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Silently, the four Americans approached the camp. Far from the nearest settlement, the five huts were well hidden in the dense forest area southeast of El Ayote, a small town in central Nicaragua. The men had found them right away. The coordinates they had learned the night before proved to be correct. 

One of them pulled a high-resolution camera out of his pocket and took pictures of the surroundings. Dusk had already set in, but there was still enough light to take sharp pictures without a tripod.

The mud huts were arranged in a semicircle in the small clearing and the central ground in front of them had been tamped down, so the ground in the huts themselves probably had as well. 

A fire was burning in the center of the open space with a pig roasting over it. The smell of the meat rose to the men's noses, but they ignored their hunger. There would be time to eat later. For now, it was a matter of spying on the camp and reporting the information back home.

A concentrated tension hung over the small group. For two of them, it was the first mission in real enemy territory, for another, the second. The young agent leading the squad had already been on several foreign missions, but this was his first mission for which he was solely responsible. It was his baptism of fire and he intended to make it a success. The mission was simple enough—find the hiding place of the stolen American weapons and notify the superiors of the whereabouts of the man who had betrayed and outsold America.

So far, the agent who was in command was more than satisfied with the progress of the mission. He had only been in the country for a few days with his small force consisting of himself and the three other men, and by all appearances, they had already found what they were looking for. All they needed now were photos of what was in the two huts on the left, for these two dwellings were closely guarded. There had to be a reason for this.

Likely, the rebels store the American weapons with the corresponding ammunition there, the young man concluded in his mind while thoroughly examining the guards through his binoculars.

The two guerrillas in front of the entrances carried Kalashnikovs. Obviously, the rumor that the Russians were supporting the fighters was true. 

A gaunt man stepped out of one of the huts. Purposefully, he strode toward the fire. He checked the meat, then shouted something in a Spanish dialect, whereupon another five men came out of the huts.

"Six plus the two guards," whispered one of the Americans.

"We'll wait until dark, then we'll go in," the agent said just as quietly.

Before even one of his comrades could retort, however, each of them felt the barrel of a gun on his back. At the same time, they heard a loud laugh and a well-toned man in his late thirties stepped in front of them. 

"Welcome to the jungle of Nicaragua," the deep male voice declared in accent-free English. 

Awkwardly, the young American commander rose. "We are—"

"Save the introductions," the man interrupted him harshly. "I know exactly who you are, or do you think you're here by chance?" Again, he laughed out loud. "You probably really believed you found this place on your own, but I'm going to have to disappoint you there, Agent Payne. The truth is, you're here because I wanted you to be here."

The man scrutinized the leader of the small group. "Is the CIA sending kids into the field now? How old are you? Twenty-five? Twenty-six?"

Doggedly, the young man pinched his lips together.

"You'll talk eventually. Although..." Scrutinizingly, he eyed the Americans. "You're far too young to have proper clearance. You probably don't even have a clue what you're here for in the first place. What story did your superiors tell you? Ah, forget it! It doesn't matter, and to be honest, I don't care. Just enjoy our hospitality, though I'm afraid it won't live up to the familiar South American friendliness." 

In a harsh commanding tone, the man turned to his rebels. "Disarm them! And then take them to the camp."
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"Another beer, Blue?" Skye asked, holding out an iced bottle to his friend after opening his own.

"Sure. Thanks!" replied Blue, taking a big swig. As he did so, he looked out at the ocean, separated only by a lonely stretch of beach from the end of the garden. "I forgot how beautiful the view is from your property."

"Indeed, it is," Skye confirmed with a glance over at Caya, who stepped through the double doors out onto the terrace. 

Blue followed his friend's tender gaze and grinned. Everyone knew how much Skye loved the successful prosecutor and each of the guys begrudged the two of them their happiness. 

"You know I was talking about the view out to sea?" he assured himself jokingly.

"Of course you did. What else would you have meant?" Challengingly, Skye raised an eyebrow. 

"It's been a while since we've all met out here at your place," Blue changed the subject. 

"That's right. Somehow, there's just been too much going on lately. The one-hour drive from Washington always seemed like too much of a hassle. We have such a perfect building in the city itself, not only to work in ideal conditions but to party just as well."

"True enough!" agreed Blue, lost in thought. In the last six weeks, they had been to four continents, and even though they always spent a few days in Washington between the various assignments, there had been little time for common leisure activities. 

The five men of the Black Panther Team had been working together in this formation for a little over two years now, and beyond their professional respect, a close bond of friendship had formed between them.

They were all former Navy Seals, but the squad they formed was officially nonexistent. They received their orders from a man known to them as Dylon Price. The name was a pseudonym. Despite intensive research, they had not been able to find out the man's true identity. They knew, however, that he must be working in the president's inner circle.

Dylon Price assigned the Black Panther team whenever the security of the country or its citizens was in danger, but the United States itself had no official authority to act. Successful completion of their missions was, therefore, the only acceptable solution. Any other scenario was unthinkable and the president would deny any knowledge of the group's existence.

