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​Author’s Note — Zero Hour: El Paso

History offers no shortage of warnings. In Zero Hour: El Paso, I did not invent tensions but dramatized those that already mark the borderlands. Migration, trafficking, sleeper cells, and the collision of law and survival are drawn from precedent. Fiction allows these threads to be woven into a story that reveals the human cost when frontiers collapse.

But El Paso was only one window on Mayday 2026. In Washington, leaders faltered in darkness. In NORAD, alarms sounded. In orbit, astronauts bore witness in silence. In Russia, parades marched under banners of power. At Pine Gap, an alliance’s watchers faced severed lines. At sea, the USS Mesa Verde endured without orders. Each book is complete in itself, but together they testify to a shared catastrophe.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Where the narrative touches real events, those events have been compressed, adapted, or otherwise fictionalized for dramatic purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual organizations or events, is coincidental or used in a satirical or illustrative manner. Technical, operational, military, medical, and survival details have been altered to avoid misuse and to protect security; nothing herein should be taken as instruction, endorsement, or guidance. Brand names and trademarks appear only as necessary to the story and remain the property of their respective owners. Opinions expressed by characters are not those of any government, agency, service branch, or company.

Definition of Mayday

Mayday — an international distress signal, derived from the French phrase m’aidez — “help me.”

In the Cold War, May 1 was also the date when U.S. forces elevated alert levels, anticipating Soviet parades and possible surprise strikes.

In Mayday 2026, the call becomes more than a signal. It is the moment the world ends—seen from many windows in this book series, by crews and communities who hold discipline when nations fall.
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​Chapter 1 - The Broken Border
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"Show me a fifty-foot wall, and I’ll show you a fifty-one-foot ladder." — U.S. Border Patrol proverb

“Since being appointed ‘Border Czar’ by President Joe Biden, Kamala Harris has undoubtedly been a complete failure in her job and has destroyed our country by releasing record-setting levels of criminals, rapists, and terrorists into our communities.” — Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene, July 2024

The Sonoran Desert devoured them, its breath a scorching wind that scraped skin and memory alike. Sand hissed past jagged rocks and the brittle claws of mesquite, a dry rasp that always seemed to whisper of being watched. Five men pressed close to the earth, not held by fear, but by the ritual of survival—a silent choreography drilled into their bones.

Ramin Arani felt the desert’s weight settle over him, heavier than any pack he’d hauled through the alleys of Aleppo or the cellars of Beirut. He reached for the strap on his rucksack, fingers tracing the false seam where his real cargo lay. The algorithm—his life’s work, and his sentence—rested within, humming in encrypted silence. He remembered its birth, the late nights coding in Qom with the hum of distant prayers and the flash of his mentor’s tired smile. That face haunted him now, a reminder of the promise he’d made: whatever it cost, never forget why.

The breach ahead—a thirty-foot wound in the wall, carved by floodwaters and neglect—called to him like an open door. Every mission left scars, but this one felt different. In the hush before movement, Ramin’s mind slipped to the last phone call with his sister, her laughter brittle as glass. He saw her face, the way she used to grip his hand before their world split in two. The cost of loyalty was measured in what he could never recover.

El Sapo, their guide—his acne scars deep, his eyes flat as river stones—tapped Ramin’s shoulder. “Cinco minutos,” he murmured. “Then the next batch. Move silently. No words.”

Ramin nodded, but his resolve flickered. The desert had its own language—one of doubt and longing. He glanced at the man beside him, Amir, whose hands shook despite the calm. Amir’s son had died in the crossing last winter, lungs filled with dust and silence. Amir hesitated now, eyes closed for a brief prayer—was it hope or surrender?

Fear pressed closer, a presence carried between heartbeats. Ramin wondered if the others sensed his doubts. Did they know that each step forward was a gamble with ghosts? He thought of the tunnels beneath New York, the cold-room mosque in Queens, the storefront in Brooklyn marked Liberty Faith. He counted losses like beads, each one a reason to keep going, each one another weight.

They moved as shadows, discipline stitched into muscle memory. The Border Patrol drone swept overhead, its sensors deadened by El Sapo’s jammer. For twelve minutes, they became invisible—enough time for decoys to take the light. Migrants, goats, sick children—all paid their toll for this passage.

Dawn found them at a half-buried safehouse, the mesquite twisting overhead. The Lebanese contact waited inside, his silence absolute, gesturing toward stacks of worn jeans and burner phones. Ramin changed clothes, feeling each layer strip away some part of himself, leaving only the mission. He caught Amir’s gaze—red-rimmed, hollow, but with a trace of steel. A nod passed between them: acknowledgment of what had been lost, and what remained to lose.

By noon, they were ghosts—names erased, identities rewritten. Ramin’s legs ached, but it was the ache of memory that gnawed deepest. He thought of the price, the promise, and the thin line between duty and damnation. As El Paso simmered across the Rio Grande, tents crowding the banks, Ramin faded into the tide of new arrivals.

Among the chaos, not all looked lost. Some watched with the careful patience of men who had rehearsed this moment in a thousand nightmares. A tall man handed over forged documents, his Farsi flawless, his smile brittle. Ramin saw in him a reflection—a flicker of hope, or was it doom? The borrowed faith in a stranger’s mission. Volunteers handed out water; children wept; the air pulsed with diesel and desperation.

Within thirty-six hours, Ramin vanished, carried on encrypted rides and whispered codes. Every new city became another mask. The risks he carried—the algorithm, the memories, the guilt—felt heavier with each mile. He wondered if anyone truly saw him, or if he’d become what the mission demanded: a shadow in a nation too distracted to notice its own unraveling.

*****

“They are concentration camps. I want to talk to the people that are concerned enough with humanity to say that ‘never again’ means something. The fact that concentration camps are now an institutionalized practice in the ‘home of the free’ is extraordinarily disturbing and we need to do something about it.”

— Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, June 2019 

Carlos Diaz stepped off the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) transport bus at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC) in Glynco, Georgia—a sprawling campus dedicated to preparing agents for service in agencies like ICE, Customs and Border Protection, and more. The air was heavy with pine sap and coastal humidity, each breath pressing close as he crossed the gravel lot. Georgia soil greeted him like an old adversary; years ago, he’d pounded these grounds during Officer Candidate School (OCS), learning the fundamentals of military leadership, and then again in the crucible of Ranger School, sixty-two days of exhaustion and endurance that stripped away every illusion and rebuilt him from raw determination and pain.

Carlos’s build reflected that history—broad shoulders, a chest shaped by rucksacks and rifles rather than a gym, and hands that still bore the calluses of hard ground. His hair was cropped close, dark with flecks of gray at the temples, and a pale scar sliced his left cheek, a memory etched into sun-browned skin. His eyes, a sharp brown, held the wary intelligence of someone who measured every room for threats and every moment for meaning.

Yet, beneath the physical presence, a quiet storm brewed. The uniform had changed: now a gray Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) recruit T-shirt, DHS-issued cargo pants, and the same boots that had carried him through mud and sand—just a new battlefield, and one whose boundaries and rules felt less certain. Each step was deliberate, weighted with experience but also with doubt.

