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Chapter 1



The cement mixer rumbled through the village in the pre-dawn gloom, noticed only by a few early morning venders preparing for another workday. They glanced at the massive vehicle as it went by, but quickly returned to their chores. They knew to stay out of things that didn’t involve them. 

Juan Carlos watched the rearview mirrors as he drove as his passenger looked on in amusement.

Luis Morales wasn’t worried about being caught. The padlock to the front gate had been unlocked. After that came the simple task of hot-wiring the old machine and driving off. Since the trucks were parked haphazardly, no one would notice one missing until it was too late, and even though the cement company wouldn’t open for another two hours, they locked the gate so no one would get suspicious. It paid to be cautious when conducting an operation such as this.

Five kilometers outside of town, they turned down a dirt path leading to an abandoned cattle farm. A skinny teen in jeans and a dirty red T-shirt stepped out from a dilapidated barn and ran up to the mixer.

“Open the doors while Carlos turns around,” Morales told the youth as he climbed out of the cab. Then he waved to the two sentries and entered the old structure. A half-dozen men were standing around a flatbed truck toward the back of the barn. He strode over, his arrival heralded by the piercing beep of the cement mixers backup warning alarm. In the flickering light of the kerosene lanterns, Morales saw them stand a little straighter.

Carlos stopped the truck when the hopper opening lined up with the edge of the flatbed. Only after the kid shut the barn doors and Carlos shut down the diesel did the men seem to relax.

“Any problems, Colonel?”

Morales looked up and saw Angel Martinez, his second in command, standing atop a huge stack of fifty-pound bags of ammonium nitrate fertilizer. Phase one of their operation.

Morales swept an arm towards “Construccion de la Libertad” painted on the doors of the lime green cab, and the green candy stripes circling the white mixing drum. 

“No, all went well, Captain,” Morales said. “Phase two of the operation is complete. Start loading the fertilizer into the hopper.”

Martinez barked an order and the men, all wearing thread-worn green camouflage pants and tan T-shirts, climbed onto the truck bed and began slicing open the bags and dumping the white crystals into the mixing drum.

Though Morales had never been in the military, he loved being in command, so when he had formed Hoz Socialista to support Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in his reelection bid, he gave himself the designation of colonel, along with ranks for the rest of his team. 

It was thanks to Hoz Socialista, and the other seventy “colectivos,” suppressing the vote, threatening opposition candidates, and performing a few strategic murders, that Maduro maintained his supermajority in the last election. But that was two years ago, and with so many political action groups executing the same activities, the relatively small Hoz Socialista had fallen into obscurity. 

Colonel Luis Morales knew that in politics, the squeaky wheel gets the oil. With new elections scheduled in six months, he had come up with a plan to squeak loud enough to get the attention of the president—and the entire world. 

The idea came to him a couple of years earlier when the colectivos received rudimentary training in constructing improvised explosive devices, IEDs. He learned that if you mixed a quart of transmission fluid with a fifty-pound bag of fertilizer, and set it off with a quarter-pound stick of dynamite, you got a hole in the ground five feet deep and twenty feet wide.

If you tweaked that recipe to use five thousand pounds of ammonium nitrate, fifty gallons of diesel fluid, and several sticks of dynamite, throw the concoction into the mixing drum of a cement truck and… boom! you have the world’s largest fragmentation grenade. The explosion alone would rock the ground for miles. Detonate it inside the United States Embassy in Caracas, and the blast would rock the world. The opportunity finally came when he learned the Americans were expanding the commissary area of the embassy and were only using Venezuelan construction companies opposed to the Maduro regime. What made his plan brilliant was using a cement truck owned by the leader of the opposition party. 

While his men poured the odorless fertilizer into the hopper, he pulled a metal toolbox from the cab of the flatbed truck and set it on a workbench. He pulled out six sticks of dynamite, a roll of green fuse, a plastic bag of igniters and a small foam-filled box containing six non-electric blasting caps.

He snipped a foot off the time fuse, attached an M-60 weatherproof fuse igniter to it and yanked the pull ring on the end. There was a pop, and a trail of smoke raced along the length of the cord as the fuse burned down. When it reached the end, a small flame shot out. It was this tiny flame that would set off a blasting cap. Morales checked his watch: twenty-one seconds.

Next, he cut six twelve-foot lengths of the timer fuse. That would give him a little over four minutes of burn time for each fuse. After connecting a fuse igniter to each line, he attached the blasting caps, crimping each twice. The men loading the fertilizer looked on nervously.

Using the pointed end of the crimping pliers, Morales poked a hole in the end of each stick of dynamite, then inserted the blasting caps into the holes. This part made him nervous, though he wasn’t sure why. If it exploded, he would never know.

Once that task was complete, he taped up two packs of dynamite with three sticks each, then wrapped the fuses around them, with the igniters protruding from one end. He used duct tape to cover each explosive package until they resembled small footballs with the three pull-rings sticking from the end. The result was six individually timed explosive devices, though only one was needed to detonate the ammonium nitrate.

A block from the embassy, he would pull all six rings to activate the time fuses, then toss the bombs into the hopper along with the fertilizer-oil mix. The mixer would turn for the short ride to the embassy and bury the IEDs inside the fertilizer. The duct tape protected the blasting caps from the oil and mechanical action for the short ride. The four minutes burn was plenty of time for Carlos to park in front of the embassy and run to a waiting car. He placed both improvised bombs into the metal toolbox and relaxed his shoulders. Phase three was complete.

The red of the morning sky glowed through the slats of the barn wall. He checked his watch. In an hour, interference from the imperialist United States government into the affairs of his country would end. Unidad, the Democratic Unity Roundtable, Maduro’s opposition, would be blamed. The president’s United Socialist Party of Venezuela would cement its position on the worldwide stage, and Hoz Socialista—led by him, Colonel Luis Morales—would assume its rightful place at the table.

He wondered what position the president would bestow upon him for this act of patriotism. Minister of defense, perhaps? No doubt he could do a better job than the fool currently running the department.

Innocent people would die. He knew that. There was always collateral damage in an operation such as this. But they would be remembered as heroes, martyrs. Besides, most of his countrymen were sheep, content to live off handouts from whoever was in charge. Their deaths would be a way for them to sacrifice for the cause.

“Colonel, all the fertilizer and oil have been loaded. The empty bags and diesel buckets are on the burn pile out back,” Captain Martinez said. Behind him, the five workers stood in the bed of the empty truck, armed with rifles. 

“Very good, Captain. Juan Carlos and I will follow you and the men into the city. Remember, if we run into any roadblocks, use the flatbed to draw them away. Shoot if you must.”

“Yes, Colonel,” Martinez said, giving a quick nod. The radio attached to his belt crackled.

“Sentry One, I see movement along the tree line at the back,” said one of the guards posted outside.

“What is it?” Martinez asked.

“Uh, I’m not sure. Some kind of animal, I think. It’s big. Moving fast.”

The colonel’s eyes tightened. “Jaguar?”

“Sentry Two, do you see anything?” the captain barked into his radio. There was no response. “Sentry Two?” He looked at the colonel.

Morales cursed and snatched up the toolbox with the explosives. “Juan Carlos, let’s go!” Then to the teen, “Get those doors open! Now!”

“Sentry one. There’s something out here, it’s—oh my Go—"

The sound of an AK47 on full automatic ripped apart the still morning air, followed by a horrific screech.

“Everyone ready your weapons!” Martinez shouted as he ran to the cab of the flatbed. 

Carlos yanked open the door to the cement truck and fumbled with the wires trying to restart it, while Morales ran to the other side and climbed into the cab.

Outside, more gunfire erupted, this time from the opposite side of the barn. A keening wail rose, followed by “No, no, no!” over the radio. It faded to a choked gurgle.

Sparks flew from under the dash as Juan Carlos struck the cut wires together with shaking hands.

Errreh, errreh, went the big diesel engine.

“Get this thing started, Juan!” Morales shouted, clutching the IED’s to his chest, his eyes wide.

Behind him the band of Hoz Socialista “soldiers,” simple villagers really, stood in the truck bed and clutched their rifles with shaking hands. Their eyes darted about, trying to glimpse through gaps in the walls the approaching danger.

Errreh, errreh—vroom! The truck roared to life. Juan Carlos, laying halfway out of the cab, threw his commander a thumbs up just as the kid pushed open the second barn door, clearing the way.

Something shot through the opening and slammed the teen to the ground. Morales gasped as a huge creature bit down on the boy’s skull, crushing it in a burst of blood.

A soldier in the flatbed saw the attack and jerked the trigger of his rifle. An arc of bullets stitched across the floor and up the barn wall. Juan Carlos screeched in pain as a round struck his lower leg. His eyes widened and locked on the colonel as the creature clamped onto his foot and jerked him out of the cab.

Behind Morales came the roar of an engine. He looked and saw the flatbed truck speed forward and smash through the rear barn doors. The impact threw its four riders to the deck. The truck skewed sideways, out of sight. Morales heard a burst of gunfire—and more cries.

He set the toolbox on the floorboard and slid into the driver’s seat. He threw the truck into gear, floored the accelerator, and popped the clutch. The massive vehicle lurched and tossed him back into the seat. He leaned over to pull the driver’s door shut and caught sight of a brown blur coming at him. He jerked his head around in time to see gaping jaws wider than his head. He barely had time to scream.










Chapter 2



Derrick Flattner’s cell phone buzzed. He read the text, smiled, then punched in a number. “Senator, good to hear from you. Is your phone secure?” 

“Yeah, it’s secure,” Dirk Blanton said in a gruff voice. “We need to meet.”

“I can be at your office in an hour.”

“No, tomorrow morning. And not here.”

“Is there a problem?”

“There’s always a problem with this shit,” Blanton said. “We’ll talk about it when I see you.”

“Okay. How about eight o’clock tomorrow morning, at the same hotel we met last time? I’ll text your aide with the room number.” 

“No,” he snapped. “This will be a private meeting. Come to my house.”

Flattner hesitated. “All right. I’ll see you then.”

Blanton clicked off.

What’s that all about? Flattner wondered as he punched in another number.

“Yeah. My phone is secure,” Carl Dotson said.

“Blanton just called. He wants to meet. Sounded stressed.”

“Did he say what he wants to talk about?”

“No, but he wants to meet alone, at his house, so…”

“Might be interesting.”

“Where are you?”

“Fort Hood. About to hold an after-action debrief on the Venezuela operation.”

“I watched the video. I think of all the animals we’ve used so far, these are the best. Fast, smart, obedient… and still alive. You were right about not using the NF13.”

“This was a good op to try it out on. Outskirts of Caracas, a farmhouse in the country, five clicks from the nearest population center. If the animals hadn’t killed all the combatants, we could have finished them off. If it had been a bigger operation, more spread out, we’d have used the bacteria, though I’d hate to sacrifice these animals.”

“Both of them made it back in one piece?”

“One got hit in the left hind leg with an AK round, but the vet said it’ll be fine in a couple of weeks.”

“The more we can keep alive, the better. We can get a half-million each from our private clients.”

Dotson grunted.

A faint smile touched Flattner’s lips. “I know you’re not warm to the private sector thing, but the extra money helps us expand the operation, hire more operatives.”

“When we talked about getting more help, I meant government people, military special forces, not private contractors.”

“Things are getting tight in DC, Carl, you know that. We have to get money wherever we can, and private money means private contractors. If we want to take the fight to the enemy. This is how we do it.”

“I suppose.”

“And speaking of the enemy, the timing of this Venezuelan operation is perfect. Has word on it gotten out yet?”

“No,” the big man said.

“From the rumblings on Capitol Hill, I have a feeling Blanton is going to complain about heat from his opposition. I’m going to show him the video of the raid.”

“I thought the plan was to keep it quiet. To ‘not upset the fragile relationship’ between our two countries,” Dotson said. “Personally, I don’t mind pissing off the CIA or the State Department, but it was their information and their informant.”

“I couldn’t care less what the state department wants,” Flattner said. “And I’ll make sure the senator gives the CIA credit for uncovering the plot. As for the informant, he should have left when he was told to. It’s not our fault he became a Beggin’ Strip. Besides, it’ll be up to Blanton whether to inform the president quietly, bring it up in an emergency closed session, or do a full-blown press conference.”

Dotson huffed. “Details at six.”

“Probably. He is a politician. The main thing is that the unit he formed foiled a plan to destroy the American embassy, while at the same time taking out one of Maduro’s key supporters. That gives Blanton a win, which helps us.”

“He’d have gotten a good boost if the Shining Sword operation hadn’t been overshadowed by the demise of a couple high-profile individuals.”

Flattner went silent. They had never discussed how Dotson happened to be in Lima, Peru, to deploy a group of Night Terror baboons at the same time a pair of Tall Grass boars attacked and killed US Representative Neil Berryman and his wife. It had been a solid plan, designed to collapse political support for an oil related issue. And it would have worked if the Rebel Yell Hunt Club owner hadn’t used two of the mutant animals for a pig hunt. The diplomatic crisis with Germany over the death of their ambassador was finally dissipating. A new crisis, between the US and Venezuela, would be a welcome diversion. 

“You, of all people, should know how quickly these operations can go south.”

Dotson said nothing.

“What about the new animals?” Flattner asked.

“They’re almost two-hundred pounds.”

“Jesus. And they’re only three months old?”

“A little over.”

“How can anything grow so fast?”

“You got me. We ship them to SPAAD at Fort Hood until they hit five-hundred pounds, then we sent them to the training facility.”

“And their aggression level?”

“The workers at the lab use chain mail gloves when they handle them. They’re puppies and already the size of full-grown wolves. They like to play, but if you piss ’em off, they’ll let you know.”

“Okay. How about the pits?”

“We have twelve, a full house. We’re using three on a mission next week. We’ll need four for another operation next month. You said you’re shipping four of them somewhere on Monday?”

“Yeah, friend of Blanton’s,” Flattner said. “Owns an island in the Caribbean. Another million dollars toward the cause.”

“Half that goes to Blanton’s war chest,” Dotson said.

“It is what it is. I consider it his reelection fund. He could shut this thing down tomorrow if he wanted. If we want to keep this program going, we need to keep him happy.”










Chapter 3



Derrick Flattner got out of the SUV, laptop bag in hand, and knocked on the front door of Senator Dirk Blanton’s residence. As he waited, he admired the heavy oak entry doors on the two story, sixteen hundred square foot brownstone. Small by Georgetown standards, Blanton had purchased the house for half a million dollars when he first got to the city. Flattner figured it would go for three million now. The door opened. 

“How are you, Senator?”

“Come on in,” Blanton said sullenly, his Arkansas accent still strong after twenty years in DC. Flattner suspected the man honed his Southern-speak as part of his “‘aw shucks, ma’am’” down-home persona.

“Where’s James?” Flattner asked of the Senator’s personal assistant.

“Shopping for groceries.”

Blanton led him down the hall to the library and headed straight to the bar. But, instead of the scotch, he grabbed a carafe and poured himself a cup of coffee

That’s a good sign, Flattner thought.

“Help yourself,” he said, as he sat in an overstuffed brown leather chair. 

Flattner poured himself a cup and sat in the opposite chair. “So, what’s the latest?”

Blanton took a sip of coffee, rested the cup on the arm of the chair, then blew out a breath. “I’m still a Senator. As you predicted, Derrick, things have quieted down some over the last six weeks. My colleagues and the press have accepted that the death of Congressman Berryman and his wife was a tragic accident. The Germans, meantime, have grudgingly stopped rattling their sabers over the death of their ambassador.”

Flattner nodded.

“And, because of my revised stance of supporting the Okaloosa National Wildlife Refuge and my legislation combating invasive species, in particular, wild boar, my poll numbers are up by thirty points.”

Flattner said nothing and sipped his coffee.

“As a result,” the congressman continued, “I don’t have any serious challengers to my reelection in the fall, so I won’t need to tap as deeply into my campaign funds, which are growing at a pleasant rate, thanks to you.”

The Section 17 director nodded.

“I like to think I’m seldom wrong, but when I am wrong, I’m man enough to admit it. You were right, Derrick, about all of it, though I still have a problem with your delivery the night you explained my options.”

Flattner stood, grabbed the coffee carafe from the bar, and refreshed Blanton’s cup. “Senator, I’m sorry if I seemed heavy-handed, but I felt it was necessary.”

The man’s confident smile returned. “Heavy-handed? Hell, you scared the shit out of me. All that talk about recordings.”

Flattner frowned. “What recordings?”

Blanton chuckled.

“You sounded a little concerned on the phone yesterday, though, sir.”

“The pendulum is making a dangerous swing to the left on Capitol Hill, due in part to my ‘more inclusive stance.’ But the bigger reason is because we’ve done such a good job fighting emerging terrorism. Things have quieted down, and people are starting to forget. As a result, I’m getting pushback on funding. The fuckin’ liberals want to cut Homeland’s budget by ten percent and funnel that money into schools and other social claptrap.”

“That’s a normal cycle,” Flattner said. “People have short memories. Prior to 9/11, it was all about social spending and cutting the military’s budget. Things took a hard swing to the right after the attacks. Then it was ‘spend whatever you have to, just kill them all.’”

Blanton nodded. “The good ol’ days.”

“That was one reason we pushed to privatize the SPAAD program, Senator.”

He waved a hand. “I know. And you were right on that one, too, and that helps, but if this keeps up, there won’t be enough discretionary funding to keep the research and development side going. Also, because of the Berryman thing, a group in the Senate—the conspiracy whores—are gunning to kill dark projects. They’re demanding more openness. A couple of the rat bastards are even dropping hints about challenging my position on the Senate Committee on Homeland Security.”

Flattner lifted an eyebrow.

“They smell blood in the water.”

“That’s what happens when you do your job too well,” Flattner said. “Section 17 takes out the fringe groups before they get to American soil, often before anyone even realizes they are a threat. Out of sight, out of mind—until the pendulum swings back. You see it with the anti-police rhetoric. They beat down law enforcement and prosecute them for doing their job. Naturally, officers back off or find a new career. You end up with fewer, more ineffectual cops. Then the crime rate goes through the roof, and the very people who complained about law enforcement overreach cry about the lack of police protection.”

Blanton nodded. “We need to get the heat off us and back where it belongs: on the terrorists.”

“Perhaps we need to refresh their memories,” Flattner said, thinking about the near bombing in Venezuela.

Blanton peered over the rim of his coffee cup. “You’re the idea man.”

“A couple strategic bombings would tip the pendulum back in our direction.”

“Bombs? Where?”

“Here, in the States,” Flattner said.

Blanton gasped, then looked over his shoulder as if someone might have overheard. “Jesus Christ. Are you crazy? Blow up our own country?”

“No better way to get people’s attention.”

“What—I—” Blanton sputtered, “I mean… could… Could it be done without someone getting killed? Maybe just some heavy property damage?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But… how?”

“You probably don’t want to know the details, Senator. But give me the word, and I’ll make it happen.”

Blanton frowned as his gazed around the room, looked at the floor, and, without meeting the other man’s eyes, nodded slowly.

“Okay,” Flattner said, opening his laptop bag. “In the meantime, I have something that will be of immediate help. Did you know about the attempted bombing of the American Embassy in Caracas?”

Blanton jerked his head up. “What?”

“Only a handful of people did. A couple of them are the ones trying to move you out of committee.”

“But how could they—”

“Their friends in the CIA and State Department, who have ties to the president. They planned to announce the plot at a press conference tomorrow morning to show how ineffective and out of touch you are.”

“Those liberal, demented pieces of—”

“As you know, the president and his acolytes in Congress, want to restore ties with the socialist government of Venezuela. When they learned there was a credible threat to bomb our embassy, instead of taking action against the suspected bombers, they chose to warn Maduro assuming he would intervene.”

“Did he?” Blanton asked.

“No. When he found out the terrorists were going to blame the bombing on his primary political opponent, he decided to let it happen, then blame us for not giving him enough information to stop it.”

Blanton drew in a sharp breath and sat back.

“A contact at the CIA told me about it and Section 17 took unilateral action to eliminate the threat.”

Blanton jerked forward, spilling coffee onto his pants, and blurted, “Goddammit!” He grabbed a napkin and wiped at the spill. He locked his eyes on Flattner. “Why didn’t you tell me before you did it?”

“We barely had time to fly assets into Barranquilla and get them across the border. We didn’t plan to tell anybody. We just wanted to stop the bombing. Besides,” he said with a wry smile, “I wasn’t sure of the status of our relationship after our last meeting.”

“The status sucked,” Blanton grumbled, “but it’s improving. So, tell me what happened.”

“How about I show you?”










Chapter 4



Jake Jessup stood to the right side of the door, his pistol at the low ready position. Someone smacked him on the shoulder and displayed a flashbang. He nodded and a massive figure ran up and smashed a ram against the door. The panel burst inward.  

The woman behind Jessup looped an arm around him and tossed the explosive device through the opening. There was a whomph! followed by, a crack of light, then shouts, “Go, go, go!”

First through the door, Jessup swept right, brought his pistol up and double tapped a man armed with a shotgun. Behind him was more gunfire. Through the smoke, he saw an opening to his left. 

“Clear,” he yelled. He turned toward the opening and peeked through. There was a hallway to the left. He felt a tap on his shoulder, and went through, his gun aimed, his heart pumping at a calm 130 beats per minute. 

He stepped forward and a man with a machine gun stepped out from the right. The man ducked back into the room before Jessup could fire. He took another step and a figure popped out of a door on the left. Jessup almost snapped off a round before he saw it was a little girl. He sucked in a breath as she disappeared through the opening.

“Blue, blue, blue!” came a shout from the far end of the hallway.

“Clear,” Jessup shouted back.

An armed cop emerged and proceeded down the hallway toward him. Jessup pointed at the dark opening where the armed man had been. The cop nodded and posted on his side of the door while Jessup took the opposite. They looked at each other, then Jessup nodded and rushed in and swept right. 

“Freeze!” Jessup yelled at a person standing in the far-right corner. His finger tightened on the trigger, then he saw it was a woman holding a baby. He continued turning to the right.

Whap! Whap!

Two rounds smacked into his left side. 

The lights flashed on.

“You’re dead, Jessup!” someone yelled.

Jessup barked a curse and spun around. In the now-brightly lit room, he saw the woman was holding a plastic doll the in one hand and clutching a sawed-off shotgun in the other.

“Shit!” he said, shaking his head. The others walked in, laughing. 

“Don’t take it too hard, Jake,” one of them said, slapping him on the shoulder. “She kills just about everybody the first time through.”

“So, what did you think?” Marty Maclin asked as they walked outside.

“I think that’s some great training, Marty,” Jessup said, pulling off the raid helmet and goggles. “I really appreciate you letting me go through the shoot house with you and your guys.”

“Hey, man, anytime. We appreciate you helping us out with some of our search warrants. And remember what I said, if you get tired of chasing whatever it is you and that FDA gal are chasing, I’ll get you on the DEA Task Force.”

Jessup smiled and shook hands. His phone buzzed and he looked at the text. “Speaking of…” He waved to the others. “Thanks guys. I’ll catch y’all later.” 

After he pulled off his gear and wiped off the paintball residue, Jessup climbed into his truck and made a call.

“Hey, Jake. How are things in the far north?” It was Jamie Reynolds, the supervisor for the New Orleans office of the Food and Drug Administration.

“Cold, Jamie, and painful.”

“Painful?”

“Just crawled out of a paintball shoot house with the DEA Task Force. Those things hurt enough in warm weather when they’re soft. They hurt like hell when they’re cold.”

She laughed. “Then don’t get shot.”

“Hmm,” he grumbled. “What’s up?”

“I need your mileage for the monthly report.” 

“Oh, crap, I’m sorry. I saw your email. I just forgot.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I have to remind everyone every month. Besides, if you didn’t forget, I’d think you didn’t have enough to do.” 

“Well, I probably shouldn’t have forgotten then, because truthfully things are kind of slow on the mutant monster front.”

“Don’t sweat it. It’ll pick up. Those kinds of investigations are feast or famine. When you and April do latch onto something, you’re going to wish things would slow down. I just wish I could convince her of that.”

Jessup chuckled. “She likes to stay busy.”

“She stresses about ‘justifying the existence of the task force.’ I keep telling her to relax and let her leg heal up.”

“How is that coming?” Jessup asked.

“She still has a limp. I think it’s from pushing too hard. She’s back on the treadmill, almost to where she was before getting gored by that mutant pig.”

“I would say something about her being stubborn, but I hate a hypocrite.”

She laughed. “She’s helping with some of the other investigations in the meantime. I think it helps her keep her mind off Carolyn and Greg.”

“Is she still blaming herself for their deaths?”

“She’s okay most of the time, but I catch the occasional twinge of sadness. She’s not quite the same happy-go-lucky April Flowers as when she first got here, but she’s coming around.”  

“I’m glad to hear that,” Jessup said. “You know, her secret desire is to work salmonella poisoning cases in Idaho, don’t you?”

“What?” Reynolds said.

Jessup laughed. “Inside joke. Ask her about it sometime.” 










Chapter 5



A familiar gleam appeared in the congressman’s eyes as Flattner fired up his laptop and started the video. Through the greenish tint of night vision, trees rushed below a helicopter flying nap-of-the-earth.  

“This video is not as involved as some of the other SPAAD Operations. We didn’t have time for drone surveillance, just an eight-man team and two animals, all equipped with body cameras.”

Blanton jerked his head up. “We sent in US troops?”

Flattner shrugged. “Time was tight, but not US troops. Section 17 operatives dressed as FARC guerrillas.”

“The Colombians were in on this?”

“Uh, no, but since FARC guerrillas have conducted operations in neighboring countries, we thought it would give us cover while not straining relationships between Colombia and Venezuela if we were seen.”

Blanton grunted, then looked back at the screen. 

A second Black Hawk helicopter came into view, this one had two large boxes sitting in the cargo bay. Perched in the vehicle’s doorway with his feet resting on a strut was a bulky, bald, muscular man. 

The senator’s eyes went wide. “Is that Dotson?”

Flattner chuckled and nodded.

“That crazy fucker,” Blanton said, shaking his head. “What are you using? Pit bulls? Baboons?”

“Something new. You’ll see.”

Blanton scowled.

“One mike out,” came the mechanical voice of a pilot.

Dotson growled, “Everyone activate your cameras and check your weapons. Cocked and locked.”

“Is he carrying an AK47?” Blanton asked.

Flattner nodded. “That’s what FARC normally carries. If we had to shoot someone, we didn’t want to leave any unusual ordinance behind.”

Eight small video boxes appeared on the screen, most of them showed soldiers inside the other chopper.

“I see long hair.”

“We don’t discriminate in Section 17, Senator. The girls get to play, just like the boys. Besides, there are plenty of female guerrillas.”

A minute later, the two birds flared and set down in an empty meadow.

There was a jumble of motion as the operatives jumped out and set up a defensive perimeter around the helicopters. On one screen the two cages were now empty, their doors hanging open.

“Where’d they go?” Blanton said, leaning in.

“Hunting.” As Flattner said it, two more videos popped on. These were lower views, with grass and brush rushing by, accompanied by the patter of footsteps running across the jungle floor. “Collar cameras.”

Blanton leaned forward; his eyes locked on the screen. “What are they?”

Flattner just smiled, and the senator cursed.

The animals stopped inside the tree line. Their cameras were focused on a large barn guarded by two men with rifles.

“Who are they?”

“Hoz Socialista.”

“Who?”

“A ragtag group of communists who support Maduro. They hoped the bombing would elevate them in the eyes of the president.”

“They’re the big threat?”

“Wait until you see what they came up with.”

The operatives arrived and Dotson’s body camera panned across a huge animal. Though it was too dark to show much detail, the thing’s head was level with Dotson’s chest. It stood rigid, its eyes locked on the nearest guard.

Blanton sat back. “It looks like a giant wolf.”

“Crocuta crocuta,” Flattner said. “Spotted hyena. The largest of the species.”

“Dotson’s standing right next to it. Why isn’t it trying to kill him?”

“The hyenas are different from the other SPAAD animals, Senator. We’re able to train them to take commands.”

“So, they aren’t ‘spray and pray’ like the hogs?”

“No. These are much more… surgical.” 

Using hand signals, Dotson directed the operatives to different locations around the clearing. One soldier walked off accompanied by the second hyena.

“What’s that on Dotson’s hand?”

“A control glove, it’s used to direct the animals.”

Just then, someone exited the barn, his arms full of empty bags. He tossed them onto a burn pile.

“What’s that?” the congressman asked.

“Empty fifty-pound ammonium nitrate fertilizer bags. The last of a hundred bags.”

“That’s five thousand pounds.”

Flattner nodded. “More than Timothy McVeigh used to bring down the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building.”

The sun broke the horizon and they watched Dotson and his animal make their way around the front of the barn.

“Who’s inside?”

“Luis Morales and seven compatriots.”

“Never heard of him.”

“He’s no longer with us,” Flattner said, his eyes locked on the screen.

The second animal’s collar camera showed the guard at the back of the barn looking towards it and talking into a walkie-talkie. The man walked forward.

“What just happened?”

“The guard caught movement and is going to check it out.”

When he was ten feet away, his eyes widened. There was a blur of movement and then the guard was on his back, shrieking. His screams ended when the hyena bit down on his face.

The other guard ran around the side of the barn fumbling with the safety on his rifle and accidentally fired a round into the ground. When he looked up, the massive creature was charging toward him. He threw the weapon down and ran but only made it a few steps before the animal was on him.

“A motor is starting inside,” said a whispering voice.

On Dotson’s feed, one of the front barn doors swung open. Inside was a large cement mixer. As they watched, a man in uniform pants ran around the front of the truck, carrying something in his arms.

Blanton looked at Flattner, confused.

“That’s Morales. He’s carrying the dynamite kickers he’s going to use to set off the ammonium nitrate.”

“Where’s the fertilizer?”

“In the cement truck mixer.” 

Blanton’s mouth dropped open. “All five thousand pounds?”

“Yep. McVeigh used a thin-shelled Ryder truck and blew the front off a nine-story building. That drum is made of half-inch steel plate.”

A man crawled under the cement truck’s driver’s side dashboard, leaving his legs hanging from the cab. 

Dotson pointed, and the mutant hyena shot forward. A kid jerked open the second door and spun toward the noise. His face registered surprise, and then it was gone as the hyena bit down, crushing in his head like a ripe cantaloupe and tinting the collar camera lens red.

“My God,” the congressman blurted. 

“A normal hyena has a bite force of 1,100 psi, stronger than most large cats. We estimate our mutants have a bite force of over 3,500 psi, four times the force needed to crush a human skull.”

His fists clenched, Blanton’s eyes flitted from one video to another.

There was gunfire and the man lying in the cement truck yelped and jerked his leg up. The hyena grabbed him, yanked him out of the truck, and ripped open the back of his neck with one quick bite.

Suddenly, the rear barn doors flew open and a flatbed truck burst out. On another camera, an operative pointed with his gloved hand and the second hyena sprinted forward, leaped over the truck’s guard rail, and began eviscerating the terrorists in back. There was a gunshot and a yelp, but the animal didn’t stop its mauling. The frightened driver slammed into the debris pile, the vehicle stalled and he got out and ran, but he didn’t make it far.

Simultaneously, the cement truck lurched forward with a wide-eyed Morales at the wheel. The collar cam showed the first hyena approaching from the side. It took three strides and leaped through the air. The man’s eyes grew even wider as the creature bit him across the face.

Blanton shook his head.

“Bring in the birds,” Dotson said after the operatives finished sweeping the area for survivors. The two Black Hawks landed behind the barn, and they loaded the animals into their cages.

The senator turned to Flattner. “You brought them back?”

“Yes, sir. We can use them again.”

“No NF13?”

“Not this time. We were confident we could contain everyone. Plus, it was a test to see if the animals would respond properly during and after combat.”

“But what if they had run off?”

“We have safeguards in place. Explosive charges, like in the Tall Grass animals.”

Blanton nodded. “One of them was limping.”

“Shot in the leg, but the vet says it will be fine.”

“What about the bodies? Won’t that raise questions when they find a dozen guys ripped to pieces? And the bomb?”

Flattner smiled. “You’ll see in a second.” 

Once everyone else loaded on the Black Hawks, Dotson pulled two football-shaped objects from a metal box inside the cab of the mixer. Each object had three metal rings protruding from one end.

“M-60 fuse igniters,” Flattner explained. “Each of those bundles contain three sticks of dynamite, individually fused.”

“And that’s enough to set off the ammonium nitrate?”

He nodded. “We assume they planned to throw them into the mixer with the fertilizer, then drop the truck off at the embassy. They’re having a slab poured for a new commissary.”

“That much ammonium nitrate going off inside that thick metal barrel…” 

“A hand grenade of epic proportions. It would have killed several hundred people.”

“Jesus Christ,” the senator muttered. “And Maduro was going to let it happen?”

On the screen, Dotson yanked one of the pull rings. 

Blanton jumped back in his chair.

He did the same with the remaining five fuses and tossed the bombs into the hopper. He flipped a switch and the big drum started to rotate.

Blanton’s brow creased and he looked at Flattner. “How does he know how much time he has?”

“He doesn’t.”

The man’s eyes went wide. He turned to look at the bald man on the screen. “Crazy fucker.”

The green candy stripes slowly rotated as Dotson strolled back to the helicopter and sat next to the cages. 

“Let’s go,” he said. 

The two birds immediately lifted off, banked, and traveled over the treetops, accelerating to maximum speed. 

Dotson hung halfway out the side door and twisted around so his body camera was aimed towards the barn. Suddenly, there was a huge explosion, and the barn, trees, dead men and vehicles filled the air, followed by a shockwave that almost reached the helos. Shouts and whistles erupted over the body cams and one of the operatives pointed his at Dotson, who had a huge grin on his face.

“The blast broke half the windows in the village five kilometers from the barn. There wouldn’t be enough left of the terrorists to do a DNA match.”

“And those morons in the Senate were just going to let this happen?”

“I don’t think they had a clue what they were dealing with. They were under the misguided belief that Maduro would do the right thing and stop it. You noticed the sign on the truck’s door, Construccion de la Libertad?”

“Yeah, Maduro’s main political foe.”

“No one with any sense would believe the opposition party would blow up the embassy of its biggest political ally, but it would cause enough confusion to ensure that Maduro got reelected again.”

“This is political dynamite,” Blanton said. “No pun intended. What should I do with it?”

“That’s your department, Senator. I figure you can use it to either blast some of your enemies out of Washington or quietly show them your hand and get them to back off. Either way, you have them by the short hairs.”

“How did you find out about this, Derrick?”

“From the very man who’s going to help us with our other problem.”

###

Back in his SUV, Flattner pulled out an encrypted phone and sent a text. A minute later, it rang.

“Jeff, how are you?”

“I’m good, Derrick. You’re using the Bat Phone, so this ought to be interesting.”

Flattner chuckled.

“How are things over at Homeland?” the man asked. “Looks like you’re taking a beating from Congress.” 

“You know those guys, all bad-ass and bullets as long as it’s politically correct,” Flattner said.

“Yep, we’ve got the same problem here.”

“You know that thing we talked about a while back? About turning up the heat a little?”

“Yes,” he said, interest in his voice.

“We need to talk.”












Chapter 6



Flattner arrived at the mall at eleven, got a soft pretzel at the food court, and sat at a red plastic picnic table at the outer edge of the eating area. He pulled off a piece and took a bite as a slender man walked up and sat across from him. 

Flattner lifted the pretzel toward him.

The man waved it off. “Without mustard? What’s wrong with you?”

“I like ’em plain. Besides, I always get that shit on me, no matter how careful I am,” Flattner said. “How’s it going Jeff?”

“Good, good,” Jeff Reiner said, scanning the crowd. Short and slender, with medium length brown hair and black plastic framed glasses, the man’s appearance screamed insurance salesman. Though you’d never give him a second look, he was one of the most dangerous men Flattner had ever met.

“Let’s walk,” he said.

Flattner knew Reiner often met contacts at the mall. It was open and noisy, making it difficult for someone with a directional microphone to track you, especially if you kept moving. He didn’t know if the CIA had taught him that, or if it was something he’d picked up over the years. 

“I heard about that suicide in the metro station a couple months ago. Some Vulcan getting close and personal with the front of a train,” Reiner said.

Flattner’s lip curled. “Yeah, I think I heard something about that. That’s one reason I wanted to meet. To thank you for the name.”

“Actually, I should thank you. Once you told me to check the FDA mainframe, my NSA buddy found it in less than an hour. We both got big kudos for uncovering him. Turns out they’d been playing hide-and-seek with the guy for a year. He was the best they’d ever seen. In fact, they’re adopting some of the programming he used in that SAAR program.”

Flattner shook his head. “Fucking computer geeks. Better them than me.”

“I’m with you, but it’s good to have one in your back pocket. So, whatcha got?”

“Remember when we talked about warming things up on the home front?”

“Yeah. We’ve been doing such a good job shutting the terrorists down, the funding cuts are coming back to bite us in the ass.”

Flattner nodded. “Well, my guy’s getting bit. I figure it won’t be long before the anti-military mood starts affecting spook city.”

“We’re already feeling it. The CIA’s traditionally been immune to that stuff, but with these idiots controlling the White House and all of Congress, they’re doing some damage.”

“If we make something happen ahead of the elections, we can tip the balance and gain back one of the houses, hopefully both. At the very least, it would shut down talk about cutting Homeland’s budget, which should, in turn, help you.”

“That’s a bold move. It would rank right up there with killing a sitting congressman,” Reiner said with a smile. 

“We were all shocked at that tragic accident,” Flattner said as he bit off more pretzel, pausing as a group of girls in front of them took a selfie in front of the Nordstrom Rack store.

“Not as shocked as the Germans were when their ambassador became an entrée. You know we’re still not allowed to operate over there? And the US ambassador hasn’t been out of the embassy since it happened. He actually thinks the Germans are going to sic one of their hogs on him.”

Flattner shook his head. “When did we become such a country of pussies?”

“Come on, dude, you’re talking about the State Department. Those guys invented Metro Sexual. So, what did you have in mind?”

“Three or four bombings. Low-level stuff. The Caracas thing made me think about it.”

“Describe low level.”

“My guy wants property damage only.” Flattner laughed at the look on the other man’s face. “Yeah, I know, but I understand his concerns. We can try that first, and if we don’t get the reaction we’re looking for then we can aim for a little collateral damage.”

Reiner lifted an eyebrow. 

“Nothing catastrophic,” Flattner said shrugging. “Maybe five or six people total. And it has to look like the real deal, like jihadists did it. Think your guy at NSA can dummy up some electronic transmissions from sand land prior to?”

Reiner leaned against a railing and looked around. “Why not use the real thing?”

This time Flattner raised an eyebrow.

“I mean, if we’re going to do this, don’t you think we should get something out of it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re talking about creating a boogeyman on paper’ shooting off some fireworks, and then letting a bunch of politicians thump their chests on television so they can get reelected. What’s the upside for us? If we’re going to do this, I say we do it in a way that benefits us, too.”

“Go on,” Flattner said.

“We bring in a couple of hadjis, ‘help’ them perform a couple low-impact operations, then we take ’em down in the nick of time.”

“What? We just pick up a couple guys at Jihadists-Are-Us?”

“Hell, dude, that’s the easy part. When I was over in the sand, I was tripping over Bin Ladin wannabes. They’re everywhere, and ninety percent of them are as dumb as a rock. I’ve got a guy over there who can find a couple of those idiots, get ’em fake documents and fly them to Mexico by the end of the week.”

“Why not use home-grown?”

“We could,” Reiner said, “but that would focus the attention—and funding—on domestic terrorism. That won’t help us as much.”

“How would you do it?”

“I have the perfect informant. Been using him for years. He’s so good, he could talk these guys out of their seventy-two virgins. He can ‘assist’ them in their jihad, provide the explosives and the targets—you know, shit no one really cares about. They do their thing, I uncover them, and you send in your pets to clean up the mess. Later, my NSA guy can track their movements back to their rathole in Pakistan or Afghanistan, we take out the ‘leader,’ and he gets his kudos for uncovering him. It’s a win-win-win.”

“Damn, Jeff, you have been thinking about this.”

“Damn straight. We put our butts on the line but get nothing for it. With this, we do our job, whack a couple of dickheads that need whacking, get a little recognition, maybe a bonus or promotion, and send a message to the ragheads not to fuck with Uncle Sam.”

“And secure future funding.”

He nodded. “And that.”

“There’s a lot of moving parts,” Flattner said.

“The only tricky part is keeping up with them once they’re in the States. But I’ll embed my informant with them. He’ll provide them room and board. My NSA guy will help track them. My snitch will get them to blow up a couple of empty buildings or parking garages. Your guy stands up in front of Congress shouting about how this wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t gone weak on terrorism. Meanwhile, we just wait around the corner to take them all out.”

Flattner nodded. “When you think about it, it would be safer than doing it ourselves. This way, the other agencies are looking for actual terrorists, and not us.”

“Yep.”

“And what would you need from me, since you and your NSA guy will be doing most of the work?”

“Money. No way I can fund this without someone up the chain asking questions.”

“How much are we talking?”

“A hundred will cover my guy in Pakistan, the fake travel documents, travel and living expenses for a couple of weeks. I’ll pay my CI with the reward money when he ‘uncovers the cell.’”

“Done,” Flattner said. “What about getting them from Mexico into the states?”

“For that, I’ll have to take a side trip and talk to someone.” He smiled. “You might want to come along. I think you’ll like her.”

“Her?”










Chapter 7



Jimmy Bradley pulled up the hood on his jacket as he got out of his truck. He hoped they had a pot of coffee ready inside the break room. Though they were only thirty miles from the gulf coast, it was still cold in January. He felt another chill as he glanced up at the building, an exact duplicate of the one in Memphis, and thought about the two mutant pit bulls that got loose and killed almost a dozen people. 

The new shock collar technology was supposed to prevent that from happening again. He hoped it would. He also hoped these weekly meetings with his two primary trainers, Trey Douglas and Cathy Patton, would head off any potential problems.

The break room was toasty warm, and he smelled fresh coffee. “What’s up, guys?”

“Hi, Jimmy,” Patton said, not looking up from her phone, her red hair braided and looped over her right shoulder like a tail. Sturdy, with a smattering of freckles, she had the kind of face you’d expect to see on the cover of a hiking or camping magazine. She was only in her late twenties, but she was the best animal trainer Bradley had ever met, able to form a mental bond with the animals. He’d seen nothing like it.

Douglas, on the other hand, resembled a nervous bookworm or techno-nerd, with a slim build, black, unkept hair, and plastic-rimmed glasses. It surprised Bradley that the young man enjoyed training attack animals—and was so good at it. When Douglas worked with the animals, his anxiety disappeared. The creatures seemed to sense his lack of fear and treated him with acceptance, if not deference.

“What’s going on, boss man?” he said, as Bradley grabbed some coffee.

“I don’t know, you tell me,” he said setting down his Tervis mug with the picture of a pit bulldog on the side. “Any complaints, ideas?”

“We’re getting good results with the implanted shock collars,” Douglas said. “The lithium-ion batteries seem to hold a charge well—unlike the ones back in Memphis.”

Patton kept her eyes on her screen but shook her head and huffed. “I’m so glad to be out of that place.”

Bradley smiled. “Which? Memphis or PIT CITY?”

“Both. There’s nothing to do in that town unless you drink heavily, and the crime rate is so bad I felt safer in the cage with the mutant dogs.”

“I get you,” Bradley said, “but Memphis has a lot going for it, if you know where to look.”

“You grew up there. That’s different,” she said.

Bradley nodded. “That’s true. I have to admit, I like it down here. A small city, but close enough to a bigger one that you can get what you need. And there’s lots to do outdoors.”

“The only gunshots I’ve heard since we got here are from actual hunters, and that’s not very often,” Douglas said. “I checked Picayune on City Data and the last homicide they had was three years ago.”

Patton looked at her phone and chuckled. “According to Google, the last murder they had in Memphis was last night.”

Bradley shook his head.

“And Picayune doesn’t have any Janklins,” she added. “I’m glad to be away from them, too. And I don’t feel one bit sorry for senior or his son wherever he is.”

Bradley gave Patton a look.

“Oh, come on, Jimmy,” she said, scowling. “Janklin treated you like a second-class citizen. You were the company. Without you, that place would have been nothing. And he didn’t even care enough about you or us to buy decent batteries for the shock collars. We could have been killed.”

Bradley took another sip of his coffee but said nothing.

“And after killing his friend, Junior got what he deserved.”

“We don’t know Frank was involved.”

She tilted her head and looked at him incredulously.

“You can’t say they’re pinching pennies here,” Douglas said, changing the subject. “First class everything. But just between us, I get the feeling these animals are being used for more than just military missions. Some of the visitors we get look pretty sketchy.”

“What do you think pays your salary?” Patton said.

“What do you mean?”

“All those bonuses, the housing allowance… you think the government is paying for all that?”

“Well… yeah,” the young man said, frowning. He looked at Bradley.

The lead trainer nodded. “I suspect our employers have sold or are considering selling the animals to private buyers, though I don’t have any firsthand knowledge of that.”

“I don’t have a problem with it,” Patton said.

Bradley shook his head. “These animals were never meant to be pets or even personal guard animals. They’re created for the military. To be used by people with the proper training and the proper protective equipment.”

“We can train the private buyers, and they have plenty of money to buy any equipment they might need.”

Bradley pointed a finger toward the warehouse where the twelve mutant pit bulldogs were housed. “You gonna walk one of those three-hundred, twenty-five-pound pit bulls down the sidewalk on a leash? You’d have better luck controlling a Bengal tiger.”

Douglas shrugged. “Nobody would mess with you if it took a dump in their yard.”

Bradley glared at him and Patton burst out laughing. Then the head trainer shook his head and chuckled.

“I think with the internal control devices and proper training, private individuals could control the animals,” Patton said.

“And if something goes wrong? Can you imagine what would happen if one of these things got loose in the general population?” He realized what he had said and shook his head. “Never mind. We know what would happen.”

“Then it’s up to us to make sure the buyers are well trained,” she persisted.

“You’re expecting civilians to maintain control of apex predators when half of them can’t even keep their dogs locked up in their backyard. Our compounds are probably more secure than the Picayune jail.”

Patton waved a hand dismissively. “The people who would buy these animals have more money than God. They can afford to build a secure compound.”

“But will they?” Douglas asked.

“That’s not our problem,” she said. “Besides, they’re not from the States. If one gets loose, it won’t affect anyone here.”

Douglas recoiled.

“What are you looking at?” she snapped. “You didn’t seem to have a problem buying that new Jeep with the bonus money from the PIT CITY fiasco.”

Bradley held up a hand. “Look, the point is, we came down here to train animals for the military, not get rich.”

“I agree,” she said, “but if there are residual benefits, I’m all for it. If you’ll excuse me, I have to run a couple hyenas through the city.”

After she left, Douglas shook his head. “That woman is intense.”

“She’s definitely passionate about the projects.”

“Speaking of projects, what did you make of the wild pig killings in Louisiana? Sure smelled like a Section 17 project to me.”

“I think that’s one of those ‘better off not knowing’ things,” Bradley said. “I’m just glad we weren’t a part of it. And it’s a good example of what I’m talking about. You can only control these animals to a point, particularly when whatever genetic hocus pocus they do spikes their aggression levels. I understand what Cathy’s getting at, but is it reasonable to expect a private owner to keep lacing an animal’s food with Trazadone to keep it manageable? What if he forgets one day?”

Bradley saw the younger man shiver. They both remembered the first group of mutant pit bulls in Memphis, how one of them had ripped the throat out of another. It could just as easily have been a trainer. That was when they realized they needed sedatives just to control and train them.

“What about the hyenas?” Douglas said. “The mutation process doesn’t seem to make them more aggressive. You think they’d be okay as private guard animals?”

“I don’t know, Trey. Of all the animals, they’re the most controllable. But they’re also the deadliest.”

“How do you think one would do against a pit?”

“The hyena would win. It might get injured, but it would kill the dog. For their size, their speed is incredible, and it’s still hard for me to fathom their bite strength. Just one good bite and it’s over, end of story. For military purposes, they’re the most perfect apex predator Section 17 has come up with so far.”

“Any word yet on what they have planned for the third building?”

Bradley shook his head. “They haven’t told me yet, but judging from the construction, it’s going to be a monster. Cement-filled metal fence posts. Twelve-foot-tall, double thick, six-gauge chain-link fencing with electrified, triple-strand barbed wire across the top, concrete pad along the bottom so it can’t dig out.”

“I’m almost afraid to find out.”

“Next month,” Bradley said.

“Sounds like a good time to go on vacation.”

“You and me both, but instead it’ll be all hands-on deck. In fact, we’re going to need a couple of more people, but we’ll worry about that when it happens. Let’s get to work.”










Chapter 8



Flattner and Reiner flew into McAllen, Texas, on a CIA Citation registered to a company in South America. “Jimmy” and “Dave,” private military contractors who provided security along the border for various government agencies, met them on the tarmac in a silver Chevrolet Suburban. 

The dark skin on Dave’s shaved head and face contrasted with Jimmy’s long blond hair and week-old growth of beard. They were cookie-cutter copies of a thousand private mercenaries Flattner had met, and used, over the course of his career. In fact, Section 17 consisted of men and women just like them, action junkies, mostly former military, who missed the excitement and preferred the civilian paycheck.

They drove an hour west down Highway 83 along the border to Rio Grande City before turning south and crossing into Mexico.

The Mexican border guards waved their vehicle through the checkpoint. The two contractors showed no surprise as a pair of black Cadillac Escalades pulled in front of and behind them, their escort.

“Z’s people,” Reiner said, as Flattner turned to look out the back window. Reiner had told him about the mystery woman on the flight from DC, and Flattner had to admit he was more than a little intrigued.

Zehron “Z” Sanchez ran the Las Palmas Cartel, which controlled a fifty-mile stretch of border sandwiched between the brutal Los Zetas Cartel and the equally vicious Gulf Cartel. Her father, Eduardo Sanchez, had transformed Las Palmas from a street gang in the eighties into a multi-million-dollar transportation organization. A former intelligence officer in the Mexican army, Eduardo Sanchez learned quickly that making connections with the right people was much more effective than collecting the severed heads of his rivals. He built his organization based on negotiation and cooperation, assisting his competition when it was beneficial to him, and developing a symbiotic relationship with intelligence organizations in the United States.

He and his wife had one child, and if Eduardo Sanchez had ever wished for a son instead of a daughter, he never showed it. Zehron was riding a horse before she learned how to walk and shooting a gun as soon as she had the strength to pick one up. By the time she was twelve, she sat in on every negotiation Sanchez held, despite complaints by the participants.

It hadn’t been an easy road for the young Sanchez. At sixteen, a foreman questioned her authority, then skimmed money from a marijuana load she’d been tasked with overseeing. Without consulting her father, she confronted him outside the bunkhouse where other workers had gathered to drink, and hit him across the neck with a machete. The elder Sanchez never said a word about it, nor did any other employees steal from her or question her position.

She was twenty-four when her father died of congestive heart failure, and there was never any question who would take over the reins of the organization. Reiner described her as beautiful, sexy, and funny—useful attributes for a woman operating in a male dominated culture like Mexico. She was also cunning, ruthless, and vicious—necessary attributes to lead a major trafficking organization. Flattner couldn’t wait to meet her.

“So, what’s Las Palmas’s drug of choice?” he asked.

“Las Palmas is a different kind of cartel,” Reiner said. “They are more ‘facilitators’ for other traffickers. That’s one reason they grew so strong without earning the wrath of larger organizations. They will move anything from point A to point B for a fee, regardless of what it is.”

Flattner gave a crooked smile. “In other words, drugs across the border.”

“Transporting drugs for other organizations is their main gig, but they’ll move literally anything or anyone anywhere in the world—for a price. They’re like the FedEx of the dark web,” he said as they turned off the highway onto an asphalt drive. The rolling hills, dotted with stands of trees, reminded Flattner of a Kentucky horse farm.

“Very nice. But where’s the big entryway with guards at the gate?”

“We’ve been on the Sanchez property for the last twenty minutes. Trust me, we wouldn’t have made it half this distance if we weren’t welcome.”

“So, why would a drug cartel use Las Palmas when they can take the drugs across the border themselves and save the transportation fee?”

“Cheap insurance. Las Palmas isn’t greedy. For instance, say you wanted to get a hundred kilos of coke across the border. Las Palmas would charge you five hundred dollars per unit and guarantee delivery or pay you the value of the drugs if they got seized. That’s fifty thousand dollars to move your 1.2 million dollars’ worth of cocaine through the riskiest section of the trip without you having to do a thing.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“It is. Las Palmas can barely keep up with demand, and that’s not counting the other items. Need a dozen capuchin monkeys or a pair of white tiger cubs moved? They’ll do it in a climate-controlled truck. Eduardo Sanchez spent his whole life developing connections and paying top dollar to the people who could help him. He had people on the payroll everywhere, and the places he couldn’t control, he stayed away from until he could convince them to cooperate.”

Flattner raised an eyebrow, then said, “Sounds like you knew him pretty well.”

“He was my first official informant back when I was assigned to Monterey, Mexico. He was a colonel in the Mexican army at the time. That’s where he started developing his connections. We helped each other out with some things, built a trust. He sought me out after he retired and went into business for himself.”

“And Zehron?”

“A force to be reckoned with. She’s smart and cunning, but not greedy. She stuck with her father’s business model. In fact, she’s increased the number of connections.”

“You two are almost family,” Flattner said, smiling. “She shouldn’t charge anything to mule our guys across the river.”

Reiner barked a laugh. “Eduardo Sanchez did nothing for free. He even made Zehron do chores every day if she wanted to eat.”

“What?”

“Nothing major. Make her bed, do her school lessons, practice shooting, piano—she hated that one—but she had to do it, or she didn’t eat. It taught her that nobody gets anything for free. She’s just like him.”

“She obviously doesn’t vote Democrat.”

Reiner huffed. “She doesn’t need to vote. She owns most of the Mexican politicians and half of ours. Besides,” the CIA man said, cocking an eyebrow, “she won’t take them across the river. She’ll take them under it.”



A villa overlooking a large lake came into view, a massive, sprawling stone structure, with a cobblestone driveway circling a fountain, with a life-size horse statue and water cascading cleverly along its back and dropping back into the pool. Another huge, cookie-cutter estate, just like the operatives at the airport.

There were the usual rifle-toting guards in cowboy boots, jeans and white guayabera shirts, along with a couple female guards in tan slacks and white shirts. One of them had a pistol strapped to her waist and was leading a very alert German Shepard on a leash.

