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PROLOGUE




“Call me Ishmael.”

“Ishmael? Who the hell is Ishmael? Have you gone dingy from the cold or something?”

“Didn’t read the book assignments back in high school did you?” Ted Reaper said. “That’s the opening line in Moby-Dick.”

“Who the hell cares about a book about a great white whale?” Mark Jenkins said.

“Well,” Reaper said, “it feels cold enough that icebergs and a couple of whales could float by and it wouldn’t surprise me at all. Besides, Moby-Dick is a really big book.”

“So?” Jenkins said.

“It would burn for a long time,” Reaper said, as he hunched down.

Shivering with the cold, the two SEALs sat with their Teammates in a pair of open Boston Whalers far out of sight of land. The boats were part of the Special Operations Command’s preparations for Operation Just Cause, the U.S. invasion of Panama. The SEALs were set to practice a takedown of a simulated Panamanian ship. Intelligence had stated that such a ship might be used to move valuables or personnel secretly from Panama prior to the invasion. It was going to be the mission of the SEALs from Lima Platoon of SEAL Team Four to quietly take control of such a ship.

The SEALs were waiting offshore of the Florida panhandle, near Eglin Air Force Base, for their target ship to approach. Following the rule of “train as you fight—fight as you train,” the SEALs were equipped to take down a ship in tropical waters. The only problem was, their present situation was far from tropical in terms of weather.

A cold front had moved down from the north and the offshore temperature on the water had dropped, dangerously so for the SEALs. They were all wearing the same uniforms, and carrying the same weapons and equipment, that they would be using on the Pacific Ocean side of Panama. The cold weather was knifing through the men, and each of them had suffered the cold before.

“S-s-s-son-of-a-b-b-bitch,” Mike Nelson stuttered from his position crouching at the bottom of the boat, “just where in the hell is that target? I haven’t been this cold since BUD/S.”

Each of the men in the two boats had suffered through what was considered the hardest course of training in the U.S. military—BUD/S, Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training. Passing the course was the only way to get into the Teams. And gutting out the cold was one part of the training that caused a lot of the students to quit the course and return to the regular Navy.

“Shit,” Jenkins said, “I wasn’t this cold during BUD/S, and I was in a winter class!”

“Come on,” Reaper said with a strained smile, “you think the steel pier wasn’t colder than this?”

One of the trials of Hell Week, an unbelievable period of maximum output and suffering during the first phase of BUD/S training, had been known to generations of trainees as the steel pier. In the dark of the night, students were ordered to strip down and get into the water. Once they were good and soaked, they had to lie down on a pier that was made up of pierced steel planks. Not only would the cold metal just suck the body heat right out of a student, the instructors would spray the class with cold water from hoses and lawn sprinklers.

A lot of men quit training, dropped out of BUD/S, because of the ordeal of the steel pier. The students who got through it, and completed even harder evolutions later on, knew they could endure cold conditions, painful, gut-rippingly cold conditions. But during training, experienced SEAL instructors were constantly watching the students, keeping a tally of their time in the cold and just what the temperature was. Those instructors made sure that none of the students actually suffered from hypothermia, a cold condition that was life threatening. But there were no instructors floating miles out to sea in the open Boston Whalers with the SEALs from Lima Platoon.

The SEALs didn’t have instructors watching out for them, but they did have decades of SEAL experience watching them in the form of Chief Cousins, the platoon chief, in Boat One. In Boat Two with Reaper and his Teammates, was the platoon’s leading petty officer, Intelligence specialist first class Garcia Santiago. The platoon’s two officers had been intentionally left off the boats for the night’s operation. They would be acting the part of observers on board the target ship, if it ever arrived.

Worried about his Teammate, Reaper moved over to where Santiago sat at the rear of the boat.

“Santiago,” Reaper said, “I think Nelson’s in trouble. The cold’s getting to him bad.”

“We’re all cold here, Reaper,” Santiago said. “But we have orders to hold our position until the target ship shows up.”

“Yeah, I know,” Reaper said, “but Nelson’s stuttering his words pretty bad. That’s not something he does.”

“Nelson!” Santiago snapped. “Say bell, boat, and oar.”

“W-w-what,” Nelson said, startled at the odd order.

“You heard me,” Santiago said, “say bell, boat, and oar.”

“B-b-b-bell, b-b-b-book, a-a-and, and…” Nelson’s voice faded in his confusion.

“Jenkins, Reaper,” Santiago said, “tear up those pads in the bow of the boat. Get Nelson under them now, and you two crawl in with him.”


“Chief,” Santiago called out to the other boat, “we’ve got a man going into hypothermia here!”

“That’s it,” Chief Cousins growled. “Get him warmed up any way you can. I’m calling for a medevac and we’re calling off this damned goat-fuck.”

While Chief Cousins had his radio operator call back to command to get emergency transport out to their location, the coxswains of both boats were firing up the engines. Hypothermia was a very serious condition. The fact that Nelson hadn’t been able to repeat the words Santiago told him to, and confused the ones that he did say, pointed out that the man was in real danger.

“The nearest medevac bird is twenty minutes away,” Chief Cousins called over to Santiago.

