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International arms dealer Jesús Torreón, a Nicaraguan known as the Dark Angel, 

brokers the rogue acquisition of a Russian nuclear bomb for Roberto Morales, former 
CIA operative. When the bomb disappears, Morales is fired up to find Torreón and 
recover it. 

Gina Lopez, a naturalized US citizen originally from Nicaragua, is back in her 
homeland, working for Morales, contracted to provide security intel for the US Embassy 
in Managua. But she can’t risk telling anyone about her true undercover assignment, 
especially not her boss Morales. 

When the embassy is bombed, a blond American emerges from the rubble, 
heroically saving Gina and many other victims. Gina learns this gringo, Jake Turner, is a 
former army buddy hired by Morales to provide additional support. At first reluctant to 
work with Jake, Gina soon warms up to him, admiring his commanding skills in the 
field. 

Responsibility for the embassy tragedy is claimed by the Heroes Brigade, a small 
militant evangelic terrorist group advocating violence as the sworn enemy of the United 
States. American reporter Rocky Brannon arrives in Nicaragua to investigate the possible 
connection between the Heroes Brigade and a separatist group, God’s Children, led by 
charismatic former priest Padre Joaquín Torreón. Torreón claims his group, hidden deep 
in the jungle, is peaceful despite the fact that his notorious brother is an arms dealer 
wanted by Interpol. 

Morales sends Gina and Jake to the heart of the Nicaraguan jungle to gather intel 
on the terrorists while escorting Brannon to interview God’s Children leader, Father 
Torreón. When Gina and Jake are attacked in a small jungle village, Gina realizes 
someone is out to get her, but she has no idea who. 

With the missing nuke, a high-powered vigilante group known as Excalibur, and 
the longtime feud between the two Torreón brothers, Gina’s caught up in a fiery 
situation, dodging bullets, betrayal, and death. Not knowing whom she can trust, she 
struggles to stay alive as she races to uncover the truth. 
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What is evil but good tortured by its own hunger and thirst? 
–Kahlil Gibran 
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Prologue 
 

What do they want with a Russian nuke? Jesús Torreón pondered that question, 
sitting comfortably in the back seat of a Russian sedan. He considered the money he 
would make, brokering the deal with the American. That was a pleasant thought, but it 
did little to mask his growing anxiety about his brother’s demands. Joaquín, you’re a 
devil masquerading as a holy man. 

Jesús knew his brother’s interference in the deal could only bring more trouble for 
him and his daughter, his beautiful Gloria, and he knew the American would use the 
great resources at his disposal to hunt him down when he realized he’d been betrayed. 

To force his brother from his mind, he turned to look out the side-window at the 
high-capped peaks that surrounded the narrow valley. People walked along the road, 
ghostlike apparitions barely visible to him, as the strong wind blew reddish dust across 
the parched landscape of short brown grass. Small dust devils swirled like dervishes. It’s 
a harsh unforgiving land, and he knew the people prayed every year for enough 
snowmelt to nourish the grassland for their flocks of sheep and goats. It is the land of 
Zoroaster and his religion of fire, he thought, appreciating how appropriate it seemed. 

“Hurry, Alexander. We’re late,” he said. “Tell the driver.” Alexander Popov, aide 
and bodyguard, was his only employee and the only man Jesús trusted. The two had been 
together since the early days when Jesús was a young intelligence officer in the Cuban 
Army assigned to Moscow. Alexander would do anything to protect him, and Jesús knew 
that very well. 

“Faster.” Alexander said in Russian. The car immediately jumped forward as the 
driver punched the pedal. 

“You will soon have your merchandise, amigo,” Jesús said. Roberto Morales, his 
client, sat next to him. 

They quickly arrived at a small village fifty kilometers south of Dushanbe, capital 
of the former Soviet Republic of Tajikistan. The village, itself a collection of one-story 
mud-brick dwellings clustered around a dried riverbed a short distance off an old 
highway, seemed deserted, a lonely outpost. 

“Let me do the talking,” he said. “The general does not like Americans. You 
know how that is.” Jesús got out of the sedan and walked to the other side to hold the 
door for his American client. The American simply nodded as he stepped out of the car. 
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They entered a newer building closest to the road. The Russian with another man 
were already inside, waiting. Jesús recognized the general’s aide and the other man 
standing beside the general’s sedan, and he knew from experience both men were well-
armed. Alexander immediately positioned himself beside their sedan without a word said 
from Jesús. 

“Shall we begin?” Jesús asked. Their brief greeting was coldly cordial if not very 
friendly. “General, please sit here,” he said in Russian to the older man, pointing to a 
worn but clean carpet on the floor. There were no chairs in the building. When the 
general plopped his large frame down, Jesús and Morales also sat on other rugs. The aide 
to General Veckeresky did not move from behind his employer. 

The three men sat cross-legged in the small, dark room. The wind pounded at the 
wood-framed windows, but no one seemed to notice. Everyone was prepared for the dry, 
bone-piercing cold of the Central Asian steppe. Each was wrapped in a heavy winter coat 
and wore a wool cap, as was the local custom. 

“Mr. Torreón, please tell your client that the weapon will cost twenty million US 
dollars,” General Veckeresky said. “As the Americans say... in cash.” 

Jesús focused his dark eyes on the old Russian. His smile was as thin and as cold 
as the wind outside. Jesús, in his mid-forties, was tall and considered attractive with his 
jet-black hair and chiseled features. He maintained a lean, fit frame, largely due to 
rigorous exercise and a sparse diet, something he adapted to while serving in the Cuban 
Army. He was proud of the fact that he looked much younger than his true age. 

His client, once a CIA agent, had once been his enemy. Today they were 
conducting business together. The revolution of the workers had given way to unbridled 
capitalism. But there was only one thing on earth he cared about, and that was his young 
daughter, his beautiful Gloria. He thought about her always. 

