

    
        
          KILL THEM ALL

        

        
        
          RED WHITE AND BLUE LAND, Volume 2

        

        
        
          richard warburg

        

        
          Published by THE THORN PRESS, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      KILL THEM ALL

    

    
      First edition. April 5, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 richard warburg.

    

    
    
      Written by richard warburg.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


RED WHITE AND BLUE LAND

KILL THEM ALL

RICHARD WARBURG

The Thorn Press

2026

[image: Thorn Press Logo]
[image: Thorn Press Logo]

The Thorn Press


Copyright © 2026 by Richard Warburg

www.warburg.me





ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. 

Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.






First Edition: 2026

ISBN: 9798277312445 (paperback)

ISBN: 9798241347411 (hardback)

Book design and formatting by Richard Warburg

Cover design by Richard Warburg

Published by The Thorn Press

Lansdowne House, Castle Lane, Southampton, SO14 2BU, UK

Published in the United States of America

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​DEDICATION


[image: ]


For Barbara Gail (Barb)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE
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This is a work of fiction. The events depicted here did not happen—not exactly, not yet. But every element of this story is rooted in things that have already happened, are happening now, or could happen tomorrow if the guardrails fail.

The designation of drug cartels as foreign terrorist organizations. The invocation of emergency war powers without congressional approval. The use of military force against neighboring nations. The execution of suspected enemies without evidence or trial. The pardoning of convicted criminals for political loyalty. The purging of military officers who question illegal orders.

None of this requires imagination. All of it requires only permission.

Kill Them All is not a prediction. It is a warning—about what becomes possible when leaders decide that due process is too slow, that sovereignty is negotiable, and that the ends always justify the means.

The characters in this book are entirely fictional. The moral compromises they face are not.
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PROLOGUE: THE CIGARETTE
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The Caribbean Sea — September 1 

The boat was forty-three feet long and it was riding low in the water. 

Lieutenant Commander Diana Mercer watched it on her screen from eight thousand feet above the Caribbean, though she was not above anything. She sat in a windowless room in Nevada, twelve thousand miles from the warm dark sea, her hands on a joystick that could end eleven lives with less pressure than it took to ring a doorbell. 

The MQ-9 Reaper's infrared camera turned the men below into white silhouettes against the black water—ghosts already, though they did not know it yet. They moved slowly across the deck, unloading cargo from the hold. Bales. Boxes. 

At this distance, in this light, she could not tell what any of it was. She had been on for station six hours. Her eyes burned. Her coffee had gone cold and bitter two hours ago, and she had drunk it anyway because bitterness was something she understood. 

Somewhere below her drone, in waters the color of ink, eleven men were about to die, and they had no idea. They moved through the last minutes of their lives the way all people do— thinking about what came next, not knowing there would be no next, not for them. 

"Reaper Three-Seven, confirm visual on the target vessel." The voice came from SOUTHCOM, fifteen hundred miles away in Florida, where men sat in air-conditioned rooms and made decisions about who would live and who would not.

"Confirmed. Eleven military-age males. Cargo transfer in progress. No weapons visible." 

"Stand by for authorization."

She waited. On the screen, one of the men—young, maybe twenty, younger than her brother—sat on the gunwale and lit a cigarette. The flare of the lighter caught in the infrared, a small white bloom in all that darkness, and for a moment she could see his face. Dark hair. Thin mustache. He was laughing at something one of the others had said, his head thrown back, his teeth showing. She watched the ember of his cigarette brighten as he inhaled. A small thing. A human thing. The kind of moment that happens a billion times a day, everywhere in the world, and means nothing at all until it becomes the last moment, until it becomes the thing you remember when everything else is gone.

She would remember that cigarette for the rest of her life.

"Reaper Three-Seven, you are authorized to engage."

Her finger found the trigger. "SOUTHCOM, requesting confirmation of the evidence package. I have no target brief on these individuals. No positive identification. No weapons."

A different voice cut in, harder than the first. "The authorization IS the evidence package. You are cleared hot. Engage."

Mercer studied the screen one last time. Eleven men. A kid with a cigarette, still burning. No evidence of anything except being on a boat in the wrong waters at the wrong time, in a world where that had become a death sentence.

"Engaging."

She pressed the button; it offered no more resistance than a keyboard. Less, maybe. The Hellfire left the rail at 995 miles per hour. 

Fourteen seconds later—she counted them, she always counted them—the boat became light. 

A white bloom on the screen, opening outward like a flower made of fire, and then collapsing into scattered debris and spreading flame. The sea swallowed what was left. 

Within minutes, there would be nothing to show that eleven men had ever existed, had ever laughed at jokes or lit cigarettes or looked up at a sky full of stars not knowing that death was watching them from eight thousand feet above. 

The cigarette ember was gone. 

Everything was gone.

SOUTHCOM HQ

Admiral Clayton Briggs watched the feed from SOUTHCOM headquarters when the missile hit.

In forty years of service, he had seen men die in every way the modern military had devised for killing them, but there was something about infrared that made it worse. 

The way the bodies glowed white with the heat of their living, and then brighter with the heat of their burning, and then faded to the gray of the sea as if they had never been warm at all. 

Nine men dead in an instant, reduced to pixels and silence.

Then he saw movement in the water.

"We have survivors." His voice cut through the silence of the operations center. "Two personnel in the water. Fifty meters from the impact site."

