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THE LAWLESS KIND

By

Matt Hilton


Quote:




“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.” – Ernest Hemingway


Chapter 1

The strength of human resilience can be shocking.

Take the bruiser running at me with his gun raised.

I’d already placed two nine-millimeter rounds in his chest and one high in his forehead and still he kept coming. He was dead of course. He just hadn’t realised it yet. He only managed another two steps before his legs went from under him. Even so his finger was caressing the trigger of his MP5 and rounds blistered the air around me. Would have been a poor end to a good day if a corpse had managed to finish me off. As it was there was no guidance to his shots and they all went way over my head: I was in more danger from the falling corpse than the bullets. I met him with a sweep of my left forearm and sent him on his way, even as I targeted the next man to come out of hiding. I placed a single round between the second man’s teeth as he shook a machete and shouted a challenge. He went down on his back, surrounded by a billow of desert grit.


​‘Heads up, Hunter!’



​My friend, Jared ‘Rink’ Rington’s shout turned me around and the instincts honed through countless hours of point shooting meant I had placed two more bullets in the third man to rush at me before I even saw him clearly.



​‘Three o’clock.’ Rink again.



​Twisting to my right, I rattled off three shots in quick succession, knocking down another machete-wielding man, and then the slide locked back on my SIG Sauer P226. I didn’t have to inspect a gun to tell that it was empty. I thumbed the magazine release and allowed the empty mag to fall clear, even as I slapped in a full clip and released the slide. All of this while racing towards the arroyo from where the first living-dead man had emerged. From behind my right shoulder Rink’s Mossberg assault shotgun laid down a thunderous accompaniment. Somewhere to my far left our other buddy, Harvey Lucas, halted any attempt by our enemies to flank us. We were covered on the right by a high cliff of sandstone, ribboned with countless striations of colour. We were making ground faster than I’d anticipated, thanks to our opponents’ lack of discipline. If they’d had the sense to stay put, instead of charging us like kamikazes, they would’ve been able to halt our progress. Not that I was complaining.



​I slowed on my approach to the lip of the gulley, checking that gunmen weren’t hidden beyond the line of sagebrush at its edge. Clear of any resistance, I carried on, and then knelt to offer cover while Rink joined me.



​‘You see the tunnel mouth?’ I indicated an abandoned mineshaft at the end of a natural “V” formed by the tapering arroyo. ‘It’s just as Walter said.’



​Rink grunted at mention of Walter Hayes Conrad’s name. He still hadn’t forgiven our old Arrowsake handler for using us for his own ends while fighting off a white supremacist plot to irradiate the Statue of Liberty. Walter was still using us now, but to be fair, we were also using him. In my book, that made us even.


Rink hadn’t been happy when the elderly CIA agent approached us with a view to eradicate this particular pit of snakes, but his sense of honour won out when Walter showed us photographs of the latest shipment of workers to be smuggled over the border. There had been twenty-seven of them, all young Mexican girls and pregnant women who’d paid dearly to be transported into the USA in search of better lives. The gang had abandoned them to a terrible fate, sealed within the steel tomb of the container of a gas truck. By the time the truck with its horrendous cargo was discovered it was estimated that three weeks had gone by. The bodies were in such a state of decomposition that you couldn’t tell where one ended and another began. Apparently the driver had taken to his heels when he thought that the Border Patrol were on to him. When no such thing had come to pass, none of the gang deemed it necessary to go back and release those trapped inside the sweltering confines of the converted gas container. Why bother when they’d already been paid up front? They had promised to carry their passengers over the border and they’d done just that: no guarantee had been given that they’d be alive when arriving in the US. Those bastards would probably lament the loss of their truck more than the lives they’d so callously disregarded.

So Rink had joined me, as had Harvey, when Walter had pointed the finger at the human traffickers responsible. They were known as Coyotes, or Polleros, but to me they were just shit. Some people claim there is a grey area between the coyotes that take a high fee to sneak illegal immigrants into the USA, and those that traffic people to the sex trade and various sweat shops, but I see them all as part of the same problem. This wasn’t the first time a truck full of people had been left to die. If it were up to me, it would be the last.

‘So this is one of their drops?’ Rink eyed the mine with distaste. ‘It’s an odd place to bring their cargo.’

Normally coyotes would deliver to a drop house in Phoenix or elsewhere rather than out here in the desert, but this was not your run of the mill operation. These guys were controlled by one of the Mexican drug cartels, and most of those that they smuggled across the border ended up sold into slavery. The mine was a holding area until their “product” was classified and moved on to other destinations throughout the States.

‘Odd or not, we’re closing it down.’

‘Just watch out for collateral damage,’ Rink warned.

Intel from Walter promised that the mine was currently free of innocent migrants, but Rink was a worrier. Or perhaps he was more levelheaded than me.

Giving him a nod, I slipped down the side of the embankment and into the arroyo. The space had been cleared of shrubbery and boulders, making the gulley a rat run for trucks, and also an exposed place from which to approach the mine. I hugged the wall as I neared the entrance, while Rink and Harvey offered cover from above. Going slow and easy I listened for signs of life. I could hear only one voice, and it sounded like a one-sided conversation. He was speaking Spanish but I caught enough to tell he was frantically calling up assistance from his cartel buddies. Whether they answered his plea or not wasn’t the issue: the cavalry would arrive too late. I slipped into the mouth of the mine, the stink of sweat and urine invading my senses. Many poor souls had been held within these stuffy confines, and I could make out small cells lining the back end of the tunnel. I concentrated on the man hunched down behind an oil drum. The glow from his iPhone gave his features a blue cast. His eyes rolled white in their sockets as he stood up and reached an empty palm my way.

