
[image: Cover: The Devil You Know, by Chris Hauty]


Nationally Bestselling Author of Deep State

The Devil You Know

Chris Hauty

A Hayley Chill Thriller






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Devil You Know, by Chris Hauty, Emily Bestler Books]






For Brian






Justice is indiscriminately due to all, without regard to numbers, wealth, or rank.

—JOHN JAY, THE FIRST CHIEF JUSTICE OF THE UNITED STATES








PROLOGUE

When he walked into the living room, Martin Barnes’s roving gaze stopped abruptly on the exclamation point of blood splattered across the white tree skirt that never looked like snow anyway. He and his wife had purchased the condo one week after their wedding fifteen Christmases ago and augmented a collection of holiday decorations every year since. A Caribbean-themed crèche purchased in a Christiansted gift shop during their honeymoon on St. Croix. Red chili pepper string lights gifted to them by Marilyn’s brother in Austin. The brass angel chime Barnes inherited from his parents. The night before Christmas, these festive adornments were a painful reminder of what was missing from the home.

Gone how long now?

Memories of his wife and sons chased Barnes from the living room, but he found no respite in the condo’s narrow foyer. Dressed for work—blue business suit with a straight silhouette jacket that better concealed his service weapon—the US Supreme Court police officer paused to inspect a framed portrait hanging on the wall just inside the front door.

The photograph captured a moment of unadulterated joy during a return last January to St. Croix: the family of four arm in arm on a sun-splashed beach at the Carambola Resort, the same accommodations where Barnes and his new wife had enjoyed their honeymoon. The twins, Jeffrey and Michael—twelve years old at the time—were clad in swim trunks and shirtless, just emerged from hours in the water snorkeling and bodysurfing. Wearing one of her husband’s white linen shirts over a one-piece swimsuit, a tanned and smiling Marilyn appeared to revel in the time off from work as a schoolteacher and spent with her family instead. The photo captured the mood of a joyful day perfectly, without a clue in their unclouded expressions of the nightmarish future that awaited them.

Like many others in law enforcement, Martin Barnes was a military veteran with two tours in Iraq. Yet, of all the countless missions in that hellish conflict, one resided in his head like no other. In support of a presidential directive to kill or capture Iranian nationals in Iraq, Barnes and his fellow Army Rangers entered Sadr City in a failed attempt to apprehend a wanted Shia militia leader. More than forty insurgents died in the Rangers’ contested withdrawal, with zero US casualties.

Barnes could recall every second of the protracted street battle. The deafening racket of combat. Smells of blood, sweat, and the sour odor of spent gunpowder. One image, however, most frequently haunted his waking thoughts and nightmares: two Iraqi boys in a blasted-out doorway gawking at the headless body of an insurgent, freshly killed by a burst from a Ranger’s M4.

In his mind’s eye, Barnes saw his sons’ blood-misted faces superimposed on the two Sadr City boys. Then, in the next instant, more jarringly, he imagined the young Iraqis—covered with the insurgent’s gore—standing between him and Marilyn on the Caribbean beach instead of their own sons.

Am I insane? Is this what it feels like to have lost one’s mind?

Reaching for the doorknob, Barnes saw the tremor in his right hand. Sweat pricked his brow. His breathing erratic and heart rate accelerating, the plainclothes USSC police officer entertained a nagging doubt that he could accomplish the awful task demanded of him. The simple act of opening the condo’s front door seemed almost beyond his abilities.

Barnes took a moment to breathe and compose himself.

Focusing on the ground at his feet, he noticed a splatter of red across the floor and on the lowest section of the hallway wall to the left.

Whose blood is this?

Jeffrey, the more cerebral of the twins, would not have risked a dash for the front door to raise the alarm. Instead, a last-ditch effort to play the hero’s role would have been Michael’s impulse.

Putting together the scenario in his head, a collage of supposition, recovered memory, and horror, Barnes decided the blood in the condo’s entryway must belong to Michael, the bolder of his twin boys.

Nausea welled up within him.

Martin Barnes arrived at the same conclusion he had repeatedly rejected in the interminable hours since receiving his instructions.

He had no choice.

Only by irrevocable damnation would he win salvation.



Great Falls, in Fairfax County, Virginia, was twenty miles and a world away from the District of Columbia. Two-lane roads meandered through wooded hills sprinkled with multimillion-dollar estates. Ranked first by one prominent financial publication in its list of the nation’s “top-earning towns,” the unincorporated community was home to some of Washington’s most powerful figures, including associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States Anthony Gibbons. As a member of the USSC police agency’s Dignitary Protection Unit, it was Martin Barnes’s responsibility to ensure the safety of Justice Gibbons for the next eight hours.

Parking his Ford SUV inside the electronically controlled gate of the stately three-story mansion, he pulled in behind a similarly nondescript Ford SUV stopped to one side of the crushed granite driveway. Kathy Radulski, a relatively recent addition to the unit, exited the USSC-issued SUV and walked back to Barnes’s window.

In her early thirties, Radulski served in Afghanistan a decade after Martin’s Iraq tours. The conservative pantsuit she wore concealed neither her service weapon nor the last trimester of her first pregnancy. Barnes had relieved her on a four-day-a-week shift change for three months now. Despite their easy familiarity and habitual workplace banter, Barnes experienced the brief panic of being unable to recall her name. He lowered his window anyway; leaving it closed and refusing to speak with his fellow officer would have only raised alarm.

With a mocking grin, Radulski said, “Happy holidays, partner.”

Barnes nodded his head, somewhat robotically, but could approximate a smile.

He said, “Lucky dog. Christmas Eve at home is a rarity in this business.”

“I almost feel guilty. Underscore ‘almost.’ ”

Barnes chuckled unconvincingly. “Don’t feel bad on my account, lady. Remember, with great power comes great responsibility.”

She grinned but was slightly perplexed. Later, in more than one of the seemingly countless interviews she would endure—with officials from USSC Police, the FBI, and the Department of Justice—a rattled Kathy Radulski will remark on Martin Barnes’s failure to call her by her given name. Even then, his use of a generic appellation had struck her as wholly out of character. In every other conversation they ever had, the veteran officer had playfully mangled her last name. Radelpski. Radovich. Radinki. It was a thing.

On this day, however, it was “lady.”

“How will your family ever forgive you, Barnes?”

The stricken look that flashed across his face could not be missed, not even in the half-light of the estate’s tree-lined drive at six p.m. In many debriefings Radulski will mention Barnes’s dramatic change of expression, too.

With a pained smile, he said, “They’re happy to be rid of me.”

His distress was inexplicable and raw. Then, with one last effort to keep the mood light, Radulski said with a wink, “Can’t hardly blame them.”

