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CHAPTER ONE

Purple lightning cracked across the dark sky and a few seconds later thunder rumbled over the city, echoing off the mountains that encircled Mexico City. The heavens were torn open and heavy rain splattered down onto the quiet streets, most people at home or inside the clubs and bars as midnight crept closer.
Constanza Reyes glanced back over her shoulder at the raindrops bouncing off the concrete, grateful that she had reached shelter before the downpour. She heaved her suitcase down the steps, descending into the metro station. She wore trainers, soles squeaking on the wet floor, and jeans and a parka-jacket, her long, blonde hair bouncing in tangled ringlets about her face and down to her shoulders.
The strip-lighting flickered as she reached the ticket office and the sound of the storm above faded, replaced by the hum of electricity and rumble of metro trains. The office was closed at this time and she was alone. She went to the machine. Her hands were shaking as she reached into her handbag and found her purse.
She took a deep breath as she selected her destination on the screen. The airport. She was taking a flight from Mexico City International to La Paz International Airport. She would stay with her sister for a short while, but then she would have to move on, find somewhere else, before Godfredo inevitably found her.
It would not be long before her husband tracked her down. He would be able to find her if she stayed in La Paz for too long. He had eyes everywhere and he was used to tracking his prey, closing in and then taking them out. Constanza shuddered. It did not do to dwell on what he would do when he caught up with her, she thought.
The machine printed her ticket and Constanza reached down and snatched it up with manicured nails. She glanced back up the steps, towards street level, as if fearing her husband was already on her tail.
It was not possible, she told herself, not yet.
He was out on business. Or so he said. She knew otherwise. He would not return home tonight, perhaps not even back for a day or two. He would not know that was gone.
She had been planning this for months. Now the time was here, her nerves were far greater than she had feared.
Just keep going, she told herself. You’ve taken the first step, you got out of the house. Now just get to the airport.
She wheeled her suitcase over to the screen. At this time, there were only a few trains left. Platform 1, she read. She followed the signs for her platform, her heart still hammering in her chest.
If Godfredo tired of his mistress, if he returned home…
No, she stopped herself, forcing the thoughts from her mind.
At the platform, she realised she was not alone. She looked at the people nearby. She was shaking inside her jacket, scanning their faces for a sign that they might have known her husband. No, surely, she was just being paranoid.
Godfredo did not suspect anything. She had been so careful. She had deleted the messages and calls from her sister so that her husband would not know they had been in contact again. Her sister had booked the flight using her own credit card, so the purchase would not show up on Constanza’s statement. She had emailed her the flight details and Constanza had printed it out and then deleted the email.
She had not even packed until Godfredo had left the apartment a few hours earlier, on the pretence that he was going to work, though she could always tell when he was going to see her. Not that work was any better, but she had grown used to it over the years. He did not involve her, he stayed out the whole night when he had to carry out a hit on someone. She never asked questions, did not want to know what he had done, whether he had gone to her afterwards.
She focused on her breathing, on calming herself down. At this rate, she would not be allowed on the flight. They would think her hysterical. She dragged her case further along the platform, avoiding making eye contact with a businessman on his phone, but the man just gave her the once over and kept talking.
Constanza glanced at the time on the board overhead. It was almost time. Just a few more minutes and she would be on the train. She would be on her way.
No, she reminded herself. She was already on her way.
A minute passed. Constanza began to relax. Godfredo and the criminals he worked with had not shown up, had not dragged her kicking and screaming into the backseat of a car to take her home. Or worse, to the arid plains outside of the capital, dry and vast, where there would be nobody to hear the gunshot, her screams would go unheard, and nobody would ever find her body.




CHAPTER TWO

Teo Silva’s sneakers pounded the pavement.
Rain lashed at him, his shirt and jeans plastered to his skin. His hair was flattened on top of his head, and the water ran down his face and got into his eyes, dripped from his nose, but he did not wipe it away.
He was sweating as he ran, his heart burning in his chest with the effort, his lungs screaming for more air.
He was running for his life.
The footsteps behind him continued, matching his own pace. He strained to hear them in the breaks between the claps of thunder, but he did not dare turn around.
The street was empty, everyone driven inside by the downpour and by the late hour. He should be at home, he thought. It was a school night. His mother would be frantic.
He was breathing hard, his body protesting at what he was putting himself through.
Though he was afraid, he did not have time to let it consume him. He had to get away, he had to escape.
Teo knew that he could not run forever. He had to find somewhere to hide.
He saw the Metro sign.
This was his chance, he thought.
He could hide, he could jump on a train. Perhaps there would be people there. The boys who chased him would not hurt him if there were witnesses, if there were people who he could hide behind. Then he could scurry back home and hide out in his bedroom until it all blew over.
The footsteps behind him quickened.
Teo was tiring, but his attackers were not.
He dove off the pavement and across the road. He heard the boys cry out behind him. They had not been expecting him to do that.
Teo forced his body to move, though every part of him protested.
He slowed as he reached the top of the steps that descended into the depths of the station. The floor was wet. He did not want to slip, could not afford such a mistake.
He ran down the steps, taking two at a time, his hands outstretched in case he should fall. The footsteps followed him. They called after him. Taunted him.
At the foot of the stairs he stumbled, almost landing on the floor. His legs kept moving, propelling him forwards, and he managed to remain on his feet. He was panting hard now.
The boys crashed down the stairs after him, water splashing beneath their trainers.
Teo glanced around and dove down a corridor, stumbling out onto one of the platforms. There were people here…mercifully, there were people…
He ran down the length of the platform.
People turned to look at him. Strangers with wide eyes tried not to meet his own.
The boys came after him. Teo did not look over his shoulder.
If he had hoped for someone to shout out at the boys, nobody did.
The floor was slippery under his wet shoes, and he felt himself stumble. He kept running, but he had slowed.
He felt a tug on the back of his coat.
It was over, he thought.
The hand yanked him hard and Teo was spun around. He slipped again, turning to face the two boys.
“Please,” he stammered, “Please.”
He tried to throw the boy’s hands off, but his grip was firm.
The taller of the boys reached into the waistband of his jeans and pulled out a handgun. It was small but Teo’s eyes widened and he struggled harder.
The boy did not speak, gave him no reprieve.
He lifted the gun and aimed it at Teo. The barrel pointed between his eyes.
Teo took a ragged breath, blinking away tears. His body pulsed with adrenaline from the chase at the same time as his heart crashed in his chest from fear.
The boy pulled the trigger.
There was a blast of noise.
Teo was thrown backwards by the blast, his head exploding with the force of the gunshot, the bullet tearing through skin and skull. He hit the floor hard, the life already gone from him, blood and bone splattered across the platform.




CHAPTER THREE

Constanza watched as if in slow motion as the taller of the boys lifted the gun and pulled the trigger. Someone let out a startled cry as the blast echoed around the confines of the station. The sound echoed around the curved chambers and she staggered backwards, throwing a hand to her mouth in horror as the back of the boy’s head exploded outwards and his body dropped to the floor. He was dead, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind.
Somebody was crying and a thick, claustrophobic atmosphere descended upon the platform at once. It was stifling and yet nobody moved. Perhaps everyone was still in shock. The taller boy said something to his accomplice, and they backed away from where the boy they had just executed. The lights flickered overheard. The boys turned and ran.
Constanza did not want to look at the boy, but she could not help it. Blood seeped across the tiled floor amongst the splattered brain matter and bone fragments. She gagged, feeling her stomach churn violently, and she quickly looked away. 
A security guard ran over, his luminescent jacket gleaming in the dim lighting. He dropped to his knees by the boy, but he did not perform any miracles, did not start chest compressions or CPR. No, Constanza thought, her body trembling.
The boy was certainly dead.
Tension grew on the platform. Nobody knew what to do. The security guard pulled a phone from his belt and dialled, probably for an ambulance, for the police.
Constanza drew back further from the unfolding scene.
She did not want to be a part of this. She could not be a part of it.
Godfredo had spies everywhere. The people he worked for had police on their payroll and she was certain that if she waited here for the police, then word would get back to her husband.
The thought made her shake harder.
If he found out she had been here, he would be suspicious. She had told him she was staying at home. She had lied to him. He would know at once that she had gone behind his back. He would start to question what she had been doing at the metro station at this hour, why she had been going to the airport.
He would find out that she had intended to leave him, abandon their marriage.
Godfredo would never allow her to leave. She knew too much. He would not let her humiliate him that way. No, Constanza thought. He would kill her rather than let her walk away.
Across the platform, Constanza saw a young woman in boots and a mini-skirt slip back down the tunnel, off the platform, heading towards the exit.
The police had not yet arrived. There was still time…
Constanza looked again at the boy. The tiles around him were now slick red with his blood.
The security guard had his back to her.
There was another tunnel just a short distance from her. Constanza hesitated.
Nobody was paying her any attention. Everyone was frozen, everyone in shock from the sudden event that had transpired right before their eyes.
Constanza clasped the handle of her suitcase and rolled it towards the tunnel. The wheels made a sound on the tiles and she imagined people looking at her, but she did not turn around.
She broke into almost a jog down the tunnel. She imagined sirens racing here even now. Perhaps they were just a block away, closing in, sealing her to her fate.
The ticket hall was quiet, deserted.
Constanza heaved her suitcase up the stairs. She heard sirens but they had not arrived at the metro station yet. The rain hammered the ground and the pavement was flooding, water cascading down the steps into the station now.
Her feet were already soaked. Constanza pulled her hood up, took a deep breath, and stepped out from the station and under the downpour.
She dragged the suitcase behind her, the wheels bouncing noisily on the uneven slabs, but the sound almost drowned out by the crashing of thunder, the echoes rolling off the mountains and the skyscrapers around her.
There was only one place she could go, though she shivered at the thought. She would have to go home, to the place she had sworn just a short while ago that she would never come back to. She ducked her head and bent her shoulders against the torrents, and started walking, as blue lights flashed at the end of the road and the police car screeched to a halt at the entrance to the station.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Metro Polanco station was relatively small, and considerably cleaner and better maintained than some of its counterparts in less wealthy or touristic areas. Despite this, the air in the stairwells still smelt of urine and neglect, and the tiled floor was grimy and damp from the puddles being trailed in by hundreds of feet trampling through the puddles above them.
Subinspector Felipe Mendoza Santos stopped at the bottom of the stairs. He wore heavy black boots and dark blue combat fatigues, his three silver triangles freshly sewn onto his sleeve after his promotion. A gun was fastened on his belt beside his radio. His own phone was clipped to it too. He glanced around the ticket hall. Crime scene tape hung across the entrance to one of the platforms, beyond which he could see a forensics team already at work. An ambulance crew, and their assorted equipment, were also there. He had already flashed his badge to the officers at the entrance to the station and the officers already down here barely glanced over at him.
A group of people were huddled to one side of the ticket hall, the looks on their faces ranging from shock and distress to indignation at having to wait. The witnesses, he assumed. Two uniformed officers were talking to them, notepads open, scribbling furiously.
Felipe nodded at one of the officers, and then went over to the crime scene tape and lifted it to duck under. He felt the eyes of some of the witnesses following him, but he did not turn back to look at them. They could wait, for now.
The odour on the platform was much the same as in the ticket hall and the stairwell, but the floor here was not so damp and muddy. Fewer people had been permitted access since the first responders had arrived, and the latest shower had only started recently.
He could see the two-man ambulance crew more closely now. There was no urgency on the men’s faces. This was a murder scene. The victim had been dead before they arrived. They packed up their equipment ready to load back into the ambulance upstairs and race on to the next call they got. Men in forensics suits were stood by the body, one taking photographs, the camera flashing in the gloomy conclave.
Felipe approached them, but somebody held up a hand to stop him. He glanced around, catching the eye of Henrique Benitez, his friend, his partner. Felipe nodded at him and went over, waving off one of the uniformed policía.
“What have we got here?” Felipe asked, nodding towards the body and the swarm of forensics around him.
“Fifteen-year-old male,” Henrique replied. “We found some ID on him. His name is Teo Silva. We called it in. The family will be notified shortly.”
Felipe nodded, not envying whoever had drawn the short straw in having to break the news to the young man’s family. A sergeant or one of the policías would get the job, and Felipe could easily recall his own time served at that rank. The memory of doing such tasks still weighed on him if he let it.
“One gunshot wound to the head,” Henrique said. “He was killed outright. There are several witnesses, both on this platform and on the one facing it. Two suspects, both young males. They chased him in here, there was a fight, if you can call it that, and they shot him. Execution style. Took off and fled the station rapido.”
“Kids killing kids,” Felipe sighed, shaking his head.
This was not his first murder case, nor was it the youngest victim, but it still struck him.
“We also found a bunch of pesos in the kid’s pocket,” Henrique said. “Enough money to raise eyebrows at why a kid his age has it.”
“You find anything else?” Felipe asked. “Drugs? Was he dealing?”
“We didn’t find any, but it seems likely. He could have ditched it when he was running.”
Felipe nodded.
“The policías kept the witnesses here,” Henrique said, gesturing back towards the ticket hall. “They’re taking statements now. From what they’re saying, a few of the other witnesses took off.”
Felipe nodded, looking up and down the platform. He was surprised that any of them had remained. People did not like the policía, even if they were in a well-to-do area of the city. He knew the statistics, that only one in ten crimes was reported in Mexico. That one in a hundred ever reached sentencing. He was doing his part to try and change things, but he would not hold his breath for a vote of confidence from the public for the policía any time soon.
He tried not to think that his own apartment was just a fifteen-minute walk from here, that perhaps the violence from the northern states and the border had finally infiltrated the capital.
The air hummed with electricity off the rails, but there was no sign of any approaching trains.
“The trains were diverted,” Henrique answered before Felipe had to ask. “The witnesses said the train was due about ten minutes after Teo was shot. When the call went out, the train was stopped.”
Felipe glanced up at the ceiling, noting the security cameras. He remembered seeing a man in a luminous yellow vest standing in the ticket hall with the rest of the witnesses.
“Have you checked if the CCTV is working?” he asked.
Henrique nodded.
“A security guard was on duty and saw the whole thing. He told the policías that the cameras are operational. We can get a copy of the tape once he’s cleared it with his manager.”
“You watched the tape yet?” Felipe asked.
“Not yet,” Henrique replied. “I thought I’d wait for you.”
Felipe smiled at the answer, turning around as the clattering of wheels behind him indicated that the victim’s final ride had arrived. The gurney was wheeled across the platform, guided by two men in black jackets with yellow emblazoned letters on the back.
They left the coroners to their duties and walked back along the platform to the ticket hall. A policía approached them.
“What do you want us to do with them?” he asked, nodding towards the witnesses. He let out a deep sigh. “Some of them are getting pretty uptight now. It’s late and they’re getting tired.”
Felipe looked over the man’s shoulder to survey the witnesses.
The security guard was the most visible in his high vis jacket and cap, his hair greying but his posture better than some half his age. An older couple stood huddled together, looking out of place at the metro station, all dressed up for an evening out, looking wealthier than the metro’s usual traffic. A young blonde girl stood a short distance away, her lips pursed with indignation as she scowled down at her phone, and Felipe wondered if she was the one who was getting uptight. Beside her, looking frustrated but also embarrassed on her behalf was an athletic guy, perhaps the boyfriend. A businessman leant against the wall, his tie loosened but not a single hair out of place, one eye on his phone and the other on the blonde girl’s arse. A middle-aged woman with mousy brown hair shook her head at the display, stifling a yawn, perhaps having just finished work for the evening. Most striking, a young American with an athletic build and sandy-blond hair. He was trying to keep his pose nonchalant, but Felipe could see how nervous he was from here. Despite his discomfort, the man was handsome. Felipe tried not to let his eyes wander over him for too long, anxious that someone might notice the lingering look. He had a rucksack slung over his shoulder and Felipe wondered if he was a tourist. Welcome to Mexico City, he thought dryly.
“Have you taken a statement and all their details?” Felipe asked the policía, looking away and hoping the object of his gaze had not been caught.
He nodded in response, handing him his pages of notes.
“Can we send them home then?” the policía asked.
“Yeah, let them go,” Felipe nodded. “Tell them they’ll have to come to the station soon to sign their statements.”
The policía looked relieved as he walked over to them with the good news. They huddled around him at once, but Felipe was distracted from watching their reactions as his phone buzzed.
He glanced down at the screen. It was a message from Luisa. He did not read it before shoving it back in his pocket. Henrique shot him a knowing look.
“Trouble in paradise,” he murmured, stifling a grin.
It had never been paradise, Felipe thought, that’s why it was trouble. He tried not to think about Luisa. Their relationship was over, and as the one who had ended it, he did not have the right to feel sad about it, he told himself.
Henrique looked about to say something further but stopped himself as the security guard approached. He introduced himself as Ramone, offering his hand. Felipe shook it, noticing the firm grip that belied the man’s age.
Over Ramone’s shoulder, Felipe saw the other witnesses making their way towards the stairs. The blonde girl still wore a scowl, and now the boyfriend did too as he glared at the businessman. Perhaps he had noticed where the man’s eyes had been a few moments ago. The American tourist drifted after the rest, looking shaken, perhaps regretting his choice of holiday destination. Again, Felipe found his eyes lingering on him and had to force himself to look away once more.
“My shift hasn’t finished yet,” Ramone said, regaining Felipe’s attention. “I spoke to my manager earlier. He wasn’t happy to be woken up, but he understands. He said we can get you a tape from the cameras. I can send it over to you, or if you want to come up to the office you can see the tape for yourself now.”
Felipe nodded and gestured for him to show them the way. Ramone led them down the ticket hall and stopped at a door marked for staff only. He grabbed a set of keys attached to his utility belt and unlocked the door. Felipe noted the walkie-talkie on the belt.
“Were you the one who called for the ambulance?” he asked.
Ramone nodded as he showed them into a cramped office with two desks, piles of paperwork and a bank of monitors on one wall. One of the desks faced them, and Ramone sat down at his chair, logging on to the computer.
“I was just sat in here watching the screens when it happened,” Ramone explained, no hint of frustration that he was repeating what he must have already told the policías. “I’d just finished doing my walkaround. It’s normally quiet around this time. The train due was one of the last for the night.”
“What did you see?” Felipe asked.
“You’ll see it for yourself in a second,” Ramone said, still no hint of frustration. He was rewinding the tape, his fingers steady on the mouse. “Young boy ran down the stairs, which isn’t so unusual. People panic, thinking they’re going to miss their train or something like that, you see. That’s what I thought at first. Then two boys ran after him, not a moment later. That’s when I thought something was off.”
He stopped rewinding, satisfied that he had reached the right place in the tape. He hovered over the play button and turned in his seat to look up at Felipe.
“You’ll see,” he said, nodding his head. “You ready?”
Felipe looked at the time stamp in the corner of the screen. 23:43. Ten minutes before the last train. Ramone gave a slight cough and hit play.
There were multiple cameras, so that the stairwell, the ticket hall and all the platforms were covered by multiple angles. Though in black and white, the footage itself was clear enough. Ramone had rewound the tape back until a few minutes before Teo Silva had run into the station, and Felipe watched the quiet before the storm.
The stairwell was empty. The young couple already stood on the platform, the blonde girl’s arms crossed against her chest and the boyfriend gesturing around helplessly. It looked like they had just had an argument. As if to confirm it, the girl half-turned her back on him and went on her phone. The businessman paced further along the platform, phone pressed to his ear, barely even aware of anyone around him. A short distance away from him, a young, scrawny man in jeans and a baggy top leant against the wall. He looked on edge, his body rigid, his eyes fixed firmly on the businessman. He had not stuck around to wait for the police, Felipe thought.
The middle-aged woman was sat on a bench on the opposite platform, facing the others. She looked half asleep as she rubbed her hands together. A short distance from her bench, a woman in a short skirt stood in high-heeled boots, glancing across the rail tracks. She had not been here when the police had arrived either, Felipe noted.
The American tourist did not look on edge on the platform, checking his phone as he waited. Perhaps he had already been here a few days, was no longer intimidated by the metro system. Felipe wondered if he was a New Yorker, used to the subway they had there.
The elderly couple in their eveningwear were in the ticket hall, then made their way slowly to the platform. The woman in high-heeled boots looked over at them for a long moment. In the ticket hall, a woman came down the stairs dragging a suitcase. Her ringlets bounced as she walked. She got a ticket and went down to the platform, where she looked up and down, anxious.
Felipe wanted to cry out for Ramone to pause the tape, certain that he recognised the woman, but he must be mistaken…surely, it could not be her. He remained quiet, wanting to watch the remainder of the footage, though one eye remained on her.
Then the action started. Teo appeared in the camera from the stairwell, flying into view and taking the steps two or three at a time. He lost his footing at the bottom of the stairs and stumbled, almost falling to the floor before he steadied himself. He must have cried out or shouted, because a few heads on the platform jolted in that direction.
Two figures emerged a second later and followed him down the steps. Teo looked like a trapped animal as he hesitated in the ticket hall, before running onto the platform. The witnessed turned, startled as he ran down the platform, before the two boys burst onto the scene after him.
The blonde girl clasped at her boyfriend, shielding herself behind him, any argument forgotten. The businessman remained on his phone, distracted by the commotion.
The two boys were faster than Teo and all it took was a misstep for him to lose ground. Then they were on him, one grabbing his coat from behind. The three struggled for a few seconds. The taller boy reached behind him into the waistband of his jeans and pulled out a handgun. He pointed it at Teo’s head, pulled the trigger, and then Teo dropped to the floor after an explosion of red mist erupted from the back of his head, making Felipe shudder even as he watched the tape. The boys stepped back. Everyone seemed transfixed by the scene. Then the two boys fled, off the platform, back up the steps and out of sight.
The camera had captured clear images of their faces as they fled up the stairs. Back on the platform, the witnesses seemed frozen by shock or fear. Nobody stepped forward. The man who had been watching the businessman was already on his way out of the station, not hanging around for a second. Apparently seeing him go from across the tracks, the woman in high heels also slipped away, noticed only by the middle-aged woman on the bench and the old man, who looked as if he might call after her, but he remained at his wife’s side as she sobbed. The American was frozen in shock, looking visibly aghast. The blonde girl was almost hysterical as she clung to her boyfriend. Ramone appeared, rushing into the camera’s view as he radioed for assistance and dropped to his knees beside the boy.
Ramone paused it, turning to look at Felipe.
“Can you get us a copy ready?” Felipe asked, and Ramone nodded, getting to work at once.
Felipe looked over at Henrique, who seemed pleased with the footage. He radioed to patrol to relay the description and get the images circulated. They had the suspects’ faces in clear view of the camera and that was a good start.
His mind remained on the woman with the suitcase. Ramone was getting the files downloaded to a disc, and Felipe leaned over him and clicked the play button to resume the tape from the moments after the attackers had fled. The witnesses remained on the platforms, except for the woman with the suitcase. She appeared to panic and dragged her suitcase off the platform and back up the stairs. As she left, the camera caught her face.
Felipe paused the frame. He was in no doubt who this woman was now, though he was shocked that these were the circumstances under which he had seen her face again.
Constanza, he thought, trying to keep his emotions in check as he wondered why she had fled and what she had been doing here in the first place.




CHAPTER FIVE

The front of her apartment building was deserted as Constanza dragged her suitcase up the two steps and through the main entrance. The small entrance hall was quiet. She was relieved that they lived in this ramshackle building with no security. It would be hard, she thought, to explain to a doorman why she was coming back home after midnight, soaking wet and dragging a suitcase, looking like she had just bore witness to a murder, and having to ask him not to mention any of it to her husband. No, for once she was glad that they could not afford such a luxury.
She pressed the button for the elevator and waited impatiently for the ancient machine to start working, glancing over her shoulder anxiously towards the doors, as if her husband might appear from the darkness and discover her. She thought she heard sirens in the distance, startling herself, but in Mexico City, there were always sirens, no matter the time.
When the elevator dinged and the doors creaked open, Constanza breathed a heavy sigh of relief as she pressed the button for the third floor and the doors jerked closed. The adrenaline that had coursed through her earlier was gone, though her body still trembled, whether from apprehension or outright fear she could not be sure.
Though she knew that Godfredo would not be back home tonight, that he had probably not even give her so much as a second thought as he grunted away inside of Carmen, she still gripped the handle of her suitcase hard, turning her knuckles white, as the doors opened on the third floor. She imagined walking into the flat and finding her husband stood in the living area, his jaw set with anger, fists clenched and ready to strike her. If he had lost his temper with his mistress and had decided to come home instead of going to a bar, he would have discovered by now that she had left him, packed her bags intending never to return.
She shuddered at the thought and willed herself forward to her front door. There were three apartments on each floor in this building and her keys jangled in her shaking hand as she unlocked the front door and it swung open. The apartment was not large, but it was a great improvement from the squalid flat they had called home in the first years of their marriage, when Godfredo was just a low-level gangbanger and she scraped a living as a waitress supporting them both and paying all the bills that he could not.
The apartment was dark as she had left it.
She let out a long gasp, unaware until then that she had been holding her breath. She pulled the suitcase into the flat behind her and closed and locked the door.
She flicked the light switch on and crept through the flat to confirm that her husband was not at home. The entrance hall gave way to a comfortable living room, which was separated from the kitchen by a breakfast bar. There was a small balcony beyond the kitchen, but it was dark and there was no tell-tale orange glow of a cigarette out there. The bathroom door stood ajar, the lights off. The second bedroom was dark too.
She hesitated before she went into her bedroom, but she could see no light shining through the crack at the bottom of the door, feeling relief at once.
Their double bed had not been disturbed. The sheets remained untouched just as she had left them. No, she thought, Godfredo had not been back here in her absence.
Checking her phone, Constanza knew that she would soon receive a call from her sister. She could hardly bring herself to speak to her, knowing the disappointment and concern that would follow when she told her that she was back at home, that she had not gone through with her plan.
She tried not to think about how close she had come to escaping, knowing that the very thought of it would bring her to tears. She had finally plucked up the courage to pack a bag, to form a plan, had even made it as far as the metro station, and then everything had gone wrong.
Shivering at the memory of the fight, the echoes of the gunshot, the look on the boy’s face as the back of his head had exploded outwards, Constanza swallowed down her fear, knowing that she could not let her mind linger on what she had witnessed. She had to pretend that she had never seen it, that she knew nothing, that tonight had never taken place. She had stayed at home, tidied the flat, and gone to bed. That was what she wanted her husband to believe, and so she would have to believe it herself.
It was with a heavy heart and growing exhaustion that Constanza unpacked her suitcase, carefully putting everything back in the exact same place. She put the suitcase back in the cupboard and peeled herself out of her wet clothes. She hung her coat up on the back of her bedroom door, hoping it would have dried by the time her husband returned home. If not, she would tell him she had gone to the store in the evening for cooking supplies or a magazine, if he even noticed. She dropped the rest of her clothes into the laundry basket, knowing her husband would not check it.
She showered, her eyelids getting heavy as she washed. The excitement of getting away, followed by the abrupt fear of what she had seen, and the grief of returning home had worn her out, both mentally and physically.
Minutes later she slid under the duvet on her side of the bed, looking up at the dark ceiling, unable to stop her mind from going to places she did not want to revisit. She said a silent prayer for the poor boy on the platform.
In her panic to leave the station and return home before her husband had found her missing, she had pushed the thought of the boy from her mind. She knew that she should have waited for the police to arrive, told them what she had seen, but she could not let Godfredo find out.
He was a dangerous man, her husband. A sicario, a hitman, for a notorious cartel, and if she spoke with the police he would know. If Godfredo did not kill her, one of the men he worked with would. Her husband had already made her life so unbearable, that she could hardly imagine that it could get any worse, though she was sure Godfredo would find a way.
He would kill her. She had no doubt about that.
No, she decided, she could not go to the police, as much as she might want to help.
As her eyelids flickered, and sleep beckoned, Constanza whispered a prayer for herself. She had come so close to escape, had pinned all her hopes on tonight, and now she wondered if she would be brave enough to get a second chance.




CHAPTER SIX

The basement of the Hospital Angeles Santa Monica was a sombre location, housing the mortuary and coroner’s office alongside the morgue. The deco was subdued, to match the setting, and the furniture was plain and functional, in cream and beige colours that sought not to impose on the senses. The hospital was the closest to the metro station that Teo Silva had died at, and as such was where his body had been brought.
Felipe waited at the end of the corridor, his hands in his pockets, trying to look appropriately respectful despite having been on duty for most of the night. He was certain that Teo’s parents would hardly pay any attention to whether his shirt collar was straight, or his hair was a mess, with much more pressing matters on their minds, but he made the effort anyway, trying to flatten his dark hair with the palm of his hand.
His thoughts remained on Constanza, the image of her fleeing from the scene still playing on loop in his head. It had been a long time since he had seen her, but he had recognised her at once. He had resigned himself to never seeing her again, so to see her at such a time, and under such circumstances, had come as a shock.
In high school, she had been his sweetheart. She had been beautiful and sweet, her kind, gentle nature as appealing to him as her smile and her appearance, and he had undoubtedly made a fool of himself in his efforts to impress her. Luckily for him, she had seen through all his awkward bravado and rebellious ways to the real him. She had helped him navigate puberty and the confusion that had come with it. She had been a lifeline to him, and he had clung to her as his rock, in a stormy ocean of testosterone and self-discovery. Their love had been deep, passionate and tender, and he had thought he had found the love of his life, the girl he wished to spend the rest of his life with. With her, he had been certain that he had found the person he could be himself with. He had shared with her, and her alone, that he had desires for both girls and boys, and she had comforted him, had not turned her back on him, and Felipe had hoped that he would be satisfied with just her in his life, had been convinced that he would need to be with no other, man or woman. She had been the only person he had been with at high school. It was love, and back then, he had been under no illusion that she had felt the same as him.
For a few years, it seemed that they would grow together from high school sweethearts to man and wife, but it was not meant to be. They had broken each other’s hearts and there had been no recovering from that.
He had moved on, had other relationships since her, explored other aspects of his sexuality as she had once encouraged him to back in high school. He knew that Constanza had moved on too. Through a mutual friend, he had learnt that she had married.  
Now that he had seen her again, his old feelings, the scars he still carried from his love for her, began to ache once more. He wondered over the circumstances that had led her to the platform tonight. Part of him wondered whether she was still with her husband.
His phone beeped and he saw another message from Luisa. He felt guilty at the thought of her, his mind so consumed with the thought of Constanza, though he had no reason to feel such things, he reminded himself. His relationship with Luisa had been over for months, and his relationship with Constanza had been over for years, and she was not even aware that his thoughts had suddenly returned to her after all this time.
For all he knew, she had forgotten about his existence completely.
The doors at the end of the corridor opened and the Silvas arrived. Hugo Silva, Teo’s father, was a burly construction worker, though as he approached, his eyes were wide and afraid like a child’s. His physical strength was no defence from the events of tonight. Teo’s mother, Rita, was petite, especially beside her husband. They both looked tired and anxious, dragged out of their bed and brought to the morgue. A parent’s worst nightmare, Felipe imagined.
A policía walked a few steps behind them, his face weary. Felipe knew it must have been hard. Nobody wanted to be the one to knock on the front door and tell the parents of a fifteen-year-old that there had been an incident and to ask them to accompany them to the morgue to confirm whether it was their son that lay on the metal table.
Felipe shook Hugo’s hand and offered his sympathies for the night’s events. Hugo looked anxious but determined, as if he did not believe that his son could possibly be dead. Rita’s eyes were already red and watery, her expression one of barely controlled desperation. She chewed her fingernail and she could not even look at Felipe. The coroner joined them, introducing himself, and then led them into the observation room.
Teo’s body lay on the table, covered head to toe in a white sheet. Felipe heard Rita take in a loud, rattling breath of surprise, before the policía closed the door behind them. Felipe remained in the corridor, not wanting to intrude upon their grief.
It was less than a minute before he heard the cries from under the door. Rita gave a wail of despair and then her steady sobbing seemed to echo even out in the corridor. Felipe braced himself as the door opened, but she was silent when she emerged from the room, crying silently into a tissue, her husband’s arm around her, supporting her weight, half-carrying her.
His eyes were red too, blinking hard as if he could stop the tears that were sure to come. He glanced at Felipe, opened his mouth as if to speak, but then turned and guided his wife back down the corridor. The policía went after them, his face devoid of emotion. When his shift was over, Felipe was sure the façade would crack, but for now he was doing his job.
The coroner joined him and handed Felipe the signed declaration form.
“As I’m sure you could tell, they identified the body as Teo Silva,” the coroner sighed.
Felipe looked down at Mr Silva’s signature and thanked the coroner. He said he would send over the autopsy reports when he had finished them.
“Thank you,” Felipe said, shaking the coroner’s hand. The coroner went back into his office as Felipe’s phone rang. He gave an inward groan, fearing for a moment that it would be Luisa, demanding an explanation as to why he was not answering her messages. He was relieved to see Henrique’s name flash up on the screen.
“The two boys who killed Teo Silva,” Henrique said at once. “We’ve arrested them.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

Felipe parked outside the police station and rushed up to the office he shared with Henrique. His partner was sat at his desk, a file open in front of him, looking up without surprise when he entered.
“You were quick,” Henrique remarked. “Let’s hope you don’t get a speeding fine.”
“I hope that if I do, it’ll be worth it,” Felipe said. He looked down at the file expectantly.
Henrique sighed.
“The two boys are downstairs in holding cells,” he told him. He held up a hand to stop him as Felipe half-turned to head to the door. Felipe realised that there was something his partner had not told him over the phone. “A traffic cop pulled over a car that was reported stolen a few hours ago. It was stolen a few streets from the Metro Polanco station. The cop recognised them from the description we put out over the radios and called it in, and they were arrested at the scene.”
“What’s the catch?” Felipe asked. “It all sounds too easy so far.”
“Not easy,” Henrique said. “The boys panicked, tried to take off. The traffic cop pursued, and a back-up squad car was nearby and joined the chase. They crashed the stolen car into a lamppost, and the officers arrested them before they could take off. It was a short chase, and nobody was injured.”
“At least we have them now,” Felipe said, clapping his hands together. “Did they find the gun?”
Henrique shook his head.
“They must have dumped it,” he replied.
“We should get some policías to check the route they took between the Metro Polanco and where they were arrested. If they were panicking, they might have been careless and just thrown it out the window,” Felipe said. Henrique murmured in agreement. Felipe looked at him. “Have they been interviewed or were you waiting for me to arrive?”
“Waiting for you,” Henrique said. “And for their files to come down. They both had IDs so we could put a name to the faces.”
Felipe nodded, picking up the file. He looked down at a young man’s face. He recognised him as one of the men on the security camera footage. He could get the best lawyer in the country and he would still have a tough job arguing he had not killed Teo Silva.
He looked down at the name.
Leon Herrera.
“Recognise the surname?” Henrique asked. Felipe glanced at him, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“Should I?” he asked, though the name was beginning to ring alarm bells. “Surely not.”
“Leon, nephew of Carlos Herrera,” Henrique said. He did not sound amused, and Felipe’s earlier excitement began to evaporate. Carlos Herrera was affiliated with the Sanguinito cartel. The root of the word came from bloody and the gang was renowned for its violence as well as its ties to drug trafficking and rising violence in the capital. He was alleged to be a high-ranking figure in the outfit.
“Has he lawyered-up yet?” Felipe asked.
“He hasn’t had his phone call yet,” Henrique replied. “But I’ll take a bet on who his one call will be to. Uncle Carlos to the rescue.”
“I want to speak to him before then,” Felipe said at once. He knew that the interview would be difficult, if not impossible, once Carlos had sent the lawyers in for his nephew and they objected to every question and advised him not to say anything.
“I thought you’d say that,” he said wearily. “It’s worth a shot.”
Felipe nodded. He wanted to speak to Leon one-on-one. He just hoped that his prisoner, the boy who he had seen with his own eyes on the security footage murder Teo Silva, was in a talkative mood.
“What about the accomplice?” Felipe asked.
“Martin Fonseca. No criminal record. He’s not known to the police. No affiliations, as far as we know.”
“He might be the weak link then,” Felipe suggested.
He wondered if Martin Fonseca was out of his depth. He hoped that he would talk, fear of prison outweighing whatever reprisals he feared from the Herrera family and the Sanguinitos.
The interview room was sparse, furnished only with a wooden table and four chairs, two on either side of the table. A tape recorder stood at the end of the table, and a security camera captured the entire room from the ceiling above the door.
Felipe sat down and waited for Leon to be brought up from his cell. He hoped that the charges he was facing would be enough to scare the seventeen-year-old into confessing before his lawyer or his family swooped in to help him. They had him on CCTV, and they had witness statements, but Felipe wanted his confession to ensure that everything went smoothly. He knew that evidence could go missing, or witnesses could be scared off, especially when the Sanguinito cartel was involved, but if he had a confession then he was sure he could secure a conviction.
There was a knock on the door and a policía led Leon Herrera into the room and over to his seat across the table from Felipe. Leon was tall and pale. His dark hair was shaved, and a silver chain hung at his neck, a crucifix glistening against the black t-shirt he wore. His physique was lean muscle and tattoos ran up his arms, dragons and phoenixes and the cup of blood that signified he had been initiated into the Sanguinitos cartel.
Leon sat down and looked him up and down, examining Felipe as he had done him. The uniform retreated to the door and Leon placed his hands carefully on the table, handcuffs on his wrists. He met Felipe’s eyes and did not look away. Felipe was used to the tactic. A lot of gangbangers tried to intimidate, assert their dominance in an interview. Felipe ignored the display of bravado.
“Leon, I’m Subinspector Santos,” Felipe introduced himself. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about what happened tonight.”
Leon was silent, staring at him for a long moment. He spoke without looking away.
“I want my phone call,” he said firmly. “I ain’t got nothing to say to you.”
“You’re entitled to your call,” Felipe acknowledged, trying to hide his disappointment. He had hoped to at least talk to him, establish a rapport beyond a name. “I just wanted to talk -”
“Did I stutter?” Leon asked, his voice unnervingly calm for a boy in his position. He leant forward, folding his arms. His arm muscles flexed, stretching his tattoos. The dragon on his bicep seemed to swell. He narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t say I wanted to talk. I said I want my phone call.”
Felipe sighed.
“I’ll arrange your phone call,” he said. He rose to his feet, gesturing for the policía to take him back to his cell.
Leon leant backwards, relaxing, his arms still folded across his chest. He smiled at Felipe. He was smug at this small victory. 
Leon knew he had won this round and Felipe had no choice but to concede defeat.
At least for now anyway, he reminded himself.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Martin Fonseca was short but had an athletic build. His hair was short, and his skin was dark and clear. Felipe thought he probably played soccer at high school and had no trouble with the girls. He wondered what a boy like him was doing hanging around with Leon Herrera. He did not have the tell-tale tattoos of a Sanguinito but looks could be deceiving.
The interview room was much the same as the one he had just left Leon in, but Martin’s nerves were almost palpable as he sat across the table from Felipe and Henrique. A thin bead of sweat had appeared on his hairline, and he tried to casually wipe it away with a shaking hand.
Felipe introduced himself and his partner. Martin nodded to each of them, opened his mouth to speak, but closed it quickly. Felipe slid a plastic cup of water across the table to him, and Martin snatched it up and gulped it gratefully.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and put down the cup. His hands still quivered, but he managed to look at Felipe now, his eyes wide with apprehension. He was a far cry from Leon, Felipe thought,
“Martin, you know why you’re here?” Felipe began, keeping his voice light. Martin was scared enough, and if he went hard on him then the boy would clam up with fear.
Martin nodded, his hands fidgeting on the table in front of him. He looked uncertain.
“The car was stolen,” he said, his voice cracking. His mouth must have been dry, and he swallowed hard, reaching for the cup of water again. He took a smaller sip this time and met Felipe’s eyes. “The traffic cop pulled us over, but then we took off and -”
“We’re not here to talk to you about the stolen car or the chase you took that cop on,” Felipe told him, his voice firm but calm. Realisation dawned on Martin and his mouth flapped open and closed, unable to speak. Felipe smiled at him, hoping to coax out some answers. “Martin, we want you to tell us about what happened at Metro Polanco a few hours ago.”
“Erm, right, yeah,” Martin stammered, nodding. Another sip of water. “Me and Leon, we -”
He trailed off, taking another drink of water.
“You and Leon,” Felipe nodded, encouraging him. “He’s your friend, right?”
Martin nodded.
“How do you know him?” Felipe asked.
“We’re mates,” Martin told him, finding his voice.
“And Teo Silva?” Felipe asked. “Was he your friend too?”
Martin swallowed hard, reaching for the cup of water. He lifted it to his lips before realising it was empty. He put it down on the table again, hands shaking once more. He shook his head slowly.
“You weren’t friends with him?” Felipe asked. “How did you know him then?”
“I don’t know him,” Martin said, his voice quiet, almost a whisper. “I’d never heard of him before. I didn’t know that was his name.”
“Did Leon know him?” Felipe asked.
Martin’s eyes flashed, and that was answer enough for Felipe, but he needed more.
“He did, didn’t he?”
“I don’t know, you need to ask him,” Martin said. His voice was hoarse. He eyed the empty glass of water. He looked up, found Felipe watching him closely and let out a sigh. “Leon never mentioned him, okay? I don’t know how he knew the guy, though, but it was weird.”
“Weird?” Felipe repeated. “Weird, how?”
“It just was,” Martin shrugged. “We were walking down the street after seeing some friends, and then Leon saw that guy and he just started shouting at him. I didn’t know him, and Leon wouldn’t tell me how he knew him either. I figured maybe it was a guy from a rival gang, y’know, and they had some history or whatever, but something was off.”
Felipe nodded to encourage him.
“Leon roughed him up a little, he was shouting all kinds of stuff, and this Teo guy took off,” Martin said. “Leon said he was going after him. I thought he’d lost it, but I followed him. I had to watch his back.”
“Leon chased after him?” Felipe asked, glancing at Henrique.
This was all that they needed. Once Martin had confessed on tape that Leon had killed Teo, Leon could have the best lawyers in the country, but they would have their case.
Martin looked up at him and nodded.
“Yeah, he ran after him,” Martin said.
“You chased him into the metro station?” Felipe prompted him.
Martin nodded again.
“And what happened when Leon caught up with him?” Felipe asked.
They were so close now.
Martin opened his mouth to speak, when a loud knock at the door broke the tension in the room. Martin’s mouth closed as their heads turned to the door. Felipe swallowed down his frustration, nodding to Henrique.
His partner stood, but the door opened before he reached it. A policía poked his head in, instantly looking abashed at the furious glare that Felipe shot him.
“What is it?” Felipe demanded.
The policía did not need to speak. He stepped into the room and held the door open for a tall, wiry man in a suit. Felipe let out a breath of air, feeling his excitement rapidly deflate.
“I’m Martin Fonseca’s lawyer,” the man said, striding into the room and standing behind the empty chair beside his client. He looked down at Felipe and Henrique with disapproval. “I really wish you had not conducted an interview before I arrived. I need time with my client, if you would be so kind as to terminate this interview. You should know better, señors.”
Felipe gritted his teeth. He spoke into the tape, concluding the interview. Martin looked bewildered, his gaze shooting between the lawyer and Felipe.
“What’s happening?” Martin asked, his voice thick with confusion. “I don’t have a lawyer.”
The lawyer smiled down at him.
“I’ve been hired me to represent you,” he said with a smile for his client. “At the behest of Leon’s family. Don’t worry, Martin. I’m here now. I’m here to help you.”
Martin did not look much relieved, but Felipe had no choice but to follow Henrique out of the room. The policía had the good sense not to say a word as he held the door for them, and then closed it behind them to give Martin and his new lawyer their privacy.
In the corridor, Felipe wanted to kick the wall or upend a table, but he resorted to pacing up and down instead. Henrique looked just as frustrated, but he had a better control over it than his partner did.
“Goddamn it,” Felipe groaned, shaking his head. “We were so close. One more minute, and we would have heard the words come out of his mouth.”
“It wasn’t a waste of time though,” Henrique reasoned. “We know that Leon knew Teo somehow. Perhaps he was from a rival gang. We can dig into Teo’s background a little deeper.”
Felipe considered his words. He knew his partner was right. He stopped his pacing and nodded. The interview had still gleaned some useful information for them. He tried not to think about how smug Leon must feel now, probably already concocting all kinds of alibis with his own lawyer.
“We need to look into all three of them further,” Felipe said, nodding. “We should get a list of friends, family, girlfriends. We need to find out how Leon knew Teo Silva, and why he killed him.”




CHAPTER NINE

The sun was bright and fierce when Constanza awoke. The storm of last night had passed, leaving no trace behind.
She had forgotten to close the curtains last night and the bedroom was shining with the brilliant morning sunshine. She rolled over, burying her head into her pillow, but she could not find sleep again.
Her brain conjured up images that she did not welcome. The young boy drenched in his own blood as it pooled around him on the platform. The echo of the gunshot. The back of his head exploding against the backdrop of the metro station.
Constanza tore the covers off herself and ran into the bathroom, dropping to her knees and sticking her head into the toilet bowl. She heaved but nothing came up. She waited a minute until she was satisfied that she would not be sick, and then got back to her feet and ran the faucet. She rinsed her hands and then filled her cupped hands with water and splashed her face.
In the mirror, she surveyed her reflection.
She would have to put some make-up on before Godfredo returned home, she thought. He did not like her to go without and she looked pale, almost ill, after last night, sick at the realisation that she had missed her chance to get away from him. He would take one look at her and walk back out of the door, she thought. Perhaps that was a good thing.
Her phone was on the bedside cabinet where she had left it. It flashed with messages. None from her husband. Ten from her sister.
She groaned but could not bring herself to call her sister. It must have been clear to Diana that she was not coming, that the circumstances had changed. She wondered if Diana feared that Godfredo had caught her as she tried to leave. Perhaps she should call her, Constanza thought, guilt weighing on her, not wanting to put her sister through any unnecessary stress. At least no more than she already had when she had married Godfredo.
Constanza stopped herself from thinking such things. She had been in the throes of heartache when she had met Godfredo. When she had first met him, he had been handsome and charming, and he had set about winning her hand. She had fallen for his act, and Constanza was sure she was not the first woman who had been blinded by flattery, had flung herself into an unsuitable relationship whilst she tried to mend a broken heart.
The phone rang in her hand and Diana’s name flashed across the screen.
Constanza took a deep breath and answered.
“Stanza, where are you?” Diana demanded at once. “Do you know how worried I’ve been? I was up all night, trying to call you. I thought -”
Her voice was thick with worry, and Constanza felt her guilt grow.
“I’m sorry, Di,” she said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “I didn’t make it to the airport.”
Diana was silent for a long moment.
“Why not?” she asked. “We had a plan, Stanza. Your flight was booked.”
“I know, I know,” Constanza sighed. “Something happened -”
“What did he do?” Diana asked. “Did he catch you? I thought he was with that puta, that whore, last night?”
“No, no, it was nothing to do with him,” Constanza told her.
She wanted to tell her sister what she had seen, explain why she could not leave.
“Then what?” Diana prompted her. “We can book a new flight, we can -”
Constanza heard the front door.
“I have to go,” she whispered, her breathing hard now. “He’s home.”
“No, Stanza -” Diana protested.
Constanza hung up before she could hear what her sister was going to say. She locked her phone and put it back on the bedside cabinet, noticing her hands were shaking.
She hoped that Godfredo was in a good mood. It varied, after he had spent the night with Carmen. Sometimes he returned home exhilarated, and others he seemed to blame Constanza for the fact that he could not spend all his time with other women and that was when he could get mean.
Constanza took a deep breath as she sat on the edge of the bed.
She had not had time to apply any make-up. She ran a hand through her thick curls, fluffing her hair as she heard his trainers scuffing the floor.
Godfredo appeared in the doorway. He was still handsome, his shoulders broad and his gym-body accentuated by his tight t-shirt and jeans. His skin was dark, his hair tousled and damp. She wondered if he had showered with Carmen, if they were still in the honeymoon phase of their affair. It had been going on for a year or more. Perhaps Godfredo would leave her to be with Carmen and save her the trouble of leaving him. Then he would be Carmen’s problem, and she could deal with his mood swings, his drinking, and give him his alibis for the nights he had a hit.
Godfredo’s dark eyes looked her over for a moment.
Could he tell that something had changed for her? Did he know what she had tried to do?
Constanza forced herself to stay calm, to remain composed.
“Did anything happen whilst I was out?”
Godfredo asked the question calmly. No trace of suspicion or anger.
Constanza swallowed hard, a bead of sweat at the small of her back, before she answered.




CHAPTER TEN

Daylight was streaming in through the office window as Felipe flicked through the files on the computer screen. A cardboard cup of vending-machine coffee, fast growing cold, sat on his desk all but forgotten.
He had battled fatigue as he compiled a list of Leon Herrera’s acquaintances. He wondered how many would talk to him, let alone give him the answers he needed. Most were affiliated with the Sanguinitos. His uncle Carlos had never been arrested but was known to be a high-ranking member. Leon’s father had been in and out of prison but was currently out on parole. Felipe wondered what it must have been like for Leon growing up. The boy had stood no chance, he thought. In a family of Sanguinitos, he had been destined to become one himself.
He was already known to police. He had been picked up for possession of cocaine, but nothing had happened, and he walked out without even being questioned. He had been pulled over a few times for traffic violations. He had been arrested for assaulting a nightclub promoter, but the victim had quickly dropped the charges. Felipe made a note of all these, frustrated that nothing had been done.
Leon had a girlfriend, Amarissa. He doubted she would be able to give him much, but partners knew things that sometimes nobody else did. The chances were low that she did not know about his affiliations, and she was still with him, but it was worth a shot.
Felipe had researched Martin and Teo too. Neither had criminal records, but Martin’s father had spent time in prison for drug offences. He wondered if Martin’s father was associated with the Sanguinitos, if that was how Martin had found himself caught up with Leon.
The building started to fill up and it was not long before Inspector Jimenez sought him out. Jimenez was a decade his senior and was the de facto manager of the investigative branch. He was wearing his uniform and a scowl when he loomed over Felipe, his huge frame blocking out the sunlight from the window behind him.
“Jefe,” Felipe greeted him. “You heard the news then?”
“I heard,” Jimenez said. “I hear everything that happens here, Santos. I’m in charge.”
“Sí, jefe.”
“I’ve had the Prosecutor’s Office on the phone already. Prosecutor Rivera is sending one of his assistants to help you build a case.”
“We don’t need -”
“Rivera says they don’t have enough to take this before a judge, Santos.”
“Jefe, we have security footage of the murder,” Felipe argued. “The suspects we have in custody are clearly the ones on the tape.”
Jimenez looked conflicted. He was a good leader and he had a formidable case record. Felipe respected him, but the jefe often deferred to others, afraid of stepping on the toes of the Prosecutor’s Office or his seniors.
“Get witness statements, get more evidence,” Jimenez said. Felipe swallowed hard and forced himself to nod. “As it stands, you don’t have enough to charge the suspects with this murder. I’ve been accosted by De La Cruz downstairs already.”
Manuel De La Cruz. A competent lawyer, who was well known if not well liked, who had made a name for himself defending Los Sanguinitos in a variety of different trials. Of course he would be the one to defend Leon, Felipe thought.
“I’ve signed their release papers,” Jimenez said. Felipe balked, but the jefe spoke quickly before he could be questioned about his decision. “The Prosecutor’s Office says you have no case yet. You can’t charge them and you can’t keep them here. They’re free to go, Santos.”
“Jefe, you can’t do that. We can keep them here for stealing the car, and -”
“The owner of the car has already declined to press any criminal charges,” Jimenez interrupted. “If you get more evidence, the Prosecutor’s Office will review the case and might decide they have enough to put before a judge.”
“Jefe, por favor,” Felipe protested. “We have witnesses, and -”
“The decision is made,” Jimenez said firmly.
A few people were watching them now and Felipe gritted his teeth. He nodded solemnly and watched Jimenez retreat into his office and close the door behind him.
Felipe wondered if Carlos and the Sanguinitos’ influence extended to the Prosecutor’s Office, or to the jefe’s superiors. He was sure that the evidence would be enough to get anyone else charged. Henrique returned from the canteen with a paper plate of tacos and put it down beside the untouched coffee.
“You haven’t eaten all night,” his partner chastised him, sitting down at his own desk.
“You sound like my grandmother,” Felipe sighed, but he knew Henrique was right. He picked up a taco, his stomach grumbling as the smell of the food wafted from the plate.
He filled in Henrique on the jefe’s decision as he ate. Henrique murmured his discontent, but he did not appear all that surprised.
“We just have to find more evidence,” Henrique said stubbornly. “We have the witnesses coming in tomorrow to sign their statements. We have policías looking for the gun. We can do this.”
Felipe was grateful for the pep talk, letting it lift him from his disappointment.
He went downstairs when Leon and Martin were being processed out and watched as they were handed back their personal effects. They both signed a couple of forms. Leon looked bored, as if his mind was already on what he would be doing this afternoon. Martin was far less confident, his eyes downcast, flickering over to where the detectives stood.
De La Cruz gave Felipe a self-satisfied smile when he caught him looking, and then led Leon outside after Leon and Martin had done a complicated handshake, though Martin hardly met his friend’s eyes.
A woman in her forties marched through the front door as De La Cruz and Leon left. Her dark curls fell to her elbows, framing her thin, pointed facial features. She was a handsome woman, though her nose was a little too angular, her jaw a little too pointed, to be considered beautiful. She wore no make-up except for a smear of red lipstick, and there were lines around her eyes and the corners of her mouth, that was pulled into a frown. She wore a leather jacket that had seen better days and ripped blue jeans. Her snakeskin heels and handbag were market knock-offs. She hitched the straps of the bag on her shoulder as she glanced around.
Her eyes fell on Martin and Felipe noticed the similarities in their faces at once. There was no denying that this was his mother. Teresa Fonseca. He remembered from the research he had done. She was a barmaid, and a single mother. He wondered when she had found out about the arrest, if she had returned home from a night shift to find her son missing, or if somebody had contacted her at the bar, forcing her to leave early. She looked pissed off as she collared Martin.
“What the bloody hell have you got yourself into?” she hissed, her face inches from her son’s. Though she was a head shorter than him, her grip on his ear as she pulled his face down to her level showed that she was no push over. She shot Leon a dark look.
“They’re letting us go,” Martin said lamely, his voice hushed, looking around with flushed cheeks, clearly embarrassed by his mother’s behaviour.
Teresa released her grip and straightened herself up as one of the lawyers introduced himself. Martin rubbed his ear, abashed.
“I never called you,” Teresa said, not bothering to introduce herself.  The lawyer had made it clear that he knew who she was. Her eyes drank in the expensive suit and tie. Her nose rankled as if she could smell the price tag that came with him. “I hope you aren’t sending me a bill for this.”
The lawyer gave her a wide, false smile that Felipe was sure Teresa could see straight through.
“Don’t worry, Mrs Fonseca,” he said smoothly. “The bill is already taken care of. Mr Herrera hired me. He expects nothing from you.”
Teresa’s eyes narrowed, sensing there was far more to it than that.
“It’s Miss Fonseca,” she corrected him, looking uncomfortable.
“Miss Fonseca, I do apologize,” the lawyer said, smiling on. “I will be in touch with your son should any developments arise, but he is, of course, free to go now that he has been released.”
Teresa thanked him.
With Leon and the lawyers gone, the reception area felt emptier. Martin shifted uncomfortably on his feet and Teresa looked as if she were still trying to process the situation. Felipe approached them, glancing through the front doors to make sure the lawyers were gone.
Teresa squared her shoulders as he introduced himself.
“My boy’s done nothing wrong,” Teresa defended him at once. “That lawyer said he’s free to go, so we’re leaving. No more questions.”
“Miss Fonseca, we know your son didn’t do anything,” Felipe said, knowing that this was his one chance to appeal to her. “But we know that Leon Herrera killed someone last night. We have proof and we will keep building a case against him.”
Teresa’s lips pursed as she shot a glance at her son. Felipe wondered if she had always suspected Leon was a bad influence, if she had argued with her son about spending time with a gang affiliate, a Sanguinito. Was this just confirming all her worst fears?
“He killed somebody?” she asked, her eyes on her son, though Felipe answered.
“Yes, he shot him in the head,” Felipe told her. “Martin was there. He witnessed it all.”
Teresa did not take her eyes of her son, as Martin blinked hard, perhaps to stop himself from crying. Maybe he was ashamed of himself, or he just did not want his mother to know these things.
“I knew you’d get yourself into shit like this,” Teresa hissed at him. “How many times have I told you? If you lay down with pigs, you end up covered in filth.”
“I never lay down -”
“You know what I mean, hijo,” Teresa snapped.
“It’s not my fault,” Martin said, his voice quiet, defeated under his mother’s glare. “It happened so fast, and -” He fell silent as he looked at Felipe. He glanced over his shoulder, as if Leon and the lawyers might reappear at any second. He swallowed hard. “Anyway, my lawyer says I shouldn’t speak to you. Not without him.”
“He might say that he’s representing you, but his number one client is Carlos Herrera, Leon’s uncle,” Felipe said firmly, looking directly at the boy. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking that he has your best interests at heart. He’s been hired to get Leon off, and that means keeping you quiet.”
He looked from Martin, whose eyes fell to his feet, and then at Teresa, who was biting her lower lip, worry now lining her features.
“They will do whatever it takes to make sure Leon gets away with this,” Felipe continued, knowing he was getting through to them. “You have to look out for yourself, Martin. Leon will most certainly only be looking out for himself, I can promise you.”
“We’re tight, like brothers,” Martin insisted, though his words sounded pathetic, almost the retort of a young child rather than a teenage boy. “He wouldn’t betray me like that.”
Teresa rolled her eyes at him, but when she looked at Felipe he saw her jaw was set.
“A lawyer is a lawyer,” she said firmly, placing a hand on her son’s arm as she turned from the detectives. “I don’t care if someone else is footing the bill for it. He’s told him not to say anything, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Come on, Martin, vamos.”
She half-dragged Martin away by the arm, her heels clattering across the floor as they headed for the door. Henrique caught Felipe’s eye and shrugged, in an at-least-you-tried gesture.
As the door swung shut behind them, Felipe thought that there may still be hope that Martin would tell the truth. He was scared, though too loyal to Leon and perhaps the Sanguinitos to betray him, at least for now. Teresa was scared too, he thought. For all her bravado, the frightened look in her eyes had belied everything. She was terrified, Felipe thought, and he did not blame her.
Nobody wanted to owe Carlos Herrera a favour, and nobody wanted to be caught in between the Sanguinitos and a police investigation. That was a dangerous position to be in and Teresa and her son had just found themselves there.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