Morales nodded politely, as if to say, ‘We have it, in cash.’ 
The three men sipped a strong green tea poured from a richly decorated pot set in 

the middle of the group on a silver tray. Jesús watched General Veckeresky chain-smoke 
his Habaneros. The smoke hung just above the men. He had made it a priority to learn 
everything he could about Veckeresky before the meeting, and knew much. The general 
had been a technocrat in the Soviet Army, knowledgeable in a very classified and 
specialized area – the placement of the Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons. When the 
Soviet Union collapsed, he had officially retired but had taken all of his knowledge with 
him. The general knew more about the small portable weapons, the so-called suitcase 
bombs, than anyone else in or outside the Russian Federation. The Soviet Union had 
built less than one-hundred-fifty of them, which increased their value considerably. Jesús 
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gained this information from his many contacts in the Russian Army. 
He also knew the general was a wanted man. For more than ten years, he had 

stayed one step ahead of the Russian Secret Police. The general had given them the slip 
several years ago when the government of Tajikistan offered him sanctuary. Luckily for 
Jesús and the American, he still had access to his merchandise. 

Jesús Torreón also knew General Zeckeresky needed money that was easily 
convertible and was willing to sell his knowledge to anyone who would pay. 

The General seems amused, Jesús thought, catching the smirk on the older man’s 
face. The general had already asked him if his client was CIA, and he had told him ‘no,’ 
which was probably a lie. A former operative, Morales might still be connected some 
way with the CIA, but that was not Jesús’s concern at the moment. 

The sun, shining through a southern window, passed through a high cloud to 
touch the teapot with its glow. Jesús felt its warmth and hoped it also brought good luck. 

The two late-model Russian sedans, rented in the capital and specially outfitted 
with high-performance engines and armor plating, were parked under a camouflaged 
awning to hide them from any satellites passing above. They pointed toward the 
highway, ready to speed away in a moment’s notice. Both sides chose the cars because 
they were very common in Tajikistan and would not attract too much attention from the 
locals or the Americans who were everywhere in the sky. 

“No mistakes,” Jesús had told Alexander Popov before their meeting. They had 
rehearsed each step of the negotiation process. The ten million dollars due him for 
negotiating the deal demanded that everything go exactly as he planned it. 

Jesús insisted that Alexander stay outside as a precaution, to watch the other man 
and the highway. They had a clear and unobstructed view, able to see for several miles in 
both directions. Alexander was armed with an automatic weapon that he kept concealed 
under his long coat. 

Jesús spoke carefully, his eyes always on the game. The Russian was growing 
impatient, constantly sighing. “You don’t look well,” he said. “Perhaps, a warmer 
climate like Cuba would suit you much better.” 

“Cuba? Ha!” the general replied. “Castro is a thief who will take all my money.” 
His American client, Jesús knew, was of Mexican origins, and much more 

circumspect than the Russian. He knew the man was former CIA, but was now an 
independent operator. Whatever that means, he thought. Morales’s agenda? Jesús didn’t 
know, but figured the weapon would be used somewhere in the Middle East. 

“I need assurances that no one will ever know who sold you this valuable 
weapon,” General Veckeresky said. 
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“Must I remind you that our business here is in violation of international 
agreements? We have no interest in spending the remainder of our lives in a Russian or 
American prison,” Jesús said. He made every effort to sound confident, but no one really 
knew if they were being spied upon. “I have engaged in business with other governments 
and have never betrayed their confidence. You know of me only through your contacts 
with the Nigerians. Is that not correct?” 

“Yes,” the general replied. “But we have learned that you are known to the 
Americans and British.” He smiled. “An angel of death. That is what you are called.” 

“The notoriety, sir, is my problem and of no concern to you,” he replied. “The 
people in my brother’s village call me Dark Angel.” He smiled slightly. The name 
amused him. “I call myself a businessman.” 

Jesús was very experienced at this game, but this was the first time a nuclear 
weapon was the commodity he was trading. The danger, the money, and the power of the 
weapon made everything more exciting. Adrenaline coursed through his body. With the 
money he made from this deal, he hoped he could retire and disappear with his daughter 
forever. She would live in luxury and become a fine lady, educated at the best European 
schools. 

The thought of her again rekindled his greatest fear – that of Joaquín Torreón. His 
brother, the most dangerous and determined man he had ever known, was holding Gloria 
in his jungle village. For her safe release, Joaquín was demanding a very high price, one 
that Jesús knew put his own life in great danger. 

Focus, he told himself. 
“Yes, that is your problem,” the general agreed. 
“Do we have a deal?” Jesús asked. He tried to move things along, knowing that 

time was of the essence. 
The general nodded. “We have a deal. I want the money in small 

denominations—fifties and hundreds. Bundled and placed in plastic containers ready for 
transport. Is that agreeable?” he asked. 

“That is agreeable.” Jesús didn’t look at his client before he replied. 
“We will make the exchange at an abandoned airfield, from your plane to my 

vehicle,” the general said. “There is an old hangar at the far end of the airfield. The 
weapon will be there. When you give me the money, we will give you directions.” 

Jesús conferred with his client. “We have a concern, general.” 
“Speak up. What is it?” 
“How can we be certain the weapon is what we have purchased?” 
“A very good question. Since we cannot uncrate it for your inspection there on 
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the runway, we must find another way to satisfy your concerns.” 
“Please...” 
“What do you suggest?” the general asked. He also was growing impatient. “If it 

can be accommodated, I will allow it.” 
“We have brought along our technicians to examine it, but we need more time. 

Can that be arranged?” Jesús asked. 
“Yes,” General Veckeresky replied. He shifted again, and Jesús guessed his knees 

and back ached from sitting cross-legged on the carpet. His discomfort was apparent to 
everyone by his constant grimacing and sighing. Jesús smiled to himself, knowing that 
the general’s discomfort made bargaining much easier. 

