take Vicky on as part of the team on this mission … if she’s willing to agree to our rules and wants to come along.” 
 
    “We don’t really know much about her other than the fact that she’s easy to look at,” Jared protested. 
 
    “And that she likes being looked at,” Chuck added, which earned him a jab in the ribs from Jessica. 
 
    “She was a Marine,” Ving said slowly. “Once a Marine, always a Marine.” He looked up at Brad and nodded. “I still want to kill the sonofabitch, but if we can catch him without getting anybody hurt I’m good with it. Besides, I watched her move… I’m thinking she’s got some serious skills we haven’t even seen yet.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Chuck murmured, which earned him another, much harder, jab in the ribs from Jessica. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering if we weren’t going into this a little understrength anyway,” Jessica said reasonably. “She was a Marine; don’t they teach the same basic skills to all Marines? She was a cop in the Corps, surely she’s not helpless.” She looked around for some support from the others. 
 
    “You think we should invite her to come along?” Brad asked. 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” Jessica countered, “and, besides, she’s been chasing this Guzman guy for a year she said. Has it occurred to you Neanderthals that she may have some highly useful information regarding this guy stuck in her head? Or were you all just thinking about how she looked in that swimsuit?” She gave Chuck another jab in the ribs. 
 
    “Hey, what did I do?” 
 
    “I knew what you were thinking, darling,” Jessica said sweetly. 
 
    “She was in the Corps, and she was C.I.D.,” Pete said slowly, “I say we ask her to come along.” 
 
    “What do the rest of you think?” Brad asked. 
 
      
 
    THE BRIEFING 
 
      
 
    Jessica was picked to go outside and bring Vicky back in. The two came back smiling at each other, arm in arm, a few minutes later. “I already asked if she wanted to join our merry band of ne’er do wells,” Jessica said primly. 
 
    “And I said hell yes,” Vicky said with a smile. She turned to Brad. “Why don’t we start with you telling me what you already know and then I’ll fill in the rest of what I know? That way we won’t waste a lot of time with redundancy.” 
 
    Brad didn’t see her offer as an impingement on his authority, but he felt constrained to make sure that she understood who was in charge anyway. “You understand that if you come along as part of the team you’re going to have to follow my lead, right?” 
 
    Vicky stared at him for a moment, but there was no animosity in her gaze. “I understand.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    That was all that was said, but Brad realized instinctively that a line had been crossed. There would be no more playtime until the mission was complete, if then. They were now in a strictly professional relationship. He understood that Vicky had rules of her own. 
 
    He directed her to a seat around the table and began his briefing again, starting with Delroy’s mission and abduction and ending with his charter of the G-450 to transport Ving, Pete, and Jared to Cabo San Lucas. 
 
    When it was over, Vicky sat back in her chair and stared silently at the ceiling, gathering her thoughts. When she was done, she looked over at Brad. “Would you mind lending me a shirt? Somehow I don’t think I should give this briefing in a bikini.” She smiled at him as she asked, but it was not the flirty smile she had given him at the cantina, it was cool and professional.  
 
    Brad got up and went to his bedroom, coming back with a khaki colored guayabera shirt that would fit her like a baggy dress, covering the most interesting parts of her body except for her incredibly long and shapely legs. 
 
    “As I told you earlier, I’m an I.C.E. agent, we’re part of Homeland Security now you know, and I investigate child exploitation and trafficking. Much of my work takes place in the Southern Cone.” She stopped and poured herself a cup of coffee from the carafe on the table then took a sip and set the cup down. 
 
    “I guess I should start with a short explanation of just how serious this situation is and what you can expect to see when we get to Iquitos.” 
 
    “I thought you said you hadn’t been to Iquitos,” Jared interrupted. 
 
    “I said we’ve had no hint of Guzman being in the area,” Vicky said, “I didn’t say I hadn’t been there.” She paused. “In fact, I’ve worked in Iquitos, I have friends there.” 
 
    “Just to let you know what I’m doing, here are a few facts you may not be aware of. Trafficking women and children for sexual exploitation is the fastest growing and most profitable criminal enterprise worldwide, even though international law and the laws of a hundred and thirty-four countries now make trafficking a crime. 
 
    “Roughly twenty-one million adults and children are bought and sold worldwide every year for the purposes of forced labor, bonded labor, and sexual exploitation. Estimates run higher, but two million or more children are forced into the global commercial sex trade. Our figures indicate as many as six hundred thousand of them come from the U.S. alone. 
 
    “The victims typically range from eleven years of age to fourteen years of age, though we have recovered much younger and considerably older victims. Sixty percent of the trafficking survivors were taken for sexual purposes. Once upon a time, we assumed that females made up almost ninety-eight percent of the victims, but newer studies show that nearly fifty percent are young boys.” 
 
    “Jesus!” Jessica breathed. 
 
    “Understand that these numbers are more than just conjecture and less than absolute fact. The truth is that there are tremendous numbers of kids who disappear every year and simply aren’t reported. Runaways, unwanted children, victims of abuse… Most of them do everything they can to avoid the police.” 
 
    “Why isn’t this all over the news?” Pete asked, horrified. 
 
    “The information is available to the public; you can find it on the internet. Once in a while one of the news programs will mention it or do a special on it, but the fact is this is America’s dirty little secret. Nobody wants to know about it. There are only four of us at I.C.E. who work this area full time, and the other alphabet agencies are similarly restricted. Most of the time I feel like the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dike.” 
 
    “What’s the Southern Cone got to do with all this?” Pete asked. 
 
    “The kids are ‘collected’ in the U.S. by both organized crime families and gangs, who sell them to the dealers. The easiest and quickest way to get them out of sight and mind of the U.S. authorities is to get them out of the country as quickly as possible, and that is through Mexico. There are few restrictions or inspections traveling south. From Mexico they are transported to Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru, and Brazil. Most of the kids taken to Venezuela are put on ships and transported to the child slavery markets in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa.” 
 
    “How the hell can it be more profitable than the drug trade?” Ving asked. “I’ve seen stacks of cash that defy description after drug busts.” 
 
    “Low overhead, low maintenance, and high prices,” Vicky answered quickly. “The basic product costs them nothing to acquire, and they don’t feed them much, so the upkeep is low. They move the kids out to the sellers fast, so there’s not much to housing them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still…” 
 
    “The going price for a blonde-haired, blue-eyed child in the country of Chad is a little over half a million dollars according to the latest reports, even higher if they’re particularly pretty, and spectacularly high if they are twins. The Middle Eastern markets take the cream of the trade, and their prices are much higher. When you start adding up the numbers, you can see how, after expenses, the trafficking trade is much more lucrative than the drug trade. There are fewer intercepted shipment losses and a smaller volume of transactions with larger payouts.”  
 
    Vicky walked back to the head of the table. “Frankly, enforcement of existing statutes is feeble and sporadic and successful prosecution is almost nonexistent. The sad truth is that the risk of traffickers actually getting caught and punished is almost nonexistent. Drug lords get prosecuted or assassinated.” 
 
    For nearly an hour she described the horrors she had seen and told them stories the survivors had related to her, particularly the ones she had heard concerning Guzman. 
 
    “Aside from finding the kids in wretched surroundings and scared to death, the hardest thing about these investigations is keeping yourself from laying waste to all the captors and handlers.” Her face was a mask of controlled fury, and no one on Brad’s team had any lingering doubts that she was a warrior as much as they were. 
 
    She gathered her composure once more. “Rodolfo Abimael Guzmán. Some say he’s a grandson of the first leader of the Shining Path, Abimael Guzmán. Other records indicate he is more likely a distant cousin of Guzmán the elder, a one-time professor of philosophy and, incidentally, connected to the Reynoso drug cartel by marriage. 
 
    “I have tramped all over the Brazilian side of the Amazon basin trying to chase the bastard down. In conjunction with Brazilian authorities I’ve managed to shut down four camps where children were being held prior to being shipped overseas to the markets. We found six other camps, but somehow they’d gotten advance warning that we were coming and there was no one there when we arrived. I’ve gotten whiffs of Guzman’s involvement there, but this is the first hard intel I’ve gotten that he’s in Iquitos.”  
 
    With Vicky’s presentation over, the room fell quiet. The simmering anger of the team remained a palpable presence. 
 
    “I think Ving is right. We need to kill the sonofabitch.” 
 
    Brad didn’t look up to see who had muttered the words, and they were spoken so softly that he didn’t recognize the voice. He was far too caught up in his own emotional turmoil to care. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5. A & E AVIATION 
 
      
 
    EGGERS 
 
    Day 2, 0800 Hours Local Time 
 
      
 
    
Brad returned the rental Suburban at the main terminal of Cabo San Lucas International Airport and had the attendant give him a ride back to the private terminal where the pilots were running up the engines of the G450. Vicky and Jessica were chatting together on the tarmac and the others were already aboard.  
 
    Brad ushered the two women aboard, and he noticed that Pete was cramped into the copilot’s seat and wearing a headset. He wasn’t surprised. Pete was a hell of a pilot and he loved to fly, and he never wasted an opportunity to con someone into letting him fly. Brad knew Pete carried copies of his certifications around in his wallet just in case he got an opportunity with someone he didn’t know well.  
 
    The others had scattered around the seats in the plane, but the uniformed copilot was sitting comfortably in the first seat. He was watching Vicky and Jessica with undisguised interest as Brad boarded. Once Brad was seated the copilot reluctantly took his eyes off the two women and went to secure the entry door. Moments later, a grinning Pete began to taxi the sleek aircraft towards the runway. 
 
    Brad settled into his plush leather seat and reclined. As near as he could figure, the flight would take roughly seven hours, a little over twenty-six hundred miles. He tried to focus objectively on the information Vicky had given them in her briefing. Try as he might, his focus kept shifting back to the woman instead of the briefing. Eventually, he gave up and settled back, reminding himself that sleep itself is a weapon a warrior cannot afford to ignore. 
 
    
LANDING 
 
      
 
    The reverse thrusters of the jet engines made enough noise to rouse Brad from his sleep. The others were already awake and looking out the round windows by their seats … with the notable exception of Ving. Ving continued leaning forward on the edge of his seat, a determined scowl on his face. Brad chose to say nothing. Ving had given his word he would be on his game for this mission, and this was no time to doubt him. 
 
    Brad stepped off the stairs and onto the tarmac, stretched and yawned. He glanced down at the Hamilton chronograph on his wrist and noted that it was 1500 hours Cabo San Lucas time. He had forgotten to set his watch to Cali time, which was in the same time zone as Dallas. A quick mental calculation told him it was 1700 hours in Cali, and he adjusted the timepiece accordingly. 
 
    A man in his mid-fifties with a brown horsehide leather bomber jacket was waiting for them in front of another Suburban, this one proudly displaying the logo of A & E on its door. Samuel Eggers was a man of medium build with a bald spot that left a circle of short salt and pepper hair on his head resembling a monk’s tonsure. He stepped forward to give Brad a quick bear hug and then did the same to Ving. 
 
    “How are you holding up, Ving?” Eggers asked. 
 
    “I’m okay, Chief…” 
 
    Brad sort of expected Ving to say more, but Vicky and Jessica, trailed by Chuck, were walking towards them and the conversation came to a halt as Brad made the introductions. Several hangar employees came out to help with baggage and to tie the plane down. Eggers clapped Brad on the shoulder. 
 
    “We should probably get on out to the office now. I’ve got a lot of arrangements settled, but I need to get more information from you before I go any further.” He led Brad and the others to the big three-quarter-ton SUV and shepherded them inside. When he entered the driver’s side door, he began a lively monologue about how the aviation leasing industry was doing better than ever in Cali. 
 
      
 
    ACKERMAN 
 
    Day 2 1730 Hours Local Time, Cali, Columbia 
 
      
 
    The Suburban carried them to a compound surrounded by an eight-foot hurricane fence. An area nearly the size of two football fields enclosed three hangar-sized Quonset huts and one smaller one. Lieutenant Colonel Richard Ackerman, U.S.M.C. (ret.) met them at the door to the smaller hut and invited them inside. 
 
    Ackerman had a thick shock of spiky, red hair and a lumberjack’s body—broad-chested with burly, strong arms, narrow hips, and sturdy legs. At first glance he appeared younger than his fifty-five years, but, upon closer inspection, the lines and crinkles at the corners of his smoky-blue eyes gave him away. When Eggers introduced Ving, Ackerman’s eyes narrowed and his face took on a determined look. 
 
    “It’s your brother those bastards have taken?” 
 
    Ving nodded. 
 
    Ackerman ran his eyes over the whole group and then lingered for a moment over Vicky and Jessica before coming back to study the men once more, and then settled on Brad. “Sam says you two were Force Recon?” 
 
    “Yes sir, and so were Pete and Jared.” 
 
    “And you two?” Ackerman turned back towards the women. 
 
    “Marine Corps, C.I.D.,” Vicky said. She didn’t say a word about being a special agent for I.C.E. Ackerman turned his head to Jessica, by far the youngest of the group. 
 
    Jessica bowed up, her eyes flashing fire and her jaw jutting out. “I can hold my own!” 
 
    Brad, Ving, Pete, and Jared all tried to muffle their laughter and Jessica looked surprised when they completely failed to do so. Ackerman looked perplexed. 
 
    When the laughter was under control, it was Ving who spoke out first. “Colonel, I’ve seen Jessica face down a stampeding herd of elephants ridden by armed pygmies in the Congo. I’d trust her with my back any time.” 
 
    “And I’ll testify that she can hold her own in a firefight with a buttload of white supremacists in arctic conditions,” Charlie said solemnly. 
 
    Ackerman turned to Brad with a look of disbelief on his rugged face. 
 
    “All true, Colonel, and more besides. If she wasn’t squared away she wouldn’t be with my team. She’s no slacker, and, despite her appearance, she can get mean as hell when she’s crossed.” 
 
    Ackerman turned back to Jessica. “My apologies, Miss Jessica. It seems that you have some admiring champions. I’m afraid I let my eyes make a judgement based on appearance rather than on substance.” 
 
    Jessica gave the man a wry smile. “No apologies necessary, Colonel. Lots of people have made that mistake. Fortunately for most of them, it wasn’t fatal.” There was no holding back the laughter after her response, even Ackerman broke up. 
 
    Eggers walked over to a whiteboard and tacked up an aerial chart. He picked a pointer up off a desk, a wooden dowel with a .50 caliber cartridge case on one end and a matching bullet epoxied to the other. He took up a position reminiscent of every military instructor Brad had ever taken a class from and began to tap different spots on the chart. 
 
    “A & E Aviation has branch offices here, here, here, and here.” Each “here” was punctuated with a tap of the bullet head against the chart. The last “here” was at Iquitos.  
 
    “We service active oil rigs, transport maintenance teams and engineers to pipelines, transport geological survey teams to potential drilling sites, and ferry supplies to all of the above.” He crossed his arms, the pointer angled towards the ceiling. “My branch manager in Iquitos has had several run-ins with a bunch of lunatics calling themselves ‘Senderistas’ and claiming to be members of the Shining Path movement. 
 
    “You guys should know that, a few years back, the Peruvian government declared war on the damned communists and all but wiped them out. Our contacts at the State Department tell us there are only around three hundred and fifty members left in the whole damned country, and only eighty or so are actual fighters. We’ve been told that they’re concentrated in the VRAEM, the valley of the Apurímac, Ene and Mantaro Rivers. No one in the local governments is willing to admit that there’s a splinter group of them so far north as Iquitos. 
 
    “I don’t really think the locals are corrupt, their reluctance to acknowledge the problem is due to the fact that Iquitos is one of the highest crime areas in Peru already. Tourists are advised not to travel the roads at night because of all the robberies and carjackings. Despite the crime, tourism remains the biggest source of income in Iquitos and they don’t want that to dry up because of the lunatics so the locals just look the other way when it comes to the activities of the Senderistas. As far as they’re concerned, if they don’t acknowledge the problem, it doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Eggers started to pace in small circles, still talking. “The ‘Senderistas’, I keep calling them that for lack of a better word… The truth is they’re just a bunch of drug thugs, avoid the local cops like the plague. They’re focused on their cocaine business, and lately they’ve been involved in another operation so hush-hush that nobody will talk about it. Hell, even the Federales stopped coming around after the second set of officers was ambushed and killed.” 
 
    “Kids,” Ving said in a ragged voice.  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Kids… They’re selling kids for perverts to play with.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Ackerman exclaimed. “That’s what they’ve been up to?” His face looked white as a sheet. 
 
    “Yes,” Vicky said, “that’s what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Why the hell hasn’t the U.S. government stepped in to do something about this?” Ackerman asked angrily. 
 
    Brad and Vicky exchanged glances, and Brad nodded his approval. 
 
    “We didn’t know Guzman and the Shining Path were in Iquitos…” 
 
    “We?” Ackerman asked, “I thought you said you were a Marine.” 
 
    “I was a Marine, now I’m a special agent with I.C.E. I’ve been working child exploitation and trafficking in the Southern Cone for the last two years. I’m officially on vacation, but I learned about Guzman by accident when I met Brad in Cabo San Lucas. I wanted to check the story out on my own time and they were nice enough to let me come along.”  
 
    It wasn’t quite the truth, but it wasn’t a lie either. The truth was that she knew if she came with Brad’s team her hands wouldn’t be tied like they would if she was here officially. Brad’s offer to snatch Guzman and take him covertly to Dallas sounded just too good to pass up… She might never get an opportunity like this again, Guzman would never go to the U.S. of his own volition. 
 
    “I thought this was concerning your brother being kidnapped and held for ransom by the lunatics,” Eggers said, staring at Ving. 
 
    “That’s how it started,” Brad said. “We didn’t find out about the kids until we met Vicky.” 
 
    “What a fuckin’ mess!” Eggers exclaimed, throwing his hands up in the air in frustration. 
 
    “Nothing much has changed,” Brad said. “We’re still here to get Delroy back; we just want to take one more person back with us when we go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Guzman. We’re going to transport Guzman back to Dallas and Vicky’s going to arrange for him to be taken into custody there.” 
 
    “I’m officially in Cabo San Lucas,” Vicky explained. “There’s no record of me leaving the country. We’re going to render Guzman unconscious, transport him to Dallas, and alert the I.C.E. office of his location with an anonymous phone call. One of the guys will stay to observe until Guzman is taken while the rest of us return to Cabo.” 
 
    Eggers turned to face his partner. “I don’t think Rodrigues is gonna go for this, Richard.” 
 
