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Chapter One

Scott Murphy had made it out of Texas by the skin of his teeth, and as he strolled along the sidewalk in Miami, he counted himself lucky that he was still a free man. Cars passed him with their drivers in a hurry, losing the battle to stay on top of time during the morning rush hour. Scott sighed when he turned the corner of the street he’d parked on and saw a homeless man in ragged clothes sitting on the sidewalk, leaning against a palm tree, keeping himself in the shade outside a 7-Eleven. He looked in the opposite direction of Scott and attempted to make eye contact with the woman approaching the store. She kept her eyes glued to her shoes, trying her best to avoid him.
“Any spare change, ma’am?” the homeless man asked her.
Without so much as sparing him a glance, the woman subtly shook her head and walked past him into the 7-Eleven.
“Please, I haven’t eaten today,” he called out to her as the entrance door to the store closed.
His despondent eyes shifted to Scott, who was within speaking distance of him now.
“Any spare change, sir?” he asked Scott.
“No can do,” Scott replied coldly.
“Come on, man, please. I haven’t—”
“Eaten today,” Scott interrupted. “Not my problem.”
The homeless man shot the back of Scott’s head a look of raw resentment as Scott went into the store, leaving him to shake his empty coffee cup at someone else.
Inside the 7-Eleven, Scott ambled down the first aisle he got to and scanned the shelves for something to eat. He considered taking a packet of cookies before opting for a family-sized bag of potato chips. The woman Scott had seen rejecting the homeless man came from the back of the store in his direction.
“Excuse me, darling,” Scott said to her in his soothing Texan voice.
The woman was half Scott’s age at least, but that didn’t stop him from flashing her a smile that once upon a time would have had his desired effect of making an attractive woman in her thirties weak at the knees.
She looked inquisitively at Scott. “Yes?”
“I’m new in town, and I was wondering if you happened to know where a handsome man like me might get himself a decent haircut around here?” Scott ran his fingers through his thick gray hair. “If this gets much longer, I’m gonna end up being mistaken for that bum outside.”
“There’s a barber around the corner on your left as you come out of here.”
“Is it a nice place? I’m not in the habit of wasting my hard-earned money on businesses that don’t deserve my custom.”
The woman shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know; it looks fine to me.”
“You look like a woman who has taste. I’m sure if you think it’s fine, it’ll be mighty fine like you.” Scott glanced at her ringless wedding finger. “I appreciate this might be a little forward, but I’m a successful man, and I’m looking for a woman who wants to enjoy the fruits of my labor with me. What’s your number?”
The woman wrinkled her nose. “I don’t date men old enough to be my dad.”
Scott didn’t flinch. “How about you give me one drink, and I’ll change your opinion?”
“It’s a no,” the woman said emphatically before hastening past Scott out of sight.
Scott’s weathered forehead puckered, and he omitted a long sigh before carrying on down the aisle to the chilled food section.
He found a chicken and mayonnaise sandwich that he deemed acceptable for breakfast and went along the back of the store and onto the aisle opposite the till. He faced the candy bars and scrutinized them, then turned his head to his left and watched the male cashier serve the woman who’d shunned his advances. Scott casually lifted his T-shirt and slipped a candy bar between the waistband of his blue jeans. He sauntered to the till with his groceries and placed the potato chips and sandwich on it, keeping his bar of chocolate hidden.
“Anything else, sir?” the cashier asked.
“Give me a pack of Lucky Strike and a bottle of that bourbon,” Scott replied, pointing at the liter of Wild Turkey.
The cashier fetched the cigarettes and alcohol for Scott and asked, “Cash or card?”
“Cash.”
Scott paid for his items with one of the many one-hundred-dollar bills wedged inside his wallet.
Outside the 7-Eleven, bag in hand, Scott passed the homeless man, who didn’t bother trying his luck with him again. He watched Scott stroll off to his left and turn the corner.
On the same side of the sidewalk as him, Scott saw the red, white, and blue barber’s pole sticking out of the light pink painted wall. When he got to the shop window, he looked at the photos of the young men with trendy fade haircuts and elaborate patterns shaved into their heads. He cast his eyes inside at the six black leather seats. There were three on each side, all empty.
The Latin man sitting on a plastic chair at the back of the barbershop waved Scott in, eager to make him his first customer of the day. Scott obliged him and stepped inside onto the black and white checkered floor.
“Hey, brother, what can I do for you?” the barber asked.
“Tidy things up a bit for me, pal,” Scott replied. “I don’t want anything weird like your models in the window. Just a regular haircut.”
“No problem. I can do regular, irregular, and everything else in between.”
“You sound good at what you do. That’s what I like to hear.”
“You bet your ass I’m good. I’m the real-life Edward Scissorhands. Take a seat.”
Scott sat in the middle chair on the left side and put his bag in front of his boots. The barber fastened a black cape around Scott’s neck.
“What about your beard?” the barber asked. “You want that trimmed too?”
Scott stroked his straggly white hairs that, if left unattended for much longer, would have taken over his face like an unruly jungle.
“Shave it all off,” Scott replied.
“All right, I’ll get you scrubbed up. You’re not from around here, are you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“You’ve got that Texan drawl. All you need is a cowboy hat and some spurs on those boots of yours, and you be looking like John Wayne up in here.”
Scott stared at the barber in the mirror with a deadpan expression. “It’s a good job that you aren’t paid for your conversational skills. Get on with cutting my hair.”
The barber raised his hands to pacify Scott. “Hey, man, no offense intended.”
He sprayed Scott’s hair with a mist of water and combed and snipped away at it. Scott was perfectly content to sit there and say nothing, but the barber grew increasingly uncomfortable with the silence.
“I’m a talker,” the barber said. “I can’t help it. I won’t make any more comparisons, just some small talk. Is that okay?”
“Fine,” Scott said.
“So, do you live in Miami?”
“Yup.”
“How long have you been here?”
“A couple of years.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m retired.”
“That’s great. I’d love to be retired, but I’ve got another twenty or thirty years at least before I’ll be able to hang up the scissors. Do you live in one of those retirement communities?”
“No.”
“My grandmother stays in the swankiest retirement community in all of Florida.”
That piqued Scott’s interest. “Oh yeah?”
“You’ve gotta see this place, man; it’s fucking exceptional. Each house has a swimming pool, and they have a luxurious golf course for residents only. They’ve got bars and restaurants, and everything is of the highest quality. You’ve gotta be rich to live there. My grandmother’s in a big house all by herself, having the time of her life. Her second husband died and left her millions.” He momentarily stopped cutting Scott’s hair while his mind drifted. “Damn, she got it good.”
“What’s the name of the retirement community she’s in?”
“Home Sweet Homes. Corny name, but I’d move to Home Sweet Homes now if I could.”
“Doesn’t your grandmother get lonely being there as a widow?”
“Hell no. She’s got more friends now than she ever had. They’ve got a widow surplus over there.”
“Hmm.”
The barber smiled wryly at Scott and wagged his finger at him. “I know what you’re thinking, man. You wanna get yourself some widow action.”
“You’re way off the mark, pal. I’m happily married, and I’m very successful.”
“I’m just pulling your leg. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you make your money?”
“Real estate. I started in Texas before taking the business to California, where I cracked the market in Beverly Hills, and now I’m living out my golden years on Indian Creek Island.”
“No shit!” the barber exclaimed. “Indian Creek Island? The super-wealthy live there! The properties in Indian Creek Island go for tens of millions!”
“I don’t like to brag about it; it’s just because you asked.”
“God damn it. I bet you’ve got great cars?”
“I don’t wanna come across as braggadocious.”
“Screw that. Come on, tell me! I’m asking.”
“All right, in that case, my favorite car from my collection has got to be my Rolls-Royce Phantom. If it’s comfort you’re after, there’s nothing better.”
The barber was overcome with excitement and spun away from Scott, waving his arms around.
“Oh shit!” the barber roared. “You’re a baller. What else you got?”
Half an hour later, Scott’s hair had been trimmed short at the back and sides, with a few inches brushed back on top. He paid for his haircut and left to return to where he’d parked. On his way back, he saw the homeless man from earlier, still in the same spot, begging for change.
“Can you spare a dime?” he asked Scott, having initially not recognized him.
Scott scowled at him and shook his head.
“Oh, it’s you again,” the homeless man said, realizing it was Scott as he walked past him. “You heartless bastard,” he muttered.
Scott stopped dead in his tracks and, with a no-nonsense look on his face, turned around to face the man.
“What did you say?” Scott asked sternly.
“You heard me the first time. It’s one thing to ignore my pleas for help, but it’s another to look at me like I’m a piece of dog shit.”
“I don’t think you’re dog shit, but I’ve got no time for people who just want handouts. You look about the same age as me, and I’ll tell you, I could have been where you are, begging for an existence outside of a 7-Eleven, but I’m not because I’m a fighter. You should try to fight. You’d be surprised at what you could achieve.”
The toll that life had taken on the homeless man was carved into the lines on his face, and they contorted in anger at Scott. “Don’t talk to me about fighting! You don’t have a clue about what I’ve been through in my life. I fought for my country. I was in Nam.”
Scott’s expression softened. “You fought in Vietnam?”
The man hooked his fingers in the corners of his mouth, pulled it wide open, and showed Scott his lack of teeth.
“I lost most of my teeth to meth,” the man said. “I used to have two gold teeth, but I removed them myself with pliers to sell them for meth. I have almost nothing in my life. All I live for these days is to get my next hit. If she were still alive, I’d sell my mother for drugs, but there’s one thing that I will never part with.”
The man stuffed his hand into the side pocket of his sweatpants and took a Vietnam Service Medal from it. He held it up for Scott to see.
Scott’s chin fell. “I served in Nam too.” He took a one-hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and handed it to the man, whose face was gripped with sadness. “Try not to spend it all on meth.”
Scott walked away to get back to his vehicle.
“Thank you,” the man called as he watched Scott turn the corner.
Scott arrived at his beat-up Mercedes RV. It had been a pristine white twenty-odd years earlier when it rolled out of the factory that gave birth to it, but since then, Scott’s home on wheels had picked up even more wear and tear than he had, and it was now a sun-damaged rust bucket with a dodgy alternator.
Scott unlocked its side door and stepped up into his living quarters, which smelled of stale cigarette smoke and the musty, unwashed clothes piled in a corner on the floor of the thin brown carpet. He locked the door behind him and slumped onto the foam seat cushion in front of the flimsy wooden table. He put his bag of groceries on the table, leaned his back against the yellow curtain that was drawn closed, and pulled the curtain on his right toward him just enough to let some light in without compromising his privacy. He lit a cigarette, and several drags later, his phone rang for the third time that morning. Scott saw his dad was calling yet again, and he reluctantly answered the call. “Hi, Dad.”
“Finally!” his dad said with exasperation in his now always weary-sounding voice. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for over a week, Scott.”
Scott took another puff from his cigarette, and some of its ash fell onto the brown cloth upholstery of his seat. He rubbed the ash into the already grubby material.
“Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner, Dad. I’ve been busy working.”
“Are you still working for that construction company in Houston?”
“Sure am.”
“You’ve been down there a while now. How long has it been again?”
“Seven, eight years, something like that.”
“What are you working on down there these days?”
“A new mall. My boss won the contract, so there’s plenty of work to keep me going here.”
“Ain’t you getting too old to work, Son?”
“You know me, Dad; I always need to be up to something.”
“Don’t I know it,” Scott’s dad said with a note of suspicion in his voice.
Concern washed over Scott’s face.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re lying to me, Son.”
“What do you mean? Lying about what exactly?”
“A detective came by here yesterday looking for you.”
“A detective? That sounds like one of your hallucinations, Dad.”
“Don’t you try and gaslight me, boy. I’ve only had dementia for six months. My brain’s not been taken from me yet. There was a detective here looking for you yesterday, and he said that you’ve been conning the good folks of Dallas out of their hard-earned money.”
Scott pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s crazy talk. I didn’t do that. Come on now.”
“He said you’ve been going door to door pretending to work for a construction company, signing people up for services that don’t exist, getting their deposits from them, and never showing your face again.” Scott’s dad’s voice grew angrier. “Have you been doing that, boy? I didn’t raise you like that!”
“No, I ain’t been doing that. There must be some mistake. How could I do that, Dad, when I’ve been living in Houston? I haven’t been to Dallas since I visited you last year.”
“It was three years ago the last time you visited me. The trouble you’re in sounds serious, Scott.”
“Are you sure you haven’t been hallucinating, Dad? I don’t want you worrying over nothing.”
Scott’s dad exploded into a rage and bellowed, “I told you; I did not hallucinate! The detective even called your son about this.”
Scott stumped his cigarette into his ashtray and immediately sparked up another one.
“Have you spoken to Max?” Scott asked.
“Yes, he phoned me last night at the same time he calls me every week because Max is a good man. Max said the same detective who spoke to me called and asked him if he’d heard from you.”
“And what did Max tell him?”
“What do you think, Scott? That you’re the father of the year, and he hears from you all the time? Max told the detective that he hasn’t had any contact with you for six years and doesn’t want to either.”
“How is Max?”
Scott’s dad scoffed. “Do you actually care?”
“Of course I care. I love him.”
“If you loved that boy, you wouldn’t have walked out on him.”
“It was complicated.”
“Life’s complicated, but you don’t walk out on your son before he can barely walk.”
“You don’t understand.”
“Because you don’t open up. Max is doing fine without you. He’s made a good life for himself and his family in Miami, and he hasn’t made the same mistakes you did.”
“I’m glad.” Scott stared out the window at the cars going by and the nondescript concrete buildings across the street from him. “I better go, Dad. I need to get back to work. I have nothing to do with what that detective has accused me of, but if he comes by again, don’t give him my number. He can find me if it’s that important. You didn’t give him my number, did you?”
“No, I didn’t, but you can get yourself out of your own mess.”
Scott’s dad hung up, and Scott, cigarette in mouth, poured himself a Wild Turkey. He found the address for the retirement community, Home Sweet Homes, on his phone and planned to go there to get himself a widow, posing as a wealthy retired businessman.
He had a gulp of bourbon from his glass and fished out his dusty old photo album from one of his many trash bags containing his personal belongings. He flicked through the maroon album and stopped on a photograph of him from the 1980s when he was in his mid-thirties. In the picture, Scott was smiling and holding Max in his arms. He pulled the photo out and looked at the writing on the back.
Max, one year old.
Next to where the photograph of him with Max had been, there was another picture of Scott, but in that one, he was standing with four Colombian men in the jungle, and they were all holding AK-47s. Scott took that photograph out and looked at the back of it.
Colombia, 1986.




Chapter Two

From the moment he drove past the welcome sign of the Home Sweet Homes retirement community, Scott felt at home. It was an hour’s drive from the center of Miami, and the developer had created a bubble of tranquility for the residents. Scott’s RV trundled along the impeccably maintained road that had large, detached houses on either side. They were set back from the street and surrounded by lush green grass. Water sprinklers on the residents’ lawns spread cool droplets over them, ensuring no blade went thirsty.
On Scott’s right, two women in their late-seventies, with diva-worthy sunglasses covering most of their faces, were power walking down the sidewalk in pink tracksuits. They were pumping their arms vigorously, caring not a jot about how ridiculous they looked. The health-conscious ladies waved and said hello to the elderly man and his wife, linked arm in arm, as they zoomed past them. Meanwhile, to Scott’s left, a frail man was being walked around the block by his prancing Chihuahua.
It wasn’t that Scott felt at home there because he’d longed to live in such a hellscape as he saw it; it was because he was a cunning old fox let loose in a hen house. Scott’s poor choices had brought him to the brink of destitution. Now he was trying to scrape an existence from whatever dregs were left for him in the barrel of life he’d recklessly squandered.
A few hundred yards along the road to his right, Scott spotted a communal swimming pool with a residents-only sign outside. He parked his RV around the back of the pool house, looked at his sweaty reflection in his rear-view mirror, and sniffed his armpits.
I need a wash, he thought.
Scott left the side door of his RV in swimming trunks and a pair of thongs on his feet, holding a towel with his wallet and phone tucked into it. He got a shower beside the pool and took advantage of the complimentary shower gel.
Most of the people there didn’t spare Scott a second look, but as he lathered his firm chest with suds, he noticed that one lady’s eyes were lingering on him. She was taking a breather between lengths and facing Scott with her arms folded over the pool’s edge. Scott reckoned she was in her mid-to-late seventies, and he pretended not to realize he was brightening up her day.
Once Scott had finished his shower, he decided to first put out the feelers on his female admirer before he tried his luck at the country club. He dried himself off with his towel, subtly showing off to the woman his six-foot frame, which was in better condition than most men his age. He moseyed over to the chair in front of the woman, put his towel over the back of it, and casually sat down a few feet in front of her.
She was plump with short fuzzy gray hair. Scott smiled broadly at her and confidently said, “Hi.”
The woman returned Scott’s smile with a shyer version. She wouldn’t have been able to hide the intrigue oozing from her blue eyes had she not had sunglasses on.
“Hi,” she said.
“My name’s Scott.”
“Susan.”
“Nice to meet you, Susan.”
“I don’t believe I’ve seen you around here before.”
“You wouldn’t have; I’m new in town. I’m considering buying a house at Home Sweet Homes. I’m staying here for a week, to begin with, using their lifestyle trial pass.”
“You’ll love it here; it’s the best place. I like your accent. Are you from Texas?”
“Originally.”
“You’re a long way from home. What brings you to Florida?”
“The same thing that brings most people our age to Florida: favorable tax laws.”
“You’ve got that right. My late husband decided we should move here from Los Angeles for the same reason.” Susan looked to the heavens. “God rest his soul.”
“Your husband sounds like he was a smart man. Now you’ve got the security that he would have wanted you to have.”
“I do, and some. Greg was as sharp as a tack and always looked out for me. It’s just a darn shame he wasn’t around long enough after he retired to enjoy the lifestyle he worked his butt off for.”
“I’m sorry for your loss, Susan. I recently retired. I know what you’re thinking; I look too young to be retired.” Susan giggled, and Scott continued. “I had a successful real estate business. It was very good to me, but I could see how things would play out if I didn’t quit. I’d have kept working until my dying breath. My wife passed away last year. A loss like that puts things into perspective. I worked hard to provide for my family, but I was so preoccupied with providing that I forgot to enjoy the life I’d built for them.”
“That sounds like Greg.”
Scott’s gaze was locked on Susan’s and made her feel like they were the only two people at the pool.
“In honor of Greg, I’ll do my best to make the most of these golden years,” Scott said.
Susan smiled warmly. “Me too.” She hesitated for a moment as her shyness reared its head again before she pushed the nerves back down her throat and asked, “Have you had lunch?”
Scott and Susan sat at one of the outdoor tables of the pool house’s restaurant. As far as Susan was concerned, they’d spent the last hour getting to know each other. She was putty in Scott’s hands. He’d melted her heart and molded himself into it, intertwining his values and sense of humor perfectly with hers.
“You crack me up, Scott!” Susan boomed, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “I haven’t met anyone so funny since…. Not since Greg.”
The brightness in Susan’s eyes waned, and she grew pensive. Scott took advantage of her increasing vulnerability and reached across the table, tenderly taking her hand.
“I can see how much Greg still means to you,” Scott said. “I feel the same about Karyn, but we’ve got to try and move on the best we can. Our spouses wouldn’t want us to stop living, and I’m sure they’re willing us to make the most of life while we still can.”
Susan squeezed Scott’s hand. “You’re right, Scott.”
“Afternoon, Susan,” said a large man from behind Scott with a guttural Texan voice.
Upon hearing a fellow Texan, a twang of anxiety shot through Scott, but he didn’t show it.
“Good afternoon, George,” Susan said cheerily. George got a look at Scott, and they exchanged a closed smile. “George, this is Scott, Scott, George.”
“Pleased to meet ya,” Scott said confidently, holding out a hand that George shook.
“Scott’s considering moving to Home Sweet Homes,” Susan said. “He retired last year.”
“Congratulations,” George said to Scott. “It’s a great feeling not to have to work anymore, isn’t it?”
“It sure is, my friend.”
“You’re from Texas, like me. Whereabouts?”
Scott played it as safe as he could and decided not to tell George where he was from.
“Houston,” Scott replied.
“I’m from Dallas,” George said.
Shit, Scott thought.
“Do you live here at Home Sweet Homes?” Scott asked.
“I certainly do. It was the best move I ever made coming here. What did you do before you retired?”
“I worked in real estate. Yourself?”
“You’re not gonna believe this, but I was in real estate too. I had my own realtor business in Dallas.”
“What a coincidence,” Susan said.
“Ain’t it just,” George said. “Tell me, Scott, what was the name of your business?”
Fuck, Scott thought.
Scott was about to continue his facade when George said, “Sorry, I’ve just realized that I might be interrupting a date here.”
Susan hid from the rush of awkwardness that invaded her face by burying it in her coffee cup and taking a prolonged sip from it.
“George!” Susan said bashfully.
“Am I getting in the way of a budding romance?” George asked.
“George!” Susan brayed with blushed cheeks.
“I’ll leave you two to it,” George said. “Have a nice day. It was good to meet you, Scott. I’m sure we’ll see each other again if you decide to move here.”
“I look forward to it,” Scott said, with his umpteenth insincere smile of the day.
George left Scott and Susan’s table. Susan tried to shake off her embarrassment.
“I’m sorry about him,” Susan said.
Scott noticed Susan felt awkward. “Not to worry. We’re just two people getting to know each other. I think George thought we were on a date because we’re getting on so well.”
“George can be a bit full-on sometimes. Since Greg died, he’s taken it upon himself to look out for me. He even bought me a gun.” Susan frowned. “I told him there was no need because nothing bad happens here, but he insisted. George means well, but I think he sees our future as romantic. I’m keeping him in the friend zone, though. I’ve not been on a date with another man since before I met Greg.”
“I’m the same as you, Susan. I haven’t been on any dates since Karyn passed. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been lonely. Don’t get me wrong; I’ve got loads of friends. Still, you can have all the friends in the world, but it can be lonely without that special person in your life.” Scott reached back across the table, held out his hand, and Susan took hold of it.
“That it can be, Scott,” Susan said with misty eyes.
“I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward, but would you like to go on a real date with me?”
Susan glanced at the table, her nerves getting the better of her. “I would like that.”
“Well, what do ya know? We’re going on a date.”
Susan giggled. “Yes, we are. I’m going on a date. Gosh, I never thought I’d say that again.”
“It’s funny how fate can surprise you sometimes. I had better get going for now. I’m expecting an important call.”
“Oh, is everything okay?”
“I sure hope so. I’m waiting to find out if the proposed buyer of my home in Beverly Hills will improve their offer.”
“I see. Good luck.”
“Thanks.” Scott leaned forward and lowered his voice. “If you wouldn’t mind keeping it to yourself that I have money, Susan. I don’t want to attract the wrong kind of friends if I decide to move to Home Sweet Homes.”
“My lips are sealed, but you don’t have much to worry about. Everybody here has money; it’s that kind of place.”
“That’s okay then. I’ll give you my number.”
“I never got your last name, Scott. I’ll put it in my phone now.”
“It’s Robinson. What about you?”
“Foster.”
“I’ve got you in my phone, Susan Foster.”
“And I’ve got you in mine, Scott Robinson.”
“Would you be free tomorrow afternoon?”
“Yes, I would be.”
“Great, I’ll do some research and find a nice restaurant to take you to.”
Susan’s eyes were shining with excitement. “I’m looking forward to it.”
***
Pleased with himself for bagging a date with a wealthy widow, Scott was on his way out of Home Sweet Homes in his RV in case he was spotted in it and exposed as a sham. A sobbing woman caught Scott’s eye on the last bend before the straight road to the development’s exit. She was sitting on her doorstep, tugging at her shoulder-length jet-black hair. Scott was concerned for her well-being and parked around the bend, out of sight of her.
“Excuse me, dear, are you o…kay?” Scott was startled by the woman’s appearance when he got close enough to get a better look at her. She was in her late-sixties, had masculine features, and a face full of poorly applied makeup. He tried not to show that he’d been taken aback by her appearance. “I saw you looked upset. Are you okay?”
The woman neatened her hair and wiped the tears from her cheeks.
“Do you ever wake up and wish you hadn’t bothered?” she asked with a deep voice.
Just about every day, Scott thought. “You’re having one of those days, huh?”
“It’s one thing after another. I’ve only gone and locked myself out of my house.”
“Have you called a locksmith?”
“No, my cell’s inside. I feel so stupid.”
“It’s easily done at our age, but you’re in luck. I’ve locked myself out of my home so many times that now I keep a lock pick in my car.”
“Do you think you can get me back in?”
“I’ll give it a go. Stay there, and I’ll go and fetch it from my car.”
Scott returned from his RV with a lock pick to find the woman standing at the bottom of her driveway. Her broad and stocky build was quite the sight in her yellow summer dress.
“Let’s get you back in your house,” Scott said, followed by a polite smile.
“Thanks for doing this. It’s really good of you. My name’s Rosie, by the way.” She held out her shovel hand and shook Scott’s with a vice-like grip.
“Pleased to meet you, Rosie. I’m Scott.”
They went up the driveway past Rosie’s double garage, built into her substantial white house, to her front door. Scott got to work picking the lock, and within a few seconds, he was in.
“My, that was impressive!” Rosie said as she clapped.
“Maybe you should keep a spare set of keys hidden somewhere.”
“I have thought about doing that. Can I invite you in for a thank you coffee?”
“Erm, no thanks. That’s good of you, but it’s okay.”
“Come on, just one coffee. You’ve made my day.”
Scott wanted to leave, but he felt obliged to accept Rosie’s gesture of gratitude.
“Sure, I’ll have a coffee with you.”
“Great,” Rosie beamed.
Rosie had Scott wait on her three-seater couch in the living room while she prepared their coffee in the kitchen. Scott’s attention was absorbed by the trophy cabinet to his right, against the wall in front of him. The sunshine was coming through the window and hitting the array of gold trophies of muscle-bound men conquering barbells with inconceivably heavy weight plates. Scott got up and inspected them. He squinted his eyes as he read the name Andrew Davis, followed by a year from the 1970s, engraved on all the trophies. Scott was particularly drawn to a 1971 Tennessee state high school wrestling gold medal.
“That was a bygone era,” Rosie said from the living room doorway.
Scott turned around and looked at Rosie. He didn’t know how to verbalize that he suspected she’d won the trophies when she was Andrew. The awkwardness of the situation was plastered on Scott’s face.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Rosie said. “Am I Andrew?”
“No, not at all. I was—”
“Don’t worry; I don’t mind talking about it. Here’s your coffee.” She handed a mug of black coffee to Scott.
“Thanks,” Scott said.
“Take a seat.”
Scott sat back on the couch, and when Rosie crossed her legs in the two-seater opposite him, he noticed her calves were thicker than his.
“Technically, I won those,” Rosie said, gesturing a thumb to the trophy cabinet, “but I like to think that Andrew won them. Rosie doesn’t weight lift or wrestle.”
“Oh,” Scott said, unsure how to respond.
“I had a sex change seven years ago as a 60th birthday present to myself. When I was Andrew, I built myself up to be stronger and more physically capable than most men. I couldn’t admit it to myself at the time, but all I was doing was trying my best to run from who I truly was, and the more muscle I gained, the heavier the burden of living a lie became. That was a weight I couldn’t manage.”
Scott was visibly uncomfortable with the conversation, which was unlike any he’d had before.
“Sorry,” Rosie said, “I have a tendency to overshare.”
“It’s okay. I imagine it must have been tough to pretend to be someone else for most of your life, and it feels good to get it off your chest.” On saying “chest,” Scott couldn’t help but steal a glance at Rosie’s enormous bosom and wonder what was going on underneath her dress.
“It certainly was tough, but it’s been no picnic since I told the world who I really was. My lies didn’t just hurt me; they destroyed my family. I was with my wife for nearly forty years. She fell in love with Andrew, and when I killed him, her life died with him. As for my kids, they won’t talk to me. Do you have kids?”
In a roundabout way, Scott could relate to Rosie living a lie and the destructive consequences of doing so. However, he wasn’t prepared to open up to her in case his true self made its way back to Susan and ruined his chance at living a fraudulent life of comfort at Home Sweet Homes.
“No,” Scott replied.
“Married?”
“No, my wife died. I’m thinking of moving to Home Sweet Homes. I’ve heard a lot of good things.”
Rosie pursed her collagen-filled lips. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I came here from Tennessee after I retired. I needed a clean slate and had to move somewhere where nobody knew Andrew. I thought I’d be accepted here, but people look at me like I’m a freak. I’m lonelier than I’ve ever been. Sometimes I sit on a bus just so I can be near people. I know that sounds pathetic, but that’s the truth.”
“Fuck them, Rosie. You might have…” Scott was trying to find the right words so as not to offend Rosie, “an interesting face and fake tits, but you’re a damn sight more real than most of the people who live here. I’m sure this place is full of pompous pricks who smile at your face and talk shit about you behind your back. They’re not worth worrying about. Get yourself into Miami. You’ll find loads of people there who’ll accept you for who you are.”
“Thanks, Scott. I have been thinking of moving.”
“Whatever happens, good luck with it. I’m sure something will work out. It usually does. Just keep your chin up.”
“You’re a good soul, Scott.”
“The jury’s out on that one.”
Once they’d finished their coffee, Rosie walked Scott to her door.
“If you move here and I’m still around, hopefully, I’ll see you again,” Rosie said.
“Yeah, but just so you know, I’m not romantically interested.”
Rosie chuckled. “Don’t worry yourself, sugar puff; I’ve always been attracted to women, and that hasn’t changed.”
“Oh, I see. Well, I thought I should put that out there, but I’m sorry.”
“That’s all right, I understand. You take care now.”
“You too, Rosie.”
Scott went back to his RV and drove out of Home Sweet Homes without being spotted by Susan or her friend, George.
He found a quiet place to park a few miles from the retirement community, at the bottom of a dead end behind a fast food joint next to some dumpsters. He climbed into the back of his RV, sat at the table, and poured himself a bourbon. He psyched himself up to call his son, Max. The only contact number Scott had for his son was Max’s business card for his construction company. Scott stared at it pensively. He timidly put the number into his cell and hovered his thumb over the green phone icon.
“Fuck,” Scott muttered, unable to bring himself to call Max.
He glugged a liberal amount of Wild Turkey straight from the bottle, unperturbed by its burning effect as it went down his throat. He pressed the phone icon and anxiously waited for his call to be answered.
“Good afternoon, Max Green Construction. How can I help you?” asked a friendly woman Scott hadn’t heard before.
“Is Max Green available, please?” Scott asked.
“I’ll check for you, sir. Who’s calling?”
“A prospective customer. I’m looking for a contractor to take on some apartments that need renovating.”
“Great, what’s your name?”
“Dan Miller.”
“Thank you, Mr. Miller. I’ll see if Max is available.”
Scott was put on hold, and after several bars of upbeat country music, the same woman came back on the phone.
“I’m gonna transfer the call to Max for you now, Mr. Miller.”
“Thanks.”
While he waited to speak with his Max, Scott soothed himself by repeatedly pinching the skin on his forehead.
“Hello, Max Green.” Scott hesitated, and the silence built. “Hello?”
“Max, it’s me,” Scott said. Sorrow hung in the air around them like a poisonous cloud that refused to move on. “Max, are you there?”
“What do you want?” Max asked, his voice as flat as a steamrolled pancake.
“I wanna talk to you.”
“Well, you’ve got me on the phone, Mr. Miller.”
“I didn’t think you’d take the call if I told your receptionist who I was.”
“You thought right, Scott.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“What do you think I should call you? Lowlife? Good For Nothing Bum? Conman? Because I’m certainly not going to call you Dad.”
“I know I’ve made mistakes, Max, but I want to make it up to you.”
“It’s too late for that. You shouldn’t have walked out on Mom and me before I was old enough to remember what you looked like.”
“That was over thirty years ago. I’ve changed.”
Max scoffed. “Changed! You haven’t changed one bit. I gave you your last chance six years ago, which, in case you don’t remember, was the last time we spoke.”
“I have changed.”
“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Max snapped. “A detective from Dallas is looking for you. You’ve been ripping people off again, Scott.”
“Don’t call me that, God damn it! I’m just trying to survive.”
“You’ve got a cheek to talk to me about surviving. I co-parented myself with Mom after you upped and left.”
“It’s how it had to be, Max. It’s not like I just abandoned you. I left you and your mother money.”
“One hundred thousand dollars doesn’t last that long.”
“I gave you all I had at the time. I had to leave you, Max. I was in too much danger, and if I’d stayed, you would have been too. I had no choice.”
“Nobody made you join the most powerful cartel in Colombia. You had your share of choices; you just chose wrong. I’m going to go. I have a family to support.”
“Please wait.”
“You’ve got five seconds.”
“No, come on, I... I need you.”
“Where were you when I needed you? You don’t fucking need me. You need money, just like the last time we spoke. That’s it, isn’t it?”
Desperation swam behind Scott’s eyes as he cast them over his mobile hovel. “It’s not like that. I just need to get the heat off me in Dallas, and some cash would help with that, but I don’t need a lot.”
“And there it is!” Max thundered. “I don’t have any money to give you, so you can end the call now.”
“Please, just a few thousand dollars. I’ll pay you back. I’m living in an RV just now, but I’m working on a plan to get myself back on my feet. I’m in Miami now. I can meet you here.”
“You stay away from my family and me, including Mom. If you contact me again, I’ll tell the police you’ve been in touch and that you’re in Miami.”
“You wouldn’t do that to me.”
“I’ll prove you wrong. You’re seventy-two years old, Scott; you should be on your feet by now, not skipping states to evade law enforcement and begging your biological son for money. You need to be accountable for your actions instead of running away from your responsibilities like you’ve always done.”
Max hung up and left Scott to ruminate on the mistakes he’d made that had put his life in such a sorry state of affairs.




Chapter Three

The following day
A black Dodge Challenger powered down the highway toward Miami. Its Colombian driver, in his fifties, was tapping his finger off the steering wheel, enjoying the Latin pop music booming from the car’s speakers. He was singing along out of tune without a care in the world until a faint thud got his attention. He stopped crooning and turned the volume down.
Now all he could hear was the rumble of the car’s engine, and then more whumping came from the trunk.
The driver furrowed his brow and groaned in frustration. “Hey, shut the fuck up back there!”
He got a muffled response,
and
the person in the trunk banged it again.
“Fucking gringo,” the Colombian muttered.
He came off at the first available exit and drove to a barren industrial area where there wasn’t a soul to be seen. When he switched off the car’s engine, his passenger’s thumping and discordant pleas intensified. The driver lit a cigarette and took a casual puff before he got out of the car and opened the trunk.
Inside the trunk, a white man in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs had his hands and ankles bound with duct tape, which also sealed his bloodied mouth. In the dark hollows of their sockets, his petrified eyes looked up at the Colombian, who stared calmly back at him with a coldness that chilled him to his heart.
“Shh,” the Colombian urged, with his index finger over his lips. “You need to stop making so much noise, Ian, or I will have to put a bullet in you. Do you want that?”
Ian shook his head rapidly and murmured something through the duct tape.
“Have you got something to say to me?” the Colombian asked.
Ian frantically nodded.
“All right, Gringo, I’ll let you speak, but if you don’t keep your voice down,” he lifted his shirt to reveal a pistol, “it’ll be goodbye, Ian.”
Now the only sound coming from Ian was the short sharp breaths he took through his bashed nose. The Colombian reached into the trunk and tore the tape off one side of Ian’s mouth, leaving the other side hanging off his cheek. Ian sucked in as much air through his mouth as he could, then said, “Water, please!”
The Colombian looked concerned before he broke his pretense with a smirk. “I am very sorry. Where have my manners been? I haven’t looked after you properly at all.” He stroked Ian’s cheek in an apparent show of tender sympathy. Ian flinched, and his eyes bulged like a frightened rabbit’s. “I’ll get you some water. Don’t go anywhere.”
Confident that Ian wouldn’t try and mount a hopeless escape, the Colombian fetched a bottle of water from the front passenger seat.
“There you go,” he said to Ian.
He poured the water into Ian’s mouth at an uncomfortable rate, and Ian spluttered his way through drinking it. When a quarter of the water was still left in the bottle, the Colombian removed it from Ian’s mouth, emptied it onto the dusty ground, and said, “I don’t want you pissing in the car.”
“But it’s my car.”
“Yes, but it’s a nice car. I’m going to tape your mouth back up now. You’ll be a good boy, won’t you?”
“Yes,” Ian replied, his voice wobbling, “but, Felipe,” Ian’s face contorted in concern, “are you going to kill me?”
“Not if you behave yourself.”
Felipe stuck the duct tape back over Ian’s mouth and closed the trunk, plunging Ian into darkness and uncertainty once more.
***
In Miami, the sun was beating down on the forecourt of VIP Exotic Car Rentals. An array of Ferraris, Porsches, Bentleys, and McLarens in every color of the rainbow sat outside the showroom, where more sports cars were waiting to be driven by folks who wanted a special treat or pretend millionaires like Scott Murphy.
Inside the showroom, Scott went to the front desk.
“Morning, sir,” Scott said to the salesman. “How much to rent that black Lamborghini out front for the day?”
The salesman smiled and glanced out the window at the two-seater convertible that looked like something Batman would be happy to drive. “Ah, the Huracan EVO. That is a fantastic automobile, and it will only cost you nine hundred dollars for one day of pleasure behind its wheel.”
“Nine hundred bucks?” Scott exclaimed.
“Plus a deposit of $5,000.”
That’s pretty much all my money, Scott thought.
“Is that the best price you can do for me?” Scott asked.
“It’s the best price anyone in all of Florida can do for you. Nine hundred dollars to drive that motoring marvel for twenty-four hours is a gift from heaven.”
Scott was unsure whether to part with that kind of money. After considering the impact he would have on Susan, picking her up in such a swanky car, he decided it was a worthwhile investment in his plan to live off her.
“Okay,” Scott said, “you’ve got yourself a deal. Do you take cash?”
“Cash is great, but we also require a credit card and your driving license for security purposes.”
“Sure.”
Scott slid his driving license and credit card in his false name over the desk.
The salesman scrutinized them. “Perfect, Mr. Robinson.”
***
Ding-dong
An hour or so later, Scott stood outside Susan’s front door at Home Sweet Homes, waiting for her to answer it. It had been a while since Scott had worn his smart beige chinos, and they still fitted him well. His sunglasses were hooked into the collar of his light blue polo shirt. He’d deliberately parked the Lamborghini up the driveway directly behind him, so Susan would get the full impact of his outwardly wealthy appearance.
“Hi, Scott,” Susan said, grinning from ear to ear.
Scott gave her a charming smile that he’d perfected over the years. “Hello, Susan. Are you ready for your date?” He stood to the side and invitingly gestured his arm toward the Lamborghini.
Susan’s face was all eyes. “My goodness, that is a car!”
“Perhaps I’m a little old for a car like that now, but I worked all my life to be able to afford the finer things in life, and for as long as God grants me time in this world, I’m gonna enjoy myself.”
“So you should.”
“You look beautiful, Susan.”
“Thank you. I wasn’t sure if I should put lipstick on.” She blushed. “Not because I was thinking of kissing you, just because it’s been a long time since I wore lipstick, and I’m worried I’m too old for it now.”
“Nonsense, you remind me of Elizabeth Taylor.”
“That’s kind of you, and y-you look handsome.”
“Thanks. Shall we get going?”
***
Felipe’s unwilling passenger was behaving himself, if you can call being bound and gagged in the back of a trunk and not making a sound for fear of being brutally murdered “behaving yourself.”
Felipe drove past a road sign for the Everglades and turned the corner onto Ocean Drive. On his left, a long row of palm trees stood tall in all their tropical glory, their long green leaves blowing in the gentle ocean breeze a stone’s throw from the beach. The smell of seafood and a mixture of various culinary delights wafted through the air from the restaurants on Felipe’s right into his open car window. His gaze shifted from the traffic trundling in front of him to the restaurants and people sitting outside of them in the shade underneath the bright-colored canopies.
Fifty yards ahead of him, there was a set of traffic lights on green.
“Come on,” Felipe said, willing them to stay green.
“Shit,” he grumbled when they turned red.
He brought the Dodge Challenger to a halt and waited in the line of traffic. His eyes drifted again to the comings and goings on his right. His attention was taken by a young blonde woman roller skating on the sidewalk past the canopies, wearing a skimpy red bikini that left little to the imagination. Felipe fixed his stare on the woman’s butt as she weaved in and out of pedestrians until she disappeared around the corner.
He cast his gaze back down the sidewalk at one of the restaurant’s patrons eating their lunch at a table outside, and his jaw went slack. Sitting underneath a yellow canopy was a blast from Felipe’s past, Scott Murphy.
Scott was engrossed in a conversation with Susan on their date and didn’t see Felipe approaching.
Honk
Felipe had been so transfixed by Scott that he hadn’t realized the traffic lights had changed again. The driver behind him tooted her horn at him once more, and Felipe snapped out of his trance and drove forward. When he was opposite Scott, ten yards from him, he got a better look at the man he once knew.
“It is you,” Felipe muttered in disbelief.
He darted his head away from Scott as he passed him in case Scott looked up and recognized him. He took a right and parked around the corner from Scott.
In a state of shock, Felipe used his phone to make a call.
“Boss, you’re not going to believe this,” Felipe said. “I’ve just seen Scott Murphy.”
***
The plates on Scott and Susan’s table were now empty, barring a few shrimp shells next to their knives and forks.
Scott rubbed his belly and said, “I don’t know about you, Susan, but I’m stuffed.”
“Me too. I don’t usually eat as much as that, but the food here was so delicious.”
“You’ll get no judgment from me. I’ll unashamedly eat like a farm animal when the food’s as good as it was today.”
Susan giggled. “I like that about you, Scott. Not that I’m saying you have the table manners of a pig, but I admire that you’re not hoity-toity like a lot of the men at Home Sweet Homes.”
“I’ve got no time for that stuck-up crap.”
“You’ve been a breath of fresh air, and I’m really enjoying getting to know you.”
“You took the words right out of my mouth, Susan.”
The waiter arrived and placed the leather bill holder on the table. Scott opened the holder, and his face didn’t give away that he was feeling the pinch of how much lunch had come to.
“Do you wanna go fifty-fifty?” Susan asked.
“I wouldn’t dream of doing that. I’m a gentleman to my core.”
“In that case, thank you very much for lunch.”
Scott smiled warmly. “You’re more than welcome.” He put a hand into his trouser pocket, patted himself down, and feigned confusion. “Shoot.”
“What’s wrong?”
Scott tutted. “This is embarrassing. Surely not.” He briefly stood up to “check” his back pockets. “I don’t believe this. I’ve only gone and left my wallet in my car. I’ll go back and get it.”
“No,” Susan said, with her hand up in a stopping gesture. “I’ll get lunch.”
“I couldn’t do that to you, especially not on our first date.”
“It’s fine; it’s not a problem.”
“That’s good of you, but it’ll only take me five minutes to get back to the car.”
“And that’s a ten-minute round trip. I don’t want you doing that in this heat. I insist; I’m getting lunch. You can get the next one.”
Scott sighed and shook his head as if he were frustrated with himself. “I’m sorry about this, Susan. What a foolish thing to do. Thank you, but I tell you what, I’ll make it up to you today. What do you say after we’ve paid up here, we work off lunch by going to the mall? I’ll buy you anything you like there to say thanks for lunch.”
“That’s okay, you don’t have to buy me anything, but I would very much like to go to the mall with you.”
“Great, to the mall it is.”
***
Felipe waited until there were a couple of cars between him and Scott’s Lamborghini before driving off from where he was parked and subtly following Scott.
He picked up his phone from his lap.
“I’m two cars behind him now, boss,” Felipe said. “I won’t let him out of my sight.”
Felipe did as he said and followed Scott into a parking lot beside a mall. He parked close to Scott on the opposite side of him and watched the back of Scott’s Lamborghini like a hawk in his rear-view mirror.
Scott gave Susan a gentlemanly helping hand out of the Lamborghini, and they ambled to the elevator across the poorly lit parking lot.
Felipe held back until Scott and Susan were inside the elevator and its doors had closed. He took out a black silencer from his glove box and attached it to his pistol. After checking that the coast was clear, Felipe cautiously left his car, keeping his gun by his side. He popped the trunk and stared at Ian, who looked as terrified as he did the last time the two men locked eyes on one another.
Devoid of emotion, Felipe said, “Change of plan.” He shot Ian once in the head, closed the trunk, and concealed his gun in his waistband, pulling his shirt down over it.
The mall’s speakers spewed forgettable pop music above, and stalls selling cheap jewelry and smoothies provided Felipe with cover as he stalked his prey. A purse store caught Susan’s eye, and she stopped and inspected the few on display.
“I must say I’m impressed with you, Scott,” Susan said.
“How so?”
“I haven’t heard so much as an accidental sigh at all the window shopping I’ve been subjecting you to.”
“I’m more than happy to do it. When it’s with you, it’s a pleasant way to spend the afternoon.”
For the countless time that day, Susan flashed her veneers at Scott. “You are a charmer.”
“You bring out the charmer in me, Susan. Do you see anything you like here?”
“Nah, they’re okay, but nothing takes my fancy.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to look inside? If you find one you like, I’ll buy it.”
“You’re determined to get me a gift, but I mean it; you don’t have to. Getting me lunch next time will be fine.”
“Or how about I make you dinner?”
Susan’s forehead creased. “You’d cook for me?”
“I would love to. I’ll cook for you tonight if you like?”
“I’d love that.”
“How are your supplies looking at home?”
“My cupboards are full.”
Of course they are, Scott thought.
“In that case,” Scott said, “let’s go back to yours, and I’ll see what I can rustle up for later.”
Hope shone in Susan’s eyes. “You’ve got yourself another date.”
***
An unsuspecting Scott drove out of the parking lot and headed for the freeway, with an enamored Susan looking at him like the change in fortune in her life wasn’t too good to be true. Felipe wasn’t far behind and kept it that way all the way back to Home Sweet Homes.
When Scott pulled into Susan’s driveway, Felipe continued to drive so he wouldn’t arouse any suspicion, and he parked on the right side of the peaceful street at the back of Susan’s house. A thick pruned hedge at the rear of Susan’s property made seeing into it impossible.
Felipe left his car and briskly walked on the sidewalk around the corner. He stopped at the end of the hedge at the bottom of Susan’s driveway and peered up it.
Scott’s Lamborghini for the day sat still outside the detached garage next to Susan’s house. From where he was, Felipe could see into Susan’s living room window to the left of the front door.
Susan showed Scott into her living room and stood in the doorway. There were two large white leather couches on a fluffy cream carpet that felt soft underneath Scott’s now shoeless feet. Three pink flamingo ornaments with gold bases were perched on a cabinet in the corner to the right of the door. In the opposite corner was a smaller cabinet with a light blue urn in the middle of it and a blown-up photograph of a beagle hanging above.
“If you wouldn’t mind waiting in here for now,” Susan said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone round today, and there’re some dishes I’d like to clear away in my kitchen first before I let you loose in it.”
“I don’t want you to feel you have to clean your place on my account.”
“You’re my guest, Scott; I insist.”
“All right then.”
Scott went further into the living room and headed for the couch in front of the window.
“It’s lovely in here,” Scott said. He noticed the picture of the dog, and his gaze climbed down the wall to the urn. “Is that—”
“Yes,” Susan interjected, “it’s an urn. My son, Arthur, is in there.”
Scott quirked an eyebrow. “What, the dog?”
“Yeah,” Susan replied with a proud as punch expression as she stared at the photo of Arthur. “He was my furry son and the best dog I ever had. He’s handsome, isn’t he?”
Whatever ya say, ya nut, Scott thought.
“He sure is,” Scott replied.
“Make yourself comfortable. I won’t be a moment.”
Scott glanced out of the window at the Lamborghini and what he thought was the otherwise empty driveway, then sat on the couch.
“Would you like some lemonade?” Susan called from the kitchen.
“That would be great, thanks.”
“I’ll get you it once I’ve cleaned up in here.”
“There’s no rush.”
Susan had the tap on at her kitchen sink, and it was making too much noise for her to hear her cell phone vibrating due to the call she was getting. When she turned the tap off, she heard it vibrate again, this time to notify her that she’d received a voicemail. Before she returned to the living room, she listened to it.
“Hey, Susan, it’s George. I’m sorry to bring this news to you, but I’ve just found out something about that man, Scott, you were getting friendly with at the pool yesterday. He’s not who he claims to be. I was thinking about him today when I was eating my lunch, and I tried to find his real estate business on the internet. I couldn’t find him, and then I ended up on a local news website from Dallas. I nearly choked on my sandwich when I saw Scott on there. If it’s not him, then he’s got a twin. The news is saying that he’s called Scott Murphy, and he’s wanted in Dallas on fraud charges. He did a runner out of Texas before the police could arrest him. Scott Murphy is a fugitive! I’m calling the police in a second. Don’t go near him, Susan, and call me when you get this. You’ll find him on dnn.com.”
The color drained from Susan’s face. Her hands were trembling as she used her phone to go onto the internet and dnn.com. She scrolled down the news website and gasped when she saw Scott’s face four stories down and that, as George had said, he was a fugitive. The photograph looked like the Scott Susan thought she was getting to know, only his blue eyes were darker than the eyes she’d seen in person, with no cheeky sparkle in them. Instead, they had a menacing glare.
Scott was still in the living room, relaxing on the couch, unaware the walls were fast closing in on him.
Susan dialed 911 but decided not to call the number until she established whether Scott was mixed up in a case of mistaken identity. She appeared in the living room doorway with her phone by her side.
Scott gave her a quizzical look. “Is everything okay?”
“Uh-huh,” Susan replied unconvincingly.
“Are you sure? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“Do I? It must have been the dizzy spell I had in the kitchen when I was sorting the dishes. I get them from time to time.”
“You didn’t have to bother with the dishes. I would have done them for you if I’d known you were in danger of feeling dizzy.”
“Not to worry; it’s fine now.”
“Did you forget the lemonade? I’ll give you a hand with it if you like.”
“No!” Susan blurted out while Scott was in the middle of getting himself up off the couch.
“Sorry, I get it; you’re the host. Host away.”
“I’d prefer that. Say, Scott, when we talked about our families yesterday, did you say you had any siblings?”
“No, I don’t have any. Why?”
Susan swallowed anxiously. “Just wondering. I’ll get your lemonade.”
She turned her back on Scott and was about to retreat to the kitchen to call 911 when her front doorbell rang.
“I’ll get the door first,” Susan said.
She looked through the peephole but couldn’t see anyone. On the other side of it, Felipe was on his hunkers with his gun out. Susan opened the door and screamed shrilly upon seeing Felipe and his murderous glare. She had no time to do anything other than watch her life flash before her as Felipe sprung to his feet and came into the hallway, pointing his gun at her head.
“Where’s Scott Murphy?” Felipe demanded.
“In t-the—in the living room.”
Felipe grabbed Susan by the front of her blouse, popping two of her buttons. He yanked her toward him, spun her around, and pressed the end of his gun against the side of her head.
“Scott, I have a gun to your woman’s head,” Felipe called from the hallway. “If you try anything, I’ll fucking kill her.”
Scott was halfway across the living room when he froze. He recognized Felipe’s voice instantly. Fear crawled over his body, prickling his skin. He scanned the room for something, anything that he could use as a weapon. The urn was the nearest thing to him that he thought could suffice.
“I’m not armed, Felipe,” Scott said, creeping backward toward the cabinet with the urn on it.
“Are you sure about that?” Felipe asked, still from the cover of the hallway.
“Yes, I don’t have a gun. Leave Susan out of this.”
Scott was tempted to carry on with his plan to take hold of the urn, but he thought better of it and stood in front of the cabinet, waiting for Felipe to show.
Susan’s terror-struck face appeared from behind the door frame, followed by the tanned hand of Felipe, holding on to her shoulder tightly. Then, for the first time in over thirty years, Scott and Felipe stared into the whites of each other’s eyes.
Felipe kept his gun to Susan’s head as he walked her into the living room and stopped a few feet from Scott.
“I’m impressed you remembered my voice,” Felipe said, emanating a dark foreboding.
“We were close,” Scott said.
“Yes, we were until you decided to steal Eduardo Gutierrez’s money. You fucking traitor.”
“That was a long, long time ago.”
“Time is not a healer for you, Scott, and Eduardo doesn’t forget.”
“You lied to me,” Susan said to Scott. “I know you’re on the run from the Texas police.” Her eyes jutted out from their sockets, and she yelled to Felipe, “Please let me go! I hardly know Scott.”
“Lucky you,” Felipe said.
Without breaking eye contact with Scott, Felipe blew Susan’s brains out. Her limp body crashed to the floor in front of Scott’s feet.
“No!” Scott roared. “She was innocent!”
Felipe was unconcerned and aimed his pistol at Scott.
“That’s a shame for her,” Felipe said, “and unless you give me all of the money you stole from Eduardo, the next bullet from this gun will be for you.”
Dread filled what was left of Scott’s soul. “Felipe, I don’t have it anymore. I lost it all gambling decades ago.”
“You lost ten million dollars gambling?”
“Eventually, yes.”
“You’re talking out your ass. You drive a Lamborghini, you fuck.”
“No, that’s not mine; it’s a hire car. I wanted to impress Susan, so she would think I had money.”
“Susan?”
“Her!” Scott barked, pointing at Susan and the pool of her blood soaking into the carpet.
“Oh,” Felipe said indifferently. “In that case, it’s time I called Eduardo, so he can watch me torture you to death.”




Chapter Four

Out of all the ways his end could have come, Scott never envisaged his happening in the living room of a house in a retirement community at the hands of a former colleague at the Cartagena cartel.
So many years had passed since Scott ran away from Colombia with Eduardo Gutierrez’s money, and he’d gotten away with it for so long that he deemed it would stay that way forever.
“On your knees,” Felipe said.
“Can we talk about this?” Scott asked. “There must be another way.”
“There were many ways, but you chose your path, Scott, and now this is where it ends.”
Felipe had always had the eyes of a killer, but in the years since Scott had last seen them, they’d hardened further, and the glacial stare he was giving Scott left Scott under no illusion that he was hanging onto his life by a thread.
Scott went down on his knees.
“Hands on the back of your head,” Felipe said.
Scott did what he was told, and Felipe went behind him and frisked him. All Scott had on him was his wallet, which Felipe found and discovered inside it the photograph of Scott holding Max as a baby. He stood in front of Scott and asked, “How is your son these days?”
Taking into consideration the wider repercussions of being found by Felipe, Scott feared for Max’s life and thought it best to lie to Felipe to protect Max from getting caught up in his mess.
“Max died in a road accident eight years ago,” Scott replied. “He was the only family I had. If you’re going to kill me, just get on with it.”
Felipe wagged his finger. “Uh-uh, you don’t get out of this that easily.”
Felipe video called Eduardo Gutierrez, keeping his gun trained on Scott.
“How did you find me?” Scott asked Felipe while he waited for the call to connect.
“Kismet.”
Scott’s eyebrows drew together in united confusion as the reality of his perilous situation dawned on him.
“Are you ready for the show, boss?” Felipe asked Gutierrez.
Gutierrez was in his late-sixties, with thinning and mostly gray hair that had been black the last time Scott had seen him. Gutierrez was usually the calmest man in the room, but now that he was within seconds of seeing the man who’d betrayed him all those years ago, he couldn’t hide his excitement.
“Yes, I’m ready, all right!” Gutierrez replied with a thick Colombian accent. “I’m looking forward to a matinee showing of Scott Murphy being slaughtered nice and slowly.” He lifted a bag of popcorn to the camera and stuffed a handful into his mouth.
Felipe laughed heartily. “Popcorn for the occasion, boss! I like it!”
“Let me see him,” Gutierrez said.
Felipe rotated his phone, so Gutierrez could look at Scott, and when he saw him, he leaned in closer to his phone and narrowed his eyes.
“Am I really looking at Scott Murphy?” Gutierrez said. “Time caught up with you, Scott.”
“Eduardo, can we talk?” Scott asked anxiously.
“Of course we can talk,” Gutierrez replied with an unnerving grin. “I’ve got a lot of things I want to talk to you about, like...” his grin vanished, “what you did with the ten million dollars you stole from me.”
“He says he doesn’t have it,” Felipe said, “and that he blew it all gambling.”
“Gambling, huh?” Gutierrez said. “That’s a nasty habit, Scott. I’m disappointed in you. You’re old enough to know that the house always wins. I liked you, and there was a time when I trusted you with my life. You were my best hit man, but despite your betrayal, I still thank you for reminding me that you can’t trust a fucking gringo. As for my money, I think you must have something tucked away, and if you do, Felipe will find it for me. Felipe, get to work.”
“Which leg first?” Felipe asked Scott, alternating his aim between Scott’s right and left leg.
“Just fucking wait!” Scott pleaded into the camera. “I’ve got nothing. I’m living out of my RV. I lost everything!”
“He drives a fucking Lamborghini,” Felipe said.
“I only hired it for today,” Scott said to Gutierrez. “I spent what little cash I had left on it to impress the woman that Felipe murdered into thinking I was rich.”
“You’re lying,” Gutierrez said.
Sensing the end was painfully near, Scott said to Felipe, “Check my wallet again. You’ll find the car rental shop’s business card in it.”
Felipe went through the cards in Scott’s wallet and found the one for VIP Exotic Car Rentals. He showed it to Gutierrez.
“If you are telling me the truth, I’m surprised you’re such a loser now,” Gutierrez said. “It’s not about the money for me. I’m a billionaire several times over and the head of the most powerful cartel in Colombia; you know that. It’s the principle of the matter. I think it’s time to end your miserable life.”
“How slow do you want it to be?” Felipe asked Gutierrez.
“Excruciatingly,” Gutierrez replied.
Felipe stuck his tongue out and sucked it back in through his teeth in bloodthirsty anticipation.
“There has to be another way,” Scott said. “I know I shouldn’t have stolen your money, Eduardo, and I deserve to die for that, but you’re a businessman, so let’s do business.”
Gutierrez laughed ominously. “Eduardo Gutierrez does not negotiate with traitors.”
“But what if that traitor can do something for you that you haven’t been able to do for thirty years?”
“He’s just trying to buy himself time, boss,” Felipe said. “Let me get to work on this rodent.”
“Hear me out first,” Scott implored.
“You’re not the man I remember,” Felipe said to Scott. “I thought you would die with some dignity, not on your knees begging like a fucking dog.”
“You know my capabilities, Eduardo, and I’m giving you a chance to put them to use.”
“You’re giving me a chance?” Gutierrez said with raised eyebrows. “You’re not in a position to give me any chances, Scott, but what is it you propose?”
“He’s bluffing,” Felipe said.
“Stay out of this, Felipe,” Gutierrez said. “I want to hear what he has to say, just for shits and giggles.”
“I still read up on what’s going on in Colombia with the Cartagena cartel,” Scott said. “Truth be told, I’ve been living in the hope that one day I’ll see that you’ve been killed and replaced by somebody who doesn’t know me and doesn’t want me dead, but you’ve got a knack for staying alive and on top.”
“Complementing me won’t save your life,” Gutierrez said. “Get to the point.”
“Even though you’ve done well to keep yourself in charge of the most powerful cartel in Colombia and maintain the Cartagena cartel’s position as the number one distributor of cocaine to the United States, you know as well as I do that there’s a thorn in your side a thousand times bigger than me…. Camilo Quintero.”
Gutierrez pulled a face. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re working for that motherfucker.”
Scott screwed up his face at Gutierrez’s suggestion. “I’ve got nothing to do with Camilo Quintero or his Bogotá cartel! I haven’t been back to Colombia since I left in 1989, but I know that Quintero is a threat to your empire, and you want him dead.”
Gutierrez clenched his jaw as he pondered the possibility of having Quintero eradicated. “You’ve been keeping your finger on the pulse, Scott, but if I make an attempt on Quintero’s life and I fail, the war that would ignite between our cartels would have disastrous consequences for everyone.”
“I don’t doubt that, but when I kill Quintero, he won’t know that you had anything to do with it. I’ll infiltrate his cartel from the bottom up, and when I get close enough to him, I’ll take him out. I’ll kill Camilo Quintero.”
“How?”
“I’ll think of a way, but I’ll do it. I know I fucked you over, Eduardo, but you said yourself that I was your best hit man.” Scott glanced at Felipe. “No offense, Felipe.”
“You’re not a patch on me,” Felipe said contemptuously.
“Shut up, Felipe,” Gutierrez said. “You’re correct, Scott; you were the best killer I ever had, and perhaps you could eliminate Camilo Quintero, but there’s one problem; I can’t trust you.”
“I appreciate that, but I can give you assurances.”
“How?”
Scott’s eyes darted around their sockets like they were in a pinball machine. “You can…. You could have one of your men watch my every move.”
“Come on, Scott, you’d just kill whoever the unfortunate man would be, then disappear again.”
Fuck, Scott thought. He had every intention of doing a runner at the first opportunity he got.
“No,” Gutierrez said, “I require an airtight insurance policy, and I know just who will ensure that you follow through with your commitment. Your son, Max.”
Scott felt the bottom plummet out of his stomach. “Max is dead. I lost him in a car accident eight years ago. I told Felipe that earlier.”
“You’re lying,” Gutierrez said.
“I’m not! I’m telling you the truth!”
Felipe rummaged through Scott’s wallet again, this time paying more attention to all the cards in it.
“You are lying,” Felipe said, holding Max’s construction company’s business card.
Felipe read the card out loud. “Max Green Construction. Find us at 192 Fortune Street, Miami.”
“He’s not my son,” Scott said. “Max took my name, Murphy. That’s just an old business card I have.”
“Scott’s on the run from the Texas police,” Felipe said. “I bet his son lives in Miami, and that’s why Scott’s here.”
Scott shook his head vigorously. “That’s not right. I am on the run from the police on fraud charges, but I didn’t come here for my son. I couldn’t because he’s dead!”
“In that case, you won’t feel much heartache when I have Max Green of Max Green Construction burned alive,” Gutierrez said, “along with any family he has.”
Scott couldn’t hide his despair and ran his hands down his face at the prospect of Max and his young family being wiped out by Eduardo Gutierrez.
“Yes,” Gutierrez drawled in response to Scott’s reaction, “that’s what I thought. Your son is alive and well, and if you want to keep it that way, you’ll do what you proposed and come to Colombia and assassinate Quintero.”
Scott stared into space. He thought that if only he could convince Max to uproot himself and his family from Miami, he could also vanish into the vastness of America and escape Gutierrez once again. Still, the prospect of breaking the news of the horrific turn of events to Max was daunting. For now, however, all Scott could do was go along with his previously unthinkable task.
“If I do it, is my debt cleared?” Scott asked.
Gutierrez smirked. “Ten million dollars to end Camilo Quintero’s life is a bargain, so yes, Scott, your debt will be clear.”
“Then we’ve got a deal, Eduardo, but how do I know you won’t kill me after I’ve done it?”
Gutierrez shrugged his shoulders. “You’ll have to trust me. What other choice do you have?”
Get Max to run away, Scott thought before saying, “I’ll do a good job for you, and by the time I’m finished with Quintero, I hope you’ll forgive me for what I did.”
“Time will tell,” Gutierrez said.
The distant sound of a police siren approaching got Scott’s attention.
“That might be for me,” Scott said to Felipe.
“Did you call the cops?” Felipe asked, with a hint of anger in his eyes.
“No, but maybe Susan did. Eduardo, I’m not gonna be able to fly down to Colombia. I’ve got too much heat on me up here. I’ll need to drive most of the way. Can you give me a week to get to Cartagena?”
“I’ll give you two days to meet my human trafficker in Del Rio, Texas. He and my men will bring you to me under the radar, but if you don’t show, bad things will happen, and remember, Scott, the clock isn’t just ticking for you.”