‘Don’t shoot, don’t shoot,’ he said in accented English. ‘I’m unarmed.’

‘So were the girls you raped, you piece of crap,’ I snapped at him.

I’d recognised his face, even stretched with fear as it was. Another photograph Walter had shown me was of this man, posing beneath the “rape tree” where he’d proudly hung the underwear of his latest thirteen-year-old victim. I wanted to shoot him in the face.

‘Put down the phone.’

He obeyed, thumbing off the button at arm’s length, then making a show of placing it on the oil drum.

‘There,’ he said. ‘I did as you said. Now you must arrest me.’

‘Must I? For you to be released by the corrupt border patrol officials that you’ve been bribing?’


‘You are a federale, no? You must obey the law.’



I shook my head. ‘I’m Joe Hunter, and the law doesn’t come into what I must do to you.’


The bastard understood where this was heading, and I was glad when he reached behind him to pull out the revolver he’d stuck in his belt. As much as I wished to kill him, I hadn’t wanted to do it in cold blood. He snapped the revolver up even as he dropped into a crouch. A curse split his lips a fraction of a second before my bullet did. He fell backwards, and the jolt caused an unconscious pull on the trigger. His gun flashed, but the round was lost deep in the ceiling above him. Gunshot residue would be on his hand, which made things easier when it came to cleaning up this mess.

I walked further into the mineshaft and found where it dead-ended. There were no other coyotes alive. There were no innocents either, to my relief. It was important that nobody had witnessed what had occurred here. As far as anyone would know, the human traffickers had died under the guns of a rival gang. Our weapons weren’t on any law enforcement database, and we’d been careful while loading to wear gloves and ensure that every working part of our guns was thoroughly wiped down – even the mag I’d allowed to drop in the desert above. Our gloves, clothing and boots would be destroyed later, and evidence incriminating a rival gang dropped at the scene by Walter’s men waiting in the wings.

When returning to the exit I glanced once at the dead coyote. Fucking hyena more like. This man was the worst kind of scum, but he was only one of many. The only consolation was that he at least would not prey on any other young girl.

‘Satisfied?’ Rink asked.

‘I’ve barely started.’

My big friend was leaning against the doorway, his shotgun by his side. He looked weary, but that was deceptive. Rink is part Japanese and has mastered the art of philosophical resignation, often wearing the emotion like a shroud.

‘You can’t kill all the monsters, brother,’ he said, an often-cited quote. He reckons that I’ve a Saint George complex, one that drives me to seek out and slay the dragons of the world. It wasn’t a bad analogy.

‘I can keep trying,’ I countered.

A clatter of loose rocks announced Harvey’s arrival, a rifle canted over his shoulder. Dust had greyed his jet skin, and the aviator shades forming dark sockets in his visage gave him a death’s head look. His wide smile spoiled the image.

‘I took it that the fighting was over with when the bullets stopped flying,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘We’re clear.’

‘Yeah. Thanks for the heads up, guys.’ He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small electronic device, on which he sent a signal to Walter’s nearby clean up crew.

We moved out into the arroyo to wait for them.

They arrived on foot, three men I didn’t know, and didn’t care to. They shoved another man before them, a skinny Mexican with one eye white with cataracts. He was another coyote, but not from this gang. Terror shone in his face, and drool hung from his flaccid lips.

As I released the catch to drop my mag, Rink sighed and turned away. I wasn’t happy with what was coming, but I told myself that the coyote was responsible for murder, rape and God knew what else. I jacked the slide of my gun, checking there were no stray shells inside, before walking to meet the CIA agents and their prisoner.

‘I ain’t doing it,’ I told Walter’s men.

One of them, a severe man who reminded me of the Grim Reaper, offered a wolfish smile. ‘I’m happy to do it for you. Give the scumbag your gun.’

The coyote stared up into my face, a prayer behind his one good eye. Unlucky for him, I’m not the religious type.

‘Here.’ I shoved the SIG towards him. Maybe he thought he was going to get a chance after all. But when he turned to the agent, he knew otherwise.

‘Please,’ he cried out, ‘I won’t tell anyone…’

The CIA agent shot him in the head.

Before the coyote had finished twitching in the sand, the grim-faced man held out his hand and I passed him the mag. He crouched down and reinserted it in the SIG. Then he manipulated the slide and fed the coyote’s dead finger through the trigger guard. He paused once to smile up at me before tugging back on the finger and discharging a round in the dust. Gun shot residue was now on the dead man’s hand. For all intents and purposes, he was the slayer of at least five members of the rival gang.

‘This is bullshit,’ Rink whispered harshly.

He was right. But it was a necessary evil.

‘We’ll need all your weapons,’ Grim Reaper said.

‘Stick them in your ass,’ Rink replied, tossing the Mossberg down and stomping away. Harvey twisted his mouth wryly. Then he placed his rifle down and followed in our buddy’s wake.

‘Your friends seem to find this work distasteful,’ the agent said.


‘No, mate,’ I said. ‘They find you distasteful.’


Before he could form a reply, I pushed by him after Rink and Harvey. We had a debriefing to attend, and afterwards I was going to place a few choice words in Walter’s ear. But my anger dissipated as soon as he pulled me to one side and told me of his small personal problem.


