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CHAPTER 1

 


Savannah, Georgia, Thursday, June 21, 5:30
p.m.

 


The Chatham Club. Gray had the window
view, seated across from Brook Stell at a table in the Chatham
Club, fourteen floors above the City of Savannah. Two cold bottles
of Heinekens reflected the afternoon light in the quiet room as the
coastal city below went about its desultory business in the summer
heat. Brook’s measured, moneyed tones were in perfect keeping with
Gray’s vista of green canopied oaks and magnolias pushing up among
the spires of the churches and historic brick and stuccoed
buildings.

“Everything we’ve gotten on this
company has been positive. MeijoSul is a well-diversified
organization, with plenty of available capital. KMPG has handled
their accounts for eight years with no problems. Hell, I wish half
of my clients looked so good.”

“What’s the project?” asked
Gray.

Brook sipped his beer. “Ok, first a little
background. Mario Meijo, the majority owner and corporate head, has
fallen in love with Savannah. He was over here last year for the
opening of the direct shipping service between Rio, Sao Paolo and
Savannah. He and his wife bought some historic properties to
renovate, and his son thinks the city’s a great place for a
Brazilian restaurant and some kind of Amazonian health store. From
what Ceil and Larry tell me, the three of them have been Sotheby’s
best clients this year.” He paused while pouring the rest of his
beer in a tall glass. “They’ve already closed on the Lafayette
Square mansion and the old Confederate bank building on Orleans
Square. The son’s got two storefronts on Broughton Street near the
Lucas Theater, and he’s looking at another place on Tybee
Island.

“But I ramble. The reason we need you
is for a new venture Mr. Meijo wants to float.” Brook leaned in.
“He wants to start a brand new company in the U.S. He wants it in
Savannah and he wants local partners. Ed Fell and Scott Sinter
control enough dough to come in on this, but they need someone like
you to go to Rio and check out this guy’s operations.”

Gray thought a moment. “Isn’t that something
you can do, Brook? I mean, I usually find a project and then match
it with the right people and financing. It looks as if Ed and Scott
already have something going.”

“Hey, I’m just the attorney.” Brook
busied himself with the sharp cheese and stone ground wheat disks
on the teak tray in front of him. “You’ve worked for both Ed and
Scott and they trust you.” He squinted at Gray. “These guys are
being asked to put up fifteen million dollars, Gray, and they want
someone to tell them it’s as good as they think it is. Or
not.”

Gray’s last project with Ed and Scott’s Terra
Group had been in Indonesia. Usually they handled their own local
projects. He had the feeling that he wasn’t getting all the
information.

Brook saw his hesitation. “Here’s the
discomforting part. MeijoSul is a big Brazilian conglomerate. Meijo
himself is a multi-millionaire. He comes to Savannah, tells our
economic development authority he wants to start a new venture, and
requires a twenty-five percent buy-in by local investors. Then he
presents his prospective partners with a business plan. But there’s
no track record and no similar Brazilian company on his books.”
Brook signaled for two more beers. “Doesn’t it seem odd to you that
he’s not rolling out a prototype or something in his country first
and going for a replication here? I mean, does that not smell
strange?”

“Good point.” Gray finished off his
glass. Now he saw where this was going. He remembered his latest
Indonesian project with Terra Group. General Phibang, who
controlled the military district on Kalimantan as well as much of
the construction and supply industry, had formed a group to dredge
gold from the Kapua Delta where the metal had washed down from the
interior. Terra Group had invested on Gray’s recommendation after
spoil assays had shown a real presence of gold and a call for
heavier investment. The first returns on investment had been very
good, so good that Gray got worried. The assays hadn’t been nearly
so rich. He made a quick and quiet trip to Pontianak and uncovered
a sucker scam with a twist. Phibang had seeded the original spoil
and then added more gold to the first returns. The life of the
project would show a gradual tail-off in gold even as Phibang
called for more capital. Meanwhile, the good general was barging
his new spoil three hundred miles across the South China Sea to
Singapore where incredible prices were being paid for sand used to
construct artificial islands. The official gold venture was a front
to fund a private, lucrative sand operation. Gray had advised Terra
to unload its investment, at a decent profit, even with the opt-out
penalties. Gray then leaked details of the general’s sand scheme to
a reporter on the Jakarta Post, and Phibang found himself in
trouble with his bosses, to whom he’d offered no part of the deal,
and to the public, who were unhappy about the selling of Indonesian
land, albeit underwater, to the Malaysians. Maybe this Brazilian
deal was a similar bait and switch scam.

Two more Heinekens were opened, poured and
placed on the table. Brook pulled out two thick volumes from a
leather briefcase and passed them over to Gray.

“As I understand from reading these,
Meijo has his hands on some pretty exotic items from the Amazon.
Most of them deal with health and wellness, but others are in the
realm of, well, I guess I’d call it the mystical-magical. Potions
and elixirs having to do with anti-aging, life-extending,
peripheral awareness stuff. Pretty impressive, if you can believe
it.” He raised his eyebrows a few times.

“He wants to establish a manufacturing
and distribution facility in Savannah which will significantly
impact the health care market in the Northern Hemisphere. Then he
plans on replicating the facility in Brazil.” The eyebrows did
their thing again as Brook tapped the documents. “Meijo believes
most of his products can be marketed via the natural foods market
under the current NIH or FDA hands-off position; but he knows the
fed’s position will change soon, and he wants to be in this country
with a good lab and a track record when any stricter standards come
down. By the way, Meijo Sul already owns two pharmaceutical
manufacturing companies in Brazil. We can’t figure out why he’s not
going through them with this plan of his.”

“So in essence, this guy has enough
going for him with his existing companies that he doesn’t need to
go the magical potion route with a new company, and he certainly
doesn’t need a mere fifteen million from the Terra Group. And the
question I am to answer is whether he is just a good-hearted,
honest soul, or is something else going on, right?”

“Bingo!” Brook smiled as he raised his
glass. “Just find out what the hell Mr. Meijo is up to, will
you?”

Gray touched his glass against Brook’s. “Let
me read through these papers and I’ll give you a call. Cheers.”

“We really want to move fast on this,”
said Brook. “Meijo wants to meet you the latter part of next week
and show you what he’s got, but after that he’ll be traveling, I
think to Bangkok.” Brook pulled out an itinerary and passed it
over. “We’ve reserved seats on a Delta flight for Thursday, a week
from today, with a return the following Wednesday. You need to get
your passport to me immediately so I can courier it down to Miami
for the visa. Meijo’s office is handling all the in-country
scheduling.” Brook smiled. “By the way, his secretary says Meijo is
really interested in meeting our representative,” he said as he
nodded to Gray, “so the ambiance of your trip should be pleasant,
aside from visiting one of the great cities of the world. Hey,
consider it a vacation.”

“Why am I not thinking vacation on this
trip?” asked Gray. Ferreting out what might be dirty secrets from a
wealthy business owner was not really his forte; he much preferred
matching sites and money with realistic planning.

Brook gave his tight little smile, ignoring
the question. “Here’s the contract I drew up for you, just in case
you agreed: fifteen hundred dollars per diem, with three days’
advance, and an expense advance of twenty five hundred. Account
settlement with submission of report due seven days after your
return. Meijo will not see the report without your permission. Just
sign and date here and here. The briefcase is for you, too.”

Gray went ahead and signed the contract. He
put the documents, contract copy, checks and itinerary in the
briefcase. He shook hands with Brook. “What would you have done if
I’d begged off of this? I still might, you know, after I read the
proposals.”

Brook squinted at him again. “You know damn
well I would have to go, and I’m not going, ergo you can’t turn me
down. How simple is that? Oh, I almost forgot.” He pulled one of
his cards from his wallet. “I told you Meijo’s son is in town,
didn’t I? Anyway, here’s his number.” Brook handed the card over
with a number written on the back. “His name is Guillermo. He’s
called Gil. Really a nice guy.”

The next day Gray called Guillermo Meijo. The
two met for lunch at Johnny Yang’s Pan Asian restaurant on
Broughton Street. Gil Meijo looked like a jock but came across as a
smart business type with a lot of confidence in himself and his
family. He talked the nuts and bolts of the Savannah real estate
buys and plans with enthusiasm. If Meijo senior had this kind of
moxie, Gray could see why Ed and Scott had been impressed. Still,
the question of motive was still unanswered. Everything so well
planned. So much money. And non-existent products. This was a deal
with great potential, right up there with General Phibang’s gold
dredging scheme.

 


* * *

 


Grayson S. Hart. It was a fine, substantial
name for an ordinary man. Within the next twenty days he would be
sucked into murder, kidnapping, and terrorism on two continents,
but that was unknowable. For now it was summer, and he was in
Savannah. Gray was in his early thirties, about when dreams begin
their tilt to reality. He was not so old for boredom, or
desperation, but there were signs—looking back to what life could
have been, looking forward to see things which had aquired a slight
grayish tinge. Wars and terrorism were not his concern, and he was
too smart and cautious for flings with crime, violence, and life on
a razor’s edge.

That is not to imply he was unfamiliar with
jeopardy. His business was assessing and minimizing risks for a
select group of clients, among them Brook Stell’s Terra Nova group.
Big money dealers, developers, brokers and speculators. Their risks
were his risks, but not quite, which was how he liked it.

Personal risks? Not really. He’d been an
average student in economics at the University of Notre Dame, and a
varsity ball player who hit and fielded well enough for some
regional honorable mentions. He’d even had a stint with the Atlanta
Brave’s farm team in Savannah. But of his life, his ad hoc vitae,
nothing could be found to push him above the great boggle of a
generation still young but uneasily disappointed with life’s
promises. In short, Gray was a lot like, well, other people. He was
a competent professional, with the Volvo, the condo, and the techno
stuff. He was an emotional loner, usually ready for a good time; a
habitué of one-night stands and short affairs ending when his shell
started cracking.

