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Guillermo was missing. 

Luna Segura had seen it before. The cars coming 

around in the middle of the night. The disappearances. 

Sometimes a husband and father. Sometimes the whole 

family. The next morning the rest of the neighborhood 

would talk in hushed tones. “Another one,” they would 

say.  

The missing never came back. 

Until recently, things had been relatively normal in 

Barrio Descarado, Luna’s neighborhood on the out-

skirts of San Benito, capital of Miranda, the small but 

populous nation south of Brazil on the Atlantic coast of 

South America. Or at least, things had been as normal 

as they could be. One hardly saw anybody from Policia 

Nacional—the national police—come around. One  might
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think that with crime as high as it was in Barrio 

Descarado, indeed in all of San Benito, that the police 

would be welcomed. After all, the largest city in Miranda 

had the reigning title of murder capital of the world and 

the US State Department had classified it as a Level 4 

travel risk. Level 1 is reasonably safe. Level 2 suggests a 

traveler should exercise caution. Level 3 means a traveler 

should reconsider her plans. The advisory for a Level 4 

country is curt and straightforward: Do not travel. There 

is no Level 5. 

The murder rate in San Benito was 112 murders per 

100,000 people. Approximately one murder every twenty-

one minutes occurred. Gangs roamed the streets. Guns 

were everywhere. Drugs were rampant. And yet the site 

of the Policia Nacional was hardly reassuring. The police 

were corrupt and most did the bidding of the equally 

corrupt Mirandan government, if one of the major drug 

cartels didn’t buy their loyalty first. 

It was not always this way. At least not for Luna. As 

a little girl, she remembered growing up in the village of 

Calapaya, not far from Lake Isidro, two hours outside 

of the capital. Her father had a small coffee plantation 

and she remembered helping to pick the coffee beans at 

harvest time, a sack slung over her slender shoulder that 

would get heavier and heavier with each bean until 

eventually one of her four older brothers would come 

along, laughing, and take the sack from her. “I’ll carry it 

for you, hermanita.” Hermanita—little sister—was more 

her name than “Luna” in those days of childhood. She 



DANGER LEVEL 4 

3 
 

was the youngest of the five children and everyone’s 

favorite. 

Calapaya was rural and peaceful and if there were 

problems in the nation of Miranda, Luna never noticed. 

Governments seemed to come and go, some sup-

posedly more authoritarian than others, and the econo-

my supposedly rose and fell, something to do with the 

demand for oil—Miranda’s chief export—but nothing 

affected Luna’s life on her father’s little plantation.  

But the years went by and Luna grew up. She met 

a young man in the village. Guillermo was handsome 

and charming and they fell in love and married. 

Guillermo wanted to move from Calapaya. He wanted 

to get a job in the city. “There is no future for me here, 

Luna,” he told her. “I do not want to spend my life as a 

farmer. All of the opportunity is in San Benito.” 

“Opportunity for what?” Luna would ask. 

“For a better life.” 

They went to San Benito on a visit. Luna had to 

admit that the city was exciting. In those days, crime was 

negligible. The economy was strong and the people 

lived well. Luna agreed to the move. But the realities of 

her country and its history of instability, the realities she 

never saw as a little girl, came crashing down around 

them in San Benito when the economy crashed and the 

reigning government lost its authority. Basic services in 

the city—power, sanitation, food, medicine, and trans-

portation—were suddenly wanting. By then, Luna and 

Guillermo had a child, a boy they named Pedro after 
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Luna’s father. Guillermo had a job with the city in its 

tourism department, but the department was forced to 

downsize and Guillermo was out of work. 

Then came the coup. General Alonso Estrada, 

commanding officer of the Mirandan army deposed the 

president and instituted martial law. Most saw it as a 

blessing. Everything had been broken and the people 

were looking for a savior. Perhaps General Estrada 

could deliver the masses from the ruins of the previous 

government. And for a while, it seemed as if he could. 

He nationalized the nation’s oil industry and increased 

taxation on the wealthy. That wealth was spread around 

and the people’s lives got better. Basic services func-

tioned again. Improvements were made to the nation’s 

infrastructure. Hospitals and schools were built. 

Guillermo got a new job with the city.  

But in the ensuing years, after the populace had 

been placated, General Estrada showed his true colors. 

Though he continually promised free and democratic 

elections, he held onto his power. He began to siphon 

off much of the country’s resources. He lived lavishly. 