His recovery from the field had led him to Fort Sill, where he was reassigned to the Judge Advocate General (JAG) office—a division responsible for military law, including rules of engagement, detainee procedures, and justice for soldiers and civilians alike. Here, Carlos’s world shifted from black-and-white tactics to the legal gray of battlefield ethics, paperwork, and policy. The change unsettled him, but it also revealed the layers of responsibility and ambiguity that came with the uniform.

Then came Afghanistan. Carlos watched the chaotic withdrawal unfold from his hospital bed, the news flickering on a muted television. The Army he’d known—disciplined, apolitical, driven by purpose—seemed to unravel, replaced by confusion and spectacle. Drag shows in recreation clubs and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) briefings now filled the schedule where range time used to be. Orders felt diluted by optics and slogans. Carlos’s chest tightened with a sense of betrayal; it wasn’t just the loss of a mission, but the loss of meaning.

He lay awake through the nights, haunted by the faces of soldiers he’d led, by the echo of orders he’d given with absolute conviction. There was pain in his body, yes, but deeper was the ache of uncertainty—wondering if the Army had left him behind, or if he had left himself behind in choosing to walk away. Would he ever find purpose again? Would every new uniform feel like a borrowed identity, a temporary mask instead of true belonging? The cost of leaving the Army was more than a career—it was the slow unraveling of the self he'd built one mission at a time.

One afternoon, while still at Fort Sill, Carlos found himself in the hospital lounge with Sergeant Ellis, a fellow patient nursing a knee injury and a bright, restless optimism. Ellis argued that the new policies—the DEI briefings, the expanded support for LGBTQ soldiers, even the emphasis on mental health—were signs of progress, making the Army more inclusive, resilient, and effective in the long run.

“You’ve got to see it, Diaz,” Ellis said, voice earnest. “The old ways broke a lot of people. Maybe this is how we keep the good ones from burning out.”

Carlos shook his head, feeling the sharp divide between his own weariness and Ellis’s hope. “I get it. People need support. But out there—on the ground, in the fight—what matters is trust, clarity, and the will to finish the job. Sometimes it feels like we’re losing that.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the television murmuring in the background. Carlos realized there was truth in both perspectives, and the tension between them only deepened his uncertainty. Change was inevitable; but whether it brought strength or confusion was a question he couldn’t answer yet.

Leaving the Army wasn’t an act of anger, but of clarity. Carlos wanted a mission that mattered, one where his skills—his language, his tactical instincts, his experience—could be assets, not liabilities. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) offered that promise, especially in Homeland Security Investigations (HSI), the division tasked with investigating cross-border crime, terrorism, and trafficking. At FLETC, Carlos joined the enforcement track, immersing himself in a curriculum heavy on law, protocol, and interagency coordination. The ICE curriculum referenced Titles 8 and 19 of the U.S. Code—laws governing immigration (Title 8) and customs (Title 19)—and required recruits to master everything from field tactics to courtroom testimony.

But the work wasn’t simple. In the breakroom, the jokes and offhand remarks masked deeper anxieties about shifting policies and unclear priorities. Some instructors grumbled about Washington politics or “sanctuary” laws that complicated enforcement, while others quietly acknowledged the dangers faced by agents who felt unsupported. Carlos sensed a mission hollowed out from the top, its edges blurred by bureaucracy and political debate. The border, once a clear line to defend, had become a sieve—cartel scouts used encrypted communications, migrant caravans moved with NGO escorts, and a recent influx of Middle Eastern men without identification or records raised new alarms and doubts.

Through all this, Carlos’s thoughts returned to Jennifer Forbes—his high school sweetheart from Weatherford, Oklahoma. Their paths had diverged after graduation, only to cross again years later at Fort Sill, where she interned with a local prosecutor while he worked in JAG. Their rekindled romance led to marriage, a brief honeymoon in the Dominican Republic, and then new assignments on opposite sides of the country: she to the FBI’s Counterterrorism Division in El Paso, he to FLETC in Georgia. Jennifer was sharp, stubborn, and beautiful in a way that demanded respect; her eyes, gray-blue and steady, could comfort or command as the moment required. The distance between them was familiar—deployments, missed calls, encrypted texts—but now, each mile felt heavier, each silence more unsettling.

Back in the barracks, Carlos unpacked his gear—Taser, baton, handcuffs, practice pistol, and manuals on Titles 8 and 19. The routines of ICE training were precise and demanding, but nothing compared to the unpredictability of the mission ahead. The border landscape was changing; the risks were multiplying; and Carlos wondered if he was ready to face them, or if he’d forever chase the sense of purpose he’d lost with the Army. Each day, he weighed the hope of service against the fear of becoming just another shadow in an institution too complex to truly understand.

His doubts were real, but so was his determination. Carlos pressed on, searching for meaning amid the shifting ground—hoping that somewhere between the rules and the risks, he’d find a way to belong once again.

*****

“We are going to have a problem.”

— Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, May 28, 2025

Jennifer had arrived in El Paso six weeks earlier, flying in under a transfer order from Washington. She’d packed light—two suitcases, a hard-shell gear case, and a locked satchel containing her Bureau-issued laptop. The drive from the airport had been short and uneventful, but the skyline struck her immediately: borderland architecture, sun-bleached concrete, and watchtowers on the horizon. This wasn’t D.C. It didn’t pretend to be. As she gazed at those watchtowers, a flicker of unease passed through her—an unfamiliar sensation she hadn’t felt in years. The dry wind and wide-open spaces made her feel both exposed and strangely invigorated, reminding her that she was far from the routines of Washington’s corridors.

She found a furnished condo on the west side—nothing flashy, but clean, secure, and five minutes from the field office. Fourth floor, keycard access, assigned underground parking. It had blackout shades and a clear line of sight to the Franklin Mountains. She liked that. The elevation gave her a sense of control, though the emptiness of her new home sometimes amplified the distance from everything familiar.

Reporting in had been procedural but brisk. Her credentials fast-tracked her through orientation. She was a GS-14—a senior federal rank—with a counterintelligence designation, fluent in Spanish, Farsi, and Arabic thanks to intensive training at the Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center (DLIFLC). She also had a reputation for pattern recognition that computers couldn’t replicate. El Paso wasn’t a career detour; it was a pressure point. She knew that the moment her detail was greenlit, even as she wondered whether she’d left more than just geography behind in Washington.

Her office was part of a fortified federal complex that housed the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and Customs and Border Protection (CBP) under one roof. The elevator to her floor required dual authentication: badge swipe and biometric scan. A subterranean garage sat two levels beneath the building, protected by rising bollards and manned guard posts. Every morning, she descended into that bunker-like access bay, scanned her ID at a reinforced checkpoint, and rode the elevator up in silence.

Her workspace was tucked into a secured suite on the fourth floor—partitioned glass, soundproofing, and a classified server room down the hall. She shared the space with two analysts and a rotating liaison from Homeland Security Investigations (HSI), ICE’s investigative division focused on cross-border crime. Three monitors, encrypted comms, and a whiteboard filled with strings of events, names, and unknowns.