However, not only were each of them among the best Seals ever trained, but Blue, Skye, Pax, Cal, and Ash's diverse and complementary strengths made them an unbeatable team. In addition, they had almost unlimited funds available for their equipment. 

Despite the high risk, Blue never regretted for a second his decision to leave the Navy behind and join this team. He loved the danger and liked being able to work with the latest technology and have the best weapons at his disposal. The high income that came with the job was a nice perk that he was happy to take, but money had never been the key motivating factor for him.

Rather, he was driven by the grateful looks of the hostages when the team freed them from the hell of guerrillas, rebels, or terrorists. Often, these people had already given up all hope of help and had finished with their lives. All they wished was for it to finally be over. In this situation, it was the greatest reward for him to see how the hope of returning home flooded back into the eyes of these people and how their faces lit up when they finally stepped back onto American soil.

Blue looked gratefully at the group that had gathered at Skye's beach house in Chesapeake Beach that Saturday afternoon. They were the four men he trusted the most. In fact, aside from his parents, they were the only people he trusted one hundred percent. 

Over the past few months, their team had grown. Caya and Paris had joined. Not officially, of course. The Black Panther team consisted solely of Skye, Pax, Ash, Cal, and Blue. But when the men dated on their own time, both Skye's and Ash's girlfriends often came along and, without it ever being said, they had become a part of the team. 

Although Blue liked the two women, he had watched this development with suspicion at first, even though he never said so out loud. Secretly, he had feared that the presence of the two women would change the mood between the friends. In fact, it had done so, though the change wasn’t negative. On the contrary. The female influence had strengthened them. 

"How are the steaks, Pax?" Ash shouted loudly across the garden, snapping Blue out of his thoughts. Loosely, Ash had an arm around his significant other's shoulders. 

"Almost ready," replied the man who was standing at the grill with Cal.

"I'll get the potatoes then," Caya decided. 

"Wait, I'll give you a hand!" offered Skye.

"Don't bother. I'll do it," Paris held him back and followed Caya into the house.

"Man, I really don't know what you two did to deserve these two dream girls," Blue sighed, squinting his right eye. 

"You just wait and see, Blue. One day, the one right will find you too," Ash promised.

Defensively, Blue raised his hands in the air. "God forbid. The same woman for longer than a weekend? A nightmare!" With an exaggeratedly feigned distress, he shook himself.

"You have no idea!" Ash laughed at the top of his lungs. Only a few months ago, he would have shared his teammate's view without reservation, but since he knew Paris, his opinion on the subject had turned one hundred and eighty degrees. For him, there was only one woman left. No one else could even come close to piquing his interest.

"What doesn't Blue know about?" Paris asked after she had put the salad bowl down on the table.

"About true love," Ash explained mischievously, pulling the woman of his heart into his arms, where he kissed her intimately, accompanied by the teasing whistles of the others.

"Can't you at least wait until after dinner to do that?” Pax asked in a mischievous tone. "Otherwise, we'll all be eating shoe leather instead of the finest Argentine roast beef."

"Forget about the two and bring the meat over," Blue laughed. 

"If you think you're going to get your hands on my portion, I'm going to have to disappoint you, amigo," Ash returned immediately, still holding Paris in his arms.

"Well, it was worth a shot," Blue replied, shrugging indifferently.

"Guys," Skye interrupted the team's banter, pulling Caya to his side. "Before we sit down to eat, there's something we'd like to tell you."

Involuntarily, silence fell in the garden and all eyes turned to the pair.

"I was afraid you were inviting us for a reason," Pax murmured.

"Shh!" cautioned Cal. "Don't take away his fun!"

"If you can't wait until after dinner, at least hurry up. Otherwise, the steaks will actually be burnt," Pax replied unapologetically, but his tone betrayed that he was as eager to hear what Skye was about to say as any of them.

"All right, then, I'll keep it short. Caya and I are getting married," Skye announced bluntly, grinning from ear to ear.

"Congratulations!"

"About time!"

"That’s one cool act!"

Voices fell over each other and everyone gave Caya a hug and then patted Skye on the shoulder appreciatively.

"Have you guys set a date yet?" Paris asked.

"Not yet," Caya confessed. "We wanted to coordinate it with you guys."

"How about Skye's birthday? At least that way he won't forget his wedding anniversary," Cal jokingly suggested.

"I certainly won't forget that one. Count on it," Skye returned, unimpressed, as he strode with Pax to the grill to take down the steaks.

"I'm happy for you, Skye! Caya is a great woman who's a perfect match for you," Pax quietly congratulated.

"Thank you! Your approval means a lot to me. You know that." Thoughtfully, Skye looked at his oldest friend, with whom he had already played in kindergarten.

"Pax?"

"Huh?" Questioningly, the friend looked up.

"Would you..." Skye swallowed. "Would you be my best man?"