On screen, two figures clung to a piece of wreckage. One kept slipping under, struggling to stay afloat—injured, maybe dying, but not dead. Not yet. Still fighting the way all living things fight when the darkness comes for them.

"Get me the Stockdale. They're closest. Immediate recovery."

His aide was reaching for the phone when it rang. Priority line. The young officer studied the display and went pale, the color draining from his face like water from a sink. "Sir. It's the Secretary."

Briggs took the handset. "Secretary Pike."

"Admiral." The voice was calm. Casual. The voice of a man discussing lunch plans, not the lives of two men drowning in the dark. "I understand we have a situation."

"Two survivors in the water, sir. I'm coordinating recovery—"

"No recovery. No survivors."

Something cold moved through Briggs. No surprise—he had stopped being surprised by this administration months ago. Something worse. The feeling of a door closing that could never be opened again.

"Sir?"

"Kill them all. Finish it."

Thirty-four years in the Navy. He had followed orders that cost men their lives, orders that kept him awake at night, orders that he questioned and obeyed because that was what soldiers did. But he had never heard an order like this. An order to murder survivors. An order that made every oath he had ever taken into a lie.

"Mr. Secretary, what you're ordering—"

"This comes from the top, Admiral. Finish it."

The line went dead. 

The silence that followed was the loudest sound Briggs had ever heard. 

On screen, the two men fought to stay alive, clinging to wreckage, lifting their faces to a sky they could not see, waiting for the rescue that every sailor believes will come because that is what navies do—they save the drowning, even the enemy drowning, even the men they have just tried to kill. 

That is the code. 

That is what separates warriors from murderers. 

Help wasn't coming.

Before Briggs could speak, the main screen flickered. A new feed appeared—the Stockdale's combat information center. Someone had already patched them in.

"SOUTHCOM, be advised." The voice was young, breaking with stress, the voice of a sailor being asked to become something else. "We're receiving direct orders from the Pentagon. We're being ordered to engage the survivors with the deck gun."

"Stockdale, this is Admiral Briggs. Belay that order—"

"Sir, we have authentication codes from the Secretary's office. They're valid. They override your authority."

On screen, the forward gun was already training toward the debris field. Toward two men in the water who had survived a Hellfire missile and were about to learn that survival meant nothing in a world where the rules had changed.

"Stockdale—"

The gun fired. Once. Twice. Three times.

When it stopped, nothing was moving in the water. Just debris, spreading slowly outward in the current. Just the sea, accepting what had been given to it, the way the sea has always received the dead.

The operations center fell silent. Eleven men are dead. Nine from the missile. Two from the deck gun. 

The first was because they were suspects. 

The second reason was because they had survived. 

Briggs set down the phone carefully, as if it might shatter.

"Get me the JAG," he said. His voice was very quiet. "And make sure everything that happened tonight is on the record. Every communication. Every order. All of it." 

"Sir, the recording systems are automatic—"

"Good. Because someday, someone is going to answer for this."

He looked at the screen, at the empty water, at the place where two men had clung to life until life was taken from them. 

He would remember this moment for whatever years remained to him. 

The moment he understood that the country he had served had become something else. 

Something that killed survivors in the water, and called it policy. 

Somewhere in the Caribbean darkness, a cigarette had gone out. 

Somewhere in the Pentagon, a phone had been hung up. 

And somewhere in between, in the space where conscience used to live, America had crossed a line that could never be uncrossed. 

The Pentagon 

In an office in the Pentagon, a young woman removed her headphones. Her name was Sonny Garmin. Twenty-seven years old. Stanford Law, top of her class. DIA signals analyst, which meant she spent her days listening to the secret conversations of powerful men and filing reports that disappeared into the same silence that swallowed everything else in this building.

For eighteen months, she had monitored SOUTHCOM communications, flagged anomalies, done her job. She had believed—because she needed to believe something—that the system worked. That someone, somewhere, was reading her reports and making sure the lines were not crossed.

Tonight, she had heard something that would not fit in a report.

No recovery. No survivors. Kill them all. Finish it.

This comes from the top.

The recording software was still running. Every word logged. Every order archived. Encrypted and stored on servers that the Secretary of War did not control and probably did not know existed.

She saved the file to her personal drive. 

It was a federal crime. 

It was possibly treason. 

It was the only thing she could think to do that felt like the right thing, and she had spent three years in law school learning that the right thing and the legal thing were not always the same. 

She opened Signal on her phone and typed a message to a number she had memorized months ago, a number belonging to a reporter who had once told her that some stories mattered more than careers.

I have something.

Outside, the September sun was dying over Arlington, bleeding red and gold across the monuments, and the memorials, and the long white rows of graves. In eighty-eight days, the world would know what happened tonight. In eighty-eight days, the men who gave the orders would face the consequences of their choices.

But that was later. That was justice, if justice came.

For now, there was only the silence of her office, and the weight of what she had heard, and somewhere in the Caribbean darkness, eleven men who would never see another sunrise. Eleven men, and a cigarette that had gone out.
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CHAPTER ONE: KILL THEM ALL
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November 28 - Washington, D.C.

Connor Walsh's phone buzzed him awake at 6:47 on a Tuesday morning. He grabbed it from the nightstand, expecting his editor. Fifteen years as an investigative reporter for the Washington Post had trained him to expect urgent messages at ungodly hours. But this wasn't from Margaret. It was Signal—the encrypted app that sources used when they wanted to share something they shouldn’t share.

