








—Colin Harrison

“What’s a few million dollars between enemies? Read
BAGMAN and find out.”




—Carsten Stroud, author of Cobraville

“Audacious, twisted, and ultimately unstoppable….
Brace yourself.”



DEAD ON DELIVERY

Simon extracted the money pack, purposely brushing the edge of his jacket to one side, exposing the Mauser. El Pato leaped forward, shockingly fast, pinning Simon against the rail and ripping the gun from his belt. “What you do with this, Bagman?”

“Protection,” Simon snapped. “I’m toting a bit of money here.”

El Pato stepped back, looked at the gun, and slipped it into his belt. “No more dinero. No more need.”

“Hey, that thing cost me over four hundred dollars.”

“You pay too much. It cost El Pato nada.”

“What, you can’t afford it?” Simon glanced at the money pack. “Seven million isn’t enough?”

El Pato leaned down and picked up the pack.

“Adios, gringo.”

The finality of the words confirmed the ominous feeling. A gun seemed to materialize in El Pato’s right hand. Not the Mauser loaded with blanks, but something big and black with a thick extrusion attached to the barrel.

“Wait!”

The man smiled, exposing his gold tooth in a ghoulish grin, and pulled the trigger….
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PROLOGUE
Galápagos Islands


Saturday, 1 November 16:02:59 GMT -0600

Once clear of San Cristobal, Kyra disengaged her autopilot and banked toward the southern tip of Santa Cruz, gradually reducing altitude. Her butt felt like petrified wood, as if all the blood had drained into her legs. Long day. Long, long day. From Bogotá, where she spent the night, to Guayaquil, where she topped off her tanks, to this Pacific archipelago—twelve total hours when you counted the flying, the filing, the fueling, and the fussing with customs. She silently added one last F to the list, then reminded herself it was for a good cause, and had given her time to think, to work on the problem.

It was getting late, the sun low on the horizon, nearly blinding her view of the island. It had been four years since her last visit and she wanted to see for herself just how much Puerto Ayora, the largest settlement on Santa Cruz, had grown. She had read the latest studies and analyzed the statistics, but wanted to see for herself just how much impact the population growth was having on the island’s unique ecosystem. That, of course, was her excuse for being there—to address the issue, rally the donors, and help raise a fresh pile of money for the Charles Darwin Research Station, the Center, to all current and previous employees—but the reason she was there, the only reason she had agreed to interrupt her life at such an awkward moment, was to honor her old friend and mentor, Dr.

Elsworth Marshall, who was being forced into retirement at the youthful age of seventy, despite his enthusiasm, undiminished energy, and thirty-four years of dedicated service.

No one needed a zoologist from Washington to tell them what everyone already knew about the expanding population and the effects it was having on the biogeochemistry of the island. They had plenty of experts to sing that tune. Her voice would add little to an already overcrowded chorus, but what they really wanted was Dr. Kyra Rynerson-Saladino, daughter to one of the world’s richest men, and her ability to raise money. And of course they hoped she might contribute just a bit of her own. She would. But what they truly wanted, at the very top of their fantasy list, was that her father, Big Jake Rynerson, businessman and billionaire—God, how she hated that overused tabloid description—might become a benefactor. He wouldn’t. Not that her father was insensitive toward a good cause, but they rarely spoke and she would never ask.

Never ask—Never take.

It was a pledge she had made to herself years before, on the very day Big Jake dumped her mother for trophy wife Number One, a sin Kyra would never forgive, in sharp contrast to her mother, who seemed to harbor no ill feelings toward her former husband—something Kyra had never been able to understand. It was an old argument, but the familiar words never seemed to change.

“Kyra, great men have great appetites; you can’t expect a man like your father to be satisfied with one of anything. Especially when it comes to women.”

“Hardly an endorsement for Husband-of-the-Year, Mother.”

“Get past it, dear, I have. He misses you.”

But she couldn’t, though she never really tried. Why should she? She hated everything about him: his money, his lifestyle, his wife—he was now on trophy wife Number Three. “I can’t stand to be around that woman; she’s younger than I am.”

Her mother laughed and groaned at the same time. “Kyra, for God’s sake, Tammi was in diapers when your father and I divorced. You can’t blame her. I’ve spoken to her a number of times and she seems very nice.”

Yes, very nice, and for some reason that made Kyra dislike the woman all the more. “She’s twenty-six years old. It’s obscene!”

“Yes, it is. You should feel sorry for your father.”

“Sorry!”

“He keeps getting older and his wives keep getting younger. Trying to keep up”—she chuckled, the wrinkles around her eyes crinkling with mischievous humor—“must be a terrible burden.”

Her mother’s none-too-subtle double entendre was enough to make Kyra grimace; the thought of her father with an erection was way beyond anything she cared to imagine. “Mother!”

“You need to forgive him. You need to move on.”

“Move on? How can you tell me to move on? You’re the one who never remarried.”

“Your father’s a hard man to replace.”

“I don’t understand how you can say that.”

“Kyra dear, your father has made my life very easy. We’ve not exchanged one cross word since the day I left. And remember, I’m the one who walked out.”

“You talk about him like he’s a saint or something. For God’s sake, Mom, you caught the son of a bitch in bed with another woman.”

“Well, he at least had the decency to marry her.”

“Yeah, like that lasted a long time.”

“And how’s your marriage, young lady?”

The memory of that question stung, enough to jolt Kyra back to the here and now. She reached down and touched her stomach—still flat—but it wouldn’t remain that way for long. She needed to make a decision. Soon.

She leveled off at twenty-five hundred feet, eye-level with the Cerro Crocker volcano and the upper reaches of the Highland rain forest, the most significant patch of green on the island’s scorched lava-scape. The beauty, at least for her, were the things she couldn’t see from that altitude: the unique animal species that inhabited the Galápagos, and that she had studied for two years as a neophyte zoologist. Good years. The best. Freedom from home and school and parental authority. Freedom from Big Jake Rynerson.

Her mother’s voice renewed its niggling mantra: “You need to forgive him, Kyra. You need to move on.”

“I don’t want anything to do with him.”

“Really? I don’t remember you refusing that two-million-dollar trust he gave you on your thirtieth birthday.”

“I’ve never touched it.” But that wasn’t exactly true. She had used it as security to buy the only thing she really wanted: a 1983 vintage Beechcraft Baron B-55. Babe. The only baby she wanted. Kyra Rynerson-Saladino was not going to be one of those idiot women who tried to save their marriage with a kid.