Barnes’s face went blank.

“You okay, Marty?” asked a concerned Radulski.

“I’m good, friend. Just tired, I guess.”

Again, failing to call her by name. As if he couldn’t recall it.

Radulski tilted her head toward the mansion that loomed at the end of the four-hundred-foot drive. “He’s expecting you.”

“Did he offer you a hot toddy?”

She laid a hand on her belly. “Virgin hot toddy… so I accepted.”

Radulski left his window and started walking back to her car.

Barnes called after her. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

She waved her thanks. Only after getting behind the wheel of the Ford did Kathy Radulski recognize the disturbing finality in her colleague’s farewell.



The associate justice was putting a kettle on the stove when Barnes let himself in through the unlocked back door.

“Martin! Merry Christmas!”

Wearing corduroy trousers, a food-stained, blue-striped oxford shirt, and a chunky knit Guatemalan cardigan, seventy-six-year-old Anthony Gibbons’s twinkling blue eyes and unruly white hair were more reminiscent of a children’s television show host of a bygone era than a justice of the Supreme Court. Disarming, brilliant, and a friend to feral cats everywhere, Barnes’s protectee had written majority opinions for several landmark decisions since his confirmation three decades earlier. Situated somewhere in the middle of the court’s ideological divide, Justice Gibbons had joined forces with both sides on different occasions. But, much like his fashion sense, the old man’s legal philosophy defied pigeonholing.

Barnes said, “Happy holidays, sir.” He indicated the kitchen door behind him. “How many times have I told you to keep that door locked?”

Gibbons waved his hand, dismissing the suggestion. “Locking my doors is completely unnecessary. An armed police officer sitting at the end of my driveway is overkill.”

“We’re honored to have the assignment, sir.”

“If some fool is desperate enough to do harm to an occasionally ridiculous old man in his own kitchen, then so be it!” He retrieved a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Single Barrel from the counter, held it by the neck, and, eyes sparkling, waggled it with a tempting flourish. “It’s that time of year again, Martin,” sang the justice.

“I have no choice but to respectfully decline your generous offer, sir. Just like I did last Christmas Eve.”

With the warmth and friendliness of Gibbons’s welcome, Barnes almost forgot his heinous obligation. The old man had that effect on him. Though they typically limited their conversations to trivial topics, the two men of such dissimilar backgrounds—Supreme Court justice and USSC police officer—had developed a robust and mutual affection for each other. A lifelong bachelor, Gibbons particularly enjoyed asking after his protector’s sons. Not one of the twins’ birthdays in the five years Barnes had been on Gibbons’s detail passed without a thoughtful card and present from the old man. Marilyn always contended that the Supreme Court justice spent more time selecting the perfect items for the boys than those haphazard gifts chosen by their own father.

Puttering, Gibbons lit a flame under the kettle, his back to the USSC police officer.

“Well, I don’t believe I shall allow your abstinence to prevent me from enjoying a nightcap, Martin. My niece is picking me up first thing at seven tomorrow morning. They’ve moved to Charlottesville. Did I tell you that? She was up visiting her sister and is kind enough to drive me both ways. Do you know who’ll be following behind? Perhaps the officer can save Cindy the trouble of returning me here.”

Barnes took a silent step in the justice’s direction. Then another.

“I don’t know, sir,” he said vacantly.

Gibbons uncapped the whiskey and carefully filled a shot glass to the brim with the caramel-colored liquid.

Barnes’s thoughts were a demolition derby, colliding in a jumble of indecision that paralyzed him. He hesitated, standing now only a few feet from the old man.

God! Why is this happening? Why me? There must be another way!

Gibbons turned around and was startled to see the police officer so close to him.

“Martin?” he asked, the first hint of confusion rippling across his face.

The USSC police officer thrust both hands up and forward, gripping the justice around the neck. Gibbons’s shocked disbelief was brief, replaced by anguish as Barnes increased pressure on his carotid and vertebral arteries. The compressive forces generated by the police officer’s throttling grip restricted oxygenated blood flow to the brain and simultaneously obstructed the larynx, inducing asphyxia. After ten seconds, Anthony Gibbons lost consciousness.

Barnes released his hands from the justice’s neck and gently lowered the old man to the floor like a baby into his bassinet. He knew Gibbons wouldn’t be fully brain-dead for another four or five minutes. Waiting to be certain of the justice’s demise would have been the more… prudent… move.

But five minutes of soul-searing, shrieking self-hatred and agony? Impossible.

Reaching under his suit jacket, the USSC police officer drew his Glock, racked the slide, jammed the barrel upward into his mouth, and sent himself to an eternity devoid of light.






BOOK ONE HIGH FUNCTIONING







CHAPTER 1 BAR BATHROOM PARAMOUR


Hayley Chill needed a drink. Having watched a burial crew put her kid sister in the ground five days after Christmas was today’s excuse. Yesterday’s justification had been different. Who could say about tomorrow?

She found the perfect place at the end of Third Street in West Logan, overlooking the Guyandotte River. Following the service and interment, Hayley laid low in her Chapmanville motel room for a few hours. Her needs were limited: a chair on which to sit and listen to the white noise of traffic outside on the main drag through town. Wishing to avoid well-meaning friends and grieving family members, Hayley had told no one where she was staying. The same motivation prompted her to drive ten miles south to fulfill another, more pressing necessity.

Hayley entered the West Virginia roadside tavern and paused to take stock of her refuge. Low ceiling and even lower light. A Cavaliers game on a muted television over the cash register. Murmuring patrons seated at the bar and tables, their coats and jackets hanging haphazardly from seat backs or draped over stools. The bluegrass music coming over the sound system was a pleasant surprise. Hayley also scrutinized the rows of bottles on either side of the register that were backlit to colorful effect.

Yes. This place will do just fine.

She grabbed a stool at the bar, two empty seats to her left and right.

The bartender—big, bald, bearded, and wearing an Elk River Ramblers T-shirt—responded to Hayley’s predatory stare soon enough.

“Tequila,” she said.

“Jose Cuervo?”

She shook her head. “Whiskey. Beer chaser.”

The truth was, Hayley had been hitting the green bottle of La Gritona she’d packed in her bag pretty much all day. Tammy’s overdose three days earlier was a brutal shock, only the latest in a series of traumas, but it wasn’t until she had arrived in town that the full brunt of fury and grief descended on her. Returning home wasn’t a trivial matter. Too many bad memories. Too much heartache. The last time Hayley saw her kid sister alive was more than six months ago, the occasion being—unironically—another overdose-induced funeral. Tammy seemed perfectly fine then, thrilled to be pregnant with her first child. Now that six-month-old baby boy had lost his mother, and Hayley, a sister she loved. At the funeral, she couldn’t help but worry how long before her baby nephew was orphaned entirely, judging by the sallow appearance of Jeff, the boy’s father.