“Equal opportunity,” Flattner said.

“I suppose she would be,” Reiner said opening the door to get out. “By the way, do you have a weapon? If you do, leave it in the car. The front entrance has a built-in metal detector.”

Flattner removed his Glock and laid it and the spare magazine on the back seat before getting out.

“Roberto, how’s your son doing?” Reiner asked the guard as they approached the front door.

“Very good, Señor Smith,” said the tough-looking man. “He just turned thirteen last week.”

“Don’t blink. They grow up fast.”

“Yes, Señor, they do. Thank you for asking.” He lifted a radio to his lips. “They are here.”

Flattner glanced over. “Smith? That’s original.”

Reiner shrugged as a stunning woman came through the entrance. She was about five and a half feet tall with a slender but athletic build. She pushed back jet-black hair that framed seductive brown eyes and flashed a brilliant smile with perfect teeth. “Ask him what his first name is.”

Flattner turned to Reiner.

He sighed. “John.”

Flattner barked a laugh and held out his hand, but before he could speak, she said, “Derrick Flattner, nice to meet you.”

He glared at Reiner, who grinned and shook his head. “Don’t look at me, Derrick.”

Her face lit up with delight and she grasped his hand. “Zehron Sanchez, and don’t be upset with Jeffery. He told me he was bringing Harry Perkins. It didn’t take me long to learn your real name. It’s my business to know things.”

His eyes narrowed. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Sanchez.”

“Please, call me Z. Now, come into the air conditioning.”



They walked down a long, tiled hall to a room lined on three sides by windows that overlooked the lake. Scattered around the room were dozens of orchids and other exotic-looking flowers.

“This is my garden room,” Sanchez said. “Growing orchids was a passion my father passed on to me.”

She led them to a sitting area. After a maid took drink orders, she said, “Jeffery didn’t tell me the reason for this visit, Derrick, but I’m assuming you want me to move someone across the border into the United States.”

Flattner glanced at Reiner, who grinned and lifted his hands in a helpless gesture.

“Oh, don’t be so shocked. Why else would you come to me? You’re the United States government. You certainly wouldn’t need my help—unless you require complete deniability—which is one of the services we provide.”

“Your assumption is correct, Z,” he said, after the maid delivered their drinks.

She wrapped slender fingers around the glass of iced tea, took a sip, then locked eyes with him. Her long, red fingernails matched the dark lipstick that printed on the glass.

“I won’t add to your discomfort by guessing at the type of individual you want me to transport, but it’s safe to assume that the activity they will be involved in will attract a lot of attention. And while I have no concerns that their entry into your country would ever be traced back to us, it would, none the less, be a delicate operation.”

“In other words, it ain’t gonna be cheap.”

Sanchez smiled brightly. “See? Now you’re starting to read my mind, Derrick.”

He smiled wryly at Reiner, who sat back in his chair and sipped his drink, clearly enjoying the exchange.

“What kind of money are we talking?”

She sat back in her stuffed leather chair and peered at the government operative through steepled fingers. “I was thinking more along the lines of a trade.”

“A trade?”

“I have a Bolivian associate who recently contracted with your organization for some guard animals. He was quite pleased with the product.”

Flattner nodded. “We can do that. Due to high demand our orders are backlogged, but I think I can hold a pit bull back for you.”

“I would need four of them,” Sanchez said.

“Four?” Flattner looked from her to Reiner, then back again. “Z, I’m afraid we’re wasting each other’s time, then. We get a quarter-million each for those animals. As important as this mission is for us, and as hazardous as it may be for you and your people, it’s not worth a million dollars.”

“Oh, no, you misunderstand me, Derrick. I’ll pay for the animals—and move your ‘merchandise.’ I just want to be put at the front of the list.”

He sat back and looked at her. He smiled. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Wonderful,” she said. “Make your preparations. Can I ask how many people you need to move?”

Flattner looked at Reiner, who held up two fingers.

“No problem. Will they need papers? I have an excellent forger on staff.”

“No, we’ll take care of all that,” the CIA agent said.

“Okay. Just give me two days’ notice to set up transportation on both sides, six hours to pump out the water, and we’ll be ready.”

Flattner frowned. “Pump out the water?”

Sanchez smiled at Reiner. “You didn’t tell him?” She turned back. “I have a tunnel.”



She led them from the garden room down another hallway to a door marked “Biblioteca.” She opened it, flipped on a light and there, on a table in the middle of the room, was a wooden scale model of a tunnel crossing under the Rio Grande.

Flattner walked around the table and studied the diorama from different angles. “Impressive.” He looked at her. “It goes under the river.”

“Yes.”

“The DEA discovered a tunnel under the Rio Grande not too long ago, didn’t they? They said it didn’t work because they couldn’t keep the water out.”

She nodded. “Near Brownsville. Mine is much further west, in Toma, Texas. It’s one of the few places on the US side with structures close to the river.”

“How did you make it work?”

“We dug deeper, use bigger flood pumps, and have better technical advisers.” Her eyes flitted toward Reiner. “We use the tunnel sparingly, twice a week at most, unless we have a special project, such as yours. When it’s not in use, we keep it filled with water in case someone stumbles onto it”

“Why not use land or air?”

“We can and do, but that is less predictable, more prone to accidental discovery. The choke point is obviously the border. The fewer eyes we have on our activities, the better. With our tunnel, no one is watching.”

“Jeff told me about the ‘insurance’ included in your fee,” Flattner said.

“You mean our money-back guarantee. It encourages people to utilize our services. If someone gets caught moving something through our area, besides losing their product, it brings unnecessary scrutiny, and I can’t have that.”

“I take it the penalty for moving items through your territory without ‘insurance’ is… substantial?”

She smiled. “Some would call it… life changing.”

“In that case, Z, I’d like to purchase a premium policy.”

“Good. Like I said, I just need a couple days’ notice. Would you require transportation from there, or will you handle that?”

Flattner again looked at Reiner.

“We’ll take it from there, Z,” the CIA man said.

“All right. Derrick, Jeff is staying for dinner to discuss a situation I have with a former client. I would love for you to stay. Perhaps a tour around the lake afterward?”

“I’m afraid I can’t, Z. I have a lot to take care of, including lining up your four pets.”

“Very well, another time.” She pulled a card from her shirt pocket and handed it to him. “Here’s my cell number. I like to offer personal service to some of my clients. Call me with any questions.”

When he reached for his own business card, Sanchez waved him off. “I already have all your contact numbers.”

“Of course, you do,” he said with a wry smile.



“So, what did you think?” Reiner said as he walked Flattner to the waiting SUV.

“I think if you’re not tapping that, you’re an idiot.”

“Stop thinking with your little head. I’m old enough to be her father.”

“Since when did that stop you? I like her. She reminds me of someone I know in Albuquerque. What’s this problem she’s having?”

“A cartel down in Saltillo. They stiffed her a delivery fee, and now they’re trying to take over her territory.”

Flattner raised an eyebrow. “I just met her, and I got the feeling that crossing this woman would not be good for your long-term health.”

Reiner laughed. “That’s an understatement. So, we gonna do this?”

“Yeah, let’s do it.”










Chapter 9



Jake Jessup drove through the gate, parked his Toyota Tacoma in the lot next to the four-story building, and made his way to the third floor. Two months after getting his job back, Jessup was still pinching himself, wondering if he was going to wake up and discover it was all a dream; reinstatement to his old rank as sergeant on the Memphis Police Department, with back pay and no loss of seniority; and assigned to the Genetics Investigation Team task force. 

He shook his head. If it’s a dream, I’ll be damned if I’m going to let myself wake up.

“What’s up, lou?” he said, pausing at the lieutenant’s office. Though April Flowers was his task force supervisor, MPD required he report to someone local for administrative purposes.

“Hey, Jake,” Winston Jamerson said. “Getting settled in?”

“Yes, sir. It’s a great office. I appreciate it.”

“Stop with the sir shit. You have more seniority than me,” he said, smiling. “Unless the brass is listening, it’s just Winston.”

“I appreciate it, man. I see you have the MPD motto posted.” Jessup nodded towards the sign on the filing cabinet. “Yeah, but what have you done for me today?”

“It goes with our other motto,” he said, pointing above his doorway.

Jessup craned his head around. “Do more with less.”

“I know I’m not cleared for your secret squirrel shit,” the lieutenant said, “but if you need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks, Winston.”



In his office, Jessup switched on the computer. While it powered up, he made a phone call.

“Hey, how’s it going?”

“Oh, it’s going,” said Flowers. “How about up there? How’s the new office?”

“Great, actually. After playing musical offices for the first six weeks, I’m finally getting settled in. It’s nice. The computer’s only four years old, the coffee machine is two doors down, and the bathroom is next door. I’m in heaven.”

“Tell me again where you are?”

“It’s called the Real Time Crime Center, or RTCC. It’s where they house all the servers for the MPD computer system. They also monitor and control all the police surveillance cameras and gunshot monitors from here.”

“What’s a gunshot monitor?”

“Something they installed while I was gone. They detect gunshots in an area and alert the dispatcher so they can send the police and maybe catch someone shooting a gun.”

“Huh. Sounds sketchy. Does it work?”

“I don’t know much about it, but most of the guys say it’s a total waste of money. Unless a cop gets there in seconds, they won’t catch anyone. And if they’re close enough to get there in seconds, they’re probably close enough to hear the gunshots themselves. Plus, there are a lot of false positives.”

“Did federal money have anything to do with it? Sounds like something they would come up with.”

Jessup laughed. “That’s a good question. All I know is that it’s quiet here and nobody bothers me. Next time you come up, I’ll give you the nickel tour.”

“That’s nice of them to give you a workspace.”

“I have Frosty to thank for that.”

“Frosty?”

“Yeah. I think I told you that after he retired, he became a reserve officer to keep his health insurance and to maintain his law enforcement status in the state of Tennessee. Reserves have to put in a few shifts a month. Usually, they have them working traffic details at fairs and football games, stuff like that.”

“But not Frosty.”

“Not Frosty. Because of his skills with surveillance equipment and computers, they let him do his four days a month here at the RTCC. I’m sure his connections had a lot to do with that. He trained just about everybody in this department above the rank of lieutenant.”

“Well, learn everything you can from him about cameras, and then teach me. It would have been good to know how to set up a remote camera outside that warehouse in Alexandria last October.”

“Will do. How’s the leg?”

“It’s getting better, but it still lets me know it’s there.”

“I’ll bet. You had an infection from hell for a while there. Running a gauntlet through a ditch filled with pig poop, then getting sliced up like a shrimp at Benihana’s will do that.”

“Nice visual, Jessup. Thanks for the reminder.”

“Of course, it could turn into a weathervane like mine. You know, let you know whenever a front moves through. Like having a built-in weather app.”

“That only happens with broken bones and joint injuries,” Flowers said, dryly.

“Or getting a chunk of your leg bitten off by a rabid mutant gorilla.”

“Please. It wasn’t rabid, mutant, or a gorilla.”

“Close enough. Anyway, take it slow. Jamie said you’ve been pushing pretty hard.”

“Not that hard. I’m doing some computer work. Helping the other agents when I can. Right now, I’m finishing up the backlog of SAAR reports Greg dug up. I’m not sure what we’re going to do after that.”

“I’m surprised the NSA or FBI or whoever does all the computer stuff didn’t delete all those files,” Jessup said, referring to the Suspicious Animal Activity Reports compiled by Greg Crandall, the former internet technology director for the Food and Drug Administration. Crandall had created the SAAR program, which could search hundreds of databases, some highly classified, looking for unusual animal attacks. He had connected it to the FDA’s mainframe computer. Flowers had used the information to develop leads for GENIT, the Genetics Investigation Team.

Crandall reportedly committed suicide by throwing himself in front of a subway car in Washington DC after the FBI discovered he’d been accessing top secret government databases. Flowers, and those who knew him, didn’t believe Crandall had killed himself.

“They scrubbed my work laptop, but every time I got a file from Greg, I loaded it onto an external hard drive. Luckily, I took it home with me the day they relieved me of duty. They never found it.”

“Delete that crap, April. You don’t want to get caught with it.”

“I am. I’m erasing it as I go. Even though 99.9 percent of that stuff was useless, at least it’s something to go on. What are you working on?”

“I’m trying to get a line on the old PIT Industries secretary.”

“I thought they shut that place down, that it was up for sale.”

“It is. I’m hoping to get information about the two techs. Their names would be a great start. I’ve already researched Jimmy Bradley, the head trainer. He still has the same Tennessee driver’s license number and vehicle registration. But he didn’t leave a forwarding address with the post office. If I can ID the other two, I’m hoping that maybe one of them has applied for a new driver’s license that will give us an address. The secretary’s dodging my phone calls, though, and now her number is disconnected.”

“I don’t blame her after her boss got his brains blown out. But that’s a great idea. I’m glad you’re finding something to check on.”

“Nothing from your informant?” Jessup said.

“Not since the tip about the Alexander laboratory supply place.”

His office door opened.

“Speak of the devil,” Jessup said. He stabbed the speaker button on the phone phone. “Say hi to April.”

“April, darlin,’ how are you?” Kyle “Frosty” Williams called out.

“Good, Frosty. I hear you’re trying to keep Jake out of trouble.”

“That, unfortunately, is not possible. Best I can do is minimize the damage.”

She giggled and Jessup mumbled, “Thanks—both of you.”

“I’ll let you get to it,” she said. “Good luck.”

“Thanks. Talk to you later.”

“She sounded good,” Williams said.

“Yeah, but I know her, she’s worried. She’s putting pressure on herself to come up with something. The problem is, without Greg’s SAAR reports, there’s nothing to go on unless she hears from her informant, whoever that is.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. We have servers and the RTCC is hooked up to all the law enforcement databases in the country. I can search police reports and social media databases from here. It won’t be nearly as quick or as thorough as what the computer geek came up with, but it would be something to work on.”

“Dude, that would be amazing. The PD wouldn’t have a problem with you doing that?”

“I wouldn’t be accessing anything classified, and we’d be working under the color of law, so there would be nothing illegal about it.”

“What kind of stuff can you check?”

“Anything the Memphis Police Department can access, N-Dex, NLETS, NCIC, even Interpol. And we can crawl Facebook, TikTok, Twitter, all the social media platforms for unusual animal comments. Like I said, it wouldn’t have the depth of Greg’s stuff, but it would be something.”

“Man, I say do it,” Jessup said.

“Yeah, well, I already did. I started the program yesterday.”

Jessup grinned. “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than to get permission?”

“That’s my motto.”

“And you talk about keeping me out of trouble. That should make April feel a lot better about things.”

“Don’t say anything to her until I’m sure it will work. I’ll know something by the end of the week.”

“Mum’s the word.”

Frosty turned to leave and Jessup called out, “And don’t forget the Big Foot sightings.”

Williams turned back and Jessup gave him a solemn look. “I believe.”












Chapter 10



Carl Dotson drove the gray Yukon down Burnt Bridge Road to Broken Seal Road, then pulled onto a gravel trail that headed west towards the Mississippi-Louisiana state line. 

“We are officially in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere,” Flattner said, taking in the surrounding swamplands. “Tell me again why you picked this place.”

“It’s fifty acres inside a U-shaped cut-off of the Pearl River, surrounded on three sides by water, mostly swamp. It has no agricultural value, there are no hidden oil reserves in the ground beneath it, and the only way onto the property is by boat, or this gravel road. It’s an hour from New Orleans and fifteen minutes from Picayune, Mississippi, which has a Super Walmart, a grocery store and a Home Depot.”

“Our own little slice of paradise,” Flattner said as the faint smell of methane and hydrogen sulfate from the swamp gas drifted through the open windows. 

Shiny patches of tannin-tinted water came in and out of view between the reed plants and cattails surrounding stands of bald cypress and water tupelo trees. They passed the occasional wide spot in the road where a spindly, weather-beaten dock disappeared into the palmettos and purple irises toward a non-existent homestead, remnants of a dream and a dump truck load of gravel.

“Did we build this road?”

“We improved it,” Dotson said. “The previous owner had a fish camp that shut down after Katrina in 2005.”

They stopped at a gate with an eight-foot chain-link fence that disappeared into the trees in either direction. To their left sat a series of dilapidated cabins, and the late afternoon sun reflected off broken windowpanes. It was the perfect setting for a campground slasher movie.

“That’s the old fishing camp?”

Dotson grunted yes and waved a key card to open the gate.

A hundred yards in, the trail opened on a large clearing. Three identical metal buildings, complete with chain-link enclosures on the back side, lined its perimeter, spaced about a hundred yards from one another. There was no signage to indicate what each contained.

“Impressive,” Flattner said.

Dotson nodded. “A complex for each kind of animal.” He parked in front of the first building on their right.

“It’s the same layout as the Memphis facility,” Flattner said as they entered the breakroom. 

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

Flattner nodded towards a sign taped to the wall near the stairwell. Welcome to PIT CITY. 

The big man shook his head. “Trey Douglas, reminiscing.”

They walked upstairs and entered the control room where Jimmy Bradley was waiting. Though a little more tanned and with more gray edging his close-cropped hair, he looked the same as when Flattner first met him several months earlier.

“Good to see you again, Jimmy,” he said, sticking out a hand.

“Likewise, Mr. Perkins, oops, I mean, Harry.”

“I’d ask you how things are going, but Dotson’s been keeping me updated. According to him you and your team hit the ground running.”

“It wasn’t hard,” Bradley said, looking around. “Everything was basically the same, and the support we’ve gotten from your people has been first rate.”

“And the animals?”

“Amazing, all of them. The first-generation pit bulls have performed perfectly.”

“And the crocuta?” asked the Section 17 head. “What do you think of them?”

“Honestly?” Bradley said, leaning back against the counter. “Just looking at them scares the hell out of me.”

“Good,” Flattner said. “That’s part of the psyops: make the enemy not even want to consider going up against them.”

“I certainly wouldn’t,” Bradley said. “The new control units work very well.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Flattner said. “To see for myself.”

“They’re in the second building. Let’s go.”










Chapter 11



A chorus of high pitch cackling sounds filled the air as they approached the structure, inter-spaced with grunts and yelps. 

“They are vocal,” Bradley said, as he pushed through the front door into the break room.

Flattner hesitated when he saw a large animal on a table across from him, crouching and baring its teeth. He walked over and ran a hand down the stuffed animal’s back.

“Treasure.” He looked at the trainer. “Dotson told me about your purchase.”

“When I heard what the new animal was, I researched it and found news articles about a man who brought one back from Africa to use as a guard animal.”

“I remember. A burglar broke into the house and the hyena killed him.”

“They should have stuffed him, not the animal,” Bradley said shaking his head.

“From what I heard, there wasn’t enough of him left to stuff.”

“It just so happened they were having an estate sale, and one of the items up for auction was Treasure,” Bradley said.

Flattner touched the ends of the animal’s canines. “So, what do you think of the spotted hyena?”

A look of reverence came over the trainer’s face. “Smart, cunning, quick, powerful, with a bite force twice that of a lion. They can trot six miles an hour all day long, and sprint at up to thirty-seven miles per hour. They’re good swimmers and can grow up to six feet long and weigh two-hundred pounds. And that’s a normal hyena. I don’t think there’s a better animal for military use.”

“And the mutants?”

“We measured the bite force at over three-thousand pounds per square inch. Stronger than a great white shark and on par with a crocodile. We clocked one at fifty-four miles per hour. That’s faster than a lion, making man the only true predator of a mutant hyena.”

Flattner shook his head. “How big are they?”

“You haven’t seen one?”

“Only in videos.”

Bradley grinned. “Come on.” He led the way to the control room.

Through the viewing window, Flattner saw the training compound composed of six wooden buildings. “Just like in Memphis.”

“Like Dotson says, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Bradley picked up a walkie-talkie. “Cathy, can you bring Leo around for our guests?”

A few seconds later, the radio cracked. “Check.”

“Leo, as in Leo the Lion?” Flattner asked.

Bradley shrugged. “The kids like to name the animals. Leo makes sense since hyenas are closer on the evolutionary scale to cats even though they look more like dogs.”

Patton walked between two of the training sheds and stood on the gravel pad in front of the window. She was wearing a wireless headset and what looked like a very thick black rubber glove on her right hand. She looked up and waved, then lifted her gloved hand, palm up, and moved her fingers towards herself.

Flattner caught a blur out of the corner of his eye. His heart lurched as something big charged from the side, approaching the woman at incredible speed. He sucked in a breath, bracing for the impact. Patton held the gloved hand out like a traffic cop signaling “halt.” The gigantic creature skidded through the gravel and stopped a few feet from her. It stood there, its eyes locked on the woman, haunches trembling with anticipation.

The slightly longer front legs supported a massive chest and neck and made it look like it was squatting. Its head was level with the trainer’s shoulders. The hyena was easily as big as the largest lion Flattner had ever seen.

“My god,” he said.

“Through evolution, the spotted hyena has adapted into one of the strongest and most vicious apex predators on the planet,” Bradley explained. “Their training begins the day they’re born. Their mother’s milk has the highest protein content of any land carnivore, and special acids in their stomach allow them to digest just about anything, including skin and bones. They can eat as much as a third of their body weight in one meal. That would be like you or me eating sixty pounds of steak at one sitting.”

“What does it weigh?”

“Leo is nine feet long and weighs four-hundred, thirty-seven pounds.”

Flattner blew out a breath. “So, your trainer… she’s what, one-thirty? Not even a good meal for that thing.”

Bradley chuckled. “She might satisfy a normal hyena. They don’t eat quite that much in captivity. Gluttonous eating is a survival mechanism. You eat when you can, as much as you can, because it may be your last meal for a while. Either way, hungry or not, if she ran into that in the wild,” he said, stabbing a finger at Leo, “it would literally bite her head off and eat her.”

“She doesn’t seem too concerned for her own safety.”

“As long as she has that control glove on, or a barrier bracelet, she’s relatively safe.”

“Relatively?” He glanced at his assistant. “Sounds like your kind of odds, Dotson.”

The man sneered.

Patton ran the hyena through a series of commands, then pulled a chunk of meat from a pouch hanging across her shoulder. She tossed it up and the animal snatched it from the air. It pranced, anticipating more.

“Let’s see it run,” Bradley said into the radio.

The woman pulled out another piece of meat, gave the animal the signal to stop, then walked to the far side of the lot, about fifty yards away. She threw the meat down by the fence, then stabbed her gloved finger at it.

Like a Saturday morning cartoon where the animal’s feet churn in place, all four of the hyena’s paws tore at the gravel, kicking rocks behind it as it shot forward. Seconds later, it slid to a stop, scarfed up the morsel and stood waiting.

“Is it my imagination,” Flattner said, “or do these things seem less agitated than the pit bulls?”

Bradley nodded. “You are correct. The ‘genetic tweak,’ as you guys call it, doesn’t seem to increase their aggression. The mutant hyenas are much easier to control than the pit bulls. That’s another reason—perhaps the primary reason—I think these are the ideal animals for your program. I told you last year the pit bulls were too aggressive, too uncontrollable, too unpredictable to use as guard or attack animals. I don’t feel that way about the hyenas.”

Flattner nodded at a plastic dummy at the back of the yard. “What’s the mannequin for?”

“I thought you’d like a demonstration of the level of control we have over them. But first, let me show you the implants.”










Chapter 12



Bradley opened a black, hard plastic container and took out an object the size of a flattened egg. Glowing LEDs and other electronic components were visible behind its rubbery, translucent covering.  

“It’s called a CDX, or command device extreme,” he said.

Flattner turned it over in his hand. “Silicone?”

“Yes. The same material used for breast implants. Quite durable.”

“And the wires?” he asked, pointing to the pair of thin wires protruding from one end.

“They administer the electric shock, though after a couple of days training, it’s seldom necessary. It’s an amazing piece of machinery. Multi-functional. It can administer clicks, vibrations, or an electric shock. As with a traditional shock collar, before they get shocked, the animal hears a click or feels a vibration. It doesn’t take long for the creature to associate those with pain, and it stops whatever it is it’s doing.”

“Why implant it? Why not just attach a shock collar? It would be cheaper.”

“There are several benefits to it being implanted. It can’t fall off, get torn off, be taken off, or chewed off. With no visible device, they’re more likely to be mistaken for wild animals. With the sensors surgically implanted, the signals are consistent and instantaneous, with no delay. And calling a CDX a shock collar is like calling an F-15 an airplane. With the proper training—yours and the creature’s—you can control the animal without uttering a word.”

“How do you do that?”

“With this.” Bradley handed the Section 17 supervisor a glove similar to what Patton was wearing.

He slipped it on. “Silicone, also? It’s more comfortable than I thought it would be. I can feel objects embedded in the material.”

“It’s a Command Device Extreme Control Glove. It’s with the same material as the CDX, only black for covert operations. What you feel are sensors pressing against your knuckles and other parts of your fingers and hand. When your hand presses against them, they signal the CDX, which signals the animal to perform a function. For instance, if you want it to stop, you make this motion.” Bradley held up his hand, his palm facing out. Then he dropped his hand so it was palm down. “That’s the signal to sit. To lay down, you drop your palm a few inches.” He swiveled his hand to either side. “Left or right.” Then he flipped his hand over and bent his fingers toward his body. “Come.” Finally, he pointed. “And go.”

“How about attack?”

Bradley smiled. He pointed his index finger, then clenched his hand into a fist. “Just point your finger, then squeeze like you’re crushing an empty can.”

“Better hope your hand’s not shaking, or it could turn out bad for someone standing nearby.”

“Animals can sense when a person is a threat, but if the target isn’t nearby? They’re across a street or running away?” He nodded at the glove. “Make a fist and point your finger.”

Flattner did as instructed, and Bradley pushed a spot on the back of the device. A red light at the tip of the finger flashed on and a red dot appeared on the wall.

Flattner cocked his head. “Laser sight?”

“Exactly. You paint the target. The glove and the command device work together to direct the animal. If the dog veers left, the device emits a series of clicks, telling him to go to the right. If he continues off course, vibrations are added, then a shock until he obeys, though that hasn’t been necessary. The glove also acts as a beacon to bring the animal back.”

“What keeps him from attacking the first person he gets to?”

“The command device. It keeps sending him clicks and the threat of vibrations and shocks until he reaches his target.”

Flattner’s brow creased as if unsure.

“Let me show you.” Bradley turned to Dotson. “Could you help out with a demonstration?”

Dotson nodded and walked downstairs. Flattner shook his head as he watched him leave.

“Don’t worry, he’ll be safe,” Bradley said.

“I’m not worried about him; I’m worried about the hyena.”



In the yard, Patton, Dotson, and Trey Douglas, were all wearing wireless headphones and had spaced themselves out in a line leading away from the building. The techs wore tan, button-down shirts and lightweight green cargo pants. Dotson, wearing a skintight black T-shirt and tan camo BDUs, took the farthest position, standing five feet in front of the plastic mannequin, which now had slabs of meat attached to the neck area.

Bradley reached down and touched a toggle on the control panel. The mannequin slid to the left. He reversed the switch, and the dummy moved to the right. He returned it to the middle position, hidden behind Dotson.

“A moving target. I like that,” Flattner said. “I notice Dotson and Douglas are wearing the barrier bracelets.”

“Oh yeah. This isn’t a suicide mission.”

“Are they as effective with the hyenas as they are the pits?”

“Yes, but I have them turned down from a five-foot perimeter to two feet.” Bradley peered out the window. “Dotson’s standing a little too close to the dummy.” He looked closer. “Whoa, whoa. His shock bracelets not activated either.” He clicked the walkie-talkie. “Dotson, you forgot to turn on your barrier bracelet.”

The muscular man looked at the observation window and gave a thumbs up.

Bradley’s eyes widened. He looked at Flattner, who just shook his head and chuckled. “Don’t worry about him. I take full responsibility.”

Bradley hesitated, then took a deep breath. He keyed the walkie-talkie. “Releasing.”

There was a click and a massive hyena trotted into the yard, out of view of the volunteers. This one was bigger than Leo and lighter colored, its spots were barely visible.

“That’s Blondie, a female. They’re bigger than the males.” Bradley pressed a button on the back of his control glove. “I just linked to its CDX unit.”

Blondie trotted forward, noticed Patton, the first in line, and charged toward her.

Bradley held up his palm and the mutant hyena slid to a stop ten feet from the woman. He went through a series of hand gestures, making Blondie turn left, right, sit, lay down, then stand back up. The animal reacted like a robot, though her eyes remained locked on the three people in front of her, saliva dripping from her muzzle.

“Very impressive,” Flattner said.

The trainer pushed the button on the back of the glove and activated the laser. A red dot appeared on the ceiling above them.

“How can you see where the dot lands in this sunlight?”

“You don’t need to. Aiming with your finger gets you close enough.”

Flattner cocked an eyebrow. “Close?”

Bradley toggled the switch, and the mannequin moved slowly from side-to-side on the track behind Dotson. He clenched his gloved hand and pointed his index finger at the plastic soldier.

The massive animal charged forward, all four paws kicking up gravel. In the blink of an eye, she flew past Patton and swept by Douglas without a glance, her attention fully locked on the mechanized dummy Bradley was tracking with his finger.

The giant creature was fifteen feet away when the mannequin slid behind Dotson, traveling left to right. Bradley swept his finger past the big man to reacquire the target, and Dotson suddenly stepped in front of the creature.

“Jesus Christ!” Bradley yelled as he flicked his finger to the other side of the big operative. 

The hyena laid her body over as she tried to swerve around the man and remain on track. Her feet slid out from under her as she careened forward. Dotson took a quick step to the left and the animal slid past, spraying him with gravel before scrambling to her feet and launching herself through the air, hitting the mannequin in the chest. She clamped her huge jaws across the throat, crushing the thick plastic neck as she tore at the meat.

“Damn,” Flattner said.

“He’s laughing,” Bradley said, staring in disbelief. “That crazy bastard is laughing.”

Flattner saw the huge grin on Dotson’s face, then watched him reach down and activate the barrier bracelet while the mutant animal went on a feeding frenzy. “Well, he’s not completely crazy.”

Bradley allowed the assault to continue until the creature had devoured all the meat. Then he held out an open palm. The animal stopped, backed away two feet and stared at the destroyed dummy.

The trainer pulled his fingers toward himself in a “come here” gesture. The hyena immediately turned and trotted back to her cage.

“Very impressive,” Flattner said. “But what if the target runs inside a building?”

“Then all bets are off. You direct the animal into the building and give the attack command. It’ll kill whoever’s inside.”

“Not ideal for a hostage rescue situation then,” Flattner said.

“Not unless the friendlies are protected.”

“Protected how?”

“With a barrier bracelet. The animals won’t attack anyone wearing one, even if ordered to.”

“Friendly or unfriendly?” Flattner asked.

“No. It can’t differentiate.”

“Huh,” Flattner said. “I assume the factory programs the CDX to recognize the frequency given off by the barrier bracelet?”

Bradley lifted his hands. “I guess that’s how it works. They send us the equipment already set up.”

The Section 17 director nodded. “Interesting.”

Bradley picked up a device about the size of a TV remote. “This is for tactical purposes. It’ll paint a target up to a quarter mile away, the maximum range of the implanted shock collars.”

“What happens if the animal goes further than a quarter mile?”

“As they approach that point, they’ll hear a series of clicks, then feel vibrations, and, finally, a shock. If they push past it, they get a continuous shock until they turn around and get back in range.”

Flattner nodded. What Bradley didn’t know was that each surgically implanted device contained enough plastic explosives to destroy the electronics, the animal, and anyone within a five-foot radius, effectively turning the creature into a kamikaze weapon. The civilian trainers were still under the impression that Section 17 recovered the animals after each operation and put them back into service, and while that was preferable, it was always good to have options.

“Your research and development unit is top-notch,” Bradley said as they went downstairs.

“Thanks to your input. What about the batteries?”

“State-of-the-art rechargeable. A large one for all the functions—the shocks, clicks, and vibrations—and a smaller one to power a transponder I’m told a satellite can pick up.”

“So, no more lost dogs like in Memphis.”

“No more lost dogs. Constant wireless charging inside the cages, like with a cell phone, and a full charge lasts four hours, far longer than you’d need for any operation. The batteries should be good for at least a thousand cycles.”

Flattner noticed a strong musty odor as they entered the warehouse. 

“It can get ripe in here with only one ceiling fan running. When it’s warm out, all four would be operating, suckin’ out the hot air near the peak, circulating the relatively cooler air from below, and taking the animal smells with it. But as cool as it is outside right now, you’d need to wear a jacket if we had all four going it would get so cold,” Bradley explained

As Dotson and the two trainers walked up, Bradley scowled. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

The big man chuckled. “I’ve got faith in you, Mr. Bradley.”

“Ever heard the phrase, ‘famous last words’?”

“Save your breath, Jimmy,” Flattner said. “Dotson would have bungee-jumped from his mother’s womb if he could have.”

The bald man threw them a feral smile.

They stopped in front of the kennels. Each had an index card with a name taped to the gate. Instead of barking, growling, or tearing at the wire mesh like the mutant pit bulls, the six creatures paced inside their enclosures. They emitted a strange combination of whoops, grunts, groans, growls, and giggles.

“The spotted hyena has an extensive vocal range. They use it to express anger, fear, aggression, pleasure, protection of territory,” Bradley explained.

“What about during operations?” Flattner asked thinking about the baboons in Operation Night Terror, which had their vocal cords clipped. “They can hardly sneak up on someone making that racket.”

Bradley approached Blondie’s cage. She paced nervously. Blood stained the fur around her muzzle. She gave a menacing grunt.

He linked the CDX control glove to the animal and pushed a button. Blondie went silent but continued to pace.

“We call it our ‘mute button,’” the trainer said. “Very handy during the initial stages of an insertion when silence is critical.”

“Does it work with the pits?” Flattner asked.

“Yes, but we use it only when necessary. It makes the animals very anxious when they aren’t able to vocalize.” Bradley pointed to the two empty stalls. “I trust Scooby and Astro performed well?” he asked the Section 17 supervisor.

Flattner smiled. “While I can’t go into detail about an operation, I will say that we were not disappointed. Both are safe and sound at Fort Hood. You’ll get two new animals next week.”



“So,” Flattner said to Bradley in the parking lot, “I take it you approve of our latest creation?”

“I don’t know how you can do much better. In my opinion, they’re the ultimate predator,” the trainer said.

Flattner smiled. “So far.”

Bradley gestured toward the third structure. “When are you going to tell us what it is?”

“We’re still testing viability,” he said. “But things look promising. I should be able to tell you in a couple weeks.”

Flattner turned to Dotson. “How’s the building look?”

“It’s basically the same, only with six cages instead of eight for the hyenas and twelve for the pit bulls.”

“And it’s sturdy enough?”

“Double paneled kennel enclosures inside, twelve-foot-tall, electrified, triple-layer, thick-gauge chain link outside,” the muscular agent said.

“Sounds like you’ve created Godzilla,” the trainer said frowning.

Dotson gave an evil smile, and Bradley shook his head.

“I have every confidence in you and your team, Jimmy,” Flattner said. “Besides, you told me once that you like a challenge.”

Bradley huffed. “A challenge, not a death wish.”










Chapter 13



Janice Hampton peered at the list of numbers on her computer screen and scowled. Email after email of administrative documents. Everything from purchase orders to staffing issues, to the dreaded latest government regulations. She liked it much better when she was a worker bee, where her biggest challenge was matching wits with the genetic code, not keeping a bunch of stockholders happy. Though her administrative assistant handled most of these mundane tasks, as lead scientist and CEO of the Duogen Corporation, she had to give final approval on major issues, especially when it involved large amounts of money. 

Hampton leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. There was no challenge on the commercial side of Duogen, but there was big money in it. They had turned the science of regeneration and rebirth into a cookie-cutter process. The world did not need another Fluffy the Pomeranian to replace the recently deceased. There were enough yapping little dogs in the world to make life miserable for everyone across the globe, but her clients didn’t care what the world—or their neighbors—thought. They wanted Fluffy back. Fluffy paid the bills. Fluffy paid a lot of bills.

There was also money in mutant apex predators. Bigger money. But operating a civilian and military cloning operation had stretched the company to the limits of its infrastructure. They had run out of room, but expansion was unlikely, with all the local and federal red tape, to say nothing of the expense. An offsite facility to birth and care for the Section 17 animals was the only viable option she could think of. It would take a huge amount of pressure off her and her facility.

Adding to her stress was the person running the Section 17 program. Though brilliant, the man’s ideas and techniques were so radical that some of the other scientists referred to him as Doctor Frankenstein.

She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose as a thought occurred to her. Perhaps there was a way to solve both problems. She grabbed her cellphone and sent a text.

Zach, can you come to my office? I need to run something by you.

A few minutes later, there was a knock on her door and a handsome man with hazel eyes and perfectly styled brown hair walked in. With his Hugo Boss pants and dress shirt with a light blue tie, he looked more like a business executive than a preeminent scientist whose work was pivotal in the latter stages of the human genome project. Courted constantly by laboratories around the world, Hampton knew they were lucky to have him, and she grudgingly accepted that sometimes genius came with a few strings attached.

“What’s up, Janice?” he said in his deep southern accent.

“Have a seat. What are you working on?”

“Working on that twenty-five percent bump in the reduction of myostatin in the hyenas.”

“How’s it going?”

“Fair. Out of the seventy-five embryos we’ve fertilized so far three made it through the implantation stage. Two were rejected after the first week. We just lost the third one yesterday.”

“Wow, that’s impressive. If I remember correctly, we went through two hundred pit bull embryos before we got our first successful fertilization. And that was at only a fifty percent reduction in myostatin.”

“We learned a lot from that,” Randolph said. “We’re not making the same mistakes. We should have a viable implanted embryo by the end of the month.”

“Just remember, I don’t mind you experimenting, but this one is unsanctioned. I’m sure at some point the military will want a seven-hundred-pound hyena in their inventory, but they haven’t asked for it yet.”

“Mums the word,” he said. “I appreciate you letting me try my new processes.”

“Not at all. Are you still getting pushback from some of the other sections?”

“A little. You know, the tired old Frankenstein comments, that sort of thing. Nothing I can’t handle. It’s not as bad since we moved to the basement. Out of sight, out of mind, I suppose.”

“How would you like to have a private lab?”

He huffed. “That would be great, but could you swing it? Space-wise, we’re already maxed out, and the last I heard the Albuquerque zoning commission turned down your request for expansion. With that and the new federal regulations…” He shook his head. “It’s no wonder everyone is going overseas.”

“How about over the border?”

He tilted his head.

“We’re considering moving the breeding part of the Section 17 operation to Mexico, near the US border.”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“We’d keep the most sensitive aspects, the genetic splicing and egg fertilization processes, here where we can maintain the necessary environmental controls. The actual introduction of fertilized eggs into the hosts and the subsequent birth and care of the animals would occur at the offsite location.”

“That would free up a huge amount of space,” Randolph said. “But do you think you could find enough qualified people to operate it?”

“That part of the process is cut-and-paste, you know that. We just need to find the right person to run it.” She looked pointedly at him.

His eyes went wide. “Me? Why would I want to do that? I’m a research scientist. Like you said, that’s cut-and-paste stuff. You just need a supervisor with a lab background.”

“I’ve seen you work with your lab techs. They all know you and respect you. They listen to you. I’ve also seen how you handle problems that come up.”

“You want me to give up my research and move across the border to babysit a bunch of technicians in what would essentially be a military puppy mill for monsters?” the man asked.

“No,” Hampton said. “I want you to move across the border to babysit a bunch of technicians while you do research in your own private lab.”

He frowned.

“You’d still be responsible for every aspect of the military projects from concept to design to creation—but with no one looking over your shoulder. We’d build you a lab just like the one you have here and you can keep doing what you’ve been doing.” She cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll even hire ‘a supervisor with a lab background’ to handle the routine tasks and oversee the care of the animals.”

He took in a deep breath and looked past her, through the window at the pristine laboratory where dozens of scientists and lab techs scurried about.

She pushed back in her chair. “It’s not written in stone yet. There’s a chance the government will come through with some additional funding and pressure the locals to approve the expansion. But if we make a move, I want to be ready. Would you be interested?”

After a moment, he looked at her, smiled, and nodded.

He left her office and she picked up her phone.










Chapter 14



Derrick Flattner recognized the caller ID and smiled. “How are things in hell?” 

“What are you talking about?” Hampton said. “It’s January. It’s the same temperature in Albuquerque as it is in DC—only it’s a dry cold.”

“Hot is hot and cold is cold. Is your phone secure?”

“Yes.”

“I’m glad you called. I was about to call you and tell you I just got back from seeing the hyenas.”

“And?”

“Magnificent. I think they’re the best animals so far.”

“I knew they’d be good. What did they top out at?”

“Four twenty-five, four fifty.”

“That’s bigger than the pits.”

“Much bigger. They’re faster, and I think smarter, too. And their bite force dwarfs the dogs. Getting bit by one would cause immobilizing trauma, like being hit with a .50 caliber round.”

“I’d like to see them.”

“Any time. Or I can show you our sales video.”

“Watch it, Derrick, you’re starting to sound like a time-share salesman in Missouri.”

“Trust me, there’s no selling involved, just showing. Three buyers have already seen it and all three placed orders before the video ended.”

Hampton chuckled. “How much?”

“With the implanted shock collars, half a million each.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah, and they didn’t even blink. Got two single orders and another guy who wants two.”

“And without the implanted controllers?”

“They all get the implants. In fact, we’re going to use them in the pit bulls, too. Controllability is the key, particularly in the private sector. What good is buying an animal if you have to keep it in a cage so it won’t eat you?”

“Now that sounds like a line direct from your sales brochure. Is it an expensive upgrade?”

“Sure, but the added control plus the reduced risk of loss makes it worth it in the long run. Besides, we only have to sell one hyena to pay for a dozen controllers. By the way, the vet that does the installs thinks you’re hot.”

“I think I saw him in the basement once. The pit bulls are more appealing.”

He chuckled. “You called me. What’s going on?”

“We need to talk about the remote lab.”

“I got your proposal. It doesn’t sound like it would take a lot, just twelve techs, some incubators, and five-thousand square feet of lab space.”

“The lab space isn’t the problem. The problem is having enough room to birth and raise the animals, especially with the larger animals we’re creating. Even though the surrogates are of normal size, two dozen of them take up a lot of room. Then we need kennel space to raise the babies until they reach optimal training size. We’re just about out of room in the basement.”

Flattner huffed. “Running out of room. Success breeds its own set of problems. If you remember, the main reason we talked about an offsite location was security; to prevent information leaks. That hasn’t been a problem lately.”

“I’m glad for that, but we have this new problem we need to address, and soon. And if we make the move, I have the perfect person to run it.”

“Okay. I’ll keep it in mind. Right now, I’m about to begin a project that should bring us a funding increase from Congress. After I’m done with that, we’ll figure out the best way to go.”
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Randolph flashed his ID across the executive elevator card reader and waited as it hummed upward from the basement.

Almost there, he thought. One more push and I should have everything I need.

Then he could conduct his experiments in a private laboratory with no one looking over his shoulder. No more fools looking down from ivy-covered buildings searching for violations of some abstract code of ethics they created. People sitting in judgment of others while making no effort—and taking no risks—to improve society themselves.

But how to do it? Drop another hint to the woman? The last three times had certainly proved entertaining. She was as tenacious as the pit bulls she’d chased. And what a shit-show that hint about the warehouse in northern Louisiana had turned into. He wondered what kind of calamity would result if he leaked the location of the Mississippi training site?

No, that might prove too much. Another disaster like the hog farm and the government might close shop on the animal-soldier experiment. He was too close to let that happen. What he needed was a tweak. Something to push Section 17 into making the move across the border.

Back in his office, he turned on his computer and brought up a tracking program for the implanted shock collars. He wasn’t sure who had designed or manufactured the devices, but they were certainly amazing. Meeting and befriending the veterinarian who installed the implants before they shipped the animals out had been serendipitous. The man had taught Randolph everything about the shock collars, including the tracking feature. Now he knew the location of every animal equipped with an implant.

Randolph had even created a computer program to alert him whenever they moved an animal from its permanent location. That was how he knew about the trip to Venezuela. When he heard about the planned bombing of the embassy there, he put two and two together.

What would happen if his little bird from the Food and Drug Administration started asking questions in the wake of a Section 17 operation? Would that be enough to prompt the move? He gave it some thought.










Chapter 15



Inab Irfan looked out the window of the Boeing 737 as the Mexican coast came into view. The entire trip had been a shock to his system. First the border crossing into India, then a flight in the cargo plane to Kuala Lumpur, a bus ride to Singapore, and now a passenger plane to Mexico City. 

A week earlier, he and his best friend, Saif Nadeem, had been guarding a Lahore safe house used by ISIS leader Malik Anbari. How they were selected for this honor was beyond him. Perhaps it was the special training they’d received from the ISI the previous year. The Pakistani Inter-services Intelligence had spent several weeks instructing them and other followers on the finer points of terrorism. Irfan, they discovered, had an affinity for languages, particularly English, along with firearms and driving. Nadeem, fearless to the point of recklessness, had a knack for making improvised explosive devices.

Irfan suspected it was these skills that had attracted the attention of Imam Rahim Massod. That the religious leader would single them out for this important mission filled him with pride, but he would have to keep his ego in check. The Quran was filled with examples of men who sought glory for themselves over Allah and then lost everything. Irfan would not make that mistake. He just wished Nadeem felt the same religious devotion.

Growing up together, Nadeem had always searched for excitement and adventure. And though his schemes seemed like good ideas at the time, they usually ended in beatings from angry parents and school officials.

It will be different this time, he thought, looking over at his friend asleep in the seat beside him. This wasn’t a childhood game. This was Jihad. And if they were to be successful, it was up to Irfan to keep his friend under control and ensure that they accomplished their mission.

An hour later, they were in the terminal retrieving their bags. Scattered throughout the massive facility were machinegun-toting soldiers with dogs, no doubt trained to sniff out explosives. They got in line for customs and Irfan silently mouthed his prayers and told himself that Allah would see them safely through their mission.

“Relax, Inab,” Nadeem said grinning. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’ve done nothing wrong. We’re just another couple of travelers.”

Irfan pulled off his glasses and wiped the lenses, then glared at his friend, angry at the man’s lack of concern—and mad at himself for not displaying the same confidence.

“This is not some game, Saif. We have been given a great opportunity and responsibility.”

“Yes, we have, and only what God had decreed will happen to us,” he said, quoting the Quran. Then he slapped his partner on the shoulder. “But it will also be a grand adventure.”

Irfan blew out a breath.

They made it through customs and were heading toward the exit when a man approached and said in Urdu, “Are you the followers of Rahim Massod?”

Irfan’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “We are followers of Muhammed, the last and final messenger of Allah!”

With a hint of a smile, the man tilted his head and bowed slightly. “My apologies. All praise to God, and may God praise his Prophet Muhammad.”

Irfan lifted his chin. “All praise to God.”

“I am Ali Mahar. I will be your guide north, to the border, and once you cross into the United States, I will aid you in your mission.”

“We won’t cross the border with you?” Nadeem said.

Mahar slipped a hand into his jacket pocket and withdrew a United States passport. “Not unless you have one of these.”

“Where did you get that?” Irfan asked suspiciously.

“You can get many things in the United States—if you have the right friends.”

“How will we get across?” Irfan asked. He had read stories about illegals crossing the border by climbing walls or swimming rivers, only to be intercepted and returned to Mexico. If they were caught, he had a feeling it wouldn’t end well.

“All that will be explained to you when we get to the border. For now, let us go. We have a full day’s drive ahead of us.”

The sun was setting as he led them to a tan Dodge Caravan driven by an Hispanic man with long black hair and wearing a cowboy hat. They climbed in and Mahar handed them each a bottle of water.

During the trip, he spoke what sounded like flawless Spanish to the driver, who he had introduced as Felix Martin. Irfan noticed Mahar would occasionally say something to Martin then glance back at them in the rearview mirror and smile. It made him uncomfortable and angry not knowing what was being said.

Irfan had the feeling Mahar was not a serious follower of the Muslim faith. He didn’t like being dependent on him and he wondered how reliable the man would be once they reached the United States and began their mission. But he supposed Imam Massod would not use someone he did not trust.

A snore distracted him, and he looked at Nadeem. His head leaning against the window, eyes closed, his mouth open.

That boy could fall asleep in a gunfight, he thought.

Irfan hadn’t been blessed with the same level of calm. He supposed that was why Nadeem was so good with explosives. The man dove into his tasks, crimping blasting caps with reckless abandon, carrying excavated landmines like they were schoolbooks, soldering wires on an explosive vest with unshaking hands. He was amazed his friend had lived this long.

Maybe that was what made them such a good team. One member took the reckless chances while the other kept them alive long enough to carry out the mission. Irfan smiled. Having Nadeem along was a bonus, it meant that he didn’t have to perform those dangerous tasks himself.



Several hours later, the van turned onto a side road. A red streak broke the eastern horizon.

“Are we there?” Nadeem said, yawning and stretching.

“Yes,” Mahar said

In the distance Irfan saw a sprawling structure overlooking a large lake.

“Whose palace is that?” he asked in Urdu.

Mahar said something to the driver, who laughed. Irfan felt his face flush.

“Here they call it a ‘hacienda’ or ‘a ranch,” Mahar explained in English. “It belongs to the person who will get you safely across the border—a person you will never meet.”

“And whom you do not want to meet,” Martin added.

Irfan looked up, surprised at hearing the man speak English.

A few minutes later, they pulled up in front of a green building hidden in a cluster of trees. It looked like a renovated barn. Air-conditioning units protruded from its painted-over windows.

“You’ll stay here while they prepare for your crossing,” Mahar said. “It is critical that you remain inside, out of sight. If anyone sees you, it could jeopardize the mission.”

Irfan bristled at being treated like a child, but he had to agree. They had come too far. Staying in a small building with air conditioning would not be that much of an inconvenience.

He and Nadeem nodded and got out of the van with their bags.

Once Martin got the two young men situated inside, Mahar said, “I’ll see you in a few days in America.” Then he dipped his head. “Assalamu alaikum.”

“Wa alaikum salaam,” they replied.










Chapter 16



Jeff Reiner was waiting inside the Union Station train depot when Derrick Flattner arrived. 

“Two pretzels? You’re either really hungry or you got good news,” the Section 17 leader said.

“Actually, I’ve had an urge for one of these ever since our last visit.” He handed Flattner the one without mustard. “And I have good news.”

Flattner tore off a piece of the bread as they strolled.

“Our two friends are in place across the border. Barring any problems, they’ll be stateside soon, and we can proceed with our plans.”

“Any problem getting them to Mexico?”

“None. Everything went smoothly. Thanks to some computer tweaks by my man at the NSA, customs never looked twice at the travel documents.”

“Nothing that can come back on him?”

“No. He’s at the top of the food chain. He’s the one looking down for problems, not up.”

Flattner took another bite. “Good guy to have in your pocket. Has he established histories and the connections?”

“Yes. Saif Irfan and Inab Nadeem now have digital histories of radical thought and action, starting in their early teens. He fabricated information connecting them to four unsolved roadside bombings from Karachi to Lahore, and a shooting involving American civilians in Islamabad. If he tags them with any more shit, they’ll end up as face cards in the next most wanted deck.”

Flattner chuckled. “What are they really?”

“A couple of mutts, jihadist wannabes slinging AKs and growing patchy beards to impress the girls. One of ’em, Nadeem, has a knack for explosives. We’ll give him the stuff and he can put it together. If my informant tried to do it, he’d blow them all up.”

“Fingerprints?” Flattner asked.

“Got ’em. My guy gave them bottles of water on the ride up from Mexico City and collected them. I pulled the prints and the NSA guy added them to their jacket.”

“What’s the NSA contact getting out of this, besides a hefty bonus?”

“He’s still riding some of the glory for ‘uncovering’ the hacker at the FDA,” Reiner said using air quotes. “He’s grateful for that lead. In addition, when we bring this down, he’ll be the one to identify the imam in Pakistan. He’s going to look so good he might end up running the NSA by the time this is all over with.”

“Any thoughts about what to blow up?”

“I’m CIA. You know we have no venue in the United States.”

“Right,” Flattner said, rolling his eyes as he took another bite of pretzel. “It’s tough coming up with something that will have an impact without killing a bunch of people.”

“You said you were looking for outrage.”

“Yeah, but Blanton is weak. I’m afraid if it gets too bloody he’ll have an attack of conscience and do something stupid.”

“How about an empty airplane? Planes always attract attention. We play it off that the explosion happened prematurely and was meant to go off after it was in the air.”

“I like that. Can your informant get someone in and out of an airport without getting caught?”

“He’s done it before.”

Flattner raised an eyebrow.

“Trust me,” the CIA agent said, “you don’t want to know.”

“Ammonium nitrate?”

“Nah, I got a line on four blocks of C-4 that were stolen in Afghanistan; that’ll be another link back to sand land. Figured we could use a block for each bombing. Do a couple of car bombs after the first one. Spread it out across the country.”

“Max, I gotta say, I’m impressed. All that and a pretzel.”

“Well, it ain’t free. I’m going to need that hundred grand for expenses.”

“Okay. I’ll wire it to you today. This is happening faster than I thought. I’m going to have to call Z.”

“Why? What’s up?”

“I talked to Dotson about using hyenas instead of pit bulls for an upcoming mission so I could get four of the dogs to Zehron, but that’s a no-go. It’s a big op, so they’re going to need all four animals. Plus, we’re going to use the NF13, so the dogs will die. There’s no way I can justify killing four hyenas. Not at half a mil each.”

“She won’t be happy,” Reiner said. “But I told her you’re good for the animals. She’ll get our people across when we’re ready. Just don’t make her wait too long.”



Back in his office, Flattner wired Reiner the money and sent a text. Two minutes later, his phone rang.

“Hello, Senator. Is your phone secure?”

“Yes, it is, Derrick,” Dirk Blanton said.

“I wanted to let you know that the operation we talked about is in play. By the end of the week, we’ll be ready to start the first phase.”

Blanton was silent for a few seconds, then said, “You sure you can pull this off?”

“Yes, Senator. We have everything in place. Our two subjects are in our control and we’ll be with them every step of the way.”

“What exactly do you plan to do?”

“Do you really want to know, sir?”

“God damn it, Derrick!” Blanton barked. Then sighed. “I just want to make sure no innocent Americans will get hurt.”