The message was from a number he did not recognize. Two words: Check Signal.

A file waited. Audio. Filename: SEPT_1_STRIKE_COMMS.wav.

September 1. Eighty-eight days ago. The first Caribbean boat strike. Walsh had written a brief story at the time, mostly Pentagon press release, because there was nothing else to go on.

Now there was something else.

He put in his earbuds and hit play.

Static. Operational chatter. Then a voice he recognized—Admiral Briggs, SOUTHCOM. "We have survivors. Two personnel in the water..."

Then another voice. One that made Walsh stop breathing.

"No recovery. No survivors. Kill them all. Finish it."

Secretary of War Dominic Pike. Unmistakable.

"This comes from the top."

Walsh listened to the rest. The authentication codes. The Stockdale ordered to fire. The boom of the deck gun, over and over. Then silence.

Two men dying in the water. Executed.

He played it again. And again. The third time, he noticed the background noise before the strike—the low murmur of men talking, someone laughing, a sound that might have been a lighter clicking open. The small sounds of people being alive. Then the missile, and silence. When it ended, he sat in the gray light of his apartment for a long moment. His hands were shaking.

Eighty-three people had died in the Caribbean strikes. Now he knew why no survivors.

He called his editor.

"Margaret. I need you to listen to something. Then I need the legal team. Right now."

08:15- The White House

President Warren Collier stood in the Golden Ballroom, watching workers install the last of the chandeliers.

The ballroom had cost three hundred million dollars and required the complete demolition of the East Wing. The First Lady's office, the social secretary's suite, the visitors' entrance—all of it gone, replaced by ninety thousand square feet of what Collier called "the most beautiful room in the Western Hemisphere."

Fourteen chandeliers. Imported from Venice. Thirty thousand Swarovski crystals each. The walls were covered in 23.5 karat gold leaf, applied by artisans from Florence. The floor was Italian marble, white and black, six months to lay.

"Where is the First Lady supposed to work now?" Garrett Finch had asked when the demolition began.

Collier had waved a hand. "She can use one of the bedrooms. Or go to Florida. Does it matter?"

It did not matter. Nothing mattered except the ballroom.

"It is going to be spectacular," Collier said now, watching the crystals catch the morning light. "When the Saudi Crown Prince comes, this is what he will see. This is what power looks like."

His Chief of Staff appeared at his elbow. Garrett Finch was fifty-three and looked sixty. His face, the color of old paper.

"Mr. President. We have a situation."

Collier did not turn from the chandeliers. "What kind?"

"The Washington Post has audio. From September. The Caribbean strikes." Now Collier turned. His eyes went flat. "What audio?"

"Secretary Pike's orders, sir. The follow-up strike. They have all of it." Above them, a worker adjusted a chandelier. Light scattered across the gold walls like fire.

"When do they publish?"

"Two hours. Maybe less."

Collier looked around the ballroom one more time. All that gold. All that beautiful money. He considered the Nobel Peace Prize committee and whether they would understand that sometimes you had to kill a few fishermen to bring peace to a hemisphere. They would understand. They always did, eventually.

"Find the leak. I want a name by noon."

09:12 - USS Gerald R. Ford, Caribbean Sea

Admiral Yolanda had commanded the Ford for eighteen months. The largest carrier ever built. One hundred thousand tons. Twelve thousand sailors and Marines. F/A-18 Super Hornets on the deck. Two guided missile destroyers flanking her position. Eighty miles from the Venezuelan coast.

None of that had prepared her for what she read now.

The strike package had arrived at 0847. Venezuelan airstrip. "High-confidence" drug trafficking operation. Immediate execution.

She studied the satellite imagery.

"Captain Hendricks. What am I looking at, eight hundred meters east of the target?"

Her intelligence officer leaned over her shoulder. "That is a school, ma'am." 

"And the building adjacent to the airstrip?"

"Medical clinic."

Yolanda set down the folder. "Get me JAG. I want a legal review."

"Ma'am, the order says immediate execution—"

"I know what it says. Get me JAG. And get me a pattern-of-life analysis. I want to know if there are children in that school right now."

Twenty-one boats destroyed since September. Eighty-three people, dead. Fishermen. Cargo crews. No evidence presented to anyone.

And now a school and a clinic in the crosshairs.

"Ma'am?" Hendricks waited. "The Pentagon will want to know why we have not executed."

"Tell them the Admiral wants to make sure we are not about to bomb a school."

10:30 - Caracas, Venezuela

President Ramón Castillo had not slept in two days.

He stood at the window of Miraflores Palace, looking north toward the Caribbean. The American carrier was out there. Eighty miles. The largest warship ever built. Destroyers. A special operations ship. Twelve thousand troops.

His defense minister approached. "The Americans have issued a statement. They are declaring our airspace closed."

"By what authority?"

"Their president posted it on social media." The minister read from his phone. "'To all Airlines, Pilots, Drug Dealers, and Human Traffickers, please consider THE AIRSPACE ABOVE AND SURROUNDING VENEZUELA TO BE CLOSED IN ITS ENTIRETY.'"

Castillo laughed—bitter, exhausted. "He thinks he can close our airspace with a social media post."

