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From award-winning author David Edward comes the next powerful Dirk Lasher thriller, Ground Game, an electrifying spy actioner that brings Lasher to the gates of hell as he pursues unyielding justice.

Lasher first discovered the existence of the islands a year ago, disgusting sanctuaries of the powerful, morally corrupt leaders of the free world. Willing to sacrifice everything to stop the horrifying sex trafficking of children, Lasher embarks on a one-way mission to brutally end the reign of terror. But how much depravity can one man witness and hold on to his soul? 

Can anyone return from the depths of hell and not be forever changed?
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It turns out that I am a terrible story planner. Yes. I realize I probably shouldn’t open a new book with this type of admission. Still, it's at the forefront of my thinking today as I get Ground Game ready to be published (it just came back from the editor).

Initially, I put together a three-book story arc to kick off the Dirk Lasher character. Ground Game is the third book, but I'm only maybe halfway through the story I planned to tell with the first set of books. Then on top of that, I have a second set of Lasher books planned and outlined in a completely different story after this one finishes. If the original three books end up being five or six, then I have the following eight or nine books worth of stories already planned out.

I continue to have great fun writing these stories and remembering all the different locations. As I point out for each book, all the locations are places I visited during my time in service as a US Army Counterintelligence Agent. The story's events are fiction, but they are based on real things that were going on at the time and take place at real locations.

For example, I was stationed in Soto Cano, Honduras, for about six months. I spent the first two months helping the local counterintelligence desk clear some case backlogs, just routine interviews for background checks for security clearances. I used this experience for Drive Faster, digging into my memory of the base and what it was like living there for a couple months.

Then I spent the next two months in Tegucigalpa on a team developing confidential informants and conducting surveillance for a couple of open CI cases. I used those memories for the section of this story in Ground Game, where the characters are in Tegucigalpa.

The final two months were spent in the field attached to a DEA unit; we intercepted DC-9s as they were refueling from Colombia. The planes were loaded with cocaine, and I drove one of the SUVs the team used when we confiscated the planes, crew, and cargo. I've been saving those memories for a future book.

Anyway, Ground Game finds Lasher and our expanding team of characters heading into some dark territory. I believe everything is handled as well as the topics allow. I have always wanted these thrillers to be "PG-13" and believe that I hold to that here even if the subject matter pushed the boundaries a little more than some previous Lasher entries.

Also, and this will be important later, I love dogs and have three rescues right now: Tango, Lulu, and Stuey. It'll make sense, don’t worry.

I hope you enjoy Ground Game!

- David Edward
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Author's 2nd Edition Note: The Darkness of Ground Game
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When I set out to write Ground Game, the entire point was to push Dirk Lasher past his breaking point, to force him onto the offensive in a way he hadn't been before. This book became a revenge thriller, a story we all know well, but with a twist that I hadn’t fully explored in Dirk’s character until now. Throughout the series, I’ve resisted allowing Dirk to go too dark. His struggle has always been about finding a way to do the right thing in a violent world without losing himself to the darkness. But in Ground Game, Dirk makes a choice—to take his revenge for what he believes are justifiable reasons—and it turns out to be a terrible mistake.

As I look back on it, I realize that Dirk’s decision in this book sets off a chain of events that lead to everything falling apart. He doesn't get the chance again after this story to drive the narrative the way he does here. The consequences of his actions in Ground Game ripple through the later books, especially in Prayer Drum and Down Ballot. What begins as a justified response spirals into a much bigger problem, forcing Dirk to work harder than ever to deal with the aftermath. It’s a lesson that the right thing can sometimes lead to unforeseen consequences, and Dirk learns this the hard way.

This book takes the series into much darker territory. If you’ve read the prior short story Meat Market, you might notice how that story, despite its tough subject matter, has a tone that’s brighter compared to Ground Game. Here, I wanted to explore just how far Dirk could be pushed, and what happens when he crosses lines he’s always tried to avoid. This is as dark as I can go, though I’m currently working on the new series, Operation Falling Star, where I continue to challenge Dirk in different ways. The first book, Savage, is already out, and I’m now writing the second book, Vulnerable, with the third, Overkill, scheduled for next year.

As a writer, I’ve grown since I first wrote this series. But being a better writer doesn’t always mean you’re better at capturing the raw emotion that comes through in a book like Ground Game. The response to this book was much better than I anticipated, which was surprising to me. I thought readers would have a hard time with how dark it goes, but it turns out people connected with it. It’s interesting to see how what I enjoy writing compares to what readers enjoy reading.

Ground Game expands the world of Dirk Lasher and sets in motion the events that propel us into the last two books of the original series, especially Down Ballot. Dirk does the right thing in his mind, but by doing so, he wins the battle while inadvertently starting a much bigger war. The question becomes, with everything else going on—his relationship with Kimberly Sharp, the evolving challenges he faces—did Dirk start a fire too big for him to put out alone?

These are the questions I wanted to explore in Ground Game, and I think you’re going to love it. It’s a tight, intense revenge thriller. If I had to name an inspiration, it would be The Count of Monte Cristo—though I’m certainly not claiming to be on that level. My books are what they are, and I’m grateful for the connection they’ve made with readers.

One thing I want to mention is that some readers have noted that this book seems to end rather abruptly. That wasn’t my intent. I wanted each of the first three books to have mirrored endings where Dirk has to make a decision, and in each book, he makes a different one. In the first two books, he says yes, but in this book, he says no for the first time in his life. He never told his grandpa no growing up, and he always had said yes sir or yes ma’am up until now in his military career. While it was a big moment for Dirk, I realize now that I could have set this up more clearly, but I resisted spelling it out directly in the text. Some readers picked up on it; others didn’t, so I’m mentioning it here to give you a bit more insight into what I was aiming for.

Revisiting these books as I prepare to write the new series has been a rewarding experience. They were better than I remembered, and I can see why Ground Game resonated with so many readers. Thank you for joining me on this journey, and I hope you enjoy Ground Game as much as I did writing it.

See you in the next one.

David Edward

Ground Game
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San Lorenzo, Ecuador
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He knew if he stepped onto the dock, he would become a murderer.

Is there a difference between the government-sanctioned killing of an enemy and applying the same rules using morality instead? he thought to himself. He knew he didn't have time for deep introspection. Instead, the weight of why he was here grew heavier.