Gray carried one personal experience which
had changed him—his marriage to Susana. She rocketed him to
hyperspace, and then punished him so severely that the shell around
his heart would crack open for only the barest of emotional
needs.

It was scary that one person could have done
such damage to him. Susana Noble was a two-year starter on the
Irish volleyball team. She stood nearly six feet, as tall as Gray,
blonde and stacked, and she played ball as if the sport were her
oxygen. She studied that way, too, and danced, and made love.
Susana was the most intense and entertaining person Gray had ever
met. When he asked her to marry him, on a freezing March night at
the candlelit Grotto of Our Lady of Lourdes by St. Joseph’s Lake,
she took his face in her hands, pulled it down to her breasts, and
said very slowly, “Yes, yes, Gray. Hear my love beating and
burning. Oh, yes!”

Three months later they were married and
living in an apartment near Lenox Mall in Atlanta. Susana had a
to-die-for job with Equifax Marketing, and Gray was on the Sally
League merry-go-round, straining his talents for a possible move up
to Triple A. In the off season he had managed to hook up with Taz
Anderson’s development group. He discovered he had a knack for
putting people, money and projects together. He and Susana both had
ex-teammates, schoolmates, and new friends in a great town, so life
was good enough that Gray would wake up at night and wish for
sunrise.

His baseball career tailed off the following
summer. In Savannah he’d pretty well camouflaged his problems with
fastballs and sinkers by patience and plate-hugging. The Single A
league pitchers, short on control and long on pride, tended to walk
him or hit him rather than slow it down. He got called up to
Richmond in July, and the Triple AAA pitchers cut him out so badly
that Rico Belman, the hitting coach, finally told him, “Man, it
ain’t the stance. You no got the head for heat.” Gray packed that
afternoon and took a rental car to Atlanta.

He’d gotten no answer at the apartment when
he called from Fuel City in Greenville, SC, so he figured Susana
was working, or just out. He didn’t figure on opening the door to
find clothes on the floor and the musty smells of sweat, sex, and
weed. As stupid as it seemed later, he actually turned and looked
at the door again to be sure it was their apartment.

Then he simply stopped thinking. He walked
down the hallway and opened the bedroom door. Carol, Susana’s best
girlfriend, had her left side to him, and was on the deep shag rug
on all fours. She had her head down, looking back past her pointed
breasts to her spread legs. Susana was on her knees behind Carol,
her right arm around the slim girl’s waist. The other hand grasped
a cherry red dildo which Susana had strapped to her hips.

Gray stood there, a pillar of salt. One of
his hands was still on the door, the other was stretched out with
open palm. Susana looked up and stopped what she was doing. Her
face went blank. No shock, no fear, just blank. “Well,” she
said.

Carol, mewling in pleasure, looked out from
her stringy hair, screamed, and dived for the bed, disappearing
under the covers with small, gulping screams.

Susana didn’t move. Her expression didn’t
change. The dildo stuck out from her groin with an imbecilic
quiver.

Don’t think. Don’t think. Gray backed out of
the room, quietly shut the door, and walked to the living room and
his stuff.

Much later, after she had publicly and
finally hoisted her gay consciousness, she unthinkingly crippled
him as badly as if she had cut an Achilles’ tendon. “I always
thought my problem was that you weren’t such a good lover—you know,
I had to fake it a lot.” She spoke as if she were propping up a
marketing strategy. “Carol’s made me a completely different
person.”

Gray wasn’t ready for that; neither could he
fight it. Grayson S. Hart, the repressed Catholic, what does he
know about sex, love, Lesbos? “You weren’t such a good lover.” The
other thing he couldn’t erase from memory was the look on Susana’s
face with Carol, before she saw him in the doorway. Such pleasure,
such enjoyment, such love. He’d never been able to give her that
look.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Rio de Janeiro, Thursday, June 28, 8:00
a.m.

 


Cosme Neighborhood. The dirty gray
Mercedes delivery truck ground up the narrow alley of Cosme, a
small slum, or favela, off of the street called Rua
Cosme Velho. In the distance, to the southwest, were the beaches of
Leblon, Ipanema, and Copacabana. Between the slum and the beaches,
the statue of Christ the Redeemer rose white and shining on its
mountain of Corcovado, eight hundred meters above the city of Rio
de Janeiro.

The two guards in the truck, both foreigners,
kept their Uzis in plain sight with their fingers on the safeties
as the truck crawled over the uneven cobbles. Cosme was not one of
Rio’s infamous favelas, but like most, it was controlled more by
its indigenous gangs than by the municipal police. Money changed
hands, and the One-Eyes, the Umo Ojo gang, as well as the police
were on the take, but the foreigners took no chances.

The last house up the alley was a three-story
block and tile structure, set against the granite outcrop known as
the Mountain of Pleasures, the Morro de Prazers. Its third story
had a clear view of the Redemptor statue, fifteen hundred meters to
the south. Two kilometers to the east, the Metro line carried its
tens of thousands of Rio’s citizens, its Cariocas, from the
Centro areas to the luxury beach and lakefront neighborhoods. Less
than one thousand meters to the west was the entrance to the
highway tunnel Andre Reboucas, carrying vehicle traffic to the
beaches.

The house had been carefully selected over a
year ago by Al Tamah, the Syrian terrorist group known as The
Brotherhood. One Tamah commando unit of four men had been
contracted by a Brazilian contact to disable the Metro, block the
tunnel, and destroy the Christ statue. Once the mission was
accomplished, Tamah would take credit for yet another statement to
the world of the power of Islam. The Brazilian contact had never
offered a rationale for contracting for the acts of terror, and
Tamah didn’t care.

The truck nosed past the house, and then
backed down so that its rear was facing the ground-floor garage.
The driver pressed the release button on his handheld as the two
guards got off the truck, did a visual sweep of the alley, and
pushed the garage doors inward. The Mercedes backed into the garage
and the doors were closed and locked. Bright fluorescent lights
came on, lighting up a bare space with a generator in one corner
and a small loading dock at the rear. Wide steps against the wall
led up into the darkness.

The three men slung their weapons and began
offloading the green and white bags of M3 and M4 artillery
propellant. The bags were carried up the stairs past the living
quarters and on the second floor to the roofed and shuttered porch
on the third floor. The porch led into a high-ceilinged cave which
had been carved into the granite of the mountain. Once a storage
room used by the smugglers who had built the house, the cave had
been enlarged and electrified by Tamah to accommodate armaments and
ammunition.

Ramallah, the Syrian engineer, weapons
expert, and cell commander, was working by the gun, a 105mm
howitzer. Jimah, his second-in-command, placed his bags in their
designated stacks. Ramallah looked over from the gun mount.

“Four months ago you would have been
staggering with that load. Now you handle it like an ordinary
backpack.”

“We have already carried the heavy
loads, the shells themselves,” came the laconic reply.

Ramallah glanced at the shiny stacks of
33-kilo projectiles along the wall. “Yes, but the shells were more
easily handled.” As always, Ramalla appreciated his second’s
disdain for complaining. Allah in His wisdom could not have
provided a more intelligent and committed assistant.

“Tell me, what of the police, and of
our friends next door?”

“Sergeant Gabiso welcomed our small
gift,” deadpanned Jimah. “He understands smuggling is an honest
profession among the poor in these hard times, but he warns that
the 3rd Brigade has placed strangleholds on Santa Marta and
Ciudade, and it is ready to invade the smaller favelas like
Cosme.”

Three weeks earlier, the army had launched
armed offensives into the larger favelas in retaliation for a gang
raid on the Kelo military depot. The army general swept aside local
military and civil police participation in his operation since he
held them partially responsible for the attack, which may have been
true. O Globo, Rio’s newspaper, as well as Brazil’s
multi-headed media giant, investigated the events and discovered
that the famous IF, the Interdiction Force unit, a special police
emergency force of SWAT teams with armored personnel carriers, was
away from its barracks for the evening of the raid. O
Globo’s TV and news investigators found that the unit was at a
special party at an unknown location during the raid, and every
member had inexplicably turned his cell phone off.

Ramallah shrugged and patted the barrel of
the howitzer. Eight steel pins had been driven into the rock floor.
The gun had been mounted on its carriage, anchored by the pins.
“Were I General Satamine, I too would be after the blood of those
who took my weapons and ammunition. As Allah wills, he may soon
have it all back, in one way or another.”

Jimah gave a small smile. “It will be an
honor to make the return, piece by piece.”

The Cell commander turned to the laser sight
he was mounting on the gun. “My heart tells me that by the time the
General and his world of bloodsuckers see the last piece of this
package, we will be either with our angels in paradise or on
another mission.”

“Allahu Akbar, as God wills,” shrugged
Jimah.

“And the One-Eyes, Jimah? What of our
protectors?”

Jimah gestured disgustedly at the house next
door housing the Umo Ojo gang. “The same, living like pigs, happy
with a few pistols, but keeping their mouths shut.”

“That is all we can ask of such
people.”

 


* * *

 


In the dilapidated tile and concrete building
on the Cosme alley next to the house of Tamah, the Umo Ojo gang had
its rat hole. Inside the front room was a clutter of stolen boxes,
broken furniture, and dirty tables. Filthy mattresses covered two
rooms in the back of the house, up against the mountain, next to a
bathroom with a fetid toilet. Nine of the Ojos were assigned this
station to watch over the foreign smugglers next door and to keep
them safe, not from the police, who had been bought off, but from
rival gangs in the neighboring favelas. Under normal circumstances,
the Ojos would have muscled in on whatever action the foreigners
operated. In this very special instance, the reward for keeping
their noses out of the business and keeping the foreigners safe was
too great: guns and ammunition, vests and night vision goggles,
handheld two-ways and MP3 players. If they could just keep this
operation safe for another week, the gang would not be fucked over
anymore, by anyone.