“That’s too long,” Santiago said, “Nelson’s in a bad way.”

In spite of the emergency effort to warm the man, Nelson’s shivering hadn’t subsided. But the shakes were getting weaker and he was responding hardly at all to Santiago shouting at him.

“I’m heading in to shore,” Santiago said. “The medevac can meet us partway if they get out here.”

“Go,” Chief Cousins said. “Don’t talk, just go. We’ll follow.”

It was a close race to get back to shore and a warming shelter before Nelson went into shock. As it was, the man was suffering badly from hypothermia when the Boston Whaler grounded its bow on the beach. Santiago had used his squad’s radio to call in rescue units and an ambulance was waiting for them when they arrived. Nelson was going to be all right and the rest of the platoon would recover quickly.

The target ship had never shown up. Back at Special Operations Command, Lima Platoon’s mission had been changed—but none of the Army commanders had thought to tell the Navy element that the training operation had been scrubbed. The two SEAL officers from Lima Platoon hadn’t known that their men had been waiting out on the water, poorly equipped to deal with the cold. It had been the Chief and the leading petty officer of the platoon, Cousins and Santiago, who had kept the training op from costing the first casualties of the invasion of Panama—well before it even began.

“Good call out there, Reaper,” Santiago said the next day when the platoon was in their assigned quarters at Eglin. “If you hadn’t noticed Nelson slipping, things could have been a lot worse for him.”

“It was just the right thing to do,” Reaper said. “Now that we know he’s going to be okay, what’s the mission for the platoon?”

“Don’t worry,” Santiago said, “we’ve still got a hot operation to go on. Just not one where we’ll be sitting out in an open boat freezing our asses off. And you’ll be partnered up with me. I need a good man I can depend on to keep his head on straight. Sometimes, we can only depend on each other.”









    

Chapter One




The long nose of the H-295 Super Courier aircraft stuck out into the night, the propeller a spinning blur as it cut through the darkness. Dressed in gray tactical Nomex flight suits with black balaclavas worn underneath their Pro-Tec helmets, the heavily laden grimfaced men sitting inside the plane were still. Only the pilot at the controls was moving as he shifted his arms and head while flying the aircraft.

There was no talking among them, no joking or conversation. Voices would have been immediately blotted out by the roar of the engine coming in through the open side of the plane, the right side where the door was missing. The cold night air washed in through the opening as the plane continued on its flight.

Late December is not the time of year that San Diego has the great weather that it’s well known for. At five o’clock on that Thursday morning, the sun wasn’t due up for another couple of hours. The overcast clouds blocked the moon and the stars, further darkening an already black night.



A shrill whistle blast sounded out through the corridor, echoing off the hard walls as the lights along the ceiling came on. The area was silent after the blast of sound. Rows of individual six-by-nine-foot cells lined one wall. The facing wall was nothing more than a row of sealed windows, each one covered with heavy bars. It was the maximum-security segregation area of the Federal Building in downtown San Diego.

The silence was explained by the almost total lack of activity on the floor. In all of the cells, there was only one prisoner. As the head of one of the largest drug cartels in Mexico, Placido Pena was considered a very important prisoner, as well as a high-security risk. He was kept isolated from the rest of the inmates held in the building while they underwent trial in the federal courts across the street. Pena was exercised and fed only in segregated circumstances, especially now that his trial was drawing to an end.

“Do you have to blow that damned whistle every morning?” Officer Mitch Stevens said in the security control room just outside the isolation area.

Sergeant Keith Munson looked up at his shift partner.

“Look,” Munson said, “if that damned drug lord wasn’t on this floor, we wouldn’t have to be here the day after Christmas and we could be having a nice long weekend just like everyone else. They even let his jury go home for the holidays and kept him locked up here in isolation.”

“Everyone in the building knows what you think of this guy,” Stevens said. “It’s not like you keep your opinion a great big secret.”

“Never forget that six brother officers were shot taking this guy,” Munson said. “Both a DEA agent and a Highway Patrol officer were killed. He’s facing multiple counts of drug trafficking, money laundering, and murder charges. If he hadn’t been suckered across the border to help his brother, we never would have gotten him. It’s not like the Mexican government ever would have moved against him. He has everyone across the border either in his pocket or so afraid of him they don’t dare move.

“If I’m not going to be happy about being here, he sure as hell isn’t going to be either. That sonofabitch has more money than God and thinks he can buy his way out of here with fast-talking lawyers. Well, he’s going to learn that money won’t buy him a damned thing here. He’s supposed to get a minimum of two ninety-minute exercise periods a week. And he’s to be kept segregated from the rest of the population. So I guess we’ll just have to put him out early today.”

Leaning forward at the desk where he sat, Munson keyed the microphone hanging on its long boom.

“Okay, Pena, rise and shine. You’ve got fifteen minutes before your exercise period. I suggest you dress warm, it’s a bit chilly outside.”




Placido Pena’s name meant “tranquil,” which was anything but his nature. He and his brother had risen to the top of a fiercely competitive business, drug trafficking across the border from Mexico. They had reached the pinnacle of their professional lives by being more ruthless than anyone else in their business, a field not known for its gentle work ethics. Even the vicious Colombian cartels had learned to respect the Pena family of northern Mexico—those who failed to learn that lesson died.

