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Chapter One


IF MICK HALF-closed his eyes, the pyramid could almost appear to be real. The sun was behind it, the sky a deep, perfect blue, and it was easy to imagine that it was over 1,000 years ago, the monument rising high to honour the ancient gods of the land.


But it was not 1,000 years ago.


The pyramid’s steps were a little too even and a little too high to climb. If it hadn’t been cast into a jagged silhouette he could have seen that its walls were actually, in the main, windows; their purpose was to be looked out of, not at. If he’d been standing closer still he would have been able to see the balconies that wrapped around every level.


The structure was what he had learned to think of with disdain as a theme hotel. Still, its purpose was grand enough – to inject new life into tourism on this once-desirable stretch of coastline, to resurrect the ghost of its glamorous past.


Acapulco was once the playground of Hollywood stars, the gorgeous and talented and the fabulously wealthy. It hadn’t been that way for a long time.


For a moment hope stirred in his chest, something that at once surprised him and made him wrinkle his nose.


Somewhere, a power drill started up with a manic shrieking. A voice was shouting something, over and over: “Suntan, suntan!”


Where the magic never ends, he thought. That was how they were selling the new hotel, the words embroidered in small script across the pocket of the shirt he wore, just beneath its freshly minted logo.


The sound of the sea, soothing and always there, intruded on his thoughts, and he remembered that there was something real here after all. The final piece of the structure, the blocky shape set upon the pyramid’s flattened top, was an actual ruin. It had been ripped from its place on the Yucatan shore, its heritage undermined by the mighty dollar, or in this case the English pound. It had been transplanted to this place, somewhere it was never intended to be. They called it the Monumento que Canta, the monument that sings, because of the way the wind was said to sound through it whenever the coast was about to be invaded.


There had been an outcry against uprooting it, protests in Cancun and along the Riviera Maya, no doubt witnessed by bemused and uncaring tourists. Now it was going to be the picturesque backdrop to a modern rooftop bar.


Mick shook his head. He did not know if the ruin’s voice had ever been heard; now it never would be.


That voice came again, “Suntan!”, this time raised and insistent, and he saw someone hurrying towards him. It was the head of food and beverages, the F&B as they called him, pale and sweaty and looking all too clearly as if he’d just stepped off a flight and landed somewhere he didn’t belong. He also looked angry.


“Suntan!”


A sinking realisation swept through Mick. “My name is not Suntan,” he said. “It is Iktan. Iktan Camal. It’s a Maya name. I said to them they could call me Mick. They have put it on my badge—”


“Whatever. Who the hell cares? There’s a new load of painter and decs just arrived, and they want feeding.” The F&B leaned over, resting his hands on his knees. His lily-white cheeks were turning red and Iktan briefly wondered if this was what a heart attack looked like. The man straightened. “They need a waiter. Get to it.” He turned away, calling back over his shoulder: “And what’s wrong with calling yourself Rick? Like in the film. The punters’ll like that.”


Mick frowned after the man’s portly form. Another realisation washed over him and he muttered, “That’s Casablanca, you culero. Not here. Not in Mexico.” He sighed and started to make his way inside, heading past the empty hollow of the new pool with its unused waterslide. The sound of his feet was hollow against the new tiles, the gentlest of breezes failing to stir the fringe of ornamental palm trees, newly shipped in and set in planters made in the shape of a Maya headdress.


Outside, it was a steady twenty-seven degrees. Inside, the air-conditioning was turned up so high that it shivered the hairs on Mick’s arms. Were the managers trying to bring their English winter with them? They should have taken the singing monument and stuck it on their hard, freezing coast. There it might have sung, with the cold breath of the north wind in its gullet and no one who would understand to hear it.


Soon the guests would arrive, dripping with jewels and leaving a trail of money behind them. Mick grinned at that thought, reminding himself that he’d competed for this job, had wanted this job. If he couldn’t be rich, it was best to stick to the rich as closely as he could; that way, a little luck – and money – might just rub off.


His real name, Iktan, meant “clever”, but that should have been the name they gave to his little brother. He was the smart one of the family, the one who would soon be leaving his job in a fast-food joint and going to college, a college that he – Mick – could now help pay for. Their parents, who still farmed maize in the traditional Maya way, had frowned when the boys had come to the city, although they hadn’t protested; they knew how things were. Now he would show them he’d done the right thing.


Smiling, he passed through the hotel’s main lobby, its Reception desk taking up most of one massive wall. Water trickled behind it down some roughened material meant to look like rock, as if a jungle waterfall had accidentally found its way into a grand hotel in a Pacific beach resort. A huge television was mounted on the wall off to one side, though it was switched off and silent.


