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            Prologue

          

          Guatemala City, 1992

        

      

    

    
      I held our son only once before they took him.

      I should have known something terrible would happen. The whole pregnancy had been tumultuous, a blur of doctor appointments. Then the insurance company kicked us out of the fancy private joint, citing unpaid installments two years previous, and shunted us to Hospital Roosevelt, the biggest, busiest public hospital in the city. The fact we were expats - Eleanor, an American and myself, British - did little to help.

      Eleanor was noble about it, but I felt it in her grip as she panted through contractions. She resented my company, and thus me, for not being able to sort this out. The wonder of the birth eclipsed all that, though. Seeing life come from life, the gigantic cut, the blood, the purple-blue baby that emerged—quite the magnificent experience.

      And that moment proved to be a pivot in our lives that would alter our course forever.

      Eleanor held our son, pink now and mewling. She couldn’t move as the doctors were stitching her back up, but it was enough to have his minute wrinkled face brushing against hers after nine months of anxious waiting. I couldn’t believe my luck at being there. The doctors had told me I could attend the birth, but after that I would have to wait outside. So I cherished this scene. Then I was no longer the onlooker: Eleanor beckoned to me, and held him out, and I took him, my boy, wrapped in a blue blanket. His eyes were closed, but when I touched his palm his tiny fingers gripped mine. Eleanor and I looked at each other with relief, after all the mess getting there, and with love. We were a family.

      The nurse told Eleanor that they had to check the baby and weigh him, and then he’d be placed in the newborn nursery, where we could visit him in a while. Our Spanish in those days wasn’t great but we understood fine, and said goodbye to the little one. One of our biggest regrets of that day, besides failing to prevent what would happen, was not giving him a name. We couldn’t decide and left it for later—believing there would be a later with our baby.

      They moved Eleanor to a ward full of other new mothers and their family members—husbands, parents, aunts, grandmothers. Kids weren’t allowed, at least; twenty-odd more souls running around would have cemented the discomfort. There was a steady rumble of chatter, loud enough to make me strain to hear Eleanor’s light utterances, but not so loud we were bothered.

      It was over this buzz of conversations that we heard the first gunshots.

      They came from outside, on the street right by the hospital’s main entrance. I knew that because our ward was directly over it.

      Three single shots. Loud and unmistakable. We’d heard a few during our time there. The cops were facing the worst drug war in decades, the power shifting from Colombia in the south to Mexico in the north. And yet, as common as gunshots were in Guatemala City, their sound always ripped through the air, smashing the calm and unleashing fear.

      Most of the people not in beds stood. We looked at each other in a sort of collective parenthood. Ready to protect, but unsure what to do.

      Then the gunfire started for real. Machine guns, like the ones you hear in movies: rat-atat-atat, again and again. Then screams from down on the street.

      Eleanor grabbed my arm. “Scott,” she said. “Our baby.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry.”

      But as I said it, a nurse burst through the door, shouting something in Spanish. I couldn’t understand, but all around us people reacted, surging toward the nurse and yammering at her, confused. She was sweating, her face a deep red, and she kept repeating the same word:

      “¡Vayanse, vayanse!”

      Eleanor gripped my hand. I felt her wedding ring dig into my palm. “Get out,” she said. “Scott, she’s saying get out.”

      There was a commotion outside the ward, panicked voices and distant screams.

      “Get out?” I said.

      The nurse was drowning amongst the throng of people shouting and pointing at her, and yet she persisted:

      “Vayanse. ¡Ya! Vayanse.”

      More shots from outside. I rushed to a long slit window and pressed myself against the glass. The street below was full of cops. I counted seven patrol cars parked in a semi-circle, surrounding the entrance. A truck parked at the bottom of the entrance steps was peppered with bullet holes.

      It was then we heard the first shots fired inside the hospital, somewhere below us.

      “Find him!” Eleanor cried. “Damn it, Scott, find our son!”

      I ran.

      Outside the ward, hundreds of people were moving about in a mass panic. No one seemed to know where to go, and no one was taking charge. As the gunshots continued downstairs, I searched the crowd for a green or blue uniform, and saw a nurse amid a group of women, all screaming and gesticulating at her. I pushed past them and grabbed the nurse by the shoulders and said:

      “Where is the baby nursery?”

      She looked at me blankly; she didn’t understand English.

      “Bebé,” I said. “¿Dónde?”

      She shook her head at me and pushed my arms away. The crowd of women swarmed around me and shoved me back.

      The hospital was huge, but surely the babies would be kept close by. I moved through the crowd, along the corridor, until I reached a mezzanine balcony that looked down on the lobby. There, in front of the reception desk, were five men firing machine guns through the doors of the hospital. The noise was terrible and there was glass everywhere—and blood, from a man in a doctor’s coat lying prone on the floor.

      I turned and was about to continue pushing through the throng when gunshots sounded right next to me.

      A young man holding a semi-automatic stood at the top of the stairs, shouting the same command as the nurse in our ward, and now I understood the context.

      “Get out, get out now!”

      Each sentence was punctuated by a rapid burst from his gun into the ceiling.

      The result was an absolute meltdown. I tried to push my way back to Eleanor’s ward, but the crowd’s strength was too fierce, and I was swept along in a tide of people desperate to get out—along to a second staircase and down onto the ground floor and toward a light which I quickly gathered was a fire-exit sign. Within a couple of minutes, I was standing outside in a side street.

      I heard gunshots inside the hospital. I spun in a circle, hands clutching my face. I was in the middle of what felt like a thousand people moving and surging like an ocean. I began pushing through to the front, but the going was too slow.

      Then came intense gunfire up ahead, toward the front entrance of the hospital. An engine revved, then two, then three. The crowd struggled to part, and people screamed. I had to fall back on the man standing behind me to get out of the way as the trucks—big, black and with tinted windows—roared through.

      The scene quietened for a moment. No gunshots or police sirens, just the murmurings of the crowd, of shock and desperate fear.

      In the lull, I began shoving once more. The crowd was dispersing, and precious minutes later, I made it back into the hospital.

      I ran to the first nurse I saw, a short lady standing against the wall and taking shuddering breaths. “Mi bebe,” I said. “Por favor.”

      She looked at me, but didn’t say a word, just pulled my arm. We walked through the lobby, through the droves of confused people, up the stairs and down a corridor to a blue door. She opened it.

      Inside, thirty or so cots were laid out in rows.

      Empty cots.

      “Se los llevaron. ¡A todos!”

      My Spanish was poor, but I understood the horror and gravity of her statement perfectly.

      They’d taken the babies. All of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Mexico City, 2014

        

      

    

    
      The phone call that would change everything came on a Friday evening.

      When the phone in my pocket began buzzing, I didn’t answer it. I couldn’t, because it was my other phone, the one I was supposed to keep secret from my colleagues. So I let it vibrate away and tried to concentrate on the presentation.

      It was late, and outside the meeting room’s floor-to-ceiling windows the car park was desolate except for the managers’ cars—mine and five others’. Inside, the walls were bare, except for a single framed image of a white man holding a letter, smiling like a maniac at the camera.

      International Paper

      Every sheet of the highest quality.

      The presentation was being given late because of the sensitive information it contained: a warts-and-all look at how International Paper was holding up. An acquisition was on the cards. The potential buyers hadn’t announced their interest as yet, but word from the top, by way of expensive dinners in New York, where our headquarters was situated, indicated positive vibes. This acquisition would make us all a little richer—if we could hide certain details, such as missed debt repayments to the Banco de Mexico and a massive slump in production due to rumors that our main customer would drop us in a year’s time. The buyers wouldn’t take too kindly to this type of crap. They were already a competitor, and so we were on shaky ground. Our jobs and thousands of others depended on this deal going through.

      Actually, not my job. Because what the men in this room didn’t know was that I was spying for the acquiring company, and was in fact feeding them these golden nuggets, so they could force us into bankruptcy and commandeer our market share.

      The phone vibrating in my pocket was my one connection to my real boss. He would be wanting an update.

      No one in my life had a clue what I really did—not even Eleanor. I’d been here only a year, brought in as plant director to turn the numbers around, but really to ensure they fell at the right time. Corporate saboteur. I wasn’t proud of it. But now the role was like a comfortable, well-worn pair of slippers.

      The phone went still, and then started vibrating again, and the production chief looked at me. “You gonna get that?”

      I shook my head and kept looking at the presentation. “Nah,” I said. “It’ll be some sales call from the bank.”

      He nodded and turned back to our controller, who was telling us how we could get a loan from Europe, mask the money as healthy capital while the buyers did their audits, and then pay the money back early before the final deal went through.

      The company was buggered, as they say in my native England.

      Once the controller had finished up, I stood and told the men to go home, that we were ready for the board meeting in the morning. Everyone shook hands, and then I strode off, down the hallway, down the stairs and through the lobby. The phone started vibrating again the moment I stepped out into the night, like they were watching me—something I had often suspected. I pulled it out and pressed the green button.

      “Yes.”

      My real boss was called Mr. Reynolds, and that was all I knew of him. In the ten years I’d been working for him, I’d never met him—never even heard his voice, since he used a distorter on the rare occasion he spoke to me. Usually, it was a “handler,” as they liked to be called, who phoned. Lately, I’d been dealing with Jason, an American with a twangy voice like a harmonica.

      “Dyce,” said Jason. “You should answer when I call more than twice in a row.”

      “I couldn’t,” I said. “Look, it’s done. I got the info you need. I’ll email it the usual way early tomorrow morning. I have to get home now.”

      “Dyce,” he said again. “There’s something else.”

      “Not tonight. I’m tired. Phone me tomorrow.”

      At that moment, one of the other managers came out of the building into the car park and waved.

      “Bye,” I said and hung up.

      I waved back at my colleague, a guy called Martin, and got into my car to avoid the stop-and-chat.

      I have to get home.

      It was true—Eleanor would be expecting me. But I was dreading walking through the door. Because today was July 15th. The anniversary.

      I started the engine and rolled out of the company premises, into the deserted industrial estate, toward the highway and our house. The digital clock on the dash read 22:00. I’d been thankful for the late meeting, just trying to keep busy today, but Eleanor would think I was avoiding her.

      Not that I had to worry about an awkward conversation with my wife. She wouldn’t mention the anniversary, not a chance.

      I powered on to the highway and headed for the suburban paradise we had called home for the past year—the last in a long line of high-end rent-a-lifes we’d had since Guatemala City. Once the car reached the speed limit, I leaned back and rested my left foot to the side.

      The problem was, I did want to acknowledge the anniversary with Eleanor. I just didn’t know how without triggering the argument, the same one we’d been having for over two decades now. It was too hopeless, too hurtful.

      It all came down to this: Eleanor still believed our son was alive. I did not.

      After ten minutes on the highway, I took the off ramp and the road morphed into stone slabs lined with coifed bushes and small trees shaped into spheres. I stopped at the security gate and scanned my resident ID card; the barrier rose and I passed on through into the closed neighborhood. Our house was the third identikit mini-mansion on the right, and Eleanor’s BMW SUV was parked in the drive.

      I killed the engine and sat in the dim yellow glow from a nearby streetlight. I was still in two minds about whether to say something or not. To mention the giant elephant in the room would open an upsetting line of conversation; to stay nothing would guarantee another twelve months of silence on the matter.

      I listened to the crickets rubbing their legs in harmony, getting ready for the nightly downpour, and made up my mind. This year I would say something. Screw it, I thought. Why not? Eleanor couldn’t ignore the truth forever.

      I got out of the car, walked to our door and punched in the key code. Inside, the house was cold and quiet. I knew where Eleanor would be. Upstairs.

      I dropped my bag and jacket on the hallway chair and wandered through to the kitchen, where I opened one of the twenty cupboards and poured myself a tall tequila. I downed it and poured a second, my resolve growing with every second.

      I turned back to the hallway and made my way up the stairs and past the bedrooms to the end of the hall, to the door.

      The shrine.

      Eleanor hated it when I called it that. I’d said it twice, once here in this house and once at another place. It was always the first room she set up in a new home. The shrine to our lost son, to the hope she clung to every day.

      I took another slug of tequila and knocked, and listened to the squeak of a chair and then footsteps. The door opened and Eleanor stood there. Her eyes were red and her hair was a tangle of knots. She was wearing a nightgown that clung to her body. I liked it. I wanted to touch her, but she was never receptive in this room.

      “Hey,” she said. “You’re late.”

      “Yeah,” I said, following her into the room.

      On the walls, hundreds of newspaper cuttings covered every available space. The blind was closed at the window, and the only illumination was the single lamp on Eleanor’s desk, focused on the pile of papers she’d been poring over, probably for the hundredth time. I clocked the half-empty bottle of Sauvignon Blanc on the desk too.

      Eleanor went to the desk and sat down. She spun the chair round to face me and rubbed her eyes.

      “You need to sleep,” I said.

      She nodded, her face still covered. She knew what was coming.

      I stalled for a second and took a sip of my tequila, before nodding at the papers on the desk and saying, “What’re you working on?”

      Eleanor looked at me. “You know the answer to that.”

      “Yeah, but…you know, what exactly are you working on today?”

      “Christ, Scott,” she said. “Do you care?”

      Here it comes, I thought.

      “You know I do.”

      “If you must know,” she said, reaching behind her for a sheet of paper, “I found a newspaper article about the cartel. A new one.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “It confirms they’ve all but broken up.”

      I said nothing.

      Eleanor noticed. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “Nothing?”

      “It’s just, we knew that already, right?”

      “Not for definite,” she said. “Look, Scott, I’m not in the mood, okay? Leave me be. I’m getting into this right now.”

      I downed the rest of my tequila. So far the conversation was going exactly as I’d thought it would.

      “Fine,” I said. “Let’s just ignore the truth for another year, El.”

      My words had hit home. Eleanor stood, fire in her eyes. “Ignore the truth? Me? Have a word!”

      She always used my British colloquialisms when she was mad. They never sounded right in her New York accent.

      “It’s the fifteenth today, El. Twenty-two years. How much longer till you quit and accept that he’s gone?”

      Eleanor squared her shoulders and burned me with a look I’d seen too many times before. “Never, Scott. Fucking never.”

      “Don’t swear at me,” I said, feeling my temper boiling up.

      “I’ll swear all I like,” she said. “Just get out.”

      I didn’t move. “You know you have to let this go. One day.”

      Eleanor turned her back to me and hunched over her desk.

      Still I didn’t leave. I was angry. That she wouldn’t let me grieve. Wouldn’t even let me start the process.

      “Our son is dead, El. He’s gone. Okay, I said it. He isn’t coming back, because he’s dead. Twenty-two years. Twenty-two bloody years of this shit.”

      I watched as her shoulders heaved up and down and then shuddered with tears that I couldn’t see but felt all the same. Then I turned to leave.

      But as my hand grabbed the door handle, I paused.

      “All I’m saying”—I looked back at her, my heart shattered into a thousand pieces—“is that we should honor him properly, the right way. His memory.”

      Eleanor turned to face me, her eyes soaked in tears. “What memory?”

      I didn’t answer, just closed the door behind me.

      I was heading back downstairs to pour a third tequila when the phone in my pocket started up again. What was this guy’s problem?

      I took it out, and once in the kitchen and out of Eleanor’s earshot, I answered.

      “What is it?”

      Jason’s tone was matey, as always. “Hey, man. Look, I’m sorry. I honestly hate to keep bothering you like this. Mr. Reynolds will be delighted with the work you’ve done. Great job.”

      I rubbed my eyes and sighed. “Thanks. But it’s late, Jason. I have to get some sleep. I’ll email the info in the morning. They’re screwed. It’s done.”

      “That’s great. Look, man, I know today is a hard day for you. And your wife.”

      I froze. I’d never mentioned the abduction to anybody outside of my marriage, and Eleanor and I hadn’t discussed it with the authorities since our son had officially been declared dead ten years ago.

      “What did you say?”

      Jason remained quiet.

      I asked, “How did you know about that?”

      “We research our employees thoroughly, Dyce. You must know that. We know what went down in Guatemala City.”

      “For God’s sake,” I said.

      “Mr. Reynolds wants to help you.”

      I poured the third tequila and downed it. “Oh yeah? How would that work?”

      I was tired and Jason was now seriously getting on my nerves.

      “You need to get into your wife’s laptop. Into her hidden documents.”

      My heart started pounding in my chest. It was a violation. Mr. Reynolds had never demanded more from me than the already risky work I did stealing information and sabotaging companies. This was a step too far into the realm of the personal.

      “What?”

      Jason said, “You need to check her files, man. She’s hiding things from you.”

      I couldn’t speak. The thought of it. The confusion rattling around my head made everything go cloudy. I couldn’t see straight. I backed into one of the bar stools at the counter and sat down.

      “Just do it,” said Jason. “You’re gonna find quite the surprise.”

      And he hung up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The sofa had provided a less-than-adequate night’s sleep and I felt cranky as hell as I left the house the next morning—early, to avoid Eleanor. I was still angry. Seething, in fact. Which helped with the guilt, at least, over the secrets I kept from her. She wasn’t stupid. The job I did for expat companies in Mexico commanded a certain inflated salary, but not the level of money I’d been making for years now. We had an unspoken agreement: Don’t ask questions about her trying to locate our lost son, and I wouldn’t get questions about the late-night phone calls I took or the constant changing of jobs, not to mention the money.

      I got to work before anyone else, besides the cleaners, and went straight to my office. Using an encrypted email program, I wrote Mr. Reynolds a message outlining the company’s plan to fake having capital for the buyout. Once it was sent, I deleted all remnants of it and shut down the program.

      By late morning, the managers were in a jubilant mood, having got a stay of execution from the board, who’d agreed to the fake capital show to push the acquisition through. Little did they know that my email had signed the company’s death warrant. Mr. Reynolds’ people would be readying to release the information I’d leaked to ensure a low, low buying price. Then, I’d be reassigned, and the people I left behind at this company…well, that part of the scheme wasn’t enjoyable. It always left me feeling rotten inside.

      At lunch, I avoided the other managers and slipped out to a local joint I often frequented. It had good mole verde and served cold beers. Better still, its customers were mainly traveling salesmen from Mexico City and so no one knew me in there. I ordered a Corona and a medium mole with rice, and as I waited for my meal, I thought about Jason’s call.

      Why did Mr. Reynolds care about my personal life all of a sudden? And what did he know—what was this surprise? An affair? A secret gambling addiction? What the hell was Eleanor keeping from me?

      There was only one thing to do: Break into her computer. It was a good job that stealing information from those close to me was my specialty.

      

      The afternoon crawled by, and the seasonal downpour began at around six p.m. I watched as my colleagues left and then followed suit. I got wet just jogging to the Volvo, and minutes later the sky turned apocalyptic, which made the driving slow and laborious—for me, at least; the folk of Mexico City still sped past at a menacing 140 kilometers per hour.

      I got home at 6:45 and saw Eleanor’s car in the driveway. We never let an argument spill into the next day. I knew the drill: Don’t mention our son, or the shrine, or her work, and we’d be all good. I punched the code in at the door, trying to cover myself against the downpour, and walked in. Miles Davis was playing softly downstairs. A good sign. It meant Eleanor was winding down.

      I walked through to the showroom kitchen, where the oven still had the instructions inside and the grill sparkled. Eleanor was sitting at the breakfast bar, a glass of red wine nestled between her palms. Her hair was tied back tightly and she’d recently showered; I could smell the guayaba and watermelon from the door. She looked beautiful. I loved that when she did slow down, she really slowed down. She enjoyed her own company. No phone screen, no TV. Just some wine and Miles.

      She looked up at me and smiled, mouth closed.

      “Hey,” I said and went for the kiss. She raised her head and met my lips and put her arms around me. This would have been the moment to insert a “sorry,” but I knew better.

      “Drink?”

      Pretending it was my first of the day, I said, “Definitely.”

      We’d met young, and we’d always drunk together. These days, we drank too much.

      Eleanor nudged the stool next to her with a foot. “Long day?”

      “The usual,” I said. “I think this job’s wrapping up soon.”

      Eleanor nodded. She was used to the constant displacement.

      “I ordered pizza,” she said.

      “Nice.”

      The room went quiet. That was fine. We weren’t the chatty, fill-the-silence-at-all-costs types. But after a minute, I realized that an opportunity had been presented to me: The local pizza delivery was notoriously slow.

      “I’m going to get changed,” I said.

      “Sure,” she said, seemingly absorbed by one of Mile’s rampant deviations from the band’s rhythm.

      I walked upstairs to our room, and into the walk-in closet, where I quickly changed into jogging pants and a tee. Then I crept back out and along to the shrine, Eleanor’s office.

      I stopped at the door and listened. I heard no movement on the stairs. The house was big, though, and made from solid concrete. Almost no sounds passed from one floor to the other. Which was an advantage and a disadvantage in my present predicament.

      I tried the handle and it moved. I opened the door slowly and peeked inside. There, on the desk, was her HP laptop, in sleep mode. I stalled, and just as I was about to run to it, the doorbell rang.

      “Pizza’s here,” called Eleanor, her voice muffled.

      Damn it, I thought.

      I shut the door again and hurried to the top of the stairs before calling back, “I’m coming.”

      

      We ate the pizza, then watched a Hitchcock movie on the smart TV. I went to the bathroom, thinking I could grab a few minutes alone upstairs, but Eleanor paused the movie and waited on me. The more time that passed, the more the door to the shrine seemed to mock me—until finally Eleanor announced she was off to bed.

      “I’m going to watch the news for a bit,” I told her casually.

      Eleanor touched my head as she walked around the sofa. “Don’t stay up too late.”

      “No, goodnight.”

      And she left.

      I watched the news for thirty minutes. Some scandal involving Mexico’s president was unraveling. Probably a dagger-in-the-back operation to take him down, I thought.

      When the piece finished, I turned off the TV and tiptoed upstairs. I got to our room and leant against the frame. Eleanor was lying on the bed, facing away from me, unmoving. I turned to the hallway and the door to the shrine. This was my chance.

      I’d taken two steps toward the door when Eleanor called from the bedroom, “Can you bring water?”

      Damn it again, I thought.

      “Sure.”

      My chance was gone. I had no choice but to abort and get into bed. I lay awake for a long time, watching the rain hitting the window and thinking about how and why my wife would keep something from me. Probably for the same reason I kept stuff from her, I guessed.

      

      I was awoken by vibrations, short and fast, like a pulse. I opened my eyes in the darkness but didn’t move. It was neither of my phones. I knew the silent alerts of those devices only too well. It was Eleanor’s.

      She stirred, slowly at first, before the realization that it was her phone clearly hit her, and I heard her swoop for it and click it off.

      I lay still as Eleanor rolled over and her feet hit the floor.

      What was this? More secrets? No one ever called her this late.

      She walked out of the room and I heard her go downstairs. I strained my ears to pick up her voice, but all was quiet. Then I heard the French doors to the back garden open and close again. She’d gone outside.

      I launched myself out of the bed.

      As I hustled to the shrine, I made a decision. Whatever I found or didn’t find, I’d have it out with Eleanor. We had a fight in store. And I was ready. I didn’t care. I wanted the truth.

      I made it to the door and swung it open and went directly to the desk. I opened up Eleanor’s laptop and was confronted with a password prompt. I’d given this some thought. People usually chose something they thought about a lot: a kid’s date of birth, a wedding anniversary, a parent’s name. I was pretty sure Eleanor would have set a password to do with our son’s abduction.

      My first try was wrong—the date of the abduction in digits: 150792.

      I tried the American version: 071592. Negative.

      I tried our wedding date. Nope.

      I combined the date of the abduction and our wedding date. Access denied.

      I tried the abduction date written out in Spanish. Nada.

      Time was ticking. How long had it been? She could be back upstairs any minute.

      I went to the door and listened out. Nothing.

      And then it hit me: Guatemala.

      I sat down and typed it out: g-u-a-t-e-m-a-l-a. The screen went green and the desktop flashed up.

      I was in.

      I started in the “Recent Files” folder and found documents about the abduction. Scanned newspaper articles. Police reports in Spanish. I found the legal documentation for the foundation Eleanor had set up years back dedicated to finding missing children in Latin America. But nothing suspicious.

      I opened her browser and went through the history. Nothing of interest. A lot of research. Extensive research. What I had always known in my heart to be true was staring me in the face: that her grief had never got past the denial stage and had instead transformed into obsession. I felt a jolt of guilt and sadness go right through me. Maybe if I’d supported her more. Maybe if I hadn’t given up on finding him. Would it have helped?

      I went back to the door three more times during my search. I heard nothing.

      About to give up, I went to the Gmail “Switch Accounts” button and clicked.

      There it was. Eleanor had another email account. No name, just numbers: 071592@gmail.com. I clicked it. An inbox opened to reveal one solitary thread, between Eleanor and another email address of only numbers.

      I opened it. The messages were stacked in historical order. The most recent, at the top, was from the other email. In Spanish, it read:

      We’ll call you.

      I scrolled down to read the full conversation. The previous message was from Eleanor:

      I’m ready. I deposited like you said. What happens next?

      My heart was racing. Part of me wished I hadn’t found this. Part of me wanted to close the laptop. But I couldn’t stop now.

      I continued reading through the conversation backwards. Eleanor seemed to be doing a deal with a person who was promising something. Before long, I got sick of reading a conversation with growing context and just shot to the bottom, to the first email. It was a message from Eleanor:

      They told me you are the one to help me. I want a photo first. Proof of life. I need that to proceed. Can you confirm this?

      When can we meet?

      A wave of emotion hit me so hard, I just about fell off the seat. He was alive? Our son was alive. How? Where?

      I got up, then paced the room. Then I sat down again. My hands felt sweaty. My heart beat faster in my chest.

      Quickly, I scanned the rest of the conversation, but there was no photo. Before closing the machine down, I grabbed a Post-it note and copied down the email address of Eleanor’s contact.

      Then I closed the shrine and shouted, “Eleanor!”

      I was ready for this. I felt rage boiling inside me. All this fucking time. She’d known. She’d known our son was still alive and let me go on believing he was dead. Not even allowing me to bring it up.

      I stormed down the stairs. Screw her call. Screw her secrecy. Screw her.

      She wasn’t inside. I went to the French doors, prepared to explode. I pulled one open too hard and it slammed into the frame.

      “Eleanor!”

      The garden was empty.

      I shouted her name again. Silence.

      I walked to the side of the house and through to the front. Her car was there, next to mine.

      My chest tightened. I knew something bad had happened. I felt it.

      “Eleanor!”

      I started swearing. I went back into the house and checked every room.

      But nothing.

      She was gone.
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      Eleanor didn’t return or call the whole night. I would have phoned her parents, but they’d died years ago up on Long Island. I called her friend in the neighborhood, Martha, but she was just pissed at receiving a call at three a.m. and told me in her most judging tone that I really should know where my wife was at that time of night.

      I slept for two hours between four and six, and then headed to the office. I had one lead: the email address for Eleanor’s contact. The caller from last night must be one and the same.

      In my office, door closed, I booted up my computer and opened the encrypted email program I used to contact Mr. Reynolds. I clicked “New Message,” copied the Post-it note email into the recipient field, and stared blankly at the awaiting message box. What did I write?

      I sat there for fifteen minutes, thinking. I went to compose a message a hundred times, and eventually landed on the simplest of them all:

      Who is this?

      I hit “Send” and sat back. I grabbed my phone and dialed Eleanor’s cell, and again got the Spanish lady from Telcel telling me the number I was trying to ring was not available or out of range. I slammed the phone down on the desk.

      Outside the window, the staff car park began filling up like water flooding a valley. I felt the agitation and nervousness spreading through people even from within my office—I could hear them asking questions and gossiping in hurried and whispered voices. After a time, one of them, a younger guy dressed smartly, opened the door to my office.

      I looked up at him.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.

      “Huh?”

      The young guy stepped in, his hands on his hips. “They’re selling the company? What the hell?”

      I cleared my throat and immediately realized how guilty that made me sound. I’d let my veneer slip; I had to recover it.

      “They’re doing nothing of the sort.”

      “You didn’t get the email? They’re laying everyone off.”

      “What?”

      My reaction did the job. He bought my surprise because it was genuine. I hadn’t even checked my corporate, official, email.

      “Please,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      “Jorge.”

      “Jorge, please give me five minutes.”

      Jorge nodded and left.

      I opened the company account and clicked the first email, from the president of the company, Martin Slack.

      Mr. Reynolds had worked fast. The email was one of sorrow and regret. Tales of bankruptcy and layoffs. I read between the lines and knew that my information had fed the right snakes and the teeth were firmly in the flesh, sucking the life out of the company.

      

      I’d rung Eleanor fifty more times by lunchtime. The office was going berserk as the news of the fallen-through sale and subsequent fire sale spread among the workers. The other managers eyed each other, and me, with suspicion. I needed to eject, and fast. Mr. Reynolds had always gotten me out of the job before things fell apart. I kept checking the encrypted email program, but he hadn’t got in touch. Neither had Eleanor’s mystery contact.

      I made it somehow to late afternoon. The company had officially announced the news and the stock price had tumbled. I didn’t care. I just needed to find my wife. I was doing a web search for the email address I’d found on Eleanor’s laptop when there was a knock on my office door and the door opened.

      “Please,” I said, ready to turn away another disgruntled employee—but I didn’t recognize the man who stepped into the room. He had browny-red hair and a large smile and he was dressed like a supply teacher who’d been traveling through India for the past year.

      “Hi,” he said. “You’re the plant manager, right?”

      I stood up. “Who let you in?”

      He smiled and closed the door behind him. “The receptionist already left. Don’t think she’s coming back.”

      “Who are you?”

      He held his smile. It had a childish mischievousness about it.

      “Well, I told your colleagues outside that I work for the press and I’ve come to report on the reduced-price buyout.”

      He sat down opposite me, across the desk. I remained standing.

      “What do you mean, you told them you were a journalist?” I demanded. I was starting to feel something was wrong, badly wrong.

      “Because I’m not a journalist,” he said.  “I’m Jason. Your handler.”

      Now I sat down. Heavily. My contact for Mr. Reynolds. I hadn’t recognized his voice.

      “What are you—”

      He cut me off with a raised hand. “I can help you with your wife,” he said.

      Blood surged through my body, up to my head. I stood up again.

      “Where is she?”

      I realized how angry I was. At Eleanor, at the whole situation. And now at Jason’s damned smile.

      “So, you found the surprise,” Jason said, “and now she’s gone. But hey, I’m here to help, man. Mr. Reynolds wants to help.”

      I shook my head. This had to be a bad dream. Everything was moving too fast. I hadn’t eaten all day. I felt sick.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      Jason stood up. “This job’s over, Dyce. Mr. Reynolds wants you to do something different.”

      “Where is my wife?”

      “We don’t know. But we’re pretty sure you’ll be contacted sometime soon by the people who took her. And Mr. Reynolds wants you to do what they tell you to do. We’ll protect you.”

      “What the—”

      “Don’t worry,” said Jason, striding to the door. “We have your back. Your son is alive. But it isn’t anything like you’ve imagined.”

      “I don’t understand. Why does Mr. Reynolds care about this?”

      Jason paused, one hand on the door handle. “Because he and you have a mutual interest.”

      “We do?”

      “Yes,” said Jason. “Finding your son.”

      And he left.
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      I left the office right after Jason. I knew it would be my last time there, but I avoided everyone in the lobby and slipped out the front door.

      I drove back to our house, hoping somehow there had been a mistake. That Eleanor would be there, maybe just pissed at me. I prayed for that. I prayed for a fight, even—anything but this.

      She wasn’t there. And the locks had been changed. Reynolds had ordered it. He must have. But I had not been assigned to a new job. This was new for him. All of this was new.

      I stood outside for twenty minutes trying to assemble some sort of plan. But I had nothing. I phoned Eleanor’s cell, only to get the same recorded message yet again. My phone, meanwhile, buzzed continually with calls from people at the company, no doubt desperate for answers. I felt bad for them, but I didn’t answer—I had my own shit to deal with.

      Back in my car, I drove to the highway and found a cheap motel. I paid 500 pesos for a room, and once I’d locked the door, I slumped in an armchair, exhausted. But I couldn’t rest; I felt completely awake, in a state of low, humming panic.

      I paced the room. I needed to check my emails. Maybe Mr. Reynolds had sent something. Maybe Eleanor’s contact had replied to my message.

      I left the room and headed for the reception desk. A young kid sat behind it, staring at his smartphone. When I tapped the desk, he looked up at me through thick glasses, the kind that my grandmother wore after the war and the kind kids these days deemed cool.

      “Do you have internet here?”

      The kid stared at me like I’d asked if the motel had beds.

      “Er, yeah,” he said. “Wi-Fi is free.”

      “No, I mean, I need a computer.”

      The kid scratched his head. “Er, there’s the business center. Down there to the left.”

      He pointed to a door.

      “Thanks.”

      “You have to pay, I think,” he said.

      I turned away. “Sure, bill my room.”

      Behind the door, I found a room the size of a broom closet with a PC that looked like it had been in a museum. I started it up and watched with dismay as a version of Windows launched that was apparently even older than the CPU. But it worked.

      I opened a browser, then typed the URL for the encrypted email service into the navigation bar. The inbox came up.

      There was a single unread message.

      I clicked it and saw the sender’s email. It was the one from Eleanor’s computer. My heart started to beat faster and my palms felt sweaty.

      What did I expect? A ransom? That was likely, I thought. A photo?

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I opened it and read:

      Your wife made a mistake. Don’t do the same. You will receive instructions soon. Follow them and you will see your wife, and maybe your son too. We have both.

      That was it. One short paragraph later, and I was in pieces. A mistake? What had Eleanor done? I cursed her and missed her equally. But above all, I felt betrayed. Why had she found a lead on our son and not told me? Why had she decided to take action without talking to me first?

      I leaned back and closed my eyes, my mind whirling around like a tornado. Then I heard a commotion outside the room, back toward the reception. I sat up.

      Voices. Men talking aggressively. Then the kid at reception replying.

      He was telling them I was here.

      I got up and went to the door and listened. They were just outside, to the right-hand side, where the exit was. I had one option: Open the door and run to the left. The odds of escape weren’t good.

      Then the voices stopped and I heard footsteps approaching. I opened the door and went to run, glancing right as I moved.

      There were two state cops walking toward me.

      “¡Párate!”

      Stop!

      I slammed the door behind me.

      They stopped outside the door.

      “Señor,” said one of them. “Necesitamos hablar con usted.”

      We need to talk to you.

      I racked my brain. The state police answered to the governor’s office. I put two and two together and realized it was the company: They’d figured me out.

      I shouted through the door in Spanish, “About what?”

      I heard murmurs.

      “About what? I didn’t do anything,” I said.

      “Let us in, Señor. And we’ll explain.”

      I remembered the news story about the scandal involving the president. Mexico’s appetite for uncovering corruption always rocketed when a big neck was on the line. All the apathy faded away and hunting season started. I thought about Jorge, the young man I’d shooed from my office. Had he made a call?

      “Señor,” the other officer said in a gruffer but quieter voice. “Please open up. We need to talk.”

      I rested the back of head against the door. “About what?”

      More murmurs. A consultation between them.

      Then the gruff officer spoke.

      “About your wife, Señor.”

      I turned the lock, twisted the doorknob, pulled the door open—and got my first proper look at the two cops. One had the face of a boxer, his nose broken at least twice in the past, and deep-set eyes that you’d need a crowbar to reveal. On his neck, a tattoo of an ornate Catholic cross bridged the gap between shirt collar and ear. Funny, I thought, I hadn’t seen cops with tats like that before. The other guy was thin, with a pencil mustache and a calm look about him. A scar ran down his face, across his mouth, and finished on his chin.

      The thin, gruff guy said, “We know who you are, Dyce.”

      I stepped back and allowed them to enter. They passed me and I shut the door.

      “How do you know about my wife?”

      The cops turned to face me. No, not cops. The more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed they were legit. Something about the way they stood, swaying from heel to heel, anxious and hyped-up. The thin guy’s eyes were as red as blood.

      “You contacted us,” said the tattooed man.

      My mind had to jump to process what he’d said. “You mean…”

      “We work for the cartel, Dyce.”

      “You have my wife?”

      They nodded.

      A wave of fear washed over me. I was in the water with sharks. The sharks that had made Eleanor disappear. The same ones she’d been communicating with for however long. That thought brought back the feeling of betrayal once more.

      “And your son,” added the tattooed man.

      I stepped back. They advanced.

      “Which cartel?”

      The thin man spoke: “The Sons of No One.”

      I knew the name. The cartel we believed had abducted our son. We thought they’d fallen apart. At least that’s what the papers had said.

      “Our boss,” said the tattooed man, “he needs you to do something.”

      “You want money?”

      The man sneered and shook his head.

      They stepped toward me again. I moved back and hit the closed door.

      “You’re coming with us,” said the tattooed man and drew a pistol. It wasn’t like any police-issued weapon; it was a diamond-encrusted revolver, shiny and polished.

      “And what if I say no?”

      But he didn’t reply. I saw the gun go up in his grip and come down, hard and fast, toward my face. After that, everything went black.
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      I opened my eyes and saw nothing but darkness. The room was airy; I could feel a slight draft and I had the sense the space wasn’t cramped. But it was pitch black. I tried to move, but I was tied up, hands behind my back, lifting my ass up so my back ached. Then the pain in my head hit me, a dull thudding. I felt dazed. They’d drugged me. I tried my feet, but they too had been tied up tight.

      Then, from the darkness, a deep voice:

      “We will release you shortly.”

      A man—older, I thought—speaking English with a Mexican accent. Probably from Mexico City. I moved my head to face the direction of the voice, but couldn’t see a damned thing.

      “I will keep this short for you, Mr. Dyce. Your employer, Mr. Reynolds, has released you from his employment and you now work for me.”

      I tried to speak, but my throat was so dry that not a single word made it out of my mouth.

      The man said, “I am the leader of the cartel that abducted your son all those years ago. And we now have your wife.”

      I struggled against the binds. No good.

      “You will receive precise instructions shortly. Follow them and your family will be returned to you.”

      Finally, I mustered enough saliva to speak. “Where am I?”

      “Lujano. A beautiful city.”

      Before I could process that—why here?—the man went on:  “You’ll be placed in a position that’s familiar to you. Mr. Reynolds actually helped us organize it. A new company called Polysol, and you’ll be the plant manager leading its setup. That’s your cover. Your name is Mark Kersteen.”

      The timeframe ran through my head. Setting up a company? That took months, sometimes years. I couldn’t wait that out. No way. I started to feel panic rise through my body.

      “What?”

      The man said, “We will leave you now. My associate will turn you over and cut your ties. If you move, he will shoot you.”

      “But when will I—”

      He cut me off: “You’ll receive instructions soon. You need to register your fingerprint as a key to get in and out of this place.”

      I heard him walk away, and then a pair of big hands grabbed me and flipped me like a hamburger on a grill so I was face down. Relief flooded through me as the man cut the ties on my wrists, then my ankles. I obeyed the order and stayed still as he too left the space and the door closed.

      I lay there for probably half an hour, letting it sink in. The cartel had had our son for over two decades, and had now kidnapped Eleanor, all so I could do some corporate spying for them?

      That didn’t add up.

      I needed to speak with Mr. Reynolds, or Jason. He had said they wanted to help. But what business did Mr. Reynolds have with the cartel? Since I had worked for him, he’d only ever asked me to sabotage production lines, steal information or bug conference rooms. Never anything remotely connected to the criminal underworld in Mexico.

      At last, I lifted myself up. I felt weak from the drugs they’d given me and my head was heavy, but the dull thudding was bearable. Cautiously, I moved forward until my reaching hands touched a wall, and then I felt along it until I found a light switch.

      The light was dazzling at first. Then I saw I was in a bedroom. A fancy bedroom, with modern and clean decor.

      At the window a blackout blind was pulled down. I walked to it and pulled it up, to reveal a view to rival some of the best I had ever seen.

      I must have been at least twenty stories high, and before me the city of Lujano was laid out, a picture of clarity in the mid-morning sun. Low-rise red colonial buildings nestled among telegraph poles, forming the historical center, and around it, thousands of hectares of modern city.

      I knew Lujano. It was the vision for modern Mexico, a minuscule ember of hope in the midst of a failing state. The industrial-boom city had started as a small town. Back in the days of the revolution, it had been a central meeting point for the conspirators of my adopted country. Now, it had grown into one of the biggest success stories of Latin America. And that was for two reasons.

      Firstly, one of the richest men in the world and Mexico’s most successful entrepreneur was a son of Lujano. Matias Esteban. He had got rich when a public gas company sold up in the ’80s and he inherited a network of gas dealerships and acres of land. He’d reinvested and become even richer by buying failing companies and pumping capital into them until they were revived.

      Forbes reckoned Matias Esteban’s net worth was around forty billion US dollars. And he was the poster boy for Lujano; he still lived there, and invested heavily in its infrastructure, building hospitals and schools. Mexican people regarded him as a hero, especially as he was richer than Warren Buffett and Bill Gates.

      The second reason Lujano was seen in such a positive light was the state governor, José “Pep” Augusto, another famous son of the city. Journalists in their droves had dedicated kilometers of copy to touting him as a truly non-corrupt politician, and a future presidential candidate. If Esteban was the poster boy of Lujano, Governor Pep was the star quarterback.

      I stared out at the city for a little longer, wondering why I’d been brought here specifically, and then walked out of the bedroom to explore the rest of the apartment.

      The living room had floor-to-ceiling windows looking out on the same view. The space was sparse, like a feature in an interior design magazine: white floor tiles, two long black sofas, Miró reprints on the wall, and not much else.

      There was an open-plan kitchen connected to the living room, and a letter lay on the shiny granite countertop of what the designer would invariably have called “the breakfast island.” I opened the envelope and found inside information on the company I now directed: just the name, Polysol, the address and some photos of a half-built industrial unit.

      I was wearing the same clothes as the day before and I felt the urge to wash up, get changed, and get out of this place. Had the cartel leader forbidden going out? No, I was sure of that.

      In the bedroom I found the wardrobe stuffed full of new garments from Zara or some other generic mall store. I showered and changed into a shirt and chinos and brogues, and felt a little better.

      And at least I knew Eleanor was alive. The cartel wanted something from us. I didn’t know what that was yet, but as long it was the case, we had a tiny amount of leverage here.

      I heard a knock on the front door of the apartment.

      I came out of the bedroom and stared at the door.

      Another knock.

      I was trapped here. It could be the cartel again, but they’d only just left, and I doubted they’d knock. But who else knew my location?

      I walked across the pristine floor and lowered the handle and slowly opened the door.

      There, grinning, was Jason.

      “Dyce,” he said. “We know what the cartel want.”

      I moved to the side to let him in. He was dressed similarly to yesterday, in khaki pants and a creased blue cotton shirt. He walked to the kitchen and sat down on a stool.

      I said, “So tell me.”

      He got up again and went over to the large flatscreen TV mounted on the wall. He grabbed the remote from the table below it, switched the TV on, and jumped channels to CCN en Español. The scandal with the president was still the lead story. They were talking impeachment.

      “This,” said Jason.

      I looked at the TV.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Politics,” he said.

      “Jason,” I said. “Spell it fucking out.”

      He went back to the breakfast island and sat down, smiling patiently like a schoolteacher with a particularly difficult brat.

      “The cartel want to use you for something. We don’t know why they want you specifically, but it’s connected to your son, and now your wife.”

      I joined him at the island. “I’m a corporate spy. What good am I to the cartel?”

      Jason kept on smiling. “Yeah, that’s your cover. Mr. Reynolds is helping you here. He sent me to see you now we’ve found out a bit more.”

      “So?”

      “So, they’re gonna ask you to abduct the governor of Lujano.”

      I leaned back. I didn’t know what to say or think anymore.

      “And Mr. Reynolds,” Jason added, “wants you to hijack their move.”
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      Jason left me in a state. The best he could come up with, as I’d protested and ranted, was:

      “Dyce, this is the only way. You don’t have anything else. Do this, and you have a chance.”

      He’d given me a cell phone—a burner, he called it—and told me the one number programmed into it was his, and that I should call when the cartel made contact. He also gave me a bit of cash, then he was out the door.

      My stomach churned but I had to eat something. I checked the cupboards and found a large pack of chips and a jar of gherkins. I ate them slowly, forcing each bite down.

      After an hour, I decided to head out to the phony company I was fronting. I had no plan and no way forward, but I had the address so I left the apartment and found the lobby below. The reception was empty and a glass door opened up to a mini-plaza outside. I found a finger scanner on the inside and followed instructions on a screen to register my print. It took a few seconds and I left and grabbed one of Lujano’s yellow taxis.

      We drove around the ring road and into the sticks on a long, desolate road lined with solar-powered street lights. Farmland all around led through huge valleys, up to hills in the distance. Lujano was high and the air was dry, but I could see green creeping up all over, so the rainy season had begun here too. As the hills grew larger, I realized the industrial park was situated at the foot of them, sheltered from the wind.

      We arrived at the industrial park after forty-five minutes. Calling it utilitarian was dressing it up. Each unit was the size of about twenty football fields, and a uniform gray, its only adornment the logo of the occupying company. We rode through streets lined with cactus rock gardens and crisscrossed by overhead electricity cables, until we reached the back of the park and a sign suspended on a sturdy concrete pole: Polysol.

      In front lay a plot of about two square kilometers. In the middle was a gigantic metal hangar, with mountains of raw material pallets piled up around it. To the right of the building were five mobile offices.

      I paid the driver and got out and watched him drive off, leaving a trail of dust behind him. I considered the landscape. Behind the site, huge green mountains grew out of the horizon. They were close, with no buildings but many shrubs: good for hiding. I pondered whether there were any people up there.

      I was so busy staring at the hills that I failed to notice the Mexican guy stomping toward me across the lot until he was five yards away.

      “You must be Mr. Mark Kersteen,” he said, and held out his hand.

      “Huh?” I said. “Oh. Call me Mark. Please.” I shook his hand.  “And you are?”

      “Alejandro Ponce. Chief financial officer of Polysol, at your service.”

      I’d never met a finance chief who actually spelled out the acronym, CFO. Ponce was tall and lanky and very neatly turned out: pressed chinos that looked brand new, manicured nails. He wasn’t a fancy guy, but clearly someone who got up early to prepare for his day. He squinted through his rimless spectacles at me as if they weren’t working very well.

      I nodded to him. “Nice to meet you.”

      I began to walk across the dusty lot toward the hangar and the offices at its side. Ponce fell into step beside me.

      “Where are you from?”

      “England, originally,” I replied.

      “Oh, I like London. My wife and I visited there last year.”

      Ponce’s English accent was good, though not perfect. I guessed he had studied abroad.

      “Oh, yeah?” I said.

      “Yes. Very beautiful. The people in London,” Ponce said, “they are very…dignified.”

      An image of Colchester in the early hours of a Saturday morning flashed into my mind: short skirts wrapped around freezing, pin-like legs standing over vomiting, fighting boyfriends called Dave. Scuffles. Beatings with no robberies. England. The real England. Clockwork Orange. But I could never destroy the fantastical image Latin Americans held in their minds of the place.

      Ponce and I kept walking, and talking. We went through the motions. I gave him my fake backstory, keeping locations and jobs as close to the truth as possible, so they’d be easier to recall later. Ponce told me about Polysol. It was a Mexican venture due to start production of plastic injected auto-parts in one year. Chinese investors had just promised tens of millions of dollars, and the governor was about to announce the thousands of jobs coming Lujano’s way.

      I nodded all the while and pretended to be interested, but in fact I was analyzing Ponce, not the business. At first, I wondered whether he was my contact here in Lujano. But no way did he work for the cartel. He was actually proud to be part of the project, although he agreed that it seemed a bit early to have us here on site, seeing as there were no employees, let alone production yet.

      Ponce showed me to my office. Inside the portable building, the floor had been laminated and faux plants positioned in each corner, still shiny from their packaging. There was a large wooden desk and filing cabinets with a small TV on top. I waved Ponce off and closed the door. I just wanted the cartel to give me their damned instructions. I felt helpless and utterly lost. Eleanor was out there somewhere while I sat here, impotent.

      I hated waiting on others, so I took a walk. I headed to the  building and peered inside. I was shocked to see a long queue of people. There must have been a hundred of them, all standing in silence, lined up down one side of the site and curled around the lower end. The plant was empty, but on the floor duct tape marked where machinery would soon be placed. Dates were written next to each area.

      I walked past the people toward the start of the line and found another mobile office. A crudely written sign pasted to the door read, Entrevistas—Interviews.

      So the setup was real. And Polysol, Lujano, was a long-term job. I peered into the office from which the line of people extended, and saw a young lady sitting behind a desk, smiling at each interviewee.

      I walked around for a while longer, taking in the site, the size of it, the plans for new offices, and stealing glances at the looming hills in the backdrop. Then I headed back to my office. Nothing about it made sense. Polysol had nothing to steal, nothing to sabotage. Ponce seemed legitimate, and no one else here looked vaguely like they worked for an international drugs cartel.

      I sat at the desk, on the leather reclining chair. And there, tucked under the keyboard, I spotted an envelope addressed to my pseudonym, Mark Kersteen.

      I picked it up, looking around the office as if some stranger might jump out from behind a plastic plant and shout, “Surprise!” But no one did. Shaking my head, I opened it. The note was handwritten in an attractive and eloquent script. It read:

      Tonight, 6 p.m. Plaza Los Angeles, Residencia de Gobierno.

      And nothing else.

      I fired up the laptop that had been set up on a stand with a monitor and separate keyboard and opened a browser window. I typed the address into the URL bar and hit “Search.”

      The results didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

      I fingered the phone in my pocket, but decided not to call Jason just yet. He had said he was against the cartel too but I didn’t trust him in the slightest yet.

      The address was the residence of the acting governor of Lujano State, José “Pep” Augusto.
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      The Palacio de Gobierno was as grand and ornate as I had expected it to be, a Spanish colonial building from the seventeenth century, stocky and bold, with lots of balconies.

      Two guys in flak jackets and Desert Storm hats appeared in the doorway as I tried to enter. Their hands met in the middle to form a barrier.

      “Who are you, sir?” one of them asked in Spanish.

      “Kersteen, Mark,” I said. “The governor sent me a note.”

      The guard pulled his hand up to his mouth and muttered something into his two-way.

      After five minutes, he got a scrambled reply and he nodded and took his arm out of my way.

      I walked into a giant lobby. In complete contrast to the rough charm of the grounds, with their cantera rock paths, yellow lights and blood-red flowers, the inside of the governor’s residence was modern and marble. Two giant stairways curled away from each other to each side of the space and met at the top, like snakes posing for a kiss, before a grand door of solid oak.

      On the walls hung portraits of previous governors of Lujano. The older guys were painted and wore military garb and moustaches. The modern guys were photographed and wore expensive white shirts, open at the collar, and Mexican flag sashes draped across their chests. The older guys had faces like they were attending their own funeral. The newer guys beamed down at me as if they’d won the lottery. I remembered the famous phrase spouted by the professor, businessman and corrupt Mexican politician Carlos Hank González: “Un político pobre es un pobre político—a poor politician is a poor politician.” It certainly summed up the priorities of Mexican leaders.

      I walked across the lobby. The marble floor was so clean, I felt I should lighten my step so as not to sully the hard work at least five cleaners would have invested that day. I took the stairs to the left, and as I followed the curve, a tall, dark-haired man appeared above me, from nowhere it seemed, and stepped out into my path.

      He held out his hand.

      “Mr. Dyce,” he said in a perfect American accent. “Welcome. The governor is waiting for you.”

      “I apologize,” I said. “Still finding my way around the city.” I looked at my watch: 19:02.

      “My name is Salvatierra,” said the guy. He was about thirty, I thought, and dressed in a well-fitting grey suit that showed he was in good shape. He regarded me, unsmiling.

      I shook his hand firmly. “Nice to meet you.”

      Salvatierra turned and strode off, and I followed. At the top of the stairs he opened the right-hand oak door, and we walked through and down a long marble-floored corridor. Small, intricate lamps made of solid gold lit the way.

      Salvatierra stopped and I nearly went into the back of him. He didn’t turn, but just held his right hand out toward a door with a gleaming brass handle.

      “Here, Mr. Dyce.”

      Then it clicked.

      My real name.

      I felt the blood drain from my face as I stared at him. I was off my game.

      He turned to me, scowling. “Go on.” He gestured toward the door again. When I didn’t move, he stepped closer to me and said, “You know, you shouldn’t have come before getting your order.”

      “I found a note,” I said. “I thought it was the order. What was I supposed to do?”

      Salvatierra came closer, until his face was right in mine. “You’re supposed to do whatever it is we tell you to do.”

      He opened the door and, with a hand on my back, pushed me over the threshold.

      I entered a bar with all the trimmings: the long, polished wooden counter, the beer taps, the fragile-looking display behind it of glass liquor bottles and mirrors, the beautiful wood paneling of which a country club would be proud. There were no customers in this bar, though. Just a solitary figure sitting on a stool, nursing a short drink between two hands.

      When José “Pep” Augusto heard me enter, he turned without getting up. The governor was a tall fellow, and handsome, with gray hair cropped short to combat his balding. He wore a well-cut dark-brown suit, but he was relaxed in his “man cave,” his shirt unbuttoned at the top and no sign of a tie. He had a swagger, a kind of ’60s Sean Connery about him, the way he rested one elbow on the back of his stool and the other hand on his right knee, playful and friendly and self-assured.

      “You must be Mr. Kersteen,” he said, then looked over my shoulder at where Salvatierra stood. I could have sworn I saw a flash of fear cross Pep’s face, just for a millisecond, and then he nodded and said, “Thank you,” and the door behind me closed.

      I walked to the governor and extended a hand. Pep took it and shook it and smiled.

      “You got my note.”

      I nodded.

      “Please, take a seat,” he said. I did. “Drink?”

      I hadn’t drunk since before Eleanor had disappeared and I wondered whether it was a good idea now. But the lure of booze was powerful, after using it as a prop for so long.

      “I’ll have a beer, if you have one.”

      Pep got up and walked around the bar, taking off his jacket and rolling up his sleeves, and started pouring from the tap. He was the perfect politician. Like he’d learned it on a master’s degree course at Harvard. Hell, he probably had learned it on a master’s degree course at Harvard.

      “Sorry for the subtlety,” he said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The note,” he said, passing my beer, complete with a flawless centimeter-thick head of foam. “What made you come?”

      “Thanks,” I said, sipping from the glass and considering my next move. Salvatierra had already warned me that coming had been a mistake, and my wife was missing. Could I trust a politician I didn’t even know?

      “I googled the address,” I said. “And it made me curious.”

      Pep smiled, and walked back around to join me on a stool.

      “Is this your first time in Lujano, Mark?”

      I nodded.

      Pep’s expression turned into earnest concern. “I love this state,” he said. “It is my soul.”

      I said nothing. I was well used to the trite garbage Mexican politicians spouted while their fingers slipped into the till.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “Bullshit, right?”

      I turned to him. “I didn’t say that.”

      He gave me that Cannes-red-carpet grin again.

      “We have an amazing future here,” he said. “You’ll see. Lujano’s gonna be on the map.”

      He went on to tell me about his projects, and the achievements his government had made, and the attention it was getting. He told me about the record number of jobs he’d helped create and the number of sick kids who’d received free healthcare. I listened and drank.

      I had to admit, Pep’s charm was convincing. He talked like a real person and oozed genuine gusto. It wasn’t the words he used—they could have come from the mouth of any politician—but the way he delivered them: thoughtful, considerate and passionate. When he talked about people he’d met, he remembered every name; he even recalled what they’d eaten when they dined together.

      After an hour, he’d won my vote.

      But we both knew that wasn’t why I was here, and as I began to grow restless, he sensed it and ushered me away from the bar to a set of French doors. They opened onto a small balcony that looked out over the busy plaza below, and he led me outside and closed the glass doors behind us.

      When he turned to me, his face had changed again. Now, he looked nervous—frightened, even.

      “I know,” he said.

      I looked at him and said nothing.

      “I know,” he said again. “The cartel. The Sons of No One. They plan to kidnap me.”

      I tried not to show my surprise.

      “Kidnap you?”

      “Oh, come on,” he said. “I know you’re involved too. Don’t play the fool.”

      Eleanor came into my mind. And the blank face of the son I didn’t know. Information is power. Which means holding it back until it is absolutely necessary to use it.

      “I don’t know what you’re on about,” I said.

      Pep tutted. “Okay, play the game if you like,” he said. I tried to keep a straight face. “But listen to me when I tell you this: Do as they say to the letter, okay? To the letter.”

      I said nothing.

      “If you don’t,” he said, “you’ll lose everything you love.”
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      I left the governor’s residence with more questions than answers. I thought about going to the apartment, but I didn’t feel safe there at all, so I hailed a cab and gave the driver the Polysol address.

      After a thirty-minute drive, the taxi pulled up at Polysol’s isolated entrance. It was 10:35 p.m. and the industrial park was dead, not a soul in sight. Behind Polysol’s hangar and the mobile offices, the large twin hills loomed.

      “Take me to the foot of those hills,” I said.

      The cabbie looked at me, his face puzzled.

      “Lo más cerca que llegue la carretera,” I said. “Well, as close as you can get.”

      We rolled on down the street until the street lamps and pavement stopped at a flimsy metal fence. Beyond the fence lay acres and acres of unfarmed, un-cared-for land that belonged to no one. Anywhere in Mexico, you could travel less than ten minutes and find this virgin land: earth too brittle and tough to farm, borders too rigid and nationalized to sell. The shrubs here were cactus—nopal specifically. The locals called them tuna, or prickly pears, and they picked the fruit and sold it out of baskets at traffic lights in the cities.

      I needed space and time to think, and I didn’t feel tired. I figured this was as good a place as any for a walk. I paid the taxi and added a decent tip. Then I scrambled over the thin fence and lumbered up the slope. When I glanced back at the industrial park, I saw the lights of a few vehicles moving around in the streets below. The breeze seemed to expand in my lungs as I took in great breaths of it. The night sky was littered with stars and the moon was almost full. It lit the dirt path through the undergrowth well enough as I tracked my way up the hill.

      The terrain was rough, mainly rocks and dirt, and the small nopal trees were separate enough to walk through them with ease. I reached the steep part of the first hill after twenty minutes. From there the climb became more treacherous, and my Hugo Boss shoes slipped a little on the dirt. I thought how ridiculous I must have looked, a business executive, obviously foreign, hiking through the Mexican undergrowth.

      After another ten minutes, the hill grew steeper still, and then I reached the lip of a giant bowl-shaped valley where the two hills met. I peered down into solid blackness. There would be no exploring the valley floor. My muscles ached and my breathing was heavy.

      I turned back to look below. A grid system of factories sat in silence, barely lit, though steam poured out of a few of them. People working the third shift, right through the night, making grommets and automobile parts and plastic molds for people who would never question from where their expensive goods actually came. I sat down on a rare tuft of soft ground and reached inside my jacket pocket for my smokes. I didn’t smoke much, and never in front of people, only when I was alone, or with Eleanor and felt comfortable. I lit the Marlboro and took a long drag.

      The industrial park below was laid out in a giant rectangle, three or four kilometers across. Beyond it was the main highway, with tiny pairs of car headlights moving toward Lujano center in the south or toward the north of the country. After the highway, more black hills mirrored the one on which I sat.

      A rustling sound came from behind me.

      I stubbed out the cigarette and looked around. The shadowy figures of the nopal trees blocked my view, so I stood.

      I heard the noise again. Two, maybe three people—locals, or wanderers. I didn’t want to make them jump and fire a shot; many people carried guns in these parts.

      “Buenas noches,” I called.

      No one replied, but the rustling grew stronger and closer and more determined.

      “Buenas noches,” I called once more.

      Then, out of the shadows of a tree came a huge figure rushing toward me. I ducked, but his large arms wrapped around my torso and squeezed. I struggled in his grasp, and his hand pulled my arm back and toward my own neck until it felt as though my elbow would snap in two. I stopped struggling and watched as two other men walked out of the darkness. One of them lit a flashlight and pointed it at the other. A sultry face stared back at me. His slick black hair was still immaculate and his dark eyes bore into me.

      “Salvatierra?” I said.

      “Quite the adventurer you are,” he said with not the slightest amiable hint in his tone. He was panting too after the trek. “You’ve done me a favor, bringing us up here. It’s perfect for the conversation we’re going to have.”

      He nodded at the guy holding me, who turned me sideways and kidney-punched me with his free hand. Pain blazed up from the bottom of my back to my neck and then through my eyes to my head. I gasped for air and his grip got tighter.

      “This is your order,” said Salvatierra. “The cartel needs you to be in a certain place at a certain time next Tuesday. You will need a truck with a hold that closes completely. You will receive a large package to be loaded into the truck. That package will be sensitive, and you need to take it to Polysol and keep it hidden and stay with it. There is cash to purchase a truck in the company apartment. Do you understand?”

      I said nothing.

      “Good. You have a week to prepare,” said Salvatierra.

      I nodded, but my head swirled with confusion.

      “Once you arrive at Polysol with the package, further instructions will come.”

      The guy holding me let me go and I fell to my knees. First relief and then pain flooded my veins. I looked up at Salvatierra.

      “Where do I have to go? To receive this package.”

      He looked down at me with hatred straining his face. “Here are the coordinates. Put them into a GPS and you’ll get there,” he said, flinging a small Post-it note at me. “Memorize those numbers and destroy the note.”

      I looked at the coordinates and nodded, and then I put the Post-it in my jacket pocket.

      “What’s the package?” I said, rubbing my twisted arm.

      “Don’t concern yourself with that. Just get hold of a truck. Be there at those coordinates next Tuesday before four a.m.”

      Salvatierra took a phone from his pocket and swiped it. The backlight illuminated his face. He smiled, and turned the screen around to me. It was showing a live FaceTime video feed of a small room lit by white light. There were two people tied to chairs sitting back to back. I couldn’t see their faces, but one was a woman, the other a younger man.

      I stared at the screen. “Eleanor?”

      I couldn’t be sure it was her. It was impossible to tell from the camera angle. Her head was down, like she was asleep sitting up. Same with the guy. Both were dressed in what appeared to be hospital scrubs. The room had beige tiles. No sound accompanied the feed. There was nothing else remotely distinct about the video.

      “Our son?”

      Salvatierra clicked the sleep button on the phone and pushed me over.

      I tried to shout at him, but my throat was dry and tasted of old cigarette. I tried to stand, but that put strain on my midriff, and the pain in my abdomen was so intense, I slumped back down to the dirt, pathetic.

      “Please,” was all I managed.

      But Salvatierra turned away and said over his shoulder, “You have a week.”

      And they walked back into the shadows.
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      I had phoned Jason immediately and told him about meeting Pep, and then my run-in with Salvatierra and the cartel’s instructions. He told me to head to Polysol and wait there. I did, and after an hour Jason arrived in an old VW Jetta. He told me to be quiet in the car, as if it was bugged, and didn’t say a word until we reached a fairly busy street in central Lujano, even for the hour. Jason parked, and we left the main street and walked for at least ten minutes until we reached a cantina and entered.

      It was late and we were now sitting at a table in the back. The two-story walls loomed over us, dark red and strewn with pictures of bullfighting from the ’80s. The place smelt of floor cleaner. We weren’t the only customers—three other tables out of the six were occupied. Jason said we would be safe here, hidden in a cobbled back street of an ugly neighborhood on the wrong side of town.

      An old guy dressed in a shabby white shirt and a waiter’s apron walked between the customers, serving cold beers and botanas. Jason sipped his Americano coffee. My drink was a Cuba libre.

      “You should’ve called me when the governor made contact,” he said, his voice lowered to just above a whisper. “Mr. Reynolds was not happy when I reported that.”

      I shrugged. All I could think of was Eleanor and that video Salvatierra had shown me.

      “I want to help you,” said Jason. “We want to help you.”

      “Who is Mr. Reynolds?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Jason. “Not exactly. It’s obviously a codename. But his organization is powerful. How long have you been working for him?”

      I thought about it. “Years,” I said.

      Jason nodded and sipped his coffee.

      “Why does he want to sabotage the cartel’s operation?”

      Jason shrugged. “I don’t get paid to question him. He pays me well and he pays me on time. That’s good enough for me.”

      I nodded. I supposed it had been the same for me too, until recently.

      “Scott,” said Jason, “the cartel that took your son and have your wife now, The Sons of No One. Do you know who their leader is?”

      I flashed back to the voice in the dark apartment room. I didn’t say anything, waiting for Jason to play his hand.

      “Matias Esteban.”

      Matias Esteban? The words rolled over me like waves. One of the world’s richest men, Lujano’s first son, wanted me? Had taken my son twenty-two years ago, and now my wife?

      “He has his fingers in a lot of dirty pies, Scott.”

      “What?”

      “The cartel is one arm, if you like, of his enterprise. No one knows that officially, of course. Apart from his businesses and foundations and charities, he also loves politics.”

      I felt like I was standing on a cliff edge, where there was no bridge to cross or rope to climb down, and yet I had to cross—but if I stepped out, I would fall into a huge ocean and drown. If this man had taken my wife and his cartel had taken my son, what hope did I have? Mr. Reynolds? What did he expect to achieve against such power? As far as I knew, my mysterious employer paid for information stolen from companies—he was hardly an axis of brutal power.

      “We can help you, Scott. I promise you that. Mr. Reynolds wants to take down Esteban. And you can help him do that.”

      I put my head into my palms and sighed, trying to think of a way out of this, but knowing there wasn’t one.

      “Go to your apartment,” said Jason. “Follow whatever this Salvatierra told you to do.”

      I nodded; there was no other way. Jason got up and threw a few peso bills on the table.

      “Get some sleep too,” he said. “You look like shit.”

      

      I got a cab and arrived at the tower block of luxury apartments where I had awoken earlier that day. The complex was tucked into a small hill next to the Central Bus Station. I walked from the parking lot to the entrance of the south tower, and a security guard helped me work the fingerprint ID module that opened the main door.

      The company apartment was on floor sixty-eight, and when I walked inside, the long elevator trip suddenly seemed worthwhile. I could see the whole city lit up from here and it was impressive, a sprawl of at least three million souls scattered around black squares where cement and concrete lay.

      I walked straight past the five-meter gray sofa in front of the fifty-inch LED TV, to the telephone. I dialed Eleanor’s cell, hoping this had all been a trick. That the video had been a fake. After all, had I seen Eleanor’s face? No, I hadn’t.

      But no one answered.

      I went into the bedroom and checked the closets. There was an open safe in one of them. The cash Salvatierra had mentioned lay inside, in a thick envelope. I counted out the five-hundred-peso notes on the bed—four hundred of them. About 10,000 US dollars. I needed to hide it. Esteban and Salvatierra and their damned cartel had stepped over a line by showing me that video. It was time to protect myself a little.

      I pocketed the cash, put a jacket on and left the apartment. At the end of the corridor was the fire escape stairwell. I opened the door and climbed the floors until I reached the very top. The fire door there had a push-down mechanism, but I saw no wires running into it. No alarm. I shoved it down, and the door opened onto a large, flat concrete roof. In the moonlight I could see loads of 2,000-liter water tanks with pipes snaking out of them and down into the abodes below.

      I took off my jacket and left it wedging the door open. Then I stepped out into the cold wind whipping across the roof. I walked past the first tanks, looking for a hiding place. After a minute, I found one: below a tank, a small plastic fuse box that connected to one of the pumps. I opened it and squeezed the notes inside.

      Once I was sure the box was secure and wouldn’t fly open on its own, I grabbed my jacket and returned to the apartment.

      

      I awoke the next morning on the sofa, and for three beautiful seconds I’d forgotten it all. Then it came back to me, bit by bit. I decided then and there that I would prepare for the pickup. I would do it well, and not give Esteban or Salvatierra any reason to hurt Eleanor.

      Aside from the money, I’d found a new Lenovo laptop in the safe, and now I took it to the kitchen counter. I fired up a browser, opened Google Maps, punched in the coordinates that Salvatierra had given me last night, and clicked.

      The location pointer darted away from Lujano City, flew deep into the Sierra mountain range north of the city, and landed on an indistinct stretch of road right in the middle of precisely nowhere.

      Now I needed the truck.

      After ten minutes of searching maps, I’d settled on the perfect place to find one. I budgeted around 3,000 US dollars for a half-decent unregistered minivan and went up to the roof to grab some of the cash I had left there.

      Google Maps had its small red pointer resting on a town called Santa Maria. It was situated by the major highway that ran past Lujano, with Mexico City to the south, and the USA to the north, twelve hours away. This meant two things: lots of car sales at the side of the road, a main artery of trade, and lots of residents who lived and worked illegally, and legally, stateside. I would be able to find a working US-registered truck in no time at all.

      I grabbed a taxi outside the apartment building’s plaza. The drive was fast, and we cruised around the city along Lujano’s smooth highway and out into the sticks. Before long, we reached a battered and rusted sign that read:

      Santa Maria

      45,000 habitantes

      The driver pulled over by the sign, after which the tarmac transformed into large, rough-cut cobbles and cement.

      I paid, got out, and watched the taxi drive away. Then I turned and walked into town. At the center, a double-spired church sat in a dusty plaza that served as the meeting point for residents, who sauntered around in circles, followed by kids, and a few mangy street dogs too.

      I started by grabbing breakfast and a coffee in a local restaurant. The food was good: fried pulled pork and tortillas. The coffee tasted like puddle water. I asked the owner of the restaurant about trucks, and he knew a guy and gave me the address written on a napkin. I followed the directions to a junkyard called El Suerte—The Luck. I hoped the place would live up to its name.

      Carlos, the owner, was a small-time importer running a tiny but profitable operation. His junkyard was muddy and in complete chaos, with wrecks stacked upon more wrecks, and a huge magnetized crusher. He had older cars that ran too, and even a few expensive models. I saw some vehicles with American plates: a Dodge Charger, and a Ford Lobo truck that would have left the court only two years back.

      I found Carlos sitting in his portable office. A short guy, he was dressed in a deep-purple suit and matching tie. His hair was combed and gelled to creepy perfection, and he wore two gold necklaces. Clearly sniffing dollars, he was eager to please. He walked me out and I started the hunt.

      Within five minutes, I found a ten-year-old VW Transporter. I paid Carlos in peso bills—the equivalent of 2,500 US dollars—and asked him to throw in some old Mexican license plates. He had a teenage kid fit them for me and threw me the keys. It was now untraceable and could be disposed of easily.

      As I drove away, I saw him closing up the yard. That was his week’s quota of sales done.

      

      The truck sorted, I decided to scope out the pickup spot. It was noon; I had time. I pulled out my cell phone and punched the coordinates into Google Maps. Two hours away.

      The drive took me around the south of Lujano until I hit Federal Highway 57 to Mexico City. After fifteen minutes, I turned off, and before long I was rolling past field after field of corn, wheat, and sorghum.

      The Sierra mountains loomed in the distance for an hour before I started to ascend them. The land grew greener and greener as the two-lane highway wound through the mountains. I was alone, passing only a couple of trucks, one car, and a guy on a horse. The hills had been excavated to reveal stony walls of gray. As I got higher and higher, the views of the valleys below were beautiful. The Sierra felt endless, limitless to the horizon. The truck handled well, but I began to use the gears to slow, and rode each bend—sometimes near 180 degrees—avoiding the brakes.

      Finally, the GPS started bleeping at me. One big turn to go. I took the curve and the road straightened out.

      “You have reached your destination,” blurted the GPS app.

      I pulled over. On the other side of the road, heading toward Lujano, was a rest stop.

      The pickup point.

      I drove down further until I found a break in the central divider, and did a U-turn. Back at the rest stop, I killed the engine and got out.

      My neck burned. The sun glared down furiously and it was over thirty degrees. Nothing moved. No sound, no wind. Only the drone of a million crickets in the shrubs.

      I rested for an hour and looked at the map on the GPS app. There were no other possible routes. This was the only vehicle-friendly road into the Sierra that existed. I traced it back to Lujano, and then Polysol. The only choice I had was in how to cross Lujano. I could go west around the city out to the industrial park, through the traffic, through the city itself—which was madness. Or I could take the toll road, which went east around the city. I’d have to stop and pay the toll ten kilometers in, but that was the only risk I saw. The toll road ended at the entrance of the industrial park. I supposed I might look strange driving a truck dressed like a CEO; I’d better buy overalls, I decided.

      I started the return journey, driving slowly, taking note of each turn and bend. I stopped for coffee in a tiny town, sitting outside the restaurant at a solitary table and sipping the weak brew. The town was plastered with Governor Pep Augusta’s campaign posters that promised better everything: water sanitation, road quality, schools, salaries, and buses to Lujano. His smiling face was everywhere: dapper, approachable, and honest. He was a dream politician, for sure.

      I finished the coffee and paid, leaving a decent tip. I figured they didn’t get much trade here—although maybe I was wrong, as two families strolled in as I left and started ordering a meal.

      I got back in the Transporter and continued taking it slowly back down the mountains. Once I reached Highway 57, the rest of the journey was easy.

      At the industrial park, I passed the entrance and arrived at Polysol. I checked my watch: one and a half hours from the pickup spot in the Sierra to here, discounting my coffee break.

      The site was quiet—deserted. I parked the truck next to my office. Inside, I locked the door behind me. It was 3 p.m. and the sun illuminated the space in a soft gold, but I drew the blinds. I needed to sleep. I lay down on the small sofa and closed my eyes. I thought about Eleanor and our son. And about what I had allowed to happen.

      

      The office phone ringing woke me. I got up and stumbled to the desk and picked up the phone.

      “Mr. Kersteen,” said Salvatierra. “Plans have changed. Be ready tomorrow morning. At the spot we discussed. Four a.m.”

      And he hung up. I kicked the trash can next to me and cursed it.

      No time to make a plan. No time to ask where Eleanor was. I checked the clock: I’d slept for an hour, at best. There was no point going back to the apartment. I would stay here. There were taco stands in the industrial park, and even though I wasn’t hungry, I would go out and get something to eat. I’d need the energy for whatever awaited me tomorrow.

      I dialed Jason’s number.

      “What’s up, Scott?”

      “Change of plan,” I told him. “The pickup’s going to be early tomorrow morning.”

      “OK,” he said.

      There was silence for a few seconds.

      “Did you get anything on my wife’s whereabouts?” I asked.

      “No,” said Jason. “She’s gone. We’re pretty sure they took her peacefully. The neighbors aren’t saying they saw anything unusual.”

      “Jesus,” I said.

      “Stay strong, Scott. Get this done and they’ll likely release Eleanor. We’re gonna have to wait for the package. I want to come with.”

      “No way. You can’t come. How the hell can I explain that?”

      “Will you have to?”

      “No, it’s too risky. What if I’m picking up some of Esteban’s men? Or Salvatierra?”

      The line went quiet.

      “Okay,” said Jason, “I’ll hide out at Polysol. Wait for you.”

      “I guess. I don’t know, Jason. But we need a proper plan,” I said, and hung up.

      I locked up the office and stepped outside. The sun was going down and the light cast across the empty site was ominous. Somewhere, Eleanor might be watching the same sunset. I prayed silently that she was okay. I needed to focus and get this done.

      It was eight p.m.; there were only eight hours to go.
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      It was 11:30 p.m. when Jason appeared at my office door. He was wearing a large black jacket and a balaclava. He looked intimidating until he pulled it off and revealed his smirking face.

      “You sure no one saw you?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      He walked around the office and then sat on the sofa. I offered him a coffee and brewed up a large jug. We waited for it to drip out, then I poured it, black. We sat and sipped.

      “So, what time?”

      “Four a.m.,” I said.

      “And nothing else?”

      “No,” I said. “Any idea what this might be yet?”

      “Still trying to figure that out but it must be something to help with the kidnap of the Governor,” said Jason. “I keep asking myself why they’d need a big company like Polysol involved as a front. Why would they need…?”

      He paused and looked at me.

      “Why would they need me?” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      Jason turned on the small cubic TV set I had yet to use and the news came on. The presidential scandal had escalated. According to the CNN en Español report, it had started with a house registered in the name of the first lady and with a value of more than ten million US dollars. This was a gargantuan amount in Mexico, where most regular Joes’ homes were worth less than 50,000 dollars. CNN, of course, had a graph to demonstrate this difference. The fancy company apartment in Lujano was probably worth no more than 200,000 dollars. So ten million dollars was beyond normal. The money from the sale of this house had been linked to a trafficking ring. Somehow the two were connected, insisted the reporter. Back in the studio, the TV presenter was running a poll asking whether the president should step down.

      As Jason watched the TV, I went back to thinking over my drive. Each bend, every turn. I was ready. I looked at my watch: 1:00 a.m.

      Time to leave.

      Jason wished me luck, and I left the office.

      I drove the Transporter through the deserted industrial park, which was bathed in that soft white light that only economy bulbs produce. It was so quiet I could hear the faint hum of the electricity lines.

      I made it to the toll road entrance, and then to its exit in half an hour. Then, the highway, and then the mountain road. I drove with caution around the curves. The night was cold and so I flicked on the Transporter’s heater, and soon warmth began to flood my legs.

      I saw no signs of life for the whole journey. When I reached the pickup point, I did the U-turn to face Lujano again and parked in the rest stop.

      It was 2:36. Just under an hour and a half until the package showed up.

      I killed the lights, and the engine, and that made it cold again. So I got out and walked around the Transporter a little. I opened the back doors so that the package could be loaded easily. Then I sat and waited there. The night sky was clear and the Taurus constellation hung right above me. In the moonlight, the mountains were silhouettes. All was silent, but for the din of cricket legs scratching like a thousand tiny drum beats, carried across the jagged land by the gentle wind.

      It was 3:00.

      I scanned the horizon for any light pollution, a sign of nearby towns and villages, but there was nothing, only the dead black mountains and the profoundly dark-blue night sky.

      I checked my watch: 3:30. Thirty minutes to go.

      I got back into the truck’s cabin and started retracing the route to Polysol in my mind. It was an hour to the highway, then twenty minutes down the toll road, and ten to the industrial park, and Polysol. Then I would be done. I hoped.

      I mapped the turns of the journey as I waited. Every single one I could remember. There was a series of winding curves that were tough in the Transporter. I’d have to be steady, for sure. And the package might make things complicated, depending on its weight.

      I looked at my watch: 3:52. Eight minutes.

      My heart juddered and adrenalin began to swell inside my chest, filling me with electric tension. I gripped the wheel.

      The lower part of the Sierra was simple. A slow descent, passing a town, and then the highway.

      At 3:55 I started the Transporter’s engine and listened hard above the hum of the six-cylinder motor. The minutes crept slowly by, but I heard nothing. The silence dragged and dragged. I started to wonder whether this was a setup. A way to get me out here.

      And then, somewhere in the distance, behind the black hills, I heard it: the faint rev of a car engine.

      I looked into the wing mirror and saw nothing. But the sound soon evolved into shifting noises, up, down, aggressive and fast.

      Gears crunching.

      Then lights, further back on the road.

      I checked my watch: 4:00. They were on time.

      My heart was pumping hard. It hurt. I’d been in enough compromising situations over the years: downloading files from a CEO’s laptop or embezzling money out of a foundation fund and framing some hapless accountant. But not this. This was a new level of intense.

      Light burst into view and the furious roar of a V8 engine flooded my ears. I turned around and looked back through the Transporter’s hold at the two headlights just before the driver killed them. I saw the black Mustang GT lunge to the right, brake hard into a ninety-degree handbrake spin, and stop horizontally across the highway. The stench of burning rubber hit me as the doors of the GT flew open and two large, bald men in black military outfits jumped out. One came to the truck, grimacing, and looked in the back. The other opened the GT’s trunk and pulled out something heavy.

      The package.

      Together, the men carried the strange shape toward my truck’s hold. It was only when they began walking sideways, each holding one end of it, that I realized what the package was.

      A human body wrapped in black plastic.

      I stared at them as they laid the body down in the hold, and hardly registered that they were pulling out large Desert Eagle pistols from their belts.

      “Move, cabrón,” the one on the left shouted at me. “You got an hour before this entire place is on lockdown.”

      As he said it, police sirens screamed behind him. He slammed the doors of the Transporter shut and banged the side of the truck, and I watched through my wing mirror as the two men ran back to their rudimentary roadblock and began firing at the oncoming cops. That was it for me|: I looked forward, revved the engine, pushed down the clutch, put it into first, and slammed down the accelerator, hard. As I surged forward, all I could hear was gunshots.

      God knows how I didn’t take a hit. But I didn’t.

      The Transporter was doing fifty kilometers per hour before I reached the first turn. Big blasts of yellow fire came from everywhere at my back. My adrenalin was so high, I zoned out and fixated on the driving. I took the first long curve at about ninety kilometers per hour and straightened out. I was focused, and I was scared shitless. And I did not have time to wonder who the hell was tied up in the back of my truck.

      The next curves were trickier. I cut across the lane divider to make each one shorter. The Transporter remained steady. I was humming to myself, I realized. It wasn’t musical. Just humming. Nervous, manic humming.

      Each turn pulled me toward the abyss below, a 1000 meter drop from the edge of the road.

      I bombed through a village and the houses were all in darkness. As I turned a corner, a flash rebounded off my wing mirror. Not a gun muzzle flash, more like a camera flash, but there was no time to think about it.

      I carried on, around thirty-degree turns, leaning into them as the Transporter rocked on its suspension, screeching in the night. The wrapped-up body slid across the floor and thumped into the wall of the hold. No time for that now—I went faster.

      The turns were getting more intense. The Transporter’s tires squealed. I took a sweeping turn and saw the hairpins ahead. Much, much harder on the suspension and tire tread. I used the gears to brake, shifting down to second, and the motor groaned and rattled. The smell of burning rubber filled the cabin, each side of the van lifted ever so slightly off the blacktop each time the edge came close.

      I made it to the highway. Still no cops, apart from the ones I’d seen get peppered by my two new colleagues. My heart was pumping in unison with the Transporter’s pistons and my head thumped with the strain of concentrating so hard.

      As I drove west, the sun was starting to break through the hues of the horizon. It would be light in thirty minutes and I still had to get down the toll road.

      I kept my speed steady at a hundred. There was traffic around me, three lanes of it: early-morning commuters cruising into Lujano, massive trailers trekking south to north. I calmed a little, which helped with the pounding headache and shaking hands.

      Then I ran into a problem.

      Ahead of me was the exit for the toll road, and parked right there, its red and blue lights flashing, was a state police patrol car.

      I slowed. I was still a kilometer away and I ran through my options. I could pass the exit and try to go around Lujano, but that would take too long. The city would have more police. Going through it was definitely not on the table. What was it the guy in the mountains had said? “You got an hour before this entire place in on lockdown.”

      I had no option but to go for it.

      There was a five-meter gap between the patrol car and the barrier. I figured if I kept going at 110 kilometers per hour, he’d be way behind me within minutes. I started to accelerate toward the exit, aiming for the gap.

      I was around 200 meters away when the cop sprang out of the car and held up his gun. I drove straight at him, and at the last minute he fired two shots, but not at me, into the air. I swerved hard and passed him so quickly I thought the rush of wind would blow him over.

      I cranked the gears up to fifth and took the Transporter up to 120 kilometers per hour. Behind me, the cop gave chase, his siren blaring.

      It dawned on me that I’d made a mistake, a big mistake. Even if I could outrun this guy, he was bound to call in backup now. And I was on a forty-kilometer road that was as straight as they come, like the Romans had built in northern Europe. The patrol car was already making up ground.

      I kept steady at 120 and the police car followed, siren screaming, lights going wild. Ahead, I saw the toll booths approaching. I had no time to stop and pay, I thought with a smile that must have looked deranged. I felt deranged.

      The road rose and I slowed a little, but I still had enough momentum to smash one of the barriers, that was for sure.

      I aimed for the middle one.

      The people around the toll booths stared at my approach, jaws dropped. A hundred meters, fifty, twenty. And boom!

      I hit the barrier so hard it came off and stayed stuck to my front grill for about fifty meters.

      The cop blazed through behind me. And then a second cop car followed on.

      Now I had two problems.

      The three of us drove on. The sun was up now and I could see the two cars clearly in my mirrors. They were side by side, which I thought was strange. It looked as though the cops were talking to each other through the windows. I shook my head and looked forward.

      The road was unrelenting. No curves or side roads. No escape.

      I looked back at the cops, and something strange happened. A man emerged from the sunroof of the second police car, dressed in black and struggling to keep his balance in the wind. As I watched, confused, he raised a machine gun and pointed it at his colleague in the patrol car.

      Then the muzzle of his gun flashed as he opened fire.

      The windscreen of the patrol car shattered, and the vehicle swerved away from the blast and left the carriageway and smashed into a ditch.

      I kept my foot down.

      The second cop car, a federal police car, sped up and the driver flashed his lights at me.

      I debated what to do for two seconds. I had little choice.

      I slowed down and pulled up on the hard shoulder. The fed car stopped behind me. The guy who got out looked the same as the men in the mountains—black military gear, machine gun hanging from his shoulder. He ran to my truck.

      “Change cars,” he said. “Get in mine.”

      I got out.

      “Faster!” he shouted at me.

      I ran to the back. We opened the Transporter’s doors together and pulled the body out. The dead weight was incredibly heavy. We struggled with it over to the Fed car and put it down on the hard shoulder as the guy opened the trunk.

      “Is he dead?” I asked.

      He stooped down to grab the head end of the body. “Drugged, so be careful.”

      We lifted the body into the trunk, and I went to sit in the passenger seat. Behind, on the back seat, was another guy. He nodded at me blankly.

      The first guy ran to the Transporter and threw something small into the back—something dangerous, judging by the way he sprinted back to our car and threw himself in. Sure enough, as we sped off down the road, the Transporter exploded behind us. I looked back and saw a plume of black smoke silhouetted against the burning orange of the dawn.

      I sat back in the leather seat. My body hurt. I looked at the landscape zooming by. It was good not to be driving.

      “Who’s in the trunk?” I asked after five minutes. The two guys just stared ahead. I asked again, “Who is it? At least tell me that.”

      But they kept quiet, so I gave up and looked forward.

      We were nearing the end of the toll road. Up ahead was a police roadblock: five squad cars, with at least fifteen cops holding guns aloft, scanning all the approaching vehicles. My knee was bouncing like a jack hammer and I felt sweat beading up on my forehead.

      We slowed and rolled up to the block. The driver wound down his window. A cop walked over to us, holding a semi-automatic, and spoke to the driver, who held up a piece of paper and a badge and spoke rapidly. I caught a bit of it—“special unit,” “full permission”…

      The cop waved us through.

      We drove at forty kilometers per hour the rest of way, until we arrived at the industrial park. It was dead. Not a single company had opened yet. We entered the park and drove through the streets until we got to Polysol, where we pulled up next to my office.

      I got out and opened the door, praying Jason was hiding, while the two guys opened the trunk. They picked up the body and moved it quickly into the office. Then, without a word, they returned to their car and tore away, leaving two towers of dust in their wake.

      I walked into the office and shut the door behind me. The body lay on the sofa. It was wrapped in trash bags, but over the face multiple holes had been torn. As I watched, I saw the plastic moving with exhaled breaths—unconscious, then, not dead.

      I stalled for five minutes. I had seen at least police officers gunned down, I had seen three vehicles destroyed, and now I had a hostage in my office, with no plan or direction.

      I walked over slowly and pinched one of the holes in the black plastic.

      I already knew what I would find, or rather who I would find but still an anxiety persisted.

      I tore it in one clean pull. The plastic split to reveal a face.

      The face of Governor Pep Augusta.
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      Governor Pep´s face should have belonged to a corpse. His cheeks were gray and marked with deep creases, a gleaning layer of cold dank sweat covering them. But his chest, despite being covered in bin liner, heaved up and down, an engine still running.

      My ankle hit the side table as I backed away, out of instinct more than anything, distancing myself from this crime. The Governor´s limp body lay in a fetal position with only his head free where I had ripped it open. The sterile lights of the office porte-cabin shined from the black plastic and made it appear wet. For a moment, I imagined it wet with blood. Blood on my hands.

      There were no sounds. My heart thumped in the silence, and when the door banged hard three times, I thought it might have exploded. I turned and opened up.

      Salvatierra stood in the creeping light, his face scowling. He was wearing a dark blue Federal Police uniform. He looked taller, and meaner and more intimidating than I had seen him before. He said nothing as he pushed up passed me into the office and slammed the door shut.

      “Well, don´t leave him like this you idiot.”

      “Where is my wife?” I asked. “ Let her free now at least.”

      He turned slowly. His features were grimaced. “You haven´t done shit yet.”

      “Leave her be,” I said, my voice sounding calmer than the internal screaming inside my head.

      Salvatierra looked at me. “Shut up,” he said, and turned to the Governor´s limp body and in one pull ripped the remaining plastic from him.

      Pep was dressed in elegant black silk pyjamas with tiny red patterns cross-stitched in. His thinning hair was wild with static and his wrists and legs were tied with plastic ties. His face slumped downward in a battle between muscle strength and gravity, the latter winning by far. Gone was the glamour. He looked ugly as hell now.

      Salvatierra moved him back to recovery position, stood up and looked back at me.

      “Food will arrive soon, for both of you. If you leave the park, you are framed for his abduction. Got it? The perimeters are crawling with the authorities. Right now, no-one knows you did this.”

      I stood up to him, “I did this?” I said, “What the hell do you mean?”

      “Shut up,” said Salvatierra again. “Like I said, there’s no way out of this park. The companies have been informed to shut down production for a few days. Lujano State´s emergency alert has been activated. Do not do anything stupid.”

      There was no talking with him. He was psychotic and psychotic people don´t converse. They can´t reason. It´s not the violence in which they reside with ease that makes them that way, it is the lack of reason. Putting a bullet into another person´s skull fails to move them. Maybe they suffered abuse and violence as a child, or maybe they were in love with their cousin. But something made them that way.

      “I have to go,” said Salvatierra. “I will be back but I don´t know when. We´re watching you. Keep him here, and fed and watered. Do not let him leave this trailer. Things will get hot over the next few days. The whole place is on lockdown. Give me your belongings. Cash, phone, whatever you have.”

      I gave him what he asked for. There was little point in resisting. I knew what he could do.

      “But what about me? He knows me. He´ll recognize me," I said.

      Salvatierra´s face turned sardonic, “Well, you shouldn´t have gone to meet him. I told you. But it doesn´t matter really.”

      “It does matter,” I said. “This won´t be over for me afterward. My cover´s blown.”

      Salvatierra smiled again and walked to the door, but said nothing.

      “But what about the park´s security? What if people come asking questions?” I asked.

      “No one will come, Dyce. Just stay here, and keep an eye on him.”

      And he left the trailer and stepped down into the dust.  I looked out across Polysol´s lot. The sun was protruding over the distant hills and yellow light carpeted the building sides, and sandy floor. The wind swirled around Salvatierra and his uniform flapped up to his waist. He had a camouflaged HumVee waiting for him. He climbed up to it, started the massive engine and drove off without looking at me.

      I sat on the steps and felt my guts wrench, they had been clenched all morning. The feeling swelled inside my abdomen and pushed my heart forward into my chest. I thought about our son. I could have fought more to find him. Now I didn´t know where he was, or where Eleanor was, and so it had all ended up worse than I could have ever imagined. And so the lies and hiding had come back to us, like they always do.

      Truth be known, Eleanor stood very little chance of survival. Nor did I. We were witnesses to something enormous, and treacherous. The kidnapping of an active governor was a big deal, even in Mexico. They hadn´t just killed him. We would be hunted.

      I had done nothing to protect Eleanor.

      The cloudy blanket of a sky had settled low, and the wind picked up. I needed Jason, and quick. But he was nowhere. I began scanning the surrounding area, and felt my strength come back a little. And then I heard from behind me a groan.

      Governor Pep was awake.
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      The Governor was squirming around, confused.

      “Que pasa, chingada. ¿Qué pasa?” he said, over and over.

      Then he turned upward and faced me, disoriented from the drugging, his eyes widened.

      “Just you?”

      His face changed. I could see him reeling back through his inbuilt rolodex, looking for my name. I helped him.

      “Mark Kersteen,” I said.

      He looked up at me, astonished. “Why am I tied like this?”

      “You don´t remember?”

      He squinted at me. The drugs were wearing off. “I was…in the Sierra. The festival. Two men. In black. But you weren´t there. They said…”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I´m just the sitter”.

      He scrunched his face up in confusion.

      “Baby-sitter,” I said.

      He kept quiet for a few seconds. “Untie me, please.”

      “Can´t do that,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Sorry.” I stooped and helped him to sit up straight. He looked like a shy little boy with his hands and legs tied together, in his pyjamas.

      “You don’t have to have me like this.”

      I sat down on the visitor´s chair in front of my desk. “I can´t tell you, Mr. Governor.”

      “Call me Pep.”

      Tied up, under intense duress and confused, and still playing the political game.

      “Ok,” I said. “I don´t know. But you´re here and there’s nothing I can do about getting you out. Food is coming, apparently. But until then, it´s just you and me.”

      He slumped his head down so it peered between his bound legs, through the knees. He stayed that way for a minute until he popped up hard, his eyes wide with fear, “Jaqueline? Jessica?” he said. “Where are they?”

      I stared straight. I guessed he meant his wife, or kids, or both. “It´s just you, Pep,” I said.

      He breathed out. I couldn´t believe that was enough for him. I felt jealous of him for it.

      “It wasn´t you who grabbed me,” he said again. “Are you captured too?”

      I thought a little while before answering. Decided it was best not to give anything away.

      “I don´t know.”

      He sighed and returned his head to face his feet. He looked sad and pathetic. The first light from outside, in spite of the clouds, was streaming through my cabin office´s windows. I got up and closed the blinds. I opened the door and told Pep I would be back soon.

      “Don´t take too long,” he said. “I need the bathroom.”

      I walked out  and stepped down to the gravel and dust. The main building hangar was silent.  Jason was nowhere to be seen. All around us was silence. The hum of production from the other factories was gone. I walked across the lot to the other office cabins and tried the doors. Each one was locked. I walked on to the hangar and inside, the space was massive. In the middle, a small collection of machinery looked like a miniature model in this scale. Around the edge of the space were more portable offices. I walked to each one and looked in. They were all open, and all empty.

      I walked from one end to the other and found a door. This was locked and I couldn´t see anything through the window. I headed out and back across the lot to let Pep relieve himself. Before I went in, I scanned the area for Jason. Nothing. No sign of him.

      When I got back in Pep had moved to be leaning back. He looked relaxed. He looked as if he might be watching one of his political “friends” giving a speech. He was lost in thought and startled when I walked in. He slumped again to his former position.

      “Bathroom break,” I said. And I helped him up to his tied feet. Together we shuffled  to the small ensuite WC and before I could even offer to take down his pants, he waved me away.

      I shut the door and waited for him outside.

      The Governor still had his pride intact. I suddenly felt exhausted. I´d been up all night again for the second time in a week and I was not at the age where that didn´t come back to bite you. I sat at my desk and rested my head on the back of the seat. I closed my eyes, and started to drift when Pep´s WC door slammed open and I collected myself. I´d almost forgotten my captive. I got up and helped him back to the sofa.

      “You look like shit,” he said.

      I said nothing.

      “You were waiting for me in the mountains, weren´t you?”

      I nodded.

      “I need to rest,” and I walked to the door and moved the small slide lock. I went back to my seat and leaned back and rested my head.

      I awoke to a knocking and jumped up. Pep was sitting on the sofa looking at me. I had no idea how long I´d been out.

      “I thought you weren´t gonna wake up,” said Pep. “ You didn´t hear me?”

      I shook my head and stood. I walked to the door, expecting Salvatierra, and instead found the friendly face of a lady about 60 years of age. She was small, and rotund, and had thick black hair pulled back into pigtails. Small pink ribbons tied them up and sat right under her ears, looking like a child´s earrings. She wore a pink apron which covered a blue tracksuit.

      Behind her lay a tray piled 30 centimeters high with blue pots and pans, the steel kind you can buy in any Mexican market. Each one had aluminum foil as a lid.

      “Comida, Señor,” she said.

      I was still staring at her, “Si, señora, pásele”.

      She nodded and turned and in one swoop bent down and scooped the tray in one hand and steadied it with the other. She rose and span around to face me once more. “¿Permiso?” she said.

      “Pásele,” I repeated.

      When she saw the Governor, she paused a second and I could tell she had looked him right in the eye. I guessed she knew his face well, but didn´t admit it. “Buenas tardes,” she said at him.

      He did not look at her straight, just nodded.

      She walked into the office and I followed her. She put the tray down on my desk and began unwrapping the foil covers while explaining what the dishes were.

      Our food was home cooked. Prepared with love, which I found strange. Why did Salvatierra or indeed Esteban, or indeed their personal hostage cook give a damn about our living standards. I certainly didn´t. But I was hungry, that was for sure.

      The señora turned to me and finished, “tenedores, cucharas. Deje todo afuera cuando terminen.” Forks, spoons, leave it outside when you´re done.

      I thanked her and asked her name. She again shot a glance at the Governor before answering, “me llaman Concha, señor.”

      “Gracias Concha,” I said and she left.

      “You have to untie my hands,” said Pep.

      I walked to him and grabbed one of the knives Concha had left, and cut through the zip tie at his wrists. I half-braced myself for his attack too, but he didn´t make a move. He just stretched his arms out wide with relief.

      “Can we eat?” he said.

      “Sure.” And I served up the dishes.

      The food was exquisite. Eggs in salsa roja, enchiladas, molletes. Both Pep and I ravaged the plates, one by one. Pep said it was his favorite dish, which cheered him up. Mexico, where food is so important.

      It took us under twenty minutes to devour the lot, and I brewed a pot of coffee and offered one to Pep, who smiled and took it gratefully.

      “You´re captured too, aren´t you?” he said, once we had finished and I had shifted the dirty pans and plates outside the office.

      “In a sense, yes,” I said, as we took our seats in the cramped space. “I have little choice about what I´m doing, put it that way.”

      “Huh?” he said. His English was fluent enough, but he didn´t understand everything.

      “I mean,” I said. “I don´t have options.”

      He nodded.

      We sipped our coffees in silence for the next ten minutes.

      “I guess people will be looking for you like crazy,” I said.

      He looked up from his cup. His face was dead straight. Not a single emotion. A poker face from heaven. I could not get a read at all.

      “Yes. The military will be informed. Then they will work out the protocol. They´ll find me. And you, too.”

      Salvatierra´s uniform flashed into my mind.

      “That´s why it´s better to tell me you are captured. If that´s the truth,” he said. “They´ll kill you if not. Shoot on sight.”

      I nodded.

      “Why did you agree to this?” I asked.

      “Don´t you know that? Who captured you?”

      I stared at him. “I can´t tell you anything.”

      He shrugged. “Well, why are you asking me?”

      I shrugged back at him. “I know nothing.”

      And we stayed silent for a long while. Pep took a nap, but I just sat and drank all the coffee from the pot. I craved a hard drink but it had to do.

      And we waited. Hours passed. My computer and the TV had been removed.

      No sign of Jason. No sign of anyone.
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      Outside the light was getting lower.  I was starting to get cabin fever and I wanted to find Eleanor. I left the office and walked up and down outside.  I thought hard about my options. I knew I was still useful to the cartel. They would have wasted me if not. And that meant Eleanor was safe. I didn´t want to think of the alternative.

      I told Pep I was leaving quickly. He said it would be best to stay, but I shrugged it off and took a walk, leaving Polysol´s lot.

      The industrial park street was desolate. The street lights were out, and no steam vapor poured from any of the great hulks of businesses spread around.

      Still, I took caution, walking slowly outside and sticking to the edge of the walkway.

      I used the grassy pathways to the sides of the main streets, just to be sure. But it was unnecessary I soon realized. The park had been closed. For the search, I supposed.

      After fifteen minutes, I made it to the main entrance of the industrial park. But the lights of the security cabins were out. I stalked up to them from behind, so the angle was too short from their windows to detect me, and crouched under the main window, before slowly rising and looking in. Nothing.