“No, nothing happened,” Constanza answered her husband.
She hoped that her voice had not shaken, that he did not detect the lie from her lips.
Godfredo gave her the once over, then kicked off his shoes. He peeled his t-shirt over his head, revealing the tattoos on his chest, and tossed it onto the end of the bed beside her. He began to strip down and Constanza wondered whether that was it.
Her breathing steadied as she began to calm down. She had been on the verge of having a panic attack and she closed her eyes for a moment, hoping to clear her mind.
More clothes fell on the bed and Godfredo stood naked except for a pair of socks.
He did not pay his wife any attention as he went into the bathroom. He did not bother to close the door as he switched the shower on.
Constanza had wondered whether he would mention the other night, but he had not. She would follow his lead and not bring it up either. She pulled on her dressing gown, fastening the belt with a knot just below her stomach, and went out into the kitchen, clasping her phone to her. It was already vibrating with another call from Diana, but Constanza silenced it.
The kitchen blinds were drawn, keeping the living area in shade, and she did not open them as she put the kettle on. She was pouring coffee into two mugs when she heard her husband padding into the room. Though she willed herself to calm down, to act naturally, her hands shook as she slid the mug across the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the lounge as Felipe approached her. She wondered why he had needed to shower a second time. Perhaps he thought he was being merciful, not letting her smell any trace of Carmen’s cheap perfume.
His dark hair was wet from his shower, and he wore grey jogging bottoms and a white vest. His body was toned from hours spent at the gym, accentuated by the vest. He kept himself fit, whether for his work or for the ladies, she did not know, but she was certain that it was not for her sake. Constanza’s attraction had been instant when she had first met him. Dark hair curled on his chest and arms, but his face was now clean-shaven. His nose was curved, the result of being broken twice. A thin scar ran across one eyebrow, and another on his shoulder. He was a handsome man, the scars adding character, or so she had always believed.
“Gracias,” Godfredo said, taking the coffee.
He shifted on his feet, hesitating. Constanza felt a flicker of panic, was sure that he must know something. She felt her heart hammering and turned her back to him, fussing over some dishes in the sink for fear he would see the discomfort on her face.
Had she misplaced something? Had he realised that she had packed a bag and tried to flee?
They were silent. She wondered if he was readying himself to confront her, though as the seconds dragged by and he did not speak, she felt her breath returning to normal. Her husband was hot-headed. He would not be able to control himself if he had any idea.
She realised the source of her husband’s discomfort.
It was the fight.
They had still not spoken properly since a few nights ago when it had happened.
It was certainly not the first time they had argued, and not the first time Godfredo had raised a hand to his wife, but it had been the final straw for Constanza. When her husband had left in a bad mood, already pressing his phone to his ear as he called Carmen, she had called her sister and planned her escape. When her husband had returned, he had not acknowledged what had happened. Neither had she. She had been too busy thinking of her freedom. It had seemed so close, right within her grasp.
And here she was again.
Now she scrubbed the dishes, listening as her husband slurped his coffee behind her. She heard the clink as he put the mug down on the counter.
“Connie,” he said, using his nickname for her. When they had first dated, she had loved it when he had called her that. Now she felt complete indifference. Godfredo sighed. She did not turn around. “Lo siento. I’m sorry.”
The words sounded genuine. His voice was soft, remorseful. She had heard the tone before. After the first time, then the second time, until she had eventually lost count. It would be so easy to grant him her forgiveness, as she had done so many times before, but she did not speak, did not turn to look at him. She scrubbed the plate, water splashing in the sink.
“I shouldn’t have done it,” Godfredo said, in the same tone. “I was just tired and stressed out. It was a difficult day. Really difficult, but I should never have taken it out on you.”
Constanza wanted to believe him. She loved her husband, or she had done. She knew that he loved her, that perhaps he meant the words he had just spoken. It had not stopped him from hitting her. It had not stopped him from taking his anger, his unhappiness, out on her. It would be easy for her to delude herself, to let herself believe him again and again, as she had done before, but she knew that she could not do that. Not anymore.
“Por favour, please,” Godfredo pleaded, his voice cracking. “Connie, I’m sorry.”
Constanza lifted the plate out of the soapy water, putting it out on the draining board. She dried her hands on a kitchen cloth, slowly and deliberately, before she turned to look at him.
Her husband was watching her, his eyes wide with apology. His shoulders slumped slightly. His hands were palms-down on the kitchen counter. He looked relieved that she had turned around, his eyes lighting up with some glimmer of hope.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated.
Constanza nodded, unable to bring herself to speak. Her throat felt constricted, as if she were being strangled. Perhaps it was her body subconsciously not allowing her to utter her forgiveness. She remembered a time last year when it had been Godfredo’s hands on her throat that had strangled her.
She had wondered, in those moments, what would happen if she had succumbed to the blackness pressing in around her, if she had given up the fight and died right there on the kitchen floor. She was sure that Godfredo would not hesitate in disposing of her body. Would he wait before moving one of his mistresses in? Would she become just a tale of caution to other wives? She was there one day and gone the next, people would whisper behind Godfredo’s back, but never to his face, probably buried in the desert or beneath Chapultepec Forest now.
“Are we okay?” Godfredo asked. His voice was lighter now, as if he had expected this, as if she had owed him her forgiveness.
She thought for a brief second of telling Godfredo that she wanted a divorce. She pictured his face when she told him that she had packed a suitcase, left the flat, walked away from him and their whole life, and had never felt better.
Instead, she nodded.
Godfredo visibly sighed with relief, his body relaxing, a smile twitching at his lips. He came around the kitchen counter and Constanza felt her body tense as he opened his arms and pulled her into an embrace. His arms were tight around her. She smelt his shampoo and bodywash, pressed against him, her head resting against his chest. There was no trace of Carmen on his skin, but she could not help but think of them together.
He tucked his thumb under her chin and lifted her head up to his so he could kiss her on the forehead, then on the lips. His arms slid from her back to the small of her waist as he pulled her tighter against him. His kiss became hungrier, his tongue forcing its way into her mouth. She felt him hard against her.
She put her hands to his chest to push him away. He did not stop at first. She took a step back, and Godfredo let his arms fall to his sides as he gave her a confused look, his brow furrowed. She could see his excitement clearly through the material of the grey jogging bottoms.
“Connie,” he said, breathless, his lips still moist. “I thought we were okay.”
Constanza nodded, forcing herself not to look away from her husband in disgust.
“I have to get ready for work,” she said. “I don’t want to be late.”
She half-expected him to roll his eyes. “Work,” he would often snigger. To him, serving drinks was not work. She looked at him, silently challenging him to remark upon what she had said.
Godfredo shook his head, letting out a frustrated huff of air, but did not argue the point. He did not like when anything got in his way. In the past, the disappointment on his face would have swayed Constanza, she would have sought to comfort him, to please him. She would have kissed him, would have let him guide her to her knees and take him in her mouth. She would have let him push her up against the kitchen counter and tear her dressing gown open. Now she knew that the disappointment was just a thin veil to mask his frustration, his anger.
Everything with him was one step from an explosion of rage.
“I used the last of the hot water,” Godfredo said, as he went around the breakfast bar again and picked up his coffee. His voice was petulant like a toddler about to throw a tantrum.
Constanza nodded but did not voice a response. When he was in a bad mood, it was a delicate balance to keep him calm. Whatever she said could be twisted, turned against her as he saw fit. Silence was the only thing he could not argue with her about, and even then, he often tried.
She left the kitchen and closed the bedroom door behind her. She held her breath in the bedroom, half-expecting him to follow her. When he did not, she sighed with relief. She realised her hands were trembling.
As she ran the shower, the cold water making her skin tingle as she stepped underneath the flow, she wondered at how she had ever fallen in love with Godfredo. He had masked his true nature when she had first met him. When he had complained that they did not spend enough time together, she had felt wanted. When he had turned up at her home even after she had told him she was busy, she had been flattered. Even when he had first shouted at her, lost his temper, she had really believed it was because he loved her so much.
Now the mask was discarded. He made no such effort, except in the brief moments that perhaps he did show some true remorse. Whatever guilt he felt, it would soon be forgotten, she knew. The mask only remained for other people now, so nobody would know who he truly was.
The saddest part was that she had really loved him, Constanza remembered, as she ran a hand through her hair, untangling the thick, wet curls with her fingers. Her heart had been shattered before she met Godfredo and his love had put it back together again.
It had made it more painful when Godfredo had broken it into a thousand pieces all over again. Every time she thought he could not break her any further, he found a way to prove her wrong and shatter her heart into a thousand more shards.
Now her heart was so broken, she thought, that she could not piece herself back together again.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Hugo and Rita Silva were still in shock when they sat down across the table from Felipe in an interview room. Rita clutched her handbag in her lap. She looked fragile, as if she would fall apart at the mere mention of her son’s name. Hugo’s broad shoulders seemed to bear the weight of grief better, though Felipe quickly realised that his grief had turned to anger as he had walked up the steps to the police station.
Before Felipe could speak, Hugo turned on him.
“What is this we’ve heard about you releasing the killers?” he demanded. “You arrested him and then you let him go. Is it true?”
Felipe took a breath, wondering how he had found out about this.
“Señor, I assure you that I’m doing everything I can to investigate your son’s murder,” Felipe said, hoping that it would reassure the man. Hugo’s eyes narrowed. He did not want vague promises and evasive words. Those were the tricks of politicians. He wanted the truth and he wanted it now.
“Some journalist outside told us everything,” he said, folding his arms across his chest defiantly. His wife remained silent in her seat. Felipe nodded in acknowledgment.
He knew who lurked on the steps, would have had no qualms about harassing and thrusting her poison pen towards grieving parents. It was Irene Fierro. He sometimes wondered how she gleaned so much information, but she probably paid off a few policías for titbits or scraps.
Perhaps it was hearing it all from a journalist rather than being told by the detectives that had made Mr Silva so irate. Hugo continued.
“If you know who killed our son, why hasn’t he been charged? He should be locked-up, not free to wander the streets and do whatever he wants whilst our Teo -” He trailed off, taking a deep breath, choking on his emotion. He gathered himself, taking shaky, deep breaths to control himself. “Whilst our Teo lies in the morgue,” he finished. “It’s unthinkable.”
Felipe nodded in understanding. He could not blame the man for his anger. He shared his anger at the situation, but he could not tell him that.
“I know that it can be frustrating,” Felipe relented. He kept his voice calm, measured. “This is just how the system works. We are building a case against the killer and we will bring him to justice.”
“When?” he demanded. “Why can’t you arrest him now?”
“We’re still gathering evidence and statements,” Felipe said, leaning back against the edge of his desk. “We need to build a strong case against the killer. Then we can arrest him.”
Rita nodded her head in acceptance, or resignation. Hugo did not back down so easily.
“Are you sure it’s not because the thug who killed our son is with the Sanguinitos? His uncle is some bigtime narco, isn’t he? That cartel, they have half of you in their pockets, is that why he goes free for murder?”
Felipe tried not to let his surprise register on his face. Irene Fierro had really put the clues together, he thought, and apparently had not thought twice about informing the grieving parents of her suspicions. He should have expected something like this from her.
“Hugo,” Rita said softly, a whispered admonishment to her husband. “Calm down.”
Her husband seemed to deflate at her words. He sank into the chair beside her, the fight seeming to vanish in a split second. Felipe did not know which was worse to witness, the silence of a broken man or the angered belligerence of a desperate one.
“Teo will get justice,” Felipe reassured them, wanting to give them hope, however tenuous.
Rita nodded, not quite able to meet his eye. Hugo did not look up, his shoulders slumped. If he had heard Felipe, he did not acknowledge it. His wife slid her hand into his and squeezed, and Felipe wondered after all if perhaps she was coping better in grief than her husband after all.
“I have to ask you some questions about Teo,” Felipe said.
This would not be easy, but he had to do it. Rita nodded, taking a deep breath, as if she were already expecting what was to come. Hugo did not even look at him.
He slid a photograph of Leon Herrera across the table.
“Do you recognise this man?” Felipe asked. “Do you know if Teo knew him?”
Rita glanced at the photo for just a second and then quickly looked away, shaking her head, as if setting eyes upon her son’s killer would make it harder to grieve.
“I don’t think so,” she said quietly.
Hugo looked at the picture. He picked it up, eyes narrowing, scrutinizing every inch of Leon’s face.
“This is the boy who killed my son,” Hugo said. It was a statement, not a question, but Felipe nodded as if it had been. “I don’t recognise him, but now I’ll never forget his face.”
Felipe watched as Hugo put the photograph back down on the table.
“Was Teo ever in any trouble?” Felipe asked, hesitating. Hugo shot him a dark look. Rita shifted uncomfortably in her seat, still gripping her handbag. “Did his behaviour start to change at all over the last few months? Was he acting out at home or school?”
“He’s never been in trouble,” Hugo snapped. “He is a good kid. Was a good kid.”
Felipe nodded, hearing the anger in his voice. Rita did not answer. Felipe sensed there was something she was holding back.
“Señora?” Felipe prompted her. Hugo looked at his wife, as if only just realising she was there.
“Rita?” Hugo asked, surprised.
“He did start to change,” she admitted. “He was never in trouble at school, at least not that we knew. Not like his brother. Cristopher was always the dropout, the troublemaker, but he’s settled down now,” she quickly added. “Teo’s older brother,” she explained. “He’s at university now, studying for his degree. He turned his life around.”
“Teo was the opposite of Cristopher,” Hugo insisted, talking over his wife. “He saw what drugs did to him, and he would never have touched them.”
He narrowed his eyes at Felipe.
“I know why you’re asking,” Hugo said coldly. “You think our Teo was dealing drugs, or buying them off the boy who killed him, but you’re wrong. Dead wrong. Teo would never have done either.”
Felipe nodded, letting Hugo speak. He was venting, getting it out of his system. Rita glanced at her husband. Felipe willed her to talk, and she did.
“There was something different about Teo, these last few months,” Rita insisted, her voice almost a whisper. “I don’t know what it was. It wasn’t drugs, no, I would’ve recognised the signs after Cristopher. No, it wasn’t that, but he was keeping something from me. I’m sure of it.”
“Why didn’t you say anything to me?” Hugo asked his wife, sounding hurt.
“I didn’t think much of it,” Rita admitted, her voice trembling. “It was nothing that worried me. I thought maybe he’d got a girlfriend, something like that. I wanted to let him tell us in his own time. I didn’t think there was any rush.”
Her lips quivered and she stopped talking, fumbling in her handbag for a tissue.
“Did Teo have any close friends I could talk to?” Felipe asked them. “He might’ve shared more with them. You know teenagers.”
“I don’t know,” Hugo admitted, whilst Rita dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she had found. He looked bitter, as if he was only realising now that he did not know all that much about his son after all. Rita scrunched up the tissue in her hand and patted his forearm.
“There were a few friends he mentioned, but I don’t know their last names,” she said. “Maybe the school would know.” Felipe slid her his notebook and pen and she scribbled down the name of his school. “Cristopher might know more.”
“Were they close, Teo and Cristopher?” Felipe asked.
“Not particularly,” Rita sighed. “Cristopher had problems growing up and we all tried to protect Teo from that. He got himself straightened out, but then he was off to university in Queretaro. They kept in touch. Maybe if something was bothering Teo, he would’ve told him.”
She wrote down Cristopher’s contact details.
“Gracias,” Felipe said.
Rita and Hugo rose to their feet, Rita putting a hand to her husband to steady him. Felipe hoped he could provide them with some closure. He had to get justice for Teo, so that at least they could rest a little easier. He offered his hand to Hugo, who looked for a moment as if he would not take it, but then the look passed, and Hugo shook his hand.
“You catch than sonofabitch,” he said firmly.
Felipe nodded, wincing at the firm grip. Then Hugo and Rita were gone, and Felipe sighed, feeling the atmosphere of mourning linger long after the door had closed behind them.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

El Casa de Rosas was a gentleman’s club in Zona Rosa. Though the area was known for its gay-friendly atmosphere and cosmopolitan environment, this club refrained from advertising such a thing. It was masculine, the décor expensive wooden panelling and soft lighting. The wealthy men who frequented the club came here for the expensive whiskeys, the exotic, handsome young men who waited their tables, and most importantly, for the privacy.
The main lounge had a long bar and darker enclaves, decorated in only expensive wooden furniture upholstered in rich caramel-coloured leather. Smaller private rooms were used for more private business and came with a higher price tag to reserve. The men who used the club valued discretion above all else.
Constanza had found a waitressing job here five years ago. Her dream to be a cabaret singer had never been realised, mostly due to Godfredo’s jealousy that anyone else should hear her sing, that she might be centre of attention for anyone other than when he deigned to grant her his focus. Though she had given up on that, she enjoyed her work here. She did not always approve of the nature of what happened here, but she looked the other way when it did. After all, who was she stop a young Brazilian man from offering the clientele the gift of his company, especially when the wealthy men were so happy to pay for such a service? If the customers were happy and spending money here, her bosses were happy, and so Constanza raised no objection.
When Constanza walked in through the fire exit at the back of the building, passing a kitchen porter sneaking a quick cigarette break, she went down the corridor and let herself into the staff room. There was no expensive furniture in here, no ambient lighting or muted tones. It was fluorescent lights and cheap plastic chairs.
Silvia Paz, the manager, sat on one of the chairs, flicking a cigarette into an empty can of diet coke on the plastic table. Her short red hair was combed back, shimmering with hairspray to keep it in place Her eyes were dark with eyeliner and her figure-hugging blue dress showed off her ample cleavage. Her lips and nails were the same blood-red colour. She looked up and shook her head upon seeing her.
“Girl, what the hell are you doing here?” she demanded. Her voice was husky from years of smoking twenty Camels a day. She did not sound angry. She looked concerned.
Constanza sighed, dropping into the seat beside her. A trail of smoke drifted lazily up to the ceiling from Silvia’s cigarette.
She had hardly spoken to Godfredo as she got ready for work. She had showered and changed alone in the bedroom, and when she had finally opened the door, she had found him watching television, stretched out on the sofa. He had seemed relaxed when she had left, thanking her as she served his dinner before she took her keys and headed for the door.
He had stopped her with one hand on the door handle. For a second, she had panicked, but he had given her a kiss on the cheek, perhaps an unspoken apology for earlier. She had left the flat feeling caught off guard by him. Perhaps that had been his intention.
“I thought you’d be hundreds of miles away by now,” Silvia said.
Constanza knew that her friend would not press her for an explanation as her sister had on the phone earlier, but she also knew that Silvia was hiding the disappointment at seeing she had not left.
“Don’t tell me that you’ve fallen for it all again. Did he tell you how sorry he was? How it will never happen again?”
“No, nothing like that,” Constanza said quietly. “I packed my bag. I left the flat. I got all the way to the station.”
Silvia looked at her expectantly, but Constanza hesitated. She wondered if she should tell her friend about what she had seen. She could trust her, but something made her stop herself.
“I went back,” she said, almost a whisper. “I wanted to leave. I still want to leave.”
Silvia scrutinised her with a long look, and Constanza knew that she sensed there was more to the story than she was sharing, but Silvia did not demand further explanation, did not badger her as her sister had done. Over the years, as they had grown from colleagues to friends, Silvia had made it clear how she felt about Constanza’s marriage and Godfredo’s behaviour. She did not need to repeat it, did not need to rehash the same conversation they had been over so many times before. Silvia was someone she trusted above all else.
“Girl, I don’t know whether to push you out the door and tell you to run or give you a hug and say I’m glad to see you,” Silvia said, a trace of a begrudging smile on her face. She took a long drag on her cigarette and dropped it into the can with a sizzle. “You know I’ve always got your back anyway.”
She stood up, chair legs scraping on the floor, and picked up the can to drop in the bin. Constanza watched her go back to work. Being back here, after thinking she would never set foot in here again, was a wake-up call.
It was not her job, nor her life, that she needed to walk away from.
It was her husband.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The keys jangled in his hand as Felipe unlocked his front door. The light in the third-floor corridor flickered as it always did.
His apartment building was a six-storey concrete eyesore in the heart of Polanco. This area of the city was made up of a significant Jewish population, an assortment of hotels and flats rented out on Airbnb to tourists, and anyone else who could afford the expensive rents. His building had not been renovated or painted to match its upscale neighbours, the white façade peeling and the balconies that overlooked the street a mismatch of different styles and colours.
For the most part, the building was made up of students who could not care less about the state of disrepair as long as their parents were paying the bills, elderly widows who had bought their flats before the area had become trendy and hip, or those who should never have been able to afford to live here and yet clung on despite all odds.
Felipe fell under the latter. His grandparents had bought the flat, and then his parents had bought it from them. When his parents had died, Felipe had become the owner, a mixture of family loyalty and his grandmother’s persuasiveness the only reason he had not sold it to a developer or a rich hipster. He could certainly do with the money. Even after his promotion to Subinspector, the salary in the federal police was not enviable by any stretch. One did not join the police to make good money. That was the reason so many of his colleagues took bribes.
The two-bedroom flat was too large for his taste, and too lavish for him despite the fact that the décor was aging fast and was far from luxurious in most people’s eyes. The living room overlooked busy Homero street, and the bedrooms and kitchen overlooked the back of the other blocks of flats. A sheltered balcony at the back, laden with clothes lines and the washing machine, led to a small annex that, when first built many decades ago, had housed a maid. The annex had a reasonable sized bedroom and bathroom, and his grandmother now lived there. The small granny-flat had its own front door, giving her the privacy that she had requested when he had first suggested that she move in last year. It was all under the pretence of keeping an eye on her now that she was in her eighties and was his last surviving family, but they both knew that it was she who kept an eye on him.
The front door swung open into the living room and he was greeted with noise from a soap opera that blared through the flat, the volume on the television turned up too high as always. He closed the door behind him, drew the latch and turned to see his grandmother, his abuela, eyeing him beadily over the rim of her spectacles.
“You’re early,” she said, her tone suspicious. He always worked late. It was a rare occasion that he returned home before she was tucked up in bed. She made to get up from the overstuffed sofa that faced the television, but he waved for her to stay where she was. She settled herself back down, eyes flickering back to the dramas unfolding on the screen, one eye remaining on him as he hung his jacket on the hook beside the door. “Have you eaten?” she demanded, almost shouting to be heard over the telenovela.
“Not yet, Abuela,” Felipe replied, his stomach grumbling a confirmation as he thought back to the tacos he had scoffed down at breakfast. After Mr and Mrs Silva had left the station, he had wolfed down a sandwich and spent the afternoon trying to stay awake and keep himself from going to the jefe’s office and arguing his point further about letting Leon and Martin walk free.
He had called up Teo’s school and spoken with a few of his teachers, but nobody had suspected Teo of doing anything untoward. He had arranged to go in and speak to one teacher, Señora Soto, later in the week. He had looked up Cristopher Silva’s address. Student accommodation in Queretaro, a city a few hour’s drive away. He would make the drive himself, or contact the policía in that state, if he needed to ask him any questions, but for now he was uncertain as to whether it would be beneficial. Rita had not seemed convinced that Cristopher would know any more than they had about what Teo had been keeping from them.
Felipe had given up early evening. The witnesses were due to come to the station tomorrow to sign their statements and he would get them to identify Leon’s picture whilst they were there. There was not much he could do until then, he thought. His mind had kept drifting to thoughts of Constanza. He had still not mentioned to Henrique that he knew the identity of one of their missing witnesses.
“There’s some cochinita on the stove,” Abuela told him. She always left him some dinner for when he returned home late. His stomach growled again, this time with approval. “You can heat some tortillas, I left them out for you.”
He shook his head, as if this alone would shake away all thought of Constanza and went into the kitchen. He heated the cochinita, the traditional chicken dish that was a staple in any Mexican household, inhaling the delicious aroma as it cooked. He heated the tortillas and filled them with the cochinita, eating them stood at the stove.
Not for the first time, he was grateful that Abuela had moved in. When he had lived alone, he had survived off fast food or microwave meals, all but forgetting the taste of a homecooked meal or a traditional Mexican dish. Since she had stepped foot over the door, not a day had gone by when she had not cooked him a hearty, if not entirely healthy, meal.
He washed his hands under the faucet and went to join Abuela, sitting down heavily in an armchair. Abuela was short, and he was sure that she was shrinking every day. Her hair was cast iron grey, a mass of neat curls atop her head. She had always been plump, ever since he had been a child sat on her knee, and age had not changed that.
She eyed him closely, and Felipe sensed her scrutinising every line and look on his face.
“How was work?” she asked, raising a bushy eyebrow at him. “You never came home last night.”
Whilst some people may have thought it possible that he was with a lover for the night, Abuela knew better than to think that. Since his break-up with Luisa, which she had assumed rather than asked him about outright, he had given up what little of a social life he had. Abuela knew that if he was not at home, he was working.
“It’s been busy,” Felipe admitted, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn.
He had not slept since the early hours of last night and his exhaustion was beginning to show. His mind was getting sluggish, overworked as it was, and his body was beginning to shut itself down, forcing him to accept that he needed to sleep.
“It’s always busy,” Abuela noted, though her voice held no disapproval. She had always been proud of her grandson, her nieto, for his hard work. Even if she did want him to slow down, to find a nice woman to settle down with and build a family life to accompany his career, she did not need to say such things. Felipe knew that she had accepted long ago that it would happen in his own time and that she could not rush such things.
He had never told her that his interest in a relationship had faded long ago. If she suspected this, or if she had an idea that perhaps it was not only women he was interested in, then she pretended that she did not. She gave him one long, last look before returning her attention to the television.
“You should get yourself to bed,” she said wisely.
Felipe looked out of the windows. The traffic on the street below was loud, the beep of horns and frustrated shouts of drivers indicating that rush hour, which lasted far longer than just the hour, was still in full flow. The sun had not yet set, and yet Felipe knew Abuela was right.
He forced himself out of the armchair, his limbs already tired and heavy, protesting at any movement he made. He kissed the top of Abuela’s head, and she held the palm of her hand to his cheek. He bid her goodnight and went down the corridor to the bathroom.
He showered, brushed his teeth and slid into his bed in under five minutes. His bedroom, at the back of the building and away from the busy road, was silent. The shades were drawn, and the moment his head hit the pillow his eyelids flickered.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Irene Fierro sat in her office in the high-rise offices of El Periodico on Colonia Lomas de Chapultepec in the Miguel Hidalgo District. She had a small desk by the window, that overlooked the sprawling city beneath her. She had worked her way up through the ranks of the newspaper, using whatever means it took to get a story. As a youngster her looks and ferocity had seen her star rise fast, but the shine had eventually worn off. Though she still held a begrudging respect from her peers, she aware that her career had plateaued over the years.
She did not mind, if she was honest with herself. She had a steady income and turned over stories daily, keeping her editor and her superiors happy with her work. She was still fiery, still got the story no matter what she might have to do to get it.
In her forties now, she was content with her place in the office, in her life. Journalism had always been her passion, and so long as she could continue that she was happy.
She typed away, not even looking down at her fingers as they worked away, her eyes on the screen. She had finished the latest article an hour ago but now she had added a few last-minute touches, she was ready for it to be published.
It was not her best article, nor was it going to win her any awards, but it was risky, far more so than any of her work had been over the last few months.
She had heard about Teo Silva’s death, had done some research, gone down to the police station to try and pick up anything. Occasionally, a uniform would give her some gossip in return for a few hundred pesos, a few thousand if it was worth it. She had not been lucky in that department today, but far luckier in others.
Stood at the steps to the entrance, she had seen the two suspects leaving the station. They had not been charged, and the fancy lawyers who had accompanied one of them had set alarm bells ringing in her head. A little bit more digging and she had the beginnings of a very interesting story.
Leon Herrera, the nephew of Carlos Herrera, a high ranking Sanguinitos associate, wriggling his way out of a murder charge. She did not have access to the evidence, and she had been unable to persuade any of the uniforms to give her some insider knowledge, not this time, but that did not matter.
The truth did not always make for a more interesting article.
Whether the boy had been released because they did not have sufficient evidence was by the wayside, as far as she was concerned. She had written her article to heavily imply that it was police corruption that had seen him walk free.
It was probably true, she thought, and she felt no qualms in publishing the story.
She attached a copy of her article and emailed it to her supervisor. He had left the office a few hours ago but he was always online, and she had no doubt that it would be published online within the hour.
Satisfied with her work, she leant back in her chair, swivelling away from her computer screen to look down at the city beneath her. She wondered, as she often did from this vantage point, how many of the people beneath her would be reading her words come the morning.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Constanza’s eyes flickered open as she heard the front door close and the footfalls as Godfredo returned home from wherever he had been. She always left a plate of food in the fridge for when he got back but the bedroom door opened and Godfredo walked in, closing it behind him quietly. She stirred, propping herself up on her elbows as she looked hazily at him stood in the corner of the room.
He had always looked handsome in a suit and he seemed to flex when he noticed she was watching him. He kicked his shoes off and began unbuttoning his shirt.
“I left you a sandwich, a torta,” she murmured to him, still in the clutches of sleep. “Second shelf down, if you’re hungry.”
“Thanks Connie,” Godfredo said, his voice thick with exhaustion. “I’ll have it later.”
He tossed his shirt to the floor and unbuckled his belt, discarding his trousers to the pile at his feet. He went into the bathroom and the pipes groaned as he showered.
Constanza drifted in and out of sleep, vaguely aware of the running water stopping. The mattress shifted as Godfredo slid into bed beside her. He smelt of bodywash and she did not turn away from him when he came closer to her, opening his arm to embrace her. She nestled against him in the crook of his arm, placing her hand on his chest.
Godfredo murmured something but she did not hear, his voice lost as his lips caressed her forehead. His thumb went under her chin, lifting her face up towards his again. She did not resist, hazy from sleep. He kissed her on the lips. His tongue pushed into her mouth and she could taste the mint of his toothpaste.
The haze of sleep wore off and Constanza tensed against him. She should not be encouraging him, she thought. Mistaking the sudden tension in her body for arousal, Godfredo’s hand skittered in a line down her stomach and slipped between her legs. Constanza let out a moan that was swallowed at once, Godfredo’s mouth not moving from hers. She put a hand to his shoulder, but Godfredo did not notice, or paid it no attention.
He pulled her closer and she felt him hard against her. He ground his hips into her and let out a low moan as his mouth finally left hers.
“You should sleep,” Constanza said, breathless, her lips just an inch from his. “You -”
“I’m not tired anymore,” Godfredo said, his voice determined, thick with desire. His eyes were soft as they focused on hers.
Constanza was reminded of how they had made love looking into each other’s eyes in the months after they had first began dating. She had craved him, wanted nothing more than to be with him, to have him want her. The feeling of being so desired by him had made her feel amazing, especially after the breakdown of her previous relationship.
They remained like that, looking into each other’s eyes for a long moment, before Godfredo broke the silence.
“I am sorry,” he whispered.
Constanza knew that he meant it. She wanted to believe him, so much so that it was almost a physical pain, a yearning deep within her that wanted to grasp at his words like a lifeline. Her younger self, the one who had fallen in love with him, screamed from the depths of her heart that she should kiss him, take him in her arms and hold him close, show him that all was forgiven.
She could not do it.
He was sorry, but that would not stop him the next time he flew into a rage. And then he would be sorry after that and he would mean it. She had been here too many times before.
She withdrew from him. Disappointment flickered in his eyes, his lips pulling downwards into a frown. A nerve twitched in his jaw as his temper flashed briefly, his eyes burning with anger for a brief second before it faded.
“I know you’re sorry,” Constanza said, as she pulled the duvet aside and swung her legs over the side of the bed and reaching for her dressing gown. She looked at her husband. He still lay on his side, his arousal fading fast, his expression clouding over.
“Connie -” he said, his voice pleading, cloying to her ears.
She tied the dressing gown at her waist and left the bedroom, feeling his eyes on her retreating back. She breathed a sigh of relief when she closed the door behind her. She was still dizzy, torn between her old desire for him and her recent acceptance that their marriage, her forgiveness, his apologies, were all just a charade, a cycle that would come to an end no matter what she might try to do. It would either be a violent end, or she could end it on her own terms.
In the kitchen, she turned on the news as she filled the kettle. She froze, hand on the tap, as she heard the news reporter mention the murder case.
No, she thought, it could not be true.
A cartel was involved in the murder. The killer was a relative of a powerful cartel associate. Los Sanguinitos. It was not the men that Godfredo worked for, but they were just as dangerous, just as violent. She clasped the edge of the counter to stop her hands from shaking.
Perhaps she had been right to leave before the police had arrived. She thought of the danger she might have put herself in if she had stayed. Not just her, but she thought of her sister and her nieces and nephews. Her friends. Silvia. Even her husband. Whatever had happened in her marriage, she did not want Godfredo to be killed because of her.
She steadied herself, clearing her mind.
If she went to the police, they could protect her. She thought of her husband. She could wake him, confess everything that she had done that night and then beg for his forgiveness, for his mercy, for his protection. Godfredo would be outraged if she told him, but she thought he would still protect her as his wife. He would not want anyone to know she had tried to leave him, could perhaps call upon the men he was associated with for protection, but then she would be bound to him, a shared secret entwining them forever. She could not have that, could not put herself in that position. Still, the fear that threatened her now needed to be quelled. She thought of Godfredo’s arm around her shoulders just a few minutes ago in bed and she was tempted to go through to the bedroom and tell him everything, but her body made no such effort.
There was someone else she could turn to.
Felipe Mendoza Santos.
She had not seen him in years. She tried not to think about him. She had broken his heart, but she wondered if he would protect her if she went to him. He was a detective, he would surely know what to do, would be able to help her or at least offer her advice.
She shook her head, dismissing the idea.
He was in her past. Too much had happened since then. She liked him to think of her as she had been, if he thought about her at all. She did not want him to see her as a broken wife, a victim.
The kettle whistled as it began to boil.
She relaxed her grip on the counter, willing herself to relax and think about it logically.
She had not gone to the police. She was no risk to the killer or Los Sanguinitos. She would not say anything, so they had no reason to wish her harm. Nobody knew she had been there at the station that night. Her sister and Silvia were the only ones, and they would not know that the murder was the reason she had not continued with her plans. Her sister might not even hear about the murder, living so far from the capital.
Straining her memory, Constanza tried to remember who else had been standing on the platform that night. There were other witnesses, but she could not remember them clearly, not enough to be able to identify them. That reassured her. They would not be able to identify her either.
Nobody would ever need to know what she had seen.
Constanza got a mug off the row of wooden hooks at the wall beneath the cupboards. She opened a drawer and took out a small spoon. She tried not to think of the platform, the gunshot, the murder. The less she thought about it, the less real it would seem. She had to forget everything. It was the safest thing to do, especially given what she now knew.
With shaking fingers, she lifted a spoonful of instant coffee granules and dropped it into the bottom of the mug as the kettle reached the boil. She poured out the water and stirred.
As much as she wanted to forget, she knew that she could not. She tried to force the thoughts away, old memories now resurfacing. Felipe played on her mind. She had let him back into her thoughts and she could not stop him spreading through them like wildfire. She did not need his help, she told herself. She had let him down, broken his heart. He owed her nothing, and she had no right to ask for his help.
She lifted the mug to her lips and took a sip, the hot coffee burning her mouth.
If there was one person who could help her though, Constanza thought, it was him.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Felipe was dressed and out of the door with a wave to his Abuela before he heard about Irene Fierro’s article. He was navigating his car out of the underground parking and pulling out onto the street when he heard it on the radio. It had not taken long for her story to be picked up by some other papers and then the news channels.
His grip tightened on the steering wheel as he let out a muttered expletive. He should have known that Irene would not stop at hassling Mr and Mrs Silva. He wondered what they would think when they switched on the news, if they had not already done so.
He thought of the witnesses, who were scheduled to come to the station and sign their statements. He wanted them to identify Leon Herrera’s photograph in a line-up. He still hoped to do so, but now he knew that they would be nervous, reluctant even. Nobody wanted to testify against anyone associated with a powerful cartel, especially not one that had such a violent and bloody reputation, and not if they believed the story that Irene had concocted about the police being in Carlos Herrera’s back pocket.
He could not blame them if they raised concerns. As far as he was concerned, the only person who deserved any blame for this was Irene Fierro and her poisoned pen. He briefly considered sending some policías round to talk to her, but he knew that there were no grounds to do such a thing and it would do nothing to change what she had done. If anything, it would give her more reason to come after the investigation, like fuel to a fire, and that was the last thing he needed.
Despite this, Felipe calmed himself with the thought of having Irene arrested as he joined the Periferico, the main road that looped around the city, joining thousands of other cars in the morning commute. Whenever a news break came on, he switched channel so he would not have to hear Irene’s words regurgitated over and again by oblivious reporters.
When he parked outside the police building, he was surprisingly calm, undefeated by Irene or the traffic. Nothing could be done about either he had reasoned with himself. Perhaps this serenity, or as close to it as he had been in a while, was the benefit of a restful sleep, a luxury he did not often manage.
His mood was soon impinged upstairs as he walked towards his desk and saw a tall, athletic woman in a tailored skirt and blazer leaning against his chair as she talked to Henrique. She was late twenties, same as him. Henrique waved as he caught sight of him, making sure he did not make a quick escape. The woman’s head swivelled slowly, and her lips pursed almost imperceptibly. Felipe was not sure how to greet her, so he nodded to them both as he approached.
Luisa Leones was tall, almost the same height as Felipe. Her skirt showed off shapely legs, and Felipe knew from first-hand experience that the blazer hid an athletic body beneath. Her long, dark hair was straightened, her make-up flawless, her nails manicured. She could have been a model, and she knew it. That was why, Felipe reasoned, she had been so surprised that he had ended their relationship.
She looked good. No, better than good. Felipe felt a slight embarrassment at his own appearance. He had not shaved this morning and his hair was ruffled. At least wearing his dark blue fatigues and black boots had saved him the need to choose an outfit of his own.
Luisa cleared her throat quietly, and Felipe felt heat rise in his cheeks, aware at once that he had probably been checking her out. Henrique smirked at him behind her back as he leant back in his chair, arms folded, enjoying watching the former lovers interact in such an environment.
Felipe was not sure what to say to Luisa. The break-up had come out of the blue for her, but for him it had been a long time coming. Not that their relationship had ever been serious. They had not gone on dates, never met each other’s families. It had been sex and an avoidance of being alone, or at least that was what he had believed it to be. It was not until he had ended it that he realised that Luisa may have felt differently.
In the month since that awkward conversation when he had halted her advances, her hand still on his zipper, he had avoided her calls and messages. When he did reply, it was brief, perfunctory. He did not want to lead her on, did not want to send mixed messages. It had highlighted that they could not be friends, could be only either lovers or strangers.
“Don’t worry, I’m not here to seduce you,” Luisa said, saving him the trouble of being the first to speak. The relief must have shown on his face, because Luisa’s lips curved into a thin smile. Felipe nodded, to stop himself from looking too long at her lips. She continued to smile, perhaps sensing his discomfort and relishing the thought of prolonging it. “I’m here on official business. With the news circulating, the Prosecutor’s Office wants to help you collect evidence in the Teo Silva murder case. We don’t want to be seen as doing nothing.”
Felipe nodded again. Another thing he could now blame Irene Fierro for, bringing him back into such close contact with Luisa. Despite this, he knew that Luisa was good at her job. She had risen through the ranks at the Prosecutor’s Office rapidly and she would be an asset to him. He hoped that this development meant the Prosecutor’s Office would be more helpful and willing to charge Leon and Martin than they had been yesterday.
“Have you had a chance to look over the statements yet, read up on the witnesses?” he asked.
Luisa shook her head, shifting her weight as she stood up straight.
“I’ve just arrived,” she replied. “Perhaps you can go over them with me.”
Behind her, Henrique stifled a laugh. Felipe squirmed, but relented.
Luisa turned to Henrique, one hand on her hip. His face quickly straightened as her gaze focused on him.
“Could you grab me a coffee?” she asked. “And one for Felipe. We have a lot of work to do.”
If Henrique objected to being treated as a waiter rather than a detective, he did not let it show. He nodded and heaved himself out of the chair, leaving them alone together for the first time.
Luisa pulled up a chair and dragged it over to Felipe’s desk. Felipe fumbled for the stack of papers that made up the witness statements and the information he had spent yesterday afternoon putting together in anticipation of seeing them today. When he spread the files out onto the table, his hand accidentally brushed against Luisa’s. His hand jumped as if electrocuted but neither of them commented. He studiously avoided eye contact with her, though he felt her eyes on him. He did not need to look at her to picture the wry, playful smile on her lips.
He looked up at her, only when he could no longer avoid it. She was looking down at the files spread across the desk, professional once more. He wondered if he was overthinking things, if he was the one who was making this awkward.
She picked up his scribbled notes, her eyes scanning them quickly.
“Eleven witnesses,” Luisa summarised, with a glance at him. “Only eight statements.”
“Three left the scene,” Felipe said.
He thought of Constanza, of all the questions he had for her. He was torn between hoping that he would have to face her and fearing seeing her again.
“The eight who gave statements, they’re all coming in today to sign them?” she asked.
Felipe nodded.
Henrique returned to the office with their coffee, then sat back down at his desk and busied himself on the computer. Felipe was reassured by his presence, though he doubted that Luisa would have tried it on with him, not when they were here at work, not in the middle of a bustling department.
He filled Luisa in on the witnesses as she skimmed over the printed pages, his mind conjuring an image of each of them as he remembered them from that night. He could picture each of them clearly now, having committed them to memory yesterday.
The young couple who had been arguing. The businessman whose focus had shifted between his phone and the young woman’s body. The elderly couple in their eveningwear. The security guard. The middle-aged woman sat on the bench on the other platform. The handsome American tourist.
He could now put names and details to the faces.
Bianca and Tomas, the young couple. Dario the businessman. Victor and Hortensia, the elderly couple. Ramone, the security guard. Pia, the middle-aged woman. Chance, the tourist. 
Luisa seemed satisfied with the notes he had made, asking him to clarify only a few points. When they were finished, she turned her attention to the three witnesses who were yet to be identified.
“Have you tried to find out who they are?” Luisa asked him.
“We’re working on it,” Felipe lied. In truth, they had been too busy to try and track them down, and he had avoided such a task because he did not want to bring Constanza’s name up in the investigation. Not yet, not until he knew why she had fled the scene. He still wanted to protect her, to keep her out of this until he had felt out the situation.
Or perhaps, he wondered, he was just afraid of confronting the past and was putting off this line of enquiry knowing that it would lead him to Constanza.
“Liar,” Luisa said, bemused, shaking her head. “You were never a good liar, Felipe.”
Felipe blushed at her words, as if she had read his mind and knew all about Constanza.
She shifted in her seat, looking up at the board, the grainy images of the faces of the missing witnesses.
“We have to find out who they are,” she said firmly. “They could be important.”
Felipe nodded, realising that Luisa would not stop until she had done so.
The phone on his desk rang and he snatched it up, a little too eager for the distraction, earning a startled, but amused, look from Luisa. It was the front desk, and the first of the witnesses had arrived.
Grateful for the excuse to steer Luisa away from the missing witnesses and from Constanza, he led her downstairs to one of the interview rooms. In the corridor, they met a policía escorting Bianca Villegas and Tomas Heraldez, the young couple.
Bianca’s blonde hair was tied up in a loose ponytail, and her skinny jeans and tight blouse both bore designer labels. Her heels and handbag looked expensive. Small diamond studs adorned both ears and the left side of her nose. Her eyes looked disinterested, her lips, painted a pale peach colour, were pulled into a frown. Her mood, it seemed, had not improved since she had been stood on the platform. She checked Felipe out briefly, then the frown deepened as she looked at Luisa, then shot a dark look at Tomas. This girl, Felipe thought, did not like any competition, not when it looked like Luisa did.
Tomas looked relaxed in a blue polo shirt and faded chino shorts. His hair had been cut, and sunglasses rested atop his head. His eyes rested a second too long on Luisa, but he seemed oblivious to the look Bianca had given him.
Felipe introduced himself, then Luisa.
“We’ll speak to you both separately,” Felipe said, and gestured for Tomas to take a seat on a plastic chair in the corridor. Tomas nodded, unperturbed, and dropped into the chair, sliding his phone out of his pocket. Bianca rolled her eyes as she looked down at her boyfriend.
“How long will this take?” Bianca demanded, her own phone clasped in a manicured hand. She directed the question to Felipe, blanking Luisa as if she were not there. The phone buzzed in her hand, which seemed to irritate her, and she did not look down at her screen. “Only I have an appointment at the salon in an hour. I can’t miss it. It’s important.”
“It won’t take that long,” Felipe said, before Luisa could speak.
Bianca seemed satisfied with his answer, though she did not say so. Felipe gestured for her to go into the interview room, and they traipsed after her. She dropped her handbag into one of the chairs and sat down beside it, placing her phone carefully on the table in front of her. It vibrated again, eliciting another eye roll from her.
Felipe slid a printed copy of her statement across the table and gave her a pen. Bianca looked down at it and frowned, as if disappointed that she would have to read through it.
“If you could check your statement and sign if you’re satisfied with it,” Felipe told her.
Bianca skim-read the pages, her eyes flickering over to her phone as it lit up with notifications. Felipe thought about what he knew about her. She was nineteen and fancied herself a fashion blogger, but in reality, it seemed that she was quite happy to spend her father’s money and pose for Instagram photos rather than blog anything. Her parents were divorced, and she had followed the money, staying with her father in Mexico City and visiting her mother up near Cancun only when spring-break arrived, and she could party with American tourists. She had never been in trouble with the police before, though she had accumulated a stack of speeding fines in her brand-new convertible sports car. Her life seemed to revolve around posing for photos, drinking with her friends, shopping and arguing with her boyfriend. Her entire life was played out over her social media accounts and once Felipe had found her handle, he knew everything there was to know about her.
Felipe saw Luisa lean forward out of the corner of his eye.
“Do you remember anything about the other people on the platform that night?” she asked.
Bianca looked up, frowning again.
“Just that guy in a suit who kept checking me out,” she said, a hint of a smile at the memory. “I mean, I was looking ah-mazing that night, so it’s understandable, you know.”
“Anyone else?” Luisa pressed her.
The frown returned.
“Not really,” she said, with a shrug of her shoulders. “I was tired. I mean, I never look tired, but I was. Plus, I was in a bad mood, you know. Mostly I remember being pissed off.”
“Why were you pissed off?” Felipe asked her.
“We’d been out for dinner, and we were supposed to go and see some friends. Anamarie’s parties are always the best, and everyone we know was going,” Bianca said, getting into her stride as the memory took hold of her. “Anyway, Tomas’s shitty car wouldn’t start. He rang some mechanics we found online, but he didn’t want to use somebody off the internet, you know, in case they like robbed us or something. I rang daddy to come pick us up, but it was late, and he said he wouldn’t do it, so he said we had to take the stupid metro. I thought he was joking at first, but then he hung up on me, if you can even believe it. He can forget getting a Father’s Day card, that’s for sure.”
Felipe nodded along, as if he shared her frustration at the situation she had faced.
“Anyway, I was pissed off with everything, but mostly Tomas and daddy and Tomas’s shitty car,” Bianca sighed, rolling her eyes. “The last thing I needed was to see that kid get shot, you know. We didn’t even make it to Anamarie’s party in the end, so I was pissed off about that too. Pissed off and traumatised. I hope daddy understands what he’s put me through, making me take the stupid metro.”
Felipe murmured his understanding. The fact she had glossed over Teo’s murder so casually told him all he needed to know about her. His death, his family’s grief, was all just an inconvenience to her because she had missed out on her friend’s party.
When Bianca had signed the bottom of her statement, she looked up at them expectantly.
“Would you be able to identify the killer?” Felipe asked.
He pulled a small stack of photographs out of his file and spread them out across the table in front of Bianca. She looked down at them, letting out a huff as if it was another big inconvenience to her. She was quiet as she scrutinised them. Her finger pointed down at one.
It was Leon Herrera.
“Thank you,” Felipe said.
“Is this over with now?” she asked. She flicked her hair casually, “You know, I really can’t miss my appointment.”
“Do you have any questions about what happens next?” Felipe asked. “Any concerns you want to share with us before you go?”
Bianca blinked once, twice, shook her head. She had snatched up her phone and was out of her seat in a flash, heading for the door without a backwards glance. If she had any fear about the Herrera family or Irene Fierro’s news story, she hid them well. Felipe wondered whether she even listened to the news. Probably not, he thought.
Tomas Heraldez seemed almost the complete opposite to his girlfriend, personality-wise, Felipe thought as he joined them in the interview room. Whereas Bianca was uptight, the very definition of high-maintenance, Tomas seemed so laidback it was as if he had not witnessed a murder just a few nights before.
“These things happen, right?” he said, with his palms out, a gesture of defeat. “It sucks, but that kid stood no chance. I mean, the guy who shot him, he was cold. No emotion when he pulled that trigger, you know. There was nothing anyone could’ve done, right?”
He looked at them, and Felipe wondered if he needed some reassurance that he had done the right thing, that not involving himself in the fight, not trying to step in and protect Teo, was what anyone else would have done. Perhaps he felt some remorse, Felipe thought, though against Leon’s anger and the gun he held, he doubted there was much Tomas could have done.
“People react differently to witnessing a crime, especially one such as this,” Luisa told him, her voice calm, reassuring. “Some people go into shock. Their whole body goes numb, almost like an out of body experience. It can feel like they’re watching a movie, or that it isn’t real. Some people get a rush of adrenaline that makes them feel like they can do anything, fight anyone. Everyone is different, and we have no control over it.”
Tomas nodded fervently, clasping at this lifeline that would help him assuage his remorse.
“Yeah, yeah, that definitely happened to me,” he said. “Shock, that must be it. It all makes sense now.”
He read through his statement, moving the pen along each sentence as he did so. Felipe watched him, wondering why the young man was dating Bianca. He was an athlete, granted a full scholarship to university despite his parents being very comfortable financially, on track to fulfilling his dream as a professional soccer player. His relationship with Bianca seemed to be more harmful than anything, given her love for drama, day-drinking and drifting through life.
Perhaps it was a relationship which seemed so meaningful now, whilst they were nineteen, but would soon fizzle out when real life sank in.
He thought about Constanza again, wondering at his own relationship at Tomas’s age, and he knew that he could not judge him. He was in no position to give relationship advice. He felt Luisa’s leg brush against his for a split-second, his body tensing, a flash of panic firing through him. He thought Luisa would at least agree with him on that front.
When Tomas had signed, he too identified Leon in the assortment of photographs that Felipe laid out on the table. Felipe again asked if he had any questions. He shook his head, as clueless as his girlfriend about the news circulating about the murder. He shook both of their hands and led the way out of the interview room. Bianca was on her feet the second the door opened, phone still in her hand.
“Come on, I told you that I can’t be late,” Bianca said to Tomas, not even registering Felipe or Luisa. Tomas rolled his eyes, giving them a what-can-you-do gesture with his hands, almost amused. Bianca bristled with indignation. “You wouldn’t be laughing if we were going to be late for one of your precious soccer matches,” she snapped. “Do you even understand how difficult it is to get a hair appointment with Cynthia? People book months in advance, Tomas.”
She marched off down the corridor, Tomas traipsing after her in his casual stride.
“Let’s hope my car starts this time,” he called after her, his shoulders jumping with laughter.
“Don’t you dare even joke about that,” Bianca called angrily over her shoulder, not slowing down. “It’s too soon to make jokes, Tomas. It’s just too soon. You know how traumatised I am.”
Then they were gone.
Felipe turned to look at Luisa, her face showing the bewilderment he felt.
“They should have their own reality show,” she remarked, shaking her head.
“Don’t give her ideas,” Felipe grinned. “That would be her dream come true.”
They both laughed, then seemed to remember who they were with. Luisa cleared her throat, and Felipe looked away, feeling awkward in her company again as they waited for the next witness.
Dario Otero, the businessman as Felipe thought of him, arrived a few minutes late, his phone pressed to his ear as he worked out some deal or other.
His dark hair was slicked back, not a hair out of place. He wore a blue and white striped shirt, a blue tie with a silver pin, and pointed black leather shoes, all of which looked expensive. Luisa apparently noticed too, her cheeks slightly pink as she introduced herself to him and clasping his hand.
He was a handsome man, Felipe thought, though he did not feel jealous as he caught Dario’s eyes lingering on Luisa. He was relieved. It meant that he had been right, he did not have feelings for her, and he had been right to finish things between them. Luisa smiled wide as she showed him into the interview room, then glanced back at Felipe. He wondered if she was trying to provoke a response from him, so he kept his expression neutral.
When Dario sat down, he slid his phone into the pocket of his shirt, giving them his full attention.
Unlike Bianca and Tomas before him, Dario clearly read the news.
“Is it true?” he asked them, after repeating Irene Fierro’s claims. “Should I be worried?”
Felipe shook his head, but Luisa was the one who answered him.
“It’s completely understandable that you have some concerns,” she said, her voice placatory, and Dario’s eyes drifted to her lips. “With any investigation, but especially a murder case, we are aware that a degree of pressure falls to the witnesses, but we have no reason to believe that you should be worried about giving a statement. The stories you’ve heard on the news are just that, stories. Given the evidence that we have been gathering against the suspect, this case may not even reach trial, which would mean you do not have to take the stand.”
Dario nodded, his shoulders relaxing a little, his features softening.
“Of course, if it does go to trial, you could be called as a prosecution witness,” Luisa continued. “If the situation changes and we believe that you are in any danger because of your testimony, we would of course arrange security measures to reassure you. But that is not something we are worried about at this time, so you do not have anything to worry about.”
“Damn journalists,” Dario sighed, shaking his head. Even with the movement, his hair remained in place. “I should have known it was all a load of nonsense as usual.”
Felipe gave him a copy of his statement for him to read. Dario read it aloud, pausing, his brow furrowing at certain points, but he signed the bottom of the statement without asking for anything to be changed.
“Do you remember anything about the other witnesses?” Luisa asked, when he slid the statement and pen back across the table. “Did anything about them stand out?”
Dario considered the question. Felipe recalled him from the station, how his eyes had mostly been on Bianca.
“I recognised one of them,” Dario said, straining to remember. “She had a big suitcase with her.” Felipe took a sharp intake of breath, thinking of Constanza. Neither of them had noticed him tense and he forced himself to relax, to remain focused on Dario. “She didn’t stick around for the police to arrive though. I assume she had a flight she didn’t want to miss.”
“Do you know her name?” Luisa asked, leaning forward, oblivious to Felipe’s tension.
“Not her name, no,” Dario said. “I’d seen her a few nights before, that’s why I remember her. Good looking woman. She’s a barmaid at a gentleman’s club in Zona Rosa. I took a couple of clients there after we closed a big deal,” he said quickly to Luisa. “Not my usual choice of scene, if I’m honest. I’m not…that way inclined. They were, though, so that’s where I took them.”
Luisa scribbled down the details in her notepad and Dario looked pleased with himself. When Felipe showed him the photos, he identified Leon at once, before he had seen all of them.
“That’s him,” he said, no trace of doubt. “That’s the killer.”
“Thank you.”
Dario hesitated, as if he wanted to say more. Felipe caught his eye and Dario let out a long breath, readying himself.
“There was something else,” he said slowly. Luisa paused, pen on paper, looking at him. Dario looked between them and shook his head. “No, it’s probably nothing.”
“Or it might not be,” Luisa reassured him.
Dario nodded.
“It’s just that I lost my wallet that night at the metro station,” Dario said. He ran a hand over his hair, smoothing it, though it was still in place. “Normally I’d drive or get a cab, but I decided to get the metro. I was only going a few stops to get my car. I definitely had my wallet with me to buy the ticket. When I left after speaking to the officers, I didn’t have it.”
“Could you have dropped it on the platform?” Luisa asked. “We can check the crime scene log and see if it was picked up.”
“I might have,” Dario said, though his tone suggested he did not believe it. Felipe nodded, encouraging him. “Well, there was a guy on the platform. I couldn’t describe him, I barely noticed him except he was there one minute and gone the next. I thought that, perhaps, he -” He trailed off.
“You think he stole it?” Felipe finished for him. Dario nodded. Felipe remembered the young man from the tape, skinny jeans and his eyes firmly on Dario. Another missing witness who had not stuck around for the police to arrive. “We can check the security footage and find out.”
Dario looked relieved. His phone lit up in his pocket and began to vibrate.
“Gracias,” he said quickly, pulling out his phone and checking the screen. He looked at Felipe. “Are we done here now? I need to take this, it’s an important client.”
Felipe nodded. Dario stood quickly, chair legs scraping on the floor, and thrust out his hand. His handshake was firm. He thanked them, waving over his shoulder as he opened the door before answering his call. His voice drifted down the corridor as he left.
Before the next witness was shown in, Felipe sent Henrique a message to check the security footage again for the young man who had been watching Dario. He did not wait for a reply, putting his phone back into his pocket as Victor and Hortensia Govea were shown in.
Victor was a short, well-dressed man, his head bald except for a few silver hairs around the side and back of his head. His skin seemed to hang off his slight frame, as if he had lost a lot of weight recently. His eyes were watery but sharp as he introduced himself, offering a firm handshake that surprised Felipe. Hortensia was the same height as her husband and even thinner, her cheekbones sharp enough to do someone an injury. Her trousers and blouse seemed to swallow her tiny figure. Her eyes were hawk-like and her iron grey hair was tied in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Pearls clung to her throat and wrists and she gave Felipe a shrewd look as she nodded to him, not offering her hand.
Like Dario, they had clearly been watching the news.
“Are we in danger?” Hortensia asked at once. “Should we have police protection?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Victor chastised his wife, shaking his head. “It’s just a story. You know how the media twists things like this.”
“Oh Victor, you never think about the risk,” Hortensia snapped back. “The house could be burning down, and you would still be saying it’s nothing to worry about.”
“You have nothing to worry about,” Luisa reassured them, cutting Victor off before he had a chance to respond to his wife.
Victor clapped his hands together in victory. Hortensia did not look convinced, her beady eyes fixing themselves on Luisa.
“How can you be sure?” she asked. “Have you apprehended the man responsible?”
“We are building the case against the culprit,” Luisa replied.
“That would be a no, then,” Hortensia said pointedly. She glared over at her husband. “Victor, I told you. The cartels have their hands all over this. We should never have involved ourselves.”
“We aren’t involved,” Victor sighed, shaking his head again. “We just saw what we saw, is all. All we did was witness something.”
Hortensia narrowed her eyes, her lips pursing. Whatever she wanted to say, she thankfully bit her tongue and refrained. She took the printed statement with a shaking hand and pulled a pair of spectacles out of her handbag to read over it. Victor waited for her to finish and sign, before she handed the glasses to her husband so he could do the same.
When they had both signed, the photos were laid out in front of them. They hesitated, murmuring to themselves, uncertain. Victor identified the wrong person, and Hortensia only identified Leon after a long few minutes of hesitation. They had been on the opposite platform, Felipe reminded himself. He thanked them and showed them out of the interview room. He could hear them bickering as they went down the corridor. Instead of returning to the room to join Luisa, Felipe went upstairs to his desk.
“Did you watch the tape again?” Felipe asked Henrique.
His partner nodded.
“Dario Otero was right,” Henrique said. “The guy had his eye on him the whole time. In all the commotion he jumped forward and lifted the wallet right out of his pocket and was gone.”
“No wonder he didn’t stick around for the police,” Felipe sighed.
“I’m running a search for guys who’ve been picked up pickpocketing at the station and in the area,” Henrique told him. “I can match the photos, but I wouldn’t hold your breath.”
Felipe agreed with him.
The metropolitan area around Mexico City had a population of twenty-one million people. Finding the pickpocket would be near on impossible, and even if they did track him down, it was unlikely he would answer their questions or be of much use even if he did give a statement.
“At least we can tell Dario Otero not to wait on us finding the wallet,” Felipe said. “And make sure he cancels his cards too.”
Henrique nodded, getting right to the task. He looked up when he realised Felipe had not moved from the doorway.
“How is it going with Luisa?” he asked tentatively.
“Fine,” Felipe said. He wondered if that was the truth. “We’re both professionals.”
Henrique raised an eyebrow, a smile playing on his lips.
“Weren’t so professional when I caught you in the janitor’s cupboard with her,” he smirked.
“That never happened,” Felipe sniggered.
“Sure it didn’t,” Henrique said with a wink.
Felipe shook his head and left him to make the call to Dario.
Downstairs, he found Luisa in the interview room with Pia Zaragoza, the middle-aged woman. She was a cleaner from the Sinaloa district on the western coast, but she had lived in the capital for twenty years in a rundown neighbourhood in the south of the city. She had four children who had left the city, one a son now living in Texas.
She was short and plump, her palms calloused and rough as she shook Felipe’s hand. Her hair was dark with strands of grey, and she had a kind face, smiling easily as if it was in her nature. Her clothes smelt vaguely of bleach and air freshener.
“Pia has just signed her statement,” Luisa told him, as Felipe sat down beside her.
Pia nodded, holding out the pen for Luisa to take back, her mouth curved into a smile again. When she had left, heading back to work, Luisa filled him in.
“She’d heard the stories, but she didn’t seem concerned,” she told him. “She said she was on her way home from work when she saw Teo get shot. She didn’t see as much as the others, because she was on the other platform, near the Goveas.”
“Did she identify Leon from the photos?” Felipe asked.
“No,” Luisa said. “She thought it might have been him, but she didn’t want to confirm it when she was so uncertain.”
Felipe attached her signed statement to the others and slid them into a plastic wallet. The interviews were taking longer than he had thought and the day was starting to drag, feeling cooped-up being stuck in the room as he was.
“What are your plans for this evening?” Luisa asked. Her tone was casual, but Felipe sensed there was more to it. He had to tread carefully, he told himself.
“Working, as usual,” he replied, trying to keep it conversational. “You know me.”
“I don’t have plans,” Luisa said breezily, too casual. “If you wanted to join me, we -”
She was cut off by a knock at the door. Felipe said a silent prayer of thanks as Ramone Mejia Zegarra, the security guard, was shown into the room.
It was mid-afternoon when the witness interviews were finally concluded. Ramone had been as helpful as he had at the station and he had identified Leon’s photograph at once. Chance, the American tourist, had not shown up. Felipe wondered if the need to sign his statement had not been translated to him. Maybe Chance was wandering around the city unaware that his help was still needed. Felipe checked his notes and saw the name of the hotel Chance was staying at scribbled down. He could pay him a visit later, Felipe reasoned.
Felipe was saved from taking his lunch break with an eager Luisa when Henrique brought up a tray of sandwiches and fresh coffee for the three of them. Felipe tried to convey his gratitude in the smile he gave him. Henrique smirked, understanding him.
“I’d never forgive myself if you ended up back in the janitor’s closet,” he whispered with a chuckle into his ear whilst Luisa was distracted at the other end of the desk unwrapping her sandwich.
“At least we have some leads on the missing witnesses,” Luisa said, between mouthfuls.
Felipe felt himself tense.
“The woman with the suitcase,” Luisa continued, oblivious to his discomfort. “Dario said she was working at El Casa de Rosas in Zona Rosa. We should be able to identify her.”
“I’m on it,” Felipe said, hoping to close down this particular topic.
Luisa narrowed her eyes at him.
“What do you mean?” she asked. “You’re already following up on Dario’s lead?”
“Yeah, of course,” he replied.
Henrique looked puzzled but did not speak. Luisa held Felipe’s look, as if hoping he would elaborate further, but then she sighed and took another bite of her sandwich, letting it drop.
Felipe had already decided that he would visit the club tonight.
The very thought of seeing Constanza sent a ripple of nervous excitement through him. He knew that it could be a mistake going to see her, but now it seemed he had little choice. If anyone was going to talk to her about the case, he wanted it to be him.
He caught Luisa watching him with suspicion from the corner of her eye and he busied himself with his lunch, hoping that she would leave it alone.
The phone rang and Henrique was the first to answer it. He murmured down the line and hung up. He looked over at them, his expression clouded.
“What was it?” Felipe asked.
“They’ve found the gun,” Henrique said. “Looks like it was binned a block from the metro station, near where they stole the car. Two policías found it. It’s been sent down to the lab for some tests, see if they can lift some fingerprints and match the gun to the bullet case.”
Felipe nodded, wondering why Henrique did not seem as excited as he felt at the discovery.
“Is there something else?” he asked.
Henrique sighed, dropping his sandwich back into the wrapping paper on his desk.
“From first look, it looks like it might have been wiped clean,” he said.
Felipe swallowed hard, the food catching in his throat as disappointment swept over him. The murder weapon with a good set of prints would have been a good find and he was frustrated that even in his panic, Leon had remembered to wipe it clean. Perhaps this was not the first time he had done this, Felipe wondered, or maybe Martin had reminded him. Whatever the case, he knew how dangerous Leon was, now he was out on the streets.
They still had the witness statements and the security footage, Felipe reminded himself. He had taken a case with less evidence to the Prosecutor’s Office and charged a suspect.
This was no ordinary case, he thought, glancing at Luisa out of the corner of his eye. His thoughts turned to Constanza and seeing her tonight, and he felt discomfort settle over him.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

The hotel at Buenavista, near the centre of Mexico City, was where Chance King was staying during his three-week holiday in the capital.
Felipe parked across the street from the hotel and surveyed the entrance. It was a simple yet elegant entrance, glass and metal as all modern construction seemed to be. A few tourists loitered outside smoking. A few more were on the terrace, eating or drinking. He could not make out Chance King amongst them.
He crossed the road and identified himself at the front desk. The receptionist, whose name-badge read Carmen, seemed flustered. When Felipe had confirmed that Chance was not in any trouble, and was wanted as a witness, the receptionist called over her supervisor. The supervisor had apologised on Carmen’s behalf.
“She’s new here,” the man explained, shooting her a dark look.
The supervisor had confirmed that Chance was a guest, whilst Carmen dialled his room number under his watchful eye. There was no answer. She called again. No response.
Felipe should have expected as much, he thought. Chance was on holiday, and hardly likely to be spending his day inside his hotel room, even if he was staying in a suite, as the receptionist had let slip just a minute ago.
“Can you deliver a message to him?” Felipe asked.
The receptionist nodded. Felipe scribbled down his name and number. He thanked Carmen for her help and was crossing the lobby when he saw Chance through the glass entranceway. He was smoking a cigarette, rucksack on his back. His white t-shirt had sweat patches and his skin was tinged with pink, suggesting he had been exploring the city today and had forgotten his sun lotion.
Felipe hesitated before he approached him. In the daylight, Chance was just as handsome as he remembered. His cheekbones were sharp, dimples on his cheeks when he smiled at a couple walking by. Felipe swallowed down his nerves and approached him.
“Chance King?” he asked, joining him outside the hotel.
Chance nodded, eyeing up the fatigues and the gun on his belt. He flicked his cigarette nervously, and his other hand ran through his sandy blonde hair.
“I’m Subinspector Felipe Santos. I’m running the investigation into a murder that took place at the Polanco Metro station a few nights ago.”
Chance’s eyes widened and he seemed to shudder internally at the memory.
“Yes, I remember seeing you,” Chance said. Felipe wondered how that was possible. They had not spoken at all. Perhaps Chance had seen Felipe’s eyes lingering too long on him. He felt heat rise to his cheeks at the thought. Chance seemed to regret his choice of words and gave a nervous laugh. “Just, I remember everything about that night,” he murmured quickly. “Not you specifically. Sorry, I just -”
“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Felipe said, hoping to reassure him. Chance was blushing hard, his already pink skin blossoming into red. Felipe wondered…had Chance been checking him out too that night? Was his nervousness because he found him just as attractive as Felipe found him? “I just wanted to check up on you. You didn’t come to sign your statement today.”
Chance’s brow furrowed in confusion.
“I’m so sorry,” Chance said quickly. “I didn’t realise I was supposed to. My Spanish is so-so. Well, worse than that even. I misunderstood the policeman. I’m sorry. Lo siento. I should -”
“You can come in tomorrow,” Felipe said quickly, waving off his apologies. “It’s fine. Bueno.”
Chance looked relieved, his embarrassment fading a little now.
“Thank you. Gracias.” He stubbed his cigarette out on the top of the bin and looked as if he wanted to say something further.
“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” Felipe said.
“Yes, mañana,” Chance nodded. “You’ll be the one to take my statement?”
“Sí.”
“Okay, good.”
Felipe was not sure why, but he felt pleased that Chance wanted him to be the one to take his statement. Chance smiled, showing his white teeth. Felipe was struck by his looks once more. He gave a nervous smile, not wanting his interest to show but he wondered if perhaps Chance sensed it from him. He certainly seemed to be sending him a signal, but Felipe could not be sure.
He retreated across the street to his car and watched Chance go up the steps to the glass doors. He turned, catching sight of Felipe, and gave a gentle wave, still smiling.
Felipe waved back, relieved that he had come alone and had not brought Henrique or Luisa.