    “He’ll go for it, Sam, he’s just not going to get directly involved… He can’t afford to and neither can the rest of the expats.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Rodrigues?” It was Pete who spoke this time. 
 
    “Albert Rodrigues. He’s a retired Special Forces colonel living in Iquitos as an expatriate, kind of the spokesman for the expat community there,” Ackerman said. 
 
    “Sort of hell, he’s the leader,” Eggers said. Ackerman gave him a warning glance. “They’re going to find out sooner or later, Richard.” 
 
    Ackerman sighed. “I suppose you’re right.” He faced the group. “Al Rodrigues is a personal friend. He’s also the man who’s going to supply the weapons you need for this op.” He paused a moment to let that sink in.  
 
    “Al has an absolutely amazing assortment of ordnance stashed somewhere around Iquitos in a secret location. I’ve known the man for forty years, I’m the closest thing to a brother he has, and even I don’t know where he keeps the stuff or how he gets it here.” Ackerman took a breath. “I told him of your request to let your men in to select their own weapons, but he refuses.” 
 
    There was grumbling from the group, but Ackerman held up his hand. “He has, however, heard of you, Brad. Apparently you have a few mutual acquaintances who speak very highly of you. Al says he will take you in personally, but you will have to consent to be blindfolded from the time you leave my compound.” 
 
    Brad stared at the red-haired man. “I don’t think so.” He said it flat, his voice cold. 
 
    “It’s either his terms or you find some other place to get your weapons, Mr. Jacobs. He said to tell you it’s not negotiable.”  
 
    Brad was coldly furious. Everything about this mission was contingent upon his ability to get weapons in Peru. Crossing the border with drugs posed no problems for the cartels, who kept the Federales at bay with deep pockets and threats of violence against their families and friends, but they were hell on everyone else. There was virtually no chance of getting weapons into Peru on his own. 
 
    “He also said if you had a problem with that, I should say the word ‘Trafalgar’ to you. Does that have some special meaning for you?” 
 
    Brad jerked as if someone had shocked him with a cattle prod. “Trafalgar” was the code name for a mission he had participated in when he was a brand-new buck sergeant. It had been a highly secret one-man penetration of an Al-Qaeda stronghold, and only one other man had been privy to the details, and that had been his commander. The commander was a man Brad had admired and respected more than any man he’d ever known except for his father … and he was currently the commandant of the Marine Corps.  
 
    In order for this Colonel Rodrigues to know the significance of the word “Trafalgar” to him, he had to have the trust and respect of the commandant, which clearly meant to Brad that the man was trustworthy. He met Ackerman’s gaze. “Okay, I’m in.” 
 
    The others were taken aback by Brad’s abrupt turnabout, but they all knew better than to question his judgment. Brad was a man whose character generated respect in his friends and subordinates. 
 
    “Fine, can you hold on to your charter jet for another hour or two?” 
 
    “Sure, they weren’t planning on leaving until this evening. The pilots are a little tired, but Pete’s certified, and he got familiarized with this particular bird on the trip down so he can spell them in the cockpit.” 
 
    “I’ll let Al know when you go wheels up.” 
 
    “Thanks Colonel.” 
 
    “One more thing, Brad…” 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “Chief Eggers is going to be free for the next few days, and we just happen to have a Blackhawk available at Francisco Secada Vignetta International Airport… We have a branch office there. Do you think you could put a hot bird and an experienced chopper jockey to good use for the next couple of days?” 
 
    Brad grinned and stuck out his hand. “Thanks Colonel, I’m grateful.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6. IQUITOS 
 
      
 
    Day 2 1816 Local Time, Iquitos, Peru 
 
      
 
    
The team was silent on the ride back to the airport, except for Chief Eggers, Ving, and Brad, who chatted amiably about old times the whole way. When they parked the Suburban and walked towards the G450, Vicky turned to Jessica.  
 
    “What just happened back there?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Jessica said, “but I’m not questioning it. I think Brad’s on a roll.” The two women laughed and linked arms as if they were going shopping in the Galleria Mall in Dallas instead of going to the most dangerous city in Peru. 
 
    The flight took a little less than an hour, and the tension built as the craft approached Vignetta International. Brad gave specific instructions to Ving and Jessica about finding a place for the team to assemble, someplace where they wouldn’t attract much attention. He had finished articulating that part of his plan when Eggers made a suggestion that made more sense. 
 
    “Why don’t you check into one of the tourist hotels near the airport and use one of our smaller hangars as a base of operations? Our place is at the south end of the airport, it’s in a wooded area that will give you a chance to prep or rehearse in private out of sight of curious eyes … and you’d better believe there will be eyes on you as soon as we land. 
 
    “One thing’s for certain, there are no secrets from the criminal element in this little town. As soon as the word gets out you guys arrived in a private jet every lowlife in the city is going to be drawn to you like flies.” 
 
    “I should have considered that before we decided to come on the jet,” Brad muttered. 
 
    “I think I can fix it,” Eggers said smugly. 
 
    “What have you got in mind?” 
 
    “First, we all stay on board the aircraft until I can get a limo to come out and pick us all up…” 
 
    “I thought we wanted to avoid attention…” 
 
    “I ain’t done yet, Sarge, hold your horses…” 
 
    Brad nodded and held his hands out, palms up. 
 
    “When the limo pulls up, we all go get in it, laughing, talking, and joking like we are here to party. You”—he pointed his index finger at Brad—“stay on the plane and let the pilots taxi over to the charter hangar. Colonel Rodrigues is going to pick you up there anyway and take you to wherever the hell his warehouse is. I doubt that it’s anywhere near Iquitos, so I figure it will take a while. You can use that fancy satellite phone of yours to call me when you get back to the airport, and I’ll bring the others to you.” 
 
    Brad chuckled. “You could have just saved me the trouble, Chief, and told me that before I bent Ving and Jess’s ears with my instructions.” 
 
    Eggers grinned. “Good training!” 
 
    The Marines on board laughed at the worn out expression that none had heard in a while, and Jessica stared at them as if they were aliens. Vicky took pity on her and explained that “Good training” was a standard response to questions about why troops were engaging in repetitive training, housekeeping or downright ‘make work’ chores when the leader had no reasonable answer. It was a phrase heard many times over a tour in the Corps or any other branch of military service. 
 
    When they made the approach and landing to the airport, Pete came back from the cockpit to sit with the others; Brad went to the cramped onboard lavatory and closed the door. Eggers contacted a limo service and less than fifteen minutes passed before the stretch Lincoln Town Car arrived at the aircraft apron where the jet was waiting.  
 
    The customs officers followed the limousine out to the plane; apparently they had been keeping an eye on the jet from the main terminal, which Vicky thought was more than a little curious. 
 
    The uniformed men obviously recognized Eggers and liked him, and they gave everyone’s passport only cursory glances and then stamped them on the spot. Eggers invited them to join him in the airport lounge for ‘refreshments’, which turned out to be drinks from a very expensive bottle of Macallan scotch that the bartender took from beneath the highly polished bar. Vicky noted that there was a strip of tape across the back of the bottle marked “A & E”. 
 
    Eggers saw her notice the tape and gave her an exaggerated wink before raising his glass in a toast to the two customs officers. No one in the lounge seemed to consider it strange that the customs men were drinking on duty. 
 
    The jet rolled into the charter company hangar and half a dozen men in maintenance coveralls rushed out to begin cleaning off the exterior of the Gulfstream. “We’re not getting off the aircraft,” the pilot told Brad. “That’s why the customs guys didn’t come aboard. 
 
    “Technically, we’re not supposed to open the door while we’re in here to get wiped down, and we’ll stay aboard when we roll back outside to refuel.” He smiled at Brad. “Jake didn’t tell us one way or the other, so you tell me. Are we through here or are you going to extend the charter?” 
 
    “Yeah. Wait till I get out of here and then call the tower and tell them you’re staying for an unspecified time. Take rooms in the closest hotel and be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. I’ll get hold of Ving and have him take care of the rooms and meals.”  
 
    He grinned at the pilots. “Try not to drink all the booze in the bar.” The two men laughed. This was not the first time they had flown for Brad, and they were aware that he knew neither of them was a drinker. 
 
    The last of the maintenance men was picking up rags off the floor when Brad opened the cockpit escape hatch and peered out. He waited until the man had gone to get the tractor driver to tow the aircraft out to the refueling station before quickly crawling out the hatch and dropping to the ground. As lightly as he could manage, he ran for the side door of the hangar, where he’d been told that Al Rodrigues should be waiting for him.  
 
    The blocky SUV was waiting where Colonel Ackerman had said it would be, beneath an exterior light that was conveniently either broken or turned off. Brad climbed into the back seat with the passenger, who spoke with a whiskey roughened voice as he extended his hand. “I hope you’re Brad Jacobs. I sure as hell didn’t plan on killing anybody tonight.” 
 
    Brad took the proffered hand. “Well, I’m Brad Jacobs, so I guess you’re being spared the trouble.” He said it lightly, but the shadowy figure in the back seat didn’t think his response was cute. 
 
    “The commandant said you were one of the best, and I hope he’s right. I’m taking a hell of a risk doing this … not only me but the whole expat community.”  The figure sat up straighter and Brad managed to see his face in the dim light. It was the hawk face of a stern man, a face used to the responsibilities of command, a face that had seen war. There was no fear in the face, but there was caution. 
 
    “Tell me about the risks,” Brad said. 
 
    “Put this on and I’ll tell you on the way,” Al Rodrigues said, handing Brad a black bag with a drawstring closure at the top. Brad reluctantly slipped the bag over his head and pulled the drawstring merely tight enough to keep the bag from coming off. 
 
    Rodrigues wasted no time in getting started. “Sam says you’re one of the good guys, and the commandant agrees with him. I’ll tell you right now that the only reason you’re coming in here is because those two men vouched for you and said you could be trusted.” 
 
    “So why am I wearing this bag over my head, sir?” 
 
    There was silence for a second before Rodrigues answered. “I’ve made sort of an unofficial study of brutality and atrocities since I was a kid. 
 
    “I read about how the Comanche roasted their prisoners alive, hanging them upside down over a slow fire. I read about the Japanese in World War II and what they did to the people of Nanking in 1937. I read about the Viet Cong and how they tied our troops to the ground and partially eviscerated them, leaving them staked out at night and listening to their screams at night when the jungle predators came out to feed on the open wounds. Then I saw for myself how the Somali warlords tortured their own people and what they did to our troops when they captured them. 
 
    “What I saw sickened me, I had trouble accepting what I was seeing with my own eyes… I almost got out of the Army after that.” He sighed.  
 
    “I didn’t expect I would ever see worse than what I saw in Mogadishu, but, unfortunately, I hadn’t been to Iraq or Afghanistan yet. I saw methods of torture in those places that I can’t describe in words even now. I swore the Afghans were the most merciless, sadistic bastards on the face of the earth. I can tell you now that these crazy bastards you have come here after are the worst of the lot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel, but I did some time with the Afghans myself, and I have a hard time believing there are more sadistic people than them…” 
 
    “Well, you can believe it, Sergeant. I’ve seen these people gut a boy and tie the end of his intestines to a pole buried in the ground and force him to walk around it until there was nothing left, or at least until they couldn’t make him move any more with their cattle prods. I’ve seen them tear a baby from its mother’s breast and feed it to a pack of wild dogs and force the mother to watch … and I’ve seen worse, much worse. These men go beyond ruthless, beyond heartless.” 
 
    Rodrigues’ voice was ragged; he was having trouble keeping his emotions under control. “When we formed our little community of expatriates here, the place was rough, but the local cops kept the criminals on the run and the Federales were at least staying even with the drug lords. The land was cheap as hell and it was easy to stockpile weapons here … an ideal place to set up a colony where we might live as we wanted and keep all comers at bay. We wanted to be able to live as we saw fit without interference from the outside world. 
 
    “We did fairly well for a while, before this Guzman bastard showed up with his Shining Path splinter group and everything changed. The local cops were completely intimidated, and pretty soon they simply gave up. The city went wild. Eventually, Guzman’s thugs started killing off the Federales, and now they just don’t come around here anymore.” 
 
    Rodrigues sighed. “Finally, the bastards came after us. A bunch of the expats simply called it quits and abandoned their places. Maybe thirty of us remain, and most of the families have been sent back to the States until we can get a handle on this. We abandoned our farms and scattered out over the city.” 
 
    “We’re too few to get into an all-out war with Guzman, so we use the expertise we learned in the military, we pick and choose lame targets, and we do as much damage as we can when and where we can. The one thing we cannot afford is for Guzman to find our stash of ordnance.” 
 
    “I can understand your position, Colonel, but we’re on your side here. None of us would have told anyone the location of your weapons.” 
 
    “I believe you, Sergeant, at least you wouldn’t voluntarily, but I saw those two women who got off your plane. Just how many body parts could you watch those savages chop off before you told them anything they wanted to know?” 
 
    Brad’s silence spoke volumes. 
 
    “The only reason I agreed to this, even after Sam and the commandant vouched for you, is because we can use all the help disrupting Guzman’s organization we can get. I don’t hold out a hell of a lot of hope that your man’s brother is even still alive. The Senderistas tend to demand a ransom and then deliver dead bodies … if they don’t just take your money and kill you out of hand. I’m not so sure they can do that to you. 
 
    “You have a pretty impressive track record of doing a great deal of damage with a small number of personnel. I hope to be able to provide you with the proper equipment to inflict maximum casualties on these guys. If, against all odds, you manage to take out a good number of Guzman’s subordinate leaders, my people stand a chance of getting back our lands and homes.” 
 
    “If you can’t take them on with thirty people how am I supposed to take them on with the handful I brought with me?” 
 
    “Like I said, Sergeant, you have a reputation. My expats are experienced, but their average age is sixty-one. Even ten years ago we would have chewed these thugs up and spit them out. Now we simply do the best we can. You and your men are the last, best hope we have.” 
 
    Brad rode in silence for a while, his mind racing. The expatriates didn’t expect any help from the Peruvian government because of corruption and outright fear. The U.S. government’s hands were tied unless the Peruvian government asked for their help. If a black ops mission failed or made a splash in the news there would be hellish consequences. His team was a convenient solution, and he understood why the expats couldn’t help him openly, but his understanding didn’t make him any happier. 
 
    “You know, Colonel, they’re not only into drugs anymore…” 
 
    “Yeah, we know. They’re selling kids. Just promise me one thing, Sergeant.” 
 
    “What’s that, sir?” 
 
    “Fuck up as many of those bastards as you can so me and my group of geezers can finish the group off.” 
 
      
 
    THE WAREHOUSE 
 
    Day 2 1949 Hours Local Time, Outside Iquitos, Peru  
 
      
 
    The SUV stopped and the driver got out. Brad was able to hear him rustling and thumping outside the heavy vehicle, and suddenly the driver got back in and drove perhaps another hundred feet. From the sound of the exhaust Brad could tell they had driven into another structure of some kind, but he still had no idea what it was or how the expats managed to keep such a large building hidden from the Shining Path. 
 
    His question was answered as soon as Rodrigues lifted the bag from his head. They were surrounded by earthen walls and the ceiling was supported by timbers, like in a mineshaft. They were underground. 
 
    Rodrigues walked over to the nearest wall and found a switch. When he flicked the switch, two long rows of fluorescent lights came on, exposing long rows of canvas-covered boxes. 
 
    “I’ve got just about anything you want. You make your selections and Grover here will fill your order and deliver it to the A & E hangar before daylight.” Grover was apparently the name of the driver. 
 
    Brad looked at the rugged looking former Special Forces colonel. “How do you want payment for this stuff, sir? I warn you, I’ll take the best you’ve got to offer and I’m willing to pay top dollar.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to whatever you find here, Sergeant, but I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, sir, how do you want me to pay for this?” 
 
    “Body count, Sergeant, an extremely large body count … and hopefully one of them will belong to Rodolfo Abimael Guzman.” Brad did not reveal his plans for Guzman; taking Guzman to the States would solve the colonel’s problems with the man just as well as killing him. 
 
    The expatriate stash didn’t have the CAR-4s and M-240s that Brad and his team were used to, but there were plenty of M-16s and a crate of M-60 machine guns. It was all surplus, but it was all packed for shipment in the heavy brown paper it had come from the factory with. A visual inspection told Brad that each weapon had a thick coating of Cosmoline; none of them had been used. 
 
    There was a rack of sniper rifles that looked as if they had seen very little use. Brad selected a Barrett .50 from the rack and pulled the bolt back. The chamber was spotless with no sign of rust or powder, and the firing pin showed no evidence of use at all. 
 
    The last set of crates on the first row contained handguns, and Rodrigues must have seen the disappointment on Brad’s face when the first crate turned out to be M-9 Berettas. He choked back a laugh and opened a second crate containing M-1911 .45 Colts. “Some of the geezers just wouldn’t make the transition to the 9 mm.” Brad grinned and took one for each member of the team; he knew the preferences of everyone except Vicky, and she had specifically requested a .45. 
 
    “Colonel, you wouldn’t happen to have a suppressed .22 pistol in here anywhere, would you?” Rodrigues grinned again and reached under a tarpaulin, bringing out a presentation box containing a Sig Sauer Mosquito fitted with a suppressor. 
 
    On the second row Brad was a little awed at the assortment of toys the expats had squirreled away. From the collection he selected claymore mines, hand grenades, and six M-72 LAWs. The anti-tank rockets were wonderful for taking out the heavy and sometimes armored SUVs favored by the drug lords. 
 
    “Take these with you,” Rodrigues said gruffly. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Topographical maps showing the locations our scouts have determined to be holding areas for prisoners … and children. We’ve had our eyes on Guzman for quite a while.” 
 
    Grover wrote down his ammunition requirements and totted up the number of magazines needed then proceeded to start loading everything into a battered Ford pickup truck with a camper shell on it. Rodrigues took Brad back to the SUV and handed him the hood. “Sorry, my friend, but if they catch you, you can’t tell them what you don’t know.” Brad put the hood on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7. DELROY 
 
      
 
    VERY MUCH ALIVE 
 
    Day 0 minus 3, Iquitos 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delroy Ving was very much alive, though he wasn’t certain how long that condition might last. The bastards who kidnapped him were not only sadistic, they were crazy as hell. The D.E.A. had sent him to the Army’s language school at Monterey to learn the Quechua language before sending him undercover on a mission to northern Peru, so he understood every word his captors were saying.  
 
    He played dumb, pretending he couldn’t understand them, and so far they had fallen for his ruse. Keeping his face blank while they discussed his fate had been one of the most difficult tasks of his life. 
 