“Don’t worry about that, Senator. We’ll be very careful. In the meantime, you might want to start ramping up the rhetoric about funding cuts endangering the secu—”

“Don’t tell me how to do my job,” the Congressman said, cutting him off. “You just do yours.” The phone went dead.

Flattner stared at the blank screen for a long moment as a surge of anger washed over him.










Chapter 17



Flattner sat back and rubbed his eyes, wondering, not for the first time, whether it was worth the effort. Dealing with a pompous egomaniac was bad enough without having to worry about supply problems. He grabbed the computer mouse to shut down his laptop and saw the file folder for the Venezuela operation. He clicked on it, brought up the video of the raid, then fast forwarded to the assault on the barn. He gave a smile as he watched the vicious attack. 

Yeah, it’s worth it.

He moved the cursor to close the video when a thought occurred to him. He pulled out his secure phone and called Reiner.

“Hey, man,” the CIA agent said, “if you’re looking for another pretzel, you’re going to have to pony up the next time.”

“That’s a deal, with mustard. Tell me about the problem our friend is having south of the border.”

Five minutes later, Flattner was smiling. “I think I have a way to keep our lady friend very happy.”



Flattner hung up and placed another call. It rang twice.

“Derrick, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

“How are you, Señorita Sanchez?”

“It’s Z, and my phone is always secure.”

“You and Jeff have been talking about me again.”

“He told me how careful you are about communications. It’s critical in our line of work. I find it commendable.”

“Thank you. I’m glad to hear you share my concern.”

“I hope you’re calling me about my new pets. The workers have just finished up the compound.”

“That is why I’m calling,” he said. “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to supply the four pit bulls immediately. They’re all committed to other projects and buyers.”

“Oh?” A chill edged her voice.

“We’re getting a new shipment of puppies in at the end of the week. I can get you four of them in two months.”

She said nothing for several seconds. “That’s unfortunate. I have a situation and I have a bit of a time constraint.”

“Yes. Jeff told me about your problem.”

The chill turned to ice. “Did he? That, too, is unfortunate.”

“Actually, it was very fortunate, because I have a solution to both our problems. I’d like to prove it to you by making your ‘situation’ go away.”

Flattner held his breath at her silence. He smiled when she said, “Go on.”
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Cathy Patton returned the four pit bulls to their kennels after the training session and was peeling off her control glove when her cellphone rang.

She lifted an eyebrow when she saw the caller ID. “This is Cathy.”

“Cathy, this is Harry Perkins. Is your phone secure?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Just call me Harry. Catch you at a bad time?”

“No, just cleaning up.”

“I saw you working with the hyenas. I was very impressed.”

She grinned. “Thank you, Mr.… Harry. They’re a pleasure to work with.”

“You think you have a good handle on them? Any trouble controlling them?”

“No, none. They’re much easier to work with than the pit bulls, maybe because they’re not as aggressive.”

“Really? I would think that would be a bad thing considering what we’re using them for.”

“Well, maybe aggressive isn’t the right word. How about manic? The pit bulls just want to destroy things, like a bull in a china shop, whereas the hyenas seem more… focused. They see an enemy as a target. Something to overcome.”

“Interesting. So, you have no problem controlling them, no concerns that they’ll go ‘manic’?”

She chuckled. “They can seem manic when they’re engaging multiple targets. They’ll destroy anything moving. They’re just more graceful about it.”

It was his turn to chuckle. “A graceful killing machine. Any fears that you’ll lose control, that they’ll attack you?”

“None. Like I said, I’d much rather work with them than the pits. Even though they’re bigger and deadlier, I feel safer.”

“Are you up for a live demonstration?”

Her heart raced. “I’ve been waiting for the opportunity.”

“Good. Prepare two hyenas for transport tomorrow morning and pack a bag for a couple nights, you’ll be going with them. The team leader will fill you in during the flight.”

She was grinning from ear-to-ear when she hung up.

It’s about time, she thought. It had been over three months since she’d helped the Louisiana state agent run that car off the Lake Pontchartrain bridge. And though all she’d done was block traffic, it had been the most exhilarating night of her life.

She vividly remembered the call from Flattner. “There’ll be a car and a burner phone waiting for you in Slidell. A man will call you. Just do what he says.”

She’d never met the guy. He was just a voice over the phone giving her instructions as they drove side-by-side down the causeway. He hadn’t told her to stop and point the police toward Jake Jessup. That had been her idea. She still remembered the look on Jessup’s face as the cop put him into the back seat of the squad car and he’d recognized her. Then she learned the game warden had been killed and that Jake Jessup and April Flowers were still alive.

What a waste of time, she thought, shaking her head. That wouldn’t have happened if she’d been in charge of the operation. Now she had a chance to prove herself.
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One building over from where Patton was working, inside the control center of the Operation CROCUTA building, Carl Dotson answered a secure video call.

“This is Dotson.”

“Carl, remember when we talked a while back about opening a breeding facility to increase the security of the operation?” Flattner asked.

“Yes.”

“An opportunity has come up to expand our commercial sales and, at the same time, open a breeding facility across the border in Mexico if we decide we need to.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“An individual who owns a transportation company there has expressed an interest in purchasing four of our pit bulls. She controls everything that happens along a large section of the border with Texas. I’ve heard from a reliable source that she is discreet and trustworthy. She can provide us with a building we can convert into a breeding facility, as well as the lab personnel and security.”

“A woman,” Dotson said.

“A very capable woman. Reminds me a lot of you.”

The big man said nothing.

“The leaks we’ve had in the past still concern me, especially since we haven’t uncovered the source,” Flattner continued.

“Whoever it is knows we’re looking hard. The pressure is apparently working. There’ve been no more interrupted deliveries since the one in Alexandria.”

“That doesn’t mean there won’t be.”

“You’re right. What does this woman transport?”

“From what I gather, anything and everything, to or from any part of the world. With a strict need-to-know policy.”

“Be nice to know who we’re getting into bed with.”

“Carl, how many third-world, piece-of-shit countries have we invaded in order to keep some power-hungry dictator in charge just because he smiled the right way at Uncle Sam?”

“Point taken. But we weren’t calling the shots then. Now we are.”

“True,” Flattner said, “but maybe if we had the same information they did, we’d have made the same decisions.”

Dotson said nothing.

“Most of the alliances this country—or any country—makes are based on monetary reasons aimed at keeping us safe. While it may not be the noblest cause, it’s a necessary one. We have a program that’s saving soldier’s lives. I, for one, think that’s worth doing regardless of the cost. Unfortunately, a lot of people in Congress could give a rat’s ass about the people who protect them. For them, funding an education bill to encourage six-year-old Billy to discover his inner sexuality or shutting down a river project because of an endangered snail is more important than the security of the United States.”

“Or an oil extraction project in north central Louisiana?”

Flattner’s lip twitched. “Or an oil extraction project in north central Louisiana.” He sat back in his chair. “It’s just a matter of time before the funding axe falls, Carl. When it does, if this project gets shut down, it’ll be too costly and too complicated to start back up. That’s why we need to self-fund this thing. If that includes dealing with customers with a less than sterling reputation, then so be it.”

“You’re the boss,” Dotson said. “We can have four pits ready for your customer in two months. Like we discussed, the ones we have ready are committed to operations—and other private buyers.”

“I know. That’s why we’re going to sell her two hyenas.”

Dotson was silent

“That a problem?” Flattner asked.

“No. Actually, I think that’s a better choice,” Dotson said. “The crocuta are easier to work with than the pits. And with the gloves, it’s easier to train the new owners.”

“That’s what I thought, as well. I was going to send Cathy down there for a week to train them. Will that cause a problem there?”

“No, it shouldn’t. We have the six Army techs, plus Bradley and Douglas. Where is this woman going to keep them?”

“She had a facility built for the pit bulls. If it’s strong enough for them, it should work for the hyenas.”

“Have her send photos and schematics,” Dotson said. “I’d also like to go down and check the facility to make sure it’s secure enough.”

Flattner smiled. “I assumed you would.”










Chapter 18



“Air One to OC One, touchdown in three mics,”  said the pilot.

“Check OC One. Touchdown in three mics.” The man turned and held up three fingers to the five operatives sitting in the darkened cargo compartment of the Black Hawk helicopter.

Cathy Patton’s eyes were wide behind sand goggles as she mimicked the others, giving a thumbs up, then flipping down the night-vision monocular, her heart thumping like the rotors on the massive vehicle. Outside the window, the flat Texas scrub land was a black void, interrupted only by the occasional cluster of lights from distant ranches and small towns.

She still couldn’t believe it. Twenty-four hours earlier she’d been 750 miles away sitting in a warehouse in the swamplands of Mississippi and now she was in a UH-60 at two in the morning about to make a covert landing. If she had anything to say about it, this wouldn’t be the last time, either. After her crash course in tactics at Fort Hood, she knew this was exactly what she had been looking for.

Her instructions were clear. This would be a combined Operation CROCUTA combat mission and demonstration of the mutant hyena’s capabilities. A group of suspected terrorists was going to meet a plane on a clandestine runway near the border in Texas. The plane was bringing in a high-level ISIS member from Mexico. Their job was to intercept the plane and neutralize the combatants. Search and destroy, no prisoners.

You have a problem with that? Harry Perkins had asked during a video call just before she left the compound with the two animals.

She recalled how the corner of his mouth twitched into a smile when she had replied, “None at all.”

The thought of directing the hyenas to kill the suspects excited her more than flying at a hundred and forty knots fifty feet above the desert floor.

She looked at the operatives and held up her hands showing them the two control gloves she was wearing. She pressed a button at the base of each and a series of red LEDs lit around her wrists. She could control two animals with one glove, they would just attack the same target. Controlling two simultaneously had taken practice for both her and the animals, but they had quickly gotten the hang of it. The hyenas learned so fast Patton wondered if the genetic manipulation had improved their mental capacity, too.

Taking her cue, the team leader lifted his control glove and turned it on, while the four other Section 17 agents activated their black barrier bracelets. Patton resented someone else on the team having control over the animals, but Perkins had told her it was only in case something happened to her during the operation, and she became incapacitated. She supposed that made sense, but she had made it clear to OC One that she was in charge of the two assets.

“Thirty seconds,” Air One called over the headset. Patton’s stomach churned as she forced herself to take slow, steady breaths like they had taught her.

The helicopter flared and hovered ten feet above the ground. A crewman flipped some levers and Cathy felt a new set of vibrations as, below her, a winch lowered two black metal boxes to the sand.

“Packages free,” the crewman called out.

The pilot shifted the UH-60 thirty feet to the right and set it down. The six passengers bailed out, and before the operatives had set up a defensive perimeter the massive machine had disappeared into the darkness.

The violent shift from constant noise and vibration to stillness and absolute silence froze Patton in place. Confused, she looked around at the green-tinted desert landscape and at the rows of cotton plants that disappeared into the darkness. A hand clamped onto her shoulder. She yelped and spun toward it, then felt her face flush as OC One motioned for her to follow.

Careful not to trip over the dead plants, she made her way to the two transport boxes. She slid open the air vents, which she had closed to protect the animals from the jet stream of frigid desert air. She let out a sigh of relief when she heard movement inside as the creatures worked off the effects of the light dose of the sedative she’d given them prior to the flight.

Satisfied they were okay, Patton slipped them each a slab of meat from her backpack. They quickly tore the morsels apart and devoured them. She’d fed them that morning but skipped their usual late afternoon feeding partly so that they wouldn’t get sick during the trip, partly so they’d be eager to hunt.

This would be their first live hunt. Hers too. Until now, their only foes had been plastic mannequins backed by fake gunfire and recorded screams. She wondered how they would react to the real thing. She also wondered if they were as excited as she was, if they sensed what was about to occur.

“Okay, here are the game rules,” the lead operative said, crouching beside her. “You stay with me. You don’t get any closer to the target than I get. I tell you to drop, you get down on your stomach. Bullets will be flying. You have armor, but there are plenty of places on you that aren’t covered and I’m responsible for your safety.”

She nodded, then said, “And I’m responsible for the animals.”

“Ms. Patton, let me assure you, I don’t want to have anything more to do with these creatures than I have to. They scare the shit out of me.”

She smiled. “You’re perfectly safe…” 

When he returned the smile, she added, “… as long as I tell them to be nice to you.”

His eyes widened.

She laughed. “Don’t worry, the only thing getting chewed on tonight will be bad guys. And call me Cathy.”










Chapter 19



Derrick Flattner sat on the couch next to Zehron Sanchez inside the library of her ranch house, his laptop computer linked to the seventy-five-inch monitor mounted to the wall. One side of the screen showed an aerial night vision view of an empty desert. On the other side, soldiers in battle gear sat inside the cargo compartment of a helicopter. 

“How exciting,” she said as she sipped from a glass of wine. “What am I seeing?”

“The desert shot is from a Border Patrol drone we ‘borrowed’ for the evening. The other is the bodycam of my lead operative inside the helicopter delivering the team to the landing site.”

“Where are the animals?”

“In a pair of cages mounted on the bottom of the Black Hawk. When they arrive, they’ll lower the cages to the ground, then the operatives will get out.”

“They all have weapons except that one with long hair, off to the right.”

“That’s Cathy Patton, the animal handler. She’s not a trained operative, but nobody knows these animals better than her.”

“So, she’s a civilian?”

Flattner nodded.

“And she’s not afraid to take part in something like this?”

He laughed. “After tonight, I’m afraid I won’t be able to keep her at the training facility. She was so excited I don’t think she’s slept.”

“A woman after my own heart.”

“She is special. If you approve of the animals, she’ll spend a week here training you and your people.”

“And when are you going to tell me what these animals are?”

“I’m going to let the demonstration talk for me. I’m confident you won’t be disappointed.”

“The giant pit bulls are very impressive.”

He just smiled.

Over the speaker, a voice said, “Air1 to OC1, touchdown in three minutes.”

Just before the bird landed, five more videos populated the screen.

“Those are the bodycams on the other operatives,” Flattner explained.

They watched the operatives jump from the helicopter and disappear into the desert. On one feed, two large black boxes came into view.

“The animals are inside.”

Sanchez nodded.

“When we were discussing details about these drug traffickers, I got the feeling this situation is more personal than business.”

“I said traffickers, but I don’t remember saying anything about drugs.”

He shrugged. “An educated guess. I couldn’t care less.”

She gave him an appraising look. “Our guests of honor are ungrateful members of the Saltillo clan who operate a hundred miles south of here. A couple months ago they requested help with a border crossing. We agreed on a price. After we got their merchandise across, they refused to pay. I rarely extend credit, but the cartel leader, Jesus Flores, was a longtime friend of my father.” Fire flashed in her eyes. “Unfortunately, Flores has a problem working with a woman.”

Sanchez waved a hand through the air. “It was not a large amount of money; not worth going to war over. But I had to send a message.”

“Which was?”

“The heads of a couple of their people.”

Flattner lifted an eyebrow. “Sounds like more than a message.”

She huffed. “Flores has a hundred just like them waiting to step up. It was cheaper for him than paying the crossing fee.”

“I’m assuming he didn’t heed your message?”

“He’s planning to fly a shipment across the middle of my territory. He supposedly ordered the pilot to piss out the window of the plane as he flies over my casita.” She paused and looked up. “They should be overhead about now, filthy animals.”

“Sounds like you could use a stinger missile.”

“I have one. I just don’t want to attract attention.”

Flattner laughed.

“We aren’t greedy, Derrick. Our rates are reasonable. We only control a fifty-mile section between Reynosa and Roma. But my father, and now I, have cultivated that section, developed the relationships needed to operate a successful transportation corporation on both sides of the border.”

“And what about the ones waiting on the other side of the border? If they’re not Flores’s people, aren’t you worried this will anger them?”

She shrugged. “You lay down with dogs, you get fleas. Besides, according to you, nobody will have a clue what actually happened.”

“That is correct.”

“This is OC Base. We have three sets of headlights on the highway, five clicks out. They’ll be at your position in ten mics,” a voice said over the speaker.

“That’s the drone pilot stationed at Fort Hood,” Flattner said. On the TV monitor, they watched a line of distant headlights speed toward the meet location.










Chapter 20



“This is OC Base. We have three sets of headlights on the highway, five clicks out. They’ll be at your position in ten mics.” 

OC One acknowledged the transmission as calmly as if there were announcing the temperature, not that armed terrorists were approaching their location. Patton’s heart raced and she wondered if she could ever be that calm.

The two hyenas, now fully revived, whined and moaned and paced in their cages as if they could sense the coming fight. OC One pointed to his ears and then at the animals. Patton, trying to control her shaking hands, jabbed a button on the back of each control glove. The animals went silent.

His eyebrows went up and he whispered, “Magic?”

“Training and a signal from the internal shock collar.”

“Vehicles turning east toward your location,” said the drone pilot.

“Roger,” replied OC One. Then to Patton, “Leave the animals in the cages until the plane sets down on the runway. It’ll make enough noise so they’ll never hear you opening the doors.”

She nodded.

The “runway” was a dirt road that ran through the middle of the cotton field, fifty yards from where they waited. According to the intel, the suspects would park on the old road and clear debris from twenty-five hundred feet of its surface and set out temporary landing lights. After the plane landed, it would taxi back to the vehicles, drop off the passenger, and then take off. Total time on the ground, less than ten minutes.

Not a lot of wiggle room, Cathy thought.

“Everyone double-check your barrier bracelets. Make sure they’re activated,” OC One whispered into his mic.

Patton’s heart pounded as she heard the crunch of gravel beneath tires.
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The three trucks pulled off the highway and drove a half mile down a gravel road before turning south onto a wider cleared area that would act as the makeshift runway,

The lead vehicle, a silver F-250 Ranch King pickup, stopped in the middle of the hard-pan passageway. The driver remained inside with the headlights on while the other two trucks parked behind him and six men got out.

Four of them put on head lamps and headed down the twenty-foot-wide lane and tossed aside rocks and other obstructions as they went. After the delivery, the men would throw the debris back onto the roadway to conceal what had taken place. The dead cotton plants, low enough to not interfere with the wings of the plane, would act as the runway’s outer perimeters.

The two remaining men grabbed backpacks from one truck and pulled out small battery-operated LED puck lights. Though not bright, just 200 lumens, to the pilot they would look like miniature spotlights in the darkness. They turned them on, then set them down every twenty-five paces along both sides of the roadway.

While they worked, twenty-seven-year-old Andre fiddled with the Bluetooth settings on the truck’s display. He’d only had the truck for three days and he was still figuring out all the gadgets. It came to him with his new position as supervisor. For five years Andre had cleared off the roadway so that planes could land with their shipments of cocaine or marijuana. Now he was overseeing the delivery. And while he took his new position seriously, his crew had performed this task a dozen times. They knew what they were doing. His primary concerns at the moment sat beside him on the seat.

He patted the MP5 and the duffle bag full of cash. He knew the game. If he screwed up and lost their money or the hundred kilos of cocaine, they would erase him and anyone carrying his genes for as far back as they could find. It wasn’t an idle threat, as his predecessor had discovered.

Once the workers finished, they gathered in front of the Ranch King, and Andre switched off the headlights. In the darkness, the tiny lights stretched into the distance in surprisingly straight lines. He got out and spat some orders. The men quickly pulled AK47s from the vehicles and fanned out into the desert at prearranged locations. A minute later, they were virtually invisible.

Andre’s young ears picked up a distant engine. He reached into the cab of the truck, withdrew a handheld VHF radio, and keyed the mic.

“Coyote Two to Coyote One.” He waited a few seconds, then repeated the call. “Coyote Two to Coyote One.”

“This is Coyote One. Go ahead.”

“Is that you I hear?”

“Should be. I’m coming up on the coordinates.”

“Do you see the lights?” Andre said.

The drone of the Cessna grew louder. A half minute later the radio crackled again. “I got ’em.”

The young man bent down, pinched some sand, and threw it in the air. It fell straight to the ground.

“There’s no breeze. You should be good to go.”

“Roger that, Coyote One. Inbound now. Hit your headlights.”

Andre flipped on his headlights, flooding his end of the makeshift runway and giving the pilot a reference point.

The pitch of the engine oscillated as the pilot adjusted the throttle. With no running lights, the Cessna 414 was invisible, just a growing roar from its twin six-cylinder turbocharged, fuel injected engines until it blew past fifteen feet above the roof of the truck. It fell into the glow of the headlights and kicked up puffs of dust when the tires touched down.
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“You’re up,” said OC One, the plane’s engines masking his voice. He stepped back as Patton unlatched the two cages and opened the doors.

The hyenas cautiously stuck their heads out, first one, then the other. She heard the operative suck in a breath. Patton had been working with the creatures for several months, but she remembered the first time she’d seen one. Seeing hyenas in zoos and on TV didn’t prepare you for it. That was like comparing a house cat to a mountain lion.

The animals recognized Patton, then locked eyes on the operative and growled. She felt the rumbling vibration in her chest.

OC One froze. His eyes drifted to the black control glove on his left wrist. Though it glowed red, Patton could sense the tension in his body.

“You’re safe with the glove on,” Patton said, trying not to smirk. She quickly ran through a series of commands, having the two hyenas sit, then stand, sit, and stand. Satisfied the equipment was functioning properly, she positioned the creatures on either side of her, then said, “Let’s go.”

“OC One to OC team, OC Queen and subjects en route to target location,” the team leader whispered into his microphone.

Patton spun her head toward him and whispered, “The queen and her subjects?”

He grinned and winked, then he said into his mike, “Remember the rules of engagement. Remain in place. No contact with the suspects unless you or another asset are physically threatened.”

They moved toward the trucks. The glow of the headlights through the night vision monocular looked like a forest fire.

The hyenas scanned their killing field and locked onto the closest guards. Their haunches vibrated in anticipation. Patton watched one guard light a cigarette, his rifle slung casually over his shoulder, unaware that he was about to die. A shiver of thrill shook her body as she realized she held the power of life and death in her hands.










Chapter 21



Carlos Hernandez stood ten yards inside the cotton field and pulled his jacket tighter. Though they were about as far south as you could get and still be in the United States, it got cold in January, especially in the desert at night.  “But it’s a dry cold,” his wife would say. “Bullshit,” Hernandez always replied, “cold is cold and hot is hot."

Standing in the middle of hundreds of acres of dead cotton plants, it didn’t seem like the desert. But it was the perfect time to do a dope deal. The season was long past, so no one would pay these fields any attention for several more months.

He stood facing the “landing strip,” watching for any signs of movement. This was the seventh airdrop he’d covered for the Saltillo Cartel and he knew that if there was going to be a problem, be it from thieves or law enforcement, that they would come by vehicle on the road—and not across a thousand acre field.

Hernandez had been a nervous wreck the first two times he’d done this job, expecting at any moment for armed traffickers to pop out of the shadows and mow them down, or the police to swoop in on helicopters and lock them up—or mow them down—like in the movies. But all six times had been uneventful. Boring, actually.

Five-hundred dollars for two hours work was hard to pass up, especially with them cutting hours at the packing plant. He couldn’t understand why other businesses were begging people to work, but at his job they could barely schedule him for his forty hours.

Being this close to the border didn’t help. Eighteen dollars an hour to someone used to making eighteen bucks a week was a big deal. Paying an illegal twelve dollars cash under the table without benefits helped the company’s bottom line. They claimed they weren’t using them, but Hernandez didn’t recognize anyone on the third shift, the one he usually worked for overtime, and the one least likely to be raided.

But if he said anything, he’d end up working the third shift at a convenience store. Better to keep his mouth shut and supplement his income with these occasional side jobs—as long as his wife didn’t find out. If that happened, he’d be wishing he got locked up or mowed down.

In the distance, he heard the drone of a motor. He saw his friend, Joseph, light up a cigarette. That was one habit he was glad he hadn’t taken up. Once the plane landed, they’d be busy replacing rocks and picking up the lights and that little prick, Andre, didn’t want them smoking while they worked. Why were the guys with the biggest egos and the least amount of common sense made supervisors? It was the same thing at the plant. The bigger your mouth and the more ass you kissed with it, the quicker they promoted you.

The pitch of the engine changed.

“Game time,” he said.



[image: image-placeholder]The twin-engine plane touched down and stopped, only using half the runway, then spun around and taxied back to the truck. Andre turned off the headlights on the truck as it approached. Once in position, the pilot again locked the left wheel, forcing the aircraft to spin around and face the opposite direction. He left the engines running; their roar was deafening, even at idle.

Andre flipped the headlights back on, illuminating the rear of the plane as his men formed a perimeter around the aircraft. Two of them opened the cargo door and the pilot handed out two duffle bags. They laid them on the ground in front of Andre.

He unzipped each one, verified that they contained plastic-wrapped kilos, then threw a thumb over his shoulder. The two workers zipped them up and tossed the two bags of narcotics into the back seat of the Ranch King while Andre grabbed the bag of money from the front seat.

Inside the cargo door, he unzipped the bag and displayed the stacks of bills to the pilot. The man smiled, gave him a thumbs up, then climbed back into his seat.
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Patton watched as the pilot positioned the plane in front of the truck. When she saw two guards pull duffle bags from the back of the plane, she looked at the team leader and said, “Terrorists my ass.”

He gave her a steely look, a tight smile, and a thumbs up.

She shook her head, deactivated the mute button, and thrust her hands out. She made fists and pointed at the two closest guards. The hyenas shot forward.
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Hernandez unslung his rifle and held it across his body in a ready position as the truck headlights came on, illuminating him and the other five men like an honor guard awaiting royalty.

With a roar, the plane appeared out of the darkness, its belly lit up by the headlights. It floated gracefully onto the road, disappeared into the gloom, then reappeared a short time later, engines roaring as it taxied back. A minute later, it spun around so it was ready for takeoff, just like the first six times.

This was the most dangerous period, when the plane was on the ground with its engines running. The noise would mask the approach of vehicles. He moved his eyes back and forth, scanning both directions for lights or movement.

At least we don’t have to worry about what’s behind us. As soon as the thought entered his mind, the hairs on the back of his neck lifted. He felt a sudden, powerful urge to run and a strong musky odor hit him. He turned—then wished he had run.

“Madre de Dios!” Hernandez shrieked as he swung his rifle around. He wasn’t even close.

The creature clamped enormous jaws around his right forearm and bit down. His shriek cut off as pain overpowered his brain. He jerked back and watched in stunned disbelief as blood shot from the stump where his lower arm had been. He staggered backward, fell onto his butt, and watched his life pump onto the desert floor.










Chapter 22



Andre was about to slam the cargo door shut when he heard a wail. He looked up and saw a guard stagger into the light, blood pumping from a stump where his right forearm had been. 

His eyes went wide. “What the f—”

“Shut the door! Shut the door!” the pilot hollered while frantically waving his hand.

Andre jerked his head around as something burst from the shadows and smashed into the guard behind him. The gigantic tan creature latched onto the man’s face and with a twist snapped his neck.

Another wail rose from the far side of the plane, followed by a burst of 7.62 ammunition. Like a strobe, the exploding rounds freeze-framed a massive shape as it charged at the fleeing guard.

The pilot jammed the throttle forward. The over-revved engine roared as the propellors gripped air and the plane lurched ahead. The tail assembly smacked into Andre and knocked him to the ground.

He looked up from the dirt in time to see a screaming guard run into the port-side propeller. Spinning at fifteen-thousand revolutions per minute, the blades sliced the man from his head to his groin, painting Andre and everything behind the aircraft a dark red. The blood-splattered headlights of the King Ranch bathed the scene in pink. There was a clang as the blades hit the man’s rifle, bent, and the engines stalled.

Andre, covered in gore, lay frozen from shock while all around him grunts, growls, wails, and rifle fire filled the desert air. He heard scrambling and looked up to see the pilot bail out of the airplane and run into the shadows with the money bag in his hand.

To his left, someone shouted, “Mierda!”

A guard scrabbled across the sand on his hands and knees toward a truck. A monstrous head shot out of the darkness, clamped massive jaws onto the fleeing man’s thigh, and dragged him back into the shadows like a horror movie special effect. Like an accompanying soundtrack, the dying man’s high-pitched wails blended with strange whooping and grunting noises.

“Wh-what is going on?” Andre stammered, then realized he hadn’t even pulled out his weapon. He reached for the Glock and he heard an engine start up. Headlights swept across him as the Ranch King pivoted backward. He jumped to his feet and saw the pilot was driving his truck.

“Hey!” he shouted, as the man slammed the gearshift into drive and punched the gas, spinning the massive tires and pelting Andre with dirt, gravel, and sand. Andre howled with rage and fired half a dozen rounds as he sprinted after it. The dope and the money—his life—were in that truck. 

The pilot was looking back and grinning so didn’t notice the old Dodge dually until it loomed in the red tinted headlights. The vehicles collided. The airbags in the Ranch King slammed the man back into his seat while the big truck’s horn blared, adding to the confusion and chaos.

Cackling with excitement, Andre ran up, forgetting the gunshots and cries erupting around him. Expecting to see the man dazed by the exploding airbag, he jerked open the passenger side door and exclaimed, “Hijo de puta!”

His eyes went wide, then blew out the back of his head as the stranger jerked the trigger of Andre’s own MP5. The young trafficker’s body flew back and landed on the desert floor.

“Eat shit, ese!” the man said. He threw the weapon onto the seat beside him, laid his head back, and caught a flash of brown coming at him. He jerked his head around and drew in a breath to scream, but never got the chance as the creature lunged into the cab and bit him across the face.
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“My God,” Sanchez said, her eyes locked on the television monitor.

Flattner smiled. “They are impressive. So, what do you think abo—”

“I want them,” the woman said. “Both of them. Bring them here tonight.”

“Don’t you want to talk ab—”

“No. No discussion is needed.”

The government man laughed. “I like you, Zehron. When you want something, you go for it.”

“Yes, and I definitely want them. Now, how do you want the million dollars? I can wire it to your account immediately or—”

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about a trade.”

She sat back and raised her eyebrows.

“We may have to move some of our operations across the border where we would have more control and there would be less government interference. Jeff said you might be able to help.”

He explained the situation.

Fifteen minutes later, she smiled and said, “I think I have just the place.”










Chapter 23



Flattner woke up late the following morning and found a note on his bedroom dresser.  Coffee, juice, and pastries in the library. Please help yourself.

He got dressed, then returned to the room where a few hours earlier he and Sanchez had watched eight men get eviscerated. A continental breakfast awaited him on the patio outside.

He sat down, poured himself a cup of coffee, and took a sip. His phone rang.

“Did you sleep well?” Sanchez asked.

“I did, thank you. And thank you for breakfast. You’re not going to join me?”

“I already ate. I’m at the compound with Cathy. A vehicle will be out front when you’re done to bring you over.”

“I would have thought she’d still be asleep.”

Sanchez laughed. “She never went to sleep, said she was too wound up. See you shortly.”

After he ate, Flattner went to the front drive where there was a tan Jeep Wrangler waiting with a driver. They drove west along the road that circled Sugar Lake. After a few minutes, they rounded a bend, and a building came into view, tucked away at the water’s edge and surrounded by trees. Despite the serene setting, it looked like a prison you’d see along a highway, a large metal building fronting double rows of chain-link fence, topped by concertina wire. The fenced enclosure stretched to the water’s edge.

Flattner chuckled and shook his head. It was a replica of the Operation PIT complexes and would have taken months to construct. Sanchez had been confident she’d get the mutant pit bulls—or something.

He let himself in the front door. Even the interior was a mirror image of the Section 17 training buildings in Mississippi, from the breakroom to the stairs leading up to what he presumed would be a control room.

“Good morning,” Sanchez said, coming in from the warehouse area. She swept an arm at the setup. “What do you think?”

“I think you never cease to amaze me. Where did you get the plans?” he asked, then held up a hand. “Never mind.”

He pointed at the glove she was wearing and raised an eyebrow.

She beamed, holding her hand up. “Cathy’s teaching me how to use it. I’m so excited. These animals are incredible. Come. Let me show you.”

He followed her into the warehouse and wasn’t surprised to find a charging rack with ten black barrier bracelets just inside the door. He grabbed one, slid it on, and activated it.

They went through the pedestrian door leading to the outside enclosure. Patton was standing at the edge of the lake. Twenty feet past her, the two giant hyenas waded in chest-deep water. The builders, Flattner now saw, had embedded the metal poles for the chain-link fences into the lake to provide access to the water.

When the two animals saw Flattner and Sanchez, they tensed and crawled out. They separated, then circled toward their visitors, approaching from either side.

Flattner felt the hairs on his neck lift as he watched the massive creatures stalk forward, their eyes locked on them. He fought an urge to rush inside and slam the metal door shut.

“Don’t move,” Sanchez said, sweeping her eyes from one animal to the other.

When they were twenty yards away, Flattner slid his hand toward his Glock pistol, then remembered it was in his SUV.

“Don’t move,” Sanchez whispered.

Suddenly the hyenas shot forward. Flattner gritted his teeth, growled back his fear, then hissed as Sanchez threw her gloved hand out in a halt gesture. The two crocutas slid to a stop five feet from Flattner, their eyes now locked on him, as lake water dripped from them.

He felt the vibrations from their menacing growls.

“Jesus Christ,” he said under his breath.

“Hey, Mr. Perkins, er, Harry,” Patton said as she ran up. She made some motions with her gloved hand and the two hyenas turned and loped back to the water.

Flattner looked at the sky and blew out a long breath.

“Isn’t this great?” the younger woman said, sweeping her hands in a circle. “They love getting into the water, and they needed it after last night. They were covered in blood. We should extend the cages in Mississippi so the animals can reach the river.”

Flattner looked at her and shook his head. “Aren’t you tired from last night?”

“God, no, I was too excited. It was amazing. Z told me you two watched it on video. I want to see it. We couldn’t see all that much from where we were, plus it was dark.”

Flattner chuckled. “You’ll be here a week training Z and her people, so I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time for that.”

“It won’t take a week. Z’s a natural. The animals have taken to her. She already has them doing basic commands. Not that I want to leave right away; this place is amazing. You should see my room back at the ranch. It’s bigger than my entire apartment. We need to get her two more control gloves and a couple of laser controllers.”

He cocked his head. “You don’t seem too traumatized by last night.”

She shrugged. “Why should I be? They made their bed. Besides, it’s part of the job. Next time, though, just tell me we’ll be taking out dope dealers.”

Flattner looked at Sanchez, who smiled.










Chapter 24



“What do you think?” Flattner asked Sanchez as they rode back to the hacienda. 

“I haven’t been this excited since I killed a man with a machete when I was sixteen.”

He whipped his head towards her.

“And if you’re not careful,” she continued, “I’m going to steal that girl away from you so she can work for me.”

“Please don’t do that. You can borrow her as much as you’d like, but I need her.”

She smiled. “Is my facility up to your standards?”

“It looks great, but if you don’t mind, I’d like Dotson, my second in command, to look it over.”

“Cathy told me about him. Said he’s taciturn. Hard to read. I got the feeling she doesn’t care for him very much.”

“Dotson is… different. He’s an acquired taste, but a genius at security. If there are any potential weaknesses, he’ll find them. You don’t want your new pets wandering off.”

“When can he come?”

“In a couple of days. He’ll be here a couple hours, then he’ll fly back out. Just tell Cathy not to mention anything to him about last night.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Dotson’s a good man. He’s the best covert operator I know, particularly concerning our animals, but he’s not convinced that selling to the private sector is a good idea. He would definitely frown on them being used in offensive actions against non-military combatants.”

“In civilian language, he doesn’t want them used to wipe out someone’s competition.”

“To put it bluntly,” Flattner said.

“He won’t hear a word about it. Where would you like me to wire your money?”

“What money is that?”

“Your share of the proceeds from last night. After your people left, we recovered the cocaine and the money. You get half.”

He stared at her for several seconds, then smiled. “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful relationship.”

“By the way,” she said as they drove past a green building that looked like an old barn. “That’s where your two guests are staying. Are we still planning to move them through the tunnel the day after tomorrow?”

“Yes. Are they staying out of trouble?”

“They’ve been inside and will remain inside until it’s time to transfer them. The only people who have seen their faces are your man and Juan Martin, my most trusted coyote.”

They pulled up to the ranch house as she said, “I assume your guests are on a one-way trip. No return ticket needed?”

“You assume correctly.”

“When is your helicopter going to pick you up in Toma?”

“They’re on standby.”

“In that case, if you have an extra hour, I’d like to show you something.”



After grabbing his bag, Flattner rode with Sanchez in the middle of a three-vehicle caravan while his security team followed. Near the border, they turned west on Highway 2 toward the tiny town of Poblado Los Angeles. A half mile down a side road, they stopped in front of a building surrounded by an eight-foot-high concrete wall. A guard in the lead car unlocked the front gate and the caravan pulled into the parking lot.

Though fairly modern looking, faced with dark glass framed in aluminum, the building had a rundown, abandoned look. A sign above the entrance read La Curacion. A caduceus hung below it.

“I take it this is the lab we talked about?”

“Yes. It’s been shut down for about ten years.”

“What did they make here?”

“Pharmaceuticals. They specialized in inhalers.”

Flattner turned to her. “I thought I recognized the name.”

Sanchez nodded. “The infamous baby-killer lab. The source of the defective inhalers that killed children all around the world.”

“I heard about the ones in the United States.”

“Killed over a hundred and fifty kids worldwide. The owners fled the country. The business never reopened. I took it in exchange for a debt. I thought it might come in handy someday.”

Flattner figured the debt was from getting the previous owners out of the country.

“It looks big enough, close to the border. Very promising,” he said.

“There’s plenty of inexpensive housing nearby for workers, and you won’t have a problem attracting capable technicians if you pay a decent wage.”

“The pay’s not a problem, though we’d have to change the name,” Flattner said with a wry smile.

“Want to see inside?”

“No, I wouldn’t know what I’m looking at. If we decide to do this, I’ll bring in someone who does.”

“Very good. Now, let’s get you to your helicopter.”










Chapter 25



“This is some good stuff, Frosty,” Jake Jessup said, looking up from his computer. 

“I tried to stick with the same format the FDA computer guy made up,” Williams said as he sat his coffee on the spare desk in Jessup’s office. “It’s just not as voluminous.”

“No, this is great,” Jessup said as he ran his finger down the list of incidents Williams had accumulated in his version of the suspicious animal activity report program. “It’s something to go on. You gotta tell April about it.”

His phone chirped, and he looked down. “Speak of the devil.”

You at your office?

Yep, Jessup replied.

A second later, his phone rang.

“Hey, Ap—”

“I just emailed you some photographs. Look at them now,” Flowers said, excited.

“What—? Uh, okay. Frosty’s here with me. I’m putting you on speakerphone.” Jessup went to his email, opened the file, and clicked on the first photo.

“Dang, girl,” he said, pulling back. “A little warning next time.”

The photo showed a mutilated body sprawled out on blood-soaked gravel.

“Oh, it’s nothing we haven’t seen plenty of the last couple of years,” she said. “Look at the bite radius on his thigh.”

Something had ripped a massive chunk of meat from the corpse as if using a giant ice cream scoop.

“That bite’s too big, unless he’s been swimming with orcas.”

The next photo showed a wider angle of the scene. In the middle of the picture sat a twin-engine airplane with a bent prop. The plane and the surrounding ground appeared to have been painted red.

“I take it that ain’t paint?”

“No,” Flowers said.

“Where did you—”

“My CI!” she said. “He finally got ahold of me.”

“Your informant sent you these photos?” Jessup said.

“No, of course not. I got them from the Barr County Sheriff’s Department.”

“Uh, I’m confused. Where is—”

“Fort Grande, Texas. At the Mexican border, a couple of hours from the Gulf.”

“Geez. Looks like they traded their machetes in for woodchippers. And what did the CI tell you?”

“Nothing. He just sent me an article from the Fort Grande Gazette about a mass killing at a suspected dope deal. Scroll down to photo number seven.”

“Whoa,” he said. The picture showed a huge footprint in a puddle of blood. Next to the indentation was an L-shaped evidence ruler, placed there for reference. The print was five inches wide and seven inches long. He closed his eyes for a second and drew in a breath.

“You all right?” Williams asked.

“Yeah, yeah. It’s just, this déjà vu shit is getting old.” Then he said to Flowers, “What kind of animal is it?”

“No clue. I was hoping you and Frosty could figure that out while I set up a visit with the Barr County Sheriff.”

“We’re going down there?”

“Of course, as soon as you can get to New Orleans. I’m so excited I can’t stand it.”

Williams chuckled and leaned across Jessup’s desk to scroll through the remaining photographs.

“Did the sheriff check with anyone down there?” Jessup asked.

“The secretary said the closest thing they have to a zoo is Jeb’s RV Park and Wildlife Center, which features three Gila monsters, fourteen scorpions, five rattlesnakes, and a bunch of tarantulas.”

“We can ask the big cat curator at the zoo,” Williams suggested.

“That’s a good idea,” Jessup said. “I’ll print out the photos.”

Jessup clicked the print button then scrolled through the remaining photos. “How many bodies were there?”

“They recovered two whole bodies, plus body parts from four, maybe five, more. They won’t know for sure until they get the DNA results back.”

Jessup whistled. “Where was it? Looks like a dusty farm.”

“It is. About ten miles north of Roma, Texas. That’s just west of Fort Grande.”

“That’s definitely Bandito territory. I’ll grab the pictures off the printer and make a phone call,” Williams said as he left the office.

Jessup returned to a shot of two large rectangular indentations in the ground. “What do you make of photo number twelve?”

“Cages,” Flowers said. “Notice the tracks going into and out of the one end?”

“If they are cages, they’re big enough for a lion. Maybe these guys were wildlife smugglers and the animals got loose?”

“Anything’s possible, I suppose. But according to Consuela, the secretary—she and I kind of bonded—three of the victims had prior arrests for drug trafficking. They’re calling it a drug drop that got interrupted.”

“But interrupted by what?”










Chapter 26



“It’s always impressed me that Memphis has one of the top three zoos in the country,” Williams said peering at his phone. “According to their website, since its inception in 1906, it has become one of the premier zoos in the world and was nominated the best zoo in the United States several times. It says here the seventy-acre facility is home to over 4,500 animals from five hundred different species. And did you know Memphis is one of only four zoos in the nation allowed to house giant pandas?” 

“I did know that,” Jessup said as they turned into Overton Park and worked their way toward the zoo. “So, who is this guy and how do you know him?”

“The guy’s name is Sandy Simpson; been in the job a few years,” Williams said. “And I don’t know him. I just called and asked who was in charge of the big cats.”

Jessup nodded. “I’ve heard of him. He supposed to be good. Dakota never had a bad word to say about anyone, so she always refused to talk about him.”

Williams looked over. “Uh oh.”

Jessup pulled to the curb near the entrance, stuck a blue light on his dashboard, and they got out.

After identifying themselves at the front gate, they were directed to a set of offices behind the main building. As they made their way down a hallway, they passed several photographs, some of which Jessup recognized as covers from National Geographic.

“Some amazing photographs. Look at this one,” Williams said, pointing at an enormous crocodile lunging at the camera, its gaping jaws flinging water.

“Dakota took that one in the Zambezi River exhibit the day before it opened. Almost lost her camera. If it hadn’t been on a monopod, she might have lost her hand.” He shook his head and said with a sad smile, “That was Doc.”

They knocked on the last door. A slender man in his mid-forties with a brown goatee peppered with gray answered. The nametag on his tan, button-up short-sleeve shirt read “Sandy Simpson.”

“Mr. Simpson,” Williams said. “I appreciate you taking the time to talk to us.”

“It’s Doctor Simpson,” he said as he turned and walked back to his desk.

Williams and Jessup exchanged a glance, then sat down in the chairs in front of the man’s desk without waiting to be invited.

Simpson scowled.

“What can I do for you?” he said, as he peered at his computer screen.

Jessup felt heat rise on the back of his neck, but Williams just smiled at the man as if they were old friends. He pulled the photo of the footprint from the packet and threw it onto the desk.

“Can you tell us what kind of animal made that print?”

Simpson continued to stare at the screen, clicked a couple buttons on his keyboard, played with the mouse, then reluctantly looked over. After a second, he flicked the picture away. “Crocuta crocuta,” he said, turning back to the screen. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes,” Williams said, still smiling. “You can tell us what that is.”

Simpson exhaled heavily and turned toward them. “Spotted hyena, largest member of the Hyaenidae, native to sub-Saharan Africa, the most common carnivore on the continent. They are the most social of the carnivores, the female of the species being considerably larger than the male. Most people think they’re related to dogs, but they’re more closely related to cats.” He gave Williams a plastic grin.

“Any reason one would be running around in the desert in Texas?”

He shrugged. “Escaped from a zoo or a private collector. Maybe while they were doing renovations. Looks like it stepped in red paint. It’s young, though, so it won’t have gotten far.” He tossed the photo back across the desk.

“Why do you say it’s young?” Jessup asked.

“Because of the size. A full-grown spotted hyena has a paw print twelve centimeters long. That one’s seven centimeters.”

“EEENNN!” Williams said, making a loud buzzer sound.

Simpson jerked back in his seat and looked at him as if he were crazy.

“Wrong, Doc. Look again,” Williams said, tossing the photo back. “That ruler is imperial, not metric. That’s over seven inches.”

Simpson’s eyes went wide and he snatched up the photo. “That’s impossi—” Then he frowned. “This can’t be. To make a footprint that big the hyena would have to be bigger than an African lion.” He looked up. “Easily over four hundred pounds.”

“That’s not paint, by the way,” Williams said as he tossed over a body part photo. “Would those bite marks match up with a hyena that big?”

Simpson, still staring at the footprint photo, glanced over. His face paled. “Is… is that a… leg?”

“It was when it was attached to the guy’s body.” Williams leaned over and pointed to a spot where a chunk of flesh was torn away. “Would that bite radius match up with a four-hundred-pound animal?”

“Y—yes,” the big cat curator stammered, unable to take his eyes from the gory image.

Williams stood, snatched up the photos, and said, “Thanks for your time, Sandy.”

“Wait! Wait!” the man said, jumping to his feet. “Where did you get these photos?”

“We don’t want to take up any more of your valuable time. We know you’re busy.” Williams stuffed the photos back into the envelope and turned to leave.

“But you don’t understand,” Simpson said, his eyes locked on the envelope. “This is the find of a century. Tell me where this was. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

“You’re wrong about that too,” Jessup said as he followed his partner out.



“What a dick,” Williams said as they exited the zoo.

“Yeah, but you left him crying.”

“Serves him right, the sanctimonious asshole. More importantly, it sounds like you two have a genuine mystery on your hands. You think it’s one of your Section 17 animals?”

“Those cage imprints tell me this wasn’t accidental. Whatever is going on, we have a solid lead—Oh, fuck.”

“What?” Williams asked.

“NF-13.”

“Huh?”

“NF-13. The bacteria. The shit Section 17 sprays on the animals before they send them in.” He called Flowers and put it on speaker. As it rang, he said, “It’s too late now, anyway. They’d all be dead.”

“What did you find out?” Flowers said.

“NF-13. If it’s a Section 17 animal...”

“I already thought about that, Jake. The secretary said nobody who was on the scene has called in sick.”

Jessup blew out a breath. “Thank God.”

“Well, what is it?” she asked.

“A giant hyena. Call that sheriff and see if he wouldn’t mind a couple of Feds crashing his party.”














Chapter 27



Jessup laid his head back and moaned as they waited for their flight to board. “Hmm, I need coffee.” 

“What time did you leave Memphis?” Flowers asked as she studied her laptop screen.

“Three in the morning. I should have left yesterday and grabbed a room here.”

“If you drove faster you could have slept longer.”

“What are you talking about? I made it in six hours.”

Flowers looked up. “My personal best driving from Memphis to New Orleans is four and a half.”

“Does that include the time you spent on the side of the road after getting pulled over by troopers?”

“Of course, but most of them know me now. I just flash my headlights as I go by.”

He peered over her shoulder at the screen. On it was a tan animal with dark brown spots. It had a thick mane, like a mohawk, and a massive neck that looked too big for its oval head. Its forward-facing ears and eyes marked it as a predator.

“Studying up?”

“Crocuta crocuta. The spotted hyena,” she said.

“I listened to a bunch of YouTube videos about them on the drive down. They’re nothing to play with.”

“See those neck muscles and that compact skull? A normal one has a bite force of 1,100 pounds per square inch. A pit bulldog has a measly 235 PSI bite.”

Jessup shook his head. “Imagine the bite from a mutant hyena.”

“We don’t have to imagine it. We got the photos.”

“We’re still not sure that’s what this is,” Jessup said.

“What else could it be? And where else could it have come from? And don’t forget those indentations in the ground.”

“But southern Texas? What’s the connection?”

“The Special Projects Animal Assets Division is in Fort Hood, right? Isn’t that where they train these things? Maybe it got loose from there.”

“I thought about that,” Jessup said. “But the base is three-hundred miles from where this slaughter occurred.”

Their flight was announced over the speaker.

“Let’s go find out,” she said.



“Flying with these federal creds is sweet,” he said as they walked down the jetway. “You get to walk right through pre-check.”

“It’s a perk. But they won’t serve you alcohol if you’re carrying a firearm.”

He smirked. “Not a problem for me.”

“They’ve even upgraded me to first class once or twice.”

“Nice. How was that?”

She shrugged. “It was okay, but nothing special. Mainly just more room. And on a short flight, you might get two bags of pretzels instead of one.”

“Ooh.”

They found their seats—in coach. Across from them sat an older woman, who was humming as she did her needlework.

Flowers brought her laptop back out.

“Says here that spotted hyenas are pure predators, unlike other species of hyenas, which are primarily scavengers. While they’ll eat carrion, they prefer a fresh kill. And they’re big eaters. They can consume a third of their body weight in one meal.”

“Get me in a good buffet restaurant and I can do that,” Jessup said.

“According to this, they’re near perfect predators. Their only threats are lions and man. But get them in a pack, hunting together and there’s nothing they fear.”

“Sounds formidable, even without being up-sized.” Jessup peered at the photo on the screen. “There’s something familiar about them.”

She clicked on the keyboard, then spun the computer toward him. On the screen was a photo of a massive spotted hyena wearing a rope muzzle connected to a log-chain.

“That’s it,” he said, nodding. “National Geographic. The Nigerian Hyena Men. They capture spotted hyenas and keep them as pets and guard animals.”

The woman across the aisle hummed louder and watched them out of the corner of her eye.

“I certainly wouldn’t want one for a pet. They look scary,” Flowers said. Then she looked at Jessup. “What?”

“What what?” he said.

“You’ve got that look.”

His eyes pinched. “What look?”

“You face is all scrunched up like you’re in pain, or something.”

He blew out a frustrated breath. “Now the picture of the hyena men reminds me of something, but I can’t remem—I got it!” he said, snapping his fingers. “Type in ‘hyena eats burglar.’”

The cross-stitch lady was humming loudly now, drawing the attention of other passengers.

Flowers typed it in and pressed Enter. The screen populated with a list of articles, news clips and photos of the ‘Talbert Estate Incident.’

He stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s it. Happened about ten years ago. Some rich guy, a big game hunter, brought back a spotted hyena from Africa as a pet. Some moron broke into the house and became hyena chow. He probably thought it was a big dog.”

“According to this, they’re closer on the evolutionary scale to cats. The family Hyaenidae,” Flowers said, reading again from the Wikipedia entry.

He grinned. “They’re in a class of their own.”

She ignored him.

“Are they the ones that laugh?”

“Yes. It’s a vocalization they produce under high-stress situations; when they’re nervous or agitated.”

Jessup looked over at the cross-stitch woman, who had stopped humming and was quickly gathering her things to move to another seat. He grinned at her. “Interesting that people seem to do the same thing.”



They landed in San Antonio a couple of hours later, grabbed a rental car and headed down Highway 16 toward Toma.

“Tell me again why we’re driving this Nissan Versa instead of that cool, four-door Jeep Wrangler.”

“Number one, because we’re in the middle of the desert and dark color cars get hot in the sun,” Flowers said as they sped down the highway at eighty-five miles an hour. “And two, I refuse to drive another bright red vehicle unless I have no other choice.”

Jessup grunted, then looked at the dash mounted GPS. “Over four hours’ drive time? How big is this state?”

“Big. That’s why I said we should fly instead of drive. It would have taken three times as long to drive here from New Orleans.”

“Nah,” Jessup said. “Two with you driving.” His phone rang, and he put it on speaker.

“Obi-Wan, how are things in the far north?”

“Cold and damp. I’m thinking about becoming a snowbird,” Frosty Williams said.

“Hey, that’s about the same as it is here, only this is a dry cold,” Jessup said.

“Does a dry cold feel any warmer?”

Jessup rolled down the window a few inches and road noise filled the compartment. He stuck his hand out for a second, then brought it back in and rolled up the window.

“Nope,” he said. “Cold is cold. I don’t care what they say.”

“Hi, Frosty,” Flowers called out.

“Hi, darlin’. Is Jake driving you crazy yet?”

“He’s kinda like Muzak. After a while, he just fades into the background, and you hardly notice him.”

“You two do realize I’m sittin’ right here, don’t you?” Jessup said.

Flowers gave an exaggerated sigh. “But we all have our crosses to bear. I’ll muddle through, somehow.”

“Bless your heart,” Williams said solemnly.

Jessup shook his head. “So, what’s up?”

“Just got off the phone with Sheriff Bobby Brightner. Told him what you were up to. Sounds like a pretty cool guy. We went through boot camp about the same time at Parris Island, but I never met him.”

“Damn, how old is this guy?”

“Fuck you. Anyway, I told him all about yours and April’s exploits. He was laughing his ass off. Said he can’t wait to meet you.”

“Great.”

“Also, he came up with an informant who might have some insight about who turned the traffickers into hyena hash.”

“Outstanding,” Jessup said. “The guy working off a beef or is he doing it for money?”

“I didn’t ask a lot of questions, but it sounds promising. Looks like maybe a rival cartel took them out. He’ll fill you in when you get down there.”

“Dope dealers and mutant monsters?” Flowers said. “I can’t see a connection.”

“It’s definitely not a good combination,” Jessup added.

“Nothing you two can’t handle,” Williams said. “But watch your backs. Down there, you don’t know who you can trust.”

Jessup chuckled. “We’re getting used to that.”










Chapter 28



A little over three hours later, they got to Fort Grande, the Barr County seat, and noticed the many bail bonding companies, pawnshops, and strip mall lawyers as they neared the large brick building that served as the sheriff’s office and county jail. 

“Just like in Memphis,” Jessup said as they entered the parking lot.