Chapter 2

‘What’s Rink so pissed about? I thought he was going to spit on my boots before he left.’


​‘You really have to ask, Walt?’



​‘You guys have just killed a dozen men, what’s the big deal about one more?’



​‘The others had a fighting chance. That last man was executed, Walt. None of us bought into that.’



​‘We had to make things look like a gang war, son. We had to point the finger at a rival outfit. Any other time you would have capped that guy yourself…’



​‘Not like that.’



​‘He didn’t die in vain,’ Walter said, holding my gaze. ‘His death keeps you boys out of the frame, keeps you out of prison.’



​‘And you,’ I reminded him.



​‘That’s why I’m not complaining.’ Walter sighed, and lowered his frame into a creaking chair. We were in the rear of a large van, converted to a mobile command unit. His was the only chair, placed before a bank of computer screens and other electronic equipment. I stood looking down at him.



​‘Back in the day none of you would’ve complained.’



​‘Back then we were different men.’



​‘No, son, you were always headstrong and willful, and didn’t always see the bigger picture.’



​‘That’s because we were never shown it.’



​It took me a moment to realise that Walter was laughing. He shook his head. ‘Despite what the politicians say we’re losing the battle against organised crime. Take these coyotes: we arrest one, another ten spring up in their place. Back when they were just some guys sneaking a few immigrants across the desert, it didn’t make much difference. But since the cartels took over, where many of these immigrants are either enrolled as drug mules, or sold into the sex trade or held for ransom, things have changed. We can’t stop them, Joe. All we can hope to do is slow them down.’



​‘What about this talk about a North American Alliance? When Mexico, the States and Canada become a common market like the EU, and they all open their borders, controlling something like this will be nigh-on impossible.’



​‘It’s almost impossible now,’ he admitted. ‘But we do what we have to do. Slow the gangs down.’



​‘So this wasn’t about avenging the lives of all those women in the truck?’



​He shrugged.



​‘That’s what it meant to us.’



​‘Good. You hold that thought. I have no such emotional crutch.’



​‘Why can’t I find any pity for you, Walt?’



​‘I’m not looking for pity, just a modicum of understanding. I was tasked with igniting a turf war between the two major coyote gangs working this area. The plan is to cause discord and confusion: while they’re fighting each other they’re too busy to transport the next shipment of narcotics and illegals into America.’



​‘If they’re too busy fighting each other, then maybe they’ll forget about another truck full of innocent people they’ve left to die of thirst.’



​‘Let’s hope that isn’t the case.’



​‘Like you care, Walt?’



​‘I care. But there’s something I care more about…’



​He fell into silence. This was a man who had ordered the deaths of hundreds - perhaps thousands - during his time with Arrowsake, and in the years since as a Sub-division Director of Black-Ops with the Agency. He wasn’t prone to showing regret, but it was etched on his face now. I waited for him to explain.


Walter was looking old. He’d always been a robust man, whose choice of dress reminded me of one of those TV evangelists. He favoured powder blue or cream suits, complete with waistcoat and pointy-toed boots. A ruff of grey hair over his ears was thinning even as the baldness of his pate spread. His pallor indicated a man who spent long days under artificial lighting, behind an unmarked door in the bowels of CIA HQ at Langley. But of late some of the muscle beneath his skin had become flaccid, and his jowls and eyebrows drooped, and the grey of his hair was yellowing in places. He gave up smoking his beloved cigars some time ago, but I was starting to think he’d left things a little late.

‘You OK, Walt?’

He ran a hand over his face as he surfaced from his reverie.

‘I’m OK, Joe. My concern is for someone else.’

Relief surged through me. For a second I’d feared he’d been about to admit to being terminally ill. I didn’t always see eye to eye with Walter, and had on occasion seriously considered cutting all ties with him, but I still loved the old bastard. He’d been more of a father to me than Bob Telfer, who’d married my mother after my real dad died.

‘I’m a secretive man, Joe,’ he said.

‘Tell me about it.’

‘There are things about me even you don’t know.’

‘If this is about you wearing women’s underwear, I’m not sure I want to hear.’

His smile was strained.

‘I’ve never been married, but I’m no monk. Did you ever suspect that I was a father?’

‘I’ve wondered.’

‘I have a daughter, Joe. She will be forty-six years old at her next birthday.’

‘Wow.’ I was at a loss for anything more erudite.

‘Sadly she knows nothing about me.’ He waved down my frown. ‘I agreed with her mother that my identity should remain a secret, to ensure our daughter’s protection. I’ve watched her from afar, assisted financially in her upbringing where and when I could. I’d have loved to have been closer, but I couldn’t come clean about her. My enemies would have used her against me.’

I nodded solemnly. When I was married to Diane I had similar fears for her, and for the children we once hoped for. As it was we divorced and Diane was no longer threatened by my occupation. I could see why Walter, still immersed in the shady world of counter terrorism, would guard such a secret so astutely.

‘Her name is Annie,’ he continued.

‘Something has happened to her?’ I ventured.

‘No, not to Annie, but to her daughter: my granddaughter, Kirstie.’

Tears welled in his eyes, and again I drew the wrong conclusion. ‘Her identity has been discovered by an enemy?’

‘No.’

‘Then what?’

‘Someone has snatched the child.’

‘Someone has kidnapped your granddaughter?’


He looked at me strangely. ‘I guess I didn’t make that last bit clear enough. No, not Kirstie, her child. My great grandson, Benjamin.’