Chapter Five

On his way to Max’s house, Scott questioned the likelihood that Max would take heed of the warning he intended to give him, and he wondered how terrible Max’s response would be to him bringing the wolves of the most feared cartel in Colombia to his door. Scott knew Max’s reaction would be awful; there was no question about that, but however bad it would be, Scott hoped Max would be able to leave Miami faster than the sun escapes the day.
The weight of the dark side of the world Scott had been carrying on his shoulders had taken its toll on him, but he’d always managed to avoid the apocalyptic consequences of his actions and keep his head above the water of his river of lies. Now his son was in Eduardo Gutierrez’s crosshairs, though Scott could feel karma tugging at his ankles and pulling him under. He was beside himself with worry that Max would suffer for the sins of his father.
Max lived in a pleasant suburb of Miami. It wasn’t as perfectly maintained as Home Sweet Homes, but the neighborhood was still more than respectable. The detached wooden houses, mostly painted white, were occupied by middle-class families well on their way to working themselves up the ladder of the American dream.
Scott parked his RV outside Max’s house. It was nearing dinner time, and Scott pictured Max’s wife, Lisa, setting the table before she and Max sat down to eat with their two young daughters. Scott couldn’t believe he was about to decimate their existence, and he buried his head in his hands.
On his walk to their front door, Scott was also concerned about the fallout of the police finding Susan’s body in her house. To compound his misery, he deemed that it wouldn’t be long until he was suspect number one for her murder.
“What do you want?” Lisa asked Scott dismissively at her front door.
“Hi, Lisa.”
“Don’t give me ‘hi.’ Try another word that has three letters and rhymes with hi.” Lisa’s words were like icicles firing from her mouth.
“Who’s there?” called Scott’s five-year-old granddaughter, whom he’d never seen in the flesh.
“Go to your room, Evelyn,” Lisa said, keeping the front door closed enough so Scott couldn’t see into the house.
“You’re still here,” Lisa said to Scott.
“Is Max in?”
“You’re not getting it, are you? Go, we don’t want anything to do with you.”
“I can’t leave without speaking to him.”
“You can’t, or won’t?” Lisa asked with a vitriolic tone.
“I didn’t come here for a fight.”
“Well, you’re going to get one if you’re still standing there in three seconds.”
Lisa was about to close the door on Scott, but he stepped into the doorway and put his body in the gap.
Lines of concern creased Lisa’s forehead. “What are you doing? You’ll scare the kids.”
“I just need to speak to Max,” Scott said with urgency. “Where is he?” He looked down the hallway and called, “Max.”
The commotion got the attention of Evelyn’s little sister, Molly, who poked her head out from the downstairs playroom.
“Mommy?” Molly inquired.
“Mommy will be there in a minute,” Lisa said. “Go and play with your dolls.”
The fleeting warmth in Lisa’s eyes for her daughter was replaced with venom when she shot her head around to face Scott again. “Don’t make me call the police.”
“I appreciate why you hate me, Lisa, but this isn’t a social visit. I need to speak to Max.”
“So you can ask him for more money? Well, you’re out of luck because Max has no money to spare. He hardly has enough to support this family, let alone his parasite of a father.”
“I didn’t come here for any money.”
“Really? I find that hard to believe because since I’ve known Max, you’ve only ever gotten in touch with him to ask for money, which, by the way, you’ve not paid a penny of what he gave you back. I mean it, Scott. I want you gone from here, and don’t you dare come back.”
Scott sighed in frustration. “For the last fucking time, Lisa, it’s not about money. Just let me speak to my son! It’s very serious. He’d want to see me if he knew what it was about.”
“Keep your voice down. What have you done?”
“I’m sure he’ll tell you once I’ve spoken to him. Where is he?”
Lisa could see Scott was so determined to speak to Max that he would have chained himself to her door if he could have. “He’s at the construction company, doing something you never did: working every hour of the day that God gives him to provide for his family. I meant it when I said he doesn’t have any money, so if that is the reason you want to see him, you’ll be wasting your time.”
“I promise you it’s not. Your business isn’t going well?”
“That’s the understatement of the year, but it’s got nothing to do with you, just like everything else in Max’s life.”
Scott gave Lisa an earnest look of gratitude for telling her where Max was, but his face was tinged with regret. “Thanks for telling me where to find Max, and I hope you and the girls are okay.”
“If you’re in trouble, keep Max out of it.”
***
At his construction business headquarters, Max was in his office. He was sitting behind his untidy desk with plans for an apartment building and overdue invoices strewn over it. He downed the last of his coffee from his Max Green Construction mug, picked up the phone from his desk, and made a call.
“Cath, can you bring me another jug of coffee, please?” Max asked. “I’m gonna be here for a while. I need to make these numbers work.”
Max put the phone down and muttered, “I’ve got a better chance of winning the lottery than making these fucking numbers work.”
A moment later, his phone rang.
“Max Green Construction,” Max said. “What do you mean, we’re out of ground coffee, Cath? You put an order in with our supplier last week, didn’t you?” He pinched the bridge of his nose as Cath told him the coffee supplier canceled his business’s order due to a payment failure. “Why didn’t you tell me there was a payment issue? I’m sorry, Cath; I forgot that you did. Yeah, instant will be fine.”
“Fuck’s sake,” Max grumbled after putting the phone down. “What a state to get yourself in, Max.”
Max got back to work, but the phone soon interrupted his flow of concentration.
His tired face fell. “What does he want? It’s important, is it? We’ll see about that.” He let out a long sigh. “No, it’s okay, Cath; send him in, but tell him I’m swamped, and I can only give him five minutes. And Cath, get that thing done that I asked you to do if he came here, please. I thought he’d come here.”
Max stared cynically at the closed door of his office as the creaking from the floorboards on the other side of the door got louder before the handle turned, and the door opened.
Max’s derisive gaze swept over Scott’s face.
“Hello, Son,” Scott said with a sad smile.
“How much is it this time?” Max asked.
“I don’t want your money.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
Scott looked over his shoulder and closed the office door. He sat on the green leather chair on the other side of Max’s desk.
“Forgive me for being presumptuous, Scott,” Max said, “but it was only yesterday that you called me out of the blue, sniffing around for money, and we both know it’s not like you to make social visits.”
“I promise you, Max, I don’t want anything from you.”
Max snorted. “Oh, well, if you promise, you must be telling me the truth.”
Scott knew he warranted the grief Max was giving him. Had he not been so preoccupied with the looming threat of Eduardo Gutierrez and the Cartagena cartel, he’d have had a more robust chin to take what Max was dishing out.
“I deserve all the crap you’re giving me,” Scott said, “and I know what it must look like for me to show up here after asking you for money yesterday when we haven’t seen each other for five years—”
“Six years,” Max corrected. “Go on then, surprise me. If you’re not here for money, what do you want?”
A kaleidoscope of butterflies wreaked havoc in Scott’s stomach, and his mouth went dry. The prospect of coming clean to Max about the swamp of shit he’d inadvertently contaminated his life with made him lost for words.
Max picked up on Scott’s discomfort. “What have you done?”
Scott’s gaze retreated from his son to the desk, where he noticed a final warning letter from one of Max’s suppliers.
“I spoke to Lisa before I came here,” Scott said.
“I know; she texted me to say you’d been round. Don’t show up like that again. I don’t want the girls to meet you.”
“Lisa wouldn’t let me see them.”
“Good, it would only confuse them because you’ve been as good as dead to them all their lives. Tell me why you’re here, Dad—Scott.”
“You were right the first time. I know I haven’t been much of a father to you, Max, but I am your dad, and if you went through what I had in my life, you might understand why I was so distant.”
“Here we go again; the Scott Murphy sob story’s coming. You act like you’re the only man who’s ever suffered. I get it, Vietnam fucked you up, and you came home with nothing but PTSD and a head full of bitter memories to show for it—”
“And a Medal of Honor.”
Max wrinkled his nose. “That was impressive, but you left your honor on the battlefield. Now tell me why you’re here, or get out, because I’ve got a business to save.”
Scott was concerned that Max didn’t have the means to pack himself and his family up and leave Miami.
“Just tell me first,” Scott said, “are things going wrong for you with your business?”
“What do you care? You’re just trying to work out how much money you can squeeze out of me.”
Scott delivered a hammer blow of a thump to Max’s desk in flustered annoyance at Max’s refusal to drop his allegation.
“For the last time, I don’t want your money!” Scott raged. “I just want to know if you’re okay.”
Max looked at Scott with a cautious evaluation. “I find that extremely hard to believe, but seeing as you’ve asked, I’m completely fucked. The recession has left the business teetering on the brink of collapse. I took on this apartment building right before it hit.” He pointed at his plans on the desk. “When it did, the prices for materials went through the roof. It’s touch and go whether we’ll make it or if I’ll have to file for bankruptcy.”
Max’s business wasn’t the only thing on the brink, as Scott sat there listening to the harsh reality that his son was in no position to mobilize his family out of harm’s way.
“I wish I could help you, Son. I would if I could.”
“You had more than your fair share of opportunities to help me.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Keep your apology.”
Although only a few feet separated them, the void between Max and Scott seemed endless.
“Are you really living in your RV?” Max asked.
“Yeah, but don’t worry about me.”
“I’m not. I’m just wondering what it’s like because if I can’t make this project work, then I won’t just lose my business; the bank will take my house. There you have it. That’s how I’m doing, and I’m busy, so unless you’ve got anything to tell me, I need to get back to work.”
Max looked at Scott with anticipation, but Scott kept his mouth shut. He thought coming clean with Max about the danger they were in would only give him a problem he could do nothing about, and a distraction like that could put the final nail in the coffin of Max’s business and, in turn, his family’s future. Scott decided to deal with the Cartagena cartel himself and extinguish the flames of his past once and for all.
“I need to go,” Scott said before standing up.
“Are you sure you have nothing else to say?”
“Just one thing. I’m probably going to be on the news soon, but believe me or not, I promise you I didn’t kill her. It was the cartel.” He gazed deeply into his son’s eyes, knowing it could be the last time he ever saw them. “I’ve got business of my own to attend to. Take care, Son.”




Chapter Six

After a rough night’s sleep in an even rougher neighborhood that made his RV look like luxury accommodation, Scott had a risky trip to make before setting off on his journey to Colombia. Home Sweet Homes was calling him again. Specifically, Susan’s pistol, which he hoped was still in her house.
The crack of dawn was looming. Yellow police tape with big, bold black letters stating POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS went from one side of Susan’s locked gate at the bottom of her driveway to the other. Scott’s Greek tragedy on wheels stood out like a sore thumb there. It wasn’t just his RV that Scott was concerned about; he was sure every local news network would have circulated his face by now. He didn’t officially have that confirmed because he’d tossed his phone into the ocean hours earlier to begin his disappearing act.
Scott left his RV several doors down from Susan’s house and wasted no time shaking a leg to get to her gate. Like Susan’s, most of the properties on the street were in darkness, but the house that overlooked her empty driveway had an upstairs light on behind closed curtains. It wouldn’t be long until all the residents of Home Sweet Homes were up and about, and the talk of the development was the events that transpired in their supposed safe haven, where senseless executions like Susan’s aren’t supposed to happen.
Scott cast a furtive glance around him and clambered over the gate. Keeping himself low, he made a beeline for the rear of the house and examined the back door and windows for an easy way in. Predictably, they were all locked, but Scott had come prepared and got to work on the door with his lock pick.
The door offered little resistance, opening onto the dim kitchen. Scott figured Susan was likely to have kept her gun somewhere in her bedroom so she could have accessed it quickly should an ill-intentioned night crawler come calling.
Scott crept past the fridge-freezer and went into the hallway. His mind was whirling with excruciatingly intrusive thoughts of what had happened to Susan. He kept moving, and when he got to the bottom of the stairs, he saw a crucifix hanging on the wall. Scott felt terrible for Susan. She was a good God-fearing woman, whom Scott thought had probably never put much of a foot wrong in her life compared to his many missteps.
Of all Scott’s mistakes, bringing the Devil to Susan’s door was one of his worst, and her senseless death weighed heavy on him as he turned his back on Jesus and went up the stairs.
Susan’s bedroom was as gloomy as the rest of the house, but Scott didn’t want to risk switching a light on, so he pulled open her curtains just enough to let some of the glow from the moon in. There was a nightstand on either side of the double bed, and Scott started his search with the one closest to him, but there were only a couple of magazines and a book in it. The other was equally disappointingly lacking a gun. Scott went down on his hands and knees and inspected under the bed before setting his sights on the closet.
He got a whiff of Susan when he slid the closet door open and surveyed her clothes. Shoe boxes were stacked two high along the shelf above her garments. Scott was banking on there being more than high heels and sneakers inside one of them. He picked up the box above his head and lifted off the cardboard lid. During Scott’s eagerness to reveal the box’s contents, a sheet of tissue paper floated onto the carpet. All the tissue had been covering was a pair of tennis shoes. He put the box on the floor and moved on to the next one.
Four boxes in, a squeaking noise from outside halted Scott’s search. He recognized the sound as the gate at the bottom of the driveway opening. He tentatively approached the window and parted the curtains just enough to see outside. What he saw immediately made him break out in goosebumps.
A police officer was standing by the open gate as a cop car crawled up the driveway. Transfixed by the rapidly unraveling situation, Scott shifted from left to right, unsure if he should run or hide. After deliberating a thousand times in a thousandth of a second, he elected to run, bursting into life and bolting out of the bedroom and along the hall to the top of the stairs. Halfway down them, he froze to the spot; the handle on the front door was turning, making it impossible to get out of the back door undetected. Scott backed up the stairs and retreated to Susan’s bedroom. The shoe boxes he’d gotten through were still on the floor, and he quickly gathered them up and put them back on the closet’s shelf.
He walked to the bed as light-footed as possible, got on his hunkers, and tried to belly crawl under it. The top of his back scraped off the bed frame, and try as he might, he couldn’t force himself under.
The cops’ voices were getting louder, and they moved into the kitchen.
The back door! Scott thought.
“The back door isn’t locked, Holden,” the cop said to Officer Holden.
“Do you think they forgot to lock up last night?” Holden asked.
“Maybe, but I wouldn’t have thought so. If they did, someone’s ass is gonna get chewed. We better check the house. I’ll do downstairs. You do up.”
Scott’s wild eyes jumped around the bedroom. With no other option and hardly any time, he crouched in the closet and sank behind Susan’s dresses.
Holden drew his gun and walked with a steady purpose up the stairs. He checked the bathroom and the three spare bedrooms first, then went into Susan’s bedroom. Scott heard him enter the room and flick the light switch on. Scott’s heart was pumping so fast that his body would have been forgiven for thinking he’d sprinted a marathon.
Holden checked under the bed and looked at the closet. He frowned when he noticed the stray piece of tissue paper on the floor from the first shoebox Scott had opened. His finger was on the trigger as he went to the closet and put his hand on the edge of the door. Scott heard him and took silent, shallow breaths to keep himself as still as possible so the dress against his face didn’t move.
The runners on the closet door rolled, and Scott saw cracks of light coming through the gaps between the clothes on the hangers. From Holden’s perspective, the inside of the closet looked as one would expect it to, but he pushed some of the garments on Scott’s left to the side so he could see to the back. Scott moved gradually with Holden, so all Holden could see behind the dresses was the wooden panel of the closet.
“All good?” the other police officer asked, standing in the doorway of Susan’s bedroom.
Holden switched his attention to him. “Yeah, there’s no one here.”
“I locked the back door. I’ll report it later. Do you want a coffee? The old dear’s got cheesecake in her fridge. We should halve it.”
“You looked in the victim’s fridge?” Holden asked with a smirk.
“I was being thorough in my search of the house.”
“I bet you were. Trust you to search the fridge, you fat fuck.”
“It’s not like the cheesecake is going to be used as evidence. It’ll only end up in the trash or in someone else’s mouth if we don’t eat it.”
Holden licked his lips. “I do like cheesecake.”
The two men exchanged a grin and headed for the kitchen. In the upstairs hallway, Holden said, “I’m gonna take a shit first. Get the coffee on.”
His colleague grimaced. “Don’t stink out the house; you’ll put me off my cheesecake, and if you open a window, remember to close it.” He carried on to the kitchen, and Holden went into the bathroom at the end of the hallway.
Scott thought that was the best opportunity he would get to escape the house before it was overrun by police. He was frustrated that he was preparing to leave Susan’s property empty-handed, but Scott wasn’t the type to kill innocent people just to get what he wanted, police officers included.
He stuck his head out of the closet, stared down the hallway at the closed bathroom door, and gingerly went along the hallway. He heard Officer Holden taking care of his business as he passed the bathroom door, making it to the top of the stairs.
“That’s better,” a relieved Holden said to himself.
Scott heard the cop in the kitchen pottering about as he took his first steps down the stairs, praying none of them would creak. He was in luck and got to the bottom of them without incident. He peeked around the banister to the kitchen, and the coast was clear. The upstairs toilet flushed. It was now or never. Scott stepped into the open, snuck out the front door, and closed it gently behind him.
He still had a thin cover of darkness, but it was fast slipping away. The closer he got to his RV, the more disappointed he became at failing to find Susan’s gun.
He was fifty yards from his RV when a car turned the bend behind him, and its headlights hit his back. Scott hoped it was just a civilian and not another cop car. He kept his walking pace relaxed to try and avoid drawing suspicion. He worried that if it were the police, they would recognize his height and build, which he thought Texas law enforcement must have given to their counterparts in Florida by now.
The car didn’t stop at Susan’s house and continued to close the distance on Scott. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and held the key to his RV. He knew he wouldn’t have much chance of losing a cop car in his cumbersome vehicle but that it was even less likely he could outrun someone who would probably be significantly younger than him and armed. He rued the decision he made in Dallas not to try and get his gun from his apartment there the night he saw the police at his door seeking his arrest.
Keep going, keep going, Scott thought, willing the car not to stop.
The car slowed to a crawl and breathed down Scott’s neck. Then, to his surprise, he heard a vaguely familiar voice say, “Scott?”
Scott turned around and squinted his eyes past the glare from the headlights to see Rosie leaning out of the back seat of a cab. She was dressed to the nines in a red dress that complemented her bright red lipstick.
“What happened at number forty-seven?” Rosie asked, referring to Susan’s house.
Scott was relieved that Rosie was none the wiser about Susan’s murder.
“Unfortunately, the woman I was on a date with last night had a heart attack in her living room right in front of me,” Scott replied. “She fell and hit her head on the coffee table and died. It was awful, Rosie.”
Rosie was all eyes. “Oh my God! How terrible.” She looked confused. “Why are the police there?”
“Procedure. I was in the house waiting for them to get there all night. I didn’t know it, but it turned out that Susan was on heart medication and had forgotten to take it. She had the pills on her when she died.”
“I don’t know what to say, Scott. I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thanks, I didn’t know Susan well, but I was enjoying getting to know her.” Scott was keen to change the subject. “What are you doing out at this time?”
“I’ve been up all night. I took your advice.”
Scott furrowed his brow. “Huh?”
“You suggested I spend more time in Miami, and that’s what I did last night. Seeing as the so-called community at Home Sweet Homes has rejected me, inspired by your advice, I decided to spread my wings and join a local LGBT group on Facebook. They just so happened to be having a night out last night and invited me. I had the best time, Scott.”
Scott stole a glance in the direction of Susan’s house. “That’s great. Anyway, I should be—”
“Have you had breakfast?” Rosie was oblivious to Scott’s restlessness.
“No, but I—”
“Have breakfast with me, Scott. I’ll make the best pancakes you’ll ever taste. I don’t imagine you’ve eaten for a while.”
Rosie was right about that.
With everything that had happened to Scott since his fated reunion with the Cartagena cartel, food had been the last thing on his mind, and when forced to think about it, he realized how hungry he was, and he saw a potential opportunity to take more than pancakes from Rosie’s house.
“I suppose I could go some pancakes,” Scott said.
***
Rosie cracked an egg into her bowl and, thanks to her strong forearms, whisked the pancake mix by hand as vigorously as a machine would. For all of Scott’s flaws, he wasn’t judgmental when it came to a former bodybuilder and weightlifter having a sex change in the autumn of their life, but Rosie was still a sight he was getting used to. He sat at her kitchen table and watched her dutifully nurse the pancakes over her stove until they were a perfect golden brown.
“I hope you’re hungry,” Rosie said, placing a plateful of pancakes in the middle of the kitchen table. She took a seat. “I still eat like I did when I was in training.” She put a pancake on her plate, poured syrup over it, and crammed a hearty forkful into her mouth. “That was the best part,” she mumbled.
“Do you still lift weights these days?”
“Not anymore, but I’m naturally strong even with the HRT.”
Scott had a blank expression.
“Hormone replacement therapy,” Rosie clarified.
Scott nodded politely, unsure how to respond. “Thanks again for breakfast. You didn’t have to do this.”
“It’s my pleasure. You’ve had a tough time of it.”
“You can say that again.”
Rosie looked at the small TV in the corner of the kitchen on the counter and said, “I can put the TV on if you like. See what’s happening in the world.”
Panic surged through Scott. “No, that’s okay. I’m not a fan of watching TV when I eat, if that’s all right. The pancakes taste great, by the way.”
Rosie gave Scott the thumbs up. “Then we’ll enjoy these delicious pancakes with good old-fashioned conversation. Do you think you’ll be buying a place at Home Sweet Homes?”
“I actually put down a deposit on a house here yesterday.”
“You took the plunge. Each to their own, but I’m leaving as soon as possible. As you know, they treat me like a leper here. Miami, now that’s where it’s at. I’ve never felt so accepted as I did last night. I’m staring down the barrel of seventy, and I’m still trying to find myself and get the hang of this thing called life, but I feel like I’m getting there, bit by bit.”
“Good for you, Rosie. You’re brave.”
“Ironically, my balls have never been bigger since I got them chopped off.”
Rosie chomped down another pancake and yawned like a lion. She checked her watch. “Gosh, it’s nearly six. I haven’t pulled an all-nighter since I was in my twenties. I’m beat.”
“Don’t let me keep you up. I can go if you wanna hit the sack now.”
Rosie waved Scott’s suggestion away. “No, eat as much as you like.”
“Thanks.”
Scott tucked into his food and had an idea.
“When I was reading up on Home Sweet Homes, I was impressed at how virtually non-existent crime is here,” Scott said. “I don’t think I’ll need to bother with a gun when I move. What do ya think?”
“It is safe at Home Sweet Homes, there’s no question about that, but in my view, it’s better to have a gun and never need it than not to have one when you do.”
“You’re right. It would be stupid of me not to bring at least one of my guns with me when I move here. I’ve got four back in Texas, but the only time I’ve fired them has been at the shooting range. Still, you never know.”
Rosie nodded in agreement but, frustratingly for Scott, didn’t expand on their conversation about guns.
“I go to the shooting range in Dallas a lot,” Scott said. “Squeezing that trigger is a great stress relief. Do you go shooting much?”
“No, that’s not my thing. I can’t remember the last time I fired my gun, and I hope I never have to, but it makes me feel better having it under my bed when I go to sleep.”
Bingo, Scott thought.
“To never having to use your gun,” Scott said, holding his mug of coffee in the air, encouraging Rosie to clink hers off his, which she did.
After breakfast, Rosie walked Scott to the front door.
“Can I use your bathroom before I go, please, Rosie?” Scott asked as they went down Rosie’s hallway. “The coffee has gone to my bladder.”
“Sure, it’s the last door on your right.”
“That’s great.”
In the bathroom, Scott took a slash, then unlocked the bathroom window. He opened it ever so slightly, so if Rosie were to look at it, there would be a strong chance she wouldn’t notice it wasn’t closed properly.
“I guess this is goodbye then,” Rosie said, looking warmly at Scott when he came out of the bathroom.
“I guess so. I imagine you’ll be sold up by the time I move here.”
“I’d have thought so. The houses here sell like hotcakes.”
“If I don’t see you again, good luck with your life.”
“You too, Scott.”
Rosie shook Scott’s hand with the firmest grip he’d felt in recent memory, serving as a reminder to him that he’d have to tread carefully when he broke into her house.
Scott left Rosie’s property, conscious it wouldn’t be long until the morning dog walkers and the young at heart keep-fit junkies were pounding the pavements.
He gave it twenty minutes in his RV before re-entering Rosie’s driveway on foot, hoping Rosie would have fallen asleep.
The curtains were closed over the two upstairs windows of Rosie’s house, and Scott couldn’t see any light emanating from them. He took a deep breath at the prospect of the task he was about to undertake. It was one thing to break into an empty house, but it was an entirely different proposition to burglarize the home of a 250-pound wrecking ball in a nightgown, who may or may not be asleep.
At the side of the house, Scott got his fingertips into the gap in the bathroom window and delicately pulled it wide open. He hauled himself onto the windowsill, but he was too big to swing his leg around. Instead, he awkwardly went headfirst into the bathroom and knocked over a plastic soap dispenser as he slithered past the sink like a drunken python to the tiled floor.
He lay in a crumpled heap for a moment, determined not to move a muscle until the silence alleviated his fear that Rosie had heard the disturbance. He climbed to his feet and opened the bathroom door at a snail’s pace, trying to avoid making it creak loudly. He stared down the hallway to the bottom of the stairs, past them into the kitchen. It looked like Rosie had indeed gone to bed, so Scott tiptoed to the stairs and crept up them. When he got to the top, he heard a faint, rhythmic rumbling coming from behind the closed door at the end of the upstairs hallway. It was followed by a harsher, saliva-clogged splutter before the steady rumble returned.
Rosie’s snoring, Scott thought.
Rosie’s bed covers moved up and down in time with her snoring as she lay on her back, roaming in the land of nod. Scott pressed his ear to her door, pushed down the handle, and peered through the crack in the door at the king-sized bed. He couldn’t see Rosie, just the white mound of bed covers rising and falling as if the bed was breathing.
He gradually approached Rosie, and as he got closer, he saw her black hair on her pillow and then her relaxed face and closed eyes. Her hand was hanging off the far side of the mattress. In case Rosie suddenly awoke, Scott crawled the rest of the way to the bed. He checked underneath it and saw a cookie tin. He reached for the tin, pulled it out, and carefully eased the lid off, keeping one eye on it and the other on Rosie. His eyes lit up when, inside the tin, he saw a Glock 19 pistol with a spare cartridge and a wedge of cash. Judging by the size of the wad, Scott estimated there must have been five or maybe as much as ten thousand dollars. He crawled back to the bedroom door and stood up.
Scott looked back at Rosie before he closed the door. By thieving from her, he felt like he was stealing from a church donation box. With soft-eyed sadness, he left Rosie to her dreams.
Downstairs, Scott was about to leave the house, but the seed of guilt he’d felt in Rosie’s bedroom had bloomed into a weed of self-loathing that held him back. He went into the kitchen and scanned the room. He found what he was looking for: a pen beside a stack of opened utility bills. He took one of the letters and wrote on the back of it.
I’m sorry, Rosie. You’re a good soul.
Scott pinned the note to Rosie’s refrigerator using a Walk Away Fatty fridge magnet, and he walked away with only one destination on his mind.




Chapter Seven

Scott had taken the long way down to Colombia. As planned, he’d driven to Del Rio, Texas, where he’d ditched his RV and met Eduardo Gutierrez’s human trafficking specialist. He got Scott through the US-Mexico border without seeing so much as a single border patrol agent. That was due to Scott being crammed inside the secret compartment of a cylinder, stainless steel milk tank for the best part of 24 hours before he was allowed to stretch his legs and go to the bathroom in something other than a plastic bucket. After three grueling days and nights of being driven from truck to trunk and trunk to truck, Scott arrived in Panama. From there, he flew from an airstrip the Cartagena cartel had carved out of the unforgiving wilderness of mountains and marshlands in the Darién Gap.
The tires of Gutierrez’s private jet touched down on the tarmac of one of his many hidden runways in Colombia. Horacio had taken charge of Scott since Panama and had been tasked with completing Scott’s journey to Cartagena. Horacio was in his late-thirties and well in excess of six feet tall, with broad shoulders. As well as the guns for biceps Horacio had, he’d made a point of keeping his pistol in his hand as a constant reminder to Scott what the consequences would be if he’d come to Colombia with ulterior motives. Even if Horacio hadn’t been sitting opposite Scott on the flight, burning holes into him with his brooding stare, Scott would have felt suitably intimidated by the eight gunmen that surrounded him.
As the plane taxied, Scott surveyed his lush green surroundings and the roaming hills, devoid of civilization for as far as the eye could see. His nervousness about seeing Eduardo Gutierrez in the flesh again had diminished in the days he’d spent traveling to meet him. After all, he was still alive, but the hostile atmosphere maintained by Gutierrez’s men since Texas was enough to make him second-guess what Gutierrez’s true intentions for summoning him were.
“How far to Cartagena from here?” Scott asked Horacio.
“That isn’t your concern,” Horacio replied in a gruff Colombian accent. “A van will take us to Cartagena from here.”
“I hope it has air con,” Scott said.
Horacio sneered. “You Americans are spoiled.” He leaned out of Scott’s view into the empty seat and, from a canvas bag, brought out a black hood made from cloth like the kind a medieval executioner would wear, only with no slits for the eyes to see out.
“Put this on,” Horacio said as he tossed it to Scott.
Scott opened the hood and stared into the blackness of it. He wasn’t usually the claustrophobic type, but when he pulled that cloth over his face, he felt like he was going headfirst into a snake den. One of Horacio’s men tugged the cord on the hood tight, and its coarse fabric squished Scott’s nose. Forceful hands seized Scott’s wrists and yanked his arms behind his back, then cable ties cut into his skin as they bound his hands.
“Is this necessary?” Scott grumbled. His words were muffled, and he was breathing hard now. Stale sweat from the last unfortunate soul to don the hood went up Scott’s nostrils, scorching his brain and giving him yet another reminder of the danger he was in.
Scott was frogmarched out of the plane onto the tarmac. Multiple footsteps escorted him away from the plane, and twenty seconds or so later, he heard the back doors of a van open before he was shoved forward. His knees clattered off the metal edge of the van on his way to face-planting the back of it. He stifled a groan through gritted teeth, trying not to show weakness. He rolled himself onto his back and felt the van’s suspension at the rear axle go down as some of Gutierrez’s men jumped up inside with him. The doors closed, and the van’s engine started smoothly. The final leg of Scott’s bumpy ride had begun.
***
When Scott was in the military, he’d been trained to memorize the right and left
turns a vehicle took with him blindfolded in the back of it. He hadn’t bothered to keep count of the twists and turns he’d been on for the last couple of hours, though. Scott knew he had no choice but to stay on the highway to hell, at least for the time being. Just how long he and, inadvertently, his estranged family would have to dance with the Devil was yet to be determined, but Scott was determined that his time with Gutierrez wouldn’t end with his or his family’s blood on the dance floor.
The van came to a stop, and a Colombian who’d yet to direct his flat, cold-blooded voice at Scott spoke to him. “Up,” he said, digging the muzzle of his AK-47 into Scott’s ribs.
Scott had been on his back for the entire journey in the van, and he was exhausted, feeling every one of his seventy-two years.
“A little help would be welcome,” Scott said.
“I said up, you motherfucker!” The unforgiving henchman dug deeper into Scott’s rib cage, eliciting a squawk of pain from him.
“Give me a fucking second,” Scott said, shunting himself onto his side.
Gutierrez’s men watched on with amusement as Scott struggled to his feet.
“Argh,” Scott exclaimed when he bumped his head off the van’s roof, providing the gang members with a laugh.
The back doors opened, and Scott was taken out of the van. The first thing he noticed was the ground underneath his boots. The road’s surface was loose and felt dusty to Scott when he subtly rubbed his foot off it. It was quiet. There was no traffic to be heard and no hustle and bustle of a city. Scott surmised he’d been taken to the countryside, somewhere on the outskirts of Cartagena.
“Can’t you take this hood off now?” Scott asked. “It’s hot in here.”
It wasn’t just hot underneath the hood; it was the height of summer, and Scott could feel the burning sun already getting to work on the black cloth covering his head, baking it like a potato.
“I’ll take your tongue off if you don’t stop moaning,” Horacio said.
“I’m sure you’re a hard man,” Scott said, “but don’t write checks you can’t cash. We both know Gutierrez writes them for you.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Horacio said with a scowl of frustration.
A jab to Scott’s back with the muzzle of another AK-47 prompted him to walk, and he shuffled forward. Unbeknownst to Scott, as he plodded to the arched wooden front door of the sprawling mansion, Gutierrez already had his eyes on him.
Gutierrez’s impressive residence sat in acres of countryside, with hills and woods at the back and a view of Cartagena in the distance at the front. The mansion was fortified by a sturdy twelve-foot-high rectangular wall that would take a tank to breach. Armed guards were dotted around various points of the wall inside and out, making Gutierrez’s home a compound to be reckoned with, should any of his enemies have the gall to attack.
One of the guards closed the entrance gate that had been opened to let the van carrying Scott in. A babble of flowing water caught Scott’s ear as he approached the grandiose fountain in the middle of the grounds, in front of the arched door. When Scott got closer to it, he guessed where he was. He remembered being there all those years ago when Gutierrez would greet him with a smile in front of the fountain before welcoming him into his home. How times had changed, Scott thought, now that he was there, looking like a resident of Guantanamo Bay.
Horacio ordered Scott to stand still. Scott’s temperature was rising, and not just because that damn hood was still clinging to his face like an octopus; he was about to find out if Gutierrez really had summoned him to Colombia to kill his greatest rival or if that was just a ploy to get him there so he could personally exact revenge on him in ways that even the most depraved minds couldn’t imagine.
Scott finally felt the hood’s string around his neck loosen. Horacio unveiled him to Gutierrez, who was standing by the fountain, looking every bit like a billionaire cocaine kingpin. His tailored fawn cotton trousers and black shirt with the top three buttons undone oozed money, as did his gold Rolex.
“Look what the cat dragged in,” Gutierrez said with a chilling stare.
Scott glanced at Horacio and said to Gutierrez, “I think he looks more like a rat.”
Horacio was unimpressed, but Gutierrez smirked and said, “You’re in no position to accuse anyone of being a rat.”
“I never ratted on you,” Scott said.
“You fucked me over all the same. You know what I do to people like you, Scott.”
Scott nodded in agreement. “I’ve seen it firsthand.”
“And yet, that never stopped you from stealing my money. That makes you either brave or stupid.”
“We both know which one I am; otherwise, you wouldn’t have brought me here,” Scott said with his best poker face.
“I can see you haven’t lost any of your arrogance,” Gutierrez said.
Coming from you, you prick, Scott thought.
“I’d call it confidence,” Scott said.
Gutierrez smiled, and it collapsed into a suspicious watchfulness. “Your ‘confidence’ will be the death of you, but you will need a lot of it to carry out the job you’re here to do.” He stepped forward, maintaining his unnerving gaze. “Killing Camilo Quintero won’t be easy.”
“If it were, I’d be dead by now.”
“You were correct, Scott; you are not stupid, but you would not be dead yet. It has only been a few days since I found you. If you weren’t of use to me, you would be hanging onto your life by a thread right now, begging me like a child for mercy, pleading for me to kill you. Your limbless body would be experiencing pain you never thought existed, but it would be nothing compared to your mental torture.” Gutierrez’s black eyes shone with delight as he lived every word of his fantasy that he could make a reality whenever he wanted. “And just when you thought you couldn’t take it any longer, I’d murder your grandchildren, Evelyn and Molly, in front of your son before he begs me to end his life quickly. But I wouldn’t. His death would be the slowest of all.”
Saliva filled Scott’s mouth, and he was close to vomiting in response to his repulsion of Gutierrez. The fact that Gutierrez already knew his grandkids’ names sent another chill down Scott’s spine.
“I know killing Camilo Quintero won’t be easy,” Scott said, “but I need to know you’ll leave my family alone once I’ve done it, and before you respond, no offense, Eduardo, your word means nothing to me. You’re a sadistic son of a bitch, but you’re also a businessman, and as long as it makes sense for you to keep my family and me alive, that’s what you’ll do.”
“What are you proposing?”
“I don’t wanna go back to the US after I’ve killed Camilo Quintero. There’s too much heat from the police waiting for me there. I’ll pay you back the money I owe you courtesy of Quintero’s riches, but I want to keep some of his cash for myself and live in peace in Cartagena.”
Gutierrez erupted in laughter. “You want to live in my back yard? After what you’ve done? You ask too much of me, Scott.”
Scott held his nerve. “But you’ll need me around.”
“Will I?”
“If you want me to take care of any more of your enemies from time to time. I should be retired at my age, after all.”
“But once I have cut off the head of the snake of the second most powerful cartel in Colombia, I won’t have any more enemies to worry about.”
“A man like you will always have enemies.”
Gutierrez steepled his fingers and pondered Scott’s proposal.
“I appreciate why you would have reservations about me working for you after Quintero,” Scott said, “but you know I’m of more use to you alive than dead.”
Gutierrez thought for a moment and said, “I will retain your services if you prove yourself to be as capable in the art of killing as I remember. However, if you fail to eradicate Camilo Quintero from this world, then you and your family will no longer walk it.”
The thought of turning his lethal attention to Gutierrez had crossed Scott’s mind on more than one occasion on his way down to Colombia, but Gutierrez and his Cartagena cartel were too powerful and despicably dangerous for that to be a consideration worth exploring. Because Gutierrez’s tentacles had already reached Max and his family, Scott deemed it wasn’t worth the risk to do anything other than infiltrate the Bogotá cartel, kill Camilo Quintero, and try to stay on Gutierrez’s good side. He thought if he could do that, then a life of comfort in Cartagena with cash to burn and just the occasional job for Gutierrez wouldn’t be a bad life compared to how awful things could get. It wasn’t as if his family would miss him, Scott thought, and he believed it was better if they thought he was dead or in hiding, never to be found again.
“If you cut these cable ties, we can shake on it,” Scott said.
Gutierrez gave his gunman flanking Scott’s left a nod, and he sliced through the cable ties with his knife.
Scott rubbed the grooves on his wrists that the ties had left behind and breathed easier for the first time in a while. With a heavy heart, he held out his hand, and Gutierrez shook it.
Gutierrez scrunched his face in disgust. “You smell like a pig.”
“I’ve not washed in days,” Scott said. “I couldn’t use your shower, could I?”
“Of course.” Gutierrez looked at Horacio and thumbed in the direction of the fountain. “Give him a wash.”
Before Scott could react, Horacio seized the back of his neck and left arm and flung him into the fountain. After an undignified splash, Scott re-emerged from the cool water to have more of it cascade onto his head from the mouth of a marble fish.
Scott wasn’t out of his depth in the fountain, but he wasn’t so sure he could say the same about being in Colombia again.




Chapter Eight

Besides the occasional cigar and nip of Scotch, Detective James Harris’ only vice was his obsession with his job. He loved being a detective for the Dallas Police Department. Along with his wife and children, serving the badge had been Harris’ great passion, but all things must end.
He was sitting behind the same desk he’d used for the last thirty-three years. Apart from a heat ring on the wooden surface caused by Harris not bothering with a placemat for his coffee mug, the desk had worn well. Father time hadn’t been so kind to Harris; he was fit enough for a man of seventy, but the folds on his face were so deep that he made a hound dog look fresh-faced. It was a good job for Harris that he wasn’t the vain type.
His office door was closed, and the blinds were shut. Harris liked to keep himself away from others while studying a case; he’d always had better results doing that, but with retirement knocking on his door, he was in danger of suspect number one in his final case getting away from him.
He slurped some coffee and was surprised it had gone cold. He’d lost track of time scrutinizing the case notes, mulling over the possibilities of what had become of Scott Murphy. It was a simple fraud case on paper, but there was nothing simple about Murphy, and if it weren’t for the similarities that Harris had shared with him once upon a time, he wouldn’t have been so interested in catching him before his wife forced him to hang up his badge.
Knock, knock
“Come in,” Harris said.
The door opened, and Detective Lopez entered.
“How are you feeling, sir?” Lopez asked, his voice excited.
Harris slapped Scott’s file on the desk. “Oh,” he groaned, “I wanna find this guy before I leave. It’s frustrating the crap out of me.”
“I’ll find him for you, sir. You’re leaving this office and the department in safe hands. All the good stuff I know I learned from you.”
“You’re a fine detective, Lopez, and I’m confident in your capabilities, but this case is personal.”
Lopez smiled fondly. “With the greatest respect, sir, every case is personal to you, and that’s not a criticism; I admire that about you, but I don’t get it; this is just a fraud case.”
Harris gazed distantly at Scott’s mugshot from a few years earlier. “It’s not the crime Scott Murphy committed. Obviously, it was bad what he did, scamming people out of money for construction work he was never going to carry out, but I appreciate that’s small-time compared to the things we’ve worked on.”
“Then what is it? Did he sleep with your wife or something?” Lopez asked with a wry smile.
Harris furrowed his bushy eyebrows. “I might be old enough to be your father, but I can still kick your ass, Lopez.”
Lopez held up his hands in playful submission. “I won’t fight an old man, especially on the day he retires. Seriously, though, what is it about this guy?”
“I can... I can relate to him.”
“Relate?” Lopez said with surprise. “Have you got a secret life I don’t know about?”
“I’m not talking about his crimes. We both fought in Vietnam, but Murphy didn’t just fight. Like me, he was also awarded the Medal of Honor.”
Lopez picked up on Harris’ pensiveness and closed the office door to give them privacy.
“He’s one of your brothers then,” Lopez said. “Did you fight with him?”
“Not knowingly, I think we were in different parts of the country at different times, but this man was a hero. He was with twenty-plus men in a platoon on the front line, helping to push back the Viet Cong. Murphy’s platoon was outnumbered, but they fought so ferociously that they were turning the tide. That was until the sappers attacked.”
“Who are the sappers?”
In his own world, without making eye contact, Harris said, “They were the best-trained group of soldiers the Cong had. Their specialty was getting behind enemy lines and surprise attacking us. The sappers went through Murphy’s platoon with ease. Except for Murphy and three other men who were wounded in a nearby firebase, they killed everyone. Murphy single-handedly fought off the sappers, made it to the firebase, and called in for air support, but he was told there were too many armed Viet Cong in the vicinity with heavy machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades and that evacuation was impossible.”
Lopez’s mouth had gone dry from listening. “What did he do?”
Harris subtly shook his head in a combination of disbelief and admiration. “Murphy went deeper behind enemy lines all by himself, retrieved a helicopter that the Cong had seized from the Americans, and flew himself and the three men to safety.” Harris drifted back into the room and shifted his 1000-yard stare to Scott’s mugshot. “There was a time when I would have been proud to call Scott Murphy a brother, but he’s gone beyond the pale.”
“Don’t get me wrong, sir, he shouldn’t have ripped off those innocent people, but he’s just a small-time crook.”
An even more prominent crease appeared on Harris’ craggy brow. “You’ve not heard the update, have you?”
“No?”
“Scott Murphy was a small-time crook, but he recently promoted himself.”
“He’s in a criminal organization?”
“Not that we know of. He’s wanted for murder.”
Lopez’s eyes widened. “Since when?”
“Four days ago. I found out this afternoon. Murphy turned up in Florida, near Miami. We think he’s been there for about a week. A woman was shot dead in the head there in her house at a retirement community for millionaires, and Scott Murphy’s DNA is all over her place. A friend of the victim, a retired businessman from Dallas now living in the retirement community, recognized Scott from the Dallas news. He called the cops, but it was too late; Murphy had already killed her.”
“What a piece of shit.”
“The victim’s friend said that she was on a date with Murphy, and he was hanging around the community, pretending to be a retired business owner.”
“Murphy’s in his late-sixties, right?”
“He’s two years older than me.”
“He’s ninety-two?”
Harris narrowed his eyes. “You’ll get my boot up your ass, any more of that. He’s seventy-two.”
“It doesn’t make sense to me. He waits until he’s in his seventies before becoming a cold-blooded killer.”
“He was a cold-blooded killer long before last week.”
“His military record.”
Harris nodded. “You’re right, though, Lopez; it doesn’t add up.” Harris slugged back the last of his coffee. “I hate to think that a recipient of the Medal of Honor could do something like that.” He clicked his tongue. “I wish I knew the truth, and if he did murder that woman, then why?”
“I know how you’re feeling. When a Mexican does something terrible in my neighborhood, it hurts me because it gives all of us a bad name. It shouldn’t, but it does. Don’t feel bad. From what I read about you, you deserved your Medal of Honor.” Lopez pointed at Harris passionately. “You were a hero then, and you’re still a hero now.”
“Thanks, Lopez,” Harris said with the ghost of a smile.
Lopez glanced at his watch. “Now come on, your last shift finished ten minutes ago. I know you insisted that you’re not having a retirement party, but for the love of God, at least let me buy you a drink.”
Harris twisted his mouth while he thought about it. “Fine, but don’t tell anyone, or it’ll get out of hand.”
Harris got up from his chair and crossed the room to the door. He was absorbed by his office as he soaked up the memories one last time. Harris wasn’t the type to habitually get emotional, but the occasion of saying goodbye to his spiritual home jammed a lump in his throat.
Lopez’s eyes examined the main floor that adjoined his mentor’s office. The dozen or so desks had empty chairs behind them. There wasn’t a soul to be seen, and suspicious excitement filled the air. He stepped to his left, stood in front of Harris’ window, and waited for him to come out.
“Hurry up, sir, we don’t want to miss happy hour,” Lopez said.
Harris let out a melancholy sigh and tried to swallow the lump, but it wouldn’t budge.
“I’ll miss you,” Harris whispered under his breath. He turned and lumbered out of his office. As soon as he stood in the main room and set his eyes on his quiet surroundings, he knew what was coming.
Harris’ colleagues, friends, and family appeared from behind the desks and the room’s nooks and crannies, saying raucously in unison, “Surprise!”
Harris’ social etiquette kicked in, and he beamed at everyone, blinding his well-wishers to the awkwardness he felt at being celebrated.
A giddy look of self-achievement swept over Lopez’s face. “I know you’re not one for surprises, sir, but we couldn’t see you retire without giving you a proper send-off.”
“I’ll fucking kill you, Lopez,” Harris muttered, his lips moving like a ventriloquist’s.
“What’s that?” Lopez inquired.
“I said, ‘You fucking killed it, Lopez.’ Well done.”
Lopez was pleased as punch and patted Harris on his back affectionately.
“I can’t take all the credit,” Lopez said, watching Harris’ wife bound over to Harris with her arms open wide.
Alice was in her sixties, tall, slim, and had a radiant, natural smile that wiped the floor with Botox junkies half her age.
“Happy retirement, honey,” Alice said. She clamped her arms around her man and squeezed him tightly.
“Thanks, darling,” Harris said. “I told you I didn’t want a big thing,” he whispered in Alice’s ear.
“You only retire once.”
“Not everyone.”
“Yes, but you do.” Alice planted a kiss on Harris’ lips, and the partygoers engulfed him in joyous admiration. He did his best to take it in his awkward stride and digest the happy faces staring back at him. One set of eyes made him feel less uncomfortable, and he cracked a genuine smile. Harris’ son, Kevin, made a beeline for him and politely nudged his shoulders past the crowd to get to Harris.
Unlike his dad, Kevin’s hair retained virtually all of its dark brown, and his face didn’t look like an earthquake had gone off.
“Congratulations, Dad,” Kevin said.
“This is unexpected, Son,” Harris said. “I thought you were on deployment.”
“I got back last week. I wanted to surprise you.”
“Mission accomplished. It’s great to see you.”
Detective McGuigan announced his presence with a flute of Champagne in each hand.
“Get this down you, old boy,” McGuigan said, extending a glass to Harris.
“Later, I wanna speak to my boy first.”
“Suit yourself.” In two gulps, McGuigan made the bubbly in his right hand disappear and annihilated the Champagne in his left just as quickly. “Don’t keep him to yourself all night, Kevin. I’m getting your dad smashed tonight if it’s the last thing I do.” McGuigan pointed at Harris. “And no Irish goodbyes from you tonight, Harris.”
“Don’t worry,” Harris said, “you’ll be too busy being passed out to notice me leaving.”
“Hey, I can handle my drink as much as the next man,” McGuigan protested, drawing a raised eyebrow from Harris.
“Only if the next man is a two-foot leprechaun allergic to alcohol,” Harris retorted. “I’ll catch you later, and that goes for all of you.”
With Kevin by his side, Harris retreated from the limelight, and the two of them sat opposite each other at his desk.
“Don’t you want to get a drink and see your friends?” Kevin asked.
“They can wait. It was good of everyone to show up for me, but I’d rather spend some time with you first.”
“But you won’t be seeing most of them again after tonight.”
“Exactly, Son. Family’s the most important thing. You’re looking healthy. The army must be treating you well.”
“They are, but I’m thinking of leaving soon. I don’t want to outstay my welcome and push my luck too far, you know?”
“That’s wise.” Sadness crept over Harris’ face.
“Are you upset that you’re retiring?” Kevin asked.
“You can say that again. I don’t believe it’s real, but you’re all here, so it must be. I’m only calling it quits for your mother, but I’m not ready to go.”
Outside Harris’ office, “Hey Joe” by Jimi Hendrix came on loudly through speakers.
“I made a playlist for you,” Kevin said. “All your favorites are on there.”
“That was thoughtful, Kev, thanks.”
“It’s the least I can do. You’ve been a great dad.”
“All right, don’t get sentimental on me. I’m only retiring, not dying.”
The office door burst open, and three police officers holding bottles of beer spilled in.
“Come on, sir,” one of them brayed, “we’re here to celebrate you, and we demand a speech.”
“He’s right,” Kevin said. “We’ll catch up later. It’s time for you to start enjoying your retirement.”




Chapter Nine

Harris hadn’t taken to retirement like a duck to water. So far, he’d adjusted like a duck to an oil spill. The prospect of putting his feet up until his toes curled had already removed years from his life.
To say that Harris’ wife had acclimatized better to retired life than he had was an understatement; it was as if she was born to live the life of Riley. From her Monday evening drawing classes to her Thursday coffee club with her girlfriends, Alice was in Wonderland as far as her golden years were concerned. Harris, on the other hand, wondered how on Earth he would survive such a mundane existence.
It was three in the afternoon, and Harris was moping about his kitchen in sweatpants and a T-shirt. He took out a box of granola from the cupboard. He wasn’t hungry, and dinner was only a couple of hours away; this was boredom eating, but he thought a bowl of cereal was better than whiskey to make the daytime television keeping him company until Alice got home more bearable. He was annoyed with himself for even entertaining the thought of afternoon drinking. Positively down in the dumps, he put a bowl on the kitchen island and poured in some granola.
Despite the reciprocated love Harris had for his family and an abundance of lifelong friends who respected and admired him, his outlook was bleak, and he knew it. Harris had never been one for golf. He’d enjoyed the odd game of pool with his friends after work, but that was about it as far as recreational activities went, and it would take more than a hobby to shelter him from the cloud of depression on its way.
Apart from serving in the military when he was in his twenties, being a detective had been his one true passion in life. When he was doing that, there was no such thing as work. Now that he was twiddling his thumbs, though, he was paying for being so enamored with his calling that he hadn’t thought of an exit strategy.
Once he’d added milk to his bowl, he grabbed a spoon and headed out of the kitchen to his spacious living room, where, from his TV, 24-hour news churned out the same old crap he’d already watched several times that day.
He plumped down on his red, white, and green floral couch, then put one of the cushions that littered it on his lap and placed his bowl on it. The cushions were as garish as the couch, but Alice liked them, and as usual, Harris had put her first; he’d always been like that. It brought him happiness to make Alice happy. However, he soon realized that retiring on her terms was a bridge too far.
He shoveled in a mouthful of granola, munching it nonchalantly like a sheep eats grass. The TV became background noise as Harris’ mind strayed, along with his eyes, to the cardboard box at his feet.
Before he left the police station for good, he’d made a copy of Scott Murphy’s case file and put it in his box of personal belongings. He didn’t tell anyone, including Alice, that he did that. At the time, he convinced himself he wanted a souvenir of his last case, even though he was leaving the job with it unsolved. That was the thing: Harris couldn’t allow himself to walk away from an unsolved case that intrigued him as much as the Scott Murphy one did. He’d tried to, but Scott Murphy’s file inside that box was like a whirlpool, pulling Harris closer and closer to it. Harris was still addicted to his job, and he wasn’t in the mood for doing anything other than indulging himself in his curiosity. With his remote, he switched off the TV, then took out Scott’s file and immersed himself in it again.
In the next half hour that flew by for him, Harris had finished re-reading his notes on Scott. Using his phone, he went back onto the Miami News website, where he’d been periodically checking for updates on Scott, and his eyes expanded when he saw there’d been one.
Vietnam War veteran, Medal of Honor recipient, and murder suspect Scott Murphy remains at large. Murphy, 72, from Dallas, Texas, is believed to be responsible for the brutal slaying of Susan Foster, 79, who was a resident of the luxury retirement community Home Sweet Homes in Coral Springs. Since Murphy’s heroics in Vietnam, which resulted in him being awarded the Medal of Honor by President Richard Nixon, he sank into a life of crime and became a professional con artist. It’s thought that after fleeing police in Dallas, where he is wanted by the police on fraud charges, Murphy set his sights on the affluent people of Home Sweet Homes. Mrs. Foster became a target for Murphy, and he allegedly sought to con his way into her money. However, when Mrs. Foster’s friend, George Baxter, who is originally from Dallas, recognized Murphy, he tried to warn her of the danger she was in by leaving a voicemail on her phone, but it was too late.
Murphy’s son, Max Green, does not believe his dad killed Mrs. Foster. From outside his construction company, Mr. Green told reporters, “While my dad has problems in his life, he wouldn’t stoop to killing an innocent woman.” When asked why Mr. Green had faith in his dad’s innocence, he wouldn’t be drawn further to comment, apart from saying, “My dad’s world was a dangerous place, but he didn’t kill Mrs. Foster.”
Then who did? Harris asked himself.
An hour later, Alice returned home with her car keys in hand and her purse hooked over her shoulder.
“I’m home,” she announced from the hallway at the front door. “I got you that model helicopter kit you were talking about. It’s in the car…. James?”
She looked down the hallway into the kitchen and walked toward it, sticking her head into the living room as she passed. The TV was off, and she noticed Harris’ empty cereal bowl on the floor next to the couch. She went into the kitchen and was startled to see Harris sitting at the table at the back of the room to her left with a serious expression fixed on his face, now dressed in jeans and a shirt.
“You gave me a fright,” Alice said. “You didn’t respond when I said I was home. I thought you might be out back.”
“Take a seat,” Harris said. “We need to talk.”
Alice shot Harris a confused frown that melted into concern. “We need to talk? I don’t think you’ve ever said that to me. What’s wrong?” She noticed a rucksack on the floor beside Harris. “Are you leaving me?” she asked, concern escaping from every line on her face.
A suggestion of sadness softened Harris’ expression. “Just sit down, please. I’m not leaving, leaving, but I’ll be gone for a while.”
“I don’t… I don’t understand, James. Is there another woman?”
“No, of course not.”
“Well, what the heck is going on?” Alice put her hands on her hips in a domineering fashion.
Harris took a second to consider his words. “Alice, last year when you asked me to quit being a detective, as you know, I didn’t want to—”
“I don’t want to get any older, but it’s unavoidable.”
“I know that, but I still had more to give.”
“You needed to be saved from yourself, James. What does this have to do with you leaving, and where are you going?”
“Just hear me out. I’m not delusional; I know nothing lasts forever, including me being a detective, and I also know I need to let go of it, but before I do, there’s one last case I want to get—that I will get to the bottom of.”
Despondent, Alice closed her eyes, taking a few seconds to open them again.
“Don’t start this again,” Alice said. “We went through this the last time you promised me you’d retire.”
“This isn’t like the last time. Have you heard of Scott Murphy?”
“No.”
“He was on the local news last week. He’s a fugitive.”
“So now you’re Dog the Bounty Hunter?”
Apart from a brief frown, Harris ignored Alice’s jibe. “Murphy was going door to door in neighborhoods in Dallas, pretending to work for Texas Outdoor Living, you know, the company who—”
“Have been bringing the indoors outdoors since 1979. From the commercials. What does any of this have to do with you?”
“Murphy’s wanted by the Dallas Police for conning people out of money who thought he worked for Texas Outdoor Living and taking deposits from them. It’s nothing to write home about as far as crimes go, but Murphy really got my attention when he turned up in Florida the other week and got himself wanted for murder. He’s accused of killing a woman there, a widow he was probably trying to steal money from.”
The corners of Alice’s eyes bunched together. “You’re telling me that you’re going to Florida now to track down a murderer and fraudster when you should be enjoying your retirement?”
“No, Alice, that’s not quite it. I’ve got something in common with Murphy. He served in Vietnam and was awarded the Medal of Honor. I don’t just want to find him and bring him to justice; I want to know what happened to Murphy after Vietnam, and if he did do what he’s being accused of, then why?”
Alice pursed her lips, and tears formed in her eyes. “I tried my best to save you, but you can’t get out of your own way.”
Harris stood up, put his hands on Alice’s arms, and rubbed them tenderly. “I’m sorry, Alice. I’m going to Florida, though, and for what it’s worth, this will be the first and last time I do anything like this; I just need to get used to the idea of retirement.”
A tear tumbled down Alice’s cheek, which Harris caught with his thumb.
“Don’t,” Alice said, “and don’t stay away for too long either, or you won’t have a wife to come back to.”




