

		

		[image: cover.jpg]

		


	



[image: image]



 




		
 

 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to all those people who have ever experienced a sense of adventure, intrigue, mystery or romance; your imagination is your key to the gateway of endless possibilities 
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Preface

The original ‘idea’ had come to me completely out of nowhere, at a time when I had not been contemplating writing a book, but the story-line that could be developed raised fascinating possibilities. It seemed likely to me that the expansion of this ‘idea’ into a readable form could reach out to a wide variety of emotions that, from time to time, we are all inclined to experience. How each of us would react to the essence of this ‘idea’, how it could affect us from a moral standpoint, and what action we may take from an individual perspective – who knows? 

Hatred, cowardice, fear, greed, love – human frailties or essential survival components? Would you kill someone in an act of vengeance?  Could you love someone who was a killer? Would you create or sell a sensational breakthrough in medical advancement that, conversely, had the potential to destroy thousands of people?

This is a book of fiction, but what is the difference between fiction and fact? Could it be that fiction is what hasn’t happened, and fact is what hasn’t happened yet? These are questions most of us will never need to think about – but what would your answers be?
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Before it Started

HER WORLD WAS BEING DESTROYED, her people were dying, the life she’d known was being cruelly torn away. She saw the ravaged faces of the suffering as the cholera took hold and worked its way quickly through their emaciated bodies, and she listened in anguish as the shrieks of agony sliced though the humid atmosphere, old people, young families, children and crying infants.

Stepping through the mess and the filth, the human detritus and the scattered forms of the living and the dead, her tears and her grief could not stop and would never stop. She stood at the edge of the clearing that was the village center, her body shaking with revulsion and pain, shock and hopelessness, and she understood then that this tiny world would never recover, and any people who remained alive afterwards would have no entity, no destiny, nothing at all.

Los Barranco, sitting high in the Andean mountains and lost in the far reaches of practically impenetrable rainforest, was not now the village it had always been. It was no longer a place of contentment, peace and growth, a small community built on the foundation of people and love. It had ended, it had gone.

She stared around her in horror, the tears coursing down her cheeks, and she sensed the taste of death floating in the tropical air, the screaming and the wailing, felt the hatred and the hurt, the complete and abject helplessness. She knew in her heart that the sole purpose of her existence now was to bring back to life the village of her childhood.

But first, she had to watch and wait. The man who had annihilated her people and her village would end his own life by his own hand, thereby condemning his malevolent soul to drift endlessly through the corridors of hell for all eternity; this revenge could only be the sweetest ever. This was the only way it could end. And she was going to be there to make sure it happened. Then, and only then, could her old and dying grandfather be free to leave this world and go on his Journey to the Better Place.

She knew what she had to do, but did she have the strength to go through with it?


	


One

SHE HAD been waiting in the blackness of the alley for fifteen minutes now and she knew he was going to pass along the other side of the street at any moment. He would follow her, and then, if she was successful this time, he would have to die......

Darkness had fallen quickly this January evening and the heavy air was sticky from the damp heat. Her sodden clothes hugged the sleek lines of her body and she felt uncomfortable and very much alone. The vile stench of the alley invaded her sensitive nostrils and she wondered, not for the first time, about the wisdom of her choice to hide in this dank, rat-infested place.

The woman concentrated her attention on the line of shabby, red-brick shops that leaned clumsily at the end of the street. When he appeared, she would slip out of the alley and make her way towards the apartment block beyond Narino Park. She had decided where his death was to take place but not the manner of it; that, after all, really depended on her grandfather.

Lucia Garcia Cortez had watched the man for the past week, and she knew the time had come. There was a morbid fascination in timing a man’s life, deciding how long he should live and on what day he would take his last breath. The decision that he was to die had not been hers, but the selection of the victim had necessarily fallen upon her shoulders. He would die tonight, tomorrow he would cease to be; it was as simple as that.

She didn’t know the man’s name, had never met him. She didn’t want to know anything more about him than she had to, and she had no feelings for him, either good or bad. This was to be totally emotionless, and she thought about the simplicity of it, of how inevitable the outcome. But only if it worked.

She was afraid, and the cold, creeping claws of fear slithered over her body, the damp perspiration that dried rapidly on her skin was not caused by the clammy heat alone. Her terror was a tangible thing that crawled within her, and she knew it would always be there until this thing into which she had been drawn was all over. But would it ever be over?

As Lucia lurked in the shadows, hugging the wall closely as if trying to extract some measure of courage from it, she realised she was more frightened than she’d been the previous time she had done this. If it worked this time, then the first part of it all would be finished, but if it failed, she’d have to go through it again until it was right, until her grandfather was at last satisfied that his plan would come to fruition. This, after all, was the easiest part......

The tropical night was alive with the shrill chirping of cicadas, and huge, obscene moths flittered around the street lamps, their leathery wings crackling and scuffling. Then she became aware of a different sound. The heavy footsteps echoed out of the darkness, and she was startled to see his shadow loom suddenly around the street corner. She trembled uncontrollably as she stood there, and her feet seemed rooted to the ground. Tonight, dammit, it must be tonight.  I can’t go on like this, waiting, watching......move, move now, do it!

After a brief moment of indecision, she pulled herself away from the wall and slipped quietly out of the alley. She stepped onto the pavement and walked slowly up the street, wondering if the man behind her had seen her yet. She was more composed now, and it felt good to be doing rather than watching; the days and nights of watching were over, it was time for the doing, time for the kill.

She had trained herself to concentrate only on what she had to do, had tried to eliminate from her mind all thoughts about morals and the good and bad of this thing. Her grandfather had instilled in her that it had to be done, there was no other way, and only she could carry it out. The man following her was a cocaine addict and he was well-hooked, that was obvious to her. She had observed his erratic behaviour from a distance, and she knew  he was as perfect for her grandfather’s purpose as she could ever find. Their victim was gaining on her, she could tell, and her pulse quickened, a terrible sense of dread growing in the pit of her stomach. 

* * *

She sensed the silence of the city around her. This northern section of the Colombian township of Mitu, nestling in the south-eastern part of the country in the Amazon Basin, enclosed the hordes of drop-outs, the mass of hopeless humanity that seethed through the garbage-laden streets by day, stealing, begging, sleeping; and skulked in the shadows of the night, roaming the empty alleyways, searching and hoping, existing and dying.

Lucia had carefully chosen this place, this small town of 30,000 people, for what she had to do. Mitu nestled forlornly by the Vaupes River, this serving as the connecting link with nearby hamlets that fringed the lush forest, with no major roads or railway lines feeding into this isolated region, being accessible only by air and a skeleton of tracks. She had flown in from Bogota, a long and tiring flight that had bumped crazily on the air currents above the mountain ranges before coasting more gently over the vast jungle that spread out like an endless green carpet.

Thinking now of the man who was walking about thirty metres behind her, the man she hoped would die tonight, she shuddered inwardly as a mixture of fear and disgust rose in her throat. How would he die? He had to take his own life, of course, that was the whole point of this, but how would he carry it out? It didn’t really matter, but first he had to put an end to someone else’s life, perhaps the old woman in the flat across the hall from his, or the divorcee on the fifth floor? Again, it made no difference whose life he took so long as he murdered someone. Murder? Was it called murder when you had no control over your own mind, when the will of another person was regulating all your thoughts and consequent actions? She didn’t think it could be called murder, the word struck her as being obscene and somehow out of context; perhaps it was manslaughter, then, or unjustifiably taking the life of another?

The woman shook her head sadly because she was aware that, before this night was through, two lives must end; one murder and one suicide, in that order. If it didn’t happen, she would have failed again, they would have failed, she and her beloved grandfather, and they would have to start over once more. A wave of sadness swept over her as she thought of the old and dying man, the only person in the world that she loved, the one she’d known all her life as Tunja. No, she decided, no failure this time, it must happen tonight, we will make it happen!

She checked her watch, a little after nine-thirty, plenty of time. She had it planned to the nearest quarter-hour which, considering what she had to do, was going to be difficult. Lucia knew that the timing element of this had been the main reason for the last failure, she hadn’t been able to get her special dust into the man’s cocaine early enough for her grandfather to take over his mind properly. The old man had been optimistic then because he’d worked on the dust to such an extent that he believed it was finally right, but he had reached his high point fractionally before their victim had; it was crucial that both men had to be ready at exactly the same moment.

She felt a painful stab of pity for the aged and worn-down man who was waiting to leave this world but could not do so until this was over; only then could he relinquish his weakened hold on life and start out on his Journey to the Better Place. In the dialect of his people, the Viaje al Mejor Lugar, the Journey to the Better Place, was the only way to end life’s existence with pride and courage, to follow the destined path to a place in the skies  where immortality was guaranteed. With all her heart, she loved her special Tunja, and she could hardly remember any time in her childhood when he had not been there to guide her and to love her.

Her thoughts turned to the man who was following her, and an alarming panic suddenly crowded into her mind......what if he were so much into his dope that he wouldn’t want her, what if he ignored her? This whole thing depended entirely on him taking her back to his apartment, thereby enabling her to mix her grandfather’s dust into the cocaine her victim would soon be snorting; then it would be a tense and dangerous waiting game.

She needed to push all negative thoughts out of her head. Of course, he would make a move on her, he’d want her like any other man would. Lucia Cortez was a beautiful young woman, although she would not have used that word herself; she was aware that men were attracted to her and she knew that this man, who was not more than twenty paces behind her, was even now watching the way she moved, the natural swing of her hips, the smooth elegance of her legs as she walked slowly along the pavement.

The heavy footsteps closed the distance between them until she believed she could feel his breath on her hair, the pungent smell of him frighteningly close. Shivering inwardly, she thrust her hand more deeply into the jacket pocket until her fingers rested on the tiny sachet of the dust which was to be the start of a rapid journey to death for this man.

She imagined she could hear him murmuring to himself, a sure sign of heavy cocaine addiction. Her grandfather, Tunja, had told her that their victim had to be totally dependent on the drug, he had to be in the advanced state of addiction where all his senses were over-functioning, when he would be seeing visions that were not real, hearing sounds and smelling evil odours that nobody else was able to pick up.

Then, suddenly, the man was unexpectedly beside her, and he seemed taller than she had believed. Half-turning to look at  the front of his shirt, at the dark blue buttons and the belt around his waist, she found she couldn’t lift her head, wasn’t even able  to give him the coy encouragement she’d planned; she was so terrified that she stood absolutely still, her eyes fixed vacantly on the pavement.

Immediately sensing that everything was fated to go horrifyingly wrong, she wanted desperately to be away from all this, away from the fear and the killing; but she couldn’t run from it because it would always be here, and there would be no peace until it was finally finished.

‘Hello.’

That was all he said, a deep, steady sound that seemed ridiculously loud in the empty street. She still didn’t look at him; she wasn’t sure what she’d expected from him but this somehow seemed too natural, even friendly, like acquaintances meeting by chance. It should not be like this, she told herself, it had to be dirty so she could feel disgust and contempt; that way, it would be easier to carry out her part.

‘What’s the matter? You’re shivering,’ he said. ‘Look, I live just a few minutes from here, come back for a coffee or something, that’ll soon put you right.’ His voice was harsh, a rough Spanish brogue that grated on her nerves.

Raising her head, Lucia saw the craggy face of the man she’d been stalking for days, and she was shocked to see how young he was, about my age, she thought sadly, and he looked different from this close up. The open friendliness in his expression startled her, and she shook her head in confusion. She immediately understood that this was going to be so much harder than she’d expected, and her remaining confidence plummeted, leaving her with a weak sensation of defeat before she had even begun.

Managing to smile woodenly as she looked up at him, she heard herself agreeing, saying it would be good to go with him, but the words seemed to have found their own way out of her mouth and she had the strange sensation of being somehow outside of herself, looking helplessly in. Taking her arm possessively and leading her along  the street towards the park, he chatted amiably as they walked,  and she was conscious that his hand was only centimetres away from the small sachet in her pocket that would be responsible for his death this very night.