Rob Commando, as he now was calling himself,
was a veteran of the gang wars, police raids, intimidation visits,
and protection rackets of the favela. Skinny and grizzled
like the chickens pecking about in the side yards, the
twenty-three-year-old leader knew he would be dead in a year or two
if he didn’t expand his power base and move up and out of this
shit-hole type of rat’s nest. The strangers next door, and the boys
he’d recruited and ruled, if handled right, would soon have him as
the big shit, the Momo. And then there was his connection
with a certain assistant police commissioner who had set the deal
up. Hell, he had everything going like hot grease if he could hold
it together for another week.

Right now it was Christmas in the front room.
The Ojos were going through the first delivery of their pistols and
ammo. Kids who had used only zip guns and slingshots were strapping
on Walthers, showing and drawing S&Ks from shoulder holsters,
smoking weed and bragging on what their future would be.

“Fuckers, you act like you’re going to
be in a parade on Copacabana Beach. Hey, what you people think,
it’s Carnival?” he roared. Jaime and Chico, his lieutenants,
started slapping and kicking some order into the bunch. A couple of
potheads started mouthing off at Jaime’s hits. Rob Commando pulled
his own Walther and fired twice into the far wall. “You pissers
want to fuck with me, eh? Eh? You want some of this?” He tracked
the gun across their faces through the cordite and weed smoke while
their ears still rang from the gunshots. Everyone
quieted.

“Two things I’m going to tell you
little fucks.” He kept tracking the pistol from face to face,
watching their rat’s eyes follow it as they would a cobra’s head.
“Two things: first, these rods don’t leave the nest ’till I say so,
right?” Z-man over on the couch started to protest until the
barrel’s sight stopped right between his eyes. Little Gouti started
to raise his hand.

“What you think, you still in school,
fat boy? Put that hand down and shut the fuck up! Like I say, no
guns out of here unless I say so. When we do a jump, I don’t want
nobody to know what’s coming. You understand?

“Second, and don’t fuck with me on
this, ’cause these little guns you got in your hands are just the
first load. You guys stick with me, do what I say, and we got
automatic, machine guns coming in. I’m talkin’ Uzis, Kals, 16s like
the fuckers next door have. I’m talkin’ kelvar shit, night goggles,
radios . . . you hear me?” He had them wired in now,
like he was already the Momo. “So put the stuff you got away. Hell,
put some under your crash pads if you want to keep your hard-ons.”
He put his gun back on the table. “Just don’t take them outside.
Now get your asses out of here. Do your circuits, let me know
what’s going on, keep it tight next door. Hey, Umo Ojo,
right?”

 


* * *

 


Tijuca National Park. Twelve
kilometers southwest of the house below the Mountain of Pleasure, a
second and far different commando unit was ready to resume its way
up the steep incline on a mountain flank in the Tijuca National
Park. Its leader was a mercenary, an ex-paratrooper from Sao Poulo
known to his unit only as Raul. His two men were killers, hired
from the Rocinha favela on the advice of the single contact that
had contracted him for this job and paid him the upfront portion of
a very large fee.

The mission of Raul’s unit was to kidnap
Governor Tela’s eight-month-old son from the governor of the State
of Rio de Janeiro’s summer compound in the forest. The unit had
been on the move for two days, moving in the evening and early
morning hours to avoid hikers, tourists, and park rangers. Each
member was dragging along a four-meter bag made of Ballistics nylon
and Durathene.

The unit was presently resting within a day’s
hike of the compound. Raul read the data shown on his small Garmin
60CS GPS handheld. “It’s two hours to Station Seven,” he told his
men, “almost straight up, then across that mesa to the spring.
There we stop for the day.” The three men had already climbed the
route twice over the past four months. Caches of food and equipment
had been buried at eight different stations. This in addition to
the rigorous hang gliding and parasailing training Raul had put
them through off of the nearby Good Rock, Pedra Bonita.

“Commander, aren’t we moving too fast?
We’re way ahead of our time.” Ernesto was a wiry young thug with
ambition. If he knew who had hired them, he would have offered to
dump Raul and do the mission for half of whatever the price was. He
also couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“Shut up!” Raul saw but two qualities
in Ernesto: he didn’t use drugs, and he loved kicking the asses of
the rich. But God, the man could whine! Whipping him into shape had
been hard. Avoiding cutting his damn tongue out had been
harder.

“If I decide to march you to the
casa itself,” he said as he glared at Ernesto, “in broad
daylight, with your penis in your hand, it is no matter. Do you
hear me?”

The predictable injured expression appeared.
“Yes, Commander, no problem, but with
Anibal . . .”

“Anibal? What about Anibal?” What a
jerk, thought Raul. He glanced over at Joao, the small, violent man
whose sister was a maid on the governor’s staff. For her help in
the kidnapping, Anibal had been promised an escape from the favela
and free private schooling for her three children. She had no one
else to look out for her ever since Joao had killed her husband and
his two brothers when he found that she had contracted
HIV.

“Well, if she sees us early, you know,
she may wonder if the schedule’s changed or something.” Ernesto
shrugged at the unpredictability of women.

If his tongue were out, thought Raul, it
would be a better world. “Dog-brain,” he said gently, “just listen
and follow, ok? Anibal will not see us until she is supposed to see
us. No one else will see us. We are commandos. We hide,
right?” Ernesto turned his head away, pouting like some kid. “Just
listen and follow.” He looked over at the other man. “Joao, you ok?
Ready to move out?” The silent one pooched his lips out. “Then
let’s go.”

Joao took the Garmin and went on point.

“Ernesto, you are number two. Listen
and follow the bag. Keep your spacing and your gear safe. I’ll
cover.”

The three men resumed their cautious climb
through the undergrowth on the incline, their bags slightly hissing
behind them.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Savannah, Georgia, Thursday, June 28, 5:30
p.m.

 


Savannah-Hilton Head International
Airport. Precisely at 5:30 p.m. under a hot Georgia summer sky,
the Gulfstream IV executive jet touched down on the North-South
runway of the Savannah-Hilton Head International Airport. It turned
onto the taxiway and rolled back, past the FedEx and the Signature
Aviation terminals, and past the Air National Guard taxiway where a
flight of four F-15 Eagles from Langley Air Force Base in Virginia
were forming up for takeoff. The sleek white jet with silver trim
passed the off ramp to the main terminal and rolled directly to Bay
Three of the Gulfstream Air Service Center.

Four men with carry-ons and briefcases
disembarked and were escorted into the customer service office
where a customs official casually checked passports and luggage.
The jet’s manifest showed ownership by KelCorp, registered in
Monaco. Three days had been reserved for its 500-hour maintenance
service while its crew attended the refresher class at the Flight
Training Center.

After customs, the three-man flight crew went
to the debriefing room with the center’s service technicians. The
fourth man, a tall, courtly, and silver-haired European, was driven
in the Gulfstream Mercedes to The Mansion, Savannah’s exclusive
five-star hotel. Alain Farouche was listed on the roster as
KelCorp’s Corporate Financial Officer. KelCorp itself was a
multinational consortium of procurement, transportation, and
distribution companies, effectively controlled by the European and
Russian drug cartels, which in turn controlled most of the illegal
drug trade from Afghanistan and points west.

Back in the Air Service Center, another G-IV
jet, this one cream and gold, was docked and undergoing navigation
and communications system upgrades in Bay Six. TritonX Enterprises,
out of Bangkok, was the owner. Its crew was also attending classes
at the training complex, and like the KelCorp crew, was staying
close by at the Quail Run Lodge. The TritonX Vice-President for
Development, a small, elderly Thai named Takhli Chum, had been
chauffeured that morning to his suite at The Mansion. Chum’s
mysterious group was the money behind many resort and casino
complexes in Asia, including two huge world-class destinations on
the Thai side of the infamous Golden Triangle. It also controlled
the drug trade for Kuhn Sa in Burma, the Philippine harvests, and
the burgeoning Chinese market.

In the nearby Signature Aviation terminal,
attendants monitored the final approach from a third private jet,
this one almost twice the size of the G-IVs. Brilliant emerald,
with white and silver markings, the Embraer Legacy 1000 soon
touched down, braked, and taxied to the Signature hangar.
Ostensibly on a check flight from its Ft. Lauderdale service
center, the sleek Brazilian craft carried a single passenger. Jason
Campos was a confident young man whose family controlled and
protected its share of drugs, contraband, and arms sales in Mexico.
The firm had banded with a number of forward-thinking South
American cartels to form SEFU Ltd., ostensibly a legitimate
corporation, but one which was well on its way to control
production, manufacture, and distribution for the enormous drug
appetite of the Americas.

Campos got into his waiting rental car and
drove into the city, where he was also booked at The Mansion. He
was staying in Savannah for a few days to take care of some
business in addition to chairing this evening’s meeting. The
meeting itself was a scheduled session to report on the strategic
plan to control the world’s supply of illegal drugs. The other
business involved a small operation that was to facilitate SEFU’s
incursion into Brazil’s isolationist and highly feudal drug
kingdom.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Savannah, Georgia, Thursday, June 28, 5:30
p.m.

 


Gray’s airport cab was waiting in front of
his townhouse on Tattnall Street. He got in the back seat and put
his carry-on and briefcase beside him. Despite the air
conditioning, a noticeable odor of death was being blown from the
dash vents. “Whew,” he said to the driver, a big man with a bushy
gray beard. The driver ID next to the meter had the name “Hoagland
Falls” next to his photo.

“You catch that smell, huh?” The cabbie
pulled to the side of the street and popped the Ford’s trunk. He
took some white rubber boots from the floor, got out, and took them
to the trunk. He came back with a Lysol can and sprayed some type
of floral scent that didn’t go well at all with the fish. “Sorry
about that, chief. I was getting dressed for my other job when your
call came.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask what you do.”
Gray cracked his window enough to allow outside air in.

“Well, I’ll tell you. I got me a sweet
little Carolina Skiff out there on Half Moon Creek. I run a string
of crab traps. I cast nets for bait—say, you ain’t connected with
the state, are you? No? Well I gotta be careful. I mean I’m not
telling you where I go, but I might be doin’ things a little
different than the state boys want me to do. Anyhoo, I make enough
to get me by, along with this rig I’m drivin’.”