“What will you do with this terrible weapon?” the general asked. 
“General, it is of no real concern to you,” Roberto Morales said. After sitting 

silently throughout the negotiations, his reply surprised both the general and Jesús. 
“You can blow yourself up for all I care,” the general replied. 
Morales frowned at hearing the comment. 
Jesús listened to the sharp exchange. He didn’t know or much care to know what 

his client intended to do with the weapon. But he figured that many would die. People 
who elevate spies, snipers, and sappers to the status of folk heroes deserve what they get, 
he believed, having grown cynical over the years. 

“I want you to inspect the weapon in the crate before it is moved. No tricks.” 
“My people will inspect it under your supervision, of course,” Jesús said. 
“Business dealings and exchanges between aircraft are a very common sight 

around here, with the black market booming, thanks to the American war across the 
border. It should not raise suspicion,” the general said. “How much time do you 
require?” 

Jesús consulted with his client. 
“About two hours,” he answered. 
General Veckeresky paused to consider. “When you have completed your 

inspection, we will immediately load the weapon onto your transport. Then it is yours do 
with as you wish.” 

“We agree.” 
The four men stood, shook hands, and prepared to depart the building. The 

general gasped noticeably for breath, yet Jesús saw him reach into his coat pocket for 
another cigar. 

Jesús lingered in the room. When he saw through the open doorway that the 
others were congregating near the vehicles, he reached into his jacket to retrieve his cell 
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phone. He pressed a button and waited for an answer. Hearing a voice, he said, “Get 
ready. You must distract the American, then make the switch.” He dropped the phone 
back into his pocket and left the room. Everything was going according to his plan. 
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Chapter 1 
 

An explosion rocked Managua, shattering windows and causing widespread panic 
among the residents. The force of the blast drove Gina Lopez hard to the floor. She felt 
its shock wave rush over her as the steel-reinforced concrete walls of the American 
Embassy shivered and trembled. Lights flickered. Dust and debris rained down. Dazed 
and bruised, but otherwise unhurt, she pulled herself together and stood, bracing herself 
against the wall. She knew she had to get out of the basement immediately, as the 
building seemed to be collapsing around her. 

She collected her thoughts, dusted off the plaster dust, and looked around in the 
dimming light. Hanging down from the ceiling like great tropical snakes, broken 
electrical conduits crackled and popped above her head. Seeing the stairs only feet way, 
she ran through the thick, swirling dust and smoke, knowing it was her only means of 
escape. 

She feared the worst, that the Embassy of the United States was struck by 
terrorists. She was sure the news would quickly spread up and down the Central 
American coast and around the world like a wild fire, but her only real concern now was 
to save herself. 

“Help us!” The voice came from directly above her, and very close. 
Reaching the top of the stairwell, Gina ran into two employees of the embassy, 

women she knew. They were huddled in a corner. 
“Please...don’t leave us here,” one of the women said. 
She bent down to help them to their feet. “Venga!” she said. The women 

immediately fell in line behind her, and the three made their way past a door, moving 
almost blindly through the smoke and dust toward the main entrance. The dust was even 
thicker in the hallway, which made it increasingly difficult to breathe. “Cover your 
mouths.” She placed her hands over her mouth. The two women mimicked her. 

Moving forward through the thick dust, the three came upon a prone figure, arms 
outstretched, and facing toward the doorway. Gina saw that the figure was a man, even 
though he was partially buried in plaster dust. 

She kneeled to check his pulse. Still alive. She quickly brushed the plaster from 
his face and opened his mouth to clear his airway to administer mouth-to-mouth. 

Suddenly, he coughed and opened both eyes, startling her. “I’m okay.” He 
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coughed again, spitting plaster dust from his mouth. 
Helping him to his feet, Gina saw that he was tall, and when he shook the dust 

from his hair, she saw he was a blond gringo. 
“Let’s get out of here!” Seeing a ray of light breaking through a small fissure in 

the concrete, she pointed in that direction. 
With the man beside her and the two women following close behind, she 

navigated her way around and over great clumps of concrete, fallen ceiling tiles, and 
shards of glass. Soon, three or four more people fell in with them. 

Gina, familiar with the layout of the building, led the group up another flight of 
stairs. She was trying to reach the main floor and exit, but the dust was stifling. Her 
breathing became labored. 

Struggling through a darkened maze of broken concrete, she saw an escape. 
Ahead was a severely damaged doorway, with the door hanging partially open. Rays of 
sunlight fought their way into the hallway, reflecting off the dust. Gina knew fresh air 
had to lie beyond. 

Moving toward the light, she heard a loud rumble overhead, followed by more 
falling brick and plaster. With that short warning, the wall collapsed. Catching her from 
the side, slabs of plaster and tile drove her hard to the floor. Before she could roll away 
from it, she was partially buried under the debris. A large piece of tile struck her in the 
head and knocked her unconscious. 

 
* * * * * 

 
Coming to, dazed from the blow, Gina opened her eyes and gradually 

remembered the danger “What ... where ... where am I?” She realized she was in the 
arms of the American she had rescued earlier. She had no idea how much time had 
passed. “I’m okay,” she said. “I can walk.” But her voice was hoarse, and her throat hurt. 

“I gotcha,” the man replied, picking her up in his arms. 
He’s marching through the dust, like a soldier, Gina observed, though still 

groggy. 
“This way,” she heard him call to others. “Keep moving. We’re almost out.” 
Still in the man’s arms, she finally entered the sunlight. Others trailed behind, 

walking in single file. 
“Take her over here, sir,” a marine guard said. He grabbed the blond-haired man’s 

arm to lead him to safety. When they were out of harm’s way, he laid her down in the 
grass. With his hand, he felt her chest. She coughed and looked up into his handsome 
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face. 
“Hey, you need a doctor?” the marine asked, standing over them. 
“No,” she rasped, but wiping dust from her face with her arm, she felt a sharp 

pain in her abdomen. “Ouch, that hurts. I have to get up.” She tried to rise, but the pain 
increased. 