Every day, she tried to make sense of chaos. Lately, the chaos had started to take shape, and as the rhythm of her new world settled in, Jennifer found herself somewhere between apprehension and anticipation—a blend of nerves and determination that made each day feel like both a challenge and a chance.

*****

“A nation without borders is not a nation at all. We must have a wall. We must stop the flow of drugs and crime.” — President Donald Trump, State of the Union, Jan. 2018

Carlos closed his locker and sat on the bunk’s edge, staring at his phone. A message from Jennifer appeared.

“Honey, Wanted to know I got us a kitten, six months old. I just got home and found the condo looking like a flash bang grenade had exploded. I’m naming him Grenade. I thought you would like that.”

He smiled, then frowned. Her choice for naming a pussycat. “Wasn’t from his wife. A guy would do it, but in this case, it was Agent Forbes. Law enforcement officers and FBI agents used flash bang grenades for hostile entries. Being ex military, he thought, “Grenade. Great name.”

He started typing, “I miss you too. Be careful.” He paused, deleted it, and then rewrote, “Copy. Call when clear.”

She’d understand. She always did.

He leaned back against the cinder block wall, exhaled, and closed his eyes. He wasn’t in a war zone anymore. But it was starting to feel like one.

*****

She stood near the secure arrivals gate in jeans, sunglasses, and a Bureau windbreaker. She looked tired. Beautiful. Focused. When their eyes met, her expression shifted—not a smile exactly, but something quieter, more private. Carlos crossed to her and wrapped her in a firm hug that lingered a second too long for coworkers but not nearly long enough for the months they’d spent apart. As he held her, flashes of memory surfaced: He remembered the last time they'd parted—her voice tight with worry, his own heart heavy with promises he wasn't sure he could keep. The ache had never really faded, not until now.

"You made it," she said.

"Wouldn’t miss it."

They walked to her Bureau-issued SUV, the back already cleared for his gear. As she pulled out of the parking structure, she gave him a side glance.

"There’s something you should know before we get to the condo."

He raised an eyebrow. "Bad news?"

"Depends. I told you I got us a kitten."

"I remember."

"Well... don’t rush in when we get there. Wait by the door while I get him. He’s... not what you’re expecting." She hesitated, then added quietly, "Ever since I joined the Bureau, I’ve had a soft spot for strays—human or otherwise."

That earned a sideways look. "Jennifer, how bad could a kitten be?"

She didn’t answer. Just smirked.

Fifteen minutes later, Carlos stood in the doorway of a fourth-floor condo overlooking the Franklin Mountains. Inside, the shades were drawn and the air smelled faintly of cedar shavings and raw meat. Jennifer walked in ahead, scanning the living room.

"Grenade?" she called softly. "We’ve got company."

A low rustle came from behind the kitchen island. Then, with clumsy grace, a young bobcat padded into view—paws too big for its frame, tufted ears twitching, golden eyes fixed on Carlos with silent curiosity.

He froze.

"Jennifer," he said, voice flat. "That’s a freaking bobcat."

"Technically, yes. Rescue case. A narco got raided in Alamogordo.  I took him before he got put down."

"You told me we were getting a kitten."

"I said a kitten. I never said what species."

Grenade sat, tilted his head, then ambled forward and rubbed against Carlos’s leg with a deep, rumbling purr. His fur was coarse but warm. Wild, but oddly affectionate.

Carlos looked down. "He’s purring."

"Don’t let it fool you. He’s a sweetheart now. If you want to hear a growl—interrupt him during feeding. Raw rabbit. Learned that the hard way."

"Define ‘interrupt.’"

"Just... don’t be in the same room."

"Where do you get the rabbits?"

"Sand dunes outside of town. Some of us go out there for target practice. Learned to dress them myself. The freezer is half full, along with a couple of rattlesnakes."

A crash sounded from the hallway. Carlos flinched.

Jennifer sighed. "That’ll be the lamp. Again. He thinks the condo is his jungle gym."

Carlos chuckled. "I ate grub worms and snakes during survival training at Ranger school. Will the cat share?" He laughed.

Jennifer smiled faintly, leaning against the doorframe. "Damn, it’s good to have you home."

*****
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Carlos’s first day at the El Paso ICE office started before sunrise.

The city was still waking up—low haze on the horizon, school buses idling, convenience stores lit like lighthouses in the dark. Jennifer dropped him off near the south entrance of the César E. Chávez federal complex, a six-story slab of concrete and tinted glass pressed against the edge of downtown. A DHS field office, an FBI regional hub, and a Customs enforcement center all lived under the same roof. It was where coordination happened—or, more often, didn’t.

He passed through two layers of security before stepping into the ICE suite on the third floor. Neutral carpet. Frosted glass partitions. Fluorescent lights with a slight hum. A front-desk agent scanned his credentials, handed him a temporary badge, and gestured toward the bullpen.

"Diaz? Your supervisor’s waiting."

He found the cubicle cluster buzzing with low chatter and clacking keyboards. Wall-mounted monitors cycled through drone footage, license plate reads, and satellite-fed border crossings tagged in red. Maps of southern Texas were pinned with color-coded pushpins and hand-scribbled call signs. Everything moved. Nothing stopped.

Supervisory Special Agent Ken Hollister looked up from a standing desk, mid-briefing with two others in button-downs and shoulder holsters. He had the face of a man who’d been in the game too long—creases from sun and stress, eyes that didn’t miss much.

“You’re Diaz?” Hollister said.

“Yes, sir.”

The agent gave him a once-over. “Ranger School, Fort Benning, two tours in the sandbox, Farsi and Spanish, attached to JAG while recovering from an IED. Good paper. Welcome to the Border.”

“Glad to be here.”

Hollister jerked his thumb toward an open workstation. “You’ll get your permanent badge this week. That desk’s yours. Case management access should be live by noon. Until then, sit in on the Juárez tasking session. Room 3B.”

Carlos nodded, already clocking the rhythm of the place—tight tempo, lean manpower, multiple ops overlapping with too few bodies.

He made his way to the briefing room, where a dry erase board was crammed with entry points, seizure dates, and clusters of foreign national notations. HSI, DEA, and FBI jackets filled the chairs. At the head, a tactical operations planner flipped through drone stills of breach sites along the Rio Grande.

Carlos slid into a seat and took out his notepad. No introductions. No handshakes.

This wasn’t orientation. This was operational tempo. And something in the room—an edge in the voices, a tension under the numbers—told him things were already unraveling.

Tasking Room 3B 0800 Hours

The lights were dimmed to reduce screen glare. A ceiling-mounted projector clicked over to thermal drone footage—five heat signatures crawling low across a ravine west of the Santa Teresa port of entry.

"Last night. 2300 hours. Sector Bravo-Seven," said the DHS intel officer at the front of the room. Gray suit. No badge. Bureaucratic, but sharp. "This breach point matches two prior penetrations in the past thirty days. Same MO: night crossing, military-style spacing, infrared masking, no interaction with cartel coyotes or migrant clusters."

He tapped the clicker again. The slide changed—still image of a tall male figure, blurred by heat distortion but clearly upright, balanced, aware.

“They knew the terrain. They moved fast. They hit the blind spot between two overlapping UAV orbits.”