“You work nights?”

“Yep, when the tides are right, I work
nights. Get out there and drop the traps at half-tide, cast the
deep holes, then pull in the traps at the next
half-tide.”

“I thought the crab traps stayed in for
a few days.”

“Might for some. Me, I run a few more
than they want me to.” He looked at Gray through the rear view
mirror. “You don’t need to let this get around, now. Maybe I talk
too much.”

“No problem, Mr. Falls,” said Gray,
“but what if everybody did what you do?”

“Har, har, har,” chortled Falls, “and
call me Hog, son. If anyone wants to do what I do—drive all day and
work the river all night—why you know any dumb soul like that? Har,
har, har.”

Gray caught the Delta shuttle to Atlanta. He
had time for a few Sam Adams drafts at the lounge in the
International Terminal before the boarding call came for the
seven-thirty flight to Rio. Brook had booked a business class seat
for the nine-hour flight so Gray expected to do some reading and
sleeping.

When he came down the aisle to his seat,
wonder of wonders, Catherine Colley was in the row just behind him.
Cathy was an Atlanta engineer and married to one of Gray’s former
teammates at Notre Dame.They hugged and made the appropriate
remarks, Gray blushing like a geek through his beer flush.
Catherine’s seatmate was amenable to taking Gray’s seat, so just
after the plane was in the air and the seat belt sign darkened,
Gray moved back and sat in the window seat.

“How are you, Cathy? You look great as
usual. How’s Tommy?”

Cathy held up her left hand and wiggled her
fingers. “Where have you been, Gray? We divorced last year.”

Gray was too surprised to speak. His mouth
hung open until Cathy arched her eyebrows and reached over to put
his chin up.

“You and Tommy? Damn, I’m sorry, Cath.
I’ve been out of touch.” His mind was doing a fast review of what
he knew of Tommy’s recent past. No, not recent past. Despite his
gifts, or in spite of them, Tommy was always going for the
excitement and giddy oblivion of a twenty-first birthday party
binge. Even at school the alcohol had been a problem, and Tommy was
one of those who took his college exuberance into the workplace.
Two years ago Gray had run into Tommy at a Monogram Club bash when
the Irish played USC. He’d hardly recognized the once-handsome
baseball All American in the face of the sloppy drunk with haunted
eyes. Actually Tommy was at the party looking for a job, though his
condition at eleven in the morning was not exactly a confidence
builder. Still, Gray had offered to share some work he was doing on
St. Simons Island. He hadn’t heard from him since.

Added to Gray’s confusion were the big hots
he carried for Cathy, a dark-haired, high-cheeked lady who could
have made it pole dancing in the Cheetah Lounge as easily as she
did the civil engineering program at Georgia Tech. At five-ten,
Cathy was a little shorter than Gray, but she had an aura about her
that made her seem taller. She always kidded a lot with him in a
flirty way, but when Gray got flirty back at her, she’d been quick
to put a little distance between them. He would get mad, and then a
few weeks later he would find himself being reeled in again. He
could convince himself that she looked at him only as a friend, but
it didn’t help a bit when he saw, or thought he saw, the invitation
in those dark eyes. She had been obviously and exclusively in love
with Tommy Colley, so the whole thing was juvenile anyway. It
didn’t matter what Gray felt or thought, or wanted. He was one of
the disadvantaged who could never tell a woman how he really felt,
and that made it matter even less.

Behind Gray’s Joe College bravado was the
stricken teenager with the swollen libido. Gray knew that she knew
he would never move up to her A list. He was actually glad because
of his loyalty to Tommy. The separation that had occurred among
friends over the years was actually a good thing. (Yeah, but does
this change things? Hah, am I still the same old Gray?)

“Well, have you finished processing and
analyzing? Or do you plan to stare at me through dinner?” She was
so enjoying this, Gray saw, and he felt better for it.

“All done,” he laughed, “and I’ve
decided to hold off on thinking about Tommy and concentrate on this
trip.” Gray looked at her blankly. Then he said, “Apparently you
are, so tell me what it is.”

“Really, Gray, you developers haven’t
heard of the Environmental Services Seminar? It’s held each year,
and we’re always trying to figure ways to keep humans from fouling
up nice places like Tybee Island, which is practically in
Savannah’s back yard.”

He smiled. “And for this you’re going to Rio
de Janeiro?”

Cathy reached over and patted his arm. “Gray,
honey, don’t get parochial on me. You travel a lot in that business
you run, and you know what we’re talking about. How many countries
have stamped your passport in the last six months—six, seven? Your
Christmas card was from Jakarta, for God’s sake.”

Gray hid his pleasure at her remembering his
card. “Sure, but that’s my market, not yours. Last I heard you were
doing wastewater treatment plants for Columbia County.” (Was it an
illusion or was she looking at him with more than friendly
interest?)

She pulled a business card from the holder in
her executive planner and passed it over. ‘EFT, PC, Environmental
Facilities Technology, Catherine Colley, PE, MSci, President,’ with
an Atlanta address, email address and fax, land line and cell
numbers.

“My company, sir,” she laughed. “You
didn’t think I was going to work for someone else my entire career,
did you? When you were out there traveling to East Bohinko and
having a great time on your own?” Her eyes sparkled as she sipped
her wine. “Seriously, Gray, I’ve got contracts for potable water
systems in Kuwait and the Marshall Islands, wastewater systems in
Puerto Rico and Haiti, and a storm water reclamation project in
South Carolina, all in one year! I’m working my fanny off and
loving it!” She sat back and laughed again.

And a nice fanny, too, thought Gray, as the
flight steward brought drinks around. Once Cathy had her wine and
he had his beer, he said what was on his mind. “Congratulations. I
really mean that, and I know you’re going to do well.” He was quiet
for a moment. “I guess I really want to know about Tommy.”

She sighed. “I expect that you do.” She
looked away. “Why am I so successful, with such a future, with so
many things going for me and with this huge crater in my heart
where Tommy was?” She sighed again and shrugged. “I didn’t leave
him because of his drinking, or because he did more and more coke.
He got possessed, Gray. That’s the only way I can put it.” She
turned to him. “For twelve years, ever since we were eighteen,
Tommy and I fought goblins and shadows. Tommy and Jack Daniels
bourbon would fight them, and then he and I would fight Jack
Daniels. The same thing happened with the coke, but so long as he
was fighting he was a hard worker, a good husband, and my best
friend.” She bit her lip. “Then one morning about two years ago,
when he was cold sober, I couldn’t get him to talk to me. It was
like I wasn’t there any more, and it hit me that he had stopped
fighting. Those goblins and shadows looked out at me from his eyes,
Gray.” She closed her eyes. “That’s when I attacked him, I really
did. I threw everything I could get my hands on at him. Then I
started hitting and kicking at him.” Her mouth pursed. “It was not
pretty and not effective. All he did was grab me by the wrists and
look at me as if I was a piece of crap. Then he walked out the
door, and I haven’t seen him since.” By this time tears were
running from her closed eyes. “His mother tells me that he’s in
Birmingham, married and working for a newspaper. But I don’t know,
Gray. I don’t know.” She wiped at her eyes and dabbed her face with
the cocktail napkin, then reached over and got Gray’s.

“Cathy, I am so sorry for you.” Gray
knew he sounded like a wimpy shit, but he didn’t know what else to
say. “I’m even sorrier for Tommy. He had so much going for him.”
Images of an athlete stretched out to catch a deep fly, of a
student working at a word processor in the middle of the night, of
a friend with a beer and a beautiful woman on a football Saturday,
of a young broadcasting VP in Atlanta, marrying the lovely
Catherine Markham at St. Phillip’s Cathedral. Gone now, taken by
his shadows. They were both silent for a while.

“Tell me, what about you, Gray? What
should I know that I don’t already?” She was sitting back with her
eyes closed, and Gray figured she wanted some recovery
time.

“All quiet on the Savannah front, I
guess. I’m doing some project planning for sites in Costa Rica,
Panama, and the Dominican Republic. Maybe you’d be interested in
some of the infrastructure work. I’ll send you some of my due
diligence findings when I get on my laptop.”

“Why are you going to Rio?”

“Oh, just checking out some investment
opportunities for some clients. No real development
work.”

“Well, I would like to see what EFT
could offer in Central America and the Dominican Republic. Your
guys will be happy to know there are some economical alternatives
to DITPS.” She pronounced it “dit piss.”

“What is that?”

“Dilution is the Pollution Solution.
You know, just dumping wastes into a bigger water body or landfill.
It was always cheap, and considered harmless until people realized
they were mucking up the places they had run away to enjoy. And I
know what you’re thinking, that I’ve become another
environmentalist with no clue of a bottom line, but that’s not
true. Technologies now exist which keep things pretty clean and
offer a good return on investment. You just show me the project;
it’s my job to develop a strategy which will convince your
clients.” She leaned toward him, “But what about you personally?
Who’s the current heartthrob, Gray?”

He seized up like a hot engine without oil.
Everything coming out of his mouth now would make no sense. “Ha,
you know me. Nobody I know in particular. I guess it’s the usual
good friends stuff.” Oh, if I could look you in the eye and tell
you.

“Gray,” Cathy said as she looked him in
the eye, “what in the world are you scared of? We women are not
going to rip your heart out and eat it. Ok, you had a bad
experience, but that’s been, what, ten years ago? Today is
today.”

Gray tried a joke. “Rip away, why don’t
you?”

Cathy groaned. “You’ve got that thing better
protected than the Mona Lisa.” She paused. “I shouldn’t talk.
Sorry.”