“And New Orleans,” Flowers said. “It’s like its own little city. Every business for five blocks in all directions catering to the judicial system.”

“Big money in it for everyone except the guy who crosses the line and gets caught up.”

Inside, the desk officer pointed to an office at the end of a hall behind a glass door and buzzed them through. Photos of law enforcement officers throughout the years lined the walls, most of them showing what must have been notable arrests and drug seizures. In a lot of them, the officers were on horseback.

Near the sheriff’s office, they stopped in front of a photo of three men on horses, their weather-beaten faces, brown from years in the sun, looking down at the camera. They all wore cowboy hats, star-shaped badges, six-guns, and clutched rifles in their hands. The middle rider sported a thick mustache tapered to a point on either end. They looked very serious.

“These guys look like the real deal,” Jessup said.

“Los Tres Amigos,” said a voice behind them.

They turned to see the middle horseman, his hair was now white, but he had the same leathery skin and handle-bar mustache. Slender and a little shorter than Jessup, he locked his piercing brown eyes on them like a hawk spying a rabbit. He walked up and squinted at the photo.

“Me and my two buddies, just out of Texas Ranger school. We were hot stuff, back then.” He chuckled. “At least we thought we were.”

He turned and stuck out a hand. “And you two must be the infamous Jessup and Flowers. Sheriff Bobby Brightner.”

Jessup grabbed it. It felt like sandpaper. “Jake Jessup.”

“The baboon guy.”

Jessup rolled his eyes.

“Frosty told me all about you. He sounds like a crusty old bastard, like me.”

Jessup barked a laugh. “He is a crusty old bastard. I’ll leave it at that.”

Brightner turned to Flowers and took her hand. “Agent Flowers,” he said with a slight bow. “A pleasure to meet you.”

Flowers smiled and blushed. “A pleasure to meet you, Sheriff Brightner, and, please, call me April.”

Brightner held his smile and her hand. “I will if you two call me Bobby. Now, come on in my office and sit a spell. Let’s figure out what we got here.”

Flowers looked at the darkened office next door. “Is Consuela here? I wanted to meet her.”

“Nope, had to take her granddaughter to soccer practice. She said to tell you she was disappointed she didn’t have time to greet you, but that she will see you tomorrow, no doubt to fill you in on more details of the case.”

Flowers turned red.

The sheriff gave her a wry smile. “Don’t worry. Consuela’s a good judge of character. If she says you’re okay, then that’s good enough for me.”

Brightner’s office had the usual display of certificates and plaques a law enforcement officer earned throughout his career, along with two shadowboxes. One held a gold star in a circle bearing the words Texas Ranger, the other an engraved silver revolver.

“Is that your Texas Ranger badge?” Jessup said, stepping forward to stare at it.

“Yep. They gave me that when I retired back in 2010.”

“I bet that gun has some stories,” Flowers said.

“It sure does,” Brightner said. “Belonged to my grandfather. He was sheriff of Pecos County back in the fifties.”

“It was a whole different world back then,” Jessup said.

“It was. But bad guys are still bad guys, only now they have better weapons. For instance…” He tapped the crime scene photos laying on the desk. “What do you make of these?”

“Looks all too familiar to us, Bobby,” Flowers said.

“Frosty said it’s a hyena? How could that be? The closest zoo we have around here is the Gladys Porter Zoo in Brownsville, and they don’t even have hyenas. The next closest one is four hundred miles away.”

“The animal that made that print wouldn’t have come from a zoo. It’s too big,” she said.  “The largest spotted hyena print ever measured was just under five inches. Your print is almost double that size.”

He gave them a dubious look. “So, you’re saying I got a monster hyena running around out there somewhere?”

Flowers looked at Jessup, who nodded. Then she said, “Let me start at the beginning.”

Twenty minutes later, Brightner was staring at them from behind his desk. He cocked his head and said, “You’re serious.”

They nodded.

He blew out a breath. “If I wasn’t staring at the evidence on my desk, I’d kick you both out of my office for telling me a story like that. Mutant animal soldiers. So, how did this one get here? And where did it go? I know this county like the back of my hand. It didn’t come from here. And there are no military facilities nearby.”

“That’s what we’re hoping to find out,” Jessup said. “Mind if we look at the scene?”

“Sure, let’s go. I’ll drive. You’ll never find it otherwise.” He got up, pulled a gun belt from a drawer, and put it on, then he grabbed a white Stetson from a coat rack.

Flowers looked from the hat to his tooled leather cowboy boots and smiled.

Brightner smiled back and winked. “If you’re real good, I’ll put on my spurs.”

She laughed and turned red.

He led them through a side door to a stairwell. “I’m parked in the garage. One of the perks of being the sheriff.”

They stopped in front of a massive, silver, Ford F250 super cab diesel four-wheel-drive pickup truck. It sat eighteen inches off the ground.

“Oooo,” Jessup said. “I’m getting truck envy.”

Brightner chuckled. “Another perk of being sheriff; I get my pick of the seized vehicles. Found this on the side of the road loaded with twelve hundred pounds of weed. We’re still waiting for the owner to come by and claim it.”

Jessup laughed. “But still, to abandon this…”

“Ah, this is nothing to them,” the sheriff said, clicking the fob to unlock the doors. “There’s so much drugs and money flowing across that border they consider losing a vehicle the cost of doing business.” He cranked the engine. “You guys got your pistolas, right?”

They nodded.

“Good, ’cause if you didn’t, you’d be the only ones unarmed.”

He pulled onto the street and headed northwest.










Chapter 29



Five miles later, they were outside the city proper driving through a rural area dusted with rundown houses and rust-covered vehicles. 

“Looks like a lot of poverty down here,” Flowers said.

“It’s not a real wealthy part of the country,” Brightner said. “Filled mostly with second and third generation Hispanics from Mexico. They’re hard-working people, for the most part, just trying to make a living and do the best they can for their families.”

“What’s the population?” Jessup asked.

“About 14,000. Sixty percent of them citizens, another thirty-five percent illegals trying to become citizens or trying to make money to send back to their families in Mexico.”

“And the other five percent?” she asked.

“Piece-of-shit dope boys looking to get rich quick and coyotes taking advantage of the weak. They account for ninety percent of the crime, and, unfortunately, a good percentage of the county’s revenue. But they make life interesting.”

“Never a dull moment, huh?” Jessup said.

“Not with them. But I can’t blame the other ninety-five percent. You look north from across the river and you see a country where the standard of living is ten times better than it is in your country, at least financially. It’s no wonder people sneak in here hoping to do better for themselves and their families.”

“The American Dream,” Flowers said.

“You’d be surprised, April. A lot of the illegals I talk to don’t necessarily want to stay in the United States. They just want to make enough money to build a nest egg so they and their families can live more comfortably back in Mexico. That’s why this whole open borders thing is a joke. If they really wanted to, the overlords in DC could do the right thing and streamline the immigration process for the people who want to become citizens and create a good work-visa program for the ones who only come here to work. Get those people into the system. Collect taxes from them instead of letting that money go into the underground economy. By doing that we would know who’s coming across our border. Right now, they’ll allow anyone into the country, including people who may not have the best interest of the United States in mind.”

“But why?”

“Votes. Staying in power. Hell, some politicians are coming right out and saying it. If they can make these folks dependent on government benefits—benefits they don’t even give American citizens—who do you think the illegals are going to support?”

Jessup blew out a breath. “Makes you wonder if the people in power really care about what’s best for the country.”

“I think, back in the day, most of them realized how important this country was to the rest of the world. Now half of our elected officials see the United States as the problem. It sounds trite, but all they seem concerned about now is getting reelected. You wield a lot of power when you get elected to a federal office, and that power is addictive, just like the drugs pouring across the Rio Grande.”



They drove another twenty minutes across flatland dotted with the occasional ranch and crisscrossed with dirt roads that stretched to the horizon.

“It’s pretty flat; not real populated out here,” Flowers said.

“There are the usual cattle and horse farms, corn, sorghum, milo, and cotton. Texas is by far the largest cotton-producing state in the union. And it’s big, in case you didn’t notice,” he said with a wink. “There’s a lot of room to spread out, which is why there are so many of these dirt access roads everywhere.”

The sun was two inches above the horizon when they turned east off the asphalt onto a wide gravel trail. They followed it to an intersecting dirt road that ran arrow-straight in both directions. Dried skeletons of cotton plants stretched in every direction as far as you could see. They turned south, followed by a cloud of dust, adding another layer to the plants.

“Does it rain much out here?” Flowers asked.

“Not a lot, but more than west Texas. We’re not close enough to get much moisture from the Gulf unless a tropical storm comes through.”

“It helped preserve the crime scene,” Flowers said, tipping her head toward splotchy dark spots on the road ahead of them. Brightner parked near the first one.

“I expected this to be redder, like the blood at the park in Louisiana,” Jessup said, the smell of death faint, but still present.

“That blood looked redder because it was fresher and the surrounding ground was moist,” she replied. “This is a couple of days old and the sun’s been baking it. The hemoglobin breaks down into methemoglobin and turns the blood a dark brown, makes it appear almost black. It’s a measurable process that allows crime scene analysts to determine the time of occurrence.”

Brightner looked from her to Jessup and cocked an eyebrow.

He grinned. “I’m MacGyver. She’s Bill Nye.”

“I’ll run you through what we think happened.” He pointed to a dried puddle of antifreeze. “Right here, a big pickup truck crashed into a dually. There was a partial body inside and more remains on the ground. We think the driver was attempting to flee but crashed into the other truck and was then eaten. The body on the ground had gunshot wounds and was partially eaten.”

Flowers shook her head.

“There was a third truck parked over there in the cotton,” he said, pointing. “It was undamaged.”

He stood next to a huge blood stain that swept backward in a cone. “The plane was here. This blood fanning out is where a trafficker ran into a prop—while it was spinning. Under the severed body, we found an AK that was bent almost in half. That bent a propeller blade, which prevented the plane from taking off.”

“Jeez,” Jessup muttered. “How could somebody do that?”

“Only thing we can figure is that he was running from someone.”

“Or something,” Flowers said.

Brightner nodded.

“You said traffickers. You recover any dope or money?” Jessup asked.

“No, just bodies and weapons. There were fresh footprints and tire marks on top of the blood, so someone came in afterward. We figure they took the money and drugs.”

“And the animals?”

“I don’t think so,” Brightner said. “We have three sets of shoe prints: the dead traffickers, the ones who came down the road and took the dope and money, and boot prints out in the cotton field near the indentations. Whoever made those prints never came out of the field.”

“That means the cleanup crew wasn’t worried about the animals attacking them,” Jessup said.

“So,” Flowers said, “a group of traffickers brings in dope and money. Another group brings in mutant animals that kill the traffickers and leaves without the dope and money. Then a third group comes in after the traffickers are dead and the animals are gone and take the dope and money?”

“None of that makes sense,” Jessup said. “And why didn’t the third group get attacked?”

“Either they got lucky, or they knew the things would be gone,” Brightner said. “How many creatures do you think there were?”

“Two, judging from those square indentations,” Flowers said.

He looked at her. “Two hyenas did all this?”

“Yes. If they were Section 17 animals, and they were judging from the paw prints. They’re trained to kill enemy combatants. Where are those indentations?”

Brightner pointed to the west.

“So, they landed a plane on this tiny road?” Jessup said.

“Yeah, in the middle of the night, pitch-black. Probably two or three in the morning. One pilot to keep the weight down. The ground crew lines the road with puck lights to guide him in.”

“That’s insane,” Jessup said.

Brightner shrugged. “Only have to do it once a year to make a living. But most of these pilots are action junkies. They’ll take a Cessna 414 like this one was, strip out everything non-essential, tweak the throttle governor to get a thirty percent increase in RPMs so they can take off on a short runway, throw in a waterbed liner filled with fuel to increase the range, and go for it.”

“The only thing he didn’t count on was a giant hyena showing up.”

“Hey, you guys, come look at this.”

She was standing about fifty yards inside the cotton field. “Here are the indentations from the animal carriers.”

“You’re pretty sure that’s what they were?” the sheriff asked.

“No doubt in my mind but check this out.” She walked a few rows over and swept her arm in a circle.

“What is this, a fuckin’ crop circle?” Brightner said. “Illegal aliens aren’t enough? Now we got space aliens?”

Jessup laughed. “Judging from the double strut marks in the center of the circle, I’d say your aliens were flying a helicopter.”

“So, a helicopter drops off troops and a couple of genetically altered hyenas to take out a group of traffickers?” Flowers said.

“Doesn’t make any sense,” the sheriff said. “If they knew when and where the flight was coming in—which they obviously did—they could just as easily have ambushed them. It would have been cheaper, and probably safer, than flying killer animals in on a helicopter.”

“Unless it was some kind of test,” Jessup said.

“A test?” the sheriff said. “I mean, I got no love loss for dopers, but you’re talkin’ summary execution for narcotics trafficking. And where are the drugs and money? Did these Section 17 people steal it?”

“I found this,” Flowers said, holding up a plastic baggie. “Tufts of hair. I bet it’s from the animals.”

“Where’d you get the evidence bags and rubber gloves?” Jessup asked.

“You were the Boy Scout. You know, be prepared?”

“Hey, I was only in for a week.”

“We need to run the DNA to check the level of myostatin,” she said.

“I don’t know what that means,” Brightner said, “but I know someone who will. Ol’ gal runs the lab up in San Antonio. I’ll see if I can get it moved to the front of the line.” He winked at Flowers. “She’s sweet on me.”

They got back in the truck and he said, “You know, you two have created more questions than answers.”

“We seem to have that effect on people,” Jessup said. “Frosty said you have an informant?”

“I do, and we’re fixin’ to go talk to him right now.”

“Is he working off a beef?” Jessup asked.

“Nope. He’s free to leave any time he wants.”

“Then why’s he willing to talk?”

“Because if he doesn’t, I told him I’d kick him out of my jail.”

Jessup and Flowers exchanged bewildered looks as the sheriff spun the truck around and headed back.










Chapter 30



“Alex Fuentes,” Brightner said. “Wannabe thug dope boy working for the Saltillo Cartel here in Texas. Did six months for possession of a stolen gun. A couple of arrests for assault, one for trafficking, dismissed, and a warrant for failure to appear for a traffic violation. Couple days ago, the day before this all went down, Fuentes got pulled over and arrested for the warrant. You don’t get bond on a failure to appear warrant, so he stayed in jail until he could see the judge the next day. The jailers said he complained all night about the money he was losing, but he wouldn’t say why.” 

“Let me guess,” Jessup said, “he was supposed to help on the drug flight.”

Brightner nodded. “And about fifteen seconds after my people got on the scene, the word was out that a drug deal had gone bad and everyone was dead.”

“Everyone except Fuentes,” Flowers said.

Brightner grinned. “Who was sitting safely inside a jail cell while his compatriots were being massacred on a makeshift runway.”

“Oh, man, sucks to be him,” Jessup said.

“When he got to the courtroom the next morning everyone wondered why he had called the judge a ‘fag,’ and threatened to blow up the jail.”

Flowers laughed. “Bail was the last thing he wanted.”

“We put it all together after we identified a couple of the bodies.”

“The obvious conclusion being that Fuentes told someone about the delivery then got himself arrested so he’d have an excuse to miss it,” Jessup said. “Hoo wee, I would not give that boy odds of making it through the weekend.”

“Ain’t karma a bitch?”



Alex Fuentes jumped when they entered the interview room, his ankle cuff rattling against the metal bench. He was in his mid-twenties and tried to put on an air of confidence, but the fear in his eyes betrayed him. Not even the gang tattoos covering eighty percent of his exposed body could cover up the tension.

“Okay, Alex, show time,” Brightner said. “Tell these folks what you told me.”

He narrowed his eyes like a cornered rat.

“Who are they?”

“Feds.”

He shook his head dramatically and slid back against the wall. “Oh, no, I ain’t talkin’ to no Feds. No way.”

The sheriff shrugged and pulled the keys from his belt. He pointed to the cuff on the man’s skinny ankle. “Okay, put your foot up on the bench.”

Fuentes scrunched his brow. “What for?”

“So I can uncuff you. If you don’t want to talk to these people, you’re free to go.”

“I can’t go out there,” he blurted. “They’ll kill me.”

“Well, you can’t stay here. We don’t have any charges against you.”

His eyes went wide, and they could almost see the gears turning beneath the skin of his shaved skull. “I… I’m gonna set the jail on fire!”

Brightner tilted his head. “Is that before or after you blow up the courthouse?”

“I, uh… I’ll get a gun and shoot up the Dairy Stop!”

“Come on, Alex, those guys got more guns than I do. Now stop fooling around and put your foot up here. I won’t bend over.”

Fuentes fell to his knees and put his hands together. “Please, Sheriff. Let me stay. I’m a dead man if I go out there.”

“I can’t help you if you don’t help me, amigo.”

His red eyes shifted from Brightner to Jessup and Flowers. He sniffed, then scraped his filthy T-shirt across his nose. “What kind of Feds?”

“We’re with the FDA,” Flowers said.

Fuentes looked at her blankly.

“The Food and Drug Administration.”

“Not FBI or DEA?”

“No.”

He jerked a nod. “Okay, I’ll talk.”

For the next ten minutes, he went over what was supposed to happen and who would be present.

“That’s one or two more people than we have body parts for,” Brightner said to Jessup and Flowers. “But we’ll see what the DNA results say.”

“What were they bringing in?” Jessup asked.

Fuentes stared at the floor. “A hundred kilos of cocaine.”

“Were they fronting it?”

“Nah, dude, you kiddin? Cash and carry.”

“How much cash were your guys bringing?” Jessup asked.

“One point three is what I heard.”

“One million three hundred thousand?” Flowers said.

Fuentes nodded.

“So, whoever did this got the cocaine and over a million bucks. Not a bad payday,” Brightner said.

“Who would, or who could, have done this, Alex?” Jessup asked.

“I know who did it. Zorro.”

“Zorro?” Flowers said, confused.

Brightner said, “Why do you think it was Las Palmas?”

“Because those pendejos in Saltillo didn’t pay her for moving thirty kilos across the border.”

The sheriff shook his head. “They stiffed Zehron Sanchez for fifteen thousand dollars?”

The young trafficker shook his head. “No, thirty. They used her tunnel.”

Brightner jerked his head up. “Tunnel?”

“Si.”

“Where’s the tunnel?”

“Somewhere in Toma,” Fuentes said. “I don’t know exactly.”

Jessup and Flowers looked at the sheriff, but he held up a hand.

“How do you know it was thirty kilos?”

“Cause me and another guy picked it up.”

“Where did you pick it up, Alex?” Brightner asked.

“Near the dead end of Port-something Avenue. We waited and this guy drove up from the construction site. He had two backpacks and handed them to us. His shoes and the bottom of his pants were all wet.”

“Maybe he came across the river,” Jessup said.

“No,” Fuentes said. “The water was high that day; up to your waist. And nobody crosses there. There’s too many people watching and you can see it from the bridge.”

“What did he look like? What’s his name?”

Fuentes dropped his head, as if just realizing what he was doing. “I don’t know his name. Skinny, long hair, always wears a cowboy hat. About my age, twenty-eight.”

“What was he driving?”

His head sank lower. “A red Jeep Cherokee, one of the old ones. All rusted, like it came from the coast.”

“Why didn’t your people pay her?” the sheriff asked. “Thirty grand is chump change.”

“Ego, dude. Those guys in Saltillo don’t wanna work with no woman. They got that machismo shit goin’. They wouldn’t have done it if Zorro’s father was still alive.”

Brightner shook his head. “Great. That’s all we need, a border war between Las Palmas and the Saltillo Cartel.”

“Something’s gonna happen, man,” Fuentes said. “They can’t let this slide. They’ll lose face.”

The sheriff rubbed his eyes. “Hopefully, they’ll keep it south of the border.”










Chapter 31



Back in his office, Brightner said, “Zehron Sanchez, a.k.a. Z, is bad news. She runs the border from Reynosa to the other side of Roma. Controls everything that crosses the river in either direction.” 

“What do you mean, ‘controls everything’?” Flowers asked.

“Everything illegal. People, drugs, money, guns, stolen vehicles. If it crosses the Rio Grande, she gets a cut.”

“So, she’s a trafficker?”

“Not per se. The actual assets aren’t hers; she just transports them. She considers herself more of a facilitator. She bristles when people refer to Las Palmos as a cartel. She prefers the Las Palmos Group.”

Jessup chuckled. “A black-market UPS?”

“Exactly. Her dad built it up and she took it over when he died.”

Flowers looked fascinated. “Zorro?”

“An urban legend. Supposedly, she used a machete to slice a Z into the chest of the first man she killed. She was sixteen. Killed him with a machete—that part’s true. From what I understand, she prefers to be called Z.”

“You believe Fuentes? That yesterday was payback for stiffing Z?” Jessup asked.

“Somebody did it. It makes sense that it was her. The flight path would have taken the plane over her section of the river, and she certainly has the resources.”

“But the hyenas,” Flowers said.

Brightner shrugged. “No clue about that. That’s in your wheelhouse. Right now, I’m interested in finding that tunnel, if it exists.”

“I’ve heard of traffickers using tunnels,” Jessup said.

“Yeah, out west. Not under the river. They tried a couple of years ago, down near McAllen. It kept flooding.”

“Must cost a fortune to do something like that,” Flowers said.

“It ain’t cheap, but if you’re in a dry, isolated area with inexpensive labor, you can get it done for under a million. You only have to move a couple of loads of cocaine through it to recoup your expenses. After that it’s pure profit. But under the river? I suppose it’s possible. And if anybody could pull it off it’d be Zehron Sanchez.”

Flowers looked at Jessup. “What do you think? Does Zorro own the things or did she hire a hit team of mutant hyenas to take out her enemy?”

He shook his head. “It’s like Bobby said, we’re coming up with more questions than answers.”

“While you guys figure that out, I’m going to take that knucklehead to Toma and have him show me where he met that Jeep.”

“We’ll go with you,” Jessup said.

Brightner smiled. “Glad to have the company. Down here, you’re never sure who you can trust, especially when you’re dealing with the Los Palmas Group.”

“Surely you can trust your own people,” Flowers said.

He shrugged. “I got deputies who drive nicer cars than I do, and there’s a Border Patrol agent assigned to this sector who has a two-hundred-thousand-dollar wakeboard boat docked at the Falcon Reservoir.”

“It must be terrible not knowing who you can trust,” she said.

“It is what it is. You just try to keep people you know you can trust close. But when you’re a cop, it’s always a good idea to watch your six. I don’t care if you’re local, state, or federal.”

“Amen,” Jessup said.

When they got back to the interview room, Brightner twisted the handle and pushed the door open. Fuentes was lying across the metal bench.

“Okay, Alex. Wake up.” Then he saw blood pooling under the body and the slashed throat.

“Oh, my God,” Flowers stammered.

Brightner shook his head. “Our tour of Toma will have to be postponed. Can you two rustle yourselves up a couple of hotel rooms and we’ll resume this conversation tomorrow morning? I’m going to be a little busy for a few hours.”










Chapter 32



Inab Irfan paced in the cabin like a caged animal. 

“Sit down and relax, Inab, you’re making me nervous,” Saif Nadeem said flipping through the channels on the small flat screen television. After each pause, someone would speak Spanish, and he’d go to the next channel.

“Relax? We’re stuck in this box like prisoners. We can’t even go outside.” He looked down at the dirty jeans and torn T-shirts Juan had instructed them to put on. “Now they make us dress up in these rags? And how can I relax with you blaring that TV in that cursed language? You’ve gone through those channels for a day and a half now and found nothing we can understand.”

“That’s not true. I found several stations selling jewelry and household goods.”

Irfan scoffed. “You mean the fifteen Home Shopping Network channels? What is it with Americans? All they want to do is buy stuff.”

“And that weather channel out of El Paso,” Nadeem added.

“Yeah, reminds me of home. The forecast for the next five years: hot and dry.”

“Well, it’s not hot right now, and we have heat when it’s cold and air-conditioning when it’s hot. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

“Air-conditioning makes you weak. That’s why the United States will fall. Its people have gone soft.”

“America will fall because it has air-conditioning?”

“It will fall because the people expect air-conditioning. They won’t accept life without it. They expect full shelves in their stores, cheap gas for their cars.” He stabbed a finger at the screen. “And that inane drivel on their televisions. Most of them have lived their entire lives having everything they desire at the tips of their fingers. They don’t know what it means to have to struggle to survive.”

“I can put on one of the DVDs. They have English subtitles,” Nadeem said. “How about Sicario? That’s a bad ass movie. That’s what I would be if I lived in Mexico, a hit man for a cartel.”

Irfan looked at him. “You would become one of those faithless heathens worshipping money instead of the Almighty?”

“No, I don’t care about the money. I just want to kill people and chop heads off with machetes—like they have sent us to do.”

Irfan waved a hand through the air. “We have been called upon to deliver a message to the Great Satan in the name of Allah. That’s different from doing the bidding of a bunch of drug traffickers.”

“Saif, think of the damage caused by the drugs these narcos send to the United States. If you ask me, they’ve done more to erode the foundation of the Great Satan than all the jihadists put together.”

“How can you compare—”

“I’m not saying they do it for the same reason, or even for a just cause, but if their activities bring about the desired results, then maybe even Allah Himself would smile down on them.”

“That’s blasphemy,” Irfan spat. “Allah would never shine His light on these infidels.”

“No, but He may use them to carry out His will—before he smites them. Maybe that is Allah’s will.”

Irfan looked at his friend and frowned. “Since when have you been such a deep thinker?”

“Always!” Nadeem said grinning. “I just don’t let it turn me into a sourpuss like you. We’re going to leave in a few hours. Now sit down and let’s watch something.”

Irfan huffed and dropped onto the sofa. “Okay, but not Sicario. You’ve watched that four times. Put on The Godfather.”
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A band of gold broke on the horizon as Dotson and an operative drove over the Bravo Avenue bridge from Toma. After being waved through the gates by Mexican Customs, they fell in line between two black Suburbans which led them through Ciudad Miguel Aleman, then southeast to Zehron Sanchez’s hacienda. There were no signs announcing private property, no admittance beyond this point, no threats of prosecution, or silhouettes of pointing gun barrels. Dotson assumed the woman’s reputation made them unnecessary. He was also certain they had already set off a half dozen motion detectors.

A lake came in and out of view through the trees as they drove through the rolling hills. They stopped in front of a sprawling ranch house where a petite woman with short black hair, wearing camouflage pants and a tan safari shirt waited at the top of the circular drive, flanked by armed guards. A hundred feet away, a female guard with a large brown and black German Shepherd walked the perimeter of the house.

Dotson got out of the car. The woman approached and held out her hand.

“Mr. Dotson. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Zehron Sanchez.”

“Just Dotson,” the muscular man said, giving her a tight smile. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Sanchez.”

“I would show proper hospitality and offer you a tour of my house and something to drink, but Derrick said you would prefer to conduct your survey and return to the United States as quickly as possible.”

Dotson tilted his head slightly at the use of his boss’s real first name, then nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“In that case, if you’ll follow us.” She got into the back seat of the lead vehicle along with one of the armed guards and they pulled away.

A few minutes later, Dotson saw what looked like a small green barn tucked away in the trees. A/C units sat in the painted-over windows and reminded him of the Quonset hut in Memphis.

Near the front door sat a tan Dodge Caravan with the sliding door open. As they drove past, a male Hispanic with long, black hair and a cowboy hat walked out of the building, followed by two males. They both had dark hair, were clean shaven, and wore work clothes. One wore wire-rimmed glasses.

Cowboy hat looked up in surprise as the vehicles passed and made a hurrying gesture to the two men. They climbed into the van and the one with the glasses looked over and stared directly at Dotson. Cowboy hat jerked the sliding door shut, and practically ran to the driver’s door as the three vehicles continued.



The three SUVs crested a hill, and Dotson saw the compound below them.

Cathy Patton was behind the chain-link fence spraying down one of the crocuta with a garden hose. The creature swatted at the stream with a massive paw, trying to catch the jet of water in its mouth like a puppy. Upon seeing them, the woman threw the hose down, gave a command, and the animal ran inside its kennel.

“Hey, Dotson,” she said, waving.

“How are you doing, Ms. Patton?” he asked when she reached the parking lot.

“I’m doing good.” She waved an arm around. “Isn’t this great? Just like what we have back, uh, home.”

Dotson gave her a small smile, then turned to Sanchez. “It looks pretty good. You set this up for pits, right?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

He nodded toward the fences. “The interior fence is only ten feet tall; it needs to be fifteen. The hyenas can jump twice as high as the bulls. Doesn’t matter on the exterior fence because they don’t have room to build up speed.”

“Okay, I’ll see to it immediately,” Sanchez said. Dotson turned away and went inside the building. They followed him.

He looked around, then said, “This looks like an exact duplicate of our training facilities.”

She gave a satisfied smile. “It is.”

“It would have taken you at least a couple months to build.”

“Three months, actually.”

He peered at her. “Mind telling me where you got the plans?”

For just a second, her smile wavered and her eyes went cold, then it was gone. “I have my sources just as I’m sure you have yours, Mr. Dotson.”

He held the stare, then nodded slowly, his sneer returning.

He turned to Patton. “How are the animals?”

“They’re great. They love it down here,” she said, flashing a smile to the other woman. “You should see it. It’s built into the water so the animals can get in and play.”

“Let’s go see.”

An hour later, Dotson finished his evaluation. He noted the facility was deep inside a chained-off cove so boats couldn’t venture too close and spot the animals. Besides adding five feet to the inside fence and rip rap along the underwater portion of the fence to keep them from digging out, he approved the facility. 

“Take care of those two issues and you shouldn’t have any problem with the animals, Ms. Sanchez,” Dotson said in his deep, gravelly voice.

She stuck out her hand. “Thank you for taking the time to come out and look at the facility, Mr. Dotson. I feel better knowing it meets your standards.”

He smiled with his eyes, impressed at how easily the woman had just blown smoke up his ass while sounding sincere. “It’s just Dotson. Ms. Patton will be here for a few more days getting the animals settled in and training your men. Take advantage of her expertise. It might save your life.” Then he turned and walked out.



“Cathy seemed wired,” the other man said as they pulled out. “You see all those empty Red Bull cans in the break room?”

“You noticed that did you?” Dotson was still tight with a couple of the old heads on the team, but there weren’t many he trusted. Most of them were loyal to Flattner, which made sense since he had the power to hire, fire—and disappear them. Those old friends were the ones who had told him a team of operatives from Fort Hood, kitted out for an operation, had picked up Patton and the animals two days earlier. Something had taken place during that time. He recalled Flattner’s comment a while back about putting the woman in the field.

The hyenas aren’t the only things getting trained, he thought, and he knew she would learn a few things from Sanchez as well.

Another thing that bothered him was how a Mexican drug trafficker got the plans to a top-secret government facility. He would have pressed the issue if he thought it would do any good. This was exactly the sort of thing Dotson had feared would happen if they loosened security on the project and got private buyers involved. Additional funding sources were useless if they couldn’t keep the animals a secret.

“Let’s get out of here,” he snarled.










Chapter 33



Felix Martin parked the tan Dodge Caravan in front of the safe house and pulled open the sliding passenger door. He would be glad when this assignment was over. His job was to play babysitter for people awaiting transportation either across the border or to other locations. Most of them were grateful, knowing they were leaving behind an unpleasant situation. And while relocation sometimes meant a shallow ditch in the desert, the person never knew that ahead of time. 

These two, however, especially the skinny one with the glasses, the one he called Birdman, had been rude and condescending from the moment he had picked them up from the airport in Mexico City. He always looked down his nose at Martin and argued with everything he said. The other one, the one he called Psycho, wasn’t as bad, but he had a look in his eyes like he could go off at any second.

They both complained about the food and the fact that the TV shows were all in Spanish—in the middle of Mexico! And they smelled. He was pretty sure they’d only taken one shower since they’d arrived and then put on the same old dirty clothes. He didn’t understand that. He hoped they had followed his instructions and shaved off their beards and changed into the work clothes he’d left for them. It would be nice if they had showered too, but he wasn’t hopeful. At least they spoke passable English.

People spent their life savings, and sometimes their lives, for a chance to cross the border, crossing deserts without enough water, riding in the back of trucks hot enough to cook bread, and here these two were, sitting in an air-conditioned room waiting to be taken to a tunnel where they would walk to the other side without getting their feet wet and where someone was waiting to drive them away. He shook his head. Yes, he would be glad to get rid of them.

He opened the door and found his two charges sitting on the couch, clean shaven and wearing the work clothes. On the TV screen, two groups of men shot at each other along a highway at a checkpoint between Mexico and the United States. Psycho looked up and hissed, “Sicario!” Then he bared his teeth and laughed.

Martin chuckled politely. “It is time to go to America.”

Birdman stood, a backpack in his hand.

“You’re not supposed to take anything with you,” Martin said.

The man’s eyes turned dark behind his glasses. “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t take.”

Martin blew out a breath. “I’m not telling you anything. I’m just telling you what Ali said.”

“But why?” Birdman said, looking like a child whose favorite toy just broke.

The coyote ground his teeth, having explained a thousand times already. “Because if you get stopped in the United States, you don’t want anything that might tie you back to where you came from, wherever that may have been.”

“Just leave it, Inab,” Psycho said. “We can get more stuff in the United States.”

Birdman shook his head and threw the pack onto the couch and stomped through the front door.

Martin led them out, but as they neared the van, three SUVs drove by. The first and last one were Las Palmas vehicles, but he didn’t recognize the middle one. As it passed, the front seat passenger, a bald white male who looked like Mr. Clean, stared hard at them. Martin urged the two Afghanis into the van.

He slammed the door shut, then snatched up his phone and called Angelo Fontana.

“Hey, Angel,” he said in Spanish. “It’s Felix… I’m good, good… Hey, listen, those two Americans that just drove past the barn in the blue Tahoe. Who are they…? Ah, the animal trainers. So, they’re no problem…? Okay, good… No, just wanted to make sure. Thanks.”

Martin noticed his two passengers watching him in the mirror.

“Is everything okay?” Birdman asked.

“Yes, everything is fine,” Martin said. Then he smiled. “Cheer up. An hour from now, you’ll be in the United States.” And I’ll be done with you.
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Irfan stared daggers into Martin’s back as they rode along. He didn’t expect any of these Godless fools to show them respect, but if he could start their Jihad in Mexico, this long-haired heathen would be his first victim.

Soon they pulled through the gate of a water treatment plant east of Ciudad Miguel Aleman, just across the river from Toma, Texas. A man in a guard shack looked up for a second, then returned his gaze to his magazine.

The smell of raw sewage poured through the open windows as they wove their way past piles of debris and broken water pipes. Nadeem cursed in Urdu, earning a sour look from their driver in the rearview mirror.

Their guide drove to the back of the lot, skirting an ancient rusted-out backhoe, and through a stand of trees before stopping in front of a dilapidated shed. Stenciled in faded paint above the entrance was Estacion De Bombeo. A motor thundered inside.

A warning sign bearing a skull and crossbones and the words Peligro - No Entrar hung on the door. The two Afghans may not have understood Spanish, but the skull and crossbones were universal, and when Martin jerked the door open and motioned them inside, they hesitated. He smiled and held up three headlamps. “No problem, guys. That’s just there to scare people off.”

Irfan and Nadeem exchanged a look, then each grabbed a light, and followed Martin.

“What is that noise?” Nadeem asked.

“It’s the pump. We use it to clear the water out of the tunnel.” He shut the door, and the windowless shack turned dark as pitch. Irfan stepped forward, and Martin grabbed his arm. The Afghani shouted and started to jerk away when Martin turned on his headlight to reveal a four-foot square opening in the floor just inches from where they stood.

Irfan aimed his headlamp down and saw the bottom, twenty-five feet below. He glared at the Mexican, who threw his head back and laughed. Dodging another foreign curse, Martin climbed down the aluminum extension ladder, chuckling as he went.

“I’m going to kill that heathen swine,” Irfan growled in Pashto.

“Wait until we get to the other side,” Nadeem replied and started down.

Irfan waited a few seconds, wiped his hands on his trousers, grabbed the top rung in a death grip, and set a shaky foot onto the ladder. Beside it, loud slurping noises came from a three-inch plastic pipe that jiggled and vibrated. He hissed out a breath, placed his other foot on the run and descended the ladder.

They had to scale ladders during training, but he never liked it. He also did not like enclosed spaces, and with every step downward, the hole seemed to grow tighter. At the bottom, he crowded next to the other two, grateful he wasn’t holding a regular flashlight to reveal how badly his hands were shaking. The scent of body odor and sweat was strong as they crammed together in the small space. Martin turned toward them, and they winced as his headlight beam stabbed them in the eyes.

“Okay. Follow me. The tunnel will go straight for several meters, then slope down as we go under the river.”

“What?” Irfan said, his eyes flashing wide. “We are going under a river?”

“Yes, under the Rio Grande. He didn’t tell you?”

“Ali said we would walk through a tunnel,” he said in a tense voice. “He said nothing about walking under a river.”

The trafficker shrugged. “We’ve been using it for a long time. Once we pump the water out, there’s nothing to it, but it will be slippery, so use the sides to keep your balance. And try not to step on the drainpipe.”

“Is all the water out now?” Nadeem asked.

“It should be by the time we get to the bottom,” Martin said turning toward the large round opening.

“Wait!” Irfan said, grabbing the man’s shirt sleeve. “How long does it take to fill up again?”

“Hours, as long as the pipe doesn’t crack… again.”

When their eyes widened, Martin laughed, then started down the tube.

The tunnel appeared to be constructed from thick plastic sewer pipe. At five feet in diameter, it was big, but not big enough for them to stand up straight. Walking crouched was difficult on the curved, muddy floor and grew worse as the tube began to slope downward. The pair stumbled along, trying to keep up. A minute later, their guide’s light disappeared into the darkness.

“Don’t stop,” he yelled. “I think I hear water seeping in.” His cackle faded into the distance.

They slid and slipped along, dragging their hands along the slick, wet sidewalls. The further they went the more panicked Irfan became. It was like a tomb, a black void extending beyond the reach of their headlight beams in either direction, the humming, gurgling, slurping thrum of the drainpipe a living thing as it and the sound of their skittering shoes, echoed off the slimy surface.

Nadeem pulled ahead. Irfan tried to go faster but slipped and fell on his butt. Drenched with sweat, he clambered to his feet, gulping the thick, damp, foul air. Unable to draw in a full breath his anxiety suddenly skyrocketed. Just as he was about to let out a howl and turn back, his friend called out, “I’m at the bottom!”

Irfan scurried forward, then slid to a stop beside the man, breathing in short, ragged gasps, afraid that if he tried to speak, he would wail in terror.

“Halfway there,” Nadeem said, a big smile on his face, obviously enjoying the adventure.

Irfan forced a smile, then followed his friend up the other side.

Ten minutes later, the pipe leveled out. A couple minutes after that, they saw the glow of a light in the distance. They hurried toward it and the air grew warmer, thinner, and fresher. When they reached the end, they leaned against the wall and praised Allah.

“I see you made it through alive.”

Both men looked up and saw Ali Mahar standing at the opening eight feet above them. He stretched out his arms and said, “Welcome to America.”










Chapter 34



“What did you figure out?” Flowers asked when Brightner entered the lobby of the motel the following morning. 

“What I expected. The cameras were offline. Nobody saw or heard anything.”

“How could the cameras be out?” Jessup asked.

“Just before it happened, a couple inmates started a fight. It turned into a brawl with a dozen of ’em hollering and causing a ruckus. Everybody in the control room ran out to help. After they got it calmed down, they went back and found that someone had shut down the camera feeds to the entire jail. Anybody could have gone into the interview room and killed Fuentes.”

“That’s pretty organized,” Jessup said.

“That’s Las Palmas,” the sheriff said.

“So, where do we go from here?” Flowers asked.

“Fuentes said he saw the Jeep inside a construction site. I know the one he’s talking about. We’ll go look around. Maybe we’ll get lucky. But let’s take your car. Everybody knows my truck. Pull around. I’ve got some gear I want to take with us.”

Flowers pulled up and Brightner was holding a long cloth gun case and a camo backpack. When he saw the tiny Nissan Versa, he paused. The driver’s door glass whirred down, and Flowers grinned up at him.

“All the money I pay in taxes and that’s the best the federal government can do?”

“Thank you,” Jessup called out from the front passenger seat.

She waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, it’s inconspicuous.”

“I suppose that’s a word for it,” Brightner said piling the equipment onto the back seat.

“Looks like we’re about to invade Mexico,” she said.

“If we were going into Mexico, we’d be in an armored SUV. Trust me, where we’re heading, they’ll have plenty of firepower. What are you guys carrying?”

“I’ve got a SIG P226 and a thirty-eight on my ankle,” Jessup said.

“I have a Glock 19 in my purse.”

Brightner glared at them. “Where in the hell do you two think you are? This ain’t Podunk Mississippi where the biggest problem is kids smashing mailboxes. You’re in Bandito country. There’s more money, guns, and drugs along the Texas border than in most major countries.” He blew out a breath, then reached inside the backpack. He thrust a black object at them. “Here.”

“Holy shit. An MP5,” Jessup said.

“You ever use one, April?” the Sheriff asked.

“Yep,” she said.

“Here then. Jam it next to the seat. It has a full magazine, but the chamber’s empty, so make sure you jack in a round when you grab it.”

Her eyes went wide. “When I grab it?”

“Oh, you know what I mean,” he said, waving a hand. He unzipped the rifle case and asked Jessup, “870 or M-16?”

Jessup grinned. “I’ll take the shotgun this time.”

The sheriff handed him a black Remington 870 pump shotgun with a folding tactical stock and built-in five-round shell holder.

“First three rounds are double aught, the last two are slugs,” he said.

“I got ya. If the first three don’t stop them and they make it to a car, the slugs will blow through the doors. That’s the way I carry back home.” Jessup admired the weapon. “Nice gun.”

“Yeah. Just got it a couple weeks ago from a dope boy who got into a shootout with another gang,” Brightner said as Flowers pulled out of the lot. “Had a bitch of a time getting the blood out of the chamber.”










Chapter 35



The two terrorists sat against the wall of the bedroom greedily sucking down the water Martin had given them. Irfan was so glad to be alive that he had temporarily abandoned his vow to kill the infidel. 

“Where are we?” Nadeem asked, glancing around at the exposed stud walls.

“A construction site just across the river in Toma, Texas,” Mahar said. He glanced at their worn clothing, now stained with mud and grime from their trip through the tunnel. “You fit right in.” He pulled two plastic cards from his pocket. “In case we get stopped while driving.”

The two Afghanis studied the Oklahoma driver's licenses. “They are in our names,” Irfan noted, as he stuck his in his pocket.

“Yes. It’s easier that way, and safer, nothing new to remember. You’re not wanted anywhere and the police hesitate to question anyone about their nationality. They’re afraid of being accused of racial or religious profiling.”

Nadeem chuckled. “Ask a Shia about religious profiling.”

“In America, you can worship whatever you want, whether it be Allah, or a spotted toad.”

Irfan shook his head in disgust. “The Great Satan.”

“We need to go,” Mahar said.

“Like this?” Irfan said.

“Like I said, you’ll fit in with ninety percent of the people in southern Texas. That can help keep you alive. There are fresh clothes in the truck. You’ll change tonight at the motel.” He turned to leave and the CIA informant grabbed Martin’s hand. “Thank you, my friend.”

“No hay problema, amigo. Vaya con Dios.”

A tan four-door Dodge pickup and a red SUV sat in the two-car garage. In the bed of the old truck were cement-covered two-by-sixes, empty five-gallon buckets, and a beat-up wheelbarrow.

“Climb in the back seat,” Mahar said as Irfan opened the front door of the pickup.

Irfan glared at him, then got in back, slamming the door. He looked through the rear window at Martin, who stood smiling in the entryway.

“That piece of scum. If I had a gun, I’d wipe that grin off his face permanently,” he growled.

Mahar started the truck, then glanced back at him. “How many men have you killed?”

The young Afghani frowned. Then he lifted his chin in defiance. “Allah has not directed me to do so yet.”

“Felix’s god directed him to start killing when he was twelve. Nobody’s sure how many he’s killed so far, but it’s in the double digits. Be careful who you wage your personal jihad against.”

Irfan scowled, but Nadeem’s face lit up. “Is he a sicario?”

Mahar thought about it for a second, then said, “He’s the closest thing to a sicario I’ve ever met.”

Nadeem looked at the house, wonder on his face.



They pulled out of the garage and drove down the gravel road past a dozen homes in various stages of completion. As they neared the end of the construction area, Mahar saw a white Nissan Versa stopped at the end of the street. There was a female driving with two passengers.

As Mahar drove past, the two male passengers looked hard at them. A block away, he pulled out his phone and placed a call. He spoke in Spanish.

“Felix, just a heads up. When we were leaving I saw a white compact with a white chick driving and a couple of white guys pulling in. I’d bet money they were cops… No, looked like they’re just looking, but keep an eye out for them… Yeah, no problem, take it easy.”

“Is there a problem?” Irfan asked.

“No, no problem,” Mahar said. “I was just telling our sicario friend that all is good.”

They went through a Burger King drive thru in Toma, then headed north toward San Antonio. As Mahar drove, Nadeem fished through the backpack of clothing the handler had gotten each of them.

“What is this?” he said, holding up a set of dark blue coveralls with florescent orange and green stripes around the sleeves. A patch on one breast pocket read Harry, the other had Liberty Airlines.

Mahar looked at him in the mirror. “It’s for your first assignment. After we spend the night in San Antonio, how would you like to drive to Houston and blow up an airplane?”

The two Afghanis looked at each other and grinned.

“Hell, yeah,” Nadeem said.

Irfan smiled. “Allahu akbar.”










Chapter 36



“Mexico is so close,” Jessup said as they drove west on Highway 83. “Just that thin strip of water separating the two countries.” 

“Literally a stone’s throw,” Brightner said.

“I don’t see any wall or guards. Anybody could just walk across.”

“That is correct, April.”

“And our government won’t do a thing about it?”

“No. It could be a hard-working mom and pop trying to better their lives, a pack of Zetas heading to Dallas to carry out a hit, or a Hadji making a pilgrimage to the Great Satan in order to claim his seventy-two virgins. The guys working the border do the best they can. They get lucky and stop a few, but they aren’t allowed to deport them, regardless of their background.”

“That’s insane,” Flowers said.

“It’s pure politics. Just the other day, Congress grilled the Secretary of Homeland Security about thirty people on a terrorist watchlist ICE caught sneaking across the border. Instead of immediately booting them out of the country, they released them into the United States. The secretary couldn’t, or wouldn’t, tell the committee members why they were released or where they were.”

“So, thirty potential terrorists are walking around free right now?” Jessup said.

“Yep. And we only know about them because people released a video of the congressional hearing to social media. You never see things like that on the news. Makes me wonder about all the other stuff we’re not being told.”

They passed the Welcome to Toma sign and drove another half mile to Portaleza Avenue.

“Turn there, April,” Brightner said. “I’m pretty sure that’s the street our dearly departed was talking about.”

She turned south, and stopped fifty feet from where the asphalt ended, and a network of dirt construction roads began.

“If Fuentes was telling the truth, and I suspect he was, this is where the long-haired guy in the red Jeep Cherokee met them with the fifty kilos,” the sheriff said.

“There’s plenty of construction going on around here,” Jessup said. “If the vehicle’s here, it should be easy to spot. Let’s drive around. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

They pulled forward just as an old tan truck turned off a gravel road towards them. Jessup chuckled at the “Viva Mexico” license plate on the front bumper. As it rolled past, the driver tracked them with his eyes, and the two male passengers in the back seat lowered their heads. Jessup felt a tingle hit the back of his neck then he saw the construction equipment in the bed.

Probably just illegals thinking we’re immigration, he thought

“How’s your habla-ing?” Brightner asked, breaking his train of thought. 

“Zilch,” Flowers said.

“I know enough to get myself in trouble,” Jessup said.

“Just remember, it’s ‘alto’ for stop, and ‘policia.’ They’ll probably just run faster, but they might think twice about shooting at you.”

“Uh, thanks, Bobby,” Flowers said.

“What is this place?” Jessup asked as they worked their way through the construction site.

“Costa Norte Estates, or North Shore Estates, is the official name. It’s just a money laundering scheme. They’ll never complete these houses. The owners will claim ten times the actual cost of materials and labor on their invoices. After the developer, a shell company, claims all the expenses it can and cleans a few million in dope money, they’ll file bankruptcy, disappear, and start up again somewhere else.”

“What happens to all this, then?” She gestured toward the dozens of skeleton house.

“Hopefully, an investor will come along, buy it from the bank for ten cents on the dollar, and finish it. The bank will cover its losses through higher fees and interest rates for its customers.”

“So, once again, all the people trying to color inside the lines—the law-abiding citizens—ends up paying for it in the long run,” Jessup said.

“Yes.”

Latin music blared from portable radios, rising and falling as they wound their way through the complex, drawing stares from the carpenters and other workers. They saw no sign of a red Jeep Cherokee.

“It’s not looking good,” Flowers said as she pulled onto the last street, the one nearest the river.

The exteriors of these houses were almost finished, with shingled roofs and plywood covered walls. A few even had windows and doors installed.

Brightner pointed. “The builder pays a hundred bucks apiece in bulk for those single pane windows installed. But if you look at the project books, they’re listed at three-hundred dollars each, plus another three hundred for installation.”

Jessup whistled. “So, on paper, a hundred-dollar-window ends up costing six-hundred?”

“That’s how it works. The cartel gets six-hundred dollars profit from drug sales. They have to move it out of the country, but the IRS is always watching. They spend a hundred dollars for a window but claim it cost them six times that amount, then send the other five hundred to an offshore account. If the IRS looks, all the money is accounted for. It happens a thousand times a day, across the country.”

“This gives me a headache,” Flowers said. “Doesn’t anybody just do the right thing anymore?”

“I think most people do,” Jessup said, “but they’re frustrated. They feel helpless. It’s just too big.”

“Like I said yesterday, in my humble opinion, the assholes we elect are more concerned with staying in power than they are in making tough decisions and doing what’s best for the country.” Brightner pointed a finger toward the Rio Grande. “And that sieve is a perfect example.”

Jessup shook his head. “Who was it, Harry S. Truman, who said, ‘Show me a politician who got rich while in office, and I’ll show you a crook.’”

“These next two houses look almost finished.” Flowers said.

“They have to show some progress,” Brightner said.

“But no Cherokee,” she said as they passed the last one.

“Hold on. Back up,” Jessup said, craning around in his seat.

“What did you see?” the sheriff asked as Flowers backed the little car down the gravel road.

“Riiight… there,” he said, pointing. “Look in the garage door window.”

“Looks like the top of a red vehicle. Good eye, Jake. Let’s check it out. But first, both of you raise your right hand.”

When they did, he said, “Do you swear to follow the laws of Texas and do everything I tell you to do?”

“Yes,” they said in unison.

“Okay. You’re officially deputized in case the shit hits the fan.” He handed them each a tan sheriff’s department ballistic vest, then snatched the carry handle of the M-16 and grinned. “Welcome to south Texas.”










Chapter 37



The single-story ranch looked almost finished, with windows, doors, and a concrete sidewalk leading to the front entrance. There was no activity and there didn’t appear to be any lights on inside, though it was hard to tell in the daylight. 

Brightner peeked through the garage window. “Red Jeep Cherokee.”

Flowers felt her heart rate increase.

“How do you want to do this?” Jessup asked.

“One of us needs to go ’round back, and the other two will do a ‘knock-and-announce’ at the front.”

“I’ll go around back,” she offered.

“Okay, but watch your ass,” Brightner said. “I didn’t think to bring handhelds.”

“Trust me. If I run into anything, you’ll hear me.” Flowers disappeared around the corner.



She crept along the side of the house, keeping her head low as she walked past the three windows on that side. She peeked inside. Electrical outlets were installed, but there was no sheetrock on the studs. Somewhere inside a light glowed.

The back yard sloped toward the Rio Grande, seventy-five yards away; river-front property, but not very scenic. Across the muddy water, dusty trails crisscrossed a dirt bank covered with trash and discarded clothing. She could envision people threading their way down those paths under the cover of darkness, lining up, and preparing to cross to a new country, the spark of a new future glowing in their eyes.

She heard a noise near the back. She peeked around the corner and saw an air-conditioning compressor humming on a concrete slab. Another sign of life. A few feet away was a set of precast concrete steps that had been shoved under a rear door near a window set high in the wall. A kitchen, she assumed. She heard nothing from inside. She looked at the MP5 and felt a little silly carrying it. Then she thought about Alex Fuentes laying in the interview room with his throat cut and she jacked a round into the chamber.

From the front there was a loud knock, and the sheriff shouted, “Policia! Abre la puerta!”

She listened as he repeated the command.

Boom!

Flowers jerked upright.

Boom! The second explosion was followed by automatic rifle fire.

She started turning around when she heard footsteps pounding across the floor inside. The rear door slammed open and an Hispanic male leaped over the concrete steps to the ground. He stayed on his feet and ran for the river, an AK47 clutched in his hand.

Flowers brought up the MP5 and shouted, “FDA! Freeze!”

The man kept running but whipped his head around, looking bewildered. He swung the rifle toward her.

Flowers dove to the ground as a dozen rounds stitched a line of holes across the back of the house, four feet over her head.

She brought up the gun and shouted, “Alto, policia!” but the gunman kept running. She pulled the trigger. Nothing.

“Crap!”

She flipped the selector switch with her thumb and jerked the trigger back.

“Brrrrreeeeppp” the little gun shrieked and two dozen rounds flew from the barrel in a second and a half. Surprised, she watched the bullets create a line of dust that chased the fleeing gunman. It caught up to him as he got to the water. He yelped and jerked sideways. The rifle flew from his hands, but he didn’t stop. He dove into the river and half-scrambled, half-swam across the bottom to the other side. Flowers tracked him through the sights as he crawled up the bank and disappeared over the berm into Mexico.

She laid in the dirt for several seconds, breathing hard, trying to process what had just happened. Then she looked at the selector switch. “Full auto?”

More gunfire erupted inside the house followed by a massive explosion.

“Jake!”
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“You want the honors?” Brightner asked as they stepped onto the front porch.

“I’ll pass,” Jessup said. “The last time I did this it didn’t turn out so well.”

The sheriff raised an eyebrow but said nothing as they moved to opposite sides of the door using the framing as cover. He tried the doorknob, locked, then he slammed a fist against the panel.