    His training as a special agent for the Justice Department’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was developed to prepare him for situations like this.  He knew the secretary of state expected him to assist his law enforcement counterparts in Peru. But right now all he could think about was getting out alive.  His mission to gather tactical and strategic intelligence on the cocaine drug trafficking problem would have to wait.  
 
    The assignment had been deep cover from the start. Delroy could make no contact at all with his supervisor or other superiors. His emergency contact was one of the American Citizens Services representatives in Iquitos, or warden, operating from the Dawn on the Amazon corner of Boulevard Malecon Maldonado. The one time he needed them he had been unable to reach either of the wardens. 
 
    Delroy arrived in Iquitos a year earlier after the State Department received an unofficial request from the Peruvian government, passed through the U.S. Ambassador to Peru in Lima. They requested assistance in clamping down on the cocaine trafficking connection between Peru, Columbia, and Brazil, specifically the Amazon Basin. 
 
    Delroy had felt slighted because he was being shunted down to what he considered the low end of the investigation, the farmers who planted and harvested the coca. The exciting part of the investigation would be at the other end of the supply chain where the money was. Miami. New Orleans. Atlanta. Places with decent restaurants and a glamorous nightlife instead of a third world hellhole surrounded by swamps and jungle, populated by critters who would either eat you, poison you or simply scare the hell out of you. 
 
    It was true that Iquitos itself remained Peru’s sixth biggest city with a population of nearly half a million people, the largest city in the world unreachable by road. It was also true that there existed nightlife of sorts, but it didn’t compare to anyplace else on Earth. The insects were the worst, invading even the modern places with air conditioning. 
 
    The first impression Delroy had of the city was that it seemed to be crumbling around him. There were huge areas of dilapidated mansions once owned by the rubber barons of the 1920s that had once been impressive, and there appeared still some magnificent architecture on display in the heart of the city. 
 
    In order to blend in as much as possible, Delroy found a place to rent in Belen, a section of town that looked unbelievably poor and rife with crime. The whole ambiance of the place put him in mind of Southeast Asia, even down to the tuk tuks (motocarros), the rickshas made from modified motorcycles that people used more than the rusty excuses for taxis, and the open air market in Belen where one could buy contraband openly. 
 
    He was shocked to see flesh and furs from protected animals on sale in the street stalls and also surprised to observe coca leaf and marijuana sold openly as well. The policia spent very little time in Belen, and Delroy suspected that the only ones who actually did were there to collect protection money from the street vendors and the gang leaders. 
 
    He had been startled to see signs painted on the brick walls in Belen saying, “No Al Turismo Sexual Infantil” (No Child Sex Tourism). After asking his landlady about the signs she informed him that for many years Iquitos openly engaged in the trade and that only recently had there been a crackdown on it. She then introduced him to her eleven-year-old granddaughter and hinted that the child was available if he was so inclined.  
 
    Delroy politely declined, hinting that he might be interested at a later time even though he had been sickened by the old woman’s offer. To his dismay, the old woman then produced a ‘grandson’ and made the same offer. He suspected that neither child was related to his landlady. It took every iota of his self-control to remain calm, but he managed. 
 
    As his investigation took him deeper into the Iquitos underworld he began to hear more and more concerning the child sex trade and how it had all but replaced coca harvesting in the countryside as a source of income. There existed rumors of an organized group that provided children for prostitution rings that were also involved in the production and distribution of cocaine, but no one would give him specifics—they were afraid to.  
 
    Soon he got a reputation as a man who asked too many questions and the Iquiteños began to avoid him. Frustrated, he had returned to his apartment late one afternoon, certain he was being followed. 
 
      
 
    SURPRISE 
 
    Day 0 minus 2 
 
      
 
    He stopped downstairs and asked his landlady to send someone for a bottle of tequila and some fajitas from a vendor in the bazaar he trusted. Exhausted from his day’s labors, Delroy climbed the rickety stairs to his surprisingly nice apartment and stripped down before stepping into the clay tile shower. The water was tepid, but after the heat of the day it felt marvelous. 
 
    Delroy had almost forgotten sending for food, and when the knock came at his door he answered still wearing the cotton towel tied around his waist. There stood the landlady’s granddaughter, holding a greasy paper bag and a bottle with no label. Instead of taking the items from her, he fled to his bedroom and hurriedly slipped into a tee shirt and a pair of khaki cargo shorts. When he turned around to go back out to the living room, the girl appeared standing there in his bedroom, holding out the bag and bottle with a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “Why did you get dressed?” 
 
    His shock must have shown on his face. “You speak English?” 
 
    “Of course, silly,” she said, setting the bottle and bag down on the bed and coming towards him. “You know you didn’t have to,” she said, her hands reaching towards the belt on his shorts. “I don’t think you have anything there I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Delroy frantically pushed her hands away from his belt. The kid was not behaving like any eleven-year-old he’d ever met. She was acting like a damned hooker. His mind flashed back to the landlady’s introduction on his first day in the apartment and he realized that’s exactly what this girl was. He decided a tough and uncaring front remained his best defense. 
 
    “I’m not paying for this; all I asked for was food, kid.” 
 
    She pouted, and as if it were an accident, her too-large tee shirt slipped down over one shoulder, leaving it bare. “I didn’t come up here for money. I came up here because you’re nicer than the men she sells me to.” She leaned forward and sniffed at his tee shirt. “And you’re clean.” 
 
    Delroy’s mind kept reeling. This whole conversation seemed surreal, and he fought for control. “How is it you speak English?” he asked, snatching up the bag of fajitas and the bottle of chuchuhuasi from the bed before herding her towards the living room. Being in the bedroom with this little temptress was distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’ve always spoken English,” she said matter of factly. “When I lived at home, we spoke English and Spanish. When I got here, I had to learn Quechua so they wouldn’t beat me. Once I learned they stopped.” 
 
    His mind became suddenly filled with questions. “Where is home?” 
 
    She looked at him as if he was crazy. “Iquitos is home now, but before the nasty man took me away I lived in Fort Worth.” 
 
    Her answer prompted more questions from him. Delroy learned that her name was Liana Taylor and that her mother was Mexican and her father was an American truck driver, though her memories of them seemed faint now. She had been taken from her mother while they were shopping in a mall, and a fellow she called “the nasty man” had come up to her and told her that her mother had gone to the hospital and that he was to take her there.  
 
    Liana cooperated, and as soon as they reached his vehicle in the parking lot, the nasty man put a handkerchief over her mouth and nose. She blacked out, and when she woke up she was in someplace dark, along with several other boys and girls her age. The nasty man calmed them down and fed them, telling them he would explain later but that they couldn’t go see their parents just yet.  
 
    He fed them and then herded them all into a communal shower together and made them strip down and wash with bars of plain white soap. They had all been reluctant to undress in front of each other, and in front of him, but he had been insistent. The nasty man watched them shower, especially Liana.  
 
    After they were done the nasty man toweled her off himself and helped her dress in a cheap white dress of rough cotton cloth. The other girls received identical dresses, and the boys got pants and shirts of the same material. None of them had been given shoes.  
 
    The nasty man took them to an airfield where they were shepherded onto what sounded to Delroy like an old DC-3. They were told it was just a sightseeing tour and that they would soon be returned to their families. A friendly lady with a nice smile gave them cookies and milk and that was all Liana remembered until she woke up in a battered school bus that was rattling through a gate in a high fence deep in the jungle. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the landlady’s knock on the front door. 
 
    “You have changed your mind about my granddaughter?” The old woman’s avarice looked visible in her wrinkled face. 
 
    Delroy didn’t think twice. He couldn’t have given a shit what the people around Belen thought. “How much?” he asked roughly. 
 
    “How long do you want to keep her?” the old woman asked craftily. She quoted him an hourly, nightly, and a weekly rate. 
 
    “How much by the month?” he asked, barely able to contain his wrath.  
 
    The old woman thought for a moment, considering making him an offer to buy the child and rejecting the idea. She gave him a price that she thought seemed scandalous—almost half what she had paid for Liana. She looked shocked when Delroy took a wad of cash from his pocket and peeled off a number of bills without haggling about the price. Delroy shut the door behind her, and then he heard the landlady cackling loudly as she walked downstairs to her own apartment. 
 
    When he turned back, Liana flew into his arms, squealing with excitement, and then wrapping her thin legs around his waist. 
 
    “Whoa! Wait a minute, Liana,” he said, lifting her up and setting her back down on the floor. She immediately began to lift her tee shirt over her head but he stopped her. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, kid?” 
 
    Her face clouded. “Don’t you want me?” 
 
    “Listen to me, Liana. You’re through with that life. You don’t have to do stuff like that anymore, do you hear me?” His rage was coming through and she backed away from him, scared. It took him half an hour to explain that he wasn’t angry with her and another hour to make clear why adults and kids shouldn’t have sex … and he still wasn’t sure she understood. 
 
    He got out of the awkward discussion by changing the subject. During the new conversation, he learned about Rodolfo Abimael Guzman and the Shining Path splinter group in Iquitos, though not the specific names. That would take more investigation to uncover, but it was a start. 
 
    After their talk, he walked Liana down to the American Citizens Services Representatives office next to the Dawn on the Amazon restaurant. He got some hostile stares from tourists who obviously questioned his intentions toward the beautiful Liana, who cleaned up amazingly well after she used enough of Delroy’s shampoo and bath soap to clean all of Belen. But the citizens of Iquitos paid him no attention at all.  
 
    He pointed the office out to her and made sure she understood that if she ever had reason to believe he was in trouble she should come here and stay until she spoke with one of the wardens. Given the amount of time the office looked to be closed, her chances of getting any help from them appeared pretty slim, but it seemed the only advice he could give her that might help. He remained under deep cover, and there would be no other available help for her.  
 
    Delroy knew damned well that there were other D.E.A. agents in Iquitos, but he had no idea who they were—and he knew that they damned well wouldn’t lift a finger to help Liana. 
 
      
 
    C & C (CHILDREN AND COCAINE) 
 
    Day 0 minus 1 
 
      
 
    Delroy’s mission had expanded. According to what Liana told him, the people the “nasty man” delivered her to lived in a barbed wire compound somewhere north of Iquitos and that the compound was across one river. When the men brought her to the landlady, Mrs. Perez, she had been brought in a vehicle she described in a way that convinced Delroy it must be an old Willys jeep.  
 
    The jeep was loaded onto a ferry and crossed a river narrower than the Amazon, which left Delroy with two choices, the Rio Nanay and the Rio Momon. There had been one more ferry, a much smaller one, which crossed over Rio Itaya to Belen, but Liana had shown him that one. 
 
    Liana’s descriptions sounded remarkably detailed for someone so young, but Delroy found her to be an unusually intelligent child. Armed with her descriptions, he would recognize the ferry when he saw it. He did not want to hire a motocarro, the drivers were generally talkative fellows anyway, and they loved to gossip about their fares.  
 
    Another conversation with Mrs. Perez, who seemed to have a finger in many different pies in Belen, netted him a battered 250cc off-road motorcycle. The bike looked ridiculous carrying his 190 pound frame, but it maintained enough power to move him around, and the gas mileage was tremendous. 
 
    Delroy searched the area towards the Rio Momon first, considering the fact that there appeared very little traffic in that direction and absolutely nothing showing as far as buildings north of the river… It would be the perfect spot for a secret compound and a great place to conduct business out of sight of prying eyes. 
 
    Two days of intense searching earned him nothing but an empty fuel tank and an aching butt. He found two ferries, neither of which came even close to Liana’s description. On the third day, he refueled the bike and rode up to the big ferry across the Rio Nanay. When he arrived, he knew he had discovered the ferry Liana described.  
 
    The sleepy looking attendant at the ferry stop on the south side of the river told him that the ferry only made two crossings each day, once in the early morning and once in the evening, though he couldn’t give him an exact time. When Delroy pressed him for a more accurate time, the attendant finally opened his eyes fully and gave Delroy a hostile stare. “When she is full señor, she leaves whichever side she is on.” It was as much information as he was able to get. 
 
    Liana’s peals of childish laughter rang out when he told her what he found out.  
 
    “Silly man. How many people in Belen have you seen wearing a watch?” 
 
    Delroy had known, after the loss of an expensive Seiko Chronograph and three cheap Timex watches, that to wear a wristwatch in Belen was like painting a sign on his back in Quechua that said, “I’m stupid, rob me.” The fact that the ferry only made the trip north in the evening caused another problem for him and he said so, which earned him an exasperated look from Liana. 
 
    “If you want to go across the river at a certain time, you should hire a peque peque.” A peque peque was a small boat that carried tourists and well-to-do citizens of Iquitos from one spot to another along the many waterways through and around the city. Delroy felt foolish for not having thought about them, for he used them many times in the year he’d been in Iquitos.  
 
    He had been thinking of the motorcycle when he’d fixed on the ferry, but it wasn’t very heavy. It could be carried on one of the peque peques operated by one of the less reputable looking rogues on the river. For the right money, those guys would ferry the devil himself across the river and it didn’t take much American cash to get their blood racing. A U.S. five dollar bill was enough to hire a hit man in the right part of Belen, and the riverfront was a damned dangerous place. 
 
      
 
    RIVER CROSSING 
 
    Day 0 
 
      
 
    He got up before first light and rode to the Rio Nanay in the dark. It looked near daylight when he found a peque peque willing to ferry both him and the bike across the river. The added weight of the bike nearly swamped the shabby little boat, when Delroy looked there seemed only about two inches of freeboard, and he knew that it would only take a small wake behind another peque peque to sink them. It felt like he held his breath all the way across the river. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, the little boat nosed up to a rickety wooden dock and Delroy and the operator struggled with the motorcycle, eventually getting it up on the dock. When the boat sped on its way downstream to seek another passenger for the return trip, Delroy trundled the bike down the dock to dry land. The bike didn’t want to start, so Delroy finally push-started it and rode towards the dirt road that passed for a highway. 
 
    He passed houses and businesses on both sides of the dirt road until it petered out. With the bike idling between his legs, he scoured the surrounding jungle, seeing absolutely no sign of a road or a trail going out into the jungle. Discouraged, he turned the bike around and rode back to the last of the dwellings on the road.  
 
    He spotted a Quechua woman of indeterminate age hanging laundry in her back yard. He parked the bike and strode towards her, but he halted when he heard a low growl. The mutt came out from beneath the wobbly structure that passed for a porch on the shabby house, its ears pinned back and its teeth bared. 
 
    The woman called out sharply to the dog, who frankly didn’t appear that eager to obey her, and then turned back to Delroy, an inquisitive look in her eyes. She didn’t seem to be afraid of him, but she looked wary. 
 
    Delroy told her in his slow Quechua what he was looking for, a road into the interior. The woman’s eyes hooded, as if to dismiss him without saying a word. When she started to turn her back to him, he pulled the wad of U.S. dollars out of his pocket and waved them at her. Her eyes bugged out when he held out a twenty, but she showed no intention of moving towards it. 
 
    “They will kill me,” she whispered. 
 
    Delroy offered more, and she looked tempted, but still she shook her head no. With no hesitation he peeled off five one hundred dollar bills, the woman had probably not seen so much money at one time in her life. Her reluctance melted away. With five hundred American dollars she could move back to her family home high in the Andes, away from the drugs and crime of Iquitos.  
 
    She closed with Delroy and whispered directions to the track leading out into the jungle, where the bad men were. She didn’t know what they did out there, and she didn’t want to. 
 
    Delroy followed the dirt road back perhaps a quarter of a mile before he noticed the turnoff. It looked barely more than a goat trail, but the distinct tire pattern of a jeep appeared obvious once the hard pack was behind him. He crossed two muddy streams on the bike before he came to one that he couldn’t ride across.  
 
    Walking upstream and downstream a ways, he found a spot that looked as if he could make it across. He then went back to collect the bike, which he trundled down to the crossing and concealed in a pile of brush. 
 
    He walked waist deep into the muddy brown water before he remembered the piranha and the unbelievable anaconda that were native to these waters, not to mention the poisonous snakes and the caimans. With a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, he hurried across the expanse of the stream and lay panting on the ground … until the ants began to bite at him.  
 
    Fighting the urge to scream, Delroy jumped up and shucked off his clothes, shaking them violently to get the damned carpenter ants out. They were all around him, and eventually he raced towards the path, his clothes in his hands. 
 
    Hurriedly, he slipped on his clothes and trudged down the path towards what he hoped would be the compound where Liana had come from. He almost made it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8. A SUBTLE CHANGE 
 
      
 
    VING 
 
    Day 2 2140 Hours, Iquitos, Peru 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brad had called from his sat phone as soon as the colonel was satisfied they were far enough away from the warehouse that he wouldn’t be able to find his way back. 
 
    “I know you’re eager to get after your brother, Ving, but there’s no way we can get the Cosmoline off these weapons and get organized to move out tonight. We can’t do Delroy any good if we get ourselves killed trying to reach him tonight and the colonel gave me some pretty valuable Intel about where he might be that you and I need to look at and evaluate. Pass the word around and have everyone grab a little shut-eye because I’m gonna give a wake-up call at zero dark thirty.” 
 
    “Where the hell are we gonna keep the ordnance?” Ving asked irritably. He knew Brad was right, but the thought of his baby brother in the hands of Guzman and his thugs one more night was driving him crazy. 
 
    “Already taken care of, brother, chill out.” Brad turned to Rodrigues. “How long till we get to the hotel?” 
 
    “Ten minutes max,” the Colonel responded. 
 
    “Ving, I’ll be there in ten mikes or less.” There was silence on the other end of the connection. 
 
    “Ving?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it, Brad… Zero dark thirty wake-up call and you’ll be here in ten.” Ving broke off the connection, but Brad was concerned. He needn’t have been. Ving was surrounded by the team, including Vicky.  
 
    Vicky had never seen a team so tight, and she was really astounded that their presence kept Ving so calm when he was clearly terrified for his brother. It was her considered opinion that Delroy Ving was already dead. Guzman’s Senderistas were known for their treachery and their ruthlessness.  
 
    She couldn’t begin to count the number of ransom demands the group had made all over the Southern Cone, and she had yet to hear of one where the victim had been returned to their loved ones. Surely they must have returned some safely, else no one would pay the ransom. Still, she had never known one of Guzman’s victims to survive, but she wasn’t about to tell Ving that. He was already on a hair trigger and she didn’t want to set him off. 
 
    The only member of the team who remained physically close enough to Ving to touch him was Jessica, and she had her arm across his broad back, her head resting on his shoulder as his arm curled around her shoulders. “We’re going to get him back, Ving,” she whispered. 
 