CHAPTER TWENTY

The entrance to El Casa de Rosas was low-key and understated. The men who came here did not often want to publicise their entrance and the establishment did not need to advertise itself to get the clientele that often frequented its doors. There was a heavyset bouncer at the door, wearing a bulky black jacket that probably concealed a bullet-proof vest underneath.
Felipe knew better than to flash his badge to gain entrance here. Any whiff of a detective and the doors would be shut in his face and would not likely be open again to him. He did not feel uncomfortable in Zona Rosa, as he once might have. A few years ago, he had only dared come at night when the dark of the nightclubs could hide him. He had been terrified that somebody would recognise him and question why he was alone in such an area, propping up the bar at a gay club. He never approached anyone, but he had felt eyes on him. He was an attractive, athletic guy, and he was never short of attention here. A few guys had chatted him up, but Felipe was nervous. He could count on one hand the number of times he had left with someone.
Now his nerves had faded. He was more comfortable within himself. He no longer welcomed the shadows and feared being seen here. This was official, anyway, he reminded himself.
The bouncer observed him closely as he approached the doors. Felipe had dressed for the occasion, knowing that he could hardly wear his uniform. He had gone through his wardrobe, pulling out clothes that he had not worn in years, hoping they still fitted him now. He had chosen slim-fitting blue trousers and a high-collared blue and white stripe shirt, the top button undone. His hair, usually untamed and ruffled, was gelled back in Dario’s style.
When Abuela had seen what he was wearing, she had raised an eyebrow, studying him.
“Where are you off to dressed up like that?” she had asked him.
“Work,” he had replied.
“Work?” she repeated, disbelieving. “You must have had a change of career.”
That had been enough for Felipe. The bouncer looked him up and down and nodded his admission. Felipe breathed a sigh of relief as he went up the steps and through the doors.
He felt apprehensive now. At any moment he would see Constanza again. His palms were damp, and he wiped them as casually as he could on the front of his trousers as he looked around.
The club was large and grand, the style a mixture of old-school London high society and the wealthiest of members-only Golf club houses. It was quiet tonight, only a few tables occupied by suited businessman cradling their expensive drinks. A few smoked cigars, though the smell was masked by the aroma of aftershave and oak.
He was not surprised to see that most of the waiters were attractive, their toned bodies clearly visible through the white fabric of their shirts.
In the darker enclaves, he caught sight of a few men who were clearly not businessmen, their chiselled features and tight clothes a sign that perhaps they were here on other business. A few wealthy tourists watched the proceedings, and one caught his eye and winked.
Felipe felt a few eyes on him, checking him out, as he stopped at the bar, now uncertain about what he should do if he could not find Constanza. Nobody here seemed to be sat alone and he did not wish to draw any attention to himself.
Then he saw her.
She came in from a staff door at the back of the bar, glancing over her shoulder so he saw her before she could see him.
Constanza was as beautiful as Felipe remembered her. The years since he had last seen her had not aged her. He recognised at once the soft curve of her lips, the cheek bones, the glossy hair that fell about her shoulders in golden ringlets. She looked over at him, looked away. Her body seemed to tense as she turned to him once more, doing a double take, her eyes widening as recognition hit her. Was it alarm in her eyes? Fear? Why? Was it because it was him, or because she knew that he was a detective and she feared what questions he might have for her?
She stood for a moment, as if frozen in place. He saw something else in her eyes, but he could not place it. Perhaps it was sadness, or regret.
He saw her ready herself with a deep breath, plaster a smile on her face and come over to him, though her body remained tense, her guard all the way up as she greeted him.
“Felipe,” she said, her voice warm despite her obvious shock. “It’s been a long time.”
“I know,” he agreed, finding that his voice was cracking, that he did not really know what to say to her, wondering if this was a mistake. “I’m sorry,” he managed, almost choking on the words, flustered. “I should have stayed in touch. Or maybe it was better not to, after -” He trailed off, his cheeks flushing. He shook his head, feeling like a schoolboy unsure of how to speak to his crush.
“What do you want?” Constanza asked.
Felipe was caught off guard by the question. Where should he start? He wanted to find out what had led her to the metro station that night, why she had fled. He wanted to know whether she missed him, what she had been doing for the years since they had last met.
As if reading his mind, Constanza blushed, looking bemused.
“To drink,” she clarified, gesturing behind her to where hundreds of different liqueurs and liquors were arranged.
He cleared his throat, trying to compose himself.
“Do you have beer?” he asked.
Constanza nodded.
“Corona?” she asked.
She remembered which beer he drank. Felipe felt pleased at the thought that she still remembered after all these years. As if realising it herself, Constanza looked away, uncomfortable that she had perhaps given him a glimmer into her thoughts.
“Yes, por favor,” he nodded.
She turned around to get a bottle out of the small fridges behind the bar. Felipe ran a hand over his hair, reminded of Dario doing the same gesture earlier. He felt uncomfortable in these clothes, wondered if Constanza was questioning why he was dressed like this.
She had not asked why he was here, whether this was a coincidence that their paths had crossed once more, so many years after their last parting. Perhaps she had been expecting him.
Constanza slid the bottle along the bar to him with a napkin and printed him a bill. Felipe saw her hands shake as she typed into the till. Was that the effect he had on her? Or was she worried about being asked about the metro station?
He noticed she wore her wedding ring. He was surprised that he did not feel upset by that. Perhaps too much time had passed to be hurt by her any longer.
Felipe handed a note over and she slid his change back. She hesitated, as if unsure whether to stay or retreat. There was nobody else waiting at the bar, nobody to distract her. She caught his eye on her ring, and a flush crept into her cheeks but did not mention it.
“What are you doing here?” Constanza eventually asked him.
Her voice was a mixture of anxiety and something else. Hope?
Felipe took a sip of his beer, weighing up what he should say. As much as he wanted to ask after her, wanted to find out about her marriage, whether she had children, he knew that he had other things to speak with her about.
“I’m here about a case,” he said. He saw Constanza’s eyes flash. There was no mistaking the panic on her face. Felipe pretended not to notice as she quickly composed herself. “A boy was shot at Metro Polanco.”
“Really?” she said. Her voice was tight, her lips pursed. “How terrible.”
She had never been a good liar, Felipe thought. That had not changed over the years either, it seemed. She shifted uneasily, eyes flickering around as if looking for an escape.
“What did you see?” Felipe asked.
“What do you mean?”
“There were security cameras,” Felipe told her.
Constanza let out a long breath of air. Her shoulders almost slumped in defeat.
“I recognised you,” Felipe said.
“I can’t help you,” Constanza shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I really can’t. I didn’t see anything, I don’t know anything, I really can’t be doing this.”
Felipe reached for her hand, but she withdrew it quickly.
“Constanza, please,” he said. “Talk to me.”
She looked him straight in the eyes. She looked scared. He wondered if this was just about the murder, or if there was something more that she was keeping from him.
Her mouth opened, leaning forward just for a second, but then a woman with red hair and a tight dress joined her behind the bar, coming towards them.
The moment was gone, Constanza quickly withdrawing, turning to the other woman, making some excuse to go into the back, the staff area where he could not follow.
At the door, she glanced back at him, and then she was gone.
Felipe took a last sip of beer and then pushed away from the bar, ignoring the curious look that the red-haired woman shot him. The bouncer did not even look up as he left.
In the darkness of the street, Felipe wondered what Constanza had been about to tell him. He crossed the street without looking. A car beeped in response. It started to rain, gentle at first and soon it was pouring down. People darted under shelter and smokers threw their cigarettes into the street and hurried back into the clubs and bars to keep dry.
Felipe walked purposefully down the road. He did not mind the rain. He liked it even. He looked down at the floor, not looking where he was going, his mind preoccupied, when he collided with someone. He muttered his apologies, then froze as he looked into those sparkling eyes, that handsome face.
Chance King looked just as surprised as he was.
“I’m sorry,” Felipe said quickly, blushing at once.
“It’s nothing,” Chance insisted, shaking his head. He hesitated. He wore a short-sleeved shirt and tight-fitting jeans and was already attracting attention here on the street. Chance seemed oblivious to the men who passed, checking him out. He looked at Felipe. “Erm, I hope this doesn’t sound too forward, but how about I buy you a drink to apologize?”
His voice was quiet, nervous, but there was no misunderstanding him.
Felipe surprised himself and did not think twice before he nodded.
“I bumped into you,” Felipe said, as Chance smiled with relief. “So I should buy you the drink.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Felipe ordered two beers at the bar. The bartender checked him out, then glanced over at the corner booth where Chance sat waiting for him. Felipe did not feel the usual sense of shame. Over the years he had hooked-up with men and women, and he was now past the point of self-denial or feeling embarrassed by his sexuality. Just because he had not shared this secret with any family or friends, did not mean that he had not accepted his sexuality long ago.
He almost felt proud that a man as handsome as Chance would show such obvious interest in him. Felipe paid the bartender and carried the bottles to the table. He considered sliding into the booth beside Chance but thought better of it and sat across the table from him.
“Gracias,” Chance said.
His skin glowed bronze now, the sunburn having given way to suntan, although the dim lighting may have had something to do with it. The music was loud, but not so loud that they could not hear each other.
“What brings you to Zona Rosa?” Chance asked, leaning across the table and raising his voice to be heard.
“Work,” Felipe called back.
Chance strained to hear him. Felipe repeated himself, and Chance grabbed his beer, slid out of the booth and came to sit beside him.
“I was here on a case,” Felipe said, as Chance leant closer.
“You’re not in your uniform,” Chance said. He raised an eyebrow and lifted the beer bottle to his lips. “Shame,” he said softly, so that Felipe almost missed it.
Felipe smiled. He had never been good at flirting, but he appreciated someone who was.
“What brings you here?” he asked.
“Just looking,” Chance admitted. “I’ve been in Mexico City for a week, and I’ve walked through once or twice during the day. Tonight I finally plucked up the courage to come here for a drink.”
“It can be intimidating,” Felipe admitted. Chance looked relieved that he agreed. Felipe took a sip of his beer, and Chance did the same. “You’re travelling in Mexico alone?”
Chance nodded, looking down at the table, as if he were embarrassed.
“You don’t have a partner?” Felipe asked.
Chance looked uncomfortable. He took a long swig of beer before he spoke.
“I’m engaged,” he admitted. He looked awkwardly down at his ring finger, where white skin betrayed the fact that he had taken off his engagement ring. He did not meet Felipe’s eyes, as he reached for his bottle again.
Felipe was not sure what to say. It was not uncommon for married men, or men in relationships, to come to Zona Rosa, whether they identified as gay or straight or otherwise.
“My fiancé works in Brazil,” Chance admitted. “I’ve just finished my degree. He said we should do something to celebrate, so we were supposed to be here for three weeks together before we go down to Sao Paulo. At the last minute, something came up at work. So here I am, alone.” He shifted uncomfortably, inching away from Felipe. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to -”
“You have no need to apologize,” Felipe said. He quickly shook his head. “It’s a shame, that he couldn’t be here with you.”
Chance looked uncertain now.
“I have no current partner,” Felipe said, trying to break the awkward silence. “Except an ex-girlfriend I’ve suddenly found myself working with again. And a woman I was once in love with back in high school, who I haven’t thought about in years and who I suddenly can’t get off my mind.”
Chance looked sympathetic. He slid his hand across the table and put it over Felipe’s. His skin was cool from where he had been holding the bottle of beer. Felipe looked up and their eyes met.
“Is that why you looked like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders outside, when you walked into me?” Chance asked him. His voice was quiet, soothing. “You had just seen her?”
Felipe nodded.
“I’m sorry, if I hurt you.”
“No, it’s okay. I was distracted too. I tried to call Bill, my fiancé, earlier. He didn’t answer, just ignored my calls.”
Felipe brought his other hand up and placed it over Chance’s. He squeezed it gently.
“Thank you,” Chance whispered.
“What for?”
“For saying yes, when I asked if you wanted a drink,” Chance said.
They both laughed softly.
Chance looked beautiful when he laughed. Felipe leant forward, his eyes on Chance’s lips. His face was flawless, his lips parting slowly as he too came closer. Felipe closed his eyes as they kissed. Chance’s lips were soft and cool from the beer. His tongue pushed inside his mouth and explored, and Felipe kissed him back hungrily.
When Chance pulled away from their kiss, his lips moist, he looked longingly at Felipe.
“Do you want to come back to my hotel?” he asked.
Felipe nodded and let Chance take him by the hand and lead him from the booth, their half-finished bottles of beer forgotten on the table as they left the bar and went outside.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Felipe drove through the city from Zona Rosa to Buenavista. It was a short drive and Chance looked out of the windows at the bright city lights all around them, one hand tentatively placed on Felipe’s leg. Felipe almost drove the car into the back of another when his hand first touched him before he got himself under control.
He left his car in the hotel’s underground carpark and they caught the elevator to the fifth floor, bypassing reception. Felipe was relieved he would not have to see Carmen or her supervisor. Chance fumbled in the pockets of his jeans for the swipe-card. He found it and the door opened onto a pristine suite.
Felipe looked around as Chance closed the door. A few personal possessions were dotted around the room. A pair of discarded shoes and socks on the floor. A phone charger plugged into the wall, cable trailing aimlessly on the carpeted floor. A shirt was crumpled on the queen-sized bed. Perhaps Chance had tried on a few shirts in preparation for tonight.
“Sorry, I didn’t expect to bring anyone back with me,” Chance admitted. He swept the shirt off the bed and hid it in the wardrobe.
He turned to Felipe, and Felipe swallowed his apologies when he kissed him hard on the mouth. Chance’s hands skittered up his back, pulling him closer against him. Felipe’s hands slid to Chance’s waist, and Chance let out a soft moan.
He pulled away and Felipe watched as Chance unbuttoned his shirt. His body was toned, and the skin had not caught the sun. Felipe went to unbutton his own shirt, but Chance stepped forward and did it himself.
Felipe worked out at the gym and he sensed Chance’s approval. Chance kissed his chest. He put his mouth to one of his nipples and Felipe moaned at the touch of his tongue. Then Chance’s hands were on his belt and undoing his zipper. Felipe pulled off his trousers, and Chance took of his own.
“I don’t normally do this,” Chance said breathlessly, as Felipe pulled him against him. Their hardness was visible in their boxers. Chance’s hand slid inside his boxer pants and Felipe groaned with pleasure.
Felipe kicked off his boxers and pulled Chance’s down around his ankles. They fell onto the bed, still entangled in each other’s arms. Felipe lay on his back against the pillows, the mattress soft beneath him, as Chance rolled on top of him and kissed his neck. His lips were warm and soft as they skittered down his chest and abdomen.
It had been months since he had last been with anyone and he gripped the sheets beneath him, biting his tongue so that he would not call out and wake someone next door.
Chance looked up at him, his eyes wide, and Felipe slid a hand through the sandy-blonde hair and moaned again. Felipe closed his eyes with pleasure, his heart beating fast.
Then Chance stopped, and he was leaping off the bed. Felipe’s eyes flew open, surprised. He had his back to him as he padded naked into the bathroom. He returned a moment later with a condom and they resumed their kissing. This time Felipe lay Chance down on the bed and slowly eased his legs open.
Felipe had not known pleasure like this in a long time. He stifled his cries as his mouth went to Chance’s and he cried out as he shuddered hard.
“That was amazing,” Chance managed, exhausted, as he kissed Felipe’s neck, and then his lips.
Felipe murmured in agreement. Though he was spent, he showered with Chase and then crawled into bed with him, opening his arms so that Chance could lay his head to rest on his chest.
He put an arm around his shoulders and lay in the dark only for a few moments, enough to wonder what Chance’s fiancé would make of tonight, before he succumbed to sleep.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Felipe woke the next morning in a tangle of bedsheets. Chance stirred from sleep just as he threw back the duvet and slid from the bed.
It was still early, but Felipe had a busy day ahead of him. Chance sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes. He looked weary as he watched Felipe pull his clothes on hurriedly.
“Are you okay?” he asked cautiously. Felipe zipped up his trousers and stood before the bed, shirt in his hand, his shoes and socks still discarded on the carpet by his feet.
“I’m fine,” Felipe assured him. “I just have a busy day.”
Chance nodded, though he did not look convinced by his words. Felipe did not want him to think that he regretted last night. He went over to Chance’s side of the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress, leaning over and kissing him on the mouth. Chance’s hands slid up his neck, tousled his hair.
Felipe felt himself stirring and quickly pulled away.
“I can’t,” he said.
Chance nodded in understanding, looking more at ease now.
“Will you come and sign your statement today?” Felipe asked.
“Of course,” Chance nodded. “Any excuse to come and see you in uniform.”
They both laughed. Chance took his phone from him and typed in his number. Felipe finished dressing, kissed Chance goodbye, and left the suite. He was surprised that he had the strength to leave him lying naked in bed, when he wanted to climb back under the sheets and join him.
He took the elevator down to the carpark, avoiding Carmen and her supervisor. He was early enough to miss some of the traffic as he drove back home. Abuela was in the kitchen fixing herself a coffee in her nightdress when he crept through the front door.
Felipe hurried past the kitchen doorway and down the corridor to the bathroom before she could see he was wearing the same clothes as he had left in last night. The thought of her knowing what he had spent last night doing with Chance made him hot with nerves.
He showered, remembering Chance’s fingertips on his skin, and then dressed quickly in his fatigues and combat uniform. Abuela’s eyes were on him as soon as he set foot out of his bedroom.
“Were you out all night?” Abuela asked.
“I was working late,” Felipe lied. He hated lying to her, and Abuela saw through it anyway. She pulled a face at him, showing that she did not believe a word of it.
He waved goodbye and was out the door, aware that the traffic would be bad now. He was right. The street outside his apartment was gridlocked. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel impatiently. Even remembering last night only lifted his mood temporarily, quickly souring when he thought of spending the day with Luisa again.
His mood was bad when he finally made it to his desk after forty minutes stuck in traffic. Henrique was already on the phone. Luisa was, thankfully, nowhere to be found.
“Is she not coming today?” Felipe asked, when Henrique ended his call.
“Haven’t heard from her,” he shrugged. He let out a long sigh. “I have some bad news.”
Felipe gritted his teeth but nodded for him to continue.
“The gun,” Henrique said. Felipe crossed his fingers. “It’s gone.”
“Gone where? For testing? To the lab?”
“No, it’s gone,” Henrique said. “Gone missing.”
Felipe cursed under his breath.
“How?” he demanded.
“I’m trying to figure that out,” Henrique said. “The lab is blaming the courier. The courier is blaming the lab. Whoever’s fault it is, it’s gone.”
Felipe wondered if this was deliberate. It was not unheard of. Evidence went missing all the time, from the police station, from the laboratories, from the crime scene itself. He wondered if Carlos Herrera had a man on the inside, with ties to the investigation, or perhaps he had paid off one of the forensics team or the courier.
If that was the case, there would be little to no way to trace it.
The gun was gone.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“Teo was a model student,” Señora Soto said as she guided Felipe into her classroom. The students were gone for the day, but the chalkboard was full of the lesson’s notes and her desk was piled with papers to mark. “I can’t understand why anybody would want to hurt him.”
Felipe had spoken to a few of Señora Soto’s colleagues at Teo Silva’s school and they had all said the same thing. She was his form tutor. She saw him more than any of the other teachers. If she did not know anything, there was nothing to know, he thought.
“Did he seem to change at all over the last few months?” Felipe asked her. Señora Soto wore a faded pink cardigan and billowy white summer dress. She was round and plump and smiley, the epitome of a schoolteacher. “His mother said that he had started acting differently. She thought maybe he had a girlfriend.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Señora Soto said wistfully. “As close as I like to think I am with my students, I’d never presume to think that they’d share things like that with me.”
Felipe nodded, feeling disappointed.
“There was something curious though,” she said. Felipe looked at her, hopeful. “He used to stay and do his homework at the library, or in my classroom. I suppose he was a bit of a teacher’s pet in that respect. Until about six months ago. He started clock-watching. I noticed, because I can’t stand when students stare at the clocking counting down the seconds, and I was surprised that he’d started.”
“Do you know why?” Felipe asked.
“Oh goodness me no, he’d have never told me,” Señora Soto laughed him off. “But he started darting for the door the second the bell rang at the end of the day. He was eager to be somewhere, of that I’m certain.”
“And you have no idea where?”
Señora Soto thought deeply about it for a long moment. She let out a long breath.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I happened to see him from the window one afternoon, purely by chance, getting into a blue car at the school gates. He’d practically run out of the classroom that day. I don’t know who he was meeting though.”
“It happened often though?”
“Every day, or every other day at the least,” Señora Soto nodded. “I suppose he could’ve had a girlfriend then. He certainly preferred whoever it was than doing his homework.”
Felipe thanked her for her time and saw himself out of the classroom. He did not know if what she had told him was helpful. He had started meeting someone over the last six months. Could he have been dealing drugs? He wondered if he was working for Leon or Martin or another Sanguinito and had perhaps tried to stop himself getting any deeper into trouble, and that was why he was dead. Or maybe he had worked for a rival gang and Leon or someone else had known that.
It did not explain why Teo had been so keen to leave school each day, unless he was running from something. Felipe walked down the school corridor, trying to imagine what Teo had been keeping to himself.
He had contacted the police department in Queretaro to talk to Cristopher and see if he knew any more about what had been going on with his brother. He was waiting to hear back from them. He had questioned two of Teo’s friends, but neither of them had been willing to expose his secrets, if indeed they knew anything.
“He stopped hanging around with us,” one of his friends had said. “He didn’t tell us anything.”
“Yeah, he dropped us,” the second friend had agreed. “Like we’d never been friends at all.”
Felipe wanted to know what Teo had started doing in the last six months that had led to him dropping his school friends and had him running out of class the second the bell rang. He hoped that Cristopher would have some of those answers.
His phone vibrated on his belt and he answered Henrique’s call.
“Chance King is here to sign his statement,” Henrique told him. “He was asking for you.”
“Shit,” Felipe cursed. He had been at the school longer than he had realised. “Just get him to sign his statement, see if he can identify Leon’s photograph. You don’t need me there.”
“Okay,” Henrique murmured, and he was gone.
Felipe wondered if Chance would be disappointed not to have seen him. He thought that it was probably better that he had missed him. The last thing he wanted was for Henrique or Luisa, or God forbid, the jefe, to realise that something had happened between him and a witness.
The jefe was a conservative man, and he would not understand. He did not know how Henrique or Luisa would react to such a realisation. Luisa, he imagined, would not take it well given that they had been sleeping together until a few months ago.
No, it was probably for the best, he thought. He had Chance’s number, anyway, if he needed to contact him. He reminded himself that Chance was engaged. He was here for just two more weeks and then he would be flying down to Brazil and then God knew what his plans were.
On the drive back, Felipe considered taking a detour to visit Leon’s girlfriend Amarissa, but he decided against it. He did not want to run the risk of Leon himself answering the door. He recalled Leon’s record, the domestic violence call, in particular, and did not want to put Amarissa in danger if Leon were to find out he had spoken to her.
When Felipe returned to the police station, Chance was gone.
“He identified Leon,” Henrique recounted. “He signed his statement. No problems there.”
Felipe nodded, feeling a flash of heat at the memory of being with Chance, their bodies woven together beneath the sheets, at the guttural cries they had let out.
“You okay?” Henrique asked.
Felipe blushed and quickly nodded, dropping into his seat before his partner could read any further into whatever look had crossed his face.
Henrique watched him from the corner of his eye, apparently disturbed by whatever he had seen. Felipe tried to focus on the computer screen, to lose his interest. The phone rang on his desk and Felipe snatched it up, grateful for the distraction.
It was a policía from Queretaro.
“Did you speak with Cristopher?” Felipe asked him.
“No, señor,” the policía said. “We went to his accommodation and spoke to the students who lived there. They had never heard his name before.”
“What do you mean?”
“We checked with a clerk at the university,” the policía continued. “She checked their records. Cristopher Silva is not a student there. He never has been. He doesn’t study here in Queretaro, and he doesn’t live here. As far as I can tell, Cristopher Silva never left Mexico City.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Prosecutor’s Office refused to allow criminal charges against Leon Herrera or Martin Fonseca to be filed even with the signed witness statements.
Felipe growled upon hearing the news, and even the jefe appeared to share in his frustration.
“They don’t want to go up against Los Sanguinitos, not without an airtight case,” the jefe sighed, patting Felipe on the shoulder. “We’re already being crucified in the media.”
“Sí, for doing nothing,” Felipe protested.
He wanted to point out that the papers were vilifying them for exactly this. Irene Fierro was asserting that they were in the pockets of the cartels and this was only lending more credence to her fabrications. Perhaps, Felipe wondered, Irene knew more than he did. Maybe the Prosecutor’s Office had fallen under the cartel’s influence, either through bribery or blackmail, or some other coercion. If Luisa had suspected it, she had not brought any concerns to is attention.
“I’m sorry,” the jefe said, bringing their discussion to a close.
Felipe felt disappointed. The gun was missing, vanished like the missing witnesses. Not that another three witness statements would make any difference, given how the prosecutors did not want to proceed with eight eyewitnesses and security footage.
He was at his desk when Luisa approached him. She wore a defensive look, perhaps readying herself for his protests that her office was not going to allow charges even now.
“I’m sorry,” she said at once. “It wasn’t my decision. Guevera and Morales don’t want to throw resources at Leon Herrera. He’s a small fish. He’s nothing. If they go up against Los Sanguinitos, they want big results. Rivera has been pushing to drop the whole thing from the start.”
“What about justice for Teo Silva?” Felipe demanded.
Luisa shrugged.
“Like I said, I tried to get them onside,” she said. “Word is Rivera wants a promotion. He won’t get one if he gets into a long, drawn out battle against Los Sanguinitos. Better to not try, than to try and fail, in his eyes.”
Felipe did not press the point. He wondered if Rivera, Guevera or Morales were under the cartel’s influence. Rivera wanted a promotion, which didn’t necessarily mean anything. Guevera was stoically anti-cartel so he could not imagine that he was. He had prosecuted cases against other cartel affiliates before. Felipe did not know much about Morales, but even if he was corrupt, he surely did not have such influence over the rest of the Prosecutor’s Office.
Felipe left the office early, his mind wandering and unable to get any satisfaction from his work knowing that a prosecution was unlikely. He wondered how Hugo and Rita Silva would feel, knowing that their son’s killer might never be brought to justice.
He got caught in the rush hour traffic on the way home. He found his mind drifting to Cristopher Silva. He had done some digging of his own and found that the policía in Queretaro was right. Cristopher did not attend the university. Felipe could not understand why he would lie to his family. He recalled Rita’s assertions that her eldest son had put his troubles behind him. Maybe Cristopher just wanted his parents to believe that.
He wondered whether Teo had known about the deception. He had looked deeper into Cristopher’s background and found he had been arrested for possessing cannabis. He had not been charged. The evidence had disappeared and the policía had not deemed fit to charge him. Perhaps the policía had taken the drugs and smoked them for himself, Felipe thought.
Felipe took a detour, trying to avoid the traffic. He thought about Chance. He pulled his phone from his belt and found his name in his list of contacts.
He was engaged, Felipe reminded himself. He was just a tourist.
Perhaps that was why he wanted to see him again. There would be no complications, he reasoned. Not like Luisa, where he still had to work with her. Not like Constanza, who had broken his heart and yet had somehow wounded up back in his life.
With Chance it was different. They could spend the whole two weeks of his trip together if they wanted, and then Chance would fly away to his fiancé and his life in Brazil, and Felipe could move on and forget about him.
He dialled his number before he changed his mind. The phone rang and rang. No answer.
Felipe tried not to feel disappointed as he locked his phone and lurched forward in the traffic. He wondered if Chance was back in Zona Rosa, or if he was with someone else even now, but he did not think so. Chance had said he did not meet people often. Felipe felt privileged and he had not got the impression that Chance was lying.
When he reached home, Abuela was in the kitchen cooking. Felipe’s stomach rumbled but he did not go to the stove for a taste, retreating to the bathroom instead, where he stripped down and stood under the running water until he had almost used up all of the hot water.
Under the water, he felt his mind begin to clear. He did not want to think about Teo Silva or the Prosecutor’s Office, or jefe or Luisa. He wanted a respite from the case, from feeling like he was fighting a losing battle to bring a case against Leon Herrera and Martin Fonseca.
He let his mind fill with images from last night, of Chance’s touch, his soft cries, the feel of his body against his.
When he shut of the shower and went into his bedroom, towel wrapped around his waist, leaving damp footprints along the landing, he saw a missed call on his phone.
It was from Chance. Felipe was about to call him back, when his phone flashed with an incoming call. This time it was not him.
“We have a problem,” Henrique said when Felipe answered. “One of the witnesses, Bianca Villegas.”
Felipe remembered her. The young blonde girl.
“What about her?”
“She’s been posting about the murder online,” Henrique said. “The news channels have picked up on her name.”
“What’s she playing at?” Felipe hissed.
Most witnesses were terrified at the prospect of being identified, especially if they had given a statement against someone in a violent cartel. Bianca seemed to think she was immune. Felipe hung up and switched on the small television that hung on the wall across from his bed.
He flicked through the channels until he stopped on Valentina Vasquez, a newscaster, who was giving her report stood outside a judicial building, for dramatic effect, Felipe assumed. Her dark hair whipped around her blue-blazer clad shoulders as she shouted into the microphone so as to be heard over the wind.
“One of the witnesses to Teo Silva’s brutal murder took to social media earlier today to express her disappointment at the delays in bringing the gunmen to justice, and to offer her condolences to the victim’s family,” Valentina was saying. The screen was filled with screenshots of Bianca’s various posts across her social media accounts. “Bianca Villegas, a fashion blogger and Instagram influencer, witnessed the gang slaying at Metro Polanco station with her boyfriend Tomas. She is yet to confirm whether she believes the policía are orchestrating an attempt to shield the gunmen from justice, but she has posted the mugshot of Leon Herrera, the suspected gunman, with a caption stating Yes he did it,” Valentina continued, as a screenshot of her post filled the screen.
Felipe could hardly believe what he was seeing.
“Her posts bring the policía under further scrutiny tonight,” Valentina continued, “As the victim’s family and friends demand justice, which the government seems unwilling, or incapable, of providing.”
Felipe switched off the television. He cursed Valentina Vasquez, and Irene Fierro for starting the story, as he wondered if Bianca Villegas realised the danger that she had put herself in.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

With Godfredo asleep in the bedroom, Constanza tidied the kitchen, washing the plate that her husband had used to eat the leftovers when he had finished his shift. She did not turn on the radio, worried that she would hear a story about Teo Silva.
Even without hearing the news, she could not stop thinking about it. She should have known that the station would have security cameras, but she had convinced herself that she was just being paranoid, that nobody would recognise her.
She had not counted on Felipe being on the case.
Her pulse quickened at the thought of him. Though he had been on her mind the last few days, as she weighed up whether she could turn to him or not, it had been a shock to see him standing at the bar, looking as good as he had always done, his eyes locked on to hers. She had tried to play it cool, to pretend that seeing him did not send a thousand spears into her heart. Whether she had succeeded, she was not sure.
She had seen him looking at her wedding ring, and she had been almost embarrassed that she was wearing it, that he might believe she had found someone better than him. Godfredo and Felipe, there was no comparison.
When Silvia had appeared, Constanza had seen her escape and flung herself into the staff toilets, taking several minutes to compose herself and steady her breathing. Silvia had knocked on the door to check on her and she had called back a reassurance, though it must not have been convincing because her friend gave her curious glances for the rest of the night.
After she had returned to the bar, Constanza had been both worried, but also hopeful, that Felipe would still be there, cradling his bottle of beer, waiting for her. He had gone. The bottle had been tidied away, leaving no sign that she had not just imagined his reappearance in her life.
He knew where she worked now, knew that she had seen Teo Silva’s murder.
She had been about to say something before Silvia had interrupted. She was not even sure what she would have said, but she had wanted to unburden herself, blurt out everything and let him take care of it. Take care of her.
Everything about what she had seen, how she had only been at the station because she was trying to escape from her husband. 
She wanted to tell him, had considered trying to contact him and arrange a meeting, but now she questioned whether it was a good idea. Felipe had recognised her, of course he had, but he had come alone, and he had not forced her to talk, had not pressured her, had not followed her, flashing his badge to make her tell him whatever he wanted to know.
Perhaps he was trying to protect her, was giving her a chance to avoid being dragged into this whole mess. She wanted to believe this, wanted someone to trust.
She washed her hands in the sink and dried them on a faded kitchen towel, her wedding ring glinting under the strip lighting overhead.
The truth was, she realised, that she did not know who she could trust.
If, indeed, there was anybody at all.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The funeral procession was long as Teo’s coffin was transported in a black hearse adorned with flowers from the Silva’s modest house in Atizapan de Zaragoza, an outward suburb of Mexico City, to the church at which he would be laid to rest.
Felipe had not intended to attend the proceedings, and he did not usually do so for the cases that he had worked in the past, but this time was different. Perhaps it was Teo’s age, perhaps the senselessness of the murder, or the fact that a week on from his death, Leon Herrera and Martin Fonseca remained free.
He stood at the back of the crowd as the priests prayed over the coffin, far from his loved ones and the cameras that caught every second of the proceedings, the fierce sun beating down on the heads of the black-clad mourners. He saw Mr and Mrs Silva at the front, clinging to each other in their grief. Rita clasped a tissue to stem the steady flow of tears. Hugo looked as if he was beyond the stage of tears now. Beside them, a young man who looked remarkably like Teo wept openly. Felipe knew him to be Cristopher, Teo’s older brother. Felipe wondered why Cristopher was lying about attending university, and whether Teo had protected his brother’s secrets. If he had, the secrets were going to the grave with him.
It had been a week since Teo had died and he felt as if he was no closer now to getting Leon and Martin charged with murder than he had been when he had first stepped foot on the platform of the metro station. The Silva family shared his thoughts. Though they had stopped calling for updates, the silence only confirmed their growing anger towards him.
Then last night Irene Fierro had struck once more. This time she delivered an exclusive interview with the Silva family. Felipe could not blame the grieving parents for venting their frustration with the case, but it had hurt all the same.
Irene’s story had quickly been picked up the rest of the media outlets, her accusations against the police and prosecutors for being corrupt, and allusions to connections between prosecutors and Los Sanguinitos, given more sway with the Silva family giving it their backing.
Luisa had poured scorn on the suggestions, but even she could not explain why her superiors at the Prosecutor’s Office were refusing to pursue charges against the gunmen. Rivera was tight-lipped and stubborn, perhaps hoping it would all blow over, as these storms usually did in Mexico, and would be forgotten about in time for his promotion.
He drifted away from the crowd as the service drew to an end. He did not want to intrude on the family’s grief and follow them to the velario, the wake. As he left the graveyard, he glanced back at the slowly dispersing mourners. He had many questions for Cristopher, but he could not ask them, not yet.
He walked quickly back to his car, hoping that the Silva family would not spot his retreating back. He did not know whether they would think it inappropriate or not, and he did not want to risk exacerbating their anger further. He could already imagine the furious headlines penned by Irene Fierro.
Back at the police station, he found Luisa at his desk. She was tapping furiously on the keyboard, phone pressed to her ear. Henrique shrugged at the questioning look he gave him.
Felipe hovered until Luisa hung up, slamming the phone into its cradle with a curse. She spoke before he even had to ask her.
“That was Bianca Villegas’s father,” Luisa told him. She shook her head. “He apparently only just found out that his daughter gave a witness statement about Teo Silva’s murder. Hard to believe given the fact she’s told just about everyone on social media with all her posts about it. Anyway, he wants us to tear up her statement and drop her name from the case.”
Felipe let out a long breath of air.
“Did he give a reason?” Felipe asked.
“The news repeating the fact that a cartel is involved in the murder probably doesn’t help,” Luisa said, her expression matching Felipe’s quickly souring mood. “Bianca hasn’t exactly kept quiet about it, either. Another of her posts has been brought up on a few news channels.”
Felipe wondered at her stupidity. She had clearly not understood him when he had advised her not to speak about the case in case it went to trial.
“Show me,” Felipe said.
Luisa pulled up a news site on the screen and flicked through articles and images. Felipe bent down as she loaded a video clip. Valentina Vasquez was speaking about the murder, reiterating Irene Fierro’s assertions that the police were covering it all up because of the cartel connection. She mentioned the interview with Teo’s family, asserting that they too believed the police were corrupt. Vasquez even seemed to suggest that the murder was a cartel-ordered hit. Felipe gritted his teeth at the blatant lies. Irene Fierro had a lot to answer for. The video went on for another twenty seconds before a screenshot of Bianca’s Instagram post flashed up on the screen.
Though she had made numerous spelling mistakes and half the words were in text-speak, she had managed to endanger herself with just two sentences and a bunch of emojis. The screenshot had not blurred out her username or profile picture.
Anyone could track down her page now. He was sure Bianca was loving the attention. No doubt she felt like a reality-star this morning. Her father apparently did not share her views, and Felipe did not blame him for panicking.
Though he felt for the man, Felipe did not intend to lose a witness over this. The whole case was hinged on just eight witnesses and the security footage. They could not afford to lose a single piece of evidence against Leon Herrera.
“Has Bianca asked to withdraw her statement herself?” he asked Luisa when the clip ended.
Her look darkened, reading between the lines.
“No, just her father,” Luisa replied carefully.
“Did he say that she wanted to withdraw it?” Felipe asked.
He could not imagine Bianca wanted to risk losing all of the attention she had gained for herself by withdrawing her statement.
“No, I didn’t get the impression that he had even consulted her about it,” Luisa said.
“Good,” Felipe said. “We only withdraw her statement if she specifically asks us to.”
Luisa nodded.
“There’s something else,” Luisa said. “I had a call from Victor and Hortensia Govea.”
“Did they ask to -” Felipe started, but she shook her head.
“They’ve withdrawn their statements,” Luisa cut across him, lips pursing. “They heard the news. Pia Zaragoza withdrew hers as well.”
“You didn’t stop them?”
“I tried,” Luisa replied. “There wasn’t much I could do.”
Felipe kicked his desk. Luisa jumped. Henrique’s dark look matched his own.
They had only five witnesses now. Bianca and her boyfriend. Ramone the security guard. Dario Otero, the businessman. And Chance King.
He wondered if Constanza had heard the stories. She must have done, they were everywhere. He wanted to reach out to her, to reassure her, but he did not think his overtures would be welcome. He hesitated, considering whether to tell Henrique and Luisa that he could identify one of the missing witnesses. It might offer her some degree of protection, if it came to that.
At least Chance was safe. He did not watch the Mexican news and his Spanish was so-so. He was oblivious to the headlines the case was making, and Felipe hoped it stayed that way. They had messaged a few times since their night at the hotel in Buenavista, and if Felipe felt bad for keeping him in the dark then he lost no sleep over it. It was for his own good, he told himself.
Felipe stopped. He would protect them both, Constanza and Chance. Chance was better off not knowing all the frightening details about what he had found himself in the middle of, and right now the best thing Felipe could do for Constanza was to leave her as an unidentified, unnamed witness, far from the circus that this case was fast becoming.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Bianca Villegas was loving her life.
One of her Instagram posts had been picked up by a few news channels, then a few more, and soon she was getting calls from newspapers and television channels to give interviews about what she had witnessed. Her post had reached thousands of likes and comments and shares. She had even had to switch off her notifications, her phone had been buzzing so much it had started to drive her crazy.
She felt like a Kardashian. Though she knew that this was all down to the murder and the surrounding intrigue, all the attention she was receiving was the publicity she had always craved. Her followers had jumped by a few thousand and her friends were blowing up her phone wondering at how crazy it was that she was on the news. She was practically a celebrity now.
The roof was down on her sports car and she half-expected paparazzi to snap some pictures as she cruised through a red light at a junction as she drove towards Bellavista.
“You should have stopped babe,” Tomas half-heartedly chastised her from the front passenger seat, one arm hanging out of the side of the car, the other draped over the back of her chair. His hair was windswept, and he wore dark sunglasses that she had picked out for him as a birthday present last year. He was shirtless, and Bianca felt pleased to show him off, glancing at his athletic, soccer figure.
“What are the cops going to do?” Bianca asked airily, with a laugh. “I’m like their star witness or something, you know? If I get pulled over, it’s for an autograph.”
She could not tell if he rolled his eyes or not behind the sunglasses, but he smiled, returning his gaze to the road ahead.
Bianca turned up the radio as her favourite song came on, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel in time to the beat. Her phone vibrated where she had put it next to the gear stick. Tomas checked the caller ID for her and held it up for her to see.
It was her father.
“Reject the call,” Bianca said, shaking her head. She felt her mood sour a little. “I’m still not talking to daddy.”
Tomas did as she had told him and put the phone back down.
“You have to talk to him at some point,” Tomas said. “He’s worried about you, that’s all.”
“He’s jealous, not worried,” Bianca snapped, shoving her foot on the brake as she approached a red light. She changed her mind and hit the accelerate, breezing through the lights, glancing behind her to make sure she had not been seen. A few cars beeped their horns, but she ignored them. “He had to work for his money, and he’s pissed off that I’m not going to have to.”
“Babe, these interviews, all these exclusives you’re being offered, they aren’t going to last forever,” Tomas said. He sounded amused, and Bianca glared at him.
“Whatever,” she shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t have to talk to him. I want him to know how angry I am with him. I can stay at yours tonight.”
“Sure, babe.”
Bianca wanted to wrap her hands around an iced margarita now. She would use daddy’s credit card, of course. She would spend so much today he would regret being so mean to her. She put her foot down, hitting an amber light and not slowing down.
She took her eyes off the road for a second to look for her pack of cigarettes. They were slim filters in a pretty-pink packet. She fumbled to slide one out of the packet.
“Keep your eyes on the road, babe,” Tomas told her. A few people beeped at her. He scrambled around for her lighter and passed it to her with a disapproving look.
Bianca inhaled deeply, then blew the smoke out. Tomas did not smoke, too focused on his future as a soccer star. If she was honest with herself, she had only taken up smoking because she knew it would upset her parents. She had succeeded in that, but she had been unable to kick the habit since.
They drove past the familiar caution signs, and Tomas warned her again to slow down. The road veered sharply as it twisted over the treacherous gorge. A thousand-foot drop to the deep waters beneath bordered the road on either side.
Bianca was a careless driver, but even she took precaution here. She tapped the brake as they approached the first bend. The road ahead was empty for once. There was nothing worse than being stuck behind someone who was overcautious, crawling along at thirty. She tapped the brake again but there was no resistance against her foot. The car did not slow down.
“Babe, you need to slow down,” Tomas said.
“I’m trying,” Bianca said.
Panic flickered inside the pit of her stomach. She pressed the brake more firmly now. Nothing. She took the bend too fast, the tyres screeching as she went over the line into the other lane. Tomas shouted something, but Bianca could not hear him over the wind whipping about their faces.
She hit the brakes hard. Her foot went to the floor, but still nothing happened. The brakes were not working. The car was going too fast and was picking up more speed. She felt powerless as she steered into the next curve, sharper than the first one. Her knuckles were white on the steering wheel as tyres screeched again. An oncoming car broke hard as she entered the lane, a long horn sounding.
“Bianca, use the fucking brakes,” Tomas shouted at her. His sunglasses had come off on the last bend, but he made no attempt to pick them up off the floor by his feet. He stared ahead, his face pale with fear.
“They won’t work,” Bianca screamed at him.
She pressed them over and over. The next turn was sharper still, and the cars approaching in the other lane showed no sign of slowing down. Bianca had no way to let them know that her car was out of control.
She tried to control the car, flashed her headlights in an attempt to warn them, knowing that she was going far too fast to take the bend. Sweat dripped from her forehead as the car span out of her control. The steering wheel took on a life of its own. Tyres screeched. Horns blasted from other cars. Tomas let out a scream, staring out of the windscreen as if transfixed. Their surroundings turned into a blur of concrete as they span.
Bianca could not scream, could not even think. She felt hot urine between her legs, dampening her shorts and pooling in the seat beneath her.
Fear consumed her as the car hit the barrier at the side of the road. The barrier was no match for the speed of the car. They hit it as if it were a ramp.
For a split second that felt like an eternity, all Bianca could see through the windscreen was the bright blue of the sky. Her stomach jumped into her throat at the weightless sensation that overcame her, and then they were falling.
The convertible twisted in the air and then they were upside down. Bianca still could not find the air in her lungs to scream as she forced her eyes shut as the ground rushed up to meet them.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

La Burguesa was a burger joint near the centre of Mexico City, a short drive from Chance’s Buenavista hotel. Felipe had sent him directions and they now sat outside on the street, across the small plastic table from each other, biting into their greasy, homemade burgers.
“This is delicious,” Chance groaned in between mouthfuls.
“I told you,” Felipe grinned.
It was one of his favourite meals out and Felipe was not sure why he had decided to invite Chance here. He wanted him to enjoy himself in Mexico City, sure, but he wanted to impress him too. He tried not to think of the case as he watched a trickle of grease run down Chance’s chin and drip onto the napkin on the table.
Chance realised and wiped it away with the back of his hand, blushing with embarrassment. Felipe smiled contentedly as they ate.
They had messaged frequently. At first Felipe had just been glad to know that Chance was safe, and slowly the conversation had turned more personal. They joked with each other. Chance told him what he was doing during his various trips around the city. He messaged more in the evenings, when he said he was in his suite alone and Felipe had to swallow down the urge to ask if he could come over, though he was certain it was implied in Chance’s messages.
Though Felipe had not told him to avoid mentioning it, Chance seemed to sense that he did not want to talk about the case, or work in general, and so they did not mention it. Chance told him about the walk he had taken to Mexico City Zoo, where he lamented the sad-looking animals that lived there.
“I’ve never seen animals look suicidal before,” Chance sighed, and Felipe could not help but smile. “I’m sure those monkeys were trying to send me an SOS.”
“At least you didn’t get burnt today,” Felipe offered.
“I almost drowned in the torrential rain though,” Chance joked.
“It’s a shame, I could’ve rubbed some sun lotion on,” Felipe said, attempting to flirt.
“Well, it looks like it may rain again,” Chance said, eyeing the sky. “Perhaps you can come back to Buenavista and help towel me dry.”
Felipe licked his lips, unable to stop himself. He liked the natural chatter they had between them. Now that Felipe was in Chance’s presence, the thought of letting him go back to the hotel alone was one he could not consider.
The decision must have shown on his face, for Chance smiled widely.
“That’s a yes, then?” he asked.
Felipe nodded, grinning into his napkin as he wiped the grease from his mouth.
He paid for the food and led the way across the street to his car. Chance climbed into the passenger seat and stroked the back of Felipe’s hand with his fingertips as he turned the engine on. Felipe paused, turning to look at him. Chance smiled softly. His eyes looked tenderly at him, and Felipe wondered if he was starting to have feelings for him.
Chance leant closer and kissed him lightly on the lips. Felipe felt a rush, glancing out of the windscreen in case anybody had seen them. Chance murmured an apology, and Felipe reached over and squeezed his hand in his.
“No, I’m sorry,” Felipe said. “I’m just not used to this level of…tenderness.”
“With a guy or just in general?” Chance asked.
“Both,” Felipe admitted.
“Me too,” Chance sighed.
Felipe shot him a questioning look as he pulled away from the side of the street.
“You’re engaged though,” he pointed out.
“Bill isn’t very big on showing his emotions,” Chance said quietly.
“Neither am I,” Felipe admitted.
Chance fell quiet. Felipe did not want to sour the mood, thinking of trying to change the subject.
“Sorry, I haven’t heard from him in a few days,” Chance said. “That’s why I’m being morose.”
“Don’t worry,” Felipe said. “I’ll try my best to cheer you up.”
They both laughed, and Felipe felt the tension ease, the atmosphere lightening. The heavy rain started again outside, drumming on the roof of the car, but he felt at ease for the first time in a long time, sat listening to Chance talk.
He was pulling up to the underground carpark at his hotel when Chance’s phone rang in his pocket. He apologised as he fumbled for it, and then his smile evaporated. Felipe caught a glimpse of the caller’s name on the screen.
Bill.
“I’m sorry,” Chance groaned. “I should -”
“No problem,” Felipe said, trying to hide his disappointment. “You go, talk to him.”
Chance looked downbeat as he leant over and kissed him lightly on the cheek, and then clambered from the car as he put the phone to his ear. Felipe watched him run through the hotel doors, head bowed against the rain. He glanced back over his shoulder and gave him a wave.
Felipe waved back and drove away. He was surprised by how dismayed he was that their date, if that was what it had been, had been cut short. He did not know whether it was this disappointment or if it was jealousy that now clawed at him.




CHAPTER THIRTY

Car accidents were a common occurrence in Mexico City. There were hundreds each day on the streets of the capital, from fender-benders to fatal collisions and everything in between. Driving licences could be obtained by anyone over the age of seventeen, no test or lessons required.
The gorge road winding towards Bellavista was a particularly dangerous stretch of road. Accidents on the road had led to signs being put up and traffic calming measures installed, and the number had dropped. Everyone who knew the roads knew to slow down here, to be careful. The chances of survival if you went off the side of the road here was zero and that thought alone was usually enough to make even the most careless of drivers hit the brakes.
Apparently, Bianca Villegas had not been one such person, Felipe thought, as he surveyed the scene of the crash. The road was cordoned off by police tape and the whir of helicopter blades overhead was almost deafening as it prepared to pluck the wreckage from the depths of the gorge. Heavy rain beat down on the roofs of the vehicles and the road, and Felipe bent his head low as he climbed out of his car.
Henrique had called him with the news and Felipe had driven straight to the scene of the crash. He did not need to be here, but when news had come into the station of the crash and the identity of the car’s occupants, he had wanted to see the scene for himself. He did not know why but he had needed to be here.
It came as no surprise to him, or anyone else at the scene, that both Bianca and Tomas were dead. They had plummeted thousands of feet and the fear alone was almost conducive to a heart attack. The impact as it had smashed off the sides of the canyon had crumpled the car beyond recognition, and it had then been submerged beneath the icy water below. Nobody could have hoped to survive such a crash.
Felipe wondered if she had been on her phone or if they had been arguing, trying to think of an explanation as to how such a crash could have occurred.
“There are no tyre tracks,” the crime scene operator shouted to him to be heard over the helicopter, gesturing to the road beneath them. His beard was sopping wet with rain. “Normally in an accident there are dark tyre tracks that indicate a hard brake to try and avoid a collision.”
“What does that mean?” Felipe shouted back.
“The brakes weren’t used,” the man replied. He shook his head. “She didn’t even try and stop.”
Felipe wondered if he had heard him right. It was impossible. Even if she had been going too fast, if she had been distracted by something, she would have tried to brake after she lost control of the car, if not before.
“We’ll know more once we’ve examined the car,” the man told him. “Well, what’s left of it.”
Felipe nodded. There was nothing for him to do here. He asked the man to send him a copy of the report once it had been made and returned to his own car.
He sat behind the wheel but did not start the engine. Of the eight witnesses who had given statements, two were now dead. It was a tragic accident, an unlucky coincidence as far as his case was concerned. Or was it?
His mind raced at the possibilities that now presented themselves. Bianca’s name had been in the news, everyone knew that she was a witness to Teo Silva’s murder. Now she was dead.
He put the key in the ignition and as the engine spluttered into life, Felipe wondered how far Carlos Herrera and the Sanguinitos were willing to go to protect one of their own.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Abuela was already in bed when Felipe let himself into his flat and re-heated the beef enchiladas that she had left on the stove for him. He was tired, worn out from a day that had been both unproductive and unexpected.
He had returned to the station deflated after seeing the scene of Bianca and Tomas’s crash. The loss of two witnesses was important, but he did not risk sharing his concern with Luisa and Henrique. He did not want to panic them or be laughed off. Nor did he want to confirm that he was indeed considering the thought, even to himself.
It was just a tragic accident, he had told himself repeatedly throughout the rest of the day. He wondered if Irene Fierro and the other media outlets would link the deaths to Teo Silva’s case. He had been sure that it would not be long before Bianca’s death was discovered by the journalists.
Before his shift had ended, Felipe did not need to wonder any longer.
It was Valentina Vasquez who had broken the story first, and Felipe at least felt some satisfaction that Irene Fierro had not managed that. The news channels began reporting that Bianca Villegas had been killed in an accident just a week after giving a statement against a gunman linked to Los Sanguinitos. Soon it was over all the news channels, and then the accident was being reported as ‘suspicious’ as well as ‘tragic’.
He had hoped that they would not find out that Tomas had also been a witness, but thanks to Bianca’s post which had obliviously mentioned Tomas being at the scene of Teo’s murder with her, the news exploded. Two witnesses were dead, both beautiful and photogenic, and soon the channels were filled with photos of the young couple.
Felipe had worried about Constanza. Not only that she must be scared seeing the news covering the case, but also a lurking fear that if the cartel really was targeting witnesses, then she was under threat, even if nobody did yet know she was connected to the case.
He thought of Chance too. He had put his trust in him, and Felipe had not told him what was going on with the case. He saw a text message from Chance. Bill had been tired and had spoken only briefly on the phone, and did Felipe want to come over? They could watch a movie and chat, Chance had suggested, though Felipe knew exactly what would happen if he went to the hotel.
Feeling guilty for keeping secrets from him, he replied telling him he was working late. Chance had replied a second later. He understood, he said, but it sounded like he was disappointed all the same.
Felipe ate standing in the kitchen, starting to feel the exhaustion creeping in now that he was back at home and was having some food. He tried not to think about today, knowing that he would end up having another restless night of disturbed sleep and disorientating dreams.
It was a coincidence, he repeated like a mantra to himself, as he finished eating and washed the empty pan under the faucet. Just a coincidence.
He sat down on the sofa, flicking through the channels on the television, but could not settle to anything, his mind on Constanza, and her alone. He switched it off and showered for bed. As he climbed into bed, he wondered how his life would be if he had not betrayed Constanza all those years before, if perhaps she would be nestled in his arms, her head on his chest as he held her close, if they would have children sleeping in the second bedroom.
He slept restlessly, unable to switch off his thoughts completely. Sunlight crept through the gap in the curtains as he woke, startled that he had slept through his alarm. With his mind preoccupied last night, he had forgotten to set it, he realised as he checked his phone, finding no new messages, at least none that needed his attention.
Abuela was in the kitchen, the smell of her cooking wafting through the flat as Felipe showered and joined her when he was dressed and ready to hit the road. Abuela shook her head disapprovingly when she realised that he did not intend to stay for breakfast.
“You need to keep your strength up,” she chastised him, but did not stop him from getting his keys and heading for the front door.
He waved goodbye and left the flat. As he joined the traffic, he kept an eye on his phone, anxious as he waited to hear back from the expert who was examining Bianca Villegas’s car. He could not shake the thought that she had been targeted. If she had, then all the witnesses could be in danger. He tried not to think about Constanza, whether he was making a mistake keeping her name from the investigation, if his hesitation was putting her in danger by leaving her without protection.
He would have to evaluate the situation once the expert had reached his conclusions about the crash and Felipe knew all the facts.
Henrique was in the office when he arrived. He shook his head before Felipe even had a chance to ask if the report was in.
It was noon when the initial report came in for Bianca and Tomas’s car crash. The expert had inspected the wreckage and found something suspicious. Felipe felt himself tense.
The brakes on the car had been cut.
Somebody had wanted Bianca Villegas dead.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Ramone Zegarra strolled through the ticket hall and waved at Marisa, the plump, new, twentysomething ticket officer. She did not even bother to wave back, just stared at him for a moment, blinked twice, unsmiling, then returned her attention, or inattention, to a customer in front of the glass window. He did not let it bother him. Some people were naturally sociable, and others were most definitely not, he figured.
He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and they jangled as he unlocked the Staff Only door. He felt a sense of authority having access to such a room and his chest swelled with pride as he went inside the room. The banks of screens were already on, watched over by Daniel, another newbie to the metro station, half his age but with half his energy. Daniel was almost drooling, eyes half shut, when Ramone walked over to him.
“Buenas tardes,” Ramone greeted him. “You can go now. I’ll take it from here.”
Their shifts were supposed to overlap by half an hour so they could report any updates or suspicious activity, but Daniel never seemed to have paid any attention to his morning shift, and so had nothing to report. Ramone did not mind. He preferred working alone at any rate.
“Gracias,” Daniel murmured, voice groggy from the nap he had no doubt been taking. Ramone rolled his eyes as he took off his high vis jacket and hung it up on the wall, then grabbed his rucksack and left the office with a nod and a grunt.
Ramone was relieved when the door closed after him. He wondered how the new generation would cope with the pressures of the world today. If it was the likes of Marisa and Daniel to run things, he dreaded to think of what would become of humanity.
Perhaps he was just getting old and cranky, jaded by the loss of his precious wife. Though he smiled and whistled whilst he worked, just as he had always done, there was no happiness in his heart now without Eva waiting for him at home when his shift ended.
Work was a distraction for him, a welcome one.
He pulled on his high vis jacket and fastened the utilities belt around his waist, clipping the keys to them for safekeeping. He glanced up at the monitors, then over at the cluttered desk and cabinet. It was a second before he realised that something was missing.
The video tape, the security footage from the night that the poor boy had been murdered.
His manager had ordered him to make a back-up copy, and Ramone had kept it on top of the filing cabinet, knowing that Daniel never so much as looked in that direction and they were the only two besides his manager to have keys to the room.
Ramone panicked. He checked the tape had not fallen behind the cabinet and then he dove out of the room after Daniel, calling his name. Marisa watched with disinterest from her stool at the ticket counter.
Daniel stopped at the top of the steps, shoulders slouched, looking frustrated that he was being stopped from leaving.
“What happened to the tape?” Ramone asked him. “The security footage tape, on top of the filing cabinet? Where is it?”
Daniel shrugged, blinking hard in the daylight above the ground.
Ramone sighed, feeling himself deflate. He hoped that he would not get into trouble. He wondered if Daniel would, if he had indeed been asleep on the job and let someone steal the tape.
He had no choice now but to call his supervisor and then the police.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Felipe hovered on the corner of the alleyway that led to the back entrance of the El Casa de Rosas, looking up and down the street, anxious at the prospect of seeing Constanza again. He wore jeans and a sweatshirt and passers-by did not give him a second glance, except for one woman in a short skirt and heavy make-up, who eyed him up and then walked on, perhaps finding him lacking.
He had waited for ten minutes, battling with himself as to whether this was a good idea, and just deciding that he should probably leave, when he caught sight of Constanza walking along the pavement towards him.
She wore jeans, a casual blouse, and trainers, her hair tied up in a ponytail. She carried a sports bag and he guessed that she would change once she arrived at work. He pushed off from the wall he had been leant against and Constanza stopped when she saw him, eyes widening with surprise. Her lips almost curved into a smile, but Felipe felt his stomach lurch when she frowned, her eyebrows knitting together in worry.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded. She crossed her arms defensively. “I told you I can’t help you with the case and I meant it.”
Felipe nodded, chastened by her cold tones.
“I know, and I understand,” Felipe said. He felt sheepish now for coming. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
Constanza seemed to soften, just a little, her shoulders relaxing slightly.
“Is what they’re saying on the news true?” she asked. “That two witnesses died yesterday?”
Felipe nodded.
“Is it because of what they saw?” Constanza asked. She hesitated, tensing again. “Am I in danger?” Her voice was controlled, as she tried not to betray her fear.
“Maybe,” Felipe said. He had to be honest with her. He swallowed hard, seeing the anxiety on her face. “The brakes on the girl’s car were cut,” he told her, “but we don’t have proof that it’s connected. You just have to be careful, but nobody knows you were there, so you should be safe.”
“You’re not going to make me give a statement?” Constanza asked.
Felipe considered the question. He shook his head.
“No, I just want to protect you,” he admitted.
Constanza looked at him tenderly, and Felipe felt a rush. They were silent for a moment, both thinking words they would not speak. Constanza broke the silence.
“I’m sorry,” she said, surprising him. She blushed at his gaze. “For not coming forward, for not helping you with your case. I shouldn’t have left, I should have -” She stopped, shaking her head, and Felipe wondered if she was worried that she was letting down her guard too much, weighing up whether she could trust him after all these years. She sighed, blinking hard as if to stop herself from crying. “I was leaving Godfredo. That’s why I was there.”
“Godfredo?” Felipe asked, then realisation dawned. The suitcase. “You were leaving your husband?” Constanza nodded. “Why?” Felipe asked, before he could stop himself.
Constanza hesitated, and Felipe almost saw her withdraw, her guard going back up to protect herself.
“It doesn’t matter,” she shook her head. “But I can’t let him find out, I just can’t, that’s why I can’t give a statement and why I left before the police arrived. If he found out -” She trailed off, shaking her head.
Felipe felt a rush of concern. Reading it in his eyes, Constanza shrugged it off.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said, attempting to keep her voice light. She gestured down the alleyway, towards the back exit to the club. “I should probably get inside.”
Felipe nodded his understanding, though neither of them moved.
“Gracias,” Constanza murmured. “For letting me know.”
Felipe reached into his pocket and pulled out his card, handing it to her. She took it, their fingers brushing gently, sending a jolt from his fingertips all the way through his body.
“It has my number on it,” he said. “I wrote my mobile number on the back too, just in case.”
Constanza hesitated, holding the card in her hand as if unsure whether to accept it or not.
“Just let me know if you need help,” Felipe said, feeling awkward, the heat rushing to his face. “Or if you need me, or anything,” he stammered, self-conscious now.
Constanza nodded, sliding the card into her pocket. Felipe was relieved she had taken it, that she had his number.
“Bye then,” she said, moving closer as if to embrace him, or kiss his cheek, but then she thought better of it and jerkily walked around him down the alleyway. She glanced back over her shoulder, giving him a soft smile, and then went inside.
Felipe realised his heart was racing. He walked the block to his car, thinking about what he had learnt. Constanza was leaving her husband but she had seemed genuinely afraid that he might find out. He wondered what had driven her to pack a suitcase and leave. He tried to shake the thoughts away, knowing that it was none of his business and that she could take care of herself.
Still, he felt relieved knowing she had his number, that she would call him if she was in trouble. He had meant what he had told her. He would protect her.
The radio on his dashboard crackled and the car filled with Henrique’s voice.
“I’m on the way to Metro Polanco station,” he said. “There’s been a break-in.”
Felipe did not ask why they were attending the scene of a break-in. He sensed the urgency and the concern in his partner’s voice, and he turned the engine over and hit the accelerator.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Felipe drove as fast as he could in the gridlocked traffic. He switched on the siren and the car in front jerked hard away, giving him enough space to squeeze through the gap, but it still took him twenty minutes to reach the metro station. He arrived just as Henrique did.
Ramone Zegarra was waiting for them in the ticket hall in his high vis jacket. Beside him a younger man stood slouching, itching his unshaven chin, looking as if he had been berated already.
“Can you tell us what’s happened?” Felipe asked when they approached.
“It’s the security footage,” Ramone explained. “From the night that the boy -” he trailed off, shaking his head. “My boss wanted me to make a back-up copy, just in case. The system deletes the tapes after twenty-four hours normally. It’s gone.”
“Gone?” Felipe repeated. “As in stolen? Or missing?”
Ramone shrugged, shooting a frustrated look at the man beside him.
“Ask him,” he replied, jerking his head to his colleague. “He was on duty when it happened. Luckily I noticed or it could have been days before we realised.”
The younger man seemed to slouch even more as all eyes turned to him.
“What’s your name?” Felipe asked.
“Daniel,” he replied. “Daniel Lopez.”
“Do you know what happened to that tape, Daniel?” Felipe asked.
Daniel shifted uncomfortably, unable to meet his eyes. It was clear that he did indeed know what had happened to it. He opened his mouth to speak, but something over Felipe’s shoulder caught his eye and he straightened at once, lips snapping shut.
Felipe turned as a greying man in an ill-fitting suit hurried towards them looking furious. He introduced himself as the station manager, Ivan, and shook Felipe’s hand before glaring at Daniel.
“What did you do?” he demanded of his employee. He shook his head, turning to Felipe. “I must apologize. He’s new here, only a few months, still on probation. This is definitely not up to our usual security measures, I must add.”
Ramone had taken a step back as if itching to escape the conversation. Daniel’s forehead looked damp with sweat now and Felipe could almost have allowed himself to feel sorry for him, but pity was not an emotion he needed right now.
“What happened to the tape?” he repeated his question.
Daniel swallowed hard and studiously avoided looking at anyone, his eyes firmly on his feet.
“Did someone break into the office?” Felipe asked.
Daniel shook his head.
“Did you give the tape to someone?”
Daniel looked up at him, and Felipe knew that he had. Slowly, he nodded. Ramone looked surprised, and Ivan looked incredulous.
“Who did you give it to?” Felipe asked, before Ivan could say anything.
“Some guy,” Daniel mumbled. “He didn’t give his name. I was just walking around, and he came up to me and asked for the footage. I said no, but he offered me some money.”
“How much?”
“Seven thousand pesos,” Daniel replied. He looked ashamed now. “I couldn’t say no.”
“You could and should have said exactly that,” Ivan erupted. He was red-faced, probably a mixture of fury at his employee and embarrassment that the police had been called out again to the station he was managing. He stepped forward, trembling with anger. “Where is the money?”
Daniel shrugged. He looked from Felipe to Ivan, and then pulled a handful of notes out of his trouser pockets. Ivan snatched them out of his hand.
“This is not your money,” Ivan reprimanded him. “This will go towards your colleagues. And you can clean out your locker. You’re fired.”
Daniel looked close to tears now, but he nodded glumly.
“Do you know why he wanted the tape?” Felipe asked.
Daniel shook his head. Felipe sighed. There was no point in bringing him down to the station. He doubted they would be able to ID the person who had bought the tape and he did not want to waste time on it.
“You’re lucky you’re not being charged with anything,” Felipe said sternly to him. He gestured to Henrique and they turned.
“I’m sorry,” Daniel murmured.
“Get off these premises,” Ivan hissed at the man. “I don’t want to see your face again, Lopez.”
Felipe and Henrique went back up the stairs. The sky was bright for a change and the car interior was hot and stuffy when they climbed inside.
“What do we do now?” Henrique asked, winding down his window as Felipe started the engine.
Felipe did not have the answer.
He thought of the person who now had a copy of the security footage.
Whoever it was would be able to see all the witnesses.
It was like a video hit-list.
Constanza. Chance.
All of them.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Felipe stayed at his desk for an hour after Henrique had bid goodnight and left work. He said he was going out for dinner, but he had not mentioned who with and he had styled his hair differently than usual. Felipe had not asked if he was going on a date. He did not want to pry, even if he realised that he knew little of his closest friend’s private life.
He thought of what Henrique knew about his own. He knew that he had dated Luisa, but he did not know any more than that. The small snapshots of his private life that Felipe had allowed him to see and even then it was only accidentally that Henrique had stumbled across them together.
He wondered if Henrique would accept him if he knew the truth, if he confided in him that he liked both women and men. He could see no reason why he would not. Henrique was compassionate and kind, traits that made him an excellent officer. They were friends, partners, almost like brothers, and Felipe liked to think that it would not change things between them, but still fear lingered in the shadows of his mind and so he had not said anything.
When he was finished at work, Felipe drove home, stopping off to get a pizza on the way. Though he loved Abuela’s cooking, sometimes there was no beating good old-fashioned junk food. Abuela raised an eyebrow and mumbled about how he did not appreciate homecooked food when he walked through the front door and dropped onto the sofa beside her, putting his feet up on the coffee table and opening the pizza box on his lap.
For all her complaints about fast food, Abuela was tempted to take not one but two slices from the box as they watched the end of a comedy movie set in a small Mexican village that was mostly slapstick and not all that funny.
It did him well to take his mind off the case and Felipe kissed Abuela goodnight as she tottered off through the kitchen to her annex, and he managed to brush his teeth and rinse his face before he climbed into bed.
He was just getting comfortable, on the verge of sleep, when his phone rang on the bedside table. He groaned. He had forgotten to put it on silent.
It was Henrique.
He considered silencing the call but let out a soft groan and answered.
“Switch on the news,” Henrique said at once.
Felipe mumbled and scrambled for the remote somewhere on the duvet. In the dark he found it and felt for the on button with his fingertips. The room was brightened at once by the glare of the television on the wall. He found a news channel, his phone still pressed against his ear. Henrique was silent, waiting for his reaction.
He did not have to wait long.
Felipe let out a curse as the top news story began to play. The newsreader relayed information about Teo Silva’s murder and the connected deaths of Bianca and Tomas whilst the security footage from the Polanco Metro station played on the screen.
It had not been Carlos Herrera who had paid for the tape. It had been a news channel.
“That’s one mystery solved,” Henrique said, his tone clipped.
Felipe murmured in agreement. Henrique bid him goodnight and hung up. Felipe was grateful for the tip, even if any desire to sleep had evaporated now.
He was tight-lipped, his hands clenching tightly with anger. It was one thing for the news outlets to peddle their theories and scaremonger. It was another for them to show the faces of the witnesses to every viewer across Mexico. He thought of what the witnesses must be feeling if they were watching this too.
He thought of the Silva family, having to watch the murder of their son on television, see his final moments in grainy security footage, knowing that millions of others were watching too for their amusement or out of bored curiosity.
He wondered if Constanza was watching, if she knew that she was now in danger.
His phone rang again, and he answered without thinking.
“Felipe, is that you?”
He almost dropped the phone with shock.
It was Constanza.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“Sí, it’s me,” he replied.
Felipe sat up straighter in bed. He was fully awake now, alert even, upon hearing Constanza’s voice. The footage from the metro station continued playing on the news broadcast and he watched Constanza drag her suitcase onto the platform on the screen. He snatched up the remote and muted the television, sick of the newscaster’s jabbering voice speculating about the witnesses.
Constanza was quiet for a moment, but Felipe could hear her breathing.
“I’m sorry if I woke you,” she said. Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper.
“You didn’t,” Felipe said. Henrique had done that. “What’s wrong?”
“I saw the news,” she replied. “Have you -”
“Yes, I saw it just a minute ago.”
“I can’t believe it,” Constanza said. She sounded afraid. “Can they do that? Just show that video on loop. They haven’t even blurred out our faces. What if -”
She stopped, taking a steadying breath. Felipe knew what she feared, more than even Carlos Herrera.
“What if Godfredo sees the news?” Constanza asked. “He’ll know I was trying to leave him that night, and he’ll know that I’ve been lying about it ever since.”
“If he does see it, will you be in danger?” Felipe asked, going into Subinspector mode.
“He’s a very possessive man,” Constanza said slowly. “He would never let me walk away from our marriage. If he finds out that I tried, then I don’t know what he would do.”
“If you’re afraid like that, maybe it’s time you left him for real,” Felipe suggested.
Constanza was quiet, only her breathing coming down the line.
“Constanza?” Felipe prompted her gently.
“I’m still here, yes,” she said. She hesitated. “I can throw some things in a bag.”
Felipe tensed, as if he were right there with her, sharing in her urgency.
He heard movement from the end of the line and wondered if she was finding a suitcase. He heard a door open and close. Perhaps the wardrobe. She was muttering under her breath, words he could not quite make out.
“I have a friend, she’ll let me stay with her, until I can figure it out,” Constanza said distractedly. She paused. “I’m sorry. If you were busy tonight, with someone, then -”
“No, no,” Felipe said, too quickly. “I’m alone. Stay on the line, so I know you’re okay.”
“Gracias. It means a lot.”
“De nada.”
Felipe listened to her as she went through her wardrobe, throwing things into her suitcase. He heard her occasionally murmur to herself, deciding what to bring. He wondered what her husband was doing tonight. He hoped that whatever it was, he would not catch a glimpse of the television.
“Where’s Godfredo?” Felipe asked her eventually, unable to relax whilst the answer remained so elusive.
“I don’t know, he’s always out and about somewhere,” Constanza said. “He, erm -”
“It’s okay,” Felipe said. He did not need to hear an explanation.
“I’ve almost finished,” Constanza said. “I can get an Uber to Silvia’s place. From there, I can call my sister and see about booking a flight out there.”
“Do you have a separate account from him?” Felipe asked her. “If you share an account, he might be able to track you down based on your -”
He stopped, for Constanza had let out a sharp gasp.
“What’s wrong?” he whispered into the phone. “Constanza?”
Constanza was hardly breathing. Felipe strained to hear something in the background. Was that a man’s voice calling out to her?
“I have to go,” Constanza whispered, panicked, frantic. “He’s here. Godfredo is home.”
Before Felipe could speak, the line disconnected.
He thought of what would happen when Godfredo realised that Constanza had packed a suitcase. Even if he had not seen the news, Felipe was certain that Godfredo catching his wife attempting a moonlit escape would not bode well for Constanza.
Jumping out of his bed, Felipe fumbled for the light switch as he snatched up his jeans and a crumpled t-shirt from the top of the wash basket and struggled into them on the way to the door.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