And here, there were other things that were real: a glass case, no doubt linked to some fancy alarm system, was full of ancient obsidian blades, incongruously placed next to ear spools decorated with gold and turquoise. Another held a large bowl made of clay, its painted design almost entirely faded, alongside miniature human effigies, beads and pieces of a broken mask. There was also a tablet, carved with figures that Mick couldn’t make out.


He shrugged as he passed it. Apparently, the owner of the hotel had insisted that everything in these displays was genuine. Mick wondered whether the man was happy with the result of his endeavours. The effect of the smartly painted walls, everything in new straight lines, the shining glass of the displays, was to make the real appear to be fake; almost as if it were in disguise.


He looked up and saw the name of the hotel writ large in a carved wooden panel suspended above the Reception desk: HOTEL BAKTUN. Its name had been taken from the Maya Long Count calendar, a period of thousands of years that some said was meant to culminate in the end of the world, not too long from now.


He turned his back on it. The floor, wide and grand and made of local tile, was covered in a fine layer of dust. Wood shavings curled among the detritus like maggots in flesh. Mick hurried across it, ignoring the blows of hammers and the arcing tick-tick-tzzzzzz of a welder, leaving behind him a trail of perfect footprints.


As he moved, a man approached, walking with his head bowed and his hand to his forehead, as if he were trying to obscure his face. Mick swerved but somehow the man barged into him anyway, knocking him aside with a shoulder that was hard and unyielding. Mick turned, but the man made no apology, did not even pause.


Mick shrugged. He wondered who the man was. He hadn’t been wearing an apron or overalls or a paint-stained T-shirt. He wore a silk shirt and chinos – a manager, perhaps? But he hadn’t seemed that type, someone strutting around with his head thrown back to watch everything that was happening, ready to bark out an order. He had seemed more like someone who didn’t really want to be seen.


But there were legions of people in the hotel, all of them making sure it would be ready on time, and who the hell was Mick? A waiter, nothing more, with a name that didn’t quite belong to him. He had no way of knowing if someone was there who shouldn’t be. And yet – he did know. He sensed it, could almost smell it. But then, the man could be a sightseer, not from the lands of money and showbiz but from the city, and why shouldn’t he come in for a look around? The relics of Mexico were here, not in a museum for all to see but encased in glass in a new hotel, positioned only for foreign eyes.


As if in answer to his thoughts he saw the F&B heading towards the front-of-house manager, who was beckoning him with an anxious expression on her face. They met near the Reception desk and looked at something she held out. It looked like a miniature television. Why didn’t they just switch on the big screen? But they bowed over it as if they were keeping a secret. As Mick watched, the F&B covered his mouth; probably his favourite football team had just lost. Mick smiled.


Soon the hotel would be ready. Mick would be waiting on celebrities instead of an army of workmen, people who would, before long, melt back into the city from whence they came. The gates would close and the hotel would become an island, a law unto itself; a place for feasting, while without, men scrambled and fought and died for whatever pesos they could find.


He made his way down a corridor with bare wires hanging down from the ceiling and towards the kitchen. There, he paused. A window was set into the side of the building and from it, he could see the sea. That bright blue line spoke of freedom, and clean salt air. He remembered days splashing in the surf, he and his brother closing their eyes against the spray. He found himself smiling.


The hotel was a future, of a kind. But still, he couldn’t help but see in his mind’s eye the pyramid as it would appear from that shore, its lines too clean and too new, blocking out the sky. And somehow, he knew; if he were a Maya god, he would not be pleased by the sight of this new tower rising into the air. He would, in fact, be really fucking angry.




Chapter Two


THE CHAMPAGNE ON the flight hadn’t been cold enough. Ten hours, and Louise – or Louisiana, as she insisted on being called, despite hailing from the outskirts of Leicester – hadn’t stopped talking about it.


She had stopped talking now, though. So had Celeste. The taxi, a rattle-bone blue and white VW Beetle they’d picked up at the airport – the busy, echoing airport, “In with the cattle,” as Louisiana had put it, just as if it hadn’t been her choice in the first place – had finally pulled up outside the hotel.


The driver had been silent all the way, pausing only beneath an underpass alongside a line of other similarly painted Beetles, where he had stopped to buy, randomly and without comment, a whole block of cheese from a street vendor. He’d carried out his business through the car window without saying a word. He didn’t speak now. He simply sat with one arm hanging out of that same open window, the one that had let in the dust and a draught that baked rather than cooled, and tapped the side of the door with his fingertips.