For a moment, Pax looked at him blankly, then took a deep breath and nodded. "If you want me to!"

"Yes, I would like that," Skye replied seriously. He knew what he was asking from his friend, but at the same time, he had hope that it would help Pax finally escape the demons of his past. 

"Okay. Then make sure I pull the right rings out of my jacket at the right moment," Pax joked. "But for now, take the meat and bring it over to the table before we're all starved."

"Are you coming?"

"I'll be right there. I'll just turn off the gas," Pax replied. He needed at least a few seconds to himself. He had always sensed that this day would come, and ever since Caya had come into Skye's life, he knew that it was only a matter of time before Skye would ask him for this favor. 

So, now the time had come. Skye would be getting married and he would be standing beside him at the altar. It was a step he would never take himself. Pax felt the windpipe in his throat tighten, and he swallowed hard to stop the feeling. It wasn't going to be easy for him, but he would stand by his friend's side that day. 

The mood was boisterous and Caya was asking for coffee when Skye's Samsung cell phone rang. Momentarily, silence fell around the table as everyone knew that only one man had the number to that phone. Dylon Price.

Skye gave Caya a regretful look, then took the call.

"Good evening, Mr. Stryker. Please excuse the interruption," he heard the man's formal voice.

"No problem," Skye replied because what else could he say? It was part of his job to be available twenty-four-seven.

"Very good. How quickly can you round up the team?"

"Well, as luck would have it, we're all sitting together in my backyard right now."

For a second, the man on the other side of the line seemed taken aback, but he quickly got himself back under control. "Do you have a secure Internet connection in your house?"

"Give me ten minutes to set it up," Skye replied.

"See you then, Mr. Stryker."

"I'm afraid we'll have to take the coffee to the living room," Skye explained, his gaze lingering on Caya and Paris. "Would you guys mind waiting out here for us? I'd rather use the TV for Price's presentation than the small computer screen."

"Go ahead," Caya nodded her understanding. 

"Meanwhile, we'll be busy with wedding dresses, table decorations, and all sorts of other romantic accessories that would just bore you men anyway," Paris added.

"I guess work isn't the worst thing," Ash laughed.

"Hey!" Paris playfully nudged him in the arm.

"I don't know how long the talk with Price will be, but you're not changing the whole ambiance right away, are you? It's sticking to a beach wedding?" Skye verified, all at once becoming skeptical.

"You never know with us women," Caya returned meaningfully, but then she gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Don't worry about it. We'll get married on the beach."

"A beach wedding? How romantic!" Paris said. "Barefoot and Skye dressed only in jeans."

"Excuse me?" complained Ash. "Since when is my six-pack not enough for you?"

"Oh, rest assured, it's enough for me."

"Let's go inside," Skye urged the men. "Pax, can you get the external firewall up?"

"Will do."

Ten minutes later, Skye's cell phone rang again. He answered the call and paired the phone with his computer, which was connected to the TV screen.

“Are we on a secure line?” 

"Yes, we are. Go ahead, Mr. Price," Skye requested.

"Two weeks ago, the CIA sent four men to Nicaragua to probe the political situation in the country. President Gonzalez is engaged in a fierce election campaign with opposing candidate, Joaquín Sanchez Chamorro. There are increasing forecasts that Sanchez has a realistic chance of replacing Gonzalez in office. However, there are also growing rumors that Sanchez will be eliminated before Election Day."

"Excuse me for interrupting," Cal spoke. "But isn't the majority of the population behind President Gonzalez? I mean, I know he's careful to increase his private wealth in everything he does, but unlike many of his predecessors, he's improved education, established a health care system for the entire population, and established his Zero Hunger program."

"However, Gonzalez has also been driving an increasingly authoritarian style of leadership in recent years," Blue corrected. "He does what suits him and what helps him stay in power. He gives to the poor in exchange for their vote in elections because he knows the international community is watching closely here. Elections that he should not have been running in the first place because the constitution of the country, until he had it rewritten in 2009 without any legal basis, prohibited the reelection of a president." 

"Mr. DaSilva is right," Dylon Price agreed. "President Gonzalez is making his own world in Nicaragua, and he's being very diplomatic about it. He sympathizes with everybody. However, it has not escaped our notice that he has recently been greatly intensifying friendly relations with Russia. Rumors are circulating that the Russians want to build a missile base in Nicaragua. I don't have to tell you what that would mean for North America."

"So, the CIA sent four of its people to Nicaragua to check on the ground to see how much truth there was in these rumors," Pax concluded.

"And to find out what's really going on in the country since there's been increasing evidence lately that someone in the background has been pulling the strings quite professionally. Someone working for Gonzalez, both organizing the project with the Russians and planning an attack on challenger Sanchez."

"Somebody?" echoed Blue suspiciously. "Surely the CIA has some very specific suspicions."

Price's answer was a moment in coming. Obviously, he had to consider how much he was revealing. But when his voice was heard again, it sounded as neutral as ever. 