* * *

They exited the park from the north gate and, a few minutes later, reached the block of apartments where she knew he lived. These modern inter-American blocks had begun to spring up all over this part of the city, cheap, poorly-constructed columns of brick and glass which helped to ease the regional authority’s leaders of their ever-present housing problem, but the formidable buildings also served to create their own special difficulties. Crime was rife, loneliness a part of everyday living, and there was more garbage in these so-called middle-class areas than anywhere else in this steaming city.

She saw the hovels which had been erected at the sides of these apartment buildings, huddled under their protective height, supported by crumbling garden walls and large boulders, tin shacks standing precariously on vacant lots between building works, and she noticed that the night sky was thick with the smoke of countless wood-fires. The oppressive sensation of hopelessness hung in the warm air like a thick blanket.

Looking up at the man’s profile as he walked lazily beside her to the entrance of the building, Lucia noticed he was humming gently, his lips tight and motionless, and she suddenly wondered if she was in the company of a psychopathic killer or a madman, or perhaps just a confused and harmless cocaine addict. He seemed so normal that there had to be something odd about him, she thought crazily. The effects of cocaine addiction were many and various, she knew, but she still found it difficult to accept that his pleasant and conversational manner was typical drug-dependence behaviour. Maybe I’m the insane one, she mused without humour, an uncharacteristic trace of bitterness clouding her reasoning.

He grinned down at her, and proceeded to climb the stairs up two flights, talking animatedly as he led the way through the murky half-light. He seemed to accept her silence without concern because he carried on speaking as he went ahead of her, unlocked the apartment door, and ushered her inside. He closed it quietly behind her, and the gentle sound of the latch clicking into place filled her with an unreasonable panic.

The stale stench of tobacco hung everywhere, a faint odour of cooking; and another smell which she knew only too well, one which she’d grown up with and had never managed to be free of......cocaine. She felt the sweat beading on her brow, her fingers nervously grasping the tiny sachet of dust that lay deep in her pocket, as if she could extract a mental strength from its soft touch. 

She didn’t feel right about it this time, there was a pervasive aura of dread that she couldn’t come to terms with. She thought of her dead father who had died too young, and she thought of the old man who was her grandfather and who had lived too long, yearning the release that would allow him to finally make his Journey to the Better Place. He was the only person left in this world she had ever loved, and she felt her strength returning with a powerful jolt, and with it came the confidence. 

This stranger, whom she’d selected, was guilty of nothing; he’d not been involved with the events of the past which had made all this necessary. His only implication was that he was dependent on cocaine to such an extent that made him perfect for experimentation. He would die tonight, as would the other one, in a way the old man Tunja decided. Her grandfather would control what was going to happen and, if they were successful, then the two victims would have served their purpose. It was as simple as that.

She was aware of the man’s voice and she felt him close to her. Looking up, she smiled nervously at him. ‘Sorry? What did you say?’

‘I was just saying, are you an American? You have a slight American accent, I think.’

Lucia nodded. She’d never thought of herself as an American and, even though she’d lived in the States these past ten years, she belonged to a different people altogether. Her skin was lighter than that of her own people and she was aware that, with her looks and fluent English, she could easily have passed for an American.

As he moved off towards the kitchen area, she tugged the sachet from her pocket and slipped it into the side of her shoe, making sure it was well-hidden near her instep.

‘I have a feeling I’ve seen you before, quite recently. Have I?’ Coming back into the room and leaning carelessly against the opposite wall from where she stood, he fixed her with a belligerent stare. ‘Well? Have I?’

She shook her head and glanced away from his scrutiny, trying to find something to say to divert these questions. Had he seen her this past week, watching him and following him? If he suspected anything, she could be in terrible danger. She knew that the drug user often became violent and threatening, even without provocation, and she had to tread very carefully. He could also be one of those many addicts who found the heady mixture of cocaine snorting and violent aggression to be sexually stimulating, but she didn’t want to think about that.

He came over to where she was standing, and waved an arm at the settee in the corner of the room. ‘Sit down and make yourself comfortable. What do you want to drink? Tequila, vodka?’ He talked with the easy confidence of the hunter whose prey is helpless before the gun-barrel. 

‘Coffee?’ she asked, tentatively. The fear was rising in her stomach like a poisonous snake, slithering obscenely through the veins and arteries, and her heartbeat pounded noisily inside her chest as she watched him.

‘No, I don’t think you really want coffee,’ he smirked. ‘Your type doesn’t drink coffee.’ There was a tinge of aggression in his voice.

He returned a few moments later and handed her a glass of amber liquid, leering down at her as he stood unsteadily by the settee where she sat, anxiously twisting her clammy fingers in agitation.

‘You been around here before? In this area?’ I’m certain I’ve seen you before.’

His persistence scared her; if he came to understand that she’d been following him, she could be facing a major problem. ‘I don’t live in the city; I’ve been visiting an old schoolfriend for a few weeks,’ she answered, smiling up at him. ‘I can’t think that I’ve seen you before, though, I’m sure I would have remembered if I had.’ She pushed her long black hair back off her forehead, and sipped a drop of the burning liquid that swirled in her glass, shuddering as it touched her lips.

‘Well, anyhow, I’ve met you now. What’s your name?’

‘Names don’t matter when strangers pass each other in the night, do they?’

He barked a sudden laugh, the sound frighteningly loud in the small room, and he shook his head. ‘Of course not! It doesn’t matter at all.’ He was obviously enjoying the way that things were going.

Unexpectedly, he hurried from the room, and she wondered if she was overplaying her part. Checking her watch, just turned  ten-twenty, she worried that she was a little behind schedule.  Her grandfather would have already been inhaling the coke for the last thirty-five minutes, and he would be at it for another hour. She realised she’d have to get this thing moving more quickly so she could gauge how her victim reacted. She didn’t have time to waste on small-talk.

‘Where is it, then?’ she demanded, bluntly, raising her voice to reach him, not sure where he had disappeared to. She hoped she was making the right move at the right time.

Long seconds passed in the silence and then he came slowly back into the room, staring down at her, his brow tightening in confusion. ‘What? Where’s what? What did you say?’ A tinge of colour suffused his swarthy features, his dark eyes searching her face.

Suddenly, he smacked a bunched fist into the palm of his  other hand, and stalked agitatedly across the room a couple of times, biting at his lip, and Lucia realised she may have gone too far at this early stage.

‘What’s your game, bitch?’ he snarled, stopping in front of where she sat, and he glowered at her, his face twisted in contradicting emotions.

Then, without warning, he swung out savagely with a backhand slap, the knuckles of his hand catching her mouth, and she reeled back, her head spinning in an explosion of pain. Through a hazy red cloud, she was aware of his blurred shape lurching up in front of her.

She thought quickly. Whatever she said now had to be good, or she was in danger of this thing falling apart, and she would have failed her grandfather again.

‘Alright, alright, no need for the rough stuff,’ she blurted. ‘Okay, so you were right, I have seen you around. Several times, in fact.’

An expression of uncertainty came into his eyes, and he blinked in agitation. ‘What?’

‘Yes, once or twice I saw you with that bearded man down on Avenida de Rosa. I know he’s on the coke, I’ve seen him snorting it, thought maybe he was a seller. I just hoped you might have some of the good stuff, that’s all.’ The words came out in a torrent, and she tried to inject a confidence into her smile, but the effort failed miserably as he continued to glare at her.

‘Have you been following me? Are you police? Are you from the filthy police?’ He edged nearer and she caught a stab of panic.

‘No, of course I haven’t been following you, I’m staying with a friend but she works days, you see, so I’m left on my own and I get bored......I just happened to notice you.’ She was searching frantically for the words that would quell his suspicion but she knew she was floundering.

Crossing her legs slowly as she sat on the settee, and smiling in a way that she hoped would be interpreted more as friendly and confidential, rather than provocative or alluring, Lucia tried to read the look in his eyes, praying that she could divert his thinking processes away from the violent, suspicious images playing in the back of his mind. An almost imperceptible movement of his eyes and a sharp exhalation of breath showed he accepted her explanation, and when he looked down at her again the anger had gone from his features.

‘Happened to notice me, huh?’ His drug-clouded brain wrestled with it for a moment, and then he said, ‘You’re into the coke, and you picked me up, is that it? Thought you’d hit a few lines with me, did you?’

He looked thoughtfully at her for several long seconds, and then disappeared into the kitchen area, returning with another glass of dark liquid and she sighed with relief as she took it from him. She watched him carefully, knowing that cocaine addicts often experienced feelings of paranoia, a belief that someone was intent on hurting them, and this brought them very quickly to a state of distrust; distrust would lead to violence.

If he believed she had any connection to the authorities, then she was as good as dead. Murder was rife in this steaming city, and one more woman of the street added to the statistics would make little difference to anyone. A sharp pang jolted her painfully as she thought of this; she had only her ancient grandfather who loved her, and if this ended badly for her, no-one else in this world would care or even know about it.

* * *

The man slumped into the chair opposite her and stretched out his legs in front of him, studying her openly now, not saying anything, and the dank air crackled with tension. There was a crazed look in his eyes that frightened her, and she realised she now had no alternative but to take control of the situation and to encourage him to get into the cocaine quickly. Her grandfather would be soon reaching his high, and then their victim had to get to the same level of brain disorientation as the old man; only then could he control this man’s mind.

Allowing a meaningful expression to play over her lips in what she hoped was a sensual way, and holding his gaze, Lucia slowly stood up and walked across to him, noting the confused suspicion that came into his eyes. Moving behind him, she bent to whisper into his ear, before starting to massage his neck muscles, and she tried to ignore the sensation of disgust that was building up. She’d hoped there would have been an alternative to this, some way she could have got him more quickly onto his high with the coke, without this part of the performance, but the time element was against them; her grandfather would be almost ready now.

He was moving off the chair now, strong hands pulling her roughly to her feet, his glazed eyes dark and menacing. ‘Wait a minute,’ she whispered. ‘Not like this.’ She managed to move away from his body and step back a couple of paces.

He glared at her, rage abruptly replacing the lust on his face and, moving quickly from the chair, he again beat his fist into the palm of his other hand, several times, while he struggled with the conflicting emotions that were rippling through his brain.

‘How much, bitch? What do you filthy whores charge these days?’ he spat out, and she noticed the dilation of his pupils, the slight tremoring of his hands, sure signs of an advanced state of cocaine addiction.

‘I don’t want your damned money,’ she returned, scathingly. ‘Can’t you understand? I want some of the good stuff and.......’ The burning smile she gave him was fired with yearning and yet he stood motionless, scowling down at her, ‘and then, maybe......let’s just see what happens, shall we?’

As they faced each other across the small room, she thought with a spasm of aggression; come on, you cowardly bastard, make your move. She held his eyes with an unblinking stare as she struggled to determine the current level of his drug addiction, knowing that she had to act quickly, decisively. She needed to take complete control.

‘Get the stuff......come on, I really need it.’ Turning from him, she walked slowly through to the only other room in the apartment, knowing it would be his bedroom. It was up to him now. Glancing at her watch, she sat down on the bed, grimacing at the musty odour in the small, windowless room.

There wasn’t much time now, perhaps only twenty minutes, she guessed, before her grandfather would be ready for his part of it. She was playing an extremely dangerous game but there was no turning back now. She had to get this man to really take the cocaine, snort it faster than he would usually do, otherwise he wouldn’t be at the right level where his mind could be controlled. Taking the tiny polythene packet of dust out of her shoe, and quickly pushing it under the pillow, she wondered how she was going to be able to mix the fine grains into his cocaine.

After a couple of minutes, he came into the bedroom and leered at her as he placed a small cardboard box into her lap. ‘Here it is, bitch, help yourself,’ he sneered, opening the box, and she saw it was nearly full with the white crystalline powder.

