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      The beach was white sand, stretched in a crescent around the bay. Dark waves lapped against the shore as feral dogs foraged along the water’s edge, searching for scraps left by backpackers. On the furthest spur of sand two wild horses ran back and forth in some ritual Victor couldn’t hope to comprehend.

      The seller he was meeting called himself Jairo. He was old and tanned, short and hairy. He had a beard that rose to his cheekbones, pure white and bushy. His shirt was opened to his sternum, revealing a thatch of colourless chest hair. Gold neck chains gleamed from among the curls. His eyebrows were still black, and almost met in the middle. He smelled of rum, else local aguardiente – Victor hadn’t spent enough time in Guatemala to be able to differentiate between them by scent alone.

      The last of the sun was disappearing over the horizon, but the heat of the day remained. Victor’s clothes were lightweight and loose, pushed taut against him by the breeze. It came from the east, from out across the Caribbean Sea, somehow cool and warm at the same time.

      Jairo was from across the border in Honduras, and he dressed like a bum. His shirt was dotted with grease stains from a couple of days’ worth of messy eating. Threadbare denim shorts hung to his knees. The legs that protruded from the shorts were thin and weak. He wore rubber sandals that revealed the skin of his heels was cracked and split. He had tattoos on his forearms. They were too old and faded, and his skin too tan, for Victor to make out what they portrayed.

      He was no international arms trafficker. He was no Vladimir Kasakov. He was no Georg, even. He was just a small-time gun runner. He was just a man in possession of an expensive rifle. How he came across the weapon, Georg hadn’t passed on to Victor, and Jairo hadn’t offered its history. He hadn’t even wanted to show it to Victor without seeing the money.

      ‘I check the weapon is in good condition,’ Victor had said. ‘Then you get to see the cash.’

      Jairo shook his head. ‘That’s not how this works.’

      They spoke in English, because Victor didn’t want Jairo to know he spoke Spanish as well as he did. Better, even.

      ‘It works how I say it works.’

      Jairo was silent. He glanced at the wild horses.

      ‘Don’t forget that you want to sell the gun more than I want to buy it. I can walk away at any point and keep my money. You’ll still have a rifle you don’t want.’

      Jairo thought for a while. He didn’t blink a lot, but he rubbed one palm with the other thumb.

      He shrugged. ‘Okay, you can check it. Make sure it’s legit.’

      He was nervous while Victor did. He couldn’t stop moving. He couldn’t stop fidgeting. If he wasn’t shuffling his weight, he was rubbing his palms together. If he wasn’t rolling his shoulders, he was scratching the back of his neck. Victor took in all the tell-tale signs and acted as if he didn’t see them, as if he didn’t understand. He wanted to buy time. He wanted to assess the situation.

      The Accuracy International AX50 was a big piece of engineering. It came in a case made from toughened military-grade polymer large enough to hide a person inside – dismembered, but doable. Victor had squeezed bodies into less. Inside the case, thick foam rubber encased the component parts, isolated and identifiable to Victor’s gaze. He checked each part in turn, acknowledging that every one was as it should be, as expected. Accessories came in a separate compartment, and were, like the weapon itself, all good. Too good.

      He kept his thoughts to himself for the moment, still assessing. Jairo was growing even edgier, because in the dim light he couldn’t see Victor’s eyes in the shadow of the khaki cap and he couldn’t read the expression beneath.

      ‘What do you think?’ Jairo asked when he couldn’t stand the silence any longer. ‘You like it?’

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Victor said.

      Jairo was picking something from his teeth. ‘You gonna buy?’

      Victor kept his gaze on the rifle. ‘How much do you want for it?’

      ‘A hundred thousand is the price agreed by the middleman. You have the cash? You buy?’

      The rifle retailed for a fraction of that, even with all the accessories, but there was a heavy premium on black-market weapons. Jairo was adding a considerable premium to that premium, but for such a weapon it was a seller’s market. If Victor wasn’t prepared to overpay he was never going to be able to acquire what he needed. Whatever he had said, he wanted the gun more than Jairo wanted to sell it.

      He rubbed the gun oil from his fingers. ‘Where did you get the weapon?’

      Jairo shrugged and adjusted his footing. ‘What does it matter? I’m not gonna ask you where you got your money from. You brought it, yes? In your truck?’

      Victor nodded.

      He had his pickup parked where the sand dunes became prickled with long grass. Jairo’s own vehicle – another pickup – was parked on the beach itself, out in the open as agreed. Victor had arrived early, but Jairo had been earlier. He had been drinking. There was a sheen to his skin and a glaze to his eyes.

      ‘Let me see it.’

      Victor shut the case and thumbed the catches. He dragged it from the load bed of Jairo’s pickup. Even for Victor’s strength, it was heavy. The rifle alone weighed almost twenty kilos. He carried it in his left hand. He led Jairo to his truck. Led, because Jairo didn’t move fast. He followed at a slow pace. In part because his stride was short like his height; in part because he had poor footwear for traversing sand; in part because of all the nerves.

      ‘A hundred grand is a lot of money,’ Victor said as they walked, ‘even for a weapon like this. Black-market rates are black-market rates, I get that, but this rifle is brand new. There’s still packing grease on the components. Someone tried to wipe it away, but you can’t do that. You have to use it. You have to get it dirty first. You have to put it together and fire rounds and strip it apart again and scrub and clean and oil it. Then you get rid of the packing grease. Good try all the same.’

      Jairo acted confused. ‘What does it matter if it’s brand new? You’re getting a good deal.’

      ‘That’s my point. The price is too good, black-market rates and all, for a brand-new weapon. This has never been used. It’s mint in the box. So, where did you get it?’

      Jairo shrugged. ‘I don’t own the gun,’ he explained. ‘I’m only the seller.’

      The light was fading fast and the blue pickup Victor had bought for cash looked almost black. He set the heavy case down in the load bed and dragged forth a sports bag. He shoved it into Jairo’s waiting grip and ripped open a packet of beef jerky from a container of supplies.