It was after midnight and pouring rain. The overcast made it pitch black, except when lightning flashed, illuminating everything, then wet darkness again. The thunder was always late and far away. The water near the dock smelled foul; with little movement, it was a brackish mess that a lot of people had used as a toilet for a very long time.

The woman he was with was rowing. As they reached the small out-of-the-way dock, it was clear that the dock was just a shell of its former self. It looked of some bygone glory days when the wood was new. Now it was just a worn, splintered accident waiting to happen. Both he and the woman were dressed in black and soaked to the bone; he had to use a small bucket to empty out the rowboat constantly, the downpour filling it faster than any leak could.

Without comment, he grabbed the wood planking. He used it to silently transition from the boat to the dock, putting his foot down on the rotten wood almost as a rite of passage, knowing what it meant.

"Dirk," Isa Kern said in a low voice, "use your knife. You'll attract more attention than we need if you start shooting the nine. I won't be able to row us away fast enough."

He, of course, knew this already. This was just Isa being nervous for him and finding an excuse to say something before he left. He smiled a thin joyless smile at her; lightning flashed in the background, briefly revealing his face and the surroundings.

"If you hear gunfire, abandon the boat and hide somewhere until daylight, then mingle in and make your way back," he said.

He knew she wanted to protest and to remind him that she had his back, but he turned before she could and disappeared into the black inky night.

San Lorenzo was a small town near the Colombian border in Ecuador. It was ten miles inland up a wide slow flowing mud flats river. More extensive than a village, it had paved roads in several different districts, a downtown, a school, and where Lasher currently was, an industrial docks area where cargo came and went and where the locals launched their fishing boats.

His target was not far, a warehouse maybe four hundred yards up the dock and down one of the back alleys. The rain helped, but the combination stench of sewage and fish remnants was nearly overwhelming. Things here were dirty and uncared for. 

Dirk Lasher knew this was the beginning of a dark journey, that he would be forced to witness deprivation beyond his imagination. For a man who opposed swear words, the world of sex trafficking of children was not where he wanted to be. But there was nothing he could do. The knowledge of the existence of a network of underage sex slaves for the rich and powerful ate away at his soul. He could not coexist in a world with it operational.

He pushed the thoughts away, staying single of focus. There were no exterior lights anywhere in the alley now that he was away from the piers. The buildings had few windows. Here and there, tiny lines of light could be seen under doorways. It was hard to tell if the interior lights were electrical or a wood-burning fire.

It didn't matter either way.

Lasher moved forward in the rain. He had a 9MM Glock 19, a brand-new design just released earlier this year, 1988. It was viewed as the best handgun available. He could feel the weight of it and its full 15-round magazine load pulling in its holster under his arm. It was tempting to take it out and use it to advance, but Isa was right; if he started firing, things would go from bad to impossible.

Instead, he unfolded his Kershaw Tactical Folding Knife, another top-of-the-line weapon. It was a small black design with a belt clip and finger grove when extended. He had a modified version with brass knuckles as the handle. A brutal, deadly hand-to-hand device for sure. The blade locked, he gripped it hard, holding it in his right hand, which he kept close to his chest, ready to spring when needed.

As he worked his way down the alley, he saw his target. There was ample light peeking out from under the main door. The light radiated out from seams near the roof and corners as well, suggesting the warehouse was poorly built. Lasher could hear music playing and drunken chatter as he got closer, the voices mixing with the noise of the rain.

Then he heard it; his blood turned cold. 

He had been dreading this moment, dreading dealing with this, but now it was upon him. 

He could hear the whimpering and pleading of female voices. He knew they would be young, twelve to fourteen. He knew what the men in there would be doing to them. There was no window to look in to gain any type of advantage. He couldn't use his firearm. He had a short three-inch blade wrapped into a handle of brass knuckles. He had to take down at least six mercenaries while at the same time trying to keep two panicked young rape victims from running away when they got the chance.

Lasher circled the building; there was only the one door. When he got back around, he stood in front of it, ready to kick it in, then he thought better of it. Instead, he reached forward, turned the old, rusted doorknob, opened the door, and calmly walked into the flickering interior firelight.

***
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ISA SAT IN THE ROWBOAT, constantly bailing it out with the little bucket as the rain continued to pour down. She had the boat back away from the dock, near a small enclave with overgrown trees. It wasn't tied up; she simply had it positioned up under the foliage. She used her other hand to grab on to a low tree branch whenever the boat started to drift out.

Through the noise of the rain on the water, she heard a boat engine approaching. It was coming from back up the river to the north, the way they had come in. The river ultimately led out to the Pacific Ocean, but larger boats could not traverse it; it was too shallow and muddy.

The boat came into view; it had a large spotlight on the front. They looked like soldiers, shining the light onto the shore and into the trees, making their way to her position. Isa knew they weren't actual soldiers, not in the traditional backed-by-a-government sense. Instead, these were mercenaries hired by the organization, sent to protect its interest, able to operate autonomously in many Central and South American countries, using money and influence to corrupt the local governments. 

Using force when corruption was not possible.

Isa looked around; there were few options. She could stay in the boat and be spotted; they might bring her aboard or just shoot her and sink the small rowboat and be done with it. She could ditch the boat and try and hide in the water, but that was an even bigger problem; the wildlife, specifically crocodiles, were ever-present here in the area.

Her only other option would be to climb into the trees and try and make her way into town tonight, or at least get far enough away that she could make her way into town at daylight. There wasn't time to deliberate; she dropped the little bucket and pulled herself up into the tree she was using to steady the boat.

Moving quickly, she got herself to shore. Well, not shore, really; out from over the water would be a better explanation. She pulled herself up and inland as quickly as she could, wanting to get as far away from the boat as she could before it was spotted. She also knew she would need to stop moving when the light hit the area, concerned that the tree branches had time to stop rustling so as not to give her position away.

The heavy rain was helping some. The downpour was moving the trees and making it seem that everything was in motion—the water, the boat, the shoreline trees. Isa pulled herself about thirty feet away and stopped. They had found her boat and were keeping the light on it as best they could, the rain making it equally hard for them to see too.

An abandoned rowboat shouldn't be all that interesting, Isa thought to herself, focusing as she often did on being positive.