Lucia took the straw he held out to her. First, she lifted a finger of powder to her nostrils and did no more than breathe very gently. Then she played her tongue delicately over the cocaine before putting the straw back into the box, placing one end to her nostril and inhaling deeply. The power with which the stuff invaded her throat made her eyes smart but she had to carry out this part of her act with professional ease, she needed to get him to relax and to hit the coke as soon as possible.

Continuing to suck in the drug, feeling his critical stare boring into her, she began to experience a tightness in her sinuses and a dizzy sense of falling. Finally withdrawing the straw from her aching nostril, she stretched out on the bed, hoping he wouldn’t take this as an encouragement. The truth was, she was feeling sick, as she often did with the stuff. She much preferred it in its purest form; she had known the taste of the coca leaf from childhood but had never been able to accept the bitterness of this street substance which was now coursing through her.

She had to mix her dust into the box, and she watched as he worked on the coke for several minutes, inhaling and snorting as the drug was sucked into his body. Shuffling nearer to him and taking the box from his hand, she slipped her fingers along the muscles of his neck, rubbing firmly. ‘You wouldn’t have a bottle of something to help this stuff along, would you? Mixing coke with a drop of tequila always gets to me. Makes me feel like I’m really flying.’ She smiled at him, and tried to inject a note of promise into her voice. ‘Tequila, brandy, whiskey......anything,’ she murmured, throatily.

Lifting himself off the bed, he left the room and staggered past her into the lounge. Hastily, she retrieved her packet from under the pillow, opened it and poured the contents into the cocaine, stirring deftly with a finger.

He returned with a half-empty bottle of tequila, taking several noisy gulps before handing it to her. Then he went back to his coke and continued to sniff it in mind-reeling quantities, every now and then sneezing loudly, and she saw that he was snorting the stuff almost without interruption. Holding her straw to her nose, she made a show of inhaling but she was barely breathing to avoid the acrid fumes.

* * *

She watched him as the lioness watches the deer, feeling a cold detachment which had nothing to do with the minute measure of the drug she’d taken. She waited patiently for the time to come. Each minute dragged slowly by, and she knew her grandfather would be well into the cocaine himself now, and was probably almost ready. 

Her composure gradually wilted as the seconds ticked away, and she could see that her companion was hallucinating already, earlier than she’d expected. He was muttering to himself, waving his arms around in agitation as the full load of the drug was being rapidly delivered to his brain. His mouth twisted insanely every few seconds, a hostile expression darkening his features as the levels of anxiety and paranoia surged through him. She had to slow him down somehow, he was moving on far too quickly. 

Another few minutes crawled by, the man was totally unaware of her presence and he was lying flat on the bed in an attitude of acute distress, swearing viciously and scratching at his body as if this would alleviate his conflicting terrors. Glancing at her watch, Lucia was becoming more frightened by the second but she had to make a move now or it would be too late. In a little over four minutes time, her grandfather should be at the peak of the self-induced trance he’d been working towards. This was the critical point for this to work and, in that exact moment, her victim had to be in a state of mind where his thought processes were exposed for the old man to manipulate.

The young man at her side was at his most vulnerable now and probably couldn’t maintain his high for the next few crucial minutes, unless she could somehow slow his reactions down, delay the inevitable high he had just about reached. She had to divert his confused mind from the terrifying visions she knew had taken hold of his reasoning, and which were causing the erratic thrashing of his body as he squirmed beside her.

She watched carefully for a sign that her grandfather had at last reached into the man’s brain but the twisted features held the same expression of loathing and horror which she’d seen on so many addicts’ faces. He would quickly come down from his high and she realised that, without the old man’s immediate contact, their plan would be totally destroyed. She knew what she had to do, but still she hesitated, begging silently for the intervention that had to come.

Moving reluctantly over the bed to him, she leaned down and kissed him fully on the lips, sliding her leg across his body as she tried to coax some reaction that would shift the balance of his thought processes; she had to carry this out, had to take his brain’s responses away from the pinnacle of cocaine addiction that had seized him. The time for treading gently was gone because this was the only way she could sustain the vulnerable state of his reason for several more crucial minutes.

Abruptly, and without any warning, he pushed her violently back and punched the side of her face, yelping insanely as he did so. Tears of pain and terror sprang into her eyes and she gasped as she pulled away from him, desperately trying to cover her face from his attack, but he moved across her, restricting her movements. At that moment, he was insane and she feared that when he was finished with her, he would almost certainly kill her.

He was as high as he ever would be and still no contact had been made with his crazed mind. Closing her eyes, she pleaded softly with her grandfather, who was so many miles away, to reach into this madman’s brain before it was too late. Suddenly, she felt another sharp pain on her cheekbone, and heard his deranged chortle as he rained several hard slaps onto her unprotected face. Sobbing in fear and pain as she attempted to twist away from the savage onslaught, she heard his insane giggling and she believed then, without any doubt, she would die this night.

* * *

And then, unexpectedly and without any warning, the man’s body ceased all movement......his eyes took on a dazed expression before a look of terror crept slowly across his features as he sat up and stared at the wall of the bedroom. He stayed like this for fully three minutes, and she lay silently underneath him, hardly daring to breathe. Their motionless bodies glistened with sweat under the harsh light, and the air in the small, windowless room hung heavy and stale.

Then the man nodded, lifted himself gently off the bed, continuing to gaze unblinkingly ahead of him, and there was a serenity in the way he relaxed as he quietly stood there, moving his head in agreement to a silent instruction. She subconsciously curled into a ball, pulling her knees to her chin, as she watched him walk numbly through to the kitchen, and then she heard the opening of a drawer. A moment later, the apartment door opened with a slight creaking sound, a gentle padding of footsteps, and he was gone.

Lucia crouched on the bed for another minute, regaining some composure, because she didn’t want to move from this room, didn’t want to follow him and witness the killing. Pulling her crumpled skirt over her naked thighs, she painfully got off the bed and slipped silently down the hall to the open door. Across the narrow landing, the door to the apartment opposite was wide open.

A piercing shriek sliced the still air, freezing her into immobility......but she knew she had to see it to make sure it was done. She went into the small apartment and saw the man staring out of the window, down at the black street two stories below. Her gaze took in the pitifully thin body of the old woman spread out on the floor of her immaculately tidy sitting-room, a kitchen knife skewered grotesquely into her stomach. A widening pool of dark blood stained the bright blue carpet where she lay on her back, old rheumy eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling.

The man suddenly turned around, a puzzled frown on his face, and she knew he was being instructed to plummet through the window to his death onto the pavement below; this was the plan, this was his destiny, this needed to happen to enable them to move on to the next stage......but he wasn’t doing it! Instead, he was just staring into the room, his brow creased in confusion.

Looking helplessly at him, not moving a muscle in case she broke the delicately-balanced hold her grandfather had on the man’s mind, she felt as though time was standing still, the world had abruptly stopped revolving, and she was destined to remain in this position for all eternity. Then, the man gave her a crooked smile, turned back to the window, and hurtled silently through it, the shattering sound of the glass following him a split-second afterwards.

She stared, as if hypnotised, at the space where he had been, and she experienced a sensation of not really being here, of actually being a long way from this place, but still able to see everything as it happened without it affecting her. At last, the easiest part of this whole thing was finished......or was it? Had it worked? A man had been made to kill another person, and had then taken his own life, and that had been the plan......but was that success? Wasn’t that exactly what she and her beloved grandfather had been working towards for such a long time?

Two people had just died, she hadn’t known either of them; their lives had ended just a few moments ago. Two sets of hopes, fears, desires, loves, finished without a second thought. But hadn’t it served its purpose? Hadn’t they died so that her uncle and her dear father could eventually be laid to rest in peace once their deaths were avenged? Surely, they had a right to demand retribution. Of course, there was justification in the deaths of these two strangers......wasn’t there? Total confusion numbed her brain, and she shook her head helplessly.

Lucia Cortez suddenly felt very tired, too drained emotionally to think about the victory they had won tonight, or even whether a victory had been gained at all. She didn’t even experience the shock reaction which would have to come; she was just tired and empty and cold.

She walked wearily out of the old woman’s flat, with its bright blue carpet and its broken window, retrieved her coat from across the hall, and picked up the cardboard box of cocaine from the floor where it had fallen, its contents half spilled onto the crude linoleum. Looking sadly down at the white powder, she felt a moistness behind her eyes as she gently replaced the box on the dead man’s rumpled bed and, closing the door behind her, slipped quietly down the stairs and out into the darkness.

As she caught the stickiness of the Latin night air on her damp skin, the young woman breathed deeply as if trying to cleanse her body of all the emotions of the last hour. The raw bruises on her face and the swollen lip burned and throbbed, but these would heal, and she welcomed the light breeze that had sprung up since she’d entered the apartment block a hundred years before.

For now, it was over, she told herself with forced determination, but all she could see was the bright blue carpet and the dark red blood, and the old dead face gazing peacefully at the ceiling. She tried to push the haunting image from her mind, but she knew she would always have to see that ancient, dead woman’s trusting stare, forever be forced to share her nightly dreams with those gentle eyes and the vivid splash of blue and red.

The beautiful woman went down the steps to the pavement; she dragged her eyes away from the crushed mess of bones and flesh that sprawled obscenely on the street as she turned into a side-alley, made her way around several stinking garbage bins, and disappeared silently into the hot January night. 




Two

SOMETHING OF tremendous significance was going to happen today, he was sure of it. The morning hadn’t started any differently from thousands of others but, somehow, there was an unreal quality to this one, and it gave Raymond Coulter a stirring of anticipation, almost a sense of adventure that he’d thought had deserted him a long time ago. He didn’t know why he felt this way, perhaps it was a premonition, or maybe he had an intuitive streak which had never revealed itself before. He smiled at this unlikely possibility.

Coulter stepped out of the shower room and went over to the bench where he’d left his holdall, tugged out a towel and briskly rubbed himself dry. He felt refreshed and in good condition in spite of the punishing workout or, more likely, because of it.

At thirty-nine, he was at the peak of physical fitness and his tall, athletic frame carried no trace of excess fat around the hips, nor a sign of approaching middle-age across the flat stomach. He was partly-dressed when Whitely came in and slumped wearily onto the bench, sighing dramatically. Terry Whitely was not in the same physical mould as his friend, and neither did he share the same enthusiasm for exercise; he was only there because he wanted to lose weight.

‘I’m sure these sessions get harder every week,’ he moaned. ‘I’m supposed to be getting fitter and slimmer but just look at me.’ He clasped the flesh above his hips and glanced up at Coulter. ‘It doesn’t seem to be working.’

‘You’ll improve, Terry, just a matter of time.’ Coulter had been through the same performance for the past four months, and he knew Terry didn’t expect any kind of answer; he just complained because it was his habit to do so.

Whitely was an accountant, and he had the neat and nondescript appearance of an accountant, honest grey eyes that commanded trust and respect lurking behind dark, horn-rimmed glasses. His entire world revolved around his work, his plain wife June and the two quiet, little daughters he was so proud of. Coulter sometimes envied the man for his easy acceptance of the way his life was, and for the stability of his existence.

‘Much on this week, Ray?’

Coulter ran an estate agency, and business had been traditionally slow in the last couple of months. ‘Not really, it’ll pick up when the weather becomes more settled. May, June, and there’ll be more movement.’

Whitely squinted from behind thick lenses, and a frown crossed his features. ‘Something on your mind, Ray? You seem rather quiet.’

‘No, nothing, Terry, everything’s fine. Just feel a bit unsettled this morning but I can’t think of any reason.’

Noncommittal, thought Whitely, always noncommittal. He had known Raymond Coulter for several years and they had become firm friends, but he knew little of his past and even less of what he was thinking. Ray was divorced, he had an easy friendship with his ex-wife, and he was on good terms with the man she now lived with; he spent as much time with his young son as possible, and he dated a girl called Wendy. That was it. Whitely found his friend easy to be with but not so easy to understand, and he always felt there was something sinister hidden just below the surface, some part of Ray’s past that was better left where it was. 