      ‘Want some?’ He offered the packet to Jairo.

      Jairo glanced up. ‘Looks disgusting.’

      Victor shrugged as he chewed. More for him.

      Jairo wasn’t hungry. He was wasting no time, unzipping the sports bag and peering inside, smiling when he saw the bundles of American dollars.

      ‘You know,’ Victor said after swallowing, ‘at first I wondered if you were part of a sting operation. A non-proliferation thing. That’s always the biggest risk when buying this kind of hardware. I figured there could be binoculars and cameras on me, officials and cops waiting out of sight behind the dunes, ready to rush in when I showed the money. Until then, I’d committed no crime. So, I was weighing up my odds, wondering if they had a clear shot of my features, wondering what repercussions I would face further down the line. Just because I had committed no crime didn’t mean there wouldn’t be fallout. A man like me can’t afford to be on someone’s radar.’

      Jairo was half listening, because he had noticed something about the bag. He reached inside.

      ‘All those nerves you had,’ Victor continued. ‘I figured they had you over a barrel, and you’d get them off if you gave up your buyer. Me. But then I found the packing grease. No way an official sting operation would use brand-new weaponry like that. No way they could get hold of it, even to lure out an utterly deplorable person such as myself. They would use what they had, what they had confiscated. So, this has to be something else. I overthought it. The simplest explanation is usually the right one.’

      Jairo pushed his hand deep into the bag, drawing out one of the thick bundles of cash. They appeared to be straps of hundred-dollar bills, a hundred bills per strap, secured with a rubber band. Jairo peeled back the first bill to see that the rest were nothing more than rectangular pieces of blank paper.

      ‘No, no, no,’ Jairo muttered.

      ‘You didn’t think I would bring a hundred grand in cash to make a deal in the middle of nowhere, did you? That’s how you get yourself killed.’

      ‘You’ve made a huge mistake.’

      Victor said, ‘When I’ve already made so many, why stop now?’

      ‘You don’t know who you’re dealing with.’

      Victor’s tone was wistful. ‘If only the reverse were true, Jairo, we could save ourselves an awful lot of inevitable unpleasantness.’
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      The sun was little more than a red line on the horizon. The horses had gone with the approaching darkness, but the feral dogs still scoured the beach. They had no fear of the night and were hungry and determined. The waves had lost their remaining luminescence, blackening as the day became night.

      ‘Where’s the rest of the money?’ Jairo asked, speaking with fast, desperate words. ‘In your truck? Nearby? It had better be, for both our sakes.’

      Victor shrugged like Jairo had done several times.

      ‘It’s not here at all?’ Jairo gasped. ‘That wasn’t the deal. I bring gun. You bring cash. You don’t know what you’ve done.’

      ‘But that’s not all you brought, is it?’

      Jairo was silent.

      ‘The simplest explanation is usually the right one,’ Victor repeated. ‘This is a shakedown. This is a robbery.’

      ‘It’s not me,’ he said.

      ‘Excuse my sarcasm when I say, no kidding? No offence, Jairo, but I wouldn’t have bothered with the charade if I thought you were behind it. I would have simply killed you and carried on with my day, a rifle in my truck and a spare hundred K to spend at the blackjack table.’

      Jairo stared.

      ‘I jest – half-jest – but the funny thing is that now you know I know you’re not showing the same nerves as before. Why’s that? Who wants the money?’

      It was never unexpected that those Victor dealt with would seek a better deal. It was never a surprise to be betrayed. He kept only a few acquaintances, and of those, he only used them from time to time. He had to deal with new people to do his job and to stay alive. He had to find a constant stream of suppliers. Suppliers who operated in the same underground world as his were untrustworthy by default. Some were even less trustworthy than Victor.

      ‘Marxists,’ Jairo explained, shaking his head in some private conflict. ‘Crazies. They call themselves the Army of the Poor.’

      ‘The guerrilla group from Honduras? They disbanded decades ago.’

      ‘Doesn’t mean that there aren’t those out there that wish they hadn’t, that would like to start a new war, a new revolution. Like I said: they’re crazy.’

      That was how they had the rifle then, Victor realised. Part of a larger arms cache; maybe stolen, maybe hijacked, maybe donated; lying unused and waiting somewhere in the jungle, waiting to be put to use; waiting to be activated when they had enough numbers, enough resources to reveal themselves and pursue fruitless goals.

      ‘They’re raising funds,’ Victor said. ‘For the cause.’

      Jairo nodded. He thumbed one of the bundles of blank paper, as if he had been wrong, as if dollar bills would magically appear and fix the mess he had found himself trapped within.

      ‘This isn’t the first time you’ve done this,’ Victor said. ‘Even with your nerves, you did everything else right, so you’ve had practice. How many times has this set-up worked?’

      Jairo hesitated. ‘You’re the fifth person they’ll have robbed.’

      ‘Then you shouldn’t have been nervous with me. You should be an old hat by now. My fifth job was a walk in the park. Figuratively and literally. Gorky Park, if you’re interested.’

      ‘I don’t want to be part of this,’ Jairo said. ‘I hate them. But I have no choice.’

      ‘There’s always a choice,’ Victor said, then understood. ‘Ah… you weren’t scared the shakedown would go wrong, that I would see it coming. You’re scared of what happens when it goes right. You don’t have the stomach for it. That’s why you were drinking, isn’t it?’

      Jairo was silent. He couldn’t look Victor in the eye.

      One of the feral dogs was barking at gulls trying to steal the morsels of food it had found for itself. The gulls swooped down in daring raids as the dog chased them away.

      ‘They’re not going to simply rob me, are they, Jairo? They’re going to kill me. That’s why it’s worked four times before: no one left to report the crime.’