    Charlie sat towards the outer edge of the room, and Vicky knew how he was feeling. He was the FNG, the fucking new guy, and while he had become close to the team during the outrageous Alaska mission that Brad had related to her on the flight down from Cabo, he wasn’t fully assimilated yet. Even his obvious attachment to Jessica, which was equally obviously returned, didn’t give him total acceptance. 
 
    Vicky had been fighting the surprising intensity of her feelings for Brad. She never felt about anyone the way she felt about him, and it had swamped her. A consummate professional, she forced the feelings back, at least until the team had accomplished their mission…or recovered Delroy’s body, which she thought to be a far more realistic outcome.  
 
    She wanted very much to take Guzman back to Dallas, but in her secret heart she admitted that she’d be just as happy if one of the team capped the asshole. Frankly, given the opportunity, she wasn’t certain she wouldn’t cap him herself. 
 
    Mixed with sympathy for Ving’s brother and his predicament lay a strong and growing anger amongst the team. Vicky’s information regarding Guzman’s involvement in child abduction for the purpose of selling them into slavery had first horrified and then incensed the members of this close-knit team. The anger was smoldering, and even the most passive amongst them, Jessica, was feeling the desire to inflict death and destruction all over the Shining Path.  
 
    As the members of the group moved off to their separate rooms, Vicky wondered if someone was going to stay with Ving. She caught Pete’s eye, and the big man nodded to let her know he would stay until Brad arrived. Fighting down her urge to stay and see Brad when he got back, Vicky went to her room and the big, empty bed it contained. Sleep wouldn’t come to her. 
 
      
 
    BRAD 
 
    Day 3 0400 Hours Local, Iquitos, Peru 
 
      
 
    Brad spread the maps out on the bed, and he and Ving pored over them for at least an hour. The locations of the Shining Path camps appeared spread along the border between Peru and Brazil, two in Peru and one across the river in Brazil. 
 
    “I would have thought they’d have a location much closer to Iquitos,” Ving said as he studied the maps. 
 
    “That’s one of the questions I have for Rodrigues when we get back out to A & E,” Brad muttered. 
 
    “It’s bad enough I want this bastard for taking my brother, Brad, but now that I realize what he’s doing to kids I really want to bust a cap in his ass.” 
 
    “I know, Ving, but we have to approach this as we would any other mission. We’re professionals, and I don’t want anybody going off half-assed and getting themselves, and possibly someone else on the team, killed. If you can’t keep your demons under control, brother, I need you to tell me now.” 
 
    Ving glared up at the closest friend he had in the world, a man he’d fought with across several continents now. “I can’t believe you’d doubt me after all these years.” 
 
    “We’ve never been trying to save your baby brother before, Ving. This is different, it’s family.” 
 
    “Jess is family too,” Ving retorted. “You didn’t bench yourself for that one.” 
 
    Brad’s eyebrows furrowed. He clapped Ving on the shoulder. “You’re right, brother. I’m sorry I doubted you.” The two men sat silent for a moment before Brad stood up, stretched, and yawned. 
 
    “Come on, we’ve got some weapons to clean … and remind me to test fire them this time before we get in contact with the bad guys.” 
 
    The two of them picked up the small duffle bag Ving had brought in with him and left the room, waking everyone by knocking softly on their doors so as not to disturb the other guests. Brad deliberately let Ving knock on the doors of Jessica and Charlie. He didn’t want to know if they had shared a bed. It was a foolish and unrealistic expectation that they should stay apart, especially considering the feelings he was having for Vicky. He put it out of his mind and went down to the concierge to get a couple of thermoses of coffee. 
 
      
 
    A & E SMALL HANGAR 
 
    Day 3 0511 Hours Francisco Secada Vignetta International Airport 
 
      
 
    They left the hotel through the service entrance, hidden within the laundry van beneath a bundle of sheets and pillowcases so they wouldn’t be spotted by unwelcome eyes. They shared the plastic cups of steaming black coffee, which was incredibly tasty and aromatic. 
 
    “Guess Juan Valdez saves the richest coffee beans for hotels in Peru,” Jessica quipped, poking fun at a coffee commercial that had been popular in the U.S. when she was a child. 
 
    Even Ving managed a weak smile at her joke. 
 
    “It’s the richest kind, Judy!” Jared intoned, continuing the parody. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Pete added solemnly, raising his cup as high as the sheets would allow. “It’s mountain grown!” 
 
    Vicky’s laughter washed over them all, somehow comforting. “You guys are freaking lunatics, did you know that?” 
 
    Tension seemed to melt out of them after the exchange, replaced with a different kind of tension, a healthier kind. The kind a professional trooper gets when amping up for a mission. 
 
    The laundry van drove into the small hangar and Eggers, who had been silent all night, jumped out and tugged the heavy canvas curtains down over the entrance. The edges overlapped by about three feet, which effectively shut in the light from the overheads, which flicked into life when the curtains were all the way closed. 
 
    “I see you kids are running a little late,” Rodrigues said from his place near the light switches. He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on when he’d let Brad off at the hotel. Apparently, he hadn’t been to sleep yet either. 
 
    “Somebody way back in boot camp told me that sleep was a weapon, sir,” Brad said. 
 
    “You should have listened to him,” Rodrigues said. It was clear to him that Brad had not slept, nor had Ving. “As much as it pains me to admit it, even the Corps manages to come up with astute observations on occasion.” It was typical patter, commonplace whenever Marines and soldiers interacted. 
 
    “I decided to make things a little easier on you jarheads,” Rodrigues said, pointing to a line of half barrels on stands lined up against the sides of the hangar. The half barrels were filled with solvent, and the weapons had been stripped and placed in solvent to soak. There sat four parts washers at the end of the line of half barrels, and they would make cleaning the rest of the Cosmoline from the weapons a breeze. 
 
    Ving grinned widely. “As much as I hate to admit it, Colonel, sometimes even Green Beanies come up with some pretty decent ideas themselves.” Green Beanie was a reference to the distinctive headgear of the U.S. Army Special Forces. Coming from another warrior, it was an expression of respect. 
 
    “You’ll find cleaning rods, chamber and bore brushes, and an assortment of cleaning brushes on the table across from the parts washers. Rags are in the boxes on the floor.”  
 
    In minutes every member of the team was busily scrubbing Cosmoline from their weapons. 
 
    After half an hour Jessica gave a snort of disgust and threw the brush she was using into the half barrel of solvent. “I don’t think they ever intended this stuff to come off!” 
 
    The laughter her comment generated sounded too loud, almost forced. Brad exchanged glances with Ving. The tension was palpable. Brad realized that a certain amount of tension was inevitable before combat, but this appeared excessive and he needed to contain it before it got out of hand. 
 
    “Listen up everybody, drop what you’re doing and gather round.” The team gathered around Brad. “We’ve been on enough ops together that I can tell when something is wrong. Today, something is wrong and I need to know what it is right now.” His eyes met those of each member in turn. Jessica’s were the only ones that revealed anything. 
 
    “I’ll start with you, Jess,” he said in a low voice. He had known her since she was a very small child, and he could read her like a book. “Come on, out with it…” 
 
    Jessica looked down at the dusty floor, twisting the toe of her boot in a circular pattern. When she finally looked up, Brad saw something he didn’t ever remember having seen in her eyes before. 
 
    “This mission was already personal,” Jessica said quietly, “because Delroy is family.” She glanced up at Ving and then dropped her head again. The toe of her boot smashed down on the floor, and she twisted it viciously.  
 
    “After what Vicky told us all I can think of is that I want to kill this guy.” She threw her head back. “I’ve read the phrase ‘laid waste’ in so many books and novels, and suddenly it makes sense to me. I want to find these guys and lay waste to anything they hold dear. I hate them, Brad, and I’m a little afraid of what I might do when I’ve got them in my sights.” 
 
    Brad shifted his gaze to Jared, the next youngest member of the team. “Yeah,” he said, “What she said, Brad…” 
 
    Pete didn’t wait for Brad to look at him. “I’m glad she had the guts to say what we’re all thinking, Brad.” 
 
    Ving just stared at him. Brad didn’t have to ask his closest friend what he was thinking, he knew. That left only Vicky and Eggers. 
 
    Eggers raised his hands, palms outward as if to ward off any questions. “I’m just a chopper jockey, I’m along for the ride… But if you’re looking for an opinion, you guys are at war here. You’re not playing cops and robbers and there are no Marquise of Queensbury rules for engaging animals like these.” 
 
    Vicky remained silent, a frown on her pretty face. Brad was struck again by the profound effect this woman had on him every time he looked at her, and he wondered again for the thousandth time if letting her come along was really a good idea. Not that it mattered.  
 
    Vicky was sharp, and she was tough. After she’d learned of Rodolfo Abimael Guzman’s location nothing would have stopped her from coming to Iquitos, where, Brad was forced to admit, she was safer with the team than she would have been on her own. 
 
    Finally, she spoke. “The estimates I got from I.C.E. said that Guzman has at most eighty effectives under arms. Everything Colonel Rodrigues has told you, plus what we’ve learned from Colonel Ackerman and Chief Eggers here, tells me that estimate was safe-sided by a considerable amount.” She turned and looked at the arms Brad had brought back from Rodrigues’ warehouse. “What else did you bring, Brad?” 
 
    Brad showed her the M-60 and was surprised to see that Rodrigues had added a second to the load. Similar surprises awaited him when he showed her the LAWs, the grenades, and the claymores. 
 
    “We’re better off than I expected we’d be, but I’m still afraid we’re going in understrength, Brad.” Her frown had deepened, but the team members were paying rapt attention to what she was saying.  
 
    “We’re going to have to hit these guys hard, with everything we’ve got, Brad, or we’re going to get our ass handed to us.” 
 
    Ving was the first to speak. “For what it’s worth, Brad, I think she’s right. We’re going to have to take them by surprise, thunder and lightning.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jared quipped, “we gotta dish out some of that ‘shock and awe’ crap!” 
 
    Before anyone else could speak, Brad broke in. “I happen to agree with all of you, but not for the reasons you might think.”  
 
    He walked over to two cardboard tubes he’d left standing in the corner near to where the laundry van had stopped then brought the tubes back to the table where the boxes of rags had been. With a sweep of his arm, he pushed the boxes from the table and then opened the ends of the tubes. The rolled out topographical maps Rodrigues had given him were spread out and their corners weighted down with spare magazines. 
 
    Brad spoke quickly and concisely, explaining what Rodrigues had told him. 
 
    “It seems to me they would have a base camp nearer the city,” Vicky said, rubbing the top of her head. 
 
    “They did,” Brad said. “Colonel Rodrigues told me there was a camp north of the city, in this area here.” His finger scribed a circle in the area north of the ferry on the Rio Nanay. “Three days ago, they packed up and left. These locations are places that the expatriates managed to follow them to. No one was able to confirm which location the children were taken to, and no one reported seeing Delroy.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Ving moaned. The fact that no one had seen his brother was not a good sign. 
 
    “Easy brother,” Brad said quietly, placing his hand against Ving’s shoulder. “Just because they didn’t spot him doesn’t mean he wasn’t there. Remember, they don’t know which one the kids were sent to either. The expats are all getting older and they aren’t in the shape they were in even ten years ago. Most of those guys are in their sixties. Hell, the last recon most of them can remember took place in Vietnam.” 
 
    Ving didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “We’re going to have to split the team up, Ving. Somehow we’ve got to figure out a way to hit all three of these compounds at the same time.” 
 
    “I think I can help with that, Brad,” Vicky said. “I told you, I’ve worked in Iquitos before. I’ve got two men here I know for a fact I can count on.” 
 
    Neither Brad nor Ving looked convinced, but Jessica and Charlie both brightened.  
 
    “It’s the best I can do, Brad, but we have a more immediate problem… We’re already light on weapons, and we’ve got to arm my two guys. Jared and Pete are right. We’ve got to hit them so hard and so fast they don’t have a clue what’s going on. Those M-60s are going to come in handy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brad said glumly, “but there are only two of them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9. A NEW PLAN 
 
    
BRAD’S CONCERNS 
 
      
 
    
After the short briefing, the team returned to the cleaning of their new weapons with a good deal more enthusiasm than before. There prevailed a feeling of eagerness that had been missing before they had more or less gotten the okay to take their wrath out on Guzman and the Senderistas, though, privately, Vicky still intended to bring Guzman back to the States to stand trial. 
 
    Brad, on the other hand, was extremely concerned. Breaking the team down into three sub-teams and coordinating a three-pronged simultaneous attack in a widely spaced geographical area represented a textbook exercise in the near impossible.  
 
    It was a plan he had seen executed successfully only once, and that had been by a detachment of three fire teams taken from the same platoon of Recon Marines, men who had survived training and combat together. He had seen it fail two other times, with catastrophic results.  
 
    The crux of the problem was Vicky. She remained an unknown quantity in the equation. To her credit, she had completed the Warrant Officer core course for her specialty, which was no cakewalk, and of course she had finished boot camp. The question stood, whether she had what it would take to make an all-out assault on a defended position. 
 
    The risk remained one he did not want to saddle his team members with, but the truth was that, in order to even out the teams, each team would have to have an outsider along with them—and that was a tactical nightmare.  
 
    Brad shook it off. There seemed no other choice. The op was so blatantly in violation of international law that there was no hope of help from outside. If they were caught they would either be killed or be placed in some hellhole of a prison and left to rot.  
 
    The team would have to function effectively, and they would have to be successful. Brad suspected that Vicky still intended to take Guzman to Dallas so she could arrest him formally, but he remained determined that Delroy would come first … if he was still alive. 
 
    Delroy—that was another sore subject for him. He wouldn’t admit it to Ving, but he had serious doubts whether Ving’s little brother was still among the living. He had little doubt that the others felt the same as he did, with the exception of Ving. Brad felt a surge of pride in his team. Ving was a brother to them all, and they would honor that bond to the death if need be. 
 
    Even Jessica was now a member, though she’d never served in the Corps. She’d proven herself so completely as part of the team that Brad could not refuse her the right to go to Delroy’s aid, even though he feared for her safety.  
 
    He sat down, grabbing another mug of coffee to help him think. There had to be a safer approach to this problem. Even if he allowed himself to fully trust Vicky, there were the two locals she planned to bring in to help for him to consider. 
 
    Brad sighed. He would have to try to come up with another plan on his own. He had no doubt Ving would be focused and deadly once they had boots on the ground and the bullets started to fly, but at the moment he was wrapped up in his concern for Delroy. Jared and Pete were fantastic fighters, but neither proved a particularly good strategist. 
 
    Charlie was wrapped up in his concern for Jessica, and, besides, Brad didn’t know him well enough to trust his judgment on tactics. Vicky was gone, she and Eggers had driven into Iquitos to locate and pick up her two ‘workers’. That left Colonel Rodrigues. 
 
      
 
    DOWNTOWN 
 
    Day 3 0547 Hours 
 
      
 
    Eggers drove the oldest, most battered Suburban A & E owned down the backstreets of Iquitos. “Are you sure your friends will still be here, Ms. Chance? Hell, the sun’s already up.” 
 
    “Oh they’ll be here, Chief. They aren’t party guys; they work as bouncers at the club.” 
 
    Eggers snorted. “What kind of club could there be back in this slum?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you don’t know about this place, Chief. Yes, it’s in one of the poorer sections of Iquitos, but it is the place to be at night. It stays packed with chic young female tourists.” 
 
    The chief snorted again. “I’m not much for dodging cutthroats and pickpockets, even on this side of the Rio Itaya.” He was making reference to the fact that Belen, the most dangerous part of Iquitos, lay just across the river. Tourists were given an advisory when they arrived suggesting they not travel the local roads at night because of the robberies and carjackings, but the younger crowd paid little or no attention to the advisories. They came to party, and The Purple Iguana was a serious party place. 
 
    When Eggers parked the Suburban, he was torn between anxiety about the vehicle being stolen and Vicky going into the club alone. He resolved his concerns after she flashed the .45 Colt at him. She had field stripped and cleaned the weapon with remarkable speed, and she had rigged a temporary holster for it by tearing the bottom out of a nylon camera case. The weapon was loaded and had a round in the chamber.  
 
    This was not Vicky Chance’s first rodeo. Anyone accosting her would be faced with much more than the threat of the .45, she also had a black belt in Krav Maga, a martial art little known outside its practitioners’ circles. Unknown to Brad and the others, she had been the instructor for hand-to-hand combat, knife fighting, and pistol marksmanship for the 2nd Law Enforcement Battalion at Camp Lejeune for two years. 
 
    The entrance to The Purple Iguana was littered with discarded plastic drink glasses, straws, and napkins. The floor appeared covered with spilled drinks and ice, and there were still a few drunks left inside.  
 
    Vicky strode through the door unimpeded and visually searched the dimly lit bar before spotting a massive Quechua male wearing a black tee shirt and camouflage trousers. Over six feet tall with bulging muscles and shiny black hair slicked down close to his head, his name was Apo. Vicky knew him to be a good man and a trusted friend. He was also a mean sonofabitch in a fight. 
 
    “Apo!” she called out. The huge Mestizo’s face split into a wide grin and he threw his arms wide, giving Vicky a big hug. 
 
    “How have you been, Miss Vicky?” he asked. 
 
    “Just fine, Apo, how about you?” 
 
    He let her back down on the floor and looked around the bar. “Making a living,” he said. “Not much fun wrestling drunks.” 
 
    “Have you seen Cauac lately?” 
 
    Apo grinned again. “He’s depositing a rowdy drunk in the alley as we speak.” 
 
    Vicky laughed. “I’ve got some interesting work if you’re so inclined, you and Cauac both.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s bound to be better than this crap,” Apo said. “What’s the gig?” 
 
    “Rodolfo Abimael Guzman.” 
 
    Apo’s smiling face froze. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “I’m in. Cauac’s in too.” 
 
    “Aren’t you at least going to ask him?” 
 
    “I don’t have to and you know it, Vicky. You know where he is?” 
 
    “We have it narrowed down to one of three places, and we’re setting up an op to take him and his splinter group down hard.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way, Apo, trust me; they’re good people, some of the best.” 
 
    “On the way? We’re going now?” 
 
    “As soon as you collect Cauac.” 
 
    “How soon is the op going down?” 
 
    “How does tonight sound?” 
 
    Apo grinned again and then ran to the back of the club. Moments later, he returned, an even larger Mestizo in tow. “Vicky!” Cauac cried, rushing to her and lifting her up in a crushing bear hug. He set her down. “Guzman?” 
 