A rustle passed through the room. Chairs shifted. Two FBI agents leaned in.

“This isn’t cartel work,” the intel officer said. “And these aren’t desperate migrants.”

He turned to face the room. “This is structured movement.”

A Border Patrol liaison at the table spoke up, voice tired but direct.

“We’ve had over 2.7 million encounters this fiscal year—and that’s just what we caught. Caravans from over 160 countries, many with no ties to Central America. Most are military-aged men, some traveling alone, some in fake family units. We’ve even had kids—eight, nine years old—showing up with satellite phones and no idea who dropped them off.”

Carlos absorbed it silently. The operational picture was worse than the news suggested—and he followed better sources than most.

The agent continued. “Border Patrol’s being pulled from interdiction to processing. Buses, shelters, NGOs—catch and release is the standing order. They’re burning agents on intake, not interdiction. That leaves gaps—real gaps—and we think this team came through one of them.”

“Get-aways?” asked Hollister, standing at the rear of the room.

The DHS officer nodded. “ICE estimates over 670,000 known got-aways this year. That’s not a typo. It’s a bleed-out. The surveillance net is compromised, the field posture is reactive, and the numbers are too big to contain. We suspect this breach is part of something upstream—planned in Juárez, executed with external recon.”

He flipped to a still frame of seized items: thermal blankets, Mylar sheeting, Middle Eastern-manufactured clothing, a set of prepaid phones, and a burner tablet. No fingerprints. No DNA hits. Nothing to tie the drop site to anyone.

“Quiet entry. No digital footprint. No cartel fingerprints. This isn’t economic migration. This is something else.”

Carlos felt his spine stiffen.

The DHS officer continued, scanning the room. “We’ve had fragmented chatter out of Juárez. Human sources flagged something about a new cadre—non-Spanish speakers, no cartel sponsors, moving under the radar. They’re not part of the flow. They’re using it.”

Carlos scribbled a note in his pad: Infil by saturation. Pattern aligns with Qom methodology.

Hollister turned to him. “Diaz.”

“Sir.”

“You’re up. Sit with the fusion cell. I want you reviewing breach footage, linking movement patterns to any prior field experience—especially non-state actors who move under humanitarian cover. You see something that smells like Iraq or Syria, flag it.”

“Yes, sir.”

As the chairs scraped and the room dispersed, Carlos moved toward the analysts’ table. One of the FBI agents, a woman in plainclothes with a Bureau lanyard and a worn notepad, fell into step beside him.

“You’ve seen movement like this before?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Carlos said. “Northern Iraq. Infiltration teams—no flags, no formal backing. Just slip in, blend, and wait for activation. Same footprint.”

She nodded, scribbling. “I’m Special Agent Layton—foreign influence unit. We’re watching for secondary markers out of Juárez.”

Carlos hesitated a beat. “You should know—my wife’s Bureau too. Jennifer Forbes. She kept her maiden name professionally. Counterintelligence. She’s flagged some of this already.”

Layton paused. “Forbes. Yes, she is one of us. She pushed that anomaly packet from the Red Hook sweep.”

“That’s her.”

“She’s sharp.”

Carlos offered a tight nod. “If she’s flagging it, it’s worth chasing.”
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​Chapter 2: CTD Echo
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"The more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in combat." — U.S. Navy SEAL motto

Jennifer Forbes sat in a climate-controlled office four floors above a busy intersection in downtown El Paso. Outside, the heat shimmered off the pavement like waves off a desert highway. Inside, her world was sterile: LED lights, muted walls, and a desktop with three monitors, one of which displayed scrolling metadata flagged by the FBI’s foreign influence detection algorithms.

She leaned in.

A cluster of outbound digital messages had been captured in a sweep of the Juárez cellular network—encrypted and routed through a Turkish relay server. The content was masked, but the headers weren’t. One sender used a handle she hadn’t seen in over two years.

"Al-Qamar_17."

She froze.

That was a ghost tag. It had popped during her CT rotation at Quantico, in a sandbox exercise simulating Quds Force disinformation channels. It was meant to be a training artifact—synthetic data. But now it was live. Real. Coming from a device tied to a humanitarian shelter on the Mexican side of the border.

She tapped her pen against the desk, clicked into the data cluster, and cross-referenced the phone number against internal logs. A name came up—one of those borderline records with too much noise and not enough signal. No arrest history. No known ties to terror cells. But the device had pinged near multiple entry points over the past two weeks.

She opened a new window and drafted a preliminary referral to the ICE intelligence liaison at DHS.

SUBJECT: POSSIBLE IRGC PROXY TRAFFIC – JUÁREZ NGO NODE

She didn’t hit send.

Not yet.

Instead, she called up a restricted file on NGO partnerships along the southern border. One name jumped out: Liberty Faith Coalition. Publicly a religious nonprofit based in Brooklyn. Privately? It had been flagged in a 2021 OIG report for "unverified asylum sponsorships" and indirect ties to two known bad actors—both later deported. The Coalition had since restructured. Same mission, new name.

Jennifer leaned back in her chair. The dots were still faint. But her instincts—sharpened at Quantico, hardened in the field—told her they formed something.

She stood, walked across the hall to her supervisor’s office, and knocked twice.

Special Agent-in-Charge Taylor looked up from a case file.

"Got a second?" she asked.

He nodded.

"I think something’s moving through a charity shelter in Juárez," she said, handing him a printed summary of the intercepted traffic. "Encrypted communications, relayed through a Turkish IP. And the NGO matches a former domestic watchlist entity."

Taylor skimmed the page. "That tag—Al-Qamar—wasn’t that in the training suite?"

"It was," Jennifer said. "And now it’s real."

He set the paper down. "Could be a coincidence. Could be someone using training tags to stir the pot."

"Or it could be someone who knows how to hide," she said. "This isn’t cartel traffic. It’s disciplined. Purposeful. And it’s escalating."

Taylor rubbed his jaw. "Submit it. Mark it Tier 3. I’ll flag it for legal review."

Tier 3 meant background action only. No formal ops. No interagency briefing. It would land in the gray box between too soft to chase and too risky to ignore.

Jennifer left his office with the same feeling she had after her first solo surveillance op: like she had blinked and the window of opportunity had passed.

Back at her desk, Jennifer submitted the referral—Tier 3 priority. The cursor spun for a moment before the case vanished into the Bureau’s secure pipeline, swallowed by the system. Somewhere else, someone would see it. Maybe.

She unlocked her phone. One unread message.

CARLOS: Copy. Call when clear.

She stared at the words, thumb hovering over the keyboard. After a moment, she typed: Check. Will call late. Miss you.

Send.

Work never really stayed at work. Not in their world. Not in this marriage. Some things were classified, compartmented—need-to-know, even between spouses who both carried federal creds. Still, they’d learned to compare what they could, circling around the edges of operations to find common ground.

When they couldn’t talk at all, they had a code. Check. Short for checkmate. A single word that meant: I’ve reached the line. Can’t say more.

They never shared operational details over phone, text, email, or social media. That rule wasn’t just policy—it was survival.

The damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don’t dilemma extended to their small, unusual circle of friends. Shortly after Carlos joined ICE, a fellow officer had asked if he knew judo. He did. That casual question led to an invitation to a Friday night meet-up in a rented gym on the west side.

Soon, he and Jennifer were regulars. The group was a mix of agencies and personalities—people who, in daylight, wore badges or carried credentials, but here, barefoot on the mat, moved like a different kind of unit.

Mike “Grinder” Harrell, Border Patrol, forty-two, built like a warehouse door. South Texas native, dry humor, a veteran of more midnight stakeouts along the Rio Grande than he cared to count. He had the patient, watchful eyes of a man who’d seen patterns repeat—and break. Tech-savvy in drone and sensor deployment, but hides it behind his “warehouse door” exterior. He can read the desert like a map.

Grinder looked like a man built out of steel doors and late nights. Broad-shouldered, his face weathered from the South Texas sun, with creases around his eyes that told of too many stakeouts and too few hours of sleep. He didn’t waste words—his humor was dry, almost muttered—but when he spoke, people listened. His hands were thick, callused, the kind that looked like they belonged more on a ranch than a Border Patrol control room. But behind the bulk was patience, a predator’s patience. Grinder had watched the Rio Grande for decades, and his eyes carried the weight of a man who knew every trail, every pattern, and exactly when they broke.

Lena Cruz, FBI Organized Crime, early thirties, black belt since high school. Fast, technical, and fearless, she treated judo like chess. Always asked just enough questions to learn something without drawing suspicion. Rumor was she had deep undercover time with a cartel front in Juárez. Streetwise, sharp intuition from undercover work; she’s the one who spots behavioral tells in people, not just data.

Robbie “Doc” Kim, El Paso PD detective, forensics specialist, part-time paramedic. Slim, wiry, and quick with a grin, but his calm under pressure gave him away as someone who’d patched up more than his share of real-world injuries. Combat medic instincts; resourceful with almost nothing. He doubles as morale glue, always calm, always there.

Alyssa Cade — tall, lithe, her hair cropped close in a deliberate butch style that matched the sharp lines of her tailored jackets. Black, brilliant, and uncompromising, Cade had cut her teeth at Quantico, where she crushed the red team in asymmetric threat simulations. She spent six years chasing child traffickers from Manila to Istanbul, then rotated through Langley, Warsaw, and Bahrain. Her intelligence was as sharp as her dry wit, and though some whispered about her orientation in the old world, here it was simply part of her presence — unapologetic, unhidden, and undeniable.

She was impossible to miss in the dojo. Cade carried herself with a sharp, almost angular confidence—short-cropped hair brushed into a deliberate butch cut, her jawline sharp as if carved to deflect doubt. Beautiful, yes, but with an edge that kept most people a step back until she decided otherwise. Her voice was low, deliberate, and every sentence sounded like it had already been stress-tested against objections. She had the intensity of someone who’d seen Manila back alleys, Istanbul safehouses, and Bahrain ports, and survived by being smarter than everyone else in the room. When Cade looked at a problem, people leaned in—because you knew she was already three steps ahead.

Nick” and “Sara”—never a surname offered, never a badge shown. They arrived together, always together, whether it was in battered SUVs one week or a rental sedan the next. They paid in cash, carried burner phones, and somehow always knew when a conversation had shifted from casual to classified. Their judo was as sharp as their questions: clean throws, surgical grips, and an eye for detail that made the others suspect years of training somewhere far beyond a dojo.

Friendly enough over a beer, but elusive when pressed, they listened more than they spoke and deflected curiosity with dry jokes or practiced shrugs. Everyone assumed CIA. Nobody asked. And in time, everyone stopped needing to.

Troy Bennett—Homeland Security Investigations, mid-thirties, broad-shouldered with a disarming grin that never quite hid the sharpness behind his eyes. He was the one who’d first invited Carlos into the dojo circle, the glue that had pulled the others together before any of them realized how deep things would go. On the mat, he was good-natured until the bout shifted serious, then he was relentless—methodical, patient, hard to shake.

Off the mat, he had a habit of steering conversations toward “patterns” and “intel gaps” without ever explaining why. He read reports sideways, catching what wasn’t written as much as what was. Where others saw noise, Bennett saw rhythm. He wasn’t the loudest voice in the circle, but when he leaned in with that look—the one that said he’d spotted a crack in the picture—everyone else listened.

The dojo floor smelled of sweat, chalk, and vinyl mats. Carlos tightened his belt and glanced around at the others filtering in, each one carrying more than their share of stories.

Mike “Grinder” Harrell stretched his thick arms slowly, built like a warehouse door with the patience of a man who’d waited through a hundred midnight stakeouts along the Rio Grande. His eyes didn’t wander much—they measured, catalogued, already knowing who moved like law enforcement and who didn’t.

Lena Cruz padded onto the mat next, black belt tails loose at her hip. Compact, sharp-eyed, her movements were as precise as a chess piece sliding across a board. She laughed easily, but her glance could cut fast—like someone who’d been undercover too long and learned to read intent before words.

Alyssa Cade arrived last, her hair cropped in a butch style that matched the deliberate way she carried herself. Beautiful, yes, but with a confidence edged in steel. Cade’s voice was low and steady when she greeted Carlos and Jennifer, her gaze already scanning the room like she’d spotted a dozen vulnerabilities no one else had noticed.

The mat space settled into rhythm—grips, throws, the snap of bodies hitting canvas. Jennifer slid into the drill with the same stubborn grace she carried into fieldwork, while Carlos watched the circle take shape. Different agencies. Different pasts. But here, under the hum of fluorescent lights and the discipline of judo, they were just bodies learning trust through leverage.

It was messy, imperfect, full of bruises—and it was the beginning.

They rolled, sparred, and bruised each other on the mats, then cooled down over cheap beer at a nearby dive. Conversation drifted from sports to politics to the border—never quite breaching classified territory. Still, if someone knew something another person needed, they wouldn’t say it outright. They’d drop a hint, just enough to point a colleague in the right direction without crossing the line.

One night, between rounds, Grinder mentioned—almost idly—that “Santa Teresa’s been busy after dark. Fewer family groups, more singles moving fast.” Lena didn’t comment, but Carlos saw her glance at Sara, who gave the barest nod.

Professional breadcrumbs. Careful. Deliberate. Understood without being explained.
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​Chapter 3: Backyard Briefings
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"History is made in kitchens more often than in cabinet rooms." — Mexican saying

The late afternoon sun baked the patio behind a modest stucco duplex just off Fort Bliss. Folding chairs creaked under the weight of the judo gang. The smell of mesquite smoke and grilled carne asada hung heavy in the air. Paper plates balanced on laps. Bottled beers sweated in calloused hands. The conversations ranged from policy gripes to college football—anything but the jobs they’d be returning to come Monday.

Mostly, they rehashed the news—Fox News’s constant drumbeat about the thousands of illegal immigrants, once called wetbacks, now streaming across the open southern border—and the deafening silence from the mainstream networks.

Carlos stood near the grill, tongs in hand, flipping steaks with practiced rhythm. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt—off-duty, but still squared away. His smile came easily, but his eyes kept scanning the perimeter like old habits refused to die.