      ‘I —’

      ‘Don’t bother. I don’t want to hear it. I want to hear how they’re going to do it. I didn’t see any signs that anyone is nearby, so they’re keeping their distance.’ He glanced around. ‘Let me guess: I give you the cash, I take the rifle. I think it’s all fine, then I drive into an ambush when I try to leave the beach, when my guard’s down. Sound about right?’

      Jairo could only nod.

      ‘I like it,’ Victor said. ‘Whoever thought it up knows their stuff. Can’t do much with my hands on the wheel. That’s why I don’t like driving. You’re getting nervous again, Jairo. Calm down, I’m not going to kill you.’

      Jairo was confused.

      ‘On one condition,’ Victor explained. ‘After I’ve killed your friends, I want your assistance cleaning up the mess. I don’t just mean the physical mess, but the fallout. I have a job to complete, and I can do without the added attention. It’s proving to be difficult enough as it is.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘You don’t need to understand at this moment. All you need to know is that this is a genuine deal. I don’t really have rules, Jairo. There’s not much I haven’t done. There’s even less I won’t do. If there’s a worse person out there I haven’t met them, and I’ve met plenty, but if someone plays straight with me then I’ll probably play straight with them in return. I’d like to call it a do-no-harm kind of philosophy, but in the business I’m in that would be beyond ironic. So let’s say that if I agree to a deal then I’ll honour it, and while I don’t necessarily expect the other party to do the same, there’ll be the severest of repercussions if they don’t. What I’m trying to tell you is that if someone leaves me alone, I’ll leave them alone. You could say I try to keep my word, but I’m also a very bad person. If I weren’t presenting you with a genuine offer, if I were trying to trick you, I would say something like “I’m not going to kill you now” or “I’ll help you get out of this” which would allow me to keep my word and still kill you later. Juvenile, perhaps, but who wants to grow up if they don’t have to? But that’s not what I said. I’m offering you the unprecedented chance to continue your miserable existence. All you have to do is back the winning team. So, are you going to switch sides?’

      Jairo was even more confused. ‘They have guns.’

      ‘A shocking revelation,’ Victor said. ‘I can see that you are unconvinced. That’s understandable, as you don’t know me, so I’ll allow you to think about it. You can give me your answer in a few minutes’ time.’

      ‘You’re as crazy as they are.’

      Victor nodded. ‘More so, I assure you. But that’s enough talking. Let’s maintain the charade, shall we?’ He secured the case in the load bed and then offered Jairo his hand. ‘Pleasure doing business with you.’

      Jairo stared at his outstretched hand.

      ‘At least try to play along, Jairo. There’s a good chap.’

      A tanned hand took Victor’s, and they shook. Jairo’s grip was limp. He was shaking his head before Victor had finished. ‘No, they already know.’

      He looked at Jairo. He looked at the open shirt and the loose shorts, the tattoos and the chest hair, the sandals and the hairy legs. Nowhere to hide a conventional recording device.

      ‘You were supposed to give them a signal when you looked in the bag,’ Victor said. ‘But you didn’t. They know I haven’t brought the money. They’re here.’

      Jairo didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to say anything. A loud rustle came from the dunes, from beyond the long grasses, announcing the approach of several figures with guns.
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      They looked as Victor would have expected. They dressed in military fatigues as if they were a legitimate army, but the clothes didn’t fit right; they didn’t quite match – olive green with woodland green, US Army-issue jackets with Colombian khakis – and attempted to be a uniform, but failed on the details. They had jungle boots and marching boots and hats of various types – caps, berets and smocks. There were six in total, all armed with cheap assault rifles: Galils and FALs, all as old as Victor. They were clean, though, which was the most important detail. Whatever the failed attempt at a uniform, whatever the age of the weapons, these guys had at least some proficiency. Amateurs, but not incompetents.

      Their arrival startled the feral dogs, who scattered, leaving whatever they had found to the gulls. Victory through perseverance.

      The leader of the six was obvious. She walked – strode – ahead of the others, her face pinched by undisguised anger. The woman looked young, but so did her men. None of them were older than twenty-five. One of the men was still a teenager. They were a group of idealists that had become extremists, which in Victor’s experience was more of a short walk than a long journey. He had been paid to kill enough of the latter to know the steps.

      She had a confident gait and held a rigid posture. Camouflage paint dirtied her face. Her hair was short and straight. Binoculars hung by a leather strap from her neck. Unlike her men, she carried no rifle, but had a sidearm holstered on her left thigh. She drew the pistol as she neared and aimed it at Victor with her left hand, but the safety stayed on. He was in no immediate danger because killing him meant they wouldn’t get the money.

      The commander stopped when she was close, but not too close. Victor raised his palms.

      ‘Don’t shoot,’ he said without inflection.

      ‘Where’s your weapon?’ she demanded.

      Slow and obvious, Victor lifted one flap of his shirt to reveal a Glock tucked into his waistband. He had bought it in the back streets of Guatemala City, where small arms could be purchased cheap and were readily available.

      ‘Lose it,’ she said.

      Victor did. A good pistol, but no use in a six-on-one gunfight. He threw it towards the dunes, high in the air, so it didn’t go far. His gaze was on the woman, so he didn’t see the Glock land, but he was listening hard for it to do so. Twelve or thirteen metres, he noted, should he need to sprint for it. He wasn’t sure how this was going to go just yet, so he wanted to keep his options open.

      ‘Where is it?’ she demanded.

      He played ignorant – ‘Where’s what?’ – but not dumb, because his answer only angered her further. He wanted her angry.

      ‘The money,’ she spat. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘Far away from here. Safe. Secure. Hidden.’

      She edged forward. ‘Where?’

      ‘I’ll take you to it, if you like.’

      ‘Tell me or I’ll put a bullet through your skull.’

      Victor shrugged. ‘Then you won’t get the hundred thousand.’ He glanced at the bag Jairo was still holding. ‘Well, the other ninety-nine thousand, to be exact. I’m guessing a grand isn’t a good consolation prize.’