The evening meal was served, then coffee.
Afterwards both Gray and Cathy pulled out their work, Gray going
deeply into the profile and business plan of MeijoSul while Cathy
went through emails, assignments, and design edits on some
projects. Toward midnight both laptops went down and sleep spread
through the cabin. Sometime during the night, Gray and Cathy’s
heads came together, and then her head was on a pillow in his lap.
Jeez, he thought, I’m thirty-five years old and acting like a
fifteen year old with a hard on. Doing a pretty good job of it,
too.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Rio de Janeiro, Thursday, June 28, 8:00
p.m.

 


Botafogo Neighborhood. In the Botafogo
neighborhood of Rio, three blocks away from the beach on Guanabara
Bay, there is the restored home of Rui Barbosa, one of the major
players in Brazil’s emergence as a world power. It was not
coincidental that Benedito Caneca, the young and dynamic Minister
of Justice, had a private suite of offices and living quarters just
up Rua Sao Clemente in a mid-level high rise.

What was unusual was the man sitting
nervously in a straight-backed chair in the bare waiting room
outside of Caneca’s private office on the fourth floor. Leonel
“Steel Toe” Medeiros was a forty-year-old chefe and
co-founder of the Ouito gang which controlled the city’s western
sector. Twenty years ago, Medeiros and seven other young hooligans
of the Holy Water slum, the Agua Santa favela, killed and
extorted their way to control of the drug, smuggling, and
protection activities of the western sector. Steel Toe and Jorge
Amado, the gang boss, were the survivors of the original gang.
Together they ran a criminal empire affecting three million
Cariocas.

Early in his career, Medeiros made a steel
cap to protect his broken big toe. He discovered that the cap could
seriously damage facial bones, ribs, gonads and bone joints. These
days it took only a victim watching him strap on his toe, or
hearing it rasping across a warehouse floor to produce shit in the
pants and an agreement or a confession.

But this guy Caneca, Medeiros thought, he may
have steel balls. He’s talked me into such shit I can’t believe it.
Here I sit, unarmed, no bodyguard, in the office of the justice
minister for the whole fucking city. And why? So I can kill my boss
for him. God, am I so crazy?

The door opened and Caneca’s man silently
motioned him into the office. Once he passed over the threshold,
the atmosphere changed.

“Leonel!” Caneca came around his large
mahogany desk to shake hands. “Thank you for coming. I know it is a
pain. Please, please have a seat. Rui, let us have some juice and
coffee.” Benedito Caneca was a darkly handsome man with quick,
controlled movements. His brilliant white shirt and gold silk tie
contrasted sharply with the older man’s open-necked
khaki.

He escorted Medeiros to a comfortable chair
at a circular table facing a large window onto a courtyard. The
minister took the chair on the window side where the light showed
the gang lord’s eyes but not his. Caneca’s man brought over two
small expressos, cafezinhos, and glasses of lime
water.

“I am so sorry to put both of us at
risk with this meeting. Believe me, I share your discomfort.” The
minister as always was open and direct. “I must, however, have
absolute confirmation of your plans for tomorrow night.” He gave
Medeiros a serious look. “It is a great city’s future we plan,
no?”

Medeiros knew Caneca was choosing his words
carefully. No doubt the video and sound equipment hidden among the
room’s polished and glowing wood bookcases were recording all of
this for future use. But Steel Toe could play the game as well. “I
shit you not, Chief, this plan of yours is an ass-buster. Why, all
I have to do is take out my boss, take out the Beachboy’s top man,
who is a piece of shit anyway, and then turn control over to you.”
Record that, fucker.

Benedito Caneca smiled quickly, the flash of
a knife. “Correct, Mr. Medeiros, and your statement is hereby made
a part of the record. Now let us review the facts of this case.” He
paused to sip his strong, sweet coffee. “You will never have
control of the Ouito organization so long as Jorge Amado lives, and
even after his death, you know his son will lead. Which means
Flores and the Beachboys will easily take Ouito apart. I am
offering you the opportunity to control the operations you’ve
worked hard to build, and at the same time to eliminate a
competitor. Is there another way for you?”

“Excuse me, Minister, but I keep
thinking you have both cocks in this fight. Who’ve you got coming
after me, eh?”

The minister sighed. “Once more, Leonel, I
tell you that this is my agreement with you, mine alone. Your
organization will continue those present activities which fulfill
certain needs of this city. Anything new you want to pursue must
first be approved by me. For my part, I will continue to attack
corruption in government. I will also go after those elements of
the city who threaten our citizens’ present, and I emphasize the
word present, way of life.” He sat back in his chair, his eyes
shadowed. “I see no reason for this arrangement not to work.”

Yeah, thought Steel Toe, until it’s
convenient for you to see something else. But hell, I didn’t come
this far without sucking some tit. “Ok. I’m here long enough.
Here’s what you want me to confirm. A four-step routine. Saturday
night Big Jorge is killed. Stuff is planted to make it look like a
Beachboys’ hit. I declare war and we go for them. You keep the heat
off of us and work the Boys over through the TV and newspapers.
That’s it. Later, when I hear from you through Supergoose here,” he
nodded toward Caneca’s guard, “I drop the war shit and get back to
business.”

Caneca leaned forward. “Precisely. But I must
tell you, Leonel, just telling me Saturday night is insufficient.
You must take Amado down at midnight, not an hour before, not an
hour later. At midnight.”

“Yeah, yeah. The witching hour. I’ll
take care of it.” Steel Toe figured Caneca had his own people ready
to jump into various stew pots when the action started. He stood up
to leave. “Tell me, Mr. Minister, when you were a kid wiping snot
from your nose in the Iraja favela twenty years ago, did you dream
of doing this kind of shit?” He knew of every step Caneca had taken
on his rise from slum kid to justice minister. It was a story that
had electrified the city and country, and it was a source of pride
to those from the favelas like Steel Toe who had made their marks
in other ways. They treated him as an equal, as well as an
enemy.

Caneca looked at his watch. “That is
something I would enjoy talking about when we have more time. Like
you, I don’t want to push our luck.” He took Medeiros’s hand as
they walked to the door. “You will use the small elevator, no? Take
care, Leonel. God be with you Saturday, and until you hear from me
again.”

What a crock, thought Steel Toe as he dropped
down to the underground garage. The guy does have steel balls,
though, if he thinks he can pull off all this shit with no
problems. Makes no difference to me, though. With Big Jorge gone,
along with his rat’s ass son, my big ass will be protected enough
to wring a few chicken necks. Then I’ll have what I need to crank
up and go.

Leonel Madeiros was a rough, simple man, and
he had no real problem with the plan Caneca had devised. His big
mistake was in not pursuing his gut instinct that the snot-nosed
slum kid had far bigger plans, among them agreements with Marinho
Flores of the Beachboys and Rubio Buena of the Niteroi Gang.
Saturday at midnight, all hell would break loose in the Marvelous
City of Rio.

 


* * *

 


Benedito Caneca came out of the bathroom as
Rui was emptying cups and glasses. “I’ll take some more lime juice
now,” he said. He went around his desk and turned off the recorder.
Then he queued the phone records up and again played Carlita’s
telephone conversation of last night. The track showed it went to a
public telephone outside of the Gula Gula restaurant in Ipanema.
Nine breathless words. “It’s me. Tomorrow at six. The Vini. It’s
happening.”

No question, Carlita had discovered something
about Saturday’s plans. Even worse, she was obviously turning on
him. He took a drink of the lime juice and gazed unseeingly out the
window.

Caneca, like so many populist leaders, had
never questioned or doubted his ability to control and motivate.
Similarly, he could not abide disloyalty. He had loved Carlita
since he’d pulled her and her brother out of the Art of God slum,
the Arte de Dios favela, when they were fourteen and
fifteen. He sent them to the best private schools, and then the
university. He pulled strings to have them start in mid-level jobs
with the O Globo empire. Best of all, Carlita had fallen in love
with him. It didn’t matter that Carlos had left his patronage and
drifted back to crime on the docks. His time for payback would
come. But Carlita, his beautiful, spoiled mistress. Turning on him.
Who had gotten to her?

He drained his glass. “Rui, you heard?” He
couldn’t even say her name.

The big man nodded.

“See who she meets tomorrow. You might
have to take care of both of them. You’d better wear some
disguise.”

The Vini was short for the Vinicius Bar, a
tourist hangout on Rua Vinicius in Ipanema. Rui looked enough like
Ronaldinho, the brilliant futbalisto, that tourists as well
as a few natives would remember the face and a connection might be
made to Caneca’s bodyguard. Improbable but avoidable.

Rui nodded and made the sign of a gun with
silencer. Caneca signed back in agreement. He knew Rui liked
Carlita too, probably loved her. He also knew that, unlike his
mistress, Rui would not, could not turn on him. Like Carlita,
Carlos, and dozens of other favela kids, Rui had been pulled from
the dead end of abject poverty by Benedito Caneca. As a twelve year
old who had lost his tongue to torture during a gang war deep in
the alleyways of Rocinha, Rui had been taken out and cleaned up by
Caneca. Both of them had learned signing, ju-jitsu, the empty-hand
fighting technique called capoeira, and small weapons
handling. Caneca had tied Rui to him so that the gifted, dangerous
man had become another of his body’s extensions. “Tough for both of
us, right?”

Rui nodded again.

 


* * *

 


El Centro Municipal Building. Police
Chief Gerardo Alvez was a scarred veteran of nineteen years with
the Policia Militar, the municipal force. In contrast to the
progressive and enthusiastic Mayor Seles, who was determined to
move Rio de Janeiro to world-class city status, Alvez was a dour
personality. TV and the other news media much preferred the mayor
and his glitzy news conferences, or even the overly technical
presentations of Alice Romaro, the city’s public information
officer. At least she was sexy. Alvez was sought out only as a last
resort, or when they had a potential scandal involving the Policia
Militar. Such cases were easy enough to come by in a department so
riddled with corruption that gangs within favelas were recognized
as the true peacekeeping force. Alvez guided a department that was
well aware of mothers’ cautions to their children. “Avoid the
gangs. Ignore the police.”