He had a new presidential palace built that cost hundreds 

of millions of dollars. He had statues of himself made and 

placed all over San Benito, the biggest one a fifty-foot 

high bronze sculpture that dominated the main plaza in 

the center of the city. 

The economy went south again. This time, Estrada 

was no longer the hoped-for savior. But if there was 

grumbling, he snuffed it out. He nationalized the press 
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and took control of all media outlets. This was about the 

time that the Policia Nacional came under the direct 

authority of Estrada. Opposition groups formed but 

their members began disappearing and the groups either 

disbanded or went underground. Then came the great 

Sangrado—the Bleeding, as it would come to be known. 

Over a two-month period, Estrada and his police force 

rounded up tens of thousands of people who were 

deemed a threat to his regime, some sent to horrendous 

prison camps, many simply executed. 

This was followed by las Purgas—the Purges, maybe 

once every six or eight months, as if to keep the 

population in line, as if to remind the people who was in 

charge. This was when the cars came around at night 

and people would be taken from their homes, never to 

be seen again.  

Meanwhile, the government grew in power. Estrada 

became a player on the world stage, building his military 

and flirting with a nuclear weapons program. He built 

military installations on the Brazil border, amassing 

troops there and threatening not just Brazil, but the 

entire balance of power in South America. 

In Barrio Descarado, as in other neighborhoods, 

you never dared talk about politics, unless it was to heap 

praise on Presidente Alonso Estrada, lest someone be 

listening. You kept your head down and went about 

your life as best you could. Poverty had led to violent 

crime, which was left unchecked by a police force that 

was indifferent to anything that wasn’t a direct threat to 
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Estrada’s authoritarian government. In fact, the rumors 

were that Estrada had not only nationalized the country’s 

oil, but the country’s drug trade, partnering with the 

cartels and taking a cut of every major foreign drug 

transaction. But if you watched yourself, if you stayed 

off certain streets at night, and certain other streets even 

in the light of day, you could survive. Luna and 

Guillermo and Pedro got by. 

But recently, a new purge had started. The police 

cars were back. This purge was worse than the others. 

The cars were more frequent. Estrada was sending a 

blatant message that many feared was the result of a 

simmering backlash against the government. There had 

been whispers of a new opposition group forming in the 

city. People were tired of living in fear and poverty. A 

band of would-be revolutionaries was using social media 

to press the idea of taking back the power that rightfully 

belonged to the people. After the government shut 

down internet access to all but government-sanctioned 

sites, the revolutionaries went old-school, leaving stacks 

of printed leaflets around the city at bus stops and at 

metro stations and in the barrios.  

Presidente Alonso Estrada fumed. 

One night there was a heavy knock on Luna and 

Guillermo’s door, a knock Luna had long feared. Guil-

lermo had talked to Luna about the opposition group. He 

had been approached in the city one evening by a friend. 

There was a meeting the friend wanted Guillermo to 

attend in the basement of a church. Guillermo went to 



DANGER LEVEL 4 

7 
 

the meeting.  

Two nights later came the heavy knock: two 

officers of Policia Nacional. “We need you to come with 

us,” said one of them to Guillermo. “We need you to 

answer a few questions. It should not take long, señor.” 

Luna knew better and pleaded with the officers to no 

avail. 

Guillermo went with them. 

“Where is Papá?” said Pedro the next morning. 

“He’ll be back soon,” Luna told him, and she said 

the same thing the following morning and the morning 

after that. But she knew better. In San Benito, the 

missing never came back.
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Whenever Kori Briggs went on vacation, and it wasn’t 

very often, she liked to go to places that had remained 

more or less undiscovered by the masses. She hated 

crowds and despised standing in lines. In Italy, the most 

popular tourist destinations are, in order, Rome, Florence, 

and Venice, followed by the Amalfi Coast and the Tuscany 

region.  

Which is why Kori Briggs was in Mantua.  

Mantua—or Mantova to the locals, as Venice is to 

Venezia—is located in northern Italy and referred to by 

those in the know as the Italian capital of culture. A 

World Heritage site, the city of roughly 50,000, passed 

over by most travelers, is home to museums, beautiful
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medieval and Renaissance architecture, magnificent cathe-

drals, narrow cobbled streets that lead to open piazzas and 

courtyards, theaters with live opera, and friendly people, 

all of it resting on a lake, or, more accurately, three 

adjoining lakes that surround the old part of the city. 

And—no small thing as far as Kori was concerned—a 

plethora of fine eating establishments. Mantua, in fact, 

has been named European Capital of Gastronomy. This 

was Kori’s kind of place. 