      One hundred thousand dollars wasn’t a lot of money to Victor, but to some aspiring terrorists living in tents in the jungle, it would go a long way to keep them sustained. Someone had recently told him that revolutions were expensive. When the average citizen in this part of the world earned less than ten thousand dollars per annum, it wasn’t hard to see how such a group would kill for the kind of cash Victor had brought to them. Or hadn’t brought.

      The woman said, ‘I don’t have to shoot you in the head. I can shoot your dick off if I want to.’ She stepped closer. ‘You’ll be begging to tell me then. You should know that I’m a great shot.’

      Victor remained silent. He didn’t have to say anything. They both knew it was a bluff. The old weapons and the mismatched clothes answered for him. They were desperate for funds. She wouldn’t risk hurting him too much. If he died of shock or blood loss then they would miss out on much-needed cash. This was a new situation for her – the shakedown-cum-ambush had worked every time until now – and she wasn’t sure of the best way to handle this particular scenario. Victor had been in similar situations. He knew what to do. She was making it up as she went along.

      ‘Okay,’ she said, having worked out her next move. ‘You take us to the money.’

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘No?’

      She was shocked. His refusal wasn’t part of her next move.

      Victor said, ‘If you want the cash, you do it my way. I’ll take you to it. But only you. Your guys wait here. They can build a fire from driftwood. Sing songs about workers controlling the means of production until we get back.’

      She smiled with contempt, stepping closer, and answered with a predictable, ‘No.’

      Which let him ask, ‘You’re not scared of me, are you?’

      She hesitated, because there was no correct answer. If she agreed, she would lose face in front of her men. If she denied, there was no reason not to go with him.

      She smiled at Victor, as if this was a misunderstanding that had spiralled out of control, and lowered the pistol. ‘We can fix this, can’t we? You want the rifle. We want the money.’

      He nodded. ‘It was supposed to be that simple. It could’ve been that simple. Play straight with me and I play straight with you.’

      Jairo, standing at the edge of Victor’s peripheral vision, tensed.

      The woman holstered the gun, fast and easy. ‘It still can be. See? We’ll all go to fetch the money. I’ll go with you. My men follow in another truck. Okay?’

      ‘Sure,’ Victor said with a smile of his own, as though she had convinced him it was only a misunderstanding, that her intentions were to make the original deal work.

      Pleased to have the situation under control, she turned to face her men, to tell them what to do next. She had a new plan.

      The only problem with it was that she now stood too close to Victor, who took a fast step forward – up behind her – closing the distance enough to snatch the gun from her unfastened holster in his left hand while he grabbed her hair with his right.

      In an instant, the muzzle was against her cheek.

      ‘Change of plan,’ he said.
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      The five guerrillas with rifles went into a panic – muzzles coming up, shouts, threats. Victor ignored them because he had their commander as a human shield. She was a lot smaller than him, but that didn’t matter. None of the five were calm enough to risk a headshot, especially in the semi-darkness, especially because Victor didn’t keep himself, or his hostage, still.

      He had her hair bunched tight in one fist, pulling back to keep her head from being in line with her hips, robbing her of her strength, her stability. He kept the muzzle pushed into her cheek despite the tactical naivety of doing so – the closer the gun, the more opportunities she had of going for it – but it was for show, to make a statement, both to her and her men.

      She said, ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

      ‘I haven’t before,’ Victor said. ‘I’m not going to start now.’

      Her body was a mass of tension, but she didn’t struggle. She didn’t fight. She knew she was at his mercy.

      ‘We can work this out.’

      ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to do all this time. It never had to reach this stage. I only wanted to buy a rifle.’

      She said, ‘Take the rifle. It’s yours. Take it and go. Keep the money.’

      ‘Your sudden generosity is rather touching.’

      ‘You don’t have to kill me.’

      He wasn’t planning on killing her. At least, not yet. Not when there were five automatic weapons waiting to shred him to pieces the second he executed his hostage. Which was why such hostage situations never worked. It was nothing more than a bluff. If the hostage taker were suicidal they wouldn’t have taken a hostage in the first place. The hostage taker needed the hostage alive, because it was the only thing keeping them alive in turn. The problem was that most hostage takers didn’t realise this until it was too late, until they had already trapped themselves.

      The five guys with the rifles didn’t understand this dynamic and neither did their commander. If any of them had, escape would have been impossible for Victor. He’d been on their side of proceedings once before, but he hadn’t needed the experience to know how these things played out. It was little more than common sense.

      In time, however, the guerrillas might work out that he was as much a hostage as the commander, so it was important not to hang around and give them the chance.

      Victor said, ‘Tell your guys to drop their weapons.’

      ‘Then you’ll let me go?’

      ‘I’m not leaving here until your men have dropped their guns. If they don’t, you’re leaving with me.’

      Once they were disarmed, he would have time. He could place his shots. Her pistol was, like the rifles, an old gun. A Colt 1911. Solid, reliable, but it only held seven rounds in the magazine. Which gave Victor two spares if he failed to land all headshots on the guys with rifles.

      ‘Drop your weapons,’ she called to her men.

      They hesitated, which was the natural reaction. He could see them struggling between the need to obey and protect their leader, and the fear of leaving themselves unarmed. She repeated herself, louder and more forceful. It was enough for the five men to start lowering their guns.

      Victor readied himself. He would be shooting with his left hand, which was not his preference, but he was almost ambidextrous. Five targets. Seven rounds. Not easy, not without risk, but doable.

      Except for the one element he had neglected to account for:

      Jairo said, ‘Let her go or I’ll shoot you dead.’

      A quick glance over Victor’s shoulder told him it was a genuine threat. Jairo had pulled a weapon of his own. An automatic; Victor could identify the model in the dim light. He knew Jairo had been armed, but hadn’t expected him to draw it. He wasn’t the sort. Dutch courage, maybe.

      Nothing about Jairo suggested to Victor that he was any kind of marksman, but the man was only a few metres away. Victor’s back was a wide enough target that at this range even a poor shooter could hit.

