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Author's Note
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The first time I was in a firefight was in Panama eight months after basic training. I was then, and am now, probably one of the least likely people to get angry in any situation; it just isn’t a big part of my makeup. 

Even back then, though, I was a student of human behavior, so I observed everyone on my team carefully. I was just a private at the time, so it really wasn’t ‘my team’, but that’s how I thought about it. 

Anyway, there seemed to be two emotions present at first enemy contact. Some people got scared, some got angry. I naturally assumed I would be one of the scared ones and mentally prepared myself to fight through the fear and do my job. But that’s not what happened. 

Instead, I was one of the angry ones. More than angry, really, furious would be a better word. The emotions provided clarity and focus that I have rarely achieved or needed since leaving the military. 

Another interesting experience of a firefight that surprised me was the sounds. There were four primary sources of noise: friendly fire reports, enemy fire reports, friendly chatter, and the sound of the incoming rounds, which sounded like bees. 

This last noise was new to the moment, only present during the real thing.

It was just the weirdest, unexpected buzzing sound. 

Of course, in basic training, we had done live-fire exercises where they fired actual rounds over our heads while we ran an obstacle course. But in the real world, having someone shoot at you sounded a whole lot different than having someone shoot over your head in training.

I was also surprised at how fast everything went. Almost the exact opposite of books and movies, at least in my limited experiences. Many people I talk to tell me, for them, time slowed down. 

Not for me, it sped up.

At any rate, a few insights into why the ‘action’ in Panama Red is described the way it is. Different than traditional book thriller ‘tropes’ where the fight scenes go on for dozens of pages. 

I just don’t remember it that way.

I hope you enjoy reading Panama Red. I very much enjoyed the process of writing it.

- D. Edward



Authors Note: New Edition

BEFORE I DIVE INTO the story of Panama Red, I want to share a memory that has stayed with me since my time in Panama. I arrived there very late at night, flying in commercially. From the airport in Panama City, I had to take a prearranged bus to the U.S. base. As I sat on that bus, driving through the city streets, I saw something that still haunts me—eight-year-old kids standing on street corners, armed with AK-47s, wearing little Dignity Battalion uniforms. There’s something deeply unsettling about seeing a child holding an assault rifle. It was the most terrifying thing I had ever seen up to that point, and it remains one of the most haunting images in my mind to this day.

That’s the backdrop for Panama Red, a story born from real experiences in a world that is both dangerous and captivating. What’s interesting is that Panama Red came about almost by accident. Now that I’m working on the eighth book in the series, I find myself reflecting on how it all started with this first book. When I began writing Panama Red, I had no idea it would become the success it has. In fact, it never crossed my mind that this would be the first book in a series—let alone a series with multiple trilogies. It wasn’t written with that intention. As I neared the end of writing, I thought I might leave a small hook, just in case I wanted to write another one. What happened instead was that enough people found the book and connected with it, particularly because they recognized that it was written with a sense of real-world experience.

I want to be clear—I’m certainly not Dirk Lasher. He’s not a self-insert or anything like that. Dirk is a composite character inspired by people I met during my military service. While I draw on my personal experiences, this book stands apart from any other I’ve written. This was only my second book, so I hadn’t written many at that point, but it’s certainly different from any book I’ve written since. What I aimed to do, just for myself, was to capture the essence of my memories—those moments and places I experienced during combat. I didn’t want to tell a straightforward story or create a biography. To be honest, my biography would be incredibly boring. Instead, I wanted to convey the spirit of the skirmishes, the engagements, and the things I witnessed. Panama Red does just that.

This book captures both the awe and disappointment I felt within the military structures. They are, at the same time, incredible and awful. I also wanted to convey the challenges I saw for people living in third-world countries, specifically in Panama. I believe this story captures the essence of the jungle, the spirit of the mission, and the confusion that comes with the fog of war. The result is, I think, an engaging and multifaceted read.