Her mother cocked her head, a doubtful, slightly amused expression on her face. “You haven’t?”

“Absolutely not.” Absolutely might be a bit of an overstatement, but taking advantage of her trust to finance Babe wasn’t the same as using it. She made the payments with her own money. And it wasn’t as if Babe was a toy; as a traveling ambassador for the National Zoo, having her own plane was an absolute necessity. The fact that she loved to fly was just a perk, something she had been doing since the age of sixteen, when Big Jake gave her flying lessons for her birthday. Instantly, it had become both her passion and her escape. “You can’t buy love, Mother.”

“Kyra, don’t be such a self-righteous bitch; it doesn’t become you. Your father didn’t give you that trust in an attempt to buy your love and you know it. If anything, he was showing his support for the choices you’ve made.”

“Bullshit, I’m nothing but a disappointment to him. He’s always hated what I do.”

“It wasn’t his first choice, I agree. He wanted you to help him in the business, but despite that he never turned his back on you.”

Help! Big Jake Rynerson needed her help about as much as she needed a cracker crumbler.

When she reached the southern tip of the island, she dipped Babe’s right wing for a better view and slowly circled the town. No longer a sleepy little harbor village, Puerto Ayora had grown significantly since her last visit. Every year an increasing number of tourists were finding their way to the islands; wanting to see and photograph the unique wildlife, to walk where Charles Darwin once walked and where he began to formulate his Origin of Species. More visitors meant more jobs, and more jobs meant more workers, all of which endangered the very existence of what everyone came to see. Catch-22.

Kyra banked Babe toward the north and tuned her VOR receiver to the Baltra frequency. The airport’s Morse code identifier came back instantly, followed by a recorded weather report: clear, 28° Celsius, winds ENE 5 mph. Normal, Kyra thought, remembering her time on the island. Only twenty miles out, she contacted the tower and requested landing instructions.

Thirty minutes later Babe was on the ground, tied down in a cordoned-off area reserved for private aircraft, chocks under the wheels. A Customs officer arrived five minutes later, wrote Kyra’s name on a clipboard and departed without giving Babe so much as a perfunctory look-through. It was 4:45, thirty minutes prior to her ETA and the time Elsworth promised to have someone pick her up. Hoping to get a significant part of her next preflight out of the way before the driver arrived, Kyra popped the cowling on both engines and began checking fluid levels.

It was going to be a long flight back and she wanted to make a quick escape the minute her give-me-your-money spiel at tomorrow’s fund-raiser was over. She needed to settle things with Anthony once and for all. No more procrastination.

The fuel truck had come and gone and she had just removed her carryall and garment bag from the luggage compartment when an open Jeep with no doors came barreling across the tarmac and skidded to a stop no more than three inches from Babe’s right wing. “Dr. Rynerson?”

Kyra suppressed her irritation. “You found me.”

“I’m Kelly Anderson, your driver.” He was young, obviously American, dressed in a T-shirt and cutoffs, with an Angels baseball cap and RayBans. He looked like a California surfer on a good day: not more than twenty-two or -three, golden tan, dazzling white teeth, big smile.

Fresh out of college, Kyra thought, serving his internship at the Research Station, just as she had done. “Hello, Kelly. Mind grabbing my bags?”

“You bet.” He came around the back of the Jeep in an exuberant rush. “Sorry I wasn’t here to meet you. I thought—”

“I’m early, don’t worry about it.”

He snatched up the canvas carryall and nylon garment bag. “Nice plane. Yours?”

“Someday. Right now the bank owns most of it.” He gave her a look, a mixture of surprise and disbelief, something she had seen a million times. Why would the daughter of Big Jake Rynerson owe money to a bank? Not about to explain, she retrieved her laptop from the cockpit, locked the cabin door, and climbed into the passenger seat as Kelly strapped her bags onto the Jeep’s open bed.

“Ready?” he asked, his eyes making a quick, admiring tour over the contours of her body. “Seat belt on, tray table in its upright position?”

Okay, she wasn’t too old to enjoy a little flirtation from a younger man. “All set, Captain Kelly.”

“It’s going be a little breezy. You want a hat? I brought an extra.”

“No thanks.” She dug a hair band out of her purse—making an effort to ignore her wedding ring lying at the bottom—and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “I’m fine.”

The ferry between Baltra and Santa Cruz took fifteen minutes and Captain Kelly never stopped chattering, obviously having older-woman-away-from-home seduction fantasies and trying to impress her. “How was your flight over?”

“Long. I spent the night in Bogotá.”

“Oh yeah, Bogotá, interesting city. I came through there on my way to the Center. Been piloting your own plane long?”

“Awhile.”

“I’ve been meaning to take lessons, just haven’t had the time. I’ll get around to it one of these days.”

Kyra nodded, hoping he wasn’t going to play twenty questions all the way to Puerto Ayora, an hour drive. “You should, it’s a great way to escape.”

“That’s what everyone says. You live in Washington, right?”

“Close. Just outside the city.”

“Your father’s Big Jake Rynerson?”

Good for you, Captain Kelly, that was the question most people asked first. “Sure is.”

Kelly nodded, as if this confirmed the stories he’d heard. “Must be nice.”

She was tempted to ask why, but knew exactly what he meant: your father’s a billionaire; your life is nothing but champagne and caviar. When she was young and foolish she had tried to correct the misconception, but no matter what she said, everyone had their own fantasy about what it would be like to have a billionaire father, so she learned to let it go. If anything, life as the daughter of Big Jake Rynerson was nothing more than a bloody curse. Along with the name came the expectations and celebrity-by-association, something she didn’t ask for and didn’t want. “Yeah, real peachy.” Peachy! Did she actually say peachy?

“When did you work at the Center?”

Good way to learn her age, Kyra thought, though the question seemed part of his inquisitive patter and without guile. “About fifteen years ago.”

His pupils popped and she could see the wheels turning behind them. “Thirty-five,” she said, providing the answer to his unspoken question.

“Oh.” He seemed to deflate, his fantasy balloon leaking air. “You don’t look that old.”

She laughed. “Well, I don’t know how old you think I look, but until this moment I didn’t exactly consider myself long in the tooth.”

His cheeks flushed, his eyes darting back and forth between her and the road. “I didn’t mean you were old. I meant—” He glanced back at the road, as if searching for a cliff to drive over. “You look so young. I mean you are young, but—”

She held up a hand, cutting him off before he fumbled his way into adolescent purgatory. “I understand. Thanks. I’ll consider that a compliment.”