What a god-awful mess.

The bartender delivered the goods. Shooting the whiskey, Hayley replaced the glass on the bar ahead of the mug of cold beer, an unmissable signal she wanted a refill. Bald and Bearded dutifully poured another. Before Hayley could lift the shot glass, the inevitable guy appeared at her elbow. Fives and ones clasped in his right hand. Requisite trucker cap. A mole on his left cheek like some John-Boy Walton come to life.

Hayley felt his gaze on her.

“What’s up?” she asked with flat intonation.

Back home, Hayley had inadvertently lapsed into the soft drawl and WV dialect of her childhood.

John-Boy said, “Come from around here sounds like.”

“Twenty or so miles north. Green Shoals. I moved along after high school. Doubt we ever crossed paths.”

He offered his hand with a confident-bordering-on-arrogant grin. “Derrick.”

Hayley pegged him for a Logan High School football star, and she wasn’t wrong. Derrick Getty hadn’t put on much additional weight like so many other high school jocks by their thirtieth year. Her sandy-haired barstool paramour was in excellent shape, broad-shouldered, and tall enough to seem gargantuan in the cavern-like barroom.

Hayley had noticed him glancing to his left once or twice as he spoke. Five other locals Getty’s age, male and female, were sitting at a large table near the front door.

Grew up here. Going to grow old and die here.

She had managed to escape this world. Most don’t.

Getty’s hand was still hanging in midair. She relented and shook it with minimal enthusiasm.

“Hayley.”

“Nice to meet you, Hayley.”

The guy actually winked after he said her name. Bald and Bearded served up a pitcher of beer to him without having been asked. Getty made no move to return to his table.

Hayley shot the second whiskey and replaced the empty glass in the refill zone.

Her suitor responded with a low whistle of admiration.

“I can sure respect a woman who knows how to drink. Any other skills?” he asked with what he imagined was a devastating gaze.

Hayley Chill was a US Army veteran, one of the first women to earn a blue cord. Until recently, she’d been employed by a clandestine association—former presidents, ex–Supreme Court justices, retired directors from the intelligence community, and other discharged heavyweights of the US government—that called itself Publius. Not so much the deep state as a deeper state. Among other deeds, Hayley had saved a sitting president from assassination, stopped a massive cyberattack on the Eastern Seaboard, and helped prevent a second US civil war. Personal losses she’d suffered in the past year compelled her to retreat from further involvement with the group. Her main agenda since that self-imposed hiatus was to avoid thinking. Stop remembering. Exist barely above sentient. The alcohol wasn’t an ideal facilitator of that action list, but the cost was right and it didn’t leave track marks.

She held Getty’s gaze with her powder blue eyes. “Got nothing for you, stud.”

The former jock’s grin calcified. Grabbing the pitcher by the handle, he winked at Hayley again and strutted back to his table near the door.

“Is that fucking douchebag hassling you, miss?” asked the bartender. “Rushing for twenty-two hundred yards and thirty-one touchdowns in your senior year can sure do some weird shit to a dude.”

“Nothing I can’t handle, thanks.” She pointed her chin toward the empty shot glass. “Hit me again?”

Hayley Chill had reached that place, a kind of transcendent state. There was no stopping her now. Stripped of thought, memory, and restraint, she was on the verge of becoming pure energy.

How much loss am I expected to take?



She was washing her hands in the ladies’ room when the door banged open and her wink-happy suitor entered the cramped space. The arrogant smile on Getty’s face faltered for a moment in reaction to Hayley’s expressionless assessment of his bold intentions. The former high school running back flinched as her right hand sped toward him. But it continued past his unguarded torso and found the latch on the door. The sound of Hayley engaging the lock was all the signal Derrick Getty needed to close the distance between them.

He put his hands on Hayley’s shoulder and arm, pulling her mouth to his. Before their lips joined, however, she turned him like a failed assassin and pushed him backward into the single stall.

Dumb, dumb, dumb…

But action took precedence over caution. Any action would do.

Her finger found his belt and button fly. Straddling the toilet, the local man initially resisted Hayley taking command; never before in his countless sexual conquests had he been so wholly subordinated. But her turbo-charged authority was persuasive. Catching on, Getty relented, excited like he’d never been excited before.



Unlocking the bathroom door and pushing it open, she stepped into the dimly lit barroom. Leaning against the pool table, waiting for Hayley, was a redheaded woman her age and height but at least thirty pounds heavier. Wearing a Gap sweatshirt and high-rise mom jeans, Margot Dombrowski was scowling. Hayley barely glanced at the woman as she continued toward her barstool across the room.

Dombrowski propelled herself off the pool table and into Hayley’s path.

“He’s in there, isn’t he? You fucked my boyfriend, huh, bitch?”

Hayley wanted only to return to her place at the bar, where Bald and Bearded would have teed up the next round by now. She turned a shoulder to her accuser and tried to slip past.

The other woman cut Hayley off, grabbing her roughly by the arm.

“You little whore! We’re not done here!”

Derrick Getty exited the ladies’ room at the same moment that Hayley whipped her arm from the redhead’s grip and shoved her backward against the pool table.

Hayley’s erstwhile suitor bounded in three strides to the altercation, putting his large, athletic frame between the combatants.

“Keep your hands off her,” he said, his cartoonish winks and vaudeville smirking now a distant memory.

Hayley put both hands on Getty’s chest and pushed him away. The former high school jock fell backward and into the arms of his girlfriend. Reaching behind him, he took hold of a cue from the pool table. In anticipation of delivering a power stroke to Hayley’s head, Getty planted his right foot forward.

She had only a second or two to act. Instincts took command.

Standing sideways, Hayley lifted the knee of her rear leg. Getty assumed she was going for his body and braced for the blow, putting all of his weight into his right, lead leg… exactly what Hayley had anticipated. Instead of attacking his body, however, she stomped her booted foot down on his leg just above the knee. The audible pop of rupturing quadriceps and patellar tendons preceded Getty’s screams by a fraction of a second.

Pool cue sliding from his grasp as he collapsed to the floor, Getty gripped his right knee in a futile attempt to reassemble its many broken parts. The fuss he was raising wasn’t wholly compatible with the jovial, tough guy image he’d cultivated since grade school. Snot dripping from his nose comingled with his tears of excruciating pain.

Hayley stood over the fallen man, the extent of his injuries all too obvious to her. Derrick Getty’s days rushing on the gridiron—limited in recent years to the occasional pickup scrimmage on Sundays at the local high school—were over. With a glance, Hayley determined that Bald and Bearded was on the phone already, summoning the police. Not to worry. Witnesses would attest to her actions as being well inside the scope of self-defense.