Celeste wasn’t sure she wanted to move. People milled about all around the hotel, men in paint-splashed overalls carrying tools or wood or sacks of rubbish. An electrician appeared to be wiring a light above a carved sign which said HOTEL BAKTUN. No one came to help with their luggage or to open the car doors, and Louisiana tutted as she shoved hers wide, tutting again when it sprung straight back at her.


She flicked back her gleaming blonde locks and did what Celeste had come to think of as her “Ferrari exit”. She swung out her long, long legs, knees pressed together, and set her Louboutins firmly on the ground before pushing herself up from the seat.


A dry cough from the driver pulled Celeste’s attention away and she realised that, once again, she would be the one to pay. There was rich, she thought, and then there was rich – after a certain point, the wealthy never seemed to pay for anything themselves. Of course, neither did those for whom it was merely a masquerade.


She pulled some pesos from her Prada purse and pushed them at the driver, thinking there would be change, but he folded the notes without looking and slipped them into the pocket of his shirt before winking at her in the rear-view mirror.


She looked away. It was too hot to argue. She hurried to join Louisiana, who stood with her back to the car, staring up at the hotel. She’d donned her Chanel sunglasses and Celeste couldn’t see her expression.


Celeste went to open the boot and started to lug the heavy cases from it, setting them on the ground. As she did so, she thought of what should have been – a private flight with all the other guests, being pampered all the way, instead of an early trip to a hotel that wasn’t ready for them.


At least the others would join them soon, and she remembered the reason they were here. She glanced up to the very apex of the hotel, feeling, as she always did, a flush of pride followed by her usual pang of disbelief.


The Baktun had been shaped as a flat-topped pyramid, and later, when it opened, it would sing; or rather, her husband, Colton Creed, would. She could hear his voice in her mind, raw and throaty and with a resonance that had more than once made her shove him straight down on to their bed.


He was flying in by private jet from L.A. later, along with his manager, to suss the place out before the opening performance; because that was what he did. He was a professional. It was one of the reasons why she loved him, though she often found herself wondering why he hadn’t left her behind when he was caught up in the whirlwind of success; why he had ever even looked back. She wouldn’t have blamed him. But she had been by his side from the beginning and she was by his side now. Running to keep up, is what the little voice in her mind whispered, and then another voice cut in:


“Christ. What the hell have you got me into, Cele?”


Celeste swallowed down her frustration. A free show, she wanted to say. Another chance to soften up your unctuous sugar daddy, she could add. She opened her mouth to say something about a free pass to luxury, then closed it again. She could see Louisiana’s point. The hotel was huge and grand and dramatic, its windows glinting back diamonds in the sunlight, but the bustle around it looked like chaos.


It was Louisiana who’d wanted to fly out early, to be here when the “boys” arrived. The fact that her friend had passed up a private jet only showed the depth of her resolve. Of course, Louise – Louisiana – would have a glut of private jets if she could only get a ring on her finger. She’d also have all the champagne she wanted, as cold as ice.


Celeste swallowed her disdain. She’d seen the tiny back-to-back terrace that Lou had come from, had met her beetle-browed and bad-tempered father. It almost made her see why her friend had clung so fiercely to Shelby Waxler, Colton’s slimy producer, who was sixty years old if he was a day. Still, Louisiana’s odds weren’t good. Shelby did not hold any particular disrespect for the sanctity of marriage; rather, he didn’t seem to think it had anything to do with him. He liked his playthings and he liked them young. If Louisiana hadn’t spent everything she had on surgery, her snub little nose, her doll-like Cupid’s bow in its baby pink lipstick—


“For heaven’s sake, leave those,” Louisiana said. “Someone will bring the luggage. I can’t get burnt.” She shaded her face from the sun with her hand, then endeavoured to shade that hand with the other.


Celeste looked dubiously at the suitcases. The taxi was a rumble of dust in the distance and no one was near, but still . . .


Louisiana clipped away in her towering heels. With one more glance at their possessions, Celeste hastened to follow.


If the outside had been a mess, the lobby was worse: people milling about everywhere, the tiles filthy, broken old tat in dust-covered glass cases, no one to greet them and no one at the Reception desk. At least in here it was shaded and deliciously cool. Louisiana tapped her knuckles on the desk, then straightened, looking towards a huddle of people in some kind of uniform – navy shorts, khaki shirts – bending over something.


“Watching television!” she exclaimed. “While there are paying customers!”


Her voice carried easily and Celeste flinched, wanting to remind her that they were invited guests, not paying at all, but she didn’t get the chance. One of the men had broken away from the huddle and was hurrying over.