I’ve always tried to write my books in a way that allows them to be enjoyed on multiple levels. They can be read as straightforward adventure books, but if you read them a second time or if you take your time the first time around, you’ll find a lot of subtext. While I’ve become a better writer since I wrote Panama Red, and I’ve learned how to express certain things more clearly, the raw energy of this book remains one of its defining qualities. There are hints and subtleties in this book that pay off in later installments and even in the new series, I’m currently working on, Operation Falling Star. The first book of that series, Savage, is already out. I’m currently working on Vulnerable, which is slated for release this Christmas, and the final book, Overkill, is scheduled for the summer of next year.

I hope you enjoy the Dirk Lasher series as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. This book, Panama Red, and the next one Drive Faster, are two of my favorites in the series. But I’ll admit, I love them all.

Thank you for joining me on this journey.


-  David Edward
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Synopsis
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During what was supposed to be a routine low-level investigation in Panama City, Panama, US Army Special Agent Dirk Lasher finds himself embroiled in a power struggle instead: Caught between Noriega’s militant police force and a mysterious organization planning to use Panama’s banking infrastructure to crash the international financial markets with the goal of a new world order. Ultimately leading deep into the murderous jungles near the Panama-Colombia border, a deadly race of discovery devolves into a primal fight for survival.

​​​​​​​If you are a fan of Brad Thor, John Sandford, or Tom Clancy, you will love this new pulse-pounding, adrenaline-filled adventure by #1 Best Selling author David Edward.
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Parking Lot
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US Army Sergeant Jack Williams parked his car outside the old condo high-rise on the Bay of Panama. The day was crisp; sparkling blue water in bright sunlight as a warm wind pushed the ocean's salty smell inland. 

Williams wore his preferred attire for fieldwork, a tacky Hawaiian shirt, and shorts. 

As he got out of the car, two men approached. He hadn’t noticed initially, which meant they had been concealed somewhere. It wasn’t that big an area. They were dressed in PDF uniforms, the Panamanian Defense Force, a combination of police and military that Noriega used to run the country as he saw fit as dictator.

“Friend, would you please step away from the car?” one of the two officers yelled in Spanish, advancing.

Williams watched them both; they each had a sidearm in a holster on their belts. The one who spoke rested his hand on it as police did worldwide to be on the ready. Not an aggressive stance, but one that suggested he already had the drop on you.

“What’s the problem, officers?” Williams said back in English, not stepping away from the car. His overnight bag, federal badge, and sidearm were in the back seat. They had caught him before he could open the back door to grab the rest of his stuff.

Panama, under Noriega, did not have the same concepts of due process and civilian rights that Americans were used to. There were no Miranda waivers. The justice system (if that was the right name for it) was suspended earlier in the year, mid-1987, under a declared state of national emergency.

Both PDF officers, stepping apart, continued to move forward, reaching in unison like a choreographed dance, removing the snaps on their sidearm holsters. Glock 30s, .45 ACPs with thirteen-round magazines. 

Good solid weapons. 

“Fellas,” Williams said smiling, putting his hands in the air while looking around, surveying for additional threats or options, “what’s this about? I've got to get ready for our New Year’s Eve party tomorrow; that’s no crime, right?”

Two more officers materialized from the other side of the parking lot, now working their way forward. 

Williams considered his options: fight or flight. Neither seemed viable.

He stepped away from the car, hands in the air, searching for any advantage, becoming frantic to find a way out.

“Turn around,” an officer said, now a pair of handcuffs in his hand, getting close.

Williams couldn’t find an option. 

He turned, feeling sudden movement as soon as he did, whipping his head around just in time. The officer without the handcuffs was nearly on him, in the process of taking a running swing at his head, hard. Instincts took over, dropping his leg, intercepting the blow, rolling the PDF officer with his momentum across the bent leg and onto the ground.

If this had been single combat, Williams could have delivered a killing or debilitating blow, in total control of the contest. But it wasn’t. Suddenly he had the other officer’s Glock pressed into his face along with a lot of frantic screaming in Spanish, the two other uniformed men breaking into a run toward him.

“Okay, okay, everybody relax,” Williams released the downed officer and put his hands back in the air.