Three years ago, just after he had been
appointed chief in a city beautiful on the surface but torn
underneath by violence, urban poverty, and homelessness, Alvez had
given an interview wherein he refused to accept the department’s
role as a leader in the war being launched in the wealthy
neighborhoods against drug trafficking. “The leadership is in the
hands of those with power and wealth,” he monotoned. “The
politicos, the judges and commissioners will lead the city.
This department, as reflected in its budget, attempts to maintain
the status quo.”

Status quo? Calls and letters of outrage
followed that interview. If Mayor Seles could have found a live
replacement, he would have. He forced Alvez to undergo additional
public interrogation. The chief did not deviate from his script or
his monotone. “Gangs will sell drugs, and fight for the
opportunity, so long as your young people and their friends have
the money or valuables to buy. The poor have no money, the police
have very little money. If those with the money refuse to buy the
drugs, there will be no market and no drug crime. Criminals will
have no money to buy guns or drugs.”

The irrefutable logic of the man kept him his
job, partly because he was good at it and partly because there
weren’t many halfway decent cops who wanted it. He wasn’t corrupt,
he had no political savy, and he didn’t let crime get completely
out of hand. Personally, whatever illusions he had about public
safety and crime prevention had been sheared off long ago. His wife
had left him after five years of neglect, and he lived with a
spinster sister and two bodyguards in the Gloria neighborhood. He
spent fifteen of every twenty-four hours on the job, regardless of
light or darkness. Alvez was a typical big city veteran who no
longer tried to figure out why he kept on, because he knew he’d
have no good answer. He wore no uniform, just slacks and a collared
shirt for normal work, and one of two gray suits for formal
occasions, mostly funerals of fellow cops, and the damn television
interviews.

The past few weeks had not been good ones.
The blatant raid on the Kelo depot angered the army and kicked the
media and public hyenas into a frenzy. General Satamine’s troops
conducted sweeps of the overcrowded favelas, detaining, harassing,
and beating males mostly, but actually anyone who even looked
angry. All the while, captains and colonels played up to the
newscasters and documentary makers.

General Satamine was pointing his fat fingers
at the Policia Militar and the Policia Civil, the local forces who
were supposed to have prevented the attack.

The mayor and municipal legislature launched
a specific investigation into the Interdiction Force’s absence from
its duty post at the time of the raid. The chief himself was in on
this hunt. Who authorized the whole IF unit to leave its barracks
in the middle of a shift? Who planned this stupidity? Email records
showed plenty of organization, but receipts from the private club,
the catering bills, and “entertainment” invoices by the waitresses
were paid in cash by unnamed persons. “No one questions the police
when they pay a bill,” shrugged the club manager.

And now this concert of the U2 band on
Saturday night. Last year Alvez had oversight of crowd management
for the two million fans who packed Copacabana Beach for the
Rolling Stones concert. Eighty-eight incidents of crime,
forty-three actual cases made, and massive traffic and crowd jams;
otherwise things stayed fairly orderly. Things went so well that
Rio de Janeiro proclaimed itself the love city of the world. Plans
were made to petition the International Olympic Committee for an
Olympic Games venue award.

Not a good idea, Alvez had thought at the
time. Why challenge the crazies of the world in this day and age?
Saturday’s free concert featured not only U2, but two great
bandas from the Carnival. Alvez had forty two hundred cops
lined up for duty, with all the helicopters, patrol craft, and fire
fighting equipment that weren’t broken down. He’d been successful
with it last year and hoped for a rerun. The National Guard and the
Army were handling the major highways and mass transit routes,
leaving his men to deal with local crowd and traffic control as
well as the millions of residents not attending.

The chief had final strategy meetings tonight
and tomorrow morning with his staff, Satamine’s men, and the
Policia Civil. Right now, though, he had another appointment. He
left the office with his bodyguards and went out the back way of
the municipal building onto Avenida Rio Branco. Two blocks down the
street, he went into a nondescript snack and juice bar on Rua Pedro
Lane. The two guards took stools at the front counter. Alvez
ordered a cafezinho and walked to a rear table where Carlos was
already into a bowl of frozen acai laced with guarana syrup.

“For once you’re right on time,” the
short, muscular man said. “What, no crisis at Command Central? No
rifles missing from any armories?”

The chief sat down and stared morosely. “Why
don’t you tell me what you know so I can get back to work?”

Carlos dropped his eyes and spooned the
purple concoction into his mouth. An old fatigue cap hid his shaved
head, and a bucket and window washing tools were by his side. He
looked like anyone but a top consigliore of an international
smuggling ring from the docks, and he had no intention of appearing
as more than an itinerant window washer heading home from work
after a hard day.

A server brought Alves his coffee with two
small cookies on the saucer. When he had gone, Carlos looked up.
“Something is definitely going down, Chief. I’m sure of it. I still
don’t know exactly what or when, but it will be soon.”

Alves did not let his exasperation show.
Carlos was a bright young man, maybe too bright for his own good.
He was not only a double agent working for Interpol, but also
Alvez’s undercover informant. The chief did not expect his life to
be a long one.

“Then tell me about the ‘what’ first.
Perhaps you have some specifics?”

Carlos thought for a moment. “Ok. Here are
three things I do know. One, the boys on the waterfront are seeing
small arms and ammo going into the favelas and not much coming out.
We both know that’s a sign of a buildup.

“Two, you got those army pieces ripped
off from the Kelo depot.” Carlos pointed his spoon at Alves. “Guess
what? None of that stuff has surfaced, and it hasn’t left the city.
We’re not talking Uzis and grenades here. Two heavy machine guns, a
105 Howitzer, for God’s sake, and a truckload of ammo. No one on
the street has the slightest idea who took it, and that’s really
scary. All the organizations in the city are looking over their
shoulders.

“Three, and this is what worries me. I
am thinking it was not a local group who made the raid. How about
that?” Carlos didn’t expect a reaction from the chief. He’d known
him for too long, but he knew he had his attention.

Alves sipped from his tiny cup. “Reason
number three. That surprises me. Can you explain your
conclusion?”

“Look, anything that happens in this
city can’t be kept a secret for twelve hours, much less three
weeks. We’re a big, sloppy family in a boat that leaks secrets. But
this operation. Wow. A six o’clock rush hour raid, plenty of noise
outside the walls as cover, stun grenades inside; then you’ve got
six men killed, three with slit throats, and all communications cut
except that one cell phone call to an empty Interdiction Force
office; then the depot’s own vehicles used for bringing out a
selected, and I emphasize the word selected, list of arms and ammo.
And then what? Bam, gone, everything disappears. No prints, no
evidence, no graffiti, and no further contact. I’m telling you, Dom
Gerardo, this was a wartime, military operation, and I’m not
talking about our military, either.”

The chief grimaced. “Point taken. The
general’s inspectors would not let us into the crime scene, but
I’ve heard they have found no leads.”

“They’re holding out on you,”
interrupted Carlos. “Grenade fragments were traced to an Israeli
manufacturing facility outside of Hebron. Those forensic results
went to General Satamine three days ago.”

Well, damn, thought Alves. And the military
is still acting like it was a stoned gang of city hoodlums out for
a lark. “All right, tell me what you know about a possible
‘when.’ ”

Carlos had finished his acai and reached to
take one of the chief’s cookies. “May I? Thanks. Well, the when is
very iffy, but I have to guess that it will be very soon, within a
week or ten days, tops.”

“And your reasons for that conclusion,
Carlos?”

“Four considerations. First, the danger
of holding a secret here is too great. Three weeks is unheard of. I
can’t see a secret going four weeks in Rio even if it were the
pope’s confession. Second, this stockpiling of weapons has everyone
armed to the teeth. It’s almost certain some punk gang somewhere is
going to show its ass and, planned or not, a war will
start.

“Third, we have the U2 concert
tomorrow. The mayor and governor are putting Rio out to the world
as a safe and happy place for big venues like the Pan Am Games and
the Olympics. It’s almost like they are daring some crackpots to
raise hell.

“But you know all of this, Chief. It’s
all been dumped in your lap.” Carlos gave a sad chuckle and looked
away.

Gerardo Alves had busted Carlos fifteen years
ago in a sting operation in Leblon. He’d seen the kid sentenced to
two years’ hard time, and then wrangled it so Carlos was probated
out under himself and a young favela-born lawyer named Benedito
Caneca. Carlos and his sister had never met their real father, and
the tough-love attitude and supporting presence of Alves and Caneca
had given them working models of self-discipline and honesty. Now,
apparently, Carlita was living out some kind of fantasy with
Caneca, while Carlos had gotten so caught up in his undercover work
that Alves wondered if a death wish wasn’t in there somewhere.

“And your fourth consideration,
Carlos?”

Carlos came back from his own memories. “Oh,
sorry, my wondering mind. Well, the fourth reason involves
something I don’t even know yet.” He looked at his watch. “At this
moment I do know that whatever it is, it has started. I’ve been
told that.” He spread his hands. “Which may mean only that final
preparations have begun, or that positions are being taken. But
tomorrow evening I meet with a source that has specific
information.”

“That source wouldn’t be female, would
it?” Alves uncharacteristically blurted. He knew the Justice
Ministry chose not to share a great deal with his department, and
he also knew Carlita risked more than her position if she was
leaking information to her brother. “No, excuse me, Carlos.” He put
his hand on the other’s wrist, also uncharacteristic. “I shouldn’t
ask such a thing, but I worry.”

Carlos dropped ten rehais on the table
and bent to pick up his props. “No harm, Dom Gerardo, believe me.
We both worry.”

Alvez noted the slight bulge of the gun
beneath the boy’s shirt as he bent over. “Call me, Carlos. You’re
going to need help on this.”

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Savannah, Georgia, Thursday, June 28, 9:00
p.m.