Coulter left the health club and went out to the carpark. The April sun was pale and watery, and the air still had a late winter coolness that made him shiver as he climbed into his car. He drove down the narrow lane and picked up the main road that led into the city centre. He had lived in Sheffield for a few years and was used to the slow traffic congestion that had built up as he neared the primary business area in which his office was located.

The feeling that there was something unusually different about the day was still with him as he walked into the office block that housed his agency, and he found himself allowing the phrase to repeat itself over and again in his mind......today is not a normal day, not a normal day......it became like a mantra that had to be said endlessly. But, so far, nothing had been unusual on this Monday morning, he reasoned, it was strange how the mind plays these tricks.

He opened his diary but there was little he had to take care of that morning, although he had a couple of appointments later in the day and several valuations to work on. The internal office door opened and Athron swept in, greeting his boss with a wave and a mock bow.

‘Hi, Ray, how is the self-inflicted punishment going?’ Like Whitely, Athron Griffiths had no particular affection for fitness training.

‘Pretty good, you ought to get yourself up there, get some muscle on you. Do you the world of good.’

They ran this friendly battle of words most weeks after Coulter’s workout, and their working relationship was based more on the  lines of casual friends than manager and assistant. Coulter preferred it that way.

‘I’m going out to see Mrs Bennett-Rawlins about the Rowelthorpe property later this afternoon, Ray. I think she’s fairly interested. Her husband is in Switzerland on business and she doesn’t want to make a final decision until he returns.’ Taking a thick file from out of a cabinet, he disappeared into his office, whistling tunelessly.

Coulter smiled. If anyone could persuade the woman to purchase the huge mansion that had been on their books for nearly six months, it was Athron. He was a likeable character, effusive and eccentric by anyone’s standards, but what there was to know about market patterns, valuation and building statistics, Athron knew. He didn’t study current property trends as many of his contemporaries did, but he invariably produced the right pricing structure that would be acceptable to both a prospective buyer and to the agency. He seemed to have an inbuilt appreciation of what type of property would suit the tastes of each potential customer. Without doubt, the young man was a valuable asset to Coulter’s business.

The sun reached into his office and played across the desk, warming his face as he rifled through the letters that Cheryl had neatly placed in his tray that morning. Cheryl worked part-time for him and he sometimes felt that his business would have collapsed long ago, had he not had her to maintain the efficiency of his office. He came to a note in Athron’s spidery writing to phone Wendy as soon as possible, and he sighed. She had probably tried to contact his mobile but he always turned it off when he went to the gym. He would get back to her later, it wouldn’t be anything important, it never was. Settling into the correspondence, the time quickly passed as he immersed himself in the work.

Raymond Coulter didn’t look the desk type. He was a tall man, and it didn’t seem as if his long legs were used to folding themselves under a desk. He had an interesting face; pale blue eyes gazing steadily out of a dark complexion, and it could be said that his aquiline nose was perhaps a little too large. A wide and generous mouth completed the features, and a small, L-shaped scar ran vividly from his hairline above an ear and tapered out near the top of his cheekbone. Even though it was only a very thin line, it stood out starkly against the skin. Dark, wavy hair showed a touch of silver-grey at the temples and, in one place at the side of his head, several strands shone iridescently when the sun caught them.

When he eventually completed the pile of work on his desk, Coulter was surprised to see that the sun had gone and was replaced by ominous black clouds and a gentle drizzle. Stretching, he flicked the light on and scanned through the papers again, rechecking carefully to ensure complete efficiency. He supposed that his brief period of time as a magazine journalist many years ago had primed him to relate his articles and reports with absolute scrutiny. It had been a cardinal rule: the reporter had sole responsibility for any mistaken details, and he had never forgotten this, just as he could never forget so many things from that time of his life, a time that had ended so horrifically......

For a brief, heart-shuddering moment, black visions danced across his subconscious; they reared up at him as the memories rushed into his brain, screaming for attention, and Coulter shook his head as a quiet sadness invaded his thoughts. All the years that had slipped by since then, but still the pain, still the confusion and the loss......

* * *

He sipped the hot coffee, appreciating the bitterness but more so the sensation of normality it provided. The rain had gradually subsided and the gentle breeze that pushed through his partly-open window held a spring hopefulness, a promise of warmth and excitement, of contentment and togetherness......but Raymond Coulter felt none of this. He believed he was destined to walk a lonely path through his life, a journey without dreams or love, or any real connections with anyone.

Pushing away from him the sheets of paper that reported current property valuations and market trends, he picked up the local newspaper, turning first to the sports page, but his concentration level couldn’t reach beyond the first few paragraphs. He felt somehow disjointed, as though his existence in the world was merely his imagination, and he was not a part of anything that was real. He couldn’t escape the past, couldn’t fully come to terms with what had happened out there in the stinking and hostile Guatemalan jungle, or with the empty years of remorse and bitterness that followed in its wake. Shaking his head in an attempt to clear the clouds of negativity that loomed over him, he took another mouthful of the bitter coffee and turned the pages of the newspaper until he reached the advertisements section.

He had been reading for several minutes when a few words of type in the “property for sale – private” section screamed out at him from the page. He thought, for a fleeting moment, he’d been daydreaming, lost in the world of his past, so he brought the paper closer to his eyes, as though this would alter the text, and peered hard at the words again. They didn’t change, but he couldn’t believe he was actually reading these particular words in this paper and, for several seconds, he allowed himself to think of what they had meant to him all those years ago.

With a snort of impatience, he thrust the thoughts aside. Merely coincidence, he decided emphatically, just a cruel trick of fate, must be some little gremlin up there doing his best to ruffle me on a Monday afternoon. Smiling at the image that played out in his mind, Coulter ignored that section of the paper and carried on studying the rest of the property market, but he found he couldn’t concentrate, so he finally put the paper down and went into the main office to top up his caffeine intake.

Standing at the window while the coffee machine went about its business, he looked down at the busy street, watching the crowds frantically weaving around like so many ants as they made their way home. Coulter felt suddenly claustrophobic, and he backed away from the window and returned to his desk, a sweep of loneliness washing over him. For no reason he could think of, he felt somehow detached from reality and he wanted desperately to be somewhere else far from here, but he had no idea where.

He remembered a long time ago when he had been far from here, but it was a time of broken dreams and destroyed friendship that now dragged through his mind. He couldn’t see the joy and the happiness that had once been his, any more than he could forget the hideous expression in the man’s dying eyes as he slipped limply onto the jungle floor, all those long years ago......

Coulter stared at the newspaper on his desk, returning again to the damning text, and the brief words scowled up at him, accusing him and yet, at the same time, there was a challenge in them. And then he knew that today really was different from any other day, and the curious sensation he’d experienced earlier had been much more than just a strange feeling......it had been a warning.

* * *

Jericho......Joshua......how long had it been since those names had been everyday words to him? Fourteen years? Fifteen? It was in another time, another world far removed from anything that now constituted his life. Coulter could remember the actual year now; it had been 2005, sixteen long years ago. He had tried to close his mind to that episode of his life but, of course, it had not been possible, and so he’d had to pay the penance for his guilt many times over until, slowly but finally, the haunting memories had withdrawn into the dark recesses of his consciousness.

Coulter looked again at the words before him and read them aloud, as if this would erase them from the page and also from his memory.

“521 Joshua Jericho Road - Scampton, pleasant terrace with sunroom”.

He stared hard at what seemed nothing more than the usual private advertisement for a sale property; there was nothing strange about it, was there? After all, he’d seen enough adverts exactly like it to know that it was no different from many others on the same page. And yet......

Joshua. And Jericho. With a stretch of imagination, he could accept one of those names, uncommon as either of them were, but both in the same advert? No, surely not; coincidence couldn’t reach that far, not even after sixteen years, could it? Coulter rose from his desk and went to the window, lost in thought. 

The unsettled spring weather allowed the rain to slant down, heavier now and more persistent, and he remembered another day, so long ago, when the rain had pounded so fiercely on the canopy of trees high above him, that he couldn’t hear whether the man screamed as he died, or if he passed from this world in empty and silent agony. Coulter never heard the man’s final gasping of life and, through the months and years that followed, he found he couldn’t come to terms with that. It was something that deeply disturbed him. No amount of rationalisation or logical reasoning could prevent the horrifying visions from invading his lonely nights or pursuing his daily routines. The dead man’s empty, accusing eyes and his gaping mouth, but never a sound, not even a gentle gurgle of a death rattle or a hissing of last breath – and Coulter knew he would never be free of the haunting.

He had been a reporter back then, young and enthusiastic, full of idealistic bravado; but he was also tactless and unbending in his singular approach to his work, and this is what brought about the tragedy that destroyed everything. The magazine he worked for had sent him to Guatemala in central America to report on the guerrilla activities of a local band that operated out of a makeshift headquarters in the jungle-clad hills surrounding the small riverside town of Carmelita. 

His sub-editor had been specific: the assignment was simply to investigate relationships between the various factions in the area, the guerrillas, the townspeople, and also the workers at the pharmaceutical plant which had been part of the environment for several years. The young Coulter’s task was to find out how they lived together, what pressures were involved. He was told his magazine didn’t want a political story, it had to be a human story; the pharmacy company needed the roads and the river free for transportation purposes, the guerrillas controlled the comings and goings of everyone who breathed out there, and the native people had to put up with the taking over of their country by whoever was more powerful.

Coulter’s boss had said, quite explicitly, “I want to know how the system works, how they all fit in together, and our readers will want to know too. Do a decent job on this, Raymond, and it’ll move your career on quickly, I can promise you. If this takes off, there’s every chance we can get the boss to sanction a serialisation of it.”

At twenty-three years of age, the world was at his feet, and he was determined to make a success of his first overseas assignment. Shortly after arriving in the area, he met Alex Fearnley who was a pharmaceutical technician at the plant, and they soon became firm friends. Alex’s work was coded as top-secret, and he seldom spoke of it, but Coulter understood it to involve research into dangerous drugs, specifically cocaine which was extensively cultivated in that part of the Americas; some connection with cocaine dependency, as far as he could remember.

About the same age, the two men enjoyed many good times together, at the local bar with the other young people in the town, or fishing the murky depths of the river in the small hours. Coulter earned the reputation of being the group’s prankster, continually finding innovative ways of causing mayhem with his friends, his infectious sense of humour always at the heart of everything.

There was usually something happening when Ray Coulter was involved, he was the life and soul of the group, and he earned himself the nickname “Joshua”, after an alcohol-fuelled incident one balmy evening in the local bar. Having learned to play the trumpet, after a fashion, several years before, Coulter was serenading his friends with his out-of-tune efforts when Alex’s jeep was heard pulling up outside the bar. Coulter leapt over to the door and, when Alex entered, he blew lustily behind him. So shocked was his friend that, shouting in fear, he jumped backwards against the thin partitioning wall that connected two bar areas, and crashed straight through it, causing much raucous laughter.

Following this adolescent prank, Coulter became known as Joshua, and his friend Alex was jokingly referred to as Jericho, in recognition of the breaking-down of the city walls by trumpet noise in the Bible story in which the Israelites had set out to seize the land of Canaan. It was a childish incident, one of many during that immature and innocent time, but they were young people, enjoying all that life offered, thrown together by chance and making the most of it.

The friendship between the two young men grew. Coulter met the daughter of the plant’s manager, a girl named Ruth who shared their sense of fun. She was quietly attractive, outspoken and intelligent, and it became obvious to him that Alex was infatuated with her. Making up their group was Ruth’s brother, Daniel, a year younger than Coulter and quite a studious character, often given to roaming the nearby forest alone as he pondered some intricately-balanced mathematical problem. Having recently completed his university education, he was taking time to consider his options, one of which involved joining the pharmaceutical business at the plant his father managed. Bizarrely, Daniel bore an uncanny resemblance to Coulter, being approximately the same height and body-type, in addition to hair colour and style, and this, of course, set the two men up as the target of many a joke. But tragically, as time unravelled, the cruel hand of Fate used this similarity between them as a weapon of destruction...... 