She will be back in her motel room in Chapmanville by midnight. Getty, however, will spend the next three days in the hospital. Three surgeries to reassemble his knee will succeed to the extent that the hitch in his step is barely noticeable. Like so many pain sufferers across the nation, Getty’s addiction to OxyContin will blossom into a full-fledged heroin addiction; his personal bankruptcy due to ongoing medical expenses will seem less important.

But miracles can happen, even in West Virginia. Following a second overdose in which he will be declared DOA by an ER resident late for a Friday night Bumble date, Getty will rise from the ashes of a merciless addiction. Group homes. Intense counseling. Loving friends and family members. Recovery will take a village of good intentions. By year two of his sobriety, Derrick Getty will be employed by a Richmond-based rehab center and receiving glowing tributes from coworkers and patients. Five years after his altercation with Hayley Chill at the tavern on Third Street in West Logan, Getty will be elected to the US House of Representatives for West Virginia’s third district, capitalizing on his high school athletic exploits and running on a single platform of combating the opioid crisis.

Nothing of that future was apparent to Hayley at the time. Watching her bar bathroom paramour writhe on the floor, she recognized the wreckage of her present existence.

Loss upon loss.

A life without intention and headed in one direction: down.

She shrugged, aware of her intoxication for the first time that day.

Nothing new under a black sun.






CHAPTER 2 ALOHA


They called themselves the Snake Eaters.

For twenty-two-year-old Saturnino Valdés Pérez, the operation in Hawaii represented his first trip outside of Mexico. The four other men—like Saturnino, former members of the Mexican Army’s Special Forces Corp (GAFE)—were experienced mercenaries whose exploits had taken them to several countries in the Americas. As the most recent addition to the unit, Saturnino accepted the hazing dealt to him by his compatriots. Such was the way of men. One day, a recruit younger than himself would join their league. Then that man would take his turn on the anvil.

Before his enlistment in the army, the teenage Saturnino wanted only to surf. The palapa-shaded beach at Playa La Ticla, an hour-and-a-half drive southwest of the family apartment in Tecomán, was his refuge from a hard life in the city. His father’s unexpected death ended the teenager’s love affair with the ocean. As the oldest of six children, Saturnino’s role was to put food on the family table and keep a roof over their heads.

His excellent scores in basic training and an unusual proficiency on the gun range earned him an assignment to GAFE’s 3rd Brigade’s Rapid Intervention Force group. There Saturnino received some of the best advanced military training on the planet, courtesy of the Mexican government’s ally to the north. The US Army’s 7th Special Forces Group—from which the Snake Eaters borrowed their nickname—had operated in an advisory role in South and Central America since the 1980s. The foundations of Saturnino’s training, therefore, were distilled from lessons imparted by Delta Force instructors decades earlier.

The army unit’s sargento primero was the first to depart, his reasons for abruptly leaving GAFE a mystery. Rumor suggested that Oscar Carranza went over to the “other side,” selling his expertise to the highest bidder among several drug cartel suitors. No one was entirely sure what had happened to their sergeant. Then one of Carranza’s most trusted men in the unit, Hector Lozano—the face of a lizard but with less heart—separated from the army and also disappeared without a trace. The Suárez brothers, Javier and Diego, were next. Finally, Saturnino left the army, too.

That was three months ago.

Reunited with trusted members of his former GAFE unit at a forest compound near Coahuayana, the young man and gifted sniper had been unconcerned that his new paymaster was a notorious drug cartel. What mattered was that he was with the top men again, former soldiers he admired. Like them, Saturnino Pérez now had money and respect. More money than he had ever thought existed in the world.

Walking through the terminal at Kahului Airport, on the Hawaiian island of Maui, the young cartel gunman glanced toward the others in their unit. All wore canvas pants, military-style boots, and button-down long-sleeve shirts, and in that way stood out from the locals and tourists attired in sandals, shorts, and the occasional Santa hat. Saturnino was proud of how smart he and his compatriots looked compared to the swarms of holiday travelers hurrying through the airport concourse. He and his fellow assassins were disciplined. Eyes looking ahead and chins slightly raised, they walked at a slower, more assured pace, each with luggage that consisted entirely of the same jet-black tactical backpacks.

We are not your gardeners.

We are not your day laborers or housekeepers.

We are the Snake Eaters.

We are the Cartel del Oeste.

Exiting the terminal, the four ex-soldiers and their commander walked into the sunshine. Saturnino paused at the curb, while the others continued to walk toward the nearby parking lot, where unknown facilitators had left a vehicle for them. He tilted his head back and allowed the sun’s rays to bathe his face. Trade winds from the northeast brought cool relief. The briny smell of the Pacific Ocean—just beyond the northern end of the airport’s runway—filled the twenty-two-year-old’s nose, a familiar sensation from the countless days he spent at Playa La Ticla.

Since enlisting in the army four years ago, Saturnino had known only the barracks and the jungle. Though he had never confessed it to anyone—especially not the hard men who called themselves the Snake Eaters—the young gunman suffered from persistent homesickness. Not so much for the cramped family apartment in the city or his diverse responsibilities as the eldest child following his father’s death. Saturnino longed for the beach. The endless waves. His not long-distant youth.

Ironic, then, that he found himself in Hawaii, world-famous for being the birthplace of surfing.

It is like… paradise.



Nearly nineteen feet in length, the Chevrolet Suburban SUV was big enough to accommodate the entire unit and their modest luggage; the bulk of their gear had been shipped separately to the island for obvious reasons. Hector Lozano retrieved the key fob from its hiding place under the driver’s-side wheel well and unlocked the doors. As the crew’s leader, Oscar Carranza, aka “El Gruñón,” took the front passenger seat as his birthright. Javier Suárez and his younger brother, Diego, settled into the middle seats, while Saturnino found his place in the farthermost-rear bench seat.

Diego slapped the crew’s newest recruit on the ass as he passed between the middle and rear seats. “Don’t get carsick all over me, Barbie!”

Saturnino despised his nickname, given to him for his bleached-blond hair and green eyes. But he had learned the hard way that it was best to weather the persistent teasing in silence. The other men had made him well aware of his place among them. As the youngest, Saturnino was treated with casual disrespect; he had yet to prove himself.

Despite almost daily contact with Carranza and his crew for the past four years—first in the army and now with their hiring by the cartel—he had only the slightest awareness of the men’s lives outside the unit. Diego Suárez, or “El Guasón,” was relatively benign, if that was the correct word to describe someone Saturnino had witnessed decapitate a rival cartel member with a steak knife. He knew that Diego was married to the twin sister of Javier’s wife and that the brothers Suárez and their families shared a rambling four-bedroom home in a suburb of Morelia. Vicious assassins by day and dedicated family men at night, Diego and Javier Suárez mercifully pulled their punches when it came to hazing the Snake Eaters’ newest recruit.

