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  Treaty Violation


  


  ONE


  

  


  Panama City, Panama, 1999


  Tyler Broadman gripped the steering wheel as his silver BMW zipped across the Bridge of the Americas. Below, buoys lit the entrance of the Panama Canal like a runway. Impatient with the static on the radio, he poked the buttons until he found a merengue song and glanced in the rearview mirror to scrutinize the empty road behind him.


  Tyler wiped the sweat off his forehead, turned up the air conditioner another notch, and took the first exit for Veracruz Beach. The tires spit up gravel as he compensated for taking the turn too fast. According to the digital clock on the dashboard, the meeting was only minutes away. He was never late, even now. Once off the ramp, the streetlights ended, and the road plunged into darkness. He blinked repeatedly to prime his night vision and slalomed the potholes along the winding road.


  He maneuvered a sharp corner as the Pacific Ocean came into view, then dimmed the headlights and slowed the car. The tires sank into the sand as he pulled off the road and parked in front of a thatched roof hut with a rusted Coca-Cola sign hanging awry. He flashed the headlights, turned off the radio, and lowered the window. The purr of the engine and the lapping waves summoned him to sleep. From his shirt pocket, he removed a photograph of his late fiancée, Helena Hernandez, held it up to his nose, and smelled the lingering fragrance of violet scented perfume. Her radiant face smiled back at him, her beauty captured for eternity.


  A man finally emerged from the shadows of the hut and walked to the car. Tyler leaned his head out the window. “Does this road go to the international airport?”


  “No, but there are many beach resorts,” the man replied.


  Right answer.


  Nestor, a lanky Panamanian wearing jeans and a Yankees jersey, scanned the area as if looking for someone hidden in the shadows. His eyes slewed left to right as he leaned over to look inside the car. “Do you have the money?”


  “You said your plane was ready,” Tyler said.


  Nestor stood up and shook his head, breathing rapidly. “I need five thousand dollars to fix my plane, or, or I can’t fly tomorrow!”


  “Calm down,” Tyler said. “I want you to fly this shipment. You’re my best pilot.”


  Nestor flashed a reluctant smile.


  “Promise me your plane will be ready to fly tomorrow.”


  Nestor nodded and looked inside the car, a cold flame flickering in his eyes.


  “Where’s the money?” he asked.


  Tyler leaned over and removed a stack of cash from the glove box. Before he could lean back, Nestor dropped a folded piece of paper onto his lap.


  “What’s this?” Tyler set the money on the passenger seat, then unfolded the piece of paper and turned on the dome light to read:


  



  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  



  Tyler swallowed hard when he heard the distinct click of a cocked revolver behind his head. He instinctively reached for the gun under the front seat, but leaned back when he found that only emptiness resided in his heart.


  He looked at the photograph of Helena with tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he said and closed his eyes as Nestor fired a bullet into his head.


  


  TWO


  

  


  Washington, D.C., 1999


  Nicholas Lowe groaned when he saw a manila folder stamped “Top Secret” with his name printed on it. The memo on his desk had said to report to a Crisis Action Team meeting ASAP, not what he wanted to deal with on a Monday morning with deadlines and a bad cup of coffee from the CIA cafeteria. He’d adjusted nicely to his job at the Office of Russian and European Analysis, but the CIA had a fetish for spies with regional experience and had reassigned him “temporarily” to the Office of Asian Pacific, Latin American, and African Analysis—the rice and beans division. Latin America was one part of the world he wanted to forget, but the tide was strong.


  Nicholas raised an inquisitive eyebrow and admired the dozen red roses resting in a crystal vase as the secretary hung up the phone. He couldn’t hold back a grin when she presented a cordial smile and folded her hands.


  “Good morning, Ms. Peterson,” he said and slapped the folder. “This would be mine, I assume?”


  That twinkle in her eyes was reminiscent of his mother’s—or of a widowed aristocrat with a fancy for young men. Her red dress with white polka dots exuded more youth than her frosted hair, but her spirit was forever young, especially among the SUV Beltway Bureaucrats.


  “There’s only one Nicholas Lowe,” she said, “and it does have your name on it.”


  Bad news: someone had taken the time to print his name on the folder, which meant this assignment might not be so “temporary” after all.


  She looked at the roses and blushed.


  “Please call me Louise, Mr. Lowe. I insist.”


  Nicholas admired her distinguished air and smelled the fragrant flowers.


  “Your Italian lover must be in town,” he said and teasingly reached for the card.


  Louise snatched it and gestured to the group of people in the corner cubicle. “The team is waiting for you, Mr. Lowe.”


  Nicholas glanced at his watch. “This should be entertaining.” A good cup of coffee really would have helped. “Thank you,” he added and grabbed the folder. “I’ll make myself at home.” He started walking and glanced back. “Please call me Nicholas, Ms. Peterson,” he added with a wink. “I insist.”


  “Welcome home, Nick,” she said with a sigh.


  

  


  Tom Langford and three lovely ladies stood when Nicholas entered the conference room. Tom wore a gray suit with black polished shoes, the professional analyst look—but not stiff, as his Hispanic roots could attest. As a case officer, Nicholas could get away with khaki slacks and a navy blue sport coat, tie optional.


  “I hope you’re not standing for me,” Nicholas said and gestured for the ladies to sit. He set the manila folder on the desk and passed his gaze over Tom as if he were a stranger. “Just kidding,” he added and stood to hug his dumbfounded amigo. “How the hell are you?”


  “Hanging in there,” Tom said. “For those of you who don’t know, Nicholas and I go way back. He’s a regional expert, which is why I selected him for this team.”


  “So I have you to blame for this?” Nicholas smiled as they sat, but he was serious. Tom was a nice guy, but he shouldn’t have used his senior executive pay grade status to have him assigned to this team, not without giving him the chance to decline.


  Pleasantly enough, the three ladies, probably recent college graduates, wore silk blouses, skirts, and nylons. The Latina to his left exuded femininity. The East Coast Ivy League type next to her probably attenuated her IQ to appease insecure men. Finally, the Asian’s elegant posture belied her cold, analytical stare. The alchemy of their perfumes induced an oriental rhythm in his heart. Things were looking up.


  Tom cleared his throat. “I wanted to begin by saying welcome, at least to those of you who are on the team. Some of you are new to the world of analysis; this experience will probably be baptism by fire hose. The Peru-Ecuador border dispute is hot again. We were tasked by the Director of Intelligence, the DI, to provide daily assessments.” He gestured to Nicholas. “We’re here until they sign a peace treaty, and that’s that.”


  Nicholas checked his watch. “Yes, well, that’s that often turns into budget planning for the next fiscal year.” He focused his attention on the attractive ladies. “Peru and Ecuador have been involved in this silly border dispute for decades.” He leaned back and shrugged. “This should prove to be a long and boring spectacle.”


  “If that’s really your assessment,” Tom said, surprised, “we look forward to hearing your rationale. I, for one, think the situation is more complex than it used to be.”


  Nicholas acknowledged Tom’s comment with a nod. He hadn’t analyzed the region for years, but even though he considered the border dispute a relatively trivial issue in the big picture, he regretted his revealing sarcasm. Never show your cards.


  “Personally,” Nicholas said in the same lighthearted tone, gesturing to the ladies, “I think we should send a few suits down there to lay down the law. We make the terms and impose a solution. Problem solved.”


  Tom smiled, but it was clear he didn’t concur with Nicholas’ assessment. “Why don’t we humor ourselves for now and see whether we can find a lasting solution that takes into consideration the broader historical context.”


  Nicholas acknowledged Tom as silence set in.


  “We were told you’re a case officer,” the lovely Latina to his left broke the silence with a submissive arch of the eyebrows.


  Nicholas nodded nonchalantly.


  “What can you tell us about working in the field?” Ivy League asked enthusiastically.


  Tom cleared his throat impatiently. “I’m sure Nicholas would be glad to discuss his field work later.” He tapped his pen and smirked. “Besides, what’s it been, ten years?”


  Nicholas leaned forward to whisper to the ladies. “I’ll tell you some stories later if Peru and Ecuador drag this thing out. It looks like we’ll be getting cozy.”


  “Actually,” the Latina said, “I only stopped by to visit.”


  “We were advised to meet people from operations,” the Asian said. “Our team has only four people.” She gestured to Ivy League and Tom. “The folder you have includes all the relevant background information.”


  Nicholas stood with the Latina. This assignment was getting worse by the minute.


  “Pleasure to meet you,” the Latina said and shook hands with Nicholas. “I’m Mitzi. Stop by the Central America desk any time. I’d love to hear more about your work in the field.”


  “Come back and bother us anytime,” Nicholas said as she departed, perfect ass and all.


  Louise entered the conference room.


  “Did you receive more flowers, Ms. Peterson?” Nicholas asked.


  “Are we blending in nicely, Mr. Lowe?” she asked.


  “Just another day at the sweatshop.”


  “Perhaps not,” Louise said and handed him a yellow sticky. “Janette called. K would like to see you, at your soonest convenience.”


  Nicholas’ heart raced. The oriental rhythm dissipated. The name K stirred a reservoir of dormant emotions. His mentor, the Deputy Director for Operations (DDO), was requesting his presence. Why? He resisted a temptation to answer that question, then reached deep within to sculpt a mask of indifference.


  “This shouldn’t take long,” he told Tom.


  “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Louise said as he passed by.


  


  THREE


  

  


  “Hello, Nickie,” Janette said with her famous raspy voice as he approached the desk. The paternalistic federal smokeless policy had forced her to “step out of the office for a minute” when temptation humbled her best intentions.


  “Good morning, Janette,” Nicholas said. “The rumor is you found a new man.”


  She spoke into the intercom and looked up, guilty as charged.


  “K will see you now.”


  Nicholas stood tall. “You must tell me who he is, or I’ll be torn by jealousy.”


  This lighthearted chitchat couldn’t change the fact that he was trembling inside, wondering why K had requested his presence.


  “He’s waiting,” she said and covered her mouth to hide her sprouting smile.


  Nicholas rested his hands on the desk. “If I were ten years younger, I might have a chance with you, and this new guy—”


  “Oh stop it, Nickie!” she said and burst out laughing.


  Nicholas shrugged with defeat as he entered K’s office. He eased the oak door shut until the brass latch clicked. Books from Aristotle to Zen lined the left wall. A world map hung on the right wall behind a large globe flanked by two burgundy leather chairs. A Persian rug lay before K’s desk.


  K folded his Wall Street Journal and slammed it on the desk.


  “Damned markets,” he groaned and looked up. “Nick,” he said and walked around the desk. They met with a firm embrace. “Good to see you.” He gestured to the two chairs.


  “Do I have you to thank for the recent hires?” Nicholas asked as they sat. The aroma of single malt scotch and Cuban cigars on the coffee table blended luxuriously with the smell of the leather chairs. “I just met Mitzi.”


  “Got a sharp mind,” K said; “knows the language and the culture.”


  K wore a tailored navy blue suit with a starched white shirt, crimson tie, and cufflinks. His graying hair was cropped around his ears, and the lower rim of his glasses rested in the wrinkles under his eyes. His posture, his composure, and the confident tilt of his head when he spoke radiated a regal air. He was a complete man of an aristocratic cast who feared insignificance more than death. Today, however, Nicholas sensed something was wrong.


  “How are things?” K asked.


  Nicholas shrugged. “I can’t complain, but I had the bad luck of being assigned to the Peru-Ecuador Crisis Action Team.”


  “Sorry to hear that,” K said and took a deep breath. “Not sure how to say this, so I’ll just get to the point.” He looked up as if asking the heavens for strength. “Tyler is dead.”


  Nicholas shook his head in disbelief, speechless.


  “Murdered Saturday night in Panama,” K added.


  Nicholas suddenly felt ill. “That’s impossible! I just spoke with him last week.”


  
    
      “Can’t tell you how sorry I am,” K said.
    

  


  
    
      Nicholas rubbed his temples. “How?”
    

  


  “We suspect the drug cartels,” K said. “Tyler was running a sensitive operation.”


  “I can’t believe they killed him.” Nicholas stood and paced, lifting his hands in disbelief. “Do the cartels think we won’t retaliate? Have they lost their minds?”


  “Information must have leaked,” K said and stood. “We work in dangerous situations. Have you forgotten? To make matters worse, his fiancée, Helena Hernandez, died last week. Suicide, we think.”


  “I know,” Nicholas said. “He told me.” He’d lost some friends in the eighties during the guerrilla wars in Central America, but no one since. “Christ,” he continued, pacing. “All right, what’s the plan? How do we strike back?”


  “We regroup; we plan; we do the mission,” K said.


  Nicholas continued pacing. “Fine. What’s the plan?”


  “Working on it,” K said.


  “We have to act now,” Nicholas said, pacing. “Who’s in place to—”


  K grabbed Nicholas’ shoulders. “We have a plan.”


  Nicholas glared at him and stepped back, waiting for an answer.


  “They’ve selected you to assume control of the operation.”


  The answer came as a shock to Nicholas, but his intuition launched into overdrive as he began assembling the pieces of the puzzle. “They?”


  K removed a folded piece of linen stationary from his suit coat and handed it to him. Nicholas unfolded it carefully. His heart skipped a beat when he saw the ornate letterhead for The Order. The brief letter requested his participation in operation Delphi Justice and said his membership would be approved upon successful completion of “the said” operation.


  “The Order wants you to hit these guys hard for killing Tyler,” K said. “They’re even offering full membership. This is the chance you’ve been waiting for.”


  Nicholas read the letter again. He was thrilled but couldn’t believe his eyes. “Is this a joke? Do they really expect me to help them after what they did to me in El Salvador?”


  “A joke? No, this is no joke,” K said, surprised. “Look, the El Salvador mission was a raw deal. The operation was poorly planned, and you got caught in the crossfire, but it was your decision to hide out here in Washington during the past ten years.”


  Nicholas threw his hands up in disgust. “If you’re suggesting my work here during the past ten years has been a waste of time—”


  “Not suggesting any such thing,” K said. “Everyone has good things to say about your work. You’ve had success climbing the bureaucratic ladder, but I’m talking about you as a person. Ever since the El Salvador mission, working for the Agency has become a mere job for you, not a higher calling.”


  “With all due respect, sir,” Nicholas said, “you can save your higher calling speech for the new recruits. El Salvador made it painfully clear to me that this Agency—and probably the whole government—serves the interests of a few powerful families.”


  “Nick,” K said, shaking his head, “it wasn’t like that, and you know it. The Order exists to sustain our great Republic.”


  “Why did they reject my membership?”


  “Because you refused to follow orders,” K replied.


  “It was a suicide mission!” Nicholas took a deep breath. “The only reason they agreed to approve my membership was because they knew I’d get killed during the operation.”


  K shook his head. “An independent panel approved your membership prior to the operation, and there was no reason to believe things were going to turn out the way they did. Things got political after the fallout, for sure, and the rest is history. I understand your frustration—I’m still pissed about what happened—but why not take advantage of this opportunity? I pulled a lot of strings to make this happen. All I ask is that you do it for the right reasons. Do it for Tyler. Do it for the Agency. Do it for your country.”


  “Promotion?” Nicholas asked.


  “Of course,” K said.


  “A command position in the field?” Nicholas added cautiously.


  “I’ll see what I can do,” K said and folded his arms.


  “I have to make up for ten lost years. It’s the least you can do for me.”


  K nodded reluctantly.


  “Then I think we have a deal,” Nicholas said.


  They shook hands. K gestured to the leather chairs. They sat.


  “Need you down there ASAP,” K said, getting down to business. “You’ll be going under cover as a computer contractor to provide technical support to our office.”


  “Do we have time for a drink?” Nicholas asked.


  K poured two drinks and handed a cigar to Nicholas. They toasted. Nicholas savored the smooth single malt scotch and tucked the cigar into his breast pocket.


  “How the hell are things in Panama?”


  “A mess—situation normal,” K said. “In accordance with the 1977 Carter-Torrijos treaties,” he added indignantly, “we’re making plans to remove our military and hand over the Canal to the Panamanians. The narcos are gaining influence.”


  “Drug shipments? Money laundering?” Nicholas asked.


  “And weapons smuggling,” K said. “The narcos are turning it up. They’re probably testing Panama’s resolve as our troops prepare to pull out. Christ, they killed Tyler. Need you down there ASAP to turn this thing around.”


  “That’s it? Take out some drug dealers?”


  K shook his head and gestured to the letter Nicholas was holding. “Are you familiar with operation Delphi Justice?”


  Nicholas glanced at the letter and shook his head.


  “Delphi Justice, on paper,” K said, “is a sting operation against the Linear target Cesar Gomez.” The CIA and the DEA, among other federal law enforcement and intelligence agencies, nominated “Linear” targets to focus the efforts of the federal government on eliminating drug kingpins rather than petty dealers—cutting off the head, so to speak.


  “Cesar Gomez,” Nicholas said, rubbing his chin. “Wasn’t he that leftist guerrilla leader in Colombia back in the day?”


  K nodded. “Now he’s running cocaine to the U.S. and Europe, mostly air shipments from the northern coast of Colombia. Tyler was working with him.”


  “With him?”


  K arched his eyebrows and sipped his drink. “Unofficially, Delphi Justice is a covert action program to maintain a U.S. military presence in Panama post-1999. To do that, we’re helping President Mendoza in Panama win a referendum in two weeks that will allow him to run for reelection. The current constitution allows him to serve only one term. In return for accepting our help, he has agreed to allow us to keep some military bases in Panama, even if it means violating the 1977 treaties.” He leaned closer. “Here’s the sensitive part.”


  Nicholas leaned closer.


  K’s eyes narrowed. “We’re running controlled cocaine shipments with Cesar Gomez and using the profits to fund President Mendoza’s campaign. Congress wouldn’t fund the operation, so we found another way. Sound familiar? The first two shipments were successful—the Coast Guard seized the drugs after we collected the profits—and the president is moving up in the polls. Aside from the U.S. president, no one knows we’re funneling money to President Mendoza—State, Defense, DEA, Congress, no one.”


  “Got it,” Nicholas said.


  “We’re telling the other agencies the operation was canceled because of Tyler’s death,” K said and tilted his head suggestively.


  “Understood,” Nicholas said. “I’ll fix some computers and see what I can do.”


  “The stakes are high,” K said. “If you fail, if we fail, the consequences will be devastating—from losing our ability to move naval vessels through the Panama Canal to the Chinese taking control of Canal operations. Dylan will give you more details when you arrive.”


  “Dylan…Dirk?” Nicholas said derisively.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” K said. “He was stained by the El Salvador mission, but he’s doing solid work. Focus on the mission. Everything will work out this time. Trust me.”


  Nicholas finished his drink. “I have to take care of a few things before I leave tomorrow. What about this Peru-Ecuador Crisis Action Team?”


  “I’ll take care of it,” K said as they embraced. “Good to have you back, Nick.”


  “Good to be back,” Nicholas said, unable to restrain a smile as they left the office.


  “Janette, please give Nicholas his airline ticket,” K said.


  Nicholas looked at his name printed on the ticket.


  “You made reservations? You knew I’d say—”


  “I knew you’d say yes,” K said.


  Nicholas shook K’s hand.


  “Welcome home, Nickie,” Janette said.


  She was right. He was home.


  


  FOUR


  

  


  Panamanian Minister of Foreign Affairs Victor Hernandez splashed cold water on his face and looked in the mirror. Outside the bathroom, applause thundered in the hotel conference room. Hernandez, late fifties and balding, but tall and handsome in his tuxedo, exuded the refinement of a gentleman, but inside the pain had become unbearable. Tears welled in his eyes as he removed a photograph of his daughter Helena from his pocket. He raised the photograph and smelled the lingering fragrance of violet scented perfume. He dried his eyes and returned to his seat in the front row of the conference room. The pain of Helena’s death was something he would simply have to live with.


  “Panamanian sovereignty at last!” President Alex Mendoza said and pounded his fist on the podium. The audience burst into applause. The stout president wore a navy blue suit, French blue shirt, and a patterned yellow silk tie. He stood with aplomb under the bright lights, with sweat shining on his rounded, pinkish face.


  Hernandez groaned—that damned phrase. Unfortunately, so-called social progress had destabilized the regime and forced him and the president to pander to public sentiment with phrases like Panamanian sovereignty. Democracy wasn’t bad in principle, but it assumed the masses were intelligent enough to make wise decisions, which any civilized man knew simply wasn’t the case.


  “With the Canal, Panama’s greatest natural resource,” Mendoza continued, “we manifested our destiny. Today we stand before the next millennium awaiting our third freedom.” He sipped his water and acknowledged the crowd’s applause.


  Hernandez hated the cliché third freedom, but the audiences loved it. The president was referring to independence from Spain in 1821, Colombia in 1903, and, though only symbolically, the future independence from the United States of America on December 31, 1999.


  Hernandez checked his watch and rose as the applause erupted into a standing ovation. The departure of American troops would not help Panama’s future. He would prefer to live in a Panama without American GIs, but the gringos provided money and stability, two things desperately lacking in Panama. All nations depend on law and order and wise leadership from men who know how to lead. If he had things his way—and the president assured him he would—the American military would remain in Panama post-1999, despite what the naïve populists preached about sovereignty.


  “We’ve proven ourselves capable,” Mendoza said as the applause faded and the people returned to their seats. “We’ll maintain the pride of the Canal. It will continue to serve the world as a center for international shipping. I might add that it would be an honor to lead Panama into the twenty-first century.” He smiled as the crowd cheered. A few boos fizzled.


  “Success in the next century will hinge on our relationship with the United States, our partners in economic development and regional security.” The boos were growing—not a good sign. “This, my distinguished guests, is our promise, from the people of the Republic of Panama to you and the rest of the world. Thank you.”


  Hernandez stood as Mendoza gathered his notes from the podium and waved to the cheering crowd. Along with First Vice President Antonio Romero, Hernandez followed a pack of security guards out of the conference room.


  

  


  In the hotel suite, President Mendoza lit a cigar and gazed out the window with a view of the Panama City skyline. He turned, puffed his cigar, and inspected the glowing coal.


  “Well, give me some feedback,” he said.


  “The speech was excellent, Mr. President,” Hernandez said. “Unfortunately, your comment about the U.S. military wasn’t well received.”


  “Damned right,” Romero said.


  Hernandez shook his head in disgust. An obnoxious drunk, a self-professed idealist who’d slithered up the political ranks by pandering to common sentiments, Romero had been added to the election ticket to win the support of a crucial minority party.


  “We don’t have a comfortable majority in the polls,” Hernandez told Mendoza, referring to the referendum to allow the president to seek a second term in office. He handed Mendoza a newspaper clipping with charts and statistics.


  Mendoza examined the clipping. A true pragmatist with brains and charisma, he was an effective cocktail of “third way” sound bites to satisfy the masses and conservative policies to keep the country running. With a penchant for gauging public opinion and formulating divide-and-conquer tactics, he’d garnered a third of the vote in the last election to win a plurality.


  “The error factor keeps us above fifty percent,” Mendoza said.


  “Or below fifty percent, Mr. President,” Hernandez added.


  “Speaking of the referendum,” Romero said, “I noticed an increase in our advertising. Our numbers are going up. That’s great.”


  Hernandez nodded, but he smelled something rotten behind Romero’s greasy smile.


  “I favor getting reelected as much as the next guy,” Romero continued, “but where’s the money coming from?”


  Mendoza set down his cigar and swirled his drink. “I don’t have a list with me,” he said and looked around as if one might be handy, “but we have many supporters. We’re a popular party with a mandate from the people. Businessmen, civic leaders, many people believe we represent Panama’s future.”


  “We don’t disclose that information to the public,” Hernandez added. “As the first vice president, you have the right to know where our money comes from, of course.” He did not intend to give the list to Romero because a lot of money had come from the Americans, which Romero would exploit for his own political gain. “I’ll talk to the party treasurer,” he continued, “but getting a complete list could take some time.”


  Romero laughed. “I didn’t ask for a list. I only wanted to know where the extra money was coming from.” He paused and clucked his tongue as he looked at Mendoza. “Funny how the increase in advertising coincided with your proposal to allow the Americans to keep military bases in Panama post-1999.”


  Hernandez jabbed an accusing finger. “Hold it right there—”


  “No,” Mendoza said. “That’s a fair observation. Let me ask you an important question. Would you accept money from the Americans if it was the only way to get reelected?”


  Romero shrugged. “I’d rather not take money—”


  “I didn’t ask you what you’d rather do,” Mendoza said calmly. “Given the options of reelection or defeat, would you accept money from the Americans?”


  “I suppose I’d take the money,” Romero said, “but I wouldn’t sell out Panama.”


  “You wouldn’t sell out Panama,” Hernandez repeated as if deciphering the words of a moron. “I suppose you know what’s good for Panama?”


  “I know Panama doesn’t need those damned Americans!” Romero said.


  Hernandez shook his head in disgust and poured a drink. The Americans were the masters of geopolitics—he could admit that without envy—and they, like he, knew that keeping U.S. soldiers in Panama post-1999 was in both nations’ interests. Leaders worked in gray areas to make the world appear black and white to the masses.


  Romero folded his arms and faced the window. “You want those damned American soldiers reminding us we can’t take care of ourselves?”


  Hernandez jabbed an accusing finger but decided not to respond. Romero had a point: Panama’s dependence on America was disgraceful, but the world was full of harsh realities.


  “If I may, gentlemen,” Mendoza said.


  Hernandez and Romero apologized.


  “The vice president has a good point,” Mendoza said. “I agree that selling out Panama for the sake of reelection would be reprehensible”— he gestured to Romero—“but what if we’re doing it for Panama’s benefit? I call that a win-win situation. I truly believe an alliance with the Americans is the right choice.”


  Hernandez nodded approvingly as Romero grumbled.


  “Drugs are a threat,” Mendoza continued. “The American military presence provides stability and security, which is good for the Canal and for business.”


  “Exactly,” Hernandez said.


  “But when will we walk on our own two feet?” Romero asked and threw his hands up in defeat. “How long will we ask the Americans to protect us from ourselves? Panamanians must experience freedom, which also means assuming responsibility.”


  Hernandez groaned and sipped his drink.


  “Our destiny is freedom,” Romero continued. “Freedom means the departure of American soldiers. Can you imagine what allowing them to remain would do to our national psyche? It would perpetuate our dependency mindset, which would be shameful and irresponsible. We can do better than that.”


  “All the polls indicate the people favor a continued U.S. military presence.” Hernandez hated to invoke polls, but this one was convenient to his purpose. “If the citizens are eager for the Americans to leave, why do the polls not reflect that sentiment?”


  “Because they’re afraid!” Romero said. “The Americans are their hedge against government incompetence. Economic reform, not military bases, is Panama’s most important issue. The other problems are merely symptoms of social injustice.”


  Mendoza nodded and puffed his cigar. “I’ll find a way to allow the U.S. military to stay here post-1999, regardless of what the 1977 treaties or the Legislative Assembly say.” He silenced Romero with an open hand. “Economic progress, as you said, is also important. We must make Panama more competitive if we plan to succeed in the twenty-first century. We must conform to World Trade Organization standards.”


  “But Mr. President,” Hernandez said, shocked, “surely you don’t mean total conformity? Panama first needs law and order, or an open economy will result in chaos.”


  Romero laughed. “Real competition would threaten your business interests. You don’t want to help Panama; you want to use the corrupt system and the Americans to protect your bottom line.”


  Conspiratorial nonsense, Hernandez thought. He wasn’t boiling oil to protect himself from a peasant revolt. Hell, he’d provided thousands of jobs to those ungrateful bastards. “Panama isn’t ready for radical economic change,” he said calmly. “Change takes time.”


  “I intend to take time,” Mendoza said. “I’m creating a comprehensive plan to make Panama more competitive in the 21st century. The changes will affect some sectors more than others”—he glanced at Hernandez—“but forcing companies to compete fairly is the best way to create a better future for Panama.”


  “Well said, Mr. President,” Romero said triumphantly and raised his drink.


  Three knocks on the door ended the uncomfortable silence. One of Mendoza’s advisors entered the room, pulled the president aside, and whispered in his ear. Mendoza shook his head sadly and gestured for Hernandez approach.


  “I’m afraid I have some terrible news,” Mendoza said. “Tyler Broadman was murdered.”


  Hernandez held his chest and took a deep breath as he sat on the couch. He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth to fight the pain. Mendoza gestured for Romero to get some help.


  


  FIVE


  

  


  Dylan Dirk walked around the desk and extended his hand. “Welcome to Panama,” he said to Nicholas Lowe. The plush office in a nondescript office building was nestled in a quaint neighborhood. The tropical sun had tanned his skin; his salty brown hair and mustache


  were neatly trimmed; and the pinstriped charcoal suit magnified his Napoleonic frame. They hadn’t spoken in years, but Dirk offered a top-of-the-day handshake.


  Nicholas scrutinized him. He wanted to hate him for his role in the El Salvador fiasco, but time obviously had healed his grudge. He decided to put Dirk on parole and play by the rules. He would complete the operation, for Tyler, with or without Dirk’s support. “You look great,” he said. “How long has it been?”


  Dirk rubbed his chin. “It’s been awhile, hasn’t it?”


  Nicholas nodded in an offhand way. Dirk looked like a tamed version of his younger self. Years of administrative duties tended to have that effect on senior intelligence officers.


  Nicholas gestured to the computer. “Before I forget, do you have a rental car reimbursement form?”


  “In the Admin folder,” Dirk said. “I know you’re down here as a computer technician on paper, but are you actually good with computers?”


  “I can hold my own,” Nicholas said assuredly.


  Dirk seemed to appreciate the humor.


  “You’d be surprised what they’re teaching us back at headquarters,” Nicholas added as he searched the Admin folder on the computer. “Computer skills are now the agency’s top hiring criterion. We get a bonus for every database we create.”


  Dirk looked confused.


  Nicholas smiled to indicate he was joking.


  “They installed these new computers,” Dirk said and rested his hand on the monitor. “They said it was user friendly, but it saves documents in places I can never find.”


  Nicholas spotted Car Rental Form, gestured to the monitor, and pointed to ones named Document1, Document2, and Document3. “When you open a new file, the computer gives it a default name. You must have forgotten to save the file.”


  Dirk shrugged indifferently.


  “No big deal,” Nicholas said. “Decide which ones you want to keep and rename them.”


  “I have a meeting at the embassy,” Dirk said. He hoisted two boxes onto the desk. “In the meantime, start reading Tyler’s files to get up to speed on the operation.”


  Nicholas nodded calmly, but the sight of Tyler’s files made his stomach cringe.


  “I’ll need you to attend a meeting there as well this afternoon. I don’t know whether K told you, but we terminated operation Delphi Justice, at least as far as the other agencies are concerned. No one knows you’re here to replace Tyler.”


  Nicholas and Dirk endured a prolonged silence.


  “I’ll start reading these.” Nicholas gestured to the boxes.


  “Unfortunately,” Dirk said, “I can only offer you Tyler’s office. I feel uneasy going in there myself; it’s the next one down to the left.” He started to leave the office but stopped. “Nick,” he added, “good to have you back.”


  “Thanks,” Nicholas said, suddenly conscious of the fact that he was in a position to help his career only because Tyler was dead. He observed a moment of silence before lifting the boxes and getting situated in Tyler’s old office. He was committed to studying every nuance of every word. What had Tyler done, thought, or observed? Who were his agents? What were their motivations for providing secrets? Had he found people willing to reveal secrets for ideological reasons, or did the almighty dollar sway them? What clues could he find about Tyler’s death that would help bring his murderer to justice?


  Nicholas found Tyler’s insights brilliant. More important, they were uniquely his. “Feigning interest in his perverse habits is the foundation for bending his will,” he’d written on one page. On another page, he described one agent as “corpulent, yet elusive.”


  Tyler’s agents ranged from a mid-level drug dealer, a private banker, to a third country diplomat. Of particular interest, he’d recruited Minister of Foreign Affairs Victor Hernandez, the father of his late fiancée, Helena Hernandez, to collect information on Panamanian political plans and intentions regarding the prospect of maintaining a U.S. military presence in Panama post-1999. The information Hernandez provided had been instrumental in setting the stage for operation Delphi Justice.


  While Nicholas contemplated the clues surrounding the death of Tyler, it occurred to him it seemed like only yesterday the two of them were eager young case officers starting their new careers.


  Their first stop was The Farm, the secret training base where they learned the arcane craft of espionage and the martial skills that would keep them alive in the field. The monastic seclusion hardened their bodies and minds and exposed their weaknesses, which they chiseled away day and night until they reached the smooth, rounded core of their essence. They were part of a team, a fortress of stones piled high defending their nation; and what unified them more than anything else was the feeling that destiny was leading them. Their next stop was the real world of espionage and covert action.


  Central America during the eighties was like the Wild West. Military dictators and insurgent guerrillas were regular items on the menu, not to mention civil wars, drug trafficking, and weapons proliferation. The U.S. was in the thick of every Machiavellian plot. While some American citizens protested the covert operations, the majority selectively ignored the dirty work being done by their government in defense of their freedoms. Many names were forgotten—the Contras, the Sandinistas, the FMLN, the death squads—but they were forever etched in the lexicon of U.S. covert action.


  Nicholas and Tyler were there, sometimes together, sometimes not. Ultimately, Tyler was a casualty of the Iran-Contra affair. Unfortunately, the generals and politicians had grabbed all the chairs before the music stopped, about the same time Nicholas quit the Directorate of Operations after the fiasco in El Salvador. Both were reassigned to Washington—Nicholas by choice, Tyler as a guest in purgatory.


  Nicholas had admired the way Tyler took things in stride and worked diligently to prove he deserved a second chance. He’d ruffled some feathers and obliquely questioned the integrity of those persecuting him, but he didn’t let the bastards grind him down. Eventually, he was reassigned to the field, one successful mission after another, until he was selected for duty in Panama, until a bullet took his life at Veracruz Beach.


  A loud knock on the door startled Nicholas as he scribbled some notes. He glanced at the clock and couldn’t believe it was already two-thirty. “Come in,” he said and stretched.


  The secretary opened the door. “Excuse me, Mr. Dirk said the meeting at the embassy will begin in thirty minutes.”


  


  SIX


  

  


  Nicholas made the trek to the embassy through the chaotic traffic. A strange combination of intuition and memory kicked in as he wove through the one-way streets, swerving to miss cars that were seemingly oblivious to the traffic laws or the other cars on the road. At Avenida Balboa, he drove along the Pacific Ocean until he arrived at the embassy. A tall black iron fence surrounded the embassy compound. A prominent U.S. flag flapped in the wind. After finding a parking spot, he stepped out of the car and started the short walk to the front gate.


  Street vendors pushed wobbly carts around honking cars as people stepped off colorful buses and walked busily. Blue Si and red No signs were plastered on the walls—“Si” favoring the referendum for the president, “No” opposed. A lone policeman stood below a broken traffic light directing cars with broad hand gestures. The place was loco but full of life. Qué Panamá!


  “Idiota!” a man in a rusted Datsun yelled and slammed his horn when a shiny red Toyota Corolla taxi cut him off. At the traffic light, cars blocked the intersection, exacerbating the traffic jam for a desired shortsighted gain, which turned into a maddening wait for everyone. When the traffic started moving, a gorgeous Latina with flowing black hair and Gucci sunglasses lowered the passenger window of a midnight blue Mitsubishi Montero and released the Panamanian reggae blasting on the radio.


  At the front gate, the U.S. Marine verified his name on the embassy visitor list, handed him a badge, and wished him well.


  

  


  Nicholas knocked on the conference room door. An Air Force major wearing an olive green flight suit opened the door. “I’m Nicholas Lowe,” he said to the gatekeeper. “I was told to attend this meeting.”


  Dirk voiced his approval in the background. The major stepped aside. Nicholas entered a room kept frigid by a noisy air conditioner. The gaze of everyone settled on him—12 men seated around a large rectangular table and 30 or so mostly military personnel seated around the perimeter. The Department of Defense usually invoked the principle of mass for routine meetings.


  Dirk stood at the head of the table and gestured for Nicholas to sit. “Gentlemen, this is Nicholas Lowe. He’s here to assist with the presentation.” He gestured to the computer.


  Nicholas approached the computer. Power Point wasn’t rocket science but giving this public performance was the only way for him to attend the meeting. Good thinking on Dirk’s part. He got comfortable in his chair, opened the file, and turned on the color projector after someone dimmed the lights.


  Dirk gestured to the screen illuminated with a welcome slide. “The purpose of this meeting is twofold. First, the ambassador requested our ideas regarding Panama and the Canal post-1999, from an intelligence perspective. Second, I wanted to discuss operation Delphi Justice.”


  Dirk gestured to the bald, stocky officer sitting to his right, the only one in the group wearing camouflage. “Colonel, would you do us the honor of going first.”


  Colonel Lance Dupree, U.S. Air Force, walked to the podium and nodded to Nicholas. Dupree looked battle hardened, as if he’d gripped the enemy’s throat with his bare hands.


  “Despite the reduction of U.S. forces in Panama,” Dupree began, “the war on drugs continues full throttle, make no mistake about it. Although corruption and poor training often prevent the Colombians and Panamanians from making drug seizures, we’ve had many successes this quarter—seven planes destroyed. Next slide.”


  Nicholas clicked the mouse and observed the audience. Dupree’s authoritative tone had everyone’s attention.


  “Panama is facing an uncertain future,” Dupree continued. “Political stability is absolutely necessary when Panama assumes control of the Canal. One of the greatest threats to stability is the influence of drug traffickers. Drugs destabilize nations, and the associated problems like addiction and corruption tear apart the social fabric. For this reason, we must maintain military bases in Panama post-1999—to continue fighting this war, despite what the 1977 treaties say. Hell, if I had it my way, we’d keep the Canal; but since that ain’t going to happen, we should do this at a minimum.”


  Dupree continued: “In addition to stabilizing Panama, maintaining military bases will have other advantages.” He listed items such as geography, logistics, the looming threat of China, and the capability to deploy assets in support of “other operations” in Latin America, which was a euphemism for covert action.


  Dupree finished and returned to his seat—no polite comments, no thanking the audience for their time. Nicholas liked his style: to the point and no bullshit. Once the leadership had made a decision, he was the kind of guy you wanted on your team.


  Thomas Rendall walked to the podium next. He was the State Department Political Counselor, a New England liberal with a condescending smirk. He wore Continental wire rimmed glasses, and his gray suit couldn’t disguise his frail frame.


  “Those were some compelling points,” Rendall said, “but reality is less propitious. Although funding for counterdrug operations shows no signs of waning, the key to Panama’s future, including the Canal’s, is economic reform. Next slide, please.”


  Nicholas clicked the mouse, impressed by Rendall’s slides.


  “About fourteen thousand ships transit the Canal annually,” Rendall said. “Recent profits have been low. Because shipping companies have other options, Panama won’t have the luxury of increasing tolls significantly. Only reduced costs and increased efficiency will make the Canal profitable during the next century.”


  Rendall continued: “Being shielded from economic competition has fostered Panama’s oligarchic, monopolistic culture; income disparity is at a dangerous level. Economic reform is required to promote a level playing field and to transform Panama into an entrepreneurial culture with a strong middle class. The only way to achieve this is by promoting competition and by moving toward compliance with World Trade Organization standards. As a final word, I must stress that any attempt to violate the 1977 treaties, to include keeping military bases here post-1999, would have disastrous consequences for U.S. foreign policy in Latin America and the rest of the world. The world is watching. If we violate this treaty, we’ll lose credibility, which will hurt our ability to sign other treaties in the future.” Rendall thanked everyone and sat.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” Dirk said. “I selected you to present two sides of the issue because Panama’s future will be determined by political and economic factors.”


  “He’s living in a fantasy world,” Dupree said, indicating Rendall. “This is the third world. Panama occupies a strategic location. Our concern should be security and stability, not building an entrepreneurial culture.”


  Rendall laughed condescendingly. “In case you didn’t hear, Colonel, the 1977 Carter-Torrijos treaties require our military to leave Panama by December 31st this year. Does the concept of national sovereignty mean anything to you?”