Dark, cold eyes gleamed out from a square face—eyes that had seen streams of blood flowing in the streets at their owner’s order. That face had witnessed a lot of violence in Pena’s thirty-seven years of life. Thick coal-black hair and a full beard surrounded a calm face that could show intelligence, charm, and evil.

In his orange prisoner’s clothing, Pena stood facing his cell door as Munson walked up. Back in the control room, Stevens watched through the heavy Lexan window as Munson approached the cell. Neither officer was armed, they only had the can of pepper spray and radio on their belts, but they needed little more. There was no place for a prisoner to try to escape to on the floor. The Federal Building was twelve stories tall and they were on the ninth floor. Below them were secured floors that were normally filled with officers and other federal law-enforcement bureaucrats. Above them were the general prisoner-holding floors and the exercise yard on the top of the building.

Escape from the exercise yard wasn’t considered a major problem, the long drop to the ground prevented that. Fencing and guard stations surrounding the exercise yard prevented suicides from climbing up and jumping. And the rooftop enclosure was too tight a spot for a helicopter to land. That area was where the two officers were going to escort their prisoner for his ninety minutes of exercise and fresh air before breakfast. By the time his exercise period was over, the few other prisoners in the building would have finished eating and have been returned to their cells for the rest of their early morning routine.

“Okay, Pena,” Munson said, “time to go walkies.”

Standing at the open door, Pena said, “I will not be spoken to like a dog.”

“You’ll be spoken to in any way I feel like,” Munson said with heat in his voice. “You may have been something on the outside, but you’re just another inmate in here to me.

“Oh yeah, you used to have quite a life. Fast cars, faster women, parachuting, scuba diving, horse racing, smuggling drugs, killing cops, I’ve read quite a bit about you.”

“I’m surprised you read at all,” Pena said as he gazed at Munson. His dark brown eyes steadily looked at the man. The look resembled that of a cobra sizing up its next meal. It was the guard who first broke eye contact.

It wasn’t quite anger that Munson felt at Pena’s insult. It would have been hard for him to put a name on exactly what his feelings were just then. They weren’t quite fear, but, for a moment, he definitely felt out of his depth with the man he was facing, in spite of the bars between them. He shook off the feeling and fell back into the morning’s routine.

“Open Cell Six,” Munson called out loudly. He knew that Stevens could hear him clearly over the PA system that covered the area.

Back in the control room, Stevens pressed the button that electronically opened the door Pena was standing behind.

“I’ve read enough,” Munson said, “to know that you won’t be doing much of anything for a while, other than rotting your life out behind bars. But that life might not be all that long. If the Feds don’t give you the death penalty for that DEA agent you killed, you’re still not off the hook. They’re going to turn you over to California as soon as they finish with you next month. Then the state of California will have its shot at you for killing that officer during your capture. And California has the death penalty, too. Somewhere down the line, they’re going to stick a needle in your arm. And the only way you can get out of it is to be as dead as your brother.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to leave your gracious hospitality before that happens,” Pena said coldly. “And my brother was killed because of a traitor we both believed was a friend. That is the person who will be punished for his crimes, not me.”

“Move out for exercise, inmate,” Munson said roughly, and he stepped back so that Pena could go down the hall ahead of him.

As they stepped up to the control room, both Munson and Pena stopped in front of the locked door leading to the elevator. Stevens pressed the button that unlocked the cell-side door. There was only room for a few people at a time to fit inside the cage into which the cell-side door opened. Only when the inside door was closed and secured could the outside door be opened. That kept any chance of a group of prisoners rushing the door pretty much at zero.

As Stevens unlocked the outside door, he stood up and left the control room.

“You going with us?” Munson asked.

“I want a smoke,” Stevens said. “Besides, there’s no one else even on the floor. There’s nothing for me to watch besides a bunch of empty cells.”

“It’s colder than hell out there,” Munson said. “You sure you need a cigarette that bad? You should stay in here in case something comes up.”

“Just what could come up this early in the morning the day after Christmas?” Stevens said. “None of the other prisoners are going anywhere today, the courts aren’t open, and they’re not on our floor anyway. Besides, with the observation cameras being out of order in the exercise yard, we should be following the two-man rule.”

Munson looked as if he was going to argue further about Stevens coming along for Pena’s exercise period. Then he shut his mouth and appeared to think better of it.

“Suit yourself,” Munson said finally. “You’re probably right anyway.”




The elevator that the three men rode up to the roof was very limited in its travel. Besides the roof exercise area, the elevator could stop at all of the prisoner-holding floors, the mess hall floor, and the processing area down near the first floor of the building. The stairwells were all secured at each floor and were well covered with security cameras. Munson and Stevens knew they were under the watchful eyes of their fellow officers down in the main control area. At least they were being watched until they got to the roof area.

“It’s a bitch that the cameras are still out,” Stevens said as the men rode the elevator.

“Well, it’s not like the Feds or the city would spring for someone to come out over Christmas to fix them,” Munson said. “This is the first dry day we’ve had in a while. Probably just some rain got into one of the junction boxes is all. It’s happened before. The rooftop system is shit and no one is going to shell out any money to upgrade it.”