      I was about to turn back when a sharp blue light bounced off a shiny surface in the guard´s cabin, then a red one. I stayed still.

      Taking my time, I shuffled along the side of the security booth until I made the wall, and peered around it.

      The entrance, and the part of the enclosing fence of the industrial park was full to the brim with police. They had lined it with squad cars to make an effective barrier of metal and flesh, and guns.

      I hunched down and stalked back to the interior of the park. From there, I took a side street which looked identical to that which housed the Polysol site. After four big businesses, and about a kilometer of tarmac, I reached the south side perimeter of the park.

      It too was lined with cops.

      This time, I stayed well back. It was almost dark but I didn´t want to take any chances. Salvatierra´s threat had been genuine.

      I did a count, multiplying the amount of cops I could see visibly on the 200 meter section of fence in front of me. I guessed the whole park was a good 1.5 km by 1.5 km, and I counted 20 squad cars and 40 cops. That made 600 patrol cars, and 1200 cops.

      Even if I was being overly generous, half of that amount made the prospect of escape impossible.

      The dark sky had changed and a thin layer of cloud covered the stars, and the horizon merged into the great black cape of cloud. I could hear a small rumble of chatter and engines running from the line of cops.

      I walked slowly to Polysol and saw nobody in the darkness. I got to the trailer and opened the door. Pep was sat up looking anxious.

      “Where were you?” he said.

      “Seeing if we could make a run for it.”

      He smiled, “And?”

      “No chance in hell,” I said.
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      I collected the plates and what was left of the food and put it outside the cabin door, and walked back in.

      Pep had already laid down on his sofa. I turned off the lights and walked behind my desk and laid down on the cold, hard floor. Sleep began to wash over me in an instant. My eyes rolled back towards my weary brain and I felt my breathing become heavier.

      Then Pep spoke from the darkness,

      “Is your name really Mark?” he asked.

      I sighed. I wanted to sleep

      “Yes, it is,” I said.

      I rolled the situation over in my mind. I knew Esteban was behind this. But what did Esteban want with Pep? And why did he need me to frame? I longed for Jason´s phone more than ever. I needed to speak with him. I ran back through our conversation a few days earlier, in the cantina. But I made it two minutes in and fell asleep.

      Pep woke me. He was saying my name in that annoying loud shushed voice that people use when they want to wake someone but seem to be quiet. I looked up. It was light outside. I had slept a solid 10 hours at least. My head hurt from the lack of water I´d drunk. And my back was in agony from the floor that had served as my bed.

      Pep was repeating my name, “Mark. Mark. Mark.”

      “What is it?”

      “The door,” he said. “Someone´s outside.”

      I sat up. My back felt like someone had snapped it. I got up to my feet and walked to the door, I opened and peered out. There stood Concha, with a new tray, and new plates covered in aluminum foil. “Buenos días,” she said.

      I greeted her and asked her how she got in. There was no truck or car with her. No-one at all.

      She shrugged. “Caminando, señor,” she said. Walking.

      I let her pass me into the office. Pep smiled at her and she unloaded the stuff onto my desk. She walked past me and smiled. Then she left the cabin and shut the door.

      She must be close, I thought. Which meant Salvatierra - and maybe Eleanor - must be close too.

      I started the coffee machine using water from the WC tap. I served up Pep his breakfast and mine. It was huevos albiñiles. I had come to love spice in the mornings, with decent black coffee, piping hot. Something in the combination of those two senses prickled you awake.

      I had felt hungry and took heart from a returning appetite. Pep was enjoying his food too. The most basic of needs, when exceeding your rudimentary requirements, yields the power to change your heart. Like a glass of cold water in the desert, or a cigarette after some drama. We were grateful as we destroyed the breakfast. We felt grateful to it.

      We were hostages for sure.

      We finished and both had second coffees. We sipped them in silence for a long while before Pep started speaking.

      “My family will be beside themselves with preoccupation.”

      “Worry,” I said.

      “Huh?”

      “The word is “worry” not preoccupation.”

      Pep shrugged. “Is it incorrect”?

      I sighed. “No, not exactly. But it sounds weird.”

      Pep shrugged again.

      We stayed silent for an hour. The silence hummed in my ears. The small space of the porte-office shrank into me, like the walls were moving. My mood descended into a dark place.

      Maybe Jason was dead, his corpse somewhere here in Polysol?

      What if they´d found him the night I left to the Sierra and just shot him there and then? I could hardly ask Salvatierra the next time I saw him. And I hadn´t seen him anyway. Salvatierra had been as AWOL as Jason in fact. Concha the cook was our sole connection to the outside.

      “What´s your plan, Pep?” I asked.

      He looked up from where he had had his head slumped in the sofa arm, dozing.

      “How do you mean?”

      “With your career?” I said. “What´s next after Governor?”

      Pep sat up. He thought about his answer for a few seconds. “I don´t know. Honestly. I know that people like you, and most other people, think we politicians are all ´rateros´, only interested in our own careers. And a large proportion of congress is like that, believe me. But we are not all driven by ego. I care about Lujano. Everything I do, I do for Lujano, and Mexico. I was born here and my parents both worked during a time when both parents didn´t work. But mine had to. They struggled to put me and my brother through school. And I mean public school. Just to get me there on time every day was hard. I got into the UNAM on merit, and then a scholarship to Harvard. I don´t take anything for granted.”

      I looked at him. He wasn´t lying. People did one of two things when they lied. They either looked all over the place, darting their gaze around, avoiding eye contact, or they stared too intensely, like they were aware of it. A sure sign of memorized script. Lying was an art. And Pep did not need to use it here. It came from his heart. The way his eyes sunk to the side at every sentence, always returning to my eye line. And sinking again. Real feelings cannot be hidden so easily. I knew that.

      “So maybe this position of State Governor I have is the end of the road for me. That´s fine. I will use it to do as much good as I can. Do you know, or have you heard of our projects?”

      I shook my head.

      “We have the best attendance rates for public schools in the whole of Mexico. The lowest unemployment rates. The lowest crime. I cleaned out the cabinet that was before me, and made a lot of enemies.”

      I nodded.

      “My country. I love my country. The potential is so huge. I meet a rich investor and he sees a different Mexico to the kid I meet in the orphanage. And you know who is more positive?”

      I shook my head.

      “The kid! The kid with nothing believes. The rich guy doesn´t. Young people are different. The machismo is dying, and it´s a good thing. So I will work my hardest while I am able, and I hope something will improve.”

      I shifted in my seat. “How will this affect things?”

      “I have no idea,” he said. “Maybe they replaced me already.” He smiled a deep smile of warmth.

      Against my instinct, I liked him. He oozed earnestness. He didn´t have to put anything on. Either that, or he was the greatest liar I had ever met.

      We passed the rest of the morning and the early afternoon until Concha arrived for lunch.

      The cabin stank of food. The WC was beginning to back up a little, and mixture of odors sapped hope from the soul. The food, when it arrived, was fresh and at least provided a new smell and with it some remnant of hope. I had been opening the door in and out when Concha arrived holding her usual array of trays and pots and pans. I greeted her. I still couldn´t work out where she´d walked from, and she wouldn´t say. She served pan basos, fried pork sandwiches and served them with a couple of glass bottles of Coca Cola. She had flan for dessert. This time she stayed and ate with us in silence, and then trudged off again and I opened the door to a graying sky and heavy atmosphere. But at least the fresh air cleaned out the cabin a little.

      Pep and I continued our conversation. He spoke with a soft and gentle voice. He told me of the projects he had authorized, and the people he had under him who believed in his way. He detested corruption, and told me the stories of greed that served him as warnings. I knew it was rhetoric partly, but I was convinced. His voice, when he switched to Spanish, and his rhythm was magnetic. Every noun and verb placed in a meaningful sentence. Every nuance and detail stripped back to the bare necessity. Like a radio presenter with a long CV.

      We stayed that way until it began to get dark. I think we drank at least ten cups of coffee. I had started to visit the WC every twenty minutes by the time Concha had arrived for supper.

      Concha knocked as usual and entered in silence and left three pans covered in aluminum foil on my desk and left.

      I thanked her and walked over to the food.

      I stood, my back to Pep and looked over the pans, wrapped in foil.

      I lifted the first foil off and found chicharron bathed in a deep red sauce. There was a basket of tortillas too.

      I lifted the foil from the second pan.

      There was no food.

      Instead, in the middle, was an old Motorola clam-style mobile phone.
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      I froze. I could sense Pep´s glare on my back.

      I picked up the phone and slipped it into my pocket while my other hand lifted the foil on the next pan.

      I carried on with the third pan, which was full of red rice.

      I served up two plates full of rice and chicharron and took Pep´s his. He didn´t look at me in any way, or seem to fluster at anything.

      We ate in silence, and the weight of the intruding phone hung in my pocket. It had to be Jason. He´d used the method before. And Concha knew. The way she had walked in silently was different from before. Guilt.

      As soon as I had cleared up the plates, I excused myself and went to the WC.

      Stooped on the cheap toilet confined like a London train bathroom by four tiny walls, I flipped open the phone. It was about five years old, and used. The screen burst into life. I looked straight for the silent mode, but it was already activated. I opened the contacts and there were no entries. Then, the messages, and the menu indicated one message, already read. I opened the folder. The number was listed but no name. The message read:

      Hang in there.

      Looking into this.

      Jason.

      I hit the reply button and wrote:

      Where are you? What do you know?

      And hit send.

      I waited, conscious of the time I was in the WC. I had another two minutes max before Pep would start wondering what was taking so long.

      I waited 30 seconds before a new message came in. I opened it,

      News is international. The park is being guarded 24/7. Only one route out of the industrial park, to the East, through the hills. Small timeframe. Patrols passing every 5 minutes.

      I leaned back and thought for a second. I had too many questions to ask for SMS so I chose one,

      Why are they doing this?

      Then I waited. Jason replied fast.

      Not sure yet. But don´t trust anything they tell you. The cook, Concha, is turned. She doesn´t know much though.

      My two minutes were up. I deleted all the messages and the number from the memory of the device, and closed the phone and flushed the toilet just to stay in role. I walked out and found Pep sitting up, rubbing his eyes.

      “I lost a lot of friends with the education reforms I pushed, and the local job fund. A lot of powerful people got a pay cut thanks to me,” he said.

      I struggled to recall the thread of our conversation at first, unable to get Jason´s contact out of my mind.

      “Has a politician from Lujano been kidnapped before?”

      He nodded.

      “What happened then?”

      But Pep didn´t answer. He just drew his flat hand across his neck.

      I nodded and then went behind my desk to sleep. I laid flat, and despite the evening´s happenings, tiredness washed over me.

      The hills then, would be our escape.
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      The sirens pulled me out of sleep. Moving sound, or rather sounds, and getting closer. No doubt about it.

      I opened my eyes, it was still dark. The tin roof that enveloped me and Pep hung only three meters above my face, I could tell it was early morning by the temperature. The air was steely, like it only is at 3 or 4am. I sat up and saw Pep stirring at the same time. Salvation or damnation was coming as the noise grew into a cacophony, a chaos of blaring compressed air sucked through cones to produce a discordant riot of head thumping screeches.

      I heard the patrol cars tires hitting the dirt of the Polysol lot. Brakes slamming, then doors swinging open.

      I got up and stumbled for the WC, grabbing the phone Jason had given me and throwing down the back of the toilet cistern. I returned to the main room.

      Pep was inert.

      “Get up!”

      He was frozen, sat upright with his hands spread out gripping the sofa, terrified.

      “No,” he said. “They´re here for me.”

      I went for the door, but the cops had made it before I could and slammed into its metal frame from the outside, pushing me back into Pep. In poured ten or so Federal Police Officers dressed in their black battle gear; bullet proof vests, semi automatic rifles, ski masks pulled up over their noses and battlefield-like helmets that looked like they were better suited for the latest Playstation shoot ´em up.

      The first cop through hit me square in the gut and I went down, winded. The others crowded into Pep and grabbed him by the arms and dragged him out into the early morning darkness.

      I stayed on my knees and rolled into a ball. One of the feds was barking instructions from outside. I could not catch his exact words but his colleagues grunted and lifted me by the arms and we left the portable office. It wasn’t the way I had hoped to be doing so.

      Outside, the moonlight proved barely sufficient illumination to see the scene but I counted fifty cops before a hood was thrown over my head and everything went black.

      Plastic ties went around my wrists, behind my back. My feet stumbled to keep up with my carriers as we moved from outside to inside again. I felt the air change. We were in the hangar. Now, the voices of the feds reverberated up and around and back down, punctuated by the collective marching of fifty pairs of heavy duty boots.

      I heard a key turning in a lock. A door opening, and we moved into a smaller space. We shuffled fifty feet into this new room and I was sat down in a chair, I could feel it was one of those cheap plastic chairs they use in university seminar rooms. I felt a tie go around my stomach and tightened so I was strapped completely.

      My hood was too thick to sense the light. I only saw blackness so I listened. The cops were talking and their voices were shrinking in number.

      My chin hit my chest and I drew long deep breathes, readying myself for what was to come. The plastic ties had been click-closed a couple of clicks too tightly, and the sharp plastic cut into my wrists. The cops´ voices were down to four, or two pairs of conversation, then someone left. Then it went quiet.

      I heard a voice I knew.

      He was speaking in rapid Spanish and pausing for answers. He was asking if he could “do it” after. Asking and asking again, frustrated. Then Salvatierra stopped talking and his footsteps came to me, and the hood flew off and light hit my eyes like a shovel to the face.

      “Confession time,” he said.

      He was wearing a Federal Police uniform like the others. Three guys stood behind him and to their left, Pep was sat in a chair like mine, untied and head hung low.

      I looked around. The room was an empty warehouse with twenty foot high shelves. I stretched my head behind me. A table had been set up with a camera on a small tripod that pointed to a dark blue backdrop with the letters POLICÍA FEDERAL printed across it.

      “Move him,” said Salvatierra in Spanish to the other cops, who nodded and walked to my sides and picked me up with the chair and carried me behind the table, staring at the camera.

      “Así,” said Salvatierra.

      “Let her go,” I said. “Eleanor doesn´t know anything. There´s no need for you to do anything to her.”

      Salvatierra ignored me as he fiddled with the buttons on the camera.

      “Please.”

      Salvatierra stayed quiet and fired off at least twenty photos of me. His uniform showed off two eight point stars on each shoulder, which I remembered to be high ranking, maybe Chief Inspector. The other cops seemed to be in awe of him, that much was obvious. His stooped frame was triangular, and his face was hidden by the camera.

      “Please let her go,” I said again. “She was only trying to find our son.”

      Salvatierra stopped fidgeting with the camera and looked up at me.

      “If it were my decision, Dyce, I´d kill you now. But you´re lucky, turns out we need to wait one more day. You should just pray that everything we need to happen, happens, and your wife might get out of this alive. You, not so much.”

      Salvatierra had me turned to the side, and took more photos. Then, the other cops carried over Pep, and had him shaking a fed´s hand while they took more shots. Pep seemed devoid of life. He´d been saved with not a hair on his head harmed. And yet his features were broken and shattered. He looked ashamed.

      After the photo session, they took Pep back out of the room, and came for me and lifted me out of the room too. Outside, they cut my ties and frog-marched me the rest of the way back to the portable office. Pep was already returned inside and sat in his old position again. I walked to the back and sat at the desk and Salvatierra stood at the door as we settled back in to our cage.

      He stared at us, switching between Pep and me. Pep was sat on the sofa, arms resting on his knees, looking at Salvatierra like an old lady looks at a priest.

      Salvatierra stayed like that for a whole minute before turning around and shutting our door, locking it this time. About thirty-seconds later, we heard a large SUV engine start up, rev once, then twice and pull away. Then silence. Pep did not even look at me and I was grateful for it.

      I headed to the WC, retrieved the cell phone, opened the clam style front panel, clicked the messages button and composed a message:

      “Tell me when and how to get out of here.”

      After a minute the little screen on the front of the phone lit up in green to announce a new message. I opened it,

      “You’re surrounded,” said Jason’s reply.

      “Need to get out before tomorrow,” I wrote back.

      I looked at the clock. 6:13am.

      Ten hours before dusk.

      A new message arrived from Jason:

      “Ok. I can help. Follow my instructions.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason’s instructions were simple. Our communications occurred when I could get in to the WC, pulling the phone out to check messages every hour.

      Salvatierra had ordered a constant patrol of cops around the industrial park and since his visit, the numbers had almost doubled. This was the endgame for sure.

      Jason agreed that we needed to get out that very night.

      I asked him for assistance. He said no. Too many cops for an extraction operation.

      Jason insisted our escape would have to be solo.

      Then at around midday, I sauntered to the bathroom for my sixth piss that day and found Jason had messaged an idea:

      “The cops change shift. It’s a ten minute window.”

      I wrote:

      “What time?”

      “It varies. Wait for my go.” wrote Jason.

      I wrote: “You’re watching us?”

      Jason did not reply.

      

      At around 1pm, rain started. As was always the case in this part of the world, it came hard, and fast. At first, it started beating the trailer with thick, heavy droplets. You could count them, and then you couldn´t. They came faster and more frantic. The windows became murky with pouring water and the dust, now mud, making it dark. Thunderstorms like this one would last whole days and whole nights.

      By the late afternoon, the rain had become a constant and soothing hum. It meant that the silence between Pep and me was comfortable. Because silence was impossible. It had been robbed from the world by this downpour and I thanked the heavens for it. And in any case, Pep dozed like a cat almost the whole day.

      The late afternoon gradually and slowly rolled into evening, and the rain did not let up. It was part of my plan now. Had to be.

      When the last dim glow of orange faded from the Western sky, I felt the phone finally vibrate in my pocket and went to the bathroom to check the message.

      It said, “Get ready to leave. In five minutes, make a run for it. To the hills in the South.”

      I snapped the phone closed and came back into the main room.

      Pep looked at me.

      “We´re leaving,” I said.

      He started shaking his head.

      “I mean it,” I said. “We´re leaving. It isn´t safe here. And we are leaving now.”

      He kept shaking his head, nervous and scared.

      “No. I can´t do that. It´s dangerous to run. To run from these people.”

      “No,” I said. “It isn´t. I am a dead man here, they will kill me and my family eventually. You won’t be safe for long. I don’t know what contract you signed with them, but trust me, it’ll expire.”

      He looked down at the floor quickly, and then moved his mouth to speak, but he couldn´t. He just shook his head.

      I walked past him to the door and stood in front of it. It was a thin metal frame that held a sheet of opaque perspex. Salvatierra had gambled the lock. And that revealed a lot about his and Esteban´s game plan. But now I had to gamble too. Was Salvatierra out there in the rain, waiting for this? Or one of his crooked fed colleagues? I didn´t think so. Firstly, Salvatierra turned up every three days. A long time to wait for someone close by. Secondly, they used an old señora to drop off food, which made no kind of sense. I decided to gamble and kicked the door hard at the lock.

      It smashed open wildly, and outside was rampant. The rain lashed down like strings of iron, tearing the ground to mud. It was illuminated because the park´s street lights were back on and reflecting down from the thick, low, gray clouds above. It smelled iron-like, like when water soaks metal. Not the bloody kind of smell, but that´s what I thought of as I stepped down into the rain.

      No-one jumped me. No figures stood in the rain awaiting me. Nothing.

      I walked around the trailer, and found it clear too. I went back for Pep.

      “I am not going,” he said.

      I shook my head this time. “No choice, Governor,” I said, and grabbed him by the arm. I had found two plastic bin liners, like the ones Pep had been wrapped in, and now gave one to him. I put mine on like an anorak, and made him do the same. He was weaker than he looked, and I thought about how politicians are always tall, and athletic looking. No-one votes for fat short-asses. But the veneer proved just that. His arm was skinny and fleshy. It was soft and padded under my pull and he rose to his feet with ease. He pulled back but I shoved him toward the door. He looked at me, and for the first time since I saw him under the plastic of those trash bag liners, real fear permeated his features. His eyes were wide enough to make his pupils look like brown M&Ms, and his jaw was grinding like a machine. He had lost control. The control he used in his professional life - to face questions, or crowds, or narcos - had gone. I pushed him hard, and he stumbled and tripped out of the trailer into the rain soaked floor below.

      “I am sorry,” I said. “But this is my only option.”

      He stayed sitting, resting on both his arms, looking at his hands. Rain was collecting in the puddles his limbs were making in the soft mud.

      I stepped down and hauled him up. “Let´s go.”

      Avoiding the side perimeters was the first part and the only way to do that was head straight down the central road of the industrial park. We set off through Polysol´s lot and out on to the tarmac. No-one was around, but we moved quick through the sodden streets anyway. Within two minutes, we were soaked to the knees but the plastic was doing a job up top.

      We crossed one large factory, a giant black hulk in the darkness and I froze, and held Pep back.

      In front of us, a patrol car was slowing rolling across the T-junction, horizontally across our line of vision about 100 meters ahead.

      “Don´t move.”

      It was dark enough to be hidden from the cops´ view but sudden movement would alert them.

      “Hold it,” I said.

      We were stood like statues in the middle of the street, totally exposed. The cop car was about to hit the point at which a right turn would be executed.

      “Hold it,” I said again. I could feel Pep shaking in my grip. The rain would muffle a shout, but I realized the risk just before Pep snapped out of his trance and slammed my hand over his mouth. He dropped to his knees and I held him there, keeping him silent.

      The cop car paused a second. The rain was hammering my face but I stayed looking. Ready to run.

      The cop car started up again, and rolled on down the street to our right, and out of view. Ahead lay the metal fence dividing the park´s border from the start of the hills, where the taxi had left me a week or so ago.

      I pulled Pep back to standing position, “Now run,” I said and I pulled him across the remaining tarmac, glancing for more red and blue lights the whole way. But there were none, and we made it.

      I lifted the flimsy metal fence, so we could scramble under it. I kept a hold of Pep, though I wasn't as worried as I had been about his running off. He was resigned, and wouldn´t get far. I knew now I was stronger, and therefore faster than him.

      We moved out and the slope of the hills began. The shrubbery began to thicken and before long we were under the cover of huge mutant cactus plants that had been growing and drinking this yearly rain for fifty years. The ground under the huge nopal trees was clammy but not slippery. Above us the circles of the nopal shaded out the black purple sky. Above, tiny flashes of violet lightning filled the thick cloud, and the rain continued, relentless and furious.

      We made our way through the terrain and the slope was manageable, but Pep kept slumping to his knees. In the cabin, even faced with Salvatierra´s visits, Pep hadn´t been scared. Yet now, he was beyond even that. He´d given up. He had no fight. I myself felt stronger. No better in my mind, but stronger physically, like the outside was stripping me of my body, leaving me just bones, with bits of flesh hanging off it, and the bones moving themselves propelled by some freak energy source. I pounded up the hill like a man set free.

      But when Pep dropped for the sixth time, I stopped too and looked back down the hill. We had travelled about two kilometers from Polysol, and we could see the entire park. The lamps glowed incessant, and brightened the thick streams of rain.

      We were out.

      My gamble had paid off, was what I thought.

      Until I heard a voice come from behind us.

      “Stop there, Dyce,” said the voice.

      It was a woman, and it was American.

      I put my hands up. Pep looked around to see its owner.

      “You´re coming with us,” she said.
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      I turned around to face the voice.

      The woman was short and had an athletic and lithe build. She was wearing black combat pants, a black military style top and headband. She had a ponytail tied up tight above it and her face was stretched backward slightly. Her jaw was chiseled and serious. I guessed she was in her forties. I could make out her eyes were blue and they stared me down, laser like, even through the unending rain.

      Two men stood either side of her. Both of them the same height as each other, and only a little taller than the lady. They were all soaking wet like us but much better prepared for it.

      One of the guys were wearing all black, black tee-shirt and black combat pants with big boots laced right up to the shins. He and the lady had utility belts with bullets, knives, and walkie talkies hanging off them. The guy´s face was uncovered, but painted up with black lines.

      They looked like those Blackwater security firm that did jobs in Baghdad, probably were the Blackwater security firm that did jobs in Baghdad.

      The third man was hispanic and was in “civilian” clothing, a gray hooded top and beige cargo pants.

      “My name is Ruth Kyle,” said the lady, and she gestured to her right, to Christian, “And this is Hernandez,” then she switched sides, “and this is Bayer.”

      The two men pulled masks over their faces and rested their fists down by their sides, clenched.

      Pep got up beside me, his arm was shaking hard. His plastic bag anorak was brushing against mine. Maybe it was the cold, but it was more likely the fear.

      Kyle and her men approached us. The guy named Bayer grabbed Pep and put his arms behind his back and tied them with a cable tie. But they left me alone.

      I looked at Kyle.

      “You were lucky to get out,” she said.

      Pep shot a glance in my direction.

      “Aren´t you gonna tie me up?” I asked.

      “No. But we are out of here. They forced our hand,” she said.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      She waited, and nodded at Bayer holding Pep. He started to pull Pep away into the night. The nopales provided an impressive cover from the downpour. Here in the undergrowth, only a third of the water the skies were throwing at us actually hit their target.

      I watched Bayer haul the Lujano governor, stumbling and sliding, into the darkness.  When they were ten meters or so in front, Kyle turned to me,  “I told you already,” she said, and she moved away and started walking behind her colleagues and Pep.

      “I don´t mean your name,” I shouted. And I went to grab her arm. She stopped me by the wrist and pulled me sideways so my face slammed into her shoulder. My legs had twisted, my other limbs useless, squeezed against her chest. Krav Maga or something of that ilk.

      “No time for that right now,” she said. “We´re friends. And we need to go. Now.”

      She flung my wrist aside with an incredible strength, and turned to follow her colleagues. I followed her. I had no choice. I needed Pep.

      The storm did not let up, and walking down the slope rather than up it was tougher. After an hour or so, we began to level out, we turned left, away from the direction of the industrial park.

      We followed what would usually be a dirt track, and which was now a mud river, and we entered black night. The night sky illuminated just enough to see the four outlines in front of me. I noticed that they were keeping Pep ahead and separate from me. The lady called Kyle and her team were pros. Even if I were to take one of them by surprise, I guessed the other two would snap my neck. The way that Kyle had grabbed, flicked and discharged my wrist had the feel of an ex-soldier about it. They were certainly dressed for the part.

      I picked up the pace and managed to catch Kyle up. I was panting as I spoke.

      “Listen, Miss,” I said. “I need Pep with me. I don´t know who you are, but I need him. They have my wife.”

      In the dim light, Kyle kept her head facing forward but I sensed her smiling, the vague outline of her cheek bone rising.

      “People call me Kyle,” she said.

      She wasn´t panting at all. And that made my rasping sound louder.

      “Did you hear what I said?” I asked, between breaths. “This is serious.”

      But Kyle just kept walking. And she walked fast. My legs hurt, and my chest felt tight, and I was drenched from below where the plastic stopped. I stooped with my hands on my knees to catch my breath, and I watched Kyle and her crew until ten meters separated us, and they started to fade. I picked myself up straight from my crouching position, and jogged a little. Lactic acid flooded the thin splints of muscle in and around my shins and burned them numb. But I reached close enough to see their gloomy figures again, and slowed to a walk.

      The thunder rolled every couple of minutes and every five or so, a flash to the South. This storm absorbed the atmosphere like some panoptic takeover of the planet, even though the clouds most likely spread less then thirty kilometers across, and instead shared a scale with our small drama carrying on below. All relative, I thought.

      

      We must have walked along the muddy track a further 5 kilometers. My bearings told me that we had traversed the big hill behind the park by walking around its base toward the South. We now looked out to a long valley floor. I recalled the map I had used to find the pick up spot. It was the great valley that nestled behind the hills that formed a circle around Lujano. The other side of this valley were the Sierra Mountains, and an hour´s drive into them, where I had collected the governor wrapped in bin liners four days before.

      Times had changed.

      At last, we came to a clearing at the side of the track. I could see the bushes part and the stormy sky, purple and tumultuous come into view. In the clearing were the silhouettes of two trucks. Theirs and that of another person. I measured the person´s height by guess work using the truck to the side of the figure as reference. I made him around 6 foot, but it wasn´t Salvatierra.

      As we approached, the figure stepped forward. It was a man about forty years old with shabby, strawy yellow hair. He was dressed like Kyle and the guy called Bayer, in black military garb.

      Kyle walked faster toward him and they met between us and the trucks. We stopped while they spoke quietly. Pep glanced at me. His face saturated with terror. His jaw slack from exhaustion, and his eyes wide open again. Then, Kyle turned to us and looked at Pep, who was still being held by her two guys.

      “Governor,” she said. “Are you well? Have you been treated badly?”

      Pep looked back at her, bending down for breath like me. “No. I am fine. They treated me, us, fine. I want to go back, señora, please, I don´t know who you are. Please take me back.”

      Kyle walked slowly toward him until she squared right up to his face, “Are you not happy, Governor? That someone has saved you?”

      Pep closed his mouth and stood up straight, dented pride in his eyes. “I apologize, señora, but you must forgive me for not trusting everybody I meet, given the circumstances of recent events.”

      Kyle kind of shrugged, but it looked like a nod of the head.

      Pep continued. “And him,” he said, pointing at me.

      “He is Mark Kersteen, not this other name you say.”

      Kyle didn´t even glance at me. Instead she stood back and addressed us all.

      “No time for this now. We have to go.”

      She pointed at the straw haired heavy guy then at Pep.

      “Aronson will take you and Bayer and Hernandez. Dyce, you ride with me.”

      The guy called Aronson opened the doors of the first truck, and Bayer and Hernandez hauled Pep into the back cab. The trucks were Toyota Tundras with double cabs. Kyle gestured me to the co pilot seat of the second truck. The thing was enormous. Kyle started it up and the huge V8 engine pulled us up and out of the mud. The truck in front started moving too. It was so dark. The rain pattered the cabin roof of the truck while I thanked the stars for the dry warmth it provided.

      We pulled out and for the first five minutes, I hadn´t noticed that we were both driving without lights. Kyle found the heater dial and put it on full. I felt my wet feet go soggy and warm as the fans kicked in.

      “I guess there´s no point asking you where we´re headed,” I said, as the truck bumped and jumped along the huge stones, rocks and holes of the track.

      She smiled, “I will explain. I´m following protocol. It´s a risk to release information until things are secured. You were right back there, what you said. This is serious. Make no mistake.”

      She spoke with a southern US accent. Maybe Louisiana, I thought. Rounded, smooth and therapeutic.

      I nodded. “But why can´t I know who you are?”

      “Let´s say we don´t make it there,” said Kyle. “Let´s say the Feds or the cartel capture one of us. And it happens to be one of you. You or the governor. They will press you for information. So it´s best you know as little as possible, for as long as possible. Standard procedure.”

      I nodded. So they were pros.

      “Right now, every man and his wife in Lujano is looking for the Governor.”

      We stayed quiet for an hour. I lost my bearings after thirty minutes. We were climbing a hill on a country track, and we´d passed one very sleepy pueblo. Other than that, we were alone on the road. After the hour passed, a dim glow appeared ahead, from within the hills. The road leveled out, and before long, I could see small, square buildings, each with a single yellow light floating above it. Small Mexican towns that local people called “ranchos”. They weren´t ranches. But the residents used to work on the land, which is where the name comes from. The town was a “rancho” and the people, “rancheros”.

      The rancho road thinned and turned into white cobbled path. Each house was large, but unfinished. The majority of them were still the crude gray of concrete block and even the painted ones had windowless upper rooms, all of the houses I saw there had wire splinters shooting out of their supportive columns on the roof.

      We trundled along on the wet cobble stones in silence, Kyle hunched at the wheel as we snaked our way through the deserted town, all doors shut, and windows shuttered, until we turned off the main road at the edge of town and went down a curving driveway. That led us downward into a wider driveway that circled a large two-story building set at the edge of small woodland.

      It was detached and the surrounding wood provided good cover. The rain had almost stopped,  and I could make out the cubic shape of it. It looked like a concrete version of a Canadian wood cabin. The trees were pine, tall and spindly. There was a light on in one of the windows. Besides that, it was camouflaged in the woods.

      Kyle turned the Tundra into a complete stop. She killed the engine and only the rain sounded.

      “Stay here,” she said.

      She got down from the Tundra and nodded at her colleague driving the other, who was pulling up alongside us.

      Kyle walked up to the house and put her head sideways at the door. Then she knocked it and stood still for a while.

      The door opened and she stood up straight.

      There, standing and framed by light, was Jason.
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      Jason stood aside to let Pep, arms still tied behind his back, pass into the house with Bayer, Hernandez and the blond guy. Kyle and I walked behind them.

      I looked at Jason as we walked up the steps and I couldn´t figure out if I wanted to hug him or punch him more. He was smiling at us and then saluted Kyle.

      “Jason,” she said. And walked past him.

      We stood in the honey colored overhead lamp hanging in front of the door. It lit Jason´s features downwards so the shadows made him look like a gargoyle.

      I squared up to him, “Where were you?”

      His smile dropped a little, but he was still merry. “Scott. We had to wait. Salvatierra and his friends could have been around.”

      “But they weren´t.”

      “And we were. And we found you easily right? I mean, you´re here before 11pm, so it must have gone well. The governor´s looking okay. You too.”

      “But you´ve been watching us?” I asked.

      Jason looked back at me. “From a distance, yes.”

      “I need to get Eleanor, Jason.”

      Jason nodded and ushered me in to the house and shut the door. “Come in,” he said. “We´ve got a lot to talk about.”

      I followed Jason´s sauntering figure down a cold concrete corridor. The walls were a dark cream color, with small framed paintings of the Mexican Sierra hanging every four steps. The cheap beige tiling clinked and chinked with our footsteps. We turned left into a large kitchen. It was bare. There was minimal furniture besides four breakfast stools, placed around a large inbuilt concrete island. The kitchen was half finished and half raw concrete. The light was just a bulb dangling from a large hole in the ceiling, large enough to put your fist through. The bulb´s wiring hung stiff and brittle and burned. There were no windows, and the fixtures were ancient and unused. There was a small stove in the corner, with some pans on and connected to it, a small tank of propane gas.

      Jason gestured for me to take a stool.

      He sat down next to me, like we were in a bar.

      “So what are you?” I asked.

      He shook his head and flashed a wry smile.

      “I work for an agency,” he said.

      “Mr Reynolds?” I asked.

      Jason nodded, “I can´t say anymore about that. I just can´t. He is as big a mystery to us as he is to you.”

      I stayed still, and listened.

      “Mr Esteban is a threat to more than you think,” he continued. “Mr Reynolds has had him as a “main target” for many years. All that stuff I told you about him is true. We´ve been looking for an “in” for years too. Eventually we landed on his espionage activities. Which is where you come in.”

      “So I´m a prospect,” I said.

      “Listen, we didn´t set this up. It was an opportunity. We just looked for people who might want out. Someone we could convince of the truth. We identified you among others. I swear to you that we didn´t know about them holding your wife. Although he has done this kind of thing before. Not the kidnapping governors thing so much, more the using his employees for his own ends. You´re our second flip since we started this mission.”

      “Flip?”

      Jason nodded and seemed to realize how stupid he sounded when he´d said that.

      “You´re in a spot,” he said. “But like I said in the first place, we can help you.”

      “No,” I said. Jason looked puzzled.

      “You didn´t say we, you said you. You could help me. How can I trust anyone now, Jason? You or Mr Reynolds.”

      “You can´t really,” he said. “But what are your options?”

      He leant down to the side of the table and pulled up a laptop bag, and from that, a MacBook. He opened it up and typed something and flipped it around and placed the computer on the table, screen facing me. It had a USB internet dongle feeding it 3G internet connectivity.

      On the screen was the home page for CNN. In big bold letters in its lead story read the following sentence,

      HUNT GOES ON FOR KIDNAPPED GOVERNOR

      And then, below in the sub-edited second line,

      Search spreads further.

      Jason was looking at me straight, like a teacher who busted a kid with cigarettes red-handed and now wanted their confession.

      “The story is national and international. And before today, it was under control. Under Esteban´s control. But now you have that control.”

      I stared at the screen. Under the headline, was Pep´s picture.

      “Do the media know I´m involved?”

      Jason shook his head quickly.

      “No, but that´s Esteban´s next card to play. We´ve figured it out. We think he´ll set you up as prime suspect. He´ll have tons of dirt on you.”

      I thought about the impromptu Federal Police photo session, and conceded that much.

      Jason was right.

      I had zero options.

      “But we can´t release Pep,” I said. “They have Eleanor.”

      Jason nodded. “Of course. We need her free, Scott. She is an American citizen. Rest assured. You played your cards early by getting out of there. But it was the right move.”

      “I want to see Pep.”

      “He´s fine.”

      “But where is he?”

      “You saw him come in. We can´t stay here long. This is a safe house, but it´s cleared for a few hours more at most. We have a job to do tonight, and then we move.”

      “Who is Mr Reynolds?”

      Jason shook his head and looked down, “I can´t say, Scott. But like we said, you got no choice but to trust me.”

      I knew it was true.

      The kitchen door creaked open and the straw hair guy popped his head around it. He nodded and looked at Jason. Jason nodded back.

      The straw hair guy was holding a satellite phone, big and bulky, even in his swollen hand, aerial extended, LED screen light on.

      Jason got up and walked up to Aronson, and grabbed the sat phone, then looked back at me.

      “Look, Scott. Grab some food. There are cans of stuff here. Help yourself. We´re safe here for a while, but we´ll be moving on later tonight.”

      I didn´t move or say anything, but Jason just nodded again, and left. I heard him greet the caller on the phone, and then, just a tiny hint of a voice on the other end of the line.

      Jason´s voice faded away and I waited five minutes in the kitchen before getting up and heading to the door. I looked down the corridor. It was clear.

      I walked out of the kitchen and turned left, instead of right, the way I´d come in. I walked slowly down the corridor and found a small door leading to a ceramic patio. I heard the weather raging outside.

      I slid open the thin plastic door and stepped out into the night, closing the door behind me. Lightning flashed angry white light on rows of corn crops that danced like wild, black wet snakes shining in some crazed worship to the inky, swarthy clouds above. Here in the fields, lightning was the sole resource of light. The air stank of dampened soil and rotting leaves. The storm whipped the air around like a predator weakening its prey. The rain its lifeblood, spraying everywhere. I was getting wet again.

      I headed back to the kitchen and went through the cupboards. I found some pasta soup. I hunted out a pan and turned on the gas ring, and threw it all on.

      I ate alone.

      As I was putting the dirty bowl into the basin, Jason came in with the Hernandez guy.

      “We´ve located Salvatierra. And we need you for the mission.”
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      I jumped from the stool.

      “Is Eleanor with him?”

      Jason and Hernandez crowded around the table so that they formed a semi circle around me.

      “Maybe,” said Jason. “But it´s our only shot. We strike before he finds us.”

      Jason put his hand on my shoulder, “We´ll find her.”

      Then, Hernandez spoke up. “I´m the mole in Salvatierra´s operation.”

      I looked at him. “You knew the governor.”

      “Yes. I´ve been working remotely for Salvatierra. He might have your wife but we´ve got to go, Salvatierra expects me back soon.”

      I looked from him to Jason.

      “Hernandez is telling the truth,” said Jason. “Salvatierra will be hunting you down, right now. But he doesn´t know Hernandez is ours. He doesn´t even know about me, or Kyle, Aronson or Bayer. We have the upper hand tonight, and only tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said. “ Let´s go.”

      We were to head out through the corn fields and arable land at the back toward a neighboring village that was too small to have an official name but locals, according to Hernandez, called it Calabazas, owing to its pumpkin harvests. Salvatierra and his troop were based there, Hernandez told us. So we prepared ourselves. Jason gave me a thicker jacket which was a big step up from a bin liner. It was now midnight or thereabouts. We had no flashlights. The plan involved Hernandez of course, but he would set off in a different direction.

      As soon as I had my chance, I would go for Eleanor. If we could save the Governor too, then great, but I didn´t give a shit about Pep anymore.

      Hernandez, Jason and I walked out of the same back entrance I had found already and Hernandez shook hands with Jason and nodded at me and waded off into the corn field. The plants were still short enough to see him waist up swamped by crops. After less than 30 seconds his black outline faded into the night. I turned to Jason.

      “And us?”

      “Come on,” he said and struck off to the side of the fields. “Bit of a trek ahead.”

      He wasn´t kidding. We walked two kilometers on pitted and stoney and slippery ground before we made our turn into the black plasticky reeds of corn. The soil underfoot like hungry clay, sucking at my feet, greedy for sacrifice. My shoes sank at least half a foot deep with every step.

      Our tedious progress was made more agonizing when I looked back, and still, in spite of the darkness and curtains of rain, was able to see where the crop met the path we had left.

      We walked on for an hour. We couldn´t hear each other talk over the patter of rain drops hitting young corn leaves. After thirty minutes my pants were soaked to the thigh. But my body remained warm as we stomped through the mud.

      By the time we saw the dim light of a house reflecting from the clouds above a half kilometer off or so, and then saw Hernandez wading out of the shadows toward us through the corn, I had almost forgotten the plan. I had to piece it together, moving back to when we were warm in the house. Hernandez had already been to see Salvatierra. Then he would meet us. We would go with him as his prisoners.

      Hernandez´s features were finally outlined by the dim light, pistol hanging in his right hand.

      He headed straight for Jason. Nodding as Jason breathed out heavily, Hernandez grabbed Jason by the back of the head and pulled him to his chest, like he was giving him a hug, except the arm that should have been pulling in the embrace around Jason´s shoulders instead was holding the 9 mm pistol against Jason's shoulder.

      He fired a shot and the sound was thunderous. It cut through the rain like a hundred axes chopping clean through a trunk of oak. Jason let out a wild cry of pain. And then Hernandez turned on me. Although I was a foot taller than him, he was leaner and more triangular. He raised his arm with the pistol in hand and that was the last thing I remember seeing in the fields.
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      My head pounded, implacable.

      I was laying face down on a sofa and I was indoors. My arms were tied, again.

      I rode the waves of pain as they gushed backward into my skull, like my brain had turned to fluid that was being sucked though some malevolent pump and flooding my nerves. I gritted my teeth until I tasted iron, until it regularized, not subsided, but regularized. The pain kept a steady drumming beat. I could breath in between the beats, taking short, sharp breaths for air, like an olympic swimmer. I kept my eyes shut. And I focussed on my breathing. The sofa stank of sweat, and a lump of vomit rose in my throat.

      I held it and controlled the pain.

      After four or five minutes, I tuned my ear to exterior noises, and I heard Jason talking Spanish with someone.

      The other voice was Salvatierra´s. Jason´s voice was strained. He was in a lot of pain. I still didn´t open my eyes. I focussed on what they were saying while riding the waves of pain coming from my head.

      “¿Donde estaban?” said Salvatierra, Where were you?

      “We were out there,” said Jason, in Spanish, “We were running. The rain made it tough, that´s all.”

      “Where is he?” asked Salvatierra, “or I´ll shoot your other shoulder, and then your knees.”

      “We don´t know. I took Dyce. Got him free, we left the governor at Polysol. I don´t know where he went.”

      I heard Salvatierra rise to his feet, then a few steps, and then a hellish scream of agony. I decided to risk opening my eyes.

      Salvatierra had his back to me. We were in an old living room, decorated in what was normal in 1960s Mexico. Light orange walls now covered in cracks and damp patches, brown sofas placed in a square facing each other. Salvatierra stood over Jason in the center of the room still dressed in his Fed uniform, but with the jacket hanging open. Jason was lying on a green rug which filled the floor space. There was a burnt out fireplace behind them. On the walls were black and white prints of men drinking pulque, drunken sniggers, beaming down at the scene. The house smelled of wet cement. There was one window and thick, stained drapes covered the view. The rain continued to beat the glass.

      Salvatierra stood over Jason. He had his pistol poked into the bullet wound Jason´s right shoulder held.

      “Where is the Governor?”

      Jason howled with pain.

      “The only thing keeping you alive is the fact you know where the governor is. That´s all. And we will kill you, and all of your family, your kids, before we find out where he is.”

      My head banged and thumped. I wriggled my arms back but the ties were done up tight. I looked again, and saw that Jason was tied up as well, and his shoulder was bleeding badly. His face was toward the floor.

      “Or perhaps,” said Salvatierra, still in Spanish but pointing at me. “Perhaps this guy is so important to you. Maybe we should focus on him.”

      My heart beat against the sofa and reverberated back through my chest. I tried to speak, but couldn´t control my throat, like those nightmares that steal your motor-neurone ability. Salvatierra´s footsteps approached me and I looked up at him. His eyes were on fire. Black fire. My courage had faded and I looked at Jason for answers, but his head stayed slumped. Salvatierra’s hand reached down and rested in front of my face. It was haggard. Stories and deeds that his well maintained hair, and skin could not disguise. Small cuts, larger scars scattered on sunburned dry skin.

      “All I have to do,” said Salvatierra, switching to English, and looking at me but addressing Jason, “is call a number.”

      He took out his phone. Jason looked up.

      “Please,” I said.

      Jason stared at me, trying to communicate something. Something in his eyes.

      “We´ll tell you,” I said.

      Jason was burning me with his stare.  But I didn´t give a damn. Pep could rot in hell, or end up buried alive for all I cared. He was most likely a dead man anyway, and he was my only card, and I was playing it.

      “Don´t make the call,” I said. “We´ll take you to him, okay?”

      Salvatierra looked down at me and smiled an abominable grin as his finger ran across the phone opening its home screen, and he stayed looking at me but glanced a millisecond as he pressed once – that was the phone function, then second – to access the contacts, then third, perhaps a search, then fourth, the person´s name – the person who had Eleanor, I supposed, and then fifth, dial. He put the phone to his ear, and I stared at him like a child.

      I knew it was over,

      “Please—

      But I didn´t finish my sentence. An explosion came from behind us. Or more a snap. That´s what I heard, a fraction before Salvatierra´s head split into two, ripped apart by a bullet. A bullet that passed through his cranium, and took out his hand, and the phone it was holding and slammed into the wall above Jason and the fireplace.

      Noise flooded the room, my ears rang and Salvatierra´s  body slumped to his knees, then fell flat on his exploded face, two feet from me on the sofa. But it made no sound. I turned around and at the door, was Hernandez, black beretta in hand, poised, and ready to shoot a second.

      I stared at him, his face stone cold. Steady, and ready to fight. But his single shot had been true. Salvatierra´s  head wasn´t there anymore, instead, it was a bloody stump kind of shaped into a V. His left hand too was gone, as was the phone.

      As the ringing of the shot died away, Jason released an epic sigh. Of relief, of pain. I looked at him and he grabbed his bloody shoulder and his face tightened. His eyes were closed the entire time. “Damn shame,” he said. “That phone could´ve helped us.”

      “Didn´t have time to consider it,” said Hernandez. “You okay, boss?”

      Jason nodded. “I need Aronson to look at this,” he said, gesturing to his shoulder, “but we´re fine. Let´s move tonight. Feds will be all over this place by dawn.”

      Hernandez nodded. “I´ll take care of this,” he said pointing not at Salvatierra but the bullet hole in the wall. “You´ll take him, right?” and now he pointed at Salvatierra´s  corpse, not me.

      Jason nodded.

      Hernandez drew a knife and cut us free.

      “Take the truck outside,” said Hernandez.

      “Hang on,” I said. “What happened to his men?”

      Hernandez smiled, “They were offered a better deal. They had zero loyalty for this scumbag. They are unimportant now. Gone.”

      “And my wife?”

      Jason stepped up, “She´s not here, Scott. But now, Esteban knows less. That´s an advantage we have.”

      “Where will we go?” I asked. “I need to find Eleanor.”

      “We´re heading to a town,” said Jason. “We´ll be safe there. As of now, you have to understand that all Federal Police are working for Esteban and the cartel. All military, all officials. And we have the Governor, so we are now the most wanted men in Mexico. And we´re foreign. Simply Scott, we cannot get caught.”

      I moved to look around the house but Hernandez told me he´d checked it. Eleanor wasn’t here. I shouted her name all the same, inside, outside. But they were right. After my fruitless searching, Hernandez asked me to help pick up Salvatierra´s corpse, and take it outside in the rain and slump it into his truck. As we did so, I looked down at Salvatierra´s inert body, his legs artificially straight, his arms splayed out to form the shape of a morbid Christmas tree. One of his hands missing, and the blood oozing from his two new orifices now congealing.

      “Ready?” said Hernandez.

      I nodded. But I was far from ready. The disappointment of Salvatierra´s  death depressed me. I felt no joy, or satisfaction. I only thought of Eleanor more. She was alone. With God knew who.

      I grabbed the corpse´s ankles while Hernandez held the shoulder area. At least I didn´t get the bloody stump-end.

      We stumbled to the front door of the cottage, and Jason had gotten up and opened the door for us.

      We walked out into the rain. The cottage was a one story cement cube set into a dirty and cluttered yard, from what I could make of it in the darkness. Two big dogs stood upon seeing us and began barking. They were chained to a tree. There were three old, raggedy-ass trucks rotting into the mud around the periphery, and enclosing the whole place was a thin wire fence. No outhouses, no places to hide Eleanor.

      Salvatierra´s  truck was a Ford Lobo. The military Hummer was nowhere to be seen.

      We stumbled up to the back of the truck and Hernandez, balancing the stump on his knee, managed to open the tail gate. We then lifted Salvatierra´s corpse up and into the truck bed, and Hernandez covered it.

      Hernandez walked back to the house, and held out his hand up, “good luck finding your wife,” he said.

      I nodded and thanked him. I felt a tiny bit of relief that they hadn´t forgotten my goal here. Jason´s face was just visible in the darkness, but I could see the outline of his grimaced features. He had not stopped holding his shoulder since we were freed.

      “You need a doctor,” I said.

      He started walking toward the truck´s passenger side. “I need medical attention.”

      He had mentioned Aronson looking at it. I began following him toward the truck when I realized something. I stopped dead in my tracks. Jason walked on for a few meters before realizing I had ceased my steps.

      “Hold on,” I said. And I turned to run back to the house.

      I hadn´t asked Hernandez if he´d actually seen Eleanor during his time with Salvatierra´s gang.

      I jogged up the house, and Jason was yelling weakly at me. I couldn´t make out what he was saying. I reached the steps of the porch, ran up them and then stopped at the door. Hernandez didn´t seem like the type who would react kindly to be taken by surprise, so I stopped at the door and went to shout my greeting, when I heard his voice coming from inside. I stayed still and listened.

      I heard his words,

      “He´s secured. The local narco is dead….No….That´s right….No, he´s secured.”

      And then I heard the sound again. Coming from the other end of the line. The same tinny inhuman sound I heard Jason talking to back in the safe house.

      Mr Reynolds.

      And then nothing.

      I straightened up and knocked on the door, and shouted that it was me.

      Hernandez opened the door. He had a phone in his hand.

      “What do you need?”

      The phone in his hand was still connected to the other side.

      “I need to know,” I said. “If you ever saw my wife.”

      Hernandez stared at me, he was looking tough, but I could see behind his initial features, he felt for me.

      “No, Mr Dyce, I never saw her. I´m sorry.”

      I turned back into the rain and toward Jason in the truck. The ground squelched under my shoes and I felt cold for the first time that night. The adrenalin had calmed and now the bitter wind cut through my damp clothes and down into my bones.

      I got to the truck and Jason was leaning across the passenger seat trying to get a view.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “I forgot something.”

      “Forgot what?”

      I shrugged and got in. “Nothing. It doesn´t matter. Where do I drive?”

      Jason leaned back into a slump and closed his eyes, “We need to get back to the safe house, pick up Kyle, Bayer and Aronson, so I can get this fixed up, and then head to a new location.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Where is it?”

      But Jason rolled to his side and groaned. “Not now, Scott. Not now.”

      I started the heavy engine and put the stick into DRIVE and released the brake. We started to move and I turned out of the driveway onto a small dirt track. I had to put the wipers on but not full speed.

      “Why another safe house?”

      “It´s not a house, it´s a location,” said Jason. “It´s been too long now. Esteban will have activated full search. It´s been hours since you took Pep from Polysol, the location he had ordained, and his local narco helpers are all but dead. So he´ll have got his people to make the calls, feds, traffic cops. Everyone.”

      “So wouldn´t it be safer to stay in one place?”

      “No, it definitely wouldn´t,” said Jason.

      After we started rolling, he fell into a kind of sleep, although I was able to ask him for directions when they were needed. Two kilometers are different in a truck, riding down one or two simple lanes compared to walking it across water logged fields. We made it back to the first safe house in less than ten minutes.

      I swung the Lobo round to line up with the Tundras and got down and walked round to help Jason onto my shoulder. We started walking toward the house when the door flung open and Kyle ran out, down the steps and up to us.

      She wore a frown, inspecting Jason’s wound.

      “Aronson´s inside, go with him.”

      We walked with Jason up the stairs and through into a room I hadn´t seen. It was the same, bleak unpainted concrete walls, and a faded red rug in the middle of the floor. There was an ancient spring single bed and Aronson with a selection of medical supplies laid out in front of him on a small wooden table. We laid Jason down and Aronson got straight to work, removing the clothing around Jason´s shoulder.

      “Hernandez is a good shot,” said Aronson after some minutes. “Not even a fragment of bullet in this wound.”

      “Things have gotten complicated,” said Kyle, standing with me looking down at Aronson and Jason. “Esteban pulled the trigger on Dyce.”

      And then she looked at me directly.

      I looked at Jason. His eyes were shut, but he was still conscious, “How bad?” he asked in a croaky voice.

      Kyle left the room and came back with a laptop. She opened it, and the biggest national newspaper in Mexico´s homepage filled the screen. Below the title and main menu, were the words,

      EN BUSCA DE UN HOMBRE

      In search of one man

      Accompanied by a picture of a truck late at night. It was the Transporter I had acquired for the pick-up job, which turned out to be the kidnapping of Governor Pep Augusta. The photo was blurred, and taken at some distance, but it was zoomed in enough to see the truck´s windscreen.

      And the driver.

      Grainy, blurred, badly lit, but unmistakably me.
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      I stared at the photo on Kyle´s laptop screen. It felt like an eternity ago but I remembered the flash as I had returned to Lujano that night of the abduction.

      Kyle, with one free hand, leaned around and switched tabs on the browser to one that showed The New York Times.

      That headline said,

      MYSTERY BRITISH NATIONAL INVOLVED IN MEXICAN GOVERNOR KIDNAP

      And the same photo of me accompanied the bombshell.

      Kyle closed the computer. “We have to move to Pozos soon, Jason. Then we can make a plan.”

      But Jason had passed out. Aronson was cleaning up the wound and we watched him work in silence. Then, after five more minutes, Kyle began to lay out her plan.

      “We´ll go together with Pep,” she said, pointing at me. “And Aronson brings Jason in the other truck.”

      Aronson nodded.

      Kyle looked at her watch,

      “It´s almost 4am, We´ll leave in two hours, it´ll still be dark, and much safer to travel. Get some sleep, all of you.”

      Tiredness hit me then. It hit me hard, like Kyle´s permission to rest opened the gates and the flow of energy was too strong to close them again. She took me to an adjoining room, which was identical to Jason´s.

      Kyle shut the door, and I think she locked it, although I couldn´t be sure. I didn’t care.

      I staggered to the lumpy looking bed and its thick moth eaten blanket wrapped tightly around the ancient wooden frame, and ignored the probable insects crawling and living underneath it and slumped onto it like I were returning to my own mother´s womb, beaten up, older and corrupt, and dirty from the world, asking for her forgiveness.

      The bed was as lumpy as it had promised to be.

      My back pressed into at least three springs that had liberated themselves from the restraints of the bed´s original design, but I didn´t give a damn. I could have killed for a drink though.

      A bottle of white tequila, damn, even a mezcal or a goddamn Xotol would have done.

      Salvatierra´s head disappearing in a red mist before I had had the chance to ask him how, why or who, passed in and out of my mind. I was front page news. The most wanted man in Mexico, probably just behind the top capos of the biggest cartels of course. But wanted all the same.

      And I thought about Hernandez´s phone call I had overheard.

      This was all about Pep. Pep the governor. A high profile governor. Why did Esteban want him kidnapped? If he wanted him dead, that would be far easier. He framed me. He could frame me for the murder too. So, that was fact number one. Esteban wanted Pep alive. And that therefore was the key to getting Eleanor out of this safe.

      I moved onto Jason and Kyle and their team. They wanted Esteban gone.

      Did they want Pep dead? No. They couldn´t.

      Otherwise, he´d be dead already. Hernandez had said “he´s secured” and there were only two people to whom he could be referring. Pep, or myself. Now, I wasn´t really secured. I seemed more of a hinderance. And they were concerned about the media attention on me too, so I was far from secured. So, Hernandez was talking about Pep.

      Two parties. Esteban and Mr Reynolds. Both wanted Pep. Both wanted Pep alive. Or perhaps dead, but in the right way.

      Either way, I was missing something. And it was that something that would save Eleanor. And maybe our son. But my mind grew dim, and I fell asleep as those thoughts continued to swirl around my mind.

      

      Kyle woke me and told me to be outside in five minutes and left the room. My back hurt and I took a few minutes to gather my senses. I got up and walked out and looked in on Jason´s room. He was asleep and Aronson was gone. His shoulder was neatly bandaged and dressed.

      I continued down the hallway and out of the front door, to where the trucks were parked. Kyle was there, packing one of the Tundras with what looked like camping equipment. As I got near, she turned and handed me three power bars. I ravaged them like water in the desert. Kyle then gave me a bottle of spring water, which I chugged down with equal vigor. I panted a little as I finished. And only then did I look into the cab. There on the back seats, Pep was laid out. He was asleep. His legs were curled up on the seat and he had changed clothes into a grey tracksuit. I couldn´t see his face because of the angle, but I could make out his chest compressing and expanding slowly.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      Kyle was already walking around the truck to get in, “He´s fine. He´ll be fine. Let´s move.”

      “Why should I?” I asked. “I need to get to my wife.”

      “You don´t have a choice, Dyce. Now get in.”

      “My choice is to search for my wife.”

      Kyle stopped. “We are your only hope to get Eleanor, Dyce. Within a couple of hours, this whole area will be flooded with cops. Cops that work on Esteban´s payroll.”

      The yard seemed to creak and the trees swayed in the wind. The rain had stopped but the smell of damp earth rose from the floor. It was hard to imagine cops everywhere, but I knew she was right.

      I climbed up into the front passenger seat and Kyle slammed the huge truck into DRIVE and we set off.

      The route out of the small town was similar to the tracks between our safe house and Salvatierra´s; mud tracks with occasional stones. But the Tundra was adept at handling it and even in the dim light of early morning, Kyle was able to keep up a steady speed of at least 65 km/h

      “Keep an eye out for patrol cars. You see one, you shout,” she said.

      But we drove for an hour through the valley, and on the gravelly road, half paved - half mud bath, and we were utterly alone, traveling through farmland while the sun rose in the pale light. We were headed north again. The country track we were on was lined by sporadic trees with silver plated leaves that rustled loudly in the wind. The sound accompanied us, only breaking where the row was sparse or open. Outside this path were fields of cattle, sheep, but no human life.

      We had also increased altitude. The gradient was shallow so far, but it was there. My math didn´t suffice to work out the height we had climbed.

      Kyle´s hand went to the gear stick and crunched down the gears, “Damn it,” she said. “Trouble.”

      “Why?” I asked, and immediately felt stupid for it. Ahead of us was a clump of lights, still on from the night before. A sign on the road said San Jose Soltepec, the name of the town. And there, dotted amongst the dying street lights, and the rough cubic concrete buildings were hundreds of other lights.

      Red and blue flashing ones.

      Kyle just shot me a glance and pulled over and killed the engine. Then she reached down to the side of her seat and pulled back a large satellite phone. A great non-traceable way to communicate secrets and locations to the powers that be. And they worked from anywhere, even San Jose Goddamned Soltepec.

      “You have to be joking,” I said. “What was your plan? If you knew that this place was in our way?”

      But Kyle ignored me. “We´re gonna need some help,” she said.
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      I stayed looking at the keypad of Kyle´s sat phone ready to recall the exact number as she typed it in digit by digit. “I was hoping we could find a side route,” she said. “A way to skip around the place. And if not,”

      “What if not”? I asked.

      I couldn´t believe the lack of substance to her plan. And she was risking Pep, and Pep was all I had to save Eleanor. “What were—what are you going to do?”

      She looked up at me from the phone and slumped her features downward as if to say “finished?” and I stared back at her, and then she started tapping numbers into the phone. She must have sensed my idea, because she covered her hand as she did so.

      “Like I said,” she said. “Gonna need some help.” And with that, she held the phone to her ear and concentrated her face.

      I just listened. And there again, came the same inhuman, tinny voice of Mr Reynolds.

      She spoke.

      “Yes, this is Kyle.”

      ….

      “I have a blockade situation. I need to request a free pass.”

      ….

      “It´s on the GPS. Yes. Right,” said Kyle.

      Then she hung up.

      “What were you requesting”?

      She sat back and looked straight. I admired her calmness. It was infectious.

      “Whatever will get us through that town.”

      “So what now?”

      “We wait for the call.”

      And we waited and looked down the track. We couldn´t make out where the trees and fields ended and the wider, walked on road of San Jose Soltepec began. But the street lights started going out as their sensors picked up the first glimmers of the day´s full sunlight. I thought for a moment about how many days I had been in all of this. How many nights had passed? Four? Five? I started to think back when the truck’s cabin filled with the telephone´s ringtone.

      “Yes,” said Kyle, ending the wretched din. She stayed listening for just under a minute and then said, “thank you”, and hung up.

      “We have ten minutes to get through town. Cops won´t touch us. Any longer than ten though and we´re screwed.”

      I looked back at Pep passed out on the backseat. The missing governor, and me, Mexico’s new most wanted man.

      Kyle started the Tundra´s massive engine and put it into DRIVE and we launched off.

      Ten minutes and counting.

      The truck lunged and bumped as we approached at speed. I looked back at Pep and he was still asleep despite having had the traveling comfort of a cement mixer. And then I noticed his face was slack. Very slack. There was a puddle of drool under his mouth and his arm was stiff in the air and swayed with the movement of the truck.

      I looked back at Kyle, but it was dangerous to question her now. She was on edge. The ten minutes were already disappearing and we were hurtling along the beaten cobbled street toward town

      "You have to help," said Kyle.

      I stayed staring at her.

      "Reach back behind my seat. There's a gym bag with a few caps and some body vests. I need you to pass me a set and then dress yourself and the Governor in the others. Use the caps low so he isn't recognized."

      "Weekend at Bernie's?" I said, but the crap joke was lost on her.

      "Move," she said.

      I jumped into the back seat. The town ahead was close now. Buildings flew past the back windows as I crouched down in front of Pep laid out and grabbed the bag. I guess I had two minutes tops to get prepped.

      Opening the bag, I grabbed three caps and threw one to the driving seat. Next, I pulled out two Kevlar vests. Kyle already had one on so I turned to Pep.

      He was drugged. That much was obvious. But my questions would have to wait until later. I slid my arm under his dead weight and lifted him. I managed to get him into a passable sleeping position. The vest was tricky to get on and I would've been hurting him had he been conscious, but I got it done. The cap covered his face pretty damn well.

      I had time to don my disguise, pull the cap way down and get into a sleeping position next to Pep.

      At the last minute before we entered the town, Kyle threw me some Oakley sunglasses and that finished it off.

      San Jose Soltepec opened up its ubiquitous cobbled streets and high pavements.

      On the sides of the streets, squad cars of municipal, state and transit police lined up leaning on their cars, eyeballing us. Kyle hung what looked like an FBI badge out of the window and we rolled on. But we rolled slow.

      “Local, municipales,” she said. “We´re good unless we see Feds. Esteban owns the Feds.”

      San Jose must have been about 10 kilometers wide judging by our progress and judging by sightings of non-cop people, it had a population of 4.

      The river that now ran with us alongside the town´s outer road stank of stale water and sewage, kicked up by the previous night´s rain. The road at last turned into relatively new tarmac, but with a collection of spotted holes where the storm had ripped up the blacktop like the crust on a creme brûlée.

      Kyle swerved around the holes and we didn´t hit a single bump. As the road widened and a wall cropped up on our right, and lanes came, I thought we were home free. But Kyle shouted back, “Act cool.”

      We were nearly out of time.

      “Roadblock,” said Kyle.

      Three minutes to go to be precise.

      Ahead were four Dodge Chargers painted in the dark blue and white of the Federal Police. At least twelve Federal Officers stood in front of the squad cars, the lights flashing on and off. To the right of them, a cordoned off lane to pass on through and another to pull over where there stood an other of their colleagues holding a semi-automatic machine gun and dark sunglasses. He waved at us, palm faced downward and wagging at us.

      Kyle pulled out her fake FBI badge and threw it on the passenger seat. Then, ran her right hand over the gun in her holster.

      We drew closer and the cop in the shades with the gun walked towards us and stood aside to let us pass. We obliged and Kyle dropped the truck down to walking pace.

      “Para allá,” said the cop. Over there. He waved to the only spot you could stop at.

      Kyle pulled over and killed the motor.

      I glanced at Pep. Slumped against the glass with his shades, he looked like a drunk, and I almost missed the trickle of drool that had crept from the corner of his drooped gob. I grabbed the lapel of his jacket and wiped it. I looked back at Kyle. She was still, looking forward, palms spread flat on the dash. The cop walked to Kyle´s window and looked in at us. He was bald and white. His eyes were thin and his mouth protruded like a snout.  His friends and family would have called him pelón or güero. Or even güero pelón. Mexican slang for bald whitey.

      His skin was blotched with large brown moles. His sunglasses were Ray-Ban aviators. His mouth was agape, and his teeth were crooked and yellow.

      “Papeles,” he said.

      Kyle flashed her FBI badge at him and he took it in his hands and stared at it as if it were a disappointing school grade card.

      Kyle told him in perfect Spanish that we were scoping the area as part of the FBI investigation but the cop was looking back at me, and Pep´s sleeping carcass.

      “Y ellos?” he asked, gesturing to us with a shrug of his right shoulder.

      Kyle told him, in Spanish again, that we were part of the team. Tired after a long night´s traveling.

      “Bájanse,” he said.

      Get down.

      “Dos minutos,” said Kyle.

      “No,” he said.

      Kyle opened her door. I could see her face, she was thinking hard. I had to face it; an eternity in some Mexico hell hole jail, Pep was saved, and Eleanor was dead. Our son disappeared forever.

      I´d lost.

      I couldn´t let it happen. I simply couldn´t.

      “Make the call,” I said.

      Kyle looked back at me.

      “What?”

      “Call Mr Reynolds again,” I said.

      She looked at me and I could see she agreed but was struggling with it for a second.

      “Do it,” I said.

      “I can handle this, Dyce.”

      “Do it now,” I said.

      The cop was starting to shuffling from foot to foot. It was clear by the look on his face that he didn´t appreciate us talking in English. It was making him itchy, and when I glanced at his trigger finger, ready to pull back on the AR-15, it was trembling like a leaf in the wind.

      “Damn it,” said Kyle.

      The cop took a step back, and moved his rifle up to point at us, moving it between Kyle and I slow and determined. Kyle stayed looking at him and leaned back into the truck´s cab, half in, half out, and turned to the fed. “Solo el teléfono,” she said, pointing to the sat phone in the central module of the truck.

      The cop didn’t move but I guessed his eyes had darted to the phone. He nodded. Like it was a grenade, she lifted the satellite phone from the seat and held it up to the cop still pointing the gun at us. He braced as she moved and the machine gun he was holding kept its horizontal slide between our heads.

      “Una llamada,” she said.

      One call.

      “Solo una llamada.”

      The fed stared at her. His finger had slipped around the trigger of the rifle, and the safety was off.

      “Una llamada,” said Kyle once more.

      The cop´s colleagues behind him were starting to walk over to offer back up. He seemed to sense this, and looked at Kyle

      He nodded.

      “Gracias,” said Kyle.

      In one swift movement, Kyle punched in a number and held the phone to her ear. She spoke quickly and quietly and then went silent. From my position, I couldn´t hear what she´d said.

      We waited for a minute, looking at her. The fed cop, and me. My heart pumped hard through the tight kevlar wrapped around my chest.

      And then she spoke into the phone, in Spanish this time. And then she offered the phone to the cop.

      Astounded, he took it and put it to his ear.

      He listened and as he did, his face drained of blood, going even whiter and paler than before. Even his sunglasses failed to disguise the horror on his face. As if a doctor was telling him that he’d contracted a ravenous disease in seconds and now faced certain death. He removed the shades and his eyes were stretched in terror and he lowered the phone and passed it back to Kyle.

      “¿Como?”

      How? Was all he said.

      She glanced at me as she got in to the driving seat. “Let´s get out of here.”
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      Kyle started the engine and we drove past the cop, who stood frozen like a statue. We drove through the road block and out into the open road. The hills up ahead were less then ten KMs away. After five minutes, we were back in the middle of fields and mountains fast approaching in the distance.

      “Not good,” said Kyle. “Not good at all.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You only get so many get of jail free cards with Mr Reynolds, and I used two to pass by a single town.”

      I climbed back over the central module and into the passenger seat once more.

      “I need to find my wife, Kyle,” I said. “That needs to start happening now.”

      “Shut up,” said Kyle. “You think this all about you and your shit?”

      She slammed the brakes and hauled the truck to the side of the road. She turned and burned her stare into me.

      “Let´s wait for those cops to get permission to chase us. Shall we? Shall we wait and see happens then?”

      “If it helps me find my wife, then maybe we should,” I said, doing my best to hold her gaze.

      Kyle´s eye twitched slightly. Her face turned crimson.

      “It won´t,” she said. “Because your wife is probably dead. Dead and buried. Sorry to tell you that. But it´s true. You´re lucky to have this ride, you get that?”

      “Now you shut up,” I said. “Eleanor´s not dead. She can´t be. We have Pep. Esteban needs him. Eleanor and our son are his only chip.”

      “Get over it, Dyce. You´re a lowdown pawn like us. And you know it. Let´s wait for the cops behind us to get permission back. Won´t take long. Maybe we´ll go down in a firefight.”

      And she smirked. And she put her hand to her gun. “You got a piece?” she asked.

      I shook my head. I hadn´t even shot a gun before.

      “Thought not,” she said, turned back to the road, slammed the Tundra into DRIVE and turned back onto the track. I sat back and looked out the other side of the window. I felt sick of being part of someone else´s goddamned plan. But Kyle was right. And I hated her for it.

      The road grew to two lanes and even painted white lines appeared after twenty more minutes, lined either side by sodden, brown ditches. Ahead of us, large hills loomed. At least triple the size of the ones that had shadowed Polysol and provided Pep´s and my botched escape.

      The mountains ahead of those were a pale green in the morning light, and seemed far away, even as we reached the beginning of their ascent. I recalled an anecdote about Cortes sending his first map-maker on an expedition into the depths of what they then called New Spain.

      It is said that after three months of traveling over, under and through the wild country that would become Mexico, Cortes´ map-maker returned to the table of his master exhausted. When asked what his findings were, the map-maker requested a sheet of parchment, and when Cortes´ servant had given it, the map-maker took it and scrunched it into a small ball, and then threw it into the middle of the table. Cortes and all his men looked at it as it slowly unfolded into a jagged uneven sculpture.

      “That´s what it´s like,” said the map-maker. “That´s exactly what it´s like.”

      No sooner did one mountain range end, but a rocky ridge come charging out of the dry, arid land to start another. And Mexico was still as wild. Out here in the country, law ceased to function as it pretended to in the great metropolises. Cops here were locals too. Untrained and thus influenced by money and power. Country folk, and most were poor. Most needed more money to survive and would take a bribe without a blink.

      But Kyle hadn´t used money. She´d used a phone.

      As the hills grew steeper, Kyle pulled off into a tiny dirt road. We were back to big bumps and divots and I settled in. There was nobody around. Absolutely nobody. I guessed we were going to camp.

      “Pozos is close,” Kyle said.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “An old ghost town. An abandoned tourist attraction,” she said. “Used to be full of gold, but the Spaniards finished with it in the early 1800s and left it to rot. It´s called Pozos because the holes - or pozos - are still there, and very deep.”

      We climbed the hill and took each turn with at least 3 meters of altitude gained. At last, we flattened out to a thin gravelly road which ran long the edge of the largest hill. I looked ahead and saw the derelict sandy colored buildings of the ghost town.

      It looked like ancient ruins in a desert, sand blasted old walls half standing, half collapsing, except the backdrop here was green hills and cactus shrub.

      The buildings were ancient and derelict and I failed to see a single housing with a roof or even four walls.

      As we approached, the size of the ghost town became more apparent. I counted eleven ruins and could now see the overgrown pathways that ran criss-cross between them. Everything was still.

      The whole site was fenced off with a pitiable rusty wire fencing and old, bent tin signs every twenty meters saying how dangerous it was to enter in five more words than was necessary. I saw one red and white sign with a childish diagram of a hole, and a pair of legs disappearing down it.

      Kyle clearly knew the place and was able to find the exact spot where the fence was broken. Sure enough we stopped and she jumped down and pulled back the wire and got back in the truck and we passed through. She stopped again quickly to go back and close the fence before jumping back again and driving inward.

      Up close the buildings were in worse shape than I'd thought. The four hundred year old stones were smashed and cracked and barely stood. I found it hard to believe that the sandy structures were only a few centuries old. I'd seen Mayan pyramids in better shape.

      We snaked through the buildings down dried and worn dirt tracks that snaked in between the structures, until we found a wooden and steel cabin. It was modern, in comparison with its neighboring relics, and square in shape, painted red with only two small windows. We pulled up alongside it.

      "Old tourist cabin,” she said. “Safe House Number 2.”

      I pointed at Pep´s unconscious figure in the back seat. “What´s the plan now?”

      "You can help me with him" she said.

      “And the plan?”

      But Kyle said nothing, and she walked off up to the front door of the cabin and walked in. It was a fairly large structure. At least three rooms I guessed. It was made of corrugated steel and reinforced with steel bars all holding wooden panels as walls. The roof was the same material. It, unlike its ancient surroundings, could stand the severe weather. I began to wonder if eventually this place would have nothing left at all of the old ruins and instead just an old tourist cabin built on the top of a random hill, when Kyle came back outside. We stood there facing each other looking at the surroundings of the ghost town. The air felt thin, and despite the excellent cover provided by the old structures, wind blew through the gaps and hit us with gusto.

      "All set" said Kyle. "Jason will be here soon. Now help me.”

      We walked to the truck and opened up the passenger door of the Tundra and clicked the seat as far forward as it would go. I climbed into the back and got my arms under Pep's shoulders. Kyle grabbed his legs and counted to three. We heaved his dead weight and gradually carried him out.

      Once out it was easier. We proceeded to the inside of the tourist cabin. Inside, small wire framed beds were set out on a wooden floor. There was a fireplace in one corner and a couple of windows cut into the steel. It stank of musty dust. Other than the sparse array of furniture, it was empty. There were two doors that were shut.

      “Here,” said Kyle.

      We got to the closest bed and placed Pep down on the thin mattress. He seemed to stir a little but we turned away and caught our breath.

      Then suddenly, out of nowhere he awoke.

      Pep shot up like a comedy vampire, and shouted in Spanish. At first it was impossible to decipher. He was wild, his eyes huge and white, his pupils vile little black dots, his skin glowing crimson as blood flooded his skin.

      Kyle span around and ran out to the truck. I turned to Pep and put my hand on his arm and told him "tranquilo, tranquilo.”

      He pushed me away without looking at me, entranced on some distant ghoul it seemed, and said, “No me mates. No me mates. Por favor.”

      Don´t kill me.

      I stared at him and didn't notice Kyle arrive back to my side. She jammed a huge vaccine into the governor´s arm and he slumped backward, a dead weight, and fell back asleep.

      She stepped back and breathed out.

      I looked at her.

      "Time for some honesty,” I said.

      Kyle just packed the vaccine away into her med bag and said nothing.

      “What is going on?”

      I hated the lack of control, the being lost. I was pinned into a corner, but I´d be damned if I didn´t at least try to scratch my way out of it.

      “Kyle!” I said. “Talk to me!”

      But Kyle left the room and went back outside. I followed her and grabbed her shoulder, but she was too quick, and caught my hand and spun underneath it to gain control over my entire arm. With a neat twist I was on my knees below her looking away.

      I looked out and saw the dust of a second truck arriving in the distance. Kyle leant down and whispered in my ear,

      “You ain´t got a card to play. Okay? Nothing. Do as we say and you might get your wife back. But I´ll just as quickly throw your carcass down a hole as I would the dead scumbag who´s coming now.”

      The truck came into view. The other Tundra, and in the front seat sat Hernandez, Aronson, and Bayer. Jason must have been at the back.

      They pulled up harshly. I guessed Jason had recovered judging by the manner in which he got down from the back cabin of the truck.

      The doors swung open and the three guys in front jumped down, nodding silently at Kyle. Jason was dressed in the same clothes as the night before but they looked liked he´d washed them. His face was normal color again and he walked fine. His shirt was open at the shoulder and heavy bandaging showed through. He walked to us and gestured to Kyle with his finger.

      “You called in twice?” he said.

      Kyle nodded. “ Had to.”

      Jason shook his head, “The stakes are high, Ruth. You know that.”

      “I know.”

      Jason shook his head again. “The Governor?”

      “Asleep in the cabin,” said Kyle.

      Then Jason turned to me. “Wanna watch Salvatierra get thrown into a hole?”

      I stared at him.

      “Okay then,” he said and walked back to the truck. The other three came back and together we walked to and peered into the tailgate. Salvatierra´s corpse was wrapped in old dirty white bedsheets, a long white stick. There was no blood, and aside from two small indents, you´d hardly have called it a body.

      The three guys lifted the corpse from the back of the truck and walked away.

      Jason walked behind them like a pall bearer. “Come on,” he said.

      I followed but Kyle stayed.

      The five of us walked with the corpse through the ruins of the ghost town until we found a 4 meter by 4 meter hole on the ground, right between the ruins. It was engineered, but in old times. It was framed by pink cantera stone and totally black inside.

      Aronson, Bayer and Hernandez brought the cadaver to the edge of the hole and placed it on the stone edge.

      We stood on the edge of the “pozo” and the wind blew fierce and I felt dizzy next to the black abyss. A cold air rose from deep within.

      Jason had one hand cupped to his ear, and the other held a protruded finger to his lips. And then he hissed. “Nothing like a deep hole to hide a body.”

      And the three men each put their right foot on Salvatierra and together pushed him over the stone and into the dark.

      I listened, and counted. 2 Mississippi,

      3 Mississippi

      4 Mississippi

      5 Mississippi

      6 Mississippi

      7 Mississippi…

      And THUMP, a distant muffled sound came from below.

      “Damn,” I said.

      Jason nodded and smiled. “Well, that´s one bad guy out. I think it´s about time we talk about the real target.”

      We went back to the cabin and Hernandez and Bayer started pulling laptops and cables from their hold-alls and began setting up what looked like a satellite computer network on the tiny balsa wood desk in the corner. Jason pulled up a seat, Kyle was sat down already and Aronson joined us. I sat down.

      “There´s something you´re missing here, Scott,” said Jason.

      “That´s pretty clear,” I said.

      Jason nodded. “You saw the news right? You´re front page, front and centre. National and international. You´re a wanted man, Scott.”

      “Okay I got that part,” I said.

      “Thing is, this is all for a purpose.”

      “I figured that too.”

      “And you´re probably wondering why we have the good Governor like this, am I right?”

      I just nodded and stayed silent.

      “My associates here are preparing the internet connection. I want you to read the news again, but this time, wait for the second lead story. It´s a biggy, but it ain´t got shit on yours. Which is what´s keeping it from hitting the front pages.”

      I thought about it. “That´s what this is for? To cover up other news? A Chinese box?”

      “Kind of. But it´s better than that, Esteban is killing not one but three birds with the same dirty stone.”

      Bayer passed a laptop to me. It had a long aerial sticking out of the USB port.

      I looked at it. The CNN home page was open.

      “Check it out,” said Jason.

      I scanned it. The red bar at the top carried the logo, and underneath, in place of the usual three windows with the top stories was single image. Me in the van. Above, the headline read,

      THE HUNT GOES ON

      It was the same as before.

      I scrolled down.

      There were more stories. One was a speculation piece about me.

      MARK KERSTEEN, it said. THE HUNTED MAN

      I started to read the opening lines of the story but Jason prompted me to scroll down.

      The next one was a map of the area.

      MILITARY PRESENCE INCREASES

      I scrolled down, and more stories about the governor emerged. Profiles of him and his family. I scrolled more and found nothing.

      “There´s nothing but news on the abduction,” I said.

      “Almost,” said Jason. “Keep looking.”

      I went back to the screen and scrolled down, and then I saw it.

      US PRESIDENT SAYS MEXICAN PRESIDENT´S POSITION UNTENABLE

      I opened it and read.

      Some of it all clicked into place. The scandal involving the president´s involvement in sanctioning child trafficking had blown up. New evidence was leaking from Los Pinos and the president was in deep, deep trouble.

      I looked up. “A cover up?”

      Jason was smiling. “But I told you,” he said. “Three birds with one stone.”

      I worked it over.

      “The first is the story,” I said. “To get this buried enough. But that won´t stop the president getting impeached.”

      “No, it won´t,” said Jason.

      And then it clicked all into place. The Governor.

      I hadn´t seen it at all. I felt the blood drain out of me at the same time.

      “Esteban wants Pep to become president.”

      Jason nodded.
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      “That´s the second bird,”  said Jason. “An alibi for Pep. None better than getting kidnapped by some lunatic, corrupt mercenary foreigner working for the cartel that took his son.”

      “So this is a coup. By Esteban, using the cartel he runs.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Pep´s the president’s replacement,” I said.

      Jason nodded. “You got it. With Matias Esteban backing him all the way.”

      “This is all to get Pep into the president´s chair?”

      “And save Pep´s reputation too,” said Jason.  “Voters love a hero.”

      “Hero?”

      “You´re dead meat, Scott. Governor Pep was all set to be saved by the feds, blasting his way out of captivity, killing a low down piece of shit - that´s you by the way - in the process. A hero! And just what the country needs after discovering the president´s highly illegal sanctioning of child trafficking to gain a cartel´s support. And no-one will ever know or suspect that Pep was also involved in that activity, to a high level, and will continue to be so, especially if he´s voted in as el presidente.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      I could not see a way through this. But then again, nothing had changed. I had just been informed was all. Pep was still valuable, and Esteban still had my wife and son. That had not changed. But now I understood the full value of our having the governor.

      “And you guys are the crusaders trying to bring down Esteban, right?” I asked.

      Jason kept smiling at me. “We had to find a way to get him, thats all. And that was you. And we ended getting you, and him.” He was pointing at Pep´s unconscious body.

      “So what´s your plan?” I asked.

      Jason breathed out, and looked at Kyle.

      She cleared her throat. “It would be easy if your wife wasn´t involved. We have enough to prove Esteban´s involvement in the kidnapping. That would be it. But your wife´s safety is important to us, believe it or not. She is an American citizen after all. And we have orders from very high up telling us she must be protected.”

      I felt relief flood through me, it was all I needed to hear.

      “Okay,” I said. “So what is the plan?”

      “We need to get a message to Esteban. He is in Lujano right now for a series of conventions. Not a coincidence of course, he needed to be close to Pep. And he lives here. We contact his people, and go from there. Simple as that.”

      “But what do you want out of this? Or what does Mr Reynolds want out of this?”

      Jason shrugged, “Dunno. But it always comes down to power. Always. Matias Esteban is in Mr Reynold’s hit list. That’s all I know.”

      

      Hernandez had left the cabin and came back with tins of beans. Not the Mexican re-fried type, but to my disbelief, baked beans. He threw the tins to each of us, and I checked the tin. Canadian.

      He then walked around and opened our tin for us and handed a spoon.

      I wasn´t a fussy eater, but I was generally accustomed to eating well. Fine restaurants with clients, openings of fancy bars in Mexico City. Canapés, steak tartare. But these beans tasted like the best cut of meat , slow-roasted with love for six hours compared to those meals. I was ravenous. I destroyed the beans in minutes, and felt relieved when I saw the second tin come out of Hernandez´s bag and I fought back the humble lump in my throat.

      We all finished eating and threw the empty cans into a plastic bin in the cabin.

      “We´ll burn all of this when we leave,” said Jason. “But we´re safe here for now. Radios are set up so we can hear when feds or local cops come near.”

      He stood up. The others all shuffled. I could tell they weren´t regular or frequent companions. Not in the fullest proper sense. They hadn´t battled together much before. It was in the way they spoke to each other, but it was more in the way they shifted in and out of each other´s way. Kind of awkward, uncomfortable.

      “Let´s get some rest. Could be a long few days,” said Jason.

      It was about 11am and as everyone laid down on the sofas, and beds in the back rooms, I couldn´t sleep. Even Jason passed out and I found myself completely alone for the first time since I had picked up Pep in the mountains.

      The cabin was quiet apart from the gentle hum of the laptops.

      I rolled the ideas over in my mind. I had the bigger picture now - and it made sense for the most part - but there was a small space, or rather vacuum, in my mind. Something that had been denied to my knowledge. I couldn´t locate it exactly, but I felt it. A missing piece.

      I laid still with my eyes shut for twenty minutes. I waited until I was sure everyone was out for the count.

      I needed a plan to get Eleanor back. And maybe our son. And I was sick of relying on Jason or Kyle, or dumb luck.

      I sat up on the bed levering myself with my elbow in the most gentle manner I could. I paused, and checked around the room.

      All asleep.

      The computers were on a table at the side of the cabin. I had to walk through Kyle, Bayer and Pep’s inert, sleeping bodies to get to them. I removed my shoes, and started the slow shuffle.

      It was agonizing. Twice, Kyle rolled over, and I thought I was busted. But no, the previous night´s exertions had taken it out of them. I went on. Pep was drugged. Bayer snored, which helped.

      I walked past them. And finally, made it to the laptop that I had looked at right before.

      With one last glance around the cabin, I lifted the lid and the screen burst into life. I could not believe my luck.

      The same CNN page was still open where I had left it. No password.

      I opened a second tab in the browser and punched in Esteban´s name to the search bar and looked at the Google results. The first two were the standard Wikipedia entries, one in English, the other in Spanish. Also, above them, his chubby smiling face. Esteban was not a handsome man, but his small dark eyes were alert, like a fox. As if he saw more than a normal person. He was well over 60 years old. His face drooped with age, and tired wisdom.

      The third Google result was a Forbes profile of him, the fourth, his personal webpage, his business group was called Mesta. The fifth result was his foundation, Mesta Foundation. I pulled my seat closer, checked everyone was asleep and looked at the next part.

      I found the conference Jason had mentioned. The event was to be held at the Centro de Congresos, Lujano, which was on the exit road to Mexico City. I checked the times and details and made mental notes of them all. I then brought up our location and traced a route back to Lujano.

      Closing the laptop lid, I noticed a leather satchel amongst the cables and plugs. I reached for it and lifted it across the table to my lap as if it were dynamite. I paused. No-one had awoken. Like I was disarming a bomb, I opened the satchel and found Jason´s passport, and a bunch of biro pens, and his Moleskine black notebook. I opened it and found pages upon pages of scrawled notes. His handwriting was borderline indecipherable and seemed to be just scribbles of interviews.

      I closed it and went to put it back in the satchel when a something shined from the bottom of the bag.

      I pushed my hand in and grabbed the source of the sparkle.

      It was a ring.

      I pulled it out and stared at it and had to suppress my shock to a sharp outward breath. I looked around the room.

      All asleep.

      I held Eleanor’s wedding ring.

      I stood still looking at my wife’s ring for five whole minutes.

      How had I blindly trusted Mr Reynolds? Or Jason? Or Pep?

      I needed information.

      And there was only one man who could give it to me.

      It was time to find Matias Esteban.
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      Esteban´s conference was the next day and getting there meant taking another gamble. But if I was right, Eleanor had a chance.

      But it was one big gamble.

      Not one, but four big gambles.

      First, my escape from Jason and his team. Second, I needed my timing to be right. Third, I had to get to my old apartment in the city, and fourth, and most importantly of all, I needed my hunch to be right.

      I listened to the room. Everyone was out cold. I counted their breathing. Bayer, Kyle and Pep in this room. Jason, Aronson and Hernandez at the back.

      Their exhaustion had fooled them into thinking I was so sold on their lies. So convinced that I would just stay put.

      I ran through my plan. I needed very little to begin with, just some information. But I also needed some sort of disguise. But that would have to wait until I got to my apartment.

      For now, I had the clothes I had on, and my battered shoes.

      I got up and every sound creaked a hundred times louder than normal, amplified by the pressure in the room. I remembered a documentary I had seen that said people could feel it when someone entered a room because you were literally moving the air particles around, disturbing the atmosphere. Right now, I urged the air particles to stay the hell where they were.

      I planned my route out through the snake nests of cables leading up to the computer laden tables and to the main, and only, door.

      I started my hushed hustle toward the exit. I kept rigid and let my ankles shuffle forward, aching and slow. No-one stirred.

      I got to the door, took the handle, and as I opened it, a voice came from behind me.

      “Hey man, where you going?”

      It was Bayer, still half passed out, his head strained up at me from a lying position bleary eyes.

      “Taking a piss,” I said.

      His face slumped back into the rolled up blanket he was using as a pillow. It meant I had to run now or forget it. He might come round and wonder what had taken me so long. Or he might stay asleep. Either way, it was time for action, not waiting. I opened the door and walked out.

      Outside, the clouds were gathering again. Rain was not good for the type of journey I had ahead, but it didn´t matter. It could provide cover too.

      I looked out across Los Pozos. I could see sheets of rain in the hills across the way. Visible sheets of rain. At least 5 kilometers lay between me and my destination.

      I figured if any one of them woke, I would have 30 minutes tops to get to the valley floor, where the terrain offered no cover at all.

      The trek out of Pozos was easy. I had checked the map for the least rocky but unbuilt up area and navigated with ease. The whole time, Jason nor his crew appeared. I heard nothing. And the rain did not come. The sky instead sunk toward the earth, and the pressure grew and grew. The electricity in the air was tangible. It felt like a pile of tinder, ready to explode at the smallest spark. Only the rain would extinguish it, but the jealous heavens held it back.

      Los Pozos tumbled down hill beyond hill of uninhabitable land, and after twenty minutes, I found the valley the map had promised, and more pertinent to my plan, the train line running right through its middle point.

      The South Kansas Railway runs the entirety of Mexico´s long land, starting way up in the North and right down to the borders of Guatemala at the South.

      The cargo transited regular as clockwork and according to my brief google research, a 2 km long train full of cargo passed every hour. So if I arrived as one was taking off, the longest I would have to wait was 60 minutes. 60 minutes in which Jason or his crew could find me. Being in the open was the dangerous part, I was visible from the hills where Pozos lay.

      The valley was small, only ten kilometers between each sierra of hills. The ground was flat and although the land was farmland, I didn´t see a single cow or goat.

      I made my way down through the fields and the train line became invisible as the horizon flattened out. I walked, one target in mind now and it felt good to be moving. And the weight I had held for the past three days was lifting a little.

      After another fifteen minutes, I made it to the tracks. The part I had found had a small concrete bridge running over it allowing the only road to pass by. The surface was well used and covered in cracks and pot holes. I guessed the traffic was zero to nil. I hunkered under and looked back at the sky.

      The valley was like a science experiment in a glass jar. Masses of static build up contained in a vacuum. My gaze scanned down until it met the hills of Los Pozos above, 5 kilometers away.

      I felt my shoulders release tension into my back muscles and I leaned back against the concrete of the bridge, and my eyes almost closed, until I saw something in the distance.

      Two headlights driving down the valley side.

      The lights belonged to Jason´s Tundra.

      The hills to our left were a good 10 kilometers in the distance. I had walked for an hour, and I walk fast. It was probably 4 kilometers away. If they were able to hit 50 km/h which I garnered would be the maximum on that terrain, I had about 6 minutes.

      My chest ballooned with adrenalin, I stepped onto the tracks and looked north. I needed that train to come now. The tracks dissolved into a blur. Nothing. I tried to remember if the tracks had been straight here, but I couldn´t recall. If they were, there was no train less than 5 kilometers away.

      I turned back toward the hills, my chest struggling to encase the pressure. The Tundra´s lights were turning and swishing as its driver navigated the rocky fields. But they were getting closer.

      I had 5 minutes and no more.

      I turned back to the tracks. I scanned and scanned until my eyes hurt. No train.

      My heart sunk, I looked the other way. There was nothing for miles. I had nowhere to go. The Tundra might not spot me, but that would only delay them so much. I was a sitting duck in the open.

      I scanned the tracks again. It was too late. I span and looked for cover besides the bridge. Nothing.

      I looked back at the truck´s lights. They were getting closer. They kept moving. Getting closer and closer, and closer.

      And then, a mighty foghorn sounded from the direction of the tracks. I span and looked. There was still nothing.

      And then again. A train sounding its foghorn.

      But I couldn´t see it.

      I turned slightly, and there, not too far away, was the locomotive. I had calculated wrong, the angles had fooled me, the track did have a curve. A long one. I had been scanning the wrong part.

      I began running toward the train. I kept side swiping glances to my left and saw the Tundra´s lights leveling out as it reached the valley floor. It would get faster now.

      So I ran. I ran as hard as I could toward the oncoming train. Its shape was becoming clearer and clearer as it neared. It was fast too, and getting on was a problem I hadn´t contemplated yet. But I had a chance, and as long as I did, I would go for it.

      I ran and ran and my legs burned as lactic acid filled my shin splints and thighs.

      To my left the Tundra was more visible now. Probably a kilometer away. The train ahead, about the same.

      They were coming to me, train and truck from different angles like a closing V.

      I stopped running and put my hands to my knees and tried to recuperate the energy I needed to make the jump.

      I breathed out hard and in harder, all the time staring at my savior. A mighty rectangular figure coming at me down the track.

      I looked left. The Tundra, with two people standing in the back part, with guns.

      I looked back to the train. It sounded its claxon again, and this time, the ground shuddered with it.

      I looked left and the Tundra was turning to make a handbrake stop. The two figures in the back were Jason and Aronson. It span and dust plumed up as they jumped down from the back of the truck.

      The train, now only 100 meters away, was flashing its powerful lights at us. The driver must have been bamboozled by the scene.

      I jogged lightly toward it, and then realized I needed to jog the other way, so that I could match its momentum if I had a chance.

      Jason and Aronson were running at me, guns aloft. They were shouting but I couldn´t hear.

      30 seconds, 25, 20.

      They started sprinting.

      10 seconds away. The claxon sounded again. I´d made it.

      I just needed to get on to it.

      Just as Aronson and Bayer got less than ten meters from me, the train passed. In an instant, a giant wall separated us. I looked back down the track and the train must have been more than a hundred units long.

      The carriages were moving too quickly. I saw no chance to grab anything, let alone jump on to it. They were flush, sheer cargo container walls.

      I ran alongside it, now feeling the panic rise again. The colossus was unforgiving as it charged alongside me at tremendous speed.

      I wondered if Aronson and Bayer were trying to do the same. That would be a problem. But the least of my worries now.

      I stopped. I had one shot. I needed all the energy I had in reserve. I reckoned the train was moving at about 30 kms an hour. If I managed to get my speed up to half of that I could make a jump. I worked on catching my breath.

      The carriages were making a hell of a noise as they passed me, and suddenly it changed. I looked back at the train and the carriages were different now. Each was an empty platform with a ladder connected to each to allow boarding.

      I turned toward the train´s direction, and started running. I moved up my own gears and began pounding the dirt below my feet.

      I tried to remember all the sports classes I´d taken, and lifted my knees up as high as they would go, trying to elongate my paces. My legs burned white hot. But I ran through the pain, using it like fuel on my fire. I was running faster than I had ever run in my life. Legs high, swallowing deep lungfuls of air, feed your muscles with oxygen. All those pointless PE lessons at secondary school all of a sudden made a lot of sense.

      The entry ladders on each of the empty carriages passed me by and I began, in between my breaths, to count them.

      1, 2, 3 4 5 Ladder. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 ladder. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 ladder.

      As I picked up pace they got slower, 1, 2, 3, 4 ,5 6, 7 ladder.

      1, 2, 3 , 4 ,5, 6, 7, 8 ladder.

      1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 ,8, 9 and ladder.

      I lunged for the railing and it hit my hand hard. But I felt purchase. My arm ripped against its socket and I swung violently into the side of the moving carriage. I pulled with all my strength and my feet left the ground and flew backward, I tried to pull my left arm around to the railing, and I felt the fingers of that hand grab the metal pole. I pulled my body weight upward and my feet touched floor. I was on.

      My body killed with pain but I let out a wild howl. I couldn´t help it. Aronson and Jason would know what I´d done. It didn´t matter.

      It was like a Sergio Leone western. And I was the cowboy.
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      I clambered from the hissing wind to the safety of the empty train carriage and lay flat on the lumpy steel floor, spent. I rocked on my shoulder blades with the momentum of the train.

      Even if Jason or Aronson had gotten onto the train too, I couldn't have done anything for ten minutes. I just lay there. I was destroyed, and my body was punishing me for the exertion.

      My breathing pounded and sweat broke out all over my skin, pushing through cold pores and prickling my nerves. My leg muscles enacted their revenge upon me as they cooled and began swelling, and despite laying flat, I could move them no longer.

      But the rock and tilt of the train was mollifying. Being carried made me feel like someone cared for this. Cared for Eleanor, and our son in some way.

      I lay there and thought of them both and watched the gray sky drift past.

      After ten minutes of rest, I dared to get up. The train rocked side to side and my muscles were doing a poor job of finding equilibrium, but steadying myself with my arms holding the safety railing I got up straight. I looked over the railing down the train.

      Each carriage was connected by a meter long mechanism and it was simple enough to jump on to the next carriage. I stooped and listened for anything. Nothing. No shouting, nothing but the hum and chink and the smash of the train wheels on track.

      I stayed within the same carriage but edged along the barrier rail toward the front of the train. We had picked up speed since my boarding and the wind behind me bore me flat against the handrail.

      I found a small space on one of the carriage connectors that had a reserve with a seat and a little cover. I sat in it and put my head on the side. In front of me the landscape whipped by.

      We were flying through the valley toward Lujano City. I thought back to the map I had looked at on Google. I guessed I would arrive in Lujano in less than an hour. There was no time to rest. It was already getting gloomy now, thanks to the heavy clouds above. And as much as they threatened, rain still did not come.

      I had made two gambles. And two had come off. Two more to go.

      Seeing Jason´s response to my escape helped. I comprehended the situation better now. I was important to their plan too. I wasn´t entirely sure why yet, but that was still a big piece of the puzzle I had failed to see until that morning.

      Sleep began to claw away at my mind from the edge of my consciousness and I started to let my eyes close but the cold wind, and my remembering what I was to do woke me up. I was okay. I was better than okay if my hunch was right.

      Only time would tell.

      I sat still on the train for thirty minutes before Lujano City started sprouting up around the tracks. Small ghetto neighborhoods at first, but then larger, more developed communities.

      I hunkered in the small recess I had found and pulled my knees up to my chest and got as comfortable as the setting allowed. The roll and sway of the train began to induce sleep, but I fought it. I could have killed for a cup of hot black coffee, strong and rich. My efforts had also burned up the tinned food Jason had handed out.

      I looked up at the sky and the huge rolling bags of black pressure hadn´t split yet. Instead, the thick air underneath them, with us stewing in it, grew and swirled and throbbed. My head hurt and my muscles ached. I needed energy. I had found the nearest point on the map to my apartment but it would still be a trek. I had marked a reference for where I needed to jump off the train, Lujano´s bus station. As soon as I saw a sign of it, it was time to disembark.