‘Aren’t the FBI usually the right people for this kind of job?’ I was surprised I hadn’t heard anything about such a story. But then again I could have missed it: television wasn’t something I bothered with as a rule, preferring a quiet room and a paperback novel during downtime.

‘Ordinarily? Yes, the FBI would be involved if it were a straight kidnapping, but not here. Seeing as the kidnapper is the boy’s father, it’s seen more as a child custody issue. Kirstie has tried that route, but there are inherent problems, including that the boy has been taken out of the country. In the eyes of the law both parents have equal claim on the boy.’

‘Aren’t there rules about transporting minors across borders?’

‘There are, but the boy has dual citizenship. He was born in the US but he also has citizenship in his father’s country.’

‘Hang on,’ I said, staring south. ‘That’s the real reason you dragged us here isn’t it? The father is Mexican, right?’

‘You’re not as stupid as you look.’ His weak attempt at humour didn’t merit a response. He carried on, hardly missing a beat. ‘If this were simply a domestic dispute, then I’d have no reason to get involved, but...’

‘He’s into something, right?’

‘It’s awkward,’ he said. ‘The reason I needed to speak with you in private.’

‘Walt.’ I knew him too well to continue dancing in circles. He was so entrenched in the secretive world of espionage that he simply couldn’t help layering everything he said with large dollops of disinformation. ‘Just cut to the fucking chase, will you?’

‘I’m about to. It’s only…well, I’m not sure how you’re going to take the news.’

‘Try me.’

But still he wasn’t ready.

‘You know why I’m sharing this with you, son?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Because you can wrap me round your little finger.’

‘That’s not entirely true,’ he smirked. ‘It’s because I know I can trust you. I can’t take this problem to my colleagues in the Agency. Not all of my enemies are from foreign countries. I need someone whose loyalty is to me, not to furthering his career. If I show any interest in Benjamin’s disappearance then questions will be raised. His identity and relationship to me will not only place him and Kirstie in danger, it will also bring trouble to Annie’s door. I’ve worked too hard to keep them safe to allow their identities to be discovered now. I won’t be around to protect them forever, Joe. That’s why I need someone who’ll keep our relationship out of the picture.’

‘I get you, but that’s not what this is really about.’

‘No, it’s about the identity of the father,’ he confessed. ‘If it became public that he was the son of one of Mexico’s largest drug cartel bosses then it would effectively hog-tie my mission to destroy them. More than that, Kirstie’s involvement with a major criminal would throw real suspicion on my motives.’

It would certainly raise questions concerning corruption, causing a scandal of epic proportions for both Walter and the CIA. If he became embroiled in a witch-hunt then people would start digging into aspects of his life that should never see the light of day. No wonder he wanted to keep a lid on it. It might also bring those of us who’d been Walter’s assets under the magnifying glass too.

But I didn’t care about that.

What most concerned me was his real objective.

‘Tell me, Walt. What’s most important to you? Recovering the boy, or hurting the father?’

There was no hint of irony when he said, ‘Aren’t they both the same thing?’


Chapter 3

‘I can’t believe you’re allowing the devious bastard to yank our chains again, brother.’


​Rink wasn’t one to mince words, he could see where my impetuous nature was leading and would rein me in before I jumped into a problem with both size tens. However, on this occasion, I’d sworn I wouldn’t reveal Walter’s relationship to Kirstie to anyone, and that included my best friend. I was unhappy that Walter had sworn me to silence: normally we shared everything. Though maybe it didn’t really matter, because Rink was astute enough to figure things out, and Walter hadn’t forbidden me from confirming the truth.



​‘I’ve agreed to the job, Rink, and can’t back out now. I was hoping that you and Harve would help me out as usual.’



​‘You know we will, Hunter, but after what just happened…’



​‘Yeah,’ I agreed. ‘Executing that man in cold blood was a low thing to do, but this job is different.’


‘Really? Hasn’t Walter just demanded that Kirstie’s husband be hurt? You know what he means by that.’

‘All we have to do is extricate a kidnapped child. We won’t be forced into working with any of Walt’s Spook Squad again if that’s what you’re bothered about.’


​‘Somehow I doubt that,’ Rink huffed.



​‘In fact, Walter’s specific instructions are to have no interaction with the CIA.’



​‘Suits me, but what are the odds?’



​‘Let’s not worry about that; we’ve a kid to rescue, before the war we’ve just ignited here endangers his life.’



​‘I’m not happy, brother.’



​‘To be honest, neither am I. But we’re being well paid. You have to admit, the business could do with a cash infusion.’



​Rink owned a PI firm based in Tampa, Florida. Due to the current economic downturn, prospective clients preferred to hold onto their cash rather than learn the truth about a wandering spouse or whatever other personal problem they had. The firm had been struggling – no less for the couple of pro bono cases we’d worked in the past few months – and it was in desperate need of a financial boost. Things had grown so bad that Rink had been forced to reduce the hours of his two investigators, Jim McTeer and Raul Velasquez, to the bare minimum. Both Rink and I had private incomes from pensions and savings stashed away after we retired from Arrowsake, but they wouldn’t last forever. He’d been good enough to offer me employment when I arrived in the US, and had been out of pocket ever since: I didn’t want to watch his business go under. I also hoped to see McTeer and Velasquez earning a wage they deserved and not having to rely on part-time mall security work.



​‘The cash would be welcome, but not at the expense of our goddamn souls,’ he muttered.