At Trattoria al Gallo, a charming little place that 

served a grilled rib of beef—costata di manzo ai ferri—Kori 

was sampling some of the fine dining that the city had 

to offer, washing it down with a bottle of Fontodi red 

2016, a full-bodied wine that was just right for bringing 

out the rich flavors of the dish. At the moment, the 

stresses and strains of her unique occupation were out 

of sight and out of mind. 

The day had been a whirlwind of sightseeing. From 

her suite at Valenti Gonzaga Palace, an historic and 

luxurious hotel, Kori had made her way to the Ducale 

Palace, home of royalty since the fourteenth century; the 

Piazza Broletto, a large square surrounded by medieval 

buildings; and the beautiful Basilica of Sant’Andrea; all 

of which doubled as both architectural masterpieces and 

art museums, with sculptures and medieval frescoes and 

tapestries and early Renaissance paintings. Then, having 

experienced sufficient culture for the day, she had taken 

in the shops, including a high-end clothing boutique 

where she picked up a Loretta Camponi blouse and a 
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pair of Christian Louboutin pumps. 

It had been a wonderful day. 

Tomorrow there would be more of the same. Kori 

already had her breakfast place picked out, a café down 

the street that served frittatas, ricotta pancakes, brioche, 

and cappuccinos. After that, she figured she would rent 

a car and see the countryside. Verona was a one-hour 

drive north through farmland and vineyards. She had no 

plan for when she got to Verona and that’s the way she 

wanted it. She’d scope it out and do whatever appealed 

to her in the moment. It was going to be another magical 

day. Life was good.  

And then… 

Midway into the cannoli she was having for dessert, 

her phone rang. She looked at the screen and winced. 

Damn, she thought. The one call she had to take. The 

one call she could never ignore. Being always accessible 

was practically part of the oath. 

She put the phone up to her ear. “Briggs here, Chief.” 

“Hi, Kori. How’s Italy?” One thing Kori knew 

about Rampart Director Richard Eaglethorpe was that he 

would never think of calling his top agent during a 

vacation unless it was something serious. Another thing 

she knew was that, even though he asked, he didn’t really 

care about her trip to Italy. Not at that moment, anyway. 

There was business at hand. 

“Well, it’s great, Chief,” Kori replied, “but some-

thing tells me it’s coming to a close.” 

“Good intuition as always, Agent Briggs. One of 
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the many things that separates you from the rest. Of 

course there are so many things.” 

“Yep. That’s how I also know that this flattery is 

leading someplace.” 

“Right again. Yeah, Kori, sorry about this. I’m afraid 

duty calls.” 

“Okay, what’s the scoop?” 

“Are you familiar with Miranda?” 

“Miranda? The girl that works in the coffee shop in 

our building? Short, with that pixie haircut?” 

“No, no, no. The country.” 

“Oh, that Miranda. Well, let’s see. South America. 

Bordered by Brazil and Uruguay. Population around 25 

million, I believe. Capital city San Benito. Chief export 

is oil. It’s a dictatorship, led by Presidente Alonso 

Estrada. Lots of drugs and crime, as I recall. Not exactly 

a vacation destination for the fam.” 

“Yep, that’s the place.” 

“So what’s going on in Miranda, Chief?” 

“That’s what we need to find out. There have been 

a lot of rumblings. Our man Vidal in Brazil just called 

me. He’s laid up at his home in Rio de Janeiro recovering 

from a gunshot wound. I don’t know all the details. 

Apparently, on a reconnaissance mission to Miranda, he 

was caught in the crossfire between some governmental 

police and a group of dissidents in the hills outside San 

Benito.” 

“There are dissidents?” 

“There sure are. Evidently a whole guerilla move-
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ment is underway. Vidal managed to get away and get 

treated. Now he’s back at his home recovering. But he 

assures me that the makings of a bona fide revolution 

are brewing in Miranda.” 

“Wow. Well, is Vidal okay.” 

“He’ll be fine. Hit him in the leg. Can’t walk very 

well just now, but in a few weeks, he should be right as 

rain.” 

“Well, Chief, from what I know about Presidente 

Estrada, a revolution would be a good thing, wouldn’t 

it? I mean, he’s supposedly pretty cut-throat.” 

“Well, you’d think so, but for right now, the efforts 

of these people are creating a lot of pushback by the 

government. They’ve restarted the purges. Hundreds 

are being rounded up, maybe thousands. It’s as bad now 

as it’s ever been, going back to the Sangrado.” 