“Pardon, ladies,” he said. “We weren’t notified—”


“You may bring our bags to our room,” Louisiana snapped. “They’re outside. Probably getting heat-damaged.”


His badge said HECTOR: HEAD OF F&B. Celeste had no idea what that meant, but he said, “Of course. Our manager here will take your names—”


Louisiana held out a hand, stopping him. She turned to Celeste, her eyes glowing. “Do you hear that?”


Celeste had no chance to reply. Louisiana marched away, across the lobby and into a wide passageway, just as if she knew where she was going. Celeste stared after her. After a moment, she followed. Hector’s voice trailed after them, so low she almost thought she’d imagined it: “You’re feeling quite well – you flew in from London, didn’t you? You’re not sick . . .?”


Louisiana was standing on a wide-tiled patio that led down to a pool, overlooking the white-capped sea. She was in the full sun, regardless of the heat that beat down on their heads. After the shaded lobby, the colours were deep and rich. Celeste knew at once what her friend had heard, could hear it now herself quite plainly: the deep thrub-thrub of helicopter blades.


“There,” Louisiana said, her sunglasses holding back her hair, shading her eyes with her hand, this time without complaint.


The shape, like a black hornet, was growing closer, stirring the soupy air. It was coming straight towards them. She felt a leap of hope – could it be Colton? But they were sending a limo to the airport, weren’t they?


She looked around and saw an emerald circle of precisely cut grass away to the side of the building, marked with a crisp white H. She smoothed back her dark hair and glanced at Louisiana. There was no way her friend would miss this.


The sleek machine was almost above them, and coming in so low that she could just make out the pilot’s impassive face behind his black sunglasses and headgear.


They watched it land, Louisiana grasping her hair in both hands and ducking as if she could avoid the blasts of warmth.


“I love the smell of chlorine in the morning,” Celeste joked.


Louisiana never shifted her eyes from the man who emerged from the helicopter. He was wearing a rather old-fashioned black suit complete with a white cravat, his colourless hair swept back from his aquiline face by the wind stirred up by the rotor blades. He walked swiftly towards the hotel, his stride brisk and his back very straight, flanked by two broad bodyguards. “It’s not morning,” Louisiana murmured. “And anyway, the pool’s empty.”


Celeste didn’t know what was more depressing, the fact that her friend didn’t get the reference or that she’d found something else to complain about. Still, Louisiana didn’t seem inclined to dwell on the state of the pool. She only watched the man as he entered the hotel through an unmarked black door.


“He didn’t even look at us,” Louisiana said. “We’re his fucking guests, and he didn’t look.”


Celeste thought she was actually going to stamp her foot. “You think that’s him? The mysterious owner himself?” She frowned after the figure. There was only the door, blank and closed again. It didn’t even appear to have a handle.


“Of course.” Louisiana straightened and looked around. “And his name’s Moreby. Don’t you know anything? He’s supposed to be some distant descendant of that Moreby – the one who ran around London building occult churches and subterranean passageways and God knows what else. He died or maybe disappeared, I forget which, centuries ago. Funny really, though – this place is supposed to be built on top of a Mayan ruin, isn’t it? Maybe the new guy’s a chip off the old block. Now, where’s that man? Ah – there you are.”


Celeste had started at the name Moreby, but she turned to see that her friend was correct. Hector had indeed scurried after them. She wondered if Louisiana was right about the hotel’s owner too. But then, her friend seemed to know everything about everybody that mattered; in other words, those with money or power or preferably both. Now here was Hector, come to usher her inside just as if she were a queen.


He led them back towards the patio entrance, babbling about how he didn’t really do front of house but just for them he’d sort everything out personally and he hoped they had a lovely time. He shot little glances at Louisiana as they went, taking in her shapely legs, her pert breasts.


The glass doors stood open, but Hector went to a small side door and held it wide for Louisiana, taking in the back view as she went through, and then he handed the door to Celeste. She took its weight, wrinkling her nose, and let it fall again behind her. What was the point of making a fuss? It wasn’t as if she really cared about such things. Although it occurred to her that, however tenuous Louisiana’s grip on the superstar lifestyle, she was at least a damned sight better at it than Celeste.




Chapter Three


THEY COULDN’T HAVE built the hotel better. It was square, for a start, though Francisco Ramos couldn’t really give two shits about what shape it was. What mattered was how far he would be from an exit at any given time, and for that, a square was just fine with him.


He’d already checked the outside. The idiots couldn’t have made things any easier. Large central entrances were flanked by smaller ones, sometimes more than one. When the tourists came, many of the doors would be standing open all the time; none could surely be locked. He barely kept the smile from his face. Not even the sight of the helicopter pad outside – a helicopter pad – could wipe it off. The rich bastards deserved all they got.