​I’d always railed at the notion of becoming a contract killer, and that was more or less what Walter was asking of me. The only way I could reconcile the idea was to concentrate on the fact we’d be rescuing a little boy, and if anyone tried to stop us…



​‘I promise you, Rink, things are different this time. Walt isn’t using us…well, not in the way he has in the past.’



​‘He’s treating us like we’re his personal attack dogs, as usual.’



​‘I prefer to think of us as rescuers.’



​‘Let’s see about that,’ he grunted.



​That was as good a blessing as I was going to receive, but it was enough. I knew that Harvey Lucas – a more cautious man than even Rink – would join us too. He didn’t share our history with Walter, and knew only part of how our old boss had used us over the years. He’d be up for working with us again through loyalty.



​‘So,’ Rink said. ‘You gonna spill?’



​‘Walter’s going to brief us as soon as he’s done coordinating the clean up here,’ I said. I preferred any lies told to my friends not to come from my lips. One of Walter’s favourite phrases was “plausible denial”: maybe he would simply leave out some key details. That would rest easier with me.



​Harvey had been absent for the past five minutes or so, having gone off to clean some of the battle dust from his face. He was fastidious that way. But when he came back lugging a Netbook I realised he’d been using the time for more than vanity.



​‘The wonders of the Internet,’ he said, opening the Netbook and placing it on a ledge of rock. ‘Even out here in the wilderness you can keep up with the latest news.’



​He did some magic with the computer and brought up YouTube, specifically a segment of news lifted directly from CNN. ‘Just thought it might be good to see who it is we’re up against.’



​The news footage was a couple of years old and showed a middle-aged man pushing his way past reporters as he left a courthouse in Hermosillo, Mexico. Jorge Carrillo Molina had been acquitted on murder charges when the case against him collapsed amid allegations that police officers involved in his case were corrupt. He was dressed like a movie star, handsome and healthy, his full head of black hair slicked with oil, but he looked like a piece of shit to me. My opinion came from the sneer he cast over the murder victim’s family, and the way he mouthed a silent promise to them. A few seconds later Harvey brought up a second video file that showed the aftermath of a house fire, and the three charred bodies being carted away on gurneys. The victims were named as the father, mother and younger brother of the murdered man Molina had previously been investigated over.



​Jorge Carrillo Molina was Kirstie’s ex, and suddenly I’d no qualms about putting a couple of rounds in the slimy bastard’s face.



Chapter 4

I arranged to meet Kirstie Long at a hotel within sight of the Desert Diamond Casino, as well as of the airplanes landing and taking off at the nearby Tucson International Airport. I arrived early. It was an old habit from my military days, when it was always important to get the lie of the land prior to a meeting: you never knew when you’d have to abort in a hurry and it was best to have an escape route in mind. Not that I feared I’d be running from Kirstie, but she’d made some dangerous enemies since falling out with Jorge Molina. You could never be too careful when dealing with their likes.


Compared with the Mexican drug cartels, the coyote gangs were small fry. Since the collapse of the Colombian cartels, the Mexicans had stepped up their game, and now eclipsed their predecessors in power, influence and brutality. They had grown so systematised, each organisation running to almost military exactness, that they now troubled the Mexican government with fears of a coup d’état. As many as fourteen hundred police officers, soldiers, politicians, journalists and civilians had recently been murdered by the cartels, and they threatened many more with a similar fate. They had around one hundred thousand footsoldiers, and, unlike most criminal gangs, these men were highly trained and determined killers. An eighth of their number were ex soldiers or cops who’d deserted to the other side, taking with them military grade weaponry and tactics.


I killed time eating stuffed tacos and drinking coffee.

When Kirstie’s flight was due, I made my way to the airport and recce’d the arrivals lounge for anyone suspicious, but no one got my hackles up. I settled in and waited for Kirstie to disembark. Passengers began appearing, lugging bags, hurried and sweating despite the A/C. I’d seen a photograph of Walter’s granddaughter, but even so I barely recognised Kirstie when she appeared, carting a suitcase, carry-on bag and purse. I should have offered to help, done the gentlemanly thing, but I was busy checking out those waiting at the exit, ensuring no one was overly alert to her presence. The problem was, Kirstie was so pretty that she attracted more than one lingering glance, and even a barbed squint of jealousy from one woman. When I was done surveilling, I took a more than a lingering glance myself.

I’d pictured Kirstie as a feminine version of Walter, expecting her to be short, even a little dumpy, but she was tall and slim, her wavy auburn hair bouncing on her shoulders as she strode towards the exit. Her lips were pinched, but with determination rather than ill temper. High, chiselled cheekbones framed large eyes, and in them I recognised her grandfather’s grey colouring. But that was where the likeness ended, and I had to assume that she’d inherited her willowy build and good looks from her grandmother’s side of the family.


​Outside she headed directly for the line of taxicabs.



​I continued my observations and waited until her cab pulled away before jogging across to the parking lot where I’d left my rental. Knowing where she was heading, I fell in a couple of hundred yards behind her cab, checking the vehicles that followed onto the highway. Minutes later she directed her driver to stop in front of the hotel and I pulled in at the side of the road to watch. She tipped the driver, and was greeted by a bellhop who took charge of her suitcase. Once Kirstie was inside the hotel, and I was happy that she hadn’t picked up a tail, I parked my rental in the lot and went inside. Kirstie was standing by the check-in desk, leaning on the counter while she went through the routine with the receptionist. I drifted closer and caught a waft of expensive perfume pushed my way by a ceiling fan. It was tangy with a touch of citrus, and I liked it. I moved a couple of steps nearer. The receptionist glanced at me, and I offered a smile. She looked away, and I allowed them to continue the procedure. Killing time, I again checked no new arrivals were taking interest in Kirstie. There were none.