She heard some yelling in Spanish, then the boat engine revved higher, pushing the craft nearer to the shoreline. Isa couldn't really see the men too well through the dense foliage and heavy rain. She could see the bright searchlight but little else.

After they got close, there was more yelling, then a single shot rang out, muted some through the rain. She could just see her rowboat sink beneath the tree line. They had shot a hole in it. Gone. Then the light turned away, and the engine noise came again, this time moving the mercenary's boat back out into the river proper.

***
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WHEN HE WALKED IN, no one cared. The smell hit him first, a combination of the fish from outside, mixed with the odor of sex and booze, fire and fear. There were six men in the room and two girls. Lasher's intel had been solid. 

The scene was something straight from hell.

The orange firelight flickered and danced, leaving long shadows. The rain on the metal roof clanged and clacked; wails from one of the girls filled the spaces in between with sorrow and dread. The girl screaming and crying was the first thing Lasher noticed. She was stripped naked and bent over. A lot of damage was visible on her nude form. A man was behind her with his pants down, violating her. Another man laughed while watching, holding her head down and keeping her in her prostrated position.

The other girl was on her knees, also naked, her head bobbing up and down between another man's legs as he sat on a stool, facing the door. Lasher got the full view, which nearly broke him.

Both girls were young and skinny in an unhealthy way; they were bruised and dirty, covered in grime. The interior space was smaller than the building, implying there were other rooms. It was too small a space for Lasher to handle six men with a knife. 

"Hey buddy," one of the mercenaries by the fire said in Spanish, finally noticing Lasher. The man sounded slow, but he was big and looked strong. "We'll be done by morning, then you can have them."

They must be waiting to hand them off to another group for the next leg to the island, Lasher realized. He briefly considered playing along with the ruse, then thought better of it. He would only have the initiative for a few more moments. The sound of the girl crying and pleading with them to stop filled his ears. The casual nature of the man by the fire, alongside the brutality of the rape, infuriated him. He literally saw red and felt a wave of intense anger and adrenaline.

The slow guy noticed something wasn't right. He put his beer bottle down and looked at Lasher more closely. Suddenly, a look of recognition crossed his dimwitted face, seeing the knife and Lasher's wet, dark outfit.

Lasher didn't wait. He had already decided what to do. He dropped the knife while reaching under his arm for his Glock 19, using his thumb to flip the snap off that secured it and drawing it in a single fluid motion. The Glock 19 had a trigger safety, an invention that made drawing and firing the weapon faster than prior models.

As he raised the weapon, he fired two rounds at the man by the fire.

BAM! BAM!

The first shot low, the second shot high. Lasher would usually have fired three shots, two center mass and one to the head. However, the math didn't work with only fifteen rounds and six men, so he used the low-high method, which could still be efficient and effective. The low bullet caught the man's heart, the high shot his face, blowing a pink mist out the back of his head as bones and brains splattered.

Lasher aimed and fired at the man raping the bent-over girl, careful not to shoot too close to her. He hit him in the back twice; the man fell forward onto the girl, pinning her beneath him. Her screams turned more frantic if that were possible. Lasher pivoted to the man on the stool and shot twice at his face, again being careful not to hit the girl and her bobbing head.

The other three mercenaries were maneuvering around him. These were trained men and tough guys. They lived in a world of violence, surviving where others would not. Lasher raised the handgun to shoot at a fourth man when someone tackled him from behind. He rolled and went with the impact, using it to escape his assailant's grasp. He spun and fired point-blank into the guy, getting himself up on one knee.

An arm came down hard across his hands, knocking the gun away. Then a kick, aimed at his head. He tried to move out of the way, but he was too slow; the kick glanced off the side of his head, his ears instantly ringing with the impact.

The echoing of the heavy rain on the metal roof, the loud music, the girl screaming even louder now that a bloody dead man was lying on her on the dirty floor, and now the ringing in his ears made things seem more complicated than they were. Lasher tried to clear his head when another blow came in. This one landed full-on up under his arm and into his ribs, which he felt crack on impact.

Moving quickly, Lasher rolled with the kick to his ribs, grabbing the man's foot and twisting it violently as he rolled away. It gave a good audible snap as Lasher turned it. He could feel the break as he rotated the foot, twisting with all his might. The foot was now at an odd angle, facing nearly backward. The man went down, screaming in pain, adding more chaos to the noise.

He tried to push himself away from Lasher and ended up falling on the fire, partially putting it out. The room got darker, causing the shadows to dance even more, like demons from hell gleefully twirling around the room in a frenzy.

The man was now consumed in fire; he got up and hobbled around until he hit a wall and fell, which caught the floor and side of the building on fire. The dancing shadows intensified; the room brightened while fire spread everywhere. As the fire climbed up the wall and to the roof, it burned open holes where water started to come through, creating a paradox of environments.

Lasher got to his feet, the final mercenary approaching him; it was the guy who had been holding the bent-over girl in place. He had a mean look to him—they all did—but this one looked tougher.

There is always a boss, Lasher thought. It always comes down to some big fella who wants to extract as much punishment as he can on you. Some jerk who thinks he can, so he will.

Lasher scrambled over to his dropped knife and picked it up. His ribs hurt when he moved; a couple was undoubtedly broken. The impact had hit the exact spot where he was stabbed six months ago in a fight with a Soviet boss, much like this guy. Only the Soviet had a switchblade built into his shoe and had used it when kicking Lasher. It had taken months to recover.

Lasher wrapped his hand around the knife handle, putting his fingers back into the brass knuckles. He assumed a ready fighting position as the big mercenary continued to advance, reached around, and produced a knife four times the size of Lasher's blade, smiling as though it were the punchline to a funny joke.

The joke's going to be on him.

Anger flooded back; Lasher pulled his right hand with the blade in tight and up high on his chest, leaving his left arm extended as a counterbalance, then folding it in tight also, so his left elbow was raised and was the closest point to the approaching mercenary.

The approaching man didn't seem to understand the significance of the stance; he leaped forward, swinging his knife widely, trying to slash Lasher.

The girl on the floor under the dead mercenary had stopped screaming. The other one had fled out the door when the fire started, running naked into the storm and darkness, going who knows where.