“You bet. You should. Yes, ma’am.”

BOOM!—her own balloon exploded—nothing like the word ma’am to make a woman feel ancient.

Thankfully, the remainder of the trip passed in relative silence, normal conversation precluded by the wind howling through the open Jeep. “You’ll love this place,” Kelly said, as he pulled up to the Red Mangrove Adventure Inn.

Though Kyra knew exactly where she was, barely a stone’s throw from the Research Station, the hotel was new and unfamiliar—a pleasant surprise. Surrounded by wild red mangrove trees and perched at the edge of the sea, the shell-pink structure reminded her of La Valencia in La Jolla, where she once vacationed as a child with her mother and father, in those wonderful days before Big Jake had gone and ruined their family. “I’m sure. It looks wonderful.”

She signed in using her entire name—Kyra Rynerson Saladino—the name on her passport. Lately, she had been dropping Saladino—the marriage was over—she knew it and Anthony should have known, though he continued to resist the reality. Being pregnant was only going to make the problem more difficult. He wanted a child, desperately, and would not willingly accept her plan to end the pregnancy.

Kelly started to pick up her bags but she caught his arm. “I can take it from here, thanks.” She didn’t want to have to push him out of her room, in case he might still be harboring fantasies about seducing an older woman.

“Oh sure, okay.” He took a hesitant step back. “Dr. Marshall said to remind you about the reception.”

Ugh, just what she needed, smiling and chatting and acting bubbly to a roomful of potential donors. “Looking forward to it. Seven-thirty, right?”

“You got it. Want me to pick you up?” he asked, eyes shiny with anticipation.

She saw no reason to torture the boy with false hope. “Thanks, but an old friend asked me to call when I got in. I’m sure he’ll drop me.”

“Oh, sure. Great.” He backed toward the door, then gave her a jaunty little salute, finger to eyebrow. “See you there.”

“Absolutely. Thanks for the ride.”

Her room was large, overlooking Pelican Bay, with white adobe walls and a great hammock for lounging, but most important it had a private bath—an oddity for that part of the world—and a bed. Hoping to squeeze in a power nap before the reception, she stripped down and turned on the shower. Waiting for the water to heat, she took a hard look at herself in the mirror, something she hadn’t done for a while, and tried to imagine herself through the eyes of Kelly Anderson. Was he just another horny graduate student, marooned on Santa Cruz without female companionship, or could she still attract men, something she might have to face sooner rather than later? Ugh, dating. It was something she always hated—did they really like her, or were they attracted to the Rynerson name and wealth?

Tall and slim, she could see no sign of that foreign object growing inside; she didn’t want to think of it as human, a baby boy or girl; that would make things too difficult. Her breasts were still firm. Small, but that was something that had never bothered her—Better than big and saggy—and her skin was still smooth and unblemished, though darkened by the sun to an unfashionable golden brown. Her shoulder-length blond hair, solar streaked in shades ranging from platinum to dark honey, looked like she had just stepped out of a tornado. But overall—not bad.

She stepped into the shower. Not bad at all—for a ma’am! Oh well, she could live with that, as long as she didn’t become matronly. That was the ultimate curse—a place she never intended to go. The ultimate ma’am.

She waited until 7:45, putting off the inevitable as long as possible, then took a taxi to the reception. The Research Station was only a short distance, one she could easily have walked, but thought she might look a bit odd traipsing down Charles Darwin Avenue in heels and a long cocktail dress.

The reception was already in high gear, the locals clearly determined not to miss any part of the festivities, social events being somewhat rare on the island. A small lecture hall had been converted into party central: the walls decorated with poster-size pictures of the island’s unique animal species; the ceiling awash with lanterns made of mulberry paper and imbedded with natural leaves and petals, casting a warm glow over the partygoers. An impressive hors d’oeuvre buffet had been laid out down the center of the room, with drink stations strategically located throughout. Kyra was barely in the door when Elsworth Marshall swept down upon her. A man of average height and unremarkable features, his expression was wide and friendly, with Santa Claus eyes that made a person feel good just to be included in their twinkling gaze. “Kyra, my dear, you’re more beautiful every time I see you.”

At least she wasn’t a ma’am to older men. “No wonder they’re putting you out to pasture, Elsworth, you’ve become senile.”

He laughed heartily, a booming HEHHH, HEHHH, HEHHH, from deep inside. “No, it’s true, it’s true, you look fabulous.” He took her by the shoulders, holding her at arm’s length, admiring the view. “Or maybe it’s because I’ve never seen you in a dress.”

She had to admit, she didn’t look half bad in the dress: a simple black sheath with matching sling-back heels. “Dr. Marshall, that sounds positively risqué!”

“I mean—” He laughed again. “Oh, you know what I mean.”

“You probably didn’t even notice I was a female when I was your A-Number-One pupil.”

His emerald eyes sparkled, the lecherous twinkle of an old man who had not yet lost his memory or appreciation for a younger woman. “Oh, I knew.”

“You better be careful, Elsworth, I might just take you up on that unspoken offer.”

The sparkle faded from his eyes. “Things are not well between you and Anthony?”

She smiled, hiding the truth, glad she remembered to wear her ring. “Everything’s fine.”

“And your father?” He leaned forward, his voice a confidential whisper. “How are things between the two of you?”

She shrugged. “The same.”

He shook his head, slowly and sadly. “I’m very sorry to hear that, my dear. I had hoped things might improve between you. And your mother, she is well?”

“She’s great. Busy, busy, busy.”

“Charity work?”

“Oh no, she refuses to put her foot in that trap. She’s been writing—children’s stories. She’s actually had a couple of them published.”

“That’s wonderful! Very inspiring for one about to enter the queue of the unemployed.” He reached down and took her hand. “Come my dear, there are many people I want you to meet.”

The partygoers were exactly as Kyra expected—academics, alumni, previous donors, and new pigeons—most of them gathered in small coveys, everyone eating and drinking and talking at once. Elsworth guided her from one group to another, introducing her as: “Doctor Kyra Rynerson-Saladino from the National Zoological Park in Washington. A former resident here at the Center.”

The response was always the same, the questions familiar. Kyra offered up her best smile and did her duty, avoiding the personal questions with long-established answers, schmoozing the pigeons, and sipping white wine to help her get through.

“Oh, you’re the Rynerson girl. I just love your father.”