“Not when they have guys like us to go stand out in the cold,” Stevens said.

“Hey,” Munson said, “you can always just stay inside where it’s warm.”

“What, and miss your sparkling company?”

Munson didn’t bother answering Stevens’s comment as the elevator stopped at the top of the building. The elevator doors opened and Stevens and Pena stepped out into the holding pen leading to the exercise yard. The small building that housed the elevator machinery and guard shack was on the west side of the enclosure. When the elevator doors closed, Munson used a key from his belt ring to turn a switch on the elevator control panel. That switch opened the doors on the back side of the elevator, doors that opened onto a small guard room.

The guard room had a heavy Lexan window looking out onto the exercise yard. Below the window was a desk with a small control panel on it as well as a telephone and microphone setup. Through the window, a guard could watch the yard and be able to call for help or lock down the area without leaving his seat. At the back of the guard room was a set of stairs leading up to the top of the small structure. Those were the stairs Munson used to climb up to the open guard position on the roof of the structure.

Pena and Stevens stepped out into what they called the cattle chute. The area was a short corridor of steel fencing that controlled the prisoner’s access to the elevator door. An electronically locked gate at the far end of the chute opened out into the exercise area proper. Punching a code into the numerical pad next to the gate, Stevens unlocked it.

“Go on out and get some fresh air,” Stevens said. “It may be your last chance until Monday.”

Pena walked out into the exercise yard. The area was well lit from the floodlights pointing down into it from around the raised wall. A line of eight-foot-high fencing surrounded the entire roof. Inside the outer fence line was a walkway the guards could use to patrol all around the exercise yard. Bordering the inside of the walkway was another eight-foot-high row of chain-link fencing completely surrounding the exercise yard.


The ten-foot-high walls around the exercise yard kept any of the prisoners from being able to look down into the area surrounding the building—not that there would have been much for Pena to see at that time of year. At nearly 5:30 in the morning, the streets of downtown San Diego were completely deserted. Even the street people who normally camped around outside had moved indoors to seek shelter from the cold. For most of the rest of the country, the local fifty-four-degree weather would have been a balmy heat wave for late December. For the people who lived in Southern California, it was downright cold.

As he walked out into the exercise yard, Pena turned and started trotting. There was a small running track that led around the basketball courts that took up the center of the area. At the north end of the machinery structure was the air-conditioning housing. Up against the wall, right in front of the air conditioner, was a workout area for the prisoners, complete with weights and benches. To the south of the structure, on the outside of the holding pen leading to the elevator, were several tables and chairs, all of them secured to the roof of the building.

For Pena, his normal exercise routine would consist of a half hour of jogging followed by a forty-five-minute workout on the exercise machinery. In the world of the jail and prisons, being fit and hard kept you from becoming a target to the rest of the predators. Pena wasn’t worried about becoming a victim of jail-house life. He never intended to join the regular prison population. He kept in shape for his own reasons. Besides, in his orange prisoner’s jumpsuit, keeping moving was the only way he could keep warm in this weather.

Up on top of the machinery structure, Munson stood watching Pena jogging around the basketball courts. He was standing next to the small guard shelter, a short, six-sided booth with windows on all sides where a guard could stand under cover and watch the prisoners. On top of the shelter was a flagpole with the American flag flying from it. A pair of spotlights illuminated the flag so that it could fly twenty-four hours a day.

As he stood and watched Pena, Munson spoke quietly to himself.

“A half-million dollars,” he said. “Enough money to start again anywhere. And it’s not like the courts would convict him, not with all of his money. Fucking lawyers.”

Reaching into his shirt pocket, Munson pulled out a small plastic bag wrapped in his handkerchief. Spreading the handkerchief out over his hand, Munson dumped the contents of the bag onto it. Tumbling out of the bag was a nine-volt battery and a small plastic cube about half the size of the battery. Though he didn’t know it, the cube was an IR-15 model Phoenix infrared flashing beacon. What Munson knew was that he was supposed to snap the terminals on the bottom of the cube onto the top of the battery and drop it to the rooftop.

Holding the parts inside of his handkerchief to keep his fingerprints from the battery, he snapped the two pieces together. Invisibly, the light inside the Phoenix beacon began to flash. Though Munson couldn’t see anything happening, under good conditions, the flashing infrared beacon could be seen for twenty nautical miles by anyone looking for it through a night-vision device.

Dropping the beacon to the rooftop, Munson reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a cell phone. Like the parts to the beacon, the cell phone had been given to Munson by one of Pena’s lawyers inside an envelope that held a page of instructions and a thick wad of cash. The money had been a down payment to Munson for a promised half-million dollars. All he had to do to earn the rest of the money was follow the directions on the sheet. As an added incentive, the sheet also listed a secure Web site for an offshore bank along with an account number and a set of codes. On a computer at the San Diego Public Library, Munson was able to pull up a bank account, a secret account in the Grand Caymans. Not even the IRS could check this account without the long strings of numbers and letters that made up the access code.

