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Chapter 1

The Triumphant Return of Óscar
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The midday heat clung thick over Matamoros Airport, the kind of oppressive warmth that made the horizon waver and turned the tarmac into a shimmering sheet of glass. A single federal transport shuttle rolled across it, slow and deliberate, until it hissed to a stop near a cluster of private hangars.

For a moment, nothing moved.

Then the door folded open with a metallic groan.

Óscar Alvarez Vasquez stepped out.

He was leaner than the man who had entered U.S. custody years ago. His face was drawn and hair thinner with his posture etched with the rigid discipline of confinement. But the weight of his presence hadn’t diminished. If anything, the silence around him deepened, as if the desert heat itself held its breath.

Two Gulf Cartel lieutenants waited several yards away, standing still, not daring to approach until he acknowledged them.

The older of the two, Saúl “El Tigre” Morales, cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Jefe,” he said, voice low, reverent. “Welcome home.”

Óscar descended the steps without replying. His boots struck the pavement with the quiet certainty of a man reclaiming territory that had been his for decades.

The second lieutenant, younger and visibly nervous, lowered his eyes as Óscar approached. The man’s hands fidgeted at his sides until he forced them still.

Saúl extended a hand. Óscar took it with one firm shake, nothing more. His gaze flicked to the younger lieutenant.

“¿Nombre?” Óscar asked.

“Ramón, señor,” the man answered quickly. “It is an honor...”

Óscar moved past him before he finished, the dismissal quiet but absolute. He surveyed the airport perimeter that had guards stationed at corners, plainclothes watchers near the hangars, a line of black armored SUVs idling with engines rumbling.

Finally, in a voice low and steady, he said:

“Llévenme a casa.” Take me home.

No small talk. No greetings for cameras or family. No acknowledgment that years had passed.

Only the mission.

Saúl nodded sharply. “Sí, Jefe. Everything is prepared.”

They escorted him toward the convoy. The younger lieutenant hurried ahead to open the rear door of the lead SUV. Óscar paused at the threshold, eyes sweeping once more across the open tarmac with its heat and emptiness a quiet welcome to a man whose legend towered over the area.

A kingdom waiting for its king to reassert control.

He ducked into the SUV without another word.

The door shut behind him with a heavy, final thud, echoing across the bright expanse as the engines revved and the convoy began to move.

The convoy rolled out from the airport in a tight formation with three armored SUVs in front, three behind. Escorts flanking them like a silent procession. The road shimmered beneath the heat, stretching out toward the scrubland that fringed the city.

Inside the lead vehicle, the temperature dropped immediately. The air conditioning hummed softly. The interior smelled faintly of leather and gun oil.

Óscar sat in the back seat, posture straight, hands resting on his knees.

No chains. No guards. No warden’s eyes.

Just freedom...and the storm simmering behind his own.

Saúl rode in the passenger seat. Ramón, eager to prove himself, sat beside Óscar with a tablet clutched in his hands but hadn’t yet spoken. His foot tapped against the floor until he caught himself and forced it still.

Minutes stretched.

Finally, the tablet’s screen lit with a flick of Saúl’s hand from the front.

Ramón swallowed. “Señor... we gathered everything from the New Orleans police servers. Reports. Photos. Surveillance logs.” He hesitated. “Some of it is...difficult.”

Óscar didn’t look at him. “Muéstrame.” Show me.

Ramón tapped the screen.

First appeared a headline from a New Orleans news outlet. TURF WAR SUSPECTED IN NIGHT OF FIRE Óscar’s expression didn’t change.

Another headline. BODY OF CARTEL HEIR RECOVERED FROM BURNT VEHICLE...

A faint tremor moved through the tablet in Ramón’s hands.

He swiped again.

Coroner photos. Angles of charred metal and scorched flesh. A watch... Carlos’s watch... half melted, warped beyond recognition.

The SUV hit a small bump in the road. The photos jolted. Óscar’s hand shot out. Not with violence, not with abruptness, but with the controlled precision of  a leader to steady the screen.

“Detente,” he said quietly. Stop.

Ramón froze.

Óscar studied the photo of the watch. His son’s watch. A gift he himself had given Carlos on his twenty-first birthday. The only thing the fire hadn’t completely erased.

Saúl glanced back from the front seat, voice soft.

“We did everything to confirm the chain of events, Jefe. The bodies of Michaela and the little girl... they were burned beyond...”

Óscar cut him off with a small motion of his fingers. Not now.

He closed his eyes for a single breath and then opened them with a cold steadiness.

“Continúa,” he said. Continue.

Ramón swiped again, forcing himself to look at the images even as his stomach churned. Police transcripts, statements from witnesses, blurry screenshots of traffic cameras. A New Orleans detective’s notes full of half-formed theories and redactions.

The temperature inside the SUV felt like it had dropped another few degrees.

Ramón hesitated. “Señor... with your permission... I want to say, on behalf of all of us, that we’re sorry about Carlos and his family. They were good people. We...”

Óscar turned his head slowly toward him.

Not angry nor emotional. Just a stare carved from stone.