"The man calls himself Amando Montañez. In truth, however, his full name is Amando Somoza Montañez."

"Somoza?" Stumped, Blue drew his eyebrows together. "Does he have anything to do with the Somoza clan?"

"He's Anastasio Somoza Debayle's son," Price confirmed, and a picture of a dapper young man appeared on Skye's TV, taken at his high school graduation.

"Didn't the Somozas determine the country's politics for many years?" Skye asked.

"The family has provided three presidents, all of whom have ruled dictatorially and trampled on human rights," Blue explained contemptuously. "In the process, they have mainly increased the family fortune. The CIA estimates it at nine hundred million US dollars, but it has probably passed the billion-dollar mark by now. The name Montañez doesn't ring a bell, though. Where did the mother come from?"

"Lisette Montañez was from Mexico. She was Anastasio Somoza's domestic servant in Florida, where the then-president fled into exile during the 1979 uprising. He impregnated her, but to our knowledge, he never saw his son because President Carter asked Somoza to leave the US at that time. Paraguay offered the man asylum, and from there, Somoza had the child officially registered. He also included it in his will as an equal heir alongside his other children. Amando Montañez grew up with his mother in the States, but it has probably been his secret plan for some time to one day go to Nicaragua."

"A Somoza under President Gonzalez?" expressed Blue doubtfully. "I can't imagine that."

"From what we know of the man today, that is not his intention either. Rather, he is pursuing his own goals. The CIA suspects that he is working for Gonzalez at the moment, since both the assassination of election candidate, Joaquín Sanchez, and the cooperation with the Russians suit him. At the same time, his support gains Gonzalez's trust, which gives him unrestricted access to the president's palace and private chambers, which, in turn, gives him the ability to take the man out at any time later and subsequently take power himself. To our knowledge, Montañez wants to take back all the lands that his father robbed from the peasants during his term and that his successor signed back to the people."

"But America is not about the rightful or wrongful distribution of lands in Central America," Cal clarified.

"No, we are concerned with the foreign policy Somoza would conduct as president. Somoza hates America. Even though he grew up in our country, he blames us for the assassination of his father in Paraguay, which, in his eyes, would never have happened if President Carter had granted him asylum at the time. As it is, he has dedicated his life to destroying us."

"We're afraid of the son of an ousted dictator and a chambermaid?" asked Ash incredulously. "I don't think so. What are you not telling us? What else is behind this?"

"Well, Montañez is intelligent, and through the family fortune, he has access to financial resources that should not be underestimated."

"What else does he have, Mr. Price?" Skye drilled further, and the picture on the television changed.

Another photo of the man appeared, but he was at least ten years older. Instead of the wide gown, Montañez wore a light beige camouflage uniform, and next to him was the insignia of the DevGru—the United States Naval Special Warfare Development Group.

Stunned, Blue, Skye, Pax, Ash, and Cal stared at the image. Blue was the first to regain his speech.

"Montañez is a member of the Sixth Seal Team?" he asked incredulously.

"Was, Mr. DaSilva," Price corrected. "He was a member. He dropped out three years ago."

"How did Somoza's son get into the Seals with his views?" echoed Skye.

Embarrassed, Price cleared his throat. "Like I said, Montañez is smart. None of the research at the time linked him to the dictator because, in America, a parent's last name is enough to lead, and only his mother's name showed up in his papers. He had any official connection to his father erased, and as for his true goals, he obviously disguised himself perfectly."

"You mean the psychological service made a complete misjudgment in profiling him," Cal corrected harshly.

"A task force is already investigating what happened, but the fact is that Amando Montañez has managed to acquire our strategic thinking and actions, as well as knowledge of our weapons technology, over a period of years."

"In other words, the man knows all of our strategies," Pax summed up.

"Not all of them," Price corrected. "He doesn't know you."

"How is it that you suddenly stumbled onto the man's trail?" Blue asked.

Again, Dylon cleared his throat. "About ten months ago, there was a break-in at a Navy ammunition depot. Since that time, we are missing about a hundred kilos of Semtex, three hundred assault rifles with corresponding ammunition, and..." his voice faltered.

"What else, Dylon?" Skye's voice grew impatient.

"A poison gas missile filled with highly concentrated sarin."

"You can't be serious." Horrified, Ash shook his head.

"Unfortunately, I am, Mr. Sandrock. The investigation led to Montañez's trail, and when they investigated more thoroughly, they discovered the man's true self. Shortly thereafter, we received information that the Russians were interested in financing a missile launch facility in eastern Nicaragua. Let’s say, we put one and one together after that."

"A little late," Pax muttered.

"What's the range of the missile?" Blue asked.

"Eighteen hundred kilometers."

"That's as far as Florida and probably the Texas coast," Skye guessed.