Staring at him from the computer screen was his own name followed by a huge number, $450,000.00. More money than he could ever expect to make in his whole life. Enough money to drop a job where he was spit at and ridiculed by the prisoners he guarded. And when he retaliated to the abuse, the higher-ups in the federal system looked down on him. They even took the side of the prisoners most of the time. This much money was freedom, and he wasn’t going to let it go.

Assembling and dropping the beacon was only part of what Munson had to do. Before he burned the envelope and the instruction sheet to ashes, he had memorized the few lines on the sheet. Once Pena was away, Munson would be able to access the money in his account. How the man intended to get out of the building, Munson neither knew or cared. He was just supposed to act as if everything was normal, even to giving Pena a hard time. And, he was to make sure that Pena was exercised early in the morning.

There was nothing about the cell phone that looked at all unusual. Flipping up the cover on the phone, Munson watched as the small display lit up. Punching in the numbers 999-999-999, he pushed the little green-phone symbol. When the light on the screen went out a moment later, he dropped the phone back into his pocket.

Though his heart was still beating as if he had just finished a hard run, Munson’s hands had stopped shaking. Now he would just see what was going to happen next.

Inside his pocket, the Global Positioning System locator beacon disguised inside the cell phone sent out a steady, coded signal up into the night sky.







    

Chapter Two




“We’ve got a signal!” the pilot of the Super Courier said into the boom microphone of his headpiece.

“Where away?” Garcia Santiago asked from his seat behind the pilot. The heavy load of equipment bags Santiago had resting on his lap, attached to his parachute harness, kept him from being able to lean forward easily. He could just see the visual display the pilot had mounted to the top of the control panel of the Super Courier.

“Just to our west,” the pilot said as he pointed to the display. There was a Palm O.S. 5.0 personal digital assistant open in a holder attached to the control panel. The PDA was connected to an NMEA–018 GPS receiver. A map of San Diego was programmed into the Fly in-flight navigation system and was showing on the screen. A small flashing dot showed where the GPS locator hidden in Munson’s cell phone had been activated.


The navigation and tracking system in the plane was simple, accurate, and made up of off-the-shelf components. Using the satellite system of the GPS network meant that the display was showing the position of the locator to within a meter of where it was lying on the rooftop. And the system was completely anonymous.

“We’re less than five minutes away,” the pilot said, “make ready.”

Santiago turned to the other two men in the plane with him. They were both ex-members of the Mexican Grupo Aerotransportado de Fuerzas Especiales (Airborne Group of Special Forces) the GAFE. Both men had been in some of the Mexican GAFEs that had operated death squads against the guerrillas and the peasants who supported them in Southern Mexico during the 1990s. The massacre of civilians during the suppression of the guerrilla bands had led to a number of GAFE troops being forced to leave the Mexican military. Those men included Franco Reyes and Alano Falcon, the other men in the plane.

Neither of the ex-GAFE troopers were physically large men, but Garcia Santiago knew very well not to judge the measure of a man by his physical size. Before he was forced to leave the United States rather than face drug charges, Santiago had been a Navy SEAL. In the Teams, he had seen men complete physical acts you would not have thought possible by just looking at them.

During a more recent career working for the leaders of the Colombian drug cartels, and gradually moving north toward the border of the United States as his reputation grew, Santiago had developed a number of contacts in the criminal underworld as well as in the international mercenary community. He had been able to pick and choose his men for the mission. The two men with him were some of the best available and had been training with him for over a month.

Franco Reyes was an experienced parachute jumper with nearly eight hundred jumps to his credit. At five feet, seven inches tall and weighing 150 pounds, he was a slender man. But Reyes was big compared to the man sitting in his lap. Alano Falcon was only an inch or so over five feet tall and weighed only 115 pounds. But Falcon had a “won’t-stop” attitude that kept him going in the worst of situations. Both men were in excellent physical condition, hardened by tough hours training with Santiago. Theirs was going to be a particularly unique part of the upcoming mission. As far as they all were concerned, they were about to conduct an airborne infiltration well behind enemy lines. Only this mission was going to pay much, much better than anything they had ever done before.

It was 0537 hours in the morning, Pacific time, as the Super Courier maintained its turn toward the locator signal. Below them were clouds that started from a base of nearly 3,000 feet and extended upward to rolling domes at 10,000 feet. The plane moved along above the clouds, maintaining an altitude of 13,500 feet.

At that time of the morning, none of the local airports were operating. Even the large naval air base on North Island, to the west of San Diego Bay, had no ongoing operations. The skies were clear, and there were no special radar signals painting the plane.

They were operating at a normal altitude for local civilian aircraft and had approached from the east to appear to be just another plane. Having slipped north across the border several hundred miles away in Arizona some time earlier, the Super Courier had drawn no attention from any U.S. Border Patrol assets during its flight toward San Diego. They were even following a registered flight plan that would take them from their takeoff point in Arizona out to sea to the Channel Islands and the airstrip on Santa Catalina Island. But the passengers on board the plane had no intention of going all the way to the islands.