The wages of sin, he thought, and brought the Saint Francis he wore about his neck to his lips, at once regretting the gesture. It had been automatic. The medallion had been given to him by his grandmother on his sixth name day, just weeks before she passed. He would not be parted from it, but still, the thought of God, or his saints, was better just now pushed to the darkest recesses of his mind. And no true member of Los Fieles would ever wear such a thing. There was only one saint they recognised, if saint she truly was.


But God liked those who seized opportunities, didn’t he? That was what Francisco told himself. Even the church he attended – Our Lady of Solitude, the blue-domed cathedral in the Zócalo or old square – was originally built as a movie set before being adopted by the church. And no one else seemed to care about such things. He knew they’d been working straight through Holy Week to finish this place for the gringos, ignoring their obligations. Many had not even attended the Easter Saturday burning of the effigy of the Devil. Surely no good could come of neglecting such a thing.


He shook his head as he walked across the reception area. No one looked at him, but he raised his hand to his face, suddenly regretting the gaudy designer shirt he wore. He saw that someone was looking at him anyway, someone with the coffee-coloured skin and flattish features of a Maya. Francisco knew he should pass through quietly – easy in, easy out – but he couldn’t resist barging the ignorant youth out of the way. He thought for a moment of pulling the pistol from the waistband of his chinos and blasting a hole through the stupid huerco’s forehead. He knew he could do it. He had done it before, without thought or feeling. It was easy to shut such things away. He’d had practice.


Deep breath.


He could see how grand this place was going to look and he reflected again on the stupidity of its owner, reputed to be a multi-millionaire. How could he own a piece of Acapulco, when it was all divided and claimed already? Why didn’t he just pay his dues? Everyone had dues on this part of the peninsula, right down to the humblest fruit stall. They all paid. They knew, if they did not, that his boss – El Calaca, the Skeleton – would visit them while they slept, or possibly while they didn’t; the outcome would be just the same.


Some of their enemies had the flesh stripped from their faces. Others – the lucky ones – were simply beheaded. Sometimes their heads were left at roadside shrines to La Flaca, their lady, until the federales came along and removed them.


There were many who would say that the drug cartels were ruining Mexico. Acapulco was a place that knew this all too well. Tourism to the city had plummeted in recent years, as rival traffickers fought each other for the lucrative coastal smuggling route. Heads had rolled in the streets. All the more reason the stupid foreigner who built this place should have known better. Soon, he would.


Francisco took note of the passageways and lifts and doors, committing them to memory. He couldn’t mess this up. He was still earning his place, had to prove his worth. He looked longest at a narrow, plain black door set into the far wall before turning again. Rumour had it that the most splendid of apartments was not on the roof, as it should have been, but below the ground. The owner of the building, it seemed, was a basement guy.


He grinned, imagining this place full of the rich and powerful and completely unprepared. They were coming soon, gathering from across the globe to celebrate the hotel’s grand opening – and Francisco would be waiting.


He thought for a moment of the ready market the wealthy visitors could provide for Los Fieles’ product – he’d cut off his own head if there were not a few who’d appreciate a line or two, no doubt sniffed through hundred dollar notes. But that wasn’t why he was here.


He headed towards the south side of the building, where there was a small, shallow pool, hidden away in one corner. It seemed as good a place to start as any. He turned down the main corridor, wide and hard floored and bare, a bright mural painted on the wall, and caught himself as he started to whistle. He would show that he could be trusted, not only with this but with many things, many responsibilities. Los Fieles were a cartel, but they were also a family. Francisco hadn’t had a family since his parents ditched him and his grandmother died. Now he did. He wasn’t planning on losing it.


It was almost too easy. He reached the wide double doors, topped with – they really couldn’t have planned it better – two large portholes for peeking in. Inside the room was chaos: cubes in bright colours, a wall of painted shelves, tables with stubby little legs. He drew back, looking at the sign written across the doors: KIDS CLUB.


Francisco couldn’t help but smile. This time, as he turned and walked away, he couldn’t keep himself from whistling.




Chapter Four


ETHAN WARD JUST wanted to die. It had started in Departures, before they’d even found the ticket desk. Mum had taken too long to find the tickets and Dad hadn’t shut up about it, making a show of taking them from her.


That was when Dad had noticed the connecting flight. He hadn’t realised there was a connecting flight. He’d thought they were going straight to General Juan N. Álvarez airport at Acapulco, and apparently, if he’d known they were on such a cheap flight, with a connection, for the love of Mike, he might not have come.