Chapter Ten

Like many places in Colombia, the beautiful coastal city of Cartagena masked a malevolent underbelly of drugs, corruption, and blood money. At first glance at the buildings, some of which date back to the 1500s, you’d be forgiven for not sparing a thought for the sinister goings-on behind their walls. As for Scott, he could see through their charming array of yellows, pinks, and blues. His time in the Cartagena cartel ensured that he wasn’t color-blind.
He was walking the streets of Cartagena with more than the Caribbean Sea breeze on his back; his past was catching up with him, and on this occasion, it didn’t have much to do with the cartel.
As with everything Colombia related in Scott’s life, the cartel was indelibly woven into the fabric of his time there, but it wasn’t all violence that Scott had experienced in Colombia; love had stolen his heart.
In the five days that had passed since Scott arrived in Cartagena, he’d spent every waking hour of them studying Eduardo Gutierrez’s biggest threat: the Bogotá cartel. Gutierrez had put Scott up in an apartment near Cartagena’s city center, effectively keeping him there under house arrest with two armed guards staying with Scott around the clock. The guards weren’t just grunts with guns; they were Bogotá cartel defectors with insider knowledge of their old cartel boss, Camilo Quintero, right down to the smallest clogs in the outfit. Now that Scott was armed with their knowledge, he was ready to drive the 650 miles to Bogotá and get to work infiltrating them, but before he did, he had a restaurant to go to.
It was lunchtime, but Scott wasn’t hungry. The butterflies in his stomach had consumed any morsels of hunger that had attempted to send a signal to his brain to remind him it was time to eat. Although the family-run eatery was one of the most popular in that area of the city, Scott wasn’t headed there for the food.
He was on a narrow sidewalk, surrounded by a melting pot of locals and tourists going about their day. Office workers were on their lunch break. Tourists milled about the market stalls, negotiating with street traders for a better price, too ignorant to realize that the sellers could ill afford to. Scott remembered that market from the 1980s. The fashion on sale next to the food stands had changed a lot, but apart from that, it looked much the same as it did back then.
Scott ignored the calls of the vendors trying to entice him over to part with his cash, and he got to the end of the market and approached the last corner before the restaurant and the sunrise yellow wall of the three-story townhouse on the corner. When he got to the house, he looked up at the wonky balcony that appeared to be tacked onto the wall. Two hanging baskets with purple and red flowers adorned the balcony, and as Scott went underneath it, he brushed his fingers over the wall and the small cracks in the render. In doing so, he had a flashback to the last time he’d touched that wall.
The palm of his hand had been pressed up against it before he took hold of Julia’s waist under the moonlight, then pulled her close in a passionate embrace. Scott indulged himself in that memory for longer than he should have, just about long enough for him to forget his troubles and why he’d returned to Cartagena.
He slipped back into the here and now, casting an inquisitive gaze down the cobbled street to his left and what had been Julia’s restaurant when Scott knew her, growing nervous with each step he took toward it but remaining hopeful that Julia was still the owner. Scott didn’t know what he was seeking to achieve by potentially paying Julia an impromptu visit, but something beyond Gutierrez had brought him there again, and he was eager to find out what.
When Scott got close enough to read the neon sign that was switched off above the restaurant’s front door, he was more confident that Julia was still the owner. Come the evening, and the sign would shine Julia’s last name MUÑOZ brightly to welcome old and new customers through its door. Scott thought if Julia was there, then he wouldn’t be afforded as warm a welcome, but he appreciated that he had himself to blame for that.
Muñoz’s walls were painted a bright white, and each side of the front wall had bulky exposed blocks going from the ground up to the flat roof, with every other block painted black. When he was twenty yards from the restaurant’s entrance, he saw through the two front windows that it was busy inside, with four tables by the window and groups of diners around them.
Julia won’t make a scene in front of everyone, Scott thought.
With one last exhale of nervous energy, he went inside Muñoz.
The smell of seafood paella being pushed over on a food cart to the table on Scott’s left by a young waitress drifted up his nose and told him that eating something might be the best idea he’d had all day; it was surely a better one than showing up at Julia’s unannounced, he thought.
“I’ll be with you in one moment, sir,” the waitress said with sincere friendliness.
“No rush,” Scott said, subconsciously hoping for a delay to any reunion with Julia that may be on the cards.
A dozen tables were in the front section of the restaurant. They all had white tablecloths on them with red napkins and candles in the middle. Scott surveyed them for Julia, but she wasn’t there. Near the back was a long walnut bar stained dark brown, with four businessmen perched on stools and having a liquid lunch. Still no Julia.
The waitress in her early-thirties, who’d passed Scott with the paella, finished serving the table and came over to Scott.
“Hola,” she said, her smile seemingly impenetrable. “How can I help?”
“A table for one, please.”
She looked around the room. “Let me see. I’m sure we can squeeze you in.”
“It’s okay if you can’t; I can go somewhere else,” Scott said, having second thoughts about coming.
“That won’t be necessary. We can usually make space even if you have to wait a little while, but I promise you it’s worth the wait. I think there’s room at the back. I’ll check for you.”
The waitress walked away with a spring in her step and went out of Scott’s sight to the bar’s right, returning a moment later.
“You’re in luck,” she said. “I’ve got a table for you.”
She sat Scott at a small table that had been set for two, almost within reaching distance of the kitchen’s swing door. Scott had his back to the kitchen and a view of the corner of the bar, as well as the three tables for two that went along the red wall to his left.
“What would you like to drink?” the waitress asked.
“I’ll take some water, please.”
“Okay, I’ll go and get that for you. Are you here on vacation?”
“It’s more of a working vacation.”
“You must have a good job.”
“Not really. It’s killing me.”
“That’s no good. You should love what you do.”
“That’s a nice idea, kid, but life doesn’t always work out like that. Do you love what you do?”
She nodded assuredly. “Yes, but waitressing here isn’t all I do; I’m a jewelry maker, and I’m saving money to buy my own shop.”
“That’s good. Stick at it.”
“I will. I like working here, too, though. It’s a labor of love.”
Scott quirked an eyebrow. “You love waitressing? That pretty face won’t get you generous tips forever.”
A faint smirk surfaced on her face. “It’s nothing to do with the tips. This restaurant is the family business; my mother owns it. You look surprised.”
“I... I knew your mom, I think.”
The waitress’s chocolate brown eyes stared at Scott with deepened interest. “I’ve never seen you before.”
“You wouldn’t have. Maybe the restaurant’s changed hands since I was here last. Is it still Julia Muñoz who owns it?”
“Yes, she’s my mother. What’s your name?”
“Is your mom here today? I’d like to see her. We used to know each other.”
“She’s upstairs resting in the apartment, but she only just went up. I can go and get her. Who should I say is asking for her?”
“Scott, but make sure she’s sitting down before you do.”
Ten minutes later, Julia’s daughter returned, and now she wasn’t looking so friendly. She marched up to Scott with a scowl fixed on her face and said, “I told my mom there was an American here named Scott asking for her, and when I described you, she said that it was a good job she was sitting down.”
“What did she say?” Scott asked.
Without warning, Julia’s daughter cracked Scott across his face with a thunderous slap that turned the heads of the nearby diners.
“She asked me to give you that on her behalf,” Julia’s daughter replied belligerently, “but she wants you to go and see her. The stairs to her apartment are outside at the back of the building.” She slapped Scott again, sending another stinging pain throbbing through his left cheek.
“Will you stop hitting me?” Scott snapped.
She gave Scott a withering glare. “That one was from me. I didn’t know who you were when you walked in here. My mom kept your identity from me. Whenever I asked about you, she always told me that I’d be better off never knowing who you were. After I told her you were here, she broke down in tears. I’ve never seen my mom cry like that. That’s when I knew it was you.”
Scott looked perplexed. “What are you on about?”
“I’m Emilia, your daughter.”
A shock wave crashed into Scott, short-circuiting his brain and sweeping his emotions out to sea like a tsunami he didn’t see coming. Completely numb, he sat there gawking at Emilia, words failing to form.
Emilia appeared wholly unsatisfied with Scott’s lack of response, and on the brink of tears, she turned her back on him and rushed for the restaurant’s front door.
Scott’s eyes followed Emilia, but they were the only part of him that could. When she passed the bar about to disappear, he said breathlessly, “Wait.” He didn’t speak loud enough for Emilia to hear him, but from the way she was retreating, he could have used a megaphone, and it still wouldn’t have made a difference.
Once the shock had worn off enough that Scott could stand up without his knees buckling, he staggered outside to the back of the restaurant and plodded up the steps to Julia’s apartment. At the top of them, he didn’t bother with the doorbell or with knocking. Instead, he tried the handle and pushed the unlocked door open. After Emilia’s sledgehammer revelation, Scott was well past icebreaker pleasantries to try and warm Julia up to him; it was obvious to him that would have been pointless.
The door opened straight onto Julia’s narrow carpeted hallway. The two doors on Scott’s left and the first on his right were closed, but the one at the end of the hallway wasn’t.
“Julia, it’s Scott.” The strength in his voice was gradually returning. He felt the air turn cold as he anticipated the reception awaiting him.
“Emilia,” Scott called out as he continued down the hallway.
“She’s not here,” Julia said from the living room.
Scott stood in the doorway and saw a turquoise couch against the living room’s back wall, and he cautiously went inside. Julia was standing on a rug in the middle of the room, looking at him like he was a ghost.
Time had been kinder to Julia than Scott. Even though she was in her late sixties, almost all of her long, wavy hair was still naturally black, with only the odd rebellious gray. The tears she’d shed since Scott destroyed her afternoon had disrupted her makeup but didn’t take away from her graceful beauty. Scott’s heart might have skipped a beat at Julia’s appearance if he hadn’t been reeling from the news he had a daughter he never knew about.
“I don’t know what to say, Julia,” Scott said.
“What are you doing here?”
“I don’t know how to answer that either.”
“Well, you better try because you’ve crushed Emilia.”
Scott’s stunned eyes widened. “I’ve crushed her? I didn’t even know she existed until twenty minutes ago.”
“And whose fault is that?” Julia rasped.
“I’m sorry I left Colombia without saying goodbye.”
“You didn’t just leave without saying goodbye, Scott; you didn’t even bother to tell me you were thinking about leaving.”
“I thought it would be better to do that.”
Julia screwed up her face. “It might have been easier for you to leave me in the dark to wonder what had happened to you. You were only thinking about yourself. Now fucking tell me why you’re here.”
Scott had bitten off more than he could chew, but spitting out the shit sandwich he’d made wasn’t an option, so he swallowed his pride.
“I’m not in Cartagena by choice,” Scott said, “but I did choose to come and see you. I didn’t know what I’d be in store for, but I certainly didn’t expect to find out I had a daughter. We must have conceived her the night before I left.”
Julia nodded. She was determined not to cry again, but it was anyone’s guess if she’d be able to hold back the river of tears ready to stream down her cheeks at any moment.
“I tried to find you to tell you I was pregnant,” Julia said. “I was devastated when you left. I assumed you’d died because there was no way you’d just leave me like that after two years together. I went everywhere looking for you. I even organized a search party to go over the mountains. What a fool I was.”
“I’m sorry,” Scott said, and he meant it.
“You can be as sorry as you like, but it’s too late for that. At the time, it never crossed my mind that you betrayed my trust, and I would have kept searching for you if Eduardo Gutierrez hadn’t come to my restaurant looking for you.”
Wrinkles of surprise appeared on Scott’s forehead. “Did he hurt you?”
“Oh, now you care,” Julia said sarcastically.
“I couldn’t bring myself to tell you I worked for Gutierrez, Julia. I had to keep it secret. I had no intention of having a relationship with a woman when I was in Colombia, but you stole my heart.”
“No, Scott, you were the only thief out of the two of us. I was lucky that Gutierrez didn’t kill me. He only spared me because he believed me when I told him I had no idea where you’d gone or that you worked for him. He was pissed that you stole his money.”
“I did love you, Julia. Whether you believe me or not, it’s true, but I was in too deep with you. If I stayed in Cartagena, it would have only been a matter of time before I endangered your life with my connection to the Cartagena cartel.”
Julia’s face twisted in anger. “You did, you fucking idiot!”
“I didn’t know that, though! It was awful how I left you; I can see that now. That’s why I came here today—to say sorry to you. The millions of dollars I stole from Gutierrez didn’t influence my decision to disappear; it just made leaving easier.”
“You make me sick. You told me you were a coffee supplier! When the truth was, you were killing people for Gutierrez, the biggest cocaine dealer in Colombia! For all those years, I couldn’t bring myself to tell Emilia who you were. I was ashamed that you were her father.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That I had a one-night stand with an Italian tourist. It was better she thought that than the truth.”
“So, I’m not the only liar in this room.”
Scott’s comment was like a red rag to a bull, and Julia charged him, swiping her right hand at his face. Scott grabbed her wrist to stop her from lashing out.
“I’ve had enough of being slapped for one day,” Scott said, giving Julia an intense look.
“Slapping’s too good for you anyway.”
Scott let go of Julia, and she resisted the urge to wallop him.
“I know you think I’m a piece of shit,” Scott said, “but I just made a mistake, and I didn’t know how to get out of it. I really am sorry. I wish I could make it up to you… and Emilia, but I appreciate it’s probably too late for that. If it is, and you never want to see me again, I want you to know that I did love you, Julia, and I genuinely left Cartagena to protect you. I didn’t think Gutierrez knew that we were together, and I stole his money because I didn’t plan on coming back here.”
Julia snorted. “How ironic. The way you disappeared put me and my family in greater danger than when you were here. My brother Antonio got his head turned by the Cartagena cartel. He’s free from them now, but they took his best years.” She stared at Scott intently, then raised her index finger, lost in thought, about to make a point. “I know why you’re here; something’s happened.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t give me that shit. This isn’t about me or your apology. You wouldn’t risk showing your face in Cartagena again after stealing Gutierrez’s money unless you had an exceptionally good reason to.”
Scott broke eye contact and tried not to show that Julia was onto something, but she could read him.
“Yes,” Julia said emphatically, “I’m right. You wouldn’t come here to Colombia’s most powerful and dangerous cartel leader’s hometown if you didn’t have to. What have you done, Scott?”
Scott fell stoically silent.
“What have you done?” Julia yelled.
“If I tell you, I want to see you and Emilia again.”
“Me and Emilia will decide that. Tell me what you’re involved with.”
Scott stared at the floor, sighed in defeat, and then managed to look Julia in the eyes. “I’ve been on the run in the US. I was up to no good in Texas. Nothing serious, just a bit of fraud.”
Julia shook her head contemptuously. “At your age.”
“My life’s been a shitshow since I left Colombia. After the police in Texas found out what I was doing, I went to Miami, and that’s where one of Gutierrez’s men saw me. To cut a long story short, his man followed me to the house of a woman I was dating and shot her. He fucking killed her, and Gutierrez spoke to me on the phone and told me I had to kill someone for him, or not only would I die, but he’d kill my son and his family too.”
An outbreak of surprise, contempt, and pity swirled over Julia’s face. “What a mess.”
“You’re telling me. The cops in the States think I murdered the woman, but I promise you, Julia, I didn’t. I killed bad men for bad men in the Cartagena cartel, but I wouldn’t murder an innocent woman. Whatever you think of me, that’s not the man I am.”
“Who has Gutierrez asked you to kill?”
“It’s for the best if you don’t know. I’m leaving Cartagena today to begin my job, but I’ll be back soon. Does Gutierrez know Emilia’s my daughter?”
“No, he didn’t know I was pregnant when he came looking for you, and I didn’t see him for a year or two after that. When he saw that I had Emilia, I told him the same story I told her about the Italian tourist. I haven’t seen Gutierrez in years. Don’t tell him that you’re Emilia’s father, or you’ll put her in danger.”
“I won’t, and don’t tell Emilia my last name is Murphy; I don’t want her finding the skeletons in my closet.”
“Fuck you. I’ll tell my daughter what I like.”
Scott frowned in exasperation. “If you tell Emilia who I am, then you risk getting me caught by the police, and if that happens, my son and his family will die, Julia!”
Julia’s expression was pained. “I’ll only lie for you for so long, Scott, for the innocent people in your life’s sake, but you need to sort your shit out.”
“I will; I promise. Tell Emilia my second name is… Stokes.”
“Why Stokes?”
“I served with a man called Alan Stokes in Vietnam, and he was a good man—the best. I lost him out there.” Scott was in danger of dwelling on his old friend, so he changed the subject. “Emilia seems like a great woman.”
“She is. She takes after her mother.”
A diminutive smile flickered across Scott’s face. “I’d like to get to know Emilia. Once I’ve done this job for Gutierrez, I’ll be staying in Cartagena for good.”
Julia’s eyes blazed with the fire of a protective mother. “If you do anything to hurt Emilia, you can stay in the next room or on the moon; it won’t matter; I’ll fucking kill you.”
“I won’t put Emilia in harm’s way. I’m looking forward to making up for lost time.”




Chapter Eleven

Scott rolled into Bogotá, Colombia’s sprawling capital, the following morning after driving all night. He came from Cartagena in a car that Gutierrez provided, but unfortunately for Scott, it was something that Gutierrez wouldn’t be seen dead in: a gray Renault Duster. Unless Scott wanted to be seen dead in his car before his mission had properly begun, driving such a non-event of a vehicle was for the best in the part of Bogotá where he’d gone.
The cheap motel Scott was staying in was in Santa Fe, a rough area of the city and traditionally part of Bogotá’s downtown, where the underbelly rumbled loudly, especially under the cloak of darkness. After Scott checked himself in, he’d gotten his head down, sleeping for most of the day to recuperate for what awaited him that night.
There were pleasanter places than Santa Fe for Scott to start his ascent up the Bogotá cartel’s food chain, but his recent education in Camilo Quintero’s organization had taught him that the seedy and crime-ridden Santa Fe was where he’d find Quintero’s bottom feeders. Those subhuman entities—the pimps, the small-time dealers, the middlemen to the middlemen—who preyed on the weak to give them a semblance of strength could unlock the doors to the floors above them. They would also put a bullet in Scott’s head with less deliberation than what they were going to have for dinner if they got so much as a whiff of a bad feeling about him.
A dingy parking lot across the road from a gas station was the view from Scott’s motel room. On the sidewalk next to the parking lot, five female prostitutes touted for business. A black Land Rover with tinted windows was on the other side of the street from them, and from what Scott could make out as he puffed on a Lucky Strike at his window, at least two men were inside, sitting in the front of the Land Rover, watching over the prostitutes.
It had been dark for an hour when Scott left his room and stood on the outside walkway. The motel’s air conditioning was broken, so the cool air was a welcome relief to Scott. Before he set off for the stairs at the end of the walkway, he looked out at the parking lot. Scott reckoned it was a sure-fire bet that the men in the Land Rover were Bogotá cartel members, even if they weren’t exactly the cream of Camilo Quintero’s crop. Scott checked that his pistol was adequately concealed underneath his short-sleeved shirt, and then, satisfied that he was as prepared as he could be, he strolled along the walkway and went down the stairs. His silhouette cut a forlorn figure, and he looked like a sex tourist pensioner as he went diagonally across the half-empty litter-strewn parking lot, closing in on three of the prostitutes chatting among themselves.
Scott got onto the sidewalk, and one of the three women with an artificially enhanced butt and the rest gave him the eye. “Hey, you wanna play with me, Papi?” she asked.
“Not tonight, sweetheart,” Scott replied, glancing in her direction.
“Don’t you like what you see?” she asked as Scott had his back to her, crossing the street.
He was now fifteen yards from the Land Rover. The two men sitting in the front bore their eyes into him, and Scott was concerned he’d spook them into a bad reaction.
They probably have more muscle than sense, Scott thought.
Scott had learned that a stupid man with a gun is often more dangerous than a smart one.
Keeping his hands in full view of them, he approached the front passenger’s side and gave the man closest to him an “I’m not a threat” nod. The hard stare that the Colombian shot at Scott wasn’t in the least bit reassuring to Scott as the man put his window down.
“How you doin?” Scott asked with a glimmer of southern charm. “Do you speak English?”
“What the fuck’s it to you?”
Undeterred by his frostiness, Scott held his nerve. “I’d like to speak with someone with influence in the Bogotá cartel.”
Both men were taken aback by Scott’s forwardness and glanced at each other with furrowed brows.
“Who the fuck are you?” the same man asked.
“I’m looking to do business.”
The man narrowed his eyes. “Business, huh? You fucking DEA? Keep moving before you lose the option to.”
“Hey, there’s no need for the hostility. I’m not DEA, but I would like to do business, and not with those whores; with Camilo Quintero.”
The two men looked at each other and cackled, then the same man said to Scott, “You think I just call up the leader of the Bogotá cartel and tell him some fool wants to do business with him? Get out of here, old man.”
Scott used a closed smile to shrug off the escalating situation. “You’re not gonna turn your back on the opportunity to set your boss up with a great connection, are you? And I mean great.”
“What makes you so sure we’re in the Bogotá cartel? I think you are DEA.”
“Gentlemen, I don’t have time for this. Have you got a phone?”
The men smirked, and the one who’d done all the talking said, “Of course I’ve got a phone, motherfucker. Why? Would you like to call an ambulance for yourself, bitch.”
“Again, enough with the hostility; take it down a notch. I’d like you to use your phone to look me up on the internet. If you do that, you’ll see I’m not in the DEA. I’ve got nothing to do with those fun suckers. My name’s Scott Murphy.”
Scott was 99% confident that his work for the Cartagena cartel had stayed under the radar of their Bogotá counterparts, but the 1% of doubt wriggled around in his brain like a parasite.
“Let’s see what this clown’s about,” the thug said to his friend. He put Scott’s name into his phone and scrolled down. “I don’t see anything about you.”
“Try putting in Scott Murphy, Dallas, Texas.”
“You better not be wasting my time.”
He put in his new search and cracked a smile when he read the results. “You’ve been a bad man, Grandpa.”
“What did he do?” the man in the driver’s seat asked.
“He’s a fraudster... and a murderer,” his friend holding the phone said.
“For what it’s worth, I didn’t kill that woman,” Scott said, “but the take-home here is that I’m not in the DEA. Do one more search for me. Type in Medal of Honor recipients, Vietnam.”
“Medal of Honor what?” he asked with a screwed-up face.
“Give me your phone,” Scott said confidently, holding out his hand.
The thug hesitated, but he’d caught the curiosity bug and handed his phone to Scott.
Scott quickly brought up the proof of his military achievement and returned the phone.
“The Medal of Honor is the highest award the US military can give,” Scott said. “Read it.”
Scott had started to control the situation, and the men’s earlier hostility was evaporating.
“Name: Scott Murphy,” the man read. “Service: Army. Rank: S-s-s-sergeant. Place of Action: Kon Tum Province, Vietnam. Sergeant Murphy risked his life to save the lives of his en…en…tr—”
“Entrapped,” Scott interjected, helping the man with the pronunciation.
The man continued reading. “Entrapped comrades and evacuated them to safety.” He lifted his head from his phone, glanced at his friend, then rested his eyes on Scott. “We’ve got a fucking war hero on our hands.”
“A disgraced war hero,” Scott said. “Now that you’re comfortable that I’m not DEA, can we talk business?”
The man looked past Scott to the driver of a car that had stopped to pick up one of the prostitutes before focusing on Scott again. “I’m listening.”
“Good, but first, my calculated guess is that you’re both in the Bogotá cartel. Am I Correct?”
Although thawed, both men were still wary of Scott and nodded circumspectly.
“In that case,” Scott said, “I’d like you to introduce me to Camilo Quintero so that I can put forward to him a proposal regarding wholesale shipments of his cocaine. I have military connections that can get as much blow into the US as Quintero can send. I won’t go into any more details out here on the street. Do you think you can set up a meeting?”
The two cartel members grinned in amusement at Scott’s pitch, which was a load of total garbage.
“My friend, it’s not that easy to get a meeting with Camilo Quintero. We’ve been in the Bogotá cartel for four years, and we’ve never met the boss. He’s our boss’ boss’ boss.”
“If you don’t ask, you don’t get,” Scott said, “but I appreciate what you’re saying. How about we set up a meeting with your boss, then? Or your boss’ boss? Whatever you can do.”
“What’s in it for us?” the man on the driver’s side asked.
“If your introduction works out, I’ll make sure you’re rewarded.” Scott rubbed his index, middle finger, and thumb together, suggesting that money would be afoot.
The gang bangers exchanged a considerate look, and the one closest to Scott said, “Give us a minute to discuss.”
“Sure,” Scott said.
Scott walked a few yards away from the Land Rover, battling to keep his nerves under control as the Land Rover’s window went up and Quintero’s men debated whether to take Scott’s bait.
Scott’s gaze wandered to the prostitutes, who were keeping one eye on the traffic and the other on him.
About a minute later, the passenger window of the Land Rover went back down.
“Sergeant Murphy,” the man said playfully. Scott faced him, hoping he looked less anxious than he felt. “My boss will meet you tomorrow. We’ll take you to him. Be at the back of that gas station tomorrow night, at twenty to eight. If you’re late, we’ll kill you for wasting our time.”
Scott was under no illusion that it wasn’t just his timekeeping with the Bogotá cartel he’d have to watch to stay alive, and from there on out, one false move would result in a brutal end to his life and not just his.
Scott gave the gang members a polite smile and coolly said, “I better set my alarm then.”




Chapter Twelve

“Don’t try anything stupid,” the Bogotá cartel member said as he loomed over Scott in the murk of the back of the gas station.
Even though it was 200 yards from Scott’s motel, the empty and claustrophobic parking area, which was supposed to be used only by staff, was devoid of any artificial light and surrounded by a high brick wall, giving it a foreboding and isolated atmosphere. Being alone there with the two thugs from the previous night added an extra layer of apprehension to Scott’s psyche, as did being ordered to get in the trunk of their Land Rover. Still, it was better in there than being crammed in the trunk of a smaller car, like being trapped inside a coffin. At least from on his back in the Land Rover, through its rear windshield, Scott could see the glow of streetlights as the SUV trundled out of the gas station. The goons had told Scott that it could draw too much attention to them if he were to be seen sitting on one of the SUV’s seats. Scott was unsure if that was a legitimate reason or just an excuse to cover their tracks on their way to take him somewhere remote to torture and interrogate him to find out why an American with a US military background was interested in the Bogotá cartel and its leader, Camilo Quintero.
Scott was aware that many attempts on Quintero’s life had been made over the decades, and Quintero wouldn’t hesitate to destroy anyone he suspected of foul play in the cat-and-mouse game of staying alive he’d mastered.
Keep it together, Scott, he told himself, trying to tame his imagination. They won’t torture me because they believe me.
If the worst-case scenario was about to happen, then Scott would be pretty helpless to do anything about it; Quintero’s foot soldiers had searched Scott and confiscated his gun before he’d gotten into their trunk.
They were both sitting in the front of the Land Rover, speaking to each other in Spanish. It had been a long time since Scott had exercised his Spanish tongue, but from what he could make out, they were engaged in benign chit-chat.
Scott’s body shifted to the right and stayed there for a few moments. He figured he was on a roundabout. Then he got shunted left, and the Land Rover picked up the pace and traveled straight.
We’re on a highway now.
Several minutes and primarily straight roads later, they slowed to a crawl, and headlights from a vehicle behind Scott beamed through the windshield as the Land Rover progressed along the street in a stop-start manner.
Dance music booming in the distance caught Scott’s ear. As his drive to wherever he was going continued, the music got closer and was joined by the sound of revelers drunkenly enjoying their night on the town. The driver went left off the road, and the streetlights disappeared from Scott’s view. After a right turn, the SUV came to a stop, and its front doors opened.
Footsteps approached the trunk, and the two Bogotá men who’d taken Scott there appeared on the other side of the windshield and looked down at him, their brows knitted, ostensibly unable to be undone, as if they’d been transformed into cantankerous statues on the ride over.
The truck opened, and the shorter of the two, who had done almost all the talking with Scott, said,
“Let’s go.”
Scott climbed out and saw that he was standing at a dead end at the back of a flat-roofed building four stories tall. The glass bottle dumpster ten feet from the Land Rover, combined with the mirth from the partyers just around the corner to the right of where they’d parked, told Scott he was most likely at the back of a nightclub.
“Is this your boss’ place?” Scott asked.
“This way,” the shorter one said.
Scott followed them past the dumpster to a closed fire exit.
The short one thumped the door three times, and a moment later, a tree of a man holding a pistol answered it.
“Is he here?” the short one asked.
The doorman nodded and said, “He’s in his office.” He looked at Scott. “Spread your arms and legs.”
“It’s cool; we’ve already searched him.”
“Well, I’ve not,” the doorman said, giving Scott a hostile glare. “Spread your arms and legs.”
Scott obliged and said to the short man, “When is someone going to tell me their name?”
“My name’s on a need-to-know basis.”
“What about your boss? I’m about to meet him.”
“It’s up to him if you find out. I’m sure he’ll tell you if he likes you and your proposal.”
Lurch finished patting Scott down.
“And if he doesn’t?” Scott asked.
The short one smirked sinisterly. “In you go.”
Scott was left to guess what kind of situation he was walking into and what the consequences of a meeting with the bottom feeders’ mysterious boss would be. He went past the fire exit and into a corridor. It was a deep crimson red from the carpet to the ceiling. Loud R&B music vibrated through the door ten yards in front of him, convincing Scott that he had indeed just entered a nightclub.
A narrow staircase led to the basement. The doorman stayed at the top of them, and Scott went down, sandwiched between the two gang members who’d taken him there. When Scott got onto the last set of stairs before the basement, the cigarette smoke seeping through its door got his nose’s attention. He could have done with a smoke himself, something to calm his nerves that were being shredded tenfold by the second.
The smaller of the two thugs knocked on the door. Then a man who could easily have passed for Lurch’s twin opened it.
There he was. Scott reasoned that it had to be him—the boss, who had his fate in his hands. He puffed on a cigarette as he assessed Scott with an emotionless stare from behind his desk. He was middle-aged, and Scott thought he was a little older than the two goons who’d accompanied him there. He had slicked-back black hair as dark as his eyes and was of average build. Scott surmised that there was no need for him to be physically strong when he had other people’s muscles at his disposal. The office basement had two empty chairs opposite the boss’ desk and three tough-looking men with pistols sitting behind them on a red leather couch against the red wall.
Lurch’s twin closed the basement door, and the boss said to Scott, “Sit,” gesturing with his hand to the chairs at his desk.
Scott made brief eye contact with the gunmen on the couch as he took a seat.
“I’ve been reading about you, Scott Murphy,” the boss said. “You’re an interesting character. You’ve been on quite an adventure of late.”
Scott nodded in acknowledgment. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, but before we go any further, I’d like to know who I’m meeting with.”
The mystery man tapped some ash from his cigarette into his ashtray and said, “I don’t have an issue with you knowing my name now. You will only be leaving my office tonight if I trust you. I’m Héctor Serna, and I’m proud to be regarded by my superiors as a bright star shooting for the moon in the Bogotá cartel.”
Scott extended his hand across the table to shake Héctor’s.
Héctor didn’t move and said, “A handshake is premature; I haven’t decided if I’m doing business with you yet.”
Scott was too preoccupied with focusing on staying alive to be bothered about being left hanging.
“When my boys told me last night that an old man, and a war hero no less, who’s wanted by the US authorities for murder, was asking to speak with Camilo Quintero to discuss smuggling his cocaine into the US, I thought they were on a bad acid trip,” Héctor said. “That was until I looked you up online for myself. The war hero part of your story is certainly true, but I ask myself, is there more to Scott Murphy’s story?”
Scott felt hot under the collar but chose to embrace Héctor’s probing.
“More?” Scott queried. “There’s always more, Héctor. What would you like to know?”
“Many things; let’s start with your plan to smuggle the cocaine.”
“I’m sure you can appreciate that I won’t be giving away all the details of my plan at our first meeting. No offense, but you also need to gain my trust.”
Héctor’s eyebrows shot downward. “I don’t need to do anything for you,” he hissed. “You will tell me your plan.”
“As I said, Héctor, no offense intended. I’ll tell you the basics of my plan, but not too much, too soon. That’s not how I do business, and I also have a silent partner who’s on the shy side.”
“There are two of you who wish to do business with the Bogotá cartel?”
“Yes, he’s an old friend of mine. We go all the way back to Vietnam. We owe each other our lives more than once. Before I got into trouble with the police in the US, we were looking for a way to top up our miserable pensions. I don’t have a pot to piss in, and he has a struggling business. I had a light-bulb moment when I was watching a documentary about the United States’ war on drugs and the Colombian cartels.”
Héctor took another puff from his cigarette as he listened to Scott and tried to make up his mind about him.
“Can I get one of those?” Scott asked, referring to the pack of Marlboro next to the ashtray. “I’ve been trying to kick the habit, but they smell too damn good.”
Héctor pulled a smoke out of the packet and tossed it across his desk.
“Thank you,” Scott said. “You got a light?”
“No, it lights itself.”
Scott just about managed a smile at Héctor’s sarcasm, and Héctor snickered, amused by his poor attempt at humor. Once he’d finished reveling in his hostile-laced teasing of Scott, he gave him his lighter.
Scott sparked up and continued his pitch. “As I was saying, I had a light-bulb moment learning about Colombian cartels and the problems you’re facing getting your cocaine into the US. My business partner owns a small airport in the States, and he has complete control of its security personnel, who are also ex-military. We can fly Bogotá cartel cocaine into our airport and flood the US market without any border challenges.”
Héctor’s eyes were alight with interest. “What about your problems with the police in the US? I think you’re too hot to handle.”
Scott had anticipated that objection. “The cops don’t know about my friendship with my business partner, and I don’t intend on returning to the US again. I have no ties to Colombia, and neither does my partner. I’m going to be running this side of the smuggling operation, and my partner will take care of things up there. I’ve done my research on the Bogotá cartel, and I know you’re struggling to compete with the Cartagena cartel in the US market; we can help change that. That’s all I’m prepared to give you for now.”
Héctor held the smoke of his latest puff in the back of his throat while he considered what Scott had to say, staring at him intensely as if he could read his mind.
“I will not deny that what you have said so far interests me,” Héctor said, “but you’re too secretive for me, Scott. How do I know that your ‘business partner’ isn’t the DEA?”
Scott’s head jolted back in surprise. “How am I going to be in cahoots with the DEA? You know I’m a fugitive and wanted for murder in the States.”
“So the news says, but you might have done a deal with the DEA behind the scenes.”
“No, Héctor, I would never make a deal with the DEA or the police; that’s not who I am.”
“Prove it,” Héctor said, in a way that told Scott his life depended on him doing just that.
Fear prickled up the back of Scott’s neck. “H-How am I supposed to prove it? Of course I’m not in the DEA.”
“We’ll have to see about that.” Héctor looked at one of his gunmen on the couch and said, “Bring out Mateo.”
Scott looked behind him and saw the gunman Héctor spoke to get off the couch and walk over to the rectangular mirror on the wall to his left. He pushed the right side of the mirror’s frame, and it popped open with a click to reveal a hidden door.
The gunman disappeared inside the wall and returned a moment later with a whimpering skinny man in filthy shorts and a blood-marred T-shirt. His hands were cuffed in front of him, and his face looked like it had been used as a piñata.
“Mateo, this is Scott Murphy,” Héctor said to his captive with a devilish glint of murder in his eyes. “For you, he’s one of the most important men you’ve ever met. Can you think why?”
“No,” Mateo replied, his voice wobbling, his entire body quivering.
Héctor grinned like he was saying “cheese.” “He’s the man who’s going to kill you.”
Scott jumped out of his chair and urgently said, “Hang on a minute! This has gone too far!”
“Sit down,” Héctor demanded.
The presence of Héctor’s goons stopped Scott from being as animated, and he perched himself on the edge of his seat.
“Héctor, I’m really not working with the DEA,” Scott said.
“Good, you won’t have any problem killing this dirty fucking rat then.”
“I-I-I haven’t killed anyone since Vietnam. This man’s done nothing to me. I’m not a killer anymore!”
“Tough titty. If you are with the DEA, you’re not allowed to murder someone just because a drug dealer tells you to.”
“Please!” Mateo pleaded.
“Shut the fuck up, Mateo, or I’ll burn you alive like that other rat friend of yours!” Héctor yelled before regaining his composure to continue speaking to Scott. “The only way I can be sure you’re not with the DEA is to watch you kill Mateo on camera.” Héctor got out his phone.
Scott was sinking fast in the quicksand of the predicament he found himself in, and as terrible as he felt about the choice he had to make, he knew the harder he struggled to get out of it, the further down he’d sink.
“Fuck,” Scott said. “Fuck! What did he do?”
“Please, Héctor,” Mateo said, “I’m begging you.”
“I’m warning you for the last time,” Héctor said to Mateo. “If you say one more fucking word, gasoline will be the last thing you taste before you melt.” Héctor looked at Scott. “Mateo was informing on me, telling the police about what a naughty boy I’ve been. He tried to set me up to incriminate me in a coke deal.” He shot a look of fury Mateo’s way. “Didn’t you?” Mateo was too petrified to answer. “You’ll be doing this world a favor by getting rid of vermin like that.”
Scott could practically smell Mateo’s fear and couldn’t bring himself to look him in the eyes.
“I’m not burning him or torturing him in any way,” Scott said.
“A bullet will do just fine,” Héctor said. “You’re a lucky man, Mateo.” Héctor glanced at each of his men, and they stood up and pointed their guns at Scott. Héctor waved his hand to the side. “Move out of the way of the camera.”
Héctor’s men gathered on Scott’s right by the basement door.
“Let him go,” Héctor said to his shooter, who was holding Mateo.
Héctor took a pistol from his desk drawer and pushed it across the table to Scott.
Scott flirted with the notion that he could use the gun to kill Héctor and his men, but he concluded there was no chance of being able to pull that off and that even if he could have done so, the consequences wouldn’t be worth it. He reluctantly picked up the gun, aimed it at Mateo’s chest, and prepared to kill a man for the first time in decades.
“Wait,” Héctor said. He turned on his camera, gave Scott the thumbs up, and then lowered it like a bloodthirsty Roman emperor.
“Don’t shoot me in the face!” Mateo begged.
Scott adjusted his aim to make sure he’d put his bullet straight through Mateo’s heart. Then, with a heavy heart, he pulled the trigger.
Mateo’s eyes widened as he fell backward to the ground. His life left his crumpled body as Scott watched on, totally dejected.
Héctor switched off his camera and applauded Scott. “I’m impressed. You’re still a killer, and I’m on my way to trusting you.” He signaled with his hand for Scott to give him back his gun, which he did.
“On your way?” Scott said. “I proved myself.”
“You proved you’re not working for the DEA, but I won’t just open doors for you because you killed a rat like that for me. If you continue to build my trust for the rest of the week, I’ll arrange a meeting with the man in charge of how and where the Bogotá cartel’s cocaine is distributed. I have some work that a man of your experience would be very useful for. Are you in?”
A plethora of dreadful scenarios of what his week with Héctor could entail flashed through Scott’s mind, but he reluctantly said, “Yes, I’m in.”




Chapter Thirteen

The miter saw’s circular blade spun so fast that its razor-sharp teeth were hidden in a blur. The ear-piercing noise it made as it tore through the 4x8 plywood sheet like it was made of paper could give a deaf person a headache, but Max Green was used to it.
Max had been cutting sheets alone in the workshop at his construction site for the last hour. His face was set in concentration as sweat dripped off his nose onto the wood. It was grueling work that demanded focus to avoid losing a digit. Max was so absorbed in his task that he didn’t notice Harris slide open the workshop door behind him. Harris knew better than to get Max’s attention while he was mid-cut and waited until the latest sawdust blizzard ended.
“Excuse me,” Harris said, startling Max, who was about to pick up the freshly cut plywood to stack on top of the pile he’d amassed.
“I could have sworn that I locked that door,” Max said.
“It was unlocked. Are you working late?”
“These days, I just work.”
“You look like Max Green to me.”
“I am. Who’s asking?”
Harris closed the door, which unsettled Max, and ambled further into the workshop.
“I’m Detective James Harris—sorry, force of habit; I’m recently retired.”
The very mention of “detective” puckered Max’s forehead, and anticipation was written all over his face. The disc cutter of the miter saw was still whirling, chopping the air in a baleful hum. Max pressed its big green button to switch it off.
“Is this about my dad?” Max asked.
“Yup.”
“What’s happened?”
“I was hoping you could tell me that.”
Max furrowed his brow in confusion. “You said you’re retired. Are you a private detective? Who hired you?”
“No one’s hired me; I’m working on finding your dad of my own volition.”
“You’re hunting my dad just for the hell of it?”
“I wouldn’t put it like that. As you’ll be able to tell from my accent, like you, I’m not from Miami; I’m from Dallas too, and up until about a week ago, I was working for the Dallas Police to find your dad and arrest him for the fraud he committed over there. I’ve only just retired.”
Max scrunched his face. “Are you telling me you came all the way from Dallas as an amateur sleuth?”
“There’s nothing amateur about me, Son. I’ll level with you; I didn’t want to retire, but my wife forced my hand. So far, I’ve found that sitting around doing nothing is nothing but a pain in my ass. That’s not the only reason I’m here though; I fought in Vietnam at the same time as your dad. We never met, but we were both awarded the Medal of Honor, and going by what I’ve learned about your dad so far, that’s where our similarities begin and end, but there’s just something about your dad that I want to get to the bottom of.”
“Good luck with that; I’ve been trying for thirty-seven years, and he’s still an acquaintance to me. To say that getting to the bottom of Scott Murphy is a tough nut to crack is the understatement of the century.”
“Well, as long as he’s under my skin, I’ll give it a damn good go.”
With a questioning look, Max studied Harris. “Can I see some ID?”
“Yeah, sure.”
Harris showed Max his driving license and retired detective badge.
“You can look into me,” Harris said. “If you go on the Dallas Police Department’s website, there’s a bit about my retirement on there.”
Max used his phone to find a glowing testimonial for Harris on the Dallas Police Department’s website.
“Okay,” Max said, giving Harris back his license, “you are who you say you are. I’m sorry to check, but you could have been a reporter for all I knew. I can get paranoid about people’s claims; that’s what happens when you have Scott Murphy as a dad.” Max sighed.
Harris gave Max a sympathetic look. “What was he like when you were growing up?”
“What is this, a therapy session? I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this; I’ve got a business to save. The recession’s crippled us, and I’m fighting for my family’s survival.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I won’t take much of your time. From what you’ve said, it sounds like your dad was absent, so I’m guessing he hasn’t reached out to you since he went on the run?”
“No, he hasn’t. I’ve already told the police that the last time I spoke to him was when he came here the day before the news broke that he was a suspect in that woman’s murder. He was... weird that day. Over the years, on the rare occasion that he would contact me, it was always for money, but not the last time I saw him.” Max stared at the floor and frowned. “I kept asking him if he was here to see me for money, but he was adamant that he wasn’t, and to be fair to him, when I told him that I had none and that my business was on the brink of collapse, he still wanted to talk to me. He said he just wanted to know if I was okay, but not in a father-and-son way; he doesn’t know how to do that. He looked genuinely concerned though. I think he was hiding something from me.”
Harris was analyzing Max’s every micro-expression, downloading data, and working out whether he was telling him the truth. “What do you think he was hiding?”
“That’s the million-dollar question. My dad has a lot of secrets. I think he’s in trouble beyond the trouble you know about.”
“Have you got any idea what that trouble might be?”
Max’s jaw clenched, and Harris picked up on his apprehension.
“If you’re holding something back, then now’s the time to say what’s on your mind, Max.”
Max stole a glance at Harris’ penetrating stare. “It’s not as easy as that. In some deep recess of my soul, I’ve got love for my dad, even though he’s not done much to deserve it, but it’s not strong enough for me to protect him from the consequences of his actions. He deserves to go to prison for defrauding those people in Dallas, but he did not kill that woman. I think his past might have caught up with him, or maybe he caught up with it and bit off more than he could chew. If I’m right about that, he’ll be in danger, and I’m not going to say or do anything that could jeopardize his life.”
Max’s lost expression was that of a little boy crying out for help.
“I’m not in the police anymore, Max. I will make him answer for what he’s accused of in a court of law, but I can be as discreet as they come about finding your dad.” Harris let the silence build and his words sink into Max. “Whatever secret you’re keeping, Son, it’ll come out one way or another, so do yourself and your dad a favor by controlling how it does while you still can.”
“What if the cops find out I’ve been holding out on them? If something happens to me, then my business is gone. It might already be too late to save it as it is.”
“So long as you’re not harboring your dad or engaging in his criminal activity, I won’t let whatever you’ve got to tell me be used against you.”
Max pressed his fingers against his temples as he succumbed to the pressure. “A couple of weeks ago, before the lady from the retirement community was murdered, he phoned me out of the blue and told me he was in Miami and that he wanted money. I told him where to go. I had a feeling he wouldn’t leave it at that, though, and he’d show up here at the business, so I was ready for him when he did. I honestly didn’t know what he’d done in Texas, but I wanted to know what he was up to, so I bought a tracker and shared my plan with my secretary about what to do with it should my dad show up here. When he came by my office to see me, my secretary put the tracker underneath his RV. When we found out that he was wanted by the cops, I told her that the tracker didn’t work... but it did.”
“Where did he go?”
“I think he’s in Colombia.”
Harris’ disheveled, slug-like eyebrows raised in surprise. “Colombia?”
“Let me be clear. After he left here, the tracker went to Del Rio, where it’s been ever since. If I had any money to bet, I’d put it all on him ditching his RV in Del Rio, crossing the border to Mexico, and making his way to Colombia.”
“Why Colombia, and what makes you so sure?”
“Because my dad used to work for one of the cartels down there, a big one. The Cartagena cartel.”
Harris’ deep Texan drawl went up a notch as he said, “The Cartagena cartel! That’s one hell of a dangerous outfit.”
“You’ll appreciate why I was reluctant to tell you that.”
“You did the right thing. When did he work for the Cartagena cartel?”
“As far as I know, from 1982 up until 1989. I found out about fifteen years ago when I lived on my own in Dallas before I met my wife. My dad showed up drunk at my house one night and said he wanted to apologize for leaving my mom and me. I was one when he left us for good. I told him to come back the next day once he’d sobered up if he still felt like apologizing, but he was in a state, so I let him talk. That’s when he opened up about his past. He said he was connected to a cartel in Colombia, and he was doing things for them to pay the bills.”
“What things?”
“He refused to say, but I managed to get out of him that it was the Cartagena cartel he’d worked for. According to my dad, he tried leaving them and going straight when I was born, but he couldn’t hold down a regular job. People didn’t talk about mental health back then like they do now, and I think he had PTSD from Vietnam. My dad never came back the next day to apologize, and I didn’t see him again for years, and when I did, all he wanted to do was get money out of me. I asked my mom if she knew that he was in the cartel, and eventually, she admitted that she did. When my dad left my mom, literally holding the baby, she never spoke to him again, apart from telling him to go away on the rare occasion he came crawling out of the woodwork.”
“What’s your mom’s name?”
“Karyn Green. I took her last name.”
“Is she still alive?” Harris asked, hopeful that Karyn held the missing piece to the Scott Murphy puzzle.
“Yes, but my mom and dad are dead to each other; she wouldn’t have anything to do with him now. She’s happily married in Dallas and has been for more than twenty years. She was not involved in whatever my dad was up to in the cartel. Leave her out of this. She was just young and got caught up in my dad’s web of lies. It wasn’t just the cartel stuff he didn’t tell her about before I came along; he was having an affair with a woman in Cartagena. She was called... Julia. I think her family owned a restaurant in Cartagena.” Max looked relieved to have unloaded the burden of secrets from his shoulders. “That’s everything I know.”
Harris folded his arms and rubbed his smooth chin. “I’ll handle what you told me with sensitivity. You have my word.”
“What will you do now?”




Chapter Fourteen

“Are you sure you won’t use this to kill me?” Héctor asked Scott with an arrogant grin.
Scott and Héctor were alone, sitting in the back of a car in a shadowy alleyway. Héctor had a pistol pointed at Scott’s abdomen. A bluff of confidence radiated from Scott’s eyes.
“If I were going to kill you, I would have done it last night when you gave me a gun,” Scott said.
“You’ve got balls, and if you want to keep it that way, do as I say tonight. Take it.”
Héctor gave Scott the pistol handle first, and Scott slipped it into the holster hidden inside his brown, weather-beaten leather jacket.
“I think it’s time you told me what I’m walking into tonight, Héctor,” Scott said.
The back doors of the car were opened by two of Héctor’s gunmen who had been in the basement of Héctor’s nightclub the night before when Scott shot the informant dead.
“We’re attending a meeting between members of the Bogotá and Cartagena cartels,” Héctor said before leaving the car.
It was a good job for Scott that Héctor didn’t stick around in the back seat with him to see how he took that news because if he had, he’d have seen Scott’s mask of confidence slide right off his face.
Scott was reasonably well known to the old guard of the Cartagena cartel, and he had no idea who, if anyone, Gutierrez had told about his plan to use him to assassinate Quintero. Scott leaned toward thinking that it was likely that Gutierrez had kept his scheme close to his chest, but what was or wasn’t probable created a haze of anxiety that hung over Scott’s head and clouded his judgment.
Héctor stuck his head back inside the car. “What are you waiting for?”
“Nothing,” Scott replied. “I’m coming.”
Scott got out of the car and looked at Héctor across the roof.
“You’re not scared of the Cartagena cartel, are you?” Héctor asked.
“No, that’s not it; I just wasn’t expecting to be involved in a meeting between two warring cartels so soon.”
“We’re not at war yet, but if those fucking cockroaches don’t stop intruding on Bogotá, we will be. As for you, you’re not involved. You’re just a fly on the wall with a gun in case the meeting takes a turn for the worse. Don’t worry; it should be okay.”
Great, Scott sarcastically thought.
“I brought you along because Camilo Quintero’s son, Javier, will be in attendance,” Héctor said. “It will be good for Javier to get a feel for you.”
“Will there be anyone prominent from the Cartagena side there?”
“Prominent?” Héctor said, not understanding the word.
“Important,” Scott clarified.
Héctor looked amused. “Stop worrying, you fucking pussy. We go now.”
The two thugs flanked Héctor as they walked from the car to the back entrance of the brick-built building. Despite the little voice inside Scott’s head screaming at the top of its lungs for him to run, he forced himself to follow the men inside.
“Where are we?” Scott asked as they entered the building.
Loud Latin music was coming from behind the door at the end of the corridor.
“You’re about to find out,” Héctor replied, “but don’t get distracted. I need you to stay focused.”
Security opened the door, and Scott saw what Héctor was talking about: semi-naked women were gyrating on a large stage in the middle of the floor. It had a stripper pole built into it, and one of the girls was performing sexual gymnastics as she slid down it. Others were crawling to the edge of the stage like panthers toward the array of boisterous men sitting on bar stools at the end of it, loving every second.
“This is Javier’s place,” Héctor said. “His office is upstairs.”
The stairs were to the right of the long bar at the back of the room. A couple of heavyset tattooed men in tank tops stood at the bottom of them in front of a velvet rope that went from one side of the banister to the other. Javier’s office was above the bar and had a wide window that overlooked the club.
“You’re late,” Javier said, sitting behind his desk to Héctor when Héctor went into Javier’s office.
Four menacing men sitting on chairs opposite Javier swung their heads around to look at Héctor, his security, and Scott. An armed guard in each corner of the back wall stood, keeping their eyes on the four opposite Javier. Scott guessed the two guards were Javier’s protection, and the men across the table from Javier were in the Cartagena cartel. Scott didn’t recognize any of them, and he was relieved they weren’t looking at him like his face was familiar.
Javier was in his early-forties, slim, and had thick and slicked-back black hair, giving him the appearance of a Latin version of Gordon Gekko. The intense look of anger burning in his eyes panicked Héctor.
“I-I-I’m sorry, Javier,” Héctor said. “I thought you said eight o’clock.”
“I said seven,” Javier said, his voice threatening.
Héctor was lost for words for a moment. “I… I don’t know what to say. I’m very sorry.”
“That’s just not good enough. This is a great disrespect.”
Héctor’s breathing visibly increased. Scott watched on, secretly horrified at how quickly things were spiraling out of control.
“Please, Javier, I really am sorry,” Héctor said. “I-I wouldn’t do this to you on purpose. I would never disrespect you like this. Forgive me.”
“I’m not so sure that I should. You’ve been late before, Héctor. Your actions speak louder than your words. On your knees.”
Héctor’s bulbous eyes looked at his security for moral support, but they were too scared to go down with his ship and averted their gaze from him.
“Come on, Javier, it was an easy mistake to make,” Héctor said.
“Am I going to have to repeat myself?”
“Okay, okay,” Héctor reluctantly went on his knees.
“Now beg for mercy,” Javier said.
Héctor clasped his hands. “Please, Javier,” he sniffled, his shoulders jerking up and down uncontrollably. “I’ll never be late again; I swear!”
Javier’s icy stare cracked into a smile, and he erupted in laughter. “I got you, Héctor! You should have seen your face. ‘Don’t kill me.’ You fucking pathetic dickface.”
A combination of relief and embarrassment flushed Héctor’s cheeks. “You’re not going to kill me?”
“Not unless you don’t stop crying like a baby. You’re not late; the meeting was at eight. Get up off my carpet before you spill your tears on it.”
Javier’s thugs smirked as he chuckled at his twisted prank, while the Cartagena cartel members looked less than amused, further driving home to Scott the tightrope he was walking.
Héctor picked himself, along with his dignity, off the floor and said, “Javier, this is Scott Murphy.”
“I didn’t think he was Santa Claus,” Javier sneered as he sized up Scott. “Welcome to my club,” he said to Scott. “I’ll have a conversation with you later about what you discussed with Héctor last night.”
“I look forward to it,” Scott said.
“Now that everyone is in attendance, let’s get down to it,” Javier said to the Cartagena men. “Although, as we’ve all witnessed, Héctor is a little pussy, I trust him, and Héctor told me recently all about the Cartagena cartels’ presence in Bogotá; that displeases my father and me.”
“We have been in Bogotá for longer than you have been alive, Javier,” the oldest of the four Cartagena representatives said.
“Yes, in the agreed territories, which you very well know is not Santa Fe.”
“We’re not in Santa Fe. We have no interest in that shithole. There’s nothing but cheap hookers and bums in Santa Fe.”
“Those cheap hookers and bums like our product very much.” Javier opened the desk drawer, took out a silver tray with a heap of cocaine on it, and sucked a liberal helping up his nose like a drug-addicted vacuum. “The Bogotá product is the best on the fucking market, but since you thieves have shown up in Santa Fe, our sales have taken a nosedive.”
The four men bore their arctic eyes into Javier.
“Maybe you should stop taking nosedives into your product, Javier.” the Cartagena spokesman said.
“Don’t you fucking tell me how to run my business. My profits are only down because the Cartagena cartel has broken our agreement!”
The three Cartagena members who hadn’t spoken switched their gaze between Javier and their boss as the pressure cooker Javier was seemingly set on turning his office into ramped up.
“You’re delusional,” the boss of the four said to Javier. “I suggest you stop with your accusations before they land you in trouble.”
“Now you’re threatening me?” Javier spat. “You don’t come to Bogotá, into my club, and threaten Javier Quintero!”
“You shouldn’t talk about yourself in the third person; it’s narcissistic. The Bogotá cartel is not your business. Like you, Javier, it’s owned by your papi. You would be nothing without Camilo Quintero.”
The wrath oozing from Javier was so severe that the Cartagena spokesman may as well have pissed on Javier’s mother.
“That is one of the many problems with the Cartagena cartel,” Javier said. “You think you know everything, but you don’t.”
Javier suddenly pulled a pistol from a hidden compartment underneath his desk and aimed it at the Cartagena spokesman’s head. Scott instinctively reached inside his jacket for his gun, and as he did, he witnessed the four Cartagena men draw their pistols. As well as Javier’s security, Héctor and his goons followed suit, plunging the meeting into turmoil and creating a Colombian take on a Mexican standoff.
“Put the gun down, Javier,” Héctor urged.
“Not a fucking chance,” Javier said, his cocaine-infused death stare scanning the four Cartagena men.
Caught up in playing his undercover role, Scott had his gun trained on the back of the Cartagena spokesman’s head, praying he wouldn’t have to pull the trigger.
“My father doesn’t own me,” Javier said. “When you’re in Bogotá, your life belongs to me. You and the rest of you Cartagena fucks have outstayed your welcome, and I won’t tolerate you being in Bogotá any longer. My father was a fool for thinking he could trust you to respect our boundaries, but I am a very smart man, and I see through you.”
“You’ll see the eternal blackness of nothing if you don’t put your gun down,” the spokesman said.
Javier shook his head defiantly. “The days of Bogotá bowing to the Cartagena cartel are over.”
To Scott’s right, he noticed Héctor’s gun-holding hand was shaking.
Unable to handle the tension any longer, Héctor yelled, “Stop this, Javier!”
“One more word from you, Héctor, and it will be your last!” Héctor bit his tongue for fear of biting the dust.
“You should listen to your poodle,” the Cartagena spokesman said to Javier.
“What’s the matter?” Javier asked the spokesman. “Are you scared?” The spokesman refused to break eye contact with Javier or lower his gun. “Yes,” Javier said, sniffing the air, “I can smell your fear.”
Javier gritted his teeth as he psyched himself up for the moment of no return.
Click
It wasn’t the bang Javier had expected to hear when he squeezed the trigger of his empty gun.
“Fuck,” Javier whispered at the realization that the four members of the Cartagena cartel were a split second away from blowing him to hell. Javier’s security guard in the corner to his left behind him was flustered by the increased peril his boss had put him in and shot the Cartagena member closest to him, the force of the bullet blasting into his chest, sending the Cartagena man falling off his chair to the floor.
The nervous energy that had been brewing in Scott evaporated as soon as Javier’s guard fired the first shot. In the heat of the moment, Scott was as cold as ice.
BANG
BANG
BANG
Before anyone else had enough time to do anything, a further three dead bodies were strewn on the floor, and like the first one, they all belonged to the Cartagena cartel.
Those still alive were stunned, including Héctor, who stared at Scott with his jaw so slack that a train could have fit through it. The shock left Javier’s face first, replaced with a wicked grin. He stood up, leaned over his desk, and surveyed the carnage. The sight of his bloodied enemies made him chortle, but he was the only one laughing. He lifted his head, looked at Scott in admiration, and applauded.
“Bravo,” Javier said. “That was impressive shit!”
Scott was in no mood for plaudits and was already second-guessing his decision to side with the Bogotá cartel, even if his allegiance was temporary. He’d reasoned that it was the best option out of the two very bad ones he had to choose from, and he surmised that the Cartagena members wouldn’t have thought twice about turning their guns on him given half a chance. Still, Scott knew he would have some explaining to do with Gutierrez, and his tongue would have to be as sharp as his aim when it came time to justify his actions.
“They were going to shoot you, so I reacted,” Scott said, hitching his wagon to Javier’s horse, hoping it would gallop him to Camilo Quintero ASAP.
“If only all of my men were as quick-thinking as you,” Javier said, glancing at Héctor with disdain. Javier snorted another line of coke and then said to Scott, “Héctor told me that you have a business proposition for my father. I was understandably skeptical when he said that an old man from the United States was looking for a way into the cocaine business, but you have killed four men for the Bogotá cartel in the last twenty-four hours, and I’m convinced that you’re the real deal. My father is away on vacation with his latest wife just now, but I will arrange for you to meet his right-hand man and head of logistics, Luis Cardona. If Luis likes your proposal, maybe we can do business with you.”
“Thank you, Javier,” Scott said. “I’ll make sure it’s a worthwhile meeting.”
The higher Scott climbed the Bogotá cartel’s ladder, the more aware he was of the drop that awaited him if he slipped up.