“Grief,” Óscar said, voice quiet enough that Saúl leaned back slightly to hear him, “is for later.”

Ramón’s throat bobbed. “Sí, señor.”

“Ahora,” Óscar continued, “solo hay trabajo.” Now, there is only work.

He reached out and tapped the tablet himself, swiping to the next photo of the burnt remains of the SUV where Carlos and his family died.

His jaw tightened, the muscle along it twitching once.

“Todo,” he said. Everything.

Ramón resumed, hands trembling slightly. More photos. More reports. More fragments of the truth.

Óscar’s knuckles whitened against his knee, but he made no sound.

Outside the window, the dry Tamaulipas landscape blurred past with a sun-bleached, hard, unforgiving frenzy. This was a place forged in heat and violence.

A place perfectly suited for the kind of man Óscar had become.

The convoy turned off the highway onto a long, unmarked dirt road bordered by tall brush and rustling mesquite trees. Dust trailed behind the vehicles as they wound deeper into the countryside, far from the noise and eyes of the city.

Ahead, beyond a final bend, the compound came into view.

A sprawling ranch estate surrounded by high adobe walls. Guard towers at each corner. Sentries with rifles slung across their chests. Surveillance cameras sweeping arcs over the entrance. A steel gate rolled open at the convoy’s approach as though the land itself recognized its owner.

Óscar watched it all through the tinted glass. There was no awe nor nostalgia. There was just a quiet evaluation.

A leader returning to the territory he had built with blood, loyalty, and fear.

When the SUV rolled to a stop in front of the main house, the door opened immediately. Saúl stepped out first, giving a sharp nod for the other vehicles to settle into position.

Óscar emerged second.

Heat hit him with a sharp, but familiar slap across the face. A dry wind tugged at the edges of his shirt as he stepped onto the stone courtyard.

A small group waited there.

Senior lieutenants, old guard men who’d served under him for decades. They stood in a rigid line, heads bowed in respect. Beyond them, lower-ranking soldiers lingered at a distance, watching with the tense reverence reserved for myth rather than man.

At the front of the line, Isabel, his wife, stood perfectly still.

Time had etched new lines into her face, softened some things and hardened others. Her eyes, however, held the same dark fire he remembered. The ones that had always seen more of him than anyone else.

She approached without hesitation and wrapped her arms around him.

For a moment, the courtyard seemed to fall silent. Even the wind paused.

Óscar didn’t lift his arms, not right away. His body stayed rigid beneath her embrace, as though he hadn’t yet decided whether he was allowed to feel anything at all.

Finally, one of his hands rose and rested against her back, briefly, gently, before falling away.

Isabel stepped back, searching his face. “Mi amor,” she whispered. “You’ve lost too much.”

He didn’t answer. His eyes drifted past her to the men waiting in line.

Saúl cleared his throat softly. “Todo está listo, Jefe. The reports, the intel. We prepared your office.”

Óscar didn’t move toward the house.

Instead, he began walking toward the left side of the courtyard, where a small stone arch led to a secluded garden. The path wound between agave plants and flowering shrubs, ending at a quiet corner shaded by a large ceiba tree.

There, beneath the tree’s heavy branches, stood a memorial shrine.

Candles. A cross. Photos framed in wood. A few personal items were carefully arranged.

Carlos. Michaela. Little Violetta.

A soft breath escaped Isabel as she followed a few steps behind him. The lieutenants remained at the courtyard entrance, giving space without being told.

Óscar stepped into the shrine’s circle of flickering candlelight.

He reached out, fingertips touching Carlos’s photo. His boy’s arm around his daughter, smiles bright and unguarded. The edges of the frame were warm from the sun.

For the first time since stepping off the plane, Óscar’s shoulders lowered.

He dropped to one knee.

The wind rustled through the ceiba leaves overhead, whispering through the branches like voices reaching across the years.

Óscar traced the outline of Carlos’s face with the back of his knuckle. His voice, when it came, was barely audible.

“Lo siento, hijo.” I’m sorry, son.

He stayed there for a long moment, still as stone.

Then he stood.

Grief folded neatly back into the armor of purpose.

He turned toward the courtyard, toward Saúl and the others who waited like soldiers before a king.

His voice was quiet, but it carried with the weight of a decree:

“Tráiganme a todos.” Bring me everyone.

The lieutenants dispersed instantly, hurrying inside the house to summon leadership, analysts, and the unexpected visitor waiting to test the boundaries of Óscar’s patience.

The storm he had brought home was beginning to gather.

The interior of the main house was cool, dim, and quiet with thick adobe walls swallowing the afternoon heat. The hallway opened into Óscar’s private office, a large room with a heavy carved desk and a long conference table that could seat a dozen men.

Tonight, it needed all twelve.

One by one, lieutenants, regional commanders, and intelligence officers filled the room. Some whispered among themselves; others stayed silent, eyes lowered. The tension was taut and electric.

Óscar was already at the far end of the table.

He didn’t sit. He stood with both hands resting on a stack of folders, each marked with police insignia, American agencies, and internal cartel codes. Surveillance images were spread across the table like a mosaic.

When the last man entered, the room fell silent.