“Policia! Abre la puerta!”

No response.

Brightner pounded again and repeated his command. “Policia! Abre la puerta!”

Boom! A shotgun blast blew a foot-wide hole through the front door.

“Shit!” Jessup yelped and jerked away. He jacked a round into his shotgun and was swinging the barrel around when a second round of buckshot smashed through the wood. A splinter clipped his arm, but he didn’t feel it as he fired the 870 through the door, aiming chest high. Though practically deaf, he heard the clatter of automatic weapon fire as Brightner brought the M-16 into play.

“Jake! The knob!” the sheriff shouted.

Jessup pointed the shotgun and jerked the trigger. The doorknob disintegrated and the door flew open. They filed inside, weapons aimed, in time to see a male run out the back door with a rifle.

“Don’t shoot. April’s back there,” Jessup said.

“Watch out!” Brightner slammed Jessup against the wall just as another gunman appeared from a doorway with a shotgun and fired. The round sounded like a cannon as buckshot shredded more of the front door.

Two bursts of automatic weapons fire erupted outside, but before either man could react, the guy with the shotgun jacked another round into his weapon and aimed. Off balance, Brightner jerked the trigger on his rifle and stitched a line of rounds from floor to ceiling. One of them hit the gunman, who cried out and fell back into the room and dropped his weapon.

Both men ran forward, weapons ready, and stormed the room—but it was empty.

“Hole!” Jessup said, stabbing a finger at a black void inside the unfinished closet.

They ran over, looked down, and saw the trafficker lying at the bottom of a four-foot opening. With each wheezing breath, air bubbled from a hole in the man’s chest. He looked up, smiled through blood-stained teeth, and brought up his right hand. Jessup realized what it was just as the gunman moved his fingers and the safety lever flipped through the air.

“Fuck!” Jessup said shoving Brightner out of the bedroom.

WHOOMP!

The explosion shook the house, knocking both men off their feet. Sheetrock dust and sawdust filled the air like a fog. Jessup pushed himself to his knees and shook his head. He heard a noise, spun around, and saw someone charging them from behind.

He yelped, flipped onto his back, and pivoted the shotgun up. His finger moved to the trigger and he heard, “Jake, Jake, are you okay?”

“Shit,” he said, tossing the weapon aside and clambering to his feet.

Flowers rushed up, grabbed him, and looked him over. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah. Just a little rattled. Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“I’m okay, too, in case anybody gives a shit,” came a voice from the floor behind them.

“Oh, Bobby!” Flowers and Jessup rushed over to help him to his feet.

“Any holes?” Jessup said, looking him over.

“I don’t think so,” Brightner said, dusting himself off.

“I heard an explosion. What happened?” Flowers asked.

“Some asshole shot at us through the door, then jumped in a hole, and blew himself up,” Jessup said.

“What?”

Jessup picked up his shotgun and cautiously approached the still-smoking closet. From the amount of blood and flesh that had blown up through the opening, the weapon wasn’t necessary. They looked down and saw the pulped remains of the trafficker, half buried under dirt and rock.

“He killed himself?” Flowers said in disbelief.

“Hand grenade. I think his main goal was to seal off the tunnel entrance,” Brightner said. “I lung shot him, so he was screwed. He knew he couldn’t make it to the other side.”

“What happened out back?” Jessup asked.

“A guy ran out with a rifle. I yelled at him to stop, and he shot at me.” She glanced at Brightner and turned a little red. “I shot back. I may have hit him, but he got to the river and swam across.”

They walked down to the river’s edge where they found the AK47 lying halfway in the water and drops of blood on the ground.

“Don’t know how bad he’s hit, but you clipped him. Good job, April,” the sheriff said.

She pointed to some wet spots in the dirt on the other side. “He was holding his right arm as he ran up the bank.” She turned to Brightner. “You didn’t tell me this was fully automatic.”

He grinned. “Raise up on you a little, did she?”

“A little.”

He pulled out his phone. “I’ll get crime scene heading this way. What did this guy look like?”

“Medium height, medium build, long hair. Jeans and a green T-shirt,” she said.

The sheriff grunted. “Sounds like the guy who delivered the kilos to Fuentes. The guy inside was a skinhead, when he had a head.”

Jessup fingered the bullet holes in the back of the house, looked at Flowers, and frowned.

She lifted her hands in a helpless gesture.










Chapter 38



Felix Martin hit the water, dove under, and stayed down as long as he could before surfacing and gasping for breath. He slapped wildly at the water, trying to put some distance between him and the woman with the machine gun, waiting for the shot that would finish him, but it never came. 

Probably waiting for me to reach the other side and get out, he thought as he thrashed harder. It wasn’t deep, maybe chest high, and the cold river did little to ease the throbbing pain in his right shoulder, but he wasn’t about to stand up and make himself more of a target. His left hand clawed at rocks and mud as he approached the Mexican side. In a second, he’d have to stand up and make a run for it. He cursed again at losing his rifle.

Crazy loco bitch. Must have balls the size of a bull. She’ll finish the job now, he thought as he scrambled out on his knees and one hand. He got to his feet, stumbled once, hit the dirt bank, then ran up the slope without slowing, waiting for slugs to rip through him.

As he crested the hill, he paused and looked back. He saw the woman aiming the rifle at him. She couldn’t miss. He shook his head, wondering, crossed himself, then kissed his medallion. Jesus Malverde, the patron saint of narco-traffickers, had protected him once again.

Back at the pump house, he pulled a spare burner phone from under the front seat of the Caravan and punched in a number.
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Angelo Fontana, Sanchez’s second in command, had just finished his rounds when his phone rang. “Si.”

“Angel, it’s Felix. We got problems. The cops hit the house. It’s all fucked up, dude. I’m hit and I think Ramone is dead. I heard a lot of shots and an explosion.”

“What do you mean, you think he’s dead? What happened?”

After giving him a quick rundown, Martin moaned, “Dude, you gotta help me. I’m hurtin’ bad. I think the bullet’s still in me.”

Ignoring him, Fontana asked, “What about the package? Did they get out okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, they took off fifteen minutes before the cops showed up.”

“That means nothing,” the foreman said. “They could have led the cops back to you.”

“I don’t think so. The Muslim dude that picked them up called and warned us.”

“Hmm. Who was this chick?”

“Dude,” Martin whined, “enough with the questions. I’m shot.”

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth, pendejo!” Fontana growled. “Who was she with? What the fuck did she look like?”

“Ah, man. She had short, black hair, about the same build as the boss lady. She was wearing a brown bulletproof vest. She yelled FBA or something.”

“She saw your face?”

Martin hesitated, then stammered, “No, no, man. She never saw my face. I had my back to her the whole time.”

The line went quiet, then Fontana said, “Good, good. Okay, can you drive?”

“Yeah, man, I can drive,” the coyote said, the relief obvious in his voice.

“You know the clinic we use in Aleman? Go there. I’ll call ahead and tell them you’re coming.”

“Okay, thanks, Ang—”

“Make sure you flood the tunnel before you leave,” Fontana said, cutting him off. “And no fuckin’ stops on the way.”

He hung up and punched in a number.

“Z, we have a problem.”










Chapter 39



Within fifteen minutes, law enforcement officers and emergency personnel from every organization in southeast Texas had converged on the construction site. Toma city cops and Barr County Sheriff’s deputies swarmed the scene, while Border Patrol agents questioned any workers who hadn’t already fled the construction site after the shooting, which wasn’t many. The fire department used fans to clear the smoke, but since there was no fire and nobody alive to treat, they left. A forensic team from the Barr County Sheriff’s Department came behind them and immediately went to work taking photographs, gathering prints, and getting samples of the blood left behind by the gunman who dove into the river. 

“You winged him pretty good,” the tech said to Flowers. “He’s going to be sore but judging from the amount of blood he left behind, he’ll live.” He held up the magazine from the AK47 the gunman had dropped. The remaining rounds were an unusual beige color. “Teflon coated. Custom made.”

“To go through body armor,” Jessup said.

“Yep. Bad juju,” the man said, slipping the magazine into an evidence bag. “Slice through anything short of ceramic shock plate. You guys are lucky.”

A loud rumble came from around the side of the house. A front-end loader with a back-hoe attachment appeared with Sheriff Bobby Brightner clinging to the roll cage, waving an arm like a stripper.

“Start right there,” he yelled to the driver, stabbing a finger at the ground ten feet behind the house. The machine jerked to a stop and Brightner climbed down.

Flowers and Jessup walked up and he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Found him working on a foundation at the other side of the complex. This ought to be very interesting.”

“Don’t want to wait for the DEA or the FBI since it goes into Mexico?” Jessup said.

“One thing I learned working down here, it’s better to ask forgiveness than to get permission, especially when dealing with the Feds.” He tipped his Stetson toward Flowers. “Present company excepted.”

She nodded. “I agree completely.”

“The street level DEA guys are okay, but most of their bosses lose their balls when they move up the ladder. As for the FBI…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s happened to them the past few years. I don’t trust more than a handful of ’em.”

Their voices were lost in the roar as the loader revved up and began digging.

Just then, a man and a woman hurried around the side of the house. They wore tan cargo pants, blue polo shirts and black windbreakers. Dark-tinted sunglasses hid their eyes.

The woman ran up to the front-end loader and yelled something to the driver. The machine idled down and switched off.

“Sheriff Brightner,” the man called out.

The sheriff leaned in and whispered, “Hide your shit, kids, the Feds are here.” Then he stepped forward and pointed a finger at the loader driver. “I didn’t tell you to stop, Carlos. Crank that thing back up.”

The driver looked from the sheriff to the woman, then back at the sheriff, a frightened look on his face.

The man pulled a sheet of paper from the pocket of his windbreaker and flipped it open. “Can’t do that, Sheriff,” he said and pulled a set of credentials from his pocket. The ID said Jeffery Donaldson, Special Agent, Homeland Security. “We’re taking over the scene.”

“Bullshit. This is our case. You ain’t takin’ shit, son.”

“I’m afraid we are, sir. Homeland Security has jurisdiction over all matters dealing with the security of our borders. Here’s a signed letter from the governor ordering you to stand down.”

He snatched the document from the man’s hands and peered at it. Then he snarled, “Since when does the federal government give a fuck about what happens on our borders? Besides, another federal agency is already on the scene and has claimed jurisdiction.”

“Really?” Donaldson said. “And who is that?”

Brightner stabbed a finger toward Flowers. “Special Agent April Flowers, and Task Force Officer Jake Jessup, Food and Drug Administration.”

The man paused. “The FDA?”

“Yes,” Flowers said, lifting her chin and displaying her creds.

Donaldson chuckled. “I’m afraid Homeland Security trumps the FDA in this case, but if you’d like, Agent Flowers, I can have someone from your office in DC call and explain the law to you.”

Her face flushed and she glared at him. Then she turned to the sheriff. “I’ve been through this before, Bobby. You won’t win this fight.”

The steam seemed to escape from Brightner as he looked from her to Donaldson. He crumpled the letter from the governor, threw it down, and stormed off.



“I’m sorry,” she said as they drove away.

Brightner shook his head. “It’s not your fault, April. I’m not surprised this happened.”

“What do you mean?” Jessup asked.

“When Fuentes said Zehron Sanchez was involved, I knew there was a good chance this thing would turn south.”

“I don’t understand. If Zorro is helping move people and things across the border, you’d think Homeland would be eager to shut down her tunnel.”

“Like I said, the Las Palmas Group has been operating along the border for as long as I can remember. I had heard rumors of how powerful old man Sanchez was, his connections. Back then I waved it off assuming it was hype to psych out the competition and attract business. But as the years went on I realized just how powerful he was and how deep his influence ran. When Z took over, she took things to a new level.”

“Just how far do you think her influence runs?” Jessup asked.

Brightner motioned toward the construction site. “I think that’s obvious.”










Chapter 40



Back at the sheriff’s office they had a lunch of homemade enchiladas Consuela had brought. After a thorough interrogation by the woman, including everyone passing around family photos, Brightner shooed her back to her office, with Flowers promising to keep in touch. 

“So, what now?” the sheriff asked.

Jessup and Flowers exchanged a glance.

“We have firm proof of the existence of giant mutant hyenas,” she said. “We know where they probably came from, but no idea where they are now. If we knew for a fact this Zorro had them we could go look, but all we have is the word of a dead informant saying she was probably the one responsible for the massacre.”

Brightner grunted.

“Other than that, I guess we need to fill out all the paperwork on the shooting.”

The sheriff lifted an eyebrow. “What paperwork? The guy in the hole committed suicide, and I doubt the one you shot is going to show up here to file an assault complaint against you. Don’t worry about it, I’ve got this mess. As far as crossing the border, you wouldn’t make it within twenty miles of Zorro’s hacienda before you were stopped and escorted back to the border—or worse.”

“What about the tunnel?” Jessup asked.

He shrugged. “I’ll let things die down for a few days, see if they clear out, then make another run at it. In the meantime, I’ll have one of my guys run your fur samples up to my lab friend in San Antonio.”

“We can do that. That’s where we’re catching our flight back to New Orleans,” Flowers said.

“Perfect. That’ll give you a chance to meet her and explain what you’re looking for. We certainly wouldn’t know what to say.”

“Thank you for all your help, Bobby,” she said.

“Yeah, it was a pleasure to meet you,” Jessup said. “Frosty’s going to be sorry he missed this.”

“Bring him with you the next time. He and I’ll put on some face paint, sneak across the river, and track down these sons of bitches ourselves.”

Jessup stuck out a hand. “Knowing him, he’d take you up on it.”



“Well, hell,” Jessup said as Flowers pulled the rental car out of the Barr County Sheriff’s Department parking lot. “I’m wondering if we wasted two days and almost got ourselves killed for nothing. We have a big-ass hyena footprint and a very weak connection to a chick named Zorro based on the word of a dead drug trafficker.”

“He was right about the tunnel, and don’t forget the fur sample.”

“That’s true.”

“I say once we verify it’s a Section 17 animal, we go back to New Orleans and start doing research on Zehron Sanchez.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“I like Bobby.”

“Yeah, he reminds me a lot of Frosty.”

“They would be a heck of a team.”

Jessup looked at his watch. “We won’t get to San Antonio in time to meet with that lab supervisor. Let’s grab a couple rooms there, then hook up with her first thing in the morning. Besides, I’m beat. I could use a good night’s sleep.”

“You and me both.”

“Near-death experiences will do that to you, you know. That adrenaline dump. When you face a high-stress situation, your adrenal medulla, found in your adrenal glands, releases adrenaline, also known as epinephrine. Adrenaline stimulates the liver to break glycogen down into glucose to give your muscles more energy, allowing them to keep functioning during the emergency. It also triggers the release of cyclic AMP which plays a large role in regulating metabolism. That’s where the term ‘amping up’ comes from.”

Flowers stared at him.

His brow furrowed. “What?”

“MacGyver and Bill Nye?”

He waved a hand. “Post-traumatic stress training. I had to take it after my shooting a couple years ago.”



While she drove, Jessup poked at the screen on his phone. Without looking up, he said, “You’re quiet. What’s on your mind?”

She glanced at him. “What? Nothing, I’m fine.”

He paused, sat back, then looked at her. “Come on, Flowers, I can read you like a book. What’s going on?”

She blew out a frustrated breath and stared straight ahead. “I could have stopped him.”

He twisted in his seat. “Stopped who?”

“The guy in the backyard. The guy who ran out the back of the house.”

“You shot at him and hit him.”

“Yeah, but I could have shot him while he was crossing the river, or when he went up the other side.”

“But he was unarmed then,” Jessup said.

Flowers looked over at him. “If it had been me without a gun, he would have kept shooting.”

Jessup nodded. “Yep, because he’s a scumbag dope dealer and you’re not. It’s tough enough killing somebody who’s trying to kill you, April. Killing an unarmed person, even one who sorely deserves it like that asshole, takes you to a whole different level.”

“What would you have done?”

Jessup turned to face forward and peered at his phone. “I’d have done exactly what you did.”

But as he thumbed the screen, he thought about it. Would he have done what she had? Or would he have emptied a magazine of rounds into the man’s back as he swam across the river? There was no doubt in his mind he could have gotten away with it, and the world would be better off with one less dope boy. In a combat situation, it’s a given. A fleeing combatant, armed or unarmed, is going to pick up another weapon and try again. History was full of incidents where a soldier’s life was the price paid for a moment of sympathy or hesitation during battle. But this wasn’t the battlefield…or was it?

“Okay,” Flowers said, “now what’s on your mind?”

He held up his phone. “How about two rooms near the airport, not too far from the county crime lab?”

She smiled, gave him a thumbs up, and pressed the accelerator.










Chapter 41



Derrick Flattner finished stretching and checked the laces on his Saucony Endorphin running shoes. It had been several days since his last work out and he was looking forward to this five-mile run along the Valley Trail through Rock Creek Park. That was one thing he disliked about being the director of Section 17. He had always prided himself on staying in good condition, physically and mentally, and he needed his regular workouts to maintain both, especially lately. 

He thought about his second in command, Carl Dotson. The man stayed as busy as Flattner, managing the Section 17 operations, but still found time to exercise. He was in his early fifties, ten years Flattner’s senior, and the man was in better shape than most athletes in their thirties.

Yeah, he stays busy, he thought, but he doesn’t have to babysit politicians and make sure there’s enough funding to keep these projects going. That was a whole different type of stress.

He checked his watch, took three strides, and his secure phone rang. He threw back his head in frustration, wanting to ignore it but knowing he couldn’t. He looked at the screen and blew out a breath.

“Hey, Jeff. Is there a problem?”

“No, everything’s on course,” Jeff Reiner said. “Got Tweedledee and Tweedledum bedded down in a motel outside San Antonio. They’re ready to go on the first project. There was a slight hiccup. The cops stumbled onto the tunnel entrance not long after our guys came through.”

Flattner tensed. “What?”

“Don’t worry. It looks like a coincidence. The local sheriff was looking into a shootout at an air drop where a bunch of dopers got killed,” Reiner said. “You and Z wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Derrick?”

“Let’s just say I provided her with two new members for her customer service team that took care of her problem,” Flattner said. “What led him to it?”

“A guy who was supposed to take part in the drop ended up getting locked up and missed it. He turned snitch and told the sheriff about a tunnel in a construction site. They found it, but Z’s people blew the entrance then flooded the tunnel.”

“What’s she going to do?”

“Use one of the other two exits.”

“It has multiple exits?”

“Yep, they branch off in other directions. One ends under a bakery and the other in an old outhouse—no one likes to use that one.”

“But the water—”

“They keep the tunnel flooded when they’re not using it. They only pump it out when they need it. That way, if anyone finds it, they see water and write it off as destroyed.”

“Pretty smart.”

“Should be for what it cost.”

“What about this sheriff?”

“I sent a couple guys over with Homeland Security creds to run him off. Told him it was part of an ongoing investigation.”

“I’m sure that went over well,” Flattner said, remembering his run-in with Arkansas Sheriff Tom Colston during his hunt for the Night Terror baboons.

“Some redneck named Brightner. He wasn’t happy, but he went away. I’m not worried about him.”

“Long as our guys got through safely. That’s the main thing. What do you have planned?”

“They’re going to blow up an empty jet outside a repair facility at Houston International. They have everything they need: the bomb supplies, maintenance uniforms.”

“That’ll get everyone’s attention.”

“Definitely.”

“Thanks for the heads up, Jeff. I’ll let my guy know. And keep me apprised on the tunnel situation. I don’t like coincidences.”

He hung up and started his run, but a tiny twist of concern formed at the back of Flattner’s mind.










Chapter 42



The three conspirators got up early the following morning and drove into Houston. 

Irfan and Nadeem were awestruck as they were driven around the beltway. They had never seen anything like this. The businesses and neighborhoods seemed to stretch forever, and there were more cars around them at any given moment than they had seen in their entire lives.

“So big,” Nadeem said.

Mahar huffed. “We aren’t even close to the city yet. This is just the outskirts. The airport is on the north side, well away from the downtown area.”

“Decadence,” Irfan spat, but his eyes lingered on the huge silver office buildings, megamalls, and other displays of wealth.

“Why do so many of the houses have blue roofs?” Nadeem asked.

“Hurricanes. Those are plastic tarps covering damage.”

“Ah, I’ve heard of them. Like sandstorms, only on the water.”

“Much worse than a sandstorm. Imagine a sandstorm lasting for days, with winds of over a hundred miles an hour dropping six inches of sand from the skies every hour, and pushing ahead of it a wave of sand ten feet high.”

The man’s eyes went wide. “And all these people choose to live here?”

The handler chuckled. “The odds of one hitting your town are low, and many people enjoy being close to the water.”

They noticed signs for airport exits and planes on approach vectors. They took an exit leading to the rental car area, then drove around the airport perimeter road. A tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire surrounded the facility, and the only security they noticed were surveillance cameras spaced every fifty yards or so.

“In Kabul, you see soldiers in military vehicles everywhere around the airport,” Irfan said.

“They have airport police, but the military can’t operate within the United States unless the president declares a national emergency. It’s called Posse Comitatus.”

They gave him an incredulous look.

“Don’t let that fool you. The police are formidable and they’re watching. This truck has been caught on video a dozen times, and once you enter the airport property, you’re under constant surveillance.”

“Then how are we supposed to accomplish our task?” Ifran asked.

“I’ll show you.”

Mahar turned onto a road leading to the airport terminal. They began to see marked Houston Police vehicles. Before they reached the main terminal, he turned into the private aviation section. The terminal building here was much smaller and the small parking lot was only half full.

“This is where they keep the lease planes,” he explained. “Rich people who don’t want to fly commercial can pay to have a private plane take them anywhere in the world. Since the private aviation terminal is not as busy, there is less security and fewer eyes.”

“But why bring us here?” Irfan said. “These planes are small. No one will care if we blow one up.”

“Because of that,” Mahar said, pointing to the large hangar next door with Liberty Airlines Maintenance Department painted on the side. Half a dozen airliners, all displaying the company’s name and red, white, and blue paint scheme, sat in front of the massive building.

“Liberty is the second largest airline company in the country. It services almost every major city in the world. When one of their planes explodes, it will send-shock waves around the globe.”

A gleam appeared in Irfan’s eyes. Nadeem grinned and nudged him.

“That chain-link fence is the only thing separating the maintenance department, and those planes, from the private aviation section. Tonight, you two will sneak into the facility, plant the bomb in the wheel well of that first one.” He pointed at a gigantic jet sitting near the outer edge of the tarmac. “That’s a 737. When you set it off tomorrow morning, it will strike a blow for Allah against the United States.”

Irfan turned to him. “But it will be empty.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mahar said. “The effect will be the same as if it had been full.”

“I don’t understand,” Nadeem said. “How will destroying an empty plane be as good as blowing up one that is full of people?”

“You don’t understand how the media works in this country. They don’t care about the truth; they care about ratings. When they broadcast this event to the world, they’ll spend ten minutes talking about how someone blew up an airliner belonging to one of the largest companies in the world at Houston International Airport, but only ten seconds saying it was empty at the time. They’ll be too busy inside the terminal interviewing shocked travelers wringing their hands at their brush with death to explain that there was never any real threat to airline traffic.

“The media will interview terrorism experts from around the country for days, all of them seeking a more dire prediction than their competition. And don’t think for a minute that some of these talking heads, as they are called, won’t be secretly wishing the plane had been full.”

Irfan shook his head. “It just seems cowardly to me. What is the glory in blowing up an empty plane?”

“That’s the other part of Imam Massod’s brilliant plan. As much as the attacks on 9/11 shook the world, how much stronger would those tremors have been if they had been followed by three, four, five more attacks in different parts of the country on different days?”

The young Afghani slowly lifted his head, understanding.

“We might be able to get a bomb on a plane full of people without being discovered, but it would be much more difficult. This way, we strike a blow, a week later we strike another blow, then again, a week after that. What would happen to this country if their entire transportation system ground to a halt?”

The smiles returned to their faces.










Chapter 43



After breakfast the following morning, Flowers called Susan Morales, the Bexar County Sheriff’s Department lab supervisor. The woman apologized and said she and her team would be tied up on a triple shooting until late morning. She told Flowers they could either drop the sample off or wait until she got back. Morales was excited when Flowers said they would wait so they could meet her. She suggested the pair tour the Alamo if they hadn’t been before. 

Jessup and Flowers did, then met Morales for lunch, the three of them trading stories, with the lab supervisor providing details about Bobby Brightner that would probably make him blush. Flowers said she couldn’t wait to see him again so she could ask him about them.

Though Flowers didn’t go into detail about the investigation, she explained that someone was creating oversized mutations by removing myostatin from the animals. After lunch, they returned to her lab, where Morales began her tests. She had the results a few hours later.



“What does it mean?” Jessup asked as they pulled away from the county lab. “Myostatin was present, but at fifty percent the normal level? There was no myostatin in the pig DNA, right?”

“Correct,” Flowers said as she chewed on her lower lip. “And they were three to four times bigger than normal boars.”

“Are you thinking the size of the animal depends on how much myostatin they remove?”

“That and whatever else they pump into these things to make them grow.”

“If that’s the case, then they could make the hyenas even bigger.”

“And the pit bulls. I wish we had a sample of their DNA to verify that,” Flowers said, exhaling heavily. “As far as the hyenas go, we know nothing about them other than they exist.”

“That’s more than we had a couple days ago,” Jessup said. “Another animal to add to the list.”

She nodded. “Makes you wonder what else they have that we don’t know about.”

“Okay, flights,” he said, pecking at the screen. “The last flight to New Orleans leaves in… five minutes.” He looked at her. “Okay, Flowers, let’s see what ya got.”

She rolled her eyes. “This is a Nissan Versa, not a DeLorean.”

“If we drove fast, we could catch a nine-p.m. flight out of Houston, or we could grab another room and catch the direct flight in the morning at 8:30.”

“Either way, we’ll be back in the office tomorrow morning. I say we take the morning flight and don’t push it. Besides, I want to check out the Riverwalk in downtown San Antonio and maybe take a boat ride.”

Jessup grinned. “April Flowers. I think you’re finally beginning to relax a little.”

“Oh, you know, near-death experiences will do that to you. All that glycogen and cyclic AMP.”










Chapter 44



“This is for you,” Mahar said, placing a cardboard box on the bed in front of Nadeem. 

The younger man went through it, pulling out the contents and lining them up.

“Wire, tool kit, voltmeter, four electric blasting caps, crimpers, and… C-4?” He held up the green plastic-wrapped block of plastique.

“Is that okay?” Mahar asked.

Nadeem smiled. “I love this stuff.”

Irfan took it and examined it. “Is this enough? Doesn’t look like very much to me.”

“Enough to blow this motel room and all of us out to the highway,” his friend said.

Irfan blanched, set the explosive down on the bed, and backed away.

Nadeem said, “I don’t see any timers.”

Mahar dropped a plastic grocery bag with four prepaid cellphones, still in their packaging, onto the bed. “I presume you know what to do with these?”

The bomber nodded.

Mahar pointed through the motel room window, across the highway, toward the airport. “You can see the planes and the maintenance facility from here. A direct line of sight for detonation. Flights take off every few minutes. At eight in the morning, you’ll blow the plane up just as an airliner is taking off and is adjacent to the hangar. It will look very dramatic.”

“Where will you be?” Irfan asked.

“Nearby, filming it. By this time tomorrow, the entire world will have witnessed the newest opening salvo against the Great Satan.”





[image: image-placeholder]

Mahar returned to his room and called Jeff Reiner on the secure phone the CIA operative had given him.

“Al, how’s it going?” Reiner said.

“Good. Nadeem looked like a six-year-old on Christmas morning when I gave him the equipment.”

“Pretty good trick for a Muslim.”

“You can see it in that boy’s eyes. He’s in it for the thrill, not the cause. Irfan, on the other hand…”

“Yeah, he’ll be the face of this jihad,” the CIA man said. “Have him wear a hood for dramatic effect in the first video. After that, he can let the world see his face.”

“Trust me, he’ll want the world to know who he is,” Mahar said.

“You going to film him putting the bomb together?”

“Hell no. I’m in a different hotel half a mile away. The kid’s supposed to be good, but shit happens. I told Irfan to record it with the smart phone I left them.”

Reiner chuckled. “Don’t blame you. As long as it’s recorded.”

“Which flag do you want me to give them for the declaration video?”

“Since the purpose of this goat fuck is to stoke the flames of anti-terrorism, let’s go with Al Qaeda. The Taliban have been fairly successful reining them in the last couple of months. Let’s get ’em worked up. Think they’ll have any trouble supporting that cause?”

“You kidding? When I left, they were giggling like a couple of girls on prom night, talking about how they’re going to look on Al Jazeera news. If I tell them it’s what Imam Rahim Massod demands, that’s what they’ll do.”

“Just remember, this needs to look good without anybody getting killed.”

“I’m going to have them put the bomb in the rear wheel well, away from the buildings. There’ll be a big bang with plenty of property damage, but no casualties.” 

“Think they can pull this off without fucking it up?”

“As long as they do what they’re told and there are no surprises. It’ll take them a minute to clip a hole in the fence and slip through. They just need to walk up to the plane, stick the bomb inside the wheel well, then get out. At three in the morning, there shouldn’t be anybody outside the maintenance area. I figure ten minutes, tops.”

“In case these geniuses do get caught, what do they know about you?”

“Just my first name. As soon as we’re done with the project, I’ll shave my head and beard for a few months until things die down, like I’ve done before. Don’t worry, it’s all good.”

“In sha Allah,” Reiner said, the Arabic phrase for God willing.

“Yeah, right,” the Muslim informant said, chuckling. “Whatever.”










Chapter 45



At quarter to three in the morning, Mahar pulled into the rear parking lot of the Airport Inn. Irfan and Nadeem were waiting by the back door wearing their Liberty Airlines maintenance uniforms. Nadeem carried a small duffle bag. 

“Did everything go okay?” Mahar asked as they got in.

The bomb maker grinned. “We’re still here, aren’t we?”

The handler chuckled, then gave Irfan a pair of red bolt cutters. “A section of fencing between the private aviation building and the maintenance building is in the shadows. You’ll see it. Cut the fence there. Then it’s a two-minute walk to the planes.”

As they headed to the airport, Irfan looked in the truck bed. “Where’s all the junk?”

“I took it out. I’ll replace it when we’re done. I swapped out the tags, as well.”

Though there was almost no one on the streets, they waited dutifully at the two stop lights they hit. Traffic would pick up in another two hours when the redeye flights began.

Ten minutes later, they pulled into the private aviation hub parking lot. Two cars sat at the opposite end of the employee parking area, but there were no windows on the side of the building facing the Liberty Airlines hangar.

Mahar nodded toward the planes. “Remember, quick and easy. Go to the first one in the row, that big one, and put the bomb in the rear wheel assembly. Got it?”

Nadeem narrowed his eyes, then nodded, while Irfan, who kept rubbing his palms against his pants, grunted acknowledgment. They got out and Mahar drove off.

In the shadowed area, Irfan snipped a four-foot section of chain link, then pulled it back, allowing Nadeem to squeeze through. Nadeem did the same and a minute later they were walking in the shadows of the maintenance building toward the big jet.

“It’s lit up like daytime out here,” Irfan said, looking around as they crossed the parking lot.

“And you look like a bobblehead,” Nadeem hissed. “If someone sees us, they’ll know we’re up to something.”

Irfan glared at his friend but glued his eyes on the tail section of the first jet. Nadeem suddenly veered to the left.

“Where are you going?” Irfan hissed as he caught up to him.

“Right there,” the man said, nodding at the left front landing gear.

“What are you doing?” Irfan said in a harsh whisper. “He said to put it in the back.”

“You’ll see,” the bomber said, peering into the dark cavity, dwarfed by the massive tire and strut assembly. “Boost me up.”

Irfan started to protest, then shook his head and laced his fingers together. Stepping onto the makeshift ladder, Nadeem reached into the cavernous opening, and wedged the small canvas bag inside. A second later, they were walking away.

“What was that all about?” Irfan demanded.

“You’ll see.”

They made their way back to the hole in the fence, grabbed the bolt cutters and stood in the shadows of the private aviation building. Half a minute later, Mahar pulled into the parking lot and they jumped in the truck.

“Well? How did it go?” he asked.

Nadeem smiled and said, “Allahu akbar.”










Chapter 46



Too wound up to sleep and already dressed in the black combat BDUs their handler had provided, the pair spent the next four hours alternating between staring out the window at the maintenance building and preparing for their video declaring jihad against the United States. They stopped only to say their prayers at sunrise. 

They had tacked the white and black Taliban flag Mahar had given them to the wall between the twin beds and moved the room lamps around to get the lighting right. Lying on one bed was a pair of black balaclavas and a script Mahar said Imam Massod had prepared for the proclamation they would send out after the bombing. There was also an AK47 with an empty thirty-round magazine. Mahar apologized for forgetting the ammunition, and promised to bring it and more weapons for the next phase of the operation. It would still look good in the video, though.

Irfan sat on the bed and practiced his speech. At 7:30 he grabbed a mask and the rifle and stood in front of the flag.

“Come, Saif, let’s do this.”

Nadeem scowled, grabbed the smart phone, and started punching buttons. “Why are we doing this with a cell phone? Shouldn’t we have a video camera on a tripod or something?”

“Like Mahar said, if we’re going to upload this immediately to social media, a cellphone is the best way to do it.”

“Yeah, but this seems so… second rate.”

“What are you talking about?” Irfan said, lifting the front of the mask. “He brought us explosives, delivered us to a plane, and gave us uniforms and weapons.”

“One rifle, no bullets; and now you’re defending him? What’s up with that?”

Irfan ignored the question. “When he sees this explosion, he’ll change his tune and treat us differently.”

Nadeem grunted.

“And you still haven’t told me why you put the bomb up front.”

The young bomber smiled. “You’ll see in about thirty minutes. Let’s do the video.”

Irfan mumbled something in Pashto, turned on the lamps, then pulled the mask back over his face. Once Nadeem was ready, he lifted the rifle and peered at the notes he had taped to the inside of the curved magazine. He nodded and Nadeem punched the phone screen and nodded back.

“The people of Islam have suffered long enough from the iniquity and injustice imposed upon them by the Jewish-Christian alliance and their collaborators. Today is the opening strike in a war against the United States for its occupation of the land of the two holy places. By the Grace of Allah, these attacks will continue until your country and all its allies are completely defeated. Allahu akbar!”

Nadeem gave his friend a thumbs up. “Got it,”

Irfan yanked the mask off and scurried over. “Let me see.”

They played the video and a departing jet roared overhead.

“Okay,” Nadeem said, handing the phone to Irfan. “My turn.”

The bomber grabbed a second burner phone and stood at the motel room window. He brought up the pre-programmed phone number of the flip-phone sitting in the duffel bag inside the wheel well of the 737. Connected to that phone were a pair of electrical blasting caps embedded in the block of C-4. If he did his job correctly, when that phone rang, it would trigger a tiny electrical charge and ignite the blasting caps, which would in turn set off the plastique.

Irfan lifted the smart phone and began recording.

Planes had been taking off about every three minutes since seven. At four minutes until eight, Nadeem watched an American Airlines jet turn onto the end of the runway, and accelerate. It gained speed until the front landing gear, and then the rear, left the ground. He tracked it, noting its altitude as it flew past the Liberty Airline maintenance hangar: About a hundred meters in the air.

He looked at the screen on the flip phone. It was almost eight o’clock. His fingers suddenly grew damp. His heart slammed in his chest as the next plane lined up. It was a Liberty Airlines jet.

How appropriate, he thought.

The big jetliner rolled forward. Nadeem looked down and his heart lurched. The screen was blank. He sucked in a breath and touched it. The number reappeared. When he looked up, the front end of the jet was lifting from the tarmac. Panic hit him, and in that moment he was certain the bomb would not go off. He had failed. They would find the device and hunt them down. They would be imprisoned and disgraced. Back home, their friends and family would laugh at them.

The jet was airborne. Nadeem thumbed the Call button. Nothing happened.

Just as the young bomber was about to cry out in despair, the sky lit up with an explosion bigger than Nadeem had dared hope for. The shockwave from the exploding 737 expanded in all directions, destroying the surrounding planes. The maintenance hangar disappeared behind a cloud of smoke.

The departing Liberty Airlines jet yawed sideways until its onboard computer compensated and brought it back on course. Audio from the pilots at the moment of the explosion would later be used as a training aid, showing the improper use of language over the radio during an emergency. Within ten minutes, three videos of the explosion taken by passengers aboard the departing plane would be uploaded to YouTube.

The smoke cleared and they saw the front of the maintenance hangar had blown inward. Fire trucks and other emergency vehicles converged on the site, cutting through the smoke and flames.

Irfan stared wide-eyed at the carnage, then looked at Nadeem, who was smiling.

“I researched it last night. The fuel tanks are in the front wings on a 737. That’s why I put the bomb in the front wheel well. They must have been full. If we had targeted the rear wheel assembly the explosion would have been nothing compared to this.”

“But why didn’t you just suggest that to Mahar?”

“You know that old saying, ‘It’s easier to ask forgiveness than to get permission.’”

Irfan whooped and slapped his friend on the back. Then he opened the Twitter app connected to the account Mahar had set up and sent out the statement, followed by the video of the explosion.

“We’re famous!” Irfan said as he and his friend embraced. The phone chirped.

“Hello.”

“Pack your shit up and get out!” Mahar said. “Be out back in three minutes.” The phone went dead.

“That was Mahar,” Irfan said. “We have to go.”

“He’s probably eager to celebrate,” Nadeem said, smiling.

They threw together their few belongings, wrapped the rifle in a bedsheet, then hurried down the stairwell and out the back door as Mahar was pulling up. He had on a ball cap, sunglasses, and a jacket with the collar pulled up.

“Get in the back seat, both of you,” he hissed through the half-open window.

Grinning with excitement, they climbed in.

Irfan said, “Did you see—”

“What the fuck happened?” the man bellowed.

Taken aback, the young terrorists looked at each other.

“What do you mean?” Nadeem said. “It was perfect.”

“Perfect? It’s a disaster! Where did you put the bomb?”

“In the front wheel well.”

“Fuck! Didn’t I tell you to put it in the back wheel well?”

“Yes, but I studied the plane online and saw that the fuel tanks are up front. I knew we’d get a much greater explosion if I targeted that area,” Nadeem said. “And we did.”

“And half a dozen dead bodies,” Mahar growled as he tore out of the motel parking lot, tires screeching.

“And what is wrong with that?” Irfan said, sharing a confused look with his friend. “That’s a half dozen fewer non-believers.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Mahar said, shaking his head. “You two stay down. We’ve gotta get out of this town.”










Chapter 47



The following morning, Jessup and Flowers grabbed a quick breakfast at the hotel, returned their rental car and caught a shuttle to the airport. 

“I’m glad Susan suggested we tour the Alamo,” Flowers said. “It was very interesting. Hard to believe it’s been almost two-hundred years.”

“February into March 1836. Nobody would have remembered it if James Neill hadn’t talked Jim Bowie out of removing the artillery pieces. It would have ended quick and been forgotten.

“Can’t say Neill pulled rank since they were both colonels.”

“Sam Houston couldn’t have been happy that Bowie disregarded his orders and stayed to fight with Neill instead of going back to his command,” Jessup said.

“What do you think was going through their minds while they waited? Two hundred of them against fifteen hundred Mexican soldiers.”

“Thirty-one hundred soldiers by the end of the thirteen days. I can see why they compare it to the three hundred Spartans at Thermopylae.”

She shook her head. “It definitely riled up the rest of Texas.”

“Santa Anna killing the wounded and the ones who tried to surrender didn’t help his cause any.”

“General Antonio Lopez de Santa Ana, ‘The Napoleon of the West,’” Flowers said. “All to avenge Mexico’s honor. What is it with politicians and their egos?”

He shook his head. “Some things never change.”

They checked in to their flight, badged their way through security, and grabbed chairs near their departure gate. While they waited, Jessup brought up a book on his phone and began reading. He took a sip of his coffee and made a face. He leaned toward Flowers, looked around at the other passengers, then whispered, “Hey, Flowers. I have a confession to make.”

She put her phone down and looked at him.

He held up the paper cup and said in a low voice, “I think Starbucks coffee sucks. I really don’t understand the hype.”

She laughed. “I agree. It’s so strong it hurts my stomach. That’s why I order the mild blend.”

Suddenly there were raised voices in the terminal and for one crazy instant Jessup thought they had heard his comment. Flowers grabbed his arm and pointed at the overhead flight monitors. All the flights were flashing ‘Delayed.’

“What the hell is going on?”

“No clue,” she said, “but we have to get to the rental car desk quick.”

By the time they got there, half a dozen people were waiting in each of the eight lines. Flowers scrolled through Google, then gasped.

“What?”

“A plane just blew up at the Houston Airport.”
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“Good call on getting to the rental car desk,” Jessup said as they drove down Interstate 10 toward Houston. “The lines were twenty deep by the time we left.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen it happen up north during weather delays. A big storm hits Chicago or Detroit and they shut down the flights. People run for the rental agencies so they don’t get stuck.”

“You know, this eight-hour drive will probably be longer than the delay.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, I know. It doesn’t make sense, but I’m like that. I’d rather take twice as long doing something as long as I’m doing something. I can’t just sit around and wait.”

“I get it. And with the way you drive, we won’t lose that much time.”

“What are you talking about?” she said as she cut around a semi and a pickup pulling a big silver camper. “I’m using the ‘ten over’ rule.”

Jessup leaned over to look at the speedometer. “That’s ten over the speed limit, Flowers. Not ten over the ‘ten over’ rule.”

She waved a dismissive hand and shot ahead of a line of cars. Her phone rang. It was her supervisor, Special Agent Jamie Reynolds. She connected it through the car’s Bluetooth.

“Hi, Jamie.”

“I know you were flying out of San Antonio, but I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Thanks. We’re fine, other than we’re driving now rather than flying.”

“I figured you might. The FAA has shut down all flights in and out of Texas until they get a handle on this thing. And once they start them back up, it’ll be hours before they untangle the mess.”

“Have you heard anything?” Jessup asked.

“The bomb was in a 737 parked outside the Liberty Airlines maintenance hangar. They had just fixed it and were going to put it back in service today. They had topped off the fuel tanks and everything.”

Jessup whistled. “So, all that jet fuel added to the explosion.”

“Yep. Blew in the front of the hangar. Four dead inside so far, two others critical.”

“Thank God the plane wasn’t full of people when it went off,” Flowers said.

“They’re assuming that was the plan since it was about to go back into service. Whoever planted the bomb just messed up and set it off prematurely.”

“Anybody claiming credit?” Jessup asked.

“A video went out over social media right afterward. The usual suspects; some idiot in black fatigues and a mask, holding a rifle in front of a Middle Eastern flag.”

“Which group?”

“White with black letters. Here, I’ll send you a photo.”

Jessup heard the chirp and looked at his screen. “Al Qaeda. That’s funny. They’ve been keeping a low profile. I wouldn’t have expected something like this from them.”

Flowers looked at him curiously.

“Well, whoever they are, they said this is the ‘first of many attacks,’” the supervisor said.

Jessup grunted.

“Speaking of attacks, you guys been shot at lately?”

He threw a look at Flowers, who cringed.

“Did you tell her about that?” he silently mouthed. Then he chuckled. “Not so far today, boss.”

“Yeah, well, it’s still early. By the way, don’t plan anything for tomorrow morning. You’ll both be doing after-action reports on the shooting as soon as you get in. Your sheriff friend might not have been worried about it, but he doesn’t have a dozen micromanagers breathing down his neck.”

He glared at Flowers and shook his head.

“And I know what you’re thinking, Jake,” Reynolds said, as if reading his mind. “April should never have mentioned it, but then when—not if—word got back to DC that a federal agent and a task force officer were involved in a shootout on the Mexican border and didn’t tell their supervisor, there would have been ten times more hell to pay. You did the right thing, April.”

She smirked and Jessup rolled his eyes.

“I can’t wait to hear about it. Thanks to you two, people don’t yawn nearly as much when they hear the name Food and Drug Administration.” Then she hung up.

“You’re gettin’ a rep, Flowers.”

She huffed. “Guilt by association.”

“You gotta admit, this beats the heck out of investigating salmonella complaints in northern Idaho.”

She laughed and sped up.










Chapter 48



Zehron Sanchez stood at the observation window overlooking the containment compound, marveling at the ease with which Cathy Patton interacted with the two giants. Their head’s were level with her shoulder and they easily outweighed her by three hundred pounds, but they acted more like playful kittens or puppies than killing machines. 

Using a sling devised by a guard, Patton took two-pound chunks of meat and hurled them into the air across the enclosure. The hyenas remained rooted in place, their haunches trembling, until she gave the command for one of them to attack. When she did, the massive creature would shoot forward, its plate-sized paws tearing ruts in the dirt, its eyes locked on the falling morsel. They always caught the snack before it hit the ground.

Sanchez allowed only a handful of her most trusted sentries at the compound. Most of them were terrified of the animals. Whenever Patton motioned them closer to the fence, they smiled, shook their heads, and chuckled nervously. They especially didn’t like it when the woman hauled out tubs of meat and sprayed it down with the red fluid. She told them it contained vitamins and other nutrients, but they all knew the smell of blood.

There was a knock at the office door.

“Come in.”

“Senorita Z,” Angelo Fontana said as he entered. Gang tattoos sleeved the bulging forearms of the former member of Los Zetas. Inch-long hair covered the art on his head, but not the long, jagged scar that ran from his right eye to his jawline, a gift from a rival cartel member when he was a scrawny fifteen-year-old. Now, at six-foot one, and two-hundred fifty pounds of muscle, nobody challenged Zehron Sanchez’s head of security and lived to talk about it.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“The guest house.” The guest house was the old barn where the two Afghanis had been staying. 

“Did he identify her?” Sanchez asked.

“Eventually.”

She shook her head. “If he saw her face, then she saw his.”

“Yes,” the security man said.

She clicked her teeth. “Too bad. I liked Felix.”

“Do you want me to take care of it?”

“No, I will. Have the men bring him here.”

The big man raised an eyebrow, then nodded.

After he left, Sanchez lifted the portable radio. “Cathy, come up to the office, please. I want to talk to you about something.”
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Fifteen minutes later, Felix Martin arrived at the compound flanked by two men. Though his two escorts acted friendly and stood apart from him, his heart was pounding. Fontana opened the breakroom door and motioned them inside. Martin’s eyes widened when he saw Sanchez and Patton.

“Felix, how’s your arm?” the cartel leader asked, looking concerned and motioning to his right arm, blood spotting the thick bandaging and hanging in a sling.

“Uh, uh, I’ll be fine, Señorita Sanchez,” he stammered. “I… I’m sorry about the tunnel. I don’t know how the police—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t concern yourself with that. Angel is already seeing to it. The main thing is that you are going to be okay.”

Martin released the breath he was holding and relaxed a little. “I will be fine, ma’am.”

She gestured towards the other woman. “Have you met Señorita Patton? She’s our trainer.”

He bowed. “Very nice to meet you.”

Patton smiled and nodded at him. Martin saw a look in the woman’s eyes that he had sometimes seen in Sanchez’s, then he noticed the strange black gloves on their hands and a chill went down his spine.

“We have a small problem, Felix. It seems that whoever raided the house has already contacted the Mexican federal authorities. They are going to search the ranch for someone with a gunshot wound.”

Martin looked stricken. “I am sorry, Señorita Sanchez,” he blurted. “I did not mean to bring these problems to you.”

Again she held up a hand. “It’s no problem. They won’t find anything we don’t want them to find, but we don’t want to take any chances. We would get you out of here by car, but they’re stopping everything and searching it. So, we’re going to move you by boat.”

“By boat?”

“Yes. You know where the dock is?”

He nodded. He knew the dock well. When he wasn’t working or drinking, he would go there to fish. It was a quiet, secluded place, not far from the guest house that was built among the trees lining the shore.

“Okay, good. A man with a ski boat is waiting for you. He’ll take you across the lake to Alto Bonito, where someone will drive you to a safe house until this dies down.”

Martin glanced at Fontana, who fixed him with a steely gaze, then at Patton, whose smile seemed to get wider.

He turned to Sanchez and gave a jerky nod. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

“Go on, then. He’s waiting.”

He turned and stepped toward the door, then paused when his two escorts didn’t follow.

“It’s okay,” Sanchez said, shooing him away like she would a dog sniffing a dead bird. “You know the way. Carlos and Jose are going to help me with something.”

Martin smiled with relief. If they were going to kill him, the two men would have gone with him and done it in the woods. As the door clicked shut behind him, the man headed toward the trail leading to the boat ramp. Though his arm throbbed, he walked quickly, already tasting the Dos Equis and the shot of tequila he would have when he arrived at his hiding spot.

A hundred feet from the compound, he heard a grinding noise and looked back. The garage door beside the breakroom was opening. He watched it rise as he kept walking, then he slowed, stopped, and turned around. Framed in the opening were the two women. Beside them stood two gigantic animals. He looked over and saw Fontana and the two guards peering at him through the breakroom window.

“Oh, shit,” he said as he sidestepped down the trail, unable, or unwilling, to take his eyes off the animals. The things stood motionless, one beside each woman, their eyes locked on him.

He’d heard the rumors but hadn’t believed them. Señorita Sanchez had purchased monstruos del diablo—devil monsters. He assumed they were very aggressive guard dogs, or perhaps exotic zoo animals, like other Mexican cartel leaders seemed to collect. But these two creatures were much, much bigger than any dog Martin had ever seen. And they weren’t lions.

He began trotting down the path and into the trees, glancing back as he went. Fifty yards further along, he looked again and his heart lurched. The two women were still standing in the garage opening, but the animals were gone.

“Oh, fuck.”

Trails crisscrossed the area from decades of visitors and workers approaching the lake from different parts of the compound. Martin knew them all and knew the shortest route to the boat dock. He fled down it, his throbbing shoulder forgotten.

He paused to listen but didn’t hear or see anything. Maybe they weren’t coming. Then he jerked his head to the left as he heard something clatter through the brush. Suddenly, a high-pitched giggle cut through the trees on his right. He yelped and took off running.

His heart pounding from fear and exertion, he sucked in air, whipping his head from side-to-side. To his left something cut through the shoulder-high brush like a shark cutting the surface of the water. He watched it angle toward him, grunting and whooping as it came.

He cursed as he cut down a trail that ran along the lake. The water was just feet away, but the brush was so thick he couldn’t get to it. Behind him came the slap of massive paws against the hard-packed dirt. He spotted the dock through the trees.

“Fuckers!” he spat. There was no boat. Well, screw it, he thought. He’d run to the end of the dock where the water was deep, dive in, and swim across with one arm if he had to. Just one more turn around those bushes…

And he skidded to a stop like a cartoon mouse encountering the cavernous mouth of a cat. One of the creatures was standing at the foot of the dock.

Martin would have screamed if he could have drawn a breath, but his entire body had shut down.

It was indeed a monstruo del diablo. As large as a small bull, muscles rippled beneath brown spotted fur. It pulled its lips back, exposing teeth like a buzz-saw. The thing threw its head back and gave the high-pitched laugh. Martin’s bladder released. He felt tremors from the ground and closed his eyes as the second animal slammed into him.

It was over in a second.










Chapter 49



Derrick Flattner stood in a cluster of trees fifty feet from the street and watched Senator Dirk Blanton climb from the back seat of the SUV. He looked like a flasher in his long raincoat, hat, and dark sunglasses, and it would not have surprised him to see bare, hairy legs sticking out the bottom. 

The senator spotted him and marched over.

“So, what happened to your plan for just property damage, nobody getting hurt?” he snarled without preamble. His normally tanned complexion looked ruddy. Dark rings under his eyes suggested a lack of sleep or too many pre-noon cocktails, probably both.

“Things happen, Senator. You should know that by now,” he replied, not offering his hand. “The main thing is that we accomplished phase one of our mission.”

“Your mission,” Blanton said in a low, slow voice, “was to simulate a benign terrorist attack in order to ramp up fear and stimulate government spending on Homeland Security, not kill four people.”

Flattner wanted to tell the man that a “benign terrorist attack” was a contradiction in terms. Instead, he said, “From what I understand, everyone on capitol hill is outraged. They’re already talking about reallocating funds from other programs. In fact, my sources say the junior senator who’s been putting out feelers about challenging you for your committee seat is backing off.”

Blanton’s glare softened. He grabbed the back of a bench and lowered himself onto the seat, looking more his seventy-two years than the operative ever remembered. A vacant expression filled his eyes, then he looked away and slowly nodded. “Yes, my standing within the Senate is stronger. The open borders crowd definitely took a hit because of this.”

“Which is exactly what we hoped for. We didn’t plan for anyone to die, but the results were serendipitous. Everyone thinks the bomb was supposed to blow up a plane full of passengers—but it didn’t. For the number of lives lost, what we’ve achieved is phenomenal.”

Blanton looked at him incredulously. “My God, Derrick, you really do have a gift for turning shit into champagne.”

The operative shrugged. “Just trying to stay optimistic, Senator. We’re all aiming at the same goal: to make the United States safer.”

Blanton held up a hand. “Save the red, white, and blue stuff. I’m tired of it. We both know this is about making money. If we save the lives of a few of our soldiers and citizens in the process, that’s great, but in the long run, all I care about—all we care about—is building up enough of a nest egg so that when this all goes to shit—and it will all go to shit—we’ll both be able to disappear.”

Flattner gave him a tight smile.

“So, what’s next? Or do I even want to know?”

“One more incident. Prior to that, we’ll leak some information about the identity of the terrorists—information obtained by Section 17 through our CIA and NSA sources. The media will credit you with that because Section 17 is your operation. You developed it, you control its funding. We’ll leak the names and photographs, then eliminate them just before or after the next bombing.”

Blanton jerked back on the bench and sucked in a breath. “Are you telling me that actual terrorists are carrying out these attacks?”

He shrugged. “I said you didn’t want to know. We’re tracking their every move, and we have a handler embedded with them.”

“Well, your handler sure as hell didn’t handle the plane bombing,” Blanton almost shouted, looking around to see if anyone could hear them. “Listen to me, Derrick, if you can’t guarantee no one else will die, then take them out before the next bombing. Eliminating people we know are unfriendly to the United States is one thing, but innocent citizens getting killed is unacceptable.”

“Senator Blanton, all I can do is promise that we’ll do our best. But keep in mind, we are doing this to ensure government funding for the war on terror. You know better than anyone that it’s a lot easier to keep the money flowing than it is to start it back up. Four people got killed in Houston. That’s tragic. On 9/11 we lost almost 3,000 citizens. We’re just trying to keep it from happening again.”