Chapter Fifteen

Harris was perfectly aware that he was putting himself in danger by veering from the main road that had taken him out of the city of Del Rio, Texas, into the swathes of desert, where the only sign of life were the seldom patches of sunburned grass and cacti.
The flashing red dot on the tracking app he’d downloaded onto his phone and logged into using Max’s account information told him he was close to Scott’s RV. There were no tire tracks on the hardened sand that he could see as he reduced his speed to a steady ten MPH to navigate the undulations of the terrain while looking out for any obstructions that could cause him to come a cropper. He ventured further into the sweltering barren landscape, which looked like a beige version of Mars.
The road behind him was a mile or so away now, and if the tracker was accurate, Scott’s RV was a few hundred yards ahead. In the distance, Harris could make out a slither of blue water on the other side of a rocky ridge; it was a narrow part of the Rio Grande shimmering in the baking sun and a perfect spot to cross the Mexico-United States border, and, considering the remoteness of the location the tracker was taking him to, Harris thought it was a perfect spot for Scott to do just that.
The ridge was about fifty yards wide. To avoid being heard by anyone who might have been on the other side of it, Harris stopped his car 100 feet from it. He climbed out of the car, taking his cowboy hat from the front passenger seat with him. He closed his car door gently and made sure his phone was on silent. The app showed him that the RV was roughly where the ridge was. Harris thought if the app were correct, he’d see the RV when he looked over the ridge to the riverbank below. No one was visibly around as he trudged over to the edge with a lingering feeling that he was being watched.
When Harris was spitting distance from the ridge, he saw tire marks to the left, where the ground tapered down to the riverbank. He looked over his shoulder at the eerie emptiness of the desert and drew his pistol from his holster.
He peered over the ridge and stared at the roof of a beat-up RV that looked like the kindest thing to do to it was to put it out of its misery by sending it to the junkyard. As tatty as its appearance was, though, Harris could see from the tire marks it was responsible for that it had been driven down there recently by someone, and most likely, he thought, Scott Murphy.
Harris scrambled down the left side of the ridge to the riverbank, where the sand was soft. He noticed various sets of footprints going from the water’s edge to up past the front of the RV toward the ridge wall. He narrowed his eyes as he noted a set belonging to a child.
This doesn’t add up, he thought.
He cast his eyes to the other side of the river, a stone’s throw from him, and saw no one. If there was anybody in the RV, then they were deadly quiet. Harris carefully approached the grubby window next to the side door and looked through the tiny gap in the closed curtains. All he could make out was a corner of a flimsy wooden table with an empty bottle of Wild Turkey on it. He slunk along the RV to the driver’s door and tried the handle, feeling that the door was locked. He looked around at the windshield and saw that the curtains there were also closed. Contemplating breaking in, Harris crept past the windshield, keeping his eyes peeled for any movement from the curtains, and got to the passenger’s door, where there wasn’t much room between the RV and the rock face of the ridge. His eyes flashed with nervous excitement at the sight of the passenger’s door handle, dented out of shape due to what looked like forced entry.
He contemplated making his presence known in case the sight of him entering the RV startled somebody into a violent reaction. He decided that sticking with the subtle approach was best. Hoping he wasn’t about to have to use his gun, he gradually opened the door, but when its decrepit hinges creaked, he abandoned his softly-softly approach in favor of storming inside, his pistol leading the charge.
“Stay where you are!” Harris rasped in panicked surprise. He wasn’t prepared to discover a Latin woman and girl both gagged with their hands and ankles bound by rope and tied to the leg of the table at the back of the RV. After Harris had taken a second to digest the disturbing scene, he put his gun away and rushed to their aid, the RV rocking back and forth as he went.
Petrified by the sight of a gun-wielding American rushing toward her, the woman clutched the girl as best she could, the rope tightly wrapped around her wrists preventing her from giving the youngster the protective hug she so clearly wanted to give. As Harris got close enough to the woman to put hands on her, she let out a muffled shriek, the rag stuffed in her mouth kept in by tape, stifling the true extent of her fear.
“It’s okay,” Harris said, his voice as soothing as he could manage. “You’re okay.” He glanced compassionately at the girl, who didn’t look a day older than ten. “I’m not here to cause you any harm. I’m going to take that off you.” He pointed at his mouth, alluding to the rag and tape. Dread engulfed the woman’s eyes as Harris continued. “I’m looking for someone else. Whoever did this to you has nothing to do with me. I’m going to help you. This might hurt a bit.” He tore the tape away from the woman’s lips, taking invisibly fine hairs with it and eliciting a full-blooded scream from her.
“Don’t hurt my daughter!” she bleated with a Mexican accent.
“I won’t hurt you or your daughter.” Harris was concerned that the woman was making too much noise and would alert whoever had put her and the girl there to his presence. “I’m looking for the man who owns this RV. He’s an American; his name’s Scott Murphy. Who did this to you?”
The woman’s face fell in anguish. “Just help us, please! Get us away from here!”
The girl began to cry, distressed by her mother’s torment.
“I will help you,” Harris said, “but you need to stop making so much noise; it’s not safe. Did Scott Murphy do this to you? He’s an old white man with gray hair and quite tall.”
She shook her head. “No, I don’t know who he is.”
“How did you get in here?”
“The traffickers told us they found it empty. We traveled up from Mexico. I wanted a better life for my daughters after my husband died. I used what money we’d saved to pay the traffickers to get us across the border, but when we got here, they told me that me and my daughters would have to work for them as prostitutes. You need to get us out of here quick! They’re bringing us across the river two at a time, and my other two daughters are coming over next.”
“Are the traffickers Colombian?”
“No, Mexican.”
Harris didn’t think that Scott had anything to do with the traffickers the woman was involved with.
“Are they armed?” Harris asked.
“Yes.”
“How many of them are there?”
“Four, but only one of them is bringing us across the river.”
“And how many immigrants?”
“We started off as thirteen, but there’s only eight now,” she said, glum-faced.
“Right, okay. My car’s less than five minutes away. I’ll get you and your daughter away from here, and then I’ll make a phone call.”
Harris looked around the RV for a knife or anything to cut the ropes with. He rummaged through the bulky black trash bags in the corner of the living area and found nothing but clothes in them until he got to a dusty old maroon photo album at the bottom of a pile of jumpers. Intrigued by what was inside, he deviated from the task of freeing the mother and daughter for a few seconds as he flicked through the album and the various photos of Scott of a vintage variety.
“What are you doing?” the woman asked, exasperated by Harris.
“I’m just looking for something; hang on.” He furiously thumbed the album’s pages for any clues and stopped on the one containing a photograph of Scott, standing with four Colombian men in a jungle, all holding AK-47s. He took the photo from the sleeve and looked at the back of it.
Colombia, 1986
Now Harris was convinced that, as Max had suggested, Scott had skipped the country in favor of Colombia. He slid the photo into his pocket, took out his lighter, and said, “I’ll burn the ropes.”
He returned to the woman and ignited the flame. He was about to get to work on the rope around her wrists when he heard a man outside speaking in Spanish. It sounded to Harris like he was within twenty yards away. He exchanged a wide-eyed look of apprehension with the woman and said, “I don’t have time to get you out of here just now. I’m not leaving you, but I need to see what’s going on out there before we make our move.”
He delicately placed the rag back in the woman’s mouth, pressed the tape over it, and gingerly slipped out of the passenger’s door.
He could hear the male Mexican voice coming from the other side of the RV, closer to the front of it than the back. He retreated to the rear of the RV and peeked around it to see the trafficker paddling a small inflatable dinghy, painted dark brown and beige to blend in with the desert, across the narrow river, with two young women huddled together at its stern. Harris couldn’t leave the cover of the RV without being spotted, and he tucked himself back in and waited to see what would happen.
The dinghy’s bow touched the sandy bank, and the trafficker ordered the women to pull the boat out of the water, then said, “I’ll put you in the RV until I get the others across.” He removed his pistol from inside his belt and marched the women up the riverbank.
The trafficker opened the passenger’s door and stuck his head in to check on the mother and daughter inside, seeing they were tied up and gagged as he’d left them. He looked at the two women outside and noticed Harris’ footprints in the sand going along the side of the RV, disappearing around its rear. “Stay,” he said to the women outside with a suspicious look of intensity.
Pistol-ready, he followed Harris’ footsteps and, after a second’s hesitation, went around the back and saw that the footsteps carried on along the rear and went off to the right.
“Drop your fucking gun,” Harris said from the RV’s roof, lying flat on it next to the ladder built into the back of the RV, his gun pointed at the trafficker.
Ten minutes later, having finished hog-tying the trafficker and leaving him inside the RV, Harris was standing outside his car, looking into it at the Mexican family he’d rescued. He got in, sat down, and said to the mother beside him, “I’ll need to call Border Patrol to report this, and then I’ll take you to the nearest police station.”
The woman gave Harris a worried look. “Please don’t do that, sir. If we’re deported back to Mexico, the traffickers will find us and kill us for getting them caught.”
“You didn’t get them caught. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“They won’t see it like that. Please, these men are evil. If you send us back to Mexico, you’re giving my family a death sentence.”
Harris sighed sympathetically. “What do you expect me to do? I can’t just let you go. I’m not allowed to do that.”
“But nobody has to know! Look at my youngest. You’ll have her blood on your hands if you report us!”
Harris glanced at the little girl and her big brown eyes, which sank into his soul and buried it with guilt.
“Look, lady, I’m sorry but—I know things must be tough for you back home, but I….” He groaned and squeezed his brow. “How did I get myself in this situation? Do you have anywhere you can go in the United States?”
“Yes!” the woman exclaimed, grasping the lifeline Harris had thrown her. “Our plan was to go to California. We have relatives there who can get us legal papers, so we can stay—”
“Don’t,” Harris said, putting his hand up in protest. “I don’t want to know too much. God, I can’t believe I’m about to say this…. I’ll drop you off in town, and then I’ll make an anonymous call to Border Patrol about that bastard and his buddies back there. Whatever happens after that is out of my hands.”
The woman burst into a joyous smile and collapsed onto Harris’ shoulder. “Thank you, thank you!” she said.
“Please don’t do that,” Harris said. “It makes this feel more real.”
***
In the middle of Del Rio, Harris was in a phone booth. He’d just finished his anonymous call to Border Patrol. He watched the Mexican family wander off down the sidewalk, doing their best to blend in with their unfamiliar surroundings. Thanks to Harris, they had enough cash for food and to get them to California. He felt sorry for them and had no idea if they’d make it to their desired destination and find what they were looking for.
His obsession with finding who he was looking for retook control of the front and center of his mind. He left the phone booth and made a call with his cell phone.
“Hi, Alice,” Harris said. “Yeah, I’m doing all right. It’s going well here. I’m making progress. I’ve got a good lead in the Murphy case. How are you? That’s good.” He took a breath and held it momentarily, uneasy about what he was about to say. “Alice, I’ll be away for a little longer than planned. You’re not gonna like this, but I’m going to Colombia.”




Chapter Sixteen

Scott sat at a large circular outdoor table set with plates and silverware. The table had a white umbrella in the middle, which shielded the sun from Scott, Javier, and five other members of the Bogotá cartel, including Luis Cardona and a shifty-looking Colombian with a thumb-sized tattoo of a raven on his left cheek. Luis’ secluded mansion was a few feet to the right of the table, and to the left was an infinity pool with an uninterrupted view of the distant skyscrapers of Bogotá.
Before his audience with Luis Cardona, in the two days since Scott had impressed Javier with his killer instinct and apparent loyalty to the Bogotá cartel, he’d been lying low at his motel in Bogotá. Unable to shake his stress at being so far behind the Cartagena cartel’s enemy lines, he’d survived off a bag of unnourishing snacks he’d picked up at the gas station across the street on his only venture out of his room.
The meeting was about to begin when Scott’s attention was taken away from Luis, who was pushing sixty, balding, and fat, to the thrashing in the water of the infinity pool.
Scott stared in disbelief at the dark green leathery tail lashing off the surface of the water and said, “Is that a…—”
“Crocodile?” Luis interjected as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world to have in your pool. “Yes.”
Scott glanced at Luis in astonishment, then stood up to get a better look at the reptile.
“There’re two in there,” Luis said. “I’ve had them since they were big enough to fit on my hand.” He smiled as he looked fondly at the crocs. “My, how they’ve grown.”
Considering that reptiles surrounded Scott at the table, he came to only one conclusion as to why a man like Luis Cardona would have another two as pets, and he didn’t think it was for the company.
“Are you hungry?” Luis asked Scott.
“I’m okay, thanks,” Scott replied out of politeness. “Unless you’re planning on eating?”
“Of course,” Luis said, “it’s lunchtime, and I treat my guests with the same respect and kindness I expect when I’m a guest at someone’s home. We’re having lobster; is that okay for you?”
Scott still had the taste of the potato chips he’d had for breakfast. “Lobster’s great, thanks.”
Luis grinned. “You’re welcome.”
Luis’ double-chinned face made him look soft and cuddly, and Scott told himself not to be lulled into a false sense of security by him.
A male waiter appeared from the patio doors, holding a tray of refreshing drinks.
“Who’s for iced tea?” Luis asked the group. Everyone acknowledged that they were, and the waiter served the table.
Luis waited for the waiter to leave and then said to Scott, “We’ll talk business shortly, but first, your face looks familiar to me.”
Scott’s stomach was doing cartwheels. “I get that a lot. People used to say I looked like Paul Newman.”
Luis raised his lower lip. “Who?”
“The actor. He was a movie star. I’ve not had that compliment for a long time.”
“No, it’s not an actor. Maybe it will come to me; I’ll let you know if it does. I would like an objective opinion, Scott. Do you think I come across as a kind man?”
Scott tried not to show his surprise at the question. “Yes, you seem kind to me; you’ve been welcoming so far, very welcoming.”
“That’s what I think,” Luis said, then addressed the rest of the table. “What about you, gentleman?”
The men eagerly nodded and voiced their support of Luis’ opinion of himself in a nauseating show of sycophancy.
“That’s what I thought,” Luis said. “I’m conscious that a man with my influence could get drunk on his power if he’s not careful, so I always try to be as kind as possible. However, from time to time, my kindness gets mistaken as weakness.”
Scott was unnerved by the way Luis was talking and said, “I wouldn’t do that.”
“Don’t be concerned; I wasn’t referring to you, Scott. The waiter who served you your iced tea has been abusing the trust I gave him. You would think people couldn’t be so dumb not to think that there is another side to me, an unforgiving and ruthless side that comes out when my trust is broken.”
The menacing undertone of Luis’ words kindled in his dark eyes.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what did he do?” Scott asked.
“Not at all; I was going to tell you. He’s been stealing cutlery from me.”
“Cutlery?” Scott expected a more serious accusation to be leveled at the waiter.
“Yes, my silverware. I have hidden cameras in my kitchen, and I caught him last week pocketing some knives and forks. He doesn’t know that I know yet.” Luis clicked his tongue. “I pay him well, the best money he’s ever had. He was working in one of my factories before coming here, and I admired his hard work ethic. I thought he deserved this job. It’s a shame it had to end like this.” Luis turned his head to face the patio doors and called, “Sergio, bring him out here.”
The waiter reappeared, only now he was being frog-marched outside by Sergio and another of Luis’ grunts. They stopped when they were a couple of meters from the table. The pleasant look of professionalism the waiter had when he’d served the iced tea was gone, and palpable fear screamed out of his face.
“Oh, Jolbert, it pains me to see you like this,” Luis said to the waiter. “Why did you steal from me? Have I not been good to you?”
“Yes, yes, you have, Mr. Cardona,” Jolbert replied, his rapid, shallow breathing making it difficult for him to string a sentence together. “I’m sorry I stole the silverware! My wife lost her job, and we need more money to feed our kids.”
Luis rolled his eyes. “You didn’t have to steal from me, Jolbert. Why didn’t you just say something?”
“Because I was scared to ask you for more. You’ve already done so much for me and my family, Mr. Cardona.”
“I have, and yet you show your gratitude by pilfering me.”
Jolbert broke down in tears and would have crashed to his knees if he wasn’t being held up. “I’m so sorry; it was a mistake!”
“What? You didn’t mean to put my silverware in your pockets and walk out of my home with my property?”
“I shouldn’t have done it,” Jolbert sputtered. “Please forgive me!”
“I wish your family well; I do, but theft is theft.” Luis looked at Scott as he said, “And when my trust is broken, there’s no repairing it.”
“I’ll get the silverware back for you and never do anything like that again. I promise!”
“That won’t be necessary, Jolbert.”
“But… Mr. Cardona, you have children too; surely you can appreciate why I did what I did?”
Luis was so unmoved by Jolbert’s plight that Jolbert may as well have been talking to a mannequin. As for Scott, he felt awful for Jolbert but was helpless to do anything other than look on and pray Luis would be merciful.
“Don’t try and pull on my heartstrings,” Luis said. “I can’t have you around anymore, Jolbert.”
“I’ll leave, and you’ll never see me again!”
“Half of that statement is correct, but you won’t be leaving. Now, it’s lunchtime, and like us around this table, my babies are hungry.”
It had seemed that Jolbert’s eyes were as wide as they could get, but they somehow managed to expand further. “No!” he bawled.
Jolbert’s hands had already been secured behind his back with cable ties, and Luis’ two security guards hooked their arms under Jolbert’s and lifted him over to the edge of the pool, kicking and screaming.
Scott looked away and would have stuck his fingers in his ears had he not wanted to show Luis anything that could be perceived as weakness from him. Scott had heard many horrific things in his life, but Jolbert’s blood-curdling pleas to Luis to be spared, mixed in with Jolbert calling out for his “momia,” were some of the most haunting things to ever perforate his eardrums. Meanwhile, Luis was enjoying every second of Jolbert’s anguish. He took a sip of his iced tea, and his eyes met Jolbert’s when Jolbert twisted his head around.
“Mr. Cardona, I beg you with everything I have! Don’t do this!” Jolbert bellowed.
The security guards watched Luis like faithful dogs waiting for their master to give them an order. Aside from Scott, everyone else around the table was staring at Luis, some more comfortable with his chilling response to having his silverware stolen than others.
Luis put his tea back on the table, gave Jolbert a closed smile, and pleasantly said, “Goodbye, Jolbert.”
“No, no, no, no!” Jolbert howled.
The crocodiles were alerted by the commotion; it was as if they could smell the fear coming from their lunch. Their scaly heads floated above the surface of the water as they waited in expectation. Luis’ guards swung Jolbert back and launched him into the pool. The crocs tore through his flesh and crunched his bones like they were made from toothpicks. Jolbert’s screams were soon ended by the horrendous conclusion to his life. The small waves created by the predators turned red, and all Scott could hear was the sound of the reptiles thrashing in the water as they chomped on what was left of Jolbert.
Luis got a kick out of watching the carnage. Once it settled down, he spoke to everyone at the table. “I’m sorry you had to witness such an unpleasant sight, gentleman, but one must run a tight ship. I hope you all still have your appetites; the lobster is to die for.”
Some of Luis’ kitchen staff took over waiting duties, and when lunch arrived, Luis and the other members of the Bogotá cartel tucked into their lobster as if they hadn’t just witnessed a person being eaten alive. Scott had completely lost his appetite and prodded his food with his fork before forcing it down the hatch, motivated like never before to stay on Luis’ good side.
“Tell me, Scott,” Luis said, in between mouthfuls, “what was it like fighting in Vietnam?”
“I was a very young man,” Scott replied, “and it was a very long time ago. Sometimes it feels like it didn’t happen, but my memories, if you can call them that, refuse to leave me, no matter how hard I try to forget them. It was a bad experience; put it that way.”
“Too much bloodshed?”
Scott poked his lobster with his fork again as he cast his mind back to Vietnam. “I didn’t have a problem spilling blood. I had a problem about why it was being spilled.”
“But you were excellent at killing. I understand it’s not easy to get the Medal of Honor.”
“I was good at following orders and staying alive, and I soon became a killing machine. Then killing was the thing that I did best in my life. When that happened, I lost myself, but as I said, it was a long time ago.”
Luis tore the white meat away from the tail of his lobster and dipped it in garlic butter.
“Did you ever find yourself?” Luis asked.
“I never looked. My body survived Vietnam, but the man I was who went to the jungle died there.”
“And the killing machine who left the jungle, what happened to him?”
Having inadvertently walked onto thin ice, Scott wanted to skate around the issue of the truth about his post-war life.
“After the war, I went back home to Texas and worked on my dad’s ranch. The plan was to take it over from him one day, but he got into trouble with his creditors and was forced to sell it. I spent the next thirty-some years working my ass into the ground as a builder, but I ain’t got much to show for it. I’m done struggling, Luis. I gave my heart and soul to my country, but my government doesn’t give a fuck about that; they’re the biggest mafia going, so I say fuck
them. I might as well try my hand at the cocaine business and make some real money for a change. I’m in trouble with law enforcement back home, and I’ll need to lie low for a while, but the opportunity my business partner and I have for the Bogotá cartel will make us all a shit-ton of money.”
Luis breezily raised his eyebrows as he swallowed his latest mouthful of lobster. “I’ve heard that one before, but it’s not that easy. There is obviously a lot of money in the cocaine industry, but it doesn’t fall from the sky like actual snow; you have to swim across a river of blood to get to it. Most people drown trying to make it to my side of the river, and those who are strong enough to get here usually don’t last long. If the crocodiles don’t kill you, then the lions will. I’m not convinced you will be able to handle your desired career move at this stage in your life.”
“My business partner and I are aware of the dangers, and we don’t take them lightly, but we have no intention of fighting the lions, as you call them; that’s the Bogotá cartel’s job. All we want to do is facilitate getting your cocaine into the US. I’m guessing Javier has filled you in on the details of my proposal?”
Scott glanced at Javier, who gave nothing away.
“You wouldn’t be at my home if he didn’t,” Luis said. “I will say it’s intriguing, but you’ve been light on the details so far. Who is this mysterious business partner of yours, and where exactly is his airport?”
Scott took a bite of his lobster and chewed away some of the nervous energy tightening his face.
“It’s no mystery, Luis,” Scott replied, “but until I have an offer in principle to take back to him, he doesn’t want his identity to be revealed. Before I meet Camilo Quintero to hash out the finer points of our deal, I’m comfortable telling you that my partner’s airport is in a reasonably remote location in the US, and everyone he employs at the airport, from the security down to the baggage handlers, is ex-military.”
“Yes, I know, Javier told me.”
“There’ll be no limit to the amount of Bogotá cartel cocaine you can get into the United States undetected.”
“You’re still keeping your cards close to your chest, Scott. You talk a big game. I hope for your sake you’re not playing me.”
“I know better than to play games with a Colombian drug cartel.”
Luis and the rest of the men at the table didn’t look convinced by Scott’s claim.
“It might surprise you how many people have thought they could play games with me,” Luis said. “Despite my track record of dealing with such imbeciles in the way I dealt with Jolbert over there, the conveyor belt of fools keeps on coming. Why are you so reluctant to give me proper details?”
“My business partner is unwilling to be known to you at this early stage of our negotiation. First, he wants to know how much cocaine you’d like us to have flown in and the price you would pay us.”
A look of deep suspicion passed over Luis’ face. He pointed his chubby finger at Scott. “Are you sure I’ve never seen you before?” Scott was about to answer when Luis said, “Think carefully.”
Scott was unsure if Luis was testing him. “You’ve seen online that I’m wanted by the police in the States, haven’t you?”
Luis nodded slowly.
“That’ll be it then. The photos of me that the news networks are using back home don’t do me justice. I look more handsome in real life; it must have just thrown your brain.” Scott forced a chuckle, attempting to laugh off the heat.
“I know who you are, Scott Murphy,” Luis said matter-of-factly, “and I’m going to find out why you’re here.”
With a glance, Luis prompted his henchman to his left to lift a pistol from his lap and aim it at Scott’s head.
Scott’s eyes tensed together. “Wow! What’s going on?”
“You tell me.” Luis looked over toward the pool at his pair of guards. “Are my babies still hungry?”
The guard furthest away from Luis peered into the bloody water. “I think they’re ready for their main course.”
Scott’s face crumpled with terror. “What are you doing, Luis? We’re here to talk business.”
“Are we?” Luis inquired in an accusatory tone. “I’m not so sure.”
Scott faked a confused expression.
The guards at the poolside bounded over to the table, hoisted Scott out of his chair, and forced his hands behind his back, fastening them with a chunky cable tie.
“You’ve taken me for a fool,” Luis said. “I know you worked for Eduardo Gutierrez in the Cartagena cartel and killed many Bogotá men in your time. I wanted to hear what you had to say for yourself today, and I’m disappointed you chose not to tell me about that part of your history. You should get a better look at the crocodiles.”
The guards dragged Scott off to the pool’s edge, where he could see the crocs swimming amongst Jolbert’s remains, then turned Scott around to face Luis.
“Give me a chance to explain myself!” Scott said frantically.
“The floor’s yours,” Luis said. “Use it while you can.”
Scott blasted oxygen into his lungs as he readied himself for the most important bout of bullshitting he’d ever engaged in. “I was going to tell you about my past with the Cartagena cartel, but I didn’t want to come out with it too soon in case you got the wrong impression of me. My time serving Eduardo Gutierrez was nearly forty years ago, and the jobs I did for him were never personal, but the reason I came to see you today was.”
Luis quirked an eyebrow. “We’ve never met; I’ve only ever heard about you. How could it be personal?”
“First of all, I do have a business partner who owns an airport, and we will fly your cocaine into the US if we can strike a deal. The reason that this time around in Colombia is personal for me is that I want revenge on Gutierrez. In the 80s, things turned sour between us, and he put a hit on me. After I left the US on the run from the police, I decided to get my revenge on Gutierrez. I need money, and I want to make it building the Bogotá cartel up, so you’ll finally be the dominant force in Colombia.”
“There you go, talking a big game again. I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth. I think you’re a mole for Gutierrez, and you have no intention of working for the Bogotá cartel.”
Scott could hear the crocs inspecting what was left of Jolbert and imagined himself being eaten alive by them if he didn’t win Luis over pronto. “No, Luis, that’s not true. I’ve already proven my loyalty to the Bogotá cartel; I wouldn’t have killed three members of the Cartagena cartel the other night if I were a mole for Gutierrez.” He shot an imploring look at Javier. “Come on, Javier, vouch for me. I saved your life!”
Of the six men at the table, Javier looked the most uneasy about the prospect of Scott being fed to the crocodiles.
“He has a point,” Javier said to Luis.
Luis gave Javier a dismissive look and said, “Javier, I respect that you’re Camilo’s son, but don’t be so naive.” While maintaining eye contact with Javier, Luis pointed at Scott. “This man is dishonest. He needs to go.”
Javier’s nostrils flared. “I am more than my father’s son, and one day I will rule over the Bogotá cartel; don’t you fucking forget that.”
Luis compressed his lips as he suppressed his rage at Javier’s show of power.
Scott saw an opportunity to make the most of Javier’s arrogance. “Javier, Luis is being paranoid. There’s no way I would get away with killing Gutierrez’s men like that. For fuck’s sake, I could have killed you, but I didn’t.”
Javier nodded in appreciation of Scott’s point.
“He’s playing you, man,” Luis said to Javier.
“Stop talking, Luis!” Javier snapped. “Not only could Scott have killed me, but he had the chance to kill Héctor and my other men too. As far as I can see, Scott has been loyal to the Bogotá cartel. So what if he was an assassin for Eduardo Gutierrez forty fucking years ago; he was just a contractor.”
“You’re making a mistake, Javier,” Luis said.
Ignoring Luis’ warning, Javier looked at Scott. “Luis is right about one thing, though: you have been light on the details about your plan to fly our cocaine into the US. If you’re not talking shit, then tell me the full plan and the name of your business partner.”
“I’m a lot of things,” Scott said, “but being disloyal isn’t one of them. I won’t throw my friend under the bus by revealing his identity before I’ve got an offer from Camilo Quintero for our services. Let me meet your father, and then I’ll tell you everything.”
“You don’t get to meet him as easily as that,” Javier said. “It’s hard enough for me to see him. In fact, the birthday party I’m throwing for him at my house next Saturday will be the first time I’ve seen him in over a month. You’re too guarded for me, Scott, and I’m starting to think Luis is right about you. Maybe I should let him feed you to the crocodiles.”
If Scott had been in that perilous predicament in the 80s, he’d have made up a name in a heartbeat to give Javier, but with Javier an internet search away from exposing Scott’s lie, Scott concluded he had no other choice but to make an even bigger claim than before if he was to have any chance of saving his skin.
“I’ll prove that you can trust me,” Scott said. “I’ll kill Eduardo Gutierrez.”
An involuntary smirk invaded Javier’s previously serious expression. “A desperate man will say desperate things when he’s faced with an end as gruesome as yours.”
“You’re right,” Scott said. “I am desperate, but I’m also good at what I do. Give me one week to kill Gutierrez. Think of it as a gesture of goodwill. Then we can talk business.”
Scott had no intention of following through with his commitment, which would have been far too fraught with danger for him and his family to seriously consider. His old poker face stared at Javier as he willed him to take the bait.
Luis could see that Scott’s curveball had turned Javier’s head, and he said to him, “Don’t even think about going down that road, Javier. Attempting a hit on Eduardo Gutierrez would be a declaration of war.”
“Not by the Bogotá cartel, it wouldn’t,” Scott said to Javier. “If it comes out who killed Gutierrez, I’ve got no ties to the Bogotá cartel, and I have all the motivation in the world to kill Gutierrez. Give me one week; if I fail, you can throw me to the crocodiles yourself. You’ve got nothing to lose.”
“If you let him leave, you’ll never see him again,” Luis said to Javier.
“That’s not true,” Scott said. “You’ve seen for yourself that I’m a wanted man in the US; I need to make a new life for myself in Colombia, and if you let me live, I can’t do that without getting rid of Gutierrez. Do we have a deal?”
All eyes, except those belonging to the crocs, were on Javier as he mulled over his decision.
“You’ve got one week to kill Gutierrez,” Javier said. “That takes us to next Saturday. My, what a birthday present that would be for my father, but if you fail to eliminate Gutierrez, or if before you do, it gets back to him that the Bogotá cartel had any part to play in the plot to kill him, I will make sure you suffer so much pain that you will be begging me to throw you to the crocodiles.”
Despite snatching a little victory from the crocodiles’ jaws of defeat, Scott still had no intention of killing Gutierrez. He knew if he were to truly emerge victorious from his quagmire of awfulness, he’d have to be prepared to take a page out of Rambo’s playbook at Camilo Quintero’s birthday bash and not only kill the head of the Bogotá cartel but the whole damn lot of them.




Chapter Seventeen

He never thought he’d see the day when he’d be pleased to see Eduardo Gutierrez, but escaping Bogotá with his life and putting a twenty-hour drive between himself, the Bogotá cartel, and their man-eating prehistoric mascots had that effect on Scott.
Scott’s drive back to Cartagena had flown by, and during it, his car wasn’t the only thing that had been racing; his mind was going hell for leather through possible ways he could wriggle out of the rock and the hard place he was stuck between. No matter how often he conjured up ingenious ways to survive, none of his solutions had a projected positive ending for his son. Scott had also decided that it was best not to admit to Gutierrez that he’d killed his men at Javier Quintero’s club; even though he felt he had a valid reason for doing so, he had a feeling that Gutierrez wouldn’t see it that way.
Scott couldn’t escape his conclusion that if Max were to live, there’d be no running away from his problems this time, and instead, he’d have to bite the bullet and dish out a few from the barrel of his gun. What Scott would have given to have put a bullet between the eyes of Gutierrez as he stood in the study of Gutierrez’s mansion with only a glass coffee table separating them. Scott was wise enough to know that a bullet in the head of Gutierrez by his hand was as good as pumping lead into his own brain, not to mention Max’s and his family’s.
No, Scott thought, as he imagined going kamikaze in Gutierrez’s study in front of his five-armed security guards dotted around the room. The lavishly decorated gold and white walls of the study were adorned with works of art, and while Gutierrez showed the paintings off to him, Scott kept the big picture in mind: kill Camilo Quintero to get in Gutierrez’s good graces and stay there.
“I’m surprised you’re back so soon,” Gutierrez said to Scott from his white leather couch in front of his coffee table, “especially when you’ve yet to complete your job. I hope you have a good reason for coming here without Camilo Quintero’s head in a basket.”
“I was working my way nicely into the Bogotá cartel,” Scott said. “I got to Quintero’s son, Javier, and was one meeting away from getting face-to-face with Camilo Quintero, but their logistics man, as they call him, Luis Cardona, was suspicious of me. He knew I worked for you in the 80s and wanted to feed me to his crocodiles. I managed to talk my way out of it, but I was lucky.”
“Good for you,” Gutierrez said derisively, “but that doesn’t change the fact that Quintero is still alive. So, what are you going to do about that?”
As intense as Luis and Javier’s grilling of Scott had been, it felt diminutive to him compared to how Gutierrez was louring at him, and Scott decided it would be safer not to tell Gutierrez that Javier spared him because he promised to kill him.
“I’m gonna see to it that Quintero’s birthday this Saturday is his last,” Scott replied. “Javier is hosting a birthday party for him at his home near Bogotá.”
Gutierrez’s interest was piqued. “At Javier’s home?”
“Yes.”
“Hosting parties is all that Quintero’s feckless son is good for, but you need to watch Javier; he’s an unpredictable young man.”
Scott cast his mind back to his introduction to a coked-up and trigger-happy Javier at his club.
“So I’ve seen,” Scott said without thinking properly.
Gutierrez’s raised his brow. “What did he do?”
Fuck, Scott thought, as he had a flashback to killing the three Cartagena cartel members in Javier’s office.
“He threw one of Luis’ waiters into the swimming pool where the crocs were,” Scott replied, thinking on his feet. “It was fucked up.”
Gutierrez was unfazed by the grizzly image Scott had put in his head. “Javier’s overcompensating for his shortcomings. He’s a wannabe and won’t last long after you kill his father.”
“About killing Javier’s father… I need your help.”
Gutierrez didn’t try and hide his surprise. “Maybe my wife is right after all.”
Scott looked confused. “Why?”
“For a while now, my wife has been telling me I need a hearing aid. I thought my hearing was fine, but I have to give it to her; there must be something wrong with it because I could have sworn that you said you needed my help.” Gutierrez stared at Scott mockingly.
Scott stared at the floor before rallying himself to have another go at appealing to Gutierrez’s rational side. “I know you don’t give a fuck about me, Eduardo, and I don’t blame you, but the main reason you didn’t skin me alive for stealing from you was because of your hatred of Camilo Quintero. I appreciate that you can’t be seen as having anything to do with the hit on Quintero, but I’m running out of time in Bogotá, and if I’m to kill Quintero, then it has to be at his birthday party, but if I go there to do it on my own, it’ll be a suicide mission.”
Gutierrez’s gaze drifted to the coffee table while he considered his response. “I’ll give you a truckload of weapons to do your job, but that’s it. You brought this on yourself, Scott, and you’re right; it is a suicide mission, and just remember, it’s not only your life that’s at stake if you fail to kill Quintero.”
***
Scott took a detour on his way back to the apartment Gutierrez was allowing him to stay at. He was exhausted, and as much as he would have benefited from some time in the land of nod, his daughter, Emilia, made her way through the chaos and stress occupying his mind to its forefront, making sleep a virtually impossible feat until he’d seen her.
Emilia was nowhere to be seen, though, when Scott walked through the entrance of Julia’s restaurant. He clocked Julia to his right, coming around the corner of the bar toward him. Her long dark hair was neatly tied up in a bun, and she had just the right amount of makeup on to give her an age-appropriate touch of glam. She looked at Scott, and her groomed eyebrows knitted together with concern.
After getting to Scott, Julia checked that no one was within earshot and whispered, “Is it done?”
With a deflated look, Scott shook his head.
“Then what are you doing here, bringing danger to my door?” Julia asked.
“You’re not in danger; no one followed me. The job Gutierrez asked me to do is a long way from here.”
Julia’s eyes widened. “Don’t say his name in my restaurant.”
“Where’s Emilia?”
“Now you’re interested?” Julia scoffed. “Where have you been for the last week? You didn’t call once.”
“I had my hands full. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not me you should be apologizing to. I tried my hardest over the years to keep the door to you locked, for Emilia’s sake, and now that it’s opened, you better not break her heart.”
Knowing full well his days were probably whittled down to single figures, Scott felt he had to tell Julia the true extent of his problems.
“Can we talk somewhere private?” Scott asked.
“Fine, but I can’t give you much time; we’re getting ready for evening service.” Julia looked at one of her male waiters as he set a table. “Rodrigo, I’m going upstairs. I’ll be back soon.”
Scott followed Julia into the living room of her apartment above the restaurant. He was about to sit on the couch in front of the window when Julia said, “Uh-uh, don’t get comfortable; I told you I wouldn’t be able to give you much time.”
Undeterred, Scott said, “For as long as I’m here, I’m sitting. I’m shattered.” He plopped his weary body on the couch while Julia stayed on her feet and folded her arms.
“Where’s Emilia?” Scott asked, peering eagerly down the hallway.
“She’s making jewelry in her room.”
“Did you tell her about all the trouble I’m in and that I worked for Gutierrez?”
“She doesn’t know about Gutierrez, but I didn’t want to lie to her, so I told her your real name.”
Scott’s eyes blazed with anger. “You did what? Why would you do that? I told you to tell her my last name was Stokes, so she couldn’t look me up online.”
“Well, guess what, Scott, you don’t get to tell me what to do. Emilia was asking so many questions about you, and I just… I just didn’t want to lie.”
“Fuck sake, Julia! What else does she know?”
“She knows you’re in trouble in America and that you’re wanted by the police up there.”
Scott’s face was a sheet of nervousness. “What if she—has she reported me to the police?”
Julia scowled. “Trust that to be your only concern. Never mind how it made Emilia feel that her father is accused of murder.”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I told her you didn’t do it, and you were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and it was debt collectors who were after you who did it to send you a warning.”
“Debt collectors?”
“What should I have told her instead—that you worked for the Cartagena cartel? I don’t think so, Scott; I’m too ashamed to tell Emilia that.”
“Did she believe you that I didn’t kill the woman?”
“She believed me.”
“And do you believe me?”
“You wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t.”
“There’s a high chance you won’t see me again after today.”
“I told Emilia to stop thinking about you because I knew you would let her down.” She shook her head in disgust. “Where will you go after you’ve killed for Gutierrez?”
“If there is a God up there, I’m sure he’ll send me straight down to Hell,” Julia screwed up her face, and Scott filled in the blanks. “You can’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you for your and Emilia’s safety. A part of me thinks I shouldn’t tell you, but I want you and Emilia to know what will happen to me if I don’t complete my job. The job’s in Bogotá, and the man Gutierrez wants me to kill is Camilo Quintero. He’s the head of the Bogotá cartel and Gutierrez’s sworn enemy. It was always gonna be a tough hit, but it’s even more dangerous than I anticipated.”
A distant look of fear overcame Julia’s eyes. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have invited you up here. What if you were followed and Gutierrez works out that Emilia’s your daughter? You need to leave.”
“No one followed me; I made sure of that.”
“How?” Julia asked, her voice flattened by worry.
“Because I know what I’m doing.”
“It really looks like it from where I’m standing!”
“Calm down, Julia. I just wanted to say goodbye.”
“Well, goodbye. Now go.”
“I’m not going anywhere until I’ve seen—” Scott was distracted by Emilia walking into view and standing in the doorway. “Emilia,” he said softly.
Emilia’s face was dripping with concern. “What are you two arguing about?”
Scott and Julia exchanged a reticent glance.
“Nothing,” Julia said.
“It didn’t sound like nothing,” Emilia said, looking at Scott for an explanation.
“Hi, Emilia,” Scott said. “It’s good to see you, but I have to go now. There’s nothing to worry about. Your mother and I just have some history.”
“Obviously,” Emilia said, pointing at herself.
Julia was boring her unwelcoming eyes into Scott.
“Can you give your mother and me a moment to talk, please?” Scott asked.
“I’ll be in my room,” Emilia said with a huff. “I want to see you before you go.” She closed the living room door.
“What do you want me to tell her?” Scott whispered.
“Emilia’s a tough girl and can take a lot, but she can’t know about your ties to Gutierrez.”
“I won’t tell her.”
Sadness gripped Scott’s throat as he thought about the likelihood that he’d never get to know Emilia properly and make amends in a roundabout way for his lackluster approach to parenting Max. “I’ll have a few words with her, and then I’ll leave. It doesn’t have to be the last time I see you both though. If I’m successful in Bogotá, we won’t have to worry about Gutierrez breathing down my neck, and I’ll be able to see you and Emilia without the threat of being followed.”
“It’s not your neck I’m worried about.”
“If I’m still around, I promise I won’t do anything to jeopardize Emilia’s safety.”
Scott left the living room and knocked on Emilia’s bedroom door.
“Come in,” Emilia said.
Emilia had her back to Scott and was hunched over a small pine jeweler’s workbench with a gooseneck lamp clamped to it, shining a spotlight on the silver bracelet she was working on.
“That’s impressive,” Scott said, standing over Emilia’s shoulder. “You sure didn’t get your talent from me.”
Emilia stopped working on the bracelet, turned around in her swivel chair, and said, “God knows what I inherited from you. You look sad. Please tell me what’s wrong.”
Scott thought about all the times he’d lied to Max, and he tried to ignore the guilt gnawing away at him for repeating the cycle with Emilia.
“Your mom told me you know what I’m accused of in the US. I swear to you, Emilia, I didn’t kill that woman. I’m no angel, and… I did commit the fraud they’re accusing me of, but not the murder. It must be hard for you to take all this in. I’m really sorry.”
“I don’t think you’re a murderer, but you’ve got much explaining to do.”
“And I will, but I have to go away first.”
“Where are you going?”
“Bogotá. I’ve got some business I need to take care of there, nothing major.”
“How long will you be gone for?”
“About a week… all being well.”
“Good, you can make it to my birthday party then; it’s one week on Monday. You can explain yourself to me then.”
I wish that were the only birthday party to go to, Scott thought as he dwelled on gate-crashing Camilo Quintero’s.
“To be honest with you,” Emilia said, “I’m not sure if I want to get to know you, but it might be a good opportunity for us to try.”
Scott forced a smile. “Yeah.”
“It’s downstairs in the restaurant and starts at seven o’clock. Will you be there?”
“I hope so.” He stepped closer to the workbench to get a better look at the bracelet. “How long have you been making jewelry?”
“Ten years, something like that.” Emilia stole a glance at Scott’s bare arms and ringless fingers. “Are you not a watch or a ring guy?”
“Nah, I did have a Rolex once, but I sold it. Apart from my wedding ring, that’s the only shiny thing I’ve ever worn. Actually, there was something else… and I sold that too, which I’ve regretted ever since.”
Emilia looked expectantly at Scott, eager to hear what the item in question was.
“It was a medal,” Scott said. “The Medal of Honor. I was awarded it by the President of the United States himself. I was in the Vietnam War.”
“I know; you were brave.”
“I wouldn’t call it brave. I just had enough, and I snapped.”
“Why did you sell your medal?”
Scott was visibly disappointed with himself. “I was having a bad night playing poker. I ran out of money, but I wanted to keep playing. I was convinced I would win it all back, so I threw my medal on the table, and a minute later, it belonged to someone else.”
Scott’s sorry tale drew a sympathetic frown from Emilia, and he felt embarrassed.
“I know,” Scott said. “Pathetic.”
“We all make mistakes, but mistakes don’t have to make us.”
“That’s nice, Emilia; if only it were true in my case.”
There was a knock at Emilia’s bedroom door.
“I have to get back to the restaurant now, Scott,” Julia called from the other side of the door. “Are you coming?”
Scott gazed into Emilia’s eyes and wondered if it would be the last time he would.
“I think that’s my cue to leave,” Scott said. “How’s about a hug?”
Emilia twisted her mouth while she considered Scott’s request. “I’m not ready for that yet, but maybe at my birthday; that might motivate you to make it back from Bogotá on time.”
“I’ll try my best.”




Chapter Eighteen

“Hey, Javier, it’s Héctor. Are you all set for tonight?”
On the other end of the line, a bare-chested Javier, with a towel tied around his waist, had his cell on speakerphone and was pampering himself in front of his floor-to-ceiling bathroom mirror. He didn’t detect any nervousness in Héctor’s voice, which was a good thing for Héctor, seeing as Scott was sitting in the office of his nightclub, pointing a semi-automatic pistol with a silencer at him.
“I’m getting there,” Javier replied, admiring his reflection. “My dad’s going to be over the moon; he loves surprises like this. What do you want? I’m in the middle of getting ready.”
Gone from Scott’s eyes was the usual charming sparkle, and in its place was an inhumane blackness that would have given the most hardened cartel murderers a run for their money. If the way Scott was looking at Héctor wasn’t enough to stop him from telling Javier he needed help, then Héctor’s four slain security guards scattered around his office with bullets in their skulls ought to have done the trick.
“I was calling to say I got you a gift for the party to show you my appreciation for everything you’ve done for me,” Héctor replied.
Javier slapped some cologne on his face as he listened to Héctor. “Why are you getting me a present? It’s my dad’s birthday.”
“Because you’re the host, and you know, it’s good manners to bring a gift for the host. This isn’t a present your dad could enjoy at the party, anyway. His wife won’t approve, if you know what I mean.”
A sleazy glint appeared in Javier’s eyes. “Oh, I get it; you got me a goooood fucking present just for me.”
Héctor managed a chuckle. “You’ve got it, boss. She’s a handful.”
“Ow! Fucking hell!” Javier exclaimed with a grimace.
Scott and Héctor exchanged a worried glance.
“Are you okay, Javier?” Héctor asked.
“No, I think I’ve got your head in my ass.” Javier cackled. “Are you looking for a promotion or something, Héctor?” He bent over the side of his sink and snorted a line of coke off it.
Héctor flicked his eyes at his closed office door, but help wasn’t coming.
“You know me well, boss,” Héctor said. Scott gestured to Héctor with raised eyebrows that he wanted him to say the next line he’d coached him to before making him call Javier. “Wait till you see this girl, Javier. She looks like a fucking movie star. I don’t want the other guests at the party to get distracted by her. Would you like me to take her to your guest house and have her wait in the bedroom for you when I get there?”
“You’re really selling this bitch to me. I’m not sure I want to get distracted at my dad’s birthday party.”
To further incentivize Héctor to convince Javier that bringing him a prostitute was a good idea, Scott stood up and moved the end of his pistol a couple of feet closer to Héctor’s head.
“I know what you’re like, Javier,” Héctor said, fighting to control his anxiety. “You can’t say no to a nice piece of ass, and this one’s got the finest ass of them all. So, what do you say?”
The silence in Héctor’s office was excruciating as he and Scott waited for Javier’s decision. Javier was oblivious to the tension and inspected his teeth in the mirror without a care in the world.
“When you get here, drive her round to the guest house,” Javier said, “but be discreet; I don’t want my girl finding out.”
Javier hung up the phone, and Scott breathed a secret sigh of relief through his nose.
“You did well,” Scott said, “but you’ve got a long way to go if you want to survive the night.”
***
Héctor drove his black SUV up the winding and remote private road to the hill’s summit, where Javier’s mansion awaited. The surrounding trees on either side of the SUV danced in the darkness, their leaves murmuring softly in the gentle wind. The trees weren’t the only thing swaying in the moonlight; Camilo Quintero’s surprise birthday bash was in full swing. The partygoers bopped to the rhythm of the upbeat music that reechoed from the PA system in the courtyard at the rear of Javier’s not-so-humble abode.
The two guards armed with assault rifles standing outside Javier’s closed security gates at the bottom of his driveway thought Héctor was the only one in his SUV as he approached them. Scott was crouching in the back seat directly behind Héctor, the SUV’s tinted windows helping to obscure him from view. He was holding his pistol in one hand and a grenade in the other.
“We’re gonna have to trust each other, Héctor,” Scott said.
“That’s easy for you to say; you’re not the one with a gun to their head and a madman behind them threatening to blow themselves up.”
“It won’t come to that as long as you smile at the guards like the smug prick you are and don’t give them any reason to suspect you’re one wrong word or look away from being blown into the next life.”
“You’re fucking crazy. You won’t get away with this.”
“We’re both counting on you to make sure that I do.”
Héctor stopped his SUV outside the gates, put his window down, and made his best attempt at giving a carefree smile to the guard on his side who approached him.
“How are you?” Héctor asked, his voice calm given the circumstances.
The guard returned Héctor’s smile. “You’re late, Héctor. This is the party of the year. Where have you been?”
“Making myself look pretty, and I’m fashionably late, my friend. Have I missed much?”
“You’re asking the wrong guy. I drew the short straw, getting stuck out here all night.”
“It sounds like it,” Héctor said, referring to the music spilling out from the speakers a stone’s throw away.
The guard briefly looked past Héctor to the empty passenger seat and glanced into the darkness of the back of the SUV.
“You have a good night,” the guard said. He signaled to the other guard to open the gates.
“I will,” Héctor said. “I’m going to Javier’s guest house first; he asked me to meet him there.”
“Have fun.”
Héctor drove past the guards, and his face succumbed to worry again.
“Are you sure there won’t be anyone in the guest house?” Scott asked, unable to see where Héctor was going or if he was sticking to the plan.
“There shouldn’t be, but I can’t say for sure.”
Javier’s guest house was to the left of his mansion, nestled in the back of the lawn with numerous elaborately pruned shrubs.
As Héctor approached the three-bedroom, single-story dwelling, the music from the courtyard, 100 yards away, became more distant.
“Okay, we’re here,” Héctor announced as he parked his SUV and switched off its engine.
“Is there anyone else around?” Scott asked, staying low.
“Not that I can see.”
“Are the lights on in the guest house?”
“No.”
Scott gingerly sat up and surveyed his surroundings for himself. Sure enough, no lights were coming from the guest house, and no one was visibly around.
“When I open the door, you open yours, and we’ll get out together,” Scott said authoritatively.
Héctor was in no mood to do anything other than precisely as Scott told him to do, and the two of them exited the SUV in unison.
Scott kept Héctor in front of him as they hot-footed it to the front door of the guest house, only taking his eyes off him for a moment to check for anyone lurking in the shadows.
They got to the guest house unchallenged and seemingly unspotted.
“It better not be locked,” Scott said.
“It won’t be. This isn’t the first time I’ve arranged with Javier to drop off a girl for him here.”
Héctor tried the handle, and the front door opened. He reached out to turn on the light switch in the hallway.
“Don’t,” Scott said sharply. “Walk on.”
Not wanting to risk being spotted standing outside, Scott hastened in and waited until he’d closed the door behind him before switching the light on.
“Where’s the bedroom Javier uses?” Scott asked.
“Down to the right,” Héctor replied, facing Scott.
“Lead the way and keep your hands up.”
Héctor plodded down the red and blue mosaic floor tiles. Scott followed on warily, half-expecting that he was somehow walking into a trap. When Héctor was outside the door furthest down the hallway to his right, he hesitated and looked at Scott with pleading eyes.
“I’ve done my bit,” Héctor said. “I’ve got you in. What now?”
“I’ll tell you when you’ve done your bit. Open the door.”
Héctor obliged and was about to disappear into the room when Scott said, “Wait,” before catching up with Héctor.
The bedroom they were standing in the doorway of had a mirrored ceiling that stretched the length and breadth of the king-sized bed and an en suite bathroom to the bed’s left.
“Now you can go in,” Scott said.
Héctor took a few steps toward the bed, and Scott said, “Take out your phone and call Javier and tell him the girl’s here, and she wants to meet him.”
Héctor looked like the last thing he wanted to do, was reach into his trouser pocket and call Javier. “You’re making a mistake, Scott; the Bogotá cartel surrounds you.”
“We’ll see. Make the call.”
Héctor called Javier. “Hey, Javier, I’m at the guest house with the girl. Can you come and see her for a minute? She’s dying to meet you.”
“I’m with my dad. I’ll be down later. Leave her there and come up and join us. You’re missing all the fun.”
“I will, but she’s nervous. She doesn’t believe that the Javier Quintero wants to spend time with her. Come and say hi to settle her down. I don’t want her running away.”
“Don’t give me a fucking order, Héctor.”
“I’m sorry, boss. I didn’t mean to sound like I was, but she’s giving me a headache.”
“And you’re giving me one. What is it with this bitch? She’s high fucking maintenance, just like you. I’ll be there in five minutes, but if she doesn’t have the best-looking set of tits I’ve ever seen, I’ll chop them off.”
Héctor put his phone back in his pocket. “Are you happy now?” he asked Scott.
“You did a good job, but I’m gonna have to kill you.”
As cool as a cucumber as Héctor had been when he was the one on the right side of the barrel of a gun, now that the tables were turned, his tough guy exterior was non-existent.
“But I did everything you asked!” Héctor exclaimed.
Scott was as emotionless as a brick. “You know the game you’ve been playing, Héctor, and if you play it for long enough, eventually, you’ll lose. You should count yourself lucky that it’s me who’s ending your life and not one of the cartel’s animals. You won’t feel a thing.”
As Scott was about to pull the trigger, an almighty bang from a firework outside distracted him. The split second that he took his eyes off Héctor was long enough for Héctor to launch himself at him in a last-ditch attempt to save his life. Scott snapped his head back to face Héctor, but his reactions weren’t quick enough to stop the Colombian. With Héctor’s left hand, he seized Scott’s right wrist and pushed the gun away from him toward the bedroom window, and with his left, he grabbed Scott by the shirt, just below his collar, and drove him backward onto the ground.
The force with which Héctor landed on him knocked the wind out of Scott, but there was no time for Scott to worry about that as Héctor let go of his shirt and clamped his hand around his throat. With his oxygen supply cut off, Scott opted to toss his gun away before Héctor won the fight for control over it. It landed on the floor at the bottom of the bed, and instead of following through with his plan to strangle the life out of Scott, Héctor released him and made a dash for the gun.
Scott hauled himself up as he gasped for breath. He got his hand on Héctor’s ankle and threw himself back, using his body weight to return Héctor to the floor. Héctor scrambled along the carpet on his belly, trying to get the gun, but Scott clambered to his feet before he could and dragged him away from it.
“Aargh!” Héctor groaned after receiving a cowboy boot to the balls.
Héctor was temporarily incapacitated, and Scott ran past him, giving him a wide berth. He made it to the pistol, picked it up, and spun around so he could put a round in Héctor’s head.
“Aargh!” Scott bleated in response to Héctor’s linebacker-style tackle. The force of Héctor slamming into him knocked the gun out of Scott’s hand, sending it hurtling through the air and out of reach of both men. Once again, Scott found himself with Héctor on top of him, and the Bogotá man had youthful strength on his side. That fact wasn’t lost on Scott, and before Héctor could assert his dominance over him to a fatal degree, Scott used his fingers like knives and stabbed Héctor’s eyeballs four times in quick succession, each eye getting speared twice. The severe pain inflicted on Héctor diverted his attention enough to allow Scott to shove Héctor away, straddle him, and throttle his adversary.
Scott’s adrenaline soared through his veins and gave him the strength of a man half his age. Now Héctor was no match for Scott, and he gargled and spluttered inaudible words through Scott’s death grip.
Héctor’s face turned an aptly devilish red, and his bloody eyes bulged as his life teetered on the brink of slipping away. As Scott could taste victory, he heard the front door of the guest house open.
Javier! Scott thought.
With tipsy looseness, Javier entered the guest house. The
bulb from the hallway light glowed warmly, showing nothing out of place to catch his eye. He closed the front door and sauntered toward the open bedroom door with an excited grin plastered on his face.
“Héctor,” Javier called. He stuck his head around the bedroom doorway expectantly, and his eyes lit up with anticipation at the mound underneath the covers on the bed.
“Señorita,” Javier cooed, thinking a prostitute was waiting for him in his bed.
There was no trace of Scott and Héctor’s primal struggle for survival, and Javier crawled up the bed, nursing a semi with only one thought on his mind. He got to the top of the duvet and pulled the cover back. What he saw made the rush of blood in his pants retreat.
Javier gasped at the sight of a lifeless Héctor staring vacantly back at him. Blood from Héctor’s eyeballs trickled down his cheeks as Scott watched on from his back.
Scott was mostly tucked under the right side of the bed, looking at Javier’s reflection in the ceiling mirror above it. Armed with his gun, he rolled out from under the bed, stood up, and aimed the pistol at Javier.
Javier hadn’t recovered from the shock of discovering Héctor and was further startled by Scott’s sudden appearance.
“Hello, Javier,” Scott said.
Once Javier had collected himself, he frowned angrily. “I should have listened and fed you to Luis’ crocodiles!”
“Yes, you should have, but you didn’t. So, you’re going to listen to me now. Phone your dad and tell him to come here alone.”
“So you can kill him? Go fuck yourself.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to rethink your response?”
Scott noticed Javier’s pupils were dilated.
“You’re not getting to my fucking dad,” Javier snarled. “I’d sooner die.”
“Don’t let all the cocaine you’ve been taking cloud your judgment, Javier. Call your dad and tell him you have a surprise for him.”
“Fuck… you!”
Pop
Scott responded to Javier’s defiance by shooting him in his left arm, and Javier yelled out more in frustration than pain at its impact.
“Have you changed your mind yet?” Scott asked.
Javier’s face contorted with rage as he bellowed, “Give me another, you fuck! You’re not killing my dad!”
Javier leapt to his feet to jump off the bed at Scott.
Pop
Scott ended Javier’s resistance with a clinical bullet to the brain, the lead burrowing into his forehead. Javier collapsed in a heap on top of Héctor.
“You’re a brave son of a bitch,” Scott said to Javier’s corpse. Like I’ll have to be.
***
At the top of the back yard, having not encountered anyone on his way from the guest house, Scott forced his way into a shrub four times his size. It was virtually completely dark inside his musky shelter, with chinks of light only breaching the tightly bunched outer layer of leaves when he parted them. From Scott’s hidden vantage point, he could see down the sloping back yard to the swimming pool and the stage that had been erected at the bottom of it, fifty yards from him.
The PA system was set up in the courtyard next to the pool, and some guests were dancing by it. Most partygoers were sitting around the dozen circular tables draped in white linen. Scott scrutinized everyone he could see for a sighting of Camilo Quintero, and when his keen gaze landed on the bottom table, his stomach twisted.
Quintero was sitting next to his wife, an attractive Colombian woman young enough to be his daughter. Scott didn’t recognize anyone else at that table apart from Luis Cardona. Luis was chatting with his wife, who was closer in age to him than Mrs. Quintero.
Scott had a reasonable shot at Quintero. It was a crowded view of his target, though, and as Scott steadied his hand and readied his aim, the thought of missing and hitting an innocent bystander made him hesitant to pull the trigger. He reasoned that, aside from the waiting staff, there were no truly innocent bystanders there. Nonetheless, he knew that a stray bullet in one of them would cause such a commotion that he’d only get one or two shots at Quintero tops before being surrounded by the property’s armed security.
Quintero whispered a sweet nothing in his wife’s ear, then took a drink from his glass. His eyes swept the other tables, and Scott thought he was probably wondering where his son was.
The same place you’re going, Scott thought as he took aim at Quintero’s chest.
The party music blaring from the PA system, combined with Scott’s silencer on his pistol, ensured that no one would hear his shot being fired. He waited for a woman to walk past Quintero before he squeezed the trigger.
Pop
Scott’s shot was subtle yet deadly. Quintero clutched his chest as if he’d had a heart attack. He stooped onto the table, and his wife put her arm around him, confused about what had happened.
Pop
Scott hit his target again, this time getting Quintero on the top of his head, blowing it apart like a watermelon.
Screams of terror erupted from Quintero’s table and sent shockwaves through the rest of the guests, but Scott was in the zone.
Pop
It was Luis’ turn to take a bullet to the chest, and the crocodile enthusiast fell off his chair. Scott couldn’t afford to hang around any longer; he withdrew from his vantage point, coming out the back of the shrub at the same place he’d entered.
After checking that the coast was clear, he sprinted as fast as his old limbs would carry him to the SUV Héctor had driven to get them there and got into it at breakneck speed as the PA’s music was cut off. He screeched away in the SUV, racing for the main gates.
The two armed guards, who’d let Héctor in earlier, ran toward the chaos. They stopped in their tracks at the sight of Scott’s SUV coming around the corner and charging them down. When Scott was close enough for them to make him out, they raised their assault rifles but had to jump out of the way of Scott and were helpless to stop him from crashing through the gates on his way back to Cartagena.