The blow came from behind him; sunlight suddenly turning pure white. Then nothing.
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Kimberly Sharp was the most influential person in Mexico, but she could have been a ghost. Very few knew she existed, fewer what she did for a living. She wasn’t famous, didn’t own very much herself, wasn’t a politician or an actress. Her official title was benefactora—benefactor in English. Spanish required the identification of gender in the title.

She was the brainchild behind the Global Bank Group, the GBG as it was called. She wasn’t the CEO or president or even an employee. She didn’t own any stock or have any legal control. 

She was its benefactora. 

The GBG existed as a means for her to exhibit influence, and it did what she told it to do.

From time to time, she would teleconference into a board meeting. Rarely she might need to send a courier directly to the GBG CEO if he were heading into the weeds or doing something else stupid. She mostly had enough spies and operatives throughout the organization that she only needed to tell Hernando what she wanted, and he got the word around.

Hernando was her messenger in the same way that God sent angels to deal with humans. She spoke, and Hernando delivered God’s word to whomever she directed. 

If she were happy, Hernando made it rain happiness. 

If she were unhappy, Hernando made it rain hell down on whoever had displeased her.

Today she was unhappy. If she didn’t do something to change her disposition in the next couple of hours, she would need to skip the New Year’s Eve party tonight. She would be in no mood for it.

The sun was setting, long shadows on the deck of the penthouse slowly cooling everything off. Mexico City had excellent weather this time of year: mid-seventies during the day and the fifties at night.

Sharp sat at her deck table in a padded chair. She wore an expensive white business suit. Her eyes were an icy blue, piercing if she looked at you. If you dared to look back into them, you noticed that her eyes, while bright, were more like doll eyes. There was some piece of human empathy missing from their return gaze.

A strong breeze blew today. Sharp loved the wind out on the penthouse deck. It cleared the layer of pollution out of the city, allowing for good visibility. From the top of her high building, she could just see the Pyramids of the Sun and Moon several miles away, in the distance across the large metropolis that was Mexico City. The wind made the view better and created a sense of excitement, feeling dangerous this high up.

Two businessmen were on their knees in front of her. An hour ago, they had been seated at the table, drinking sparkling water, providing her an update on the Panama project. The project had fallen behind schedule, they said. Unforeseen obstacles, but they were working on it, they told her.

In return, she motioned for Hernando. He had his men pull the two from their chairs, beating them, but not too much. Cutting their expensive suits off, not being overly careful, the knife digging deeply here and there in the process. 

But not too much.

Hernando was an expert at just enough. 

He had a graduate degree in it from the school of hard knocks. An ex-special force’s officer in the Mexican military now in his early forties, having led many raids into Guatemala from Mexico as those relations deteriorated earlier in the decade.

Sharp wiggled her finger back and forth, making a show of selecting one of the two men. She got great excitement from moments like this. She felt a warmth that settled in over her providing great pleasure. 

Maybe I can salvage the party tonight. Yes, I know what will help.

There was nothing better than watching the life strangled out of a subordinate. It never got old, being the commander of death, making choices that changed the world forever. The trick was to keep eye contact and wait for that moment just before it was over when the struggling stopped and resignation set in. 

That fleeting millisecond of knowledge of the coming transition, then gone. 

She spent hours wondering where they went. It kept her up at night. When young, she had experimented on animals. Now she could experiment on people.

Strangulation was the only means she had found to produce the proper, well, post-mortem “effect.”  Each victim always came around after death, providing her the postmortem physical reaction that she found uninteresting with the living. 

Once they die, they love me unconditionally.

She selected one of the men. He had been the project manager. Before he could protest, Hernando had the man’s belt around his throat.

“Wait!” Sharp yelled, leisurely getting up and walking to stand pressed against the man, looking face-to-face, close enough that their bodies were touching.

She watched his eyes; they were dancing around with fear. He was trying to talk, his tie shoved into his mouth, preventing anything other than grunts and gurgles. 

Without blinking, being careful not to miss it, she took a deep breath, feeling that building excitement, smelling the fear in the air. “Do it.”

Hernando tightened the belt; the man struggled. She could feel the moment coming. Feel his body spasming against hers as his life flowed away.

There it is. 

A flash! 