“Yes, I remember that. Not a great time for 

Miranda.” 

“We need to get a handle on what’s going on down 

there, Kori. This could have an impact on the whole 

region. Estrada has created a pretty formidable army and 

it would be a mess if the problems of Miranda spilled 

over to its neighbors. The main danger, of course, is 

Estrada’s nuclear weapons program.” 

“How advanced is it, Chief?” 

“Nobody really knows. But a power-hungry, 

paranoid guy like Estrada, if he believes he’s being 

ousted, might not be so reluctant to use what he’s got, 

even if it’s nuclear and even if it’s rudimentary. South 
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America is a political minefield right now as it is. This 

could further destabilize things. The whole continent is 

at stake, depending on how serious this is.” 

“What’s the official US position on Miranda?” 

“You know our government. Priority one is to keep 

the hemisphere safe from communism. At whatever the 

cost. Priority two is stability. And so the CIA loves guys 

like Estrada, so long as they can keep order. Estrada has 

maintained good relations with the US and kept the oil 

flowing northward, which, naturally, is another major 

priority. And he’s eschewed involvement from the 

Russians and Chinese, even though both have made 

multiple overtures.” 

“And what’s our position, Chief?” 

“Agent Briggs, you know Rampart stays apolitical. 

Our little intelligence organization is only interested in 

the safety and well-being of the nation’s citizens.” 

“Sure, Chief. That’s our official stance, or would be 

if anybody knew about us. But you’re the boss. What do 

you think?” 

  “I’m not paid to think, Kori. Just to act. As are 

you. However, since you asked, and since I assume 

you’ll keep asking until I answer—” 

“You know me well, Chief.” 

“—my completely unofficial position is that 

Estrada is a murdering son of a bitch.” 

“So his administration should be overthrown.” 

“I didn’t say that, Briggs. What does his admini-

stration get replaced with? Another murdering son of a 
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bitch? This is the problem with revolutions. To para-

phrase a great man, they’re like a box of chocolates. You 

never know what you’re going to get.” 

“I think the great man was quoting his mother, 

Chief, but I see what you mean. Nobody wants to see 

bad go to worse.” 

“Which is why we need you to nose around down 

there, Kori. Find out what’s going on. Touch base with 

the rebel faction. Poke around the capital; see if you can 

get someone in the government to talk to you. Feel out 

both sides. And it wouldn’t hurt to do a little reconnais-

sance of our CIA presence down there. Find out what 

they know and what kind of intel they’re sending back 

to Washington. I hate being at cross-purposes with 

those guys, but we need to know if they’re going to make 

the situation better or make the situation worse. If 

they’re planning on doing anything at all, that is.” 

“Right, Chief. I understand.” 

“Cooper has booked you on a flight first thing in 

the morning to Rio to meet with Agent Vidal. He’ll tell 

you what he knows and then you can cross the border 

into Miranda. We’ll prepare all the documentation you’ll 

need.” 

“Okay, Chief. I’ll be on that flight.” 

“Great. Oh, and sorry about your vacation.” 

“It’s okay, Chief. A person can only take so much 

fun and relaxation.
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Kori got to take that drive to Verona, after all. Un-

fortunately, it was only so that she could get to Verona 

International Airport. And her plane left early, meaning 

she didn’t have time for breakfast at that café down the 

street. By sunrise, she had put Mantua and her wonder-

ful Italian vacation in her rearview mirror. 

Her KLM Airlines flight took her first to 

Amsterdam, a five-hour flight that landed early, stretching 

her turnaround time for her Rio flight to three hours at 

Schiphol Airport. She toyed with the idea of taking a cab 

into the city. As much as she had traveled throughout 

Europe, she’d never been to Amsterdam. When would 

she get another chance? But she thought better of it. The 

flight to Rio was the only one leaving  Schiphol that day
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and she couldn’t imagine missing it and having to 

explain to Eaglethorpe why she hadn’t arrived in Rio 

when she was supposed to. Sorry, Chief, I lost track of time 

in the Van Gogh museum. Instead, Kori found an airport 

restaurant that served Dutch cuisine and Grolsch beer. 

This’ll have to do, she thought, and feasted on a plate of 

bitterballen—deep fried, beef-based balls with a bread-

crumb coating. Adding a plate of gouda cheese and two 

Grolschs to the meal gave her the sustenance she’d need 

to face the twelve-hour flight to Rio. Fortunately, 

Cooper had booked her into business class complete 

with all the niceties—privacy canopy, seat that reclined 

to a full flat position, extra-large entertainment screen, 

gourmet dinner, and complimentary adult beverages. 