      A one-eighty spin would put the woman between Victor and Jairo’s pistol, but would only expose Victor’s back to the five guerrillas. He twisted ninety degrees instead, enough to keep both sets of enemies in his vision with a half-turn of his head. It was hard to move fast on the sand without losing his footing.

      ‘Stay out of this,’ Victor said.

      ‘What are you going to do now?’ the hostage asked him.

      ‘I mean it,’ Jairo insisted. ‘Let her go.’

      Victor could see the five guerrillas were edging forward. The change in situation had given them a new play to make. They weren’t going to shoot Victor if he turned around long enough – too much chance of a through-and-through hitting their commander if they grabbed their guns in time – but they were going to rush Victor instead. He wouldn’t be able to drop them all if they did, even if he didn’t have to worry about Jairo shooting him in the spine.

      ‘You’re going to die,’ the hostage hissed at him.

      ‘I’m starting to get that impression.’

      He had tried reason. He had tried being reasonable, and it hadn’t worked. Now, it was time to bring emotion into proceedings.

      Victor released the commander’s hair and wrapped his arm around her ribcage. Once he had a tight hold, he took the muzzle from the woman’s face, pushed it against the back of her left thigh, and squeezed the trigger.

      The dense muscle of the hamstrings and quadriceps, combined with the thick layer of subcutaneous fat, suppressed the gunshot, muting it to a wet popping sound. The .45 calibre round exploded her femur and burst through the front of her leg, spraying blood and flesh in its wake.

      Victor was strong enough to keep her upright with just one arm, but she was becoming heavier by the instant. He had severed her femoral artery because he wanted the sight of so much blood pumping out of her leg to focus her men’s attention, but it also made her unable to support her own weight. Without his assistance, she would have collapsed straight to the ground.

      The guerrillas, and Jairo, didn’t know what to do. They were stilled with shock and horror at the sight of the wound and all the blood; overcome with fear and concern for the commander, who passed out within seconds.

      Victor called, ‘No time left to argue. We do it my way. She’ll bleed to death within a minute unless a tourniquet is applied. Throw down your weapons.’

      The guerrillas hesitated, but only for a moment. Once the first had dropped his rifle, the other four followed suit. Jairo was the only one left with a gun in his hand.

      ‘Lose it,’ Victor said.

      Jairo kept it pointed at him.

      ‘She doesn’t have time for this.’

      The gun didn’t move.

      One of the guerrillas yelled, ‘Do what he says.’

      Jairo didn’t listen. His aim held firm as the commander bled. She was pale now. She didn’t have much longer, that was obvious. Victor could see that. Jairo could see it too.

      I hate them. But I have no choice. 

      Victor understood. Jairo had switched sides, after all, but he had switched to his own side. He saw an opportunity that he hadn’t seen before. A moment ago, he had wanted Victor to release her – not because he cared, but he was playing his part. Jairo wanted to be on the winning team and he didn’t want to have to justify why he hadn’t acted to ensure victory. But that was then. Now, she was bleeding to death. Now, Jairo saw a different endgame. No guerrillas tormenting him, threatening him, forcing him to lure unsuspecting gun buyers to deaths for which he had no stomach. He saw freedom, and all he had to do was nothing at all.

      Jairo wanted her to bleed to death. He wanted free of the yoke around his neck. He was going to stand there and let her die. Victor didn’t care about his motives, only what that meant. When the commander died, or when it was obvious that she could no longer be saved, the five guerrillas would be grabbing their guns and, even with a head start, Victor wouldn’t make it far.

      Change of plan, he had told the woman. He needed a new one for himself.

      When reason was exhausted and emotion failed there was one final card to play.

      Violence.
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      Six rounds in the Colt and six targets.

      Jairo, with a gun in his hand, was the most immediate threat, so Victor shot him first – a single snapshot because he didn’t have time for anything else – letting go of the woman as he turned to face the five unarmed guerrillas. The commander dropped to the beach. Her skin was almost without colour, but her lips were blue. Her fatigues were drenched in blood, as was the sand around her.

      The five young men were already primed, and were reacting without hesitation, going for their weapons. Harder targets now they were moving fast and ducking, squatting or kneeling. No way to kill them all before one had a rifle up and firing.

      Victor put a double-tap at each of the closest two and dashed for the cover of the pickup, sliding on the loose sand, and going down behind the vehicle.

      Bullets were coming his way before he had recovered. They thumped into the truck and blew up chunks of grass and clouds of sand from the dunes, or zipped above his head. A window broke above him. Pebbles of glass rained down over him. He shuffled behind one of the tall, thick tyres. A round burst through the rubber and a rush of escaping air hissed across his face.

      Multiple assault rifles roared in a maelstrom of gunfight. This was rage. This was vengeance. They weren’t picking their shots but expressing themselves through firepower. There were far too many bullets flying for Victor to track their rounds; the one thing he knew for certain was the barrage couldn’t last. One long squeeze of an assault rifle’s trigger was all it took to empty the magazine when the mag held thirty and was losing rounds at the rate of several hundred per minute.

      The firing ceased. Not all at once, but the guns went silent within a couple of seconds of one another.

      Victor could swap out a Galil’s mag and be shooting again in under three seconds. Untrained guerrillas dosed up on adrenaline and rage might do the same in five, or even ten. Either way, the few seconds he bought wouldn’t matter. He would need at least thirty to make it to anything resembling cover.

      He peeked out round the blown tyre, looking beneath the truck’s engine block to see that there were three shooters, all reloading. The other two were prostrate on the beach. His double-taps had dropped them both. In the twilight he couldn’t tell if they were alive or dead, but they were unmoving.

      The three active were reloading, in varying stages of readiness. Victor fired the last round from the Colt beneath the truck, but the angle was too extreme to score a hit.

      It bought him some extra time, however, causing the three guerrillas to flinch and react. The teenager dropped his replacement magazine.