Chapter Nineteen

Scott had just completed another long drive back to Cartagena, and he planned to shower and nap at his apartment before attending Emilia’s birthday party later that evening. He was fearful Gutierrez would renege on his word now that he’d fulfilled his commitment and have some of his cartel waiting to kill him at the apartment.
The elevator opened onto the seventh floor, and Scott left it with his hand on his pistol, pulling it out from underneath his shirt as he went inside the apartment. He checked the empty kitchen first and then the adjacent living room, and with no one there, he trod carefully down the hallway and continued his search for trouble in both bedrooms before the empty bathroom confirmed he was all alone. The normality that Scott returned to convinced him that he had been right all along to think he’d be able to prove he was a valuable commodity to Gutierrez.
Or am I kidding myself?
Scott wondered how Max was getting on in Miami and shuddered at the peril he’d exposed him to.
Max could have been killed if I’d read Gutierrez wrong, all because of me and my fucking mistakes.
Scott tempered his self-loathing by reminding himself that, because of the risk he took, Max still had a life to live and wouldn’t be on the run for the rest of his days.
Scott made a phone call to Gutierrez.
“Any update on Luis Cardona?” he asked.
“Yes, there is,” Gutierrez replied, “and congratulations are in order because I officially got three Scott Murphy kills for the price of one. Camilo Quintero, Javier Quintero, and… Luis Cardona; that fat pig didn’t make it.” Gutierrez laughed sinisterly. “After your outstanding performance in Bogotá, Scott, I hope you’re not going to try to change the terms of our agreement.” The playful tone of Gutierrez’s voice made it clear he wasn’t being serious. “I could do with keeping you around.”
Scott took the phone away from his ear and held it by his side while he tilted his head back against the bedroom wall and breathed an exhausted sigh of relief.
“I’m not changing anything,” Scott said. “I hope I’ve shown you that you can trust me again.”
“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s a good start. Are you back in Cartagena now?”
“Yeah, I just got back.”
“Then take a few days for yourself to rest and recuperate. After that, we will meet to discuss the retainer I’ll be paying you.”
“Thanks, Eduardo. Remember, I’m seventy-two; I can’t be working for you full-time like I used to.”
“I know, I know. You’ll be my part-time employee.”
“I’m okay with that,” Scott said, and he meant it. “I appreciate you not having your men waiting for me here at the apartment.”
“You’ve earned your breathing space, and I’m sure I don’t have to remind you what will happen to your son and his family if you develop itchy feet.”
“You don’t.”
“Good. See you soon, Scott.”
As Scott had done so many times before, he decided not to call Max for the foreseeable future. He thought it would be best not to risk getting Max charged by US authorities with aiding and abetting a fugitive. Somewhere, however, in the deep recesses of his mind, the reality was that it was a good excuse not to have another stilted conversation with Max at best or a full-blown argument at worst.
The relaxing warm water from the shower cascaded down Scott’s back, and he found himself dwelling less on his fractious relationship with his son and more on the chance to have a fresh start with his daughter. He happily hummed as he looked forward to the night ahead with Emilia and his opportunity to make amends.
***
The small wooden sign on Muñoz’s door was turned to CLOSED, but to the fifty-plus friends and family attending Emilia’s birthday party, the restaurant was very much open. Most of the tables had been brought together to bring the guests closer and make the setting more intimate. Julia’s staff served plate after plate of her delicious food to the guests, and the open bar ensured they had plenty of options to wash it all down with.
It was dark when Scott arrived at half past eight, parking outside the front of Muñoz. He approached the official-looking friendly man standing in front of the restaurant’s door.
“Hi,” Scott said.
“You must be Scott,” the man said confidently.
Scott didn’t recognize him. “What makes you so sure?”
“Because you’re the only American on the list.” He pulled out a scrunched-up piece of paper from his front shirt pocket and pointed to Scott’s name, which had been handwritten next to dozens of Colombian names. Scott was relieved that only his first name was on the list. “How do you know Emilia?”
“It’s a long story,” Scott replied. “Has she been enjoying her night?”
“I don’t know my friend; since her party started, I’ve been out here telling people we’re closed tonight. It beats washing dishes though.” He opened the door for Scott and said, “Enjoy your night.”
There was a rich atmosphere of warmth inside the restaurant, and Scott was made to feel welcome by his fellow guests. A few of them noticed him as soon as he entered, and he returned their generous smiles with a more reserved one. He was apprehensive about seeing Julia and hoped she wouldn’t be pissed off seeing him there. Scott scanned the room for Julia and Emilia but didn’t see them. He went to the bar and got himself a Scotch, standing to the bar’s right, where he could see partly into the kitchen through the glass in the door.
The bartender put Scott’s neat whisky in front of him, and after Scott had his first sip, he saw Julia coming out of the kitchen. A guest got Julia’s attention, and she exchanged pleasantries with her. When Julia’s eyes broke away from the woman and landed on Scott, her face fell. Scott knocked back the remaining Scotch in his tumbler and prepared himself for a confrontation before Julia got to him.
“You bothered to show up then,” Julia said.
“Nice to see you too, Julia,” Scott said with a charming twinkle in his eye that had zero effect on placating Julia.
Julia checked that no one would hear her and asked, “Is it done?”
“It’s done; my debt to Gutierrez has been cleared.”
Julia’s eyebrows snapped together. “Do not mention his name in here.”
“Trust me; there’ll be no need to again.”
It didn’t sit right with Scott that he was keeping Julia in the dark about his planned part-time employment with Gutierrez, but keeping bad secrets to himself was second nature to him.
“I won’t be a problem for you,” Scott said. “Not now, not ever. I just came here to see Emilia. Where is she?”
“I’m here,” Emilia said, standing in a pink dress behind Scott. “You two weren’t arguing, were you?”
With a glance, Scott and Julia silently agreed to keep the peace for their daughter’s sake.
“No, not at all,” Scott replied. “I was just telling your mother how beautiful she looks. So do you, Emilia. Happy birthday.” Scott wanted to give Emilia a hug and a peck on the cheek, but his fear of rejection stopped him.
“Please don’t tell me you’re thinking of getting back together again?” Emilia asked.
“No!” Julia protested as though it were impossible for the lady to protest too much.
“All right, you don’t have to act like I’m a leper,” Scott said, mildly offended by Julia’s vehement denial.
“I’d sooner have a leper in my bed than you,” Julia sneered.
“Does that answer your question?” Scott asked Emilia.
Since Scott had been back in Colombia, he’d been so preoccupied with trying to stay one step ahead of the Grim Reaper that he hadn’t spared any time contemplating what another crack at love with Julia would be like. Now that Emilia had forced him to address the elephant in his heart, he found himself looking at Julia in an old light.
“I suppose so… for now,” Emilia replied, “but I can see the connection between you.”
“Trust me,” Julia said, “the only connection between Scott and me is you.”
“Your mother’s right,” Scott said, “and tonight is all about you, Emilia. I know you’ll be in high demand on your birthday, but I’d love to spend some time alone with you.”
“There’s a table free over there,” Emilia said, pointing at the small square table in the corner across the room from them.
“Don’t keep her away from everyone for too long,” Julia said to Scott. “I’ll be watching you.”
“Give him a chance, mom,” Emilia said. “You’re acting like he’s a murderer.”
Scott and Julia exchanged a knowing glance, and Emilia and Scott left for the table.
“Does anyone here know I’m your dad?” Scott asked Emilia as they strolled to the corner.
“No, I said you used to be good friends with my mom, and you’re in Cartagena on vacation. I don’t want to lie to people, but I don’t see any other choice with you being on the run.”
Scott tucked himself into the corner with his back to the wall, and Emilia sat opposite him.
“So tell me, dad, who are you? Like, what kind of person are you?” Emilia asked.
The kind you would hate, Scott thought.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” he replied. “At my age, you’d think I’d know who I am, but I’ve got more questions than answers about that. Seeing as it’s you who’s asking though, I’ll give it a go. After Vietnam, I left the military and met my ex-wife. We made ends meet with my construction job, and then your brother came along.” Fearing Emilia would be determined to open the can of worms that was his life, Scott was keen to change the subject. “We can talk about all that later because I got you a birthday present.”
Surprise wrinkled Emilia’s forehead. Scott took a white envelope and a smaller red one from his pocket and pushed them across the table.
Emilia opened the red envelope first and smiled. “A birthday card.” She read the inside of it.
To Emilia,
Happy birthday!
Love, Dad (or Scott, if that feels less weird). X
“Thank you, Scott,” Emilia said. “Scott definitely feels less weird.” Emilia opened the white envelope, and the creases on her forehead deepened. “This is too much! This is a—a thousand dollars!”
“That’s nothing compared to the money I saved by not sending you to college,” Scott said with a wry smile. “It’s yours to do with as you please, but I was thinking you could put it towards your jewelry-making business.”
“This is a lot, but very nice of you. Thank you! I’ve got something for you too; it’s upstairs in the apartment.”
***
Emilia led Scott along the hallway of her and Julia’s apartment to her bedroom.
“You shouldn’t be getting me something on your birthday,” Scott said.
“It’s nothing big, just something I’ve been working on.”
Inside the bedroom, Emilia went to her jewelry-making table and said, “Close your eyes.”
“Really, Emilia, I don’t deserve anything.”
“Close them.”
“All right.”
With his eyes shut, Scott awkwardly stood in front of her.
Emilia pulled open the drawer underneath the middle of the table and took out a star-shaped silver pendant.
“Put your hands out,” Emilia said. Scott cupped his hands, and Emilia placed the pendant in them. “Open your eyes.”
Scott looked down at the pendant and was visibly surprised.
“It’s my version of the Medal of Honor,” Emilia said. “I made it for you after you told me you lost your real medal gambling. Don’t gamble with this.”
“I-I won’t.” Scott was moved by Emilia’s kind-hearted gesture but felt undeserving of such thoughtfulness. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”
Scott turned over the pendant and saw that HONOR was engraved on the back of it.
“Are you crying?” Emilia asked, noticing Scott was misty-eyed.
“No, someone must have been peeling onions in here,” Scott replied with a loving grin. “You’re a great kid, Emilia, and I sure as hell didn’t do anything to deserve you. Thank you again. This means the world to me.”
Scott’s emotional response to her gift affected Emilia, and her eyes also became wet.
“Do you know what would be even better than this gift?” Scott asked.
“What?”
“A hug.”
A tear tumbled down Emilia’s cheek, and she opened her arms. With the pendant chain hooked over his thumb, Scott wrapped his arms around Emilia. The melancholy happiness brewing in him burst his dam of resistance, and his tears flowed.
***
Harris parked his rental car across the street from Muñoz and gazed at Emilia’s guests through the restaurant’s window for a few moments before getting out of the car and approaching Julia’s dishwasher-cum-doorman for the night.
“I’m sorry, the restaurant’s closed tonight,” the doorman said to Harris with the same friendly smile he’d used to greet Scott twenty minutes earlier.
“Is it someone’s birthday?” Harris asked.
“Yes, sir. We’ll be open to the public again tomorrow. I can give you a recommendation for a different place to eat if you like. I must warn you, though, the food’s not as good as Muñoz’s.”
“That won’t be necessary, thanks. I’m not here to eat. I’m here to speak with Julia Muñoz. Is she in?”
The doorman looked unsure of what to do, then grabbed his scrunched-up piece of paper from his pocket.
“I think everyone on the list is already inside,” the doorman said. “What’s your name?”
Harris twisted his body around so he could see the doorman’s list, and he didn’t flinch when he saw Scott’s name.
“I’m Detective James Harris, and I’d like to ask Julia some questions about one of your guests, Scott Murphy. I’m gonna take a wild guess that the Scott you’ve got on your list is the Scott Murphy who’s wanted by the police in the USA for murder, amongst other things.”
The doorman’s mouth widened. “I don’t know what his last name is; it could be Murphy, but I have no idea.”
“Go and get Julia for me. She’ll be able to tell me if that’s the Scott I’m looking for.”
The doorman nodded compliantly. “Yes, sir.”
He turned his back on Harris momentarily while he opened the door. “Wait here while I go and—”
Harris brushed past him.
“Detective, wait. I haven’t seen any ID.”
Harris flashed his retired detective badge at the doorman and said, “Where’s Julia?”
The directness of Harris disconcerted the doorman. “Erm…” His eyes swept the restaurant floor. “There,” he said when they landed on Julia, who was sitting at a table ten feet down from the bar’s right.
Julia turned to the left and saw Harris making a beeline for her. He stood out like a sore thumb in the room full of Colombians, and the expression on Julia’s face grew more concerned with each step he took toward her.
“Are you Julia Muñoz?” Harris asked, standing at Julia’s table.
Julia swallowed anxiously and looked at the three people she was sitting with. “Excuse me,” she said to them before standing up and facing Harris.
“Who are you?” Julia asked, her voice verging on a whisper.
“James Harris.” He showed his badge to Julia and gave her his card. “I’m recently retired from the Dallas Police Department in Texas, USA, and I’m on the hunt for Scott Murphy. He’s wanted in the United States for murder, and I have reason to believe he’s in Cartagena. You’re his ex-girlfriend, correct?”
Julia was like a deer in headlights. “I… I was… a long time ago.”
“In the 1980s,” Harris said assuredly.
Julia swallowed again. “How did you know that?”
“Have you seen Scott, Julia?”
“Eh? No, I haven’t.”
Harris’ dark eyes narrowed just enough to send a bolt of fear Julia’s way as he donned his bad cop hat to crank up the pressure.
“I’ve seen the guest list your man on the door has,” Harris said. “There are a lot of Colombians here tonight. There’s a Marcos, a Valentina, an Oscar, but funnily enough, also on that list is a Scott. Are you telling me that’s just a coincidence?”
Julia stared into Harris’ eyes without blinking, as if not looking away would convince him that she was telling him the truth. “The Scott on the list is just a friend, and he’s a British guy, not Scott Murphy.”
Harris looked around him. “Where is he?”
Julia also looked, hoping she wouldn’t see Scott and Emilia coming back into the restaurant. “He was at the bar the last time I saw him.”
Harris studied Julia’s face, searching for a micro sign of deceit.
“Don’t go anywhere,” Harris said. He left Julia at the table to check the rest of the restaurant for Scott, and when Harris went out of sight around the corner of the bar, Julia subtly got her phone out of her purse and called Scott.
Scott and Emilia were outside the apartment, walking down the concrete steps when Scott’s phone rang.
“It’s your mom,” Scott said, looking at his phone’s screen.
“She’ll be worried that I’m not spending enough time at the party,” Emilia said.
“I don’t think she was comfortable with us talking on our own; I’ve not earned her trust yet.”
“You will as long as you plan on living until a hundred.”
“I’ll see her in a second.”
Scott slipped his phone back into his jeans pocket, and he and Emilia got to the bottom of the steps and ambled around the side of Muñoz toward the front.
After failing to get a hold of Scott, Julia sent him a text.
A detective is here looking for you! RUN!!!!!!!
“Radamel,” Julia said to the passing waiter. “Tell Juan to go to my apartment and tell Scott he has to leave immediately because a detective is here looking for him.”
Radamel hastened outside to the doorman and delivered the news, and Juan took off for Julia’s apartment, turning right to get to the back of the restaurant while Scott and Emilia were coming around the left of the building.
“I’ll introduce you to my friends when we go inside,” Emilia said to Scott.
“Sounds good.”
Scott held the front door to the restaurant open for Emilia, and she went into Muñoz’s first, followed by him.
By then, Harris had returned to Julia and had his back to Scott. Julia and Scott’s eyes met, and the alarm that ignited in Julia aroused Harris’ suspicion. He turned around and saw Scott walking in his direction. Scott hadn’t seen Harris before, but he knew a cop when he saw one. Harris reacted to Scott’s presence by reaching into a side pocket in his jacket for his handcuffs. Scott glanced at Julia and bolted out of the restaurant the same way he’d come in.
“Murphy!” Harris shouted, running after Scott.
Scott didn’t contemplate looking back, not even for a second. Emilia or Julia didn’t enter his head; his need to escape was all-consuming. He pounded across the cobbled street to his parked SUV twenty yards away. He listened for the sound of his pursuer and, sure enough, heard Harris barging through the restaurant’s door, heart-poundingly close to him.
He could shoot me, Scott thought, and I don’t have a gun!
Scott hadn’t wanted to bring his pistol to Emilia’s party and risk her finding out the kind of man he really was. He needn’t have worried about Harris shooting him though, because he was also unarmed, but he was gaining on Scott.
Scott got across the road and was within reaching distance of his SUV. The driver’s side was closest to him, and he stuffed his hand into his jeans pocket and brought out his car keys. He pushed the button on them to unlock the door and looked back for the first time since leaving Muñoz. Harris was halfway across the street now. Scott didn’t think Harris was holding a gun, but he couldn’t be sure because he’d only stolen a glimpse of Harris and his pumping arms. For a moment, Scott thought about squaring off with him but decided against it in case Harris was armed.
“Stop!” Harris demanded when Scott yanked the door open.
It registered with Scott that the man after him was a fellow Texan, but he had no time to dwell on how a Texan of a similar age to him had wound up in Cartagena and was seconds away from clamping cuffs on him. Scott made it into the SUV, slammed the door shut, and pressed the button on his keys to lock himself inside. He put the keys in the ignition, and the engine fired to life.
Thud!
The palm of Harris’ left hand smacked off Scott’s window. He struck the glass again with his left hand and thumped it with his right, the steel of the handcuffs clattering off it as he did. Scott put the SUV into reverse and looked at the whites of Harris’ eyes, seeing that Harris was just as determined to catch him as he was to escape.
Scott reversed into the front bumper of the car behind him, and Harris had to abandon trying to break Scott’s window. With the angle created to drive onto the street, Scott crunched the gearshift into first and sped forward, forcing Harris to dart out of harm’s way. Harris dashed to his car, which was parked two cars in front of where Scott’s had been.
By the time Harris was in and ready to drive, Scott’s SUV careened around the corner on Harris’ left, past Muñoz in the direction of Cartagena’s coast.
Scott’s only plan was to escape; where to was anyone’s guess. The tourists were out in force, milling along the right and left sidewalks. They turned and looked at Scott charging down the two-lane road and were further captivated by Harris skidding around the corner in hot pursuit.
Scott swerved right to avoid a drunken group of friends spread over a chunk of the road, and in doing so, the rear end of his vehicle kicked out to the left, encouraging him to make a right turn at the junction. He looked in his side mirror and saw the headlights of Harris’ car cutting across the junction, narrowly avoiding oncoming traffic.
Scott picked up speed and found himself doing 75 MPH. The street he was on was long and straight, but road construction fifty yards ahead merged the two lanes into one, and stationary traffic was building up behind a temporary red light.
“Fuck,” Scott muttered.
Scott’s options for escape were few and far between; on his right, a row of shops, clubs, and apartments prevented a route out, and with him about to join the traffic jam in dramatic fashion, the white sandy beach on his immediate left was his only option. He blasted his horn to warn the pedestrians of his intention to mount the sidewalk, the SUV’s tires hitting the curb violently, lifting Scott out of his seat.
Harris witnessed Scott’s dangerous maneuver several car lengths back and wasn’t prepared to be as reckless with so many civilians around, reducing his speed to go between the lampposts safely as he followed Scott onto the beach.
Scott noticed his tires’ grip was diminished on the sand, and he struggled to keep his SUV under control with the foolhardy speed he was doing. He looked to his right to get his bearings and saw that the sidewalk now had a four-foot wall separating it from the sand, with only narrow steps built into the wall to allow access to the beach every ten meters or so. While Scott’s attention was momentarily taken away from what was directly in front of him, he didn’t see the hole in the sand that had been dug by a child earlier during the day. He was alerted to it by a jolt that sent his SUV off to the left toward the ocean. The steering wheel felt loose and was unresponsive. The car snaked, and the more Scott fought it, the worse it got. He gritted his teeth as he tried desperately to straighten up. For the fourth time in a matter of seconds, he turned the wheel right toward the promenade, the SUV’s headlamps dancing manically over the sand, revealing a beach hut to Scott, five yards from him.
He didn’t have time to avoid the hut; all he could do was brace for impact, his hands gripping the wheel, his knuckles white. Scott kept his foot down as the SUV smashed through the hut, sending straw and timber in all directions. The impact had slowed the SUV and stopped it from snaking. Scott was still in one piece, and apart from a bashed front bumper and bonnet, so was his car, but it had acquired a new item after its encounter with the hut: a yellow pair of swimming trunks. They were pinned to the windshield by the air whipping against them, blocking Scott’s line of sight.
Meanwhile, a naked Colombian couple, a man and woman in their twenties, picked themselves up off the timber floor where the beach hut had shielded their privacy a moment earlier. Physically, they were unhurt, but the same couldn’t be said for the young man’s pride. He frantically searched the debris for his shorts, and then, with a look of deep embarrassment, he stared at his girlfriend and exclaimed, “I can’t find my shorts!”
Unperturbed by the obstruction, Scott crouched beneath the shorts, his nose level with the top of the steering wheel, and he could see where he was going again. His headlamps showed that the beach ahead was clear, but the wall still ran along the promenade, preventing him from rejoining the road. Scott checked for Harris in his side mirror again, but all he could see was the black of night and Cartagena’s streetlights in the backdrop.
Scott scowled in confusion and muttered, “Where the fuck are—” BANG!!!
The last thing Scott saw before being lifted out of his seat again was the front of Harris’ car ramming his driver’s door. Just as quickly as Scott felt gravity pulling him to the front passenger seat, it was manhandling him to the roof of his SUV. He dipped his head as low as it would go and waited for the inevitable slamming and smashing to follow.
The SUV rolled down the sloping beach, with Scott being ragdolled inside it as it went. He did all he could to avoid his head making contact with the ground. Through scrunched-up eyes, he saw the chaotic light from the headlamps hitting the beach, then the sky and the beach again before the relentless impacts destroyed the bulbs and left him to clatter around in the dark. Without his seat belt on to pin him against his seat, Scott found it increasingly difficult to hang on to the wheel until the rolling stopped.
“Argh!” Scott groaned in an involuntary response to the dull blow he felt on the left side of his head, making him groggy. His grip on the steering wheel loosened. He was now fighting to stay conscious and not succumb to the concussion he’d sustained. He pressed his chin against his chest, hoping his head would stay low enough to avoid the bashed-in roof. The violent death roll Scott’s vehicle had entered, like one of Luis Cardona’s crocodiles on steroids, had nearly finished its descent to the shore, but Scott was out of time; sleepiness smothered his brain, and he let go of the wheel. His head cracked off the window again, and the momentum from the crash threw his listless body over to the passenger’s side.
Harris switched his headlamps back on and followed Scott’s SUV down the beach. His bushy eyebrows were knitted together, his face full of concern. He hadn’t wanted to send Scott tumbling down the beach like that; he’d only sought to throw him off course.
Unlike Scott, his SUV ended its roll the right way up. The waves lapped at the driver’s side tires. Scott was sprawled out across both front seats, the back of his head against the passenger door, his right foot in the air pointing at the driver’s window like it was in a cast, elevated on a hospital bed. Blood ran from the small wound on the left side of his head above his temple, and his eyes were closed. He inhaled slow, steady, and peaceful breaths. As far as Scott was concerned, he was back in Texas, sitting under an oak tree on a grassy hill overlooking his father’s ranch. Scott hadn’t been there in the evening summer sun since he was a kid. He gazed at the ranch and the serene countryside with his mind’s eye and didn’t wonder for a second why he was back under that oak sixty years later. Scott questioned nothing; it felt right for him to be there. It was like he’d always been there, and he hadn’t grown up to make the mistakes that he had.
He would have been content to stay there for eternity, but some sort of danger was coming; he couldn’t work out what exactly was on its way. The ranch and the countryside still looked peaceful, but they didn’t feel it anymore.
It’s coming from behind, Scott thought.
Scott opened his eyes, expecting to see the comforting branches and leaves belonging to the oak, and he was confused to instead see the crumpled roof of his SUV. He heard the clunk of the passenger door opening. Without the door to prop up his head, it fell back, and he saw Harris staring back at him.
“You’re under arrest,” Harris said.




Chapter Twenty

If the remote hills of Bogotá could talk, they’d tell tales of savagery. There were many bodies buried in those hills. Bodies that had once belonged to enemies of the Bogotá cartel, whose souls had long since departed their now rotten and skeletal shells, but one soul out there in the moonlit wilderness was determined not to leave its body. If his location wasn’t so isolated, then his repetitive banging off the solid steel lid covering the hole he was in might have been noticed among the chirping crickets.
His claustrophobic surroundings were a few miles off the beaten path. With each thud he delivered with his stinging palms to the steel lid, a bang escaped the dry mud clearance and got filtered to silence by the trees. The skin on his palms had been worn away by his relentless assault on the heavy cover that had seemed immovable hours earlier. Judging by the moisture he’d created in the dirt around him, he’d lost half of his athletic body weight in sweat. He’d been on his knees for hours to make the most of the limited space available. There was barely enough room for him to get any purchase on his blows, but he’d decided he’d rather die of lassitude than at the hands of his captors.
He’d been in absolute darkness for days, but as far as he was concerned, it could have been years. He couldn’t believe he was still alive, and his ordeal had gone on for so long that he wasn’t entirely sure he was. He’d given up crying out for help. It had become clear that help wasn’t coming, or anyone for that matter, not until he’d finally succumbed to his ordeal anyway or his captors decided to take his suffering up a notch. He was motivated to keep fighting to get out by the way the steel lid had been bouncing ever so slightly when he hit it. It felt to him like there was something on top of the lid weighing it down, and whatever it was, it wasn’t an immovable object.
His persistence paid off during his latest round of pounding when the lid edged forward, allowing in a tiny crack of moonlight. To a person who hadn’t been stuck in a hole for days, it would have looked reasonably dark outside, but to his light-deprived eyes, the moon shone as brightly as the sun. He tried squeezing his fingertips into the minute gap so he could pry the lid open. He pushed with everything he had but didn’t have the strength to make the gap big enough to get his fingers through. He took the weight off his knees and flumped on his ass, his back leaning against the soil wall carved out of the ground.
After flirting with defeat for a moment, he had an idea. He removed one of his trainers, sunk the top of his head into it the best he could, pushed the rubber sole against the steel cover, and used his hands and leg power to drive himself upward. His back scraped against the dirt wall, but he didn’t care; the lid was moving up with him. Feeling like his neck could snap, he shunted the cover to the right the best he could before he collapsed, and he lay there on the earth to get his breath back. Now the gap was no longer so small.
On the other side of the lid, the boulder on top of it, which had been put there in place of the defunct lock, moved off it bit by bit until, eventually, it had bounced close enough to the lid’s edge that the Colombian had enough strength to shove the cover to the side and get his head through the gap.
The fresh air was nectar to his starving lungs. The moon illuminated the thumb-sized raven tattoo on his left cheek. Now that he could see properly, he inspected the abrasions on his wrists left by the cable ties he’d painstakingly chewed through. He checked around him, and when he saw he was all alone, he dug his fingers into the dirt and grass and hauled himself out of the hole.
***
A three-mile trek down from the valley where he’d been stashed away revealed a smattering of modest houses dotted around the remote landscape. The Colombian approached the first property he encountered after traipsing down the dirt track. The bungalow was the first of five homes, each separated by a few hundred feet of greenery.
He entered the driveway, limping as he went, and headed for the front porch. A dim glow came from behind closed curtains on the bungalow’s left side, and when he was a few yards from the timber walkway leading to the front door, a security light attached to the porch’s slate roof beamed into life.
He raised his mucky hand and knocked on the door. A frail old woman answered it a minute later, keeping the door ajar. His filthy appearance—his T-shirt and jeans caked in dried mud—caused her eyes to fixate with concern.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
He gave her a smile that she didn’t seem to buy. “I’m alive, thank God, but I need to use your phone. I was walking in the mountains and got lost. I haven’t eaten anything in days. I thought I would die! What day is it?”
“Monday.”
“And the time?”
She checked her watch. “Ten past nine.”
“Thank you,” he said with another smile. “Can I use your phone?”
The woman glanced at the man’s raven tattoo and then behind herself down the hallway toward the living room.
“What happened to your phone?” she asked.
“I lost it.”
“You lost your phone and then yourself?”
“Yes. Please, I need to call someone for help.”
She gave him an unsure look and said, “If you turn left at the bottom of the drive and keep walking, you’ll get to a village. There’s a police station there. I’m sorry.”
She pushed the door to close it, but her unwanted visitor shoulder-barged his way into the hallway, knocking the elderly woman back a step.
“Don’t!” she screeched.
“Where’s your phone?” he snapped.
“Get out of my house!”
With a look of disdain, he grabbed the woman by her short, fuzzy gray hair and smacked her face off the wall, and she hit the floor like a sack of spuds.
“Stupid bitch,” he said, following up his initial attack with a volley to her ribs, cracking them like they were made of brittle china.
He closed the door and locked it. On his way down the hallway, the maimed woman’s husband came hobbling out of the living room, clutching his wooden cane, gaping in horror at the sight of his incapacitated wife.
The younger man sneered. “What are you going to do, old man?”
The old man’s face twisted with defiance, and he charged along the hallway, holding his cane out like a lance.
The younger Colombian shifted his body to the side, easily seized the stick from his innocent victim, and twitched the old man and his throat into his claw-like left hand. Before the poor man knew it, he was on his back with the raven-faced bastard on top of him. The rapid punches inflicted on him cut the old man’s face to ribbons, and he slipped into unconsciousness.
“That will fucking teach you,” the intruder said. “I just wanted to use your phone.”
He stood up, stepped over the elderly man, and went into the cozy living room, where a TV was playing a Latin soap opera for no one. On a corner unit opposite him, he found what he was looking for, picked up the phone, and dialed a number.
“Eduardo, it’s Mauricio. Luis Cardona found out I was a spy, and he left me in a hole in the ground. I don’t think I’m far from Bogotá. I need you to send men before Luis comes looking for me.”
Eduardo Gutierrez was at his Cartagena mansion in the middle of receiving a massage.
“You don’t have to worry about Luis Cardona coming back for you,” Gutierrez said. “He’s dead, along with Camilo Quintero and his son, Javier.”
Mauricio was stunned. “All of them? How?”
“Scott Murphy killed them. He came through for me in the end. Long live the Cartagena cartel.”
Distress wreaked havoc on Mauricio’s forehead. “No, no, Eduardo. Listen to me. You can’t trust Scott Murphy; he’s planning to kill you. Before Luis Cardona suspected me of being a spy for you, I was part of his security team at the meeting he had with Scott at his house, and Scott told Luis that he was going to kill you.”
Gutierrez shoved his masseuse away and sat up, his face rigid with wrath. “What exactly did he say?”
“That he wanted to make a new life for himself in Cartagena, and he couldn’t do that without killing you. He killed three of our men at their meeting with Javier as well. You can’t trust him.”
“Lying, dirty fucking traitor! What’s your location, Mauricio?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Then find out, and when you do, I’ll send men.”
“Thanks, Eduardo. I didn’t think I’d hear your voice again. I’m a lucky man. What will you do about Murphy?”
“He’ll be dead before sunrise.”




Chapter Twenty-One

In the front passenger seat of Harris’ car on the beach, where the car chase had ended abruptly, Scott sat with his hands cuffed behind his back. He felt like he was in a fishbowl thanks to the crowd of onlookers gathered on the promenade. Harris was out of earshot of Scott on his phone outside the car facing the ocean, having just told Scott who he was and why he was in Cartagena.
Harris finished his call and returned to the driver’s seat.
“You’re looking pretty banged up,” Harris said.
“No shit,” Scott replied. “Thanks for that, by the way.”
“It didn’t have to be like that; you could have stopped running.”
“Like that was gonna happen.”
“I’m sorry I flipped your car; I didn’t mean to, but there was no way I was gonna let you get away after coming from Texas for you.”
“I still can’t believe you went to all this effort for little old me.”
“You sound like my wife; she thinks I’m crazy for coming here after you.”
“Was it worth it?”
“I don’t know yet. I’ve got some questions for you to answer first.”
“What do you wanna know?”
Some of the crowd had come down the steps from the promenade to the beach and were getting closer to Harris’ car.
“My questions can wait,” Harris said. “We’re leaving here before the Colombian police get in the way.”
“It’s not the Colombian police you need to worry about.” Harris shot Scott a probing look, and Scott continued. “This place is crawling with the Cartagena cartel. “You’re nervous, aren’t you?”
“Just how involved with the Cartagena cartel are you?”
“Involved enough that you won’t leave Cartagena alive if you try and leave with me.”
Harris looked again at the onlookers closing in around them and started his car.
“Nice try, Murphy,” Harris said, “but I’m taking you back to America.”
Harris drove to the part of the promenade where there was no wall preventing his car from getting off the beach, onto the sidewalk, and back to the street. Once he was on the road again, he got out his phone.
Scott was trying to play it cool but was increasingly worried he would be unable to escape his latest predicament.
“Who are you calling?” Scott asked.
“My friend in the DEA. You’re not the only one with contacts, Murphy. He’s arranged for a private jet to fly us out of Rafael Nuñez Airport in Cartagena.”
Scott laughed out his nerves.
“What’s so funny?” Harris asked.
“You, your pal, and whoever else from the DEA who’s helping you get me out of Cartagena. You’re all thick as fuck.”
Harris shook his head dismissively, but Scott stuck with his tactic of trying to buy himself more time by spooking Harris into backing out of his plan to take him to the airport.
“From where I’m sitting, you’re the one who ain’t looking like the sharpest tool in the box,” Harris said.
“You keep thinking that and get yourself killed for a retirement project. Why do you think I picked Cartagena out of all the places in the world I could have chosen to hide in? You must know how powerful Eduardo Gutierrez is.”
“Of course I do.”
“And you must have worked out that I’m connected to Gutierrez?”
“It didn’t take much working out. Your son told me.”
Hearing that was jarring for Scott. “Max told you I worked for Gutierrez?”
“He did, and he also said you had an old flame down here called Julia, but don’t feel bad, Murphy; Max was just trying to protect you from yourself. That boy of yours loves you.”
Harris’ revelation
that Max had an unmerited love for him surprised Scott.
“I’m not a bad guy, James—”
“That’s Detective Harris to you.”
“You’re retired; let it go. You’ll soon be wearing one of those plastic sheriff badges if you’re not careful.”
Scott didn’t have a seat belt on, and Harris tapped the brakes, jolting Scott face-first into the passenger dashboard.
“You got any more smart-ass comments to make?” Harris asked with a satisfied grin.
Scott recovered his balance and said, “You’ll pay for that.”
“I doubt it. You’ll be in the sky a few hours from now, on your way back to the States in the DEA’s custody.”
“The DEA won’t be able to prove I have any connection with Gutierrez or anyone in the Cartagena cartel.”
“It’s a good thing you’re facing a few charges that can be proven, which the DEA might be able to make disappear if you’re willing to tell them what you’ve been up to with Eduardo Gutierrez.”
Scott wouldn’t have thought twice about throwing Gutierrez under the bus to save himself from rotting in prison had it not been for the consequences Max and his family could face if he did.
“The DEA can go fuck themselves,” Scott said, “because I’m not talking. I’m telling you, Detective Harris, if you show up at Rafael Nuñez Airport with me, we’ll both be flying back to Texas in body bags.”
Harris glanced at Scott to get a read on him. “You’re bluffing.”
“Then call my bluff.”
“Why would you want to protect me?” Harris asked.
“You seem like a decent guy, but I don’t care if you die. If Gutierrez thinks I’m involved with the cops, especially the DEA, he won’t give me the benefit of the doubt. Do us both a favor, and don’t take me to Nuñez Airport.”
Harris drove deeper into the metropolis, seemingly determined to stick to his plan of going to the airport, but when he approached a space between cars on his side of the road, he pulled over and made another phone call.
“Who are you calling?” Scott asked.
“Shut up,” Harris said, pressing his phone against his ear. “Bill, I don’t think it’s such a good idea for Murphy and me to go to Rafael Nuñez, Airport. There’s potential trouble waiting for us there in the form of the Cartagena cartel. Murphy might be shitting me, but he told me there’s a Cartagena cartel presence at Rafael Nuñez, and it’s not safe for us to go there. Can we arrange a safer location to fly us out of Colombia?” Harris nodded his head understandingly as he listened. “I know it’s a pain in the ass, but I’d rather not risk it for the sake of driving to a different airport.” Bill spoke again, his words inaudible to Scott. “Thanks, Bill. Speak soon, bye.” Harris looked at Scott and said, “We’re going to Soledad; there’s an airport there; it’s about a two-hour drive away.”
“Thanks for saving our lives,” Scott said.
“Don’t speak too soon; I still have to survive two hours of your company cooped up in this car.”
Harris put Ernesto Cortissoz International Airport into the map on his phone and drove off.
“You don’t have
a gun to protect us, then?” Scott asked.
Harris concentrated on the traffic in front of him. “I didn’t think the airline would have been pleased with me if I’d taken a gun on the plane. I was surprised that you weren’t armed.”
“I didn’t want to take a gun to Julia’s daughter’s birthday party. Thanks for crashing it. Very considerate of you.”
“That was on you, Murphy. You can’t get in bed with the Cartagena cartel and then pick and choose when you want to be normal.”
“I guess I’m not as perfect as you, Harris.”
“I’ve never claimed to be perfect.” Harris looked in his rear-view mirror, and his eyes lingered on the white BMW car behind.
The traffic lights ahead turned red, and rather than join the queue of cars, Harris overtook them, ran the red, and took a sharp left turn, eliciting a blast of the horn from the driver of the car he narrowly missed.
“What’s wrong with you?”
Scott asked after being shunted against the passenger door.
Harris was too preoccupied with checking that the white BMW wasn’t going to show in his rear-view mirror to answer immediately. “I thought we might have been being followed.”
Scott shuffled around in his seat and saw that the road behind them was clear.
“If you think that again, give me some notice,” Scott said.
“Have you been staying by yourself in Cartagena?”
“I have.”
“Where?”
“An apartment.”
“I could do with a gun. You left yours at your apartment, correct?”
Scott knew what Harris was thinking and, at first, didn’t want him to know where the apartment was. However, he considered that his chances of escaping would be better if he showed Harris where it was because it would help stall being handed over to the DEA.
“I don’t just have one gun,” Scott said. “I’ve got a bag of them, and I’ll show you the way to my apartment on one condition: I get a private phone call with Max.”
Scott was concerned he’d incriminate himself and Max if Harris knew the details of his desired call with him.
“You can have a phone call with your son when we get to the airport,” Harris said, “but it can’t be private.”
Scott suppressed his frustration. “No gun for you then.”
Harris gave Scott a dirty look and drove in silence before saying, “I’ll give you one call, but you take me to your apartment first, and there better be guns there.”
“I would shake on it, but you know,” Scott gestured with his eyes to his bound hands behind his back. “Take the next right.”
***
The streetlamps outside Scott’s apartment didn’t just give the sidewalk in front of the entrance door a secure feel; they also highlighted the pockets of shadows in the alleyway at the side of the building, where the residents’ garbage cans and dumpsters lined the brick wall. Harris reversed down the alleyway and parked his car with its wheels a few feet from the sidewalk to make a quick getaway if necessary. He exited the car and grabbed a jacket from the trunk, which he presented to Scott.
“Get out,” Harris said, with one eye on Scott and the other on his surroundings.
“I’ll be fine to wait here,” Scott said.
“Out.” Harris hooked his hand underneath Scott’s arm to encourage him, and Scott complied.
With Harris’ jacket draped over Scott’s back, hiding his cuffed hands, both men went to the entrance door of Scott’s apartment building, Harris maintaining a half step behind Scott.
To give himself more time to react to lurking cartel members, Harris opted for them to take the well-lit stairs to Scott’s floor rather than the elevator. Five floors up, Scott took the last four steps to the landing two at a time so he could turn around and boot Harris down the stairs. Harris saw Scott’s attack coming and gave him a belligerent glare when Scott spun around and saw that he was a few steps out of range.
“Keep moving,” Harris said firmly.
Although he thought the chances were slim, Scott hoped Gutierrez’s men would be waiting for him in his apartment. He was confident in his ability to explain to Gutierrez why an American former detective had arrested him when it was only Harris he had to explain away and not the presence of the DEA.
Standing outside Scott’s door, Harris looked at him and said, “If this is a trap, you’re the first one I’m going for.”
Harris made Scott step to the side while he unlocked the door, and they both tentatively went inside.
No one was waiting for them in the apartment, and Harris saw that, true to Scott’s word, there was a black duffel bag underneath his bed.
Harris dragged the bag out, put it on the bed, and unzipped it. He was drawn to the first of four semi-automatic pistols beside a sawn-off shotgun, and he picked it up and inspected it.
“Well, what do you know,” Harris said. “You’re not completely full of shit.”
“Now it’s your turn to keep up your side of the bargain; I want my phone call with Max.”
To Scott’s colossal disappointment, Harris pointed his pistol at him and said, “Not just now; first, I’ll get us on the plane alive. Then you can get your call.”
Scott’s nostrils flared. “You lying bastard! We had a deal!”
“What’s the rush? You’ll get to speak to Max.”
“You told me I could get a private phone call with him, something I won’t be able to do on the DEA’s plane.”
The corners of Harris’ mouth turned upward. “You’ve told more than your fair share of lies to get what you want in your time, Murphy. It doesn’t feel good when the shoe’s on the other foot, does it?”
“I swear if I were holding that gun, I’d pull the trigger.”
“Not the wisest thing to say to me right now. Quit your whining. We’ve got a drive ahead of us.”
***
Scott and Harris had been on the road for over an hour and were about halfway into their journey to Soledad. The two-lane road they were on was rural, and if it weren’t so dark, they’d have seen green fields on either side of them. Scott was facing away from Harris and stared out the window at the black vastness. Apart from the odd car zipping past here and a truck with its driver on the night shift there, the road was empty.
Harris glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw a pair of dots of light from a car’s headlamps in the distance. He looked at Scott, sitting uncomfortably and feeling sorry for himself.
“What are you looking at?” Scott asked, sensing Harris’ eyeballs on him.
“You asked me earlier if it was worth the trouble I went through to find you.”
Scott maintained his distant stare out the window. “And you said you had some questions for me before you could give me that answer.”
“We have something in common.”
“Oh yeah?” Scott muttered unenthusiastically.
“I wouldn’t have come down here if you weren’t awarded the Medal of Honor. I couldn’t believe someone as decorated as you could have such a fall.”
“Riding high in April shot down in May.”
“Huh?”
“Frank Sinatra… That’s life.”
“Is it? Or is it too many bad choices?”
Still gazing out to nowhere, Scott frowned. “What the fuck do you care?”
“I served in Vietnam as well, and I’m also a recipient of the Medal of Honor.”
Harris’ disclosure snapped Scott out of his thousand-yard stare, and he faced him.
“You tracked me down because you were awarded the Medal of Honor?” Scott asked disbelievingly.
Harris rechecked his rear-view mirror and observed that the pair of headlamps were now a couple of hundred yards closer than the last time he checked.
“It’s not the Medal of Honor that got me here,” Harris said. “It’s the actions it takes to be awarded it, and your actions in Vietnam don’t add up with the man I’m looking at.”
“And I care because?”
“It’s me who cares.”
“Why the hell would you care about me?”
Harris had another glimpse at the fast-advancing vehicle.
“Because I know that you were once an honorable man, Murphy, and I can’t believe you’d stoop so low to murder that woman in Miami.”
“I didn’t kill her.”
“Then who did?”
With Max still an easy target for Gutierrez, Scott wasn’t prepared to elaborate further on who was responsible for Susan’s murder.
“It wasn’t me,” Scott said matter-of-factly. He noticed Harris was growing distracted by the car behind them. “You look paranoid.”
“I just want us to get on that plane, and I’ll breathe easier when we do.”
Scott checked his side mirror. “They sure look like they’re in a hurry.”
The approaching car chewed up the road and moved over to the right as its driver prepared to overtake Harris’ bashed-up Mondeo. By this point, Harris was spending as much time watching it as he was the road in front of him.
It was a dark blue car, and it sped past Harris’ Mondeo. The Colombian man in his mid-twenties, who was driving, made eye contact with Scott.
“There were a few men in there,” Harris said. “Did you recognize any of them?”
“No, I don’t think so, but I didn’t get a good look in the back. They’ll just be young guys out for a drive. No big deal.”
The car moved in front of them and screeched to a halt, forcing Harris to slam on the brakes. Scott was helpless to avoid the windshield, and his head bounced off it, cracking it like a sheet of ice. He was convinced he’d go right through the glass, and he might have had it not been for Harris pulling him back by the collar of his shirt.
“Are you okay?” Harris asked, not taking his eyes off the car in front.
Scott grimaced from the latest round of pain to rattle his brain, and before he could reply, all four doors of the car opened, and four Colombians, with a handgun each, got out and advanced.
“Let me out of these cuffs!” Scott rasped.
“So you can try to kill me? I don’t think so.”
Harris popped open his glove box and reached for his pistol while Scott shunted in his seat, backed up against his door, and got his fingers on its handle. He opened the door, ungainly swiveled in his seat, and bailed from the car.
“Don’t shoot me!” Scott yelled to the men. “I work for Eduardo Gutierrez!”
Three of the four Colombians switched their aim from Harris to Scott, and the one closest to Scott, twenty yards away, said, “So do we. Are you Scott Murphy?”
“Yes! I’ve been arrested. Help me!”
“No can do; Gutierrez wants you dead.”
A bullet of fear hit Scott faster than any lead one could, and he threw himself against the side of the Mondeo. He began retreating to the car’s rear, with the open passenger door acting like a pathetic excuse for a shield as a hailstorm of bullets erupted. It sounded like a box of firecrackers going off at once. Harris added to the cacophony as he evacuated the car, letting off round after round and finding success with a headshot to one of the two cartel members on his right. The three remaining gunmen tactically retreated to their car as they continued to shoot in Scott and Harris’ direction. Scott made it to the Mondeo’s rear and was joined by Harris a second later.
“You heard them,” Scott said. “Gutierrez wants me dead, so do us both a favor and get me out of these fucking cuffs!”
Harris assumed a shooting position and peeked out from behind the trunk. After returning fire, he tucked himself back in and asked Scott, “Why does Gutierrez want you dead?”
Now the stakes were high enough for Scott not to worry about disclosing too much to Harris.
“I betrayed him in the 80s, and he made me come back to Colombia to kill for him,” Scott replied. “That was meant to wipe the slate clean between us, but clearly, he’s decided against that.”
The bullets from the Colombians shattered the windshield above Scott and Harris’ heads, sending shards of glass down on them.
“Come on, man,” Scott said. “You’re outgunned with nothing to lose, and I’m against them too.”
Harris pondered what to do and said, “Fuck it.” Using the key from his pocket, he freed Scott.
Keeping on his hunkers, Scott opened the trunk, dragged out the duffel bag, and it landed with a thunk next to him on the road.
While Scott unzipped the bag, Harris crouched behind the rear right wheel and kept the cartel members at bay.
“Take the other side,” Harris said over the deafening onslaught of gunfire with his back to Scott. Harris noticed Scott wasn’t shooting his gun. “Take the other side, Murphy!” He looked left and saw that Scott, along with the duffel bag, was gone.
“Murphy!” Harris called in dismay.
A bullet from the cartel zipped past Harris’ right shoulder, and he shot back, emptying his pistol, then sat against the bumper and considered rolling the dice by leaving the temporary safety of his car for the fields and the cover of darkness they provided, but the intense gunfire made him hesitate.
“What’s the matter, bitches?” one of the cartel members shouted from beside their car. “You got no bullets left? You’re surrounded!”
As Harris’ silence grew, so too did the cartel’s confidence.
Harris resorted to bluffing. “I’m a DEA agent, and you don’t want my blood on your hands. I’ve got back up on the way. If you kill me, the DEA will find you and kill you. Leave while you still can.”
The Colombians cackled like a gang of demented hyenas, and the one standing behind the open front passenger door said, “We’ve got more friends than you, and we’ve got them in high places, low places, and everywhere in between. Gutierrez has this entire area on lockdown in search of that traitor Scott Murphy.”
“Scott Murphy isn’t here now,” Harris said, crouched behind the rear bumper of his car. “He ran away.”
“Let’s do away with this fucking punk,” the cartel man on the driver’s side of their car said to the one behind the passenger door.
Adrenaline pushed Harris’ heart close to breaking point. He got on his belly and stared under the car at his would-be killers.
“I should have stayed in Texas,” Harris muttered. He got back on his hunkers. “Let me go, and you’ll never see me again.”
“No can do,” the man behind the passenger door called.
A dark green object the size of an apple flew past the back of the cartel man’s legs, into the car through the open front passenger door, and landed on the floor of the driver’s side.
The gunman next to the driver’s door heard the object land, and he peered in the door’s open window to investigate. He drew a throaty gasp, and his eyes bugged out at the sight of the hand grenade. “It’s a fucking—” BOOM!!!!!!!!!!
The car exploded along with Gutierrez’s men, sending chunks of steel, flesh, and bones into the air with the flames from the blast.
In shock, Harris instinctively covered his head with his arms, and when he realized he was still intact, he cautiously stood up from behind the trunk of his car and looked at the fireball raging, consuming what was left of the cartel’s car.
Scott emerged from the thick black smoke billowing into the night sky, walking calmly toward Harris past the orange glow from the flames, the duffel bag slung over his shoulder and holding a pistol.
“What the fuck happened?” Harris asked, aghast at the scene of devastation.
“They blew up,” Scott replied deadpan.
“How?”
“You didn’t find the hidden compartment in this bag,” Scott said, shrugging his shoulder with the duffel bag on it. “There was a hand grenade in it.”
Harris’ eyes darted between Scott and the burning car. “I thought I was dead and that you left me.”
“Don’t take it as a compliment that I didn’t; I’m just not a complete bastard, and I didn’t kill Susan from Miami. Do you believe me?”
“Although you’re aiming that gun at me, for what it’s worth, I don’t know what to believe, but I never thought you were all bad; your past proves that.”
“Give me your phone. I’m gonna call Max.”
Harris obliged and said, “We need to get out of here; it’s unsafe.”
“No shit.”
“Did you hear what they said?” Harris asked, referring to Gutierrez’s dead men.
“Gutierrez had the area on lockdown looking for me,” Scott confirmed. “We can’t risk going to Soledad anymore, Harris; you’ll need to tell the DEA to come for us somewhere else, and I know just the place.”
Harris frowned. “I’m the one who’s out of bullets, and you’ve got all the guns, so why would you willingly go back to America with the DEA?”
“We’re going for a walk…. A long one.”
“What are you up to, Murphy?”
“There’s an old airstrip about forty miles from here as the crow flies. It’s in the middle of nowhere, hidden in the hills. The Cartagena cartel used it in the 80s to fly their cocaine out of the country and their money in. It hasn’t been used since then when the DEA found it. Gutierrez has airstrips all over Colombia, but he won’t use that one again.”
“Thanks for the history lesson, but why would you allow yourself to be arrested?”
“Who said anything about me being arrested? You’re my hostage now, Harris, and I’m gonna use you to get the DEA to fly a chopper to that remote airstrip, and when they do, they’ll back the fuck off until I fly myself away in it, or you’re dead.”
Harris’ face fell. He and Scott were distracted by an SUV roaring down the road in the distance, approaching from the direction of Soledad.
“We better get a move on,” Scott said. “Once we get away from the road, I’m calling Max, and then you’re making a call to the DEA with a list of my demands.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