All the world, it seemed, knew Big Jake Rynerson, and everyone always spoke as if they knew him personally. It wasn’t his fault, Kyra told herself—Big Jake was news, always good for a memorable quote or a spicy story, and the press was always there to record it—but for some reason she still blamed him. “He’s a classic.”

“Do you live in Las Vegas, in that fabulous new resort your father built?”

“No, I live in Washington. That’s where I work.”

“Oh, I thought maybe you just …”

Just what? But she knew exactly what most people thought. She gritted her teeth and forced a smile. “No, I really work.”

“I so admire your independence.” This from a woman who had never had an independent thought in her life and began every sentence with: “My husband thinks—”

“My work is very rewarding,” Kyra answered, “as I’m sure your contribution to the Center is rewarding for you.”

The woman beamed. “We do what we can.”

The most popular question, and the one that irritated Kyra the most because of its disingenuous nature, was the contrived realization. “Rynerson? You wouldn’t be related to Big Jake Rynerson by chance?”

By chance, as if they didn’t know.

As if she didn’t realize she was that evening’s celebrity.

As if she couldn’t hear the buzz of conversation as Elsworth escorted her around the room. The real celebrity, of course, was her father—Big Jake Rynerson, Billionaire—but it hung around her like a net, trapping her in its web, refusing to let her go no matter how hard she struggled to escape.

They had pretty much worked the crowd, up one side and down the other, when Elsworth introduced her to a man standing alone near one of the drink stations. “Kyra, I’d like you to meet Señor Luis Acosta, one of our newest benefactors. Señor Acosta, Dr. Kyra Rynerson-Saladino.”

Kyra flashed her best smile. Though she could tell by the change in tone that this was someone Elsworth wanted to impress, there was something about the man that didn’t quite fit the mold of benefactor. Short and stocky, mid-forties, small dark eyes, with skin the color and texture of wet sandpaper, he was wearing a tan Panama suit that didn’t quite fit his body—or more accurately, Luis Acosta didn’t quite fit the suit. Though his nails had been filed and cleaned, there remained a thin, dark line around the edge of his cuticles, the kind of dirt that builds up over years of labor and couldn’t be scrubbed away with a boxcar of borax. “Señor Acosta, I’m very pleased to meet you.”

The man bowed, his movements somewhat stiff. “My pleasure, Doctor.” Though his English was clear enough, he had a heavy Spanish accent and a slight slur, as if he’d learned the language on the street and not in school.

Elsworth clasped an arm around Acosta’s shoulders. “Luis has just pledged twenty-five thousand dollars to our Save the Island fund.”

“That’s wonderful,” Kyra said, working hard to sound enthused, the long day and the wine beginning to take its toll. “The work is so important and so few people understand the problem.”

Acosta shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “It is only a small thing.” He grinned awkwardly, is if embarrassed, showing a gold tooth.

“Well, I can assure you, it’s a very big thing for the Center. What kind of business are you in, Señor Acosta?”

“Agriculture.”

That made sense, and would explain the dirt around his nails—a man not afraid to work with his hands—something to be admired, but for some reason he made her uncomfortable. Some undefined, unreasonable prejudice, she was sure, and that made her angry—at herself. “Really? What kind of agriculture?”

“Corn and potatoes,” Elsworth answered quickly, as though wishing to show his interest in the affairs of such an important contributor. “Luis has a plantation along the Mantaro.”

“In Peru?”

“Sí.”

“I love your country. It’s beautiful.”

For the next five minutes they talked about the Center and the work being done. Kyra let Elsworth carry the conversation as she struggled to keep her eyelids above avalanche level. Just when she thought she couldn’t last another minute, Captain Kelly swooped in for a landing. He bobbed his head toward Kyra and Señor Acosta before turning to Elsworth Marshall. “Sorry to intrude, Professor, but I was about to leave and remembered that I promised Dr. Saladino a ride back to the hotel.”

Escape, nothing could have sounded better, but Kyra still didn’t want to mislead Kelly into thinking she might be interested in anything more. Elsworth misread her hesitation and supplied the push she needed. “Kyra, you’ve done enough. Let Kelly take you back to the hotel.”

It was true, she had done her duty: promulgated, proclaimed, and publicized all the fine work done by the Center, and all the wonderful things it had done for her—she had oiled the pigeons’ wallets, and if she could get some sleep, would clean their nests in the morning. What more could they expect? “It has been a long day.” She turned to the South American. “Señor Acosta, if you wouldn’t mind …?”

He reached out and took her hand. “It has been a great pleasure, Doctor.” He bowed, his lips lightly brushing her hand. “I look forward to your lecture.”

Though a common gesture in South American society, Kyra sensed an awkwardness in the man’s movements, like an actor rehearsing an unfamiliar scene. “Thank you,” she said, forcing out one last smile. “I promise not to make it overly long.”

Thankful for the rescue, but determined not to mislead her savior, Kyra turned on Kelly the minute they were outside. “I hope you don’t think—”

He interrupted her with a big flashy grin. “Don’t worry, Doc, I got the message this afternoon.”

“Then why …?”

“I thought you were about to take a swan dive off those heels. Someone had to save you.”

“Oh no.” She couldn’t suppress a groan. “That obvious?”

Kelly shook his head. “Nah, don’t worry about it, I’m probably the only one who noticed. Anyway, so what? You had a right.”

“And why would you be the only one to notice, may I ask?”

“I said I got the message, that doesn’t mean I can’t admire the messenger.”

She laughed, surprised that a young man’s words could make her feel so good—so attractive. “Well, thank you for the rescue, Captain Kelly. And the compliment.”

“No sweat.” He gave her a wink. “My pleasure.”

Despite her exhaustion, Kyra was up at 5 A.M.—daybreak—a habit that had stayed with her since college and a three-month internship into the Amazon rain forest to study the effects of deforestation on the indigenous wildlife. A place where you worked as long as you could see, then crawled into your tent and slept until the sun came up.

She made a quick sprint through the shower—in and out, three minutes—pulled on a T-shirt and shorts, and was ready to hit the day running, though she had no intention of doing anything so literal. Setting up her laptop on the terrace and using her cellular to make the connection, she logged into her office network, downloaded both her voice and email messages, then disconnected. Below the balcony, four young men with kayaks and fishing rigs pushed away from the shore and began paddling toward deeper water, their soft voices trailing behind in a melodious murmur. Kyra sucked in a lungful of the damp tropical air and took a moment to enjoy the view—the sun breaking over the horizon, the light shimmering off the water like diamond chips—then went to work. It took an hour just to answer her email and fill out her expense vouchers for September, something she hated and always avoided until the last moment.