    Vicky nodded, overwhelmed by the man’s exuberance. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    Vicky led them out of the bar and over to the Suburban, and the two Quechua men climbed into the back seat. The big SUV settled noticeably on its springs as they sat down. 
 
    “Chief Eggers, meet Apo and Cauac. Boys, meet Chief Eggers. Be nice to him, he’ll be flying our helicopter.” 
 
    Eggers looked at the two men skeptically, though he was very impressed with their size and musculature. “Do either of you gentlemen have any experience with automatic weapons?” 
 
    Apo and Cauac laughed quietly. 
 
    “In answer to your question, Chief, Apo is an artist with an M-60, and Cauac is as good as anybody I’ve ever seen with an M-16. I’ve worked with them both before and I trust them implicitly. I wouldn’t have brought them in otherwise,” Vicky said, smiling at the two men. 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it, I just had to ask. This yahoo we’re going after is some kind of bad dude.” 
 
    “We know who he is,” Apo said grimly. Cauac nodded his assent. 
 
    Eggers shut his mouth and drove back to the airport. 
 
      
 
    CHARLIE 
 
    Day 3 0700 Hours 
 
      
 
    Brad was scribbling ideas for an assault plan onto a legal pad and then ripping the pages out, crumpling them into a ball, and tossing them into an empty fifty-five gallon drum. Each time he tossed one of the paper balls into the drum, he would get up, stare at the topographical maps, and mutter to himself before sitting back down and scribbling on a new sheet. 
 
    Jessica and Charlie had finished cleaning their own weapons, and Pete and Jared were cleaning the extra M-60. Jessica nudged Charlie with her elbow and inclined her head in Brad’s direction. “See if you can help him any. He’s worried and I’m not used to seeing him that way.” She nudged him once more before Charlie reluctantly got up and walked over to Brad.  
 
    Brad had seemed to be having a problem with the relationship between Charlie and Jessica, so Charlie had stayed out of the man’s way ever since they left Dallas. 
 
    “What are you working on?” Charlie asked conversationally. 
 
    Brad didn’t even look up. “I need to come up with another way to do this,” he said absently. “Too many variables in the plan I pieced together in Cabo. Guzman split his forces into three elements in three different places. We don’t have enough personnel to pull off assaults in three different places at the same time.” 
 
    “But Vicky said she’s got two friends…” 
 
    Brad looked up, his mouth set in a straight line. “Look Charlie, I’ve seen you under fire, I know I can count on you in a tight spot. Vicky is awesome, but I have no idea how she’s going to react in a firefight, and we’re sure as hell going to be involved in at least one.  
 
    “As far as her friends go, I have no idea what kind of people she’s going to bring back. D.E.A. isn’t exactly known for palling around with the cream of society.” He shook his head. “Besides, even if she brings back a couple of real shooters, we’re a little light when it comes to ordnance. Rodrigues didn’t spring this ‘three different locations’ business on me until after I’d chosen the weapons… I should have questioned him first.” 
 
    “Is there any chance you can get more from him?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Brad said disgustedly, “the expats are a bunch of has-beens with good intentions. Rodrigues has already put them at risk by helping us, he won’t do it again. Besides, there’s no time to arrange another meeting and go through all that rigmarole of getting out to the warehouse again.” Brad ran his fingers through his buzz cut. “Dammit!” 
 
    Charlie had a sudden flash of memory, a story he’d heard from one of the C.I.A. agents he’d spent a long two years working with in Ecuador. Shit!  
 
    “Brad, I think I have an idea… Lend me your satellite phone!” 
 
    Puzzled, Brad handed over his satellite phone and Charlie rushed out of the hangar. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “I have no freaking idea,” Brad told her. His curiosity was piqued, but he decided to leave the man be. He wasn’t in any position to turn down help from any source at this point. 
 
    Charlie was in luck; his call was answered on the first ring. “Danny, I don’t have time to explain right now… You’re just going to have to trust me. You told me once that the C.I.A. kept weapons caches stashed in your ops areas. Did you ever work anywhere near Iquitos?” 
 
    He waited as his old friend spoke, and then he broke into Danny’s conversation. “I understand all that, buddy, but there’s a life at stake here, a D.E.A. special agent down here on a black op assigned by SecState. I need to raid that cache and I need to do it now. I swear I’ll never tell anybody where I found out about it… Hell, I’ll even make it look like a case of vandalism, but I need the location and I need it now!”  
 
    He searched his pockets frantically for a pen and paper and settled for a pencil stub and a tattered business card. “Hold on a second… Okay, fire away!” Charlie listened and wrote down the instructions as best he could on the small card. When he was finished, he thanked Danny Welton profusely and then broke the connection. Charlie stared down at the card and wondered if he’d be able to find the cache or not. The C.I.A. didn’t make things very easy. 
 
    He ran back into the hangar and stopped in front of Brad. “What do we need?” he asked, slightly winded from his run. 
 
    “A battalion of infantry and some air support would be nice,” Brad said sarcastically. 
 
    “Seriously, Brad, you said we needed more ordnance. What do we need? I can’t come up with your infantry battalion, but I’ve got access to a weapons cache near here. I have no idea what’s in it or exactly how big it is…” 
 
    Brad sat back and stared up at Jessica’s boyfriend in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Charlie raised his hand in the Boy Scout salute and gave Brad a wide grin. “Scout’s honor. And it should be a pretty decent selection, the Company doesn’t scrimp when it comes to toys.” 
 
    “You have access to a C.I.A. weapons cache?” Brad wasn’t sure this wasn’t some kind of practical joke, but Charlie was not a joker. 
 
    “Let’s get us a ride and go see what Santa left for us, Brad!” 
 
    The maintenance supervisor wasn’t thrilled to give up the late model pickup truck that was the Company’s only other vehicle since Eggers and Vicky were already out in the Suburban. But the two strangers were guests of Chief Eggers, and the chief had been pretty serious about accommodating them. He handed over the keys reluctantly and the two men left in kind of a hurry. 
 
      
 
    THE CACHE 
 
    Day 3 0918 Hours 
 
      
 
    Despite Danny Welton’s hurried instructions, it had taken them almost two hours to locate the cache, the entrance to which was cleverly concealed in the foul smelling men’s room attached to the outside of a real dive of a bar on the riverfront. Brad stared around the twenty-four-foot-by-thirty-foot underground room in frank amazement.  
 
    The walls were of poured concrete, and there was an external power feed that supplied electricity to the lights and environmental control system. The engineering required to keep the humidity down and the water out of a sub-level room so close to the river staggered Brad’s imagination. There was a desktop computer and a lamp in one corner, but it was the staggering arsenal of weaponry that surprised him most. Unlike the weapons provided by the expats, everything in the room was pristine, well cared for, and ready to use. 
 
    “Jesus!” Brad exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, as far as I know the Company doesn’t have a real budget. They really go all out for their undercover assets.” Charlie surveyed the impressive, very compact racks filled with every imaginable type of personal weapon. “This place must have cost a damned fortune.” He heard Brad let out a low whistle and turned to find him holding open a large canvas suitcase, which was crammed with sealed packs of high denomination currency from different countries in the Southern Cone and including U.S. currency. 
 
    “I guess so,” Brad said, zipping the bag closed. He stood up and walked to a three-level rack that held M-4s, CAR-4s, and M-27 Infantry Automatic Rifles (IAR). He took one of the M-27s out of the rack and pulled the bolt back to inspect the chamber. It was tempting, but he put the weapon back. They already had M-16s that would serve well enough, and there were only two of them available to carry out whatever they took.  
 
    He moved over to the next rack and grunted when he saw the S.A.W.s. The SAW (Squad Automatic Weapon) was a light machine gun that had supplanted the old M-60s, but fired belted 5.56 ammunition instead of the belted 7.62 rounds fired by the M-60. He looked around and found a brand-new G.I. duffel bag and slipped the M-249 into it, along with three cans of belted ammo. 
 
    “Grab another of these duffel bags,” Brad barked. “Start with two more cans of this belted 5.56 and then take an assortment of the incendiary grenades… Focus on the WP (white phosphorous.)” 
 
    Charlie shuddered. He had seen the white phosphorous in action before. Once the substance was on an individual, it continued to burn as long as there was an oxygen source. Putting the flames out was damned near impossible. The thought of using one of these on another human being sickened him for a moment—until he remembered Vicky telling the team what Guzman was doing to kids.  
 
    He reached down and started to pick up the cylindrical black containers that read, “Smoke, WP, Burst Type,” and stuff them into the duffel bag. 
 
    Brad had stopped to watch and noted the expression on Charlie’s face. “Not to worry, Charlie, I want those so we can make sure Guzman’s compounds no longer exist when we leave them. Understand?” And if any of that nasty stuff gets on some of those bastards it’s not going to bother me one bit. Anybody who would do that to a kid is going to face a fire hotter than ‘Willie Pete’ where he’s going anyway. 
 
    Charlie nodded that he understood. 
 
    Just as he was about to fill up the empty spaces in the duffel bag with explosives, Brad struck gold. He lifted the boxes with the advanced night vision devices used by Special Operations personnel as if they were sacred relics. He took all of them, and the batteries for them as well.  
 
    He took the squad radios sitting next to them too. The Liberator II Tactical Single-Communication Headsets were commonly used by Special Ops personnel in Afghanistan, and their range was boosted by the Modular Antenna System - Tactical (MAST™) in the carton on the floor beside the radios. 
 
    Brad finished stuffing his bag with more LAWs, and then began to pack the voids in the bag with quarter pound blocks of C-4. When the duffels were bulging, Brad slung his onto his back, slipping his arms through the shoulder straps, and then bent over to pick up a reel filled with Primacord and the MAST carton. “You pick up that box of detonators and keep them in front of you, away from the duffel bag.” 
 
    Charlie gave Brad an uncertain glance, but Brad was already heading for the single entrance to the cache. Sighing inwardly, Charlie shouldered his duffel and grabbed the box of detonators. He wouldn’t discover until later that the detonators were electrical and that they posed no danger to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10. IN HARM’S WAY 
 
      
 
    GUZMAN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rudolfo Abimael Guzman was perturbed, to put it mildly. He had captured the American in the swamps north of Rio Momon, but not till the bastard had killed several of his best trackers. The black man put up a tremendous fight, but, in all fairness, Guzman had threatened to execute them if they did not bring the spy back alive.  
 
    It was fortunate that they were able to overcome him before he could destroy or lose his cell phone, the yellow satellite phone had been smashed against a huge jacaranda and his men brought him the shattered remains. They managed to overpower the man before he could do the same to his cell phone. 
 
    Guzman immediately turned the cell phone over to his second in command, a young man who had attended school in Iquitos and was familiar with such instruments. Guzman himself did not trust the modern electronic devices, relying instead on the “jungle telegraph”, a system of relays of runners and drum messages. The young man always handled the few, very limited, messages to and from his buyers in Columbia.  
 
    Guzman insisted that any business dealings take place face-to-face in his compound in Brazil. The compound, one of three he had constructed, was located at a spot on the map marked as Engano. The main camp lay across the Rio Javari, which marked the boundary between Peru and Brazil. The other two were further downriver on the Peruvian side of the river, near spots similarly marked as Eureka and Nova Vida.  
 
    There appeared no sign of human habitation other than the clear cuts made by the lumber companies at any of the locations. Guzman was careful to keep it that way, and his compounds were well camouflaged. 
 
    When his second, a hardened twenty-year-old native of Iquitos named Jaime, had rushed into Guzman’s quarters and excitedly reported that the American was in fact connected to the U.S. D.E.A., Guzman immediately ordered an evacuation to Engano. His Senderistas packed up without complaint and began the trek to Engano, following the protocols developed over a dozen or more drills. They moved out in groups of twenty, carrying what they needed on their backs.  
 
    Supplies for Guzman’s comfort and their survival had been stockpiled at all three compounds over the previous year and weapons as well. Skeleton crews rotated in and out of the compounds all the time, so the jungle didn’t encroach on what they had built. 
 
    The Senderistas traveled through the jungle on foot, in canoes, and by truck where the logging companies had left their boggy trails nearer the compounds. The prisoner and the children they were about to send to market went with them. Guzman and Jaime traveled on an ancient Sikorsky H-19 owned by a sympathetic follower who was not one of the Shining Path’s fighters.  
 
    There were more, far more, followers than fighters, and Guzmán had been busy recruiting more very carefully and secretly over the past year. He managed to add and train another twenty men, giving him an actual complement of ninety-three fighters. All were disaffected victims of a repressive government, most were conscripts released from the Ejército Del Perú, the Peruvian Army, for one reason or another to a man they worshipped, Rodolfo Abimael Guzman. 
 
    Guzman paid lip service to the Communist message of the Shining Path movement, a movement started by his distant cousin, but in his not-so-secret heart he remained the ultimate capitalist. The men who followed him lived under Spartan conditions, and outwardly Guzman did as well. Not even Jaime knew of his secret accommodations, constructed even before he moved into the first compound outside Iquitos. Of the other three, only Engano contained a similar apartment prepared for him.  
 
    Guzman loved his privacy as much as he loved entertaining some of his younger ‘guests’ before selling them to intermediaries in Columbia and Brazil. He kept a girl in his Spartan apartment as well, a much older girl. She was seventeen years old and she knew how to keep her mouth shut; she also realized that if she revealed what she suspected about Guzman her bones would never be found.  
 
    Guzman lay curled up alone in the huge king-sized bed in his air conditioned subterranean apartment at the Engano compound. He did not have one of his unwilling playmates with him because he wanted to be alone, to think. The American presented a problem, but it was a problem he could deal with. He believed that, despite their refusal to negotiate, the clandestine services would pay up to retrieve their deep-cover asset.  
 
    Smiling to himself, Guzman remained deeply involved in planning the best way to expand his trafficking operations. The cocaine business was still profitable, but losing ground to his other operation, but far riskier. The U.S. government continued to put pressure on the drug lords, spending scads of money and uncounted hours of manpower harassing underlings and interdicting shipments.  
 
    They even recently imprisoned one of the kingpins from Mexico that most had thought untouchable. It had only been a matter of time before one of the drug enforcement people stumbled onto his trafficking business and that was something he must prevent at all costs. He needed to find out how much the prisoner knew before he decided whether to just kill him or to make an example out of him.  
 
    Either way, the man was not long for this earth. Leaving him alive was far too risky. Guzman’s executioner was extracting everything the prisoner knew even as Guzman himself lay luxuriating in air conditioned comfort. 
 
      
 
    THE PRISONER 
 
      
 
    Delroy Ving ached all over. His lips looked swollen and his tongue told him there were at least three teeth missing in his battered and bloody mouth. He quietly spat blood and spittle to the rough dirt floor, hoping the brutish and hulking Mestizo who enjoyed torturing him would not notice. He had no inclination to raise the sadistic bastard’s ire. 
 
    It seemed patently obvious that the Senderistas had read the contents of his cell phone, and Delroy cursed himself for not ridding himself of it sooner, before he had been surrounded and beat down in the swamps north of Iquitos. It was scant satisfaction to him that he had taken at least two of them out before they beat him into submission. He wondered at the time why they had not already killed him, but when the mauling started, he soon figured out they wanted something from him.  
 
    Delroy scoured his brain, wondering what exactly they were looking for, and deciding what information they had already gleaned from the numbers stored in his cell phone. Fortunately, the most important numbers were stored in his head instead of in the phone’s memory. Unfortunately, there were a lot of numbers in there that were of no significance to his work or his job, leaving a lot of innocents subject to the not-so-tender ministrations of Guzman’s torturer. 
 
    True to his training, Delroy continued only giving up information he was already relatively certain they had gathered or guessed. What he was giving out he was giving out slowly and at a cost of considerable pain. When he wasn’t praying for death, he was praying that his brother would find out what had happened and exact a price from Guzman for what he was having to endure. 
 
    He had given up any hope of rescue when he saw how far out in the Amazon Basin the Senderistas were taking him. Big brother Mason would never be able to find him, but Delroy refused to give up all hope. A tiny corner of his brain still believed that someone or something might rescue him and their efforts would be worthless if he let these bastards kill him. It was a thin strand, but Delroy clung to it. It was all he had. 
 
    The scarred Mestizo with the shaven head and the Pancho Villa mustache entered the simple grass hut where Delroy Ving sat restrained and stared at the prisoner. Uturuncu had never encountered such resistance in a prisoner. Every time he started to give up and kill the man to end the questioning, the prisoner would give up another tidbit of information and start the cycle of torture all over again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    11. FINAL PLANNING 
 
      
 
    BREAKDOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the additional assets to employ, Brad was busily altering his plan of attack. His first alteration was the composition of three teams, one for each compound Rodrigues had given him the coordinates for. His initial impression of Apo and Cauac was very positive, they looked like warriors, and they handled the weapons Brad tossed them expertly.  
 
    Apo had taken a few minutes to examine the M-241 and turned mutely to Pete and offered to trade for the M-60 Pete held. No words were exchanged, but Pete had used the M-241 for years and he had no objections to trading for the lighter, smaller caliber M-241 at all. Apo, on the other hand, immediately relaxed and caressed the M-60. He treated it like a beloved friend, and it looked apparent to everyone that man and gun were perfectly in harmony. Apo’s grin lit up the hangar as he dipped his head in thanks. 
 
    Brad broke the team down into three units, one for each assault. He took the first unit for himself, adding Vicky so he could keep an eye on her, and Charlie … more to keep his mind off protecting Jessica than for any other reason. Ving he paired with Cauac and Jessica, and Pete was paired with Apo and Jared. Eggers would fly the Blackhawk. 
 
    He couldn’t shake the bad feeling he had about this mission, but he couldn’t pinpoint a single cause. The idea of splitting the team up didn’t sit right with him, though intellectually he knew it remained his only option. The longer Guzman kept Delroy in his possession the worse Delroy’s chances of survival became.  
 
    The fact that the expats who followed the Senderistas to the compounds had seen no sign of Delroy was a grim indicator, but Brad did not share that intel with Ving. The man seemed distraught enough over Delroy’s abduction; he didn’t need reminding at this point that it was highly unlikely that his baby brother was still alive. The burden of keeping his considered opinion to himself was beginning to wear on Brad Jacobs.  
 
      
 
    INSERTIONS 
 
      
 
    Brad turned his mind to the Insertion Plan; it had to be done and it would get his mind off Ving’s anguish. Brad found Chief Eggers in a corner of the hangar talking with Pete and Jared. 
 