As was his new normal, Max was working late in his office at the headquarters of his construction company. It was as if he was destined to be stuck in a Groundhog Day of financial misery, with the only end in sight to his plight of keeping his business afloat being its collapse.
All but one of Max’s employees had gone home a few hours earlier. Only his loyal to the core secretary Cath was still there with him, hunched over her desk in reception next to Max’s office. Like her boss, Cath was valiantly failing to balance the books.
Surrounded by scattered paperwork, Max jotted down numbers on his notepad. His sleep-deprived eyes flickered with excitement as he punched his sums into the calculator to see if they added up, only for him to be scuppered by his latest calculation as he realized his brain had been too foggy to think straight. He responded by flinging his calculator off the wall in front of him in a fit of rage.
Startled by Max’s outburst, Cath chewed her lip. Max opened his door, and his brow raised when he saw Cath at her desk.
“I didn’t know you were still here,” Max said awkwardly. “I’m sorry if I frightened you with the noise in there. The stress of trying to keep us afloat has really gotten to me.”
Cath looked at Max like a concerned mother would. “That’s okay; I’m worried too, which is why I haven’t gone home yet either.”
“Thanks for your efforts, Cath; I really appreciate them, but you shouldn’t be working late. It’s not your business to save. I’ll make sure you’re looked after before we do go under.”
Cath gave Max a sympathetic smile. “It won’t come to that because I’ve been looking at the numbers for the apartment building, and if we can get one more bank loan of one hundred thousand, we can afford to pay the contractors for three more months. That’ll be enough time to get the apartments finished, right?”
Max sighed. “So long as we don’t want the apartments to have kitchens.”
Cath hastily reviewed the figures she’d typed on her laptop and clenched her fists as she stared at the screen. “Oh, sugar!” she exclaimed. “I forgot about the kitchens.”
“It’s okay, Cath; the bank wouldn’t have given me more money anyway. Go home and get some rest. I think you should start looking for a new job. I’ll give you a glowing reference. You’ve been a great employee these last seven years. You’ve been like family.”
Cath looked up at the ceiling, trying to fight back her tears.
The reception phone rang, and she cleared her choked-up throat.
“If that’s my dad, tell him I’m not in,” Max said. “He just called my cell, but I don’t wanna speak to him.”
“Okay.” Cath answered the phone. “Good evening, Max Green Construction.”
“I need to speak with Max Green; it’s an emergency!” Scott said, plodding through a field in the dark with Harris purposely out of earshot in front of him in handcuffs.
“Who’s calling, please?” Cath asked.
“Mr. Walker,” Scott replied.
Cath covered the phone’s microphone with her hand and whispered to Max, “I think it’s your dad, but he’s calling himself Mr. Walker.”
Max frowned in exasperation. “Hang up on him.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Walker, but Mr. Green isn’t here just now. Goodby—”
“Wait!” Scott snapped. “This is his dad, Scott Murphy. I need to speak to Max; his life depends on it!”
Cath’s jaw dropped, and she forgot to cover the microphone with her hand again. “Your dad says he needs to speak with you, and your life depends on it.”
Max’s eyes went dull with bewilderment. “Transfer his call to my office.”
***
Outside the grounds of Max’s construction company, Felipe, the ghost of Scott’s past who recognized him in Miami with Susan and reported his sighting of Max to Eduardo Gutierrez, parked his black Dodge Challenger on the side road beside the wire fence of the construction site, fifty feet back from the main road, where traffic trundled by. Felipe had a muscle-bound fellow Colombian in his twenties with him. The two men attached their silencers to their pistols and got out of the car, with the young bull fetching a set of wire cutters from Felipe’s trunk.
The lights were on inside Max’s workshop for added security, and Max’s pickup truck was parked outside its closed timber double doors.
With Felipe keeping a lookout, his accomplice cut a hole through the fence, and they snuck into the yard.
“Take a walk around the back and make sure there’s nowhere he can escape from,” Felipe said.
The big man nodded and headed for the back of the workshop, leaving Felipe on his own at the workshop’s double doors. Felipe looked to his right at the traffic slowly moving on the congested street eighty yards away. Like his fledgling hit man, Felipe was dressed in black and camouflaged well in the dark yard. He thumped the doors, and after waiting a few moments for a response that didn’t come, the big man returned to Felipe from the right side of the workshop and said, “There’s no back door.”
Felipe tried the sturdy door handle and said, “It’s locked; I don’t think he’s in there.”
They both looked behind them to the back right corner of the yard at the single-story building with lights on inside where Max’s office was.
“He must be in there,” Felipe said. “Once we’ve dealt with the son, we’re going back to his house, and you’re killing his kids.”
“Can’t we make it the best of three?” the big man asked with alarm in his brown eyes.
“No way. We’ll do the best of three on the next job.”
“This isn’t fair.”
Felipe sneered. “You’ve got to get your experience in, and it’s not my fault that rock beats scissors.”
***
Max closed his office door behind him, stormed over to the desk, and answered his phone. “You’ve got some nerve calling me at work when you’re a fucking fugitive for murder! I’ve got a good mind to call the—”
“Max, shut up and listen!” Scott demanded. “You and your wife and kids are in danger; the people I’m involved with want to kill you and them. You need to get yourself and your family out of Miami now!”
Unfiltered dread furrowed the lines on Max’s face. “Oh my God! What the fuck have you done?”
“I don’t have time to give you an explanation, Max, and you don’t have time to hear one. I called the police before I phoned you, and they’re on their way to your house and work. Get out of there, Max!”
“I won’t forgive you for this, you fucking piece of shit!”
“I’m sorry. You don’t deserve any of this or to have me for a dad.”
“Are you in Colombia?”
“That’s not important. Put the phone down and leave.”
“It’s the Cartagena cartel, isn’t it?”
Harris stopped walking in the field and faced Scott.
“I didn’t tell you to stop,” Scott said.
“Who are you talking to?” Max asked.
“It doesn’t matter,” Scott replied. “The less you know, the better.”
The vein on Max’s forehead throbbed, and he shouted, “I have a right to know who wants to kill my family!”
“It’s the Cartagena cartel,” Scott somberly said. “I tried to protect you by dealing with them myself so you’d have a chance at saving your business. I’m sorry I failed you, Son.”
***
Rosie Davis was sitting on the rear section of a Miami Metrobus, a few blue seats from the back. She was on the right side facing the windows and had a panoramic view of everything to the left of the bus that it toddled past. Her blue eyes were particularly blue that evening, as in utterly fed up, consumed by the miserable secret she kept from the rest of the passengers that she was on the bus with no destination in mind and only there to soak up some human company.
The bus shuddered to a stop, and its door hissed open. Rosie turned her head right and cast her gaze to the front to see who would get on. She looked dejected when everyone’s “favorite” public transportation travel companions hopped on board: a group of obnoxious teenagers. Their pack leader came on board first, inflicting nauseatingly poor excuse for music from his phone to the silent disgruntlement of the other passengers. Rosie returned to watching the world go by through the lens of the bus windows.
The bus turned onto the industrial and relatively quiet street where the headquarters of Max’s construction company was. Rosie’s mouth fell open when she saw Max’s face, with his name next to it, on a billboard promoting his business. She looked at the news article on her phone, which confirmed what she’d thought: the Max Green on the billboard was the man she’d seen on the news telling the media outside his construction company that his dad didn’t kill Susan Foster at the Home Sweet Homes retirement community.
She saw the lights were on in Max’s office and that Max’s pickup truck was parked in front of the workshop behind the yard’s closed gates.
The residents of Home Sweet Homes were still feeling the impact of Susan’s murder, and Rosie was no different. She was curious to speak to Max about Scott, and she got out of her seat and waited at the front of the bus for the upcoming stop.
“Thank you, dear,” Rosie said to the female driver as she stepped off the bus fifty yards from Max’s construction company.
Rosie saw that the yard’s steel entrance gates were locked with a padlock, and she took a wander along the sidewalk to the side road where the black Dodge Challenger was parked. She turned right and walked down the side road. She drew a sharp breath when she noticed the hole in the wire fence that had been cut next to the Dodge Challenger. She scanned the yard for trespassers and could see the light coming from the workshop. She glanced to her right at the pedestrians walking past on the sidewalk and the drivers doing whatever they were doing with their evenings, not paying any attention to her, and she got her phone from her purse.
“911, what’s your emergency?” the operator asked.
“I’m reporting a suspected break-in at Max Green Construction on…” Rosie frantically searched for a street sign, “Fortune Street, Miami. 192, Fortune Street.”
“Are you safe, sir?” the operator asked.
“For now,” Rosie replied with the eye of the tigress. “Hurry up and get here.”
The workshop
was closest to Rosie, and she thought better of knocking on its double doors in case anyone who might have answered it had bad intentions. She pressed her ear to the timber and listened for a sign of life coming from inside. Every sound from the city within earshot of Rosie played tricks on her, and she questioned whether anyone was on the other side of the doors.
Rosie’s absorbed state was broken by an unmistakable sound of a scream coming from Max’s office building. It was shrill and sounded feminine, and Rosie shot her eyeballs across the yard in its direction.
***
Cath was cowering against the wall behind her reception desk, her hands covering her face as she waited for the violent end to her life that seemed inevitable.
“Where’s Max Green, you dumb bitch?” Felipe asked her from the other side of the reception desk, his pistol aimed at her.
“Please!” Cath wailed.
Felipe glanced at his accomplice and nodded toward Max’s office, prompting the muscle-bound gunman to approach Max’s door with both hands on his pistol.
“Begging won’t help you,” Felipe said to Cath, “but telling me where Max Green is will.”
“He’s in his office,” Cath said, pointing at Max’s door.
In fact, Max had locked himself inside the bathroom, located to the right of the reception, around the corner from it. The bathroom had one toilet and no means of escape.
Max used his phone to call 911.
“911, what’s your emergency?”
“There are men here to kill me at my work,” Max whispered. “I think the police are on their way, but you need to hurry up.”
“What’s your location, sir?”
Meanwhile, Felipe’s accomplice swung Max’s office door open and saw that the chair behind Max’s desk in the back right corner was empty. With a murderous look of anticipation, he crept toward the desk and checked underneath it, as well as the locked window behind closed blinds.
“Your mascara has run,” Felipe said to Cath, his gun still pointed at her, “but don’t worry; the morgue will clean you up.”
Cath sniffled as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I don’t want to die!”
Convinced Felipe was about to end her life, she couldn’t bring herself to look at him now, and like Felipe, she didn’t see Rosie coming into the reception area and tiptoeing up to him from behind.
Rosie got within touching distance of Felipe, then said, “Hi, honey.”
Felipe was disconcerted and moved his aim away from Cath by a few inches while he turned around to see who’d made their presence known so whimsically. Rosie took advantage of the distraction by giving Felipe an overhand right hand that George Foreman would have been proud of. Her colossal punch staggered Felipe back a step, and his gun went off, firing a bullet into the plasterboard ceiling. Felipe screwed his face, dazed and very confused by the sight of a hulking Rosie standing there in her blue dress with her fists raised. He brought his gun-holding right hand around in Rosie’s direction, but Rosie saw it coming and grabbed his forearm before he could train the gun on her. She jabbed him on the nose with her left, then twice in the mouth, knocking out a tooth. With Felipe’s grip on the gun loosened and his ability to stand diminished, Rosie took his unsteady feet out from under him. As Felipe headed for a flat on his back landing, his gun fell from his hand, landing a few yards away.
Felipe was down and almost out, and in the corner of her eye, Rosie saw the jacked Colombian rushing out of Max’s office in response to the commotion. She didn’t have enough time to get to Felipe’s pistol on the floor, so instead, she manhandled him to his feet, scooping him up with her hands underneath his armpits.
BANG
The hit man would have shot Rosie’s chest had it not been for Felipe being an unwilling human shield.
“Argh,” Felipe yelped in response to his left ass cheek taking a bullet.
Felipe got his hands around Rosie’s neck and did all he could to choke her. Rosie wasn’t deterred from her goal, and she continued to use Felipe to protect her, lifting him off his feet as she charged the powerfully built hit man like a rhino.
BANG
BANG
BANG
With each bullet that sank into Felipe’s back, Rosie felt the grip he had on her neck loosen into nothing, and she smacked into his accomplice, using Felipe as a battering ram.
Rosie let go of the dying Felipe, and he fell onto the carpet in a heap. The other hit man was on his back a few feet inside Max’s office, his pistol out of his reach. Rosie could have gotten to the gun before him, but she had complete confidence in her supreme physical capability.
“Let’s see what ya got, sugar puff,” Rosie said, gesturing with her fingers for him to get up.
He looked at the gun to his left, close to Rosie, and knew it would be pointless to try and get to it before she did. “I’m going to fuck you up, whatever the fuck you are,” he said, scrambling to his feet before lifting his
trouser leg and pulling out a six-inch blade.
He twitched and shifted his body from left to right, feigning which way he would come at Rosie with his knife. Rosie backed off toward the wall adjacent to Max’s desk as the cocky hit man stalked her. A meter from the desk, he swiped wildly at Rosie, missing her by centimeters. He followed up with a backhand stroke, and again, the knife only narrowly avoided Rosie, who threw out a right jab that didn’t connect but maintained a barely safe distance between them. The Cartagena man lunged forward and thrust his knife into Rosie’s right breast. She grimaced and grunted at the pain, but getting stabbed didn’t have the effect on her that the hit man hoped it would. He was now within range of Rosie, and she flung him against the wall that she’d been backing up to before he could pull the knife out of her.
Facing him, Rosie glanced at the blade’s handle protruding from her silicone implant and said, “You just cost me ten grand.” With that, she booted the big man in the solar plexus, and he bounced off the wall. She grabbed him from behind, clamped her arms around his midriff, arched her back, and suplexed him through the desk in a move that wound back the clock to her wrestling heyday when she was Andrew.
Breathing heavily, Rosie clambered to her feet and surveyed the wreckage of the desk, which had split in two and had her opponent lying flat out on his back and unconscious in the middle of it on the floor.
Max peered around the door frame of his office, and when his eyes landed on Rosie, he gaped at her like she was an alien. Seeing Rosie in her torn dress with her disheveled hair, as if she’d been electrocuted, and a knife sticking out of her tit, not to mention the KO’d hit man through his desk, made Max feel like he was on a bad acid trip.
“Who are you?” Max asked, his voice quaking.
Rosie flashed her veneers. “I’m Rosie Davis. I know your dad, Scott Murphy.”
Max shook his head and said, “Of course you do.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Their eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and Scott and Harris could see the silhouette of the mountains they were aiming to reach, which were a several-hour trek ahead of them. The road they abandoned Harris’ car on was around three miles behind them now. Scott switched his focus from ensuring Harris stayed in front of him to checking for vehicles behind them going off-road and heading in their direction. If it hadn’t been for the adrenaline whirling around Scott’s system, motivating his body to keep hiking toward the mountains, he’d have collapsed onto the grass in a heap of exhaustion.
Scott checked the phone he’d taken from Harris to call Max.
“Fuck,” Scott grumbled in response to the lack of bars on the top right corner of the phone’s screen.
“Still no signal, huh?” Harris asked without turning around.
“No, and the battery’s about to die. I need to speak to Max again.”
“He’ll be okay. You warned him, and the police were on their way to him.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t be so casual about it if it were your son who found himself a target of Eduardo Gutierrez through no fault of his own.”
“You’re marching me handcuffed into the Colombian wilderness in the middle of the night to an airstrip used by the Cartagena cartel that might be abandoned; I can assure you, Murphy, that I’m not being casual. And I wouldn’t have gotten my son embroiled in the mess you’ve dragged yours into.”
“We can’t all be the father of the year.”
“You didn’t have to be the father of the year not to be responsible for a drug lord trying to kill your son.”
Scott seared his eyes into the back of Harris’ head. “Don’t judge me because you don’t know who I am and why I took the path that led to me—”
“Taking a former detective hostage at gunpoint and making him walk into the back of beyond so that you can have what? A shoot-out with the DEA? You’re right, Murphy; I don’t know why you took the path that you did, but I’ve got a good idea.”
Scott rechecked Harris’ phone, and there was still no signal.
“Go on then, enlighten me,” Scott said.
“You and I sure as shit ain’t the same kind of men now, but I think we started off as being pretty similar. Then when Vietnam sent us a curveball, I swung for the fences, but you downed your bat.”
“What the fuck are you talking about? I had an impeccable military record.”
Harris looked sagely off into the distance. “I know you did, but the war didn’t end for you in 1973. Sure, you went home, but that’s when the real battle started… for both of us.” Harris’ face grew anguished as he continued. “The intrusive thoughts of dead friends and how they died when you’re meant to be thinking about something else. Waking up your wife and yourself in the middle of the night screaming in terror. Feeling like Uncle Sam really fucked you over and that no one seems to give a shit. You turned your back on the righteous path, Murphy, because the righteous path turned its back on you.”
Scott stared wistfully at the grass for a long and silent moment, forgetting where he was and not wanting to admit to Harris or himself that Harris understood him.
“How did you stay on the righteous path, as you put it?” Scott asked.
“By never losing faith in myself. Don’t get me wrong; I returned from Nam with a chip on my shoulder, and for a few months, I leaned on the bottle more than I should have. I felt myself sinking, and I didn’t want to go out as an alcoholic bum, resentful of the world and everything in it. I refused to go out like that.”
“It was as simple as that, huh?”
Harris scoffed. “It wasn’t simple. Staying motivated to do what I knew in my heart was the right thing to do was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but each day that I survived, staying on the straight and narrow and treating people and myself with decency and compassion, I felt myself getting stronger. Before I knew it, I wasn’t having as many nightmares, and my unwanted thoughts became few and far between. I even started to enjoy the normal things in life again, like family barbecues or going to a sports bar with my buddies and not drinking to pass out. And most importantly, I was always there for my son; before he knew that he needed me, I was there. I saw the world in a new light, and it was gray. The black-and-white thinking I had before Nam was flawed and make-believe—the whole good vs. evil crap—and when I came home, my disillusioned world was blacker than it had ever been, but I was the white that kept the darkness at bay and eventually made it a balanced gray. Once I accepted how imperfect the world was and its many contradictions, I could find the light in the darkest of places.”
The recognition of a life wasted dawned on Scott’s face. “Well, congratulations on cracking the code,” Scott said, masking the actual effect Harris’ words had on him. “I’m sorry I didn’t have the same approach as you to the bitterness I felt at life. I decided if the world were gonna fuck me, then I’d fuck it ten times over.”
“The nuclear option.”
“You bet; if you throw a pebble at me, I’ll end you with a boulder. That’s always been the way I’ve done things.”
“That approach sure is working for you.”
Scott gave the back of Harris’ head a scornful look. “Seeing as I’m the one who’s got the gun trained on you, I suggest you stop with your smart-ass comments.”
Harris didn’t look in the least bit afraid. “We both know your bullets are staying in your gun. You want out of Colombia as much as I want out of these handcuffs, and if you keep on with your reckless plan to use me as a hostage to get out of this country, you’ll be the one on the receiving end of some bullets soon.”
“We’ll see about that. If your friends in the DEA aren’t brain-dead, they’ll keep their distance and let the two of us fly out on their chopper.”
Harris laughed. “And if they don’t?”
“Then whatever happens after that is on them,” Scott said with a cold determination.
Harris defiantly turned around and said, “Wrong, it’ll be on you. Your plan’s doomed to fail, Murphy. Cut your losses now while you still can and stop this suicide mission you’re on.”
“I didn’t tell you to stop walking,” Scott said, maintaining an authoritative glare.
“We both know you’re not gonna shoot me. You need me alive for your fantasy that the DEA will let you out of that airstrip on a helicopter with the hostage no less.” Harris smirked. “You’ll be asking for a Big Mac and a million dollars in cash next.”
Scott pouted sullenly. “Maybe you’re right, Harris and my idea is too far-fetched. Maybe I should kill you now and accept defeat.”
“I don’t think you’d kill me even if you didn’t need me.”
“Oh yeah? What makes you so sure about that?”
“Because for all your flaws and fuck-ups, there’s a good man in you who’s been fighting to get out for a long ass time, and even though there’s also a bad bastard in there who refuses to let him out, that good man won’t die. That’s my gray perspective.”
The complex battle between Scott’s two sides raging in his psyche was etched into his frown lines as he brooded over Harris’ opinion.
“We’ve got a lot of miles still to go,” Scott said. “Once we get out of the open, we’ll rest up for a bit. We should be at the airstrip before noon tomorrow.”
Harris shook his head in frustration. “That’s your call, Murphy, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

Scott and Harris looked like death warmed up after a grueling night of tramping over
mountains and valleys. The heavenly scene of their final mountain to conquer before they descended to the airstrip on the other side of it, basking in the late morning sun, was wasted on them. The only thing on their minds other than whether anyone was waiting for them at the airstrip was food, and never mind a scabby horse; Scott and Harris would have eaten anything containing a single calorie. Even the spongy grass beneath their boots looked appealing to Scott.
“I wish I were a fucking cow right now,” Scott said.
“What?” Harris croaked ten yards in front of Scott.
“I wish I were a cow, so I could eat this grass. Humans can’t eat grass, can they?”
“Yeah, as long as you mooooooo when you do.”
“I could eat you, ya prick.”
“Nah, I’m too leathery.”
“Good point; you do look like you had an uphill paper round.”
“It’s the way God made me.”
“I’d have liked to have seen you when you were young. I can’t imagine you with a youthful face.”
The folds around Harris’ eyes deepened further as he shot Scott a withering glare. “I suggest you focus less on my aesthetics and more on what’s coming to you on the other side of this mountain.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got it under control.”
“We’ll see. How about you give me a rest from carrying the bag?”
“When we get to the top.” Scott checked Harris’ phone. “Still no damn signal, and the battery’s about to die.”
“Like you are.”
“I don’t think so. Your pals in the DEA aren’t a match for me. You’re the only one I’d have to worry about if you weren’t in cuffs.”
“Was that a compliment, Murphy?”
“You weren’t awarded the Medal of Honor for nothing.”
“I was a different person then.”
“I think he’s still in there. What did you do in Vietnam to get your medal?”
“We should be conserving our energy.”
“It’ll make no difference now. Tell me.”
Harris cast a contemplative gaze toward the summit, a hundred yards away. “The platoon I was part of had been penned in at a dead end in the jungle by the enemy for three days. They ambushed us and were picking us off one by one. Our lieutenant was convinced the best thing to do was hold our position until reinforcements arrived, but help was taking too long to come. I wanted us to push back and overcome the enemy, but orders are orders. But on the afternoon of the third day, I didn’t have to follow any orders because my lieutenant was shot... right in front of me.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It is what it is or was.”
“And after your lieutenant got shot, you handled the enemy your way?”
“I pushed the enemy back, but by then, it wasn’t a tactical decision on my part; I was just sick of being shot at, so I ran out from the tree that had been giving me cover and shot anything that moved that was in front of me.”
“And you’re calling what I’m doing a suicide mission?”
“It wasn’t that I didn’t care about dying; I didn’t think about it. I was too pissed off to think, and by the time I was done being angry, twelve Viet Cong were dead, and the four men left in my platoon weren’t stuck waiting to die anymore.”
Scott secretly admired Harris, not only for his valor in Vietnam but also for the good man that he was. He saw Harris as an example of the type of person he could have become had he not chosen so many wrong turns after Vietnam.
“I can relate to anger being the driving force to act more so than bravery,” Scott said, “but I still think you were brave.”
They reached the mountain’s summit and looked down at the canopy of trees covering most of the green valley, with the tarmac clearing in the middle of it. A thick wall of trees shielded the 500-meter-long airstrip, meaning it was only noticeable from a high vantage point.
“There’s not a house in sight,” Harris said. “What if the DEA doesn’t show up?”
“Then we’re dead, which is why they will. They can’t ignore what I told them last night.” Scott looked at his watch. “We’re early. They’ll be here. We’ll wait for them halfway down the mountain.”
Scott removed the duffel bag from Harris and took his turn carrying it. They trudged down the mountainside, and Scott, with his finger on the trigger and his gun still aimed at Harris’ back, had his eyes pierced for any DEA agents hiding.
“Is there a road into the airstrip that I can’t see?” Harris asked.
“Nope, the only way in is from the sky. We’ll wait behind that boulder.”
Scott made Harris sit on the ground with his back against the boulder while he stood beside him and peeked out from the top of the rock, 100 yards from the airstrip. He put the bag of guns next to his foot, furthest away from Harris.
“If, and I mean if, your plan works and you manage to convince the DEA to stay here and watch you fly yourself and me away in their chopper, where the heck are you gonna go?” Harris asked.
“In the short-term, a couple of hundred miles away or as far as the helicopter’s fuel tank will take us.”
“And in the long-term?”
“Wherever it is, it won’t be with you.”
Twenty minutes passed, and then a faint whirring caught Scott’s ear. He looked ahead at the blue sky, searching for the chopper, and after a few seconds, saw a black speck approaching.
“That’s them,” Scott said. “Get up.”
With his hands still cuffed behind his back, Harris struggled to get to his feet and said, “A little help, please.”
Scott hauled him up, and they both watched the helicopter get closer, then descend onto the tarmac.
The chopper’s blades were still churning the air and blowing the leaves on the nearby trees when its door slid open, and three DEA agents in bulletproof vests got out.
“I told you they’d show,” Scott said. “Over here!” he shouted.
The agents aimed their guns up the mountain at Scott.
“Any fucking around, and James Harris will be the first to go,” Scott yelled.
“Come down, and we can talk,” an agent said.
“Right, this is it,” Scott said to Harris. “Do exactly as I say, and you might make it out of this alive.”
Harris was about to start walking when he heard another helicopter coming, approaching from behind him and Scott.
“It sounds like another one’s on the way,” Harris said to Scott.
“There had better not be. I made it clear to the DEA that they were to bring one helicopter.”
“What the fuck is this?” Scott shouted to the agents. “I told you, one chopper.”
“That’s not us,” the agent replied.
The green camouflaged helicopter swooped over the top of the mountain and hovered fifty feet up, just ahead of Scott and Harris.
“That one ain’t the DEA,” Harris said. “Look at the guns on it. That’s an attack helicopter, and by the looks of things, it’s Russian. I think it’s a Mil Mi-4.”
Scott gave Harris a confused look. “How do you know so much about helicopters?”
“I learned to fly them in the military.”
“You kept that quiet.”
“Why would there be a Russian helicopter in Colombia?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Scott said sarcastically. “It’s not as if a billionaire drug lord wouldn’t think to buy a machine like that from the Russians on the black market.”
***
Inside the Russian-made airborne killing machine, the Colombian pilot bore the helicopter’s guns down on the DEA agents.
“The radar was right,” the pilot said. “The bird in our sky was the DEA. I’ve got them in my sights. There’s no sign of Murphy, but he might be inside their chopper. What’s the order?”
Gunmen surrounded Eduardo Gutierrez in the basement of his mansion, which looked more like a military control room with its radar display and numerous CCTV monitors, giving him a hawk-like eye on Cartagena and beyond, including the roads leading in and out of the city. Sitting in front of the monitors, he spoke to the pilot into the microphone sticking out of the broad console. “Light them up.”
Apart from Gutierrez, the only other person in the room who wasn’t visibly armed was his top aide, the diminutive Daza. He gave Gutierrez a worried look. “Eduardo, with respect, y—you can’t do that.”
Gutierrez buried his power-drunk eyes in Daza. “What did you say?”
“It isn’t advisable to kill multiple DEA agents.” Daza clarified. “If you do, you’d be starting a war with the American government.”
“Fuck the Americans,” Gutierrez said. “We are already at war with them.”
Daza couldn’t hide his concern from his face but didn’t dare question Gutierrez again.
***
The DEA agents had no time to run for cover as the pilot of the Mi-4 engaged its rotary cannon machine guns, firing a cannonade of bullets down on them, ripping them and the surrounding tarmac apart.
Inside the DEA’s inferior and weaponless helicopter, the remaining agent barked a panicked order at his pilot. “Get the fuck out of here!”
As the DEA’s chopper lifted off the ground through its open door, the agent fired multiple rounds of his semi-automatic pistol at the Mi-4, but they were no match for its titanium-plated armor. The Mi-4 shifted to the left and directed a barrage of bullets at the smaller helicopter, causing the DEA’s pilot to lose control, and the chopper smashed side-on into the tarmac before exploding into a ball of flames.
Scott and Harris looked on in abject horror on the mountainside from behind the boulder.
“Look what you’ve done, you fucking idiot!” Harris fumed.
“Shit!” Scott exclaimed, anguish coating his vocal cords. “I’m sorry! I would never have brought us here if I’d thought that would happen.”
“Well, you did, and it has.”
“We need to get out of here.”
“You don’t say!”
“Get down!” Scott pushed Harris to the grass and ducked behind the boulder, hoping no one from inside the helicopter had seen them when it turned to face them. “I don’t think they saw u—”
Scott was interrupted by the almighty sound of the Mi-4’s guns unleashing hell on the boulder, sending chunks of rock and earth in all directions.
***
Inside Miami International Airport, Michael Quinn stood in the arrivals line.
He was middle-aged, and aside from his short and curly fiery red hair, physically speaking, there was nothing of note about him. He patiently waited in the queue in his three-piece suit as it filtered along the stanchion to the desks, where security personnel checked the arrivals’ passports.
“Business or pleasure?” the woman behind the desk asked him after looking at his photograph, which showed a chink of a smile escaping his otherwise vacant expression in his U.S. passport.
“Business,” Michael replied with a Boston accent.
The woman handed Michael’s passport back to him, and with his suitcase in tow, he strolled out of the airport exit into the early afternoon sunshine and made his way to the car park. As he approached a dark blue Mercedes-Benz, he slipped his hand inside his trouser pocket and brought out a set of car keys. He opened the car’s trunk and put his suitcase inside it next to a jerrycan, and the used overalls and hi vis vest folded neatly with a white hard hat on top of them. Once he was in the car, the first thing he did was check inside the glove box. His facial features remained as still as a calm lake while he cast his blue eyes on the pistol with a silencer attachment.
***
The apartment building on the construction site looked finished from the outside and was a short drive from the airport. Michael drove past the empty site and parked one block away. He’d changed out of his suit now and was wearing the overalls and high vis vest. He went back to the Mercedes’ trunk, where he put on the hard hat and pulled out the jerrycan.
The construction site had
the look of a ghost town about it. Stacks of roof tiles on wooden pallets sat in the yard, bags of cement powder remained untouched in waterproof packaging, and shovels lay abandoned on a large heap of sand. Michael walked blithely past a newspaper being blown aimlessly through the yard and headed for the apartment building’s foyer. He tried the entrance door, but it was locked. He put the jerrycan down, pressed the side of his hands against the window to the door’s left, and stared into the foyer, where a Black man in his sixties sitting behind a desk noticed Michael staring at him. Michael waved politely at him, and the man got out of his chair and unlocked the entrance door. He glanced at the jerrycan and said to Michael, “Didn’t you hear? The boys didn’t get paid again, so they downed tools. I don’t think they’ll be coming back. Someone even tried to kill the boss last night at his work base.”
Michael looked at the man’s security badge hanging from the lanyard around his neck and asked, “Do you mean the boss, as in Max Green?”
“That’s what I heard.”
The freckles on Michael’s forehead rose. “Holy crap, that’s news to me. What are you still doing here?”
“Mr. Green doesn’t pay me directly; the security firm I work for does, so I’m here until I’m told not to be.”
“I see. Mr. Green hasn’t been here today, has he?”
“No, you’re the first person I’ve seen all day.”
Staying where he was, Michael casually checked his surroundings.
The security guard gave Michael an inquisitive look and said, “What are you doing?”
“I’m looking for cameras. I noticed one on the gate when I came on site, but I kept my head down.”
The guard wrinkled his nose. “Why did you keep your head down?”
Michael pulled apart the Velcro on his hi vis vest and, from inside it, drew his pistol, then replied, “So I don’t get caught doing this.”
Pop
He shot the security guard in the center of his forehead. The guard’s eyes remained open as he fell lifelessly backward onto the paving stone. Michael stepped over his body, picked up the jerrycan, and went into the building’s foyer.
He doused the desk in gasoline and went around the corner, giving anything flammable a generous helping of it.
Michael sauntered out of the entrance door as flames from the desk licked the exposed timber beams above.
By the time he returned to his car, the fire had consumed the lower level of Max’s residential development.
Michael sat inside his car and made a phone call.
“Murphy’s son wasn’t at the building site,” Michael said, “but we’ll see if he makes an appearance now that his livelihood has gone up in flames.”
***
The gunfire stopped, and when the dust from the boulder settled, Scott and Harris watched the helicopter fly over their heads and hover above them.
“Were you hit?” Scott asked.
“No,” Harris spat.
The pilot tried his best to position the helicopter so its cannons could obliterate Scott and Harris, but the steep mountainside made doing so impossible.
Scott shot two rounds at the helicopter, and as the bullets ricocheted off it, the pilot pulled back toward the airstrip.
“What are they doing?” Harris asked, his back to the boulder.
“They’re landing,” Scott replied after standing up.
“They’re gonna come for us on foot. Uncuff me.”
“You’ll be fine. I’ll be able to take them all out.”
“Your confidence could get us both killed if you don’t let me fight them with you.”
“No, just stay where you are,” Scott said, aiming at the helicopter as it descended onto the airstrip.
“I think we’ve established by now that we’re not going to kill each other, Murphy. So, get me out of these cuffs now, and let me help us both!”
Scott mulled over his chances of survival with and without Harris’ help and then, with a note of resignation, said, “Okay.” He unlocked one of Harris’ cuffs, leaving the other dangling from his wrist. He watched Harris intently as he eagerly grabbed a pistol from the duffel bag. With his gun in hand, Harris took the other side of the boulder and waited for the helicopter to land. Satisfied but uneasy about their truce, Scott refocused his attention on Gutierrez’s shooters.
The helicopter’s wheels touched down on the airstrip with its door facing away from Scott and Harris. Four armed cartel members, including the pilot, jumped out of the chopper, each holding an assault rifle. They split up, with two taking the front of the helicopter and the other two cautiously moving to its rear. Scott saw the shoulder of the man who’d led the way to the back of the chopper, and he waited until his head was visible.
BANG
“One down,” Scott said as the Cartagena man hit the ground heavily from Scott’s perfectly executed head shot. Scott glanced to his left and saw that Harris was no longer on the other side of the boulder and was advancing down the mountainside, using smaller boulders for cover as he went. The two shooters who’d taken the front of the helicopter noticed Harris and fired at him. Scott couldn’t see the gunmen from where he was, and emboldened by Harris going for it, he broke away from his cover, dragging the duffel bag with him, and together, he and Harris flanked Gutierrez’s men.
When Harris was nearly at the airstrip, he took cover behind the last boulder large enough to shield him from the incoming bullets before the mountainside leveled out. He was twenty yards from the helicopter now and saw Scott returning fire at the shooter hiding behind the chopper’s rear.
“Murphy,”
Harris called. Scott looked over at him, and Harris signaled to him there were two gunmen to the helicopter’s left and said, “Cover me.”
Harris waited for a pause in gunfire from the two cartel members at his side before running toward Scott as fast as his heavy legs could carry his dog-tired but adrenaline-buzzed body.
As Harris had hoped, the two shooters he’d been engaged in a firefight with stepped out from behind the front of the helicopter and trained their guns on him. Scott was ready and shot one in the chest, knocking him down. He switched his aim at the other shooter, hitting him in the shoulder before he got another chest-shot. With Scott distracted, providing cover for Harris, a Cartagena shooter at the helicopter’s rear had Scott in his sights.
BANG
Gutierrez’s man fell forward, clutching his stomach. Scott looked left and saw Harris twenty feet away in a firing stance, pointing his gun at the fallen cartel member. Scott gave Harris a look like that of a hyped-up wild animal that couldn’t quite believe a person had just saved them. He changed his magazine, ditched the bag, and advanced onto the airstrip, with Harris following.
Scott got within a couple of yards of the back of the helicopter, where the cartel member that Harris had hit was lying on the tarmac, bleeding out in the fetal position, holding his stomach and groaning. Unaware of what was on the other side of the helicopter, Scott was in no mood to show mercy and didn’t hesitate in shooting the maimed gunman in the head at point-blank range as he continued past the chopper’s tail.
The two Cartagena men Scott had shot a minute earlier when Harris distracted them with his run were lying motionless near the front of the chopper. Scott had both hands on his pistol and his arms extended as he turned to face the helicopter’s open door and saw no one inside. Before doing anything else, he decided to check on the two gunmen at the helicopter’s front. The one closest to him still had his eyes open and was blinking, but his colleague was deathly still with closed eyes.
Scott tossed their rifles away and addressed the barely alive one. “Do you work for Gutierrez?”
The man stared at Scott with stoic defiance as the cold clutches of death pulled him closer to the brink with each passing second. Scott held his distant stare as he shot the cartel member beside him. His lifeless body jerked with the bullet’s impact, and he made no sound, confirming to Scott that he was dead.
“Do you work for Gutierrez?” Scott repeated, the frustration giving his voice an edge.
A smidge of a grin formed on the cheeks of the dying Cartagena man, resulting in a flare-up of anger in Scott. Scott straddled him and dug the end of his pistol into his neck, under his chin. “Is my son alive?” Scott yelled. “I’ll blow you away!”
“That’s enough,” Harris said from behind Scott.
Scott looked over his shoulder at Harris, who was aiming his gun at him.
“It’s not nearly enough,” Scott said. “I’ll skin this rodent alive if he doesn’t start talking.” He looked again at Gutierrez’s gunman and said, “Is my son….” His voice trailed off as he realized that the Cartagena man had died. He pushed himself up off the dead man’s chest.
“Stay where you are,” Harris demanded.
“I think we’ve established by now that we’re not going to kill each other,” Scott said, not feeling concerned enough to look at Harris as he got to his feet.
“You’re under arrest,” Harris said unconvincingly.
Scott held his gun by his side, pointing it at the tarmac.
“Your big plan to arrest me is over,” Scott said, looking at Harris. “What can I tell you, Harris? You wasted your time coming here. Now, as it’s highly likely those men were Cartagena cartel, there’ll be more here soon, and I’m not going to leave you to die. We’ll go our separate ways when we land.”
Harris furrowed his brow. “When we land?”
Keeping a firm grip on his gun, Scott strode to the helicopter’s door and climbed inside.
“If you’d rather stay here in the ass end of nowhere for the Cartagena cartel to get you or get lucky and starve to death, then be my guest,” Scott said, “but I’m going.”
Harris balked at Scott’s plan. “You’ll stay where you are! And give me the key to these cuffs so I can get them off my wrist.”
After what they’d been through together, Scott knew Harris’ gun may as well have been a water pistol, and he wouldn’t use it on him so long as he didn’t use his on Harris.
Scott spotted a first aid kit hanging from the chopper’s interior above the back seats. “Do you have any injuries?” he asked.
“No, but you will if you don’t get out of that helicopter!”
Scott ignored Harris’ empty threat and scoped out the rest of the inside. There was nothing on the row of seats, but when he looked behind them, out of sight of Harris, his eyes lit up at the two parachutes he saw, jump-ready in green bags.
“What are you up to back there?” Harris asked, sticking his head in through the side door.
“I’m looking for food, but there’s nothing here. I’m serious about flying this thing. I’ll take us far away from the area and land near civilization. Then we’ll go our separate ways. Live to fight another day and all that.”
Harris stubbornly watched Scott climb into the cockpit, and Scott frowned at the mass of flight instruments he didn’t recognize.
“Do you know anything about starting one of these, Comrade?” Scott asked. “I can’t read Russian.”
“Are you fucking shitting me? This is ridiculous. We’re not flying in that. Use its radio and call for help.”
“And give Gutierrez more of a reason to send more trouble our way? I don’t think so. Let me think.” Scott scrutinized the cockpit. “Let’s see here… That’ll be the left circuit breaker panel.” He lifted the metal handle. “And that’s the right one. Power up the batteries,” he mumbled, flicking the switches. “Fuel switches, done. Disengage the parking brake. Start the APU.”
The helicopter rumbled to life, and Harris yanked his hair, wide-eyed at what was happening.
“You’re actually fucking doing this!” Harris exclaimed tremulously.
“Are you coming? I’ll leave without you,” Scott said, as a parent would to their child they were trying to coax from a store.
The chopper’s blades turned slowly at first, then rapidly became blurry.
Harris nervously bit his cracked lip.
Scott flirted with the idea of taking off without Harris, but he wanted to give him a fighting chance at staying alive without getting himself arrested, and he had just the plan to do that.
“Fucking hell,” Harris grumbled as he climbed into the helicopter and strapped himself into a back seat.
Scott glanced over his shoulder and said, “That was the right call.”
“Where are you taking us?” Harris asked, raising his voice to be heard over the chopper’s blades.
“I’d say we’ve got enough fuel to get us close to Casa Verde. It’s a village about fifty miles from Cartagena.”
Nerves rampaged in Harris’ stomach. He stared out the window on his right at the tarmac, which seemed so far away now, even though they weren’t yet airborne.
“Are you sure you can fly this?” Harris asked.
Scott pulled on the cyclic stick, and the helicopter lifted off the ground. He looked back at Harris and replied, “Let’s find out.”
Five minutes into the flight, Scott dared to believe he might just have a gentle landing in his future instead of an unintended cremation of sorts. He surveyed the land below and saw pockets of rustic houses separated by miles of hills and trees.
“How are you doing back there?” Scott asked.
“I’m praying we make it safely onto the ground.”
“I don’t know why you’re so nervous; you can fly helicopters too.”
“Yeah, twenty years ago before I gave up my license. I’ve never flown anything foreign like this.”
“I need a piss.” Scott got out of his chair and came through to the back. “Take the stick for me.”
Sheer panic contorted the many lines on Harris’ face. “Jesus Christ! Get back in there!”
“Relax, Harris. You’ve got this.” Scott went right to the back, behind the last row of seats. “There’s a piss bucket.”
The helicopter dipped forward, pushing Harris hard against his seat belt.
“Murphy!”
“Take the damn stick. I’m pissing all over the place back here.” Scott stared at the parachute with his little fella in his pants and not a bucket to be seen.
Harris unbuckled his belt, left his pistol where he’d been sitting, and rushed to the cockpit. He threw himself onto the cockpit seat, and his sweaty palms grabbed the cyclic stick, stabilizing the helicopter within seconds.
“What the fuck kind of a prank is this you’re pulling, Murphy?” Harris snarled with his eyes to the front.
Unbeknownst to Harris, Scott had the parachute bag strapped to himself.
“I knew you had it in you,” Scott said, creeping up on Harris.
“Have you finished yet? You can take this back over from me.”
“You’re doing a good job.” Scott was behind Harris’ right shoulder. Harris turned his head to look at Scott and was further startled to see him reaching for the handcuffs still attached to his right wrist.
“Get off me!” Harris yelled as Scott clamped the loose cuff onto the metal framework of the cockpit seat. “What are you doing?”
Scott backed away toward the side door and said, “This is where we go our separate ways.”
Harris noticed Scott was wearing a parachute.
“I can’t fly this, Murphy! Murphy, I can’t!”
“You’re doing just fine.”
Scott picked up the remaining parachute bag and opened the door. The air rushed in, and he gripped the spare parachute tightly in case the one he had on failed.
“This is the key to the handcuffs,” Scott said, holding the key out for Harris to see.
“I’ll put it on the seat here, and a helpful local can get you out of the cuffs when you land.”
Harris had a crazed look about him. “And what if it’s not a helpful local, and I can’t land?”
“I’m sorry, Harris, but I can’t risk being arrested. Take care of yourself. You’re a good man.”
“I’ll be a fucking dead man in a minute!”
“Just focus on the job at hand.” Scott looked outside at the green fields thousands of feet below.
“Murphy!”
Harris witnessed Scott step out of the helicopter and disappear into the sky.
Scott hurtled toward the ground and observed the helicopter becoming smaller in appearance as it continued in a straight line. The air blasted his face, flapping his cheeks like a boxer dog in a wind tunnel.
When he was a mile from the ground, he tugged the cord on his bag, and it released the white chute, puffing into a mushroom shape. Floating to the ground, he saw the chopper in the distance now and hoped Harris would be okay, but Scott’s primary concern was Max and getting in touch with him if it wasn’t already too late.




Chapter Twenty-Five

“Welcome to Dallas, sir. Business or pleasure?” the lady behind the arrivals desk at Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport asked. Her Southern accent was equally charming as her smile, which had an impressive glow for a woman nearing fifty.
“Pleasure,” replied the man of a similar age to her with a Boston accent who was close to being a doppelganger for the red-headed Boston hit man, Michael Quinn.
The airport worker looked at the U.S. passport he slapped on her desk and compared the cheeky half-smirk in the photograph to the man standing before her. She glanced at the name on his passport—Kyle Quinn.
“What kind of pleasure are you planning on getting up to in Dallas, Mr. Quinn?” she asked.
With a flirtatious grin, Kyle said, “That would be telling.” He tapped his freckled nose with his index finger.
The woman returned Kyle’s passport to him and said, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Kyle undressed her with his eyes. “I bet there’s not a lot you wouldn’t do.”
The woman blushed, not knowing whether to flirt or be offended. Kyle winked at her and walked away with a spring in his step to the nearest exit. He brought up his contact “Little Brother” on his phone and called him.
“What’s doin?” Kyle asked.
Michael Quinn was in his car and, from a safe distance, was watching Max’s apartment development burn and the fire department fight a losing battle to wrestle the flames into submission.
“Murphy’s son hasn’t turned up,” Michael replied. “I drove to his business and home addresses, but it looks like he’s gone to ground.”
“Slippery little fucker. We can’t let him get away; Eduardo Gutierrez has put a lot of faith and money into us to make sure that doesn’t happen. If we do a good job for Gutierrez where his Colombian staff failed, plenty more Cartagena cartel dough will come our way.”
“I know; I’m trying my best.”
“Try harder.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You’ve got a sitting duck of a target: an old man in a fucking care home who can’t even wipe his own ass.”
“Excuses, excuses, Michael. I don’t wanna hear them, and neither will Gutierrez, so find Max Green. I’ll call you when I’ve done my half of the job.”
***
Kyle drove into the parking lot of Setting Sun Care Home. He looked at his reflection in the rear-view mirror, smiled wholeheartedly, and said, “Hi, I’m here to visit my dad.” His face dropped. “Bless him; it’s a sin.”
Kyle put on a blue novelty fishing baseball cap, and before getting out of the car, he picked up the bunch of flowers and the biscuit tin from the front passenger seat.
Looking every bit like a loving son, he strolled to the entrance of the beige care home and went through the automatic doors. The home’s interior was predominantly a combination of brown, yellow, and white shades. A sweet and acrid floral smell permeated the stifling, poorly ventilated air. The feminine young man standing behind the reception desk, looking at a clipboard, simpered at Kyle as Kyle approached him.
“Hi, I’m here to visit my dad,” Kyle said.
“Hello, what’s his name, please?”
“Jack Murphy.”
The receptionist’s brow sprang up. “Oh,” he said with a rising inflection.
“How’s he been?”
“Not good. The press has been coming here asking for interviews with him about what his son did.”
“Bless him; it’s a sin.”
“That it is.”
The receptionist sat behind the desk and stared at the computer screen as his fingers rattled the keyboard. “Jack’s not down for any visitors today,” he said, then looked at Kyle with a glimmer of suspicion. “You’re not a journalist, are you?”
“No,” Kyle replied as if offended. “I’m Jack’s son.”
The receptionist gasped.
“Don’t worry,” Kyle said. “I’m not the son you’re thinking of. I haven’t heard from my brother, Scott, in years. I’m the good son, Hank.”
“Jack hasn’t mentioned you before.”
“Tell me about it. I’m used to that by now. My dad’s dementia and the stress Scott’s been putting him through have meant I’ve taken a back seat in his mind. Can you go and tell him I’m here, please? He’s expecting me, or at least he was. We were talking on the phone last night. He must have forgotten to tell you I was coming.”
“Stay here while I go and see if he’s available and what he has to say about it.”
“Thanks. I’ll take a seat over there.” He pointed to one of the two couches near the entrance door.
Kyle sat on the couch and gave a closed smile to the receptionist as he walked past him ten yards in front of him down the corridor to his right and out of sight. A couple of old-timers milled about the spacious lobby, and a female member of the care team briskly came out of the same corridor the receptionist had disappeared down and went up the stairs to her right. With the coast relatively clear, Kyle stood up, hurried over to the corridor, and peered around the corner. He saw the receptionist stop at the eighth door on the left and knock on it. He pulled back from the corner, so he was just peeking out and no more, then observed the receptionist enter the room. Kyle took off in his direction, determined to get there before the receptionist came back out.
The corridor was empty, and Kyle heard the receptionist’s voice escaping the room from its open door as he approached it. When Kyle got to the door, the receptionist was standing at the bottom of a single bed with his back to him, talking to a man in his nineties lying on the bed. Kyle glimpsed at the nameplate on the door, confirming that the elderly man was Jack Murphy.
“I don’t have a son called Hank,” Jack said, oblivious to Kyle being there due to the receptionist blocking his view. “Scott’s my only kid.”
Kyle placed the flowers on the floor and opened his biscuit tin, which had a semi-automatic pistol with a short, blocky silencer built into it. He gently closed the door.
“He must be another reporter,” the receptionist said. “I’ll deal with—”
Pop
Jack’s eyes were augmented by horror at seeing the bullet from Kyle’s gun exit the receptionist’s forehead. Blood and brain tissue spattered Jack’s face and light blue bed sheets. The receptionist fell forward in a catatonic state, landing on Jack’s legs and sliding off the bed onto the carpet.
“Your son fucked up,” Kyle said before putting two quick-fire rounds into Jack’s chest.
The light in Jack’s eyes faded. He stared at his killer and wheezed his last breaths. With death rattling his lungs, Jack completed the monumental task of parting his lips and uttering his final words. “You just fucked up. My boy will kill you.”
Kyle put his gun back inside the biscuit tin and left the room, not looking in the least bit concerned by Jack’s prediction.
***
In Cartagena, Julia and Emilia were on the couch in the living room of their apartment, watching but not paying any attention to the telenovela it was showing. Emilia sent another concerned glance Julia’s way. Emilia needn’t have bothered being discreet because Julia was so lost in her own world that Emilia could have been juggling fire, and she wouldn’t have noticed.
Unable to bite her tongue any longer, Emilia said, “Mom.” Julia didn’t register. “Mom!”
“What?” Julia said dully.
“How long are you going to stay like this for? The restaurant won’t open itself.”
“It’ll be fine. We’ll just stay closed for a few more days.”
“And then our staff don’t get paid again. We shouldn’t be closed. People in town are already talking; they think you’re in trouble with the police and are connected to the Cartagena cartel.”
Julia continued to look blankly inscrutable.
Emilia sighed. “Mom!”
At last, Julia dragged her gaze from the TV onto Emilia.
“You have to snap out of it,” Emilia said. “I know you loved Scott, and seeing him again after all these years brought up feelings you thought you didn’t have for him anymore, but he’ll keep letting you down. You need to get over him.”
Julia frowned. “That’s not it at all, Emilia. I don’t love Scott anymore and hope we never see him again. I’m disappointed in myself for not showing him the door when he darkened it. I didn’t because I didn’t want to deny you a relationship with him, and I’m ashamed of myself for letting him hurt you.”
Emilia snuggled up to Julia and held her hand.
“You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of,” Emilia said. “You’ve been a great parent and my only parent. You were just trying to do the best for me, as you’ve always done. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t fantasized about what it would be like to have a dad, and after Scott came into my life, I started to attach all those dreams to him, but now I see him for what he is: a killer. I don’t want anything to do with him.”
Julia’s wet eyes formed a question. “Do you forgive me?”
“Yes, you’re as much a victim in this as anyone.”
Three loud, authoritative bangs on the front door reverberated down the hallway and into the living room. Julia and Emilia exchanged a worried glance.
“The police?” Emilia suggested.
Julia nodded tensely and pushed herself out of the chair to go and answer the door.
“It’ll be okay,” Emilia said. “You’ve done nothing wrong. Tell them the truth.”
“I can’t tell them that we knew Scott was a fugitive. Leave the talking to me. You knew nothing, and you still know nothing.”
Emilia looked at Julia in tacit agreement that she would play dumb with the police.
Julia neatened her hair with her fingers and went to the front door. She peered through the peephole, and her face froze; Eduardo Gutierrez was standing on the other side of her door along with four members of his cartel. She snapped back her head and warily crept along the hallway to the living room, treading on the floorboards lightly as if they were made of thin ice.
Emilia mirrored her mom’s terrified expression upon seeing her re-enter the living room.
“It’s Eduardo Gutierrez,” Julia whispered, “and he’s brought some of his men.”
“I’ll call the police.”
“No! He’s got half the police force in his pocket. Don’t move and stay quiet.”
Boom, boom, boom, went the door again.
Julia pressed her finger against her lips and stared at Emilia wide-eyed.
The tension was
palpable, the fear visceral. There was no sound from the other side of the front door. The seconds went by like agonizing minutes.
Standing facing her mom, Emilia asked in a barely audible voice, “Do you think they’ve gone?”
Julia tiptoed to the living room window, opened the side of the curtain an inch, and looked at the cobbled street below.
“I can’t see anyone,” Julia replied.
The tension, along with the front door’s hinges, was broken, and Julia and Emilia let out a piercing scream at the sight of three of Gutierrez’s men bounding down the hallway toward them. Julia instinctively threw her arms tightly around Emilia.
“What do you want?” Julia asked, her voice brittle.
The physically and psychologically imposing men buried their aggressive eyes into Julia and Emilia.
“You’re being too emotional, Julia,”
Gutierrez said from the bottom of the hall. He walked with a slow and steady purpose to the living room, leaving his remaining cartel member to guard the apartment’s front door. “You shouldn’t be emotional when there’s so much riding on the answers you’re about to give me,” he said as he went into the living room.
Julia tussled with her anxiety to regulate her breathing.
“If this is about Scott Murphy, I don’t know where he is,” Julia said. “I haven’t heard from Scott since he left here last night.”
Gutierrez quirked an eyebrow. “If this is about Scott Murphy? What other reason would I have to visit you? I certainly didn’t come here for your food. Why has Scott been coming to see you?”
“He wouldn’t leave me alone. He wanted to rekindle what we had, but I told him no. Until recently, I hadn’t seen Scott since he left me over thirty years ago.”
“When you fell pregnant.” Gutierrez glanced at Emilia, and his dark, cold eyes were like a lizard’s.
“That’s right,” Julia said, a little too keen to give Gutierrez the answer she so desperately hoped would be sufficient.
“You grew up to be a beautiful young woman,” Gutierrez said to Emilia. “You have lovely skin. It’s not your typical Colombian’s skin. You could say you have the complexion of a Gringo.”
“Emilia’s father wasn’t American; he was—”
“Italian,” Gutierrez interrupted Julia. “I remember you telling me he was an Italian tourist you shared a bed with for a night. Wham-bam-thank-you, ma’am, and here your daughter stands.” Gutierrez glared at Emilia. “To be conceived because of a one-night stand with a greasy Italian; how humiliating for you. You live here with your mother, don’t you?”
Emilia managed to nod.
“Why was Scott at your birthday party last night?” Gutierrez asked.
“I don’t know. He just showed up.”
“Just showed up to what? Ask your mom on a date?”
Emilia and Julia shared a timid glance.
“Yes, Eduardo, that is why he was here,” Julia said, “and I turned him down. Emilia’s got nothing to do with Scott.”
Gutierrez stared hard at Julia. “You would say that.” He held his hands together behind his back, turned around, and dawdled out of the living room, casting his gaze around the apartment in a leisurely manner as if he were ambling around in a museum.
“What are you doing?” Julia asked.
“You’re a jewelry maker, aren’t you, Emilia?” Gutierrez asked from the hallway.
“Yes,” Emilia replied.
Gutierrez stopped at the doorway of Emilia’s bedroom, set his eyes on her jewelry-making workbench, and said, “Then this must be your room.”
“Leave us alone!” Emilia snapped. She rushed forward but was stopped in her tracks by one of Gutierrez’s men in the living room, who squeezed her throat with one hand and said, “Settle down, sweetheart.”
“Don’t touch her,” Julia bellowed, lunging at the man with Emilia in his grasp. He swatted Julia away like a fly with the back of his other hand, sending her spinning out of control and careening across the floor onto the couch.
Meanwhile, Gutierrez was snooping around Emilia’s bedroom. He inspected the birthday cards on her workbench, reading them one by one from aunties, uncles, and friends. A dangerous glint appeared in his eyes.
To Emilia,
Happy birthday!
Love, Dad (or Scott, if that feels less weird). X
Gutierrez laughed sinisterly and muttered, “Lying bitch.”
He returned to the living room, holding the birthday card.
“Are you sure you don’t know where your dad is, Emilia?” Gutierrez asked.
Emilia and Julia’s faces hit the floor.
“They say a mother’s love is the strongest of all,” Gutierrez said. “I’m going to put that theory to the test. Emilia’s coming with me, and you won’t see her again unless you get me Scott Murphy.”
“No! Don’t take Emilia,” Julia howled. “She’s not responsible for what Scott did.”
“That’s true, but unfortunately for Emilia, Scott is responsible for her.” Gutierrez dug his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out his phone. “I might be a horrible son of a bitch, but I love my daughter.” On his phone, he brought up a picture of a gorgeous dark-haired woman in her twenties, grinning ear to ear with Gutierrez, her arm lovingly draped over his shoulder. “That’s my daughter,” Gutierrez said, showing the photo to Julia. “She’s beautiful, just like your daughter. There’s nothing in this world I wouldn’t do to protect her. I hope, for Emilia’s sake, Scott feels the same about her.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