  “Not if it interferes with U.S. interests,” Dupree said bluntly.


  “Besides,” Rendall said, unscathed, “even if political stability were the primary goal, we can’t provide that. The biggest problem in Panama is income disparity. Economic reform will create a middle class and promote the stability you are looking for.”


  Dupree’s gaze shifted around the room. “That could take decades. In the process, Panama might collapse, which would threaten the Canal. It’s not worth the risk.”


  “Gentlemen,” Dirk interjected, “as we can see, the issue is complex. Please give me a copy of your presentations. I’ll include them in my report. From what I understand, the White House is watching this issue closely.”


  Dupree and Rendall nodded.


  “Let’s move on to the second item.” Dirk gestured for the next slide. Nicholas clicked the mouse. “Operation Delphi Justice, for those of you who don’t know, was a sting operation to arrest Cesar Gomez. We’ve had—”


  “What do you mean was?” Dupree asked.


  Dirk raised a finger to put the colonel on hold. “Most of you know that Tyler Broadman was murdered Saturday night. What most of you don’t know is we received information indicating his death might have been related to this operation, perhaps retaliation.” Dirk couldn’t admit Tyler was running the operation, but the odds were everyone in the room had figured it out. “The most likely suspect is Cesar Gomez, but we don’t have any—”


  “Who else did it?” Dupree asked. “Communist China?”


  “We don’t know,” Dirk said, playing the fool. “The bottom line is the operation is on hold until we get more information.”


  “That’s not a good idea,” Rendall said. “Cesar might flee the country with his money.”


  “Now he wants to get his hands dirty,” Dupree said, gesturing to Rendall.


  Rendall glared at Dupree. “Mr. Broadman was a good friend, Colonel.”


  Dupree leaned back and lifted his hands defensively. “Please forgive me for that. I was out of line,” he said. Rendall accepted the apology.


  Nicholas watched the drama unfold with the comfort of knowing operation Delphi Justice was still in full force. Dirk was doing crowd control, spreading a rumor that would soon be larger than life.


  “Cesar’s most recent activity provided us a lot of evidence we can use against him,” Dirk said. “Our plan is to let the dust settle and determine whether the lawyers have enough evidence to indict him.”


  “You were right to keep Cesar as a Linear target,” Dupree said. “I knew that son of a bitch never stopped dealing cocaine.”


  “Guys like that never do,” Dirk said.


  Some people had questioned Dirk’s decision to make Cesar a Linear target, primarily because Tyler himself had received information from a reliable source indicating that Cesar had stopped selling cocaine. Declaring him a Linear target had translated into the allocation of additional tax dollars to put him behind bars, but the operation hadn’t resulted in an arrest, and some people were beginning to reevaluate the funding, but most people were reluctant to question the judgment of a veteran like Dirk.


  “The point is,” Dirk continued, “we have to stop the rumors. If we don’t have enough evidence, we’ll turn up the heat and deliver the knockout punch.”


  “In the meantime,” Dupree said, “I’m going to track his shipments and convince the Colombians to shoot them out of the sky. That son of a bitch won’t get another kilogram of cocaine out of Colombia, not as long as I have anything to say about it.”


  “I’ll talk to some of my banking friends to see whether Cesar is moving funds out of the country,” Rendall said.


  “I appreciate that, Thomas,” Dirk said, “but please lay low until after the referendum. If Cesar gets word we’re after him, he might flee to a country without extradition, as you pointed out. Rest assured, we’ll have him behind bars soon enough.”


  The stage was set for operation Delphi Justice to continue. Dirk had directed his orchestra to an impressive end.


  “Speaking of the referendum,” Rendall said, “did any of you read the editorial today in El Tiempo?” No one responded, which wasn’t a good sign. “It suggested President Mendoza was funding his referendum campaign with drug money.”


  “I wouldn’t doubt it,” Dirk said calmly. “Who wrote that editorial?” he added and slid his pen into his shirt pocket.


  Rendall looked at the paper and shrugged. “It’s anonymous. No direct accusations, only references to offshore funds and the paper’s intent to investigate the story.”


  “Most campaign contributions in Panama have cocaine residue on them, if you know what I mean,” Dirk said. “Probably just a bitter journalist spreading a nasty rumor.”


  “But a potentially devastating rumor,” Rendall said.


  


  SEVEN


  

  


  “Interesting meeting,” Nicholas said as he and Dirk entered their office and sat on Dirk’s couch to take a load off.


  “Welcome to the past,” Dirk said. He rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “State has utopian hopes for human nature and the military thinks the world can be ruled only by an iron fist. What was it that guy said? If things are going to stay the same, things are going to have to change.”


  “Some Italian guy,” Nicholas said, noticing that Dirk looked upset. “What do you make of the anonymous editorial? Do you think someone has proof we’re funneling money to President Mendoza?”


  “I don’t know how they could. The money is untraceable, but it’s worth investigating.” He drummed his fingers on the desk.


  “What’s our take on Panama?” Nicholas asked, trying to break Dirk’s code. “I’ve been out of Latin America for a few years.”


  “Panama is an unusual case,” Dirk said. “We don’t care about Panama per se, although the Panamanians seem oblivious to that fact. Their economy is too small to concern us as a trading partner and political instability here wouldn’t affect regional stability. As Rendall said, we want Panama to be more capitalistic, but only to keep the Canal and the ports running. As Colonel Dupree said, we want political stability, but only to prevent exploitation by drug traffickers or organized crime.”


  “What about our plan to keep military bases here?”


  “That’s bigger than Panama as well,” Dirk said. “Drugs transit Panama, but we have military and law enforcement units working with the Panamanian Public Forces to make seizures and arrests. We want to maintain a military base for counterdrug operations, mostly in Colombia, but it is absolutely critical we make this happen.”


  “Why is The Order involved?” Nicholas asked, to his surprise. He’d intended to avoid the subject, but he couldn’t resist.


  Dirk’s eyes narrowed. “Did K tell you that?” he asked calmly.


  Nicholas nodded and surrendered to a visceral urge to reveal more.


  “He said my membership would be approved after I complete this operation.” The thought of gaining membership to The Order suddenly didn’t seem like such a bad thing.


  Dirk looked surprised but pleased. “Congratulations.”


  Nicholas expected less enthusiasm. He considered membership a vindication of his actions in El Salvador. Dirk was smiling, but something was bothering him, and it had nothing to do with his pending membership to The Order.


  “To answer your question,” Dirk said, “The Order is involved for the same reasons. The Canal is good for world trade. Having military bases will help us achieve our objectives in Latin America. We want to extricate drugs and corruption from Latin America to convert these countries into robust trading partners that will buy our products, but first we have a lot of work to do in the trenches.”


  Nicholas decided not to drag this out. “I was reading Tyler’s files and couldn’t find any clues about his death.”


  Dirk cocked his head, surprised. “You’re not here to investigate his death. Tyler did some fantastic work, but you have to focus your efforts on completing this operation.”


  “Tyler’s murder is relevant,” Nicholas said, “to my life, anyway. If Cesar killed Tyler, what’s to stop him from killing me?”


  Dirk shrugged to suggest Nicholas might have a point. “In that case, you’d better watch him like a hawk. We’re working with him, but you can’t trust him.”


  Nicholas gestured for more.


  “We never told Cesar about our plan to arrest him, obviously. The lead information we are collecting from this operation is being used to build a legal case against him. He’s giving us the rope to hang him.”


  “We don’t have any hard evidence that Cesar killed Tyler?”


  Dirk shook his head. “The only thing we know for sure is that Tyler went to Veracruz Beach on Saturday night to give his agent Nestor money to fix his plane before the third shipment. When Tyler didn’t check in with me after the meeting, I went to look for him.” He leaned back and exhaled. “I found him in his car.”


  Nicholas cringed when he imagined Tyler dead in his car. “I suppose that makes Nestor the prime suspect.” He paused to think. “How much money did Tyler have in the car?”


  “Five thousand dollars,” Dirk said, “a fraction of what Nestor stood to gain by flying the third shipment the next day. It doesn’t make sense. The police found Nestor’s body the next day, which suggests someone had paid him to kill Tyler and then had him killed. Cesar is the only person with that kind of money and reach.”


  Nicholas concluded that Dirk’s analysis wasn’t too far off track.


  “Rest assured, we have people investigating the case,” Dirk said. “The bottom line is everyone thinks operation Delphi Justice has been put on hold. The referendum is less than two weeks away. We have to raise more money to close the deal.” He handed Nicholas a yellow sticky. “The number on top is Cesar Gomez’s cell phone. Call him to plan the next shipment.” Dirk gestured. “The other number is for the buyers.”


  “Forgive my asking,” Nicholas said, “but how do I run cocaine shipments?”


  “You’re a middleman,” Dirk said, humored. “Find a pilot to fly the stuff, bring the seller and the buyer together, and get the right information to the right people so that the drugs can be seized after we collect the profits. Tyler should have information in his files.” He opened a drawer. “Here, Tyler was using this.”


  Nicholas grabbed the satellite phone. His heart pounded when he sensed Tyler’s energy, probably old memories surfacing.


  “Tyler used these to talk to his pilots,” Dirk continued. “I suggest you buy more for the same purpose. He set a stack of greenbacks on the desk. That’s ten thousand dollars.” He handed Nicholas a business card for a company called Enterprise Associates. “This company will handle the finances. You can use the phone for wire transfers.”


  Nicholas looked at the card. “A stack of cash and a satellite phone and I can start my own drug cartel. I guess I have everything I need.”


  Dirk seemed to appreciate the humor.


  “If you don’t mind,” Nicholas continued, “I’d like to finish reading Tyler’s files.”


  “You’ll have plenty of time to read,” Dirk said and gestured outside. “Drive around town. Practice your Spanish on unsuspecting women. Most importantly, call Cesar.”


  

  


  Outside, Nicholas inhaled the humid air and observed his old stomping ground. To his surprise, he saw Tyler’s silver BMW parked in the corner of the covered parking lot. He approached it and apprehensively opened the driver’s door. Steamy, putrid air stung his nose and dissipated, but a chemical odor remained. The smell was a blend of detergent and whatever it had cleaned, probably Tyler’s blood. He held the door open as a gentle breeze stirred the air and then sat in the driver’s seat. He gripped the steering wheel, imagining what Tyler’s last thoughts might have been. A horrible image flashed in his mind of Tyler struggling for his life as Nestor shot him. Unmistakable blood splotches stained the passenger seat and the top. Nicholas felt ill as beads of sweat dripped down his neck. The sound of a security guard tapping the glass with his nightstick jolted him back to reality.


  “No sit in car,” the security guard said.


  Nicholas nodded and exited the covered parking lot. Outside, he took a deep breath and looked around. He pulled the cell phone off his belt, reflected for a moment, and then dialed a number. A man answered on the second ring.


  “Hello,” Nicholas said, “Cesar Gomez, please.”


  


  EIGHT


  

  


  “Shake that ass!” Cesar Gomez yelled over the blaring merengue. He stroked his mustache and admired his ladies’ tanned bodies. Adriana, the topless blonde wearing a leopard skin thong, kicked pool water at him and flipped him the bird. Maria, the brunette wearing a mauve bikini, lowered her copy of Cosmopolitan and imitated her friend’s playful gesture. His body once had been something to admire, but what dignified man didn’t gain a few pounds before middle age? Cesar loved these feisty beauties, though. They were the perfect ornaments for his penthouse, the loves of his life. He had big plans for the three of them, including a peaceful home away from hectic Panama City.


  Tyler Broadman’s death and the canceled cocaine shipment had turned his world upside down, though. He’d completed two of the agreed upon five shipments but the Americans hadn’t yet called to explain the next step. Dirk had said he would take him off the Linear list after five shipments, but the Americans had no idea they were freeing him to pursue his revolution in new and exciting ways.


  Cesar finished his dose of Aguardiente, a savory Colombian anise liquor, and set the glass down. “I don’t know why I put up with their shit,” he joked and nudged his assistant Eddy.


  Eddy snatched the bottle of Aguardiente and filled Cesar’s glass. A short wiry Caribbean man, he looked like someone who might serve exotic drinks at a beach resort.


  “Because they’ll demand more money?” Eddy said innocently.


  Cesar threatened Eddy with the back of his hand. Eddy—Eduardo Antonio De La Cruz Santa Rosa was a mouthful—must have overheard a conversation and taken things out of context. He didn’t know any better, so he didn’t deserve a beating, not in front of the ladies.


  “What do you know about women?” he asked. “Besides, they love me. Don’t you love me?” he said to the ladies and lifted his arms as if to hug them.


  Both blew kisses.


  “You see?” Cesar asked, relieved. “They love me.”


  The cell phone rang. Eddy greeted the caller and covered the mouthpiece with his hand. “Sounds like an American.”


  Cesar breathed a sigh of relief and set his drink down. “Give me that!” he demanded. “Hello?” He nodded. “Yes, Mr. Lowe, we should meet soon.” He was back in business! “Perhaps we can meet at my office. Are you familiar with Josephine’s Elite?” He laughed. “You have an office there as well? In that case, see you at eleven.”


  Cesar hung up the phone. “Funny guy,” he said and thought about the familiar name. “Eddy,” he said, “I need you to check my records and find all the information you can on a guy named Nicholas Lowe.”


  A rhythmic bass riff heralded the next merengue song. Adriana flung her hips in motion.


  Cesar whistled. “Now that’s shaking your ass!”


  Adriana blew him a kiss and lifted her hands into the air, weaving them with the grace of a flamenco dancer. Maria rose and danced with her.


  “This is better than a beer commercial!” Cesar yelled and clapped to the beat.


  Cesar leaned over to nudge Eddy, who was intently reading a worn copy of The Communist Manifesto. He looked confused.


  “Why are you reading that crap?” Cesar asked.


  “You’re always talking about the revolution,” Eddy said defensively, still focused on the book. “I want to learn,” he added and stiffly sat up straight.


  Cesar scoffed. “Marx was an idiot! That so-called manifesto is capitalist propaganda to enslave the workers! You have to read between the lines, of course.” He sipped his Aguardiente and admired the ladies. “To understand the revolution, Eddy, you must listen to my words and imitate my actions.”


  Eddy tossed the book aside like an old newspaper.


  Cesar smiled at his trusted friend. “Here, Eddy.” He poured a jigger of Aguardiente. Eddy looked surprised. “Don’t get slobbering drunk, though. Someone here ought to be sober.”


  The buzzer from the lobby sounded. Eddy leaped to his feet.


  “That must be Manuel,” Cesar said. “Tell him to meet me in the study.”


  Eddy gulped his drink and hustled to the entrance.


  “Come here, ladies,” Cesar said. “We have a guest.” Adriana and Maria slipped on translucent blouses and walked over. “Who do you love?” he asked.


  They kissed either cheek and escorted him to the penthouse. The touch of their hands sent a chill up his spine. Unfortunately, the scent of the coconut tanning oil coating their divine bodies diluted his ardor.


  Helena Hernandez had smelled of coconut oil the day she died.


  “Ladies,” Cesar continued, “you remember I told you I was looking for a house? I think I found the perfect place in the interior—quiet, tranquil, just the three of us. What do you think?”


  The ladies looked at each other and shrugged.


  “Make it a Monday,” Maria said. “We don’t want to miss any fun here in the city.” She tugged Cesar’s arm. “And bring some cocaine. If we’re going to be locked up in the middle of nowhere, I want to be high.”


  “That’s for sure,” Adriana seconded. “And don’t forget—our daily rate is higher for vacations.”


  Cesar laughed to himself. His ladies were always angling for an increase in their allowance!


  “I don’t think you two understand,” Cesar said. “I was thinking we could move there, for good, just the three of us.”


  “No way,” Maria scoffed. “We’d die of boredom.”


  “Yeah,” Adriana agreed, “no thanks.”


  “I’d never let you two get bored,” Cesar assured them. “We’ll go for a few days. If you don’t like it, we’ll come back.”


  Women thought the world revolved around their happiness, which was why they needed men, like Cesar, to keep them in line. They would fall in love with the house after one weekend, he was sure of it. He reached down and slapped their shapely asses.


  “Take a shower and get some sleep so we can party tonight.”


  “Actually,” Maria said, “we’re going out with some friends. Remember?”


  Cesar had taken them away from the world of topless dancing, but they sometimes had reunions with their old friends.


  “We’ll stop by tomorrow,” she continued. “You promised to take us shopping.”


  Adriana kissed his cheek. “We saw some beautiful clothes today,” she said, adding seductively, “very sexy clothes.”


  Cesar didn’t remember making any promises. He couldn’t remember everything. Who could?


  “I have a meeting tonight anyway. Big business.” He squeezed their asses.


  Adriana rubbed his shoulder. “We’re a little short on cash.”


  Cesar laughed. Women had no fiscal discipline: give them money, and it was gone before you could say blowjob! He reached into his pocket and removed a wad of twenties. He handed half to Maria, because she seemed the more disciplined one. Adriana grabbed the other half. “Ah, yeah, have a good time.”


  “Bye,” they said in unison and strolled into the penthouse. Maria apparently told Adriana a joke because they laughed hysterically.
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  Cesar entered the study and admired his vast library, mostly books with the word “revolution” in the title. He’d read all of them—well, almost—the seeds of his brilliant philosophy. Unlike most revolutionary theories, his wasn’t based on intangible dialectical social forces. No, his was the result of an ingenious insight.


  Throughout the centuries, geniuses had discovered different facets of the Truth. Their primary error had been confusing physical evolution for mental evolution. Good materialists all, they’d assumed the Spirit of their philosophical system represented flesh and blood people in space and time. However, as Cesar had discovered, the Spirit represented the evolving inner world of individuals, not the external world of social organizations. Therefore, the material manifestation of the other system—civilization—had to be destroyed so the individual could return to his roots and express himself naturally. Cesar’s destiny was to reveal this Truth and save humanity—from itself.


  He sat in the leather chair behind his desk and gazed at the rifle hanging on the wall, the one he’d fought with in the jungles of Colombia. The Truth had set him free. He understood the masses had no reason to feel ashamed for being poor. Cruel and systematic exploitation by corrupt groups was the cause of poverty. For centuries, the exploiters perpetuated the lie that a person’s lot in life was the result of a natural hierarchy. He saw through this conspiracy. Vicious groups like The Order enslaved the masses and created unjust social systems that perpetuated their grip on power. Armed with this knowledge, Cesar joined the leftist revolutionary forces. Initially, despite the violence, the war was glorious. Eventually, however, he learned a dark truth: many revolutionary leaders had transmogrified into the power-hungry despots he originally had set out to destroy.


  The first indication of this unfortunate transition was the alliance with the drug cartels. Cesar wasn’t opposed to this on principle—as long as the imperialists snorted the cocaine and the profits supported the revolution—but he opposed targeting local villagers, the people they were supposed to be liberating. Once-beautiful Colombian women had resorted to prostitution to support their disgraceful habit. The second indication was the attacks on innocent villages. People who didn’t pay enough “taxes” to the cause were killed or forced to live like slaves. Their dead bodies were shown to the media and made to look like the work of the rightwing paramilitaries. Cesar’s career in the jungle ended when he refused to wipe out a village. He couldn’t kill his own people.


  Shattered and heartbroken, he started his own revolution. Keeping in mind the Anglo-Saxon fear of mind-altering substances, he began transporting cocaine to the United States and Europe in the hope of unraveling the social fabric of those oppressive cultures. Thus began his world crusade. The rifle now hung on his wall as a reminder that he was always willing to fight for a just cause, if one should ever present itself.


  A knock on the door eased Cesar back to reality.


  “Anyone home?” Manuel Espinosa asked. He wore a white linen shirt—the top three buttons undone, with enough chest hair to mow—and tan slacks. He sat and lit a cigarette with an attitude so typical of someone from wealth. He exhaled the smoke and posed dramatically, like someone from television.


  “I saw Adriana and Maria,” he said with a smirk. “They looked joyful.”


  “Of course,” Cesar said confidently. “They were with me,” he added, not pleased with Manuel’s tone. He hated to associate with the local capitalists, but Manuel was a great source of information, although he never would have survived in the jungles of Colombia. Wealth had made Manuel lazy. He had broad shoulders and a face that women raved about, but money had chipped away his moral convictions.


  Cesar offered a glass of Aguardiente.


  Manuel nodded approvingly. “Any word on your next shipment?”


  Cesar nodded assuredly. “I have a meeting tonight.” Manuel didn’t know about his special deal with the Americans.


  “What’s his name?” Manuel asked. “I’ll check him out.”


  “Not necessary,” Cesar said.


  Manuel set his cigarette down and sipped his drink. “The word on the street is you ordered the hit on Tyler Broadman.”


  Cesar leaned back. He expected that rumor to surface eventually. He respected Tyler and stood to gain nothing by killing him. No one would believe it, of course, so he’d become the prime suspect. “I had nothing to do with that.”


  “They’re saying he wanted to kill you for what you did to Helena Hernandez,” Manuel said. “The DEA—”


  “Fuck the DEA!” Cesar yelled and pounded his fists. How dare anyone accuse him of killing Helena! He could never do such a thing. Anyone who knew him could attest to that. He jabbed an accusing finger. “I’m untouchable, you hear? No one fucks with Cesar Gomez. And who the hell is this they you keep referring to?”


  “I have friends,” Manuel said calmly and refilled his glass. “That’s what you pay me for—information, no?”


  Cesar mumbled an apology.


  “I’m watching out for you.” Manuel crushed his cigarette in the ashtray. “You should invest some money in legitimate businesses. I have a few ideas if you’re willing to listen.”


  “Legitimate?” Cesar scoffed. “You’d better think twice if you think Cesar Gomez is going to join this consumer culture in its prolonged state of adolescence.”


  Manuel lit another cigarette and took a deep puff, not phased. “You can’t live like this forever. First, you pay for your women.”


  Cesar restrained himself. Paying beautiful women an allowance was normal. Husbands did it all the time.


  “Second, you’re a loner and you extort people. Why don’t you settle down with a nice wife and have some little Cesars?” He grimaced with amusement. “Maybe not.”


  Cesar glared at him. He would settle down and start a family, but he would continue his revolution in new and exciting ways. He had yet to define what that meant, but he had confidence in himself and in his vision for the future.


  “Cesar Gomez knows what he’s doing,” he said. “I’ll run drugs, hookers, whatever it takes to smear the capitalists in their own slime. Do you think I left the glorious revolution in the jungles of Colombia to become a vulgar bourgeois? No offense, my friend, but you live a boring life running your little businesses.”


  Manuel puffed his cigarette. “I’m worried about you, that’s all.”


  “Cesar Gomez is in control. I’ll continue to live this life, doing my part to destroy the imperialists. See if you can get that word on the street!” He stood and gestured to the door. “Thank you for stopping by. I should have a shipment ready in a few days. Get me all the information you can on what air and maritime assets the Americans and Colombians will have available.”


  “Sure thing,” Manuel said with a wink.


  Cesar couldn’t hold back a smile as he strolled outside to the patio. He could have won an Oscar for that performance. Three more cocaine shipments and his life would change forever—a numbered Swiss account and a private beach house on a Caribbean island.


  His elation ended, however, when he rested his hands on the ledge and looked down at the busy street below, where Helena had fallen to her death. The last thing he remembered, she’d agreed to stop using cocaine—right here, on his patio, face to face with him on that fateful day. He removed the photograph of Helena from his shirt pocket, admired it, and raised it to his nose to smell the lingering violet scented perfume.


  Eddy approached from behind, tapped him on the shoulder, and handed him a stack of papers. “I got the information you asked for about Mr. Nicholas Lowe.”


  Cesar cleared his throat and examined the pages. “Let’s see…El Salvador…yes, yes…well, well, well.” He looked at Eddy and smiled. “Good work, Eddy. It seems the famous Nicholas Lowe is back in the game.”


  


  TEN


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe departed the El Panama hotel. The night air was perfect. The enlisted hangout, My Place, was still active. The bar had been bombed in 1989 after masses of Panamanian women started dating the gringos who’d invaded their country, ushering in a saga of broken promises and single mothers.


  An ethnic medley of taxi drivers with surprisingly colloquial English—“Hey, man, you want a beautiful girl?”—offered free trips to the gentlemen’s clubs, and undoubtedly charged gringos twice the regular fare for respectable destinations. Nicholas assured them he didn’t require their services. He wanted to enjoy the walk, to acclimate himself.


  Garbage littered the street where an elderly woman was cooking shish kebobs on a tinfoil-lined hibachi. The coals weren’t glowing and the marinated beef was still raw, but the gray smoke acted as a perfume for the city’s stink. By three in the morning, she’d be one of the most popular women on the street.


  Past adventures flashed in his mind as he waited for the traffic to clear on Via España. He was amazed more than ten years had passed. He hadn’t honed his case officer skills during that time, but he’d learned a lot by watching the key players use his intelligence reports to construct geopolitical strategies that shaped world events. When the traffic finally cleared, he dashed across the street, strolled past the Citibank building, and turned left on the next road leading up to Josephine’s Elite.


  Nicholas stood below the purple and pink neon lights. Many agents had divulged secrets in exchange for bombshells with insatiable lusts for carnal pleasures. He’d used sexual currency on many occasions to satisfy his agents’ peccadilloes. Paying for dancers and hookers was cheaper than wiring money to numbered Swiss bank accounts.


  The bouncer frisked him and wished him well. Inside, two beauties rattling promises of sensual satisfaction escorted him to a chair. The white lace lingerie contrasted nicely with their cinnamon skin. He sat in a chair two rows from the stage and opened his arms as they slithered onto his lap. Their perfumes enveloped him, inducing an oriental rhythm in his heart.


  “Si, papi,” they purred and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Two drink minimum,” a waiter said.


  Nicholas looked up and focused his senses. “Scotch,” he said. “Tell Cesar that Nicholas is here to see him.”


  “Nicholas,” the beauties said in unison and kissed him again.


  “A drink for the ladies?” the waiter asked.


  Buying a drink for a dancer was a bad investment, considering bang for your buck, but the ladies looked thrilled, and he wasn’t spending his own money. “Of course,” he said.


  “Gracias, papi,” they said and kissed his neck.


  Stenciled words on the acrylic napkin holder advertised “Regular” dances for $10.00 and “Special” dances for $25.00. A woman on stage with a black robe was dancing dramatically to a techno version of Carl Orff ’s Carmina Burana. The final fling of the robe was anticlimactic and didn’t quite capture the bacchanalian passion of the music.


  The waiter set the drinks on the table. “Start a tab,” Nicholas instructed and clinked the ladies’ glasses of champagne.


  “Excuse me, sir,” the waiter said. “He will see you.”


  Nicholas nodded and savored his blended scotch.


  “The ladies will show you the way,” the waiter added.


  The beauties escorted Nicholas past a dimly lit room filled with feminine shadows casting spells atop moaning men—the “Special” dance room. They opened a door at the end of the hall and announced Nicholas’ arrival. A man inside voiced his approval. The urge to hesitate overwhelmed him.


  A red light illuminated the small room. Cubicle speakers attached to the ceiling played the music from the DJ booth. Bottles of liquor, a bucket of ice, various carafes, and a circular mirror with lines of cocaine covered the table. Cesar sat with a naked woman on either side, his hands groping their bodies.


  Nicholas cleared his throat. Cesar looked up and unfettered himself. He extended his hand but couldn’t reach. He looked like a caricature of evil in this sleazy setting. Nicholas knew he could hate Cesar, but decided to control his emotions during the operation.


  “Get out!” Cesar told the women. “Cesar Gomez has business to take care of.” When they protested, he screamed, “Get the hell out, you dumb bitches!”


  The ladies left. Nicholas sat.


  Cesar snorted a line of cocaine and shook his head to quell the jitters. “Cesar loves this blend. Do you want some?” he asked and slid the mirror.


  “Nicholas is trying to quit,” he said with a smirk as they shook hands.


  Cesar snapped his fingers and pointed. “Funny guy.” He looked Nicholas up and down with a spent redness in his eyes. “I like that, a sense of humor. Besides—” He stopped suddenly. His eyes fluttered as he moaned.


  Nicholas felt something slithering at his feet. A young lady crawled out from under the table. She wiped her mouth, grabbed a hundred-dollar bill from the table, and scurried out of the room. Cesar awoke slowly from his reverie.


  “Sorry about that,” Cesar said. He shook his head to regain his bearings. “No,” he continued and pointed at the cocaine. “I was testing you. Cesar Gomez doesn’t do business with people who use the stuff. I only test the quality.” He moved the cocaine to the other side of the table and wiped the excess powder off his hands. “How about a drink?” He gestured to a bottle of Aguardiente and filled two glasses.


  Nicholas analyzed his urge to choke Cesar to death. That would be too easy. He would take him down slowly, methodically, and smile each time he thought of him rotting inside a federal prison. “How pathetic.”


  Cesar set down the bottle and looked up. “What?”


  You, you scum, Nicholas thought. “The way people keep buying cocaine,” he said, aware that Cesar knew he worked for the CIA. As much as Nicholas hated it, they were partners.


  Cesar gulped his drink. “Cesar Gomez always says you can rely on three things.”


  Nicholas arched his eyebrows, ready to be enlightened.


  “First, the human desire for material goods is insatiable; people will work themselves into their graves to buy more stuff. I call that consumerism. Second, people will trade their souls for economic security. I call that slavery. To quote your philosopher Herbert Spencer, we haven’t abolished slavery; we have nationalized it.”


  “Spoken like a good Marxist,” Nicholas said.


  “Marx was an idiot!” Cesar yelled and slammed his empty glass on the table. “Why does everyone credit him with every good idea? He was a capitalist pig!” He cleared his throat and relaxed. “You have to read between the lines, of course.”


  “Of course,” Nicholas said. “What’s the third thing?”


  Cesar stroked his mustache. “Oh yes, the masses, left to their own devices, will live a life of self destruction. People need other people to tell them what to do. I developed my revolutionary theory from these truths.”


  “That’s a cynical view of human nature,” Nicholas said, noticing the irony of Cesar speaking with such conviction about corrupted human nature. A vivid vision of Cesar writhing in his grip appeased his tension. “Sounds like you believe people are driven by primal desires, not by reason. What kind of revolution is that?”


  “Reason rationalizes the self-deceptions caused by layers of oppressed desires,” Cesar said and grinned.


  “Did Marx say that?” Nicholas asked, laughing to himself.


  “I said that!” Cesar yelled, analyzing Nicholas’ smirk. “Oh, I see, funny guy.”


  Nicholas shifted his position to change the tone. “Humor aside, a lot must have happened during the past ten years for you to go from being a leftist guerrilla to being a cynical cocaine trafficker.” He arched a subtle eyebrow. “We know about your past.”


  Cesar glared at Nicholas. “My cynicism is a reflection of the times. Your country is responsible for converting the masses around the globe into money-hungry consumers. Unlike you, I still have my ideals. I have a plan to change the world, if you’d like to hear it.”


  “I’d probably find your plan intriguing,” Nicholas said, “but I don’t think we’re here to discuss political philosophy.”


  Cesar’s intellectual vigor faded. “We’re here to make a deal. My third deal, by the way. Make sure Dirk doesn’t lose count. Two more shipments after this one and I’m finished.”


  “That’s the deal,” Nicholas said.


  “I get paid up front. No credit.” Cesar handed Nicholas a business card. “That’s my bank account number.” He smiled sheepishly. “I’m planning to use the money to buy a retirement home and live the good life after this is finished.”


  Nicholas gave Cesar no reason to believe he gave a rat’s ass about his plan. “I’ll wire the money after your men have loaded the plane,” he said. “Can I assume a rate of three thousand dollars per kilo?” Cesar nodded. Tyler’s reports had indicated the price from the first two shipments. “Five hundred kilos should do.”


  Cesar opened a map of Colombia. “Tell your pilot to file a flight plan to Santa Marta. When he approaches the tower he should descend to one thousand feet and pass this call sign.” He pointed to the word BORNEO. “The tower will make an official record of the plane landing, but the pilot should continue at the lowest altitude possible to this coordinate.” He pointed at a remote airstrip on the Guajira Peninsula. “My men will be there to load the plane, slap on a fake tail number, and sell extra fuel.” He grinned. “We’re a full service operation.”


  “Can you provide my pilot with enough fuel to fly past the island of Hispaniola?” Nicholas asked. Tyler’s first two shipments had gone to the Bahamas.


  Cesar nodded. “He’ll have more than enough fuel. Don’t forget, my men don’t load the plane until after I collect my money.”


  Nicholas nodded.


  “Stop by my penthouse on Saturday,” Cesar added. “Tell the security guard at the front desk you’re one of my bankers.”


  Nicholas arched an inquisitive eyebrow. “What is Colombia’s track record for shooting down airplanes?”


  “They track most planes on radar, but they destroy only one or two a month. Not if I have anything to say about it, of course.”


  “Of course,” Nicholas said with discreet sarcasm.


  “Cesar Gomez never blows a deal,” he said confidently. “I have many friends who can ensure pilot error during shoot down attempts.”


  Nicholas feigned veneration and sipped his Aguardiente. The anise liqueur warmed his throat and left his tongue pleasantly numb. The lingering aroma triggered memories of hard candies in crimson wrappers.


  “Unless we have any other business to discuss,” Nicholas said, standing, “I’ll see you Saturday night.” He stood to leave, ignoring Cesar’s outstretched hand.


  “Your plan is hopeless,” Cesar said as Nicholas reached for the door. “You know, The Order, the group responsible for misery and oppression.” He chuckled. “You see, Mr. Lowe, I know a lot about you as well.”


  Nicholas turned.


  Cesar continued: “I know about the millions of lives The Order has destroyed in its quest to rip humanity from the jungle, but the plan won’t work.”


  Nicholas was shocked to hear Cesar knew about him and The Order. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Yes, you do,” Cesar said, laughing. “The Order will never accept someone like you. I can’t help but wonder what happened during the past ten years to make you go from having a heart to wanting to join them.”


  “I’ll see you on Saturday,” Nicholas said. One more minute of this nonsense and he would resort to the choking option.


  “Don’t worry—it was a compliment,” Cesar said.


  Outside the room, Nicholas gathered his composure and walked to the entrance. He was satisfied with the meeting, but Cesar’s comments disturbed him. With a deep breath, he concluded that Cesar was just messing with him.


  To his surprise, the two beauties were waiting for him, wearing jeans and tight T-shirts. They held either arm and kissed him. “Vamos, papi.”


  Nicholas accepted a card from a waiter. He opened it to read: “Two special gifts for a virtuous man.”


  Nicholas paused to admire the beauties—their ability to conjure lustful eyes was nothing short of an art form—but he finally got a hold of himself, kissed them on the cheek, and waved down a passing taxi.


  


  ELEVEN


  

  


  After navigating the new and inefficient system of one-way streets and shortcuts through the morning traffic, Nicholas found a parking spot near the Panama City World Trade Center complex. The trip would have been difficult for any foreigner—Panamanians relied on memory to get from point A to point B, not on street signs or sequentially numbered roads—but because the old system was still etched in his memory, he was twice confused.


  The affluent strip connecting the high-rise apartment towers in Paitilla and Calle 50 had changed since his last visit. Modern buildings, ritzy shopping boutiques, and fast food franchises lined the avenue. Patatus, once a watering hole for enlisted gringos on Fridays now struggled for business while hip joints like Rock Cafe and La Cantina prospered. A haven for the affluent—white collar workers by day, spoiled teens and young professionals by night—this Petri dish of Americana was a fragile experiment amid the city’s chaos and poverty.


  Nicholas entered the parking lot of the Radisson hotel, the shorter tower of the World Trade Center complex. The business day was under way. Maroon-uniformed bellhops hailed taxis for stodgy old businessmen. Attractive, fashionable ladies unlocked the front doors of retail stores like Chanel, Tommy Hilfiger, and Façonable. Everything was polished, but just outside the perimeter of the complex, the road was bumper-to-bumper chaos with honking traffic that had managed to turn three lanes into four.


  The brass nameplate for the top floor suite said “Enterprise Associates,” but there was nothing to indicate this office was any different from the others. Nicholas knocked and heard the click of high heels on marble. The dead bolt twisted. The door opened until the chain was taught. A seductive blue eye inspected him.


  “Hello, my name is Nicholas Lowe,” he said.


  The woman opened the door and locked it behind him. “Hello, Mr. Lowe,” she said and shook his hand. “Jessica Porter. Mr. Dirk said to expect you.” The accent was northern European. Her wavy blonde hair rested fetchingly on the shoulders of her navy blue business suit. Twenty-eight tops and no wedding ring to boot.


  The office was clean and decorated with enough artwork, furniture, and plants to satisfy a dozen wealthy clients. Fanned out magazines and stacked newspapers covered the tables. Two fresh pots of coffee were receiving their last drops. He sensed an eerie perfection for which only The Order could be responsible. A smile filled his face as he focused his attention on his alluring guide. Her hips swung like a metronome with each click of her heels.


  “How may I be of assistance?” she asked as she sat at her desk and folded her hands.


  Scandinavian, Nicholas thought, holding her smile. “I have to wire transfer one point five million dollars,” he said. “I also need one hundred and twenty thousand in cash.”


  Jessica removed a form from the top drawer, fit it into a clipboard, and began filling it in. She made some check marks and handed it to him. “When do you need the money?”


  Nicholas tried to remember the television commercial with sexy Scandinavian women mispronouncing the name of a breakfast cereal. “I’m sorry. Did I say one hundred and twenty thousand? I meant two hundred.”


  She appeared to appreciate the humor. Perhaps Dirk had told her what to expect.


  “Saturday,” he said and handed her Cesar’s card. “That’s the account number.”


  “You must be Tyler’s replacement,” she said.


  Nicholas nodded and started filling out the form. The word “replacement” didn’t sit well with him. Her tone had been empathic, but the flirtatious spell was broken. He handed her the completed form.


  “Did you know Tyler?” she asked, and then frowned when he nodded. “I knew him only a few weeks,” she added. “He was a nice man. His death was such a shock.”


  Nicholas didn’t want to face any painful emotions, but Jessica might have some insights. Then again, if she worked for The Order, he would have to be careful about what he said. Everything was a test. “How was he acting?”


  Jessica sighed and rested her elbows on the desk. “I think something was bothering him, even before Helena died. After that, of course, he wasn’t himself.”


  “What do you mean?” Nicholas asked.


  “A few days after Helena died he came here to arrange his third wire transfer. He hadn’t shaved and his eyes were bloodshot. I asked what was wrong, but he didn’t want to talk.” She leaned forward with an upraised eyebrow. “I heard a rumor that Cesar Gomez—he’s a drug dealer—might have killed Helena. Tyler was trying to have him arrested. Judging by his mood that day, I’d say he wanted to kill him.”


  Nicholas nodded. “You said something was bothering Tyler before Helena’s death. What did you mean?”


  “I can only speculate,” she said.


  Nicholas didn’t expect anything more, with the caveat that women often offered such caveats before speaking the truth.


  “Helena liked to party,” she said. “She also…used cocaine. People talk, you know.”


  Nicholas nodded, surprised.


  “One night a few months ago she overdosed at a party. No one will discuss it, but I heard she was raped.” She pronounced rape at a cautious whisper.


  Nicholas gestured for her to continue.


  “More recently, she found out she couldn’t have children.”


  “Her being raped caused that?” Nicholas asked. Jessica shrugged. “What does that have to do with Cesar?”


  Jessica looked embarrassed for having not stated the obvious. “Helena was raped at Cesar’s penthouse during a party. Not by Cesar himself, mind you,” she added, “but he was the one who gave her the cocaine, or so I heard.”


  Nicholas gritted his teeth. Only a coward would give cocaine to a woman. He couldn’t begin to imagine the pain Tyler must have felt. “I had no idea—”


  “Jesus Christ!” a man yelled and slammed a door. He loosened his tie and stormed down the hall yelling a medley of four-letter words.


  Jessica smiled apologetically. “You’ll have to excuse Nash. He’s our futures trader. The market must have taken another turn for the worse.”


  “The markets have been in a nosedive,” Nicholas said. He decided he wanted to see more, especially if The Order was involved. “Perhaps you could give me a tour.”