The men were dressed to conduct a very specialized airborne infiltration. Each of them was wearing additional protective equipment besides his helmet, balaclava, and flight suit. Impact-resistant ESS Profile NVG goggles covered the upper part of each man’s face. They all had on black Hatch Centurion nylon-and-foam knee and elbow pads, Kevlar-cloth Operator Tactical padded gloves, and Han Way Fly 2000 boots. The boots were specially made for paragliding with especially strong ankle support.

They all were carrying weapons, though none of the men appeared heavily armed. On the right hip of each man was a Omega VI Airborne model assault holster holding a Glock 19 9mm pistol. Reyes had an additional long pouch strapped to his left hip, opposite the leg holding the holster. Falcon was wearing a bulky padded chest pack over his harness, a pack that extended from his lower right hip almost to his left shoulder.

On his back, Santiago was wearing an all-black Vector 3 M-series skydiving harness/container. Inside the container on the back of the harness was a Performance Designs PD-193 main canopy. The canopy was a seven-cell construction made of low-porosity fabric and capable of being very precisely handled by an experienced jumper. In case there was a problem with the main canopy, there was a pack holding another PD-193 canopy in reserve below the main container. Like almost all of the rest of his equipment, both canopies were dyed black.

Normally, Santiago would have been using his personal Katana 120 canopy. That elliptical rig only had a surface area of 120 square feet as compared to the 193 square feet of the PD canopies. But he needed the larger canopy to properly support the heavy load he was carrying. Also, the larger canopy would let him descend at roughly the same rate as Reyes and Falcon.

The other two men were only wearing one parachute rig between them. Falcon was sitting in Reyes’s lap because he was attached to the man by a tandem rig. Instead of jumping with his own parachute, Falcon would be hanging from Reyes, attached to his harness at the shoulders and hips. During the descent under the shared canopy, Falcon would have his hands free while Reyes controlled the chute.

For his rig, Reyes was wearing an RW Sigma tandem parachute system. Inside the main container of the system was an Icarus 400-square-foot canopy. There was a special drogue chute on the end of a long tether that would be deployed to help keep the tandem jumpers properly oriented in a stable position for the drop. While Reyes would be working the system and paying attention to the altimeter attached to his left wrist, Falcon would be sitting back in the Sigma tandem harness. The harness went around Falcon’s shoulders, chest, waist, and thighs, holding him in a partially sitting position.

As the Super Courier approached the calculated release point indicated on the PDA screen, each jumper went over his gear in a last-minute check. Nothing had slipped or become unattached. Attached to the jumpers’ right ankles and wrist altimeter were activated chemical lightsticks. Stripping off the shielding tape exposed the blue-green glowing sticks. On the right hand riser of each main canopy was another glowing lightstick, this one unseen inside the parachute container. The lightsticks would be too faint to see from the ground, but they would help guide the jumpers to each other through the clouds below them.

Each man pulled down a set of AN/PVS-7B night vision goggles that were attached to quick-release fasteners on their Pro-Tec helmets. The ESS Profile NVG goggles they were each wearing had been designed to be compatible with all night-vision systems. Flipping the switch on the upper right side of the goggles turned them on. Suddenly, each man saw the inside of the aircraft cockpit become starkly bright in shades of green while looking through the AN/PVS-7Bs.

As his last act of preparation, Santiago unwrapped a short length of ribbon he had tied around his left wrist, just above his altimeter, and wadded it up in his gloved hand. Acting as the jumpmaster, Santiago signaled to Reyes and Falcon to move to the open doorway.

The two men were clumsy but had practiced this set of motions over and over again, first on the ground and then while sitting in the Super Courier they would be using on the jump. There was no danger of them accidentally falling through the door and out into the night sky.

The indicator for the aircraft kept closing with the pip showing the calculated release point for the drop. Looking down out of the plane, all that could be seen was a dark rolling sea of clouds. There were no gleams of the city that was supposed to be stretched out underneath them.

Pulling his headset off, Santiago disconnected himself from the aircraft’s intercom system and moved into the doorway. He crouched in the open door of the plane on bent legs, his hands on either side of the doorway. Looking forward, Santiago could see the pilot’s hand clearly. As the release point approached, the pilot started lifting his arm up in a chopping motion. First his hand came down with one finger pointing out, then two, then a clenched fist and the shouted command—“Go!…go!…go!”

Immediately, Santiago jumped out of the door, pulling himself through with his arms and pushing with his legs. A few seconds later, Reyes and Falcon pulled themselves through the door and pushed away from the plane. All three men dropped away into the darkness and were instantly swallowed up by the night.




Assuming a good modified frog position, Santiago fell through the sky in a stable drop. His legs were bent up at the knees and his hands were on either side of his head with his arms bent at the elbows. The air whistled past his ears and the changing pressure made his eardrums pop. It seemed that only a few seconds passed before he entered the top layer of the clouds.

The impact with the cloud gave Santiago the sensation of hitting a solid surface. The water droplets that made up the cloud were not solid enough to affect his fall at all, but the sudden darkness on entering the cloud was startling.

Moving his head only slightly, Santiago could make out the glowing lightstick attached to his altimeter. He had to turn his head more than he liked to in order to see the lightstick through the night-vision goggles, but his experience and expertise gave him the ability to maintain a stable position in spite of the movement.