Hector Lozano was Saturnino’s true concern. Rumor had it that the feared sicario had been a street painter of marginal talent after finishing his formal education at the junior high (secundaria) level. Conscripted when he turned eighteen, he found greater success and purpose in the military than he ever had with the arts. Carranza’s lieutenant was a menace of near legendary status, as lethal and unpredictable as any other assassin in Cartel del Oeste’s army of killers. Fear of him was so extreme in Michoacán that most inhabitants refused to say his name out loud. Lozano lived with his mother in a modest one-bedroom apartment when not on an operation with the Snake Eaters. No one could guess what he did with the substantial money he earned as a sicario.

Lozano started the vehicle’s engine. He was quietly pleased to see that the SUV had only three miles on the odometer and surmised that the faceless individuals facilitating the operation must have flat-bedded the vehicle to the airport parking lot. With a keen appreciation for competency and purpose, he took pride in killing with the same efficiency, favoring a knife over a pistol. Too often, Lozano, aka “Taliban,” had seen a man (or woman) live to see another day after multiple gunshots to the body or even the head. There was zero chance of survival once a throat was slit from ear to ear. If a target had the misfortune of appearing on Hector Lozano’s list, there was little hope of eluding a brutal death.

“Go to the house,” said Carranza, thrusting his chin upward to signal his driver to proceed. “The address is the only one on the navigation screen.”

Lozano said, “Yes, sir.”

In the far back seat, Saturnino registered Lozano’s deference to Carranza. Even a man as violent as Taliban feared their old sergeant.

A killer’s killer. That is our commander.

If Saturnino possessed only the slightest details of Lozano’s and the Suárez brothers’ lives away from the cartel, he knew less about Oscar Carranza. Even in the army, their commander had been an omnipotent yet unfamiliar presence. Whether he had a family, was married or single, possessed any interests or hobbies, read books, or enjoyed music remained a total mystery. His capacity for violence was unknown, too. No one could remember Carranza raising a hand against a foe. Like a nuclear warhead, his ferocity was based entirely on his latent capacity for destruction. His savagery was wholly assumed.

The youngest sicario—if he had indeed earned that title after participating in only one assassination, an avocado grower who had refused Cartel del Oeste’s extortion demands—settled into his seat as the cavernous SUV got underway. The elusive Pacific remained out of view, hidden behind a row of one- and two-story buildings to the north. But Saturnino easily imagined the scene. With his mind’s eye, he watched the waves roll onto the island’s north shore and seabirds swoop overhead. He could almost feel the warm sand between the toes of his bare feet.

None of the men in the Chevrolet knew the nature of their operation. Surely, death was the objective. That was what the Snake Eaters did. Their bosses gave them the names—men, women, children, it made no difference who—and they put those people in the ground. Let others harvest the fruits and vegetables, sell cars, or labor over hot grills.

Saturnino Pérez and these other hard men from the Free and Sovereign State of Michoacán de Ocampo killed for their living.



The compound was at the farthest reach of Honokala Road, accessed by Ulalena Loop at mile marker 3 on the Hana Highway. Behind tall wooden gates opened by an entry code included with directions found in the glove compartment, the single-story main house sat to the rear of a gloomy clearing carved out of the rain forest. Waves that crashed against the rocks at Waipio Bay—less than a half mile distant—could be neither heard nor seen from anywhere on the property. A five-acre lot in the semirural setting assured privacy.

Lozano parked beside a second, identical Chevrolet Suburban in the circular gravel drive. Like any newly arriving tourists on the island, the cartel assassins piled out of their vehicle and assessed their surroundings. Glimpsed through a hectic stand of rainbow eucalyptus, thatch screw pines, and koa trees—all wrapped in maile and leie vines—was a secondary structure constructed of cinder block and seemingly half-buried in an adjoining hillside.

Carranza led the men up the half dozen steps to the porch of the main house. Consulting the instruction sheet left for them, he punched a six-digit code in the keyless door lock and was rewarded with the satisfying sound of a metal bolt retracting. The four other men followed their former army sergeant inside.

Lozano found the nearest light switch and illuminated the home’s interior, a necessity despite the noon hour. The furnishings were thoroughly utilitarian. Saturnino Pérez guessed that the house had been vacant before the men’s arrival and equipped solely with items of their most basic needs. All traces of the previous occupant (and certainly all personal decor) had been removed, no doubt by the same anonymous team that would eradicate every residue of their stay after the mission’s completion. The morose rain forest beyond its walls underscored the home’s dreary ambiance, suggestive of a low-budget vacation rental.

Since turning off the highway—perhaps too grand a word for the twisty, two-lane, sixty-four-mile road that led from the “bright lights” of Kahului to the island’s remote eastern end at Hana—not a single word had been exchanged among the five men. Experience had taught them to wait for orders from their commander. Standing five feet, eight inches tall, the former Mexican Army sergeant was in no way defensive about his short height or pockmarked face. Though he would never confide such intimacies to the others, the lesson drilled into a teenage Carranza by his military-minded father was that the accurate gauge of a man is measured neither in inches nor by conventional attractiveness. Physical strength wasn’t a factor, either. What made a man a meaningful presence in the world, according to Arturo Carranza, was his intelligence, willpower, and a capacity for cruelty.

On his fourteenth birthday, two weeks following his father’s talk, Oscar Carranza used all three qualities to outwit and murder a man twice his age. A police sergeant in his home city of Uruapan had attempted to coerce the teenager’s cooperation informing against a neighborhood methamphetamine dealer who occasionally paid Carranza a few pesos to serve as a courier. Faced with the choice of arrest or execution by the street gang, the fourteen-year-old created a third option: luring the policeman to a desolate location on the outskirts of town and putting a bullet in his head with a Texas-manufactured ghost gun. Athletically inclined in his youth, Carranza was no gangster at the time. But his father’s lesson had not been lost on the boy; cunning and a commitment to survival were paramount.

He stopped inside the door and allowed the other men to explore the dimly lit house as he scanned the interior, searching for something. His men, alert to their sergeant’s every mood, barely breathed lest they incur his wrath.

No one in the crew—not even their commander—knew the precise details of the operation.

He found what he was searching for on the coffee table in the living room, a modest manila folder containing a thin sheaf of papers, maps, and photographs. Carranza sat on the couch and began reading. The other men stood at a respectful distance, waiting to hear his report.

Carranza took several minutes to examine every page, reading some sections twice through. Finally, the former army sergeant looked up from the folder, regarded his men with a neutral expression… and said nothing.