"That's right." Price played a map of North America with a colored area that stretched from Houston to New Orleans to Jacksonville in the east and to Miami in the south. "There is no question that President Gonzalez has no interest in telling us what his real plans are. Therefore, as I said at the outset, the CIA has flown a small low-profile team into the country to make independent inquiries and assess the situation accordingly. However, contact with the men broke off ten days ago. Despite a variety of efforts, we have not been able to learn anything about the whereabouts of the agents to date."

Four young men appeared on the television. Two wore dark suits, the other two the dark dress uniform of the US Army. The remote cursor hovered over the left of the four men, which caused his body to enlarge and lift into the foreground of the screen.

"This is CIA agent Andrew Payne, age twenty-six. He is in charge of the operation," Price explained as he continued to move the cursor. "Also from the CIA is Jeremy Crouse, twenty-five years. Flying along to support them are Sergeant Anthony Aguilera, twenty-seven, and Corporal David Perry, twenty-five."

"Those are kids compared to Montañez," Pax stated in horror. "Who in the world came up with the idea of sending this inexperienced force to Nicaragua?"

"I suppose the thought was that the men would pass as tourists and not stand out as spies."

"Obviously a mistake," Ash grumbled.

"What exactly is our mission?” Skye asked.

"Your mission, Black Panther, is to find the poison gas and bring the men home."

"Did we understand you correctly that you don't have the slightest clue as to the whereabouts of the weapons or the team?"

"Unfortunately, yes. To make matters worse, Gonzalez's spies have their eyes and ears everywhere. As soon as five Americans set foot on Nicaraguan soil, he finds out. As soon as you ask a question about other Americans, even in a supermarket, he hears about it."

"Do you have any good news for a change?" Cal remarked sarcastically.

"I have one indeed, Mr. McKinney. It's not much, but it may be a start. After Anastasio Somoza took over power in 1967, there was a man who regularly provided valuable information to the CIA. The man has Spanish origins, but as far as I know, his family has lived in Nicaragua since the 18th or 19th century."

"That means the information about the missile launch site came from him?" Blue interjected.

"Probably, yes. At least it came through the old communications channel. The political landscape changed a lot in the late 80s, early 90s, and America lost interest in what was going on in Nicaragua. The connection with the man was accordingly severed. In the meantime, the former liaison at the CIA has retired, but one of his old aliases suddenly received an e-mail a few weeks ago." Again, the image of the presentation changed.

Hello, my old friend Ernesto!

Yesterday, I finally bought myself a Jeep. I realized that I'm getting too old for these sports cars. Can you still remember the roads here? I really needed something practical before the rains started and flooded the roads. The bridges have also become quite unstable over the years. Enclosed, I am sending you a photo of the bridge to our property. Maybe you have an idea how I can stabilize it? 

Greetings from your friend, 

Max

"Looks like an innocuous correspondence between two friends," Ash judged, after each had read the text for themselves. "But there's probably some underlying encryption."

"That's right. Howard Patterson found the following message in it," Price explained, visualizing the message: RUS plans MLF in NIC – int?

"Russia plans missile launch facility in Nicaragua – interested?" Pax read aloud.

"Okay, that is indeed a start," Skye noted. "When and where did the team meet with this Max?"

"Uh-huh," Price cleared his throat again, whereupon the men in Skye's living room gave each other questioning looks. 

"The mail arrived at Langley about five weeks ago," Price continued. "However, it was not given top priority. It wasn't until eight days later that it was forwarded to the cryptology department, but they couldn't find a code. Another week passed before the CIA finally contacted their former agent, Howard Patterson. Patterson is still of the old school, and in his active days, he set up his own encryption system with each of his informants, which quite obviously cannot be verified easily, even by modern computers unless there is at least one clue."

"Interesting," Pax thought. "I'd like to meet that man."

"So, it's been two weeks without Max receiving a response to his message, right?" Skye clarified.

"In fact, it's been three weeks because the CIA decided to investigate the situation in Nicaragua without Max's knowledge and, more importantly, without his help."

"In other words, someone sent these greenhorns into the country without any trace or contact, when they could have had access to a reliable resource? I don't believe it," Ash exclaimed. 

"Well, according to the senior mission director, they weren't sure if this Max could be trusted anymore. After all, he hasn't been heard from in several years. People can change in that period of time."

"But this glorious director didn't think of having the source checked first?" Skye interjected in a sarcastic undertone.

"I completely agree with all of you, gentlemen. The handling of the situation was most unfortunate."

"Unfortunate?" Blue echoed, stunned. "Rather amateurish, I would say."

"And unprofessional," Pax added.

"I tried to be diplomatic, gentlemen, because it doesn’t help to close the barn door after the horse has escaped," Price sighed and continued with the briefing. "After the men left, Patterson received a second e-mail. It contained a question about whether the four Americans who had entered Nicaragua were sent by him."

"So, Max knew about them," Cal concluded.

"This doesn’t surprise me. These guys stand out before they’ve even checked into a hotel." Incredulous, Blue shook his head again. "If this Max guy was spying for us back in the sixties, he's got a few decades of experience in this business. Coupled with a strong information network, he should have learned about the men within a few hours. When did this second mail come in?"