      We were in the suburbs of Lujano, so I stayed down. My clothes stank. My expensive shoes were destroyed, and I could feel a layer of muck on my skin. I promised myself a shower if I made it to the apartment. I promised myself food, and then coffee. I started to think it was implausible. Would they have the place guarded?

      My third gamble.

      If my hunch was right, they wouldn´t.

      Empty lots floating past me started to transform into basic housing, one floor places, with concrete lawns and old cars parked in front. Lujano´s budget housing industry. They´d sell these places for less than 5,000 dollars and report them as social housing projects, only for the places to descend into social failure. It was classic Mexico. The rich make their money, reap the benefits and then abandon their own people for the second home in Cancun, or Miami.

      After another ten minutes, the houses and neighborhoods became neater, and bigger. The freeways ran alongside us, threading their way through, up and over the city. We were close to my stop.

      I decided to crouch, keeping my eye out for signs of the “ El Central de Camiones”. The bus station. I hadn´t been there, so had to rely on road signs I could see, or the actual place.

      It wasn´t hard. The train passed around the East and then South of the city, not through it, being cargo-only, and the bus station came into view soon enough. I stood up and stumbled in the wind to the edge of the carriage.

      As I looked down, the ground moved too fast to contemplate jumping at first, but I had no choice. It was better to look ahead, it seemed slower.

      If I could get on this thing, I could get off.

      The train began to curve and we had passed the bus station now and were moving through shrubbery again.

      I braced myself and jumped.

      I landed on my side and rolled. It hurt. I felt my neck get scratched as it hit dirt. I came to rest face up. I checked my body while laying flat. Grazes, but nothing broken, nothing dislocated. I breathed and watched the train pass. It felt surreal to be out. Out and about as Mexico´s most wanted man.

      I lay there. The sky above so close. Rumbling and ominous.

      A shadow came across my line of vision, followed by a tall dark figure. I startled and sat up onto my arms, ready for a fight.

      I looked up at the man. A dirty face stared back.

      And then the smell hit me. The figure stooped, and I sat up and looked at his face. It was framed by matted, short yet dreadlocked hair. His eyes were just black, almost no whites, and his nose was bulbous, like it had been broken many times in a former life, and just settled that way. His lips were blistered and cut. His skin was caked in dirt too. The smell was powerful, which, considering it overwhelmed my own stench, said a lot.

      The vagabond had a collection of plastic bags tied together by a thin line of string, which was looped in and out of his arms, like a bag. He had a thick, filthy green jacket on and his trousers looked like they used to be water proof.

      I figured I could run for it. He was probably not that fast. But as I began to consider my move, he spoke, in Spanish.

      “Mejor que vengas conmigo, cabrón,” he said.

      You better come with me

      “Te ayudo,” he said.

      I´ll help you.

      I nodded and got to my feet. The vagabond turned and walked away from me. “Come on,” he shouted in Spanish, a coastal dialect.

      I followed him from where I´d rolled off the train in the wasteland. The terrain was prickly pear bushes and lava-like rock hard mud under foot. The ground was brown, and the prickly pear plants bright green, although the dark clouds passed every few minutes and shaded them to a sickly grey. The vagabond walked with a deft touch, and I was getting good at it too.

      On the outskirts of the bus station perimeter, we sauntered through the under-bush for ten minutes or so before we arrived to a small shack set up in amongst the shrubs and cactus trees. The vagabond´s hut was constructed from ancient pallets, and tarpaulin. There were three walls and each consisted of two pallets standing on end, and tied together with wraps of thin wire and rope. The vagabond had expanded the tarp over the entire camp to form a cabin. Inside there was nothing but the dirt floor. Shelter from the storm.

      He gestured for me to sit down with him inside it.

      “It will rain,” he said.

      I nodded.

      He took one of the plastic bags from his collection and produced a tin of refried beans. Mexican ones. He took out a knife and jammed it into the side of the tin and worked it around until the lid came clean off. He then plunged the same knife into the mix and put it into his mouth, nodded, then offered the tin, knife sticking out if it, to me.

      I took it and ate. It was not too bad. I gave it back and we shared it like that. Like we were brothers.

      “You ain´t been on the street long, huh?” he said.

      I shook my head.

      “Don´t talk much?”

      “No.”

      He nodded. He didn´t seem bothered. From another bag, he took out a small golden bottle of liquid. It was the cheap tequila you could buy for less than 50 cents. It was made from the remnants of the agave plant, after the real tequila had been harvested, or something like that. He took a swig and passed me the bottle. I found myself almost tempted but I needed my head clear. I took the bottle but feigned a swig, keeping my lips closed enough to stop too much passing them.

      I handed it back. He drank deeply, soothing his pains. I felt pity. He had helped me. I guessed he hadn´t read the news either, he didn´t seem to recognize me at all.

      “Where you headed?”

      I looked across the way from our position on the hill, I could see the towers in which the apartment Esteban had placed me was, and pointed.

      No questions.

      I looked at the apartment building. I mapped the route of getting in. The complex itself was easy, a collection of upmarket coffee shops and estate agents set into slick grey granite paving stones. The elevators to the actual apartments had security but it was lax, under the usual circumstances. If I could pass the security guard, then my fingerprint would provide access to the rest.

      I couldn´t risk staying too long. And besides, Esteban´s conference was tomorrow.

      “What´s your name?”

      The vagabond looked at me a little astounded. I guessed no one had asked that for a long, long time.

      “Leopoldo, or Polo.”

      “Thank you Polo,” I said. “I´m going to leave but I really appreciate you sharing your food with me.”

      He nodded and tilted the cheap tequila at me.

      It was getting dark now and it was time to take my third gamble.

      “Wait,” said Polo. “You need a better disguise.”

      I turned back to him, and he unpacked from one of his bags a large waterproof jacket. It was filthy and the odor of old cheese hit me.

      “You´re a wanted man,” he said. “Put this on,” handing me his spare coat. “No one pays attention to bums here. And being a bum ain´t easy to fake.”

      “You know who I am?”

      Polo nodded.

      If Polo with - I guessed - no access to internet had known who I was, what were my chances?

      I took the jacket from him.

      “And this,” he said, and pulled out a plastic bag covered hat.

      I put it on with the jacket and felt better. We must have looked like twins.

      “Good luck,” he said. “Whoever you really are.”

      “How did you know me”?

      “Your picture´s everywhere. Everybody knows you right now.”

      I nodded at him. “Thank you, again.”

      And I turned toward the towers and started walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Polo´s ramshackle abode lay tucked into a shallow hill. At the bottom of the hill lay the bus station, and beyond that, the towers of my apartments. I reckoned it was an hour´s trek. The pathway along the bottom of the hill running toward the central was beaten dirt, hard and cracked. The clouds still had not opened, and I was thankful. The road would have been a mud bath if it had.

      I reached a larger, tarmac road on the perimeter of the bus station, and through the thick metal poles separating the scrubland from the passengers and taxis I could see inside the complex. A large U shaped entry road, where cars passed periodically, dropping off travelers. Outside the main door, I saw military uniforms. I stopped and looked closer. They were shaking down passengers. Visible action. A staple tactic of the government. In the fruitless hunt for a kidnapped governor, the least they would do is shake down random tourists and commuters. But it gave the impression that they were doing something. I smiled at the irony that their real target was watching them only 500 meters away.

      I moved on.

      I reached the back end of the station and left the tarmac, back into shrubs. The greenery ran almost to the apartment towers, and thus, I was covered. I moved faster, eager to make it to the hard part.

      The altitude gave me a vista of the apartment towers the whole time. As I approached them, the real world returned to me. Lights were on in some of the apartments, and against the dark and low sky, the towers shined bright, a beacon. I just had to pray it was a beacon of hope, not of warning.

      I made it to the apartment complex border. I checked my clothes and adjusted the plastic hat and walked in. The feel of perfect flat slabs of concrete was strange. I walked to the side of the walkway, and people started to go past. My heart sped up as the third gamble came, but Polo had been right. No one even glanced at me. I was a nothing. A vagabond, a piece of trash. One of the city´s forgotten sons or daughters. Discarded from civilization, from their housing developments, bank loans, and car credits.

      It felt good to be invisible.

      I walked with a slight limp. It just felt right. And it slowed me down so I could plan my access. There were three towers with about a hundred apartments in each. Mine was the south tower. At the foot of these towers, a plaza had been built, which is where I was. Each tower had two entrances. One for cars, under ground. The other on foot.

      CCTV everywhere.

      The entrance on foot had a security guard. I had seen that the morning the cartel had put me there. They were usually rent-a-cops in Mexico.

      Sure enough, as I reached the main plaza where the three tower entrances faced each other, there was my man, and the door behind him. But there were two other rent-a-cops at the other two doors.

      People milled around, dipping in and out of the blocks, all watched over by the three guards. The problem was they stood at the door, blocking the entrance. There was no way through.

      I loped into the plaza, in plain view of all of them, and prayed my outfit convinced them. They didn´t look at me aside from a glance. I walked to the edge of a wall, where all three entrances were visible. Mine to the right.

      I couldn´t run the guy. His friends would help. They also carried pistols, and would not think twice about killing an angry bum.

      I looked at the doors. Closed and locked. The fingerprint scanner to the left of the entrance.

      I sat down, my back against the cold concrete wall. Jason and his team would figure where I was soon and time was running out. I had two places to go in Lujano; Polysol, or my apartment. So they would be here eventually, or were here already.

      I checked Polo´s jacket´s pockets and found an old box of matches and a straw.

      I cursed myself. I hadn´t thought this through. I nearly came without the disguise. I was as lost as those Mexican soldiers at the bus station, shaking people down. Just creating a distraction so people didn´t see the truth.

      Just a distraction.

      I checked Polo´s hat. The thing was lined with paper. I took it out and scrunched it up into a cone shape. Then, I re- thought it and unrolled it and tore the paper into three equal parts. Then I rolled each into a tight cone.

      I scanned the plaza for trash cans. There were five. So I got up and limped to each one and as I passed by each of them, pretending to look for food or something to drink, I lit each cone at the thin end and placed it deep into the discarded coffee cups, food wrappings and tissues.

      I shuffled away. I worked out it would take at least five minutes for the fire to really take.

      I got to the second trash can and risked a glance. No one was watching. No one cared. I planted the fire.

      I reached the third and repeated the process. I then crossed the plaza and looked back to the first bin. I couldn´t see anything. Maybe the first hadn´t set off, but I had time.

      I made it to the left of the door to my apartment and slumped against the wall as close as I thought possible to the door and security guard. And then I waited.

      The first to ignite was the second bin. All of a sudden, it exploded. Yellow flames licked out of the deposit hole and fingered the metal lid. Black smoke plumed from it. I sideways glanced at my security guard and he stood, looking at the bin. Other people too were looking, debating whether to do anything.

      My guy didn´t budge.

      Then, the first bin and third went off simultaneously. This freaked everyone out. Someone shouted, and my guy´s colleague from across the way even pulled his gun and ran into the fray, shouting everyone to calm down. I went into a crouch and readied myself.

      My guy didn´t budge. I cursed the indecisive fool. Come on, I urged him. But he didn´t move, he just stared at the three infernos.

      But then, the second bin kind of spat. It did not explode as such, but there must´ve been an aerosol or something in there, and it popped. My guy jumped with the crack, and it did it. He ran to help his buddies.

      I got up and walked briskly to the door, placed my finger on the resident scanner and waited. Red light.

      I tried again.

      Red light again.

      I looked at my finger. There were four days of living and moving around in the rough there. I scraped it off with my teeth, forgetting any remnants of hygienic self-awareness I had once had, and tried again.

      The light switched to green and the door clicked. I pushed it and entered, and made for the stairwell fast. And there it was, a nearly unused metallic staircase, spiraling up seventy floors above, each floor with a door and cheap knock off print of some impressionist painting.

      I headed for Floor 68.

      As I climbed the stairs, my spirits rose. Three out of four gambles had paid off.

      I got to my floor, and almost walked into the hallway but just stopped myself at the swing door. Through the small circular naval style window, I saw Aronson. He was standing half in, half out of my apartment. I didn´t need anymore than that and swung back out of sight. Aronson was speaking with a loud voice, though I couldn´t make out what he was saying, and at least one other person was with him. Did I wait? Or run? My plan had been to grab a change of clothes, a new disguise but that wouldn´t work now. Then, Aronson´s voice got louder and his footsteps came toward me. I jumped away from the door and cleared about five steps to the level below in one jump. I heard the swing door bang open above, one floor above. I lightened my step, taking three at a time to get ahead of him. It was agonizing. Run faster and he´d hear me. Go slower and he´d catch me up. So I kept it steady, three steps at a time, and listening to his hand banging the rail as he came behind me.

      I reached the twentieth floor, and stopped.

      I´d forgotten something. The cash on the roof.

      I needed it more than the clothes. Aronson´s steps came steady and strong from above. No time to think. I carried on down the steps, listening all the while. At last, I made it to the entrance with the mail boxes and the guard´s back against the main door I had already snuck through. He turned and looked at me, and his eyes went wide and he shouted through the glass. Aronson was a floor or two above me. I was sandwiched.

      I turned the other way and saw the door to the parking lot. I ran to it, slammed through it and went down a further two flights.

      At the bottom, the underground area was dim and half full of cars. There at the side was the elevator.

      It had a finger print scanner.

      I scanned it. Waited while the sign said 2,1,L,S.

      S meant Sótono. Basement-Floor.

      The elevator went ding. Empty.

      I got in and slammed the highest number available and as the doors closed, I heard the guard shouting in Spanish, not at me, but just randomly. He´d missed the elevator sound.

      I got back to the top floor and headed out to the roof. It was dark now, and in the moonlight I found the cash untouched. I took it and stuffed it into the coat´s pocket.

      To be safe, I waited an hour there and tried looking over the edge of the tower but couldn´t make anything out in detail.

      After an hour, I returned to the stairwell, and taking great care past floor 68, made it to the bottom, and out of the door. The guard didn´t notice me. He was busy chatting to a girl in a suit.

      The three bins were destroyed but black and cold now. The plaza was deserted. I dropped my pace and walked like a real bum would walk, my pockets filled with cash and for the second time that day, a smile on my face.

      The walk back to Polo´s shack took an hour. It was cold, and the sky above still laid heavy above me. But still the rain had not come. I moved through the shrubs and cactus plants until I got to the bus station, and then the road above it.

      I got to Polo´s shack and found him asleep, the bottle of cheap liquor now almost empty and sitting aside his inert body. I prodded him.

      “Hey, Polo, wake up,” I said.

      Slowly, his face began to move. He was laying like a child, the leftover of his oversized jacket scrunched up in his grasp. As his face turned upward, his eyes were drunk, blood red and bleary. His skin looked paralyzed. I thought about how it would be to live nowhere, and have booze as your only companion.

      He rolled onto his back and absorbed my face a while, looking at the hat he had given me.

      “You,” he said, after a minute.

      “I wanted to say thank you. And to ask you if I can hide out here till morning. That ok?”

      Polo sat up, and spread his arms wide. “Does it look I have any ownership over this place?”

      His Spanish was eloquent, considering his intoxication levels.

      “Thank you,” and I sat down next to him, looking out toward the city.

      “You get done what you needed to get done?” he asked, twisting the plastic cap off the licor bottle, and swigging at what was left.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I guess that´s a stupid question really,” he said. “I guess you´d be dead if you hadn´t.”

      I looked at him, but then looked down. “It´s complicated.”

      He nodded and swigged more licor. His voice had gained momentum.

      “Is he dead?”

      “Who?”

      “The governor,” said Polo.

      I shook my head. “No, he isn´t.”

      “I knew it,” said Polo. “Goddam knew the cabrón weren´t dead. He´ll be back, I´m sure of it.”

      I admired Polo´s deduction skills.

      He offered me his licor but I declined.

      The clouds above Lujano formed a thick black roof, under which the slither of visible sky had turned a murky purple and the small, ancient colonial buildings cut their silhouette into it. There were plenty of street lights, glowing golden, as there always were in Mexico, but they didn´t illuminate anything. Instead, they marked out the main highways and thoroughfares of the city like thin grooves carved into the blackness, filled with honey.

      I sat with Polo in silence for almost two hours, slept a few more and then watched the space fill with light as the sun rose behind us. The ground under my ass was surprisingly cushiony. Polo had finished his licor and passed out again, this time slumped to his left. I sat there and thought my plan through again and again.

      Once the sun was up above the hill behind us I guessed it to be around 8am, because the shadows were stretched across the brown dirt, and because the sun was heating us up again. The heat in this part was glacial and relentless. It started hot, but grew hotter, relentless it would begin to cook, then broil, and then burn you. All over a period of five hours, and then, once at its zenith, scorch with all its merciless power for five hours straight.

      I got to my feet.

      I took out of my jacket pocket one of the wads of pesos and counted them. I needed a decent amount for bribes, to get to Esteban, but I separated 20,000 pesos, and tucked them into Polo´s pocket.

      I walked away without waking him up.

      I took my time as I walked. And as I did, I recalled the website page advertising the conference and read it in my mind.

      The start time. The layout of the venue had been displayed in a neat, and modern looking map of the building. The conference center was actually two buildings. Two giant squares sat opposed to each other as four sided diamonds. The plot was huge. At least ten times the size of the two buildings together.

      The center was mapped as being high. 3000 Mts above sea level in fact. More or less 500 meters higher than Lujano City center.

      It had been a pet project of a previous regime. That´s all I knew of it. I gathered it had been regarded as a success.

      I moved down the mental photograph I held in my mind. But there was nothing of use. Just promotional copy typed by someone who likely lived a thousand miles away, and had never even clamped eyes on the place. I put it out of mind. It didn´t matter really.

      For one, I was close.

      And second, I knew my way in was going to be right through the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The Centro de Congresos was indeed a fine building, or fine design to be precise. The two squares I had seen on the map were joined by a giant, glass and steel canopy, which created an awesome, shady space the size of three football pitches. The entire place was paved in gray stone. The buildings were a costly combination of enormous glass sheets, and steel girders.

      I observed them from a half kilometer away. I was at the top of the hill that both hosted the Centro de Congresos and gifted a view of the entire city of Lujano. But all the roads, and entrances into the center were on the other side. I ducked down under the cactus shrubs and moved forward until I came in through the undergrowth, at a kind of neck brace of fencing, housing the building. Two hours of trekking and I was here.

      The track was easier because the fence had entailed the shrub being cut away a little. It formed a track running alongside it. I followed it south and round to where the  entrances began.

      When I arrived to the slip road that eventually entered the site, I stopped.

      It was lane upon lane of standstill traffic, cars full of conference attendees, waiting in line to get in.

      No-one as much as blinked at me in Polo´s clothes.

      I scanned the lines for a truck and found a white Ford transit van, with Delicioso oh! written on the side, with the words, servicio de comida para eventos written underneath in neat sans font. I headed toward it, weaving through the traffic.

      Of course, it was likely I would get recognized, but civilians didn´t worry me too much. And by the time I got in, their calls of alarm would barely be registering. And I was sure Esteban would protect me, as long as I got to him.

      I walked through, making eye contact with no-one, and held the massive wad of cash tight in my right hand pocket. I walked steadily, business like, the van in my view. It was edging forward slowly, but I had plenty of time. We were still at least 20 meters from the checkpoint.

      I reached the van and walked straight to the driver´s window, which was already rolled down. The young man, who was dressed sloppily for a catering business, in a red t-shirt with some generic emblem printed on it, his hair gelled up into some sort of mohican, looked like a lower league footballer down on his luck. He jumped back when he saw me. But he was alone, which would help my bribing a great deal.

      “Eschucha,” I said.

      And then I spoke in Spanish. “Let me in your truck to get through, and you get this.”

      I pulled a wedge of cash from my pocket, around 120,000 pesos, and rested in on the window slot of the car. His face changed from shock to astonishment as he considered the lump of brown 500 notes, and then looked at me.

      “But you´ll never get in  the building,” he said, in Spanish. “They check the lot before we go into the loading area. They´ll find you. And I need this job.”

      I nodded. “Use this to get us in without the check,” I said, and handed him another, slightly smaller wad of the coffee-colored notes.

      I saw his face drifting away from the idea.

      “But that´s fine, if you don´t want the cash,” I said.

      He shook his head.

      “No, no. Está bien,” he said.

      “Get in.”

      I walked to the rear double doors and pulled the handle upward, a large click opened the door and I climbed in. It was refrigerated, and full of boxes of frozen produce. French fries, bread rolls, canapé shells. I shut the door, I walked through the food and climbed to the back where a small window connected the cabin with my part and knocked it.

      It opened and the young guy´s face appeared. “And the money?” he asked. And I threw the wad of cash to him. His face lit up and he opened up the central compartment of the cab and threw it in, after a little look at the notes.

      I owed my fortune to the blindness money inflicts upon us. He had barely given my face a look. After he saw that wedge, he saw nothing else.

      I settled down with my back to the cabin wall and waited. The truck started to move.

      The shudder of the truck told me we were stop-starting toward the security checkpoint. I slumped down behind the last boxes and the cold began to burn the parts of my face where the skin only stretched across the bones, and the knuckles too. I stayed still. The truck moved and stopped. Moved and stopped. Moved and stopped. And then I heard voices. The security guard talking to my bribed driver, although I could make out nothing. I heard the mumble and then steps outside, around the back of the van, and the door handle started to rattle.

      Maybe I should have waited to give the money at the end. It was too late now. I couldn´t get arrested now. Not now. Too damn early.

      A glowing crack  flooded the space with sunlight and kept still. No-one got up into the cab. No-one spoke. I waited. It was -3 degrees and my teeth were chattering, and I prayed it wasn´t as loud as it was in my head. From outside I heard the bustle of the other lanes of traffic. Horns honking with impatience.

      Finally, “está bien, pasale” and the doors shut again, and the truck started its engine. And we moved.

      Suddenly, the little window to the driver´s cab knocked, and I got up. It slid open and the young man shouted, in Spanish, “Stay down.”

      I thanked him, and waited. The truck´s engine stayed steady and only ebbed and revved as my ride took the turns and pauses necessary to get to the loading bay of the Centro. Eventually, I heard more voices, but the door didn´t open again until my friend opened it and gave me the all clear.

      I got up from my hiding place, chilled to the bone, walked to the doors and jumped down.

      We were in a dimly lit underground space. Just concrete pillars and dry concrete walls, about the size of two football pitches. It was dank and deserted, like the car park of an unpopular shopping mall. The supplier loading bay. There were doors every ten meters, and other vans dotted around with people delivering goods in and out of them. The light was sterile white. Economy bulbs bought in bulk and at extra industrial size.

      The kid looked at me in the light.

      “I know you,” he said.

      But I looked straight at him and shook my head, “No you don´t. Which door leads inside?”

      He looked at me with a suspicious glare, but I guess he remembered the six month´s salary I had paid him and span on his heel, hummed his thinking, and pointed at one door about fifty meters away.

      “That one leads to the backstage.”

      I thanked him, and walked away.

      From behind me, I heard him call again “I know you, man.”

      I turned quickly. “No you don´t,” and I turned and didn´t wait for his answer.

      I got to the door he had shown me and twisted the fake gold spherical handle and pushed it, and walked through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I found myself in a gloomy, backstage corridor, facing outward from the curve of the wall.

      The space was lit by eco-fluorescent tubes, and made dim for it. I could make out the thin, built-to-wear gray and terracotta-colored diamond patterned carpet. The walls were blank. The roof was uncovered industrial steel, hanging lights, and wiring. There was no sign of life. I took off Polo´s jacket and hat and left them piled on the side.

      I walked down the corridor. I had the time right. Esteban was here. He would be in plain sight.

      The backstage of the conference center, dingy and muggy, served me well. I met the first people within two minutes, two government type organizers, busy making work for themselves, walking side by side deep in discussion, looking at an iPad one of them held, leaning into each other. I passed them with ease. They barely offered a glance.  Next, a cleaning lady dressed in a plaid apron, solemn and quiet, wheeling along her cleaning trolley, full of chemicals, and mops. I kept on.

      Each time I found a door, I checked the handle quickly and firmly. But none were unlocked.

      I moved onward.

      As the corridor curved, the doors ran out so I walked a little quicker. Not too fast but enough not to be noticed and pick up the pace.

      And then, out of the gloom, came a group of about ten people. I went to the side to allow them to pass. They were young suited people, sharp and busy looking. Although I avoided their glances, I had to greet them, just to appear normal. The first few were too engaged in their own conversations to care about me, but the ones in the middle and at the back caught my gaze full on. A woman looked at me in the eyes, then her colleague, a guy in his late twenties, then another guy the same age. But nothing registered on the outer shell. They were about to pass when the last guy, an older guy, looked right at me, and I saw recognition register on his features. Confusion at first, then his mouth fell open. He raised his arm at me but he seemed lost for words.

      He mouthed the words.

      “Es él.”

      It´s him.

      I smiled and walked past, hoping my features hadn´t registered enough.

      But from behind me, came a shout.

      Some commotion. I kept walking, but fast, waiting for a door. Anything. I walked around the curved corridor and went into a jog. The shouts came from behind. I was made. I started to run, and the din went quieter behind me. Then the doors started again. I went to the first, locked.

      The second, the same.

      The voices behind me got more frantic. Collecting, trying to reach me. It was between them catching me and getting security, and me finding the main stage, with my target on it.

      Then I heard someone shout, “Stop him. Stop him,” in Spanish.

      I sped up to a run, trying every door that I came to. After the eighth I lost hope but kept trying, the shouting getting louder behind me all the time. Locked.

      Locked.

      Locked.

      Locked.

      And then, I got one. The handle was stiff, but I twisted it hard, and it opened.

      I fell into an empty office and I stood and gathered myself and shut the door, locked the button in the center of the handle and stayed still. The furniture inside the space was temporary and cheap. The desks and tables were full of papers, copies, and empty cups of coffee. The air smelt of old coffee too. There were mirrors on the walls and the walls were a matte black. Everything was painted black. There was another door at the other end, I ran to it and dived through.

      I came into a second office, this time double the size. Same black unfinished walls, same durable carpet under foot. I ran through the room and found three more doors. I grabbed the central one and went through. I came into a much larger space, and noise filled my ears. Noise from the stage. The conference was close. The space was black again but this time had a ceiling at least 30 meters high. There were scaffolding structures let aside and equipment and things scattered everywhere. I side stepped away from the door, and leant against the wall with my back and slumped to a squat. Then I waited.

      They say you need six minutes to see if you´re being followed. I don´t know why the number six, but it was a good gauge. I´d used it before. I first heard of the measurement in a paperback thriller, the name of which I could not recall. But it worked. Six minutes, and you were safe.

      I pictured the group who had made me, shocked, and discussing me. I imagined them arguing about what to do. I guess they would bring someone, a guard, the police. Someone. And I would be caught. The Governor´s kidnapper. I was made, well and truly. But it didn´t bother me now. I was close to the real Governor´s kidnapper. And he would protect me to protect himself.

      I waited, and counted to six minutes. Nothing. My fourth gamble approached me. Was it to be running on stage and doing this in front of thousands of people? Or waiting and trying to grab Esteban on the way out?

      I walked to the other end of the space, and found what I was looking for.

      There, the black walls created an illusion of solid structure. But it wasn´t solid. It was a giant crack that peered out to the back part of the main stage. There was a crowd of about 15 security guys peering through it. They were private security. All sturdy guys dressed in beige chinos, blue shirts and waistcoats, with two or three cell phones clipped into the belt. They were staring away from me, at the stage. And past them, at its center were two bright red couches, on one sat a handsome man dressed in a fine suit holding a big microphone, the glamorous interviewer flown in from Mexico City no doubt, and on the other sofa, a portly older man, in a gray suit. Balding on top, huge moustache above his lip. Thin, drooping intelligent eyes, brown skin. Matias Esteban sat with a microphone in his hands talking.

      I stepped to the side of the vantage point I had found, so that I could peer at the stage, but so that Esteban´s band of protectors could not see me. I listened to the voices a little.

      Esteban was speaking about the weak peso, and how that can be a good thing for Mexico. His voice was slow and thoughtful. What he was saying was eloquently put. It was thought through. He spoke in a controlled and restrained way, making every word count. It was a skill not many can profess to possess, but he did it with panache as the entire auditorium uttered nothing more than a hint of a sound and he held them captivated.

      I decided running on stage was foolish. I couldn´t risk getting taken down and leaving Eleanor´s fate to the unknown. I was sure he would speak with me, if I just got the chance. So I listened.

      It wasn´t my first conference experience. I had sat through endless presentations, speeches, and workshops, seminars and business themed getaways. It was part of my facade. I had to go to them. If I was the Director of a company at that given job, then I would often have to set the budget and even organize them. They were hell. But this? This was different. I had to admit it. Esteban spoke of the need for a new evolution of capitalism, where profits are married to social investment. It was compelling stuff, I supposed. His voice was that of the empathetic and experienced university professor, a wise old man who had done the suffering for us. And I battled to even comprehend him scheming the fake kidnap of a governor, or the spying on a competitor for that matter. There were things I didn´t know. But there were things I knew for sure. And Esteban just didn´t fit into any of my thinking. It didn´t work.

      I realized that he was beginning to wrap things up on stage. He concluded his thoughts, and began extolling Mexico´s virtues and future promise as a superpower. And then, the handsome presenter stood up and thanked Mr Esteban and didn´t need to ask for applause before the entire space was flooded with the noise of ferocious clapping.

      It was time.

      I walked backward and eased up to the group of minders, who waited patiently for their boss.

      One of them turned and looked in my vague direction, but quickly swung his neck back to the stage, where Mr Esteban was walking around the front of the sofa, still looking at the crowd, still waving and smiling. Then he turned to us, and I caught his eye.

      It was a millisecond. Not even that, but I could have sworn on my life that he recognized my face. The way his pupils swooped downward to his left straight after meeting mine. A self awareness in him, like he was seeing some uncanny childhood phantom. I stood and stared at him. But he, willingly or not, avoided my gaze and walked toward us and I realized how tall he actually was, at least 6 foot, maybe more. His gray suit was expensive and tailored to wrap around his gut perfectly. His shirt was salmon pink, and he wore no tie. His shoes were polished and buffed to a military shine and he walked like he talked. Elegant, and full to the brim with conviction.

      He was 10 meters away, then 5, then his men made their move. Like a horseshoe they surrounded him. In the middle, a young man in a slick, tight fitting suit placed his hand on Esteban´s shoulder and began talking to him rapidly. The bodyguards now formed a U around him and the gap was closing tight. I ran and ducked. I felt one of the guards swoop his arms around my head but miss. I pushed up as the guards pressed in, shocked by what was happening. I saw guns draw, and radios come out of holsters. In a some farcical synchronization, we squeezed into each other, a tight ball of bodies, and my face came right up against Esteban’s.

      His bird-like eyes lost their droop, his eyebrows stretched two inches above his eyelids.

      I said, “recognize me?”

      But he was speechless. And then I felt a stone-like smash on the back of my head and everything went black.
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      The carpeted floor underneath me vibrated and hummed. It was dark and there was almost no air to breath. I sucked it in, but the gag filtered it and made it taste like oil.

      There was a knot at the back of my head from my blindfold, and I lay in a fetal position, hog-tied.

      The car was driving fast. I lay still, and listened.

      It was an SUV. Not a truck. Not a cop car. A Suburban, or a TAHOE, or an Escalade. So they hadn´t killed me, yet. And they hadn´t turned me in, yet.

      But that wasn´t to say I was guest of honor either, with being hog-tied, gagged and in the back of a truck, and all.

      Someone coughed. It was loud, it made me jump and shudder in my ties. The SUV was a big hatchback, and the trunk was open to the back seats. That´s why there weren´t voices. They didn't want me knowing anything more than I had to. But the cough was loud; an unstoppable itch from the throat, probably resisted for as long as he could take. It sounded rasping, like his throat cut up when it came out. It also bounced off the interior walls quickly, but not as quickly as a small car. So this was definitely an SUV.

      The humming told me we were on good tarmac, which was good news, because a bumpy country track would end in shovels and holes and burying. So I was OK for now. Esteban needed me.

      I lay still, listening. But these guys were pros. I doubted I was in the same car as the big man, but I could have been. I couldn´t talk or see so it didn´t make a difference. The floor hummed away.

      After a half hour or so, the truck slowed and made a series of turns. My body shifted and banged into the trunk´s walls. Then I felt us elevate slightly, and then more aggressive circular turns. The noise of rubber on cement and a heavy engine bounced back from the walls. An underground car park.

      After eight turns, the truck came to a halt, and I shifted forward toward the driver end, and then back until we were parked.

      Four doors opened, and then steps sounded from outside. And at last, the trunk door screeched open in my ear and warm stale air hit me. I sucked it in like a water fountain.

      Big hands grabbed me at my shoulders and then at my legs. I felt myself lifted and placed on a hard shoulder.

      We walked for at least two minutes before I felt the air vacuum and then heard the sound of the elevator start. It travelled a short way and the door pinged, and the air got fresh.

      A larger space. It smelled of cut flowers, and the hint of expensive and perfumed furniture polish. My weight shifted as my carrier span me around and sat me down on a chair, and cut the hog-tie between my arms and legs. I let my body and aching limbs settle into my new position and waited. I heard steps walk away from me. The guys were silent. Deadly silent. They could have been robots. Then a whisper, and then the tie at the back of my head undid. The gag fell away and I stretched my mouth as open as possible.

      Then, a voice whispered in my ear,

      “Volteas y te mato, ¿entiendes?”

      Turn around and I kill you. Understood?

      I nodded.

      My blindfold fell away and light flooded my eyes. I didn´t turn back, but I heard two sets of footsteps retreat from where we had come and the door shut.

      It was a luxurious hotel suite, some sort of penthouse. The furniture was French, polished oak with curved table legs, spindly and delicate. The carpet under my dirty shoes was thick and a coffee cream color. The room was large, about 100 square meters, and sofas lined the edge, while huge windows lit the room, although the drapes and curtains blocked the view.

      There were coffee tables placed at intervals in front of the sofas, and oversized lamps stood proudly on each of them.

      The silence hummed and I waited for the man who owed me an answer.

      The entrance of the penthouse was as luxurious as the window side. There was a corridor which ran off out of sight, and the main door.

      I turned back and started to count. I measured each second with a Mississippi. I focused on the questions I would ask Esteban when he came.

      The sun was high, above the tip of the window now. Midday, or thereabouts. But the heat didn´t enter this space. The air con was a subtle, expensive system. I could not even see the vents.

      Silence.

      I got to half an hour in my head and nothing.

      The ties on my wrists and my ankles started to burn. My tendons and muscles ached. And my heart began to beat wildly.

      40 minutes had passed.

      My breathing was labored. It hurt. My heart moved out of sync with it. Beating, beating.

      Had I lost the gamble? Maybe I had. Maybe this was my execution.

      50 minutes. I counted. An hour.

      Nothing.

      I began to focus on what I could hear. After five minutes I picked up the hum of the air conditioning, and the tiny, subtle shifts in its rotors, and that was it. I let my hearing sink deep into the atmosphere and all the floors of this building, and only the humming stayed constant. I imagined the sound waves emanating from below me, all the way up until they met my frontal ear lobe, and then inside, registering in my brain. I felt dizzy from it, from worrying about Eleanor, about Jason too. And I realized I could also hear my heart beat.

      And out of the silence, a distant thud.

      And then a door opening.

      Esteban was here.
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      The door shattered the silence like thunder when it opened from behind me. I distinguished only one set of footsteps entering the room. And the door shut. I stared forward at the windows.

      And then, from my 6 o´clock, in perfect English with a thick Mexican accent. “Have you heard of the Sons of No One?”

      The steps came up to my back and then around into my view. Esteban was still dressed in the gray suit, and his 70 years betrayed him up close. His face was rotund, and a large double chin framed his jaw. His moustache was bulbous and walrus like. His eyes were tiny, black and devoid of shine. Devoid of empathy.

      He stepped in front of me, placed his hands in his pockets and stood still.

      “Of course the name is just a gang thing. They are sons of someone,” he said.

      I stayed staring at him. Inside, I was trying to consolidate my questions. He was putting me off with his presence. He walked around in a circle and came to a stop in the same pose. A strange quirk. Restless, full of energy.

      His face was unequivocal, unmoving, unemotional. Like a stern mentor turned tyrant. Out of touch with his early teachings and impatient.

      “You left a seed in Guatemala,” said Esteban. “Not a baby, but a seed of hate. And Guatemala is fertile ground for hateful lost souls.”

      “We didn´t leave him,” I said. “We didn´t bloody LEAVE him.”

      “However you look at it is irrelevant, Mr Dyce,” said Esteban.

      And he walked back away from me and took a seat on one of the sofas.

      “The Sons of No One cartel take them when they are barely breathing the air of this world. The parents have no idea that someone is watching, waiting for the chance. Then, a cheap bribe to the maternity ward and pow! A Son is born.”

      I stayed still.

      “The cartel have madres - decent women who dedicate their lives to bringing up these infants, with one sole purpose.”

      He paused, waiting for my question. I denied it to him.

      “The babies grow up to serve the cartel. With all their heart and all their loyalty,” said Esteban. “They grow up to be vicious and dedicated and totally unquestioning servants. Gone are the days of recruiting teenagers by giving them trucks and drugs to sell. Now, the cartel have a constant flow of soldiers.”

      I kept it inside. But the rage boiled in my chest. The 22 years of pain we had suffered since Guatemala, the wondering what had happened to him after that dreadful day. And to hear this, it was a violation all over again. The pain returned, the panic in my chest returned. But I remained quiet and just looked at Esteban on the sofa.

      “They become attached to their guardians, the madres. They are very much their madres in a very real sense, bathing them, keeping them warm, fed. The cartel hides them in villages where no-one would question the origin of the newborn. They integrate into that society, until the day comes.”

      “What day?”

      “Their pledge,” he said. “To kill their biological parents. Your boy was different. They couldn´t find you or your wife because you´d left Guatemala, and so the cartel forced him to kill his madre.”

      My back ached from the ties, but the pain was nothing to me. “Jesus,” I said.

      Esteban nodded. “Yes. It left him just a little angry. Angry at you. And at his real mother. For abandoning him, for making him kill his madre.”

      “Tell me his name,” I said.

      “Don´t get ahead of yourself,” said Esteban. “I haven´t finished. I was alerted to his existence a few months after he murdered the Doña Morales, his madre. One of the cartel who knew about my connection with them called my people and told us he had foreign parents, and that you still lived and worked here in Mexico. It was quite the serendipity.”

      He smiled and his face stretched with genuine feeling of happiness, of contentment at his own cleverness. “And it turned out rather useful.”

      “Except you don´t have the Governor anymore. And I know where he is,” I said.

      Esteban held his gaze and the smile evaporated. “Tell me where Governor Augusta is.”

      I nodded in the most measured way I could muster, ignoring the electricity crackling under my skin. “I´ll take you to him. He is with a group that work for Mr Reynolds. I suppose you´ve heard of him.”

      Esteban puckered his lips and kind of hissed. “He got to you first, that´s all. They have no business here.” And he stood and began walking in circles once more.

      “I love my country, Mr Dyce,” said Esteban. “We have had enough reliance on foreign overlords. We are ready and fit enough to look after ourselves. With the right leader, we can do amazing things.”

      “A leader like Pep?” I asked.

      Esteban stopped walking. “He would make an excellent president, yes. Tell me where he is.”

      “I need things.”

      “Mr Dyce, you are not in the position to make requests. I push you out of this building and you´ll be arrested before you can utter a peep. No-one will believe you. No-one will buy your story. It´s over.”

      “Where is my wife?”

      “Your wife?” Esteban frowned, and then a smile crept across his face.

      “I´m afraid you´ve made a large mistake.”

      There are four or something stages of shock. I couldn´t remember them all but I was pretty sure it included denial, acceptance, and grief. I didn´t bother feigning any of them though, there wasn´t any point. It was the answer I had expected, actually hoped for in a sense, not that it made Eleanor any safer but it confirmed my hunch.

      Jason had Eleanor.

      And Esteban and Jason and Mr Reynolds needed me.

      Pep, Esteban, Reynolds, Jason and me. Somehow, some way, I had to choose between them. I had to choose the greater good. Whatever it took to save Eleanor, and warn her of the danger of our son.

      “I´ll take you to Pep,” I said.

      “There´s one more thing,” said Esteban, who took his cell phone from his pocket and swiped and typed a message and then looked back at me.

      “I think it´s time you met.”

      It happened too quickly to allow my body to react. The door to Esteban´s left, a different one to the main door, opened and through came one of Esteban´s men from the conference in his chinos and flak jacket. He came into the room first, slowly. He was pulling something.

      On a chain.

      The thick links slumped down to the floor and dragged into the room. They rose up to something, whatever it was pulling. Then a booted foot followed. I struggled in my ties but it was no use. Esteban´s man pulled one last time, and into the room stepped a young man, tied at the wrists, gagged and looped around his neck a large metal, medieval looking necklace which attached to the chain. He looked like a fighting dog. He was tall, his caucasian skin burned from years of sun to a dark clay color. His face was dirty and his beard and cropped hair matted with grime. He wore a filthy white t-shirt and jeans. His blue eyes locked onto mine.

      I was looking at my son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your son´s name is Jairo Morales, Deputy Chief of the Southern Border Plaza for the Sons of No One Cartel.”

      Esteban stood aside from my son who didn´t move a budge.

      I went to stand, forgetting the ties, and as I did so my shoulders ripped backwards against the strain.

      “Let me.”

      My son stood still, chained like an animal and observed me with a scorn in his blue eyes. The muscles in my face quivered as I held back my tears. I had never seen something so pitiful and tragic. The human life I had failed to save 22 years ago now here to remind me of it. The years I had not been with him, taught him about life, held his hand in the dark, read him stories, played football. All of it wasted, and the suffering we had all received. Eleanor would be destroyed seeing this. I wanted him to kill me. I wanted him to plug a dagger deep into my chest so I could hold his head to my face and tell him I loved him. That I was sorry.

      There was a knock at the door, and another large man in chinos and a blue vest white shirt - one of the private security guys at the conference center -  entered. He nodded at Esteban.

      “Listo, señor,” he said.

      Esteban nodded back. “Perfecto.”

      I snapped out of my trance. Eleanor was still in danger. I couldn´t give up now.

      “Carlitos here will take you in the chopper Mr Dyce. We will stop the chopper a kilometer away from Reynolds´ people, and give you an hour. If you don´t return with Pep at your side after that, we use force. Understood?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You´re coming?”

      “You better believe it,” said Esteban and he walked to me and undid the ties at my wrists and my legs. I could move again and blood washed into the tendons in my arms.

      I stood up. We were almost the same height, and I looked at him in the eyes. Esteban had betrayed me. A man he didn´t even know. He had used one man´s terrible misfortune against him, for his own selfish gains. And what about all of us? The cartel must have taken hundreds of children like Jairo. I had to make sure that whatever greater good I chose in the end, Esteban would fall on the wrong side of it.

      His man, Carlitos said, “come with me to the roof.”

      

      Up on the roof, a huge green Bell helicopter awaited us, rotors already spinning. The noise was immense, and the wind hit us like a wall. I saw we were still in Lujano. Some sort of hotel tower, but I didn´t recognize the immediate vicinity. There were other security personnel standing around, waiting for us. They were armed to the teeth. Each had a semi-automatic rifle in their hand and at least two bloc pistols around their waists. They all wore cyclist-style shades with reflective skins, and looked grim and serious as we approached.

      Carlitos waved his hand in a sort of coded circular spin, and the guys jumped up into the helicopter, and I saw the pilot nod to him.

      We approached and climbed up into the cabin. Jairo was pulled by force, banging his knees on the rim on the way while Esteban was aided like an old señora.

      The luxury of the interior surprised me. The seats were beige and leather and wide. They looked comfortable and of a high quality, like a German car. Carlitos got in and sat down next to one of his men. I sat on the opposite bench. They all put headphones and mics on, and I got just noise reducing headphones. I put them on and looked at Jairo. His face was turned the other way. I thought of Eleanor.

      Carlitos handed my a small color printed map, and a red marker pen.

      I looked at it and found the highway that led from Lujano out of town. I followed it with my finger until I got the industrial park where Polysol was located. Then, I traced our escape route where Kyle and Jason´s team had picked us up.

      I eventually found the route we had taken to the first hiding place, close to where Salvatierra had been killed.

      From there, I traced Kyle´s and my journey through the small town to the North and there nestled in the hills, Pozos. I circled it like a target and handed the map back to Carlitos.

      He took it and passed it to the pilot, who looked at it alongside a tablet computer, nodded, began flicking switches and pressing buttons, and the chopper lurched forward and rose. Everyone grabbed their arm rest as we hovered for a minute, and then, gradual and slow, we rose up high above the building, and moved forward.

      Esteban´s men would give me an hour. I had not considered this as a gamble. I had been obsessed by the four I had already taken, and won. But this was a gamble too.

      That Jason and his team were still at Pozos.

      That Pep was with them.

      And that they would let me speak to Eleanor.

      As for my decisions, I had to choose who would fall. Esteban for sure. Jason too. Pep? Maybe. Reynolds? Me?

      That sacrifice was necessary now.

      A lot of bad and little good.

      The chopper´s rotors deafened and thumped at my ears, despite the ear protectors, but the ride was smooth. We had already circled around the city and now travelled north. The city was a kind of L shape of gray indiscriminate buildings, surrounded by green hills and mountains.

      After about twenty minutes the chopper began to descend. Before long, we hovered over the middle green hills as he found a flat spot on which to let us disembark.

      This time, he killed the rotors and suddenly everything was silent.

      Everyone took off their headsets, and jumped down and I followed suit. Carlitos turned to me,

      “Pozos is one kilometer that way,” and pointed toward one of the hills. “You got an hour, ok?”

      I looked at my son. He stared downwards. I didn’t want to leave him again. But I needed Eleanor.

      I nodded and set off. I didn´t need to waste any more time.

      The going was rough at first, and I even had to climb a couple of small slopes.

      I was approaching Pozos from the West this time, and after a while, I saw the small dilapidated buildings of the ghost town.

      I slowed down. It was important to not make them jump, but I also wanted to make sure they didn´t run with Pep.

      I got to the closest building and then moved in short bursts from wall to wall. At last, the tourist cabin came into my view. And my heart soared to see the two Tundra trucks parked outside.

      I still went with care. Building to building, corner to corner until I got to the cabin.

      I walked to the back part and found the side window, climbed up on an old medium sized barrel and looked through.

      There were two people sitting on chairs, tied up and gagged. One was Pep, looking stressed again, in the same clothes we had left Polysol in.

      The other person I hadn´t seen in what felt like a long time.

      Eleanor.
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      Eleanor´s mouth was covered and her hands were tied together but sat on her lap. Her legs were tied to each leg of the chair. She was wearing weekend clothes, jeans and a t-shirt. Her hair was neat, but I could tell she´d been pushed around a bit. There were small dark bruises on her arms and neck. My heart leapt into my throat as the gravitas of what I had caused hit me. I stepped off the barrel, put my back to the wall of the cabin and sank down.

      The sky, still a patchwork quilt of thick and dark cloud, finally broke. The rain drops hit the dry dirt ground like a violent chemical reaction, and the stench of sun baked vegetation rose up into the air. I got up, and the droplets slammed into my shirt making inch wide circumferences.

      I walked around the cabin, opened the front door and walked in.

      At first, Jason, Hernandez, Kyle and Bayer all drew their guns on me, and luckily for their training, didn´t pull the trigger.

      It was hard to tell whose eyes were more shocked to see me between Eleanor and Pep.

      Eleanor´s eyebrows were so stretched upward, the whites of her eyes made perfect rings around the blue centers.

      “Get her out of here now!” said Jason,  “And him too!”

      Bayer and Hernandez grabbed Eleanor by her underarms and carried her with the seat still tied to her to the back part of the cabin. Pep fought a little but eventually let them do the same with him.

      I looked at Jason, and he looked at me. His eyes said sorry but his expression grew tight as he gathered himself.

      “You screwed up,” he said. “But you´re in time. And I don´t even want to know where you´ve been or what you´ve done, because it doesn´t matter shit.”

      I counted the time back to where I had left Esteban´s men. I reckoned twenty minutes had passed already.

      Forty to go.

      “You´ve seen her now and I´m guessing from your lack of shock, you figured it out,” said Jason. “So let´s not waste time with the dancing. We need you to confess to Pep´s kidnapping, on a live stream to the New York Times.”

      Jason´s face had an alien downturned look to it, tilted sideways at a tiny angle, mouth screwed up.

      “What do I get in return?”

      “Eleanor.”

      I nodded.

      “I´ll do it,” I said, “but I need to see my wife.”

      Jason peered over to where Bayer was setting up a small standalone mic with the laptops. He turned back to me.

      “Ok,” he said. “You get five minutes Then you´re on. It´ll be live, and you even think of changing the game plan, the connection gets cut and we shoot Eleanor in the head.”

      It was good enough. He turned and started walking me to towards the back room where Eleanor had gone. I counted up the minutes in my head. I had thirty tops.

      Jason opened the door, and Kyle got up. The room was dark and dank, and apart from the crappy one person bed, Eleanor sat alone tied to the chair.

      “Untie her,” said Jason. And Kyle did.

      Eleanor looked at me with astonishment in her face. Fear, and confusion flushed her features. It was the most heartbreaking thing I had ever seen. The damage done.

      “Let´s go, you got five minutes,” said Jason, and Kyle followed him out of the room and shut the door.

      I turned to my wife and ran to her and we embraced. My arms stretched so far around her I almost touched my own shoulders. She started to shudder in tears I felt myself teetering on the edge too, but then she pushed me hard and landed a ferocious slap to my face.

      “Screw you, Scotty,” she said.

      “We don´t have much time,” I said. “And I know what damage has been done cannot be repaired. I know that. But our son,” and I had to stop. The muscles in the jaw that are connected to the chemical energy that comes from your brain when you cry  jolted into an uncontrollable pain, but I held it.

      “Our son.”

      Eleanor looked at me, and worded why? from her red stained and tear streaked face.

      “Our son is alive,” I said, finally.

      Her face lightened, and then transfigured with terrible shock.

      The son she never knew.

      “I´m going to get you out of here, El, but you have to be careful.”

      She started to cry. I went to comfort her, but she pushed me away.

      “Listen to me. I´ll tell you everything. I was going to, but this happened and I, I´m sorry they got you. I never meant for this. We don´t have enough time.”

      Her eyes were bloodshot and around her eyes had gone gray from lack of sleep. I had kept the truth about Mr Reynolds from her to protect her, I had thought, and all the time the truth had been her cure. I had deprived her of it, and it had nearly killed her to find out her son lived, and hadn´t died.

      “Our son was taken by a cartel, and he was brought up by them. He turned into one of them. And pledged to murder us. It was all Esteban.”

      “Who´s Esteban?” she asked.

      “Matias Esteban. The Matias Esteban,” I said.

      Her face registered surprise, for about 2 seconds. I supposed it made so much sense, like it had to me, the fact a rich guy had illegal endeavors hardly shocked.

      “What is going on, Scott?”

      “I don’t know everything yet.”

      Eleanor´s head slumped downwards. I continued,

      “There´s too much to tell you now in such short time. But the most important thing is that our son is still alive. And he´s close by.”

      Eleanor lifted her head. “What?”

      I shushed her.

      “Help is coming,” I said. “Keep your head down, and we´ll get out of this.”

      Eleanor was crying, fresh tears ran down her cheeks like a leak had broken. .

      “I´m sorry.”

      Eleanor looked up at me, “Why didn´t you tell me?”

      I shook my head. “The lie got too big. The work became dangerous. They threatened me.  They threatened you. But that´s no excuse.”

      “You´re damned straight,” she said, and she stood tall and faced me.

      “You lied too,” I said.

      I had never seen anger like it. Her face trembled, her facial muscles bunched up like strings in knots, and she went for me. I jumped back to avoid her hand but lowered my shoulder and clasped her around her waist and held her.

      “Eleanor, I´m sorry, I should have told you. But they threatened your life, through our son.”

      She slumped against me.

      “All these years, Scott. He never knew.”

      Behind us, the door opened and Jason came in and put his hand on my shoulder. I brushed it off and turned to him, “Don´t touch me, asshole.”

      “Time´s up.”

      And he pulled me out. As we walked back into the room, I turned back and saw Eleanor knelt on the floor framed by the old wooden door. My entire being filled with sorrow.

      Then the door shut and Kyle stood in front of it.

      I turned back to the room. On the desk, the same laptops sat whirring away, and a video camcorder on a tripod had been set up. Pep was tied up facing it, and there was an empty chair for me.

      I ran a count in my head. I figured only five minutes remained before Esteban’s men charged Pozos.

      I sat down and looked at the camera. Jason was behind it, and with him sat Bayer, Hernandez and Aronson watching. Jason was on the phone and was speaking in English with what I guessed must have been the New York Times contact. Such was the nature of news these days. No printing press dictating the release of information, but live streams, tweets and videos shot on cell phones.

      Jason looked at me, still holding the phone, “Yeah, he´s ready.”

      And he signed off and looked at me.

      “You know what to do, Scott. One wrong move and Kyle has her orders to shoot Eleanor. Now, you say we caught you. Mexican investigators are what we are. You don´t mention any other names, understood?”

      I nodded.

      The little green webcam light came on and I looked into it.

      “Who are you?” asked Jason.

      “My name is Scott Timothy Dyce. I am a British national and have been working as a corporate spy in Mexico and parts of Latin America.”

      “Did you kidnap Governor Jose Luis Augusto?”

      “Yes. Under the strict orders of Matias Esteban, my employer.”

      I let it hang there for a bit. It had weight when I said it aloud.

      Jason nodded.

      “Who is holding you now?”

      “A team of Mexican investigators. We have been treated well. I am handing Governor Jose over to the officials shortly.”

      “Then what is the purpose of this confession?”

      “To expose Matias Esteban for what he is. I was ordered to pick up a package some days ago, and the package turned out to be the Governor. I plan on releasing the governor today for the Mexican authorities to take him into safety, and turn myself in. I ask to be extradited and to be treated fairly taking into consideration the fact that I was forced to do this, and that I am releasing the Governor as stated.”

      Bayer and Hernandez then came from the back room, dragging Pep by his arms, and brought him in front of the camera. Pep looked dazed, but awake and alert enough to make eye contact with the lens.

      Jason nodded, and the video clicked off. He dialed a number and held the phone to his ear. I could hear the excitement in the voice on the other line.

      “That good for you then?” Jason said into the phone, and smiled. He hung up and looked at us. I looked at Pep, whose face had slumped into a deep catharsis.

      “Well done, Scott, not so—

      But Jason´s voice was cut off by a large explosion. We all dived down to the floor except Pep, who screamed through his gag and wriggled in his chair.

      I did the count in my head.

      Esteban´s team were right on time.
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      I scrambled toward the door where Kyle guarded Eleanor.

      BOOM.

      Another explosion, and one of the corners of the cabin evaporated into smoke and dust, leaving a massive gaping hole.

      I struggled to fathom them using RPGs, a bit extreme to say the least. But then Esteban had said he didn´t take risks.

      Everyone was on the floor except Pep.

      Eleanor was behind me in the room. I turned back toward it and started crawling again.

      “Stop there, Scott,” said Jason´s voice over the chaos.

      I turned and he had his pistol aimed at me from a lying position.

      “Untie the Governor instead,” he said.

      “I did what you asked,” I said over the din, “let me get her out of here.”

      But Jason had turned back and was busy firing shots off out of the hole in the cabin wall by now but still shouted back to me, “I ain´t stupid Scott. You led Esteban here.”

      The noise trebled, and I ducked down as Bayer, Hernandez, Aronson and Kyle joined in by running to the edge of the hole in the cabin wall and draw fire toward Esteban´s men outside.

      Backed up, Jason rolled over to reload, and looked at me while he did.

      “That video went live already man. It´s too late for you. But I need you to untie the governor. Now.”

      I scrambled back toward the terrified Pep and got to his hands. They were tied with plastic ties and were cutting his skin. I moved to the next table to look for something sharp.

      Bullets started hitting the inside of the cabin. A tornado of them. Everything dulled out to the cascade of metal hitting metal and wood. I dived down again. We all dived down. Pep was screaming muffled cries at me. I worked along to the next table and looked up at it.

      I looked back at the scene. Eleanor´s door was clean, no bullet holes. The team were in full battle mode now. But Jason had his satellite phone out.

      Bayer was now working on the opposite side, near Eleanor´s door, seeing to make an exit. He was cutting through the thin plaster and wooden frame.

      Jason was talking to someone on the phone. I couldn´t hear what he was saying.

      More bullets rained into us like hailstones. They produced shards of wood, and metal that bounced up from the floor. I abandoned Pep and went for Eleanor.

      But I was blocked. The heavy carcass of Aronson fell into my way. The top half of his head was gone, leaving only half a mouth curled up in a grimace. Blood oozed out of his neck. I retched, got to my knees and crawled around him toward Eleanor´s door.

      The cabin now was in bits. Parts of wood panelling, plasterboard and shrapnel sprinkled over my head, and the floor around me. Total destruction. I crawled behind some of the tables on my way to Eleanor. I begged that she was down, on the floor. The wall separating us was completely peppered.

      Then I heard a thud, and looked behind me. Hernandez had been shot and flew back to the floor like luggage being thrown on to the conveyor belt at an airport, his hand still holding his pistol flying wildly to the side as he dropped.

      Jason was now at the edge of the hole in the wall, shouting at Kyle across the opening. I couldn´t hear what he said but I saw him raise his gun at Pep, pull the trigger and Pep´s head burst open at the back, spraying the wall behind him with crimson.

      Then, from behind us, Bayer shouted that he´d got through, and next to him was a new hole, lower down, that he´d cut with a metal saw. Jason and Kyle went for it, following Bayer through.

      I ran to Eleanor´s room and slammed into the door with everything I had, shoulder first. The lock splintered into dust and I entered. The room was covered in bullet holes, but there, under the bed was Eleanor´s foot. And it was moving.

      I didn´t ask, I just grabbed her shoe at the ankle and pulled her out like she was a child hiding from an angry parent. As she appeared from under the bed, I held her upper back and tried to hug her, but she pushed me away, her face filled with a terror like I´d never seen before, not even since we were kids. She held my arm, not in any way to get comfort, but pure, cold necessity. Her body was stiff with fear and my arm seemed to anchor her.

      The battle had changed to outside. We heard the gunshots blasting but filtered by two walls. So we headed out into the main cabin. The floor was a sea of broken shards of wood, parts of the metal cabin walls, and things from the tables, cables, laptops smashed into bits, and chairs thrown over. The large hole lay in the center and the smaller one Bayer had opened to its left.

      Suddenly something smacked my lower back and I went down. Eleanor was on top of me. She´d pushed me. And just in time as a cacophony of machine gun rounds started to tear what was left of the cabin to shreds. We stayed down with our arms over our heads.

      After what seemed like a quantum age, where time and bullets coiled around each other in some micro-dance, the shots petered out and stopped and we heard them outside. We crawled to the opening and peered out.

      To the right, Jason and Kyle were propped behind one of Pozo´s low derelict walls, firing. Bayer´s body lay beside them in a pool of blood.

      To the left, I could see two of Esteban´s men, and three corpses laid out.

      Two against two.

      “Let´s go,” I said, and I held Eleanor back and we side stepped to the edge of the cabin and sprinted to one of the trucks.

      I held Eleanor´s shoulder down, so she crouched, and I grabbed the passenger door. I checked inside but no keys.

      We turned back to the gunfight. Things were just reaching its peak of intensity with all four guns firing back and forth when a deep and powerful voice shouted over it all,

      “¡Basta!”

      Everyone stopped.

      The noise vanished as quickly as it had started.

      There, walking slowly around the cabin was Esteban, struggling, being held by our son, Jairo.

      “Basta,” he said again.

      He had a pistol pointing at the old man´s head.

      I breathed out, suddenly aware that I´d been holding it for minutes and I didn´t notice Eleanor move at first, out from behind the car, until it was too late. She walked across the battlefield, straight for Esteban, and her son.

      No-one moved. No-one spoke. Everyone´s eyes were on Eleanor as she strode. I walked out too.

      She reached Jairo and grabbed the gun from him and held it tight against Esteban´s temple and looked back at me.

      “Is this the man who took our son?”

      Everyone looked back at me.

      I kept my eyes on Eleanor. She was shaking, red in the face, teeth gritted.

      “Is he responsible?” she shouted.

      I knew she´d do it. I had no doubt at all.

      So I nodded.

      “Yes.”

      Esteban went to turn to her, to reason with her but she pulled the trigger and the back of his cranium exploded and the old man slumped to his knees and hit the dirt.

      I heard Jason shout. It sounded like a cheer.

      He was aiming his gun. At Jairo and Eleanor.

      “No!”

      Jairo had seen it. He jumped at Eleanor and tackled her to the floor on top of Esteban´s corpse. Jason fired, and Jairo´s arm got hit.

      Esteban´s men were down to one but he fired with gusto at Kyle and Jason.

      Kyle kept firing at the last man standing. He was screwed. If he ran for it, they´d take him down, no doubt.

      If he stayed, his ammo would run out before theirs.

      But he did something very clever.

      At first, I thought he´d been shot. He flew backwards letting his arms shoot upwards, gun in hand and he hit the ground like a stone.

      And Kyle ceased fire.

      Jason whooped again and with urgency, started looking to aim again, at me this time. He got up from behind the small wall, and walked out of it.

      I didn´t see the other guy´s play. Nor did Jason. Nor did Kyle. I only saw Jason´s chest explode.

      Jason´s body swayed in static, and then slumped to the floor, face first.

      Esteban´s guy had feigned it. But now Kyle´s shots finished the job and he was dead before Jason´s body had settled in the dust.

      The echo of the shots reverberated into nothingness, and a deathly silence fell over the hills, swooping in with the soft wind through and between the ghost town´s ruins.

      Jairo had gotten up, and was holding Eleanor tightly. He was whispering something in her ear and she was emotionally destroyed, her face quaking with tears.

      Then, he turned, looked at me with a glance and ran. Kyle didn´t shoot. She was sat on the floor, recuperating.

      Jairo disappeared over the hill without looking back again. And just as fast as he´d come back into our lives, he´d gone again.

      I ran to Eleanor and held her.

      “You saved my life.”

      She hugged me. And I held her. I held her like I had not done for many years. I held her like young lovers hold each other, like the world was done, and was burning up.

      I heard Kyle coming and I put up my hands.

      “Please,” I said. “ Just take her.”

      Kyle said nothing but kept walking toward us.

      “Please,” I said again, and Eleanor and I came out of our embrace.

      “Leave me,” I said.

      But Kyle seemed more interested in Eleanor. She was holding Jason´s satellite phone. She punched in a number while Eleanor and I stared at her, at a loss for words.

      Kyle held the sat phone to her ear.

      “It´s screwed,” she said, into the phone. “But Dyce and his wife are still alive. The son got away. Everyone else is dead.”

      A long pause. We could hear the tin voice of Reynolds from the other end, giving instructions.

      “Just Dyce and his wife,” said Kyle.

      We waited. For our execution. Or for our savior.

      “Okay,” said Kyle and the phone dropped to her side. Then she addressed us, “I´ll take her. But not you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Clean the prints on the pistol she used and cover it with yours,” said Kyle.

      From a distance, we heard the sirens coming.

      “Quickly,” said Kyle, handing the phone to me, “Mr Reynolds wants to speak with you.”

      I didn´t know what to say. I just stared at Kyle.

      “Take the damn phone,” she said. “We don´t have long.”

      I took it and held it to my ear. The strange tinny voice came on.

      “Mr Dyce. You´ve done me a favor,” said Mr Reynolds. “And I´ll pay it back to you. Hold tight, and I´ll get you out of jail. Give it four weeks.”

      I didn´t say anything.

      “Your wife is safe with Kyle,” said the voice of Reynolds. “But you´ll have to earn the right to see her again. You work for me now.”

      I looked at Eleanor. I didn´t deserve her. And she was saved. And I had to trust Kyle.

      “Okay,” I said. “ Thank you.”

      And the line went dead.

      Kyle grabbed the phone, and Eleanor by the arm and they got into the truck, started the engine and drove off.

      I watched them leave Pozos, and I went for the pistol Eleanor had used to kill Esteban but realized Jairo must have taken it. I sat back from my kneeling position and waited.

      I was exhausted. There was no use in running. I listened to the cops getting closer.

      Jairo was free. Eleanor not so much.

      I couldn´t move.
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      After 21 long days in jail, Reynold´s call came as he had promised.

      The prison yard was the worst place. I dreaded it every day. Gang bangers, cartel leaders, druggies. It was hopeless. I knew I wouldn´t last much longer. It had already been three weeks. It was mentally torturing me. I guessed it was Reynolds keeping my hind safe. Had to be. But I was beginning to give up.

      Until the call came.

      “Llamada para Dyce,” shouted the guard´s voice.

      I´ll never forget it. The shout coming through the sticky heat, and hope with it. I walked around the weights, the tattooed gang, the one with the letter X painted on their arms. Passed the Honduras crew. All staring me down. All obeying orders from someone not to touch me.

      I got into the shade of the prison building. It was quiet at break time.

      The federal guard grabbed my arm and led me down the corridor, away from the light, to the old black phone hanging on the wall. The receiver was hanging on its chord, swaying in the breeze.

      “Llamada,” he said again.

      I thanked the guard with a nod and picked up the phone, and Reynold´s voice box generated voice came into my ear.

      “It´s time Mr Dyce,” it said. “It´s time.”

      END
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      Jairo Morales—the wanted man, the murderer, the son—had made it to the Sierra Madre, 600 miles south of Lujano, after five weeks of heavy trekking. Of all the garments he had on, his boots had held up best. Steel-capped with a centimeter of industrial rubber on top, and the thick leather had resisted what the route had thrown at it.

      The boots had kept him alive.

      His clothes constituted unrecognizable tatters. His beard hung to nipple level. He was starving.

      Not dying-starving; Oaxaca offered a free pass to food. But fruit and the odd taco begged from a village puesto did not support his daily exertions. His muscles were tearing and splintering and yearning for protein every minute of his walking day. Nine hours and he achieved only thirty kilometers. Well-fed, his pace would easily hit fifty. The going was slow. And fixing his wound had set him back a week.

      But in the Sierra he found hope. Here lived many of his kind. Many who would know of him, of his cartel, and help him. He was close.

      He lay on the thick, damp ferns that grew over the solid soil walls marking the track he was following. At his feet was the jungle. Deep, dark-green. The sound of insects buzzing, scratching and scraping made for a loaded silence. A din. A bubble holding him trapped. The temperature was hitting its daily peak, and this was when Jairo stopped to rest and think.

      His first option was to find a fellow soldier of the cartel.

      His second option was less desirable.

      Jairo didn’t want to make contact with her again. Not yet. He had promised himself he would do it in extreme circumstances only, ignoring the fact that circumstances had gone pretty far past extreme a long while back.

      He closed his eyes and as his options rolled around in his mind, he fell asleep.

      

      He awoke to the din. Suddenly loud and then fading into nothing, disregarded by the subconscious as useless noise.

      Staggering up, he felt hungrier than he had been for a while. He lifted his head and looked into the trees. A soft sea of rotting vegetation and thick green canopy. He shook the last of the sleepiness out of his head and started walking.

      Like every other day.

      

      He might have missed the village if he had altered his course by no more than fifty meters. He barely believed it was a coincidence he’d found it. It was not the village that he saw first, though, it was the boy.

      Through the undergrowth, Jairo caught a flash of movement. Bright red. He crouched and made his way slowly through the ferns. He controlled his breathing as his mind and muscles regressed into battle mode. He was poised to jump, if necessary, and walked like that, crouched on his heels.

      He moved past a thick trunk covered in weeds and saw what he was looking for.

      Twenty meters back from the track was a young boy, maybe eleven years old, in an old and worn Manchester United shirt. He was hiding something with big leaves and pieces of wood.

      Jairo stayed still and watched the boy as he finished the task. The boy took care to cover two wooden poles with big flat leaves, before he took a look around and then stepped over the poles. It was then that Jairo realized there was a deep but narrow valley below. The boy had been covering the holding posts of a long bridge that crossed the canyon. The rest of the bridge was almost invisible, so moldy and green were its ropes and supporting slats. It looked like the boy was floating as he ran across it to the other side.

      Jairo waited for an hour after the boy disappeared on the opposite bank. He had to be sure no one was watching. He knew the culture here in the sierra. The rule of law in mountainous Oaxaca wasn’t so much “guilty until found innocent” as “you set foot on our land, we shoot you.”

      After the hour had passed, Jairo approached the posts, climbed over the dried vegetation the boy had left there and starting walking across.

      At the halfway point he thought he’d made it. There was no sign of anybody, not a soul. The sierra hummed as it always does, but Jairo could make out no human sound whatsoever. There was no one.

      And then, all of a sudden, there was.

      From the top of the bank in front of him came ten pointed shards of metal, tilting over and down to face him, followed by ten human faces, each attached to lean bodies, with arms holding their rifle with intent to shoot. Jairo froze and raised his hands.

      The ten people made no noise and held their aim with a rigidity that told Jairo they were serious.

      The sun scorched his skin now he stood out from under the green canopy of the jungle, and exhaustion hit him. He didn’t look back. He knew he’d walked at least fifty meters and they would shoot him down after two steps. So he shouted at them.

      “Tranquilo.”

      Two or three of the rifles quivered. Inexperience holding a gun, he thought. Not so pro after all.

      “Soy amigo,” he said in the same voice.

      I am a friend.

      One of them—a woman—turned and asked something of one of the others. Jairo stepped forward. No one shot.

      “Mi nombre es Jairo Morales. Solo quiero agua. No les quiero hacer nada.”

      I just want water. I don’t want any trouble.

      He stepped toward them again. The guns stayed true. He stepped again. Nothing.

      “¿Podemos platicar?”

      Can we talk?

      He stepped again, then again, and slowly his steps turned into a walk.

      As he got closer he saw these people were no cartel. They were poor folk. Sierra folk. Scared folk. He smiled at them.

      “¿Ya ven?”

      You see now?

      The guns lowered. He reached the people and stopped.

      One of them stepped forward. He was a short man but thickset, with a deep-crimson skin tone and a mighty square jaw. He wore a battered white t-shirt and jean shorts.

      “¿Vienes del Código X?”

      You from Código X?

      Jairo looked at him straight in the eye, “no.”

      Of course, his appearance helped. He wasn’t dressed as Codigo X usually dressed but the tension was tangible.

      The man stepped forward and looked right into Jairo’s eyes, even though he stood a foot or so shorter.

      “Puedes entrar. Hay comida y agua.”

      You can come in. There’s food and water.

      The guy spoke Spanish with a thick Oaxaca dialect. Jairo put his hand to his heart and nodded, closing his eyes.

      “Gracias, paisano,” he said.

      The man looked back at him. “Quédate, pero no tenemos nada que ver contigo, güero.”

      Stay, but we got nothing to do with you, whitey.

      It was a prejudice that Jairo had learned to deal with. His white skin. People—with good reason—often mistrusted it. It went back to colonial betrayals and manipulation. And for Jairo, it went back to his secret heritage. British and American blood cooked in Guatemala and left to age in Mexico.

      It was complicated.

      The main guy turned and ushered the rest to do the same, and Jairo followed the tribe through the jungle.

      

      The village was set back about a kilometer from the canyon. The people spoke with him as they walked. They told him it was safe here, but that they had problems. He understood. The tracks between each concrete wooden abode were mud. All around were vegetable beds and large water tanks, and the odd donkey and sheep.

      The main man took him to a building, and he entered. Inside it was a cement cube with a hole for a window. An old lady dressed in a purple tracksuit was stirring a large cooking pot. She glanced at Jairo and looked back down at her afternoon’s work.

      The man led Jairo to a back room with a single bed. He gestured to Jairo to sit down and then left. When he came back he brought a bowl of the menudo the old lady had been preparing and a canteen of water. Jairo thanked him and drank, then ate.

      After a time, the man said to Jairo, “you’re cartel, aren’t you?”

      Jairo looked back at him and nodded.

      “I’ve heard your name before. Through my job.”

      “What’s your line of work?”

      But the man didn’t answer. They sat in silence for a few minutes.

      “Thank you, my friend,” said Jairo. “Without your people’s help I would have perished.”

      The man nodded.

      “And it pains me to ask another favor, but I must.”

      “Yes?”

      “I need a phone,” said Jairo. “I need to make a long-distance call.”

      The man nodded again and got up and walked out of the room.

      Jairo lay back and closed his eyes.

      

      Outside the window of the back room, a young man had been listening the whole time. The name “Jairo Morales” had alerted him. He ran to his hut, found his phone, and dialed the number from memory, excited to be the bearer of good news to the one many called Mr Reynolds.

      After two rings, the new boss’s distorted voice answered, “Yes.”

      The young man couldn’t speak English, so he explained in Spanish what he had seen and heard. He confirmed the village’s location for the jefe.

      Mr Reynolds wanted to confirm it.

      “He’s there now?”

      “Sí,” said the young man. “Jairo Morales está aquí.”

      Jairo Morales is here.
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      Thousands of kilometers north of where that young man made the call, Mr. Reynolds put the receiver down and smiled.

      Jairo Morales is here. He said it over and over in his head.

      Mr. Reynolds loved it when his plans worked the way he intended. It didn’t always happen, but when it did, it was most pleasing. He had come a long way, and luck had played her part at times, but mostly he liked to think it was his planning that won through.

      He walked to the one-way glass mirror and stood there.

      In the beginning, Reynolds had needed riches. Money and investments. Billions of dollars, in cash and in assets, skimmed: 0.0043-inch-thick shavings piled up to form mountains.

      Terrifying amounts of money.

      The ability to purchase whatever, whoever, and however he pleased.

      But not his own money, and he’d remained unsatisfied. Still ravenous for the real prize.

      Power was what he required, and thank God Almighty, he now possessed it.

      It had taken a lot of money. Even more terrifying amounts.

      He found new investors. Bigger players.

      He observed them now.

      The Founders, as he referred to them, waited in the meeting room next door to the room he used as an office. He watched them through the one-way glass. He’d made sure the real estate people fitted the mirror. Easy enough to source, it reflected fifty percent less light than a regular one and was devoid of a thick backing, permitting visibility from both sides. The rest was a trick of the light. The meeting room had its overhead strips turned up to the max, while his office sat in gloom, the blinds drawn.

      Mr. Reynolds could see the Founders. They could not see him.

      The meeting room they occupied was large but cramped with the twelve men sitting around the oak table. They were shuffling and murmuring to each other. Like in the movie with the similar setup.

      Five of the men were under thirty years of age. Silicon Valley startup successes. Another five were from the oil and gas industries and counted themselves as young upstarts; probably in their forties, guessed Reynolds. The other two were hedge fund managers from two banks in New York. All were here in secret.

      Reynolds was enjoying making them sweat a little. He knew they wanted answers. But he’d string this out a little longer than was necessary.

      He walked to the window on the other side of the office, lifted a blind slat with his finger and took in the gardens. Green in abundance, thanks to the rains this time of year, he supposed.

      He turned back to face his suit. A tailor made Brioni from Milan. He remembered back when he’d borrowed his uncle’s suits, when he didn’t have a dime. Now he wore material more expensive than a regular family’s minivan. He recalled the tailors fussing around him after he’d paid upfront. In their back room, the sheets of thin crinkled paper lying everywhere on the floor, imprints of his body. Evidence of his existence.

      He slipped on the jacket and adjusted his tie pin. Then, his Berluti shoes. Also handmade, from their Paris base. A single piece of leather. No stitches. Polished to an impeccable standard. He tied the laces and sat back and reflected on what to do in the meeting. Everything had come together so far. There was little reason to worry, and yet that loose end remained. Jairo Morales.

      He’d tie it up.

      He always did.

      There was a knock on the door behind him but it didn’t open. A bolt locked it from the inside. To the left of the door, another one-way mirror revealed a tall, slender lady in her thirties. She was Iranian, with long, dead-straight black hair, sharp features, and a somber grey trouser suit. She looked like a cop, thought Reynolds.

      He clicked the solitary silver button at the bottom of the black intercom box by the mirror and spoke.

      “Yes.”

      “Sir,” said Luciana in her educated British tones, “the gentlemen are assembled. They asked if you were ready yet.”

      “Tell them five minutes more and I’ll be there.”

      “Very well,” said Luciana.

      He breathed deeply. First, he would deal with the Founders. Give them the news. Then, he would dedicate himself to tying up the loose end. As long as they didn’t catch wind of it, he would be safe.

      He sat at his desk and waited five minutes more before walking over to the first mirror and clicking the intercom there to announce his presence.

      The Founders, twelve men, all white. They never greeted Reynolds, just sat there impatiently. Reynolds resented the need for them, but that was his business.

      He had prepared the house for their arrival, ensuring they had no idea he was only meters away.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” said Reynolds.

      One of the Valley geeks sat up.

      “Mr. Reynolds,” he said, hands flying all over the place. “What is it with you?”

      It looked funny from Reynolds’ point of view, the guy shouting at the star-shaped intercom speaker at the center of the table, the others nodding and grumbling in agreement.

      “You said it would happen by now.”

      Reynolds had been on the receiving end of their fury enough times. Who did they think they were? They were the capital. Nothing more.

      “Yes, I did,” said Reynolds.

      The men bristled, turning to each other.

      “And?”

      Now one of the hedge fund guys raised his hand. “This isn’t just about us, Mr. Reynolds. You know that. People are invested. If we don’t provide returns too, they start asking questions. And we cannot have that. Not at all.”

      The room grumbled in agreement.

      “I agree,” said Reynolds. He disdained hedge fund managers the most. They came, often, from blue-collar families. Dirty people dressed up as rich folk. He detested their “hard-working ethic,” or “hustling” as they called it. They were new money. Pathetic.

      “So what news?”

      Reynolds cleared his throat.

      “This afternoon, about an hour ago, I received news that Matias Esteban has been eliminated. Which is to say, the rest will follow soon enough.”

      This seemed to buoy the group. They bristled again, but this time with relief.

      “He was killed, along with most of the team we sent to Mexico.”

      The hedge fund manager who had asked the question interrupted Reynolds’ flow. “And when will the coup start?”

      Reynolds ran over the plan he had outlined with Luciana in his mind. It took seconds, but the silence felt like ten minutes.

      Reynolds finished with a withering line: “Within a week, Mexico will be at civil war.”

      The group of men grumbled their approval.

      The meeting ended and the men began calling their drivers. Their most trusted drivers awaited them in the main lobby.

      Reynolds crossed the room back to Luciana’s window.

      “Put the plan into action, Luciana,” he said as he walked back around to his desk, took off his jacket, and carefully placed it back on the valet stand.

      “Yes, sir. May I ask something, sir?”

      Reynolds looked back at her. “You know the plan. What is it?”

      “It’s not the plan, sir. I see no problem with that.”

      “Then?”

      “It’s this Jairo Morales, sir. Why him? Why are we wasting our time on a mid-range cartel member?”

      Reynolds sighed. He liked Luciana. He really did. Her question did not annoy him, but it tired him to be reminded.

      “Because,” said Reynolds, “he knows who I really am.”

      

      Outside the mansion, one of the New York investors got into his blacked-out Suburban and told the driver to move, then pulled out his oversized cellphone and dialed the number he knew from memory.

      A generic receptionist voice answered, and he went through the protocol, confirming the number. Then the name he had been given. After a few minutes, the call was transferred and a different line rang.

      “Agent Santos,” said a female voice. She sounded tired and frustrated, and out of time.

      “This is the source on Mr. Reynolds.”

      Quiet at the other end of the line. Agent Santos was listening.

      “Just got out. It’s starting. It’s for real.”

      “Where are you? Did you see him?”

      “No,” said the New York investor, and the phone went dead.

      

      A few hundred kilometers away, Agent Jean Santos of the CIA was already dialing her director, Dave Rose. She had received good news at last, and phoned through to tell him about it.

      He answered in his usual gruff tone. “What is it, Santos?”

      “We got confirmation. It’s starting. Jairo Morales was telling the truth.”

      “Reynolds is operational?”

      “More than that,” said Santos. “It’s already in motion.”

      Her director didn’t say anything for a few seconds. He was thinking. Santos could hear his breathing slowing down and getting heavier.

      Then he spoke.

      “Okay,” he said. “Initiate the capture.”
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      Topo Chico Prison, Northern Mexico

      The crisscross design of the mattress springs on the bunk above made me sick. After hours of staring, they began to swirl and judder. I was sick of looking at them. I was sick of waiting. They reminded of where I was, more than the smell of old food and concrete and sweat.

      Mr. Reynolds had told me to be ready between ten and eleven o’clock, any evening, any night. So for two weeks, I’d waited then. And nothing passed. Not that I had anything better to do. My cellmate fell asleep early and ignored me like I was a moth in his room. He was a big guy, from up north. Gang violence, like most of the rest. Not that he’d spoken much. I looked at his outline pressing through the mattress and how it distorted the springs. I checked my watch: 10:46 p.m.

      I closed my eyes and remembered the command: “Be ready. Any night. After ten, but no later than eleven.”

      My real-life, non-metaphorical get-out-of-jail-free card.

      I rolled to my side and my bed creaked. Outside the cell bars, only a few dangling industrial bulbs glowed in the gloom. I could hear voices coming from the three stories of cells: whispers, fights, deals, plots. The shuffling and tempered moaning rose up in the sticky air like airborne disease, spreading aggression and violence everywhere.

      But soon, I’d be out.

      Thing was, there was no hole in the floor dug by spoons. The toilet bowl was well in place. The small air vent was still lined with thick iron bars. And no guard had made a deal with me. What the hell was Mr. Reynolds planning? What would happen, any night, any evening, between ten and eleven?

      I sighed and rolled over once more and looked back up at the bed springs.

      God, they made me feel sick.

      It was hot too. My overalls were still damp from the afternoon’s heat and subsequent perspiration. I’d been in this godforsaken place for five weeks. The call had come two weeks back. And to be honest, I was surprised that I hadn’t been raped, beaten, tortured, and killed by now. It was a miracle. Like I had an angel looking over me. But Mr. Reynolds was no Gabriel or Michael. I knew less about my new employer and controller than I did about the real bosses of this prison. Except that neither were official or elected.

      Here in Topo Chico, one cartel ruled all. Código X was their name. Started out as a paramilitary outfit, merely protection for the leader of the Gulf cartel, but they decided they could run things better. So they murdered their employer, then all his competition, and took control of almost all illicit means of earning money in twenty-three of Mexico’s states. Código X had become the most powerful illicit organization in the world. More money than ISIS, more weapons than the Mexican police force per capita. And they lusted after blood. To call them sadistic did not scratch the surface of what lay behind their philosophy. Making absurd amounts of money was not enough for them. They liked violence, and human suffering, and used any means necessary to enforce their rule upon whoever had the great misfortune of crossing paths with Código X.

      And they ruled this prison as if it were a small family business handed down through generations. There were high-up inmates, they said. Here, running the place. I’d seen women around, even with newborn babies. I’d heard rumors of a bar that hosted a pole-dancing night for them.

      And yet I—an ex-spy, British, and jailed for being involved in the abduction and subsequent killing of a Mexican state governor—didn’t bother them. No one had touched me, harmed me, threatened me, or anything. And yet, they all stared. Stared at me like I’d murdered their favorite niece. But someone’s order held them back. The same someone who promised my escape. Mr. Reynolds.

      I checked my watch again: 10:57 p.m.

      As on previous nights, I began to give up hope of seeing any action as 11pm loomed. But then, two things happened.

      First, the dim lights outside in the communal area between all the cells were extinguished, plunging all of us into darkness.

      Then, one second later, a shrill cry of pain came from below us. A man screaming in agony.

      I sat up. My cellmate must have woken, as the mattress above me squeaked and creaked.

      I looked out of the cell bars, but couldn’t make anything out. It was pitch black.

      I heard the rattle and scraping of cell doors opening. My cellmate’s feet dropped down from his bunk so that they swung in front of me. They stank to high heaven.

      And then our cell door began to roll back on its automatically controlled rail system. I stayed quiet. What did Mr. Reynolds expect? That I’d just walk out, avoid the sure-to-be-coming riot, and leave through the front door?

      As the thought crossed my mind, the shouting and fighting began. First from the communal area three floors below. Men shouting, jeering, and hustling. Then more shouts, and screaming, until it became a big mess of noise.

      My cellmate stayed where he was. I wondered why he wasn’t making a run for it. Then I realized why.

      I heard footsteps. Coming for us.

      I shuffled on my bed until my back hit the wall. The footsteps got louder and reached our cell and someone entered.

      I froze. The footsteps approached our bunk, and a voice said:

      “Lárgate, gordo.”

      Which translated to “Get out, Fatty.”

      I couldn’t make out any more than the figure of a large man, standing in front of me.

      My cellmate’s mattress squeaked and strained as the big man got down. Although I could see nothing in the dark, I heard him pad out of the cell.

      I sat as still as my nerves would allow. The mystery figure seemed to be alone. The noise outside the cell increased, and the screams grew more intense. Then, suddenly, the figure spoke, in English.

      “Not long, gringo. Ten minutes maximo.”

      “Mr. Reynolds?”

      The figure chuckled and the bed above shuddered as he climbed onto the vacant bunk.

      

      It turned out to be more like twenty minutes. The riot had become rampant, and in the middle of all of it, after twenty minutes had passed, there was an enormous explosion—somewhere close to us, but not in the cell block itself. It was huge. It sounded like an explosion from a movie. Big, fiery, and dangerous.

      My new friend jumped down from his bunk and put his face close to mine. I couldn’t make out a single feature, but I felt his breath as he spoke.

      “Let’s go, gringo.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I jumped up from my bunk, put my shoes on, and stumbled out of the cell after him. Out in the open space between the cells, it smelled strongly of smoke. From below, on the cell block floor, came hellish sounds, groans and whimpering. It was like walking beside some lake of the dead, bodies clambering out of it, trying to grab your ankle. I kept close behind my new friend. The metal under our footsteps banged and echoed until I ran into his back.

      “Careful, gringo,” he said.

      “Sorry,” I said, and as I did, a line of light blinded me and opened into a square.

      “Let’s go,” said the man, and we walked into the lit corridor.

      My eyes burned as my sight adjusted. I heard the door shut behind us and I rubbed my eyes. The space phased into view. Concrete floor, pipes, another heavy door at the other end. I turned and looked at my new friend.

      His face was stocky, with large cheeks and a thick double chin. He was in his forties. His eyebrows were small and stood up in slants. His mouth was defined and curled into a sneer. Under his eyes, the skin was scarred and hosted a bruise or ten. He was dressed in regular clothes, a blue Ralph Lauren shirt, opened at the third button on his chest, and Levis. On his neck, just left of and below his right ear, was a tattoo of an X and a 03.

      I knew this man. Not personally, but from the news. He was known as X03, current leader of Código X, and the most wanted and most dangerous man in Mexico. Right there, standing in front of me.

      “You know me, then?”

      I nodded. I also knew he was not an official inmate at Topo Chico. And the way he was dressed.

      We walked down the corridor to the other door, and X03 leant against it. He looked at me and his mouth twisted upward into a kind of smile. There was nothing amiable about it, but a whole load of evil.

      “You’re lucky, gringo,” he said. “Mr. Reynolds has looked after you.”

      He peered through the small glass pane in the security door. Then he looked back at me and winked.

      “Not long now,” he said.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      X03 smiled. “Needed a hiding place for the night.”

      It didn’t surprise me, but merely confirmed what I knew already from five weeks here: Código X ran the prison. They controlled every aspect of it. Who came in, who went out. Extortions on the inside, the drugs, the women. Everything. The irony was not lost on me that the prison was the safest place to hide your wanted leader. In the very place his enemies wanted him.

      X03 checked the window again, and I watched as his smile cracked open into a snigger.

      “Ready,” he said.

      And the door began to bang and shake.

      “Andale cabrones,” shouted X03, who had started bouncing on his heels like an overexcited child, or a dog about to get its food. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together.

      His energy was frightening. There was a great threat about it, like latent violence awaited within, desperate to get out. X03 was infamous, and so too were his methods. The decapitations, the human stews, the piles of bodies. And as I watched him getting worked up, the reality of my situation sank deep into my being. Any of the clichés could have worked: I was swimming with sharks, running with wolves. I was involved with real criminals, men who deserved to be locked up and removed from civil society. But I was on their side of it all. I was among them. Just like my lost son, Jairo.

      The door shuddered and finally creaked open. Through it came four police officers. State police. They nodded at X03, but he pushed past them and through the door, hollering back “Vamanos” to me.

      The police officers—one woman and three men, all in smart dark-blue uniforms and armed with semiautomatic machine guns—followed X03, and I followed them.

      We walked down another corridor, and through another door, and reached a thicker, and far more heavy-duty, blue door. One of the cops stepped to the side of it and began punching codes into an access panel. We waited until he’d gotten the green light and the door opened. Then the woman cop pulled out two sacks and handed them to X03 and me.

      “Está bien,” said X03, gesturing to a security camera in the corner, and he put the sack over his head.

      The lady cop looked at me and indicated that I should do the same. I did.

      From there, two cops grabbed both of my arms, and we walked. I felt us go downstairs, through various doors, through open spaces and smaller ones. All the time, the noise of the riot got quieter and quieter, until it was gone, and only the hum of building remained. We walked, and stumbled in places, until I felt the irrefutable feel of fresh air hitting me. It was cold, and smelled beautifully of nothing. No shitty drains, no trash that stank out the prison yard at recess. Just fresh, clean air.

      We walked into it. The ground outside was dust and dirt. And then we stopped. And then the sack came off.

      We stood in a patch of open land, next to the prison’s wall. We had come from a security door and were still inside a fenced-in area. But up on the top of the prison wall, where the lookouts would have been, no lights shone. Someone had cut the prison’s power.

      We stood in a circle, X03, the four cops, and me. Then we heard a gate being opened, a hundred meters away, and two vehicles came through into the yard. One was a dark-blue Jaguar, a new model. The other was a matte-black Hummer. The cars drove and arced out around us until they parked, one either side of our circle.

      I looked at X03, and then the cops. He was relaxed. They were not.

      From the Hummer, a man climbed down. Dressed in black, tattoos visible even in the dark on his right cheek and his neck. In his hand, a pistol. He walked over to X03 as if the cops and I didn’t exist, and whispered something to his boss. X03 nodded, and in one sweeping and swift movement, the man shot each cop in the head.

      It took just a few seconds. I didn’t even have time to shout out before the bodies hit the dirt. The pistol had a silencer attached and the only sounds were the four short, sharp snaps to the cops’ heads. I stared at X03. He was smiling.

      “Adios, gringo,” he said, and he and his mate walked to the Hummer, and climbed up, and I watched them drive away.

      I had almost forgotten about the Jaguar behind me.

      I turned to it, and the back door opened, seemingly on its own.

      I walked to it and got in.

      The car was executive, and had been modified to hold four people, like a limo. Inside was a lady. She was dressed in a black outfit, pants and a shirt, with her hair pulled back in a bun. Her face was stern and skinny. She wasn’t Latin, but she could have passed for Indian: Her skin was a perfect caramel-brown, her hair jet-black. She wore gold earrings in the shape of pearls. She stared at me with what appeared to be contempt.

      “Shut the door please, Mr. Dyce,” she said.

      I did so, and the car pulled away. The windows were tinted, but I made out the fact we were leaving the prison’s boundaries.

      “You’re from Reynolds?” I asked. “Where is my wife?”

      The lady was looking out of the window and did not move her head. She was beautiful but stern-looking. She said, “My name is Luciana. I work for Mr. Reynolds.”

      “Where is Eleanor?”

      Luciana pulled out a phone, tapped it a few times, and handed it to me.

      “Mr. Reynolds can answer that,” she said.

      I held the phone to my ear and heard rasping breathing on the other end of the line, then a scratchy manipulated voice.

      “Hello, Mr. Dyce,” said Reynolds.

      “Let me speak with my wife now.”

      The line stayed quiet. In front of me, Luciana was unfolding a large map. She flattened it out between us. It was a close-up of the south of Mexico. The large brown line of the Sierra Madre lay in the center.

      Reynolds said, “I’m afraid your wife returned to Mexico, Mr. Dyce.”

      A flush of blood washed through my face.

      “But you told me she’d be taken to the States.”

      “She was. But she escaped and returned to look for your son.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said.

      “You see, your son is a most wanted man, Dyce.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “I need you to go the Sierra and draw him out. We’ve received information that he’s there. Luciana has rough coordinates, but that’s all.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight,” said Reynolds. “This is time-sensitive.”

      “Why do you need him?”

      “That’s between him and me.”

      I stayed quiet.

      “Luciana will take you there. You’ll find your wife, I’m sure. And you’ll turn Jairo over to Luciana to bring to me.”

      I thought for a moment. “And what if I refuse?”

      I heard a snort, then Reynolds said, “Remember your fellow escapee, X03?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “He’s also on his way there.”

      “To get to Jairo?”

      “I like to minimize risks,” said Reynolds. “Your instructions are to capture your son. X03’s instructions are to kill him if you fail. You will head to the jungle and bring him back to me. Luciana will take you to your wife.”

      I went to ask something else but the line went dead. I looked back at the map. A swathe of green that spanned the same amount of land as a small country. Somewhere in there were my son and my wife.

      And unbeknown to them, X03. On a mission to kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I dropped the phone to my lap, and Luciana gestured to take it. I passed it to her. My heart was hammering my chest from the inside like a tiny ironmonger working an anvil.

      “We need to get there now,” I said.

      Luciana turned to face me, calm. “Yes. I set you up now with a new identity and we take a short flight to the jungle.”

      “And you know where they are?”

      Luciana nodded.

      “Eleanor is alone,” I said.

      “Unless she found your son already.”

      “You think that makes me relax?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You’re heartless.”

      Luciana shrugged.

      “How far is it? Do you know where they are exactly?”

      “No,” she said. “We know the area.” She pointed just off-center on the map.

      “Damn,” I said, my head falling into my open palms.

      As had been the case for the great majority of my life, my actions and my immediate future lay in the hands of others. Reynolds owned me. Now, in this moment, Luciana owned me. I scoffed internally at the idea that breaking out of prison made me free. It didn’t at all. I was wanted in Mexico for abduction. Eleanor was wanted for murdering the businessman Matias Esteban. Jairo was wanted by everyone. Between a rock and a hard place, I had little choice but to go find my son. I wanted to, I really did. But I wanted to do it with Eleanor this time, not alone.

      For the first five hours of our drive, Luciana sat opposite me like a government official and briefed me on my identity. I was Andrew Cochran, a British Embassy staff member who worked with the British Council, consulting with education officials in Latin America. I was impressed with the depth of Reynolds’ people’s research and invention. The pack that Luciana passed to me had a full history of Andrew Cochran, everything from the name of my first dog (Wolfie) to my primary school name and address in the south of England. I turned each page of the document and took mental notes. I felt Luciana looking at me as I did.

      “You know we have to destroy all that after this,” she said.

      “Yep,” I replied.

      “Shouldn’t you read it better?” she asked.

      My photographic memory had always astounded people. But I played it down. I figured there was little reason to share with people the fact I had the skill. It would only make them suspicious. However, Luciana was ahead of me.

      “I was briefed on your memory skills,” she said. “But I can’t believe it’s true.”

      I smiled without looking up at her, and kept flicking through the pages until I’d devoured the whole twenty-page document. I handed it back to her.

      She opened a black briefcase with two gold combination locks, and put the document away.

      “Have you met him?” I asked Luciana. “Our employer.”

      She tilted her head slightly. I reckoned she was about forty, but she looked thirty. Only her hands, with their raised veins and small moles, gave her away.

      “No,” she said. “And nor will I.”

      I asked, “What’s your background?”

      But Luciana’s face changed and twitched. She stared at me but her mouth didn’t move.

      I nodded. “Okay then.”

      “Get some sleep, Mr. Cochran,” she said.

      So I did. I leaned back a little more, found a comfortable spot on the seatbelt to lay my head without straining my neck muscles, and closed my eyes.

      My mind went straight to Eleanor. And to Jairo, my son. I wondered why we couldn’t fly for this part of the journey, but let it go.

      

      I slept for the rest of the journey, until we made it to the border of one of the greatest, and most insane, cities on Earth. Mexico.

      I awoke to the sound of stalling traffic, honking horns, and vendors hawking their wares between cars. The sky was fracturing at the bottom, blue streaks and orange scars ripping into the inky night, and the lights of the metropolis bounced back off the cloud of yellow pollution clouds.

      Luciana was sitting in almost the same position. Next to her hung an outfit and a new pair of shoes. I became aware of my prison overalls and nodded.

      “What time is it?”

      Luciana was reading something and didn’t look up. “Five thirty a.m.”

      “Well, I guess these are for me,” I said, taking the jeans and shirt down from their hanging position. I looked at Luciana again, hoping my question was obvious.

      She looked me in the eyes. “Get changed here, Mr. Cochran. We don’t have the time.”

      I nodded and stripped off my prison garb. My body was pasty and sagging. I had lost weight even in the short time I was inside. I felt ashamed in front of Luciana as I changed, slowly and awkwardly, into the shirt and Levis. I felt better once I had. It had been a long while since I’d put on normal clothes.

      “Here,” said Luciana, handing me a plastic waste disposal bag. I dumped my prison clothes and shoes into it and sat back.

      We were shifting through the traffic like a dune buggy on sand. Half five in the morning and it was jammed. If you personified Mexico City in visceral terms, flesh and blood, this guy was a 300-pound taco addict with veins so thick and full, any doctor would feel guilty giving him a week. The street was a flyover, known as the periferico, and elevated over Mexico City’s inner districts. We were heading for the airport, in the north of the city, but soon we left the main highway and we were taking a back route.

      After a further fifteen minutes, large hangars appeared with Mexicana and Aeromexico and Lufthansa scrawled across their corrugated-iron frontages. We drove alongside them on a grotty back road, its sides littered with garbage and old knobby trees whose roots had destroyed what used to be a sidewalk.

      The car stopped at a fence, and after a short while a gate began to open. We drove through and entered a large yard full of twin props.

      “Let’s go,” said Luciana.

      The car pulled up by a small jet that was being refueled by a young man. I could see a pilot in the cockpit, and the little lights on the wing and around the door were illuminated. We disembarked from the car and boarded the plane.

      Less than ten minutes later, we were airborne.

      

      On the jet, Luciana gave me an electric razor and asked me to cut my hair in a fine crewcut. I did so, and then I read through my profile again. Once I was finished, I went to sit opposite Luciana, and while the modest jet engine roared on the other side of the armored plating that formed the cabin, I tried to get more from her.

      “How do you know my son is there, in the mountains?”

      Luciana looked at me as if she were bored, and said, “Mr. Reynolds pays informants everywhere. When he needs an individual, he gets them.”

      “So why use me?”

      “Our employer told you, didn’t he?”

      “He told me the bare minimum,” I said.

      “Mr. Reynolds has informants working for him all over the place. One of them spotted your son and called it in. We know the rough area because the boy mentioned a town called Miahuatlán. So we’ll drive in that direction and see what we find.”

      “I think you’re being overly optimistic if you believe my son would risk himself to rescue me,” I said.

      Luciana looked straight at me and said, “We’ll see.”

      

      The flight took two hours, and from the moment the plane’s door swung open, the jungle heat smothered my nostrils and throat. Tropical heat, sticky and pungent with rotting vegetation and dead insects. We stepped down and surveyed the thick, relentless, and green surrounding the small airport.

      Luciana led me across the concrete to a small office. No papers were exchanged, no register signed.

      This flight was off the books.

      Outside, a black Suburban awaited us. We climbed into the SUV, and within five minutes we found ourselves driving on thin, wavy lines of gray tarmac that were losing their fight with the jungle on either side. The SUV clipped and brushed against the overgrown trees and plants with worrying frequency. The sickly, fruit-like odor of composting leaves and bark accompanied us the whole way.