It was midafternoon in the Colombian countryside, and Scott was in the thick of its wild terrain, plodding through long grass. He reached a boundary fence with a herd of cows grazing in a field on the other side of it. He figured he wasn’t far from the village where he planned to begin his drive out of Colombia. He couldn’t remember the village’s name but thought it was east enough of Cartagena to avoid the cartel.
Scott’s aching body clumsily clambered up the waist-high wire fence. The cows watched him with interest and didn’t flinch when he lost his balance as he swung his leg over the top wire and crash-landed into the field on his backside. He lay there for a few seconds, his body flirting with submitting to its ordeal, and gazed at the electric blue sky. It was so peaceful there, and for a fraction of a moment, Scott fantasized that he wasn’t on the run from the Cartagena cartel and hadn’t ruined his and Max’s lives, to name but a few.
Scott rolled onto his front to push himself up and saw an inquisitive cow a few meters from him that had ventured away from the herd and was eyeballing him.
“Have you got a problem?” Scott asked the cow.
The cow calmly watched Scott with its big brown eyes as if Scott were the most interesting thing it had seen. Scott struggled to his feet and said, “No, of course you don’t have a problem. You haven’t a care in the world. You’re just a dumb fucking cow. I hate to break it to you, pal, but you’re gonna end up on someone’s plate. All this nice shit you see around you is temporary. We’ve all got an appointment with death; you’re just sleepwalking to yours. At least I know I’m fucked.” Scott traipsed past the cow and parted the herd as he traversed the field toward the village, half a mile away.
There were a couple of hundred houses in the village, some in clusters and others with an acre or two of land separating them. A dirt road passed the bottom of the field Scott was in and disappeared around the corner to his right, swallowed up by the countryside. Scott opened the wide iron gate, left the field, and trudged through the clumps of grass onto the dirt road, where he turned left for the village.
As far as sleepy rural Colombian villages go, this one was comatose. Aside from the handful of old-timers who made Scott look like he was still in his prime, perched on their porches watching the world go by and making the place look every bit like God’s waiting room, the only sign of life came from a half-dozen collarless dogs with a license to roam.
Scott was preparing to approach one of the residents staring at him with even more interest than the cow had shown and ask them to use their phone when he spotted a ramshackle phone booth.
He stood underneath the booth’s faded, sun-kissed red hood and lifted the phone from the receiver. It droned in his ear, and the cracked screen above the dialer lit up.
Scott’s wallet was so thin it could have been mistaken for a scrap of leather. Inside it, there were a couple of banknotes, a folded piece of paper, and a few coins in the buttoned pocket compartment. He shoved a coin in the slot, unfolded the paper, and called Max’s number. It didn’t connect, and Scott’s mind raced again with a multitude of reasons why Max wasn’t available. Next, he tried Julia.
“Hello?” Julia answered, her voice anticipation blended with panic.
“It’s Scott.”
“Scott!” Julia blatted, her dread-tainted relief rattling Scott’s eardrum. “Eduardo Gutierrez took Emilia! He’s going to kill her unless you give yourself up to him!”
Scott looked shell-shocked. “When did he take her? Is she okay?”
“No, she’s not! Emilia had nothing to do with you. We were fine before you came back! If Gutierrez lays a finger on Emilia….” Julia was too emotionally overcome to finish her sentence and broke down sobbing.
“Take a breath, Julia. If Gutierrez hasn’t laid a finger on Emilia yet, then we can fix this. When did he take her?”
“About half an hour ago. He came to our apartment with some of his men and said he was looking for you. He thinks you are plotting to kill him. I told him I hadn’t seen you since you ran away from Muñoz last night.”
The prospect of a gruesome end to his life at the hands of Gutierrez chilled Scott’s sweat-drenched body, but so did the thought of Emilia paying the ultimate price for his mistakes.
“Fuck,” Scott said.
“Where are you?”
“I’m not sure, but I’m not that far from Cartagena.”
“You need to come back to Cartagena right now.”
Scott paused in thought.
“You’re not saying anything,” Julia said.
“I’m thinking about what to do.”
“There’s nothing to think about! Come back to Cartagena, or Emilia’s dead! Do you hear me? Dead!”
“I won’t let that happen, Julia. I’ll phone Gutierrez and convince him that I wasn’t planning on killing him. I just said that to get myself out of a life-or-death situation in Bogotá. This is a misunderstanding that can be fixed.”
“Gutierrez won’t listen to that. Just fucking come back now!”
Scott pinched his brow. “I will, but once I’ve spoken with Gutierrez. Then I’ll find out my location and call you back. I could do with you coming to get me; I’m almost out of money.”
“Let me know where you are, and I’ll be there.”
Scott put the phone down and took a deep breath. He stared down at the weeds that had broken through the concrete and tried to formulate what he would say to Gutierrez to somehow talk himself out of trouble, as he had done so many times before.
He put another coin in the slot and called Gutierrez. The phone was answered after two rings, but no words were spoken until Scott said, “Eduardo, it’s Scott Murphy.”
“You grew a pair of balls then,” Gutierrez said. “I should have listened to my intuition and killed you when I had the chance.”
“What have you done with Emilia?”
“Your daughter’s safe for now. You kept that one quiet, you sneaky old bastard.”
“I didn’t know Emilia was my daughter until recently. Leave Emilia and Max out of this. There’s been a misunderstanding, Eduardo, and I’ll explain in a second. I haven’t been able to get a hold of Max. I swear if you’ve done anything to him, I’ll fucking annihilate you.”
Gutierrez snickered. “That’s fighting talk, Scott, but they are foolish words coming from your mouth in the position you’re in. I hold all the cards, and unless you want Emilia to end up as sausage meat, I suggest you choose your words wisely. As for Max, I hear his property investment went up in flames. It’s a shame; his apartment building was nearly finished. What a waste of hard work.”
Scott was too worried to feel anger and said, “Where’s Max?”
“If only I knew. The little bitch has been on the run, just like his father. I also hear that bad people are looking for him, his wife, and two angelic children.”
Scott closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief, but the solace he took from Max and his nearest and dearest being alive was short-lived due to the guilt he felt of being responsible for sending them into such a state of chaotic danger.
Gutierrez continued. “You can put an end to the pain you’ve caused and the threat to your family’s lives. You can make all their problems go away. All you have to do is come to my compound unarmed and alone.”
Scott’s eyes tensed. “I wasn’t planning on killing you, Eduardo! I only told Luis Cardona that I was because he was about to kill me. Think about it; I would have killed you by now if that’s what I wanted to do!”
“Lies!” Gutierrez raged. “You’re not stupid, Scott, but you’re as slimy as they come. You don’t have the balls to take me out at my compound, surrounded by my cartel. You were playing the long game, biding your time until I let my guard down. Then, when I thought I could trust you, you’d stab me in the back. That’s your style.”
“No!”
“Yes, it’s why you were my best hit man, but I won’t let the fox loose in my henhouse again. I’m feeling generous, so, for old times’ sake, you have until midnight to get to my compound and exchange your life for your family’s.”
“I promise you, Eduardo, I was not going to try and kill you!”
“You’re wasting your breath; my mind’s made up. Stop being so petrified. I can smell your fear over the phone. You should take a leaf out of your father’s book when it comes to dying with dignity. I hear he met his end like a man.” The phone droned in Scott’s ear again. “No, no, no, no, no,” Scott mumbled. His trembling hands tried to get another coin from his wallet so that he could call Gutierrez back, but he dropped it. He picked up the coin and used it to call Gutierrez back. Now his phone was off.
Scott stood there, hollow and stupefied, too numb to feel the tidal wave of depression that had already drowned him.
***
Scott waited for Julia in a white plastic chair outside a convenience store/restaurant hybrid. With the Coca-Cola tablecloth over the rickety plastic table where Scott sat and the dirt road that went through the village within touching distance of him, it wasn’t exactly fine dining. He slurped a spoonful of his sancocho stew and chewed on the meat, grimacing as he did, like a disgruntled toddler being made to eat their greens. A street dog sat opposite him next to the timber pillar where the steel shutter would be pulled down for the night later. The mutt was willing Scott on to share his food that, with each mouthful, Scott believed would be more appropriate for canine consumption. He looked to his right at the shop’s owner, who was sitting behind the counter full of candy, watching a soccer game being shown on the small TV on a shelf in front of him. Given his circumstances, Scott wasn’t feeling hungry, and he tore a piece of his stale bread from his plate and tossed it over to the dog, catching the owner’s eye.
“How’s your food?” the owner asked.
Scott washed the peculiar taste of the stew from his mouth with a slug from his bottle of water. He looked at the stew and the red meat floating on its surface and glanced at the dog. “Are you sure this is beef?”
“Yes,” the owner replied, smiling broadly. “You not like?”
“It’s not the food,” Scott said, being polite. “It’s me. I’m only eating because I should be hungry, but I’m not. Do you mind if I give it to the dog?”
The owner’s gray eyebrows snapped downward. “No! You’ll only encourage it.”
“I’ll take the check then.”
“I get for you. Don’t steal anything; I have camera.” He turned his head in the direction of the camera in the corner opposite Scott before vanishing into the kitchen at the back.
Scott was the only person there, and he considered robbing the owner at gunpoint, taking whatever was in his till.
“Is that your car?” Scott asked when the owner returned with his handwritten check.
The man gazed admiringly at the worn red hatchback parked at the side of the road a few yards from the restaurant and replied, “She is. My pride and joy.”
Scott groaned despairingly, and his head slumped.
“Are you okay?” the owner asked, walking around the counter to Scott’s table.
Robbing the innocent man of whatever modest earnings he had, stealing his clunker of a car, which to him was like a Bentley, and abandoning Emilia, just like he had Max so many times before, felt more and more appealing to Scott as he sat there ruminating on what he would do. Still, the guilt chipped away at him.
“You don’t want to know,” Scott replied.
Perturbed, the man put the check on the table and went back to his seat behind the counter.
Scott inspected his wallet for enough change to pay for the meal without breaking his notes. He rooted around in his jeans pocket for more coins, and his fingers felt metal. He pulled out a thin chain. His lips parted in surprise when he looked at the silver pendant attached to it. He’d forgotten all about the pendant Emilia had given him with HONOR engraved on it. He bit his bottom lip, trying to stifle his myriad of overwhelming emotions. With misty eyes, he rubbed the pendant with his thumb and said under his breath, “I’m coming, Emilia.”
Accepting his fate, Scott put the remaining notes from his wallet on the table.
“Keep the change,” he said before standing up.
As revitalized as he was going to get, Scott left the restaurant to wait for Julia at the end of the village, where there were fields and the road that led to Cartagena and, possibly, his redemption.
***
Forty miles away from Scott, a group of children playing on the outskirts of their village cautiously trudged up a hill, approaching the helicopter that Harris had been left to land himself. It was precariously roosted on the top of the hill, dangerously close to trees. When the children got closer, they heard Harris calling out for help.
Harris first saw the heads of the kids coming into his view as they made their way up the hill, then their baffled faces. He gave them what he hoped would be a reassuring wave, but it only served to freak them out more.
The tallest boy, who was leading the way, slowed and ordered his chubby sidekick to open the helicopter’s side door, but he refused. After debating who should be the one to do it, a brave girl emerged from the back of the group, walked with purpose to the helicopter door, and opened it.
Harris twisted himself around in his chair as much as he could to look at the girl. She said something to him in Spanish that he didn’t understand, and he said, “Ola, I’m sorry, I don’t speak Spanish.” He patted his chest with his hand that wasn’t handcuffed to his seat. “American. Do you speak English?”
“A little,” the girl replied.
“Thank God. I’m a police detective, and the bad man I arrested handcuffed me.” He raised his cuffed hand so the girl could see it and, with his free hand, took out his retired detective badge.
The girl looked concerned. “Where’s the bad man now?”
“I don’t know, darling, but I’ll find him. Don’t worry, though; he’s not here. There’s a key on the seat in front of you; I need you to give it to me.”
The girl looked at the key, then climbed into the helicopter and picked it up.
“Don’t do it,” the tall boy from outside said.
“It’s okay,” the girl said. “He has honest eyes.” She looked at Harris and said, “Can you take us up in the sky?”
“I’m sorry,” Harris replied, “I’ve got to catch the bad man. Maybe next time.”
The girl gave the key to Harris, and he freed himself from the handcuffs.
“Thank you very much,” Harris said. He and the girl headed for the helicopter’s side door, and before Harris could see the other children outside again, he said to her, “I need to call someone. I don’t suppose any of you kids would have a...” Harris was taken aback when he got to the door and saw all the children standing on the hill with their phones out, recording him. “Phone,” Harris said, his voice startled.
***
Scott had put a few hundred yards between himself and the village behind him. He was pacing back and forth on the dirt road, still waiting for Julia to arrive. He could see the road for half a mile or so ahead of him until it disappeared right into a bend. There were fields on both sides of him; the one on the right sloped steeply. To Scott’s left, a stream ran alongside the verge, the water flowing from woodland at the top of the hill on his right.
For Scott, waiting in the middle of that quiet road for Julia was like waiting for the hangman to take him to the gallows. Scott’s lowlight reel played in his mind, reminding him of all the wrong turns he’d taken in his life. Like he always had, he felt deep regret and self-loathing for his many mistakes, but unlike the majority of his life, now he was determined to do the right thing and run toward the fire he’d started.
He tilted his head back, looked up to the heavens, and with a remorseful sigh, said, “I’m sorry, Dad.”
The unsettling silence was broken by a car approaching the bend ahead of Scott. He glanced at his waistband to make sure that his pistol was still concealed underneath his shirt. The noise from the engine got louder, and the Toyota SUV belonging to Julia came around the corner.
Julia was on her own and looked nervous as she stared at Scott in the distance. His flat expression remained unaltered until Julia was close enough for him to see the whites of her anxious eyes when the guilt he felt for Julia’s hellish situation manifested itself as a sorrowful frown.
Julia pulled over onto the verge a few meters from Scott and switched off the SUV’s engine. She sat there for longer than seemed necessary before getting out and glancing over her shoulder at the road she’d just driven on.
She met Scott at the front of the SUV.
“I’m really sorry, Julia. I know that doesn’t help you, but I am.” Julia had a cagey energy about her that Scott picked up on. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry for much longer because I’m handing myself over to Gutierrez. You were right; I couldn’t convince him that I wasn’t planning on killing him.” Julia’s eyes screamed anguish. Scott was surprised that Julia wasn’t saying anything, and he put it down to shock. “We should go,” he said, heading for the SUV.
“Wait,” Julia said with a trace of urgency. She stole a furtive glance at the top of the hill on her left, and Scott caught her red-handed. He looked up 70 yards to the top of the hill and saw a man lying on his front with what appeared to be a rifle barrel bearing down on him.
Scott’s face was all worry. “What did you do, Julia?”
It was Julia’s turn to be guilt-ridden. “I’m sorry.”
Scott tackled her to the ground and landed on his back with her on top of him next to the SUV’s hood. The sniper’s bullet punched into the dirt beside Scott’s boots. He rolled Julia off of him and dragged her behind the SUV’s front wing.
SMASH
The headlamp close to Scott’s head shattered.
“Don’t move,” Scott said, shielding Julia as he crouched, and she lay on her front.
Another bullet came in, ripping a hole through the front wing above them.
Julia let out a primal scream while Scott assessed their escape options.
“Are your keys in the ignition?” Scott asked.
“Yes.”
“Stay on your belly until I tell you to get up.”
Scott reached for the front passenger door handle and opened it slightly. SMASH! The front driver’s and passenger’s windows were blown out.
“It’s too risky to try and drive away,” Scott said. He quickly scanned the area and decided the ditch ten feet behind them on the other side of the verge was their best bet. “We’ll roll into that ditch and crawl along until we can make a run for it. I’ll go first.”
Scott got flat on the ground and belly-crawled toward the ditch, his forearms scraping off the hard dirt as he powered himself to relative safety. When he was within reaching distance of the ditch, a bullet sank into the grass verge, narrowly missing his left side. He threw himself headfirst into the ditch and slid down the four-foot drop to the shallow water that ran from the stream coming down the hill where the sniper was. Scott heard more gunfire thud into Julia’s car, causing her to scream again.
“Come on, Julia,” Scott said, crouching below the verge and out of sight of Julia with water up to his knees.
“I can’t. I’m scared.”
“You need to! We can make it to the village from down here, but you’ll die if you stay where you are.”
Julia tried to psych herself up to dash for the ditch, and she breathed short, rapid breaths.
“Argh!” Julia yelled in defeat as she remained glued to the side of her SUV. “I can’t do it,” she whimpered. “I shouldn’t have told Gutierrez I was coming to get you. I was just trying to protect Emilia.”
“I understand, but don’t concern yourself with that. We need to go, Julia! You can do it.”
An approaching silver pickup coming around the corner on Julia’s right got her attention.
“There are more of Gutierrez’s men on the way,” Julia said. “I can see them.”
“It’s now or never, Julia. Come on!”
Julia’s fear response went into overdrive, and she scrambled underneath the SUV, resting her left cheek on the ground, her eyes focused on the verge above Scott.
“Go without me,” Julia said. “I’m too scared.”
Scott could hear the cartel’s pickup closing in on them and muttered, “Fuck.”
The space was too tight under Julia’s SUV for her to wriggle around to face the oncoming pickup before it got to her. She looked back at the cartel reinforcements on their way and tucked her feet in, hoping she was hidden enough.
The pickup came to a stop on the same side of the road as Julia’s SUV, thirty feet behind it. Two of Gutierrez’s men were sitting in the back, armed with pistols, as was the driver and Mauricio next to him in the front with a thumb-sized tattoo of a raven on his left cheek. The driver turned off the ignition and looked at Mauricio for an order.
Mauricio stared at the top of the hill, where the sniper was, then scrutinized Julia’s SUV.
Beads of sweat streamed down Julia’s forehead, dripping onto the dirt. She heard the cartel’s pickup doors open and the men getting out of it. The cartel members slowly advanced toward the SUV with their guns trained on it. Julia saw the bottom halves of two pairs of legs as the men they belonged to peered into her windows.
“They’re not here,” one of them said to Mauricio, who was standing a few feet back from the SUV.
Mauricio cast his eyes along the verge where the ditch was and approached it warily. His men watched him, too timid to follow. He got to the grass verge and looked down at the water. Scott was nowhere to be seen. Mauricio unclipped the radio from his waist and used it to speak to the sniper. “Did you get eyes on them?”
“Yes,” the sniper replied. “They were hiding behind her truck, and Murphy went into the ditch, but not the woman.”
Mauricio looked at Julia’s SUV and smirked.
Julia’s heart thrashed wildly, pounding so hard she could hear it. She could also hear footsteps getting closer to the rear of her vehicle.
“You want us to check the village?” one of the men asked Mauricio.
Julia clasped her hands together and bit her finger, praying that the Cartagena men would leave.
“Not yet,” Mauricio replied.
Julia felt a strong pair of hands grip her ankles, and her face widened as she was yanked from her cover and hauled violently out into the open. The same pair of hands grabbed her by the hair and turned her over, and she saw Mauricio glaring at her.
“Hello, Julia,” Mauricio said.
“I don’t know where he is!” Julia shrieked.
Mauricio slapped Julia across the face. “You’re a lying whore! I know Murphy was here with you.”
“I’m not lying! I-I-I meant I don’t know where Scott is now.”
Mauricio dug his fingers into Julia’s cheeks, shook her head, and yelled, “Where did he go?”
“He was in that ditch a few minutes ago.”
“Do you want us to go after him, Mauricio?” his man asked.
“We’ll all go together in a second,” Mauricio replied. He looked down at Julia. “You’re not of any use to us now.” He aimed his pistol at Julia’s head.
“Please, no!” screamed Julia, raising her hands over her face.
“I like it when a woman begs,” Mauricio said. “If you weren’t so old, I’d give you one last fuck before I blow your brains out, but your daughter, on the other hand...” He licked his lips and said, “She won’t be as unlucky.”
Fear squeezed the air from Julia’s lungs. “L-Leave Emilia alone.”
Pure evil inhabited Mauricio’s eyes. “Don’t worry; you’ll be seeing her again soon.”
Julia stared hopelessly down the barrel of Mauricio’s gun as his trigger finger applied pressure. Unable to bear it any longer, she shut her eyes and waited for the end.
SPLAT
The sound of Mauricio’s head being split open by a bullet was followed a moment later by the thud his body made when it landed on the road beside Julia. She opened her eyes and looked at Mauricio’s body. Before she could process that she was still alive, another cartel member hit the ground, having also taken a bullet to the head.
BANG
BANG
The two remaining Cartagena men shot at the top of the hill.
SPLAT
BANG
SPLAT
Silence….
Julia took a few seconds to gather her courage and survey her bloody surroundings.
The cartel members’ bodies were strewn across the road, pools of blood saturating the dirt.
At the top of the hill lay Gutierrez’s sniper with a knife sticking out of the back of his head. Six feet from him, Scott was resting on his front, soaking wet, and looking at Julia through the sniper rifle’s scope. He stood up, waved at her, and lumbered down the hill toward her.
Julia was dumbfounded, and when Scott stepped off the grass onto the road, she said, “I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t need to say anything; you just need to listen. We’ll take all their weapons and anything else of use from their truck. Then we’re putting Gutierrez’s men in the ditch and hiding their truck. After that, I’m going to Gutierrez’s compound, but I’m not handing myself over to him just to watch him kill Emilia anyway; he’s an animal. The only chance we have of getting Emilia back alive is if I kill Gutierrez.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Too shaken up by recent events, Julia asked Scott to drive them to her brother’s house after he called her earlier that day upon hearing the talk of the town that she was embroiled in the Cartagena cartel. Her brother lived on the other side of Cartagena from her, and she took on the navigator role, ensuring she and Scott stayed as far away from her restaurant as possible. Since leaving the sleepy village that had been awoken so abruptly, they hadn’t encountered any more of the Cartagena cartel.
“There’s not far to go now,” Julia said.
“This traffic needs to get a move on; it’s already been an hour since you spoke to Gutierrez.”
“I think Gutierrez believes me that you weren’t at the village we arranged to meet, and he trusts that I wouldn’t lie to him because he has Emilia. I’m dying to turn my phone on.”
“You can’t, Julia. As far as Gutierrez is concerned, you couldn’t get a signal in the village, and as long as he thinks that, he won’t wonder why he hasn’t heard from his men yet either.”
“But he should have heard from someone by now.”
Scott could see Julia’s mind racing away from her with thoughts of awful scenarios that could befall Emilia.
“He’ll be hearing from me soon enough,” Scott said.
“Antonio’s house is that white house on the left.”
“Are you sure we can trust him?”
“Yes, Antonio’s very reliable these days. He had his share of problems when he was younger, but he’s put those behind him.”
“What kind of problems?”
“As I told you, he fell in with the Cartagena cartel.”
“Oh yeah.”
“Don’t worry; Antonio’s got nothing to do with them now. And don’t even think about lecturing me, Scott. If it wasn’t for you, he wouldn’t have had anything to do with Gutierrez. Antonio was young and impressionable when Gutierrez came into his life, which wouldn’t have happened if Gutierrez and his cartel hadn’t spent so much time around me looking for you after you left me.”
“For God’s sake, Julia, you can’t blame everything on me. I’m sorry your brother got involved, but that’s on him. You make your own choices in life. Trust me; I know that.”
“Well, Antonio’s chosen to help us, so show him respect.”
“When did he leave the cartel?”
“Over twenty years ago. He was a low-level dealer. He’s his own boss now, though, and has been since he left.”
“I hope you’re right about your brother. In my experience, making a clean break from such lines of work is difficult. How long has Antonio known that I’ve been back in Colombia?”
“I only told him today when he reached out to me.”
“Is he still pissed with me for the way I left you?”
“You can ask him yourself.”
Antonio’s house was on a corner plot, and as Julia had planned with him, Scott drove off the road, going over the lowered sidewalk onto Antonio’s driveway, which sloped down to his double garage. A thick hedge on the left shielded them from view on that side, and Antonio’s house hid them on the right. Scott parked outside the garage.
“Wait here,” Julia said. She left the SUV, opened the ornamental metal gate on the right, and went into the back yard on her way to the door.
Scott reached for his gun and waited, darting his eyes between every conceivable angle for a sign that anything was awry.
Julia returned with Antonio. Technically speaking, he was Julia’s little brother, but he was anything but little in comparison to Julia’s slender physique. He was just shy of six feet and strongly built for a man in his late-fifties.
Antonio shifted his circumspect gaze to the top of his driveway, unlocked his garage door, pushed it up, and gestured for Scott to drive inside.
Scott drove into the garage and parked next to a work van.
Once Antonio had locked the SUV inside his garage, he brought Julia and Scott into his living room, where it was quiet like the rest of his house.
“Where’s Daniel?” Julia asked.
“At work,” Antonio replied. “He’ll be back soon.”
“Who’s Daniel?” Scott asked.
“My son,” Antonio said with a stern expression that Scott felt was reserved for him.
“Thanks for offering to take us in, Antonio,” Julia said. “I appreciate how much of a risk you’re taking.”
“Don’t mention it,” Antonio said. “I’m only doing it for you and Emilia.” He shot Scott a contemptuous glare.
“I’m sorry about what happened to Emilia,” Scott said to Antonio, “and for the way I left Julia.”
“Save it,” Antonio said dismissively. “There are more important things to deal with for now. Do you have a plan to take Eduardo Gutierrez’s compound?”
“I don’t intend on trying to take his compound,” Scott said. “I plan to kill Gutierrez by any means possible and get Emilia out of there alive.”
Antonio snorted. “You’ll be dead before you reach his driveway, which, by the way, is a kilometer long.”
“I know; I’ve been to Gutierrez’s compound many times.”
“You need a plan, and I’ve got one,” Antonio said with conviction.
“Antonio, leave this to Scott. He’s got military experience. You’re just a welder. I don’t mean it like that, but this isn’t your area of expertise.”
“I wasn’t always a welder, Julia, and Scott’s military experience won’t be able to save him. Gutierrez has too many men at his compound. The last time I was there in 2008, there were forty or fifty men, all armed.”
Emilia frowned. “What were you doing there in 2008? You left the cartel years before that.”
Antonio’s confidence wilted under Julia’s intense stare as he anticipated an eruption of anger coming his way from her. “I’m ashamed to say this now, but during the financial crisis of 2008, work dried up for me, and I had mouths to feed, and I needed to earn money and—”
“What did you do?” Julia asked, stone-faced.
“I did some work for Gutierrez at his compound. It was just a small job. He swore me to secrecy and made it clear what would happen to me if I ever told anyone what I’d worked on. He even murdered a worker who was late one day just to make a point…. I helped install a hatch for an escape tunnel; it goes from Gutierrez’s bathroom in his bedroom to woods on his grounds outside his compound walls.”
A look of disappointment blew over Julia’s face. “I can’t believe you did that, Antonio. What if something had happened to you? You were supposed to be out of the cartel for good.”
“I know I shouldn’t have done it, but Gutierrez called in a favor, and I was in no position to say no, but it’s a good job that I said yes because now we have a chance of getting Emilia back. We can debate the morality of working for Eduardo Gutierrez later, Julia, but the clock’s ticking. I’ll take Scott to the tunnel’s entrance and keep watch.”
Julia furrowed her brow. “No! That’s too dangerous.”
“What’s the alternative? Scott gets himself killed within seconds of getting there, and then Emilia’s next? This is the best plan.”
Julia shook her head.
“Antonio’s right,” Scott said. “I’m prepared to die trying to get Emilia out of there, but it’s not just my life that’s on the line.”
Julia sighed. “How did it come to this?” She leaned into Antonio, rested her head on his chest, and clutched his shirt. Antonio put his arms around her, and she reciprocated his embrace.
Scott placed a comforting hand on Julia’s shoulder and said, “I’ll get Emilia back.” He exchanged a determined look with Antonio and said, “Let’s go.”
***
A few miles south of Antonio’s house, Harris twitched the blinds in the living room of the safe house the DEA had told him to go to. It was a second-floor apartment, and Harris felt anything but safe. He nervously assessed the busy street outside and looked at his watch. The time was 16:42, and his contact in the DEA and other agents were supposed to arrive within the next twenty minutes to get him out before a larger team attempted to arrest Gutierrez at his compound for having their colleagues murdered.
The hallway floorboards
creaked, and Harris turned around to face the open living room door.
“They should be here soon,” said the American DEA agent in her forties, who was casually dressed and would have looked every bit like a tourist had it not been for the semi-automatic pistol holstered by her hip.
“Soon might be too late,” Harris said. “What if someone from the cartel saw me coming here?”
“You’re being paranoid.”
“Am I?” Harris asked rhetorically. “Maybe I’d think that if the Cartagena cartel hadn’t found me in the middle of nowhere today in a Goddamn Russian Air Force helicopter.”
“They weren’t looking for you; they were only interested in Scott Murphy.”
“Tell that to your colleagues in the DEA who were slaughtered at Gutierrez’s airstrip.” He parted the blinds and peered out of the window again.
A cell phone charging on a side table beside the couch rang.
The DEA agent’s
eyes lit up. “Murphy?”
“It won’t be Murphy,” Harris said. “He doesn’t have my number.” Harris walked away from the window and looked at who was calling him. “I don’t recognize the number.” He pulled the charger out of the phone. “Harris,” he answered.
“It’s Julia Muñoz.” Julia’s voice was shaky as she paced Antonio’s living room.
Harris was surprised to hear from Julia and asked, “How did you get my number?”
“You gave me your card when you came to my restaurant last night.”
“That’s right.”
“Who is it?” the DEA agent asked Harris.
Harris took the phone from his mouth and whispered, “Julia Muñoz. She’s Scott Murphy’s ex. She was in contact with him again after Murphy came back to Cartagena.”
“Ask her if she’s seen him.”
“What an idea. I was gonna ask her for her star sign.”
The agent pursed her lips.
“Have you seen Murphy?” Harris asked Julia.
“About fifteen minutes ago.”
Harris’ brow sprung up. “Where are you?”
“That can wait. I called you because I fear my family’s about to be killed. Scott just left me to go to Eduardo Gutierrez’s compound with my brother to try and rescue my daughter Emilia.”
“Gutierrez kidnapped your daughter? Why?”
“Scott didn’t tell you that Emilia is his daughter?”
Harris’ mouth widened. “No, he didn’t.”
“Gutierrez took Emilia from me today as leverage to force Scott out of hiding. It worked, but my brother’s helping him, and now his son Daniel as well. Daniel was just here. I tried to lie to him when he asked me what was going on, so he wouldn’t go after his dad, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and now he’s on his way to Gutierrez’s compound too. I don’t know what to do. Please help me.”
“The DEA has already made plans to raid Gutierrez’s compound.”
“When?”
“Don’t tell her,” the DEA agent said to Harris. “It could be a trap.”
Harris felt strongly in his gut that Julia was being genuine with him and said, “I trust her.” He spoke to Julia again. “They were going to go tonight, but now that I know there’s a hostage situation in progress, I’ll ask them if they can get there sooner.”
Julia continued to pace Antonio’s living room, far too anxious to sit down. “They need to go now before it’s too late!”
“Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Please, Emilia’s innocent.”
“Stay safe, Julia. I’ll call you when I have an update.” He looked at the agent. “Did you get all of that?”
“Yes, but I don’t think the team’s ready to go yet. I’ll make a call.”
The agent called her superior at the DEA, but her attempt to reach him was disrupted by an almighty explosion at the apartment’s front door, which violently blew apart. The DEA agent dropped her phone, and she and Harris exchanged a bugged-out look of alarm before drawing their pistols and approaching the living room door with caution. The agent was closer to the door and leaned her shoulder against the frame before pivoting into the hallway. She saw silhouettes of bodies through the haze of smoke, upright and advancing toward her.
BANG
BANG
Her two rounds were returned with a swarm of bullets, the machine gun fire from the intruders being too much for her to withstand.
The slain agent crashed onto the hallway floor in front of Harris, and he frantically assessed his limited options, his eyes shifting around the enclosed living room. The Colombian gunmen scurried forward. Harris resisted the urge to stay put, thinking he could either wait to suffer the same fate as the DEA agent or die trying to survive. He switched his pistol from his right hand to his left and fired around the door frame, only exposing his arm. He shot three times and heard a cartel member yelp and hit the floor. That emboldened Harris to move out from behind the living room wall and face his attackers.
BANG
Harris could make out three shooters amid the smoke and shot the one nearest him in the neck, not stopping to see how many more of Gutierrez’s men were pouring into the apartment. He made a beeline for the bedroom across the hall and locked the door, hoping that doing so would buy him crucial seconds to execute his plan.
He opened one half of the large horizontal window and, anticipating what was coming next, crouched behind the single bed. As he predicted, one of the gunmen in the hallway sprayed the bedroom door with bullets, lead bursting through the wood and hitting the wall next to the window. Harris returned fire with a couple of warning shots, causing the cartel members to disperse, four retreating a few steps in the direction of the front door and the other two entering the living room.
It was only a fifteen-foot drop to the sidewalk, but Harris didn’t want to risk breaking his old ankles, so with time against him, he tossed the covers from the bed, heaved the mattress off it, and shoved it out of the window onto the sidewalk. Just as he was about to make his escape, more bullets smashed into the bedroom, this time through the drywall opposite the bed. Gutierrez’s men were on the other side, in the living room, shooting up every inch of the wall with their machine gun fire.
Harris dashed to the window and climbed out, facing the brickwork. He looked down at the mattress and caught a glimpse of a gunman through the bullet holes in the bedroom door. He fired at Harris as Harris let go of the frame, pushing himself back to land on the mattress, which he did, feet first before losing his balance and tumbling onto the sidewalk. He hurried back to his feet, and the flabbergasted pedestrians gave him a wide berth.
Harris was almost as stunned as the passersby as he gave himself the once-over, surprised to have survived the Cartagena cartel’s latest onslaught. He didn’t stop to count his blessings, though, and took off bolting across the street to the other side of the road, heading for the corner fifty yards to his left. A gunman arrived at the window Harris had escaped from and spotted him at the corner, but he didn’t have time to shoot at Harris before he disappeared around it.
Queuing traffic waited to filter onto a highway on the street where Harris found himself. He sprinted along the sidewalk in the direction of a yellow taxi near the front of the line of traffic, eighty yards away on the other side of a barrier where the sidewalk ended. His face tingled as his heart struggled to keep up with the breakneck speed he demanded.
The cab driver put his car in gear and drove forward. He heard four loud bangs on his rear passenger window and looked over his shoulder to see a sweat-drenched Harris pulling on the locked passenger door handle. Unsettled, the driver carried on going forward.
“Hey, hey, hey!” Harris bellowed. “I’ve got money!”
The driver looked again and saw Harris at his front passenger window, taking a wad of cash from his wallet. The driver stopped and unlocked his doors.
“Gracias,” Harris said. “Do you speak English?”
“Yes, you crazy American.”
“That’s for stopping.” He gave the driver a few notes and said, “Drive!”
The driver merged onto the highway and picked up speed. Harris checked behind him and didn’t see any cartel following. He patted his jeans pocket, where his phone would usually be, and said, “Thank fuck,” when he felt it there. He took out his phone and made a call.
“Bill, do not go to the safe house. The Cartagena cartel was just there, and they killed Hughes.”
DEA Senior Special Agent
Bill Ward was a couple of hundred miles away at a military airbase, getting ready to leave in a helicopter with his team of DEA agents. His face plummeted when he learned that Agent Hughes had perished.
“How the fuck did they know you were there?” Ward asked.
“I have no idea. When will you get to Gutierrez’s compound?”
“We’re leaving in a couple of hours, and when we do, it will take us forty minutes to get there.”
“Can you get there sooner? Gutierrez has a hostage, and Scott Murphy is on his way there as we speak.”
“What’s Murphy up to?”
“It turns out Murphy’s got a daughter, and she’s the hostage.”
“You’re shitting me…. I can give my brief in the air. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
“I’ll wait for you at the compound; I’ve nowhere else to go.”
“No. It’s too dangerous, Harris, and you’re retired.”
Harris looked behind him again, and the cars were traveling smoothly, with no one paying him any attention.
“I’ll stay hidden,” Harris said. “I’d rather take my chances waiting for you outside Gutierrez’s compound than facing another surprise attack by his cartel.”
“I said no, Harris—”
“Bill,” Harris interrupted firmly. “I’m going.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Antonio’s van clung to the mountainside on a single-track road that wound down to flat grassland close to a patch of woods 500 yards from Gutierrez’s compound. On Scott’s side of the van, a sheer 100-foot drop awaited them should Antonio veer too close to the edge, which had been eroding steadily for years. Scott’s face was tight with stress. He looked at Antonio, who was ultra-focused.
“When was the last time you were on this road?” Scott asked as the van crawled by one of the few passing places.
“Years ago. I used to use it as a shortcut to avoid rush hour when traveling between the north and south of the city, but it got too dangerous.”
“I see,” Scott said, not in the least bit comforted by Antonio’s reply.
“Flash floods washed away chunks of the road. Too many trucks were using it, and it couldn’t cope. The worst part’s coming up. It’s a bad bend, but this is the safest option we have for getting close to Gutierrez’s compound without being detected.”
Scott let out a nervous sigh. “I wish I was back in Texas.”
“I don’t want to be doing this any more than you do, but Emilia needs us.”
“I know. I meant I wished none of this had happened.”
“You’re not the only one. You messed up everything by coming back to Cartagena. You should have stayed in America.”
“I didn’t know what I was coming back to. I was just trying to save my son and his family.”
“Well, now you have a daughter to save as well.”
The van reached the infamous bend that Antonio had referred to. As he’d described, a portion of it had collapsed, leaving a jagged edge that appeared precariously fragile and could break away at any second.
“I can see why we haven’t met anyone on this road,” Scott said.
Antonio was too absorbed in the task of not dying to respond. He reduced the van’s speed to a snail’s pace as it entered the bend. The van’s tires teetered on the edge of the road, the gravel crumbling under its weight like dry cement. The rock face scuffed Scott’s door, and the shrubs brushed his window as he utilized every inch of the “good road” he could.
“You can pay for that damage to my van,” Antonio said.
“I’ll owe you more than a repair to your van if we get through this.”
Antonio’s sweaty palms clutched the steering wheel for dear life, and bit by bit, the van made it onto the broader stretch of road that hadn’t eroded, which felt like an expansive highway to Scott compared to what he and Antonio had just survived.
“Well done,” Scott said.
They carried on snaking down to the grassland, where the hazardous old road met its asphalt single-track counterpart that meandered through the rural terrain to the main road in the distance. Antonio drove onto the grass in front of them and parked behind a group of four trees at the edge of the woods.
“The entrance to Gutierrez’s tunnel isn’t far from here,” Antonio said. “If it’s still there.”
“Don’t say that.”
They exited the van, and from the back of it, Antonio got out his canvas tool bag and blowtorch with portable oxy-acetylene cylinders while Scott armed himself with a sniper rifle and two pistols that he’d taken from Gutierrez’s men he’d killed earlier that day.
They traipsed through the woods in the direction of the compound’s rear. To begin with, a smattering of trees kept them hidden from the guards on either side of the compound’s back wall, but as the trees became fewer and far between, Scott felt like an antelope preparing to cross a lion-infested Serengeti.
He leaned his left shoulder against a tree and used his sniper rifle to look through its scope at the two guards on the back wall.
“We won’t be able to leave the woods without being spotted,” Scott said. He lowered his rifle to look at Antonio, who was ten yards behind him to his left, with his eyes glued to the undergrowth, patting the grass with his foot.
“We won’t have to; I’ll find the hatch. It’s been years since I was last here, and by the looks of things, just as long since the tunnel was used. It might have never been used since it was constructed. Maybe Gutierrez filled it in.”
Scott slung his rifle back over his shoulder and helped Antonio search for the tunnel’s entrance.
With each minute that went by with them feeling nothing but earth underneath their boots, Scott grew more despondent.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” Scott asked.
“I’m sure. Keep going. It has to be around here.”
Scott gazed over at the compound, his mind polluted with worry about what was happening to Emilia inside.
“Got it!” Antonio exclaimed.
“Keep your voice down.”
Scott checked through his rifle scope again to make sure the guards patrolling in front of the compound’s wall hadn’t heard Antonio. He saw one puffing on a cigarette and the other staring into space.
“Give me a hand,” Antonio said, pulling on the turf that had grown over the thin layer of soil secreting the metal hatch.
A few seconds of enthusiastic clawing at the grass and dirt later, the tunnel’s rusty but solid metal entrance revealed itself. Antonio lightly thumped it with his hand and said, “It hasn’t been backfilled.” He ignited the red-hot blue flame of his blowtorch. “It’s locked from the inside.”
Antonio melted a hole large enough to fit his hand through where he remembered the door bolt to be. He got a water bottle from his tool bag and poured it on the hot metal. He exchanged an excited glance with Scott, then put his hand through the hole and felt around for the lock.
“Got it,” Antonio said. He unlocked the hatch and lifted it up with Scott’s help, revealing a pokey tunnel with all sides covered in concrete and an aluminum ladder lying on the ground twenty feet below them.
“Give me your flashlight,” Scott said.
Antonio passed the flashlight from his tool bag to Scott, who shone it into the tunnel, illuminating the cobwebs.
“It doesn’t look like it’s been used since it was built,” Scott said. “Is it booby-trapped?”
“I don’t think so.”
Scott looked around for a log to throw down to test for traps, and the sound of a branch cracking behind him alerted him to one of Gutierrez’s guards approaching them through the woods.
BANG
The gunshot came from Scott’s right, but before he located the person responsible for it, he fired his pistol at the advancing Cartagena man he had his eyes on, sending him down to the grass. Scott looked to his right in the direction of where he’d heard the first shot ring out from, and his eyes flashed with distress at the sight of Antonio hunched over with his hand pressed against a gunshot wound to his lower back. Scott spotted the shooter thirty yards away, who he suspected had hit Antonio.
BANG
The bullet whizzed past Scott and blew a chunk out of a tree behind him.
BANG
Scott’s reactionary round struck the gunman in the chest. Surging with adrenaline, Scott pushed himself up and switched to his AK-47. He checked that the first cartel member he’d shot was still down and saw him making his way to his feet. Scott took a few steps toward him, and with his pistol trained on the gunman’s head, he squeezed the trigger and permanently ended any notion the Cartagena man had about surviving.
Antonio groaned from the ground, his battle for survival written on his face.
“Stay quiet,” Scott whispered. He turned 360 degrees, his eyes sweeping the area. He noticed the gunman to his right, whose chest he’d shot, was rising and falling with labored breaths.
“I’ll be back soon,” Scott said. He cautiously approached the incapacitated Colombian and was sure there were more of Gutierrez’s cartel on the way. When he got to the wounded man, he kicked his assault rifle away from his reach and gave him a steely stare. “How many of you are on patrol out here?”
“Two,” the Cartagena man replied breathlessly.
Scott saw a radio clipped to the man’s waist and said, “I’d be right in thinking you want to live, yes?”
The cartel member nodded, the color leaving his face.
“That’s what I thought,” Scott said. “Radio your friends in the Cartagena cartel and tell them the Bogotá cartel is attacking.” Gutierrez’s man looked at Scott like he was crazy, but Scott thought that having Gutierrez think his enemies in Bogotá were at his compound seeking retribution for ordering the killing of their leader, Camilo Quintero, would buy him precious time while he tried to save Emilia. “Do it now,” Scott demanded.
The man spoke into his radio, his voice enfeebled. “It’s Santiago. The Bogotá cartel is here. They’re attacking us.” He released his thumb from the radio’s button. “There, will you let me live now?”
“What do you think?”
Scott shot him in the heart, and he gasped his last breath, the vacant stillness of death fixed on his face.
“Don’t move,” said a Colombian voice from behind Scott.
Scott grimaced at the prospect of what was about to happen and slowly turned his head to see a young man standing with a hunting rifle trained on him. The teenager was a bag of nerves.
“Don’t shoot him, Daniel,” Antonio said. “That’s Scott, Emilia’s dad.”
Scott remembered that Antonio had spoken at his house about his son Daniel.
“What are you doing here?” Antonio asked Daniel. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“I came to help.”
Daniel rushed to his dad’s aid, his face fraught with worry. He crashed down to his knees and inspected Antonio’s wound.
“You shouldn’t have come,” Antonio reiterated.
“It’s a good job he did,” Scott said, “because your son can take you to a hospital.” Scott squinted through the gaps between the trees at Gutierrez’s compound, and his mouth widened at the sight of over a dozen of his gunmen charging toward them. “This place is about to be flooded with Cartagena cartel. Daniel, drive your dad to the hospital now!”
An out-of-his-depth-looking Daniel stared at his dad for guidance.
“I can go on to the compound,” Antonio said, pale and unaware of just how much blood he was losing.
“You’re in no position to continue,” Scott said. “I’ll do my best for Emilia, but if I don’t make it, Julia will need you... and so will Daniel.”
“He’s right, Dad,” Daniel said.
Antonio tried to stand but was too lightheaded and said, “Help me up, Daniel. I need a hospital.”
Daniel hauled his dad to his feet and put his arm over his shoulder.
“Thanks for showing me the tunnel,” Scott said to Antonio. “I couldn’t have come this far without you. Good luck.”
Scott and Antonio exchanged a respectful nod, then Antonio hobbled away with Daniel in the direction of his van.
Scott ditched his sniper rifle and, equipped with his pistols and AK-47, scurried to the tunnel’s entrance and shone Antonio’s flashlight back down inside it. It was an uncomfortable drop for Scott, but with the cartel closing in, there was no time to do anything about that. He stuffed the flashlight and blowtorch inside the tool bag and, with his AK-47 hooked over his shoulder, went feet-first into the tunnel’s entrance and hung from the edge. He was angry with himself for forgetting to ask Daniel to close the hatch and hide it before he left with Antonio, but this was it; there was no going back now. Scott let go and landed heavily on the concrete floor, falling against the ladder, the side rails digging into his back. He rotated his ankles to check on them, and just like his spirit, they remained unbroken. The beam from his flashlight traveled down the straight tunnel until it couldn’t reach any further into what seemed like endless darkness. Scott got up and crouched, too tall to stand straight, and took off down the tunnel like a bat out of hell, psyching himself up to enter the fire and brimstone of Gutierrez’s compound.
***
Inside Gutierrez’s mansion, two hulking armed guards stood outside a closed door at the end of a richly decorated hallway. Gutierrez’s top aide, Daza, scampered around the corner opposite them and shouted, “Tell Gutierrez the chopper’s ready.”
One of the two guards rapped the door with his knuckles.
On the other side of the door, Gutierrez stopped pacing frantically around his capacious bedroom and glanced at Emilia, tied to a chair, her wrists bound in silk knots.
“Come in,” Gutierrez called.
The guard stuck his head into the bedroom and said, “The chopper’s ready, boss.”
“Has there been any more sign of the Bogotá cartel yet?” Gutierrez asked.
“Not yet. Our men are looking for them in the woods.”
Daza arrived in the doorway and said to Gutierrez, “We should go, Eduardo. It looks like there’s a helicopter headed for the compound. I’ve spoken to our contacts in the police, and they said it’s not them.”
“Fucking Bogotá,” Gutierrez grumbled.
“What if it’s Scott Murphy?” Daza asked.
Gutierrez glared at Emilia. “Then his daughter will pay for his stupidity.” He looked at the guard. “Untie our guest and take her to the chopper.” Gutierrez had something of the Devil about him as he said to Emilia, “See you again soon. If I were you, I’d pray my father wasn’t on his way to save me.”
Meanwhile, in the tunnel beneath Gutierrez’s bedroom, Scott was running on empty, his calves burning.
Nearly there, Scott thought, when the glow from his flashlight hit the upright ladder attached to the dead end of the smooth concrete wall thirty feet ahead of him.
When he got to the ladder and pointed the flashlight up, he saw the underside of another hatch, this one plastic. He could see no locks on it, and he surmised it was locked from the other side. He took out the blowtorch from Antonio’s tool bag and lit it.
A few rungs up the ladder, Scott heard multiple voices echoing along the tunnel. He was concerned that the blowtorch would put a target on him, but it was that or wait for certain death. He continued to the top of the ladder and got to work on the hatch, melting a small hole in its center. The voices in the tunnel got closer, and they weren’t the only ones Scott could hear; a deep male voice resonated from Gutierrez’s bedroom, through the closed bathroom door connected to his bedroom, and down into the hole Scott had made in the shower tray. Scott’s nervousness increased as he took a leap of faith and made the hole big enough to fit his head through. He looked around the empty bathroom, and coming from Gutierrez’s bedroom, he heard a female voice say something in response to a man.
Emilia? Scott wondered.
He melted the outer circle of the hole, pushing it to speed up the task, the softened plastic searing his hand. He suppressed a groan that his body wanted to express at the pain throbbing from his hand and pulled himself out of the hole onto what was left of the mangled shower tray.
The female voice filtered into the bathroom again as Scott crept to the bathroom door, his AK-47 ready to do what an AK-47 does.
Gutierrez’s imposing guard was alone in the bedroom with Emilia. With his pistol holstered, he held a razor-sharp knife and bounded around to the back of Emilia with it, saying, “Sit still.” He sliced the taut silk binding Emilia’s wrists, the blade narrowly missing an artery.
“Where am I being taken?” Emilia asked, her brow furrowed.
“I’m sure the boss has somewhere in mind where your screams won’t be heard.”
Emilia’s voice collapsed as she said, “Let me go.”
Scott was an inch from the bathroom door, and his eyes expanded when he realized the woman’s voice belonged to Emilia.
After a moment of hesitancy at what awaited him, Scott thought, Fuck it, and swung the bathroom door open. The guard loomed over Emilia, and he was startled to see Scott with an assault rifle bearing down on him. Scott was equally panicked by the sight of Gutierrez’s man clutching a blade so close to Emilia, and before he took in his surroundings properly, Scott spattered him with bullets, staggering the guard away from Emilia in a jerking motion before he went timber. Scott shared a surreal glance with Emilia and surveyed the room, advancing toward the four-poster bed in front of Emilia to her right in case anyone lurked behind its gold-colored drapes.
“Is there anyone else in here?” Scott asked in a hushed voice.
“No, just me,” Emilia replied.
A rush of footsteps tramped down the marble hallway outside the bedroom toward the open door that Scott was standing to the left of.
“Are you injured?” Scott asked.
“No.”
Emilia jumped out of her chair and dashed for the bathroom.
“Don’t go in there,” Scott said. “There’s an entrance to a tunnel, and the cartel’s in it on their way here. Close the door.”
Emilia shut the bathroom door and stood frozen to the spot as the sound of charging footsteps from the hallway burgeoned.
Scott marched to the left wall beside the bedroom door, the buttstock of his rifle digging tightly into the pocket of his shoulder, then darted out into the middle of the doorway and mowed down three of the five stampeding shooters who’d heard him taking out the guard. In a fluid motion, Scott stepped to the right of the doorway and took cover again. The cartel retaliated, their bullets crunching into the back wall not far from the chair Emilia had been forced to sit on.
Scott planked
his knees on the carpet and rotated on them, briefly putting just enough of himself in the firing line as he sent more bullets the cartel’s way, hitting the two gunmen in the chest and neck, respectively. Scott snapped back behind the wall, waiting a couple of seconds for a counterreaction. He stole a glance at Emilia’s dread-stricken eyes and gave her a reassuring nod that was just for show before turning his body into the doorway again. The shooter on Scott’s left, who’d been struck on the neck, wriggled toward him, pointing his pistol at him.
BANG
BANG
Scott wasted no time in putting the final nail in the gunman’s coffin in the form of a bullet to the top of his head.
A chilling silence permeated the hallway, but with Gutierrez’s cockroaches crawling all over and underneath his compound, Scott was under no illusion that his and Emilia’s fight to exist beyond the next few minutes was far from over.
“We need to get out of here,” Scott said, rising to his feet so quickly he got a head rush. “But it won’t be easy, and you’ll probably have to use this.” He gave one of his pistols to Emilia, handle first. “I can’t express how sorry I am for putting you in this shit, Emilia. I’ll do my best to get you out of it.”
Emilia held the gun limply and stayed a few strides behind Scott as they went out into the hallway. Three-quarters of the way along it, a shooter brandishing a submachine gun sprang out from the corner at the end of the hall and blasted holes in the wall close to Emilia as Scott blitzed him. Emilia screeched loudly and halted. Scott glanced back at her before picking up the submachine gun and slinging the AK-47 over his shoulder. He peeked around the corner and saw that the seemingly empty hallway continued for another thirty feet and that there was a large sitting room at the end of it.
The sound of men talking in the bathroom where Scott entered Gutierrez’s mansion caught Scott’s ear.
“Come on,” Scott said.
Emilia broke out of her invisible fear shackles and put one tentative foot in front of the other, following Scott further into the unknown.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

DEA Senior Special Agent Bill Ward assessed Gutierrez’s compound in the distance through a small pair of binoculars from the safety of the DEA’s Black Hawk helicopter. Ward and the six agents with him, two women and four men, all had on bulletproof vests and combat helmets. Some of the agents looked less concerned about what they were flying into than others. The Hispanic agent in his thirties attempted to style out his nerves by chewing furiously on gum, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. The White American female agent had her hands clasped around her semi-automatic rifle, its butt resting on the floor, and her head bowed as if she were saying a silent prayer.
When the chopper was within a few hundred yards of the compound, Ward’s face scrunched at the sight of over twenty Cartagena cartel members scattered about the compound’s grounds and beyond its back wall, sprinting up to the woods where Scott had been with Antonio.
He put his binoculars away and addressed his team. “Right, listen up. We’re effectively about to enter a war zone. Eduardo Gutierrez’s compound is swarming with his cartel, but that doesn’t change what we’re here to do. We lost four good agents yesterday, and Gutierrez’s hands are still wet from their blood. He needs to be stopped once and for all, and we’re the team to do that.”
One of the White American male agents looked significantly less emboldened by Ward’s words of encouragement than his colleagues did. “But, sir, shouldn’t we wait for the Colombian army to help us?” he asked.
Ward grinned, almost in a mocking way. “Get your head out of your ass, Hicks. Gutierrez has most of the Colombian army on his payroll. We’re safer off as we are, and keep in mind that it’s not just Gutierrez’s head we’re after; as well as the woman he has held hostage, we’re also here to save James Harris.”
Hicks scowled. “That old fool got himself into the mess he’s in.”
Ward’s nostrils flared.
“James Harris is a war hero, and he’s achieved too much in his life to be disrespected like that.”
Ward’s phone rang in his earpiece.
“Bill, this is Harris. Do you copy?”
“Speak of the Devil,” Ward said loudly, to be heard over the helicopter’s pulsating blades, as he held Hicks’ stare, making sure there’d be no more backtalk from him. “I copy. Go ahead, Harris.”
Harris was about 100 yards from Gutierrez’s front entrance gate, built into the compound’s wall, having just arrived. He was crouched behind the hedge that ran alongside the long private driveway from the far-off public road to the extensive cobbled stone clearing in front of the gates, where he’d arranged with Ward to be airlifted to safety by Ward and his team once they’d eliminated Gutierrez.
Harris looked up to his right at the approaching DEA chopper and said, “I’ve reached the extraction point, but you’ve got your work cut out for you; this place is crawling with the cartel, even more than I anticipated.”
“Don’t worry; I’ve got a great team. Sit tight, and we’ll get you out of there.”
Harris’ gaze was drawn to the roof of Gutierrez’s mansion, protruding from behind the fortified compound wall. “I don’t like this one bit. I think you should turn back. I’ll find another way out of Cartagena.”
The helicopter buzzed over Harris’ head and traversed the cobbled clearing.
“Not a chance,” Ward said. “Gutierrez is mine. I won’t get another bite at the bastard before I retire. Stay put.”
The chopper entered the mansion’s airspace and hovered above the front courtyard, close to the marble fountain. Harris looked on, rooting for Ward and his team as they rappelled from the helicopter.
The DEA agents released themselves from their ropes, and the chopper pulled back, the pilot landing on the cobbled clearance by the front wall. Harris was about to come out from behind the hedge and go to the helicopter to wait for the agents to complete their mission when he noticed, in the corner of his right eye, two SUVs barreling along the driveway.
“Move!” Harris yelled, staring at the helicopter’s rear, hoping the pilot would hear him.
The whirling blades of the chopper drowned out Harris’ warning that trouble was afoot, and the pilot was none the wiser to the increased presence of the Cartagena cartel.
Harris considered a harum-scarum dash across the drive into the open to warn the pilot, but the cartel-filled SUVs were too close. Armed only with a semi-automatic pistol, he crouched behind the hedge again and hoped the pilot would notice the SUVs before it was too late. Harris called Ward’s number, but predictably, he didn’t answer, and he surmised that Ward and his team were responsible for the gunfire erupting from behind the compound’s walls.
As the chopper’s blades were coming to a stop, the SUVs sped past Harris and screeched to a halt. He raised his head above the hedge just enough to see over it and observed ten cartel shooters rushing out of the vehicles, one of whom went to the gate and punched in the code to open it. The other nine began to encircle the helicopter. As well as the four bullets in his pistol, Harris had one spare magazine; technically enough ammunition to engage with Gutierrez’s new arrivals, but he thought to do so would be a death wish.
In spite of his fears, Harris stood tall and trained his gun on the shooter closest to the pilot’s door. With steady hands and a level of composure usually reserved only for a shooting range, he systematically took out three of the gunmen. The cohorts of the slain cartel members spun around and engaged with Harris, firing multiple rounds of their automatic rifles at him. Harris disappeared from their eyeline, staying below the top of the hedge as he bolted to his right up the edge of the drive, retreating from the compound as dozens of leaves exploded in the air behind him like confetti.
Ten yards later, Harris popped back up and fired at and hit a shooter before getting on the move again as he changed his magazine.
The pilot was alerted to the danger and, armed with his pistol, valiantly got out of the chopper. The three cartel members on his side of the Black Hawk were too busy hunting Harris to notice him, and the pilot managed to kill two of them before the third, who’d been focused on trying to shoot Harris, turned around and obliterated him with his assault rifle.
The pilot’s bravery gave Harris enough time to aim at the gunman who’d killed him, and he used two bullets on the gunman’s back before turning his attention on the two cartel members charging at him from the helicopter’s left as the last of Gutierrez’s new arrivals engaged in a gunfight at the gate with Ward’s team. Harris dropped the first of the two men, but an incoming bullet from the second grazed his left arm below his shoulder. He let his injured arm hang by his side and took three rounds to eliminate his adversary.
After watching Gutierrez’s man at the gate take a torso full of lead from one of Ward’s team, Harris stood still for a second and gathered his fragmented thoughts, then shambled toward the compound’s gate to take the fight to Gutierrez, whatever the outcome would be.
***
Emilia’s screams were drowned out by Scott’s submachine gun, spewing bullets at the
two cartel members darting into the expansive sitting room through the patio doors. Once Scott had ended them, from behind the large white L-shaped couch, he checked behind him to see Emilia shaking like a leaf, the white marble floor surrounding her marred with blood from the trail of bodies he’d left in his wake, and the pistol in her hand as much use to her as an ornament.
“We need to keep pushing forward,” Scott said, bullet casings crunching under his boots.
Emilia shook her head, and her lips quivered as she said, “N-n-no.”
“I’ve told you; we can’t stay here.”
Scott took a couple of steps toward Emilia, intending to take her by the hand, when her wide eyes, staring at the patio door, told him to turn around.
The couch in front of Scott got blown to bits, with chunks of foam going everywhere as he returned fire, killing the latest of Gutierrez’s gunmen to enter the fray. After waiting to see if more of them would come through the patio doors, Scott grasped Emilia’s hand, then took her to the patio.
Now they could see Ward’s team 80 yards ahead, beyond the fountain, engaged in a firefight with a dozen or so of Gutierrez’s shooters.
“I think that’s the DEA,” Scott said, his eyes awash with a surge of relief that he and Emilia might just make it out of the compound alive.
Like well-drilled Spartan warriors, the DEA special agents were thriving despite being heavily outnumbered and so far losing one agent. Ward’s small but highly effective team efficiently eradicated each pocket of resistance they encountered.
Ward led by example, advancing to the fountain. Two of his agents covered him, one helping with the few cartel members left on the ground and the other firing at four gunmen on the mansion’s flat roof, where Gutierrez’s helipad was hidden in the middle of it from the view of those on the ground.
Gutierrez waited uneasily in the front passenger seat of his helicopter while his men filled it with duffel bag after duffel bag of dollars. One of his lackeys tossed the latest bag of money into the chopper and announced, “Boss, we’ve got a problem.”
“What the fuck’s going on down there?” Gutierrez asked, worry infesting his face. “And why isn’t Emilia here?”
“Scott Murphy has her.”
Gutierrez was beside himself with rage. “Murphy? How?” The lackey shook his head vacantly, and Gutierrez thundered, “Why hasn’t he been stopped?”
“He’s killing us all.”
Gutierrez squished his face with his hand, trying to rub his stress away. “How many more bags to go?”
“Too many; we won’t be able to fit them all in.”
Gutierrez’s frown line deepened. “Set fire to the rest. If I can’t have it, no one has it.” He elbowed his pilot in the arm and said, “Get this thing in the air.”
“But, boss, what about me?” Gutierrez’s lackey asked.
“Once you’ve set fire to the money, fight. If you don’t make it, I’ll see to it that your family’s looked after.”
“But you don’t know who my family is.”
Gutierrez gave his unwilling foot soldier a look of disdain. “Grow some balls.” He looked at his top aid, Daza, in the back of the helicopter and said, “Close the door.”
On the ground, the agent covering Ward’s right received a fatal bullet to the head from a Cartagena man on the right side of the roof. Ward stared back at his fallen agent and saw Harris twenty yards further back, taking cover behind a lawn wall, killing a cartel member with their assault rifle. Ward aimed at the shooter on the roof who’d hit his agent, and he took him out before turning his attention to Harris. “What are you doing?”
“Helping,” Harris replied. “It looks like you could use it.”
“God damn it, Harris,” Ward said. His concerned eyes shifted back to the agent who’d been hit. “Check on Baker,” Ward told Harris.
Harris moved out from the wall and threw himself down beside Agent Baker. He took one look at Baker’s empty stare and gave Ward a doleful expression, then broke eye
contact with him to aim to his left, shooting and dropping the gunman who’d appeared from behind one of the three parked cars close to the fountain in front of Ward.
Harris spotted Scott and Emilia fifty yards from the cars, crouching behind the decorative concrete wall at the top of the steps in front of the patio.
“That’s Murphy and his daughter,” Harris said to Ward. “Don’t shoot them; they’re not against us.”
Ward eyed them and called back to Harris, “They’re not with us either.”
Harris, Ward, and the female agent on Harris’ left shot the remaining three cartel members, engaging them on the roof, one of whom fell forward, slamming into the rockery below.
For the first time since the gunfighting had begun, silence took over the atmosphere.
“Drop your weapons and put your hands up,” Ward yelled to Scott and Emilia.
Scott peered through the holes in the decorative wall and locked eyes with Harris.
“I don’t see any more of the cartel,” Scott said to Emilia. “You’ll be as safe as you can be with the DEA.”
“I’d rather stay with you,” Emilia said, still rattled.
“That won’t be possible, kid. They’re going to arrest me.” He kept a handle on his sadness and refocused his attention on Ward. “I’m putting my gun down,” he said to Emilia. “Put yours down too.” Emilia placed her pistol on the ground.
“Where’s Gutierrez?” Ward asked Scott.
“I don’t know.”
On the roof, Gutierrez’s helicopter’s blades began to turn as the pilot prepared for takeoff.
Ward scanned the area, acknowledging the female agent next to Harris and, to his right across from Harris, a female and male agent standing a few yards ahead of Agent Hicks. Ward spoke into his radio. “This is Bravo One. Give me a roll call. Bravo Two.”
“Present,” the male agent standing beside the female on Ward’s right said.
“Bravo Three,” Ward said, knowing he’d get no answer from the agent lying motionless near the compound’s entrance gate. Ward continued. “Bravo Four.”
“Present,” the female agent beside the male said.
“Bravo Five,” Ward said, looking at the other female agent on his left.
“Present,” she replied.
“Bravo Six.” Silence. “Bravo Six,” Ward repeated.
“Bravo Six didn’t make it, sir,” Hicks said, his eyes absent of remorse.
Ward compressed his lips, then said, “Bravo Seven,” to complete the roll call.
“Present,” Hicks said.
Ward glanced at Hicks, who was still behind the male and female agents. Unbeknownst to them, Hicks slowly drew his tactical knife and crept up on the female agent, thrusting the blade into her back, leaving the handle sticking out of her as she fell forward before he directed a hail of bullets from his assault rifle into the male agent a few feet from him, who was gaping at his stricken colleague with the knife protruding out of her.
Ward could hardly believe what he was seeing and had an out-of-body experience as he watched from the fountain, dumbstruck by Hicks’ vicious betrayal.
The remaining female agent on Ward’s left was the first to take stock of what was happening, but by that time, Hicks had already sent multiple rounds her way, and in the blink of an eye, she was down, staring at the darkening sky, shuffling reluctantly off this mortal coil.
As Gutierrez’s helicopter rose from the roof, Ward found himself next in Hicks’ sights. Hicks annihilated his so-called boss, causing his bullet-riddled body to slump against the fountain.
The only thing Hicks shot at Gutierrez was a glance as he shouted, “Wait for me!”
Harris was next to react, getting off two rounds from his assault rifle and striking Hicks in the sternum. The force of the impact put Hicks down, but his bulletproof vest absorbed the damage. With the wind knocked out of him, Hicks sat up, wincing, and trained his gun on Harris. Harris pulled the trigger again, only to be met with a harrowing sound.
Click
Harris was out of bullets.
BANG
Harris watched the slug from Scott’s gun enter Hicks’ right temple, blowing through his skull. Harris’ face was all eyes when he turned to his left and saw Scott and Emilia, hand in hand, running toward him.
“Have you been hit?” Scott asked Harris, out of breath, when he got to him.
“No,” Harris wisped.
Scott, Harris, and Emilia looked up at Gutierrez’s helicopter fifty feet above his roof, and then Scott noticed the tail rotor of the DEA’s chopper and the empty cartel SUVs outside the compound.
“Drive Emilia away from here and keep her safe until I’ve dealt with that prick, Gutierrez,” Scott said to Harris before cupping Emilia’s face in his hands and kissing her gently on the forehead. “I have to go,” he said to Emilia. “Harris will look after you. He’s a good man.”
“What do you mean, I’ll look after her?” Harris inquired, his eyebrows knitting together.
“Emilia’s safer with you,” Scott said. “Especially where I’m going.”
Before he left, Scott had one last lingering look at Emilia, choosing to ignore the nagging voice in his head that it might be the last time he would see her, then took off, hastening in the direction of the DEA’s Black Hawk.
“He’s not gonna do that,” Harris murmured, staring at the back of Scott’s head. “He’s not gonna fucking do that! Murphy!”