Coulter pursued his magazine assignment with single-minded determination and quiet confidence, talking to the people who made up the complicated web of life in the region, and sending off his reports to his sub-editor with steady regularity.

Then, quite suddenly, events took over with a fury that was both startling and terrifying. Coulter’s whole existence was turned upside down and, although he had every opportunity to navigate his own destiny, he ultimately lost control of his own fate. It had been made obvious to him that the local guerrilla leader, a man by the name of Juan Diaz, was becoming increasingly concerned by the nature of the reports that Coulter transmitted back to the UK. Having become aware, through the communications network that he basically controlled, that Coulter was leaning towards a negative portrayal of his operations, Diaz let it be known that he expected the young and naïve reporter to restrict the content of his writings to some extent; but pride was at stake for Coulter and he was not going to be side-tracked by the murmuring of anger around him.

He was high on ideals but lacking in any form of tact. Alex was especially concerned, almost unreasonably so to the point of showing signs of panic about the escalating situation; he advised caution, tried to make his friend understand what was happening around him; he had, after all, lived in the area longer and was more intimate with local feeling, but Coulter pressed doggedly on, even choosing to ignore the growing concern from his sub-editor back in England. His attitude remained one of steadfast determination, and he refused to listen to anybody; he would do it his way, he was going to write his assignment without being influenced by anyone.

And then, unexpectedly, Coulter received an invitation from Diaz to visit his encampment in the rainforest. Alex and Ruth beseeched him to politely reject the offer, insisting that the only outcome of such a meeting would be a further division of perspectives, possibly leading to potential danger, especially as Coulter would have to travel so far from the safety of the township.

Their advice fell on deaf ears, Coulter packed his rucksack with his cameras and recording devices, and accompanied the two bandits who came to escort him on the long trek through the inhospitable rainforest to their headquarters. He was surprised at the warmth of his reception at the camp and he remained there for three days, talking with the men in a mixture of his slowly improving Spanish and their humorous attempts at broken English. He spent many hours writing his accounts, discussing politics and a wide variety of other topics with Diaz, and he was impressed by the intelligence and geniality of the man.

Throughout their conversations, which often went on long after the tropical sun had suddenly fallen from the sky, Coulter picked up the common theme which the bandit leader was clearly trying to emphasise; Diaz wanted him to moderate the content of his articles, attempted to redirect the conclusions that would be drawn from the reports. He explained that his operations included, simply, a small drug-running setup, a low-key prostitution business, and he offered protection in varying degrees to local dignitaries; he had also organised a section of his men into professional mercenaries. Coulter was intrigued to learn, from other sources, that the cocaine business Juan Diaz was implicated in was a more in-depth part of his activities than the bandit leader led him to believe.

Diaz maintained that everything was operated on a small scale, involved only the native population who were traditionally accepting of such arrangements, and the local authorities chose to overlook any irregularities, being well-rewarded for their ignorance. He emphasised there was no problem with all this but the details of his business didn’t need to be highlighted in magazine reports. 

Juan Diaz was a congenial and good-humoured character, Coulter found, and he couldn’t help but like this robust and friendly bandit chief, but he was not going to be swayed in his opinions or his writing objectives. Diaz stressed he had no political leanings or aspirations, neither did he have any interest in widening the scope of his operations to neighbouring regions. Coulter considered all that he was being told, additionally he thought of his sub-editor’s remarks only that morning after his last missive: “I don’t want a political expose; it would be nothing new, all rainforest settlements out there in the middle of nowhere are naturally governed by such methods that almost border on tyranny. We need a different angle on this, Raymond, I want social integration, immersion, trust; give me real stories of hope and friendship from real people who are living at the very edge of existence.”

* * *

After many hours chatting amiably together, the bottle of tequila passing backwards and forwards countless times, Coulter gradually made his host aware that he would not change the way in which he was reporting back to his magazine, and he would continue to draft his articles in the way he had originally intended. The guerrilla leader said nothing, smiling affably as the two friends drank a final toast from the almost-empty bottle, and the next morning the young man set off once again into the jungle with two of Diaz’s men to guide him back to the township.

As he journeyed through the rainforest along what seemed to be nothing but overgrown animal tracks, Coulter felt a tension which he couldn’t understand. There was something wrong, a silence in the air that resonated with menace, and he sensed a nervousness in his two guides as they made their way slowly through the dank jungle. Several times they seemed to argue, exchanging heated words in their harsh, guttural dialect, glaring angrily at each other, and glancing at Coulter with uncertainty in their dark eyes.

By now, the heavy tropical rain had begun to crash down on the canopy of the jungle, and the fetid air grew still more oppressive. The ferocious noise in the trees shook him, the beating of the rain high above sounding ten times louder than any thunderstorm he’d ever known, and his apprehension was quickly turning to undiluted panic.

Perhaps it was this inexplicable fear that, effectively, saved his life, because he had the sudden and irrational certainty that he was in imminent danger; a deep, crawling tightness slipped up his spine, and the sensation was so strong that he intuitively swung around to face the man behind him.

The barrel of the rifle was pointing directly at his head, the eyes of the bandit swivelling with indecision, sweat gleaming against the dark skin. Coulter instinctively threw the weight of his body into the man who was standing there, shifting from foot to foot in uncertainty; the gun exploded with a flash of light and Coulter broke into a sprint, stumbling desperately along the jungle path, oblivious to the sharp undergrowth that snapped at him. He realised he was yelling in panic, but he didn’t stop running although his breath soon became ragged and painful, his chest heaving with the strain of trying to suck air from the stifling atmosphere.

Soon he could go no further and he collapsed at the side of the track, gasping frantically. He limped fifteen metres into the dense undergrowth, away from the track, and crumpled to the stinking floor of the jungle, trying feverishly to drag the lush vegetation around his body to conceal himself. It was suffocatingly hot and the stench of the rotting vegetation was so unbearable that he hardly dared to breathe. He knew the two men would have to come after him, and when they found him, they would have to kill him.

Coulter became aware of a deep pain behind his ear and, when he put his hand there, it came away damp and sticky. Blood was trickling down his neck but he ignored the burning ache and put his mind to what he had to do. The booming of the torrential rain in the trees overhead continued unabated as he lay there, his brain screaming with indecision. He could slip out from his hiding place, but go where? Or he could stay where he was, but how would that help?

As he peered out at the teeming rain and listened to the pounding of the wind through the trees, he came to a sudden realisation; the two men had no alternative now but to get rid of him, whether they came after him here in the jungle, or waited until he returned to the town; he would have to be eliminated, there was no question about it. They couldn’t let him get away, not now.

A surge of anger rushed through him as he thought of the situation he had foolishly walked into. Diaz wanted him out of the way because he had uncovered the more disturbing side of his business activities, and the young reporter couldn’t be allowed to bring his idealistic findings to the outside world.

After another thirty minutes, and with renewed determination, Coulter stepped cautiously out of the undergrowth and made his way slowly along the path he had come along. Several nerve-jangling minutes passed before he saw the bandit who had confronted him earlier, not more than twenty metres further up the path. Looking intently into the trees and then back to the ground, his rifle cradled in his arms, he stepped slowly, deliberately, towards where Coulter stood, transfixed and frozen into immobility.

Coulter fell clumsily back into the bushes and waited, unsure what he should do; best thing was to let the man get well past him, then slip back onto the path and hope to avoid the other bandit who was probably waiting for him further along, and then get by him in the same way.

The bandit came very slowly, every now again peering hard into the dense jungle. As he neared the bushes where Coulter was hiding, his face came starkly into view for a brief moment, and Coulter was shocked at how young he seemed to be, no more than twenty years old, his face as yet free of the beard and moustache which were the trademark of these people.

Suddenly, the man looked straight at him, his young eyes black and piercing. Nothing registered on his expression, and Coulter wasn’t sure if the bandit had seen him, even though they were hardly two metres apart. Coulter was the first to move, launching himself out of the bushes and knocking the startled man off his feet, and they both went sprawling to the ground, clawing and grabbing at the dirt as they tried desperately to regain their position.

They came to their knees simultaneously, and the guerrilla dived frantically towards his fallen weapon, grabbing the rifle by the barrel, but Coulter was quicker. He snatched up the knife which had dropped from the young man’s belt and, without a conscious thought or a moment’s hesitation, he plunged the wickedly-sharp blade into the moving body. Watching in fascinated horror as the man slumped over on his side without a sound, mouth opening and closing in silent horror as death closed quickly around him, Coulter was paralysed, unable to wrench his eyes from the corpse that now lay quietly on the jungle floor. He was only aware of the incessant crashing in the trees as the rain pelted down mercilessly on the canopy above.

* * *

An irritating sound seemed to be floating into Coulter’s thoughts, and he shook his head, uncertain if the voice was a part of a distant memory or belonged in the present.

‘Ray, are you listening to me? Looks like you’re a million  miles away.’ 

Coulter glanced up at his assistant, a frown of puzzlement crinkling his brow. ‘What? Sorry, Athron, what were you saying?’

‘You feeling okay, boss? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost walk through the wall.’ He looked down at his watch. ‘I’ll be on my way now, I think, Ray. You should call it a day yourself, looks like you could do with a rest.’ Returning a file to the cabinet, Athron sauntered to the door, waved a salute and went out.

Coulter returned his attention to the open page on his desk, half-expecting to find the words no longer there, but they still glared up at him with a ferocious challenge, demanding attention.

“521 Joshua Jericho Road – Scampton, pleasant terrace with sunroom”.

Joshua. Jericho......coincidence? Or there by design? He rubbed the small scar that ran across his cheekbone, clearly remembering the frantic grappling with the young bandit, the gun exploding and the pain rocketing through his head as he bolted desperately through the rainforest. He decided Athron was right; he had been working hard recently, most of the weekend had been spent poring over valuation statistics and estimates. He rose wearily, folded the paper and put his jacket on. The rain had relented a little and, as Coulter drove home, the two names kept running through his head, dragging into reality the terrible memories, mixing them up with the lighter parts of that time of his life.

Half an hour later, he turned into the drive of a detached house on the outskirts of the city and parked in front of the double oak doors. The house was late-Victorian, larger than he really needed, but he enjoyed the space and he had gone to some expense to furnish all the rooms in a style that was both elegant and serviceable.

Coulter lived alone, and he appreciated the sensation of freedom the house gave him. After he and Elizabeth divorced, he’d left the neat semi they had shared during the five years of their marriage, and moved into this rambling place. He needed the solitude, the space; he was drawn into himself, and he had unknowingly erected a barrier of protection. Wanting nothing from life, and expecting the same, he was still serving his sentence for the past, and he was cocooned in his guilt; those dead and empty eyes of the bandit youth staring up at him in a death grimace, and the mouth open wide in a silent scream that could not be heard; he felt he would never be free of the dark visions that were laid to rest deeply within his soul.

Having lit the fire in the teak-panelled lounge, Coulter lay back in the comfort of his armchair and watched the flames fighting their way up the chimney. He had convinced himself there was more to the advert in the paper than mere coincidence, but he couldn’t imagine any present connections that he had with that time of his life. He stared into the burning logs for a long while, thinking and remembering, before he went to the drinks cabinet and poured a double measure of whisky. 

The crackling warmth of the fire, together with the soothing effect of the alcohol, enabled him to relax a little and, as he watched the shadows flickering hungrily across the chimney breast, the pain and the loneliness from the past seeped into his mind with a steady insistence. There were still nights when he was startled awake, shouting out in fear and bathed in sweat, images of horror dancing like puppets on the walls of his bedroom.

* * *

The nightmares had started within days of reaching the township of Carmelita after his ordeal in that festering jungle, and he had never been free of the visions that haunted him so cruelly. He remembered, with frightening clarity, the two days he had stumbled through the dark, hostile rainforest, never knowing if he was running straight back to the guerrillas’ camp, expecting to be confronted by the armed companion of the man he’d killed. But his luck held, and he finally reached the town under the cover of darkness, slipping silently between the buildings like a dangerous fugitive.