      I never saw the driver’s face. He stayed quiet and concentrated on the tricky turns.

      I noted our ascent had intensified after half an hour, and before long the view of mountains above confirmed the rise. The road became ropier. Small communities hugged the strip with speed humps three feet tall to prevent traffic from killing the locals. Wild dogs ran about as if they owned the place. Some of them had skin hanging off tiny bones; others were plump with puppies and had inflated teats.

      Of course, the villages, speed humps, and turns made the going slow.

      Luciana was staring at her phone. “We’re close,” she said. Her finger darted around the screen. GPS, I guessed.

      “Yes,” she said. “It has to be right…”

      But she didn’t finish her sentence.

      The whole floor below us jolted upward, moving to the left. I glanced up and saw the driver’s shoulders arch as he battled with the wheel.

      The swerve slammed me back into my seat and I grabbed my seatbelt out of instinct.

      “Chingada, chingada,” cursed the driver, who had lost control.

      We were going to crash.

      Luciana looked panicked, her dark eyes stretched wide like burnt-out holes.

      I braced myself.

      At first the SUV slid sideways down the road, and I thought maybe we’d be alright. But as suddenly as the first swerve had come, the side behind us now lifted high and the ceiling peeled over my line of vision until it was underneath me. I grabbed the seat and closed my eyes.

      The SUV must have rolled five or six times. The noise was horrific, and the stench of gasoline flooded the air. Glass smashed around me and the seatbelt seared my chest.

      Finally, after less than five seconds, we came to a stop, right side up.

      My body was numb from the impacts I had sustained and I knew pain awaited me. But nothing was broken. I wriggled my toes, then my fingers. Everything worked.

      I opened my eyes and saw green. Jungle all around us, filling the view from each window and making it dark inside.

      The acidic odor of unleaded fuel saturated the air. I retched hard.

      Luciana was groaning in front of me. I leaned over and looked forward.

      The driver was inert, blood oozing from his head, slumped sideways as a result of direct impact with the windscreen or door. His silhouette was limp and black against the green of the jungle.

      Luciana stirred. My head began to pound as my senses returned. The smell of gas. And burning.

      Luciana was moving. My vision was becoming blurred and her movement reassured me. She would help me. I relaxed a little. The pain thudded in my head, and I closed my eyes and waited for Luciana to aid me with the belt.

      I heard her get up. And then the car door open.

      The stench of gas was more pungent outside, and I tried to call out to her, but I was too weak. My chest hurt. I tried to shout her name again and again while the flames at the front of the SUV began to climb but nothing came out of my mouth.

      I opened my eyes and squinted through the smoke and saw that Luciana was gone.

      I vomited fully. I shook my head.

      I had to get out now.

      My right hand fumbled for the seatbelt fastener, but my fingers were clay and the clasp was like an intricate pin-number machine. My position afforded a fractured view of the windscreen, mainly filled by our driver’s corpse, but the slither of light that had shone a bright, fluorescent green was now filling with the hot red of fire, and the stench of burning gasoline had become overbearing.

      My fingers would not work. I yanked the belt and the strap across my chest tightened. My throat hurt. I was going to burn alive.

      Gasoline poisoning happens slowly. You have to wait for it to work its way into your lungs, suffocating you, and all the while, as you drown in the disgusting and rancid fumes, you are aware. It’s horrible. It’s like drowning and burning alive at the same time.

      I slumped back, and Eleanor spoke to me in my mind. She was talking about our son. I remembered the hunt for him. The regret of not finding him in time. The decades of pain, and still it wasn’t over. It was so cruel. If there was a God, why would He allow such a thing to come to pass?

      Eleanor had never given up. I knew people called her crazy behind her back. But she didn’t give a damn. Her fortitude and love for her son were unstoppable. She was telling me so now, over and over.

      I opened my eyes.

      I stirred and rammed my finger into the seatbelt release button. It was hot now. The fire had become rampant in the hood of the truck. Flames covered any green now. I slumped to the side and looked out of the window. Green, green, and green rampant plant life. And in the middle of it, framed by the jungle, a figure.

      The figure of a man.

      Walking toward me. Carrying a machete.
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      Jean Santos had sat through a hundred briefings during her five years in the CIA and this one was no different: seated on slightly dated but robust office furniture in a windowless boardroom, listening to her superior, Dave Rose, outline the details they knew and the details they didn’t.

      She looked at maps of the southern Sierra Madre Mountains in Mexico and the target location of the village from where Jairo had called. Their endgame target, Mr. Reynolds—some stupid code name—was a ghost. Right here in the United States of America. They had been informed of the troubles the government had had down south of the border weeks back, and informed that it had come from meddling from the States. Vast monies moving around the world and landing in the accounts of cartel leaders, all traced back to the homeland. Rose’s message was clear: Prevent the civil war that was starting in Mexico from leaking over the border.

      They had no information on Mr. Reynolds except his name and his general activities—namely, funding huge criminal organizations in Mexico and the U.S. and controlling various police entities at the same time.

      And that info had come from Jairo Morales.

      The call had come two weeks back. A man calling himself Jairo Morales had said he had information on Mr. Reynolds and then made a host of ridiculous demands. Rose had instructed the team to tell him where to go, not believing the word of an ex-cartel member. But then Jairo had predicted correctly the events of Lujano, which led to the arrest of an employee of Mr. Reynolds, the former soldier Ruth Kyle.

      So the CIA decided to take Morales seriously.

      Rose decided to send one agent. And that agent was Jean Santos.

      Right now, Rose was giving instructions on finding the hidden village and linking up with Morales. Jean sat and nodded and pretended to take notes. There was no need. It was a simple mission.

      After going over the last part, Rose said to Jean, “bring him back quickly. Things are boiling over fast down there.”

      Jean nodded.

      “And no contact. Nothing. You’re on your own.”

      Jean nodded once more.

      “Okay then,” said Rose. “Get to it.”

      Jean shook her boss’s fat, clammy hand and headed to her desk to grab the last of the things she’d packed in her apartment at five a.m. She looked across the office, across the sea of open-plan desk modules filled with agents typing away, and sighed. Then she went on and left the building.

      Two hours later, she was on a small Cessna plane winging its way to the Sierra Madre, the face of Jairo Morales tattooed in her mind.
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      The guard called Hernandez could not believe that what this guy, Mr. Reynolds, had told him was true. That there would be a breakout at around eleven p.m., and that he would be able to escort the five special prisoners held in a separate outhouse cell called Cell 10 to the transport truck without any questions or interrogation and drive them straight out of there.

      He followed the order because Mr. Reynolds had kidnapped Marisol. They’d barely been married three months, and only last Tuesday the new Mrs. Hernandez had been planning the color of their forthcoming baby’s nursery in the modest but new house they’d bought using their Infonavit funds.

      And then Mr. Reynolds had called his cell for the first time.

      A computerized voice—like in the horror movies—had slowly told him that he needed to help Mr. Reynolds in order to get his new bride back home. Hernandez had agreed and listened to the instructions. That was four days ago and tonight was the night. And as promised, the gate opened and the five prisoners were driven out without any issue at all.

      Hernandez drove them for one hundred kilometers, ignoring the constant stream of phone calls to his cell from the prison behind him. His job was gone for sure. But he might just save the woman he loved.

      He arrived at the meeting point, in a small town just south of the border and Nuevo Laredo called San Rubén.

      It was two a.m. by the time he pulled into the empty lot next to the Soriana supermarket, just as Mr. Reynolds had instructed. And he waited. The five prisoners behind moaned about going to the bathroom. He ignored them, and smells started to drift forward into his cabin. He didn’t dare open the truck, though. He knew who the five prisoners were.

      At 2:35 a.m. a set of headlights flooded his wing mirrors and Hernandez sat up straight. The second truck killed its lights and rolled parallel to Hernandez’s. Inside the cabin were two huge guys with ski masks on. They nodded and jumped down from their truck, an old ten-ton removals beast.

      Hernandez stepped down and uttered the password Mr. Reynolds had told him to say, and the men replied with the correct answer.

      ID verified. Good enough for him.

      He followed the men to the back of their truck and watched as they opened the doors. A frightened and dirty young lady sat alone in the hold. She looked up and stared at Hernandez with unbelieving eyes for a minute, before crying out and stumbling up in her binds to reach him.

      One of guys jumped up into the back of the truck, took out a knife, and cut the plastic ties around her wrists and ankles. He pushed her off onto the ground. Hernandez dived for her and brought her to her feet and held her, tears streaming down his face.

      “Now go,” said the second guy.

      Hernandez didn’t wait to verify anything. He grabbed his wife and walked fast, away from the lot and away from whatever it was they were going to do the prisoners, praying he’d never see them or hear from Mr. Reynolds ever again.

      

      Nighttime was Reynolds’ favorite time. No need to hide behind mirrored glass. He could simply oversee the operation with his phone from the comfort of wherever he was. Tonight, in the mansion. He sat in the shadows of the study and looked out the window in front of him. Stars filled the vista, interrupted only by the silhouettes of pine trees, like spindly fingers reaching for the moon.

      His phone rang. He picked it up, making sure, as always, that the distorter was on.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “It’s done. All five are here.”

      “Good,” said Reynolds. “You know what to do.”

      And he hung up.

      Things were working out better than he had expected, better even than he had planned. Soon, Jairo Morales would be captured.

      He picked up the phone and dialed Luciana.

      She answered after a couple of rings.

      “Everything okay down there?”

      “Yes, eventually,” she said.

      “Good,” he said. “Did you tell the network who to look for now? We must find his family for this to work.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Just concentrate on Jairo Morales now. And let me know as soon as he’s captured.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said and hung up.

      Mr. Reynolds sat back and lifted the small glass of bourbon to his lips and sipped in the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to move and I shouted senseless yells, but the figure outside the SUV stood still and the flames began to fill my view until he was behind them.

      He was going to watch me burn alive.

      The fire surrounded the SUV completely and the temperature was the hottest I’d ever experienced, turning the interior into an oven. My skin sweltered and I started to smell the rank stench of burning flesh. It was the driver’s corpse, close to the hood. The fire was loud too, and even if the stranger outside had been shouting something I wouldn’t have heard him.

      I was done.

      I rested my head back on the seat and watched the orange outside flare and spit and squeal. It was a pathetic end. Only a month back, I had my wife and our long-lost son together in the same space, and I’d allowed them both to slip away. I had been an idiot.

      My mind drifted to school. Back in England. Learning about heat and temperatures. I tried to recall the temperature a human could withstand. I remembered the hottest recorded had been fifty-something in the Sahara Desert. Was it that hot here? Probably more. The hairs on my arms were singeing from the atmosphere alone. And my breathing was becoming labored. The smoke was getting thicker and tasted acrid. Wasn’t that the danger in house fires? The smoke?

      Not that it mattered. Suffocated or burned alive: not exactly a great choice.

      I closed my eyes and it all turned to black.

      

      I came round halfway through the smashed window. Smoke filled my lungs and I puked. What felt like a hundred hands were grabbing and pulling me. The fire below burned me and everything was red. I heard voices, but they spoke quickly and I couldn’t make out their words.

      Then I hit dirt and they dragged me, over branches and plants. My neck felt too weak to even crane my head up, so I looked down while my mystery saviors pulled me by the arms, my feet and stomach dragging, like they’d just culled me for lunch. I heard the fire’s ferocious sound fade slightly as we moved away from it, and then the explosion came.

      The SUV must have finally yielded to the heat and pressure of the inferno, its fuel tank breached. The sound ripped all hearing away from my ears and ringing started in both. I shook my head and tried to focus on the ground sliding underneath me; it was a green blur.

      We continued like that for a few minutes, until suddenly my arms were dropped. I lay still. The voices were mumbling around me in a language I didn’t recognize. I checked myself. My legs, my stomach, chest, arms, fingers. Everything still worked. I felt sick, from the smoke inhalation, I guessed, but other than that I was unharmed.

      I opened my eyes and saw a tight ring of people standing over me, staring down at me like I was some strange bird creature that had fallen from the sky. They were dressed casually in old t-shirts and ripped checked shirts well past their due-by date.

      One of the men crouched down to me and said, “Estás bien,” before getting back up. He turned to one of the men and spoke to him in the same dialect as before. Zapotec? Mixteca? I didn’t have a clue.

      My skin began to flare up in pain and my senses cleared. The voices became more distinct, lucid, and then intimidating.

      The man who had crouched down wore a thick goatee beard that had lines of white in it. Thick stubble covered the rest of the lower half of his face. One of his eyes appeared dead, if that was the right word.

      Goatee Beard pointed in my direction and nodded to me to get up. I shook my head, and he nodded again, more vehemently. The others’ voices got louder and he looked more pissed-off. I breathed deeply and rose a little, propped up on my elbows.

      The man pointed to the smoldering SUV wreckage and then to a white Nissan Tsuru at the side, smashed up to the point it was a write-off. Then he pointed back at me and made the universal gesture for “money” by rubbing his fingers together; according to his visualization, the wad he was implying was about two inches thick.

      “No,” I said.

      His friends were animated. Excited, and angry. Not a good mix.

      “Sorry.” I held my hands up in innocence. “Sorry. No money.”

      The goatee guy and the others began repeating the game of charades: Burning SUV—smashed Tsuru—money!

      I said, “sorry” many times, but it was no use. After ten minutes, one of them sort of kicked me. Not hard, but it set the others off. They all began nudging me with their feet. Not kicking, but poking.

      I gathered my strength and shuffled again so that I was sitting up straight. I rocked forward until I was on my knees. The people stopped prodding me, and one of them held her arm out to help me stand.

      I stood. I felt in good shape, considering the circumstances, at least physically. I looked around, past the people, but Luciana was gone. We were in the middle of the jungle. I guessed the road we had flown off was somewhere close by, but I couldn’t say where exactly. Everything was green, except for the smoldering SUV. The dampness and humidity of the atmosphere had dealt with the inferno like they were extinguishing a match. The power of nature, and here it was nature that was boss.

      I looked back at the man with the goatee and held my hands out.

      “Dinero,” he said. Money. And he pointed at the smashed Tsuru.

      His companions once again became animated and started lightly pushing my arms.

      “Dinero,” the man said.

      I checked the pockets of my pants, now stained and torn down the side. They were empty. Goatee Beard got agitated and slammed his own hand into my pocket, as if I were lying. His mistrust made sense: How could a white guy in an SUV not have any cash? I spun as he plunged his hand inside the pocket again and my movement twisted his arm back. I pivoted and steadied myself.

      The group was now a horseshoe shape around me.

      Goatee Beard was unimpressed.

      I hadn’t realized it, but the crowd was growing. I counted more than thirty people who’d come from nowhere to join the commotion.

      Goatee Beard backhanded my pants pockets and grunted. I turned them inside out. I had nothing. The bag had burned in the wreckage, or Luciana had taken it.

      I shook my head. The crowd got louder and more irritated. Goatee Beard shouted at a few of the young men amongst them and gestured to the SUV. They walked past me and went to a passenger door. One of them opened it, using a rag to touch the hot metal, and leant in to where I had almost burned alive. The other young man opened the driver’s door, and out spilled the half-charred corpse of the driver. His torso dropped down, hiding his face, and hung there, caught by the seatbelt. The young man clambered over him and into the cab. I prayed there was some cash there to appease them.

      Goatee pushed me again and the crowd followed his lead, pulling me and yelling at me. An older lady grabbed my wrist and cracked her fist onto my jaw. She could barely reach, but landed the blow well. For her age, I was impressed by her strength.

      And that got them going.

      The tipping point for the rest. Mob rule.

      Someone took out my legs and I hit dirt. A kick landed on my ribcage, another on the back of my neck.

      “¡Para, para!” I shouted.

      Stop, stop!

      But this was clearly their land, and their rules.

      I absorbed the blows at first, but they became too much and the pain started to sear into my nervous system. I curled up and it went dark from the shadows the mob was producing.

      I took hit after hit after hit.

      And then, bang. A gun.

      The hitting stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The kicking ceased and everyone shut up. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the pain—or rather, avoiding it. I could feel the swelling in my legs, arms, and sides already. They hadn’t kicked my head; I guessed they wanted something out of me. The waves of agony rose and jolted back down, rose and jolted, over and over.

      I almost didn’t notice how quiet it had gone. I kept my head down, pushed against the foliage and dirt. I heard the giant tree trunks above creak in the wind, and the hum of insects. Thousands of insects. The smell of rotting leaves was pungent. Pain rolled around in my torso. I breathed and waited.

      Then, I heard footsteps. The people were walking away from me. Whoever had shot the gun had achieved the desired effect. The steps got quieter and quieter, and I waited until they had gone.

      And yet I could tell I wasn’t alone. My predicament hit me. The people in the jungle had not recognized me. But maybe these newcomers would. I was wanted in Mexico for killing a state governor and escaping prison with a notorious cartel leader.

      Not ideal.

      Then came new footsteps. I heard them coming toward me and, like a child, I clenched my eyes shut, as if they would go away. As if this whole situation would go away, and I could hold Eleanor. And return our son to her. I did well to recall that was exactly what I was trying to do. Here. In the jungle. Look for Jairo again.

      I opened my eyes, shifted my weight to the left side, and rolled over. Three officers in Policia Municipal uniforms looked down at me, guns out, fingers on triggers.

      They were two men and one woman, all dressed in the starched and creased dark-blue uniforms with the hanging straps and holders all over the place, and big black boots laced to halfway up the shin. All three had their hair slicked back tight and wore shades.

      The woman spoke.

      “¿Quien eres, señor?”

      Who are you?

      I almost said my real name, but if nothing else the last few months had taught me to always be alert with the authorities. I recalled the name Luciana had given me.

      “Andrew Cochran,” I said.

      “¿Qué?”

      I repeated the name and the man on the right smirked.

      “Súbete,” he said.

      Get up.

      I launched into an explanation, between gasps for air, of the truck and the dead driver and the crowd.

      “Accidente,” I said. “Accidente.”

      But the cops didn’t seem to give a hoot. They helped me up and listened, but made no comment. When we started walking away from the crash site, I looked back at the driver’s cadaver hanging out of the door and gestured to the woman cop.

      “Ellos lo agarrarán,” she said.

      They’ll pick him up.

      The pain in my body as I walked was too much for me to concentrate on a reply. We stomped through the undergrowth, back to the road down which Luciana, our driver, and I had been flying only an hour or so before. We clambered up through the hole that the SUV had left until our heels hit tarmac.

      I looked up and down and saw no squad car. Only an old black Chevy Tornado truck.

      Helped by the cops, I walked up to it. To my surprise, the woman pulled out some keys and unlocked the door.

      “¿Este?”

      This?

      Getting into unmarked cars with police in Mexico was generally considered a no-no. But the fact these cops were holding me up and hadn’t recognized me left me with no choice.

      As we climbed in, I had the sensation of being watched, by hundreds of eyes. One of the cops was looking out of the window, jerking his head left and right. The woman cop started the engine and we peeled away from the edge of the track and onto the blacktop.

      

      We drove for an hour, until the jungle thinned and towns starting passing by. I didn’t bother asking any questions. I guessed they were to come, and frankly, I needed the time to recuperate from the kicking. I checked my body. Nothing broken; I was sure. I had a fair few bruised bones. The cops stayed silent the whole trip, and only when we took a sharp right into what looked like cobbled streets and the largest built-up area we’d seen did they start chatting.

      We drove through the town slowly. The streets were lined with one-story breeze-block walls, and litter lined the sidewalks. Graffiti was everywhere, and fresh too, the black unfaded yet by the sun, the colors glistening. We passed small shops and they had been looted. Windows were smashed and doors kicked in.

      “¿Que pasó aquí?”

      What happened here?

      It was as if the town had been ransacked and ruined by vandals. Even the church at the center of the main strip was closed up, its doors crossed with two-by-fours nailed into the old wood.

      “What happened?”

      The cops ignored me again at first, but then one of the men turned.

      “Here,” he said. “And everywhere else.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere safe,” he said.

      As he said it, the truck swung into a smaller side street. We drove past three doors and stopped at the fourth, a little blue metal door. It, and the walls, were covered in tags and crude anti-government slogans. Fuck the Feds, said one in infantile scrawl. Another simply showed an X.

      “Where are we?”

      The cop smiled at me for the first time. “Somewhere safe,” he said again.

      

      We walked into a small abode, a tiny yard surrounded by little rooms. An old lady sat in the corner working on a bucket of corn kernels. Two kids peered out from one room, intrigued by the gringo. Hanging everywhere were clothes. Kids’ clothes, underwear, and four Municipal Police uniforms.

      I stopped. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m fine now. I should go.”

      But the woman cop looked at me. “No, no. You stay.”

      And she opened the door to one of the rooms and there was a single bed.

      “Rest,” she said. “Dangerous outside. Have water.”

      I glanced at her gun, holstered, and nodded.

      I drank the water.

      I walked into the room and sat down.

      It was getting dark. “Why dangerous?” I asked.

      She turned to me. “Almost nightfall. They come at night.”

      I went to ask “Who?” but she walked out before I could. I lay down and closed my eyes. I didn’t dare sleep, but simply being horizontal eased the pain a great deal. The bed was padded and soft and was the first decent mattress I’d used in over six weeks.

      I felt the familiar sensation of my world being displaced and slipping away from me. Eleanor somewhere here in the jungle? I couldn’t except that. Jairo? God only knew. And Luciana.

      Luciana.

      I’d forgotten the phone she’d given me. It hadn’t been in my pocket when the people had accosted me in the jungle. I’d checked all the pockets in front of the leader. And it hadn’t been in the SUV. I remembered putting it in my pocket.

      I had to get back to the crash site. To find out what went wrong. To get help.

      I stood. It was time to ask questions. I wasn’t being held by force, so why should I be here? I’d say thank you, and then farewell.

      But as soon as I’d taken a solitary step, one of the male cops slid into the doorway, right hand resting on his holstered gun.

      There was a lady next to him.

      Everything went blurry and I squinted my eyes to focus my vision.

      She was beautiful, with long, thick, black hair.

      I recognized her.

      It was Luciana.

      The guy cop’s face looked strange. He wasn’t angry; it was more of a screwed-up, twisted expression, something like pity? Was that what I saw?

      And in the same exact second, the scene framing him and Luciana swirled into a circle of mixed colors, a perfect circle. I lost focus and I saw the floor coming up at me fast. I felt the pain. Heard the thump, its thud dulled, the crack softened.

      But then I felt no more.
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      I awoke and saw a face. A familiar face. One I’d seen recently. I heard no sounds. My body felt like a dead weight.

      The face belonged to the woman cop from the jungle.

      My arm wouldn’t budge; I felt nothing where my arm should have been. Fear washed over my neck and face like needles. But that’s all I could feel. My face and my neck. Nothing else.

      You?

      But my voice didn’t come out.

      What had they done?

      The cop was smiling at me, and I couldn’t move my face.

      And it all went black.

      

      I awoke to the meow of a cat outside. It was nighttime, and my guts rumbled with hunger. I could feel people around me. I went to speak but my throat seemed to close in on itself, so dried out that I couldn’t enunciate a single sound. The room spun around me. I pushed my mind to remember what had happened, but I couldn’t. Then the smell hit me. Urine. And shit.

      How long had I been there?

      I wriggled, but my body didn’t respond. It was like the Kafka story: I had awoken in a cocoon, trapped inside a now-brittle layer of dried skin. Everything worked on the inside, but the motor-neuron messages weren’t making it out of my nervous system. And I felt tired. So tired.

      And it all went black.

      

      Light flooded my eyes.

      “¡Despertó…despertó!”

      The voice was loud and in my ear. My senses returned for a split-second. I felt my legs! My arms! Relief flooded my body and I went to get up, but no. Something was wrong.

      Tied down?

      My muscles felt like they had been sapped of water. Like dead flesh.

      “Echatelo,” said the voice.

      I felt a needle plunge into my arm.

      

      I was awake again, and walking. This was a dream. I knew it. The way the edge of where I was faded into gray clouds. I was in a dream and I knew it, and yet I didn’t wake up.

      Eleanor grabbed my right hand, and I turned and saw her for the first time since Reynolds had taken her.

      “Where are you?”

      She smiled at me. But I was pissed at her.

      “Where are you, El?”

      “Shush,” she said, putting a finger to her closed lips. She looked stunning. She was wearing a little black dress and her long hair had been curled and put up.

      “Please,” I said. “It’s dangerous. Código X.”

      She smiled again and looked forward. I followed her gaze and there, in front of us, was Jairo. He was dressed in tatters. He was holding a machete that dripped blood.

      

      Daylight—bright, white, and ferocious—burned my eyes. I had opened them too quickly. I shut them. But it wasn’t all black. I was awake again. I checked my body for the return of sensation, but nothing. Paralyzed still.

      My eyelids slid upward like some corny ’70s movie swipe. The light faded and things came into focus. This room was different. The ceiling. It was painted.

      Then a hand touched the side of my face and pushed down. My cheek pressed against the mattress and I saw another person, for a second perhaps, before the jab hit my neck.

      Another person on a bed like me.

      A girl, tied up and knocked out.

      

      Voices this time. I was frozen again, staring upward.

      The sounds were too muffled to make out. I felt my heart thumping from the anxiety of being paralyzed and it was eating at my concentration.

      Breathe, I urged myself. Breathe and listen.

      I took a deep breath. How much time had passed? I couldn’t say. But it was days, not hours. That was for sure. How were they feeding me?

      Then I remembered the girl in the same state I’d seen the last time I was awake.

      The voices became clearer. A man, speaking rapid southern Spanish, and the female cop, her tone brusque and short.

      “Three more weeks,” said the man.

      “No, that’s not possible.”

      “It fucking is. It fucking better be!”

      “We need more then. Whatever. This was not the agreement.”

      “Three weeks. And then we talk cash.”

      My head swirled. Three more! Weeks?

      The pain thudded and blunted the voices again. I strained to hear. But I got nothing. Just mumbling. And then, the slam of a door.

      And it all went black, again.
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      Jairo allowed himself a few minutes to relax. It was a practice his doña had taught him as a kid. No matter the storm, you always have a space, inside of yourself, to which you can go and breathe.

      He opened his eyes. From this vantage point, he could see the entire spread of the Badland. The village buildings, nestled into the thick, vibrant green of the jungle. The solitary cables running from them, and beyond, the canyon and the bridge.

      The jungle of Oaxaca Sierra was as tangled and wild and insane as it could get, nestled into one of the biggest Mexican states with hundreds more municipalities than the average elsewhere. Even before the impeachment, and the subsequent slide into what felt like inevitable war, the Oaxacan Sierra had been dangerous. He had been lucky to find this community.

      The place hummed and buzzed like the cables had failed and ruptured and poured their voltage into the dark-brown earth and up into the air. The temperature was over forty degrees, but that didn’t bother Jairo. He was used to the heat. And the pressure.

      He knew she had arrived already. The leader of the village had told him they would let her enter and send her here to meet him. On the phone, she had protested. She had been angry even, but relieved that he had made it out of Lujano alive. Jairo knew his own value to her organization.

      His father had failed miserably in reuniting his family. A family whose parts he didn’t even know entirely. But at least he’d tried. Jairo respected him for that. The Englishman. His blood.

      And so he would try to save him. And finish the job Scott Dyce had started.

      But resources were a problem, which was why he needed her.

      He heard footsteps crunching foliage behind him. He stayed looking the other way.

      Then her voice came from behind. In English. Short and snappy.

      “Was this necessary?”

      He turned and her black mask made him step back, as it always did. There was something deeply unnerving about speaking with a faceless person. Especially here. Especially in his line of work.

      “I believe so,” he said.

      “So what is it?”

      “I know where they’re holding my father. But the people here think it’s a trap. To draw me in.”

      “So?”

      “I need to go.”

      Her shoulders rose and slumped with her sigh. The eye holes and mouth holes on her mask were covered, albeit in a lighter net material.

      “That will complicate things. You’re asking for too much,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I can’t guarantee getting you out if you do it.”

      “I understand,” said Jairo. “But I need to know one thing: If I can get him, will you grant us both safe passage?”

      “Your father too?”

      The term still grated on Jairo when someone else said it. He nodded.

      “If it’s soon. Yes,” she said.

      

      Jairo watched her walk back down the slope, into the trees, and back to the village.

      Time was not on his side. But he was strong again, almost at full potential. And he had a little support.

      Once he was sure she’d left, he walked back to the village. Each building had its door open, and he could see ladies washing clothes or preparing corns, still husked, over small fires built out of neatly stacked logs.

      He walked through, straight to the leader’s house, and knocked.

      The leader opened the door.

      “And?”

      Jairo nodded. “I’m leaving tonight.”

      The leader shook his head. “It’s a shame, joven. I don’t think you’ll make it. You’d be a credit to us here. You should join us.”

      Jairo placed his hands on the man’s bony shoulders. “Thank you, brother, for all you’ve done.”

      

      Jairo waited for some hours, sleeping, relaxing, and planning. When the light faded from his small window, he rose and put on the uniform the leader of the village had given him: big black boots over black canvas pants, and a thick cotton shirt over his thinned torso. His muscles had not wasted, but he felt lighter for sure. Perhaps that was a good thing.

      Then he holstered the Policia Municipal standard-issue pistol. He’d kept his beard, but trimmed it a bit, and shaved his head. Right now, he looked the part.

      He left the cabin, walked in darkness to the canyon, and found the rope bridge. He stepped onto it and crossed, out of the Badland.

      

      The town was called Miahuatlán. It lay a kilometer from the main Sierra highway, and about five kilometers from the Badland. Walking through the Sierra at night was arduous due to the uneven surface, and in places it was impossible. So he decided it was best to make it to the highway and trek on the bank alongside it. His uniform would protect him from cops, but not Código X. That was a risk he had to take.

      After two hours of the same black trees and starlight for guidance, he reached the blacktop. It was cracked and lined with stones and dried mud. The opening in the trees above allowed the meager light from the thin crescent moon to come through. He stooped and let his eyes adjust to the purple outlines. He looked left and right. Miahuatlán lay north, so he turned right and picked up the pace.

      The boots were a luxury and he stomped rather than jogged and thanked his saint for the comfort they provided. He was sweaty now. Even at night, the temperature did not drop below twenty-five degrees Celsius and the humidity remained brutal.

      In an hour of trekking, he didn’t see a single car, and when the sound of an engine did come from the distance, he felt ashamed at the fact it had made him jump. He cursed his nerves as he hauled himself up onto the high bank and hid in the bushes.

      The engine drew closer. It was a truck. Eight cylinders.

      Tearing up tarmac.

      Its light spilled onto the section of road where Jairo was, blinding him at first.

      He heard voices, shouting and laughing. Drunk guys hanging out the back.

      The truck zoomed past—it was an old State Police Toyota. The guys inside were not cops, but every one of them held a semiautomatic. AR-15.

      They whooped and screamed. With them were two young ladies, both in red mini-dresses. They were smiling, but even at that speed and at that distance, Jairo could see they were terrified.

      Código X.

      The truck passed and Jairo jumped down and continued.

      

      After another thirty minutes, the road came to a curve and at the lip was a cliff. Across from the cliff, a sharp tectonic-plate-shift of a canyon, and on the opposite side, a sea of lights.

      Miahuatlán.

      Thousands of lights, more than there should have been for a small town in the middle of the mountains. Jairo looked closer. There weren’t only lights.

      There were fires. Miahuatlán was ablaze.

      The town was set into one half of a shallow valley nestled on the side of the mountain road. There was one main street running through it, illuminated, unlike the others, by streetlights. Jairo could track it up the slope to a large arch that presumably announced the town’s name to the passing drivers. From this viewpoint, the whole town was laid out. In the center was an old double-spired church painted red and yellow. In front of that, he expected, was a square, but the roofs blocked the view. Around the spires were perhaps four hundred buildings, mostly one-story residential places, spreading out in a messy circle until they hit the jungle.

      Most of the fires were on house roofs. There were people milling about near the flames.

      Jairo looked closer.

      Not people, cops.

      Jairo crouched and focused on the foreground. He was on a slope and it would take a certain degree of concentration to get down and closer. He began the slow descent, protected from being spotted by the trees all around him. He skirted the slope, moving around the town as he did, getting a better view with each step.

      Miahuatlán was buzzing. He could see cops everywhere, but also men and women dressed casually. There were also kids and dogs running around. As he got closer, he heard shouting, and the fires nearest to him blazing too. It was wild.

      After ten minutes and circling around fifty percent of the town, Jairo stopped.

      The information he had been given only provided the name of the town where they were keeping the secuestrados. The kidnapped. In truth, he had no idea in which building his father would be, and there were hundreds of options.

      He kept moving, and as he did the church’s frontage came into view and, in front of it, the town plaza.

      And there, he found what he was looking for.

      In the middle of the square, which was otherwise clear of people, sat his father, strapped to a chair, head slumped down.

      The trap, as it turned out, was anything but subtle.
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      The remnants of the drug doses swilled and swished through the nerve endings in my head, although they no longer dulled the pain in my cranium, which thumped and battered my brain. My head was full of a venomous sludge, malevolent and cruel. The chair I was on was a cheap plastic one, and the ties around my wrists were rope. Not that it mattered; my muscles had no strength.

      I was in the open air. I opened my eyes and lifted my head. The scene swirled in front of me. There was a church, an old colonial design, domed, with two spires shooting up. The plaza was empty except for me at its center. It had buildings of a similar Hispanic style surrounding it, and on top of each roof a fire burned. In fact, the collective embers lit the plaza, changing the normally dull rock into baked terracotta-red. On the roofs, next to each bonfire, figures were moving and talking and laughing, a steady hum of noise.

      I closed my eyes again and my head pounded. I felt like I was about to vomit. But nothing came up.

      It was impossible to deduce how long they had kept me knocked out. But I suspected it was weeks, not days. Their plan was clear now. A crude trap, and of course it made sense. It was the way here in Mexico. I remembered reading how assassinations in Colombia went down in the ’90s. One guy, one gun, one motorbike. One shot to the head.

      Here in Mexico, the cartels favored arms that emptied a hundred rounds a minute.

      Pepper the target, eliminate any chance of failure.

      More of a show.

      I had no idea how my son would locate me. But I supposed my captors had a way. Why would they do this otherwise?

      Jairo was coming. That was certain.

      I scanned the rooftops again. But the figures were black, obscured by the fires. They swayed and moved and that was all I could make out. I wondered whether this town had once been a normal place, with families wandering around, old women selling caramelized fruit pieces in plastic cups, and the odd taco stand at night. There was none of that now. The insane had taken over the asylum; feudal law had won out.

      The urge to vomit came once again, but when I retched only bile filled my mouth. I must have stunk, after so long lying down in the same clothes. Not that it mattered. Whether Jairo came or not, what was the point? Either he’d get gunned down the minute he stepped inside the square, or we’d both be sacrificed.

      I just wanted to know Eleanor was okay. And that Jairo hadn’t got her hurt. Somehow, some way, I knew he hadn’t. I remembered back to when they had met, back in Pozos. He had saved her. Hurting her made no sense at all. And this. This proved that whoever was in charge now wanted Jairo dead, or perhaps alive. How was I to know?

      I breathed and stared at the red ground, waiting.

      

      Two hours or so passed by. My neck and arm muscles ached severely. I supposed the drugs had worn off and the blood was washing into my undernourished muscles, filling them with pain. My body burned, but I’d become accustomed to great discomfort and controlled it to a certain extent. I looked up, and the figures on the rooftops had not budged. In fact, more had joined them, all watching the show.

      

      Another hour went by. The figures were stoking the fires, keeping them roaring their fin-shaped orange jets into the black sky. All I could hear was the crackling and whooshing of the blazes, until out of nowhere a public-address system kicked into action.

      A voice said, in Spanish, “We know you are here. Come get your father. Or in one hour, we shoot him. Come get him. We only want to talk.”

      The voice was whiny and southern, uneducated and crass. A taunt to Jairo.

      My spirits rose. He was here for sure. And even if that was a bad thing, it made me happy that he’d come for me. After everything. He wanted me still. I felt a smile creep across my face.

      But nothing happened. Not for another thirty minutes. My body ached as though I’d received a beating from hell. I wanted to lie down. I got desperate and rocked the chair like I was having a fit. Its legs upended and I slammed down on my side. It hurt, but the feeling of weight shifting downwards, horizontally, felt better.

      I looked sideways and saw a kid walking slowly out of one of the side streets that led off into darkness beside the church. I went to scream at him to turn back, but my throat was dry like it had been stuffed with cotton. I watched in terror as the small boy, dressed in a dingy Barcelona home shirt, walked toward me. He was out in the open, a sitting duck.

      “Stop,” I croaked.

      He kept walking. His thick black hair, cut in a bob, bounced above his smiling face as he bounded toward me, like this was fun. Then the PA system burst into life again.

      “Parate, hijo,” boomed around the plaza.

      Stop, son.

      But he didn’t. He kept coming. I wiggled in my lying position, but it was no good. In four or so hours, the ropes hadn’t loosened a bit.

      The kid reached me and stood over me and smiled. I smiled back as best I could, but then turned stern. “¡Vete ya!”

      Go now!

      He kept smiling.

      “Por favor.”

      He didn’t budge.

      Then, behind him, from the same street came another three small boys. Then a girl, then four more boys. All came skittering towards us.

      Then more came.

      Then I lost count.

      The voice coming through the PA system screamed across the square at them to stop and go back. But their insolence was solid. They kept walking toward me until I was surrounded by little bodies standing in a circle.

      “Por favor, largarse,” I said.

      Please, go away.

      “It’s not safe.”

      The mass of bodies around me became dense, in the hundreds easily. The small boy in the Barca shirt stooped down and drew a cheap kitchen knife his mom probably used to cut the vegetables in his daily soup and used it to cut my ties.

      “Crawl, Señor,” he said.

      And I did. I started slow but got faster. I looked forward, through tens of pairs of little legs, covered and protected by the weak. The vulnerable, helping me. The white guy. The privileged.

      The going was snail-paced, and the rough paving underneath scratched and scraped my elbows. I kept going, towards the edge. Then I became aware of someone behind me, guiding me. The first boy. He was steering me through his friends.

      I heard a gunshot.

      Some of the kids screamed. Some laughed, hysterically.

      I went to get up. There was no way a kid was getting a bullet for helping me. But the Barca boy pushed me. I looked back and his eyes met mine. They were serious and black. I nodded. And he nodded back.

      I will save you from this, I thought. I will.

      I turned back and kept crawling.

      Another gunshot sounded.

      I hurried, and through the little limbs I saw the walls of plaza buildings. And to the left, a passageway. I looked back at Barca Boy, and he smiled and nodded.

      I picked up the pace and made it to the edge. I could hear adult voices hovering above the children; they were hunting me.

      Rolling, I caught a glimpse of the passageway and I moved closer. Then more gunshots. And the PA system again, though I failed to make out its message.

      I crawled until my elbows stung. And eventually I made it to the passageway entrance. I rolled to the side and out of sight of the plaza, then rose.

      Gathering my wits, I glanced down the passageway and was met with blackness. The streetlights had dropped out and the street was a tunnel leading to a deep black hole.

      I jogged into it.

      Behind me the kids started screaming and laughing and making raucous noises. I sprinted.

      I kept my gaze on the end of the passageway, a square of black. And the fading light from the plaza showing the way. And all of a sudden, the end came into view. Maybe twenty meters in front of me.

      The exit.

      And it was blocked.

      By a cop.
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      I froze.

      The cop stood rigid.

      His gun wasn’t drawn.

      I looked back, and now the plaza from which I’d come was black.

      I turned back to the cop, and he mumbled something I couldn’t hear.

      He walked forward out of the shadows, and the dim light fell on his face, carving out his features.

      It was Jairo.

      My son.

      He was haggard, though not as much as the last time I’d seen him. His beard was longer, but his hair was cropped short. He looked like me, which was what had struck me the first time I’d seen him. He looked respectable in the cop uniform. The crisp and thick blue cotton shirt, and the pants and the boots.

      I wanted to hug him and I walked to him and he turned and ran. I followed him.

      We crossed the street to an old, beaten-up Nissan Tsuru. Jairo got in and I followed suit.

      The inside was sparse and old. The carpets had worn to a slick plastic-like finish and it smelled of old cigarettes. A little Virgin of Guadalupe swung from the rearview mirror.

      “Let’s go.”

      Jairo had a screwdriver jammed into the hole where the key should have been. He twisted it and the engine roared to life.

      “Get behind,” he said. “And stay down.”

      I did as my son ordered.

      The back seats were relatively unused, although the floor where I huddled down was strewn with trash. Jairo slammed his foot down on the accelerator and the car jolted and we moved.

      “Stay the fuck down,” he said. In English, with a thick accent.

      I nodded, not that he could see it.

      For the first five minutes, I guessed we were meandering through the streets of the town, up inclinations, down slopes, round curves.

      Suddenly, there was a change of pace. I felt the gearbox argue back for a second as the accelerator forced the pistons into overdrive and we jolted forward. My head collided with the back of the passenger seat.

      Then I heard the sirens behind us.

      The car tilted and swerved and rocked on the ancient suspension as—I guessed—we reached the highway.

      It was very dark. I realized that Jairo was driving without headlights, because there were no reflections, no illuminations except the faint glimmer of red and blue from behind.

      “Get up,” Jairo shouted over the roar of the engine. I got up and clambered into the front seat.

      We were gunning it down the narrow and unforgiving mountain road I had been on with the cops before my capture/rescue. The old motor was struggling under the strain Jairo was subjecting it to and we were jolted from left to right, front to back.

      I turned and saw the cops behind us were losing the race. They were in a truck, from what I could make out from the headlights. Probably the standard Toyota the Municipals favored. We took another turn and the police truck came into view. Three guys in the back, guns raised. Three more in the cabin. We had the advantage.

      I looked forward and saw the task Jairo was dealing with. No lights, just the black outlines of the banks at either side.

      I looked at my son. His eyes were downcast and dark. He looked like a guy I would have crossed the street to avoid a year ago. His jaw clenched as he gripped the wheel like it held the secret of life.

      “Here,” he said, chucking a pistol into my lap. “Shoot them.”

      “I…never shot a gun. I don’t…”

      “Shut up and do it.”

      I looked down and picked up the black pistol. A Beretta? I couldn’t tell.

      I said, “I’m serious. I don’t have a clue.”

      Jairo huffed and grabbed the pistol back. He cocked it, and without taking his eyes off the road, threw it back to me.

      “Solo apachuralo,” he said.

      Just squeeze.

      Simple.

      He shouted, “Now!”

      I didn’t ask anything more. I wound the window down and the warm night air rushed into the car. Going against every instinct in my body, I held the window ledge and hauled myself upward, and out. The wind was strong and my eyes immediately started streaming water. I looked back and saw the cop truck thundering along, about fifty meters behind, swerving slightly on the narrow track. I could make out the three guys standing, and the two figures in the front seats.

      I couldn’t hold the gun with two hands. The wind would have pulled me out and onto the tarmac zooming past. So I gripped the top of the window with my left hand and held the pistol up with my right. I begged my hand to keep still, so I could place my line of vision down the shaft and shoot true. But that was ridiculous. Instead, my arm made a circle shape with a circumference of about fifty centimeters. It was pathetic. My finger gripped the trigger, but I couldn’t do it.

      I breathed out. The sound of the two cars, theirs behind and ours underneath me, shattered what would have been the silence of the mountains, filling it with the roar of pistons and the squeal of fan belts and tires.

      I tried to aim again. Willing my hand to keep still. But it was like writing a text message while blind drunk. Everything swirled and nothing centered.

      “Damn it,” I said.

      Then Jairo yelled from inside, mad as hell. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Damn.”

      I tried again and the gun swayed. The car hit a hole in the road, or something like a rock, and jolted up, and my left arm slammed into the window.

      And the gun slipped from my grip and dropped to the whizzing blacktop below.

      “Shit.”

      Jairo heard me. He must have heard the gun bounce off the ground too. “Get down, you idiot,” he said. “Just get in.”

      I followed his orders, like a naughty schoolboy. This kid, telling me off. For not shooting a gun? Damn it.

      “Sorry,” I said. But Jairo ignored me.

      Then bullets started hitting the back of our ride.

      First, a rapid-fire burst. Twenty shots or maybe more. Then, many more. The back window shattered and the noise got louder. I held my head down and Jairo crouched at the wheel like a geriatric in a Rover.

      “Not far now,” he said in Spanish. “I have an idea.”

      The shots from behind continued. I thought about the gas tank. Would it explode like it did in movies? Surely not.

      Suddenly, the bends in the road became tighter and Jairo began to brake with the gears, slamming the old gearshift into second, and third, and back to second.

      The shots from behind stopped, and I gripped the window part of the door as we rocketed along the jungle road, increasing the distance from the cop car with every curve.

      “Get ready,” Jairo shouted above the roar of the engine and the wind. “Follow my lead.”

      “What?” But there was no time. Jairo pulled over sharply, seemingly into the trees and undergrowth. But the ground was firm and flat. He killed the engine and slapped his hand down on my knee as I started to get out.

      “Stop. Wait.”

      I did.

      I heard the cop car’s engine roaring behind us. Then the squeal of brakes and the unmistakable slam and crunch of metal hitting trees and dirt.

      The same trap our SUV had succumbed to a little while ago.

      We listened to the bang and crash and then silence. I could smell gasoline and burnt rubber.

      “Let’s go,” said Jairo and got out of the car.

      I followed, and we walked back out onto the road. The cop car was gone. Jairo turned left and we started down the bank of the sharp turn, and sure enough, I saw the yellow fire burning down below.

      “Quick,” he said, jumping ahead of me down into the lower part. Then I recognized the area. It was the crash site where Luciana and I had gone down. The SUV had been taken away, but even in the dark, I recognized the clearing. We made it to the lower part and flat ground and walked to the burning cop car. The back was empty now, and a body lay right in our path. Jairo stooped down, undid the cop’s pistol, stood back up, and shot him in the head.

      I shouted, “No!”

      “Shut up,” said Jairo, before walking around the truck, finding another guy crawling and groaning, and shooting another round into this guy’s head. Then to the cab. Bang! Bang! Two more shots.

      “Jairo,” I said. “Please, that’s not…”

      But my son was possessed. He stalked to the other side, and I guessed he’d found his last target. Bang! Then all we could hear was the smoldering flames of the wreckage.

      Jairo began rooting through the truck, throwing guns and handcuffs to the ground.

      “Help me strip them,” he said.

      “What? Why?”

      But his stare told me to stay quiet and follow his order.

      As we began tearing the shirt off the first dead cop, I looked at my son, his face illuminated in the orange light of the flames.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Badland,” he said. “There’s someone you need to see.”
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      I asked, “see who?”

      But Jairo just stomped along the path ahead of me, the bundle of cop uniforms wrapped around at least five assault rifles over his right shoulder, swinging with his strides.

      “Who?”

      But he held his finger up in the air. I got the message. My own bundle, though significantly lighter than his, still warranted a good amount of attention while walking this land. The jungle path was beaten, sure, but vines and roots often rose up two feet in height. At least the moon was out and we could see pretty well.

      “How far then?”

      I got the finger once more.

      

      We reached the edge of a canyon, with a crude rope bridge crossing it that resembled the losing entry in a Cub Scouts’ venture badge competition.

      “We’re not crossing on that,” I said.

      But Jairo didn’t care. “Hurry up,” he said.

      “What is this place?”

      “They call it La Tierra Mala,” he said.

      The Badland.

      “Like the national park?”

      That was lost on Jairo. Instead, he stormed across the bridge. It spanned about a hundred meters, I reckoned, and the creaking sound did nothing to calm my nerves, so I kept talking as we walked.

      “I was there before,” I said. “Back there where they crashed.”

      Jairo said nothing, just kept walking. We were halfway across.

      “We crashed too. And you knew it, didn’t you?”

      Silence. We were only ten meters away from the other side.

      “Didn’t you? What is this, Jairo? You think I don’t want answers? Using kids as a human shield back there in the town. Then you blow five cops’ brains out. You think I’m okay with this? You think I accept this? I’m your father!”

      Jairo turned and dropped his bundle on the grass bank. He had reached the end. He squared up and walked to me. We were equal in height, but he was a lot more beefed-up. His face came right up to mine. His breath smelled metallic. He said nothing, just stared me down like a boxer at the weigh-in.

      I stood my ground. But he made me feel uneasy, it was undeniable. He was like a phantom reflection in the mirror, like when you stared at yourself for too long as a kid and your features turned obscure and devil-like. His eyes burned into mine. I blinked and he turned back.

      We left the bridge and landed on hard ground. Jairo rummaged in a bush to the side of the poles and drew out a machete. In two swings, he cut the rope bridge and it collapsed into the canyon below.

      Then, silence.

      

      We walked into the Badland. It was a village, with about fifty shacks and houses centered around a dirt path, from what I could make out. No one was around. Then came a shout.

      “Jairo!”

      We turned. A stocky man with one bad eye and a thick black-and-grey goatee beard approached us. I knew him.

      The guy from the crash site.

      “Jairo,” I said. “This is bad. Let’s go.”

      But Jairo grinned—not at me, but at the approaching man—and hugged him.

      The goatee man glanced at me, his face friendly for having seen Jairo. It was the first time I had seen my son smile.

      “Jairo,” I said. “We have to go. These people are bad. I met him.”

      “I told you there is someone you need to meet.”

      “Him? You must be joking.”

      Jairo’s smile dropped. “Not him. Follow me.”

      

      We walked, me behind them, to a small shack made of concrete blocks. We entered a dark room where a laptop sat on a plastic party table, the kind they rented for parties and weddings. Jairo opened it up and tapped away for a few minutes.

      I waited until Jairo beckoned me over.

      I looked at the screen. It was a Skype call connecting.

      Then the screen transformed into a live-feed VOIP call.

      I was face to face with Eleanor.
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      “I’ll leave you two alone awhile,” said Jairo, stepping out of the door with the goatee man.

      I barely heard him.

      I could feel tears building up and I fought them back. I had to appear strong.

      “Are you okay? Where are you? What’s happening?”

      My wife smiled. She was in what looked like an austere motel room: dark-blue wallpaper with white framing, and cheap-curtained windows. The Wi-Fi connection wasn’t perfect, it kept jumping and stuttering, I guessed due to the small dongle this laptop was using. But to see her face filled me with hope and love.

      “El,” I said. “Where are you?”

      “Best I don’t say, Scotty. It’s not safe.”

      “But—”

      “Look, there isn’t too much time here. This connection is fine, but the longer we’re online, the longer they have to locate us. I’m stateside. That’s all I can say for now.”

      “Stateside? Damn,” I said. Exhaustion hit me and I sat down on the plastic chair next to the table, looking at Eleanor´s face, wanting to touch her and kiss her.

      “There’s so much to tell you,” said Eleanor. “I forgive you. I know what you tried to do, keeping Jairo quiet from me. It’s done now. He’s alive. And that’s the only thing that matters. You’re together too. Just like he promised me. He’s a real man, Scotty. A real man.”

      I nodded. “He saved me,” I said.

      She smiled again.

      God, I missed her. Finding out a hope you’d thought extinguished still burned. I still had a chance to make it. She was alive. That was all that counted. And seeing her brought back all of my intentions and motivation. I felt a new energy inside of me. I’d do whatever she said I had to do.

      “Did Jairo tell you yet?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Jairo whispered it to me back in Lujano. Before he escaped.”

      “Whispered what?”

      “We’re grandparents, Scotty.”

      For a second, I left my body. The words didn’t sound like they were meant for me. Some sort of accident.

      “What?”

      “You have to get here, to the U.S. I don’t know how. Jairo too. But that’s what it all comes down to.”

      “Wait. What?”

      She beamed her smile again. “Sorry. It’s too much to take in. Jairo has a daughter. She’s here in the States somewhere.”

      “Jesus, I didn’t—”

      “I know,” she said. “Jairo’s girlfriend is called Vanessa. We don’t know what the girl is called. They left Mexico five years ago. Jairo sent them away, to be safe from the cartel.”

      “I didn’t even think of it.”

      Eleanor smiled, but then frowned. “Scotty, what happened to you?”

      “Huh?”

      “You look like dog shit.”

      “Thanks,” I said, chuckling for the first time in what felt like years.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just, you look like…I don’t know. Real bad.”

      “Things here are out of control,” I said. “I was captured. By cops. At least I think they were cops. They drugged me. How long’s it been?”

      I had forgotten to ask.

      “Since when?”

      “Since you left Mexico, since you—”

      I didn’t need to finish the sentence. Eleanor had killed a man the last time I’d seen her, as well as finding out her abducted son was still alive and finally meeting him. Not exactly easy to forget. I had been in prison for four weeks. And we’d flown to Oaxaca the same day I escaped.

      “Six weeks.”

      I nodded. “They had me drugged for two then. Jesus.”

      “Why?”

      I shook my head this time. I suppose when you’re so used to talking to someone, even on Skype you rely on the slightest of motions and gestures to manage a conversation.

      “I don’t know. But this place is weird. I—”

      “Stop, Scotty. It isn’t safe. Don’t mention where you are. I can’t either.”

      “What do we do?”

      Eleanor shifted and glanced to her side very quickly. Something was bothering her. Something she wasn’t saying. I could tell by the way her hand shot up to push her black hair aside and scratch her neck. She always did that when she was stressed or nervous. I guessed she was both. It was undeniable. I knew my wife. She was holding something back. But as her gaze returned to me, she smiled.

      “You need to get here. Find me. And we find the girls.”

      “Jairo’s girlfriend and daughter.”

      Eleanor nodded.

      “But how do we find you?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “I can’t say. There are places I would never go here. And there are places I know I’d be safe. You have to trust Jairo. He was never dead to me. He’s incredible.”

      It pained me to admit it, but I felt jealous when she said that. Of my own son! He had missed twenty-two years with his parents. His mother. And I resented him for it?

      “Okay,” I said, “I will.”

      “We have to get our boy to his family, Scotty. I can’t let him lose everyone. He lost us already; he can’t lose his own child, and her mother.”

      How much Jairo had suffered. Eleanor was right. Jairo losing his own daughter would prove this world was the hell I’d always suspected it was. We couldn’t let it happen. Not again.

      “You’re damn straight,” I said.

      Eleanor smiled. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said, and the screen went blank.
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      Jairo walked out of the room where his real father sat talking to his real mother. The moon was bright enough to see the track through the village, and he cut through another of the stout buildings to the back part, where the foliage was out of control. He knew it was the right time; he just had to wait.

      It turned out to be twenty minutes in the end. Out of the bushes she came again, in her black ski mask and cap. Dressed in military garb, it was impossible to describe her in any discernible way. She was tall. She was slender. That was it.

      “Are you ready?”

      Jairo nodded.

      “Good,” said the lady in black. “There’ll be a plane. It leaves in forty hours. If you don’t make it, we don’t take you. If your father arrives with you, we take you both. If he arrives without you, we leave him.”

      “Got it,” said Jairo.

      In the light of the moon, the lady in black seemed no more than a shadow. Featureless, her body offered the only glimpse of her real persona. She looked like a Japanese cartoon.

      “This will be over soon,” she said. “Just be here in two nights.”

      She handed Jairo a printed map. He held it up in the light. Two red crosses made of electrical tape were on the map. He traced the main Sierra highway and the curves of the mountain road. He traced the thin yellow line up to Miahuatlán, which sat an inch below the first red cross—which, Jairo now saw, marked the entrance to a military camp. That area of the map was clean and green. Mowed lawns, he supposed, spreading a vast distance, cut into the jungle. The second red cross lay almost in the middle of the military base; to its side, a long concrete runway.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “I mean it about leaving you behind,” said the lady in black. “This deal is temporary and subject to delivery.”

      “Okay.”

      “Good.”

      And she turned and strode off back into the undergrowth.

      Jairo folded the map up, pocketed it, and turned to walk back to his father, Scott Dyce.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The door opened and Jairo came back in. His face was sagging and he looked double his age. The uniform was reduced to just the base shirt, buttons open, filthy pants, and boots. His beard was matted and scruffy and wild. The only smart thing was his Marines-style haircut.

      He shut the door, walked to the little table with the laptop, and sat in the chair next to me.

      “Jairo,” I said. “Your mother—”

      His face stiffening with frustration, he said, “She isn't my mother.”

      “Well,” I started, but decided against it. “I spoke to Eleanor. She told me about your daughter. About your girlfriend.”

      Jairo breathed deeply through his nostrils, as if he was disappointed, like when a parent offers a teenager help choosing an outfit for a party.

      “Don’t bother,” he said. “She’s hidden. I don’t even know where.”

      “But we have to get out of here.”

      “We do,” he said.

      “So?”

      “We have a ride.”

      He looked straight at me, pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket, and chucked it at me. It fell on the floor at my feet. I picked it up and unfolded it and took it in. A map. Two crosses. Inside what seemed to be a military camp.

      “The army?”

      Jairo smirked, and his face cracked as he chuckled.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said.

      “What?”

      “It was army,” he said.

      “Was?”

      “Man, the country is gone. No president—not that it mattered anyway. And we lost our cartel. That leaves one. And they are the military. Well, were the military.”

      “Código X,” I said, and Jairo nodded.

      “Reynolds,” I said.

      Jairo jerked when I said the name. He quickly slumped back, but I’d seen it. Reynolds meant something to him. Just the name had made him jump.

      I decided to push it and said, “You heard of him?”

      Jairo looked at me. “Who?”

      “Mr. Reynolds,” I said. “That name mean anything to you?”

      Jairo slumped further down the chair and closed his eyes.

      “We leave in two days. From that base on the map. We don’t make it, the planes flies anyways.”

      “Who is helping us?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “The authorities? I’m wanted. There’s no way—”

      Jairo looked at me. “These authorities can help.”

      I nodded. I knew I wasn’t getting anything else out of him. The important thing was to reach Eleanor. And Jairo was my only hope.

      “How do we get in?”

      Jairo shrugged. “Gonna figure that out.” And he seemed to go into an almost instantaneous doze.

      “Take the bed,” I said, pointing to the thin mattress. “There’s a couch through in the other room.”

      Jairo got up, eyes still slits, and fell onto the bed.

      I walked through to the couch and lay down and fell asleep within minutes.
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      The faint but unmistakable aroma of brewing coffee reached the very depths of my nostrils and I awoke. I got up and put my feet down on the flat cement floor. It was light outside, but hazy.

      Early.

      I stood and walked through to find Jairo snoring like a cement mixer in the single bed. I snuck past him and left.

      Outside, the village was deserted and silent. I smelled the fragrant wafts of coffee and I followed my nose.

      The village was essentially a long strip of beaten-down dirt floor, with buildings opposite each other, lining the sides. The buildings were half-finished one-floor abodes, with square windows and often just an outside garden gate for a main door. Some of the doors were just left open. Behind the buildings, on both sides, the jungle encroached. I thought about how a house only comes alive when humans reside in it. It absorbs the work and energy a person is willing to put into it, and once left it deteriorates like a piece of rotting meat. These buildings were well used, but the jungle behind them provided the protection. From detection and from the wind. Even bullets would find the going tough getting through the foliage and would hit cement.

      I could see why they kept this place a secret.

      I decided to turn right, because we had entered from the left, and the right path rose slightly to where I could make out a hill, and the coffee smell was coming from there.

      I walked past five houses before I found the lady brewing coffee. She was young, about thirty, and wore denim shorts and a pink vest. Her hair was wet from a recent shower and she smelled of perfume. In front of her was a neat little fire, a single log burning at one end that she nudged more and more into the small, controlled orange fingers of the fire. Poised above the blaze was an iron cross from which was suspended a kettle full of café de olla, pungent with cinnamon and piloncillo.

      “Puedo?”

      The lady looked at me like I’d asked if the sun was out.

      “Órale,” she said and handed me a tin cup. I filled it, holding the kettle by the tiny plastic protector on the handle, and thanked her.

      I carried on up the path.

      The ground started to rise and I turned back and looked at the village in its entirety. I counted the houses each side of the track. I reckoned fifty, tops, and then something caught my eye. One of the buildings, furthest away on the left side, was remarkably bigger. The roof stood at two stories and ran backward from the track a considerable way. Not a house. An industrial building.

      I dismissed it for now. We’d be gone in two days if Jairo could work this out. That’s what I had to focus on. Not this place.

      I sat on the rise for two hours and managed to stretch the coffee out for half that time. My heart pumped with the first caffeine it had received in weeks and I felt grateful. The birds and animals of the jungle began to make more noise, and slowly people started coming out of their houses. I watched them gathering and walking to each door. The men. Organizing themselves, I supposed.

      I walked back and nodded at them, not that I received any nods back. The lady with the coffee had gone.

      I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something wasn’t right. It didn’t matter, I kept telling myself. We’d be gone soon. But all the same, the thought would not let go.

      

      I got back to the room, and Jairo started when I entered. He was sitting on the bed and the goatee leader guy was conversing with him from a seat at the table. Both men looked up at me.

      “Morning,” I said. “I went for a walk.”

      “We know,” said the leader in his gruff Spanish.

      I noticed the small map on the table between them. “Figured it out?”

      The leader glanced at Jairo and then at me.

      Jairo spoke: “There is a way. Gustavo will help us.”

      “Okay,” I said, feeling rejuvenated by his including me a little, and took the other chair. “How?”

      Jairo looked at the leader, Gustavo. His left eye, I realized, was busted. It was misty like an old dog’s. He looked at me dead on. He had a face that looked like he’d just finished a fifteen-hour shift on a building site.

      “Tomorrow,” he said, in Spanish, “they will meet. At the base. All of them. We have spies there, and it’s on.”

      “Who will meet?”

      Gustavo didn’t say anything, but instead got up and walked to the side of the door. I hadn’t noticed, but there was a pile of blue shirts and straps and pants and boots lying there. He stooped and grabbed one of the tops and flung it on the table.

      The creases settled to frame two words: POLICIA MUNICIPAL. The uniforms Jairo and I had taken from the crash last night.

      “Cops?”

      Gustavo nodded. “We go dressed as them. Attend the meeting.”

      Jairo took over. “And make sure we find the plane at the right time.”

      He flipped the map over and scrawled on it was 21:00.

      “We all fly?”

      “No,” said Jairo. “Just us.”

      “To the States?”

      “Yes.”

      I took it in. “So why is he coming?” I’d switched to English so Gustavo couldn’t follow.

      Jairo seemed reluctant to reply at first, but then he grunted and looked at me. “He has his own business.”

      I looked back at Gustavo. “Why the meeting?”

      He tilted his head to the side, showing the patience he was clearly utilizing to keep up this conversation with me. “Their leader is coming.”

      “Leader of the municipal cops?”

      Gustavo snorted an emphatic “no.”

      Jairo cut in. “Mexico has fallen. There is no government. There are no cops. Just factions. He’s talking about the leader of Código X. The man they call X03.”

      I managed to control my facial features. Not only had I met the famous X03, but I’d actually escaped prison with him about three weeks previous.

      Behind us, the door opened and in stepped a man in his late twenties, with a similar goatee to the leader and short hair too. He was wearing khaki combat pants and a black vest.

      “This is my son, Gustavo,” said Gustavo.

      I nodded at him, but the son just stared at us with a moody and serious face that betrayed his years. To describe him as antsy would discredit ants everywhere. He shuffled from heel to heel, arms swaying to and fro constantly, like he wanted to punch something, or someone.

      “He will also be coming,” said Gustavo Sr.

      “Okay,” I said. “When do we leave?”

      “Meeting’s tomorrow night. Eight p.m. Our ride out leaves at nine p.m.”

      “Got it.” I looked at Gustavo Sr. “You’re building a resistance here, right?”

      He shrugged.

      “How many men? A hundred? Two hundred? You’ll need more. Where I was, they had thousands. And that was one little town.”

      “Shut up,” said Jairo, switching to English. “That’s not your concern.”

      I lifted my hands. “Okay, okay. I just want out of here. I just want our family back together.”

      I meant it, but Jairo was clearly not impressed. He scoffed and got up and starting saying his goodbyes to the two Gustavos, who blanked me as they left.

      Once they’d gone, Jairo and I shared an awkward silence.

      “Jairo,” I said, no longer able to handle the atmosphere. “I mean it. I want to find your kid and your girlfriend. I know you don’t see us as your parents. But that child, she’s yours. Have you met her?”

      Jairo shook his head. His face was sullen and he stared at the floor in front of him, his mind a million miles away, remembering something. Something I hadn’t been around for. I thought for a second what it would have been like if he had been born in the States, or even back in England. He’d be working at a bank, or studying art and getting high all the time, or playing football. Something like that. Not putting bullets into the back of police officers’ craniums, that was for sure.

      “We’ll find them,” I said.

      But Jairo didn’t break his gaze and he stayed quiet. I left him and walked to the other room and slumped on the couch. If everything went as planned, we could be landing in the States in less than twenty-four hours.
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      I had thought that a day in the safety of a hidden village, away from the bad cops and Código X gangsters, would have been the ideal tonic, but it was far from it. Instead, I felt tense the entire day, worrying about Eleanor and hoping to find her. I recalled, from some random Nat Geo or History Channel show, that the U.S.A. spanned nine-point-eight million square kilometers, and Eleanor was in one. Those were pretty bad odds.

      She had told me to trust in Jairo. But he didn’t seem to have the slightest clue as to where his mother was located, much less his daughter and girlfriend. In fact, Jairo’s attitude was a core reason for my continuing bad feeling. He didn’t seem to care at all about getting to the States, instead treating it like a night shift he had to do. When I asked about his child, he clammed up. When I mentioned Eleanor, he sneered at me. I began to question his motives, especially given the way these villagers acted. To call them unfriendly would have been an understatement. They were disdainful toward me. And when I went exploring, I was physically blocked from certain areas and told to go away—one of those being the larger building I had spotted from the hill.

      But Jairo went there. I followed him from a distance in the afternoon of that day, and saw him and the two Gustavos heading in. Something about the place was wrong, and secretive. I understood that they were hiding, and of course building some sort of resistance, but there was something else.

      By early evening, I’d decided to take a walk. With the sun up high, most people were in the shade of their houses, and I passed along the main track and back into the jungle. I walked through until I found the canyon and, looking sideways, saw the rope bridge had been re-strung. I walked with care on roots and foliage, pushing back plants and leaves that were like angry little arms trying to hold me back. I got to the bridge and walked across, out of the Badland.

      The other side had no path, something I supposed the people were careful to maintain. So the going was slow and laborious. But after a time, I heard the distant sound of a car maneuvering along the Sierra road, and I realized that I was standing in the crash site. Like the SUV before it, the cop car had been cleared away and almost no evidence remained, except for the broken branches that, if you studied them closely, showed the path along which both cars had come flying down off the road. It was a bowl-shaped clearing, and I stood and spun slowly in a circle. Nothing was left of the cops. I saw again Jairo putting them down, like some grim war scene out of a movie. The way he’d done it, ice cold and disconnected. Fast and efficient. It had chilled me, as it did again now, thinking about it.

      I completed my circle and was about to step back up the side and head back to the bridge when a glint on something caught my eye. It was just to the edge of the clearing, under leaves. Something black.

      I walked to it, crouched, and picked up the phone that Luciana had given me from Reynolds. I’d totally forgotten it.

      I clicked a button, and to my surprise the faint LED screen burst into life. The battery still had one bar.

      I slipped the phone into my pocket. It might be useful, I guessed. Then I started the trek back to the village.

      

      I failed to notice the vibration at first, thinking it was an insect buzzing at me, attracted by the alien material of my clothes or something. But I realized just in time that the cell phone was ringing. I scrambled about in my pocket, pulled out the phone, and clicked the green button.

      “Bueno,” I said.

      Reynolds’ voice came on. I froze and, keeping the phone to my ear, glanced around me. No one. I had passed the bridge, though, and was only a kilometer from the village.

      “Mr. Dyce,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “I am not sure how you’ve evaded my surveillance for the last few days, but let’s leave it as good fortune. Yours for finding your son, and mine for you finding this phone.”

      My heart shuddered in my chest.

      “You’ve messed up, Dyce. Badly. But there is still time to fix this. I asked you to carry out a simple task and you failed.”

      “The truck crashed. I was taken.”

      “I know all that,” said Reynolds. “Let’s not waste time. You’ll do well to remember that you work for me now. You will follow my orders to the letter. You have no leg to stand on. Your family are here in the States. You are not.”

      My heartbeats tripled in speed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. Three generations of your blood. All here. And you and your son there.”

      “If you touch—”

      Then he laughed, which came out like a malicious mechanical cackle. “You have no bartering leverage here, Dyce,” he said. “You follow my instructions and no harm will come to them.”

      “You have—”

      “Your granddaughter and her mother? Your wife? My people are everywhere. You don’t understand it fully, but I assure you we control a lot more than you think. The chaos there right now? The whole country burning? That’s me. You understand?”

      “Jesus.”

      I racked my brain for an idea. Nothing came. I was back in the hole.

      “What do I need to do?”

      The rasping sound of Reynolds’ breathing filtered through the voice distorter, fractured. Or maybe the line was bad.

      “Bring Jairo to me,” he said. “As soon as a chance presents itself. If you do, your wife and new family are free. If you don’t, they go to jail first. For a year perhaps. Drain them of their will to live. The child, into fostering in Mexico, of course. She’ll be lost. Undocumented.”

      “Please,” I said.

      “You know what to do,” he said. And the phone went dead.

      I looked around again, the phone glued to my cheek. My heart palpitated, thudding hot blood around my body; even the heat of the jungle was no match. I started running toward the village. I had no plan. No idea. I thought about dumping the phone, but decided against it. I buried it back in my pocket and kept on.

      At the entrance to the village, where the first buildings started and the bigger one was situated, stood Jairo and the young Gustavo. They looked up at me.

      Jairo came forward and said, “What the hell are you doing?” He looked incredulous. “You know how hard it is for Gustavo to keep things secure?”

      I was out of breath. All I could do was slap my hands to my knees and try to breathe.

      “What the hell were you doing? I don’t need to have to protect you, old man,” said Jairo. “Got enough shit on my plate.”

      I vomited and the men jumped back.

      “Que le pasa!?!”

      I apologized and spat. “Jairo, I need you to call your— Eleanor again.”

      “’Fraid not,” he said. “Insecure.”

      “Please,” I said, but he shook his head.

      “Well, I’ll do it myself.”

      And I barged past him and began storming toward our rooms. But I didn’t get far. The first thing I felt was a sharp kick to the back of my right knee and my leg crumpled. I dropped, and a thick, muscular arm wrapped tight around my neck and my arm was drawn back to breaking point. Jairo breathed into my ear.

      “You do as I say, motherfucker. We aren’t friends.”

      People had gathered around us, pointing and gossiping with each other. I could hear their mumbling.

      “Or you don’t get your ride,” he said.

      I nodded, but my head didn’t move under the force of the constraint.

      “Why then?” I managed to gasp out. “Why are you helping me?”

      Jairo let me go, but placed his boot on the flat of my back and pushed hard so I stumbled forward and my chin scraped dirt. I heard a few people in the crowd snigger.

      Jairo walked away, back to his discussion with Gustavo Jr.

      

      That night, we ate a bowl of beans cooked in caldo in silence and I went to sleep early.

      I was on my own again pretty much. Jairo clearly didn’t care about his family. So why would he bother helping me find Eleanor? What was in it for him?
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      Jairo ran through the plan with me mid-morning like I was the work-experience boy in his department, some idiot dumped into his busy schedule against his wishes. I was a goddamned CEO, I thought on various occasions, but I let it slide. He refused to tell me who was helping us. I had to allow him to get on with it. Let him take control. It was simple really. Código X were holding a huge gathering at the military base, and there we’d meet his contact and fly out.

      I asked Jairo who his contact was, but he declined to give me any information apart from the bare bones of his shaky plan. We had the uniforms and guns and a time for take-off. That was it.

      We decided to shave our beards, and heads too. We did it together, like some creepy twist on a father–son cliché, tapping the foam into the little sink as we shared the mirror, guns and belts and stolen cop uniforms laid out to the side.

      We finished up and ate more beans for lunch and then rested as much as we could. Hours passed at a glacial pace, and I felt relieved when the sun began to tilt in the sky and the Gustavos came to the house, along with five more men, all dressed as municipal cops.

      It was time.

      My relief soon swilled into a feeling of dread, though. I began to feel apprehensive, and then up the scale, rising to full-on panicked. We were hiking the first part of the journey to the military base. Gustavo Snr told us buses had been arranged for cops attending the gathering, parked up outside of Miahuatlán. I couldn’t believe I was heading back there.

      

      We had hiked for three hours when we arrived at a point in the Sierra road where it curved at a 180-degree angle and revealed the town below. It almost looked picturesque in the dim light of dusk, except the quaint yellow lights were fires blazing on the rooftops, and the shouts were not children playing but grown men running around in pandemonium.

      I scanned the town from bottom to top. It was situated on the side of a hill and its main entrance was visible from our viewpoint. Outside it, five large white buses were parked up and swallowing up lines of cops. We started our descent.

      

      The road became busy as we approached and I was glad for it. Scores of cops dressed exactly as we were walked around us as we marched to our ride. More buses were arriving every five minutes, each one stopping, filling up, and rolling out. It was easy. We kept straight and moved with the current of bodies, until our progress led us up onto one of the buses.

      It was noisy inside, and smelt of sweat and booze. Jairo grabbed a seat by the window and I sat next to him. We didn’t dare talk, just looked forward. My heart was pounding inside my ribcage, every sensory communication in my body screaming at me to get up, get off, and run. But before I could give in to the fear building up in my nerves, the bus began to shudder and hiss and roll out.

      No turning back.

      The ride was short, about half an hour, and even in the dark I could make out the military camp’s large gates. They were open. No guards stood at either post, and no one checked IDs. The powers that be had lost control of the base, their soldiers either fled, or joined Codigo X, I supposed.

      The bus drove inside on a long track that ran through what seemed to be a sports field, toward the main buildings of the camp. Jairo prodded me in the side and pointed out of the window. I looked and saw our objective: About half a kilometer away stood the hangar, and in front of it, a runway with planes and choppers parked up.

      The pickup point. I nodded.

      The bus stopped and we disembarked. Outside, the atmosphere was wild. Many of the cops were drinking out of small bottles of mezcal and tequila and shouting and laughing and joshing each other. I looked across at the hangar again, but there was no way we could make it without being questioned. No way. Jairo had given me a cheap Casio watch to track the time. I glanced at it now: 19:45.

      One hour and fifteen to make this work.

      Jairo got close to me and whispered, “We let the crowd go in and follow. Just as it’s starting, we get back out and go for the hangar.”

      He was speaking in Spanish again. Fast, rapid, precise.

      “Yes,” I said, hoping Jairo didn’t detect my gulp.

      As he said it, the crowd began to move toward the door. One guy had a megaphone and barked into it that the meeting was ready to begin. “Go in. Take a seat,” he said.

      Very quickly, the crowd became dense around us, and although I tried to plant my feet and let the ocean of bodies go around me, it was impossible. The force of the pushing propelled us forward too. I kept my eyes on Jairo’s bald head, every second a meter further away from me. The cops were rowdy and began pushing harder than before, like a zombie movie, with us stuck in the middle of the pack. The tide of bodies moved forward, and that was it, too late. We would be attending this thing whether we liked it or not.

      The throng flowed up the steps and we walked through the door of the army barracks. Inside, the noise reverberated up to the steel and Perspex ceiling and all around. I lost track of Jairo’s bobbing head and stuck mine down, accepting the current, letting it take me. Saving my strength.

      If I had wanted to admire the stark and austere interior of the base, I would not have had the chance. The only thing I could see were the shoulders and arms pushing against mine; despite my being taller than most of the men here, their raised arms as they jostled and barged obstructed any view.

      Soon we came to another entrance, and just beyond the doorway I could see a hall with thousands of seats lined up ready for the event. It was like my old secondary school hall back in England. Tall ceiling and windows all around. In front, a stage, empty but for a single chair.

      I turned and swiveled as best I could to find Jairo or the Gustavos, but it was no use, the sea still urged me along. And then the pressure dropped as we flooded into the hall fully and the bodies broke away a little. I made for the side and turned back to the entrance, but it was blocked by the sheer number of people streaming into the space.

      A touch on my elbow and I turned, heart in my throat. It was Jairo.

      “No choice now. We gotta stay.”

      “But the time,” I said.

      But Jairo wasn’t listening. “Come,” he said.

      We grabbed seats about twenty rows back from the stage, to the side.

      Around us thousands of cops began seating themselves. The din of chatter and hooting and laughing filled the space. I looked behind and saw it was no use. The entrance was full of spectators too late to get a chair.

      There was no way out.

      

      After around twenty minutes, the megaphone from outside let off a few honks of the familiar Mexican police horn, usually utilized for pulling over hapless van drivers with builders sitting in the hold.

      The megaphone blasted three, four, and five honks before the rabble began to subside and a strange silence came over the room. I reckoned there were at least two thousand people in here. And us right in the middle, undetected.

      The megaphone burst into voice.

      “Listo, señores, señoras, señoritas. Gracias por respetar el silencio.”

      Ready. Sirs, madams. Thank you for your silence.

      Then our heads turned to the stage. From behind the back curtain, like some twisted take on a school play, two hefty male cops dragged out a female police officer. Her face, although covered by a gag and blindfold, was contorted with pure fear and panic. Her arms were tied tightly and then strapped to her lap. Her legs were also bound.

      The two men put her in the chair and in turn strapped her to that. She wriggled and fought like a cat being made to take a bath. I looked closer. I recognized her. The cop who put me to sleep. My cruel nurse—but her face had none of the arrogance and control of before. Now, she pleaded silently through the gag, to the crowd, and then upwards to her God.

      I shuddered. The scene drew a few whoops from the crowd, but I detected mainly mirrored sentiment to mine. Terror.

      From behind her came a woman, dressed in combat gear. Long black hair and a stern but attractive face.

      Luciana.

      “Shit,” I whispered under my breath.

      Jairo nudged me. I put my head down and prayed she wouldn’t be able to make me out here in the sea of faces.

      Luciana took a seat to the side of the stage. Front-row seat. Observing.

      And the room went fully silent. Not like before. You could have cut this silence with a knife.

      And after all the noise and chaos, we heard a solitary pair of footsteps, deliberate and slow. Keeping my head lowered, I peered upward at the figure taking the stage, big and tall with a rotund gut, dressed in a black silk shirt, unbuttoned, and with a sneering round face. Holding a machete.

      The leader of Código X.

      X03, my friend from the prison.
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      Somebody turned the main lights down, leaving only the stage ones on full. I was thankful for the shadows and watched the stage. Luciana sat still, looking at X03 walking up and down like the leader of a herd of lions, chest out and head held high as he eyeballed the front rows of his crooked cops. He was nodding slowly, grimacing at the crowd, letting the silence rack up the apprehension. The atmosphere thick with fear, the drunken banter and laughing from before having dissipated. In its place, a thousand hearts thudded as the new boss scanned his servants.

      He spoke, loud and booming. Even without a mike his voice was audible from where we sat, about twenty rows back, and I reckoned even the latecomers could make out what he said. He spoke in a northern dialect, slang-filled. He was from the ghetto, and that hadn’t changed.

      “How brave you are,” he said in Spanish. “I respect that.”

      He stopped walking and the machete he was holding stopped swinging. I glanced at the lady cop tied up to his right. Her eyebrows were arched above the blindfold and her body was convulsing with fear.

      “I like the fact that you have the balls to come here. Knowing that amongst you, right now no doubt, there are traitors. And usually my people do not wait to find the guilty one. No. Not when it’s easier just to kill you all.”

      Murmurs and trembles of discomfort vibrated through the room. X03 gave an evil and malicious grin.

      “But I guess the law of averages means that the vast majority of you are on our side. And that pleases me.”

      He went back to pacing the stage, glaring at us. I shifted in my seat. Jairo was inert next to me, concentrating.

      “You all work for us now,” said X03. “No exceptions. No excuses. We have the path to power cleared for us. We are doing deals with Jalisco, the Gulf. The Knights. All of them. The government is next.”

      He was listing rival cartels. I’d heard of them all, once sworn enemies, now his friends.

      “Understood?”

      “Sí,” cried the audience in one big shout.

      “Muy bien,” he said. “So, what happens if you decide not to work with us? On our project. For our country. What happens to traitors?”

      He turned and walked to the tied-up cop and put the machete blade under her chin. Tears streamed from under the blindfold. It was horrific. I knew what was coming. She did too.

      “This piece of filth,” he said, “failed us. Keeping a prisoner safe for a week longer. But no, it was too much.”

      The lady cop started to groan through the gag, a muffled moan came from her.

      “And if you fail us, or inform on us, or betray us,” he said, pulling back his right arm, machete aloft, “this is what happens.”

      And in one swift movement, the blade swung down, hard and smooth and fast. I watched the first part, as the blade entered the front of the woman’s neck, but I couldn’t watch the rest. I dipped my head in disgust. I heard the blade stop. I heard it raise again. The gasps from a hundred people all at once. Then another swing. Her moans ceased. And the thump of her head on the stage.

      My body shook. I suddenly had the urge to vomit. I knew what had happened and it was enough. My mind’s eye filled in the details. My hands shaking with adrenalin. There were a few whoops from around the room. Jairo’s elbow rammed into my arm. Look up, it said. Act normal.

      I did so.

      The female cop’s body sat there like some cheap horror attraction at the town fair. Without a head, the cop’s uniform could have belonged to a man or a woman. Blood oozed from where her neck was severed. I retched. I couldn’t hold it back. Another elbow from Jairo. I swallowed and controlled myself.

      “Jesus,” I whispered under my breath. “God help us.”

      “There are traitors here. Right now,” said X03. “And we must find them.”

      With desperation I tried to control my hyperventilating. I looked at Luciana. She hadn’t moved. Her eyes were scanning the crowd. I felt naked. Exposed. One glance and we were dead.

      I looked at the Casio: 20:48. Too late. We had to get out.

      No chance.

      “So,” said X03, as if he were hosting a recreational work getaway activity to raise morale. “Who was planning on flying tonight?”

      Icy fingers laid themselves around my heart. I stopped breathing.

      From behind the cartel leader came four men dressed in the paramilitary uniforms favored by Código X. Two of them were holding a man dressed in a shirt and black pants. The other two were hauling a figure dressed in black. A woman. She was tall and her white skin was framed by blond curtains of hair. She looked worried, but not terrified. More frustrated and pissed-off than anything. I felt Jairo bristle next to me.

      The two prisoners were brought to the front. The headless cop corpse was lifted back and off the stage.

      “Who knows anything?”

      Murmurs rumbled around. I looked at Jairo’s hand. It was laid out flat, palm facing down. Saying, Keep still. Keep calm.

      I breathed through my nose.

      “These two are keeping their heads, for the time being. Don’t worry about that. Lots of information to extract,” said X03, chuckling. “But if anyone can speed this up, I’d be much—”

      Out of nowhere came a shout. Everyone turned their heads towards the source. I followed suit, and bang. I heard the gunshot before I saw Gustavo Jr., standing about three rows down from us, about twenty seats away, aiming a pistol at the stage.

      It all happened so fast I was barely able to comprehend it.

      X03 had flown backwards. But not shot. The first two rows of the room jumped up and onto the stage to help him.

      Then another shout and a shot. Gustavo Snr this time. Head raised and firing his gun at the stage. He was hitting numerous people as they turned and pulled their own guns. The noise was a cacophony of chaos.

      “Now!”

      Jairo pushed me to the side and I fell into the walkway. Cops everywhere were scrambling to either join the gunfight or get the hell out. We moved through them and went for the door.

      “Quick,” shouted Jairo. I didn’t need the instruction.

      The crowd was shifting against itself in two waves. Half wanting to escape. Half scrambling to join the fight. I looked back over my shoulder and saw the lump of X03 lying flat on his back but moving, then sitting up. He was startled.

      Luciana was gone, as was the white lady and her colleague.

      I turned forward again and followed Jairo’s muscular back as we pushed our way through.

      We made it to the hall door, through the lobby area, and out at last into the night air. I stumbled to the side and grabbed Jairo’s shoulder.

      “Wait,” he said, looking past me to the entrance. Then, without warning, he barged past me and ran to help someone. The white lady, stumbling out of the crowd.

      “Let’s go,” he said, dragging her by the arm.

      “Who is this?”

      But Jairo shot down my question with his death stare. “Run,” he said.

      And we did. Across the base’s main field, leading toward the entrance through which we had arrived. I glanced left and saw an aircraft on fire in the distance. Our ride, I guessed. Flight cancelled.

      We sprinted along with the crowd, bustling with shoulders, going with the flow. The blond lady pulled Jairo to the right and I followed. At the end of a row of cop cars and buses, outside the main gates, was an old Transit-style van. We ran to it while the lady unlocked it with the button on her keys.

      Jairo and I clambered into the back while the lady jumped into the driver’s seat. She slammed the gearshift into first.

      There were bangs on the outside of the van, but we had only one window in the back and even that was slim and offered no view. I heard other engines firing up and driving away. We weren’t the only ones.

      The old engine roared as the lady spun the wheel full circle, and Jairo and I slid across the floor into the wall. I heard a large bang at the rear but ignored it, just praying we’d make it out.

      I closed my eyes. It was partly fear. Partly adrenalin. But mostly helplessness. In my mind I muttered to myself. Jairo stared at the interior wall.

      The lady slammed the gears and treated the van like an old, abused workhorse. I peered up and out the front and saw we had made it to the Sierra road.

      “Head to the turn,” said Jairo. “We walk from there.”

      The lady driving nodded and carried on.

      I gave up tracking the way after half an hour. It was pointless without a view. I got up and looked out of the back slit window—and jumped back. Jairo jumped in turn at my fright. I could have sworn I’d seen a face looking back at me in the darkness, right there outside the window. Impossible, I thought. I went back to the glass and peered out. Everything was black but I could see the road getting smaller behind us.

      “Here,” said Jairo, and the lady pulled the van over. She knew the place, that was for sure. I soon realized it was the same place Jairo had stopped when we’d tricked the cops into flying off the road.

      “Get down,” said the lady.

      Jairo stood and opened the back doors and we jumped down.

      The lady locked the van and started off into the undergrowth. Jairo followed her, but I waited. The fact that we had missed our chance to get out suddenly hit me. I wasn’t going to see Eleanor anytime soon. Not that I’d had the slightest idea where to start. But to be in the same country as her. To be out of Mexico, as it descended into what looked a lot like civil war. That was all I needed right now. Not to be back here. In the Badland.

      I was starting off after Jairo and the blond lady when a hand clamped down on my right shoulder and another hand covered my mouth and I felt the cool touch of metal on my neck.

      I stifled the shout that was about to come from my mouth.

      “Shush,” said the voice. A woman.

      And then I realized I had seen a face, someone hanging on to the back of the van.

      “Don’t say anything,” said Luciana. “I knew I’d find you.”
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      Vanessa tried to focus on what the jovial African American lady was telling her, but Estrella kept pulling on her skirt.

      “Mamá, mamá, mamá.”

      “Por favour, hija, not here.”

      She looked back at the lady after interrupting for the fifteenth time.

      “Sorry, she’s desperate to get outside. We were waiting for two hours.”

      The lady smiled a fake smile, not one with malice but more an automatic response to what she faced every single day. It was the only way to get by in this job.

      “Ma’am, I truly am sorry. Your English isn’t good enough. You need to get your papers in order and then we can see.”

      “So no possibility?” Vanessa could hear the sad desperation in her voice.

      The lady shook her head. “No. No possibility. I’m sorry. Look, for the kid.”

      She held up a pink Chupa Chups lollipop. Vanessa took it and turned back to face the grumpy-looking line of people. All undocumented, all as desperate as she.

      She passed the unwrapped candy to Estrella.

      “Dónde vamos?”

      Where are we going?

      Vanessa didn’t like to show her worry to Estrella. Not after all the time they’d survived here with no one looking out for them. But it was no use anymore. Her fingers went to her temples and she felt the blood pumping through the thin membrane above the skull.

      “No sé, mi amor. No sé.”

      I don’t know, my love. I don’t know.

      They left the building and outside it was drizzling. Estrella had had a terrible cold and cough the last week. Probably a throat infection. Vanessa had barely been able to buy paracetamol for her. She had suffered too, but ignored the fever at night and finally got through it. This rain did not help one bit.

      She grabbed Estrella’s red jacket and wrapped it tighter around the child’s thin frame. It still had two buttons that hung on for dear life to the original stitching. Vanessa did them up and pulled the hood over Estrella’s head. The jacket was stained with the dirt of the day. She always tried to clean them up. Every morning. Wherever they were. Wherever they slept. But conditions did not help her. At least the rain was good for that. She pushed Estrella’s thick brown hair into the jacket too, took her hand, and went off in search of an alley, out of the wet.

      

      Once she had found a decent bit of cover in a small side street off the main Tilghman Street, she sat down on the cement floor, next to a large green bin—the ones restaurants used—and, with Estrella on her lap, rested her head back and allowed herself to close her eyes.

      Estrella was restless and coughed every five minutes. Every cough hurt Vanessa deep inside her heart. Every cough was a reminder of her motherly duties. Duties that she had to admit she was finding hard to fulfill.

      She didn’t think about Jairo that often anymore. But today she couldn’t stop. Not after seeing the newspaper on the street yesterday. Mexico at war. That particular path was closed to her now. She’d never go back, and boy did she want to. To see Jairo again. To kiss him. Or hit him. Or maybe kill the bastard. She didn’t know.

      He was probably dead anyway.

      The rain was pouring down with ferocity out on the main street. The odd car drove past, splashing arcs of dirty rain up onto the sidewalk. She’d managed to get a decent spot, and her heart lifted when she saw that Estrella had fallen asleep, snuggled in her arms.

      The land of promise and fortune? What a cruel joke. Estrella’s innocence and stoic ability to suffer this only hurt her more. Mexico had always represented a kind of emergency exit for them. Something she’d resisted for economical and practical reasons. The cartel might still want her. Or maybe Jairo had talked them down. But now? Now she’d have risked it. She was going to risk it. Until she saw the newspaper.

      She wept slowly and quietly, careful not to wake Estrella, thinking about what they would eat that evening. Perhaps she could go through the bin while Estrellita slept. She could tell her she’d bought the food. Restaurants always chucked out good stuff.

      Shit, how had it come to this?

      A car horn startled her. She looked toward the street. Probably cops, ready to tell her to move on—or, worse, check her papers.

      It wasn’t cops. It was a man hanging his head out of his car window, getting it wet. He was a white gringo with a mostly bald head over which he’d scraped the last straggles of his wispy hair. Vanessa had never understood why men did that. Shave it off, give it up, she’d always thought.

      The man was smiling at her.

      Careful, Vanessa, she thought. Careful.

      She looked back down at her feet.

      But the horn beeped again. “Hey!”

      The man was still smiling.

      “You gonna get wet like that, darling.”

      Vanessa turned to him. His face had a genuine smile.

      “I ain’t gonna do you no harm, darling. But I can’t stand seeing a young person with an even younger person in her charge out here in this weather. You’ll catch your death.”

      Vanessa cleared her throat. The rain from the main street was indeed starting to enter the alleyway. It wouldn’t be long before they’d have to move. He was right.

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      He smiled again. “You speak English! That’s great. Listen, darling. I just wanna help. I’m a pastor.”

      The man thumbed back the lapel of his jacket and revealed a dog collar.

      “I just wanna help is all. ‘Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God,’” he said. “Honestly, darling. You’re gonna get real sick out here.”

      Vanessa was debating whether to run. She’d make it far enough on her own, but carrying Estrella? No chance. She was trapped.

      Then a second face came into view. A lady’s face. She was as old as the man, with light-brown hair, almost gray. She was smiling in the same way.

      “Dear, you should heed our advice. We’ll take you to the church. You can get warm clothes there. Food. A coffee? Come on. We don’t mean no harm.”

      And there, Vanessa’s will broke. She thought about antibiotics for Estrella. Warm clothes. And yes, a coffee.

      “Okay, I guess,” she said, getting up, and then she ran across to the car, carrying Estrella under her jacket, and got in the back seat.

      Estrella stirred as she shut the door.

      “Ya, bebé, ya.”

      “Que pasa, Mami?”

      What’s going on Mommy?

      “Estamos bien, amor. Estamos bien.”

      The lady looked around at them, beamed and said,  “not long, sweetie. It’s gonna be okay.”

      The man nodded his head, and wound up the window and pulled out onto the main street.

      

      They drove for about thirty minutes and then, to Vanessa’s great relief, pulled into the lot of a large white chapel. A neon sign outside had CHRIST DIED FOR OUR SINS written inside a cartoon-looking cross. The man parked the car, and they ran across the parking lot to the main door and into the warmth.

      Inside, the church was empty, and the pastor and his wife showed Vanessa and Estrella to a back room. Some boxes of clothes were piled up, and a table was laid out with a large coffee brewer and cookies on plates. Vanessa felt Estrella’s hand grip hers in excitement.

      “Here we go,” said the lady. “Take your time picking out some clothes. They’re all donations. Take whatever fits. They’re yours. I’ll get some coffee on.”

      “Thanks, darling,” said the pastor. “I’ll leave you in private.” And he left the room.

      “Thank you,” said Vanessa.

      The lady nodded and left the room too.

      Vanessa closed the door and tears filled her eyes.

      “Mamá, estás triste?”

      Mommy? Are you sad?

      Vanessa wiped her waterlogged eyes. “No, mi amor. Estoy feliz.”

      No, my love. I’m happy.

      They changed into nice tracksuits, almost matching, and even danced around a bit when they realized that.

      It was the first time they’d been happy for what felt like months.

      

      Outside, the pastor made sure the door was shut and then walked back to his car, got in, and pulled out his phone.

      He dialed the secure line he’d been given.

      After two rings it was answered and Mr. Reynolds’ distorted voice came on.

      “Yes, Father.”

      The pastor breathed deeply. “I did what you asked. I found them.”

      The line stayed quiet, and then Mr. Reynolds said, “Keep them there. I’ll send people.”

      And the phone went dead.

      The pastor wept to himself as he looked back at the church.

      “Forgive me, my Lord. Forgive me.”

      

      The pastor’s call had reached a secure server, and according to standard procedure had been re-routed to the encrypted line Mr. Reynolds liked to use. After hanging up on the pastor, he kept it open and dialed Luciana, but got no answer.

      “Damn jungle,” he said to himself.

      Her voicemail came on instead. He decided to leave a message.

      “I have the child and girlfriend secured. Let me know as soon as Dyce and Jairo are coming back.”
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      The knife being held against my neck did not quiver, shake, or even remotely budge as she hauled me into the bushes to the side of the path.

      “What do you want?”

      Luciana could have been a ghost. No breathing sounds. Cold, dead calm. And then breaking the silence, in a sharp whisper, she said, “you didn’t do what we asked of you. Simple instructions.”

      “I was captured. After the truck crashed. You disappeared. What was I supposed to—”

      “Be quiet,” she said. “It’s not important.”

      The knife dropped away and I turned. Luciana was still dressed how she had been back at X03’s little show, but her hair was all over the place; I supposed from hanging on the back of our van for an hour. It was too dark to see the details of her black uniform.

      Her arm moved downward as she retrieved something from her pocket.

      “Turn around,” she said.

      I did and she lifted my shirt and heard the sound of tape being peeled off a roll, then I felt it sticking something to my lower spine.

      “Back around.”

      I turned to face her again.

      “Now, you take this off, or I hear any kind of messaging going on, and Código X get informed of this location.”

      “It’s hard to find,” I said.

      “That’s why you’re going to show me the way in.”

      She pushed me. I went for the pistol that Jairo had given me but found the holster empty. I looked back at her.

      She was holding two guns.

      “Move it, asshole.”

      

      I walked and Luciana dropped back into the shadows. At the bridge I found Jairo and the lady waiting for me. They looked pissed, and the lady’s hands flew up.

      “What the hell?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Got lost.”

      The lady tutted and started across the bridge. Jairo turned too and followed her.

      Once she was a little way in front, he said to me, “Where’s your gun?”

      I thought fast. Couldn’t think of anything.

      “I—guess I left it in the van. Or dropped it.”

      I could see Jairo shaking his head. “Tomorrow you go get it back.”

      I nodded, not that he could see it.

      

      We walked back like that to the village. I glanced behind a couple of times but didn’t see Luciana in the milky white of the midnight moonlight.

      The village seemed desolate. Clearly, the Gustavos and their men had not got back yet. I wondered what chaos would ensue once they filled everyone in on what had happened at the meeting.

      Jairo led the lady into our little house first and let me pass next, closing the door behind us. I noted that the lady had been here before.

      Inside, we took seats around the small table. The bug Luciana had put on me weighed heavily as I debated whether to flash it to Jairo in silence. Why Luciana would want to listen in on us instead of confront us head on made no sense to me at all. If Reynolds backed her, surely she could unleash hell upon this place. Maybe that’s exactly what she’d do.

      “My name’s Jean Santos,” said the lady, holding out her hand. I shook it. It had a roughness that betrayed her youthful bone structure, like glass washed up on a beach after months rolling around in salty water. She had decent skin, for a white person, and despite the thin crow’s feet marking her eyes and the thought wrinkles, I’d have said she was no older than thirty-five. Her head was too small for her body, I thought; she was tall and yet her head was petite, framed by thick dark-blond hair.

      “Okay,” I said, holding the thought on my lips as I remembered Luciana was listening in.

      “I’m not sure we’ll get another shot like we had before,” Jean said. “That ship sailed.”

      Jairo put his head in his hands.

      I stayed quiet. Jean had been expecting questions from me. I had expected to ask them, and the silence was awkward.

      “Maybe we should just rest now,” I said.

      Jean and Jairo looked at me like that was the last thing they’d do.

      “How about we go north, as far as we can get?”

      “No,” said Jean, acknowledging Jairo’s question as though she’d already been over that. “Mexico City is in meltdown. The capital fell and the roads are way too dangerous.”

      “This is war,” I said to myself.

      Jean nodded. “That’s why we need to get out now.”

      I said, “Why us? Why help my son?”

      Jairo grimaced as I used the word.

      Jean tilted her head. “Above my pay grade, I’m afraid. But my remit is to extract.”

      “Who do you work for?”

      “That I can’t divulge,” she said. “But I’m interested in you,” she said, now focusing on me. “You’re a wanted man. You know, that doesn’t change stateside. You’ll be hunted.”

      “Won’t you arrest me?”

      “What makes you think I’m law enforcement?”

      “Well,” I said, “I’ll take my chances.”

      Jean looked at me. “You spoke with Reynolds?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Who is he?”

      She turned and took off her thin jacket. I looked at Jairo, who stared at her.

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” she said.
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      Outside, a commotion started up. Lots of voices, hushed but excited, full of urgency. They got louder. Not excited. Angry.

      “I have to go,” said Jean Santos. She pointed at Jairo like a headmistress. “You, with me.”

      Jairo got up. So did I.

      We opened the door and saw the reason for the noise.

      Gustavo Snr was walking slowly, surrounded by other men. He was cradling the dead body of his son, Gustavo Jr., long arms dangling down lifelessly, swinging stiffly as rigor mortis set in.

      Around Gustavo, people were crying and shouting. Slowly, the procession passed us and eyes turned to the strangers in the village. Jairo held up his hands and walked to Gustavo and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. We couldn’t hear what was said, but Gustavo seemed appeased.

      More and more people came out of their houses to join the mourning procession, and the air grew thick with people crying, shouting, asking questions. Jairo, Jean, and I followed behind, through the village, until we reached the small Virgin of Guadalupe shrine that was a definite installation in every Mexican town. Here, younger men took the corpse from Gustavo, and the leader walked up the two steps and waved his hand for quiet. Gradually, the chatter and sniffling and sobbing turned to silence.

      “They will come,” he said in Spanish.

      Villagers turned to each other. Of course, Jean, Jairo, and I knew very well who Gustavo was talking about.

      I decided to walk toward the house. There was no need to stay and listen to this. We were outsiders, not part of this resistance. Jean seemed to get what I was thinking and followed.