Saúl locked the door.

Óscar lifted the photo of Carlos’s burnt SUV and held it up, turning it slowly so every man around the table had to see it.

“Esto,” he said quietly, “es lo que hicieron.” This is what they did.

No one dared to speak.

He set the photo down with deliberate care.

A middle-aged analyst stepped forward, voice steady but cautious. “Jefe... based on all gathered intelligence, we believe the initial attack in New Orleans was directed by Vincent Castenllo Jr. The Martellos had...”

The door opened.

Everyone turned.

A man in a gray suit entered without invitation, flanked by two escorts wearing the insignia of Zetas Vieja Escuela. The intruder’s presence was a blade cutting through the room’s composure.

Óscar didn’t look at him.

Not at first.

The Zetas representative, Comandante Barrera, gave a thin, polite smile. “Señor Alvarez. Bienvenido de regreso.”

Saúl stiffened. “You were not invited.”

Barrera shrugged lightly. “Your jefe returns from America after years away. You think we would ignore such an event? Our organizations share history... and enemies.”

The lieutenants bristled. Hands hovered near weapons. But Barrera didn’t flinch. He stepped closer to the table, eyes flicking to the photos.

“The Martellos,” he murmured. “They have overstepped.”

Óscar still hadn’t acknowledged him.

He flipped open another folder instead.

Inside was a printed timeline: Carlos’s arrival in New Orleans. His disappearance. The fire. Police delays. Evidence gaps. A meticulously documented chain of events shaded with the corruption and incompetence of foreign law enforcement.

One of his senior lieutenants, a thick-set man named Alvarado, cleared his throat. “Our sources confirm the order came from the Martello boss. Vinny Castenllo Jr.”

Still, silence from Óscar.

Barrera took another step forward. “This is an opportunity, señor. For both of our organizations. The Gulf Cartel and the Zetas...”

Óscar lifted his eyes.

The room froze.

Barrera’s words faltered, swallowed by the cold, precise stare leveled at him.

Óscar rested two fingers on Carlos’s coroner photo and spoke in a voice calm enough to turn bone to ice.

“¿Quién hizo esto?” Who did this?

The analyst swallowed. “La orden vino de Vincent Castenllo Jr., jefe.”

A single beat of silence.

Then Óscar closed the folder gently, almost tenderly.

His hand smoothed the edges, an old ritual for a man who rarely reacted without intention.

When he finally spoke, the words were soft. So soft that everyone in the room leaned in to hear them.

“Entonces... responderemos en la misma moneda.” Then we will answer in kind.

The lieutenants exchanged looks of fear, resolve, and anticipation.

Barrera let out a slow exhale, a faint smile forming. “If war is what you want, señor Alvarez, we are...”

Óscar spoke over him, not raising his voice, but slicing through his words like a blade.

“I was not finished speaking.”

Barrera’s smile evaporated.

Óscar stepped closer to the table, placing both hands flat on the wood.

“The Martellos believe distance protects them. That American laws, American borders, and American police can shelter them.” His eyes swept the room. “They are wrong.”

He straightened.

“War,” he said simply.

The room remained utterly still.

No cheers. No threats. Just the heavy, collective understanding that something irreversible had begun.

The briefing dissolved slowly, men filing out in tense silence. Orders would be carried out. Calls made. Networks activated. But none of them lingered  when Óscar’s expression made it clear he wanted the room emptied.

Saúl was the last to leave. “Jefe... if you need anything...”

Óscar gave a small nod of permission to go, and nothing more.

The door shut with a soft click.

The office fell silent.

For a long moment, Óscar remained where he stood, his hands resting on the table’s edge. The sound of distant engines and muffled radio chatter drifted through the adobe walls, but the room itself was still.

When he finally moved, it was the slow and deliberate movement of a man carrying far more weight than his frame suggested.

He made his way down the narrow hallway that branched from the office, past photographs of his early days in the organization, past old maps and framed articles that chronicled the empire he had built. He walked until he reached a simple wooden door at the end.

His quarters.

He stepped inside.

The room was sparse with no luxury and no indulgence. Just a bed with a plain blanket, a small dresser, a crucifix above the headboard, and a single window overlooking the compound. Dust motes drifted lazily in a bar of sunlight cutting across the floor.

Óscar closed the door behind him.

The click sounded louder than it should have.

He sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, palms pressed together. His breath came out slow and steady, but the tension running through him was unmistakable.

On the nightstand sat a small wooden box, unchanged since the day he left for the States. He reached for it, fingertips brushing the lid before lifting it open.

Inside lay a handful of trinkets:

A set of marbles Carlos had played with as a child. A tiny matchbox car with blue paint chipped at the corners. A frayed friendship bracelet that little Violetta had made for him during a visit. And a folded drawing.

Óscar hesitated before picking it up. Children’s drawings were fragile things that were not meant to survive fire, violence, or the weight of vengeance. But this one had been kept safe. Protected.

He unfolded it carefully.

Crayon lines. A stick-figure family and a taller figure standing beside them.

Papá.

Óscar’s throat tightened, a silent pulse of pain hitting hard enough that he closed his eyes against it.