The only way to travel. 

Before boarding, she took the time to call her 

mother, just to check in and, more importantly, to give 

her mother a reason, no matter how fictitious, to not 

worry about her daughter. 

Joan Briggs, as always, was thrilled to hear from her. 

“Are you enjoying Italy, dear?” she asked.  

“I sure am, Mom. It’s a fascinating place. In fact, 

I’ve decided that I’m going to stick around for a few 

more days.” 

“You are? That’s great, Kori, but will your company 

allow it?” 

“Sure, I just called my boss. He’s fine with it. 

There’s nothing really urgent going on just now and I 

think he believes that I deserve the extra time off.” 
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“You certainly do, dear. You work awfully hard. 

I’m sure Gladstone Conveyor can do without their East 

Coast VP of sales for a few more days.” 

“I agree, Mom.” 

“Well, be safe over there, Kori. You know that I 

worry about you when you’re away.” 

“I know you do, Mom. And it’s sweet of you. But 

you know me. Miss Sensible. Nothing crazy for this girl. 

Just a few guided tours here and there and back in my 

hotel room by dark. So what’s new with you?” 

“Well, you’re not going to believe this, but I’ve 

started taking ballroom dance classes!” 

“No!” 

“Yep. Gwen Robbins from my book club con-

vinced me to give it a try. I was skeptical at first, but I 

have to admit that I’m having a marvelous time. The 

mambo, the foxtrot, the cha-cha…” 

“Mom, it sounds like you’re the crazy one!” 

Joan laughed and told Kori all about the class. The 

instructor was nice and the other students were all a lot 

of fun. There were even a few older, eligible bachelors 

in the class, Joan had to confess, giggling, including a 

charming man named Bertram who could waltz like 

nobody’s business. 

Joan talked some more and then the two said their 

goodbyes, with Kori promising to keep in touch and 

Joan once again imploring her daughter to be safe. 

Twelve hours, one dinner, two glasses of wine, one 

Scotch, a nap, and two movies later, Kori’s plane touched 
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down at Galeão-Antonio Carlos Jobim International 

Airport in Rio de Janeiro. Her watch, still on Mantua 

time, said 5:10 a.m. Her phone displayed the local time: 

12:10 a.m. She’d be meeting with Rampart Agent 

Roberto Vidal mid-morning, so she had some time to 

kill. From the airport, she took a taxi to the famed 

Copacabana Palace Hotel on Avenida Atlântica, a 1923 

landmark and five-star resort where Cooper had booked 

her a suite overlooking the ocean.  

Kori would only be in Rio for a couple of nights 

before making her way south to Miranda, but, as Agent 

Darren Cooper knew all too well, she preferred to visit 

a place in style. Her expense account was basically 

limitless. Rampart’s funding was, too. The independent, 

super-secret spy organization had reaped the benefits of 

thwarting the nefarious plans of an ultra-wealthy 

terrorist. To the victors went the spoils, or at least a 

portion of them, about a billion dollars put into a trust 

account from which Rampart took a handsome monthly 

withdrawal. The unlimited expense account was a 

wonderful perk. How many jobs offered that? Then 

again, few jobs came with the same level of risk. 

Kori checked in, found her room, and, knowing 

her internal clock was all fouled up and sleep would not 

come easy, slipped into a hot bath first. Then she 

climbed into bed for a few hours of tossing and turning 

before waking to the Brazilian sun streaming through 

her hotel window. She made a cup of coffee with the 

room’s Keurig, took a quick shower, dressed, and headed 
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off to meet Vidal. Besides its luxury, there was another 

reason for staying at the Copacabana Palace; it was only 

a ten-minute taxi drive to Vidal’s apartment in Ipanema. 

Most of it was along Avenida Atlântica, giving Kori a 

view of not only the ocean, but of the beautiful people 

of the city strolling along the broad sidewalk that ran 

between the avenue and the extensive beach. It was mid-

morning, but countless beach umbrellas were already 

populating the sand and numerous bathers dotted the 

warm surf. Another fine vacation spot, Kori thought. 

For another time, perhaps. 