None of the men had ever visited any Hawaiian island before today. The nature of this next operation had been a source of fierce speculation among them… except for Carranza, who was above idle gossiping. Javier Suárez—known as “El Greñas” for his slick-downed, shoulder-length black hair—couldn’t contain his curiosity. Perched on the balls of his feet, his hair in a ponytail that belied a fearsome reputation for enthusiastic torture, the cartel soldier asked in his native (and only) language, “Will it be like the last one, Commander?”

Oscar Carranza considered the question for a moment.

Intelligence, unstoppable willpower, and unbridled cruelty… all of these attributes would be required to complete the mission outlined in the paperwork he held in his hands.

“Sí y no,” he said.






CHAPTER 3 LIKE THAT MOVIE. YOU KNOW THE ONE I’M TALKING ABOUT.


The morning after the funeral, Hayley left her motel room in search of a much-needed cup of coffee and found Andrew Wilde sitting in the metal patio chair next to the door. The man who recruited her for the deeper state wore a crisp blue suit and white shirt, the same as every other time they had met in person. The colors were a startling contrast to his perpetual—if slightly orange—tanned complexion. Fifty years old but fit as a triathlete half his age, Wilde exuded a blasé attitude. As a rule, he didn’t rattle. Conspiratorialism was his religion.

Hayley couldn’t guess her immediate supervisor’s background except for some vague history with US military special forces. In Iraq? Or was it Sudan? Wilde never said one way or another. Her surprise finding him outside her room was exceeded only by her displeasure; another operation for Publius was off the table.

“My siblings don’t even know where I’m staying,” she said.

“Seriously?”

Wilde couldn’t fathom Hayley would doubt his ability to locate her no matter where she tried to hide.

With a moment’s reflection, she concurred. Hayley had yet to discover the furthest boundaries of the deeper state’s resources. Did Publius have agents and sympathizers at all of the government’s intelligence agencies? How many pairs of eyes did Wilde have on her at any given moment? Though Hayley’s cell phone utilized two operating systems for complete data separation—one a particularly robust version of Android and the other a third-party, stripped-down OS—she had to assume her superiors in the organization were still able to monitor her every phone call, email, and text.

These suspicions, verging on paranoia, might have been answered eventually if she still worked for the deeper state. Which she did not. Not anymore. Four months ago—one week following a miscarriage that coincided with the conclusion of her last mission—Hayley sent Wilde a terse, unequivocal text message: No more.

Hayley gave the country everything but her life, and barely avoided that ultimate sacrifice.

To Andrew Wilde sitting outside her motel room, she said, “Do I have to tattoo it across your forehead, man? I quit.”

He folded his hands behind his head, seemingly without a worry in the world. “I remember the good old days when it was always ‘sir’ this and ‘Mr. Wilde’ that. What happened to that young, bright-eyed soldier who was the epitome of army values?”

“The deeper state recruited her.”

Ignoring her taunt, Wilde ran down the list. “Personal courage. Duty. Respect. Selfless service. Honor. Integrity. And loyalty.”

Hayley felt blood rushing to her face.

“You’re questioning my loyalty… sir?” she asked, casting the last word as an epithet.

“No one in the organization doubts your loyalty, Chill, or any other aspect of your character or skill set. That’s why I’m here.”

“A new op? I told you. I’m done with all of that.”

The confident half grin on Andrew Wilde’s face irked Hayley. She quickly calculated the damage she could inflict to his jaw with a well-placed, Thai-style roundhouse kick. Dislocation, for sure. Outright fracture? A definite possibility.

“C’mon, let’s go get that cup of coffee you clearly need,” said Wilde.



They shared a table at the Tudor’s Biscuit World off Crawley Creek Road. At half past six, the franchise was otherwise deserted.

Hayley grimaced after sipping her coffee.

“Good?” asked Wilde, fucking with her.

“It’s coffee.”

He couldn’t have cared less. “Sorry about your sister.”

Knowing better, Hayley waited for the chaser.

Wilde said, “That poor kid. Your nephew.”

“What about him?”

“In terms of your brother-in-law’s legal troubles. Maybe you haven’t heard? Given your carousing last night, I mean.”

Hayley flinched. With sudden horror, she realized the previous night’s activities were a total blank.

Another blackout episode?

Desperate to hide the alcohol-induced gap in her memory, Hayley played along.

With an abashed grin, she said, “Well, you know me, sir. Just blowing off a little steam.”

Watching her closely and gauging her reactions, Wilde said, “The police stopped Jeff on the way home from the services yesterday. Crossing the double yellow line. He failed a field test and the one back at the station. A search of his car turned up enough pills to elevate charges to possession with intent to distribute.”

Hayley hadn’t known, of course. She wondered if Wilde had orchestrated the bust.

He said, “We can help Jeff. Publius takes care of its own… That is, those in the family.”

Her silence opened the door wide to Wilde’s pursuit.

“Your brother-in-law needs treatment, Chill, not one to fifteen years in Huttonsville. And little Tommy needs a father.”

Her sister had named the baby after their dad, whose ghastly murder in the past year represented another hole blasted through Hayley’s heart.

“Enough.”

One word delivered like a threat. Her nephew’s well-being was the only thing that mattered in Hayley’s life now.

What would April Wu say about her return to duty? Discussions with Hayley’s fellow deeper state operative and only-friend-in-the-world regularly lasted late into the night, protracted bull sessions in which April typically played devil’s advocate. Hayley suspected her friend would be supportive of any adventure beyond the four walls of her apartment near Logan Circle.

Sensing victory, Wilde said, “This is like that movie. You know the one I’m talking about.”

She had no response to the non sequitur.

Holding both clenched fists over the table, Andrew Wilde pulled them to his chest and delivered the infamous line of film dialogue with gusto. “ ‘Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in!’ ”

Hayley, one day removed from burying her youngest sister, was not amused.

“Respectfully, sir, cut the shit. Why are you here?”

Wilde said, “Anthony Gibbons.”

“What about him?”

“You mean besides being choked to death by the USSC cop on his protective detail?”

Hayley said, “I figured there was more to it than the headline. What’s the real story?”

“FBI is investigating. The cop—Martin Barnes—left no suicide note. Nothing on his phone or home computer indicates a desire to kill his family and a Supreme Court justice.”

“The family’s been located?” asked Hayley.

“No sign of them yet. But there was blood evidence in the home, belonging to the wife and one of the sons. Police and feds are looking for them.”

“No bodies mean they could still be found alive.”

“Sure, they could,” said Wilde without conviction.

“So, if this is all a matter of a crazed cop going on a murder spree, what does that have to do with Publius?”

“You didn’t hear me say anything about ‘crazed.’ ”

“Do you think someone has called open season on Supremes, sir?” asked Hayley.