He made his way to Alex’s purpose-built company house, and it was then that Coulter came to understand the first indication that their friendship was not as strong as he’d believed. Coulter’s emergence from out of the wilderness obviously scared Alex although he tried to conceal this fact beneath a mask of blustering organisation as he hurried Coulter out of the house, and directed him to a disused warehouse he knew of near the river a quarter of a mile from the outskirts of the town.

Coulter hid there for several days, writing his reports, his only visitor being Ruth who brought him food supplies each night. He saw nothing of Alex, and he noticed the strained look in Ruth’s eyes when he asked after his friend. On the third night she told him the bandits had apparently given up the search for him because they had disappeared back into the jungle. Coulter decided to remain in the warehouse for a couple more days, and then they would make arrangements for a flight back to England. Having finished his articles, he was anxious to get the editorial wheels into motion quickly.

It was by a stroke of pure chance one hot, sticky night as the rain heaved out of the blackness and the crashing of the thunder shook the earth, that he happened to glance out of the grimy window of the warehouse and sense, rather than see, a slight movement at ground level. Tensing in fear, his eyes straining as he peered into the pounding rain, and his brain screaming orders to his legs to run from there, he made the decision to stay where he was and, in hindsight, this possibly saved his life.

A few long minutes passed before he made out what looked like a hand shifting cautiously along the ground, just a few metres from where he crouched, followed by the glint of steel as the blade of a knife caught the moonlight. Seized by blind panic, Coulter acted in a way that the bandit would least have expected. Bursting through the warehouse door, he fled blindly down the path by the river, then threw himself into the deep, murky water and swam hard for the opposite bank some sixty feet away. Several gunshots chased his progress, followed instantly by a sound that he knew he would never forget; a long, protracted scream of agony pierced the still night, and then a second of silence before a final, heart-stopping series of gasps floated across the putrid blackness of the jungle. The thrashing of the tropical rain on the rooftops and the shuddering of the forest around him as the storm reached a crescendo of noise, but still Coulter could clearly hear the bloodcurdling sounds of a life ending. 

With his head reeling with confusion and a thousand questions somersaulting crazily in his brain, he eventually reached the other side of the river, breathing heavily and gasping in pain. He fell onto the slippery bank and dragged himself into the tall, wet grass and, as he lay there trying to regain his strength, he struggled to understand what had just happened. What was that scream he’d heard? Where had that come from? What was going on? As if in answer, he became aware of a faint clamouring back in the direction he’d come, men’s voices shouting, calling out, a truck engine resonating, gears grinding harshly. 

Once he had recovered sufficiently, Coulter made his way nervously back through the outskirts of the town, creeping furtively through the shadows. He spent the rest of the long night in one of the all-night bars, knowing his pursuers wouldn’t expect to find him in such a place. He knew he had to keep awake, and he spent much of the time trying to understand how the guerrillas had known of his whereabouts; only Alex, Ruth and Daniel knew where he’d been hiding. What had happened? Who had given him up to the mercy of Diaz’s men? And, what the hell had gone on in the forest after he’d escaped?

As the first golden shafts of tropical sun peeped over the horizon of dense trees, and glanced off the windows of the bar, Coulter finally came to understand what the truth was......he had been betrayed, one of his friends had formed some sort of connection with Diaz’s band of guerrillas, of this there was no doubt. He felt a pain deep in his chest, a loneliness that he’d never experienced; Alex had been the closest friend he’d ever had, they had been like brothers to each other; Ruth and her brother, Daniel, had become almost like family.

Slumped on the bar stool, staring with clouded eyes at the  great yellow globe of the sun as it ascended sluggishly over the rooftops, Coulter became aware of the heaviness in his heart being replaced by spasms of rage and confusion. But the anger didn’t last, and the tiredness and the bitterness left him feeling totally empty  and alone.

He understood he had to leave the area immediately. His life was at risk, and he had completed the job he’d come to this God-forsaken wilderness to do, so there was no further reason for him to stay. He didn’t want to have any further contact with anyone before he found his way out of the country and back to England, but he was aware of the danger of being seen by daylight in the town.

Checking that his documents, passport and the small amount of money he possessed were all intact inside the waterproof holdall, he left the bar and quickly mingled with the local people as they went about their business. Eventually, he managed to reach the tiny airport that served the area, sending out infrequent flights to the distant cities that were scattered around Guatemala, and he sought refuge in the lounge area, half-expecting at any moment to see Diaz’s men enter the room.

As he booked his flights, firstly to the departmental capital town of Flores, then onward to Guatemala City, in transit to arrive in London the following night, Coulter experienced a burning desire to make one final, friendship-ending contact with one of those he’d previously been so close to; Alex, Ruth and Daniel had shared his life in this hell-hole country, and he still battled to come to terms with their betrayal. He needed one last connection, one ultimate confirmation of their guilt before he severed the chord irreversibly.

With a growing sensation of nervousness, he rifled through his holdall to find the list of mobile phone numbers and went to the departures desk. After paying for five minutes of telephone time, he called Alex’s mobile but it went to the answerphone; then he rang Ruth and it was a little while before the connection was made, and only then did he learn of Daniel’s death.

He stood in mortified silence, the phone heavy and slippery in his sweating fingers, as Ruth’s broken voice told him of her brother’s murder only hours before. Coulter could say nothing to her because they both knew Daniel had been gunned down by mistake, a terrible case of wrong identity; his resemblance to Coulter had cost the young man his life. The thickness of the dark jungle, the crashing, torrential rain and the young, nervous gunmen creeping through the night, now explained the confusion of gunshots and screams of pain he’d heard after he escaped from the warehouse.

‘What? Why?’ he stammered, as his eyes filled with emotion. ‘Why was he there?’

Ruth spoke quietly, coldly, the bitterness of her words harsh as they travelled down the telephone line. ‘Daniel told me he’d decided to go back to the UK with you, he wanted to find work in London......’ Her voice trailed off, lost in the emptiness of her heart. ‘He tried to call you, but your phone......no answer, just nothing, just no sound.’ 

The silence between them was an eternity, and then she whispered, ‘He went to the warehouse to see you, we found him afterwards; they must have thought it was you, the similar look......’ 

It all came clear to him in a tangled rush of emotion: he and Daniel looked so much alike, the incessant noise of the pounding rain as the storm raged, the blackness of the tropical night, and the panic-stricken bandits firing blindly at the dark figure before them...... 

Coulter opened his mouth but all that came out was, ‘Ruth......’

A lifetime slipped by in the stillness as they each tried desperately to control their adrenaline-charged emotions and, when she next spoke, he would never forget her calm, expressionless voice. ‘You killed him, Ray. You and your stubborn attitude. You killed my brother, as surely as if you had pulled the trigger yourself......I shall hate you for as long as I live......’

The sharp, metallic click as the connection was cut, and Raymond Coulter knew he would never be the same man again.




Three

THE CITY came fleetingly into view as the plane banked gently to the left but then it was gone, and Lucia Cortez could see only the cloudless blue of the sky again. She leaned wearily back in her seat. She hadn’t slept on the flight, and neither had she been sleeping properly during the past week, not since the night of the deaths. She closed her eyes and listened to the throbbing of the engines. The pilot was turning the plane into its final circuit of the city before coming in to land, and the steep descent was causing her to feel dizzy and bilious.

The bruising around her eye had turned to a faint yellow that could hardly be seen against the darkness of her skin, but her head still ached when she moved it. She ran her tongue over dry lips, pleased that the swelling had gone down. Looking out of the window, she watched the city of Cartagena rush up towards her.

The plane shuddered as it hit a pocket of warm air, the engines shrieking in complaint, and then it bounced a few times on the tarmac before settling into its run-in to the taxiing point. Lucia waited until most of the other passengers had disembarked and then she unbelted, lifted down her small valise and made her way out into the harshness of the afternoon sun.

The sweet, sticky heat was like a physical blow, a steamy  and humid thirty degrees, and she gratefully put on her sunglasses before stepping shakily down the staircase. Even behind the dark glasses she found it necessary to squint as she walked towards the arrivals building. She cleared Customs Control and got into one of the many taxis which noisily vied for business outside the terminal, telling the driver to take her to Boca Sanoa. Her Spanish was fluent and softly lilting, and she spoke in a hushed and silken voice that belied the turmoil inside her.

The driver turned in surprise to glance at her, but made no comment as he pulled the ancient Ford ferociously into the fast-moving traffic, blaring his horn aggressively as they swerved past a dawdling moped. Why a smart-dressed girl like this should want to go to a stinking hell-hole like Boca Sanoa was a mystery to him, but it was not his concern; at long as she paid the top price that he’d charge her, he would take her to the gates of the devil himself.

Lucia felt the driver’s black eyes curiously studying her through his mirror, but she ignored him and watched the streets of Cartagena speed past. Austere and official-looking buildings quickly gave way to delightful tree-lined plazas and squares, and tropical shrubs and trees showed starkly against the clean blues and whites of tavernas and pavement cafes; the gaily-clad people mingled with camera-waving tourists as they went about their business on this unbearably hot afternoon.

She saw poverty and affluence unconcernedly rubbing shoulders with each other on the bustling pavements. Tired old donkeys, impossibly laden, shuffled languidly aside to make way for purring Mercedes and growling sports cars. She felt the spicy flavour of Latin America through the open window, sensed the gaiety and excitement, the music in the streets and the deep resonance and exhilaration of reggae pounding the pavements. Even the legless beggars and blind vendors appeared carefree as they hustled through the teeming markets and swarmed around cafes and the entrances to sleek hotels.

But Lucia knew the real Cartagena, the squalid and decaying city perimeters where the tourists were not allowed to stray. There were no happy and smiling people in the stinking slums, no proud hotels or brightly-painted bars advertising “happy-hour” cheap drinks; there was only hopelessness and futility, poverty and filth.

They passed splendid fortresses and castles which clung to hillsides around shopping areas, and at nearly every corner there was a church nestling comfortably between tiny shops or tall, cool Spanish houses that loomed across narrow alleyways. Soon the weaving taxi, negotiating every intersection with a harsh blare of its horn, had left the city centre and they were now in the poorer section, the northern outskirts in which slums huddled together protectively, wretched in their own helplessness.

Lucia experienced again the abject sadness as she looked morosely at the changing face of the city. She had travelled extensively throughout South and Central America; to Rio, Mexico City, Lima, Montevideo, but she had never got used to the wretched poverty she’d seen everywhere. The story was always the same; the rich getting richer, the poor ignorantly content. The first fifteen years of her life had been spent in such poor conditions, but she had lived in the mountains where the air was cleaner and food was more readily available. Of course, when the rains or the drought came and destroyed the crops, then she’d known hunger. She remembered long nights when the pain gnawed sullenly in her stomach and, at those times, she had understood the delicate balance of life in the rainforest. She also recalled the good times, the happy years, but these hopeless people would never know anything other than hunger and defeat, their only aim being to survive just another day.

The massive castle of San Felipe rose solemnly above the seedy shops and one-room houses, and Lucia knew she was nearly at the end of her journey. For several more minutes, the taxi rushed dangerously through the packed streets and narrow, shaded alleyways until they reached a large square. No exotic trees lined this area, no gaily-adorned tourist shops or tavernas, just people; old people, sick and dying people, hopeless people. 

This region of Cartagena, known as Boca Sanoa, was a festering heap of human despair. There was no street lighting or sanitation, no public service of any description; there was just line after line of ragged tin huts, wooden shacks, heaps of garbage and filth; and human existence of every colour and religion wandering aimlessly around, with only one theme running through their lives......destitution and survival.

Lucia thought of her grandfather, the old man she called Tunja, ‘the beloved one’ in the tongue of her people. She wondered again why he wouldn’t allow her to help him to move away from this squalor, but he was fiercely unbending in this, he would not leave this place until the vengeance he sought had been exacted. The village of the Sempatiam people, high in the Andes mountains, in which Tunja had spent his entire life until the horror had come to them, had been totally decimated and was now merely a wasteland of hopelessness and disease. The old man had not wanted to leave his home but had, eventually, been persuaded to move away; he had insisted on relocating only to this squalid district of the coastal city of Cartagena. 