There was a moment of electricity, then he was gone, the eyes lifeless and rolling away.

What did he see?

She continued to stare at him. 

Tell me! I know you can hear my thoughts!

She stepped away, beginning to shake, her head spinning.

Hernando let go of the belt, and the man fell to the ground, crumpled.

Sharp swooned, then sat back down. She took a moment, looked at the other businessman, his eyes wide in disbelief, darting left and right like a panicked deer.

Looking back to Hernando, she said, “Take the live one inside and get him cleaned up. When he is himself again, remind him that we don’t fall behind schedule at the GBG. He has a week to get the schedule back to what we agreed.”

Hernando nodded as one of his men pulled the man to his feet.

As everyone started to leave, Sharp called out, “Hernando! Roll this first one on his back and give me an hour of privacy,” she said lazily, still in the afterglow.

Hernando did as he was asked, just like always, not thinking anything of it.
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Lasher ran as fast as he could, waving his arms, signaling Over there! He hopped over trash cans and piles of junk and garbage as the backs of the houses flashed by. The alley ran the whole street behind the houses, unkempt, as much trash dump as a thruway. Buzzards were here and there working through the garbage, paying Lasher no mind.

Two Panamanians ran fast on the street in the same direction, covering the area in front of the houses compared to Lasher in the back alley. They and Lasher caught glimpses of each other between each house, quick flashes of movement. Both the Panamanians were younger, mid-twenties at the most, with long hair and a rugged look to them.

There was a black flash. One of the Panamanians leaped over a front-yard fence, the other grabbing a pole to help slow himself down. Lasher saw it between houses and tried to stop himself, overrunning by several dozen feet. He paused, breathing heavy, then sprinted back the way he had come.

There was a commotion and the sound of bottles hitting concrete. Lasher grabbed a burlap sack off one of the piles of garbage as he ran by, now carefully advancing down the small gap between houses connecting the front and the back.

“She’s coming your way!” someone yelled in Spanish.

Lasher saw her, low and fast, running right at him. He opened the sack and waited, jerking left as she approached, forcing her right. He moved with practiced precision, falling with the bag open onto the ground at just the right moment.

“Got her!” he yelled, victorious.

The sack was adjunct panic, thrashing about, small soft growls of displeasure. Lasher wrapped his arms around it as best he could to keep the burlap from tearing, careful not to apply too much pressure to cause an injury to himself or the baby panther.

He rolled over, sitting up, the sack in his lap, his muscular arms wrapped around it. The little animal was strong. The panther calmed down. Eventually, he allowed it to pop its head out, careful to hold on, so it did not escape. The small animal’s blue eyes were taking Lasher in, looking around actively.

Thomasito, one of the two Panamanians, walked up to him. “Don’t let her go!”

“I got her,” Lasher assured him, petting the cat’s head, causing it to meow at him and pull its head away.

“They’re cute when they’re little,” Thomasito said.

Lasher agreed. “How did she get this far into the city?”

Thomasito looked back, away from the Bay of Panama and north to the jungle, the bay two miles south and the jungle two miles north. “Happens more than you would think. It’s fun when it’s a little one. Once fully grown, that little cutie will kill you in under ten seconds. Two hundred pounds of hungry jaws and claws.” Then he turned to Lasher with his hands out, suggesting Lasher hand the cub to him.

Lasher started to, then pulled the animal back. “Tomas, you’re going to release her back into the jungle, right?”

​Thomasito feigned a look of insult. “We Panamanians are civilized, friend. Only an American would even think to do something else.” He saw that Lasher was unconvinced. “Of course, old man.” He yelled over his shoulder, “Julian, bring the car around! We caught her!”

Lasher made a face at the “old man” comment as he handed the cat in the bag over to Thomasito. He was only a few years older than Thomasito. “Have you ever encountered a large one? In your short time so far on the planet, that is,” he added, referencing the old man comment. The cat's claw nicked his arm as he let go of the bag, drawing a small amount of blood.

Thomasito took the cat and scratched it behind the ear. “No, they are rare around the city. But if you go into any of the deeper jungles, you are almost guaranteed to encounter one. They will stalk you for hours before attacking. Very dangerous. We’ll take her about a mile in and let her go. It’s not far.” 

