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			Prelude

			San Pedro Sula, Honduras

			Christmas Eve, 2004

			Making its way along the dark, winding, potholed road between the suburbs of San Isidro and Ebenezer, an old yellow passenger bus was standing-room-only inside, full of textile workers on their way home from Christmas shopping. Small children rocked and slept in their mothers’ laps as the bus driver tried his best to negotiate the lurching vehicle around the street’s gaping potholes and busted pavement.

			On the most deserted stretch of road the bus traveled that night, alongside a dark, vacant soccer field, the driver was suddenly cut off by a small pickup truck coming in the opposite direction. It swerved and came to a stop, blocking both lanes. Two men with AK-47s hopped out of the truck, while behind the bus two other cars pulled up, blocking it from the rear. Several more armed men emerged from these vehicles.

			The bus driver and his fare collector could only hope it was a robbery by some gang mareros who would demand a “tax,” take all the money and valuables from them and their passengers, and let them go on their way. But even this was too much to hope for. The armed men did not make any demands. At once, they raised their weapons and began firing into the bus from all directions, the bullets penetrating and raking everyone inside with an estimated eight hundred rounds.

			Screams and cries of anguish, fear, and pain echoed inside the bus over the flash and din of automatic guns. Women, children, and men trapped inside the vehicle wept and pled for mercy, gasping and dying in a sudden hellhole filled with gunpowder fumes and the coppery smell of fresh blood. The few passengers who could bolt out the rear emergency door and make a run for their lives were shot dead in their tracks.

			When the killers stopped firing, one of them, an MS-13 gang leader known as Culiche, or Tapeworm, stepped onto the bus. He methodically made his way down the aisle, stepping over bleeding bodies, calmly poking and prodding the dead and dying. “Are you still alive?” he asked those who still moved or moaned—a question or complaint he followed up with point-blank shots to the head and face.

			Described by US law enforcement agencies as intelligent, articulate, and highly mobile, Culiche was approximately thirty years old, with a round face, dark eyes, and large ears. Born in Honduras, he was an early member of the Normandie Locos, a Los Angeles–based clique of MS-13. He was arrested at least eight times in California, accused of drug trafficking, aggravated assault, burglary, writing bad checks, and driving without a license. Culiche had a record of carrying fake IDs and using multiple cell phones, and had thirty-eight known aliases, according to Honduran authorities and the FBI.

			When he finally stopped the slaughter and stepped back off the bus, twenty-eight of its occupants were dead, including the driver and fare collector. The youngest murder victim was a fourteen-month-old child and the oldest was sixty-eight years old. Another twenty-eight victims were seriously wounded, among them a sixteen-year-old factory worker who was shot sixteen times—once for each year of his young life, like birthday candles from Satan himself.

			On the windshield of the bullet-ridden bus, Culiche and his band of MS-13 killers posted a note claiming responsibility for the attack. It was bogusly signed by the Cinchonero People’s Liberation Movement, a group that had not been active for more than a decade—not since the region’s civil wars ended in 1992. The note warned Honduran authorities about similar repercussions if they passed a new law that would introduce the death penalty for violent crimes, a measure to bring the hammer down harder on gangs metastasizing in the country.

			Before driving away from the slaughter, the gunmen attached a second note to the windshield of the bus.

			It read, Feliz Navidad.

			Merry Christmas.

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Operation Card Shark

			San Francisco

			Walking through the Mission District, wearing a tracksuit top and a pair of jeans and running shoes, Michael Santini was a handsome man in his prime, built low to the ground, with a trim, powerful upper body from years of lifting weights and fitness training. Tattooed full sleeve on his right arm was a dragon, and under that a koi fish fighting against the current of a rushing waterfall. Considered in traditional Chinese culture the most powerful-swimming fish, koi represented strength of character. Rewarded for their perseverance here on Earth, in the afterlife they were transformed into dragons. On the back of Santini’s left shoulder, an inked scorpion (his astrological sign) coiled its stinger-tipped tail.