    “Hey Chief, how about a little help with the Insertion Plan?” 
 
    Eggers turned and walked with Brad over to the table, where he leaned over and placed his closed fists atop the map spread out there. He traced his finger across the map, making an arc roughly ten miles north of the three compounds. 
 
    “How precise are your locations for these camps?” 
 
    “Pretty damned precise. Those old guys came up with an eight-digit grid coordinate for each location.” 
 
    Eggers’ eyebrows rose. “Old school soldiers, huh?” 
 
    “If they had a GPS they couldn’t have gotten more exact.” An eight-digit grid coordinate defined a spot on a one to twenty-five thousand scale map to within ten meters, roughly a thirty-foot circle. 
 
    Eggers scrutinized the map for any sign of elevations, but he also needed information about cleared areas at least forty-five meters across, large enough for the Blackhawk to sit down safely. He chewed at his lower lip as his finger traced across the map. 
 
    “You got a colored pencil, Brad?” he asked. 
 
    Brad fumbled around in his pockets and brought out a pencil with red lead on one end and blue on the other and handed it to the grizzled retired chief warrant officer. Eggers quickly circled five different spots on the topographical map and then looked up at Brad. “Can you get me the latest available aerial photographs or satellite images of these areas on your little magic box?” 
 
    Eggers was referring to Brad’s laptop. Unless it had to do with avionics on his helicopters, Eggers was a technological dinosaur. He left everything about computers to Colonel Ackerman, preferring to get his hands dirty in the engine compartments of the birds they operated. 
 
    Brad’s fingers flew over the keyboard, linking with Google Earth first. 
 
    “How recent are these images, Brad? You can clear cut an area in the Amazon Basin and it will cover itself up in a month, sometimes less.” 
 
    Brad had run into this problem before, and he had a ready answer for the chief. “Usually, except for the most remote areas, these photos are renewed at least once every ninety days. Give me a minute and I’ll check a few of my other sources.” His fingers were already typing new URLs (uniform resource locator, internet addresses), accessing sites he had hacked into before. 
 
    Jessica and Charlie stood peering over his shoulders by now, watching as he sought the images Eggers needed. The problem was that, as far as Brad knew, this remote part of the Amazon had no military satellites scrutinizing it. The communications satellites were of no use to him because they didn’t carry cameras. Brad was making exasperated sounds as he checked one source after another with no success. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at Charlie. “No chance you know of any super spook agency satellite platforms scoping out this area is there?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged helplessly. The region was of no strategic value at all, and even the C.I.A. couldn’t afford to have eyes everywhere. 
 
    It was Jessica who finally provided the solution to the problem. “When I came down here looking for Incan gold with Professor Sorenson, he used real-time satellite photos from a geosynchronous satellite that the major logging companies chipped in and launched a few years ago.” 
 
    Brad stared at his cousin, flabbergasted. “Logging companies? With their own satellite?” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “You really should get out more, Brad. Logging enterprises in the Amazon Basin, especially the unlicensed ones, are the new robber barons of the twenty-first century. They make huge profits from harvesting first growth hardwoods that can’t be found anywhere on Earth except right here.  
 
    “It’s not like it was when you were a kid either… You can get a satellite launched for a few hundred thousand dollars these days. My gosh, even the Space Shuttle used to launch them for private industry for a fee. The satellites themselves are mere child’s play because of all the technical advances in electronics and cameras in the last twenty years. A half million dollars, spread between four or five competing logging corporations is chicken feed.”  
 
    She bent forward, brushing Brad’s hands away from the keyboard, and quickly typed in a search for one of the local logging companies. From their website she accessed dated aerial photographs, selecting the territory southeast of Iquitos. She found the five locations Eggers had circled scattered over two separate photo images in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Eggers exclaimed. 
 
    “They don’t even bother to hide them,” Jessica said, pleased with Eggers’ reaction. “This is available to the public.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Eggers repeated, bending closer to get a better look. “Is there any way we can print this out so I can take a closer look?” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “You really are a dinosaur, Chief!” She moved the cursor to the top right of the monitor and clicked on an icon then moved the cursor down a drop-down menu to the word ‘zoom’ and started to enlarge the photos. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” This time it was Brad exclaiming as a clearing perhaps two hundred and fifty meters wide and miles long began to grow before his eyes. As far as they could see, tree stumps were cut off level with the ground. Here and there clumps of vegetation and debris lay stacked up. 
 
    It was apparent that the clumps had been set afire and left to burn. Most had burned and left a pile of ashes, but many remained, their fires burned out. No one stuck around to monitor them. It was a sad and sickening sight, total devastation of a landscape that had been left untouched by man for millennia.  
 
    They found three such areas within twenty miles of the Nova Vida compound, the center of the three Shining Path compounds. 
 
    “Holy shit, Jessica, can you get the photos of the area where the compounds themselves are?” Brad was excited. A great deal of his trepidation regarding this mission had been due to his total lack of intelligence about the compounds themselves. The photos of the clear cut areas had been dated only three days before. 
 
    Jessica said nothing, she just clicked on an adjacent image and the four of them were looking at a twenty-mile section of the Rio Javari. Some spots along it appeared obscured by cloud cover, but two of the compound locations had no obstructions. As Jessica enlarged the Engano location, the four of them let out sighs of disappointment.  
 
    The section where the grid coordinates pinpointed had been deliberately blurred. Guzman had some kind of leverage over the logging companies, enough to get the images altered. The other unobscured compound, Eureka, looked similarly blurred. 
 
    Frustrated but not daunted, Eggers finally located areas within walking range but out of earshot of the compounds where he could at least hover a few feet off the ground and release his passengers. 
 
      
 
    REHEARSALS 
 
      
 
    Brad despised going into any tactical situation with so little information, much less with personnel he hadn’t fought with before. He was winging it, he knew it, and he hated it. His willingness to forge ahead under the impossible circumstances was a measure of the respect and affection he had for Mason Ving and because of the awful predicament of the innocent children Guzman and his thugs intended to sell into slavery.  
 
    He tried not to think about the horrors those kids had no doubt already been subjected to because it made his blood boil to do so, and he needed a clear head for this op. He wouldn’t be able to do Delroy or the children any good if he allowed his team or himself to be killed in a failed attempt. 
 
    Still apprehensive, Brad scratched out as detailed an operations order as he could on the remaining pages of the yellow pad. When he was finished, he called Ving over and had him review the order. While Ving was reading, Brad called Jared over and assigned him the task of checking to see that everyone possessed the proper equipment. “What about test firing the weapons, Brad?” Jared asked. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “I could crank up a couple of the choppers,” Eggers volunteered. “Nobody will find that out of the ordinary, and unless one of your ’60 gunners gets carried away, nobody’s going to hear a few gunshots over the sound of two Chinooks running full bore.”  
 
    The Chinook, the civilian version of the venerable CH-47, was powered by two Lycoming 4,733 horsepower engines. The unmuffled exhaust of four such engines would effectively drown out the noise from small arms fire. Eggers looked up sharply as if someone had just hit him with a brick. 
 
    “You still plan on trying to take these guys out at night, Sarge?” 
 
    Startled, Brad returned Eggers’ stare. “Sure, I don’t think I’ve ever conducted a daytime assault if I had a choice. One of the basic tenets of ground combat is to control the time and location of your battles.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Eggers, “but these guys aren’t accustomed to the sound of choppers flying at night, and they ain’t used to these little ones either. The loggers use the Chinooks to move equipment and the more valuable logs and they do it in the daytime. On top of that, Sarge, how you gonna get those kids out of the jungle when you blow away those rat-bastards holding ’em?” 
 
    Brad’s jaw dropped, and everyone in the hangar turned to gape at Chief Eggers, who had just thrown a monkey wrench into all Brad’s plans. The reason they stared was that the man was right, and it hadn’t occurred to a single one of the combat hardened veterans of the team. Eggers had just given them back the element of surprise. 
 
    Exhilaration flashed through every one of them as Eggers’ observations registered on their brains. Brad saw his mistake as soon as Eggers spoke, and he realized that none of them had been approaching this mission with the right attitude. The fact was that their approach had been fatalistic from the start… The odds seemed so badly stacked against them that none of them truly expected to survive, though not one of them had articulated their fears. 
 
    Apo grinned at Vicky, who looked just as astonished at Eggers’ idea as everyone else. “I think now we will get a chance to rid the world of that qaritukoq Guzman forever.” The word was Quechua for a man who pretends to be powerful when he is not, a poser. 
 
    “Apo, I want to do more than kill Guzman. I want to take him back to the States and humiliate him in front of the world,” Vicky whispered. She liked and trusted Apo, but she could see in his eyes that he thought her desire was not punishment enough for Guzman’s sins against the Quechua and certainly not repayment enough for what he had done to the children. She knew she was going to have to warn Pete and Ving to keep an eye on the two Quechua men. 
 
    Brad sat eagerly scratching out the parts of his op order that needed to be changed and inserting the new information. The timetable for the assaults had just moved forward by several ideas, and he still needed to organize the aircraft loading and offloading plans, go over the approach routes, and conduct the test firing of the weapons. The work became suddenly much easier. Finally, they all felt hope, though their concerns about whether Delroy was still alive or not overshadowed their enthusiasm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12. GO! 
 
      
 
    IN FLIGHT 
 
    Day 3 1330 hours 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gunny Eggers planned to fly as co-pilot in the subdued Blackhawk helicopter that A & E Aviation had provided for the team’s use. A & E kept the nondescript chopper to lease to clients, usually C.I.A. or U.S. military Special Operations, for use in clandestine ops.  
 
    The governments of Columbia, Venezuela, Peru, and Brazil also had need of their services for covert operations from time to time, and therefore A & E was able to operate the Blackhawk without the markings normally required by law. With the change in plans, the Blackhawk remained in its hangar back at the A & E compound at the airport. Instead, Chief Eggers flew as pilot of the giant Chinook. 
 
    The big CH-47 with the A & E logo was a familiar sight all over the Amazon River Basin, constantly hired out to transport heavy equipment inside its spacious cargo compartment or slung beneath the chopper by steel cables suspended from the three ventral hooks on its underside. The big bird would not even be noticed in the late jungle afternoon. 
 
    An avionics technician installed the MAST before they took off from the compound at Francisco Secada Vignetta International Airport. It was fortunate that he was an accomplished technician because there had been damned little time to test the squad radios before they had to lift off. The system worked like a charm. 
 
    Eggers programmed the in-flight computer for Eureka, the first of the planned insertions. He, too, was caught up in the wave of hope shared by the team members … and he felt now as if he had made a real contribution to the mission’s chances of success. 
 
      
 
    EUREKA 
 
      
 
    Brad knelt on the heavily vibrating cargo floor of the Chinook as it tilted back and flared towards the clear cut area beneath them. The tailgate was lowered, and Pete, Apo, and Jared stood clinging to the overhead steel cable that ran the length of the compartment. The three men were amped up, charged with the energy and sharpness that accompanied the anticipation of imminent combat. 
 
    “Remember, no matter what you find, don’t open up until I give the word. I want us to hit all three locations at the same time,” Brad said into the headset. All three tilted their heads in assent, but Pete and Jared knew Brad was telling them to keep an eye on Apo. Apo was fondling his M-60 with the familiarity of a ’60 master anticipating being able to put the death-dealing weapon to its intended use.  
 
    The Chinook settled into a ground hover about four feet in the air and Brad yelled, “GO!” 
 
    Pete, out of long habit, ran three steps and fell to a prone position facing the direction of their planned route. Jared, second out of the chopper, did the same. Apo, his deeply tanned skin gleaming in the sun, lined the M-60 up along his side so its silhouette wouldn’t be revealed. He remained standing, his eyes cast up to the blue sky as he said a final prayer to whatever deity he worshipped, asking for luck in finding Rodolfo Abimael Guzman so he could kill the bastard dead before Vicky could ‘arrest’ him and take him to the States. 
 
    The Chinook’s nose tilted forward and the big helicopter moved north, picking up speed and altitude. Soon the huge clearing was quiet, and the sound of the Chinook was only faintly discernible. 
 
    Pete visually searched in a three hundred sixty degree pattern while Jared did the same. Apo completed his survey much more quickly, and before the other two men stood up, he jerked the bolt of the M-60 back and then let it slide forward, chambering a round. There appeared no sign of human activity other than themselves. 
 
    Pete decided to keep his mouth shut. Eggers had not reported any activity in the ground before he’d moved into his hover, and Pete had hit the ground out of habit. There was no sense making an issue of it, especially with a man who had grown up in these jungles. He made a ‘come along’ motion with his hand, and the three of them wordlessly moved into the jungle towards the Eureka compound three klicks (a klick is military slang for a thousand meters) away. 
 
    They moved out in single file. Pete didn’t anticipate either booby traps or an ambush, but it made no sense to take chances. There were shallow graves the world over filled with the bones of men who didn’t expect to encounter booby traps or ambushes. 
 
    Jared kept track of the pace, passing the word up to Pete when the count reached fifteen hundred meters. He saw Pete spread his arms to either side and both he and Apo spread out, their weapons all off safe.  
 
    The weight of the suppressed Sig Sauer Mosquito in its nylon holster against his hip was reassuring, and even the weight of the heavy Barrett .50 slung over his shoulder didn’t bother him. The sniper rifle, or one identical to it, had become as natural a part of him as his arms or legs. He would have felt naked without it. 
 
    Pete held up a balled fist when they approached within a hundred meters of the grid coordinates the expats had given them. Jared began to wonder if they’d been sent on a wild goose chase, but Pete had spotted the reclining sentry, leaning against the trunk of a towering jacaranda and smoking a cheap cigarette. 
 
    Apo’s sensitive nostrils had flared five minutes before, and he’d continued his silent movement through the jungle, wondering when Pete was going to see the sentry. He had known the man was there, he could smell the cigarette smoke. It had almost been necessary to tap the big man on the shoulder and call a halt when Pete signaled the presence of the sentry.  
 
    Apo quietly fell into a prone position and lay down his M-60 in preparation to advance on the sentry. The big Quechua grinned silently; he knew this was knife work. As he started to creep cautiously forwards he noticed Jared moving, and he froze. The man was moving in a way Apo had never seen a white man move before, it was like watching a ghost.  
 
    Even the insects and the snakes paid him no heed; it was almost as if Jared was indeed a spirit, haunting the day instead of the night. Apo shivered. For the first time, he realized he had badly underestimated these two Americans. They were not what he’d expected at all. He believed Vicky was an anomaly, and he had been wrong. 
 
    Jared had gotten within thirty feet of the sentry, moving like an avenging wraith. He settled down into a reinforced prone position in the jungle grass, took careful aim, and squeezed off two silent rounds. He was up and running in a silent crouch almost before the second round entered the sentry’s left eye.  
 
    Reaching the tree, he lowered the sentry’s AK-47 from its place against the tree trunk and placed it across the lap of the dead man and then made certain the body was not going to slump down. He then quickly returned to the spot where he dropped his M-16 and the Barrett and recovered them. Without a word, Pete rose and the three of them approached the compound. 
 
    When they got closer, it looked obvious that the Senderistas were not expecting company. Their weapons were stacked in the middle of the compound and the men were scattered around the compound, some eating, some chatting, a few snoozing, and a crowd of five played some kind of card game. 
 
    Pete signaled Apo to set up the M-60, and he and Jared dropped everything except the canvas bags that held the ‘toys’ Brad had obtained for them. Jared moved right and Pete moved left, concealing claymore mines at two places around the perimeter and observing the activity within the compound. Pete was the first one back to where Apo lay beneath some broad green leaves that resembled the elephant ear plants Pete’s mother maintained at her home in Dallas.  
 
    Pete didn’t dare speak into the headset for fear of alerting the Senderistas of their presence, so he tapped the throat mike of the radio headset and broke squelch once. Jared broke squelch twice in response, letting Pete know that he was alright and on his way back. The radio procedure was standard operating procedure for the team, but no one had thought to explain it to Apo. The big Quechua was savvy enough to hold his questions ’til later. So far, his two new friends appeared to know what they were doing and were surprisingly good at it. 
 
    When Jared returned, Apo was impressed even more. He didn’t catch sight of the man until he was within ten feet of where the M-60 rested, and he never heard a sound as Jared crept up to lie alongside of him.  Pete reached over and tapped Apo on the shoulder, then tapped Apo’s headset, then mimed walking back away from the perimeter. Apo nodded his understanding, and then the two white men just seemed to evaporate. It occurred to the massive Mestizo that he was glad he was on their side. In minutes, Apo heard the two men whispering into his headset. 
 
    “You see any sign of Delroy or the kids, Jared?” 
 
    “No, I managed to get inside both the buildings, and the only one I found inside was one man with an AK. He won’t be letting anyone know I visited … ever.” 
 
    “Shit! Nothing here at all?” Apo didn’t hear a response from Jared. What he did hear was a click in his headset as Pete switched to the channel that permitted him to broadcast on both the squad channel and the command channel. 
 
    “Pete to Brad, over.” 
 
    A moment passed before they heard Brad’s voice. “Brad, over.” 
 
    “No chicks in the nest,” Pete whispered. “I say again, no chicks in the nest.” 
 
    “Stand by,” Brad said. The headsets went silent. 
 
      
 
    NOVA VIDA 
 
      
 
    Ving, Cauac, and Jessica encountered no problem after debarking the Chinook until they reached the Rio Javari. Jessica eyed the murky water skeptically, remembering what she knew of the indigenous wildlife, particularly the piranha, and she felt her skin crawl at the notion of swimming across the narrow river. 
 
    Cauac noticed her resistance and grinned at her. He pointed at a number of tangled vines with odd-shaped leaves dangling in the water. “You can swim safely wherever you see leaves like those in the water. Piranha hate them.” 
 
    Relief washed over Jessica and she waded into the water and began to breaststroke her way across, holding her M-16 up out of the water. 
 
    Ving never hesitated, he waded straight into the water and swum across. He crawled up the slippery bank and into the woods beyond just as Jessica dragged herself up. She turned to see Cauac reach one big hand down into the water and grab at his leg.  
 
    He scurried out of the water and Jess could see that he was slapping at a wriggling silver fish attached to the thick cloth of his jeans by a set of oversized teeth. There were three more of the struggling creatures flapping against his legs. In mounting horror, she realized they were piranha. She rushed to Cauac and slapped at the squirming fish until they fell to the ground and flopped their way back into the water. 
 
    “I thought you said they wouldn’t attack when those leaves are in the water,” she gasped. 
 