"June 5, at 11:07 p.m.," Price replied.

"And what time did our guys arrive in Nicaragua?"

"Around 7 p.m."

"You see? After only four hours in the country, everyone already knew about it," Blue noted in frustration.

"What did Patterson answer? By now, at the latest, even the people at Langley should have realized that the operation was doomed."

"You'd think so. But incompetence isn't exactly characterized by a strong capacity for self-criticism." Apparently, Price was far angrier than he had let on so far, but he got himself back under control by his next sentence. "Patterson was told that the men were tourists and that the CIA needed some more time to check some things out."

"So, he practically ordered Max not to interfere," Cal summed up the message. 

"Not exactly a nice way to deal with someone whose information has served you well for over thirty years," Skye judged.

"Did they contact Max after the men disappeared?” Blue asked.

"Yes, they did. However, there has been no response to this message until today."

"That doesn’t surprise me. Both Nicaraguans and Spaniards are proud people and this man combines both cultures," Blue remarked, in whose veins flowed South American blood. Therefore, he knew what he was talking about.

"Okay, we'll start with Max anyway," Skye explained. "Mr. Price, do you know how Patterson and Max used to communicate?"

"At the beginning of their collaboration, the postal service was the only way of communication. They wrote each other postcards or letters and also spoke to each other on the phone a few times. In the late 1980s, the independent newspaper, La Prensa, bought a café in Managua to set up the country's first Internet café. At that point, the two men switched their contact exclusively to e-mail."

"I assume the CIA was trying to find out the IP address of Max's last two e-mails?" Pax interjected.

"That's correct, and they originated from this very cafe."

"It still exists?" Ash asked.

"Obviously. However, it seems to be primarily a café and restaurant these days. If I'm informed correctly, there are three or four computers still set up for nostalgia purposes, to remind the guests of the past and the original reason for opening the cafe," Price replied.

"You mentioned that the two men used to talk on the phone. I'm sure they had certain keywords to signal to each other that the line was secure," Skye interjected again.

"Mr. Patterson told me they had been asking each other about their dogs. Max owned a collie that went by the name Erasmo and he himself had a Labrador. His name was Chevy."

"Perfect. Here's what we're going to do. Mr. Price, first of all, have this email address forwarded to us from Patterson, and then get us the encryption key."

"I'm not sure I can do it," Price confessed. It was the first time the man feared reaching the limits of his power.

"Those are the two conditions for us to take the job, Mr. Price," Skye decided. His voice sounded calm, but it conveyed the message that he would not be bargained with at this point. "I don't want the CIA interfering with us on this operation, and the less the outside world knows, the better. We're working exclusively on our own."

"I understand, Mr. Stryker. I'll see what I can do."

"Good, as soon as we have those two information details at our disposal, we'll get started."

"Good luck, Black Panther," Dylon Price replied before ending the call.

"Do you think Price can get this job done?" pondered Ash. "The CIA is certainly not going to voluntarily take that mail address out of their system."

"I bet they'll keep reading along in the background," Cal nodded.

"They're welcome to try, but they won't succeed," Pax grinned. "I'm going to send our first mail to Max through some kind of airlock that only one IP address can fit through at a time. By the time the gate opens again for the CIA, our message will have long since disappeared into the vastness of the net."

"But they have the final address. Can't they just hack directly into Max's computer?" Blue asked.

"I'm assuming that Max has an appropriate firewall installed on his end, but to be on the safe side, we won't send the message directly to Max, but to an e-mail lockbox, which, like a safe deposit box, requires two keys to open. With our first mail, Max will receive one of the two keys. We have the second one." 

"What happens if the CIA is faster and opens the mail first or reads it simultaneously?"

"Apart from the fact that we would notice if a third party tried to open the vault, the key only fits if Max activates it from his computer. Once it opens, we can talk to each other there without ever being disturbed."

"That's brilliant, Pax!" praised Skye. "However, if Max is as smart as we assume, he'll notice with this new approach that he's not communicating with his old contact."

"In my eyes, we shouldn't even bother pretending to be Patterson. Rather, we should work to regain the man's trust. The chances of recovering both our guys and the poison gas missile are a lot higher with his help than without."

"Agreed. But how do we know we can trust him?" Cal interjected.

"First, I don't think a person completely loses his basic attitude over time. Second, the man sought contact with the US, not the other way around. Why would he have done that if he didn't want to work with us? And last but not least, there's nothing to stop us from meeting him with a healthy dose of suspicion while we do some research of our own on him," Skye replied. 

"So, we're flying to Nicaragua," Ash stated.

"At first, Blue is the only one going. Pax, book him on the next plane, please," Skye requested. Then he turned to Blue. "You fly first. Though your Spanish accent may be a little different than Nicaraguan, you will be the least noticeable. Neither Pax nor I can keep up with your native language skills. While you're on the road, we'll craft you a bio that justifies your stay in Nicaragua. Also, we will let Max know that you are waiting for him at this café. Meet with him and find out if he is trustworthy and if he is willing to help us. Once we have your approval, we will follow. However, we'll enter the country through a more unofficial route."