      “I thought you were off,” I said.

      She said nothing and walked alongside me. The ground looked white in the moonlight, like an underdeveloped photograph. Jairo appeared at my other side.

      “The village will prepare to fight,” he said. “Depends how long Codigo X take to find this place.”

      Not for the first time that night, my hand almost went to touch the wire.

      I looked up at the sky and something caught my eye. In the distance, and high, moving fast through the air.

      A big plane.

      “Look,” I said, and Jean and Jairo followed my gaze.

      Jean turned her stare to me. “It’s possible.”

      “From the same base?”

      Jean nodded. “Can you give us a few minutes?”

      “Of course,” I said, trying to hide my slight frustration as I walked through the door. Once inside, I sat on the bed and thought of how much I needed to see Eleanor right now. Where was she? Where would she be? Questions that I could only answer if we got on a plane out of here.

      After ten minutes, the door burst open and Jean and Jairo entered.

      “Sit down,” said Jean. “We have a plan.”

      I felt relief. Jean seemed so in control. Only a few hours ago she had been facing a machete with her neck its next victim, and now she was full of beans.

      Jairo pulled up a chair, while Jean moved around the table and spoke straight away, staring at me with teacher eyes.

      “We think we can get another plane out of here.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      And then I remembered the wire. I would have missed it if it hadn’t dug into my side as I got comfortable.

      Jean went to carry on, but I lifted a finger and put it to my mouth.

      Jean and Jairo looked at me, puzzled.

      I looked around for some paper, keeping the shush signal at my lips, but there was none. So I stood and lifted my shirt to reveal the wiretap with its cable duct-taped to my stomach.

      Jean’s and Jairo’s eyes widened and they stood instinctively.

      We had been silent for too long, I thought, so I said, “I don’t think the plane is an option.”

      Jean smiled a thin, calculating smile and said, “It is an option. We’re here, in the Badland, only a rope bridge away from the main road. We aren’t protected.”

      Jairo shot Jean a look of fury. I followed his gaze. What the hell was Jean doing?

      “We will leave early tomorrow morning.”

      Jairo maintained his gaze. Jean held her finger to her mouth.

      “Dyce, you can come with us.”

      “When? How?”

      “We’ll get picked up.”

      Piece by piece, I realized what she was aiming to do. Draw Código X here. I shook my head. Bad idea.

      Jairo stayed quiet, confused but trusting Jean. I nodded, but questions flooded my head.

      Jean stood and said, “Come,” and walked into the back room. I went through and she was standing in the small bathroom. She turned the tap on full blast and ushered me to come close. The noise was loud and was all the mike would pick up for sure.

      Jean leaned over to me, her lips almost touching ear, and whispered, “What’s the problem? You worried about these people?”

      I turned to her ear and whispered back, “They’ll be destroyed.”

      Jean leaned back and smiled. She turned the taps off.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      We walked back outside. At the end of the village the congregation had become large. And they were drinking and shouting. We walked the other way.

      Jean said, “You haven’t figured it out, have you?”

      “I guess not,” I said, matching her pace. We were walking away from the crowd toward the last of the buildings. Toward the large building I’d seen from the hill the first morning.

      “Gustavo and his people are no innocents,” she said as we stopped at the large double doors. There was a four-inch padlock bolted around about three yards of chain holding it shut.

      “Nothing seem strange to you about this place?”

      I knew there was. But I had failed to put my finger on it.

      “Seen any kids?”

      I thought about it. That was it. There weren’t any. And hardly any women either.

      Jean turned. Jairo had come up behind her.

      “Open it,” she said.

      Jairo shook his head. Jean was pointing at the door. Jairo had a key?

      “Do it, Jairo,” she said.

      I had to admire her authority over my son. If I spoke to him in a similar fashion, I was sure I’d end up on my ass.

      Jairo begrudgingly withdrew a key and undid the padlock. The large steel doors opened, and with one last look around we stepped into the darkness. No one had seen a thing, too engulfed by the killing of the leader’s son.

      Inside, it was pitch black. Not a single window. I heard Jean or Jairo scuffling for the lights.

      Click, and suddenly I was blinded by stark white light. My eyes adjusted and I saw instantly what Jean meant.

      The space was new, relatively. And it was best described as a mess of barrels and vats and Rotoplas water tanks. Between them thick hoses and tubes ran along the floor and several portable motors sat amongst the clutter. The smell of ammonia was intense.

      A narco-lab.

      I’d seen countless in magazines and newspapers and on the news, but that was always after the explosion that had alerted the authorities to their whereabouts. This one was just fine. In fact, it was in full production.

      Jean had her arms crossed, a smug grin on her face.

      “You see?”

      I felt sick from the stench.

      “Not exactly the upstanding revolutionary resistance community you’d first imagined.”

      “Get out now,” said Jairo. “They’ll see us.”
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      Maybe it was the stench of ammonia mixed up with the adrenalin still swilling around my body from seeing X03 doing his machete demo on stage. Or perhaps it was the fact Luciana was somewhere in the jungle, watching and listening to us. Either way, as Jairo barged past me to head back outside, a fork of anger struck my system and I pushed him hard on the shoulder. He stumbled a bit, but turned fast, fists clenched and arms raised in a boxing position meant to block.

      It didn’t deter me. “So we’re narcos? Helping narcos fight other narcos?”

      Jairo looked as though he were seriously weighing up whether to knock me out. Yet I persisted.

      “Well?”

      Jean walked up behind me and touched my arm. I pushed her hand away.

      I said, “Well, Jairo? Do you have an actual opinion? Or is it all just sulking and kicking things? Why did you rescue me? What was the point? These people are bad. They make drugs. Drugs that ruin people’s lives. And you? What am I thinking? You’re as bad, if not worse.”

      As the words came out I wished I could retract them. But still, I couldn’t help but see that same scene again, after we forced the cops to crash and Jairo blew their brains out, a routine task for him. Such violence pedestrian to his life.

      “You’d be dead if it weren’t for me,” said Jairo.

      I said, “This is useless. Your plan fell to shit. And we’re stuck back here in this godforsaken dump. It’s not even a village, just a glorified crack den.”

      “Good luck on your own then,” said Jairo and stomped off through the door back outside.

      I walked out of the lab, still needing to get a whole bunch of crap off my chest, but Jean held my arm, not aggressively but with a firmness that removed the need to say: Don’t. Stay.

      My head hurt. I was tired. I knew that much. Maybe it was just that. I didn’t know.

      Jean turned back to the lab’s door, closed it, and replaced the thick padlock. She then walked back to my side. Jairo had disappeared from sight and likely headed back to the house. I didn’t care. The moon was bright now, illuminating the cloudless sky behind the silhouettes of the tallest trees.

      “You should be more thankful, you know,” said Jean. “Your son carries a great burden.”

      As she said this, her hand went up my shirt and grabbed the wire and pulled it off, ripping my skin.

      “Ouch! What are you doing?”

      “Doesn’t matter now. They’re coming. The location will have been passed on.”

      Jean threw the wire, with its tangle of cables and little black boxes, deep into the trees.

      “Why are you helping us?”

      “Him,” corrected Jean. “Jairo asked us to get you out of here too. We agreed. That’s all.”

      “Okay, so why Jairo? Who do you work for?”

      Jean smiled. “Does it matter who I work for?”

      I thought about it. “I guess not.”

      “Jairo has information that we need. Information that could save a lot of lives. He also has a particular skillset that we value a great deal.”

      I still felt frustrated with him and scoffed.

      “What’s that? Washing up crack?”

      Jean’s face turned stern, like I’d mocked her favorite cousin or something.

      “You’ll see in good time.”

      “Well, he’s impossible to talk to. I can’t stand it. We lost him for twenty-two years. My wife never gave up. Me neither. And when I found out he was still alive, I just…”

      I felt a lump in my throat.

      “Let’s walk,” said Jean.

      We started off up the main pathway through the village. Soon the fires at the other end came into view. We saw people drinking, hovering around, talking, praying. The altar was covered with candles. Gustavo Snr was kneeling in front of it.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in the sky. I looked up and again saw a plane, flying almost vertically, gaining altitude.

      Jean pointed at it. “See that?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “That’s the second plane in the last two hours. From the military base. That’s our way out.”

      “Oh, great,” I said. “Glad you’ve thought it through.”

      Jean laughed a bit.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I guess I’m pretty tired.”

      “Look,” said Jean. “I need you to keep Jairo calm. This is the critical stage. I need to extract him as soon as possible. Tonight was a screwup and my bosses won’t be pleased. But if he loses his cool and we lose him down here, it’s over.”

      “What’s over?”

      Jean looked pensive. We were still walking and her expression didn’t change.

      “Our chance of getting Reynolds.”

      “But how can Jairo help with that?”

      “He knows things,” she said.

      “Like what?” My frustration was boiling back up again.

      Jean sighed and seemed resigned to telling me. “He’s the only person we know who’s seen Reynolds in the flesh.”

      “What?”

      “Dates are unclear. And he isn’t being forthright with the information either, not until he’s safely stateside. That was our deal.”

      We reached the end of the buildings and began walking up the small mount.

      Jean continued, “It’s a fragment of information. But Jairo has told us enough to make us believe it’s worthwhile following up on.”

      “What’s in it for him? He doesn’t seem to care what happens to his family.”

      “Maybe he does. Just doesn’t choose to show it.”

      I said nothing.

      “All we know is that Jairo has seen this Mr. Reynolds. Up close.”

      “How the hell would he have…?”

      “He was sent by his former employer.”

      “Esteban,” I said. “Jairo saw him? The real Reynolds?”

      “That’s right.”

      “So you’re flying him out of here to what, locate Reynolds again?”

      “It’s not that simple,” said Jean.

      “What does Reynolds do? A narco? Politics?”

      Jean frowned. “Honestly,” she said, “I don’t know the full extent. But he’s more powerful than you could possibly imagine.”

      “And you want him gone.”

      Jean nodded. “Yes. We want him gone.”

      “What has Jairo told you?”

      “Not much. But enough to get my boss excited. They send me. We bring him in. Maybe we catch a most-wanted anonymous crime ring.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “For telling me something.”

      We walked back down the mount toward the buildings.

      “So how do we sneak onto one of those planes?”

      Jean said, “I’m hoping we won’t have to.”

      “Huh?”

      “You’ll see,” said Jean. “You’ll see.”
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      My eyes opened and the cement ceiling seemed like it was in touching distance. I reached out my hand and my vision readjusted. I breathed in deeply, smelling the hot dirt from outside, dry and dusty. The scent was mixed with something else, but I couldn’t place it. I closed my eyes again. The couch hadn’t been that bad, although I could have slept anywhere. Even X03’s show hadn’t haunted my dreams, although now I was awake again the headless corpse being dragged across the stage, still tied up, stuck in my mind and replayed over and over like some macabre version of a school play. I opened my eyes, spun on my butt, and sat up.

      Then the smell hit me.

      Ammonia. Sickly and putrid and powerful.

      I called out for Jairo and Jean but got no reply. I heard voices outside and suddenly felt hungry. I felt for the wire and remembered Jean had chucked it away.

      I stood up and dragged myself outside, still dressed in the cop pants and shirt. People were lined up along the path, talking and moving things around.

      I walked up to a younger guy and asked, “Hay comida?”

      Is there any food?

      He looked at me with what was unmistakably anger. Rebuffed, I was about to ask what his problem was when I realized that the people around us were looking in the other direction. I turned and the source of the stench became clear.

      The big building at the end of the village—the narcolab—was fully ablaze. Thick plumes of black and yellowy smoke rose into the pale-blue sky. Below that, the majority of the villagers were throwing buckets of water into the inferno, tripping over each other in an attempt to reach the heart of the blaze. It was pointless. The fire had taken and the chemicals inside the building were fueling the flames with vigor.

      I scanned the trees around the village first, looking for movement. Anything. But I supposed Luciana was better than that. I scanned the houses, one by one. Still couldn’t find Jairo or Jean.

      What was it Jean had said?

      They’re already coming.

      Código X.

      The villagers’ movements were urgent, rushed, and determined. Men came in and out of buildings holding guns, riot shields, and batons. One guy even held a piece of rope.

      They were readying for war. And to protect what? Children? Their families?

      No. Their drug production.

      Which was no more.

      I looked up at the infinite blue sky. The sun was already halfway up its ascent, blazing down on us. Something caught my eye in the distance.

      Another plane.

      A small black speck, like a grain of rice, it was rising into the air, leaving a jet stream in its wake. Jean was right: That was our way out. But getting to it, let alone getting on the damn thing, seemed beyond impossible.

      I got up and looked for Jairo or Jean. I felt anxious to get started on a plan. Anything but stay here. As I did, I saw a small group stomping into the village from the track that led to the bridge.

      Four men and Jean. She had a face like thunder. And she looked afraid. Or worried. Very worried.

      I got up and jogged down the slope to the main strip and approached them.

      “Jean,” I said.

      She turned and glared at me like some irritating stepchild she’d been lumbered with.

      “Where’s —?”

      She cut me off, “We don’t know. Jairo’s gone. His stuff is untouched. Just the clothes he was wearing yesterday are gone.”

      The men around her looked a little confused, not understanding the depth of the problem.

      “He must have gone exploring. To find a way out for us,” I said, knowing I was clutching at straws.

      “No,” said Jean.

      “Luciana,” I said.

      Jean nodded. “I was hoping they’d take all three of us.”

      “What?”

      Jean shrugged. “That was the plan.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jean turned and started across the path towards our house. “I’d start packing your stuff if I were you,” she shouted back at me. “These folk aren’t taking too kindly to our presence now Golden Boy’s gone.”

      I had to jog a bit to catch her up. “We’re leaving?”

      Jean stopped and turned. I looked her in the eye and there was a hint of pity there, buried under the scorn and tiredness.

      “Dyce, my mission was to extract your son. Nothing more. You’re not part of my plan, or my organization’s plan.”

      “What is your organization? You may as well tell me now.”

      Jean shook her head. “No. But you get it? We’re done here. You’re alone now. And if Mr. Reynolds has Jairo, I’d be planning an escape route south of the border, not north.”

      We reached the house and went in. Jairo’s small stack of spare clothes was indeed untouched on his bed. Jean walked through to the back room and started moving things around. I looked at my couch. I had nothing.

      “I’m coming with you,” I said.

      “No way,” she replied. “You’d slow me down. But I’ll take you to the road. That’s it.”

      “Why do we have to leave anyway? Jairo might return.”

      Jean came back through, a small bundle of clothes over one shoulder.

      “He isn’t coming back,” she said. “The plan backfired.”

      “How could you know that?”

      “Because they killed a bunch of Gustavo’s men on the way out.”

      “It was Luciana. Must’ve been.”

      “Whatever,” said Jean, her patience visibly melting away.

      “Must’ve been,” I said again.

      “She had help. The shots were all to the head. One each. Nothing wasted.”

      “Jesus.”

      “These folk didn’t know Luciana was close. Even if we told them it was her who burned down their lab, they would know we got followed. We risked their village. The plan didn’t work out. Now we have to go.”

      My temples began to pound. She was right. Luciana was a ghost, impossible to catch, and any mention of her here would be met with laughs, followed by revenge. The danger of our situation started to hit me.

      “We have to get out,” I said.

      Jean’s mouth twisted into a contorted smile. “Now you got it.”

      She walked past me and pushed the main door open. I followed. The crowds had drifted back to where the fire burned with ferocity. There were cracking sounds coming from the lab and the people were hunkering back from it. Then, a small explosion came from deep within and the crowd jumped back.

      “Let’s go,” said Jean into my ear. “Now. I’ll help you escape here, but after, you’re on your own.”

      I didn’t need any convincing. Angry drug-makers were another group of gangsters I did not need to add to my list of enemies. We moved up the path in the opposite direction of the crowd and passed the last house before the beaten-down path that led to the bridge. Leaving the houses behind, we walked through the jungle. I looked back once at the little crop of buildings and the thick column of black smoke rising above it.

      We walked for ten minutes before we found the rope bridge. We stepped across its rickety structure, taking care on the rickety wood panels but rushing as much as we could. We were in range for a rifle, and if even one of the villagers had seen us leaving, we could be dead.

      After the agonizing seconds it took to reach the other side, we found fresh cover and shade from the morning sun. I scanned the pathway and jumped back.

      Scattered intermittently were bodies. Twisted, strewn in the dirt and foliage, sprawled out with their heads bent back. I counted seven before Jean tugged at my arm to get down. I did, and we squat-walked into the bushes, keeping our eyes on the path.

      Jean whispered quickly and aggressively, “Gustavo’s sentries. I found them this morning. The village doesn’t know yet.”

      I kept my eyes on the path. A man came sauntering down it, head tilted from the sun, about twenty yards between him and tripping over his fallen comrades.

      “Best chance is to take him out.”

      “But…” was all I could say.

      “Wait here.”

      I did as I was told. The man had reached the area where the first body must have been, but nothing changed in his movement or body language to suggest he’d seen a corpse. He kept walking. From my vantage point, the bodies were too low to make out. I could only see the top of the walking man.

      Jean scuttled to the side, through the bushes, to flank her target. I turned back to watch him. He was still oblivious. He must have been out the whole night to not have been alerted by the lab fire or the events with Código X and Gustavo Jr.

      Jean’s rustling quietened to nothing and the sound of bugs filled my ears. In the air there was a faint smell of rotting flesh. I’d seen more dead bodies in the last few months than I’d ever expected to in the course of my entire life, but the smell of an old one had yet to be introduced to my assortment of odors, until now. It stank like putrid milk mixed with rank, sweaty acidity. It hovered in the air, like a horizontal column. It came and went from my nostrils and distracted me for a moment from the man ahead. I shot my gaze back at him and saw his posture changed, his face transformed.

      He’d found his buddies.

      He was standing no more than fifty feet away from me, his mouth hanging open and his head slanted down toward the ground in front of him. His head shot up and his mouth twitched as if he were about to shout, or scream, or both. Bu then the lithe figure of Jean came bounding out of the jungle at his rear, holding a hefty stick aloft. Before he even had time to register the presence of another person, the stick came down hard on his cranium, Jean’s pained face behind it with a force I had not expected. The crack and splitting sound of skull meeting wood echoed around the small clearing, followed by the slump of his inert body hitting dirt, and then…nothing again.

      Jean looked straight at me, her hand wafting in the air in the universal sign for “hurry the hell up.”

      I sprinted across the clearing to her and the fallen body.

      “Move,” said Jean and turned away from me, toward the road.

      

      I counted another ten minutes before we got to the baking-hot tarmac and climbed up the tall green bank. It wouldn’t be long before Gustavo Snr was alerted about the dead men and came after us.

      “Sorry, Dyce,” said Jean with a hint of sympathy in her voice for the first time. “Go south. Run. You might make it in Guatemala. Even better if you can reach El Salvador or Panama.”

      “We can still get Jairo,” I said, determined to keep the desperation out of my voice. “He’s close. He must be. It was only last night. He must be close.”

      But the words sounded exactly as I wished they hadn’t, and Jean wasn’t falling for it.

      “Like I said, go south. Don’t follow me. You do, I take you out.”

      I could see that she meant it. There was no malice in the threat; there was pity.

      The road cutting through the jungle was dead silent, except for the buzzing. Jean sighed and turned and started walking away from me. I racked my brain for something that would convince her, but my thoughts swirled around like a tornado, nothing clear, every new idea mixing with the previous one. I watched her back until she disappeared around the first bend, and then I slumped down on the soft bank and laid my hands on my legs and stared at the blacktop.

      In less than a couple of months, I had found our long-lost son, lost my wife, and lost my son once again. I felt a horrible emptiness, a painful emptiness. Like my vital organs had been removed.

      Gustavo and his gang would be here soon. Or Código X, as a matter of fact. Either way, I was dead meat sitting here. But I couldn’t get up. I didn’t have the will or the strength anymore.

      I looked at the blue sky through where the thick trees parted slightly to make way for the road and thought of the plane we’d seen.

      Our only way out.

      And an idea hit me.

      I jumped up.

      It was a long shot, but I was pretty sure. I ran over the idea again. Yes. I was right, I was sure.

      I turned in the direction Jean had walked and sprinted that way. I reached the bend and saw nothing ahead. Not letting up, I covered the next bend and the next, until finally, to my great relief, I saw the solitary figure of Jean trundling along the road.

      “Jean!”

      She turned to me, face like thunder. I saw her fists clench, ready to fulfill her promise of putting me out of my misery.

      “Wait, wait,” I said as I got close enough for her to hear me. My breaths rasped in my throat. “Hear me out.”

      “What is it?”

      She didn’t look impressed, but I could tell I had a shot. Maybe twenty seconds to sell the idea.

      I focused on my breathing, controlling it enough to speak the necessary words.

      “I know,” I said.

      “You know what?”

      “I know where Luciana took Jairo.”
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      It took longer than twenty seconds to convince Jean to go along with my idea, of course. Probably more like twenty minutes. We took our argument into the jungle, just in case anyone came down the road. In the end, she agreed that the town of Miahuatlán was on the way to where she was heading in any case, and accepted.

      We trekked through the undergrowth, only taking the road when roots and cacti and wild plantation made the route impassable. The going was laborious, especially in the heat, and after two hours, I felt like my body would shut down and wait for my temperature to regulate. I couldn’t see how we would make it like this. The trees did form a thick green canopy overhead, which at least protected us from direct sunlight, but inside that natural oven the temperature was reaching the high thirties with ease, not to mention the humidity being through the roof.

      The smell was pungent. I had gotten used to it wafting over the treetops and into the village before, in waves, every now and again. But here in the middle of the jungle, it was a constant, coming from a brown sludge, long dried and compressed under the living, breathing vines, roots, and recently fallen leaves. Trees cropped up intermittently like scattered dice, and Jean redirected our route to skirt clumps of plantation that were too thick to nudge aside.

      I thought about snakes, and spiders, and tried to push them from my mind while I thanked my lucky stars I still had on the cop uniform and thick boots. A bite would only make it a centimeter into the thick rubber or leather before I could jump away.

      Fear of an insect or snake stinging or biting you is not rational. Not because they aren’t dangerous. They are. But fear of an insect or snake stinging or biting you is not rational… because when you fear something like that it is the image in your head, not the actual result. And yet people are rarely afraid of the actual bite and its immediate effect. The stinging sensation. The need to get to a doctor. The antidote necessary to diffuse the poison. In fact, I’d been stung before—in a Holiday Inn on a business trip to Torreón, a hot place home to a plethora of scorpion species—and it hadn’t been that bad. The sting felt like a couple of wasps had tag-teamed the same spot. But what had terrified me was finding the little alacrán scurrying under the sheet after I’d jumped out of bed. After it had stung me. And the image I kept in my head, forcing me to triple-check bedsheets for at least twelve months after that event, was the image of the scorpion under my leg. Right before it stung me.

      

      After three and a half hours or so, Jean stopped, turned, and gestured for me to squat, then pointed toward where I knew the road to be, about fifty yards parallel to our track. Her other finger was pressed to her lips. Her face was serious and focused.

      I followed the direction of her digit and saw them.

      I heard the noise, the whooshing of passing trucks. I peered more closely and saw them.

      Cops.

      There weren’t as many as there had been at the Código X military base meeting, but I counted at least twenty open-back pickups passing in less than two minutes, each filled with uniformed officers.

      Jean whispered, “This is good. They’re coming out of Miahuatlán.”

      I nodded. “To go get Gustavo and his people.”

      “Yep,” said Jean. “Leaving us to their town. This could be easier than I expected.”

      She took a big step toward where the cops had come from.

      “Come on.”

      I strode the rest of the way, keeping pace with Jean with much more ease. The vegetation thinned as we neared the town, and finally we reached a break in the trees ahead. It looked like a cliff. An abrupt end to the green.

      We walked to it, and looked down.

      The town was actually picturesque from here. A small alcove carved out of the mountain, full of little square buildings nestled into the slope. In the middle of them, the main church, and in front of it, just out of sight, the plaza where I had awoken and the children had led me to safety. When Jairo had saved me.

      And now it was my turn.

      “Okay,” said Jean, “time to earn your keep. Where is it?”

      I hadn’t planned this part yet. I remembered the house where Luciana and the cops had held me. I felt I could find it if we started from the church. But the place where they’d kept me unconscious? I had no idea. I prayed it had been close.

      “Follow me,” I said and started the descent down the hillside into the valley.

      

      The streets were in worse shape than when I’d been here the first time, weeks ago.

      The walls of each house were covered in graffiti tags, their messages long blurred into each other. The streets were full of trash, littered in the gutters and spewing onto the sidewalks. The trees that some government had once planted to improve the aesthetic a little had been knocked over, smashed, and broken. Even Jean couldn’t keep the shock from her face.

      We walked fast. Though the uniforms protected us a little, we hoped we wouldn’t bump into anyone. But no one was out. I supposed the mid-afternoon heat acted as a logical deterrent.

      Hustling through the streets, we made it to the edge of the square in five minutes. From there, I scanned each exit road and located the one we’d driven down with the cops. I motioned to Jean and we skirted around the square as fast as we could. There were some people milling around at the entrance of the old domed church, but they paid no attention to us. Our uniforms were good enough cover in a town full of corrupt cops.

      We made it to the street and started down it. I prayed I’d remember the door. It was one of those things, like telephone numbers. You don’t remember the number off the top of your head, but as soon as you start punching in the digits, it comes back.

      We passed the first door, a small black metal one. No. The next, a yellow one covered in Virgin of Guadalupe pictures. The next, another black one. No. We carried on.

      “Jairo better be here, Dyce,” said Jean.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, picking up the pace.

      I took Jean around at least five turns and six blocks before I found it.

      A little steel blue door. It came back to me instantly. On it, a black bow. Someone had died. Of course, I knew that. I’d seen X03 cut her head off with a machete the day before. This was where the cops had taken me. Where I had seen Luciana.

      “Here.”

      Jean stopped and eyed the entrance. “Here?”

      “Definitely.”

      Jean scanned the grassy cobbled street. The sidewalks were empty and one solitary car was parked a little way down. It was burnt out. Each house stood one-story high with either painted or exposed brickwork, and every door and window was shuttered.

      “We need a hiding spot with a view of this door,” said Jean, who kept looking around.

      I nodded and began looking up and down the street, aware that anyone coming out of that door could blow our cover in a second.

      Jean walked to the other end while I stayed on the north side, looking for an empty lot, an abandoned house, a tree. Something like that. Anything like that.

      Then I spotted something even more perfect.

      I turned back toward Jean and whistled low and sharp. She turned and jogged back to me.

      “There,” I said, pointing to the corner of the street where one house was unfinished. The door had been bricked in but there was a single window and the house didn’t have a roof.

      “We can jump in,” I said.

      Jean didn’t even answer but instead ran to the house, placed one foot on the wall, and launched herself with the tiniest amount of purchase onto the edge of the unfinished wall. She flipped over and disappeared. Then her face came to the window from the inside.

      “Come on,” she said. “Hurry.”

      I followed suit and struggled more than Jean had with the wall, but I made it, scraping my chest as I flipped over the top.

      Inside, the building was a roofless shell, the floor strewn with old beer cans and plastic bottles, the walls covered with graffiti. The window gave us a perfect view of the little blue door, a mere fifty meters away.

      Jean had positioned herself to the side of the window, peering out without exposing herself to be spotted. I mirrored her on the other side and looked out. The street remained deadly quiet.

      “Now we wait,” said Jean.

      I couldn’t read her very well at all, but I was pretty sure she was enjoying the action a little. To be actually doing something seemed to be fueling her again.

      I nodded and kept my eyes on the blue door.
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      It was an hour before anybody appeared out of the blue door. I was beginning to doubt my memory, and when the short, stubby municipal cop came out and strode across the road, I sighed with relief. We watched him go across to the other side and tap on the door of a larger building almost opposite the one with the blue door. From our angle, we couldn’t make out what the building was. We watched the cop disappear inside.

      “Okay,” said Jean. “That’s the operation.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We need a distraction. Something to get them out for a moment. Then we get in, search for Jairo.”

      I nodded. “Get into which building?”

      “The bigger one. If the operation they’re running is what you described, they need a bigger space.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “But we’re too exposed if we make a move now. Who knows what’s behind the door? We wait for nightfall.”

      “Okay,” I said. I judged it to be around six p.m., which meant at least two hours before dark. I was hungry and Jean must have been too.

      “We should eat something,” I said, expecting a scolding reply.

      But Jean said, “Good thinking. I’ll go and bring something back. You keep watch. If Jairo appears, make a run for him and give him this.”

      She pulled a small handgun out from the small of her back and passed it to me.

      “What do you mean, give him the gun? This little thing?”

      Jean smiled. “You really don’t know who your son is, do you?”

      I looked down and felt a tug of shame.

      “He won’t need any more than that,” she said, before clambering over the wall again and disappearing into the street that led away from the one we were monitoring.

      I went back to the window and glued my eyes to the door.

      

      By the time Jean came back over the wall with what smelled like roast chicken, I had seen three cops come and go through the door, each passing directly in front to the bigger building. Jean settled next to me and opened the plastic bag she was holding.

      “Here,” she said.

      “How did you get it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      I shook my head. It didn’t, and I was starving.

      As we ate, I reported my sightings and Jean nodded.

      “It’s almost dark enough. I got something else for the distraction.”

      We finished the chicken, threw the plastic bag and bones to the side onto a mound of trash, and went back to the window. Almost as we did so, the blue door opened and this time two people came out of it. Two people carrying a third.

      The cops were struggling under the weight of the third, because the third was unconscious, and dressed in what appeared to be a hospital gown. We watched as they dragged the flailing limbs and heavy body across the street to the bigger building, waited, and then entered.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” I said.

      Jean nodded. “Time for our distraction. Follow me.”

      

      We jumped back out of our hiding hole and around the corner to find that Jean had hot-wired an old jalopy, an ancient VW Jetta that had seen much better days about three decades back. The windows were devoid of glass—black plastic refuse sacks were used instead—and the hood had the remnants of an almighty dent. I guessed the color used to be black. It really was a faded shade of gray now.

      Jean had checked the area, and our target building, the bigger one, was on a block about 200 yards long on each side. Jean would create the distraction at the blue door and we would sprint around the block to get into the bigger building from the opposite side.

      “Simple,” she said.

      That word stayed with me as I stood out of sight around the corner of the block and Jean accelerated the old wreck out of the side road and out into the street diagonally, heading straight at the house with the blue steel door.

      It happened in seconds. It felt like minutes.

      The plume of dust and smoke as the bumper, and behind it the motor block, slammed into the flimsy one-breeze-block-thick wall.

      Jean’s black figure in the car jolted violently forward.

      Everything quickly came to a halt. Nothing moved beside the pillars of smoke coming from the Jetta’s rear end, and from the front, via the new hole in the wall.

      As the smoke began to clear, Jean moved fast and flung open the door. She rolled out of the wreck and stumbled to her feet and ran to me.

      “Go-go-go,” she said. “Now!”

      I turned and ran in the opposite direction.
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      It always took a while for Reynolds to connect the voice distorter to the telephone, and now it was being particularly irritating and slipping off the damned plastic of the mouthpiece. But today nothing could spoil his mood. Not even the usual frustrations he lived with.

      He punched in the number of the Founders’ Jewish lawyer in New York, a scrawny little man who enjoyed the power and influence he believed speaking with people such as the Founders and Mr. Reynolds bestowed upon him. Mr. Reynolds tolerated him. He was a necessary mediator, and a rather good one at that, to be fair.

      The line rang once, then the lawyer’s whiny voice came on.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me,” said Reynolds, who never stopped worrying that the voice distorter was not doing the conversion correctly. Every time he made a call, his paranoia that it had failed and his real voice was coming through haunted him.

      “Yeah, I guessed,” said the lawyer, and then, in hushed tones: “I can’t really talk right now, to be honest.”

      “Then just listen,” said Reynolds.

      Silence. Agreement.

      “Tell the Founders that it’s done. We need the transfer by the end of business tomorrow, no later. Eastside time.”

      “It’s done?”

      Reynolds breathed deeply. It was none of the goddamned lawyer’s business and his instinct was to tell him so, but he breathed instead, collected himself, and focused on the positive.

      “War has started in the south. Full-on civil war as promised. Within a week, operations will start in the U.S. We need the funds agreed by tomorrow. Tell them that and make sure it happens. No one gets paid until it happens. Got it?”

      “Got it,” said the lawyer. “I’ll make the calls this afternoon.”

      “Good,” said Reynolds and hung up.

      He detached the distorter from the mouthpiece and walked to the window. Outside, the tall eucalyptus trees swayed in the wind. He had been patient. He was good at being patient. And now, almost all the power he could have imagined would be his.

      He jumped when the secure direct line went off. He turned and walked to the desk and picked up the phone without saying anything.

      Luciana’s voice came on. “We’ve secured Jairo Morales, sir.”

      Reynolds smiled. He let the silence feed across to his aide, knowing she would speak into it.

      “He’s under control too. We’ll be stateside by tomorrow.”

      Reynolds’ smile stretched wide.

      “And his father?”

      “It was impossible,” said Luciana. “He won’t make it. He’s weak.”

      “If the chance arises, take him too,” said Reynolds.

      “Yes, sir,” said Luciana and she hung up.

      Reynolds put the receiver back on its holder and returned to the window. In the faint light, his reflection was almost invisible, but he could see his own grin, spread across his face, in the glass.

      It had been a good day.

      He had secured nearly ten billion dollars in liquid cash investment.

      He had secured the force of the most terrifying army known to man since Hitler in Germany, 1939.

      Luciana was on her way back already, the hunt over.

      Tomorrow, everything would change.
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      We sprinted and made it to the next corner of the block in less than five seconds. Jean overtook me and her long strides made her a lot more adept at running than me, but I was tall and a good runner and I mirrored her movements and maintained a decent speed. We cleared the back end in another five seconds, then ran to the last corner, turned it, and ran the last stretch back toward the front of the house in another five seconds.

      About fifteen seconds in total.

      It was chaos.

      Jean’s plan had worked. The wreck, now smoking outside the house with the blue door, had caught the attention of the people in the larger building. They were pouring out of it now, some in cop uniforms, others in white doctor coats, and there in black, amongst them, Luciana.

      Jean grabbed my shoulder to pull me back from our viewpoint and turned me to face her.

      “We go in, check it, and get out. If shit goes off, get under cover. I’ll take out as many as I can.”

      She tapped the gun at her hip.

      I nodded and tapped the pistol in my pocket.

      We ran.

      The fire from the ancient Jetta was spluttering, the smoke getting darker, and I realized the motor had gone up in flames. We could have danced to the door of the big building and no one would have seen us.

      They’d even left the door open.

      We slipped in and found ourselves in a large warehouse-type space, similar in size to the drug lab at the Badland. But there were no vats, or tanks of gas.

      The smell of excrement and urine hit me hard. And bleach. I looked up, trying to keep my cool alongside Jean.

      The entire space was filled with hospital beds.

      Each with an inert body and accompanying drip feed.

      “You start there,” said Jean, pointing to the right. “I’ll start this side.”

      I did as I was told and ran to the first bed. It was a man dressed in a Federal Police uniform. His face was badly beaten. The drip ran into his left arm and I looked at the label and read Benzodiazepine.

      No time to wonder. I moved to the next bed.

      In it was a short guy dressed in a check shirt and jeans and long brown cowboy boots. He too was beaten-up and bruised, and totally out of it.

      I moved to the next.

      After six more comatose victims, there was no sign of Jairo. I looked across at Jean, saw she was going faster than I was, and kept moving.

      Outside, gunshots sounded, and then a crack.

      Jean glanced across at me.

      “Faster!”

      I moved to the next. Another cop. The next, an old man. The next, a young woman.

      Some of them had a bloody X cut into their forehead. A mark of the cartel. No time to wonder. I moved on.

      Outside, another shot.

      I heard Jean curse. “No time,” I said under my breath. “Come on.”

      As I was about to give up hope, I saw him. His tall, muscular figure lay flat, the same setup as the rest.

      I ran to his side. His face looked peaceful compared to his usual scowl when awake. He was pasty-white and ill-looking.

      “Here!”

      Jean ran to me.

      Jairo’s face had sunk to the side, inert.

      “Well done,” said Jean. “Let’s go.”

      I looked up at her. “What?”

      “We can go now,” she said.

      “What the hell do you mean?” I went to slide my arm under my son’s heavy frame. “Help me,” I said.

      “No,” said Jean. “We should go now.”

      “What the hell?”

      “Don’t worry,” she said again. “I know where they’re taking them now.”

      “Where?”

      “You’ll see. For now, we have to go.”

      Outside, the commotion grew louder. They were coming back.

      “Okay,” I said, pulling my arm back and leaving Jairo as he was. I looked at his face. So peaceful. I could see Eleanor in him. I realized that since I’d found out he was still alive, I’d spent no more than a second actually looking at his face. I was ashamed. Ashamed that I’d let him be taken when he was a defenseless baby. And ashamed at the things that had been done to him since. The things that had made him a killer.

      “Now,” said Jean.

      We ran back to the door. Jean peered outside. Satisfied, she nodded back to me.

      We swiveled and sprinted once more to the corner. Once out of sight, we slammed our backs to the concrete wall and gathered ourselves.

      “Where are we going?”

      Jean caught her breath and looked at me. “Back to the military base. To the airstrip. They’re going to fly those people out of here, Jairo included.”

      Of course.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “I get it.”
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      We got to the edge of Miahuatlán, where the concrete faded into the green of the jungle, and sat down awhile, off the main track, back in the jungle. The mound on which we sat was slightly elevated and provided a decent view of the road cutting through the bush without making us too visible.

      Jean said, “If we get there before the next flight, Jairo will be on one of those planes. I think Luciana’s taking him to Reynolds.”

      I nodded.

      “So we need to be on that plane too.”

      I nodded again. I understood the task ahead. The base had been around half an hour away by bus, so walking would take three hours. A car would take twenty minutes, tops.

      “We need a car.”

      Jean nodded this time. “That’s what I’m waiting for.”

      And she got up to a stoop, eyeing the road. I heard the sound a motor rattling a short distance away.

      “Wait here,” said Jean, and she stood and started off toward the road. I followed her order and watched.

      She made it to the bank above the road and disappeared down to the tarmac below, out of sight. The sound of the motor was closer now, chugging away. An old car, with its parts barely hanging on, probably rusted to hell.

      And then the motor sound stopped.

      A pause.

      And then a gunshot and a scream.

      I stood out of instinct.

      Jean’s face appeared over the bank, and she looked at me intently.

      “Come on!”

      I ran across the foliage to her and looked down. The ancient blue Chevy had its two doors wide open. About twenty meters away, a pair of old people and a young lady were walking away from us.

      “You carjacked them?”

      Jean nodded, her pistol still drawn. “Get in, Dyce. We haven’t got much time.”

      Desperate times.

      I clambered down and got in.

      Jean revved the engine and started a three-point turn that became a ten-point turn, and once we were facing north, we set off.

      As we passed the poor ex-owners of the Chevy, they dived into the bushes. Jean kept her gaze forward, ignoring them.

      “They wouldn’t have kept the car for long anyway,” she said. “Lucky it was us and not Código X who found them.”

      As we accelerated around the first bend, I thought of X03 and his cartel.

      “This is happening everywhere, isn’t it?” I said.

      “The chaos?”

      “The war,” I said.

      Jean nodded. “The cities are worse.”

      

      We drove for just under twenty minutes before we reached the strip of road on which the military base’s entrance lay. It was a rare straight section of road, with the Sierra’s ubiquitous green walls of jungle at either side. Jean pulled over and drove the Chevy as far into the bushes as it would go and killed the engine.

      “This is perfect. We wait until dark. Then we go in and find the plane.”

      “How do we know which one?”

      “Well, in the last few days, since they started taking off, I’ve seen nothing but military personnel carriers. C-130s.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to sound informed.

      “I think they’ll only have one on the strip at a time.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what I think they’re doing with those drugged people.”

      I didn’t push it. I had learned to keep quiet when people like Jean were concentrating on a mission.

      

      We waited in the car, both staring at the entrance fifty yards away, for another four hours. The sun went down and we were surrounded by darkness and the constant hum of crickets.

      Jean got out first and I followed her to her side, back in the bushes.

      “Over the wall,” said Jean, pointing across the way through the trees and bushes to where a four-meter-high wall separated us from the base.

      We crossed the road, still devoid of cars, and made it to the bottom of the wall.

      “Hunch down. Make a cradle with your hands,” said Jean.

      “Why you first?”

      She looked at me in the moonlight.

      “You’re fitter than I am,” I said, trying to sound reasonable.

      “You’re a lot taller,” she said. “I’ll help you up.”

      “Alright.”

      I hunched down. We were like two naughty kids trying to get their ball back from the asshole neighbor. Jean’s boot settled on my joined palms and I felt her body weight press down as she placed her hands as high as they’d go on the concrete surface of the wall.

      “Now lift!”

      I did, and her other boot smacked me in the head as it flew past. I lost my balance. Jean tumbled to the side and I crumpled like a rag doll.

      Jean groaned from where she’d fallen. “Idiot!”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Let’s try again. Your foot hit me.”

      Jean got up and brushed herself down and then stopped suddenly, panic on her face.

      “Shush! Get down.”

      I did as I was told, and as we got behind one of the low bushes, a truck drove past. It was a military personnel transporter.

      We watched it go by.

      “We have to do this now,” she said. “That could be them.”

      Once we were sure they had passed, we returned to our position, and this time I lifted as hard as I could. Jean’s boot flew past my face without contact and with my palms and her feet at eye level, I pushed extra hard to lift her high enough to reach the top of the wall.

      Her voice came from up there, distant. “Got it!”

      I smiled, straining against the weight.

      I didn’t notice the figures walk out from the roadside and encircle us until it was too late.

      “No, you don’t,” said the voice of Luciana.
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      I froze. Luciana stepped forward. To either side of her stood five men dressed in black combat gear and aiming machine guns at me and Jean.

      “Let go of her feet,” said Luciana in a calm voice. The voice of somebody in control.

      “She’ll fall,” I said.

      Luciana shrugged and the guns twitched, taut fingers on triggers.

      “Okay, okay. Hold on, Jean.”

      I let go and moved to the right, my arms held aloft.

      One of the men stepped toward me and I saw his arm raise and come down hard.

      Just before I hit the ground, or maybe even before the gun butt hit my head, I heard Luciana say, “Get her down.” Then everything went silent.

      

      I knew this feeling. Dozy, dazed, foggy. The floor was trembling. An earthquake?

      No. Something else.

      I was lying down. I tried to move my arms, but nothing computed in the way it should. My ears felt as though cotton had been stuffed deep into their recesses. My eyes were pasted together; my breathing rasped like an old smoker’s.

      My head pounded.

      I remembered the gun hitting me.

      But why was the floor trembling? Was it me? Was I shaking?

      I calmed myself. I was drugged.

      I took relaxed but short breaths. And I concentrated.

      I heard engines. Big ones.

      The floor tremors increased and confirmed my deduction, as crude as it was, and I felt movement. I wondered why once again the drugs had failed to fully knock me out. Maybe it was something to do with my height; I was about two foot taller than their regular victims. Or maybe this was how Luciana wanted it and all of their captives were actually half-awake, living out the terror.

      I guessed the latter was right.

      The plane was taxiing now, the vibrations coming up through the floor and my mattress increasing in intensity every second. Then, a pause, and noise began to penetrate my inner ear. Engines roaring, propellers running.

      Extreme movement. I felt my body shake back with the g-force as we hurtled along. Then lifted. This time my body weight flew back with the bed I was on, but something held it in place. Like we were chained up.

      Noises began to flood my ears. I sensed people around me. Inert figures and fully conscious people. Luciana and her men.

      Cool air entered my nostrils. I had a sense of the space, albeit only basic dimensions. A high roof, a large, open space. Stripped down: I could hear the motor props vibrating enormous amounts of energy into the wings and down through the hold.

      I felt stable.

      Our incline must have been forty-five degrees and decreasing as the hulk of a plane began to level out. Jean had said the name of this type of plane, a number?

      It had drifted from my mind.

      I felt stable still. I listened and focused on the weight distribution of flesh and bones and blood, and felt it becoming horizontal. Cruising altitude.

      “Se abrirán las puertas en diez. ¡Appuranse!”

      Doors open in ten. Move it!

      “¡Sí!”

      From what sounded like ten voices.

      I willed my eyes to open but they wouldn’t respond. The drugs were still wreaking havoc on my body.

      I could hear and I could smell. That would have to do.

      “Aquí,” came Luciana’s voice. “Corta las cadenas.”

      Cut the chains.

      People were moving and I heard metal sliding against metal, then loud snaps. Chains being cut.

      “Ya despierte las primeras,” said Luciana’s voice.

      Now wake up the first ones.

      I braced myself inside my flesh cocoon, waiting to see if I would be one of the first. No one came. Instead, a scream. A man’s voice, ratcheted up to the maximum, shrieking as if someone was tearing his arm from its socket. But it wasn’t pain in his voice I could hear, it was panic. Then he spoke, in Spanish.

      “Please,” he said. “I’ll talk. I’ll tell you anything. Just don’t, please.”

      His voice was drowned out by a new noise, something large and mechanical, paired with a giant gust of cold air.

      The doors opening.

      Other voices began howling, high-pitched, shouting over the tremendous din.

      Luciana was snapping orders again. “Ahora,” she said. “¡Ya! ¡Ahora!”

      I heard the man scream again, but this time it was cut off.

      I didn’t have to be able to see to know what his fate had been. God only knew how high we were flying. I wondered how far into the drop he would have passed out, or how long it would take his heart to explode.

      And that’s when my own blood started to thump faster. Being paralyzed made the fear ten times worse. They were dishing out adrenalin shots to bring the victims—to bring us—around right before they dropped us to a long and terrifying death.

      I urged my body to feel, to move. Anything. But aside from the smells coming into my nose and the sounds entering my ears, I felt nothing.

      My mind swirled with the roaring wind and the scream of the engines. Would they throw Jairo out? Jean? I was done for. That was for sure.

      Damn it! We’d failed. Failed miserably.

      Luciana’s voice came closer.

      “¿Que?”

      What?

      She sounded pissed. Then another woman’s voice.

      “These three?”

      Us three. Jairo was here.

      Luciana spoke again. “Chuck ’em. We only need him.”

      “Bueno,” said the other woman.

      I felt an acute sting run deep into my arm, and just like that, my eyes opened and my body shivered with feeling as my nerves reactivated. I was in sensory overload. The noise, which had already been loud, was now deafening. My head pounded, but I managed to lift it enough to see in front. A big, open, obscure rectangle of night sky.

      “Go on,” said Luciana. “Get rid of them both.”
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      The noise as I drew closer to the open door was like a blowtorch by my ear. Luciana’s voice and those of the soldiers helping her faded away and a giant roaring replaced them. The wind whipped at my face and I felt the bed tilt as I neared the open rear loading ramp. I breathed deeply.

      This was it.

      In a moment, I would be flung into the Mexican night air, never to see any of my family again. And what had I achieved? Nothing. Eleanor lost in the States. Ditto for Jairo’s girlfriend and daughter. And our son, behind me, destined for a worse fate perhaps.

      I had failed again.

      A guy stumbled over to me, resisting the wind, and started to undo the straps over my chest and then my legs. In that same moment, I felt my legs and arms again; from the tips of my digits to my spine. Hope for a moment. The guy was dressed in military garb and would overpower me in seconds. There was no hope.

      He stank of musky aftershave, the kind my grandfather used to wear, and he wore a pencil mustache, shaved at the top to produce a perfect line over his lip. His eyes were black.

      “Your turn, asshole.”

      I held my breath.

      “Okay,” he said. “Ten seconds, nine, eight, seven…”

      He paused and I looked back. Luciana was standing next to Jean, who was coming around from her own adrenalin shot.

      Then, BOOM!

      The plane dropped in the air. Everything flew up as we lost gravity for a split-second, and came down hard on the metal floor. My face smacked the hatch door on its return, and my arms came free, and I grabbed a tiny part of the door frame and held on with all my strength. The wind and noise were rampant. I looked around at the damage. Beds and people lay sprawled on the floor and Luciana and Jean, who remained strapped in.

      I looked back toward the open hatch. The musky rent-a-soldier was hanging on for dear life, his head just above the rim of the plane, the purple-black sky behind him, utter terror on his face. I tried to move to him, to extend my hand, and I almost touched him, but then he juddered and slipped and disappeared into the night sky.

      I turned back to the interior. Luciana was lying on her back, hurt. A chance. I rolled out of the open straps of the bed and onto the metal floor. I grabbed another part of the frame and dragged myself away from the open hatch, towards Jean.

      As I did, the roar of the wind died down just slightly. I didn’t let up. I pulled with everything I had, until I got to Jean’s feet. Luciana was still too hurt to see me or do anything. I held Jean’s leg and pulled myself up to reach her. She looked down at me. Her face was black around the eyes and her lips were bloody and swollen.

      She had put up a fight at the wall.

      “Jean,” I shouted. “Jean!”

      Her face was slanted, like a drunk’s, still half-drugged or hurt or both.

      “Get the shot to Jairo,” she said, mumbling through slug-like lips.

      “What?”

      “The shot,” she said. “Get to Jairo with the adrenalin. Wake him up.”

      I rolled to Luciana. To her side lay the needle she had used to wake Jean up. I grabbed it and stumbled to my knees and scanned the plane’s hold.

      An utter mess.

      Five beds had tumbled over, and the soldiers helping Luciana—I had been wrong; I counted two women and three men—were also on the deck. Two were rolling around. Three were out cold.

      I scanned the people strapped to the beds. All men. The guy second closest to me was Jairo. His large frame twisted against the restraints; his eyes were closed.

      I got to him, but the plane tilted heavily again and I swung back and slammed into the wall. It was like doing something serious while drunk. I couldn’t get my footing at first and had to hold tight to the wall as the pilots adjusted their course.

      I gripped the needle in my right hand, pushed away from the wall, and landed on my knees next to my son. I undid the straps, which took an eternity, but after tugging and pulling, his frame came loose from the bed and he rolled flat in front of me.

      I held the needle. Its barrel half full. How did this work? Any vein?

      I remembered a movie from the nineties where the girl has an overdose and the hippy dealer slams the shot into her heart. Was that how it worked?

      No. Couldn’t be.

      The noise of the open door and the plane’s engines helped to focus me. I knew the soldiers were stirring, as was Luciana, and time had run out.

      I looked at Jairo and went for his arm.

      I put my forefinger on one of the thick veins running down his bicep and into his wrist, placed the tip of the needle there, and plunged it in.

      His eyes sprang open and shock filled his face. His hand grabbed my arm so hard I thought he might snap my bones.

      “Jairo!” I shouted. “Get it together. We need you.”

      His face stayed stricken, but he rolled and adjusted his body to be facing down.

      He was mumbling something, but I couldn’t hear him over the noise. His face was constricting, tightening, grimacing.

      “Jairo,” I said.

      And then he rolled, freed himself from the tangle of undone straps, and stood up. He had been changed into cargo pants and a white vest. His muscular frame was illuminated by the lights in the hold.

      The plane tilted again and all the unconscious victims and beds rolled towards the wall. Jairo stayed still, his left boot braced against the side of the hold as he rode it out. I couldn’t see his face, but he was locked onto his first target. One of the soldiers was coming around right in front of my son. Jairo’s fists were clenched.

      The soldier got to his knees and looked up at Jairo.

      “Puto,” he said, right before Jairo’s right boot met his jaw with a speed and strength I had never seen before in real life.

      The guy’s jawbone almost popped out of his skin as his head spun ninety degrees to the left with the force of Jairo’s kick. Before the solder’s inert frame had even touched the floor, Jairo was on him, his arms wrapped around his victim’s and pulling up.

      “Tie him up,” I yelled over the noise, but it was pointless. Jairo was already grappling the half-awake soul to the open hatch. When they got to the edge, Jairo laid a mighty punch into the man’s stomach. His face came alive with agony, and Jairo pushed him hard, out of the hold, to a long and drawn-out death.

      Then he turned and surveyed the scene.

      His face was brutal. His facial hair, already a centimeter thick, just made his features all the more terrifying. He looked like a lion that had come home to find his pack slaughtered. Pure carnal fury washed his features.

      Next was a woman soldier, who tried to draw her gun, but Jairo was too quick. He slammed his hand into her arms and lifted her clean off the deck and flung her out of the hole, just like that. I heard her scream fade.

      He then walked to another male soldier, punched him square in the face, grabbed his legs, and dragged him across the floor. Once he was as close to the edge as he could get him, he pushed the soldier over with a single boot.

      Now the others were gathering their wits, including Luciana, who scrambled quickly over to Jean, pulled her pistol, and placed it at Jean’s temple.

      Jairo looked at the other soldiers. One guy and one lady. They looked like kids who had been caught stealing change from their moms’ purses. Maybe they had heard of the legendary Jairo. Maybe not. Maybe they were seeing this for the first time, like I was.

      The girl went for the pistol at her waist and got to her knees, but Jairo was too fast. He stepped up the wall of the hold to the left of her and used it to launch a massive kick to her face. She was out before she even hit the floor. From there, Jairo used the momentum to follow through on her partner. His head cracked back like a crash-test dummy and he slammed to the floor too.

      Jairo picked up the woman first and walked to the edge of the hatch and threw her out. Then he returned to the man and did the same.

      He picked them up like they were dolls made from cotton.

      Then he grabbed one of the fallen beds and dragged it to the hole and pushed.

      “Stop, Jairo,” I said. But he ignored my protests.

      I shouted, “Why kill them?”

      Jairo glanced at me but said nothing. Luciana, still pushing the gun into Jean’s head, watched too.

      Jairo went through the hold one by one, pushing each victim—bed and all—into the night sky to drop to his death. It must have taken minutes but it felt like seconds. Finally, he stopped, panting, with sweat glistening on his face.

      “Are you done?” Luciana shouted, gripping the gun.

      Jairo stared her down. His eyes burned with an evil fire. I could tell he enjoyed killing. It terrified me to the core. He wasn’t saving us. He was quenching his bloodlust.

      He shrugged at Luciana and walked to the front of the plane and opened the cockpit door.

      I looked at Luciana and saw, for the first time, real fear on her face.

      We heard a scream and two thuds from the cockpit. Then Jairo came back, dragging from the cabin an unconscious pilot.

      “No,” I said. “Jairo! Stop!”

      Jairo was a man possessed. He dragged the pilot to the edge and rolled him over too. Then he went back to the cockpit, went in, and returned with what I guessed was the first officer.

      “Jairo,” I shouted. “Please!”

      But he repeated the act, pushing the hapless guy overboard.

      I closed my eyes. We were saved, by a psychopath.

      And that wasn’t safe at all.

      Luciana sat still, huddled next to Jean, gun to her head.

      Jairo walked to the edge of the hole and punched a button and the door began to close. After ten seconds everything went eerily quiet, the sound of the motors now insulated by thick steel.

      Luciana was staring at Jairo, fuming.

      “You idiot! What did that achieve? We’re all dead now.”

      Jairo smiled. “No,” he said, “we just need a pilot.”

      “What?”

      “A pilot,” he said.

      “I don’t want to state the obvious,” I said, drawing their attention to me. “But I think they’re just about hitting the ground right now.”

      Jairo smiled again and looked at Jean. “She can fly,” he said.

      Luciana and I looked at Jean. She nodded slowly.

      “You see?” said Jairo. “Now let her go and shut the hell up.”

      Luciana was at pains as to what to do. But that instinctive human desire to live won out. It was her only choice.

      “Do it now,” said Jairo.

      And Luciana followed his order, releasing Jean from her grip. Jean scrambled up and, holding the wall, started on her way to the cockpit.

      Jairo moved to Luciana quickly, took her gun, and began strapping her down on one of the beds, leaving it turned over.

      I came to his side.

      “Where now?”

      Avoiding my gaze, he said, “Now we go find Mr. Reynolds. Now we finish this.”
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      In the cockpit, I found Jean settling into one of the pilot seats, checking controls, and strapping in.

      “You can really fly this thing?”

      Jean ignored my question but puffed out a short, sharp scoff as she eyed the dials and needles and levers.

      “You need help?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Sit down. One of the engines has a problem. Not sure how far we can get.”

      I realized I had been avoiding actually looking out of the cockpit window until now. I felt terrified. I had never loved flying, but it had never stopped me getting on a plane. I just didn’t like the takeoff or the landing very much. I had once been in an old Russian Fokker over a desert in North Africa and a sandstorm had hit. We’d bounced a hundred meters at a time until we finally touched down. That had been scary. That had been frightening.

      But at least there had been pilots.

      This was a whole different level of shit-your-pants scary, and my infantile way of dealing with the pounding pulse in my neck had been to pretend the situation wasn’t true and avoid looking out the window.

      But now I couldn’t avoid it.

      What met my eyes was actually a thing of beauty.

      Black clouds filled the bottom half of the three panes of the windshield, but the top half was awash with stars, sparkling down upon one plume of white cloud far in the distance. Thick gold tendrils of light marked the separation point between the clouds and what was essentially space.

      “Pretty calming, right?”

      Jean was looking at me taking it in. “Glad it relaxed you there. Now help me.”

      “Right,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “Take this.”

      Jean handed me a helmet with built-in headphones and I slipped it on, only remembering then that only a few minutes ago my son had ripped their original owner away and thrown him to a 10,000-feet death drop.

      The helmet was still a little warm.

      I shuddered and put the thought to the back of my mind.

      “First,” said Jean’s voice, now coming through the headphones, “we need to get low and kill the radar.”

      “But don’t we need that?”

      “No,” said Jean. “We need to be anonymous, at least for a while. There are two radars. The primary and the transponder. We switch off the transponder and air traffic control don’t know if we’re a kidnapped military plane on the run or a giant bird. That’s how the hijackers did it on 9/11. Switched off the transponders and bingo.”

      “We’ll get shot down.”

      “There’s a chance,” said Jean. “And that’s why we fly low. I’ll take us down to five thousand feet while we’re in Mexico. But as soon as we’re fifty nautical miles from the U.S. border, I’m going to treetop level.”

      “Jesus,” I said.

      “We’re going to need night-vision goggles too. Can you go back there and see if you can find some?”

      I nodded. “On it.”

      Jean seemed to be getting the feel for the controls now and I felt the plane starting to descend. I looked back at the windshield and the glorious scene I’d first seen was sinking into black as we re-entered the clouds.

      I made my way back into the main hold. Jairo was sitting with his back to the wall, eyes on Luciana, who was on her side, still strapped to the bed.

      Jairo looked at me as I came in.

      “What?”

      “Jean’s got it under control,” I said. “Needs some night-vision goggles. Seen any?”

      Jairo shrugged.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll look.”

      I went through the gear that was hanging on the bare metal walls, but had no luck. I spotted three solider backpacks and went through them, but found nothing. I was about to give up when I noticed the seats on the side of the hold had closed compartments. I opened the first and then the second. In the third, I found what I was looking for. A large black pair of goggles that had shiny scarab-beetle-green glass fitted in each scope and a sturdy rubber strap to hold them on your head.

      I gathered them up and took them back to Jean. As I made my way back to the cockpit, the plane was leveling out. I guessed we’d reached five thousand feet.

      “How are these?”

      Jean grabbed them and checked them out.

      “Good job,” she said. I felt a little rush of pride for having done something useful.

      “Now we can kill the lights.”

      I took my seat again and watched as Jean went through the switches. Outside, the lights that had been shining from the undercarriage disappeared. I peered right out of the window and saw the wing lights extinguish too. All that remained was the burning ball of fire where one of the propellers should have been.

      “You’re right about the engine,” I said. “It looks bad.”

      “It is bad,” said Jean. “Might stop us from landing, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      I took a good lungful of air and breathed deeply, trying to hold my shit together.

      “This is about as invisible as you can make a Hercules,” said Jean, looking a little pleased with herself. “Stay alert,” she added. “We’re about two hours from the border. Once we cross, assuming we make it without being shot down, there’s just the little question of crash-landing and making a getaway with a Mexican cartel leader and a domestic terrorist’s assistant.”

      “Reynolds is a terrorist?”

      “He’ll be categorized as such now. No doubt about it. Not every day your bad guy starts a civil war right next to the motherland.”

      “Jean,” I said. “You’re CIA, right?”

      She didn’t respond at first but then slowly, perhaps evaluating our situation and the shit I’d already seen, she began to nod.

      “And your mission is Jairo? Or Reynolds? Or both?”

      “That’s enough, Dyce. We might make it out of this and I don’t want to have to exterminate you.”

      She smiled, but I winced. She was likely being serious.

      “This mission is a solo one. I’ve got no contact with my bosses. And if something happens to me or your son, we’re on our own. We’re deniable. We’re not protected.”

      “So we’re criminals in the CIA’s eyes too?”

      “That’s right.”

      I leaned back. For the next hour or so, I let Jean concentrate on the job.

      

      After an hour and a half, Jean’s voice boomed into my brain: “It’s almost time.” I sprang from the copilot’s chair, blood pumping.

      “Relax, Dyce, take it easy.”

      I gathered myself and settled my gaze on the window. And saw treetops.

      “What the hell?”

      “Flying low now. We’re hitting a nautical mile every seven seconds. And I calculate we’re about ten minutes from the U.S. border.”

      I sat back down.

      “Home sweet home,” said Jean.

      Her eyes were focused in front of her. Her jaw was clenched, and her gaze unwavering.

      “Look, we have to talk about the plan.”

      “I’m listening,” I said. But that was a half-truth, because a considerable portion of my attention was on the dark black trees outside. We were practically pruning them at one nautical mile every seven seconds.

      Jean said, “The crash landing is the riskiest part. If air traffic control picks us up on radar and calls it in, they’ll scramble jets. And this is Texas, so they aren’t too far away.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “So we’re going to land pretty damn sharpish after we cross that invisible line of the border. It’ll be desert, but in reach of a place to run. And that’ll be what we do. Reynolds will have people everywhere. Cops. His own men perhaps.”

      “Got it.”

      “Dyce,” she said, turning away from the view in front for a short few seconds. “If you fall, we will leave you behind. You get that?”

      I nodded. Because what else could I have done in response to that? Come over all British and said thanks and sorry for everything (then complained about it afterwards)?

      Jean spared me the need to come up with a reply as she returned to her landing.

      I started gritting my teeth.
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      Not too far away, Mr. Reynolds’ private line began ringing. He used different ones for different individuals.

      He picked up the phone and said, “Yes.”

      But no one said anything back. Instead, he heard noise, a lot of noise.

      “Yes?”

      Nothing.

      About to hang up, he realized Luciana was trying to send him a message. Something had gone wrong on the plane. He listened harder.

      Screams was what he heard. Fading screams. Some kind of altercation, but not a fight. Then he heard the voice of Scott Dyce shouting at someone to stop.

      Jairo Morales.

      Reynolds understood what was happening. Luciana had failed.

      He moved quickly to his laptop and opened the tracking page for Luciana’s GPS and in seconds he had them. Then he calculated distances and time.

      The landing location would likely be close to where they had planned. And they wouldn’t make it far past the border.

      Simple to calculate.

      He listened to the conversations on the phone, making out the gist of them, and hung up.

      He’d heard enough.

      Reynolds dialed another number and waited for the rings and then the voice of his fighting dog.

      X03.

      He spoke to Reynolds in that brutal poor-Mexican Spanish he detested so strongly.

      “¿Cuando pues?”

      When then?

      The man they called X03 sounded agitated and stressed. Mr. Reynolds hated his stupid codenames, monikers to make him feel important. Reynolds always made a point of using his given name.

      “Horacio,” said Mr. Reynolds through the distortion box. “It’s time.”

      “As planned?”

      “Yes,” continued Mr. Reynolds. “But you need to sort some business out first.”

      There was silence on the line. But Reynolds heard the cartel leader’s breathing.

      “The plane is on its way to the States as we speak. A military carrier.”

      “One of the ones from the jungle? The C-130s?”

      “That’s right.”

      “To the States?”

      “Yes,” said Reynolds. “It’s heading for the border in Texas, close to El Paso. Jairo Morales is aboard.”

      “As planned then,” said X03.

      “Indeed. If they don’t die in the crash, we need to exterminate the remaining passengers and capture Morales. If we don’t, our whole mission here is over. And you’ll go back to Mexico and fight it out with the rest.”

      “Hell no,” he said.

      The right answer.

      “When then?”

      “You need to head to El Paso now, Horacio.”

      Silence on the line again. The criminal knew he had no choice. Mr. Reynolds and the Founders controlled Código X’s funding, and X03’s freedom to roam the United States. The gangster was hog-tied. But Reynolds let him think he had the leverage to take his time in answering.

      “Alright then. I’ll send some men.”

      “No,” said Reynolds. “It has to be you.”

      And he hung up.

      But sending X03 would not be enough. Simply, Reynolds did not trust him enough.

      He checked the GPS tracker on the computer again. It was moving straight, on course for the U.S. border and Texas.

      Reynolds needed that plane to land.
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      Everything was pitch black except for the dials in front of us, glowing and dominating our field of vision, blinding me to whatever lay outside. I was secretly happy for not having to watch our crash landing. We were flying at just around fifty feet, Jean said. And that scared the crap out of me.

      “Brace,” said Jean. “We’re coming down.”

      I leaned back and closed my eyes, teeth grinding themselves to nothing. My lower lip was quivering and I realized I was mumbling to myself, not words or sentences, just humming in a frantic, trance-like way.

      “Thirty feet,” said Jean. “And there goes the border. We’re over.”

      The noise of the plane’s pressure, whooshing down and then up again against the ground—so close now— drowned out the engine. That classic sound that caused the fear in non-flyers, the drone and groan of air rushing by at speed.

      The sound right before the crash.

      But a new sound came. A pop. Some kind of shot perhaps; I couldn’t tell. My eyes flew open and I looked at Jean, who was panicked.

      “Damn, damn, damn,” she said. “They’re scrambling.”

      “What?”

      “They got us,” she said.

      “The Americans? Can’t you tell them it’s you?”

      I realized how desperate I sounded and how stupid the idea was as soon as it left my mouth.

      “I told you,” shouted Jean, pulling the center stick back and flipping our nose toward the sky again, “we’re deniable here. They’ll shoot us down if I don’t turn the radio on and answer them in the next two minutes.”

      “Two minutes?”

      The plane was now at a completely different angle, forty-five degrees, pointing at space. The sound of the engines replaced the rush of air once more and we screamed upward.

      “That’s right,” she said. “Two minutes is standard.”

      I didn’t waste my breath asking what the plan was now. I had already guessed it.

      “Get back there and find the chutes,” said Jean. “I’ll come back as soon as I get us high enough.”

      I swore under my breath, not believing this had gotten worse, and got up, holding the back of the chair. My path lay down a treacherous slope. I had to jump a part, landing at the side of the cockpit door. I lifted the metal divider and peered into the hold, all askew.

      “Leveling out,” shouted Jean from behind me, and the floor started to return to normal. Once it was at a good angle, I steadied myself and looked over to Jairo and Luciana.

      She was unconscious and blood trickled from beneath her. Jairo was sitting strapped in next to her, holding her body upright, his face a miserable grimace, eyes black.

      “What have you done?”

      He looked at me. “She isn’t dead.”

      Then Jean’s voice shouted at us again. “Get ready! Door’s opening now.”

      And true to her promise, the gaping mouth at the rear of the plane parted and I could just make out the night sky once more as wind howled into the hold.

      “We need the parachutes!”

      Jairo stared back at me and pointed. I looked behind me and saw two green rucksacks strapped to the hold wall.

      “Two?”

      Jairo got up, leaving Luciana to slump into her own lap. Blood was coming from one of her fingers, or rather from where one of her digits should have been. Her nose was also red.

      It was too noisy to start asking Jairo questions. It was hardly the time.

      He, meanwhile, had freed the chutes as Jean stepped into the hold with us. She glanced at Luciana and sneered, then walked to Jairo, grabbed one of the packs, and walked to me.

      Shouting so I could hear her, she said, “You with me. Jairo’ll take her.”

      Then she pulled me to her torso. I was just under a foot taller than Jean but I was undoubtedly the one who felt more uncomfortable. She tied me to her like I was fishing bait on a hook. No emotion. No fear.

      “Let me do the work,” she said.

      I just nodded and we walked, the four of us, to the open door. The wind whipped inside and filled my ears with noise. The arteries closest to my skin pulsed violently. I was helpless, of course—which helped, in a strange way.

      Jairo held Luciana like an infant child.

      Jean looked at him and nodded hard, then raised one digit, then flicked a second, then a third.

      And we jumped.

      The pull of Jean’s weight distracted me from the initial shock of entering a free fall in complete darkness. I saw the black shadow of the plane pass by my line of sight quickly at one point, but other than that, I had my eyes scrunched up tight. The wind rushed and hissed around my face as my head was plunged into the top of Jean’s head.

      Out of nowhere a force came from above and pulled us upward. Jean had opened the chute. I had expected a longer fall. Everything slowed down. The wind changed to a hum. Everywhere at once, but exterior. I tuned in to my heartbeat once more and tried to hold my head up.

      I thought I could make out the shapes of mountains in the distance. I looked vertically, but the plane had gone. Jean’s arms were moving, and I understood in that moment she was steering us. I kept still and waited for impact.

      

      It took ages. We floated like that, with humming around us, until the horizon I was looking at disappeared. Everything seemed to spin around us, like we were static and the wind spiraling around us.

      Then Jean’s voice came from behind me. “Hold tight.”

      I folded my legs  and braced and we hit the ground—hard.

      Jean rolled over me as the ground spun over my head and the noise died completely.

      My ankle hurt a bit, but it wasn’t serious. I could move it.

      I rolled to my side and closed my eyes.

      The ground that beneath me was crumbling. Sand.

      Jean disconnected from me so fast the sand hit my face. She had disentangled herself from the jellyfish-like lines and canopy before I could even get to my feet.

      Her figure brushed past me and she ran.

      I rolled and got up, breathed, and looked across the plain. The sun was cracking through the black night, a thin strip of orange and purple framed by black.

      And I ran too. I ran as hard as I could.

      But I was stopped.

      The ground hit me back like when I’d landed, my ass back on the dirt, me facing upward. I hadn’t disconnected the chute.

      I looked up and saw Jean sprinting away. She hadn’t been bluffing; she’d leave me for dead if necessary.

      Blaring sirens sang across the night sky, far enough away, probably, if I got my ass up now.

      Fumbling through the straps, I found the hook that still attached my torso to the main pack, and thus the chute. It was a small, metallic climbing clasp but my fingers were like fudge and my chest was hammering. I stopped for a second and breathed—then gently pushed the lever down and slipped the rope out. Then I got to my feet and started running in the direction of where Jean had disappeared into the night.

      The sirens in the distance seemed to be getting louder. Ahead of me, I saw Jairo’s chute ballooning in the darkness, a round black silhouette. I picked up my pace until I couldn’t run any faster. The ground was desert sand and flat, for which I was thankful. American ground now. New rules. New playbook.

      Gradually, three figures formed in my vision. Jairo, Jean, and Luciana, who was slumped over Jairo’s shoulder.

      After another two minutes, I reached them. I was unable to speak for the lack of air in my lungs.

      “We need a motel, or a cheap hotel,” said Jean. “Cash only, no ID.”

      I wanted to ask why the CIA couldn’t help us now. We were home as far as they were concerned, surely. But speaking was still out of the question, so I concentrated on regulating my breaths instead.

      “I saw a highway from the plane, about two kilometers that way,” she said, pointing to the distance.

      “Let’s get going.”

      Jairo heaved Luciana over his shoulder completely and set off. Jean followed. I willed my legs to stand straight and lactic acid flooded my shin splints in disapproval.

      “Ni modo,” I whispered to myself.

      Nothing else for it.

      I ran after them with everything I had. We had to do this. We were out of options. And to be fair, Lady Luck had been most obliging. After all, five minutes ago we’d been on a stolen plane being chased by jets in the night sky with no lights or radar.

      So not too bad, all things considered.

      My feet pounded the dirt and I used the sound like a metronome, focusing on the progress, not the pain. To the right, shards of yellow and orange of the morning sun were cracking through the black curtain of sky. I looked forward and saw Jean coming to a stop. We’d made it to the highway.

      I got to the barrier, the generic metal type used everywhere around the globe, and we climbed over and down a short bank to the blacktop.

      Not a car in sight.

      “Come on,” said Jean, who started off to the right.

      I was glad for the walk and felt my body burn back to life. I started thinking about the plane and where it might have crashed. I promised myself I’d ask Jean that. But not now. We weren’t quite safe yet.

      

      We walked for thirty minutes before the dim lights of a motel came into view. We walked up to it but held back as Jean indicated.

      “Let me go,” she said. “Wait here.”

      We nodded, grateful for the rest.

      After fifteen minutes, Jean returned and threw a key to me and passed one to Jairo.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      Jairo carried Luciana to the side of the building. It was built in the style of a Swiss ski chalet, but much smaller. Jean explained that the reception was manned by one guy and that his line of sight didn’t reach the far wall. So we stuck to the cheap wooden boarding and edged around the structure to the back side, where the rooms were laid out in a neat square, divided into two floors. I counted about twelve rooms, and only one car parked up, an old Nissan truck.

      I glanced at my key. Etched into it was the number 103. I began hunting for my door.

      Jean got to hers first, opened it, and slipped inside, closing the door behind her.

      Jairo reached his next and did the same, carefully carrying Luciana through like some morbid wedding scene.

      I walked up to the second floor and found my door.

      I turned the key, walked in, and shut the door, locking it behind me.

      The room was as generic as a motel room could get, with thick curtains drawn over lace white ones hanging down underneath. The carpet was worn and smelled vaguely of wet dog. The bed was made, but I didn’t bother pulling the sheets back. I slumped on it, and stared at the bare white walls and the cheap Rothko print. Strange choice for this type of joint, but who cared? My body was exhausted.

      I was in the States. Now I had to find Eleanor.

      But I had no reference, no idea where she was.

      I tried to think, but it was no use.

      And after what felt like ten seconds, I was fast asleep.
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      It was the same dream as always. Sometimes a different context, a different set of variables, or a different location with different players, but fundamentally, always the same.

      Streams and streams of figures pushing past me, some with half-faces, like melted wax, others with blank skin where a face should have been. I felt scared, but not of them, of something else.

      Not scared. Panicked.

      The figures pushed into me from all around, looking at me, if they had eyes; stopping me.

      That was it.

      I’d been here before.

      They wouldn’t let me get to it.

      The middle.

      A child. Our child.

      The child we never got to name. The child who grew to become Jairo.

      The more I tried to walk, the less my feet would move.

      I looked down. The figures were below me now. Holding my legs.

      They pushed me from the front, and held me from below.

      A quicksand of people.

      The baby was crying.

      But the figures groaned and drowned out his wailing.

      “Please,” I tried to say. “Please. Let me through. My son. Please.”

      

      My eyes opened.

      I was wet with sweat. And cold from the desert air.

      The desert.

      The current state of affairs flooded back to my mind.

      I closed my eyes. Eleanor, where are you?

      If it was the last thing I ever did, I would bring this family together. As it was supposed to be.

      Me.

      Jairo.

      Eleanor.

      Jairo’s girl.

      And our granddaughter.

      The light outside was strong and blazed through the cheap orange motel curtains.

      I had slept for hours and felt a lot better for it.

      I scanned the room. There was an open door leading to the en suite bathroom, a small table with a plastic flower on it, and the main door.

      I closed my eyes. I had spoken to Eleanor about a week ago, or two?

      I recalled the conversation now, back in the jungle.

      What had she said?

      She urged me to find her. To get to her. But she wasn’t able to say where she was.

      She told me not to say where I was.

      Like Reynolds was listening.

      “You need to get here. Find me. And we find the girls.”

      That was what she said.

      Find me.

      But where? I cursed and banged my fist on the bed.

      Feeling like giving up, I got up and walked to the bathroom. It was small and dark, but the shower had hot water and I stripped and got in.

      As the water cleansed my filthy skin, I felt better.

      “You need to get here. Find me. And we find the girls.”

      Eleanor’s words kept coming into my mind.

      “Find me.”

      “You need to get here.”

      I finished up and dried with the standard motel towel and walked back to the bed.

      She said something else.

      I dug deep into my memory, remembering the call again.

      “But how do we find you?”

      I asked that. Now I remembered her reply.

      “I can’t say. There are places I would never go here. And there are places I know I’d be safe.”

      I froze.

      “There are places I would never go here.”

      Of course. She had been giving me a message. There was one place in the United States of America she would never visit. Not normally. Not before.

      But now, things had changed.

      And I knew where to find her.

      

      I got ready quickly, putting on the same old blue cop’s t-shirt we pillaged from the jungle. It stank and I promised myself I’d find new clothes as soon as possible. But the discomfort of my garments in no way inhibited my renewed hope of finding Eleanor, and then Jairo’s young family. Our family.

      I tied up my boots and leapt out of the door.

      I reached the door Jairo had entered first and pounded on the cheap wooden frame.

      Nothing.

      Must be out cold, I thought.

      I knocked and knocked but no one answered.

      So I walked two doors down to Jean’s room.

      By the third knock I realized: They’d gone. I’d been stupid, short-sighted not to see it before. I kept looking, around the motel complex, the car park, the lobby, where a teenage boy was manning the front desk, absorbed by his cell phone.

      I ran back to my room, my mind processing the situation at full pelt, trying to figure out my next step. I wasn’t safe here. I was a wanted man in Mexico, and that made it doubly bad stateside. I also had no papers or money.

      But I knew where to find Eleanor now. That was one thing.

      I got to my room, fumbled the door open, and stepped in—and almost didn’t notice the folded slip of paper on the floor. I was sure it hadn’t been there before. I picked it up. It was lined legal paper with a rough scrawl on one side. I skipped to the bottom and saw my son’s name signed, Jairo.

      After closing the door, I walked to the bed and slumped down and started to read.

      In Spanish it said:

      

      I got you here. That was my only promise. You can find your family now and go and live a life. You should never have tried to find me. I have a complicated situation and am more tied up in shit than you could ever imagine. Agent Santos doesn’t know I left this note. Please destroy it as soon as you’ve read it. It’s not safe to know the things I know. You’ve been witness to some of it too, so I can only presume you’re not safe either.

      I have an agreement with the CIA. They need to find Reynolds and they want to use me as bait. I will be killed as soon as their use for me is up. I know that and have been told that in so many words.

      I don’t know where your wife is, but now you’re here, you can find her.

      It’s best you leave me and my family alone now.

      Jairo Morales

      

      Perhaps it was his infantile handwriting or the way he’d put his surname at the end, or just the fact he was telling me to get out of his life, but a giant lump swam up my throat and I had to swallow to stop the tears coming.

      The room swirled around me and I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes. All this bullshit, and for what? The fire of anger began to spit and burn in my stomach. If I’d left him alone back in Lujano, none of this would have gone down. Eleanor and I could have gone to England. Or the States. He was better off dead. I got up and screwed the note into a little ball. I was chucking it into the garbage can when suddenly a gunshot sounded outside.

      I sat up.

      Crouching, I made my way to the only window, which looked out onto the yard and reception. Pulling back the net curtain as slowly as my adrenalin would allow, I peered out.

      The sound of the gun was still ringing from below.

      And the perpetrator remained too.

      There, holding a smoking pistol aimed at where the young lad had been on reception, was the leader of Código X, X03.
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      X03 was roaming around the central faux-plaza of the motel, his eyes glued to the reception desk where the kid should have been, entranced by his phone, as I had seen him not long ago.

      The sound of a door opening below reached my ears, and a man ran across the plaza, fleeing. X03 turned and, with chilling precision, aimed his pistol at the moving target. One resounding boom brought him down to the floor. A scream came from the door the latest victim had come from, and X03 turned his attention and his gun and shot again.

      I held my breath. My viewpoint was incomplete; the bottom half of my window looked out from the terrace down to two thirds of the plaza. The likelihood of X03 seeing me was slim. But that didn’t matter. He was here for me. Well, more for Jairo, but I would do.

      I turned from the window and slumped down to sit on the floor, my head resting on the sill. I felt a sudden fury toward my son. He would have known that this animal was after us, and yet he chose to leave me here, knowing that Eleanor was lost elsewhere.

      Boom.

      Another shot fired. More screams followed by more shots, and then silence.

      My ribcage shuddered and my breaths sounded like blasts of a hairdryer as I tried to calm my puffing.

      Boom.

      Another shot. This time closer. On this floor.

      My mind went into overdrive. I gauged the sound of the shot. Four doors down? Yes, about that.

      I couldn’t think of anything. Just curse words raging in my ears. Desperate.

      Boom.

      That was next door. He was here.

      I closed my eyes.

      My breathing calmed. A somber and morbid acceptance washed over me, there in that cheap, dirty motel. I’d never find Eleanor and keep her safe from Reynolds. Or Jairo. The son I’d lost too many times to keep count. He hated me anyway.

      These were to be my last thoughts.

      And I couldn’t let that happen.

      If I was going to die, damn it, I might as well make myself useful.

      I picked myself up and stood and faced the door. Two stick shadows came from the bottom. I stepped backwards as lightly as my weight would allow to the wall facing the door, where the coat pegs were. There was a generic white hotel towel hanging on one of the pegs and I lifted it over my face so that I could see the door no more. I was six feet from the door. I had my heel pressed on the wall, ready to provide some thrust and crouched slightly, in a sort of variation on the 100-meter sprinter starting pose.

      The door handle rattled. Then the door creaked.

      

      When I was in my teens, I attended a private school called Bricklewood Manor for just under one calendar year. My mother had saved enough money to cover a couple of semesters, hoping that I might do well academically and secure a scholarship. Instead, I fell in with what many regarded as a bad crowd and ended up being kicked out for smoking. Such a cliché. But though my eventual fate was trite, I did enjoy at least one activity the school put on. Rugby. Especially the tackling. My tall and gaunt frame was not ideal for the sport, but at a young age I grew into a half-decent loosehead prop, playing in the front row of Bricklewood Manor’s team. And now, at exactly the right time, like some lizard instinct, my brain was coaching my muscles and tendons and bones on how to take someone down hard.

      The door opened and X03 stood there in the sunlight, just an outline. He held up his gun and fired. I barely felt the pressure hit the back of my head from the blast in the wall above and behind me before I leapt into a short and fast sprint, aiming for just below his gut, where he wouldn’t want to get kicked.

      I jumped from under the towel and across the space between us in less than two seconds.

      I slammed into his thighs and, locking my arms around them, followed my momentum until I felt his frame smash into the barrier of the terrace. I lifted with every bit of strength I had until I felt his feet whip past my head. Suddenly, he felt light as he flipped backwards over the railing. He fell the twenty feet to the concrete ground of the plaza below, letting out a huge groan.

      I stood up, panting, my heart going berserk in my chest, and looked over. Blood was puddling out of the back of X03’s cranium and his eyes, although open still, were void of life.

      And just like that, I had killed another human being.

      I ran into the room to grab everything I owned. I emptied the pockets and found, to my surprise, the phone Luciana had given me before the crash. I re-pocketed it and left: down the stairs, out into the parking lot, running as fast as I could.

      The motel was at the side of a quiet highway, and I ran across it like a maniac. On the other side, there was a thin and weak-looking brick wall, and beyond that, multiple yellow-painted condos. I got to the wall, where the ground sank down a little from the viewpoint of the highway, and jogged parallel to the enclosed neighborhood.

      Graffiti and trash accompanied my three-kilometer journey. I realized I was in the rough part of town. My heart, now fueled by both adrenalin and exhaustion, had moved into a kind of autopilot thumping, steady and violent and unrelenting. My mind kept flashing to the image of X03 lying on the ground below me.

      I had killed a man.

      The cops would be everywhere soon too. He had been firing shots; surely one of the guests would have called 911.

      I got to the corner of the neighborhood and stopped and panted, hands on my knees, for a good ten minutes. My heart would not calm down but my breathing returned to a manageable rhythm. I used it to chant swear words to myself.

      When I peered around the brick wall, I saw the main road of a town, dusty and empty besides a couple of guys sitting on tires outside a grubby roadside mechanic’s shop. I walked past them as calmly as I could, praying they didn’t notice anything weird about my boots and dark-blue pants and shirt. A Mexican cop’s uniform in Texas. Not exactly inconspicuous.

      They didn’t pay me much attention, so I kept on.

      I felt dizzy. I tasted blood in my mouth. And X03’s body sprawled on the concrete filled my mind’s eye. The look on his inert face. The ring of blood oozing from behind his head. And the sound of the thud when he landed.

      The swearing under my breath got worse.

      I was lost.

      I stumbled as my foot hit a curb that I didn’t see and I fell over.

      I knew I had to get back up and keep on, but I couldn’t. My body went into some sort of paralysis. Fear and pain and exhaustion, all rolled up into one feeling: impotency.

      Then, voices above me. Americans. Locals.

      They were saying, “He alright?” and, “I just saw him. He fell right over.”

      I rolled and opened my eyes. My throat was too dry to talk. The sun cast the people surrounding me as silhouettes.

      Then I heard a lady say, “Let me call the officer from the mall over.”

      I tried to say “No,” but my mouth didn’t work.

      I rolled over onto my knees and heaved myself into doggy position. Someone grabbed me from under my stomach and pulled.

      “Don’t worry, buddy, someone’s comin’ to help.”

      “No,” I said, and together we stood. I was swaying. I felt drunk, but with a hangover already.

      “No,” I said again.

      And I started walking away. As I gathered my strength, I moved into a jog again. I ran away from the gathering of people, towards the buildings opposite where I had fallen over. Here, the sidewalk got wider and I was able to walk normally as more people flooded the street. I breathed. I tried to relax.

      But all I heard was the thud.

      Of flesh hitting concrete.

      Twenty-foot drop.

      Thud.

      Crack.

      And X03’s face. White. Void of life.

      Life I had taken.

      

      The town began to build up and the streets got a little wider. More cars.

      I walked on, but stumbled as it dawned on me that I had no plan. No place to go.

      Then the blare of cop sirens came from somewhere close. Rapid and different to Mexican ones. Louder, more defined. My heart went into overdrive; I swore I was going to die before I made it to wherever it was I was heading.

      They got louder. I thought about running.

      No. Not a good idea.

      I kept walking. Passersby were staring at me. I must have looked like shit.

      I kept walking.

      The sirens got louder. They were on the same street now.

      No place to go. I turned forward again. No place.

      And then a tap on my shoulder. I spun fast and got ready to react. Pulling away from the grasp, I fell backwards and I hit the ground with my ass this time.

      “Woah there, man. Relax.”

      The guy who’d had touched my shoulder was already right over me.

      “No,” I said. “No. I’m okay. Leave me.”

      “You don’t look okay,” he said.

      My eyes focused on him.

      A handsome black man stared back at me. He had round features that were somehow rugged at the same time. Graying, short hair and a trimmed beard flecked with white. He was smiling with his mouth closed. He wore a smart dark-blue cotton shirt buttoned up to the top.

      “What?”

      “Well, you’re on the ground in the dust for a start,” he said.

      I shook my head and got to my knees, and then my feet.

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you there.”

      He was as tall as me. He was in good shape for a guy my age. His face was so friendly, I felt safe with him.

      “You need some help?”

      More sirens turned the corner and came on to our street. I had to judge this right. Safer to go with this stranger, or risk the cops picking up the stumbling weirdo in the street?

      I nodded.

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded once more.

      The friendly man said, “Look, today’s my day off. We closed the church for some repairs and the big boss let me take some spiritual time. But I got the keys. And I make a damn good coffee.”

      I must have looked puzzled, because he immediately added, “Sorry, how rude of me. I’m Pastor Robert Duncan. Of this parish. Nice to meet you.”

      He extended his hand and I took it. He had a strong grip.

      He looked at me questioningly.

      “Oh,” I said, and I nearly told him my real name. Then I scanned my memory for the name Luciana had given me back in Mexico City, before the jungle. “Cochran. Andrew,” I said.

      “Good to meet you. Now, come. It’s just a couple of blocks.”

      

      We walked across the main street and down a smaller side road full of mom-and-pop stores and jewelry places. In the middle was a white building on which silver letters spelled ALL SAINTS BAPTIST CHURCH. The pastor fumbled for a key and unlocked the door.

      “After you,” he said.

      I walked into an almost empty room, just wooden pews, a small alter at the top and a black cross on the wall. In stark contrast to the affluence projected by the Catholics south of the border.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The pastor smiled as he walked past me. “No problem. Our Father in heaven wouldn’t be too happy with me if I let a lost and scared stranger pass by without acting. Come through. There’s a little lounge back here. You like coffee?”

      I nodded and said yes a little too strongly. The pastor chuckled and showed me through to a kind of office, with red and gold carpet and a couple of white armchairs. There was a desk and a small kitchen area with a drip-through coffee machine.

      “Take a seat,” he said.

      I did and felt my heartbeat start to settle.

      I watched the pastor take out a small tin with “illy” written on it and begin preparing the brew. I was happy to watch and do nothing else.

      

      The coffee took about ten minutes to start dripping into the pot and the smell was divine. The pastor got up and grabbed some mugs from the cupboard above and some dried cream powder in a tin and poured it out.

      “No sugar, I’m afraid,” he said. “But the bean in this one is quite delicious.”

      He smiled and handed me a cup and I drank deeply.

      The pastor drank his too.

      After a time, he spoke. “Now, I’m not one to judge, but you looked a little flustered out there, my friend. May I call you Andrew?”

      I nodded, planning my answer carefully.

      “You can call me Robert.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He slurped his coffee and I hoped he’d forgotten his point. He hadn’t.

      “You fell over when I touched you. You were jumpy as hell. Everything okay? You need to call someone?”

      And the lie came to me right there and then.

      “It’s my wife,” I said. “She’s missing. And I was here on work. I got robbed and I have no way of getting back to where my wife should be.”

      Robert frowned, trying to patch the story together. I realized how stupid it sounded as soon as it tumbled out of my mouth. But here’s the thing about deception: Once you start, consistency is critical.

      “Missing, you say?”

      “Well,” I said, racking my brain, “we had a fight. She usually calls me after a day or so. But this time, it’s been longer.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s fine.”

      “Hang on, you’re foreign, right?”

      I nodded. “British.”

      “Man,” he said, smiling. “I love that accent.” And he flung one arm into the air. It was in that moment I realized his left hand was false. It was an old yellow, not far off real flesh color. He caught my gaze lingering a little too long on the prosthetic limb and looked at me.

      “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,” he said.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to stare.”

      “That’s alright. I don’t even think about it anymore. It’s up to my elbow. It was cut off by war lords in southern Somalia. I was captured on a missionary project. They thought I was a spy for the rival gang. I fought back. This was my punishment.”

      “Jesus,” I said.

      He frowned at me, then smirked.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Again.”

      “Relax, Andrew.” Then he cupped his palm to his mouth and whispered like a grandfather would to his grandchild, “Church is being renovated anyway. The big boss is too busy to notice.” And he winked.

      I smiled and sipped the coffee some more.

      “So, your wife is in trouble?”

      “No, nothing like that. At least I hope not. We had a fight. I had to come here on business. Then I got robbed.”

      Robert raised his eyebrows.

      “I work for a paper company.”

      “Where were you staying?”

      My brain was in overdrive as the lies built up. I thought about the motel. But that was a no-go. That was a crime scene.

      “I haven’t got a hotel. I just arrived in town and got mugged as soon as I got off the bus.”

      “Well, I would say call the police,” said Robert. “But I don’t think they’ll be any good.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and hoped it wasn’t too obvious.

      Robert didn’t seem to notice as he continued. “Last night there was some sort of plane crash out in the desert. Military, they say. The whole precinct is over there, apart from transit here in town. Crazy stuff.”

      “I heard something about that on the bus in.”

      Robert nodded. “Yeah, everyone’s freaking about it.”

      “Sure.”

      “So where you got to get to, Andrew?”

      “New York State,” I said.

      A look of surprise came over Robert’s face.

      “You’re kidding right?”

      I just looked at him.

      “It’s the piety of the Lord,” he said, smiling and getting up.

      “Huh?”

      “New York State? You won’t believe it. I’m a New York native. And guess where I’m going to visit my family while the church is being fixed up? You just hit the jackpot, my friend. You just hit the jackpot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Pastor Robert told me all about his family in New York State and how he hadn’t seen his brother in over three years. They’d had some sort of feud and he didn’t get on with his sister-in-law all that well. This trip, he told me, was the first attempt at patching up their differences. He seemed to believe that my arrival in his life was a message from God, confirming to him that this trip, about which he had been stalling and deliberating, must go ahead.

      “Let me call my brother and tell him now. You grab a shower, Andrew,” he said.

      And so I was shown into another back room, which had a single bed, a solitary cross on the wall, plain metal like the main one in the church, and a minuscule bathroom with shower.

      Robert brought me a change of clothes from what he told me was the donation pile. I felt bad for taking them but he insisted, and I promised to donate to the church when I got my money back. He gave me a pair of well-looked-after and heavily washed Dickies bootcut jeans that would cover the top half of my stolen police footwear perfectly, a red t-shirt from the Gap, and a heavy sweater for when we got north.

      I showered, taking my time about it, watching the water stream off my body. Then I used the small, hard bar of soap to cleanse my skin, and found a little bottle of generic hotel shampoo to wash my short hair. I had grown a good two millimeters of beard since escaping Mexico too, but couldn’t see a razor.

      I dried off and got into the new clothes. They felt softer than anything I had worn since back in Lujano, back when $3,000 suits were my garb.

      Once done, I returned to the office where Robert had made the coffee to find him with two brown bags of takeaway food. They smelled of meat.

      “Burger?”

      I nodded and sat with him and we ate. The burgers were Carl’s Jr. and tasted exquisite, although I’d have eaten horse burgers if they’d been the sole option. Robert had bought me two, plus extra-large fries and a liter of Coke. I demolished it all in less than five minutes.

      Once we cleaned up, Robert took out his phone, checked it and placed it on the table and tapped it. To my surprise, it was a very modern model of smartphone, lightweight and with a huge screen. Not what I would have thought a pastor in Texas might have chosen, but hell, everyone had them these days.

      Robert sat back down at the table across from me and said, “So I called Brian—that’s my brother—and we had a good chat. He told me to come right away. We can be there in two days if the roads play ball.”

      I nodded and listened as he explained the route. I didn’t care really; I was just grateful for him. I couldn’t believe my luck, and when he asked me to pray with him for a safe journey, I did so with gusto.

      Although the only thing that came into my head was X03’s skull smashing on concrete.

      

      Robert asked me to lock up the office while he went to get the car, which he said was parked in a lot close-by. He took a while and I sat on a church pew, waiting.

      After thirty minutes, he came to the door of the church, stuck his head around it, and said, “Good to go.”

      We locked up and stepped out onto the street. I glanced left and right for cops, but no one was around. The car was a nearly new VW Jetta, white and shiny.

      “Nice ride,” I said, and Robert nodded.

      “Yeah, I always lease.”

      I thought that was funny, for a holy man on a holy man’s salary, but dismissed the notion. Things had changed in the West since I’d been south of the border.

      We got in and got comfortable, with the A/C on max, and began rolling through the streets.

      The town was a grid of wide, gray four-lane strips. Nothing like the cramped, cracked thoroughfares of Mexico. Robert drove with caution, stopping when the lights went orange, not even red, and letting people cross whenever they approached the curb. He drove like a grandad.

      The town we were in was called Deming. And it turned out we weren’t in Texas at all, but on the border, about 120 kilometers away from El Paso, according to Robert. Our plan was to head north, past Rock Canyon, up to Albuquerque, then east to Oklahoma.

      Robert reckoned we needed two days. I didn’t have a clue. I glanced, as surreptitiously as I could, left and right for cops and wondered if we’d see the desert where the plane crashed on our way out, but we didn’t. To my relief, after five minutes Robert was revving the Jetta out onto the blacktop of the highway and we were off.

      The roll of the road and the burgers digesting in my stomach sent me into a lull, and I asked Robert if it was okay to sleep awhile. He nodded and said, “O’ course,” and I laid my head sideways into the seatbelt, forehead on the glass, and closed my eyes.

      All I could see and hear was X03 hitting that concrete. How had I pushed him like that? I asked myself. How could he have died at the hands of a regular guy, and not in some drive-by or hit by a rival gang? I failed to fathom it. I had killed another human being.

      I shuddered and tried to push it from my mind and think of Eleanor instead. I knew where she was.

      I can’t say. There are places I would never go here. And there are places I know I’d be safe.

      New York State was where the officials had made us place a memorial stone for our lost son. We never named him, so it just had his date of birth and a few lines of poetry. Eleanor fought it and fought it and refused to visit it. I had to organize the stone, made from polished pink marble and I was there when they placed it, but Eleanor refused to go. She refused to believe he was dead.

      The gravestone represented a massive betrayal of our son, Eleanor believed. She would never visit it, she always said.

      Until now.

      

      I must have drifted off fast and gone into a deep slumber, because when I awoke the sky was twilight and it was cold. Desert cold. I’d traveled in the north of Mexico more times than I could remember and I could never forget how cold it got in desert land at night. The cool air turned sharp about an hour after sundown and bit into your lungs, where earlier the same day the air had baked them from the inside. I awoke to see a clear night sky above us through the passenger window. My body ached from the sleeping position and I was shivering with cold. I stirred and turned around for my sweater, and saw Robert intent on the road ahead.

      I slipped on the sweater and instantly felt more comfortable.

      “Helluva sleep there, Andrew,” said Robert.

      I sighed as my brain clicked into gear and up to pace again.

      “Yeah, damn tired.”

      “You mind if we stop soon for a quick break and you take the wheel for a spell?”

      I nodded and said, “Of course.”

      Robert smiled and drove on for another ten kilometers before a city began to sprout up from the ground. We were arriving in Albuquerque.

      Robert spotted a roadside diner with a bunch of heavy loaded trailers outside and lights glowing from within. He pulled over and found a spot right by the door.

      We got out of the Jetta, locked it, and walked into what Edward Hopper would have regarded as prime source material. Three heavy-set guys who matched their heavy-set trailers were sitting on benches a space apart from each other, hunched over large plates of steak. The diner stank of coffee and chip-pan oil.

      I was starving, and after Robert and I had visited the small and relatively clean WC to relieve ourselves, we ordered dinner. I had ham and eggs with extra fries while Robert ordered a steak with mashed potatoes.

      We ate in silence and then ordered coffee. The diner emptied out. I looked at the clock; it was just after ten.

      “I reckon we’ll get there the day after tomorrow. Friday morning.”

      I nodded. Today was Wednesday.

      “We can stop to sleep tonight, but that’ll put us back. Think you can drive to the early morn?”

      I nodded again. The food and coffee had refueled me, and being away from the crash site and my victim’s body made me feel a whole lot more relaxed. Silently, I marveled at the size of the States.

      After another two cups of coffee, Robert paid. I apologized for not having any money and promised again to make a donation to his church as soon as possible. Robert told me he was just grateful for the help with the driving.

      This time, I took the driver’s seat and put the new VW into gear. Its clutch bit like only those on new cars do and we pulled out of the parking lot.

      Robert rested his head much the same way I had and before long he was snoring quietly against the glass.

      The night was a deep purple and now littered with stars. I picked up the freeway around the city, and after twenty minutes we were back on the open road. Next stop: Oklahoma.

      The road made for a hard drive, not because of dangerous curves or heavy traffic or bumpy tarmac, like I was used to in Mexico, but because it was so damn boring. The sleep I had gotten helped, and despite the endless yucca trees and sand below a cloudless and sky, I stayed alert.

      The thoughts in my head were like photographs of different scenes. Eleanor at the empty grave of our son. Jairo and Jean, wherever they were. In custody, I guessed. But all the images that came into my mind were bookended by the vision of X03’s fall from the balcony and that cracking sound his skull made on the ground. Reuniting with my long-lost son had turned me into a murderer. Murderer of a bad man perhaps, but a murderer all the same. I tried to ignore the idea but it persisted and stayed with me all night.