When he had opened his hand after exiting the plane, Santiago had let go of the ribbon he was holding. Now he could see the streamer of cloth as it fluttered up from his hand. The moisture in the cloud built up on the single lens of his night-vision goggles, blocking his view of the altimeter. As he carefully reached and wiped off the goggles with his hand, Santiago suddenly saw that the ribbon was fluttering directly in front of his face. The streamer was extended from his left hand straight across to his right side. Without the indicator as he fell through the clouds, Santiago would have never known he was tilting—outside of the wind, there was no sensation of him even falling. Turning his body, he straightened his position and continued to fall through the cloud.

The darkness inside the cloud seemed to become even blacker. Suddenly, Santiago found himself breaking through and underneath the clouds. The altimeter on his wrist read just below 4,000 feet and the city of San Diego spread out below him.

An instant later, the bulky figures of Reyes and Falcon broke through the clouds less than a hundred feet from where Santiago was falling. The ballooned drogue chute streamed behind the tandem jumpers, both men maintaining a modified frog position, Falcon having his feet sticking up between Reyes’s spread legs.

Looking down, Santiago could see that they were dropping almost directly above the huge L-shaped federal office building just to the northeast of their target. Through his night-vision goggles, each man could see the brilliant pulsing of the infrared beacon on top of their target. As they dropped to 3,500 feet, Santiago and Reyes opened their main canopies.

Both Ram-air canopies streamed out from their container, pulled by the small pilot chutes the jumpers had released. The dark cloth canopies trailed from the pilot chutes like long tails as they slipped through the air. The individual cells bulged from the pressure of the air that was rammed by the momentum of the fall into the leading edges of the canopies. The inflating cells curved the cloth of the canopies into flat rectangular wings, wings that could be controlled and flown through the air like a plane.

Holding on to the toggle line controls, the jumpers steered for the top of the tall building off to their left. The night-vision goggles were no longer needed because of the bright lights illuminating the top of the building. Automatic high-light cutoff controls turned down the power of the goggles, protecting both the image tubes, and the eyes of the wearer. Watching the flag on top of the flagpole told Santiago the direction and approximate speed of the wind below them. Correcting their approach by pulling on the toggles, Santiago and Reyes turned their canopies and tracked to the wind.

Now the jumpers silently slipped through the air toward their target.



Watching Pena run around the circumference of the exercise area made Stevens realize even more that smoking was a bad habit for him or anyone else. He knew that he should quit, it wasn’t as though he didn’t hear that advice from just about everyone. For right now, these midnight-to-eight shifts were real killers. Coming up as he was to the last few hours of a shift, he found that a cigarette helped keep him awake. And even if they were watching just one prisoner right now, staying alert in this kind of job was a good thing.

Turning his back to the wind, Stevens reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes along with his Zippo lighter. Tapping the pack against his finger, he popped up one of the slim white cylinders and drew it out with his lips. Flipping open the lighter, he thumbed it into flame. Tilting his head down, Stevens cupped his hands around his face and lit the cigarette.

“You know, those things will kill you,” Pena said as he trotted by.

“Yeah,” Stevens said, “well, just keep running. You’ll stay warmer that way.”

Damn, even the inmates were harassing him about smoking. Fuck it. With his eyes closed, he drew in a lungful of the rich, fragrant smoke. Turning his face back up, Stevens blew out the tobacco smoke in a large, white cloud.

“What the hell,” he thought. Suddenly, there was a sparkling red line within the cloud of smoke. The line darted about and then disappeared as the smoke was blown away by the wind. Looking down, he could now see that there was a red dot bouncing around his chest. The cigarette hanging forgotten between his fingers, his eyes were drawn up into the sky where the red light had come from. Stevens raised his hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the lights around the exercise yard and saw a red light with a suddenly flashing faint white light below it. Before he had time to more than wonder, the sledgehammer blows of the 9mm bullets striking his chest slammed him backward against the fencing.

The frangible copper bullets tore into his chest and shattered into hundreds of copper fragments. The shockwave of the impacts and the ripping fragments shattered his heart and shredded his lungs. The shock of the wounds was so overwhelming, there was no pain, only a heavy pressure on his chest as the bright copper taste of blood filled his mouth. Through his fading eyesight and astonishment, Stevens’s last thought on earth was that he saw the dark wings of an angel coming down toward him. And then he saw nothing at all.







    

Chapter Three




In the tandem rider position, strapped to Santiago, Falcon swept the rooftop with the muzzle of his submachine gun. His MP5K-PDW had a long suppressor screwed on to the muzzle. The beam from the laser sight above the suppressor was plainly visible to Falcon through his night-vision goggles. To reduce the already-compact size of the MP5K-PDW, Falcon had removed the folding stock and fitted the weapon with a receiver cap that had a mounting point for a sling. The sling was attached to the weapon by a spring clip, and looped around Falcon’s upper chest and left shoulder as he rode in front of Reyes on the Sigma tandem parachute system. With the MP5K-PDW pushed out against the resistance of the sling, Falcon was able to accurately aim the stubby weapon with the aid of the laser sight.