At 6 A.M. she called the restaurant located directly beneath her room, The Bay Café, and ordered breakfast: whole-grain cereal, fresh papaya, and a large carafe of strong coffee. Another long day, she was sure of that.

She had finished breakfast and was making a sizable dent in the coffee when someone began rapping on her door, insistent and hard. “Kyra! Kyra!”

She recognized the voice immediately and pulled open the door. “Elsworth, what’s the problem?” He was panting, cheeks flushed. “You okay?”

He took a quick breath. “The stairs—” He waved a hand, indicating it was nothing. “But we do have a problem.”

“Come in. Let me get you some coffee.”

He sank down into one of the rattan chairs, across the table from her spot on the terrace. “Thank you.” He took a large gulp, then winced as the hot liquid hit his throat.

“What’s wrong?”

He ignored her question. “When are you leaving?”

She hedged, not wanting to sound like she couldn’t wait to rush off the moment she finished her speech. “Well, I’m not sure exactly.” True. “Once my part is done and they’ve given you the golden boot, I guess. Why?”

He stared back at her with a bemused, knowing expression. “Can’t wait to go wheels-up in that little bird of yours, right?”

“It’s not that, it’s just that—” But she couldn’t explain, couldn’t tell him she was pregnant and her marriage was about to go up in flames.

He held up a hand. “No need to explain. I understand.”

He didn’t of course, but it didn’t matter, he was a good friend, and good friends didn’t require an explanation. “What’s on your mind, Elsworth?”

“There was a man I introduced you to last night …”

For some reason she knew exactly who he was referring to. “You introduced me to a lot of men last night.”

“Yes, of course. He was alone. And uh—”

“And he had just made a significant pledge.”

“Yes. Luis Acosta. You remember him?”

“Of course. He didn’t seem—”

Elsworth nodded, as if he understood precisely what she meant. “The right type.”

“Exactly. What about him?”

“He came to my house just a short time ago. Quite frantic. His four-year-old daughter was bitten by a bushmaster.”

“Oh my God, that’s terrible!” With proper treatment an adult might survive a bushmaster’s attack, but she knew it was nearly impossible for a child to overcome the snake’s deadly venom. “When did this happen?”

“It’s only been a couple hours. She’s been stabilized for the moment, but—” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture.

“That’s terrible, but why are you telling me?” Not that she didn’t have a good idea.

“Well, of course Luis wants to get home immediately. He can make connections in Guayaquil, but there’s no flight off the island until late afternoon. He tried to charter a plane but there was nothing available.” Elsworth shook his head slowly, squeezing out the words like the final breath of air from a balloon. “She’s not expected to survive the day.”

Kyra didn’t like it, but wasn’t sure why. Luis Acosta was clearly a good man—had proven it with his concern and contribution. So why hesitate? Some prejudice because he didn’t fit the mold of dilettante benefactor? It was only a four-hour flight to Guayaquil, and not out of her way. Had he said anything wrong? Anything offensive? No. It was more what he hadn’t said that bothered her. He was the type of person who would usually drop her father’s name in the first two minutes of conversation, but the name Rynerson had never once crossed his lips.

Elsworth leaned forward, reading her trepidation. “You don’t have to do it, Kyra. He doesn’t even know you have a plane.”

That too surprised her. “He doesn’t?”

“I never mentioned it. Told him I might be able to arrange something and would have to make some calls.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to help. It’s just that there was something about him that made me uncomfortable.”

Elsworth bobbed his head. “I know. I understand. He’s not the type we’re used to.”

Not the type we’re used to. That made her feel even worse, as if she had looked at the outside of Luis Acosta and judged what was inside the man. That was not the type of person she wanted to be. “You said he made a pledge. He hasn’t actually given you the money?”

“No, but I too had reservations so I had someone in the office make a few discreet calls.”

“And …?”

“He’s the biggest landowner in the Mantaro Valley. A very rich man.”

So there it was—a well-known businessman, perfectly legitimate—how could she even consider not helping? His daughter was dying. She stood up. “Give me a few minutes to get my stuff together. Have him meet me downstairs.”

Elsworth put a hand on his knee and levered himself to his feet. “I’ll have him there. Kelly will drive you.”

“Looks like you’re going to miss my open-your-wallets-and-do-the-right-thing speech.”

“Aaah.” He exhaled through puffed cheeks, making an exaggerated sound of relief. “That I can live without.”

“Me too. But I do hate missing your big sendoff.”

“And I’ll miss having you there.” He reached out and gave her a hug. “You were always my favorite.”

“You say that to all the girls.”

“True, but with you I mean it.”

“You’ll make my apologies?”

“Of course. I’ll make you a hero. By the time I’m through telling everyone the story, the money will be pouring out of their wallets and into our Save the Island fund.”

“I’ll send you a check.”

He started toward the door. “Not necessary. You did your duty.”

“We didn’t really get a chance to talk. Now that you’re going to be a free man you can visit me in Washington.”

“I will.” He blew her a kiss. “Promise.”

She packed quickly, then dashed off a quick email to her husband, explaining her change of plans. The marriage might be over, at least in her mind, but Anthony worried and she felt an obligation. Then she grabbed her bags and headed for the lobby. At least she wouldn’t need to wear another dress and give another one of her funky speeches. Thank you, God. She still didn’t have the best feelings about Luis Acosta, but realized she was being silly. It wasn’t like she was going off with a complete stranger—Elsworth had checked the man out, and would know who she was with and where she was going.

Kelly was waiting with his Jeep outside the hotel, Luis Acosta pacing nervously alongside. The man rushed forward to take her bags, his hurried, waddling gate reminding her of a duck. “Doctor, I feel so terrible about this, taking you away from the conference. Your work here is so important.”

“Señor Acosta, I’m nothing more than frosting on Dr. Marshall’s retirement cake. Getting you home to see your daughter is more important than my presence here.”

“I told Elsworth that I could wait for the afternoon flight but he was most insistent that I leave now.”

“And he’s right. Let’s go.”

The trip to Baltra was made in silence, Luis Acosta obviously thinking about his daughter, and Kelly having the good sense not to shout over the wind. Kyra closed her eyes and tried to reconcile her misgivings about Luis Acosta. She had been around the rich and successful all her life and had come to recognize certain characteristics—the nouveau riche, never missing an opportunity to let everyone know how much they had; or the inheritors of old money, exuding a confidence that only great wealth could bestow—but new money or old, they all seemed to share one common characteristic, whether real or imagined, that most people lacked: an aura of superiority. A trait alien to Luis Acosta. Why? She couldn’t explain it, not beyond the exceptions-to-every-rule rule.