Chapter Thirty

Without a second to spare, Scott got to grips with the DEA’s Black Hawk helicopter, haphazardly taking off, its blades tilting frighteningly close to the compound’s wall.
Harris and Emilia strained their necks at the gate to watch Scott’s ascent, the downdraft from the helicopter blasting them like a Florida hurricane, sending Emilia’s hair into a state of haywire lawlessness.
By the time Scott
had the chopper under control, Gutierrez’s helicopter was a mere blotch in the dusk sky. However, the Black Hawk outdid Gutierrez’s smaller helicopter in almost every department, including speed.
Unaware he was being pursued, Gutierrez repeatedly rubbed his leg, pacifying his agitation at what had just transpired. The relief of thinking he’d gotten away hadn’t yet taken full effect but was beginning to.
“I should have had Murphy killed the moment he turned up in Miami,” Gutierrez said to Daza, who looked too scared to say anything in response in case it wasn’t what Gutierrez wanted to hear. “I won’t make that mistake again. I will destroy anyone who so much as smiled as Scott Murphy.”
The pilot’s eyes broadened when he checked the mirror mounted on the underside of the fuselage and saw the foreboding sight of the Black Hawk closing the distance between them at an alarming rate.
“We’re being followed,” the pilot said.
Gutierrez checked the rear-view mirror on his side and flashed a look of concern at the pilot. “Lose them.”
“We’re already going as fast as we safely can. If we go any quicker, I could lose control of the aircraft.”
Gutierrez pressed the end of his pistol into the pilot’s head and, staring at him with malice, said, “You’ll lose control when I put a bullet in your brain if you don’t go faster.”
The pilot anxiously increased the speed, causing the helicopter to rattle and vibrate.
“Open the doors and shoot them,” Gutierrez said to Daza and his two gunmen in the back, not realizing it was Scott in the Black Hawk.
Gutierrez’s two foot soldiers with machine guns looked at Daza for support, but he shrugged his shoulders, signaling for them to get on with Gutierrez’s demand.
The gunmen staggered over the money bags to the doors and pulled them open. Gripping the metal handles above their heads with one hand, they leaned out of the chopper with their machine guns in the other and clumsily shot at Scott, struggling to hold up their guns.
“Argh!” screamed the shooter hanging out of the left side of the chopper as he lost his balance and plummeted toward the city below.
The cartel’s bullets ricocheted off the bulletproof glass of the Black Hawk, scaring Scott into thinking his number was up before he realized the glass was keeping him protected.
The onslaught continued as Scott got within a stone’s throw of Gutierrez, whose eyes were glued to the rear-view mirror on his side. Gutierrez’s face exploded in anger, and he boomed, “It’s fucking Murphy!”
Gutierrez’s helicopter shuddered more severely than before, and the pilot said, “We’ll stall if I keep this speed up!”
“Go low,” Gutierrez said. “We’ll lose him in the city.”
The cartel’s chopper swooped to the left, causing the gunman who was firing at Scott to stumble back inside, tripping on a duffel bag before landing on more of them.
“Be careful!” Daza said, staying put in his seat, using his leg to stop one of the bags from falling out.
Scott plunged after Gutierrez, and before he knew it, he was over the edge of the city. Gutierrez’s pilot took advantage of the skyscrapers, weaving his nimbler helicopter in and out of them, several stories below the tops of them.
Scott was forced to reduce speed as his chopper roared past a block of apartments on his right. He was too focused on not letting Gutierrez evade him to contemplate how reckless the pursuit of his foe was. Gutierrez changed that when he ordered his gunman to lean out of the door and shoot at Scott again. Apprehension was scored into the cartel member’s wrinkles as he reluctantly obliged.
The bullets came thick and fast, some bouncing off the glass of Scott’s windshield and the rest whizzing past his helicopter, smashing an apartment living room window and nearly hitting the man and woman who’d been looking out of it to see what all the commotion was about.
Scott opted to fly above the rooftops to mitigate the danger posed to bystanders by stray bullets. While Scott was adjusting his height, Gutierrez’s helicopter shot past the last of a group of four skyscrapers on his left, his pilot having made a sharp left turn to go back on himself on the other side of the buildings. When Scott was satisfied with his altitude, he leaned forward in his chair and agitatedly peered out of the windshield. The second of the four skyscrapers Gutierrez was coasting by blocked Scott’s view of him. Scott traveled toward the coast, thinking Gutierrez might have used the tall hotel in front of him as cover on his way to the beach.
Hundreds of yards later, Scott passed the hotel and had an uninterrupted view of Cartagena’s coastline. He rotated, putting the Black Hawk’s nose facing the way he’d come, and spotted Gutierrez’s helicopter making a beeline for the distant countryside. With no more obstructions from the city, he powered after Gutierrez.
After half a minute, Gutierrez’s pilot said to him, “He’s still on us.”
“I can see that,” Gutierrez replied, eyeballing his side mirror.
There was nothing but farmland below them and a stone-built windmill a couple of hundred yards ahead.
“Go to that windmill,” Gutierrez said, “and take cover from it at the last second. Then head for the hills.”
Scott closed the gap between himself and Gutierrez, and Gutierrez’s pilot slowed a touch to prepare to suddenly tuck in behind the windmill, which he did, veering sharply to the left, catching Scott by surprise, who reacted by trying to follow him. The much bigger Black Hawk couldn’t handle Scott’s request of it and banked harshly to the left, its long blades clashing with its windmill equivalent in a clangorous shower of sparks. Wrestling for control of the helicopter was now pointless. Scott let go of the stick and held onto himself for dear life, scrunching up into a ball, his face an inch from his knees, his hands clasped against the back of his head.
The Black Hawk’s blades dug into the ground, turning up clumps of grass as they continued to spin, before the helicopter’s weight forced the blades to a jolting stop, whirling the fuselage around and tipping it up to the point of almost overturning. The impact sent a kinetic force down the palms of Scott’s hands and into the back of his head, causing him to blackout.
From the air, Gutierrez looked on in his side mirror with glee, salivating at the prospect of Scott’s demise.
“Great job!” Gutierrez declared, excitably patting the pilot on the back as if he’d just scored the winning goal for Colombia in a World Cup final.
“To the hills then?” the pilot asked.
Gutierrez was transfixed by the Black Hawk’s wreckage, keeping his eyes pierced for any sign of movement. “Not yet,” he replied. “I want to make sure Murphy’s dead.”
With his body weight shifted entirely onto his right side, Scott came around to the sound of Gutierrez’s helicopter landing on the field fifty yards from him. He was unaware of what woke him up; his brain was too scrambled to comprehend where he was and what had happened. He opened his eyes to the sight of the lopsided Black Hawk dashboard as an armed Daza and Gutierrez’s foot soldier exited their chopper, machine guns at the ready.
A trickle of blood
ran from Scott’s forehead into his eye, making him blink rapidly and bringing him further out of his stupor. Worried that the Black Hawk would catch fire, he threw his arm out to the right, reaching for the handle, and realized the door was pinned to the ground by the weight of the fuselage. Oblivious to the two approaching cartel members, Scott’s next thought, as he unbuckled himself and clambered to his feet to climb out of the left door above him, was for Gutierrez and how disappointed in himself he was for letting him escape.
That was my last chance, Scott thought. Now, what chance does my family have?
Trampling over the control panel between the two seats in the cockpit, Scott managed to open the door above his head. He pulled himself up, getting the top half of his body out of the door. He was met with a barrage of bullets, pinging off the armored fuselage, hitting him down his left arm and puncturing his flesh and bone. He had the presence of mind to throw himself out of the door, landing on the grass on his hands and knees, his mutilated arm buckling under his weight. The bullets kept coming and followed Scott, getting perilously close to him as he scrambled for cover around the crumpled nose of the Black Hawk.
In his eagerness to leave the helicopter, Scott had left his machine gun in the cockpit, but he still had his pistol. Feeling dizzy, he grimaced as he looked at his bleeding arm, his blood loss adding to his lightheadedness. He stood up and crouched behind the right side of the Black Hawk. Using the mangled rotary blades as cover, he stared out from behind them at Daza and the other gunman nearing on the field twenty yards away, with their helicopter behind them, where Gutierrez remained, watching from his side mirror. The shooters had their guns trained on the left of the Black Hawk and switched their aims to the right when they saw Scott.
BANG
BANG
Scott shot the gunman next to Daza in the chest and took cover behind the chopper’s nose again as he got shot in his left leg, the intense heat from his latest wound hitting him as quickly as the bullet had.
Daza returned fire but was too terrified to do so with any real conviction. He gave a horrified look to his dying colleague before instinctively turning his back on Scott and making a run for Gutierrez’s helicopter.
“You fucking coward!” Gutierrez muttered, his face consumed with contempt.
Scott reappeared on the left of the Black Hawk and saw the feckless Daza retreating. Daza’s life was easy pickings for him and, holding his pistol in his right hand with his stricken left arm hanging by his side, he shot him in the cervical spine, smashing the bones and sending him down, face planting the ground, paralyzed and helpless.
“No!” Gutierrez groaned through gritted teeth. “Get out of here,” he said to the pilot, wanting no part in a one-on-one face-off with Scott.
Scott was forty yards from Gutierrez when the blades of his helicopter began to turn. He hobbled as fast as his maimed body would carry him and got within twenty yards to the right of Gutierrez’s helicopter when it was a few meters from the ground. Scott aimed for the pilot. His first shot shattered the window on the pilot’s door, the bullet flying past him and burrowing into the top of Gutierrez’s right arm.
The helicopter continued
to rise as Scott fired at the pilot again, hitting his target in the head and causing him to slump forward over the dashboard, sending the helicopter into a tailspin. Scott shielded his face from the blast he anticipated, but that didn’t come as the chopper crunched nose-first into the field, thirty feet from him. Scott stood still, staring suspiciously at the chopper’s rear, waiting for Gutierrez to come out.
The seconds passed, and Scott deemed that Gutierrez was either incapacitated, dead, or playing possum. He decided to approach the helicopter from Gutierrez’s side, giving it a wide berth, inching toward it, his blood continuing to spill from his gunshot wounds.
When Scott got eyes on the front of the helicopter, he saw how badly damaged it was—crushed inward as if it had been in a head-on collision with a big rig. The gentle evening breeze wafted the sweet and unmistakable smell of gasoline up Scott’s nose. Gutierrez was visible through the cracked glass on the window of his dented door, and it didn’t appear that he was moving. When Scott got close to Gutierrez, he could see that his eyes were closed and that he had a gash on the side of his head. Momentarily putting his pistol in his weak left hand, Scott limped past the puddle of gasoline on the grass that had leaked from the fuel tank, and he used his stronger hand to jerk Gutierrez’s door open.
Gutierrez was trapped in his seat; the dashboard was bent out of shape and pinning his legs. Scott glanced at the gaping exit wound in the pilot’s head, confirming he was dead, before putting his pistol back in his right hand and patting down Gutierrez, feeling that he was unarmed. Scott wondered if Gutierrez’s gun had fallen out of reach on the floor before the front of the helicopter caved in. He pressed two fingers into Gutierrez’s neck to check for a pulse. Gutierrez opened his eyes, looked straight into Scott’s, and shunted in his seat, realizing he was stuck.
A hint of a smirk
materialized on Scott’s face as he glanced at Gutierrez’s crushed legs and said, “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna shoot you.”
“Help me,” Gutierrez said, with a hopeless look in his eyes.
Scott shook his head and raised his eyebrows in a sardonic fashion. “I’m not gonna do that either.” The duffel bags bulging with cash in the back caught Scott’s attention. “I will rob you, though.”
“Makes a fucking change,” Gutierrez said as Scott opened the side door and got to work carrying the bags out two at a time, one over each shoulder, dropping them a few meters from the badly damaged mill, a safe distance from Gutierrez for what Scott had in store for him.
When Scott let the last two bags slip off him, such was his level of dizziness and fatigue that he almost felt drunk.
The strong smell of gasoline wasn’t lost on Gutierrez either.
“Let me out, and I’ll drop the hit on you and your family,” Gutierrez said.
“We both know it’s too late for that,” Scott said, lumbering back to Gutierrez.
Scott stopped five yards from Gutierrez and took his packet of Lucky Strike from his jeans pocket. “Smoke?” he asked, then placed a cigarette in his mouth and gestured an offering with the packet.
Gutierrez’s face was tortured. “Come on, Scott, we can talk about this. I’ll give you a lot more money than what’s in those bags, and there are millions of dollars in those.”
“They’ll do fine, but thanks.” He lit his cigarette and took a puff, the relaxing hit of nicotine going straight to his head, which felt as light as a balloon now.
“We can talk about this! There must be another way.”
“I’m done talking, Gutierrez; I’ve lost a lot of blood.”
Scott had another puff and, with a bone-chilling stare, said, “I hope it hurts.” He flicked his
cigarette onto the puddle of gasoline, and the fuel ignited. He hastened out of harm’s way as the fire rushed up the fuselage, engulfing it in the blink of an eye and fencing Gutierrez in with flames of fury. As battle-hardened as Scott was, he wished he could drown out Gutierrez’s screams as the blistering heat assaulted him. Mercifully, for both men, an almighty blast ended Gutierrez’s suffering, with traces of his DNA mixing with the toxins in the black smoke billowing skyward.
Scott plopped down on a duffel bag and struggled to stay awake as he waited for help to arrive, in whatever form that took. He was hopeful that Gutierrez’s demise would give his family a new beginning and relieved that the threat from the godfather of Colombia was no more. The vacuum created by Gutierrez’s death would be filled and fought over within days, maybe even hours, but that wasn’t Scott’s concern, or, more importantly for him, his family’s.
Five minutes had passed when Scott lifted his head upon hearing a farmer’s red jeep stuffed with bananas protruding from its back racing along the single-track road that led to the windmill.
The jeep came off the road and went onto the grass at breakneck speed toward Scott, who held his pistol behind his back.
The middle-aged farmer jumped out of his jeep, and his eyes popped out of their sockets at the sight of the flaming helicopter and Scott’s shot-up body.
“Are you okay?” the farmer asked, too shocked to be aware of the ridiculousness of his question.
“I could do with a hand up,” Scott said, his face as white as a ghost.
“I’ll call an ambulance.” The farmer reached for his phone as he hurried to Scott’s aid. “What happened?”
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
The farmer assisted Scott in getting to his feet, but before he could call for help, Scott pulled his gun on him.
“I don’t want to hurt you, pal,” Scott said. “Just do as I say, and you’ll be better off for it. Empty your jeep and put those bags in it.”




Chapter Thirty-One

One day later
The river town of Mahates was the latest destination Harris arrived at on his whistle-stop tour of every hospital within a fifty-mile radius of Cartagena that he could visit before leaving Colombia for good.
After learning of Gutierrez’s death, Harris returned Emilia to Julia at their apartment, where the DEA looked after them, and then he set off to search for Scott. He considered the possibility that Scott could have escaped unscathed from the crash site of the helicopters but concluded that the blood Scott left behind on and outside the Black Hawk made the chances that he’d walked away without the need for medical intervention unlikely.
Harris had been looking for Scott all day. With another night around the corner, he’d decided if he couldn’t find Scott by midnight, he’d book himself on the next flight to Texas to do what he’d wished he’d done before his Colombian odyssey: enjoy his fucking retirement. Harris acknowledged to himself that he’d scratched the itch of finding out what made Scott Murphy tick quite enough, and if he didn’t stop soon, he was likely to scratch away his existence.
He drove into the hospital’s busy parking lot. His expectations that he’d find Scott at Mahates Hospital were low, but he’d learned to overcome the nagging doubts he would get from time to time during an investigation that he was barking up the wrong tree and his efforts would lead him nowhere.
The automatic door at the hospital’s main entrance parted, and Harris found himself in the accident and emergency waiting area. He glanced at the six faces on his left and the three on his right, seeing that they were all probably locals, each nursing their minor injuries, some with DIY bandages wrapped around their wounds and others with ailments not apparent at first glance.
A curved reception desk was at the back right of the room, next to a set of double doors with a corridor on the other side of them. A woman sat behind the desk, facing the automatic door that Harris had come through.
“Good afternoon to you,” Harris said to the receptionist with as warm a smile as he could muster. “Do you speak English?”
“Yes, señor,” the receptionist replied with a friendly smile of her own.
“Ah, good. Thanks. I’m looking for two of my friends. They were caught up in a carjacking, and I think they might have ended up in the hospital.” Harris furrowed his brow, pretending to be concerned. “God, I hope I’m wrong about that.”
The receptionist’s forehead puckered. “How awful. What are their names?” She gave the mouse for her computer a gentle shake.
Harris was wise to Scott’s penchant for using aliases. “Scott Murphy and Scott Robinson,” he replied, remembering that Scott first appeared on his radar in Texas as Scott Robinson.
The receptionist quirked her eyebrows and looked at Harris. “Both of your friends are called Scott?”
“Coincidence, huh?”
She stared at the computer screen and then looked at Harris again. “It looks like we have one of your friends in our care.”
“Which one?”
“Scott Robinson.”
Harris felt a flutter of excitement.
“Is your friend an American?” the receptionist asked.
“Yeah, like me.”
“How old is the Scott Robinson, you know?”
“He’s seventy-two.”
The receptionist nodded. “It must be him; we don’t get a lot of Americans at this hospital.”
“Is he okay?”
“Let me have a look at his notes.”
“Have you seen him?”
“No, I just started my shift.” She expelled a gust of air from her mouth. “Aye yai yai, your friend is in a bad way. He came in with multiple gunshot wounds.”
Harris was genuinely concerned and said, “I need to see him.”
“Of course. You have to sign yourself in.” The receptionist lifted the thick open visitors’ book off her desk, placed it in front of Harris’ elbows, and handed him a pen.
The hospital’s previous visitors had signed their name in one column and the name of the patient they were there to see, as well as their patient number, in the column beside it.
“Mr. Robinson’s patient number is 743911,” the receptionist said.
Harris was too engrossed with checking the other names in the book to absorb what the receptionist had said, but there was no requirement for him to remember the number because, a few names above the blank column where he was going to write his name, he noticed an entry had already been logged for a Scott Robinson visit, when, according to the book, three hours earlier someone called Matheo Velez had been to see him. Harris suspected that whoever Matheo Velez, or the man assuming that name was, had ties to the Cartagena cartel.
“I see that Scott’s already had a visitor,” Harris said.
“I wouldn’t know.”
“I don’t recognize that name. He must be an old buddy of Scott’s.”
Harris filled out his details and showed the receptionist his ID, as he was required to do.
“Mr. Robinson is in the intensive care unit,” the receptionist said. “Go through those doors and take the elevator to the second floor.”
Harris stepped out of the elevator onto the gray sheet vinyl of the second floor. His boots squeaked a little as he wandered along it, gravitating to the small desk halfway down to the left of the elevator, which had no one behind it but seemed like it should or would soon enough. There was a room with a bed and a worse-for-wear patient on it on each side of the corridor all the way along. A female doctor trotted past Harris, the bottom of her white coat flailing as she went, too focused on whatever she was doing to spare him a glance. Harris checked the wipeable cards with patients’ names written on them that were slid into metal slots outside each door he went by.
“Can I help you?”
a female nurse asked Harris after leaving the room on his right that he was approaching.
“If you could, please. I’m here to visit a friend of mine. His name is Scott Robinson.”
“The American. Your friend is a fortunate man to be alive.”
“It sounds like it. How’s he doing?”
“He’s been sleeping for most of the day. His body has been through a lot. Follow me. How do you know Mr. Robinson?”
Harris wasn’t prepared to reveal his identity to her until he felt safe in his surroundings.
“We’re old friends from the United States. I saw downstairs that someone else has already visited him today?”
“Yes, one of his Colombian friends. That’s Scott’s room.” She pointed to the door on the right, two down from where she and Harris were.
Harris prepared himself to slap hidden handcuffs on Scott, whatever condition Scott was in.
With Harris standing behind the nurse, she knocked on the door and opened it. Harris looked at the empty unmade bed and clenched his jaw as the tension within him ratcheted up.
“He must be in the bathroom,” the nurse said.
Harris shuffled past her, briskly entered the room, and headed straight to the closed bathroom door to the right of the bed.
“What are you doing?” the nurse asked, scowling at Harris.
Harris turned the handle of the unlocked bathroom door, ready to draw his concealed pistol from inside his jacket. There was no one in the bathroom, which was a wet room with a toilet on the left and a shower on the right, complete with a handrail built into the wall. Harris saw that the vinyl floor below the showerhead was dry.
“Murphy’s not here,” Harris said, bounding toward the bed. “Scott Robinson’s not his real name; it’s Scott Murphy. He’s a fugitive.” Harris placed the palm of his hand on the bedsheets, feeling that they were still warm. “When was the last time you saw him?”
The nurse’s lips wobbled before she said, “Ten minutes ago.”
“Call the police.”
Harris tore out of the room with only one thing on his mind: catching Scott before he melted into Colombia and beyond.
He powered down the corridor, charging toward the elevator, where he stabbed the button repeatedly with his finger and waited for what seemed to him like an eternity for it to come up to the second floor.
“Come on, come on, come on!” Harris said.
The elevator arrived
and took Harris down the way he’d come. The patients in the accident and emergency waiting area all goggled at him as he hurled himself out of the elevator, flying past them, only slowing to wait for the automatic door to open before he rushed out to the parking lot.
An elderly couple was getting out of their car close to where Harris had parked, and an old man was being pushed in a wheelchair by his wife toward the hospital’s entrance, but there was no sign of Scott. Harris checked behind the vehicles, then noticed there was another parking lot at the hospital’s rear.
It wasn’t as busy at the back of the hospital. A patch of grass with neatly positioned shrubs separated the parking lot from the main road. A fatigued Harris jogged around the corner, and his eyes were immediately drawn to Scott, forty yards from him. He was dressed in a blue hospital gown, bandages covering his recent wounds, with his back to Harris and his hand on the handle of the red jeep he’d forced the farmer at gunpoint to sell him for five times its value the previous day.
“Murphy,” Harris called, his pistol still concealed.
Anxiety flooded Scott’s eyes, and they fixed on his reflection in the driver’s door window. He knew the voice calling him belonged to Harris, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at him, and he proceeded to open the jeep door.
Harris took a few steps forward and said, “You can’t keep running, Murphy. The past catches up with you in the end, and this is where it ends for you.”
Scott looked at the glove box and considered reaching in for the pistol he’d stashed in it, but he was in pain, both physically and emotionally. A flicker of self-awareness flared in him and seared his conscience.
I can’t go on like this, Scott thought.
That was one of the seldom clear thoughts Scott had in days. His survival instinct had been on overdrive, and while it had succeeded in keeping him alive, Scott suspected it was steering him toward the edge of a cliff from which there’d be no coming back. Leaving the jeep’s door open, he turned around and faced Harris, who was over thirty yards away and appeared unarmed.
“What if I stop running?” Scott asked. “I rot in some hellish Colombian prison? That’s no life.”
Harris gave Scott
a sympathetic look. “You’re right about that, but neither is living out of the back of an RV in your seventies, wondering when someone like me will tap you on the shoulder.” Harris paused in thought, then said, “I can’t make you any promises, Scott, but I’ll do my best to pull some strings when I’m home to get you extradited back to the States, maybe even Texas.”
Scott stared at the ground and contemplated his options, with Max and Emilia firmly on his mind.
“I’ve got nothing to go back for,” Scott said. “My son doesn’t want to know me.”
“Not yet, but he might if he respects you, and I’d say that handing yourself in is worthy of respect.”
Scott took a breath as deep as his thoughts and reasoned that going to prison was the best chance he’d get at having a relationship with Max and Emilia.
“You’re right,” Scott said. “It’s time to stop running.”
Harris nodded, encouraged by what Scott had said. “You’re making the right decision.”
Scott closed the jeep door and hobbled toward Harris, who calmly pulled out his handcuffs and headed for the middle of the parking lot to meet Scott.
Harris glanced at the attractive dark-haired woman in her twenties, slowly making her way through the grass, past the shrubs, and approaching Scott from behind at an angle. Harris didn’t pay her much attention and remained focused on the job at hand of arresting Scott.
The woman wouldn’t take her eyes off Scott, and as she got closer to him, they swam with a vengeance. Scott didn’t see her coming and was only alerted to her presence when Harris’ eyes drifted from his and expanded. In what looked like slow motion to Harris, he watched the young woman reach into her purse and take out a pocket pistol. He tried to alert Scott, but by the time his brain sent a signal to his tongue to get to work warning him, the woman had already pointed her pistol at Scott’s back, and from a few feet away, she pulled the trigger.
A resounding bang invaded Scott’s ears as the bullet’s impact knocked him off balance. His face contorted, and his eyes lit up with shock as they locked onto Harris’. Scott felt like he’d been hit in the back with a baseball bat, minus the pain. The little energy he’d had left his body like water escaping a dam. The next thing Scott knew, he was down on the baking hot concrete, having landed heavily on his knees, before falling onto his back and seeing who the woman responsible for his being incapacitated was. She stared back at him, and he didn’t recognize her. He put his right hand up, gesturing for her not to pull the trigger again, but that’s what she did, hitting him in the heart, his bleeding wound seeping through the hospital gown.
“That was for my father, Eduardo Gutierrez,” the woman said, her voice trembling.
“Drop your weapon!” Harris yelled, pointing his gun at her.
Gutierrez’s daughter looked as stunned as Harris did. She didn’t have the look of a killer. Still aiming the gun at Scott, she stared at Harris. The stern glare he was giving her cut through the murderous fog that had come over her, and she complied with his order, letting the gun fall from her hand.
“Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” Harris said, walking steadily toward her with his gun in one hand and handcuffs in the other, in a state of disbelief.
Harris put the cuffs on Gutierrez’s daughter and flicked his eyes around the parking lot to make sure there wasn’t anyone else on their way seeking retribution for Gutierrez’s death. Satisfied that his daughter had acted alone, Harris turned his attention to Scott, who had a removed look in his eyes and was gazing to the heavens, half in his body and half wherever he was going.
Scott felt his body tingling, but there was still no pain. He wouldn’t have been able to tell if he were lying on a bed of roses or a bed of nails. He wasn’t even sure if he was breathing anymore. His eyes remained open as the blue sky above turned black.
Scott heard cows mooing in the distance, and then the sky changed back to blue. He wasn’t tingling anymore, and the ground felt softer than that uncomfortably hot concrete. He sat up with ease and realized he was sitting on the grass in jeans and a T-shirt and that his bandages and wounds were gone. Another cow mooed, and Scott looked forward in the direction where it had come from. In the distance, at the bottom of the grassy hill he was sitting on, he saw his dad’s ranch in Texas. Without giving it any thought, Scott leaned back against the oak tree, instinctively knowing it would be there. He observed his dad driving his tractor past the cattle, headed for the barn.
Scott didn’t question what he was experiencing. He was at peace now, and that was all he needed to know.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Following Scott’s murder, the Colombian police insisted Harris leave his hire car in the hospital’s parking lot in Mahates so he could go straight to the town’s police station with them. A grueling interview/interrogation of Harris ensued, only ending hours later, once he’d satisfied the police that he would stop “meddling in their affairs” and reassured them he would get a taxi straight to the airport.
Unbeknownst to the police, Harris postponed his homecoming until the next day, much to his wife’s disgruntlement. He would have started his journey back to Texas that night had he been given reassurances of his own that the local police were willing to properly investigate just who the mysterious man was that had visited Scott in the hospital earlier that day, giving his name as Matheo Velez. Harris found it a little too convenient that, according to the police, the security guards operating the hospital’s CCTV claimed the cameras had gone down that afternoon after a “technical error.” When Harris pressed the police on the security guards’ claims, he thought they were suspiciously eager to shut down his questions on the matter.
In the hours since Scott was killed, the hospital’s staff went about their duties, settling into another busy night shift. As usual, the nurses and doctors were rushed off their feet, but the same couldn’t be said for the two slovenly male security guards coming to the end of their shift sitting with their feet up in the hospital’s windowless CCTV control room, which was barely bigger than a closet. The guards, one in his forties and the other in his fifties, both had beer bellies, and the older of the two was using his to balance the remote for the TV he and his colleague shouldn’t have been watching on it, as well as the family-sized bag of Cheese Tris, Colombia’s version of Cheetos. The dull glow from the TV was the only light in the room. The guard stared blankly at the baseball game being shown as he grabbed another handful of puffed corn and lazily shoved them in his mouth without blinking, the cheesy orange powder from his snack sticking to his mustache.
His coworker
was slightly less pathetic at keeping an eye on the split-screen monitor displaying various areas of the hospital. Between watching the baseball and doing his job, he caught a glimpse of Harris walking along the corridor toward the dead end where their room was situated.
“Alfredo,” the younger guard said, with a touch of concern on his face.
“Huh?” Alfredo grunted in amongst his munching.
“I think someone’s coming.”
There was a knock on the door.
Alfredo moved the quickest he had all shift, taking his boots off the table so fast he nearly fell off his chair. The remote slid off his belly, and he scrunched up the bag of Cheese Tris, tossed it under the desk, and brushed the crumbs off his white shirt with his chubby hands, inadvertently smearing his shirt with orange powder. He muttered something inaudible, and before he could say come in, Harris opened the door, standing tall with an air of authority.
The guards were visibly startled, not knowing what to make of Harris and his no-nonsense presence.
“Turn that off,” Harris said, looking at the TV.
Alfredo frowned. “Who are you?”
Harris flicked the light switch on next to him and entered the room, closing the door behind him. The guards screwed their eyes up at the sudden change in brightness.
“I told you to turn that off,” Harris said, burrowing his glare into Alfredo.
Alfredo picked the remote up off the floor and cooperated with Harris’ order.
“Who are you?” the younger guard asked, growing increasingly wary of Harris.
“Who I am isn’t important for you to know, but you should be concerned about who I know.”
“You’re American?” Alfredo inquired.
Harris nodded. “I was involved in today’s murder in the hospital parking lot. I’m the detective from America that was tracking the man who was killed here today. I have contacts in the DEA, and we’re investigating what happened. The Colombian police tell me that your CCTV from today is not available.”
The guards exchanged a tense glance.
“That’s right,” Alfredo said. “It went down.”
Harris looked at the split-screen monitor and said, “It seems to be working okay now.”
Alfredo nervously nodded. “Yes, we got it back up and running.”
“Ain’t that convenient,” Harris said with a doubtful expression. “You see, fellas, I don’t buy that. Getting old ain’t that much fun.”
“Getting old?” Alfredo said, confused.
“Yeah, getting old. My eyesight doesn’t work as well as it used to, that’s for sure, and don’t even get me started on my back, but as for my nose, it works better than it ever has, and I can smell bullshit from a mile away, and there’s a ton of it in this room.”
Alfredo looked as guilty as sin but said, “You need to leave before I call—”
“Security?” Harris interrupted with a confident smirk.
“I was going to say the police.”
“If you want to shine a spotlight on yourself, then go ahead, but if you choose to make that call, it won’t just be the local police that comes down here. I’m sure you wouldn’t want the man who visited Scott Murphy today to find out that the DEA knows all about your cover-up. Things could get real messy for you if you call the police.”
Harris could see the cogs turning in the guards’ heads.
“Are you threatening us?” Alfredo asked, woefully cracking under Harris’ pressure.
“I’m not threatening you; I’m telling you what will happen unless you tell me where I can find the man who came to visit Scott Murphy today.”
“You can—you can check the visitors’ book at reception. The names of everyone who visits patients are in there.”
Harris sneered. “I’m not interested in fake names; I’m here for a real one.”
The guards’ nervous body language made it evident to Harris that he was barking up the right tree.
“I don’t want any harm to come to both of you,” Harris said, “and I can appreciate it must be difficult living in a place where the cartels have so much control, but if you don’t tell me who came to see Murphy today, I won’t be able to save you when the DEA comes crashing in here and turns your lives upside down.”
Alfredo stared defeatedly at the carpet, his body language reeking of guilt.
“I told the police everything I know,” Alfredo said. “Please, leave us alone. I have children.”
“Then, for your kids’ sake, give me a name. You have my word that I’ll make sure the person who visited Murphy won’t know it was you who told me it was him.”
The tense silence squeezed the last drops of resistance out of the guards.
“Tell him, Alfredo,” the younger guard said.
***
Harris drove the car he’d retrieved from the hospital in Mahates to Cartagena. It was almost midnight when he rolled onto the quiet, well-kept street. Impressive houses lined the street thirty yards from the sidewalk where Harris parked, separated by generously sized lawns. Harris looked up the front yard at the house where, according to the hospital’s security guards, the man purporting to be Matheo Velez lived. Harris’ confidence that the guards didn’t have the intelligence to lure him into a trap wilted as he tramped up the driveway to the front door, where the lights were off just like the rest of the house and most of the neighborhood.
As Harris hovered his finger over the doorbell, his exhausted mind returned home to thoughts of his wife and how lucky he was to have her and the life they’d built together. Still, his compulsion to dig deeper into the Scott Murphy mystery wasn’t quite done with him yet.
A couple of rings of the bell later, the hallway light came on, and a distinguished-looking Colombian man in his mid-sixties wearing a dark blue bathrobe answered the door. His short gray hair was sticking out to the side, giving Harris the impression that he’d awoken him from his slumber, and he didn’t have any trouble sleeping. He glanced at Harris’ car and the surrounding area, which was devoid of people.
“I’m sorry to wake you at this hour,” Harris said. “I’m here because someone we both know was murdered today. Scott Murphy.”
The man looked at Harris as if he were playing poker with him, then returned his dark gaze to the street behind Harris before saying, “Would you like to come in?”
Harris gandered down the carpeted hallway for any threats. His nerves were going through the grinder, but he was a master poker player himself.
“I would,” Harris replied.
The Colombian stood to the side, allowing Harris to walk past him, and had one last look outside, his eyes lingering on Harris’ car. He closed the door and said to Harris, “I’m going to search you.”
Harris lifted his arms and widened his stance.
“I’m not armed,” Harris said, “and my cell phone’s in my car.”
The Colombian patted Harris down and said, “Let’s go and take a seat.”
The living room had a wholesome feel to it. Harris thought, judging by the array of velvet cushions neatly arranged on the two couches, that it had a woman’s touch.
“Are you alone tonight?” Harris asked, perching himself on the couch nearest the door.
“Why would that be of concern to you?”
“Who said I was concerned? I’m surprised you haven’t asked me who I am yet.”
“You assume I don’t know who you are.” He sat on the couch opposite Harris and crossed his legs.
Wanting to grasp the upper hand, Harris decided to go straight for the jugular and said, “I know you gave your
name as Matheo Velez when you signed in as a visitor at the hospital in Mahates, and I know your real name is Andrés Castaño.”
“Well done. I can see why you were a detective. You’re quite the smart alec, Mr. Harris. Or should I call you James?” Castaño asked with a haughty expression.
Harris felt sick in the pit of his stomach, and a few rapid blinks gave away that Castaño had gotten to him.
“I take it Murphy told you about me?” Harris said.
“I’ll ask the questions,” Castaño said stoutly. “How did you find me?”
Wanting to honor his word and not jeopardize the safety of the hospital’s security guards, Harris said, “I followed you after you visited Murphy in the hospital. I know you’re involved with him somehow—were involved.” Sorrow gripped Harris’ eyes as he thought about Scott’s death. “What were you doing visiting Murphy today?”
“From what I’ve learned about you, James, it’s clear to me that you’re a brave man, and you don’t strike me as being out of your fucking mind stupid, but yet, here you are in my home, leading me to question if you’re a threat. I don’t take kindly to threats.”
Harris maintained his composure and said, “When Murphy came back to Colombia, he was in short supply of friends. I know that to be true after getting caught up in Eduardo Gutierrez’s manhunt for him, but when Murphy was at his most vulnerable in the hospital, you didn’t take advantage of that. I didn’t show up at your door to threaten you, but I will find out what your connection with Murphy was.”
Castaño nodded subtly with a closed smile and cleared his throat. “It’s lucky for me there aren’t detectives like you in Cartagena, and it’s lucky for you there aren’t men like me in Texas. I suggest we keep it that way. I fix things, James. Scott fixed things for me once; if he hadn’t, I wouldn’t be talking with you now. I would have repaid Scott sooner if I hadn’t been contractually obliged to align myself with Eduardo Gutierrez. When Eduardo burned in that helicopter, my obligation burned with him. Scott had some loose ends he wanted to take care of, and I might have helped him with them. For both of our sakes, we should leave it at that. You get on with your life, and I’ll get on with mine. What do you say?”
Harris knew he’d already pushed his curiosity beyond the limitations of what was safe, and if he wanted to preserve not just his but his family’s well-being, then it was time to let sleeping wolves lie.
“I say it’s about time I went home,” Harris replied.
“That’s a good idea. I trust I won’t be required to fix anything on the back of this conversation?”
“You won’t; I can assure you of that.”
Harris left Castaño’s home feeling more fulfilled than he was before he got there. However, he couldn’t help but wonder what loose ends Castaño had taken care of for Scott.




Chapter Thirty-Three

“We’ve hit the big time now, brother,” Kyle said, admiring the majestic vastness of the Montana mountains as his younger brother Michael drove them on an isolated road that wormed through the acres upon acres of plains blanketed in wild grass.
“Yah-huh,” Michael agreed. “It sure does beat Boston. Mind you, I wouldn’t want to be breaking down out here. Too many fucking bears.”
“True, but it’s a good place to have a meeting of a sensitive nature; nice and isolated.”
“I’d have been happy with a fucking video call.”
“And that’s why I’m the brains out of the two of us. You can’t be discussing contract killing on a video call.”
Michael’s ginger eyebrows snapped downwards. “You’re not the brains. I’m the brains,” he prodded his chest, “and the brawn.”
Kyle kissed his teeth. “You can’t be the brains and the brawn at the same time, Michael. That’s not how a duo like ours works. Trust me; I’m the brains.”
“Yeah, shit for brains,” Michael muttered.
Kyle gave his brother a swift backhand to the side of the head.
“Oi!” Michael exclaimed. “That fucking hurt!”
“It was supposed to.”
They trundled around a bend and saw a substantial two-story log cabin situated at the bottom of a hill with pine tree-covered mountains in the background.
“That’s the Brown’s bit there,” Kyle said.
“No shit, Sherlock. It’s the only fucking house we’ve seen in two hours.”
“You’ll get another one of these in a minute, you cheeky bastard,” Kyle said, raising the back of his hand. He pulled down the sun visor, admired his reflection in the mirror, and preened his fiery red curls.
“Do you think Brown is really their last name?” Michael asked.
“I doubt it, but it doesn’t matter what their name is. They could be called the fucking Waltons for all I care, as long as they pay us.”
Michael smiled. “They probably are called the fucking Waltons. Look at where they live.”
Kyle rolled his eyes. “Why do you think I used the Waltons as an example? You’re the brains, are ya?”
The hidden camera built into the fence post told Billy, the old man inside the cabin, that their visitors had arrived. Billy was relaxing on his armchair in front of the fireplace in his blue jeans and padded checkered shirt, his toes already insulated by his thick socks, kept toasty by the flames. On his phone, he watched the Quinn brothers’ car approach.
“They’re here, Jenny,” Billy called.
Jenny appeared in the kitchen doorway as her husband labored to his feet, his joints stiff from sitting.
“Stick the kettle on, please, darling,” Billy said.
The Quinn brothers parked beside the black pickup truck on the gravel in front of the cabin.
“Keep your mouth shut in there,” Kyle said. “I’ll do the talking.”
Michael pursed his lips. “You know, sometimes I wish it was you who had the bigger dick. Then maybe you wouldn’t be so insecure.”
Kyle walloped Michael on the head with the back of his hand again.
“Ow!” Michael yowled. “Quit hitting me!”
“Next time, it’ll be one of these.” Kyle wagged his fist.
The brothers left the car and got a few steps closer to the cabin’s front door when Billy opened it and gave them a welcoming smile, his wispy strands of gray hair blowing in the breeze.
“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Billy said, gingerly lumbering down the half-dozen steps in front of the door, his joints still adjusting to movement. “I was beginning to think you were lost.”
The Quinn brothers looked a long way from home in their beige overcoats and polished shoes.
“You’re not the only one. I’m Kyle Quinn, and this is my brother, Michael.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Brown,” Michael said.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Billy said. “I’ve been looking forward to it. Andrés Castaño speaks very highly of you. The Cartagena cartel kept you boys busy, eh?”
“That they did,” Kyle replied. “I wasn’t sure what we’d do for big league money after Eduardo Gutierrez got killed, so thank you for the opportunity.”
“You don’t need to thank me; your reputation speaks for itself. Come on inside. I’ll introduce you to my wife.”
As Billy turned to go back up the steps, Jenny came to the door. She smiled at the brothers and looked at Billy. “Billy, did you remember to do the security checks?”
“Oh, that’s right,” Billy said. “Sorry, darling, I forgot.” He looked at the brothers and softly said, “Boys, it’s our policy not to allow first-time guests to bring guns inside with them to our home. We had an issue with someone a few years back who tried to take advantage of our hospitality. You don’t mind, do ya?”
Michael looked to his older brother to make the decision.
“No, that’s understandable,” Kyle said. He brought his pistol out from the inside of his coat and gave Michael the nod to follow suit, which he did.
“Thank you kindly,” Billy said, taking the guns from the brothers. “We’ll keep them safe for you.”
Inside the cabin, Billy shunted his armchair closer to the side table with a lamp on it to face Kyle and Michael sitting on the brown leather two-seater couch that had a grizzly bear design on the fabric.
The rich smell of garlic and onion-infused elk stew drifted over to them from the slow cooker in the kitchen, where Jenny was buttering crusty bread.
“Are you boys hungry?” Billy asked.
“We sure are,” Kyle said.
“You boys have gotta try Jenny’s elk stew. It’s amazing.”
“Sounds good,” Kyle said.
“I’m up for that, thank you,” Michael said.
“Jenny will get you some once we’ve talked business.”
“Thanks, and thank you once again for the opportunity to work for you, Mr. Brown,” Kyle said. “Mr. Castaño also speaks highly of you. He says you and him will make a formidable force, taking over the market that Gutierrez left behind. I’m interested to hear all about the hit you have planned for us.”
Billy chortled, drawing a half-hearted chuckle from the brothers.
“What’s so funny?” Kyle asked.
“This,” Billy replied, glancing at the rectangular rug underneath the brothers’ couch. He pulled on the lamp, which turned out to be a lever screwed onto the side table beside his armchair. The floor beneath the brothers’ couch opened, and the couch jolted forward and tipped them out onto the basement floor. The brothers landed heavily in a heap. Bemused and frightened, they looked up and saw the hatch close as quickly as it had opened, returning the couch upstairs to its normal, homely state.
Kyle and Michael’s tough-guy exterior shattered upon being plunged into darkness.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Kyle yelled at the ceiling.
“What is this?” a confused Michael asked Kyle.
Billy leaned back in his armchair, as relaxed as he could be, and Jenny handed him an iPad. He used the tablet to turn on the basement’s lights and look at the brothers through the camera in the basement wall.
The basement floor was concreted, as were the solid, windowless walls. Another hatch was built into the back left corner that was locked shut and had stairs going up on the other side.
“I imagine you’re shitting your pants, but that’s only natural,” Billy said, his voice coming through the speaker in the basement ceiling. “Although Scott Murphy’s no longer with us, the money he used to have you two killed lives on.” Billy exchanged a smile with Jenny. “Andrés Castaño asked me to pass on a message from Scott. Scott wanted you to know that you shouldn’t have fucked with his family. He paid top dollar for you boys to have a slow death. I hope you’re not claustrophobic because you’re gonna be down there for a while. How long do you think, Jenny?”
“Without water, I’d give them four days, maybe five,” Jenny replied casually.
“That’s quite generous, darling.” Billy addressed the brothers again. “Our record holder managed eight days, so you two have something to focus on while you’re down there.”
“You’re fucking crazy!” Kyle brayed, then whipped out his phone.
“You’re wasting your time trying to call for help,” Billy said. “There’s no phone signal down there.”
“What the fuck are we going to do?” Michael asked Kyle, his facial muscles capitulating to an all-consuming terror.
Kyle clambered to his feet and stared at the camera. “Let us fucking out of here! We’ll leave and never speak about this to anyone, ever. We promise you, don’t we, Michael?”
“Yes, we promise! You won’t hear from us again!”
Billy and Jenny giggled in amusement at the brothers’ desperation. Michael whimpered and held onto Kyle tightly, who reciprocated his fearful embrace.
“No can do,” Billy said. “You see, boys, in life, there’s a big old wheel that keeps turning, and that big old wheel knows what you’ve done. That big old wheel you can’t outrun.”




Chapter Thirty-Four

One week later
In their apartment above their restaurant, Julia and Emilia were getting ready to reopen Muñoz. They’d been surprised at the number of bookings they had for their first night back in business since being forced to close their doors when Gutierrez kidnapped Emilia. Julia figured that recent events, while shocking, would soon be forgotten about by their customers, and something as trivial in comparison to what she and Emilia had endured, such as going out for dinner, was a testament to the fact that no matter what happens, the world finds a way of getting on with things with or without you.
Julia was sitting on her chair at her dressing table in her bedroom. She fastened the last of her earrings and stared at herself in the mirror. With her focused expression, she was doing her best to convey strength for her own sake as well as Emilia’s.
She went to Emilia’s room as ready as she could be for a slice of normality.
Emilia was straightening her hair following the bold decision to apply mascara for the first time in over a week after so far, having her first tear-free day since Scott died.
“Are you going to be much longer?” Julia asked, standing in the hallway.
“No, I’ve been ready for ages. I don’t even like it when my hair’s this straight, but it’s something to do.”
“I know that feeling. I think going back to work will be good for us.”
Emilia switched off her straighteners and said, “How are we supposed to move on? So much has happened, but if you look around this room,” her eyes landed on her birthday card from Scott, “or the rest of the apartment, you wouldn’t think it had. It feels like I was in a nightmare, and even though I’ve woken up from it, the ghosts I encountered still haunt me, but no one can see them except me.”
Julia gave Emilia a sympathetic look and hugged her, stroking the back of her head.
“I see them,” Julia said. “We’re in this together, and we’ll get through this together, just like we’ve always done. I wish you could have had a conventional dad and one you knew from the start, but for all his flaws, Scott loved you, and he came through for you when it mattered.”
Emilia looked upward, trying not to cry. “I loved him too.”
Their hearts skipped a beat when they heard the flap of the mailbox at the front door open and what sounded like a package being stuffed through it and landing on the hallway floor.
Emilia grabbed her pistol from her purse on the bed. Julia held her hand up, gesturing for Emilia to calm down, and then peered out of the doorway at the padded envelope.
“It’s mail,” Julia said.
“At this time?”
Julia edged toward the package, uneasy at what its contents could be. Emilia kept a watchful eye on her mother with her gun by her side.
Julia kneeled, gingerly picked up the envelope, and held it to her ear.
“I don’t hear anything,” Julia said before gently tearing it open.
“Be careful,” Emilia said.
“It’s bank cards in our names and a handwritten note. It’s from Scott.”
Dear Emilia and Julia,
If you’re reading this, then I’ve managed to do my bit at taking care of you both... at long last. Not that either of you needs looking after. You’ve done a great job of thriving in the world without me. That said, I know I’m responsible for my actions or lack of them over the years, and if I hadn’t run away from Colombia and cut off contact with you, Julia, I might have been able to play my part in giving you, Emilia, a better life. I can only imagine how tough it must have been for you to grow up without a dad, and I’m sorry about that. Please don’t blame your mom. She was just trying to protect you and did a damn good job. I don’t know what the future will hold, but one way or another, I’m not sure if I can be in your life like I want to be. I’m proud of how you turned out, Emilia, and I know you’ll keep making me proud. I love you.
Julia, thank you for doing such an excellent job raising our daughter. I’m in awe of how you played the cards you were dealt. I’m sorry for the way I left you. You deserved much better than that.
No doubt you’re both wondering why you’re the owners of two brand new bank accounts. The details for them are on the back of this letter. I hope you’re sitting down when you check your balances. The money’s been cleaned, and it’s yours to do with as you please. I appreciate it if ya’ll don’t want to spend it, but the way I see it, Gutierrez owes you.
I hope we see each other again.
Love Scott/Dad X
***
Against all odds, the model helicopter Harris’ wife bought to help him acclimatize to retirement had made it out of its box. It was on the kitchen dining table, where it had been since Harris had his breakfast hours earlier. He was hunched over the table in a state of total focus as he delicately brushed the tail boom with green paint from the tiny pot that came with the kit.
Alice entered the kitchen and smiled at Harris with her eyebrows raised. He was concentrating too much to look at her.
“That’s certainly keeping you busy,” Alice said.
“Yup,” Harris replied before his tongue stuck back out the side of his mouth. He was preoccupied with trying not to get green paint on the black panel he’d recently finished.
“That looks like a good mindfulness activity for you.”
“It’s all right.”
“All right? You’re still dressed for bed!”
“Damn it!” Harris grumbled. “I got green paint on the black bit. I’ll need to do it again.”
“Maybe you should take a break from it. I’m getting lunch on. How does a pulled pork sandwich sound?”
Harris rested his brush on the piece of old newspaper on the table.
“You’re right,” he said. “I’ll stop, and I’ll go and get a shower before lunch.”
Alice stared at Harris inquisitively. “James, how are you doing?”
Harris gave Alice a closed smile and, after pondering her question, said, “I’m getting there. I’m not there yet, wherever there is, but I will be. I appreciate you buying me the model helicopter, Alice, but let’s face it—there are better ways to spend my retirement than doing this crap. I’ll find something better to do with my time. What that is, I don’t know, but whatever it is, it won’t involve any more police work; I promise you that. I’m blessed to still be here and to have a chance of growing even older than we already are together.”
Harris got up and hugged Alice.
“That’s good to hear,” Alice said. “I feel the same,” her brow furrowed, “but please get a shower.”
Harris let go of Alice and looked at the oven’s digital clock.
“I will, but I need to make a phone call first. I didn’t realize it was that time.”
***
“Good afternoon, Max Green Construction,” Rosie said, with a phone manner she hadn’t realized she possessed until recently.
Rosie’s hair was in a ponytail, and thanks to the lessons she’d gotten from Max’s wife, Lisa, her makeup looked less severe than it usually did. She was dressed in a business-ready gray pencil skirt, her bicep like a coconut threatening to tear her matching blazer as she held the reception phone to her ear.
“Hi, Rosie,” Harris said from his study. “It’s James Harris again. Is Max there now?”
“Hi, Mr. Harris. Yes, he is. I’ll put you through to his office. One moment, please.”
“Tha—”
Harris heard the line go dead, and then his phone rang.
“Hello,” Harris said.
“I’m sorry, I hung up on you there by mistake,” Rosie said. “I haven’t quite gotten the hang of transferring calls yet. This is my first day. The old receptionist quit after what happened.”
“That’s okay.”
“I’ll try again.”
This time, Rosie successfully transferred Harris to Max’s office phone.
“Max Green.”
“Hi, Max, it’s James Harris.”
Max looked pleased to hear from Harris. “Hi, Detective Harris.”
“I’m not a detective anymore, remember? I’m retired.”
“That’s right; Harris it is then. That’s what you like to go by, isn’t it?”
Harris stopped himself from saying yes and said, “You know what? James is fine.”
“Well, what can I do for you, James?”
“I wanted to check in with you and make sure you’ve not had any more unwanted visitors.”
“That’s good of you. There’s been no more trouble here since Rosie saved the day. As well as Rosie doubling up as a security guard, I’ve still got police protection. They’re parked outside the office right now, and they follow me home. It’s a bit weird, but it beats having the Cartagena cartel tailing my family and me.”
“How’re your wife and kids holding up?”
Max stared lovingly at the framed photo of Lisa and their two girls. “Given what they’ve been through, they’re doing all right. They’re in Wisconsin with Lisa’s parents. I don’t want them coming back here until I know for sure there’s no more threat from the cartel.”
“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that now that Eduardo Gutierrez is dead. The cartels have got bigger problems to deal with.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“What about your apartment building? Will your insurance pay out?”
“They should do,” Max said with a relaxed tone. “I’m meeting with the loss adjuster next week.”
James’ eyes wandered around his study as he prepared to hit Max with a question he was dying to ask. “That was a big financial hit you took when Gutierrez had your building burned down. I know you were dirt broke when that happened. Are you still broke now, or have you come into money?”
An anxious frown took hold of Max’s face. “What’s that supposed to mean? Why would I have come into money? My dad was penniless when he died.”
“Hmm.”
Max gazed with concern at the photo of his family. “What are you getting at, James? Please, my family’s been through hell.”
“I’m not getting at anything,” James said reassuringly. “Like I said, I’m not a detective anymore. Your dad wasn’t a bad man. He just made some bad mistakes. He was proud of you. Good luck with your life, Max.”
James ended the call and pondered if Scott had helped Max. He held his T-shirt open and sniffed his chest. “I do need a shower.” He left his study and headed upstairs, looking forward to a visit from his son that night.
Max was lost in thought. He unlocked the drawer under his desk and took out the white envelope sitting on top of a pile of papers. He pulled a shiny new bank card with his name on it out of the envelope, followed by a handwritten note. Tears shimmered in his eyes as he stared at the note.
“Thanks, Dad,” Max said.
The End
Thank you for reading this book from beginning to end; I greatly appreciate it.
Apart from telling everyone you know about this book, from your best friend to your second cousin’s sister’s ex-boyfriend’s brother’s husband’s hamster, you could show me no greater support than to take a minute to leave a review. Even the shortest sentence can help other readers discover this tale.
In addition, if you wish to receive the earliest knowledge of my new books, you can sign up for my mailing list.
Thanks!
Ocean
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