Jennifer approached with two cold beers, offering one without a word. She was in civvies too—loose blouse, boots, no badge, no pistol. But the tension in her shoulders hadn’t softened since she walked in. Carlos noticed. He always did.

“You talk to Taylor today?” he asked casually, flipping a ribeye.

She nodded, taking a sip. “He bumped my referral down to Tier 3.”

Carlos raised an eyebrow but didn’t press. Not here. Not with half a dozen off-duty alphabet-soup guests within earshot.

“He doesn’t see it,” she added. “Thinks it’s an artifact. A ghost tag.”

Carlos snorted. “They said the same about that Uzbek courier last year. Until he detonated outside a recruiting station in Frankfurt.”

Jennifer gave him a sidelong look. “You read the EAC report?”

“Between quals at FLETC. Wasn’t classified.”

He plated a steak and handed it to a Border Patrol buddy who gave a thumbs-up and wandered off toward the cooler.

“You ever wonder if we’re actually upstream of anything anymore?” she asked quietly.

He gave her a hard look. “What do you mean?”

“I mean... every time we catch something, it’s already inside. Already downstream. The NGO, the transport network, the safe houses—they’re always a step ahead. We’re not intercepting threats. We’re cataloguing them after the fact.”

Carlos leaned back against the deck railing, arms crossed. “Yeah. I think about it.”

She looked away, suddenly tired. “Maybe I’m just burnt out.”

He wanted to tell her she wasn’t. That she was still sharp. Still right to worry. But he didn’t say any of that. Instead, he changed the subject.

“You still on for the range Saturday?” he asked.

She nodded. “0800. Got new optics to test.”

They lingered there a beat longer before the rhythm of the gathering shifted.

Across the patio, Grinder—Mike Harrell from Border Patrol—tossed back the last of his beer and said, “Hard to think about football after this week.”

Lena Cruz looked up from her phone. “You're talking about Hamas, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “That wasn't a raid. That was a statement.”

“Slaughter,” Doc Kim corrected, more solemn than usual. “Music festival. Families. Kids.”

“Coordinated with Iran’s fingerprints all over it,” Lena added.

Nobody disagreed.

Sara and Nick, the presumed spooks, hadn’t spoken since they arrived. But now Nick stirred, adjusting his ball cap and casually walking over to where Carlos stood, still holding the tongs.

“I heard you speak Farsi during cooldown last week,” he said in a quiet voice.

Carlos nodded. “That’s right.”

Nick scanned the crowd without looking like he was scanning anything.

“We’ve been tracking an increase in Iranian males slipping the border,” he said low. “Solo entries. Clean clothes. No visible cartel links. No IDs. Just disappear into the interior.”

Carlos’s expression didn’t change. “Recent?”

“Last six weeks. Border Patrol’s too busy processing to interdict. ICE is overwhelmed with releases. You’ll see it eventually.”

“You’re telling me this off the record?”

Nick gave him a look. “I’m telling you this before it becomes your problem. Word is, some of them are hitting Hezbollah-linked waypoints. So if you start seeing clean passports and mixed language patterns, don’t assume asylum. Assume insertion.”

Carlos gave a slow nod. “Appreciate it.”

“Stay safe,” Nick said, then walked off toward the cooler.

Carlos stood still for a moment, eyes tracking the far edge of the yard, gears turning behind his silence.

From across the yard, a DEA agent started telling a loud story about chasing a coyote through the back alleys of McAllen with nothing but a taser and an attitude.

Jennifer cracked a smile. “That one again?”

Carlos grinned. “Third time this month.”

Major Rich King, commander of the Military Police detachment at Fort Bliss and Biggs Army Airfield—home to Joint Task Force North—looked up toward the condo window. Grenade, the not-quite-domesticated bobcat, sat there like a king on his balcony, staring down at the gathering.

“There’s that damn bobcat that damn near got me snake bit,” King muttered.

Jennifer grinned and turned to the others. “You mean last Saturday’s rabbit hunt for Grenade? Oh, that’s a story.”

Half the group leaned in.

“We’re out past the dunes, trying to bag dinner for His Majesty up there, when we run across this monster diamondback—fat as your arm, sunning itself on the crest of a sand dune.” She gestured with her beer. “Before I can blink, the thing slides under a sagebrush, coils up, and starts rattling like a maraca on caffeine.”

Carlos chuckled. “We all circle the bush, lining up shots like we’re on a firing range.”

King jumped in, “I had it—dead to rights. Drew my pistol, perfect bead, and—bam! Rattling stops.”

Jennifer fought back a laugh. “So King struts up, chest out, lifts the bush... and finds the most pissed-off snake in Texas—with its rattlers shot clean off.”

The table erupted.

That’s when the interagency bashing started. One of the CIA guys raised his bottle. “Snake eater!” he called, grinning.

“Speaking of idiots,” another chimed in, “FBI still stands for ‘friggin’ bunch of idiots,’ right?”

Jennifer just smirked and sipped her beer.

Carlos leaned back against the picnic table, arms crossed, letting the war stories flow. “This reminds me of the old turf wars. Back when OSS was called ‘Oh So Social’—Ivy League jackets, cocktails, five languages, but couldn’t read a map to save their lives. Whole thing was basically a gentlemen’s club with a secret handshake.”

A CIA man raised his glass in mock salute.

“And when the CIA came out of the OSS,” Carlos continued, “they kept the reputation—‘male, pale, and Yale.’”

Jennifer raised an eyebrow. “And the Bureau?”

“Working-class,” Carlos said. “Flatfoot cops from the Fordham Bronx Irish crowd. Badge in one hand, billy club in the other.”

King smirked. “And military intel?”

Carlos grinned. “Knuckle-draggers and snake eaters.”

Even Rich had to laugh at that, shaking his head. “And now we’ve got DIA, DEA, DHS—you name it. God only knows where they fit.”

Grenade yawned from his perch, unimpressed.

They lingered at the edge of the group, side by side but apart from the noise. Watching. Listening.

Married, yes. Aligned, not always.

Their jobs were different, but the world they worked in was narrowing. The patterns Jennifer was flagging were starting to echo in Carlos’s day-to-day. He hadn’t said anything yet, but his gut told him they were circling the same storm from different vectors.

And eventually, those vectors would collide.

*****

Jennifer sat at her desk, reviewing the last 72 hours of open-source reporting, encrypted comms intercepts, and anonymized financial records flagged by Treasury’s counter-threat finance division. The pieces weren’t conclusive—not yet—but they were forming a shape. A familiar one.

Thus far, her investigation into NGOs operating along the southern border had focused on logistics—how these groups facilitated illegal crossings under the guise of humanitarian work. Who chartered the buses? Who rented the safehouses? Who purchased the cell phones and pre-loaded debit cards? Her early reports had raised flags about shell organizations in Juárez laundering funds through affiliated religious charities.

But the money wasn’t Mexican. And it wasn’t local.

When the protests erupted at Columbia University on October 12, something clicked. The timing was too precise—just days after the Hamas attack on Israel. Within hours, similar demonstrations appeared at Harvard, Brown, Yale.

Jennifer scrolled through footage again.