“Don’t,” the blond-haired man said. “You’re injured.” 
Gina saw him look at her thighs. Covered in white powdery dust, her skirt was 

barely recognizable pulled up to her waist. “What’s the matter?” Her mouth was still dry 
and sore. She tried unsuccessfully to reach down for her skirt. 

“I see blood gathering around your navel. Are you in pain?” 
She felt his fingers touching her on her panty line. 
“Sorry, but I have to determine the extent of your injury,” he said. “Can you 

spread your legs?” 
“What?” she asked. Concentrating her energy, she moved her legs away from his 

probing fingers. The pain returned. “That hurts.” 
“I think the bleeding stopped,” he said. “That’s good. We’ll get you some help, 

but first I need to find the wound.” 
She pulled up her blouse, raising it to her bra. “What do you see?” 
The man looked closely. “I see a two-inch cut just above your navel. “Do you 

mind?” he asked. Not waiting for her reply, he pressed the area around it. “It’ll require 
stitches, but you’ll live.” He pulled a handkerchief from his trouser pocket. “It’s clean.” 
He applied it to her wound. “Can you hold it there?” 

“Yes.” Taking his handkerchief from his hand, she held it against the wound. “I 
must stand. Please help, Mister ... Mister...?” 

The man gently lifted her to her feet. “Turner, Jake Turner,” he replied. He 
wrapped his arm around her chest in case she collapsed. 

“You seem to know first aid,” she said. “Are you a doctor?” 
“No. I was a soldier,” he replied. “You know. Good army training.” 
For the first time, she looked around her. Bodies lay everywhere on the well-

manicured embassy grounds. Several lying near her were motionless, their eyes wide 
open, staring out at nothing. That spectacle of death both saddened and angered her. 
Near what remained of the main gate, she saw a medical team already assembled, 
treating the injured who were beginning to line up for care. 

Then she heard screaming from inside the building. Everyone turned to look in 
the direction of the front façade. Smoke and dust still billowed out of the doorway. 

“I have to go,” Jake said. “Find an EMT.” He stepped around her and was gone. 
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Gina watched as he rushed through a recently cleared doorway to a large staircase 
in the main lobby that had just collapsed. People were trapped on the upper floor and 
were yelling and waving to be rescued. She made out six or seven people in the dusty 
shadows. Then she saw Jake Turner. He was standing below them. 

“Don’t move!” she heard him say. “We’ll get you down.” 
The concrete support pillars trembled, then shook. 
“Mi Dios,” Gina said. She watched helplessly as disaster unfolded. She looked 

behind her and saw the first fire truck. Men jumped from the vehicle, pulling hoses and 
ladders. 

“The fire truck.” She pointed at the vehicle, and hoped Jake heard her. “Over 
there.” 

Jake, seeing the truck, ran to it, and mostly with gestures, got two men with a 
ladder to follow. The three returned through the badly damaged lobby to the staircase. 
They positioned the ladder, and one of the firefighters climbed while the other stood at 
the bottom, holding it. 

She felt a sense of relief as she watched people slowly make their way down and 
out the door to safety. 

The pillars trembled again, but this time large pieces of concrete began to fall 
from the connecting joints. With a loud creaking noise, the steel shuddered. Then, as she 
looked on helplessly, it finally gave way, crumbling in a sudden whoosh of dust, debris, 
and bodies. 

“Turner, Turner!” Gina waved. Hoping to help him in some way, she ran toward 
the melee. 

One man had been partway down when the floor buckled and collapsed, dragging 
him with it. He lay in the rubble, motionless. An assisting fireman, with three other 
victims, fell twenty feet before hitting the hard concrete. Bricks and mortar rained down 
on them, creating thick clouds of dust that washed over everyone like a tidal wave. 

“Stay back!” Jake said. He watched to ensure she did, then he rushed forward 
again into the building with another man, one of the firemen who had arrived. 

It was impossible for Gina to see through the swirling dust and smoke. She knew 
only that the two men had disappeared into the contaminated haze. Within seconds, she 
saw Jake run from the building with a body in his arms. He laid him down and ran back 
into the inferno. He and the fireman repeated their trips three times, each trip returning 
with another casualty. After they returned a fourth time, she didn’t see Turner again. It 
was as if the building had swallowed him. 

Sirens still blared as police, fire, and ambulance vehicles continued to arrive. 
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She looked one last time for the blond-haired man named Jake Turner, but instead 
found dazed and injured employees everywhere on the lawn, faces covered in white dust, 
bleeding through. They seemed to be wandering aimlessly as if they were sleep-walking. 
“The first-aid station is over there. They can help you,” she said. She looked back toward 
the building. Jake Turner had not reappeared. 

Her bleeding had soaked through his handkerchief, so she decided to seek out 
medical assistance. At the aid station she saw that the dead were already being placed in 
black body bags. Not finding her rescuer troubled Gina more than seeing the bags lined 
up on the lawn in short neat rows. 

“Did you treat a tall, blond American?” she asked. 
The doctor continued to stitch her wound without looking up. “I don’t know,” he 

replied. “We’ve seen so many Nicaraguans and Norte Americanos, and we haven’t had 
time to keep any records. Sorry.” 

That evening, Jake Turner was still on her mind when she was finally able to 
return, exhausted, to her small condo. Before turning in, she decided to take a long hot 
bath to unwind and nurture her still sore injury. She removed her robe, and slowly slid 
into the tub of hot bubbles, keeping her wound from getting wet to avoid infection. 