​When they were done, the receptionist handed Kirstie a key card and directed her through the lobby to a bank of elevators to her room on the second floor. I moved to intercept her, and a momentary flicker of anxiety skipped across her features. Made me wonder how aware Kirstie was of the dangerous situation she’d entered into.



​‘I’m Joe Hunter,’ I said to waylay any fear. ‘You were told to expect me?’



​She glanced at the reception desk, but the clerk was taking no notice of us. Kirstie gave a faint smile, then leaned a little closer, seeming to enjoy the cloak and dagger situation. ‘You were at the airport,’ she said. ‘Why didn’t you introduce yourself then?’



​I was surprised that she’d noticed me in the arrivals lounge, but chose not to let it show. ‘It wasn’t the right time or place.’



​‘You were watching for someone following me? You can relax; no one but you has raised my suspicions since arriving in Tucson.’



​Kirstie worked in public relations, and had more than one bestselling mystery author and a couple of mid-list sportsmen on her client list. It didn’t seem a career predisposed to spotting a covert tail, but thinking about it, I realised that she’d be forever on the lookout for crazy fans dogging her clients. It was probably in her job description to dissuade or redirect anyone intent on monopolizing her clients’ valuable time at public events. On the other hand she hadn’t spotted the craziest man of all when she’d allowed Molina to get close to her.



​‘It was good that you didn’t let on when you spotted me,’ I said, ‘because some of the people at Molina’s beck and call may not be what you expect.’



​‘I’m not in the habit of approaching dangerous looking individuals. Well…not always.’ Again she gave me the fleeting smile, this time one intended to tease. ‘Anyway, I probably know better than you do the type at Jorge’s beck and call.’ She pronounced the man’s name with a G – calling him George - and not with the Hispanic H as I’d been doing.



​I conceded the second point, and began to walk towards the bank of elevators. But I had to wonder why I struck her as looking dangerous. I suppose she would have expected certain skills from the man going into Mexico to retrieve her son. Kirstie strode to keep up with me, her heels clacking on the hardwood floor. She was still lugging her carry-on bag and purse, but she didn’t look the type who expected help, so I didn’t offer. In her line of work, she’d have to be the liberated type.



​‘Let’s go upstairs,’ I said as I punched the call button on the elevator panel.



​‘That’s a phrase that has come back to haunt me,’ she muttered.



​Letting it pass, I said, ‘You won’t be staying in your room, just in case any of Jorge’s people have managed to get by us.’



​‘You really think that Jorge is watching me?’



​‘You’re currently engaged in a lawsuit to win custody of your son…Hell, yeah. He’ll be watching your every move.’



​‘He’s indifferent to me, Joe. He’s too busy watching his rivals to pay me any mind.’



​‘It’s thinking like that could get us both killed.’



​The doors opened, and I waited, checking that there was nobody inside the lift. I’d positioned us to the left of the open doors, and if there were somebody inside they’d have to lean out to spot us. Luckily no face – or gun – poked out. I allowed Kirstie to enter first, then after a cursory inspection of the lobby behind us, I followed. As the doors closed I hit the “basement” button.



​‘I thought you said we were going upstairs.’



​‘I did.’



​Kirstie gave me a bemused look. In the close confines of the lift her perfume was stronger, but no less pleasant. But I caught a different tang, one of fear. For all her self-assuredness, Kirstie was uncomfortable in my presence. Or perhaps it was because I’d reminded her just how dangerous her ex beau was.



​‘So where are we going?’



​‘Out of here.’



​‘We’re leaving the hotel?’



​‘It doesn’t take someone with Jorge Molina’s connections to trace you here.’



​‘But I’ve had my luggage taken up to my room.’



​‘Yeah. That was a good idea. If anyone checks they’ll think you’re still booked in.’ Now it was my turn to offer a teasing smile.



​‘But my things…’



​‘We can get you new stuff. Anyway – I checked out her formal blouse and skirt – you’ll need something more casual than this stuff you’re wearing.’



​‘I have casual clothing in my suitcase.’



​‘It’ll have to stay there. Sorry, Kirstie, but we have to leave without anyone noticing.’



​The elevator doors swept open onto a corridor heavy with the aroma of chlorine, and though we were separated from the indoor swimming pool by a set of closed doors the air was cloying with humidity. From further along the corridor came the sound of runners pounding the treadmills in the health club. A muscular man stood in the hall just outside the lift, but he was expected. Kirstie eyed Rink’s looming figure.



​‘And you thought I looked dangerous,’ I smiled. ‘How are things looking, Rink?’



​‘Good to go,’ my friend replied. He was wearing an ear bud, which he tapped. ‘Coming out now, Harve. ETA twenty seconds.’



​Harvey must have given the all clear at his end, because Rink merely inclined his head for us to follow.



​Kirstie held back.



​‘Kirstie,’ I said. ‘If you want your son back, you’ve got to trust us, OK?’



​‘I want him back more than anything,’ she said, as if my words were an insult. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes. If it means trusting my life to strangers, then I’ll do that too.’



​Holding her stare for a moment I watched the heat of anger slide away. In its place was a new look. One of desperation. Meeting me for the first time, Kirstie had projected the professional image of a woman determined to rise above the trials she was up against, but under the bravado she was simply a mother terrified for her child’s welfare. The flinty look went out of her gaze as tears began to well. I squeezed her arm reassuringly. ‘So, come on. I’ll introduce you to the others later.’