  “Follow me,” she said, using her professional tone again. She walked to the back of the office and gestured to the room the enraged man had left. “That’s Nash’s office. He spends most of the day at the computer watching the markets and placing trades for our clients.” She continued down a short hall. “That’s the bathroom,” she said and pointed to the closed door. The faucet was running. Nash was mumbling expletives. “I think Nash is really upset,” she whispered and turned to the other side of the hall. “This is our conference room. Please,” she added and gestured for him to enter.


  Nicholas entered the room, walked around the conference table, and stood before the window. He observed the silent city below as cool air from an air duct showered him. Tyler must have blamed Cesar—for Helena’s cocaine addiction, for her rape, for her infertility, for her death—and decided to kill him.


  He turned to see Jessica standing next to the words “Enterprise Associates” emblazoned on the projection screen. He sat in a leather chair and drummed his fingers on the oak table. The Order definitely owned this company: it was running the finances for operation Delphi Justice, and the decor was exquisite. Besides, million-dollar wire transfers and six-figure cash withdrawals weren’t things U.S. government agencies did without lots of paperwork and Congressional oversight.


  He focused his attention on Jessica, who was outlining the benefits of owning a Panamanian corporation: anonymity with bearer shares, no taxes on revenue generated outside of Panama, and no financial reporting requirements. Enterprise Associates, EA in the company’s parlance, created corporations, trusts, and foundations for people who had reasons to believe their assets were in danger of repossession, or for “tax planning” purposes. EA also offered a complete line of offshore mutual funds and a brokerage service.


  Nicholas was impressed, with her, that is. He’d worked with many offshore banks and had heard the pitch, but never from an attractive Euro-blonde. This presentation was probably designed for inheritors of wealth who had to be initiated into the arcane craft of wealth preservation. The seasoned members of The Order who met in this conference room not only understood offshore finance, they probably made the rules.


  They left the conference room and returned to the reception area. The faucet was still running when they walked past the bathroom.


  “Nash must be really upset,” Nicholas whispered and stopped to look inside his office. The computer was big enough to run a small corporation.


  Jessica gestured for Nicholas to follow her to the desk. He slid her chair back and admired her cleavage as she sat.


  Jessica held back a smile as she removed a printed piece of paper from the desk drawer, folded it, and stuffed it into an envelope. “They warned me about you.”


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  Jessica handed him the envelope. “Here are the instructions for wiring the money. Nash will program the computer today. Good day, Mr. Lowe.”


  


  TWELVE


  

  


  Nicholas tugged the lapels of his sport coat as he left the El Panama hotel lobby and walked to the casino. He could have used the inside corridor, but he wanted to breathe the night air before the next meeting. A torrential rain had fallen, and the humid air smelled of dust. The words “La Fiesta” flashed in colored lights above the doorway. The security guard opened the door with a smile and wished him well.


  Noisy slot machines and intermittent cheers cultivated an I-feel-lucky mood. Waitresses with black bow ties carried trays of drinks. Security guards wandered the narrow aisles with walkie-talkies. The carpet was appropriately gaudy, but the room lacked the spaciousness and thematic decor of a Las Vegas casino.


  Money. Nicholas could smell it. Ritzy couples stacked chips on the tables as if they were building blocks. They looked entertained, probably wasting interest earned on interest from the family fortune. A dozen Japanese men smoking and drinking scotch with loosened ties were crowded around a table watching the spinning wheels, bouncing dice, and sliding cards. Money was transferring from one person to the next and back to the casino in the blink of an eye.


  Nicholas walked past the noisy slot machines and spotted the buyers, Willie and Daisy Holland, standing near a craps table. They looked just as Tyler had described them: eccentric. Willie, mid-sixties, wore a salmon linen shirt and a tan straw hat. His face was ruddy with a whiskey nose. Daisy, a spicy redhead, mid-fifties, wore a teal dress with a white scarf tied loosely around her neck. A cigarette in a long black holder dangled from her left hand. A waiter handed Willie something on the rocks. Daisy accepted a glass of champagne. Nicholas thought of two words that didn’t describe them: drug dealers.


  Nicholas accepted a scotch from a passing waitress and approached the craps table. He lifted his drink to Willie and offered a cordial smile. Willie returned the gesture and nudged Daisy. She lifted her champagne mechanically and puffed her cigarette; after a double take, she appraised his body.


  “An exciting game,” Nicholas said.


  “My sentiments exactly!” Willie said.


  Nicholas gestured to a distant table. “I prefer blackjack.”


  “A counter,” Willie said. “I always lose, which is why I enjoy the excitement of pure chance. Daisy, however,” he said and tapped her arm, “is a blackjack player.”


  “I love to count,” she said with a devilish grin and sipped her champagne.


  Nicholas nodded, deciphering the counting comment.


  “Don’t look so serious, you handsome young man,” she added and pinched his cheek.


  Nicholas extended his hand to Willie. “Nicholas Lowe.”


  “The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Lowe. Willie Holland,” he said with a jovial handshake. “My wife, Daisy.”


  “My pleasure,” Nicholas said and kissed her hand, blinded by the three carat diamond. He concluded that Willie and Daisy resembled stand-ins for a Love Boat episode. “I’m a friend of Tyler.” Willie and Daisy looked as if he’d spoken Greek. “Perhaps we could go”—more cheers from the craps table—“somewhere more private.”


  Willie gestured to the exit and led the way. They strolled down the inside corridor to the outdoor swimming pool area. The tables under the thatched roof were mostly empty, but a few people drinking at the bar laughed and toasted merrily. Underwater lights illuminated the pool under the starlit sky, a beautiful contrast with the pink hotel. They walked across the concrete deck, still wet from the earlier storm, to a row of two-story cabanas.


  “Here we are,” Willie said and opened the door.


  Daisy sank her fingernails into Nicholas’ arm as she entered and sat in a chair near the window. Nicholas stood in the middle near the bed and watched Daisy’s reflection in the mirror as Willie set the keys on the dresser. She crossed her legs and fondled her breasts to enhance her exquisite cleavage.


  “Anyone care for a drink?” Willie asked as he opened the fridge. He poured a glass of champagne for Daisy and apologized for having drunk all the scotch before the casino excursion. Nicholas accepted a beer.


  Nicholas waited for Willie to sit in the chair next to Daisy. “We need to discuss the next deal. I’m here to help you with the arrangements you had with Tyler.”


  “I thought we’d made all the necessary arrangements,” Willie said. He looked at Daisy for concurrence.


  “Tyler seemed like a thorough man,” Daisy said. “Wasn’t he, Willie? A very thorough man.”


  Willie nodded, but he suddenly looked bushed.


  “The plan changed,” Nicholas said. Willie and Daisy had to know about Tyler’s death—the story was in the newspaper, and the last shipment hadn’t gone as planned—but he didn’t want to take anything for granted. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” Daisy held Willie’s hand. “Tyler Broadman was murdered.”


  Daisy gasped and closed her eyes. “How tragic.”


  “Tragic,” Willie added.


  Nicholas cleared his throat. “The last shipment, the one that was supposed to have gone four days ago, was canceled,” he said, hoping to catch them off guard. No response.


  Daisy put a cigarette in her holder and smiled. Nicholas lit it and returned to his seat.


  “I arranged for another shipment in two days.”


  “Saturday, you say?” Willie asked and looked at Daisy.


  She nodded curtly, puffed her cigarette, and crossed her legs the other way. “I can’t wait to get out of this dreadful country.”


  “It’s not bad,” Willie said and looked at Nicholas with a shrug.


  “You love the horny women,” Daisy said and turned to Nicholas to whisper. “He drags one back here every night, you know.” She looked at Willie. “This godforsaken country is utterly hopeless without the Americans.”


  “You’re exaggerating,” Willie said as Daisy rolled her eyes and sipped her champagne. “This is a fun culture. They’ll survive.”


  Nicholas watched them, bemused. “I arranged for five hundred kilograms for five million dollars.” Those had been the original terms.


  Willie and Daisy nodded.


  “I only need to know the drop site and payment method.”


  Willie handed Nicholas a small piece of paper with a coordinate written on it. “That location is in the Bahamas. Our men will be there at eleven on Saturday night.”


  “Be sure the goods are wrapped well and float,” Daisy added. “My men won’t be in any mood to catch heavy falling objects.”


  “That can be arranged,” Nicholas said, resisting a smile. He could only imagine what Tyler had thought about them. “I’ll talk to my supplier. Regarding payment—”


  “Wire transfer only,” Daisy said. “Technology is such a thrill!”


  “We need the thrill,” Willie added with less enthusiasm and yawned.


  “Wire transfer it is,” Nicholas said. “I suggest we meet at ten on Saturday night, say, at the bar by the swimming pool.”


  Willie nodded. Daisy licked her lips and winked.


  “Once my pilot is circling over your boat, you’ll wire five million to my account, at which time I’ll instruct my pilot to drop the well-wrapped bundles that float.”


  Willie nodded again. Daisy tugged her scarf.


  Nicholas stood to leave. “I don’t want to take up any more of your time. I’ll call you—”


  “Mr. Lowe,” Willie said, “are you an adventurous man?”


  Nicholas sat. “I like a good adventure now and then.”


  “That’s good,” Willie said, deep in thought. “Tyler didn’t seem the adventurous type.” He looked at Daisy for her opinion.


  Daisy exhaled a cloud of smoke and shook her head. “Mr. Broadman was a very serious man. Unlike you, Mr. Lowe, you seem the adventurous type.”


  “Tyler was under a lot of stress,” Nicholas said.


  “He wasn’t Helena’s type, either,” Willie said.


  Daisy concurred. “We come to Panama frequently, you see. We knew Helena before she met Tyler. She lived on the wild side.”


  “Perhaps she decided to settle down,” Nicholas said.


  Willie shook his head. “Not Helena. She kept partying, even after the overdose and rape. I guess they were just too different. She was from a different social stratum.”


  Nicholas didn’t like the sound of that. “Tyler was a successful guy,” he said. “I’m sure they were perfect for each other.”


  “He had to work for it,” Daisy said. “She didn’t. The Hernandez family is loaded. That was the difference. If you ask me, Helena was with Tyler because he didn’t try to control her, unlike her rich Latino boyfriends.”


  Nicholas mechanically checked his watch, not pleased with where the conversation was going. “It’s been a pleasure, but I really should be going. I’ll see you on Saturday.”


  


  THIRTEEN


  

  


  Minister of Foreign Affairs Victor Hernandez sat on the chair facing away from the hotel window, legs crossed, ready for the decisive moment. “Gentlemen,” he murmured, gesturing to the empty sofa, envisioning his two recruits, “before I outline my plan, let me offer you a drink.” He stood and adjusted the bottle of scotch, the bucket of ice, and the three tumblers, and then slapped the surface of the wet bar. Everything was perfect. He walked to the window and rested his hands on the ledge as he looked outside. The unsuspecting citizens of Panama had no idea he was about to make history—here, inside a hotel suite.


  “Damn!” he yelled and closed the curtains to prevent anyone from seeing him. He’d made no mistakes up to this point. He’d paid cash for the room. No credit cards, no trace. He’d scheduled a meeting with the Peruvian ambassador in the lobby bar to establish an alibi. He then took the elevator to the twelfth floor and walked down the stairs to the eighth floor.


  “Damn!” He dropped to his knees and felt under the furniture. He’d forgotten to check for bugs! Tyler wouldn’t have been pleased with his oversights. He might have made a serious mistake, but at least the spies listening in couldn’t record the meeting if he found the bug now. “Ouch!” he cried when his fingers slid across an exposed staple under the couch.


  Sheena, his gorgeous assistant, stepped out of the bathroom wearing a skintight cantaloupe colored dress. “What are you doing?”


  He jumped to his feet. “Nothing. I dropped my…watch.” He followed her eyes down to his finger and grabbed his handkerchief to absorb the blood. “Just a scratch,” he said.


  Sheena looked bewildered and approached him. Her eyes seduced him as she hugged him and kissed his neck.


  “You should go now.” He led her to the door. “Remember, this is our secret.”


  “Of course, Minister Hernandez,” she said, “I never tell anyone about our sex life. Your wife would get very upset.”


  Hernandez shook his head in amusement. He looked at the disheveled sheets in the bedroom and pulled the door shut. The plan also had been a perfect opportunity for an afternoon tryst. “I mean being in this room with me.” He held her and looked into her eyes. “Listen to me carefully,” he said. “We weren’t here today, understand?”


  Sheena nodded nervously.


  He kissed her forehead. “Good, now—”


  Two knocks interrupted him.


  “Listen to me carefully,” he whispered to her, “you’re my assistant. You’re here helping me with some important business matters.”


  Sheena nodded knowingly, probably because it was true.


  Two more knocks made his heart race. He cleared his throat. “Be right there,” he called. He reached for the doorknob and smiled at Sheena until she smiled back.


  “Welcome, Colonel Dupree,” Hernandez said, impressed to see the military man wearing a gray business suit, although it could have used some tailoring. “Come in,” he said and gestured to Sheena. “My assistant, Sheena, was just on her way out.”


  “Pleasure to meet you, Sheena,” Dupree said, assessing her body with a grin.


  Hernandez gestured to the couch. “Have a seat, Colonel.”


  “Mind if I use your bathroom?” Dupree asked.


  “Of course,” Hernandez said and gestured to the door. “I’ll call you later,” he whispered to Sheena with a wink and closed the door. “I’m glad you could make it, Colonel—oh, wait!”


  Dupree lifted his hand from the doorknob. “What?”


  “The bathroom,” Hernandez said, “is over here.” He opened the other door and gestured inside. “I’ll pour us a drink,” he added.


  Hernandez waited for the bathroom door to close before hustling into the bedroom. An American was involved, so he had to run things differently. The gringos didn’t understand the mistress concept. Two knocks interrupted him as he pulled the sheets flat.


  “Is somebody here?” Dupree asked from the bathroom.


  Hernandez scurried to the front door. He pulled Manuel Espinosa inside without a greeting and looked both ways to ensure no one had followed him.


  “Good to see you, too,” Manuel said sarcastically and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. “I hope this is important.”


  Hernandez gestured to the couch. “Please, have a seat.” He took a deep breath to calm his nerves as Manuel sat and lit a cigarette. He focused his thoughts on the meeting, but the opening of the bathroom door broke his concentration.


  Dupree looked at Manuel. His eyes narrowed as he finished drying his hands. “Who the hell invited him?”


  “Please,” Hernandez said, “have a seat, Colonel.”


  Dupree sat on the couch, leaving an empty cushion between him and Manuel.


  Hernandez sat in his chair, which he’d positioned strategically to control the meeting, and crossed his legs. “Gentlemen, you’re probably wondering why I called you here today.” The plan was under way. He was the Minister of Foreign Affairs. His confidence returned. “Have you ever heard the expression, my enemy’s enemy is my friend?”


  The recruits nodded.


  “We have a common enemy,” Hernandez continued, “someone we can each profit from destroying.”


  “I doubt he and I have anything in common,” Dupree said, looking down his nose at his couch companion.


  Manuel shook his head in disgust. “Cowboy.”


  Unfazed, Hernandez gestured to the wet bar. “Let me offer you a drink.” He’d expected animosity, but the plan would unify them. He filled the tumblers with ice and scotch. Dupree and Manuel joined his silent toast.


  Manuel set his drink down. “What’s this all about?”


  “Cesar Gomez,” Hernandez said, enunciating both names.


  Dupree nodded knowingly and lifted his drink.


  Manuel didn’t look convinced.


  “I don’t have to tell you what he’s done to my life,” Hernandez continued. Two people he’d loved dearly, Helena and Tyler—dead. “I know you want him behind bars,” he said to Dupree.


  “I want him in an electric chair,” Dupree clarified.


  “I also know your views on Panama,” Hernandez said. “We’re pragmatic men. We believe in order and stability. We know that—”


  “What the hell is this about?” Manuel interrupted.


  “You, however,” Hernandez said to Manuel confidently, unfazed, “probably don’t consider Cesar an enemy. In fact, I know you work for him.”


  Manuel scoffed. “I’m a business consultant,” he said, then looked at Dupree and shook his head in disgust. “I don’t deal drugs.”


  “You work for a cocaine trafficker,” Dupree said


  “Gentlemen,” Hernandez said, “allow me to patch up your differences. Colonel Dupree, can you confirm that the operation to arrest Cesar Gomez was put on hold?”


  Dupree groaned. “They called it off after Tyler Broadman was murdered. No offense,” he said apologetically, with a deferential gesture to Hernandez, “but his murder should make us turn up the heat, not cancel the damn operation.”


  Manual leaned forward. “What operation?”


  “I agree,” Hernandez said, putting Manuel on hold. “I propose we continue the operation.” He gestured to them with a circular motion, then leaned forward and looked them in the eyes. “Are you with me?”


  There, he’d said it—no turning back. Tyler had asked him a similar question almost one year before when he asked him to spy for the CIA. With hindsight, his acceptance had been hasty. He would have said yes eventually, but Tyler had made him feel it was now or never. This time, however, he was the spy, and this was his operation.


  “The operation might have been put on hold,” Dupree said, “but I’ve dedicated every asset I have to interdict Cesar’s cocaine shipments.”


  Hernandez grinned. “With the right information, Colonel, you won’t have to search for them.” He looked at Manuel. “We’ll know where they are. Isn’t that right?”


  Manual lifted his hands defensively. “Wait a minute. Cesar doesn’t tell me that kind of information. You’re out of your mind.”


  “But you could get that kind of information,” Dupree said, warming to the idea. He gulped his drink and grinned like a cat with a mouse under its paw.


  “I’m sure he could,” Hernandez said confidently. Dupree certainly had intelligence sources but probably no one like Manuel.


  “No way,” Manuel said. “If he suspects anything, he’ll kill me. He doesn’t fuck around.” He leaned back and folded his arms. “Why should I risk my life for you two?”


  Hernandez chuckled to himself. He’d anticipated Manuel’s response! Panama wasn’t a player on the world stage, and his position as Minister of Foreign Affairs up to this point had been a pathetic string of compromises. For once, though, he was going to dictate the rules. A surge of energy rushed through him as he prepared to make a man bend against his will. The sensation of power was euphoric!


  “Manuel,” Hernandez said, “your rice business relies on tariffs to prevent competition from imports.”


  Manuel shook his head in disbelief.


  “I wonder what would happen if those tariffs were reduced,” Hernandez added and rubbed his chin, “or even eliminated?”


  Manuel jabbed an accusing finger at Hernandez. “I employ thousands of people in Panama. If you destroy me, you’ll destroy them. That would be political suicide.”


  “The issue is on the agenda for the next economic summit,” Hernandez said, proud of the perfect timing. “I’m sure the panel will weigh my opinion heavily.”


  “Look on the bright side,” Dupree said with a grin. “Consider it an opportunity to eliminate a corrupt Colombian piece of shit from your country.”


  “He’ll kill me,” Manuel said and puffed his cigarette nervously.


  “Listen to my plan,” Hernandez said. “We’ll destroy a few of his cocaine shipments and wipe him out financially. Without money, he can’t manipulate the legal system.”


  “Or we kill the son of a bitch,” Dupree said. “Our people will protect you,” he promised Manuel, “at least until Cesar is behind bars or dead. We’ll even put you on our payroll.”


  Hernandez tensed up. Manuel was a millionaire who loathed cowboy Americans. Dupree shouldn’t have spoken without doing his homework.


  “Only a scum would spy for the Americans,” Manuel said.


  Hernandez gulped his scotch. He didn’t consider himself a scum for spying for the Americans. He didn’t feel patriotic, but the calculus of his decision was complex. “Well then, consider yourself my employee.”


  “I’ll consider that,” Manuel said, “but I won’t be a CIA spy.”


  “I don’t work for the CIA,” Dupree said.


  “Keep your money,” Manuel said and lit another cigarette.


  “I’ll accept that as a yes,” Hernandez said authoritatively.


  Manuel exhaled a smoke cloud and rubbed his forehead. “Cesar is getting to be a pain in the ass.” He looked up. “Why not? Let’s get him.”


  “You’re doing the right thing,” Hernandez said and lifted his glass. “Colonel Dupree, Manuel, here’s to a good team.”


  “No more bullshit about rice tariffs,” Manuel said.


  Hernandez shook his head assuredly.


  Manuel leaned forward to speak, suddenly a team player. “Cesar’s next shipment is leaving tomorrow night.”


  “When?” Hernandez asked. This was too good to be true!


  “I don’t know,” Manuel said, “but I’ll find out tomorrow. He’s working with a new guy, but I didn’t get his name.”


  Hernandez looked at Dupree. “Will your men be ready?”


  “You bet your ass,” Dupree said and grabbed the bottle of scotch.


  Hernandez leaned back and smiled. He would prove them wrong, all those who thought he cared only about his own wealth and power. His motivation for destroying Cesar was personal, no doubt, but eliminating that cancer would make Panama a better place for everyone.


  An image of Helena flashed in his mind. Her radiant smile sent a shudder through his body.


  “Minister Hernandez?” Dupree said.


  Hernandez, startled, looked at Dupree, who was holding the bottle of scotch. “Yes, of course,” he said and accepted another drink.


  They raised their glasses again and toasted. For the first time in a long time, he was doing the right thing.


  


  FOURTEEN


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe entered the Radisson hotel reception room and spotted Dylan Dirk near the buffet table. A banner welcomed the guests to the “Economic Summit.” Journalists with camera crews were stopping attendees to ask questions and conduct interviews.


  Nicholas accepted a glass of red wine from a passing waiter and strolled along the buffet table toward Dirk. The food line offered more for the senses: a tropical fruit salad, ham and turkey cuts with dinner rolls, chicken wings and meatballs, and finger desserts. A portly chef at the end sliced a large roast under the amber glow of a heat lamp.


  “Good evening,” Nicholas said.


  “Hey, Nick,” Dirk said and turned to his wife, Ellen. “Honey, look who’s here.”


  “Oh my, Nicholas Lowe,” Ellen said and hugged him with a firm kiss on the cheek. Her sandy blonde hair smelled of strawberries, and her black dinner dress revealed her shapely figure. She was in her late forties, but still a head turner. “Gosh, it’s been so long,” she added with a friendly squeeze on the arm. She leaned closer. “I think we were drunk the last time we saw each other.”


  “I think you’re right,” Nicholas said, remembering her offer to spend some time alone on the beach with a bottle of champagne during the Christmas party.


  “Dylan tells me you’re working in Panama now,” Ellen said with a wink.


  Dirk leaned closer to Ellen. “This is an unofficial visit,” he said in a lighthearted tone.


  “I’ll give you two some time to talk,” Ellen said. She gave Nicholas another firm hug and whispered in his ear. “Congratulations on your membership.”


  Nicholas waved to Ellen. He was surprised Dirk had told her about his membership and that both seemed pleased about it.


  Nicholas gestured to the food line and grabbed a plate. “Ellen is in good spirits.”


  Dirk grabbed a dinner roll and a slice of ham. “She’s an amazing woman.” He split the roll and dabbed some mustard.


  Nicholas reached for the pincers, tested it like a curious lobster, and flipped open the lid of the stainless steel chafing dish. He waited for the steam to clear and retrieved four chicken wings. “Any clues or leads on Tyler’s murder?”


  Dirk shook his head and scooped some Swedish meatballs onto his plate. “We have people checking blood samples. All the evidence indicates Nestor killed him.” He tapped the spoon on the edge of the chafing dish, closed the lid, and looked at Nicholas. “Nestor is dead, so we aren’t getting much information from him.”


  “I suppose not,” Nicholas said and focused on the fruit salad.


  “Is everything ready for tomorrow?” Dirk asked.


  “Good to go,” Nicholas said and nodded when the chef offered a slice of roast beef. “The shipment leaves tomorrow,” he added as they walked to an open corner. “I met the pilots, arranged payment, and coordinated with the buyers. Everything is good to go.”


  “You met Cesar?” Dirk asked.


  Nicholas didn’t like Dirk’s micromanagement style, but he nodded and ate the fruit before it marinated for too long in the au jus.


  “Stay focused,” Dirk said. “No matter how you feel about Cesar, we have to run three more shipments with him to raise enough money for the president’s campaign fund.”


  “K was clear about my objective,” Nicholas said calmly, indicating he took his orders from a higher power.


  Suddenly alert, Dirk pointed. “You see that woman over there talking to Minister Hernandez?”


  Nicholas focused on the Latina beauty as he chewed an overcooked chicken wing.


  “She’s a journalist—Lina Castillo.” His eyes narrowed as if deep in thought. “I have the sneaking suspicion she wrote the anonymous editorial in El Tiempo about the president taking drug money.”


  “Why?” Nicholas asked and dropped the chicken wing on his plate.


  “I have a good feel for how she writes. She likes to investigate these kinds of stories.” He looked at Nicholas. “I know you’ll be busy with the operation, but I want you to get to know Lina. Find out what she’s up to. If you find anything resembling proof of her allegations, take it. We can’t let her mess up our operation.”


  Nicholas looked longingly at the roast beef, set his plate down, and grabbed two glasses of red wine from a passing waiter.


  “She wrote a good story about the Panamanian banking industry last week,” Dirk said as Nicholas walked away.


  Nicholas paused when he arrived. “Pardon me, aren’t you Lina Castillo? You wrote that exquisite piece on the Panamanian banking industry last week.”


  Lina exuded pride. “I’m glad you liked the story.” Pins held up her brown hair. Her intellectual glasses detracted attention from her figure. Her white business suit balanced professional but practical. She definitely had the sexy librarian look, but Nicholas couldn’t discern whether she was self made or under the patronage of a sugar daddy.


  Nicholas clumsily looked for a place to set his extra glass of wine. “Could you hold this?” Lina accepted the glass as he kissed her on the cheek. “My name is Nicholas Lowe. Wow, your story was insightful.” He sought acknowledgment from Hernandez.


  “She’s the best,” Hernandez said: “the only journalist I can trust to not misquote me.” Everyone enjoyed the humor. “Is this your first visit to Panama, Mr. Lowe?”


  “Not the first or the last,” Nicholas said and shook his hand, intrigued to be speaking with one of Tyler’s best spies. Hernandez acted appropriately smug for a minister: firm handshake, polished manners, and his mind on more important matters.


  “Forgive me,” Lina interjected. “This is Minister Hernandez.”


  “I recognize you from the newspapers,” Nicholas said. “I know some people in Washington who think very highly of your work.”


  Hernandez seemed to appreciate the comment, but he didn’t flinch, probably the result of Tyler’s superb training.


  “Panama is great,” Nicholas added. “I’m sorry. The two of you were probably in the middle of something important. I’ll just—”


  “I was just leaving,” Hernandez said and checked his watch. “I have to meet with the president.” He extended his hand to Nicholas. “It was a pleasure, Mr. Lowe.” He touched Lina’s shoulder. “Take care,” he added and walked purposefully to the exit.


  Nicholas lifted his glass to Lina’s. They toasted. “Here’s to Panama.”


  He sipped the wine and gestured to the conference room exit. They walked to the ledge overlooking the lobby. The crowd noise faded to a buzz.


  “Being a journalist must be exciting,” Nicholas said.


  Lina shrugged innocently, concealing her pride. “I interview interesting people, like Minister Hernandez. Many stories I write have an impact.”


  “I bet,” Nicholas said. “My work is less glamorous: I fix computers.”


  “We all need computers.”


  She looked comfortable and relaxed, with a revealing hint of professional superiority.


  “I heard about Minister Hernandez’s daughter, Helena,” he said, hoping to gain some insights from her reaction. “A real tragedy,” he added.


  Lina rested her hands on the ledge and looked down. “She was a good friend.” She stood erect and stepped back, as if shocked out of a nightmare.


  “I’m sorry,” Nicholas said. “I didn’t know—”


  “No,” she said, “it’s all right. I knew her for many years.”


  Lina obviously had normal human emotions. The next test, however, wouldn’t be easy. “I know how you feel. Her fiancé, Tyler Broadman, was a good friend of mine.”


  She touched his arm. “I’m so sorry. Tyler was such a dear friend.”


  “You and Tyler were friends?” Nicholas asked, intrigued.


  “How should I say this,” she said, “he and I dated before he met Helena.” She looked at him cautiously. “He never mentioned me?”


  Nicholas jogged his memory and shrugged. “He probably did, but we hadn’t spoken for some time.” He touched her arm. “I’d already made my travel plans before all of this happened. I wanted to come down to see them before the wedding.”


  Lina removed a picture from her purse and handed it to Nicholas. “Every year she had a photograph taken of herself.”


  Nicholas concealed his admiration. Helena smiled as if possessing the secret of life. His eyes focused on her pearl necklace with a golden heart shaped locket.


  As if reading his mind, Lina pointed at the picture. “Tyler gave her the necklace during their engagement party.”


  Nicholas flipped the picture to read, “Eternity is the Bliss of Passion,” written in calligraphy. He raised it to his nose to smell the lingering violet scented perfume. He could almost feel her smooth Mediterranean skin, her silky black hair cascading through his fingers, the tide of her blue eyes. He smelled the perfume again and handed the picture to Lina.


  “Helena and I were once good friends,” she said, and then forced a smile.


  “If you don’t mind my asking, how long did you and Tyler go out?”


  “About a year,” she said. “It was off and on at the beginning, but we were getting serious toward the end, or so I thought. Then he met Helena,” she said and sipped her wine. “They got engaged two months later.”


  Nicholas winced empathetically. “Two months?”


  Lina shrugged to suggest she could be reasonable about the whole thing. “I guess I just didn’t expect things would turn out that way.”


  Lina spotted someone on the other side of the room and handed Nicholas a business card. “I have to talk to someone for a story I’m writing. If you need anything—”


  “Perhaps we could have dinner some time?” Nicholas asked. “You know, to talk more about what happened.”


  Lina paused, surprised, but seemed to warm up to the idea as she looked at him.


  “Or, if you don’t have time—”


  “No, I would like that very much,” she said.


  “Perfect,” he said.


  Lina kissed him on the cheek before walking away.


  


  FIFTEEN


  

  


  Nicholas stood on the tarmac and shielded his eyes as the Beech King Air idled and stirred up dust. Elliot and Sammy donned their shades and descended the steps.


  “All right, boys”—Nicholas looked them over—“are you ready?” They nodded enthusiastically. He was satisfied with their appearance: new haircuts, aviator sunglasses, snazzy coats with epaulets, and no signs of a hangover. Every hour was happy hour in Panama, and these two guys never missed a beat, but they had a good reputation and had worked several missions for the CIA in the good old days.


  Nicholas unfolded a map and pointed at an X. “Your drop site is in the Bahamas. That’s a long flight. Stay alert.”


  Elliot nodded and folded the map. Nicholas pulled two satellite phones from his backpack and handed one to Sammy.


  “Call me on the hour,” Nicholas said to Sammy and dialed the other phone. It rang.


  Sammy answered it. “Hello?”


  Nicholas sighed. “It’s me, Sammy.”


  Sammy laughed. “Got you loud and clear, boss.”


  “Call me when they load the plane and when you’re over the drop zone,” Nicholas instructed. “Call if you have any problems.” He studied Sammy, who looked confused, and pointed at the phone. “I programmed my number—just hit memory and one.”


  Sammy pressed the buttons. Nicholas’ phone rang.


  Nicholas handed them an envelope. “That’s fifty thousand dollars—forty-five for you and five for extra fuel in Colombia.” They fingered the cash with wide-eyed grins. “Have a good flight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  Elliot and Sammy saluted, ascended the steps, and closed the door. Nicholas removed the wheel blocks and shielded his eyes from the dust as the propellers spit and coughed to full speed. The plane taxied, sped down the runway, took off, and banked northwest over the Pacific Ocean toward Colombia.


  

  


  Nicholas stood outside the entrance to Cesar Gomez’s apartment building, a ritzy high rise in Punta Paitilla, an upscale neighborhood overlooking Panama City and the Pacific Ocean. Tropical weather aside, it resembled a posh Midwest enclave: German-engineered cars obeying the speed limit, children wearing private school uniforms, and a well-dressed granny walking a groomed poodle. He winced when he imagined Helena falling to her death, the thud of her body hitting the ground. Strewn violet petals and footprints in the grass near the entrance indicated a mourning site.


  “Cesar Gomez,” Nicholas said to the security guard in the lobby.


  The security guard inspected him. He stood about four foot ten of pure Kuna Indian descent. “Please, your name,” he said.


  “Nicholas Lowe,” he said. “He’s expecting me,” he added and gazed up to see an oscillating security camera. He looked away casually. The last thing he needed was a video clip of his visit to a major drug trafficker.


  The guard picked up the phone. After a few seconds, he spoke, nodded, and hung up. He turned to Nicholas and pointed toward the elevators. “Penthouse,” he instructed.


  Nicholas pressed the button for the penthouse. His heartbeat surged with the progressing LCD numbers for the floors. Anxiety about the mission, hatred for what Cesar had done to Tyler and Helena, his own future—they all clumped together in his throat.


  He felt relieved when the gravitational force reversed and the elevator stopped. Cesar was waiting for him when the door opened.


  “Welcome to my humble home,” Cesar said.


  “Gracias,” Nicholas said and admired the plush palace: polished marble floors, leather furniture, a colorful display of Inca artwork, and a wall-to-wall window providing a panoramic view of the city and the Pacific Ocean. Wealth, it appeared, civilized even the vilest of men. “I spoke to my pilot. The plane is on the ground and your men are loading the goods.” He removed the satellite phone from his coat pocket. “If you’re ready, I’ll wire the money.”


  “Eddy,” Cesar said and snapped. A frail, wiry man rushed over.


  “Confirm the wire transfer,” Cesar instructed Eddy, then turned to Nicholas and gestured to a man who walked in from the patio holding a drink. “Allow me to introduce my associate.”


  “Good evening,” Manuel said.


  Nicholas shook his hand and observed him carefully. “Mucho gusto.”


  “Mucho gusto. I recommend your plane not wait on the airstrip for too long,” Manuel said and extracted a cigarette from a pack in his shirt pocket.


  Nicholas removed a lighter from his pocket and lit it. Cesar shouldn’t have introduced a new person, but at least no one was using names.


  “Gracias.” Manuel exhaled a cloud of gray smoke into the spinning ceiling fan. The smoke dispersed. “The Colombians will launch their A-37s if the Americans track it on radar.”


  Cesar lifted a finger. “My men can prep a plane in twenty minutes at the new airstrip,” he said calmly. “The pilot shouldn’t have any problems.”


  “They should be airborne soon,” Nicholas said, noticing a dramatic change in Cesar. He seemed a different animal away from cocaine and whores, very businesslike. “Do you have any information about U.S. air assets tonight?” he asked Manuel.


  Manuel nodded. “Good news. There are no airborne early-warning aircraft tonight, only two Citations and a Navy P-3. Your men should be in good shape if they take off undetected.”


  Manuel’s knowledge of U.S. detection and monitoring assets was frightening proof the drug dealers had a competitive advantage in the war on drugs.


  Cesar slapped Manuel on the shoulder. “As you see, I have my own spy agency.”


  Nicholas had been trained to appear oblivious each time he heard the word spy.


  “Any recommendations for the next shipment?” Nicholas asked.


  “I’ll look into it,” Manuel said and checked his watch. “Hate to spoil the party, boss, but I have to take care of some business. Pleasure to meet you.” He waited for Cesar’s nod of approval and strolled to the elevator with a cautious glance at Nicholas.


  Nicholas leaned closer to Cesar. “I’m going to have to check that guy out.”


  Cesar laughed and shrugged. “His name is Manuel Espinosa. Knock yourself out. He knows I’ll kill him if he betrays me…and trust me, I’ll find out.”


  Nicholas dialed his phone and looked at Cesar. “I’ll send the money.” An electronic voice answered and led him through a sequence of steps to process the transaction. He entered the numbers, confirmed his options, and then just like that, $1.5 million transferred from one account to the next. “Done.”


  “You can wait on the patio while I verify receipt,” Cesar said.


  Nicholas nodded as two bikini-clad beauties walked past. The topless blonde wore a leopard skin g-string, the brunette a mauve bikini.


  The brunette touched her chin inquisitively. “Who’s your new friend, Cesar?”


  Cesar cleared his throat nervously. “Ladies, this is a friend.” He turned to Nicholas. “Allow me to introduce Adriana and Maria, the loves of my life.”


  Nicholas kissed their cheeks.


  “Show him to the patio,” Cesar said. “And keep your hands off the ladies,” he added with a nervous chuckle.


  “That could be difficult,” Nicholas said, seeing through Cesar’s forced laughter. He offered each an arm. “Ladies, I hope you didn’t get dressed up for little old me.”


  The ladies led Nicholas to a poolside table. Maria poured him a scotch on the rocks. He admired the swimming pool, the stocked bar, and, well, Adriana and Maria. Their flirtatious smiles, however expensive or phony, were nonetheless flattering.


  “How long have you been the loves of Cesar’s life?” he asked.


  “Please,” Maria groaned as Adriana rolled her eyes. “I don’t know how much longer I can put up with his shit.”


  “Ladies,” Cesar said from behind with a loud clap, “put on some clothes!”


  The ladies said good-bye with seductive winks. Nicholas waved to the ladies and admired the setting sun as Cesar arrived.


  “I verified the wire transfer,” Cesar said, all businesslike. He gestured to the skyline. “I love the view from up here.”


  Nicholas didn’t acknowledge him. He had a job to do, but he had a few words to say first. “I doubt Helena Hernandez thought the same thing before she fell to her death.”


  Cesar lifted a finger in anger but managed a smile. “I wasn’t responsible for that. I left two hours before she fell. She was here alone when it happened. Ask the police.”


  Nicholas remembered the photograph of Helena and wondered why a woman with a bright future would jump to her death.


  “Tyler was murdered soon after her death. How do you explain that?” He’d just violated an important rule—don’t get personal—but seeing Cesar living in luxury while two people were dead was an injustice he couldn’t ignore. “And Helena was raped—here—during your party. How do you explain that?”


  Cesar whistled at Eddy and gestured with both hands as if swinging a baseball bat. He walked to the ledge and gestured for Nicholas to follow.


  Nicholas rested his arms on the ledge and observed the cars below.


  “I won’t bullshit you,” Cesar said. “I gave cocaine to Helena.”


  Eddy handed Cesar a wooden baseball bat and waited for Cesar’s nod of approval before returning to the penthouse.


  “The irony,” Cesar continued, “is I refused to give her cocaine twice. The first time was the day she was raped.” He stepped back and swung the bat forcefully.


  “What’s with the bat?” Nicholas asked, stepping back to a safe distance.


  “I used this bat to bust open the skull of the man who raped her,” Cesar said and swung it again. “I refused to give her cocaine. She asked my friend, who got her high and raped her in one of my bedrooms during a party. I killed him and rushed Helena to the emergency room. No one tells that version of the story, but I saved her life.”


  Nicholas scoffed. “You addicted her to cocaine.”


  Cesar nodded repentantly. “That was the day I quit trafficking cocaine, six months ago. I won’t waste your time with explanations, but the only reason I’m running these shipments with you is so that Dirk will take me off that damned Linear list.”


  Unfortunately, Cesar had a good point. Nicholas had suspicions about Dirk’s agenda from day one. Curiosity compelled him to ask a question. “When was the second time?” he asked. “You said you refused to give her cocaine twice.”


  Cesar folded his arms. “The day she died. She came here asking for cocaine. I refused and begged her to quit. To my surprise, she agreed. I thought it was safe to leave her alone. She seemed happy about her decision.”


  “How did she fall off the building?” Nicholas asked. The numbers weren’t adding up.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “And I want you to know I wasn’t responsible for Tyler’s murder. Given our arrangement, I stood to gain nothing from his death.”


  As much as Nicholas resisted the notion, Cesar might be telling the truth. He wanted Cesar to be a caricature of evil, an easy target of his hatred…but he had forgotten one important detail. “Let’s suppose Tyler was planning to arrest you. In that case, you would have had a motivation to kill him.”