One breath... Another... Then, as though a dam cracked inside him, tears slipped free.

Not sobbing. Not broken.

Just quiet, controlled lines of grief tracking down his face.

He pressed the drawing gently to his forehead. For a moment, he allowed himself to feel the hollow ache that had defined every second since the note he got in prison, the absence that shadowed him even in dreams.

In the privacy of his quarters, where no lieutenant, wife, or soldier could witness the moment, Óscar Alvarez Vasquez allowed himself to be a father mourning his son.

Only for a moment.

He wiped his face with the back of his hand, slow and deliberate. He folded the drawing again, placed it back in the box, and closed the lid.

Grief returned to its cage.

He rose to his feet.

At the window, he stood looking out over the compound of men moving with urgency, vehicles repositioning, radios crackling with orders. A machine stirring to life under his command.

His voice, when he spoke, was almost a whisper.

“Les haré sentir todo lo que yo he sentido.” I will make them feel everything I have felt.

He turned toward the door.

The storm inside him had hardened into resolve.

Evening settled over the compound in a wash of deep gold and rising shadows. The sun dipped low behind the distant hills, casting the courtyard and the surrounding walls in a final burst of light before surrendering to dusk.

Torches were lit along the walkways like an old signal, a tradition from years before the organization adopted modern systems. Their flames flickered in the warm wind, illuminating the movement of soldiers preparing vehicles, checking radios, and gathering equipment.

A machine waking. A network tightening. A war is being born in real time.

Óscar stepped out onto the balcony overlooking it all.

He had changed into a clean shirt, sleeves rolled neatly to the elbows. No jewelry, no insignias. There was nothing that suggested vanity. Only purpose. The kind carved into every line of his face.

Below, several lieutenants waited, assembled in a half-circle. Saúl at the center. Barrera from the Zetas stood slightly apart, hands clasped behind his back in a display that was equal parts respect and quiet self-importance.

The men straightened the instant they saw Óscar.

He leaned both hands on the balcony railing, taking in the sight of the compound, which was the lifeblood of his empire.

The torchlight painted flames across his expression.

When he spoke, his voice carried with a calm, deadly clarity.

“Prepárenlo todo.” Prepare everything.

No one moved. They waited for specifics. For direction. For the decree that would set the next chapter of blood and violence into motion.

Óscar’s gaze shifted from face to face, lingering on none of them for long.

“Quiero una reunión esta noche,” he said. “Zetas. Gulf leadership. Todos.” I want a meeting tonight. Zetas. Gulf leadership. Everyone.

A few men exchanged glances. There hadn’t been a full summit in years. Not one led by Óscar himself.

Saúl cleared his throat. “¿Para discutir los siguientes pasos, Jefe?” To discuss the next steps?

Óscar shook his head once.

“No.” He straightened. “The meeting is to declare what comes next.”

Barrera stepped closer, unable to hide the slight upward curl of intrigue at the corner of his mouth. “And what is that, señor?”

Óscar’s eyes locked onto his with the unblinking steadiness of a predator that had already chosen its path.

“Guerra.” War.

The single word fell heavy, final, and unshakeable.

Around the courtyard, the atmosphere changed subtly but unmistakably. Muscles tensed. Expressions hardened. Radios crackled louder. Soldiers checked their weapons with renewed urgency.

The world outside the compound had no idea what had just been set in motion.

But inside, every man present understood:

By sunrise, nothing about New Orleans or the Martello Family would ever be the same.

Óscar turned from the balcony without waiting for acknowledgement or applause. His command had been given. The fuse had been lit.

Behind him, the compound roared quietly to life with vehicles starting, men moving with purpose, and torches blazing brighter against the darkening sky.

A storm was gathering.

And Óscar Alvarez Vasquez had just called it down upon his enemies.
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Chapter 2

The Cartel Summit
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Security cameras blinked red along the outer wall of the compound, their lenses sweeping in steady arcs. On the rooftops, men with rifles moved about, settling into prone positions with their scopes aligned toward the access roads that bled in from the highway and the scrubland beyond. Snipers checked their lines of sight once, then again. Radios murmured. An armored truck rumbled as it reversed into a new position, blocking one of the less-traveled entrances. Another vehicle rolled forward to cover the main gate at an angle that offered overlapping fields of fire. From the courtyard below, the compound no longer looked like a ranch. It looked like a forward operating base.

Inside the main house, servants moved quickly and quietly, setting a long table in the war room. The polished wood disappeared under layers of maps, tablets, folders, and encrypted radios. New Orleans at night glowed on one of the large screens with a satellite image divided into color-coded sectors, each zone tagged with notes. The details meant little to the servants, but they could read tone in the men who passed by. Tonight was not about business. Tonight was about vengeance.

Saúl stood near the head of the table, hands on his hips, scanning every inch of it. “Move that,” he said, nodding at a stack of folders near the end. “I want the Martello intel front and center.” A younger lieutenant shifted the files. “Like this, jefe?” “Higher. If the Zetas sit on that side, they see exactly what we know about New Orleans before they open their mouths.”