Ethan had swallowed down the laughter that threatened to break out of him. It was Mum who’d entered the competition, Mum who’d won the holiday, a once-in-a-lifetime chance to see the hotel opening, with Colton Creed, for God’s sake. Of course they were all going to come. They’d have been there if they’d had to walk across a field of sharpened knives.


It wasn’t as if Dad was working; it wasn’t as if he could take them on holiday himself. And now he could do nothing but moan, moan, moan.


Ethan pulled a face. He was fifteen; moaning was practically his job. But he remained silent and squeezed his little sister’s hand. She hung from it, swinging her foot. Her current dream was to be a ballerina; tomorrow, he knew, it would be something else. Lily was only five. She’d spent the previous week wanting to be a horse.


Now they were in the terminal between terminals and Mum led the way to a row of plastic chairs that were bolted to the floor. An announcement sang out in rapid trills, words that sounded to Ethan like one long word that didn’t make sense. He had no idea how they would know when to board their next flight. And then it would begin again, Dad complaining about the lack of leg room, how they should have been in first class – didn’t they know they’d won, for the love of Pete, and he’d get a free paper and then grumble some more because he couldn’t bloody read it.


Ethan got a tube of Smarties for Lily from the front pocket of her tiny wheelie bag, the one she’d insisted on bringing and then made her big brother handle: “Pullit, Eefun!” He didn’t mind. He ruffled her hair as she settled back, swinging her legs, and he looked around.


Most of the people in the airport appeared to be Mexican. Some of the men had moustaches, like in the old spaghetti westerns his Dad sometimes watched on telly. An older couple stared into space, the woman wearing a cardigan despite the warmth that the clanky air-conditioning failed to dissipate. The man wore Jesus sandals with white socks underneath. English, then. Over in the corner was a tall, elegant-looking man: probably Italian. A young woman with pale hair and a tan – German? On his last holiday he had played at “guess the nationality” with a girl he’d met.


That was back when his dad had a job and a sense of humour. It had been fun, that year. Maddy was younger than him and the difference showed, but somehow she’d made him feel like a happy little kid anyway. He’d barely been out of the sea. He’d swum and sat around making friends and laughing. It seemed they all had.


“Ooh!” Mum said. She held out a guidebook to Acapulco. It had a bright sombrero on the cover. “Johnny Weissmuller used to live there. Did you know that, Les?”


Dad didn’t answer.


“They buried him there. He had the Tarzan yell played as they lowered him into the ground. What fun!”


Ethan frowned.


His mother read on while Dad stared at the blank floor. “The city was flattened by a hurricane in 1997. The name Acapulco – it means ‘Where the reeds were washed away’. Oh, that sounds a bit sad, doesn’t it? There were thirty-foot waves in the hurricane. It wrecked the shanty towns. Lots of people died. Oh, it was called Hurricane Pauline, Ethan, like your auntie. Isn’t that funny?”


“Hilarious, Sue,” Dad muttered, while Ethan made some noise that could have been assent, could have been anything at all.


He turned to watch Lily, sitting at his side, her face absolutely focused as she stared into space. Mum was going on about ruins now, old pyramids and gods and serpents and sacrifices and a hundred other things that didn’t matter. He frowned. He wasn’t here for a history lesson. He was going to sit on the beach and play with Lily and make sure the two of them, at least, had a good time. And then he was going to watch the show and hear the Colt sing, and take pictures for Facebook to make all his mates jealous.


None of them would be able to believe it.


He ruffled Lily’s hair again. She didn’t notice. Her face was cherubic and her hair was golden and curling and it floated around her head like a halo. She didn’t look like any of them. Ethan had sandy hair and Mum and Dad were both mousy. His sister was like something rare and precious and strange, and he found himself smiling as he looked at her.


She turned, as if she’d known he was watching all along, and her rosebud lips popped open. She regarded him with ocean-blue eyes. “Poopoohead,” she pronounced, and then she twisted on her chair, eyes front once more.


Ethan burst into laughter. It startled Mum, who dropped her book, and even Dad looked around. Mum started laughing too, and Dad’s lip twitched. Only a small thing, but it was there.


Lily raised one pale blonde eyebrow at Ethan, a quizzical look, and he couldn’t help it – he dissolved again. He couldn’t have explained to anyone, not even to himself, why it was so funny. But still, he didn’t seem to be able to stop.




Chapter Five


IT HADN’T BEEN the easiest flight. They’d left London behind, the plane lifting and banking as if at once repelled and attracted to the ground, and Stacy Keenan could relate to that. With the back of her skull pressed hard against the headrest, she had thought of what she’d so recently left behind.