  Cesar chuckled. “You can’t be serious. Tyler couldn’t have arrested me in his wildest dreams. I have every judge and politician in this country paid off.” He stood tall, suddenly confident. “I’m sure Tyler blamed me for his problems with Helena, but he was in over his head with her, and with this operation.”


  Nicholas glared at Cesar, who lifted his hands defensively.


  “Don’t get me wrong. Tyler was a good man—perhaps too good. He was working in too many shades of gray.”


  Nicholas’ first impulse was to hit Cesar with the bat, but he checked his anger and concluded that Cesar was merely projecting his own insecurities and fantasies of grandeur.


  “I recognized your name when we talked on the phone,” Cesar said, changing the subject. “I called some old friends to check you out. Guess what I found?”


  Nicholas shrugged indifferently, suddenly curious.


  “You had quite a reputation in El Salvador about ten years ago. Many people knew you and still say good things about you.”


  Nicholas resisted a smile as he remembered his soldiers in El Salvador. He’d recruited them, trained them, and suffered with them through many bitter battles against the FMLN guerillas. They were passionate men who sang songs of love and courage around the campfire at night while cooking whatever food they’d scrounged during the day in the mountains of Chalatenango. Each night ended with a solemn remembrance of those who’d died fighting the communists. One evening, after a particularly bloody battle, they invited him to this sacred event, called him one of their own, and offered him a drink of wine from a dented tin cup. The flavor still lingered in his mouth when he thought of them.


  Cesar continued: “They said of all the Americans, only you showed a genuine interest in them. You wanted to help them forge their own destiny, and actively fought against giving vast resources to the oligarchs as part of the peace process.”


  “I guess I have friends in low places,” Nicholas said and faced the city.


  “I was surprised, to say the least,” Cesar said. “Some spies are members of The Order, all of them bastards—Dirk, for example—so I did more research and learned you’re not a member. That made sense, given your moral fiber, so I asked myself why you associate with them. Why do you play their petty games if you’re a virtuous man?”


  “Sounds like you’re doing too much abstract analysis,” Nicholas said.


  “Then how about some specifics,” Cesar said. “Most of your men died. You almost died. All because some corrupt members of The Order wanted to make some money and steal land. My guess is they never expected you to make it out alive.”


  Nicholas had reached the same conclusion a thousand times, but he couldn’t agree with it now, not with Cesar saying it. “That’s not what happened.”


  “Why do you work for those bastards? The Order doesn’t care about justice or the common man.” He gestured to the horizon. “How many people have they killed in the name of progress? How many more must die?”


  Nicholas shook his head. “Spoken like a good communist.”


  Cesar was suddenly calm. “Don’t tell me you’re so naïve as to believe we live in a just world.”


  Nicholas and Cesar looked at each other sternly as Eddy stepped outside carrying a tray with two drinks.


  “Hold that thought,” Cesar said. “Let’s toast to our first successful shipment.”


  “To our first successful shipment,” Nicholas echoed and closed his eyes as the Aguardiente flowed down his throat.


  


  SIXTEEN


  

  


  Captain Tony Price, U.S. Air Force, the Senior Watch Officer, gestured across the operations floor for the intelligence and weather officers to come front and center. He looked confusedly at the computer display as the two officers approached. He’d tracked many suspect aircraft during his tenure at the 24-hour operations center at Howard Air Force Base, Panama, but never one that turned south before delivering the drugs at the drop site. “You said this aircraft correlated with your intelligence tipper, right?”


  Staff Sergeant Chris Collins nodded assuredly. “We received a report about two hours ago,” he said. “It indicated the exact takeoff time and location. The aircraft is carrying five hundred kilos of cocaine to a drop site in the Bahamas.”


  Price injected the data into his operational planning calculus to help him decide whether to burn more tax dollars on a pursuit aircraft. “What’s your source?”


  “I can’t disclose that,” Collins said. As his security clearance demanded, he was protecting sources and methods. Like many priests of the nation’s spy world, the cult of secrecy seemed to be his primary source of professional satisfaction.


  Price concluded the report probably had come from a human source or a communications intercept. Photographs couldn’t provide that type of information. He’d worked with intelligence guys long enough to learn their lingo, and long enough to realize that the world of espionage possessed an element of intrigue. Waiting four years to be denied a cockpit hadn’t made for a thrilling career, but at least he’d found a productive job working with airplanes.


  “How confident are you?” he asked calmly.


  “Couldn’t be more reliable,” Collins said.


  Price nodded and pointed at the computer monitor. “Then can you explain why the aircraft turned south before dropping the drugs?” he asked. “The Navy P-3, call sign Viper, got radar lock on him south of Haiti. I don’t care what you do—go to the secret chamber, if you must—but find out where this aircraft is going to land.”


  “Probably the same place it departed,” Collins said: “an airstrip on the Guajira Peninsula.”


  Price gave Collins a thumb-up and faced Second Lieutenant Andrew Atkins. “I need up-to-date weather photos with details—wind speed and direction, humidity at the airport café, everything, to the point of absurdity. The Colombian pilots freak out about flying in storms.”


  “Yes, sir,” Atkins said and hustled to his desk.


  Price pivoted smartly on his left heel. “I need you to work some magic,” he said to Bruce Devlin, the U.S. Customs Service representative. “The two Citations have to launch ASAP from Barranquilla. This aircraft should have a full load of drugs.”


  “Already on it,” Devlin said. “As soon as the Colombian controllers are on board, we’ll be ready to launch.”


  Price knew the rules well. He had to. Federal laws and regulations delineated the role of the military in law enforcement activities. The Posse Comitatus Act made it illegal to use the military to enforce civil law. Title 10, United States Code, prohibited the military from directly participating in arrests, searches, or seizures. The Foreign Assistance Act prohibited U.S. personnel from performing law enforcement activities overseas. Because of these restrictions, Colombian nationals, aka Host Nation Riders, rode aboard U.S. aircraft to coordinate with the Colombian military or law enforcement agencies for endgame operations. This transfer of power ensured Colombia acted as a sovereign nation when shooting down suspect aircraft.


  Price pivoted on his left heel and gestured crisply to Master Sergeant “Skip” Higgins, his trusty Senior Watch Technician. “Call our guys in Bogota; tell them we need two Host Nation Riders ASAP. And check if the A-37s are ready to launch.”


  Higgins nodded and picked up the phone. “Sir, should I call Colonel Vasquez?”


  Price nodded. “I have to see our friends in the next room about an airplane,” he said and walked to the adjoining room.


  Inside the room, airmen were crouched over glowing green radar screens scrutinizing radar data and punching keys on their computers. The idea was simple: if a plane wasn’t on an official flight route, if it hadn’t filed a flight plan, if it was flying too low, if it was flying too slow, then the verdict was guilty: a bad guy.


  Ground and airborne radars vacuumed the skies around the clock and blew raw data through computer servers that filtered out legitimate air tracks to create a visual display of potential bad guys. The bad guys learned to avoid some radar sites and flew past others with impunity, but many also knew the filtering criteria and planned accordingly to avoid detection. The battle seemed hopeless at times. Like many service members, Price considered the war on drugs a noble concept, but many people complained that billions of dollars were being wasted to stop two steps short of accomplishing the objective.


  Despite the war on drugs, cocaine flowed unabated into the U.S., roughly 300 metric tons a year, enough to fit on one ship but account for a measurable sliver of GDP. The drug cartels spent millions of dollars on technology and bribes, and had evolved into an efficient network of interdependent nodes along a supply chain, from the seeds in the fertile mountain soil to the white powder on an addict’s nose. Money was the name of the game, and the counterdrug warriors couldn’t compete with the criminals who were satisfying an insatiable demand they played a role in creating.


  The airmen stood their watch, taking pride in the few times their efforts led to an arrest or the destruction of an aircraft. They were on the front lines, fighting someone they could call an enemy: criminals intent on selling drugs to the citizens of their nation. So they sat, watching their radarscopes, looking for the next bad guy.


  Price leaned over Senior Airman Phil Andrews’ shoulder. “Did you have radar coverage of this guy when he left Colombia?”


  Andrews looked back. “No, sir. He caught us by surprise. The P-3 started tracking him a few minutes ago.”


  “I have a good feeling about this,” Price said and stood tall, “but I need you to find him as soon as possible. Can you do that?”


  Andrews grinned. “I’ll find that son of a bitch! I mean, I’ll try to—”


  “You got it right the first time,” Price said. “Find that son of a bitch.” He slapped Andrews on the shoulder.


  On the operations floor, Master Sergeant Higgins set the phone down. “Sir, the Colombians have two A-37s ready to launch.”


  Price gestured to Devlin. “How does it look?”


  “My guys are fueled and ready to go,” Devlin said and held a small headset to his ear. “The Colombian Host Nation Riders are heading out to our planes now.”


  
    
      Price nodded and picked up the radio. “Viper, Viper, do you still hold the aircraft on radar?” He waved at Colonel Vasquez, the Colombian liaison officer, when he entered.
    

  


  “This is Viper…that’s affirmative,” a voice said on the radio speaker. “Interrogative, status of our diplomatic clearance to enter Colombian airspace?”


  Price swore under his breath and gestured for Higgins to make a phone call. “Viper, be advised, still working the pursuit clearance. Do not, repeat, do not enter Colombian airspace until you receive diplomatic clearance. How copy?”


  “Good copy…Viper standing by.”


  “We need that clearance ASAP,” Price said to Higgins. He gestured for Colonel Vasquez to look at the computer screen.


  “Captain Price,” Devlin said, “we’re ready to go.”


  Price gave Devlin a thumbs-up and focused his attention on Colonel Vasquez. “Sir, the aircraft was heading north and suddenly turned south. We believe he’s returning to the Guajira Peninsula. Two Citations and two A-37s are on deck in Barranquilla. We should launch now.”


  “How’s the weather?” Vasquez asked.


  Price gestured to Atkins, who rushed over with a satellite photo.


  “Looks good on the north coast,” Atkins said and handed the photo to Vasquez. “That small storm is out of range and dissipating. Cloud coverage is minimal—”


  “I think it’s obvious,” Price cut in, “the weather is fine.” He gestured to Vasquez. “Sir, it’s your call.”


  Vasquez analyzed the photo and nodded. “I’ll recommend to my people that we launch.”


  Price resisted a smile and nodded professionally. He handed Vasquez the phone and pressed the auto-dial button for the operations center in Bogota.


  “This is Viper…interrogative, status of our clearance?”


  Price picked up the radio. “Viper, the clearance is still pending. Continue pursuit.”


  Vasquez analyzed the weather photos as Higgins called for an update on the diplomatic clearance. Price and Devlin moved to the computer to calculate when the aircraft would enter Colombian airspace.


  Higgins set the phone down, obviously not pleased. “Sir, they’ll have the diplomatic clearance soon.”


  “Soon?” Price asked and gestured to Vasquez. “Sir, we have to launch now. Is there anything you can do to help?”


  “When did you request the clearance?” Vasquez asked.


  Price exhaled. “We made the request a little late; we didn’t know the aircraft would turn south before dropping the cocaine.”


  Vasquez lifted his hands defensively. “We need approval, which can be difficult to obtain at this hour.”


  Higgins and Devlin looked eager to speak but Price preempted them. “Sir, you have A-37s ready to launch. Isn’t the next logical step to grant diplomatic clearance?”


  “This is Viper…We’re approaching the twelve nautical mile line for Colombian airspace…Status of diplomatic clearance?”


  Price grabbed the radio. “Viper, still working the clearance. Maintain radar contact as long as possible.”


  Price turned to Vasquez. “Sir, could you call someone?” Vasquez nodded. “In the meantime,” he said, “I’m launching the Citations.”


  “Without the A-37s?” Vasquez asked.


  “We have to locate the aircraft,” Price said. “The Colombian controllers can vector in the A-37s after they launch.”


  “You need our permission to launch the Citations,” Devlin said.


  Price stared at him brazenly. “Do you have any objections?”


  Devlin grinned and chuckled. “Hell no.”


  Price groaned and grabbed the radio. “Magic Zero One, Magic Zero Two, be advised: you are cleared to launch.”


  “This is Magic Zero One,” the voice on the radio said. “Copy, cleared to launch at this time.”


  Devlin pumped his fist and returned to his desk. Higgins sat and typed journal entries in the computer logbook.


  “This is Viper…We stopped at the twelve nautical mile line…Will lose aircraft soon unless we get clearance into Colombian airspace…How copy?”


  Price picked up the radio and looked at Vasquez, who could only shrug. “Viper, copy your last. Maintain radar contact as long as possible. Still working clearance.”


  “They’re still trying to locate the Director for approval,” Vasquez said. “But they’re launching the A-37s now.”


  “This is Viper.” The room fell silent. “We lost radar…Awaiting further orders.”


  Price grabbed the radio. “Viper, copy your last. Remain in an orbit pattern.”


  Price turned to Devlin. “Do your guys have radar contact yet?”


  Devlin shook his head. “We needed more time.”


  “Keep them in pursuit,” Price said. “They might find him.”


  “Like finding a needle in a haystack,” Devlin said.


  “Keep looking,” Price said and turned to Vasquez. “We’ll vector our aircraft in the general direction. We still have a chance.”


  Colonel Lance Dupree entered the operations floor. “Have we killed the bastard yet?” Heads popped up. Some airmen stood at attention. “I heard we’ve got a live one.”


  Price didn’t appreciate unannounced visits, especially from Colonel Dupree. “Sir, we detected the aircraft leaving the Guajira Peninsula a few hours ago. The P-3 just lost radar contact because we’re still waiting for the diplomatic clearance.”


  Dupree rubbed his hands and glanced at Vasquez.


  “The aircraft took us by surprise because it turned south before dropping the cocaine.” Price hated making excuses, but the Colombians had no reason to delay the approval.


  “Why didn’t we attack this guy when he was still on the deck?” Dupree asked and pressed his finger against the computer monitor. “Why give him time to launch?”


  “In an ideal world we would,” Price said, “but we can’t launch the A-37s fast enough. The suspect aircraft are usually airborne and feet wet before we detect them on radar.”


  Dupree looked at Vasquez. “Life would be a lot smoother if we destroyed the aircraft with the drugs before they take off.”


  Vasquez shrugged. “We’ve tried—”


  “Captain Price!” Senior Airman Andrews said and rammed open the door, “I got him on radar!” He handed a piece of paper to Price and stood nervously at attention. “Good evening, sir,” he said to Dupree.


  “Let’s hope so,” Dupree replied.


  “Good work,” Price said, with a glance at Dupree.


  The minutes ticked by slowly as the air conditioner hummed, the closest thing to silence on the operations floor.


  “This is Magic Zero One.” The voice on the radio said. “We have the aircraft on radar…The A-37s have been vectored in by the Colombian controllers.”


  Price quieted the cheering airmen and picked up the radio. “Magic Zero One, good copy. Standing by.”


  “This is Magic Zero One…We got word the A-37s have been cleared to fire…I say again, the A-37s are cleared to fire.”


  All eyes fixed on the computer monitor. The snail-paced action was the most exciting video game in town. Price stood aside and waited patiently. He’d done all he could—vector in Colombian fighters for the kill. Unfortunately, the staff weenies would judge his work a success or a failure depending on whether the Colombians destroyed the aircraft, which was beyond his control. A part of him suddenly felt comfortable chasing drug dealers in Panama, but his days were numbered.


  “This is Magic Zero One…The A-37s have fired on the aircraft…A direct hit…The aircraft is dropping in a trail of smoke…I say again, a direct hit…This guy is history!”


  Price smiled as the others cheered and slapped high fives.


  “Good work, Captain Price,” Dupree said and slapped him on the shoulder. “Good work, boys!” he added and pumped his fist. “You did us all proud tonight!”


  


  SEVENTEEN


  

  


  Nicholas paced in Dirk’s office with a satellite phone. The coffee and morning sunlight couldn’t deceive his biochemistry much longer. With no real expectation of success, bordering on delirious masochism, he dialed the number again. The feminine digital voice asked him to leave a message. He recognized he wasn’t thinking rationally when he theorized the computer might respond with a different message if he raised his voice. Finally, he acquiesced that Elliot and Sammy were dead and the shipment was lost, along with the five million dollars.


  Nicholas pounded the table. Perhaps Elliot and Sammy were with Cesar’s men and had turned off their phone to hide from the police. He called Cesar.


  “Cesar,” Nicholas said. Eddy told him to hold. Nicholas resorted to drumming his fingers on the desk. “Have you heard anything about last night?”


  Cesar had heard from his men.


  “What the hell’s going on?”


  He manipulated Cesar’s response to salvage a sliver of hope, but no luck. From what Cesar understood, a Colombian A-37 had shot down the plane.


  “I see,” he said and hung up.


  Dirk entered the office. “Still working, I see”


  Nicholas shrugged and rubbed his coarse stubble.


  Dirk set some folders on his desk and sat in his chair. He cleared his throat and leaned back. “The military confirmed the A-37s destroyed the plane. I doubt the pilots survived.” He didn’t look angry, or pleased. “According to the report, the plane returned to Colombia before making the drop. What the hell happened?”


  Nicholas lifted his hands in defeat. From what he understood, a pilot’s chances of survival were the same whether or not he dropped the drugs. The secret to success was avoiding the Colombian A-37s on the return trip.


  “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I grilled them until they repeated the plan forward and backward.” He stood erect, refusing to let the situation defeat him. “I read every report I could find about drug operations. The plan was perfect.”


  “Except for the pilots you chose,” Dirk said.


  Nicholas’ instinct was to defend himself, but Dirk had a point.


  “They probably freaked out when the Navy P-3 started tracking them,” Dirk said. “We can’t worry about that now. My concern is the military was tipped off.”


  Nicholas couldn’t believe his ears.


  “They had exact details about the shipment,” Dirk said. “When I asked Colonel Dupree about the source, he told me it was Manuel Espinosa.”


  Nicholas groaned and nodded knowingly. “He was in Cesar’s penthouse last night when we finalized the deal.”


  “You met him?” Dirk asked. “Does he know who you are?”


  Nicholas shook his head. “We didn’t use names, but if he’s working for the military, it’s only a matter of time before they figure it we’re working with Cesar.”


  Dirk paused, deep in thought. “Listen,” he said with a coach’s enthusiasm, “run the next shipment, but be more careful. I recommend you feed Manuel some bogus information. We can’t afford another mistake, literally, and we can’t tell Colonel Dupree to stop his operation without exposing ours. The referendum is next week. No money, no military bases.”


  Nicholas nodded. “Did Tyler have any problems like this?”


  Dirk shook his head. “He ran them the same way you did, which suggests Manuel started providing information to the military only recently.” He gestured outside. “I scheduled a tour for you at the operations center at Howard Air Force Base. Learn how they do business so we can avoid this problem the next time.”


  Nicholas nodded, embarrassed. Ten years ago, the operations center would have been his first stop, not a pile of intelligence reports. Too many years at headquarters had bred bad habits. The truth was he’d covered ninety-eight percent of the details; but as K always had told him, the last two percent always bite you in the ass.


  “How did this operation originate?” Nicholas asked.


  Dirk appeared to be collating memories. “After the negotiations failed, we started developing new plans to maintain military bases in Panama post-1999. The problem was we weren’t sure which politicians supported us.” He rolled his eyes. “Everyone was playing the


  ‘I hate gringos more than you do’ game.”


  “That’s when Tyler recruited Minister Hernandez,” Nicholas said.


  Dirk nodded. “We knew he wanted us to stay, and he helped us understand the political calculus.” Chuckling, he added, “The problem was most of the politicians were neither for nor against our staying. They wanted money, something our negotiators refused to offer. Hernandez helped us understand that President Mendoza would approve the deal if we helped him win reelection. After that, K approved it and we developed the operation.”


  “K?” Nicholas said.


  Dirk grimaced as if caught in a lie. “K flew here to ask Tyler to run the operation. He even offered him a promotion back in Washington for him and Helena to settle down for a few years.”


  Nicholas gestured for Dirk to continue.


  “K and I spoke with President Mendoza, and I spoke with Cesar, but Tyler gets a lot of the credit. We practiced good old-fashioned diplomacy: the art of letting others have our way. We made them offers they couldn’t refuse.”


  Nicholas was surprised. Tyler had never mentioned K’s visit or the promotion offer. “Seems like Tyler ran a flawless operation.”


  Dirk’s hesitant nod suggested tepid enthusiasm. “He ran two solid shipments, but he was losing control. He and Helena were having problems. I offered him time off to help her—everyone knew she was using cocaine—but he was obsessed with blaming Cesar for her problems. Her father, Minister Hernandez, was no better. He spoiled her.” He paused and stared out the window. “Tyler let his personal life interfere with his professional life. Anyway,” he turned to Nicholas, “getting back to our original discussion, at the operations center you’ll meet the watch officer who was on duty last night.”


  Nicholas nodded smartly and stood.


  “Any progress with the journalist?” Dirk asked.


  “We’re probably going out this week,” he said.


  Dirk leaned back and folded his arms.


  “I’ll make plans to see her tonight.”


  “Not looking like that,” Dirk said. “Get some sleep.”


  


  EIGHTEEN


  

  


  In his office, Minister Hernandez nestled his nose in Sheena’s cleavage and sniffed. “That perfume is superb,” he said and traced a figure eight with his nose.


  “Minister Hernandez,” Sheena said and leaned back, “thank you for the perfume, but I have an exam tonight. I can’t—”


  A knock on the door interrupted them.


  “Just a minute,” Hernandez called politely. He stood, tugged his lapels, walked to the door, and opened it to find a camouflage-uniformed soldier standing at attention. “Colonel Dupree,” he said. The colonel’s promptness was becoming a nuisance! “Glad you could make it,” he added and gestured to Sheena. “My assistant, Sheena, was just helping me with some administrative matters. We’ll finish our work later,” he said to her, careful not to caress her ass. He hated assuming the puritan ways of the Americans, but they were prone to pass moral judgment.


  Dupree gawked at Sheena’s swaying ass as she strutted out of the room.


  Hernandez cleared this throat and continued. “I wanted to discuss our operation.” The word operation rolled off his tongue effortlessly, just as he’d practiced. He couldn’t believe Dupree had had the audacity to wear a camouflage uniform to his office, but it looked good. He envisioned himself in camouflage—standing tall in combat boots, sleeves rolled up tight around his biceps, his cap brim casting a domineering shadow over his piercing stare. He would command respect, no doubt. A wry grin sprouted from his countenance as he folded his hands and cupped his knee. “Our first operation was a success,” he said.


  “We destroyed the son of a bitch,” Dupree said.


  Dupree apparently didn’t share his enthusiasm. Then again, soldiers were trained to do their jobs well, not to concern themselves with the strategic vision of the civilian leadership.


  “The information Manuel passed was right on,” Dupree continued. “The Colombians were slow to react, but luck was on our side.”


  Hernandez cocked his head, surprised. “Luck?”


  Dupree continued: “The pilot returned to Colombia before dropping the cocaine, so we got the airplane and the drugs.”


  Hernandez shrugged. “Why is that luck?”


  “We have to prevent the drugs from leaving Colombia,” Dupree said, undaunted. “My mission is to interdict Source Zone drugs, which means stopping the cocaine before it departs Colombia.”


  Hernandez nodded and imagined Dupree as his subordinate, briefing him, the covert action mastermind, about the battle results. His heart raced as disturbing questions gnawed at him. How would the CIA contact me again? Would they, or had Tyler’s death ended the relationship? Did Dupree know? Like a good spy, as Tyler had trained him, he would wait patiently, but the thought of his name in a CIA database frightened him. Would some historian disclose his misdeed and humiliate the family name?


  “Once a plane with cocaine departs Colombia,” Dupree said, “it falls under the control of a different unit in Key West. We break the mission down into areas of responsibility.” He apologized for his digression with a swipe of the hand, as if swatting at a fly. “The point is if my unit can’t stop the drugs inside Colombia and the unit in Key West does its job, then Washington might question the need for maintaining military bases in Panama. You see?”


  Hernandez nodded. “We were lucky because you got the plane and the drugs…in the Source Zone?” The Americans had an acronym or code word for everything. That’s why they were so effective on the battlefield: no one knew what they were doing or saying half of the time. Great leaders guide their subordinates with an invisible hand and make them believe they are responsible for the victory. “How can we remedy this situation?”


  “We need better information from Manuel,” Dupree said. “More lead time—where and when the drugs arrive in northern Colombia. We also need the name of the guy Cesar is working with now. Manuel thinks he’s American. In Colombia, Cesar’s men move quickly: twenty, thirty minutes and the planes are loaded, refueled, and gone. They fly the cocaine from southern Colombia to the Guajira Peninsula via Venezuelan airspace. We have to intercept that plane,” he said and planted his index finger on the desk, “not the one carrying the drugs north to the Caribbean drop site.”


  Hernandez didn’t appreciate Dupree’s tone, but he loved American military logic. Soldiers could tell their leaders how to achieve any objective with beautiful simplicity, ignoring all political or economic consequences.


  “Nip it in the bud,” he said with a grin.


  Dupree nodded, stone faced. “Nip it in the Source Zone.”


  One more try. “Or convince President Mendoza to approve the continuation of your military unit in Panama regardless of what happens,” Hernandez said slyly.


  Dupree finally smiled. “I appreciate your support, Minister Hernandez,” he said, “but let’s focus on results.”


  The nerve, Hernandez thought. “Results, of course.”


  


  NINETEEN


  

  


  With the exception of a few shouts at the NCO club, Howard Air Force base was quiet as the sun was setting. During the roughly three-mile drive from the front gate, Nicholas recalled many fond memories, mostly of trips to Central America to fight the communists. This return to the field triggered feelings his desk in Washington had stifled. He realized now just how much he missed those days, and how good he felt to be back.


  Building 705, known as the Pizza Hut building because of the shape of the roof, had earth toned semicircular roof tiles and white plaster walls, the architectural standard for the base. At the front door, Nicholas picked up the phone, dialed the posted number, and waited patiently. Captain Tony Price said he was on his way out. Boot marks about knee high smudged the wall where soldiers leaned back for smoke breaks. A security camera stood 24-hour watch. A sign warned that the use of deadly force was authorized.


  “Welcome,” Price said as he held the door open.


  They shook hands, a firm professional grip. Captain Price looked fit and disciplined in his camouflage uniform.


  “I’m here for the tour,” Nicholas said and followed Price’s lead. Nicholas handed his ID card to Price, resisting the urge to tell him he wasn’t really a computer guy.


  Price opened a three-ring binder and flipped to a fax sent by the embassy security office. He rested his finger on “Nicholas Lowe” and slid it across the social security number to his security clearance, “TS-SCI,” the highest security clearance granted by the U.S. government. Nicholas was cleared for other special access programs, but that fact was classified.


  Price pressed a sequence of buttons on the cipher lock and pushed the door open to the operations floor. It was about the size of a three-car garage, inversely proportional to its impact on the war on drugs. The room was cold enough to protect the computers from the tropical weather and to engender a Protestant work ethic. The raised tile floor hid the tangled web of cables below. Maps of Latin American countries and photographs of airplanes covered the walls. A black-and-white photograph of a destroyed aircraft was taped to one of the computer monitors—Nicholas’ plane, no doubt, along with his five million dollars. Three NCOs stopped typing on their computers and stood at attention.


  “I heard you guys got one last night,” Nicholas said and gestured for them to sit.


  Price nodded as the sergeants returned to their computers. “We got confirmation that a Colombian A-37 shot down the aircraft,” he said.


  “Are shoot downs common?” Nicholas asked.


  Price shrugged. “The Colombians normally strafe the planes after they land, but this time we were tipped off.”


  “Tipped off?” Nicholas asked innocently.


  “We get tippers all the time,” Price said. “I ignore most of them because they rarely amount to anything. Last night, however, we got an exact takeoff time and location. Luckily, we had two Citations in Barranquilla ready to launch.”


  “Luckily?” Nicholas asked.


  “The aircraft returned to Colombia when the P-3 got radar lock, prior to making the drop in the Bahamas,” Price said. “They must have gotten scared. I don’t know. If we hadn’t launched when we did, the aircraft probably would have landed and disappeared in one of the many covert airstrips on the Guajira Peninsula.”


  “Interesting,” Nicholas said, relieved that Elliot and Sammy’s fate had been the edict of misfortune. Luck, however, favored the well prepared. It was time to learn how to avoid a repeat for the next shipment. “Why don’t you tell me about your mission?”


  Price clicked the mouse for a Power Point slide.


  The drug trade began in Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia, where most of the world’s coca leaves grew. From there, the cocaine was transported, mostly to the United States and Europe, in general aviation aircraft, speedboats, commercial ships, or over land. Different federal law enforcement and intelligence agencies disrupted different transportation modes, but one of the most effective ways to attack the problem, in theory, at least, was eradication. Nationalists and farmers protested against the eradication programs as a violation of national sovereignty.


  “You’re responsible for the airspace over Panama and South America?” Nicholas asked. “That’s a large area to cover. What do you consider your strong and weak areas?”


  Price stepped away from the computer. “Based on the location of our air and maritime assets, our strength is the north coast of Colombia. Our friends in Key West, however, are positioned to disrupt drug shipments in different areas.”


  Nicholas nodded, impressed with Price, but he wasn’t pleased to hear his first shipment’s profile had matched the military’s competitive advantage.


  “Our mission often overlaps with Key West’s,” Price continued. “We control the land and they control the water, but airplanes fly over both land and water.”


  Nicholas made a mental note as Price pointed at a map.


  “The coastal waters between Colombia and Panama are difficult to monitor,” Price said with a sweeping motion.


  “Drugs are moving through there?” Nicholas said.


  Price nodded confidently. “The Colombian Navy and the Panamanian National Maritime Service have a limited ability to patrol those waters.” He pointed at Colon, the city at the northern end of the Panama Canal. “Drugs move along the northern coast of Panama and are often shipped out of the Colon Free Zone in containers.”


  “Do many drug shipments depart Panama by air?”


  “That we don’t know,” Price said and shrugged. “If I were a drug dealer, that’s how I’d move the stuff.”


  “I could probably create a database to track shipments and monitor trends,” Nicholas said, deciding to play his role.


  Price nodded knowingly. “We have a dozen databases from a dozen different agencies. If you could make one database that everyone agreed to use, you might be on to something.”


  “I’ll look into it,” Nicholas said and checked his watch. “Captain Price, I’d like to thank you for your time.” He gestured to the others. “Have a good evening, gentlemen, and congratulations on your endgame last night.”


  The sergeants slapped high fives.


  Outside, as the humid air warmed his skin, Nicholas realized what he liked about Price: he was a younger version of himself. K always said all case officers were responsible for recruiting the next generation.


  “Is the Air Force treating you well?”


  “No complaints,” Price said, “but I’m getting out in a few months. I’ve decided to move on to bigger and better things.”


  “Have you got something lined up?” Nicholas asked.


  “Not yet, but I have some time.”


  “Perhaps we can grab a beer some time and discuss work opportunities?”


  Price nodded and extended his hand.


  


  TWENTY


  

  


  Nicholas stood when Lina Castillo approached the poolside table under the stars at the El Panama hotel. She was reasonably late and walked with the beat of the salsa band.


  “I love this place,” she said and kissed his cheek.


  He felt her lips fully, not an air kiss from a professional acquaintance. Her perfume smelled fresh, a hint of alcohol not yet diluted by the natural oils of her skin. Her hair was held up with pins, but she wasn’t wearing the intellectual glasses.


  “Work was crazy,” she continued. “I was rushing to finish my story but the computer crashed. Luckily, I’d saved my work. Too bad you weren’t there to help.”


  Based on his research, mostly from her student visa application, Lina was a walking success story. Born into the lower stratum, she’d excelled in school and graduated from the University of Panama with honors. Her studies included a one-year scholarship program in Washington, D.C., which explained her superb English.


  A local newspaper, El Tiempo, famous for its critical reporting during the Noriega regime, hired her after graduation. She was soon writing headline stories. Unlike most single women in Panama, she could probably support herself. Nicholas laughed to himself when he recalled a recent story about how President Mendoza had proposed decreasing university student funding for women—not for men, mind you—because, he claimed, women attended college to earn an “Mrs.” degree. Political correctness had no friend in Panama.


  Lina’s coffee-colored eyes scanned the menu. Nicholas admired the way her French manicure was polished with delicate precision, the way she sat with the posture of a princess. However, a defensive shield surrounded her.


  “Would you like something to drink?” Nicholas asked as the waiter stood tapping his pen on a pad of paper.


  “Let’s see,” she said, pointing at the wines.


  “A glass of the house cabernet, please,” Nicholas said.


  Lina set her menu down. “I’ll have the same.”


  “Una botella, por favor,” Nicholas added.


  The waiter frowned as if being asked a favor and walked away.


  “The president is moving up in the polls,” Nicholas said.


  “Can you believe it?” Lina said, flustered. “He’s flooding the streets with posters, and the stupid people are changing their vote. Give a taxi driver a T-shirt and he’ll vote for you.”


  “Lot’s of campaigning,” he said, “lots of money, I’m sure.”


  “No kidding,” she said. “I wonder who’s funding him.”


  “No kidding,” he said. “Poster and T-shirt prices are outrageous these days.”


  Lina smiled. “I’m sure he’ll lose,” she said. “I can’t wait to see him out of office. He’s destroying the country.”


  “Destroying the country?” he asked. “Is Panama worse off now than it was when he started four years ago?”


  “He and his little friends are making the rich richer and the poor poorer.”


  Nicholas interpreted “little friends” as old Caucasian men.


  “Did you know annual economic growth has dropped to less than three percent?” she asked. “After the invasion, the rate of growth was closer to eight percent. Things are getting worse.”


  “I heard the growth rate after the 1989 invasion lasted until the economy had returned to its pre-invasion size, the result of filling a void, not of actual growth.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t an important detail.


  “Other countries are growing at eight percent,” she said.


  “You blame the president for that?” he asked.


  She nodded. He was impressed she defended her ideas with numbers, not emotions, although she obviously had strong feelings about this issue.


  The waiter set two glasses down and poured a sample of the wine. Nicholas touched the moist burgundy end of the cork and lifted his glass. He swirled the wine under his nose and whiffed the bouquet. “Politicians are like ancient priests who punished the masses for preordained seasonal changes.” He sipped the wine and nodded for more. “I think economic forces are more powerful than any one man.”


  “That’s because you live in a developed economy,” Lina said matter-of-factly. “Panama has potential,” she added, “but we have to make structural changes.”


  Nicholas gestured in an offhand way. “The president favors democracy and trade. That sounds like positive change to me.”


  “So he says, but he’s only helping himself and his little friends. He doesn’t want to help the poor or fund any social programs.”


  Panama, like many developing countries with “little friends,” was a sinking boat—constantly bailing, never sailing purposefully.


  “What in particular?” he asked.


  “They could spend more on education,” she said.


  “Why do Panamanians vote for these guys?” he asked.


  “Because they’re uneducated,” she said with a raised eyebrow.


  Nicholas raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “You obviously don’t think too highly of your citizens. I thought the ideal was to let the people govern themselves.”


  “Only when they’re ready,” she said.


  Nicholas feigned confusion. “The U.S. was a democracy from the beginning.”


  Lina laughed. “Is that what they taught you? I’m sorry,” she laughed apologetically. “Your country was created by a small group of men with a vision for the future. The president’s plans for change—to include keeping U.S. troops here and liberalizing trade without protecting labor—won’t work.”


  “A few people are making decisions for Panama, and they seem to have a vision for the future,” he said. He was more impressed with Lina Castillo by the minute. “With time Panama will improve. No?”


  Lina shook her head. “Positive social change is the result of action, not of time. This is the problem with Panama. The rich believe the poor suffer from laziness, and the poor vote for the rich person who makes them the most promises.”


  “What hope is there for progress?”


  Lina smiled as if she’d led him into a trap. “The only hope for positive change is an elite class of people with a noble and selfless desire to build a prosperous nation.” She frowned. “Unfortunately, Panama lacks such a class of people.”


  Nicholas had studied Realpolitik, where the world was a violent sphere of nation states competing for power in a zero-sum game. Leaders manipulated populations to protect national security. Racial and ethnic groups with archetypal thought and behavior patterns competed for world supremacy. Lina, however, was telling him that flourishing societies were the result of selfless people with noble ambitions!


  “A toast,” Nicholas said and raised his glass, “to noble ambitions.”


  


  TWENTY-ONE


  

  


  Nicholas down shifted the car and turned left as Lina gestured to a narrow street. The headlights showed the way as they entered a less affluent part of town.


  “I was thinking about our discussion the other night,” Lina said. “I heard Tyler was found killed in his car at Veracruz Beach. What I don’t understand is why he was there, because when he stopped by to see me earlier the same day—”


  “Tyler stopped by to see you?” Nicholas interrupted.


  “Yes,” she said, apparently surprised he was surprised, “to tell me he’d received a promotion and would be moving back to Washington.”


  “If you don’t mind my asking,” he said with a vague gesture, “were you and Tyler, you know, seeing each other again after Helena died?”


  Lina shook her head and looked down. “He was depressed after her death and needed someone to talk to.”


  Nicholas slowed to look both ways and glided through a red light. On the side of the road, a group of men stood around a roaring fire in a barrel.


  “Hey, what have you been writing these days? I’ve been reading your paper, but I haven’t seen your name on many stories.”


  Lina shrugged and looked ahead. “Different things.”


  “Like what?”


  Lina turned to him. “Mostly politics.”


  “Just curious, but did you write the editorial about the president’s campaign finances?”


  He knew the question would raise her antennas, but her reaction would probably be more valuable than her answer.


  Lina tilted her head and scrutinized him.


  “That was you through and through. Very impressive. No need to be modest.”


  Lina smiled cautiously and nodded.


  “That was a great piece, because if what you say is true—”


  “Of course it’s true,” she said. “Do you think I would write lies?”


  “No. I was only suggesting that you must have proof or something.”


  Lina gestured to a small apartment complex. Nicholas entered the parking lot and found an open space. Lina opened the door and then turned to him.


  “Of course I have proof, but Panama doesn’t enjoy freedom of the press in the way you are used to. I could lose my job or even go to jail if I’m not careful.”


  

  


  Lina set her keys on a table next to a copy of El Tiempo. The living room was sparsely furnished but it had a woman’s touch: a floral arrangement on the coffee table, plants hanging from the ceiling, and the smell of fragrant incense. However, the white cement walls needed painting and the kitchen counter was delaminated at the corners. Someone like Lina deserved much better.


  “Wait here,” she said. “I have to use the bathroom. You’re welcome to anything in the fridge,” she added.


  When the bathroom door locked, Nicholas glided into the bedroom. He fingered through the papers on the dresser, mostly press releases and news articles printed from the Internet. Years ago, stealing documents had been a form of meditation; now his heart raced as he scanned each page hoping to find the proof.


  The toilet flushed. He hurried out and stood by the fridge and waited for her.


  “Did you find anything?” she asked.


  “I’m fine, thanks,” he said, his heart still racing.


  She walked over and touched his arm. “Is something wrong?”


  “Of course not,” he said and smiled as they stared into each other’s eyes. “I hear there’s a classical music concert in a few days,” he said.


  “It’s a date,” she said and touched his hand.


  Nicholas gave her a polite kiss on the lips and gestured to the door. “I guess I’ll—”


  Lina pulled him closer and kissed him on the lips, then whispered in his ear. “Stay with me tonight.”


  


  TWENTY-TWO


  

  


  Minister of Foreign Affairs Victor Hernandez accepted a scotch on the rocks from the bartender and walked to the patio to escape the crowd. Outside, the breeze was cool. The view of the city was fabulous.


  Despite the progress he’d made with the referendum and attacking Cesar Gomez, the pain in his heart remained. He could trace it back to that fateful event. He’d planned a family vacation to a beach resort, hoping to recharge his batteries before the campaign season. As a pleasant surprise, they’d met Dylan Dirk and his wife Ellen at the swimming pool. The trip was superb, until Dirk mentioned in private that he had reason to believe Helena was using cocaine and that Cesar Gomez was probably her supplier. Unfortunately, Dirk had been right. Hernandez found a stainless steel case filled with cocaine in Helena’s purse. She threw a tantrum when he confronted her, saying he didn’t respect her privacy, insisting she was only experimenting, but she agreed to flush the cocaine and quit.