Lasher let the man approach and take a few swings as he backed up. Then after one of the slicing attempts, he pushed himself forward, quickly extending the small folding knife straight out, an iron fist move, only with the knife, not the base of his hand, as the striking instrument. He landed a blow to the man's throat. He could feel the penetration of the blade, quickly turning it and then pushing it out to one side, twisting his wrist to cut the neck open as widely as he could.

He locked eyes with the big mercenary, watching as his adversary’s gaze widened, the realization setting in that he was already dead. Lasher stepped back, allowing the man's momentum to carry him forward. The merc was stumbling, trying to hold his throat together, then fell to his knees, tipping face-first to the ground. Dead. Blood freely flowed all over the place from the brutal wound.

Lasher quickly looked around to make sure there was no one else present. The heavy rain was putting out the fire. Now a good portion of the roof was gone. Water was pouring in. When he was sure there were no more mercenaries, he went over and rolled the fallen degenerate off the girl. There was blood on her rear, and she didn't appear to be breathing.

He put his hand on her throat; there was no pulse. It looked like the weight of the dead body on her had slowly suffocated her. 

Unwilling to give up, Lasher got down on his knees, rolled her over, and began to administer CPR. He held her nose and blew into her mouth, then pressed her chest sharply to artificially pump her heart and move her blood.

"You weren't down that long, come on," he said to no one as he worked, repeating the CPR steps over and over.

Suddenly the girl coughed, violently convulsed, and sucked in air as she sat straight up. She was confused. After a few moments, she began to cry. Lasher allowed her to hug him as she sobbed, unsure what else to do.

***
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ISA, NOW POSITIONED in the alley, grabbed the naked girl as she ran by. She knew who she was; Lasher had managed to shoot up the warehouse and light it on fire. The men in the boat would be back, and other locals working for the organization would start to investigate, even with the rain and in the middle of the night.

"Hold on, sweety, stop. We're here to get you out and back home!" she yelled over the noise of the storm. 

The girl was bug-eyed and in shock, not in complete control of herself. The naked girl looked at Isa blankly; not much was registering. Isa repeated herself, and something clicked. The girl was already crying, but her sobs changed to sobs of relief. Isa took her outer black shirt off, leaving her in a black undershirt. She gave the top to the girl who put it on. Isa took her hand and pulled her forward, back to the burning warehouse. The girl blindly followed.

When she got close, she could see a man approaching from the door, silhouetted by the light from the flames. He was carrying a small person. Isa was careful but believed it was Lasher, which it was.

"Your knife sounds a lot like a nine," Isa said as they approached each other. She noticed that Lasher was favoring his left side. "The old stab wound still bothering you?"

"One of the guys back there managed to kick me in the exact same spot. I think he broke a couple ribs," he said to her, continuing away from the warehouse up the alley. Isa fell in step with him, a tight grip on the girl's hand.

"I’m amazed you can still feel anything there," she said, hurrying to keep up. "Okay, so I have a sitrep. There is a patrol boat out in the river. They cornered me and sank our little rowboat. They didn’t see me, but they are going to see that fire."

Lasher turned to look back. The building was visible through the rain. Not brightly, but the fire created enough of a glow against the otherwise deep blackness of the night.

"It won’t burn long," Lasher said to her, stopping and looking around. Then he had a thought. "How many men were on the patrol boat?"

Isa knew what he was thinking; it was the same thought she had. Six months ago, Isa had feared Lasher was a loose cannon when things got dangerous. When it came to his fieldwork, he always seemed to choose the most violent option, leaving the maximum number of people injured or dead. However, she now understood that those were less choices and more the outcome of being good at the job and knowing how to survive in bad situations.

Like now.

"I never got a good enough look to count. Based on the size of the thing, I would guess three or four," she said.

Lasher nodded and started to walk quickly back to the pier, where they would probably dock. "Good, then we outnumber them." He smiled at her through the rain. "When I went into the warehouse, they mistook me for the contact they were to hand these girls over to."

He stopped again and said, "Isa, hold this girl for me for a second, please," and handed the thin girl he had in his arms over to her. He unholstered his sidearm and reloaded it, looking around. "Do you want to stand on the pier and wave at them or get down into the crocodile-infested sewage and stealthily board the boat as it docks so you can shoot them all in the back?"

It wasn't really a question. Even though Isa was more than competent, Lasher would never let her do something dangerous if he could do it himself.

"Seriously, Dirk, how are the ribs? We both know you stand a better chance in hand to hand when outnumbered, but if you're not one hundred percent, I might be the better option."

They started walking briskly again, near their destination. Lasher put his hand to his ribcage. "It’s close, but I think I’m okay."

They finally reached the edge of the wood dock. This was the main dock, not the one a few hundred feet away they had used to arrive. Two dim lights were on it, fighting against the darkness. Between the two lights, they were not glowing enough to light up anything. Still, they were able to make the dock’s location visible even in the heavy rain. 

The girl walking with them started to become afraid. "Wait! I don’t want them to get me again!" She began to show real fear and panic.

Isa put the second girl down, who was awake enough to follow what had been going on.

"Don’t worry, sweety," Isa said in a comforting, maternal voice. "Dirk and I are going to kill them all and take you home on their boat."

The girl thought for a moment, then smiled back. "Okay. Good," she said, meaning it.
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Kamén Mason sat in the conference room. Everything was glass and polished. He was on the top floor of one of the few taller buildings in Tegucigalpa, the Honduran capital. Out the floor-to-ceiling window, he could see up the rolling hills and to the mountains. Tegucigalpa sat in what amounted to a bowl, surrounded on all sides by hills and mountains. The city's center, where he was, was civilized and new. The farther from the center you went, the worse everything got, ending in miles and miles of poverty up the hills and around the edges.

Tegucigalpa was the opposite of most places, newer in the middle and older around the perimeter. The money flowed here from the outside in.

Mason was bored. He worked for Bill Barber, who was starting to lose it as far as Mason could tell. Barber went from not caring to full obsession with the reemergence of Kimberly Sharp. Well, Sharp and Lasher. Both Barber and Mason also hated what they considered the has-been tough-guy want-to-be Dirk Lasher, who was now helping Sharp reestablish herself. 