Roberto Vidal was a native Brazilian, although he 

had grown up not in the city of Rio de Janeiro, but about 

eight-five miles west in Volta Redonda. His father 

worked in the steel mill there and the mill was a point of 

pride for the locals. It opened in 1946, the first steel mill 

in all of South America. Today, the Presidente Vargas 

Steelworks is one of the largest in the world. But 

Roberto didn’t want to work in the steel mill and, against 

his father’s wishes, left home after high school for a 

university degree. His father understood the desire for a 

better education. What he didn’t understand was 

Roberto’s desire to attain it in the United States. But 

Roberto wanted to see something of the world, and 

especially the US, a land that seemed to young Roberto 

as though it had everything. 

He applied to the University of Miami because he 

wanted to go north, but not too far north. He was 

accepted as an international student and got a degree in 
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criminology, eventually earning not just a diploma, but 

American citizenship. Then he stayed in Miami, enrol-

ling in the Miami police academy, graduating with 

honors, and working for a couple of years for the Miami 

PD, mostly in the Little Havana section where he earned 

a medal for heroism and a meritorious service award. 

His father back in Volta Redonda was proud of him and 

his move to the US was forgiven. Roberto made 

detective in short order, but, setting his sights higher, he 

applied to be a special agent with the FBI, a grueling 

process that took him over a year and a half to complete. 

Once accepted, he soared through his training with 

distinction and in his first full year of duty, he discovered 

and almost single-handedly stopped a domestic terrorist 

cell in Tampa from carrying out a cyberattack on the 

Department of Defense.  

That’s when he got the attention of Rampart. 

Director Eaglethorpe recruited him. Rampart needed an 

agent in South America. Vidal’s father had become ill 

and Roberto had been thinking of returning to Brazil 

anyway. The timing was right. So was the money. Vidal 

gave a story to the FBI that his family needed him back 

in Volta Redonda, where he was going to head up the 

security department of Presidente Vargas Steelworks. 

The Miami Division threw him a rousing farewell party, 

with the other agents toasting him and making good-

natured jokes about staying safe from the “dangerous” 

employees stealing office supplies and I-beams. Now he 

was back in Brazil as Rampart’s eyes and ears in Central 
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and South America. His father had since passed away, 

but the two had been able to reconnect and Roberto was 

glad for the time he had gotten to spend with him. 

Roberto Vidal’s apartment was a twelfth-floor 

penthouse several blocks off of Avenida Atlântica and 

overlooking the Rodrigo de Freitas Lagoon, a 500-acre 

body of water fed by a canal that ran from the ocean. 

Beyond the lagoon could be seen the mountains, 

including the Corcovado mountain, upon the peak of 

which rested the iconic, 125-foot-high Christ the 

Redeemer statue that looked down upon the city of Rio 

de Janeiro. When Kori got there, she was ushered inside 

by a private duty nurse who then led her out to the 

apartment’s expansive deck. Roberto Vidal was seated 

in a chair facing the mountains with his bandaged leg 

elevated under a couple of throw pillows.  

“Kori!” he said, turning his head around. “It is good 

to see you. I’m sorry I can’t get up.” 

Roberto was tall with a toned body and a chestnut 

complexion. He wore shorts and a loose, tropical cotton 

shirt. He had deep brown eyes, a square jaw, and a few 

days’ stubble. If this wasn’t a business call…well, Kori 

would have to leave the thought there.  

“No worries, Roberto. It is good to see you, too. 

Let’s see, the last time was in Mexico City as I recall.” 

“Yes. The Placido case. What fun that was, eh? 

Your work was stellar, as usual.” 

“As was yours.” 

“Thank you. Pull up one of those deck chairs. Oh, 
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and there’s coffee on the table. It’s from a farm about 

two hours from here. It’s strong. I think you’ll like it. 

You’ll have to serve yourself, I’m afraid.”  

“Of course,” Kori said, pouring herself a cup of the 

dark roast. “I love your view.” 

“Thanks. Every morning I come out here and have 

my breakfast. And every morning I say a prayer to Cristo 

Redentor up there on that hill.” 

“Nice. From my place in DC, I can see the Wash-

ington Monument. Not bad, but not really anything I feel 

inclined to pray to.” Kori grabbed a chair and slid it over 

next to Roberto and sat down. “How’s the leg?” 

“Bullet hit the meaty part of the calf. Couple inches 

the other way and it would have hit the bone and I’d be 

in real trouble. I can’t put any real weight on it just yet, 

but it will heal nicely, I believe. Hopefully I won’t get too 

out of shape just sitting on my butt all day.” 

“Oh, I’m sure you and your butt will stay in fine 

shape.” 

Roberto chuckled. 

 “So what can you tell me about Miranda? What 

exactly am I heading into?” 