  Like most fathers, he believed her, needed to believe her during the following hectic months. The party’s potential loss of the presidency and the imminent departure of the U.S. military were threatening Panama’s future. Only two things could save Panama: finding a candidate to win the next election and an agreement to maintain a U.S. military presence post-1999. No one seemed capable of helping the party accomplish those objectives, except the Americans. In hindsight, the sequence of events seemed orchestrated by the Americans, but Hernandez believed they offered the only hope. When a young diplomat named Tyler Broadman asked him to provide classified information to the U.S. government, he agreed.


  The word treason didn’t enter his vocabulary until weeks later, but he eventually realized he was an agent for the U.S. government—a spy, on the payroll of Uncle Sam. This awareness coincided with the second time he found Helena with cocaine. His unthinking reaction was to yell at her and cut off her allowance until she agreed to seek help. His wife, always the more insightful one, thought of a better solution and played Cupid. After a classical music concert, she introduced Tyler and Helena and practically planned their first date. She had no idea Tyler was a spy—to this day—but considered him a gentleman, which was what Helena needed.


  The plan worked, at least initially. They fell in love. Hernandez had never seen Helena so happy, which was why her rape and overdose came as such a shock. He and Tyler were having a discussion in the house when the news arrived. He blamed Cesar but eyewitnesses testified he had refused to give her cocaine and even killed the man who’d raped her. Helena had a miscarriage, Tyler’s child. The doctor said she probably would have died if Cesar hadn’t helped her. Nonetheless, Cesar was to blame for her addiction. Hernandez realized then that destroying him was more important than all his other plans.


  For all he could tell, things improved. Helena stopped using cocaine, or found cleverer ways to hide her addiction, and Tyler asked for her hand in marriage. Their formal announcement was one of the happiest days of his life. Helena was his little girl again; the sight of her laughing and crying with joy at the engagement party was forever painted in his memory. Improving matters more, the Americans told him about a plan to arrest Cesar. He’d thought of ways to eliminate Cesar, but the American plan offered a better chance of success. He placed his trust in them. However, everything changed with the death of Tyler and the Americans’ decision to cancel the operation to arrest Cesar.


  “Welcome, Mr. President,” someone said in the club.


  Hernandez looked inside as a bevy of loyal supporters greeted President Mendoza. Hernandez finished his drink and waited outside, needing more time alone.


  He had no regrets about his plans for Panama; the means he’d employed, however, were biting his conscience. By accepting the post of minister, he’d sworn an oath to protect the people of Panama. No one had given him permission to pass secrets to the CIA.


  Tyler had been clear: he wanted nonpublic information about the Panamanian political calculus. Who supported maintaining a U.S. military presence in Panama post-1999? Who was opposed? Who was willing to change the 1977 treaties? With the departure of President Mendoza, the party was battling within to find a candidate before the next election. The opposition wasn’t open to renegotiating the 1977 treaties. Hernandez had considered the situation hopeless, but Tyler showed his brilliance by recommending that the president change the constitution to run for a second term in office. The president would sign any deal in exchange for reelection. The referendum would unify the party and guarantee victory in the election.


  Mr. Dirk and his boss, a most distinguished gentleman named K, arranged for a meeting to discuss the idea. Hernandez attended the meeting with President Mendoza and acted surprised by the proposal, to keep his relationship with the CIA a secret. Mendoza, a true leader of men, analyzed the idea from many angles before agreeing to the terms. He used prudent skepticism to weigh the proposal against Panama’s long-term security objectives. However, the possibility of reelection undoubtedly weighed on his decision. The plan was good for Panama, but Hernandez felt like a traitor the day he manipulated the president’s decision. After that, his meetings with Tyler were less frequent. For the first time, he felt used; but the guilt subsided when the plan went into effect with immediate results. The inflow of money initiated an advertising campaign that pushed the polls above fifty percent. Now only time would tell.


  “Why aren’t you enjoying the party?”


  Hernandez turned to see President Mendoza. “Hello, Mr. President.” He looked up at the stars. “Just getting a breath of fresh air.”


  Mendoza stood next to him and set his drink on the ledge. “We’re making good progress in the polls,” he said and inspected a cigar.


  “Allow me, Mr. President,” Hernandez said and lit the cigar. The dancing flame forged a bond between them that double-breasted suits never could.


  Mendoza puffed a rapid succession of gray smoke clouds. “Thanks,” he said and inhaled deeply. “I spoke with Mr. Dirk earlier. He said the next payment would be delayed a few days. Not sure what happened.”


  “Should I call to see what the problem is?” Hernandez asked. As the architect of this plan, he would assume full responsibility.


  Mendoza shook his head and inspected the glowing coal. “We have enough funds for a few days.” He offered a cheerful wink. “This advertising campaign for reelection was brilliant.”


  Hernandez stood tall. “Panama will be fortunate to have you in office for five more years, Mr. President.”


  Mendoza rested his hand on Hernandez’s shoulder. “You’ve always been a great source of wisdom for me. I look forward to serving with you again. Would you do me the honor of being my Minister of Foreign Affairs?”


  Hernandez nodded. “It would be my honor, Mr. President.”


  Mendoza gestured inside. “The Minister of Government and Justice briefed me earlier. We’re closer to a final agreement regarding how to change the 1977 treaties. Convincing the others to approve it will be an uphill battle, but we’re on the right track.”


  “I’m right behind you,” Hernandez said.


  

  


  Typically, the club would be empty this early in the week, but the president had taken advantage of a lull in his schedule to hold a fundraiser. This type of event usually attracted established families with disposable income and a charitable bent. Now, mostly because of upward mobility, the club was flooded with nouveau riche who loved to network.


  Speak of the devil, Hernandez thought as First Vice President Antonio Romero entered with three cronies. Romero was a commoner par excellence who had received instant social status from the election. Hernandez gestured to the bartender for another drink.


  “Mr. President, Minister Hernandez,” Romero said jovially, obviously drunk, “what a turnout!” He gestured to his three cronies. “I think I’ve convinced a few old friends to make a nice contribution.”


  “Excellent,” Mendoza said. “We need all the help we can get.”


  Hernandez focused on the men and recognized them as lacking wealth and political clout. In fact, one was Romero’s ally from his leftist activist days in college.


  “How much have they pledged?” Hernandez asked.


  “That depends on how well we treat them,” Romero said as if nudging fraternity brothers. “That’s what I wanted to talk about. With all this money flowing in, I thought maybe I could take a small advance. The more I wine and dine them, the more they’ll give.”


  Hernandez cleared his throat. “Funds are limited for the moment.” He waited for Mendoza’s nod. Romero obviously wanted some party cash to burn on his friends. “I’m sure their donation will more than cover your expenses. In fact, just keep what they give you.”


  Romero gritted his teeth. “You know I can’t afford to entertain people. My salary is all I have, unlike you two.”


  “We were expecting a large sum of money yesterday,” Hernandez said, “but for right now we’re strapped. You understand.”


  The bulging vein on Romero’s temples indicated he was about to make a scene. President Mendoza cleared his throat and gestured to Hernandez. He took a deep breath, removed the wallet from his coat pocket, and handed a small stack of hundred dollar bills to Romero.


  Romero, surprised, slid the money into his coat pocket and nodded respectfully before returning to his friends.


  President Mendoza leaned closer to Hernandez. “I know you don’t like him—no one does—but he’s got us by the balls. If his party doesn’t support us, we’ll never win reelection. Just keep him happy.”


  “Of course, Mr. President,” Hernandez said. He agreed that avoiding conflict was prudent, but to what extent would the party dilute the leadership with people like Romero? They were sadly approaching a day when they would choose candidates and a platform that reflected not the party’s traditional values, but the whims of the masses.


  Hernandez sat at the bar. Sheena, sitting on the opposite side, gazed at him seductively. She ate a maraschino cherry and tossed the stem behind her like a piece of discarded lingerie.


  


  TWENTY-THREE


  

  


  Minister Hernandez eased the front door shut. The lights were out. He breathed a sigh of relief, set the keys on the table, and walked to the kitchen to pour a drink.


  “How was the party?” his wife, Ivonne, asked from the living room.


  Hernandez’s eyes bulged as he turned. She was sitting on the couch in a bathrobe looking at a photograph by candlelight.


  “I thought you were sleeping.” He finished his drink and approached her cautiously.


  She set the photo aside and stood to hug him, and then immediately backed off. “I was right. The perfume you bought was for her,” she said coldly and walked away.


  He smelled his suit coat and followed her to the kitchen. “Honey, I was at a fundraiser tonight greeting many people.”


  She turned on the light and looked at him. “Do the people you greet normally leave lipstick on your neck?”


  He touched his neck and looked at the oily red smudge on his fingers. “I can explain—”


  “You don’t have to explain,” she said, rubbing her temples. “I know about Sheena. Everyone does. You’d make a terrible spy.” She almost smiled but instead shook her head sadly. “Just the other day, my friends asked me about the perfume you bought for me, the bottle they saw you buy at the department store.”


  He reached for her, but she stepped away.


  “I bought a bottle for myself so no one would gossip,” she continued and looked at him. “I come from a respectable family, but you seem intent on making a fool of me.”


  “Honey, I never meant…I swear, I’ll never—”


  “Save your promises,” she said and tugged his lapels. “Sheena’s a beautiful woman. You would be crazy not to want her.”


  He was unsure how to respond. Was she giving him approval? Was she setting a trap? “I’ve acted like a child, a total—”


  “No,” she said and forced a smiled. “You’ve been acting like a healthy man. I’m happy to see you looking so virile.” She looked away and took a deep breath. “I only wish I still aroused those passions in you.” Her facelift was obvious, but she was still gorgeous.


  He rested his hands on her shoulders. “You’re the only woman I love,” he said and wiped her tears. “The only one.”


  “Am I not beautiful anymore?”


  He melted when he gazed into the eyes he’d fallen in love with so many years ago. “My God, you’re more beautiful than ever.” He kissed her gently on the lips. “I’ve been a disgraceful fool. You deserve better.”


  She smiled and kissed him back. “Perhaps you can act like a disgraceful fool with me sometime. You don’t know how jealous I’ve been. I want us to be happy again.”


  They embraced. Hernandez thanked God for his blessings. “What do you say we take a romantic vacation after the referendum? Just the two of us—”


  A pain shot through his heart. Without Helena, life would never be the same. Her death couldn’t have been more tragic.


  Hernandez had rushed to the emergency room when he heard the news about Helena falling from Cesar Gomez’s penthouse. He couldn’t describe the pain he felt when he saw her lifeless body on the operating table—the white robe soaked with blood, her limbs broken from the fall. She’d died instantly, but the doctor found scratches on her neck where her necklace had been, the pearl necklace Tyler had given her. Everyone assumed Cesar had done it, but the scratches were only minutes old. Eyewitnesses saw Cesar in a bar two hours before she fell.


  To his shock, the police ruled her death a suicide. With no additional evidence, he couldn’t prove otherwise, but he convinced them to declare her death an accident. She couldn’t have killed herself, he knew it, and he wouldn’t let the Catholic Church condemn her soul. Her funeral made matters worse. Nosy journalists probed for details and wrote stories full of lies. They had no respect for their privacy. Hundreds of people who probably never knew her laid flowers—violets, her favorite—at the site of her death.


  “I can’t believe she’s gone,” Hernandez said as they embraced. He allowed the pain to permeate his body. “We should have done more to help her.”


  Ivonne leaned back, surprised. “Helena couldn’t have asked for a more loving father. You did everything you could. She adored you.”


  Hernandez felt tears welling. “I know, but sometimes I feel like—”


  “Like what?” she asked, concerned.


  “Like we should have been stricter with her.”


  “Honey, you can’t feel guilty. Helena was an independent woman. That’s what made her beautiful.” Her smile reversed. “The cocaine, that’s what got her into trouble. If all the love we gave her didn’t save her, nothing would.” She dried his tears. “Just make sure you put that monster Cesar Gomez behind bars.”


  He nodded. They embraced. “I love you so much.”


  “I love you, too,” she said.


  “Starting today,” he said and wrapped his arm around her as they walked to the bedroom, “we’re going to turn this marriage around.” They stopped at the door. “Mrs. Hernandez, would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow evening?”


  Ivonne sighed. “Mr. Hernandez, I’d be honored.” She kissed her index finger and touched his lips. “Wait here,” she said and arched her eyebrows suggestively. “I have a surprise.”


  Hernandez felt the spark that had been missing for years. He was wasting his time with Sheena and the other mistresses. The woman he really loved all along was standing before him. Despite the pains of life, their love was the bond that held him together and gave him the strength to live.


  Ivonne returned with a pillow and a blanket. “Enjoy the couch,” she said.


  He flinched when she slammed the door in his face.


  


  TWENTY-FOUR


  

  


  A Panamanian National Police officer wearing a shabby khaki uniform waved Nicholas past the front gate of Fort Amador. The former U.S. military base had been a jewel of the former Canal Zone: plush base housing, a nine-hole golf course, an officer’s club, and a yacht club overlooking the southern entrance to the Canal. Now, however, preventive maintenance didn’t reign supreme. The buildings needed painting, the grass was uncut, and tree branches littered both sides of the roads.


  As Nicholas waited for an oncoming car to pass through the single lane gravel road detour, he noticed the row of abandoned white cement barracks wounded with bullet holes from the U.S. invasion in 1989. AC-130 gunships had blasted the buildings before U.S. tanks forced out the Panamanian Defense Forces.


  Farther down the road lay the tomb of Omar Torrijos, the dictator who participated in the coup d’état on October 11, 1968, then a lieutenant colonel. As Panama’s beloved “benevolent dictator,” he initiated massive public works projects with loans that made Panama per capita the most heavily indebted country in the world. Torrijos also invited a flood of illicit activities—drug trafficking, money laundering, weapons smuggling, whatever the mind could imagine, activities that fathered Panama’s persistent notoriety.


  Torrijos’ greatest achievement was snatching the Panama Canal from Jimmy Carter in 1977. The conservatives were still bemoaning this act of treason when Nicholas joined the agency. Some reputable thinkers had decreed the 1977 treaties unconstitutional, but Carter won the day. The two treaties—one for operating the Canal, the other for the defense and neutrality of the Canal—made Torrijos a national hero. The prospect of controlling the Canal lifted the spirits of many Panamanians, but the reality of low profitability and high maintenance costs would quickly shatter their hopes for a free lunch.


  Torrijos died in a plane crash. Rumors surfaced that the CIA was responsible, but the rumors were discordant with the fact that Torrijos for the most part had been a cooperative puppet, to include allowing the United States to use Panama as a staging base for the covert wars in Central America. Nicholas never met Torrijos, but he met his successor, Manuel Noriega, who was Torrijos’ director of intelligence, responsible for the dirty work, like killing those who were fighting to reestablish democracy. Noriega was on the CIA’s payroll, as well as those of many other intelligence agencies.


  Nicholas remembered the meeting with Noriega well. K and Tyler were there. They’d met farther down the road past the causeway at Noriega’s home on Flamingo Island, an old World War II artillery site. K had assigned Nicholas and Tyler to transport weapons and supplies to the anticommunist guerrillas. Nicholas admired the way K arranged the deal and manipulated Noriega—Pineapple Face, as he was called, because of his acne scars. K was at master at making people understand that they worked for him. Noriega was no exception. He looked powerless in his khaki uniform, even behind his pugnacious frown, as he grunted obscenities and downed glass after glass of scotch.


  The mission was a success—the U.S. eliminated the Soviet influence in Central America—and Tyler took the lead after K reassigned Nicholas to El Salvador. Nicholas never saw Noriega again, but he remembered him as a vile yet romantic creature. Despite his cruelty and failures as a leader, Noriega understood that Panama was an exploitative society where the fair-skinned oligarchs would never allow the dark-skinned masses to participate in the power structure, except at the barrel of a gun.


  A dust cloud from an oncoming car forced Nicholas to roll up his window, a fitting metaphor for the dust that had settled long ago on Panama’s stage. Even though the play had ended years before, a few actors remained, performing a sequence of disjointed scenes in pursuit of a satisfying conclusion. Nicholas’ cue began after he passed through the bumpy detour, parked at the Balboa Yacht Club, and descended the stairs to the pier.


  “Cesar sent me,” a swarthy man said from his taxi boat.


  Nicholas nodded and hopped in. Waves from a passing cruise ship gently rocked the boat as the driver throttled the engine. Nicholas donned his sunglasses and waved at the tourists on the cruise ship. The boat driver ignored them and spat in the water. The single engine revved as the boat bounced over the waves toward the sailboat anchored about one hundred yards from shore. At the destination, Nicholas stood and handed the driver five dollars.


  “Greetings,” Cesar Gomez said and stroked his mustache. “How nice of you to stop by.” He snapped his fingers. Eddy helped Nicholas into the yacht. “Welcome aboard,” he added. They shook hands. “You remember my associate.”


  “Of course,” Nicholas said to Manuel.


  The group looked unusually sporty in their sunglasses and tropical shirts, even Eddy. Manuel said hello, lit a cigarette, and dropped the pack into his shirt pocket.


  The yacht was exquisite. The varnished wooden deck led to a pilothouse filled with advanced communications and GPS equipment. The cabin below probably slept twelve comfortably. Nicholas looked up at the sun and felt the penetrating rays on his face. Drug trafficking aside, this wasn’t a bad way to live.


  “Eddy, a cold beer for our guest,” Cesar said and looked at the empty bottles on the table. “Grab a few more while you’re at it,” he added in a professional tone.


  The sound of women laughing escaped when Eddy opened the door to the cabin below.


  “You mentioned having another shipment ready by Wednesday,” Nicholas said, getting down to business.


  Cesar nodded with a smirk. “I heard your last shipment had a few problems.”


  “Minor complications,” Nicholas said.


  Cesar assumed a serious demeanor. “What did you have in mind?”


  “Why don’t we try the same thing?” Nicholas asked. “Same time, same place.” He glanced at the cruise ship entering the Canal as his deception plan took shape. “The Colombians won’t get lucky twice in the same week,” he added.


  Eddy returned with four bottles of beer. Cesar grabbed one and raised it for a silent toast. Nicholas and Manuel returned the gesture. Eddy tapped his foot nervously. Cesar groaned and gave Eddy a beer. “Leave us alone, Eddy.”


  The cold beer hit the spot, but Nicholas’ thoughts changed to more important matters when Adriana and Maria ascended the stairs dressed in delectable bikinis.


  “Not now,” Cesar said. “We’re discussing important business.”


  Adriana and Maria glowered and turned.


  “Come on,” Manuel prompted, “let them stay.”


  The women stopped and looked back with hopeful expressions.


  “I’m tired of looking at your pretty face,” Manuel added with a smirk.


  The women sobered when Cesar snapped his fingers. “You’ll look at my pretty face when we discuss business,” he told Manuel. “Understood?” He snapped again and gestured for the women to go below.


  Deciding it wasn’t politic to come between a man and his women, Nicholas got back to business. “Shall we say same size shipment and same price?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Cesar said in a tone indicating the details were clear. “Why did you choose this line of work?”


  Nicholas set his beer down. Assuming “work” meant cocaine trafficking, not spying, he concluded that Cesar hadn’t disclosed his name to Manuel. The good news was he’d successfully planted the misinformation with Manuel; the shipment would not depart at the same time and place. “Easy money, I suppose,” he said and looked at Manuel, who was chuckling. “Perhaps I missed the humor.”


  “I’m sorry,” Manuel said, now laughing. “That was Cesar’s way of saying he wants to tell you his theory of drugs.”


  “I look forward to being entertained,” Nicholas said.


  “My apologies,” Manuel said to Cesar. “Go ahead, tell him.”


  Cesar looked at Nicholas calmly. “My theory stems from the premise that a genetic mutation long ago severed our link with the subconscious and created certain tribes who enslaved other tribes through violence and oppression.”


  Nicholas leaned back and prepared for the worst.


  “The problem was the people who maintained the link were unwilling to submit to the authority of the violent tribes,” Cesar said. “They were bad citizens.”


  “I thought you said the link was severed,” Nicholas said.


  Cesar shifted in his chair. “The genetic mutation affected some tribes more than others. Some people maintained the link, mostly through the use of meditation, chanting, or mind-altering substances.”


  Nicholas sipped his beer and gestured for Cesar to continue.


  “The diseased and corrupted tribes who raped and pillaged to build empires prohibited any drugs that allowed the masses to fuse the link with the subconscious. They also discovered that other drugs were conducive to good citizenship, such as alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, and sugar. These drugs turned the masses into docile, slavish citizens.”


  “I would argue that governments should promote a strong work ethic among the citizenry,” Nicholas said. “Lazy nations tend to die out or become enslaved.”


  “As a means of national survival,” Cesar said, ignoring Nicholas, “the program was effective, despite the negative effects on the human psyche. Once nations matured, however, the leaders decided to profit by selling the bad drugs to the lowest stratum. They made fortunes and created a dependent class of drug addicts.”


  “Why do you sell drugs if they’re harmful?” Nicholas asked.


  Cesar chuckled. “I’m beating the corrupt bastards at their own game,” he said. “A nation addicted to bad drugs can’t survive. With a bunch of drug addicts, the rich bastards won’t have anyone to work in their factories. Their fortunes will shrivel, civilization will crumble, and people will return to their natural state.” He smiled and sipped his drink. “By destroying civilization, I’m saving humanity.”


  Nicholas nodded as if intrigued. “Out of curiosity, how many innocent people are you willing to sacrifice for your cause?”


  Cesar’s eyes narrowed. He lifted a finger to speak but Maria poked her head out.


  “Can we come out now?” she asked sternly.


  Cesar groaned. “Fine, but stay up front. I don’t want to smell any of that coconut shit.”


  “I like the coconut shit,” Manuel said and winked at Nicholas.


  Cesar looked at Nicholas.


  “I don’t mind coconuts,” Nicholas said, without a wink.


  Cesar threw up his hands in defeat. “Fine, take a seat, ladies.”


  Adriana and Maria, topless, strutted up the stairs and posed beside two lounge chairs. Their hands caressed their firm bodies with suntan oil until their bronzed skin glistened with the smell of coconut. Pierced bellybuttons adorned their taut abs. Maria’s ribs protruded ever so slightly as she inhaled and pulled her silky black hair back in a ponytail. Adriana ran her fingers along the inside of her leopard skin g-string and snapped it into place, tight up into her ass and riding the curve of her hips. As if orchestrating their moves, they slid on sunglasses and sat. Adriana arched her back and shifted her buns to get comfortable. Maria looked up at the sun, adjusted her angle, picked up a copy of Cosmopolitan, and flipped through the pages. In unison, they grabbed their tropical drinks in perspiring glasses, wrapped their lips around the straws, and sucked. The men sat silently and sipped their beers.


  “My feet are sore,” Adriana pouted and wiggled her toes.


  “What do you want me to do about it?” Cesar asked.


  “You could rub her feet, asshole,” Maria retorted. She sipped her drink and returned to her magazine.


  “Watch how you speak to me!” Cesar yelled.


  They flipped him off in unison.


  “You know I love you,” he said nervously. “You’re the loves of my life!”


  “You aren’t going to rub my feet?” Adriana asked.


  Cesar shook his head.


  “I’m sure Nicholas wouldn’t mind,” Adriana added. She lowered her sunglasses with an inviting smile.


  Hello, Nicholas thought and looked at Cesar with indifference.


  Cesar frowned and gestured to Manuel. “What do I care? We have business to discuss, away from that damned coconut smell!”


  Nicholas waited for Cesar and Manuel to move to the front of the boat before sliding his chair closer to Adriana. She cast another inviting smile as he approached. He didn’t want to appear excited or prudish, rather as someone who treated rubbing the feet of beautiful women as a fine art.


  “Finally, a real man,” Maria said and hid behind her magazine.


  Nicholas rubbed oil on his hands and worked his fingers firmly along Adriana’s feet, rubbing out knots as beads of sweat dripped down her thighs. She closed her eyes and moaned with clenched fists. Maria lowered her magazine to watch. He rubbed harder with long, firm, smooth strokes. Adriana flinched with pain.


  “Behave, Nicholas,” Maria said lasciviously.


  Cesar glanced back, once, twice, and finally the stare that said Nicholas had crossed the line.


  


  TWENTY-FIVE


  

  


  Nicholas arrived at Paitilla Airport. The afternoon tropical heat and humidity had blended for a steam room effect. Exhaust sputtering from bumper-to-bumper traffic permeated the air and fed the smog obscuring the skyline.


  Nicholas entered the terminal. A young woman with chocolate skin and cherry red lipstick looked up. Her highlighted hair was combed strait and her baby blue uniform was ragged but her eyes attempted to seduce him with the allure of a Hawaiian Tropic model. He asked her about a pilot named Alfredo, a name he’d obtained from a reliable insider. She gestured outside to a hangar. He grabbed two ice cold beers from the cooler and left a five dollar bill.


  Outside, passengers boarded a small plane as sweating men tossed luggage into the storage bins. A plane sped down the runway. Heat expelled from the baked concrete and simmered the turbid air. Nicholas stopped at the hanger where a man was working on an aircraft engine. A wrench slipped loose and clanked the side of the plane.


  “Carajo!”


  “Sounds like you could use a beer,” Nicholas said.


  Alfredo slid from under the engine and wiped his brow with a rag. “Thanks,” he said and took a swig. “Alfredo,” he added and looked at his grimy hands. His cropped hair, manicured hands, and gold crucifix didn’t suggest working class.


  Nicholas admired the twin-engine aircraft. He’d consulted experts from the DEA and U.S. Customs Service to plan this mission. He’d considered the obvious aircraft variables—speed, range, reliability, and so on—but he’d also asked for a pilot with the best reputation.


  “That’s a beautiful plane,” Nicholas said.


  Alfredo slapped the wing. “She’s a beauty.”


  Nicholas gestured to the hangar. “Perhaps we could talk inside?”


  Alfredo wiped his hands on the rag and led the way.


  Tools and aircraft parts cluttered the hangar. Alfredo’s cordoned-off spot was modestly organized. An expired calendar hung on the wall, and the digital clock was a few hours behind. Perhaps the g-string-clad Brazilian twins showering under a jungle waterfall from June


  1994 had altered his sense of time. Alfredo shoved some papers and folders aside and gestured for Nicholas to sit.


  “Do you know anyone with a speedboat on the north coast?” Nicholas asked.


  Alfredo nodded. “I have a friend in Puerto Obaldia. What size boat?”


  “About thirty-five feet, capable of twenty-five knots and holding at least a ton of goods,” Nicholas said, defining the ideal speedboat for the Caribbean.


  Alfredo arched his eyebrows knowingly.


  “When can we leave?” Nicholas asked.


  “Ready when you are, jefe,” he said and stood.


  “I’ll also need you to fly some goods for me tomorrow evening,” Nicholas added.


  Alfredo sat and cleared his throat. “Goods?”


  Nicholas removed a stack of crisp hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and set it on the desk. “That’s five thousand dollars for the flight today. You’ll get fifty thousand tomorrow and fifty thousand more upon delivery.”


  Alfredo fingered the cash and nodded. He didn’t ask what he would be delivering, in the event Nicholas was wearing a wire. His silence was concurrence.


  Alfredo tightened the last bolts and they climbed into the cockpit. Nicholas watched everything Alfredo did to get the plane airborne—knobs, rudders, switches, throttle, etc., recalling his own flying experience.


  The flight was smooth and comfortable. At 7,000 feet, Nicholas could see the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. Grasping the width of Panama in his field of vision helped him appreciate the creation of the Panama Canal. Below was the land the Spanish had traversed during their conquest of the New World. Before genius and technology made the Canal a reality, the Spanish had built a mule trail, El Camino Real, to cross the isthmus between old Panama City and Portobelo. Geography was Panama’s destiny.


  Alfredo gave Nicholas the controls. His flight lessons during college were a distant memory, but it was like riding a bike. A feeling of freedom accompanied flying. He tested the stick and rudder to assimilate the plane and soon felt the thrill of the open air. From this perch, the green solitude below looked majestic, a lost world untouched by the forces of history. The mountainous terrain extended to the eastern horizon. Roads and villages spotted the landscape, but there were few signs of human existence. Soon they were over Darien, the forgotten region of Panama, and closing in on San Blas. Alfredo pointed to a coastal village and took the controls. Nicholas prepared for a bumpy landing, but Alfredo managed only minor jerks and pulls as the plane slowed and taxied.


  Nicholas hopped out of the plane and fanned the dust from his face. Puerto Obaldia wasn’t civilization, more like something from a pirate movie, or one of the many villages he’d visited during the eighties throughout Central America. He half expected to see frantic chickens running loose or burly Spanish conquistadors drinking rum and fighting for the right to sail the next gold-laden ship home.


  Reality was less dramatic, however. Swarthy men, the kind who could make a living only in a place like this, did inhabit the place, but no gold bullion or Spanish galleons. He cleaned his sunglasses and surveyed the area.


  Alfredo led Nicholas to an open air cantina near the beach, where they ordered two beers. Nicholas handed the bartender a twenty-dollar bill. The bartender smiled and grabbed two dripping bottles of beer from an ice filled cooler and whacked a fly with a towel. His Jamaican laugh bellowed. Nicholas turned when he felt the weight of many eyes. Caught staring, the stolid customers looked away and returned to their drinks.


  “Is your friend here?” Nicholas asked.


  Alfredo gestured to the beach. “He’s sitting over there.”


  Alfredo swigged his beer and strolled to the dock. The bartender grabbed some crumpled bills from a cigar box and set them on the bar. Nicholas grabbed the change and left a generous tip. The bartender laughed again and pocketed the money.


  Alfredo whistled and waved him over. Nicholas gave the bartender five dollars for three more beers and walked to the dock.


  I’ll be damned, Nicholas thought when he saw Charlie. His old friend was sitting under a palm tree near the pristine white sand and turquoise water. He wore a pair of knee-length denim cutoffs, no shirt, no shoes. His black hair was wavy, his teeth white as polished ivory, his body toned. Charlie hadn’t changed in ten years.


  “Charlie!” Nicholas said and waved.


  Charlie shielded his eyes from the sun and rushed over when he recognized him. “Mr. Nicholas, yesiree!” he said and embraced him. “Long time no see!”


  “Too long,” Nicholas said. “I hear you have a boat.”


  Charlie nodded and pointed to a swank speedboat moored to the dock.


  “How would you like to work for me again?” he asked and clapped him on the shoulder.


  “Charlie always ready to work for old friend.”


  Nicholas paused and shook his head in disbelief. Of all the places in the world, he met an old friend here—Charlie, no less. He’d been reliable, cheap, and took risks, the perfect person to help the CIA. He couldn’t believe more than ten years had passed.


  “How are you keeping busy these days?” Nicholas asked.


  Charlie pointed at a wooden crate covered with an olive tarp. “I have my own transportation business,” he said and led the way. He lifted the tarp and slapped the crate, then grabbed a crowbar and pried open the lid. “These look familiar, no?” He removed an AK-47 from the protective wood shavings.


  Nicholas inspected the rifle. “I’ll be damned,” he said, recognizing the AK-47s from the eighties. Weapons had been cached throughout Central America during the wars. Charlie would have known where to find them. Now he was selling them in Colombia, probably to the leftist guerrillas—not exactly a desirable recipient, but not something Nicholas could concern himself with now. “You’re delivering these today?” he asked. Charlie nodded. “Any chance you could bring back some goods for me?”


  “Charlie ready to work. But Charlie not cheap like before.”


  Nicholas handed him a map. “My men will be here,” he said and pointed at the “X” northeast of Riohacha. “After they load your boat, return here and give the goods to Alfredo.”


  Charlie looked at Alfredo and nodded. “I return tomorrow.”


  Nicholas handed Charlie $5,000 in hundred-dollar bills. “That’s for the trip today. You’ll get ten thousand more tomorrow when you deliver the goods.”


  Charlie looked at Alfredo.


  
    
      “Don’t load his plane until you get paid,” Nicholas added.
    

  


  
    
      “I’ll give him the money,” Alfredo protested.
    

  


  “And then Charlie will give you the goods,” Nicholas said. Trust everyone, but always cut the deck—honor among thieves. “Do we have a deal?”


  “Deal,” Charlie said. He led Nicholas and Alfredo back to the cantina and slapped the bar. “A special drink for my friend,” he said.


  The Jamaican laugh returned as the bartender grabbed a corked ceramic jug.


  “Do you remember the wacky juice?” Charlie asked.


  Nicholas nodded, unable to restrain a grin. He and Charlie had imbibed many moonshine recipes throughout Central America. Each recipe had induced a unique buzz and hangover sequence worthy of tall tales.


  “My friend has a special blend,” Charlie continued and set one hundred dollars on the bar. “Nothing like you’ve ever tasted.”


  The bartender uncorked the jug and filled three glasses with the urine colored hooch. They toasted to old times. Nicholas downed the drink and looked out at the Caribbean Sea as the alcohol burned his throat. The effect was immediate, a tranquil buzz as the hooch rushed to his brain. He embraced Charlie. For the first time since his arrival in Panama, he really felt like he was back in the game.


  The bartender snatched the cash and laughed before refilling the three glasses. Charlie grabbed the jug and led the way to the beach. Nicholas sat under a palm tree. The wacky juice was spectacular, embodying the heat of the glazed pottery and slippery on his tongue.


  Nicholas laughed as his ego absorbed the alcohol. A feeling of power, long sublimated, energized him as he thought about working for K again, about the certain success of operation Delphi Justice, about his membership to The Order. Of course he wanted to be a member! He was tired of sitting at a desk all day and narrating world events to the senior leadership. He wanted to be a player, to have a piece of the action. This was his opportunity.


  Nicholas filled his glass again and walked to the shore alone. He blinked to focus and stood in awe before the mighty body of water. White capped waves crashed toward him like monsters in a nightmare. The salty air roused his nose. The rhythmic waves calmed him. He closed his eyes and felt the wind blowing in his hair and the soft cotton of his T-shirt caressing his skin. He reached down, scooped up a pile of hot powdery sand, and felt the grains trickling between his fingers. A cool, swirling breeze chilled his skin as he turned and admired the sun descending on the silhouetted jungle. He dropped to his knees and dug deeper, to the cool, moist sand, and shuddered as he experienced the direct flow of sensory data. He lay down, humbly, reverently, amid the flurry of raw sensations. A tear trickled down his cheek as he fathomed his new lease on life. Slowly, he rose and opened his eyes. He finished his drink and walked back toward Charlie and Alfredo, who were sitting under the palm tree.


  “Charlie, this stuff is amazing!” Nicholas yelled and returned for more. When the soft sand under his feet gave way to the hardened ground near the palm tree roots, the piercing sound of an incoming rocket propelled grenade alerted him to dive for cover.


  “Take cover!” Charlie yelled. He grabbed Nicholas and Alfredo and pulled them closer to the wooden crate as sand rained on them from the explosion.


  A uniformed soldier standing in the bow of the boat lifted his weapon and fired another rocket-propelled grenade.


  “Incoming!” Nicholas yelled and huddled with Charlie and Alfredo. The explosion hit the cantina. The villagers fled in all directions.


  Nicholas grabbed Charlie. “What the hell’s going on?”


  “The Colombian paramilitary doesn’t like Charlie’s customers,” he said and handed each of them a rifle. “Here,” he added and dispensed loaded magazines.


  Nicholas slammed the clip in and loaded the chamber. “You two swing around back,” he said and gestured. “I’ll cover this side.”


  Charlie nodded confidently. Alfredo kissed his crucifix. Nicholas slapped them on the back. They hustled away.


  Nicholas took cover behind the crate. The boat’s engine stopped as the aluminum hull scraped the sand. Boots splashed in the water as militants ran ashore, chasing and firing at the fleeing residents. The sound of gunfire echoed in Nicholas’ mind as he gripped his AK-47. His refusal to launch a preemptive attack in El Salvador had resulted in the deaths of many of his soldiers, but he would fight this battle. He wouldn’t let his men die this time. He pivoted from behind the crate and aimed. A militant spotted him and raised his weapon, but not before Nicholas fired two shots, hitting him square in the chest. Bullets sprayed from his automatic weapon as he fell to the ground.


  The remaining militants took cover behind a jeep. Every few seconds one exposed himself to fire at Charlie and Alfredo, who were firing back from behind the cantina. Charlie and Alfredo probably didn’t have enough ammunition to fight much longer. Nicholas aimed at one of the militants and fired a head shot. The militant next to him turned and lifted his weapon to shoot, but not before Nicholas fired two rounds into his chest. The remaining two, aware of Nicholas, dashed toward the cantina and fired back at him.


  Nicholas pursued them along the cantina wall, swinging his weapon in both directions. Behind the cantina, the militants were yelling at Charlie and Alfredo, vowing to kill anyone who helped the leftist terrorists in Colombia. When the militants loaded the chambers of their weapons, Charlie and Alfredo begged for their lives. Nicholas quickened his pace and stopped at the back corner. After a mental count of three, he pivoted and unleashed hell. The two militants fell dead, but blood was oozing from Nicholas’ left arm. A warm sensation permeated his body. He struggled to stay conscious, but the world slowly turned black as he collapsed.


  


  TWENTY-SIX


  

  


  Nicholas opened his eyes to see Lina on top of him, moaning ecstatically. The flickering candles cast shadows on her smooth, delicate skin. Her passion spent, she collapsed and kissed his chest, gasping for air. “That was amazing.”


  “You were amazing,” Nicholas said, bathing in the afterglow. He kissed her forehead and surveyed the room as she pulled the white sheet over their bodies and nestled her cheek against his chest. To conceal his snooping, he pointed at a travel agency poster of Anguilla on the wall. “Have you been there?”


  “A friend took a vacation there last year—heaven on earth. What about you?”


  “No, but I’ve been to the Caribbean,” he said. “Looks beautiful,” he added. “Maybe we can take a weekend trip there sometime.”


  She nodded and kissed him on the lips.


  Nicholas kissed her back. “We could hang out on the beach and sip some rum.”


  “That sounds nice,” she said with a smile.


  Lina amazed him—no bitterness against “the system,” yet probably struggling each day to make ends meet, refusing to sell out.


  Hoping to expedite his egress, he glanced at the clock. “I’m sorry we missed the concert.”


  “I’m glad we missed the concert,” she said and sat up. “Guess what?” she asked enthusiastically and slapped him on the arm.


  He cringed and held his arm as his stomach churned and his vision blurred. The bullet wound was still raw.


  “I’m sorry!” she said and kissed his arm.


  Nicholas opened his eyes slowly and took a deep breath. There were only a few stitches and the doctor had done a good job cleaning him up, so he had opted not to tell her the truth about the bullet wound.


  “Guess what?” she asked and kissed his chest. “I wrote the story today, the one about President Mendoza receiving drug money. Can you believe it?”


  Nicholas sat up abruptly.


  “I decided my proof was sufficient,” she continued. “I wanted to write the story before the referendum. Isn’t that great?”


  He hugged her to hide his lack of enthusiasm.


  She leaned back and looked at him with the same enthusiastic smile. “The story will be on the front page tomorrow!”


  “I thought you were worried about getting in trouble?” he said.


  “Not anymore,” Lina said. “At a minimum, the president will have to make an explanation. Just the possibility of corruption will ruin his chance of winning the referendum.”


  Nicholas groaned conspicuously and rubbed his temples.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He sighed as if reluctant to be honest. “I get the impression you want the president to lose this referendum regardless of the truth.” At this point, arguing the reporters’ creed was his last hope. “I thought journalists were supposed to report the facts and let the people decide. Aren’t you manipulating public opinion?”


  “I have evidence,” she said defensively. “The people deserve to know the truth, especially before the referendum this Sunday.”


  Journalists believe people deserved things, like the truth.


  “Have you given the president a chance to comment in private?” he asked. He kissed her before she could respond. “I’m happy for you, but I’m also worried about how much trust you’re placing in this so-called proof. Are you willing to risk your career?”