      Hours later, when the sun began cracking through the sky to the east, Robert began to stir.

      He awoke and rubbed his eyes. “Damn. Sorry. I slept longer than I thought I would. You good?”

      “Yeah, all good.”

      He straightened up. “Lord, I need a coffee.”

      I agreed. We waited another hour before Oklahoma cropped up in the desert and we found a small roadside diner, where we stopped and had breakfast and lots of coffee.

      Robert took the wheel for the day and I rested, sleeping the whole morning through to the afternoon, when we made it to the Missouri/Illinois border.

      We stopped for another diner lunch and spoke very little. Robert seemed tired and even a little preoccupied. I ate and processed my thoughts, feeling the anxiety of time passing while Eleanor and Jairo were God only knew where. Reynolds had to be close to Eleanor. It made sense. He clearly planned on using Eleanor to draw us out, I got that. But I had been left with no other options.

      We crossed the border and I took over the driving for four hours, before switching with Robert again and resting once more.

      At eleven p.m. we rolled into the city of Columbus, around ten hours out of New York State and our final destination. The city was bigger than I expected, and thousands of tiny squares shone in the night ahead of us.

      “Let’s find a cheap hotel to crash at,” said Robert, “and then maybe get a drink?”

      I nodded. I needed it.

      We found a motel that charged us thirty dollars for each room, which Robert once again stumped up. We checked in and headed out to the street. There weren’t many places open, but we found a dive bar called The Rack down a back alley. It had ten billiard tables and five other patrons, all sitting at the bar, heads sunk, beers nestled in palms.

      We took a table and a young, fed-up-looking waitress dressed in a baggy black tee and jeans came over and took our order. I ordered a beer, and Robert ordered a scotch, straight.

      Clergymen and doctors, I thought. Always closet alcoholics.

      The drinks came and we sipped and started to relax a little. The first went down smoothly as we discussed the drive. We ordered another round and Robert went quiet for a bit.

      Then he asked, “Andrew, were you involved in that plane crash the night before I found you?”

      He had caught me as the bottle of beer reached my mouth and I followed through with the swig, just to buy time. I had a choice. Lie and have to invent and maintain a story that would hold till the next morning, or tell the truth. Or a half-truth. Either way, I wanted to talk about it. I did. And Robert was the kind of guy who got people talking, I could tell that much. So I evaluated the risk. Who would he tell? The cops? Maybe. Not like I had much choice. And we were traveling. We were out of New Mexico’s jurisdiction, and if Robert reported me, a story with zero evidence would take days to get to the ears of the feds. And in all probability they knew anyway that one of their agents was flying the plane.

      So I decided to come clean. And it felt good.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Robert leaned back, a big smile on his face. “I knew it,” he said. “When I found you, I knew something was up. And all the people were chattering about some rogue military plane from Mexico crashing out in the sand. I knew it. With everything going to hell down there, people are nervous.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s like civil war,” he said.

      “It is,” I said.

      “How did you survive the crash?”

      “We parachuted.”

      “We?”

      “I was with three others.”

      “And where are they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Robert nodded. “Are you a fugitive?”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “I knew it,” he said.

      “Will you tell the cops?”

      Robert shook his head. “No, I can tell you’re a good man. I’m good at that, judging people. Comes with the territory. But I’m worried for you. New York is far away. That’s a hell of a diversion to your journey. And you mentioned your wife. Is she in danger?”

      I sipped my beer again. “She might be.”

      Robert nodded. We stayed quiet for a while, pondering another round and drinking in silence.

      I asked Robert, “Did you really lose your arm the way you said?”

      Robert looked up at me, and I sensed a little undercurrent of irritation.

      “Yes,” he said. “Why would anyone lie about something like that?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      We kept drinking, and after five or six whiskeys Robert became quite inebriated, slurring his words and throwing his one working arm around as he told me about his brother Brian. He recounted how Brian had not been a man of faith and had cheated on his wife, and how Robert disapproved vehemently. I listened to him speak, and despite the dramatizing and the histrionics, I detected something false about him. I couldn’t put my finger on what, though. Perhaps his faith. Perhaps his version of his brother’s story. But it was something. Something wasn’t quite right.

      As the clock struck one a.m., the booze began flowing through Robert, making him spew out thoughts and unfinished sentences without control. He started mumbling, and then he got started on the subject of revenge.

      “You know,” he said, “my teachings, my vocation, everything I do tells me that to wish for vengeance against the people who took my arm is wrong, and will only send me into an endless, dark spiral of retribution. But I’d be lying to you if I said the idea of revenge didn’t comfort me.”

      I sat up a little. His speech had become more refined again. I could tell the topic meant a lot to him. I could see it in his eyes, like it was something he wanted to talk about all the time, but could not.

      “The things I’ve imagined doing,” he said. “But we must leave all wrath to God and only Him.”

      “There are many who take justice into their own hands,” I said, watching him closely now. His face had changed somehow, gnarled, his smile gone, an indifferent slant left in its place.

      “It says it, in Deuteronomy 32:35. ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay. In due time their foot will slip; their day of disaster is near and their doom rushes upon them.’”

      I nodded and kept quiet. I could see Robert was not stable in that moment. Something deep inside him was burning. The verse he had used was from the Old Testament, I was pretty certain, and that wasn’t something you generally heard modern protestant pastors spouting.

      Then his stare rested on a distant point, past me and past the walls of the bar. I looked at the clock. It was quarter past one.

      “It’s late,” I said.

      Robert nodded and grunted.

      I had to take his cash to pay. He didn’t have a wallet, but instead one of those money clips. I paid and slid his arm over my shoulder and walked him out of the bar and back to the motel. He stopped halfway through and vomited on the side of the road. We made it and I put him on his bed. Then I walked to my room and crashed on the bed, and thought about Eleanor and how much I missed her.

      

      I woke up the next morning before sunrise, my head hurting from the beers but fully awake. I waited for Robert outside in the reception area at the entrance, where you paid and checked out. I couldn’t lie down anymore, not with the last part of the drive ahead of us, and whatever else awaited.

      After an hour, Robert came along in the Jetta, window down, and said, “Good morning. Breakfast?”

      I nodded and smiled. We checked out and found a diner and ate huge portions of bacon and eggs and drank lots of coffee. Within an hour, we were on the I-70 toward Pittsburgh, around nine hours out of New York State.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The day’s drive was smooth and we spoke little. I supposed Robert was a little penitent after his ramblings the night before. It didn’t bother me; I was happy to not have a conversation. I was concentrating on the place where our son’s grave plaque had been placed. It was a small community on the tip of Long Island called Southold. A leafy, green, rich suburb. That was all I remembered. Eleanor’s parents had been from there, which was why they selected it as the location for the plaque. In fact, Eleanor had spurned it, for what it represented to her—the admission of defeat in searching for our lost child. And yet now it was pulling us back together, serving a purpose after all.

      Robert and I switched driving responsibilities every three hours, and we made it to the Pittsburgh area at around one p.m. From there, the drive was smooth. I felt anything but calm, though. As we got closer to the coast, I felt anxiety building up inside.

      Would Eleanor be there?

      What was the plan?

      The truth was, I didn’t have a clue.

      I was at the mercy of a future I no longer recognized.

      

      It was five p.m. when we arrived in Fort Lee, where the bridge crossed the Hudson River.

      “This is as close as I can get you,” said Robert. “Here, take this.”

      He gave me a wad of tens.

      “Robert, I can’t,” I said, knowing I had to and would.

      “Make a donation to the church. It’s easy.”

      “Okay,” I said, taking the thin stack of money. “I will. Thank you again for everything. I hope it goes well with your brother.”

      Robert smiled and said nothing. He wound the window up and pulled away, leaving me on the side of the street, just off the bridge’s exit and past the river on the right side. I hailed the first cab that came along and told the driver to head to Southold on the peninsula. He nodded and we pulled away.

      I rested my head on the window and wondered what I would find, feeling terrified.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It was slow-going in the cab, due to heavy traffic. It was rush hour, around six p.m., and half of Manhattan was pouring out at that exact time. But I was happy to be moving and planning what I would say to Eleanor. Since this whole thing began, when Esteban told me our long-lost son was still alive, I had seen her once. Everything had changed that could have changed.

      And I’d lost our son again.

      But something besides Eleanor’s inevitable disappointment was nagging at me. An impending doom, coming our way.

      The cab rolled into Southold after about an hour. It was a fairly well-to-do suburb of New York State. It was where Eleanor’s parents had last been registered. The place meant nothing to us, which only made the whole thing worse for Eleanor.

      There are places I would never go here.

      For Eleanor, the plaque represented treachery, nothing less and nothing more. She had not accepted it. And she had been right.

      Jairo was twenty-two years old and a man. He meant everything to Eleanor now. That was why I was sure she would be here.

      Out of the window, I saw a small restaurant opening for business and asked the driver to stop. I needed directions to the cemetery and I was hungry. I paid the driver, giving him a decent tip, and got out and walked to the restaurant. It wasn’t clear what type of cuisine they served, but it was open and the lady manning the small bar smiled nicely.

      I ordered a beef sub and fries and asked the lady where I might find the church. She gave me directions that seemed simple enough, a short, five-minute stroll. I finished the meal, paid up, and went out into the darkening evening.

      The sun was flooding the shallow sky with streams of yellow and orange and purple. And it was enough light for me to find my way to the cemetery with ease. It had been more than ten years since the plaque had been laid, but I recognized the site in an instant.

      The church was named Saint Patrick’s. A short, stubby white wall enclosed a big plot, with a small entrance cut into the middle. I left the quiet road I had walked along and entered. Sporadic trees lined a stone path that cut through the gravestones at either side. It seemed to run on for a great distance, and I began to realize the enormity of my task: finding Jairo’s plaque amongst all of this.

      Within five minutes of walking, the road behind me was out of sight and I was in the middle of stones and trees and nothing else. For the life of me, I could not recall the location of the plaque. They had probably moved things around since then, or expanded. I guessed the latter would be true, given that cemeteries fulfilled an ever-expanding demand.

      

      After half an hour of looking at the stones closest to the path, I started to feel panic rising in my chest. What if I’d got it wrong? What if the plaque had been removed?

      Where would Eleanor have gone then?

      I breathed and tried to calm myself, but it was getting so dark that I was struggling to make out the words carved into the stones. I moved deeper into the plots and scoured among the headstones for the small plaques in between them. I remembered it as being pink marble, but I couldn’t be sure. I remembered the words, I thought, but I wasn’t completely sure about that anymore either.

      I sat down on a large tomb honoring some man from the twentieth century with a double-barreled name. I scanned the place. At the far side, I could make out two figures moving up and down under a tree. I screwed up my eyes and peered further. Two men. Digging. I supposed the holes were done that way, the night before. No wonder gravediggers enjoyed such a morose reputation. Working at night, making holes for corpses.

      I thought of X03 again and shuddered.

      I leaned back on the altar and closed my eyes. Not for the first time in recent months, I asked myself how the hell things had gotten so bad.

      

      I heard the footsteps first, before the voice. I didn’t know if I’d been asleep for long but I’d definitely been out. It was pitch black and the two gravediggers had gone.

      Footsteps behind me. Then her voice. Soft and kind and loving, like it always was.

      “Scotty? Is it really you?”

      I got up and turned and a torch was shone into my face. Then it was dropped again and my eyes adjusted to see my wife. Her hair was down, and she was wearing a thick black jacket. Her eyebrows were raised, her lips parted. Beautiful.

      “Eleanor,” I said, and the tears defeated me and I walked to her and held her tighter than I had ever held anybody in my entire life.
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      We stayed like that for what felt like hours. My real family. I don’t know why, but in that moment I felt scorn for Jairo and his coldness and his detached way of being. Despite being with him for most of the escape, I had felt alone. I had missed Eleanor, the person I had known for twenty-five years. That scorn was washed away with acute guilt for feeling like that.

      Finally, Eleanor pulled back to look at me. Her eyes were black holes in the moonlight.

      “How did you find me?”

      I smiled. “I worked out your clue from the Skype call. There are places I would never go here. That’s what you said. It took me a while.”

      Eleanor smiled and kissed me on the lips again. “Where is he?”

      I looked down. “I don’t know.”

      Then I told her an abridged version of what had gone down. The jungle. The military base, the flight, and the parachutes. And X03. And then the kindness of the pastor, Robert.

      She listened to all of it without interrupting, despite a thousand questions waiting on her lips.

      “And that’s how I ended up here,” I finished. “But I couldn’t find the damned plaque.”

      “Come,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

      We walked through the trees and the stones, and the wind began to pick up. Eventually, we stopped at a small pink-white square embedded in the ground.

      Inscribed on it were Tennyson’s painful lines:

      

      Be near me when my light is low,

      When the blood creeps and the nerves prick,

      And tingle; and the heart is sick,

      And all the wheels of Being slow.

      — In Memoriam, February 2002

      

      We held each other and looked at it and cried together. Holding her head to my chest, I felt her sobs run through me. I felt nurtured and loved. Having Eleanor with me brought the energy back into my body. And I swore that this would end soon.

      After a time, Eleanor pulled away gently and wiped her eyes.

      “You said Jairo and the CIA lady had a prisoner. One of Mr. Reynolds’ people?”

      I nodded.

      “Who was she?”

      I looked at Eleanor. Her expression had turned worried.

      “Why? They were going to take her into custody. To help find Reynolds.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Reynolds’ employee? Luciana.”

      “Oh, shit, Scott.”

      I stepped back. “What do you mean?”

      Eleanor’s worry turned to panic. “I met her when Reynolds had me. She’s dangerous, Scott. Very dangerous.”

      I smiled. “Calm down, El. I know, but Jairo is worse—trust me. Jean too. They had her handled.”

      “No,” said Eleanor. “No, they didn’t.”

      And then, out of the dead of night, we heard an engine coming close, along the road where I had walked, coming out of Southold.

      “This is a trap,” said Eleanor. “We have to get out of here.”

      “What the—?”

      But it was too late to argue as Eleanor pivoted on the spot and began walking at a fast pace away from me, toward the road. I followed.

      “What is it, El?”

      “Don’t underestimate the power of this man, Scott.”

      I caught up with her.

      “He’s lethal.”

      “You met Reynolds?”

      “No,” she said. “But that Luciana lady ran the show. She’s dangerous.”

      The engine we heard was louder and then came to an idle. We could make out headlights ahead. The vehicle was parked at the side of the cemetery gates. I could just make out the shape. A dark van, like a Transit.

      “Come on,” said Eleanor, and she began to run towards it. “This is bad.”

      I ran behind her. We were fifty meters away when the van pulled out and took off, leaving two figures lying in the dirt.

      “No,” said Eleanor. “No.” And she sprinted the last part.

      I followed and we made it to the forms in the dark and realized who they were.

      At our feet, still breathing and apparently very dazed, were two people.

      One was Jean Santos.

      The other was our son, Jairo.
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      Eleanor collapsed over Jairo, stroking his face, kissing him, and crying.

      I went to Jean. She was in a bad way, rolling around, her eyes half-open. I couldn’t see any injuries or blood or anything, though.

      “What happened?”

      Jean opened her eyelids and seemed to focus on me for a few seconds before closing them again.

      “Reynolds,” she muttered. “He wants us here.”

      Her voice was gravelly and groggy, like a party-goer waking up with a massive hangover.

      “But you had Luciana. In the motel.”

      Jean kept her eyes closed but nodded.

      “It was a setup,” was all she said.

      I looked over at Eleanor. She nodded and seemed to confirm that Jairo was in the same state.

      They had been drugged. But a very controlled dose.

      Luciana.

      Reynolds.

      How had they known we were here?

      “This is a trap,” I said.

      And as if Reynolds himself were listening in, the small, cheap mobile phone in my pocket began to vibrate. I fumbled for it and picked it up, opened the clam and pressed the green button, knowing already who would be on the line.

      “Finally,” said the voice distorter. “We’re all together again.”

      I stayed quiet. The scratchy, tinny voice still made my spine tingle with ice every time I heard it.

      “As soon as the drugs wear off enough, you’ll receive instructions.”

      “What if we don’t follow them?” I said, trying to sound defiant and failing badly.

      “You will,” said Reynolds.

      And the phone went dead.

      

      I went back to Jean. “Come on, try to sit up.”

      I helped her to rest back on the nearest tombstone.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said we’d get instructions.”

      Jean took a deep breath through her nose. “What else did he say?”

      I thought back. “He said we were all together again.”

      Jean’s face didn’t change, she just stared into the night.

      Behind me, Jairo was getting to his feet, with Eleanor’s help. I turned back to Jean.

      “Why do you need Reynolds anyway?”

      Jean shook her head. “We don’t need him. We need him dead.”

      “But why? Why is Jairo important to this?”

      Jean shook her head again. “Reynolds, or whatever his real name is, started the war in Mexico. One man. Started an entire war in our neighboring country. And he’s going to bring it north.”

      I stayed quiet.

      Jean rubbed her face. “You’ll see,” she said.

      I stood up. Jairo looked at me without a hint of apology in his face. His beard had grown and the hair on his head an inch long.

      The night was clear and the cemetery was deserted. A light breeze blew through the spindly trees and gravestones and on it I could smell the faint waft of ocean. Why would Reynolds lead us all to a place like this? To Jairo’s plaque?

      Nothing made sense.

      Jairo and Jean had come around pretty well when the phone rang for a second time. I picked it up and everyone gathered round me.

      “Ready, Mr. Dyce?”

      I kept quiet.

      “Good,” said Reynolds. “There are two freshly dug graves nearby.”

      I swallowed. The story was already building in my head, like when someone tells you to sit down before they break the news. Jean grabbed the cell phone from my ear and punched a button and held it flat in her palm in the middle of our huddle, and Reynolds’ altered voice came through the loudspeaker.

      “One of the graves contains your son’s girlfriend. The other, your granddaughter.”

      Eleanor’s hand flew to her mouth and tears streamed down her face.

      “You bastard,” I said. Jean put her hand on my wrist and gripped it tight.

      “Watch your language, Dyce. There are two shovels. Both the woman and the girl have been drugged. As you have all experienced, Luciana is quite the expert in poison and controlled doses. Both will die unless you dig them up.”

      “Where are they?”

      “You’ll find them,” said Reynolds.

      We all exchanged a look. I remembered the gravediggers and the pain of regret flooded me. If I’d only known.

      “You will only have time to save one of them. I assure you this: If you dig for both, both will die. If you dig for one, you will save that one. You must choose between the girl and the child.”

      Jairo’s scowled. I wondered if he was crying. He’d never met his daughter before. And he’d last seen his girlfriend years back.

      “It is ten fifty-nine p.m. I would start looking and then digging, if I were you.”

      And the phone went dead.

      Eleanor let out a cry of pure anguish.

      Jean stared at me. The look in her eyes told me she was working something out. At least the drugs had worn off.

      “I know where the graves are,” I said.

      All three looked at me.

      “Come!”

      We ran back to the main path. I retraced my steps from six hours earlier, when I’d arrived. I found the stone on which I’d sat, where Eleanor had found me later. I walked then, Eleanor at my side, Jairo and Jean in tow, to where the gravediggers had been.

      There in the moonlight, which had become stronger in the last hour, were two black rectangles side by side. At the end of each was a crude piece of wood with a child’s handwriting.

      One said, Vanessa.

      One said, Estrella.

      A shovel lay at the foot of each grave.

      “You heard him,” I said. “Start digging.”

      I grabbed a shovel and my instinct made the decision for me. Save the young first. The innocent. I was not about to lose another member of my blood family. Not to this madman. Not today.

      The first thrust was strong, due to the loose dirt. Jairo jumped alongside me with the second tool.

      “Move!”

      And we dug and dug with furious velocity.

      Eleanor and Jean had gotten to their knees at Vanessa’s grave and were shoveling with their hands. It was a good idea. Worth a try.

      I kept on, slamming the shovel deep into the dirt, and lifted a foot of soil up and out onto the grass next to us. Jairo was slamming the dirt on his half harder. The muscles in my forearms and shoulders began to burn much more quickly than I’d hoped, as lactic acid filled the tiny voids in between the tendons. I couldn’t ignore the pain but kept on, agonizingly slowly.

      “What’s the time?” I shouted to Jean and Eleanor.

      One of them checked and shouted back, “Eleven-oh-seven.”

      Damn, I thought, flinging the metal into dirt once more. Eight minutes left to save this little girl. She’d done nothing to deserve being in this situation. I prayed there and then as I worked the hole that Luciana had put her to sleep before they buried her. Although I knew that to be the case. It was how the gravediggers had managed to bury them without any bother earlier on.

      I pushed the guilt from my mind and carried on.

      We were about five feet down. But the soil was still thick below our feet. Jairo stopped for the first time since we’d started, his side deeper than mine.

      “Concentrate on the middle. As soon as we hit a box, we smash it and pull her out.”

      “She’s in a coffin?”

      Jairo looked at me, panting. I could hardly breathe and used the tiny rest to try to get my stamina back.

      “Of course,” he said, between breaths. “She’d be dead otherwise. Go for the middle. As close to my digging as you can. Go!”

      I followed my son’s orders. I could hear Eleanor and Jean grunting from the other grave. We were in the ground now, up to our shoulders if we’d been standing. Reynolds was right. If time was up at 11:15, we had no chance of saving Vanessa too. I dismissed the thought and carried on smashing into the ground.

      Our digs became rhythmical, one in, one out, one in, one out. I used my arms like tools and used my back muscles, utilizing more strength and tiring my arms less. Jairo was a machine. I could smell his sweat. His arms were huge masses of tangled muscle and he was not holding back.

      We carried on.

      Then, bang.

      The sound of metal hitting wood.

      “Here!” Jairo shouted loudly.

      Eleanor and Jean appeared over the edge and looked in.

      I worked quickly on the wooden circle that had appeared in the middle of the dirt. It was white in the moonlight. I scraped the dirt off it until the circle was two feet wide.

      Jairo pushed me back, lifted his arm into the night sky, and slammed it hard into the center. The wood splintered instantly and his fist disappeared into the hole. He scooped his arm into the coffin to grab his girl. He didn’t come up.

      “What is it?”

      Eleanor was mumbling incessantly above us.

      I shouted again, “Jairo! What?”

      Jairo stopped moving and looked upward.

      “It’s empty.”
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      We jumped to the second grave.

      We dug at the same rate, perhaps faster. We ignored the pain and the blisters and the blood running from our knuckles.

      We reached Vanessa’s coffin in ten minutes or less, opened it, and found her limp body.

      Too late.

      Jairo pulled her petite frame from the hole he had made in the coffin and up onto the grass. Vanessa was in her early twenties, I guessed. She was dressed in what looked like hospital scrubs. Jean checked her pulse, but there was no need. You could tell from the lack of response in her muscles that she was dead already.

      Jairo sat with Vanessa’s body across his lap, his head bent down to hers. He was crying.

      Eleanor came over to me and I put my arm around her and looked down at the hole. The coffin was made of cheap plywood. On top was a brand: Reynolds Shipping Co.

      I tapped Jean on the shoulder and pointed at it. She nodded and closed her eyes.

      There would be time for that.

      Jairo’s lifted his face to look at us. He looked terrifying, melting into pure rage. Like on the plane.

      Then Jean said suddenly, “Wait!” She put her finger to her lips. “Shush.”

      We shut up.

      “A car,” she said. “On the road.”

      Jairo didn’t need any more information, he got up and began sprinting away. “He’s here. Reynolds is here.”

      Jean was following him. I went too. Eleanor stayed with Vanessa’s body.

      “Sick asshole wanted to watch,” said Jean as we ran, hard, to the road.

      We cleared the trees and saw the headlights of a vehicle pulling away slowly from the sidewalk. Jairo surged into a faster sprint. Faster than I could ever run, faster than anything I’d ever seen in the flesh. He leapt over gravestones, Jean and I behind him. He had one target and it was moving.

      It was hard to gauge the distance in the darkness, but I could tell Jairo was close to the car—a newish black Mercedes, the interior dark.

      Then he leapt over the low white border wall, into the road, and slammed into the front of the car.

      The driver braked hard and attempted to get into reverse, grinding the transmission.

      Jairo got off the ground and blocked the car, hands laid out on the hood.

      The brake lights came on. The two back passenger doors opened and two massive men climbed out. They were wearing black raincoats and had short-cut military haircuts.

      Jairo squared up to them.

      The men stood at the same height as Jairo and me, but were three times as wide. Jairo began stepping back, allowing the two behemoths to walk around the car to the front. Now they faced Jairo straight on, illuminated by the Mercedes’ headlights.

      We reached them and stopped. Jean didn’t move. I couldn’t move. My muscles seared with pain, from the dig and now the run.

      Jairo was moving from side to side. The two mammoth guys were taking their coats off. They were both white guys and looked like first-pick college quarterbacks. They shifted their weight from foot to foot, staring Jairo down.

      In a blur, Jairo lunged forward, shoving his elbow into the face of the guy to his right, then spun and landed it again in the face of the second guy. Both dropped like sacks of potatoes. Jairo raised his boot to the first and crushed his face. Then he repeated the process on the second. The crack was so loud, I thought he’d busted the skull. They were out cold.

      Jairo stood up again, a vicious wolf, eyes burning.

      Jean was starting toward the car to join Jairo in checking the front seats when the Mercedes flew backwards, like the driver had flung the stick into gear and stomped on the accelerator at just the right moment. Jairo was thrown back and Jean stumbled.

      Then she stood, “give me your phone,” she said.

      I gave it to her.

      At that same exact moment lights flooded the scene. Headlights.

      Five pairs of them.

      Five cars began to move away from the sidewalk from the shadows on the other side of the street. Eleanor came up from behind me and I stood with her, holding her in my arms.

      Jean’s call, meanwhile, had connected and she was shouting the digits of the first Mercedes’ plates.

      She turned and the five cars passed her by, heading away on the small road.

      Jean stooped, barking numbers into the phone as each car zoomed past.

      When all went back to dark, she walked to us and Jairo, out of breath.

      “I called in the plates to my boss,” she said. “All six.”

      I looked at Eleanor. She was in shock.

      Jean went to the bodyguards and pulled two handguns from their belts.

      Jairo was walking away. We followed him.

      

      We walked back to the graves. Eleanor was scared and worried as I told her what had happened.

      “That was it? What about Estrella now?”

      Jean was on the phone again. Jairo was holding Vanessa’s body.

      In the distance, we heard the sirens of police cars. Many of them.

      We waited. I held Eleanor and felt her hold me back.

      “When the cops get here,” said Jean, “let me do the talking.”
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      We let Jean do the talking.

      And it took a while.

      At first, the cops suspected us, probably of being in some sort of weird sect, and cuffed us all. A corpse in a graveyard in the middle of the night. And two knocked-out henchmen.

      In the end, Jean asked to make a call. She was on the phone for what felt like forever, but then she hung up and spoke to the sheriff and he agreed to release us into Jean’s custody.

      We sat down on the grass as we waited for the coroner to pick up Vanessa’s body. Eleanor was beside herself about the little girl, our granddaughter, Estrella. Jairo paced back and forth.

      I asked Jean, “Are you arresting us?”

      “Yes,” she said. “No other choice. It’s the only way to protect you two. Jairo made a deal with us already.”

      I said, “I’m not sure I can take prison. I can’t leave Eleanor again.”

      Eleanor squeezed my hand; it gave me strength.

      “Not prison,” said Jean. “But detained in a CIA facility. For your protection as much as anything else.”

      We couldn’t argue with that.

      “First,” Jean added, “we need to see those photos of the cars. My boss, David Rose, says his team may have got decent shots of them escaping back through the city.”

      “Okay,” I said. “That might lead us to Estrella.”

      Jean nodded. “It’s possible.”

      Jean talked with Jairo quietly after that, leaving me to talk with Eleanor. She told me how Reynolds’ people, led by Luciana, had let her go without questions or anything. She’d had to go to her family’s old bank and get authorized access to some savings she’d always kept in the States. And then she’d come here and been contacted by Jairo. I realized the CIA had helped with that too.

      I looked at our son, talking to Jean, his rugged face covered with grime, his thick beard, his muscles and lean frame.

      I didn’t recognize him at all.

      

      After half an hour, the coroner and Jean’s ride showed up. The local cops helped the coroner put Vanessa’s body on a gurney. Eleanor asked that we be allowed to organize a proper funeral, but Jean dodged the question.

      We got into a large black SUV, a Tahoe, and took off. We rested during the journey while Jean talked to her boss and  fellow agents in preparation for our arrival. I gathered that her job had been to bring Jairo in and she had succeeded and thus was allowed to come in from the cold, so to speak. But I also guessed she had a fair bit of explaining to do as regards the mess down in Mexico and the crashed plane and the dead girl.

      The trip lasted five and a half hours, even in the middle of the night, but at last we saw the Washington Monument from a distance as the driver circled the capital. When we arrived at Langley, it looked like a university campus, peacefully set in a large, green park. We drove through checkpoints where Jean registered and we stayed put. Eventually, we made it to an entrance and stopped.

      Jean got down from the Tahoe first and ushered us to follow.

      “No time for freshening up, I’m afraid,” she said. “My boss got the photos of the cars back and we have some clear faces.”

      I gripped Eleanor’s hand. There was hope.

      

      We passed through tougher and more stringent security, and then through a maze of corridors, before a large man, slightly overweight and with an unkempt mop of black hair and a pasty-white face, came out to meet us.

      Jean shook his hand and stood beside him. “This is my direct boss, David Rose.”

      Rose nodded and said, “Come. We got photos of the six cars. CCTV, but a couple of faces are visible. They split after they hit the city, and the plates were fake and seemingly untraceable. Local cops couldn’t find the cars.”

      My heart sank. “They’re gone?”

      Rose turned to me like an angry uncle staring down his nephew who interrupted.

      He continued: “So we need to see if your boy here is any use and can ID any of them.”

      We entered a small, austere room with a well-worn gray carpet, white plasterboard walls, and a ceiling that hummed under the weight of its A/C and heating systems. A camera was perched in the corner. Laid out on the table were twelve dark six-by-nine photographs.

      Rose ushered Jairo over to the table and Jean stood next to him as they began looking through the photos.

      “You know any of these faces, Mr. Morales?”

      Jairo said nothing but looked at each one. Eleanor pulled my hand and we shuffled over to stand next to Jean and stared down at the shots.

      Rose said, “You told us you had information, Morales, and now it’s time to collect. We did everything we promised at our end. We need to find this guy Reynolds faster than you can believe. Check the photos again.”

      Jairo peered closely but shook his head.

      I looked at the first photo. It was one of the cars passing through a crossroads, a single face illuminated at the wheel, staring forward. I’d never seen the man before in my life.

      The next photo was taken from the side. This time, the passenger’s side profile was visible. A thin white face, unknown to me too.

      Rose started asking Jairo about whether he had seen Reynolds before, but Jairo grunted and evaded him. Rose got worked up and pressed him harder. I scanned each photo one by one, and then froze.

      The sixth photo was a side shot of the passenger window, like the second had been. But the passenger had turned and was looking right at the camera.

      I knew the face.

      Pastor Robert.

      I stepped back. My chest felt tight and I couldn’t breathe.

      Eleanor turned and grabbed my shoulder. “Scott?”

      Then Rose and Jean and Jairo turned to me.

      “What is it?”

      “I know one of those men,” I said.

      Rose stood back from the table. “What?”

      “The sixth photo. I met that man. He drove me to New York from where the plane crashed. He’s a pastor. He’s a good man.”

      I felt woozy, like the room was spinning around me.

      “Sit down,” said Eleanor, grabbing a chair. “Tell us everything.”

      I did. I recounted the story, starting with X03 at the motel and then meeting the pastor, Robert, and then the drive. Everyone stood listening in a semi-circle around me, except for Jairo, who leaned on the wall to the side, looking straight forward.

      “Could be another helper. Reynolds is using people against their will,” said Rose. “I’m pretty sure that’s how he picked up the girlfriend and daughter.”

      We hung our heads.

      “But the guy means something. We’ll get on it.”

      And Rose left the room with Jean. Jairo, Eleanor, and I sat in silence. Our family reunion, not at all as any of us had imagined it would be.

      

      Over the next three days, we were debriefed by Jean and Rose.

      Eleanor and I stayed at a small hotel near Langley, guarded by agents twenty-four/seven. Jairo was kept at Langley, in a cell by all accounts. During the day, Eleanor and I imparted everything we knew about Reynolds. Eleanor when she was shipped up to the U.S. and me, regarding the pastor I thought was called Robert.

      Rose confirmed that a pastor from Deming, New Mexico, had been reported missing days earlier, although no body had been found. They confirmed little else. Both Mr. Reynolds and Luciana were ghosts. Phantoms here on their home turf, causing rampage in the south. Rose sent agents to collect the body of the leader of the cartel Código X, but there was no sign of X03 at all.

      On the fourth day, I asked Jean if we’d be freed. She looked at me like a dissatisfied boss being asked for a pay rise.

      “No, Dyce,” she said. “We’re your only chance of finding your granddaughter now.”

      And she was right.

      Eleanor and I talked only of finding her, that little girl. Our family, whether Jairo liked it or not. Eleanor had that same fire in her eyes she’d had for all those years our son was missing, even when the authorities made us declare him dead and place that damned plaque. She was intent on finding Estrella. Even though she was locked up by the CIA, her will knew no obstacles.

      And for the first time in a long time I had her to give me strength again. I held her at night like she might escape with the wind. But every morning I opened my eyes and there she was.

      We would find Estrella, I told her again and again.

      And I meant it with all my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The house had served him well. It had been grand enough for the Founders to believe he actually lived there, and hidden enough to run the entire operation from there without stirring even a hint of suspicion.

      But Reynolds knew the plan had not gone as ordained and that frustrated him. Sure, the return on investment into Código X was pouring into the coffers, and the Founders were ready for the next stage. But things niggled him. And he hated that.

      The man they called X03 had died in the wrong way.

      Luciana had had to leave the country while the CIA became tangled in evidence.

      And he had to return the house a little earlier than he’d hoped.

      Nonetheless, he was ready for the final part. Shedding skin was what he did best.

      He sat down on the leather chair and waited for the phone to ring.

      It did so at the exact hour the estate agent had said she would call.

      Reynolds picked up the phone and activated the voice distorter.

      “Well?” he said.

      A nervous voice came on. “It’s done. Please. I beg you.”

      

      Reynolds smiled. The sound of a person begging, willing to do anything he asked, was beginning to grow on him.

      “No loose ends?”

      The voice quivered; the woman was holding back tears. “No, it’s all done. The owners believe it was empty the whole time. I assure you.”

      “Good,” said Reynolds.

      “Tell me where my family is,” said the woman, now breaking into tears. “I did what you asked.”

      Reynolds held the thought for a second more than was necessary, assessing his motivation for turning the screw more. No, he decided in silence. He had bigger problems and targets.

      He gave the woman the address where she would find her husband and two children being kept against their will: in a basement two hours outside of Chicago.

      He hung up.

      Then he opened his laptop computer and, via a secure VPN connection, accessed the CCTV camera he had set up back at his base.

      The screen flickered to life and showed a small cell containing five middle-aged Mexican men, the same five he had liberated from prison only a few weeks ago.

      He observed them, walking to and fro, confused, angry, and lost, and he savored it.

      The time had come to finish this.

      Reynolds closed the laptop, got up, and cleaned off the last of his prints. Then he picked up the red jerrycan and began dousing the room with gasoline.

      He waited for it to soak into the beautiful oak furniture and high-end fixtures, then sparked the Zippo and threw it to the ground. A curtain of purple flames fanned out sideways and blanketed the room.

      He smiled.

      Shedding skin was what he did best.

      And no one would find him, unless he wanted them to.

      The time for his final retribution had come.

      

      THE END
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      Mr. Reynolds stood looking at his family again. He spoke to them but they never spoke back. He couldn’t blame them. He had trusted the wrong people, and he had told his family they could trust him. But he’d been wrong. He had learned in the hardest possible way that you should never trust any other person. Everyone in his life had betrayed him and now retribution was here.

      The wind blew through the trees and over his face. He blew kisses at the floor and walked away.

      He got in the rental car and drove across town to the warehouse, where he pulled into the deserted car park and then entered the empty space on foot. He had bought this entire abandoned building and had had the “bodegas” emptied, all so he could occupy one on its own.

      He pulled the chain across the car park and walked around the office to the rows of storage units, taking the keys from his pocket. He walked to Unit 13 and put the key in the heavy-duty padlock at the bottom, and with some wriggling and fidgeting got the sliding door up and open.

      He looked at his pathetic former captors.

      They turned their drug-addled heads toward him and dribble came out of their mouths. The black market doctor had done an excellent job, thought Reynolds. No blood. No evidence. And the five men looked hideous.

      He smiled.

      He pulled out his burner phone and looked up the number he had gotten for Agent David Rose of the CIA. It was time to give him a call.
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      I was sat around a board meeting room table with  Agents David Rose and Jean Santos, my wife Eleanor and our son, Jairo. The agents wore white shirts tucked into smart black pants. My wife, Jairo and I wore jogging pants and tee shirts, supplied to us by the CIA.

      We had been at Langley, CIA’s headquarters in Washington DC, for three days since we had found Jairo’s girlfriend Vanessa’s body at the cemetery in New York State, murdered by Mr Reynolds. We had nothing. No lead, no idea where Mr Reynolds was or who he was. Only a photo of the man I had met claiming to be Pastor Robert driving away in one of Reynolds’ cars. We had questioned whether Pastor Robert had been Reynolds, or just another person Reynolds had used to get what he needed.

      Agent Rose had decided it was the latter.

      Which left us with nothing to go on.

      Rose was a large man, six foot and with a thick neck like an ex-American football player. His features seemed to be permanently downturned and today they were turned all the way down to straight-up-pissed-off.

      He had been explaining that the bosses upstairs had told him the operation to catch Reynolds had a time limit and that his boss, Agent Finchley, had informed him that they were to vacate Langley and work in a satellite office in DC central.

      Rose said, “So we’re out of here. It’s not good. We have two weeks to resolve this or it goes to the FBI, who will bury it under their myriad of open cases and Reynolds will get away.”

      I exchanged glances with Eleanor.

      “That can’t happen,” I said. “He has our granddaughter.”

      Rose shook his head, exasperated, “Dyce, I’m sorry for your granddaughter, but this isn’t the missing persons department at your local cop shop. This is the CIA. We aren’t even allowed to operate inside USA borders. Two weeks is all we have.”

      Jean stood, “Agent Rose can’t do anything about it. We’re moving to the satellite office now. We’ll set up and continue to work from there.”

      Eleanor put her head in her hands. Jairo just stared into space as he always did, unless he was putting a bullet into someone’s head.

      “Let’s go,” said Jean.

      

      We shipped out of Langley in a black SUV with a driver and headed into Washington DC’s downtown. As we rolled past buildings that got bigger and bigger, Rose’s cell phone started to ring. I ignored it at first, but saw his expression as he looked at Jean.

      He answered, “Yes?”

      His face went pale as he listened to the caller. He put a finger to his mouth to hush us and placed the phone on his lap and tapped a button to activate the loud speaker.

      A tinny, distorted voice came from the device, “I wish to make an exchange. Jairo Morales for evidence you can use.”

      Rose answered, “Evidence?”

      “Trust me,” said Reynolds. “It will be worth your time.”

      “Where?”

      “There is a disused warehouse near Car Creek Marina Office on the coast.”

      Jean had her notebook out and scribbled down the details.

      Reynolds continued, “Be there today at 5pm. I want Morales tied to a chair in the middle of the old warehouse, blindfolded. I want him alone.”

      Rose ran back over the details. “For real? Today?”

      “I am in control here,” said Reynolds. “You have nothing. This is your only chance. Give me Jairo and I guarantee something worth your while in return.”

      And the call went dead.

      “We can’t leave Jairo there alone,” said Eleanor.

      Rose ignored her and looked at Jairo, “Morales, we’ll be there too. It’s 3pm now. We have go there straight away. Reynolds is right. We have nothing. Quite frankly, you’re a worthy sacrifice to get a lead.”

      Jairo sneered at him, “Do I have a choice?”

      “No you don’t.”

      Eleanor pleaded for a bit but I told her we would all be there. Jairo would be safe. But secretly I agreed with Rose. We had no choice. And I trusted the agents. I had nothing else to go on.
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      Rose told the driver to redirect to the coast and he took the next available exit. We drove for an hour after Jean found the warehouse on Google Maps. We pulled up and found a deserted and dilapidated building, around two stories tall, with weeds and trees growing out of cracks in the cement. There was no sign of anyone.

      “Right,” said Rose, signaling the driver to drive away but stay close. “Let’s get Morales tied up, blindfolded and find a place to watch. Scott, Eleanor? You don’t make a move, understood?”

      We agreed and went into the empty space. There was nothing but debris and trash in the corners, except for a single metal chair right in the middle.

      

      After ten minutes, Jairo was strapped to the chair in the middle of the space, about 2,000 square meters and empty except for the pillars preventing the fragile ceiling from crashing to the cement floor.

      Jean and Rose had chosen a spot on the second floor, lying flat on their stomachs, elbows hunched up to hold the binoculars steady. Eleanor and I were slightly back from them but still had a view of our son below. It was 4:55pm.

      We waited.

      I whispered to Eleanor, “Reynolds will know we are here.”

      Eleanor kept her eyes on the prize, “Doesn’t matter if he shows up.”

      The air was salty, blown from across the bay into the old port. Once, this place had been a hive of activity and economy, but now it was nothing more than ruins. One day it would all be gone. Or redeveloped. The East Coast was prime real estate. Heck, I thought, they even sold the rights to air here.

      I watched Jairo’s figure from behind. Sitting upright, staring forward. I was worried about him now, truth be known. To Agent Rose, Jairo was mere bait. Bait for the deadfall. I felt afraid that Rose was underestimating Reynolds. I pushed the thought aside, but in my empty guts I knew I was right.

      

      Below them, 200 yards away, Jairo sat in silence, blindfolded as Reynolds had specified. Patient. He was used to waiting for hours at a time—in long grass, in the jungle, in the desert. Wherever.

      Although his eyes were covered, he had partial vision of the space. In front of him was the north side of the warehouse space—a mighty gray wall, its mezzanine floor long collapsed, leaving tracks of exposed brick. There were pillars dotted at ten-meter intervals, and in between them in the side walls arched doorways led to other warehouse spaces and what had once been administrative offices. Jairo focused his hearing on those edges, from where a person would come.

      He heard nothing beside the slight breeze coming in off the harbor.

      Rose had fitted him with a small radio in the form of an earpiece to communicate with them on the second floor. In his ear, Jean’s voice came through loud and clear, “we’ll give it an hour, Jairo.”

      “Leave me here if you have to. Tell your boss to go home. I’m waiting this out.”

      “An hour is more is enough,” said Jean. “This could be a waste of time.”

      Jairo snorted, “He wants us to be here for some reason. So I say wait.”

      “Well, we’ll wait another thirty and then reassess, okay?”

      Jairo didn’t answer.

      “Jairo?”

      He said nothing. He had heard a sound.

      “Shhh.” Jairo spoke, as quietly as he could, “Be quiet. Someone’s coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The footsteps Jairo heard were light, not from a child, but like a small adult wearing rubber soles—probably boots, judging by the labored tread. The steps were slow, and sporadic, like a drunk would walk, or someone with a disability in one leg. The sounds came at slightly varying intervals. They came from Jairo’s right. That was all the information he could garner. Whoever, it was getting closer to him.

      “Show yourself,” he said.

      Jean’s voice crackled in his ear. “Nothing rash, Jairo. Remember.”

      “I’m tied to a chair,” said Jairo.

      The footsteps drew closer. They thudded randomly toward him and then slightly away from him. Maybe the person was playing with him.

      “Come here,” he said, and the footsteps stopped. Then the feet turned, rubber sliding over cement floor.

      “Come here.”

      The footsteps started again, up a notch, with a little more purpose than before. Jairo stretched his spine and sat up straight, preparing for a blow. The footsteps were ten feet away, then five. He braced himself.

      “Jesus,” said Jean in his ear. “What the hell?”

      The person approaching was producing a strange sound, a gargling and a low groaning. The steps were next to Jairo now, and then someone banged into his knees and he felt the figure trip and fall to the floor with a loud thud.

      Jairo could hear the person struggling to draw breath on the floor at his feet.

      “What’s happening?”

      Jean said nothing, and Jairo heard more steps. This time from his left. This time more pairs of feet, all doing the same zombie-like shuffle.

      “Jean? What’s going on? Talk to me!”

      Jean’s voice came through shaking, either from fear or shock. “There are more of them.”

      Jairo heard more footsteps. He listened hard. Four pairs of feet. Plus the fallen figure in front of him. Five people in total. All groaning and gargling.

      “More of who?”

      “Men,” said Jean. “There are five men. Oh Jesus, it’s horrible.”

      Jairo shuffled in his seat. He smelled blood.

      “Hold on,” said Jean. “We’re coming down.”

      

      Jean and Rose got up and motioned us to stay but I stood and told Eleanor to follow. We made our way down the back stairwell in silence, speechless at what we had seen. I almost believed the figures might have disappeared by the time we made it to Jairo, like some nightmarish vision. But when we got to the floor, and Rose and Jean drew their guns, and walked into the pillared space, the five men were all there, shuffling and walking around Jairo.

      Five men each with one arm missing, covered in blood, blindfolded from the nose to the top of the head, their mouths agape, dribbling bile and blood. They were spaced out, seemingly unaware of their surroundings.

      Rose gestured at Jean and then to the left, pointing two fingers at her and gesturing for her to go right. They split up and walked slowly through the pillars towards Jairo and the five mutilated figures, keeping their guns hovering over each one. Eleanor clutched my arm from behind. It was terrifying.

      Jean reached Jairo and pulled the blindfold off him and went about cutting the ties on his arms behind the chair. Jairo got up as soon as the last bit of plastic tie came loose and walked to one of the figures.

      “Luciana’s work,” he said. “How are they walking?”

      Rose came back from checking the exterior, “There’s no sign of anyone else,” he said.

      “They’re sedated but they must have some kind of adrenalin, too, or stimulant. Jesus,” Jean said, stepping back from one of the men. She had pulled away the cloth covering where his left arm used to be. There was a dried red circle of flesh, a perfect “O” shape, around the white of the bone where his arm should have been. It had been cauterized.

      I felt like vomiting but held it down. Jairo grabbed the jaw of another of the men and we saw the reason for the gargling. The man had had his tongue removed. Blood and spit dribbled from his mouth. His eyes were small white slits, the pupils hidden under heavy eyelids.

      I walked to the next man. He was the same as the others. All were missing one arm and their tongue. Then I looked at the last man and stopped still.

      “You’d better see this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose and Jean came to my side and looked at the last man. He was identical to the other four as regards his injuries and amputations, but there was one difference.

      An eight-by-five-inch color photo was pinned to his chest.

      “Don’t touch it,” said Rose, pulling a rubber glove and a transparent evidence bag from his jacket pocket. “Let me.”

      Rose stepped to the man, and with the glove on his right hand, tugged at the photograph and slipped it into the plastic bag. He turned back to us and held the image up.

      It was an old shot, faded colors and a low-quality lens, showing ten men posing on the porch of an old country-style house. The faces were distinguishable but one of the men in the photo wore a balaclava. All of them held drinks and smiled cheerily at the photographer. They were dressed casually, arms around each other’s shoulders.

      Not a care in the world.

      Rose turned to Jean. “You recognize them?”

      Jean shook her head. “They’re Mexican, I think.”

      “That’s obvious,” said Rose.

      Jairo stayed quiet, looking at the swaying figure in front of them.

      “It’s a message,” said Jean.

      “No shit,” said Rose.

      Jairo walked to one of the mutilated man and pulled the blindfold rag from his face, picking it off the blood-stained cheeks and revealing another drugged face and tongue-less mouth.

      He walked to the third man and repeated the process, and then the fourth and the fifth, until all were unmasked.

      Jean and Rose studied the photo.

      “What does Reynolds want?” Rose’s voice shook with frustration.

      “I don’t know,” said Jean.

      “These cuts were recent. Like, this week recent. We need to get them back to Langley. Call the backup and tell them to bring a van.”

      Jean nodded and pulled her phone out and made the call.

      “They’ll be here in ten,” she said, putting her cell away again.

      Jairo was walking back and forth, ignoring the agents.

      “First thing we’ve got to do,” said Rose, “is ID the people in this photo.”

      Jean nodded.

      “Might take a while. Depends whether they’re in the database.”

      Jean said, “Let’s start getting these guys rounded up.”

      They began herding the men into a corner of the space, and then toward the main door. Outside, the wind had picked up and stank of fish.

      Jairo pushed two, as did Jean. Rose pushed the last one. They walked forward like mobile rag dolls. It was easy to maneuver them. Eleanor and I kept behind them.

      The water below the jetty was dark and dirty green, and the sky was gray. Jean looked at Jairo, who was deep in thought.

      “Jairo,” she said. “We’ll find Reynolds. Okay? We just need to ID these guys in the photo and we’ll be good.”

      Jairo shook his head. “Don’t bother.”

      Rose and Jean exchanged glances.

      “We already know,” said Jairo.

      Rose looked at him. “Know what, Morales?”

      Jairo stopped, grabbed the guy he was pushing, and spun him to face Rose and Jean. Then he grabbed the other man and did the same.

      “Check yours. We already know five of them,” he said.

      Rose grunted. “Huh?”

      But Jean understood. She grabbed the photo from Rose’s hand and held it up so that the top was just below the men’s faces in front of her.

      Despite the mutilation, the blood, and the bile, there was no mistake.

      She was looking at five of the men from the photo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Luciana knew well that Mr. Reynolds appreciated punctuality above all else. It was critical to his mission. Her mission, too. So, if he said to meet him in the pharmacy of the Providence Hospital in Washington, DC, at 10 p.m., she did not ask questions.

      Luciana left the safe house in the suburbs and took a taxi into town, arrived at 9:45, and walked into the stout brick building and asked for the pharmacy, and was told by the kind but impatient receptionist that it was closed. Luciana insisted on knowing where it was, and the receptionist told her. She walked through the generic hospital hallways, through the open wards to the west of the building, where a stairwell took her up to the top floor. There, an empty corridor led to a single door with “Pharmacy” written above it. It should have been locked, given the hour. But it wasn’t.

      Before going in, she fingered the syringe in her pocket—her insurance. Just in case.

      She pushed down the handle and the door opened inwards. She slipped inside and closed the door carefully behind her.

      Reynolds had never revealed himself in person. Not to her. Not to anyone, as far she knew. But he had a package he needed to deliver to her this time. Luciana wondered whether tonight might be the night she met her mysterious employer.

      She stepped through the rows of over-the-shelf medicines in the dark, toward the empty counter.

      No one.

      She checked her watch. It read 9:55 p.m.

      She looked left and saw a window that must have looked over the car park below. She looked right and saw another window, but not a window to the outside. It was one-way glass, with a small square hole cut into the bottom, used for dispensing more risk-carrying medication. Morphine and painkillers. It was to protect the employee who normally sat behind it. But she knew who sat behind it now. She walked to it.

      She said in a soft voice, “Hello?”

      Then the electric rasp of the voice distorter Mr. Reynolds always used crept from beneath the glass. “Let’s make this quick, Luciana.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “The briefcase is behind the counter,” said Reynolds. “Take it to Código X as we discussed and make sure they are ready to fulfill their part of the plan.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Travel back via the usual route.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      She felt a burning urge to ask questions. She was getting frustrated with the charades and Reynolds’ refusal to show himself. They had the same goal, she thought, so why the secrecy? Maybe just one question? What would be the harm?

      She was about to speak when two things happened.

      The main door behind crashed open, spilling light into the space.

      A figure, stooped, came running at her, fast.

      She backed away and hit the window. The man grabbed at her. As she managed to get an arm free to defend herself, she felt the cold, hard barrel of a gun pressed into her temple. She froze.

      For twenty seconds there was silence, and then, from behind the glass, which she now faced, Reynolds spoke.

      “Killing her won’t get your money back,” he said.

      Luciana felt the man shift on his feet. Whatever this was, it had been planned, but not all that well.

      Then the man said, “Is this how well you look after our investment, Reynolds? I followed her here. It took two days of tracking, for God’s sake. If I found you, who else could? You know the FBI, even the CIA, are hot onto you? We demand our funds back.”

      There was silence. Luciana waited for her employer to respond, but he didn’t. She heard movement from behind the glass. And then the secure door to the right of the glass shuddered and the handle moved down and it opened.

      And out Mr. Reynolds stepped.

      The man holding a gun to Luciana’s head said, “You? Are you fucking kidding me? You’re Mr. Reynolds?”

      Luciana looked at her boss in the shadows. The first time she’d ever seen him in the flesh. She knew him too, from many years ago. Then the gun pressed deeper into her temple.

      The man who called himself Reynolds—Luciana didn’t know his real name even now—stepped forward and spoke in his regular voice for the first time in front of her. “Mr. Cassidy, you have received worthy dividends from your group’s investments already. Why this move now?”

      The man called Cassidy moved back, pulling Luciana with him. Her right arm came free and dropped to her pocket. She kept her hand in the pocket and wiggled the protective cap from the needle and held it.

      Reynolds kept talking. “But I understand investor discomfort. You can take another payment tonight, as a gesture of goodwill. Luciana and I were planning on sending it south to Mexico. But it’s yours. A briefcase. It’s behind the counter.”

      Cassidy said, “How much?”

      “Enough,” said Reynolds. “And you’ll have more.”

      Luciana felt Cassidy’s grip loosen. Enough for her to operate for sure. Reynolds’ eyes shifted away from Cassidy for a split second and met hers.

      “Do it,” said Reynolds. “Now.”

      She pulled out her needle, spun, and plunged it deep into Cassidy’s neck. The shock pushed him backward, and by some kind of miracle his gun didn’t go off. He stumbled back into the aisle of foot treatment powders and creams and, now spewing foam from his mouth, fell sideways to the floor. Luciana was on top of him before he even settled. She grabbed the needle, still hanging from his neck, injected the last of the poison, and held his head to the floor as the life seeped from his body.

      Once she was sure Cassidy was dead, she turned to Reynolds - the man who had promised the revenge she had sought since she was a little girl.

      Mr. Reynolds looked at her and smiled. A real, genuine, fatherly smile.

      “Well,” he said. “I guess I can save some money on one-way mirrors from now on.”

      Luciana didn’t have the words to speak. She noted that instinctively her left hand had covered Cassidy’s gun, now on the floor.

      Reynolds stepped toward her and Cassidy’s corpse. “You recognize me, right?”

      “I remember you. From years ago. From the ranch.”

      Reynolds smiled again. “Luciana, we’re almost done. Everything I promised you is happening. Go to Mexico. Deliver those funds and get back here. I need you to keep watch at the mansion.”

      “The burned down one?”

      “Yes,” said Reynolds. “Just sit tight there. Our risk of exposure has never been greater. I have Jairo Morales’ daughter with me. I will stay on the streets to avoid being tracked.”

      “Why not move now?”

      “My work in DC is almost done. I need to ensure the agents take my deal to find the other Sons.”

      “You’ll sleep on the streets?”

      Reynolds nodded, “Yes. It leaves no trace. I know how to blend in.”

      Luciana moved her hand away from the gun. She stood up and, without taking her eyes off him, walked to the counter and around it. She picked up the thick black briefcase and walked past Reynolds. At the door, she paused.

      “I still don’t know your real name. Or who you are, okay? I just remember you.”

      Reynolds said nothing and she left.

      

      Reynolds allowed himself a deep breath. This was a setback, in more ways than one. He grabbed his phone and began walking out. He would order the release of the pharmacy nightshift security guard’s family and inform him that it was safe to return to work. He locked up the pharmacy, and headed along the corridor, down the stairwell, and out the fire exit into the night.

      The sharp, cold air scratching at his face made him feel low. He had made mistakes tonight, and he searched his mind as he walked for the source of them. His meticulousness had served as his greatest strength so far, but tonight it had let him down.

      But enough of that, he thought. First, a new location was required. Now the CIA would have some idea of his demands, but it was time to make them clearer.
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      On the way back from the docks, in the back of the Suburban, we had all been silent. The five mutilated men had been picked up by a CIA unmarked van and taken into custody inside Langley. Photos of them were being sent to Rose. We had our lead, but more questions than answers.

      When we arrived at the six-story, gray office block, I wondered whether it had Wi-Fi and running water, let alone half-decent coffee-making facilities. We got out and thanked the driver, who went to grab a late dinner. Jean ordered pizzas for us, but I doubted whether anyone else felt much like eating. Rose led us to the metal framed glass doors, withdrew a key from his pocket, and rattled the lock.

      “Real door’s inside. This is just to blend in,” he said, wrestling with the handle and wiggling the key. “CIA own the whole place. One floor is kitted out. The rest are empty rooms. Ah! Here it is.”

      Once Rose had unlocked it, the scratched opaque-glass door swung inward. We followed Rose into a lobby designed in the 1980s and with all expenses very much spared. The tiled floor was cream with a mint-green splatter design—Jackson Pollock, the depression years. The walls were cream too, and the lighting was dim.

      We walked through the lobby, past an empty reception desk, and up the stairs at the back, climbing three floors until we reached a mammoth steel door that framed the entire hallway. To the left of the door was a keypad.

      “This,” said Rose, “is the real door.”

      He punched in some numbers and the keypad bleeped and a large clunking sound came from within the door. Rose pushed the large handle down and the door opened.

      Beyond was a hallway. The décor was much nicer—lino faux-wood paneling and clean white walls. We walked down the hallway toward a main room as Rose switched on the lights. A door to the left led into a simple but well-equipped kitchen. To the right were two smaller rooms with desks and armchairs.

      We reached the main room. On one side, it contained an island of desks covered in LAN cables, with standalone pin boards, and on the other side, a suite of three couches. The room had large windows, three of which looked out onto the dark streets below.

      Rose connected a laptop he’d been carrying and opened up screens that showed feeds from cameras at both doors and in each room and hallway.

      Well, at least the internet works, I thought.

      

      Rose and Jean set up the space over the next few hours, while Eleanor, Jairo and I sat around and watched. Eventually, the room was ready for their work: whiteboards, pin boards, a coffee machine.

      I leant against the desk and watched Rose pinning the enlarged shots of the five men’s faces he had received via email from Langley onto the two-by-two-meter gray pin board.

      I scanned the five men on the left of the board.

      The first was in his thirties, and the name Angel Varela was written underneath.

      The second was chubby and wearing a t-shirt that said “Billabong.” The photo had been taken in a dark, dank prison cell. His face was indifferent. His name was Franco Alcocer.

      The third was handsome, in his forties, and dressed in a tight white shirt. His arms were being held back by Marines. His name was Umberto Ocampo.

      The fourth was gaunt and devoid of expression, in a black-and-white mug shot with a plaque from Mexico City. His name was Hector Albarran.

      The last was a tall man with slicked-back hair wearing a suit and an open-neck shirt. He had stubble and small black eyes. It was a high-res color photo taken recently at one of Mexico’s Federal Police criminal capture showoffs, and the man kept his chin up and stared at the photographers like he was planning to kill them and all of their families. His name was Adán Agramonte.

      “These reprobates,” continued Rose, “are the five freaks we found at the warehouse.”

      “Have any of them talked?”

      Rose threw a scowl at Jean. “Talk?”

      “Well,” she said. “You know what I mean—have they written anything down?”

      Rose shook his head. “Only one of them. The last. Agramonte.”

      “And?”

      “We’ll get to that. They had to be sent to the hospital ward of the prison. It exposes us as regards this case, which is why we’re working from here, not at Langley.”

      Rose walked to the center of the pin board, where he’d placed the original photo they had found on the chest of one of these guys. Then he moved to the right side of the board, which was empty.

      “We’re waiting to officially ID these other sons of bitches.”

      Jean turned back to her boss. “Why don’t we let this pass to the FBI? Why are we operating here?”

      Rose sighed and walked to one of the office chairs and sat down. “Reynolds is operating some sort of money gambit. We don’t think it’s laundering either. To be honest, we have no idea.”

      “So?”

      “So, this started outside the USA and now it’s here. Reynolds has brought the entire country of Mexico to its knees. And coincidentally, the largest and most tooled-up cartel comes to absolute power at the exact same time.”

      Jean nodded. Código X, she knew them well.

      Rose continued, “The CIA believe that he’s funding the cartel and using them in return, while handling the money. If he’s sourcing those funds from this soil, we have ourselves a big fish to catch. And catching that fish would piss the Feds off, too, which is just a bonus.”

      Jean smiled at that.

      I looked at the other pinboard. The Mr. Reynolds pinboard. It was mostly bare, except for the CCTV shots of the five cars driving away from the graveyard incident in Southold. Five cars in the dark. Nothing to see. Except the one face caught on camera. The man that had driven me all the way from New Mexico to New York.

      He was in the passenger seat of the car, peering out of the window at something the camera didn’t show.

      Our only lead before today.

      Jean had started to scan the database for his face and had had no luck.

      Jean gestured back to the first pin board. “So what did Agramonte tell us then?”

      Rose said, “He just wrote that none of them had seen Mr. Reynolds. That they were busted out of jail in Mexico and brought up here before being tortured.”

      I stepped forward, “Agents, where will we stay?”

      “Here,” said Rose. “That door is as good as any cell’s.”

      “But we aren’t under arrest,” I said.

      But as Rose went to reply, a buzzer sounded. The street level door.

      “No one knows we’re here, except for a few directors at Langley,” said Rose.

      “It’s the pizza,” said Jean.

      They stood up. We’d forgotten about the food.

      “Let’s check the cameras,” said Rose.

      He walked back to his laptop and pulled it out of sleep mode. The screen flickered to show a DC night street scene. People still mulling up and down, in couples, people alone, each with their head down looking at a phone or in conversation with a partner.

      But no pizza guy at the door.

      Jean pulled out her Glock. “I’ll go see.”
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      I followed Rose and Jean down the steps to the street entrance of the building slowly, although she said she was ninety percent sure no one could have entered. She held the gun up, alert and ready to shoot. But there was nobody.

      We made it to the lobby and walked along the wall toward the main door. No one stood outside. I thought maybe it had been some kids screwing around. She looked out of the glass door and peered outside. Nothing besides the usual DC evening crowd.

      Holstering her gun, she was turning when something on the floor caught my eye at her feet. Lying below the old mailbox on the floor was a four-centimeter-long black flash drive.

      “Look,” I said and Jean bent to pick it up.

      “Now he’s screwing with us,” she said.

      We headed back up.

      Upstairs, Jean handed the drive over to Rose, who inserted it into the laptop. There was one file on the drive, a note. He ran a virus scan on it first, which came up clear, and opened it.

      It was a message, typed in Courier font. Jean and Rose were so intent on it, they didn’t notice me leaning over and reading it too.

      Dear agents,

      I think it’s time we established some trust between us.

      You see, we are actually on the same side, and my objective is not to fight you or cause you problems, but to help you. All I ask is for something in return.

      I know your operation is covert and bringing it this side of the border poses a certain risk for you. But that will help us a great deal.

      Firstly, what I can offer you.

      I can deliver to you two things. I have the names and contact information of the twelve founders I have used to invest nearly ten billion dollars into the operations of drug cartel Código X —the cartel that now controls the country below our fragile border. I am willing to turn these individuals over to you. The coup would be, as I do not doubt you’ll agree, gigantic.

      Parallel to that, I can also guarantee the absolute destruction of that cartel, Código X. I now have control of their entire financial operations and can cut them off, thus starving them of resources, with the snap of my fingers. The cartel would collapse within months and Mexico would regain control over its land, giving you another huge win for the scoreboard.

      Interested?

      You see, I want to work together. We have the same aims. These people, both the cartel and their American backers, deserve nothing more than annihilation. And I can deliver.

      All I ask is for something in return.

      I have helped you get young Jairo Morales out of Mexico. And he is part of my plan as much as he will become part of yours.

      Today, I delivered five of the original capos of the Sons of No One cartel. I need the remaining five members you will have seen in the photograph I attached to one of them. Capturing them myself poses too high a risk, and I must pass that on to you. But as I have outlined here, the reward would be great.

      It saddens me to have to make threats, but nonetheless…I have control of a cartel now operating heavily on US soil and they await my command in return for fresh funds. Make no mistake—failure to capture the remaining Sons will result in domestic attacks that will make your operations impossible.  I also have captive Jairo Morales’s biological daughter. She is safe. Capture the Sons and she won’t be harmed.

      There is no need to try to locate me, or even confirm your acceptance of my offer. I am watching you. I will know if you agree.

      I look forward to working with you, Agents Rose and Santos.

      Yours sincerely,

      Mr. Reynolds

      

      I read the whole thing one more time and we all exchanged looks.

      Eleanor called over, “What is it?”

      Jean ignored her, “Can we trace the flash drive?”

      Rose grunted. “We can check for fingerprints, and see if there is any history on the file.”

      “That’s not much.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “What about Jairo? He was in the Sons.”

      “He’s part of the plan. That’s why Reynolds wanted us to have Jairo. We would need him to get these five men.”

      “Why would that be necessary? Bringing five men into custody is doable.”

      “Not so,” said Rose. “I already located four of them.”

      “When?”

      “That’s what I was working on,” says Rose.

      “And?”

      “It’s complicated.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Hacienda Los Venados, El Bajío region, Mexico

        

      

    

    
      “Where is she?”

      The men shrugged and shook their heads as they watched the newly elected leader of Código X walk from side to side at the head of the table. His codename was X04, former lieutenant to X03 and his old army buddy, which was how things worked in the cartel. X01, X02, X03, X04, and so forth. The men were in X03’s private hacienda estate in the middle of the Huasteca, five hours north of Mexico City. The room was made from old brick, with wooden floors and gold lamps around. The table was covered with half-empty bottles of tequila añejo and shot glasses.

      The men, forming the ten capos of Mexico’s now largest and most powerful cartel, were drunk and they were nervous. X04 had a hell of a temper on him. He was of medium height but his physique, built in the military, was impressive, and on show in his tight-fitting black polo and chinos. His tanned face stretched with tension, he scanned the room.

      “Well?”

      Nothing.

      X04 raised his shot glass and downed another.

      “Ni modo. If she’s got the money, who cares?”

      The rest of the men chuckled with him, although the room remained so tense you could hear the breaths of each of them.

      As if coming to their salvation, an older man dressed smartly in a suit entered through the door and said, “Sir, the lady is here.”

      X04 turned to the man and smiled. “Then what the fuck are you waiting for?”

      The older man cleared his throat, nodded, and disappeared. He soon came back with a beautiful woman behind him. She was tall and thin and had a sculpted face that looked like it had been cast with iron. The men present would usually have been all over the only female at such a gathering—whistling, nudging each other. But this lady…this lady was different. Sangre pesado, as they said. Heavy blood.

      Serious.

      Mean.

      Not to be fucked with.

      “Come in,” said X04, gesturing to a chair. Luciana sat at the top of the table, next to him. X04 joined her and looked at his men.

      “What’s wrong, cabrones? Never seen a bitch before?”

      Luciana shot him a stare and held it. Something about her made him uneasy. And no one did that to X04.

      “So,” he said. “Where’s Mr. Reynolds?”

      Luciana leaned back, relaxed. “You’re not going to meet him.”

      X04 leaned forward. “Sorry?”

      “You heard,” she said. “Get over it.”

      “We’ve had assurances, lady,” said X04.

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      X04 exchanged looks with X05 across the table from him.

      Luciana continued, “My driver is bringing some suitcases here. There are ten of them, and in each, ten million dollars.”

      X04 frowned. Luciana ignored it.

      “And that is just a bonus,” she said. “For you, the capos. A show of good faith, an advance payment, or whatever you want to call it. The real money is in a company fifty kilometers from here. You are now the sole proprietor. It is a distributor of scrap metal. It’s laundering the first one billion dollars for us right now, as we speak.”

      The silence in the room was broken by mumbled grunts from the men. As Luciana finished her sentence, a big guy came to the door, alongside the older man, carrying five suitcases stacked like Coke crates. He walked to the table and put them down. He grabbed the first one and handed it to the closest capo, who passed it along until all five were distributed. Then he walked back out.

      After five minutes of silence, he came back with an identical stack. Once all the suitcases were passed out, the men opened them and found neat blocks of $100 bills inside, pale green and bundled with purple paper slips.

      Luciana stood. She took a piece of paper out of her pocket, unfolded it, and passed it to X04.

      “The company is called Metalex. You’ll find all the details on it in your case. She titled her head to X04. The money will come in waves of one hundred million dollars, not all at once. But from there, with the contact named on that piece of paper, you’ll be able to start purchasing whatever it is you should deem worthy of Código X’s needs.”

      X04 was studying the sheet of paper. He nodded.

      “There is a price,” she said. “As discussed by you and Mr. Reynolds.”

      “Whatever,” said X04, in deep thought. “Just tell us where you want us to do it, and we’ll do it.”

      “Good,” said Luciana.

      X04 stood and held his hand out rigidly in front of him.

      Luciana didn’t touch him. She said “Good evening” and walked out in step with the big driver.

      

      X04 turned back to his colleagues and smiled. “This is it, my brothers. We’re going to do shit no cartel has ever dreamed of doing.”

      Most of the men cheered and knocked back freshly replenished glasses of tequila. But one stayed quiet. X04 saw him.

      “What is it, Jaime?”

      The room went silent as the men’s attention shifted from their leader to their brother, whose codename was X05.

      “But who is our leader?”

      X04 stared X05 down, feeling the old familiar rage begin to boil in his guts. X05’s thin and bony face betrayed no emotion. He stood, facing X04 across the table, flanked by the rest.

      “Me, cabrón,” said X04.

      “What about this Reynolds?”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s calling the shots,” said X05. “Why should we answer to him?”

      The question lowered the tension between the two. It disarmed X04’s anger. He knew X05 had a valid point.

      “Because we need the money first. He’s promised ten billion dollars. We don’t need that. Once we reach eight, or nine maybe, we’ll kill him off. We’ll have the resources to actually find the son of a bitch and eliminate that problem.”

      X05 sighed, but he nodded and took his seat again.

      “In the meantime,” said X04, seeing his pile of cash anew and smiling, “we get done what he wants. It will benefit us anyway. We own the markets here now. Gringolandia is a whole different thing.”

      

      Outside, Luciana got in her car and called Reynolds on the safe phone.

      He answered with the distorter again. Pointless now, she thought.

      “I delivered the money,” she said.

      “Good,” Said Reynolds. “Now head to the burned out mansion. I want you to give it another sweep for evidence we left. I’ve a feeling the CIA might go there.”

      “Yes," said Luciana and she hung up.
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      I rounded on Rose, who had his arms crossed.

      “How can arresting five ex cartel members be complicated?”

      Rose looked up at me, “The four I have located have something in common. It’s why Reynolds needs us, and it’s why we would need Jairo. If we decided to play ball with Reynolds.”

      I noticed Rose’s use of the hypothetical.

      “And?”

      “All of them are in a kind of captivity.”

      “So job done.”

      Rose got up, tucking his shirt into his pants. “No. Not job done. It will be near impossible to extract them. Some more difficult than others.”

      Jean said, “I’ll make some coffee and you get the info ready. Let’s take a look.”

      

      After an hour and the pizzas that finally showed up, we had the targets pinned to a fresh board. Four rows, with photos, maps, and notes after a photo of each of the missing men. The men Reynolds demanded they capture.

      Jairo hadn’t moved the whole time, but kept staring at the photos of the four capos of his old cartel. I wondered whether it stirred some sort of emotion in him. I sure as hell couldn’t tell from looking at his cement features, which seemed to only know a kind of permanent grimace.

      Rose stepped back and sat on the table, “Like I said. Complicated.”

      “So number one. Miguel Angel Duran. In FBI custody here in the capital.”

      Rose nodded. “Right. Been there five years. Ratted on one of his suppliers. No way we can get him without letting our friends at the Bureau know.”

      He moved down to the next row.

      “Number two is Mauricio Solano. Betrayed a congressman in Mexico in 2009 and has been rotting in Mexico City’s finest jail ever since. But here, we have an in.”

      “Which is?”

      “Eric Lammy. American. Busted for trying to carry half a kilo of coke back from his vacation in the Baja. Our government’s been trying to get him extradited for years, but I think our bosses can tickle the right armpits.”

      Jean nodded. “So we go in to get him and bring Mauricio back with us.”

      “Easy,” said Rose, rubbing his forehead.

      “We’ll deal with details later,” said Jean. “And number three?”

      “Three is Juan Jurado, known as JJ. He’s an angel now—felt too guilty about past sins and turned to God. Runs a legit organization with the Opus Dei faction of the Catholic Church out of Mexico City. Helping young lost souls and avoiding arrest somehow.”

      “Too good to be true,” said Jean.

      “Right.”

      “But probably the least complicated to get.”

      Rose stepped back and pointed to the last row. Number four.

      “Rafael Casas. The man responsible for the demise of the cartel when he made a deal with the DEA and informed on his former buddies. The operation was unsuccessful, though, and Miguel Angel Duran was the only capture. Rafael Casas went into an FBI witness protection program.”

      “Damn,” said Jean.

      

      I could sense Jairo stirring on the couch behind us. Rose took a slug of his coffee. Outside, the night was clear and probably cold.

      “Of course,” said Rose, “Morales here knows all of this. Don’t you?”

      Rose had turned towards Jairo, who rubbed the side of his face.

      “Come on, Morales. Your daughter is missing. You can actually do some good for the first time in your miserable existence and help us. You knew these men, right?”

      Jairo rubbed his eye.

      I sat down beside him, keeping my distance but looking at him directly.

      “Jairo, come on. Reynolds can’t escape arrest for too long. You can help us locate these men and it’s done.”

      Jairo looked at me, not a muscle on his face twitched.

      Rose went to move around the sofa and join us in the staring contest, but I shot him a look and shook my head, fast and light. Rose stopped and puffed.

      “Jairo,” I continued, “we only need confirmation. We already know who these men are. You knew them, right?”

      Jairo’s head stayed still, but I thought I saw something in his eyes, a micro reaction to the question. His subconscious, perhaps, reacting to his internal acknowledgment. Then the message reached his neck, and he nodded.

      I looked at Rose. He gave me silent permission to continue.

      “And the last guy. In the balaclava. Who is he?”

      Jairo stayed quiet, inert once more.

      “Jairo.”

      Nothing.

      “Come on.”

      I carried on staring, counting the seconds. I had reached twenty when Jairo turned to face Rose, his eyes burning all of a sudden, violent somehow and threatening. He was a handsome young man, I could admit that much. I couldn’t work out whether his unpredictability contributed to that fact or made it worse.

      Jairo said, “I knew them all.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Why would Reynolds want them captured?”

      Jairo said nothing but held the stare. Rose tutted, at the end of his tether.

      “That’s it, Santos,” said Rose. “Let’s go home. I need a long whiskey and six hours’ sleep. This is useless.”

      Jean threw her arms out in a I give up gesture, “Fine.”

      “Come on,” said Rose. “See you in the morning.”

      He grabbed his coat from the rack to the left of the door and made to leave. Jean sighed and followed.

      Just as they got the crossing, Jairo stood and spoke. “I knew them all. All ten of them.”

      Rose and Jean stopped and turned to face Jairo again.

      “The last one, in the balaclava, too.”

      Unable to hide his agitation, Rose said, “And?”

      “It’s me,” said Jairo.

      Rose snorted like a bull, turned on his heel, and strode out of the door. “What a surprise,” he said, walking away.

      Jean smiled at Jairo. “Thanks.”

      He said nothing and sat back down. Rose walked down the corridor and we heard the big security door open and slam shut.

      Eleanor grabbed my elbow and pulled me out of the room to the kitchen area.

      I looked at her, “What is it?”

      “The house, I remember the house Reynolds kept me in,” she said.

      “You do?”

      “Yes,” she said, peering around the doorframe to see if Jean had noticed us slip out. She hadn’t. She was trying to talk to Jairo.

      “I should tell Jean,” said Eleanor.

      “Are you sure you remember the location?”

      She nodded, “I’m pretty sure. It was a big house. It burned down. There’ll be news.”

      “Don’t tell Jean,” I said. “We need to get out of here. It’s hopeless being locked up in here.”

      “But,” she went to say more but I put a finger to my mouth as Jean came towards us.

      “Follow my lead,” I said.

      Jean had come into the kitchen area, “You’ll have to sleep on the couches. I’m going home for the night.”

      “I don’t think we’ll get much sleep after today,” I said.

      Jean smiled a tired smile and turned to leave. She walked along the corridor. I grabbed Eleanor’s arm and pulled. We walked down the corridor behind Jean as quietly as we could. She was about ten meters in front. I counted on her tiredness as much as keeping our footsteps light. She reached the heavy security door, punched in a code and pulled it open.

      “Now!”

      I ran to the door in a sprint just as Jean passed through and began closing it. I got to it as the door had no more than a foot to go before we were closed in. I grabbed the door with both my hands and pulled it back open. But Jean was strong. She pulled back at first, and Eleanor came to help. Then Jean pushed us back inside the hallway, swinging the security door back open all the way. Eleanor fell backwards, I kept on my feet.

      “I’m sorry to do this,” I blurted out as I ran at Jean and threw her into the wall. I didn’t want to hurt her, I liked and respected her but this was no time for sentiment. Eleanor screamed and I wrestled with Jean to the floor. She was swearing at me. I knew I had little chance of beating a trained field agent in a fight, but maybe just enough in me to get out the door. The problem was Eleanor had frozen in the hallway and I was upside down on the floor myself and Jean was getting on top of me.

      I had failed.

      Then, from nowhere the weight was released as I felt Jean’s body fly off from me. I rolled over and got to my knees.

      Jairo had put Jean in an arm lock from behind and now held her in his arms as she struggled.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Jairo slid one hand into Jean’s pocket and pulled out a set of keys that belonged the street door downstairs and threw them awkwardly to me without letting Jean from his grip, “Go.”

      Eleanor was standing behind him and Jean, still in shock. Jairo turned to her, “Go!”

      She needed no more convincing and ran to me and the door and we left the building, back downstairs, through the lobby, unlocked the door and stepped into the cold night. People were still walking up and down the street despite the hour. Eleanor and I slipped into the flow of night walkers and got moving.
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      It was cold and I put my arm around Eleanor. She was shaking in a fast-paced yet light rhythm, like a jazz percussionist tapping a snare.

      “We should get off the main drag,” I said, thinking about where we would sleep.

      “Yes, but we need cash.”

      “No shit,” I said.

      “I can get us cash, but I need an ATM.”

      “You still have your card?”

      “Not mine,” she said and looked at me.

      She didn’t want any more questions. It was the face she pulled when she was being cheeky or planning a surprise.

      I tried to brush the thought aside. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been preparing for this, Scotty.”

      And she kissed me. In the distance I heard a police siren and I remembered the immediate need to find cover. My questions would have to wait.

      So I asked, “Taxi then? We go to the nearest ATM. I wait in the car while you get the money. Then to a motel and we can pay in cash.”

      Eleanor nodded and we started pacing down the street, trying to find a cab to hail.

      It took twenty minutes.

      Ten blocks down from the office, a lone red taxi stopped for us. Eleanor asked the guy to take us to the nearest bank with an open ATM, and then to a motel on the northern side of town. We assured him that one of us would stay in the taxi while the other withdrew the money. After a minute of deliberation, he went for it.

      At the cash machine, Eleanor came back with a wad of bills in her pocket. She paid the taxi driver $100 up front for his trouble.

      I asked her, “Why north?”

      Eleanor was lying back in her seat, staring forward. She didn’t move but she smiled. “I’ll tell you at the motel.”

      We stayed quiet the rest of the way.

      After forty minutes, we were in the suburbs. The houses and shops got smaller by the block, until they were all single-story.

      “Here is nice hotel. Family run. And still open,” the driver said.

      We thanked him and Eleanor slipped him another bill, and he left us staring at the travelers’ hotel. It was a prim and proper looking, with plastic coated tiles and a bland cream color on the walls.

      The lady who checked us in was in her sixties and dressed in what would commonly be accepted as pajamas. She moved around the desk, her hands on the top, side-shuffling fast, clearly embarrassed at not having been ready to receive us.

      Eleanor told her we would stay one night and that we would pay in cash, if that was okay. The lady nodded and showed us to a small double room with humble décor—wallpapered in cream, with a picture of a boat hanging on the wall, above which a cross hung.

      We thanked the lady and locked the door. Eleanor walked around the bed and untied her hair.

      “So,” I said, “why north?”

      “I remember,” said Eleanor, “where Reynolds’ people kept me after Mexico, after all of that.”

      She hung her head. When we had first found Jairo, Eleanor had put a bullet in the brain of the man who ran the Sons of No One Cartel, Matias Esteban. I understood her feelings. I, too, had killed a man since this all began.

      “When Reynolds’ people just let me go, after they got Jairo in Mexico, I remember the location. A big house. North of here.”

      I sat down and rubbed my temples. “You knew where Reynolds was?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “I never saw him.”

      “And you remember the location?”

      “With the help of a map, yes.”

      “And you think that’s where Estrella might be?”

      Eleanor stood and faced me. “Estrella is everything now, Scott. We have to help Jairo.”

      I turned my head and a scoff slipped from my lips. “If he wants it.”

      Eleanor walked round the bed and came up to me and held my shoulders. “What do you mean, if he wants it? You don’t think he’s suffered enough?”

      “El, I have spent more time with him than you have. You haven’t seen what he can do. And in all the time we had together in the jungle, you know how many times he mentioned his girlfriend and daughter?”

      Eleanor looked away from me.

      “Not once.”

      Eleanor’s hand went to her mouth and she sat on the bed, not crying but staring into the distance. I sat down by her side and put my arm around her. No words were necessary. We both knew this was a mess. That our son, returned from the dead, would never be the son we had each visualized in our minds, instead we had the harsh reality. That he had been raised by evil people. Made to do evil things. We never had the chance to  bring him up, teach him right from wrong.

      Jairo was a lost soul.

      I turned to Eleanor and kissed her on the lips. She kissed me back. Within minutes we were ripping each other’s clothes off and making love. And the pain went away, like ice on a burn, replaced by carnal pleasure.

      Afterward, we fell asleep naked in each other’s arms.

      

      We woke at first light. Eleanor got up and prepared coffee with the minuscule motel-standard filter machine. She ordered some eggs from reception and paid in cash. Once we’d finished and put the dirty plates outside the door, we poured more coffee and began thinking out a plan.

      I had questions. Namely, how Eleanor had an ATM cash card when Jean Santos had us on lockdown. And also how she could remember where she had been held after Mexico.

      I started with the latter. “I cannot believe that Reynolds let you go—no drugging, no blindfold. That doesn’t add up.” Eleanor puffed out her cheeks and I quickly adjusted my stance. “I mean, it’s out of character for him, no?”

      Eleanor frowned. “Yes, it is. But that’s what happened.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Tell me where we have to go.”

      “And the card?”

      “I was given that too. They wanted me to help locate Jairo. Remember, he found me. I don’t know how. I’ve hardly had a moment alone with my own son.”

      “I know.”

      She was right. All that had happened had been Reynolds’ planning. So why even question it? Not until we found Estrella at least. Then maybe we could get answers. We headed down to the lobby where the proprietor, now dressed regularly in a shirt, cardigan and long skirt sat at reception.

      “Checking out?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But I wondered if you help us. Do you have a computer with internet access we could use quickly?”

      The lady smiled, “Yes, I don’t see a problem with that.”

      I added, “It’s to try and book our next night’s sleep. We’re heading north. A romantic road trip.”

      I smiled. The lady seemed not to care and showed us through to a back office. Once she had left us alone, I did a Google search for big houses or mansions being burned down. It didn’t take long. About 100 kms of where we were, a large manor called Place House has been incinerated by a massive blaze only weeks ago. Police suspected arson.

      We had found our target.
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      We grabbed another taxi and paid upfront, considering the length of the trip. After an hour, we were in rich, green countryside, looking for the right turn off. The driver had a GPS app on his phone and once we typed Place House into it, a little red arrow began bouncing up and down to indicate where we had to go.

      After another 45 minutes, we arrived to a long stone driveway, blocked by metal gates. We thanked the taxi, who shot us a strange look given our choice of sightseeing as he drove away.

      I helped Eleanor over the wall to the side of the gate and we began walking up the long path.

      From a distance, across the large lawns and swaying Italian pines, the house appeared in good condition. But as we got closer, I could see the black finger marks rising up from below the rafters, the scars of a huge fire. As we got closer still, I saw the yellow tape wrapped around it.

      “It’s cordoned off,” said Eleanor.

      “It’s only plastic tape.”

      She nodded. We walked on up the garden.

      I knew in my heart that Eleanor had her verve back. We were on a mission, instead of sitting around that office in DC. The same she had felt for the duration of Jairo’s abduction. In truth, mine had died out after ten years of looking for him. I had never said it to her explicitly, but I had given up. So it felt good to see the fire in her again. The determination to find this little girl, Estrella, our new family.

      The only problem was, what did we expect to find here? The place was destroyed. And it was hardly like Reynolds to leave a map behind with the location of his captive. But as long as there is hope, you move. And if you’re moving, hope grows.

      “We have to get Jairo out after this,” said Eleanor.

      I said nothing. I had to admit it, I resented her undying love for our son. She hadn’t seen his brutality, his ability to kill without remorse. I had been trying not to let it show, but Eleanor knew me too well.

      “I know you don’t trust him, Scott. It doesn’t matter to me. We need him.”

      Maybe as a precursor to the argument, our walking pace stepped up a gear. We were close to the door and the yellow tape.

      “El, I have spent a lot of time with Jairo. More than you. I trust him, but I don’t think you understand what he is.”

      “What he is?”

      Eleanor stopped and turned on me. Her eyes were burning. She’d known the argument was coming. To be fair, I felt the same way.

      “He’s a person,” she said. “He’s our son.”

      I let my head drop. “I know that.” I put my hands on her shoulders and drew her closer. I felt her muscles relax. “He is our son. He always will be. And I am so relieved we found him. I truly am. I wouldn’t change that for the world.”

      I waited for a response. Eleanor’s eyes turned upwards, glassy and watery and tired, and looked at me.

      “We need to find Estrella,” I said. “We must. We’ve been given a chance. A chance to not let this happen again. I will not stop until that girl is safe in our care. I will not let another twenty-two years go past without knowing our own blood. I just won’t.”

      Eleanor sniffed and nodded at me, and hugged me. I hugged her back hard and kissed her head.

      “Now, let’s go see what we can find.”

      We went through the front door, ducking under the yellow tape. Inside, the hallway had been made open plan, with two staircases running up to the second floors on either side. The room itself sank down three steps, and three charred black sofa-shaped items sat in a horseshoe. The only thing that wasn’t black was the chandelier, hanging in the middle like an atomic nucleus.

      There were three doors on either side of the room, before the stairs started.

      “I’ll check the right side, you go left,” I said.

      Eleanor nodded and went about checking the first door.

      I moved toward the right ones.

      

      I walked through the first door and began searching. The interiors had once been lavish: glass cabinets, wooden adornments on the ceilings, oak doors, and thick wooden floors. But it was all burnt now. I passed through a dining room and a visitors’ room, looking at blackened canvases hanging on the walls. The place was like a maze and I lost track of where I had been. The rooms all looked the same essentially. Until I reached a large door, still intact. It was metal.

      I pushed it open and found an office—a desk, and what used to be carpet on the floor and wood paneling on the walls. There were three windows in the room but only one of them looked outside. It was cracked—from the pressure of the fire, I imagined. This room was blacker than the rest. This was where the fire had started.

      The other two windows were internal. The glass was covered in soot. To the side of each of these windows was an intercom system and another door. Both the doors were locked.

      

      I walked back to the hall and was checking the doors I hadn’t been through when I heard Eleanor shout part of the house.

      “Scott, come!”

      My heart quickened as I ran toward her voice. This house had been an inferno. And then searched and pillaged by the law. Finding a clue was less than likely. But all the same, I ran to where Eleanor’s voice had come from with excitement.

      I found her in a room on the other side of the house. It was plain and a single bed was next to the wall.

      She was standing in the middle, waiting for me.

      “This is where I was held,” she said. “Before they released me.”

      “Jesus,” I said.

      “There are more rooms like this. I think this is where Reynolds held his captives.”

      I nodded. It made sense.

      “Let’s keep looking.”

      

      We started going through the rooms in that wing of the house. Eleanor was right—most of them used to be bedrooms. All had thick, lockable doors. We checked at least five of them, until we found what we were looking for.

      The sixth room was similar in size and shape—a bare square room with a high window that allowed light to enter. Like the rest, it had an en suite WC and its only furniture was a single bed. But what made it different was what we found on the floor. Scattered randomly around were little black lumps of charcoal. All over the floor.

      Burned-out and cremated children’s toys.

      Eleanor came to me and rested her head on my shoulder. “All this time,” she said. “My own flesh and blood was so close. I didn’t know she existed then. I can’t—”

      I squeezed her. “You didn’t know, El. How could you have known? Let’s search it. We might find something.”

      There wasn’t much to search, but when Eleanor let out a kind of squeal while she was under the bed, rummaging around, I knew we had something.

      “Scott! Take a look!”

      I stopped as Eleanor crawled backwards from under the blackened bed frame dragging a cardboard box that, miraculously, had not perished in the blaze. The outside was damaged, but it was intact. It was an old FedEx box, about thirty cubic centimeters in size. Eleanor got out from under the bed, sat in front of it, and began peeling back the flaps.

      Inside were photos. But they were cooked. The first layer of them was impossible to make out; they had melted together to form a crust. They must have cooked like a slow ’n’ low Texas barbecue. Eleanor peeled back the crust of photos and revealed a soft center to the package. A handful of photos the heat hadn’t reached.

      She drew them out and stood and spread them on the black mattress. I stood next to her as she organized them into a fan shape.

      They were old photos somewhere rural. Groups of strangers, arms around each other, at parties and gatherings. Photos of men mainly, although there were some women dripping off them in a few. Most of the photos were clearly taken in the same location, a ranch by the look of it. Everyone had shades on—it looked like a hot place.

      We spread them out and began going through them. I started recognizing the same faces in a lot of them: macho men with cowboy hats and dark glasses, thumbs inserted into tight Levis with big belt buckles. Some of the photos had children in them, too. Running around the men, enjoying the party. I was studying one in particular when Eleanor let out a gasp.

      I turned to her and she seemed to be swaying, like she was going to faint. She had never fainted in all the years I had known her, but I swore this was the time it might happen.

      “What is it?”

      Eleanor said nothing. Her hand, holding a photo, was shaking rapidly. She passed it to me.

      It was a photo of three kids, two girls either side of a boy. The girls were about sixteen, I guessed. The boy was about ten. He was smiling at the camera, clearly proud of sharing the moment with two older girls. His grin was wide and beautiful. It was like looking at the mirror image of one of my own childhood photos.

      Because I knew the boy I was looking at.

      I was looking at Jairo.

      Eleanor grabbed the photo back. She had never seen our son as a child. I knew what it was doing to her. I put my hand on her back and rubbed.

      “Jesus Christ,” was all I managed to say.

      “Why would Reynolds have this?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, El. Keep it. Let’s keep all of this.”

      Eleanor nodded—then froze like she had heard something.

      I had heard it, too.

      Footsteps, slow and deliberate. Light and measured.

      Eleanor’s finger shot to her lips.

      But it was too late. The footsteps had made it to our floor. They were coming down the hallway towards this room.

      We didn’t have a gun. We didn’t have a way out. There was nothing to do but wait.

      The footsteps reached the door and stopped. Then the door began to open and a woman with black hair walked in and looked at us.

      She was holding a gun in her right hand. She was dressed in the same black combat gear I had seen her wearing in the jungle.

      It was Luciana.
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      Jean sat on the other couch across from Jairo. She had wanted to shoot him after helping Scott and Eleanor escape the night before, but she’d resisted the urge. Technically, they had done nothing wrong and if they felt the need to go on a solo mission, what could she do to stop them? She had decided to sleep at the office, keeping an eye on Jairo though. He had apologized for what he’d done. She’d said nothing. She sipped some of the coffee she’d prepared and looked at Jairo.

      He was still dressed in the gray t-shirt and pants from two days ago. His beard was four centimeters in length now and his cropped hair was more of a mini afro. She looked at his tattoos. On his right arm was the Statue of Liberty, mono-color, with a skull for a face. Around it  were hundreds of micro symbols and shapes etched into his skin. On the other arm geometric patterns were entwined with each other. Jean decided none of them held any particular meaning.

      “Rose is a hard-ass,” she said. “But he’s a good man. He knows your daughter is out there.”

      Jairo snorted. “Doesn’t seem to give much of a shit to me.”

      Jean went to answer but decided to stay quiet. Jairo was right.

      “But I give a shit,” she said after a long ten seconds of silence.

      “I know how this works. You’re the CIA. You don’t care about the collateral damage, as long as your government is satisfied with the results.”

      Jean ignored the attack. “Jairo, have you ever met Reynolds? You can tell me.”

      Jairo shook his head and took a sip.

      Jean could tell he was hiding something. A lot of things, in fact. But getting anything more than a few words at a time out of Jairo Morales was a miracle of sorts.

      “When was the last time you saw the Sons? The men in the photo with you.”

      “Dunno,” he said. “Five years, I guess.”

      “And if you had to say,” she continued, “what does Reynolds want?”

      Jairo shrugged. “The cartel worked with a lot of people with a lot of different motives. Politicians who would suck dick to get a new position. Business owners who’d take on a loan at three hundred percent interest. Kids. Like me.”

      Jean purposefully took a long sip of coffee. She waited for Jairo to say more. But he didn’t.

      “You saying the Sons worked with Reynolds before?”

      “I ain’t saying shit.”

      “But you said they worked with different people with different motives.”

      “We pissed a lot of people off.”

      Jean leaned back, trying to relax Jairo, who was doing the opposite, fidgeting in his seat, legs bobbing up and down like pistons.

      “Could all this be about revenge?”

      Jairo stayed quiet but stared back at Jean.

      Come on, she thought, urging him with all her might to tell her something. He went to open his mouth. This is it, she thought. Come on.

      But as Jairo went to speak, the door slammed open and they turned to see Rose bowl into the room, accompanied by two heavies dressed in shirts and slacks. They were at least six foot four each and towered over Jean’s boss.

      She said, “Sir?”

      “Take Morales downstairs,” said Rose, pointing at Jairo, who had twisted on the sofa, his right arm against its back now. “Lock him up in the cells.”

      “Cells?”

      Rose glared at Jean. “Should’ve done this from the start. Yes, we have cells. How else would we have held the gangster friends of Morales here? He’ll be safe. But right now he’s a risk. And I am not having him around this operation any longer. After what he did last night? He’s a danger. Take him.”

      The two heavies walked either side of the sofa and Jairo got up, teeth gritted, ready to fight.

      Jean argued with her boss. “Sir, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “Take him now,” repeated Rose, and the heavies grabbed each of Jairo’s arms and began dragging him to the door. Jairo didn’t fight but he didn’t make it easy for them either. Rose followed them out of the door and Jean followed him.

      They walked quickly down the stairs, through the secure door, to the lobby and to a door at the back that Jean had supposed led to other office spaces. But it didn’t. Beyond the wooden door was a second metal door with a keypad. Rose punched in the code and it opened.

      “Same code as upstairs. I’ll get the lights,” he said.

      Then the room flooded with white light. Ten cells, five either side of a passageway in the middle. A toilet in each, and a bed formed out of cement with meager blankets on top.

      “Here,” said Rose, punching another code into the first cell’s keypad and opening it up. The heavies threw Jairo inside and walked back as Rose activated the lock.

      Jean said, “You can’t do this, sir. He isn’t an official prisoner.”

      “Can’t I, Agent Santos?”

      Jean knew he was right. Guantanamo Bay was a prime example of how the Agency did whatever was deemed necessary to protect the motherland.

      “We need Morales,” she said.

      But Rose ignored her and walked away. She followed him as he closed the main door again and ordered the heavies to return to Langley, who walked to the glass doors and out onto the street. Jean then followed Rose back upstairs, where he began looking for his own cup of coffee.

      “We need Jairo, sir. At least three of the Sons are totally out of our reach. But I’ve been thinking, and Jairo, he could—”

      Rose held up his hand to cut her off. “I don’t think so,” he said. “We won’t be meeting Reynolds’ demands. He can stick them up his anonymous ass. Finchley and the bosses upstairs don’t want to take such risks based on such flimsy intel.”

      Jean stepped back, aware that her arms were crossed. “Reynolds is for real, sir.”

      Rose had found a cup. He poured some coffee and took a sip. “We can get Reynolds ourselves. He screwed up.”

      “Huh?”

      “He screwed up,” said Rose again. “Local cops found a John Doe in the Providence Hospital a few days back.”

      “So?”

      “He had been poisoned. Same shit Reynolds was using with Luciana in Mexico.”

      “Jesus,” said Jean.

      “Turns out the stiff was Peter Cassidy. Ex-director of Lehman Brothers.”

      “From the crash?”

      Rose nodded. “Cassidy was banned from trading years ago. But he managed to keep a lot of his personal assets, and somehow he’s been able to buy five houses in the last five years, and even rent one of the most expensive offices in downtown Manhattan. Way out of what his price range should be.”

      “So Reynolds was using his funds? Cassidy was an investor in Reynolds and Código X?”

      “Yep,” said Rose. “We’ll keep Jairo locked up while this blows over, and Dyce and his wife will be arrested as fugitives once we report them to the FBI and all this goes away.”

      Jean stood up straight and walked toward her boss. She had to control her fists. “What about the girl, Estrella? She’s six years old.”

      Rose shrugged. “If we get her, it’s a bonus. But the priority is Reynolds and his business with these founders. Americans funding the biggest cartel in Mexico’s history. This is a coup for us, Agent Santos. A fucking coup!”

      “You can’t do that.”

      Rose slurped coffee from his oversized mug, “Watch me."
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      I shifted my body in front of Eleanor, but she raised an arm and moved me to the side. Luciana stood across the room from us, four meters away. She looked tired but still alert, like a soldier. I supposed she was a soldier, Reynolds’ soldier. Eleanor’s hand trembled on my shoulder.

      I said, “We haven’t seen anything. Let us go.”

      Luciana remained still, her dark eyes staring right into mine.

      “Listen, we’re just trying to find our granddaughter. Nothing more.”

      Luciana stayed quiet.

      Eleanor said at my side, “This bitch killed Jairo’s girlfriend, Vanessa. What did you do with our Estrella? If you’ve hurt her, I will make you pay for it—you get that, bitch?”

      I shushed Eleanor. Luciana’s mouth twisted into a half-smile, more of a smirk.

      “No, El,” I said. “Listen, Luciana. We haven’t found anything here. We’re looking for Estrella, that’s all. The CIA, they don’t care about her. We’re on the run from them, too. Like you.”

      Luciana said, “I’m not running.”

      I took a deep breath. Eleanor’s hand was going into pneumatic mode, drumming my shoulder.

      “We haven’t found anything. You’re not compromised,” I said.

      “Yes, you did,” said Luciana, pointing at the photos spread out on the bed, and the one I was holding of Jairo and the two girls.

      “Well…they’re just photos.”

      Luciana stepped sideways, not towards us, but across the doorway. “I knew him. Your son.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I knew Jairo.”

      “Look through the box. You’ll find one of us.”

      We glanced at her.

      “Or maybe you already found it. Take a closer look.”

      Eleanor reached a hand across my chest and dragged the photo toward her without taking it from my grasp. We peered at it.

      The girl to the right of Jairo, as we were looking at it, was sneering at the photographer in a mocking way, sticking her tongue out in jest, eyes screwed up. The hair, the frame—they were the same. We were looking at a younger version of Luciana. She was skinny and tall, her t-shirt hanging like a tent. Her arm was around Jairo’s shoulders, her hand linking with the other girl’s.