			It was a chilly, Saturday morning with torrential rain coming down, and the special agent with Homeland Security Investigations (HSI) had ventured from his apartment for a desperately needed cup of coffee. Under the weather after a late night partying, without a rain jacket or umbrella, he ignored the downpour while stepping around the sidewalk’s flooded potholes. At the Java House on Valencia Street, he bought himself a steaming cup of joe.

			He was headed home with the coffee when he suddenly spotted the red Nissan he had been hunting for over two weeks. It was parked at the curb halfway up a steep hill near the corner of 22nd and Fair Oaks Streets. Just a block from his house. The car belonged to “Jose,” the leader of a criminal counterfeit identification document production and distribution ring known as the Miceros, comprised mostly of native Mexicans. The Miceros were by definition a gang, but lacked a propensity for violence unless their counterfeit ID business was threatened. They maintained a presence on every corner of Mission Street, from the 8th Street BART station, down to Glen Park.

			The batteries on a vehicle tracker Santini and a team of HSI agents surreptitiously attached to the car a few weeks back had recently gone dead before he could trace the vehicle to the location of the network’s main counterfeit ID production lab. He had been monitoring the movements of the vehicle for days with GPS-enabled software from his desktop computer and believed he had located the lab. He just needed evidence from the tracker data to lock down the probable cause for a warrant.

			Santini shook his head and thought, A special agent is never—ever—off duty. He stood by the parked car in the heavy rain and scanned the streets to see if anyone was watching, then set down his coffee cup on the curb. From a crouched position, he dropped to the ground and slipped under the Nissan on his back. The tracker device was stuck to the undercarriage with a magnet and easily detached, but its long, wire antenna was strung the length of the frame, attached by technicians with a gooey, tarlike putty.

			Lying on his back and struggling with the sticky mess, Santini’s hands became covered in black tar. A torrent of water running downhill through the street gutter gushed through his jeans and out the neck of his T-shirt. The rushing rainwater flowed in such volume it blew up his clothes like a water balloon, as he struggled to yank off the tracker and antenna. Finally, he was able to rip it off and stuff the mess of wires down his pants.

			He crawled out from under the vehicle and stood up, checking to see if anyone spotted him. Satisfied no one had, he bent down and grabbed the cup of coffee, which stuck fast to the tarry mess all over his hands. Walking slowly back to the apartment, he turned the corner of his street, where he almost bumped right into a Latino man heading in the opposite direction, reading a rain-soaked newspaper as he went. It was Jose, the Miceros’ boss, owner of the Nissan. Another few seconds under the vehicle and Santini would have been caught red-handed.

			When he arrived home, he glanced in the hallway mirror and couldn’t help but burst out laughing. He was drenched with rainwater and covered in tar, with a tracking device crammed into his pants. His soaked condition sparked memories of his time with the US Border Patrol, not so long ago . . .

			When the rains from El Niño hit the Southern California desert, the two-mile-wide patrol zone north of the international boundary turned into a sea of mud. Even the agents’ four-wheel drive vehicles couldn’t tackle the slippery slopes and fields north of the fence when the deluge came. Under those conditions, the border patrol essentially ceded control of the zone to Mexico, while holding the line at the Otay Mesa Freeway.

			When the patrol fell back, the population of Tijuana jumped the line into the United States like a swollen river cresting its banks. Santini and his fellow border agents were forced to hike on foot into the San Ysidro hillsides to stem the northward flow of humanity, but to little avail. Groups of sometimes hundreds of migrants sneaked across together and set up camp on the US side, waiting for darkness to fall so they could creep farther north and hitch rides with the smugglers who cruised Route 905.

			The strenuous and seemingly futile work was offset by an enviable off-duty beach party life for Santini in San Diego. The sunny days were replete with booze and beautiful women, attracted to Santini’s cohort of border agents and naval officer buddies on shore leave. Then the 9/11 terrorist attack happened and life took on a more serious tone. Suddenly the southern border was viewed as more than just an out-of-control situation involving migrant Mexican and Central American laborers. If they could get across and into the country so easily, who else could? Bin Laden’s minions from the Middle East? Carrying what types of weapons of mass destruction?

			He took a second glance at himself in the mirror, a
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