Gina felt angry and vulnerable, but soon, the hot water’s soothing effects took 
over. She leaned back and closed her eyes, hoping her grief could be washed away. 

“The Heroes Brigade.” She repeated what she had been told, and tried to 
remember if she had ever heard of the group before. Having worked in Colombia 
undercover as an FBI agent and currently in Nicaragua as a security specialist with 
Roberto Morales, she never heard the name mentioned. She wondered whether it was a 
local or an Islamic group that had struck. But she could not imagine why they would 
choose an out-of-the-way embassy like Nicaragua’s to bomb. Then she remembered the 
attack on the American Embassy in Kenya more than a decade earlier. 



 

 



 

15 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 
 

Just as the dark green late-model Mercedes pulled out of the airport parking lot, 
Gina, wearing a brightly colored, loosely fitting sundress to cover her injury, dark 
sunglasses, and wide-brim, straw hat, pulled a thirty-five-millimeter camera with a 
telephoto lens from a large black bag she was carrying over her shoulder. She aimed the 
camera at the back of the Mercedes as it passed by her and, in rapid secession, clicked 
off half a dozen photographs while continuing to walk. Just as quickly, she returned the 
camera to her bag. 

Later, sitting in a small panadería on a side street near the American embassy, 
she leisurely sipped an espresso. She had removed her hat to reveal her rich dark hair 
tightly woven in a single braid that hung down her back. Her petite, well-proportioned 
figure perfectly filled out the colorful sundress. She spoke on a cell phone retrieved from 
her bag. A day had passed since terrorists had attacked the embassy. 

“I think I got some good shots of the plates. Yes.” She held the cellphone to her 
ear, balancing it with her shoulder while sipping her drink with her free hand. “The car 
was rented to a Juan Cordoba, Panama City, and leased only for two days. I couldn’t 
make a positive ID on him, and there was another person in the car. Could be Popov, but 
both men were disguised. Yeah, he paid in cash.” 

Gina listened quietly to the voice on the phone while, at the same time, carefully 
observing her surroundings from behind the dark glasses. Nothing escaped her notice. 
An older, slightly balding man stood behind the counter, wearing a white apron. A baker, 
she decided, and the proprietor. He waited on a woman selecting pastries who was 
severely stooped and barely able to reach the counter. She was dressed completely in 
black – a widow. But that is too easy. She turned her attention to two young, well-
dressed men sitting at a small table next to her in the narrow room. 

She thought they were secondary students. They pretended to be absorbed in their 
own conversation, but she could feel their eyes on her. Gina wore no jewelry and little 
make-up but the plainness, of her attire did little to detract from her natural beauty. She 
crossed her well-shaped legs, showing just a hint of thigh, and watched their reaction. 
Their conversation died. Finally, one of the young men leaned over close to her table. 
“Señorita, you are a tourist?” he asked. 

Still on her cell, she shook her head but said nothing. 
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“You are very beautiful,” the young man said. He turned to look at his partner, 
smiling smugly. 

Gina slowly uncrossed her legs and stood up. Hefting the bag over a shoulder, she 
left the cafe, cell phone still to her ear. She didn’t bother to look again at the young men. 

Outside, she began to argue into the phone. Her voice rose. “He’s my target, 
Roberto. It’s important I continue the tail. I got a car available. So what’s your problem? 
Don’t you think I can handle him?” She listened with growing frustration. “We can’t 
even confirm it’s Torreón.” She continued walking. At the corner, she turned down a 
narrow side street. Finally, she closed the cell, dropped it into her bag, and purposefully 
walked through a crowded pedestrian mall. 

He doesn’t trust me to make the grab for some reason, she thought. 
She left the mall, turned another corner, and walked down a deserted street. 

Quickly she ducked into a doorway and waited. Her hand felt for the nine-millimeter 
pistol held in a special pouch in the bag. She stood there for almost a minute. When no 
one passed, she continued down the narrow street. At the door marked ‘El Mundanal 
Viajero,’ she stopped and looked around again, then knocked three times. Impatient, she 
knocked three more times. This time a voice said softly in Spanish, “A donde?” 

“Rio,” Gina said. 
“Porque?” the voice asked. 
“To see the fireworks.” 
Gina heard deadbolts loosen. The door opened, and she entered a small room. She 

stepped over newspapers, electronic gear, and half-eaten food to get inside where two 
men stood looking at her. She saw only a few pieces of furniture and wondered if they 
both lived there. 

The men, both Americans, were dressed in the Nicaraguan fashion – colorful 
cotton shirts outside their trousers, and sandals – greeted her cautiously. The taller man 
was older and heavier. His hair was closely cropped, and a cigarette hung from his lips. 

“What do you have for us?” he asked. His manner was abrupt, and he made no 
attempt to approach her. 

Gina looked at the other man. “Who’s he?” 
The other man, much younger, with curly dark hair, wore a light suit jacket. He 

was shorter and much broader. Walking toward her, he extended his hand. “Jason Brock. 
Just got here,” he said. “They thought you could use an extra hand.” He had an easy 
smile, but his bright eyes were framed in a narrow, tightly-drawn face. A purplish scar 
running across the right cheek seemed to suggest something more sinister. 

“What’s your background, Brock?” It was important for her to know who she was 
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working with. The game was too dangerous and no place for newbies. 
“Counterterrorism,” he replied. “I’ve been working the domestic side for five 

years.” 
“What have you got?” the taller man asked again. 
“Morales is tracking Torreón, and he’s got his own plan to make the grab,” she 

said. “I told him I couldn’t identify Torreón, but it is him and his bodyguard. I’m certain, 
and I got good photos of the rental he’s using.” 