      Victor, still crouched down, shuffled to where Jairo had fallen, and where the man’s pistol lay nearby. The truck blocked line of sight, but not for long. Even untrained enemies knew how to flank when they held a significant numerical advantage.

      A moan told him Jairo was still alive. He was conscious, writhing in slow, pained movements. Victor’s shot had hit him in the face, but the bullet had somehow missed the brain and spine. There was almost no blood. Just a little brightened his stubble. Jairo was conscious, but he was in shock. He could likely stand, but didn’t know how.

      Victor scooped up the man’s dropped weapon, and almost smiled. It was an FN Five-seveN. Something of an unexpected bonus. Not an easy thing to acquire, even on the black market. Jairo had made a special effort for his personal weapon. He knew his guns, after all.

      ‘Good choice,’ Victor said to Jairo, who could only moan in response.

      It didn’t have the government-only-issue twenty-round magazine, but ten bullets were ten bullets. After checking there was a round in the chamber, Victor turned back. He pictured the three gunmen on the far side of the truck, spreading out. Two circling one way, while the third went the other. They wouldn’t be rushing. Even with the numerical advantage, they would be scared. They had lost their commander and were down to half their number. There was a good chance this was their first proper firefight. Shooting paper targets all day long and the occasional ambush couldn’t prepare them for what it was like to have someone shooting back. They were learning the hard way that they were out of their depth.

      Still, bullets were bullets whoever fired them. The only difference between getting shot by an amateur instead of a professional was the indignation.

      Victor shuffled back behind the blown tyre and reached up. His hand found the handle of the passenger door and he eased it open just enough to enable him to slip inside the cab. He kept low, lying across the seats on his shoulder. No rounds were coming at him, so they hadn’t seen him. They were too focused on what lay on the other side of the vehicle to think about what could be going on inside it.

      He had left the keys in the ignition in case he needed to make a fast exit. The fob was metal – nickel or some alloy – that was shaped like a naked woman. Cheap and tacky, but shiny enough to catch what little light there was to help Victor locate it without exposing himself any more than he had to do. It had belonged to the truck’s previous owner.

      He heard footsteps crunching on sand. The three gunmen were close. One had circled around the back, while the other two were in front of the truck. Perfect.

      Victor twisted the ignition key.

      The starter motor spun and the engine revved and the headlights came on as twin intense beams of white that washed over the two guerrillas in front of the truck.

      With pupils dilated to capture as much of the twilight as possible, the men were blinded as well as startled; for a moment frozen in place, unable to see and unable to move, and perfectly illuminated.

      Victor sat up only as much as he needed and shot them both through the windscreen.

      He didn’t have the time or angle to aim properly, so put four rounds at each to make sure they went down and stayed down.

      The guy at the back of the truck opened fire in response, shooting his rifle on automatic, bullets plugging holes in the rear windscreen and ripping through the roof above. Victor dropped back down, letting the truck protect him until the gunman had wasted his magazine.

      Once the firing had ceased, Victor slid out of the truck’s cab, expecting to find the guy four seconds into his five-second reload, surprised and vulnerable and easy to kill, but instead he saw a Galil on the sand and a figure sprinting away in the red gloom of the truck’s rear lights. He had tasted his first firefight and found it not to his liking.

      The guerrilla was fast – the teenager – increasing the distance with every passing second, energised by fear, thinking he had enough of a head start, but he didn’t know what gun Victor was armed with; he didn’t know it had an effective range of fifty metres. He was even running in a straight line along the crest of the dunes, a sharp silhouette against the darkening sky.

      Victor aimed the Five-seveN and squeezed the trigger twice.

      It should have been over then, but one of the other guerrillas was still alive.
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      He was one of the two guys who had taken a couple of bullets from the Colt at the start of proceedings. He had gone down, he hadn’t been moving, but now he was awake, alive and angry. The bullets had hit him at the top of his chest. They hadn’t hit his heart because he was alive and they hadn’t hit his spine because he could stand. Victor was disappointed with his poor shooting, even for snapshots. The hydrostatic shock of overlapping waves of energy from the double-tap had put him down and knocked him out, at least, so it was a lesson in protocol if nothing else.

      The guerrilla had a rifle, pale with caked-on sand, that he raised and pointed at Victor. The Five-seveN hung by Victor’s side, barrel cooling and the scent of cordite mixing with the salt air. The guerrilla gestured to it, and Victor dropped the pistol. It was empty, anyway.

      The young man with the rifle was bigger than his dead companions. He was better fed, better nourished. He hadn’t been in the jungle for as long, or was stealing food from the others. Sweat gleamed on his face. There was no triumph in the young man’s expression, and he said nothing. He enjoyed the moment, though, the anticipation. Victor waited.

      The guerrilla squeezed the trigger and nothing happened.

      ‘Sand gets everywhere,’ Victor said. ‘Weapon maintenance 101.’

      The misfire did little to change the guerrilla’s mindset. He wasn’t done yet.

      He charged Victor and swung the rifle like a club, gripping the barrel housing to grip in both hands and the stock as the business end. Which made a certain kind of sense, because the stock was the heavier end. It would generate more force on impact – but there was little chance of an impact with a weapon that slow. Holding it the other way around would have reversed the balance, making it hit lighter, but the attacks would be faster. They might have a chance of connecting then.

      He reserved his earlier assessment – the rifle-club was never going to hit him – because the guerrilla didn’t have a clue how to fight. He put all of his effort into the first blow. When it missed, he couldn’t compensate for all the force he had generated that hit nothing. He swung himself off balance. It left him defenceless. He hadn’t even attempted to test his opponent’s speed.

      Victor slipped the clumsy attack, and waited for the next. He was in no rush.

      The guerrilla kept swinging and missing. He had zero skill, but he had determination. He had will. Sometimes that was enough. Most enemies would have given up by now, but Victor could see in the man’s eyes that the corpses nearby had been friends. Victor understood the strong bonds of brotherhood that were forged by living and fighting alongside comrades. It created an unrivalled loyalty, and an unequalled ferocity. Victor had almost died trying to save his teammates. He had been willing to die.