Roberto glanced around to make sure the nurse 

was inside and out of earshot. “The short answer,” he 

said, “is that you’re heading into a hornet’s nest.” 

“Hmm…I was afraid of that. Nothing’s ever easy 

and straightforward, is it?” 

“The country is close to revolution, Kori. The 

poverty and crime and drugs have finally moved the 
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people toward revolt. There have been a couple of 

factions that have formed, but the leading candidate to 

overthrow the Estrada regime is a group that hides out 

in the hills outside of San Benito. They recruit in the city 

as well as the surrounding countryside and their numbers 

are growing. What was once a fledgling, nascent move-

ment is now a formidable force. Estrada has sent troops 

into the hills, but the rebels know the lay of the land. It 

is rugged terrain and they fight with guerilla tactics. 

When they fight, that is. For now, they run-hide when 

the troops come around. Then they regroup. They are 

waiting for their numbers to grow bigger.” 

“How many are in the hills now?” 

“About a hundred.” 

“That’s not very many.” 

“No, but they fight with passion. They fight for 

what they believe is a just cause. Estrada’s soldiers are 

weak and indifferent by comparison. I would take one 

guerilla soldier for every twenty government soldiers.” 

“Who’s their leader?” 

“This man.” Roberto opened his phone and 

showed Kori a picture of a young man with dark eyes 

and a full black beard. “His name is Lucas Prieto. I have 

met him. I went undercover as a city resident who had 

taken interest in the leaflets the group had printed. I 

went to a meeting in the basement of a church and 

gained the trust of one of Prieto’s main men. He took 

me into the hills and I spent a couple of days with the 

group. They call themselves El Principio—‘The 
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Beginning.’ Prieto is young, maybe twenty-four or 

twenty-five, but he is charismatic and smart. And I 

believe he is sincere. He is loved by his men. One gets 

the sense they would follow him anywhere.” 

“Is El Principio capable of pulling off a revolution 

against Alonso Estrada?” 

“No. Not at this point. They are lacking any serious 

weaponry. But they are gaining more and more 

followers every day. Prieto’s idea is to turn the tide of 

the population so strongly against Estrada that even the 

military will join them.  Prieto believes a bloodless 

revolution is therefore possible.” 

“Interesting.” 

“Yes, but you see, Estrada sees it coming and is 

clamping down. He is a ruthless leader. The purges are 

back. People are being plucked from their homes. 

Estrada has even executed a few of his own military 

officers, claiming they were spying for the rebels. 

Whether or not they were, who can say? I don’t imagine 

Estrada cares. He was only looking to send a message to 

the rest of his army.” 

“Lovely.” 

“And of course he’s started a propaganda war of 

his own, only he doesn’t have to use leaflets. He’s got 

control of the media. All the TV networks and 

newspapers are under government control. So is the 

internet. And Estrada is painting the rebels as everything 

but devil worshippers.” 

“I’m sure. Classic despot formula. So how did you 
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get shot?” 

“In the hills with the rebels. There was a raid by 

government troops. It was short and the rebels fought 

them off from higher ground and then escaped. I took 

a bullet and was carried out. One of the group was a 

doctor who patched me up. Then they took me to the 

highway, nothing more than a narrow roadway, really, 

that runs through the hills to San Benito to the south, 

and to the border to the north. They flagged down a 

passing truck that was going to the city and put me on 

it. Of course I had to pretend that was the direction I 

wanted to go, but a few miles down the road, I told the 

driver to drop me off. Then I hitched a ride with a truck 

going the other direction and headed for the border. 

Once across, I got a ride to Porto Alegre where I 

checked myself into a hospital to get this thing cleaned 

up properly. Then I grabbed a flight back here. That was 

three days ago.” 

“And you called the chief and he called me.” 

“Yes. I regret that I cannot continue my investi-

gation, but I fear I would be a liability in my current 

condition. If this were baseball, I suppose you’d be the 

relief pitcher.” 

“Yes, but with your good work, it looks like you’re 

leaving the game with the lead. Maybe I can get the save, 

but you’re still going to get the win.” 

“Yes, Kori, but you’re taking the mound against the 

heart of their batting order. Things are ugly down there. 

Frankly, I’m not even sure what our plan should be at 
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this point.” 

“Reconnaissance for now, I guess,” said Kori. “The 

nukes are the real concern to us. Outside of that, we 

can’t really involve ourselves in the politics. It’s not our 

place to take sides, as you well know.” 