Same banners. Same slogans. Same colors.

They chanted “Globalize the Intifada” and “Zionism is Racism” with rhythmic precision—messaging polished enough to be rehearsed. Some wore keffiyehs. Others wore Columbia sweatshirts. Placards weren’t scrawled in Sharpie; they were professionally printed on foamcore in identical typefaces.

Jewish students had begun avoiding the quad. Two were surrounded and taunted near Hamilton Hall. A faculty member fluent in Hebrew was warned to “walk the other way if you want to stay safe.”

Then came the videos. Masked demonstrators calling for “resistance by any means necessary.” Chants of “Death to Zionists” shouted near the library steps. Drones captured aerial shots of students forming a massive Palestinian flag in human outline. Overnight, #ColumbiaIntifada was trending worldwide.

Jennifer flagged a metadata anomaly—an encrypted Signal relay chain that had been dormant since 2019. Now it was active again, linking accounts in the tri-state area with known Palestinian Solidarity Network organizers...and two VPNs associated with Lebanon and southern Syria.

The social media push was fast, seamless, and professional. Press kits appeared in activist group inboxes the same day tents were pitched. Email campaigns, QR codes, media talking points—all ready to go, as if someone had anticipated the narrative before the students themselves had formed a position.

Dr. Omid Shirazi, a tenured Middle East Studies professor, was interviewed on Democracy Now! that morning. He called it a “student-led moral uprising against settler apartheid.” He cited Foucault, Fanon, and Angela Davis. He did not mention Tehran.

Jennifer checked his academic funding. Multiple research fellowships. One had come from the Liberty Faith Coalition, a 501(c)(3) currently under parallel inquiry for financial entanglements in Juárez. Another linked to a Berlin-based NGO recently suspended by the EU for unaccounted funds originating from Iran’s Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance.

By day six of the encampment, murals of so-called martyrs had appeared—painted faces in kaffiyehs under stylized calligraphy. Pro-Hamas slogans were whispered but never printed. The group was never named, but its iconography was everywhere: clenched fists, red-green-black flags, and a strategic silence where rockets and massacres should’ve been acknowledged.

Still, no one asked where the tents came from. Or who printed the signs overnight. Or why matching rain gear and camera-ready protest props arrived before the weather forecast changed.

Jennifer leaned back, jaw tight.

She had her working theory now.

The NGOs on the border were logistics nodes, not endpoints. The same organizations helping ferry unknowns across the Rio Grande were feeding money, messaging, and material support into elite U.S. universities. They weren’t building movements. They were activating them.

Different border. Same war.

*****

Agent Alyssa Cade watched the livestream from a cold operations bay in El Paso, her jaw locked tight. The feed buffered for half a second, then stabilized—Columbia University’s upper quad lit by overhead floodlights, chants echoing beneath stone archways. She scrubbed back five seconds and froze the frame.

Dr. Navid Shirazi. Clipboard in hand. Neutral expression. Just behind the mic stand, nodding as a student read from a carefully scripted statement laced with rhetoric pulled straight from Iranian state media.

Cade didn’t need a smoking gun.

She leaned over the interactive map projected on her secondary screen and zoomed in on Columbia’s upper campus. A web of pins dotted the digital terrain—protest leaders, support staff, NGO-linked volunteers, and three confirmed foreign nationals with expired student visas. Not one had entered through JFK or Newark.

They’d crossed through the Sonoran Desert.

“We’ve crossed the line from free speech,” she said flatly.

One of her FBI liaisons—Agent Wilcox, desk-bound and cautious—shifted in his chair. “But there’s no overt violence. We can’t kick down dorm doors over a slogan.”

“No,” Cade said without looking away from the screen, “but slogans become triggers. These aren’t kids playing activist. This is networked instability. Civilian camouflage for foreign influence operations.”

She tapped the keyboard, flipping to another screen—video footage captured from a long-lens recording outside Butler Library, timestamped two nights earlier.

Slow motion playback.

Shirazi, flanked by two grad students, paused near a cluster of tents after the crowd had dispersed. One of the students glanced around nervously. Shirazi reached into his coat pocket, handed over a small black flash drive, and walked away without a word.

Cade froze the frame on the pass.

“You think that’s syllabus notes?” she asked.

No one answered.

She zoomed in on the grad assistant’s face. Already tagged: Ali Mansour. Lebanese national. Visa expired four months ago. No reentry record on DHS systems. An unacknowledged presence.

Cade leaned back, face unreadable. “Dr. Navid Shirazi just graduated from person of interest to active foreign influence conduit.”

The room stayed silent.

She watched the screen a moment longer. Students circled, linking arms beneath Palestinian flags. Camera crews rolled. Social media teams live-posted polished graphics in five languages.

The war had come home. Not with bombs or bullets—with banners and broadband.

And Shirazi was at the center of it.

*****

Carlos crouched behind a scrub oak, rifle low and heart steady. The sun had just cleared the eastern ridgeline, casting long shadows over the sandy floor of a dry arroyo east of Sierra Blanca. The ICE Homeland Security Investigations team had set up pre-dawn—two unmarked SUVs, a surveillance van, and an old rancher’s trailer they used for cover. Intel had suggested a human smuggling operation was running northbound through a ranch road that doubled as an old water access route.

This was his first field op since graduating from FLETC. He wasn’t the senior guy—barely rated as a junior investigator—but he had the most tactical experience on the team. The others deferred to him when it came to cover angles and movement.

The informant—a former coyote flipped in exchange for a green card—had said they’d come in two groups. One would be a decoy: families, women, children, goats. The second, close behind, would include the real cargo.

At 0607, the first group appeared—shuffling, slow, dusty. Carlos stayed in position, watching through binos as agents moved in gently, hands up, Spanish flowing. Children cried. One woman collapsed from dehydration. Textbook misdirection. And effective.

At 0639, movement flared on the thermal feed.

“Second group incoming,” said Martinez over comms. “Smaller. Tighter formation.”

Carlos repositioned to the edge of the embankment. Five men emerged through the mesquite, dressed like ranch hands. But the way they moved told a different story—low, efficient, eyes always scanning. Military, or close to it.

He signaled with a fist. Waited.

One of the men slowed. Looked directly at the ridge.

Carlos exhaled.

Then the team moved.

The takedown was clean. No shots fired. One runner made it thirty yards before a Border Patrol K9 dropped him. They were zip-tied, searched, and separated.

Carlos did the secondary on one of the detainees. No weapons. No ID. But inside his worn duffel, buried under a water jug and a pair of socks, was a phone.

Black, unbranded. Modified firmware. Locked.

Carlos handed it off to the forensics tech.

Two hours later, back at the mobile command trailer, the analysis came in.

The phone had no contacts. No messages. No call logs.

But it had three apps.

One was a custom map utility—offline routing across southern Texas.

The second was a secure messaging platform with Arabic code fragments in the source logs.

And the third? A VPN tunneling protocol with exit nodes in Istanbul and Montreal.

“Any pings?” Carlos asked.

“Just one,” said the tech. “Transmitted briefly before shutdown. A domain registered to an NGO out of New York. Liberty Faith.”