      Within seconds, the guerrilla was exhausted.

      Victor hyperextended the closest knee with a kick to the outside of the joint. The leg didn’t quite collapse into a sideways V, but it was close enough.

      The guerrilla lost the rifle as he hit the beach on his back, with Victor moving to end up on top of him, knees pinning the guy’s upper arms in place. A soft landing thanks to the sand, but the guerrilla would have fared better on concrete, because Victor grabbed a handful of sand and threw it into his face on the end of an open-palm strike. It didn’t just get into his eyes, nose and mouth, but was driven into them with intent. The coarse particles scratched his eyeballs and caked the sockets; it filled his nostrils and naval cavity; it coated his tongue and blocked his throat.

      He went into a fit of sneezing, coughing, and retching.

      He couldn’t see Victor, let alone have enough control of himself to fight back. He was desperate, however, and one arm came free in the thrashing, working its way out of the loose sand. That arm rose to flail in front of him, searching for a target. More an annoyance than a danger, but Victor batted it aside, and used his advantage of position to throw a couple of downwards elbow strikes. Bones broke. Blood mixed with the sand and mucus covering the guerrilla’s face.

      Victor stood and flipped him on to his stomach, then used the heel of his shoe on the back of the guerrilla’s head to force his face into the sand. It bloomed around him. He writhed beneath Victor’s foot.

      Victor heard the gulls above and the feral dogs scuffling in the distance. He gazed at the black waves lapping on the beach. A beautiful place, even in the darkness, so isolated it was almost otherworldly in its serenity. Victor liked isolation. For him, peace was a challenge impossible to realise, but the further away from other people, the more chance he had of finding – if not peace – contentment.

      He breathed in the sea air and was content.

      The guy beneath his heel struggled for a few, fruitless seconds. When the struggling achieved nothing, he screamed for a few, muffled seconds more.
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      There were some things in life that money couldn’t buy, but Luis Lavandier had yet to find one of them. He was a wealthy man, rich by any reasonable standard, but compared to his employer he was but a pauper. She paid him handsomely for his services, and bestowed upon him all manner of lavish gifts and generous bonuses. In return he gave her words of wisdom. It was a scam, he knew, because he was no wiser than she, but he was able to project erudition and he was a patient man who kept his cool – or at least the appearance of cool – at all times.

      Such cool and patience were tested on a regular basis.

      Today, for example, had been most trying for the Frenchman. He was shaken, though he didn’t look it and didn’t act it. He kept his stress and anxiety buried down inside him to maintain his unflappable exterior. He stood with his arms folded before him while he observed Dr Flores examining Heloise. Flores was composed but concerned. Heloise was the epitome of composure. Whereas Lavandier’s was a front, Heloise was the real deal. He had seen her enraged many times, but he had never seen her scared. Lavandier had never known anyone so fearless. It made him want her all the more.

      The clinic was the most exclusive in Guatemala City, maybe in the whole of Central America. It occupied a six-storey building on a quiet street in one of the city’s most desirable neighbourhoods. Heloise had been a patient of its owner, and chief practitioner, Dr Flores, since she had been a little girl. Flores had treated her father, Manny Salvatierra, for most of his life, as well as his wife and daughters. Now, he treated only Heloise. Lavandier wasn’t sure why he had chosen her over Maria, and he didn’t want to know.

      Flores was old, but healthy. He didn’t act his age. He moved with the vigour of a man half his years. He had more energy than Lavandier, who liked to consider himself fit. Although a kilogram or five off the waist wouldn’t hurt, he thought as he drew in his stomach.

      ‘I know what you’ll say so I hesitate,’ Flores said as he concluded his examination of Heloise.

      She sat on the end of a medical cot, still and poised, gaze fixed on the wall ahead. She neither complained nor showed signs of discomfort as Flores made sure she was okay. He had checked her pulse, her breathing, her blood pressure. He had cleaned her wounds – shallow cuts from broken glass. He could do nothing for the contusions, but they were minor.

      ‘Just say it,’ she said.

      He was already shaking his head in readiness for her response. ‘I think a neck brace would be a good idea.’

      ‘Impossible.’

      ‘You see? I knew you would ignore my recommendation. I’m only your doctor, after all. What do I know? I wonder why you even came here when you know so much more than I do.’

      Lavandier watched the exchange with silent amusement. Flores was unique, but he didn’t know it. Heloise never tolerated such impertinence from anyone else. He could stray into outright rudeness and Heloise would show no reaction. She would feel no wrath. Yet even her worst enemies were unfalteringly polite to her, even in threats. Her temper was equal only to her cruelty.

      ‘Why do you want me to wear one?’ she asked.

      ‘You’ve had some whiplash from the crash. There is a little tenderness at the back of your neck. We could X-ray to be sure, but I believe you may have some bruising around your C4 and C5 spinal vertebrae. It’s not showing through the skin, but we shouldn’t ignore it. It wouldn’t take much of a knock to make it worse.’

      ‘But why do you want me to wear a brace?’

      Flores said, ‘I think you’ll find I just explained why.’

      ‘No, you explained why I require one, not why you want me to wear one.’

      Flores was confused. He was an excellent physician, a clever man, but Heloise’s world was not his own. Its rules, its perils, were beyond his understanding.

      The Frenchman decided to help out. ‘You want to keep her safe, yes?’

      Flores nodded. ‘Of course. But —’

      Heloise interrupted: ‘If I’m seen in a neck brace, I’m hurt. I’m weak. It sends a message that they came close, that it won’t take much to finish the job. How long will the neck brace keep me safe if it inspires further attempts on my life, if it shows my men that it’s only a matter of time before I fall? Will they fight so hard for a lost cause?’

      Flores didn’t know how to respond.