“Of course. Rampart’s directive is clear. But 

perhaps you will feel differently when you get into San 

Benito and talk to the people there. There is genuine fear 

of the government. It is hard not to be moved by their 

stories. Everyone knows someone who has been lost to 

the purges. There is fear, there is desperation, and, 

saddest of all, there is widespread hopelessness. Estrada 

is a monster, pure and simple.” 

“Sure, Roberto, I understand what you’re saying. 

But we can’t go around supporting every dissident 

group who wants to rebel against every tyrant in the 

world. I don’t mind rooting for Prieto and his comrades, 

however. If you say Prieto is sincere, I believe you. Then 

again, as the chief points out, how do we know what 

Prieto has in mind down the road? Maybe he doesn’t 

even know himself. How many times have we seen it? 

A revolutionary comes to power with every intention of 

turning his country into a free democracy. Then he gets 

a little taste of power and suddenly his mind changes. 

Hell, look at Estrada himself.” 

“I know. You are right, of course. What is that 

saying about absolute power?” 

“It corrupts absolutely?” 

“That’s it. Yes, agreed, we must remain neutral. 
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Our job must of necessity be limited to gathering 

intelligence.” 

“But that brings up another question. How is the 

CIA playing this? What are the US government’s plans? 

Do you know?” 

“There is a CIA agent down there. Oscar Rentería. 

I will forward you a picture of him. He is a native-born 

Mirandan and he has been spending time with Prieto 

and his group. I met him in the hills, although he had no 

idea who I was, of course. With my skin color and 

speech, I pass easily for a Mirandan. He seemed close to 

Prieto. If that’s any indication, then I think the US 

government might be leaning toward the rebels. Then 

again, Rentería might be sidling up to Prieto only to gain 

intel. That would make more sense, when you stop and 

think about it. It’s no secret that the US would prefer 

stability to revolution. Especially since Miranda represents 

such an important alternative to Middle Eastern oil.” 

“The dollar is always going to have the last say, isn’t 

it?” 

“It would seem so. For the dollar, stability rules, 

even if the stability comes at the price of human rights. 

But, listen, Kori, there is a CIA agent stationed here in 

Rio named Alvin Reeves. I’m sure he’s in frequent 

contact with Rentería. It would be worth trying to learn 

something of what Reeves knows. At six o’clock every 

evening, he stops by a Copacabana beach bar for a 

happy hour martini. He never misses a day. Typically he 

comes alone.” 
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“What’s he look like?” 

“Short, heavyset. Always wears a white Panama hat 

with a striped band. I’ll forward you a picture of him.” 

“Good lead, Roberto. I’ll check him out.” 

“He’s single, too, if that helps. Thinks of himself as 

quite the lady’s man. Maybe you could use that. I’m sure 

a beautiful woman like yourself should be able to get 

some information out of him.” 

“Thanks,” Kori smiled. “Sounds like a great place 

to start.” 

Roberto smiled back. “I say that, of course, in the 

most professional of ways.” 

“Oh, of course. And, professionally speaking, 

you’re not too hard to look at yourself, Agent Vidal. 

Professionally speaking.” 

“Gracias, Agent Briggs.” They both chuckled lightly 

and then Roberto turned serious. “But speaking of 

appearances, Kori, have you thought about what you’re 

going to do once you land in Miranda? I had no trouble 

blending in. But you, Kori? It will be more dangerous 

for you. How are you going to get in to talk with the 

rebels? Or with any government officials?” 

“Great question. Supposedly, agents Darren Cooper 

and James Foster back at HQ are working on that even 

as we speak. They’re concocting an entire cover story for 

me and I’m sure, knowing those guys, that it will be a 

good one. I’m to contact them later today.” 

“Well, however you’re able to gather the intelligence 

needed, you must be very careful, Kori. I will give you the 



DANGER LEVEL 4 

29 
 

names of some contacts I made. Otherwise, do not trust 

anyone. You will be risking your life just by stepping into 

San Benito. Outsiders are regarded with suspicion. 

Nobody trusts anybody. And Estrada’s men are trained 

to shoot first and ask questions later, if they ask 

questions at all.” 

“All part of the job, Roberto,” grinned Kori.  

She wasn’t too worried. After all, Kori Briggs had 

been in dangerous places many times before and she 

always managed to survive. Even so, she figured it 

couldn’t hurt to take a page out of Roberto’s book. 

Putting down her empty coffee cup, she gazed up at 

Cristo Redentor and said a short silent prayer.



 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