The metro station was quietening down after the chaos of rush hour. Or hours, as Ramone Zegarra liked to think of the hectic time between five and nine in the evening, when Mexico City became a nightmare for anyone trying to return home using public transport or the roads. He did not envy them, grateful that he always drew the night shift, so he could drive home when the streets were quiet after midnight.
Ramone liked his job. He liked the routine of it, the orderliness and the satisfaction he got from helping strangers on their way, whether it be a tourist find the right train to take or a lost child find their mother in the crowds. He did not like confrontation, but he was not afraid of it, which was necessary working the metro platform. Pickpockets and thieves used the stations like convenience stores, snatching bags and phones whenever they got the chance. He moved them on when he saw someone acting shady, but it was never enough. They always came back, and he could never catch them all, reminded of his failings whenever somebody came crying to him that their phone or wallet or ticket had been stolen and what was he going to do about it.
He glanced up at the clock on the wall of the platform. 22:45. His down time. This was the part of his shift he liked the best, especially after all the drama at the start of his shift. He felt sorry for Daniel. He was just a stupid kid, after all, but what he had done was wrong and he did not blame Ivan for firing him. He just hoped that whoever replaced Daniel was quite happy to do the morning shift so that Ramone wouldn’t have to start changing his own shifts.
He wandered up the platform. Only a few people were waiting for the next train. Nobody caught his eye. No one needed his assistance. He thought about what he was going to have for dinner, whether he could convince himself that takeaway was fine for a third night in a row. He patted his belly absent-mindedly with his mind on food. His uniform was stretched tight over his ample gut, and only the loose high vis jacket covered him from feeling embarrassed by his size. He had once been in his prime, but those days were quickly fading.
Ramone wondered if he ought to pull himself out of the rut his life had slipped into. He knew that he needed to, for the sake of his daughters, even if they did live out of state and only rang every couple of months or on his birthday. It was his fault for letting the contact slide. Eva had always been the one to hold the family together, and since her passing he had failed in picking up the slack left behind.
He made a mental note to himself to call the girls tomorrow morning when he woke. It would be too late to do it when he got home from his shift tonight.
The whir of wind and electricity signalled the approach of the next train. He glanced over his shoulder as the darkness of the tunnel beyond the platform roared with noise and then the head of the train appeared, racing towards him. The brakes screeched as they always did, sounding like they needed oiling.
Ramone looked up at the clock. Right on time. The passengers on the platform stepped closer to the edge of the platform, standing from the benches or shoving forward as it approached. A hooded figure appeared from one of the tunnels that led to the corridor from the ticket hall.
The hooded figure walked fast, purposefully. Ramone realised he was coming straight for him.
“Buenas no-” he started, but never finished.
Hands reached for him and gripped his high vis jacket. Ramone had no time to react, no time to think, as he was pushed forcefully backwards. He stumbled over the edge of the platform, the sound of the braking train screaming in his ears as he toppled down towards the tracks before he splattered against the front of the train.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“Where are you?” Godfredo called out.
Constanza stood in the middle of their master bedroom. She was paralysed with fear as she looked at the suitcase on the bed, clothes spilling out of it. She reached for it, but she could already hear Godfredo’s trainers squeak on the linoleum floor, the sound getting closer with each footstep.
She looked at him as he stood in the doorway. He wore a shirt unbuttoned to show some curly chest hair and his sleeves were rolled-up to show off the silver watch on his wrist. His eyes fell upon the suitcase before he had even acknowledged her.
“Going somewhere?” he asked.
His casual tone scared Constanza more than if he had raised his voice. She did not answer him. She was breathing hard as she looked at him, scrutinizing his face for a sign that he had seen the news, that he knew what she had done.
He tore his eyes from the suitcase and his eyes met hers. Constanza did not look away.
“Packing a bag in the middle of the night,” he said slowly. He took a tentative step around the bed. “What am I supposed to think about that, Connie?”
“I’m sorry,” she blurted out before she could stop herself. She realised she was shaking.
“Sorry for what?”
Constanza did not know.
“For trying to leave me?” Godfredo prompted. He took another step. Then another. He paused, putting a hand on his hip. He looked at Constanza closely, as if he could read her. She shivered. “Is that what you were doing? After all we’ve been through together, you were just going to throw some things in a case and leave without even saying goodbye?”
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. Her voice was trembling.
“Stop saying sorry,” Godfredo hissed.
He closed the distance between them in three strides and closed his hands around her forearms, pulling her closer to him. She saw the anguish on his face.
“Why are you doing this?” he demanded.
“I just can’t do this anymore.”
“Do what? Our marriage? Connie, you can’t just give up on us.”
“I’m not giving up,” she protested.
“It seems that way to me,” he argued. He sounded upset. His eyes looked almost tearful. “What is it, you don’t love me anymore?” he asked. His eyes narrowed. “Is there someone else?”
“No, there’s nobody else.”
“Do you still love me?”
Constanza looked away from him, but his grip remained on her arms.
“Connie?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. She pulled herself from him and stepped backwards. Her cheeks were wet with tears and she turned from him. “I don’t know what to say to you anymore.”
Godfredo came after her, slid his arms around her waist and pulled her against him.
“I know I’ve been a bad husband at times,” he whispered, resting his chin on her shoulder, his lips inches from her neck so that his words caressed her skin. “I’ll change, I promise. I’ll treat you better. We can get back to how things used to be.”
“Godfredo –”
“I know, I know, you’ve heard it before,” he said. “But I mean it, Connie.”
Constanza felt suffocated in his arms, but she knew that there was no use in arguing. He only heard what he wanted to hear. He would never change. She had believed these words so many times in the past and yet here they were.
“I’m going to get a drink,” Godfredo said softly, kissing her neck. “You can start unpacking.”
Constanza could not bring herself to speak. Godfredo slid his arms from her and retreated from the room.
She heard the television come on a minute later and the clink of a bottle as her husband poured himself a glass of his favourite tequila. She glanced at the suitcase. She had come so close, once more, and still she was here. The door to the small balcony creaked and she pictured her husband leaning out the door puffing on his cigarette.
Now that he was gone, she thought of excuses that she could have used. She could have told him that her sister had fallen ill, and she needed to spend a few days there to help her recover. He would have been sceptical, and he had never taken to her sister, but he would have let her go, she was almost sure of it. It was too late now. He would not believe it.
The thought of staying here another night with Godfredo, letting her husband grope and fondle her in bed, feigning pleasure as he pushed inside of her and grunted away as he always did, repulsed her. She could not do it. She could no longer pretend that this was what she wanted.
She had to tell him. She had to stay strong.
She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and marched into the living room.
“I can’t -”
She froze. Her mouth open, words catching in her throat.
Godfredo stood in front of the television, remote in one hand, a cigarette dangling from the other. The screen was filled with grainy security tape footage, but it was quite clearly her stood on the platform. Godfredo turned to face her and tossed the remote onto the cushions.
He did not speak. He went to the kitchen and tossed the cigarette off the balcony. He snatched the glass of whisky up off the breakfast bar, downed it in one and smacked his lips. His jaw was twitching, and his cheeks were turning pink. Constanza knew what this signalled. She wanted to run, but she was frozen to the spot.
Her husband threw the glass and it shattered against a wall. Constanza was startled, pulled from her stupor by the sound of the glass smashing. She watched the shards fly in every direction. She spun on her heel as Godfredo unbuckled his belt, pulled it from the band of his trousers, and cracked it like a whip in his hand.
She ran into the bedroom and slammed the door, but Godfredo was fast and he caught it before it closed and pushed it open. He looked red-faced now, the vein in his forehead pulsating with anger.
His hand snatched at her hair and she screamed in pain as he yanked her backwards, dragging her off balance and flinging her to the floor. She begged him, but Godfredo was not in the mood for hearing excuses. His fists struck her repeatedly and she tried to curl into a ball to protect herself, feeling his watch cut her forehead.
“Please, por favor-” she cried.
Godfredo paused to catch his breath. Constanza saw the bathroom door. So close. She rolled over onto her front and dragged herself across the floor. Godfredo pressed his foot down on the small of her back.
She whimpered as he straddled her, one leg either side of her, his crotch pressed into her back. He snatched her hair again and forced her head up. She screamed as the belt slid around her neck and the sound was quickly cut short when Godfredo tightened the belt, cutting off her air supply as he squeezed it tighter. The leather belt cut into her neck and she gagged, her eyes bulging and her lungs burning as she struggled for air.
Constanza felt dizzy as Godfredo constricted the belt more. He grunted with the effort, muttering under his breath.
Perhaps he intended to kill her, or he was just so angry that he did not realise he would.
Either way, Constanza thought, this was where she would die.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Constanza felt the life being squeezed from her, the belt strong and unyielding against her neck, cutting into her flesh. She gagged, her eyelids fluttering as her head began to spin and unconsciousness crept in.
She wanted to offer a prayer, for forgiveness or salvation, she wasn’t sure, but her mind was shutting down and she could barely keep one thought in her head before it slipped away into the darkness.
The belt went slack and then it slid from her neck and she felt, as if from a great distance, Godfredo climb off of her and stand up. He was cursing. Constanza gulped air into her lungs. She felt the darkness rescind but her head still swam, and her body ached. Her neck throbbed with pain and her skin felt swollen and bruised.
Her body shook in protest as she forced herself from the floor. She stood unsteadily and clasped the bedpost to steady herself. Godfredo had left the bedroom and she wondered if he thought she was dead.
Had he gone to call one of his mates to drag her body out to the desert? She swallowed, wincing as she did. She needed water, needed to lie down, but she knew that she could not stay here.
She glanced at the suitcase but made no effort to reach for it. She had no strength to drag it and she could replace her clothes, her jewellery and her cosmetics. It would do her no good if Godfredo finished her off.
She staggered towards the bedroom door, her legs wobbling as if she were drunk. In the doorway, she saw Godfredo at his bar, his back to her. He was pouring himself a drink. She wondered what was going through his mind.
Taking a deep, shaking breath, Constanza forced one leg in front of the other. She tried to be silent, get a head start on her husband to the front door. Adrenaline coursed through her body, fear pushing her forward, outweighing her pain and the effects of being suffocated.
She was almost at the door when Godfredo turned. She did not wait to see the look on his face, throwing open the door and slamming it shut behind her. She hit the button for the elevator, expecting Godfredo’s hands on her at any second. The doors opened and she tumbled inside, pressing the button for the ground floor.
The front door to the apartment was thrown open and Godfredo bore down on her, but the doors closed with only a second to spare. Constanza was trembling as the lift whirred, imagining her husband running down the stairs to meet her in the entrance hall.
Would he dare to strangle her right there in the lobby? Would he strangle her again in public, or would he put a bullet in her and be done with it? He could pay off any witnesses, or threaten them, until the case went away, and her disappearance was forgotten about.
The elevator pinged as it reached the ground floor and the doors opened. Constanza ran across the lobby. There were no neighbours checking their mail. No sign of Godfredo.
She could picture him thundering down the stairs and she knew she did not have time to waste. At the front doors, she stumbled but remained on her feet, pushing outside onto the street. It was raining heavily. It invigorated her as she started down the pavement, checking over her shoulder as she ran. Strangers walked by, barely giving her a second glance. Cars beeped in the traffic.
Her body was trembling from the cold rain and the shock as her adrenaline began to fade into the night. She was quarter of a block from her apartment building and she saw Godfredo run out the front doors, looking up and down the street for her.
He caught sight of her and Constanza ran across the street, cars beeping at her in surprise and frustration. She ran as fast as she could. She did not dare look behind her to see if Godfredo was still chasing her, to see if he was closing the distance between them.
A man stepped into view and she collided with him. His arms were outstretched, and he caught her as she spun mid-air. She was drenched from the rain and sweat, and she struggled against him, anxious that Godfredo could be approaching her even now.
“Stop, it’s okay,” the familiar voice said over her cries. “I’ve got you.”
Constanza stopped, her body sagging against him, his arms enveloping her as he swept her towards his car parked a foot away, blocking a lane of traffic. Cars beeped and drivers gestured angrily at him, but Felipe did not pay them any attention.
“Come on, let’s go,” he said. “You’re with me now. You’re safe.”
Constanza let him half-drag, half-carry her to the car and she fell into the passenger seat, but she remained tense as she looked around for Godfredo. She only breathed when Felipe had sat in the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut, pulling back into the traffic.
She looked across the street, straining to see through the torrential rain now lashing the windows, but she could not see her husband. That did not make her safe, she thought, as the last of her adrenaline ebbed from her and was quickly replaced by exhaustion.
Godfredo would not give up. He would not let her get away with this.
He would find her.




CHAPTER FORTY

Felipe watched Constanza from the corner of his eye as he drove back home. She was visibly shaken and stared blankly out of the window. Her head half-turned from him but he could still see tears slide down her cheeks. He did not know what to say to her. He knew that there had been a struggle. Her neck was cut and bruised, but she would open up to him in her own time, if indeed she ever wanted to speak of it.
“Gracias,” she said softly. She did not look at him. “I’m sorry, if you were busy.”
“Don’t be silly,” Felipe said quickly.
Constanza gave a soft smile, her features warming as she looked at him. Felipe smiled back, and she seemed to relax a little in the seat. She fiddled with the fan and adjusted the temperature dial on the dashboard until she had stopped shivering.
“Where are we going?” she asked hesitantly.
“My place,” Felipe replied, feeling uncertain. “If you don’t mind. I can take you to a hotel, or to a friend’s place, if you’d prefer.”
Constanza shook her head, and water from her hair flicked onto Felipe’s forearm.
“It’s fine,” Constanza sighed. “I don’t want to be any trouble. You don’t still live in that bedsit, do you?”
Felipe remembered the place he had once called home several years ago after college, when they were still dating, whilst he was training for the policía and she was doing the rounds as a cabaret singer. The small studio apartment’s walls had been mouldy and thin as paper. In winter, the heating had not worked, and he had sat in front of the oven to warm himself.
“No, I’ve moved on since then,” Felipe said with a laugh. Constanza smiled warmly and joined in. Felipe realised how long ago their relationship had ended, if that was where he had been living at the time. “I haven’t lived there for years. I moved into my parents’ old place a few years ago.”
Constanza hesitated.
“Are your parents still -”
“They died,” Felipe answered. “It’s just me and Abuela.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
She bowed her head and wringed her hands in her lap. She looked at him, and he turned to look at her when he stopped for a red light.
“I am sorry for how things ended,” she said softly. “I’m sorry for what I did. I shouldn’t have -”
“It’s in the past.”
He did not want to remember the pain he had felt when Constanza had broken his heart.
“Maybe, but I’ve always felt bad for it,” she went on. “I never should have treated you like that. I was jealous, and I wanted to get your attention.”
“Like I said, it’s in the past,” Felipe lied. “It’s forgotten.”
“Really? It doesn’t feel like that to me.”
Felipe did not know what to say, so he did not speak for the rest of the drive. Perhaps sensing that he was not in the mood to relive their past indiscretions, Constanza did not speak any more on the subject. She stared blankly out of the window again.
In the silence of the car, Felipe found his memories resurfacing, ones that he had supressed for years. He remembered the strain and stress after they had finished college and he had started his training whilst Constanza had tried to make her singing breakthrough. Despite the strain, their love had been strong, or so Felipe had thought. Constanza had met a man in his early twenties a few years their senior, and at nineteen they had both been fascinated by him. Mario.
Constanza had known since high school, when Felipe had got drunk on cheap tequila and confided all to her, that he was bisexual. Though she had encouraged him to explore it, Felipe had flat-out refused. He had only had feelings for her. Until Mario.
It had been Constanza’s idea, the threesome. Perhaps Mario had suggested it to her, put the idea in her head, Felipe did not know and had never pursued it. They had sat around Felipe’s studio and drank tequila and cheap beers, and then Mario had put his hand gently on Felipe’s leg.
Constanza had nodded encouragingly. After a few whispered disagreements in the space that counted as the kitchen, Felipe had succumbed to his girlfriend’s plotting. He had kissed Mario, under Constanza’s watchful eye. Felipe could recall the excitement, the exhilaration, as Mario’s hand had slid inside his jeans. His first experience with a man had been pleasurable, but Felipe had felt ashamed afterwards, sensing Constanza’s jealousy at once.
She had tried to hide it, but their relationship had suffered. Felipe and Mario’s friendship, that had never been a problem before, had taken the brunt of her animosity. Whether it was in a bid to get attention, or out of jealousy, Felipe had found Constanza in bed with another man when he had returned home one day.
Felipe had been both furious and devastated. Constanza had apologized for her betrayal but had insisted that the damage to their relationship had been done. She had walked away, and Felipe had not seen her again.
He shook his head, trying to rid himself of such memories. He did not want to remember those dark days. After Constanza had left him, he had battled depression. He had almost dropped out of training. It had taken at least a year to get over the break-up and even after that he had frequently thought of her, of whether it was because of his sexuality and his actions with Mario that had ended their relationship.
Now he did not dwell on these thoughts but sat beside Constanza they flooded back.
Felipe was relieved to pull into the underground parking at his building. He shut off the engine and threw open the door as if the cool night air would help clear the negative thoughts. Constanza shivered as he led her up to the third floor.
He was relieved to find that the apartment was dark. Abuela was in her own annex, probably asleep now or reading one of her romance novels in bed.
“You have a nice home,” Constanza said, as he showed her quickly around.
Felipe got her a fresh towel and a pair of his old baggy sweatpants and a t-shirt and left her in the bathroom. He sat on the end of his bed and put his head in his hands as he heard the shower running. He did not know what he was doing. He had followed his instincts out the door to rescue her, and now he felt tired and uncertain.
He checked his messages. Chance had messaged. For a second, Felipe imagined that he had seen himself on the CCTV footage on the news, but he was just checking in on him. Felipe ignored the message, unable to bring himself to talk with him tonight, whilst Constanza was here.
He switched on the television and the news channel was repeating the story. Damn Valentina Vasquez, he thought, her story playing on loop. He wondered if she had any qualms about using the footage in her piece.
There was a gentle knock on the bedroom door, and Constanza poked her head into the room. Her hair was damp and tangled. The t-shirt and sweatpants fit her. She looked slim, thinner than he remembered her. She slipped inside the room and closed the door behind her, before dropping onto the foot of his bed beside him.
She grimaced at the sight of the news report. Felipe switched off the television.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“It’s not your fault,” she shook her head. “The only person I have to blame is myself.”
“Why? You didn’t pull the trigger and -”
“I was leaving my husband,” Constanza admitted. “That’s why I had the suitcase. I had my flights booked. I was going to stay with Diana. When the boy was shot, I panicked and went home. I should have kept going, got in a taxi to the airport.”
Felipe was not sure what to say, but she saved him the need to speak.
“I was too scared of Godfredo to leave him. That should have been reason enough to keep going.”
“What will you do now?” Felipe asked.
“I can’t go back,” Constanza replied. “He knows I left him. He tried to kill me. I can’t.”
Her voice was flat, emotionless. Felipe had heard it before in the victims of prolonged domestic abuse. It always broke his heart, but to hear it in Constanza’s…
“You want me to bring Godfredo in?” Felipe asked her. “Maybe I can -”
“No,” Constanza said quickly. “He’s dangerous, Felipe. I mean it. Please don’t get involved.”
“I’m a Subinspector -”
“He’s a Sicario.”
Felipe paused. He was shocked. He had too many questions and yet he did not want to know the answers to any. He wondered how Constanza could have stayed with a man like that.
“Now you know why I couldn’t leave him,” Constanza sighed.
Felipe was speechless.
“How did you end up marrying someone like that?” Felipe asked.
Constanza sighed. She lifted her legs and sat cross-legged on the bed.
“I met him a year or so after we broke up,” she said, half-whispering, not quite looking at him. “He asked me out a few times. He was persistent. We started dating. I liked the attention. I knew he was doing something shady, but I had no idea exactly what it was. We got married a year later. It was all a rush. Now we’ve been married for seven years.”
“Any children?” Felipe asked hesitantly.
He was relieved when Constanza shook her head.
They were silent for a long time.
“For what it’s worth, I meant what I said in the car,” Constanza said. “I am sorry for how I ended things with you. It was never your fault, and -”
“Stop,” Felipe whispered. “I don’t, I can’t.”
“I need to say this, and you need to hear it,” she insisted. “When I cheated on you, it was never because of what happened between you and Mario. It was never because of you. I was insecure in myself. It was all my fault. Even after we broke up, I was insecure in myself. That’s why I ended up with a man like Godfredo.”
Felipe felt the familiar sense of rejection rush over him at her words. He wondered if she was being honest, if her actions and the break-up had not been his fault.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you any of this at the time,” Constanza said. She blinked away tears. “I’ve always regretted letting you think it was all your fault. I wanted to set the record straight, but months had passed, and then years, and it became harder and harder to get in contact with you.”
Felipe nodded. He understood, and he was grateful for her words.
“Thank you,” he said.
He reached out, and she lifted her head. He cupped her face in one hand and wiped away her tears with the tip of his thumb. Their eyes met and Felipe felt the familiar pull of her. He did not move, his body tense. Constanza leant in and kissed him.
Felipe kissed her back and wrapped his arms around her. The kiss deepened. For Felipe, he knew that this was a way of letting go of her, of the hurt and pain he had attached to thoughts of his ex-girlfriend. For Constanza he imagined it was a way of moving on from Godfredo, of refusing to be seen as a victim. Perhaps this was her revenge on him.
She pulled the t-shirt over her head and Felipe’s mouth went to her breasts. She arched her back and cried out as he teased one nipple with his tongue and rolled the other in his fingertips.
Constanza tore at Felipe’s clothes and threw them over her shoulder. Felipe could not hide his desire for her nor his arousal. She did not expect him to. She pulled him against her, her hands tracing lines down his back.
They did not speak, their bodies communicating in a language of their own. Constanza lay on the bed and she cried out and he smothered the sound with his mouth on her lips as he slid inside her. He felt her breath catch in her chest, but she did not stop their kiss. Her hands went to his hips, gripping him, her body moving in time with his.
Felipe thought only of her. She threw her head back into the pillow, bit her lips to keep from crying out, her eyes on his face the whole time.
They climaxed together, Felipe letting out a guttural groan into the pillow, as Constanza muffled her own moans into the gap between his neck and chest. He collapsed against her, his body spent. There was a sheen of sweat on both of them, the duvet cover damp beneath them.
They showered together and whilst Constanza slept in his bed, Felipe took a blanket and pillow out to the sofa in the lounge.
He lay in the dark, his eyes open. Tonight had been unexpected in every possible way. He hoped that Constanza would not regret it in the morning, and yet he knew that this had been her way of reclaiming her independence from Godfredo. Felipe knew that he did not regret it himself. He found that his feelings for her, that he had hidden from and tried to ignore or supress in the years since their break-up, were now gone. He cherished the good memories they shared, but there was no future for them, and he saw that now, understood that.
He finally had the closure that he had long been waiting for.
As he drifted to sleep, his phone rang. He knew that it could not be good news at this hour.
“Ramone is dead,” Henrique said at once, when he answered. “Metro Polanco.”
Felipe swung his legs off the sofa.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The Metro Polanco station was closed. Crime scene tape fluttered at the entrances. Forensics crawled everywhere. The scene was messy and gory. Felipe did not envy the team their gruesome task of collecting parts of Ramone from beneath the train and across the track.
His death had, at least, been swift. Felipe had been assured that the death would have been instantaneous. He hoped that it was true for Ramone’s sake.
Ivan the station manager was already there. He looked pale-faced and sat in the office, looking as if he might throw up. The few passengers who had stuck around for the policía to arrive were in a state of shock.
Felipe did not blame them. He had seen his share of grisly deaths and this was one that would have ranked highly on the list.
“What are the witnesses saying?” Felipe asked a uniformed policía. “Did he fall or was he pushed?”
He was in no doubt that this was deliberate. Bianca and Tomas were dead. Now a third witness had died in suspicious circumstances. Henrique wore a similarly concerned look.
“Most didn’t see what led up to it,” the policía shrugged. “They just remember the train braking, the screams, the blood. I’m never going to forget the picture they’ve painted very clearly for me.”
“Most, so not all?” Felipe pressed him.
The policía signalled to a middle-aged woman and called her over.
“Veronica Ruiz Ramos,” the policía introduced her. “She was the closest when it happened.”
Felipe smiled at the lady. She had dark brown hair that fell in greasy curls to her shoulder. Her raincoat was threadbare, and her boots were grimy. She smelt of churros and he wondered if she manned a stall nearby.
“What did you see?” he asked her.
Veronica shifted uncomfortably. She was nervous. It was understandable, he thought. She had just seen a man splatter against a train.
“The security guard was just walking the platform,” she said. Her voice was quiet and trembled a little as she spoke, shivering at the memory. “Someone in a hood came down the tunnel from the ticket hall. The security guard hardly paid him any notice. I didn’t either, until -” She shuddered, squeezing her eyes shut. She took a deep breath. “Until he just kept going. He walked straight at the security guard. He put his hands out and shoved him hard in the chest. The security guard shouted and fell backwards, and then -” She stopped.
“He was definitely pushed?”
“Yes,” Veronica nodded. “I saw it with my own eyes. He went straight for him.”
“Did you get a look at the person wearing the hoodie?” Felipe asked. “You said he?”
“It was a boy, yes,” Veronica nodded. “I didn’t get a good look, though. I didn’t pay much attention until he pushed the guard, and after that the boy ran off and all I could see was the blood and the -”
“Boy?” Felipe asked.
“Yes,” Veronica nodded. “I remember that much. He was just a child.”
“A child,” Felipe repeated. He and Henrique exchanged a look.
Veronica was nodding.
“That’s what shocked me,” she said, shuddering again. “He couldn’t have been more than twelve.”




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Pancho Silva lived in a rundown apartment building in Ciudad Neza, a dangerous neighbourhood the size of a small city within the sprawl of Mexico City. The walls were adorned with graffiti. Windows were barred or had metal shutters. The intercom at the entrance had been ripped out, wires exposed. The glass in the doors were cracked and broken. The door was ajar.
Felipe was grateful for the gun at his hip as he went up the stairs, holding his breath against the stench of urine and neglect. He rapped hard on Pancho’s front door.
Pancho was Teo’s cousin, on his father’s side.
Felipe had managed only a few hours of restless sleep after attending the scene of Ramone’s grisly death. He had checked in on Constanza, found her still sleeping. He had not disturbed her. When he had sat at his desk, he had felt a new determination to get answers. His thoughts had turned to Teo’s funeral.
If Cristopher was still in Mexico City, perhaps another family member knew. The family was small and of the few choices, Pancho seemed the most likely. He was a few years older than Cristopher. He was a janitor at a factory, he was unmarried with no children, and he did not have a criminal record. That was no guarantee that he was innocent of any crime, though.
He banged louder on the door. It opened and Pancho peered out. The chain was on.
“Who the hell are you?” Pancho demanded. He wore boxers and a stained vest that hardly contained his round belly. He looked as if he had just been woken up.
“Where’s Cristopher?” Felipe demanded.
Pancho looked afraid for a moment. He glanced over his shoulder as some noise came from inside the flat.
Felipe knew that it was Cristopher.
“Let me in,” he told Pancho.
Pancho hesitated. He was more afraid of Felipe than his cousin, it seemed, for he closed the door, withdrew the chain and opened the door to admit him.
The apartment was tiny. Furniture was sparse but still managed to clutter the small space. Discarded takeaway cartons and unwashed dishes were everywhere. The place was filthy and stank like rotting food. Cristopher sat on the sofa in his pants, his dressing gown open.
“What are you playing at?” Cristopher demanded. “He could’ve been anyone.”
“I’m sick of being caught up in whatever shit you’ve got going on,” Pancho shouted at him. He went to a door off the living space. “I’ve got work in three hours. I’m going back to bed.”
With that, he slammed the door shut behind him.
Cristopher narrowed his eyes at Felipe, as he picked his way through the mess.
“I can guess who you are,” he said tersely. “My parents pointed you out at the funeral.”
“What kind of shit have you got going on?” Felipe asked him.
Cristopher cursed Pancho, but he did not answer the question.
“Your parents think you’re at university in Queretaro. Why is that?”
“They want to believe it,” Cristopher sighed. “I didn’t want to disappoint them.”
“Did Teo know you were still here in Mexico City?”
Cristopher hesitated. He lifted a hand to his mouth and chewed on his thumb nail.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “He figured it out. Pancho and his big mouth.”
“Did he visit you here?”
“Sometimes, not that much,” Cristopher said. “We weren’t that close really.”
“But he agreed not to tell your parents that you were here,” Felipe pointed out.
“He didn’t do it for me. He didn’t want mum and dad to be upset.”
“That’s fair enough,” Felipe nodded. “Did Teo know about whatever trouble you’ve got caught up in?”
Cristopher paled. There was no mistaking his discomfort now.
“No,” he said. Felipe knew he was lying. “I’d never get him involved in anything like that.”
“What are you caught up in?” Felipe asked.
Cristopher shrugged. He turned away. 
“Nothing,” he said. “It’s got nothing to do with Teo.”
“Maybe I should be the judge of that.”
The bedroom door was thrown open and Pancho stuck his head out. He looked angry.
“He’s been dealing again,” he said. He shot his cousin a dark look before looking at Felipe. “I’m trying to sleep. I just wanted to speed this whole thing up. These walls are paper thin, man.”
Felipe raised an eyebrow at Cristopher.
“Fine, whatever,” Cristopher said. “So what if I’m shifting some drugs here and there? It’s nothing high-level. And I’m not using.”
“Yeah, right,” Pancho snorted. “You’re a waste, man.”
Cristopher grabbed a shoe off the floor and threw it at Pancho. It hit the wall and bounced off, landing in amongst the junk already littering the floor.
“Did Teo know you were dealing again?” Felipe asked.
Cristopher glanced over at Pancho wearily. He nodded. His eyes were on the floor, and he chewed on his nail again.
“I got caught dealing somewhere I shouldn’t have been,” Cristopher sighed. “Got a beating for it. I owed some money. I was desperate. I asked Teo for some help.”
“He’s just a kid,” Pancho hissed, outraged. “Damn, Cristopher.”
“What kind of help?” Felipe asked.
“Nothing bad,” Cristopher protested, though he looked ashamed of himself, nonetheless. “I was scared. I had half the money. I was scared of taking it to these guys. They would’ve broken my legs. Or worse. I figured if Teo took it to them for me, they wouldn’t hurt him.”
“Arsehole,” Pancho hissed.
“When was this?” Felipe asked.
“Months ago,” Cristopher said quickly.
“Six months ago?” Felipe pressed him. He thought of Rita’s suggestion that Teo had changed about half a year ago.
Cristopher nodded.
“It was nothing to do with why he was shot.”
He was lying. Felipe saw it written all over his face. He wondered if Cristopher felt guilty.
“Who did you owe? Who did Teo take the money to?”
Cristopher was flushed now. He looked agitated.
“Los Sanguinitos,” he admitted. Pancho cursed. Cristopher looked down at the floor. “I was scared of what they’d do to me. Teo promised to help me. He offered to take the money for me. It was his idea, I swear.”
“Did you have a name?” Felipe asked. “Who was he dropping the money to?”
Cristopher swallowed hard before he spoke.
“Leon Herrera.”




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Constanza had, for a split second when she opened her eyes, imagined that she was still at home and that Godfredo slept beside her. She sighed with relief when everything flooded back to her, but the anxiety soon crept back after she had showered and dressed.
She was grateful to Felipe for swooping in and saving her from Godfredo’s clutches. What had happened between them last night had been less about passion, and more about her desire to liberate herself from her husband. For Felipe she wondered if it had been about letting go of the past. Whatever his feelings for her were, she was certain that he did not feel the same about her as he had once done many years ago.
Sounds came from the kitchen and she tensed. Constanza knew that Felipe had left for work earlier and she now imagined that this was his abuela cooking breakfast.
She had arranged to meet Silvia. She had filled her in on what had happened, and Silvia had offered up her spare bedroom to her, which Constanza had accepted at once. She could not impose upon Felipe. He had already done enough.
Her phone was full of messages and voicemails from Godfredo. She did not listen to any of them. She could already hear his voice in her mind, pleasant and pleading at first and then breaking with anger and bubbling over with rage as the voicemails went on, unable to keep his temper under control even in a situation like this.
His abuela looked over, surprised, as Constanza headed for the front door as quickly as she could.
“Who might you be, dear?” she asked, raising an eyebrow inquiringly and pursing her lips.
“I’m just a friend,” Constanza replied. “I needed somewhere to stay last night, and your grandson -”
“He’s a good man,” his abuela nodded, as if Constanza had suggested otherwise. “Would you like a coffee?”
“No, thank you,” Constanza said quickly. “Gracias. I should go.”
She quickly flung herself out of the front door, hoping that she had not offended her. If his abuela had recognised her, she had not indicated it.
On the stairs, Constanza started to feel breathless. She looked down at the street through the plate glass windows of the stairwell and craned her neck for any sight of Godfredo’s car. He had no way of knowing where she was or who Felipe was, but she still feared that he would be waiting outside for her.
The doorman smiled at her but said nothing. She forced a smile and did not betray her fear as she went down the front steps and out onto the street. There was no sign of Godfredo but then she had not expected him to be stood there with flowers.
She shivered at the thought that he could be in a car across the road watching her even now. She jumped when a horn blasted, but Silvia stuck her head out of the driver’s side of her car and waved and hollered in her direction.
Constanza felt momentary relief as she hurried over to her, but as she settled herself into the passenger seat and Silvia threw the car into gear, she could not help but look around for any sign of Godfredo lurking just out of sight.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Felipe drove slowly up the steep hill and tensed. He was sure that a lookout had spotted him and alerted any gangbangers to his presence. Outside a block of cement flats with peeling paint and a rusting iron fire escape on the side of the building, he parked the car.
Cristopher Silva had given him the address that Teo had delivered the payoff to Leon Herrera. He had called the address in and Henrique had confirmed it was the address for Amarissa Garcia, Leon’s girlfriend. The lease was under her mother’s name, but Señora Garcia was in prison and had been for the past ten months on drug charges. Amarissa was sixteen and unsupervised, and it was quite possible that Leon was hiding out here.
Felipe was cautious as he went up the stairs. He was aware that if Leon was here, he likely knew that Felipe had arrived. It was near impossible to surprise a dealer on these streets, with lookouts on almost every corner and in every district where the cartels ruled.
The area was most definitely Los Sanguinitos territory. Leon Herrera must feel safe, he thought. He knocked on the front door.
“Go away,” a girl’s voice called through the door.
“Amarissa?”
“I don’t want to talk to you,” the girl shouted back. “Get out of here.”
“Please, Amarissa,” Felipe said. “I don’t want to get you in any trouble. I just have a few questions, then I’ll go.”
“Questions for who?” she demanded.
“For you,” Felipe replied.
There was a moment of silence.
“You armed?” she asked.
“Yes,” Felipe admitted.
“So am I,” she called back. “So don’t get any ideas, okay?”
The door opened a crack and Amarissa peered out. She stood back and held the door for him. Felipe stepped inside and watched as Amarissa poked her head into the corridor to check that he was alone. She slammed the door shut and bolted it twice, then threw the chain into place.
He waited for her in the small landing. The flat smelt of mould and damp. He could see through an open door to the tiny kitchen. The surfaces looked worn and a small gas stove was caked in grease. Discarded beer bottles cluttered the counter. Through another open door he saw a grimy bathroom that did not look fit for use. Another door led to a small bedroom. The wardrobes were full and red net curtains hung at the windows. He wondered if that was her mother’s room.
Amarissa led him into another room, the largest in the flat. There was a two-seater settee with ripped purple fabric, some of the stuffing spilling out the back and onto the floor. It faced a television that was playing a music channel, a guy with a six-pack in a Hawaiian shirt rapping on a beach. In the corner, a mattress lay on the floor with sheets and a pillow bundled on top. Clothes were strewn everywhere, interspersed with crumpled cans and overflowing ashtrays.
She turned off the television and stood beyond the settee. She was tense, her movements jerky, and her eyes flittered to the doorway every few seconds.
Perhaps she feared Leon would arrive and find a policía in her apartment.
“What do you want to ask me then?” she demanded.
She squared her shoulders as she spoke, but she was no threat. She was petite, and she was painfully thin. Felipe wondered if she was a drug user. She was certainly on edge. Her dark hair was piled into a knot on top of her head and she wore a baggy shirt that fell to her knees. He did not know if she wore pants and did not want to find out.
“You’re Leon’s girlfriend?” Felipe asked her.
“I suppose,” Amarissa said, snorting dismissively. “When it suits him, anyway.”
“Does he spend a lot of time here?”
“When he remembers I exist,” she said.
Felipe wondered why she was dating him if he treated her so poorly, but he knew there were countless possible reasons.
“Have you seen the news?” he asked her.
“I never watch it,” Amarissa shrugged. She hugged herself, eyes still looking to the doorway that Felipe was blocking. He took a step into the room, hoping it would make her feel less trapped and defensive. He was careful not to step on anything.
“You know why I’m here though?”
“Leon,” Amarissa said. “That’s the only reason anyone ever comes here. I should get a wage. People treat me like his messenger.”
“You recognise the name Teo Silva?”
He pulled out a picture of Teo and held it out for her. Amarissa took a few steps closer, eyeing him wearily, and glanced at the picture before scurrying back to her corner.
“No, never seen him,” she said.
“He came here to see Leon about six months ago. He had to drop some money off to him.”
“Lots of people come and go when Leon’s staying here,” she sighed. “I normally go out or go into mama’s room when he’s got people coming over.”
“Is Leon staying here now?” Felipe asked.
Amarissa shrugged.
“Sometimes, but he’s out more than he’s in,” she said. She sounded bitter. It was hard to hear such a tone to her voice given her age. “He’s fallen out with his uncle.”
“Uncle Carlos?” Felipe asked. Amarissa nodded. “Why? Teo Silva’s murder?”
“Dunno,” Amarissa shrugged. “He doesn’t tell me anything these days. Too busy spending his time drinking or fucking to give me any of his time.”
“Does he have another girlfriend?” Felipe asked. “Would he confide in someone else?”
“Girlfriend?” Amarissa snorted. She threw her head back and laughed. Felipe did not get the joke. Amarissa was scowling the second her laugher stopped. She snatched up a pack of cigarettes from the mess and slid one out. She rummaged about for a lighter and took a deep drag when she had lit it. She blew smoke towards him when she spoke. “You really don’t know Leon, do you. I’m just his front, his cover so that his uncle and his gang-pals don’t realise what he really is.”
“What are you -”
“He thinks I don’t know,” Amarissa sniggered. “Thinks he’s got me fooled. He honestly believes that sleeping with me a couple of times a month is enough to convince me he’s straight. I’m not as stupid as he thinks. No, he doesn’t have another girlfriend. He’s too busy secretly fucking guys for that.”
Felipe was shocked. He recalled his interview with Leon. He had not picked up any vibes from him. Perhaps Felipe was not the only one who was good at hiding his sexuality from others.
“Why do you stay with him?” Felipe asked her.
Amarissa took another deep drag and flicked a column of ash from her cigarette into the ashtray. Her hands still shook, and she missed but did not notice.
“Like any guy around here is going to want me now,” Amarissa said. “They’re all too scared of Leon and his family and the Sanguinitos to give me a second glance.”
Felipe felt her sadness. Amarissa put a hand to her stomach.
“Anyway, it’s not like I can go anywhere now,” she sighed. She rubbed her stomach. Beneath the baggy shirt, there was a small bump. “He might only put it in me once a month, but it was enough to put a baby inside.”
She stubbed her cigarette out, and Felipe tried to hide his surprise.
“Will you call me if Leon comes back?” he asked her.
“No,” Amarissa shook her head. “But I’m visiting mama tomorrow, so he’ll probably be back here then. He always creeps back when he knows I’ll be out, so he doesn’t have to make excuses for where he’s been and who he’s been screwing.”




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

When Felipe let himself into his flat, Abuela looked up from the television and peered at him over the rim of her glasses. She scrutinised him, up and down.
“I met your friend this morning,” she said. “The one who spent the night in your bed.”
“I slept on the sofa,” Felipe told her.
He ducked into the kitchen and smelt dinner bubbling away on the stove.
“I made pozole,” Abuela called after him.
Felipe switched off the heat and ladled some of the stew into a bowl. He rummaged in the fridge for chili and diced onion and added them. He stirred it and returned to the living room to face Abuela, clasping the bowl.
“I hope you like it, I made it spicier than usual,” Abuela told him. Felipe slurped some off the spoon, burning his mouth, and murmured. “So who is this lady friend?”
“It’s not like that,” Felipe said. He lowered himself into an armchair and blew on the pozole to cool it down. “She’s a witness. She was in trouble and needed a place to stay.”
“And it had to be in your bed, nieto?” Abuela raised an eyebrow. “You couldn’t find a nice hotel for her to stay at?”
Felipe ate a spoonful of pozole. It tasted good.
“Mmm, delicious,” he murmured in between mouthfuls.
“I made it, of course it is,” Abuela said. “Don’t try to butter me up. Is this really no girlfriend?”
“She was a girlfriend a very long time ago,” Felipe admitted. “Now we’re just friends. She needed my help. She’s a witness and her husband’s an abusive man. He threatened her. I had to help her.”
Abuela sighed and made the sign of the cross.
“If she needed your help, then you did the right thing.”
“Gracias, abuela.”
“She left you a note,” Abuela said. “On your bed. I read it, when I was tidying up.”
Felipe cringed at the thought that Abuela had tidied his room after last night. He hoped that she had not found anything untoward.
He finished his pozole and washed the bowl before he went to his bedroom. The note was on the duvet. He picked it up and read Constanza’s cursive.
Thank you for everything. You are a hero. I’m going to stay at a friend’s place. I don’t want to ruin the good place we are in now. Please don’t look for me.
All the best, Constanza x
Felipe had not expected her to stay. He knew that she had felt the same as him last night, that they had finally moved beyond their heartbreak, whatever had tethered them together in the past. He was grateful that she understood, that she had been the one to cut the ties between them once again.
He still felt a flicker of disappointment, though for what he could not be sure.
Abuela was careful not to look at him too closely when he returned to the living room. She stared a little too hard at the television.
“Did you read the note?” she asked eventually, not taking her eyes off the screen.
“Sí, I did.”
“You okay?” she asked. “You want to talk about it?”
“Sí, I’m fine. And no, I don’t,” Felipe said. Abuela nodded in understanding.
“I bought some ice cream,” she said. “You can have a bowl if you want.”
They ate in silence, eyes glued to the television. Felipe felt his eyelids getting heavy and he did the dishes and went to bed before Abuela.
He had unread messages from Chance and Luisa, but he left them unopened as he stripped down and climbed into bed. He tried not to let his mind linger on the thought that Constanza had been lying here with him the night before, their bodies intertwined.
The following morning he woke to his phone ringing. He answered groggily on the third ring.
“Subinspector Santos,” a man’s voice greeted him. Felipe did not recognise him. “I contacted your office but was given your direct line. I work at the coroner’s office in Doctores.”
Felipe’s brain scrambled to catch up.
“What is this about?” he asked. He tried not to sound like he had just been woken up.
“A body has been brought into the morgue here,” the coroner said. “The officers who brought him in had ID’d the victim. I ran the name through the system. It was flagged up in your case files.”
Felipe felt a sinking sense of dread.
“Who is it?” he asked.
“Dario Otero.”
Shit, Felipe thought.
Another witness was dead.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

The traffic was chaotic as always but the hospital near Doctores was quiet this morning. The neighbourhood was a high-crime area and a security guard stood at the gate to the car park, that was almost empty at this time. He pulled up alongside Henrique’s car just as his partner switched off his engine. He had called him the moment he had got off the phone with the coroner.
The corridors were deserted as Felipe led the way, shoes squeaking against the polished floors. A few exhausted nurses finishing their night shifts smiled and nodded. They took the stairs down to the basement, the air growing oppressive and damp the further underground they went.
“Buenos dias,” the coroner greeted them with a wave as they entered the cluttered basement office. “You got here quick, considering the traffic. I’m sorry for such an unwelcome wake-up call.”
Felipe nodded, unable to bring himself to exchange small talk. The coroner seemed to understand, or was at least used to it, and led the way through to the mortuary.
“Two officers found him in a slum house,” he explained, talking over his shoulder. “The man took quite a blow to the head. Heavy, sharp object, perhaps a crowbar or similar.”
“Has his family been notified?” Felipe asked. “Have they formally identified him yet?”
The coroner shook his head as he opened a door and stepped aside for them. The room was chilled, rows of metallic tombs built into the walls. Felipe tried not to shudder.
“The policías are working on notifying the family now, but as I heard it, they’re not from Mexico City and they couldn’t get through to anyone yet,” the coroner said.
“How was he identified?” Felipe asked.
“He had his wallet and identity card on him,” the coroner replied.
Felipe nodded, and stood beside Henrique as a metal locker was unlocked and the coroner slid the drawer out into the room. A cloud of cold air swept over them. The coroner did not flinch, too used to it to even notice perhaps, and drew back the sheet.
Felipe looked down at the man’s face. He turned to Henrique in surprise, saw his partner’s brow furrow. Their eyes met. The shock was reflected between them.
The coroner noticed their expression, his hand hesitating as it clutched the edge of the sheet.
“Is it your witness?” he asked.
“No,” Felipe shook his head. “That’s not Dario Otero.”
“Well, then -” the coroner started, “I’m sorry to have troubled you. I’ll let the policías know, before they go ahead and notify the wrong family.”
“I’ll do it,” Felipe said. “Where are they?”
“I let them use one of the offices down the corridor,” he replied.
The sheet was returned, the drawer slid shut, and the coroner showed them to the two policías. They jolted up in surprise as the office door opened, and Felipe wondered if they had been using the time here to waste away their last few hours on night duty.
They introduced themselves, but Felipe was not bothered with the formalities.
“We managed to track down a sister and notified her,” one of them said, as if Felipe had accused them of not doing their work. “We were just about to leave, now that we’ve finished up here.”
The second officer nodded beside him.
“Well we need to call her back and tell her there’s been a mistake,” Felipe said. The policías exchanged looks. “That body isn’t Dario Otero.”
“The wallet -” the first policía started at once, but quickly fell silent at Felipe’s look.
“The wallet could have come from anywhere,” Felipe said. “Was it in his pocket? Was it on the floor?”
“On the floor nearby,” the policía said reluctantly, bowing his head, embarrassed. “It was dark, and with that head injury, perhaps -”
Felipe did not need to hear excuses for why he had been misidentified.
“Just call back his sister and tell her,” Felipe said quickly, imagining the horror that she would be going through right now. Hopefully she would only be relieved when she learnt that her brother was not dead after all, rather than angry with the police for their mistake. He would not blame her for being furious, but he hoped for the two policías’ sakes she could overlook it.
“Yes, on it right away,” the second policía said, nodding and reaching for one of the phones.
Out in the corridor, Felipe closed the door, cutting off the sound of the policía’s voice as he greeted someone on the phone, already sounding apologetic. That was a good start, Felipe thought.
“The wallet,” Felipe said, wondering if Henrique was thinking the same as him. “Dario Otero told us when he signed his statement that somebody stole his wallet that night. On the tape we watched a pickpocket steal it from right under his nose.”
“You think the guy in there is the pickpocket?” Henrique asked.
“Explains why he has the wallet,” Felipe said. “And why he might have ended up dead.”
Henrique’s look darkened, and Felipe pulled out his phone. He dialled Luisa. He had not returned any of her messages last night, and he hoped she would not be in a bad mood.
“Buenos dias,” she greeted him. He was relieved that she had answered.
“Luisa, can you send me a picture of the pickpocket?”
“Why? What’s happened?”
Felipe gave her an abbreviated version whilst he heard her flicking through stacks of paper in the background.
“I’ll send it over to you now,” Luisa said, and disconnected.
Felipe and Henrique were silent as they waited. His phone vibrated in his hand with the picture message. He opened it and looked down at the slightly blurred face of the pickpocket. Despite the graininess of the security footage image and the head wound of the man in the morgue, there was no mistaking that the two men were one and the same.
“Looks like we’ve found one of the missing witnesses now,” Henrique said, his voice flat and humourless.
“We sure did,” Felipe murmured, shaking his head. “Only somebody else found him first.”




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

It was mid-morning when Felipe arrived at his desk.
“Señor Otero, I can assure you that we are terribly sorry for this mistake,” Luisa’s voice rang out as Felipe approached. Luisa was stood behind the desk, Dario Otero, very much alive, stood on the other side looking red faced with anger. They both turned to look at him, and Luisa’s face seemed to ease in relief.
“Can I help you Dario?” Felipe asked, though it was not hard to work out the situation that he had walked in upon.
Dario turned on him, Luisa all but forgotten, as he put his hands to his hips and scowled.
“My sister received a call asking her to come to Mexico City and identify my body,” he said, his jaw so tight that his lips barely parted to let the words out. “Do you care to explain why? I had to leave an important meeting early to console her.”
“We are very sorry for the mistake,” Felipe said slowly, unsure how much to share with the man. He did not want to frighten him, but he owed him the truth.
“How did this mistake happen?” Dario demanded.
“The victim was in possession of your stolen wallet,” Felipe said. Behind Dario, Luisa shook her head, willing him not to say any more. Felipe hesitated, but he could not take back the words. Dario’s anger seemed to fade as he opened and closed his mouth for a moment, not letting out any sounds.
“The victim,” Dario said eventually. “Was he the man who stole my wallet? The thief from the metro station?”
Felipe did not need to look at Luisa to know she was shaking her head desperately at him, urging him not to speak.
“Yes, we believe so,” Felipe replied.
Dario pursed his lips and ran a hand over his perfectly gelled hair. Agitation replaced his anger, and when he looked at Felipe, he saw fear in his eyes.
“The news channels are right, aren’t they?” Dario asked with a shake of his head. A bead of sweat slid down his forehead. He loosened his tie, running a hand over his hair again as his mind raced. “That kid got shot over some cartel-shit, and now Los Sanguinitos are taking out anyone who saw something that night.”
“Señor Otero, I can assure you that we would not put you in any danger,” Luisa interrupted, shooting Felipe a furious look. “If testifying would put you at risk, we would -”
“At risk?” Dario spat, his lip curling back as he looked at her. “That stuck up puta and her boyfriend drove off a cliff, and that security guard took a jump in front of a train. Now you’re saying this thief is dead too. Even I can see that I’m in danger.”
“We can arrange for a patrol car to drive you home,” Luisa offered, “And they can -”
“Like that’s going to do anything,” Dario cut her off. “I want to withdraw my statement.”
Luisa took a deep breath. Felipe could have kicked himself for not realising sooner that this was the inevitable outcome to what he had shared with him.
“Did you hear me?” Dario asked, his voice rising as he looked at Luisa. “I want to withdraw my statement. I didn’t see anything or hear anything, and I won’t testify to anything.”
“Please, señor, we can -”
“You can’t do anything,” Dario shook his head.
He turned from her before she could utter another word and barrelled between desks towards the stairwell, almost knocking Henrique out of his way as he went.
“Well done for that,” Luisa hissed, glaring at Felipe.
“I’ll go after him,” Felipe sighed.
He jogged down the corridor and caught up with Dario at the top of the stairs. He reached for him, but Dario shrugged him away. There were sweat patches on his shirt beneath his armpits and a damp patch between his shoulder blades.
“I don’t want to hear any more,” Dario said firmly as he descended the stairs.
Felipe pursued him, but Dario did not slow down, almost shouting over his shoulder as he went.
“Nothing you can say will change my mind. And if you don’t withdraw my statement, I’ll make sure my sister puts in a lawsuit against the station for emotional distress from today.”
At the bottom of the stairs, Dario paused, turning to Felipe as if to check he had heard his threats. Felipe sighed. He understood his fear. He nodded.
“Whoever killed that thief, he’s seen my wallet,” Dario said, his voice quiet, the fight fading. “He’s seen my identity card. He knows my name, my address, pretty much everything about me. I’m not a hero. I’m not going to put myself at risk. It won’t bring that kid back to life.”
Felipe nodded. Dario did not meet his eyes.
“Goodbye, Subinspector,” Dario said, as he reached for the door. “Good luck.”
Felipe watched him walk across the entrance area and out the front doors. He did not go after him. He knew that there was nothing he could do now.
Dario was right. Whoever had killed the thief must have seen the wallet, had all the information they needed to track Dario down. He made a mental note to get a patrol car to watch his apartment.
He walked slowly back up the stairs, not eager to return to his desk and face Luisa’s anger. His phone rang as he reached the top of the stairs and he answered in the stairwell, grateful for the reprieve, however short it may be, from facing Luisa. She was no doubt informing Henrique of his mistake now.
“Subinspector Santos, I hope this is not a bad time.”
It was the coroner.
“No, not at all,” Felipe said.
“I did some further tests on our misidentified young man,” he explained. “We’ve got a match on his fingerprints. I should’ve run them through the system earlier as routine, but the officers were so convinced they had already identified him that I -”
“A match?” Felipe asked. “Have you been able to identify him?”
“Sí, indeed,” he confirmed. “His name is Tito Aritza. He was picked up a few times for handling stolen goods and soliciting. No known address. From the malnourishment that is evident before I start the autopsy, I would say he’s been living on the streets for a few years, at least. No known relatives.”
Felipe thanked him, feeling his heart sinking as he disconnected the call.
Tito had fallen through the cracks of society. He was young. Too young to have had to do such things for money, and his life had been stolen from him long before somebody had taken a crowbar to his head. He had been a living ghost in the city, and it was alarming that somebody had managed to track him down before the police had made any progress at all.
Los Sanguinitos had a vast web of spies and informants. Some would help them out of fear and others out of greed. Somebody had recognised Tito. Someone had told Leon or his uncle where he was.
Felipe thought about the other witnesses. He thought of Constanza. He wanted to protect Constanza, but had he just managed to put her in more danger by keeping her name out of the investigation?
He left the stairwell and returned to his desk, where Luisa pounced at once.
“What on earth were you playing at?” she demanded. “You’ve just lost us another witness. Now we have only one. Chance King. And he’s due to fly away in a matter of days.”
Felipe did not flinch at her words, did not answer back. He had almost forgotten that Chance was going to leave. He wanted to see him before he left. He thought of the unread messages.
“Are you listening to me?” Luisa demanded. “I came over from the Prosecutor’s Office to help you out, and you’re not even -”
Felipe snatched his jacket off the back of his chair and walked away.
He knew that the only way to put an end to the murders was to stop Leon. If Leon called an end to it, then perhaps he would not lose any more witnesses.