Lasher nodded, waiting for the car with Thomasito, waving as they were loaded and pulled away. Once gone, he looked to get his bearings and was surprised at how far down the alley away from his house the chase had brought him. He started to walk back up the alley, then thought better of it; it was pretty disgusting in places, so he made his way around to the main road through the front of the neighborhood and started the walk back.

Even the front of the neighborhood looked worse than it usually did today, and it usually looked pretty bad. Not as bad as the back alley, but the trash and remnants of last night’s New Year’s Eve parties were still ever-present. 

Goodbye, 1987. Hello, 1988.

A smell seemed to be following him. He smelled his shirt; it stank like garbage and sweaty panther cub. He would have to change and shower when he got home, which was fine. He could clean out the cat scratch at the same time. 

His house was in a derelict neighborhood in a worn-out section of the sprawling urban cesspool that was Panama City, Panama. The area was called El Cangrejo. It had once been a good neighborhood, but not anymore. Street gangs ran things now, providing the only authority. The gangs were not overly organized and easy to deal with if you showed respect and didn’t interfere with their business. Probably more on the up-and-up than if Noriega’s PDF were in charge here.

All the families that could move away from the neighborhood did so long ago; most couldn’t. Panama was the paradise that wasn’t: rampant poverty painted against glass-tower high-rise luxury. Two worlds, each unmindful to the other.

El Cangrejo, the name of the neighborhood, meant “the crab.” No one knew why this name was used for this area, but it always had been. Lasher joked with Thomasito, from whom he also bought home-brewed beer. Lasher called him Tomas, a good-spirited nickname he adopted for the guy. He told Tomas that El Cangrejo sounded to him in English like “the kangaroo.” 

Thomasito didn’t think Lasher was funny or care about what El Cangrejo sounded like in English. But he was happy to sell beer to the American at four times its street price. He also liked Lasher; the man had charisma for sure. Everyone in the neighborhood enjoyed having Lasher around; actions like helping save a baby panther cub would endear him to the locals that much more.

As Lasher walked back, he noticed rain clouds to the east in what otherwise was a clear sky. In Panama, there were two seasons: wet and dry. It was just at the end of the transition now, heading from the wet season into the dry season, still plenty of rain, but less each day. The sunsets looked the same here as in Miami, where he grew up, bright sky colors against lush green foliage and clear blue water. 

Raised by his grandfather after his mom died when he was eight, he had grown up in Little Havana, just outside of Miami, Florida, USA. 

Grandpa Lasher had been a tail gunner in World War II, shot down and spending the last year of the war in a German prisoner of war camp. He hated the show Hogan’s Heroes (even though he watched every episode) and always had a dog named Fritz for as long as Lasher had known him. It wasn’t always the same dog, but it always had the same name. Grandpa would get frustrated when people thought he served in the Air Force during the war. He was an Army man; the Air Force didn’t exist back then—one more newfangled inconvenience.

When Lasher got back to his run-down house, he went inside, grabbing one of Thomasito’s beers from the refrigerator, opening the bottle cap by twisting it off. It wasn’t meant to be a twist-off, but the press they used wasn’t very good, so it came off easily. He walked out the front door and sat down on his front step looking south in the direction of the Bay of Panama. Since south was the direction his house faced, that was the way he looked when he sat on the front porch.

The setting sun was to his right. He could see the sun but not the bay from here. He knew the bay was only a few miles away because he could see the tops of all the modern high rises built on its shores in stark contrast to the look of the local surroundings. 

His grandpa would have had some derogatory name for the bay, something like “the tyrant's swimming pool” or “the vulture’s dumping ground,” only using more colorful words. Grandpa liked to swear a lot. Lasher idealized him as a child but decided when he was twelve that he would never use a swear word again, a mishap at school, his first awareness that home life and social life had different rules.

Lasher watched his grandfather live out his final days using this exact model—sitting on his front step buzzed by morning, drunk by noon when he would take his naps.  