The congressman squeezed the bridge of his nose, inhaled deeply, then blew it out. He looked around. “The General George Gordon Meade Monument? That’s where you picked to meet? Who the hell is he, anyway?”

“He defeated Confederate General Robert E. Lee at Gettysburg. Most experts feel that was the turning point in the Civil War. It’s one of the least visited monuments in DC. I figured it would give us more privacy.”

The man’s eyes grew dark and vacant. Flattner knew what he was thinking. He’d seen the same look in a dozen other politicians when they realize there would never be a monument erected in their name.

“This will all be over in a few days, Senator. Then we’ll be on firm ground and things will get back to where they used to be.”

A sad smile crossed the man’s lips. “That’s where you’re wrong, Derrick.” He turned and walked back to his car.










Chapter 50



Irfan and Nadeem remained silent as Mahar drove the old truck east on I-10. The man was visibly upset. There was fear in his eyes and he gripped the steering wheel as if he was traversing a narrow mountain road. 

Irfan didn’t understand. As far as he was concerned, the entire incident couldn’t have gone better. They had planted the bomb, detonated it, then gotten out of town, all without being discovered, and killed four infidels in the process. On top of that, there were cancelled flights at many airports, causing delays across the globe, and the flights still taking place had been delayed due to increased security and searches by bomb dogs.

Yet Mahar was acting as if they had failed. Surely, he wasn’t concerned that people had died. Wasn’t that the point of a terrorist action? To instill fear? And what better way to do that than to make people think their lives were in jeopardy? If the 9/11 terrorists had flown empty planes into abandoned buildings, what kind of signal would that have sent? The day before they left Afghanistan, Imam Rahim Massod sat them down and ordered them to kill as many Americans as possible. Did Mahar not know of that edict? Or did he have a different agenda than the holy leader?

Was it possible Mahar had been in America too long? Had his loyalties shifted? Irfan would keep a close eye on this soldier and make sure he was supporting the right cause.





[image: image-placeholder]

When they had rushed off that morning, Mahar had said he wanted to get to another state where there’d be less scrutiny of travelers. But in the heavy interstate traffic, nobody seemed to give them a second look. Despite that, they only stopped twice for bathroom breaks, and that was at rest areas. They drank bottled water and ate protein bars and chips in the truck. They eventually stopped at a cheap motel in Sulphur, Louisiana, outside Lake Charles.

Mahar ordered them to stay inside the truck while he got two rooms. Then, after collecting the remaining phones, blasting caps and other bomb-making material, he put Irfan and Nadeem in one room and told them to stay put while he made a food run to McDonalds.

The door clicked shut and Irfan snarled, “Who does that bastard think he is? We come all this way, take all the risks, perform our job perfectly, yet he complains and treats us like we’ve done something wrong. Then he tells us to remain inside like children?”

Nadeem said nothing.

Irfan spun towards him. “What? You have nothing to say about it?”

The bomber was sitting on the bed peering at something in his hands. He simply shrugged. “You’re the one who said he would treat us differently after the bombing.”

Irfan threw up his hands. “But I didn’t think he’d treat us worse.”

“We accomplished our task. I don’t need his or anybody else’s approval.”

Irfan growled at his friend’s nonchalance, then asked, “What are you looking at?”

Nadeem grinned and held up a black android phone.

“Where did you get that?”

“Took it from an old lady’s purse at one of the rest areas. She hasn’t shut it off or even tried calling it, so she must not realize it’s missing.”

“That’s another thing,” Irfan said, his voice rising again. “He won’t even trust us with cellphones. Who are we going to call?” He motioned toward the TV, which was showing non-stop coverage of the bombing. “I’m surprised he hasn’t disconnected the television.”

He shook his head in disgust, then peered down at the phone. “What are you looking at, anyway?”

Nadeem flipped the screen around to show a video of a parade with music, bright lights, and people in costumes riding floats. “It’s some festival called Mardi Gras in the city of New Orleans. Look at all the people packing the streets.”

Irfan watched the screen for several seconds, seeing the raucous behavior and women flashing their breasts at the camera. He scowled. “Why are you watching those drunken heathens?”

“The same reason I watched videos about that jet,” the bomb maker said. “I’m getting familiar with potential targets.”

Irfan started to speak, but hesitated and looked at his friend differently.

“Set off a bomb in the middle of this parade and you can kill dozens. Too bad it doesn’t happen again for two months. But there is a place called Bourbon Street which appears to be crowded almost every night, especially on the weekends.”

“But we don’t even know where we are going. And who knows what he’ll have us do when we get there.”

Nadeem grinned. “Remember, sometimes it’s better to ask Allah’s forgiveness, than to gain His permission.”
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“How was I to know they’d put the device under the wing?” Mahar sputtered.

“You told me you could handle them,” Jeff Reiner said into the secure phone.

“Don’t blame me for this. You brought them to me, remember? I did everything you told me to do. Besides, it all went according to plan.”

“Yeah, except for the body count,” Reiner growled.

“It was a bomb, for god’s sake,” the informant said. “People tend to die when bombs go off.”

“Nobody would have died if he had planted it where he was supposed to.”

“What do you want me to tell you, Rob? Short of going with them when they plant the next one, it’s out of my control.”

“Well, you might just have to do that,” Reiner hissed and hung up.

Mahar looked at the phone in his hand. The game had gone to a new level, and he’d been around long enough to know how it was played. Though Reiner hadn’t told him why they were conducting this operation, he assumed it was to ramp up public outrage… and federal funding. It wasn’t the first time they’d done something like this, but it was the first time they’d gone through with it. Twice before he’d been involved in similar action: half-wits talked into helping build or transport a bomb. But in those instances, law enforcement grabbed them before they could carry out the plot.

If he could get out of this he would, but he was in it now. He knew that if he couldn’t get these two under control, he was as good as dead, though in the back of his mind, he wondered if he hadn’t already crossed that line.










Chapter 51



Jessup stared at the small triangle, then stabbed a golf tee into a hole. He pulled one out, muttered a curse, then slid the piece of wood behind the ketchup bottle. 

Flowers looked up from her phone. “How many?”

“Never mind,” he said, pretending to look at the menu.

“Hey,” he said as she slid the condiments aside.

She cocked an eyebrow. “Four? Why, that makes you an… egg-no-ra-moose.”

“Shut up,” he said, poking the tees back into the Cracker Barrel peg game. “It’s a stupid game, anyway.”

“You want me to show you again how to do it?” she said, grinning.

“No, I don’t want you to show me how to do it,” he said. “What are you looking at? Don’t you know it’s rude to ignore people at the dinner table?”

“I’m not ignoring you. I’m working. I’m trying to find the Tattler column in the Washington Star.”

“That’s the guy you fed information to about the baboons in Arkansas, isn’t it? What’s his name?”

“Graden Gentry, and yes, it’s the same guy.”

Jessup’s lips twisted into a half smile. “Let me guess, you fed him information about the hyenas.”

She peered at the screen, the tip of her tongue sticking out like it did when she concentrated. “Yes, but only after I emailed Bobby and made sure it was all right with him. I didn’t want it to come back and bite him.”

“I’m sure he didn’t mind.”

“You kidding? He was excited. He even spelled his name out for me in case Gentry used it. Said the exposure would be good for the next election.”

Jessup laughed. “When did you do this?”

“I couldn’t sleep last night thinking about the new animal. Then it occurred to me I might be able to shake something loose by feeding Gentry something.” She looked at him. “I would have checked with you first, but it was late.”

“Glad you didn’t. I was sleeping good.”

“Did you know he always keeps five new burner phones with him? Uses them for the good stuff, then tosses them, and on special occasions he uses ProtonMail, an encrypted email service that uses end-to-end encryption, so only the sender and receiver can read the message.”

“Smart. So, what did you tell him?”

“Everything—using my burner phone, of course. The intercepted drug flight, the slaughter, the informant getting his throat cut, the tunnel, and the shootout. I could hear him salivating over the phone. When I told him about the new animal, I thought he was going to hyperventilate.”

“Does he know you?” Jessup asked. “Or are you an anonymous source?”

“When I first started giving him tips about baboons being prepped in a lab, I stayed anonymous until I knew I could trust him. But I did a face-to-face with him when I received word that the facility was in northwest Arkansas.” Her face darkened. “And then again when I learned that someone had murdered the woman giving me the information outside of Austin, Texas.”

“So, what did he say in the article?”

“Hang on… okay, here it is.” She scanned it, then flipped the screen around to show Jessup. “The first segment is about the bombing at IAH. Our part is toward the bottom.”

“And that isn’t the only blast coming from Texas. This one comes from the recent past. Seems our four-legged friends are back. This time causing mayhem and destruction in a cotton field in Barr County, Texas, near the border. Now, not too many people are going to mourn the deaths of a half dozen traffickers bringing a load of cocaine into the State, but we’re not talking action by an elite team of BORTAC agents, or even a rival cartel swatting bodies down like piñatas with their AK47s. Oh no. We’re in “Texas Chainsaw Massacre” territory, something that makes Joe the butcher look like a vascular surgeon. And don’t blame the little green men. There were no crop circles found in this cotton field, but there were plenty of paw prints, hyena paw prints—very large hyena paw prints. And if that’s not enough to get your radar going, an informant tied to the load was found with his throat cut—while in police custody. But wait, we aren’t done. Following a lead from the subsequently deceased trafficker, Barr County Sheriff Bobby Brightner got into a shootout, then discovered a tunnel leading into—you guessed it—Mexico. The source of party favors for our misguided youth, cheap labor, and future voters for the left side of the aisle. Are our friends to the south now helping us clean up some of their riffraff with a new version of landshark? Or is this a new twist on Uncle Sam’s modified baboons, mutant pit bulls and monster pigs? Say it ain’t so, Uncle Sam, say it ain’t so.”

Jessup chuckled. “I like the guy’s style. Says just enough to get your attention and make you want to know more.”

“Yeah,” she said picking at her vegetable plate. “But the timing is bad. It won’t get much play because of the bombing. Oh, here’s a surveillance photo of the bombers.”

She showed him the screen. On it were two fuzzy figures wearing coveralls and ball caps. A part of their faces were visible, but it was so pixelated as to be almost worthless.

“Back in the bureau, we call those Big Foot photos,” Jessup said, turning back to his food. “Doesn’t it make you wonder? The killings, the tunnel, the shootout, and now a bombing in Houston?”

“I thought about that. But what would a bunch of drug traffickers getting killed have to do with a terrorist bombing?”

“A bunch of traffickers killed by a Section 17 animal,” he added

“Yeah, but that makes even less sense. I mean, what’s the connection?”

He stabbed a piece of meatloaf and frowned. “I don’t know. It just seems like such a big coincidence.”

“And we don’t do coincidence.”

He cocked an eyebrow.

“Well, it’s something to keep in the back of our minds,” she said, putting her phone away. “Ready to get back on the road?”

“Yep. I’ll pay for this one.” He reached for the keys. “I’ll drive for a while.”

“No way, Jose,” she said, snatching up the keys. “I want to get back sometime this year.”










Chapter 52



Derrick Flattner looked at his watch again as he stood in line at the food court coffee shop behind a woman trying to decide what to order. The clerk, his work smile firmly in place, repeated the contents of the various lattes for the third time. 

Flattner caught the eye of another attendant and said, “All I want’s a couple of medium coffees.”

The man at the register, his plastic smile tightening, said to the woman, “I’m going to ring him up real quick while you decide.”

She spun around and glared at Flattner as if he’d just slapped her, then stormed off.

The clerk shook his head and sighed while Flattner shrugged and handed him his debit card.

He brought the drinks out to the seating area of the mall just as Reiner walked up, shrugging off his heavy coat.

“I’ll be glad when this cold front moves through. I’m freezing my ass off,” he said, accepting a coffee.

“I’ve got a friend in New Mexico who says it’s worse here because it’s a humid cold.”

“Bullshit,” the CIA operative said. “Cold is cold and hot is hot.”

They began strolling and Flattner asked, “How’s our team doing?”

“Everything’s cool. They spent the night at a motel in Lake Charles, Louisiana.”

“And how’s the CI?”

“Nervous. I came down on him pretty hard about the body count. He assured me it wouldn’t happen again.”

“You can’t control religious zealots. All you can do is aim them in the right direction and hope they at least achieve the primary objective, which, in this case, they did.”

“I suppose. How are things on your end?”

“My guy wasn’t happy about the deaths, but he’s a politician, they’re never satisfied. It brought him back into favor, though, so he’s temporarily appeased.”

“You sure he won’t go south on you?”

“He can’t say a word unless he wants to spend the rest of his life in a federal prison. I have a feeling he’s going to cut his losses, though, and pull the plug this next election cycle.”

“Hmm. It’s been my experience that retired senators have a lot of time on their hands to reflect on their past deeds,” Reiner said.

“It’s been my experience that retired senators sometimes have shortened lifespans.”

“Sometimes you have to tidy up loose ends.”

“Speaking of,” Flattner said, “after all this is done…”

Reiner clicked his teeth, then blew out a breath. “I know. I hate to lose him. Ali has been a great source.”

“But…”

“But loose lips sink ships. By the way, I spoke with Zehron, and she told me about her two new pets. She sounded very pleased.”

“Good. I’m glad she’s happy.”

He held up a folded newspaper. “Of course, that was before Graden Gentry’s column came out this morning.”

Flattner snatched the paper from his hands and scanned the article. His eyes grew wide as they reached the bottom. “What the fuck? How could he know about the hyenas?”

“Yeah. What’s up with that? I thought she was buying monster pit bulls.”

“We didn’t have enough and she wanted to use them on her problem, so I gave her an option. The hit was a demonstration.”

“So that crazy bitch hits the Saltillo Cartel and inadvertently brings the police down on her own tunnel. It’s not like her to make a mistake like that.”

“Crazy bitch? I thought you liked her?”

“I do, just like you like your fucked up animals. They’re great to have around until they turn on you.” He chuckled. “Zehron Sanchez is a psychopath who now owns two four hundred-pound killing machines. Unbelievable.”

“Four hundred and fifty pounds,” Flattner said. “But how did that sheriff find out about the hyenas?”

“Could it have been the two FDA agents he had with him when they raided the house?”

Flattner spun toward him. “What?”

“Yeah. A man and a woman. It was in the report my people sent me.”

Flattner sucked in a breath, then leaned back against one of the mall support columns. He tapped his phone screen and sent a photo to Reiner. “Send that to your people.”

He did and a minute later, got a return text. That’s her.

Flattner pushed himself off the column and threw his half-full coffee cup across the concourse. “That God damn bitch is dead!”










Chapter 53



Carl Dotson entered the control room at the Operation CROCUTA building and saw Trey Douglas at the desk looking at a spreadsheet on one of the computer screens. A NewsNation broadcast was playing on the other screen. 

“Oh, hey, Dotson,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

“Hey,” the man replied, as he opened the storage cabinet and began combing through the shelves. “When’s the last time you guys changed the batteries on the barrier bracelets?”

Douglas paused and turned around. “Uh, I don’t think we ever have. They’re rechargeable.”

“Yes, they are,” Dotson said, shaking his head as he searched. “But rechargeable doesn’t mean they last forever. There’s a box of spares in here somewhere.”

The young trainer jumped up and went to the cabinet. “I think I saw… yep, right here.” He grabbed a box and held it out.

“I don’t want the batteries,” Dotson snarled. “I want the batteries changed out. It’s no big deal; it’s only your lives.”

Douglas shrank back as he pulled the box toward him.

Dotson looked at the computer. “What are you working on?”

“The… the meat order for next week.”

“That can wait. Go grab the bracelets from both facilities and swap them out. Shouldn’t take you more than an hour.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man said and headed for the stairs.

Dotson sighed and closed the cabinet. As he turned to leave, he heard the female reporter say, “The FBI has just released enhanced copies of the surveillance photos of the suspected Houston Airport bombers. Though grainy, they show what appear to be two white or Hispanic males in Liberty Airlines coveralls outside the maintenance hanger, just hours before the bomb exploded.”

He stared at the photos, then studied the face of the one with glasses. His pulse quickened.

No. No way, he thought.

He sat down, clicked out of the meat order, then brought up the FBI’s secure website and entered a password. He had access to just about every government database there was. For the handful he didn’t, he knew people who did. For all the hype, the Federal Bureau of Investigation had their act together in evidence analysis, and one thing they were very good at was cleaning up surveillance photographs. He also knew the best copies would be on their website.

He clicked on the home page, and there on the screen were the photos of the two terrorists. He slowly shook his head.

“Son of a bitch.”



Dotson went to his SUV and took what looked like an old Blackberry phone from his briefcase. He powered it up and placed a call to the one person he trusted completely.

“Uh oh. You’re using the Bat Phone,” said a female voice. “This can’t be good.”

Dotson smiled. “What? You’re not excited to hear my charming voice?”

“I love hearing your voice—when you’re not in the morbs. When I hear that, it usually means something bad has happened or is about to happen.”

He chuckled. “I’m getting a rep. And what the hell is the ‘morbs.’?”

“Slang for being morbid. And you’ve always had a rep, Carl. You just constantly hone it to a sharper edge.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing, Stephanie.”

“Depends on what side of the knife you’re on.”

“Yeah, well,” he said. “It’s getting harder and harder to tell what side you’re on. That’s why I’m calling.”

She said nothing.

“We may have brought in the Houston Airport bombers.”

“Explain ‘we’ and ‘may have.’”

Dotson told her about his inspection of the Las Palmas compound and seeing the two bombers getting into the van that morning.

“I heard of Zehron Sanchez when I was working with the border group. That’s her thing, getting items from one side of the border to the other.”

“Including people?”

“People, drugs, money, guns, diamonds, you name it. I heard the only thing she won’t transport are minors for the purpose of sex.”

“An ethical criminal, huh? Would her ethics prevent her from moving a couple of jihadists across the border to set off a few bombs?”

“Not at all, though she might not have known, mainly because she never asks. She has a strict don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy.”

“Well,” Dotson growled, “she won’t get a pass for that.”

“You still didn’t answer my question. Why do you think it might be us?”

“Just my gut. I think it’s interesting that Sanchez acquired a couple top-secret military animals at the same time she’s sneaking in a couple of bombers from sand land.”

“It could be a coincidence,” Stephanie said.

“I don’t do coincidence.”

“But why would they do it?”

“If I had to guess, to gin up support in Congress,” Dotson said. “To get increased funding.”

“My God. Do you really think they would—”

“Remember that tape I sent you of the meeting between my boss and Blanton? Using wild boars to kill a sitting congressman?”

The line was silent for several seconds. “Carl, if you’re right—I mean… this is like some shit out of a spy novel.”

“Yeah, it ain’t pretty,” Dotson said. “So, are you in?”

“Hell, yes, I’m in. I’ll start looking at your boss.”



Dotson placed his next call from his regular cellphone.

“Hey, Captain, how they hangin’?” Steve Cavanagh said.

“They haven’t bitten them off yet but they’re trying. How’s it going out there, Steve?”

“Same old. Monkeys and mutts. We’ve got a baboon in the last batch that’s scary smart. Reminds me of C3 from the river—might be even smarter. He’s actually training the others to attack the soldiers. It’s spooky.”

“I’ll have to get out there and see that. How about the pits?”

“They’re fine. Big and mean. As long as you feed them and let them tear shit up, they’re happy. Me and Joey are looking forward to getting the ones with the built-in shock collars.”

“You’ll like ’em. It won’t be too long,” Dotson said. “We have a mission planned for four of the ones we’re training now. We tightened up the operation, so we’re sending them in clean to see how that works out.”

“No bacteria, huh? Got a sweep team to clean up any misses?”

“Yep.”

He chuckled. “Reusable pits.

“You guys will get the survivors, then two more at the end of the month, unless a need arises.”

“That leaves six if my math is correct,” the Section 17 operative said.

Dotson hesitated, then said, “They’re being… repurposed.”

“Ah,” was all Cavanagh would say. He and the others knew about the commercial side. Nothing stayed a secret long in special operations.

“How is Spindler the Swindler?”

Cavanagh barked a laugh. “Good, the thieving bastard. They got a new crew of SPAAD recruits in the other day. He’s taken them for $500 so far.” Joey Spindler, a.k.a. Joey the Swindler, was a card sharp who supplemented his government check by taking chunks of other people’s government checks. Nobody in Section 17 would play against him for money.

“That boy’s gonna get shot one of these days,” Dotson said. “I’ve got a mission if you’re up for it.”

“Shit, yeah, Captain. We haven’t done anything fun since Venezuela.”

“This is a snatch-and-grab. Been watching the news?”

“The bombers?”

“Yeah.”

“I woulda figured they’d have half the free world looking for those assholes by now.”

“I’m sure there are ample resources being directed toward that end,” Dotson said. “But there are… complications.”

Cavanaugh laughed. “There always are.”

“I need to ask them a few questions before they meet their maker.”

“Sounds ominous but fun. Tell us what you need and we’ll get it done.”

“Okay. Get your kits ready, civilian gear. I don’t know where these guys are going to turn up. I have somebody working on the electronic side to see if we can track them down, so be on standby.”










Chapter 54



Around noon the day after the bombing, Mahar met with Irfan and Nadeem inside their room at the Southern Inn near the New Orleans airport. The old A/C-heater unit hummed loudly as it cycled on and off, attempting to warm the room. 

“I thought this was the south,” Irfan complained. “Why is it so cold?”

“There’s an old saying,” Mahar said, “‘If you don’t like the weather in New Orleans, wait a day; it will change.’ Except in the summer, then it’s always hot, and down here, summer lasts most of the year.”

“I hear that saying everywhere I go,” Nadeem said. “Complaining about the weather does about as much good as arguing with your wife.”

“How would you know?” Irfan said. “You have no wife to argue with.”

“No, and I don’t complain about the weather either,” Nadeem said, smiling.

“All right,” Mahar said, bringing out MapQuest printouts, “let’s discuss our next target.”

A departing jet passing overhead shook the window, earning a scowl from Irfan.

“We are here,” he said, pointing at a map, “and this is our target.” He moved his finger two inches from the motel.

“We’re going to blow up a building?” Irfan said, excited.

“No, no. Not the building. A car inside the parking garage.”

The two terrorists gave him confused looks.

“The building houses the New Orleans office of the FDA.”

Smiles grew on their faces, then Nadeem asked, “Is that like the FBI?”

“Uh, no, it’s the Food and Drug Administration.”

The confused looks returned.

“They oversee the production of food and drugs and make sure it is done properly and safely.”

More stares.

“We’re going to target two of the officials who work there.”

“Ah,” Irfan said, nodding. “We are going to assassinate the leader of this Food and Drug Administration.”

“Well… no,” Mahar said. “Actually, it’s two low-level employees. Here they are.” He handed them a pair of photos. Irfan said nothing, but Mahar watched as Nadeem’s brow furrowed.

The bomber looked up. “They look familiar.”

Mahar gave a smile and nodded. “They were in that compact car we passed as we left the construction site.”

“Were they looking for us?” Nadeem asked.

“No, we don’t think so, but we’re not sure. But if they saw our faces, they could connect us to the bombing of the plane at any moment.”

“So?” Irfan said. “I want the world to know who drove the Great Satan to his knees.”

Mahar took a deep breath. “And they will, but we still have work to do, and it will be much easier to complete that work if they don’t know our faces yet. So, Imam Massod has ordered them killed for the security of the operation.”

He handed a black backpack to Nadeem. “More C-4, blasting caps, and phones. Can you have another bomb ready to go in three hours?”

“Of course.”

“Good. I’ve included two large magnets to attach it to the undercarriage of their vehicle. It’s a gray 2008 Ford Taurus. Here’s a photo of the car. It’s on the third floor of the parking garage.”

Nadeem studied the photo while the handler handed Irfan a set of keys.

“These go to a beige Toyota Corolla. It’s in the back parking lot. You’ll need the vehicle to enter the garage. You will wait in it for the two infidels to come out.”

“Stolen?” Irfan asked.

“Yes, from long-term parking at the airport. The owner shouldn’t realize it’s missing for a few days. I had keys made from the vehicle identification number.”

Nadeem nodded and seemed impressed.

“Jessup and Flowers,” Irfan said, looking again at the photos. “They look like cops.”

Mahar shrugged. “Bombs don’t care what you look like.”










Chapter 55



“So, what do you make of giant hyenas attacking drug traffickers?” Supervisor Jamie Reynolds asked the following morning. It was a new experience for Flowers, reporting to a supervisor about the progress of the GENIT investigation. In DC, her superiors hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with what they called the FDA’s version of  The X-Files. The Genetics Investigation Team was a joke and a sham that would eventually crash and burn, and when it did, they didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

They thought it would happen after a trio of corrupt Memphis cops arrested Flowers and Jessup for narcotics trafficking the previous fall. She had come through that not only unscathed but stronger. Then, after surviving the death of a fellow agent and the supposed suicide of the FDA’s computer specialist, as well as almost being killed herself, she was rumored to be untouchable. There was even talk that she had dirt on certain politicians and others high in the food chain.

A couple years ago, when she had started the investigation, the very idea would have appalled her. Now she just smiled. If fear of what she might do or who she might know helped keep the bureaucrats off her back, she’d roll with it.

Flowers shook her head. “No idea.”

“And you’re sure they’re mutant animals?”

“Yep, no doubt. The DNA check at the San Antonio lab revealed a substantial reduction of myostatin in the animal’s fur. There’s no question. That and the prints, twice the size of a normal spotted hyena footprint.”

“A reduction?” Reynolds said. “Not an absence?”

“No,” Flowers said, and she explained their theory about the size of the animals.

The woman’s eyes widened. “So, they can build them bigger?”

“That’s what we’re thinking,” Flowers said.

“All right,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Let’s say they were from this—what is it called? SPAAD?”

“Special Projects Animal Assets Division out of Fort Hood,” Jessup said.

“Are you suggesting that soldiers from SPAAD used these animals to intercept a drug shipment and kill narcotics traffickers on US soil?”

Jessup glanced at Flowers, then said, “As corrupt as our government has become in the past twenty years, it wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve thrown Posse Comitatus out the window and soldiers are operating on US soil without federal approval. But I think Section 17 operatives did this. Part of Homeland Security. Probably the same ones who cleaned up the last three incidents.”

“Yeah, but this wasn’t a cleanup,” Reynolds said. “This was an overt attack.”

Jessup shrugged. “Could have been a training operation for them. I mean, who’s going to complain if a bunch of dope dealers get taken out?”

“I’m not shedding any tears over them,” she said, “but what about the drugs and money? Where did that go?”

“And what happened to the animals?” Flowers said.

“What do you mean?”

“According to what we know about their operations, they deploy the baboons, pit bulls, and hogs on a one-and-done basis. They coat the creatures with the deadly bacteria. Once they do, the animals are living on borrowed time. They either get killed during the assault, die from the bacteria, or are killed by friendlies.”

“Maybe they were killed and the operatives, or whoever did this, took the bodies with them,” Reynolds said.

“I don’t think so.” She pulled out her packet of photos and found the one of the square indentations in the cotton field.

“Look here. Transport boxes made these indentations. Now, see the footprints in the sand? They lead away from and into the indentations. The paw prints leading in have blood on them.”

“From the animals killing the traffickers.”

“Exactly,” Flowers said.

“But that doesn’t mean they didn’t coat the animals with NF-13 and kill them later,” Reynolds said.

Jessup shook his head. “You’ve never seen what this stuff does, Jamie. It’s horrible. I don’t think there is anyone who would knowingly get within a hundred yards of a live infected animal.”

“So, if they’re recycling them, we’re not only looking at giant mutant animals, but intelligent and trainable ones as well?”

Jessup tilted his head and grinned. “If it was easy, anybody could do it.”

Reynolds shook her head and said, “I’m surprised you didn’t take a trip across the border while you were down there and check out your old nemesis, April. Isn’t that lab right across the river from where you guys were?”

“Once was enough,” Flowers said. “And there wouldn’t be much to look at. I was told they bulldozed that place to the ground.”

Jessup gave Reynolds, and then Flowers a puzzled look.

“Get April to tell you about the inhaler case sometime, Jake. In the meantime, did you two finish your after-action reports on the shooting?”

Flowers nodded.

Jessup put on a pained expression and said, “Yes, ma’am, and it only took an hour and a half.”

She gave him a big smile. “Well, don’t go anywhere, ’cause you’re just getting started. OPR will be here this afternoon to take your statements.”

Jessup moaned. “Who’s that?”

“Office of Professional Responsibility,” Flowers said. “Like your internal affairs.”

“You mean the same goons that took your badge and gun last year?”

“Same unit,” Reynolds said. “That was the supervisor that showed up with the director. This time, it’ll just be a couple of agents taking statements. It won’t be a problem.” She narrowed her eyes at Jessup. “Especially since April called me and gave me a heads up about what happened.”

Flowers smirked again, and Jessup rolled his eyes.



“So, what’s up with this inhaler thing?” Jessup said back in Flowers’ office.

She waved a hand. “Ancient history. It was just a case I did back when I first came on.”

“Doesn’t sound like just a case.” 

“I’ll tell you about it sometime,” she said, ignoring him and looking at her computer screen.

“Okay…” he said frowning. “Your boss brought up an interesting point. What happened to the drugs and money?”

“Section 17 could have taken it. They must have a lot of expenses.”

“I can see the money. Using drug proceeds to fund your operation isn’t too many rungs down the ladder from coating animals with deadly bacteria and sending them into villages. But what about the cocaine? Have they got their operatives standing on street corners dealing eight-balls?”

“Maybe Sanchez hired Section 17 to kill the dope dealers,” Flowers said.

Jessup’s eyes widened a little. “Holy crap. That almost makes sense. Can you imagine, hiring out trained mutant apex predators to kill your competition?”

Flowers shivered. “It answers a lot of questions.”

“Yeah, but I don’t like those answers,” he said. “So, what now, boss lady?” 

“I told you, don’t call me that,” she said, logging onto her computer. “I have twenty more pages of SAAR reports to go through, then that’s it.”

“Oh,” he said, snapping his fingers, “I forgot to tell you, Frosty is tapping into the databases he has access to looking for unusual animal activity. He said it won’t be as thorough as Greg’s information, but it’ll be something to work on. He probably has some stuff ready for us.”

Her eyes lit up. “I love that man.”

“Don’t tell him that. His ego’s big enough already.”

“His ego is well deserved, as far as I’m concerned.”

He rolled his eyes. “Send me half those SAARs. We can knock them out by the time your OPR guys get here.”

“Hey,” Reynolds said, sticking her head into the office. “The FBI just sent out enhanced surveillance photos of the suspects in the Houston bombing. They’re not great, but they’re better. They should be in your email. And OPR said they’ll be here at two.”

“Thanks, Jamie,” Flowers said as she clicked on her in-box and brought up the grainy photos. They showed the same two slender males, but with more detail.

“So, that’s them, huh?” Jessup said, looking at the screen over her shoulder.

“Still not great, but better.”

“It’s weird, but they look kinda familiar.”

She gave him a mischievous smile. “Maybe something from that mysterious past people keep bringing up?”

“I’ll tell you about it sometime,” he said, returning a tight smile. “In the meantime, I got the monkey off my back, but the circus is still in town, so I’m heading to the noon AA meeting.”

Flowers laughed. “Good. While you do that, I am going to go meditate on the treadmill.” 










Chapter 56



Dotson had just gotten to his hotel room when his phone buzzed with a message.  Psithurism.

He shook his head, pulled out his encrypted phone, and placed a call.

“Psithurism?”

“The sound the wind makes blowing through leaves on a tree,” Stephanie Adams said.

“Ah.” Whenever he got a text with an unusual or archaic word, it was Adams. It was her hobby, and her way of signaling him to call her. “Calling back so soon?”

“You sound surprised,” she said in mock outrage.

He chuckled. Adams was one of the top analysts in the world. At the ripe old age of thirty-six, she’d forgotten more about computer hacking and manipulation than most experts would ever know. The military had discovered the woman’s prowess for all things computer when Dotson’s Marine Recon team recovered a laptop during a raid in Iraq. They were unable to access it and would have to waste a day and fly the machine to Langley. Without asking permission, Adams, a clerk at the 1st Intelligence Battalion, snuck into the briefing room and within two minutes, had the password. Using the information on the laptop, Dotson and his team learned the location of two captured Marines and rescued them just hours before they were to be executed.

It turned out Adams had been taking apart, rebuilding, and revamping computers since she was in grade school. It was her escape from an abusive father and an alcoholic mother. She was practically teaching the computer programming class while a freshman at her high school, and as soon as she graduated at seventeen, she joined the Marines. Adams had hoped to work in military intelligence, but she never made it past the front office after her battalion commander found out she could type, and made her his personal assistant. After that he stymied all her attempts to transfer to the field.

Dotson called in a few favors and got her transferred. Adams became a superstar within the unit, providing not only technical help on captured equipment, but analyzing data, showing an almost eidetic memory. Two years later, they shipped her back to the States to attend MIT where she zipped through an undergraduate degree in two years. By the time she got her master’s in advanced computing, she was a major.

While academia had been rewarding and filled an empty spot, Adams yearned for the excitement of dueling electronically with the enemy. So, when the National Security Agency knocked on her door, she passed up a chance to get her doctorate and went back to what she loved.

Adams never forgot Dotson’s support, and though she’d never told him, thought of him as the father she always wanted.

“Yeah, well,” Dotson said. “I figured you probably went and got your nails done or something.”

“I did, actually. Desert camo. I’ll send you a picture.”

He laughed. “What have ya got?”

“Flattner exchanged several calls with a guy named Jeff Reiner a couple of weeks before the bombing. Until then, they talked a couple times a year.”

“Nothing since?”

“No, but I would expect them to use burners or secure phones in the middle of this type of operation,” she explained.

“Who is he?”

She paused. “CIA.”

“Shit,” Dotson said.

“Yeah, and not some intel level puke. He’s in operations. He must have pretty high access because it took some tweaking to get info on him.”

“Nothing that will come back on you?”

“Please,” she said. “He’s been involved in some pretty dark stuff, mostly in the Middle East.”

“More fuel for the fire,” he muttered.

“Just prior to the bombing, Reiner exchanged several calls with a burner phone hitting towers in Dearborn, which, as you probably know, has the largest concentration of Muslims per capita in the country. I went back a couple months and found calls Reiner made to another cellphone in that same area.”

“Good thinking.”

“It comes back to Ali Mahar, an Iraqi who came over in the wave after the first Gulf War. Couple of years after he was stateside, the Canadians arrested Mahar with a carload of rifles from Detroit. They dropped the case.”

“Ah. Let me guess. He has a clean record.”

“Not even a juvenile arrest.”

“So, he’s an asset for Reiner.”

“No doubt. He must be good because his passport shows more travel to and from the middle east than a stewardess. I just sent you a couple of photos.”

The phone chirped and Dotson saw a driver’s license picture of an average-looking middle easterner, slender, brown eyes, dark complexion, short beard and medium length hair. The license said Ali Mahar, 5’9”, 170 pounds, and a Detroit area address. There was another license under the same name. The male in this photo was clean shaven and a buzz-cut, but was definitely Mahar. 

“Okay, you ready for the bad news?”

“Ah, shit.”

“I verified through the INS facial recognition computer that Mahar crossed the bridge at Toma, Texas, two days before you spotted the terrorists at Sanchez’s.”

Dotson exhaled heavily. “Fuck me.”

“What do you want to do?” Adams asked.

“I’m gonna find this informant and rendition his ass,” Dotson said. “Can you track that burner phone?”

“Sure, no problem. Want me to listen to it?”

“Can you do that?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ll have to get a couple of other people involved, though.”

“No,” Dotson said quickly. “Not yet. This is too volatile. If you can put me on the guy, I’ve got a couple of people I trust. We’ll snatch him up and see if we can convince him to talk.”

“Okay, give me an hour.”










Chapter 57



The pair arrived at the parking lot at 4pm. Mahar didn’t know when the targets would leave, so he instructed them to attach the explosive to the vehicle and wait. 

They were nervous. Neither had driven in the United States, nor had either driven a car inside a parking garage. Since Nadeem drove the same way he approached life, like a bull, they decided Irfan should drive. If nothing else, he was more cautious. Plus, that would allow Nadeem to jump out and attach the magnetized bomb to the underside of the Taurus.

When they pulled in, they saw ramps and arrow signs pointing in different directions. Irfan looked around, then drove up the nearest ramp. He turned, drove a short distance, went down a ramp, and found himself back where they had started. Cursing in Urdu, he went back up the ramp and eventually made his way to the third floor.

They slowly drove along the rows of vehicles. As they neared the end, Nadeem jabbed a finger.

“There,” he said, pointing at a gray sedan, two down from the end.

At that same moment, the stairwell door opened and two women walked out. Irfan stomped on the gas pedal. The tires chirped as the little Corolla sprang forward. He made a quick right, the tires squealing in protest, then shot up the next ramp.

“What are you doing?” Nadeem exclaimed, clutching the bomb to his body with one hand while bracing his other against the dash.

“They would have noticed us,” Irfan said as he slowed to a stop.

“They noticed you driving like a madman! This is a parking lot. You expect to see people in cars in parking lots.”

“Okay, okay,” Irfan said, waving a hand. He slowly worked his way back down, ended up at the entrance, then returned to the third floor. The Taurus was still there.

“Just pull close to it and stop. It’ll take me fifteen seconds to attach the bomb—and don’t leave!”

A minute later, they were sitting backed into a space on the far side of the third floor, watching the Taurus.

The small, yellow walkie-talkie Mahar had given them for the operation chirped.

“Did you find the customer? Over,” Mahar said.

“Yes,” Irfan said into the mike. “We found the customer and delivered the item. Uh, over.”

When he had given them the device, Mahar told them not to use words like bomb or target or kill in case someone intercepted the transmissions. When Irfan asked why they didn’t just use cell phones, Mahar explained that in the United States, an organization called the National Security Agency intercepted all forms of communication. NSA computers, he said, watched for certain words and phrases, then targeted the source. When Irfan had thrown out a jab about the “supposed land of the free,” Mahar made a comment that stuck with Nadeem. “Liberalism, political correctness, and apathy are destroying the United States from within more quickly than all the jihadists in the world ever could.”

“Good,” Mahar replied. “I’ll be awaiting confirmation on the pickup. Out.”

Irfan threw the radio on the dash and shook his head. “All this James Bond stuff.”

Nadeem smiled. He knew his friend was eating up “all this James Bond stuff.”

“Does it bother you that Mahar is waiting safely in the visitor’s parking lot out front while we’re in here taking all the risks?” Irfan asked.

“Someone has to watch the other exits in case our targets leave in a different vehicle.”

“I suppose. It just seems funny that he’s never around during critical times, like when you were building the bombs or when we set it off.”

“He brought us the bomb-making material, the maintenance uniforms, and the stolen car. Without those, we wouldn’t be able to accomplish our goals.”

“That’s true,” Irfan said. “It just seems like he wants to control everything while having no direct participation in it. It’s like he’s trying to distance himself from us.”

“All the better for us. We won’t have to share in the glory.”

Irfan gave him a sharp look. “All the glory goes to Allah.”

“Of course, it does. But we are Allah’s hammer on earth.”

Irfan smiled and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Allah’s hammer. I like that.”










Chapter 58



“Jeez,” Jessup said, looking at his watch. “That took longer than I expected. Those guys are thorough. They seemed pretty excited, too.” 

“Yeah, FDA agents don’t get into a lot of shoot outs.” She paused. “None, actually. There was the giant pit bull you shot on Mud Island, but you were a civilian then.”

“Your legend is growing, Flowers. Keep it up and there’ll be baby agents going through the academy with your image tattooed on their biceps.”

She snorted. “More likely I’ll be in the lecture about what not to do when you get into the field.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. I saw the way those two OPR guys looked at you while they did their interview, especially the woman. It was respect, bordering on awe.”

She blushed and turned away. “It’s getting deep in here.”

“It’s true. And I shot at that pit bull. I doubt I hit it.”

“Hey,” she said, changing the subject. “I still owe you a café au lait at Café du Monde. Want to head there and let the traffic die down?”

“How can I turn down an offer like that from a beautiful super-agent?”



They shut down their computers and walked out to the parking garage, where a burst of cold wind hit them. 

“This reminds me of Memphis,” Jessup said, pulling his jacket tighter as they took the elevator to the third floor.

“It can get nippy down here. It just doesn’t last as long.” As they neared her car, she dug through her purse for her keys.

Jessup said, “If you’re buying, then I’m driving.”

“You drive too slow.”

“It’s 5:30, Flowers. Ain’t nobody gettin’ anywhere quick. I can drop you back here on my way to the motel. Let’s go.”
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Mahar checked in twice over the next hour and a half, but there was no sign of the man and woman. Irfan, bored, sat with his head against the window, staring up at a water stain on the concrete ramp above.

“There is a place in a city called Chattanooga where you can walk through a cave to an underground waterfall,” Nadeem said, reading a brochure he found in the glove box of their stolen vehicle. “It’s called Rock City. Apparently, they are famous for their red bird houses.”

Irfan grunted and continued to stare at the stain.

An entry door opened across from them, and his head snapped around as two people walked onto level three. He snatched up the photos.

“It’s them! It’s them!” he shouted.

“Yes, I see,” Nadeem said, tossing the brochure into the back seat and picking up the phone with the pre-programmed number.

“Get ready, get ready,” Irfan said, leaning over the steering wheel, his face an inch from the windshield.

“I am ready,” the bomber said, his thumb poised casually over the Call button.

“As soon as they get in the vehicle, blow it up,” the man hissed, his eyes locked on the pair as they strolled towards the Taurus.

“I know how to blow up a car,” Nadeem growled.

The pair stopped in front of the Ford and Irfan gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white, his forearms vibrating. Then they walked past it.

Irfan shouted, “Where are they going?” He grabbed Nadeem’s sleeve. “Blow it up! Blow it up!”

The bomber pulled free. “Are you crazy? We can’t guarantee it will kill them.”

Mouth agape, Irfan watched as the pair got into a silver Toyota pickup truck.
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“We could take both vehicles instead of having to backtrack,” Flowers said when they got to his truck.

“What’s up, Flowers? Do you hate my driving that much?”

“Only when you’re trying to jump ditches… or run through mud holes… or—”

“I got it, I got it,” Jessup said, holding up a hand. “No ditches or mud holes between here and the Quarter. My motel’s close to the office, so I’ll just drop you off on the way. Besides, the last time I was here, parking down there was stupid expensive. And it’s hard enough finding a decent space for one car.”

“It hasn’t gotten any cheaper,” Flowers agreed.

Jessup worked his way through the parking garage, then turned onto Plaza Drive. As they drove past the visitor parking lot, an old tan Dodge crew-cab pickup with a beat-up Mexican vanity plate on the front bumper parked in the front row caught his attention. He stared at it for a second as something tickled the back of his mind.

“What?” she asked.

“Ah, nothing,” he said, shaking his head. “Just that old truck back there. I could have sworn I’ve seen it somewhere recently.”

She looked back. “I haven’t seen it around before, but New Orleans gets a lot of visitors. Could be from anywhere.”

“Yeah, I suppose. All right, let’s get some coffee. You throwing in beignets with that?”

“Of course. You think I’m a cheap date?”

Jessup laughed and drove up the ramp to I-10.
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Irfan spun toward his friend. “What do we do now?”

“We get the bomb and follow them,” Nadeem said calmly. “When they stop, we stick it on the truck, then set it off when they come back. Who knows, maybe we’ll get more people that way.”

“But that’s not what we were told to do.”

“Come on, brother, did we come all this way to play lackey for some Islamawich who’s forgotten who he is and what he’s fighting for? Besides, we’ll still accomplish our mission.”

Irfan’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did you become the devout one?”

Nadeem grinned. “I’m not. I just want to blow some shit up. So, let’s go get the bomb and do it.”

Irfan shook his head and put the car into gear.










Chapter 59



Mahar stared out the windshield wondering what he was going to do. The walls were closing in. While Jeff Reiner sounded upbeat when they’d spoken, there was something different in the man’s tone. Mahar knew he wasn’t being paranoid. He hadn’t lived as long as he had by ignoring the voice in the back of his head. And right now, that voice was shouting for him to run. 

But where would he go? Out of the country? He had his passport, but he might as well paint himself florescent orange if he used it. Besides, he didn’t have the money to disappear overseas. He had always promised himself that he would put away some of the next paycheck he got from the CIA for just this reason, but he never had. His only hope now was that this bombing would go smoothly and he could restore Reiner’s faith in him.

Mahar looked at his watch and ground his teeth. He’d hoped the pair would be a red splotch on the parking garage wall by now. He wondered what the big deal was with them. Sure, they saw them leaving the construction site, but Irfan and Nadeem had been in the back seat with their heads down. And even if they had seen their faces, these two would have no way of matching them to names. No, this was another one of those side games he wasn’t privy to, and that made him even more nervous.

He looked at his watch again. Reiner would be waiting for his phone call.

“Fuck Reiner,” Mahar hissed, rubbing his hands over his face. He wished he’d never gotten involved with the CIA. It wasn’t the first time he’d cursed his career choice, but at the time, it seemed the only real choice. Caught red-handed, with a trunk full of guns at the Canadian border. Work for Reiner or get sent back to Iraq—after serving a lengthy prison term.

It was exciting at first, glamorous, and Reiner had never held the gun charge over him as leverage. Soon, being a snitch became Mahar’s living, but he harbored no illusions that their successful history together would prevent the man from putting a bullet in his head.

He picked up the walkie-talkie and was about to push the Talk button when a silver pickup truck pulled out of the parking garage. It turned toward him, and as it went by he saw April Flowers sitting in the passenger seat.

“Fuck!” He jammed the button. “Inab… Inab, answer me.” There was no reply. He swung his head from the departing truck to the parking garage, and then back to the truck.

“Inab!” he shouted into the radio as brake lights flared and the Toyota turned toward the I-10 on-ramp.

He took a deep breath and told himself to stop and think. He didn’t know where the targets were going, and they were in no position to follow. Their best option was to be patient and remain on station. When the woman returned to her vehicle, they would detonate the bomb then. Now, if he could just convince the two idiots to do that.

That hope went out the window as Irfan and Nadeem careened out of the parking garage in the tan Corolla and shot past him.
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“Get closer. You’re going to lose them,” Nadeem said, leaning forward, his face almost touching the windshield.

“You just stick with your bombs and don’t tell me how to drive. I’m a much better driver than you,” Irfan said as he made his way through traffic.

“That’s cause you drive like an old lady.”

“Not true. The instructors in Kandahar said I was a natural.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Nadeem said, waving a hand. “You’ve only told me a hundred times.”

“What is it they say in America? If you got it, show it off?”

“You have no problem doing that,” his friend huffed.

“They’re moving over. It looks like they’re going to take the next exit onto… Orleans Avenue,” Irfan said. “Make yourself useful. Pull up the GPS on that phone and see if you can tell where we’re heading.”

While the Nadeem did that, Irfan looked in the rearview mirror and saw Mahar’s tan Dodge pickup working its way toward them. “We’ve got company.”

Nadeem looked over his shoulder, then back down at the phone. “Let him follow. As long as he leaves us alone.”

“Maybe you’d better raise him on the radio and tell him what we plan to do.”

When Nadeem didn’t reply, Irfan looked over. “That is what we plan to do, right? Plant the bomb on the truck and wait for them to leave?”

The man’s brow wrinkled in concentration as he stared at the phone screen.

“Nadeem?”

Finally, his friend sat back and looked over. “No. The area they’re heading to is full of restaurants, so they’re going to eat. We’re going to follow them, place the bomb by their table, then blow them up, along with fifty other non-believers.”

Irfan’s lips curled into a smile. “Allahu akbar.”
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“Stop! Stop!” Mahar shouted into the radio as he slammed the truck into drive and jumped the curb to pursue them. A beige Toyota Corolla was about as ubiquitous as you can get. By the time Mahar made it onto I-10, it was gone. He jammed his horn, swerved into traffic, then weaved in and out, all but running the other drivers off the road. Then he saw it, a hundred feet ahead, three cars back from the silver Toyota pickup.

What are those idiots thinking? he wondered frantically working his way forward. The Tacoma’s right turn signal came on and it eased towards the off-ramp for Orleans. The Corolla followed. Mahar bullied his way across the lanes, ignoring the screeching tires, blaring horns, and outstretched fingers. He got to the ramp in time to see the truck turn left onto the surface street. He snatched up the walkie-talkie again but heard only static.

Shit!

He looked down at his phone, wondering if he should call Reiner and explain the situation. But what would he say? That the plan was going to hell because, once again, his two junior jihadists wouldn’t follow instructions? Remind his handler that he wasn’t the one who recruited these idiots? No. Reiner had made it clear that this mission had to go off as planned.

“Shit, shit, shit!” he said and slammed a palm against the steering wheel. Maybe he should cut his losses and run. Stay in the States, somewhere they might not find him. Go to LA, New York, Detroit—no, not Detroit.

He shook his head. They would find him. They always found you. He knew because he often did the finding. He wasn’t the only one working for the Great Satan. There were plenty of informants in the Islamic community, people like him, drawn to the promise of money, a visa for a loved one, or a reduced jail sentence.

The caravan headed south and the beige Corolla remained three cars behind the pickup. Mahar didn’t know if that was by design or luck, but in doing so the two terrorists were avoiding detection by the targets. But what was their plan? They didn’t have weapons other than the bomb. The only thing they could be planning was to attach the explosives to the truck and blow it up when the couple left.

That wasn’t the worst thing that could happen, but it wasn’t what Reiner asked for. And in this heavily congested section of New Orleans, the body count would almost certainly be greater than inside an empty parking garage. He kicked himself for the twentieth time for not doing as he was told and going with them. There was no alternative now. He had to get that bomb.










Chapter 60



“Stop! Stop!” Flowers shouted. “Right there!” 

“What?” Jessup said, taking his eyes off the rearview mirror and hitting the brakes.

She jabbed a finger toward the curb. “A parking space,” she said proudly. “And only two blocks from Jackson Square.”

“Good job, navigator. And it looks like there’s still time on the meter.”

Jessup stared into the mirror for a few seconds, then got out and joined her on the sidewalk.

“What do you keep looking at?”

He glanced back toward the interstate. “I saw a tan truck.”

“There’s probably only five thousand of them in the city.”

“I know, but that one I saw back at the office is sticking in my brain.”

“Spidey senses?”

“Yeah, they’re tingling a little.”

“We’ll check it out if it’s still there when we get back.”

He nodded, and they headed for the Quarter.
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Irfan slid the compact into a no-parking zone and they jumped out.

“Where are they?” Nadeem said, whipping his head around.

“I don’t see them, but they went in that direction,” Irfan said, pointing. “I have the extra flip phone. We’ll split up. The first one to see them calls the other.”

“Okay, just don’t call the wrong number,” the bomber said, holding up the backpack.

Irfan smiled. “Maybe you shouldn’t have gotten me into so much trouble when we were kids.”



The street was closed off to vehicle traffic and people were swarming in every direction, half with cameras held to their faces, the other half with drinks. The noise and energy level were high. Irfan had never seen such a bizarre assortment of people. Everywhere there were half-naked women and men—some women dressed like men and some men like women—standing in doorways urging passersby to enter.

A silver statue stood in the middle of the street. As he started to walk past, the statue turned toward him, did a moonwalk, then pulled off a top hat and held it out. People cheered and clapped and threw money into the hat while Irfan watched, wide-eyed.

“Hey, honey,” someone called.

The young Afghani looked up and saw a pair of women standing on a balcony above him. Suddenly, they pulled back winter coats, exposing their breasts. They laughed when they saw his look of shock.

His face red, Irfan turned and stalked down the street.

Disgusting infidels. We should set the bomb off right here, he thought as he turned down a busy street.

Despite the cold weather, people filled the area, and he wondered if they’d ever find them. Then he spotted the pair standing at the front of a line at a restaurant called Café du Monde.

His heart surged. He pulled out the cellphone and sent Nadeem a text. Café du Monde. Then he stood off to the side and watched.

The café was packed. There was an inside sitting area, and a patio surrounded by a low wrought-iron fence. A thick, clear plastic wind-break separated the patio from the sidewalk. The server sat the pair at a table next to the railing.

Ten feet from their table sat a concrete trash can.

Would it be close enough if Nadeem put the bomb inside that? he wondered. Then he remembered what his friend had told him.

“The plastique explodes at eight-thousand meters per second. The concussion alone would kill anyone nearby. Add shrapnel and anyone within fifty feet would be shredded.”

Yes, he thought, nodding. It would be close enough.

Suddenly, a hand grabbed Irfan’s shoulder and spun him around.










Chapter 61



There was only one other couple waiting in line when they got to Café du Monde. 

“Good timing,” Flowers said. “This place is always packed.”

“Smell that,” Jessup said as the odor of deep-fried food and strong coffee filled the air. Customers bit into the tiny pastries, dusting their shirts and blouses with powdered sugar. “I can taste the beignets from here,” 

She grinned. “In that case, we don’t have to go in.”

“Oh, no, you’re not getting off that easy, Flowers. I’ve been waiting for this payback.”

“Me, too, actually. It’ll ruin my diet, but I might get a double order.”

“You’re reading my mind, but you’re skinny as a rail. A little extra powdered sugar won’t hurt you a bit.”

He glanced around. “Look at this place. A half dozen coffee makers and deep fryers. Two items on the menu: coffee and beignets. No overhead to speak of. Don’t even need to advertise. I mean, why didn’t I think of this?”

“The smell is all the advertising they need,” she replied, as the waiter motioned them forward.

He sat them at a table by the wrought-iron fence overlooking Jackson Square, next to one of the half dozen propane heaters the restaurant used to ward off the chill.

They ordered and she said, “I know what you mean not seeing a gold mine. I’m still depressed about not buying stock in Google.”

He huffed. “Come on. Back then, who really took a name like ‘Google’ seriously?”

“Now it’s its own verb.”

“We need a time machine, Flowers.”

“Like in ‘Back to the Future’?”

“Yeah, but with you driving the DeLorean, there’s no telling where we’d end up.”

She looked past Jessup and her eyes narrowed.

“What’s up?”

“There’s a guy over there staring at me.”

“I got news for you, Flowers. Most guys stare at you.”

She scowled at him. “But there’s something about this guy. He looks familiar.”

Jessup turned. “Green ball cap, glasses?”