"The international airlines are complying. American, Delta, United—all suspended. The FAA warned of 'heightened military activity.' And their president told his troops that land operations would begin 'very soon.'"

Castillo turned from the window. Sixty-three years old. Eleven years as president. Three coup attempts. Two assassination plots. Eight million of his people fled. He had thought he had seen everything.

"The 'Cartel of the Suns' designation was five days ago?"

"Yes, sir. They have designated you, me, and seventeen other officials as members of a foreign terrorist organization. One that does not actually exist—not in the way they claim." Castillo picked up the statement prepared by his foreign ministry. It called the American actions a "colonialist threat" and said they were "incompatible with international law."

Words. The Americans had carriers and bombers. What did he have?

"Get me the Chinese ambassador. And open a line to Moscow. If the Americans want a war, they will find out we have friends."

11:00 - The Pentagon

Secretary of War Dominic Pike watched the Washington Post story go live. EXCLUSIVE: DEFENSE SECRETARY ORDERED KILLING OF SURVIVORS IN CARIBBEAN STRIKE. Below the headline, an audio player. His voice. Unmistakable.

His press secretary burst through the door. "Sir, sixty media requests in four minutes. CNN, Fox, BBC—everyone. What do I say?"

Pike straightened his tie. Fifty-eight years old. Former college linebacker is going soft around the middle. Eleven years as a cable news host before this. He knew how to handle a camera.

"Schedule a press conference. One hour. I will handle it."

"The lawyers are advising—"

"Those men were terrorists. We have intelligence confirming their connections to Venezuela and the cartels. What I ordered, was a lawful, military operation." 

"And the survivors, sir?"

His jaw tightened. "There are no survivors in war."

Down the hall, in a break room that smelled of burnt coffee and ambition, a group of junior analysts was clustered around a television. The audio playing. Pike's voice filled the room.

No recovery. No survivors. Kill them all. Finish it.

"Darn right," said a young man in a rumpled suit. His name was Kevin, and he had waited his entire career for an administration that would stop pretending. "You know how many of these guys we let go under Obama? Under Biden? Catch and release, catch and release. Now we are actually doing something."

"We shot them in the water," said a woman near the window. Her name was Patricia, and she had joined the Pentagon because she believed in the rule of law. "They were swimming. They were not armed. They were not—"

"They were drug traffickers. They were bringing poison into our country. They were—"

"They were unidentified. We did not know who they were. We still do not know." 

"Who cares?" Kevin grinned. "Kill them all and let God sort them out. That is what I say."

Patricia stared at him. "You cannot be serious."

"Dead serious." He laughed at his own joke. "Get it? Dead serious?" She walked out of the room. Behind her, she could hear Kevin still laughing, and two or three others laughing with him.

This was the Pentagon now. This was America now. And she did not know how much longer she could stay.

11:30 - White House Communications Office 

The Deputy Press Secretary convened the emergency messaging meeting in a windowless conference room that smelled of burnt coffee and desperation.

"We need new language for the civilian casualty reports. 'Collateral damage' is testing badly."

"How badly?"

"Seventy-three percent negative association. Focus groups say it sounds like an insurance claim."

"What about 'non-combatant losses'?"

"Too military. Makes people think of body bags."

"'Unintended casualties'?"

"'Casualties' is the problem. Too visceral."

"'Regrettable incidents'?"

"Better, but 'regrettable' implies we did something wrong."

Silence. Six communications professionals, three law degrees between them, searching for words that would make dead children disappear.

"What about 'collateral impact events'?" someone offered.

"'Events' is good. Neutral. Like a weather event."

"'Unintended impact events.'"

"'Unintended kinetic impact events.'"

She wrote it down. Tested it on her tongue. "That could work. Fourteen syllables. By the time anyone figures out what it means, we're on to the next news cycle."

"Should we run it past Legal?"

"Legal signed off on 'enhanced interrogation.' They'll sign off on anything."

The meeting adjourned. While bodies were being pulled from rubble, Washington was desperately working on the language to describe them.

11:45 - Rayburn House Office Building

Representative Ethan Pike sat in his office and watched his father's press conference begin.

Thirty-nine years old. Democrat from Virginia. Two tours in Fallujah. He knew what war looked like. What it smelled like. What it did to men.

This wasn't war. This was something else.

On screen, his father spoke. Confident. Controlled. "The individuals on that vessel were enemy combatants. The action was lawful, proportional, and necessary." A reporter asked, "Mr. Secretary, the audio clearly shows you ordering the killing of survivors. How do you respond to accusations of war crimes?"

"We are at war. In war, you do what is necessary to protect American lives."

Ethan turned off the television.

Men, swimming in the water. Clinging to wreckage. And his father had ordered them killed.

He picked up his phone and dialed a number he had never expected to use. "Senator Gallagher's office. Tell him it is Congressman Pike. Tell him I want to talk about the 'Refuse Illegal Orders' campaign."

His chief of staff appeared in the doorway. "Sir, are you sure—"

"Make the call."

"That would put you directly against—"

"I know exactly what it would do." Ethan studied the blank screen where his father's face had been. "Make the call."

14:00 - The Rose Garden Club

President Collier stood at the podium in what used to be the Rose Garden. The grass had vanished now, replaced by gleaming white Indiana limestone in a diamond pattern. Yellow-and-white striped umbrellas dotted the space, matching the ones in Florida. A new speaker system played "Hail to the Chief" on loop until Collier waved for someone to turn it off.