Lasher finished one beer and opened another. He had a decent buzz himself, just at that perfect place where you felt good, but the headaches and indigestion had not yet set in. He was at that beautiful point where you wanted to feel this way forever and knew if you could just get one more beer, you might be able to pull it off.

Grandpa would have called this feeling breakfast. Lasher smiled to himself, enjoying the memory, feeling pretty good.

Lasher’s black hair was in a ponytail, pulled back and tied with a woman’s hair clip. 

Somehow it made him look tough. 

He hadn’t shaved for about a month nor bathed in a couple of days, but he needed to desperately now, putting it off as sheer luxury because he could. He was undercover after all and had to clean himself up at least once a week. The Army, in its wisdom, required even undercover agents to come in to post once a week for a “deployment status meeting.”

Even unwashed, you knew when you looked at him that he could carry his weight. No matter how much awful beer he drank or how long he drank it, his eyes always had a spark in them. He tried to hide it, but it was there.

Thomasito knew it was there, as did everyone else in the neighborhood. They figured Lasher was some type of undercover CIA agent. They were not too far off. Thomasito fed Lasher small bits of information. Just enough for him to get paid, not enough for him to get in any trouble.

The Americans were always active in and around Panama City. They had bases west and north of the city and oversaw the Panama Canal, the eighth wonder of the modern world. There were growing hostilities between the American soldiers and the PDF. But the PDF didn’t come around here. There was no one to pay them off and too much trouble with the local gangs.

As Lasher sat there on his front porch step thinking about his grandpa, he noticed two men approaching his house. They both wore long-sleeved Cubavera shirts; one man’s shirt was yellow, the other man’s shirt was blue. Other than that, they could have been brothers. They were tall for Panamanians, looking more like American Indians than the indigenous Guna or Naso peoples that lived in this area.

As he watched the men approach, he put his beer down, leaning back against the middle step, feeling for his 9MM handgun pressed against his back where he wore it with a modified holster he had made himself. Only it wasn’t there. It was still inside. It was a magnificent handgun, a Springfield XDM, a prototype he managed to procure from a company bidding to supply the new handgun of the US Army. It was still two full years before it would be in mass production. Unlike standard-issue Beretta M9s, the XDM had a nineteen-round magazine, four more rounds compared to the M9. 

It was a heavy gun, but it shot almost as well as a rifle. Lasher wished he had it on him now as these two looked like trouble. The two men approached with confidence and arrogance, surprising as they were from outside the neighborhood; these were not local thugs.

The one in the yellow shirt spoke first. “You understand Spanish, gringo?” he said as he walked up the short walkway between the sidewalk and Lasher’s porch. He spoke in Castilian Spanish, the common language of the civilized Panamanians.

Lasher had dealt with plenty of tough guys growing up in Miami, Grandpa Lasher even sometimes making him fight older, bigger kids. 

He looked up at the men from the middle step. “A little,” he returned in Panamaji, a street combination of Spanish and English. It would be the dialect most expected from an American ex-pat. Lasher spoke seven languages and many dialects of Spanish, but that wasn’t important at the moment.

The other man, blue shirt, spoke next. “We’re looking for a friend of ours.”

Lasher kept watching the man, waiting for a response, but that was all he had to say. The wait grew long, so Lasher put his hand down to push himself up to a standing position. As he did that, the one in the yellow shirt pushed him back, forcing Lasher to slip awkwardly and land back where he had been sitting.

“I didn’t tell you to get up, el tonto,” he said to Lasher in mostly English.

Lasher made the fall look more awkward than it was, but he was not wholly faking; he really was a little drunk on the beer. After reseating himself, he looked up to the guy in the yellow shirt who had pushed him. While maintaining eye contact, he made a gesture to the other man in the blue shirt.

The guy in the yellow shirt said, “What?” It was a forceful statement.

“I found your friend,” Lasher said in Panamaji, pointing again at the other man. “He is right there. Allí,” he said using English, then the Spanish word for there at the end. 

Whoever these guys are, it looks like the one in yellow is going to take a swing at me, he thought.

He could sense the strike long before it happened. 

The man in the yellow shirt swung his arm to slap Lasher in the face. It was going to be a hard hit
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