  Lina suddenly looked concerned.


  “He is the president. You can publish the story on Friday or Saturday after you have more proof. Even better, you can publish it after the referendum. That way, you’ll have more time to do research to back your claims, and he’ll lose the election.” He touched her cheek. “As your friend, I think you should consider canceling the story—tonight.”


  Lina pursed her lips and shook her head. “I can’t do that. The proof I have is sufficient.” She smiled and nodded confidently. “The story will hit the streets tomorrow.”


  The decision was probably irreversible, anyway. The El Tiempo editors were probably sipping champagne as the story rolled through the printer.


  “Are you hungry?” he asked. She nodded. “Let’s get something to eat.” He spanked her playfully. “You take a shower, and I’ll call for a reservation.”


  Lina wrapped herself in a sheet and left the room. She stopped in the doorway and looked back. The hallway light cast a resplendent glow on her curves. “Perhaps we can take that vacation to Anguilla after I’m famous,” she said with a wink.


  “It’s a date,” Nicholas said with a smile, uneasy about what he knew he had to do. She could always rescue her career or find a new job, but this was the last chance the U.S. government had to maintain a military presence in Panama post-1999.


  Lina started the shower. Nicholas dressed quickly and rummaged through the dresser, the bookshelf, and the closet, where he found a folder under a pile of jeans. The contents surprised him. The pages had specific names: Gomez, Mendoza, and the offshore company Enterprise Associates. Fortunately, there was nothing on the documents linking the financial transactions to the CIA. The documents must have come from Enterprise Associates at the World Trade Center. Lina had sufficient proof all right: wire transfers connecting all three parties. This evidence would torpedo operation Delphi Justice. If she learned the identity of Enterprise Associates, all hell would break lose.


  Nicholas dialed Dirk’s cell phone number and told him to meet him downtown—ASAP.


  “Lina,” he said, “I have to go. I’ll call you later.”


  The shower curtain slid along the steel rod. “Is something wrong? Where are you going?”


  “A computer emergency, sorry,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”


  He imagined Lina standing under the warm water without a negative thought in her mind as he tucked the folder under his arm and left the apartment.


  


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  

  


  Nicholas parked outside El Pavo Real, an English pub in the banking district between Via España and Calle 50. Dirk was leaning against the driver’s door of his maroon Mercedes puffing a cigarette to orange brilliance. Nicholas grabbed the folder and stepped outside. The old eighties thrill returned as he waved the folder and walked briskly toward Dirk. Music escaped from the bar when the front door opened, but the dead end street was quiet, and the evening air had dropped to the pleasant low seventies.


  “You got the documents?” Dirk asked curtly.


  Nicholas nodded—Nice to see you, too—and handed him the folder. “I took them from her apartment only a few minutes ago.”


  Dirk inspected them and smiled as he nodded. He tossed his cigarette to the street and crushed it under his tasseled loafer with a twisting motion. “How did you manage that?”


  “The old-fashioned way,” Nicholas said.


  Dirk arched his eyebrows, impressed.


  “We’re going to have one upset Latina on our hands, though,” he added.


  “Why?” Dirk asked.


  “She sent the story to the press tonight,” Nicholas said. “Headline story tomorrow morning.”


  Dirk groaned. “We’ll have to do damage control. The good news is she can’t trace Enterprise Associates to us. Without this proof, however,” he said, indicating the folder, “she’ll be in big trouble—libel, perhaps jail.”


  “I know,” Nicholas said.


  “Good work, Nick,” Dirk said and slapped his left shoulder, just above the wound.


  Nicholas closed his eyes and held his stomach.


  “What’s wrong?” Dirk asked.


  “Long story.” He took a deep breath. “As I said, she’ll be pissed.”


  “What can she do?” Dirk asked. “She can’t prove you took these documents.”


  “Yes, well,” Nicholas said, “hell hath no fury.”


  Dirk acknowledged his point. “We would be in deep shit if she exposed these documents. These are the financial records from Tyler’s two deals.”


  “That’s what concerns me,” Nicholas said. “How did she get these documents?”


  Dirk shrugged. “I have no idea, but I plan to find out. By the way, what’s the status of your next shipment?”


  Nicholas was surprised Dirk had glossed over the point, but was eager to tell him the good news. “I’m running the deception plan,” he said. “I told Cesar the shipment would depart at the same time and place as the last one, but I hired a boat captain to pick up the goods in Colombia and bring them back to a pilot in Puerto Obaldia—”


  “Puerto Obaldia!” Dirk exclaimed and looked around cautiously. “I heard about the attack. Were you there?”


  Nicholas pointed at the wound. “Caught in the crossfire.”


  Dirk winced.


  Nicholas continued: “I saw an old friend, Charlie.”


  Dirk chuckled. Charlie was legendary.


  “Turns out he’s running guns to the leftist guerrillas in Colombia, the guns we moved years ago. Anyway, the Colombian paramilitary found out and attacked him to sever his logistics line. Luckily, we won that battle.”


  “How did you devise this plan?” Dirk asked.


  “Our friend at the operations center, Captain Price, briefed me on their weaknesses.”


  Dirk stood as tall as nature would allow, signaling the discussion was complete. “Good work,” he said. “You’re ready for tomorrow—Cesar, the money, the buyers?”


  Nicholas remembered a loose end and gestured to the bar. “I have to verify with Captain Price that they’re tipped off for the wrong shipment tomorrow.”


  “You’re meeting him here?” Dirk pointed at the El Pavo Real. Nicholas nodded, and they shook hands. He opened his car door and paused. “I’m impressed with your progress, Nick. K made the right decision sending you down here. Your membership will be well deserved.”


  “Thanks,” Nicholas said, surprised.


  Dirk looked pleased and relieved when he sat in his car. He set the folder on the passenger seat, slapped it, and gave a thumbs-up before driving away.


  Nicholas couldn’t put his finger on it, but something wasn’t adding up with Dirk and the documents from Enterprise Associates. Dirk was the one who said he thought Lina had written the anonymous editorial and speculated she might have proof. How did he know? He’d misjudged the events in El Salvador, though, and he didn’t want to jeopardize his membership with The Order if Dirk had a reasonable explanation.


  Getting back to business, he entered the quaint mustard-colored foyer of El Pavo Real. The charming hostess responded politely to his “Hola” with fluent English.


  “Three dollars, please,” she said and handed him a ticket.


  The cover charge was for the live band and included one free drink—cerveza Panama or a mixed drink with Seco, Panama’s own poison. As the band started an instrument check, he walked through the purple dining room to the green billiard room decorated with hanging Budweiser lights above two pool tables. Four GIs playing pool at the first table were making moves on the local talent. Tony Price was sitting at the far end of the bar by the open table.


  “You play pool, Tony?” Nicholas asked.


  “Hey, Nicholas,” Price said and shook his hand, dangerously close to another slap on the wound. “Can I buy you a beer?”


  Nicholas handed him his drink ticket and racked the balls.


  “Dos cervezas, por favor,” Price said to the bartender.


  Impressive accent, Nicholas thought and grabbed a cue to break. A solid rolled into the corner pocket. He moved to the next shot. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor,” he said and shot again, missing the side pocket.


  “What do you need?” Price asked. He grabbed the drinks as the band began a rendition of “Satisfaction.”


  Nicholas accepted the beer and toasted.


  “You remember our discussion the other night?” he asked.


  Price nodded and set his beer down. He lined up a shot and rolled a stripe into the corner pocket.


  “I’m more involved in this line of work than I originally led you to believe,” Nicholas said and sipped his beer. “I’m involved in an important operation that could have a connection with one of the cases you’re working. Do you think you could help us?”


  “Us?” Price asked nonchalantly and missed the next shot.


  Good answer, Nicholas thought—casual, yet attuned to the subtlety. He approached the table. “Have you ever considered working as a civilian?” He conjectured that Price was smart enough to know he was referring to the CIA or some other civilian spy agency. His arm ached as he reached over the table, but he knocked another solid into the far corner pocket and looked back for a response.


  “I’ve thought about it,” Price said, nodding. “Are you hiring?”


  “We’re always looking for adventurous people,” Nicholas said and moved to the next shot. “I know some people back at headquarters. I could put in a good word.”


  Price nodded. “That would be great. What do I do?” he asked confidently, and then missed after shooting hastily.


  “Give me a copy of your resume,” he said. “I’ll take care of the rest.”


  Price took a healthy sip of his beer. “How can I help?”


  Nicholas scrutinized the area before leaning over to shoot. “A source tipped us off about a drug shipment tomorrow, but we think he’s talking to other people.”


  “Maybe he’s the same guy who told us,” Price said. “Why would that matter?”


  Nicholas shot a ball firmly into the corner pocket. “We pay him to talk to us, but he might be taking money from more than one U.S. agency. We protect our sources with code names, so the left hand doesn’t always know what the right hand is doing.” He lined up another shot and leaned over, sliding the cue across the soft skin between his index finger and thumb. “He’s the only person with information about the shipment tomorrow. If he—” He stood and looked at Price. “Are you sure you don’t mind doing this?”


  Price shook his head. “No problem. If I can help, I will.”


  Nicholas bit his lip, his Oscar-winning rendition of indecision. “I need you to inquire about any tippers for tomorrow night. Our source tells us a shipment is leaving from the same place and time as the last one. If you have the same information, it means our guy is talking to more than one agency.”


  “I work tomorrow night,” Price said. “I’m sure they’ll tell me.” He grabbed his cell phone and walked outside to make the call.


  While he was gone, Nicholas eyed two stunning Latinas wearing black cocktail dresses near the bar. It didn’t take a genius to figure out they were looking for some fun.


  “Satisfaction,” they sang provocatively, stirring their drinks.


  Nicholas raised his glass and smiled.


  Price returned presently and nodded. “You were right. Same place and time.”


  “Damn,” Nicholas said for effect and clapped Price on the shoulder. “I really appreciate this. If I were you, I’d find that plane tomorrow. It’s a sure thing. If anything changes, I’ll call.”


  “I’ll put all my assets on it,” Price said.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I have to make a call,” Nicholas said and gestured to the two knockouts at the bar. “Order those two ladies a drink. I’ll be right back.”


  Nicholas stepped outside and called Cesar. “Nicholas here,” he said and checked his watch. “About the shipment tomorrow, I have a last minute change of plans. Are you ready to copy some information?”


  


  


  
    TWENTY-EIGHT
  


  

  


  Staff Sergeant Collins stood as Captain Price entered the operations floor. “We have a new tipper, sir. A boat going from Colombia to a plane waiting in Puerto Obaldia—”


  “I’ll be with you in a minute,” Price said with a raised finger and gestured to Bruce Devlin, the U.S. Customs Service representative. “Are the P-3s over Colombia yet? I got word yesterday of a shipment departing from the same place and time as the last one.”


  Devlin nodded. “Our planes are over Colombia now, but we have a new tipper,” he said and gestured to Collins.


  “I don’t care about a boat heading for Panama,” Price said. “Key West can worry about that.” He pivoted on his left heel, surprised to see Colonel Vasquez, the Colombian liaison officer. Normally, Price had to rub the answering machine three times to conjure his presence. “Good evening, sir. If the A-37s launch from Barranquilla now, they can destroy the aircraft before it takes off.”


  “We have reports that guerrillas are planning an attack,” Vasquez said and dialed a number on the phone. “We can’t launch our aircraft,” he added and began speaking Spanish quietly into the mouthpiece.


  Price frowned. He wasn’t sure what a land attack had to do with launching airplanes, but he would listen to the rationale before making a decision.


  “Sir, as I said,” Collins repeated, “we have a new tipper.”


  “I heard you,” Price said. The intelligence guys were batting about five percent the past year; their credibility was wanting. He picked up the radio. “Key West, do you have any assets looking for this surface vessel going to Panama?”


  “Negative,” the man on the radio said. “If your assets aren’t available, we’ll launch our alert aircraft…Also, be advised, we’re attempting to pre-position a Coast Guard vessel near the drop sight in the Bahamas.”


  “Good copy,” Price said and set down the radio. “Can someone tell me why we should divert our assets from a known tipper to fly a mission for Key West, especially if they have an aircraft on alert ready to look for the vessel?”


  “When that boat docks in Panama,” Collins said, “it’ll be in our area of operations. But as I told you, this tipper is an update.”


  “Doesn’t matter to me,” Devlin interjected. “We’ll go after a boat or an aircraft. We just want to chase some bad guys.”


  “Sir,” Collins said more forcefully, “the shipment leaving Colombia was canceled.”


  “Captain Price,” Vasquez said and set down the phone, “our A-37s can’t launch. They could get shot down by small arms fire when they descend to strafe the plane.”


  Price gestured crisply to Devlin. “How does this affect you?”


  “We’re fine as long as long as we maintain a safe altitude.”


  Price looked at Collins, finally understanding that he was referring to an update, not to a new tipper. “What do you mean the shipment was canceled?”


  Collins relaxed now that he had center stage. “We received an update. The shipment has changed. A boat is taking the cocaine from Colombia to Puerto Obaldia, where it’ll be loaded onto a plane destined for the drop site in the Bahamas.”


  “What’s your source?” Price asked. Nicholas had said he would call to notify him of any changes. No call.


  Collins folded his arms. “I can’t tell you the source, sir.”


  Price shook his head. “These guys don’t move five hundred kilos of cocaine from a plane to a boat on a whim.”


  Collins gritted his teeth and walked to the secret chamber.


  Price grabbed the radio. “Key West, be advised, unable to assist. Request you launch your alert aircraft. How copy?”


  “Good copy…Will launch our alert aircraft, over.”


  Price set the radio down and looked at Devlin. “Tell your guys to stay over Colombia and find that aircraft.”


  Devlin nodded and reached for his radio.


  “Sir,” Price continued and faced Vasquez, “you said something about guerrillas?”


  “We have reports that guerrillas are in the area. They will probably try to shoot down our aircraft,” he said.


  “Sir,” Master Sergeant “Skip” Higgins, the Senior Watch Technician, interjected, “Colonel Dupree told us to destroy all suspect aircraft before they take off. We can’t wait.”


  “That’s my understanding,” Devlin added. “They have to launch now, or we’ll never get there in time.”


  Price exhaled. Regulations outlined how to respond to all situations, except the real world ones he faced each day. He knew what he wanted to happen, but the law required the Colombians to make the decision to use deadly force within their own sovereign territory.


  “Sir,” Price said to Vasquez, “I don’t understand.”


  Vasquez gestured to the corner. Price followed him. “Captain Price,” he said, “my pilots will be in grave danger. Our reports indicate the guerrillas received a shipment of weapons yesterday. They might use them to shoot our aircraft.”


  Price nodded. “I understand the threat, but by not flying, don’t they win? Don’t we have to show them we’re willing to fight?”


  “Why do you say we?” Vasquez asked. “We’re worried about smugglers selling weapons to the rebels who kill our people. Your country is concerned only about cocaine. We participate when it helps our cause, but you can’t expect us to solve your problems. I can’t order my pilots to fly into a dangerous situation to stop one cocaine shipment.”


  Price couldn’t refute Vasquez’s logic, but he could attack one of his premises. He gestured to Devlin. “Can your guys do some surveillance of the area?”


  Devlin shrugged. “We can, but unless the A-37s launch now, they won’t be able to attack the aircraft before it takes off.”


  “Sir, what do you think?” Price asked Vasquez. “Our guys will look first, but can you launch your aircraft now and tell them to orbit until the area is declared safe?”


  Vasquez looked at Devlin and nodded. “I’ll make the call.”


  


  TWENTY-NINE


  

  


  Nicholas passed a mass of suits huddled around a big screen TV in the El Panama hotel lobby. CNN Headline News was summarizing the financial activity for the day.


  “Bad day?” Nicholas asked a distraught gentleman.


  “Bad?” he said and laughed with whiskey soaked grace. “Try horrible!” He rattled the cubes in his drink and shook his head solemnly. “The markets plummeted again!” He sighed. “I should have bought those index put options.”


  “And I should have invented the microchip,” a man retorted.


  “I was going to buy them,” the first man assured Nicholas.


  Nicholas nodded knowingly and walked to the swimming pool where Daisy Holland was sitting at a table listening to a salsa band. She wore a black dress, a tasteful step ahead of the other women but not excessively formal or out of place. She offered her cheek for a kiss and squeezed his hand.


  “Does Willie always dance with the band?” Nicholas asked and gestured to the stage.


  Willie raised his hands joyfully and gyrated his derriere as the attractive singer rubbed up against him.


  Daisy rolled her eyes amusingly. “He loves those vixens.”


  Nicholas lit her cigarette.


  “Thanks, love,” she said. “Who wouldn’t?” She blew a stream of gray smoke. “Such perky tits. Look at them. Perfect.”


  “They are nice,” Nicholas said.


  Daisy gestured to her cleavage in disbelief. “These are nice. Hers are spectacular.”


  “Magnificent,” Nicholas said.


  The eccentric drug dealers were a nice break from espionage and bullet wounds. He could finally relax, knowing that everything was in place for a successful shipment. Alfredo was only minutes away from the drop site in the Bahamas with no U.S. aircraft following him. Captain Tony Price, he conjectured, deserved some credit for that.


  
    
      Nicholas eyed the diced apple chunks in Daisy’s wineglass when the waiter arrived. “Another glass of sangria?” he asked.
    

  


  “Tequila, love,” she said.


  Nicholas raised three fingers.


  The spirited song about a man whose homosexual tendencies come out when he drinks, something about paddling a canoe, ended. After the applause, the singer escorted Willie to the table and kissed him on the cheek. She wore a gold sequined dress. Her long black hair, obviously a wig, was combed straight. Willie beseeched her to join them for a drink, but she refused politely and gestured to the other band members. Daisy handed Willie a napkin to wipe his face. He looked exhausted but exhilarated as he plopped onto his chair.


  The waiter set three shots of tequila down and put the salt and lime wedges in the middle of the table. Nicholas licked his hand, showered it with salt, and grabbed a lime wedge.


  “A toast,” he said, “to the good life.”


  “The good life,” Daisy and Willie chorused.


  Nicholas licked the salt and lifted the shot glass to his mouth. The tequila vapors cleared his sinuses as he poured the golden potion and leaned his head back. He endured the jitters before sinking his teeth into the lime. The citric acid neutralized the aftertaste as he licked his teeth. He felt the effect immediately: a mysterious adrenaline that drove men to test the boundaries of their tragic flaws.


  “Shall we discuss business in our cabana?” Daisy asked.


  Willie nodded and stood, still breathing heavily. He told a passing waiter to put the check on his room tab and led the way.


  Daisy entered the cabana first and sat near the window. She removed a cell phone from her purse, dialed a number, and held it to her ear. The high-tech gadget clashed with her classical aura. “That’s wonderful,” she said and ended the call. “We’re in business. Your plane is circling and ready to make the drop.”


  Daisy dialed a different number and pressed a sequence of numbers, as if playing a tune on a keyboard. “Five, zero, zero, zero…zero, zero, zero.” She looked at Nicholas as she pressed the send button. “Five million coming your way, love.”


  Nicholas called the Enterprise Associates computer to verify receipt. “Got it,” he said.


  The tequila had been a mere prelude to the rush he felt when the digital voice said, “five million dollars.”


  


  


  


  THIRTY


  

  


  Captain Price entered Colonel Dupree’s office the next morning. He’d followed the rules—in other words, he’d done his job—but the nine to five staff weenies would undoubtedly focus on the failed endgame, something beyond his control. He was disappointed, though, mostly because Nicholas never called.


  “Have a seat,” Dupree said from his desk. “I only yell at people when they do stupid things or don’t follow orders.” He sipped his steaming coffee and leaned back. “I know you’re not stupid, so guess why you’re here.”


  Price took a deep breath before speaking, but Dupree cut him off.


  “The more I think about it, the more your decision was just plain stupid.”


  Price decided not to comment. The boss obviously wanted to have a one-way conversation.


  “The J2 called,” Dupree continued, referring to the Chief of Intelligence. “He asked why we didn’t respond to his tipper update last night. I told him I didn’t know. Fill me in.”


  “Remember the shoot-down last Saturday?” Price asked. Dupree nodded. “We got a tipper two days ago for a plane leaving from the same place last night. We had a P-3 in the area and two A-37s on deck. I decided to play that game.”


  “We’ll discuss the A-37s later,” Dupree said. “Tell me why you didn’t respond to the tipper update. I know that’s not exactly disobeying orders, but you were told the new tipper superseded the original one, were you not?”


  “Sergeant Collins said they had a new tipper,” Price said, relieved he hadn’t disobeyed orders, “but he wouldn’t say anything about the source. How could I be sure? If we changed our plans every time the J2 gave us a new tipper, we would be doing somersaults. Besides, boats are outside of our area of operations.”


  Dupree’s nod indicated that Price had a point. “Fair enough, but why did you have so much confidence in the original tipper?”


  “The other night,” Price said, “I gave a tour to Nicholas Lowe.”


  Dupree rubbed his hands as if shaping a lump of clay. “Nicholas Lowe?”


  “We went out for a beer the other night,” Price continued. “I got the impression he was CIA or something because he knew so much about the operation.”


  Dupree gestured for more and worked another lump of clay.


  “He told me about the tipper, about how one of their sources might be talking to two people. The important part was he told me the shipment last night was a sure thing.”


  “And you believed him?” Dupree asked.


  Price cringed—the first question he didn’t want to hear. He couldn’t explain why he trusted Nicholas. Judging from Dupree’s tone, he clearly had made a mistake.


  “He has a security clearance,” Price said. “He seemed for real.”


  “Did you ask him for a job?” Dupree asked.


  The second question Price didn’t want to hear. “No…I mean, he asked me. I faxed him my resume, but I don’t know what agency he works for.”


  Dupree grabbed a fax from his in-box. “I received this from Dylan Dirk saying he would like to schedule an interview with you. Your friend Nicholas apparently works for the CIA.”


  Price was relieved. He reached for the fax.


  Dupree yanked it back. “You had no business playing spy. I don’t know whether you want to work for these guys, but they have their own agenda. To be honest, I’m pissed off they talked to you. I understand if you want to help them, but this is over your head.”


  “Yes, sir,” Price said. Dupree’s domineering attitude seemed less threatening now that he’d decided to quit. From this perspective, he realized how dedicated and patriotic Dupree was. His harsh comments were never personal.


  “Something else,” Dupree said. “I talked to the J2. The source we have is well placed and very reliable. Trust me on this one. I’ll tell the J2 what this Nicholas fellow said, but in the future, respond accordingly when you get a new tipper. Got it?”


  Price nodded.


  “As you know, the tipper update was correct. A plane departed Panama and made a successful drop in the Bahamas. The bad news is the Coast Guard vessel could not arrive on time. The drugs weren’t seized. I’m not blaming you, but we could have improved our chances of success if you had responded to the tipper.”


  “Yes, sir,” Price said solemnly. He accepted some blame, but he also knew that if the tipper update had been bogus, the staff weenies would have criticized him for responding to it.


  “Hey,” Dupree said. Price looked up. “If you want to work for these guys, I’ll give Mr. Dirk my recommendation.”


  “I’d appreciate that, sir,” Price said and accepted the fax. The short memo requesting the interview lifted his spirits.


  “Out of curiosity,” Dupree said, “did this guy—Nicholas Lowe, right?—say anything about an operation to arrest Cesar Gomez?”


  Priced jogged his memory and shook his head. “He only said something about one of their sources talking to two agencies. Why, what’s going on?”


  Dupree stared in the distance, sipped his coffee, and shook his head. “Nothing. They canceled an important operation last week, that’s all.”


  Price stood, ready for some sleep. “Sir, unless—”


  “Sit down,” Dupree said. “We have another issue to discuss. I understand you told the A-37s to delay taking off.”


  “No, sir, not even close. Colonel Vasquez told me guerrillas were in the area. I asked the Customs guys to conduct surveillance of the area while the A-37s were en route.”


  “What if they had found guerrillas?” Dupree asked.


  Price hadn’t considered that scenario. “I would have told Colonel Vasquez. The Colombians make the final decision to engage the aircraft. I thought those were the rules.”


  “Listen up,” Dupree said. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but the Colombians don’t exactly give a damn if some poor American is addicted to cocaine. We give them money, equipment, and training. The least they can do is return the favor. The war on drugs is only one piece of the puzzle. The big picture is to help these countries eliminate corruption, to professionalize their militaries, and to strengthen democracy and capitalism.”


  “Do you think the drug war will achieve those objectives?”


  Dupree nodded and squeezed another lump of clay. “By managing the violence, we can foster progress. That’s why we have to pressure the Colombians to fight this war. They might not know it, but it’s for their own good. As long as drugs exist, corruption will reign, and the guerrillas will have a source of revenue. Eliminate the drugs, eliminate the problem. Next time, pressure them to launch, or call me and I’ll raise hell.”


  “Yes, sir,” Price said. He suddenly felt nostalgic for the Air Force. One of life’s ironies was that you learned the most important lessons only after it was time to move on.


  “If you doubt me,” Dupree said, “ask your friend Nicholas. They work in the real world, too, and they succeed because they bend peoples’ wills. The world ain’t a village, and all the players ain’t equal. Do you think you can manipulate people in the name of national security?” He leaned closer. “Do you think you’re ready for the big leagues, Captain Price?”


  Price looked Dupree in the eyes. “Yes, sir, I am.”


  Dupree grinned. “Good. Dismissed, Captain Price.”


  


  THIRTY-ONE


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe grabbed a copy of El Tiempo and sat on the couch in Dylan Dirk’s office. The headline story title wasn’t ambiguous: PRESIDENT ACCEPTS DRUG MONEY. The frenzied media were covering both angles of the story, each side accusing the other of conspiring to manipulate the referendum. El Tiempo was demanding an audit of the President Mendoza’s campaign finances. The government was discrediting the story and threatening to press charges. Lina’s expression on television gave her away, though: she didn’t have the proof.


  The most important fact of this poker game was that the story was true, but Lina hadn’t presented her proof, and the president couldn’t take legal action until he was sure she was bluffing. To make matters more interesting, the president himself didn’t know the origin of the money, which meant the charges probably had come as a genuine shock. Lina obviously hadn’t made copies of the original documents, and she was probably requesting an audit to redirect the debate. To her credit, the story was articulate, but she was too progressive for Panama: relying on objective facts to argue her point. She could have achieved similar results by wafting bromides about corrupt politicians while pursuing the audit option. Either way, Nicholas took pride in his deft manipulation of a small nation.


  “Hello, Nick,” Dirk said. “I got your message.”


  Nicholas slapped the front page. “Lina has made quite a stir.”


  Dirk checked his watch. “Her luck just ran out. She had until noon to present her evidence. President Mendoza negotiated with El Tiempo to retract her story in exchange for no fines. Lina, of course, will lose her job and could face criminal charges.”


  Nicholas didn’t like the idea of being responsible for Lina going to jail, but the pursuit of truth wasn’t immune from consequences. Besides, international free speech groups would demand her release after the referendum.


  “Let’s hope the president’s approval rating bounces back,” Nicholas said. “The good news is the shipment got through last night and we got our five million dollars.”


  “It got through, all right,” Dirk said and rested his knuckles on his desk. “The Coast Guard couldn’t pre-position a vessel last night on time; the drugs were never seized.”


  Nicholas groaned. “Seizing the drugs was supposed to be the easy part. So we just transported five hundred kilos of cocaine to the United States?”


  “Technically, the Bahamas,” Dirk said. “DEA and Customs know about it—they can’t trace it back to us, of course—and with any luck, they’ll find it and seize it soon.”


  “Any word on Tyler’s death?” Nicholas asked. Dirk shook his head. “I have some vacation time saved up. I thought I’d stick around after this operation to help. I’m no detective, but I feel like I owe it to him and his family.”


  Dirk drummed his fingers on his desk and pressed his fingertips as if playing a solemn chord on a church organ. He slid a videocassette into the VCR and sat behind his desk. A black-and-white picture appeared after a few seconds of static.


  “You probably recognize this place,” Dirk said, “the lobby of Cesar’s building.” He pressed the fast-forward button. “This is the recording from the security camera the day Helena died.” He hit the play button and pointed. “That’s Helena entering the building. Notice she’s wearing the pearl necklace Tyler gave her.”


  Nicholas was intrigued to see Helena. Her class shone through the black-and-white image as she walked to the elevator.


  “The security guard greets her as she passes by,” Dirk continued. “Little known fact was Helena was fucking Cesar Gomez to support her cocaine addition.”


  Nicholas shook his head in disgust. Unfortunately, a painful conclusion began forming in his mind.


  Dirk pressed the fast-forward button until a man appeared on the screen. “That’s Cesar leaving the building to go to a bar. As the timestamp at the bottom indicates, Helena has about two hours to live. Numerous third parties corroborated Cesar’s alibi. We’re confident he wasn’t there when she fell.”


  “One of his goons did it,” Nicholas said, unable to deny that the image coming into focus in his mind was of Tyler. He cursed himself for thinking such a thought. “Perhaps she committed suicide. She was an addict. She might have—”


  “Possible,” Dirk said, “but Helena’s throat had fresh scratches. She obviously had a struggle with someone.” He looked at Nicholas grimly. “Her pearl necklace was missing.”


  “Cesar could have choked her and left,” Nicholas said and looked at the video, hoping for the facts to prove him wrong.


  Dirk shook his head. “The coroner said the scratches were fresh when she died. The police verified the apartment was empty.” He lifted a finger before Nicholas could speak. “Up to this point, we can’t make sense of what happened. As you said, she could have jumped, end of story. But the tape gets more interesting.” He fast-forwarded the tape and suddenly hit the play button. “Did you see that?”


  Nicholas leaned forward and shook his head.


  Dirk played the event again in slow motion and hit the pause button when Tyler’s face appeared on the screen, starring into the security camera. “As you can see,” he said, “Tyler’s arrival about fifteen minutes before Helena’s death sheds new light on the case.”


  Nicholas closed his eyes and tried to erase the image in his mind of Tyler. He felt disbelief and anger—disbelief that Tyler could commit such an act, and anger that he had. How could he kill Helena? “This doesn’t make sense,” he said.


  “It makes perfect sense,” Dirk said. “Tyler gets engaged to the most desired women in Panama only to learn she’s fucking Cesar Gomez. He knew she used cocaine—I reminded him many times—but he did nothing to help her. Tyler had the motive to kill her, and Cesar, for that matter. He took the pearl necklace he’d given her at their engagement party—forcefully, if the scratches on her neck were any indication.”


  Nicholas was speechless. How does someone judge a crime of passion, especially when the accused was a friend?


  Dirk opened the drawer and handed Nicholas a piece of paper. “We knew Helena used cocaine. When I noticed Tyler was acting strange, I arranged for a urine sample, taken from the bathroom without his knowledge. As you can see,” he said, pointing at the paper, “he tested positive for cocaine. Helena must have given him hits from what she got from Cesar.”


  Nicholas dropped the paper on the desk. “This is unbelievable.”


  “No one gave Helena money to buy drugs,” Dirk said, “not even her father. The problem was no one had the courage to help her quit.” He inhaled deeply and leaned back. “I’m going to tell you something I hope you can keep secret.”


  Nicholas nodded.


  “The primary reason I chose Cesar for operation Delphi Justice was because of his relationship with Helena. I wanted Cesar behind bars so Tyler and Helena could get on with their lives. This operation allowed us to collect evidence against Cesar. I know rumors have spread about my failed Linear operation, but I was only doing what I thought was best.”


  “I’ll admit,” Nicholas said, “I had my suspicions.” One question remained unanswered, however. “How do you explain Tyler’s death?”


  “You forgot one fact,” Dirk said: “Cesar loved Helena.” He handed Nicholas a clear plastic bag containing a piece of paper. Nicholas removed the paper and unfolded it to read:


  

  


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  

  


  Blood splotches stained the paper. Flakes of dry blood fell onto his hands and dissolved when he rubbed his sweaty fingers together.


  “That’s the letter we found with Tyler,” Dirk said.


  Nicholas looked at the paper again. Nestor didn’t work for Cesar. Something wasn’t adding up. “Why would Nestor kill Tyler?”


  “Nestor is dead. The police found his body the next day. Cesar obviously had him killed to cover his tracks.”


  Nicholas folded his arms, following the logic.


  “Regarding why,” Dirk continued, “we have to consider Tyler. He wasn’t discreet about his plan to arrest Cesar. He even made overt threats to kill him.”


  “Cesar paid Nestor to kill Tyler?” Nicholas asked.


  Dirk nodded as if that fact were only too obvious.


  “How did Cesar know Nestor? He was our agent. And what about this letter, which clearly shows that revenge was the motivation?”


  “Exactly. Cesar loved Helena.” Dirk said. “He must have known that Tyler killed her—eye witnesses, security cameras, who knows? Revenge wasn’t the only factor.” He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Tyler accepted the mission only after I convinced him he could put Cesar behind bars for life. He had to have known about Helena and Cesar. I thought he would work hard to ensure the operation succeeded.”


  “Tyler kills Helena?” Nicholas asked. “Doesn’t make sense.”


  “He found her at Cesar’s apartment,” Dirk said, then pointed at the TV and stopped the tape. “At the time of her death, Helena was wearing Cesar’s robe…with no clothes on underneath. Perhaps Tyler only intended to confront her, but he must have lost control and killed her, perhaps accidentally. The point is,” he continued, “the day after Helena died, Tyler went on a rampage. He planned a slipshod operation to arrest Cesar, but the lawyers said they needed more time. The next day, he decided to kill Cesar.”


  “Given the circumstances,” Nicholas said, “that might have been a good idea.”


  Dirk closed his eyes and rubbed his temples.


  “From what you just said,” Nicholas continued, angered, “you should have replaced him. Tyler obviously was in no condition to continue.” He stood and jabbed an accusing finger. “With all due respect, what were you thinking?”


  Dirk lifted his hands in defeat. “Looking back—”


  “Looking back!” Nicholas took a deep breath and sat.


  “Let me explain,” Dirk said. “I don’t disagree with you, but I was looking out for his career.” He lifted a finger to stifle Nicholas’ objection. “K had just offered Tyler a promotion and a great job back at headquarters. Tyler probably would have been in a command position within three years. Quitting this operation would have ruined his career. Let’s be honest, we’ve worked under more stressful conditions. Remember El Salvador? I thought he could stick it out.”


  “I guess he failed that test,” Nicholas said with ambivalence. As much as he hated to admit it, Dirk had a point. Many had survived worse circumstances. If Tyler couldn’t stomach the operation for two more weeks, he probably couldn’t have handled senior level responsibility. However, Dirk should have known Tyler’s limitations.


  “The other reason was professional development,” Dirk said. “Case officers can’t live by emotion. Tyler was losing control. I wanted to help him use the legal system to win his personal battle against Cesar. Besides, the operation wasn’t finished. We can’t alter national security objectives because someone gets upset. With hindsight”—he threw up his hands—“perhaps I should have replaced him.”


  Nicholas swallowed hard, unable sort his emotions. Everything Dirk said made sense, except one question. “Why did you wait until now to tell me?”


  “To protect you,” Dirk said. “Tyler was your friend. We didn’t think you could work with Cesar if you knew the truth. As much as it pains us, we have to work with Cesar for operation Delphi Justice to succeed, especially this late in the game. I saw you had your mind set on finding the truth about Tyler’s death. I told you to keep you focused on the operation.”


  “What about the videotape and the drug test?” Nicholas asked.


  “We’re not exposing this,” Dirk said. “The videotape is the original. I took it when we were investigating Helena’s death. Tyler has a clean record. He’ll be recognized for heroic service.”


  Nicholas breathed a sigh of relief. A court of law probably would have found Tyler guilty, but Nicholas couldn’t argue the plaintiff’s case.


  Dirk slapped the newspaper. “Have you figured it out yet?”


  “Figured what out?” Nicholas asked.


  “Lina’s evidence,” Dirk said.


  Nicholas slapped his head. “Tyler?”


  Dirk nodded. “I don’t know why he took the documents,” he said. “He might have considered exposing the operation or using them as a bargaining chip. I don’t know. What I do know is Tyler took the documents. When I read the anonymous editorial in El Tiempo, I made the connection. I knew Lina Castillo wrote for El Tiempo and that she and Tyler had a thing before he met Helena.”


  The part about Lina and Tyler having a “thing” grabbed Nicholas’ attention. “How would you define Tyler’s relationship with Lina?”


  “Off and on. They were probably having sex,” Dirk said, “but Tyler dropped her like a bad habit after he met Helena. Lina is an attractive woman, but who can blame him?” He tapped his pen as if deep in thought. “Lina was probably pissed at Helena, but she couldn’t do anything about it. Don’t sell Lina short, though. She’s ambitious and calculating. Be careful.”


  Nicholas digested the information, opting not to tell Dirk about his sexual relationship with Lina. “How did Lina get the documents?”


  “You got me,” Dirk said. He raised a finger to excuse himself and dialed the phone. “Hello, Janette. Is K in?” He covered the mouthpiece and looked at Nicholas. “K told me to call…K, hello. Yes, Nicholas is in my office.” He offered the phone.


  “Hello, K,” Nicholas said, pleased to hear from his mentor.


  “Sorry you had to learn the truth about Tyler this way,” K said. “Good work on the last shipment. You’re on the right track. Complete this operation and your membership to The Order is assured. I hear you and Charlie are partners again. How’s the arm?”


  Nicholas rubbed his wound, surprised Dirk had relayed so many details to K. “The arm is fine and Charlie is still alive and kicking.” He extended his arm to flex his triceps and felt his muscles grinding to life. “What should I do now?” he asked.


  “I want you to run the biggest shipment you can and eliminate Cesar,” K said. “Shouldn’t be a problem, right?”


  “You mean the plan to arrest him?” Nicholas asked.


  “No,” K said, “I mean kill the son of a bitch. And Nick,” he continued, “I’m flying down tomorrow. We’ll close this deal together.”


  


  THIRTY-TWO


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe sat on the couch in his hotel room, reflecting. The thrill of imminent success and the shock of Tyler’s crime were wreaking havoc on his emotions. Completing this operation would vindicate his name and win him membership to The Order, but Tyler’s crime gave him pause. He had purposefully avoided resorting to New Age clichés to find inner peace. The path of action was the only way, so he focused his attention on the two beautiful actresses at center stage, Adriana and Maria.


  Revenge is a dish best served cold. Nicholas imagined Cesar’s reaction to seeing his whores with another man—a real man, for that matter, not a spineless killer who hid behind a façade of moral superiority. Today they were his.


  A blonde curl from Adriana’s bangs dangled as she sliced a lime. She wore a red polo shirt tucked into faded denim shorts. Her ass swayed as she squeezed the juice into her Cuba libre and poked the ice cubes with a straw. Maria poured two glasses of scotch and soda and approached the couch. She wore a skintight white tank top cut above the midriff with khaki shorts. Her silky black hair was pulled back in a ponytail.


  “Nicholas, rub my feet, baby,” Adriana whimpered and sucked her straw seductively.


  “I don’t think so,” Maria said. “He’s rubbing my feet today.” She handed a glass to Nicholas and sat on his lap. “Drink up, baby.” She kissed him on the cheek and licked his ear. “You’re going to rub me all over,” she whispered and snuggled her ass on his crotch.


  Nicholas had talked Dirk into giving him extra funds for his plan to kill Cesar, without mentioning that three hundred dollars was for Adriana and Maria’s services. The CIA normally considered getting laid a case officer’s responsibility, but messing with Cesar’s mind was an essential ingredient for retribution.


  Nicholas tapped the cushion as Adriana approached. She sat and kissed his mouth. The taste of dark rum and citrus lingered on her tongue and lips.


  “Let me ask you something,” Nicholas said. “Do you feel comfortable with me?” They nodded like schoolgirls. “I know you two are close to Cesar—”


  “Por favor,” Maria groaned and hastily drank her scotch. “You don’t know how long we’ve waited for a real man like you.”


  “Who could afford us,” Adriana added matter-of-factly.