​Rink led the way past the health club and into a corridor marked Fire Exit. Doors at the end were armed with a day alarm, but Rink had already jimmied it so that it wouldn’t sound. He pushed the door open a sliver, as he cocked his head to listen for instruction from Harvey. He gave us a nod, and pushed outside.



​Before Kirstie went through the exit I pulled out a baseball cap and jammed it on her hair. Then I shucked off my jacket and hung it around her shoulders. ‘Pull up the collar and keep your head down,’ I instructed as I placed one arm round her back and ushered her towards the van Harvey had reversed close by. Rink opened the doors and helped Kirstie step inside the cargo area, and between us she was hustled out of sight within seconds. Bench seats ran down both sides of the interior and I guided her to the one on the right. I moved to sit opposite as Rink closed the doors and went to join Harvey in the front. Before we’d settled in, Harvey hit the gas and drove us away from the hotel.



​‘That was a bit extreme,’ Kirstie said from beneath the peak of the cap.



​‘But necessary,’ I concluded. ‘You can look up now if you wish.’



​Kirstie did so, and she was peering at me in a different way than before. Perhaps the ease with which we’d just snatched her gave her hope that we’d be able to do the same for her boy. I didn’t think things would be as easy as that.



Chapter 5

The mid-afternoon sun was casting razor blades of light off the windows of the hotel as we approached. Unlike the one near the airport, this was a family-owned place, off the beaten track and less likely to be on the radar of anyone seeking Kirstie’s current whereabouts. The hotel was a small, original dwelling in the adobe style, but lodge accommodation had been erected on the undulating desert grounds behind it. The hotel looked dusty and sun-parched but an effort had been made at sprucing up the grounds, with roads lined by stone-edging painted white, and neat beds of sturdy desert flowers and shrubs. It was situated approximately ten miles to the southwest of Tucson, but still remote enough that you could imagine you were in the middle of nowhere.


​Under bogus details Harvey had arranged accommodation in one of the two-bedroom lodges, and had paid upfront for a couple of nights should we need them. He had collected the keys earlier, so there was no need to check in at the main house. Harvey drove the van past the adobe house and to the rearmost lodge. Rink opened the back doors and that was when the searing glint of sun hit me. I scrambled out of the van and put my back to the house, shielding my eyes as Kirstie tentatively followed.



​‘Where are we?’



​‘Somewhere we can relax and go over plans for getting your boy back,’ I said.



​‘Will Conrad be joining us?’



​I was caught out by her reference to Walter. I hadn’t checked if Kirstie actually knew that he was her grandfather: from the formal use of his surname, I guessed not.



​‘No. He won’t be coming.’



​‘Oh? I had the impression that he was going to oversee everything.’



​I patted my shirt pocket, indicating my cellphone. ‘I’ll be in touch with him if need be. Don’t worry-’ I inclined my chin towards where my friends were approaching the lodge ‘-we can handle this without him.’



​‘Conrad’s a bit strange, isn’t he?’ Kirstie said as she hitched up her bags.



​‘Very strange.’



​‘You said I should trust you, Joe, but I know nothing about you. I don’t know much about Conrad either. And yet here I am.’ She paused to squint at the sand-blown landscape. Then towards the lodge where Harvey was busy unlocking the door. ‘What have I gotten myself into?’



​I could have asked myself the same question. It wasn’t the first time that we had accepted the job of liberating a child from a dangerous situation. On the last occasion circumstances were not all that we had been led to believe, we’d ended up in a cat-and-mouse pursuit with a particularly dangerous individual. The same would likely happen again. Jorge Molina would not allow us just to run off with his boy, and with the resources at his disposal, our trip back from Mexico would not be a comfortable one. Walter had intimated that it would be best for all involved if Molina did not survive our invasion of his home. Perhaps he was right, but the notion of becoming a hired killer never did rest easy with me. Terminations on behalf of Queen and Country were a different matter and I loathed the idea that we were being pressed into becoming assassins again as much as Rink did. The more I thought about it, the more I wondered what was most important to Walter: that his great grandson was liberated or that Molina was put in his grave. The latter wasn’t something I was prepared to raise with Kirstie.



​‘Let’s get inside out of the heat,’ I said, while throwing shut the van doors. ‘I’ll make the introductions with Rink and Harvey and then we’ll get down to business, eh?’



​‘The sooner the better. I want Benjamin back where he belongs.’



​This time I didn’t ask, just took her tote bag from her. She paused, then fell into step without comment. Her heels weren’t exactly suitable for the terrain, and I hoped she’d had the presence of mind to put a pair of sneakers in her bag.



​Cool air washed over us as we entered the lodge. Housekeeping had been by and turned on the A/C. A large fan whirred noisily in the centre of the room, the breeze it kicked up tugging at the drapes over the windows. The way people do when entering an unfamiliar space, Rink and Harvey were busy checking out the other rooms and closet spaces.



​‘Got a coffee maker back here,’ Harvey announced from the kitchen. Music to my ears.



​Harvey came back into the living area and stuck out a hand. As ever his fingernails were well manicured, mother of pearl nails glinting in the spill of light from outside.



​‘You must be wondering what kind of company you’ve fallen into, Kirstie? Well, let me be the first to reassure you…as ugly as Hunter and Rink are, they’re not bad guys.’ He grinned, showing teeth. ‘I’m Harvey Lucas, the brains of the outfit.’