Carlos’s brow furrowed.

The tech hesitated, then added, “Oh—and something weird in the map cache. There’s a waypoint tagged SP Spur – Bay 14. That’s Southern Pacific freight yard in El Paso. Whoever set it knew the exact bay number.”

Carlos filed that away. No one on scene recognized the reference, and the chatter moved on.

But it stuck in his head all the way back to El Paso.

As the desert rolled by, a weight settled in his chest. This wasn’t the operation. This was a test run.

The real threat hadn’t crossed yet. Or worse—it already had.

Later that Day – DHS Interagency Briefing Room, El Paso

Carlos stood at the edge of a digital conference table, across from Jennifer and Agent Alyssa Cade. The Liberty Faith name now lit up three walls of the secure ops room—on a phone recovered in Sierra Blanca, in Jennifer’s NGO financial trails out of Juárez, and in Cade’s flagged metadata from Ivy League protest activity.

“This is the same network,” Jennifer said. “It runs across jurisdictional seams because it was designed that way—NGOs at the border, educational fronts in the northeast, encrypted comms and custom infrastructure.” She tapped the screen. “The funding passes through religious non-profits, gets laundered through university fellowships, and reappears as protest logistics and material support.”

Cade nodded. “It’s Tehran’s model. Slow infiltration. Cultural camouflage. Take the slogans at Columbia—they weren’t just anti-Israel. They were anti-American. Half the organizers are on expired visas that came through Juárez, not JFK. Most of them were paid to protest. Professional protestors. Democrats.”

Carlos folded his arms. “I chased five of them through a dry wash this morning. Military spacing, encrypted devices, trained eyes. They’re not economic migrants.”

Jennifer turned to him. “We’ve been tracking Liberty Faith’s financial node in Juárez. But now it’s not just about smuggling or sanctuary cities—it’s shaping narrative control.”

Cade leaned in. “And if it’s narrative control, it’s not the opening act—it’s the softening phase. What comes next isn’t tweets and tents. It’s fire.”

The room fell quiet.

For a moment, all three stared at the map pulsing with red pins across the southern border and blue pins across New York, Boston, and Chicago.

Different agencies. Different mandates. Same war.

It had begun in silence—behind pulpits, protests, and plausible deniability.

Now it was time to name it.

*****

FBI Counterintelligence, El Paso

In the secure communications room, Jennifer sat alone, surrounded by the soft hum of electronic devices. On the wall-mounted monitor, the presidential transition coverage continued, albeit muted. The banner at the bottom delivered the only relevant information:

BREAKING: President-Elect Halvorsen Announces Immediate Border Closure via Executive Order.

Jennifer remained unmoved, neither smiling nor making any gestures.

She observed the actual traffic—the dark web pings, the encrypted Signal flares, and the chatter across air-gapped networks that never appeared in public feeds. The pace shifted within hours. Not silent, not yet—but diminished. Strategic.

Certain nodes had gone dark. Juárez, Newark, Dearborn, Detroit suburbs, Northern Virginia, and Columbia University’s encrypted Wi-Fi relay had all gone offline with surgical precision.

That was not panic. That was coordination.

Jennifer leaned forward, her hands hovering over her keyboard.

This was not the culmination of a breach. It was the commencement of a lockdown. The gates were closing, yes—but it was too late.

They were already inside.

The files on her desk were no longer theoretical. They were no longer labeled “watchlist only” or “monitoring status.” They were now removal targets. Dormant vectors that the previous administration had refrained from naming due to political repercussions.

She accessed the internal FISA database. Five names she had flagged months ago as “inconclusive” were suddenly approved for surveillance escalation. Two of them had legal protection through now-defunded non-governmental organizations. One had vanished from campus housing in Brooklyn. Another had sought asylum under a false Syrian identity, routed through a safehouse in Albuquerque. He was fluent in Persian.

Her role had undergone a complete transformation overnight.

Anomaly reports were no longer a priority. Strategic assessments were no longer necessary.

Now, the focus shifted to exposure, interdiction, and extraction—one cell at a time.

Jennifer returned to her seat, pulled open her hard copy dossier, and checked the first name off her list.

Phase Two had commenced.

*****

ICE HSI, Tactical Unit

Carlos stood in the gear cage of the El Paso field office, tightening the straps on his plate carrier. His ICE Homeland Security Investigations badge, standard issue but now bearing weight it hadn’t just days earlier, sat clipped beside his sidearm.

President Halvorsen’s executive order had changed everything. The border was closed—not “restricted,” not “reprioritized,” but closed. The media spun it as political theater, but inside DHS, the new ROEs were unmistakable: internal operations authorized, field enforcement reactivated, and removal priority elevated.

Carlos checked his loadout, locking in with the muscle memory of a soldier slipping back into war mode. The briefing earlier that morning had made it clear: ICE was no longer reacting to external crossings. They were going after what had already gotten in.

He flipped through the overnight file drops on his phone. Dozens of targets across multiple sectors—men and women who had entered during the previous administration under catch-and-release policies, humanitarian parole, or NGO shielding. Some were on expired visas, while others had used fraudulent asylum claims.

A few, like the ones he’d chased through the arroyo near Sierra Blanca, had never existed in the system at all. Now they were ghosts, and Carlos was going ghost hunting.

More troubling were the intelligence overlays coming from Jennifer’s office and FBI liaison Cade. Data fusion showed clear alignment between known NGO logistics chains and military-aged males with Middle Eastern origin, routed through the Sonoran corridor, then funneled through sanctuary cities. Some had training, some had handlers, and some had gone completely off grid.

Carlos zipped his jacket and pulled his SUV keys off the hook. He wasn’t chasing coyotes and cartel runners anymore. He wasn’t running the line. He was inside the wire now, and whatever had come through that broken border wasn’t here by accident.

*****

FBI National Security Branch, El Paso Liaison to DHS

Alyssa Cade stood inside a hardened SCIF two floors beneath the DHS command center. The fluorescent light flickered overhead, casting an eerie glow. On the central screen, a digital map of the U.S. pulsed with heat signatures—movement, chatter, encrypted data bursts, and flagged facial recognition hits from high-risk transit hubs.

Cade barely glanced at the inauguration replay playing in the background. The president’s voice echoed hollow through the speakers, declaring, “Effective immediately, the southern border of the United States is closed.”

Cade didn’t cheer. Instead, she pulled up a case folder. The information inside revealed the Liberty Faith Coalition: Tier One Domestic Threat – Foreign-Linked NGO Entity. The subheading read, “Infiltration Support Vector.”

DHS agents had been ordered to shift gears. No more border interdictions or optics management. Now, the removal phase had begun. Cade had spent years identifying influence campaigns and sleeper architecture. Finally, she had the green light to act.

Cade keyed a search into the Bureau’s access node for the Counter-Terrorism Center. Seven hits returned immediately. These individuals had been granted parole status between 2022 and 2024 and were all affiliated with the same east-coast nonprofit cluster. Three of them had mysteriously disappeared off the grid. One was now “faculty” at a private research institute in Chicago. Another had registered a business in Atlanta—a shell importing encrypted hardware from Istanbul.

The most concerning aspect was
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