At the far wall, an intel tech tapped through a menu on a laptop, bringing up traffic patterns, heat maps of police response times, and ports-of-entry data. “You sure the encryption’s solid?” another lieutenant asked. The tech didn’t look up. “Better than what the federales use.” “That,” Saúl said, “is a low bar, cabrón. Triple-check it anyway.”

He glanced toward the doorway, half expecting Óscar to appear and demand some adjustment, some correction. Instead, when the man finally entered, he said nothing at all. He wore the same clean, rolled-sleeve shirt from earlier, the same unadorned watch. No rings. No visible weapon. The only thing that had changed was the temperature in the room.

The lieutenants straightened at once. “Jefe”, Saúl said. “We’re almost ready. If you want anything moved, we can...” Óscar’s gaze traveled slowly across the table. His eyes paused on the New Orleans satellite image, on the glowing pocket of the Garden District. He walked the perimeter of the war room, scanning the corners, the windows, the cameras in the ceiling. His eyes lingered briefly on the far wall, where a framed map of Tamaulipas hung next to a crucifix. He returned to the head of the table, stood there, and simply nodded once. “It’s ready,” he said.

Saúl exhaled, a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “We’ve doubled the perimeter security. Snipers on all four towers, plus two roving teams outside the walls.” “One at the east drainage channel?” Óscar asked. “Sí, Jefe. And we’re monitoring comms from the highway. If the Zetas bring extra cars, we’ll know before they hit the gate.”

A younger lieutenant named Ramos, lean and perpetually on edge, hovered nearby, arms folded. “They don’t like coming here without flexing,” he muttered. “They’ll show off the moment they step out of their trucks.” Saúl shot him a look. “You’ll keep that thought to yourself when they arrive.” Ramos rolled a shoulder but nodded. “Sí.”

Óscar’s attention remained on the maps. New Orleans looked small from up here. Contained. Manageable. The illusion comforted some men. It did not comfort him. “This meeting,” he said, “does not leave this room. No one outside the leadership core needs details.” “Yes, Jefe,” came the chorus. “If any of our men disrespect the Zetas delegation,” he continued, “they will answer to me, not to them.” Ramos hesitated. “Even if they disrespect us first?” Óscar finally looked at him. “Their arrogance is their weakness,” he said. “Not ours.” Ramos swallowed. “Entendido.”

A chime sounded from a radio near the table. One of the guards lifted it to his ear, listened, then turned toward Saúl. “Convoy approaching from the south road,” he reported. “Three SUVs, insignias removed. ETA five minutes.” Zetas Vieja Escuela. Old enemies. Old allies. A relationship written in gunpowder and opportunism. “Positions,” Saúl said. “Everyone knows their role.” The lieutenants filed out, each man peeling away to his assignment. Some men were to greet, some to watch, and some to hover like ghosts along the walls once the summit began.

Only Óscar remained. For a moment, he was alone with the maps and the screens and the quiet hum of electronics. The satellite image of New Orleans glowed in the dim light, a foreign city that had already taken everything from him. He stared at it, his face unreadable.

Carlos. Michaela. Violetta. The names passed through his mind like beads on a rosary, each one a wound, each one a promise. He tapped one finger against the Garden District sector, a small, precise motion. “Tonight,” he said softly, “we start taking it back.”

From the open balcony doors down the hall, a gust of warm night air drifted in, carrying the distant sounds of the rumble of approaching engines, the shifting of men on the walls, and the low murmur of radios. He turned from the table and walked out toward the main entrance, alone. He didn’t need an escort. His presence at the gate would do more to keep the peace than any rifle. Behind him, the war room waited, prepared down to the last cable and folder.

In front of him, far down the dirt road, three sets of headlights cut through the darkness, drawing closer with each passing second. The Night settled over the compound like a held breath. Torchlight flickered along the walls, casting jagged shadows across the courtyard as the Gulf soldiers took their position.

The low rumble of engines grew louder. At the main gate, two guards stepped forward and slid the steel doors open. Dust rose as three black SUVs rolled inside, each stripped of insignias, plates swapped for clean numbers. The vehicles moved in tight formation with the disciplined coordination of military precision.

Saúl stood just behind the threshold, jaw set tight. Ramos hovered near him, shoulders tense, fingers drumming impatiently on the grip of his holstered weapon. “They always drive like they’re rolling into hostile territory,” Ramos muttered. Saúl didn’t take his eyes off the vehicles. “They are rolling into hostile territory. Don’t let your mouth make it worse.” Ramos gave a humorless snort but said no more.

The SUVs slowed, then stopped in a neat line. For a moment, the compound was silent except for the ticking of engines cooling in the night air. The doors opened simultaneously. Out stepped the Zetas delegation. The first man was unmistakably Comandante Barrera; with his sharp suit, neatly trimmed beard, and the confidence of someone who’d spilled blood in at least two countries and never apologized for any of it. His eyes scanned the courtyard lazily, like a predator assessing weaker animals. Behind him emerged five operators, each armed and alert despite the diplomatic nature of their visit.

The tension in the courtyard thickened instantly. Gulf soldiers shifted subtly, hands brushing rifle stocks, weight shifting to the balls of their feet. One wrong look could turn the air into gunfire.