​Kirstie accepted his hand but released it quickly with an equally brief glance at me.



​‘Intelligence ain’t all it’s cracked up to be,’ Rink said, coming forward. ‘Not when there’s not an ounce of common sense to direct it.’



​‘Rink,’ Harvey chided. ‘Don’t confuse common sense with being plain common. We can all see the corn husk sticking out your ear.’



​‘Yep. I’m a country boy and proud.’ Rink offered his hand. ‘I’m Jared Rington, but you can call me Rink, OK?’



​Kirstie shook the proffered hand, her slim fingers lost in Rink’s huge mitt.



​‘Now we all know each other, let’s get down to figuring out our next move.’ I moved across the room to place Kirstie’s bag next to a rustic-looking settee. Most of the furniture in the room looked handmade, albeit by a decent craftsman. The settee was basically a wooden frame, upholstered with thick throw cushions, but it was inviting and no doubt comfortable, and more desirable than the wooden benches we’d sat on during the journey here. I offered Kirstie a place on it.



​She looked expectantly at the three of us. We were standing over her, and I felt the closeness of my buddies encroaching on the space, so I nodded each of them to sit. I chose a seat across a coffee table from Kirstie. Harvey sat next to her, a cushion’s distance between them, while Rink propped himself against a cabinet, folding his arms over his chest. Though Kirstie hadn’t looked intimidated, she visibly relaxed. Without being prompted she reached for her carry-on bag and pulled from it a stack of papers in a clear Ziploc envelope.



​‘I wasn’t sure if you’d need these, but brought them any way. They’re the steps I’ve already taken to get my boy back.’



​‘Rather than go through documents, I think it’d help if you just told us in layman’s terms,’ I said.



​Kirstie nodded.



​‘The problem is that neither Jorge nor I have sole custody of Benjamin, so the usual routes of getting him home have been mired in red tape and bureaucracy. Normally when a child is kidnapped, he must be registered as missing with law enforcement on the National Crime Information Centre system. Where there’s a felony charge against the abductor, law enforcement agencies are usually happy to help, often issuing a warrant of arrest for the abductor. When a kidnapped child is taken across state lines or even to another country the FBI will get involved and they too will issue an arrest warrant, even an international one if need be. They will usually arrest the abductors and extradite them back to the US, and bring home the child as a matter of course. However, it’s different between Jorge and me, because Jorge has the same parental rights to custody as I have, so I was unable to secure a warrant.’ Kirstie fished inside the envelope and pulled out a glossy snapshot of her son. He was a cherubic toddler with tussled black locks. His light grey eyes, inherited from his mother, were in contrast to his tanned complexion and dark hair. His paternity wasn’t in doubt.



​‘How old’s the boy now?’



​‘This is an old photo, the last I took before Jorge kidnapped him.’ Kirstie’s voice hitched at the final syllable. She struggled to get a grip on her emotions. ‘He had just turned three then, but now he’s almost five years old. I haven’t seen him for over eighteen months…Christ! It feels like a lifetime.’



​‘It’s taken eighteen months trying the legal route?’ I shook my head at how a child’s welfare could be so mired down in bureaucracy. ‘Shame we weren’t brought in sooner.’


‘I’ve tried other avenues. There are associations, charitable foundations that will help in cases such as mine.’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard a bit about them,’ Rink cut in. ‘Seen something on TV about some guys who went to South Korea and grabbed a kid for his mom.’

‘They can be helpful, but obviously being in the public eye the better known associations must work very closely with local law enforcement agencies. One group did offer to help, but on hearing that Benjamin had been taken to Mexico they told me that corruption is so rife in the police force that they counselled against seeking assistance from the Mexican authorities. They warned me that the police would tip off Jorge, or worse, throw us in prison as kidnappers. They offered me legal assistance, support and advice, but they were fearful of repercussions if they acted against Jorge. They learned early on that he is allegedly a highly ranked cartel boss.’

‘Allegedly?’

Kirstie shrugged. ‘It’s no secret that the Mexican cartels don’t take infringements against them lightly. Hell, these are the same people who hung a young boy and girl from an underpass during rush hour, slitting them open from throat to groin and allowing their guts to hang out for all to see. Why? Because the two kids had badmouthed them on their blogs, for God’s sake!’

‘So this foundation was afraid to assist you is what you’re saying, for fear something similar would happen to them?’

‘They didn’t say as much, but, yes, that’s what I believe. They were frightened.’

I didn’t have to look at Rink or Harvey to guess what they were thinking. To understand the violence the Mexican cartels inflicted on innocent people would salve their consciences, and make them more enthusiastic for the job.

‘The charity encouraged me to file for emergency custody, and receive certification from the Secretary of State, to put the onus on the Mexican government to help, but that was a non-starter.’ Kirstie laughed without humour. ‘The Mexican government are running scared of the cartels half the time, or in their back pockets. I didn’t waste my time, I sought help elsewhere.’

‘From Conrad?’

‘Not directly. I went to my grandmother. She dotes on Benjamin and misses him as much as I do. She offered to find someone who was willing to help outside of the usual channels. I didn’t hold out much hope, it’s been a long, long time since she was with the CIA.’

I made a grunt of surprise, but when I thought about it, it was pretty obvious that Walter’s lover was from the Agency. He had known no other life since he was in his early twenties.

‘So your grandma put you in touch with old Walter, eh?’ Rink said.
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