“Why didn’t you follow him?” 
“Morales specifically ordered me not to. He said he’d take care of it. He doesn’t 

want me involved.” 
“Give the film to me. Put in a new roll.” 
Gina knew it was an order and resented it, but said nothing. 

 
* * * * * 

 
In her office the following day, Gina began reading the late edition of El Tiempo. 

A front-page article caught her eye. The paper reported that a Mercedes with a single 
passenger mysteriously exploded on the outskirts of the city of Bluefields. The single 
occupant was blown to pieces. No positive identification of the remains had yet been 
made, but the Mercedes had been leased to a Mr. Juan Cordoba of Panama City the 
previous day. If it’s Jesús Torreón, the arms dealer, where’s Popov? She considered how 
Roberto would react to the man’s death. 

She booted up her computer. Online, she entered ‘Heroes Brigade,’ and began 
reading the details. Small militant Evangelical Christian group that advocates violence. 
Sworn enemy of the United States. Suspected connection to God’s Children. 

That did not surprise her. On another site, she read that the group believed 
Armageddon was close at hand with the Second Coming of Christ, and was dedicated to 
preparing the way. They saw the United States – the Great Satan was how they 
referenced the US – as their primary enemy, and were committed to doing whatever was 
necessary to defeat the devil worshipper. 

She located someone who claimed to be the group’s leader and began reading his 
biography. So typical, she thought. This man seems to crave notoriety. His name, she 
read, was Miguel – only a first name – referred to by his followers as El Jefe. She found 
it interesting that he was a Nicaraguan, orphaned as a child, and had studied for the 
priesthood. Finally, having read enough on the group – all she could stomach – she 
turned off the computer and wrote up her notes to present to Roberto in the morning. 
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Gina examined the stitches stapled across her abdomen, and that reminded her of 
the dead and wounded she saw lying on the embassy lawn, and how she almost died 
down in the embassy basement, buried in concrete and dust. I’ll get them for what they 
did, she decided, feeling more determined than ever. The murderers won’t get away with 
it. 



 

19 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 
 

“That’s what I’ve learned about this group so far, Roberto,” Gina said. Each 
morning she briefed Roberto Morales on her activities the previous day. “I got most of 
my information online. The Nicaraguan Army provided some of it, as much as they 
knew, or were willing to tell me. They said they didn’t know where the terrorists got the 
explosives, but they could not have gotten them in this country.” 

“I want you to go out to La Ciudad de la Resurrección and meet with this Priest, 
Torreón. “We have to know whether this Juan Cordoba was the arms dealer. Find out,” 
Roberto said. 

“Do you think he was involved in the bombing?” Gina asked. She knew right off 
he wanted more information on the arms dealer and hoped to get it from his brother. It all 
had to do with Excalibur. She knew that. 

Roberto looked at her momentarily before responding. “Could be, but he might be 
helpful. And, as you’ve already gathered, he’s the brother of Jesús Torreón.” 

“Do you think the priest’s involved with this terrorist group?” She knew already 
that Roberto and his group had already gotten a Russian nuke through Torreón, but 
something must have gone wrong. What? 

“He has to be involved somehow – both of them. Find out,” he said. 
“I think it’s a waste of time, but okay. When do you want me to go?” 
“The new guy here, Jake Turner, is taking a car east to Bluefields to gather 

information on the Heroes Brigade tomorrow morning. Go with him. I’ll have him drop 
you off and pick you up later.” 

The name was familiar. Jake Turner is the new employee here? How about that? 
she thought, suddenly more motivated to go on a trip she firmly believed would not get 
them any closer to catching the terrorists. 

“Hey,” Roberto said. “There’s a press conference at ten o’clock, I want you to be 
there. It’s at the Hotel Intercontinental.” 

 
* * * * * 

 
As Gina quickly discovered, the press conference was hastily called by the 

embassy. A State Department attaché had been sent down to address the press corps at 
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the Intercontinental Hotel. 
Ms. Jeanne James was a tall, thin woman of middle age. She was dressed in a red 

wool suit, much too heavy for the Central American climate. Gina recognized her type – 
a bureaucrat, a troubleshooter whose primary mission was to control all information 
given to the press. The makeshift conference room was almost too small to hold the 
throng of journalists, reporters, and other media. Gina sat just behind three rows of 
journalists, well within hearing range but away from the cameras 

“A group calling itself the Heroes Brigade has claimed responsibility for 
yesterday’s attack on the embassy,” Ms. James began. “We know very little about them, 
except that they appear to be a Christian fundamentalist group dedicated to driving all 
foreigners out of Central America and setting up some type of theocratic regime. Thus 
far, casualties at the embassy have been heavy – twelve people were killed, and more 
than thirty-five wounded. We still do not have precise figures. When all next-of-kin have 
been notified, we will release the names. The ambassador would like to thank all those 
who risked their lives to aid and assist with rescue operations. Now I will take 
questions.” 

Sitting directly in front of the podium, a young journalist Gina had never seen 
down here before quickly jumped up, beating correspondents from other major networks. 
“Ms. James,” he asked, “what more do you know about this group? Have they made 
other attacks?” 

“We now believe they may have carried out small attacks here in Nicaragua, such 
as bank robberies and local assassinations, but nothing of this magnitude.” 

“Do you believe the group has a political agenda similar to the Taliban?” he 
asked. 

“What organization do you represent?” Ms. James asked. To Gina, she seemed 
well-experienced at handling this type of press conference, always on the lookout for any 
unauthorized person whose primary objective was to disrupt the presentation. 

“I am accredited, Ms. James,” the reporter replied. Gina thought he was polite, 
perhaps too polite for a journalist. “My name is Rocky Brannon and I represent Global 
News, a New York publication.” 

Ms. James looked down at her notes. “Yes, I see you listed. Sorry, Mr. Brannon. 
Your question again?” 