A customs official—having received a heads-up call from the Center—was waiting when Kelly pulled alongside Babe. While Kyra completed her preflight walk-around and filed her flight plan, the man stamped their passports and cleared them for departure without looking at their bags.

Kyra leaned forward, gave Kelly a sisterly peck on the cheek, and whispered, “Thanks, Captain Kelly, I do appreciate your dash to the rescue last night.”

“Any time, Doc. Come back and see us.”

“I will,” though she had a feeling that with Elsworth gone she would not be returning to the Galápagos anytime soon.

“Ready?” she asked, as she fired up Babe’s dual Continental 300 hp engines. Sitting beside her in the copilot’s seat, clutching his briefcase like a parachute, Luis Acosta nodded. “Want me to stow that in back?” she asked, indicating his briefcase.

He shook his head, as if afraid to open his mouth for fear of what might come out.

Conversation, she decided, was not to be encouraged.

It wasn’t until Kyra began her descent into Guayaquil, over four hours later, that Luis Acosta finally spoke. “There’s a small landing strip four nautical miles south of Milagro. We will refuel there. Please adjust your heading to 071 degrees.”

Stunned, Kyra could only stare at the man, who suddenly appeared completely at ease, his expression one of arrogant self-confidence. Smiling, he snapped the locks on his briefcase—CLICK-CLICK—and pulled open the top. It was empty except for two items: a pilot’s aeronautical map, and a steel-blue automatic pistol.

That was the moment Kyra knew she was in trouble. Serious trouble.



CHAPTER ONE New York, New York


Tuesday, 4 November 23:02:59 GMT -0500

Momentarily alone at his two-stool bar, Simon took the opportunity to kick back and enjoy the party. The guests were losing steam, the crowd beginning to thin. Never, he thought, had his little home seen so many people. Home, of course, could only be whispered silently to himself, the word enough to send Lara into one of her get-a-life speeches. She had never been able to reconcile herself to the fact that her brother lived in a hotel. But it suited his needs, and he liked the lifestyle. He didn’t need much space: a small kitchen—he ate out most of the time—a cozy dining room, a comfy bedroom, and a spacious living area with a tremendous view of Central Park. That was the thing he liked most about his suite, every room had a view of the Park. A thousand square feet, with an eighthundred and-forty acre front yard—what more could a man want?

And despite her misgiving about his domestic lifestyle, Lara seemed to be having a wonderful time, inflicting a bit of family history on an unsuspecting group gathered near a collage of family portraits. “That’s me, of course.” She pointed to herself, not more than a few months old, in the arms of their mother. “The cute one.” Her finger moved to the left, stopping over Simon, a pudgy eight-year-old, standing next to their father. “And that’s the birthday boy, Boris Leonidovich Pasternak Simon.”

Harry Kessler, Lara’s date, gave a howling hoot, “Ooooooweeeeee, Boris Leonidovich Pasternak Simon! Now that’s a mouthful.”

Lara grinned, more than happy to explicate and embarrass her older brother with the story of how Boris Leonidovich Pasternak Simon eventually became Simon Leonidovich. “Old mom was crazy as a hatter, but we loved her.”

Victoria Halle, looking lean and luscious in a leather outfit that made her legs look about four miles long, glanced over her shoulder and gave Simon a wink. Typical of someone who never had to worry about weight, she held up a cracker loaded with cream cheese and Nova salmon, and mouthed the words, “Want one?”

He shook his head, that was all he needed, a load of cream cheese to thoroughly wreck his diet. What he wanted was a set of earplugs to block out Lara’s tale of accessorial humiliation: the Russian writer who might have been, and the drunken father who was. He gave up the fantasy and settled for a third glass of Krug champagne- a fine compromise.

A few minutes later, having finished her story, Lara slipped up beside him. “What are you smiling about, Birthday Boy?”

“Nothing special, just enjoying myself.”

“Good, I was afraid you might be depressed about your advancing age.”

“Forty-one is not old.”

“If you say so, Boris. It just sounds ancient to someone of my tender years.”

“No one likes a smart-ass, Sissie. Especially a thirty-something smart-ass.”

She fluttered her eyelashes. “Thirty-three to be exact.”

“Thanks for the reminder, I’ll try to forget.”

“Okay, tell the truth, were you really surprised?”

“Really truly, cross my little black heart, I didn’t have a clue. It’s the only time a surprise party actually caught me by surprise. I thought you forgot.”

“Have I ever?”

He slipped an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “Not yet, Sissie. Not yet.”

She grinned, clearly pleased with herself. “I think everyone had a really good time.”

Simon glanced around at the remaining guests, the ones who wouldn’t leave until the last grape had been stomped and sucked dry. “Some of them still are. This keeps up I may have to open the guest room.”

She looked up at him, her face a mixture of disgust and exasperation, a common expression whenever he slipped into the area of home heresy. “You don’t have a guest room.”

“Of course I do. Four hundred and twenty-three to be exact.”

“It’s not the same, Simon.”

“You’re right, it’s better.” He gestured toward the Park and the panorama of lights. “You have to admit, it’s not so bad.”

“A hotel is no place for a wife and children.”

“Neither of which I have.”

She nodded, a small grin of satisfaction. “My point exactly.” “Some people just aren’t destined for domestic bliss, Sissie.”

Lara nodded toward Victoria Halle, standing with her date near a table of appetizers. “What about Vic? What’s wrong with her?”

“There’s nothing wrong with her and you know it. She’s one of my best friends.”

“Friends.” She spit out the word like it was a piece of bitter lemon. “It could have been more and you know it.”

No, he didn’t know. After Pilár he wasn’t sure there could ever be more—or anyone else. “It wasn’t meant to be. The timing was wrong.” Lara opened her mouth to argue but he cut her off. “It was too soon.” Her mouth snapped shut, his subtle reminder of Pilár Montez enough to silence her. “Besides, you’re the one who should be dating, Sissie.”

“I have a date.”

“Don’t give me that bull. Harry’s nothing more than a friendly escort and you know it. You need more than that. And what about Allie and Jack Jr.? Don’t you think they’d like to have a father around?”

She fixed him with a glare hot enough to melt the enamel off his pearly whites. “They have a father! Jack will always be their father.”

Oh crap, he could never mention Lara’s late husband without getting into trouble. “Of course he will. I meant—” Damn. “You know what I meant.”