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Felipe parked down the street from Amarissa Garcia’s apartment building. He did not know whether a scout had spotted him or not. He kept himself alert for any sign of Leon Herrera. He did not see Amarissa. She had probably already left to visit her mother in prison. What a life, he thought sadly. He tried not to think of the child Amarissa carried.
Luisa’s words rang in his mind, but she was wrong. Chance was not the last witness. He was the only one who had not withdrawn his statement, but Victor and Hortensia Govea, and Pia Zaragoza, the cleaner, had all witnessed the murder. The girl across the platform, who had slipped away before the police had been called, was a witness too. He wondered if she had worked as a prostitute, if Los Sanguinitos would track her down before he managed to, just as they had with Tito.
If they could, then they would track down Constanza too. Now that the CCTV tape was being played on the news channels it would not take long for them all to be identified.
Felipe thought about the Prosecutor’s Office. Someone there was influencing the case. Luisa might deny that any of her superiors would, but it was the only explanation that he could accept for why they had refused to file charges against Leon in the first place. Now the witnesses were dropping, and the security footage would probably be inadmissible in court after being shown hourly on all the news channels.
There was something, though, Felipe thought. He had to get answers from Leon. He needed to know why Teo had been killed. Had he found out that Leon was gay and threatened to out him? Was Amarissa even right in her assertions that he was?
Felipe wanted to make sure Leon stopped going after the witnesses. He thought of Constanza and Chance. He wondered if he could drop the investigation into Teo’s death if it meant sparing their lives.
He straightened in the driver’s seat. A hooded figure marched down the street. The shoulders were broad, his stride powerful, and he was about the right height. He could not see his face, but he was sure it was Leon. He did not appear on edge, but he glanced over his shoulder to check he was not being followed. Perhaps something had him spooked. It was Leon.
Felipe waited until he had gone inside the building, before he opened his car door and crossed over the road, giving him a minute head start. He could not hear footsteps in the stairwell as he crept up the stairs.
The door to Amarissa’s apartment was closed when he approached.
Felipe imagined Leon inside. Had he come back just to pick up a few things and sneak away again, or was he here to put his feet up knowing his girlfriend was out for a few hours?
He had a gun on his hip, but he had no back-up. Felipe wondered if he should call Henrique and give his location. Before he could unclip his phone from his belt, the front door opened.
Leon came out into the hallway. His hood was down, and keys jangled from his fingers. It was a second before he saw Felipe. Felipe watched realisation dawn on his face in a split-second. Leon threw himself back inside the apartment, dropping the keys on the floor, as Felipe sprang after him. Leon slammed the door behind him, but Felipe turned sideways, and his arm and bicep took the brunt of the blow. The door popped open, crashing against the wall.
In the flat, Leon was crashing through the mess in the living room, heading for the fire escape that hung from the front of the building. Felipe snatched at the back of his jumper as he climbed out of the window, but Leon dropped a few feet to the metal fire escape below, which creaked loudly in protest.
He was taking the stairs two at a time, not looking back. His heavy footfalls were causing the fire escape to shake and groan. Felipe did not hesitate. He dropped from the window and gave chase. He was a floor above Leon.
Leon reached the ladder that was supposed to drop down to the street. He shook the ladder, but it did not extend to the ground. Perhaps it was rusted over. He cursed and looked back at Felipe. Felipe was catching up.
In desperation, Leon turned, gripped the edge of the fire escape, and extended his body towards the ground. He dropped. He hit the ground with a grunt and toppled sideways. He was cursing as he got to his feet. One of his ankles seemed to have been hurt in the fall, but he was still off down the street.
Felipe copied Leon, grabbing the fire escape and lowering himself as close to the ground as he could before he dropped. He was better prepared. He wore boots not trainers and they softened the fall. He was on his feet and after Leon the second he hit the ground.
Leon staggered down an alleyway that ran between the buildings. It was littered with graffiti and takeaway cartons. He used the wall to support him, one of his ankles sprained. Felipe caught up with him and tackled him around the midriff. He spun him around and pinned him against the wall.
“Okay, okay,” Leon cried out, his face pressed against the wall. “You got me, man, you won.”
They were both breathing hard. Felipe took a second to catch his breath.
“That damn bitch told you, right?” Leon asked him, spitting in disgust. “Fuck you, Amarissa.”
“She told me plenty,” Felipe said.
Leon narrowed his eyes. 
“Yeah, well, can’t trust a word that comes out her mouth,” he said quickly. “Lying puta. Ho.”
“I don’t have an arrest warrant,” Felipe told him. “I’m just here to talk, okay?”
Leon narrowed his eyes. He looked cautious but he seemed to relax knowing he was not about to be dragged off to jail. He loosened his grip on Leon. He was injured and he was panting. He was going nowhere fast.
“What you want to talk about?” he demanded. He raised an eyebrow. “You forgot I’m not big on chatting? Small memory. You want me to call my lawyer, give you a reminder?”
He sniggered.
“Why did you kill Teo?” Felipe asked. “I know you knew him. His brother owed you money. He sent Teo to give you half of it.”
Leon’s eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly shrugged it off. His eyes darted around, but he winced when he stood upright on his bad ankle. At least he did not deny it.
“Did you get Teo working for you to pay off his brother’s debts?” Felipe asked. “Or did you kill him to punish Cristopher, to send a message?”
Leon shot him a dark look but shook his head.
“You know nothing, man.”
“Enlighten me then.”
“You wouldn’t understand,” Leon said. He looked around, as if afraid of being heard. Felipe took a step closer to him in case he decided to make a run for it.
“Try me,” Felipe encouraged.
Leon looked at him. Their eyes met. His eyes looked at Felipe’s lips for a second. Felipe thought of Amarissa’s theory about her boyfriend. He wondered if there was some truth in it after all.
“Did Teo find something out about you?” Felipe asked him. “Did he find out you were gay? He catch you with a guy and threaten to tell someone? Is that why you killed him?”
Leon’s jaw dropped open. He looked panicked. His face was flushed. He quickly took a step back, as if Felipe had threatened him.
“That’s crazy talk,” Leon said, almost shouting. “What the hell, man.”
“Talk to me,” Felipe urged him. “I won’t judge. I just want to know.”
Leon was conflicted. Torn between finally confessing and getting the weight of his secret off his chest, and keeping up his pretences, maintaining his bravado.
“Did you kill him to stop him from telling anyone you were gay?”
“Fine, you’re right, that’s why I shot him,” Leon snapped. His voice broke. He looked down at the floor and leant heavily against the wall. He looked as if he might slide down it to the ground any second, the fight leaving him. “I couldn’t let him tell anyone. I’d be a dead man if anyone found out.”
“How did he find out? Did he catch you that day when he brought the money to you?”
“No, you don’t understand,” Leon shook his head, agitated. His jaw twitched. “It wasn’t like that. He didn’t catch me doing anything. I loved him, man, and Teo loved me.”




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

There were tears in the corners of Leon’s eyes as he spoke.
“I loved him, okay?” he said, as if Felipe had questioned it. He put his head in his hand, trembling. He no longer looked intimidating. He looked fragile. Broken.
“Then why -”
“He wanted more than I could give him, okay?” Leon admitted. “At first, we were just hooking up. It started when he dropped the money off for his brother. It was crazy. We couldn’t resist each other. We did it right there on the sofa whilst Amarissa was in her mum’s room with her headphones on.”
He sniggered at the memory, then sadness settled over him again.
“We started meeting up more and more,” Leon continued. Felipe listened, sensing that Leon had longed to share his story with someone. It was a lot to keep bottled up inside. “I went to pick him up after he finished school. We’d spend the weekends together, whenever I could. It was like we couldn’t function properly unless we were together. That’s crazy, right?”
Felipe shook his head.
“You picked him up from school?” he asked. He remembered Señora Soto, Teo’s teacher. “You always drove a blue car?”
Leon nodded, distractedly.
“Yeah. I should’ve been more worried about being spotted, but I figured if anyone got suspicious, I could tell them that I was training him, y’know?”
“Nobody else knew?” Felipe asked.
Leon shook his head.
“You don’t understand, man,” he said, his voice quieter now. “I have a reputation. If anyone found out, I’d be dead. Not even my uncle could protect me, not that he’d want to if he knew.”
“And Teo wanted more?”
“He wanted us to be together,” Leon said, his voice breaking. “Like a proper couple. He said we could get out of Mexico City. It was just a dream. I could never leave Los Sanguinitos. Once you’re in, you’re in for life or you’re dead.”
“Did he tell anyone?” Felipe asked. “Is that why you killed him?”
Leon wiped his eyes with the back of his hand to hide the fact that tears had slid down his cheeks. He took a ragged breath to try and compose himself.
“He didn’t tell anyone,” he admitted. “Maybe he never would have, when it came down to it. He threatened to, though.”
A resigned look came over him. Felipe wondered if he separated his memories of his relationship from what had happened later, when he had made the decision to kill his lover.
“He heard me on the phone. His brother kept dealing in our territory. I had to teach him a lesson. Scare him off,” Leon recounted. “Teo threatened to tell everyone about me and him unless I protected Cristopher. I knew then, that he was always going to be a threat to me.”
“When did you decide to kill him?”
“I didn’t decide, it just happened,” Leon admitted. “I warned Teo not to threaten me. He told me to choose between him and the gang. Me and Martin had just finished a drop and were on our way to give Cristopher his beating. Teo should have stayed home and kept himself out of it.”
“He came to try and stop you?” Felipe asked.
He imagined how scared Teo must have been, knowing what he was risking for his brother.
“He tried, but it never would’ve worked,” Leon nodded. “He risked my life when he started running his mouth. I’m lucky Martin is too scared of my uncle, or what I might do to him, to ever tell anyone what he heard Teo say.”
“Martin knows then?”
“He’ll never say anything, he doesn’t want to rock the boat,” Leon shrugged, though there was a hint of fear in his voice. “He’s new. He’s making up for his father being a snitch. Anyway, I denied it to his face. Teo must’ve known he’d crossed the line. He must’ve seen it in my face that he was done.  He took off running, and I went after him.”
“Why did you have to kill him though?” Felipe asked. “If you loved him, then -”
“Yeah, I loved him,” Leon insisted. “But I was with Martin. How could I let Teo’s disrespect slide when he was stood right there, when he’d just heard every word? Anyone else would’ve killed him for accusing them of being gay. I had to do it. I didn’t want to, but it was him or me. I chose me.”
He sounded remorseful, but Felipe wondered at how Leon could claim to have loved Teo and yet had pulled the trigger without second guessing himself.
“I made it quick for him,” Leon said, almost whispering. “He didn’t suffer.”
“What about the others?” Felipe asked. “Why are you going after them? They threaten you too, or is just because you don’t want to end up in jail?”
Leon looked nonplussed for a second.
“What others?”
“The witnesses. The ones who saw you kill him,” Felipe replied. He gritted his teeth. He had the nerve to stand there and look as if he was clueless. “Is it just a coincidence that they’re dying?”
Leon shook his head.
“It’s not me,” he said quickly. “You think I want any more heat on me? My lawyer got me off. Why would I go on and kill more people and risk getting locked up again? Seriously, man, use your head.”
“You’re not doing it yourself, then, but that doesn’t make you any less guilty.”
“I’m not doing anything,” Leon insisted. “Maybe my uncle is behind it. Someone a lot higher up the food chain than me, that’s for sure. If they’re doing it on my behalf, then I didn’t ask them to.”
“Can you put an end to it then?” Felipe asked. “If you ask them, can you stop it?”
Leon snorted with laughter. He sounded genuinely amused at the suggestion.
“You think I have any say over anything?” he laughed. “Man, you give me more credit than I deserve. I ain’t anybody special. I can’t stop this anymore than I can bring Teo back to life.”
Felipe clenched his fists. He grabbed Leon by the cuff of his jumper and pinned him against the wall. Leon groaned, caught off guard by the sudden movement.
“Whose doing it then?” he demanded. “Who is killing my witnesses?”
“I don’t know,” Leon protested. “Por favor, I swear.”
“I don’t believe you.”
Leon writhed, but Felipe’s grip was strong.
“You want me to arrest you, drag you back down to the station?” Felipe asked. “I can ask you about your relationship with Teo. It might not go anywhere, but your lawyer would hear about it, and I’m sure whoever’s paying his bills will find out about what’s being insinuated. Is that what you want, Leon?”
“No, please man,” Leon begged. He stopped struggling, deflating. “Okay, listen, all I’ve heard is rumours.”
His voice was just a whisper.  He looked afraid. Felipe leant closer to hear him.
“His name’s Apollo,” he whispered. His eyes darted around, as if terrified they would be overheard. “I’ve never seen him. He’s like a ghost. A nightmare. I’ve heard he was in the army once. He’s killed hundreds of people. Maybe more. I don’t know if that’s true, but there are whispers. I heard stories that he’s the one going after them.”
“How can I find him?” Felipe asked. “Is he a foreigner? Is he a Sanguinito?”
“Nobody finds him,” Leon said. “He finds you. You start asking questions about him, and he’ll hear about it, no doubt.” He glanced up and down the alleyway again, then up at the windows overlooking the alley.
He shivered. 
There was a sound behind them. Felipe heard the scuff of trainers on the ground a second too late. He had been so caught up in Leon’s whispered story that he had not heard anyone approach. He started to turn. A hooded figure swung a plank of wood at him.
It caught him on the side of the head and Felipe staggered against the wall.
He collapsed to the floor, his ears ringing and his head pounding. He made to stand, grabbing the wall for support, when the plank hit him again, sending him sprawling face down on the floor. The plank clattered to the ground beside him, and Leon and his accomplice’s footsteps disappeared down the alleyway and faded into nothing.
Felipe tasted blood in his mouth. His vision swam, before he blacked out.




CHAPTER FIFTY

“The nurses have checked you out,” Henrique said, with a grin, as he stood at the foot of Felipe’s hospital bed. “Seems like you’re popular with them,” he laughed. “Very popular.”
Felipe rolled his eyes. He felt fine. He had blacked out for just a few seconds. He had managed to stand up and return to his car. It was only because he had told Henrique about the head injury that he had been forced to the hospital for a check-up.
The trip had already taken a few hours. Felipe was crawling up the walls.
He was not hooked up to any machines, and he had checked in the mirror. He had a bruise on one side of his face and a cut on his lip, and that was it. He had suffered much worse in the past. He was fighting fit and he wanted to go after Apollo, the ghost of Los Sanguinitos.
“Easy tiger,” Henrique chastised him, putting a hand to his shoulder to stop him from standing up. “You heard the nurse. You need the all-clear from the doctor before you can -”
“If there was anything wrong with me, they wouldn’t be taking such a long time,” Felipe interrupted him. He stood up, ignoring his partner’s protests. “I’ve got work to do. I can’t lie around all afternoon.”
“None of the nurses caught your eye then?” Henrique nudged him, giving up on trying to persuade him to stay, and falling into step beside him as Felipe walked down the ward.
Most of the beds were occupied, some had the plastic curtains pulled closed for privacy and others had people crowded around them in varying degrees of distress.
A nurse bore down on them, shaking her head disapprovingly.
“The doctor hasn’t -”
“With all due respect, señora, I am working on a murder case,” Felipe cut her off. “I’m fine. I just had a bang on the head. If I have any problems, I’ll come straight back, I promise.”
It was a lie, and they both knew it, but the nurse shrugged and stepped aside.
“There’s an arrest warrant out for Leon Herrera,” Henrique filled him in, as they left the minor injuries ward and took the stairs.
“He’ll be keeping a low profile for now,” Felipe said. “I got some answers from him.”
He filled his partner in on what he knew. Henrique murmured in response.
“Now we need to be on the lookout for Apollo,” he summarised.
“I know who to call to find out more,” Felipe told him.
He thought of one of his informants. He would give him any information he had for a few pesos. Felipe trusted him. He had never been steered wrong or given dodgy information by him before. He knew him only as Cruzito. Little Cross. He knew where he would be at this time.
“You need back up?” Henrique asked.
Felipe shook his head. Cruzito did not trust anyone. He would bolt if he saw anyone other than Felipe. His paranoia was perhaps the only reason he was still alive.
“I’ll go back and run the name through the system, see if we get any hits,” Henrique told him. They exchanged doubtful looks. It was worth a shot, but the name Apollo was not much to go on.
They parted ways in the car park. Henrique climbed into his cruiser and took off. Felipe got into his unmarked car and did not follow, heading to a barrio in Roma Norte.
It was a dangerous area, but not an area that he knew to be under the control of Los Sanguinitos. He hoped he would not run into trouble there, especially after his confrontation with Leon Herrera.
He expected Cruzito to be in his usual spot, drinking at a small street bar with a few other washed-up ex-cons who served no use to the cartels now and had avoided taking a bullet to reach retirement age, if there was such a thing.
The atmosphere intensified as he drove into the neighbourhood. Eyes watched from street corners. People did not linger on the street unless they were up to no good. Hoods and caps low to hide faces.
Felipe caught sight of Cruzito on a stool. The bar was propped up on the pavement. It was a makeshift establishment.  An ancient bartender poured drinks and could pull the shutter the second trouble arose. Two others drank at the bar and clocked him as he slowed down across the road. One nodded in his direction and Cruzito turned, a shot glass in his hand.
His eyes strained to see him and then he knocked back the shot, slid a note across the bar and got down off his stool. He said something to the others, perhaps giving an excuse for who had come uninvited to see him. He did not smile as he crossed the street and climbed into the car.
“Buenas tardes,” Felipe greeted him, as Cruzito sat down in the passenger seat and slammed the door shut behind him. “How are you?”
“I’ll be better once I know what you want,” Cruzito replied, eyes on the road ahead. “Or who you want.”
Felipe did not take it personally. He did not begrudge Cruzito his annoyance. It had not been his choice to become an informant. Felipe had kept him out of prison in exchange for his help. Cruzito owed him. They both knew it, but that did not mean Cruzito had to like him.
“I need to know about a man known as Apollo.”
There was no mistaking the dark look that crossed Cruzito’s face at the mention of his name. Felipe recalled Leon’s fear as he had spoken about him. Now Cruzito appeared just as afraid upon hearing the name.
Felipe wondered what Apollo had done to become as feared as this.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Victor Govea had switched off the midday news. He was not a great fan of it at the best of times, and he knew that all the media stories about the cartels and Teo Silva’s murder was doing nothing for his wife’s mood. Even he could not stand the constant barrage of information and speculation about the case, and he was far more stable than Hortensia.
He stood in the kitchen of their small house in the suburbs and waited for the kettle to boil. He could hear Hortensia in the living room, humming softly as she knitted. At least her mind was off the murders, for now at any rate. He was sure that soon she would be fretting once more, wringing her hands anxiously, chewing on her bottom lip, worrying about everything that could possibly go wrong.
She had always had a nervous disposition which led to her sniping to compensate for this, but since the security guard and those teenagers had been killed, she had become unbearable. He could not bear another restless night of her crying out with fear at the slightest noise outside or every time a pair of headlights flashed past the window.
The kitchen door was ajar and with his wife safely in the living room, preoccupied, he slid his mobile phone out of his trouser pocket. His hand trembled slightly as he did, and he unlocked the screen to check his messages.
Hortensia never bothered with technology. She had no interest in it, did not care what he was doing when his eyes were glued to the small screen, except to complain that phones would be the death of them all, that their lives had been just fine without them.
Victor was certain that his wife would have taken plenty of interest, and had much to say, if she knew what he was doing. He had considered telling her, but he could not bring himself to do it.
She would not understand. She would never forgive him.
He glanced at the door as if afraid she would appear in the doorway and start throwing accusations around the kitchen, but her gentle humming continued uninterrupted from the living room beyond.
Victor frowned. There were no new messages. He felt disappointed, and a little worried. They messaged often, or as often as he could without raising Hortensia’s suspicions, but after what had happened at the station, he did not like to think of Adonia on her own.
She had been at the station too. She had been just feet away from him and Hortensia. It could have all gone so desperately wrong. For a second he had imagined that Adonia had met his eyes, that she was about to come over and introduce herself to Hortensia, take the matter out of his hands as he so often feared she would, but then that boy had run onto the platform across the tracks and everything had gone a little crazy.
Adonia had vanished, slipping away quickly from the platform, and Victor had not been able to go after her, not with Hortensia clasping his arm so tightly she threatened to cut off his circulation. He had not given Adonia’s name to the police. He did not want to get her in any trouble, and nor did he dare mention her in front of his wife.
Now with all the news stories, he was glad that he had kept her out of it. If she was afraid, then her messages since that night had not shown it. He had managed to message her when they had finally arrived home after answering the police questions and she had quickly replied that she was fine, that she was home and safe.
Victor wanted to see her. He was about to send her a message when he realised Hortensia had stopped humming. He locked his phone and slid it back into his trouser pocket a second before the kitchen door swung open and his wife sidled into the room.
“Good lord, how long does it take you to make a drink,” she sniped at him.
Victor glanced at the kettle and realised it had finished boiling. He reached for it, but Hortensia was already bustling over to make it herself.
“You go and sit down, Victor, you’re just taking up room in here,” she shooed him away.
Victor mumbled his apologies to his wife as he left the kitchen, his phone heavy in his pocket, his thoughts already back on Adonia.




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Felipe pulled over to the kerb on a quiet side-street. He shut off the engine and shifted in his seat to look at Cruzito. The grey clouds overhead broke and rain lashed at the windows, shielding them from sight of passers-by and affording them some privacy.
“You’ve heard the name before,” Felipe said.
It was not a question. They both knew that Cruzito had reacted to hearing the name.
“Yeah, I’ve heard it,” he agreed. “Doubt it’s his real name. I’ve never met him. I don’t know anyone who has, either.”
“What do you know?”
Cruzito’s hands were in his lap and he fidgeted, picking at some dead skin below his thumbnail. He did not look at Felipe, his eyes remaining alert, gazing beyond the windscreen, through the rain.
“Not much. Nobody knows his story,” Cruzito replied. “At least nobody I know. Rumour has it he was trained by the American SAS. He’s got some serious skills.”
“He’s ex-military?” Felipe asked.
He did not like the thought of that, but something was off. None of the murders had been conducted with military precision. Bianca’s brakes had been cut. Ramone was pushed in front of a train by a child. Tito had been beaten over the head with a blunt object. No sign of military knowledge in these killings, he thought.
“That’s what I’ve heard,” Cruzito shrugged. “Don’t quote me on it.”
“How much do you know about Carlos Herrera and his nephew?” Felipe asked him. “And the deaths of the witnesses who saw Leon kill Teo Silva.”
“I’ve heard whispers,” Cruzito said. “People talk, especially after a few drinks. It’s hard to know what’s fact and what’s fantasy. Word on the street is Carlos hired Apollo to clear up the mess.”
Felipe nodded. Perhaps Leon had been right. Maybe he was telling the truth that he was not involved. He had feared that Leon had invented Apollo as a myth, a goose-chase, but it seemed not.
“Apollo is taking out the witnesses.”
“Not necessarily himself,” Cruzito sighed. “He doesn’t work alone.”
Felipe felt Cruzito’s uneasiness.
“He’s got spies everywhere,” he continued. “I don’t know how, or why, but he’s got gangs of street kids at his beck and call. They stalk and threaten and kill for him. They do whatever he tells them to. He’s like a god to them. They’d die for him. That’s why he’s so feared. He always has ways to reach people. He never fails on a hit job. Not with that army of his.”
Felipe thought about Veronica, the middle-aged woman who had told him that Ramone was pushed by a child. He wondered if it had been children who had cut Bianca’s brakes and led Tito to his death. Perhaps Tito would not have feared a child, had been oblivious of the danger he had been in until it was too late.
Street children were near-invisible in Mexico. They were everywhere and yet nobody saw them, because nobody wanted to see them. Cruzito was right. If Apollo had an army of these children following his orders, then he was unstoppable.
Nobody would fear a child. The witnesses were expecting a tattooed figure in a hood to attack them, if they feared attack at all.
“When Apollo is in town, he sees and hear everything,” Cruzito said. His voice had dropped to a whisper. “If you start going after him, then he’ll find out.”
“Not if I catch him first,” Felipe said.
He was not afraid of Apollo, though he wondered if he should be.
“You won’t,” Cruzito whispered, shaking his head. He reached for the door handle. Their conversation was over. He had told him everything he knew. “You won’t find Apollo unless he wants you to find him.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Hortensia Govea was no fool and she did not like to be thought of as such.
That was why she scowled as she glanced at Victor out of the corner of her eye, anger swelling through her, momentarily overshadowing even her nerves. He mistook her trepidation, her quiet and indecisive demeanour for stupidity. She could be sniping and downright vicious at times. She had learnt at a young age that her words were her weapons and she was careful when she used them. She had managed to hold her tongue, but it was becoming harder to do so every time she saw her husband looking at that stupid mobile phone. It was practically glued to his hand at times and she saw his eyes widen with delight when his phone flashed with a message and his lips pull into a frown when the screen remained blank.
It did not take a genius to know what her husband was up to.
Victor was having an affair.
Hortensia dreaded having to admit the brutal reality to herself, but now she finally had, and it was impossible for her not to think constantly about it. They had been married for over forty years. She had put up with his infertility and given up on her dreams of having children, a family, for him. She had worked hard to support him so he could pursue his dreams of becoming an author. She had given him everything and more and now in their twilight years he was repaying her for her loyalty like this.
She tried not to imagine what the woman who had stolen her husband’s fidelity looked like. She was naturally distrusting and suspicious of others, and always had been, and now she could not help but narrow her eyes at every woman that she came across. Was it the woman pushing a pram with another chubby-faced child hanging at her breasts? Or the prim businesswoman that looked like she was sucking on a lemon? Maybe it was the greying woman who ambled along with a basket full of frozen snacks and crisps, or the pretty young girl with her ears full of piercings and a bright pink stripe in her curly hair.
The supermarket was busy at this time of evening, full of women who could be her rival.
She had not wanted to venture out of the safety of their home at all, but Victor had insisted they needed groceries. She tried not to think of the news stories. They had withdrawn their statements and that meant something, she was sure of it.
She was certain they were no threat now. They would not suffer the same fate as the other witnesses. Still, she glanced frequently over her shoulder as if to check she were not being followed. Victor had drifted down the snack aisle and Hortensia had a moment of panic when she realised that he was not by her side.
“Sorry, sorry,” Victor apologised as he hurried back to her, dropping a bag of crisps in the trolley and avoiding the glare that Hortensia indulged him with.
Sorry for what, Hortensia wanted to ask him, but she held her tongue. She would let him imagine that he was fooling her. She did not want a confrontation with him. She dared not rock the boat, even if she was the wronged party.
She felt a shiver down her spine and looked over her shoulder. A man caught her eye though he was several meters away. He did not push a trolley nor held a basket. He was watching her, there was no doubt about it. He did not look away. She blinked. A woman approached him, holding up something for him. He nodded at her.
Hortensia sighed with relief. She was being paranoid. Just a man out shopping with his wife. Someone else caught her eye. A young boy. He must have been around twelve. He stared at her. A step behind him, two other boys around his age stared at her too. She shuddered. They appeared to be unsupervised. No trolleys, no baskets.
They watched her, and she could not shake off her misgivings. They were just children. Probably they got some sick amusement from making an old woman feel uncomfortable.
Hortensia broke eye contact first and felt her hands shaking as she pushed the trolley towards the checkout. Victor was surprised.
“What about the -”
“Never mind that,” Hortensia sniped. “We’ve got enough.”
“I was going to make us some -”
“I want to go home,” Hortensia insisted.
Perhaps it was the tremble in her voice or perhaps she had paled with fear, for Victor took a long, uncertain look at her and nodded.
“Yes, well, we can go home,” he agreed. “It’s been a long day. I can always pop out later if we need anything.”
Hortensia’s eyes flashed with anger at the thought that her husband was thinking of popping out to meet his mistress. It faded in a second as she glanced back to where the boys had been watching her. She could not see them.
Had she been mistaken? Were they drawing closer, had they split up to more easily stalk her, or were they already waiting in the car park for them? Endless possibilities flooded her thoughts and she took a steadying breath.
“What’s wrong?” Victor asked.
He put a hand on her arm and Hortensia jumped as if scolded. She could have sworn at Victor for startling her, but she pursed her lips and drew in a shaky gulp of air, gripping the trolley handlebar tighter until her knuckles ached.
Victor looked more concerned.
“I think we’re being followed,” Hortensia said tightly. She did not want the other people in the queue to hear such a proclamation, just in case she was wrong, though she was almost certain she was not. Victor’s brow wrinkled as he looked around, as if he would be able to spot the boys stalking them at once. Hortensia tensed. “There were three of them. They were staring at us.” She tried to keep her voice from sounding hysterical, but she must have spoken louder than she had intended, for a head turned in her direction further up the queue. She did not mention that they were just children. She did not want him to mock her.
“I can’t see anyone,” Victor said uncertainly.
“Well, of course you can’t,” Hortensia snapped. “I knew we should have stayed at home.”
“We will be soon,” Victor said, trying to reassure her.
Hortensia hated that tone in his voice, as if he were humouring her even if he did not believe what she had seen. The man had the cheek to cheat on her, throw their marriage vows out of the window, and still think he had the right to treat her like a timid child that needed nurturing. How dare he, she thought.
She was almost hyperventilating by the time they reached the checkout, unable to help herself from looking behind her for a glimpse of the boys she had seen. The cashier smiled at them as she started scanning their items, but Hortensia ignored her. The girl started telling them about a promotion they had running, and did they want to get another carton of milk and another loaf of bread to make the most of the offer.
“No, we’re not interested,” Hortensia said at once, cutting her off mid-pitch, her voice blunt.
“Sorry,” Victor murmured in apology for her.
Hortensia bristled.
“Can you hurry up?” she asked the girl, as she tried for a second time to scan the barcode on a box of cereal. The girl looked affronted but forced another smile. Hortensia pursed her lips, swallowing down some nasty things she wanted to say to the girl.
Perhaps this was the type of girl Victor liked, she imagined. Vacuous and vapid.
When they had finally paid and were heading for the exit, Hortensia found her heart had leapt up into her throat. She could see the car park beyond the glass sliding doors. People came and went. It would be too easy for the boys she had seen to approach them. How long would it take for them to fire at them? Would she have any time for last words or thoughts, or would they be too quick, would they snuff out her life before she even realised her time was up?
She held her breath as they went out of the sliding doors and blinked hard in the bright daylight. She was shaking hard as they crossed the car park to the car. She resisted the urge to run and throw herself into the relative safety of the car.
At this age, she could not outrun anyone, let alone the young boys who had stared at her.
She did not offer any help to Victor as she buckled herself in the passenger seat, letting him pack the bags into the boot whilst she stared all around them for a sign of the boys, for a clue that this might be a trap.
She watched Victor closely in the mirror as he wheeled the empty trolley over to a row of discarded trolleys and only breathed out in relief when he was in turning on the engine, the door closed firmly after him.
“Don’t worry, we’ll get you home,” Victor said calmly, glancing sideways at her. “You’re shaking like a leaf. You need a lie down and a cup of tea.”
Hortensia could not even bring herself to speak. Her breathing was beginning to return to something resembling normal. She wiped her palms on her dress, realising they were slick with sweat. The hairs on the nape of her neck were wet and her body ached with the tension.
She squeezed her hands together and began wringing them as she always did when she was nervous. She could not help herself. She knew Victor must have noticed, but he did not mention it. He hated when she did that, when she showed such weaknesses.
Hortensia looked out of the windscreen at the road ahead of them. She could not help but wonder, even in her state of distress, whether her husband was thinking about his mistress right now, if perhaps he wished that he was with her rather than his pitiable, shaking wife.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The windows in the high-rise office blocks and apartment buildings of Santa Fe, one of the fastest expanding business districts of the city, were shining as the sky went dark and Dario Otero pulled into the underground parking of his building and sighed with relief as the gates closed firmly behind him with a loud clang.
He shut off his engine and took a deep breath before he collected his jacket, his phone and his laptop bag and got out of his car. He beeped the car locked and swung the bag over his shoulder as he crossed the dark garage to the elevator. His pulse was racing, his eyes shooting from one dark corner to the next as he walked, alert for the first sign of danger.
He pressed the button for the penthouse and only relaxed after the elevator doors shut and he was propelled skywards. His phone began to vibrate, and he grimaced. It was the fifth call from his sister Patricia. She was no doubt anxious about what was happening and why the policía had wanted her to identify his body if he was not dead.
The elevator doors opened. He stepped out into the small hallway, the overheard light flickering on when it sensed his presence. He unlocked his front door, the only one that led from the hallway, and locked it again behind him. He threw the bolt and slid the chain into place as an extra precaution.
He dropped his laptop bag and jacket onto a plush leather armchair and put his phone down on the kitchen counter where it vibrated against the marble. He could not face speaking to his sister. Not yet anyway. He needed to compose himself, find some courage to quell his fear before he could put on a brave voice for her and reassure her confidently that he was fine.
He snatched up a crystal glass and poured a generous double-measure of tequila. He did not bother to water it down and drank it neat, smacking his lips against the taste.
His hands stopped shaking as he lifted the bottle and poured another. He swirled the amber liquid in the glass and retreated through the open-plan kitchen and across the large living area to the sliding glass doors that led to the roof terrace.
The air was cool but pleasant as he stepped outside. It had just stopped raining and there were puddles on the tiles. He sipped at the tequila, the alcohol and the cold night air helping to clear his mind and bring him back to his senses. He thought about the dead thief and the fact that whoever had killed him knew who he was, where he lived.
He shook his head as if to shake these thoughts loose from his mind and took a long drink.
Perhaps he should not have withdrawn his statement. At least if he was due to testify, the policía would have some vested interest in keeping him safe. Keeping him alive.
Now he had cut himself loose, would they really do anything to protect him?
He could not imagine them abandoning him completely, but then there was so much he could not have imagined before he had stepped foot on the metro platform that night.
Finishing his drink, he returned to the kitchen and snatched up his phone as it vibrated again. He would need one more drink before he called his sister back. He poured a third measure and took the phone and drink back outside.
He walked to the edge of the terrace, leaning against the wall as he surveyed the sparkling lights and hum of activity of the city. He liked the noise of the streets far beneath him and the glow of thousands of streetlights that seemed to reach the stars themselves when he looked up.
He stopped, his body freezing, as he looked down at the screen of his phone and saw that the notification was not an incoming call from his sister, but a security alert for his apartment. He clicked open the message alert and his screen was filled with the image from outside his front door.
The screen showed every corner of the small entrance hall, focused on his front door. He saw nobody there, but his body remained tense, his breathing shallow. A fly landed on the camera lens, blocking the screen, and he jumped, splashing tequila onto the cuff of his sleeve.
He allowed himself a snort of laughter, relief making him feel giddy.
It seemed to happen every so often, if an insect landed on the camera it would set off his security alert. He closed the security app and pulled up the list of notifications he had missed during the afternoon, whilst he had been so distracted.
Numerous emails and updates about the meeting he had left early from. He would have to respond to them before the morning. The missed calls from his sister, accompanied by numerous follow-up texts from her. They had not spoken in months and now she was filling up his phone. Another security alert notification. He almost dismissed it, not wanting to see another video of a bug landing on the lens, but he hesitated. The time stamp was from an hour ago.
He swiped it open, the security camera footage filling the screen once more.
This time there was no fly. Three hooded figures stepped out of the elevator and went to the front door. They looked short and slight, like children. The leader pulled something out of his pocket, fiddled with the lock and the front door swung open. He led the group inside the apartment and the front door closed swiftly behind them.
Dario felt his chest tighten. He watched the video again. It was an hour ago that these intruders had broken into his home. He looked at the security notifications, but there were no others. His mouth felt bone dry, his hands shaking so hard he almost dropped the glass.
No more security alerts.
That meant the intruders had not left the penthouse.
They were still here.
He put the glass down on the wall, the tequila forgotten. He turned his back on the cityscape reaching out before him and looked back at the glass walls of his living area.
Dario let out a cry of alarm, his body jolting with fear.
The three intruders stood at the sliding doors, hoods up, shoulders squared.
He could see they were boys. Young boys. The leader, stood in the centre, must have been fifteen. The other two were younger, maybe twelve or thirteen.
“What do you want?” Dario called to them, looking to the leader, taking every ounce of courage and strength to muster the energy to give voice to his words. “I withdrew my statement. I won’t testify, if that’s why you’re here.”
The leader stepped out onto the roof terrace. The sliding doors, the only escape route, safely behind him. Dario shivered, the air seeming to cool now that he had no retreat from it. The leader took another step forward and the two younger boys followed a short distance behind him.
One pulled out a phone and held it up in his direction. He was recording this, Dario realised.
Dario’s back was pressed against the wall.
There was no escape.
Forty floors or more down to the concrete below.
“Por favor,” Dario stammered, not even sure if his voice was more than a whisper over the loud thudding of his racing heart. “Please, you don’t have to do this.”
The hooded boys kept coming. Their faces were in shadow, the light from the penthouse behind them.
“Stop right now,” Dario shouted.
He felt a burst of courage. He was the adult here. They were just children.
It seemed to work. The boys stopped, apparently surprised by his display of bravado.
“Get out of my apartment right now,” he continued. His voice was harsh and loud. He hoped that they did not hear the fear that he felt. “If you’re lucky, I won’t call the police. If you go right now, then I won’t. Shoo, off you go.”
The boys did not move. The leader glanced over his left shoulder, nodded. Then his right shoulder and nodded again. Dario did not like it, did not know what they planned, what they were communicating between themselves.
He hoped they were going to leave.
The two younger boys were suddenly running at him. Dario almost shat himself at the sudden movement. He clenched his fists. He hit one square in the face. The boy staggered backwards. The leader ran at him and joined in the fray.
Dario struggled, but he was no fighter. Though the three boys were young, they were strong and stubborn. This was no robbery. Just as he shrugged free of one of them, the other two would grab him and get him in a stranglehold.
He was shouting and swearing. His shirt tore in the struggle. He knocked his glass off the wall. He imagined for a split second the scene on the street below as people looked up after the glass shattered against the pavement. He knew the impact it must have had, falling from such a height onto concrete.
He struggled harder but he was tiring, and the boys were relentless. They were not trying to subdue him or tie him up. They were keeping him against the wall, wrestling him over the ledge.
Dario fought harder.
“Please, I’ll give you money,” Dario begged them, realising their intentions. “I’ve got Rolexes. iPhones. You can take the lot.”
“We’ll take what we want when we’re done,” the ringleader said. He didn’t sound out of breath. He looked smug. “We’re doing this for him.”
“Who?” Dario demanded.
He kicked out at the wall, desperate not to follow his glass over the wall to the ground forty storeys below. The leader just smiled. The other two were winning, forcing Dario higher up the wall. His back was against nothing. His arms were restrained. He had nothing to grab onto. He felt his butt sliding over the top of the wall.
He was sweating, begging, pleading.
“Por favor,” he cried.
Dario could feel the nothingness behind him. The wind whipping up the building chilled him.
The leader stepped closer and grabbed the front of his shirt. His face was expressionless. The two younger boys loosened their grip. Dario had a second of relief. Then they were hoisting his legs over the side.
The leader smiled as between them they pushed him over the wall.
Dario screamed as he tumbled backwards, twisting through the air. He felt weightless and yet at the same time he felt as heavy as a concrete block, plummeting, windows racing past him as he grabbed at thin air and the sidewalk rushed up towards him, the traffic growing louder.
The screaming around him started seconds before he hit the concrete.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Felipe did not attend the scene on the street beneath Dario Otero’s apartment.
It would take a while to officially identify the body as their witness, Henrique reported from the scene. Felipe swallowed down bile. He did not need to think too hard to know the damage that had been done to him falling forty floors onto concrete. The coroner could try and match his dental records or do a DNA test with Patricia, Dario’s sister, who had once again been notified of her brother’s death. This time there was no doubt.
Felipe felt his heart go out to the poor woman. He wondered if she would file a lawsuit against the department. He would not be surprised, and nor would he blame her. It had been a rollercoaster of emotions for her in the past twenty-four hours. He could not imagine her grief.
He thought of Henrique, surveying the scene. Felipe knew that his partner could handle it, just as he could, but Felipe wanted to chase up something that Cruzito had told him about Apollo.
His informant had mentioned that Apollo was ex-military. That was not so uncommon in itself. Plenty of military servicemen deserted the army, recruited by the cartels. The cartels offered better money and rewards for putting their lives on the line. Though the government denied it, the problem was prevalent. No politician or general wanted to confirm that soldiers trained by the army had turned to fight against them. It was bad morale for the war on drugs, and Felipe wondered if they feared it would encourage more soldiers to join the ranks of the cartel if they knew there was a market for it.
What was unusual, Felipe thought, was that Cruzito had told him that Apollo had SAS training. He was an elite soldier, trained by the Americans.
Though he was sure cartels targeted these types of highly trained soldiers for recruitment, Felipe did not know how many were won over by them. However high the figure, Felipe knew that it was a start. He had to start somewhere in his search for Apollo. Once he had a list, then he could start on finding out who Apollo really was. Apollo was feared, but behind the name was a criminal, just like any other.
He knocked on the door to the jefe’s office. He knew that Jimenez was inside, had heard him whistling just a second before. It was evening now, and perhaps Jimenez was getting ready to go home. He rarely worked late. It was a surprise he was here at all now that it was dark outside. He heard muttering and then a deep voice.
“Come in,” he summoned him.
Felipe opened the door cautiously. The room was small, the jefe’s chair and desk taking up most of the space. A row of filing cabinets filled the rest of the room, so there were just enough room for a chair squeezed in front of the desk. The jefe gestured for Felipe to sit down, which he did. He finished tapping away at his keyboard for a second, and then folded his arms and looked at Felipe.
“What do you need, Santos?”
Felipe cleared his throat. He did not expect his request to be met with excitement.
“I have a potential lead on the witness murders. I need clearance to access some military files.”
The jefe had looked momentarily relieved to hear there was a lead. His face fell quickly. His smile vanished. He let out a long breath, perhaps buying himself some time.
“Which files?” he asked eventually. Felipe imagined he was doing damage-control in his mind already. “Why do you need them?”
“The killer could be ex-military. Specifically, he might have American SAS training.”
There was no mistaking the jefe’s dismay at this line of enquiry.
“This suspect, you have any more details?” he asked. “I take it he defected for a cartel.”
“I have a nickname, that’s all,” Felipe said quietly. “Yes, jefe. For Los Sanguinitos.”
The jefe muttered a few choice cusses. He mumbled an apology and ran a hand nervously through his greying hair. Felipe could see the uncertainty on his face, torn between helping the case and having to explain to his superiors why classified military information had been accessed.
“If you don’t have a name, I don’t think you’ll get very far,” he said. “No, no, you need more than that. They’ll never grant you clearance to all those names. It’s classified for a reason, Santos.”
“Jefe, this is the only lead we have -”
“Then find another,” the jefe insisted.
His voice was firm. A bead of sweat had popped up on his forehead. He did not wipe it away. He nodded towards the door. Felipe groaned and left his office, the door closing a second later. He imagined the jefe breathing a sigh of relief that he had left without kicking up a fuss.
Felipe sat back at his desk and called Luisa. Perhaps the Prosecutor’s Office would have more luck in requesting access to the files than he would trying to go through the jefe.
When he had filled in Luisa on what he needed, she was sceptical, but she promised to try.
Felipe thanked her before he hung up.
His phone flashed with a news alert and he swiped it open. He had set up alerts to find out when new stories about the witness murders broke, so he could keep on top of it. A grainy video was playing on his screen. Dario Otero was front and centre, but whoever was filming was slightly to his right. The backdrop was the skyline of Santa Fe, the area he lived, and Mexico City stretching far beyond into the distance. The camera shook and he realised it was being filmed on a mobile phone. The traffic and wind drowned out all other sounds until Dario started to shout and beg.
Felipe knew what was coming, though he could not believe it.
The footage became blurry and dark, but a muffled struggle could still be heard. Dario’s voice grew more frantic, his cries more gut-wrenching. Then there was a high-pitch scream. The fear was palpable. The video jolted and Felipe was looking down the side of the building as Dario twisted in the air, getting smaller as he fell. The video shook a little but did not move away from the sight of Dario as he impacted on the ground far below. Screams and horns erupted as if from a distance. The camera zoomed in on what remained of Dario, but the screen became pixelated and blurry, filmed on an old phone.
Felipe shuddered. He wondered how someone could film this, and how it had come into the possession of Valentina Vasquez and her news team so quickly.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Lights were still flashing from squad cars and the street was cordoned off when Felipe pulled over to the side of the road half a block from Dario Otero’s apartment building. Uniformed policías were everywhere and the forensics team in their white suits scoured a thirty-foot section of the road below Dario’s apartment building. Curious passers-by slowed to see what the commotion was, and a few tried to snap pictures on their phones. The traffic had slowed to a crawl as a few unfortunate traffic cops directed them into a diversion. Felipe knew that Henrique was somewhere in the sea of people, but it was Valentina Vasquez that he searched for in the crowd.
The television camera crews were all set up as close as they could get to the crime scene, whilst policías monitored the tape to make sure nobody slipped underneath and got too close. Not that it mattered, Felipe thought, because they had already played footage of the actual murder as part of their broadcast.
She was not hard to miss. She wore a magenta-pink broad-shouldered blazer and matching pencil skirt. Her hair was styled as always, her lips matching her outfit, and huge earrings dangled from her lobes. She was speaking rapid-fire into the microphone, her nails the same bright shade as her lips.
He weaved his way through the chaos towards her. She had taken a break by the time he reached her and was off camera, puffing away on a slim cigarette, scrolling on her phone.
She batted her eyelashes at him as he stood in front of her. She was an attractive woman, perhaps mid-to-late twenties, same as he was.
“We’re on in five, Tina,” one of the camera men called over to her.
Valentina smiled seductively.
“You heard him,” she said. “There’s plenty of things we could manage in five whole minutes.”
Felipe had never met the reporter before, but he had heard rumours, as everyone had. She had been married to a sports star and then became headline news herself when the marriage fell apart amidst rumours of her numerous extra-marital affairs.
Perhaps there was some truth to the rumours, he thought.
She must have sensed his lack of interest in her flirting, because her smile faltered. Her coy, alluring act vanished at once. The cigarette was stuck between her lips once more and she turned from him dismissively.
“How did you get the footage of Dario Otero’s murder?” Felipe asked her.
He saw her tense, but she tried to pretend otherwise. She took her time returning her look to him, and this time there was no attempt to flirt. She was weary now, regarding him suspiciously.
“You’re working on the murders,” she said. She did not expect a reply from him. “How would you feel about doing an interview?” Her eyes looked him up and down quickly. “You’d be good on camera.”
“You’re the one who needs to be answering questions,” Felipe told her. “How did you get that mobile phone footage?”
Valentina pursed her lips, weighing up how much to share with him.
“Some kid gave it to me,” she said quietly, so that nobody would overhear. Felipe bent his head lower and took a step closer. She nodded at her cameraman that everything was fine. “We arrived here like everyone else. We were getting ready to go on camera when some street urchin managed to grab me. He shoved a cheap phone in my hand, told me to watch the video.”
Felipe did not know what to think. This was proof that what he had heard was right. Apollo had an army of street children doing his dirty work. It did not bring him any closer to Apollo, and he knew that the forensics teams could search every inch of Dario’s apartment, but they would find no evidence against him.
“Do you remember anyone else?” Felipe asked. “Did you see where the kid went, if he was working with someone?”
Valentina scoffed at the thought.
“You think I was paying him the slightest attention?” she asked, amused. “I shoved the phone into one of my tech’s hands and went on air for my segment. It was only when I’d finished that I found out that the tech had watched the video. I was straight back on air after that.”
“Do you still have the phone?” Felipe asked.
“There were no contacts, nothing except the video,” Valentina said. “By all means, take it though. We’ve got what we needed from it.”
Felipe caught the attention of one of the uniformed policías and gave him instructions to take the phone as evidence. Valentina eyed him up with curiosity.
“You sure you don’t want to give an interview?” she asked him, when the policía had darted off to do what Felipe had told him. Valentina was smiling, flirtatious once more. “It’s not like you couldn’t use the help. Maybe one of my viewers has some information.”
Felipe shook his head. He was not sure why he had come down here. If he had hoped for something useful, he was disappointed, and yet he had not expected Valentina to give him any answers. He did not think she was lying about how she had got her hands on the footage, but it made him nervous.
Valentina appeared to have had the same thought.
“It’s curious, don’t you think, that whoever is doing this wants the murders to be seen,” she said, her voice playful. “You know, just as well as I do, that this is Los Sanguinitos sending a message.”
“Who do you think they’re sending it to?” Felipe asked, playing along.
“Everyone,” she said confidently. “You, Subinspector Santos. The other cartels. The witnesses. The public. They want every single person in Mexico to know how violent they are. It’s a power display, and I’d say that they’re doing a pretty good job showing how brutal they can be, wouldn’t you?”
Felipe nodded, knowing that she was right. He turned from her and struggled his way through the crowds of pedestrians back towards his car. Los Sanguinitos, and Apollo, were sending a message to everyone and they would carry on until they were stopped.
He wondered how Valentina knew his name, how she knew his rank. Perhaps she had done her homework on the case and those investigating it after all. He glanced back at her, but she was lost to the crowd, probably stubbing out her cigarette and preening for the camera. She was as thorough as she was obnoxious, he thought, as he settled in the driver’s seat just as it started to rain, but she had no information that could help him find Apollo.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Luisa was waiting at his desk for him mid-morning the next day. She had called him last night, just as Felipe had arrived home, still trying to clear his head of the chaos of the scene outside Dario’s apartment. She had updated him, but Felipe had got the impression that she was meeting the same resistance with her superiors as he had with the jefe.
He had woken after a restless night of twisted dreams and had been surprised when Luisa rang to say she had managed to get a list of names.
She smiled, pleased with herself, as he approached. She clasped a piece of paper in her fingers as she leant against his desk. She wore a tight skirt and he wondered if she had worn it for his benefit, to show him what he was missing. He was careful to keep his eyes on her face as he greeted her and sat down on his chair, Luisa sliding along the desk to let him.
“You owe me a drink,” Luisa told him, flicking a strand of hair over her shoulder. She did not relinquish the list. Felipe nodded in resignation. “Well, perhaps you owe one of the assistants at the Secretaría de la Defensa Nacional.”
The National Defence Secretariat was perhaps a little more liberal than the Mexican Army itself, Felipe thought. He wondered if they would still have access to all the records that he required.
“I got nowhere with anyone over there, really,” Luisa explained, shaking her head. “Eventually one of the assistants took pity on me, when she realised it was to catch this killer. She’ll lose her job, maybe her freedom, if anyone knows she let me look at the files, even if it was just for a few minutes.”
Felipe nodded in understanding. It was frustrating that this would have to remain off the record, but once he had established Apollo’s real identity, it would not matter.
“She ran a crosscheck for me on the records they had. She matched military personnel who had undertaken American SAS-forces training with the records they have for those who have defected the army,” Luisa explained. She sighed. “There were about fifty. I checked our records at the Prosecutor’s Office for men with Los Sanguinitos associations who match the criteria. I got the list down to five.”
“You’ve put a lot of work into this,” Felipe said.
“I want this guy caught as much as you do,” Luisa reminded him.
She held out her hand, the paper stuck between her fingers.
“Here,” she said. “Hopefully one of these names is your guy.”
Felipe plucked the piece of paper from her fingers, careful not to brush against her skin. He unfolded it and read the five names. They sounded ordinary. It was hard to believe that a man with such an ordinary name could be capable of such things if he had not seen it every day since he had joined the force.
Miguel Gomez. Alfredo Medina Hierra. Jose Luis Martinez. Francisco Perez. Jesus Morales Ortiz.
He re-read the list a few times. Nothing jumped out at him, not that he had expected it to.
“The assistant said that she wasn’t sure if the list was accurate,” Luisa warned him. “For obvious reasons, they’re not keen on people seeing the files and few people have access to them. Updates are few and far between. I crossed names off, too, and maybe I made a mistake. These five names are a start, but there’s no guarantee that he’s on that list.”
Felipe understood. Luisa straightened, pushing away from his desk.
“Good luck,” she said, putting a hand gently on his shoulder. She squeezed. “I would stay and help, but I have a meeting. Rivera is driving us all hard. He really wants that higher office.”
Felipe thanked her again and logged onto his computer to run these names through the system. He hoped he could eliminate some quickly, just as Luisa had managed to do.
He brought up the men’s files, one at a time. Some were heftier than others. He tried not to think that perhaps Apollo had left no record, was too skilled to appear on a list at the Prosecutor’s Office. Thinking like that would get him nowhere, he told himself.
Miguel Gomez was early forties. He had defected from the army several years ago. He had been in command of his own unit of infantrymen. His last sightings were in the deserts of northern border states like Nuevo Leon and Chihuahua. One of his men had recognised him at a shootout between the cartel and the army. He was suspected of killing several soldiers on the US-Mexican border.
Alfredo Medina Hierra, late twenties, had defected only a year ago. He had received a few reprimands on his army record but had still been shortlisted for SAS-ops training. His defection had been just months after he had completed it. He had several associations with Los Sanguinitos, and he was feared in his hometown of Veracruz on the East coast. His parents had moved into a big house and his wife was driving a new car and had a new wardrobe, and he did not make that kind of money in the army. He was suspected of being a hired killer and had been linked to the shooting of a rival cartel member.
Jose Luis Martinez had a shorter file. He was early forties, and he had been in Mexican Special Ops and had defected at some point a few years ago after he had gone into the jungle to hunt drug traffickers. His only association with Los Sanguinitos was that he had killed several during his time in the army. Little was known about his personal life. His army record was clean except for a few disciplinary hearings. The file did not elaborate further on what the hearings were for.
Francisco Perez’s file was just as sparse. He had defected at roughly the same time after similarly going into the jungle to fight against the traffickers.  His age was late thirties. He had been a commando and well-respected in the armed forces. No record. He had killed numerous Los Sanguinitos over the years. He was known to Prosecutor’s because of some trouble before he had joined the army. A few counts of assault, but charges had never been pressed and he had joined the army shortly after to straighten himself out.
Jesus Morales Ortiz, late forties, had defected several years ago and had apparently risen high through the ranks since. He had been well-respected and had commanded a unit both before and after his SAS training. He was known to be connected to the upper echelons of Los Sanguinitos, but no direct evidence was listed in the file.
With much digging, Felipe discovered that there was a Task Force within the defence department that was investigating officers who had deserted their units to work for the cartels. He tried to call someone on the task force and followed up with an email.
Felipe scoured the files for hours. He tried to call on an old friend who worked in an anti-cartel operation with the federal police last time he had heard, but he could not get through to him. Henrique brought him a torta for his lunch, and Felipe thanked him and ate distractedly. He ignored text messages from Chance and from Luisa, checking up on his progress when she took a break from her meeting.
His hard work paid off. By late afternoon he could cross two names off the list.
Alfredo Medina Hierra was dead. He had been shot and killed in a raid a month ago. He might have killed numerous rivals, but he had not killed any of the witnesses.
Felipe crossed his name off the list.
The second name to be crossed off was Miguel Gomez. His death had not been reported publicly, the army not wanting to draw attention to the desertions, but Felipe had established that he had been shot and killed in the border states.
There were only three names that remained.
Felipe wondered which of them, if any, preferred the name Apollo.




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Pia Zaragoza lived in a small tenement apartment in Tepito. The neighbourhood was rough and dangerous. Even most Mexico City residents did not dare venture into the barrio. Graffiti adorned every wall and shutter for several blocks and the policía had long-ago given up the area to the black market and those who thrived on it.
She kept herself safe. She did not interact with any of the troublemakers. Most of the stalls were manned by women, earning money to keep their families whilst their husbands and sons served prison sentences. They nodded to Pia, and she nodded back. They left each other alone. She kept her head down and her eyes firmly on the sidewalk as she walked home. She did not want to see anything or attract any attention to herself.
She gripped the straps of her handbag tight to her bosom, silently praying to God that she would be kept safe each time she had to leave her home.
At her age, the boys roaming the streets did not give her a second glance. She was short and round, stooped from years of scrubbing floors and toilets, with mousy brown hair and rosy cheeks. She had been no oil painting in her youth and living here she was grateful for that much. She did not elicit so much as a whistle or wandering eye on the street, as she trudged along huddled into her raincoat, her blue cleaning overalls poking out the bottom. She carried no money and her phone was ancient. She kept it only so she could keep in contact with her children.
Though beyond the walls of her flat might be hell, Pia thought of her little home as an oasis of peace. She had decorated her rooms in warm colours, and the blinds shut out the sight of decay around her and let her believe that she could be anywhere she dreamt of, as she sat on the sofa and watched her telenovelas or read her romance novels with eagerness.
Her children had long vacated the nest and could not understand why she alone remained here. She had raised two sons and two daughters here in this once-crowded apartment and now it felt spacious. It was hers, and she loathed to leave it, for any reason.
Yet now she watched the news reports on the small television in her living room and saw the reports of yet more deaths. The man in the fancy suit was dead, just like the security guard and the young couple. She wondered if she would be next, if she was on someone’s hit list. It seemed likely, she thought, as she glanced across the room at the front door, as if it were about to burst off its hinges and fly across the room at her.
She had double bolted the door and thrown the chain across for good measure. It kept out any burglars or no-gooders. It had kept her safe for more than half her life, but now she doubted it as a trickle of fear crept into her home.
Her children were not worried for her, but she had not told them what was happening, had not been able to bring herself to tell them that she had witnessed such a thing. She knew that the second she did, they would descend on her and drag her out of the flat and away from Mexico City before she could protest.
Perhaps they were the wise ones, she thought. She had raised them well.
There was a knock on the door and Pia dropped the remote on the floor, flustered by the sudden intrusion into her thoughts. Her pulse quickened, her heart skipping a few beats.
She noticed that her legs seemed unusually heavy and leaden as she went to the front door and peered out of the peephole. A man stood there in a blue and red shirt, a cap low on his head, covering half of his face. He carried a cardboard box in his hand.
“Who is it?” she called through the door, unwilling to undo the bolts, even if she kept the chain in place.
“Pizza delivery,” the man called through the door. He sounded irritated. Perhaps he was anxious to be in this neighbourhood.
Pia looked again, recognised the uniform. Now she saw the man was not much more than a boy. He had pimples on his cheeks, and he looked sulky, wanting his shift to be over so he could do whatever teenage boys did in their spare time these days.
“Wrong apartment,” she told him.
The boy murmured something she could not quite make out, then shuffled off down the corridor. Pia heard him knocking on next-door’s front door and then the neighbour was talking to him. The door slammed shut a moment later and Pia watched through the peephole as the uniformed boy, minus the pizza box, retreated down the hallway.
She sighed with relief and leant against the door heavily.
Though it had just been a pizza delivery, it could easily have been someone else.
Pia thought of the main entrance to her building, the broken intercom that nobody bothered to use because maintenance had not fixed it in months, and the front door wedged open by a tatty old cardboard box. It was hardly an impenetrable fortress.
She retreated from the door, checking the chain once more, and sat down on the sofa. She could not bring herself to watch her shows or pick up her latest romance novella, her mind too preoccupied.
Roberto, her eldest, was due to ring her soon, as he always did three times a week. He had a wife and a baby of his own now, and he was always asking her to come and visit them in the States. Pia had resisted. It was always next month or the month after. She wondered now if perhaps she should accept his offer to take a holiday there.
Yes, she thought, reaching for her mobile phone. She would let him know that she was finally ready to come and stay with him. She could relax if she was in Texas, far from all of this. She would see her daughter-in-law and her grandbaby and could finally finish reading the book she had started to read but had been unable to put her mind to since that night at the metro station.
As if on cue, her phone vibrated in her palm, Roberto’s name flashing across the screen.
“Hola Roberto,” she greeted her son warmly, pressing the phone to her ear and not even waiting for him to speak before she dived straight in. “I have some good news for you, hijo. Your mama is coming to stay with you.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Constanza sipped her glass of white wine and leant back into the cushions as she lounged on the sofa in Silvia’s front room. She lived in a townhouse and the downstairs was open plan with a large bay window overlooking the street at the front. The kitchen was at the back, with a door down into a tiny yard.
She wore sweatpants and a tank top. No make-up. Her hair was wrapped in a towel after her shower. She had been to her friend’s house before for drinks, but this was the first time she had stayed, and she still felt uncomfortable with intruding upon Silvia’s hospitality. Silvia had shrugged it off and gone to work, leaving Constanza to settle in.
It was hard not to think about her husband, about her home, the fact that she had given up all her possessions in leaving him. She shook a cigarette from the packet of Camels that Silvia had left on the coffee table and went to the front door to have a smoke. Though she was not a smoker, if there was a time when a cigarette was needed then it was now, she thought.
She lit the cigarette and twisted the wine glass in her other hand as she sat down on the top step, looking down at the borrowed slippers on her feet. It was hard to believe that she now had nothing. No clothes, no money, nothing to her name.
“Connie.”
She dropped the wine glass, jumping to her feet in shock, looking down at Godfredo on the pavement. The glass did not break, but the wine spilt out onto the steps and a crack ran up the side of the glass.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded, taking a step back towards the front door.
“You’re my wife,” he said. He took a step, then another.
Constanza ran inside and threw the front door closed. She heard Godfredo collide with it a split-second later. He gave an angry growl and slammed his fist into the door.
“Connie, open this now,” he shouted. “You can’t behave like this.”
She did not respond to him. She threw the chain into place and double-bolted the door. He heard the crunch of glass and wondered if Godfredo had deliberately smashed it to pieces. The door shook as he kicked it, but it did not budge.
Constanza sat at the foot of the stairs, in front of the door, eyes wide, trembling. She did not know what to do. She could not call Silvia back and put her in danger. She did not want to trouble Felipe yet again.
“I know you’ve been with another man,” Godfredo yelled through the door. “I saw you in his car when you ran off.” Constanza did not say anything, knew that he was trying to provoke a response and she was determined not to grant him one. “How long has it been going on?” he demanded. He kicked the door again. “Answer me, Connie. You’re my wife. You’re mine.”
She realised she was crying, and she hugged herself.
“Puta,” Godfredo shouted. “You went behind my back with a goddamn policía, Connie, how could you? You think I wouldn’t find out, huh? You and this Felipe. Highschool sweethearts. You never mentioned him to me before. Never. Is it because you’ve been seeing him this whole time? Did our marriage mean nothing to you Connie?”
Constanza froze. He knew everything. He knew Felipe’s name and that they had dated in the past. She did not know how, but he knew. She wondered if she had made a mistake in leaving him, in thinking that she could ever hope to get away with it. If she opened the door, would he forgive her, or would he finish what he had started and kill her?
Trembling, she rose to her feet, her legs almost collapsing beneath her.
“Open this door,” Godfredo shouted. “We have to talk about this Connie. You can’t just leave me like this. If you think you can walk out on me, you’re wrong. I’m not going anywhere.”