“I’ve read that the Heroes Brigade has some type of messianic mission, one that 
promises to improve and empower the lives of the poor here in Central America, to bring 
about some type of utopia. Can you comment on that?” 

The woman paused. ”Mr. Brannon, I have no knowledge of their mission. But we 
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believe this group is determined to harm the United States.” She probably had used the 
same tactics in a hundred different places over the past twenty-five years – avoidance 
and ambiguity. “We suspect they have some type of left-wing political agenda.” 

“I’d like more background on this God’s Children group, Ms. James. They could 
be linked to Heroes,” Rocky said. “Wasn’t the group’s leader, a Joaquín Torreón, once a 
high-ranking Sandinista and member of their junta?” 

“We have not found a link yet between the two groups – nothing that would 
implicate God’s Children in the bombing,” Ms. James replied. “So I think it’s premature 
to discuss him as if he were another Osama Bin Laden.” 

“Why are they targeting the US embassy?” a correspondent from CNN asked. He 
stood behind Brannon, in the third row. 

“The US government is convinced that the Heroes Brigade is militantly anti-
American and determined to drive Americans from the region. They will resort to any 
means to achieve that end. We also believe that they have allied themselves with El 
Qaeda and several other well-known terrorist groups to achieve their goals.” 

“Doesn’t Joaquín Torreón claim he’s some kind of prophet, like Joseph Smith or 
Muhammad?” a representative from UPI asked. 

“I do not have specific information on that individual, and he has not been 
directly linked to the embassy bombing,” Ms. James said. Patiently, Gina thought. 

“Next question,” Ms. James said. 
“How does the American government propose to counter this group?” a 

representative from El Jajeera asked. “Another invasion?” 
“The president pledged in his press conference this morning to take all necessary 

actions to secure our embassies in Central America,” she said. 
“Like in Africa and the Middle East?” the Washington Post correspondent asked 

without standing. 
“All available resources could be involved, including the military and FBI,” Ms. 

James replied. “They are working closely with local governments.” She began to 
perspire under the bright lights and in the crowded room. She turned and whispered 
something to a man standing behind her. He quickly left the room. 

“Please, in order for everyone to be able to ask their questions, I will call on you.” 
The air conditioning suddenly and noisily began humming, adding another 

element to the mix. 
“Mr. Schneider.” She pointed to a man beside Brannon. 
“Has the Nicaraguan government taken any actions yet?” the CBS representative 

asked. 
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“Mr. Schneider, we have been assured that their government is taking immediate 
steps to track down the embassy bombers. I do know that portions of their army have 
been mobilized. They are commanded by General Vargas, a highly respected Sandinista 
officer.” 

“A follow-up question, Mr. Schneider?” Gina noticed that Ms. James’s pale, thin 
face was flushed. She decided it was more from the temperature under the lights than 
from the questions posed. 

“Can they be relied upon, Ms. James?” someone from the New York Times asked. 
He interrupted Schneider, who turned and stared at the Times journalist. 

“I can say that the president of the United States has received certain assurances 
from Nicaragua that they will find and apprehend the individuals involved in this horrific 
act.” It sounded to Gina as if she had been waiting for the question. 

Gina was impressed with the woman’s poise and easy way of handling the press. 
Ms James is definitely a seasoned professional, she decided. 

“Are there further questions?” Ms. James scanned the room. 
“One final question, Ms. James.” Brannon rose to ask his question. “Our track 

record in Central America leaves much to be desired. It seems that terrorism, as you’ve 
described it, is fermented in regions of the world with the highest rates of poverty and 
exploitation. Is the president considering increasing aid to this country, for example, as a 
means to thwart the anti-Americanism and reduce this type of violence against the US?” 

“The United States contributes significant amounts of aid to Nicaragua as well as 
the other countries of this region. I can get you complete information if you like,” she 
said. “Private Americans are also making sizable contributions. And, of course, we can’t 
forget our own Peace Corps.” 

That’s a lot of bull, Gina thought. She appreciated the difficult questions Brannon 
was asking. She looked over and saw the man who had carried her from the embassy – 
Jake Turner. He was evidently part of a security detail here. 

“Other questions?” Ms. James asked. 
“Yes,” the Fox News correspondent replied. “My question is, did the ambassador 

receive some type of warning? Why didn’t intelligence pick up anything in advance?” 
“We had no advance warning. And nothing whatever was known that would 

indicate an attack was imminent. Thank you all for coming.” Ms. James turned and left 
the room, followed by two assistants. 

Following the press conference, Gina stopped at the little panadería to have an 
espresso. Rocky Brannon, the journalist, sat down uninvited at her small table. At first 
surprised at Brannon’s brash behavior, she decided to let it go. And she had a couple of 
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questions for him. 
A boy came to the table to take his order. “Coffee, black,” Brannon said. 
“Is that all?” the boy asked. 
“That’s all.” 
“You sure know how to get a question in, don’t you?” She sipped her espresso 

casually. 
“One of my strong points.” Brannon, still writing up his notes, didn’t look at her. 

“I saw you at the press briefing. You work for the embassy, don’t you?” 
“Maybe.” 
“Ahh, the mysterious type.” He finally looked up and smiled. “Rocky Brannon.” 

He stuck out his hand. 
“Pretty forward, aren’t you, Brannon?” 
“Only when talking to a beautiful woman.” 
“I know when I’m being worked, Brannon, so give it up.” 
He laughed. “Call me Rocky,” he said. And you...?” 
“Gina. 
“Gina...?” 
“Just Gina. Now, what do you want?” 
“A little favor.” 
Gina smiled. “Maybe we can help each other, Rocky. You know... a favor for a 

favor.” 
“I’m interested.” He seemed cautious, and Gina could appreciate that. “But I want 

you to know up front that, like you, I’m trying to figure it all out. I have no special 
insight into the terrorists here.” 