She backed off a step, crossing her index fingers as if to ward off the Cupid vampire. “You stay out of my love life, I’ll stay out of yours.”

He knew better. Women—his sister in particular—had some kind of natural affinity for matchmaking. “Right. It’s okay to pick on me but you can’t take the heat yourself.”

She flashed her teeth. “Female prerogative. I was simply trying to point out that no self-respecting woman is going to have anything to do with a man who lives in a hotel.”

“That’s bull, but let’s say it’s true. What’s your excuse for a life of celibacy?” Bad question, he knew it the minute he spoke the words. It had been less than a year since Eth Jäger and that ordeal, and he couldn’t blame her for not venturing too quickly back into the world of men. He gritted his teeth, ready for her attack, but was saved when her beeper began to chirp. “I thought we agreed to use the answering service at night.”

She read the numbers pulsing across the display. “It is the answering service. Must be important.”

Simon nodded toward his bedroom. “Use the phone in there, away from the madding crowd.”

She was back before he finished opening a fresh bottle for the last of the grape stompers. “Who was it?”

“A woman by the name of Caitlin Wells. Says she works for B. J. Rynerson.”

“Big Jake Rynerson?”

“Only B. J. Rynerson I know.”

“What’s the job?”

“Wouldn’t say. Insists on talking to Mr. Simon Leonidovich.”

“See, I’m a very popular guy with the ladies.” He handed her the bottle and corkscrew. “Big Jake probably wants to wish me a happy birthday.”

She snorted a laugh. “Yeah, right, you’re both in the same club. From what I’ve read he’s another guy who lives in a hotel and can’t keep a wife.”

Holy Mary, Joseph and Jesus, the woman never gave up. He closed the bedroom door behind him, sat down on the bed, and picked up the phone. “This is Simon Leonidovich.” He made a point to pronounce his name distinctly, the way he always did when speaking to someone the first time—Le-on-o-vich—letting them know the d was silent.

“Mr. Leonidovich, my name is Caitlin Wells. I’m the executive administrative assistant to B. J. Rynerson. We would like to retain your services.”

Nice voice, feminine but strong, very direct. A powerhouse, he suspected, if she was really the executive administrative assistant to Big Jake Rynerson. “Okay, why don’t you give me a few details. The what, when, and where stuff.” He opened the notepad on his night table, ready to write.

“Mr. Rynerson would prefer to discuss the specifics personally.”

“Okay.” Big Jake Rynerson was obviously the type of man who expected to do things his own way. “Why don’t we start with your timetable then?” He pulled his PDA from his pocket, a tiny Rex that offered none of the fancy features of the Palm or BlackBerry, but suited his needs and didn’t add a pound of weight and a bulge to his pocket. He had enough extra lumps.

“That would be now. Immediately.”

Now, immediately—couldn’t be more specific than that. His calendar showed nothing for the next four days. “That’s possible, but I’ll need an idea of how long the assignment might take?”

“You’d have to discuss those details with Mr. Rynerson.”

Until that moment Simon hadn’t considered that the job might be anything other than normal and ordinary; he did lots of work for important people, and important people dealt with important documents, and important documents often required special and immediate handling, that was his job—the man who could deliver anything, anywhere—but he suddenly had a feeling this was not about anything normal or ordinary. He could insist on more information, or refuse the job, but working for one of the wealthier and more colorful characters in the country had a certain appeal. And he was curious. He decided to give Ms. Caitlin Wells one last chance before turning down the job. “It’s impossible for me to accept an assignment if I don’t know the timetable. It might conflict with other commitments.”

“Just meet with Mr. Rynerson. If the assignment conflicts with other obligations and you’re unable to accept the job, we’ll be more than happy to pay your minimum just for the opportunity to discuss it. Please, we really do need your assistance.”

The way she said please, it almost sounded like begging, and Simon had the distinct feeling this was not a woman who did that easily or often. “Fair enough, where would Mr. Rynerson like to meet?”

“In Las Vegas.”

For ten thousand dollars—his minimum—a trip to Vegas didn’t sound too unpleasant. “The address?”

“I’ll have a car meet your plane.”

“Okay, I’ll check on flights and get back to you with my arrival time.”

“I’ve taken the liberty of making those arrangements. A driver will pick you up at your hotel. He should be there by the time you’re ready.”

Damn, the woman was just like Lara, give either one of them a set of balls and she’d be running the world within a week. He glanced at his watch—11:22—the early morning flight he had in mind had just gotten earlier. “I can be ready in thirty minutes.”

“Excellent. I look forward to meeting you.”

“Likewise.”

“And happy forty-one, Mr. Leonidovich. I apologize if I interrupted a celebration.”

There was a soft click and the line went silent. When Simon looked up Lara was standing in the door. “So? What’s the job?”

“She wouldn’t say. Rynerson wants to handle everything himself.”

“Sounds like him.” She said it as if they were a couple of old bridge partners.

That, Simon thought, was the problem with celebrity; everyone assumed they knew a person because of their public persona. “You must have said something about my birthday.”

Her eyes flashed. “Of course not, you know I would never mention anything personal to a client.”

“Potential client,” he emphasized. “I haven’t agreed to take the job.”

“Okay, potential. So what did she say about your birthday?” “She not only knew I was forty-one, she knew I lived in a hotel. That’s a woman who does her homework.”

“That’s what we executive administrative assistants do.”

“So now you’re my executive administrative assistant? Last time I checked you were my office manager.”

“That too,” she answered, with that special inflection that straddled the line between serious and droll. “Guess you should give me a raise.”

“Yeah, right. Remind me to discuss that when I get back.”

“Oh happy days! I’ll be sure to circle the date on my calendar with a smiley face. Back? What you mean back, Birthday Boy?”

“I agreed to meet Rynerson to discuss the job.”

“When?”

“Now. There’s a driver downstairs waiting to take me to the airport.”

“And where is this little powwow to take place?”

“Vegas.”

“Well, happy birthday to you. A free trip to Sin City. Some people have all the luck.”

But he remembered the previous year—trapped in a plane on a three-day trip to hell—and hoped he wasn’t stuck in some birthday version of Groundhog Day. “Yeah, lucky me.”