"We call it the Rose Garden Club now," he had explained to reporters the week before. "The roses are still there. We never touched a rose. But the grass had to go. Women with high heels—they were sinking four inches into the mud. It was a disaster. Now it is beautiful. It is the most beautiful outdoor space in Washington." Behind the podium, the Presidential Walk of Fame lined the West Wing colonnade— gilded portraits of every president, each in an identical gold frame. Where Joe Biden's portrait should have been, there was instead a photograph of an autopen.

"It is my pleasure to announce," Collier said now, "that I am granting a full and unconditional pardon to President Felipe Araya of Honduras."

The press pool erupted. Araya was convicted in federal court of trafficking four hundred tons of cocaine. He was serving forty-five years.

"President Araya was treated unfairly," Collier continued over the shouted questions. "His prosecution was politically motivated. He is a friend. A valuable partner in our efforts to secure the hemisphere."

"Mr. President!" A reporter's voice cut through. "How do you reconcile pardoning a convicted drug trafficker on the same day we learn your Secretary of War ordered the killing of alleged drug traffickers?"

Collier's smile did not waver. "Completely different situations. The men in the Caribbean were terrorists. Felipe Araya, a president. Not comparable." 

"But sir—"

"I have also encouraged the Honduran people to vote for the conservative candidate. And I have told President Maduro to stay out of Honduras. He has enough problems." 

Inside, away from the cameras, Finch waited in the colonnade. Through the windows, they could see the construction crews working on the Golden Ballroom. "Sir, the optics on this—the Araya pardon on the same day as the audio leak—" 

"My people do not care about optics. They care about strength." Collier kept walking, pausing to admire his own portrait in the Walk of Fame. It was twice the size of the others. "Araya is useful in Honduras. The Venezuelan operation needs staging areas." 

"The First Lady called again. She wants to know where her new office will be." 

"Tell her to use the Lincoln Bedroom. Or the Map Room. I do not care." 

"She says the Map Room smells like paint fumes from the ballroom construction." 

"Then she can work from Florida. That is what I do." Collier stopped at the end of the colonnade. "The Nobel Committee reached out. They wanted to know if I am still interested in being considered for the Peace Prize."

Finch blinked. "Sir, we just... the audio... the clinic bombing..." 

"The Venezuelan woman who won last year. The opposition leader. She thanked me in her speech. Thanked America for supporting democracy." Collier's smile spread like oil on water. "This time next year, that prize is going to be mine. We are going to liberate Venezuela. Destroy the cartels. Bring peace to the hemisphere. They will have no choice."

Outside, the speaker system had started playing "Hail to the Chief" again. No one had told it to stop.

11:47 - USS Gerald R. Ford

Admiral Yolanda had not executed the strike.

For fourteen hours, she had gone back and forth with SOUTHCOM, the Pentagon, JAG officers who said the order was legal, and those who said it wasn't. She had requested satellite imagery, civilian pattern-of-life, and confirmation that the school and clinic would be empty.

The answers were unsatisfying. The school would be empty at night. The clinic was "collateral risk within acceptable parameters."

She had refused anyway.

Now she stood on the bridge, looking out at the dark ocean, waiting. It came at 2347.

"Admiral." Captain Hendricks approached with a tablet. His face was gray. "Message from the Pentagon."

She read it.

BY ORDER OF THE SECRETARY OF WAR: ADMIRAL YOLANDA IS HEREBY RELIEVED OF COMMAND OF USS GERALD R. FORD EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY. CAPTAIN WILLIAM HENDRICKS WILL ASSUME COMMAND.

VENEZUELAN STRIKE PACKAGE TO EXECUTE AT 0600.

Yolanda read it twice. Then she handed the tablet back.

"Congratulations, Captain. The ship is yours."

Hendricks looked sick. "Admiral, I—"

"You have your orders." She started toward the hatch. "I will be in my quarters until they send a helicopter."

She stopped at the door and looked back. The bridge crew froze, watching her. "For what it is worth, I hope I am wrong about that clinic. I hope no one dies who does not have to." She paused. "But if they do—remember that someone tried to stop it." She walked out into the night.

Six hours later, the strike would execute. The school would be empty. The clinic would not.

Twelve people would die, including three nurses and a doctor who had stayed late to treat a child with pneumonia.

The war had begun.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE FUNDRAISER
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Early December 

The morning mail brought two items: the weekly casualty summary from Caribbean interdiction operations—forty-three migrants, including eleven children—and an invitation to the Annual Defense Industry Gala.

You are cordially invited to the Annual Defense Industry Leadership Gala, Cocktails at 7:00 PM | Dinner at 8:30 PM, and a Silent auction to benefit the Veterans Wellness Foundation

Ethan stared at the cream-colored cardstock, embossed with gold eagles. Somewhere in Venezuela, people were dying. In Georgetown, someone was arranging seating charts.

His father was the keynote speaker.

Topic: "American Strength in a Changing World"

Dress code: Black tie. Patriotic accessories encouraged.

Ethan set the invitation on his desk, next to the classified folder containing photographs he would never be able to unsee. The price of American strength, itemized in flesh.

The gala would raise two million dollars for veterans' mental health.

The wars that broke those veterans would continue uninterrupted.