  Fair enough, Nicholas thought and sipped his drink. “Cesar is stopping by,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t mind.”


  “I don’t mind,” Adriana said and kissed Nicholas passionately.


  Maria twisted and slapped Adriana’s thigh. “Stop that!”


  Nicholas relished the possibility of a catfight, but three knocks on the door dashed his vivid fantasy. He spanked Maria’s ass and stood.


  Nicholas opened the door for Cesar. “Welcome,” he said politely with a handshake and inspected the empty hallway.


  “Ladies,” Cesar said, “I wondered where you were.”


  Nicholas gestured to the vixens and leaned closer to whisper. “We had such a good time on the boat the other day. I invited them over. May I offer you a drink?”


  Cesar shook his head. “You shouldn’t invite them to our meetings.”


  “Actually, they’re here on business,” Nicholas said. “I hope you don’t mind.” He lifted his drink to Adriana and Maria.


  “Cesar!” Adriana rushed over and kissed him. “We didn’t have anything to do today. We’re just hanging out.”


  “Look,” Maria said and bounced to her feet. “This is the outfit you bought me yesterday.” She pressed her breasts together to enhance her fabulous cleavage. “I mean, I got it with your credit card, but you, you know, got it for me. Do you like it?”


  So much for victory, Nicholas thought.


  “Perhaps we should talk in the bedroom,” Nicholas said to Cesar and led the way. He closed the door and turned on the radio. “The shipment got through yesterday.”


  Cesar nodded. “Congratulations,” he said somberly. “It also got past your Coast Guard vessels, which means it is probably being snorted by some poor kids in Miami. Now we can officially blame the CIA and The Order for your drug problem.”


  Nicholas stared at him blankly, irked by his hypocrisy, but curious about how he was privy to that information. This meeting would remain cordial. He had to hide his knowledge of Tyler’s and Helena’s deaths to avoid raising suspicions. “We’ll find the drugs,” he said.


  “You’ll devise a top secret operation for that,” Cesar said dryly.


  Nicholas managed a smile. “You remember someone tipped off our first shipment?” he asked. Cesar nodded. “Tell me who knew about the change of plans.”


  Cesar stroked his mustache and reflected. “I was sitting by the pool when you called. You passed the information and I…no wait, I was with Adriana and Maria—stinking drunk—and Manuel. He must have overheard our phone call.” He swore to himself, but he didn’t look vengeful. “I can’t believe Manuel betrayed me.”


  Nicholas nodded. “He was on the sailboat when I told you to run the shipment from the same place and time. Remember?” Cesar nodded. “A few hours later, the military had the information.”


  “You planned a deception from the beginning?” Cesar asked, impressed. “You would have been a good revolutionary soldier. You could have fought for justice with me in the jungles of Colombia. I needed more men like you.”


  Although Nicholas couldn’t care less what Cesar thought, his comment strangely felt like a compliment.


  “If we can pass bad information to Manuel,” Nicholas said, “we can run a huge shipment on Sunday to close out this deal.”


  “What do you have in mind?” he asked dryly.


  Nicholas couldn’t discern Cesar’s mood. Perhaps he was feeling guilty for his past actions, or perhaps he was angered that his whores were in the next room. Regardless, something was bothering him, but Nicholas couldn’t concern himself with that now.


  “Ten tons,” Nicholas said. Dirk had said many last minute bribes would be required to turn the tide in the polls caused by Lina’s story. If his calculations were correct, though, ten tons would buy a lot more than the referendum.


  Cesar stroked his mustache. “That’s a lot of cash.”


  “Thirty million dollars for you,” Nicholas said. “That’s too much money to handle with a wire transfer. I suggest bearer bonds.” Actually, Dirk and K had suggested bonds, to avoid the suspiciously large electronic transactions.


  “I have about ten tons in storage in northern Colombia,” Cesar said. He seemed to perk up. “This is my last shipment. I might as well go out with a bang. After this, I’ll find a quiet place to retire and lay low for a few years.”


  “Congratulations,” Nicholas said. “I’ll buy a gold watch to honor your years of dedicated service to humanity.”


  Cesar didn’t seem eager to spar. “How do you want to move it?”


  “By commercial ship from Colombia to Colon,” Nicholas said. “Put the goods in a sealed container and make it look official with a customs inspection form. I’ll run it through a shell company and re-invoice it.”


  “You’ll have to pay extra to ship it to Colon,” Cesar said.


  “Add five hundred dollars a kilo and we have a deal.” What did he care? The drugs would be seized, Willie and Daisy would be arrested, and Cesar…well, K had decided his fate.


  “We have a deal,” Cesar said. “I get my money, and you spooks can brag about your war on drugs, however much it pains me.”


  When Nicholas and Cesar returned, the women were waiting.


  “How did it go?” Adriana asked Cesar and hugged him.


  Cesar moved toward the door. “I have some business to take care of,” he added and gestured to Nicholas. “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”


  “Will you be home tomorrow?” Maria asked Cesar. “You said you’d take us shopping. I saw the most stunning dress—”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Cesar said, “you’ll get your stupid dress. Call me, Nicholas,” he added cordially and left the room.


  The last thing Nicholas wanted was for Cesar to repent. The plan was pointless if Cesar forgave himself and bowed before an intangible divinity to absolve his sins. He had to steer Cesar back to his shallow materialism to make him face the guilt of his crime. His ideology would be his own hell.


  Nicholas and the ladies returned to the couch, but a knock at the door interrupted them.


  Nicholas opened the door to a frantic and disheveled Lina Castillo.


  She slapped him across the face. “You son of a bitch!”


  Nicholas rubbed his cheek as two policemen caught up with her and restrained her.


  “Who are those sluts?” Lina said.


  “Sluts?” Maria sniffed and gestured at Lina’s clothes, which were in disarray. “You’d better talk to the fashion police.” She and Adriana laughed and pointed.


  “Hold on!” Nicholas said. “What’s going on?”


  Lina stomped her foot. “I got fired, and I might go to jail!”


  “Why?” Nicholas said, feigning shock. Unlike Cesar, Lina deserved empathy.


  “As if you don’t know,” she said.


  Nicholas shrugged with a subtle glance at the policemen to convey his innocence, but this was more difficult than he imagined.


  “For libel, you son of a bitch!” She wiped her smudged mascara and restrained her tears. “When the president demanded my proof, I couldn’t find it in my room. The newspaper retracted the story and fired me. And now I might go to jail!”


  “What happened to your proof?” Nicholas asked.


  Lina swung her arm to slap him, but Nicholas caught her wrist. The policemen inched closer but he gestured for them to stay put. Her situation wasn’t nearly as catastrophic as she imagined. The president’s strong arm tactics were only meant to scare her. She would be out of jail in no time, perhaps as a hero.


  “How could you!” she said. “What about us?”


  Nicholas embraced her as she cried. He felt an urge to tell the truth and to end her suffering, but it would ruin the operation.


  “Please,” she pleaded, “just give them the documents.”


  “Officers,” he said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what documents she’s talking about.”


  “You see!” she said. “How did you know I had documents?”


  “Because you just told me,” Nicholas said.


  Adriana and Maria laughed.


  “Not a word from you two whores!” Lina looked at Nicholas as the vixens feigned fear. “I don’t know why you did it, and I don’t care.” She swiped at her smudged eyes again. “Please, just give me the documents. I’m begging you.”


  Nicholas looked at the officers and shrugged. They nodded and grabbed Lina’s arms.


  “Let me go!” she screamed and struggled to free herself. “He stole my proof!”


  The officers apologized, led her out of the room, and closed the door. The echoes of her screams faded.


  “B-I-T-C-H,” Adriana snickered. “What’s her problem?”


  “I have no idea,” he said and took a deep breath as he stared at the door, then turned and forced a smile. “She must be crazy.”


  “No kidding,” Maria said and beckoned him with an air kiss.


  Nicholas sat between them on the couch. “I have to say, I’m pissed about the way you two kissed up to Cesar.”


  “We’re sorry,” they said in unison and started kissing him.


  


  THIRTY-THREE


  

  


  Nicholas slalomed the three cement barriers and stopped the Jeep Cherokee at the front gate of Howard Air Force Base. An MP sporting a pencil-thin mustache and aviator sunglasses inspected the vehicle sticker and requested to see everyone’s ID card—Nicholas, K, and Dirk. Normally, during duty hours, the embassy decal sufficed for entrance, but two recent terrorist bombings in east Africa by Islamic extremists had increased the security level for military bases worldwide to Threatcon Bravo. There was a lot of talk in Washington that a group called al-Qa’ida and the so-called Global War on Terrorism would be the next War on Drugs. The airman wished them a good day and waved them past.


  During the drive, K vented. He was the Sun Tzu of tact, but political shenanigans in Washington were approaching absurd levels. Congressmen insisted on exposing budgetary and operational details of the CIA, only to later complain the CIA wasn’t as effective as it could be. “Not when I have to advise my adversaries of my intentions,” K had quipped. He decried the cult of mediocrity for peddling feel good agendas that caused more problems than they solved, despite best intentions. People in the Beltway were too concerned about job security and political correctness to worry about defending the Republic. Despite this trend, while the self-proclaimed do-gooders attended yoga class or debated postmodernism over tofu platters, K scheduled cigar puffing meetings to take care of business.


  In front of the operations center, a soldier wearing camouflage gestured for Nicholas to park in a reserved spot. The military, like communist nations, had superlative protocol for VIP guests. In addition to the soldiers crowding into the NCO club for happy hour, the base was buzzing. MPs patrolled the area and directed unauthorized personnel away from the building in preparation for President Mendoza’s arrival.


  Colonel Lance Dupree approached the vehicle. “Welcome,” he said to K, offering a handshake. “It’s an honor to have you, sir.”


  “Afternoon, Colonel,” K said and sniffed the humid air. “Was hoping we could talk about something important before the president arrives.”


  “Of course, sir,” Dupree said. “We can step into my office.”


  K and Dupree entered the office. The door closed.


  Nicholas turned to Dirk. “What’s that all about?”


  “K is reading him in on Operation Delphi Justice,” Dirk said. “Given that Manuel is working for the military and has seen you, it’s only a matter of time before we’re exposed. Dupree has been pushing for membership to The Order for a long time. Today is his lucky day.”


  The meeting wasn’t long. The door opened. K and Dupree were laughing.


  On the way out, Dupree glanced at Nicholas and winked, then pumped his fist and pointed to the conference room to lead the way.


  

  


  As a recruit, Nicholas considered high-level political meetings forums for the acceptance of the superficial or the inevitable. From his perspective, nations, entrepreneurs, cartels, and others power organisms collided like molecules in Brownian motion. The goal of government was to manage the fallout. However, he inverted his thought process after he learned these same power organisms strategically manipulated the geopolitical arena, staking their claim to the world’s limited resources, struggling to create wealth.


  Today’s meeting was supposed to include a formal acceptance of the inevitable. President Mendoza and Minister of Foreign Affairs Hernandez had brought a copy of the agreement to maintain a U.S. military base in Panama post-1999 and had announced their intention to submit it to the Legislative Assembly, pending victory in the referendum. The inflow of cash from the last shipment had returned the president’s approval rating to above 50 percent. El Tiempo’s retraction of Lina’s story also helped, but victory would still require a last minute media blitz. Despite the good news, First Vice President Romero was threatening to use his influence with the Assembly to veto any attempt to keep U.S. troops in Panama post-1999. To back his position, he’d brought the Assembly president and two lawyers. Each time someone made a point about the benefits of such an agreement, Romero and his cronies reiterated the legal restrictions and their plan to block approval in the Assembly.


  After an hour of deliberation, Romero hadn’t budged. The situation was delicate. The political party was divided regarding keeping U.S. troops in Panama, and the president’s recent, albeit temporary, fall from grace had polarized the two camps. The referendum would be the turning point. Until then, savvy politicians were making ambiguous statements, while hacks like Romero were making their opinions known in the hope of attracting followers. Even if Mendoza were to win the referendum, he would still need Romero on his ticket to win the next election. Romero’s anti-American rhetoric would win him national respect.


  Just as the situation looked hopeless, K stood. Nicholas sensed the situation was about to be resolved one way or another.


  K walked behind Thomas Rendall, Dylan Dirk, and Colonel Dupree to the head of the table. “You know what this discussion reminds me of?” he asked and waited for a few shrugs. “Marriage,” he said. Everyone laughed. “Except the discussions I have with my wife are more civil,” he added, sparking more laughter, even from Romero and his lawyers. “Marriage because we want to be together, but also because we know each other intimately.” He rested his hands on the table. “So intimately that we’ve spilled each other’s blood.”


  “Let’s go back to the beginning,” K continued, “to our wedding day, to see whether some marriage counseling is in order. In 1903, our two countries signed a treaty. In exchange for helping you gain independence from Colombia, we received enough land to build and operate a canal in perpetuity.” He gestured to Hernandez. “Minister, I believe your grandfather signed the treaty. Any comments?”


  “Some people say my grandfather sold out Panama. With hindsight, perhaps the treaty did give away too much, but any of us would have done the same thing. Panama was in shambles—an incomplete canal the French had abandoned, rampant disease, and poverty. He did what he thought was best for Panama.”


  “Did Panama benefit from the treaty?” K asked pointedly.


  Hernandez nodded. “The land we gave you was mosquito infested—useless to us, given our technology—and the inflow of American capital helped build Panama as we know it. I’ll also acknowledge that my family benefited, but my grandfather worked hard. He helped build this nation. I’m proud of what he did.”


  “Proud you should be,” K said and turned to Dupree. “Colonel, what is your assessment of the territory the treaty granted to the U.S.? Do you think the U.S. benefited from the treaty?”


  Dupree paused, probably thinking about his meeting with K. “The land was sufficient to build and defend a canal. American shipping companies have benefited from the nonprofit status of the canal, but so has the rest of the world. We’ve used the Canal to position naval forces, but today’s force structure doesn’t require it to the same degree, and we’ve incurred a financial burden keeping troops here. Overall, we benefited, but so has the rest of the world.”


  K gestured to Romero. “Both sides seem to think they benefited from the treaty, Mr. Vice President. Any comments?”


  Romero chuckled and shook his head. “You Americans like to break everything down into neat economic transactions. I’ll be the first to admit that Panama benefited from the treaty, but that treaty was a disgrace. A French man and a few oligarchs negotiated on our behalf. They had no right to give away our sovereign territory, and you had no right to demand so much from us when we were vulnerable.”


  K nodded. “Let’s suppose you’re right. In 1977, we signed a treaty giving the Canal to Panama.” He rested his hands on the table and looked at Romero. “Whatever injustice might have been done in 1903 was undone in 1977. I’m not saying I agree with you, because we weren’t obligated to sign the 1977 treaty, but the fact remains that the Canal will be yours.”


  Romero didn’t respond.


  “What, may I ask, is your gripe?” K asked.


  Romero shook his head with leftist disdain. “You can’t undo over seventy years of injustice with a treaty. You’ve intervened in our affairs and you treat us like second class citizens in our own country. Take this meeting, for example,” he said and gestured to the participants, mostly Americans. “You no doubt expected us to give you what you’re asking for, no questions asked. Yet you’ve shown a complete lack of respect for our national sovereignty.”


  K nodded sagely and gestured to Rendall. “Thomas, as our State Department representative, how would you respond to the vice president’s comments?”


  Rendall cleared his throat. “Using another analogy, we’re what you might call strange bedfellows,” he said. That got a few laughs. “The U.S. has promoted economic and political progress, but we’ve also used Panama for strategic purposes, at times not always with their best interests in mind, I suppose.”


  Good lawyers always know the answers to the questions they ask. Nicholas could only assume K knew what he was doing.


  “Mr. Vice President,” K said, “is it fair to say you want to be treated as an equal?”


  Romero nodded cautiously.


  “Dylan,” K said, “please explain why we haven’t treated them as equals.”


  Dirk cleared his throat and gestured across the table. “Whenever we discuss serious issues regarding national security, such as this, you create a political circus.”


  Romero shook his head and groaned.


  Dirk continued: “You turn every request into a threat to your national sovereignty, as a way to take advantage of the situation.”


  Romero scoffed. “All countries negotiate and make deals.”


  “This isn’t a game,” Dirk said.


  “Why should we agree to your requests?” Romero asked. “What’s in it for us?”


  “A secure future for Panama!” K thundered. The room fell silent. “For one moment, Mr. Vice President, don’t concern yourself with us—with how much money we have or how powerful we are. Think only of Panama’s future—not yours but your children.” The room was still silent. “I’ll ask again. Do you want to be treated as an equal?”


  Romero looked blinded by his own ambition. The cat’s-got-your tongue syndrome transmogrified into spasmodic shrugs as everyone in the room waited for an answer. “What kind of question is that? Of course we want to be treated as an equal.”


  “Gentlemen,” K said, “the recent deaths of Tyler Broadman and Helena Hernandez came as a shock to all of us. Given the probable involvement of Cesar Gomez, we put our operation to arrest him on hold, but now it’s time to pick up where we left off. Over the past few days, we made arrangement for a large controlled cocaine shipment with Cesar Gomez. We would like your assistance in taking him down.”


  “You can count on my support!” Hernandez said.


  “The drugs will arrive in Colon,” Dirk explained. “We would like to deploy a joint Panama-U.S. team to seize the drugs. We would also like to deploy a second team to take down Cesar.”


  “To arrest Cesar?” President Mendoza asked.


  “To kill him,” K said flatly, causing some people to flinch.


  “Your police will arrest the buyers,” K said, “but Cesar Gomez must die. The referendum is that same afternoon. This story should give you the boost you need to win.”


  President Mendoza leaned back and smiled.


  “Cesar’s death will show the world what happens to cocaine traffickers,” K added.


  “Amen,” Hernandez said and nodded.


  “Fine by me,” Romero said. “Cesar is a criminal. He corrupts our politicians. As long as our police lead the operation, we can work together.”


  “This is only the beginning,” K said. “Drugs are a threat, and eliminating a threat takes time and resources. The problem won’t go away if we react to every Cesar Gomez that comes along. That’s why we need to solidify our alliance in this war.”


  Romero shook his head. “No more American bases.”


  Hernandez groaned. “If you read the agreement”—he paused to cough—“you’ll see that Howard Air Force Base will be under Panamanian control.”


  Mendoza leaned forward and looked at Romero. “This agreement will allow us to destroy men like Cesar Gomez before they become a problem. This is a great opportunity.”


  Romero looked at his lawyers and the Assembly president for a response. Sure enough, he shook his head. “No,” he said.


  Gasps of disgust were followed by silence.


  K returned to his seat, frustrated, and gestured to President Mendoza, who took a deep breath and leaned over to whisper to Romero, who listened intently and looked up in surprise. Mendoza nodded to confirm he wasn’t joking. Romero advised his colleagues about the details and then shook the president’s hand.


  Romero leaned forward to speak. “In case anyone misinterpreted my comments, as long as the agreement is limited to the terms outline in this plan, we are prepared to approve the deal. We look forward to forging this alliance.”


  With that, Romero and his colleagues excused themselves and left the building. K winked at President Mendoza and joined the American delegation.


  “What just happened?” Nicholas asked.


  Dirk, Dupree, and Rendall gathered around.


  “Before the meeting,” K said, “I told President Mendoza we had raised an additional million dollars, and that if the situation was desperate, he should feel free to offer it to Vice President Romero as an incentive.”


  


  THIRTY-FOUR


  

  


  “Turns out Nicholas’ agent had a jealous gay lover with a fancy for machetes,” K said to Dirk, the group of three seated on the couches in Dirk’s office.


  Dirk laughed as Nicholas shook his head in amusement and emptied the bottle of champagne into his glass.


  K continued: “Nicholas hopped the fence and ran down the street—in broad daylight, mind you—in his swimming trunks.”


  Nicholas sipped his champagne. “I thought the guy wanted to relax in the sun and pass me some information. No, really,” he added, “I had no idea he was gay or that his machete wielding lover was spying on us.”


  The laughter that followed was forced. The spell was broken.


  “Dylan,” K said to Dirk after a short silence, “do you have any of those hotel reimbursement forms? My suite was slightly over the per diem rate.”


  “Slightly?” Dirk said with a wink.


  “I’ll get it,” Nicholas said and walked to the computer.


  Nicholas got comfortable, opened the file manager, and selected a file. Unfortunately, he clicked the wrong one. He drummed his fingers on the desk while it loaded. When it opened, he moved the mouse to close it, but the words on the computer screen caught his attention—the letter Dirk said he had found in Tyler’s car:


  

  


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  


  THIRTY-FIVE


  

  


  Nicholas awoke the next morning with a jot and blinked to focus in the darkened hotel room. His head was pounding. His mouth was cotton dry. He threw the blankets off his body and sat up. Rays of sunlight pierced the vertical blinds flapping in the breeze from the air conditioner. He shivered as the cool air raised goose bumps on his damp skin. He rolled to the side of the bed, struggled to his feet, and groaned when an empty wine bottle spun under his foot and smacked against the wall. The clink of the glass sent a sharp pain through his head as he stumbled to the bathroom.


  A dull pain throbbed in his left arm as he twisted the hot water faucet for the shower. The steaming water soothed his chilled skin as he pondered the file on Dirk’s computer. He didn’t want to act hastily, but the only explanation was someone had paid Nestor to kill Tyler, perhaps The Order, but certainly not Cesar Gomez. Who made the decision? Why make it look like someone had gotten revenge for Helena’s death? What did Tyler do? The most worrisome variable was The Order had selected him to replace Tyler. Had the promise of membership been a trap? Was this El Salvador again?


  Am I next?


  An idea flashed in his mind as he massaged his scalp with shampoo. Perhaps The Order had ordered the hit after Tyler took the documents from Enterprise Associates. It wasn’t clear why Tyler took the documents or how Lina got them, but The Order had other options. They could have ordered the U.S. Embassy Marines to detain him until they found the documents. Regardless of how Nicholas weighed the facts, nothing explained Tyler’s murder…unless Tyler had uncovered something! Had Tyler found or threatened to expose some sensitive information? What did the documents from Enterprise Associates reveal? Why was The Order determined to get them back? The only reasonable explanation was a plot to cover something up.


  After toweling off and getting dressed, Nicholas left the hotel and drove to the World Trade Center. The roads were deserted—Panama City looked as hung over as he felt—and he parked two blocks from the building to approach undetected from the rear. Unfortunately, the security guard in the lobby recognized him. Nicholas handed him a dollar bill for working too hard on a Saturday. The guard winked and said he never saw him.


  The elevator opened with a ding. He walked carefully down the empty hall to muffle the click of his heels. As he approached the suite, he removed a lock pick from his pocket and looked around to verify no one was watching as he opened the door. Once inside, he flicked the light on to record the path to Nash’s office in his short-term memory. He then locked the door behind him, turned off the lights, and maneuvered to Nash’s office, where he picked the lock, closed the door behind him, and turned on the light.


  He sat at the computer and tapped the space bar. The monitor lit up and displayed a screen with dropdown menus. As he scrolled through the options, he paused and wondered what the hell he was doing. He’d never used this computer. If Nash had any brains, he would have protected the programs with passwords. Not to mention, if The Order had murdered Tyler for taking the documents, he was now risking his life.


  He selected the option to create a financial report. A screen popped up requesting information. He entered the inclusive dates and initiated the search. He jumped in his chair when the phone at the front desk started ringing, the polite ring from the television dramas about lawyers. He peeked outside the office and took a deep breath to calm himself. When he closed the door, the report was ready.


  He selected the print option and read the details on the screen as the laser printer finished warming up. He didn’t spot anything unusual as the first page spit out, just names and account numbers, but on the second page, which detailed the transactions from the first four shipments, things got more interesting. If he understood the numbers correctly, The Order was sending only a small fraction of the money from the controlled drug shipments to President Mendoza’s account. In fact, only five hundred thousand dollars of the five million dollars received from the most recent shipment had gone to the president. The other four and a half million dollars had gone to a numbered account. Perhaps Tyler had discovered the identity of that account, contrary to the wishes of The Order. Nicholas started formulating new explanations for Tyler’s murder—why he’d taken the documents, why The Order wanted them back—but after the third page finished printing, he decided to get out of Dodge. He exited the program and turned off the light; but as he opened the door, the dead bolt on the entrance door twisted.


  Nicholas swore under his breath and eased the door shut. His heart pounded as he pressed his ear against the door to listen.


  “This is Enterprise Associates,” Dirk said. Heels clicked on the marble floor. “Nash here handles our futures trading.”


  Nicholas began to sweat when the footfalls stopped outside of Nash’s office. Someone jingled some keys. The sound of a key sliding into the lock felt like a dagger piercing his stomach. He held his breath and slid back against the wall to hide behind the door as it opened, using the tips of his shoes as a doorstop.


  “This is my trading computer,” Nash said and turned on the light. “As you can see,” he continued after making some keystrokes, “we’re down about eighty-seven million dollars on our S&P futures contracts. We needed the money a few weeks ago. The banks froze our accounts. Our only options are to add money or to close out our positions, but we’re confident the market will rebound, so we don’t want to take any unnecessary losses. In fact, members around the world are buying contracts to artificially prop up the market.”


  Losing eighty-seven million dollars explained Nash’s stress level, but The Order seemed too conservative to speculate in the S&P futures market—intervene to reduce market risk and allay investor fears, perhaps, but not raw speculation. Then again, the money was probably only a small fraction of The Order’s investment portfolio. Although Nicholas thought it impossible, his heart raced even faster when he realized the margin call was roughly equal to the value of the last cocaine shipment K and Dirk had asked him to run with Cesar.


  “Let’s avoid closing out our positions,” a third voice said gravely. It was K. “Christ, eighty-seven million dollars,” he added and smacked the door. Nicholas’ eyes fluttered; every muscle in his body tightened. “We’ve waited too long to make this margin call, but we’ll have the one hundred million dollars tomorrow. Problem solved.”


  Nicholas wanted to scream. He could believe Dirk or other members of The Order could be involved in something this sinister, but not K. Why hadn’t they asked someone else to complete the operation if they were desperate for money? Why kill Tyler?


  “Speaking of tomorrow,” Dirk said, “have you heard from Nicholas? I called him earlier, but he wasn’t in his room.”


  “Probably making arrangements for the final shipment,” K said. “Nash, need you to coordinate with the banks to deposit the bonds first thing Monday morning. We have to help them resolve this problem before the quarterly earnings reports are due.”


  “Yes, sir,” Nash said.


  The lights went out as the three men left the office.


  Nicholas stood alone in the darkness. Every muscle in his body ached from the tension. By refusing to work with The Order or by taking steps to expose their plan, Tyler had become a threat to their $87 million margin call.


  


  THIRTY-SIX


  

  


  Cesar Gomez gestured for Eddy to pass him the bottle of lime Gatorade as he labored on the stair stepper. The view of the city and the Pacific Ocean from the patio was spectacular. He chugged the green liquid. “You’re a good man, Eddy.”


  Eddy grinned and gripped the towel wrapped around his neck.


  The cool drink soothed Cesar’s throat but his legs felt leaden, his arms leaning progressively harder on the rails to support his seemingly increasing weight. A tilted patio umbrella shielded him from the sun, but the sweltering heat purged poisonous liquids through his pores. Years of substance abuse had solidified like mineral deposits and had upset his chemical balance—his thoughts, his emotions, his identity. A few whacks with a hammer and chisel, however, and the process of purification had begun.


  The next step was retirement, but this time for good.


  He ridiculed himself for having believed that Adriana and Maria were ever anything more than conniving sluts. He would stop fooling himself about the finances of feminine delights. “You pay either way,” was his new motto. He’d paid Adriana and Maria with wire transfers to veil the true nature of their relationship, to sustain the illusion. He’d tried to have his cake and eat it: love and freedom.


  Ironically, Nicholas Lowe had woken him from his slumber. Seeing Adriana and Maria in his hotel room the other day had enraged Cesar, until he evaluated the situation. He sensed that Nicholas was spiting him, but he’d grown to respect the American. He admired the way Nicholas worked in gray areas with humor and class, never losing site of his objective, and never moralistic. Cesar was honest enough to admit he was jealous of Nicholas—his looks, his charisma, the way women responded to him.


  What impressed Cesar most about Americans like Nicholas and Tyler was how they served their corrupt regime with selfless dedication. He would have been victorious in the jungles of Colombia with soldiers like them. No wonder America was the only remaining superpower: it had an excess supply of highly educated patriots with the material resources to achieve its goals. Despite America’s vulgar capitalism, revolutions never threatened the peace, but the gringos were too blind to recognize their blessings or to acknowledge their responsibilities. In the final analysis, America was still an evil empire.


  Cesar’s battle was over. The Americans were too powerful and too corrupt for him to succeed, whether fighting in the jungles of Colombia or selling drugs. Tomorrow’s shipment would be his last. He was content after his retirement six months ago, but the Americans had forced his hand. Removal from the Linear target list would make his life easier, but helping the imperialistic War on Drugs had been a disgraceful compromise. The Americans were hypocrites, acting with impunity to protect their interests. The only time they preached ethics was to promote their agendas or to stifle economic competition. Globalization, global warming, the “war on” you name it, to name a few, were fraudulent machinations to support their grand plan to convert the world into mindless debt slaves. That was someone else’s battle now. Cesar had visions of quietude, a place to contemplate and write his memoirs.


  The lobby telephone rang. Cesar, curious about the unannounced visitor, gestured for Eddy to get it. He saluted, pivoted clumsily, and hustled inside. Cesar’s muscles approached fatigue. He decreased the stair stepper speed and wiped his face with the towel. Despite the pain and exhaustion, a feeling of elation surged through his body. A second wind or some inexplicable energy source seemed to be fueling his muscles.


  “Getting your annual exercise, I see,” Nicholas said as he walked out to the patio, poised and calm. He wore sunglasses and a navy blue polo shirt with khaki slacks. “The ladies must be shopping,” he added and gestured to the skyline.


  Cesar laughed and wiped his face with the towel. “I got rid of those bitches. Cesar Gomez is a new man now.”


  “Too bad,” Nicholas said. “I kind of liked the old Cesar.”


  Cesar laughed. “You don’t have to be kind to me, Mr. Lowe.” His muscles were numb now, his pain euphoric! He slowed the pace, just a bit, but the speed indicator plummeted to the “warm-up” zone. The digital screen flashed to warn him he was stepping too slowly—as if a stupid machine could make such an assessment! No wonder the Americans were heartless: they subjected themselves to the cold calculations of machines.


  “If you don’t mind,” Nicholas said and sat on a patio chair, “I’m going to enjoy the sun. I’m getting tired just watching you.”


  Cesar looked at the timer, his goal in sight: ten more minutes to qualify for a successful aerobic workout. That probably applied to young people. What did the machine know? His body had had enough. He pressed a button to stop the machine. The steps lowered him to the deck. Eddy handed him the bottle of Gatorade.


  “Your timing is impeccable,” Cesar told Nicholas and groaned as he chugged his drink and stretched. “Let’s step inside my office.”


  Nicholas nodded empathetically and followed him. Inside the office, Eddy closed the blinds and turned on the air conditioner.


  “Much better,” Cesar said and sat at his desk. “What’s on your mind?”


  Nicholas leaned back. “I’d like to make a deal.”


  Cesar set the Gatorade down. “I thought we already had a deal.”


  Nicholas cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Tomorrow, we will transport a large shipment of goods.”


  Cesar gestured for him to continue, suddenly eager.


  “I’d like to offer you the chance to turn yourself in to the police and face trial in a U.S. federal court for drug trafficking.”


  Cesar tried to read Nicholas’ countenance. His initial reaction was that Nicholas was joking, but his face showed no signs of humor. He drank more Gatorade and wiped his mouth to mask his nervousness. “I think I’ll stick to the original plan of leaving Panama and moving to a quiet tropical island.”


  “Not if you’re dead,” Nicholas said coldly.


  Cesar clenched his fists. The word betrayal sprang to mind.


  “They’re planning to kill you,” Nicholas continued and raised a suggestive eyebrow. “I’m willing to save your life.”


  Cesar remembered the deal he’d made with Dirk and laughed at himself for being so stupid. The Americans were backing out! Nicholas might have something up his sleeve, though; all Americans did. “May I ask you a question?”


  Nicholas nodded.


  “I know you work for the U.S. government. More specifically,” he added and pointed accusingly, “I know you work for the CIA.”


  “I’m sorry—I missed the question,” Nicholas said blithely.


  “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”


  Nicholas lifted his hands. “You could find out the hard way.”


  Nicholas was obviously an expert at revealing information on his own terms. Good training, that’s what his soldiers in the jungles of Colombia had needed.


  “Let’s suppose your people are planning to kill me tomorrow,” Cesar said. “Why are you willing to save my life?”


  “Because I know you didn’t kill Tyler Broadman.”


  Cesar didn’t expect that answer. Finally, someone knew the truth! Despite the fact that Tyler had worked for the CIA, Cesar respected him. He’d conducted himself with the utmost professionalism, despite probably knowing how Helena got her cocaine.


  “You’re right,” Cesar said. “I had nothing to do with his death.”


  “I wouldn’t go that far,” Nicholas said.


  Cesar knew he was right, but he refused to acknowledge the point. Rumors had circulated that Tyler was planning to kill him. Others drug traffickers would have interpreted that as a threat and ordered his assassination.


  “That’s why I want to see you behind bars,” Nicholas continued. “The fact remains that the U.S. and Panamanian governments intend to kill you. The decision was made yesterday. I can assure you Dirk will do everything—”


  “Dirk is a son of a bitch!” Cesar pounded his fist on the desk. Dirk had caused him endless misery by making him a Linear target. Spies had followed him around the clock. He had to pay companies to locate bugs and detect wiretaps. His banks complained U.S. agents had harassed them for details about his accounts. The Americans had “turned up the heat.” He’d paid his lawyers to hide his assets in complex offshore structures. He even quit dealing drugs because Helena had been raped in his apartment.


  “I figured Dirk would resort to cheap tactics and back out on our deal,” Cesar said and shook his head to calm the storm in his mind. “Not that I agree to your proposition, but tell me how you could save my life.”


  Nicholas folded his arms confidently. “Our current plan is to ship the goods from Cartagena to Colon. Once in port, my people will re-invoice the container and put it aboard a ship destined for Miami. Simple and lucrative.”


  Cesar nodded.


  “What you don’t know is a team will seize the container before it leaves port, after we collect the money, of course.”


  “Of course,” Cesar said dryly.


  “The buyers will be arrested,” Nicholas continued. “You’ll be killed while trying to escape.” He gestured randomly. “We’ll tell the media you resisted. CNN Headline News—you’ll be famous around the world for fifteen minutes.”


  “Sounds dramatic,” Cesar said. Dying might be the best way to make the world appreciate his revolution, but he refused to be martyr fodder on the Anglo-Saxon Zionist propaganda news network. He wouldn’t let the American masses feel safe believing their government was a stalwart against evil. “America ends up smelling like roses,” he added. “What’s the other option?”


  “An all expense paid vacation to a U.S. federal prison.”


  “I see,” Cesar said, weighing his options. “Again, not that I’m agreeing to your plan,” he said, hoping for another way out, “but how could you stop them from killing me?”


  “A journalist, Lina Castillo, will be on the scene to cover the story of your arrest. They won’t kill you with her there.”


  “Lina Castillo,” Cesar said, “the one who wrote that bullshit story about my giving drug money to the president?” Like any sensible person, he ignored the media in Panama, until his name was on the front page. Normally he respected the political ideology of journalists, but Lina had threatened his safety by printing that crap. Perhaps Dirk had planted the story to build national resentment against him.


  “Lina will be there; we’ll make a videotape of your confession to prove you turned yourself in voluntarily, alive and well.”


  Cesar liked that idea. Panamanian holding cells were hardly bastions of civilized behavior or due process.


  “The police will arrest you,” Nicholas continued, “after which you’ll be extradited to a U.S. federal court to stand trial.”


  “How kind of you,” Cesar said and folded his arms. Something wasn’t right. Americans didn’t do selfless things. “I understand everything about your plan except one thing. Why? Why did you help this journalist? Why go out on a limb for me?”


  “I helped Lina,” Nicholas explained, “because I felt sorry for her. I’m offering to help you because we’re a nation of laws. You deserve to be punished for your crimes.”


  “Crimes?” Cesar asked. “I didn’t kill Tyler or Helena. What crimes are you talking about?”


  “How about killing thousands of innocent people with your cocaine?”


  Cesar scoffed. He never expected such banality from Nicholas. “Don’t make me laugh. How about The Order destroying people’s lives around the world with wars, weapons of mass destruction, bank debt, and political and economic oppression?”


  “Some people have died along the way,” Nicholas retorted, “but usually those who profited from oppressing their own people.”


  “I forgot,” Cesar said, “The Order is the savior of humanity.” The most ironic claim of those fascists was that they considered their ideology “compassionate,” what brainwashed psychologists referred to as “tough love.” Nicholas’ uncharacteristic comments, however, indicated something was amiss. “How do you know I didn’t kill Tyler? Why did that cause you to make a deal with me today?”


  “That has nothing to do—”


  “Wrong,” Cesar said confidently. “You know I didn’t kill Tyler. Who killed him? Why do you feel responsible for the journalist? What are you hiding from me?”


  “Nothing,” Nicholas said calmly.


  Cesar saw through his feigned confidence, but the real face behind the mask remained a mystery. The truth would require more interrogation. “You don’t have to play their games anymore. Be your own man, Nicholas. Fight your own battles.”


  “What, so I can be like you?” Nicholas scoffed, then leaned back and shook his head. “I don’t agree with everything The Order does, but—” He jabbed a finger before Cesar could speak. “I’m finishing this operation, and you’re going to jail.”


  For the first time, Cesar saw pain on Nicholas’ face, which could mean only one thing. “They killed him.” They were viler than he imagined, even to their own people.


  Nicholas shook his head, but his face said otherwise.


  “That’s what this is about,” Cesar continued. He hated to see another victim of The Order’s machinations. He leaned forward and extended a hand. “Nicholas, we can work together—”


  “There is no we!” Nicholas shouted. “I’m not like you.” He stood and rested his fists on the table. “Yes, they killed him. But guess what? I’ll expose their crime after this is over. That’s how we’re different.”


  Cesar stood and shook his head. “We are the same. We’re warriors of justice.” Nicholas’ hostile tone was clearly directed at The Order, not at him. “Why did you help those soldiers in El Salvador ten years ago? Why are you helping me today?”


  Nicholas appeared deaf to his questions.


  “Because you fight injustice.” He and Nicholas were alike. They could work together to stop The Order. “We both do. Why do you think I’ve been fighting this battle?”


  Nicholas shook his head in disbelief. “How about I acknowledge that The Order has done some bad things in the past and you acknowledge your cocaine trafficking activities have been anything but a humanitarian mission.”


  Cesar shrugged and nodded reluctantly. Deep down, he knew cocaine only hurt innocent people and that his plan to unravel the social fabric of the American regime was futile. Byzantine rationalizations had led him down this dead end life of drugs and loneliness. He’d spent his adult life attacking bad people rather than helping good people.


  “We’re supposed to meet the buyers at Paitilla Airport tomorrow morning,” Nicholas said, getting down to business.


  Cesar nodded, tacitly agreeing to the new plan.


  “Instead, we’ll change it to Albrook Airport at six-thirty. I’ll arrange for the Panamanian police to arrive at that time. We’ll have the whole thing on film. In the meantime, I recommend you arrange to have a lawyer on call.”


  “What will happen to you?” Cesar asked with genuine concern. Perhaps Nicholas hadn’t considered the possibility that The Order would kill twice to protect its interests.


  “I’ll be fine,” Nicholas said.


  Cesar paused to think. “I agree to your plan, Mr. Lowe. I’ll have my day in court, and I have enough money to buy the legal system. I’ll soon be a free man.”


  Nicholas shrugged indifferently and pointed at him with a serious expression. “Don’t try to escape,” he warned.


  For the first time, Cesar felt the American was really looking out for him.


  “They’ll kill you.” Nicholas checked his watch. “I’ll see you tomorrow at six.”