Then Óscar stepped forward. He came alone, walking through the center of his men with a steady, unhurried pace. The effect was immediate on every soldier, Gulf or Zetas. They stiffened as if gravity itself bent differently around him.

Barrera smiled thinly. “Señor Alvarez,” he said, spreading his hands in a gesture of greeting. “It seems the rumors of your iron spine were true. You summoned us, and here we are.” Óscar stopped a few feet from him. His expression didn’t change. “You came quickly.” “Vengeance tends to inspire efficiency,” Barrera said lightly. “Besides... we respect you enough not to delay.”

Saúl watched from behind, noting the choice of words. Respect, from a Zetas commander, was never simple. It was seldom genuine. But it was always a negotiation. Óscar extended his hand. Barrera took it. The handshake was firm, formal, and entirely devoid of warmth.

Behind Barrera, one of the Zetas operators shifted, eyes scanning the Gulf soldiers. Ramos stiffened. Saúl stepped subtly between them, a silent barrier. Óscar released Barrera’s hand and gestured toward the interior of the compound. “You came for a purpose,” he said. “Let’s not waste time.” Barrera’s smile sharpened. “Straight to business. I prefer that.” Óscar turned toward the main house, and the delegation fell in behind him.

As the group walked through the courtyard, Gulf soldiers followed their movements with cold, suspicious eyes. The Zetas operators did the same, hands never straying far from their weapons. To an outsider, it would look like two armies walking inches from war. Ramos leaned slightly toward Saúl, murmuring under his breath. “You feel that? Like lightning waiting to hit something metal.” Saúl kept his gaze ahead. “Then don’t be the lightning rod.”

Óscar led the combined group into the hall, the heavy door swinging shut behind them with a deep, echoing thud. Óscar didn’t look back to see if the Zetas followed. He knew they would. And the moment they crossed that threshold, every man present understood that tonight was no alliance of trust. It was an alliance of vengeance.

The war room was already lit when Óscar entered. Maps littered the table in structured rows, each one annotated with red ink and digital markers. A large monitor showed the charred remains of the SUV from New Orleans, paused on a still frame before the flames swallowed everything. The room quieted as Gulf lieutenants rose.

Behind Óscar, the Zetas delegation filed in. Barrera took his seat as though he’d been invited into a cathedral he planned to admire before eventually burning down. Óscar didn’t sit. He remained standing at the head of the table, eyes tracing the silhouettes of the images arranged before him. Saúl took his place to the right. Ramos stood further back, near the wall, doing a poor job of hiding the tension tightening his jaw.

Óscar nodded once. A Gulf Tech tapped a tablet. The screen flickered, and the first image appeared. Carlos. Alive. Laughing. A photo taken months before New Orleans. His arm around Michaela, Violetta perched on his shoulders. A second tap. The same SUV before and after the fire. Tap. Coroner photos. Tap. Burn patterns. Trajectory analysis. A grainy surveillance shot of the Martello street corner. Tap. The final photo was what remained of the family after the flames. 

Silence settled over the room like a thick blanket. Even the Zetas operators, hardened as they were, shifted slightly. Barrera’s eyes narrowed with calculation. Revenge was a language he understood, and what lay on the screen was a script he’d read many times. Finally, Barrera broke the silence with a low exhale. “Blood demands blood,” he said. His voice carried through the room, cold and flat.

Saúl looked down at the table, jaw working. Ramos stared at the screen, eyes burning with anger he didn’t dare voice. Óscar lifted his gaze from the image and looked slowly around the table, taking in every face. Men who had fought in border wars, survived prison massacres, and dispatched rivals in broad daylight. When he spoke, his voice was calm and deadly. “They died in a foreign city because the Martellos believed distance would protect them. They believed they could touch my blood...” His gaze returned to the screen. “...and live.” He let the moment linger, tension tightening like piano wire. “We are here,” Óscar continued, “because they were wrong.” The lieutenants murmured quiet agreement. Even the Zetas operators seemed to nod, just barely, acknowledging the gravity of the room.

Barrera leaned back in his chair, watching Óscar closely. “We came because you called. But understand, señor Alvarez, what you propose is no simple reprisal. It is an operation with... consequences.” Óscar didn’t blink. “Consequences are for men who hesitate.” Saúl glanced toward the Zetas side of the table. The Gulf lieutenants did the same. A current of anticipation rippled through the room, with every man waiting to see whether Barrera would push back, provoke, or defer. Barrera’s lips curled into a faint, calculated smile. “You want justice,” he said. “We want the same. The Martellos lit a fire they cannot control.” He gestured toward the screen. “This is not just your loss. It is a message. And if we do not respond together, the Americans will think we are weak.”

Ramos muttered, almost too quietly, “Let them think we’re monsters instead.” Saúl shot him a warning look. Barrera pretended not to hear the comment, but his eyes flicked briefly toward Ramos with mild amusement.

Óscar stepped forward, placing a hand flat on the table beside the photos. “Tonight,” he said, voice low but sharp as a blade, “we decide how that message is returned.”