He picked up his pen and checked the box marked "Regrets."

Capitol Hill — Secure Briefing Room 

Representative Ethan Pike arrived at the Tank to find half the seats empty. Six months ago, an intelligence briefing on cartel operations would have drawn every member. Now, with the strikes normalized and the audio forgotten, only the true believers and the truly horrified bothered to show up. Stale coffee and recycled air filled the underground room. Fluorescent lights that buzzed and flickered hummed overhead, casting everyone in shades of institutional gray.

He took his seat near Senator Gallagher, who looked like he hadn't slept in days. Dark circles ringed the older man's eyes. His tie hung loose, his collar unbuttoned—small rebellions against a system he'd served for thirty years.

"They fired Brennan." Gallagher's voice dropped to a murmur. "CIA Director. Last night. No explanation."

"Who's running the briefing?"

"Acting Director. Third one this month." Gallagher pulled out a notepad, the pages already dense with cramped handwriting. "They've also fired eighteen Inspectors General. The head of the Office of Government Ethics. The JAG investigation into the boat strikes? Closed. 'Insufficient evidence.' And last week, a federal judge ordered the administration to produce documents on the strikes." He clicked his pen. "They ignored the order." 

"Can they do that?"

"They're doing it." Gallagher scanned the half-empty room—the scattered congressmen checking phones, the staffers whispering in corners, the empty chairs where oversight used to sit. "Question is whether anyone will stop them. Look around. Does it look like anyone's going to stop them?"

Before Ethan could answer, the Acting CIA Director took the podium. Young. Eager. Teeth too white, suit too new—one of the President's loyalists promoted over a dozen more qualified candidates because he'd learned to say yes.

"Members of the Committee, I'm pleased to report that Operation Southern Spear is proceeding ahead of schedule." His voice carried the practiced enthusiasm of a morning news anchor. "One hundred twelve enemy combatants eliminated in the Caribbean. Venezuelan infrastructure degraded by sixty percent. And our cartel operations stand ready to commence."

A congressman from Texas raised his hand. "Acting Director, when you say 'enemy combatants'—do we have evidence they were combatants?"

"Targeting protocols are classified, Congressman." The smile never wavered. "But I can assure you that every target had been vetted."

"By whom?"

"The Secretary of War's office."

Gallagher leaned close enough that Ethan caught the smell of old coffee and exhaustion. "No JAG review. No independent verification. Pike's office signs off, and people die."

"And the courts?"

"Courts issue orders. Administration ignores them. Courts issue contempt citations. Administration ignores those too." Gallagher closed his notepad with a snap. "We're watching the system dismantle itself in real time. And nobody seems to give a damn."

The White House — The Golden Office 

President Collier cradled his phone like a lover, his face lit by the glow of numbers. "—eight hundred million in the first half alone. And the coin keeps climbing." His smile stretched wide, predatory. 

"Beautiful. Call me when we hit a billion." He hung up and swiveled toward Finch, who stood in the doorway holding a briefing folder he knew wouldn't be read. The office smelled of new leather and old money. Gold fixtures caught the light from every angle.

"The crypto portfolio." Collier practically purred. "Up eleven billion. Can you believe it?"

Finch could believe it. He'd watched foreign governments and corporations pour money into the President's cryptocurrency ventures for months. Watched pardons go to donors, contracts go to friends, and investigations disappear whenever they got too close to the family. His stomach had stopped churning around month three. Now it just felt hollow. "Sir, the tariff briefing."

"Right. The beautiful tariffs." Collier picked up a gold-plated pen, turning it between his fingers. "How much have we collected?"

"Two hundred fifteen billion for the fiscal year. Thirty-four billion last month alone. Record numbers."

"And the dividend?"

"Sir, the math doesn't work." Finch kept his voice flat, professional—the voice of a man stating facts, not making judgments. "Two thousand dollars per person would cost three hundred billion. We've collected less than half that. And the Supreme Court might force us to refund everything."

"The Supreme Court." Collier laughed—a sharp, dismissive bark. "They won't rule against us. And if they do?" He shrugged. "We'll ignore them like we ignore everyone else." 

"Sir, there are limits—"

"There are no limits." Collier stood and crossed to the window, his reflection ghosting over the glass. Outside, construction crews swarmed over the Golden Ballroom like ants over a sugar cube. "That's what they haven't figured out yet. Announce the dividend anyway. Two thousand dollars for every American. Say it's coming next year. By the time anyone figures out the math doesn't work, we'll have moved on to the next thing." 

"And the corruption reports? House Democrats released a list of a hundred conflicts of interest. The crypto investigation—"

"Fake news. Witch hunt. Use the usual words." Collier turned back, his eyes already distant, calculating. "Bessent still hasn't divested?"

"No, sir. He amended his ethics agreement. Keeping most of the conflicting assets." 

"Good. If the Treasury Secretary doesn't have to follow the rules, no one does." He picked up his phone again, already dismissing Finch. "Now get me Pike. I want to know when we're going into Mexico."

The Pentagon — Secretary Pike's Office 

Secretary Dominic Pike had never served in the military.

Eleven years as a cable news host. Two years as a think tank fellow. No combat experience. No command experience. No understanding of what it meant to send men into tunnels to die.

But he understood what the President wanted: results.

"Gas them." His finger jabbed at the tunnel maps on his screen, leaving smudges on the glass. "We have chemical weapons. Use them."