She had been all set to head-up security for the New Festival of Britain, had relished what that might mean, but before she’d even begun the preparations it had been snatched away from her, or rather, she had been snatched away from it.


The oddest thing was that her new boss was apparently some distant offshoot of the Moreby family, the same one that had built that church in south London, All Hallows, which had caused protests after being earmarked for a Festival site. By now, they’d be starting to excavate.


She gave a slow smile. She hadn’t met her new employer. Her role didn’t carry the kudos of the one she’d given up, but it carried other things: a suite in a five-star resort, endless days in the sun, all the burritos she could eat and tequila on tap. Most of all, more money than she’d ever imagined earning. And she didn’t have to oversee the digging up of a smelly old graveyard.


All she had to do was keep the CCTV systems ticking, coordinate security for a high-profile launch event, and – probably the most difficult – babysit a few over-privileged rich folk while restraining herself from shooting any of them.


The flight out of Heathrow was full of them. Their voices echoed in her mind now:


“Mind my bag. That’s Louis Vuitton. Doesn’t she know that’s Louis Vuitton?”


“But Mom, I don’t like the blue candy, I only want the brown ones!”


“So typical, they said it would be private, this is just not good enough, is it, Charles? The seats aren’t even full leather.”


“Brr. This champagne is so cold.”


Stacy had settled back in her seat that was only half-leather, accepted a glass of icy, freshly squeezed orange juice – she was a professional, after all – and closed her eyes. Shortly afterwards the turbulence began, but every time she’d awakened to those voices she had somehow forced herself back to sleep. It helped that no one had taken the seat next to hers. She could hear her fellow passengers, but only saw them in glimpses. Expensive tans and flashing watches, thousand dollar haircuts and sweaters tied around their necks, logos and labels showing, just as if they’d arranged them in a 360-degree mirror.


She barely awoke again until they came in to land. It was as if her brain had switched off for a while, mustering her resources before the job began. Excitement rose within her as she looked out on to a landscape of lush greenery, mountains and the startlingly bright sea. The deep blue and green were divided by the pale buff of cliffs or sandy beaches, a frill that caught the unforgiving morning sunlight.


Then the perfect curve of Acapulco Bay was there, its smooth sweep dotted with blocky white hotels. A thick, twisting peninsula jutted into the Pacific away to one side like the blunt head of a lizard. Stacy leaned in, her forehead meeting the window with a little bump that she hoped none of the fancy-pants guests had heard. That was where the new hotel was, wasn’t it? Somewhere along the quieter north side of the peninsula, where rocky bluffs sheltered a small and very securable beach. Beyond that it rose away to the jagged clifftops that dominated that part of the coastline.


But she couldn’t see the hotel. It all swept away from her as the plane began to bank, and for a moment there was nothing but sky. She half-closed her eyes against the burnished blue expanse as they began their descent into General Juan N. Álvarez International Airport.


It wasn’t until she was on the ground that she realised she hadn’t quite managed to escape the pull of London after all. She switched on her mobile phone in Arrivals – she could see the long snaking queues of the scheduled flight passengers on the other side of a large glass window, their faces bored or tired or irritated – catching sight of a little smiling girl, her head surrounded by a shock of golden curls and then she was swept away from it all and whizzed through immigration, to where a small fleet of luxury cars awaited.


As soon as she stepped out of the terminal, heat blasted her face. She began to sweat at once. That was when her phone began to beep.


She pulled it from her pocket as she showed her clearance pass to the drivers and stepped into the first car. She didn’t wait for it to be full, merely urged him to hurry. As the Hotel Baktun’s head of security it was practically her duty to arrive first, to make sure that everything was ready for its oh-so-special guests.


As the car left the shelter of an awning and heat stabbed through the windows, she looked down at her phone’s screen.


There was the usual welcome to Mexico, information on networks and roaming charges, and then she stopped thumbing down the list because she saw it: the text intended for the security team for the Festival, the alert system set aside for emergency use only.




To: All security staff


Demonstrations at All Hallows festival site given way to violent protests – report to line manager as a matter of urgency for full briefing – all leave cancelled with immediate effect





She frowned, thumbing down the lines of text. Frowned some more. Then she opened a web browser and searched for Hard News.


Hard News Online


Wednesday, May 1, 1:15 PM By Louise Gould




Concerns are growing today over the whereabouts of Janet Ramsey, the head of current affairs at Hard News. Ms Ramsey disappeared whilst investigating alleged breaches of safety regulations at All Saints Church in Blackheath, London, a controversial New Festival of Britain site where excavations were due to start this morning in the adjoining graveyard.