Sharp had moved her power base from Mexico City to Panama, so Barber had moved Mason from Denver, Colorado, to Tegucigalpa, Honduras, to act as a direct foil.

"Glad to see you back up and around," a tall, thin, old woman said to Mason, entering the conference room from one of its two interior doors. She was followed by two young men in expensive business suits. One man held a stack of binders, the other a large folding map.

"Thank you for the kind words, Ms. Green," Mason responded. He outranked Green in the grand scheme of things, but she insisted on exceedingly formal interactions. If he just called her Green or used her first name (whatever it was, he had no idea), she would shut down and start lecturing about how the world was changing and how men like Mason had no manners. It was easier just to call her Ms. Green.

"Are you back to one hundred percent?" Her statement had not been social; her job was to get Mason back into the field, now, so he could execute Bill Barber's orders now.

"Yep, I feel great," Mason said. Lasher had shot him down six months ago, leaving him for dead on an American highway in the hot Arizona sun. For that, he had thought about nothing but revenge during his long and difficult recovery. "I’d say I’m at two-hundred percent and ready to go."

Green nodded as though she anticipated both Mason's message and wording, as though she were all-knowing. 

"I hope so"—she waved at the two men, and they started arranging the table with the map and binders—"because Mr. Barber wants you to go in strong and fast. No secret squirrel stuff. He wants you to take down both Sharp and Lasher in Panama, in daylight, as publicly and brutally as possible."

"As always, Mr. Barbers and my desires are aligned." Mason allowed a smile; it was genuine and evil.

"Good, let's get to it then." Green motioned to the map on the table and leaned over it, using an extended narrow pointing stick.

Mason stood up and walked over to the same side of the table as Ms. Green.

"So, Mason, you are going to need every bit of your Soviet Special Forces training for this." She flipped open one of the binders and pulled it over the map so both she and Mason could see it. The open pages had a picture of a new-looking office building. There was a bridge off in the background and a lot of blue water. Mason recognized the location instantly as Panama City.

Green continued. "Sharp, through her Global Banking Group, GBG, has built a hardened banking hub here in this building. It's in the Boca La Caja district of the city."

Mason whistled. "Nice area."

It fell flat; Ms. Green made a face, endured the inappropriate outburst, and persisted. "The lobby is three floors high. Floors four through seven contain technology. Floors eight through twelve are GBG offices. Floor thirteen..." 

She noticed that Mason made a face at the mention of floor thirteen and paused to address it. "Yes, Sharp seems to like to buck the norms; this building very prominently has a thirteenth floor. It’s the penthouse. Sharp has her residence there." She flipped to a page in the binder of an overhead shot. "It’s a reasonable setup. She has a pool and big deck, but notice it's on the ocean side, so there are no sniper angles to it."

Mason leaned in to look at the picture, flipped back to the exterior photo from street level, then back to the overhead image.

"Agreed," he said businesslike.

"Mr. Barber wants floors four through seven intact. He wants floors eight through twelve neutralized. He wants floor thirteen to be a smoking kill box. Obliterated. A message," Green said with surprisingly little emotion.

"Noriega?" Mason asked.

"He has been briefed and is on board. We’re in the nicer part of his city, so he requests that it look like an accident."

Mason snorted. "You want killing four office floors of staff and burning down the penthouse to look like an accident?"

Green showed irritation for the first time. "Mr. Mason, I expected you to be able to follow along. I don’t want any of this; Mr. Barber does. And what Mr. Barber wants, I deliver. General Noriega has requirements we must meet. It is all very simple math."

Mason looked at the images in the binder again and back at the map. In the end, he didn’t care what anyone else wanted. He would agree to anything at this point to get the hell out of this stupid conference room and back into the world so he could kill Sharp and spend a week skinning Lasher alive.
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​The storm was over; the sun was peeking over the horizon in the east. The sky was clearing; the temperature was pleasant. Lasher drove the captured patrol boat out of the mouth of the river, past the Isla de Santa Rosa (Santa Rosa Island). He brought it alongside the one-hundred-fifty-foot yacht, the Cinco Afortunados. The Lucky Five in English. The yacht flew a Panamanian flag and belonged to Kimberly Sharp.

Sharp has become my benefactor. I didn’t even know what the word meant six months ago, Lasher thought, feeling the irony as he sized up the expensive vessel, pulling alongside it. 

Lasher and Sharp had a, well, unique relationship. He lived with her in her penthouse in Panama City, and he could not deny that he enjoyed the perks, both financially and otherwise. Lasher had never been around money until now, and he was both impressed and disappointed at the influence it carried.

Isa grabbed a rope that Mike Fealty threw down to her from the upper deck, and she wrapped it around a metal cleat on the side of the patrol boat.

"This is a lot better swag than we had in the DIA, huh?" she said to Dirk. It was just small talk; Isa tended to find things to talk about when she was nervous or bored.

Lasher had hired Isa when he worked for the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), a short-lived opportunity that just six months ago exposed major corruption and other problems inside the US intelligence community.

"Well, it didn’t take Sharp two months to get our funding going like the DIA fiasco; I have to agree on that," he replied. This was well-covered ground between him and Isa, but it was comfortable banter nonetheless.

They got the two girls onto the yacht, then climbed up themselves. Once everyone was fully on board, Fealty cut the rope and released the patrol boat, setting it adrift.

"Mike," Isa said, "get the two girls to Doctor Signs. They’ll need some dry clothes and some food too."

Fealty nodded; this had been the plan. They had brought a doctor from Panama City, knowing that their rescues would likely be in bad shape upon their return. 

Lasher and Isa watched the girls head off, Fealty taking them to the second deck, where several cabins had been set up for them. "Isa, I’ll let the captain know to get us underway. Get cleaned up; I’ll meet you in the boardroom in fifteen minutes."

The yacht was huge and very high-end, painted white and shaped like a triangle; it included all the modern amenities: working spaces, refined cabins, showers, hot water, and a galley staffed with an executive chef.

Lasher knew not to get used to it or take it for granted. These were the trappings of the process; if you were not careful, they led down the wrong path and clouded your thinking. You started to defend your access to them instead of doing the right thing until protecting your position was your only motivation.

In the past year, I’ve already resigned my commission from the Army, quit the DIA, and have gotten used to a Mexican mafioso funding my daily activities. I might be much farther down the wrong path than I currently realize, he pondered as he went to his cabin to shower and change.