Another tap from the tech changed the screen. This time to a satellite overlay of New Orleans. Neighborhood sectors glowed faintly, tagged with coordinates. The next tap on the tablet changed the screen again, this time to a map of New Orleans, glowing faintly against the dimmed lights. Streets crisscrossed in white lines; districts were shaded in blue or red, each color representing cartel influence, police response zones, or Martello-controlled neighborhoods.

The Gulf intel officer, Delgado, stepped to the edge of the table and cleared his throat. He wasn’t a soldier. He was thin with a bespectacled look, with the posture of a man who lived more among data than gunfire, but even he felt the weight of Óscar’s gaze. “Señores,” Delgado began, tapping the screen. “This is our complete breakdown of the Martellos’ known infrastructure.” The map zoomed in. The lines of the Garden District sharpened around a cluster of blocks.

Labels began to pop up. Martello residence. Martello-owned legitimate businesses. Front companies. Suspected stash houses. Security contractor ties.

Delgado continued, voice steady. “Vincent Castenllo Jr. maintains a primary residence here. Surveillance suggests...” “Suggests?” Barrera interrupted with a raised brow. “Or confirms?” Delgado swallowed. “Confirms. He rotates between his home and two business locations, but the Garden District remains his stronghold.” Barrera leaned back in his chair. “Of course it is. The American mafia loves its little mansions. All image, no discipline.”

Saúl shot him a warning glance, but Delgado pressed on. “We also mapped out NOPD response times.” He tapped the screen again. A series of colored bars appeared, each one marking minutes to respond in each district. “These areas show significant delays. Particularly in the early morning hours.” Ramos snorted from his post near the wall. “Which means nobody’s watching their backs.” Delgado nodded. “Precisely. Most response times worsen around two specific neighborhoods...” He tapped the map. “Various street crews control the Lower Garden District and Warehouse District. None directly tied to the Martellos, but many owe them favors.”

Barrera smiled faintly. “Useful chaos.” “Chaos we can use,” Delgado said carefully. “But it also means unpredictable variables during an operation.”

Delgado shifted to another slide of photos showing Martello enforcers, vehicles, storefronts, and meeting spots. “These are the men most likely to be armed around-the-clock,” he said. “Russo, Mancini, and a rotating security team. If we strike, they’ll either need to be neutralized first or avoided entirely.” Saúl nodded. “Russo won’t run. If he’s on-site, he’ll fight.” “He’s dangerous?” Barrera asked with mild curiosity. Saúl smirked. “He’s suicidal when angry.” Barrera’s eyes gleamed. “My favorite kind of enemy.”

The next slide flashed up with a click, showing a chart of Martello police connections. Delgado’s voice grew careful. “There are... individuals in NOPD known to look the other way. Some for the Martellos. Some for other groups.” “Name them,” Barrera said. “No,” Óscar answered, the first break in his stillness. Delgado’s breath caught. Óscar stepped closer to the table. “Naming them puts them at risk before we know who is useful. If they’re corrupt, we may need them. If they’re clean, we gain nothing by exposing them.” Barrera tilted his head, amused. “Pragmatic.” “Efficient,” Óscar corrected.

Delgado resumed. “We have also identified several potential entry routes into the city that minimize detection.” He tapped through images of highways, waterways, and industrial areas. I-10 freight corridors. Abandoned marinas. Commercial fishing routes from the Gulf. Private landing strips with minimal FAA oversight. Barrera nodded slowly, impressed despite himself. “You’ve done your homework,” he said.

Delgado exhaled gently, relieved. But Óscar wasn’t looking at Delgado. His eyes were fixed on the map, specifically, on the glowing outline of the Garden District. “That’s where he sleeps?” he asked quietly. Delgado nodded. “Nearly every night.” Óscar’s jaw tightened. “Good.”

The Gulf officer turned to the final slide which displayed a timeline. “Based on travel routes, predictable patterns, and police activity, a strike team could infiltrate here,” he pointed to a small alley near Coliseum Street, “just before dawn. Police shift change. Lowest traffic. Highest vulnerability.” Barrera sat forward, steepling his fingers. “And you believe this can be done cleanly?”

Delgado glanced nervously at Óscar before answering. “With... the right team? Yes.” Barrera’s smile returned, sharper this time. “The right team,” he repeated. “That’s what we’re here to discuss.” The room tensed. Everyone knew what that meant.

Óscar finally stepped back from the table, hands clasped behind him. “All this information is worthless without one answer.” He turned his gaze onto Barrera. “Can it be done,” he asked, “without sparking a border war?” Barrera’s smirk was slow, controlled, and dark. “Oh, señor Alvarez,” he said, “that’s the beauty of what we propose.”

He leaned forward, eyes sharp. “Send ghosts. No flags. No witnesses...” A chill passed through the room. And Óscar’s silence this time was not doubt... it was interest.

For a moment, Barrera’s words hung over the table like drifting smoke. The kind that warned of fire. Ramos shifted near the wall, unable to contain his reaction. “Ghosts,” he muttered. “Always with the dramatic bullshit.” Several Zeta operators turned their heads sharply toward him. Saúl stepped forward before anything escalated. “Cálmate,” he hissed. “Now isn’t the moment.” Ramos looked away, jaw tight.