Fears were raised by Margaret Winn, a health advisor at UCH London, who had suggested that bodies uncovered from the site were being disposed of unlawfully, despite her concern that the area may have been used as a plague pit in the past.


One NFOB worker, a Russian national named Marek Schwarinski, had claimed that bodies or parts thereof were either placed in a skip by the church or simply dumped in the Thames Estuary along with rubble from the excavations.


Ms Ramsey failed to return from a late-night meeting with Mr Schwarinsky, during which she was to be shown around All Hallows Church and its crypt. At the time of writing, Mr Schwarinsky was unavailable for comment. When Hard News approached Mr Michael Brooks, the site manager employed by the construction company involved, he denied Mr Schwarinsky had ever arranged such a meeting, going so far as to suggest that someone may have been impersonating the workman, whose immigration status is now also in some doubt.


A source from within the Home Office has revealed to Hard News that Ms Ramsey’s PDA was recovered from the scene earlier today. The voice recording of her visit speaks of “bodies stacked floor to ceiling”, followed by the chaotic sounds of panic and, possibly, a personal attack, during which she was heard to call out Margaret Winn’s name.


Official sources further indicate that Ms Winn is now a suspect in Ms Ramsey’s disappearance, though Ms Ramsey had been heard to tell colleagues that the two were “old friends”. Ms Winn’s whereabouts are also unknown at this time.


All at Hard News are naturally concerned for the wellbeing of Ms Ramsey and are following up any leads that may lead to her safe return. Meanwhile, protests at the All Hallows site have escalated throughout the morning, following widespread rumours that demolition is continuing, not just in the face of popular opposition, but without proper planning regulations or safety and security protocols being in place.


Unsubstantiated reports appear to indicate the lack of control has in some instances led to outbreaks of hysteria, with members of the public reportedly biting and scratching each other . . .





Stacy sat back in her chair, full-leather this time, and it squeaked under her. The sleep she’d had on the aeroplane suddenly didn’t seem to have refreshed her – she felt very tired. For a moment she thought of her mother, living near to the New Festival site in a small house on Blackheath Road. They hadn’t spoken in years. If Stacy called to see how she was, if she’d seen anything untoward, her mother probably wouldn’t even answer.


Loneliness settled about her shoulders. She missed London, suddenly and bone-deep, and then the car turned a corner and she saw the hotel. She knew it from the pictures and plans they’d sent to her, the blueprints and elevations and artist’s impressions, but she hadn’t imagined its scale. It was at once proud and blasphemous, a Mayan pyramid to rival them all, its bright modernity betrayed by edges that were too clean and too sharp.


Suddenly, it was all right again – whatever might be happening in London would surely be over by nightfall. The wilder reports would be crushed as they always were, and harsh reality would take their place. Perpetrators would be arrested, the fuss would live on for a couple of days’ worth of screaming headlines, and then dullness would settle over the city once more. The vivid red of violence would fade to grey.


At least this place wasn’t grey. Everything was made bright and vibrant by the morning sun. Relief washed over her. If she’d been in London, she would have had to deal with it all. It would have rested on her shoulders.


Thank fuck, she thought as she stepped out of the car, and then she froze and went back to her phone, tapping in a new search, something she ought to have done the moment they landed and had forgotten in the wake of the news from home.

OEBPS/images/f0002.png





OEBPS/images/f0003.png
ZOVBIE
APOCALYPSE!

ACAPULCALYPSE NOW

ALISON LITTLEWOOD

Created by STEPHEN JONES

(((((((((((





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
~
[
Uit

AEQ em%g
ACAPULCALYPSE NOW
ALISON LITTLEWOCD

createn By STEPHEN JONES





OEBPS/images/f0005.png
HOTEL BARTUN

Where the magic never ends-
; 4

AR

o O

Elizabeth Taylor, Frawk Sinatra, Brigitte Bardot

+ Blwerepart of the Goldew Age. of Acapiles, the

destination. of the stars. Now the Hotel Baktus. brings

04 the helgnt of lxury inan. exalicsie beash vesort,
i . right inthe beating heart of Mexico. -

" Joiwiks forthe Grand Openiing ceremony, grased by
today's stars of sereew and stage, and culiminating in
2 special performance by vock Legend Colton Greesl,

0 Youwon't believe your eyest

Welaok forwardto receiving you as our Special
s wie usher inthe revival of the glorious past.






OEBPS/images/f0001.png
ZOMBIE
APUGA[YPSEF

ACAPULCALYPSE NOW