      ‘I appreciate your concern,’ Heloise said as she stood from the cot. ‘I assume there is medication I can take?’

      ‘Yes, for the pain.’ He filled out a prescription form, but Heloise would take no pills, Lavandier knew. She played along so Flores would not worry about her. Lavandier took the form because he was not only advisor, but personal assistant. He had never agreed to this, of course, but he would never mention such activities were beneath him. He would never argue the terms of his contract. The only term that mattered was that Heloise was his employer – his goddess – and she could make him do whatever she desired.

      Would she ever let him leave? It was a question he thought much about.

      After the morning’s attack, security had been doubled. Sicarios lined the hallway and stood outside on the kerb. More gunmen stood either end of the street too. Lavandier opened the door to the waiting limousine, and Heloise climbed inside.

      A beautiful day, as many were at this time of year. Lavandier, always a lover of the warmth, relished Guatemala’s equatorial sunshine. He sported a fine bronzed hue, year-round, which was an all-over tan thanks to the privacy afforded to him by extreme wealth and high walls.

      The vehicle was more akin to a tank than a car. From the outside it had the classic, long shape beloved by the rich the world over. It was always highly polished, always gleaming. The windows were tinted. The licence plate was personalised. It was at home pulling up outside a premiere or black-tie function, but it was so much more.

      Not only had all exterior panelling been replaced with thick armour, the chassis itself had been remodelled to support the huge amount of extra weight. The engine had been replaced with a double-capacity machine, with more cylinders, a supercharger, to drag the hidden bulk. Every window was an inch-thick laminate of alternate layers of glass and polymer. None of these features were unique in the armoured limousine world, but most armoured limousines had not been built for cartel bosses in countries that could almost be classified as war zones. The underside of the limousine was armoured too, and again differed from similar upgrades, because that armour was shaped in a V to help direct and distribute the force of an explosion from a mine or IED.

      Had Heloise been travelling in it this morning, they might have been spared a trip to Dr Flores’ clinic. But Heloise liked to drive. She liked sports cars. She didn’t like Lavandier’s words of caution.

      He kept his I told you so to himself because he liked his tongue inside his mouth where it belonged. Heloise had long nails as hard as claws and his poise was tested to its limits when she used them on her enemies.

      Beyond protection alone, the limousine had offensive capabilities. The sunroof, which like its civilian model, was large enough for a person to stand through, also had a machine gun fixed to its underside. When the sunroof was open, the machine gun could be folded out and deployed. Lavandier dreaded the day when Heloise instructed him to make use of the weapon. He had been taught to fire it by one of her armourers, but his aim was awful even while safely practising in a field. Against enemy sicarios out for blood, he would be no help. If their survival ever depended on Lavandier’s competence with a weapon, they were all corpses.

      Which was one of the many reasons he said, ‘This situation has become untenable.’

      ‘If you have a winning strategy, dear Luis, I wonder why you are only now voicing it.’

      ‘I’m no soldier,’ he said. ‘I’m no general. But you pay me to advise you, to offer an outside perspective, and I think that’s what is missing here.’

      ‘Are you telling me that you can no longer provide that service? Because I am both surprised and disappointed that your loyalty is so transient, so temporary. Can we even call it loyalty if it can falter so easily?’

      ‘My loyalty is eternal,’ Lavandier was quick to explain. ‘As well you know. What I’m talking about is familiarity. In this war we know our enemies like they know us. There are no surprises. This morning’s attack was not unexpected. It is just the latest of many, and there will be many more to follow.’

      ‘We will respond in kind,’ Heloise said. ‘We have to demonstrate our strength. We need to show there is consequence.’

      ‘I know, and I agree, but we will land a blow without – forgive my impudence – conviction. We will kill some sicarios, maybe slaughter some traffickers, but they will be replaced. They are always replaced. Ours and theirs.’

      ‘You’re telling me nothing I don’t already know, Luis, and you misunderstand me. We don’t simply need a response, but a statement.’

      ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I do understand that.’

      ‘Not merely externally,’ Heloise explained. ‘But internally too.’

      ‘In which case, I’m not sure I understand what you mean.’

      ‘My men need to see an immediate show of strength.’

      He began to catch up. ‘Even if it’s pointed in the wrong direction?’

      ‘Any direction I point is the correct one.’

      Lavandier bowed his head in apologetic reverence. ‘Yes, patron.’

      Heloise said, ‘Now tell me what you’re proposing.’

      ‘The other side is winning because they have the advantage of strength. Their influence is wider. Not because they have an outside perspective.’

      She looked away, dismissive. ‘Mercenaries only fight as hard as you pay them. They have no allegiance. They will not lay down their lives to protect mine, and they will turn on us the instant a better offer comes their way.’

      ‘I’m not suggesting you hire an army. We have enough sicarios as it is. I’m talking about a professional. Someone we don’t know, who no one knows. Someone who won’t be seen coming.’

      ‘An outside perspective,’ Heloise said.

      Lavandier nodded. ‘And if self-preservation isn’t enough, there is a more practical matter to consider.’

      ‘I’m listening.’

      ‘What did our friend in the mayor’s office say?’

      Heloise looked away.

      ‘Continued violence, let alone an escalation, makes it harder for him.’

      ‘He’s paid more than enough as it is and we have nothing to show for it.’

      ‘And we never will if we stop him doing his job.’

      ‘He gets us a licence, that’s all. It’s a piece of paper ultimately.’

      ‘A piece of paper with an estimated two-billion-dollar annual gross.’

      Lavandier said nothing more because there was no need. He was paid to advise Heloise. He could convince her of nothing. Every decision was hers.

      She said, ‘I don’t know of any professional who would be capable of ending this war.’

      ‘Nor do I,’ Lavandier admitted. ‘Which is a problem, granted, but also the key to the success of the idea. If we don’t know, then nor do our enemies.’

      Heloise looked intrigued. She didn’t look intrigued often. ‘We would require a foreigner then. Someone from far away.’
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