General Williams, the Joint Chiefs Chairman, kept his voice carefully neutral. Thirty years of service had taught him how to speak to politicians without letting his contempt show. "Mr. Secretary, the tunnels run under civilian areas. Schools. Hospitals. A church. Gas would seep through the ground. We'd be killing Mexican children."

"Then flood them. Water. Sewage. Whatever."

"The water table, sir. We'd contaminate drinking water for two million people. And the tunnels are reinforced—designed to survive exactly that kind of attack." 

"Fire?"

"Same problem. Ventilation shafts throughout the city. We'd be setting Tijuana on fire from below."

Pike's palm cracked against the desk. A coffee cup jumped. "I don't want problems, General. I want solutions. The President expects results. The President gets results. Anyone who can't deliver results gets replaced."

Williams was still. He'd watched eighteen Inspectors General get fired. The CIA Director. The head of ethics. The JAG officers who questioned the boat strikes. He knew what "replaced" meant. It meant career death. It meant pension risk. It meant joining the growing ranks of professionals who'd chosen principle over position. "We can clear the tunnels, Mr. Secretary. But it will take time. Four months minimum for Tijuana alone. The Israelis have agreed to send advisors—they have experience with tunnel warfare from Gaza—"

"Four months?" Pike laughed, high and sharp. "I'll give you four weeks. After that, the President finds a new Chairman."

"Sir, that's not—"

"Four weeks, General. Results. Or your replacement can explain to Congress why the previous team failed."

He waved toward the door. Williams rose, his joints protesting after an hour of controlled stillness.

In the hallway, his aide waited. "Sir?"

"Get me the Israeli advisors. And start planning evacuation protocols for Tijuana." Williams kept walking, his footsteps echoing off the polished floors. "We're about to do something stupid, and a lot of people are going to die."

The Pentagon — E-Ring Break Room 

Colonel Harrison held court by the coffee machine, explaining the dividend to anyone trapped within earshot.

"Two thousand dollars. Every American. From the tariffs." He grinned, revealing coffee-stained teeth. "That's what I call sharing the wealth. The president takes it from the foreigners and gives it to us."

"The math doesn't work," said Major Pultio, who'd made the mistake of stopping for coffee. She cradled her cup like a shield. "Two thousand times a hundred fifty million people equals three hundred billion. We've collected half that."

"So, we collect more. Raise the tariffs. Make China pay."

"China doesn't pay the tariffs. American businesses do. They pass the cost to consumers. We're taxing ourselves."

"Liberal talking points." Harrison waved his hand, dismissing thirty years of economic consensus with a gesture. "Point is, the President's winning. Stock market at new highs. Tariffs flowing. And in Mexico—" He dropped his voice, leaning in with conspiratorial glee. "Pike told the weak-willed generals to use gas. Can you imagine? Just pump it in and let God sort them out."

"Gas would kill civilians. Children."

"Collateral damage. Can't make an omelet, et cetera." He sipped his coffee, slurping loudly. "Problem with this country is that people care too much about the enemy. The cartels have been killing Americans for decades. Now we kill them back. Fast. Efficient. No lawyers, no trials, no appeals."

"That's not how—"

"That's exactly how. Old rules are gone.”  Harrison set down his cup with a clatter. "Kill them all and let God sort them out. That's the new doctrine. Get used to it, Major, or find another job." 

Harrison wasn't finished. He rarely was.

"Beautiful thing about the tariffs," he continued, reaching for a second Danish. "The Mexicans are paying for their own invasion. You see the elegance? They buy our soybeans, we tax the soybeans, we use the tax revenue to buy the bombs that destroy their villages. It's circular. It's poetic."

"That's not actually how tariffs—"

"It's poetic, I said." Harrison waved away the objection like a fly. "Don't ruin it with economics. The point is, we've found a way to make war profitable again. The accountants are happy, the generals are happy, the defense contractors are very happy. Everybody wins."

"Except the people being bombed."

Harrison considered this. "Well, yes. Except them. But they're drug dealers, so who cares?" He took a bite of Danish, scattering crumbs across his uniform. "Kill them all and let God sort them out. That's not just a slogan anymore, Major. That's policy. That's doctrine. That's the future of American warfare."

He wandered off to spread his gospel elsewhere, leaving behind crumbs and the faint smell of cologne that cost more than a private's monthly salary.

The Major watched him go.

Kill them all and let God sort them out.

Pultio walked out. She had a meeting with Gallagher's staff in an hour—one of the few people left who seemed to care about the rules.

But Harrison had spoken one truth: the old rules were gone.

One question remained: what would replace them. 

Sinaloa, Mexico — 300 Feet Underground 

El Lobo watched the American news all morning, the glow of multiple screens painting his face in shifting colors.

The dividend promise. The tariff fights. The corruption investigations that went nowhere. The President's son, promoting cryptocurrency from the White House lawn, grinning like a carnival barker.

"They're not even pretending anymore." He spoke to Vasquez, his military commander, who sat cleaning a pistol with methodical precision. "It's all out in the open. The President makes eleven billion from his coins. The Treasury Secretary keeps his conflicting stocks. The Secretary of War gets rich from defense contracts." He smiled, thin and cold. "And they call us criminals."

"At least we're honest about what we are."