CHAPTER SIXTY

Paseo de la Reforma, a wide avenue running through the heart of Mexico City, was lit up with the orange glow of streetlights, the harsh glare of car headlights from the traffic that crowded the street in both directions, and the facades of luxury hotels, fancy restaurants and coffee shops that lined the road.
Tourists wound their way down the tree-lined pedestrian boulevard in the centre of the street, snapping pictures of the monuments. Locals who had finished work walked briskly, their heads bowed and shoulders hunched against the rain that threatened.
Felipe watched as Chance pulled out his phone and took a picture of the intimidating yet extravagant entranceway to an expensive hotel.
“You didn’t want to stay there?” Felipe asked jokingly.
Chance rolled his eyes, a smile on his face.
“I would have loved to stay there,” he admitted. “I bet they have a jacuzzi in every room and the beds must be to die for, but I’d have to sell a few organs to afford one night’s stay.”
“Do you think your organs would be worth so much?” Felipe asked.
Chance hit him playfully on the shoulder, feigning outrage.
“Chico malo,” Chance said, shaking his head. Felipe smiled. He had taught him the Spanish for bad boy over a coffee and a sandwich at a nearby Starbucks. He had finished work and driven straight here, changing in the locker room so he did not turn up in his black fatigues.
“Even if you pretend otherwise, I know you’re secretly pleased that I extended my stay,” Chance said. Felipe heard the tenderness in his voice and wondered if it had really been Bill’s idea for him to stay longer, as Chance had told him.
Perhaps he was right, Felipe realised, as he watched Chance slide his phone back into his jeans and fell into step beside Felipe again. It felt comfortable, walking side by side like this. Nobody gave them a second glance, except for an older man who Felipe thought might have been checking them out. It was a new experience, going on dates and walks like this.
It had been a surprise to realise that Chance, if he had not changed his flights, would have been flying off to Brazil tomorrow. Felipe could have missed seeing him again and would likely never have seen him again, even though he had enjoyed his company and wanted to spend more time with him.
He made a mental note to see him again before he left. He caught Chance looking at him curiously.
“I was joking, don’t worry,” Chance said, only half-playfully. “Don’t worry, I’m not saying you’re in love with me or anything.” He laughed, and Felipe joined in. “Well, if you are, I wouldn’t blame you.”
Chance’s laughter was light. They walked for another twenty minutes, strolling down the boulevard and chatting, until they neared the end of the street. They were a ten-minute walk from Buenavista and Chance’s hotel. A light rain started to fall, and Chance held up his palms to the sky in a gesture of surrender to the weather. His t-shirt was already sticking to his body.
“Well that was good timing, could’ve waited until we were back at the hotel though,” Chance said, shaking his head, though he seemed to be enjoying the rain. “You are coming back, aren’t you?”
Felipe looked into his eyes, saw the yearning in them, matched by his own. He nodded.
“Perfect,” Chance beamed.
They traipsed through the rain that was steadily getting heavier past the gas station and the huge sprawling Walmart, ducking inside so that Chance could buy a cheap bottle of wine. They hesitated at the exit but there was no break in the downpour, and so they ducked their heads and laughed as they crossed the street, sloshing through puddles and weaving between people wielding umbrellas and cars splashing waves of water over pedestrians.
The hotel beckoned, bright and welcoming, and Felipe followed Chance through the entrance. He could not help but glance over at the reception area, where he recognised Carmen the receptionist, who smiled at him. He wondered if she could guess what they were doing. He felt a twist of discomfort, but he shook it off as the elevator doors closed, granting them their first private moments of the evening. He checked out Chance, his clothes stuck to him and his skin glistening wet.
Chance caught him looking, his lips twitching in a smile. He grabbed Felipe’s t-shirt and pulled him closer. His lips were wet as he kissed him.  His hands clasped him around the back of his neck, pulling him close. Felipe stirred and held him against him, feeling himself stirring. They jumped apart as the elevator door pinged open, but nobody waited in the corridor.
Laughing sheepishly, Felipe followed him to his room. Chance swiped his key card and the moment the door closed behind them Chance’s lips were on his once more.
“Perhaps we should take a shower,” Chance said in between kisses, his lips breathing the words onto his mouth, just an inch away. “Together.”
Felipe murmured his agreement. They undressed each other, unable to keep their hands or mouths off each other. They stepped into the shower and washed each other. It was tender and Felipe felt at ease like he had never done before.
When the shower shut off, they towelled themselves dry. Chance took him by the hand and led him to the bed. Felipe laid him gently on the covers and their fingers intertwined. Chance moaned softly as Felipe slid inside. Felipe bit into his shoulder, Chance warm and damp beneath him, until they both cried out with pleasure.
Afterwards, they lay beneath the covers. Chance poured out two glasses of the wine and they both pulled faces at the taste.
“That’s what you get for buying the cheapest bottle you could find,” Felipe laughed.
“I’m a student,” Chance said, shaking his head. “I’ve drank far worse.”
They were drifting off to sleep when Felipe’s phone began to ring from the pile of his clothes dumped in the armchair. Chance nodded in understanding, and Felipe answered Constanza’s call.
He listened and did not interrupt as she spoke. She told him that Godfredo had threatened her. He had threatened Felipe. He had somehow identified him and knew about their history. Constanza did not know how. He had banged on the door for an hour and then finally he had grown tired and left with some irate threats against them both. Probably he had paid off a policía for information.
“I just wanted you to know,” Constanza told him when she had finished. “I can handle him threatening me. He’s done it before. Now he’s threatening you and I needed to tell you. You need to watch your back, Felipe. He’s a dangerous man.”
Felipe kept his voice light as he thanked her. Chance was leaning back against the pillows. He did not ask about the call. Felipe was grateful for that.
He tried to shake his thoughts about Constanza and the danger she was in, that he was now in too. He knew that he could not protect her. He had to tell someone else about her. She was at risk from both Godfredo and Apollo and he alone could not keep her safe.
Chance kissed him gently, curling up beside him, laying his head on his chest. Felipe tried to relax as he closed his eyes and flipped the light switch off.




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

Henrique looked at him blankly whilst he processed what Felipe had just told him.
“You kept the identity of a murder witness to yourself,” he summarised, his voice quiet. “You let her stay at your apartment when she left her husband after he tried to kill her. You slept with her, and not for the first time, because you were in love with her at high school and when you first joined the force. The husband, who also happens to be a hitman for a cartel, is now stalking her and threatening both her life and yours.”
“Yeah, pretty much,” Felipe nodded.
“Not to mention that she’s probably on Apollo’s hit-list because her face has been on the news thanks to Valentina Vasquez,” Henrique sighed. He shook his head. “Why didn’t you just tell me what was going on? How long have we been partners? Friends. You could’ve trusted me with this.”
Felipe felt bad, hearing the hurt in Henrique’s voice.
The small market was bustling with life. It was lunch time and they had come here for quesadillas. The calls of market traders and the sizzling of food filled the street. The smell of oil and seafood and grease hung in the air.
He wolfed down one of his quesadillas. He watched Henrique leave his food untouched, forgotten about as he digested everything.
“You’re definitely not bringing her in to give a statement?” Henrique asked him.
“I can’t put her in danger.”
“Seems like she’s in danger either way,” Henrique argued, but he didn’t press the matter. He let out a long sigh. “I know you must have history with her, and you know I’ll always have your back. I won’t tell anyone, but she needs to keep a low profile, maybe go and visit that sister you mentioned. And if anything happens to her, if this all goes wrong, then I’m not involved. You hear me?”
Felipe nodded gratefully. The relief must have shown on his face, because Henrique seemed to relax a little. He picked up one of his quesadillas and took a bite. The tension eased as they ate, and Felipe knew he had been right to share this with him.
He had changed at work, smiling after spending the whole night with Chance, and spent the morning trying to get a lead on the three remaining names on his list. Henrique had joined in his thankless task, and they had decided to take lunch to give themselves some respite.
“I’ve been thinking, there’s one thing I don’t understand about Apollo,” Henrique said, between mouthfuls. “He’s killing witnesses, but in what order? Bianca and Tomas were the most high-profile thanks to her posts, and they died first. After that, I can’t see a pattern.”
Felipe furrowed his brow, thinking over the question. Perhaps he was onto something.
“He has to identify them first,” Felipe said. “Bianca and Tomas identified themselves, so they were easy. I guess Ramone was easy enough, because he works at the metro station. It can’t have been that hard to track him down. As for Tito, well, maybe he had someone scout out the metro station for him. If Tito regularly hung out there to pick pockets, maybe that’s how he was found.”
“And then he had Dario’s wallet, so he could identify him,” Henrique nodded. “But let’s say he’s this all-powerful guy. Los Sanguinitos respect him, value him. Carlos Herrera hires him personally. Between all of them, they’ve got policías in their pocket, right? Perhaps even a few prosecutors.”
Felipe saw where his partner was going with his line of thought.
“If we know the identity of the other witnesses, then he must too,” Felipe finished for him. Henrique was nodding as he finished off his last quesadilla. “Victor and Hortensia Govea, Pia Zaragoza, and Chance King. They’re the only four witnesses that we’ve officially identified, not including Constanza.  We’re the only two who know about her.”
“Maybe you’re right, we should keep her name out of it for now,” Henrique said. “If we assume that everything on record in the department gets back to Apollo, then she’s safer if we don’t bring her in.”
Felipe thought about Chance. There were only four witnesses left.
“Why hasn’t he targeted the last four known witnesses yet?” he asked.
“Pia Zaragoza has gone to Texas to stay with her son,” Henrique said. “Maybe he can’t get to her in the States. She probably did the right thing, getting out of the city for a while.”
“Her flat was broken into,” Felipe agreed. “Neighbours said it was a bunch of kids who tore it all apart. Maybe she got out just in time.”
“Chance is an American tourist,” Henrique suggested. “That might be keeping him safe for now. Maybe they don’t want the heat of killing a US citizen, at least not until they’ve finished the rest. Apollo might be saving him for last, so he can disappear back into the shadows when the job is completed.”
Felipe shuddered. He wondered if Chance had made a mistake in extending his stay in Mexico City. If he had flown down to Bill in Brazil, he would be out of Apollo’s clasp. He would be safe.
“Why not the others then?” Felipe asked. “Victor and Hortensia. They’re an elderly couple. Why is he waiting? Why not kill them now and be done with it?”
Henrique shrugged and shook his head.
Felipe knew that there was a reason that Apollo had not yet killed them. Perhaps if he found out what that reason was, he would have a chance to catch Apollo.
An hour later, back at his desk, Felipe re-watched the security footage from Metro Polanco on the night that Teo Silva had been murdered. He played it several times. Each time he focused solely on one witness. He was not sure why. Henrique was still digging into the names on the list Luisa had provided them with. Felipe knew he should be doing the same.
He watched Victor and Hortensia. He paused the tape, surprised to catch something that he had missed before. Besides Pia, only the Goveas and the unidentified witness were on the platform opposite the one on which Teo had been shot. Victor had looked at the woman a short distance along the platform. There was no mistaking that Victor knew her. The young woman looked as if she might walk towards him. Victor shook his head.
Felipe watched it again. Victor shook his head. The young woman crossed her arms and turned her head away. She was upset, perhaps. Felipe’s mind raced with possibilities.
Victor knew the identity of the missing witness.
If Apollo had watched the tapes and realised this too, then it explained why Victor and Hortensia were not yet dead. He was waiting for Victor to lead him to the missing witness before he killed them all. The thought made Felipe’s hands shake. They could become targets at any moment, the second that Apollo identified the young woman.
He thought about Pia, how close she must have come to an untimely end. She had slipped through Apollo’s fingers with just hours to spare, perhaps even less. Apollo would not likely make the same mistake again. He would not hang around next time. Once he had the information he needed, then Victor and Hortensia Govea would be dead.
Felipe stood up and grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. Henrique looked up, surprised.
“I’ve got to go and see the Goveas, I have a few questions for them,” Felipe explained.
He did not have time to explain to Henrique. He headed for the door, shrugging his jacket on, hoping that he was not already too late.




CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

The sky was grey-black as storms threatened, rain lashing the windscreen and the wipers were working overtime to compensate. Victor Govea drove slowly down the side street. He was not familiar with this area of the city and felt even less comfortable when he could scarcely see more than a few yards in front of the bonnet.
He saw the flashing neon sign of a motel and knew that he was close. He followed Adonia’s directions and hoped that she would be there. He had phoned her whilst Hortensia took a nap, worn out by her paranoia and curtain-twitching. He heard the fear in Adonia’s voice at once.
She was scared about the stories on the news and he could not blame her. She was alone, living in a dangerous neighbourhood. Anyone would be frightened. He wanted to help her, to make sure she was safe and protected.
He had promised to give her some money to go and stay at a hotel for a few nights. He tried not to think about Hortensia. She would have a fit if she ever knew that he was offering money to the girl, but he had to do something.
The lights from a café on the corner of the block drew his eye and Victor sighed with relief. He found a parking space on the side of the road and braced himself for the rain as he shut off the engine. His wallet felt heavy in his coat pocket as he climbed out into the rain and locked the door. He had withdrawn enough money to last Adonia a week or so.
He hoped that Hortensia would not check their accounts, but she never did. She had no reason to. He had left her resting at home, going out on the pretence of getting groceries. He had known Hortensia would refuse to come with him. Since last time, she had yet to step foot outside, too afraid to even go into the back garden, even though it was walled off and nobody could get in.
The café offered a selection of drinks and tortas, but Victor declined a menu as he slid into the booth across the table from Adonia.
She was hard to miss, the only person in the café besides the middle-aged waitress. She wore a faded pink tracksuit jumper that looked damp from the rain. Her hair was wet too and drawn back in a ponytail. She wore no make-up and he saw dark circles around her eyes. Perhaps she had spent sleepless nights worrying about the news, as Hortensia had.
He tried to push thoughts of his wife away.
A mug of coffee stood on the plastic table, but Adonia made no effort to reach for it. She looked anxious and not all that relieved to see him.
“Do you have it?” Adonia asked him at once.
She spoke quietly, though there was nobody to overhear them. The waitress was behind the counter, her back to them, scrubbing at a counter.
Victor nodded. He fumbled getting his wallet out of his pocket and slid the notes across the table to her. She snatched them up and slid them into her bra.
“Gracias,” she murmured.
“De nada.”
There was so much he wanted to say, but he struggled to speak at all. Adonia was quiet too, looking uncomfortable. She reached for the coffee in a jerky movement and lifted it to her lips.
“Where will you go?” Victor asked her. He did not want to sound like he was prying, but he was desperate to know. “Will you leave Mexico City? Get out of town for a while?”
Adonia considered him for a moment. She lowered the coffee mug to the table.
“Yeah, I guess,” she said quietly. “I don’t know yet. All I know is I can’t stay where I am.”
Victor nodded. He did not ask more. They had tentatively skirted around the subject of how Adonia lived during the few months they had known each other. It was her own business, though Victor suspected that she had dabbled in prostitution. He hated to imagine it, but he was almost certain of it.
“You know I’m always here for you,” Victor told her. “If you need anything, then -”
“I don’t,” Adonia said, a little too quickly. She shrugged. “Sorry. I appreciate it, Victor, but this is more than enough.”
“No, it isn’t,” Victor sighed, shaking his head. “I owe you a lot more than this.”
Adonia kept her thoughts in her head. Perhaps she agreed but was too polite to say it.
“Will you let me know where you go?” Victor asked, unable to help himself. He swallowed hard. “Just to keep me updated. Just so I know that you’re safe.”
Adonia nodded.
“Sure.”
Victor hesitated. The conversation was done. Adonia glanced out of the window at the rain pelting the street. Victor wanted to offer her a lift home, but he knew better than to do so.
“I should be getting back,” Adonia told him. She looked apologetic, though Victor could hardly expect any more from her. “I need to pack and book a coach.”
“Yes, of course,” Victor said, nodding, hiding his disappointment at how short their meeting had been. “I’ll walk you out.”
Adonia hesitated but slid out of the booth. She zipped her jumper all the way up as far as it could go. Victor followed her to the door. The waitress did not even look over as the little bell above the door jingled their departure.
Outside, in the rain, Victor stopped. Adonia hesitated but did not initiate a hug.
“Gracias, for everything,” she said. She sounded like she meant it.
Victor waved off her thanks, smiling. Adonia smiled too and then set off down the road, bent over and shoulders hunched against the rain. She waved back at him, before she turned the corner and was gone. Victor felt himself deflate as he trudged through the puddles back to his car. He was dripping wet when he turned the engine on.
He wondered if he would see her again. He longed to have a relationship with her, make up for lost time. He had not known of her existence until just a few months ago when his daughter had tracked him down. He had wondered often what had become of his former girlfriend when he had left Oaxaca, on the west coast, and moved to the capital. She had never told him that she had given birth to his child. When her mother had passed away and told her everything about him, Adonia had come to the capital in search of him. She had not wanted anything, but Victor had found himself wanting a relationship. To build bridges. 
He turned on his headlights at the darkening evening. He had to get home soon, he thought, imagining Hortensia’s panic if she woke and found it was dark outside and herself alone in the house. He would never hear the end of it.
Driving down the street, Victor wondered if there would ever come a time that he could introduce his wife to his daughter.




CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Hortensia closed the curtains in every room of the house, hoping to forget that it was growing dark outside with the stormy weather and thunderclouds. What she could not see, she could pretend was not happening. Much like her husband’s affair, the less she knew about it the more she could convince herself that she was mistaken.
He had gone out under the pretence of getting groceries, but Hortensia knew that in all likelihood he was off seeing his mistress. She had tried to nap, hoping sleep would save her from fretting over his whereabouts, but she had ended up pacing the house, her frustration growing with each passing minute.
Their lives were quite possibly in danger and Victor was quite happy to leave her at home alone whilst he went out to see to his selfish needs. She had prayed for his soul and for her own. She had not attended mass lately, fearing even going to church, though she was certain that nobody would dare attack them in such a sacred place. Instead she had prayed nightly at the foot of her bed. She wore her silver crucifix around her neck constantly and clasped it often, as if the more she touched it the more protected she would be.
She was getting anxious now. During the day, she found herself peering out from behind the curtains at the street, searching every shadow for a sight of the children she had seen in the supermarket. Now it was dark, and rain beat the windows, she felt trapped inside. They could be standing outside, and she would be none the wiser. They could be there right now, she thought, watching the house.
Hortensia went into the kitchen and stirred the cochinita she was cooking. She had tried to busy herself with dinner preparations, but Victor’s continued absence weighed on her.
She had locked the front door and all of the windows. She had even bolted the back door shut, though there was no way anyone could possibly climb over the wall into their small garden. She was safer here than she was anywhere else, she was almost certain of it, but she still could not put herself at ease.
Stirring the sauce absentmindedly, she wondered if perhaps she should purchase a mobile phone. She could use it to keep track of Victor when he went out. He never rang the house phone.
The doorbell rang and she froze, her hand gripping the ladle so tightly she was surprised the wood did not splinter in her clasp. She propped it up against the pan and treaded cautiously out of the kitchen and down the small corridor to the front door.
She peered through the peephole. A man stood on her doorstep. Hortensia was hardly breathing, and her pulse was racing. Her hands shook. She should go to the phone and call the police, she thought. The man reached for the doorbell again and rang. The doorbell chimed throughout the house.
If he really was a killer, why would he ring the doorbell?
Hortensia wished Victor was here. He would know what to do.
She started wringing her hands together, stood before the front door, dithering. She was hopeless, she thought, but powerless to change it.
“Señora Govea?” the man called through the door. Perhaps he knew she was there. Hortensia tensed at the use of her name. The man was leaning close to the door so he could shout through it. “It’s the police. I just need to ask you some questions, if you have the time.”
Hortensia did not feel any comfort from such words, but she fumbled for the handle. She checked the chain was on and then opened the door. Cold air rushed in to greet her in the gap between door and frame.
The man peered through the crack, smiling at her. He did not appear offended that she had not taken the chain off. He was handsome and young, in his mid-to-late twenties.
“Who are you?” she demanded. She did not care if she sounded rude. “What do you want? We’ve withdrawn our statements. We won’t change our minds.”
“Señora Govea, I’m Subinspector Santos. If you don’t mind -”
Hortensia bristled.
“I do mind,” she said. She was being rude now, but her fear made her disregard any social niceties she might have once offered the man. “I don’t want you in my house. I won’t answer any of your questions. You have to leave, por favor.”
Before the man could say anything further, Hortensia closed the door. She breathed a long sigh of relief and stepped back, away from the door. The doorbell did not ring again. She could not see if the man had left or not, but she dared not check. Not even peek from behind the curtains. Not yet. She would in a few minutes.
She smelt burning and gasped, rushing back into the kitchen to turn down the heat on the cochinita. Smoke spewed from the pan, but the food was not ruined, thankfully. She moved the pan to another hob and fanned the air with her hand. She hit the extractor button on the fan above the oven-top and the room was filled with the whirring of the machine as it sucked the smoky air from the kitchen.
With the noise from the fan, Hortensia did not hear the tinkle of breaking glass upstairs. She did not hear the light footsteps creeping into the house and scuttling down the stairs to open the front door.
The kitchen door slammed shut and Hortensia let out a cry of alarm, almost jumping out of her skin. She cursed, putting a hand to her breast to steady her racing heartbeats before she collapsed from the shock. It must have been the extractor fan, she thought, as she went to open the kitchen door again.
She was met at once by an intimidating figure standing in the doorway. The man was flanked by a child, who looked no more than seven.
“Who are you?” she stammered, fear freezing her to the spot. “What do you want?”
The man did not smile. His dark eyes did not move from her face. He did not answer her.
He raised a gloved fist and punched her square in the face. Hortensia was not expecting it. She opened her mouth to scream but the blow knocked her backwards. Her ears were ringing loudly as she lost her balance and fell hard against the kitchen table and then dropped onto the floor.
Her body roared with pain. She tasted blood. Her leg was on fire and she wondered if she had broken a bone. Not her hip, she prayed. Dear God, not her hip.
The man gestured to the boy, who produced zip-ties from his pocket.
“No, no -” Hortensia pleaded.
The man ignored her. He lifted up his boot-clad foot and kicked her hard in the head.
Hortensia felt pain rush through her, then dizziness, and blacked out on the kitchen floor.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Felipe was not offended by Hortensia Govea’s reluctance to talk to him or let him into the house. He could not blame her for being nervous. She had refused to take the door off the chain and had insisted he leave, then slammed the door shut in his face.
He assumed that Victor was not at home. She had done the right thing, not opening the door to anyone whilst her husband was not there.
Felipe retreated to his car and it was from the driver’s seat that he watched the man walk up the pathway to the house. Felipe tensed. The interior of his car was dark, and the man had not seen him watching, but he could easily have seen him at the door and waited until he was gone.
The front door opened. The man had not even knocked. He went inside and the door closed behind him. The man’s features had been hard to distinguish. The late afternoon sky was already dark, the streetlights cast hardly any light, and the man wore a raincoat, his hood pulled up against the rain. He was broad-shouldered and average height. That was all Felipe had managed to note.
He wondered if the man was a relative. He knew they did not have children, but he would not be surprised if Hortensia had called a nephew or cousin to keep her company whilst she was at home alone. Perhaps it was a neighbour. She could have been shaken after he had knocked on the door and asked a neighbour to come around.
Felipe considered knocking on the door again. It was dark and Hortensia had only sat before him once in the interview room. He did not take it personally that she had not recognised him. He did not want to cause her any further distress, so he remained inside his car.
Thunder rumbled above the city and rolled across the mountains. Purple lightning crackled across the sky and briefly lit up the street. Felipe did not see anything out of the ordinary. The rain got heavier. He could not switch on the windscreen wipers, not wanting to alert anyone that he was sat in the car. Headlights appeared behind him and a car pulled into the driveway.
Felipe strained to see through the rivulets of rain streaming down his windows as Victor arrived home.   




CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

The lights were on behind the closed curtains as Victor parked in the driveway and readied his excuses for his wife. He was returning with no groceries in hand, and Hortensia would take exception to his behaviour, he was sure.
He had toyed with the idea of telling her everything, imagining the argument and the tears that would ensue as he sat in traffic on the congested roads, knowing even as he thought it that he did not have the bravery to do it.
Hortensia would never forgive him, even if his dalliance with Adonia’s mother had been before he had ever met Hortensia, before they had started their life together and made their vows. He knew that his wife had sacrificed a lot to be with him and he could not bear to break her heart.
It was still raining, and he had only just dried off in the heat of the car, but he clambered out and locked the car door. He ducked his head as he walked briskly to the front door. It was closed but opened when he tried the handle. 
Alarm bells rang in his head. Hortensia would never leave the door unlocked. She had drawn the chain the second his foot was over the threshold. Perhaps his wife had been right, maybe someone had been watching them, had waited until he had gone out and then struck. He swallowed hard and imagined Hortensia in danger somewhere inside. That propelled him through the front door. The hinges creaked softly in his wake and he cursed the noise.
The hallway was empty. He crept forward, wondering what awaited him when he found his wife. His body was trembling with apprehension. Please, he prayed, let her be safe.
He heard a murmur from the living room and the hairs on his arms stood up. He stopped. He should call the policía, he thought, but his trouser pockets were empty. He could have cursed aloud, as he pictured his mobile phone on the dashboard of his car where he had left it.
Another murmur, louder this time. He crept to the living room door, his footsteps muffled by the carpet, and there he paused. He listened at the door, straining as if he might hear something.
Taking a deep breath, he reached for the handle with shaking hands, and opened the door. He gasped as he saw Hortensia bound and trussed like a pig ready for a banquet. She lay on her stomach on the carpeted floor, her hands and legs tied at her back. She was gagged and tears streamed down her face as she moaned and struggled against her trusses. A trickle of blood came from her nostrils and was soaked up by the rag in her mouth.
She looked desperate, frail and fragile in such a state, and Victor felt anger overwhelm him. Hortensia saw him and her eyes widened. She shouted into her gag, but only muffled noises came out, of which he could not decipher.
Victor felt adrenaline coursing through him. He saw, a second too late, the figure just out of sight, back against the wall so that he would not be seen at first glance into the room. Hortensia was screaming and writhing on the floor in distress as the man strode forward.
For all his angry energy, Victor was no match for the man half his age, wielding a frying pan in a gloved hand. He raised the pan, and Victor could only lift his arms in meagre defence, as the man swung his weapon hard.
He cried out in pain as his arms bore the brunt of the swing. He tried to grapple for the pan, but the man used his free hand to swat away his attempts and shoved him hard backwards. Victor fell against the armchair. He grabbed at the arm, steadying himself, but it gave the intruder enough time to swing the pan down into the back of his head. Victor gave a grunt and a whoosh of air escaped his body as he collapsed heavily on top of the chair.
He was dragged by his shoulders down the corridor and thrown roughly into a kitchen chair. He stirred as a young boy stepped away, his eyes staring at him coldly. Victor realised his hands and feet were tied. The boy looked pleased with himself as Victor struggled but the ties did not come free.
“What do you want?” Victor demanded. His voice shook, betraying his fear. “You little -”
He fell silent when the man appeared from the living room. He closed the door gently and walked down the corridor to the kitchen. He had the physique of a military-man. He wore boots and dark clothes. He had a utility belt, a knife and gun clipped to it.
In the kitchen, he nodded to the boy. The boy scampered off to the lounge and the man closed the kitchen door behind him. It was just the two of them now. Victor trembled, fearing what the boy might be doing to Hortensia even now.
“Buenas tardes Victor,” the man said. “I’m going to ask you some questions. If you answer me quickly and honestly, I’ll bless you and your wife with a merciful death.”
Victor felt his bowels loosen. His trousers felt wet. The smell of urine filled the air. He nodded his head at the man, unable to do anything more.
“Gracias, Victor,” the man said. He pulled out a smart phone. He held it out for Victor to look at. It was a picture of Adonia, taken from the security footage that had been on the news. Victor tensed. “Who is this woman?”
“I don’t know,” Victor lied, shaking his head. His whole body shook.
“Are you sure?”
Victor nodded. 
The man frowned. He showed him another picture. It had been taken today on a camera phone. The photo was taken from across the street of the café that he had met Adonia in earlier.
“Are you sure you don’t know her?” the man asked. “It looks like you do, Victor.”
Victor let out a strangled sob. Hortensia had been right. They had been watched. Perhaps this man had sent the children to spy on them, the ones that his wife had tried to warn him about. They had followed him to his meeting with Adonia. They had probably followed her afterwards.
“Por favor,” Victor begged. “Don’t hurt her.”
“What’s her name?” the man asked. “Who is she?”
Victor shook his head.
“I know where she lives,” the man said. He shrugged. His patience seemed to be running thin. He took a step forward. “I could have her dragged out into the street and shot with just one call.”
“Adonia Noguera,” Victor answered him. The man knew everything anyway, he thought. Perhaps if he was co-operative, he would spare Adonia and Hortensia. “She’s my daughter.”
“Gracias,” the man said.
He turned and opened the kitchen door. The door closed behind him. Victor struggled in his chair, but the ties were strong. He could not free himself.
The door opened again. The boy led the way. The man carried Hortensia over his shoulder like a sack. She did not fight or struggle, her hands and ankles still restrained. Perhaps she had lost hope that they were going to escape this ordeal. The man dropped her into a kitchen chair.
“Your husband has answered my questions,” the man said, directing this to Hortensia. She glanced at Victor, her eyes wide with fear, sniffing with tears. “He has identified somebody for me. His daughter, Adonia. As recompense, he’s bought you both a quick, merciful death.”
Hortensia’s eyes filled with tears. She stared at Victor, questioning him with her eyes. Her mouth was gagged, so she could not ask him what he knew she longed to.
“I’m sorry,” Victor said, trying to keep from weeping as he held her gaze. “She tracked me down. It was before I ever met you. I didn’t know she existed. I wanted to tell you. I’m sorry, my love. I love you, and I never should have kept it from you.”
He imagined that relief spread across her face. Perhaps she had suspected him of something worse, misconstrued his absences and his messages for an affair.
“I love you,” Victor said.
Hortensia nodded.
“How touching,” the man said.
Hortensia closed her eyes as the barrel of his gun pressed against her temple. Thunder rumbled overhead and muffled the gunshot, but Victor still jumped, startled. Hortensia’s chair tipped backwards with the force of the gunshot and she lay motionless on the floor. Blood had sprayed everywhere and pooled on the floor.
Victor sobbed as the man came to him. He pressed the gun to his forehead. It was warm. He hoped that he would feel no pain, that he would join his wife in the afterlife.
“Por favor, don’t hurt Adonia,” he begged.
“I’ll show her the same mercy I’ve shown you and your wife,” the man said.
He pulled the trigger.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

Felipe sat up straighter as the front door closed. The man in the raincoat who had arrived before Victor appeared in the doorway. A short figure traipsed after him. A child, head bowed against the wind and rain. They crossed the street and disappeared into the shadows.
Unease twisted in his stomach. The man had not entered with a child.
This was Apollo.
He opened his door and got out of the car. For a brief second he considered chasing the man down, but he had lost sight of him and he needed to check on the status of Victor and Hortensia. He ran across the street. He smelt something acrid coming from their house.
Fire.
He opened the front door and was met with thick black smoke. Flames crept from the first door on the left. He put a hand over his mouth as he choked on the fumes. He peered down the corridor, but his visibility was low, the smoke too thick.
He smelt something else, as the flames crept down the corridor.
Gas.
Felipe staggered backwards and threw himself out of the front door. He jumped behind Victor’s car and dropped to the pavement. There was a sickening whoosh as the gas ignited and then the house exploded.
There was a roar. The windows shattered outwards and glass and debris rained down over the driveway. Alarms up and down the street started wailing. Victor’s car seemed to leap off the ground and the alarm blared.
Felipe crawled to safety, keeping as low as he could. When he stood to survey the damage, he knew that there was no saving them.
The house was an inferno. Neighbours started to appear, checking out the disturbance. More sirens joined the others and Felipe hoped it was a fire engine.
He scanned the faces of those gathering nearby, trying to see if Apollo and the child had stuck around. He did not see them, but that did not mean that Apollo was not watching him.
He clenched his fists. He was angry with Apollo, but also with himself. He had let Apollo walk into the house right under his nose. Now Victor and Hortensia Govea were dead, and that also meant, Felipe realised, a sinking feeling in his stomach, that he had identified the mystery witness.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

It was from the shadows that Apollo watched Felipe Santos enter the house, a cloud of smoke billowing out in his wake. The Subinspector had stumbled out a moment later, just in time to avoid being blown to pieces as the fire ignited the gas that he had left on in the kitchen.
The explosion would destroy any evidence of his mercy.
Apollo was not one for games. He was not psychopathic. He did not get pleasure from torture or suffering. He was just good at killing. He enjoyed the hunt and the kill, but he was not sadistic.
He would sleep fine tonight. The two people he had killed today would not play on his mind in the slightest. He could compartmentalise these deaths just as he did with all the others.
Subinspector Santo had surprised him, and he did not like surprises.
Apollo’s lookout had seen Felipe Santos knock on the door. The old woman had not even opened the door for him. It had been a tense moment. The sneak-thief had already been hanging on to an upstairs window ledge ready to break the glass when the Subinspector had turned up.
When Santos had gone, the lookout had given the all-clear. Perhaps Santos had remained in his car, hiding just out of sight. Apollo would need to teach the lookout a lesson. Santos could have ruined it all if he had got suspicious and come knocking. Santos must have seen him arrive but had not figured out it was him until it was too late.
Perhaps, Apollo thought, he had underestimated the investigator. When he had been hired for the job by Los Sanguinitos, he had of course done his research on who would be chasing him. He had not thought much of the Subinspector in his late twenties, who lived with his abuela and visited gay clubs when he thought people did not see him. He had not considered him a threat.
Now he would have to reconsider.
There were just a few targets left and then Apollo could vanish once more.
He did not want Felipe Santos complicating matters. He would have to keep a pair of eyes on him at all times.
A fire engine appeared at the end of the street, but it was too late to save any evidence.
Slipping back into the shadows, Apollo vanished once more into the storm.




CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

The motel room was sparse and small. The bulb that hung naked from the ceiling flickered. The light was dim, perhaps to hide the undusted surfaces and the stains on the carpet and the walls.
Adonia Nogeura perched on the edge of the bed, which was crammed into the corner of the room. She did not reach for the remote. Her duffel bag was on the bed behind her. She had packed just a few essentials. She had few possessions and she had been in a rush.
Leaving Victor outside the diner, she had suspected that she was being followed. She had circled around the block and darted into her building, though she was not sure if she had lost her stalker.
She was used to dangerous men. She was an escort. She faced them on a daily basis, and yet this was something different. She knew that this was to do with the boy’s murder at the metro station. She wished that she had never been there that night. She had been with a client in the area and was on her way home when she had come face to face with her father on the platform. The first of two shocks that night.
She had packed quickly at home. With her bag over her shoulder, and a small kitchen knife gripped in her jacket pocket, she had left the rundown building, jumped onto a bus, hoping to lose anyone who might have been watching her, and had checked into this cheap motel.
It was just for one night. She had booked a coach ticket for tomorrow morning. Then she would be on her way out of the city. She longed for Oaxaca, her hometown. Coming to Mexico City had been a mistake, she thought. It had only brought her hardship and pain. She kicked off her shoes and tried to make herself comfortable. It was easier said than done.
She went to the window and peeked out between the drawn blinds beside the door. The window looked onto the walkway to the other rooms on the second floor, and beyond that overlooked the small carpark and then the back lot of a supermarket. It was a dark, dingy view. There were too many places that someone could be hiding.
She took a step backwards and let the blinds snap shut. She double-checked the door was bolted, but the door was flimsy, and she was sure someone could kick it off its hinges with a well-placed boot.
Trying to take her mind off it, Adonia turned on the television. It was a news channel. She was about to change it when her jaw fell open, the remote dropping to the floor with a muffled thud on the carpet.
A picture of Victor’s face appeared alongside his wife. She recognised the woman from the platform. Hortensia.
“The couple were found dead in their home after a gas explosion,” the news reader, Vasquez, reported. She was stood in front of a burnt-out house. Fire fighters were putting out the final remnants of what must have been a terrible blaze. “They were both witnesses to Teo Silva’s shooting, which has now seen almost all the witnesses killed in attacks by Los Sanguinitos, amidst growing concern that the government and police have lost control of the capital to the cartels.”
Adonia bent down and grabbed the remote. She switched the television off, trembling. Her father was dead. He had been killed by the cartel. She wondered if it was a coincidence that they had died the same night that he had visited her. Had the cartel been watching the couple, waiting for Victor to lead them to her before they struck?
She knew that being followed from the café had been no coincidence. She closed her eyes, retracing her footsteps. They surely knew where she lived now, but she had no intention of returning. She had taken a bus, and this was not a motel she had been to before, in a part of the city she was only vaguely familiar with. She did not think anyone could have followed her here.
Yet as much as she tried to convince herself, Adonia could not relax. It would be a sleepless night, she thought, as she sat on the bed, her back against the wall, eyes glued to the door and the window, as if at any moment an intruder would try to force his way into the room.




CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

Felipe had spent a restless night twisting and turning beneath the sheets, choking on dreams of flames and thick smoke, gasping for air as he searched in vain for a hand that remained just out of his clasp. The sheets were stuck to him when he woke, his body drenched in sweat, and he showered longer than normal before he dressed, kissed his abuela on the forehead goodbye, and left the apartment.
In the long stretches of the night when he had been unable to get back to sleep, kept awake by dark thoughts, he had questioned what he needed to do now that he had lost another two witnesses. Teo Silva deserved justice, but not at the cost of so many other lives.
When he pulled out of the underground parking beneath his building and joined the traffic, Felipe knew where he had to go and what he had to do. It was not to his desk that he was heading. Instead he drove across the city to the address Constanza had given him.
Yesterday Henrique had been right. Chance was protected, at least for now, by the fact that he was an American citizen. Apollo perhaps did not want the heat that would follow his murder and was either putting it off until last or did not intend to harm him at all, thinking he would be out of the country soon anyway. Felipe tried not to think that Chance should have already left for Brazil but had stayed.
The mystery witness was in danger, but Felipe could not help her, not unless she came forward. He had called Henrique and told him to try to identify her going through Victor’s details. Perhaps his phone records would provide the answer, if they could get a warrant for them. Henrique was working on it, early as it was.
Constanza, though perhaps she had not yet been identified by Apollo, was still in danger. Felipe would rest easier and could focus on the case at hand, if Constanza was out of the city and not in direct harm. With Godfredo and Apollo both after her, she was a target whilst she remained in Mexico City.
He parked outside the address and saw the curtains twitch in the duplex as he shut the engine off. He had called ahead but he imagined the nerves in the small apartment.
The door opened before he reached the top of the stairs and he recognised the woman with cropped red hair from the gentleman’s club.  Silvia closed the door after him and locked it. She showed him into the living room. The bay window looked out onto the street and Felipe’s car, but the curtains were closed, shutting out the light, so the room remained dark.
The downstairs was open plan, the living room leading directly through to a dining room and kitchen. Felipe wondered how Silvia afforded a house like this, even if it was in the less-well-off suburbs to the south of the city. Perhaps there was something at the gentleman’s club that earned her more money than a usual manageress would make.
Constanza sat on the sofa in her dressing gown. She embraced him when he entered, but she remained tense. She knew that this was no personal call.
“I saw the news last night,” she said, hugging herself as she sat back down. “Is that why you’re here?”
Felipe nodded. Silvia looked from one to the other, then made her excuses to go upstairs.
“I’m only a shout away, if you need anything,” she told Constanza, fixing Felipe with a suspicious look, before she closed the door and her footsteps sounded up the stairs.
Felipe sat down in an armchair. Constanza looked afraid of what he might tell her.
“I think you should go and stay with Diana for a while,” Felipe said. He watched her face for a reaction, but she nodded, as if she had been expecting as much. “We haven’t caught this guy yet. There are fewer and fewer witnesses that he can go after. You’re in danger, Constanza. If you’re out of Mexico City, at least it buys us some more time to catch him.”
Constanza was quiet for a moment, not quite looking at him.
“I was thinking the same thing myself,” she admitted slowly. “Godfredo is still out there too. Now he knows where I am, it’s only a matter of time before he comes back. I’ve stayed inside like a hermit, afraid to go out. I haven’t been to work, to the shops. I can’t live like this.”
“I checked flights to La Paz International,” Felipe said. “There’s a flight at midday.”
Constanza’s eyes widened, perhaps realising now how imminent the danger was.
“I’ll book it now,” she agreed.
She pulled her phone out of the depths of her dressing gown and the room was quiet as she went online. Felipe wondered if he should mention the last time that they had seen each other. He kept quiet, knowing that any lingering feelings between them had gone now.
The sound of the pipes started upstairs and reverberated throughout the house.
“This is a nice place,” Felipe said, whilst Constanza remained on her phone. “You’re lucky to have a friend like her, who could take you in when you needed her.”
“She’s a saviour,” she murmured. “She really is. I don’t know what I’d have done without her. Or without you, for that matter.”
She narrowed her eyes at the screen, concentrating. It took her a few minutes and a frantic search for her credit card, but she soon dropped her phone into her lap with exaggerated relief.
“Done,” she cried, laying back into the cushions on the sofa. “Midday flight booked. I suppose I should start packing. Not that I have much to take with me.”
Felipe let out a breath of relief. Constanza would soon be safely out of Mexico City.
“Gracias,” Constanza said softly. Her eyes found his. “I mean it, Felipe.  For everything.”
“It’s my job,” Felipe said, shaking his head. She looked hurt. “I wanted to make sure you were okay, though. You’ll always have a special place in my memories, you know that.”
Constanza smiled.
“You’ll always have a place in mine too,” she said.
Felipe rose to his feet. Constanza did the same. She walked him to the front door and unlocked it for him.
“Stay on your guard until you’re on the plane,” Felipe warned her, though he kept his voice light. He did not want to scare her. “I’ve got two policías to stay on surveillance. They’ll escort you to the airport. You’ll be fine, okay.”
“Thank you,” she smiled.
She hugged him. He smiled into her shoulder, and then she let him go and opened the door for him. Felipe waved goodbye and jogged down the stairs. The policía car was parked in sight of the front door. He nodded at them in acknowledgement.
He glanced back at the house as he got back into his car and saw Constanza waving from the bay window. Upstairs, a curtain twitched, and he imagined Silvia checking he was gone before she went back downstairs. As he pulled away from the kerb, the policía patrol car took his place outside the front of the house. Felipe drove a few blocks before he hit the traffic again.
His phone rang on the dashboard. He answered. It was Henrique.
“I got lucky with Victor’s phone records. He didn’t have many contacts, but he was messaging and calling one number more than all the others. Hortensia didn’t have a phone. They didn’t have any close relatives or friends. I ran a check on the number. Adonia Noguera.”
“Is it our witness?”
“I ran a check and she’s got a record. Prostitution. It was a few years ago, but her mug shot matches the missing witness.”
“Does she have a current address?” Felipe asked.
He did not feel any relief that they had identified her. He felt the intensity of the search mount. They had to find her before Apollo did.
“I sent a policía to check it out the address on her file,” Henrique said. “I accessed Victor’s messages from yesterday. He met her to give her some money so she could get out of town.”
“Victor was being watched,” Felipe said slowly. “If he met Adonia, then Apollo probably had her followed. He could have identified her before we did. That’s why he was waiting before he killed them.”
Felipe did not like to think that just as they had identified the young woman, Apollo might have caught up with her first.
He hoped that wherever she was, Adonia Noguera was still alive.




CHAPTER SEVENTY

The Eastern Bus Station was a short walk from the motel but Adonia had left at the break of dawn. She had drifted to sleep, sat up facing the door, for a few hours in the early hours of the morning. She had been jerked awake by a neighbouring room’s door slamming and she had not settled after that.
The day was gloomy, clouds stretching as far as the eye could see, but Adonia felt safer in the daylight. She had a few hours to kill before her bus to Oaxaca departed. She bought breakfast and a coffee at an OXXO corner shop. The coffee burnt her mouth as she sipped it, strolling down the street. She lounged on a bench in a quiet spot, smoking a cigarette and watching the cars slowly pass, carrying their inhabitants to work.
When she had wasted enough time there, Adonia threw her coffee cup in a trash can and took out her SIM card and tossed it away. She did not want anyone to be able to trace her.
Adonia was just minutes from the bus station when she spotted her.
At first, Adonia did not even notice the girl. She was small, perhaps twelve, and her clothes were ill-fitting and stained. Nobody paid any attention to her. Adonia only glanced back at her because the girl was staring at her as she walked in step with her on the opposite side of the street.
When Adonia looked at her, the girl quickly looked away. Surely it was a coincidence? Adonia did not think she had been followed, but she was no expert. She had paid for the bus and the motel with her credit card. Perhaps they had ways to trace these things, she thought, her brain scrambling for what she should do.
She kept walking, slowing her pace, trying not to panic. If the girl was watching her, then she could not be the only one. There would be others, ones that she had not noticed. She did not know the area well, not enough to try and lose the girl on the backstreets. She cursed herself for throwing out her SIM card before she had bought a replacement, rendering her cell phone useless.
The bus station loomed ahead. Adonia could go inside, but she would still have to wait to board her bus. The girl would know she was headed to Oaxaca and whilst she spent six hours on the bus, the people who wanted to know her whereabouts would have plenty of time to arrange a surprise for her upon her arrival.
She could not ask anyone for help. What could she say? That a young girl was following her? They would laugh and send her away. Adonia’s pulse was fast as she paused at the pedestrian crossing. The girl was still level with her. She wondered if she would wait for her as she crossed the road.
The lights changed and people surged forward across the road. The little girl lingered near the crossing. The lights started flashing, warning they were about to change again.
She made a split-second decision.
Just as the lights changed, Adonia turned on her heel and took off down the street back the way she had just walked. The little girl looked surprised, but Adonia did not turn around to see if she followed. At least she could not cross the busy road until the lights changed.
Adonia turned down a side street and ran flat-out until she reached another main road. She took a right and slowed to a walk, panting hard. A few pedestrians glanced at her with concern when she stopped for a second and doubled over to catch her breath.
She walked on, glancing over her shoulder, but there was no sign of the girl. She knew that did not mean she was in the clear or that she was safe. Anybody on the street could be watching her.
Her options were few. She thought about the bus to Oaxaca. She could not take it. It was too risky to return to the Eastern Bus Station. She had wasted money on her ticket. She could not afford another mistake. She thought about Victor. This was no game, this was life or death.
She went into another store, anxious to get off the street, and found a payphone at the back. The cashier checked her out, leant on the counter, looking bored. He winked, but she ignored him. There were no customers, only her, and yet she was less afraid of him than the danger outside on the street.
Her fingers shook as she dialled directory assist.
“I need to speak to a detective,” she said firmly. “The one investigating Victor Govea’s murder.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Felipe knocked once on the door and entered the interview room. Henrique was a step behind him. In a chair at the table, their missing witness sat pale-faced and shivering. She had a cup of coffee in front of her. A duffel bag was on the floor behind her. She wore skin-tight jeans and a sleeveless red tube top. Hoops hung from her earlobes and her curly hair was loose.
“I’m Subinspector Felipe Mendoza Santos,” Felipe introduced himself, offering his hand to her. Adonia rose to her feet and shook it, then Henrique’s. “This is my partner, Henrique Benitez.”
Felipe gestured for her to sit. He knew she must be anxious. Felipe had been contacted about a call from a payphone from someone claiming to be the missing witness. He had spoken to her, confirmed that it was her, and sent for a squad car to pick her up and bring her in.
“Thanks for coming, Adonia,” Felipe said.
He did not chastise her for not coming forward sooner. He knew that she had her reasons and he could not blame her, thinking of Constanza, probably arriving at the airport now to fly out of the state.
“You’re safe here,” he said, though he knew it was unlikely to comfort her. “If you don’t mind, we have a few questions for you.”
Adonia appeared tense, but she nodded.
“If you keep me safe, then I’ll answer whatever questions you have,” she said.
“We went through Victor Govea’s phone records,” Felipe said. “Your number was there multiple times. How did you know him?”
Adonia sighed.
“He was my father,” she admitted. “My mother never told him about me. He left Oaxaca and got married in Mexico City. She never tried to contact him. When she passed away last year, she told me about him. I decided to track him down.”
She paused, collecting herself. Felipe imagined the young woman’s grief, having lost her mother and now her father so soon after reconnecting with him.
“He was a nice man,” Adonia said. “We met a few times. It’s hard to make up for twenty years of not knowing each other, but we were making some progress. He said he was going to tell his wife. I suppose he was nervous. I was too. I didn’t want to cause any problems, to come between anyone.”
“On the night that Teo Silva was murdered,” Felipe said, “You were on the platform. Did you -”
“I didn’t follow them there, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Adonia said quickly. “It was a coincidence. I was as surprised as Victor was when we saw each other. I’d just been, erm, working.”
Felipe did not ask what line of work, already knowing from her file.
“I was going home,” she continued. “When I saw them, I panicked. I almost walked over to them, not thinking, but Victor shook his head. I stopped myself. Thankfully his wife didn’t notice.”
“You saw Teo Silva get shot,” Felipe said. It was not a question.
“Yes,” Adonia nodded. She looked down at the table. Her hands lay on the table, palms up. She looked ashamed. “I’m sorry I left. I panicked. The thought of getting involved, of talking with the policía, giving statements. I felt bad for leaving, but then I saw the news and I thought that perhaps I made the right call, keeping my name out.”
“Why did you get in touch now then?” Felipe asked her. “You said you were being followed?”
“I didn’t have a choice,” she said honestly, with a shrug. “Victor gave me some money yesterday to get out of town. He didn’t want me in danger. I guess someone followed him, because I got followed home when I left. I packed a bag and did a runner, stayed at a motel last night. I was supposed to get a bus back home to Oaxaca, but I was being followed. I can’t run. I can’t afford to. I need your help.”
Felipe exchanged a look with Henrique. He saw the concern, the sympathy, that matched his own.
“One of my colleagues, Luisa, is securing a safe house for you to stay at,” Felipe told her. He had arranged it with Luisa whilst he waited for the policías to collect Adonia. “You’ll be safe there, until we’ve apprehended the man responsible for these killings.”
“Gracias,” Adonia said. She blinked away tears. “I mean it. Muchas gracias.”
There was a knock on the door. Adonia looked weary. The door opened and Luisa joined them.
“It’s all arranged,” she said, talking to Felipe. “When you’re ready, let me know.”
“We’re done here,” he told her. He introduced Adonia and Luisa, and they shook hands.
Adonia picked up her bag and followed Luisa out. She hesitated in the doorway, turning back to where remained sitting at the table.
“Did Victor suffer?” she asked. Her voice was quiet. “The news said it was in a fire. A gas explosion, or something like that. I don’t want to think that he died like that.”
Felipe shook his head.
“We’ve had some preliminary reports back,” he told her. “Your father and his wife were both killed with single gunshots to the head, before the fire was started. They died quickly. They wouldn’t have suffered, wouldn’t have been in pain.”
He did not mention that they may have been beaten, possibly tortured, beforehand. Felipe did not have those answers himself yet. Adonia looked relieved at his words.
“Gracias,” she said. She smiled, wiping at her eyes. Luisa gave her a tissue.
Whilst Adonia composed herself, Luisa nodded almost imperceptibly at Felipe. He understood the meaning behind her gesture. She was confirming that she had managed to secure the safe house in secret. She had worked alone, had not asked her superiors or shared the information with anyone within her department at the Prosecutor’s Office.
Felipe had sworn her to secrecy. If somebody was in the cartel’s pocket, then he could not trust anyone in that department. He did not want Adonia’s safety put at risk. The only three people who knew about Adonia’s identity and why she was being housed at the safe house were himself, Henrique and Luisa. The policías that would transport and guard her were in the dark about her connection to Los Sanguinitos and the murders of witnesses.
“Take care,” Felipe said, as Adonia readied herself.
Luisa gestured for her to follow, and they went down the corridor to the car that would whisk her off to safety.
Felipe breathed out with relief. He realised he had been tensed the whole time he had waited for Adonia to be collected and brought here. He had feared that Apollo would snatch her just moments before she was safe.
Constanza would now be at the airport. Perhaps she would be boarding her plane to La Paz. She was safe. Pia had saved herself, was in Texas with her son, far from the troubles of her fellow witnesses in the capital.
Now the only witness who remained without protection was Chance.
Felipe wondered if Henrique was right, that he was safe only because he was American. If Apollo realised that the other witnesses were out of reach, would he let that stop him going after the American? Felipe did not believe it would. He imagined that Apollo cared little for the citizenship of his victims. He had perhaps saved him for last, but with nobody else, perhaps that time had come.
Felipe slid his phone out of his pocket as he went upstairs to his desk, dialling Chance’s number.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

The clouds were beginning to part, letting the sun dry the puddles on the street and warm the air as Chance walked out of the entrance to his hotel. He stopped on the pavement and lit his cigarette. An older couple stood a short distance away, chatting and smoking. They nodded at him and smiled, recognising him from breakfast.
Chance had been staying here for weeks now. He was a familiar face to other guests and to the staff. He smiled and waved back to the couple, then walked slowly a short distance from the hotel entrance. The street that the hotel was on was always quiet. A few cars were parked across the street, where a vacant block stood empty, cordoned off by wooden boards.
He took a long drag on his cigarette and let the smoke drift up into the grey sky. His skin was warm now that the sun had come out. The floor was still wet, and the air still held a dampness that made him shiver. He wore grey tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt, and his flip-flops squelched through the puddles as he reached the end of the short block.
He was spending a lazy day in his suite. The weather had been bad, and he wanted to stay in bed and watch movies and catch up with some work. He had an assignment and some coursework that needed doing, though his attention span for studying had varied. He thought of Felipe. He wanted to see him tonight, but he knew that he was more likely to be left disappointed should he invite him over.
He felt for his phone in his trouser pockets, but he had left it upstairs. He would message Felipe when he got back to his room and invite him over. They messaged frequently, when Felipe was not at work.
He was fast starting to have feelings for him, and Chance knew that he should not let himself fall too hard for him. He had a fiancé. Bill was working hard in Brazil, expecting him to visit soon, and besides, Felipe lived in Mexico and Chance lived in the States. Long distance relationships never worked. Chance had heard that saying enough times to believe it must be true.
He wondered what would happen between him and Bill now that they too lived in different countries. Felipe would be closer in Mexico than Bill would be all the way down in Brazil.
Chance tried not to think about it. He did not want to lose Bill, but they had gradually seemed to drift apart, both emotionally and now physically. He had thought that going down and staying with him in Sao Paolo would reconnect them, but he wondered now if he would not rather spend the weeks with Felipe in Mexico City instead.
No, he reminded himself. That was crazy. This was a holiday fling, at most. Nothing more.
He took a long, final drag on his cigarette and turned around to walk back to the hotel entrance. He flicked the butt into a puddle and heard it sizzle satisfyingly. He walked past the entrance to the underground car park, reminded of Felipe and their first night together.
Tyres screeched somewhere behind him. Traffic accidents were common everywhere, and so Chance paid it no attention. A car door slammed. Trainers splashed through puddles. He heard heavy breathing right behind him, turned in time to see the barrel of a gun pointed at him.
“Don’t scream, don’t shout, don’t say a word,” the man said. “Just do as I say, okay, Chance?”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

Felipe tried not to think about Chance. He had called twice and got no response. He had messaged earlier in the morning to tell him he was having a day in bed, and Felipe tried not to imagine that perhaps Chance had taken someone else into his bed with him. Perhaps he had got bored and decided to have a hook-up. It was not unheard of. Plenty of people used those apps in Mexico City, and he was sure that Chance could find plenty of guys who would want to meet him.
He forced the dark imaginings from his mind. He was being stupid. Chance was probably taking a shower or having a cigarette. Anyway, he thought, he was engaged. Felipe had no right to feel jealous that Chance might be with someone else.
At his desk, Felipe checked his emails. He was surprised to find an email back from someone connected to the task force that investigated desertions from the army to the cartels. Juan Lopez. His rank and title were not given. His reply just gave a phone number, asking him to call.
Felipe snatched up his desk phone and dialled.
“Lopez,” a gruff man’s voice answered on the first ring.
“This is Subinspector Felipe Mendoza Santos. I received your email, señor, and -”
“Oh, it’s you,” Lopez said. “Very well. You called quickly. Eager.”
“You asked me to call you, about the email I sent,” Felipe reminded him. “I was asking about three commandos who deserted the army.”
“Yes, well, I couldn’t give that information over email,” Lopez said. “You’re lucky I got in touch at all. Before I answer any questions, where did you get this list?”
Felipe hesitated. He did not want to land Luisa in trouble.
“I can’t divulge that,” Felipe said.
Lopez’s breathing was loud down the line. He did not speak a while. When he did, his voice was rough.
“Very well. Wherever you got it from, you’ve made a mistake,” Lopez told him. Felipe felt his heart sinking down into his stomach. Lopez went on. “Two of those three names did not desert the army. Now what I tell you goes no further. Confidential. You understand?”
“Sí, señor,” Felipe managed. He was holding his breath.
“Jose Luis Martinez is still with the army. He went undercover to infiltrate a cartel and gather intel on a new trafficking route into the States,” Lopez said, his voice gravelly and low. “Francisco Perez was given a dishonourable discharge, he didn’t desert. The cartels wouldn’t have wanted him. He was hospitalised shortly afterwards and has been in a secure mental-health facility for the last few years. You can imagine why the army was not keen to publicise this.”
“What about Jesus Morales Ortiz?” Felipe asked.
He remembered the name from his files. He was a high-ranking member of Los Sanguinitos. He had thought the man was too high profile to be Apollo. He was known to policía. He did not live in the shadows.
“Sí, he deserted,” Lopez said. “But he’s not your man, Santos. I can’t give you any more than that. I’m sorry, Subinspector.”
“Gracias, señor,” Felipe said.
He was disappointed. How was it possible that none of the names were Apollo? Had Luisa made a mistake going through her files at the Prosecutor’s Office? Had someone in her department vanished some of the files so that Apollo’s true identity could never be found?
“Do you have anything that could help me?” Felipe asked. The man was on a Task Force whose sole responsibility was tracking the men who deserted for the cartels. If anyone had the answers, it was him. “I just need a name.”
“I can’t give you names,” Lopez said quietly. “I can just give you some advice.”
“Okay,” Felipe murmured, breathless.
“Be careful,” Lopez said. His voice was quiet, and Felipe had to strain to hear him over the crackle in the line. “This is a sensitive subject. The task force isn’t what you think it is. Don’t try to look for answers here. You’re entering dangerous territory. Out of your depth. Watch your back, Santos. Stop looking, if you know what’s good for you. Trust nobody. Good luck.”
Before Felipe could say anything, the line went dead.
He dropped the phone back into its cradle. He did not know what to make of Lopez or the exchange. He was left with more questions than answers. Jose Luis Martinez had not deserted, was still loyal to the army. Francisco Perez was in a secure facility. The only name that remained on his list was Jesus Morales Ortiz, who he had not fingered for Apollo, and Lopez had dismissed.
He was at a loss as to what to do now. He thought about the task force. Lopez had told him it was not what he thought it was. What was that supposed to mean? Were they as corrupt as he suspected the Prosecutor’s Office was?
Any thoughts were disturbed when the radio on his belt crackled. He heard Henrique’s do the same. Felipe responded and held his breath. He felt tension engulf him. Something was wrong. He knew it.
His fears were confirmed. There had been a kidnapping in Buenavista. A receptionist at the hotel had called it in. First responders had attended and had requested back-up.
Felipe felt his blood run cold. He shivered as the news sank in.
Chance had been kidnapped.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