“Yeah, he—”

Just then, another man came up, grabbed the guy, and shouted at him.

Jessup’s eyes narrowed. “That’s Urdu.” His eyes went wide. “Ho-ly shit.”

“What?”

“It’s him. The guy in the truck. The guy from Toma, Texas.”
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“What are you doing?” Mahar shouted in Urdu, his hand grasping the young Afghani’s shirt. “You weren’t supposed to leave the garage.”

Momentarily stunned, Irfan tried to break free of his grip.

“Get your hand off me,” he hissed in English. Then in Urdu, “I’m doing my job. What Imam Rahim Massod sent us to do.”

“While you are in America, you will do what I tell you to do,” Mahar snarled. He jerked Irfan toward him and looked over to see Jessup staring at him. He saw recognition in the man’s eyes. Mahar reached for the 9mm Glock he had in the back of his waistband, but just as his fingers touched the weapon, he sensed movement behind him, then felt a searing pain in his neck. His eyes went wide and a bubble of blood spurted from his lips.

He released Irfan and brought his hand to the knife now sticking from his neck. He stumbled in a circle and saw Saif Nadeem standing behind him, a tight smile on his face. Tourists shrieked and scattered as the dying man dropped to his knees. Blood gushed from between his fingers as he fell face first onto the cobblestones.

“Grab his pistol, Irfan,” Nadeem said as he rifled through the dead man’s pockets.

“What are you doing?” his friend said as he snatched up the dead man’s weapon.

“I’ll tell you later.” He pointed at their targets who were sprinting toward the restaurant exit. “Right now, we must run. Shoot the gun.”

Irfan lifted the pistol into the air and fired off two rounds. People around them stampeded and the two terrorists turned and ran.










Chapter 62



Jessup saw a flash of steel as an arm arced through the air and struck the truck driver in the neck. The man’s eyes widened in surprise. He dropped to his knees, exposing his killer. 

Jessup couldn’t believe his eyes.

“It’s them, April. It’s the bombers,” he shouted as he threw the table out of the way and began clawing at the plastic windscreen, trying to find an opening. He gave up and ran to the entrance. Flowers was already on Decatur Street, which was a madhouse of frightened tourists.

“Federal agent. Out of the way. Move,” she yelled.

Suddenly, the guy in the green ball cap raised a gun into the air and fired off two rounds, adding to the mayhem.

Jessup caught up to Flowers as she tried to push her way through the crowd.

“The guy with the knife has a black backpack. I’ve got a bad feeling there’s a bomb in it,” he said craning his neck, trying to locate them in the crowd.

Several inches shorter than Jessup, Flowers bobbed up and down on her toes trying to get a look. “A gun and a bomb. Kind of makes you wish you were chasing a mutant animal instead.”

He barked a laugh, then stabbed a finger. “They’re running up Decatur toward Dumaine.” He grabbed her arm and gave it a squeeze. “Be careful.”

The crowd thinned and Flowers flew ahead. She was a runner, and he wasn’t. The pain in his mangled left calf didn’t help. The surgeon had told him that scarring from the tissue loss would limit movement and cause some discomfort. He hadn’t been wrong.

Jessup watched in despair as the killers neared Dumaine Street, a block away. They were moving fast. They would be long gone by the time they got there.

Flowers had already halved the distance. He would have asked her to wait, but she wouldn’t have listened. As he ran, he groped in his pocket for his phone. At least he could call 911 and put out a description of the suspects. He was bringing it to his ear when two giant creatures rounded the corner from Dumaine onto Decatur.
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Nadeem and Irfan sprinted up the street along with the crowd, some of them scattering when they saw the gun.

Irfan pointed to the next intersection. “We parked down that street.”

“I don’t see them,” Nadeem said, glancing back. If they could get to their car, they’d have a chance, but each time the black backpack slammed against him, he cringed, waiting for the impact to set off a blasting cap. Well, if it does, we’ll never know.

They jumped onto the sidewalk, scattering more people, and were five feet from the intersection when two enormous animals came around the corner. Irfan yelped as he and Nadeem skidded to a stop. From the looks on the faces, it was hard to tell who was more surprised, the terrorists or the cops.

Seeing the pistol, the two mounted patrol officers reached for their weapons. The pair spun around and fled back down Decatur. Irfan stuck the gun over his shoulder and fired blindly. Behind them, they heard a woman shout a name and say something about a shooting.

“Run!” Nadeem yelled.
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Jessup watched the killers skid to a stop and throw up their hands in surprise when the two mounted patrol officers came around the corner. They were a common sight in the French Quarter, but Jessup wondered if the terrorists had ever even seen a horse before, let alone a pair of them being ridden by armed police officers.

The cops must have seen the gun in the terrorist’s hand because they reached for their own sidearms. The terrorists turned around and ran back down Decatur. Green Ball Cap stuck the barrel of the pistol over his shoulder and fired.

Jessup didn’t know if the round hit a cop or a horse, but one animal reared, throwing its rider to the ground. The second police officer, a woman, leaned forward in the saddle and slapped her legs against the animal’s sides. The horse shot forward in pursuit, scattering frightened tourists in all directions.

The suspects stormed down the sidewalk with the cop and horse behind them. Jessup rushed forward, his hand on his SIG 229, ready to pull it out. He knew he couldn’t shoot, not with this many people around, and he wanted his hands free in case he had to fight them.

Just then he saw Flowers run between two parked cars ahead of the terrorists. The gunman raised his pistol.
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As Nadeem sprinted forward, he heard, “Git up!” followed by the thundering of hooves. People fled before them, running inside shops, and fleeing into the street. Nadeem looked up and noticed a slender woman with black hair running toward them.

“It’s her,” he said, pointing as she angled toward them.

Irfan started to fire, but she ducked down between two parked cars.

“Kill that bitch.” Nadeem growled as they approached the gap. “Shoot!”

Irfan aimed the weapon.










Chapter 63



Flowers suddenly appeared from between the cars, snatched up a little girl standing on the sidewalk about to get trampled, and yanked the tiny figure back between the vehicles. 

The killers closed the gap and as the shooter turned the pistol toward Flowers, Jessup jerked out his SIG Sauer and snapped off a round. The bullet hit a brick wall just inches from the man’s head. He yelped, but before Jessup could line up another shot, the second terrorist grabbed the shooter and pulled him inside a shop.
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Bam-zing! Irfan screeched as a bullet hit the building next to him and a chip of concrete sliced his cheek.

Nadeem saw the man with the gun and jerked Irfan into the first open door.

“Move! Move!” he shouted as he bulled his way through the store, pushing away frightened customers. He stopped in his tracks and his eyes went wide. All around him were the faces of demons and witches and other monsters. Skeletons hung from the ceiling and jars of fluid containing bizarre creatures littered the shelves alongside a stuffed cat and black, red, and white candles. To his left, miniature human heads with sewn up lips and eyelids peered down from a glass case alongside straw dolls stuck to the wall by dozens of pins.

“What is this abomination?”

Irfan gestured toward the back of the store. “Run, Saif.”

Nadeem shook his head, then turned and noticed a man behind a counter wearing a colorful shirt and shaking a stick with claws and a doll at them. For the tenth time that day, Nadeem wished he had a gun.

They burst out the back door into an open area filled with a dozen people sitting on mats and performing stretching exercises. Before them was a man wearing tight thigh-length shorts and a tight white T-shirt. The courtyard was surrounded by buildings on three sides and a wrought-iron gate on the fourth side that exited onto a side street. 

The two bombers started for the gate, then heard the familiar clomp of hooves and the female officer shouting commands into a walkie-talkie.

“There,” Irfan said, pointing to a ladder attached to a wall at the far corner of the enclosure.

The man in the shorts stepped in front of them. “Hey, you two are going to have to—”

Without slowing, Irfan lifted the pistol and shot the man in the chest. The others scattered and the terrorists ran to the ladder and climbed up.

The roof was mostly flat or at a low angle. They could easily make their way across it to where they parked the car. They ran several steps when Nadeem stopped, took the backpack off his shoulder, and pulled the cellphone from his pocket. Irfan looked at him, bewildered.

The bomber smiled, said, “Allahu akbar,” and threw the backpack into the courtyard.
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Jessup saw Flowers stand up with the child.

“I’m good. Go,” she said.

He flashed his FDA creds to the mounted police officer. “Federal agent. I’m going in. Go around the side in case they come out the back.”

Someone yelped and Jessup jerked his head and saw two customers run out of the store. He peeked through the front window, and saw shrunken heads, voodoo dolls, Mardi Gras masks, and ancient-looking bottles filled with liquids and powders. He stepped back and glanced at the sign over the door: Papa Legba’s House of Voodoo and Zombies. The ‘and Zombies’ was a recent addition, no doubt the owner taking advantage of the current craze. He shook his head, took another peek, then went through the door.

He pushed past two more fleeing patrons and stopped in front of a wide-eyed man standing behind the counter holding a dreadlocked burlap voodoo doll in one hand and a stick with a chicken foot wired to it in the other. He was short and balding and wore a tie-dyed shirt that stretched tight across his ample belly. He peered up at Jessup through thick, sequined glasses.

“Papa Legba?” Jessup asked, wide eyed.

“Dey went dat way!” the man said with a strong Jersey accent while shaking his chicken stick toward the back of the store.

Jessup heard more shouts and a gunshot. He ran through the back door and into a courtyard. Yoga mats lay scattered about as people in workout clothes scrambled towards a gate leading to the street. In front of him, a squalling woman in a black leotard was kneeling over a man with a red spot spreading across the front of his T-shirt. Jessup took one look at the man’s face and knew.

Outside, he heard a horse snort and whinny, while the officer shouted her location and yelled for people to get back.

“Where did they go?” he called to a man heading for the gate. The guy pointed across the courtyard to a fire escape ladder, then ran out.

Jessup sprinted for the ladder and was five feet away when a black object sailed through the air, past the edge of the roof, and landed in the middle of the courtyard. It was the black backpack.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he shouted. Then, “Bomb! Bomb! Bomb!”

As he ran by the grieving lady, he grabbed the back of her leotard and dragged her across the courtyard, shouting “bomb” as he went. The woman went crazy, kicking, squealing, and scratching. He ignored her and lunged through the rear door to Papa Legba’s House of Voodoo and Zombies just as the world turned upside down.
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April Flowers handed the little girl off to her parents and turned back towards the business when the windows and door blew out.

“No!” she yelled.

She reached the opening as a short, bald man carrying a broken stick and a headless doll staggered out. Sparkly glasses hung from his bloodied face. She pushed past him and made her way through the dust and debris to the back of the store. Flowers gasped when she saw sky through the back half of the building.

She clawed through a pile of debris, flipped a door to the side, and was lifting a section of framing when she heard a noise. She stopped and shouted. “Jake?”

She jerked more of the debris away, then heard it again.

She got down on her hands and knees. “Jake, is that you?”

There was a cough and then a muffled voice said, “You still owe me coffee and beignets, Flowers.”










Chapter 64



Nadeem looked at the cloud of smoke rising from the French Quarter. 

“Slow down,” he said to Irfan, who was weaving in and out of traffic, his white-knuckled hands clenching the steering wheel. “There’s no one behind us. We’re safe.”

“No thanks to you. Why did you have me stop at the truck? They could have caught us.”

“I had you stop because of this,” he said, lifting the green duffle bag from the floor. He set it on the console between them and opened it.

Irfan glanced over, then jerked his head up, yelped, and jammed on the brakes. He stopped inches from a car waiting in stalled traffic. The driver of the car glared at him in her rearview mirror.

“Calm down,” Nadeem said sternly. “If we get in a wreck we will be in trouble.”

Irfan cursed, then glanced again into the bag. It contained additional bomb-making equipment, a compact Glock and extra magazines, and two unopened burner phones. He grumbled something, which Nadeem took as an apology, then turned back to his driving.

“Where did you get that knife, anyway?”

“I found it under the mattress in that barn we stayed at in Mexico.”

Irfan gave a grunt. “So, what do we do now?”

“Head back to the motel and get our belongings,” Nadeem said.

“Are you crazy? The police may be waiting.”

“Nobody knows who we are yet. It will take them a couple of hours to sort things out. Until then, we’re safe. But we have to find another place to stay.”

“And how do we do that?” Irfan said. “We have no money. We don’t even have our passports. He took them.”

“We have this,” the bomber said, holding up a black wallet. “His name is—was—Ali Mahar. And he had… five… six… six-hundred thirty-five dollars in his wallet. That’s more than enough to find a place to lie low for a while. We’ll use his driver’s license to check in. You two look enough alike that you should be able to pass for him.”

“But they have his body. They’ll know who he is, they’ll track his name.”

“They track credit cards, not names, so we pay cash. Why would the police track a dead man, anyway?”

Irfan looked nervously at him as they drove down the exit ramp toward the motel.
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Dotson was reassembling his new Colt 1911 Series 70 45 ACP when he got a text. Aceldama.

He started to call, but stopped and looked the word up first. A scene of bloodshed.

He shook his head, then called her. “Give me the bad news.”

“Turn on the TV.”

He clicked the remote and saw smoke and emergency vehicles clogging the streets of the French Quarter.

“Three confirmed dead,” said the reporter, “in a massive explosion in a small courtyard near the corner of Decatur and Madison. Several people were wounded, some from the blast and at least two from gunshot wounds, including a mounted patrol officer. A second mounted officer and her horse were injured in the blast but are expected to survive. Witnesses say two middle eastern or Hispanic men, one carrying a backpack believed to contain a bomb, stabbed a man to death in front of Café du Monde then fled. Officials believe they detonated the bomb to aid in their escape.”

Camera footage showed the stabbing victim. It was Mahar.

Dotson closed his eyes. He had just lost his best source of information.

“There is some good news,” Adams said.

Dotson tightened his jaw and waited.

“Mahar’s burner phone is still active, and it’s moving.”

“What does that mean?” Dotson asked.

“Two things, either somebody stole it from him while he was bleeding out, or our two terrorists took it.”

“They’d have to be pretty stupid to use that phone.”

“They’re not all rocket scientists. I’m rolling with it for now. I’m also waiting on tolls from it to see if we can pick up another cell number, one the bombers might have used to talk to Mahar.”

“Okay, Stephanie, that’s good work. We’ve gotta catch these two assholes before they can set off another bomb. Can you send real-time tracking information to my laptop like before?”

“Already done. It’s waiting for you to log on.”

“Okay. I’m going to get my guys—”

“Aw, shit,” Adams said.

“What?”

“Mahar’s phone just went down.”
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They grabbed their belongings from their room and Nadeem told Irfan to wait in the car while he checked Mahar’s room for their passports. Using the keycard he’d found in the dead man’s wallet he went inside and found a suitcase on one of the double beds. At the bottom, under some clothing, he found a manila envelope. He dumped the contents onto the bed and his and Irfan’s passports tumbled out.

He grabbed them and started to leave when he noticed a portion of a face on a sheet of paper sticking out of the envelope. He slid it out and saw it was a photo of Irfan stapled to some documents. He pushed it aside and found another packet of documents with his photo attached to it. There was one for Imam Massod, as well. As he looked through them, the blood drained from his face. They were dossiers containing their personal information. At the top of the cover page was the emblem of the CIA.



“Did you find them?” Irfan asked as Nadeem climbed back into the Corolla.

“Yes,” Nadeem said, tossing the manila envelope onto the dash.

His friend slumped in relief, then pulled out of the parking lot.

“Praise Allah. Well, I did something good, too. I found another car like this one in the lot next door and I swapped the tags.” He grinned and looked over at Nadeem, who was staring out the windshield. When he didn’t get a reply, Irfan huffed. “Well, don’t get so excited.”

Nadeem pulled Mahar’s cellphone from his pocket and broke it in two.

“Why did you do that?”

“So the CIA can’t track us.”

Irfran looked bewildered.

Nadeem grabbed the envelope from the dash, pulled out the packet on his friend, and handed it to him.

“What the hell?” Irfan jerked the car to a stop, eliciting a honk and one-fingered salute from the driver behind him. Shock grew on his face as he leafed through the documents. He looked over. “What does this mean?”

“It means we have been set up.”

“But… by who?”

His friend pointed at the emblem of an eagle’s head above a shield.

“The CI—are you saying that Imam Rahim Massod works for the CIA?”

“No, I don’t think so. There’s a dossier on him in there, too.”

“But what—who—Ali? Ali was a CIA agent?”

Nadeem huffed. “I doubt it. Probably an informant.”

“We need to get out of here,” Irfan said, his voice rising.

“And go where? In a couple of hours, our names and photographs will be everywhere. We can’t get on a plane. The CIA will hunt us as well since we killed one of their people.”

Irfan looked at the steering wheel. “You killed him.”

Nadeem spun around and barked a laugh. “Just two days ago, you were threatening to blow him up.”

Irfan shook his head, then chuckled. “I guess I’m just jealous.”

The bomber slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, the next CIA infidel we come across, you can kill. Now, let’s find a hotel.”












Chapter 65



“We’ve gotta quit meeting this way, Flowers,” Jessup said, as she entered the treatment room with Supervisor Jamie Reynolds. 

“I agree, though the turban around your head is attractive.”

He winced as he leaned down to put on his socks.

“Even though it was a minor concussion, the doctor said you ought to stay overnight just to make sure.” Reynolds said, frowning.

“No way, I’m outta here. I’ve had enough hospital rooms to last me a lifetime,” he said, slipping on his shoes.

Flowers shook her head. “How’s your hearing?”

He glanced up. “What?”

“I said, how…” Then she saw his grin. “Ha ha. Very funny.”

“I’m surprised you even have eardrums left,” Reynolds said.

“Luckily, Papa Legba had just gotten in a shipment of T-shirts and the hallway was packed full of cardboard boxes. We dove behind them just in time. I guess they acted as a buffer.”

“That and the foot-thick brick wall along the back.”

“How’s the gal I dragged in there with me?”

“She’ll live,” Reynolds said. “She has a broken arm from where she said you fell on her, so expect a lawsuit.”

Jessup shook his head.

“And she’s accusing you of murder.”

His head jerked up. “What?”

“She says you prevented her from getting her boyfriend out of the courtyard before the bomb went off.”

“He was already dead. His eyes were open and his pupils were fixed. Center mass shot, right through the heart,” he said, pointing at his sternum.

She waved a hand. “I know. Don’t worry about it, it won’t go anywhere. Just wanted you to know.”

“No good deed goes unpunished,” Flowers said.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Jessup said. “Fuckin’ lawyers. I know he got atomized. Any others?”

“Thanks to you and April, only three other people died, all in the alley. Seven wounded, three severely, including the mounted officer. You two saved a lot of lives.”

“Only three? You make that sound like a good thing.”

“The bomb guys said it’s amazing it didn’t kill another dozen, including the horse. It’s torn up pretty good, but it’ll survive,” Reynolds said. “They’re thinking it was a block of C-4 with some kind of metal attached to it, possibly magnets. They’ll be working the scene for a while.”

“Magnets?”

“Yeah, they think maybe to attach the bomb to a car. Luckily, it was an open courtyard. A lot of the force—and shrapnel—went straight up, which helped save some lives. There were a couple complaints of shattered windshields from landing debris.”

“And what about the two assholes?”

“They got away,” Flowers said. “NOPD is reviewing surveillance camera footage now, but it looks like they made it to a compact car parked a block away.”

“Shit,” he hissed.

“That was the bad news,” their supervisor said. “You want the worse news?”

Jessup dropped his head.

“As the terrorists took off, witnesses saw them grab a duffle bag from a tan Dodge truck.”

“I knew it,” he said to Flowers.

“When the police processed the truck, they found these.” She pulled two sheets of paper from her notebook and handed them to Jessup.

His eyes went wide. They were photos of him and Flowers.



“Do you guys have any idea why they would target you?” Reynolds asked back at her office.

“They must have thought we recognized them at the construction site in Toma,” Jessup said.

“But you guys didn’t recognize them then.”

“Yeah, but they didn’t know that.”

Flowers shook her head. “But how did they know who we were, or how to find us?”

“The sheriff?” Reynolds said.

Flowers immediately shook her head. “No. No way. He wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe not knowingly.”

“The way Bobby talked,” Jessup said, “this Zehron Sanchez individual has really good connections. If she had enough juice to kill an informant inside his jail, she could have figured out who we were.”

“Okay,” Reynolds said, “if we accept that possibility, that means she has a connection to the bombers.”

Jessup nodded. “That makes sense. According to Bobby, her deal is to move bodies and things across the border, and they were coming from the direction of that tunnel.”

“You know, we do this every time,” Flowers said.

Jessup and Reynolds looked at her.

“We miss the big picture.”

“What do you mean?” Reynolds said.

“Why were we in Texas in the first place?”

“Checking out a report of a possible mutant animal attack,” Jessup said. “But what could that have to do with terrorists crossing the border?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know, but what are the chances of a Section 17 operation taking place, us showing up to investigate it and then running into terrorist bombers who miraculously show up in the very city we’re in and try to kill us?”

“That is a bizarre coincidence,” Reynolds agreed.

“We don’t do coincidence,” the pair said at the same time.

She sat back and peered at them. “It sounds like you’re suggesting this is another attempted hit on you and Jake by Section 17. But for that to be true, that would mean Section 17 is somehow connected to the bombers.”

Flowers shrugged. “Nothing these people do surprises me anymore.”

“Good,” she said, slapping her hands on the desk. “That makes me feel better about my decision. For the next couple of days, you two will stay at a nice bed-and-breakfast. You’ll love it. Fred and I stayed there for our honeymoon last year. And don’t worry, I got you separate rooms.”

“Is that really necessary, Jamie?” Flowers said.

“Yeah,” Jessup said, “I already got a room at the La Quinta.”

“I know that, and more than likely they do too. I’m not taking any chances. I have a couple of our people watching your room, Jake, and April’s apartment.”

Flowers closed her eyes. “I’m sure they love that.”

“Actually, they were both quite excited. Neither of them has ever done anything like this before. There’s not exactly a big demand for armed protection in the FDA, at least not until you two showed up. Still, when one of them asked if they should bring their weapon, I figured it would be best if I partnered them with a couple US Marshals who owe me a favor.”

Jessup grinned and winked at Flowers. “Your reputation grows. Before you know it, the New Orleans Division of the FDA will have its own SWAT unit.”

“At least its own OPR unit, thanks to you two,” Reynolds said. “And don’t plan anything for tomorrow afternoon. You’ll be busy giving statements… again.”

They groaned.










Chapter 66



Derrick Flattner sat at his desk going over more expense reports and trying to ignore the phone. He had expected a call from Reiner by now telling him that Flowers and Jessup were the latest victims of the Houston bombers. Which is what the news media was calling them, like they were some sports team.  Get your season tickets, it’ll be a blast.

Fuckin’ media. Maybe if they ran out of terrorists, they would start on the media. The hardest part would be deciding which one to knock off first; there were so many deserving candidates.

He looked again at the photos of Flowers and Jessup. Getting rid of them would go a long way to bringing him some peace of mind, although he would like a couple minutes alone with one of them to find out how they had learned about the hyenas. The SAAR nerd was gone, along with his database, and news reports of the incident hadn’t gone further north than San Antonio.

It couldn’t have been the informant at Duogen, could it? There was no connection. That was another mystery eating at him. With all the technology and resources at their disposal, Section 17 should have identified the guy months ago. But it was just a matter of time before he leaked more information.

After tonight, though, all that will be a moot issue. April Flowers would be roadkill and the snitch would have no one to leak his information to. With her gone, the Genetics Investigation Team would die a long-overdue death.

His phone buzzed.

Finally.

He read the text, and his smile vanished.

Problem. Turn on the news.

He snatched up the remote and his cellphone rang. He clicked the television on then glanced down. Senator Blanton? His chest tightened. He looked up at the TV and saw the carnage.

In the next few seconds, several scenarios flashed through Flattner’s analytical mind. Among them were the details of how much money he had stored away, which alias would be best to travel under, whether he would go to South America or Indonesia, who needed to die. After a moment of reflection, he decided on the option he usually went with, the one his father had taught him: When you’re wrong, be strong.

He disconnected Blanton’s call without answering it—a first for both men—then picked up his secure phone.

“I don’t know what happened,” Jeff Reiner said without preamble.

“How many dead?”

“Three so far. Four, if you include my informant.”

“What happ—”

“Stabbed in the throat by our jihadists.”

“Jesus Christ, Jeff,” Flattner said. “Where the fuck did you get these guys?”

“Hey, man. They looked good on paper.”

“Yeah, well, they know how to make bombs.” He fell back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair.

“Three civilians is not that bad,” the CIA man said.

“Tell that to Blanton. Okay, what are our options?”

“One, we ostrich ’til this dies down. Leave well enough alone. There’s nothing that can come back on us.”

“What about your CI?”

“I never documented him. The only paper connection is an interview I had with him in Canada when they arrested him for smuggling guns. After that, I worked him but I never signed him up. Paid him under the table from funds I appropriated over the years. He’ll look like a member of the group.”

“Good,” Flattner said. “And option two?”

“We go big. We send out a message from the bombers claiming credit for this second attack. Then we—you—announce that Homeland, with the help of the CIA and NSA, has identified them. We release their names and photographs. We expose Imam Rahim Massod as the leader behind the jihad. He will, of course, immediately fall victim to a drone strike. In the meantime, we track these little fuckers down, kill ’em, and claim credit for that, too.”

Flattner blew out a breath. “That might just work.”

“It’ll work,” Reiner said. “We just need to get ahead of it before somebody else figures out who and where they are and becomes the hero.”

“How do we do that?”

“We put trackers in the luggage my CI gave them, they just need to be activated. As soon as I get back to my laptop I’ll start the program.”

“Okay. Get me their information and I’ll handle the press release. I’ll call Blanton and talk him off the ledge I’m sure he’s standing on right now. You send out a message from them claiming responsibility, then track these guys down. We want them dead, not at Gitmo.”

Flattner hung up. He took in a deep breath and placed another call. It was answered on the first ring.

“Senator Blanton, I’m sorry I missed your call. We need to meet immediately.” 










Chapter 67



The two terrorists backtracked along I-10, before turning southeast and crossing the Mississippi River into Algiers, a suburb of New Orleans. 

From the interstate, the French Quarter looked like Mardi Gras in blue from all the strobing emergency lights, while overhead the airspace was an air traffic controller’s nightmare of helicopters jockeying for position.

“I would say we got their attention this evening, brother,” Nadeem said.

When Irfan didn’t reply, the bomber looked at him. “What’s wrong? I thought you would be pleased. Isn’t that why we came here?”

“We came here because Imam Massod sent us, or so we thought. Now we find out we are really doing the bidding of our enemy.”

“Do you think Imam Massod purposely deceived us? Or do you think they deceived him as well? Because the man I talked to in that mosque two weeks ago convinced me we are on a holy mission.”

“No, I don’t think the imam betrayed us,” Irfan said, waving a hand. “I think he, too, was betrayed. But that doesn’t mean we’re not doing the bidding of the CIA.”

“So, what if we are? We’re still killing non-believers. But look at it another way: we are using the CIA to kill its own people.”

Irfan’s brow furrowed for a moment, then he slowly nodded. “And what would happen if the people found out their own government brought us here?”

Nadeem grinned. “Now you’re thinking, brother.”



The Oasis Inn in Algiers had seclusion, a vacancy sign, and a bored clerk who barely looked up from his phone when Irfan walked in. They also had a flat rate of sixty dollars a night, and when Irfan threw down a hundred and waved the change away, the clerk took the money and handed him a room key without asking any questions.

In the room, he turned on the news while Nadeem spread the contents of the green duffle bag out on his bed. They were the same items he’d used to construct the first two bombs, along with additional electric blasting caps, and three more flip phones.

Nadeem grinned and held up two more of the green, plastic-wrapped rectangles of the military grade C-4 plastic explosive. “Cut it in half and we have enough to rip apart four crowded buses. Or maybe two buses and a couple of those trolley cars.”

Irfan chuckled. “No suitcase nuke, huh?”

“He barely has enough explosives to make a good-sized bomb. This was never about jihad in the United States. We are just pawns in some bigger game.”

“It explains why Mahar was so upset about the plane bombing. It was never supposed to be a fatal attack,” Irfan said. “But I don’t understand why the US government would blow up its own people.”

Nadeem shrugged. “It happens all the time with our people. One faction wants to make another look bad, so they set off a bomb and blame the other group. Why the United States is doing it, I don’t know; to increase anger against middle-easterners, or as an excuse to grow the military?”

“… two men are wanted in connection with the bombing in the French Quarter of New Orleans."

They looked at the TV and saw photos of themselves taken by a surveillance camera outside Café du Monde. These were much clearer than the Houston Airport photographs.

“The CIA already has our pictures and our names,” Irfan said. “Why are they not using them?”

“That is an excellent question, brother. Perhaps they are afraid of what we’ll say if they capture us.”

Irfan thought about that for a second, then nodded. “They planned to kill us all along.”

His friend slapped him on the back. “We never planned to come back from this mission alive. Now we will make them pay for their treachery.”

“But they’ll be watching, and like you said, we don’t have enough explosives to do much damage.”

“They probably think we’ve fled the area, like we did after the plane bombing. That gives us time to plan.”










Chapter 68



“Goddamn, Derrick,” Blanton exclaimed from inside his Senate office early the following morning. His smile was as big as when he’d first won his seat in the Senate. “Did you see their faces when I identified the two bombers? All of them screaming questions, half of them running out of the room to call their stations. Hell, I’ll probably get stage two skin cancer from all the camera flashes going off.” He chuckled and shook his head. “This was big. Bigger than the Venezuela thing. The two of them together I’m a lock for reelection.” 

Flattner smiled. “I was wondering if you might hang it up after this term.”

Blanton scowled, then looked out his window toward the White House. “You shittin’ me? The country needs me.”

“And I want to assure you we did not plan the bombing in the French Quarter.”

“Only three people died.” He spun around. “But we don’t need any more. Now that we know who they are, let’s scoop ’em up quick. That should bring another nice bump in the polls.”

“We’re working on that. We’re confident that since they lost their handler they’re going to lie low and find a way out of the country.”

Blanton jerked his head up. “Is that possible?”

“Only if they steal a sailboat and use it to cross the Atlantic. The border is buttoned up tight.”

“How about Mexico?”

“By the time the press conference ended, their names and pictures were in the hands of every law enforcement organization in the free world. The US has a $100,000 bounty on each of them, no questions asked. If they made it across the border, they’d wouldn’t last a day. They’ll have a hard time going through a Burger King drive-through undetected. And speaking of a bump in the polls, tomorrow morning you’ll be holding another press conference identifying Afghani Imam Rahim Massod as the driving force behind these attacks. You’ll report that as operatives moved in to arrest him, he resisted, and they killed him in a shootout.”

Blanton’s eyes widened. “My God. That’s good, that’s really good,” he said typing on his keyboard. “Get me the information and I’ll have my aide set it up.”

“I’m glad you’re pleased, Senator. Can I assume that Section 17 won’t have to worry about a funding reduction?”

“Reduction? Hell, son, by the time I’m done you’ll see a twenty-five percent budget increase.”

Flattner smiled. “Thank you, Senator. Always a pleasure. I’ll send your aide the information on Massod.”

“Jesus. Look at these approval ratings.” The senator looked up from his computer. “Huh… oh, yeah. Thanks, Derrick… and good job.”










Chapter 69



The following morning, Nadeem awoke to a moan and a curse. He watched Irfan jump up from his bed and storm over to the rear window, then he heard the beeping noise. 

“How can anybody sleep with all that racket going on?” the man shouted as he peered through the blinds.

Nadeem shook his head, annoyed his friend had woken him up, but pleased to see he was back to his complaining self. “This is not exactly the Hotel Americana.”

He got up, looked through the blinds, and saw a semi-truck reversing down a driveway, its backup alarm sounding. Nadeem started for the bathroom, then paused and looked back out the window.

“Do you remember in Khuzdar…”

“Don’t mention that place,” Irfan said, lying back down on his bed, his pillow over his head. “You know I hate explosives.”

“Yes, and that’s why you have me. But remember that video they showed us of the gasoline tanker in Tanzania?”

“The one that exploded in town? Now that was awesome.” Irfan lay there for a second. He slowly rolled over and looked up at Nadeem.

They both smiled.



“I can’t believe this phone you stole is still active,” Irfan said as he played with the screen.

“It must be Allah’s will.”

“Allah’s will and a senile old woman who only had it because her children bought it for her.”

“What are you going to do with it?” Nadeem asked as he plugged in the soldering iron.

“Use it to announce the CIA plot to the world. After we claim credit for the next bombing, I’ll send out a video showing the documents and tell people that their own country is waging war against them.”

The bomber smiled. “I like it.”

Irfan watched his friend attach wires to another flip phone. “It will work?”

“Of course. It’s worked twice already.”

“I mean, will the bomb detonate gasoline in a tanker?”

Nadeem lifted the lens of the magnifying goggles and looked up. “Will two and a half pounds of C-4 cut through the skin of a gasoline tanker and ignite the fuel?” He flipped the lenses back down. “Like a hot knife through butter.”

A puff of smoke rose as he touched the soldering iron to a wire connecting the phone to one of the blasting caps. “In fact, half a stick would easily do it if it’s wedged tightly against the tank, but since we have it, we’ll use it all. I will use two phones, each connected to two blasting caps, which I will insert into separate bricks of explosives. That way, if one phone malfunctions, I can simply call the other. Double redundancy.”

“I think you like this too much,” his friend said, looking on nervously.

“I love it,” Nadeem replied, yanking off the glasses. “Do you know that if I make one minor mistake both of us will meet Allah without even realizing we’re dead?” He held up the soldering iron. “Here, you try,”

“Uh, no,” the other man said, backing up. “And don’t make a mistake.” He grabbed the television remote, clicked it on, and saw a different photograph of himself on the screen. It was the CIA picture.

“Again,” said the announcer, “these are the two men suspected in a bombing in the French Quarter of New Orleans last night and of the plane at the Houston Airport, killing a total of seven people and injuring a score more. In a video and written statements, they have promised more bombings will follow. Senator Dirk Blanton identified the two men as Inab Irfan and Saif Nadeem, both from Afghanistan. The information was obtained by an antiterrorist unit the senator created, in conjunction with the CIA and NSA.”

The two men stared at the screen.

“I guess that moves our timetable up,” Nadeem said.

Irfan sat in silence for a moment, then nodded. “Good. I’m ready. This place feels like that barn.”










Chapter 70



Flattner’s secure phone rang, and he grabbed it. “What do you have?” 

“They stayed in town. Their luggage is pinging in Algiers, just south of the city, at a dive called the Oasis Inn.”

“Shit,” Flattner said. “I thought they’d run. Do you have anybody there?”

“I’m sending a couple surveillance guys over, but I told them absolutely no contact. Just watch room five in building number six—that’s where they are—and report any movement. I don’t want them to know who they’re looking at if I can help it. Once that word gets out, the floodgates will open.”

“And they’re cool with that?”

“These guys are used to following people without knowing why.”

“I’ll start a couple of teams from Fort Hood,” Flattner said, “but it’ll take ’em a couple hours to gear up and get there.”

“Okay. In the meantime, my NSA guy is redirecting a satellite. The tech operating it won’t know what he’s looking at, so we’re safe there. If they leave, we’ll be able to track whatever vehicle they get into. I’ll send you the link so you can view it real time.”

“Excellent.”

“I’m heading to New Orleans in the Citation and should be on the ground in an hour and a half. I have a helicopter on standby.”

“Damn, Jeff, you’re doing all the grunt work.”

The CIA operative laughed. “You kiddin’ me? I love this shit.”

Reiner hung up and Flattner laid the phone down and looked at it wistfully.
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Dotson was double-checking the gear in his vehicle when his encrypted phone rang.

“Talk to me, Steph,” he said.

“Mahar screwed up and uploaded six phone numbers to his phone’s cloud storage. He listed them A, B, C, D, E, and F. All six are new, activated, but turned off and never used.”

“Drop phones.”

“Yep,” she said. “Probably used to set off the bombs. Two of them just got turned on and pinged at a motel in Algiers. That’s just south—”

“Yeah, I know where it is,” he said, cutting her off. “I’ll be damned. They stayed in New Orleans. How long ago?”

“Two minutes.”

“Are they making any calls on the phones?” Dotson asked.

“No, they just powered them up.”

“Two new phones for two new bombs. What motel?”

“A sketchy place called the Oasis Inn. I just texted you the address. Looking at Google Earth, it has six one-story buildings with six rooms each. I can’t tell which room it’s coming from, but it’s building number six, the furthest from the street. Bring it up on your computer and you can see.”

“Yeah, I got it. I don’t suppose you could flash those baby blues of yours and get us an overhead.”

“They’re green,” she said, feigning offense. “But let me see what I can do.” She clicked off.
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Cavanagh answered on the first ring. “What’d you find out, Captain?”

“We’re a go in New Orleans,” Dotson said.

“So, they stayed.”

“Yes. We pinged a cell phone at a motel in Algiers, just south of the city. I’ll email you the particulars. You and Joey get your kits and be at the flight pad in fifteen. A Black Hawk will take you to a private airport south of Algiers. There’ll be an SUV waiting.”

“What about you?”

“I’m leaving the swamp shortly. If you guys get there before I do, just set up on the place. It’s imperative that we take one of these assholes alive.”

“You got it, boss. We’ll see you there. Comms one?”

“Yeah, but encrypted.”

The Section 17 comm system was state-of-the art. No one could tap into it. The only reason to use encrypted mode was to prevent other Section 17 operatives from hearing what they were saying.

After a pause, Cavanagh said, “Roger that.”










Chapter 71



“The first part is complete,” Nadeem said, setting the two cellphones next to each other on the bed. Each was closed and wrapped with wires that ended at a pair of blasting caps. On the back of each was a phone number he’d written in black magic marker. “They are activated and charged. Good for a couple of days since they’ll only be used to receive one call each.” 

He snatched up a block of C-4 and stabbed it with the pointed end of the blasting cap pliers. Irfan squealed in alarm and dove to the floor. After a second, he raised his head to see Nadeem staring at him. The bomber tossed the block of plastic explosive to him. Irfan yelped again and fumbled with the plastique before clutching it tightly to himself.

Nadeem picked up the other brick and slapped it against the corner of the dresser with a loud whack!

“Did you not learn anything at Khuzdar?” he said, shaking his head. He slapped the explosive repeatedly against the wood. “It is stable until ignited by an explosive device, i.e., the blasting caps.” He stabbed two holes into the second block, then grabbed the one from his friend and put a second hole in it.

“There, now, all we—I—have to do is insert the blasting caps into the holes, tape it all together, and plant them on the gasoline tanker. You stick with guns. You’re a much better shot than I am.”
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Forty-five minutes later, Dotson crossed the I-10 bridge into New Orleans from Slidell, traffic slowing him from eighty to fifty-five. He still had to get through town to the Highway 90 bridge to cross the Mississippi River and reach Algiers. His phone rang. He answered and heard the squeal of tires and the sound of a large engine accelerating.

“We just set down,” Cavanagh said. “Heading out now.”

“That was quick,” Dotson said as he wove through traffic.

“We told the pilot we’d buy him and his partner a pitcher of Hurricanes at Pat O’Brien’s if they broke the record for Houston to New Orleans.”

He smiled. “That fuckin’ Swindler just wants to rape them at poker. How’d they do?”

“We owe ’em a pitcher.”

“Good,” Dotson said. “I’ll buy the second rou—Ah, shit.”

“What’s up?”

“About ten emergency vehicles a quarter mile ahead of me and I just passed the last exit.” He craned his neck around to see if he could get back to it. There was no way. “I’m stuck.”

“We’ll get set up and tell you what it looks like,” Cavanagh said.

“Okay. If they pull out, put a magazine of rounds into the engine and snatch ’em up. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”
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“I love watching these live satellite feeds,” Flattner said over his secure phone.

“Yeah, they are cool—when you can get them,” Reiner said.

“It’s tough enough getting access going through the proper hoops. Your NSA guy must have some juice.”

“Oh, yeah. He’s got some stroke. And I’m going to need to take care of him after this is over.”

“Monetarily, I assume.”

He laughed. “Yeah. I ain’t gonna whack him. I need him—hang on a minute, surveillance is calling.”

Reiner came back a few seconds later. “We may have a problem. A dark blue Tahoe just pulled in. Heavy tint. My guys are pretty sure it’s some kind of cops. They’re scanning local frequencies but haven’t heard any calls go out to the motel.”

Flattner checked his computer screen. “I see it. FBI?”

Reiner huffed. “The feebs wouldn’t arrest a priest without a SWAT team and twelve agents. Besides, it would take them eight hours to get an op plan drawn up and approved.”

“Whoever they are, we can’t let them capture our targets. Do your guys have a Stingray?”





[image: image-placeholder]

“There it is,” Joey Spindler said as the Oasis Inn came into view.

“An oasis from a fuckin’ zombie plague,” Cavanagh said, taking in the peeling yellow paint and rusted air-conditioning units. He stabbed a finger at a hand-written sign taped to the inside window of the office. 1—$15, 2—$20, 3—$25, read the list of numbers. “Gotta love a place that rents by the hour.”

“I’d be embarrassed to bring a prostitute to a place like this.”

Cavanaugh huffed. “Since when?”

“Fuck you.” Spindler slowed and nodded toward the last building at the rear of the lot. “That’s building six.”

There was no activity and no cars parked in front of it.

“If I was a terrorist, this is where I would hole up,” Spindler said. “Check the back?”

Cavanagh exhaled. “One way in, one way out. If we drive back there somebody’s going to look. Let’s find a place to sit and watch the front door until the captain gets here.”
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The secure phone rang, and Flattner snatched it up. “Go ahead.”

“The blue Tahoe parked. They’re watching our building. They’re definitely players,” Reiner said.

“No idea who?”

“None.”

“We’ve gotta get them out of there.”

“We’ve knocked out service to all cellphones in a three-block area with the Stingray.”

“I’m not talking about the cops; we need to get Nadeem and Irfan out of there,” Flattner said.

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’ll call you back,” Flattner said.

He sat and thought for a second, then he Googled a phone number. He pulled a small cell phone from his briefcase, punched in the number, and pressed send.

After several rings, a voice said, “The Oasis Inn. How may I help you?”

“Connect me with room 605.”

There was a click and the phone rang a dozen times. It clicked again and there was silence on the line. Then, “Yes.”

“The police are about to arrest you. You need to run out the back.”

Flattner hung up, then disassembled and smashed the phone. After feeding the SIM card into the shredder, he called Reiner. “Tell your people to turn off the Stingray.”

He returned to his computer to watch the satellite feed.










Chapter 72



“This’ll work,” Spindler said, parking between two cars in front of building number three. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a monocular, then tilted the seat back until only the top of his head showed over the dashboard. “I can see all the front windows. The curtains in number five are moving like a fan is hitting them. Call the captain. See if they figured out which room they’re in.” 

Cavanagh picked up his phone, then gave a puzzled look. “No service.”

Spindler checked his. “Huh. Me too. Dead zone?”

“I wouldn’t think.”

“So, why do you think the boss wants us to go encrypted on the radio?”

Cavanagh blew out a breath. “I think that’s one of those things you don’t really want to know, you know what I mean—”

“Movement in room five,” Spindler said suddenly.

Cavanagh looked up and saw the curtain flutter. A second later, the other side of the curtain moved only higher up.

“They’re lookin’ out,” Spindler said, controlled tension in his voice. “They see something.”

“Or think they do.”

“You know, we didn’t check around back for a car.”

Cavanagh frowned. They had planned to do that as soon as Dotson got there. He looked at the windows lining the back side of building one. They were big enough for someone to crawl through. He looked at his phone again, still no signal. He picked up the walkie talkie and keyed the mike. “Team two to team one.” Nothing. “Team two to team one, come in.” Static. Then he looked at the screen.

“Damn, Joey, you didn’t program the radio to encrypted,” Cavanagh said, as he punched buttons.

“I thought you were—they just looked out again. Got a face!”

Cavanagh jerked his head up.

“It’s them. Definite ID,” Spindler said. “And they’re hinked. They’re going to rabbit.”

“Fuck it,” Cavanagh said, throwing down the radio and lifting his MP5. “Let’s go.”
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Dotson finally made it through the accident site when his secure phone rang.

“Tell me you got a satellite,” he said.

“What kind of shit have you gotten me into, Captain?” Stephanie Adams said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I pulled up the satellites covering that area and there’s already one looking at it.”

“You mean someone’s working in New Orleans?”

“No, Carl. Someone is looking at the exact same coordinates. They’re watching our motel.”

“What? Who?”

“I don’t know. It’s locked. It won’t let me in.”

“Who can do that?”

“The military, CIA, NSA, anybody with access to a particular satellite. It would have to be someone high up. The question is, who would have that kind of authority and know the location of the terrorists?”

“Flattner.” He blew out a breath. “Keep pinging those cellphones, Stephanie, and let me know if one of them moves.” He dropped the secure phone and called Cavanagh but got a busy signal. He clicked off, then pushed redial. Still busy.

His shoulders suddenly tightened. He keyed in Joey Spindler’s number. Busy.

“Shit,” he spat. He tried Cavanagh’s phone again. Nothing. He grabbed the walkie-talkie and keyed it but got only static. “Fuck!”

He called Cavanagh one more time. “Yes!” he almost shouted as the call connected. He listened to it ring, then, “Click. “This is Steve. At the tone, leave—”

“Goddammit!” He slammed the phone onto the seat beside him, snatched up the secure phone, pressed the talk-to-text button, and yelled, “Stephanie, call Steve and Joey. Tell them to abort, now!”

He jammed the gas pedal to the floor.
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The big Tahoe closed the fifty-foot-gap in two seconds. Spindler slammed the brakes and grabbed the Remington 870 Tactical Magpul shotgun sitting by his left leg. Both men were halfway out before the truck came to a complete stop.

Just as they reached the front door, Cavanagh heard his cellphone ring inside the SUV. He glanced back but ignored it. He posted up while his partner strode forward, pointed the shotgun at the doorknob, and fired. The eight steel balls, moving at 1,600 feet per second, vaporized the metal. Before Spindler recovered from the recoil, Cavanagh was through the door.

“Back window!” he shouted, seeing the fluttering curtain. He took two steps and heard a cellphone ring. He jerked his head to the left, saw the bomb on the bed, and closed his eyes.
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Nadeem and Irfan yanked the doors open on the Corolla when they heard the shotgun blast. Irfan slid in and jabbed the key at the ignition slot, cursing in Urdu. He twisted it and the little engine roared to life.

“Drive!” Nadeem hollered as he stabbed at the cellphone screen.

Irfan jerked the transmission lever into gear and jammed down the pedal. There was a squeal and the tiny car leapt forward just as the back of the motel blew out. Smack! Shrapnel slammed against the trunk and rear quarter panels. The back window spider-webbed.

The Corolla slid around the corner, past the front of their building where rooms four, five and six were now a gaping hole. A large blue SUV lay on its side halfway across the parking lot, the sheet metal crushed.

“Allahu akbar!” Nadeem shouted, a huge grin on his face.

Irfan sped past wide-eyed onlookers and tore out of the driveway. He headed north, scanning the mirrors for blue lights. A block ahead, another SUV slid around the corner and was heading directly toward them.

“It’s going to ram us!” Irfan said as he pushed himself back in his seat, his arms locked, but at the last minute, the big vehicle swerved around them. He watched it slide sideways and pull into the motel lot.

“Go, go, go!” Nadeem said as he fingered the smartphone, bringing up the GPS. He stared at it for a few seconds, then said, “Straight two blocks, then turn left and get on the interstate.”

Irfan made the turns and when the ramp came into view asked, “Now what?”

Nadeem leaned forward and stared out the window. He snarled, “Now we find our gasoline tanker.”










Chapter 73



Carl Dotson hit the bottom of the exit ramp going eighty miles an hour. He blew through a red light and almost clipped a green minivan. He glanced at the dash screen GPS—three blocks—then heard the explosion. 

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he shouted as he stomped the accelerator. He skidded sideways onto the motel’s street and almost collided with a tan compact coming the opposite direction. He swerved around it and saw a cloud of smoke.

Debris was fluttering to the ground as he shot around to the back of the complex. He saw the devastated building and the destroyed vehicle and his heart sank. He jumped out and looked inside the Tahoe. Empty.

He ran up to the burning structure as sirens rose in the distance. He took a step toward the room and felt a hand grip his arm. Dotson jerked away and growled, “Get the fuck off me!”

An older man, probably the motel clerk or owner, threw up his hands and backed away, his eyes wide.

Dotson stepped closer, throwing an arm up to block the heat. Inside the room, he saw bloodstains, chunks of flesh, and a mangled Remington 870 Tactical Magpul shotgun.

An anger he hadn’t felt in a long time grew inside him. His jaw clenched, his lips pulled in a tight straight line, he stormed back to his vehicle. He spun the truck around and was heading for the exit when he jammed on his brakes. He pulled out his cellphone and looked at the screen. Five bars of service.

He snatched up his secure phone as he passed the first fire truck.

“Did you find Steve and Jo—” the woman started.

“They’re gone,” Dotson said, cutting her off. “Where are the bombers?” He heard a gasp, and then a flurry of clicks on a keyboard.

“There’s only one phone pinging now—” She gasped. “Did they…”

“Yeah, they did. Where’s the phone?”

“Heading east on I-10.” She paused again. “Are you sure—”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Dotson said, pulling onto the Highway 90 ramp. “What happened Stephanie? How did we lose comms? No radio, no cell phones, nothing until just before the explosion. I just checked. I had five bars of service at that motel.”

Her answer reinforced what Dotson had already suspected. “Only thing it could have been was a signal blocker.”

“And who can do that?” he asked rhetorically.

“You mean, who would have access to a Stingray, a satellite, and know the location of our terrorists? We’re in some deep shit here, Captain.”

“Yeah, well, we’re in it now. Let’s find these two so we can clean it up.”

“How? You can’t do it alone and you don’t know who to trust.”

“I’ve got an idea.”
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Jake Jessup was walking back to his desk when his cellphone rang. “Hello.”

“Want some payback, Jessup?” said a gravelly voice.

His brow knitted. “Who is this?”

“You know who this is. Good shooting on Mud Island, by the way.”

Jessup said nothing, and Flowers, watching him, gave a “what’s up” gesture.

“Go ahead. Put it on speakerphone so Flowers can hear,” the man said.

He punched the screen. “Okay.”

“Remember me now?”

“Yeah,” Jessup said. “The voice over the speaker at PIT CITY. The great and powerful Oz.”

Flower’s mouth dropped open. She hurried around her desk.

There was a chuckle. “I like the analogy, but I’m far from being the man behind the curtain pulling the levers.”

“What do you want?” Jessup said.

“I need your help.”

“Our help?” Flowers almost shouted. “After you kill my friends and almost kill us, you want our help?”

“I had nothing to do with any of that, I assure you.”

“Yeah, just like you have nothing to do with mutant animals and deadly bacteria,” she said.

“That has nothing to do with what I’m calling you about,” he said.

“It has everything to do with it!” Flowers said, now shouting. “If it hadn’t been for you and your fucking animals, none of this would have happened!”

Jessup spun around. The woman’s face was red, her teeth clenched, and he didn’t know if it was from anger or embarrassment at having uttered the big word.

The phone was silent for a second, then the man said, “I’d be glad to talk to you about that, Ms. Flowers, but right now I have to stop these two bombers before they kill any more people.”

“The bombers?” Jessup said. “Why us? Why don’t you use your Section 17 people?”

“I did. And two of them just died.”

Flowers sat back against her desk. “The explosion that just happened in Algiers? That was the Houston bombers?”

“Yeah, and they’re going to kill more people if I don’t stop them.”

“Again,” Jessup said, “what’s that got to do with us? You have your own troops.”

The man didn’t reply. Over the speaker, they heard him draw in a deep breath.

Jessup slowly nodded. “Because you can’t trust them.”

The man remained silent.

“So, you guys got yourselves into some shit and now you’re asking us to help bail you out?”

“‘Me and my guys’ didn’t get us into anything,” the man growled. “My guys got themselves killed because of something someone else started. I’m trying to stop it and figure out who the fuck it was. I don’t have anyone else to ask, so I’m asking you two. If you don’t want to help me, just say it so I can get back to work and find these fuckers.”

Jessup looked at Flowers. She nodded, then said over the phone, “We’ll help, but on one condition. Afterward, you sit down with us and tell us who’s behind this and all the animal killings.”

“I’ll tell you what I can. That’s all I can promise.”

She looked at Jessup, who nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “What do we call you?”

“Just Dotson.”










Chapter 74



“This is too weird,” Flowers said as they walked through the door to the parking garage. 

“Speaking of weird,” Jessup said, looking at her with raised eyebrows.

“No, shut up,” she said, throwing up a hand, but not looking at him. “Don’t say it. Just let it go.”

“Let it go?” He was grinning. “That wasn’t a ‘dang’ or a ‘gosh’ or a ‘shoot.’ We’re talking the big one.”

She spun, put a hand on a hip and stuck a finger in his face. “Drop it.”

He laughed and threw his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay.”

He went to his truck, but Flowers continued past him. “I’ll drive.”

“You always drive.”

She leaned across the roof of the old Ford Taurus and smiled. “Remember what Clint Eastwood said? ‘A man’s gotta know his limitations.’”

Jessup scowled. “That’s hurtful, April.” Then he grabbed a duffle bag from his back seat and got in next to her.

“So, you think we can trust this guy? What if it’s a setup?”

Jessup shrugged. “That would be a pretty complicated setup. I mean, why not just blow us up in the parking lot? Besides, my gut says he’s telling the truth.”

“No spidey senses tingling?” she asked as she pulled out.

“Not so far, but I’ll let you know.”

“He said their last know location was east on I-10.”

“But heading where? And in what?” As if in response to his questions, Jessup’s phone rang. He put it on speaker.

“They’re at a Tiptop Truck Stop in Slidell, at the intersection of I-10 and I-12,” Dotson said.

“Gassing up?” Flowers asked.

“Don’t know. I’m five minutes out.”

Jessup said, “We’re just pulling out of our garage. Hey, you got a handheld?”

“Yeah,” Dotson said.

“Can you pick up mutual aid?”

“Yep. Good idea, Jessup. Just remember, it’s not secure, so be careful what you say.”

“Got it. Heading your way.”
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The two terrorists headed up the steep I-10 Interstate bridge as it crossed the easternmost corner of Lake Pontchartrain, heading into Slidell, Louisiana.