Alvarado, the oldest Gulf lieutenant, pushed back from the table. The legs of his chair scrapped against the floor, cutting across the tension like a blade. “No,” he said. “This is madness.” Alvarado pointed to the satellite map still glowing above the table. “Crossing into another country with elite gunmen? Storming a mafia boss’s home in a residential neighborhood? You think the Americans won’t respond? The FBI will be crawling across the border. The DEA will...” Barrera chuckled softly. “Señor, the Americans couldn’t stop El Chapo from escaping a mile-long tunnel. They will not stop trained men slipping through their own backyard.” Alvarado’s eyes hardened. “Your arrogance will get us all killed.” “And your fear,” Barrera replied coolly, “will keep you from avenging your own.” Saúl exhaled sharply. “Enough.” 

Ramos stepped forward, arms crossed. “We lost Carlos. His wife. A little girl. And you,” he shot a glare at Alvarado, “want to talk about caution?” “My job is caution,” Alvarado snapped. “My job is to keep our people alive. Not feed them into an American meat grinder.” A Zeta operator barked a laugh. “What people? You barely keep your streets alive.” Saúl raised a hand. “Watch it.”

The Zeta man shrugged coldly. “If they’re afraid, let them say it.” “Afraid?” Ramos shot back. “We’re not the ones hiding behind ex-military contractors...” Barrera’s chair scraped as he stood. “Say that again, niño.” The insult lingered in the air.

Óscar lifted one hand. The room went silent instantly, as if someone had cut the sound from the world. Barrera remained standing, though his expression shifted. It was no longer amused; now it was measuring. Óscar’s voice came low, even. “This bickering dishonors the dead.”

He walked toward the table, stopping at the image of Carlos smiling in that final family photo. “You speak as though we have a choice,” he said. “We do not. The Martellos chose for us when they crossed the line.” Alvarado inhaled slowly. “Jefe... I am not refusing justice. But this operation is not what we normally do.” “No,” Óscar agreed. “It is not.”

Delgado, still standing near the screens, swallowed hard. He had seen Óscar angry before, but never carrying grief like a quiet bomb under his skin. Óscar placed both hands on the table. “When they killed my son,” he said softly, “they did not just strike at blood. They struck at my future. They struck at everything I built, everything I protected.” The emotion in his voice was barely there, but every man felt it. “They killed a child,” he continued. “My granddaughter. They killed innocence without hesitation, without mercy.” Silence thickened until the weight of it felt physical. Óscar lifted his gaze, eyes sharp enough to cut through steel. “And you ask me to worry about the FBI?”

Alvarado lowered his eyes. “No,” Óscar said. “There will be no hesitation. There will be no negotiation. The Martellos will learn what it is to lose everything.” He turned to Barrera. “And we will need specialists to do it.”

Barrera sank back into his chair, satisfaction flickering across his face. He had won, not through manipulation, but through inevitability. Óscar straightened. “So speak plainly, Comandante. Show us what you brought.”

The Zetas commander reached into the leather briefcase beside him and withdrew a thick black folder. Its cover bore a single white phrase: EQUIPO FANTASMA The Ghost Team. Barrera placed the file on the table with a quiet thud. “This,” he said, “is how you strike a foreign city... and leave no trace behind.” Barrera slid the black folder toward the center of the table. Even before a single page was turned, the room felt different, like something radioactive that every man sensed but couldn’t see.

Óscar remained standing, unmoving. Saúl took a slow step closer, gaze fixed on the white lettering across the cover. Ramos muttered under his breath, “Ghost Team... sounds like cartel folklore.”

Inside were dossiers, each with a photo clipped to the front and lines of encrypted data beneath. The faces staring up from the pages were hard-eyed men, some with military haircuts, others with blank expressions that hinted at the things they’d done and forgotten. “These,” Barrera began, tapping the first photo, “are not cartel soldiers.” Ramos leaned in. “I can see that.” “They are not street killers,” Barrera continued. “Not gunmen. Not hitmen.” He looked up, letting the silence thicken. “They are professionals. Former military; special forces, Kaibiles, GAFE, ex-federal tactical units. Men trained to take buildings, not corners.”

Even Alvarado found himself staring at the faces with reluctant interest. Barrera flipped to the first dossier. A man with a shaved head, expression flat as stone. “Gabriel ‘Sombra’ Reyes. Ex-GAFE. Urban breaching specialist. Disappeared from the official roster after a... disagreement with his commanding officer.”

He flipped to the next. A man with a thick beard, eyes cold, scars tracing his jawline. “Raúl Ortega. Counter-surveillance. Former Mexican intelligence contractor. No official record of his dismissal.”

Next. A lean man with the expression of a starving wolf. “Mateo Cárdenas. Kaibil. Expert in night raids and close quarters.”

He paused. “This one,” Barrera added, “prefers not to leave survivors.” Some of the Gulf lieutenants exchanged glances. Not fear, but respect. Or something close enough to it. Óscar still hadn’t spoken.
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