CHAPTER TWO Somewhere in South America


Tuesday, 4 November 23:31:06 GMT -0500

Kyra woke with a start, her body damp with sweat. She forced herself not to move, to breathe slowly and evenly, straining to hear anything out of the ordinary. The air was heavy and still, the tiny room like a steam bath, though the rain had finally stopped. She tried to judge the time, but there were no clues, the darkness so pure she could have grown old and never seen the wrinkles. That was the way of the jungle: the night fell like a black sledgehammer, the rain in a rush, as if God had opened a spigot. How many days?

Three. Somehow she needed to mark them, before she lost track. Three days, three nights.

The first, that had been the worst, realizing she was once again being punished for her father’s wealth, being held for ransom, not sure what was going to happen, if she would live or die. Acosta answered all her questions exactly the same, with a cold, threatening look, and she stopped asking. They had flown west, crossing the Andes just north of Chunchi, then turning northeast toward Colombia. By midafternoon they were somewhere near the border—she wasn’t sure if they were still over Ecuador or had crossed into Colombia. Acosta directed her to a dirt airstrip, a bald slash of land cut out of the jungle. The surrounding trees were so tall and the strip so short she had to make a full-flaps, diving approach, and hard-flare landing to get Babe stopped before they ran out of runway.

Acosta popped the door and the jungle air rushed in, hot and sticky. By the time Kyra shut down and climbed to the ground, her blouse had glued itself to her body. Less than fifty meters away, parked back in the trees where it couldn’t be seen from above, sat a rusted-out Volkswagen van, hippie vintage.

“Keep your mouth shut,” Acosta warned as a young man, not more than twenty, stepped out from behind the VW and started toward them.

In contrast to his rusty wreck of transportation, the boy was shiny and handsome, and full of native swagger, enhanced significantly by the sawback machete strapped to his right leg. Based on his inquisitive expression, he hadn’t expected a woman. He gave Kyra a big smile, his teeth gleaming against his dusky skin, his dark eyes caressing her body before they moved on to Acosta. “El Pato, mi amigo.” His tone was friendly and confident, though perhaps a little affected—a boy trying to be a man.

Kyra translated the name in her mind. El Pato: The Duck. How appropriate, he waddled like a duck, and she already suspected he had borrowed the name Acosta, which would explain the glowing background report; either that, or Elsworth was in on the kidnapping, and that was something she would never believe.

El Pato nodded toward the plane. The boy smiled and redirected his attention to Babe, carefully checking the wings and ailerons, the rudder and elevators, the landing gear and both engines. Apparently satisfied, he pulled a wad of American bills from his pocket and quickly counted out eight stacks of ten bills each, all hundreds.

It wasn’t until that moment Kyra realized what the inspection was all about: Drugs. The young man was a pilot—which would explain his overconfident swagger—a boy-pilot who intended to steal her plane for a measly eight thousand dollars and turn it into a mule for coca powder, the area’s number one export. Eight thousand dollars!—she had paid nearly four-hundred thousand for Babe and still owed a quarter million. Ugh!

El Pato shook his head. “We agreed on ten thousand. Diez mil.”

The boy grinned and motioned toward Kyra. “Inclusivo piloto.”

El Pato flashed his gold tooth and Kyra held her breath, wondering if he might actually make the deal—including pilot—but then, faster than she could focus, before the boy-pilot could even twitch, El Pato had his gun out and leveled. The man might waddle like a duck, but his hands were quicker than a cat.

The boy shrugged good-naturedly, as if to say, “I was only making a small joke, amigo. No harm done.” He dropped the last of his money alongside the other bills. “Sí. Diez.”

El Pato, the smile still curling the edge of his lips, lowered his gun, but only a little, and BANGBANG, discharged two quick rounds into the boy’s stomach. “Gracias, mi amigo.” He spit the words, as if clearing his tongue of a disgusting bug.

Kyra felt like the wounded boy looked, an expression of complete and utter disbelief as he stared at the red flower blossoming across the front of his shirt. El Pato calmly scooped up the money, stuffed it into his pocket, and turned. “I think this puerco would like to see you naked before he dies.”

She could have argued—made the case that this boy, pig or otherwise, who had just collapsed into a fetal heap, was not really concerned with her naked body—but she didn’t. She didn’t even hesitate. El Pato was clearly a psychopath, as pure as God made them, and she wasn’t about to test his patience—not after what she had just seen. He watched her strip, seemingly without sexual emotion, but with intense interest, his eyes following every movement and every piece of clothing until it hit the ground—her blouse and bra, then her shorts and panties—until she was bare except for her shoes.

“Those too.”

Despite her intense fear, that scared her even more. Why the shoes? She added them, along with her socks, to the pile. He circled around her, up close, scrutinizing every inch of her body, like an animal marking its territory. She stood there, stiff as a soldier, skin covered in sweat, staring straight ahead, ignoring his eyes, determined not to let him touch her—not where it mattered, in her mind. Finally, he reached out and ran his hand over her pubic mound, slowly sifting the hair between his fingers, but he didn’t probe and the gesture seemed more curious than sexual. Then he stepped back and extended his hand, palm up. “Sus pendientes.”

She quickly removed her diamond studs—a gift from her father when she received her pilot’s license—and dropped them into the man’s outstretched hand.

“Su anillo.”

She didn’t argue—her wedding band should have come off long before—so if nothing else, it gave her an excuse to do the right thing. But, to her surprise, taking it off seemed to strip away her last bit of personal identity. Though she had always rejected her father and his way of life, she now realized there was a measure of security and confidence that went along with being the daughter of Big Jake Rynerson, never more than a phone call away from his power and wealth. It was a luxury she had never before considered, but now felt the loss of—distinctly. She was standing naked, on a bare swath of land in the middle of a jungle, a tiny bug caught in the web of a spider. Whether by intention or not, El Pato had stripped her of everything—including her identity.

What happened next was beyond anything she cared to remember, but far beyond anything she would ever forget. El Pato stepped in close, his dark eyes boring into hers, his sour breath washing over her face. “You will not move. You will not close your eyes.”

She nodded, somehow knowing her life depended on it.

Then he turned and walked over to the boy, still clutching his midsection, still hanging on to life. El Pato reached down, rifled through his pockets, taking everything he found, then stripped off his boots—he wore no socks—pulled the boy’s machete, glanced toward Kyra, as if to assure himself of her full attention, then raised the blade over his head and brought it down. She closed her eyes, she couldn’t help herself, but only for an instant—the time it took for the blade to slice through the boy’s ankle, severing his foot. Though close to death, the boy managed one long, bone-chilling scream before passing out.

El Pato reached down and picked up the foot, holding it by the big toe, and extended it toward Kyra. “You want to run?”
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