      Eleanor stepped back and looked up at Luciana. “Where was this taken?”

      Luciana said, “At the ranch. Where they kept the kids.”

      Eleanor gripped my arm tight. I thought she might faint. It was all too much for one day.

      I said, “The ranch?”

      Luciana nodded. “The ranch. That’s what we called it. Where the kids grew up. Jairo, many others. Me.”

      I breathed deeply. I realized what that meant.

      “You were abducted, too. As a child.”

      Luciana’s head didn’t move, but her eyes said yes.

      “Christ.”

      Eleanor sat down on the bed behind us, on top of the spread-out photos. I gave her the photo of Jairo and Luciana and she stared at it, tears accumulating in the corners of her eyes, and then she pocketed it.

      I turned back to Luciana. “Are you here to kill us?”

      Luciana walked sideways again, circling the room but maintaining the same four-meter distance between us. “I was supposed to,” she said. “Well, kill you at least.”

      “But you’re not going to?”

      “No.”

      My instinct was telling me to believe her. Her tone of voice, her movements, her posture—nothing suggested an impending sudden attack. And besides, if she wanted me dead, she could do it. I’d seen her operate, and Jairo wasn’t here to save our asses.

      I said, “Why?”

      “I know who Reynolds is. I won’t tell you, as that knowledge is my only insurance in this move. But I know who he is, and I realized that I was recruited under false pretenses.”

      Luciana stepped sideways once more, moving anti-clockwise around the room. I stepped to my right, clockwise, to counter it.

      “Go on,” I said.

      “I was one of the babies taken by the Sons of No One to be brought up by their doñas on the ranch, like Jairo. Occasionally, they abducted a baby girl by accident. It happened. The other girl in that photo was such a case.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Luciana looked down. “Sold into sex slavery.”

      I said nothing.

      “I was one of the few who made it. The boys are treated like little princes. The girls…well, they’re put to use. First, it’s cleaning and cooking, and then…” She paused and looked back up at me. “Then they find other uses for us.”

      Eleanor was looking at Luciana now. She knew what went on. She’d dedicated decades of her life to trying to find Jairo and learned a lot about the horrors of the cartel and what they were capable of.

      “My doña helped me. Kind of. She knew of the abuse. The rapes, the parties. And she knew what awaited me—the market for young girls is profitable. So she got me out. One afternoon she took me on a bus to Oaxaca City and left me in a McDonald’s. I was eighteen. And I was homeless.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “The rest,” said Luciana, “is my life. What I became. I only knew the cartel way of life, and you can take the girl out of the cartel but you can’t take the cartel out of the girl. Same for the boys. Same for Jairo. You know, the boys are made to murder their doñas when they turn eighteen. Jairo did that. His was Doña Morales, a good lady. He loved her. She was his mother. He shot her in a cornfield.”

      I felt Eleanor bristle. It was its own type of abuse. Not what Luciana had suffered, but brutal abuse all the same.

      “Reynolds, as he calls himself, found me two years ago. He promised me revenge. Against the men who had stolen my life. I accepted. And now we’re here.”

      I said, “So if you won’t tell us who Reynolds is, what will you give us?”

      “You’re working with the CIA. They can catch Reynolds. But I want immunity, a visa, a new identity. The whole lot. If you can get me that in writing, I’ll reveal his true identity.”

      “Okay,” I said. “What will you give us now?”

      “I know where he is,” she said. “Where he’ll be for the next two days, at least.”
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      “He’s no good to us locked up down there,” said Jean.

      Rose waved a hand at her. “I’ll be the judge of that.” He walked around the table and sat down, letting out a huge sigh. “I told you, he’s no use to us up here either.”

      Jean stepped back, at odds with herself. She didn’t know where to go with this next.

      “We can catch Reynolds,” said Rose. “We found this.”

      He tapped on his laptop a couple of times and spun it around to face Jean. She got closer to it and looked. It was a Wikipedia entry for a company called Reynolds Shipping Co.

      “So what? Reynolds isn’t exactly an uncommon name.”

      “You’re right,” said Rose. “But there aren’t many shipping companies called Reynolds that have a direct connection with the Sons of No One.”

      Jean leant against the wall. “What do you mean?”

      “We looked for every reference to the name Reynolds and then cross-checked it with the ten guys we’ve got in the photo, including your boy Jairo. Reynolds is a shipping company, or rather was—it’s closed now. Went bankrupt five years ago. But around two decades back it was one of the biggest operations in the Americas. They used to launder money for the Sons of No One cartel. Nothing was ever proved because the case was dropped, we think after a massive payoff outside of the courts. But look at it and you can see the connections are pretty sturdy.”

      “Okay,” said Jean. “But what does that prove about the man who calls himself Reynolds?”

      “Nothing yet. But it can’t be a coincidence. That and the boxes he used to bury Jairo’s girlfriend. Remember? The shallow graves where we found Vanessa? The makeshift coffins had Reynolds Shipping Co. printed on them. They mean something to him.”

      “We need to run checks on every employee who ever worked for Reynolds Shipping.”

      “Already on it.”

      At that moment, Rose’s cell phone started vibrating on the table. He picked it up, and as Jean watched, his face changed. He listened for about a minute, “Are you sure?”

      He listened again.

      “Okay, get your asses back here now.”

      And he hung up.

      Jean said, “Who was it?”

      Rose smiled. “That was Scott Dyce.”

      “For real?”

      “They’re coming back in.”

      “What did they want?”

      Rose looked Jean in the eye. “We have Reynolds’ known location for the next two days.”
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      Jean found it hard to believe that Rose was trusting Luciana over Jairo. The woman who had poisoned and killed for Reynolds. Proven guilty in this whole plot. Rose had argued that there was no motive for Luciana to trick them. And Jean had to admit that he had a point. If Luciana wanted immunity, Rose could sort it. But not before he made sure she suffered somewhat, too. All in good time, he had said.

      The second tricky part to digest was the info itself. Reynolds moved from place to place on a constant basis, renting houses, mansions, apartments in cash. But now, according to Luciana’s intel, he had moved to the street. Sleeping rough to avoid detection. He was smart. Rose had already had an agent at Langley checking all recent leases for a single man accompanied by a child. Local police also had a description. Hiding in plain sight was a clever move.

      And he had the girl, Estrella.

      Rose and Jean located the spots in DC where Reynolds was likely camping out. There were three. They figured he would choose a place with lots of homeless folk, so he and the girl could blend in.

      Problem was, they had no idea what Reynolds looked like.

      The first location was a no-go. When they got to the overpass, they found ten guys sitting around sharing three bottle of cheap liquor. Jean asked if they’d seen a man with a young child in his care, and they grunted and shook their heads.

      The next place was similar. Just drunks and druggies who hadn’t seen a middle-aged man with a small girl.

      For the third and final location, Rose suggested Jean get dressed for the occasion. She bought some old clothes from a thrift store on the outskirts of the city, and even found an old pair of boots that had seen better days long ago but made the look complete.

      They headed out to the final location as dusk was settling in. It was a pedestrianized street with stores either side. One of the larger shops was a department store and had a large canopy that provided shelter to its main entrance. In the daytime, it would have been full of shoppers and bargain hunters. At night, it became one of DC’s unofficial homeless shelters. If Reynolds wasn’t here, Jean knew they’d have to start searching official shelters, and that was outside the CIA’s jurisdiction.

      Rose briefed Jean in a diner a couple of blocks away, where he would wait for her while she scoped out the walkway. Rose cradled a large mug of hot chocolate. The diner was almost empty, except for an old couple eating breakfast for dinner and a guy at the bar.

      “Hit the tracker as soon as you make him,” said Rose.

      Jean disliked the way her boss repeated things so much, as if she wouldn’t think to call him for backup. But she shut up and nodded.

      “You look like shit,” he said. “And that’s a compliment.”

      Jean smiled for a moment. “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Let’s get this son of a bitch. Tonight we end this.”

      Jean nodded again, got up, and left the diner.

      The air outside was cold and she thought about how people could survive on the street all year round. Temperatures in winter fell way below zero. She thought of Estrella and the thousands of other kids her age who lived on the street. It was a shitty world, she thought. But you could only save one soul at a time. That was just the way it was. The CIA had taught her that at least.

      She reached the corner that ran down to the walkway and peered around. Sure enough, nestled in rows along the shop windows were lines of sleeping bags and bodies slumped against the store windows. She scanned the space, counted, and reckoned there were around a hundred people in all.

      Her hand went to her pocket and wrapped around the bottle of Jameson they’d bought. Time for a swig.

      As she walked towards the mass of inert shapes lying on the ground, she drew out the bottle, unscrewed the lid, and sipped the whisky. It tasted like crap—she was more of a tequila girl—but the bottle was essential.

      As she reached the throng of sleeping bags, she sat down against the wall and surveyed the scene. A few heads popped up to check her out. She kind of nodded at them and kept swigging from the bottle, hoping the bait would draw one of them to her.

      It took about twenty seconds.

      An old boy with a face that had more lines than a Wall Street nightclub bathroom cubicle twisted out of his sleeping position and crawled toward her on his elbows.

      “Ya gonna share that, lady?”

      Jean tilted her head toward him. “Depends. I’m looking for some people. A man and a young girl. You seen anyone like that?”

      Jean was keeping her voice low, so as not to alert Reynolds if he was here, but her new friend almost shouted back.

      “Every day.”

      “I mean here, now.”

      The old boy got closer and his smell hit Jean. She willed her face not to show her disgust.

      “Give us a drink and I’ll help,” he said.

      Jean handed him the bottle, looking behind the man as bodies moved and rolled around. Some people were sitting against the windows, chatting. Others were out cold. Some were drinking like she was. All the shapes and faces merged into one.

      “That’s some good shit,” said the man. “How’s a nice young lady like you end up here?”

      Jean looked at him, frustrated that he’d put her off her scan. “Takes all sorts,” she said.

      The man grunted and took another deep pull on the booze.

      “Give it back,” said Jean. She’d realized she’d have to get up and walk around to get a decent look. The space was longer than it was wide, around fifty meters in total. It was beginning to dawn on her how hard this would be.

      

      Only forty meters away, Reynolds watched Agent Santos. He’d seen her walk over and use a bottle to get talking to a regular. He pulled his jacket collar further up and kept staring. Estrella was five meters from him, still with the old lady he’d bribed with a bottle to look after her, just in case, and he was glad now he’d taken the precaution. There was only one way the CIA could have known of his location and he cursed himself again for his mistake in revealing himself to Luciana. He’d known that total anonymity was the only way this whole thing would work out, and he’d blown that. But it was too late for regrets now. Santos was on to him and he had to get away, fast.

      He nestled down deeper into the jacket’s collar, his ass getting cold on the cement. From the corner of his eye, he watched Santos moving slowly toward him. She was getting more attention now—because she looked like a cop. Her outfit was beyond pathetic and her hair was even relatively neat. She wasn’t fooling anybody here.

      As she drew closer to him, Reynolds strained to listen to her questions. He could just make out her asking whether they’d seen anybody new. With a kid in tow. Reynolds could be sure the people would be reluctant to answer, but he couldn’t guarantee their protecting him and Estrella. He’d plied a few of them with drinks, but not all of them.

      She should’ve brought money, he thought, and again found himself astounded by the lack of preparation from the Agency.

      Santos was five people up from him. He had to make a plan, and now.

      Two guys down from him was a young junkie. Reynolds knew this not from needle marks or saggy eye bags, but because the kid had been shooting up in the morning. And he was getting the cold sweats, ready for his next hit. Reynolds had clocked a bunch of baggies in the kid’s pocket that morning. His equivalent of payday or something. A lump of cash blown in seconds on junk for his veins. And the kid was clearly worried about someone taking his stash away from him, as all druggies were. He would serve as the perfect distraction.

      As Jean moved from person to person, too close for comfort, Reynolds scuffled up to his immediate neighbor, an old white man with a purple face. He leant behind him and tapped the junkie kid on the shoulder. The kid looked round at Reynolds.

      “Run for it, son,” Reynolds said. “She’s a Fed. Seen her before. She’s looking for drugs.”

      The fear set into the kid’s eyes quicker than a needle plunges into a vein.

      “What?”

      “I’m telling ya,” said Reynolds. “I seen her before. Under the flyover in the east. She’s looking for drugs. I saw you got quite a stash, kid. Get outta here.”

      The kid looked at Agent Santos and then back at Reynolds, his heroin-addled mind deciding on his next move.

      Reynolds pushed him hard on the shoulder. “Go!”

      The kid sprang up, stumbled out of his sleeping bag, and nearly fell on his face. He managed to regain his balance, and moments later he was running. He was a tall kid and his lanky legs launched him into motion, fast and away from Agent Santos. One second after the kid bolted, Santos spun around and shouted, stepping over the people at her feet to start the chase.

      Reynolds took advantage as the crowd grew confused and said in an urgent hushed tone, “She’s a Fed. Run for it!”

      People started to shout and jeer. Some people got up, some people stayed down. Some were too out of it to do anything. Santos started after the kid and Reynolds took his chance.

      He leapt out of his position and over to the old lady and Estrella. The lady, a rotund lump wrapped in three coats who could have been aged fifty or one hundred and fifty for all Reynolds could tell, jumped as he got close.

      “What the…?”

      “Thank you,” said Reynolds, taking one last look at Santos running after the junkie kid as he scooped Estrella into an awkward embrace.

      “You’re welcome,” said the old lady, still holding the small bottle he’d gifted her in her hand.

      Reynolds sprinted in the opposite direction, cursing out loud. The child, probably the most stoic creature he had ever come across, did not cry in his arms, and he thanked God for that at least. He ran as fast as he could through the masses toward the next block. He didn’t look back. He was thinking of how he would deal with Luciana, feeling furious about his second mistake in less than a week.

      

      Jean didn’t draw her gun. She stopped and looked at the guy who’d run and realized he wasn’t Reynolds. She had run after him on instinct. But now she stopped and pivoted fast on one heel and scrutinized the scene.

      People around her were jeering at her, telling her to “get the fuck out of here” and calling her “pig.”

      She ignored them and scanned the street.

      There, about fifty meters away now, escaping the crowd, was a dark figure running quickly away. He held a child in his arms.

      She dove her hand into her pocket and brought out her cell phone. As she started her pursuit, she swiped the screen to activate the camera and snapped a shot of the man.

      She sprinted after him, shouting, “Stop him, stop him!”

      But it was futile.

      A taxi pulled up on the street that met the walkway and Reynolds, along with Estrella, jumped in and zoomed off.

      “God damn.”

      She knew Rose would be more than enraged. She might even get taken off the case. Sure, she could tell him it was a no-go. That she hadn’t found Reynolds. But she had a photo. If it had any kind of detail in it, she knew lying wasn’t an option.

      She held the phone up and clicked the photos app and then the snap she’d managed to get. It was dark, but the streetlights illuminated the figure of Reynolds well enough. But he was facing away, wearing a long coat and a hat. And there, to the right of his head, was the undeniable image of a child’s face. A face full of fear.

      “God damn,” she said again, and she closed the photo and opened the phone function, ready to phone Rose. But then the screen went black and flashed to indicate an incoming call.

      She answered, “Yeah.”

      “Where are you?” said Rose.

      “I lost him,” she said.

      Silence on the line for a few seconds.

      “Damn it,” said Rose. “Come back in. Something’s happened.”

      Jean was thrown by the change of subject. “You don’t get it. I lost Reynolds. He was here.”

      “Just get back here,” said Rose.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “There was an attack at an automotive plant in South Texas. Hundreds killed.”

      “Let me guess…” she said.

      Rose finished her sentence: “Código X.”
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      We pulled up at the office and got out of the taxi we had used to return from Place House. There was a small button for a bell to the right of the entrance and I rang it. We waited.

      After five minutes, a figure stepped into the lobby. We could just about make out it was a woman through the opaque glass. Then the lock rattled and the door opened to reveal Jean.

      “You two have got a lot of explaining to do.”

      I nodded at her. “I am sorry for what I did, Agent Santos.”

      She ushered us in and we walked up to the office.

      Agent Rose stood behind the tables staring at me.

      “We can hand you both over to the FBI, you know. For what you did.”

      I stared back at him. Of course I knew he couldn’t involve the Feds. Nothing about his operation was legal, “Do it then.”

      Eleanor said, “Where’s Jairo?”

      Rose tutted and ignored the question, “What else did Luciana tell you?”

      “Nothing else,” I said. “Did you locate Reynolds or not?”

      Rose exchanged looks with Jean.

      “We did, but he got away.”

      “For God’s sake.”

      From behind me, Eleanor groaned. “Where is our son?”

      Rose ignored the question again.

      “Agent Santos located the man who calls himself Reynolds, but he escaped. He had the girl with him. Agent Santos got this photo of them.”

      Rose turned to the middle pin board and pulled off it a blown-up five-by-seven-inch photo. “Here,” he said, passing it to me. Eleanor came to my side.

      It was almost all black. A night-time street scene. The center was a yellow oval of light, and in the middle was a man, clearly running away from the camera, at a distance. To the right of his head was the face of a frightened child, mouth slightly agape, wavy dark hair framing chubby cheeks.

      Our granddaughter.

      Jairo’s daughter.

      Estrella.

      Eleanor gripped my elbow and swallowed a sob. “God, Scotty. That’s our girl.”

      It was the first time we had seen our granddaughter. And although she had never met us, or even knew we existed, I felt an instant paternal bond with her. A need to save her. Reynolds held her in the photo like she was property to be bargained for. I felt rage boil up inside me. Killing X03 came into my mind—the blood dripping from the back of his head. I wanted to do the same to Reynolds.

      “We’ll get her,” I said, turning and holding Eleanor by the shoulders. “We will get her from that monster, El. I promise you that.”

      Eleanor turned to Rose. “Where is Jairo?”

      Rose kept quiet, but Jean stepped forward. “Eleanor, you must understand, we are protecting Jairo. He’s a wanted criminal here in the States and in Mexico.”

      Eleanor stepped closer to Jean. “Where is he?”

      I went to hold Eleanor’s arm, to calm her a bit, but she pushed me away.

      “Where is he?”

      Jean looked Eleanor straight in the eye. “He’s detained in a cell downstairs. For now.”

      Eleanor stepped back, her hands flying to her face. “What?”

      “You shouldn’t have escaped,” said Jean. “We couldn’t take risks. Jairo is safe.”

      Eleanor spun on her heel. “I want to see him.”

      “Soon,” said Rose. “For now, we have to deal with this attack.”

      I turned to him. “What attack?”

      

      Rose explained about the message he’d received on his cell phone. An attack on a factory in Texas. Many dead.

      “It was Código X, working for Reynolds,” he said. “We also got this.”

      He went to his laptop and tapped away and then spun it round. It showed a video taken from a rooftop, looking at a large concrete space. It could have been a military base, or a school playground. It was hard to tell. Because covering the space were hundreds upon hundreds of armed men. Some wore a uniform, others dressed casually. All of them had an assault rifle.

      “This is Reynolds’ army,” said Rose.

      “Take us to see Jairo,” said Eleanor.

      “Yes,” said Rose. “Follow me.”

      

      We walked back down the stairs, through the secure door, and down into the cellar section of the building, to another secure door. Rose opened it with a pin code to reveal a long space with five cells on each side. We entered, and in the first cell to the left we saw Jairo. He was wearing a white t-shirt and jeans and sitting on a utilitarian concrete bed. McDonald’s wrappers were discarded on the floor and he stared at us like we were meant to bring him more food.

      Eleanor was the first to the cell bars. “Jairo!”

      Our son didn’t move. But he looked at his mother.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded.

      Eleanor turned to Rose. “Get him out of here.”

      I looked at Jairo. “You okay?”

      He stared blankly at me.

      “Look,” said Eleanor, holding the photo of Estrella in Reynolds’ arms to the cell bars. “Estrella. She’s alive.”

      Jairo didn’t get up, though he looked in the direction of the photo. It didn’t seem to bother Eleanor, who smiled at him through tears welling up in her eyes. But it bothered me. Jairo’s way. Nonchalant, uncaring, arrogant. He didn’t give a shit.

      “We will find her,” said Eleanor. I said nothing.

      Jean stepped up to Rose. “What now?”

      Rose went to the keypad of Jairo’s cell and started punching in numbers.

      “We have no choice,” he said. “We need to do what Reynolds asked of us. We need Jairo for that.”
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      Rose and Jean spent the rest of the morning explaining Reynolds’ demands. The four missing Sons of No One members. The photo. Eleanor and I stayed quiet. We knew better than to try to offer ideas when we truly had no clue. But we listened. The first Son was in FBI custody, and the CIA couldn’t just ask their friends at the Bureau to hand over a prisoner for their clandestine operation within home borders.

      I wondered how well Jairo knew his old colleagues. He was twenty-two years old now. How long had he actually worked with them, in the cartel’s operations? Since he was fifteen? Surely he’d know more about the targets than any of us.

      Rose had decided to leave Jairo in the cell until it was necessary to release him. Eleanor stayed down there with him. Jean and I sat on the sofas, exchanging looks when Rose got frustrated, as he seemed to do every ten minutes. I felt for Jean, having to put up with her boss.

      When I heard the vibration coming from the cell phone Jean had given us, it didn’t register at first. Rose and Jean swung around to look at me like I’d interrupted their meeting.

      “Answer it,” said Rose, and I fumbled for the flip top and opened it. The ID was blocked.

      “Yes?”

      Reynolds’ voice distorter came on. I glanced at Jean, who came over, grabbed the phone, and pressed a button to activate the loudspeaker.

      “I’m glad everyone is back together,” said Reynolds. “We all make mistakes. I made one by trusting a person who pledged allegiance to me. You made one by following the information she gave to you. Do not try to find me. You will fail. As demonstrated in the attack in Texas, Código X bend to my will and my will alone. Make no mistake: fail in capturing the men I have targeted and more attacks will follow. Agent Rose, I don’t need to spell out why that would be disastrous for you at the CIA. But my promise stands. If you capture the Sons of No One, I will deliver the complete collapse of Código X and the founders who funded them through me.”

      The room went silent for a moment. We all kept staring at the phone.

      Reynolds continued, “I have left something at your door that will help with the capture of the first target, Miguel Angel Duran.”

      The phone call ended.

      Rose turned to Jean. “Go check the door.”

      Jean disappeared, and I sat back on the sofas and puffed out the air we’d been holding during Reynolds’ surprise call.

      After five minutes, Jean burst back into the room. She was holding a letter-sized envelope. She sat down opposite me and tore the top off. Slowly, she shook out onto the table a small pile of photographs, a single piece of A4 paper with something printed on it, and a yellow Post-it note.

      “Wait,” said Rose, “Use these. Might have prints.”

      He chucked a rolled-up pair of plastic forensics gloves at Jean, who put them on. “I doubt that.”

      With the gloves on, she lifted a photograph up. It showed a well-dressed man at lunch in an outdoors part of a well-to-do restaurant, laughing and chatting with a young lady. She then laid all the photos out on the table. They showed a date that escalated into a brief sojourn to a grotty-looking hotel. The second photo showed the man ushering his young lover to a taxi. The third showed them entering the hotel, hand in hand. The fourth was a shot of a window through which the man was clearly visible, undressing the girl. The fifth was of them leaving separately again.

      “That’s Senator George Conner,” said Rose. “And that sure as hell ain’t his wife.”

      Jean picked up the A4 piece of paper and read, “Photos taken two weeks ago in Washington DC of Senator Conner, who once headed the management of prisoners at the FBI.”

      Rose leaned forward to look at the sheet. “That’s all it says?”

      Jean nodded and held up the Post-it note.

      It read, Miguel Angel Duran, federal prisoner at DC Central Detention Facility, Washington DC, USA.

      “That’s all of it,” said Jean, her face betraying that her mind was working away inside.

      I exchanged looks with Eleanor.

      Rose got up and walked to the pin board dedicated to the Sons.

      Everything went quiet for a good few minutes. Everyone was thinking.

      Then Jean got up, a smile on her face. “I’ve got it. I know what Reynolds is suggesting.”

      Rose turned. “And?”

      “First,” said Jean, “you should meet Senator Conner. ASAP.”

      “Okay,” said Rose. “That’ll be fun.”

      “Second,” said Jean, ignoring him, “we need to phone the FBI.”

      Rose scoffed. “Are you nuts?”

      “It’s a good plan,” said Jean. “Get Jairo ready.”

      Rose smiled, “It’s time to hand our prisoner over to the correct authorities.”
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      Two days had passed since Reynolds’ call and Rose was feeling the heat. He’d spent most of the time we were with him in the office on the phone—to his superiors, I guessed. I had gathered that my suspicions were right: the CIA weren’t allowed to operate inside the United States, but they were, and Rose and Jean’s bosses were asking for subtlety and allowing no margin for failure.

      Now, we were in a Suburban, Jairo in the middle row with Jean, Rose up front next to a burly driver, and me and Eleanor at the back. We were on our way to a county jail facility. To meet the FBI.

      It was mid-morning, but DC’s traffic had yet to relent. We crawled through the streets, turning here and there, until we made it out of the main city and were headed out of town on a freeway. Jairo kept his head forward the whole time. Eleanor looked downwards.

      Rose’s phone went off and he tapped the screen and answered, “All good?…Yeah. About ten minutes. Yeah. Okay. Yeah.”

      And he hung up.

      “Nearly there, Morales,” he said. “Miguel Angel Duran was transferred last night, thanks to our friend Senator Conner—who, by the way, wants to kill me now. But he did as he was told.”

      I had worked out that Rose’s meeting with the senator had been in order to blackmail him, and that the demand had been that he get Miguel Angel Duran transferred to the same jail Jairo was headed to now. But that was it. Rose had also spent time alone with Jairo to go through the plan.

      

      The SUV began to slow as we entered a long street with a few small buildings and one bigger one in the middle. As we drew up to the car park entrance, I read “WASHINGTON DC COUNTY JAIL” on the front of the building.

      We parked and Rose got out, while Jean, Eleanor, and I stayed in the car with the driver. Jairo moved to the door and waited for Rose to open it for him. Once he stepped down, Rose put handcuffs on him.

      “I want to say goodbye,” said Eleanor.

      Rose turned back to the car. “Hell no, ma’am. Not now.”

      “Yes now,” said Eleanor.

      I pushed the passenger seat in front of us forward and jammed my hand onto the open door. “Yes, now,” I said.

      Rose breathed deeply through his nose and held the breath, looking like he was going to shoot me. But he was holding Jairo’s cuffs with one hand and his other hung uselessly at his side. “Do it fast,” he said.

      I watched Eleanor get down and Jairo frown. Hug her back, you bastard, I thought, and immediately felt guilty for it.

      Eleanor went to our son and embraced him. His head stayed straight up for a moment and his eyes caught mine. Not for the first time, I felt a cold splint of ice go through my body. His hatred. Or not. And I saw it: he hated himself for feeling something towards us. I had not done enough to try to find him when he’d been abducted. But Eleanor had, and he knew it. He rested his chin on her shoulder for a split second and said something I couldn’t hear. And then Rose took him away.

      To capture the Son of No One Miguel Angel Duran.
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      The county jail had been informed that Jairo Morales, wanted in the 33 states of Mexico and in the USA by the DEA and FBI, was being brought in. Rose walked to the desk.

      The guard who greeted their entry looked up from his computer after a short while.

      “All in order, sir. Ready to go.”

      Rose nodded. “Thanks, son.”

      “No problem at all, sir.”

      Rose loved it when someone in a lower level of law enforcement kissed his ass. He couldn’t deny it, that feeling of superiority you got when you worked at the CIA. No uniform, foreign travel. Nothing like the mundane existence these suckers ground out on a daily basis.

      “We’ll take it from here, sir,” said the guard, as two more colleagues joined Rose and took hold of Jairo’s cuffs.

      Rose didn’t say anything to Jairo. He just walked back out into the sun.

      

      Once inside, Jairo remained calm.

      “You speak English?” said one of the cops.

      Jairo nodded.

      “You sure?”

      Jairo looked at the cop—blue eyes, chubby cheeks, and a low-hanging brow. “I’m sure.”

      The cop pulled Jairo backwards, hard. “Alright then, gangster. Welcome to jail.”

      Jairo was taken into the back, where the cells were lined in fives, stacked on top of each other. Compared to jails in Mexico, where he’d spent a few nights over the years to say the least, this place was a palace. All the lights worked for a start, and the epoxy gray floor shone brightly up into his eyes. The walls were clean, and the cells, too. The cops took him up some steps to the second floor and put him into the first cell. Inside was a toilet and a bed with half-decent sheets and a pillow.

      “Change,” said the fatter cop.

      Jairo nodded and looked down at the orange suit lying ready for him. No body search, no questions. A prisoner brought in from the CIA was as good as gold as far as the local sheriff was concerned.

      He changed, and the cops grabbed his t-shirt and jeans and locked the cell and left.

      He lay down on the bed and did what he did best. He waited.

      

      When he awoke, he had forgotten where he was. The banging on the cell bars came into sharp focus and he opened his eyes.

      “Dinner,” said a voice.

      He rolled over and saw a cop walking away, having left a tray of food through the secure drawer in the cell door. He walked over to it and inspected the grub. It looked passable. Better than passable. He remembered times in the jungle when he’d eaten squirrel. This was a gourmet main course in comparison. He took it to the bed and ate.

      Hours passed before they switched off the lights. He thought about Miguel Angel Duran. How long had it been? Four years? Five?

      Jairo had been the youngest capo in the cartel, which earned him paternal fondness from some and jealous resentment from others. “MA,” as he was known, had been firmly in the latter group. Jairo hadn’t liked him at all. And MA had proved worthless anyway, snitching on their goma supplier. Jairo couldn’t be sure, but he reckoned there was a good chance it was MA’s betrayal that had started the downfall of the Sons. Jairo missed the good old days. When they ruled the south of Mexico. They were feared. Respected. By all. Police, locals, rival gangs. He longed for a return of those days when things had been simpler. He’d never asked for a family. Even Vanessa had been a fling. The only one who seemed to get it, ironically enough, was his biological father, Scott. He could see the fear in Scott’s eyes when he looked at him. No, not fear. Understanding. That trying to get their little boy back to some sort of normality was futile.

      He rolled on his back and closed his eyes. He was starting to fall asleep when he heard a tapping coming from outside the cell. Slow, methodical, and deliberate.

      He shushed, but it didn’t stop.

      A cop? Maybe that was when this place turned to hell. Nighttime. Maybe they beat the inmates for fun while the lights were off. He’d heard of worse.

      The tapping didn’t stop.

      Then he heard it, a voice coming from the adjacent cell.

      “Lobito, Lobito. ¿Me escuchas?”

      Jairo hadn’t been called that in years. His old Sons nickname.

      The accent. The reference to the name.

      MA was in the next cell.

      Jairo said back in Spanish, “MA? Fancy meeting you here.”

      He heard MA laugh, low and gravelly.

      “Sure, son. Sure. A surprise. Why are you here?”

      Jairo smiled in the dark. It felt good to speak with one of his own again, even if it was a guy he didn’t particularly care for.

      “You can guess.”

      “You seen what’s going on back home?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Pretty heavy shit.”

      “How d’you know it was me?”

      “Saw you.”

      “I’m here to get you out. It’s time, MA,” said Jairo.

      MA stayed quiet. He knew what Jairo was talking about.

      Jairo smiled again in the dark.

      MA didn’t speak again. Jairo didn’t care if he did.

      He knew what was coming.
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      I didn’t believe Jean at first, that Rose wanted me to accompany him to get Miguel Angel Duran and Jairo out of the county jail. I questioned it with Jean, and she insisted that numbers on this mission were so low that we needed to chip in.

      And it wasn’t like this was my first time busting out of a prison, though I hoped it wouldn’t be anything like escaping Topo Chico with X03.

      The morning after Jairo was taken into custody, Eleanor and I waited at the office for Rose and Jean, having slept on the sofas again, and got ready. Rose and Jean arrived at just after 7 a.m. and Rose briefed me—which essentially involved instructing me to shut up.

      At 7:30 a.m. we got into a black Suburban with Rose’s driver and head off to the county jail. The ride was smooth for ten minutes before we hit DC traffic and slowed right down.

      Rose turned to me. “If it was up to me, Dyce, your son would stay in that goddamn jail.”

      I looked the CIA agent right in the eye. I had noted Rose’s way of doing things. He liked to provoke people. He provoked Jean all the time—and Eleanor, too, by locking Jairo up. I didn’t want to satisfy him now.

      “That so,” I said.

      “The boy’s a criminal.”

      “He’s hardly a boy.”

      “Well exactly. He’s a criminal and deserves to be locked up.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” I said, trying to be cool, but on the inside feeling a bubble of confused panic expanding in my chest.

      I agreed with Rose, to an extent. I had seen Jairo’s capacity for brutality. I had seen him chuck upwards of fifteen people out of an airplane flying at 20,000 feet without even a second thought. But losing him again would torture Eleanor. And failing to find Estrella would kill her. And me, too.

      “But you need him,” I added.

      Rose snorted and looked out of the window at the slow crawl of red and yellow lights.

      “Not for much longer,” he said.

      I let the silence settle for a few minutes, then said, “Why do you think Reynolds wants these men brought in? And why doesn’t he do it himself?”

      Rose turned back to me. “Revenge, we think. Reynolds—or whatever his real name is—was involved with the Sons of No One cartel. A retard could work that out. We think he got burned by them and wants revenge. And why doesn’t he do this himself? Easy. Because these four men plus Jairo are in custody of sorts. He needs an agency like us. I have to give it to him: to some extent, he’s thought this through.”

      I paused before asking my next question. “Do you think Jairo knows who Reynolds is?”

      Rose didn’t answer at first. He just stared at me like he’d figured my question was rhetorical. I’d found the photo of Luciana and Jairo as children at the Sons’ ranch in the house Reynolds had rented and burned. I suppose I knew the answer to my question already.

      “Yes,” said Rose. “Of course I fucking do.”

      

      After an hour amid the DC morning commuters, we made it across town, down the freeway, and to the county jail facility.

      Rose had gotten me a simple suit that, I supposed, came from a giant wardrobe of generic black suits at Langley. It fit pretty well considering suits usually ended up being baggy or too short due to my height. I gave it a brush-down with my hand before we got out of the truck and headed for the main entrance.

      We walked in to find a guard behind the curved reception desk and a couple of other prison officers hanging around in the lobby shooting the shit. Rose bowled over to the desk, put the briefcase he was carrying on it, and greeted the seated man.

      “David Rose,” he said. “CIA.”

      He pulled out an ID from his back pocket and put it on the desk.

      The guard stopped what he had been doing on the computer and looked up. I got the sense he was unsure whether to be impressed or unfazed. He checked the ID and stared back at Rose.

      Rose said, “We had a little mix-up. Dropped a prisoner here last week for the Feds to take care of, but it’s a no-go. He’s going back to Mexico.”

      The cop sniffed. “Fine by me. One less to worry about.”

      I was confused. We had dropped Jairo the day before, not last week.

      “Got the paperwork?”

      Rose opened the briefcase and withdrew some sheets. “Sure have. We’re authorized to take the prisoner back to Langley with us. He’ll be on a red eye back to Shit Town, Shit County, Mexico, by tonight.”

      “Good,” said the cop, taking the papers and giving them a once-over. He looked up at Rose. “Miguel Angel Duran?”

      “That’s what the paper says,” said Rose.

      “Can’t be right,” said the cop. “He transferred from the Feds directly. I was here when he came in.”

      “I don’t know,” said Rose. “You know the Feds can be a bunch of dicks sometimes.”

      “My sister-in-law is in the FBI, sir,” said the cop.

      Rose stood up straight. “Now, look, I didn’t mean any offense, Officer.”

      “Well, I’m gonna have to check this out up top.”

      “By all means,” said Rose. “Look, this is on the down-low, though.” He leaned over the desk to be closer to the cop and lowered his voice. “Homeland Security matter. Mr. Duran is going to lead us to some bad hombres down south, if you get my drift.”

      The guard looked back at Rose, clearly still put out by the “all Feds being dicks” comment.

      “Still gonna need authorization, sir.”

      “Alright,” said Rose. “Alright. I can’t believe I have to do this. But fuck it.” He drew out a business card and passed it to the cop. “That’s Senator Conner’s direct line. He’ll back it up. Just give him the details and we’ll be good to go.”

      The cop stood for the first time and took the card from Rose’s hand. “I’ll need your ID, too.”

      “Go ahead,” said Rose.

      The cop took the card and Rose’s ID and went out back.

      Rose span around and winked at me for a millisecond. The other guards had stopped talking and were watching us cautiously. Rose was enjoying this. He was in his element, I could tell.

      After five long minutes, the cop came back and sat down at the desk once more.

      “It checks out,” he said. “The prisoner will be ready in thirty.”

      He handed back the business card and Rose’s ID, and Rose shook his hand vigorously.

      “Thank you, Officer, thank you very much.”

      Rose turned to me and flicked his head toward the door, a smirk on his face. “Let’s go wait outside for their heavies to bring Señor Duran.”

      

      Outside, the sun blared down on us and I was sweating in the suit. We waited for the designated thirty minutes, and sure enough, on the dot, the main doors swung open and two big cops, clearly assigned as guards for the small jail, strode out into the sunlight.

      Rose stepped forward. “Where’s Duran?”

      The guards exchanged glances and then stared back at Rose. “Come inside, please, sir.”

      I stood still, watching Rose start to come to the boil.

      “Where is he?” Rose squared up to the two cops, who together had two feet in height on him. “What the hell is going on?”

      The cops didn’t flinch. “Please, sir. Come inside.”

      They turned and headed towards the door. Rose followed, and I followed him.

      Back inside, the cop who had been behind the desk before walked over to us. “There’s been an incident.”

      Rose looked at him like he had spoken Mandarin, his face contorted like an angry clown’s. “What is it?”

      “The prisoner,” said the cop. “Miguel Angel Duran, right?”

      “Yes,” said Rose.

      “He’s dead,” said the cop.

      Rose said nothing. The tension could have been cut with a knife. I waited for Rose’s explosion, but the cop spoke again.

      “We checked the records. Yesterday you brought a Jairo Morales in, Right?”

      Rose’s head shot up and he glared at the cop again. “What about him?”

      “Well, that’s the thing,” said the cop. “I don’t get why you’re here.”

      Rose seemed as perplexed as I was and he even shot me a glance.

      The cop continued, “One of yours signed him out this morning. He’s gone.”
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      After shouting at the cop and his team for ten minutes, Rose stormed out of the station and I followed. The cops promised to send CCTV footage of whoever it was who’d released Jairo. We knew that it was Reynolds. But would he have been so stupid as to get himself filmed at a cop shop? I doubted that.

      The SUV drove fast, under Rose’s orders, to the office through the DC streets while he filled Jean in over the phone on what had happened. My mind was doing backflips as it attempted to process what Jairo had done. Had he been working with Reynolds all along? Would he sign off on killing the mother of his child? And as was always the case with my son, I remembered that he had been brought up a killer, by the cartel. Nothing was impossible for them.

      We arrived at the faux frontage of the office and I followed Rose’s stomps to the door, through the lobby, and up into the hidden part, where Jean and Eleanor were waiting for us.

      We all kept quiet. I went to Eleanor and hugged her, and we all sat down on the sofas around the coffee table and stared into nothingness.

      Then, after five minutes of silence, Jean spoke. “We have to wait to see if Reynolds sends another message.”

      Rose grunted. “Regardless,” he said, looking at Eleanor and me, “your son is now a prime suspect, to be treated as an associate of Mr. Reynolds until we catch the son of a bitch.”

      Eleanor bristled. “You can’t prove that. Maybe he was taken by Reynolds.”

      Rose sneered and then laughed at the notion.

      I had to admit, not without a little shame, that I was more on Rose’s side here. Jairo had shown nothing but contempt for our worries about finding his daughter. He had not helped at all. And as soon as he got his chance to flee, he had done so.

      Jean sensed the tension building. “We wait for Reynold’s next message. Until then, we know nothing.”

      “And until we get the CCTV footage from this morning,” said Rose.

      Jean nodded.

      

      It didn’t take long. About thirty minutes later, Rose called Jean over to his laptop.

      After they’d chatted in hushed voices for a while, Rose called over, “Reynolds sent me an encrypted email. I tried tracing it, but it’s too buried for us to find anything.”

      Eleanor got up first. “And what does it say?”

      Jean stepped forward. “It says that we must keep working on capturing the Sons. He doesn’t mention Duran or your son. He says if we don’t get another Son within three days, there will be more attacks.”

      “And we can’t have that,” said Rose.

      Eleanor nodded.

      I said, “So? Where is the next guy?”

      Rose stood. “Mauricio Solano. He’s in a Mexican jail. Jairo was our way in.”

      I said, “So?”

      “So,” said Rose, “we’re going to send you instead.”
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      “What do you mean, send me?”

      Jean said, “We still have the cover that Luciana provided you with before, in Topo Chico. We can use that to create an ID that’ll hold up in Mexico City.”

      “What kind of ID?”

      “CIA.”

      Rose spoke now. “We can’t operate there. But we can’t stop a guy going rogue and faking it as a CIA agent to get his son back.”

      Jean said, “We can get papers ready for you to extradite the American prisoner, Eric Lammy, there. We’ll make his ID to fit Mauricio Solano’s photo. A bit of smoke and mirrors. We fly you down there. You go in and out. Whole operation’ll take less than 24 hours.”

      I nodded—as if I had another choice.

      “But,” said Rose, “if you get busted, you’re on your own. No help from us. Nothing.”

      Eleanor looked at me. Her face was sad but pleading.

      “I’ll do it,” I said. “But I want you to help us find Estrella.”

      Rose dropped his head.

      Jean nodded. “We will, Scott. I promise.”

      “Okay then,” I said. “What’s the plan?”

      

      The plan was that I’d travel to Mexico City that afternoon, go straight to the prison, and escape with Mauricio Solano back to the States. Unofficially backed by the CIA.

      What could go wrong?

      Rose assured me that Mexico was in such a state right now that a little explosion outside a prison would hardly interest the authorities. Jean would come, of course.

      I asked Rose why Reynolds wouldn’t just order Código X to break this guy out, and he told me Mexico’s capital was the only place the Mexican federal authorities still had under their control.

      Before I left I walked Eleanor into one of the empty rooms adjoining the office area.

      “This is our best chance of finding Jairo, and Estrella,” I said.

      “He’s innocent,” said Eleanor.

      I couldn’t lie to her, so I kept quiet and held her tight.

      “Push Rose to find leads on Estrella while I’m gone.”

      Eleanor nodded and kissed me.

      

      Two hours later, Jean and I were on a military plane headed to Texas. There, we disembarked and got on a small twin-prop with a single pilot and flew over the border into Mexico.

      After another three hours, we landed in Mexico City, on a private runway away from the main two terminals. Jean and I got down from the plane, and I waited away from it while Jean gave instructions to the pilot. She finished and walked to me and nodded.

      “We’re on our own.”

      “Yep,” I said.

      Jean carried the papers we needed. Rose had asked a friend in Langley to help, and within two hours he’d managed to get a fake passport for me and Jean and the forged extradition papers.

      I looked around us at the parked private planes of various sizes and styles.

      “How do we get out of here?”

      Jean scanned the perimeter. “Not sure yet. Hold on.”

      She jogged in the direction of the nearest fence, and I stood there like a lemon, waiting.

      I thought about Jairo the whole time. I felt betrayal. I felt anger at him for getting Eleanor and me drawn into this mess. And for his coldness at leaving his own daughter motherless and abandoned. And then I felt the familiar guilt: it wasn’t his fault he had been abducted by a gang just one hour after he was born. What chance had he had? I kicked a stone on the pavement as Jean came running back to me through the shadows. Her face had changed. She looked half excited, half worried.

      “Change of plan,” she said. “Quick, come.”

      I followed her through the private jets, parallel to one of the terminals, until we reached an old 737 parked to die.

      “Stop,” she said. “Look.”

      I peered around the nose of the plane and saw a hangar with the lights on. A small plane not dissimilar to our own was being prepped. The pilot was in the cockpit already. And then, from behind the plane, came a younger man holding an older man by the scruff of his neck. The older man had his hands tied together and looked distressed.

      I didn’t recognize the older man.

      The younger man was my son, Jairo.
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      I turned back to Jean. “What do we do?”

      Jean smiled. “The guy Jairo had was Solano. We follow them. ”

      “In the air?”

      Jean looked at me like I’d suggested swimming would work better.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      We ran back through the jets to our plane and hopped aboard. Jean went into the cockpit and spoke quickly to the pilot.

      After ten minutes, the engines were rolling and we were taxiing to the private runway. Jean clambered back into the cabin with me and sat down.

      “This is our best shot of getting Reynolds.”

      I nodded.

      “And if he figures out it’s us behind him,” she said, “we follow him anyway. Dyce?”

      I looked up at her as the plane came to a halt in the parking zone before the runway. “Yeah?”

      “If your son is working with Reynolds, you know what that means, right?”

      I did.

      Jean shouted to the pilot, “Sit tight.” And he did.

      We waited for nearly an hour before Jairo’s plane came into view behind us.

      “Hold it,” shouted Jean to the pilot.

      We watched Jairo’s plane pass us and move onto the runway. It stopped briefly, then accelerated and lifted slowly into the night sky.

      Jean leaned toward the pilot. “Go!”

      We taxied onto the runway. I watched the lights outside whizz by and then get smaller as half the metropolis of Mexico City came into view.

      Jean gave the smile of a hunter when the deer first shows. I leaned into the aisle and saw, through the pilot’s windscreen, a small cross flying ahead of us—Jairo’s plane.

      I turned to Jean. “We can’t shoot him down.”

      Jean chuckled. “No, we can’t.”

      Immediately, I felt stupid for saying it. The Cessna wasn’t fitted with machine guns like some fighter jet.

      “Let’s see where he leads us,” she said.

      

      Much like on the journey here, I noticed how much lower we flew than on a regular aircraft. I could see the sprawl of concrete roofs reaching into the distance. The night was lucid and clear. I looked up front again and saw we had leveled out. Jairo’s plane was ahead of us. Three hours back to the United States border.

      The cabin barely had enough room for the two of us. The pilot was under my nose, and that afforded a full panoramic view of the front. We had passed Mexico City’s burning yellow sea of lights and were now over countryside. The moon was full, and even in the dark we could make out the small mark in the sky that was Jairo’s plane.

      Jean said, “Maybe Reynolds is onboard.”

      I doubted that.

      She continued, “They need these guys for some reason or another. Who knows if he trusts Jairo?”

      Jean was right. These ex-cartel members were the puzzle in all this. Reynolds had had five already, who were now in private CIA custody. One was dead, presumably killed by Jairo, and now there was this one in a plane. Would Reynolds trust Jairo with bringing Solano back alive?

      “Maybe,” I said, “Reynolds is using Estrella to make Jairo do this.”

      Jean shrugged, her eyes remaining fixed on Jairo’s plane. “Maybe.”

      

      We flew for another two hours before the pilot told us the border was about thirty minutes ahead. We would have to go low and turn off the radars and lights to cross.

      “Fuck it,” said Jean. “Get us closer to our friend.”

      The pilot turned round to her, and I could see his eyebrows raised under the headpiece and black cap.

      “You heard me right,” said Jean. “Get us as close to him as possible.”

      The pilot nodded and pushed a lever, and I felt the engine kick and then thrust us forward. The sound increased and, like zooming in on a digital image, Jairo’s plane began to get bigger.

      “That’s our cover blown now,” said Jean. “Not that he has any way of knowing it’s us.”

      

      We drew closer, to the point I could make out the form of Jairo’s aircraft—the small wings rocking in the oncoming wind, and the taillight.

      We watched the plane in front of us in silence for another fifteen minutes. The pilot announced again that we were close to the US border.

      And we saw it happen in a flash.

      Jean grabbed my arm. “Look!”

      I squinted at the plane. Something had moved. The door? Yes. The door had opened.

      A cold panic rushed over me. I knew what was coming. And I hoped it would not be my son who was sacrificed. But I knew it would not be him.

      A man tumbled out of the door and plummeted into the night. Then the door shut and Jairo’s plane lunged to the right.

      “Ascend!” Jean shouted and we went up. “Circle round and track him.”

      I grabbed the seat back and held on tight as the plane rocked backward.

      “What was that?”

      Jean was staring out of the window, keeping an eye on Jairo’s escape.

      “That, I am pretty damn sure, was Mauricio Solano.”

      My son, the killer, had done it again.

      I thought of Eleanor and her hope and love for him.

      And felt my own fading faster and faster away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Our plane banked hard to the right. Jairo’s was below and in front of us, doing a 180 turn.

      “We have to cross the border now,” shouted the pilot.

      Jean looked at me and then out the window again at Jairo’s plane fading into the distance, flying back into Mexico.

      “Damn it,” said Jean. “Where the hell is he going?”

      “We have to cross now,” said the pilot. “We can’t risk being seen.”

      “Take us home,” said Jean. And the plane banked back left to face the United States, leaving Jairo and his plane behind us.

      

      Two hours later, we were at the military base in Texas boarding a 747 to DC. We didn’t discuss the failed mission; we didn’t talk at all. Jean was sending messages from her phone—to Rose, I assumed. I looked out of the window into the dark blue sky over the clouds.

      

      By 3 a.m. we were back in the office with Rose and Eleanor. Rose had the pictures of the remaining Sons from the photograph laid out on the table.

      “Where do we go from here?”

      Rose sighed. “Not sure. Reynolds will know that Jairo got Solano before us and then killed the guy. None of this makes sense anymore.”

      Eleanor went to speak, but I held her arm gently and squeezed. Now was not the time to defend our son. I had seen his crime with my own eyes. He’d gone rogue.

      “To be honest,” said Rose, “I think this operation is finished. I’ll meet the bosses in the morning. Then we’ll know.”

      Our heads went down in unison.

      “You two sleep here with Agent Santos. I’m afraid your son has put you in a difficult situation.”

      Eleanor stood. “What does that mean?”

      “It means,” said Rose, “We might not be able to help you find your granddaughter.”

      Eleanor went to argue back, but Rose grabbed his jacket from the peg, walked to the door, and left.

      “Leave it,” said Jean. “We can’t do anything until tomorrow morning.”

      

      We slept on the sofas. Or at least tried. I couldn’t get the picture of Jairo’s plane and the falling body out of my mind. In one sense, I wanted Eleanor to have seen it, so she might understand that our son was on the other side. Not ours. But Reynolds’.

      

      Next morning, at around 10:30, Rose arrived from his meeting at Langley.

      We stood around waiting for the news. But he stayed quiet and unpacked his laptop bag. He withdrew a yellow file and put it on the table. We all looked at him.

      “The mission’s still on,” he said.

      Relief spread around my body like I was in a soothing bath. I knew Eleanor felt the same.

      “And something came up,” Rose said.

      “What is it?” asked Jean.

      Rose opened the file to show a nighttime scene of a man lying across a dirty curbside. His face was bloody and his limbs twisted around his back.

      Eleanor spoke first. “Who is that?”

      “That,” said Rose, “is our Son number three. Juan Jurado, or JJ to his friends.”

      Jean peered more closely. “This photo was taken in Mexico. You can tell from the curb painting.”

      Rose nodded, then looked at me. “Your son flew back to Mexico City last night and killed him—after a little bit of torture, we presume. JJ was thrown like that from a moving car.”

      My head spun. I heard Eleanor gulp.

      “Jairo and Mr. Reynolds are moving ahead of us. And they don’t need these guys alive.”

      Jean nodded. “They’re extracting information from them.”

      Rose nodded. “Exactly. Reynolds didn’t care whether we caught these guys. He wanted Jairo to get something out of them.”

      Eleanor closed her eyes. “So what do we do?”

      Rose went to the pin board and took down the photo Reynolds had left for us, pinned to the chest of one of the Sons he’d mutilated, and brought it to the table.

      “Look at the picture again. Ten men. We have five. Three are dead. The other is Rafa Casas.”

      Jean said. “The one in FBI witness protection.”

      “Right,” said Rose. “And the last? Isn’t it obvious?”

      We looked at each other, and I spoke. “Jairo. The last is Jairo. We know that already.”

      “So Reynolds has all the men he needs for whatever it is he’s planning. Except Rafa Casas.”

      Eleanor’s voice came from behind me, shaky and broken. “I can’t believe Jairo would…”

      I turned and put my arm around her shoulders, but she brushed it away, staring forward into nothingness.

      She said, “How did we let him become this? What have they done to him? What has Reynolds got on him?”

      I glanced at Rose, then Jean. They hung their heads.

      “Eleanor,” said Rose, “I know this must be hard to take. But your son is working with Reynolds. You must accept that.”

      “We need to find our granddaughter,” I said.

      Rose said, “And the best way to do that is to find Reynolds and your son. And the only way to do that is to find Rafa Casas before they do.”

      But Rose didn’t finish his point because his cell phone rang in his pocket. He took it out, looked at the caller ID, and walked out of the room.

      We waited in silence, and after five minutes Rose reemerged, a grim look on his face.

      “That was one of my bosses at Langley. He promised to nudge the FBI for the location of Casas. Looks like we have a target area.”

      Jean stood. “Where?”

      “Midwest City, Oklahoma.”

      “What are we waiting for?”

      Rose said, “There’s more.”

      He took his phone out and opened a photo and showed it to us.

      “My bosses also sent me this.”

      We peered at the tiny screen, but it was clear enough. A CCTV still taken at a bus station. A sign in the background confirmed the location—Midwest City Buses, it read. It was the area where people disembarked the buses, and in the middle of a small rabble of folk stood someone we all recognized immediately.

      In a white t-shirt, jeans and a black cap, his beard and arm tattoos visible, was Jairo.

      “Damn it,” said Jean. “We need to move now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Hacienda Los Venados, El Bajío region, Mexico

        

      

    

    
      X04 passed the rolled-up hundred-dollar bill to X05 and watched him demolish a line of cocaine that looked more like a fluffy white caterpillar. He himself felt buzzed, but the nerves had not subsided. X05 looked at him and snorted hard white residue all over his mustache.

      It had been three hours since word of the attack on Metalex had reached them. And they had no clue what to do next, or whom to attack, or whose families to kidnap.

      They were stumped.

      The company had barely operated a month as their private cash cow, set up by Mr. Reynolds. They had laundered only five million dollars. And now it was burning to the ground.

      Cover blown.

      Cash cow dead.

      As soon as the night watch guy had called the Metalex director, and the director had called X04, his voice full of fear, the leader of Código X had dispatched a crew to sort it out. But it was too late. The place had been doused in gasoline and set alight. The crew had told him that was obvious from the stench. Even from here, on the ranch, X04 thought he could smell it.

      Paranoid, and with good reason.

      X05 spoke as he racked up another two fat lines. “So?”

      X04 sat back. Five million dollars was nothing. And their reserves from Mexican operations—namely, small-time drug selling, extortion, and kidnapping—were dangerously low. Reynolds’ money was the key to launching into the American market, starting in Chicago and spreading out across the land, leaving a trail of cheap but devilishly addictive product in their wake.

      Now they had jack-shit.

      Mr. Reynolds had betrayed them. He had never intended to deliver more money.

      And that made no sense at all.

      “We find Reynolds. We get our money. We kill him.”

      X05 smiled, the coke kicking in at just the right time. “Hell yeah.”

      “I will go,” said X04. “I trust no one. You can handle this end?”

      X05 nodded.

      Just then X04’s cell phone started ringing. He answered.

      “What?”

      “Boss,” said X11, the guy he’d put in charge of the clean-up crew. “This is fucked-up.”

      “Tell me something new, brother.”

      The line went quiet. Then X04 heard gunshots down the line.

      He said, “What is that?”

      More gunshots; then X11 spoke. “We got ambushed. They shot us up.”

      X04 put his hand to his temple and rubbed. “How many?”

      X11 said, “There’s just me and X15 left.”

      X04 said, “Who attacked you?”

      “Locals,” said X11. “Fucking loc—”

      Rapid gunfire cut him off.

      X04 hung up. “This is worse than I thought.”

      X05 said, “Get going. Go find that hijo de puta, and bring our money back.”

      X04 got up and puffed his chest out. “I’ll bring back more than our money, brother. You can count on that.”

      “But we don’t know where Reynolds is, or who he is for that matter.”

      “No,” said X04. “But we know where one of his investors is.”
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      Within three hours, Rose, Jean, Eleanor, and I were sitting on a private jet headed to Oklahoma City. It was 2:15 in the afternoon. The flight lasted three hours, and we took a taxi to the Sheraton of Midwest City—an upscale joint for the place, which seemed to be a hundred square miles of two-story buildings. When we got to our suite it was 6:30 p.m.

      Rose had had to bring me and Eleanor along. The mission to catch Reynolds, and now Jairo, too, remained a black op. That meant Jean was needed on this, and there was no one else to look after us. So we came.

      I was relieved.

      “We find Jairo or Casas,” said Rose. “We need to decide whether to focus on Jairo or on Casas, or divide our attention between both.”

      He was addressing Jean, but Eleanor and I nodded.

      I said, “We can help find Jairo. Maybe draw him out. Then you two can concentrate on Casas.”

      Rose considered my idea for a second. “You could. But you two aren’t leaving this room without us. You’re right, though—we have to concentrate on Casas. We have the area. He’s somewhere here, re-housed, new ID, new name.”

      Jean said, “The FBI, experts in making ex-cons comfortable.”

      Rose gave a snarky chuckle. “And this”—he drew out from his jacket a copy of the photo Reynolds had left us depicting the Sons of No One—“is the only photo we have of Casas. It’s years old.”

      I stared at it, the group of men Reynolds was hunting, one of them our son. The only one unaccounted was Rafael Casas. He was older than the rest, around fifty in the photo. He was tall, and his gray hair contrasted with his thick black eyebrows.

      “We could start by asking in stores and gas stations if they recognize the guy,” said Jean.

      Rose nodded. “That’s all we got. My contact is doing me a favor here.”

      

      A little over twenty-three kilometers to the east, the man who used to be known as Rafael Casas was washing his truck. He loved to wash his truck on Saturdays. It relaxed him and gave him time to think. He was also bored out of his mind, and scheduled tasks had become the highlight of his existence. That and fishing. At least he was a stone’s throw from Wes Watkins Lake. That was fortunate, he supposed. He’d even made friends here. His English had been good enough to pass off as just another illegal alien who’d lasted it out to get papers. His cover was ex-military, and he received a modest pension from it, too. But aside from his buddies on the lake, he was alone.

      And then today came. He had something to think about. He felt scared by what he’d seen over in Midwest City, but he would have been lying if he’d denied there was a little excitement mixed in with it. And he was sure about what he’d seen, too.

      He’d been driving back from the Walmart there—he preferred their wine selection to what Newalla had to offer—and he’d passed a person he had known from his old life.

      The life the FBI had promised was dead forever.

      He had seen the younger capo of his old gang, Jairo Morales, across the street, walking across a car park. Morales had aged of course since Rafa had last seen him, but it was unmistakably him.

      Rafa’s holding agent, Rivers, had told him to report any sort of strange happenings, and had forbidden Rafa to use the internet except for contacting him. But Rafa had held off telling Rivers that one of the Sons of No One was here, in Oklahoma.

      Now, that didn’t make sense. Jairo would not be here to say hello or get a tour of the lake. Rafa had screwed the Sons big time. So it was reasonable to presume Jairo was here for revenge. Avenging their old brothers, the Sons.

      Rafa should have been terrified. And part of him was. But a bigger part, a more robust part deep inside him, felt excited.

      He missed the game. And he wanted to find out why young Morales was here.

      

      Back in Midwest City, Jairo Morales sat in his motel room. He had been in the city for a whole day and found nothing on Casas. And it was time to report to Reynolds and make sure he’d held up his part of the deal.

      He took out the cell phone they used to communicate and dialed the only number he needed, which he had memorized.

      Two rings and then a crackle and the voice distorter. “Yes,” said Reynolds.

      “Did you get her there?”

      Jairo listened to Reynolds’ breathing before the silence was broken. “She is safe. She arrived there this morning. As per your request.”

      Jairo dropped his head.

      “Now,” said Reynolds. “Did you find Casas yet?”

      “No,” said Jairo. “But I will.” And he hung up.

      He lay back on the hard mattress and stared at the ceiling.

      If Reynolds was telling the truth, he had managed to get Jairo’s daughter to the only safe place he knew. Jairo would never be a father. He wasn’t built for it. But he knew she would be safe for now.

      Provided Reynolds was telling the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      After a fruitless search the night before, Rose had told us to get some sleep, which we duly did, me and Eleanor in a double bed, and Jean and Rose in singles. Now it was morning and the sun was shining outside. Rose told Jean to go this time and show the photo of Casas in local shops. They had cut the other Sons out of the shot so people wouldn’t get confused by the context. They gathered the photo was around six years old, so Rafa Casas might have changed a bit. Maybe his eyebrows had turned gray by now. But not too much.

      Rose sat at his laptop and Eleanor and I sat on the small sofa in the main room of the suite. We were going out of our minds with helplessness. All I could think about was little Estrella. It was driving me insane. The familiar feeling of having lost a child came back to me, smashing my nervous system in waves. So I turned my attention to Jairo and Casas and the old cartel.

      What would a guy in witness protection be like? Scared? Edgy? Or bored?

      And then it hit me. I stood up.

      “Rose.”

      He stopped typing but kept reading his screen. “What?”

      I said, “I have an idea.”

      He turned to me. “Go on.”

      “Casas is ex-gangster, right?”

      Rose breathed in deeply like a parent about to be told a long story by a five year old.

      “We can grab his attention. Make him move.”

      Rose leaned forward, a little interested. “Go on,” he said.

      Eleanor was staring at me, too.

      “Well,” I said, “why don’t you put something in the local paper, or on the local news, about there being a sighting of Jairo Morales right here in Midwest City? It might shake Casas up a bit. It might make him run. Or even make him look for Jairo.”

      Rose didn’t move, but his mind was working over my idea; I could practically see the gears grinding.

      “You know what? You might have something there.” Rose pulled his phone out and put it to his ear. “Santos? Get back here. We may have a plan.”

      Then Rose got up, the phone still glued to his ear. “What?” He listened and a smile spread across his face. “Perfect,” he said and hung up.

      I asked, “What happened?”

      Rose’s smile stayed put. “Agent Santos has found out where Jairo is staying. She went door to door and hit the jackpot.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Jean Santos was back in the room, pumped and shifting from heel to heel.

      Rose had decided that my idea was a goer. But he wouldn’t do it through newspapers or TV. He would use the local radio stations. Now he was calling the necessary departments of the necessary broadcasters to authorize a special public warning to all residents in and around the Midwest City area, including Oklahoma City itself.

      Within an hour, Rose had secured three major local radio stations’ agreement to play a short news message announcing the presence in the area of the highly dangerous Jairo Morales with a detailed physical description. It advised the public not to approach him but to call a special number to report any sightings. The number was Rose’s cell phone.

      Once it was done, we sat back and waited for the announcement to go out, and crossed our fingers it would draw out one or both of the two men we sought.

      

      The man formerly known as Rafael Casas was on his boat, fishing. The lake waters were a hazy green-brown and the air above was as still as it would be in a greenhouse. The lake was narrow and long, about five kilometers in length and about one across in places, although it was a strange shape, with six or seven small estuary inlets that spread out from the main body of water like fingers. Rafa liked to explore those little inlets and fish in peace. Which was exactly what he was doing now, relaxing with rod in hand, sipping a thermos of iced tea, watching the float. And listening to the small wireless radio turned down pretty low.

      And then he heard it.

      ‘This is a special broadcast announcement from the authorities.’

      Rafa, or José (he still felt more like Rafa), sat up and threw his thermos down.

      ‘The public are warned that a fugitive from the Federal Government of the United States of America is believed to be active in the Midwest City area. Under no circumstances should anyone approach the man, as he is highly dangerous and likely armed. Instead, any sightings should be reported to 202-1437-401.

      ‘The man is Jairo Morales. He is in his early twenties and Caucasian, with a thin, athletic build. He has short cropped hair and wears a beard. He is believed to have been staying at the Super 8 Motel in the downtown area.

      ‘That number again: 202-1437-401.’

      Rafa sat back in his small wooden boat and felt it rock. He smiled. So it had been Jairo he had seen outside Walmart.

      At first he didn’t know what to do. But he knew what he wanted. He wanted…no, he needed to see Jairo again.

      And he felt, for the first time in a long while, that fire come back into his belly. He reeled in the float, pulled the motor starter cable hard, and began trundling across the dirty green water to the jetty and his truck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          New York City

        

      

    

    
      The Founders, as Reynolds called them, stared at the balance sheet over and over again. They were in the oldest Founder’s private office in downtown Manhattan. They never used names in case they were being recorded. But they knew each other well enough. They even got on. But they were not getting on in this moment.

      Because of this damn balance sheet.

      Mr. Reynolds had brought them together a couple of years back, and they had trusted him—after he had proven himself by producing a decent ROI for six months, of course. They knew about the investment going to a new cartel in Mexico. They knew the money was being returned from illegal sources. They knew all that. Because this was the only way they could trade.

      And the return had started out enormous, putting anything you could make on the stock market into cold shadows. So they had started to increase their investment, almost ten billion dollars between them all.

      But then two things had occurred to send their situation into a death spiral. First, one of them went missing—a man by the name of Cassidy who had put in a considerable percentage of the total amount. Second, the fund manager, Mr. Reynolds—the man they had never seen—had gone AWOL. And their money along with him.

      The oldest Founder looked up from the balance sheet. “A month isn’t all that long.”

      The others looked up. One of the Silicon Valley kids (he was in his thirties) said, “No, it isn’t. I say we stay cool and wait.”

      Grunts echoed around the boardroom.

      The oldest man said, “How many times have you tried contacting Reynolds?”

      The men answered, one by one. Some had sent one encrypted email, others a maximum of three. One of the Founders stayed quiet.

      The oldest man looked at him. “And you? Have you reached out to Reynolds?”

      The man, named Sebastian Thomas, shook his head. “No,” he said.

      “Okay then. Let’s hold our horses. No panic yet. I’ll keep trying to contact Reynolds. I’m sure it’ll be okay. Agreed?”

      Nods and grunts around the room.

      But not from Sebastian Thomas, who got up as soon as he could without being impolite and made his excuses and left the boardroom, then the office, and then the building, and walked into the street, his blood pressure rocketing, and hailed a cab.

      

      Sebastian had once used a driver of course; if the other Founders knew he was riding in yellow cabs, they would definitely know something was up.

      He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and brought up the number he knew he had to dial. He waited until the cab made it downtown and then told the driver to stop. He got out and walked into the park, where the hustle and bustle of tourists and New Yorkers provided the kind of privacy he needed. And he made the call.

      The voice on the other end answered in Spanish. “¿Bueno?”

      “It’s me,” said Sebastian.

      “Walk to Waverly and 6th. We’ll pass by for you.”

      Sebastian did as the Mexican told him, walking through the crowds of oblivious tourists, cops, and businesspeople going about their busy day, to the corner indicated. Sure enough, a black town car pulled around and stopped in front of him. His head was pounding, his hands shaking, as he grabbed the door handle, pulled, and got in.

      The Mexican he had spoken to sat at the other side of the seat. The driver was a huge guy and next to him, riding shotgun, was an equally muscled individual.

      “Hello, Mr. Thomas,” said the Mexican. It was the first time Sebastian had seen the man. The new leader of Código X. He was a stout guy, in his late forties perhaps, with a short, stocky body and big arms.

      “So? Is the money gone?”

      Sebastian nodded. “It seems so. But the others don’t want to admit it. They agreed to wait for Mr. Reynolds to make contact again.”

      “He won’t,” said X04. “We will have to get it back ourselves.”

      Sebastian nodded again.

      X04 was still smiling at him. “And you’re going to help us.”

      Sebastian said, “I’ve never met Reynolds. No one has. I don’t see how I can help.”

      “Oh, you’ll be fine, Mr. Thomas. Not like you have much of a choice.”

      Sebastian looked down at his feet. The Mexican was right. He had made his own promises to other dangerous people, about getting their money back, paying debts. As it was, he had lost everything. He had no option at all.

      “No,” said Sebastian. “I don’t.”

      “Good,” said X04. “So this is what we’re going to do…”

      And Sebastian listened to the instructions because his life depended on it.

      

      Thousands of kilometers south, Mr. Reynolds was tying up a loose end. Not the final loose end, but an important one nonetheless. The operation had moved too fast for his liking over the last few weeks. He did not trust Jairo Morales one bit. But they needed each other, and when that was the case, it was vital to have leverage. Which was what he was securing now. He had never wanted to harm anyone unless it was vital. And that had proven to be the case. He had harmed people, lots of them. He had killed. What was one more life?

      Now, he stood in front of two women in a small, dark bedroom. No windows, no natural light. He wore no mask, had no voice distorter. He was out in the open.

      Jairo’s child lay on her back, drugged to high hell. No kind of reliable witness at all.

      One of the women was elderly. The other was Luciana.

      “Forty-eight hours then,” said Reynolds in Spanish.

      The old woman nodded gravely. Luciana had a blank look on her face.

      “Luciana,” he said. “The antidote.”

      Luciana nodded and pulled a syringe from her pocket and handed it to the old lady.

      Reynolds passed an old burner cell phone to the lady.

      “Understood? If I don’t call, inject her with the poison. If I call, use the antidote.”

      The old lady nodded.

      

      Luciana and Reynolds walked outside.

      They got in their car and pulled out of the village. The nearest airstrip was forty minutes away.

      Reynolds turned to Luciana. “Now, go find Jairo.”

      “Yes,” said Luciana.
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      Jairo had to work fast. He had been in a store when he heard the radio announcement. And he’d left sharpish, as soon as it finished. He took the risk and walked back to the motel, shaved off his beard, changed his clothes, and left the motel without checking out.

      The Super 8 Motel was situated on a two-lane highway in an industrial area of town. No residential housing, and not many places to hide either. Jairo walked across the road and scanned his options. Across the highway was a company’s large premises protected by fencing. The rest was open ground, totally exposed. He looked to the right of the motel and saw a car park belonging to a removals company called All My Sons. He looked to the left of the motel and saw a narrow side street, and on the opposite corner to the motel, a Buick dealership.

      Not many options.

      He decided to go for the side street and head to the back of the motel on one side and the back of the Buick dealership on the other. Once he was behind the motel he noted that its car park was big at the rear. On the other side, behind the Buick dealership, was their service mechanic’s shop and a sea of parked Buicks, new, semi-new, and old. Between them, in the middle of the side street, where it ended, were two recycling skips, rusty and orange. And perfect for hiding.

      He walked briskly to them, opened the first, and found cardboard. He opened the second and it was almost empty, so he jumped in. Once inside, he grabbed an old can, opened the lid half a foot, and placed the can there to keep it open.

      He checked the view. He could see the entire back end of the motel, its main car park, and the side street ahead. Not bad, he thought. Now he would wait for his old colleague Rafa. Who would come, he knew.

      Eventually.

      

      Half an hour after the first broadcast went live, Rose, Jean, Eleanor, and I headed to the Super 8 Motel. We knew, of course, that Jairo would be gone. But we guessed he would stay in the area, given that his cover was blown open. Other motels were hardly an option. And Rose agreed with me that this Rafa Casas guy would be curious if he’d heard the broadcast. I imagined a man bored out of his skull finally hearing something of his colorful past and feeling the old thrill flood his veins.

      So we got takeaway coffees and drove to the car park of the Super 8 Motel and found a spot behind the place, ten rows of the car park back from the building, and we sat there watching. Jean went to the front  of the Super 8 to scope out that side. Rose stayed with Eleanor and me in the back.

      Once in place, we kept our eyes open for anything.

      

      It was 2 p.m. and the sun’s heat was relentless. Rafa had parked two blocks down from the Super 8 Motel. There was a burning anxiety throbbing inside Rafa’s chest. He knew Jairo Morales was here. He had seen him. And now he needed to know why.

      He had to admit to himself that a large part of him was afraid. He hadn’t exactly left the cartel with an honorable discharge—he’d put a few of them in jail. He was a snitch. A rat. But he also knew the Sons of No One cartel was no more. It had no money, no structure, and he’d heard that it had been replaced by the vicious new organization Código X.

      In short, Rafa had no idea why Jairo Morales was here.

      Finally, he got out of his truck, closed the door, and started walking the two blocks to the Super 8 Motel.

      

      I saw the man first. He was in the industrial park space behind the Super 8 Motel, a couple of blocks down. He could have been any guy from that distance, but something about the way he was standing outside his truck, like he was deliberating, made me stop and stare. I said nothing to Rose or Eleanor, who had failed to notice the man at all. When he started walking toward the motel, my hunch was confirmed. The same man from the photograph. White hair, black eyebrows. In his fifties. But later fifties now.

      I was looking at Rafael Casas. No doubt about it.

      I became conscious of Rose in front of me, behind the wheel. He wasn’t looking toward Casas. And I wanted to keep it that way. Because a plan was starting to form in my head. And Rose keeping me under arrest was not going to work.

      

      After hours in the recycling skip, Jairo was pretty damn sick of it and was about to give up when he spotted Rafa—walking across the parking lot of the motel, toward the back entrance, taking slow, methodical, and labored steps. Uncertain and nervous.

      Jairo sighed deeply. It was almost over.

      Slowly, he lifted the lid of the skip and removed the can, and then he hauled his left leg to the lip and slid out like a human snake until his boots hit concrete.

      

      Rafa walked slowly and steadily, hyper-conscious of his presence at the scene of a crime that had yet to be committed. He felt the thrill back, but his heart was not up to the nerves as it had once been. He’d gone soft. He walked toward the motel with no plan or idea or anything.

      What did he expect? Jairo Morales to call over to him? To come out of nowhere?

      Which was exactly what happened next.

      He felt a hand fall on his right shoulder. He turned slowly, and another hand grabbed his left arm and held it tight.

      Rafa had closed his eyes. When he opened them, he saw a face he knew well. A face he had seen grow up from a baby into a boy and then into a man. The face of one of the youngest capos to ever get “made” by a cartel. His old colleague.

      “Rafa, cabrón, what a surprise to see you here,” said Jairo Morales.
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      Rose saw them at last, his head darting to the right, toward Jairo walking briskly across the car park to the man by the motel.

      “There,” he said, his voice a couple of octaves higher than usual.

      Eleanor and I looked at the scene and watched as our son stalked up to Casas and then put a hand on his shoulder. We were less than a hundred yards away but couldn’t hear a thing. We watched as Casas turned, shock on his face. We couldn’t see Jairo’s face.

      I turned my gaze back to where Casas had parked his truck, in the next lot. I saw Rose’s right hand begin to drop to his side and the pistol he was carrying.

      Time had run out. And I couldn’t let our son get shot before we had heard his defense. Somewhere, deep inside me, our blood connection forced my brain into protection mode. To protect my own blood.

      I lunged forward and grabbed the pistol before Rose got within a foot of it and pulled it out of the holster.

      “What the —”

      Rose turned, his eyes stretched open as he felt his firearm slip away. I brought the butt of the gun down on his right temple. He slumped to the side, out cold.

      Eleanor stifled a scream. “What the hell, Scotty?”

      I looked at her. “Trust me. This is the only way. He was going to shoot our son. He wants Casas, to get to Reynolds. Jairo is a pain in his ass now. We can’t let that happen.”

      Eleanor processed the information. Then she nodded.

      “Look,” I said. “Stay here. I saw the truck  came in. I’m pretty sure that’s the ride he and Jairo will use to get out of here. I’m going to make a run to it.”

      “But Scotty…” said Eleanor.

      I put my hand on her leg. “I love you, El. I know our son is a lost soul. But we need to find our granddaughter. And I will not let Jairo get killed. I just bloody won’t.”

      Eleanor nodded again and then shooed me away with a hand gesture.

      I looked up quickly. No sign of Jean. Rose was KO’ed. And Jairo and Casas remained in deep conversation.

      I held Rose’s gun in my hand and got out of the car. Once out, I skirted around the back of the car park, along the perimeter and into the next block, then ran through that to Casas’s truck. It was a big Ford model, a few years old. It had a large cargo bed full of boxes and cans of gas. Some sort of fishing equipment. I shot a look back at the Super 8 Motel car park and saw Jairo and Casas turn and start to head toward me.

      I jumped over the tailgate, moved some boxes, and lay down, covering myself with the boxes.

      After a few long minutes, I heard two men getting closer, speaking rapidly in Spanish. The driver door open. Then the passenger door. Then the engine started.

      I gripped the pistol tight and closed my eyes.

      The truck started to pull away, and then I felt us meander through the lot and accelerate onto the road.

      I breathed out hard. The noise from the road and the massive Ford engine filled my ears. And then the cabin window directly above my head opened up and I could hear my son’s voice and then Casas’s. I closed my eyes and listened hard.

      The Spanish was slang-filled and fast, but after a few minutes I got into the rhythm and understood it.

      Jairo was saying, “It’s easier, Rafa. I promise you.”

      Rafa said, “Like I said, Morales.” He paused, “Put the gun down, will you?”

      I heard nothing in response.

      Then Casas spoke. “Okay. But cut me in on the deal.”

      There was a pause from Jairo, “We can talk about that.”

      I listened to the rolling road and silence from the cabin.

      Casas spoke. “Who’s organizing this? I know the other boys are retired. What gives?”

      Jairo said, “Doesn’t matter to you. Who cares when we’re talking billions? Not millions, cabrón. Billions.”

      It was the first time I had heard passion in my son’s voice. Not when he had mentioned his daughter, or when we had found his girlfriend dead. But when he spoke of money. And I felt a part of my heart die again. I thought about what it meant.

      Money?

      With Reynolds.

      Nothing made sense anymore.

      The Sons of No One cartel was over. They had no money. Casas was in the witness protection program. He had nothing to give, surely. Whatever way I looked at it, nothing made sense.

      The rest of the way, Jairo and Casas remained silent. I lay flat and breathed and worked the facts I now had through my mind. We rode for another thirty minutes or so by my reckoning. My back was in agony from lying on metal and being jostled around.

      Finally, we started to slow and I felt the Ford take some turns to the left, then a curve, and then come to a stop.

      “You get down first,” said Jairo.

      I heard the driver door open, then the passenger door, and boots on gravel. I could smell water in the air. Not the sea; that was impossible. But a lake of sorts. Something like that. A humidity anyway.

      Then I heard the footsteps walk away.

      

      I gave it thirty minutes before I even moved more than a shuffle. First I turned onto my stomach and felt relief as the blood shifted the other way. Then I started to rise up to a seated position. The afternoon was turning into sundown and the heat had dropped off at least ten degrees. As soon as my eyes met the level of the tailgate rim, I peeked over and saw a one-story, red, wooden house with a generous garden, and behind it, a lake. Dark, murky, green water.

      I turned 180 degrees and saw the next house at least 500 yards away. The FBI didn’t hold back the purse strings when placing a snitch in witness protection.

      I turned back to Casas’s house and strained my ears but heard nothing.

      I went to shift up further, but then stopped.

      Because I’d heard footsteps.

      I went back down, slowly but steadily, and listened. Someone was walking about ten meters from the truck on the left-hand side. The footsteps were lighter than Jairo’s or Casas’s and more determined. There was no skip in the step. No hesitation. Like a predator moving through long grass.

      I heard the person move in front of the truck. Slowly, I sat up again and turned to look over the cabin roof.

      There, approaching the house, a gun in one hand and a small leather bag in the other, was Luciana.
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      Eleanor only moved to adjust Rose’s head. He was still unconscious. She felt bad for how Scott had left. And she waited for Jean to come back.

      It didn’t take long. Agent Jean Santos came sprinting towards the car, urgency and stress on her face. Which changed to confusion, then disbelief. She got to the window and saw Rose slumped over and Eleanor sitting tight on the back seat.

      She said, “What the hell happened?” Then she held a hand up before Eleanor could reply. “Forget it. I saw them. Leaving. They left. We have to follow. Casas and Jairo. What the hell happened?”

      Then it dawned on her. “Where’s Dyce?”

      “Get in,” said Eleanor. “I’ll fill you in.”

      

      After much arguing, they drove out of the lot. Jean thought they still had a chance to catch up with Casas’s truck. But in the end they gave up and agreed to take Rose to the nearest hospital. A flash of the badge got them seen pretty fast and they settled into an open ward, where Rose was left to come back around while a doctor checked him for signs of concussion. Eleanor and Jean sat on chairs for visitors. Jean had not stopped grilling Eleanor since the motel car park.

      “And you honestly believe your husband and son are not involved?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “Scott, no. Jairo, I don’t know. It seems that way.”

      Jean put her face into her palms. She looked tired. “Jesus. This is all some revenge thing on the old cartel. Rose won’t let this drag out. We’re supposed to be protecting the country, not reuniting a family of misfit criminals.”

      Eleanor dipped her head.

      “Sorry,” said Jean. “But seriously, your husband just threw the only chance you had of finding your granddaughter into the trash.”

      “Scott found our son, twice,” said Eleanor. “I trust him.”

      Jean almost smiled. “Rose won’t be happy when he wakes up. Just prepare yourself for that.”

      Eleanor nodded.

      And then Jean’s cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and swiped the screen.

      “Yes?…No, sir. We had the target in sight. He got away…Wait? What?” She got up and started pacing up and down, listening intently. “I can’t believe that…Yes, sir. As soon as we can, sir.”

      Jean clicked the phone off, put it in her pocket, and turned around, one hand on the back of her head, the other covering her mouth.

      “What is it?”

      She looked at Eleanor. “That was Finchley at Langley. He’s been trying Rose all afternoon.”

      “And?”

      “They have someone in custody. They’re calling us in.”

      Eleanor stood, a million scenarios running through her mind like six lanes of gridlocked traffic, fighting and battling for space to move.

      “What about Estrella? Scott? Jairo? Casas?”

      “No,” said Jean. “It looks like we’ve got Reynolds himself.”
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      I stayed put and watched Luciana edge around the house and then out of sight. I held my position for five minutes, counting the seconds in my head, grabbed Rose’s gun tight and then made my move.

      I rolled out of the bed of the truck and found my feet on the gravel parking area by Casas’s house. Then I walked slowly toward the front door. Luciana had jumped me in the jungle before, but I wasn’t about to seek revenge for that. I wanted to stop her doing whatever Reynolds had sent her to do.

      My back hit the wooden slats of the frontage and I breathed deep breaths. Then I took small side steps to the right, the opposite direction to where Luciana had gone. I made it to the corner and went around to the side of the house. The first window was too high for me to see or hear anything. I guessed the house had been built on raised foundations, in case the lake ever flooded. I continued on until I passed another high window and then I reached a lower one. I stopped and listened. And heard voices.

      Jairo was speaking. “And the other?”

      I heard Casas mumbling.

      Then Jairo again: “Why do you care anyway, Casas?”

      I closed my eyes and listened hard.

      Casas said, “How many cut in to the deal?”

      Jairo said, “Do the math. How many were we?”

      I heard a snort or a scoff.

      “Casas, come on. Ten plus Reynolds. You literally have nothing to lose here. Join it and you’ll be able to pay for your own damn witness protection. The others won’t even have to know you’re part of it. I could say I killed you as soon as you gave me your numbers.”

      I thought, the others? The Sons of No One? Half of them were dead.

      “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust any of you,” said Casas.

      “Rich coming from you,” said Jairo.

      I heard a tut. Then silence for a few minutes.

      Jairo said, “It’s billions, Casas. Billions, for God’s sake. Give me your number and we’re done. Or nothing happens, then you’ve lost nothing.”

      “You know where I live now,” said Casas.

      Jairo laughed. “I could’ve found you anytime, cabrón.”

      Then I heard movement. From outside the house. I went to move, but Casas spoke.

      “Fuck it. Four-three-zero. Okay? Those are mine. Give me yours.”

      Jairo said, “Don’t think so.”

      I had to move but couldn’t pull myself away from Jairo’s conversation with Casas.

      I thought I heard the sound of a gun being drawn. Movement from within the room, but at the exact same time, a window was smashed. At the other side of the house.

      Luciana, surely, conducting a not-so-subtle break-in. I waited where I was. The room had gone completely quiet. I heard footsteps. One pair. Jairo checking the smashed window, I guessed.

      I waited at the side of the window, looking out to the yard, not moving. I thought about heading back to the truck. I didn’t want to lose Jairo now I’d found him again. I turned to my left, back the way I had come. I took one step and felt a cold metal circle touch the back of my head.

      “Hold on,” whispered Luciana.

      I froze and said nothing. I had had a gun at my head a fair few times over the last couple of months. If she wanted me shot, she’d have done it by now. So I froze.

      “Drop the gun.”

      I did.

      “Kick it back towards me.”

      I kicked it back.

      “To the front door,” she said, prodding my cranium with her gun. “Go. Now.”

      I walked and Luciana followed, stuck to me by an extended arm and pistol. We reached the corner, turned, and made it slowly to the main door.

      “Open,” she said.

      I followed the order. The door was an old wooden thing with frosted windows. It opened inward with a creak. There, in the hallway, pointing a second gun at my head, was Jairo. He looked perplexed but the gun didn’t waver.

      I peered beyond him and saw a man tied to a chair. It was Casas.

      Jairo was staring at Luciana. I looked into my son’s eyes, trying to plead with him not to do anything rash.

      Luciana spoke first, slowly, in Spanish. “Did you get the number?”

      Jairo didn’t blink, and then he replied in Spanish, “That is nothing to do with you.”

      Luciana gripped my shoulder from behind. “I’m afraid it is.”

      She raised her voice, speaking past Jairo, to Casas directly. “Did you give him the number?”

      Casas looked exasperated. “Yes, but what does it matter? The account’s been dead for years.”

      “Good,” said Luciana, and I felt the barrel of her pistol move away from the back of my head and sit flat on my right shoulder. Then my head filled with an explosion.

      I dropped to my knees, clutching my head, and in the chaos looked upwards and saw Casas’s body slumped back over the chair, blood dripping from his head. I couldn’t hear a thing.

      Luciana stepped over me, and I saw that she was aiming the gun at my son. Jairo’s gun stayed steady, pointed at Luciana’s head.

      Then they dropped their shooting arms to their sides.

      I tried to speak through the ringing, but couldn’t make out whether any sound left my mouth.

      My son walked to Luciana and they kind of nodded at each other.

      My ears had given up all function, and the pain was penetrating the inner sanctum of my skull, a constant, devilish high pitched note that shook my nerves. I tried to stand up, but the floor tilted up toward me at a forty-five-degree angle and I tilted to the side, and my shoulder hit the floor, or the floor hit my shoulder, which was what it felt like.

      I looked at Jairo and Luciana. They were in deep discussion. Luciana’s right hand, holding the gun, kept twitching toward me, as if she were trying to convince my son that I was better off dead. Jairo was talking as if he were the reasonable half of a couple deciding on whether to invest in new bedclothes or not, his hands spread upward, gun in hand, too. Explaining, negotiating, talking it out.

      I tried to stand again, and this time Luciana saw me move and placed her boot on my right shoulder and pushed me back. My balance, or lack of it, combined perfectly with gravity and I want sprawling on my ass.

      She turned to Jairo and nodded. Big and clear and strong.

      He dropped his head and nodded back.

      Then they walked past me without even a glance and left the house.

      I slumped on my side, pain now coming from two places, my ears and my shoulder, and looked across the room at Casas, dead in his chair with a meter-wide puddle of blood underneath his drooping head.

      I lay back and stared at the ceiling. The blood had started to make me feel nauseous.

      I stayed like that for over half an hour, until the ringing sound became a strong buzz, then a vibration, and eventually a hum.

      I sat up and it felt good. Balance working at about seventy percent capacity, I reckoned. I got to my knees, used a hand to push myself upright, and stood. The room spun a bit and I stopped. And waited.

      Then I started toward the front door. I made it after five dodgy steps, opened it up, and looked outside. Casas’s truck was still there. No sign of Jairo and Luciana, of course. I expected nothing less.

      I was about to turn back into the house when something on the ground caught my eye. A screwed-up bright-pink Post-it note.

      I walked to it, bent down, picked it up, and unfolded it. At the top was the name of the motel, Super 8. Where Jairo had been. And below, unmistakable, was his handwriting. I’d seen his childish scrawl before. The note had been written in haste, possibly while walking. In Spanish it read:

      Reynolds has the girl.

      Reynolds Shipping.

      Or El Pac-

      It was clear from the way the last “c” of the word “Pac” kind of sprawled upward that Jairo had been cut off. An unfinished note.

      It had to be intended for me.
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      Agent Rose came around thirty minutes later. Eleanor watched Jean speak with him through the window of the ward. She saw Rose’s face contort with incredulity, then turn angry, flushing all kinds of shades of red and pink. He tried to sit up and Jean put a hand on his shoulder. She was still talking. She was telling Rose about the new lead, Eleanor supposed. She thought about Scott and Jairo and hoped her husband had found their son again. And then she thought of their little granddaughter and a lump rose in her throat. She closed her eyes and prayed in silence.

      Not again, Lord.

      An hour later, Rose had been released from the hospital and they were heading back to Langley on the same private jet they’d flown in on. Four hours later, they were at Langley. Leaving Eleanor in custody downstairs, Rose and Jean went up to the interview room.

      They hadn’t exactly got Reynolds in custody. But they had the next best thing.

      The man was called Sebastian Thomas, and as Jean and Rose arrived at the mirrored glass window and the door, they stopped and peered in at him. Thomas was a short man dressed in an expensive suit tailored to make him look slimmer and with wider shoulders. He was white, with a plume of blond hair, and looked like he’d been caught robbing a bank.

      “Let him talk,” said Rose.

      Jean nodded, and they went in.

      Thomas looked up at them with hopeful eyes. No lawyer, thought Jean, with a little bit of trepidation. They had been run around the houses on this case for long enough to not trust anyone or any information.

      “Mr. Thomas,” said Rose, “my name is Agent David Rose, and this is my colleague Agent Jean Santos.”

      Thomas nodded and lifted one of his palms off the table.

      Rose and Jean settled into the chairs opposite Thomas and stared at him.

      “Why did you come in?”

      Thomas gave a small shrug. “I don’t have a choice,” he said.

      “Not true,” said Rose. “We have nothing on Mr. Reynolds, or his little group of investors. You could’ve stayed incognito, Mr. Thomas. Why should we trust you?”

      Thomas sat up. “I have information on Mr. Reynolds. Take it or leave it.”

      “Go on,” said Jean.

      “We first heard from him a few years back. It was the same way I heard as the others.”

      “Others?”

      “The other Founders,” said Thomas. “Reynolds came with an offer of large returns, minimum risk. We fell for it.”

      Rose wrote a note.

      “We were contacted via an encrypted email,” Thomas went on.

      “Sounds more like a SPAM scam to me.”

      Thomas scoffed, “Yeah, it did. At first. Then we were approached by some heavy guys telling us the deal. It took Reynolds time, but one by one he convinced us.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of the returns. We started with a small investment, a hundred thousand dollars. Reynolds came back within a week with an ROI of three hundred percent.”

      “Not bad.”

      “You’re telling me. After that, we reinvested. The amounts grew and grew, and every time the ROI stayed steady.”

      “Too good to be true.”

      Thomas dropped his head and smiled. “Yeah, you reap what you sow, right?”

      Rose and Jean had read Thomas’s file but played dumb. “Meaning?”

      “That’s what regular folk don’t get about money. For us, it’s a game. It’s an addiction. When you get that taken away, you’ll do anything to get it back. That rush. I don’t need more money. Nor do the other Founders. We’re junkies, hooked on zeros on a check.”

      “When did you have your trading license revoked?”

      “Six years ago.”

      “Ditto for the other Founders?”

      Thomas nodded. “We missed the game. Reynolds offered a way to play. Under the table. Huge amounts.”

      “And you never met or saw Reynolds?”

      Thomas shook his head.

      “How much have you invested with him?”

      Thomas paused for a second, evaluating his answer before it left his lips. “Close to a billion dollars.”

      Jean and Rose exchanged glances.

      “Is that the same amount that the other Founders put in?” asked Rose.

      “There or thereabouts.”

      Big money.

      “And you know what Reynolds was investing in?”

      “Not at first,” said Thomas. “But we asked him in one meeting and he told us. A new cartel in Mexico. Black market investment. Reynolds took the money, and took dividends from the cartel’s haul. We knew the danger. But it was too late to back out. And like I said, the money was too good.”

      “You are aware, Mr. Thomas, that funding an illegal drugs operation will put you in jail for a very long time?”

      Thomas’s head dropped again. “I have no choice.”

      “Have you heard of a Jairo Morales?”

      “No.”

      “Have you heard of the Sons of No One cartel?”

      Thomas said, “One of the old cartels? Yeah, sure. On the news.”

      “Excuse us a moment,” said Rose, gesturing to Jean to go outside.

      They left the room and went back to the window and looked in at Thomas, who had rested his head on his folded arms.

      Rose asked, “You buy it?”

      “I do,” said Jean. “But I don’t know why he’s here. It makes no sense.”

      “Money,” said Rose. “Amazing what people will do to get it back when it’s been taken away. Like a dog chasing a rabbit. They lose all reason or logic. They believe they can hold that cash again in their hands.”

      Jean nodded. “So this is about money.”

      Rose nodded. “Let’s wring him for the other Founders’ IDs. We bust them, our bosses will be pleased enough. Then we have to turn it over to the DEA. Código X is their problem. I think Jairo Morales will help us solve the Reynolds problem.”

      “How d’you figure that?”

      “Because,” said Rose, “I think he’s trying to steal the money Reynolds got from the Founders.”

      

      Outside Langley, a couple of blocks back, X04 sat in the back of his hired town car. His roll of the dice had been a risk. But Thomas had a kid and that gave X04 leverage. He pulled out his phone and sent a message to X05 back at the hacienda.

      Any news?

      He waited for a minute until his phone pinged and he opened the reply.

      It’s bad, compadre. Nothing left.

      X04 put his phone down. God damn Reynolds, he thought. How had X04 been so stupid? He knew the answer, of course. Money. Just like Thomas and the rest of those assholes, the dirty smell of cash had clouded his judgment. His cartel, his power, his newfound influence – all of it was dangerously close to fading away. Once his smaller rivals sniffed out that Código X had no cash flow, they were done.

      And X04 could not let that happen.

      

      Not too far away, Mr. Reynolds stood over the graves for perhaps the last time. He looked down at them, three beautiful marble stones aligned in perfect symmetry. The church had told him there was no room left in the cemetery. So he had bought the cemetery. And now his lost loves lay in peace beneath his feet.

      He spoke, quietly and softly. “Ronda, Isabelle, Victoria.”

      He stopped and looked around him. Nothing. The wind blew through the trees around the site, and he felt the cold in the air. His anger burned still, which was what he needed. He looked down at his murdered family again. “I’ll be with you soon.”

      And he turned and started walking away.

      To finish what he had begun.
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      I walked back into the house and retraced my steps. I hadn’t touched a thing. No prints. I went back outside, shutting the door and leaving Casas’s corpse for the flies, and headed to the truck. The keys were still in the ignition.

      I got in and started the oversized ancient V8 engine and put it into gear. I ran through the implications, one by one.

      I had knocked out a CIA agent.

      I had witnessed the murder of a man in FBI witness protection.

      And I had seen my son colluding with the enemy. With Reynolds’ lieutenant.

      There was no doubt left in my mind. It was too late to save Jairo’s soul. There would be no redemption for him. I looked at the note again.

      Reynolds has the girl.

      That was all that mattered now. Our son had died a long time ago, in a sense. But I knew Eleanor would understand what we had to do now. We had lost a son. It had torn us apart. And it had come back to haunt us years later. We simply could not allow that to happen again with our granddaughter. I would find Estrella if I died doing it. I knew that then in that moment, without hesitation, without doubt.

      And I put the truck into gear and pulled out of Casas’s driveway, not knowing the road ahead, but knowing, at least, the goal.

      

      After an hour of interrogation, Rose and Jean had extracted descriptions and some names of the other Founders. All of them had been banned from trading—some for illegal insider trading, others for illicit practices, but all of them had screwed people with hedge funds. And now they were feeling the pain they had inflicted upon innocent retirees and organizations for years. Jean had expected Rose to send the information straight over to their peers at the Bureau, but he didn’t. He wanted this to be credited to the CIA.

      Now, Rose and Jean were back in the office in downtown DC. Eleanor was downstairs in a cell, guarded by a heavy. Jean and Rose sat on the sofas.

      Rose said, “So, Reynolds is simultaneously destroying cartels and bringing down a bunch of corrupt bankers.”

      Jean nodded. “I’m beginning to like the guy.”

      Rose smiled. “I know. Almost worth letting him finish the job.”

      “Maybe that’s what he wants.”

      Rose considered the thought for a second, then shook his head. “No, Reynolds is just like Thomas and the other Founders. And the cartel. He smells money. A lot of it.”

      “He has it,” said Jean.

      “Right,” said Rose. “Which is why we need to locate Morales. He wants in too. He’ll lead us to Reynolds now for sure.”

      “What about Dyce? And Mrs. Dyce? Their granddaughter is out there somewhere.”

      “Not our problem,” he said. “And Dyce has a lot of explaining to do. We’re done helping that little family.”

      Then the buzzer sounded from downstairs. Like it had before. Jean rushed to the laptop and opened the CCTV feed. They saw a man, in a black hoodie top and a cap—impossible to ID—pushing a note through the mailbox.

      “Run,” said Rose.

      Jean almost backflipped away from the screen and ran to the door, down the stairs, through the secure door, down to the lobby, and across to the front door. She fumbled for the key, unlocked it, and swung outside. There, in front of her, was a taxi pulling away.

      “Shit,” she said, pulling out her phone and snapping a photo of the plates.

      “Shit,” she said again.

      By the time she turned and walked back to the main door, Rose had reached it, out of breath.

      “Again,” he said. “Check the note.”

      Jean went to the mailbox and pulled out a thick envelope.

      They went back upstairs and opened it on one of the desks. Inside was a collection of papers, some typed and printed, others copied on a Xerox machine. Rose pored over them for a few minutes.

      “What are they?”

      Rose looked up, his mouth agape, his eyes wide open. “Distribution networks. For the cartel’s operations inside the US. Weed, coke, meth, and heroin. Damn. Código X control the lot.”

      “How can you tell that?”

      “Because,” said Rose, “these documents cover everything. From LA to New York to Chicago and through every crackhead dealer in the Midwest.”

      “Sir,” said Jean, “we have to pass this over to the DEA.”

      Rose breathed deeply, like a father dealing with an insubordinate kid. “No, Agent Santos. No, we will not.”

      “This isn’t a game, sir. With all due respect. This is about catching bad guys.”

      “You’re wrong,” said Rose. “This is very much a game. And Reynolds is winning it. I cannot let that happen. He wants us to share this information. Why would he feed it to us? What the fuck does he gain from that?”

      Jean shook her head. “I don’t know. None of this makes sense anymore.”

      They sat in silence for just under an hour. Jean ran through the current situation in her mind over and over.

      Reynolds: ID unknown. Motive unknown.

      Jairo Morales: Working with Reynolds. Motive unknown.

      Código X: About to lose all their power.

      The Founders: facing decades in jail.

      The money.

      That was the only element left. The money. Apparently billions of dollars. And Reynolds controlled it.

      She sat up. “Sir,” she said.

      Rose turned to face her. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. “What is it?”

      “We need to chase the money.”

      Rose stayed still.

      “We need to track movements going in and out of the Americas. Panama, The Bahamas, the Caymans.”

      “That’s hopeless,” said Rose. “Most of those accounts are ancient and run out of shell companies. You can’t set one up as an individual. Not since 2008. It’s impossible. Like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      “We look for the name Reynolds,” said Jean.

      Rose scoffed, “You think he’d be that stupid?”

      “No,” said Jean. “I think he wants us to find it.”