"All right," Blue nodded and rose. "Then I'll head back to town and pack up a few things."

"You won't be able to take a gun aboard a passenger plane," Ash reminded him. 

"Don't worry, I'll get something locally. It's Latin America, after all, not Europe," Blue grinned. "See you guys soon!"
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​Chapter 3
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"Hey, handsome, are you new in town?" With a bright smile, the waitress at 'Café de la Vida', Café of Life, approached Blue's table.

"Wow! How did you figure that one out? Do you know every single inhabitant in Managua?" Blue replied with a flirtatious undertone because, apart from hoping to elicit information from her about Max, he liked the young woman at first sight. 

Her skin had the same even tanned tone as his, but unlike him, her facial features were fine and delicate. Her face, with its high cheekbones and narrowly tapered chin, had an elegance that was emphasized both by her straight nose and the flawlessness of her skin. 

The main attraction, however, were her dark eyes, fringed with long, thick lashes, with perfectly defined black eyebrows sweeping along above them. They began broadly above the interior of her eyes and then flared outward, becoming narrower.

In her silky, shiny black hair, which she had tied into a knot on the back of her head, was an orange flower above her left ear. The same color was also found on her full lips and in the café's emblem emblazoned on her black t-shirt.

Automatically, Blue's gaze slid over the young waitress's body. The tight-fitting shirt and deep round neckline did not hide the curves underneath, nor did the black jeans. Strained, Blue swallowed. The term 'sexy' just took on a whole new meaning for him.

"Well, I guess it would be a bit presumptuous to say I know every one of the 1.3 million residents, but I think I can claim to know everyone who usually comes here," the woman replied at that moment with a laugh, snapping Blue out of his thoughts. "Strangers don't usually stray into these back streets."

Blue returned her laugh. "Busted. I really just got here, and I'm only in the country for a few weeks. My uncle told me about this café where he used to meet a friend regularly in the old days. He asked me to stop by and meet him. The two men have lost track of each other over the last few years, so he doesn't have a current address for him, but he was sure he still visits this café regularly and that I could find him here. Have you been working here for long? If so, I'm sure you must know him."

"Let’s give it a try. What's your uncle's friend's name?" Curious, the beauty tilted her head to her left shoulder.

"Max," Blue replied, watching her reaction carefully. 

Nothing about her posture changed. Even her facial expressions remained unchanged. Only her pupils constricted. It was an almost imperceptible reaction that Blue would certainly have missed had he not looked so intently into her eyes.

She knows him, it ran through him, and at the same moment, he was filled with an inner tension. How would she react? Would she deny the acquaintance? 

"Sure, I know Max. Everyone knows him," she replied, however, completely at ease. "He's a regular guest."

"Is that so?" Pleased, Blue looked at her. "Is he dropping by today?"

Shrugging, the woman shifted her body weight to her other leg. "I don't know. He checks in every now and then, but he doesn't have set hours. Sometimes he comes in three days in a row, then he doesn't show up at all again for a week."

"I don't have anything better to do today, so I'll wait a while. Maybe I'll get lucky," Blue said. "However, I'm not sure I'd even recognize him. As I said, it's been quite a while since my uncle has met him, and in the photo he showed me, they were both in their late thirties at most. Has his hair also turned gray by now like my uncle's, or has he lost it?" 

For a moment, the young woman looked at him thoughtfully. Then she answered unceremoniously. "Oh, it hasn’t gone gray, nor is he bald. Max has a full head of dark hair."

"Then I guess he's blessed by nature," Blue replied with a laugh. It was a bold game he was playing here, but he desperately needed a face. So far, Max was nothing but a ghost. 

"Can I get you something to drink? Maybe you want something to eat too? The vegetarian tortillas are great, but if you're more into meat, you should go for the pork. We serve it with rice made with a local recipe."

"I'll have both and a large Coke."

"All right."

As the waitress paced the room, Blue followed her with his eyes. He could finally see the full length of her legs, and they were really long. Yet she wasn't even wearing excessively high shoes. Rather, her feet were in unassuming pumps with a four or five-inch block heel, which was more than reasonable for the job she had. Wow! He couldn't remember the last time he had seen such perfect legs, except for Elle Macpherson's on a billboard.

This waitress might not be too tall at 5'7", but her body definitely had the right proportions, Blue thought. The sway of her hips was subtle and anything but provocative, but it still excited him. An interesting tingling sensation formed in his nerve endings and heated the blood in his veins.

This female was definitely a temptation, and she was definitely worth sinning for, Blue thought. Perhaps he could sweeten the wait for Max a little, at least during the night. After all, there was nothing to be said against combining work with a little fun, was there?