Felipe was trembling. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel so that his partner would not see his hands shaking and pressed down hard on the gas. He drove aggressively, his heart in his mouth. He hardly spoke. He knew that he was ashen-faced and agitated, and that Henrique was suspicious.
“Take it easy,” his partner said, trying to keep his voice light, though Felipe knew his partner sensed that something else was going on. “We’ll find him. He kidnapped Chance. He didn’t kill him. That means he wants him alive for a reason.”
Felipe nodded. He tried to tell himself that, but he still could not relax.
“Why kidnap him?” he asked as he slammed on the brakes and narrowly avoided ramming into the back of a slow minibus ahead of him. Felipe beeped the horn and overtook. “He hasn’t done it before. What’s different this time? Apollo must want something.”
Henrique shook his head. He did not have answers.
Felipe tried not to think it, but he could not help himself. This was his fault. He had hidden Adonia away, and sent Constanza out of state, leaving Chance without protection. He should have had someone keeping him safe, knowing that he would become the prime target.
He wondered why Chance had been kidnapped. Apollo must know that he would not be able to do a trade, Chance’s life in return for the location of another witness. Unless Apollo knew of the personal relationship Felipe had with him. The thought made him tense further.
Apollo was a calculated, clever man. He must have researched the investigators who hunted him. Felipe wondered if perhaps one of his child-spies had seen him here. Perhaps Apollo hoped to use this to his advantage. Felipe wondered if he would save Chance in return for Adonia’s location. He tried not to think about it.
Maybe Apollo had done this as revenge, Felipe thought, for sweeping Adonia out from under him. Perhaps knowing his personal relationship with Chance, Apollo wanted to send Felipe a message.
Henrique was still watching him closely from the passenger seat as Felipe screeched to a stop across the road from the hotel, in front of the vacant lot.
“Take a deep breath,” Henrique told him, when Felipe shut off the engine. “We’ve got this.”
Felipe breathed deeply.
He climbed out of the car and slammed the door shut. Uniformed policías were already on the scene. They had been the first to respond to the call. Felipe called the sergeant over to give him a briefing of what they had so far.
A short, beefy man with jet black hair and a thick moustache introduced himself as Sergeant Diaz.
“Buenas tardes,” he greeted them. “Only three witnesses. A British couple who were having a cigarette over there,” he gestured to a lone bench beside the entranceway. “And a car park attendant who was about to take his break when he saw the abduction.”
Felipe glanced over to the witnesses. The British couple looked shaken. The woman was tearful, her husband’s arm around her shoulders. The car park attendant puffed away on a cigarette, looking weary.
“The couple say the victim came out for a smoke. He walked down to the end of the road. He turned around and started walking back. He finished his cigarette. A car stopped on the street behind him. A man ran after him. Pointed a gun at him and walked the victim back to the car, shoved him in the backseat and drove off.”
Felipe shivered, trying not to think of Chance as a victim.
“They couldn’t give much of a description of the kidnapper,” Sergeant Diaz said. He stroked his moustache absent-mindedly. “Mexican. Male. Perhaps late twenties, early thirties. He wore a hood, but it fell in the wind. Muscular physique. I’m thinking gangbanger.”
Felipe wondered who the kidnapper might be. Apollo had not used his child-minions for this. They could not drive, could not have overpowered Chance. He thought of Dario Otero. They had managed to overpower him. Why had Apollo changed his MO? Or had Apollo taken a more personal interest in this one. Had he come here himself? It seemed like an unnecessary risk to expose himself like that, but the description from the British couple could be a match.
“What about the attendant, did he see anything else?” Felipe asked.
“Not much either, a partial license plate and the colour and make of the car. A clapped-out white Ford Ikon. We’ve told control,” Sergeant Diaz said. “Old reg number. A stolen car.”
He shook his head, sensing Felipe’s frustration.
“Attendant says the same as the couple, except he only noticed them when he saw the gun,” Sergeant Diaz said. “Same description of the kidnapper. Not much to go on. Could describe half of the city. He said he held the gun sideways. Gangbanger, like I said.”
Felipe’s brow furrowed. He could not imagine Apollo holding a gun like that. He was ex-military. He must have enlisted some low-level Sanguinito to carry out his orders.
“Bueno. Who called to report it?”
“A receptionist. She heard the British couple screaming. Ran outside, heard what had happened, and ran back in to call. She didn’t see the car or the kidnapper.”
Felipe nodded. The description of the car was being circulated. He told himself that someone would spot them and call it in. He hoped this would be over soon.
“Gracias,” Felipe thanked the sergeant.
Felipe left Sergeant Diaz on the street and went inside. He saw a receptionist sat on a sofa, being comforted by a doorman. Her name badge read Juanita. The woman who had called to report it. Behind the desk, two more women ran receptionist. One was Carmen. She caught his eye. He wondered if she would be questioned, if she would tell anyone that he had made several personal visits to Chance at night.
He led the way to Chance’s bedroom. Henrique was a step behind him. It was a strange sensation, to be in his room, his personal space, without Chance there. He saw his phone on the bed. The television was paused halfway through a Spanish movie, subtitles turned on.
A laptop was open, the screen on a word document. Perhaps it was the coursework that Chance always mentioned but never seemed to get around to.
They did not take anything from the room. Felipe closed the laptop and switched off the television. He wondered if they should notify Bill, the fiancé in Brazil, about the kidnapping. He picked up the phone and felt uncomfortable at once. He passed it to Henrique, told him to make the calls to his family.
He did not think he could make the call to Bill himself.
They left the room and Felipe tried to keep his expression neutral, professional, as they returned downstairs. Sergeant Diaz was finished. The rest of the investigation would not take place here. They had done all they could at the hotel. The British couple had gone, probably up to their room to try and forget what they had seen. Juanita the receptionist was back at her post, a smile fixed on her face.
Felipe was silent as they got into the car.
“Are you sure everything’s fine?” Henrique asked him. He was concerned.
Felipe wondered if he should tell him, just blurt out the truth. Confess that he had been messaging Chance, that they had spent the night together, that they had been on dates, and that he made him feel comfortable in a way that nobody else had in a long time. He wanted to reveal that he blamed himself for Chance being kidnapped, that if anything happened to him, he would never be able to forgive himself.
Instead, he forced himself to nod as he turned the key in the ignition.
“Let’s find Chance,” he said firmly, keeping the emotion from his voice, knowing that he had not convinced his partner that he was entirely fine.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

The hours passed and still there was no celebration, no sigh of relief that Chance had been rescued. Felipe sat hunched at his desk, pouring over files and through records, long after his colleagues had departed, and day turned to night.
It was raining hard outside and storms threatened. Felipe hoped that Chance was being treated well, that he was not being harmed. He tried not to think of how afraid he must be, but that was preferable to imagining that he was already dead somewhere, his body waiting to be discovered.
Sergeant Diaz had updated him infrequently as information came in. The car had been found abandoned in a parking lot in the south of the city. It was an undesirable neighbourhood, but not a stronghold of Los Sanguinitos. Forensics had gone over the car and brought it to an impound lot, but Felipe was yet to hear if any useful evidence had been found.
He wondered why Apollo had not taken him to somewhere more secure, unless the kidnapping was his own doing. Felipe could not shake the thought that this was personal, that Apollo wanted to warn him off. Perhaps he had seen how close he had come to saving Victor and Hortensia Govea, had been watching him as Felipe tried to reach them amongst the flames. Maybe he knew that he had a list, that he was working on exposing his true identity.
Apollo understood just as Felipe did that once he had a name, a real name, for him then the game was over. Apollo liked the shadows, the darkness, because it gave him anonymity. Once Felipe snatched that away from him, Felipe would have the upper hand.
The jefe had been in a bad mood, scowling in the corridors and shooting Felipe dark looks whenever he left his office to get a coffee, as if he had personally organised the kidnapping of an American tourist. If the jefe was getting heat from his superiors, then Felipe hoped that perhaps anyone connected to Los Sanguinitos would feel the pressure too, would be driven to tell Apollo to release his prisoner because the media attention was not worth it.
He tried not to think about Valentina Vasquez’s assertions that attention and notoriety was exactly what the cartel wanted. They wanted that reputation. The more notorious, the better.
Henrique had notified Chance’s parents in California. They had offered to fly out, but Henrique had advised against it. The media had already picked up on the story and Valentina Vasquez and Irene Fierro were leading the charge accusing the government of failing to protect the witnesses and questioning whether tourists were safe to visit the capital. Henrique had not mentioned calling anyone else, and Felipe assumed that the parents would tell Bill. He wondered if Bill would fly up from Brazil, if he would come face to face with the man whose fiancé he had slept with.
The only good news had come from Luisa, who had reassured him that Adonia was ensconced at the safe house, her identity a secret, and she was safe from Apollo and Los Sanguinitos.
Unable to switch off from the case, Felipe remained at his desk. Henrique wished him goodnight, placed a cup of fresh coffee on his desk in front of him, and left. Alone on the floor, Felipe sipped the coffee and ran a hand through his hair.
He had resumed his digging into Jesus Morales Ortiz. He was the only name that had not been scratched from his list and he clung to some hope that he was Apollo, though it was half-hearted hope. Felipe did not think the profile fit. Jesus had abandoned his post with the army and risen quickly through the ranks of the cartel, which indicated that he been working with them for some time.
Jesus was flashy and did not hide his associations well, if he had indeed tried at all. He had a big house, fast cars and made no secret of his parties at which several other Sanguinitos were always present. Anti-cartel task forces all agreed he was involved in trafficking and Felipe could not imagine Apollo was so well-known to the agencies.
Apollo thrived on being anonymous. The more research Felipe did, the more he was convinced that Jesus and Apollo were not the same guy. His suspicions were quickly confirmed when a contact at the defence department contacted him, returning his attempts earlier in the week.
“I heard you were asking about Jesus Morales Ortiz,” Diego said down the phone. They had once been in the same department, and Felipe trusted him. That was why he had asked him for information on a few names from the list. Diego cleared his throat. “He was arrested today. He was under surveillance for several months. He’s in custody now. His location is confidential, for obvious reasons. If you wanted him for your investigation, I think you’ll be disappointed.”
Felipe did not feel disappointed. He crossed the name from his list. No names remained, and he wanted to curse. The arrest, the fact he was under surveillance, explained why Lopez had told him that Jesus was not his man. He wondered what else Lopez might have kept from him.
“The other names, I’m not sure about,” Diego said. “Jose Luis Martinez’s name no longer exists in our records. I guess the military got to him before justice could.”
“Somebody wiped his file?” Felipe asked, surprised.
“Looks that way,” Diego said. “Listen, I just wanted to give you the heads-up about Ortiz. If you Martinez is one of your suspects, I’d be careful. Someone high up wiped that name from the system. It’s happened before, a few times. Deserters vanish, like they never existed. The government clearing up after themselves. Somebody doesn’t want Martinez’s name out there.”
“Why though?” Felipe asked.
He thought about Jose Luis Martinez. He was a commando, then he had gone undercover in Los Sanguinitos. Perhaps he was a law unto himself, loyal to nobody, only to himself. If the army suspected he had turned against them, perhaps they wanted to cover their tracks and deny he existed at all.
“Look, this is off the record,” Diego said. “You know it’s not my area, not my jurisdiction, but I’ve had it happen once before. An ex-forces guy turned cartel hitman. I had him pinned for the murder of a mother and her son. Witnesses to a cartel hit. I flag his name in the system, started digging around. Next thing I know, he vanishes. The paperwork is gone. His records disappeared. No sign of him anywhere. Like he was erased. Neighbours saw nothing. He was just gone.”
Felipe thought about Lopez and the special task force that tracked down ex-forces who had deserted for the cartels. He wondered what happened to them when they were caught. If these forced disappearances were the end result.
“If you pursue this, be careful, mi amigo,” Diego warned him.
“Gracias,” Felipe said.
The call disconnected. Felipe put the phone down and shook his head. He wondered if he should call Lopez, ask for more information, but then remembered it was late and he would likely be at home, like everyone else.
Felipe closed Jesus Morales Ortiz’s file on his computer. He was not Apollo, just as he had suspected. He thought about Jose Luis Martinez. He was a shadowy figure. Duplicitous.
He had a dark feeling about him.
Perhaps the man whose file had just vanished was Apollo.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

It was late when Felipe gave into his exhaustion and drove home. He parked in the underground parking and instead of going upstairs he walked across the lobby and out onto the street. The ageing doorman nodded at him.
Felipe leant against the wall, just beyond the box of light on the pavement cast by the front doors and shook a cigarette out of his packet. He rarely smoked, but he kept a packet in his desk drawer for occasions such as this. He struck a match and lit it.
He coughed as he took his first drag, flicking ash into the night air. The street was deserted. Cars were parked up and down the sides of the street. The café and shops near the end of the block were all closed and shut-up for the night. Few cars were on the road, no traffic to slow them.
Felipe looked up at the sky. It was overcast but at least it had stopped raining. He wondered if Chance could see the sky wherever he was. He doubted it.
He took another drag, longer than the first. It did little to help him relax. It was just psychological, he told himself. He had to stay focused.
The more he thought about it, the more he believed that Jose Luis Martinez was Apollo. Now his file had been deleted. Felipe did not know whether that meant the task force was closing in on him, ready to wipe Apollo out as they had done with Diego’s suspect. If they did, then what did that mean for Chance? Was he just collateral damage?
And what if he was wrong, what if the file had been deleted by someone under instruction from the cartel. That made his job a lot harder. Someone high-up could be protecting Apollo.
Felipe took a last drag on his cigarette and flicked it across the pavement to a drain cover. It bounced, sparks flying off the metal grate, before it dropped below the ground.
Footsteps sounded on the pavement. Felipe was alert at once as a young boy approached him. He walked directly towards him, eyes on him. He was a street kid. He looked unwashed. His lips were pulled into a scowl.
Felipe pushed off from the wall, any thought of sleep forgotten in a heartbeat.
“Apollo sends his regards, Subinspector Santos,” the boy said, in a practised voice, as if he had rehearsed exactly what to say over and over like a script. “If you don’t back off, he’ll kill your friend.”
Felipe’s breath caught in his chest. He reached for the kid, but the boy took off down the street. Felipe did not give chase. The boy was just a messenger.
Felipe wondered if he was growing closer to identifying Apollo, if he had kidnapped Chance as a warning to him. Felipe looked up and down the street, and then retreated into the building, feeling eyes on him as he went.
Even now, he felt Apollo’s spies watching him, waiting to see if he heeded his warning.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

The room was dark and cramped, more like a cell than a bedroom. That was what he was now, Chance thought, shivering. A prisoner.
He lay on the thin mattress on the floor, the blanket pulled around him tightly for the little warmth it provided. The building seemed to creak around him, whether with age or rats, he did not want to think about.
He felt exhausted, sleep calling to him though he was too scared to close his eyes in the darkness. It must be night, he thought, but he had no basis for that. He had tried to keep track of time since he had been thrown into the room and the door had locked behind him, but there were no windows and he had no watch or phone.
It felt like hours, many long hours, since he had been snatched off the street. He felt fear ripple through him at the memory. The man had jabbed the gun into the small of his back as he had forced him into the car.
Chance had not fought him, had not screamed for help or tried to run away. He wondered now if he should have tried, but he was sure the man would have shot him. He had tried to watch his surroundings as the car drove through the city, but the man warned him to keep his head down, to lay across the backseat. He had been too scared to object, had done what he was told.
They had pulled into a lot and switched cars. Chance had not run for freedom. The gun was always pointed at him as the man had dragged him into another car. This time he had not looked out the window as they drove through streets he did not recognise.
When the car had stopped, they were in a garage. It was dark. A grille had come down behind them. Chance had been forced up a rickety staircase and into the windowless room where he had been since. The man had hardly spoken to him, but Chance heard him on the phone, his voice getting louder, more agitated. He spoke in rapid-fire Spanish, so Chance had no clue what he was saying. At one point, he could have sworn he heard the man arguing with a woman, but whoever she was, she did not swoop to his rescue.
It had fallen quiet a few hours ago. Chance did not know if his kidnapper had gone out somewhere or if he was just sleeping in an adjacent room. He was too afraid to call for help. The door was locked. The floor creaked whenever he walked.
He wondered if people were searching for him. He imagined that Felipe would have heard, that he was trying to find him. He thought of Bill. Would anybody notify him? Would he grow worried when he could not reach him, or was he too busy working in his new job and socialising with his new colleagues in Sao Paulo to even notice that anything was amiss?
Curling into a ball, the mattress springs digging into him as he rolled over, Chance blinked away tears and squeezed his eyes shut against the dark room that was now his prison.




CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

There had been no major breaks in the case when Felipe strolled over to his desk before his shift started the following morning. He slept only a few hours but fear for Chance had stirred him early and made it impossible to sleep longer.
A canvas of the block where the clapped-out car had been abandoned had produced two schoolboys who had sworn to policías that they had seen a small red car parked alongside the white car mid-afternoon. When the policía questioning them had assured them they would not get into trouble for skiving off school, the boys had told how they had seen a man with tattoos going from one to the other. They had been suspicious of him but did not look too closely. It was not the kind of neighbourhood in which curiosity was encouraged.
The man had a gun and had waved it at them. The boys had panicked and took off down the street, but one of them said he thought he had seen someone hiding in the backseat. He had not seen a face, but he had described the hair as blond. That was a start, Felipe hoped.
At least Chance had been alive when they had switched vehicle, Felipe thought.
He thought about the warning last night. Apollo was using Chance to scare him off. He must be getting close to discovering his identity. He thought of Jose Luis Martine’s vanishing file. Perhaps it had been buried by someone on Apollo’s instruction.
Apollo was reacting. He was afraid of being exposed.
Felipe knew that he could not afford to make a mistake, not when the stakes were so high. He wondered who had the authority or the access to make a file disappear. He thought about Lopez and wondered if someone on his team was on the cartel’s payroll.
A unit was scouring the neighbourhood for a red car that matched the description the boys had given. Another team was going through records. It was a thankless job, but Felipe hoped that with enough people working on the case, they would get results.
The jefe was feeling pressure from above. Probably from the American embassy too. He had arrived shortly after Felipe had logged in. His long breakfast meetings had been dropped and he had barricaded himself behind his office door. Felipe would have felt sorry for him, but he wondered if the jefe had pressured the Prosecutor’s Office harder for charges against Leon Herrera to be brought, then maybe things would not have spiralled out of hand so fast.
He tried to call Lopez again, but there was no response. He emailed again, hoping to draw a response from the elusive man.
When his phone rang, he jumped for it, imagining the unknown number was Lopez.
“Felipe?” a woman’s voice asked, hesitant. Her voice sounded vaguely familiar, but he could not place it. She sounded anxious, agitated. “Felipe Santos? This is Diana Ramos.”
Recognition dawned. Diana, Constanza’s older sister. They had met a few times when Felipe and Constanza had been a couple. The sisters were not particularly close, and when Diana had moved out of state, he did not recall Constanza being particularly affected by it.
He greeted her, introduced himself. He felt a flicker of panic.
“I need your help,” Diana said. She sounded emotional, her voice cracking. She almost gave a sob, then took a deep breath to compose herself so she could continue. Felipe held his breath. “It’s Constanza. She was supposed to arrive yesterday afternoon, but she never showed up. I waited at the airport, but I couldn’t find her.”
Felipe sat bolt upright in his seat.
“I kicked up a fuss with the airline,” Diana told him. “They told me she never checked-in at Mexico City Airport. She was never on the flight. I’ve tried to call her. She’s gone missing.”




CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

“You know who is behind this, don’t you?” Diana said, her voice bitter. “It’s her husband, Godfredo. Goddamn him. He can cheat on her, hit her, but he won’t let her leave him.”
Felipe murmured his agreement. He wondered if Godfredo had somehow found out that Constanza had intended to leave the state and had gone after her. He must have acted fast. Perhaps he had attacked at the house. No, he thought. The policías had not reported any problems with getting her to the airport.
He must have waited at the airport for her. Maybe he had lured her into a carpark or waited for her in the bathrooms. Whatever had happened, Felipe knew that he had to find her. Godfredo had shown what he was capable of. He was a hired killer and he was on the brink of losing everything. He was desperate. That made him dangerous, more so than he was usually.
The thought that Constanza had disappeared yesterday and nobody had realised until now was disturbing.
“You have to save her,” Diana begged him. “He’d rather kill her than let her leave him. He’s an evil man.”
Felipe knew that Diana was right. He also knew that Godfredo was desperate, and that he would probably keep Constanza alive as long as he believed that she might forgive him, that there was a chance that she would change her mind and stay with him.
“Do you know where he may have taken her?”
“They didn’t own any properties,” Diana told him. “They rented their flat, and I doubt he’d have taken her there. Stanza said that he always stayed out somewhere when he was working late. Usually it was with one of his putas, but I got the impression he had a place somewhere. Maybe at the garages.”
“Garages?” Felipe repeated.
“He was always at the garages down in the south. I don’t know where. It was where he hung out when he wasn’t beating my sister or cheating on her,” Diana said. “Maybe he would use one of the offices down there. I don’t know. You just find her, por favor.”
Felipe promised her he would keep her updated and hung up. Henrique had just arrived, and he waved him over.
“We have a problem,” he said. Henrique grimaced.
He relayed what he knew. He felt grateful he had told his partner about Constanza before this. Henrique kept quiet as he listened.
“You’re sure it’s the husband?” Henrique asked him.
Felipe nodded.
“We can put an arrest warrant out for him,” Henrique said. “The policías are already in the area of his garages, looking for Chance King. We can give them his details, tell them to keep an eye out.”
“I’ll go and speak to Silvia Paz, she was staying with her,” Felipe said. “She knows her better than most. She might know something her sister didn’t.”
“I’ll let the jefe know what’s happening,” Henrique said. “You’re sure this isn’t Los Sanguinitos?”
“I’m sure,” he said, heading for the door.
The drive to Silvia’s house was mercifully quick. He knocked on the front door and it was a long time before she answered. She wore gym clothes and her short hair was tied back in a tuft at the back of her head. She narrowed her eyes at him, weary at once.
“What’s happened?” she demanded. “Is Constanza okay?”
Felipe shook his head.
Silvia groaned, but she opened the door for him. Felipe followed her into the living room. She sat down in the same spot Constanza had yesterday. The house smelt of coffee and burnt toast.
“She didn’t get to the airport,” Felipe admitted. “Diana called me. She thinks Godfredo got to her before she could check in to her flight.”
Silvia looked horrified. She put a hand to her mouth and shook her head slowly.
“Do you know where he may have taken her?” Felipe asked. “Did Godfredo have anywhere private that he might feel safe enough to bring her?”
Silvia looked up at the ceiling, murmuring, trying to think.
“I’m not sure, but he never seemed to be at home. Only when it suited him,” she said. “He was seeing some other woman on the side, though. She might know more. Hell, he might be there.”
“Do you have a name for her?”
“Oh, I have plenty I could call her,” Silvia hissed. “Her name is Carmen. I don’t know where she lives, but Constanza said she works part-time down at a hotel in Buenavista.”
Felipe recalled the receptionist who had seen him with Chance. Her name was Carmen. He could picture her now, her scraped-back hair, her thick make-up, her long, dangling earrings. He wondered if this was Godfredo’s mistress.
“You make sure you find her,” Silvia warned him. “You bring Constanza home safely.”




CHAPTER EIGHTY

Chance did not know how long he had slept for. The windowless room remained dark and damp. It could have been morning, noon, or the middle of the night and he would have no idea.
The room felt warmer now. He no longer shivered beneath the threadbare blanket, though there was still a chill to the air.
He stretched out, his body aching from sleeping on the thin mattress. He could hear floorboards creaking beyond the walls of the room. He did not know whether his captor was here or if it was someone who could possibly rescue him.
He strained to hear anything more. Footsteps sounded just the other side of the door.
Chance did not make a sound. His stomach gave a loud rumble and Chance put a hand to it as if that alone could silence the grumblings. He did not want to give the man any reason to harm him. If he did as he was told and did not cause any problems, then he still hoped he would be set free. He did not know what the man wanted from him.
Perhaps he thought his family was wealthy. Chance wondered if he had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The man could have been waiting for any tourist outside the hotel and Chance had been the first he had come across or the only one walking alone.
If that was the case, then he was sure his parents would be able to put together some money for a ransom if it came to that. He did not know how these things worked. The man had not asked for his parents’ information or a phone number. Maybe he went through the police directly.
Chance wondered if his parents would alert the authorities. Would he be on the news? He imagined the shock on his tutor’s face, on his peers at university, if they turned the news on and learnt that he had been kidnapped.
A few classmates had warned him about the dangers of Mexico City, but plenty more had insisted that there was nothing to fear. Bill had visited numerous times before and had never had any problems. Even Chance’s parents had visited and enjoyed themselves.
It seemed Chance had been unlucky to witness a shooting and then be kidnapped from outside the front of his hotel at gunpoint. He wondered if Felipe would be put off by how danger-prone he must appear to be.
Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. Chance was middle-class, had not been in so much as a fight before, unless a lover’s quarrel counted.
He was torn from his thoughts when the man outside the door started arguing in Spanish. He could not hear anyone else, so Chance figured he was on the phone. He wondered if he was talking an accomplice or perhaps to the police or the American embassy, trying to negotiate a ransom.
Chance tried to listen for words he would recognise but he was talking too fast. His voice sounded panicked. Frustrated. At times, he raised his voice and then quickly lowered it, as if afraid someone would overhear. If Chance shouted, called for help, would someone hear him?
His captor’s voice grew louder, angrier. Chance tensed, expecting the door to be ripped open and the man to drag him out. He heard floorboards creak, and then low, muttered, frantic Spanish from the adjacent room. He was talking to himself, no longer on the phone, and then it fell silent outside the room.
Chance held his breath, straining to hear anything. He did not know if he was alone or not.
After long minutes of silence, Chance’s breathing began to return to normal again.
He sat huddled on the mattress, afraid to move or make a sound, listening for the slightest sound.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE

Felipe walked through the glass entranceway of the hotel in Buenavista and caught sight of Carmen behind the reception desk at once. Beside her, Juanita was checking in a young black couple. Carmen looked at him, her face impassive, expression unreadable. If she was alarmed at the sight of him, if she suspected that he knew about her connection to Godfredo, or to Constanza’s kidnapping, then she did not show it.
He had done his homework on Carmen Solis Estrada. She was early twenties, had left home a few years ago after a row with her father, who had just got out of prison. She had worked at the hotel for two years and had been in a relationship with Godfredo for over a year. She had a young daughter from a previous relationship. She had no criminal record, only a few parking tickets.
“How can I help you, Subinspector?” she asked him.
No Buenos dias today. Perhaps his welcome was wearing thin with her after all.
“I have a few questions for you, Carmen,” Felipe told her.
There was no mistaking that her neck stiffened. Her eyes flashed sideways at Juanita, who was eavesdropping eagerly, not even trying to hide the fact. Her guests were walking towards the elevators, but they too glanced back over their shoulders at the scene.
“What is this about?” Carmen asked haughtily. Her patience was crumbling. “I have work to do, can you not see that? I didn’t see anything when that American was kidnapped.”
“This is about another matter,” Felipe told her. “Godfredo Reyes.”
Carmen went pale. She looked over at Juanita and scowled at her.
“Is there somewhere we can go that’s more private?” Felipe asked.
Carmen nodded slowly. She looked shaken. Afraid even. She ignored Juanita and showed him to a small staff room across the lobby. She sat down heavily in a chair, looking at Felipe with wide eyes.
“I swear, I never wanted anything to do with it,” she said, panicked, her voice hoarse. “Please, I have a child. I don’t want any trouble.”
Felipe sat down beside her.
“I need to know what happened,” Felipe said calmly. He did not want to make her more afraid, in case she clammed up and stopped talking.
Carmen nodded. Her shoulders were shaking. She wrung her hands in her lap.
“Godfredo was so furious when he found out that his wife was leaving him,” she said. She sounded almost hurt that he had felt that way. “He was ranting and raving for days about it. It was endless. How he was going to get her back, how he couldn’t let her walk away.”
She sniffed, wiping her eyes quickly as if she had been on the verge of tears.
“I suppose you think I’m stupid,” she sighed. “I probably am. Just hearing myself, I know that I am. I can do better, but you don’t understand. I love Godfredo. He loves me too. He doesn’t love his wife, he’s just too proud to let her go. He doesn’t want to be with her, but he doesn’t want anyone else to have her either. I’ve tried to get him to let go. When she left, I thought maybe it would all work out, maybe he would move on and we could be together.”
Felipe nodded along with her as if it was a situation that anyone could sympathise with.
“He didn’t move on. He didn’t forget her,” Carmen said, shaking her head. “He started following her. He tried to bully her, to frighten her. I begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t. He just kept saying he wasn’t going to let her walk out on him. I don’t think he could handle the shame. When he realised Constanza had left her friend’s place, that she was planning on leaving the city and going to the airport, he snapped.”
“How did he know where she was going?” Felipe asked.
Carmen pulled a face.
“That nasty bitch, Silvia,” she said, spitting out the name with distaste. “I don’t know how long it’s been going on between the two of them, but I bet she was loving it when Constanza moved in with her. Silvia became his number one. Godfredo needed her help. She’d have been loving it.”
“Silvia and Godfredo were having an affair?” Felipe asked.
Carmen nodded.
He thought of how Silvia had spoken of Carmen with the same disgust that Carmen had her. He had put it down to the fact that it was her best friend’s love rival, but now he realised perhaps it was her own. He thought Carmen was right, if she was telling the truth, and she had no reason to lie about such a thing. Silvia was in a prime position to keep Godfredo updated about Constanza’s movements, to tell him anything that he wanted to know about her.
He wondered if Constanza had told her closest friend about their night together. He knew at once that she had, and that meant that Godfredo most likely knew too.
“Silvia called him, told him she was leaving the city,” Carmen said. “Constanza didn’t tell her where she was going, only that she was leaving and would be in touch. Godfredo wanted to stop her, but she had some fancy policía escort, like she’s some celebrity or royalty or whatever.”
“So what did he do then?”
“Cried like a kid for a while,” Carmen said. Her nerves had started to fade. Her anger towards Silvia had driven it away. “I’m sure Silvia was only too happy to comfort him.”
“Whose idea was it, the kidnapping?” Felipe asked. “Was it his own, or did Silvia help him?”
“That bitch doesn’t even know about it,” Carmen snapped, indignant. “She didn’t know where Constanza was going, so he didn’t need her anymore. Simple as that. He needed me.”
“Why did he need you?”
“He knew that you were the one helping Constanza escape,” she said. “He knows what happened between you, now and in the past. Silvia told him. He wanted you to tell him where Constanza was going. He needed leverage, so you’d tell him.”
Felipe swallowed hard.
“I recognised your name, your picture,” Carmen said. “I knew you were visiting that cute American guy. That you were spending the night with him. I told Godfredo. That’s why he kidnapped him, so that he could use him to get at you.”
Felipe stared at her. He could hardly believe what he was hearing.
“You’re saying that Godfredo didn’t kidnap Constanza?” he asked.
Carmen looked confused, as if they had been talking at cross angles. She nodded uncertainly.
“I thought that’s why you came back here,” Carmen said. “To ask me about Godfredo, and why he kidnapped Chance yesterday.”
Felipe pulled his phone out and called Henrique. He stepped out into the lobby and updated him, trying not to let fresh panic hit him. Godfredo had kidnapped Chance, and that meant that Constanza was Apollo’s prisoner, the one he was threatening to kill if Felipe did not back off.
He saw Juanita look over at him. The supervisor was beside her, eyes narrowed suspiciously.
Felipe returned to the small staff room. Carmen twisted the hem of her skirt anxiously.
“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, I swear,” she said, almost begging. “I didn’t realise he would take it this far. I should never have told him about the American. I’m sorry. I went to see him. I tried to get Godfredo to let him go, but he wouldn’t.”
Felipe ignored her apologies.
“You’re going to tell me exactly where Godfredo is,” Felipe told her, his voice commanding. “If you do, then I might persuade the Prosecutor’s Office not to pursue charges against you.”
Carmen nodded quickly, desperate to agree, to avoid prosecution herself.
“I know where he is,” she stammered. “He’s at the garages. I’ll give you the address.”




CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO

Chance jumped as floorboards creaked outside the room. He heard them coming up a set of stairs and then straight to the door. Heavy, angry bootsteps. He backed across the mattress until he was flattened against the far wall.
Keys jangled and then the door flew open. The tattooed man from yesterday stood in the doorway, looking down at him. He wore low-riding jeans that Chance was sure held a gun tucked into the waistband, hidden beneath the baggy vest that showed off his tattoos.
He glared at him for a minute.
“Get up,” he said, in his broken English. His accent was thick, his voice deep. “We’re going.”
“Going where?” Chance asked, before he could stop himself.
He was hungry and thirsty, and he wasn’t thinking straight. The man looked affronted for a moment, then lunged into the room and grabbed at him. Chance lifted his hands above his head, and the man gripped his forearm and half-dragged him across the room.
Chance got to his feet unsteadily, his legs shaking and his arm aching where the man held him.
“Be quiet,” the man said. “Do as I tell you.”
Chance nodded. He had no intention of fighting the man. Not when he practically pulsated with anger.
He did not know why he was angry. Perhaps his ransom demands had not been met. Maybe he was not worth as much as the kidnapper had hoped he was. In his panic, his thoughts turned dark. If the kidnapper was not getting what he wanted, or he suspected he was close to being caught, maybe he was going to execute him and get rid of the evidence.
The man pulled his gun out from behind him and poked him hard in the small of his back with the barrel.
“You first,” he said. “Slowly.”
Chance stumbled down the stairs a step ahead of the man. His legs were weak and felt numb and rubbery. He put his hands out to the walls either side to steady himself. The staircase was dark and dingy, and the smell of gasoline and oil was strong as he reached the bottom.
He hesitated at the door, but the man nodded. Chance’s hand shook on the handle. The door opened to a dark garage. It was large, probably commercial, Chance thought. It had a pit and the walls were lined with equipment. Machinery was everywhere. A car was propped up shoulder-height, its underbelly on display in the darkened room.
A red car stood nearby. It was the same car as yesterday, when Chance had been dragged from the first car into the second. He swallowed hard. He knew that it was a mistake to get into the back of the car. The man could drive him anywhere. If he drove out of the city and into the mountains, where nobody could help him, then what would he do?
And yet the alternative was to try and fight him in this dark room. There were plenty of potential weapons and hiding places, but the man knew the layout and the area better than him. Chance would be fumbling around in the dark and he did not know whether the man really intended to harm him yet.
“Back seat,” the man grunted, shoving the gun into his back roughly. “Now.”
He was agitated. Chance wondered if the hideout had been compromised and that was why they had to move. Maybe he should try and run. Perhaps once they were out driving on the street he could try and get out the car. He could kick out a back window and run when they reached a red light.
Anything to try and keep himself alive, he thought.
A crack of light from the street slid beneath the heavy metal doors. Chance wondered if people were going about their daily lives just feet from him, oblivious to his plight. The man jabbed him in the back again, harder this time, shoving him forward.
He opened the back door and was about to climb into the backseat when there was a distant shout. The metal grille doors shot upwards, all of them at once, so the garage was flooded with light. Chance squinted, the brightness blinding him momentarily. Men with guns were silhouetted against the street. He instinctively threw himself flat on the backseat of the car, tucking his legs to the floor of the car, cowering.
He did not look up, did not know what was happening around him. There were no gunshots. He heard the sounds of a struggle and the man screaming and cursing in Spanish. It sounded as if he was being wrestled to the ground.
Chance hardly dared to hope that his ordeal had come to an end. He kept his eyes closed, his body tense, crouched and quivering against the backseat, hoping and praying that it was all over.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE

Felipe almost collapsed with relief when the commander of the unit radioed to confirm the mission had been successful. Chance was safe and on route to hospital to be checked over. Godfredo had been arrested and was on his way to him.
He had spoken to Luisa on the phone as he left the hotel in Buenavista. She had agreed not to file charges against Carmen. Felipe did not want to separate a mother from her child, but he would wait a while before he imparted the news to her. He hoped that she would rethink her relationship choices, but even if she did not, Godfredo would be going to prison for a long time.
Now that Godfredo was in custody, Felipe wanted to call Constanza and tell her that she was free of her husband, but the realisation had struck once more that she was at the mercy of Apollo. He did not know how he had established she was the last witness he had yet to identify. Maybe he had spies following Felipe, and they had reported him going to Silvia’s house.
He had briefly considered whether Silvia was somehow connected to Los Sanguinitos, if perhaps she would betray Constanza again if the price was right, but he had dismissed such thoughts. Silvia was a bad friend, and she had indeed betrayed her to Godfredo, but he did not think her guilty of selling her out to a cartel. He thought her capable of it, but if Silvia was in the cartel’s pocket, then she would have given them Constanza’s name when she had first arrived at her house, not days later.
Felipe wanted to look into the running of El Casa del Rosas. He was certain that if he dug deep enough then he would find black money and Silvia connected to shady goings-on at the gentleman’s club, but finding Constanza was his top priority now.
Henrique was tracking down the two policías who had been escorting Constanza to the airport. They had been tasked with making sure she got on her plane to La Paz and Felipe wanted to know why they had not done their jobs.
Felipe was already waiting in the corridor outside the interview room when the truck carrying Godfredo pulled up in the secure lot. He looked defeated as he was dragged down the corridor in handcuffs and leg-shackles. Felipe held the door for them and nodded that they could go after they dropped Godfredo roughly into a chair.
Felipe tensed when Henrique joined them. Godfredo knew about his nights with Chance and he was sure that he would try and use that as ammunition against him.
Godfredo may have looked defeated as he was led in, but seeing Felipe seemed to renew his anger.
“You slept with my wife, and then you helped her escape,” he hissed at him. “I should have killed that gringo bitch-boy you’ve been fucking.”
Felipe swallowed hard. He tried not to let his expression change.
“Shut up,” Henrique snapped from beside him.
“It’s true, didn’t your friend tell you?” Godfredo sniggered. He spoke directly to Henrique now. “Why d’you think I went after the American? I wanted to get back at him,” he jerked his head towards Felipe. “I wanted to show him how it feels when someone takes something precious from you, like you took my Connie.”
Henrique did not look across at Felipe, his eyes firmly on Godfredo. Felipe was tense, wondering what his reaction would be.
“Nothing gives you the right to kidnap someone,” Henrique said firmly. “Your wife left you. Get over it, Godfredo. This kind of thing happens, especially when you’re an abusive arse.”
Godfredo looked disappointed that his revelation had not had his intended effect.
“You’ll be interviewed about your charges,” Felipe said. “I’m sure the FBI will want to speak with you as well. It was an American citizen you kidnapped, after all.”
Godfredo seemed to diminish a little at that, but he shirked off his fear.
“So what?” he shrugged. “I’m not scared.”
“And I’m sure the Anti Cartel Task Force will be interested in what you have to say,” Felipe continued. “Perhaps people might start coming forward with information about the murders you’ve been involved in. I’m sure Carmen and Constanza would be able to verify some dates that you were working.”
Godfredo shook his head, though there was no mistaking his discomfort now.
“They’d never do that to me,” he said.
“Constanza left you,” Felipe pointed out. “And as for Carmen, how do you think we knew where to set up the raid on the garages?”
Godfredo glared at them, seething in silence. He chewed on his response and Felipe saw the internal battle raging behind his eyes, longing to explode but not wanting to give them the upper hand.
“Did you know that Constanza has been kidnapped?” Felipe asked. Godfredo looked surprised. “She went missing on her way to the airport. I’m sure you’ve seen the news about Los Sanguinitos. Do you know who might have betrayed her identity?”
Godfredo shrugged. He remained quiet.
“Our colleagues are outside that door right now,” Henrique told him, his voice low. “We just want to ask a few questions and then you’re theirs. We can tell them you’ve been co-operative, or we can tell them otherwise. It’s your call.”
“I’m sure some of your friends back on the streets will be edgy, knowing that you’ve been arrested,” Felipe said. “I know how it is when someone gets arrested, especially a sicario. People start to worry about whether you’re helping or keeping quiet, you know? I’m sure I could have a word with one of my informants, tell them to spread the word that you’re singing like a canary.”
“They’d kill me,” Godfredo said. He looked alarmed. “If they think I talked, they’d kill me.”
“Then talk to us, and I’ll make sure nobody finds out about it,” Felipe encouraged him.
Godfredo sighed.
“Look, I don’t know what goes on with Los Sanguinitos,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not one of them. I never worked with them. Never had nothing to do with them, at least not that they know about. I’m Los Reyes, through and through, ‘til the day I die.”
Los Reyes de la Ciudad, or the Kings of the City, was another cartel, one no less dangerous than Los Sanguinitos, borne in the capital itself.
“You were stalking Constanza after she left you,” Felipe said. “Did you see anyone else following her?”
Godfredo thought a moment, scrunching up his face as he did, then shook his head.
“Nah, nobody, at least not that I saw,” he said. “Maybe they were following you.”
He looked Felipe square in the eyes. Felipe did not look away. He knew that Godfredo wanted to put the blame firmly on him.
“What about Silvia?” Felipe asked. “You think she could’ve said anything?”
Godfredo balked. It was too much.
“We know about your affair with her,” Felipe said. Godfredo dropped the pretence at once. “We know she told you about her plans to leave Mexico City. What was to stop her telling Los Sanguinitos?”
“She didn’t have anything to do with them. She worked for me,” Godfredo said dismissively. “Anyway, it wasn’t an affair. She was nothing to me, just a good lay when the fancy took me. I thought it was smart to have her on my side, so I always knew what Constanza was doing. The stupid bitch didn’t tell me that Connie was trying to leave me the first time, though.”
“Why not?” Henrique asked.
“I asked her that same question too,” Godfredo said, frowning. “Said she wanted Connie to leave, so we could be together. Stupid puta. I put her in her place. She tried to make it up to me, telling me about Connie’s plan to leave the city.”
“When you say that Silvia worked for you, what do you mean?” Felipe asked.
Godfredo narrowed his eyes. Perhaps he had hoped they would not pick up on the slip. He sighed, letting out a long breath, before he spoke.
“She had some side businesses at the club,” he told them. “Mostly gay prostitution, that kind of thing. Hell, I didn’t want to know too many details, y’know. She was making good money off of that, though. Los Reyes found out and wanted a piece of the action. She started running some black money through the club. She was in over her head. I knew the bitch wanted out, but nobody just walks away from Los Reyes. We run this city.”
Felipe nodded. He exchanged a look with Henrique. They had enough to have Silvia brought in and face charges of her own too, if Godfredo testified. Even if he did not, then Silvia would be investigated closely. She was helping a cartel and she did not have the protection of them either. Felipe almost felt bad for her. Perhaps he would have done if she had shown loyalty to her friend.
He rose to his feet, and Henrique did the same.
“You’re going to tell those guys outside that I did good, right?” Godfredo asked, hopeful, anxious.
“Gracias, for your help,” Felipe said. “Good luck. They’re badass guys. You’re going to need it.”
Godfredo cursed them out of the room, and they could still hear him after the door had closed behind them.
“About what he said in there -” Felipe started, but Henrique held up a hand to stop him.
“Look, I don’t know if it was true or not,” Henrique said. “But we’ve been friends, partners, for years. I don’t care who you’re dating, whether you’re into guys or girls or both. I’ve got your back, no matter what. You got that?”
Felipe nodded. He was touched by his words.
“Gracias,” he said. He was not used to showing his emotions and he swallowed down the lump in his throat, not wanting to start now. “It means a lot.”
“All I’ll say is this,” Henrique said. “You seem to have some fetish for sleeping with witnesses on this case. First Constanza Reyes, then Chance King. Please tell me there’s no more. I don’t want to find out you had a threesome with Bianca and Tomas.”
He laughed, and Felipe shook his head, allowing himself a smile.
“Trust me, that’s all,” he said. “And no, they’re not my type. Not at all.”
Their radios crackled as two inspectors from the cartel task force went into the interview room to interrogate Godfredo. The policías who had been escorting Constanza had arrived. They did not yet know about Constanza’s kidnapping, or at least not that the police were now aware of it.
Felipe led the way down the corridor. Henrique was half a step behind.
“Seriously though,” he said, half-joking. “Bianca had one fine arse, and Tomas was some hunky soccer player. I don’t play that way, but even I can say that guy was fit.”
Felipe laughed, surprised that his partner was so comfortable with the truth. He felt lighter, now that he no longer kept every part of his life so private. Henrique was looking at him, still expecting an answer.
“Come on,” he encouraged him, smiling widely, joking. “Okay, if they were too young, then what about Dario Otero? He had some serious dress sense.” He raised an eyebrow. “Or wait, is it so serious with Chance that you only have eyes for him?”
Felipe blushed. Henrique’s eyes widened, and he smiled knowingly. The thought of being so readable made Felipe’s cheeks redden. Henrique let it drop, saving him from further embarrassment, and Felipe tried to compose himself as they walked into the staff room and caught sight of the two uniformed policías across the room.
There was no mistaking the anxious look shot between the two policías as Felipe and Henrique approached them.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR

Policías Garcia and Cortes shifted uncomfortably.
“What is this?” Garcia demanded, instantly defensive as they approached. He was short and squat. He had broad shoulders and had probably been muscular a year ago, but now his thick frame was fat. He had thinning hair and dark stubble, and his shirt had a coffee stain on the collar. He straightened up, squaring up to them. “Control called us back here, they never mentioned what for. You got some problem?”
Felipe knew at once that Garcia was hiding something. Nobody took issue so fast unless they were scared about getting into trouble for something they had done. Cortes looked down at the floor, head bowed, shoulders slumped, as if he hoped he could sink into the linoleum and disappear. In contrast to his partner, Cortes was half a head taller but a hundred pounds heavier. His shirt strained against his stomach and his skin was pale and patchy.
“Yeah, I do have a problem,” Felipe said. He stopped just half a foot away from Garcia. Felipe was taller than him. Felipe was in shape. Garcia almost growled as their disparities were thrown into stark relief, but he did not back down. “The witness that you were supposed to make sure got safely on her flight to La Paz went missing yesterday. She never checked in at the airport. So perhaps you can explain to me where she is?”
Garcia did not flinch. There was no surprise, real or feigned. He already knew that Constanza had not checked in for her flight. Cortes was turning red beside him, sweat springing up on his forehead. He looked like he would cave in a matter of seconds. Garcia glanced at his partner out of the corner of his eye, perhaps realising the same thing, for he grimaced.
“What do you want me to say?” he demanded gruffly.
Felipe gritted his teeth. He wanted to rough this policía up and scream at him to do his job. Instead he took half a step closer. He was in Garcia’s personal space. Garcia inhaled sharply.
“I want you to tell me exactly what happened yesterday,” Felipe said.
“I’m not telling you anything,” Garcia shook his head. His lip curled back, and yet he did not look intimidating. He looked afraid. “You can’t prove anything. We don’t have to stand here and listen to this. C’mon, Cortes.”
Felipe blocked him from leaving. Garcia clenched his fists at his side, as if he might try to fight him. Cortes let out a breath that sounded as if someone had stuck a in him and deflated the air out of his stomach. He shook his head at Garcia.
“Keep your mouth shut,” Garcia hissed.
“You want to keep your job?” Felipe asked, rounding on him.
Garcia fell silent as if struck dumb. Felipe looked back at Cortes.
“Talk,” Felipe demanded.
“It was all him,” Cortes said. Garcia barked at him and lunged. Felipe was quicker. He grabbed Garcia’s arm before he could strike his partner and heaved him to the side, whilst Henrique grabbed his other arm and twisted. Garcia let out a cry, as Henrique pinned both his arms behind his back and forced him face-up against the wall.
Cortes looked alarmed, but Felipe nodded encouraging to him.
“He’s been taking bribes for a while. Just small at first, so I looked the other way,” he sighed. He looked ashamed. He could not meet Felipe’s eyes. “They started getting riskier, but the payoffs were bigger, and I got kids, so I just kept quiet. Then yesterday, well, when he realised that she was one of the missing witnesses for the Teo Silva case, he made a few phone calls, and -”
“You goddamn blabbermouth,” Garcia shouted. “You backstabbing snake.”
“You’re the snake,” Henrique snapped, pressing Garcia’s face harder against the wall. “Shut up.”
Garcia murmured something and then fell quiet again.
“He said we had a change of plan,” Cortes continued. “Someone was willing to pay a lot of money if we gave her to him. I didn’t ask questions. I knew this was something bad. I’ve seen the news. I’ve heard the stories.”
“And yet you didn’t do anything to stop it,” Felipe summarised.
Cortes nodded, abashed.
“What happened then?” Felipe asked. “Where did you go if you didn’t go to the airport?”
“We went to some trashy neighbourhood down near the airport,” Cortes said. “Garcia had arranged it all. The woman didn’t get suspicious, ‘cos we were driving the right way. Maybe she started getting nervous near the end, kind of sensed something was up, but she didn’t say anything.”
Felipe wondered why Constanza had not called him or tried to let him know something was wrong.
“We stopped in an abandoned parking lot,” Cortes said. “We all got out of the car. We took her phone, patted her down. Garcia roughed her up a little. Then the other car came. The guy had a mask on, so we couldn’t see his face.”
Felipe wondered if it had been Apollo himself. Perhaps he did not trust anyone else with such a task.
“What kind of build did he have?” Felipe asked.
“A bit like yours,” Cortes said, “I guess. He worked out. He was bigger than you though. He was hardcore. Like an action figure.”
It sounded like Apollo, Felipe thought.
“He didn’t speak, though. He just got out of the car. He gave me the cash to count. When I’d checked it was the right amount, Garcia handed her over. He did some kind of ninja-move and she collapsed against him. He dumped her into the boot, and he drove off.”
“Ninja move,” Garcia snorted angrily. “Are you that stupid? He had chloroform. He’s a criminal just like the rest of them. He’s no Bruce Lee, for god’s sake.”
“Well he’s your mate,” Cortes snapped.
“Mate? I’d never heard of the guy before,” he stammered. “My contact told me where to take the girl. He never told me who was taking her. He didn’t give me a name or anything like that. I swear.”
“I want the name of your contact,” Felipe told him. “Now.”
“I can’t give you that,” Garcia insisted. “It’d be the end of me.”
“It’s already over for you,” Felipe said. “Both of you.”
It was written all over Cortes’s face that he knew he was right. Their careers with the police were finished. Their sergeant would see to that. Though bribery was commonplace, it was always met with instant dismissal, at least at their rank. Even if the sergeant himself was corrupt, he would not spare them, would not risk association with that behaviour even if he was guilty of it.
“We’ll have to see what the Prosecutor’s Office wants to do with you,” Henrique said, not letting go of Garcia. “Maybe you’ll do jail time for kidnapping. It’s a federal crime, but you already knew that.”
Garcia was still now, perhaps the enormity of what was going to happen to him sinking in now. Cortes looked to be on the verge of tears, but Felipe did not sympathise with him.
The staff room door opened and two more policías came in. They had been at the ready and now they were here to take Garcia and Cortes to their respective cells and strip them of their IDs and weapons before the anti-corruption unit would take over the case and interrogate them further.
“I hope it was worth it,” Felipe said, shaking his head at them as the two policías were led from the room, hands behind their back, looking down at the floor.
Felipe knew that Apollo had Constanza. He knew that he had been the one to meet the policías. He had worn a mask so that he could not be identified. He believed his warning to Felipe would work, that he would walk away from this string of brutal killings unpunished and disappear back into the shadows.
He wondered if he should let him. Maybe then Apollo would let Constanza live. He might leave her somewhere she could be found, unharmed, and vanish from Mexico City. Felipe knew that was what the killer wanted, and he could not let Apollo get away with what he had done.
He knew there were no guarantees that Apollo would let Constanza live. He may have already killed her. No, Felipe thought. He had to track down Apollo, who he believed was Jose Luis Martinez.
If he found Apollo, then he would find Constanza, he was certain of it.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE

Constanza had lost all sense of time and place.
She had no idea where she was or how long it had been since the policías had sold her to the man in the mask. He had held the rag over her nose and mouth. She had fallen unconscious at once. When she had come around, she was already here. Wherever here was.
Her hands were tied in front of her with something coarse and thick, like rope. She was blindfolded. The material felt smooth, but it was opaque. Even when she forced her eyes open, her eyelashes bending against the tight material pressed against her face, she could see nothing. Maybe she was being kept in the dark, she could not be sure. She was gagged too, so she could not scream for help. Yet her throat felt so hoarse and dry that she did not think she could make a sound even if she tried to.
The ground was hard and unyielding. It was stone, she was sure. She had wondered if she was being kept in a basement, but she would not bet on it. A lot of buildings in Mexico City were built on concrete because of the earthquakes and she could be sat on someone’s stripped-back floor.
It felt a little damp, but again she could not be sure. She imagined that she could smell the damp rather than feel it. Or was she imagining that? It was so hard to process things now that her sight was gone and with her taste so overwhelmed by the cord of material in her mouth. It felt like a length of cloth. Probably clean. Hopefully clean. It felt thick and dry. Her mouth was parched, and she was sure the cloth was soaking up all her saliva, any moisture in her mouth now gone.
Her feet were not tied so she could move her legs, but the space was so small that she did not have far to travel. She had gradually worked up the courage to take a few steps forward and had bumped into cold hard concrete. She had taken steps gingerly backwards and had hit the wall again.
Taking small steps so that she could not be heard, she explored the tiny room that she now inhabited. It was no more than three foot by four foot, she had deduced. It was tall enough for her to stand up straight in without her head grazing the ceiling. She stood on her tiptoes and still her head did not reach the ceiling.
She could not feel a door handle, but that did not mean there was not a door. She had to have been put in this cell somehow. Maybe she had been lowered into it, she thought, feeling dizzy at not knowing whether there was an exit at all.
Where she might be, she had no idea. She knew that this was not Godfredo’s doing. He would have spoken to her, begged for her forgiveness, before now. Besides, he might get information from policías at times, but she was almost certain that he did not have the kind of sway or money to arrange this.
This was connected to Los Sanguinitos and the witnesses to the shooting at Metro Polanco. She wondered why she had been kidnapped. She did not know anything about the other witnesses except what she had heard on the news stories. She did not have any information about the murder or the killers. As far as she could remember from the news reports, the other witnesses had died quickly. They had not been kidnapped or held in a place like this.
Why her? What did the man in the mask want from her?
She had thought of this endlessly and yet could think of no answer that made her feel better. Perhaps she was a bargaining chip to stop the police investigation. Maybe Felipe was getting close and the man had taken her in an attempt to negotiate. He did not know Felipe, she thought, if he hoped that the Subinspector would ever drop the case once he had started it. Did it mean that the man in the mask knew of their history, or was she simply the last witness? How many had died? And how many had been on the platforms that night?
The questions came and went in a never-ending circle. Once she answered one, several more popped up. She had managed to sleep for a few hours, sat in the corner, the walls and floor cold against her skin. She was grateful that she had worn jeans and a long-sleeved blouse in the end, rather than the summery skirt she had been considering.
When she had woken up, she had smelt something lingering in the air. Aftershave, perhaps. No, she thought, it was not that. It was a woody scent, but it quickly faded before she could place it. She tensed, every muscle in her body quivering with alarm, wondering if somebody was close.
Perhaps sensing her fear, a man’s voice cut through the air. She backed away from the sound until she hit the wall behind her and dropped down into a huddle, cowering, making herself as small as possible as if he might attack her.
“I’m going to remove your gag and give you some food and water,” the man said. He spoke authoritatively. His voice gave little away. He had no accent, no distinguishing features. He had worked hard to perfect the tone that he now used on her. She knew that it was not his natural voice, she could tell the tricks he had used, having had singing lessons when she was younger and having endured hours of practice at changing the tone of her own voice.
He did not sound threatening, which gave her small comfort. He did not sound much of anything. He spoke almost gently to her, as if he were a zookeeper and she were a new animal fresh out of the wild, who did not yet know the rules or how to behave here.
“Nod your head if you understand,” the man told her.
Constanza nodded. Her throat felt even drier at the thought of water.
“I’ll give you some water first. Then some food. And then some more water.”
Constanza nodded again.
She did not hear him move closer to her and yet she instinctively felt him draw nearer. She still jumped and gave a muffled cry when she felt his gloved fingertips graze her cheeks and neck as he put his hands to the gag. He fell still, and Constanza held her breath.
“If you scream, you won’t get any food or water,” the man warned her. He could have been a teacher rather than a kidnapper from the easy way he spoke the words. “Do you understand?”
Constanza nodded. His gloved fingertips remained against her skin and she fought the urge to recoil.
He seemed satisfied, for he worked at the cloth and removed it. Constanza drank in the fresh air. She had not realised how accustomed to the warm, stuffy air she had been breathing in through the cloth she had become until the cloth was removed. She almost cried.
“Gracias,” she murmured. Her voice was raspy and cracked. Her throat ached from the effort.
“I appreciate your manners, but don’t speak. Por favor.” The last words added jerkily, as if he felt obligated to be polite as she had been to him. Constanza was surprised, and yet she relaxed just a little. “Here is the water,” the man said.
She felt the rim of the plastic bottle at her lips. It was room temperature. That was fine, she thought, her body aching for water. He lifted the bottle and there was a trickle of water at first, wetting her tongue and lips, hardly reaching the back of her mouth, let alone her throat, and then there was more. She gulped it down thirstily. She drank more than she could have thought possible without taking a breath. She was gasping when he took the bottle away. She belched.
When she had caught her breath, he spoon-fed her some food that had the texture of porridge but was tasteless. He gave her only five mouthfuls and then stopped. He gave her more water.
She wondered if she should ask him something. He had told her not to speak, but she longed to make herself more human in his eyes. She could not think of anything to say. Maybe it would not make a difference anyway, she thought. The man had killed plenty, if he was the one who had targeted the other witnesses.
A cloth was pressed against her nose and mouth. She recognised the smell from the parking lot. She felt him catch her in the seconds before she blacked out.
When she awoke, unsure of whether she had been unconscious for minutes or hours, she was gagged again, alone once more in the cement-cell that her blindfolded eyes could not see.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX

A hospital in Roma Norte was where Chance had been taken to be checked over by a doctor. Felipe had asked to be notified when he was being discharged. It was late afternoon when Felipe hesitated at the curtain, unsure of the welcome he would receive, sports bag over his shoulder, still wearing his uniform.
He knew that Chance had not sustained any injuries. The doctor had cleared him. A policía had sat and taken a statement from him. Felipe had heard from Luisa at the Prosecutor’s Office shortly before he left that Godfredo had been charged and he was being transferred to prison awaiting trial. His bail had been denied outright by a judge. Felipe hoped this news would win him some favour with Chance, but he could not be sure.
He wanted to drive Chance to his hotel and make sure he was settled, but now he feared that his move would be seen as presumptuous. Maybe Chance would blame him for what had happened. Felipe understood. He blamed himself too.
A short, dark nurse saved him from his indecision as she tugged the curtain open. Chance looked up. He was sat up on the bed. He wore a hospital gown and he looked vulnerable in it. Felipe felt a tug on his heartstrings. He smiled tentatively, but Chance did not return the gesture.
The nurse swept in and removed the canula from the back of his hand. Chance looked away as she did it.
“Looks like your ride has arrived,” the nurse said, in perfect English. She spoke with a Texan twinge. She gave Felipe the once over. “I’m impressed. I was expecting a silver-fox, older man type. I like this man-in-uniform much better.”
She chuckled to herself and even Chance managed a smile.
“Now you’re unhooked from the drips, you’re free to go,” the nurse said. “It’s been a pleasure. Enjoy the rest of your holiday. Try to stay out of trouble.”
Chance thanked her and the nurse left, closing the curtain behind her, giving them privacy from the rest of the ward so that Chance could get changed out of the robe.
“I brought you these,” Felipe said quietly.
He put the sports bag at the foot of the bed beside Chance’s feet. He unzipped it and pulled out a pair of baggy gym shorts and a black t-shirt. A pair of clean boxers fell out onto the bed with them.
“What are these?” Chance asked, surprised.
“I know your clothes were taken into evidence,” Felipe said. “I had these in my locker. They’re clean, don’t worry. You’ll fit in them.”
Chance thanked him and swung his legs over the bed.
“Do you need help dressing?” Felipe asked. He resisted making a joke about not needing any help undressing him, but it was not the right time. Chance shook his head. Felipe hesitated for a moment, but Chance glared at him until Felipe retreated behind the curtain to give him privacy.
A few minutes later, the curtain opened, and Chance stood in the baggy gym clothes. Felipe wanted to wrap his arms around him and hold him, but he daren’t on the busy ward.
They drove across the city to Buenavista in silence. Felipe tried to make small talk, but Chance shut him down.
“The policeman told me about the other witnesses,” Chance said eventually, when they stopped at a red light. “You didn’t tell me I was in danger, Felipe. You could have warned me. I wouldn’t have withdrawn my statement, if that’s what you worried about. At least I’d have known to be careful.”
Felipe swallowed hard. He looked at Chance, trying to look into his eyes, show how much he regretted it, but Chance looked ahead studiously out of the windscreen.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I made a mistake. It’s my fault, I know, and I should’ve told you.”
“Yes, you should have,” Chance agreed.
Felipe did not know what more to say and Chance did not speak again. The car fell quiet and they drove the rest of the way in silence. Felipe slowed outside the hotel. Chance shuddered, perhaps recalling the last time he had seen the front of the hotel.
“The man who kidnapped you is in prison and he was working alone,” Felipe reassured him, reminding him of what he had mentioned on the drive. “You don’t need to be afraid. The receptionist who helped him has been fired, and the hotel staff will be keeping an eye on your new suite. Nobody except you will have a swipe card to access your room. A policía will be stationed outside the hotel.”
Chance nodded.
“Thank you,” he said quietly, eyes on the front doors. “Gracias.”
“I can walk you upstairs,” Felipe offered. “Make sure you get settled.”
Chance looked at him. His eyes were sad, his lips pulled into a frown. He shook his head.
“No, thank you,” he said softly. “I’d rather just be alone.”
“Okay, no problem,” Felipe nodded.
Chance climbed out of the passenger seat and almost ran up the steps and through the front door. He did not look back or wave. Felipe watched through the glass as he went up to reception. Juanita called over her supervisor who greeted Chance as if he were a long-lost relative.
Felipe, satisfied that Chance was safe, put the car into gear and drove to the end of the street, trying not to look over at the spot where Chance had been kidnapped.
He wondered if Chance would forgive him. He had hoped that tensions would thaw between them during the car ride, but it had not. The thought of Chance not talking to him, not messaging him updates from his movie binges or days out, perhaps even leaving Mexico City without saying goodbye, made Felipe feel anxious.
Perhaps Henrique was right, though he had been joking earlier. Maybe Felipe really was starting to have feelings for Chance, ones that would not be satiated with just a few nights together and nothing more.
He joined the main road and the traffic, glancing at his phone. His heart leapt when his screen flashed with an incoming call, his excitement quickly dashed. It was not Chance. It was an unknown number. He answered.
“Subinspector Santos,” a gruff voice addressed him. “This is Lopez. We spoke the other day.”
“Sí, señor. I tried to contact you,” Felipe said. “I have some more -”
“I was in a traffic collision,” Lopez interrupted. His voice was strained, as if pained. He spoke hurriedly, making Felipe feel anxious. He noticed that Lopez did not describe his crash as an accident. Perhaps he did not believe that it was. He told him the hospital he was at. “If you want answers, be quick.”
“I’m on my way,” Felipe said, hanging up and flooring it as the lights turned green.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN

Lopez was stretched out on a hospital bed in a private room on the fifth floor of the hospital. His legs were both in casts and one of his wrists was bandaged. Felipe had not met the man before, but he was not what he had imagined. He had been expecting a war-hardened former general, perhaps, judging by the gruff, authoritative voice and his mannerisms. In reality, Lopez looked frail and thin, propped up on pillows in the faded green hospital gown. His hair was still dark with wisps of white. He had perhaps been athletic in his younger years, but he must have been pushing sixty now, and his frame was thin and stooped. He still looked like he could handle himself in a fight, and his body showed scars from his military past. His eyes were bright, and pierced Felipe as he approached.
“You’re the Subinspector,” Lopez said, having looked him up and down. He offered his non-bandaged hand. Felipe shook it gently. Lopez did not offer any other greeting. “You had some questions?” he asked.
Felipe nodded. He pulled a plastic chair over to sit beside the bed. He glanced behind him to make sure the door to the room was closed. Lopez caught the look and must have sensed his concern.
“Don’t worry, Santos. I’ve checked.”
“I heard about Jesus Morales Ortiz’s arrest,” Felipe said.
“Sí, I thought you might,” Lopez said. “He was under surveillance for a few months.”
“But not by your team?”
“No, not by us,” Lopez agreed. “Still, I knew that he could not be the guy you were after.”
“I think it’s Jose Luis Martinez,” Felipe admitted. “I think he’s the one.”
Lopez nodded, but did not speak.
“He fits the profile,” Felipe continued. “He’s ex-military. He was a commando. He makes a name for himself killing the cartels and traffickers. Then he goes undercover working for them. At that point, who really knows who his loyalties are with or if he even has any? He disappears, but the army doesn’t want to admit that, so they stick to the line of defence that he is working deep-undercover.”
He looked at Lopez, who was nodding along with him, but was yet to speak.
“His file disappeared. His military records vanished. His birth certificate and any trace of him has gone. Somebody high up doesn’t want anyone asking about him,” Felipe said. “Maybe he knew I was getting close and wanted to cover his tracks. Bury his past because he knows that once I identify him, he loses the advantage he has.”
“Bueno, very good,” Lopez said. He looked impressed. “I happen to agree with you, Santos. I think he’s your likely suspect. I ran my task force for over a year, did you know that?”
Felipe shook his head.
“Of course you didn’t, because nobody knows about the task force. I’m retiring soon, or I hoped to. Perhaps they’ll get rid of me before I return to civilian life.”
“Who’ll get rid of you?”
“My task force. The government. Who knows anymore?” Lopez shrugged. He did not sound afraid at the prospect of death. “My team is highly confidential. Only those with the highest security clearances know of our existence. Our task is to track down those who have abandoned the military for the cartels and neutralise them.”
“Neutralise them?” Felipe repeated. He swallowed hard. This was more than he had imagined.
“I’m sure you can imagine the political fallout, not to mention the damage done to international relations and relief efforts, if it were to become public knowledge the extent of how many Mexican military men receive American special-forces training only to desert the army and use the fighting tactics they have learnt from the Americans against them,” Lopez said. “The government launched the task force a few years ago. We operate under complete secrecy and with impunity. This is a war on drugs, don’t forget. Every war has casualties. Right and wrong does not always matter when it comes to war.”
Felipe did not know what to say to that, but Lopez did not expect him to.
“I assume Jose Luis Martinez has worked out there is a team after him,” Lopez said. “That’s why he is so elusive. I’ve spoken to people who worked with him during his time in the military. His superiors and those beneath him. All spoke highly of him. He’s been one sonofabitch to catch.”
“The other names on my list?” Felipe asked. “The ones who had been killed, that was the task force’s handiwork?”
Lopez nodded.
“Miguel Gomez and Alfredo Medina Hierra were both taken out in hits. Francisco Perez was kept at a secure mental health facility until we could get a man on the inside to neutralise him. His death is officially recorded as accidental. He slipped and broke his neck in the communal showers,” Lopez listed them off. “There are dozens more. Each hit is meticulously planned. No evidence. No record of government involvement. Jesus Morales Ortiz was a target, but other task forces had him under surveillance so we couldn’t strike. In prison, I’m sure he’ll meet with an accident or end up on the sharp end of a blade. I’ll be retired by then. It won’t be me who gives the order.”
Felipe could hardly believe what he had heard. A government sanctioned hit squad targeting ex-forces members who could potentially damage Mexican-American relations after deserting their posts and using their American training against them.
“What about Martinez?” Felipe pressed him. “Did you have any luck tracking him down? You said you spoke to people who had served with him. Somebody must know something.”
“I spoke to plenty of people. There were a few I’m sure perhaps knew some things about him that they were unwilling to talk about. Nobody wanted to mention what he was disciplined for,” Lopez replied. “One of his commanders, Coronel Ortega, I’m sure was covering for him. He might have information on where he is now. I suspected he did, but he might just have wanted to believe the best of him.”
Felipe sighed. He wondered if this Ortega was worth talking to.
“One of my intelligence officers did get a lead,” Lopez said. Felipe straightened up. “He found an address in Mexico City. It belonged to a distant relative of Martinez. His parents are deceased. He has no close family. The flat was owned by a great-aunt. She passed away last year. We don’t know if Martinez knew her or knows about the flat. It’s been sat empty since her death. Martinez did not inherit it, but neither did anybody else. We had it checked, but nobody was living there at the time, so we left it. That’s still the best lead we ever had for him so far, and it was still ultimately useless.”
Felipe made a note of the address when Lopez listed it off to him. Lopez had a coughing fit when he was finished. The machines started to beep louder. He waved a hand dismissively at them.
“Oh, ignore those,” he said. “Stupid things.”
The door opened and a nurse swept in. She shot Felipe a dark look, as if he was not supposed to be here. She went straight to Lopez and started checking his vitals, glancing at the machines that continued to beep.
“Señor Lopez needs his rest,” the nurse chastised him. “Visiting hours are over. You should go.”
Felipe nodded and rose to his feet. He offered his hand to Lopez and he shook it. His grip was weaker. Felipe wanted to ask him about his car crash, but he could not with the nurse here. She was not going anywhere, hands on hips, glaring at Felipe. She wanted him to leave, there was no mistaking that.
“Gracias, Lopez,” Felipe said.
“De nada,” Lopez shook his head, waving him off. “You be careful, Santos. Now you know what you’re dealing with, you know what the stakes are and how dangerous things could get for you.”
Felipe left the room and the nurse closed the door firmly behind him. Lopez had given him a lot to think about. He wondered what would happen if the public discovered what Lopez had told him. There would be outcry, but he was sure there would be many who would agree with the government’s methods. This was a war, Lopez had told him, as if to explain away his involvement in the killings.
He took the elevator down to the underground parking. He wondered if he should check out the property that Lopez had given him or if he should wait until tomorrow. It was light outside still, but by the time he reached the apartment it would be growing dark.
The doors opened and he walked across the carpark. He could see his car when he heard tyres screeching on the concrete floor, echoing around the concrete chambers. He turned just as a black sack was pulled over his head. He could not see, could hardly breathe in his panic. He steadied himself, tried to calm down so that he could understand what was happening.
There were two men. They were strong and quickly overpowered him, the surprise of the attack and the hood over his head giving them the advantage. He was half-dragged, half-carried a few steps. He heard a van’s engine and doors open. He was thrown into the back of the van roughly. Boots followed him in, and the doors slammed shut at the same time as the van rocketed away.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT

Felipe tried not to panic. He could feel the floor of the van moving, felt himself sliding side to side as the van turned. He did not know where he was being taken or why he had been abducted.
The hood was removed from his head. The interior of the van was bare and dark. The floor and panels were wooden. The driver’s area was sealed off with another wooden panel.
Two men knelt before him, between him and the double doors at the back of the van. They wore boots and dark clothes. Black balaclavas covered their heads, with holes for their eyes and mouths. They looked like armed robbers, but Felipe knew they were military. The man on the right looked like a Mexican Incredible Hulk, his t-shirt straining against his huge biceps. The second man was leaner, more physically equal to Felipe, but he still would not want to have to fight him.
“Subinspector Felipe Santos,” Incredible Hulk said. It was not a question. Felipe nodded. “You’ve become friendly with Lopez.”
Felipe did not speak. His suspicion as to who these men were was confirmed. This was Lopez’s task force.
“You’re looking for Jose Luis Martinez,” Incredible Hulk continued. “We need you to know that we’re taking care of this. You can close your investigation.”
Felipe swallowed hard. It was not a suggestion. It was an order.
“He’s the prime suspect in my -” Felipe started, but Incredible Hulk talked over him.
“Are you listening, Subinspector?” he asked, raising his voice. “You leave this alone. This is above your rank and paygrade. A long way above. You drop your investigation into Martinez, and we won’t have any more problems. Is that clear?”
“He has a prisoner,” Felipe told them. “One of my witnesses. Constanza Reyes. I need to find her.”
Incredible Hulk exchanged a glance with the other man.
“When we catch him, we’ll try and find out where she is,” he relented. “But if you want some advice from someone who has been dealing with guys like Martinez for years, then don’t hold your breath. Your witness is dead, Santos. Martinez doesn’t take prisoners. He kills and disappears.”
“He sent me a warning,” Felipe insisted. “He’ll release her if -”
He had to fight for Constanza. These men did not care if she lived or died. They only cared about completing their mission and killing Martinez. He knew that Constanza was alive. If they killed Martinez before Constanza had been rescued, then her location and her chances of survival would die with him. Felipe would not let that happen.
“This is a man who betrayed his army and his country,” Incredible Hulk said. “He is a danger to everyone in Mexico and across the border. He corrupts children and turns them into coldblooded killers. The ones who refuse are the ones he uses as target practice. You can’t trust a word he says.”
Felipe swallowed hard. This was confirmation from the man that Martinez and Apollo were one and the same. They knew it, always had done.
“You can trust me when I tell you, stay out of this,” Incredible Hulk continued. “If you get in our way, we will do whatever is necessary. We have respect for policía like you. You’re a good man. A loyal countryman. We don’t want to harm you.”
The van screeched to a stop, jolting Felipe off balance. The two men grabbed him. The doors were thrown open and he was pushed none too lightly out. Felipe hit the tarmac hard, but he had braced himself. The doors slammed shut and the van was gone by the time Felipe looked up.
He got to his feet and patted himself down. He was still in the underground carpark, behind his own car. The van must have driven round the car park, up and down the three-level underground structure, before throwing him out.
He thought about Incredible Hulk’s warning. They did not want to hurt him, yet he was sure they would if he did not back off. He could not leave Constanza’s safety in their hands. She was the wife of a Sicario, she was nothing to them. They already thought her dead.
He got into his car and locked the doors behind him. He was shaken, though he knew that the men from the task force would not return. He could not help but think that if Incredible Hulk and his team had killed Jose Luis Martinez sooner, then all of his witnesses would still be alive.
Yet Apollo was still out there, as elusive as ever. If he thought that the task force was getting closer to catching him, then Felipe was sure that Apollo would disappear back into the shadows and Constanza may never be found.




CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE

It was dark as Felipe crossed the street and went into the five-storey stone building in the heart of Mexico City, a few blocks over from the Zócalo, the huge main square in Centro. He glanced frequently over his shoulder, as if expecting the task force to be watching him.
The apartment that had been owned by Jose Luis Martinez’s great-aunt was on the top floor. The front of the building was a mishmash of the new and old. The ground floor was taken up with tiny shops selling everything from dishwashers to movies and sunhats. The façade of the upper floors was traditional, stone gargoyles and intricate patterns around the window ledges.
Felipe found the stairwell inside the building, a huge stone stairway that twisted up through the centre of the building. The bannisters were sculpted stone. The interior had an air of neglect and he wondered how many of these apartments stood abandoned despite their prime location. Perhaps they were too expensive for people to afford and that was why they lay untouched and unrenovated.
He did not pass anyone on the stairs, but a few of the front doors on each floor had lights on behind them. The building was not as deserted as it first appeared. On the top floor, Felipe counted off the doors and stopped outside the flat he was looking for.
The door was closed. He silently drew his gun and took the safety off. He did not know what awaited him in the apartment. He did not know if the task force had already raided the apartment or not. Lopez had said he had checked it out, whatever that meant. He did not expect to find Apollo asleep in one of the bedrooms, but perhaps he was using it as a base, or he was holding Constanza here.
He tried the door handle. It was locked. Felipe took a deep breath. He did not have a warrant to enter the flat, but he put his boot to the lock and gave it a sharp, hard kick. The door swung inwards, the lock breaking. He caught the door before it hit the wall and made a bang.
Quietly he pushed the door shut again, leaving it ajar, and went through the apartment. It was dark but he did not turn any lights on. The apartment had two bedrooms, with a large open-plan living room and dining area that overlooked the street below. A separate kitchen. Two bathrooms, one off the landing and the other attached to the master bedroom.
He went room to room and when he had established that nobody was home, he turned the lights on. He was disappointed but not surprised. The flat had clearly not been changed since the owner had died. It was furnished and decorated traditionally, and Felipe could easily picture an elderly lady being at home here. He could not imagine an ex-military man being at ease here with the frills and doilies and ornaments. The beds were not made, the sheets and blankets disturbed in both bedrooms, but whether that was how they had been left or if someone had stayed here since the great-aunt had died, Felipe had no way to tell. There was no food in the fridge, and it had been turned off, the air stagnant when he opened the fridge-door. There were no unwashed mugs or discarded teaspoons to indicate Apollo had spent a night here.
In the bathroom, there was a layer of dust on the shower and the surfaces. He turned the tap, but no water came out. The water had probably been shut off, he thought. It seemed less likely, the more he looked, that Apollo had stayed here.
He did a final walkthrough but found no sign that Apollo or Constanza had been here. He imagined Lopez doing the same. He wondered briefly who would replace Lopez as the task force commander when he retired. Maybe it would be Incredible Hulk.
Felipe retreated from the flat, switching off the lights. He pulled the door closed, but there was no way to lock it now that he had broken the lock. He did not see anybody on the stairs or as he left the building. The shopkeepers did not notice him as he slipped outside, the street too busy to spot one out of the many.
He crossed the street back to his car and drove home, checking in his rear-view mirror to see if he was being followed. He circled his block a few times just in case before he pulled into the underground lot. The doorman was not at his post, probably out smoking a cigarette.
Abuela was in the kitchen wiping down the counters.
“Your food is on the stove,” she told him, as he kissed on her on the forehead. She gestured to a pot of broth. “I just finished eating, I have a date with my bed and a new romance.”
“A new romance?” Felipe asked, raising an eyebrow.
“A romance novella,” Abuela corrected herself at once as Felipe laughed. They both knew that she had never considered anyone in the years since her husband, his grandfather, had passed away.
She rinsed the cloth in the sink and then draped it on the faucet to dry. She blew him a kiss as she opened the back door to the small balcony that led to her annex.
“Goodnight, nieto,” she called.
The door closed behind her and Felipe saw the balcony light up as she settled herself into her apartment next door. He thought about Apollo as he heated the broth. Apollo had no living relatives. He was a lone wolf. Felipe only had his abuela, and when she was gone, he would be alone too. He glanced at his phone, but the screen was blank. No messages from Chance.
He wondered what had driven Apollo to turn his back on a promising, distinguished military career and work for the cartels. Lopez had said that he was spoken of highly by men who had served with him. The cartels must have thought highly of him too, if Carlos Herrera had called upon him when he needed someone.
Felipe decided he needed to speak to Ortega, the man who Apollo had once served and trained under. Lopez said that he believed Ortega could still have some contact with Martinez. Felipe wanted to get a message to Apollo. Incredible Hulk and his task force would not like it if they knew, but Felipe’s concern right now was saving Constanza.
He thought of Lopez’s warning. He was in dangerous territory and each step he took was carrying him further into a world in which there were no rules or justifications, no good or bad, no loyalties or morals, just the cartels versus the army, and it was increasingly harder to know which side was which and who, if anyone, could be trusted.




CHAPTER NINETY

Coronel Angelo Ortega lived in a two-storey townhouse in the suburbs of Lindavista, half an hour drive from the centre of Mexico City if the roads were quiet. Two cars were parked on the street outside his house, blocking the garage doors underneath his front door. Large windows overlooked the street on the first floor and the curtains were closed on the top floor.
Felipe had done his research on Ortega last night. He was a well-respected colonel. The army had not just been his career, it had been his life for the last forty years. He was married with two grown sons who had followed him into the military.
The front room was large and comfortable. Felipe sat on an overstuffed sofa and Ortega sat on an armchair. Ortega and his wife were alone at the house and had not been expecting any visitors, but they had welcomed him in. His wife had fussed over the state of the house, threatening to brandish a duster until Ortega had dismissed her. Perhaps they were lonely and happy for company, Felipe thought, now that their sons had vacated the family home. Ortega was weary of answering questions, but he had mellowed a little as he sipped the coffee that his wife had brought out for them before leaving them to it, closing the door behind her. He still had the posture of a military man and, though he was greying, his physique was that of a younger man.
“I know why you’re here,” Ortega said eventually. He put his coffee cup down on the small saucer on the coffee table. Felipe took a sip of his own. It was fresh and reminded him of the coffee his abuela made each morning, though he was always out of the house before she made it. Ortega cleared his throat. “Only one reason anyone ever comes here asking me questions. Jose Luis Martinez.”
Felipe was surprised, but he remembered that Lopez had come asking questions before him.
“You were his superior?” Felipe asked.
“Yes, indeed I was,” Ortega said. “I was a lieutenant, teniente, when he arrived at the barracks. He stood out from the rest. He was disciplined. He trained hard. He’d already lost his parents. Joined the army for stability, I thought at first.”
“He had some disciplinary hearings,” Felipe prompted him. “Did you know much about them?”
Ortega picked up his coffee and drank, buying himself time before he answered. His voice was measured when he finally did speak.
“The military draws certain types of men to its ranks,” Ortega explained. “Some crave discipline and structure. Others do it for honour and to serve their country. A few are attracted to the army for the kill. It’s not always easy to spot them. Most disguise it. Martinez disguised it at first, but there were a few incidents that made me question his reasons for joining.”
He did not elaborate further on what the incidents had been, but Felipe had not been expecting him to. Lopez had warned him that he had been tight-lipped when he had interviewed him.
“You think he enjoyed killing?” Felipe asked. “That was the reason he joined the army?”
“That’s what I started to believe,” Ortega said. “I suspected it, but he was a good soldier. He learnt quickly. He obeyed orders. He was a good tactician. He excelled at everything. I was loath to lose him. If he was a psychopath, or had a disorder like that, then I convinced myself that at least he had a controlled outlet for these impulses.”
Felipe wondered when Martinez had realised his own compulsion to kill, if he had noticed it before or after the deaths of his parents. He would need to do more digging about his past, his younger years before he had joined the army. It was hard with no file on the man now that somebody had made it disappear. Yet Martinez had joined the army. He had wanted to find a way to utilise them.
“I thought he wanted the army to help channel these compulsions,” Ortega continued quietly, shaking his head. “I thought that if he was going to kill, then he might as well do it for his country, do it honourably rather than the alternative. Of course, that was my mistake. I’ve since accepted that there is no honour in killing, even legally as with war, if one wants to make the kill.”
He took another long drink of coffee. Felipe waited patiently for him to resume his story, though he was desperate for more information. This was the first time he had spoken to someone who knew Jose Luis Martinez in the years before he had become the feared Apollo.
“I started to suspect that perhaps I had unleashed a monster, or at least helped to create and mould one, but by then Martinez was respected. He was highly praised. He rose quickly. He was fast-tracked for SAS-training by the Americans. He was no longer under my lead and I just had to watch and hope that his desire to do good outweighed his desire to kill,” Ortega said. “I lost track of him over the years though I always kept an ear out for him when I could. He must have killed over a hundred men in the line of duty. Traffickers and men associated with the cartels. At first it was in a unit, and then it was solo. He went undercover, was given targets. I worried then, when I heard he was working alone, with impunity to do whatever was necessary.”
“He had an affinity for blending in, for getting people to trust him and do what he wanted, at least until he’d run out of use for them,” Ortega continued.
“Like children?”
Ortega nodded.
“He built up a huge network of people. He had informants and spies everywhere, but children especially,” he replied. “I suppose it was just a matter of time before he began to train them, give them orders, abuse his influence over them. There were stories of a small village on the trafficking route. Five or six men were wanted for helping the cartels. Martinez tracked them down. Stalked them. Waited to strike. Then one night, all six men were murdered. Killed by their own children. The military overlooked the rumours of course. They didn’t see what they didn’t want to, at least not when he was still on their side, killing in their name.”
“When did he switch sides?” Felipe asked.
“He never switched sides, not really,” Ortega replied. “There must have been a point when the cartels approached him. I’m sure they offered more money for his services than the military could ever afford to pay him. They must have feared him. They knew who he was, what he was capable of doing. Perhaps money encouraged him, but it was inevitable. Martinez would have been swayed by the killing, not the money. Carrying out a hit under instruction from a commander is very different to being given free rein to kill without rules, in whatever manner he wanted. There are strict protocols for killing in the army. The cartels don’t have them.”
He cleared his throat again and took another sip of coffee. Felipe could imagine his helplessness as he realised that Martinez was no longer under the control of the military, knowing what he was capable of.
“It was a while before his handlers realised that Martinez was no longer under the control of the military. It was longer still until they had any kind of understanding of what he was capable of. Normally a man deserts out of greed. He wants more money or influence. That wasn’t the case for Martinez, and it took a long time for the higher-ups to understand that,” Ortega said. “I was retiring then. I didn’t want to get involved. I kept my nose clean and didn’t say a word.”
“Why not?” Felipe asked.
“I’ve known for many years what Martinez is,” Ortega replied. He did not sound apologetic. “I know what he has done and what he could do. He affords me a degree of respect. He always knew that I had seen him for what he was deep-inside, and he knows that I never spoke of it. Why would I turn someone like that against me? I value my peace and quiet, my safety.”
“Are you still in contact with him?” Felipe asked him. “Do you know anything about where he is now or how I might contact him?”
Ortega scrutinised him with a long, hard look. Then he shook his head.
“I’m retired and I don’t have any intention of sticking myself in the firing line,” he said slowly. He chose his words carefully, as always, Felipe noticed. “Why would you want to contact him? You think that you can somehow persuade him to turn himself in?”
“No, I just want the safe return of a hostage that he’s taken,” Felipe said. “That’s all I want. I don’t have the resources to launch a manhunt for him and besides, there are more powerful people than me out to get him. I just want the woman he’s kidnapped returned safely.”
“What would you have to offer him in return?” Ortega asked. Felipe could not help but wonder if Ortega would pass this on to Apollo.
“I don’t have anything,” Felipe admitted. “There are people above my rank who can pull my investigation out from under me. He knows that, just like I do. Until they do, I’m going to keep looking for him unless he returns my missing witness and leaves the others alone.”
Ortega considered him for a long time. He slurped his coffee and did not speak.
Eventually, he broke the silence.
“Thank you for visiting,” Ortega said, putting his empty coffee cup back on his saucer and smacking his lips together noisily. “I’m afraid I can’t be of more help. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must ask that you let me get on with my day. I would wish you the best of luck with your search, but you seem like a nice man, so for your sake I hope that you do not manage to corner Jose Luis Martinez.”
Felipe thanked him for his help. Señora Ortega called out from the kitchen and rushed down the corridor to see him out, offering him breakfast if he wanted to stay, which Felipe politely declined.
He was lost in his thoughts as he drove. He thought about Apollo. He was a natural predator. He killed because it was in his nature. It was not just a job or a task for him. It was more than a hobby or a predilection. It was his life. He had spent his whole career honing and perfecting the kill, and yet he did not prolong his victim’s suffering. He did not torture them.
He wondered if Ortega still communicated with him. The coronel had insisted he did not, but he had taken interest in what Felipe wanted to speak with Apollo about. Perhaps Apollo felt a connection with Ortega, viewed him as a father-figure of sorts. Ortega had known what he was and still protected him. With so few people in his life, perhaps Ortega had stood out to Apollo.
Felipe did not tell Henrique or the jefe about his run-in with the task force or his visit to Ortega when he had sat down at his desk. He sent a message to Chance, but there was no reply.
“He probably just needs some time,” Henrique reassured him, realising what was bothering him. “He saw a shooting and got kidnapped. It’s a lot for anyone to take in.”
Felipe nodded in agreement, hoping his partner was right. He wondered if Chance had spoken to Bill yet. Maybe Bill was telling him to fly down to Brazil early. Felipe put his phone away in an effort to stop thinking about him.
He tried not to think about Constanza and her prolonged imprisonment. He did not like to think of where she might be being kept, how she was being treated and how she was feeling as the hours passed and she remained Apollo’s captive.
His phone rang just as it was growing dark outside and he was pulling into traffic, having left his desk for the evening. It was an unknown number. Felipe answered, pressing his mobile to ear.
“Subinspector Santos,” a man’s voice greeted. His voice was ordinary. He had not heard the voice before, but he knew at once who this was.
“Apollo?” Felipe guessed. “Is this you?””
“If you drop your search, your witness will be fine,” Apollo said. “Do we have a deal?”
“Yes,” Felipe said quickly, almost shouting the word.
“Bueno,” Apollo said. “Be at the Monumento a la Revolución in thirty minutes. Don’t be late.”




CHAPTER NINETY-ONE

The Monumento a la Revolución was the tallest triumphal archway in the world and it loomed far overhead, the huge stone columns lit up against the dark sky. Tourists took pictures and kids played in the water fountains a short distance away. Some peered up at the dome from beneath and others queued for the elevator that would take them to the mausoleum at the top.
The traffic had been heavy, but Felipe had driven aggressively and had parked a block away with five minutes to spare. He reached the archway out of breath but on time. He looked around, his phone in his hand in case Apollo tried to contact him.
On the drive he had wondered whether Ortega had contacted Apollo or if Apollo had other means. He was sure that he would never know. It did not matter. A deal was a deal. If Apollo safely handed over Constanza, then he would stop pursuing him.
The task force would continue to search for him and perhaps eventually they would track him down. He was sure that Apollo understood that, being a military man himself. Felipe had not promised that nobody would ever come after him again, just that he would stop this investigation. It pained him to do so, but if it meant keeping Constanza and the other witnesses safe, then it was what he had to do.
He scanned the faces of the people around him. There were couples. Families. He wondered if this was why he had chosen somewhere so public. Felipe walked beneath the archway and craned his neck to look up at the dome far above him.
His phone began to ring. He answered it before the first ring had stopped.
“Take the escalator underneath the monument,” Apollo said. “Go down to sub-level three.”
“Do you have Constanza with you?” Felipe asked, but he was already gone.
Felipe jogged over to the escalator that sloped down beneath the ground. It was quiet, the small museum and ticket office closed already. The lighting was dim and only a few tourists lingered. Felipe went down another floor and found it empty. The doors to the carpark were closed.
He took the next escalator. The sound from above faded and silence settled over him. As he reached the end of the escalator, he saw a figure silhouetted on the far side of the walkway.
Apollo. He had the right build, was average height. He wore a hood. He appeared to be alone.
Felipe took a tentative step forward and then another. The man took one step, but his face remained in the shadows.
“Where’s Constanza?” Felipe called over to him. “I thought we had an agreement.”
Apollo said nothing.
Felipe walked forward.
He caught sight of movement to his side and turned to look. He wondered if this was a trap, if Apollo had set him up. A man to his left called out. Gunfire erupted, echoing in the enclosed space, a deafening roar. The bullet casings dropped to the floor with a clatter. Felipe watched as four armed men gunned Apollo down.
Apollo was thrown backwards with the force of the shots. When the gunfire stopped and the smoke cleared, Felipe saw he lay slumped against the far wall. He was dead, his chest and torso torn apart by bullet holes. Half of his head been blown away and was stuck to the wall. The armed men wore black fatigues and balaclavas. One of them looked like Incredible Hulk.
“What the hell are you playing at?” Felipe demanded of nobody in particular.
They ignored him. One of the soldiers picked up the bullet casings. One opened a door to the underground parking, where an unmarked van was already backed up to the doorway. Two of the men picked up Apollo’s body and tossed it in the back of the van. Another sprayed the blood and brain matter away.
Felipe watched, dumbstruck, his ears still ringing. He staggered forwards, but Incredible Hulk blocked his way. He looked intimidating but Felipe did not slow down.
“He was going to release my witness,” Felipe shouted at him.
“Your witness is dead,” Incredible Hulk boomed. “Now so is he. Case closed.”
The men finished clearing the crime scene. They jumped into the back of the van with Apollo’s body. Incredible Hulk shoved Felipe backwards, knocking him to the floor, and dived after them. The doors swung shut as the van’s engine roared.
Felipe leapt to his feet to go after them, but the van was gone. He knew he would not be able to track down the unmarked van. Incredible Hulk and his team would see to that. He surveyed the scene but there was no trace of what had just happened. The bullet casings were gone. The blood and gore gone. It was a professional job from the hit squad. Who could he complain to when the government was behind it?
Sirens sounded in the distance from overhead. He imagined the panicked scene upstairs as tourists and sightseers reacted to the gunshots that they had heard downstairs. Felipe slipped into the carpark and ran to another exit, taking the elevator up to the ground.
He looked over at the monument. Policías were descending and would no doubt put it down to a car backfiring when they found no evidence of a shooting. Tourists milled around, drawn by the scene.
Felipe retreated to his car a block away, his adrenaline beginning to disperse and fatigue starting to hit him. He thought about Apollo, dead. Now he thought about it, he realised that the task force had known where and when the exchange would take place.
He wondered if they had tapped his phone. Could they have done it when they had pulled him into the back of the van? Was that why they had done it, on the off chance that Apollo would try and contact him? Or had Lopez done it at the hospital? Anything was possible with these men, he thought.
Felipe cursed and hit his steering wheel, letting out his frustration. A few pedestrians stared at him and quickly hurried on their way when he caught them looking. He did not know what to do now. He had exhausted his leads and Jose Luis Martinez’s file was gone as if it had never existed, along with his body now. There was no way to find out where he may have been keeping Constanza.
All he knew for sure was that Constanza was as good as dead now. She was locked up somewhere and the man who knew where was dead.
He tried not to imagine her panic, her fear, when Constanza realised nobody was coming to save her and that she was being left to die alone in her prison somewhere.




CHAPTER NINETY-TWO

The jefe was not happy to be cornered in his office just as he had put on his coat and was about to go home. Felipe did not offer his sympathy. He had driven like a maniac to catch him before he left. He did not intend to let him wriggle away this time.
He launched into an explanation of what had happened. The jefe made all the right noises as Felipe spoke, but he could see in his eyes that this was futile.
“You have to do something,” Felipe demanded.
“What do you want me to do?” he asked, exasperated. “If this is a government-sanctioned unit, acting on orders from far above either of us, then I have no authority to do anything.”
“What about Constanza?” Felipe asked. “My witness is out there somewhere.”
“I understand that,” the jefe sighed. “But we can’t tear apart the whole city trying to find her, Santos. If you’re telling me that your suspect is dead, then the case is closed.”
“Closed?” Felipe repeated. His anger was mounting. He wanted the jefe to do something. Do anything. Do his job. “Teo Silva is dead and Leon Herrera and Martin Fonseca are still out there, without a care in the world. Out of eleven witnesses to the shooting, seven of them are dead and one is missing, and that’s it, just case closed. Do you even care, jefe?”
The jefe was turning red, whether from embarrassment or anger, Felipe did not know, or care. He knew that he should not be speaking to his boss this way, but he could not stop his tirade.
“Someone is covering up all of it,” Felipe continued. “Martinez’s file was deleted and any trace of him is gone now, like he never existed except for all the bodies he’s left behind. Someone high up doesn’t want me asking questions about him and thinks of Constanza Reyes as expendable. Collateral damage. There’s someone else protecting Leon Herrera and Martin Fonseca, making sure they’ll never be charged with Teo Silva’s murder. Either they’re in Carlos Herrera’s pocket, or Herrera has something on them and is threatening them with it, and your advice is that we just close this nice and neatly, and forget any of it ever happened, right? For all I know, jefe, you’re in their pocket too.”
He knew he had pushed him too far this time. The jefe was bright red and had swelled up with fury. When Felipe fell quiet, he let out a long, raspy breath that seemed to deflate him only a little.
“Is your outburst finished now, Subinspector? Are you done accusing me of corruption, after I’ve done nothing but support your career? I promoted you, Santos, and this is the loyalty, the gratitude, that you show me.”
He shook his head with disgust. His jowls quivered with indignation. Felipe regretted his accusation at once. Though in his dark moments he had wondered if the jefe was compromised, he knew that his boss had supported him, had always tried to fight his corner.
“I’m disappointed, Felipe, that you can think of me that way,” the jefe sighed. His cheeks were not so red now, his anger evaporating. “And to accuse me of wanting to sweep all of this mess under the rug is unfair. I understand your frustration, and I share in it, but I don’t have a magic wand, with which I can fix everything. I have rules and procedures I have to follow, just as you do. I can’t throw accusations around about disappearing bodies and hit squads. There are channels for reporting these things and they take time. You know how the system is. You know the stakes, and you know that there are people in the police force, in the government, who don’t want these things looked into, who are interfering in cases like these, but I am not one of them.”
“I’m sorry,” Felipe said, scolded. “Lo siento. I didn’t mean to -”
“Go home,” the jefe told him, cutting down his apology. “I’ll put this down to exhaustion and say no more about it. I’ll hear no more about it either. Clear your head. I won’t be spoken to like that again. Do I make myself clear, Santos?”
“Sí, jefe.”
The jefe ushered him out of his office. He locked the door and was gone. Felipe left the building disheartened and drove towards the hospital to see Lopez. He knew that the jefe would be furious if he knew, but Felipe could not stop yet.
If Lopez was still head of the task force, then perhaps he could help him somehow. They must know more about Apollo than they were letting on. Though he may be retiring, Lopez was not yet gone. He still had seniority over Incredible Hulk and the others.
Felipe knocked lightly on his door and opened it. It was long past visiting hours, but he only needed a few minutes of his time. The room was clean and empty. The bed had been made and no sign of Lopez remained.
“What are you doing in here?” a woman cried out behind him.
He turned as the nurse from earlier pointed at the door for him to leave.
“Where did Lopez go?” Felipe asked her as he left the room under her admonishing glare. Out in the corridor, she did not seem to lighten up. “Por favor,” he pleaded. “I need to speak to him.”
The nurse must have sensed his desperation. She glanced around to make sure she would not be overheard.
“He’s been moved to a secure health unit,” she told him. “At a military facility. Apparently, he can get better care there.” She spoke as if she didn’t believe it. “That’s what they say, anyway. He kicked up a fuss when he found out, but I suppose someone talked him round. He didn’t complain when they took him.”
“Which military facility?” he asked, a leaden feeling inside.
“I don’t know, they wouldn’t tell me,” she shrugged. “Classified information. They took all his medical files and wheeled him out. Not that I’m sad to see the back of the grumpy sod. No offence.”
Felipe thanked her as she scuttled off back to the nurse’s station. He walked slowly back down the corridor. Lopez was gone. The task force must have a new leader, someone who did not want Lopez talking to anyone about classified information. He wondered if Lopez was already dead or if he would be a prisoner at the military hospital until he died.
Either way, he would not be sharing his secrets with anybody.




CHAPTER NINETY-THREE

Constanza was starting to give up hope. She had no way to count the minutes or hours that passed but she knew that it had been a long time since the man in the mask had last visited her. It was normally a few hours at most, she guessed. He did not let her starve or dehydrate. Now the time stretched out endlessly. She felt weak with thirst. Her mind conjured up increasingly desperate scenarios that she was unable to shake from her thoughts.
She scoured every inch of her cell, her hands scrabbling for a door handle or any weakness in the walls or floor that might present her with a chance for escape. She jumped but the floor did not yield, and her head still did not reach the ceiling.
With her energy fading, she sat down on the floor and tried to remain calm. She would tire too quickly if she gave in to her panic. She tried to loosen her restraints, but they were tight, and her wrists soon ached once more with burns from the rope.
She was reaching breaking point when she heard a noise. She could not place what it was or where it was coming from, but she was sure she had heard it. It came again. From overhead. She tensed. Perhaps she was being kept in a hole somewhere. A dried out well or a cavern in a basement. She had thought of this before but now she was almost sure. She imagined a rope being lowered into the hole. Maybe that was how he came down to feed her and give her water.
Though she panicked at the thought that the man in the mask might be looking down at her right now, she tried to steady her breathing. It was hard enough to breathe through the gag as it was without causing herself to hyperventilate.
She froze as the man in the mask spoke.
“Sit in the corner,” he told her. He spoke to her from above. He did not sound close. His voice echoed through the chamber.
Constanza did as he wanted. She crouched, pressing herself against the walls. She heard his breathing getting closer and something else. A chafing sound. She imagined him traversing a rope.
His boots hit the ground and she tensed.
“I’m going to give you some water,” he said. “You know the rules. No screaming. No talking.”
Constanza nodded. She knew them.
His gloved fingers removed her gag. She opened her mouth for water and gulped it down gratefully. He took away the bottle before she was satiated, but she did not protest or argue. A trickle of water escaped her lips and ran down her chin.
The man gave her some more water and then fastened her gag. She did not protest. Then she caught a whiff of something. She recognised the smell. She braced herself and then felt the cloth against her nose and mouth. The rapid dizziness hit her, and she collapsed against his broad chest as he caught her, hearing a whisper of his voice as he spoke soothingly to her.
When Constanza stirred, it took her a few moments before she realised that she was not gagged. She moved her arms and there was no rope binding her wrists together. She blinked and opened her eyes. She was no longer blindfolded.
It was dark and her eyes strained to make out her surroundings. The ground beneath her was damp and soft. It smelt of…grass. No, she thought. She ran her hands over it and grass had never felt so wonderful. Her eyes began to adjust to the night. She saw twinkling lights of the city around her, windows shining in the skyscrapers of the city. Dark trees rustled nearby. She was in a park.
She looked around, tense at once, as if the man in the mask was lurking somewhere nearby. He could be anywhere. Buildings loomed all around her. High rises and office towers. Blocks of apartments. Cars beeped and revved on a street just out of reach.
Constanza rose to her feet unsteadily. She staggered forwards. Her wrists ached and she knew they must be burnt and bruised from the ropes. She could hardly keep herself on her feet. She was exhausted. Her body protested with each step she took and yet she kept going, heading towards the sound of traffic.
The park was dark and empty. She did not know how she got here. She froze. A child watched her from the bushes. When he caught her looking at him, he ducked into the overgrowth and vanished in the darkness.
She grabbed the iron railings that skirted the park and dragged herself to a pathway and then out onto the street. Her eyes were blinded by the bright lights. Car headlights, traffic lights, streetlights. People walked up and down the street. Shops were open.
It was overwhelming. She wondered if she was dreaming, if she was really still in her cement hole and this was her mind finally succumbing to hallucinations to escape from her reality.
She took a step forward. A car jolted to a stop, the driver staring at her. She wondered what she must look like. She grabbed the front of the car, and the driver beeped at her, but she did not stop.
“Help,” she cried. A few pedestrians hesitated, staring at her in alarm. “Help me.”
She cried out the words as loudly as she could before she collapsed to the ground, the last of her energy exhausted.




CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR

Felipe had just reached home and was heating the enchiladas that Abuela had left for him in the microwave when he heard that Constanza had been found. He hit the power off button and snatched up his car keys as he headed for the door, but he stopped. As much as he wanted answers, he knew that Constanza needed rest. She was in a stable condition, but she needed rest and rehydrating. She was not allowed visitors until tomorrow. Felipe thanked the nurse for her call, told her to pass his best wishes to Constanza, and hung up.
He reheated the enchiladas and ate them in the kitchen. His mind was filled with questions. He had not yet fully processed the evening’s events. His argument with the jefe, the death of Apollo, Lopez’s enforced disappearance. The enormity of the day seemed to hit him, and he was yawning by the time he rinsed his plate.
After showering, he climbed beneath the sheets and checked his phone. There was a message from Chance. He opened it at once.
Thanks for driving me back to the hotel.
It was brief, but it was better than nothing. He wrote a reply. He did not want to pressure him. He rewrote the text twice before he hit send.
You’re welcome. Hope you had a nice evening. Sorry again for everything.
He put his phone on the bedside cabinet and smiled into his pillow. Constanza and Chance were both safe. It was a far cry from last night.
He fell asleep quickly. When he woke up, he felt refreshed for the first time in days. He jumped in the shower and dressed. He checked his phone, but there were no updates. No messages from Chance. Felipe did not let it worry him. He just needed time, as Henrique had said.
Abuela was cooking breakfast and Felipe joined her in the kitchen.
“You’re in a good mood nieto,” Abuela said, surprised enough that Felipe started to question how his mood normally was. She smiled. “Will you stay for breakfast? It’s almost ready.”
Felipe nodded that he would. He made himself a coffee.
“Instant? How can you drink that?” Abuela shook her head, watching him stir it and sit down at the kitchen table whilst she finished cooking.
They ate and chatted. Abuela filled him in on her book club meeting later in the day.
“I didn’t read the book,” she admitted, looking alarmed. “I started, but I couldn’t finish. You know how much I love my romance novellas. Well, this was erotica.”
Felipe almost choked on his coffee as he swallowed down his laughter.
“I’ve never read anything like it,” Abuela shook her head. She clasped the crucifix that hung from her neck. “The language, nieto. Enough to make a loose woman blush.”
Felipe wolfed down the rest of his breakfast, trying not to imagine his abuela reading erotic novels. He kissed her on the top of her head and cleaned up the dishes before he went out the front door.
The traffic did not bother him as much as it usually did. He listened to the radio but there were no reports about Apollo’s death. As far as he knew only the Incredible Hulk’s hit squad, the jefe and himself knew what had happened last night. He wondered if he was in danger, if he had inadvertently put the jefe in danger too, but they could have killed him right there and disposed of him with Apollo’s body. No, he thought, they would not hurt him, not unless he gave them a reason to.
At the hospital, Felipe found the nurse who had called him last night. She was just finishing her shift, looking worn out, but she still smiled as she led him to a private room.
“She’s doing much better this morning,” the nurse told him.
He thanked her and she left him.
He gave a light knock on the door and opened it. The room was small but bright and warm, the window filtering in the sunlight. Constanza sat up in the bed. She looked tired but in good shape considering everything she had been through.
“Sorry about the hair, I haven’t been to a salon yet,” she laughed, running a hand through her tangled curls. Felipe smiled. Her smile faltered. “The doctor gave me the all-clear. I’ve had the drip in all night, but maybe I’ll be discharged later today.”
“That’s great news,” Felipe said. “Where will you go?”
He thought about Silvia. She had been brought in for questioning yesterday and had confessed to her involvement in a prostitution ring and money laundering. She was in jail and would not be out for a long time. He told Constanza as much and watched her lips thin and tears well-up in her eyes.
“It’s one thing to suspect it, and another to have it confirmed,” she sighed, wiping away her tears. “When I moved in with her, I did start to wonder. I heard her on the phone sometimes arguing when she didn’t think I could hear her. She would ask questions about Godfredo that seemed strange. I should have realised, but I trusted her.”
“Is that why you didn’t tell her where you were going?”
Constanza nodded. She blinked hard and composed herself.
“I won’t be going to stay at her house,” she laughed.
“Godfredo is in prison. He’s confessed to kidnapping charges. You could go home, if you needed to. He won’t be out for a long time.”
Constanza nodded slowly.
“I might stay there for a few days,” she agreed. “Diana is flying from La Paz today. She can stay with me. We’ll pack up some things and I think I’ll go and stay with her for a while. To get my head straight.”
“That’s a good idea,” Felipe agreed.
“Now ask me what you’re really here to ask me,” Constanza told him. She looked at him knowingly. “Come on, Felipe. I know you. You want to be Subinspector, not supportive friend. You want to know about the man in the mask, don’t you?”
“The man in the mask?” he repeated.
“That’s how I thought of him,” she said. Her voice went quiet. This was harder for her to talk about even than Silvia’s betrayals, of Godfredo’s imprisonment. He would be as patient as she needed him to be, but she took a deep breath and pressed on. “When the policías handed me over to him, he was wearing a mask. I never saw his face, Felipe. I wouldn’t be able to identify him. I could walk past him in the street and never know.”
Felipe wondered if this was why she wanted to leave Mexico City and stay with her sister in La Paz. He did not blame her. It was a terrifying thought to know that any man she saw on the street could be the one who had held her life in his hands.
He did not have a picture of Jose Luis Martinez, but she would not be able to identify him even if he did.
“Where did he take you?” he asked her.
Constanza shook her head.
“I don’t know. I was knocked out. When I woke up, I was blindfolded. I think it was in a hole somewhere. I’m pretty sure he shimmied down a rope to bring me food and water,” she sighed. Her voice shook slightly. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help, Felipe.”
She told him everything she remembered. The way his voice had been normal. Too normal, as if he had practised erasing any accent he might have had. That he had been commanding but not frightening. He had not hurt her. He had been physically strong. She wept when she recounted waking up to find that she was no longer in the hole, that she was free.
“This is important,” Felipe said, when she had finished. “Was it the same man the whole time? Did the man in the mask ever change? The man who kidnapped you was the one who released you?”
Constanza nodded at once.
“It was the same man, I’m sure,” she said. “He had this scent. Kind of woody. I’m not sure what it was. Maybe a handwash or soap he was using. He always smelt the same. And the way he spoke, he changed his voice, but it was the same voice each time.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes,” Constanza insisted.
Felipe wondered what that meant. He was certain that Apollo was the kidnapper. It was the only argument that made sense. The child had warned him that Apollo had taken a prisoner, and that had been Constanza. What didn’t make sense was that Apollo had been shot dead before Constanza had been released.
That meant that either it was a different man who had freed Constanza, or that Apollo was not the man who had been killed last night.
He thought back to sub-level three beneath the monument. It had happened fast. The man had worn a hood, his face hidden in the shadows. Felipe had no way to know if that was Apollo. He had assumed it was because Apollo had told him to meet him there.
No, wait, he thought. Apollo had never said he would be meeting him there in person.
He could have sent someone in his place to give him instructions for finding Constanza. He recalled Lopez’s warning. Apollo knew that a task force was after him. If he suspected that Felipe’s phone was bugged, then maybe he had set a trap and drawn the task force out into the open.
It was not just that, he realised.
The task force had shot the man they believed to be Apollo dead. Felipe did not know whether they would do tests to determine if it really was the man they wanted. If they did not have a sample of Martinez’s DNA, and if all his records, including his medicals, were vanished by someone high up in the government, then perhaps they would have no way of confirming whether it was Martinez.
Felipe wondered if that was why the records had disappeared, if Martinez had been working his way up to that. Now the task force thought they had killed Apollo, unable to confirm that it was his body because he had paid someone off to destroy any files on him. Now he could slip away into the shadows once more, no longer pursued by the army, at least not yet.
If this was the case, maybe Apollo did not intend to return to Mexico City. There was no use in faking his death if he planned on returning and exposing himself to the hit squad again with another round of killings.
No, there was something final about this act, Felipe thought.
“He did say something, the man in the mask, just before I passed out,” Constanza said, straining to remember. She shivered as she looked at him. “He said he was going back into the shadows.”




CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE

The jefe was in his office when Felipe knocked on the door. He had not been able to read the expression on Henrique’s face, so he did not know if word had gotten out about their blazing row last night. They had been alone and he could not imagine the jefe sharing it with anyone.
“Come in,” he called.
Felipe shut the door behind him and sat down on the only chair that was not cluttered with files. The jefe looked at him when he walked in, but then returned his gaze to the paperwork on his desk. Felipe wondered if he was yet forgiven for his outburst.
“Jefe, I just wanted to apologise again,” Felipe said. “I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that. I shouldn’t have accused you of that. I was stressed, and I took it out on you, which was wrong.”
The jefe sighed and put his pen down on the desk before folding his arms.
“I understand, believe me I do, Santos,” he said. “You are passionate about your work. You live and breathe this life. The case becomes a part of you. I was the same at your rank, if you can believe it. I promoted you because you’re good at your job and I trust you.”
“Gracias,” Felipe murmured.
“You have to understand, and accept, though, that not every case will have a happy ending,” the jefe continued. “Life is not a movie. The good guys don’t always win, and the bad guys aren’t always defeated. For every criminal we lock up, a hundred more are out there. You can catch the guilty, but that won’t bring back the victim.”
“I understand that, jefe.”
“Do you really?” he asked. “Last night you showed me that you don’t, not yet, not really. You will, though. It’s a lesson that everyone learns eventually.”
Felipe bowed his head. He wondered if this was his way of forgiving him, absolving him.
“I heard your missing witness is recovering,” he said, changing subject.
“Sí, jefe. I’ve just come from the hospital. She’s fine.”
He was about to tell him about his suspicions that Apollo was still alive, but something stopped him. The jefe looked at him expectantly.
“Was there something else?” he encouraged him. “Speak freely. What you say goes no further, if you don’t want it to.”
Felipe took a deep breath and explained his doubts about what had happened last night. He listened, nodding as he spoke, and Felipe felt better after sharing his thoughts with him.
“Interesting theory,” he said, when Felipe was finished. He propped his elbows up on his desk and pressed his fingertips together, forming a pyramid. “Perhaps you’re right, Santos.”
“You think so?” Felipe asked, surprised.
“I did some digging this morning,” the jefe said. “About what you spoke of last night.” Felipe was surprised. The jefe looked put out that he had thought so little of him. “You’re right in that someone with top clearance doesn’t want Martinez found. His files are gone. If the government believes he’s now dead, then I have no choice but to close this case.”
Felipe faltered. His heart almost stopped dead in his chest.
“But jefe, you said yourself -”
“You want to chase ghosts?” he demanded. “The higher-ups want this over. The army clearly feels the same. The official line is Martinez never existed. The unofficial is that he died on the line of duty. The line that task force has is that he was killed last night. If you start going against that, then I can’t protect you. You or your witnesses. Do you understand?”
Felipe opened his mouth to argue but stopped himself.
The jefe looked relieved that he had chosen to remain quiet.
“The arrest warrant for Leon Herrera has also been dropped,” he said, perhaps taking advantage of Felipe’s silence to get the rest of his bad news over with and out in the open.
Felipe shook his head. He thought of Teo Silva, shot dead because Leon was afraid of somebody finding out he was gay. He wondered where Leon was now, if he remained in Mexico City. He thought of Amarissa, his girlfriend, carrying his child. What a mess. He remained silent, glaring at the jefe.
“What do we tell the Silvas?” he asked. He recalled Hugo and Rita’s grief.
The jefe sighed and held up his hands in a gesture of surrender.
“The same as we have to tell everyone else in their position,” he said gently. “In a city of twenty million people, not everybody can have a happy ending, Santos. Don’t forget that.”
Felipe murmured his agreement and rose to his feet. He left the office and slumped over to his desk.
“You heard then,” Henrique commiserated. “Leon Herrera is getting away with it.”
“Don’t,” Felipe shook his head. “I can’t.”
Henrique nodded in understanding, sharing in his disappointment. The joy of Constanza’s safe return had been overshadowed by the jefe and Felipe tried to shake the feeling as he completed his paperwork. The case was being closed and he needed to tie everything together. He felt guilty for not doing more, but the jefe was right about one thing. If he went against the official line, then he would put Constanza, Chance, Adonia and Pia in danger once more.
Apollo was safer now that he had vanished back into the shadows and left the capital, or at least that was what he told himself. He tried not to think what Apollo did about his compulsions, his urges to kill, when he was not on a job for the cartels. Did the memory of his killings sustain him until the next time, or did he have to hunt from amongst everyday people when the desire struck him?
He shivered at the thought.
It took a few hours, but he had soon submitted his paperwork. It had been half hearted and he could not hide his displeasure as he gave the jefe his files to sign off on.
“Lunch?” Henrique asked, having submitted his own shortly before Felipe had.
Felipe nodded.
They were joined by Luisa, who felt guilty over the decision to drop the warrant for Leon Herrera.
“I tried to persuade them, but with less evidence than we had before -” she shrugged, frowning.
“It’s not your fault,” Felipe reassured her, as he bit into his burger. They ate outside the burger joint, stood at a rickety plastic table, the traffic passing a few feet from them. “Somebody high-up wanted this whole case buried and forgotten about.”
Luisa nodded.
“I’m sure that somebody at the Prosecutor’s Office is corrupt,” she agreed. “Probably more than one. I want to find out who it is. Rivera’s still after his big promotion, so you can imagine how happy he was the whole case is being dropped. Guevera and Morales, well, let’s just say nobody fought too hard for justice.”
“Be careful,” Felipe warned her. She gave him a knowing smile. She could handle herself.
“At least Adonia can leave the safe house now that the case is closed,” Luisa said, changing the subject.
“Where will she go, back to Oaxaca?” Henrique asked. “She can hardly go back on the streets.”
“I’ve arranged some temporary housing at a women’s refuge,” Luisa replied. “She won’t need it for long though. The lawyer who represented Victor Govea got in touch with her. Hortensia had no living relatives, and as Victor’s sole heir, Adonia inherits the lot. Their savings, their bonds, their house. I’m guessing she’ll probably sell that, the state it’s in.”
“Yeah, I can’t imagine her moving in knowing it’s where her father was killed,” Henrique agreed.
“That’s good for her,” Felipe thought, thinking about what the jefe had said.
In a city of twenty million people, not everybody could have a happy ending. Well, Felipe thought, somebody had finally got a happy ending of sorts.




CHAPTER NINETY-SIX

Pia Zaragoza was cradling her grandson out in the backyard, enjoying a brief respite from the hot afternoon sunshine, when she heard the telephone ringing inside the house. She heard Roberto’s wife Lucy answer it from the kitchen, reaching it just in time.
“It’s for you,” she said, calling out to her from the back door, holding up the phone. It was on a cord, and she must have stretched it across half the kitchen.
Pia took the phone from her and gave the baby back to her. Lucy cooed over her son and went outside to give her some privacy.
“Señora Zaragoza,” a man’s voice greeted her. “Buenas tardes.”
“Buenas tardes. How can I help you?” she asked.
The man told her he was calling from the policía. He told her that the case was over, that they believed it was safe for her to return to Mexico City.
“Gracias,” she thanked him, before ending the call.
She felt sad at the thought of returning to her small flat. She was used to the cries and laughter of her grandson now, and the comfort of not being alone. She had a little bedroom here, and Lucy and Roberto cherished her company. She babysat for them when they wanted to go out for dinner or to see a movie. Lucy had taken her shopping and shown her the sights. Roberto had introduced her to all his friends when he threw a BBQ in the back yard.
Lucy poked her head around the doorway from outside.
“Who was it?” she asked.
Pia told her, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. She should be happy that she was no longer in danger. Not that she had ever felt unsafe here. She was due to stay here a few more weeks anyway, and then she would have to go home.
Roberto joined them in the kitchen and seemed to share in her disappointment.
“Why don’t we fly down with you when you go?” Lucy suggested, jiggling her son in her arms. “We could do with a holiday, and we don’t visit nearly as much as we should.”
“You’d do that?” Pia asked, blushing with pleasure.
“Of course,” Lucy exclaimed.
“Yeah, I can take some time off,” Roberto agreed. “We can get you settled back down at home, and maybe we can look at getting you papers to move up here one day, if you were interested.”
Pia considered him, cupped his cheek in her hand, and smiled.
“Thank you, hijo, but I belong in Mexico,” she said. She realised that she did miss it. Not the crime, nor her job, but she had friends, and neighbours, who would be glad to see her. She had her books. Her routine. Her life was in Mexico City. “Of course, you can fly down with me. I can show you all around,” she said to Lucy, already planning their holiday in her mind. “Oh, you’ll have a lovely time.”




CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN

The sun was shining outside the courthouse, the blue sky making the scene almost picturesque, Felipe thought, as he crossed the square towards the main entrance. He could see Constanza and her sister in sombre clothes that did not reflect their jubilant expressions.
Felipe wore a shirt and shorts. He was not on duty today. The jefe had given him five days off, almost unheard of, telling him to take some time for himself. Today was the first day of his holiday. Perhaps, Felipe had joked, he should accuse the boss of corruption more often. The jefe had glowered at this remark and Felipe made a mental note never to mention their argument again.
He had heard the verdict from Henrique as he drove over to the courthouse. He did not need to be here, but he had wanted to be.
“You heard?” Constanza called over, as he approached them.
In the days since she had been released from hospital, she seemed to have recovered well. Beside her, Diana smiled at him.
“I heard,” Felipe nodded. “Congratulations.”
“Gracias,” Constanza giggled. She was giddy with relief.
Felipe would be the same in her shoes, he thought. Godfredo had appeared in court this morning to answer to his kidnapping charges. He knew that Constanza must have been dreading what might happen in the courtroom.
Godfredo had done the right thing. He had pled guilty. Perhaps he knew there was no use in fighting these charges, not when many more were to follow. Diego, Felipe’s friend in the anti-cartel team, had informed him that they had built several cases against him now for a string of hits carried out over the last five years.
He would be in prison for the rest of his life. Constanza seemed ecstatic with that news.
“Thank you for coming,” Constanza said. “It looks like you’re making the most of the weather.”
She eyed his shorts and short-sleeved shirt and raised an eyebrow.
“Going anywhere nice?” she asked.
“I’ve got some plans,” Felipe agreed.
“Very mysterious,” Constanza laughed. She turned serious for a moment. “I’ve finished packing up my flat. We fly out to La Paz tonight.”
“I’ll be with her, to make sure this time she finally gets on the plane,” Diana interjected, cracking a joke now that it was all behind them and they could. “Third time lucky, we hope.”
“I just wanted to see Godfredo in court, convince myself that he’s really not getting out,” Constanza continued, jerking her thumb back towards the courthouse behind them. “Now I’m free. I can move on.”
“That’s great,” Felipe smiled. “You deserve to be happy, Constanza.”
“I’ll spend some time in La Paz,” she said. “Then I’m thinking about trying to launch my singing career. You know I’ve always wanted to. I’ve applied for some cabaret gigs in the hotels. There are plenty of American tourists. Who knows, maybe someone from a record label will hear me.”
Felipe nodded, pleased that she was pursuing her dreams. She had wanted to sing for as long as he had known her. Constanza looked emotional. Perhaps she too was thinking of how long they had known each other for.
“I suppose this is goodbye,” she said quietly. Felipe nodded. “Take care, Felipe. You’re a good man. A brave man. I can never find the words to thank you. Just find someone who loves you, who treats you right and cares for you, won’t you? Don’t worry what people might say. Be true to yourself.”
“Gracias,” Felipe said. “Next time I see you, it’ll be your music video on the television, right?”
Constanza gave a gentle laugh. She held open her arms and Felipe stepped into them. They held each other close for a long moment. Felipe recalled the days when her embrace was everything to him. The days after they had split-up, he had longed to hold her again. The years had changed that and now he understood that though they would always be each other’s first loves, that did not mean they were soulmates or that they belonged together.
When they pulled apart, he saw her eyes were wet. She laughed as she wiped them away. Felipe left the sisters standing outside the courthouse and went back to his car.
He looked back only once, when he reached his car. Constanza waved, her hair fluttering in the breeze, a smile on her face. He wanted to remember her like this. Her carefree spirit, the one he had always remembered from their youth, bestowed upon her once more.
In his car, he glanced in the rear-view mirror at the suitcase in the backseat. Abuela had been surprised when he told her he was going on a short break. A weekend away, he told her.
“A romantic weekend?” she had asked, looking curious.
“You’ve been reading too many romance novels,” Felipe told her.
Felipe had avoided her questions, but Abuela had not been fooled.
“Enjoy your weekend,” she’d said before he left, his suitcase at the door. “It must be serious, for you to take time off. I hope that I’ll meet this mystery partner of yours when you get back.”
Partner. She had not said girlfriend or lady-friend as she had once always done. Felipe wondered if she secretly knew. It had certainly put a spring in his step, imagining that perhaps Abuela was not so conservative as he had feared she would be. There was still a long way to go, but this was a positive start.
He checked his reflection in the rear-view mirror quickly. He had shaved, had styled his hair, and he was even wearing some fancy aftershave.
On the passenger seat was a single red rose.
With his heart beating fast, he pulled out into the traffic and set off for Buenavista.




CHAPTER NINETY-EIGHT

Chance was waiting for him outside the front of the hotel, a huge rucksack on his back almost half the size of him. He wore shorts and a t-shirt, and a cap on his head. He waved as Felipe slowed to a stop in front of him at the side of the road.
Felipe had not seen him since he had driven him back from the hospital. He had wanted to give him space, and gradually Chance had messaged more frequently, until they were chatting as they once had. They shared jokes and flirted and after Felipe had been given his days off and suggested that they go on a road trip together, Chance had agreed at once.
They had spent the last few days planning where they would go and what they would do. Felipe wanted to show him everything. They were going to take in the scenery and see some Pueblos Magicos, historical towns that were picturesque and romantic, on the drive west to the coast, where they would spend two nights on the beach taking in the ocean and the sunshine.
You just want to see me in my swimming shorts, Chance had messaged him.
I won’t be able to keep my hands off you, Felipe had replied, stirring already at the thought.
Chance had organised the hotels, and Felipe had been excited at the prospect of spending five nights sharing a bed with him. It felt intimate, organising the trip with him, as if they were a real couple. Felipe liked the feeling. He had not experienced this before. Even with Luisa and girls in the past, he had not taken trips with them.
He climbed out the car, grabbing the rose off the front seat, as Chance came over. He blushed when Felipe presented him with the rose, his cheeks turning a pleasant pink. He looked around in case somebody had seen, but Felipe for once did not care whether anybody saw them together. He put his hands to Chance’s hips and kissed him lightly on the lips. Chance blushed deeper, but he looked delighted.
Felipe could not stop smiling as he took the backpack from him and loaded it into the car.
“How did last night go?” Felipe asked him, as Chance climbed into the passenger seat.
Chance was smiling, so he was sure that was a good sign.
“Bill understands,” he said. “I didn’t tell him everything. Not about us. We talked about our relationship, about the future. We agreed that things have changed, and that things are much more complicated now. Getting married is the last thing we should be doing.”
“Are you saying that you’re single, then?” Felipe asked.
“Well, technically I’m single,” Chance replied. “But there’s this hot Mexican guy I’ve been seeing, so maybe not for much longer.”
Felipe was beaming as he turned the engine on. He had not felt this excited to be with someone in years. They would have five whole days together. No distractions, no work, no Bill.
Chance pulled out his phone and tried to sync it to the radio in the car.
“I’ll be in charge of music for the trip,” he told him. “I made us some playlists. Cute, right?”
“And navigation,” Felipe told him.
“Oh, we’re screwed then,” Chance laughed. “We’ll end up in Argentina.”
Felipe joined in and they joined the traffic. Once they hit the freeway out of Mexico City, they could finally leave the traffic behind them. Chance was taking in the scenery, and Felipe tried to imagine what would happen when they returned, and their trip was over. Chance would have to return to his studies in the States, and Felipe would be back to work. He wondered if Chance would meet Abuela, smiling at the thought, liking the image that his mind conjured.
“I brought us some sweets and snacks,” Chance said, interrupting his thoughts. “For the drive.”
“Good thinking,” Felipe said.
He chased away the thoughts of what might happen when they came back. They were decisions for another time. Now he intended to enjoy his holiday and the time he had with Chance. Whether there would be more days like these, he did not know, and so he would enjoy them all the more.
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