    Cauac gave her a broad grin. “If I hadn’t told you that you’d still be on the other side of the river.” 
 
    “You bastard!” she hissed. 
 
    Cauac didn’t take offense. “It was easier than explaining that they usually don’t attack unless they smell blood … at least not in swarms the way they do when they kill. It’s the snakes you have to watch out for.” 
 
    Jessica was still incensed, but she was a trooper, and she turned and strode purposefully into the jungle. Cauac watched her admiringly for a moment and then followed her into the foliage, his M-60 at the ready. 
 
    Jessica didn’t catch up to Ving until she had moved almost a hundred meters into the jungle. When she did catch him, Ving had one of the Senderistas in a half-nelson, one bear-like hand over the unfortunate man’s mouth. With a mighty wrench, Ving broke the man’s neck, the sound of the spine snapping much like the sound of someone stepping on a dry, brittle branch.  
 
    Ving, his face a mask of unconcern, lowered the body to the ground and lifted the Senderista’s AK-47. Calmly he broke the weapon open, extracted the bolt, and tossed it deep into the jungle. He quickly broke the weapon down, scattering parts all around. Jessica doubted anyone would ever be able to locate all the parts. Without saying a single word, Ving led the unit deeper into the jungle towards the only compound located in Brazil.  
 
    The approach to the compound was unguarded and very quiet, too quiet to suit Ving. When he reached a point he estimated to be about two hundred meters from the camp, he signaled to Jessica and Cauac to take up concealed defensive positions and slowly approached the camp as quietly as he could. Ving wasn’t as stealthy as Jared, but he was close. His techniques for moving through forests had been developed at Parris Island and honed and refined over years of service in the Corps, much of it in combat. 
 
    Even focusing on stealth, Ving’s mind was racing, evaluating what he knew of Jessica and Cauac’s fieldcraft. So far, Cauac, the unknown quantity in the equation, had proven very adept at moving quietly in the jungle. That was to be expected because he had been raised in the Amazon Basin, but all he knew of the man’s combat skills was what Vicky had related to him.  
 
    He possessed little to evaluate her experience either, other than that she said she had been in the Corps. He believed her, as much because Brad had as for any other reason. On the other hand, Brad had split Vicky and her two backups and put one in each assault unit. 
 
    Jessica remained solid, tough, and reliable, but Ving wasn’t sure how well she could conduct a recon or, for that matter, how well she would be able to set the claymores. 
 
    When he reached the perimeter of the camp itself, his mind snapped back one hundred percent to the task at hand. He would conduct the recon himself, without the assistance of Jessica and the Quechua. It might take a little longer, but he would be certain the effort had been thorough. 
 
    Jessica stared out through the jungle, wondering where Ving was and what was taking so long. She resisted the temptation to swat at the flies and mosquitos that plagued her, keeping still and limiting her head movements to slow, easy motions that allowed her to cover visually her half of the three hundred sixty degree perimeter she and Cauac were responsible for. She had learned that from Brad on their mission to Africa. 
 
    The sound of a single twig snapping caused her to move her head away from her assigned area of responsibility. When she did, she saw Cauac grinning at her and nodding in her direction. Her return smile froze on her face as she saw the Senderista sneaking up behind Cauac, his AK-47 aimed directly at the man’s head. 
 
    She cursed silently as she realized that Ving was carrying the suppressed .22 Sig that Brad had given to the unit, and there was no time for her to do anything other than reach for the slender throwing knife she carried at her waist. She sat up and threw in the same fluid motion, and the silver blade flashed by a foot above Cauac’s startled face. Jessica figured that even if the knife didn’t stick it would distract the Senderista long enough for her to get to him.  
 
    She was wrong about the knife not sticking; it caught the approaching thug square in the throat, even as she closed the twenty-odd feet between them and wrestled his body to the ground. The Senderista stared into her eyes in total shock as he quivered once and then died. Cauac, stunned, at least maintained the good sense to remain quiet, nod his thanks to Jessica, and return his attention to his sector with renewed concentration.  
 
    The Senderista approached them from an oblique angle, out of an area that bisected their sectors of responsibility. He also gained a new respect for his attractive blonde partner. She looked every bit as deadly as Vicky. Cauac was definitely going to have to reconsider his opinion of pretty American women. 
 
    Ving, disgusted at having found no trace of his brother or the children, rigged his claymores. They were arranged in a line, close together to take advantage of the fact that the Senderistas were gathered around a fire, dining on the roasted carcass of some jungle animal and laughing and joking. If they remained still in place when Ving detonated the claymores, there wouldn’t be much left of the group of twenty or so men.  
 
    He also managed to place most of his C-4 blocks to the back of the hut and the empty building where his brother or the children should have been held. Ving’s grin was humorless as he crawled back to where he left Jessica and Cauac. 
 
    He was surprised and pleased to find the dead Senderista laid out behind Cauac, but he was even more surprised when he flashed a thumbs up sign to Cauac and the Mestizo shook his head no and pointed to Jessica. Jessica, once she verified that it was Ving approaching her position, never stopped the surveillance of her assigned area of responsibility. She was most definitely one of Brad’s relatives. Ving felt a surge of pride as he reached up to key his throat mike. 
 
      
 
    ENGANO 
 
      
 
    Brad, Vicky, and Charlie stepped off the tailgate of the Chinook and hit the ground, staying prone until the Chinook began climbing up and to the left, heading towards the clear cut Eggers had found to wait for the signal to pick the units up. When they started to move, Brad let Vicky take point while a confused Charlie trailed behind them. Charlie appeared confused because he knew firsthand what an incredible tracker and navigator Brad was. 
 
    Brad was more interested in finding out what Vicky was made of. He let her take point after giving her a bearing and distance, while he kept a mental count of the pace. 
 
    Vicky’s field craft turned out to be superlative. She moved through the jungle like a phantom, and she did it so fast that Brad was hard put to keep up with her. Her head was in constant motion, missing nothing. Her feet set down silently and surely, avoiding everything that might crackle or snap beneath them. In short, he was thoroughly impressed. She seemed every bit as good as Jared, and Jared was one of the very best. 
 
    Vicky stopped them with a raised fist when they were still two hundred meters from their objective by Brad’s calculations. Brad and Charlie sank to one knee, but Vicky signaled them to go prone, and quickly. They complied immediately. Brad started to low crawl towards her, but she stayed him with a hand movement that exposed her palm to him. He still did not see what had prompted her halting them, but as he watched she began to wriggle forward on her belly. 
 
    Vicky literally slithered like one of the native reptiles, and then she simply vanished from his sight. Alarmed, Brad motioned Charlie to follow him, and the two men crawled forward as swiftly as they could without giving away their positions. 
 
    When they reached the spot where Vicky had disappeared, Brad was surprised to find her crouched over the form of a Senderista sentry, searching his clothing for weapons. The man appeared unconscious, but he was breathing. Vicky produced a set of handcuffs from somewhere and she gagged him with a bandana from her pocket. 
 
    She glared at Brad when she saw him, but she kept working, trussing the sentry up so firmly he would be unable to get out of his bonds. If for any reason they didn’t manage to get back to him the guy was as good as dead. 
 
    With hand motions Vicky let him know that the sentry carried no papers, maps or weapons on him… He was of no further use to them at the moment. Brad debated putting a round from the suppressed .22 in his head, but Vicky shook her head no and began to move again. 
 
    Brad glanced back at Charlie, who shrugged and got to his feet. He turned back to see Vicky disappearing into the foliage ahead and then got to his own feet and moved out after her. She wanted the sentry alive; that much was clear. Brad hoped like hell he could remember how to find the man again, otherwise the jungle creatures would be eating better than nature intended as soon as it got dark. However rotten the poor bastard was, he didn’t deserve to be eaten alive by one of the big jungle cats. Just the thought of that gave Brad the shivers. 
 
    They had moved forward only about fifty more meters when Vicky came back and gave them the sign to designate the objective rally point, the point they would return to if things went bad at the objective. In civilian terms, it was the closest they could get to the camp and still be able to whisper to each other without being detected. It didn’t really matter; the headsets they were using enabled them to speak in a sub-whisper that was inaudible from a couple of feet away. 
 
    She came close and knelt down in front of them, speaking with as few words as possible. 
 
    “Fifty meters … compound occupied … sentries ahead, one left, and one right.” Her eyes were wide with excitement. “Prisoners! Kids and Delroy!” 
 
    Brad felt exultation flood through him! Vicky had been in Peru before, and she would have recognized Delroy from the photos Ving showed her of his baby brother. He raised his eyebrows in a silent question. 
 
    “Looks rough, but alive.” Vicky touched the claymore bags draped over Brad’s shoulder and looked at him expectantly. She obviously wanted to know how he intended to deploy the claymores since the prisoners were present. 
 
    “Let me think,” Brad whispered. 
 
    At that moment the three of them heard a single click over the air. It was Pete, reporting that there were no prisoners. Brad had just told him to stand by when he heard Ving’s voice chime in over the air. 
 
    “None here either, over.” There was barely concealed fury and anxiety both in Ving’s voice. 
 
    “I have the chicks here; I say again, chicks here. Over.” 
 
    “Don’t start the party without us, over.” Ving’s exultation was fierce, and, despite his obvious effort, he couldn’t disguise it. 
 
    The idea and the decision came easily, and Brad didn’t hesitate. “Pete, Ving, have you deployed your toys? Over.” 
 
    
“Roger that! Over,” Pete said. 
 
    “Ditto! Over,” Ving said. Brad could tell Ving was anticipating his next command; they had been through too much together for his friend not to know his mind. 
 
    “Give me ten mikes to get birdman aloft and pull the plug on those toys. I say again, pull the chain! Birdman will pick you up to bring you here ASAP. Copy?” 
 
    “Roger, copy! Out.” 
 
    Ving’s voice came back cool and calm, though Brad knew what it cost his friend in effort to suppress his joy. “Roger, pull the chain in ten mikes. Out.” 
 
    “Birdman, how copy, over?” 
 
    “Birdman copies, winding up the rubber bands now. Airborne in ten mikes, en route to extract unit one and transport to unit three location. Birdman out.” Eggers was already firing up the two massive Lycoming engines on the Chinook. Brad could hear the whine of the starters over the headset. 
 
    ‘Pull the chain’ is a phrase used by military units when they are being overrun by the enemy and they are requesting that their own artillery fire an intense barrage on their own position. It is a desperation plea designed to destroy the enemy, even if it means the friendly forces don’t survive.  
 
    When used in the circumstances Brad was using it in, it was a command to inflict maximum casualties on and to obliterate the enemy. He wanted the Senderistas rendered harmless as quickly and ruthlessly as possible. He also wanted the other two camps in panic mode in the hopes that Guzman and his minions would learn of the attacks and be stirred up—agitated people make mistakes. 
 
    Brad turned his mind to the Engano camp and the most effective places to use the demolitions he had on hand. He would protect the kids at all costs, and Delroy, too, but suddenly he had an urge, an urge to wipe out this branch of the Shining Path movement as an object lesson to others who would sell children into sexual slavery. He had reached the limit of his patience. If it didn’t work, it didn’t work, but in the final analysis, some things were worth risking your life for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13. THE FINAL ASSAULT 
 
      
 
    PHASE I 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pete’s face lit up with excitement when he switched back to the ‘unit only’ channel and addressed Apo and Jared. “You guys ready?” he asked eagerly. He directed Apo to an area twenty meters outside the compound’s barbed wire fence, one that had the best field of fire for the M-60.  
 
    Apo sought his eyes and Pete responded to his unasked question. “Get as many as you can, brother. Brad wants them to get the message out to Guzman, but what the hell? There’s three of us and twenty of them. We’ll worry about causing panic later.”  
 
    Pete nodded to Jared. He’d known the rangy Texan for years and he knew the man’s abilities. Jared would find the best spot from which to ply his trade. He remained the best sniper Pete had ever seen. “The big boom is the signal to give ’em hell, guys.” 
 
    Pete double-checked to ensure that neither Apo nor Jared was in the backblast area of the claymores he set up before connecting the clackers to the end of the detonator wires. From his prone position, he watched the movement in the compound, trying to make certain as many of the Senderistas stayed in the path of the claymore’s blast zone as possible before detonating the first mine. Pete checked his watch. Four more minutes. 
 
    Jared found a vantage point in the broad, thick branches of a tree he didn’t recognize, and he climbed up to make sure he’d still have good fields of fire into the compound. The branch he selected ended up being even wider than he’d imagined, and he was able to take a good prone position with the Barrett.  
 
    He focused the adjustable ranging Redfield scope, trusting that the bore sighting whoever prepped the big rifle had done was accurate. It really wouldn’t matter, at this range he could use the quick-disconnect and use the iron sights if necessary. After scoping the group and trying to determine which of Guzman’s thugs was the leader and failing to single one out, Jared removed the scope. 
 
    Jared and Apo were startled when a jubilant Pete screamed, “Hey guys!” at the top of his lungs. The Senderistas appeared shocked as well, and they turned to face the direction from which the shout had come. It was their last mistake. The massive roar of the first claymore’s detonation was quickly followed by a second, and Jared punched the button for the radio detonation device hooked to his two mines. 
 
    Few of the Senderistas were left standing after the smoke cleared. Jared took out one man stumbling about, his hands covering the bloody mess that had been his face a moment before. The roar of the M-60 cutting loose off to his left drew his attention, and Jared turned his head to see Apo firing the weapon from the hip, a feat most men couldn’t manage. 
 
    Vicky had been right; the big Quechua was an artist with the machine gun. Pete was watching as well, his mouth open in surprise. The smoke and falling debris had not yet settled from the explosions before Apo lowered the smoking barrel of the M-60. The massively muscled man surveyed his work for a moment and turned away from the carnage. He was smiling as he began to walk rapidly through the jungle, following the same trail they had used coming in. 
 
    “Come on, boss man,” he called over his shoulders. “We don’t want to be late for the next round. Rodolfo is waiting…” 
 
    With a wry grin, Pete dropped the clackers in his hand and followed him. Jared shinnied down his tree, collecting a few splinters along the way, and then jogged over to catch up with Pete. 
 
    “She was right,” Jared said. 
 
    “What?” Pete asked. 
 
    “He’s a freakin’ artist with a ’60.” 
 
    Minutes later, the Chinook tilted forward and rose into the sky. Pete, Jared, and Apo were sitting in the collapsible canvas seats on either side of the cargo compartment, wiping down their weapons. 
 
    “Birdman to Brad. Unit one collected and in the air! Birdman out.”  
 
      
 
    PHASE II 
 
      
 
    Ving watched as the second hand on his chronograph swept towards the ten-minute mark, the single clacker in his hand wired to all four claymores. There remained still more than a minute to go before he was supposed to set them off. 
 
    It was Jessica who spotted the guys who screwed up the plan. Four men approached the stronghold on foot through the jungle from the direction of the river. Ving was so focused on the compound that he didn’t notice them, and apparently so was Cauac.  
 
    When Jessica noticed them, they were less than twenty feet behind Cauac, and she involuntarily screamed his name before sitting up from her prone covered position just before she opened up on the men with her M-16. Her shout alerted the men around the fire, who immediately dispersed, running for their stacked weapons and taking many of them out of the blast area of Ving’s claymores. 
 
    Cauac spun in his position, swinging the twenty-three-pound M-60 as if it were no heavier than a broomstick. Jessica had already taken out the lead Senderista when Cauac’s M-60 barked its death song, but her actions cost her. 
 
    Ving had turned to see the oncoming Senderistas when Jessica yelled and jumped up to shoot at them. He was still screaming at her to lie back down when a hail of bullets came from the compound, where the bulk of the Senderistas had figured out they were under attack. Ving roared as he saw Jessica fall in a hail of gunfire, and he triggered the claymores in his rage. Cauac spun again, raking the Senderistas with automatic fire. 
 
    Ving dropped the clacker, the blast from the simultaneous detonations of the claymores still ringing in his ears, and ran towards where Jessica lay writhing in the deep grass and clutching at her thigh. “Go,” she gasped when he reached her. “I’ll be okay; it just hurts like a bitch! Go! Kill those bastards!” 
 
    Ving stared at her for a moment before coming back to reality. Then his wrath returned, and he fell on the Senderistas like an avenging angel. The two men waded through the wounded Senderistas in an orgy of bloodlust, in their minds they were avenging the rape of children and there was no appeasing them.  
 
    When it was over and silence reigned, Ving was crying, something he hadn’t done since his mother had died. When he was satisfied that they were all dead, he returned to where Cauac was binding Jessica’s thigh with cellophane that had apparently covered a portion of the food the Senderistas had brought with them. 
 
    “Jesus Cauac, there’s no telling what kind of germs are on that piece of garbage!” 
 
    Cauac looked up at him solemnly. “Whatever is on it, boss, is bound to be better than the parasites in the Rio Javari.” 
 
    Ving, stunned, had forgotten that they had to cross the damned river—and that the river contained piranha that would go berserk at the scent of blood in the water. He waited until Cauac finished, and then he bent down and lifted Jessica in his arms. 
 
    “I can walk, Ving,” Jessica said disgustedly. 
 
    “The hell you can,” Ving said pleasantly. “Get as much of her stuff as you can carry, Cauac. You’re going to have to help me when we get to the river. We can’t let that leg get in the water.” 
 
    “That’s why I wrapped it in plastic,” Cauac observed. 
 
    “Yeah, but we don’t know how much is in her clothes,” Ving responded. “And I have no desire to be eaten alive by your little fish buddies.” 
 
    Ving walked as if Jessica’s weight was no greater than a bag of chewing tobacco, and they reached the river just as they heard the sound of the Chinook landing in the clear cut just a hundred yards away. 
 
    They were halfway across the river when Pete, Apo, and Jared appeared on the opposite bank. Between the five of them they managed to get Jessica out of the river and back to the Chinook.  
 
    “Birdman to Brad. Unit two collected and in the air! Birdman out.” 
 
      
 
    PHASE III 
 
      
 
    Eggers set the Chinook down in the LZ near Engano, and he jumped back in the cargo area even before the giant rotors stopped. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Chief?” Ving demanded. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” the older man said, stone faced. “I heard Brad talking to his team on the radio… He forgot to switch back from the command channel a while ago. You guys are facing some pretty stiff odds here, not just twenty or thirty shooters, and, besides, the kids are here.  
 
    “You’ve got your bone to pick with them, Ving, ’cause they got your brother. I’ve got my own bone to pick with ’em.” His face looked red with anger. He was furious over the treatment of the kids; he had three granddaughters of his own back in the States. Nobody was going to talk him out of going on this little hunt. 
 
