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Prologue
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In the northern most area of Guatemala in the region known as Petén, Garcia Nieva ran in a terrified frenzy through the steamy undergrowth of the humid jungle.  Wounded, his crimson blood streaming down his arm, he desperately fled from his pursuers with every ounce of strength he could muster.

The murderous drug trade is deeply embedded in Guatemala.  Drugs are so prevalent that Guatemala recently passed Panama as the number one drug trafficking country in Central America.  In the mountainous region poppies are cultivated, converted into paste and sold to Mexican traffickers who process the substance into heroin.  It is Mexico that is the transit country for the pass-through of drugs from Guatemala.  Mexico produces only a small fraction of the world’s cocaine, but estimates are that 90% of the cocaine entering the U.S.A. transits Mexico.  More than four tons of the white powder passes from Guatemala through Mexico into the U.S.A. in a single month—-every month.

Garcia Nieva glanced hastily over his shoulder; his terror etched deeply on his face.  Without slowing down and not paying close enough attention to where he was going, he tripped on an exposed outer root of a Ramon tree.  He fell face first to the forest floor, landed awkwardly on his injured arm and emitted a high-pitched shriek of pain.

In merely three years, the total area of poppy cultivation quadrupled and Guatemala moved into fourth place in the world among opium producing countries.  The opium yield from a single pod varies greatly but the average yield per pod is about 80 milligrams.  Excessive moisture and heat can cause the opium to deteriorate but, once dried, opium is relatively stable and if dried properly, the opium can be stored indefinitely.

Garcia Nieva picked himself up only to stumble and fall yet again.  Exhausted and gasping for oxygen in the heavy, humid air, he rolled over onto his back unable to rise again.  He had been running for miles...how many he didn’t know.  Finally, his adrenalin had given out.  His lungs heaved and burned from exhaustion while his arm throbbed in pain from his wound.  He closed his eyes in utter fatigue.  He opened them briefly as he looked blurrily at the forest canopy overhead, the sun flickering randomly around the swaying leaves and branches.  He closed his eyes again...too exhausted to keep his eyelids open.  Garcia Nieva knew his pursuers had narrowed the lead he once had on them and were closing in on him.

Suddenly, flocks of herons, egrets and wedge-tailed shearwaters fled from the tops of the rainforest trees in a flurry of frenetic activity...frightened by the intrusion of unwanted visitors and instinctively aware of approaching danger.

The iron hand controlling drugs—-in, through and out of Guatemala—-was that of the Colombian drug lords.  Characteristic of their operation in South America, brutal, bloody murders occurred throughout Guatemala as well...those killings often preceded by vicious, sadistic torture.

As Garcia Nieva’s perusers seized him, the herons flew swiftly into the distance when his excruciating screams disrupted the relative tranquility of the jungle.  Killing someone was not enough for those who ran the Guatemalan drug trade.  Anyone attempting to cheat them died slowly...in excruciating pain.
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Ben placed a call to Rome where Bob lived in a small apartment off the Piazza Navona.

When Bob answered, Ben skipped the social amenities, as he usually did with his partner, and omitted the usual banter as well.  He didn’t even bother to say hello as he went straight to the matter at hand.

“Did you receive the instructions and the formula I sent to you a month ago?” Ben asked.

“Oh, yeah.  Since you didn’t mention when it needed to be ready for our next project, I prepared several gallons without delay as to your specifications,” Bob answered without his usual rejoinders, as he realized immediately when an assignment was at hand.

“Good, there’s a plane leaving Rome in three hours to New York City.  I need you and all the mixture you prepared on that flight.  A ticket is waiting for you at the check-in counter at that da Vinci airport.

“That’s the Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino airport,” Bob stated.

“Yeah, that one.  I’ll meet you at La Guardia in the International Terminal after you’ve cleared customs and immigration.”

Not skipping a beat or asking why, Bob simply responded by straightaway entering negotiations, as he stated, “For a flight across the Atlantic I travel First class only.”

“Coach,” Ben replied argumentatively.

“Business class,” Bob countered, coming down a notch.

“Okay, I’ll be sure you get you an upgrade,” Ben agreed, without any intention of doing so.
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A private plane made a night landing on a remote airstrip in Guatemala.  When the plane came to a stop at the end of the runway, a man by the name of Salou Alvarez pulled back a camouflaged tarpaulin and shouted an order.

Instantly, a mass of workers emerged from the cover of the trees.  They each grabbed a package from a large pile and ran onto the airstrip where two men were already at work refueling the plane.  The workers began loading the plane with the bundles that contained dried opium from the poppy plant.

In a matter of minutes, the bundles would be shipped under the cover of darkness to labs in Mexico where the dried opium is placed in a pot of boiling water.  Once strained the liquid that remains is sometimes referred to as liquid opium.  That liquid would then be re-heated to drive off the water in the form of steam.  What remains is a thick paste, dark brown in color.  It is then dried in the sun.  This cooked and dried opium weighs in at about eighty percent of the original raw opium and is thus purer and has a higher monetary value.

Two workers climbed into the plane and caught the packages from the stream of workers who tossed their packages to them.  Then they ran back to the tarpaulin to retrieve another package.

“Más rápido,” Salou urged the workers who moved back and forth from the plane like scurrying ants.
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