The two men had practiced their combined approach to a targeted landing zone for weeks out in the desert of northern Sonora, Mexico, less than fifty miles southeast of Nogales. That was where Santiago had them practicing to break Pena from the federal lockup in San Diego. Falcon still had bruises on his chest and legs from the practice tandem jumps that hadn’t gone well. The MP5K-PDW submachine gun had been carried in the case strapped to his chest. He had pulled it out during the approach to the rooftop.

Loaded, the submachine gun seemed to be nearly as wide as it was long, due to the 100-round Beta C-Mag drum magazine that was attached to it. The two drums stuck out from either side of the weapon, each loaded with fifty rounds of Engel Ballistic Research’s Sky Marshal frangible 9mm ammunition. The special powdered copper/nylon matrix hollowpoint bullets would shatter if they hit a hard target, minimizing the danger of a ricochet. But they would rip deeply into the soft tissue of a human body, as Stevens had suddenly found out.

A long silver sound suppressor was attached to the threaded muzzle of the MP5K-PDW. That was the source of the white flashing light that Stevens had seen next to the laser sight of the weapon. The suppressor had lessened the sound of the shots so much that the wind covered what little was left of the noise. The cracking zip sound of the high-velocity 9mm frangible bullets, breaking the sound barrier at the muzzle of the suppressor as they fired at 1,700 feet per second, wasn’t even recognizable as a gunshot. No sound of gunfire even reached the rooftop, or the city streets far below.

Sweeping the area of the roof in front of him, Falcon couldn’t see any further targets. He only had a few seconds to look over the area as Reyes brought the tandem parachute rig in for a landing. One moment, the street-lights were visible more than a hundred feet below them. Then the fence line swept by only a few feet under their feet as the tandem jumpers came in on the roof.

The incessant landing practice demanded by Santiago proved its value as both men moved in smooth unison dropping down to the rooftop. While still holding up his MP5K-PDW, Falcon lifted his legs, bending them at the hip and knee, so he was in a sitting position. With Falcon’s legs out of the way, Reyes spread his feet out to help cushion the impact of landing.

Pulling down on both of the steering toggles, Reyes flared the canopy, causing it to stall and lose much of its forward momentum. The stalled parachute dropped the tandem jumpers almost straight down from a height of less than six feet. The wall of the machinery structure was coming up to them just as Reyes’s feet touched down on the rooftop.

Immediately releasing the left-hand toggle, Reyes and Falcon twisted to the left as Reyes’s legs took up the pressure of hitting the roof. Both men fell on their sides, rolling with the impact. The turning motion twisted the suspension lines together, and helped collapse the huge Icarus canopy before the wind could catch it and drag the jumpers into the fence or back up into the air and off the roof entirely.

With the canopy collapsed, Reyes reached to the toggles and pulled the quick-release catches that held Falcon to him. Rolling away, Falcon quickly scrambled to his feet, putting his back up to the nearest wall and sweeping the rooftop with the muzzle of his MP5K-PDW.


Reyes had his hands full gathering up his parachute canopy and lines into a bundle. He wasn’t acting to recover the chute for another use, just to get it out of the way of Santiago who was coming in for a landing a few seconds later. It was Santiago who was bringing in the means of escape for them all.

With the AN/PVS-7B night-vision goggles pushed up onto his helmet, Santiago came in fast and low, pulling his steering toggles down at what looked like the very last moment. With the toggles pulled very low, the black PD-193 canopy of his parachute seemed to almost hit an invisible wall in the air. The ex-SEAL’s feet hit the ground in unison, trotting forward to match his last bit of forward speed. Turning hard and bending forward at the waist as he released his right-hand toggle, Santiago collapsed his chute, quickly reducing it to a pile of cloth fluttering in the breeze.

Standing almost directly under the men as they flew in over the building’s east wall, Pena just stared for a moment in admiration and awe. He had been a skydiver himself for years, but this was a demonstration of daring and skill rarely seen by anyone. Even in the military, jumping into a cloud-covered night sky and landing on an area the size of a rooftop would be considered something extraordinary. To do it into a crowded city with no special beacons showing on the landing zone wouldn’t even be considered possible, let alone practical. And here three men had done it for him.

As Santiago was gathering up his parachute canopy and shedding his Vector 3 M-series harness, Pena walked up to him. In spite of his wearing a bright orange prisoner’s garb, his approach to Santiago caused a reaction Pena did not expect.

In a fast, smooth motion, Santiago dropped his harness and pulled out his Glock 19 pistol from its Omega VI holster on his thigh before the whole rig hit the rooftop. Pena’s eyes were pulled to the parachute rig as it fell, when he looked back up, he was staring down the muzzle of a pistol not a dozen feet from his face. Instantly, he realized he was looking at a man who was more used to dealing out death than even Pena himself was. For only a second, there was a view of what could have been fear in Pena’s eyes—then the look was gone.

“You are Santiago?” Pena said after a moment.

“No names please,” Santiago said. “But you were possibly expecting someone else?”

“No, of course,” Pena said, “but my lawyer only told me that you would be coming to release me, not how you would enter the building.”

“He didn’t have a need to know,” Santiago said, “besides, he didn’t want to know. He did what he was paid for and took almost no risk
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