 


The Mansion. The three men who had
arrived at The Mansion represented the three named but specifically
faceless organizations which controlled roughly sixty percent of
the illegal drugs moving at any one time throughout the world.
These legitimate, registered corporations, like the Las Vegas
groups of the fifties, were formed by far-sighted criminals who
intended to continue profiting after a frustrated and benign world
legitimized the consumption of drugs in addition to alcohol,
tobacco, and prescriptive medicines. The strategy was simple:
control the source, control the refining processes, and get the
licensed distribution contracts. The strategy had worked for
liquor, and it had worked for gambling. It would work for coca
leaves, opium, heroin, cocaine, marijuana, and the
methamphetamines.

Alain Farouche, Takhli Chum, and Jason Campos
had just finished one of Chef Sadowski’s great sea bass dinners in
the dining area of a splendid corner suite on the second floor of
The Mansion. Campos locked the suite’s double doors after the
servers cleared the table and removed the dinnerware. Farouche was
the only drinker in the group, and he continued his way through the
hotel’s excellent cellar selections with a snifter of 93 Hennessy
XO cognac. Takhli Chum, a short, bespectacled elderly man, had a
cup of green tea, while Campos carried his ever-present water
bottle.

The meetings among the men were on a rotating
chair basis, and the chairman set the time and place for his
particular meeting. Campos, who chaired this meeting, had selected
the city.

“Welcome to Savannah, a quaint but
lively center of American history. You really should take a few
days and enjoy it.” Campos knew Farouche could not abide heat and
humidity and that Chum did nothing but work. “For those keeping
track, this is our sixth meeting of tactical planning. I expect
that all is going well with your spherical strategies and all is on
the schedule we established.” He smiled, showing a lot of whitened
teeth. “I have a couple of disconnects we need to talk
about.”

“What are you talking about now, if I
may ask?” Farouche sat twirling his rich amber brandy. He disliked
Jason Campos, a dislike aggravated by this American college
doublespeak. “What has a disconnect to do with a spherical
strategy?”

Takhli Chum softly interrupted, “Pardon me,
perhaps we may first conduct a recapitulation of events since our
last meeting in Como? I am not fully aware of the progress in your
spheres.” He bowed graciously from his chair at the other two.

Jason ignored Farouche. “Of course, Mr. Chum,
no problem. I’ll start with the SEFU Corporation’s Central Sphere.
Since the March meeting in Italy, we’ve bought or taken title to
over one million hectares in Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and
Mexico. We are at eighty percent of our desired holdings which puts
us slightly ahead of schedule. On the activities’ side, we continue
to fund more than forty-five splinter groups who continue to harass
our competitors as well as the government troops in the four
countries. Despite all disruption and the spraying program paid for
by the U.S., coca production is at its highest level ever. Revenues
are up for everyone.

“Politically, as you’ve read and seen
in the world media, instability in the sphere continues. You are
also aware, I’m sure, of the legislation in Mexico this year
regarding drug legalization. We were not ready for that legislation
to move so quickly; one of those populist idiots used it as his bid
for power. We finally squashed it as it reached the president’s
desk, and we will squash new initiatives until we all are ready to
act.”

Look at him smirking as if he had
accomplished all of this, thought Farouche. A brash, shallow man
riding a strong family’s horse. I really must request a
replacement. Aloud he asked, “And what of the U.S. families, Jason,
all is well?”

Campos took a long pull from his water
bottle. “Great, just great, thank you.” His bosses had expected
this to be a talking point. He was supposed to avoid any hint of
problems with the big drug lords in the States. “We have New York
and Chicago on board, and the West Coast is negotiating. Las Vegas
and Houston don’t like that we’re squeezing their suppliers out,
but they’ll come around.”

“Hmm, nice phrase, ‘don’t like’,” mused
Farouche, knowing of the wars going on among the Southwest drug
empires.

“Ah, so you will continue, please?”
Takhli Chum asked politely.

“That’s about it,” said Campos, “except
for our present phase of pharmaceutical acquisitions. Reputable
private labs and manufacturing facilities have been bought in
Mexico and Peru. We are ahead of schedule in acquisitions.” He sat
back and smiled again. “I think SEFU is on top of the game here.
Who wants to go next?”

“My report on the Left Sphere is
short,” offered Takhli Chum. “We have full control of Myanmar. It
is not anticipated the National League will pose a threat to the
Shan in Burma. Our Indian fields are in production as well as our
holdings on Mindanao in the Phillipines.

“Activities include the pursuit of
those local lords unwilling to work with us, as well as small
incursions into China which we are allowing to some outlaw groups
like your Colombians,” he said as he nodded to Jason, “merely to
indicate to the hierarchy that consumption is both a problem and an
opportunity. India has been our target for pharmaceutical
acquisitions, and I am pleased to say that two of the top five
manufacturing facilities are under our control. Within five years
we plan to be producing high-quality product for the
market.”

“And your efforts in China?” asked
Farouche. “Have the problem and opportunity been
recognized?”

Chum’s face was inscrutable, as always.
“China does not presently have a large consumer market. The Chinese
are interested primarily in money, and we are now establishing with
certain officials the format for a substantial production facility
which will be handled internally but will draw from our expertise
and our resources.” The small man sat back. “That, however, is for
the future.”

Farouche pressed him further. “Would you care
to comment on the possible ramifications of the situation in
Thailand?”

Chum gave a small shrug. “The prime minister
is, or was, a businessman. The army generals, except for a few, are
not. We are working with those willing to work with us.”

“How about the Right Sphere?” asked
Campos, exercising his chairman’s role. “What do you have,
Alain?”

Farouche forced his politeness. “KelCorp are
heavily involved in Afghanistan, as you know. Fields are secure,
production is greater than pre-Taliban levels, and our lords are
loyal. Through our Russian affiliates, we have acquired all lands
necessary to secure production in Kazahkstan and Uzbekistan. We
have also secured the Georgian poppy crop as well as most of the
Manchurian anasha harvest. Politically we have kept our legislators
in line.” Here he looked pointedly at Campos. “And we are ready to
promote legalization bills when needed. Our existing pharmaceutical
companies in Germany and Sweden are positioned to begin refinement
and production once the legislation has been passed.”

“I notice you didn’t mention Africa
this time,” remarked Campos. In March, Farouche had suggested that
the African pharmaceutical firms were a better target for takeover
than those of the Central Sphere.

“I did not mention Africa this time,”
Farouche emphasized the last two words, “because like China, it is
a future possibility, as I said in March. While African
pharmaceuticals are growing and easily bought, the firms themselves
are so corrupt as to have lost any reputation required by a world
market.”

“Oh, I thought you wanted us to buy
them,” shot back Campos.

Even Takhli Chum became uncomfortable.
“Gentlemen, please. Let us continue. Jason, you now would like to
mention your specifics, no?”

“Ah, the spherical strategic
disconnects,” said Farouche. Jason colored, nicely, thought the
European, who smiled as if encouraging a schoolboy.

“We want to alert you to some things
that may affect more than the Central Sphere,” began Campos. “Both
have to do with our activities in Brazil.”

“Don’t you mean non-activities, Jason?”
Farouche asked.

“As we have said repeatedly,” Jason
glared, “Brazil has lived in a world of its own. Our cartels have
had little success in dealing for control, whether those deals
involved drugs, smuggling, or extortion. Their guys handle
everything. We can get drugs to the border of the Amazon around
Tabatingue, but if we or FARC tries to move them down the river,
police at Aznol jump them, or local groups snatch them. Only
Brazilados operate in that country.”

“I believe we understand both the
strengths and the weaknesses of a closed economy,” murmured Chum,
“but why are you not leaving that particular fruit on the vine, as
with China or Africa, and moving in later when you are more
solidified?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Alain said.
“Surely the Central Sphere is not that far ahead of the Right or
Left that it can go prospecting? As Takhli Chum puts it so well,
let Brazil ripen on the vine for us.”

“We are not the ones prospecting,”
retorted Jason. “Something has been offered to us that may be too
attractive to turn away.”

“Oh dear,” said Alain, looking at Chum,
“are you saying that others in your sphere are privy to our
confidential planning?”

“No, dammit, I am not saying that.”
Campos got up and went over to the wet bar for some juice. Then he
turned to them. “We have been offered an entry into the Brazilian
market.” Even Farouche was interested.

“Three families in Brazil control most
of the traffic. They’ve never been a threat because they’ve never
cared to operate outside of their borders, so we’ve never minded
that they used the generals and politicos to keep us out. It’s
called the Custo Brazil, the way it’s done there.

“Now, however, we’ve been offered
certain markets in Brazil as one family in particular is taken
out.”

“This is sounding awfully political,”
warned Farouche, “but on the other hand we’ve gone through it in
Afghanistan, and the Left sphere has gone through it in the Golden
Triangle.”

“Agreed,” added Chum. “I must say I
don’t see anything unusual enough to call for a vote among the
principals.”

“That may be because nothing I’ve told
you so far has really been to the point,” smirked Jason, “but now
you have a context for a new bit of strategy.”

“Dear boy.” Farouche definitely would
demand the recall of this illiterate dilettante. “Tell us what you
are trying to say and perhaps we can prod you along.” Merely
because he represented the biggest cartel in the world did not mean
Campos was anything more than a Mexican blanco with a
Florida education.

“All right, here it is. We are looking
at buying two quality pharmaceutical companies in Brazil. In five
years’ time we expect they will be the flagships for that country’s
refining and distribution of product. So in effect we’re expanding
our sphere, and we need to know if your guys want to vote on
it.”

“Ah, this is not an Africa or a China,”
remarked Farouche, “but an instant gratification.”

“How close are you to acquisition,
please?” queried Chum.

“Well, we are close. The fact is the
owner of both companies doesn’t want to sell, but we’re putting
pressure on him through the government.”

“Good God, man!” exclaimed Alain. “You
are using the government to broker a sale? You people are worse
than the Africans!”

“No, Alain, we are not using the
government as a broker.” For the first time Campos showed his
nervousness. “We’re just a big friendly multinational offering a
sweetheart deal to the country for a five-year period. Some of the
owner’s friends in government will talk to him about the offer. But
that is one of my new items for you. The second is related,
though.”