    Jessica was proving to be just as difficult. She was standing up in the troop compartment, and it appeared obvious that she was in pain. It was just as obvious that she was determined to go to the fight. “I’m going, Ving, and you can’t stop me. Of course it hurts, it hurts like hell, but I can stand on it and I’m going—period.” 
 
    Ving recognized the look on her face; it was one she’d inherited from the same place Brad had gotten his. Her beloved cousin, her lover, and her closest friends would soon be at the sharp point of the sword and she would not be denied. Ving shrugged. Brad would give him hell, but Jessica was correct. She had a right. 
 
    They poured off the chopper together, racing as fast as Jessica’s leg would allow them to travel. Two hundred meters down the faint track they heard the distinct sound of an M-60 opening up. This time Apo picked Jessica up and threw her over his shoulder despite her objections.  
 
    With the white girl over his shoulder and the M-60 dangling from his huge hand, he began to sprint towards the sound of gunfire. The rest of them spread out, weapons at the ready, and ran towards the camp and the final confrontation with Rodolfo Abimael Guzman. The time of reckoning had come. 
 
      
 
    THE RECKONING 
 
      
 
    Brad crawled to a spot where he could keep an eye on the compound as he waited for the arrival of the rest of his team. He had placed Charlie on a slight elevation that gave him a decent field of fire with his M-249, but Brad wasn’t convinced the man could handle the weapon as well as he would need him to. Now that he could see just how many men Guzman had with him, he was more than a little glad that things had worked out as they had. 
 
    Attacking forty or more armed men with just the three of them would have been near suicidal, especially with a question mark for a gunner. If it came down to a pitched battle before Ving and the others showed up, he would probably take the M-249 from Charlie and use it himself. The odds were too stacked against them.  
 
    It wasn’t that he doubted that Charlie would fight, he knew better than to worry about that. The problem was that there were kids in the compound and he knew Charlie had never done more than familiarization firing with the M-249. They hadn’t come all this way to kill Delroy and the kids by accident. 
 
    Vicky, impatient to find out what was going on, had low crawled up to where he was and settled into the heavy grass next to him. Brad refused to be distracted, and he kept his eyes shifting over the Senderistas. The bastards had brought Delroy out of the larger of the huts just a few minutes earlier, and Guzman himself appeared standing in front of the kneeling American, berating him loudly before the assembled Senderistas.  
 
    Delroy bore the abuse in silence, and Guzman raised his hand to strike the kneeling man. Just as Guzman was about to unleash a blow to Delroy’s head, the signature sound of the Chinook landing reverberated through the jungle. Guzman stopped with his arm drawn back and stared in the direction of the chopper’s landing. He began to scream in Quechua, pointing towards the sound of the Chinook’s dying engines. 
 
    “Oh hell,” Vicky said, getting to her knees. 
 
    “Get down!” Brad hissed. Vicky was lifting her M-16 as Guzman was lowering his hand to his hip to draw a rather large and menacing looking pistol. 
 
    “He’s just told his men to go to meet the chopper… They never stop here and he’s sure it’s us. Brad, he’s going to shoot your friend!” The fifty or sixty-odd men in the compound scattered, picking up their weapons, and began to run towards the gate. 
 
    “Shit!” Brad exclaimed as Vicky squeezed off a round, striking Guzman in the shoulder. It would have been a head shot if the man hadn’t suddenly bent forward to place the barrel of his pistol against Delroy’s head.  
 
    Brad ran to where Charlie was frantically trying to ram a round into the chamber. He grabbed the weapon and dropped his M-16 beside Charlie. He turned around, yanking the bolt back and letting it slam home after ejecting the bent round from the chamber. Squeezing the trigger, sending three to six round bursts into the charging Senderistas, Brad strode towards the compound.  
 
    Before he had taken three steps, some of Guzman’s men had taken cover and were returning his fire. Bullets whined past his ear and whipped through the tall grass around him. 
 
    “Brad! Look out!” Vicky yelled as she ran towards him. He watched her fall, knocked forward onto her face by the force of a 7.62 round fired from an AK-47. Brad felt a sinking feeling as he watched her crumple up on the ground and lie still. The sinking feeling turned to ice, he was convinced she was dead, but the bullets around him were thicker now, and he was suddenly fighting for his life. He dropped to a prone position and began selecting his targets. 
 
    The Senderistas finally got a crew served machine gun working, and a withering hail of bullets chewed up the jungle. Brad swiftly switched his radio onto the command channel and yelled something incomprehensible into it. 
 
    “We’re here, Brad!” Ving’s voice called over the radio, and Brad watched in relief as Cauac and Ving stepped out of the jungle nearly forty meters to his right. Jared and Pete were firing from either side of the two huge men, and a split second later Apo opened up with his M-60 from a position just a few yards to Brad’s right, between him and Charlie. 
 
    “Careful, don’t hit the kids! Watch the kids!” Brad screamed into his headset. The crew served machine gun swung around to engage Pete and Cauac, and Brad saw Cauac go down and Pete falter under the deadly hail of flying lead. Apo shifted his fire to the sandbagged machine gun position, forcing the gunner and his assistant to duck down behind the sandbags. 
 
    Jessica stumbled up beside Brad and fell to the ground beside him. He wanted to ask her if she was hit, but she began methodically firing into the compound, selecting her targets carefully and taking out Senderistas with frighteningly accurate fire. Suppressing a surge of pride, Brad scanned the encampment, looking for Guzman.  
 
    He noted that Delroy was on the ground, wriggling his way towards the hut where most of the children were being held. He continued yelling something at them, but Brad couldn’t make out what he kept saying over the sound of the gunfire. 
 
    Brad had been unable to deploy his claymores because he had been afraid of hurting the kids, and he remained much too far out to toss his grenades. 
 
    Apo’s M-60 stopped chattering as he jerked open the feed tray and racked the bolt to the rear to insert another bandolier of linked ammo. The gunner and assistant gunner at the crew served gun swung the barrel of their weapon around to bear on the huge Quechua, but as their heads popped up, the Barret roared twice, and the two heads disappeared in geysers of blood and bone. 
 
    The firing slowed as the number of Senderistas diminished. Soon there was only scattered resistance, and then the compound fell silent. 
 
    “Sit-rep, sound off!” Brad spoke into his headset. 
 
    “I’m good,” Jared answered. 
 
    “I’m hit, Brad, but I can walk.” Brad was relieved, he had seen Pete get hit, and he’d thought his friend had bought it. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Apo said, looking around him. He was dripping blood from a small caliber bullet that had struck him in the thigh, but it didn’t seem to hinder him in the least. “Where’s Cauac? Anybody see Cauac?” 
 
    “Over here,” Pete said quietly. Cauac was never going to talk on a squad radio again. His chest was riddled with bullet holes and he lay bent over his M-60, his arms splayed out in death. 
 
    “I’m alright,” Jessica said. “Oh crap, Brad, Vicky’s moving!” Jess scrambled over to the slim redhead and felt under her shirt where dark red blood was spreading. The bullet had missed her lung by mere millimeters, but the force of the round had slammed her to the ground. She had hit her head on a log and been rendered unconscious. 
 
    “Owww, dammit that hurts,” Vicky groaned. She looked up at Brad. “Casualties?” she asked. 
 
    “Just about everybody,” Brad said grimly as he knelt beside her with a field pressure dressing. He unbuttoned her blouse and shoved her bra aside before putting the compress on the wound and pressing down to stanch the unusually small flow of blood. 
 
    “It went in through my back,” Vicky said. 
 
    “Through and through,” Brad said, “I guess that’s why there’s so little blood.” 
 
    Vicky groaned again as she lifted her head. “Did we lose anyone?” 
 
    Brad nodded. “Cauac.” 
 
    “Oh God!” Vicky choked back the sob that came to her throat. She had known Cauac and Apo for a long time, and she’d liked the big man. “Where’s Apo?” 
 
    “He’s with Cauac. I think he caught a round, too, but he’s not even limping.” 
 
    Jessica was limping inside the compound, leaning against Charlie and accompanied by Ving, Jared, and Eggers. Despite Ving’s eagerness to find out if Delroy was okay, he kept moving slowly through the bodies. Apo caught up with them and started kicking at the bodies to make certain they were dead. His face looked impassive, but he carried one of the .45s tightly in one massive fist. It looked like a toy in his hand.  
 
    “Delroy!” Ving called out. 
 
    “I knew you’d come after me, Mason!” Delroy staggered out the door of the hut. He dropped to his knees, blood pouring from wounds in his torso. Ving rushed to his aid, but Delroy waved him off. “The kids, Mason, check the kids first. I’m okay.” He slumped forward into Ving’s arms. 
 
    “We’ll check on the kids, Ving,” Jessica said, limping towards the hut. “You go ahead and help your brother.” 
 
    Charlie opened the door of the hut, and Jessica prepared for a rush of frightened children, but she was stunned at what she saw. There were roughly thirty children inside the hut, huddled together and shivering with fear. They were afraid to come to her.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she read the stark terror in their eyes. “What’s wrong with them?” she sobbed. “Why won’t they come to me?” She stared at them. They all appeared unhurt and well fed, and they were relatively clean. “They don’t look as if they’ve been mistreated.” 
 
    One of the older girls, perhaps twelve or so, screwed up her face and walked up to Charlie. With a shrug of her shoulders, she slipped her simple cotton shift off and lay down on the dirt floor with her legs spread wide. Her eyes were tightly closed. 
 
    In a choked voice, Charlie explained as he knelt by the little girl and gently encouraged her to put her dress back on. “They won’t have any visible marks. That would take away from their value on the auction blocks. The marks and scars they carry are on the inside.” His voice broke as the little girl stared back at him, confused. 
 
    “What was she doing, Charlie? Why did she do that?” 
 
    Charlie was crying unashamedly. “She was offering herself to me so that I wouldn’t take one of the younger ones,” he whispered. 
 
    The rage blew up inside Jessica like a summer thunderstorm, black as sin and expanding like an explosion. She turned and stalked out of the hut. She wanted to scream. Instead, she turned and stalked into the other hut, the one she had seen Guzman come out of when they brought Delroy outside. The hut was divided into four rooms.  
 
    She found Guzman in the last room by following a blood trail from the front door. The monster had been hit with several bullets in the fleshy parts of his body, but at least one had struck his spine. He was whining and crying as his fingers scrabbled with the latch on a trap door in the floor. 
 
    Despite the pain of her injury, Jessica bent over and grabbed the crippled leader of the Shining Path movement in Iquitos by the shoulders. He cried out in pain and begged her not to kill him in English. He begged for mercy. 
 
    “Mercy?” she raged. “The same kind of mercy you showed to those kids out there?” Her out flung arm pointed towards the hut where her lover sat trying to convince the children that their ordeal was finally over. 
 
    Guzman’s bravado was all used up. He blubbered and squalled, still begging for mercy from this blonde avenging angel from hell. He even had the nerve to start praying. 
 
    Jessica’s rage boiled over. She turned him over onto his back, ignoring his screams of pain. Then she crossed his feet at the ankles. She almost lost her nerve and her rage when she heard the bones in his spine grind against each other when she rearranged his legs, accompanying his shrieks of agony. Jessica tied his hands with his own bootlaces, and then she stood up. 
 
    “You’re a fucking monster! If you live through this, which I seriously doubt, you will never molest another child, I can promise you that.” Her face set in stone, she reached in one of the cargo pockets of her pants and brought out a cylindrical object. It was OD green, and the legend “Smoke, WP, Burst type” was clearly legible on the front.  
 
    Deliberately, she pulled the pin on the incendiary grenade and tucked it down the front of his trousers until it rested on the physiological manifestation of his gender. She then released the handle and quickly removed her hand from inside his baggy white pants. She rubbed her hand disgustedly on the seat of her pants. “I’d tell you to burn in hell,” she said, “but I think you’re going to feel the flames long before you get there.” The front of his pants began to smolder, and Guzman’s screams got louder.  
 
    Jessica turned and left the room without saying another word. Guzman screamed for a long time, but he stopped well before the hut caught fire and burned to the ground. Nobody asked her what she had done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14. CABO AGAIN 
 
      
 
    
EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ow!” Vicky said, “Take it easy! That’s still tender.” 
 
    Brad smiled down at her, his hands uncommonly gentle as he rubbed the sunscreen on the skin above her swelling breasts. “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    “You are not!” Vicky teased. “You just enjoy taking liberties with my body.” She reached out with the hand on her uninjured side and caught his hand in hers. 
 
    “You never complained before,” he responded with a grin, squeezing her hand. 
 
    “That was before some clown put a bullet in my back,” she protested. “You didn’t spend nearly as much time on my back as you did with this one on my chest!” 
 
    “That’s an entrance wound,” Brad said, “and, besides, this side is more interesting.” 
 
    Vicky glanced over at the side of the pool, where Charlie sat performing a similar task for Jessica. To either side of the couple were the rest of the team’s walking wounded.  A nurse from the resort staff was performing a similar service for Ving, and Pete lay staring wistfully at the attractive woman’s derriere. 
 
    “I wish I had a picture of this I could take back to show Willona!” Pete exclaimed. 
 
    Jared, who escaped unscathed, laughed delightedly and took a picture with his cell phone. “What am I bid for this picture? Highest bidder gets it.” 
 
    Ving sighed and grinned. “You schmucks wouldn’t know what to do with a real woman if you had one,” he taunted. 
 
    The team’s shared laughter was cathartic, freeing them from the horrors they had seen over the previous few days and purging their souls. They were closer than they had ever been. Jessica had silently assumed the status of a full-fledged member of the team. She was no longer a young adventuress; she had finally won her spurs as a warrior. The others accepted her as one of them, even Brad, who loved her because she was his devoted cousin who had looked up to him from her childhood.  
 
    There was another on the threshold of acceptance, waiting only on her expression of willingness to be one of them. Vicky had demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was worthy of the title Warrior, but she was an active special agent for I.C.E. It remained to be seen whether she would be willing to join their ranks … and whether Brad would ask her since he was obviously smitten with her. 
 
    Vicky sensed that he wanted to ask her, but she knew he had mixed feelings about taking her into the kinds of situations that his team specialized in. She had mixed feelings as well but not about the action. Despite the horrors she had seen and the aching loss of a trusted friend, she wouldn’t shy away from combat. She had to admit she was something of an adrenaline junkie, and Brad’s team promised to fulfill that need in her psyche.  
 
    What she feared was letting down the uncounted thousands of stolen kids, kids forced to live as sexual slaves for perverted rich men who lived and played in foreign countries that maintained unfavorable extradition laws. The reason she was even considering an invitation from Brad to join his team was the fact that they didn’t have their hands tied by a bureaucracy that restricted them to the letter of the law and be damned to the intent. It was not a decision she wanted to make without considerable thought—clear, untainted thought.  
 
    For that, she was going to have to say goodbye to Brad for a while, put some space between them, because he made her senses swim and her body sing. For the moment, she was content just to enjoy him. 
 
    Brad surveyed his team, feeling a justifiable pride in their skill and the sense of family they shared. He knew there was not a better combination of personnel in all the world and he had worked with some of the best. His mind turned to the op they just finished. It had been yet another one for which he had not been paid and it depleted his war chest considerably. He managed to extricate them all before the authorities had gotten wind of what they had done, and he felt no remorse or guilt over the mission.  
 
    They had rid the world of an evil man who was willing to do the unspeakable for a price, and he would not be missed. There would be another to take his place, Brad had no doubt, but the next one would be aware that his actions might not be tolerated, that there remained forces at large in the world that were willing to do what was necessary just because it was the right thing to do. For Brad, that was enough. The money didn’t matter at all. 
 
    
THE END. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for taking the time to read TRACK DOWN BOX SET. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated. Thank you, Scott Conrad. 
 
      
 
    EXCLUSIVE SNEAK PEAK – TRACK DOWN IRAQ – BOOK 4 
 
      
 
    He prayed that his death would be quick and violent instead of slow and painful. The black robed DAESH troops were particularly brutal towards the mercenaries when they captured them. He had seen the brutality firsthand, and it was not pretty.  
 
      
 
    Brandon Murphy, or “Murph”, as he was known by his friends, squatted in a dark corner in an alleyway in the Al-Tameem neighborhood of Mosul, Iraq. As he fought to catch his breath, he wiped the dust from his face with the tail of his ragged, black-and-white checkered keffiyeh. The keffiyeh was de rigueur for locals, and it concealed Murph’s decidedly European features from the militants as well as from the Shia militiamen supporting the Iraqi troops. 
 
      
 
    Murph and five other Belus security contractors were the only members left of the support team Belus had committed to Iraq’s Golden Division … elite U.S. Special Forces trained Special Operations troops of the Iraqi Army. 
 
      
 
    Belus was a huge private military company with close ties to the Iraqi government, and had been hired by the State Department as “advisors” to Iraqi Special Ops. Murph and a platoon of Belus security contractors had been embedded with the Golden Division just prior to the November 1 dawn commencement of Operation "We Are Coming, Nineveh." Within hours of the onset of hostilities, all pretense of Murph’s status as trainer and adviser had been abandoned, and the platoon was spread over the entire division in groups of six.  
 
      
 
    Special Operations leaders detailed them to problem areas, where Murph and his companions resolved particularly thorny situations enabling their Iraqi counterparts to continue with their missions. By the third day they operated mostly independently, though they received instructions via radio. By the time they reached the Al-Tameem neighborhood of Mosul, they were so far separated from the Golden Division troops that they were having trouble getting resupplied. 
 
      
 
    They had long since been forced to replenish their ammunition, ordnance and other supplies from the bodies of DAESH insurgents. They accepted what food and water they could get from citizens who refused to abandon their homes because of the fighting. Batteries for their radios were not available, and the one Murph carried, he’d resorted to turning it on for only moments at a time. The battery was so close to dead he had no idea if his transmissions were getting out … he sure as hell wasn’t getting much in the way of radio traffic.  
 
      
 
    He no longer knew if any friendlies knew where the hell they were, or even if anybody cared. He was also having a hell of a time telling who was friendly and who was not. Even the Golden Division troops were not all in a common uniform. Many of the players in this damned war looked pretty much the same, and the Iraqi regulars had abandoned so much equipment when Mosul fell in June of 2014 that they were driving Humvees and carrying M-16s and CAR-4s. 
 
      
 
    A burst of automatic weapons fire erupted at the end of the alley … Click here to continue the story. . . 
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