“How much do you know about God’s Children and the Heroes Brigade?” she 
asked. 

“Not much, but I do know something about the priest who leads God’s Children.” 
“Joaquín Torreón?” 
“That’s the man. 
“Talk to me,” Gina said. “Give me a little background.” 
“You got the right man for that,” Rocky replied. “Torreón is a very well-educated 

man, and he’s been around. He was a member of the Sandanista Junta when they took 
power from the Somosa Regime. He was later forced by the Church to withdraw 
completely from politics.” 

“That was thirty years ago. You got anything more recent?” 
“You’re not one of those paranoid government types who spy on journalists, are 
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you, amiga?” 
Gina didn’t bother to respond. 
“Listen, I’ve arranged a meeting with Torreón, but I need a way to get there and 

some support when I’m there.” He watched her. Gina thought he was sizing her up. 
“You know, interview him, get a sense of how this Heroes Brigade is connected 

to God’s Children,” he said. “There is a connection, but I’m sure you already know that. 
CIA knows everything.” 

“I’m not CIA. I don’t even work for the US Government,” Gina said. “I just need 
some info on the priest.” 

Rocky shrugged, as if he didn’t believe her. “Torreón left the Church about 
fifteen years ago and started his movement.” He cocked his head. “Strange, it’s 
evangelical and messianic, not Catholic doctrine at all. His flock grew over the years, as 
did his power over them.” 

“How did a preacher in the jungle become so powerful?” 
“He is very charismatic, and the people here are very poor. He offered them hope 

and a better future ... one with God.” 
“That’s understandable, I guess.” 
“Listen, never underestimate him. He’s focused – obsessed, some would say – 

and very dangerous. He hates the United States. Don’t ever forget that.” 
“That’s helpful,” Gina said. 
“Now, for my favor. I need a ride. This interview is important.” 
“It always is for you people, isn’t it?” Gina saw that this man was serious about 

needing her assistance. 
“Come on. The press, the press,” Rocky said. “The public has a right to know 

what’s going on here, and the conference this morning gave us nothing. Did that woman 
think we were stupid?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Gina considered whether she wanted to get mixed up with a 
journalist hungry for a story. “But I don’t like your self-righteous, holier-than-thou 
attitude. Nothing personal. I feel that way about all sobbing journalists.” 

“Sure, I understand. Some of my colleagues are like that,” Rocky replied. “Can 
you help me? Nothing illegal or unauthorized. Just some travel assistance.” 

“I’ll have to talk it over with my boss.” Gina had already decided to bring him 
along. 

“Sure, I understand the risk. I’m a journalist, and no one likes journalists, but I’ll 
pay well for taking me. I’ve got to get my story.” 

Gina sensed desperation. 
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“I know this man. I’ve been here before and spent time out in his pueblo. So 
that’s not a problem. I just need some logistics.” 

“I told you I have to speak with my boss. I don’t play babysitter very well, Rocky, 
and I’m not a woman who can be bought. You got that?” She knew that she had to be 
direct with him. 

“Sorry, Gina,” Rocky replied. “You know anyone else who can help me?” 
“What do you need logistics for, exactly?” 
“I need some backup, someone I can trust in a tight situation,” Rocky said. “You 

know ... someone to get me home if something happens. I figure you’re good at that. 
Any woman who can make it here on her own and in a dangerous job is that person.” 

“I haven’t told you anything about what I do.” 
“A couple of years ago in Colombia, I was almost kidnapped by FARC. It was 

only by luck that I wasn’t,” Rocky said. “You know anyone, tell them the magazine pays 
well, and it would just be until I can establish contacts and know who I’m dealing with. 
Two days, tops.” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Gina said. The FARC angle impressed her. Having 
worked undercover in Colombia, she knew how dangerous the guerilla group was. 

 
* * * * * 

 
“Roberto, I got this journalist who knows this priest, Torreón. He wants to go 

with us. It’s a for-sure way to meet Torreón,” Gina said. “What can I tell him?” 
“Tell him he’s crazy loco, eh?” Roberto replied. 
“I’ll tell him if that’s what you want.” 
“Wait,” Roberto said. “If you’re willing to work with him, then fine.” 
“What information do we want from Torreón?” 
“I want information on his brother’s gun-running activities. Meeting with the 

God’s Children leader satisfies the ambassador’s demand for action, at least in the short 
term. I want the priest to confirm whether the arms dealer really is dead, like the 
newspapers say. Keep your ears and eyes wide open. With a bit of luck, he could give us 
more information on Jesús Torreón’s latest arms deals. Yes, perfect.” 

“I don’t think you’re going to get that much out of him. He’s not going to rat out 
his brother, Roberto, or a group he is at the very least sympathetic toward.” 

“It’s an order,” he said. 
“An order,” Gina said. “But a waste of time.” She turned and marched out of the 

room. She knew she had aroused Roberto’s suspicions, questioning his overriding 
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interest in the arms dealer’s brother. In her mind, stopping the terrorists before they acted 
again had to be the highest priority. 

Gina worked alone. That was the way it had been since she was a child. Her 
father, disappeared when she was a baby, and her mother dead of cancer before she 
turned eight, she was a survivor who knew how to take care of herself. A graduate of the 
University of California, thanks to Dr. Margaret Muñoz, she joined the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation because she was determined to rid the world of evil, something she was 
certain she knew much about. 

Before coming to Managua to work, she had spent two years undercover in 
Colombia. Her mission was to befriend and set up a top narco-guerrilla chief so that he 
could be apprehended. The thought of having to sleep with such an animal still sent 
shivers down her back. But she still regretted being pulled before she could get him. 

Her superiors in Washington told her only that her new assignment had the 
highest priority, and American security depended on her success. 



 

 

 