  Cesar nodded and escorted Nicholas to the elevator and returned to his office where he grabbed the photo of Helena from the desk drawer. The violet perfume still lingered. Her eternal smile sent a chill up his spine. Her death had created a void that could never be filled.


  He cursed himself for giving her cocaine and taking advantage of her. The few occasions they made love, he saw only distance in her eyes, not passion—the only time Helena Hernandez wasn’t beautiful. His caresses, his kind words, nothing could make her love him. She’d wanted his cocaine, nothing else; and rather than refuse her outright or give cocaine to her without conditions, he’d used the opportunity to satisfy his own desires.


  He gazed at her photograph. “Why!” he screamed as tears filled his eyes. He refused to believe she’d jumped to her death. Perhaps her addiction had been too strong. Perhaps the prospect of life without cocaine had been too overwhelming.


  He closed his eyes to feel the pain more intimately, to feel close to her again, to suffer the punishment he knew he deserved.


  “I’m sorry. I killed you, Helena Hernandez,” he whimpered.


  


  THIRTY-SEVEN


  

  


  Minister of Foreign Affair Victor Hernandez looked at his wife Ivonne and sighed as he lay in a hospital bed. The doctor was concerned about his health and had requested more tests, which was a euphemism for saying his condition was terminal. Too many years of living the good life had finally caught up with him. He had no regrets. Well, perhaps a few.


  Ivonne squeezed his hands with love beaming through her eyes. All his happiness and passion for life he owed to this marvelous woman. The happiest day of his life had been the day she said yes to his marriage proposal. She was everything a man could hope for; he wondered what he’d done to deserve such a blessing. They’d lived a dream life: a beautiful family, a comfortable home, many good friends, and a successful career.


  The solitude of the hospital bed had given him time to realize he wasn’t worthy of her. Sheena, the other mistresses, the lame excuses—she deserved better. He’d tried to keep his affairs a secret, but Ivonne knew and surely felt betrayed. Still, his family had always been most important. He’d taken care of them and spent lavishly on them, which was more than many faithful men could say.


  Ivonne kissed his hands with the look of a saint praying for the soul of a sinner.


  He looked at her, paralyzed, afraid of losing her respect. He prepared to speak but coughed and held his chest until the pain subsided. Ivonne encouraged him with a smile He closed his eyes. “I haven’t always been a good husband,” he said.


  “You were a loving father. You provided for us well.”


  Her past tense response, without reference to their love, caused him more pain. He held his eyes shut to avoid facing her.


  “I forgive you, dear,” she added and squeezed his hands.


  Hernandez opened his eyes, relieved. “I love you,” he said. She forgave him! But he needed an answer to an important question. “Have we lived a good life?”


  “We’ve lived a wonderful life.”


  He wondered whether that was true. Poverty was rampant in Panama, yet he sat atop a pile of wealth he’d inherited from his father and grandfather. His success had been largely a function of his last name. Who knows how well he would have fared in a world of free competition. He worked hard and paid his dues but with a head start and few obstacles. In fact, he’d used his status to prevent competition and to protect his own business interests.


  “We could have done more for Panama,” he said.


  “You’ve served Panama with great distinction,” she said.


  He hoped she was right. Perhaps one could never give too much, but at least he’d given something back to the people of Panama. He could have stashed the family fortune in offshore accounts and lived off the interest, but he didn’t. Perhaps he wasn’t as courageous as he could have been, but he’d done what he could.


  “We have lived a good life, haven’t we?” he asked again.


  Ivonne smiled and nodded. “I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”


  A man at the door knocked. “Excuse me, Minister Hernandez, I’m sorry to bother you, but could I have a word with you?”


  
    
      Hernandez looked up as the familiar looking man leaned inside and waved.
    

  


  “I’m sorry,” Ivonne said. “No visitors please.”


  “I’m Nicholas Lowe,” he said. “Tyler Broadman was my friend. I only need a minute.”


  Hernandez gestured to Ivonne that he would be fine. She kissed his hands and left the room. Without her touch, however, the spell was broken. He was a sick man again. The antiseptic smell repulsed him; the IV in his arm made him feel like a circus spectacle; and the beeping heart monitor reminded him of the flesh and blood fate he couldn’t escape.


  Nicholas held the door open for Ivonne and approached the bed. “I promise I won’t take much of your time.”


  Hernandez coughed as he looked up and admired the handsome young man.


  “Do you know someone named Manuel Espinosa?”


  Hernandez nodded. Recognition dawned on him. “You were talking to Lina at the hotel. I saw you at the meeting the other day.”


  “That’s right,” Nicholas said. “Could you tell me about your relationship with Manuel?” He poured a cup of cold water for Hernandez and held it out to him.


  “Thank you,” Hernandez said and took the cup. He managed sips between painful breaths. The crushed ice soothed his throat. “I paid him for information about Cesar’s drug shipments.” He finished the water and dropped the cup by his side.


  “Could you tell my why?” Nicholas asked.


  “Cesar destroyed two people dear to me. Mr. Dirk said the operation to arrest Cesar had been put on hold. I decided to eliminate him myself. Something had to be done.”


  “That was honorable,” Nicholas said. “Do you have any plans that might interfere with our operation tomorrow?”


  Hernandez took pride in the fact that he was still part of the plot to destroy Cesar. “You seem to have things under control.”


  Nicholas nodded. “Cesar will never bother you again.”


  “I assume you know about my relationship with Tyler,” he said.


  Nicholas nodded. “Without you, we wouldn’t be where we are today. If our plan works, you’ll have played a major role in destroying Cesar and ensuring a secure future for Panama.”


  Hernandez enjoyed a moment of pride but quickly returned to reality. “Perhaps, but I regret what I did.”


  “I understand,” Nicholas said, “but I think we both agree that leadership involves making difficult choices.”


  The true mettle of a leader is having the courage to make decisions contrary to popular consensus, for the good of the country. “But I gave secrets to the CIA.”


  Nicholas smiled. “If our president had asked you directly to help the U.S. maintain a military presence in Panama post-1999, would you feel the same?”


  “Of course not,” Hernandez said. Diplomacy and spying were different. “I’ve had good relations with your president. I was never a big fan of the 1977 treaties.”


  “The president wants to maintain a military presence in Panama,” Nicholas said. “We just happened to be the agency he tasked to execute his policy decision. Don’t worry. You were helping us build a bilateral alliance for Panama’s future.”


  Hernandez felt relieved. Any great political leader would have made the same decision. Panama needed U.S. troops.


  “I promised I wouldn’t take too much of your time,” Nicholas said. “Thank you, Minister Hernandez. Speedy recovery.”


  Hernandez managed a wave as Nicholas left. For a moment his pain subsided, until the door closed and a vision of Helena appeared before his eyes.


  “Helena,” he whispered and reached out to her. She removed a metal case from her purse, dipped her finger in, and snorted some cocaine. “No!” he begged, trying to yell, but he was in too much pain. She dropped the metal case and cried, reaching out to him.


  “Help me, Daddy.”


  Hernandez trembled as he looked around the room. For the first time, he felt alone. The beep of the heart monitor pushed time ahead in ruthless, discrete intervals. The clear IV liquid dripped from the plastic bag, slow steady drops that refused to synchronize with the beeps of the heart monitor, until the fifth drop, when the cycle started again. He suddenly felt warm and removed the blankets.


  “Help me, Daddy,” Helena’s voice echoed.


  “Daddy’s here,” he said and looked around, but he couldn’t see her. He blinked, trying desperately to conjure an image of her. Since the day he’d learned of her cocaine addiction, he yelled at her and punished her, all in a feeble attempt to make her quit.


  “Help me, Daddy,” her voice echoed again.


  He’d done everything right, except this. His hard work, his career, his money—none of it meant anything without Helena. She had a problem, and he’d been too blind to see that all she had needed was his love.


  His heart raced. He held his breath as the pain returned—first a sharp pain around his heart, and then a numbing pain permeating his body. Finally, Helena’s radiant face appeared as he closed his eyes.


  “Daddy’s here…Daddy’s…here.”


  The steady tone of the heart monitor faded away.


  


  THIRTY-EIGHT


  

  


  Dylan Dirk stirred his scotch and rocks to escape the humdrum. Embassy events were usually a waste of time, this one especially, with operation Delphi Justice less than twenty-four hours away from completion. However, K was in town, and protocol dictated that certain formalities be satisfied. He would be relieved when this operation was over, but the extraordinary measures had been necessary to ensure operational success.


  “Dylan, are you listening to me?” K asked.


  “Of course,” Dirk said and looked up.


  K grumbled and finished his drink. “We should have ended this operation when we had the chance. It’s gotten out of control.”


  “What do you mean out of control?” Dirk asked.


  “We should have helped Tyler coordinate the arrest of Cesar weeks ago,” K said. “We could have found another way to pay off this damned S&P futures contract margin call.”


  Dirk swallowed hard. “But you told me—”


  “I know what I told you,” K said. “I’m not blaming you. You were right to encourage Tyler to continue the operation, but we should have been more sensitive to his situation. We asked the poor guy to work with the slime who was destroying his life.”


  Dirk leaned closer to whisper. “Don’t forget, Tyler was snorting cocaine with Helena. He killed her. I showed you the proof. Besides, the mission wasn’t complete.”


  “Mission,” K said incredulously. “The damned leadership is messing things up.” He inspected the area cautiously. “I’m worried about The Order. Historically, we focused on geopolitical strategy, but now our hotshot MBA weenies are only concerned about speculating in the financial markets. We’ve lost our way.” He swirled his ice cubes. “If we would have told Tyler the truth, we might have avoided these problems.”


  K’s tone worried Dirk. For the first time he sensed weakness in his mentor. “We can’t disclose those details to outsiders.”


  “As far as I’m concerned,” K said, “Tyler was as much a member as those spoiled pricks who have never worked an operation.” He grabbed a drink from a passing waiter. “Nicholas, too. Luckily for us he has things under control. Our future depends on people like him, people who naturally rise to the top because of merit and sheer will.”


  Dirk agreed about Nicholas but disagreed The Order should accept new members like a country club. Membership had to be tightly controlled. Fathers bred their sons from a young age and taught them the virtues the middle class couldn’t master overnight. Trust and loyalty were essential, but today’s college graduates were for sale to the highest bidder, even to foreign corporations. Duty, honor, and country were nostalgic virtues of a distant golden age.


  “Would you have the same opinion if Tyler had been successful?” he asked.


  “Tyler was successful!” K said forcefully. “I want this thing behind us. We can’t let reckless speculation in S&P futures contracts screw up our objectives.”


  Dirk sipped his drink in disbelief. K was telling him that Delphi Justice wasn’t important, that they should have quit at the first sign of trouble. The Order didn’t conduct operations without careful forethought. The “MBA weenies” K referred to couldn’t have tampered with Order funds without approval from the high leadership. Did K think Tyler’s happiness was more important than maintaining military bases in Panama post-1999? Did he think letting The Order lose $87 million was trivial?


  “Regarding tomorrow,” Dirk said, “where’s Nicholas?”


  K checked his watch. “Probably working. He’ll deliver Cesar’s head on a plate and clean up this mess. You’ll see.”


  “Excuse me, Mr. Dirk,” a waiter said and handed him a note.


  Dirk accepted it. It was from Nash, saying he had to see him right away outside the front gate. “I’ll be right back,” he said.


  As Dirk headed outside, he thought about Helena. He couldn’t believe a year had passed since they’d met. Fresh wounds opened each time he remembered her—one for lost passion, the other for his transgression.


  

  


  The humid air simmered as the sun hovered in a cloudless blue sky. Dirk and his wife Ellen entered the swimming pool patio of the beach resort, a cozy escape on the Pacific coast for wealthy Panamanians. Children played and splashed in the shallow end. Men in snug shorts and round bellies rubbed oil on their tanned skin and strutted while women relaxed in lounging chairs, read fashion magazines, or gossiped. Waiters carried trays of food and drinks to the guests. A listless lifeguard spun a whistle around his finger.


  The wet deck soothed Dirk’s scorched feet as they walked. He focused on the man waving at them in the corner as they approached two open chairs near a patio umbrella. “Minister Hernandez,” he said, “what a pleasant surprise.”


  Hernandez stood. They shook hands.


  “You remember my wife, Ellen,” Dirk said.


  “Always a pleasure,” Hernandez said and kissed her cheek.


  “A perfect weekend,” Dirk said as the wives greeted each other.


  Hernandez nodded. “Absolutely splendid.”


  Lying beside the minister’s wife was a young woman wearing sunglasses. She lowered her copy of Vogue and gestured to the crowd of people. “If you can call this a vacation,” she said scornfully. “Those screaming kids are driving me insane.”


  Hernandez chuckled, embarrassed. “You’ll have to excuse my daughter, Helena. She’s in one of her moods.”


  “Daddy,” Helena protested. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Dirk,” she said and lowered her sunglasses with a smile to reveal her hypnotic sapphire eyes. “I’m not in one of my moods.” She wiggled her toes and looked at her magazine.


  Dirk’s gaze fixed on Helena as she slid her sunglasses up: tanned skin glistening with coconut oil; firm body with all the right curves; full, rounded breasts pressed together by a Corvette-red bikini with sweat dripping into her cleavage. “Honey,” he said and touched Ellen’s arm when Hernandez gestured to the two open chairs, “should we sit?”


  “Darn,” Ellen said, “I forgot the sunscreen.”


  Dirk sneaked another peek at Helena as Ellen rummaged through her beach bag. Helena applied lip gloss and kissed the air as she looked at him from behind her sunglasses.


  “We have some extra,” Hernandez said and held up a bottle of coconut tanning oil.


  “Thanks,” Ellen said and continued rummaging, “but I need a forty-five sun block. My skin is sensitive. Honey,” she said and looked up at Dirk, “could you get it?”


  “Of course,” he said, jerked back to reality. “I’ll be right back.”


  Helena set her magazine aside. “I need my headphones.” She stood and rattled the cubes in her plastic cup. “Daddy, order me another drink, would you?”


  “Helena,” Hernandez said, “you’d better slow down—”


  “Daddy, please,” she said. “Just one more drink.”


  Hernandez nodded and gestured to a passing waiter.


  “Love you, Daddy,” Helena said cheerfully and grabbed her purse. “Ready?”


  Dirk nodded. “We’ll be right back, honey.”


  Ellen looked up and smiled. He gestured to the gate and led the way.


  “Don’t be so shy,” Helena whispered playfully as they left. “Haven’t you ever been with a younger woman before?”


  “I…no, I just don’t want people to get the wrong idea,” he said.


  They stepped inside the elevator with an elderly couple.


  “The wrong idea?” she said and raised a suggestive eyebrow.


  “What floor?” he asked.


  “We can stop at your room first,” she said.


  Dirk swallowed hard and pushed the button for the sixth floor. He glanced at the elderly couple and smiled to suggest, “Nothing going on here.” His heart pounded as her leg rubbed up against his. Finally, they reached the sixth floor.


  The doors opened.


  Helena followed Dirk and stood by him as he opened the door.


  Dirk paused but couldn’t resist a smile. “Right, we’ll get my stuff…and then get your stuff.” He gestured back to the pool as he pushed the door open. “My wife needs her sunscreen.”


  Helena set her purse on the table near the humming air conditioner and rubbed her arms. “It’s freezing in here. Why do you Americans like it so cold?”


  Dirk closed the door and allowed his eyes to peel off her bikini. “The sunscreen is in the bathroom.”


  Helena sat on the end of the bed.


  “Right, you have a seat and I’ll…be right back.” He closed the bathroom door and looked in the mirror. He checked his teeth and sucked in his stomach, then took a deep breath and looked for the sunscreen.


  “I found it,” he said and stepped out of the bathroom to see Helena snorting a line of cocaine on the table. “What are you doing?” he yelled and rushed over. He wiped the white powder into the trash and closed the stainless steel case.


  “Playing rough,” Helena said lasciviously. “I like that. Relax, stud. I’ve been stoned all weekend, and now I’m horny.”


  “That stuff will kill you,” Dirk said with a lump in his throat.


  She set the stainless steel case in her purse.


  “Where did you get that?” he asked and gazed upon her erect nipples.


  “From a man,” she said playfully.


  “Did Cesar Gomez give that to you?”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone,” she said. She reached behind her neck and untied the bikini strap. Dirk glanced back at the door. “You won’t get in trouble.”


  He gestured for her to stop as she unhooked the back and let the red bikini fall to reveal her perfect breasts.


  “I promise I won’t tell anyone,” she said. Her hard nipples poked his chest as she wrapped her arms around him.


  Dirk’s arms lifted mysteriously until he hugged her. He ran his hands along her back and felt the curve of her hips, flesh begging him to bite. “We should go,” he managed to murmur.


  “He’s blushing,” she said. “You Americans are such prudes.” She tickled his sides. “Come on, try to relax.”


  Dirk resisted laughing and grabbed her arms. “We should go.”


  “I love a man with a firm grip,” she said and shivered with delight.


  “We should go,” he said, but resisting her now was futile.


  Helena grabbed his crotch. “Oh my, someone’s excited,” she said, and then dropped to her knees. “Something tells me this won’t take long.”


  

  


  Dirk exited the embassy compound and approached Nash’s black Toyota Land Cruiser. He opened the passenger door and climbed in. A can of Budweiser was in the drink holder.


  “This better be important.” Dirk said tersely.


  Nash gripped the wheel. “You remember how Tyler printed the financial documents a few weeks ago?”


  Dirk nodded.


  “I have a program in my computer that tracks when people use the system and which documents are printed. I stopped by the office after we gave K the tour today—”


  “Get to the point,” Dirk said irritably and observed the passing cars.


  “According to my computer,” Nash said, “someone printed the same documents today.”


  Dirk rubbed his temples and groaned.


  “Someone was in the office at the same time we were.” He released his hands from the steering wheel and looked at Dirk. “I spoke with the security guard in the lobby. The person he described sounded like Nicholas.”


  Dirk smacked the dashboard. “You did the right thing.” He pointed authoritatively. “Don’t tell anyone about this.”


  Nash was visibly distressed. “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing you should concern yourself with,” Dirk assured him. “I’ll take care of this. Don’t tell anyone.”


  

  


  Dirk entered his office, flicked on the light, sat at his desk, and started his computer. His worst fear surfaced with a haunting laugh when he remembered how Nicholas had collapsed after using the computer the last time. He began viewing the computer files, one after another, until he found the anonymous letter he’d given to Nestor before the meeting with Tyler:


  

  


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  You murdered Helena!


  

  


  Tyler had to die, and his death had to look like the work of Cesar Gomez—revenge for the death of Helena. He pounded his fists on the desk. Nicholas knew.


  Dirk nodded solemnly, as if receiving a death sentence, and considered how his path had gone astray. His affair with Helena had been brief, three months of blissful sexual trysts. His marriage had seen better days but Helena had satisfied every desire encoded in his DNA. Who could deny her? Why deny her?


  Unlike the other men in Helena’s life, only he had the courage to help her. He never let her get high when they were together. He tried to help her quit but his busy career and rocky marriage prevented him from spending enough time with her. “Poor Helena,” people had said—those who didn’t know her. She had an iron will and took what she wanted. What she needed was a strong man to control her, something her father had failed at miserably. Dirk had warned him repeatedly about her problem, but Hernandez’s scare tactics and threats were a cowardly way of shirking responsibility. How could a father, an aristocratic man raised on traditional values, have been so negligent?


  Making Cesar Gomez a Linear target had been the logical decision to stop the flow of cocaine through Panama, but Cesar gave Helena cocaine and used her addiction to satisfy his own perverse desires. He’d officially quit dealing drugs and had made a mockery of the Linear operation, but he still gave her cocaine. Cesar could burn in hell for eternity and never pay his debt for destroying her life.


  Dirk had thought Tyler would be a good influence, but he couldn’t balance his personal and professional life. He could have prevented everything. After all, he was with Helena every day and knew about her addiction. She would be alive now with her first child. Operation Delphi Justice would have continued. He had the chance to redeem himself, but upon finding Helena at Cesar’s penthouse, he chose murder, not forgiveness. In his most disgraceful act, he took the necklace he’d given to her at their engagement party, as the scratches on her neck had indicated. Tyler’s death had been a just punishment.


  Dirk opened a desk drawer and removed a photo of Helena. He smiled at her radiant face and smelled the lingering violet scented perfume, a reminder of the soft skin he’d kissed and caressed. Only Helena kindled his passion and satisfied his desires. Despite the faults of Hernandez, Cesar, and Tyler, he blamed himself for her death.


  “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


  He should have swept her away when he had the chance, but he refused her love. He was too concerned about what the other members of The Order might think. She’d wanted him, but like a fool he encouraged her to see Tyler, someone closer to her age. He would give up anything to be with her now—The Order, even his family. He looked at the photo of Ellen on his desk and grudgingly accepted the reality that was his own creation. His love for Helena was something Ellen would never understand and would forever remain his secret.


  He hit the desk firmly with both fists and stood. Operation Delphi Justice would succeed. The only way to guarantee that was to stop Nicholas Lowe.


  


  THIRTY-NINE


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe parked in front of Cesar Gomez’s apartment building just before sunrise. The neighborhood was quiet, except for a dog that barked as he closed the car door. Lina looked charming with her hair up and her intellectual glasses.


  Keeping the new plan a secret had been difficult. Nicholas had coordinated the meeting at Albrook airport with Willie and Daisy Holland but convinced K, Dirk, and the Panamanian National Police that the original plan at Paitilla Airport was still on schedule. The most difficult part had been deciding to disobey orders, again. The last time he did that, The Order denied his membership and nearly ruined his career. He had evidence of a conspiracy, but a part of him was still worried he might be making a mistake. Bailing out the $87 million debt would probably guarantee his membership to The Order; and in the worst case scenario, he could say he’d altered the plan at the last minute for security purposes. After all, the only major adjustment had been changing Cesar’s fate. Like it or not, Cesar deserved his day in court. Nicholas was covering his bases and his ass. He wasn’t about to spend the rest of his career behind a desk in Washington.


  Nicholas and Lina entered the lobby. The Kuna Indian security guard waved them pass.


  “I can’t believe we’re going to Cesar Gomez’s apartment,” Lina said.


  Nicholas winked confidently as they stepped into the elevator.


  He’d revealed enough details to whet Lina’s journalistic appetite. He’d admitted to stealing the documents, but her anger subsided when he told her she was part of a top secret plot to arrest Cesar Gomez. Journalists thrived on getting a story, and this story would help her career and save her reputation.


  The elevator door opened. Cesar was looking down the barrel of a rifle. “Put your hands in the air or I’ll shoot,” he said coldly.


  “Nicholas!” Lina screamed.


  Nicholas pointed an accusing finger at Cesar. “Where are your manners?”


  Cesar lowered the rifle. “There’s no fooling you, Mr. Lowe,” he said and shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, Ms. Castillo.”


  Lina stood close to Nicholas and held his hand.


  “What’s with the rifle?” Nicholas asked. “Are you planning to shoot coconuts from your prison cell?”


  “I used this rifle to fight for justice in the jungles of Colombia many years ago,” Cesar said. He examined it and handed it to Nicholas. “I want you to have it.”


  “Thank you,” Nicholas said, genuinely moved, and checked his watch. “We should go,” he added and gestured to the elevator.


  

  


  Outside, the city was still sleeping as the sun was rising. The Pacific Ocean was tranquil, oblivious to the misdeeds of mortals. Nicholas turned left on Avenida Balboa and began the trek to Albrook airport. At the Intercontinental Hotel, he turned right on Avenida Frederico Boyd and headed up the undulating hill.


  Nicholas glanced in the rearview mirror. Cesar looked deep in thought, at peace, not angry or resentful. In the passenger seat, Lina was busy jotting notes. His assumption was the day wouldn’t continue without a glitch, so he decided to take advantage of the lull before the storm to clear up a mystery.


  “May I ask you a question?” he said as they waited at a red light.


  Lina mumbled something that sounded like approval.


  “Why did Tyler give you the documents?”


  Her pen stopped. She looked up. “How did you know?”


  The light changed to green. Nicholas shifted into first gear and started driving. “I eliminated all the impossible options.” He wasn’t about to reveal that Tyler had stolen the documents or had been killed by his own people.


  Cesar leaned forward to hear her response. Lina glanced back and waited for Nicholas’ nod of approval before she answered.


  “The day before Tyler was killed,” she said, “he stopped by my apartment and told me to hold an envelope for him. He said something important was about to happen.”


  “Did he tell you what he was talking about?” Nicholas asked.


  Lina shook her head. “No, just that he would be leaving soon.”


  “What did he say about the envelope?” Nicholas asked.


  “He told me to hold it for him, that he would pick it up the next day,” she said. “When I heard about his death, I decided to see what was inside,” she added with an apprehensive look at Cesar. “I decided to write the story.”


  

  


  A security guard at the front gate waved Nicholas past. He drove to the small airport about a half mile down the road, past buildings that until recently had been barracks and offices for the U.S. military. He parked near the twin engine Piper Navajo where Alfredo was waiting. The propellers were spinning. On the other side of the plane, Willie and Daisy Holland were waiting in a black BMW with tinted windows. Nicholas had told them he needed to make a quick exit from the country after completing the transaction. The plane, he hoped, provided an illusion of legitimacy to the eccentric couple.


  “Hand me the black bag,” Nicholas said to Cesar. Nicholas removed a camcorder and turned on the power. An image of the steering wheel appeared.


  “Are you ready?” he asked Lina and Cesar.


  They nodded. He focused the video camera on Cesar.


  “Have my fifteen minutes of fame begun?” Cesar asked.


  Through the camcorder, Nicholas saw a repentant Cesar Gomez looking back at him.


  He handed the video camera to Lina. “Start your interview.”


  Nicholas grabbed a Glock from under the front seat and loaded the chamber. “You never know,” he said in response to Lina’s shocked expression.


  Lina cleared her throat ladylike. “Please state your name.”


  “My name is Cesar Gomez…”


  Nicholas stepped outside, closed the door, and waved to Alfredo. “Good morning.” They shook hands. “Thanks for coming. We won’t be flying today, but here’s some money for your troubles.” He handed Alfredo an envelope with five thousand dollars.


  He waited for Alfredo’s nod of approval before walking around the plane to the BMW. He knocked on the glass. The power window lowered. Willie removed his straw hat and smiled. Daisy crushed her cigarette in the ashtray and winked.


  “How’s my favorite couple?” he asked.


  “It’s God-awful early,” Daisy said. “I’m still buzzing from last night. What a hoot!”


  “We received word that the container with the goods arrived in Colon,” Willie said.


  Nicholas nodded. “Do you have the payment?”


  Daisy gestured to two black attaché cases in the back seat. Nicholas opened the door, removed the two cases, and checked the contents: U.S. bearer bonds with a face value of one hundred thousand dollars each. After thumbing through fifty of them—about one tenth of the pile—he extrapolated five hundred per case for a total of $100 million dollars.


  Nicholas smiled at the eccentric couple. “I guess our business is done. The container should be ready to ship in about an hour.”


  “Pleasure doing business with you,” Willie said and started the engine. With a last wave, they drove away.


  Nicholas hoisted the two black attaché cases and headed toward his car. When he rounded the plane, Dirk’s maroon Mercedes skidded to a stop about fifty yards away.


  The car door swung open. “What are you doing, Nick?” Dirk yelled.


  Without warning, he fired a round. The bullet struck Alfredo in the head. He collapsed on the tarmac. Nicholas dove for cover behind the plane. Dirk fired another shot. This one ricocheted off the concrete and whizzed passed the plane.


  “I won’t let you get away with this!” Dirk shouted, using his car door to shield himself.


  Nicholas whipped out his Glock as police sirens wailed in the distance. He shot at Dirk’s door, forcing him to retreat behind the car.


  “He had to die, you know,” Dirk yelled and blasted a hole in the idling Piper Navajo’s tail. “He failed us. He failed the operation. He didn’t deserve her!”


  Nicholas cringed when another bullet struck the plane. He fired back and pierced Dirk’s windshield.


  “Hand over the money. We’ll forget this ever happened,” Dirk said. “You’ll get your membership. You have my word.”


  Nicholas aimed to fire again, but Cesar jumped out of the car and fired his rifle, smashing Dirk’s right headlight.


  “Dirk, you son of a bitch!” Cesar yelled and aimed again. “Step out and fight like a man!”


  The wailing sirens grew louder as four police cars approached. Nicholas watched, amazed, as Cesar rolled to the right, dodged Dirk’s next shot, and fired his own that missed. Cesar aimed the rifle from one knee and fired again when Dirk pivoted into sight. Cesar’s blast hit Dirk between the eyes. Dirk’s shot caught Cesar in the left arm, knocking him down.


  Nicholas rushed over to Cesar. He was bleeding badly. The bullet had torn through his left triceps. “You’ll be all right,” he said as the four police cars entered the base.


  Cesar pushed him away and gestured to the plane. “Go!”


  “Nicholas, let’s go!” Lina shouted.


  Nicholas started to lift Cesar, but he screamed with pain.


  “You can’t help me,” Cesar said. “I was right about The Order. They’ll kill you if you don’t leave now.”


  “You can make it,” Nicholas said, struggling to lift him.


  Cesar screamed. He fought to catch his breath. “All my life I’ve fought for justice. Today I finally got the courage to face my enemy.” He pointed at Dirk’s lifeless body next to the maroon Mercedes. “You inspired me, Nicholas. Don’t you see, I won…we won.”


  Nicholas nodded, fighting back an inexplicable tear, feeling a bond with Cesar he didn’t want to acknowledge.


  “We’re warriors, Nicholas,” Cesar said. “We’re brothers.”


  Nicholas smiled. “All right, you saved my life,” he said. “Now quit being so damned dramatic, and let’s get the hell out of here.”


  With a grunt, Nicholas lifted Cesar onto his shoulder and carried him to the plane. Lina pulled Cesar inside while Nicholas removed the wheel blocks.


  Nicholas climbed into the pilot’s seat with the attaché cases and fiddled with the gauges. He eased the throttle forward as the police cars drove onto the runway. The plane taxied past Dirk’s lifeless body toward the runway.


  Lina screamed as the Piper Navajo accelerated toward the oncoming police cars.


  “Hang on!” Nicholas instructed and stomped his foot for a full right rudder. The plane spun and skidded to a halt. He slammed the throttle forward. Two police cars gave chase but stopped as they approached the end of the runway. Nicholas eased the stick back when the end of the runway was in sight. His arms shook as he pulled back on the stick. The plane’s wheels scraped the weeds as it lifted into the air.


  


  FORTY


  

  


  Nicholas Lowe stood alone on the beach and gazed at the moonlit Caribbean Sea. Docked sailboats bobbed and listed like drunken sailors as waves splashed ashore. A cruise ship on the horizon sounded its horn; its cabin lights flickered like fireflies. Reluctantly, after painful deliberation, he dialed the number at Dirk’s office. As it rang, he couldn’t decide whether he wanted someone to answer.


  “Hello?” a voice said. It was K. “Nicholas, is that you?”


  “It’s me,” Nicholas said.


  “Good to hear your voice. All hell’s broken loose. Where are you?”


  Nicholas took a deep breath. “Why did you lie to me?”


  “Not sure what the hell happened—”


  “Dirk tried to kill me,” Nicholas said.


  K groaned and swore.


  “He killed Tyler, as far as I can tell.”


  “Dirk’s dead,” K said. “The police said you flew off with Cesar and the journalist. Need you to tell me what’s going on. Why did you change the plan? Where’s Cesar?”


  Nicholas looked over to where Cesar was sitting under a palm tree. “He died. Dirk shot him. He didn’t survive.”


  “Guess he got his just punishment,” K said tonelessly. “Nick, we’ll work this out. Do you have the bonds?”


  Nicholas felt like he’d been doused with cold water. “Is that what this mission was all about?” Running an operation to cover an $87 million margin call wasn’t inherently bad, but they should have told him and Tyler the truth. “I never planned to take the money. I don’t want your money,” he added.


  “You have to trust me,” K said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ll get to the bottom of it. Do you have the bonds?”


  “Yes.”


  “I need you to tell me where you are. We’ll tell The Order Dirk was responsible.”


  “Was he?” Nicholas asked.


  K didn’t answer.


  “I’d never accuse you of anything, but I can’t trust anyone at this point.”


  “Lay low until I get to the bottom of this, but I need the bonds right away. I’ll give you the name of a bank—”


  “No,” Nicholas said. “After I know the truth. I’m tired of playing games.”


  “I’m not playing games!” K said. “The police seized the cocaine. The Order will approve your membership. You have my word.”


  Nicholas wanted to trust K, but the issue of membership was up in the air. His plan to expose Tyler’s murder would prove futile, and he’d seen enough of The Order’s machinations to know that joining them was tacit consent to conformity.


  “Things aren’t what they seem,” K continued, his voice calmer. “Give me a day to figure things out. You’ll see I’m telling the truth. Nick,” he added after a short silence, “just promise me you’ll call tomorrow.”


  Nicholas decided to respect K’s request. He had the upper hand—the bonds—so he had nothing to lose; and he owed K the chance to prove himself. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  “Thanks, Nick,” K said. The line was silent.


  Nicholas walked toward Cesar. His feet sank in the soft sand, until he reached the hard roots of the palm tree. “I told them you were dead,” he said.


  “Cesar Gomez is dead,” he said and stood. “I’m a new man now.”


  “Too bad,” Nicholas said. “I kind of liked the old Cesar.”


  Cesar smiled and took a deep breath. “No more revolutions for me.” He shrugged and folded his arms with a smirk. “At least for now.”


  “I was told my membership to The Order would be approved, but I’m not sure I want to join,” Nicholas said, angling for advice.


  “I’ve said some bad things about The Order,” Cesar said, “but I was referring to the greedy bastards like Dirk. So join, but remember to always do the right thing.”


  “I will,” Nicholas said, unsure he wanted to join, but moving in that direction. He felt too much pain to forgive The Order. They embraced with firm slaps on the back.


  “Until we meet again,” Cesar said.


  “Where will you go?” Nicholas asked.


  “Away…from all of this,” he said with a broad gesture.


  Nicholas, saddened but inspired, watched Cesar walk away along the beach. With a last wave, Nicholas turned and walked down the row of beachside bars and restaurants.


  A television in one bar caught his attention. CNN Headline News was reporting from Panama that legendary drug kingpin Cesar Gomez had killed CIA agent Dylan Dirk during a top secret operation that resulted in the seizure of ten tons of cocaine. After a pause, the anchor added that a reliable source had just informed them that Cesar Gomez also died from a gun shot wound. Despite the tragic loss of a brave American, the White House hailed the operation a success and denied accusations it had been conducted without the approval of the Panamanian government. The story left out the most important detail: the $100 million in bearer bonds. In a related story, President Alex Mendoza narrowly lost a referendum to run for office a second term. The cameras switched to people waving Panamanian flags and partying in the streets.


  Nicholas paused to consider the news. In the final analysis, the mission had failed—the U.S. wouldn’t maintain a military presence in Panama post-1999—but things would probably work out in the end.


  He continued down the row of beachside bars and restaurants, filled with an eclectic mix of expatriates and tourists, and then made his way back a quaint hotel that had accepted cash without asking questions.


  Inside the room, the bathroom door was closed and the faucet was running. Merengue was playing on the clock radio near the bed. Figuring that Lina was getting ready for dinner, he sat on the chair next to the bed and looked for the remote control, hoping to watch more news about the events in Panama.


  After a quick search of the room, he spotted the remote control on top of the television. As he passed by the dresser, a reflection from something in Lina’s purse caught his attention. Reluctant but curious, he reached inside and removed a pearl necklace with a heart shaped locket. He opened the locket to reveal the inscription: “With Love, Tyler.”


  His heart pounded as he read the words again. The bathroom door unlocked. He hastily dropped the necklace into his pocket and hustled back to the chair. Without thinking, he turned off the radio and tapped his foot nervously. Lina stepped out of the bathroom wearing a stunning black dress. He stood and walked over to her.


  “You look amazing.”


  She analyzed him. “Is something wrong?”


  “No,” he said, then took a deep breath to calm his nerves and gestured to the two chairs. “But I would like to discuss something first.”


  Lina looked at him quizzically and sat, concerned.


  “I don’t want to pry,” Nicholas said, “but I’m curious about why Tyler gave you the documents before he died. I remember what you said in the car, but that probably wasn’t the whole story.”


  Lina nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t tell you everything.” She looked up as if seeking advice. “After Helena died, Tyler and I, how do I say, started talking again.”


  Nicholas shrugged confusedly. “Talking?”


  Lina looked down. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but after Helena died, I took advantage of Tyler.” She looked up. “I called him every day, offering my support, but I was really trying to get back together with him.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” Nicholas said, sensing trouble.


  Lina shook her head. “I knew Tyler was vulnerable, but all I could think about was myself. It must have worked, though, because the night he stopped by with the documents, we talked about getting back together again.”


  “What did he say?” he asked, intrigued.


  Lina touched her heart. “He said he’d thought about it and decided to give us a try.” She looked at Nicholas with a smile, but tears were welling in her eyes. “He said he wanted to quit his job and open a business in Panama. I was going to continue writing for the newspaper. We were going to start a new life together. Can you believe it?” Her smile reversed. “However, for some reason he thought the people at the U.S. Embassy wouldn’t let him quit. He stole those documents as leverage, in case he had problems.”


  Nicholas stared at her, assembling the pieces of the puzzle. Dirk hadn’t said anything about Tyler wanting to quit—nor had Tyler, for that matter.


  “The two of you agreed to give it another try. Then what?”


  Lina looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Then what? They killed him! He took a big risk stealing those documents. Don’t you see? Tyler would be alive today if I hadn’t tried to get back together with him.” She rested her face in her hands and wept.


  Nicholas slid his chair closer and consoled her. “You can’t blame yourself for that.” From what he could tell, Dirk killed Tyler because of what he did to Helena, not because he took the documents. “I can’t give you all the details, but I can say you weren’t responsible for his death.” She looked up. “None of this was your fault—Tyler, Helena, none of it.”


  Lina covered her face again.


  “What now?” Nicholas asked and wiped her tears.


  Lina took a deep breath. “I…told Tyler.”


  “Told Tyler what?” Nicholas said.


  She closed her eyes. “I told Tyler that Helena would be at Cesar’s apartment that day.” She looked at Nicholas, more relaxed. “I overheard Helena telling one of her friends. I told Tyler to go see for himself, hoping he would break up with her as a result.”


  Nicholas grimaced. “The day she died?”


  Lina nodded. “He told me it was an accident, the result of a fight. I believed him, but the next day I was calling him on the phone like a fool. I didn’t stop for one moment to think about what he must have been going through.”


  Nicholas consoled her with a hug. Her actions were questionable, but she wasn’t responsible, and he was relieved to hear that Helena’s death had been an accident, not a murder.


  “The worst part was I was glad when she died,” Lina continued. “She could have had any man in Panama, but she took Tyler. She knew we were going out, but that didn’t stop her. Nothing ever stopped Helena, I know, but women aren’t supposed to do things like that to their friends, right?”


  Nicholas touched her cheek. “You’ve been through a lot. It’ll take some time to get over this, but I want you to know I’m here for you. I have a few issues to resolve with my work as well, so it looks like we might be here for a few days.”


  “Thank you,” Lina said. She leaned forward to stand but paused. “Did I tell you he bought the necklace for me?”


  Nicholas shook his head, recalling the necklace that was burning a hole in his pocket.


  “A month before he met Helena, I found it in his bedroom after, well, you know. I figured he was waiting for the right moment to give it to me. Seeing it got me thinking he wanted to get married.” She wiped her tears, embarrassed. “You know how women are, so you can imagine how I felt when I saw Helena wearing it.”


  Nicholas leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. Tyler probably gave the necklace to Lina the same night he gave her the documents—perhaps to ask for forgiveness—but Nicholas had to wonder why Lina had rushed things with him during the past two weeks, or why Tyler had gone back to Lina so soon after Helena’s death. A part of him wanted to judge the whole ordeal as strange, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized he was just another foolish character in the same drama.
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