Wilde knew that he had Hayley’s full interest now. That he had won, once again.

“I don’t think anything. At least, not until you tell me what I should be thinking.”

“Okay. I’m guessing my job is to stick close to a justice. Provide an extra layer of protection. But how do you know which one is the next target?”

“Political extremists on both sides are keen to manipulate the court’s ideological makeup. The FBI and Homeland Security keep tabs on conspirators and nutcases of every stripe. There’s always plenty of chatter and outright threats, but nothing that’s ever been acted on.”

“Until now.”

“Perhaps. Publius has access to reports going back three years. We’re analyzing them.”

Hayley said, “Justice Gibbons was a centrist. His rulings were difficult to predict one case to the next.”

“Correct. Nobody knows if the threat is a one-and-done or something entirely different. The Marshals Service has taken over protection responsibilities from the Supreme Court Police. They’ve already put details on the eight remaining justices.”

Hayley said nothing, waiting for the bottom line that Wilde was sure to draw.

“The people we work for will sleep better with the awareness that Publius has an agent on each of those units.”

“Where am I going, sir?”

“We’re still sorting that out.” He paused, then said, “Not everyone in the organization is one hundred percent on you these days, Chill.”

“Eighty-five percent?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

Wilde slid out of the booth. They were still the only customers.

“My brother-in-law, sir? Slap on the wrist and out. Back with Tommy.”

Wilde ignored the reminder. “You know the film I was talking about?”

“Yes, sir. The Godfather.”

“Part three. Now, that was a movie.” Wilde headed toward the door, saying over his shoulder, “I’ll be in touch. Try to get back to DC without getting thrown in jail.”

Hayley was almost glad she couldn’t remember activities last night that were arrest-worthy.

Wilde stopped and turned, leveling his index finger at her. “And let’s watch that drinking, you copy?”

Hayley responded with a contrite nod, enough of a commitment for Wilde to continue to the door. She faced forward again and saw April Wu sitting at the table where Andrew Wilde had sat only moments earlier.

“What an asshole,” said April.

Hayley grinned, grateful to see her friend in whatever state of ethereal existence.

Months earlier, April Wu succumbed to injuries suffered in the line of duty. Her spectral visits with Hayley began shortly after her untimely demise in a GW Hospital bed. A close relationship—one that included all aspects of their rivalry, respect, and affinity for each other—was able to continue, if wholly on April’s terms.

Whether a real ghost, a figment of Hayley’s alcohol-fueled imagination, or her ersatz Jiminy Cricket, April’s wraithlike form came and went as she pleased. Dead, but not gone. Not by any stretch.

And yet, representing yet another loss in Hayley’s truly horrific year.

She swung her legs out from under the booth. “Let’s get out of here.”



In the beginning, Hayley was understandably disconcerted by April’s “resurrection.” Once she had recovered from the initial shock of those random appearances, her attitude shifted. As a covert agent for Publius, Hayley was essentially shorn of close friends, romantic relationships, and family. Yet, regardless of whether April Wu was actually a ghost or simply Hayley’s conscience speaking, the deeper state operative grew to appreciate not only her friend’s company but also her counsel, however snarky.

They had first met as agent candidates at the deeper state’s secret training site in eastern Oregon. It was rivalry at first sight, broken bones and bruised egos the immediate by-product of their competitive dynamic. April and Hayley were the top-scoring recruits—whether male or female—in nearly every possible category. But the West Virginian claimed the ultimate prize of their epic contest, selected over all others to lead Publius’s first operation. April Wu eventually forgave Hayley for besting her in that regard; the ache that would never diminish, not even in death, was her unrequited love for the blond-haired, blue-eyed freak of nature.

Propped up against flimsy motel pillows, April—doomed to wear the same canvas cargo pants, dark T-shirt, and army pullover for eternity—lay on the bed and watched Hayley gather her belongings.

“How was he?” asked April.

“Who?”

“Derrick ‘Look at Me I Was a High School Football Star’ Getty. Remember? The dude you hooked up with in the bathroom of Tavern Dismal on the oil-slicked banks of the River Superfund.”

Blank-faced, Hayley said, “Oh.”

“You don’t remember any of it, do you?”

“That’s what I have you for.”

April wasn’t about to allow Hayley to shrug off the incident.

“Bullshit. I can tell you’re freaked out. This is the second blackout in one month.”

Hayley rolled her eyes, but didn’t dispute April’s accounting.

“Andrew Wilde is right about at least one thing. You’re hitting the bottle too hard.”

“Give me a break.”

“Seriously. How else to explain last night?”

“Oh, is Casper jealous?” Hayley instantly regretted the crack. “Sorry.”

April, unfazed, waved off the apology. “You know, one of the nice things about being dead is that the difficult emotions you had as a living person are flattened out. Less jagged. You don’t cry. Don’t laugh or cum. Everything is just kinda…” She searched in vain for the appropriate word.

“… dead?” asked Hayley.

“Yeah. Like with really good dope, I feel no pain.”

Now it was April’s turn to regret her choice of words, these in particularly bad taste the day following the funeral of Hayley’s sister.

“Sorry,” she said. “Drugs bad.”

Hayley shrugged it off. Her meager belongings packed, she was ready to head out.

April asked, “So you’re back in the warm embrace of the deeper state? Good.”

“Good?”

“Hayley Chill needs a mission like a fish needs water to breathe—”

“Wait…”

“Work with me here. Andrew Wilde, monumental tool that he is, has delivered just the medicine that you need.”

Hayley said, “I didn’t know I was sick.”

“What you have, you never know you have. A symptom is the pronounced lack of objectivity.”

“I… what?”

April said, “You need to get busy, dummy. Get out of your head. Save the world.”

“Look who’s talking.”

“What do you know about this side of the mortal divide? I could be partying over here like it’s Rome 99 BC.”

“Whatever. After this operation—when I know Jeff and Tommy are squared away—I’m done for good.”

“Right. I’m calling bullshit on that, too.”

“Call it whatever you want. I get my hands on one little psychotropic pill and you’re history.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

Hayley turned for the door. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that April had vanished. Her friend could show up during the long drive back home to DC, or be waiting for Hayley at the condo, sitting on the couch and thumbing through a copy of the latest Atlantic magazine. Then again, April might not resurface for another week or two. There was no telling when or where she might choose to haunt Hayley again.

Exiting the motel room, Hayley unlocked her car and tossed her bag into the back seat.

Has someone declared open season on Supremes?

Did she care if someone was attempting to manipulate the Supreme Court’s ideological tilt? Hayley could remember when she used to give a shit about such things. Not too long ago, she would have charged into a hail of gunfire to protect the integrity of the nation’s highest court. Until recently, Hayley had lived by one inflexible code: support and defend the Constitution of the United States or die trying. But would she still swear to that oath?