He knew what he was getting into when he made his decisions. He had decided that no price was too high to put a stop to the sex trade he had learned about while still a special agent in the military. He knew his current actions would cause a reckoning at some point; he just hoped it would be after he had brought the necessary people to justice.

Further, what choice did he really have? The US Army wasn't in the business of being the world's morality police; they would never sanction what he needed to do. He had believed the DIA would allow enough latitude and provide enough resources. Instead, he learned that high-ranking members of the DIA, and most US-based intel organizations, were either wholly incompetent or downright corrupt. His growing suspicion was that they were both.

Kimberly Sharp, a career Mexican criminal who ran the Central American equivalent of the global mafia, had been the answer. It was not a long-term answer, but Lasher didn’t currently have long-term plans. He couldn’t see past finding and destroying the people and places where the sex traders operated. 

***
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DR. SIGNS SAT AT THE round conference table on the yacht's upper deck. He was whispering to a nurse when Lasher walked in. The nurse nodded at Signs, nodded to Lasher, then hurried out of the room. Isa entered at near the same time Lasher did from a door on the opposite wall. Mike Fealty was right behind her. They all sat down; the table was large with plenty of space. One conference room wall was high-impact glass, providing a view of the ship's starboard side, letting in the early morning light.

Signs began to speak as everyone was sitting. "I have them both sedated. One of the two is in pretty good shape, all things equal. They are both dehydrated and malnourished. And they both have a lot of bruising, especially around their arms and necks. The second girl, I don’t know what they did to her, but she has a lot of tearing in her, and—"

Lasher cut him off. "Come on, Doc."

Signs nodded understanding and continued. "And I don’t know what you want me to say. Her butt?"

Lasher made an exacerbated motion then waved at him to continue.

"However, both girls are still..." He looked at Lasher. “...intact?"

Lasher shook his head and made an I don’t get it face, irritated.

Isa jumped in. "Dirk, he means they are technically still virgins."

He understood. "I hate these people," Lasher returned. "Keep going, Doc."

"I have them both on parenteral IVs."

"English!" Lasher roared, thoroughly irritated now, dealing with his feelings from the prior information.

Signs didn’t fear Lasher, but he felt just a small amount of fear at that moment. "I have an IV in their arm with nutrients to help combat the dehydration and malnutrition."

"Sorry, Doc." Lasher visibly forced himself to calm down. "Good, thank you."

"But the girl with the...the issue. She needs to be brought to a hospital and operated on as soon as possible."

Lasher showed irritation again but controlled it better this time. "We’re several days out from Panama City at best if we keep the wind. You have the facilities here on this boat, Doc. Do what you need to do and do it immediately. You are all they have."

Signs nodded his understanding, gravity setting in on his shoulders. He clearly didn’t want to be the one who had to operate, especially on a ship at sea. Still, he was seasoned, and he understood the nature of his employers.

"The weather forecast?" Signs asked the room in general.

Mike Fealty spoke up. "We should be good. Clear skies and calm seas after the front that blew through last night."

"Do you have everything you need?" Isa asked as a sort of follow-up to Lasher's statement, an affirmation of it really, and a way to move past this part of the conversation.

Signs nodded in the affirmative. "Yes. I’ll start the prep work. We’ll leave them on the IVs for the better part of the day, then I’ll operate early in the afternoon, about eight hours from now." He started to get up from the table and had a thought. In an almost pleading voice, he said, "Dirk, while I’m operating, please keep the boat steady."

"I will expend every resource I have for you and for her, Doc. If it’s possible, it will be."

Signs didn’t look convinced but left anyway, deep in thought about what he needed to get done.

***
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AFTER SIGNS LEFT THE conference room, Fealty provided operational information, fuel levels, timings, crew readiness. While they were covering those essential items, the chef brought in breakfast. They ate at the conference table.

Once they ate and cleared the operational items, they began the planning conversation.

"Do we know which girl is which?" Lasher asked Isa.

"No, they’re too similar. But the one who ran out, she should be able to identify herself once she’s off the sedation. So it won’t be a mystery for very much longer."

Lasher nodded. "Mike, can you radio ahead and let them know that we’ll need to set up a recovery space for the girl Signs is going to operate on, please. Also, check in to see if Kimberly needs anything. I haven’t talked to her in about a week since we left, which is a long time to leave her up to her own devices."

"Sure, boss," Fealty replied. "Do you want the helicopter to come to get you early, or are you going to ride all the way back with us?"

The yacht had a helipad and Lasher’s company-owned several helicopters as well. I might be much farther down the wrong path... He quickly pushed the thought away.

"No, thanks. Those two girls are too important. I want to get the info from them on Allison Allsville and make sure they both pull through okay."

It wasn't really Lasher’s company. Well, it was, and it wasn’t. On paper, it was, but he didn’t start the company, and he didn’t buy the company. Kimberly Sharp had given it to him as part of their deal. Well, she gave it to him on paper; it was still her company in her portfolio, only she didn’t own any of it either.

This was the complicated legal and financial world that Lasher had entered when he decided to team up with Sharp. Legally he controlled Jupiter Group; he was listed as its CEO. Jupiter Group was a small US-based defense contractor with several lucrative government contracts. Lasher wasn’t involved in their day-to-day operations. Still, if he told the operations vice president (their old CEO) to do something, the man did it without question. Jupiter Group paid Lasher a salary, all above board, an amount that he and Sharp had agreed to. 

It was a staggering amount of money to Lasher. Sharp had helped him get several bank accounts set up in Panama and a few globally. She showed him how to move the money around between them, receive the salary to minimize taxes, and invest the money into other areas if he wanted to. It was all set up, but he didn’t interact with any of it. He still had all his savings from his old Army salary in his Miami bank account. He understood how to access it; he could write checks and get cash out as needed. It was just simpler not to worry about managing excess money at this point.

Fealty nodded and stood up. "I’ll get that going. I have the banking system transaction reports summary for the past week, too, if you want to go over them." He didn’t wait for an answer as he already knew it. Lasher didn’t like paperwork or reports.

After Fealty left and closed the door, Lasher asked Isa, "Is Mike doing okay?"