On the way back to the kitchen, her heart was beating faster than usual. Already when the man had entered the café, she had recognized him as a stranger, although nothing about his clothes were noticeable or had screamed 'tourist'.

Unlike tourists, who generally walked around in shorts and t-shirts, he wore dark blue cotton pants with a light blue shirt on top, the sleeves of which he had rolled up halfway to his forearms.

By his appearance, he was Latin American, yet all the alarm bells in her gut had been ringing. If this man lived in Nicaragua, she would know him. This man was not one to blend in with the crowd. His height and figure alone made him stand out.

His broad shoulders and flat stomach with narrow hips combined with muscular forearms revealed that the man was well-trained. The short cut of his dark hair spoke for military or intelligence. An American intelligence agency. 

The biggest surprise, however, was his eyes. Nothing had prepared her for his eyes or her reaction to his gaze.

He was a dark guy. His skin had a natural golden-brown complexion and his hair was black. Accordingly, she had expected brown eyes. But they were not brown. They were blue. Steel blue. And his look had hit her right in the heart.

If it had been beating faster before, it suddenly began to race, and to the inner nervousness that had already filled her because she had to find out who this man was and what he wanted in Managua, another feeling had joined it. Sexual attraction. Never before had she felt it inside her in such a raw way.

She had not yet exchanged a word with the man before she had already felt the reaction of her body. Just the meeting of their gazes had been enough to cause an inner tension that was followed by a slight tingling sensation.

It was an attraction that was undoubtedly mutual, for she had seen the same attraction on his side as well. Even now, she could feel his hot gaze on her back. Perhaps she could use this to her advantage.

So far, she had never slept with a man to get information, but in this case, the sacrifice didn't seem too great. The guy was here to meet Max. But before that happened, she needed to know who he really was and what he wanted from him. 

A plan solidified in her mind. First, she would find out what hotel he was staying at and then she would pay him a visit.

"Is it okay if I join you for dinner or would you rather be alone?" she inquired politely as she brought him his order twenty minutes later.

At first, Blue looked at her a little surprised, but then he rose and invitingly pulled back a chair for her. "If you don't get in trouble with your boss, I'd be delighted to have the company."

"I’m due for a break. I can spend it where and with whoever I want."

"And you wouldn't rather close your eyes and put your feet up in a back room for a few minutes?" wondered Blue.

"I always find it exciting to meet people, especially if they are from other countries. Where are you from?"

"I was born in Venezuela, but my parents emigrated to the States when I was ten. I practically grew up there. Today, I live in Washington."

"In the city or the state?"

"The city," Blue specified. 

"Are you a politician?"

"No. Not everyone who lives in Washington is a politician." At this, his eyes sparkled with good humor, while at the same time, reassuring himself that his statement was not a complete lie. While there were certain interdependencies between current politics and his work, he was definitely not a politician.

In his mind, Blue pondered whether her curiosity was perhaps less personal than the woman would have him believe at the moment. After all, she could have talked to Max on the phone in the meantime and maybe the man had asked her to sound him out before deciding to meet him? Finally, if Max was a regular at this establishment, it was easy for him to ask someone on the staff to keep an eye out for an American. Especially an American who was actively asking for him.

Be that as it may, Blue would stick with the story Skye had constructed for him with the others. If he was going to enlighten anyone about the real reason he was in this country, it would have to be Max himself.

"I work for an independent tour operator," he told her. "Next year, we would like to include Nicaragua in our program. For that, I'm supposed to work out two tours and review hotels."

"That sounds exciting," his interlocutor thought, her eyes twinkling with interest. "What other countries do you have on offer?"

"We only specialize in South America so far. Nicaragua will be the first Central American country in our catalog. Our strength is individual travel, with which we differentiate ourselves from the large market of package tourism. We don't just take our customers to the well-known attractions and anonymous five-star hotels, but offer them the opportunity to get to know the country and its people in an authentic way."

"Sounds like organized backpacking."

Quietly, Blue laughed. "I guess that pretty much sums it up."

"So, you're planning to roam Nicaragua for the next few weeks?"

"I will. Do you have any insider tips for me, maybe? Hidden places that are a must-see? Places from which the view is simply breathtaking or the most beautiful sunset can be watched?" His voice had darkened on his last words. A tantalizing glint was reflected in his pupils, clearly challenging them. 

Blue received no direct answer, but he saw the excitement in her eyes. The small unconscious movement of her sensual lips was not lost on him either. Intensely, he held her gaze, wordlessly letting her know that she pleased him.

A slight blush rose in her cheeks and Blue noticed how his body reacted to it. Rarely had he encountered a woman whose aura fascinated him so much.

She was beautiful, she was confident. She certainly received constant admiring male glances, which were usually accompanied by more or less explicit advances. Yet she was not jaded enough to take this for granted.

Her charisma was really interesting! And sexy!

Goosebumps formed on his chest, and Blue felt the desire to feel her lips on his body. From one minute to the next, he wanted this woman. He wanted to feel her body next to his. 
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