Pausing beside her car, Hayley Chill felt the ground spin under her feet. The confidence she had feigned for April’s benefit evaporated, replaced by dizzying insecurity.

Experiencing a surge of vertigo, she willed herself to get behind the car’s wheel. Washington was seven hours away. Hayley pressed the ignition, shifted gears, and drove. Her mind enveloped in fog, she could manage only these functional simplicities. Foreseeing the long drive home, Hayley had severe doubts that she could make it. Unless she made a quick stop. Just a miniature or two. Whiskey or tequila, it made no difference. A quickie there in the parking lot of the package store. Another for the drive back to DC.

Hell, I don’t have a problem with alcohol.

She only needed a little something to sharpen her senses.



As the team’s youngest member, Saturnino was given the task of driving back to the airport to pick up gear shipped separately to the island. On the island for slightly less than twenty-four hours, he didn’t mind this lowly assignment. While the others traipsed through the forest to set up surveillance microphones and cameras on the property’s entire perimeter—sweating in the afternoon heat and drenched by intermittent rain showers—Saturnino enjoyed the Chevrolet’s blasting air conditioner and acquainted himself better with the island’s north shore.

Of particular interest were the surf breaks.

Before leaving Mexico, Saturnino had researched Maui’s offerings. Anyone who ever surfed a wave in their life had heard of the infamous break at Pe’ahi, known worldwide as “Jaws.” Anxious to catch a glimpse of the iconic spot on his drive back to the airport, Saturnino was disappointed to see nothing of the ocean at mile marker 13, where descriptions on the Internet had suggested he would find the turnoff. Continuing a few more miles west, however, he was treated to an expansive overview of Ho’okipa Beach Park. On the eastern end of the break, two dozen surfers were working a three-to-four-foot swell. Windsurfers dominated the waves at the western point.

As he maneuvered the twisting highway at a reduced speed—stopping even for a few minutes to observe the local surfers in action was unthinkable—Saturnino snatched repeated glances in the beach’s direction. How he envied the tanned, blond-haired gringos unloading boards from the tops of their cars parked along the road. The ocean! The waves! The sun shining on the water! Inadvertently brought back to the carefree days of his youth, Saturnino’s heart ached as he wondered if that life was irrevocably lost.

An impatient driver behind him snapped the cartel assassin out of his sentimental brooding.

How could he be so foolish?

I am Saturnino Pérez, newly minted soldier for the Cartel del Oeste. I am a Snake Eater, a killer who would kill again.

Ho’okipa behind him, the young sicario focused again on the road ahead. As he drove into funky Paia, a town that stubbornly clung to its hippie past, Saturnino could see aircraft landing at Kahului Airport five miles east. One of those planes had just delivered a crate he was to retrieve and return to the compound on Honokala Road. Saturnino assumed the shipment would contain the weapons and tactical gear required for an operation finally revealed to the crew by their taciturn commander. Though he was new to this world, Saturnino believed their mission to be diabolical even by Cartel del Oeste’s standards.

None of the men could say whether they were working for their bosses back home in Michoacán or if an anonymous, well-paying client had hired the crew as contractors. What difference did it make? They would perform their jobs with unquestioning obedience. By God’s grace, they would survive and return to Mexico richly rewarded for their efforts. If they had the misfortune of being killed or, worse, arrested by the North Americans, Saturnino and the others had every assurance their families would receive the hundreds of thousands of dollars promised them… as long as they completed mission.



The carton was large, with markings that suggested it contained a newly purchased, full-size GE chest freezer. An employee of the airfreight service, Juan Menotti, operated a forklift to load the enormous box into the back of the Chevrolet. Even with all the rear seats folded down, the massive package barely fit inside the vehicle. To Saturnino’s surprise, the forklift operator was also from Mexico. With the loading operation completed, the two men paused at the driver’s door for a friendly conversation under threatening clouds that rolled in from the northeast.

“Your boss is a good one?” asked Menotti.

Saturnino’s instructions were to retrieve the crate and return immediately to the compound. But the cartel gunman was young and curious; he never imagined he would visit Hawaii. He had so many questions. The airfreight service employee seemed friendly and without suspicion.

Saturnino made a gesture with his right hand that suggested “so-so.”

He said, “A rich Californian. Hardly ever comes over. Maybe twice a year.”

Menotti, in his mid-thirties and boasting an impressive array of gold-capped teeth, nodded knowingly. “That’s good. Very good!”

“I only arrived last week. Are there many of us here?” asked Saturnino.

“Yes, yes! Very many!” said Menotti. “Doing the real work, of course. Making the beds. Cleaning the floors. Tending to the machines.”

And killing when the killing needed to be done, thought the newcomer.

“Many Mexicans live on Maui, my friend,” said Menotti with pride. “More than native Hawaiians. Truly, it’s paradise! With your crazy hair, you’ll fit right in!”

Saturnino responded with a sheepish laugh, self-consciously running his hand through his unruly blond mane. Though it had been years since he last rode the waves at Playa La Ticla, he resumed dyeing his hair after leaving the army. Naively or not, the cartel gunman was determined to make the “surfer” look his signature.

Menotti looked over his shoulder, checking for any sign of his supervisor, then turned back to Saturnino. “See you around, huh?”

The younger man said, “Okay,” revealing the extent of his English.

Steering the Chevrolet out of the cargo facility south of the main terminal and into light traffic on Haleakalā Highway, Saturnino felt unsettled as he imagined the other man’s comparatively simple life. Though he earned more in a single day than Juan Menotti probably made with a year’s salary at the airport, the young sicario felt an unexpected surge of self-recrimination and regret. He could not help but envy the humdrum predictability of driving the bright yellow forklift from tarmac to loading dock, over and over again, five eight-hour days a week. Then home, perhaps to a loving wife and children.

As rain began to fall and the windshield wipers automatically sprang to action, Saturnino pulled himself out of this indulgent daydreaming. The turn for the highway to Hana was just ahead.

Back home in Michoacán—where he was recognized by all as an assassin for the Cartel del Oeste—Saturnino was the object of respect and fear. Here on Maui, he was just another shuffling Mexican, with head bowed and a dirty neck.

Driving at high speed, the SUV’s big twenty-two-inch tires spraying standing water on the pavement, he prayed he hadn’t dallied too long at the cargo facility. Had Oscar Carranza or the bosses in Morelia installed listening devices in the Chevrolet? The brief conversation with the airport worker was enough to earn Saturnino a bullet in the back of the head.

Maybe continuing to dye his hair surfer blond wasn’t a good idea after all.
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