She nodded. "Sure. He understands the technology better than you or I ever will. He seems to genuinely enjoy the work, and he hasn’t had any problems, at least yet, with moving from Arizona to Panama."

Fealty had applied to be a DIA special agent and was selected to a shortlist of candidates Lasher had planned on interviewing. This was back in Arizona six months ago. Lasher met Fealty on the day everything fell apart. He had not thought much of the man at the time, leaving him to help a wounded peer. Fealty was ultimately arrested by the US Marshals because of his proximity to Lasher. Isa had to work through channels to get him released, which she was able to do. Since then, Lasher’s opinion of Fealty had changed completely. While the small man was not built for dangerous fieldwork, he was excellent with technology and provided invaluable technical expertise to the team.

"Good, I’m glad it's working out and that he is happy," Lasher said, then got a more focused look, changing topics. "Are you ready for the next phase?"

Isa bristled and was hard to read. "I’m ready. It’s going to mess me up pretty badly, but I’m ready."

Lasher allowed his expression to show compassion. "There are other ways we can do this, Isa. It was your idea, and I think it’s a good one. It will save us a lot of time and potential risk. But I understand the costs we’re talking about."

Allison Allsville was the wife of Brandon Allsville, a prominent US Senator from Arkansas. Through a series of events that Lasher and his team were still trying to unravel, Allison had become a central liaison from the US into the corrupt sex activities of Bill Barber’s organization. She was the tip of the spear, finding orphan girls and other hard-luck candidates and luring them into the trade, introducing them to recruiters. Allison also helped to recruit the adults, targeting people of influence and wealth: powerful people who had an appetite for depravity.

"I’m good. Why should you fellas have all the adventures," she said, not looking sure at all.

Lasher was sincerely reluctant to ask Isa to go undercover even though it was her idea. "Well, I wouldn’t do it, and you know my policy on asking someone to do something I wouldn’t do myself."

Their intel had suggested that Allison Allsville was more interested in her own team, as Isa put it. Isa was discharged from the Army after she was outed as a lesbian. There was talk in the Army ranks of adopting a new policy: Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. But those days were still ahead of them. Isa had reported to Lasher for several years, and he had recommended her as a Warrant Officer Candidate. She was discharged halfway through Warrant Officer Candidate School (WOCS), leaving her jobless in Alabama with her head spinning. 

Lasher hired her into the DIA, an opportunity she would not have gotten otherwise. When he quit to come to Panama, Isa followed, working through her own demons and concerns about Lasher’s violent fieldwork. She and Lasher had a deep professional trust now, a binding loyalty to each other.

"It’s the fastest way, Dirk. We’ll get her to recruit me. As soon as she discloses where the stupid place is, I’m out, and we’re on to phase three, eradication."

Lasher grimaced. "Look, I support you, you know that. I don’t go against my instincts, and in this case, I’m on the fence, but I am forced to agree it’s a solid approach, and I can’t think of anything else to propose in its place that won’t take three times as long."

They sat in silence for a few moments, both contemplating the sacrifices they each were willing to make.

"It’s different, isn’t it, Dirk?" Isa asked him after a while, her habit of talking to fill in empty space showing itself again.

He knew what she meant but didn’t feel like engaging. "What's different?"

"Working for ourselves. Doing CIA-like stuff, but without the good old USA or any government backing. Somehow, it seems morally simpler to just follow orders, even when you know they are wrong or borderline. Before, it wasn’t you or me doing it; it was the government, the country, whatever. We could let patriotism wash the stink off. But we can’t claim that now. We can do anything we want and not do anything we want. Our actions are now our own. There is nothing to hide behind."

Lasher knew all this and had been over it in his head almost every day for the past six months. He really didn’t want to spend time philosophizing about it. There were no answers there.

Changing the subject, he said, "You just want to spend a couple weeks living the high life," he said. The plan was to use Sharp's influencers to set Isa up to exaggerate her position at Lasher’s Jupiter Group. Isa carried the title, on paper, of Vice President of Global Banking Operations. Given Jupiter Group’s legitimate government contracts and a good title, it all made Isa a prime person to have blackmail on.

Blackmail was really the whole underlying motivation for the existence of the islands in the first place. It was simple mafia-to-the-stars one-on-one. Find influencers and get something on them. While it created a sad narrative on the current ethical quality of today’s leaders, the number who were corruptible using deviant sexual desires were remarkably high.

Isa knew this was Lasher’s wave-off signal, so she went along. "Sure, who wouldn’t. I deserve a week or two of cocktail parties and pampering."

Dr. Signs opened an exterior door and interrupted. "Dirk, she is asking for you."

"Who is asking for me?" He didn’t place the reference.

"She gave her name as Jill," Signs said.

There was minor irritation at not really answering his question. "Which of the two girls is Jill Harper?"

They knew the two girls' identities, just not yet which girl was which. Jill Harper was a runaway, picked up in Los Angeles, and quickly recruited. While essential to save everyone, Jill did not have any political pull. The other girl, Mary-Beth Resline, was the daughter of a Texas county commissioner. The commissioner had refused to play along when the organization approached him, needing to move through some zoning ordinances around some oil pipeline. As punishment, his daughter was kidnapped and dumped into the sex-trade channels.

"Jill is the one you saved from the fire in the building, Dirk. The one who almost died. I assume that means that Mary-Beth is the other girl, but she is still asleep with the tranquilizers," Signs said.

"How did Jill wake up then?" Lasher asked.

Signs smiled. "She is a fighter. She forced herself awake through sheer will; they both got the same dosage."

Lasher pushed his chair back and stood up. "Okay. Come on, Isa, let's get our heads back in today's game. We can finish our planning for next week later; we’ve got a couple days before we get back."
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The Other One
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Dirk and Grandpa Lasher were driving back from the Miami Dolphins football game. This year, the team was a lot better. A new coach, Don Shula, had turned the team from losing seasons in its first four years of existence to a good solid winning record, and they almost certainly would make the playoffs.

Grandpa liked the new coach Shula, who had served in the military for a couple years during the Korean War. This didn’t make him a war vet like Grandpa Lasher or his friends at the Fox & Hound Pub, but it seemed to check a box. Dirk noticed that his grandfather preferred other men who had served.

"Thanks for getting the tickets, Dirk," Grandpa said as they slowly worked their way through traffic.