“Please, spare me,” murmured Alain.
Even Chum was lethargic.

“Sorry, Alain, this one’s for you. One
of your principals has a very beautiful daughter who is a model. Of
course you know of Bae Kuznetsova, don’t you?” Campos watched with
satisfaction the sudden caution in Farouche’s eyes. Bae, as she was
known to millions of girls and anorexic women over the world, was a
supermodel of ethereal beauty and grace. Her father, known in the
world media as an industrialist, was a black market czar who had
switched effortlessly to capitalism in the nineties and was now one
of Europe’s richest citizens. He was also one of the three
principals overlooking the Right Sphere.

“It seems Bae and our Brazilian owner’s
son have become engaged, which you may have read a few months ago
in the press. The young man’s name is Guillermo Meijo, and they met
while she was in Brazil for a shoot on Buzios, the beach Brigitte
Bardot made famous. In fact,” he added, “Guillermo Meijo is here in
Savannah as we speak.”

“And?” asked Alain.

“And we may have to pressure Meijo
senior to decide on this sale of his companies. We plan to snatch
the son and work a deal from that end. A temporary kidnapping, but
one that will bind the father to those who rescue the son, which we
also intend to do.” Campos had full control of himself and the
meeting now, so he decided to drop a little hammer on the Left
Sphere. “Also, Mr. Chum, there is going to be a major disruption in
Rio de Janeiro quite soon. I understand one of your principals, a
Mr. Thung from Thailand, is on the Olympic Selection Committee. He
may expect that Rio will no longer be a major venue contender after
this disruption.”

Alain Farouche and Takhli Chum spoke almost
in unison. “We are recommending a full vote on this.”

 


* * *

 


After the meeting broke up, Campos realized
he would have to personally take charge of the kidnapping of
Guillermo Meijo with no help from Chum or Farouche. Since his
bosses preferred that the MeijoSul pharmaceutical companies would
change ownership in a friendly, businesslike manner, Campos had
assured the SEFU family that his contacts in Savannah would make
the snatch look like a local operation. Once the deed was done,
SEFU Corporation would promise Mario Meijo full cooperation in
finding his son, and do just that. He had no intention of notifying
the family that Farouche and Chum wanted a vote. Strike first,
strike hard, and it would be done. To him the glory, and to hell
with the other two.

Campos had a classmate, a fellow Florida
Gator, who was a hotelier in Savannah. Fortunately or unfortunately
for Billy Reed, his university courses in economics and hotel
management at Florida were taken by other students whom Billy had
paid to attend his classes. Two years after Billy’s proud father
turned over the management of The Plimsol Hotel and Restaurant to
Billy, creditors and their attorneys were after blood. The old man
went ahead and had a heart attack and died, and Billy’s frantic
calls to Jason brought in a SEFU subsidiary which managed hotels
and resorts for, among other things, its black money repositories.
Billy gratefully signed whatever papers his good buddy Jason placed
on the desk, effectively putting himself and his loved ones into
indentured servitude for a very long time.

To Billy’s credit, or to his shallow level of
awareness, he never complained. Hell, he was as happy as a clam in
mud. He attended galas and opening nights, he shook hands with
visiting pooh-bahs and starlets, and he went fishing, hunting, and
drinking with a group of motley friends. He treated Jason and the
management team as saviors and was more than happy to do just what
he was told.

When Jason told him to come up with someone
local who could do some dangerous work and keep his mouth shut,
Billy immediately thought of his fishing and carousing honcho. “Ol’
Roy’s a sumbitch, Jason, a real sumbitch. Wait ’til you talk to
him.”

Ol’ Roy turned out to be a muscled, handsome,
thirty-something-year-old tough guy still waiting for Hollywood to
notice his walk-on role in one of Clint Eastwood’s Savannah movies.
The fact that UGA IV, the University of Georgia bulldog mascot, had
been in the same scene in a downtown park, and had eclipsed
whatever attention Roy may have commanded with his
two-point-five-second appearance, was moot. In Ol’ Roy’s mind, he
and UGA IV were going to the big time. That the dog had gone on to
fame while he had not was an itch that Roy scratched hard from time
to time. Meantime, he gigoloed at the Uptown Athletic Club, worked
as a bouncer at Wet Willie’s, and kept suckers like Billy Reed
company as they wandered through piles of unearned money.

Jason Campos found out early that Roy’s
mental prowess was that of a piece of driftwood, but he was duly
impressed by Roy’s account of his background: Navy SEAL training,
police work, and an assurance that he could survive in the local
swamps for a couple of weeks. Jason’s mistake was that he didn’t
bother to check Roy’s resume. He would have found that Roy treated
his fantasies of naval service, acting, policing, and working in
harm’s way just as he treated reality: if he thought about it, it
would happen, or had actually happened.

Roy was put on retainer for five thousand
dollars to snatch an unnamed male, and keep him secure as well as
ignorant of who did the snatch or why. The action would take place
on a Saturday night and would last for ten days, max. After the
release signal had been given, the victim would be freed with no
further contact being made. Roy would receive another five thousand
dollar payment as well as two thousand for expenses.

Roy had one problem. Jason was going to give
him two assistants, two people he didn’t know and who might even be
blacks or beaners. Roy, however, had been easy to program. “My guys
are from Miami, that’s all I’m telling you, Roy. If you say one
word about this to Billy, or to your friends, or to anyone, my guys
are going to bubblehead you. Know what that means?”

“Yeah, right, you talkin’ about
bubblehead dolls, right? What they think they gonna do, put me on
the dashboard? Ha!”

“In Colombia, Roy, they cut your
ligaments: your ankles, your knees, your wrists, elbows and
shoulders. You end up in a body cast, with just your head free. Got
it?”

“Sheeit. Oh, I see I might have to
hammer some ass myself if your assholes think that’s gonna
happen.”

“Oh, it will happen, Roy, if you leak
anything about this. But I’ll tell you what. Let’s not talk about
it, because I know you are solid with me on this. We’ll be cool,
right?”

“What are these assholes, wetbacks? I
got locals I can work with.”

“You’ll see them the day of the action,
and I wouldn’t call them any names. They’re locked and
loaded.”

“Sheeit, I’m tellin’ you, man, I don’t
want ’em. I don’t need ’em.”

Jason threw Roy a sop. “Maybe not, Roy. I
believe you can handle this yourself. Just think of them as unpaid
labor. I’m just giving you a little backup.”

Jason’s soldiers, Angel and Miguel Correo,
spent most of their time in the U.S. running cocaine from Miami up
I-95 to New York and Newark. Their experiences in their homeland
against and as victims of the Colombian Army, as well as their
collection and enforcement actions in Miami, taught them not to
trust anyone not in the family. Jason had told them more than once
their job was to keep Meijo bankable while handling the gringo.
After this job, they would be smuggled back to their families
outside of Popoyan to work their farms until called again.

The plan was simple enough; Gil Meijo would
be taken aboard Billy Reed’s offshore fishing boat, carried down
the Savannah River to the Atlantic, then run along the coast to a
deserted hammock behind Little Tybee Island. A ransom note would be
emailed to Mario Meijo asking for five million dollars. Jason,
acting as Meijo’s friendly SEFU contact in Savannah, would solve
the problem, return the son, and together with the political
pressure from Brasilia, MeijoSul would be almost honor-bound to
complete the sale of his companies. Jason Campos had guaranteed
success.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Rio de Janeiro,
Friday, June 29, 6:00 a.m.

 


Delta Airlines Flight 6134. At six
a.m., the first round of coffee came, and with lavatory visits,
breakfast servings, and more coffee, the descent to Guanabara Bay
did not seem long. The burn-off stacks of the refineries glowed
yellow in the morning mist as the big Boeing 767 settled onto the
long runway of Antonio Carlos Jobim International Airport.

“I’m going to be met by a company rep
and taken to a meeting; maybe we can take you somewhere,” offered
Gray as they waited for their chance to exit.

“Maybe, but the hotel shuttle is
supposed to meet this flight. Where are you staying, Copacabana
Beach, by chance? I’m at the Olinda, where we’re having the
seminar. You may want to drop in and see what we deal
with.”

Gray checked the map from his itinerary
folder. “Hey, I’m just down the beach from you, at least the next
beach. I’m at the Ipa Sul on Ipanema Beach.” He looked away for a
moment. “Listen, would you be interested in dinner tonight? My host
has to fly to Brasilia, and I’m on my own.”

“Ooo, I’d like that, but remember that
face time is part of my business here. Would you mind if some
engineer or government-type joined us?”

“Not a problem,” said Gray through
mentally clinched teeth. “How about if I call you around six and
we’ll pick a place?” They exited the plane and followed the crowd
down the corridor toward the customs sign. Through the plate glass
window Gray could see an Air France Airbus disgorging passengers
into the corridor ahead. It would probably take more than an hour
to get through customs.

“You know,” said Cathy, “I really want
to play the tourist tonight. Do you remember the song about the
girl from Ipanema?”

“Sure, the bossa nova song,” he said as
he hummed a few lines.

“Very good! I’ve been humming it for
days. There’s a little restaurant in Ipanema I read about. It used
to be a bar where Jobim and his friends hung out, and that’s where
he saw the girl he wrote the song about. Shall we try that
one?”

“Of course. I’ll call you at six, and
we’ll set a time, maybe for seven or so.”

“I read also that seven o’clock might
be pretty early for Rio. Usually things start to warm up at ten or
eleven. But we’ll plead jet lag. I’ll be starving at
seven.”

A Delta attendant with a man carrying a sign
reading “Mr. Hart” walked toward them and Gray pointed to
himself.

“Mr. Hart?” The man with the sign was
tall, about forty, and spoke flawless English. “Welcome to Rio de Janeiro. I am Ronaldo Pillel.”
He bowed to Cathy. “Boa vinda, Senhora.” He motioned to Gray, “If you will come with me,
please?”
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