It all seemed so long ago, so far back in her memory. Had it been only four years? She had lived a lifetime since then and she knew there could be no future for her or Tunja until this matter was finally laid to rest......laid to rest, just as her father had been taken from her to suffer an early and undignified death those four long years before. She felt the bitter tears, and blinked them away angrily. How long can a person grieve for the dead? Would she finally accept her father’s departure from this world when the guilty ones were also dead? The promise of her grandfather was that he would settle it; he couldn’t pass on to the Better Place until those who were guilty had paid the penalty; his Journey would not begin until this matter was resolved. 

She thought of the man Diego Querito, the head of the guerilla organisation, and her heart hammered violently in her chest, her lips tightening in hatred as she fought down the rising emotions that coursed through her. Querito, the one who had ended everything for her, for all of them, and she experienced once again the burning, all-encompassing bitterness. Diego Querito would die the worst way imaginable, Tunja had vowed that this would be, and she did not doubt his word for an instant; it was merely a matter of how long it would take and how many men had to give their lives before it could happen.

Diego Querito. Just the sound of his name filled her with such loathing that she knew the revenge they would take could only be the sweetest ever. The man Querito, who snorted vast amounts of cocaine continuously to maintain a high as his intolerance levels increased, depended so much on his drug intake that her grandfather, with the mixing in of his special dust, could easily reach into his mind when the time came; then he would pass from this life and face an eternity of torment.

It had been commonly known that Querito had tried everything at his disposal to end his cocaine addiction but he had failed on all levels. It had even been said that he had once ordered his men to physically incarcerate him in a jungle hideaway for a period of two months, during which time no cocaine was made available to him, and strict instructions were given to reject any pleas he may make for the drug. The precise outcome of this experiment had never surfaced among the local people, but three of Querito’s men had suffered severe beatings during the aftermath, and the bandit leader’s heavy usage of cocaine continued as if these events had never happened.

Every member of Querito’s family was heavily addicted to the lethal drug, and several of them had already suffered heart problems; three of his five brothers lay in their early graves following seizures and cardiac arrests, his father and an uncle had lost their lives due to health complications related to excessively high blood pressure and strokes – their uncontrolled addiction to the raw cocaine that was their staple intake had already taken its toll. Diego Querito himself was plagued by bouts of heart palpitations and arrhythmias which, he knew, would one day end his life. His reliance on the vast amount of the white powder that he ingested daily was almost certainly going to kill him – his addiction was total.

It was said that Querito’s people had extensively researched well beyond their widespread networking system in their attempts to find some form of control of his cocaine addiction. His operational base included connections with governmental agencies, drug cartels and several trusted individuals involved in smuggling cocaine shipments out of Colombia, but he had never successfully resolved his one real problem – his own total surrender to the addiction that was killing him.

As Lucia’s memory dragged up the painful images, she knew she could not rest until Diego Querito had been forced to suicidally end his own worthless life, thereby ensuring he could never take the Journey to the Better Place; his spirit would forever wander aimlessly through the emptiness of time and space, his soul-less body screaming in perpetual agony from the means of his death. He would suffer a million deaths; there would be no merciful oblivion for Querito, no end to his torment.

Lucia bit her lip thoughtfully, a frown settling over her features. She wasn’t totally convinced in her heart that she still believed conclusively in the “writings” of her childhood, the teachings she’d grown up with. She needed to have the faith that Querito, once he’d taken his own life, would suffer in the way ordained by her people’s scriptures, but the ten years she’d spent in the States had thrown her into such confusion that she had gradually come to unwillingly accept that the ways of the Sempatiam Indian were based more on superstitious fear and tribal ritual, than on common-sense and logical reasoning.

The difference between the two cultures was so great that, at times, she was frighteningly aware that she belonged to neither. She knew that the most crucial element of all this was the unquestioned belief her dear Tunja possessed, because only then could he take his final rest. Soon Diego Querito would be gone from this world, and then the old man would be free to set out on his Journey to the Better Place – his Viaje al Mejor Lugar. She ground her teeth together in grim resolution, and the determined set of her features gave a sharp edge to the beautiful face.

* * *

Lucia climbed out of the taxi and paid the driver who immediately swung the car around and headed back towards the city centre. The stench and intense heat assaulted her as she swayed at the edge of the street, fighting to keep down the nausea. She leaned against the wall of a decrepit building for several moments to ease the dizziness, and around her reverberated the unholy clamour that could only come from a mass of people such as this. Making her way down the crowded alleys, speaking to no-one, and looking straight ahead, her long-legged stride carried her swiftly past the ramshackle hovels and rat-infested piles of garbage that crammed abjectly together in their hopelessness.

No legless beggar grabbed her as she passed, because nobody in this section of the city begged; there was no point in pleading for money because no-one had anything to give. No young peasant accosted her and no-one spoke to her; she had no more than any of them and she was therefore as worthless as they; she had no value in life and, like every other person in this hell-hole, survival was the only point of existence.

As she picked her way through these desperate people, the woman mingled well; she had taken a long, tattered and stained smock from her bag, along with a pair of worn sandals, when she was in the taxi and these effectively transformed the smartly-dressed young traveller into just another characterless entity.

Raven-black hair, thick and lustrous, framed her lovely face; the flawless skin was a much lighter colour than that of many of her people due to the infiltration of Dutch blood a century before. Large and liquid-dark eyes, showing intelligence and determination, and the full, sensual lips and straight nose of the Sempatiam Indian added to the effect of blending a rare mixture of undeniable sexuality and young innocence. But down here in the squalid conditions of Boca Sanoa, her olive-skinned beauty was of no consequence, and she passed along the filthy streets without attracting interest.

Lucia was not her real name. She had chosen the name when she first went to live and work in New York ten years before, and had grown quite used to it. Her arrival in the States had been heralded by the gloomiest weather she’d ever known, and the dark oppressiveness of the winter nights had threatened to crush her spirit; in the language of her people, the name Lucia meant ‘white, bright light’, an interpretation that, somehow, gave her a higher level of hope and determination to succeed in that foreign land.

Nobody except her grandfather called her Shavita now because there weren’t any of her family members left alive, not since the epidemic of cholera that had devastated their village just four years ago and cruelly ended the lives of so many. Contaminated food and water supplies had caused a massive outbreak of the deadly disease and, very quickly, many of the older villagers and the young children became ill.

Medical assistance was urgently needed, and immediate supplies of oral rehydration solutions, antibiotics and pre-packaged mixtures of sugars and salts quickly became available through international resources. Diego Querito’s people controlled the allocation of all medical necessities in the area and, with the assistance of the local police force, it was agreed to withhold these vital supplies from the villagers; Querito lived in a nearby village, and the decision was made to keep these limited medications for his people only. 

Lucia’s mouth set in a thin line of almost uncontrolled hatred as visions of death and agony filled her mind......it didn’t need to have been like that, the supplies of antibiotics and vaccinations that had been seized by Querito’s men could have been made available to all the local people......

Soon she reached the place, and the putrid smell assaulted her nostrils, the stink of death and decay thick in the air. She slipped into a shaded passageway, appreciating the relative coolness, and then went through a crude wooden doorway, ducking under the ragged sheet that hung down in a vain attempt to keep the clouds of mosquitos away. Stepping over piles of decomposing rubbish, and working her way carefully around an ancient and yellowed figure that may or may not have been living, and which lay peacefully against a wall, the woman came eventually to the tin shack where her journey would end.

She had been here a few times before but she could never accept that her grandfather lived in this garbage-ridden hovel; she could only envisage him sitting contentedly outside the large wooden home he’d built fifty years before, high in the mountains, smoking his pipe and talking fondly to her of the world as he knew it, speaking in his soft and lilting voice in their native Quechua dialect. Lucia had never known such happiness and she knew he had been happy too, but the peacefulness had been savagely torn away, leaving the two of them stunned and disbelieving. Then the hatred and the quest for revenge had started; it had been a long and painful four years.

She thought of the old and withered man existing here in  this dilapidated, cockroach infested hole; would he ever again experience true contentment, be allowed to live out his last remaining days in untroubled peace before going on that final Journey to the Better Place? 

Lucia entered the shack, her heart brimming over with the love she felt for him, her eyes wet with her desperate tears, and he was waiting for her, leaning forward in the half-dark, his thin arms extended to take her. With a choked cry, she ran to him and felt the strength of his embrace as he held her fiercely. For the first time she wept, uncontrolled tears running down her face, and her body shook with grief and loss, with fear and heartbreak, and with a love so profound that nothing could ever destroy the bond between them.

The old and tired man’s silent tears dampened her hair as she clung to him, and she heard his whispered voice over and over, ‘Shavita, Shavita,’ so gentle a sound that it seemed no more than the sighing of a light, summer breeze.

* * *

Her eyes never left Tunja’s wrinkled face as he told her. The trickle of sweat that slipped off her chin and soaked into her shirt was somehow cold and obscene, and she shuddered, pulling her bare arms tightly around herself, the thin cotton clinging damply to her skin. The candlelight danced across the tiny room and a fleeting, painful memory of long-ago flashed into her mind, but was quickly gone, leaving her with a terrible emptiness.

‘You must go from here, my little one. You must seek out he who would rob us of our revenge, and you must deal with him, you must end his life in the way ordained by our people.’ His voice cracked with tension, the soft Spanish inflection of the Sempatiam people hypnotically gentle as he spoke, and the rheumy eyes peered unblinkingly at her. He reached out a gnarled hand and gently swept it through her hair, tenderly touched the flawless beauty of her cheek. ‘Shavita, you must do this, there is no other way. It will not be easy for you.’

Later, as she lay under a tattered blanket on the bed which her grandfather had fashioned for her out of scraps of muslin and sacking, Lucia puzzled over what he had told her. Three nights ago, he had seen a vision in his sleep, and the startling clarity of it had instantly awoken him. The vision had stayed with him all the next day, and had returned the following two nights, leaving him convinced that these apparitions were delivering to him a dark and chilling message, one which he could not yet decipher.

In these dreams, the old man saw Diego Querito laughing harshly as he raised a clenched fist towards him. When the hand was right in front of Tunja’s face, it opened slowly and a man lay cowering in the palm, clinging desperately to the folds of dark skin. He was screaming for mercy to Querito, his master, and swearing undying allegiance to him; and then the tiny man lifted his own arms to Tunja, opening first his left hand to reveal a small pile of pure cocaine and, in the right hand, a white bag of the old man’s dust, on which was scrawled a black cross......then the little man started to laugh in a terrifyingly inhuman, high-pitched squeal.

Her Tunja had used all the powers he knew to discover the meaning of this vision and, eventually, after many hours of cocaine-induced chanting and searching, it had finally come to him......the little man in Querito’s hand had discovered the means by which Tunja’s dust could be made totally useless in its effectiveness against the power of the cocaine drug. This meant that Tunja wouldn’t be able to reach into the mind of another, and then the vengeance could not be theirs, and Diego Querito would survive, never having to be compelled to take his own life. Consequently, he would then be free to go on his own Journey to the Better Place when his time came. It was quite clear what Lucia had to do – Querito had to end his own life; and the small man lying in his hand, the one who held the bags of cocaine and her grandfather’s dust, Lucia had to kill him.

The old man needed to learn more, and was even now thrashing about on his bed, howling in frustration, and striving to force the vision to reappear. Lucia listened to the hideous cries that tore from his throat, and she watched in helpless pity as he was swept away in the fury of his nightmare. Her tears fell unheeded as her body shook in grief and, as her memory drifted painfully back through the years, she thought her heart would break.