"Sure, Grandpa, and happy birthday!"

Dirk had saved up money from work he did at school, as Grandpa described it. More money really than he knew what to do with. It wasn't the kind of money that you put in a bank, Grandpa told him, and he knew he was right about that. It wasn't really a job either, but it felt like something Grandpa had said often; he seemed familiar with the phrase.

Dirk was still too young to even get his learner's permit. He was a sophomore in high school. He would be able to drive in two more years by himself, one more year for the permit.

Something had been bugging Dirk, so he took the time now to ask. "Grandpa, I do have a question."

"Sure, buddy, what is it?"

"Why do you always get an old rescue dog and name it Fritz?"

Grandpa smiled, waving a person across the road in front of him. The cars and pedestrians mixed as everyone worked to get away from the stadium.

"One of life’s great mysteries, huh?" he said back playfully, in a good mood after the game and enjoying the time he and Dirk spent together.

"I’m serious," and Dirk was serious about it.

Grandpa stopped being silly, turning near instantly from happy to somber. "Okay, Dirk. I think you are at about the right age to know anyway. There are some things I haven’t told you about my time in the war. Do you want to hear them now?"

Dirk nodded. He went with Grandpa to the Fox & Hound on weekends. Not the greatest environment for an adolescent teenager too young to drink, but a terrific setting for an alternate education in how the world really worked. When there, many of Grandpa’s friends continually hinted at some of the experiences Grandpa had during the war, but they were always vague. They would drop the subject quickly if pressed for more information.

"So tell me what you know, and then I’ll fill in the blanks," Grandpa said.

The line of cars was slowly moving forward.

Dirk started. "Well, I know you were drafted into the Army. You started out in the infantry. Your job was to carry the mount and ammunition for the M2 fifty-caliber machine gun. Then you got in trouble and got busted down from corporal to buck private, and you got assigned as a tail gunner on B-17 bombers."

Grandpa was nodding along, listening.

Dirk continued. "You kept getting busted back down to buck private because the tail gunner was the low-man-on-the-totem-poll kind of job. But you were good at it where others were not. Then in 1944, your plane got shot down. You survived the crash but spent the rest of the war in a prisoner of war camp."

"All that’s correct," Grandpa said, "except the end. Me and seven other fellas escaped Stalag Luft One after a couple months. The camp was way up north and east. We made our way east; the Russian line was our closest option. But we got lost and ended up in Stralsund. The allies kept bombing the hell out of the place.

"It’s where I met your grandmother. You’re mom's mom. Her family took us in and hid us in their basement."

"I didn't know any of this," Dirk said.

Grandpa continued, lost in his memory. "Your grandmother's family had made its money before the war as dog breeders. But all their dogs had been killed between the allied bombings and the callus German soldiers. They took in strays, which were everywhere. A lot of those died also. It was a tough time to be a dog." He thinly smiled and looked over at Dirk. 

"When the war was over," he resumed, "your grandmother came back to the states with me, and we got married. She wanted a dog, so I got her one. She liked Dachshunds; that is what they had raised before, so I always made sure we had a Dachshund around."

Dirk got it. "Then after she died, you kept one around to remember her?"

"Exactly."

"And did she always want to name the dog Fritz?"

Grandpa Lasher laughed his big-man’s laugh. "No, Dirk, she would have hated that name! I like it, though. It reminds me of all the German bastards I killed. Plus, it’s a lot easier to just remember the one name instead of having to come up with a new name every time we adopt a new stray."

Lasher and Isa followed Dr. Signs down the narrow staircase to the second deck. It was still a nice area, but the fit and polish down here were not to the same extravagant standards as the yacht's main deck. They walked halfway down the hallway and into the recovery room. When they passed through the door, they could have been in any hospital anywhere in the world.

Mary-Beth, as he now knew her, was asleep in a hospital bed on the right wall. Jill was sitting up in a similar bed on the left wall. Jill was groggy-looking and pale. Both girls had IVs in their arms and several pieces of monitoring equipment hooked up to them, showing their vital signs.

When Lasher walked in, Jill perked up, pulling herself out of her grogginess as much as she could. 

"Are you the man who saved me?"

Lasher walked over to stand beside her bed. "My name is Dirk. This is Isa," he said, indicating Isa next to him. "Isa and I are the ones who rescued you, yes, although everyone here on the boat worked hard to make the rescue possible."

Jill was hard for Lasher to read. She seemed to have something she wanted to ask, and she had that look of awe in her eyes at seeing Lasher and Isa again.

"Thank you," she said. "I figured they were going to kill me after they raped me."

Lasher didn’t know child psychology, so he just talked to her as he would anyone else. He knew she wasn’t an adult, but he didn’t want to talk down to her.

"It’s worse than you might think. You were on your way to an island where influential people fly in. You would have been expected to service them. They would have complete control over you, and you would have had to do some things that would have been hard to undo."

She started to tear up. "When you came into the warehouse, did you see what they were doing to me?"

"Yes," he responded, not sure what answers the girl was looking for.

Jill teared up even more.

Isa gently took Lasher by the arm. "Dirk, can I have a word with you?" she said.

Lasher initially was going to say no, not wanting to suggest to the traumatized girl that she was anything but his top priority. Still, Isa pulled on his arm extremely hard, making her point, so he stepped away, and they both went out to the hallway.

"What?" Lasher said, annoyed, once they were in the hall out of earshot.

"Dirk, she idolizes you. You saved her life. Saved her from a living hell."

He looked at her, not understanding Isa’s point.

"Her question, Dirk. She is embarrassed. She doesn’t mean, ‘Did you see what the men were doing?’ She wants to know if you saw her while they were doing it."

Lasher shook his head, not understanding the nuance. "What..."

"Dirk!" Isa was turning red. "This girl was humiliated and sodomized. She was rescued by a big strapping fella. She wants to know if you saw her at her worst. I’ll answer for you, you big dope. Tell her you were focused on the mercenaries and taking them down, that by the time you got to her, it was all over. Give her some dignity back, or when she looks at you, she will always believe you only see that moment, not who she really is."

"I get it," he said, the light finally going off.

Isa punched him in the arm. "Jeez, you are dense sometimes."

They returned to the room. Jill had
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