      

      The taxi stopped outside international departures at Dulles Airport three hours before Reynolds’ flight was due to take off. He had with him a single bag, the clothes he wore, and his old, original passport. So far, so good.

      He paid and left a massive tip. The driver, a Croatian national by all accounts, thought it was a mistake and nodded like a dog with a bone when Reynolds told him the tip was all his to keep.

      Reynolds disembarked feeling good. He felt calm. All this time, the planning, the execution—everything had gone almost perfectly. Now all that remained was to complete the last part.

      He was stepping across the curb, staring forward at the sliding doors that led to the lines of people, when a shadow passed across his view, followed by the face of a man he knew.

      “You must be Mr. Reynolds,” said the man, a tanned, mustached Mexican in his mid-forties, dressed smartly, like a phone salesman, except he had a gold Rolex and matching bracelet.

      Reynolds stopped.

      “I knew it was you,” said X04. “We met once face to face, years back.” He patted Reynolds where his arm had once been. “I remember this.” And he smiled.

      Reynolds nodded. No point in trying to hide it now. “Yes,” he said.

      “You have our money,” said X04.

      “No,” said Reynolds.

      “No?”

      “But I know who does.”

      X04 held Reynolds’ amputated stump tightly. It hurt. The man’s grip showed that he was much stronger than he appeared. Reynolds then felt the presence of other people behind him. Two large men came into view.

      X04 asked, “Who has it?”

      “Jairo Morales,” said Reynolds. “And I can take you straight to him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jean looked at her watch. It was 12:20 a.m.

      Rose was packing up his laptop. “Go home, Santos. Get some rest while we can.”

      “Sure.”

      Rose had sent a request to Langley for the full Panama Papers, plus whatever they had on the Caymans and The Bahamas. He looked tired and was moving like a man twenty years older than he was.

      “I need to see my wife.”

      Jean nodded. “Sir?”

      Rose looked up.

      “What about the little girl? She’s out there somewhere. The Dyce’s deserve to find her.”

      Rose shook his head and rubbed his temples. “Not our problem, Santos. Dyce should’ve thought about that before stealing my gun and knocking me out.”

      “I know. But she’s a little girl. Alone. We can’t just forget about her.”

      “She isn’t even a US citizen. It’s not our problem. Trust me. We need to find Reynolds and that’s all that matters.”

      “And you won’t share the info with the FBI or DEA?”

      Jean knew of the inter-agency rivalry. The need to make each capture their own and no one else’s. Hell, Rose’s job probably depended on his catching Reynolds. She knew he’d have made promise to the bosses above.

      “Look, Santos, I’ve been around the block, okay? I know how to play this. Follow me, or go back to Langley and working with trainees if you like. I’m going to the men’s room and then I’m going home.”

      Jean nodded and watched him leave the room and heard the bathroom door close. She took out her phone. She went to Rose’s laptop bag and found the papers Reynolds had delivered. There were around fifteen sheets. With sharp, methodical movements, she took photos of each, then stacked them back together in the file and replaced them in Rose’s bag just before he reappeared.

      “Goodnight,” he said, grabbing his bag. “Big day tomorrow.”

      Jean said goodnight and followed him out. They waited for cabs together, and Jean took the first and rode it to her apartment.

      

      She couldn’t sleep. Instead, she sat on the sofa with a cup of green tea and looked over the photos of the documents on her phone.

      This was gold for the DEA. With one call, they would have enough to bust the entire drug distribution network of North America. She mulled it over for a long while, drinking three cups of tea, before she pulled up her contacts and searched for her old friend Paul Simpson, who had trained with her at Langley and made the switch to the DEA two years in.

      After two rings, he answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Paul, sorry for the hour. This is Jean Santos.”

      A pause; he was waking up. “Jean? How the hell are you?”

      She hadn’t spoken to Paul in years, but remembered his friendly tone now.

      “I’ve got something for you. But it’s sensitive. And it didn’t come from me.”

      Paul said nothing.

      “We received info we can’t use. Info you can use.”

      “The suspense is killing me,” said Paul.

      “I’ll send it to you over message. But don’t call me back. Take it to your bosses. Say it was an anonymous drop. Whatever. Just don’t mention my name or the Agency.”

      “Got it.”

      “I’ll send it now.”

      “Okay.”

      “Thanks, Paul.”

      “How are you?”

      Jean closed her eyes and breathed out. Maybe a bit too loudly.

      “I’m alright,” she said. “Check your messages in a few minutes.”

      And she hung up. She had betrayed her boss. Too late to worry about that now. There was more to do.

      She got up, grabbed her jacket, and left the apartment. Outside, the night air had chilled and she walked fast to warm up.

      After thirty minutes, she made it to the office building. She used her key to open the faux entrance and moved through the lobby and down to the cells.

      The guard was sitting with his head slumped down. Asleep. In a cell to the left, Eleanor Dyce lay on a single bed, facing away.

      Jean tapped the guard. He stirred and looked up at Jean. “Huh?”

      “Go home,” she said.

      The guard looked confused. “But Agent Rose said —”

      “I’m here. I need to talk to the prisoner.”

      The guard nodded. “Alright then,” he said.

      Jean waited as he got up and shuffled out of the room. Once he’d gone, she turned to Eleanor’s cell and banged on the bars.

      Eleanor stirred and turned over, her eyes red and screwed-up.

      “Mrs. Dyce, I’m releasing you.”

      Eleanor sat up. “Have you found Scott?”

      “No,” Jean said.

      “Jairo? Estrella?”

      “No,” said Jean. “We aren’t looking for her. We never were.”

      Eleanor’s face dropped.

      “Which is why I’m letting you out of here. Let us deal with Reynolds. And Jairo. You need to find your husband and your granddaughter.”

      Eleanor understood.

      Jean opened the cell with the code and led Eleanor back upstairs, through the lobby, and to the front door. She held out an old Nokia cell phone.

      “Take this. It has my number programmed into it. And don’t come back here—got it?”

      Eleanor nodded. “Thank you, Agent Santos.”

      Jean nodded and closed the door.
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      I had driven, in Casas’s old jalopy, for nearly twenty hours straight from Oklahoma City, thousands of kilometers. I arrived in DC at around 11 p.m. and headed straight for the office. It was a busy street with a fair amount of traffic, even at night, and I found a parking spot about a hundred yards from the door. Casas’s Ford truck had done a fine job and was now enjoying a rest. I sat down a little, and kept my eyes on the door.

      Just after half past ten, I saw Rose and Jean leaving and jumping into taxis. First Jean, then Rose. So they were holding Eleanor inside.

      I started to think I should have followed Rose or Jean to their homes. But I needed to be near Eleanor. So I stayed and waited. At midnight, my eyes began to feel like weights had been attached to the eyelids, so I wandered out for five minutes to get a jumbo-sized coffee from a 7-Eleven on the same block, and then returned to the truck and waited again.

      For what, I didn’t know.

      Until, at around 3 a.m., something happened.

      I almost missed Jean walking hard and fast toward the door. I dipped down under the dash and stared. She opened the street door to the office and went in. Then, after five minutes, a large guy came out, scratching his head, and walked off to the south. I could make out figures at the door. One coming out onto the street.

      Eleanor.

      The door behind her closed again. She was alone.

      I waited, not letting her slip from my view. She began walking toward me on the other side of the street. I watched her get closer, bracing herself against the cold night air, and once she was parallel to me, I started the truck, put it into gear, and swung out to do a U-turn and land right alongside my wife.

      At first, she kept her head down, as if to avoid the weirdo trying to have a middle-of-the-night chat. I wound down the window.

      “Hey, good-looking.”

      She heard the accent, my voice, and her head whipped around.

      “Scotty?”

      Small trickles of tears came down her cheeks. Maybe it was the cold. Maybe it wasn’t.

      She jumped into the truck and hugged me hard.

      “We need to lie low.”

      She nodded into my chest.

      I got the Ford into gear without moving Eleanor and we rolled on. I headed north, and after six kilometers found a place. It was called Motel 6 and offered rooms for fifty bucks. It even had a pool. Not that we would use it.

      We checked in and paid cash. The guy at the desk seemed to think we would want an hourly rate, given the time. But we paid for the full night and smiled. We were both too scruffy to be on a night out.

      Finally, we made it to the room, stripped down, had a shower together, and then lay on the bed. I told Eleanor about going to Casas’s house in the back of the truck. Then Luciana showing up. Casas getting killed. Seeing Luciana and Jairo colluding and leaving together. And the note I had found:

      Reynolds has the girl.

      Reynolds Shipping.

      Or El Pac-

      Eleanor listened without interrupting, letting it soak in.

      “Bottom line: Jairo will lead us to Estrella.”

      “Jairo can be saved.”

      “El,” I said, “it’s not about whether he can be saved or not. What does that even mean? It’s about whether he wants to be saved.”

      Eleanor looked at me, her eyes still watery.

      “All I know is that he wants us to save Estrella.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      I went on, “But how do we find him? Where did he and Luciana go?”

      Eleanor’s face changed.

      “Wait,” she said, running across the room to the pile of her clothes on the little motel table. She rummaged through a pocket and came out with a crumpled piece of paper. Photo paper. She walked to me and flattened it out and showed it to me.

      “Here,” she said.

      I looked at the photo we had found in Reynolds’ abandoned and burned-out house. Jairo’s smile. The two older girls, one of them Luciana.

      I said, “What did Luciana call the place?”

      “The ranch.”

      “That’s right.”

      “What do we have here?”

      I looked at the shot. Behind the three of them was the edge of a building. Concrete, faded paint, some exposed breeze block. The ground was dried and compacted dirt. To the right, in the background, was a slightly blurred structure. Too far away to make out in minute detail, but clearly the dome of a small church.

      “There,” I said. “The church.”

      Eleanor sat down. This was the place we had searched for, for twenty-two years. Now we had a picture, but still no goddamn idea of where it actually was.

      “They might be there,” said Eleanor.

      I looked at the photo. Jairo’s grin. Luciana’s smirk.

      “It was the only place they had in common. Worth a shot.”

      “We need a computer,” said Eleanor.

      

      We went downstairs and found the meager business center the motel offered. There were three PCs, a scanner, and a printer. Eleanor paid the guy at the desk and returned. She scanned the photo of the church and opened it in a Word doc on the PC. She then cropped it to show only the church and converted the file to a JPEG image file.

      “You’re good at this.”

      She smiled. “Twenty-two years of researching teaches you something.”

      I rubbed her shoulder. She opened the image file and then a Google Images search page. She was able to upload the image and base a search on that alone.

      We waited for the results.

      After no more than two seconds, a mosaic of similar images popped up on the screen. Churches, facades, walls with the same color scheme.

      “Let’s get searching,” she said.

      And we started going through them, one by one.
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      Jean waited in the office for Rose. It got to 8 a.m. and the door rattled and her boss walked in. He looked more refreshed than the night before, but his eyes still had thick, dark bags, and he walked slowly. He didn’t mention Eleanor, so he hadn’t checked downstairs. Jean figured her DEA friend, Paul, would be arriving at work with the bombshell that was in her message last night. It would take time—meetings, decisions, then action plans. She had a few hours.

      “We’ll have something back from Langley in the next few minutes,” Rose said, pulling out his phone and swiping. “Scrap that. It’s here.”

      They went to Rose’s laptop and watched it boot up. Rose opened the mail app, and clicked the first message and then the attachment. The Panama Papers exposé.

      “I’ll run a search. If Reynolds is in here, we’ll find him in seconds.”

      Rose held “Control” and “F” and typed “R-E-Y-N-O-L-D-S.”

      Three seconds passed and the document shifted, jumped, and reloaded to show a list. Right there, in between Rey Compras and Reyna Holdings, were three words: Reynolds Shipping Co.

      “He did want us to find it,” said Jean.

      “Click it.”

      Jean did, and a small report opened. A few details of an account held in Panama, opened in the name of Reynolds Shipping Co. They scanned the first part and found nothing. Then they scrolled down and kept reading.

      “It can’t be,” said Rose.

      Jean looked closer. Under the subtitle “Legal Representative” was a name.

      Robert Andino, General Accountant.

      “Holy shit,” said Rose. “That’s him.”

      “I’m on it,” said Jean, and she pulled out her phone.

      A tired-sounding operator answered, “Records?”

      “This is Agent Jean Santos.”

      A delay. Security checks. Then the operator said, “What can I do for you, Agent Santos?”

      “We need to run a name through every database you can get your hands on.”

      The operator said, “Every one?”

      “Yes.”

      “I take it you have authorization.”

      “Do it.”

      “Agent Santos, I can access the police database, the FBI, DEA, the lot. Are you sure you want to proceed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, what’s the name?”

      “Robert Andino,” said Jean. “Call me if you get a hit.”

      And she hung up.

      Rose nodded. A smile crept across his face. “We’re nearly there,” he said. “How’s Mrs. Dyce doing?”

      Jean didn’t lie to Rose. She omitted the fact that she’d passed info to the DEA, but she told Rose about Eleanor. He went from berserk to shouty to seething, and then got a whole lot calmer when Jean told him about the Nokia phone she had passed to Eleanor.

      “We can track their progress. Just in case this comes to nothing.”

      In the end, Rose nodded. He could smell the real prize, after all. Reynolds. Or Robert Andino. Whoever that was.

      When Jean’s cell started purring and vibrating on the desk, she picked it up. It was Langley.

      “We ran the search,” the same operator said.

      “And?”

      Rose was staring at her.

      “You guys had better come in to see this.”

      She hung up.

      “We’d better go,” she said, and they packed up their things, went down to the street, and hailed a taxi.

      

      After an hour in the DC morning rush hour, they checked in, passed security, and went to the second floor. Awaiting them was Rose’s direct boss, Finchley, a man in his fifties with excellent skin and a handsome jawline.

      “Come in,” he said as a greeting, and Jean and Rose shook Finchley’s hand and passed into a neat, modern conference room. At the end was a projected image of a black man with one arm wearing a suit.

      “Sit down,” said Finchley. “We’ve a lot to go through.”
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      In the end, we found five churches that could have passed as the one in the photo of Jairo and Luciana. All had the same green dome, the same gold trim, and the same rusty-red-colored walls.

      Eleanor clicked the first image, and a website dedicated to pilgrimages opened up. The church in that picture was on the hit list of religious fanatics the Catholic world over. It was also in the Bajío region of Mexico. Way too far north.

      We clicked the second image. Same result. Different location.

      The next, same thing.

      Then the fourth. Nothing.

      We came to the fifth and last one. It was an identikit copy of the church in the photo. We clicked it. The website that opened was for fresh honey products being sold out of a town called El Pacayal in Chiapas, Mexico. Twenty kilometers from the Guatemalan border.

      “Wait,” I said, pulling the note Jairo had left me from my pocket. “Yes, this is it. Or El Pac. Pac was supposed to say Pacayal.”

      We clicked on Google Maps and requested driving directions. It came back with 46 hours if you drove straight. 4,335 kilometers in total.

      Far, far away.

      Eleanor rose and hugged me. “All those years. He was there.”

      I nodded and held her tight. I was thinking about Estrella. Still young enough to save.

      “Let’s figure out how we get there,” I said.

      

      Jean and Rose recognized the man in the photo instantly. It was the same man who had been photographed at the graveyard after Jairo’s girlfriend was buried alive. And the same man Dyce had described as “Pastor Robert” down in Texas.

      “This,” said Finchley, “is Robert Andino. Or as he likes to be called these days, Mr. Reynolds.”

      “We got him,” said Rose, smiling.

      “Not yet,” said Finchley. “When you gave us the name, we found his file in the DEA database.”

      “DEA?”

      “Yes, amongst other places.”

      Rose shot Jean a look.

      “First off,” Finchley said, “you should’ve gone through us before you passed the info to them.”

      Rose stared at Jean, something close to hatred in his eyes.

      “It was me, sir,” she said. “Agent Rose didn’t know anything.”

      Finchley almost smiled. “Well, Agent Santos, there will be implications. Agent Rose was right to hold that information back until we could ascertain our position on this.”

      Jean nodded.

      “But we’re happy. Starting this morning, the DEA will make nearly a thousand busts. The entire drug distribution network will go into a Great Depression as of tomorrow. This is a big score for them.”

      Rose nodded, looking away from Jean now.

      Finchley went on, pointing at the photo of Robert Andino, “The real question is, why the hell would this man help set up a new cartel, fund them to death, and then throw them under a bus?”

      Rose and Jean shook their heads. God only knew.

      “So,” said Finchley. “Andino. He started out as an accountant in a firm in New York State, working for some medium-size enterprises for a few years. Then he found out that one of them was owned by the drug cartel the Sons of No One. Shortly afterward, we understand, he began doing private work on the side for the Sons. Before long, he’d moved the family to Mexico, and the DEA think he laundered up to fifty billion dollars over a ten-year period.”

      “So this is about money, or revenge,” said Rose.

      Finchley ignored the comment from his subordinate and continued: “Thing is, the DEA got on to him, during a trip back stateside in 2007. They told him he was already a rat because they knew about him. Gave him a choice: tell the cartel  he was working as an informant and end up chemical soup, or keep quiet and pray for witness protection. No choice really. He chose the latter.”

      Rose shot a look with raised eyebrows at Jean.

      “Over the next year or so, he dropped details of the Sons’ operation and the DEA built a case. They busted Miguel Angel Duran and Rafa Casas, and the cartel fell apart.”

      “Okay,” said Rose. “So how the hell did Reynolds, or Andino, or whatever, set up a fund for Código X?”

      “I’m getting there,” said Finchley. “Thing is, the Sons found out. They captured Andino and…well.” He gestured to the photo on the projector of Andino without even looking at it. The amputated arm. “They did what cartels do to rats.”

      “Cut his arm off? Seems light.”

      “No,” said Finchley. “They cut his arm off after having raped and murdered his two daughters and his wife in front of him.”

      “Why not him?”

      “That’s where the story ends for us. He escaped, obviously. But the guy is officially dead. We don’t know how he escaped or how he managed to get back into the States and start his operation as Mr. Reynolds. The US government presumed him dead and forgot about him. The Sons fell apart, and all concerned considered it a job well done. Mission successful.”

      “Until Código X rose up.”

      “Exactly.”

      The room went quiet. Outside, the trees moved around in the midday breeze.

      Rose said, “And now he throws the cartel he helped to set up into disarray.”

      Jean spoke. “There’s something else.”

      Finchley looked at her like she’d suggested they go on vacation together. Rose looked at her like an older brother trying to control a snitching sister with his eyes.

      “The Founders. The group Reynolds set up to fund Código X.”

      Rose knew his glory had faded away. “We have some of them, sir. We can get the rest.”

      Finchley nodded. Nothing more. His experience meant he had seen it and heard it all before.

      “Send that to the FBI by this afternoon, Agent Rose.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Finchley stood. “I have another meeting. I take it this has helped you well enough?”

      Rose and Jean stood. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      “Now just bring this son of a bitch in. Or make him disappear. Whatever works.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      And he left.

      Rose turned to Jean. “Dammit, Santos, don’t let that old dinosaur intimidate you.”

      Jean nodded, holding back the words spinning around in her mind.

      They sat back down at the table and looked at the image still projected on the white screen.

      Reynolds. Robert Andino. All this time.

      Jean said, “So it’s revenge after all.”

      “Not necessarily,” said Rose. “He still has control of nearly ten billion dollars.”
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      I had forgotten that Eleanor had the debit card from before.

      We had logged on to Expedia.com. The flights cost $777 each. One way. We’d fly from Dulles to Detroit, then to Mexico City, and finally to Tuxtla Gutiérrez. The trip would take twelve hours.

      But we had decided to buy the tickets at the airport in cash. So we left the motel, took the old truck, and headed for the airport. There, we abandoned Casas’s automobile in the long-stay car park, drew out three thousand dollars inside the terminal, and bought tickets for the early afternoon. We checked in, waited for a few hours, and now were in the air. It was 2 p.m.

      On the penultimate leg of the journey, on our way to Mexico City, we noticed how dead the plane was. Less than half capacity, which was strange. Then a number of security announcements came over the tannoy imploring passengers to take precautions while in Mexico. Mexico was now on the recommended no-fly list of the United States government due to a social uprising—“fly at your own risk” was the message.

      Little did they know that my son and his story had played a huge part in the current turmoil washing over the country.

      We landed in CDMX and transferred to the last plane, which was quieter still. I counted fifteen people on the 737, making it feel more like a private charter than an airline.

      After three hours, our feet were on the ground and we were renting a car, in cash again. Eleanor got us a Jeep Cherokee with GPS. Once in the lot, we got inside, typed “EL PACAYAL” into the display, and set off.

      It was 2 a.m.

      

      Two states to the west, Reynolds was sitting in the back of a Suburban next to X04. He was resisting the urge to smile to himself. He had known that this last part would be the trickiest of all. The most precarious. And he’d managed to find a way to travel through Mexico with the new boss. Almost untouchable. Although that would soon change. He stroked the door handle.

      Código X’s leader had been on the phone for almost the entire trip, barking orders and becoming more and more panicked. Reynolds had warned him it would be wise to bring as many men as possible to the docks. That Jairo had organized quite the band to meet them. To expect a gunfight at the very least.

      And X04 had taken the bait.

      From what Reynolds could gather, X04 had called all of his lieutenants, plus a hundred municipal and state cops.

      Outside, Reynolds saw streets covered in more graffiti than ever, all running a similar thread. Calls to end the chaos and corruption. To end the cartel’s power over the country. A true uprising. The most common message was, “¡BASTA!” Enough!

      This was the true reason for X04’s agitation. The cartel was losing its grip on Mexico. Reynolds had read about the new president elect, a young, vibrant, and independent candidate. The people were forming an alliance.

      Everything Reynolds had planned was working. He looked out the window at a ninety-degree angle and smiled. He couldn’t help himself.

      “¿Cuanto más, cabrón?”

      How much longer?

      The driver told X04 it would be one hour. And as if on cue, they hit traffic. Which was strange. They were on the coastal highway that ran to Veracruz and Mexico’s eastern port. It was a toll road and usually pretty deserted. But they’d hit a wall of cars. Three lanes wide, and unmoving.

      “¡Chingada madre!”

      They came to a stop.

      This was not part of Reynolds’ plan. Not at all.

      

      This was not Jairo’s first roadblock. He’d stopped traffic before, maybe on five separate occasions. And Luciana could handle herself just fine. They had stolen a double trailer truck from the port, driven an hour out of town along the toll road, and parked at the side. When a decent-sized gap in the traffic revealed itself, they had done half a U-turn and parked across all three lanes and the emergency shoulder to boot. And waited.

      The first cars stopped and people came out to shout and ask what the hell was going on. Jairo and Luciana ignored them. After five minutes, the traffic was ten cars deep.

      Together, they walked to the side of the road, and Luciana passed Jairo an AR-15, part of Reynolds’ inventory in Veracruz.

      They walked past the cars and saw terrified faces staring back at them. They kept the guns up, at chest level, so everyone could see.
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      We arrived at the outskirts of the town at 4 a.m.

      The road was crude concrete with ridges and the Jeep bounced along with small vibrations. At each side of the road was thick jungle. We could make out small structures nestled in what would be green in the daytime but was now light gray in the moonlight.

      I killed the lights and we went on.

      The street got a little wider, and soon bigger structures came into view and turned gradually into a town. There wasn’t a soul on the streets, but every wall was covered in graffiti: “¡BASTA!” It was everywhere, like a disease had infected a place. The uprising was in full flow. On one wall I read, “BASTA CON EL GOBIERNO. BASTA CON LOS NARCOS.” Then I saw “X”s with red lines painted over them.

      Código X had lost control.

      We rolled on. And we saw the church.

      “There,” said Eleanor.

      I stopped.

      There was no doubt about it now. It was the church from the photo. This was where our son had grown up and become a cartel member.

      We stared at the structure, trying to work out from which angle the photo had been taken. We didn’t notice the five figures appear from the plaza and walk toward us until it was too late.

      Eleanor let out a little scream, muffled and instinctive.

      “Stay still,” I said. “Put your hands on the dash.”

      The five figures were armed. With rifles. They walked to the car and one of them tapped the driver’s window hard with the butt of his weapon.

      I nodded and wound the window down.

      I could just make out his features in the gloom of the shadows, a weathered and thin face.  He said in southern, rural Spanish, “What are you doing here?”

      The others behind him were anxiously moving about.

      I said, “Jairo Morales. We are looking for Jairo Morales.”

      I could feel Eleanor’s breath next to me. Short, sharp intakes.

      The man stayed still and then called back to the other men. I didn’t catch what he said.

      “Morales?”

      I nodded.

      “Get out of the car,” he said.

      One minute later, Eleanor and I were kneeling on the concrete road beside the Jeep. One of the men got in the car and drove it away.

      “Please,” I said. “We’re not the enemy.”

      Then the man put a hood over my head. I felt my hands being tied behind my back. We were hustled to our feet. I could hear Eleanor breathing next to me as we walked. I concentrated on controlling my own.

      We marched for five minutes, but it felt like thirty. I stumbled as we moved along, until I had my head pushed downwards and my ass hit the seat of a car. I heard Eleanor being put in the other side. Then the engine started and we rode along.

      After ten more minutes, the maneuver was reversed and we were extracted from the car. We were led down some steps and through a door, and sat down on what felt like plastic chairs.

      Then the hoods came off.

      We were in a small room, with nothing in it but a plastic Coca Cola table and the two accompanying chairs we were sitting on. A single bulb lit the space.

      I looked at Eleanor. Her face was a picture of fear, and I nodded at her.

      We knew what this could be, I tried to say with my eyes. Keep calm.

      Then the men left.

      “Don’t talk too much,” I said. “You okay?”

      Eleanor nodded, tears coming down her cheeks.

      “We wait,” I said.

      

      It took hours but finally the door opened and a señora of about sixty years came in. She was dressed in a battered indigenous dress that had seen a lot of use. On her feet were well-built and equally well-used sandals. Her hair was thick and brown with lines of gray running through it and tied back in a long ponytail. Her eyes were small and her face covered in lines.

      She stood in front of us and spoke in Spanish. “Who sent you?”
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      Rose and Jean got to their computers on their desks at Langley and searched for Reynolds Shipping Co. And found it. In the port of Veracruz, Mexico.

      “We should go,” said Jean.

      Rose didn’t answer.

      Jean’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw “PAUL” on the screen and ignored it.

      Rose was bent over his desk. “What’s he going to do with the money?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Rose shot her a look that said, Are you serious? “Of course it’s important. That money will move eventually. And we don’t even know where it is exactly right now.”

      The phone started buzzing again. Jean went to silence it, but then paused. “Hang on,” she said, and answered it. “Paul?”

      “Jean, I wanted to say thanks again. For the info.”

      “You get a promotion?”

      Paul chuckled. “Not quite, but I think that vacation request for the summer might go through now.”

      Jean smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thing is,” said Paul, “I wanted to let you know. We busted a mountain of drug dealers today—big fish, small fish, all sorts.”

      “Don’t rub it in.”

      “I’m not. It’s just, all of them are saying the same thing. That the goods have dried up in the last couple of weeks. Nothing from Mexico. Ziltch, nada.”

      Jean nodded. “Paul, I need a favor in return.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Can you access files on snitches?”

      Paul scoffed into the phone, “Are you kidding me? You guys have a better shot at that.”

      “What if the informant is dead, legally? Cold cases. Years old.”

      Paul stayed quiet awhile, then said, “I guess I know a girl in Archives. I’ll give it a try.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s the name?”

      “Robert Andino, American citizen. Worked as a snitch on the Sons of No One, around five or so years back.”

      “What info do you need?”

      “The name of his handler. And whether he or she is still active.”

      “On it. And hey, Jean?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks again.”

      

      Reynolds shuffled in his seat. Jairo Morales and Luciana had changed the arrangement. Smarter than he thought, perhaps. A small oversight with potentially huge consequences.

      X04 shifted forward and backward, his hand gripping the driver’s headrest.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      The driver stayed motionless and said, “Better arm up, Boss.”

      X04 nodded and withdrew a large black pistol. Reynolds thought it was a Desert Eagle. It had diamonds encrusted along its shaft and purple details spiraling down the grip. The decorations made it look more like a sex toy than a lethal weapon, thought Reynolds. The cartel and their crudeness would never be separated.

      There was a commotion up ahead. Not screams but shouts. Maybe ten cars down.

      “Maybe it’s one of ours,” said X04.

      The driver nodded. “Boss, let me get out and see what’s happening.”

      “Ándale,” said X04.

      The driver shifted right a little and opened the door and swung left out of it. He raised his own pistol—a more humble weapon—up to eye level and planted himself looking toward the commotion. Reynolds wished he had a gun, too. He hated deviations from the plan. Especially one years in the making.

      Outside, the driver moved forward. He made it a meter before his head disappeared. The sound of the shot came after, maybe a full second after, but first Reynolds saw the driver’s head disappear and be replaced by a giant cloud of red mist.

      “Shit,” said X04, diving down into the recess of the passenger seats. Reynolds followed and slammed his back against the front seat.

      They waited and listened to the commotion getting louder and closer. Reynolds thought about trying to escape the vehicle and grabbing the gun, but he was frozen.

      Then the commotion got closer. And then: quiet. For a second, then two, three, four. Five seconds passed, and then there was a tap on the window, on Reynolds’ side.

      He looked up, and framed by the Suburban’s large window was the face of Jairo Morales. He motioned to Reynolds to open the window.

      “Don’t do it,” said X04 behind him. Reynolds peered back 180 degrees and saw X04 holding his crude sculpture of a gun straight at Jairo’s gut through the window.

      “The door is unlocked,” said Reynolds. “The driver did that when he got out.”

      The bleeping sound of the door alarm came into focus for Reynolds. Ding-dinging again and again.

      “I think we should get out,” said Reynolds.

      X04 didn’t say anything. So Reynolds went for the door handle and nodded at Jairo to say, Okay, we’re doing what you want us to do. Don’t shoot.

      Slowly, he pushed the door outward and Jairo stepped back, his rifle aimed steadily at Reynolds.

      Reynolds slid out of the door. All around them, terrified people watched from parked cars.

      “Get out,” said Jairo, looking past Reynolds to X04.

      X04 kept the pistol aimed at Jairo. “Fuck you.”

      As it was, X04 sat in the back seat of the Suburban, the door behind him closed. Between him and Jairo stood Reynolds. X04 had his own metal crab shell

      Not part of the plan at all.

      Jairo said, “You want your money. You need both me and Reynolds here to get it. Shooting us would be a dumbass move.”

      X04 looked at Jairo, unmoving.

      “Get out of the car.”

      X04 went to move forward, but behind him the other door opened and the snout of another AR-15 was shoved into his head. Luciana held the gun.

      “No choice,” said Jairo. “Get out.”

      X04 shuffled forward and made it to the door, then slid his legs out first, keeping the gun aimed at Jairo, and stood up.

      “Let’s move,” said Jairo.

      Luciana came round the back of the SUV and joined Jairo. They pushed Reynolds and X04 in front of them and frog-marched them along the highway, past all the cars, back to the cause of the traffic jam.

      “Get in,” said Jairo, pulling some keys from his pocket. X04 and Reynolds sat in the middle of the bench. Luciana sat shotgun, gun aimed at the men.

      Jairo got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and began turning the truck around. He unblocked the highway in less than a minute. In front of them was a clear road for miles; behind them, ten or so kilometers of traffic. Even though they had cleared the blockage and begun pulling away, the cars did not move.
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      I stared back at the old lady.

      She said again, “Who sent you?”

      “Mr. Reynolds,” I said.

      The lady ignored the answer. “You told those men outside you were looking for Jairo Morales. What makes you think he would be here?”

      Eleanor spoke. “We know this is where you kept the children.”

      The lady gave Eleanor a withering look. “Kept the children?”

      “We know,” said Eleanor. “In my pocket. A photo. Take it.”

      The lady stepped forward, untrusting, and walked to Eleanor, keeping her eyes on her. She slipped her hand into Eleanor’s pocket and pulled out the crumpled photograph of Jairo, Luciana, and their friend from years gone by. She looked at it. Nothing that resembled a human emotion crossed her face. She just looked at it and put it on the plastic table.

      “What you do is evil,” said Eleanor.

      The lady looked at her.

      “You people took our baby son. What makes you think you have the right to bring up someone else’s child?”

      The lady’s face did not move. But I detected something underneath her mask, like confusion or uncertainty. She had not expected us.

      “Señora,” I said, “do you know our son, Jairo? We don’t mean you any harm. But we need to find him and his daughter.”

      The lady didn’t move. “Yes, I knew him,” she said. “But that was a while ago.”

      Eleanor and I exchanged the slightest of glances.

      “Do you know Mr. Reynolds?”

      The lady stared at me with a look that sent me right back to primary school.

      “He told me you might come here.”

      So she had expected us.

      “Okay,” I said. “Can you tell us where he is now?”

      The lady shook her head. “He told me to give you a message if you came here. So I will do that.”

      “Okay,” I said, praying she would fill the silence.

      She didn’t at first, just kept stoic and disinterested. Then she spoke. “His problem is with your son. Not you. He said to tell you to forget about your son. That he would never be saved.”

      “What problem?”

      The lady shrugged her shoulders. “It’s too early,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “He said it would take longer,” she said.

      I realized right then that this was going nowhere.
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      The cabin of the truck was tight with four bodies lined up in it. Especially since Luciana had to keep her rifle pointed at their captives the whole time while Jairo focused on the eastbound highway. But the road surface was smooth and the going was easy—until now. They were getting closer to the coast, and the highway narrowed into a B road and the jungle became more ferocious at the sides.

      “Here,” said Jairo, pulling the truck off the blacktop and onto the dirt at the side of the road. He killed the engine.

      “Get down,” said Luciana.

      Jairo got out first, leaving the door open for X04 to follow, then Reynolds. Last, Luciana with gun in hand.

      X04 stumbled over the dirt mounds that had built up. The jungle was a wall of green.

      Jairo pushed Reynolds in the back. “On your knees, cabrones.”

      X04 did so but stared Jairo out the entire time. “Where is our money?”

      Jairo flicked the snout of his gun at Reynolds, who was mirroring X04 and kneeling on the dirt next to him, one meter away. Jairo stepped back a foot, so his gun covered both X04 and Reynolds in a one-inch movement of his hand. To make the setup more secure, Luciana stepped up beside Jairo, also pointing her AR-15 at the two men.

      “Your money?” said Jairo.

      X04 snarled, “Yes, my money, cabrón.”

      “How much does the cartel have left?”

      For a second, the anger slipped from X04’s face. “Not enough.”

      Jairo saw a thin smile creep across Reynolds’ face. He asked X04, “How many people are waiting for us at Veracruz?”

      “I won’t tell you that. You’re a dead man.”

      “How many?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Jairo stepped closer, aiming the gun at X04’s forehead. “How many? Tell us and we can do a deal.”

      X04 stayed quiet, assessing his options. There weren’t many, considering the principal one was the end of an assault rifle in his face.

      “Two hundred men,” he said. “Us, and some state and municipal police.”

      “Your closest men?”

      X04 nodded.

      “Okay,” said Jairo, looking at Reynolds. “Thing is, neither Mr. Reynolds nor I have access to any money at this point. But there will be a transaction. A transaction you can be a part of, for a trade.”

      “Go on,” said X04.

      “Your cartel is falling apart. Without this money, you’re done. Apart from the number of angry civilians you have on your hands, your network is shriveling like a dead skunk on the side of the road. You have time, though.”

      “Time for what?”

      “To get yourself out, cabrón. Abandon ship.”

      Jairo let the idea sink in for a bit. Money always carried its own weight and force. No need to over-egg it. Con el dinero, baile el perro—with money, the dog will dance. Jairo waited for the ramifications to formulate and play out in X04’s mind. Then he said:

      “Five hundred million dollars.”

      X04 looked up. “In exchange for what?”

      “For you calling off your men and telling them to follow my orders instead.”

      X04 went to get up and lunge at Jairo, but Jairo sidestepped and cracked the butt of his rifle into X04’s shoulder. There was a mighty crunch as metal met bone and X04 went down onto his side. Luciana stepped forward and poked her gun into his head.

      “Easy there,” said Jairo. “You’re not exactly in a good bargaining position here.”

      Reynolds remained silent, eyeing Jairo, then X04, one by one.

      “Come with us to the docks,” said Jairo. “Call the men off. And then we do the transfers.”

      X04 rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows. He was done. He knew it.

      “Okay,” he said. “Puto.”

      Jairo ignored the jibe and motioned for X04 to stand.

      The four of them stood on the side of the road. A solitary car went past them.

      “Let’s get this going,” said Luciana.

      “Make the call,” said Jairo, pulling out a cell phone, unlocking it, and handing it to X04.

      “Now?”

      Jairo nodded.

      X04 looked down at the screen. “I have my own phone. They won’t answer to this.”

      Jairo nodded again.

      X04 pulled a slick-looking black phone from his pocket, tapped it a few times, and held it to his ear.

      “It’s me,” he said. “Tell them not to shoot anyone. Tell them the tanker with blue and white lines is not to be attacked…Yes, I’m with them.”

      Jairo cleared his throat to get X04’s attention and pointed to himself. Tell them to follow my orders instead.

      X04 nodded meekly. “Tell them that Jairo Morales is in charge.”

      A longer silence followed as X04 listened to whatever consternation was being expressed at the other end.

      “Just do it,” he said. “He’s one of us now…Okay. See you there.”

      He hung up.

      “Thanks,” said Jairo, and he leveled the rifle at X04’s forehead, right above the eyes, and shot him dead.
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      Jean and Rose were back in the Suburban, hurtling through DC’s suburbs to meet the man who had been Robert Andino’s handler. Paul had gotten the information within the hour—a now-retired DEA agent named Craig Acosta. His address was on the outskirts of the city.

      Rose drove fast, using the emergency lane where possible. They made it after 45 minutes. They pulled up outside a little suburban bungalow and killed the engine.

      “Let him talk,” said Rose.

      Jean nodded, and they walked to the door and rang the bell. They waited a couple of minutes and the door opened to reveal a tall white guy. He had a buzz cut—probably the same one he’d had for years, throughout his service as a DEA agent. His body hadn’t played ball, though; a large, bloated gut stuck out through his black polo and nestled above his belt.

      “Yes?”

      Rose stepped forward, arm extended, and shook Acosta’s hand.

      “Agent Acosta?”

      Acosta nodded.

      “Agent Rose and Agent Santos of the CIA. You got a few minutes?”

      Acosta frowned and then smiled nervously. “’Course. Come in.”

      

      Acosta sat in an old green armchair—as, Jean suspected, he had done every day since leaving the service—while Rose explained the case.

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “Can you tell us what happened?”

      Acosta took a deep breath and held it. For a moment Jean thought he might not breathe again; his face started to go pink as his body’s warning alarms went off for lack of oxygen. He expelled the air and spoke:

      “Andino was one of our best snitches. For years, he duplicated almost every document he used for the cartel and passed it over to me. Contact was only physical. Documents left in park trash cans, that type of shit. But the info was always gold. We were able to build a dynamite case that brought an end to that particular organization.”

      Rose said, “Did the Mexican government help?”

      Acosta nodded. “Presidential level only. No police, no army. But yeah, they helped. This was before the impeachment and the shit that’s gone down since. I still think we caused that in a way. No one had any idea that the Sons were backed by Esteban. Andino gave us numbers, accounts, movements, the whole shebang.”

      “What went wrong?”

      “He got caught. The cartel sniffed out that there was a rat and starting doing what they do, which is interrogations involving family members and a barrel of acid. It didn’t take long before they got to Robert and made him squeal.”

      Jean noted Acosta’s switch to first-name terms.

      “They dragged in his family. Wife, two daughters. And well…” He looked away, to the window. “They killed all four of them. After a few hours of rape and torture. We fucked up.”

      “Andino knew what he was messing with,” said Rose.

      “No,” said Acosta. “You see, he called us when he was worried about it. Told us they were interrogating cartel members. He asked me for help, and I told him he didn’t need to worry. It was a lie. My boss had written him off. I followed that order and let him die.”

      Rose glanced at Jean.

      “Thing is,” said Rose, “Andino isn’t dead.”

      Acosta shot Rose a look, utter astonishment across his face. He got to his feet, then looked like he might faint.

      “Easy there,” said Jean, getting up to steady him.

      “It can’t be. We, we…” He collapsed back into his chair. “Shit, I need a drink.”

      Rose nodded at Jean, who went to the kitchen and found a bottle of scotch in the third cupboard she checked. She poured three fingers straight and took it back to Acosta.

      “Here,” she said.

      Acosta took a long draw. “It can’t be,” he said again. “We found…”

      “Found what?”

      “Remains,” Acosta said. He took another hit. “Limbs. When we busted the Sons, we searched the ranches and found vats of acid mostly, but also limbs and other remains. Some fresh, relatively. They belonged to the daughters and the wife. We found Andino’s arm.”

      Rose nodded. “They cut it off. He got away.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Long story. Sorry, Agent Acosta, but can you tell us what happened?”

      “I wasn’t there, of course. But we questioned the Sons hard and got most of the information double-checked by Casas, who took the fall. According to them, they had their nasty fun with the daughters, then killed them in front of Andino and his wife, then did the same to the wife, leaving Andino for last.”

      “Jesus,” said Rose.

      “It’s about revenge,” said Jean.

      Acosta finished the whiskey. “Where is Andino now?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “I need to make a call,” said Acosta, suddenly getting up. “I need to tell the boys.”

      Then it hit Jean like a brick to the face. Andino. The DEA. The CIA. The cartel. The Founders.

      “Sir,” she said to Rose. “We have to leave. Now.”

      Rose nodded. “Agent Acosta, thank you for this.”

      And they got up and left the room, then the house, and half-jogged to the SUV.

      Jean sat in the passenger seat and looked at Rose. “Reynolds wanted us to find this out. He wanted us to pass on the info to the DEA. I messed up.”

      Rose shook his head. He was tapping away on his phone, reporting back to Langley.

      Rose looked at Jean. “You see Acosta’s reaction?”

      Jean nodded. “His surprise was genuine, I thought.”

      “Agreed. But he panicked somewhat when he found out. I’m gonna get the guys upstairs to check his accounts. Fifty bucks says he’s hiding something.”

      “That’s the thing. Andino wants revenge. But against who?”

      “Everyone,” said Rose. “Including us.”

      He grabbed his phone again and tapped it and held it to his ear. “Good morning, sir. We need a favor.”

      He explained the need for a deep dive into former DEA agent Craig Acosta’s finances. He defended the move a little, and eventually smiled and said “Yes, sir” and hung up.

      “We’ll know more in twenty minutes.”

      “That quick?”

      Rose just winked.

      They drove around the block and parked and waited for the intel. It took twenty-five minutes in the end before Rose’s phone started vibrating. He picked it up.

      “Yes.”

      He listened for a long while and Jean watched his face. Then he said thanks and ended the call.

      “Well?”

      “We’re going back to Acosta’s,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because Acosta has been receiving payments of a hundred thousand dollars every month from an anonymous source for the last four years.”

      “Of course.”

      Rose said, “Check the GPS on Eleanor’s phone.”

      Jean opened the app and checked.

      “Where are they?”

      Jean said, “Chiapas.”

      Rose nodded. “We need to get there today. After we’ve dealt with Acosta.”

      He phoned Langley and chartered a plane immediately. They would fly in three hours.

      “Call Eleanor Dyce now. We need them to lure Morales.”
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      The old lady stared at us. I looked across at Eleanor, but she was staring back at the lady, a furious energy burning off her.  At that moment, a light buzz followed by three rings came from Eleanor’s pocket. The cell phone Jean had given her.

      I looked at the woman. “Can you untie us so we can answer?”

      The lady, much to my surprise, nodded and walked to Eleanor. She picked the phone out of her pocket, clicked a button, and brought it to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      Jean was on the other end of the line. “Why are you in Chiapas?”

      I wondered for a second how she knew that and realized it was the GPS.

      “Trying to find our son and granddaughter. A lot better than you could have helped us.”

      “Dyce, don’t push it. We helped you. You’re in the wrong place.”

      “No shit.”

      “We found Reynolds’ identity. He worked for the cartel. Years back. He took the name from a shipping company at the port of Veracruz. We think he’s there, with Jairo.”

      “Is that where he’s holding Estrella?”

      “We don’t know,” said Jean. “I’m just sharing the information.”

      I nodded and said, “I understand. We understand.”

      “We’re coming for you,” said Jean. “Don’t move.”

      I almost smiled. “That’s not a problem.”

      Eleanor was staring at me.

      Then the lady pulled the phone back and clicked it off and put it on the table behind her.

      Eleanor said to me in a hushed voice, “What did they say?”

      “Jean and Rose found Reynolds. They think he’s in Veracruz, with Jairo.”

      “And?”

      “They’re coming for us.”

      The lady stared at us with suspicion.

      “Necesito ir a los sanitarios,” said Eleanor.

      I need the bathroom.

      The lady hesitated, then stepped forward with caution toward Eleanor. She was about half a meter away when Eleanor raised her knee and, in a split second, brought it crashing into the lady’s knee. She crumpled into a heap, letting out a pathetic yelp on the way down.

      Then Eleanor tipped herself over, chair and all, on top of the woman, like a wrestler pinning her opponent.

      “Cut me free, bitch.”

      I sat there staring at the scene: my wife tied to a chair and lying on top of a lady almost double her age.

      The woman groaned from underneath.

      “Cut me free or I’ll fucking choke you here.”

      I noticed Eleanor had her elbow across the lady’s throat. Any more pressure and she would suffocate.

      “Now!”

      The old lady relented and made to move. Eleanor released her weight and allowed the lady to get up. Then she stood and crowded the lady, stooped like a cartoon turtle with the chair as a shell on her back. The lady could not make a move; Eleanor had her pinned.

      The woman took a small knife from her pocket and released the blade. I waited for her to try to stab Eleanor, but she didn’t. Instead, she reached around Eleanor’s back and cut the ties. The plastic chair fell to the floor and Eleanor stood.

      “Give me that,” said Eleanor, taking the knife from the lady, whose expression had morphed from placid contempt to quivering fear.

      “This is for my son!”

      It was too late. I could do nothing to stop my wife plunging the knife into the lady’s left eye, so deep her fist banged the socket and blood oozed over her knuckles.

      I shouted, “El, no!”

      But my wife was possessed, stabbing again and again. Blood squirted from where the woman’s face once was.

      “El! Stop!”

      Eleanor stopped, breathing deeply, as the lady’s body slumped to the floor.

      “What the fuck?”

      Eleanor looked at me. Her eyes had lost their sparkle. Black circles looked back at me.

      “I’m sorry, Scott.”

      I had no words.

      “She took babies for the cartel, like they took Jairo all those years ago. She deserved it.”

      “El,” I said, “you killed her.”

      Then she walked toward the door, leaving me behind, still tied to the damned chair.

      “El?”

      My wife stopped and her shoulders slumped.

      “Scott, you will understand this eventually. But I’m leaving without you.”

      I tried to get up, but the turtle position felt stupid. I sat back down.

      “What?”

      “This is about our son. First and foremost. I believe in him. I always have. Even when you thought he was long dead, I always knew.”

      “But El, we had nothing.”

      “You thought that. It’s okay. I’m not mad anymore. But I have to help Jairo. And Mr. Reynolds.”

      I sat back and stared at her. “Mr. Reynolds?”

      Eleanor nodded. “You don’t know, Scott, but he’s a good man. Not so different to us. He’s helping Jairo. He was hurt, badly. Like we were. By people like this scumbag,” she said, flinging a look at the lady’s corpse. “Reynolds, or whatever his real name is, is helping Jairo to become a powerful person. What mother wouldn’t want that for her son?”

      I stared. “What the fuck are you talking about, El?”

      “Reynolds wants revenge. Against the cartels. Against the DEA. Against the CIA. Against the greedy bankers in New York. Against all of them. He’s gonna bring them all down. It’s what they deserve. All those years, they never helped me find our son. And you know what?”

      I said nothing.

      She said, “I agree with Reynolds. And I’m going to help him do it.”

      I felt my chest tighten. “You’ve been speaking with the guy we’ve been trying to find? This whole goddamn time?”

      “I agree with what he’s trying to do.”

      “He killed Vanessa. She would’ve been our daughter-in-law. Estrella’s mother!”

      Eleanor wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was turned downward.

      I said, “And what about her, little Estrella? How could you let him keep her like that?”

      “We don’t know he has her.”

      I couldn’t find the words. I couldn’t express what I needed to say to her. I’ll admit it, I felt hatred on some level. Not of her directly—I loved Eleanor. And not directly of Mr. Reynolds or Jairo either. But hatred of the relationship that existed between my wife and our son. And not me. Was this just jealousy? Would I have supported the same course of action if I’d been filled in?

      My answer to that was no.

      I was staring at a woman who was not my wife. Her obsession had become a disease.

      Hatred faded away and sorrow replaced it.

      “El, please.”

      She turned and unlocked the door, and then opened it and walked out into the daylight.
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      As Jairo drove the truck over a small hill that led them away from Veracruz city, they could smell the sea air. The main port of Veracruz lay directly ahead, as the crow flew, but when they reached a small crossroads, Reynolds directed Jairo to the left, away from the busy harbor.

      Jairo knew why Reynolds had chosen this place, of course, as did Luciana. It was where the Sons of No One had murdered his wife and children and almost done the same to him. Jairo remembered that day, five years ago, well. He thought about it as they drove along. He didn’t care what Reynolds’ motives were, but they concerned him. Jairo knew what he had to deliver for his part of the bargain and was pretty sure Reynolds would deliver his part, too.

      But in the world in which Jairo had grown up, you never trusted anyone until you had the dollars in your hand.

      They’d left the last remaining built-up areas of the city and were now driving parallel to the coastline and the black sands of Veracruz, visible in the moonlight. Then the coastline disappeared behind thick trees as the road went inland for a way.

      “Here,” said Reynolds, pointing to a small driveway cut into the shrubbery.

      Jairo pulled in. The old rusted gates that had stood tall had been smashed aside, leaving only the arch that had housed them. It read: REYNOLDS SHIPPING CO.

      Jairo pulled onto the track and they drove down it for 500 meters, until they saw the dilapidated building ahead—a huge structure, long, dominating the shorefront but in ruins now. They peered closely and saw hundreds of black dots scattered in and around the shadows of the building. Some streetlights were on, just barely illuminating the scene. The soldiers of Código X awaited them.

      “Pull over here,” said Reynolds.

      They were still a hundred meters from the building. Jairo pulled the truck over and killed the engine. They sat and watched as the men gathered in groups of five or six and started walking toward the new arrivals. Jairo did a fast head count. At least sixty men, each holding a rifle or a pistol. The men moved closer.

      Reynolds withdrew a phone and swiped and tapped it. “Ready,” he said.

      Jairo opened his door, and Reynolds got out after him while Luciana got down from the passenger side. They walked around to the front of the truck.

      The first guy from Código X’s founding and controlling unit stopped walking and looked at Jairo.

      “¿Donde está Jorge, cabrón?”

      Where’s Jorge?

      Jairo realized he meant X04 and replied in Spanish, “He got his payment and left.”

      The guy’s friends were now around him—his crew. He kept doing the talking. “Payment?”

      Jairo nodded, a thin smile on his face. “That’s right.”

      The men’s eyes drifted between Jairo, Luciana, and Reynolds.

      “Who’s he?”

      “He’s Mr. Reynolds.”

      The man stepped toward Reynolds, who kept still and held the stare.

      “Nos chingaste, cabrón.”

      You fucked us over.

      Reynolds held up his hands and spoke in perfect Spanish. “On the contrary, I’ve come to give you what’s yours.”

      This did little to calm the Código X spokesman, whose gun rose slightly in his hand, finger on trigger.

      “You owe us a lot. You made too many promises.”

      Jairo stepped forward slightly and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Hear us out, man. If you don’t like what you hear, you can shoot us here and now.”

      The man paused for a beat, still staring at Reynolds. Then he said, “Tell us, and tell us quick.”

      Reynolds nodded. “The funds that were allocated to your organization are still under my control. But your old boss screwed things up.”

      “Who? Jorge?”

      “Yes, X04. He was a snitch. DEA. Earlier this week, they busted hundreds in your distribution network. Don’t tell me you haven’t felt the repercussions.”

      The man nodded grimly, disbelief spreading across his features.

      “So, I moved the money as fast as I could. To an offshore account. My plan is to disperse it to you in individual payments.”

      The man’s brain went into overdrive as he tried to compute the news that his compadre was a rat and that he was about to become stinking rich. Around him he had his crew of ten; the rest of the men were sitting around behind, surrounding the building.

      The man came closer. “How much is left?”

      Reynolds smiled. “A billion dollars.”

      “Between all of us?”

      Reynolds looked past the man and then back into his eyes. “Or, of course, as you see fit.”

      The man nodded and then shared a look with his crew. They seemed to be communicating silently. Little nods and winks were exchanged. Jairo, Luciana, and Reynolds stayed still.

      Then the man turned back to them. “How does it work?”

      Reynolds said, “You give us your account SWIFT codes and IBAN numbers, and we set up a secure VPN internet connection. I make a few phone calls. You get your money.”

      “How do we know whether you keep any of it?”

      “You can speak with the bank yourself. They’re Swiss. Very discreet, but forthcoming with their customers.”

      The man rubbed his face for a while, then said, “Okay. We’ll make it a little less complicated.”

      He turned and whistled hard at the rest of the men.

      “¡Todos, acércanse!”

      Everyone, come here.

      One by one, the men started to come closer, curious, watchful, and nervous.

      “!Vénganse¡”

      Then he shouted his instructions: “We have negotiated a ceasefire with these people. Put your weapons in a pile here.”

      He pointed at the middle ground between him and them. Despite a few murmured questions, they followed the order and threw their assault rifles, pistols, and machine guns into a pile. Now Jairo, Reynolds, Luciana, and the Código X crew stood on one side, while the rest of the Código X men stood on the other. The crew kept their guns in their hands.

      The man turned to Jairo again and said, “This will make the transfers less complicated. And should deter you from thinking about fucking with us.”

      Then he turned, quick and steady, and nodded to his crew. “Do it!”

      And they started gunning down their own men. The sound ripped through the night like the atmosphere itself was breaking up. Jairo, Luciana, and Reynolds dived to the side as the ten main men mowed down their colleagues in a bloody mess. After one whole minute, there was silence.

      Then the lead guy turned to Reynolds again. “Now we’re ready for the transfers. One billion dollars divided ten ways. Between us.”

      Reynolds used his one arm to get to his knees, then his feet. Jairo and Luciana also stood.

      “Yes, sir. Understood.”

      “And I want to talk to the fucking bank and make sure you’re not hiding anything else.”

      Reynolds nodded. “Of course.”

      “Where do we do this?”

      Reynolds said, “Inside the warehouse. I have a connection set up.”

      The man nodded. “Well then, what are you waiting for?”

      Reynolds started walking to the building. The ten men pushed Jairo and Luciana with their gun muzzles in line. Together, they walked to the building.

      Inside, the warehouse had been gutted many years previously. It looked entirely different from when Jairo, and Reynolds, had last been here.

      They stepped across the flat cement floor toward the only door still on its hinges, at the back. Reynolds pulled a key from his pocket that dangled from a small keyring and unlocked the door.

      “Here,” he said, and he ushered first Jairo and then Luciana into the small office—and then, suddenly, he jumped through himself and slammed the door shut behind him, closing the three of them inside and leaving the remnants of Código X outside in the main space.

      The door had a fast-locking system on the inside and Jairo noted the metal plating that had been installed around its frame—recently, judging by the shine of the steel.

      “Get down,” said Reynolds.

      They did, and the gunshots started. Against the door, against the wall outside. Loud thuds and shouts from the men outside.

      Jairo screamed over the din, “This was your fucking plan?”

      Reynolds was lying against the back wall. “Just stay where you are. The office is reinforced concrete with a bulletproof shell membrane. They won’t get through.”

      “This is a siege,” said Luciana.

      The thuds got more frequent. Jairo rolled closer to the back wall. Luciana was on the side wall, lying straight along where the wall met the floor.

      “They’ll just wait for us. Or bring explosives.”

      Reynolds said, “They won’t have time.”

      He pulled out his phone and tapped and swiped it, and grinned.

      “What?”

      Jairo was getting angry now.

      “Two minutes,” said Reynolds. “Wait.”

      They waited. And the thuds got more ferocious. Jairo glared at the wall dividing them from the Código X men and prayed that Reynolds had paid for the right installation. He’d heard of cartel bosses getting their trucks bulletproofed only to find out the installation had been fake when their rival shot it up the next day. Classic cartel tricks.

      Bottom line: you trusted no one.

      The two minutes passed and the wall held up. They heard a pause in the firing, then shouts. More men, Jairo could have sworn. Entering the warehouse.

      “Who is that?”

      Reynolds didn’t look at him. “New government of Mexico. Marines. I cut a deal.”

      They listened as the thuds started again. More gunfire than before. A battle was going on outside, and they could do nothing but sit and wait it out.

      It took five more minutes before everything fell silent. Then there was a shout and a bang at the office door.

      Reynolds rolled to one side and got up slowly. He walked to the door and undid the dead bolt and opened up.

      In the opening stood a man in a camouflage uniform, black ski mask, and battle helmet. The word “MARINA” was emblazoned across his chest. He pulled back the mask to reveal a muscular face painted the same woodland camouflage design as his BDUs.

      He smiled. “Done deal. Thank you for your confianza, señor.”

      Reynolds came forward and shook his hand. “A pleasure.”

      “Your boat is ready,” said the Marine.

      “Good,” said Reynolds. He turned to Jairo and Luciana. “Let’s go.”

      

      They walked through the warehouse, stepping over the fallen bodies of Código X members as they did, while the rest of the Marines unit started moving corpses and picking up shells.

      “This way,” said Reynolds, leading them through a back entrance and to the seashore.

      Jairo could see a jetty in the moonlight and a large speedboat-shaped vessel rocking on the gentle tide of the Mexican Gulf. They walked up the jetty and found another Marine waiting for them in the boat. Up closer, they could see the armored plating and utilitarian design. A single cab for the driver and an empty cargo space for them to stand in. There was a metal ladder linking the boat to the jetty, and they climbed it and jumped into the hold. The engine was already running. Jairo helped Luciana pull the ladder into the boat and Reynolds banged the window of the cab. Without looking back, the Marine raised a hand and started the engine.

      They were no further than five meters from the jetty when a shrill scream rang out from the shore.

      “Jairo!”

      They all turned and looked back at the shore.

      “Go back—it’s her, my mother,” said Jairo.

      Standing on the black sand was Eleanor Dyce.
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      It had taken hours for the men who had grabbed me and Eleanor to come back. I couldn’t say how many, as I’d been drifting in and out of a trance, replaying the scene again and again. Questioning why Eleanor had left me. But eventually, I heard footsteps approaching and the men arrived. What a sight it must have been to behold: the güero (me) still tied up, a dead lady at his feet, stabbed to death through the eye, and his wife nowhere to be seen. Like a Jerry Springer episode from hell.

      The men spilled into the room like water through a levee, shouting and arguing about what to do with me.

      I hung my head and closed my eyes. Eleanor’s betrayal cut deep. I could not stop seeing the look on her face before she left me alone here. She’d lost her mind and I was to blame. If I had supported her search for Jairo earlier, maybe it might have worked out? I would never know.

      The men crowded around me, but I didn’t listen to them. The sound of their voices was a muffled rumble of noise. They would kill me here and bury me here. Where Jairo had been for twenty-two years. The irony wasn’t wasted on me. I thought about the photo Jean had gotten depicting Reynolds running away with Estrella, back in DC. Her little face, unknowing and innocent. I had failed two of my bloodline, my son and my granddaughter. Jairo and Estrella.

      I lifted my head and faced the men. They were rural types, dressed in worn-out clothes, with dark, sunburnt skin and small, beady eyes. There were five of them.

      The one closest to me grabbed my jaw and spoke in Spanish. “You did this?”

      I shook my head.

      “Your wife did this?”

      I shrugged. I thought it was pretty obvious.

      “She stole one of our trucks,” said the man.

      I stared at him, “You stole ours.”

      “Kill him,” said one of the others. There were grunts of agreement.

      I closed my eyes. If it hadn’t been for the thought of Estrella alive somewhere, I would have accepted a bullet. Without Eleanor, I was nothing. My son was not the person I’d thought we might find. But Estrella was different. She had no one except me. And I would be damned if I’d leave her alone, without a family.

      I started moving in my ties, and the chair toppled, slamming me into the floor on my side.

      “Take him outside,” shouted one of the men.

      I felt arms grab me and lift me and we went up the basement steps into the cool night air. I breathed deeply and, for the first time since I was a kid, I prayed to God. I had never been religious, but agnostic in my younger years. I felt like if there was a God, I was pretty low down on His list of people to help. But I prayed for Estrella all the same.

      Keep her safe. Don’t let her die.

      I pleaded in my mind as the men cut me out of the chair and put me on my knees.

      Look after her. Keep her alive.

      I heard guns cocking and felt cold metal touch my head.

      Keep her alive. Please! I beg you! Kill me, but keep Estrella alive!

      “Kill him,” said one of the voices.

      I opened my eyes.

      The men stood in a semicircle around me, guns ready to shoot.

      It was silent.

      Keep her alive, you bastard. Forgive me and I’ll forgive you.

      I heard a noise. In the near distance. From over the trees.

      The guns aimed at my head moved slightly.

      The noise grew louder. Something in the sky.

      A helicopter.

      Then I felt the guns leave my head and I looked up. To the left of the church dome Eleanor and I had used to find this place, a black chopper was turning around and coming toward us. The men didn’t shoot but waved their rifles around, shouting and swearing at each other. One of them ran off into the streets to the side of the plaza. I waited and watched the helicopter as it settled in the air above us and slightly to the right. The force of its blades threw leaves and dust and bits of trash into mini cyclones around us. I had to close my eyes.

      The chopper lowered, and the roar of the engine surged and died just as quickly. I heard the rotors slowing and looked again.

      The doors opened outward and from within came two figures. They were dressed in full battle gear, with black bandanas across their mouths and helmets, and they held semiautomatic rifles that made the men holding me look like the rancheros they were.

      They approached us. One of them, taller than the other, went to the men and began barking at them, gun leveled at their heads. The men got the message and downed their weapons. The other figure walked to me and pulled down the bandana.

      It was Agent Jean Santos.

      I felt a smile crack open. “How’d you find me?”

      Jean smiled back. “The magic of GPS, Scott. Where’s Eleanor?”

      I stood up and dusted myself down. “Long story.”

      Jean held my shoulder. “Come on. We have to get out of here. Is Eleanor close?”

      I walked with her toward the chopper. “No. She went to find Jairo, and Reynolds. They’re together.”

      Jean nodded. “Well,” she said. “That’s where we’re headed.”

      I turned and saw that the men had dispersed and Jean’s colleague was following us to the helicopter, whose rotors had started again.

      “Get in,” said Jean. “You can brief us on the way.”

      

      Inside the chopper, Agent Rose sat on the bench opposite me. I remembered the last time I had ridden in a chopper like this, with Esteban and Jairo back in Lujano as we went to save Eleanor. This time, I was hunting her down.

      Rose nodded at me and then at Jean, who was getting back in with her colleague. They shut the doors and we settled in for the ride. I felt the chopper lift off the ground. Within minutes, we were flying at a few thousand meters.

      Jean shouted above the noise, “What happened with Eleanor?”

      I shouted back, “We tracked a photo of Jairo and Luciana to that town back there. We were captured, but Eleanor got free.” I paused. “And she escaped, leaving me alone.”

      Jean nodded.

      I said, “She told me she was helping Reynolds and Jairo. That he would make our son a great man.”

      Rose leaned forward. “Reynolds’ name is Roberto Andino. He was an informant on the Sons of No One for the DEA. The cartel found out and killed his family. Chopped off his arm.”

      “So I did meet him,” I said. “He was Pastor Robert.”

      Rose nodded. “Yep. And he’s been paying off the DEA agents for years to help him maneuver. Turns out he stashed ten million in Bitcoin back in 2008 when there was some technical glitch before the currency became big. Guess how much it’s worth now.”

      “It’s all about money?”

      “And revenge,” said Jean.

      Rose interrupted: “We don’t know that. What we do know is that Andino needed a hidden account to transfer the money to. Otherwise it would be flagged and his plan would fall apart. The Sons had such an account. Old school, in Panama, with no names and no trace. Before the regulations came in. Jairo and the nine other Sons leaders had part of the account number each.”

      “So Reynolds needed Jairo to get the clean money out.”

      Rose nodded. “That’s part of their deal.”

      I sat back. The windows were black and all I could feel was the shaking and vibrating of the chopper.

      “So where are they?”

      Jean said, “We got more intel on our flight down here. Andino bought an old, abandoned coastguard tower off the coast of Veracruz. That’s where we’re going.”

      I rested my head on the back of the bench. The chopper stayed steady mostly, but eventually it banked and I felt the air change. I smelled salt and seaweed rising up from below us.

      I asked Jean, “What’s your skin in the game?”

      Jean looked across at Rose, then back to me. “We need Andino in custody. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “Do you think he has my granddaughter with him?”

      “It’s possible,” said Jean.

      We flew on for another ten minutes before the pilot hollered back and Rose got up and kneeled on the bench directly behind the cockpit. He shouted instructions and the pilot began adjusting the course. The helicopter tilted and slowed. I grabbed the side of the bench and felt us lose altitude gradually.

      We were here.

      That was when the first bullet hit.
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      I heard the bullet hit the side of the chopper—a sharp, distinct thud as metal met metal. Then another, then another.

      Then a ton.

      Rose shouted across the small space that contained us, “We can’t stay here. Have to get down there.”

      The pilot was shouting back at us, demanding instructions.

      “Pull us directly over the top of the tower!”

      The chopper shunted forward, bullets peppering the armored plating outside. We swung from side to side as the weight shifted, and the bullets suddenly stopped. I pictured us hovering directly above the structure, denying the shooter an angle.

      “Can we land on the roof?”

      “Yes, sir,” said the pilot. “I can’t stay here much longer though, sir.”

      Rose went to doors and started getting them open.

      “Hold tight,” he said.

      The door slid open and the ferocious night wind entered the chopper’s interior. We all swung back again and grabbed whatever we could. Rose staggered back to the opening and peered out.

      “Take us down to the roof.”

      “Yes sir,” shouted the pilot.

      I moved slowly along the bench toward the open door and peered down. The roof was getting closer. The coastguard tower must have been twenty meters above sea level. It was a large square-shaped structure. The roof was marked with a giant H to help choppers land. On one of the corners sat a large satellite dish. On another corner was an extended lookout tower.

      That’s when I saw Luciana with the gun. Then—a yellow flash and everything shifted.

      She had gotten a direct hit. Somewhere on the rotors above.

      Our whole world went sideways. I grabbed the side of the door and watched as Rose went through, into the night. We were only a few meters above the helipad, but he hit the concrete hard. The chopper swung wildly to the side and I watched as the roof below moved and was replaced by sea. Twenty meters down.

      “We’re hit, we’re hit,” the pilot was shouting.

      Jean was alongside me as we spun and spun.

      “We have to jump,” she shouted.

      I stared at the black sea below.

      “Now!”

      I held on, feeling like I was going to throw up from the motion. Then Jean jumped. She was there one moment, gone the next.

      I braced myself and pulled my body toward the opening. The noise of the engines swinging through the evening air screaming despair. I smelt burning petrol.

      There was no choice.

      I jumped.

      Air whipped at my ears as I plummeted through midair for a second or two, and then I hit the water’s surface.

      There was silence.

      I wondered in that moment, under the water, if I might never resurface. It seemed to last forever. I kicked my legs, and as soon as I stopped spinning around, I used my arms to gain traction and swim upwards. I broke the surface and floated in the sea.

      The chopper was gone from the sky. I looked to my left and saw it, half in, half out of the water, fire spewing from its exposed tail.

      Jean.

      I swam hard toward it. It was a miracle that my body was in contact. I went into a forearm stroke, measured and powerful, until I reached the sinking helicopter. I found where the cockpit would be and dived deep into the water. The door was welded shut by the pressure; I would have to smash the glass to get at him. And I only had my fists. Hopeless.

      I went back up for a gulp of air and dived down again, this time to the front windscreen. I felt the smooth glass and cupped my hands to it and looked in.

      I could see nothing, just blackness.

      I stared into it, searching for signs of life. Maybe they had all jumped, too.

      Then something slammed into the glass from the inside, making me jump backwards.

      The face of the pilot, blood streaming into the water from somewhere below his face. His eyes open yet lifeless.

      I swam back to the surface and broke through. The night was windier than I had realized when we were floating in the air—a storm was coming in from offshore. I saw sheets of lightning in the distance, and the swell of the waves bobbed me up and down.

      I breathed deeply and scanned the area. The tower was visible in the moonlight. It looked like a long-legged beetle standing on the sea. A large hut on stilts. I couldn’t see Jean in the water, or Rose on top of the tower—it was too dark to get a good look. I began swimming to the nearest leg of the tower.

      After ten long minutes, I touched metal: a ladder leading right up to the top. I paused as I took hold of the first rung.

      If Jairo wanted me dead, he would shoot on sight.

      I looked up the long ladder, which made twenty meters seem like two hundred from my point of view, the water beneath me rising and falling a good two meters at a time, and began the climb.
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      I took each rung with great care. The rust scratched my palms as I pulled my soggy weight up the ladder. If Jairo wanted me dead, or Reynolds or Andino or whatever his goddamn name was wanted me dead, they had a free shot. I didn’t care. I had one objective and no other card to play: climb this ladder and find what I would find. Each move made my body feel a kilo heavier.

      Around rung number twenty, I looked down. The sea below was a silent, black, bobbing sheet. I looked out to sea and saw the storm was coming closer. Lightning painted everything purple each thirty seconds and it had started raining. I gripped the ladder harder still. I ached, but adrenalin continued pumping through my bloodstream and I kept on.

      After what felt like an hour, but could have only been ten minutes, I made it to the first level of the tower. The tower had various doors and a metal walkway that went around the whole structure. I clambered on and caught my breath.

      There were two doors on my side of the tower. The structure was too big to be a single room. I went to the first handle and found it locked. Then the second: same result. I turned the corner and there, standing on the walkway with a pistol leveled at my chest, was Jairo. He was getting wet from the rain. I was soaked through.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said.

      “No shit,” I said. “Hell of a welcoming party. You killed the pilot, and possibly two CIA agents. Good work, asshole.”

      Jairo flexed his shoulders back. I was fucking sick of trying to be nice to him.

      I said, “Look, I don’t give a shit about you anymore. You’re dead to me. But I will not stop until I find my granddaughter. Have some heart—tell me where she is, and I’ll be gone.”

      Jairo put the pistol in the back of his pants and let the door close behind him. He was squaring up like a lion ready to fight over a chunk of meat.

      I asked, “Is your mother in there?”

      Jairo nodded.

      “Let her go and we’ll leave. You can do whatever it is you’re going to do with Mr. Reynolds. I don’t care.”

      “Come inside,” said Jairo. “You’re here now, so it doesn’t matter. You’ve got no way off this place.”

      I sensed Jairo was trying to tell me something.

      “Wait,” I said. “What does Andino want?”

      Jairo cocked his head. Yes, I thought, I know all about it.

      “He’ll explain inside.”

      I nodded. “Is Estrella here?”

      Jairo shook his head. My heart sank. I walked toward him and the door. Again, I got a strong sense that he wanted to tell me something.

      I paused, waiting for him to lead the way inside the tower.

      He said, “You shouldn’t have come. You’re no help here.”

      I nodded. “Come on, let’s do this.”

      He opened the door and we walked in, out of the rain. I found a large room with army-green walls and austere furniture—two sofas, some bookshelves, and a collection of tables pulled together with laptops and desktop computers on them.

      First, I saw Agent Rose sitting on a sofa, his hands tied behind his back. To his side was Luciana, pointing a rifle at me. On the other sofa was the man who had introduced himself to me as Pastor Robert from New York. He was wearing a beat-up and dirty suit with the sleeve of his missing arm tucked inside itself. He was smiling at me.

      Next to him was Eleanor. She had what looked like explosives strapped to her chest. She didn’t look me in the eye but I knew she’d had seen me enter the room.

      “Get dry, Scott,” said Andino. “Then we can all talk. There’s a bedroom over there with spare clothes in the closet.”

      I nodded and walked slowly to the room. Inside, I found a couple of bunks and, as Andino had said, a closet with military-style pants and white t-shirts hanging inside. I pulled off my wet clothes, found a set that would fit me, and pulled the dry garments on. My shoes were soaking but I had no choice but to put them back on.

      Once I was ready, I went back into the main room, a thousand questions piercing my brain like little pins. I had to play this perfectly. If not, it was all worth nothing. I noted the absence of Jean Santos and prayed she had survived the sea below.

      “Sit down,” said Andino.

      I did so, on the sofa across from Rose, looking at Andino and Eleanor to my left.

      “Not part of the plan,” said Andino. “But them’s the breaks. It might be better actually.”

      Jairo stood at the door through which we had come, pistol back in his hand.

      “Let us go,” I said.

      His eyes were empty. Thick creases around them created hollowed holes where I saw no empathy. He had gone mad, that was for sure. He stared at me like he was focused on a point a couple of feet in front of my face.

      “That won’t work for me,” he said. “Or Agent Rose here either.”

      I looked at Rose.

      Rose shrugged. “We need to make a deal here,” he said.

      I nodded and stayed quiet.

      Andino spoke. “Today is all about decisions. Each person in this room is seeking a certain type of satisfaction. But to the detriment of another. And I assure you all, I will not be the loser here.”

      “This is all about money? You have it already, no? Jairo can give you the account numbers you need. Take the money and run,” I said.

      Andino smiled deeply, his mouth twisting into an crescent. “I don’t want money,” he said. “I want to die.”

      I looked across at Rose, who looked back and puffed his chest out. I looked at Eleanor. She stared at the floor without moving her head.

      “Okay,” I said. “So die.”

      Andino’s smile disappeared. “Are you religious, Scott?”

      I paused for a beat. “No.”

      “Nor am I,” said Andino. “But I do believe in one of the Old Testament’s ideas. Namely, revenge. All revenge should be equal to the offense.”

      I nodded. “An eye for an eye.”

      “Blood for blood,” he said. “I will die here. But young Jairo will not. He will lose everything he has, but not his life.”

      “The Sons are all but dead,” I said. “You got your revenge for whatever happened to you.”

      “You’re wrong,” said Andino. “I made promises. And I will keep them.”

      I had to keep Andino talking. At least while Eleanor had explosives strapped to her. “You knew Jairo from before?”

      Andino nodded. “I will give your son a choice tonight. I want you to understand what I have suffered.”

      Rose rolled his eyes.

      “You’d do well to listen, Agent Rose,” snapped Andino, who’d seen the gesture. “This involves you, too. The CIA, and the DEA, abandoned me. And you will pay for it.”

      Rose didn’t say anything or move.

      Jairo stepped forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Andino sat up a little and stared at Jairo. Then he said, “You should’ve killed me when you had the chance.”
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      “The day the Sons of No One discovered I was the snitch,” Andino said, “they took me to the warehouse back there on the coast that belonged to the company I borrowed my moniker from. Esteban ordered his main guys to tell me they had found the rat and that I would witness his execution. I was terrified, knowing they must have been lying, of course, but I had no choice but to go with them.

      “When I arrived at the old warehouse, I found my wife and two daughters tied up in the middle of the room. I will never forget their faces, looking at me with hope. And I knew there was nothing I could do to help them. Their faces, red eyes, shiny, wet cheeks.”

      “The Sons interrogated me for hours. I confessed, and they proceeded to rape and then torture and then kill my family in front of me.”

      I hung my head. I’d read about the cartel’s brutality in papers and online, but I’d never heard a first-hand account.

      “Jairo was there that day.”

      We all looked at my son, whose gaze did not waver.

      “He was too young to do the dirty business, but he watched. They came to me, taking turns to beat me with their fists and feet. I don’t remember anything of that. I had slipped into a trance of some sort; all I could see was my girls and my wife being tortured again and again. Then they cut off my arm. The pain was like nothing I had ever felt, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my heart, which died that day along with my family. They beat me with my severed arm. I remember that. That’s when I passed out.”

      I looked at Jairo, who was staring at Andino.

      “They thought I was dead. Jairo here was ordered to take the bodies out into the surrounding woods and bury us. I woke up in the back of the pickup and gave him quite a scare when he came around the back of the truck to do the deed.”

      “We made a deal,” said Jairo.

      “Yes,” said Andino. “I’ll honor it.”

      I got up and stepped toward Jairo. Luciana raised her rifle at me.

      I said, “What deal?”

      Andino’s face stretched into a sardonic smile. “Tell your father.”

      Jairo would not look at me.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      I looked at Eleanor and realized then that besides the explosives on her chest, she was handcuffed to Andino.

      I said, “Jairo will give you whatever you want. Let Eleanor go. You can do your deal in peace.”

      Andino tipped his head toward Rose. “Not sure the US government will agree with you there.”

      I said, “Robert, I am sorry for your loss. I cannot imagine what pain you have suffered. But trust me, we have suffered so much, too. We lost Jairo as a baby. Never knew him. I held him once. We thought he was dead. I thought he was dead. That’s shit you can’t undo. I’m asking you, let Eleanor go and you’ll never hear of us again.”

      Then Eleanor spoke. “No,” she said. “I support Jairo. I understand the sacrifice he needs to make.”

      She still would not look at me.

      I could only ask, “What have you done?”

      Eleanor looked at me at last. Her eyes were red raw and deep black bags lay underneath them.

      “Stop trying to save our skins,” she said. “We are the sacrifice.”

      My mind worked double-time. If Jairo had made a deal to save Estrella, then the sacrifice would be worthy. But no one had mentioned the little girl at all.

      “Take me,” I said. “That’s fair.”

      Andino stood up, pulling Eleanor’s wrist as he did so. He stared at me, anger flowing through his facial muscles. “That is not enough.”

      “Make the transfer,” I said. “Then blow us up. If you let Jairo go, that’s fair.”

      Eleanor smiled meekly.

      Andino laughed. “No, Scott. That’s not the deal.”

      “What do you mean? That’s blood for blood. That’s fair.”

      I was racking my brain for a way out of this. But I couldn’t see a way of saving Eleanor and Jairo, and Estrella. I looked at Rose.

      “Can’t you do something?”

      “This is the way it has to be. I need to take Andino back in custody. And I need that money to be transferred so we can track it. Sorry, Dyce. I’m no help to you now.”

      “Like you ever were,” I said.

      “Fuck you,” said Rose. “You don’t get shit, do you? We risked everything on this case. We helped you for no reason.”

      I shook my head.

      Jairo spoke. “We made a deal. My parents for the money.”

      Andino nodded. “Yes. We did.”

      Reynolds walked to the table and picked up a large satellite phone. Then he looked at Jairo.

      “Give me the account number. It’s time.”

      I looked at my son. His beard was long again. His hair had grown out. I felt no love for him. I hated him. He’d played us all for money. How could I let him bring up a six year old girl? No. He would be a terrible father.

      “You know where your daughter is?”

      Jairo said nothing. Again, I sensed he was trying to tell me something, but I was damned if I could read his thoughts.

      Eleanor spoke before he could answer. “Scott. He has never known his daughter. We have found our son. We have to support him.”

      I said, “You’ve lost your mind.”

      She started to cry.

      Andino  said, “None of you get it, do you?”

      We all looked at him.

      He went on, “There’s nothing after this. Certain triggers will be pulled when I make this call. The person on the other end of the line has strict instructions. Firstly, transfer all the funds to the old Sons’ account. And then give the order to execute the girl. It’s over.”

      Blood raged through me. “You touch that girl and I’ll kill you myself.”

      “Too late for that,” said Andino. “I’m already dead. I want Jairo to be left with no one. Like I was.” Eleanor was chained to him like some perverse bondage scenario. “I will die today, too. The choice is Jairo’s and Jairo’s alone. If he wants the funds. His daughter and parents must die.”

      I looked at my son. His face grimaced as he thought.

      “Don’t do this,” I said.

      Andino ignored me and looked at Jairo. “It’s your decision to make. There’s billions there. Enough for you to start whatever it is you want to start. Give me the numbers.”

      The room went silent. I looked at Jairo, and then Luciana. The two people with guns. Where the hell was Jean? Too late now. I had to make a move.

      Andino said again, “Give me the numbers.”

      I could rush Luciana, I thought. It was my best shot. Jairo was too close to Andino.

      Then Jairo stepped toward Andino, took a piece of paper, and scrawled something down. My heart sank. Andino smiled and dialed a number. He waited for a beat, then spoke into the phone.

      “Yes, we’re ready. Transfer all funds to account number…” He read off the string of numbers on the paper, then said, “And make the call.”

      He waited and listened and smiled and hung up.

      “It’s done,” he said.
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      Andino turned to Eleanor and pushed her arm away and located a small box on her lower back I had failed to notice. He tapped it a few times and a beep sounded. Then he turned back to the room.

      “Ready,” he said.

      I took three long steps and dived at Luciana. She hadn’t seen it coming and fell back into the wall as I smashed into her. On reflex, she fired a shot, but it hit the ceiling. Eleanor screamed. Jairo shouted—or maybe it was Rose; I couldn’t be sure. I put every bit of force I had into pushing Luciana’s head into the wall and I grabbed the rifle. I wrestled the gun out of her hands with more ease than I had expected. Maybe it was the adrenalin.

      Jairo shouted and swore in Spanish. I pointed the rifle at him.

      “Don’t fucking move,” I said.

      Jairo froze. “Wait,” he said.

      I didn’t wait. I turned the rifle to Andino and fired four times. I hit him in the chest twice, then the neck and then his head. He was flung backwards onto the sofa, pulling Eleanor— screaming—down, too.

      “You fucking idiot,” shouted Rose.

      I swiveled and leveled the gun at him. “What?”

      Rose shook his head and muttered a curse.

      Luciana was getting back up. I turned on her. “Get him out of those ties.”

      She looked at me and then Rose.

      I shouted, “Now!”

      She went to the CIA agent and then looked for the keys.

      I went to Eleanor. She was sitting down, her face splattered with Andino’s blood.

      “Come on, honey,” I said. “Let’s get this shit off you.”

      She cried great sobs. “Scott. It’s too late.”

      I looked at the little box. We had less than a minute.

      “There’s time,” I said, and went about checking the vest. Every part of it had been secured tightly with small titanium padlocks. There were twenty in total. I checked the timer.

      Forty seconds.

      I turned toward Jairo. “Bring a knife. Anything.”

      He began rummaging through things on the tables.

      I turned back to my wife. Eleanor. Despite everything, we’d stayed together. We had lost our newborn son and not got divorced. That was rare. I knew it and she knew it. But finding him had brought disaster.

      I pulled with everything I had on the padlocks. But nothing gave. I checked the timer.

      Twenty-five seconds.

      “Run,” she said. “Get out of here.”

      Behind me, Rose was struggling against his own ties still. Luciana had gone.

      I shouted to Jairo, “Go! Take Rose. Throw him over. Keep him afloat.”

      Jairo stared at me. For the first time I saw fear in his eyes. Real fear. Or maybe guilt. He’d have known that Andino would’ve killed us anyway.

      I looked at the timer.

      Fifteen seconds.

      Eleanor, still cuffed to Andino’s bleeding corpse, couldn’t raise herself. I kissed her and felt our tears meet at the cheek.

      “Go,” she said. “Find Estrella. There might be time.”

      I shook my head. “No. I can’t leave you.”

      She pushed me. “Go, Scott. Get out of here. It’s over for me.”

      Behind me, Jairo had lifted Rose onto his shoulder and was headed to the door.

      “Come on,” he shouted back to me.

      I looked into Eleanor’s eyes. “Go,” she said.

      And I knew. Estrella. It was all about her. And without me she didn’t have a chance.

      Eleanor pushed me again. “Go!”

      I stepped back, ran for the door, opened it, and leapt over the barrier—without looking, without thinking—and felt air whip past my face and then water again.

      

      I heard the explosion from beneath the surface. A muffled, ferocious boom. I swam under the water in the opposite direction.

      When I broke the surface, the tower was aflame, pieces of metal and wood flying into the air and falling into the sea. The rain would extinguish the blaze after a while but it partly lit the scene now as the red and yellow flames reflected in the black sea. I trod water and watched the burning tower and cried hard.

      The water around me swelled and rose and sank, oblivious to what drama had happened above it. I could not say how long I remained floating in the water like that, watching the tower in flames. It could have been hours, or minutes. But when I heard Jairo’s shouts, something inside me woke up.

      I turned and looked for him, and saw him supporting Rose in a lifeguard hold. A large fragment of the old tower floated past me and I grabbed it, mounted it like a surfboard, and paddled over to Jairo. Luciana was next to him and Rose.

      “Hold on,” I said, and they did.

      

      We floated on the driftwood for hours, paddling slowly toward what we hoped would be the coast. But there was no land in sight. I was starting to pass out on the wood panel when I heard the rotors. Then Jairo shouted out. And we all looked up and saw it—a chopper, military, coming towards us.

      My first thought was that Andino was somehow trying to finish the job from the grave, but as it got closer, a rope ladder dropped down. By this time, the rotors were cutting shapes into the water and spraying us. I looked up and saw a figure at the open door of the helicopter.

      It was Agent Jean Santos.

      “Come on,” she said. “I don’t have all fricking day here.”

      We climbed up to the helicopter slowly. Rose needed more assistance than any of us due to his ties, but they cut him free and got him up, too. I didn’t care.

      Once we were on board, I turned to Jairo. “Tell me you know where Estrella is.”

      He looked down. And slowly, without looking up, he nodded.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m pretty sure I do.”
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      I knew in my heart where Estrella was before Jairo told me. It all made sense. Andino, Reynolds—he had thought this through for too long.

      Estrella was being held in El Pacayal. Where I had been less than twenty-four hours before.

      Jairo confirmed it.

      Jean agreed to take us there. Rose didn’t argue, but sat there grumpily while Jean cut him out of the cuffs.

      The chopper was Mexican military. Jean had found them back in Veracruz  once she’d made it to shore and cut a deal. Morning light had broken in the East and I listened to Jean talk as we flew along, keeping my eyes on the green land passing under us. We had left the rain back at the coast and it was hotter now in the morning sun.

      El Pacayal, where Jairo had grown up, a stolen child. Of course Andino had chosen the place for Estrella. The people there were clearly experts in child kidnapping, too.

      I wanted to burn it all to hell.

      

      After an hour and a half, Jean told us we were close. Rose lay on the bench, still. Luciana was quiet. Jairo, like me, stared out of the window

      “You,” said Jean to Luciana, “are staying right here.” And she cuffed her up.

      Jean looked at Jairo. “And you? Will you help us?”

      “Yes. What do we have, weapons-wise?”

      Jean breathed in. “Not much. Three Berettas, one rifle with a scope. And these.” She withdrew from a military bag around ten metal balls. Grenades.

      Jairo nodded. “When we get to El Pacayal,” he said, “fly around the border. Find the highest spot.”

      “Agreed,” said Jean.

      “I’m coming down there, too,” I said. “You can’t stop me.”

      “Alright then, get ready. We’re nearly there.”

      

      The pilot started to make adjustments and the Chiapas jungle below twisted and turned. I looked to the horizon and saw the town, nestled among small hills. Jean told the pilot to take us around the whole place once and then find the highest possible place to land.

      “We’ll have twenty minutes to find her,” she said. “Only enough fuel for that if we want picking up.”

      We flew low along the border of the town, which must have been less than half a kilometer wide. I could see people in the streets.

      “Here,” said Jean, passing me one of the Berettas. “It’s locked and loaded. Make each one count.”

      “Are we going to search every building?”

      Jean shook her head. “No time for that. We’ll draw them to us, then do some polite asking.”

      The pilot signaled that he had a spot, and as he got nearer, I saw why. One of the hills sloped gently into the town and there was a small plateau. We got closer and closer, and the gusts we were creating whipped the plants and grass below around in a frenzy. Jean, Jairo, and I stood and held on to the side of the door.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded. Jairo grunted. And as the wheels touched earth, we jumped out.

      The chopper rose and flew away.

      Suddenly, there was silence. A million crickets scratching their legs and nothing more.

      We turned to face the town below us.

      “They will be expecting this is Andino,” said Jean. “If the call was made.”

      “Let’s do this,” said Jairo, and he pulled a grenade from the bag, released the pin, and threw it toward the town and into the shrubbery.

      We waited a few seconds and—BOOM! It went off.

      Immediately, people started coming out of their houses and accumulating on the street. But it was just regular folk with no weapons as far as I could see.

      “Throw another,” said Jean. “We have to watch to see where they come from.”

      I said, “Who are we looking for?”

      “People with guns,” said Jean.

      Jairo let off another grenade and the explosion plumed up in the air. I could hear a commotion in the town and more and more people gathered to see what was happening. We scanned the streets for movement.

      “There!”

      We looked.

      About ten or so men were running from a street to the west of the town, and I could just make out rifles in their hands.

      Jean shouted, “You see where they came from?”

      I hadn’t seen at all.

      Jairo nodded. “From the church.”

      The men were hustling through the streets toward us, only a hundred meters away but having to zigzag through the blocks to reach us.

      “Let’s move,” said Jean. “Scott, stay close to me.”

      Jairo, Jean, and I began descending the hill into the town, to meet the armed men head-on. We made it to the first buildings and the street that led into the town. The men would be a block away. Jairo ran, head down, to the other corner and slammed his back against the concrete structure there. He had another grenade in his hand.

      Jean hissed across the street to him, “On my word.”

      We waited. Jean poked her head around the building to see when the men were in range. It wasn’t necessary; we heard them. One of them was already firing shots into the air. Jean peered one more time and then shouted across to Jairo.

      “Now!”

      He pulled the pin, crouched, waited a few seconds, and then underarm-threw the grenade into the street.

      We heard a scream, a shout, and then a mighty explosion.

      “Go!”

      We ran into the street and saw carnage. People were screaming close by, but all I could see was a cloud of smoke and a few bloody bodies on the cobbled street. We advanced to the next available alcove and put our backs to the wall.

      “Again,” said Jean, but Jairo had already read her mind and was throwing another grenade into the fading smoke.

      Another explosion and another set of screams.

      “We’ll keep them busy,” said Jean. “Get to the church.”

      I nodded. I turned back the way we had come and circumnavigated the town and entered a new street. I kept my gun held out as I ran. There were a few people—older women and men, children, too. They were terrified of me. I didn’t care. I kept moving toward the center and the church.

      Behind me, two more explosions sounded. And then gunfire. My heart was hammering in my chest. But I kept going, moving toward the center through the back streets as fast as my legs could carry me. As the sound of gunfire got further away, I realized I was close. I saw the dome. The same dome from the photo of Jairo and Luciana as children, the same one Eleanor and I had used to find this place only yesterday.

      My heart sank as I thought of Eleanor. Her sacrifice, or her murder? Andino had killed her. But had she wanted to live? I wasn’t sure and it broke my heart. But she had asked me to find our granddaughter. I would not give up.

      I made it to the corner of a street that opened into the central plaza, where Jean had rescued me last night, and saw the church. I didn’t know what to expect. But this was their base. People were running about everywhere in a panic as a response to the sounds of fighting in the north of the town. How many citizens were involved here? I didn’t know, but I suspected a fair few. If that was the case, then except for the young and innocent, they could all burn in hell as far as I was concerned.

      I scanned the plaza for armed folk and saw none. I ran again, stooped and fast, across the cobblestones and to the front steps of the church. The door was ajar and a man slipped out with a long, ancient-looking rifle and leveled it at my head. I had found the action.

      I didn’t hesitate, raising my small pistol in front of my eyes and pulling the trigger. I hit him in the eye.

      He slumped, half in, half out of the large wooden door, and I took my chance, running to it and slamming my weight into it before it could close. I fell onto the cold floor and rolled behind the pews at the back. There, at the altar, was a middle-aged priest in his robes and four men with guns aimed at me.

      They started shooting.

      I swore and cursed my mistake. I was a sitting duck here, protected by some thick but ancient wooden pews and nothing else. The bullets slammed into the wood behind me and I stared at the door.

      Well, I thought, at least I’d found the place. Maybe Jean and Jairo could take over once they got here and find Estrella and leave my body here to rot. I shook my head hard and snapped out of it.

      The shots stopped as they reloaded, and I swung up over the pew and took aim. I got one guy in the leg.

      Not bad.

      I went back behind as they rained more shots down on me. Then, when it went quiet again for a second, I rose and shot again. This time, one of them went down. I got his shoulder.

      The priest had gone.

      Then I heard the men walking toward me.

      One of them shouted, “Ya se acabó.”

      It’s finished.

      Not on my watch.

      I kept spinning upwards and taking pot shots. It slowed their advance a little at least. I managed to hit another one in the leg, but that was it.

      They were close now. I swooped up to take another shot and the gun just clicked. I was out of bullets. I slumped against the pew and listened to their steps.

      I saw the face of the first man as he rounded on me, raised his rifle, and aimed. I closed my eyes and heard a shot fired. But not from him.

      I opened my eyes and saw Jairo standing at the door, gun raised, smoke coming from the barrel like a thin, ghost-like snake. He turned to the other men and executed each one of them with a single shot to the head.

      He came to me and crouched and put his hand on my shoulder. Then he smiled.

      I looked at my son. “Thank you,” I said.

      “You have to understand,” he said, “I grew up here. I was raised here. I didn’t know it was wrong.”

      I nodded and felt a lump rising in my throat. I put my hand on his. He flinched ever so slightly, but didn’t draw away.

      “We always loved you,” I said. “Your mother never gave up on finding you. Nor did I when I discovered you were alive.”

      Jairo nodded. “I want to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      He shook his head. “Just, thank you.”

      Jean was behind him. Jairo stood and helped me up.

      “There was a priest,” I said. “He went through the door there.”

      We went to the opening, an ornate white door with gold leaf decorations, and opened it and found a stairway going down. Guns drawn, we started down the steps. They were lit by small LED lights but it was dim. We reached the end of the steps and the space beyond was in darkness.

      Then a frightened voice called out, “En el nombre de Dios y La Virgin, ayúdame. Ay Dios, Dios.”

      The priest was crying to himself.

      Jean moved to the wall and I heard a click and the space was illuminated.

      We all stepped back.

      There were four beds. Each had a small child on it.

      The priest had knelt down, praying aloud.

      I went to the first bed. It was a boy. I checked his pulse. He was alive. I breathed out hard.

      I went to the next bed. Jean was checking the other two.

      I found a girl. She had brown, wavy hair. She was lying on her side, facing away from me.

      I put my fingers on her tiny wrist and felt a pulse. I turned her over.

      There was no mistake. She looked like Eleanor.

      In sleep, her angelic face was the picture of serenity; her smooth, light skin undappled, unhurt. I felt tears run down my cheeks. And I lifted her tiny frame into my arms and held her and cried. I felt Jean’s hand on my shoulder.

      She said gently, “The others are okay, too. It’s over, Scott. We found her.”

      I couldn’t let Estrella go. But somehow I released her and laid her back on the bed. I could hear a chopper outside, in the distance. Our way out of here.

      “Jairo,” I said.

      Nothing came back. I understood. The daughter he’d never met.

      “Jairo,” I said.

      I turned around, but he wasn’t there.

      Jean said, “I’ll check upstairs. He must’ve gone up to call the chopper down.” And she left, hauling the crying priest roughly by the arm.

      But I knew Jairo wouldn’t be there. And I knew why he had said thank you to me in the church upstairs.

      I looked back at Estrella and held her. I held her like she would never be away from me ever again.
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      Estrella and I had set up home in my native England. I had wanted to be as far away from what had happened as possible. Bringing up a child was something I would have to learn from scratch. And the peaceful green fields and village life of Sussex seemed the perfect setting to learn.

      The first two years had been difficult. Estrella and I spoke in Spanish most of the time, but slowly and surely she began mimicking me and using more English words. After a time, I enrolled her at the local primary school, and before long her radiant and energetic charm helped her make friends.

      Estrella was the spitting image of Eleanor as a child. And I saw my wife in her more every day. The way she fidgeted with plates at the table while she spoke. The way she listened to music, closing her eyes and humming along. I liked to think that Eleanor lived on in Estrella. A cliché, I know, but true all the same. It comforted me.

      As for Jairo, I never heard a thing about him. That day in El Pacayal, he had escaped through the jungle. It was his land. His people. He understood. I had let him go.

      Until one day, I got a phone call from my lawyer, who had helped me get Estrella’s papers in order and the adoption process in check.

      Estrella and I were in the garden, playing badminton over the clothes line, when the phone rang in my pocket. I answered it.

      “Scott?”

      My lawyer, David, had a soft voice at the best of times, but today he was mouse-like.

      “What’s up, David?”

      “I think you should come into the office.”

      I paused. “Tell me here.”

      “No,” said David. “It’s best you come in.”

      That afternoon, Estrella and I went into town, a short eight-kilometer trip in the car, to see David, who had insisted we meet that same day. Lawyers working weekends—whatever next? I thought.

      We arrived and David’s jovial secretary offered to keep an eye on Estrella. I still didn’t trust people with my girl, but I was trying to let go of that feeling as much as I could. I kissed Estrella, told her to be good for the nice lady, and went into David’s office.

      He looked worried.

      I sat down. “What is it?”

      “I’ll cut straight to it.”

      “Please do.”

      “I got a call from an accountant in Mexico City.”

      My heart fluttered.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Your adoption papers are rock solid. No one’s taking Estrella away.”

      I breathed out. “So what then?”

      “Well,” said David, “an account has been set up in Estrella’s name. A trust fund. It’s legit and legal and all the i’s are dotted and the t’s crossed.”

      “Go on,” I said.

      “It comes into action on her eighteenth birthday.”

      “Who set it up?”

      “Accountant wouldn’t tell me.”

      I already knew who.

      “That’s it?”

      “Scott,” said David, “it’s five hundred million dollars.”

      I sat back.

      I smiled.

      Jairo had thought about his daughter. One day maybe she would want to meet him. And I had a fair few years until I had to tell her about the trust fund.

      “Okay, David,” I said, getting up. “Thanks.”

      David stood and smiled.

      I went back to the reception, scooped up Estrella, kissed her, and asked, “Who wants ice cream?”

      

      Mexico City

      The new president of Mexico had had a good run of it. The end of Código X had been attributed to him and that had bought some serious credit with the electorate. He knew he had done nothing to bring them down, but that was politics. Don’t turn down a free shot. But he was a good man, in general. And he wanted to turn Mexico around.

      Today he was meeting someone from the dark side. He knew that drugs grew in Mexico like wildfire. He knew the demand was as big as ever in the States. And he knew the narco industry would not die.

      Today he was meeting its new leader.

      Jairo Morales.

      The president was in the presidential suite of the Intercontinental Hotel in Mexico City, where business dealings could be conducted in discretion and privacy. He heard three knocks on the door and his chief of security popped his head around it.

      “Señor Presidente,” he said. “Ha llegado.”

      He’s arrived.

      The president nodded.

      The door opened and in stepped a young man, no more than twenty-five years of age, dressed in black, with an open shirt.

      The president stood. “You must be Mr. Morales,” he said.

      Jairo walked to the desk. “Good morning, Mr. President.”

      “Have a seat.”

      Jairo sat. His presence made even the president a little on edge.

      He said, “Something to drink? Coffee? Tea?”

      Jairo shook his head. “No, Mr. President. Let’s talk business.”

      

      THE END
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      The Blood Ties Trilogy is complete. But young Estrella’s story is just beginning.

      

      COMING SOON:

      Book 4: Blood Burden

      

      Estrella, now grown up and living in Washington DC is trying to find her way in the world of politics. But she has a dark secret. Certain powers around her want her to catch a dangerous criminal.

      Her biological father.

      

      Sign up to the waiting list to hear news by clicking here.
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