"Exactly." El Lobo turned from the screens. The bunker smelled of gun oil and fresh concrete—they'd reinforced these tunnels after the Gaza model, learning from enemies and allies alike. "The American commander—Pike. He wants to use gas in the tunnels."

Vasquez's hands paused on the pistol. "Our sources?"

"Confirmed. The generals refused. But Pike doesn't care about the weak-willed generals. He cares about results. And if the generals won't give him results, he'll find someone who will."

"So,we prepare for gas?"

"We prepare for everything." El Lobo pulled up a map of the tunnel network, five hundred kilometers of passages glowing in blue light. "Seal the access points near schools. Upgrade the filtration systems. And activate the American cells." 

"All of them?"

"All of them. Houston. Phoenix. Denver. Los Angeles." His smile widened. "The Americans want to gas our tunnels? We'll remind them that we have assets in their cities. Fifty thousand people who owe us their lives. Let them explain to their voters why the malls are burning while the President counts his crypto billions."

Vasquez nodded, reassembling his pistol with practiced efficiency. "Timeline?" 

"When the first tunnel falls. That's when we show them what 'kill them all' really means."

Houston, Texas — Midnight 

Tomas Ramirez watched the President's social media feed, the screen's blue light the only illumination in his dark apartment.

“Two thousand dollars for every American! The tariffs are making us RICH! And we're going to DESTROY the cartels! Kill them all.”

Ramirez had come to Houston fifteen years ago. Built a landscaping business. Paid his taxes. Raised two children who were American citizens, who spoke English better than Spanish, who'd never seen Sinaloa except in photographs.

But the cartels had found him anyway. His brother back home, missing three fingers. His mother in the hospital with "unexplained injuries." His cousin who'd disappeared one night and never come back—not even a body to bury.

“Work for us,” they'd said, “or everyone you love dies.” So,he'd worked for them. Small things at first. Now, after fifteen years of waiting, the call had come.

PREPARE FOR ACTIVATION. AWAIT ORDERS.

He stared at the sleeping city through his window. Four million people who had no idea what was coming. Streetlights glowed in neat rows. A car passed somewhere below, its headlights sweeping across empty streets.

The President promised them $2,000.

The cartels promised them fire.

Ramirez wondered which promise would come true first.

02:00 - Washington, D.C. - Connor Walsh's Apartment

Walsh hunched over his laptop, empty coffee cups forming a graveyard around his keyboard.

Not the boat strikes—that story had died, killed by classified sources and legal threats. Not the tariffs—everyone knew the math was fake, and no one cared enough to do anything about it.

This story was about the money.
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CHAPTER THREE: CHRISTMAS MARKET
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December 3 - Mexico City — Palacio Nacional 

President Mariana Ochoa had governed Mexico—bloodied but unbroken for three years. She had survived corruption scandals, cartel threats, an assassination attempt that killed two of her bodyguards, and a pandemic that overwhelmed her healthcare system. None of it had prepared her for this.

"Five hundred and twelve," her intelligence chief said. He was a small man named Alejandro Enjio, former military, the kind of person who delivered catastrophic news in the same tone he might use to order coffee. 

"That is the confirmed count. We expect it to rise." 

Ochoa studied the photographs spread across her conference table. Bodies in a Christmas market. Overturned stalls. Blood on cobblestones that had waited since the colonial era.

"The Americans?"

"Thirty-seven confirmed American dead. Fourteen Canadians. Three Germans. Two British." Enjio paused. "The rest were Mexican citizens. Including sixteen children." Sixteen children. Shot in a Christmas market while their parents shopped for gifts. 

"Who?"

"CJNG. The Jalisco cartel. Retaliation for the arrest of Javier Guzmán last month." Enjio pulled out another photograph—a banner that was hung over the market's main entrance after the shooting stopped. "The banner says: 'This is what happens when you work with the gringos. Next time, Mexico City.'"

Ochoa studied the banner. The words were painted in red. She did not want to think about what they had used for paint.

"They are blaming us for the American surveillance flights."

"Yes, Madam President. The CIA has been running drone operations over northern Mexico for four months. The cartels know. They have sources everywhere." Enjio hesitated. "Including, we believe, in this building."

"In Palacio Nacional?"

"We are investigating. But yes. Someone told them about the Guzmán operation. Someone with access to classified briefings."

Ochoa moved to the window. Outside, the Zócalo stretched toward the cathedral, tourists, vendors and ordinary people going about their lives. Her Mexico, bloodied but unbroken, was still hers. The capital was safe.

But for how long?

"The territory assessment." Enjio looked up. "How bad?"

"We control approximately seventy percent of national territory. The cartels control the rest outright. Another ten percent is contested—we have presence, but they have more." 

"Seventy percent." Ochoa turned from the window. "Three years ago it was eighty five." 

"Yes, Madam President. The trend line is not favorable."

The trend line. Such a clean way to describe the slow death of a nation. "The Americans want a meeting." He paused. "President Collier has proposed a video call this afternoon."

"I know. His ambassador has been calling every hour." 

Enjio gathered his photographs. "Madam President, you know what he is going to offer." 

"Yes."

"And you know what it will mean if you accept."

Ochoa did not answer. She did not need to. They both knew what American "help" meant. They had both studied the history of Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Panama. The pattern was always the same. American troops arrived to solve a crisis. American troops never left. "Schedule the
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