“What are you looking at?” Irfan said, as Nadeem peered at the cellphone.

“I’m looking for truck stops. When we went through Houston, I remember seeing many of them where two highways meet. There is an intersection like that ten miles from here, according to this map.”

“And at this truck stop?”

“We steal a truck.”

“Do you know how to steal a truck?”

Nadeem huffed. “I stole my first truck when I was in fifth grade.”

“That was a bread truck, and it had already been stolen once. You just reconnected the wires. I remember because of the beating I got from it.”

Nadeem grinned. “But we were famous among our friends.”

Irfan shook his head, then pointed. “There is a sign for that truck stop.”

They pulled off the interstate and worked their way back to the TikTok Truck Stop. Irfan pulled around the back where he saw several rows of semi-trucks.

“There!” he said, stabbing a finger at a tanker in the first row, three spots from the end.

Nadeem sighed. “That’s a milk truck. The only thing we can do with that is make a mess.” He scanned the lot, then nodded at a tanker in the back row. “That is what we need.”

The tractor cab matched the blue and white Haiden Fuel logo on the silver tank. Placards on the side of the tank read 1203, with a symbol of a flame above it. Nadeem pulled out the smart phone and checked Google.

“1203 is gasoline. I’m going to knock on the door. He may be asleep in the back of his cab. If he is, I’ll take his keys.”

“And if he’s not?”

“Then I’ll hot-wire it.” He grabbed the compact Glock and said, “Pull into that space and watch my back.”

“Wait,” Irfan said. “What happens after we steal it?”

“You follow me. Flash your lights if you need me to stop.” Before his friend could argue, Nadeem was out of the car and stepping up to the cab.

He knocked on the window but got no response. He knocked harder. Still no answer. He got down, went around to the passenger door, then pulled the pistol from his beltline. He smacked it against the side window, and it shattered. He crawled across to the driver’s seat and began studying the ignition switch.

Just as he pulled out the Leatherman tool he’d taken from the bomb-making equipment bag, the driver’s door flew open and a pair of strong hands snatched at his jacket and jerked him to the ground.

“You trying to steal my truck, motherfucker?” the man shouted, a billystick raised above his head.

Nadeem sucked in a breath and drew up his knees and arms to ward off the blow.

Bang! Red mist burst from the side of the man’s head and he fell to the ground, the club clanking across the asphalt.

“Come on, let’s go, let’s go!” Irfan said, shoving the pistol into his beltline and helping his friend to his feet.

“Thanks, brother,” Nadeem gasped. He rifled through the driver’s pockets and pulled out a set of keys and a cellphone. “Praise, Allah,” he said, holding them up. “Follow me. I’ll call you.” Then he climbed in the truck, cranked it up, and pulled out.

Irfan followed in the Corolla.










Chapter 75



Dotson was just pulling off the interstate when he saw a state police car race into the Tiptop Truck Stop. It stopped next to an ambulance and a crowd of people in the back. 

He rolled down his window and called to a guy walking out of the main building. “What happened?”

“Somebody blew some trucker’s head off.”

Dotson parked and went inside. Onlookers stood at the windows at the back of the station, peering out at the crime scene. The two clerks didn’t notice Dotson until he rapped his fist on the counter.

A woman jumped and spun around. She was an older white lady with mousey brown hair and too much makeup. “Oh. Yes, sir. Can I help you?” 

“Who can access the surveillance video?”

“Only the manager. Are you the police?” she asked excitedly, emphasizing the “O” in police.

“Where’s the manager?”

“Right over there,” she said, frowning at his rebuff. She pointed at a large man in a green golf shirt who was staring out the window with the others. On the back of his shirt was a large cartoon turkey, apparently the company’s mascot.

Dotson walked over and tapped him on the shoulder. The man turned. He was huge, six foot six and over three hundred pounds, though little of it muscle.

He gave Dotson an annoyed look. “Help you?”

“Yeah, I need you to take me to your office and show me the video recording of that,” he said, stabbing a finger toward the crime scene.

“You the police?” he asked with the same emphasis, but less enthusiasm.

“Federal agent.” He held up his Homeland Security credentials.

“You’re gonna have to wait until the police come in here,” he said, turning back.

Dotson tapped him again. “I need to see it now.”

“Sorry,” the manager said without turning.

Dotson spun him around, backed him against the window, and stuck an index finger into his face. “You are going to show it to me now or I’m gonna lock you up for obstruction after I kick your stupid ass up and down the front of this building.”
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Irfan thought about the brain matter blowing out the side of the truck driver’s head when he shot him with the 9mm. The guy didn’t fly across the parking lot like in the movies, he just fell straight down, like a marionette with its strings cut.

He pictured the big fuel truck exploding. Bodies would fly then. Unfortunately—or fortunately—they wouldn’t be there to see it. He’d always wondered about the believers who were so willing to sacrifice themselves. You could only do that once. It seemed to him it would be better to stay alive so you could kill more of the heathens.

They were crossing the bridge back into New Orleans when his phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number.

“It’s me,” Nadeem said. “This is the driver’s phone.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry. We won’t have it long. Have you seen anybody behind us?”

“No. I think we are in the clear.”

“We don’t have a lot of time. It won’t take long for the police to put out an alert on a stolen gasoline truck.”

“Have you thought of a place to detonate it?” Irfan said.

“Yes. Where they least expect it.”

Irfan paused for a second, then said, “Where we blew the bomb yesterday? It was packed then. Today, there will be hundreds of people wanting to see where the explosion occurred.”

“Yes, brother.”
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Flowers and Jessup had just crossed the lake, when the radio crackled.

“Where are you?” Dotson said.

“I-10 heading into Slidell,” Jessup said.

“Turn around. They’re heading back toward New Orleans in a gasoline tanker.”

“Oh, shit,” Jessup said.

“Yeah, ‘oh shit.’ Haiden Fuel, blue and white cab. It’s being followed by a tan Corolla. I saw that car pulling out of the motel parking lot after the explosion, occupied two times—” A phone rang in the background. “Hang on.”

Flowers jockeyed over to catch the next exit.

Dotson came back on the radio. “The phone pinged. It’s westbound on I-10, approaching the big curve into downtown.”

Jessup looked at Flowers. “Where are they going?”

“The French Quarter. They’re not done,” she said as she stomped the gas pedal.










Chapter 76



Using the truck’s built-in GPS, Nadeem took the Orleans Avenue exit and followed the road around to Canal Street, skirting the French Quarter by several blocks. He drove the big rig east on Canal and hit a red light at Decatur. It was the same street he and Irfan had fled down the previous night. He peered down it, and several blocks away he saw heavy crowds of pedestrians clustered near Jackson Square. It was right next to where he drove the knife in the CIA pig’s neck. 

The internet said it was a gathering spot for tourists visiting the French Quarter.

Perfect, he thought.

If he could make it that far, he would plant the bomb under the tank, take the keys, and jump in the car with Irfan. The authorities wouldn’t be able to move the semi, at least not in time. Then, when the two of them were far enough away, he would detonate the bomb.

This section of Decatur was one-way, so he would have to turn at the next light onto North Peters Street and take it into the tourist area. They were close, so close. The light turned green and he pulled to the next intersection and waited in the turn lane.

He didn’t even consider that the bomb might not explode. From the way things were turning out, he knew this was Allah’s will. And they wouldn’t stop here. They would continue their jihad across the country. The CIA had played them for fools and they would pay the price. After they blew up the tanker, they would claim credit, then release copies of the dossiers he had found. The United States government would, of course, say they were fake, but the damage would be done. America would finally become the Great Satan, not only to the rest of the world, but in the eyes of its own citizens as well.

There was a honk. He looked in the mirror and saw Irfan flashing the headlights. He panicked for a second, then realized the light had changed and he had a green turn arrow. With a sigh of relief he let out the clutch and drove the massive bomb down the street, toward destiny.

As he neared the intersection with Decatur, Nadeem wondered if a fuel tanker had ever driven down the street. Probably not. The road wasn’t made for heavy traffic or large vehicles; it was just one narrow lane in either direction, with parking on both sides.

He made the turn and traffic slowed to a crawl. Further down he saw pedestrians crowded around the barricaded side street where the blast had occurred the previous night. He barely made it to the entrance to Jackson Square when traffic ground to a halt.

Ahead of him and to the right he saw the green awning of the coffee shop where the man and woman—their original targets—had stopped. It would be nice to finish that job if he knew how to find them. Not because Mahar had wanted it, but because the pair had interfered with the jihad. But he had to do what he could do, and if it was His will, Allah would deliver them.

People packed the streets. He wouldn’t find a better location. He called Irfan.

“I’m stopping here. Turn the car around. As soon as I place the bomb, we’ll leave.”
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“Talk to me, Dotson. We don’t see it,” Jessup shouted into the radio as Flowers sped down the interstate, weaving through traffic.

“Hang on,” the man growled, sounding annoyed. A few seconds later: “It’s off the interstate. On… Basin.”

“Basin?” Jessup said. They were in the center lane with exit signs flashing by. “I don’t see a Basin exit. There’s an Orleans.”

“Take Orleans!” he barked. “Orleans turns into Basin south of the interstate.”

There was the exit, a hundred feet away, but they were boxed in.

“Shit! Get over, Flowers!” Jessup braced himself, knowing it was too late, but knowing she would try, anyway.

She locked up the brakes and the car beside them shot past. Flowers hit the gas and jumped into the gap, forcing the next car to brake and skid, its horn-blaring. She jerked over one more lane, but they were out of room.

They call them impact attenuators. Collapsible structures that jut out from a roadway confluence to absorb the impact of a vehicle that didn’t quite make the turn, like them. Some were metal, some were water-filled plastic tubs. Jessup didn’t think it really mattered which kind you hit. Either way, it would not be fun. This one was bright orange plastic.

He didn’t know if he screamed as he wedged his hands against the dashboard, but he did close his eyes. He felt a violent jerk to the right, then back to the left, followed by a jolt as the left rear corner of the car struck something. When he opened his eyes, they were flying down the off-ramp, squeezing between the railing and a line of cars.

He looked at Flowers. “How did you do that?”

She threw him a demonic grin, flew through the intersection, and headed south.

Still clutching the dash, he scanned the road. “I don’t see either vehicle.” He snatched up the radio. “Update.”

“Eastbound Canal,” Dotson said with eerie calm.

They looked at each other and said, “The French Quarter.”

Flowers blew through a light, clipping a taxi, and turned east onto Canal

“There,” she said, stabbing a finger at a silver tanker truck, a half mile away. It was waiting in the lane to turn left onto North Peters Street. “Peters joins Decatur at Jackson Square.”

“That’s body-count central,” Jessup said.

She hit the gas and the Taurus shot forward. They watched as, four blocks away, the gas tanker made its turn, followed by a small tan car. Traffic in front of them came to a halt.

“Crud!” Flowers yelled, slapping the steering wheel. She locked her gaze on the traffic. Then Jessup saw the tip of her tongue come out.

“Oh, shit,” he said.

She jerked the car to the left, then to the right, then shot down the trolley tracks running down the middle of the street. They blew past a westbound trolley; the driver frantically waving his hands and furiously clanging his bell. She juked around an eastbound trolley car and honked at a pair of pedestrians, sending them fleeing for their lives. Seconds later, she bounced across the curb and aimed the car at Decatur Street.

“Flowers, you see that sign?” Jessup said, his voice rising as he pushed back into his seat. “One way. Do not enter. Flowers? Flow—”

She blasted the horn and shot down the street, forcing cars off to the side and some onto the sidewalk. A half minute later, they reached the junction with Peters, managing to kill only two parking meters and a moped someone had carelessly parked on the sidewalk.

“You know what, Flowers?” Jessup growled. “I don’t know what’s more dangerous, those two assholes or riding with you.”

She gave him another demonic grin, then looked up and pointed. “There!”

Brake lights flared, then flashed as the truck stopped in front of Jackson Square. The driver climbed down and, even from that distance, Jessup could see the white object in his hand.










Chapter 77



Nadeem turned off the rig and set the air brakes, which came on with a loud hiss. At the barricade, a police officer looked up. He said something into the radio connected to his epaulet then started walking toward the semi. Nadeem reached over and flipped the lever for the emergency flashers. 

Perhaps that will allay some of his suspicions, he thought.

The bomb was in a pillowcase he’d taken from the motel. He pulled on a ball cap and sunglasses he’d found in the cab, grabbed the device, and climbed down. Drivers honked their horns and shouted as Nadeem walked back to the gasoline tanker. He threw up his hands in feigned frustration, then smiled when he saw Irfan jockey the compact around in the middle of the street, looking like an impatient driver trying to escape the traffic jam.

He studied the tanker for a second, then wedged the cloth-wrapped bomb into the shadows between the frame and the steel cylinder. Though it was easily accessible, confusion would keep anyone from investigating, at least for a minute. Which was all they needed.

He turned toward the Corolla.

“Hey, man,” said a voice behind him. “This is a restricted area. You know you can’t bring a rig down this street.”

Nadeem turned to face the police officer who had walked over from the bombing site.

“Uh, no, I didn’t know,” he stammered. Then he saw the cop’s eyes widen in recognition.

The officer simultaneously grabbed the radio mike with one hand and his pistol with the other, but before he could use either, Nadeem pulled out the 9mm and shot him in the chest.
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“That’s Nadeem. Get up there,” Jessup said, his eyes locked on the man.

Just then, a box truck went past and blocked his view. When the truck cleared, he saw the bomber standing by the tanker, but his hands were empty now.

“The bomb. He got rid of the bomb. Go! Go! Go!” Jessup said.

They both shouted and waved their arms, trying to get the cars in front of them to move. “When this is over, I’m getting you blue lights and a siren, Flowers.”

She grinned like a kid who’d been promised a puppy.

A half block ahead of them, a Toyota Corolla suddenly veered into traffic and did a three-point turn in the middle of the street.

“There’s our beige compact,” she said, letting her hand drop to the M4 wedged in the seat beside her.

“Think about your background,” Jessup said.

“There won’t be a background if that thing blows up.”

“True dat,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

Nadeem came in and out of view through the crowd.

“Cop,” Jessup said, stabbing a finger.

They watched the police officer come up behind Nadeem. The terrorist turned around, pulled a gun from his waistband, and shot him.

“Mother fucker!” Jessup snarled, grabbing the door handle, as Nadeem ran for the Corolla.

“Wait, Jake!” Flowers said as an opening appeared in traffic. She jammed down the accelerator and the Taurus charged forward.
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The police officer grunted, staggered, and fell onto his back. People around him screamed and ran. Nadeem heard him moan.

Bulletproof vest.

He stepped forward to take a head shot, then heard a honking horn and someone shouting his name.

“Nadeem! Run!” Irfan said, pointing down Decatur toward a gray midsize car that was fishtailing through traffic and coming toward them. Nadeem ran for the Corolla.

He locked his eyes on the speeding vehicle now half a block away. Was it the police? There were no emergency lights or sirens, just two people in the front seat, silently shouting and waving their hands. As Nadeem jumped into the front seat, he recognized the driver. His eyes went wide. It was the woman!

He cursed, leaned out the car window, and aimed the weapon.
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Jessup saw a pistol appear from the passenger window.

“Ram that motherfucker!” he barked as they ducked.

Bullets zinged off the hood and the front end. Two rounds tore through the windshield, but somehow missed them.

“Hang on!” Flowers said, never letting up on the gas.

A half second later, Jessup was thrown froward, then immediately backward as a dashboard panel flipped up and a pillow of nylon 6.6 inflated with argon gas in 35 milliseconds, smacking him in the face. Beside him, Flowers suffered the same fate. They laid silent and unmoving as steam and smoke billowed around them.










Chapter 78



The two terrorists slapped the deflated airbags away from their faces and clawed at the door handles. Nadeem staggered out, shook his head to clear it, then caught movement behind the windshield of the Taurus. 

Time to finish this, he thought. He raised his pistol and stepped forward. As his finger tightened on the trigger, a hand grabbed his shoulder.

“Come on, Nadeem! We need to run!” Irfan said, pulling him in the opposite direction. Nadeem hesitated, cursed, then turned and followed his friend.

They ran past the gasoline tanker where a crowd was gathered around the fallen police officer. The man was trying to get to his feet, but a couple of good Samaritans were holding him down. They still had time to detonate the bomb if they could get far enough away.

“There,” Nadeem said, pointing to the entrance of Jackson Square.
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This feels so cool, so smooth, Flowers thought. I’m just going to lie here for a while.

She heard a buzzing noise. The noise grew louder and louder until she was able to make out individual sounds. They were screams. She pushed her face off the door window and shook her head.

A crash, terrorists, bullets!

She jerked upright, slapped at a piece of white material covering her face, and reached for her gun. She heard a moan and saw Jessup move—no blood—then caught movement through the windshield. Nadeem and Irfan were sprinting away from the destroyed car.

“Jake, get up,” she shouted, grabbing his jacket and shaking him. He made a noise, then jerked upright, and scanned the area.

“They’re running!”

She grabbed the M4 and opened the door as Jessup jumped out with his SIG Sauer. They paused long enough to pull hanging badges from beneath their shirts. Maybe a cop or an armed citizen wouldn’t shoot them as they ran down the street waving firearms.

“Get them!” Jessup said, pointing at the two men running through the gates of Jackson Square. “I’m going for the bomb.”

As she ran, Flowers flipped up the covers on her Aimpoint Pro Red Dot Reflex Sight and moved the selector switch on the M4 to single shot. After the incident with the MP5 at the Rio Grande, she wanted more range time before she’d trust herself with the three-round-burst function.

Realization suddenly washed over her and she slowed.

What the hell are you even doing here? You’re a Food and Drug Administration agent, for God’s sake, not Rambo.

The shooting in Texas was the first time she had even aimed a weapon at someone, let alone shot at them—and that was in self-defense, more of a reflex than a purposeful act. What made her think she could take on two armed terrorists?

Then she thought about the bombing the previous evening and the one that might go off at any second, killing an incalculable number of people. She might be the only one who could stop it.

“Suck it up, Flowers,” she growled and headed into Jackson Square.
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“If we can get to the other side of that building, we can set off the bomb and be safe,” Nadeem said.

They ran through the gate and down a walkway past startled onlookers. Before them loomed a statue atop a large granite block. It was of a man atop a horse rearing back. Nadeem’s mind flashed to the two mounted police officers they had encountered the day before. 

“Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” Irfan said.

Nadeem glanced back and saw a familiar figure run through the park entrance armed with a rifle. He snarled, brought up the pistol, and fired two rounds. The woman dodged to her right. He jerked the trigger again, but nothing happened. Then he saw the slide was locked back. He tossed the weapon away and ran around the statue, pulling his cell phone out as he went.

Irfan’s eyes grew wide when he saw Nadeem punching the phone screen.

“It’s time, brother,” he said with the same cruel smile he’d worn after the motel bombing. “If we lay next to the statue, we should live.”

“Federal agent! Don’t move!” came a shout from behind them.

They turned and saw the woman aiming her rifle at them. She held it steady on Nadeem and said, “You. Drop the phone.”

Nadeem’s look of surprise twisted back into a grin. He lifted the phone, held his finger over the screen, and shouted, “Allahu akbar!”
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Flowers took five steps into the park and spotted them near the statue of Andrew Jackson. The truck driver, Nadeem, saw her, aimed his pistol, and fired. Flowers lurched to the right, past the already frantic tourists.

The pair disappeared around the left side of the massive marble statue base, so Flowers sprinted around the right-hand side. She slowed and brought up her rifle. She saw them, peering back to where she’d been. Their backs were to her. The Corolla driver had a gun in his beltline. Nadeem was unarmed but had pulled a cellphone from his pocket.

“Federal agent! Don’t move!” she said, aiming the weapon at Nadeem, then Irfan, then back at Nadeem.

“You. Drop the phone.” Her heart lurched as she watched the terrorist’s lips twist into a savage sneer. He lifted a finger to the screen and shouted, “Allahu akbar!”

Flowers fired.

The round hit Nadeem in his left eye and blew out the back of his skull. It must have caused immediate neuromotor shutdown because he dropped the phone and his body fell forward. Flowers heard another gunshot, remembered Irfan, and braced for the round to hit her. Instead, the terrorist screamed in pain and spun to the ground, his pistol flying from his hand. She looked over and saw a bald, muscular man with a large gun give her a strange, snarling smile.

BOOM!










Chapter 79



Jessup ran to the gasoline tanker. The fallen police officer, his face still pale from the shock of being shot in the chest, pushed away a stern-looking woman who was trying to keep him still. 

“I’m a nurse and you’re in shock. You need to calm down, officer,” she said.

“Well, I’m a cop and you need to let me up before I lock you up,” he said, scowling at her. He saw Jessup run up with a gun in his hand and shoved the nurse aside as he reached for his own.

“Whoa!” Jessup said, holding out the badge hanging from his neck. “Federal agent.” He stabbed a finger at the semi. “There’s a bomb on this truck. You need to evacuate the area, now!”

Whether it was the look on Jessup’s face, or the fact that a mysterious gunman had just shot him in the chest, the officer didn’t argue. He grabbed his radio mic and began shouting orders to evacuate the French Quarter.

Jessup paced up and down the side of the rig looking for the white package, but there were more cracks and crevices than he had expected.

He turned to the officer. “Did you see—”

“Check there,” the man said, jabbing a finger at a warren of braces and gussets near the rear axle.

Jessup ran up but saw nothing. Two gunshots rang out. He jerked his head toward the park.

“Fuck!” he shouted in frustration.

He turned back and saw a flash of white between the frame and the underside of the tank. It took him a second to pry it out. It was a pillowcase. He unwrapped it and peered inside. His blood turned to ice when he saw the duct-taped cellphone and the stick of C-4.

Jessup hesitated just a second, then sprinted around the back of the tanker and away from the park. A parking lot separated the French Quarter from the Mississippi River. As he ran across it, he heard a rifle shot, followed almost immediately by another pistol shot.

He swore as he brought his arm back and threw the bomb with all his might. He dropped to the ground just as it detonated.
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“Jake! Jake!” came a shout.

Jessup cautiously removed his arms from over his head and looked up to see Flowers running toward him from around the gasoline tanker. He crawled unsteadily to his feet.

“Thank God,” he said as they embraced. He pushed her back and looked for holes. “I heard the shots—”

“And I heard the explosion. What happened?”

“I found the bomb, ran here, and threw it in the water. At least I think it hit the water. It rained for a minute. I didn’t think it was going to explode, then, boom.”

“It wouldn’t have if Nadeem hadn’t fallen on his phone.”

He looked at her.

“I’ll explain in a minute,” Flowers said. “We have to help Dotson.”

“Dotson?”

They came around the back of the semi where Jessup saw a miniature version of Mr. Clean dragging a blood-covered man through the entrance of Jackson Park. Mr. Clean looked over, and said, “Damn, Jessup. What are you like, Dr. Who or something? How many lives do you have?”

Jessup couldn’t tell whether the man was smiling or snarling. “Dr. Dotson, I presume?”

He rolled his eyes. “Just Dotson.” Then he nodded at Flowers. “Your gal here is a hell of a driver.”

Jessup shook his head and said, “Don’t tell her that.”

“And a hell of a shot. Put one through Nadeem’s brain stem just as he was about to set off the bomb.”

His mouth dropped open, and he looked from Flowers back to Dotson. “But it went off.”

“Nadeem fell on the phone when he hit the ground. The pressure must have activated the call,” Dotson explained. “But let me assure you, his finger did not push that button.”

He looked at Flowers. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I think so. It hasn’t really sunk in yet.”

Above the noise of the approaching sirens, Jessup heard a rumble.

“You two saved about a thousand lives,” Dotson said as he jerked Irfan toward a gray Yukon sitting twenty feet away. “I appreciate the help. Now I’ve gotta take this asshole somewhere private.”

“What about our agreement?” Flowers said.

The big man looked at her. “We’ll talk, but right now I have a more pressing matter.”

He jerked the terrorist to the vehicle. As he opened the front passenger door, a helicopter appeared from behind a building. It spun around and, in the doorway, sat a man with a rifle.

Before Jessup could shout a warning, a red dot appeared on Irfan’s forehead. There was a crack! and the back of the terrorist’s head disappeared in a burst of red mist. Dotson turned and the dot flashed onto his chest.

“Look out!” Jessup yelled. He dove forward and slammed the passenger door against the man, knocking him aside. The passenger window exploded.

Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow!

A volley of rounds erupted as Flowers shot at the sniper. The helicopter gained altitude, then disappeared around the building.










Chapter 80



“I’m pleased to announce that the two terrorists responsible for the Houston Airport bombing and the two bombings and a third attempted bombing in the New Orleans area were killed today by Homeland Security Special Agents, aided by local law enforcement. Those agents located the suspects based on information provided by the CIA, NSA, and a special unit inside Homeland Security responsible for locating and neutralizing emerging terrorist factions,”  said Senator Dirk Blanton before an army of news reporters.

“Inab Irfan and Saif Nadeem acted in concert with and under the direction of Afghani Imam Rahim Massod, who was killed trying to evade arrest last night.

“These three terrorists formed a cadre whose sole purpose was to cause as much destruction and death as they could in the United States. There are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of these small groups, training and waiting for their opportunity to attack our country. Working primarily alone, but sometimes in concert with other groups, they are almost impossible to detect. Their small size allows them to move quickly and efficiently, making it easy for these small units to enter our country, like these two did when they crossed the border into New Mexico.”

“Senator,” a man asked from the front row. “Is there any truth to the rumor that members of the Saltillo drug cartel in Mexico helped them enter the United States?”

“I can’t really get into those details,” Blanton said. “But I can say that Section 17, the special unit created to track down these micro-factions, is working hand-in-hand with the CIA and NSA to investigate those allegations. I assure you, they will find the people responsible for aiding these cowards in their jihad. And speaking of the CIA and NSA, they were instrumental in uncovering this plot and tracking down the suspects. While we cannot identify those agents, their assistance has not gone unnoticed.”

Jeff Reiner took a sip of his whiskey and tipped the glass toward the screen. “That guy sure knows how to talk shit.”

“That’s why he’s been in the Senate for thirty-seven years. He’s made it an art form,” Derrick Flattner said, grabbing the bottle of Henry McKenna Single Barrel Bourbon from his desk drawer. He poured himself and the CIA agent another drink.

“Nice touch having your guy ask Blanton that question implicating the Saltillo clan in the operation,” Reiner said. “Zehron will be very appreciative. Who is he, anyway?”

“I want to keep that woman happy. She’s a very valuable asset. And yeah, he’s good; Willie Crenshaw. Does a lot of sensitive work for me. A little undercover. A little wet work.”

“And those two surveillance teams you called in from Fort Hood, getting there just in time to take over the scene in the French Quarter. The timing couldn’t have been better.”

“I wish I could say I planned it that way, but that was pure luck.”

“In our business, you take whatever you can get,” Reiner said, holding up his glass. “Here’s to a successful end to a very sensitive operation, though it didn’t come without cost. I lost a good informant and you lost a couple of operatives.”

“Operatives who shouldn’t have been there.”

“What are you going to do about that?” Reiner asked.

Flattner shrugged. “Right now, let it ride. Dotson said he got a tip on the bombers and acted on it.”

“But you don’t believe him?”

“No. I think he figured out that something was going on and wanted to take Nadeem or Irfan alive so he could question them. That’s why he used the two operatives he knew from his old unit. I couldn’t allow that.”

“He won’t be happy if he finds out you were the one who called the motel room and warned the bombers off.”

Flattner gave him a tight smile. “I guess he should have thought about that before he started a unilateral investigation. But he won’t find out. If I were you, I’d be more concerned about him finding out you’re the one who shot at him.”

“You said if the opportunity presented itself.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t say miss.”

The CIA man shrugged. “Shit happens.”

“Dotson is an amazing asset. Back in the day, he would have given you a run for your money. But he’s become a liability. He’s not a team player, especially concerning our additional revenue streams.”

“Do you need those other revenue streams now?” Reiner asked, nodding toward the television. “With all the good press we’ve gotten the last few weeks, your funding woes seem to have disappeared.”

Flattner waved a hand. “Sure, for the next six months or year. Then things will quiet down, along with people’s perception of threat. The pendulum will swing back and the fools on the left, supported by the media, will point weak wrists across the aisle and demand reform and budget cuts. They’ll press the reset button and start the same tired game all over again. It’s another art form in Congress.”

“Some people would call that job security.”

“I suppose,” Flattner said sighing. “But the game’s not as much fun as it used to be.”

“Maybe you’re just getting older,” Reiner said with a crooked grin.

He rubbed his eyes. “Maybe. That’s another reason for the commercial sales. I can help fund this operation and not have to beg, borrow, and steal from those fools in DC while building a nest egg for retirement. What about you? Got an exit strategy?”

“I’ve got some funds tucked away here and there. I’ll be okay. And if I get bored, I can always head south of the border and do some consulting work for Z.”

“You’re always welcome to join me. I’m going to need a second in command sooner rather than later.”

He huffed. “Work with those fuckin’ mutant animals? Are you nuts? I’ll stick with the human ones. They’re just as dangerous, but at least they’re predictable.”










Chapter 81



“So, a mystery man from Section 17 calls you and gets you to help him track down two terrorists with the promise to tell you all about this secret program you’ve been investigating for the past two years. Then he disappears without you getting his name, a phone number, or anything?” Supervisory Special Agent Jamie Reynolds said inside her office. 

“His name is Dotson—”

“He said.”

“—and we were a little busy at the time, Jamie,” Jessup said, defensively. “You know, making sure we and a thousand other people didn’t get blown to bits.”

She looked at Flowers. “You know what they’re going to say, don’t you? The lawyers? That you shot an unarmed man with a cellphone. They’re going to ask how you knew he was attempting to detonate a bomb. How you knew he wasn’t actually calling the police to turn himself in.”

Flowers looked down and rubbed her eyes.

“That’s ridiculous,” Jessup said. “The bomb did go off!”

“Of course, it’s ridiculous,” Reynolds said. “But think it through. For the last two years, you two have been trying to prove that Section 17 has caused hundreds of civilian deaths using germ warfare and mutant animals. Suddenly, you come to the aid of that very organization. Or try this scenario: Section 17, hiding behind the cloak of Homeland Security, just saved this country from its next 9/11. They’re rock stars. You two come along and say ‘no, that’s not how it really happened.’ They turn around and claim you’ve had a vendetta against them for years but can’t prove any of your allegations. You lose all credibility and look petty at the same time.”

“So, what are you saying, Jamie? That we shouldn’t have helped?” Jessup said.

“Of course not. You two are heroes. If it was up to me, you’d both be getting medals. But if you go out there and start telling people what really happened, there’ll be an army of government lawyers ripping you and your investigation apart.”

Flowers blew out a breath. “Do you think he did it on purpose?”

“Who?”

“Dotson. Do you think that was his intent? To get us wrapped up in Section 17 activity in order to destroy our credibility?” she asked.

Reynolds paused, as if considering that. “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to the guy.”

“He sounded sincere to me,” Jessup said. “Of course, we only talked to him over the phone and radio, and for about three minutes face-to-face between dodging bullets. He disappeared right after that.”

“I suppose you’ll know if he contacts you. I find it interesting, though, that eight Homeland Security Agents showed up just in time to take over the scene.”

Jessup pursed his lips. “That makes you wonder why he didn’t just use them to hunt down the terrorists instead of us.”

The supervisor said nothing.

“So, what about OPR?” Flowers asked. “What do we tell them when they interview us about the shooting?”

“What shooting?” Reynolds said. “According to the news and official reports, all the personnel at the scene were local law enforcement or Homeland Security Agents, i.e., Section 17 operatives. The FDA was never involved.”

Flowers closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m tired. I’m going home.”



“Give me a ride?” she said, grabbing her laptop and gear bag from their office. “I’m going to use my car until Jamie can get me another one.”

“Between me driving my truck into a pit filled with monster pigs and you getting your car shot up and then crashing it, we’re kind of tough on vehicles,” he said, trying to elicit a smile. When it didn’t work, he sighed. “Yeah, I’ll give you a ride. I’ll probably head north from there. I should check on the boat and catch up on my paperwork. I’m looking forward to seeing what kind of information Frosty’s come up with.”

She smiled and nodded but said nothing.



“So,” he said as they crossed the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway.

She looked over. “So?”

“How are you… really?”

“I told you, I’m tired.”

“You know what I mean Flowers. How are you about the shooting?”

“He was trying to kill hundreds of people. I did what I had to do.”

“I know, but that doesn’t make it any easier. You still killed a guy.”

“So have you,” she said. “Do you see them sitting on the edge of your bed at night?”

“No, I made peace with it because I made my peace with it.”

She gave him a crooked grin. “That sounds mystical.”

“What I mean is, I didn’t keep it bottled up inside me, I talked it out.”

“With Frosty?”

“Him, among others. People who have gone through the same thing. What I’m saying is, I’ve been there. You can talk to me.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that, Jake, and I will. I just need to sit with it for a while. Get my thoughts straight.”

He nodded. “I understand, but I won’t wait long. Maybe we can discuss it over coffee and beignets.”

“It’ll be a minute before I want to hang out in the French Quarter.” Then she smiled. “But I won’t renege on the deal.”

“And another thing,” Jessup said as he pulled up in front of her apartment. “You need to come to Memphis and check out my office, meet my new boss. He’s been asking about you.”

She brightened at the thought. “That’s a great idea, Jake. As soon as I get my new car I’ll take a road trip.”

“Hey, and just remember,” he said as she got out. “You can’t stop the birds of worry from flying over your head, but you don’t have to let them build a nest in your hair.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Frosty?”

“Nah. Fortune cookie,” he said with a wink.










Chapter 82



Jeff Reiner turned off County Road 651 and onto the gravel road that bordered the CF Phelps Wildlife Management Area in Mount Holly, VA. Fresh tire tracks cut through the six-inch layer of fresh snow ahead of him. 

Probably cross-country skiers, he thought.

There were some good trails where the road ended, five miles further on. He went two miles, then stopped at a small road that cut north. The first set of vehicle tracks continued west.

The turnoff was easy to miss. Wide enough for a single vehicle, it led to a thirty-acre plot of land his father had purchased forty years earlier. It was the one smart thing his old man had done during a lifelong ride with booze and pills, and the only reason they still owned it was because his father had died before land prices spiked.

Growing up, Reiner had used the adjoining WMA as his own personal twelve-hundred-acre playground. It was where Reiner had learned to fish, hunt, and track. At first his family—his dad, mom, sister, and himself—would spend weekends in the rustic cabin his father had built on Cedar Creek, which sliced through the eastern edge of their property, then across the state park to the Rappahannock River.

When the camping trips turned into drinking trips, family participation dwindled until it was just Reiner, making the drive as a teenager, using the excursions to hone his backwoods skills. He took those skills to the Army and then to Ranger school, where he excelled. After a short but defining stint with Delta Force, the CIA recruited him. The evaluator told Reiner his personality tests showed curiosity, a need to control, a high level of intelligence and a startling ability to appear empathetic toward a person while feeling no actual compassion.

Those latter traits helped him to locate and manipulate sources of information. That, in turn, propelled him through the organization until he became one of the most productive handlers in the CIA. Reiner could make someone believe he was their best friend one minute and cut their throat the next—literally or figuratively—then walk away without a second thought.

He rolled down the window a little and breathed in the fresh air and listened to the squeak of the Jeep’s tires as they compressed the fresh snow. A clearing appeared and a cabin came into view. It was an ideal setting. The building set fifty feet back from the creek, surrounded by old oaks, maples, and ash trees. The wood on the property alone was worth a small fortune, but he would never clear-cut it. Not for sentimental reasons. With the stream running through it, the land was worth a quarter of a million. It was part of his nest egg.

After his father died, he told his mother and sister he would sell the land for what he could, and they would split the profits. Knowing they wouldn’t check, he told them he found someone willing to pay eight hundred dollars an acre for the land. Since his father had paid two hundred an acre, they were thrilled. Reiner then purchased the lot through a shell company he had created and gave his mother and sister $8,000 each.

He chuckled at the memory as he parked and made his way to the river to check the water level. He wasn’t concerned; it never went up or down more than a foot, except during the spring rains. It was just something he’d done ever since he was a kid. He walked around the building, his eyes locked on the shoreline.

“Nice place,” came a voice.

Reiner spun around, his hand reaching for the Glock at the small of his back. When he saw what was on the porch, he froze and his eyes widened.

“Impressive, aren’t they?” Carl Dotson said, standing next to the 450-pound spotted hyena. “Believe it or not, they’re much meaner than they look, though the snow on its muzzle might fool you. It’s never seen snow before, so it’s very excited.” As if on cue, the animal bent down and bit a mouthful from the deck. Then it lifted its head and shook off the excess.

The blood drained from Reiner’s face as he took in the massive creature. He didn’t notice the .45 caliber pistol the muscular man was pointing at his head or the strange black glove on his other hand.

“Now, turn around and with your left hand, reach back and push the magazine release button on that Glock. Then slide the mag out and drop it on the ground.”

When Reiner moved, the hyena jerked its head up and growled, its body going rigid and trembling in anticipation.

Reiner, too, trembled. He did as instructed while keeping one eye on the monster. The magazine fell into the snow.

“Okay, now the gun, with two fingers… Very good. Hands up, just like in the movies… Turn around and step to your right… Excellent,” Dotson said. “You listen well. That’s good because I have a lot of questions.”

Dotson sat on a camping chair. “You know who I am and you know why I’m here, so don’t insult me by pretending you don’t. You probably have a few questions of your own, like how did I find this place when it’s under the name of a shell company? You’re not the only one who knows smart people with computers. By the way, fuckin’ your own mother and sister in the same deal? Not cool, dude. Takes incest to an entirely different level. And calling your company Phoenix Holdings. You read way too many Ludlum books when you were a kid.”

Reiner’s eyes narrowed with anger.

The muscular man chuckled. “There we go. Finally, a reaction from the Ice Man.”

The comment drew another tic.

“Oops. Didn’t think I knew that too, huh? I know all about you, Reiner, and I ain’t impressed. But, considering your service to our country, I’m going to give you the chance to impress me.”

He tipped his head toward the hyena, never taking his eyes off the CIA agent. “Crocuta crocuta. The spotted hyena. One of the top apex predators on the planet. I could tell you all kinds of fun facts about them, but we don’t have time. It’s getting cold. So, here’s the deal. I’m going to ask you several questions. If you answer them truthfully—and I’ve got a pretty good bullshit detector, Ice—I’ll give you a five-minute head start before I turn the animal loose. You lie to me, or refuse to talk to me and I turn it loose right here, right now.”

Reiner’s eyes flitted between Dotson and the animal.

“This land has been in your family since you were a kid, so I figure you grew up exploring it and the wildlife management area next door. You probably know it better than I know my own living room, all the nooks and crannies, all the hiding places. I’m giving you the chance to out-think and out-run a stupid animal. We got a deal?”

The man said nothing but continued to look from Dotson to the hyena.

“It’s a simple yes or no question,” Dotson said, his voice rising.

“Y—yes!” Reiner said.

“Excellent. First question. Was he part of it?” Dotson leaned forward and snarled. “You know who I’m talking about.”

Reiner closed his eyes and sucked in a breath. “Yes.”

The big man clenched his jaw. “What part did he play?”

“It was his operation, my people.”

“Did Blanton know?”

The man relaxed a little, resigned to his role as a Judas. “Not the specifics, but he gave approval for the overall concept.”

“The concept of bringing terrorists into the United States to blow up bombs and gin up support in Congress for Homeland’s budget?”

“Yes,” Reiner said, nodding.

“And who called the motel room?”

He hesitated, then said, “Flattner did.”

The big man’s face grew dark as the veins on his bald head swelled. “Their names were Steve Cavanagh and Joey Spindler. Steve had three kids.”

“I’m sorry,” Reiner said. “I didn’t m—”

“Last question,” Dotson growled. “Was it his idea to shoot me?”

The Ice Man hesitated again, then said, “No, that was my idea.”

Dotson knew he was lying, but let it go. “Okay, very good, Ice.”

“Now wait, Dotson,” the man said pleading. “You and I, we’re both fighting the same enemy. Hell, we’ve both worn the uniform in combat. That’s gotta count for something.”

The skin on Dotson’s skull pulled tight and his dark eyes turned to flint. He stabbed a finger at the man. “You and I ain’t nothin’ alike, partner. You think what you did back in the day for God and country gives you a pass for bringing a couple of homegrowns into our country to blow people up?”

“But I didn’t blow up your friends,” he said, his eyes pleading.

“No,” Dotson snarled, “but you shot at me. You got five minutes… go.”

His eyes flew from the creature to Dotson, and then back at the creature. He stammered something, then looked at the holes in the snow where the gun and magazine had fallen.

“You wouldn’t even have time to pick it up,” Dotson said. “Four and a half minutes.”

Reiner threw him a murderous look, then turned and ran down the trail leading into the woods.

As he disappeared, Dotson shouted, “Hurry now. They love fast food.”



[image: image-placeholder]The giant hyena stood rigid beside him; its eyes locked on its fleeing prey. Steam puffed from its nose like a locomotive and its body vibrated like a tuning fork as drool fell and melted a hole in the snow.

The thing came up to Dotson’s shoulder and he could feel the heat radiating off it as he holstered the 45. As if sensing the attention, the massive beast twisted its head and looked at him through brown eyes. After a second, the Section 17 operative turned off the control glove, deactivating the protective barrier between him and the hyena. Then he reached over and stroked its head. The animal stared at him for several seconds, seeming to enjoy the contact, then looked back in the direction of its prey.

After a period, Dotson looked at his watch, reactivated the control glove, and said, “You ready?”

The hyena whined and tapped its front paws against the deck like an excited puppy.

Dotson smiled, then pointed his left hand at the path. “Seek!”

The deck shook as the lion-sized creature leapt and charged away.

Dotson pushed the timer on his watch. This would be a good test for the range extender he had attached to the collar camera. It would allow the hyena to go beyond the maximum range of the built-in shock collar and still be controllable.

When the timer reached a minute and twenty-seven seconds, Dotson heard distant wails. He let the timer run for another two minutes, then lifted the control glove and bent his fingers in a “come here” motion.

Two minutes later, he heard something big moving through the trees. The hyena appeared, loping down the trail, its fur coated red, its big tongue hanging from its muzzle. It walked onto the porch and stared up at the muscular man.

Dotson gave it a snarl smile. “You have fun?”

The creature tipped its bloody head to one side and its lips curled back in what looked like a smile.

“All right, let’s go home.”










Chapter 83



The sky was a cloudless, cobalt blue as Tortuga rounded the southern point of Treasure Island, the rumble of the diesel was loud but bearable inside the cabin. 

“Bump it up to 1,800 rpm now that we have the wind to our backs,” Jessup said.

Flowers got a huge grin on her face and tapped the throttle lever forward with the heel of her hand. “This is fun. I feel like a riverboat captain.”

“You look like one with dat captain’s hat on,” EZ Proctor said beside her as he peered out the starboard window, watching for pieces of driftwood he might be able to use for a project. Stella, his pit bull, lay asleep on the lime-green beanbag.

“You’re the first one who’s ever worn that thing as far as I know,” Jessup said.

She looked at him. “You don’t wear it?”

He glanced at the white admiral’s hat with the scrambled eggs on the black rim and embroidered anchors across the front and made a face. “And look like Thurston P. Howell? No thanks.”

Flowers huffed. “Well, I don’t mind being Lovey. Has he always been this much of a curmudgeon, EZ?”

“Ever since I’ve known him. And he ain’t even old yet, like me.”

“Ha, ha. You guys are a laugh a minute. Hey, did I ever tell you the history of the island?” he said.

“It’s got a history?”

“Yeah, a pretty crazy one.”

“You’re talking about that? Treasure Island?” she said, pointing out the window.

“That’s the name now, but when the settlers first moved to the area, they called it Moccasin Island, and not because of the Indians.”

She looked at him.

He smiled. “Because of the snakes. Experts say that little island has more water moccasins per square foot than any other place along the Mississippi River.”

“Huh.”

“You want to know why?”

She shrugged. “Sure, why?”

His smile broadened. “Because of the rats.”

She gave him a confused look.

“Millions of them. The snakes eat them, so the rats live in the trees. Then at night, they swim across the channel to the meat-packing plants on President’s Island. According to records, as far back as two hundred years ago, settlers would sit in their boats at night with lanterns and watch the rats swim across in a never-ending stream. Then, just before sunup, they’d all swim back to the island.”

Flower’s eyes narrowed. “They had meat-packing plants two hundred years ago?”

Jessup hesitated. “No, no, of course not, but they, uh, would keep their cattle and other livestock over there. That’s how it got started.”

“Well, why wouldn’t the snakes just get the rats while they’re swimming? I mean, they are water moccasins, right?”

“Well, uh, you see—”

“And snakes are great climbers. They can just go up into the trees and get the rats.”

Jessup scowled and threw up his hands. “Just forget it, Flowers. If you don’t want to hear the story, that’s fine by me.”

“I’m just trying to understand,” she said, a hint of a smile on her face.

Grinning broadly, EZ said, “Jake, you need to work on that story, mon. You got some loose ends.”

“Ah,” he said, waving them both off.
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“I’m looking forward to you meeting the guys.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting them—when I’m not under arrest,” she said. “I liked your office at the Real Time Crime Center, and your boss seemed nice.”

“Yeah, he’s cool. Leaves me alone, trusts me to do my job. Reminds me a lot of Jamie.”

“I love her,” Flowers said. “She’s the best supervisor I’ve ever had.”

“Any fallout from the bombing thing?”

“Nope. All buttoned up, just like Section 17 has always done.”

He shook his head. “It’s scary how easily you can manufacture the truth when you have the government behind you. How about the shooting? You good?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Jamie set me up with a shrink who specializes in police shootings and trauma stuff. She’s helping me work through it.”

“No bed-sitters?”

She shook her head. “Nope. I’ve been sleeping just fine.”

He smiled and pulled into the Railgarten.

“What is this place?”

“It’s pretty cool. A bunch of indoor and outdoor eating areas made from old shipping containers.”

They made their way to a large, covered area in the back, where several people were already gathered. As Jessup introduced Flowers, the group complimented them both for stopping the bombers in New Orleans, reminding them that the people who mattered knew the truth.

“April!” said an attractive black woman.

“Hi, Betty.” The two women embraced and were catching up when a loud voice called out.

“Leave it to fuckin’ Jessup to bring a dope dealer to the party,” said a hulking, buzz-cut male in a Harley Davidson T-shirt, carrying two pitchers of beer.

“Fuck you, Cleaves,” Jessup said. “She was only a dope dealer for six hours, just like me.”

“How you doing, man?” he said with a grin as he set the beer down and gave Jessup a hug that must have hurt.

“Good, except for the cracked ribs.”

He turned. “April Flowers, Aaron Cleaves.”

She held out a hand, but Cleaves moved in and hugged her too, though not as hard. He stepped back and said, “You look a lot happier than you did in that holding cell.”

She smiled. “A master of understatement.”

“He’s the master of something,” said a tall, Asian man who was walking up with a very attractive woman.

“Stay out of this, Chink,” Cleaves said, holding up his right hand. “What Rosie and I do in the privacy of our bedroom is nobody’s business.”

The Asian man bowed to Flowers, who was blushing. “Keith Chang and my wife, Dorothy, and pay no attention to that reprobate. We don’t usually let him out at night.”

“Hey,” Cleaves growled as he hugged Chang’s wife, “what did I tell you about using those ‘bate’ words?” Then he said, “And here comes the bionic man.”

Flowers and Jessup looked over and saw Steve Easterly walking around the corner. When he saw them, he waved a black and blue plastic prosthetic attached to his upper right arm.

“What’s up, dude?” Jessup said, hugging the man.

“Jake, and this must be the mysterious April Flowers. The woman who dragged Jake Jessup to the dark side. I finally get a chance to thank you for what you two did.”

“Don’t forget Betty,” Flowers said.

“Trust me, she won’t let you forget her,” he said, grinning.

“I’m glad they let you stay in the bureau instead of sticking you at a desk,” Jessup said.

“Yep, long as I can qualify with the pistol with my left hand, I’m good to go.”

“Hey, beautiful.”

Flowers turned and saw Frosty Williams and his wife.

“Hell of a job in New Orleans, girl. And hell of a job in Texas,” he said.

“You heard about that, huh?”

He grinned and held out his hands. “I know everything. You should have realized that by now.”
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“None,” Flowers said. “But they’re definitely SPAAD animals.”

“There’s no doubt in my mind Section 17 is behind them and the attack on those traffickers in the desert,” Jessup said. “And my gut tells me they’re connected to the bombers, somehow.”

“Why?” Williams asked.

“Irfan didn’t reach for a gun like the helicopter sniper claimed. April and I were standing right there. He was in custody. They could have questioned him and maybe found out who was involved.”

“Unless, of course, they already knew who was involved and didn’t want anyone else to find out,” Williams said.

“Exactly.”

“You know, that’s the reason I tend to believe Dotson,” Flowers said.

They looked at her.

“Irfan drew down on me while I focused on Nadeem. If Section 17 wanted him dead, and Dotson had been a part of it, he could have just killed him then.”

Jessup sat back. “That’s a good point.”

“The whole thing got me thinking about something my grandmom once told me,” Flowers said. “You never really lose when you trust someone. In the end, you either end up with a friend, or a will have learned a valuable lesson.”

Williams smiled. “Hopefully you’ll hear from him and end up with a source of information, if not exactly a friend. Speaking of, I’m glad your mystery informant resurfaced.”

Flowers nodded. “Me too. I had pretty much given up on him. I just hope it doesn’t take as long to hear from him the next time.”

“How did he get the information anyway?” Williams asked. “What connection would a lab guy have with animals they’ve already produced and sent off?”

“Another mystery added to the stack,” Flowers said. “In the meantime” —she lifted her Diet Coke can— “here’s to Frosty and our amazing new database.”

“Here, here,” Jessup said.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” Williams said, reaching into his coat pocket. “As I was leaving RTCC, Winston asked me to give you this. Came through the mail.”

The padded five-by-eight envelope had Jessup’s name and address scribbled across the front in black magic marker. There was no return address.

“Huh.” He tore it open, then hesitated. “Did you have a bomb dog sniff this thing yet?”

Williams shook his head. “Nah, that’s why I didn’t open it.”

Flowers snorted. Jessup opened it and poured out the contents. A three-by-five index card and two flattened slugs fell onto the table.

Williams picked one up. “5.56.”

Jessup flipped the card over. On it, in the same black magic marker as the envelope, were the words: I owe you. And good shooting on Mud Island. We’ll talk soon.












Chapter 84



The four SUVs drove through Poblado Los Angeles, down a side road, and past the freshly painted eight-foot-high concrete block wall. As they pulled through the open gates, the last SUV stopped and dropped off two men armed with rifles. The cars parked on the freshly striped concrete slab, now free of weeds and trash. 

The four visitors got out and additional armed men formed a loose barrier around them.

“Z, this doesn’t look like the same place you showed me two months ago,” Flattner said, gazing up at the La Curacion building, its glass windows and chrome fittings gleaming in the early morning light. “It must have taken a lot of work to get it into this condition.”

“Not really. It has good bones, just needed to be rejuvenated. Besides, the people in this part of the country are grateful for the opportunity to work. So, if you decide to open your lab here, you’ll have no trouble finding good workers.”

“Quite a production,” Janice Hampton said, motioning toward the guards.

Zehron Sanchez waved a hand. “Merely a precaution. This is one of the safest parts of Mexico.”

“I can understand why,” Zachary Randolph said.

“Armed guards will protect this location from now on if you decide it fits your needs.”

“Is that unusual?” Hampton asked.

“Armed security is as common in Mexico as it is in the United States,” Sanchez said, reflecting the implication and drawing a chuckle from Flattner.

“The facility sits in the middle of ten acres of land surrounded by trees. No one will know your business unless you want them to.” She pointed across the parking lot. “That road leads to the former owner’s home. I’ve been in it. It’s beautiful. You wouldn’t have to leave the property unless you wanted to.”

Hampton looked up and saw the slightly faded area where the business sign and caduceus once hung.

“Derrick told me the name of the company that used to operate here. Pretty dark history.”

“Yes, it was sad,” Sanchez said. “Perhaps a fresh start with new owners will chase away the shadows of the past.” She turned to Randolph. “What about you, Dr. Randolph? Since you would be the one running the operation, would you have a problem working at a place that once held such terrible secrets?”

He smiled, then said in his deep southern accent, “Prisons have terrible secrets, Z. Does that mean we shouldn’t use them? And please, call me Zach.”

She beamed and smiled. “What a wonderful analogy, Zach,” she said, grabbing his arm. “Let me show you the inside.”



That evening, at Sanchez’s villa, the group had dinner to celebrate Duogen’s decision to move the second phase of mutant animal production into the former inhaler factory.

“The facility is in much better shape than I thought it would be,” Hampton said.

“It is,” Randolph agreed. “And the equipment is fairly modern. It won’t require a huge refit to bring it up to the standards we’ll need.”

“The lab was state-of-the art ten years ago when it first opened, and they were only in business a year and a half,” Sanchez said. “I was told they over-engineered the electrical and plumbing systems to accommodate a building twice its size, so expansion won’t be an issue if that becomes necessary.”

“What about government approval?” Hampton said.

Sanchez smiled. “I assure you, you will have no problem getting approval for anything you need to do, from anyone.”
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“I love your place, Z. Quiet, peaceful, and I haven’t seen this many stars in a long time. You’d have to drive an hour outside Albuquerque to the desert to see anything like it.”

“Thank you. I like it.” She sipped her wine. “I did some background on you, Zach.”

When he arched an eyebrow, she smiled. “It’s what I do.”

“And what did you find?”

“That you’re a risk taker. That you’re not cowed by ethics when it comes to pushing the scientific envelope.”

A corner of his lips curled up. “That almost sounds like you’re calling me unethical, Ms. Sanchez.”

She laughed. “Ethics are relative and subjective. I believe in practicality.”

“I see. And what else did you learn about me?”

“That you’re very interested in cross-species experimentation. Combining the genes from two different animals to create a third.”

“And that type of thing bothers you?”

“Oh, on the contrary,” she said, her face lighting up, “it excites me.”

Randolph smiled.

“In fact, I want to help finance your research. Whatever you need that Duogen can’t provide, I can—and will.”

The man leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. He gave her a curious look and asked, “To what end?”

“I want you to make the most terrifying creature since the saber-toothed tiger.”



The End
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