Four

HE AWOKE early, his eyes bleary, and as he walked through to the bathroom, his head ached through lack of sleep. Visions from the past had kept his mind busy for most of the night, and this morning he was listless, his movements slow and without the enthusiasm that normally characterised the start of his day.

However, he had reached one ultimate decision through the course of the long night – he would follow this business through, however strange or difficult it became. He was now convinced there was something important in the newspaper advertisement, something that had a direct connection with him but, although he had thought long and hard about a possible meaning, he’d drawn a complete blank.

When he arrived at his office, Coulter spent the first hour sorting through the day’s mail that Cheryl had stacked in various trays, and attending to a few small jobs that couldn’t be left. Athron was in his own office, preparing valuation estimates for a client he would see later in the afternoon, and there was a quiet peacefulness in the atmosphere that invited studied thought and contemplation. 

Looking at his now-empty desk, Coulter stared out of the window and allowed his mind to clear itself. Now let’s apply a bit of logic, he told himself. What have I got? Newspaper advertisement for a house sale; local paper; two names which are, in themselves, uncommon, but which had a special meaning for me a number of years ago. Anything else to go on? He considered for a while, read the advert again, and decided that was all he had.

The obvious first step, he resolved, is to check the possibility of a misprint in the newspaper advert which, of course, would end the whole matter right now. It would be a very strange coincidence of names but, nevertheless, he would accept that as the answer and then forget about it.

He phoned the newspaper office and was put through to the advertisements section. After checking the details on file, the woman confirmed that every word in the advert was exactly as had been requested by the advertiser, who had apparently wished to remain anonymous. Coulter thanked her and ended the call, his expression pensive. He cut the advert out of the page and studied it carefully:

“521 Joshua Jericho Road - Scampton, pleasant terrace with sunroom”.

Apart from the two names, Joshua and Jericho, was there anything odd in the advert? House number 521 struck him as being a little unusual because he knew Scampton was a reasonably-sized village to the north-west of Sheffield, but large enough to accommodate a street with over five hundred properties? Unlikely. Something else stirred in his mind but he wasn’t sure what it was, he just felt that the wording and layout of the advert seemed somehow strange, but he couldn’t think what it could be or why he had come to that conclusion.

Picking up the phone, he called the Sheffield General Post Office, quite certain what the outcome would be. He was informed briskly there was no Joshua Jericho Road in Scampton, neither was there any address with a house number that was any higher than eighty-nine. What now? On an impulse, he looked for the phone number of the Scampton sub-post office and, in answer to his enquiry, was advised by the elderly man, who had apparently run it for the last eighteen years, that those two names had never existed in the village.

So, what had he found out? There was still something in the back of his mind that he couldn’t quite get hold of, a snippet of a doubt that didn’t reach into his conscious thought processes; the way the advert was shown in the paper, was there something unusual about it?

The persistent ringing of his phone broke into Coulter’s thoughts, and he snatched the receiver up impatiently, annoyed at the interruption.

‘Ray? You never called me back, Ray. Didn’t Athron tell you I’d rung? Why don’t you ever answer your mobile? I’ve been trying to get hold of you.’ Wendy’s querulous voice came over the line, and he sighed irritably, covering the mouthpiece with his hand. She had an annoying habit of acting hurt at the slightest thing that displeased her, and he was in no mood to play along with her.

‘Yes, Wendy, he did tell me. I’ve been extremely busy, that’s all.’ He tried to keep the edge out of his voice.

‘Well, it wouldn’t have taken you two minutes to pick up the phone, would it?’ she admonished. ‘You’re always too busy these days to bother much with me, Ray’.

Coulter felt his impatience mounting. ‘Look, Wendy, I really have a lot on my mind at the moment. Let me give you a call back later this afternoon, will you?’

‘I waited for you to call last night, Ray. You can’t expect me to sit by the phone all the time just in case you decide to give me a ring.’ Her injured tone grated on his nerve-ends but he held his temper in check.

‘I’m not in the mood for an argument, Wendy, not today. Listen, how about dinner tomorrow night? I’ve heard of a place in Trentbury which barbecues the best steaks this side of Texas.’

A short pause, and then, ‘Okay, Ray......there’s something I want to talk to you about......’

He interrupted quickly. ‘I’ll pick you up at eight, okay? We can talk all we want to then.’ Replacing the receiver, he wondered idly what was on Wendy’s mind. He knew she was wanting to turn their relationship into “something more permanent”, as she put it, but he wasn’t sure why. He wasn’t prepared to get heavily involved again; he was fond of her but that was as far as it went. She seemed to want a secure relationship, marriage, kids probably, all the trappings; at the age of thirty-two, she obviously felt that her time was now, but he believed he was too shallow to feel deeply for anyone; too much had happened to him in the past, so much pain and regret hidden away in the steaming rainforests of Guatemala.

Coulter went to the window, thinking of the newspaper advertisement on his desk, and trying to apply some sort of logic to the matter. Okay, fact one: there is no Joshua Jericho Road in Scampton. Fact two: there is no misprint in the wording of the advert. He pondered for a few minutes and then, on an impulse, he picked up the phone and dialled the newspaper office, again asking to be put through to the advertisements section.

In answer to his question, the woman explained with a touch of impatience, ‘No, the advertiser doesn’t appear to have left a contact number or address, or even a name. The person seems to have paid for the advert by cash, we don’t need a forwarding address for advance payments.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘One strange thing, though, the advertiser put the money in a plain envelope and pushed it through our mail box but didn’t leave an address for refunding the overpayment. A little unusual, I’d say.’

So, thought Coulter, on top of everything else, now there’s a mystery surrounding the person who put the advert in the paper. What did it mean? It was as if a skeleton had crept out of the cupboard of his past and was deliberately taunting him. Returning to the window, he peered out at the busy street. The sun was drying the rain on the pavements and it promised to be a fine day.

He thought of Alex and Ruth. He hadn’t seen either of them since the events in Central America, although he’d received two letters from Alex. The first one he’d destroyed without opening it, and some three years later a crumpled letter with an English postmark was forwarded to him. It hadn’t said much, only that he’d married Ruth, they were living in England and he was doing well at some scientific laboratory in Lincolnshire. There had been no invitation to visit, as he recalled, and no mention of the past they’d shared. Coulter hadn’t understood why Alex had even bothered to write to him.

As he stared morosely out at the April sunshine, Coulter allowed his mind to rake up the painful memories and he felt the tide of sadness washing over him because, although that episode of his life was now buried in the depths of his past, he would never be free of the guilt and the grief. He had killed a man, a man with hopes and dreams, plans for the future, a future that Coulter had taken from him with the instinctive thrusting of a wickedly-sharp knife into his soft belly.

Coulter felt the weight of his past crushing him and he gave a sharp expulsion of breath. Could it have been any different? What of Daniel, Ruth’s brother? He’d been brutally gunned down because the assassins had believed it was him, Coulter, but was that the way it really was? Mistaken identity? Or an act of vengeance? Either way, he was guilty; as Ruth had told him so vehemently all those years ago, he may just as well have pulled the trigger himself.

So many questions but not one satisfactory answer. Was he right to shoulder the responsibility for everything that had happened? Should he have drafted his reports the way the bandit leader Diaz had wanted? Two deaths, and his friendship with Alex and Ruth destroyed......it was a high price to pay to achieve success in his first important assignment and, God knows, he had even lost that.

He recalled the years after, the empty years of loneliness as he wandered aimlessly around France, Italy, Germany, from one menial job to another, never settling, always moving on, always alone. From bartender to fruit-picker, lifeguard to labourer; it wasn’t the call of another horizon that pushed him along in the way that it kept so many other young people on the move; it was confusion, disorientation, a sense of not belonging. It was really, he supposed as he looked back, a form of self-imposed alienation to serve as punishment for his guilt. He had drawn close to people, had loved and lost, and he would never allow himself to get that close to anyone again. His life had been taken from him – years of sleepless nights, long and lonely hours of emptiness and regret, and endless nightmares in which he was killing, killing, killing......

Eventually, though, he had come to terms with himself and had returned to England, settling in Sheffield, and securing a position with an estate agency, and before long he met Elizabeth and marriage followed. When Elizabeth became pregnant, Coulter really started to believe he was on the mend. He thought now of his ex-wife, and he sensed a momentary pang of regret. He had never really loved her as a man should love his wife, and he understood he had married her only to find the roots of security that had always eluded him. Elizabeth had been the only steadfast pillar he’d built, but he had let go his tentative hold on his destiny, just as he had allowed all potential relationships to evaporate.

When Tyler was born, Coulter had managed to adapt to family life for a while, but soon enough the nightmares came back to haunt him. He moved out, leaving the home to Elizabeth and his bewildered son, now old enough to know that his father was not coming back.

He thought now of Tyler, and his spirits rose as he pictured the boy’s dark, tousled hair and the green-brown eyes he had inherited from his mother. He was tall for his age and a good-looking boy, always inquisitive, keen to know the answer to every question. Coulter knew he was closer to Tyler than he had ever been to anyone, and this frightened him more than he could understand.

He had the sensation that the walls of his past were squeezing him in from all sides so he swept the memories aside, determined to concentrate solely on the mystery of the newspaper advert, if indeed there was actually a mystery at all. If there is something in it, Coulter thought grimly, I’ll find the answer. For fifteen years he had tried to bury the past, but it seemed it had quietly reappeared, neatly wrapped in a nine-word newspaper advertisement. Alright, he vowed resolutely, fifteen years is a long time to be running away from life......the running stops as of right now. 

* * *

The afternoon passed quickly for Coulter. He enthusiastically threw himself into paperwork that had built up, and spent a couple of hours taking prospective house-buyers around several city centre properties. Strangely, he experienced a sense of rejuvenation, an eagerness that had been absent for so long. The business of the paper advert had stirred his blood and he was filled with determination and purpose, feeling more decisive and confident than he’d done for many years.

Leaving his office an hour earlier, he drove faster than normal as he mingled with the heavy traffic heading in a steady stream out of the city, and his fingers drummed impatiently on the steering wheel. He had decided there was only one course of action to be taken......he would go and see Alex.

When he reached his home, he dug out the letter Alex had sent him all those years ago, thanking providence that he had kept it, although he couldn’t understand why he would have done so. Within a half-hour he had washed, changed his clothes and was on his way towards Leicester, the address from the letterhead being no more than an hour away, according to his satnav. Alex lived near a place called Oakham, which was apparently the county town of Rutland, and was situated somewhere between Leicester and Peterborough, some place in the country, according to the address.

As he drove, Coulter wondered why he was doing this. After all, he hadn’t seen either Alex or Ruth for fifteen years, and he had parted from them under bitter circumstances. Did he still have any feelings for them? Certainly not for Alex, who had so readily given him up, but what of Ruth? He’d been close to her, like brother and sister, but he knew she felt only hatred now, blaming him for the death of Daniel. Coulter had been plagued over the years by the one obvious and painful question: why had Alex told the bandits where he was hiding out? Maybe, now I’ll find the answer, he thought harshly.

The evening had turned cool with the approach of dusk as he reached the winding, tree-lined driveway which led up to Alex’s house. Coulter sat in his car, looking out at the impressive building before him. A double-garage was attached to the main house, and it looked as if an added wing had been built, giving altogether, he supposed, at least six bedrooms. Seems like Alex does a bit of entertaining, he mused.

Despite the fading light, Coulter could see that the vast gardens and lawns were well-maintained, immaculate flowerbeds and expertly trimmed shrubs giving an impression of rural tranquillity, and the whole picture was one of an affluent and successful lifestyle. Alex had done well, there was little doubt about that. He was probably still a pharmaceutical scientist or technician, working for some private company with government backing, and it obviously paid well.

Coulter recalled that Alex had been involved in drug research of some kind......what was it now? Cocaine? Yes, he remembered, something to do with cocaine dependency. Alex had never really discussed the exact nature of his role within the pharmaceutical company; the friends had been too busy with other matters to concern themselves with the implications of his scientific work. Fishing, drinking, playing music, having fun; these things had seemed more important to the two young men.
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